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First Love/Late Spring

    by velminort

      Summary

      After the Tuna Melt Incident, Shane and Ilya gradually started drifting apart. Texts became more scarce, hook-ups less frequent and feelings pushed aside until, in the moment of absolute panic, Shane ghosted Ilya fully.

Now, three years later, Shane Hollander and Rose Landry are engaged. Shane's life finally seems to be going in the right direction. No distractions, great girl, lots of hockey.

And then the new season starts and trades between teams happen.
And Ilya Rozanov, whom Shane promised himself to forget, is suddenly on the same team.
And, worst of all, he becomes the Alternate Captain.



      Notes

        Hiii everyone!

This is my first multichapter work in this universe. I do not know yet how many chapters it will contain. I know, however, that you just signed up for lots of yearning, angst and boys being in love. I will be very happy if you stay here and share your feedback, leave kudos or simply share my work further so more people can enjoy it.

PS Please note that English is not my first language and I currently do not have any beta-readers, so sorry in advance for any mistakes. Be kind, I am fragile!




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Chapter 1.
  








  The trade deadline show was just background noise until the anchor said his name.
Shane barely heard anything at first; the TV was on mute, the captions crawling along the bottom of the screen in that little black bar while he and Rose sat tangled on the couch.
Her head was on his chest, one arm flung across his stomach, fingers absently tracing the seam of his hoodie. His phone was face-down on the coffee table, red and blue alerts lighting up every few seconds with the little insistent buzz of teammates and group chats, but he’d shoved it away. For once, he wasn’t on call for anyone.
The apartment was warm, soft. Winter had its forehead pressed against the windows - canadian February kind of dark, wet cold, but in here it smelled like vanilla candle and tomato sauce and the perfume Rose dabbed behind her ears. Engagement flowers from his parents sat in a glass vase on the dining table, a little wilted but still beautiful, still surrounded by cards: So proud of you both; Our captain, our future daughter-in-law.
His hand lay over Rose’s, thumb idly brushing her knuckles. The weight on his left ring finger was still new enough that he noticed it every few minutes, the metal cool and smooth when it caught against his jeans, the rings they traded, her becoming engaged to him, him being promised the future with her.
On the television, a smiling anchor in a navy suit gestured at the ticker that tracked players and teams like stock prices. Rose yawned quietly into his chest. 
“Anything good?” she mumbled, the words smearing with sleep. 
He glanced at the screen. Hurricanes acquire… Leafs send prospect… Nothing Earth-shattering. He adjusted the volume up a couple of notches so the commentary was a quiet hum.
“Not really,” he said. “Just… usual deadline chaos.”
She hummed, sliding her toes under his leg, freezing cold. He flinched and she laughed, pinching his side. “You love the chaos,” she teased. “You’ve been refreshing Twitter all day.”
He had been, earlier. Tracking rumours like everyone else, but mostly hoping nothing touched his room. His team was finally humming; he didn’t want any pieces moved.
And the truth, the one he wouldn’t even admit to himself: each new alert had come with a stupid little spike of dread, an old, ridiculous superstition whispering in the back of his skull: Please not him. Please not…
A graphic flashed on the screen, bright red.
BREAKING TRADE
He almost didn’t look up in time.
The anchor smiled wider, the network logo spinning into place beside his head. “We have huge news coming out of Montreal tonight…”
Shane’s heart dropped before he saw the name. Cold, clean, like someone had taken a skate blade to his sternum.
“...the Voyageurs have acquired star winger Ilya Rozanov…”
Everything inside him stopped.
For a beat, it was just pixels. Just a name. Just letters on a lower third, big and bold:
ROZANOV TO MONTREAL
His brain refused to attach meaning to it. The room blurred at the edges.
Rosy sat up a little, hair falling over her shoulder, following his gaze. “Oh wow,” she said, brightening. “Isn’t that the guy you’re always fighting with in those highlight clips?”
The screen cut to footage: Ilya in his black and gold, smirking through his visor, eyes sharp. A compilation of the usual: chippy scrums in front of the net, the two of them snarling inches from each other’s faces, gloves tugging at jerseys. Shane shoving him away from his goalie. Ilya yanking his arm back, mouthing something filthy in Russian.
And then another clip, one that made Shane’s lungs seize, of the two of them crashing into each other in open ice, falling, limbs tangled, sliding into the boards in a heap. Helmet askew, Ilya’s damp curls had been plastered to his forehead, his mouth open in a shout. Shane remembered the exact sound he’d made, the way it had reverberated in his chest through both sets of pads.
The commentators were talking over it now.
“…longtime rivals on the ice, now teammates. Rozanov brings a scoring touch and a whole lot of attitude to the Voyageurs’ top six…”
“Shane?” Rose’s hand squeezed his. “Babe?”
He realised his own hand, the one under hers, had gone rigid.
“Yeah,” he said, but the word came out rough, the back of his throat scraped dry. He swallowed. Forced a little nod. “Yeah, that’s… that’s him.”
His pulse was everywhere: behind his eyes, in his fingertips, beating under the band of the ring like it was suddenly too tight. The room seemed impossibly small, air too thick. The couch, which had felt cozy and grounding a minute ago, was suddenly a trap.
On screen, they’d cut to an old interview clip with him.
“Captain Shane Hollander has been the face of the franchise since he was drafted first overall…” a voice was saying. Grainy footage played of him at twenty, baby-faced and earnest, talking into a microphone about work ethic and team culture.
Beside that, newer footage of Ilya, smirking somewhere in a locker room, towel around his neck, sweat darkening the curls at his nape.
“Do you think there’s too much bad blood between you and Shane Hollander for this to work?” a reporter was asking.
Ilya tilted his head, eyes glinting. “Bad blood?” he echoed, accent rolling over the words. “Nah.” The corner of his mouth hitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Blood is just blood.”
Shane’s stomach clenched.
He remembered that scrum. That game. He remembered the press afterward. But the clip meant something different now, shoved into this narrative: rivals become teammates, enemies turned brothers-in-arms.
They didn’t know about hotel rooms. About doors locked from the inside. About the way Ilya’s breathing had hitched when Shane had pressed him back against scratchy hotel wallpaper, both of them still half-dressed, skates and sticks abandoned somewhere by the door.
He could smell it again, in the sudden vertigo of the moment: sweat, vodka, laundry detergent, and beneath it all, the warmth of skin. Ilya’s laugh, low and choked, when Shane had pushed his hand under his shirt. The way those sharp eyes had gone soft, just for a second, when he’d said Shane’s name like a secret.
Shane blinked hard. The living room snapped back into focus, faint buzz of the fridge, candle flickering.
This is fine, he told himself, stupidly. Players get traded. This is… good for the team. He’s good. He’ll…. He’ll score at least thirty. Power play will be insane. We’ll…
Rose shifted fully upright now, tucking her feet under her, engaged and delighted in a way that made his chest hurt.
“This is amazing for you, right?” she said. “I mean, he’s, like, top five in the league? You’re gonna be unstoppable together.” Her eyes sparkled; she was already imagining headlines, parades, new jerseys with his name on them. “Look at you! You’re gonna be a dynasty.”
Her thumb brushed the side of his hand, where the ring sat.
His phone buzzed violently on the table. Once, twice, three times. It didn’t stop. He reached for it with a hand that didn’t feel like his. Group chat exploded across the screen:
Luca: BROOOOOO
Kenny: captain my captain you seeing this???
G: guess who’s not fighting rozanov next season
Coach: Call me.
Another text slid in from a number he didn’t have saved, just country code and a line of digits that made his fingers cold.
He stared at it. For a beat, he thought he might be hallucinating. But no, it blinked there, calm and unbothered.
Unknown: Montreal. Interesting, da?
His gut twisted like someone had grabbed it and wrung it out. Ilya had his number. Of course he did. Of course he’d kept it. They’d texted. Late at night, little dumb lines that veered too close to something real before breaking off.
Then Shane had stopped answering.
He’d wanted to. God, he’d wanted to. Even months later, sometimes he’d scroll up, read the last unread message and feel his chest ache with something too big and too dangerous.nThen he’d put the phone down, turned it face-down on the nightstand, and pretended there was nothing to miss.
Now the cursor blinked in the message window like a heartbeat. 
His tongue felt thick. He had no idea what to say. Congrats? Don’t come here? Why did you say yes? Why my team?
On the TV, the anchor was still talking. “…and sources say Rozanov has already spoken to Voyageurs management and is excited about the opportunity to play alongside Hollander. The front office expects him to wear an A and bring a new edge to the leadership group…”
An A.
They were giving him a letter. They were putting him on Shane’s side of the room, on his side of every conversation, in those little circles before games when he talked about trusting each other, about bleeding for the crest.
Rose squeezed his thigh, oblivious to the way that word, alongside, echoed through him.
“You okay?” she asked softly. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”
He forced his mouth into something that might pass for a grin. “I’m good,” he lied. His voice came out hoarse; he coughed, tried again. “Just… big change.”
“Well, yeah.” She leaned up, kissed his jaw, warm and familiar. “But a good one, right?”
Her engagement ring clinked softly against his evening stubble. His own ring glinted under the TV light.
Shane swallowed. “Yeah,” he said. “Good.”
The word tasted like rust.
Another text buzzed in, this one from his agent: We’ll talk tomorrow. Huge for the team. Proud of you, kid.
On the TV, old highlights kept playing. Him and Ilya chasing the same loose puck. Ilya beating him to it by half a stride, that infuriating grin over his shoulder. Him slamming into Ilya at the boards. Their gloved hands briefly, accidentally tangling together on a faceoff. A freeze-frame of them nose to nose, eyes locked, mouths curled around insults that cameras couldn’t hear.
The sports network had cut them into a pretty little story: rivals destined to unite. Fate. Narrative. All the things fans loved to eat up. Shane stared and thought of a different freeze-frame: hotel lamp casting shadows across Ilya’s bare back; the little notch in his spine; the way he’d looked over his shoulder when Shane had said his first name, soft and stunned.
He’d left before sunrise. Pulled his clothes on in the half-dark while Ilya dozed with his hands curled under the pillow. For a second, he’d stood in the doorway, watching the slow rise and fall of his chest, the way his hair fell into his eyes.
It had felt like standing at the edge of a cliff. Jump, something in him had whispered. Stay.
He’d turned his back instead. Closed the door quietly and walked away.
Now the past had hunted him down in high-definition.
“Are you nervous to meet him?” Rose asked, pulling his attention back. She looked genuinely curious, a little excited. “Like, do you think he’s as intense in person as he looks out there? He always seems like he’s trying to kill you in those clips.”
Shane’s throat closed for half a second.
He’s worse, he didn’t say. He’s better. He’s… everything.
Instead, he shrugged, hoping it read as casual and not defensive. “We’ve met,” he said quickly, hoping his voice didn’t betray anything. “You know. Around. Tournaments. Stuff.”
“Oh.” She smiled, relieved. “Right. That’s good. So you won’t have to, like, break the ice. Maybe you can take him to that sushi place you like, show him around.” Her eyes went distant for a second, imagining it: the three of them at dinner, probably. Shane and Ilya swapping practice stories while she laughs.
The image made him feel dizzy.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Maybe.”
His phone buzzed again. Ilya’s unsaved number sat stubbornly at the top of the screen, that last message still an open wound.
He typed, erased, typed again.
This wasn’t my call.
Erased.
It’ll be good for the team.
Erased.
His thumb hovered. His heart was beating so hard his vision pulsed with it.
He settled for the smallest, safest thing.
Yeah.
He sent it.
Three dots appeared almost immediately. A little speech bubble, growing and collapsing as Ilya typed, stopped, started again. Shane found himself holding his breath, eyes locked on the screen like it was Game 7 overtime.
The dots disappeared.
Came back.
Disappeared again.
Finally, a new line appeared.
Unknown: You still captain?
Shane exhaled shakily.
His first instinct was something sharp, defensive. Yes. Of course. This is my team.
But beneath that, something sick and soft twisted: the fear that maybe he wasn’t enough anymore. That maybe they’d brought Ilya in because they needed someone louder, burn brighter. Someone people wanted to follow.
His thumb froze over the keyboard as the commentators on TV talked about “two of the fiercest competitors in the league sharing a locker room.”
Rose nestled back against his side, trusting and warm. She kissed the inside of his forearm without looking, eyes closed, half-dozing again.
“Text your coach back,” she murmured. “He’s probably freaking out in a good way.”
He forced his muscles to move.
Yeah. Still captain.
There was a long pause this time. Long enough that he could almost pretend the conversation was over, that he’d flung the words into the void and they’d vanished there.
Then:
Unknown: Good.
Another heartbeat.
Unknown: I like when you give orders.
The sound that caught in Shane’s throat wasn’t quite a laugh and not quite a curse. Heat flared in his face, his neck, a flush under his skin that had nothing to do with the thermostat.
His body remembered that tone, the way those words had sounded in his ear instead of in text.
Tell me what you want, captain.
He closed his eyes for a second, pressing the back of his head against the couch cushion, trying to swallow down the rush of memory before it showed on his face.
“Shane?” Rose said sleepily. “You’re really warm. Are you getting sick?”
“No.” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat. “No, I’m fine.”
He turned the phone face-down again, as if that could push Ilya back into whatever corner of his life he’d come from. As if putting a screen between them could undo the reality that in a day, two days, three at most, Ilya Rozanov would be walking into his locker room, sliding into the stall across from him, hanging a jersey with an A stitched on it.
And Shane would have to look him in the eyes, in front of twenty other guys and half a dozen cameras, and say welcome like his heart wasn’t battering itself bloody against his ribs.
On the TV, the anchor wrapped up the segment.
“…so the question everyone’s asking now: can Hollander and Rozanov put aside their history and lead this team together?”
Rose laughed softly, eyes still closed. “Of course you can,” she murmured. Pride in her voice, so uncomplicated. “You’re good at that. At… stepping up. Fixing things.”
He looked down at her, at the ring on her hand, the little circlet of silver on his own finger, and something inside him ached with almost unbearable tenderness and guilt.
She hadn’t done anything wrong. She had loved him first, believed in him when he was just a kid with a letter on his chest and the whole city on his back. She knew his coffee order, his favourite shitty reality TV shows, the way he liked his skates laced. She had chosen him before anyone edited together pretty rivalry clips and set them to dramatic music.
He loved her. He did. He knew that. It sat at the base of his throat like a stone: heavy, real.
But under it, through it, around it, something else thrummed.
Something that tasted like hotel room air and the sound of Russian vowels in the dark; like adrenaline and laughter and the feeling of finally, finally not being alone in his own skin for a night.
Can Hollander and Rozanov put aside their history?
He didn’t know.
He tightened his arm around Roe, pulling her closer until her breath puffed warm through his shirt, grounding himself in the weight of her.
“Yeah,” he whispered, to her or to the TV or to the empty air, he wasn’t sure. “We’ll… figure it out.”
Outside, the city lights blurred into streaks on the wet glass. On the coffee table, his phone buzzed once more, briefly illuminating the underside of his jaw, the hollow of his throat.
He didn’t flip it over. He didn’t have to see the message to know it was from Ilya. He could feel it, like a shift in the ice before a play develops, the instinct he trusted on the rink more than anything.
They were moving toward each other again.
And for the first time since he’d slipped the ring onto Rose’s finger and promised her a future, he couldn’t tell if what he felt was terror or relief.
***
The next morning started brutal. 
Shane almost never slept through alarms. That was one of his things, one of the foundations his whole life was built on: he woke up when he said he would, he showed up when he said he would, and he was always, always early.
So the first thought when his eyes snapped open wasn’t even a thought, it was just a wordless, choking wrong as light knifed through the gap in the curtains and his heart already started sprinting.
The second thought, when he finally managed to focus on the red digits of the bedside clock, was: Fuck.
His phone was on the nightstand, screen black, facedown. He grabbed it and it lit up, blinding him for a second with notifications and the time: 8:42. Practice started at 9.
Not optional workouts, not summer skating with whoever happened to be in town but first official day. Media in the building. Fans at the glass. Coaches evaluating everything. The day captains were supposed to set the tone.
“Shit,” he wheezed, tossing the covers back.
The bed beside him was rumpled but empty; Rose had left for an early meeting, a sticky note folded on her pillow with a little heart and Kill it today, captain scribbled across it. He saw it, read it, and felt his stomach lurch.
By 8:45 he was in the shower, cold water slapped on his face instead of actually washing his hair. By 8:49 he’d thrown on the first clean clothes he could find: joggers, a faded Voyageurs hoodie, a baseball cap jammed over sleep-ruffled black hair. He brushed his teeth with one hand while trying to lace his sneakers with the other, nearly choking on toothpaste.
His phone kept buzzing with texts he didn’t have time to read.
Coach: Where are you.
Luca: hey cap u alive??
Kenny: media already here don’t make me answer captaincy questions alone
He spat into the sink, swore again, grabbed his keys. His gear was already at the rink at least; he’d dropped it off the night before, double-checking every strap, every piece of tape. He’d done everything right last night. Stretched, visualised, laid out clothes, set not one but two alarms.
And then, apparently, selected Do Not Disturb on his phone while answering one last text from the coach. Perfect.
He was out the door by 8:52. The February air slapped him in the face, exhaust-cloud cold. His car beeped as he unlocked it, the windshield clouded in a thin layer of frost. He scraped just enough to see, then backed out, tires crunching, the dash clock taunting him.
Traffic, mercifully, was thin. The rink wasn’t far. But every red light felt like a personal attack. His hands were white-knuckled on the wheel, heart banging against the inside of his ribs. He could already hear the chirps in the room, the quiet way Coach would say his name, the disappointment threaded under it.
Captain shows up late on the first day. Great example, Hollander.
The closer he got to the arena, the more the familiar landmarks sharpened: the coffee place the guys always hit after skate; the little park he cut through sometimes to clear his head; the first glimpse of the glass front of the building, gleaming steel and banners with his own face on them, smiling down. The giant billboard that said WELCOME BACK, VOYAGEURS! in bold red letters.
He pulled into the players’ lot at 8:59, tires squealing a little more than necessary as he took the far corner too tight.
There were already a dozen cars there. Media vans idled near the side entrance. He could see fans clustered by the main doors with jerseys and Sharpies, their breath puffing in little clouds. He parked crooked, didn’t even bother to fix it. Killed the engine, grabbed his bag with his off-ice stuff, and sprinted.
The players’ entrance was around the side, less glamorous than the front: a plain metal door with a card reader, a narrow strip of alleyway between the arena wall and the low concrete barrier that separated the lot from the street. Dumpsters, a scattering of cigarette butts in the slush, the lingering smell of stale smoke and cold air.
He half-ran, half-skidded around the corner…
…and stopped so fast his sneakers slid on the gritty ice.
There was someone already there, leaning against the brick wall by the players’ door. Dark grey sweatpants, team-issued hoodie, hood down. The collar opened enough to show the line of his throat and the thin chain glinting there. One ankle crossed over the other, easy and loose, like he had all the time in the world.
A cigarette burned between his fingers. He took a drag, slow and unhurried, then turned his head at the sound of Shane’s footsteps.
For a split second, all Shane saw was the smoke, the curve of a mouth he hadn’t seen in years, and the bright, assessing green-brown of Ilya Rozanov’s eyes.
He looked older, but not by much. Or maybe that wasn’t it, maybe he just looked… sharpened. The boyishness sanded down into something cleaner. His hair was longer than it had been in the old clips, curling over his forehead in messy, artful waves. There were faint creases at the corners of his eyes that hadn’t been there before. His jaw was rough with one day old stubble, a shade darker than the light brown of his hair, and there was a new tattoo half-visible at his wrist, disappearing under his cuff.
He straightened when he saw Shane, the lazy slouch tightening just enough that his shoulders squared, the line of his body coiling. The ember of the cigarette glowed orange as he took another drag, ash hanging precariously off the end.
For one stupid, suspended moment, Shane just… stared.
Images flickered through his brain in a rush: Ilya in a cheap hotel chair, bare legs sprawled, rolling a cigarette between his fingers; Ilya laughing up at him from a pillow, hair sticking up in every direction; Ilya with his head tipped back against tile, throat bared, water beading on his lashes.
He looked good. He looked so good that it hurt, a physical ache behind Shane’s ribs.
And older, yeah. But in that way you could see the years on him and somehow it only made him hotter. Extra muscle in his shoulders, neck thicker with strength, the soft parts burned away by too many games, too many hits, too many nights awake.
He was also, Shane’s brain belatedly supplied, exhaling smoke onto the no-smoking sign bolted to the wall beside the door.
The world rushed back in, all at once: the sting of the cold, the buzz of road noise, the faint echo of fans at the front. The fact that he was late. The fact that this was his first time seeing this man in person in almost three years.
Ilya’s mouth curved, slow and almost lazy.
“Morning, captain,” he said.
The word slid under Shane’s skin like a blade dipped in honey.
He’d been imagining this moment. Seeing Ilya again, seeing him in their colours, carrying their logo, walking into their room. In the shower, on long flights, even staring at the ceiling while Rose breathed softly beside him, he’d tried to rehearse how he would act.
He’d picked phrases like professional and grown-up and we’re adults now, we can handle this.
And here he was, standing in a strip of filthy slush ten seconds before being unforgivably late, gaping like a rookie.
“I… ” His voice sounded weird. He cleared his throat. “You’re not allowed to smoke here.”
That was not what he’d meant to say.
Ilya’s eyes flicked to the sign, then back to him. “I am not allowed to do many things,” he said mildly. His accent was a little thicker than Shane remembered, or maybe he was just hearing it more now. “Is first day. I like to start with nicotine.”
He let the cigarette dangle between his fingers, his other hand tucked into his hoodie pocket. The fabric stretched just a little over his chest; the Voyageurs logo sat perfectly centred, red and navy against charcoal.
Shane’s gaze tripped over it and dropped, almost on autopilot, to Ilya’s hands. Long fingers, knuckles reddened from cold. The cigarette pinched between index and middle, smooth and practised.
He had always watched Ilya’s hands too much. On the ice, yes, on his stick, on the puck, but also in hotel rooms, when they were both pretending this was nothing and failing miserably.
Ilya tipped the cigarette away and exhaled, the smoke curling white into the frigid air. It smelled sharper than the memory but it still hit something in Shane’s chest, dragging the past up with it.
“You are late,” Ilya added, conversational, like they’d seen each other yesterday. His eyes trailed over Shane in a slow sweep: cap, hoodie, flushed cheeks, the silver promise ring on his left hand. They lingered there for half a second, something unreadable flickering across his face. “Very on-brand for you, no?”
“I’m never late,” Shane snapped, then winced at how defensive it sounded. “My phone… I set it wrong. Or it glitched. I don’t know.”
“Mm.” Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Very scary, this new technology, Hollander. So mysterious.”
Shane dragged a hand down his own face, half to wake up, half to hide how red he felt. “They’re gonna kill me.”
“Coach?” Ilya shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe. Or maybe he is too busy thinking how lucky he is.” He gave Shane a slow, obvious once-over that made the back of Shane’s neck heat, his cheeks burn under the freckles. “So many stars in one locker room. So many… opportunities.”
Shane opened his mouth to say something dry and cutting, something to shift the ground back under his feet, but the words tangled with everything else in his throat: three years of silence and late-night what-ifs, the memory of Ilya’s last message, sitting like a ghost in his chat.
I like when you give orders.
His ring felt heavy, suddenly. He curled his hand into a fist, thought about Rose’s soft mouth, soft hair, soft hands.
“This is my team,” he said, quieter than he meant to.
It wasn’t a threat. It wasn’t even a statement of fact, really. More like an incantation, something he needed to say out loud to make it real. Ilya’s gaze softened for just a heartbeat in turn, something quick and bright and dangerously close to fond. Then his lashes lowered and whatever was there smoothed out. 
“I know,” he said. “They put your face everywhere.” He nodded toward the front of the building, where Shane’s twenty-year-old smile was still stretched across a banner. “Very pretty.”
Pretty. The words should’ve annoyed him. Instead, they sent a ridiculous little spark through his chest.
“You’re supposed to check in at the front,” Shane said, because he was spiralling and this was safer than thinking about how Ilya was looking at him. “Get your pass, the security stuff. You can’t just…” He gestured, helpless, at the cigarette, the alley, all of it. “...lurk here like a burglar.”
Ilya snorted. “I already checked in,” he said. He tapped the lanyard around his neck; Shane hadn’t noticed it beneath the hoodie. The plastic badge swung, his face staring back from a tiny photo, name under it. ROZANOV, I., Access: FULL. He also had an A printed in red at the bottom, a little flourish management had added for all their letter-wearers.
It was such a small thing, that little capital letter, but it hit like a bodycheck.
Shane swallowed hard. “They gave you that already?”
“Da.” Ilya’s mouth pulled sideways, like he wasn’t sure whether to be proud or annoyed. “GM says, ‘We want you big voice in room.’” He rolled his eyes, mocking the accent. “‘We want new energy, shake things up.’” His gaze dipped to Shane’s chest, where his own invisible C rested under the hoodie. “But you are still king. Do not worry.” His tongue touched his teeth in a quick flash. “I am just your little knight.”
It was stupid. It was nothing. It was a joke. Shane’s heart still stuttered at your. He had no idea what his face was doing. He hoped it was something like amusement, or exasperation. Not the raw panic he felt.
“We’re gonna be late,” he said abruptly, because the world had narrowed to the space between them and that was dangerous. “You’re gonna be late. You don’t even know how much they hate lateness here.”
“Then go,” Ilya said. He didn’t move immediately. He took one more drag, eyes on Shane over the glowing tip. “Run, captain. Set example.”
The sarcasm was there. So was something else, wired under it. Shane hesitated. Then, because his body betrayed him, because part of him was still that idiot kid in a hotel doorway wanting to stay, he blurted, 
“You coming?”
There was a fraction of a pause. Ilya looked at him like he’d said something much more important than an invitation to go inside. Then he flicked ash neatly into the snow, dropped the butt, and ground it out under his heel. The movement was clean, efficient. He didn’t take his eyes off Shane.
“Da,” he said softly. “Of course.”
He stepped closer to the door, within arm’s reach now. He smelled faintly like smoke and something else expensive and clean under it, soap, maybe, or cologne. Shane’s brain catalogued it even as the rest of him tried desperately not to. The cold had reddened his nose, the tips of his ears. Up close, the faint lines around his eyes deepened when he squinted.
“After you,” Ilya added, nodding toward the card reader. “Show me how you do things in your kingdom.”
Shane fumbled his keycard out of his pocket. His fingers brushed Ilya’s as he reached past him, a light static crack skimming their skin. It was nothing, probably. Just dry winter air.
His hand still jerked like he’d grabbed a live wire.
He swiped the card. The reader beeped green. The lock clicked. On the other side of the door, he could hear the muffled roar of voices, laughter, the thump of music. His team. His room. His whole carefully ordered life was waiting for him.
He looked at the handle. Then, because he was weak, he looked at Ilya.
Ilya was already watching him, gaze steady, unreadable. For once, he wasn’t smirking. There was a sliver of nerves there, too, if Shane was honest. Tucked deep, but there. First day with a new team. New city. New letter. Even cocky bastards got butterflies.
“Ready?” Shane asked, the word rough in his throat.
Ilya’s lips curved, not quite enough to show teeth.
“For what?” he murmured. “Practice? Or… for you?”
Shane’s grip tightened on the handle until his knuckles went white.
“Both,” he said, because he was already in trouble and lying would only make it worse. “I guess.”
Ilya’s eyes flicked down to his left hand again, to the ring sitting there, silver and solid.
“Then yes,” he said quietly. “I am ready.”
For a second, the air between them felt like it had that crackle right before a storm. The kind of moment you could step back from, if you were smart, if you were strong.
Shane opened the door instead.
Noise and light and the smell of the rink, rubber mats and tape and detergent and faintly, always, ice, rushed over them. He stepped through, Ilya’s shoulder brushing his as he followed. If anyone noticed they came in together, a few seconds after nine, nobody said anything right away. The room turned to greet its captain with whoops and chirps, a dozen voices at once. Someone tossed a roll of tape at his head. Music pounded from the speaker in the corner.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw heads turn for Ilya too. Appraising looks, straight-up stares, a couple of guys whistling at the sight of their new acquisition. Someone shouted “Rozy!” from across the room. Another, more tentative, “Hey, man, big fan.”
But for the heartbeat it took to cross the threshold, it felt like there were only two people in the building.
Shane swallowed, pasted on his captain’s smile, and walked into his locker room.
Beside him, just a half-step back and to the right, Ilya walked into it too. 
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  The introductions were quick and loud and exactly the kind of chaos Shane knew how to handle. Guys clapped Ilya on the back, exchanged awkward fist bumps, threw out the usual questions.
“Rozanov, right? Big fan, man.”
“Heard you tried to kill Kenny in juniors.”
“Say something mean in Russian.”
Ilya took it all with a lazy half-smile, answering in that unhurried, dry way that made everything look like a joke.
“Yes, I tried to kill Kenny,” he said, nodding solemnly. Kenny choked on his coffee. “He was ugly then too.”
“What did he just say?” Kenny demanded, coughing.
“He said he loves you,” Luca translated. “Follow your heart.”
The room laughed. Even Coach’s mouth twitched. Shane watched from his stall, gear bag half-unzipped, trying not to stare.
It was… unnerving, how easily Ilya slid in. No clearly visible rookie nerves, no “happy to be here” script. He didn’t puff himself up, didn’t shrink either. Just leaned against his stall like he’d been there for years, letting the room orbit him the way rooms always did if you were good enough and didn’t care enough. And he was good enough. That was part of the problem.
Coach clapped his hands once. “Circle up.”
They formed the usual half-ring around the whiteboard, guys still in shorts and team shirts, some with coffee cups in hand. Shane took his spot at the front on instinct, back to the board. To his right, just close enough that he could feel the heat of him, stood Ilya. Red A stitched over his heart, no helmet, curls still a little flattened from his beanie.
“Alright,” Coach said, scanning them. “You know the drill. New year, clean slate, same expectations. We underperformed last season. That’s on all of us. We’re not doing the same thing and hoping it magically gets better. We’re changing some things.”
His gaze flicked between Shane and Ilya. Measured. Sizing up a bomb he’d just finished wiring.
“Hollander’s still wearing the C, as he should,” Coach said. A couple of sticks tapped the floor, a few hoots. “He’s the anchor. We’ve added Rozanov to the leadership group. He’s got an A, and he’s not shy.”
“Tragic,” Luca muttered. “Another loud one.”
“Shut up, Luca,” Coach said without heat. “The point is: you’ve got voices now. Use them.”
He nodded at Shane. “Cap, you wanna lay out the plan for the year?”
All faces, suddenly serious, turned to him. He’d done this so many times he could feel the speech sit up in his chest, ready.
“Okay,” Shane said. His voice settled into that calm cadence he’d trained into it. “Last year wasn’t good enough. We all know it. But we’re not dragging it around like a dead weight. We learned from it.”
He grabbed the marker and turned, drawing a quick neutral-zone diagram. It felt almost clinical: Xs, Os, arrows.
“Big picture: we’re tightening up,” he said. “We blew chances out of the rush. We’re not doing it again. So: 1–2–2 most nights. We clog the middle, we force dump-ins, we make teams earn every entry. We’re going to be the lowest-penalised team in the league. No dumb stuff after the whistle. We keep five guys on the ice.”
A few nods, a “yeah, okay” from somewhere in the back.
“In the end, we stay compact,” Shane went on. “No hero pinches, no chasing hits behind the net and leaving the backdoor open. Centers, you’re married to the slot. Wingers, you commit to your points but you’re not bailing early. We let teams play outside the dots all they want. Nothing through the middle.”
He felt himself hit the rhythm: points, structure, control. He talked power play, simple, high percentage looks. He talked penalty kill, discipline, reading lanes, sticks in passing paths.
“This isn’t about style points,” he finished. “It’s about wins. Two-nothing, two-one, six-four, I don’t care. We play smart, we manage the puck, we suffocate teams. That’s our identity this year.”
He capped the marker and stepped aside. It was a good speech. Solid. The guys were nodding, a couple of them making that low little noise players make when they actually buy in. He could see Coach’s approval, quiet and automatic. There. That’s my captain.
Then Coach tipped his chin at the man on Shane’s right.
“Rozanov,” he said. “You got anything?”
The room’s attention swung like a spotlight. Ilya rolled his shoulders like he’d been waiting for this. He didn’t reach for the marker right away. Just let the silence stretch a beat longer than was comfortable, eyes flicking slow across the room.
“This is good,” he said finally, nodding toward the board. “Very… tidy.” He cut a glance at Shane, then back to the group. “If you want to be everyone’s favourite opponent, this is perfect. No surprises. They will send thank-you cards.”
A few guys snorted. Kenny half-choked on his coffee again. Shane felt heat prickle under his collarbone.
“What I mean,” Ilya went on, perfectly calm, “is everybody in league knows how Hollander’s teams play. Low risk. Low fun.” He gave Shane a little flash of teeth that he could probably pass off as a smile. “Very reliable. Like Volvo.”
Laughter broke harder this time. Someone said, “Volvo’s a good car, though,” and got shushed.
“But here is problem,” Ilya said, reaching for the marker at last. “Everyone also knows how to defend Volvo.”
He uncapped it with his teeth, because of course, and drew over Shane’s careful little triangles: aggressive arrows, crash paths. No hesitation.
“You run this nice 1–2–2?” he said. “Great. You are ghosts. Teams skate through you, nobody gets hit, nobody is scared. You play safe?” He tapped the cluster of Xs around the slot. “You give up shots from outside, yes. But also…” he circled a big O “...you give up this guy all day. He walks your winger, gets middle, picks corner. Ask me how I know.” He shrugged. “I scored on you like that three times.”
“Ooooh,” someone low-whistled.
“Two,” Shane cut in before he could stop himself.
“Three,” Ilya said, without looking at him. “We do video later, Volvo. I show you.”
The room howled at that. Coach covered his mouth poorly with his hand, like he wasn’t laughing. Shane could feel his ears going hot. Irritation flared, less at the jab, more at how easily Ilya had just taken his carefully laid plan and put a knife in it with one line.
Ilya tapped the board again. “Here is what I think,” he said, and somehow his voice dropped, got sharper, losing the amused lilt. It made all the joking before seem like misdirection.
“We keep structure,” he said. “We’re not idiots. We don’t just run around like… how you say, chickens with head cut off. But we are not playing to… not lose.” He wrinkled his nose. “You do that, League chews you up and spits you out second round, like they did last year.”
He took a step back from the board and squared himself to the circle, suddenly very still.
“You want identity?” he asked quietly. “Here is identity. Teams hate playing us. Not because we are dirty, though, if it happens, I won’t cry…” a couple of guys giggled “...but because every time they touch puck, they get hit. Every time they look up, there is one of us right in their face. They can’t breathe. They can’t set up. Their skilled guys?” He snapped his fingers. “By third game, they are tired. They are looking at bench like, ‘Coach, please, put me against someone else, I’m begging, please.’”
His English wasn’t perfect, some words still rolling oddly, but fuck, he knew how to use it and Shane could feel beginnings of the fire licking at his lower belly. He stomped them out. 
“You see this little winger on other team?” he went on. “Their coach protects him, gives him good match-ups, easy zone starts. We don’t respect that. First shift, we finish our hits through him. Legally. Mostly.” He shrugged. “You do that all year, by playoffs, he is thinking about you every time he goes in corner.”
The defenders were grinning now, nodding. Some of the forwards were, too.
“And yes, maybe we take more penalties than Volvo would like,” he added, looking at Shane with exaggerated sympathy. “We live with it. Because the trade is worth it. Little pain now, big pain for them later.”
Shane crossed his arms, jaw tight. “If we’re in the box all night, we’re not scoring,” he said evenly.
“If you are in box all night, you are doing it wrong,” Ilya shot back immediately. “We take smart ones. We kill them. We make their power play scared too.”
He let that sit a second, then softened, just a fraction.
“Last thing,” he said, twirling the marker once between his fingers before clicking the cap back on. “He calls you his team.” He jerked his chin at Shane. “Coach calls it his system. GM calls it his investment. All fine. They can have their words.” His gaze swept the circle. “But if you skate thinking this is someone else’s team, you are tourists.”
The room had gone silent.
“You don’t like something?” Ilya said. “Say it. We are not glass. We don’t break if we argue. We get better. You think captain is wrong?” He lifted a brow. “Tell him. Respectfully. Mostly.” A couple guys smirked. “You think I am wrong?” He smiled, slow and sharp. “You can try tell me too. Good luck.”
Even Coach laughed at that, short and surprised.
“What I am saying…” Ilya exhaled, and for a split second, there was something almost vulnerable in his face, one small crack where the sarcasm slipped and you could see the sheer, feral want underneath. “If you want to be Volvo, nice, safe, everybody likes you? Fine. There is place for that. But if you want to win? Really win?” He tapped the crest on his chest. “Then you stop worrying what league, what Twitter, what refs think. You make them think about you every time they wake up.”
He tossed the marker back to Shane, an easy and perfect spiral. Shane caught it on reflex.
“For that,” Ilya finished, mouth tipping back up, “I am in. Otherwise, I go back to Boston, be villain in peace.”
The room exploded, laughs, chirps, a couple of loud “fuck yeah”s. Someone whacked his shinpad with a stick. Kenny said, “Well, I’m terrified and motivated, thank you.”
Coach was looking at Ilya differently now, chin slightly lifted, eyes narrowed with interest.
“That,” he said slowly, “is why he’s got an A.”
Then he looked at Shane. “And you know that’s the exact edge we’ve been missing,” he added low, just for him. “Find a way to use it.”
Shane nodded, the resentment and reluctant admiration both twisting in his chest.
“Alright,” Coach barked to the room at large. “Enough locker-room philosophy. Get dressed. We’re on the ice in fifteen. And if you two want to kill each other,” he added, glancing between his captain and his new alternate, “do it after the media leaves.”
***
Warm-up laps were fine. Everyone could fake harmony at half-speed.
The problems started the second they layered systems over the flow.
“Neutral-zone 1–2–2,” Coach called. “Red forechecks, white breaks out. Hollander runs it.”
Red lined up with Shane at the front, Ilya on his wing. White took their D spots.
“Alright, F1 pressures, F2 supports inside, F3 high,” Shane shouted, clapping his stick on the ice. “We stay in lanes, we don’t get beat clean. Keep it tight.”
They ran it. It was… fine. A bit passive. The white-team D made a couple of clean stretch passes.
“Again,” Shane called. “F1, you’re too wide, force middle, don’t give him the wall for free…”
They went again. Better, but still conservative.
Ilya drifted back to the line with them, breathing easy, visor fogged faintly. “We playing defence or croquet?” he asked, not quite under his breath.
“It’s about angles,” Shane snapped. “We’re not running around like idiots day one.”
“Who said idiots?” Ilya asked. “You keep putting words in my mouth, people will talk. Put something else there.”
“Rozanov, your turn,” Coach yelled before Shane had a chance to react. “Run it your way.”
Ilya’s grin kicked up, quick and bright, and for a second Shane wanted to knock it off his face and kiss it at the same time.
“Okay, boys,” Ilya shouted, clapping. “F1, go kill someone. F2, read his eyes, not his ass. F3…” He slapped the top of his stick into his palm. “If you are below the tops of circles without puck, I make you do push-ups until you cry.”
The guys snickered. “Yes, dad,” G called.
The whistle blew. Puck dropped. This time, Ilya launched. No glide, no half-speed. Two hard strides and he was on the D, stick chopping at his hands, body angling him into the boards.
The D panicked, flubbed the rim. F2 jumped the pass, Luca, aggressive and grinning, picked it off in the high slot, quick little move, snap. Top corner.
“THAT’S what I’m talking about!” Kenny yelled.
“Again!” Ilya shouted, already circling back. “Harder!”
They ran it three more times. Each time, the timing got nastier, smarter. The white-team D looked more and more rattled. Shane couldn’t even pretend it didn’t work. It did. It was just… chaos.
“This won’t fly against teams that can actually move the puck,” he muttered as they swapped to the other side of the drill.
Ilya didn’t look at him. “You worry so much about other teams,” he said. “Maybe let them worry about you for once, Hollander.”
They switched to D-zone coverage. Shane saw his chance to anchor things again.
“Okay, we’re staying low,” he called. “No overcommitting to the corners. We take away the slot, force them outside. Centers, you own that space in front. You don’t leave unless it’s on fire.”
They ran reps. It was good, structurally. They kept the puck to the perimeter, blocked shots.
“Safe,” Ilya said once, leaning on his stick. “Like seatbelt.”
“It works,” Shane shot back.
“Until it doesn’t,” Ilya said. He tapped his temple. “You ever see playoff goal from seatbelt shot?”
Before Shane could answer, Coach waddled over. “Fine,” he said, exasperated but curious. “Show us your version.”
Ilya brightened like Coach had handed him million dollars.
“Okay,” he said, skating backward into position. “Same thing, just… actually alive.”
He looked at the winger. “You,” he said. “Don’t stand there and wave at puck. Go. Stick on hands, body through chest. You take his time away. Center…” he thumped his stick in front of the net “...you trust him. You stay here. You clean up mess. If you chase too, I will scream.”
“Promise?” Kenny yelped.
They ran it. Ilya’s winger went hard into the battle. The D on offence tried to walk the line and got swarmed; the puck squirted over the ice, and because the center stayed home like he’d been told, he was right there to scoop it and fire it out.
It was high risk. It also looked like the first time in months their D-zone had acted like it wanted the puck instead of just… enduring.
Shane ground his teeth. “If the center reads it wrong once…”
“Then we fix center,” Ilya said. “Not break whole system because one guy is asleep. Stop baby-sitting everyone. They are grown men, not kindergarten team.”
It was said lightly, but the sting landed.
Scrimmage was worse. Coach put them on opposite teams because of course he did. Every shift, they found each other.
Shane closed Ilya out on the boards. Ilya bounced off, spun away, chipped the puck past him and smirked over his shoulder.
“Little slow, Volvo,” he said. “Too many safety features.”
“Keep talking,” Shane snapped, turning and driving him off the puck on the next rush. Ilya went sprawling, half by design, half because Shane just… pushed.
He hit the ice and popped back up like he’d been spring-loaded, laughing.
“You hit like this in game, I send flowers to your fiancée,” he called. “ ‘Thank you for letting him off leash.’ ”
Shane’s lungs stuttered. The mention of Rose in this space, in that tone, made something in him flash hot.
“Leave her out of this,” he bit out.
Ilya cocked his head, eyes glinting. “You think she doesn’t know who you are on ice?” he asked, low, almost curious. “Relax, captain.”
The next shift, on the power play, was the worst so far and the best. They were on the same unit. Coach, apparently, was a sadist.
“Keep it simple,” Shane called as they set up. “Puck high, quick shots. No cute shit.”
“Boring,” Ilya sang. But when the puck dropped, he slid right into the seam, slotting into position like he’d always been there.
Point to half-wall. Half-wall to bumper. Back to the point. Shane could feel the pattern taking hold. Then Ilya drifted, just slightly, into a space no coach had drawn. Stick down, one tap.
Shane didn’t even think. Muscle memory did what it had been doing in his nightmares and daydreams for three years. The puck snapped off his blade, through a narrow lane, right onto Ilya’s tape. One sharp weight shift, one shoulder fake, and Ilya changed the shooting lane completely, ripping it short-side in under half a second.
Bar down. In and out. The sound bounced off the glass. The bench roared.
“Holy shit,” Luca yelled. “Do that every game, please.”
Ilya glided past Shane on the fly-by, gloves brushing. “See?” he said, under his breath. There was no sarcasm this time, just a quiet, infuriating certainty. “You still have it.”
“Have what?” Shane asked, throat dry.
He knew. He still asked.
“Instinct,” Ilya said. “Magic. Whatever word you use when you forget to be afraid.”
He didn’t wait for a reply, just curled away to tap fists with the rest of the unit.
Shane skated back to the circle, legs burning, chest heaving. He’d spent years building himself into the perfect captain: structured, composed, predictable in all the right ways. A guy coaches trusted and sponsors liked. A guy teammates followed without question.
Beside him now was the kind of leader the league hated and secretly feared: sharp, sarcastic, impossible to ignore; a walking, talking problem for anyone not wearing the same crest.
They disagreed on everything. They were also, terrifyingly, perfect on the ice together.
It was going to be a goddamn nightmare. And the worst part was: buried under the irritation and the looming existential crisis… Shane could feel something else thrumming in his veins.
Want. To win. To play like that again. To see what they could do if he stopped being a Volvo and let himself be a little bit of a weapon too.
***
They finished practice a few hours later, everyone wiped, guys grinning, Ilya chirping them endlessly. 
“Fuck, I forgot what cardio feels like,” Kenny groaned, peeling his helmet off and dropping onto his stall like he’d been shot. “My lungs are suing.”
“That’s because you treated the entire summer like one long cheat day,” Luca said. “Pretty sure I saw you doing beer curls on Instagram last week.”
“It was a wedding,” Kenny protested. “I was hydrating.”
“Yeah, with Guinness.”
Shane smiled without meaning to, fingers already working the familiar routine: helmet on the shelf, undo straps, loosen skates. His legs hummed pleasantly from the work; his lungs still burned in that way he secretly liked.
Across the room, Ilya was laughing at something G said, head tipped back, throat exposed. Even from here, Shane could hear it, low and rough around the edges from exertion, a sound that curled around his ribs. He forced himself to look away, bent to unlace his skates. His phone was where he’d left it on the little shelf above his stall. The screen lit when he picked it up, face ID catching him in the grainy front camera. A banner at the top of his texts:
Rose: soooooo
are you free tonight, Mr Captain? dinner to celebrate first day back? my treat 
He huffed a quiet laugh. Her calling him Mr Captain in that teasing way because she’d been there when he’d first pulled the letter on and felt like it, when he’d been younger and shaking, and she’d kissed his nose and said, of course they gave it to you, dummy.
Warmth flickered in his chest. He did love her. He loved that she cared about his stupid numbers and his coffee and his stupid, anxious brain.
His thumbs hovered.
Yeah, that sounds…
Across the room, Ilya stripped his jersey off in one fluid motion, the red practice sweater peeled away from sweat-damp skin. The entire top half of him went bare in a blink: broad shoulders, tighter than Shane remembered; tattoos on his ribs Shane definitely didn’t know; muscles flexing as he shook his hair free.
Shane’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.
The room filled with the sudden clang of someone dropping their chest protector a little too hard.
“Whoa, Rozy,” Luca whistled. “You got bigger or did your last team not feed you and we’re just seeing the truth now?”
“They fed me,” Ilya said, tossing his jersey into his stall. His accent dug into the vowels, making fed sound like fahd. “I just eat better here. Canadian boys are very… nutritious. And tasty.”
A chorus of “HEY,” and “You wish” went up.
Shane’s thumb jerked, his almost-text erasing into the empty bar.
 Rose is typing…
Another text popped up before he could respond.
Rose: also my parents want a picture of u in your new season jersey
 like they don’t already have eight framed 
 we can do it after dinner?
The guilt hit like a delayed check. She was out there in his real life, planning dinners and photos and future little frames on their mantle. And he was sitting here, half undressed, staring like an idiot at a man he’d once known better than anyone else’s body, brain fizzing like he’d just been hit.
He locked the phone and set it face-down on the shelf.
“Showers, boys,” Coach called from somewhere behind them. “Media in twenty. Don’t smell like you died.”
There was a scramble for towels, for shower sandals, the usual chaos. Some guys were modest, wrapping towels around their waists before shucking their compression gear; others just walked around half naked without a thought.
“Hey, Cap,” Kenny called, tugging his shirt over his head. “You gonna give us a motivational speech in the shower too? ‘Be the cleanest team in the league’?”
“Shut up and wash your hair,” Shane said, but it came out automatically, his brain half elsewhere.
He stripped down on autopilot: shoulder pads off, then elbow pads, jersey, shirt, chest protector, compression shorts. His skin felt too tight, hyperaware. He wrapped his towel around his hips, more out of habit than modesty, and followed the procession towards the showers. The stall corridor was narrow, tiled in utilitarian beige, hooks on the walls for towels and toiletries. The shower room itself was just a long rectangle: a row of shower heads along one wall, drains cutting through the centre, steam already building from the first guys in.
Hot water pounded tile, mixing with the echo of voices.
“WHO TURNED IT UP TO MOLTEN AGAIN?” someone shouted. “ARE WE POACHING EGGS OR WASHING OUR BALLS?”
“Adapt, improvise, overcome!” G yelled back.
Shane stepped in, hung his towel on a hook, and moved to an empty shower head near the middle. The tile was cool under his feet; the air was a humid, chlorine-tinged blanket.
He twisted the tap. Warm water knifed down his back, shocking and grounding. He ducked his head under it, letting it soak his hair, wash the sweat from his scalp, drip into his eyes. This was usually the part where his brain finally shut up for a few minutes. Noise and water and the simple, animal pleasure of the hot spray dissolving the ache in his muscles.
Not today.
“Wow, Canadian showers are very fancy,” Ilya’s voice floated through the echo, closer than Shane expected. “In Boston, we have one hose and ice bucket. Maybe two.”
“You’re so full of shit,” Luca said from somewhere left of Shane. “I’ve seen your old locker room on YouTube. It had, like, marble.”
Shane rinsed shampoo from his hair, trying to keep his eyes on the tiles in front of him, on the little cracked line where grout had worn away.
He failed.
Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Ilya two shower heads down, turned three-quarters away. Water cascaded over his shoulders, down the lines of his back. There was a small scar near his left shoulder blade Shane didn’t remember, white and thin against tanned skin. The tattoos on his ribs wrapped around under his arm, black ink script and birds and shapes that disappeared under the angle.
He knew exactly what the rest of him looked like without water and steam in the way. The curve of his spine, the slope of his hip bones. It didn’t matter; his brain was filling in the blanks anyway.
“Hey, Rozy,” G called over the hiss of the water, “we play your old team first road trip. Should we expect them to try to kill you or just maim you a little?”
“They can try,” Ilya said, soap slick on his hands as he ran them over his chest, unbothered. “They already tried before. I am still here. They are…” He made a vague gesture, as if flicking something small and dead off his fingertips. “Playing golf.”.”
The room laughed. Someone flicked water at him. He flicked it back, precise and mean.
“You’re a menace,” Luca said.
“Thank you.”
“That wasn’t…”
“I know what I said,” Ilya cut in lazily. “Other teams hate me, yes. Good. If they like you, you are doing something wrong.”
“What about us?” G chimed in. “We like you. Does that mean we’re doing something wrong?”
Ilya considered this, tilting his head, eyes half-lidded against the spray. “You like me because you are smart,” he decided. “Internal hatred is allowed. External hatred only is problem.”
“Oh my god,” Luca groaned. “I have no idea what that means.”
“It means don’t crosscheck him in our practices, dumbass,” Kenny translated.
Shane could feel the smiles around him, the looseness returning to the room after the hard skate. This was what you wanted on day one: guys chirping, slapping each other with wet towels, not sitting in silence staring at the floor.
He should have been happy. He was also… drowning.
He watched a bead of water roll from behind Ilya’s ear down the thick line of his neck, over the muscle of his shoulder, disappearing into the curve where his back met his flank. His brain supplied the memory of how that skin had tasted, once, when he’d bent his head in a dark hotel bathroom and mouthed at that exact place while the shower hammered down on both of them.
His stomach did an ugly flip. He turned back to the wall, scrubbing harder at his own skin than necessary, as if he could scour his thoughts clean.
“Hey, Cap,” Kenny called through the steam. “You gonna protect our little war criminal here when other teams go after him, or you gonna let karma do its thing?”
Shane snorted. “If they go after him, they take penalties,” he said, defaulting to hockey-captain autopilot. “We’ll make them pay on the power play.”
“Oh my god, he’s actually using media answers in the shower,” Luca said. “Somebody turn his PR mode off.”
“Hit your head harder last year, Hollander?” G added. “Your brain stuck on cliché loop?”
There were more laughs. Ilya’s, loudest of all.
“Leave Volvo alone,” he said. “He keeps us safe. He is like… I don’t know English word. Fence around crazy Russian garden.”
Shane couldn’t help it. “You’re not a garden,” he said. “You’re, like, a nuclear waste site.”
“Beautiful nuclear waste site,” Ilya corrected, unoffended. “Tourist attraction.”
“Yeah, ‘come take pictures with the maniac in the penalty box,’” Luca said.
“Is good idea,” Ilya said, considering it seriously. “Team can charge extra. I get cut. Everybody wins.”
“Except the guy you elbow in the face,” Kenny said. “He does not win.”
“His insurance wins,” Ilya pointed out.
Shane snorted so hard he choked on a mouthful of water and had to cough it out, one hand braced on the tile.
“Careful, captain,” Ilya called. “You drown, we all have to go home. Practice over.”
“Shut up,” Shane wheezed, but there was a reluctant smile tugging at his mouth. He hated that Ilya could still pull that out of him without even trying.
He also hated the twist of something else in his chest at captain in that voice, in this room. It was too close to other things Ilya had said years ago, other ways he’d said it, low and rough and reverent in his ear.
“Hey, Rozy,” one of the younger guys piped up, rookie D-man, fresh-faced, eyes bright with hero worship and terror. “I, uh… I watched that game where you, like… ended that dude in Dallas? The one who tried to run your goalie? That was sick.”
“Oh yeah,” G chimed in. “You fucking folded him, man. His soul left his body.”
“Thank you,” Ilya said modestly, like they were complimenting his cooking. “He tried to hit my guy from behind. I helped him see God instead.”
“That line is absolutely going in the media guide,” Luca said.
“They will not print it,” Shane muttered, grabbing the little bottle of body wash on the ledge.
“Then they are cowards,” Ilya decided.
The rookie hesitated, then blurted, “Like, uh… are you always like that? Like… like a psycho on the ice?”
“As opposed to when?” Ilya asked, one brow arching. “In the grocery store? No, there I am very calm. Zen. I do yoga in cereal aisle.”
The kid’s ears went red. “No, I just mean like, um…”
“I know what you mean,” Ilya cut in, mercifully, his tone smoothing. “Yes. On ice, I am…” He searched for a word, lips pursed. “Focused. Very… specific about things. If someone touches my goalie, I see red. If someone runs my teammate, I see red. If someone tries to embarrass us, I see red. If ref calls soft penalty on me…”
“Also sees red,” half the room chorused.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “I like red. Is good colour.”
Shane closed his eyes, letting the water beat at his face. Red. Like the A stitched on Ilya’s chest now. Like the line that had just been drawn through his tidy little world.
His thoughts flicked back to the phone on the shelf.
Dinner tonight? My treat.
He pictured it: Rose in one of her tiny tight dresses, hair up, lipstick a shade he only ever let her see smeared in the mirror, after kissing her senseless. Her hand slipping into his across a restaurant table, her eyes on him, warm and proud, talking about schedules and families and trips they might take in the off-season.
He should have felt comforted by that. He usually did. But the image felt… flat at the edges, like a photo with the saturation turned down.
His brain, unhelpfully, added Ilya to the table. The eye roll he’d give when Rose brought up zone entries. The dry little comments, the way he’d lean back in his chair like he owned every room he walked into. The heat that would crawl up Shane’s neck every time their knees brushed under the table.
Guilt scraped down his sternum. He hadn’t even answered her text yet.
He washed the soap from his chest like it had teeth.
“If we’re all talking expectations,” Kenny said, breaking through the roar of the water, “I expect Rozy to lead the league in penalty minutes and vibes.”
“Vibes, yes,” Ilya said. “Penalties, we see. Maybe your captain will convince me to behave.”
“Unlikely,” Shane muttered.
“Why?” Ilya asked and there was heat in his voice. “You think you cannot?”
Shane rinsed the suds from his arms, fingers pressing hard into his own muscles. “I think you only listen to authority when it suits you.”
There was a pause. The water beat on the tiles.
Then: “Maybe,” Ilya said. “Maybe I listen when authority says something I respect.”
It was nothing. It was about hockey. It still landed low in Shane’s gut, heavy and hot.
He turned his face into the stream, so the spray could hide the flush he could feel heating his cheeks. He was a good player. He was a good captain. He was… wasn’t he?... a good fiancé. He didn’t drink, didn’t go out and do dumb shit, didn’t cheat.
Wanting didn’t count as cheating, he told himself. You couldn’t control what your body remembered. You controlled what you did. So he would answer Rose’s text after. He would go to dinner. He would be present. He would tell her about practice, about Coach, about systems, maybe even about how the guys wouldn’t stop calling him a Volvo now thanks to fucking Ilya.
He would not tell her that the most vivid thing in his day had been the way another man’s laugh had bounced off the tile, the way another man’s shoulder had looked under a sheet of water.
“Earth to Volvo,” Luca said, snapping his fingers in front of Shane’s face, dragging him back. When had he gotten that close? “You gonna rinse that soap off or are you exfoliating until next week?”
Shane realised he’d been standing there, just… staring at nothing, hands slack under the spray.
“Yeah,” he said, forcing his body back into motion. “Yeah. I’m good.”
Luca squinted at him, then smirked. “You better be,” he said. “You got a psychopath to keep in line now.”
He jerked his chin toward Ilya, who was walking out of the shower area, towel slung low on his hips, steam wisping off his skin like he generated his own weather system. He glanced back over his shoulder once, expression unreadable in the haze, eyes catching on Shane for a fraction of a second longer than necessary.
Something in Shane’s chest stuttered. He looked away first.
He finished up fast, shut the water off, grabbed his towel. In the small corridor, his phone blinked on the shelf where he’d left it, screen lighting up with Rose’s contact photo: her laughing, head thrown back, sun in her hair.
Rose: if you’re dead on the ice plz have someone text me back so i know who to sue
He stared at it, towel draped over his shoulders, beads of water still running down his spine.
He started to type.
 
Not dead. Just…
 
His mind supplied: haunted.
He erased it.
 
Not dead. Practice was good. Dinner sounds great.
 
He added a little heart, because she liked when he did, and hit send.
Across the room, Ilya’s laugh cut through the air again, sharp and bright.
Shane dried off, pulled on his clothes, smiled at his phone screen and tried to think about Rose’s soft lips like it didn’t hurt.
***
Hours later, their bedroom was dark, except for the soft orange of the streetlight leaking in through the gap in the curtains. It painted the ceiling in long, gentle bars, turning the room warm and vague.
Rose was a soft, heavy line along his side, all loose limbs and slow breathing. One bare leg hooked over his thighs, her foot tucked between his calves the way she always did when she was completely out. Her cheek rested on his chest, hair spilled everywhere, little strands stuck to his skin where sweat hadn’t quite dried. The sheets were a mess around their hips, kicked down and tangled. The room still smelled faintly like sex and her perfume, something floral and a little spicy that clung to his neck and the inside of his wrists. His skin hummed pleasantly, muscles liquid and heavy in that particular way they only nowadays got with her, after they’d both stopped laughing long enough to actually settle into it.
Dinner had been good. Easy.
They’d grabbed a table in the corner of a restaurant they’d been going to since he was a rookie, soft lighting, old exposed brick, waiters who pretended not to notice when fans hovered at the bar for a glimpse. Rose had ordered her favourite pasta and stolen half his fries, talking with her hands about a friend who’d finally gotten the boyfriend they needed. He’d told her about practice, about the drills, the cardio, the way Coach was already on them about details.
He’d mentioned Ilya, but briefly, the way you’d mention any new teammate.
He’s good. Intense. Guys like him.
He hadn’t said: I haven’t stopped feeling him in the room all day.
After, they’d walked home, her fingers braided through his, her head bumping his arm every few steps. She’d teased him, lightly, about the Volvo thing when his phone pinged with a new meme from the group chat. He’d rolled his eyes, tried to act annoyed and failed. She’d stood on her toes at their front door and kissed him like it was a private joke only they understood, slow and sure and sweet.
And in bed, it had been… good. Really, really good.
She’d climbed into his lap, knees bracketing his hips, eyes soft and dark, hands on his shoulders. No drama, no games, just the familiar way their bodies knew each other now, practiced and tender. She’d whispered ridiculous things in his ear, sweet and filthy, making him laugh and gasp and bury his face against her neck. He’d held her hips, steadying her, feeling every small tremor as she shuddered around him, her fingers digging into his hair. Gentle, warm, a little clumsy at first because it had been a while, but then that had made her laugh, and he’d laughed too, and the tension had bled right out of his shoulders. He’d come with his forehead pressed to hers, her smile shaking under his, the sound she made slipping straight down his spine.
Now, her hand lay open on his chest, palm warm over his heart. He could feel each slow breath inside her, the tiny hitch when she exhaled, the way her fingers curled against his skin when some dream flickered through.
He should have been blissed out. Content. Full.
Instead, his brain wouldn’t shut up.
It kept circling back to the rink.
To him.
He stared up at the ceiling and tried to catalogue the day like a coach breaking down game tape, putting it into neat categories. Warm-up. Systems. Scrimmage. Shower. Dinner. Bed.
Every reel he tried to play, though, had Ilya spliced into it.
Shane shifted slightly under Rose, careful not to wake her. She murmured something, soft and incoherent, and burrowed closer, her lips brushing his skin. His hand automatically slid up and down her spine, soothing, touch gentle.
Here, he told himself. Here. This is what matters. This is real.
He could feel the weight of her ring against his ribs where her hand rested. His own band caught on her hair when he stroked it back from her face.
His chest ached.
He thought about Ilya in the locker room that morning, leaning against the wall, cigarette held between two fingers like a prop, eyes in that lazy half-lidded critical mode he’d adopted the very second he walked through the players’ entrance.
Morning, captain.
He thought about the way he’d looked in their colours. That stupid practice jersey hanging off his shoulders like it had always belonged there, the red A stitched over his heart like a dare.
He thought about the speech. The smirk when he called Shane a Volvo. The way he’d shifted, mid-joke, into something sharper, the room pinning to his words.
You want identity? Here is identity. Teams hate playing us.
He’d watched: rookies straightening, vets smirking but nodding along, Kenny’s eyes bright like a kid discovering fire. Shane had never been jealous of a teammate’s voice before. He’d wanted other guys to speak up. That was the whole point of a leadership group. It took pressure off him.
But watching Ilya stand in the middle of his room, drawing over his systems, twisting the whole narrative in his hands like it was nothing… something bitter and electric had crawled through his veins.
You still captain? …Good. I like when you give orders.
He’d teased. It still felt too close to something true.
On his chest, Rose shifted again, nose scrunching as she snuggled into his sternum. He looked down at her, at the little crescent of her lashes against her cheek, the smudge of mascara that hadn’t entirely washed off. She looked so young like this, in sleep. Not in age, but in the way everything responsible and sharp and adult about her melted away when she let herself rest.
He kissed her forehead, very lightly. She didn’t stir.
His throat tightened.
He tried to replay dinner in his head instead: her laugh when he told her about G calling Ilya their “little war criminal;” her hand squeezing his when he mentioned the added letter, the way she’d said, I’m proud of you, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. The way she’d joked about the Volvo thing, eyes bright, It fits, you know. Safe, reliable, secretly hot under the hood…
He’d almost choked on his drink at that. She’d just grinned and kissed the corner of his mouth, unbothered.
She saw him. She really did. The version everyone figured he was, good boy, face of the franchise, steady, dependable, she actually loved that version. Not just tolerated it, not just used it, but loved it. And there was a part of him that loved that too. That safety. That certainty. The idea of a life where he wasn’t constantly balancing on the edge of something sharp.
Ilya… had never wanted him safe. He’d wanted him honest.
Shane exhaled slowly, trying to let his muscles sink into the mattress. His mind refused to follow. It flicked back, unbidden, to the showers. Tile and steam and the sound of guys chirping, water hammering down on too many shoulders at once.
The way everyone had gravitated around Ilya without even meaning to.
Other teams hate me, yes. Good. If they like you, you are doing something wrong.
He’d said it with that flat little shrug, like he was discussing the weather, not the fact that half the league wanted to knock his head off his shoulders. No apology. No softening.
Shane pictured him like he’d looked under the harsh locker room lights: water running over his neck and down his back, that new tattoo curling dark against his ribs, the scar on his shoulder blade like someone had once tried to carve a piece out of him and failed.
His body went tense in a way that had nothing to do with leftover exertion.
He swallowed, tried to breathe the way his therapist had once suggested when his thoughts spiraled before games, long inhale, slow exhale, count to four.
Rose’s breath stayed slow and steady, lashes fluttering against his chest. There was a little damp patch there where she’d drooled without realising, and the ridiculous normality of it almost made him laugh.
He didn’t. Instead, he tipped his head back against the headboard and stared at the shadows on the ceiling.
Tomorrow, there would be more systems. More drills. More pretending the Volvo joke didn’t secretly burn. More pretending he wasn’t cataloguing every new detail about Ilya’s game, the way he cut across the blue line, the tiny tells before he changed shooting angle, how he talked to the rookies like they were already his.
The guilt sat in his ribcage, heavy and hot. He wasn’t doing anything wrong. He kept telling himself that. He wasn’t texting Ilya anything he wouldn’t be willing to say in front of the whole room. He wasn’t going over to his house. He wasn’t touching him.
He was just… thinking about him. Constantly. Obsessively.
He thought about what it had felt like that morning, stepping through the door into the room with Ilya at his shoulder. For one heartbeat, it had felt like the whole world narrowed to the space between them. Like a click. Like of course.
It had felt, horribly, like relief. That was the part that scared him. That some piece of him he’d shoved down years ago woke up when he heard that low Russian-accented “captain” and thought, finally.
Shane closed his eyes. In the dark behind them, his mind betrayed him further.
He imagined Ilya here instead. Same position, head on his chest, body heavy along his. His weight would be different, all hard edges and long lines pressing into him. He’d hog the blanket, probably, sprawled like he owned the bed. He’d complain about Shane’s thermostat settings, call him old man, then tuck his cold feet under Shane’s calf anyway.
He’d be a nightmare. Loud, messy, dramatic. He’d also… look at Shane the way he had in that hotel room, once, when he’d thought Shane was asleep. Soft and unguarded and a little disbelieving.
Shane’s heart kicked painfully against his ribs. He opened his eyes again, almost violently, as if he’d caught himself doing something unforgivable.
The ceiling was still there. The streetlight still glowed. Rose still slept on his chest, warm and trusting.
He was here. This was his life. He’d chosen it. He wanted it. He did.
He slid his hand down, very gently, to rest over her shoulder, thumb brushing absent circles into her skin. She sighed in her sleep and turned her face, pressing a drowsy kiss against his sternum without waking.
The tenderness of it punched through him.
“I love you,” he whispered, more to himself than her. It came out raw.
She didn’t stir.
He meant it. He really did. Saying it didn’t make the other thing disappear, though. Love didn’t switch off whatever part of him had gone white-hot in the showers when Ilya’s laugh had bounced off tile and straight into his bones, or the part that had felt something like pride when he’d watched Ilya tear apart his tactical whiteboard and the room had listened.
He thought of the way Ilya had looked after that power-play goal, skating past him, brushing gloves, breathless and bright-eyed.
You still have it.
He thought of the way his phone had buzzed in the corridor outside the showers, the earlier message from Ilya still sitting in their thread with no reply. Good work today. We’ll make it fit.
He should probably answer it. Something simple, professional. Something his agent wouldn’t yell at him for if it got leaked. Something Rose wouldn’t flinch at if she ever, somehow, saw.
His phone was on the nightstand, screen dark. He could reach it without moving her, if he angled right.
He didn’t.
He lay there, heartbeat thudding against her cheek, and let the guilt and the pull and the ache tangle together in his chest. Tomorrow morning, he’d wake up next to Rose, make her coffee, kiss her before heading to the rink. He’d walk into his room, tie his skates, lead his team.
And across the way, slipping into his own stall, tying his own skates, would be Ilya Rozanov, alternate captain, menace, problem, answer, trouble, joy, home.
Shane lifted his free hand, scrubbed it over his face, and laughed once, quietly and without humour.
“This is going to ruin me,” he whispered to the empty room.
Rose sighed in her sleep and curled closer.
He held her, eyes open in the dark, and thought of nothing but him.
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    Chapter Notes

      I've been listening to  "The Winner Takes It All" by ABBA while writing this. This being said, get ready for the feels.







  The week bled together into a loop of ice and noise and the sharp shape of him.
Morning skates. Systems. Scrimmages that went a little too hard for pre-season and turned into half-fights before Coach barked them apart. Video sessions where clips of Ilya decking someone for touching his goalie made half the room cheer and the other half flinch.
And always, always, the chirping.
“Volvo, you park in neutral again?”
“Volvo, I fall asleep listening to you explain forecheck. Very soothing.”
“Volvo, if you say ‘low risk’ one more time, my heart rate monitor shuts off.”
He said it in front of everyone, smiling, lazy, like it was just banter. The guys ate it up.
But then there were the other moments. The ones between.
The way Ilya would pause a drill just long enough to tap his stick against Shane’s and murmur, “Good read,” under his breath. The way he’d stand a half-step behind him during timeouts, eyes on the whiteboard, saying nothing but radiating… presence.
The way, in the showers one day, when someone joked about him never learning systems, he’d shot Shane a sideways look and said, casually, “Captain will teach me. He loves projects,” like it meant nothing, while Shane’s stomach went inside out.
By the time Coach told them, “You two stay after. We need a plan for Saturday,” it felt almost inevitable.
***
The rink was different at night, when everyone else had gone home.
Quieter, obviously. The echo changed. The big, hollow belly of the arena went soft around the edges, lights dimmed over the stands, only the harsh fluorescents in the corridors and the soft glow from the ice left on.
Shane liked it, usually. It reminded him of being a kid, sneaking into the community rink after hours with his dad’s keys, staying on the ice until his toes went numb. Tonight, it felt less like sanctuary, more like… exposure.
He and Ilya ended up in the little video/strategy room off the main corridor. It was mostly glass, looking out over the dark arena bowl. One long table, a few chairs, a big TV on the wall hooked up to Coach’s laptop. Whiteboards on two sides, ghosts of old rush routes still visible under the fresh marker. The only light came from the TV and the little lamp on the counter by the coffee machine. Outside, through the glass, the ice glowed pale and empty, faintly blue.
The smell of coffee clung to everything, burnt from the machine that had been running all day, sharper from the fresh pot Shane had made without asking, muscle memory. He sat at the table, laptop open, game footage frozen mid-frame: a clip of last year’s upcoming opponent breaking into their zone and scoring off a blown coverage.
He could hear Ilya behind him, pouring himself a mug.
“You actually drink this?” Ilya asked, incredulous. “It is like drinking sadness.”
“It’s free,” Shane said, eyes on the screen. “That’s the point.”
“So is water,” Ilya pointed out. “Water does not taste like somebody boiled old socks.”
“Don’t drink it, then.”
“Oh, I will. I like to suffer.” A pause. “Besides, it is better than the coffee I used to have in Russia. There, it comes with cigarette butts pre-infused.”
Shane shook his head despite himself. “You’re disgusting.”
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “But I am awake.”
He padded over, mug in one hand, the other tucked into the pocket of his sweats. He’d changed out of his gear but not his team hoodie; the Voyageurs logo sat on his chest, the red A peeking out beneath it on his t-shirt. His hair was damp from a quick shower, curling at the ends. He smelled like cheap rink coffee and expensive soap.
He dropped into the chair beside Shane, close enough that their knees brushed under the table. Shane shifted an inch away on instinct, then hated himself for it.
“Okay, Volvo,” Ilya said, stealing the mouse and clicking the footage back a couple of seconds. “Show me where you want to kill fun this week.”
Shane rolled his eyes but leaned in. His shoulder almost touched Ilya’s; if he breathed too deep, he could feel the heat seeping through the cotton.
“The team runs a 1–3–1 on entries,” he said, pointing as the play started. “Look. F1 drives wide, drags our D, F2 hits the middle late, D joins as the high option. We’re giving them too much of a gap. They walk over the line, pull us back, then drop to the trailer.”
He hit play. Sure enough, the opposing forward drifted over the blue, pulled their D back, then dropped the puck. Snap. Far side, goal.
On the clip, last year’s version of Shane slammed his stick against the glass in frustration.
“They love the 3-on-2s,” he said. “If we go too aggressive on the forecheck and don’t recover fast enough, they’re gonna pick us apart.”
The cursor hovered. Ilya’s hand came up next to his, long fingers curling around the edge of the trackpad.
Shane’s breath hitched.
“It is not forechecking that kills you here,” Ilya said. “Is F3 sleeping. Watch.”
He rewound, slower this time, then pointed with his mug. “Here. This guy, " one of their wingers, “he cheats down for no reason. He wants to make a pretty strip instead of just angle. Then boom, lane is open. They should give him assist.”
“I know,” Shane said, maybe sharper than necessary. “I’m saying we have to adjust. We can’t just…”
“Can’t just attack,” Ilya finished for him. “Yes. I know your sermon. I heard it five times this week.”
Shane swallowed back the irritation. “They’re faster than us on the rush,” he said. “We play run-and-gun, we’re dead. We need to slow them down in the neutral zone, force dump-ins, win races back.”
“You want to play chess,” Ilya said. “They want to play knife fight. You think if you bring them to chessboard, they forget about knife?”
Shane rubbed a hand over his face. “It’s not about…”
“Chess, knife, yes, I know, metaphor is dumb, shut up,” Ilya said. “Point is: you are planning game like you can control everything. You cannot.”
“I’m trying to control what we can control,” Shane shot back. “We can’t control the bounce of the puck, ref, ice conditions, whatever. We can control where we are, how we move, how many stupid odd-men we give up. That’s… that’s my job.”
He hadn’t meant to say it like that. It came out angry, louder than he’d intended. The room went quiet except for the faint hum of the vending machine in the hall.
Ilya studied his face for a long, assessing beat. Then he set his mug down with a soft clink and rested his elbows on his knees, leaning in, hands hanging loose.
“Okay,” he said, voice softer. “So what is my job?”
Shane blinked. “What?”
“You,” Ilya said, nodding at him, “have job. Control, structure, be… good example. Volvo. I understand. What is my job?”
Shane hesitated. His first answer wanted to be something glib. Penalties and chaos; we’ve been over this. But the way Ilya was looking at him, steady, open, unguarded in a way he never was in the room, burned that out of his mouth.
“You… light the fire,” he said finally, repeating Coach’s words. “Push us. Make teams hate us.”
“Hm.” Ilya tilted his head, considering. “And what do you think?”
“I think…” Shane exhaled. “I think you’re the best pure shooter I’ve ever played with. I think your reads in the offensive zone are fucking insane. I think you see holes before they open.”
“And?” Ilya prompted when he trailed off, just slightly smug.
“And you’re a menace,” Shane added, helpless. “Other teams hate you. You drag us into the fight even when we don’t want to. And sometimes I want to strangle you.”
A small, pleased smile tugged at Ilya’s mouth. “There it is,” he said. “Honesty. Thank you.”
He picked up the mouse again, clicked open another clip, this one from a game where Ilya, in another jersey, had sliced through Shane’s team’s coverage like it was tissue paper and wired it short-side.
“You know what I think my job is?” he asked, watching his own highlight with no shame. “It is to take game you are trying so hard to keep neat and make it… dangerous. For them. And for us, a little bit. But mostly them.”
“That’s not comforting,” Shane muttered.
“Good. You don’t play good when you are comfortable.”
“Bullshit.”
Ilya glanced at him. “No,” he said, tone mild. “You play… fine. Very textbook. But when you are angry, or scared, or… I don’t know, Hollander, when something matters more than just ‘do thing right’?” He clicked pause on the clip, their younger selves frozen mid-battle in the corner. “Then you are lethal.”
Shane looked at the screen. His younger self was red-faced, snarling, eyes bright in a way he almost didn’t recognise.
“That kid took a million stupid penalties,” he said. “Nearly cost us the series.”
“That kid scared me,” Ilya said simply.
Shane’s heart stuttered.
He turned his head, slowly, really looking at Ilya now instead of in his periphery.
Ilya stared at the paused frame, jaw tight. His voice, when he spoke again, had lost the lazy humour and gained molten heat.
“You hit like you did not care if you broke,” he said quietly. “You went to net like you did not care who was there. You shot like you were… trying to prove something to God.” He let out a small huff of air, not quite a laugh. “You were stupid. And incredible.”
Shane’s throat went dry.
“I got older,” he said. “I had to stop being stupid.”
“You got scared,” Ilya corrected, turning back to him, unflinching. His eyes were very dark in the lamplight. “You play like someone is holding string on you. Like if you make wrong move, they will pull, and…” He mimed a little jerk with his hand. “Gone. House, team, life. All of it.”
“That’s not…” Shane started, then stopped, the denial dying on his tongue.
Because it was a little bit true.
There were more people on the line now. Not just him and a coach and an empty calendar. There was the team, sure. The city. The expectations. The sponsors. The kids wearing his jersey.
And there was Rose.
Her parents. Their mutual friends. The life they’d been quietly, steadily sketching out in the margins of his schedule.
“I have responsibilities,” he said, and it sounded weak even to his own ears.
“So do I,” Ilya said. “I have… career. Body that remembers every time I hit stupid. Little niece who thinks I am superhero and not idiot who stayed in league too long.” His mouth twisted. “You think you are only one with things to lose?”
“That’s not what I…”
“You are engaged,” Ilya said, cutting him off, voice flat. “You have ring. House. Girl who looks at you like you hung moon. I know.”
Shane flinched like he’d been slapped. “I didn’t… I wasn’t…”
“What?” Ilya asked. “Hiding it?” His laugh was sharp and humourless. “You’re on billboards together. Instagram. Team does cute videos, ‘Our captain and his lovely fiancée.’ Coffee machine lady knows about it.” He jerked his chin toward the door, where the old concession worker sometimes lurked. “I knew before I signed paper.”
“I wasn’t trying to hide it from you,” Shane said. It came out low, rough.
Ilya’s gaze flickered, something quick and pained moving under the sarcasm. “I know,” he said. “Because I am not… important enough to be secret.”
That hurt more than any chirp had. Shane’s fingers curled around the edge of the table.
“That’s not fair,” he said. “We hooked up a couple of times years ago, Ilya. That’s all. You knew what it was.”
Silence cracked between them. Ilya sat very still. The only movement was his thumb rubbing once along the side of his mug.
“That is what you decided it was,” he said, after a beat. “You decided for both of us, Hollander.”
Shane’s chest tightened. “You never said you wanted anything else,” he shot back, immediate, defensive. “You were the one who said ‘no strings, captain.’ You laughed.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Because I was not going to be a pathetic one.” He gave a little shrug, like he could shake the admission off. The words landed like a bodycheck he hadn’t braced for.
Shane’s vision went hot around the edges for a second, breath punching out of him. “You… you could have texted,” he managed. “You could have said something.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed. “I did,” he said. “You remember? After that tournament? I said, ‘You should sleep, captain. Big game tomorrow.’ You left me on read.”
Heat surged up Shane’s neck, shame and anger twisting together, the call out ringing in his ears. “That wasn’t… I was trying to focus, I…”
“You were trying to decide who you are,” Ilya cut in, not unkindly. “I understand. I am not angry about old texts. I am angry because you still play like that. Like you have to choose between being… you” he gestured at the paused video still of younger Shane flying into a hit “and being engaged, and captain, and good boy. And I am telling you: you cannot split yourself like that and survive, and win the game. And we are all paying for it”
Shane swallowed hard. “So what, your solution is what?” he asked. “Blow everything up?”
“My solution,” Ilya said, slow and deliberate, “is you stop lying. To team. To her, maybe. To me.” His gaze pinned him. “To yourself.”
The air in the room felt thin.
“This isn’t about…” Shane gestured weakly at the screen, at the whiteboard, at the invisible systems between them. “It’s not about us. It’s about how we win hockey games.”
“Everything is about everything, Shane,” Ilya said. His accent wrapped around Shane’s name, making it sound almost like a prayer. “You think you can be careful here and wild there and it will not bleed? It does. You compartment… compartmental… ” he mangled the word and waved a hand impatiently, unbothered “...you put things in little boxes. But boxes have holes.”
Shane wanted to laugh. Or scream. Or stand up and walk out. Or grab Ilya’s face and kiss him, kiss him, kiss him. 
Instead, his voice, when it came, was calm.
“What are you asking me for, exactly?” he said. “Because if this is you asking me to… to do something about us, I can’t.” He held up his left hand, the ring catching the blue light from the rink. “I’m engaged, Ilya.”
The word felt like a shield. It also felt like a confession. And like a lie. 
Ilya’s eyes dropped to the ring. He looked at it for a long time, the muscle in his jaw ticking once. When he spoke, his tone had gone brittle around the edges.
“I am very much aware,” he said. “Believe me. I hear about it every time someone sends me a picture of you two looking like toothpaste commercial.”
A laugh tried to punch out of Shane’s throat at that, half-hysterical. It came out as a strangled sound instead.
“I’m not… I didn’t… Rose is… she’s good. She’s…” He groped for words that didn’t sound like excuses.
“She is soft,” Ilya supplied. “Kind. She looks at you like you are safe place to land. I am not saying you should blow that up. I am not homewrecker from reality TV.”
“Could have fooled me,” Shane muttered, more to the table than to him, nu humour in his words.
Ilya’s mouth twisted. “Do you really think,” he said quietly, “that if I wanted to fuck up your life, I would start with forecheck, Hollander?”
Shane’s head snapped up.
Their eyes locked. For a second, there was nothing funny in Ilya’s face. No smirk, no lazy sarcasm. Just anger, and hurt, and something so deep and raw it made Shane’s breath catch.
“I am not asking you to cheat on her,” Ilya said, enunciating each word. “I am not asking you to run away with me to fucking… I don’t know, Vegas. I am asking you to stop cheating on yourself. And to let us win the game, and the Cup. That is all.”
The line hit him so hard he almost physically rocked back.
“That night,” Ilya went on, before he could respond, voice lowering, “in hotel.” He didn’t look at him when he said it; he stared at his own hands. “You kissed me like you were starving. Hollander. You played next day like you were… alive in way I have never seen since. And then you went home and decided that part of you is…” He made a little crushing motion with his fist. “Gone. Bad. Something to hide.”
“That’s…” Shane started, then faltered. “It was complicated. It is complicated. You are complicated, Ilya.”
“Everything worth having is complicated,” Ilya said. “Look. I know you love her.” The words came out like they cost him something, dragged from the depths of his throat. “I am not saying you do not. I am just saying you also love this.” He gestured out to the ice, to the paused video, to all of it. “And this version of you…” he tapped the laptop screen, where younger Shane’s eyes burned with fury and joy “...is very hard to find under all the… Volvo safety features sometimes.”
Shane stared at the frozen frame.
“I don’t know how to be him. Not anymore. Not when there is so much at stake.”
Ilya’s shoulders softened, just a fraction. His hand lifted, like he might touch Shane’s arm, or maybe his cheek, then thought better of it and dropped back to the table. His fingers squeezed into a fist. 
“That is what I am here for,” he said. “On ice, at least. I am good at breaking things.” A humorless half-smile. “I can break for us. You can still be… captain. Face. You don’t have to do everything alone, you know.”
The yearning in it punched through the brittle sarcasm.
Not just let me take the ugly hits for the team.

Let me carry some of you.
Shane’s chest felt too small.
“Why?” he blurted. “Why do you care so much? You could just… play your game and take your money and leave when your contract’s up. Why are you…” he gestured weakly between them “...doing this?”
Ilya’s mouth opened. Closed. When he spoke, his voice was very, very quiet.
“Because I am stupid,” he said. “Because you are…” He swallowed. “You were always the one I wanted to skate behind. That does not change just because we didn’t see each other in years.”
It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t even poetic. But it felt like a confession dragged out from under muscle and bone. Shane’s heart slammed against his ribs so hard it hurt.
“Ilya…”
“And before you say it,” Ilya cut in, the brittle humour snapping back like a shield, “yes, I know. You are engaged. I know it is not my place. I know it is pathetic to still feel anything after…” He waved a hand. “I am very self-aware, okay? This is why I make jokes. It is better than bleeding in front of everyone, da? So. Hollander is a good cop. Rozanov is a menace. Simple.”
“I’m not asking you to bleed,” Shane said, helpless.
“I already did,” Ilya said, with a little shrug. That shut him up completely.
The room hummed, the vending machine buzzing faintly in the hall, the coffee machine gurgling in the corner. The ice outside glowed, empty and cold.
Shane stared at the table, breathing hard like he’d just finished a shift.
“I can’t…” He swallowed. “I can’t give you what you want.”
“I know,” Ilya said instantly, almost too fast. “I said, forget it. I am not… I am not idiot teenage girl writing your name in notebook.” He let out a short, humorless laugh. “I signed to your team knowing all of this. That is on me.”
He scrubbed a hand over his face, as if wiping away whatever had just cracked open.
“For hockey,” he said, more briskly now, the pivot almost jarring. “We find compromise. Structure and violence. Volvo and nuclear waste site, da? We will win. It will be very annoying for everyone else. That is enough.”
Shane looked at him, throat thick. “Is it?”
Ilya’s eyes met his. For a moment, he looked like he might say no.
Then his gaze dropped to the ring on Shane’s hand again, and his mouth twisted into that familiar, cutting half-smile.
“It has to be,” he said. “You made sure of that a long time ago.”
The words weren’t shouted. They didn’t need to be.
Shane flinched like they were.
Ilya pushed his chair back with a scrape, the sound too loud in the small room. He grabbed his mug, took a long swallow of the terrible coffee like he needed something to burn.
“Okay, captain,” he said, reverting to sarcasm like pulling on armour. “We button this up. You write your neat little plan, I add swears, we show coach in morning, pretend we did not almost have emotional breakdown over forecheck.”
“That’s not what…” Shane started.
“It is fine,” Ilya said, and now he sounded tired, which somehow hurt worse. “Really. Forget what I said. Consider it… late-night caffeine brain. I get dramatic when I don’t sleep.”
Shane wanted to argue. To say no, I can’t forget it, to reach out, to…
He stayed where he was, hands fisted on his knees, nails digging crescents into his skin.
“I can’t change the fact that I’m engaged,” he said finally, the words thick.
“I am not asking you to,” Ilya said, without looking at him. “I would not respect you if you did. I just…” He trailed off, then shook his head like he was clearing fog. “Doesn’t matter.”
He reached for the marker, uncapped it, and started drawing over the whiteboard, arrows, positions, tweaks, talking in clipped, professional tones about neutral-zone traps and D support and when he wanted F2 to jump.
Shane watched him, the sharp lines of his profile, the way his jaw was set.
The yearning sat between them like a third person, silent and huge, filling up all the air.
He picked up his laptop, fingers moving on the keys, inputting the adjustments, nodding when Ilya glanced over to make sure he was getting it right. From the outside, it would have looked like two leaders doing exactly what they were supposed to do: staying late, collaborating, building a plan to win.
Only the two of them knew that the real plan had already been written years ago in a different room, in the curve of a neck and the ghost of a text left unanswered.
They finished the strategy, saved the file and capped the markers.
When they stood up, their shoulders brushed.
“Thanks,” Shane said.
“For what?” Ilya asked. “Doing my job? Yelling at you? Very natural for me.”
Shane swallowed. “For caring,” he said, very quietly.
Something flickered across Ilya’s face. Pain, maybe. Or hope. Or both.
“Don’t make it a big thing,” he said, voice rough. “I am just a guy who likes to win the game.”
He walked past him then, out into the dark hallway, footsteps echoing off the concrete.
Shane stayed where he was for a moment, alone in the strategy room with the ghost of their argument and the smell of burnt coffee.
His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out with numb fingers.
Rose: don’t stay too late!! i miss u already

bring your grumpy captain face home so i can kiss it better 
He stared at the screen until the letters blurred.
Then he typed back:
On my way. 
He slipped the phone away, turned off the lamp, and stepped out into the corridor after Ilya, the taste of yearning like blood in his mouth.
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  They didn’t talk about it. The next morning, it was as if the strategy room had never happened.
Shane came in, hung up his coat, nodded at whoever was looking. Ilya was already there, half in his gear, laughing at something Kenny said, eyes crinkled, mouth easy. If Shane hadn’t seen his face in that little glass box last night, tight, raw, stripped of every smirk, he would’ve thought nothing had shifted at all.
“Morning, cap,” Ilya said when their gazes inevitably met. Same tone as always. Same lazy salute with two fingers tapped off his helmet.
Shane swallowed. “Morning,” he returned, neutral.
The boys buzzed around them. The whiteboard now held their hybrid plan from the night before: Shane’s neat lanes, Ilya’s violent arrows. The coach was in a good mood, clapping backs, chirping about cardio.
“Like the adjustments you two made,” he said, tapping the board. “If this crashes and burns, I’m blaming both of you equally. Beautiful leadership, boys.”
A ripple of laughter. Shane forced a smile. “We aim to please,” he said.
Ilya shrugged. “I aim to win. Pleasing is collateral damage.”
Practice itself was sharp.
Their forecheck, the Frankenstein system of structure and aggression, actually looked good. F1 went hard, F2 read and supported, F3 hung high enough not to get burned. They forced turnovers. They killed entries. The scrimmage tilted in their favour. The coach's whistle sounded less like scolding, more like punctuation. From the outside, anyone watching would’ve said they were dialled in.
Inside, Shane felt like his skin didn’t fit.
Every time he caught Ilya’s eye in a drill, he got a flash of the previous night. You left me on read. You were always the one I wanted to skate behind.
It echoed under every crisp, professional „Good play” and „Back door, Hollander!”. Like they’d hung it up in the rafters where only they could see.
“Nice read, Volvo,” Ilya said once, breathless, after Shane shut down a rush, angle perfect.
Shane’s chest jumped. “It’s literally the system,” he snapped. “Just do your job.”
Ilya’s brows twitched, just a fraction. Then he gave a little nod and peeled away, not pushing like he usually would.
It made Shane feel even worse. Halfway through practice, during a water break, Coach trundled over, hands on his hips.
“Hollander!” he barked.
Shane jogged over, stomach already tensing. “Yeah?”
“Don’t worry, it’s not a big deal,” Coach said, reading him effortlessly. “You’re good today. Try not to die of shock.”
A weak laugh was all he managed.
“You still got that… wedding cake thing this afternoon?” Coach asked, squinting down at his tablet where some staffer had clearly blocked out his captain’s day for him.
Shane had forgotten it until that exact second.
“Oh. Yeah. The tasting.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Three, right. Uh. I can stay the whole skate, though. It’s not a big deal, we can reschedule…”
“Nope,” Coach cut him off. “Not messing with your fiancée’s wedding timeline, I like my life. You’re done at the seventy-minute mark. We’ll run  reps with the rest.”
“I can…”
“Go pick cake.” Coach’s tone brooked no argument. “The team will survive half an hour without you. Maybe. Probably. If not, we’ve got bigger problems Rozanov will take over..”
Shane grimaced, nodding. “Okay.”
On his way back to the line, he felt eyes on him. A little knot of guys were clustered around Ilya, all of them half-listening.
“Wedding cake tasting,” Kenny sing-songed as soon as Shane got close enough. “That’s the softest reason I’ve ever heard for leaving practice early, captain.”
“Gonna bring us samples?” Luca asked. “I want the one with the expensive frosting. Not that grocery store shit.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Shane muttered.
G smirked. “What flavour is it? Vanilla like your systems?”
“Strawberry like his face right now,” Kenny added.
They laughed. It was the usual level of chirping. It shouldn’t have stung.
Ilya, standing just off to the side, stick across his shoulders, watched the exchange with his head cocked.
“So. Captain abandons us for cake,” he said finally, voice light, but the words edged. “Very inspiring. League is shaking.”
Shane bristled. “It’s one practice. We’ve been here for two weeks.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “But big scary rush team is coming, no? You worried about them all night. Now you leave early to decide if frosting has sprinkles.”
A couple of guys went “oof” under their breath.
Shane’s jaw clenched. “I’m not skipping a game,” he snapped. “It’s an hour.”
“Is fine,” Ilya said, that casual shrug that meant nothing is fine. “We will practice hitting without you. Try not to hurt yourself tasting dessert.”
Luca made an exaggerated kissy face. “He’s jealous.”
“Jealous of what?” Ilya snorted. “Of cake? No. I eat real food.”
Of what, then? Shane wanted to ask. Of Rose? Of the life? Of the ring? Of… all of it?
Instead he bit out, “Maybe if you ever actually committed to anything off the ice, you’d have appointments too.”
Even as he said it, he knew it was below the belt. The bench went quiet for a second in that way that meant, Oh, he went there.
Something flickered across Ilya’s expression. Hurt, quick and sharp, then gone, armour slamming back into place.
“Yes,” he said, tone icy-smooth. “I am just irresponsible child. You are very adult. I bow to your time management.”
“Enough,” Coach barked from centre ice. “Save the soap opera for later. Let’s go. Special teams. Hollander, you’re off after this block.”
Shane skated away, adrenaline sour in his mouth.
If the unit ran like shit after that, he couldn’t tell if it was because of the system or because everyone felt the fault line under their feet.
***
The tasting was at a little boutique bakery downtown, the kind of place with expensive looking white tables, hanging plants, and handwriting on chalkboards announcing seasonal flavours. Warm but luxurious. Cozy. Intimate.
Shane felt like a fraud the second he stepped inside.
Rose was already there at a corner table, bright amidst the muted pastels: pale yellow sweater, messy bun, her sunglasses sliding down her nose as she scrolls something on her phone, clearly just gotten there herself. There were little plates set out in front of her, each with neatly cut squares of cake in different shades, white, pale pink, dark chocolate.
Her face lit up when she saw him.
“Hey, stranger.” She stood to kiss him, stretching up on her toes. “How’s my captain? Do you smell like sweat and men still?”
He kissed her back, automatic. It was soft, familiar. His hand found her tiny waist; her fingers curled behind his neck. He felt… off-balance. Like he’d come off a spinning ride and hadn’t quite found solid ground yet.
“Sorry I’m late,” he said as they sat. “Coach kept me for an extra minute.”
“Hey, you’re here.” She squeezed his knee under the table. “That’s all that matters.”
Is it? something mean and tired in him thought. Because it didn’t feel like it this morning.
He pushed it down.
The baker came over, cheerful, explaining flavours - vanilla bean with raspberry filling, dark chocolate with salted caramel, lemon elderflower for a “fresh note.” Rose listened attentively, making “mmm” noises, asking questions. Shane nodded, tried to pay attention.
His mind kept drifting back to the rink. To the way Ilya’s mouth had gone flat when he said „irresponsible child”. To the ice outside the strategy room last night, glowing blue.
Rose nudged a plate toward him. “Try this one,” she said. “This is the vanilla-raspberry. It’s… oh my God, Shane, just…” She rolled her eyes and popped a bite into his mouth herself. “There. See?”
He blinked, the fork hitting his teeth. The cake melted on his tongue, sweet and tart.
“It’s good,” he said. Because it was.
“‘Good,’” she mimicked, laughing. “That’s the best the most valuable captain in the league can do?”
“That’s not… aren’t exaggerating much?”
“Whatever,” she said, waving a hand. “You know what I mean. It’s ‘good’? That’s the review?”
He tried to smile. 
“Uh… really good? Like, eight out of ten. I guess.”
She squinted at him. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” he said quickly. “Just… tired.”
She nodded slowly, studied him. “Practice hard?”
“Yeah.”
“New guy being a pain in the ass?”
His mouth twisted. “When is he not.”
“Aha.” She smiled a little. “There it is.”
He exhaled. “It’s fine. It’s just… a lot.”
“I saw that clip, by the way,” she said, grabbing a different forkful. “The network did a whole segment on ‘rivals reunited.’ They’re obsessed with you two. They’re already calling you the league’s ‘unsexiest love story.’” She snorted. “Their words, not mine.”
He stared at her. “They called us what?”
She grinned. “Okay, maybe I added the ‘love story’ bit. But the way they cut those clips? Full enemies-to-lovers edit. They’re salivating. And now you have to play nice on the same team, it’s like… catnip.”
His stomach flipped.
“They don’t know anything,” he muttered.
“I mean. They know you guys have chemistry on the ice. It’s a good thing,” she said, a bit more serious. “You don’t have to get all defensive. It’s going to be huge for your numbers. For the team, too. ‘Dangerous together’ and all that.”
He felt weirdly seen, which made him… prickly.
“We’re captains,” he said. “We’re not a storyline.”
She blinked. “I know that. I’m just saying…”
“And it’s not just about numbers,” he added. “It’s about… systems. It’s not some fanfiction thing.”
She sat back slightly, eyebrows inching up. “Whoa. Okay. I didn’t mean…” She put the fork down. “I was just joking. Are you okay? You seem… on edge.”
“I’m fine,” he said, too fast.
She looked at him, that gaze he both loved and dreaded, the one that saw through the post-game clichés and carefully curated interviews.
“Is this about him?” she asked gently. “Did he say something? He insulted you?”
“No,” he lied. “It’s not about him.”
“You’ve been weird all week,” she pressed. “You’re there, but you’re not really there. You answer my texts, but it’s like you’re texting me from underwater.” Her mouth softened. “I know the season starting is always a lot. I get it. I just… I want to know what’s going on in your head.”
He ground his teeth. What was he supposed to say? I stayed late in a tiny room with a man I once wanted so badly it scared me, and he told me, essentially, that he still feels something, and it’s tearing me in half?
Instead, what came out was, “This is a lot of pressure.”
Her brow furrowed. “The cake?”
“No,” he snapped before he could stop himself, then winced. “Sorry. I just… everything. The season. The wedding. The…” He gestured between them, vague.
She sat up straighter. “Do you not want this?”
“Of course I want this,” he said, immediately. Too immediate. It sounded defensive, not reassuring. “I asked you. I bought the ring. I… of course I do.”
“Then what are we talking about?” she asked, quietly.
He rubbed his hands over his face, feeling the day catching up with him. The ice, the argument, the strategy room, the sleep he hadn’t really gotten.
“We have a huge game coming up,” he said. “I’m trying to figure out how to not repeat last year’s disaster. I’m trying to keep the room together. I’m trying to integrate the guy the whole league either hates or worships, and he chews through systems like gum. And I’m also trying to pick cake flavours and seating charts and whether your aunt gets gluten-free cupcakes…”
“You said you wanted to be involved,” she cut in. “You insisted. I asked if you wanted me to just… handle most of it, and you said, ‘No, it’s our wedding, I want to be in it.’”
“I do.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I just…”
“Look, I know your job comes with stress,” she said, voice tightening. “But my life doesn’t stop because you’re in season, Shane. I’m juggling my job, and my deadlines. and directors, and my own goddamn anxiety over this wedding. I carved time out of my one free afternoon for this because it’s supposed to be fun. For us. Together.”
He flinched.
She took a breath, visibly reining herself in. “If you want to talk about hockey and strategy and your new chaos goblin, I’m here. You know that. I’ve listened to more about your neutral-zone than any human should.” Her lips quivered, but her eyes stayed sharp. “But you’re not talking to me. You’re just… somewhere else. And I feel like I’m dragging you through this whole process.”
He swallowed hard. Guilt, already heavy, sank deeper.
“It’s not about you,” he said. “It’s not. It’s… me.”
“I am aware,” she said, a thread of sarcasm finally creeping in. “But ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ is not actually helpful, babe. I’m not mad that you have stress. I’m mad that you shut me out and then show up like a ghost and act like I’m the one bothering you.”
“I didn’t say…”
“You don’t have to say it.” She gestured between them. “You made it very clear at the table when I made one joke about your Very Serious Rivalry that you’re … what? Embarrassed? Annoyed? I don’t even know, because you won’t tell me.”
Something in him snapped.
“It’s not a fucking joke,” he said, louder than he meant to. The couple at the next table glanced over. He forced his voice down. “Sorry. But it’s not. This is my career. It’s my team. I’m trying to not blow it because everybody’s real excited about how ‘dangerous’ we are together, and if it goes sideways, they’re not writing thinkpieces about you, they’re writing them about me.”
Her jaw clenched. “You think I don’t understand pressure?” she asked, low. 
“That’s not what I…”
“Then stop talking to me like I’m some casual fan,” she said. “I’m your fiancée, not a reporter. I’m allowed to think the narrative is funny and also take your job seriously at the same time.”
Heat rose up his neck. Shame, anger, fear, all tangled.
He hated fighting with her. Hated the way her eyes looked right now, hurt and pissed off, but still searching for some way in.
He hated that all he wanted in that moment was to be back in that dim little room with Ilya, angry and raw and understood in a way that made him feel like he was standing on the edge of a cliff.
“This is exactly what I mean,” she said when he stayed silent. “You’re half here. You’re not tasting cake. You’re not thinking about our vows. You’re thinking about him.”
He jolted, the accuracy of it like a slap. “That’s not…”
“Shane.” Her voice softened, but it hurt more than the sharpness. “You say his name in your sleep.”
It was like the air went out of the room. Cold slipped down his spine.
He stared at her. “I… what?”
“Last night,” she said quietly. “You said ‚Ilya’ in your sleep. Twice.” She huffed a humourless laugh. “You don’t have to be a psychologist to put two and two together.”
His stomach dropped clean out.
“You didn’t… wake me up,” he said, stupidly. As if that were the point.
“I didn’t want to embarrass you,” she said. “I figured you’d tell me when you were ready.” Her eyes shimmered, angry tears she refused to let fall. “But instead, you came to bed, had sex with me, and then lay there like a statue all night. And now you’re here, acting like cake is a burden, and I’m supposed to… what? Pretend I don’t notice?”
Silence roared in his ears.
“I am not asking you to not be stressed about hockey,” she went on, voice trembling now. “I am asking you not to punish me for it. If you need space, say so. If you’re confused, say so. Don’t just… stand in front of me and refuse to show up.”
He wanted to say I’m not confused. He wanted to say I love you. He wanted to say I’m terrified.
What came out was, “This is the worst possible time for this conversation.”
Her face shut down a little.
“Right,” she said. “Because there’s a good time to find out your fiancé is obsessing over someone else.”
“That’s not… it’s not like that,” he said quickly. “It’s… we’re teammates. We’re under the microscope. It’s intense. That’s all.”
“And you’re telling me this because…?” she asked. “Because I’m supposed to believe there’s nothing else under it? Because if that were true, you wouldn’t look like someone ripped your heart out every time his name comes up.”
His throat closed.
“I can’t do this here,” he said. Cowardly. True.
“Then where?” she asked, quieter. “Because I feel like we don’t have the same conversation twice anymore. We just… move on. We plaster over it with sex and schedules and call it ‘support’.”
He flinched. “That’s not fair.”
“Maybe it’s not,” she said. “But I’m tired, Shane. I’m tired of being your emotional shock absorber and then getting the scraps when you’re actually present for once. Without him.”
He swallowed hard. “I don’t… I don’t know what you want me to say.”
She stared at him for a long moment. Then she sighed. “Right now? I don’t know either.”
She pushed her chair back.
“We can pick the cake some other time,” she said, voice steady again in that way that meant she was putting the conversation in a box to deal with later. “Or you can send me your notes on flavour and I’ll make the call. You clearly don’t want to be here.”
“That’s not…” He reached for her hand across the table. She pulled it back before he made contact, the flinch small but unmistakable.
The space where his fingers landed felt freezing.
She stood, slung her bag over her shoulder.
“I’m going home,” she said. “I need some air. You can stay. Or not. Whatever you want.”
He almost said, I want you. The words crawled up his throat and died there.
“Rose.”
“We’ll talk when you’re ready to actually talk,” she said, without looking back.
She left, the bell above the door jingling lightly as it closed behind her.
Shane sat there staring at the little squares of cake on the plate. His stomach turned. The sweetness in the air felt suffocating.
The baker, hovering politely at a distance, approached tentatively. “Um… everything okay over here?”
“Yeah,” he lied. That was becoming a theme. “Sorry. We just… something came up.” He fumbled for his wallet. “We’ll pay for the tasting. It’s not your fault.”
She waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. Happens more than you’d think.” A sympathetic half-smile. “You can take those home if you want.”
He looked at the cake again. It made his chest hurt and his stomach turn.
“I’m good,” he said. “Thank you, though.”
Outside, the air was crisp and cold. Too bright. People walked by with shopping bags and coffees, oblivious. The world hadn’t ended. It just felt like someone had knocked his whole internal architecture askew.
He started walking. Nowhere in particular. Just… away from the bakery, away from the memory of Rose’s face.
His phone buzzed in his pocket.
He pulled it out, half expecting, half dreading her name.
It wasn’t.
Rozanov.
The thread preview showed: So. Cake.
He stopped dead on the sidewalk, thumb hovering.
He opened it.
Rozanov: So. Cake.
Team still alive without you (for now).
Coach made me run reps with second unit as punishment for “attitude” btw, so thank you for leaving me unsupervised. Very fun. 0/10.
A beat later, another bubble.
Rozanov: Also. I said shit this morning I did not mean like that. About you “abandoning” team. That was me being asshole, not truth. You do enough. More than enough.
His chest squeezed.
Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.
Rozanov: I forget sometimes you are human and not robot built in Volvo factory.
Anyway. Hope wedding sugar thing did not explode.
 
He stared at the screen, heartbeat loud in his ears.
On its face, it was nothing. Banter, a half-apology, a joke. The kind of text one co-captain might send another after snapping at him and feeling guilty about it.
Underneath, it felt like something else: a hand reached out across the gap, an admission of watching him leave and caring enough to wonder how it went.
His thumbs hovered over the keyboard.
 
It was a disaster.
 
He deleted it.
 
She walked out.
 
Deleted.
 
You were right. 
 
He finally typed:
 
Practice okay?
 
It was cowardly. It was safe. It was nothing.
He sent it anyway.
The reply came quickly.
Rozanov: Boring without someone arguing with me every five seconds. But yes. Fine.
Another pause.
Rozanov: You okay?
The question sat there, bare and direct.
No emojis. No jokes.
Just that: You okay?
He thought of Rose’s voice, the „you say his name in your sleep” and felt sick.
He should tell him to back off. He should put up a wall. He should say, I’m fine, forget last night, forget everything.
Instead, his fingers moved on their own.
 
Not really.
 
He stared at the words. He could still delete them. Could backspace them back into nothing and send a thumbs up instead.
He hit send.
The blue bubble slid up.
Three dots appeared almost instantly.
For the first time in a long time, Shane realised, he was standing in the middle of a street between the life he’d chosen and the person he’d tried to bury, waiting to see who answered him first.
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  The reply came faster than he was ready for.
He stood there in the middle of the sidewalk, phone cold in his hand, heart banging, while the blue bubble with his own words hung above the keyboard.
Three dots. They blinked. Disappeared. Came back.
Rozanov: Where are you
Shane stared at it.
Another bubble slid up before he could decide whether to answer.
Rozanov:  If you say “with your feelings” I walk into traffic
A beat.
Rozanov:  Rink is empty. Ice still good.
Rozanov:  I am here.
His grip on the phone tightened.
He should go home. He knew that. Every sensible part of him, and it was a chorus by now, said: Go home. Kiss her. Say you’re sorry. Talk. Don’t let this fester. Don’t make this worse.
His thumb hovered over Rose’s name at the top of his screen. There were no new messages. The last was hers: We’ll talk when you’re ready to actually talk.
Then his eyes dropped back to Ilya’s.
Rink is empty. I am here.
He could almost feel the cold seeping through his skates already, the burn in his lungs, the rush of wind in his helmet vents. The simple clarity of it. Just an hour, he told himself. Just to get this out of his system so he doesn’t go home vibrating and make it worse.
He jammed the phone back into his pocket before he could think better of it and turned toward his car.
***
The arena at night always felt like a different building.
The players’ entrance beeped him in with the familiar green light, the door thunking shut behind him. The corridor lights were on low, half the overheads off to save power, everything tinted slightly blue from the glow seeping in from the bowl.
It was quiet in that humming way, mechanical, alive. Compressors, distant. Somewhere, a Zamboni rumbled. His own rink, though, gleamed through the glass as he walked up the tunnel: full size, smooth and pale, the big overheads still on but the stands dark, empty rows of seats like a shadowed cliff.
And there, in the middle of all that white, was a solitary figure in red.
Ilya was skating hard lines, tight loops from blue to blue, then full-ice rushes, cutting sharp edges into the fresh surface. No music, no pucks. Just blades, the thunk of his stops echoing off ice. He carried his stick, but more like habit than necessity.
His stride was… impressive. Powerful and easy and angry all at once. For a second, Shane just watched from the gate, hand resting on the dasher. The cold slid under his clothes, through his jeans, into his bones. It felt good.
Ilya noticed him on his next pivot. He stopped in a spray of snow, dug his edge in, and turned, coasting backward toward the open gate.
“You took long time,” he called, breath feathering in the air. “I thought maybe cake monster ate you.”
Shane stepped onto the rubber mat, suddenly acutely aware that he was still in his street clothes, sneakers squeaking slightly. “ It’s a Cookie Monster”  he corrected automatically and then: “I wasn’t sure I was coming.”
“Da, I felt the indecision from here,” Ilya said. “Very dramatic.” His gaze flicked over Shane’s face, quick scan. “You look like someone beat you with baguette.”
“It was just cake,” Shane muttered. “No bread was involved.”
“Shame. Bread is better.” Ilya skated to the bench, hopped over with that effortless little lift, and leaned on his stick, watching him. “So. You bring gear or are we doing therapy session in denim?”
“My stuff’s in the room,” Shane said.
“Then go.” Ilya jerked his chin toward the tunnel. “I do not have all night.”
Shane hesitated, then turned and headed for the locker room.
His stall was exactly as he’d left it: stick leaning, tape rolls neat, skates hanging by their laces. The room felt cavernous and empty, echoes louder. No music, no banter. Just the sound of him changing, the quiet zip and thud. He didn’t bother with full gear; just base layers, socks, skates, helmet dangling from his hand as he walked back out.
The cold hit harder now. He liked it. Ilya was already waiting at the bench, leaning with one hip against the boards, stick across his lap. His hair was damp with sweat, curls sticking to his forehead. Up close, his cheeks were flushed, his breaths a little heavier.
He eyed Shane’s minimal padding. “So you are going to play chicken with me with just elbow pads,” he said. “Bold strategy, Volvo.”
“We’re not doing contact,” Shane said. “I just want to skate.”
“Mm.” Ilya pushed the gate open with his stick. “We see.”
Shane stepped onto the ice. Every time, no matter how his head felt, there was that same microsecond of weightlessness. The shift from friction to glide. The sound in his head dropping away as the edge bit in. He pushed off, just a slow half-lap to loosen his legs. The ice was perfect, no ruts yet, Zamboni lines like faint ghosts under the surface. His skates whispered.
Ilya watched him for a moment, then pushed off too, falling into stride beside him. They skated in silence for a while. Down the boards, around the corner, up the middle. Just breathing, the small sounds of equipment.
The knot in Shane’s chest started to ease, not gone but loosened. His muscles remembered what to do without his brain having to tell them.
“So,” Ilya said eventually, not looking at him. “How was sugar hell?”
Shane’s mouth twisted. “Short.”
“That an answer or an insult?”
“We fought,” Shane said, surprising himself with how quickly the words slipped out.
“Ah.” Ilya didn’t even pretend to be surprised. “You left, she is upset, yes?”
“Yes,” Shane said. The guilt punched up again. “She… said some things. I said some things. It was bad.”
“A lot of things sais,” Ilya observed. “You are very busy.”
“Fuck off,” Shane muttered.
“Later,” Ilya said. “First we skate.”
He peeled away, gaining speed, and Shane followed, grateful for the break in eye contact.
They started simple: figure eights, starts and stops, backwards strides. Then it turned into races, unspoken, who could hit the blue first, who could pivot faster at the hashmarks.
Ilya pushed. Of course he did. Cut him off once, twice, forcing Shane to fight for his lane. Shane shoved back, shoulder to shoulder, their blades throwing little showers of ice as they jostled.
“Non-contact, huh?” Ilya called between breaths, amusement threading his tone.
“Accidents happen,” Shane shot back, chest burning.
“Then you call me dirty during plays,” Ilya huffed. “Hypocrite.”
They went for pucks next. A few had been left out by some youth team. Ilya grabbed a handful, scattered them messily across one end.
“Okay,” he said, tapping his stick. “We go 1-on-1. You try to defend your boring way, I try to make it fun.”
“Or,” Shane countered, “we play how we actually need to play on Saturday so we don’t get lit up.”
“Which is exactly what I said,” Ilya replied. “Try to keep up, captain.”
They fell into the rhythm: one attacking, one defending, switching each rep. It was half-drill, half-fight. Ilya was all sharp cuts and sudden changes of pace, using his edges. Shane was angles and anticipation, staying between him and the net, stick mirroring stick.
At first, it stayed playful. Little jabs, chirps.
“You reach with stick like old man swatting fly.”
“You telegraph every shot, my grandma could read this.”
“You have grandma?”
“Mind your business.”
The physicality crept up without either of them naming it.
A little extra shove in the battle. A hip leaning a bit too hard into a turn. A stick pressing into ribs just enough to bruise. Shane felt everything humming, blood, legs, the weird buzzing line of their argument the other night.
On one rep, Ilya cut wide on his forehand, then snapped the puck between Shane’s skates and cut back through the middle, shoulder dropping. Shane turned with him, reached, caught a piece of him instead of the puck.
They collided.
It wasn’t huge. Not game-contact huge. But it was enough, enough speed, enough weight, that their feet tangled and both of them went down. Shane’s toe picked the ice wrong, edge catching. He went backwards, head bouncing once, sharp, against the surface before his shoulders absorbed the rest.
There was that split-second nothing, the shock of impact ringing his skull. His vision flashed white, then skittered back into place.
He lay still for a breath, staring up at the rafters, the practice banners swaying gently. He’d had worse. This was… jarring. A little nauseating around the edges but not downright dangerous. Ilya’s face slid into his field of view, upside down at first, then right-side as he skated around and dropped to his knees beside him.
“Don’t move,” he said, voice calm but tight. No joke in it. “Stay down.”
“I’m fine,” Shane said automatically.
“Da, you are always fine,” Ilya said. “Until you are not and then everyone cries. Shut up.”
He leaned in, one gloved hand braced near Shane’s shoulder on the ice, the other hovering like he wanted to grab his helmet and didn’t quite dare.
“How many fingers,” he said.
“You’re not holding up any,” Shane muttered.
“Good, you are not completely stupid.”
He reached and, without asking, unclipped Shane’s chin strap. His fingers were quick, sure, the plastic clicking free. He lifted the helmet gently off Shane’s head, careful not to jostle too much.
Cold air hit Shane’s damp hair. He blinked up at the arena lights, wincing.
“Follow,” Ilya said, his voice dropping. He held up his hand, fingers splayed, moving slowly side to side. “Eyes. Can you?”
Shane did. His head throbbed, but the world stayed mostly stable.
“No double,” he said. “Just… loud.”
“That is just my charm,” Ilya said, but his mouth was tight. “Any nausea?”
“A little,” Shane admitted. “It’s fine. I’ve had worse.”
Ilya’s eyes flicked briefly over his face, his hairline. Then he swore softly in Russian and reached for his phone, tucked in the waistband of his shorts under his practice jersey.
“Sit up a little,” he instructed.
Shane pushed himself up on his elbows. The ice was cold through his top, seeping up his spine. Ilya moved closer, knees on either side of Shane’s hip now, basically straddling his thigh - not sexual, just practical, but Shane’s body noticed anyway.
“Hold still,” Ilya said.
He turned the phone’s flashlight on and shone it briefly into Shane’s eyes, watching his pupils. Up close like this, his face was very, very clear. No visor, no cage, no distance. Just the spray of nearly invisible freckles across his nose, the scar on his chin, the way his lashes clumped with sweat.
“Always knew you would be the one to go headfirst,” Ilya muttered. “Too many thoughts, nowhere to put them.”
Shane tried to smirk. It came out as more of a grimace.
“You’re not panicking,” he noted, weirdly. Ilya, who’d gone berserk for teammates he barely knew, was… controlled. Focused.
“Because panicking makes it worse,” Ilya said. “I do that later, in shower.”
He turned off the flashlight and tucked the phone away again. His hand came up, ungloved now, warm fingers sliding gently through Shane’s hair near the back where he’d hit.
Shane hissed.
“There,” Ilya said quietly. “Small bump. No blood.” He hesitated, then brushed a thumb over Shane’s temple, almost absent, like he couldn’t help himself. “Lucky.”
The touch was… too much. Too soft, too careful, for all the sarcasm still in his voice. Shane’s heart thudded against his ribs, the ache in his skull almost secondary now.
“Stop fussing,” he said, but it came out hoarse.
“Eat shit,” Ilya replied. “You scared me for a second. I am allowed to fuss one time.”
He shifted, moving his hand to Shane’s jaw as he tilted his head, checking again for any cuts. His thumb pressed lightly into the hollow under Shane’s cheekbone, fingers curling around the back of his neck to steady him.
They were close. Really close now. Shane could see the darker ring around Ilya’s irises, the tiny scar through his right eyebrow. He could feel his breath, warm and uneven, ghosting over his mouth.
“Pupils fine,” Ilya murmured. “You look ugly but that is usual.”
“Thanks,” Shane breathed.
His eyes dropped, without his permission, to Ilya’s mouth. The world narrowed to that point: the curve of his top lip, the way the bottom one was a little fuller, a little chapped; the tiny, wet shine of his tongue when he flicked it over his teeth.
If he leaned forward, just an inch, maybe two, he could slot his mouth against it. See if it still felt the same as that night years ago, all heat and teeth and desperation.
He didn’t move. Neither did Ilya. But something in the air between them shifted. Heavy. Charged. Ilya’s gaze flicked down, just once, to Shane’s lips. It was quick, reflexive, and sharp, like a cut.
Shane’s stomach dropped and soared all at once.
He felt his left hand twitch on the ice. His ring thunked softly against frozen water.
The sound, tiny and almost nothing, seemed to snap Ilya back.
He exhaled sharply and released Shane’s jaw like it burned. Rocked back slightly onto his heels, putting inches between them.
“Okay,” he said, voice roughened. “We need to get you off ice. No second fall. Trainers kill me.”
The almost kiss hung there, unsaid and screaming. Shane swallowed hard. 
“I can skate,” he said. “It’s just a bump.”
“Maybe.” Ilya’s mouth twisted. “But if I let you stay and you puke or pass out, I have to explain to coach why I broke his captain. I prefer to live.”
He stood, joints cracking slightly, and offered a hand. Shane took it. The pull up sent another wave of dizziness rolling through him. He stumbled. Automatically, Ilya’s arm slid around his waist, steadied him.
There was a solid second where Shane’s entire weight leaned into him, their chests almost flush, breath mingling. Then he caught himself, straightened and stepped away.
They made their way off the ice together. Ilya kept a hand hovering near his back, not quite touching but ready. In the tunnel, without the slickness under his blades, the world steadied a little.
“Sit,” Ilya said, jerking his head toward the bench. “Now we do step two of overprotective Russian care package.”
“What’s step two?” Shane asked, sitting because he didn’t have the energy to argue.
“Make sure you don’t faint later,” Ilya said. “We go to trainer room. I clean, check. If you see two of me, we call someone.”
“That would be a nightmare,” Shane muttered. “One of you is bad enough.”
“Liar,” Ilya said lightly, and that did something stupid to Shane’s chest.
***
The trainer’s room felt weirdly empty.
Usually it was crowded, the guys on tables, bikes whirring, someone always moaning dramatically under a foam roller while the trainers rolled their eyes. Now it was just fluorescent light, shelves of neatly labelled supplies, the faint smell of antiseptic and tape.
Ilya flicked the lights on, let them buzz to full, and gestured to one of the exam tables.
“Up,” he said. “I promise not to charge for my services.”
“I can go home and put a bag of frozen peas on it,” Shane protested weakly.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “After I make sure it is okay just for the bag of peas and not, I don’t know, concussion.”
He moved around the room like he’d been there a thousand times, which, probably, he had. To the sink to wash his hands; to the cupboard for gauze, a little bottle of antiseptic, a penlight. In the meantime, Shane hoisted himself up onto the table. The vinyl was cool under his thighs. He felt suddenly young, like a rookie again, waiting for someone to tell him how bad it was.
“Okay,” Ilya said, stepping between his knees, crowding into his space without apology. “Let me see.”
He leaned in, one hand on the back of Shane’s head, fingers spreading carefully to find the bump. It throbbed under the touch, but not sharply. Just angry.
“There?” Ilya asked.
“A little,” Shane said through his teeth.
“Not too bad,” Ilya murmured, thumb rubbing very gently over the swollen spot. “You will live to be annoying another day.”
He clicked the penlight, checked his pupils again, closer this time. They were almost chest to chest now. Shane could smell sweat and soap and the faint ghost of rink coffee still on his breath.
“Follow light,” Ilya said. “Do not flirt with it.”
“Not my type,” Shane mumbled, eyes tracking obediently.
“Oh? What is your type?” Ilya asked lazily, tone suggesting it was just another chirp.
Shane’s heart clenched. He looked straight ahead, past Ilya’s shoulder, at a poster about hydration.
“I’m engaged,” he said, quietly. Like if he said it enough, it would be armor.
Ilya went still for a hair of a second.
“Da,” he said then, the sarcasm sliding back over his tone like a glove. “You mentioned. Many times. Very subtle.”
“That’s not what…” Shane faltered. “I mean… that’s my type. That’s… who I’m with. Rose is my type.”
He was aware his ring was inches from Ilya’s hip where his hand rested on the table. Something bitter flickered behind Ilya’s eyes, gone as quickly as it came.
“Relax,” he said. “I am not trying to seduce you on examination table, Hollander. I am not… villain in some medical drama. ‘Oh no, patient, your heart rate is so high, I must kiss it better.’”
Shane huffed a short, unwilling laugh. 
“The accent really sells it.”
“Thank you,” Ilya said dryly. “I work hard.”
He put the penlight aside and picked up the little bottle of antiseptic. 
“You have small scrape,” he said. “I clean. It will sting. Do not cry, we have no “Good patient” stickers.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Just do it.”
The cold sting made him flinch anyway, even forewarned. Ilya’s hand tightened slightly on his jaw, thumb pressed near his ear to hold him steady.
“Almost done,” he murmured, voice gone soft again without his permission. “Good. Brave boy.”
“Don’t patronise me,” Shane muttered.
“I patronise everyone,” Ilya said. “Equality.”
He pressed a bit of gauze, held it. His fingers were warm, calloused. The heel of his hand brushed Shane’s temple. They were close again. Too close. The fluorescent light above them hummed. The hallway outside was silent. It felt like the whole world had shrunk to the small circle of space between their mouths.
“Why did you come?” Ilya asked, suddenly.
Shane blinked. “You texted me.”
“I texted, yes,” Ilya said. “You could ignore. You do that. You are very good at ignoring messages.”
The line slid in under his ribs.
He swallowed. “I… didn’t want to go home looking like this,” he said. “Angry. I thought skating would… help.”
“And did it?” Ilya asked. “Help?”
Shane let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I feel like I keep making things worse.”
“For her?” Ilya asked.
“For everyone,” Shane said. “Coach. The team. You. Her.”
“I am fine,” Ilya said immediately. Then, more honestly, “I am… resilient. Like cockroach.”
“That’s a terrible metaphor.”
“Is accurate,” Ilya said. “I survive anything. Except maybe your boring reps.”
Shane’s mouth twitched despite himself. Ilya’s thumb moved, just barely, along his jaw. It wasn’t necessary, clinically. It felt like… something else.
“I am not asking you to choose,” he said quietly. “Not now. Not ever. I know where I stand. I know it’s not by your side.” His eyes flicked down, involuntary, to the ring on Shane’s hand, then back up. “But when you are… like this.” He searched for a word. “Untethered…? I don’t like to think of you alone with it.”
Shane’s throat tightened. “Untethered” he repeated. “That’s one way to put it.”
“You are pulled in too many directions,” Ilya said. “One day something will snap. I would prefer it is not your neck on ice.” His mouth quirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Or your brain.”
“You can’t fix that,” Shane said. “Any of it.”
“No,” Ilya agreed. “But I can be here while you try.” His gaze held. “If you let me.”
The yearning in it was so bare it hurt to look at. Not leave her. Not pick me instead. Just let me stand next to you while you’re drowning.
Shane’s chest ached. His hands, braced on the edge of the table, curled tight.
“I don’t know how,” he said. It felt like a failure.
“Start with small things,” Ilya said. “Like not going home with concussion because you are proud idiot.” He gave his jaw a little squeeze, affectionate and exasperated. “And maybe… answering text more than once a year.” His lips twitched. “We can work up to bigger sins later.”
“I’m not..” Shane began, defensive by reflex.
“I know,” Ilya cut in. “You are not cheater. You are not bad man. You are just…” He sighed, the sound soft and frustrated. “Very, very good at hurting yourself so no one else has to.”
Shane’s eyes stung.
“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t make me sound noble. It’s pathetic.”
“Maybe it is both,” Ilya said. “Noble and pathetic. Like movies with dogs.”
The corner of Shane’s mouth cracked. “You’re an idiot.”
“You say this while I hold your fragile brain in my hands,” Ilya replied, fingers still cupping the back of his head. “Very brave.”
Their faces were inches apart again. Shane could feel the moment gathering, like the second before a faceoff, everyone coiled and waiting. The buzzing hum of fluorescent lights, the cool air on the back of his neck, the warmth of Ilya’s hand. The way his own breath shortened.
His gaze dropped, again, traitorously, to Ilya’s mouth. He saw it this time: the way Ilya’s lips parted, just a fraction. The flicker of something raw in his eyes.
The “almost” was right there. He could practically taste it. He leaned in. Just enough that their noses almost brushed. Close enough that he felt, clearly, the hitch in Ilya’s breath.
His ring scraped softly against the edge of the table as his hand shifted.
The tiny, metallic sound cut through like a siren.
Shane froze.
Ilya’s eyes flicked down, saw the movement, saw the flash of metal.
His jaw clenched.
Slowly, carefully, he stepped back, hand leaving Shane’s skin as if pulling away from a hot stove.
“Concussion check complete,” he said, voice suddenly brisk. “You pass. Go home, Shane.”
Shane’s head throbbed for a different reason now.
“Ilya…”
“Do not,” Ilya said, without heat. He picked up the used gauze, tossed it into the bin, busying his hands. “If you say sorry, I will have to hit you again and then coach really get mad.”
Shane slid off the table, dizziness returning for a second. He caught the edge, steadied himself. “That’s not… I wasn’t going to say sorry.”
“No?” Ilya’s mouth twisted. “Progress.”
Shane stood there, unsure what to do with his hands, his mouth, any of it.
“I keep… ending up here,” he said, the admission scraping out of him. “With you. When I’m… like this.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “I noticed.”
“It’s not fair to you,” Shane said.
“Probably not,” Ilya agreed. “But I am very bad at fair.”
He finally looked up, and the bitterness in his eyes had softened into something else. Tired. Fond, in that complicated way that hurts.
“Go home,” he said again, quietly. “Talk to her. Eat cake. Or don’t. But do not stay here so you can avoid making a choice.”
“I’m not avoiding…”
“You are,” Ilya said. “You can skate here every night until you fall over. Ice does not fix things.” His voice gentled. “It just buys time.”
Shane’s chest was a fist. He nodded, because he didn’t know what else to do. 
“Will you… be okay?”
Ilya huffed. “With you gone, ice is mine,” he said. “I do few more laps, scare away my ghosts. Then I go home, eat something disgusting and watch bad TV. I survive. Always.”
Shane believed him. He also didn’t.
“Text me if you feel weird later,” Ilya added. “Headache, nausea, anything. If you pass out, I will kick you next practice.”
Shane let out a breath that was almost a laugh. It turned into something else halfway, snagging in his chest.
He picked up his helmet, fingers tracing the edge where his skull had smacked it earlier.
“Thanks,” he said finally. “For… patching my fragile brain.”
“Anytime,” Ilya said, and there was no joke in it.
Shane turned toward the door. He made it three steps before Ilya’s voice followed him.
“Hey, Volvo.”
He glanced back.
Ilya stood there under the humming fluorescent lights, hair damp, shirt clinging to his chest, first-aid kit open beside him. He looked ridiculous and feral and heartbreakingly human.
“Next time you are ‘not really’ okay,” Ilya said, softer, “you can skip part where you pretend you are. Just… say it. To someone. Her. Me. Trainer. Zamboni man. I don’t care. Just don’t hold it until it explodes.”
Shane swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Okay,” he said. It was the only promise he could make right now.
“Good,” Ilya said. Then, because he couldn’t help himself, “Now get out before I decide you have to sleep here for observation and I spoon you so you don’t fall out of bed.”
“Terrifying,” Shane muttered, his chest aching for it so much he could barely breathe.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Run.”
Shane did. He walked back through the empty corridors, shoes thumping on concrete, helmet under his arm. The cold air in the players’ lot bit at the bump on his skull. His phone buzzed once in his pocket.
For a second, he didn’t look.
Then he did.
Rose: Are you okay?
I’m still mad. But I’m also worried.
Please come home.
 
His chest ached.
He looked back at the arena doors once, the glow from inside already dimming as the lights switched to night mode.
Then he typed:
 
I hit my head at the rink. I’m okay, but I’m coming home.
We need to talk.
 
He slid the phone away, got in his car, and drove into the night with the taste of ice and antiseptic and “almost” on his tongue. And, not for the first time in the last days, wished things were completely different. 
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  The apartment was dark except for the low glow over the stove and the TV’s screensaver pulsing colour across the wall.
His key turned too loud in the lock.
Rose was on the couch, knees tucked up, hoodie sleeves over her hands. She’d clearly been sitting there for a while. There was a half-empty mug on the coffee table, blanket in a heap beside her, her hair down and tangled. She’d taken her cardigan; it lay on the arm of the couch.
Her phone was in her hand. She looked up as the door opened, and relief and anger crashed together across her face in the same second.
“You’re pale,” was the first thing she said, even though he wasn’t.
“I’m not,” he said automatically. “Just… head. I hit my head.”
She was on her feet before he could finish, crossing the room in three quick steps.
“Let me see.” Her fingers were already in his hair, careful but insistent, searching for the bump. “God, Shane.”
“It’s not bad,” he said. “Trainer… I got checked. I’m fine.”
He left out the part where the “trainer” was Ilya and the exam table was the one in their room.
She found the swollen spot and winced for him. 
“Does it hurt?”
“Only when I think too much,” he tried.
Her eyes flicked to his. No smile.
“Then you must be in agony,” she said flatly, and there it was, her anger, back over the worry like a wave.
He exhaled. “Rose…”
“You went back to the rink,” she said. “After what happened.”
He opened his mouth. Closed it again. There wasn’t a good answer.
“I needed to skate,” he said finally. “Clear my head.”
“You hit your head,” she said. “Congratulations, captain. Nailed it.”
He flinched. “I shouldn’t have gone,” he admitted. “I know. I just… I didn’t want to come in here with all of that still…” He gestured vaguely at his chest, his skull. “I thought I could shake it off first.”
“Did it work?” she asked. “Are you shaken off?”
He hesitated. “No.”
She nodded, once. “Okay. Then we talk.”
She stepped back, folding her arms around herself like she was cold. “Sit,” she said, tilting her head toward the couch.
He obeyed. Habit. Guilt. Both.
She sat on the other end, leaving a whole cushion between them, legs criss-crossed, facing him. The distance felt like miles.
“Start with the easy lie,” she said. “Tell me it’s just pressure.”
“Rose…”
“Do it,” she said. “Because I know that’s what you’re going to say.”
He swallowed. “It is pressure,” he said, because it was also true. “The season. The expectations. The wedding. The media. Everything feels like…” he searched for a word “...like spinning plates. And I keep waiting for one to fall and shatter and take everything with it.”
Her gaze softened for half a second. “Okay,” she said. “That’s the part I believe. What else?”
He rubbed his palms on his thighs. “The team is… different this year. We’re changing systems, changing how we play. The coach expects more. Management expects more. I wanted to prove I can handle it, that I can integrate someone like…” he stopped himself just before saying him “...like this and keep the room together.”
“Someone like Ilya,” she supplied.
He nodded, jaw tight.
“It’s not just hockey,” she said. “Shane, I can read you. You know that. This isn’t just ‘our breakout looks different this year.’”
He stared at his hands. The little, faint smear of blood on his knuckles where he must have scraped it during his time with Ilya.
“There’s… history,” he said quietly. “With him.”
Silence hummed.
“How much history?” she asked, voice so level it scared him more than if she’d shouted.
He had a brief, wild urge to lie. To sand it down to something vague: We were close once, We almost crossed a line. His head throbbed. The memory of Ilya’s face in the strategy room flashed behind his eyes.
You left me on read.
He inhaled.
“We… hooked up,” he said. The words felt like gravel. “A few times. Years ago. During a tournament. It was… intense. And complicated. And then it was over.”
Her face didn’t change much. A flicker, flinch, maybe, but she’d braced.
“Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” she asked.
He winced. “Because it was… done. It didn’t feel relevant. We’d been out of each other’s lives for years. We didn’t talk. It was a stupid, explosive thing that belonged to a different version of me.”
“And you were afraid of how I’d take it,” she added, not unkindly.
“Yes,” he said. No point pretending.
She pushed her hair back from her face, exhaling slowly. “Okay,” she said. “So, to summarise: you had a thing with the guy the entire league now wants to make a soap opera about. You are bisexual, at least. You never told me. And now he’s in your locker room every day, skating behind you, and you’re… not okay.”
“It’s old,” he said quickly. “It was a long time ago. Before you. Before… everything. I love you, Rose. I chose you. I choose you. Always.”
“Shane,” she said quietly, “you’re not selling a mattress. You don’t have to repeat the slogan three times.”
He shut his eyes for a second.
“I mean it,” he said. “I asked you to marry me. I want to marry you. Nothing about that has changed because he’s here. He’s my teammate. My co-captain. We’re trying to win hockey games together, that’s it.”
“Is it?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said. Too fast, again.
She caught it, because of course she did.
“You say you chose me,” she said. “But you keep… going there.”
He frowned. “Going where?”
“To him,” she said. “When the pressure gets bad. When something breaks. You go to the rink. To him. Not to me.”
“That’s not fair,” he protested. “Tonight was…”
“Tonight was the perfect example,” she cut in. “You had a horrible afternoon. You were hurting, physically and emotionally. I confronted you. And you texted him first.”
He opened his mouth. Closed it.
“How do you…?”
“Because I know you,” she said. “Because you walked in here with the bump on the back of your head and your hair still damp from a rink shower at almost midnight. Trainers don’t do private concussion checks for fun, Shane, not in the middle of the night. And you already said during the sampling the team will be done by 3.”
He looked down at his hands.
“Ilya texted,” he admitted. “After practice. Apologised for this morning. Asked if I was okay. Said he was at the rink.”
“And you went,” she said.
“I needed to skate,” he repeated, feeble.
“You needed him,” she said. “Be honest.”
He flinched.
“It’s not like that,” he said, but it sounded flimsy, even to him. “We’re… friends.”
“Since when?” she asked. “Since the tournament where you slept together and then never spoke again? Since the trade announcement where you saw his face on TV and went white? Or since that week when he showed up, poked every sore spot you have, and suddenly you can’t think about anything else?”
Her words were surgical. Not cruel for cruelty’s sake. Precise.
He felt flayed.
“We’re co-captains,” he said. “We have to work together. He… gets parts of this that other people don’t. The pressure. The… insanity of this league. That’s all.”
“And me?” she asked, softer now. “What do I get?”
He looked up. The expression on her face twisted something in him worse than any hit ever had. Hurt. Tired. Still reaching, though. Still trying to understand.
“You get… all of me,” he said. “You get the parts that aren’t on the ice. You get the person, not the…” He gestured vaguely. “Product.”
“Do I?” she asked. “Because lately, it feels like I get what’s left after everybody else has had their turn.”
“That’s not…”
“You come home wrung out,” she said. “You collapse on the couch, you zone out, you give me the summary version of your day. You don’t let me into the messy parts. And now I know there’s a whole chapter you ripped out and hid. A person you ripped out and hid. Sexuality you ripped out and hid.” Her throat worked. “And he gets the version of you who texts him after shit hits the fan.”
He stared at her. He hadn’t even realised how loaded it was until she said it out loud.
“I didn’t mean to shut you out,” he said. “I’m just… bad at bleeding on people I love.”
“That sounds poetic,” she said. “It’s also a cop-out.”
He flinched.
She looked at him for a long moment, then drew in a breath like she was about to dive.
“Has anything happened between you and him since he got here?” she asked. “Anything physical?”
“No,” he said immediately. That, at least, was clean. “Nothing. We haven’t… touched. Not like that. We argued. We… almost…” he caught himself, heart lurching, “...we haven’t done anything.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You ‘almost’ what?”
He swallowed. His head throbbed. He thought of the strategy room. The trainer’s table. The heat of Ilya’s breath inches from his mouth.
“Nothing happened,” he said, which was true and also a lie in every way possible.
She shut her eyes for a second, like she knew exactly what lived in that almost.
“Do you want something to happen?” she asked, eyes opening again, pinning him.
“No,” he said. The word came fast, reflexive. “We are supposed to get married. I need to win a fucking Cup with my team and come home to you and…”
“That’s not what I asked,” she said quietly. “I asked what you want, not what you’ve committed to.”
He faltered. He could say no, again. He could plaster that over everything. He could pretend.
His silence stretched.
She saw it. Of course she did.
“Oh,” she said. Just that.
He felt sick.
“I love you,” he blurted. “Rose, I love you. I’m not… I’m not going to act on anything. I’m not going to blow this up. Him being here is… a ghost. That’s all. A ghost and a storyline and it’ll settle down once the season starts and…”
“And what?” she cut in. “You’ll magically stop feeling whatever you’re feeling?”
“It’ll… change,” he said. “I’ll get used to it. To him being around. It won’t be like this all the time. The first weeks are always…” He trailed off. Even he didn’t believe it.
She sighed, long and frayed. 
“Shane,” she said, “stop trying to project manage your emotions. This isn’t a road trip. You don’t get to just plan it out and hope everyone sticks to your itinerary.”
He let out a humourless laugh. “What else am I supposed to do?”
She looked at him, eyes shiny but her voice steady.
“I’m going to ask you something,” she said. “And I want you to actually think about it before you answer. Okay?”
His stomach dropped. “Okay.”
She swallowed. “If you weren’t engaged,” she said slowly, “and he walked into your locker room this year the way he did, same history, same speeches, same everything, what do you honestly think would have happened between you?”
He opened his mouth. Nothing came out.
It was such a simple question. Hypothetical. Clean.
It hit like a truck.
He saw it, too clearly. The moment at the players’ door. The cigarette. The strategy room. The almost-kiss over antiseptic. Only this time, no ring on his hand. No wedding tastings. No we waiting at home.
Would he have fought it as hard? Would he have shoved it down and called it “pressure” and “systems” and “chemistry”?
Or would he have leaned in that last inch and…
“Don’t give me the PR answer,” she said softly, breaking through the spinning. “Don’t say ‘nothing’ because it’s the right thing to say. I already know what the right thing is. I want the truth.”
His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.
He could lie. He could. He could look her in the eyes and say, Nothing. We’d be teammates, that’s all. Then they’d both know exactly what that was worth.
He saw the way she’d looked at him on draft night on TV, during highlights re-run, that’s my boy. The way she’d sat with him on the floor of his apartment after a soul-crushing loss, his head in her lap, her fingers in his hair. The way she’d said yes when he’d asked, voice shaking, if she’d spend the rest of her weird, pressure-filled life with him.
His throat closed.
“I…” he started.
Nothing. He tried again.
“I don’t know,” he said finally, and it was the only honest thing he had. It sounded pathetic. Weak. But it was true. “I don’t know what I would’ve done. I like to think I’d still be… me. That I’d make the right decision. But I don’t… I can’t promise that.”
Her face crumpled just for a second before she pulled it back under control.
“Okay,” she whispered. “That’s… that’s something.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, uselessly. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
“I don’t want your apology,” she said, voice shaking. “I want your clarity. And you don’t have it.”
He reached out, instinctively, hand halfway to her knee. She flinched back, curling in on herself.
“Don’t,” she said. “Please.”
He froze.
She scrubbed at her face with the heel of her hand, angry at herself as much as him.
“I’m not going to compete with him,” she said quietly. “I can’t. I won’t. This isn’t… a love triangle in a Netflix show. This is my life. Our life. I need to know that when you picture our future, you’re actually in it with me and not… secretly wondering what it would look like if a different person was standing behind you on the blue line.”
“I am,” he said desperately. “I am in it with you. I’m just… I’m fucked up, Rose. I don’t know where to put all of this. The history. The… feelings. I don’t even know what they are half the time. I just know when I’m on the ice with him, it feels like…”
“Like what?” she asked, eyes flashing. “Like coming home? Like falling? Like being eighteen again and blowing your life up for a boy you apparently still love years ago?”
He shut his eyes. Because yes. All of the above.
“And with me?” she pushed, ruthless now. “What does it feel like with me?”
“Safe,” he said, instantly. “Real. Grounded. Like… the part that doesn’t have to perform.”
She swallowed. “And is that enough?” she asked. “Or is it just… easier?”
He stared at her, horrified. “What kind of question is that?”
“The one I have to ask if I’m going to marry you,” she said.
He shook his head, at a loss. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“I think that’s the problem.”
Silence stretched. The hum of the fridge. Distant traffic. The clock was ticking too loud above the TV.
“I need time,” she said finally. The words seemed to cost her. “To think. To… decide if I can live with this. With you like this.”
Panic speared through him. “Rose…”
“I’m not breaking up with you,” she said quickly, then grimaced. “I don’t think so. I just… I can’t pretend this is fine. I can’t pretend we’re just ‘busy’ and ‘stressed’ and ignore the fact that some part of you is still back in that hotel room with him.”
He felt like his chest was caving in.
“Do you want me to call off the wedding?” he asked, voice barely there.
Her eyes filled. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I hate that I don’t know. I hate that you’ve put us here.”
“So do I,” he said, and he meant it so hard it hurt.
She took a shaky breath. “You should sleep in the spare room tonight,” she said. “For both of us. I need some… space that doesn’t smell like your shampoo while I think.”
He nodded, numb. “Okay.”
“And Shane?” she added, as he stood, legs unsteady.
“Yeah?” His voice cracked.
“When you go to answer this for yourself,” she said, voice suddenly sharp again, “don’t just ask, ‘Do I love Rose more than Ilya?’ That’s not the question. Ask yourself: ‘When things get bad, who do I instinctively run to?’”
He flinched like she’d hit him.
“Because today,” she went on, relentless but not loud, “it wasn’t me. And if that doesn’t change, it doesn’t matter who you think you’ve chosen.”
He had nothing. No spin. No structure. No systems.
Just the image of his own stupid feet carrying him to the rink instead of home.
She stood, gathered the blanket around her shoulders like a cape, and walked toward the bedroom.
“Goodnight, Shane,” she said, not quite looking at him.
He watched the door close softly behind her, the click sounding louder than any slammed door would have. He sank down on the edge of the couch, head throbbing, heart a lead weight in his chest. His phone buzzed on the coffee table.
Rozanov: Head okay?
Rozanov: Still not dead, I assume.
Shane stared at the screen, the words wobbling slightly. He turned the phone face down without answering, for once. Then he buried his face in his hands and let the silence of the apartment press in, all the yearning and guilt and love and confusion sitting heavy in the space where his answer should have been.
***
The next morning, he woke up to sunlight and an empty bed. For a second, half-asleep, he reached for Rose automatically. His hand hit cold sheets, a dip where her body should’ve been, the faint smell of her shampoo on the pillow.
Reality slammed back. The fight. The spare room. Her voice saying, Ask yourself who you run to.
His head throbbed dully, the bump at his hairline pulsing whenever he clenched his jaw.
On the bedside table sat a folded Post-it.
Breakfast in the fridge.
Take your painkillers.
We’ll talk later. – R
The last two words weren’t a promise, exactly. But they weren’t nothing.
He exhaled, the breath shuddering. He texted her before he could overthink it.
I’m up. Thank you for breakfast.
I love you. I’m so sorry for yesterday.
Three dots appeared. Vanished. Came back.
Rose: love you too.
Rose: still figuring out the rest.
Rose: eat the damn eggs.
A tiny huff of air escaped him, something that wasn’t quite a laugh, wasn’t quite a sob.
He padded out to the kitchen. On the counter: a Tupperware with scrambled eggs and roasted potatoes, a slice of toast wrapped in foil. Painkillers beside it, two tabs lined up like she’d dosed them for him, glass already full of water.
She’d left before he woke and still… did this. He sat at the table and forced himself to eat, even though his stomach was a knot. Each bite tasted like guilt.
His phone buzzed again. Trainer.
Coach/Med Chat:
You’re out today, Hollander. Concussion protocol check, Rozanov told us. No arguments. See Doc later.
Shane typed back Got it, and meant it, at least about Doc. His head did hurt. The thought of the bright rink lights and whistle shrieks made his skull ache harder.
Another thread pinged to life.
Rozanov:  Coach says you have “mild concussion”
Rozanov:  I say you have “massive ego injury from losing to me in 1v1”
Rozanov: Stay home. I do captain yelling today. Team will be very scared.
He stared at the bubbles for a second, something in his chest lurching at I do captain yelling today.
He put the phone face down and didn’t answer.
***
The team doc prodded his head, flashed lights in his eyes, made him follow a finger, stand on one leg. Declared it “mild” but wrote him off for the day anyway with a stern rest, no screens, no exertion.
Home felt too tight when he walked back in. The couch still had the dent from last night. Their bedroom door was closed, bed made, Rose’s absence loud. He didn’t even realise where he was driving until city blocks turned into familiar houses and the GPS on his dash blinked into pointless silence.
His parents’ place. He pulled into the driveway like a kid coming home from school, throat thick. The front garden looked the same as always,Yuna’s plants in mismatched pots, the little ceramic owl his dad insisted was “good luck” watching from the step.
He rang the bell because his hands needed something to do.
His dad opened the door after a moment, in socks and a faded band T-shirt.
“Hey, champ,” David said, smiling automatically ,and then it faded as he took Shane in. “Whoa. You look like you got run over by a Zamboni.”
“Just a head bump,” Shane said. “Concussion.”
“Still,” David said. “Come in before your mother sees you from the window and thinks you’re dying.”
Too late. Yuna was already in the hallway, wiping her hands on a dish towel, eyes narrowed with worry.
“Why are you not at practice?” she demanded, before he could say hi. “And why does your head look like that? And why did my future daughter-in-law text me yesterday about cake and emotional collapse?”
“Hi, Mom,” Shane said weakly.
“Don’t ‘hi Mom’ me,” she said, stepping forward, fingers going straight into his hair, hunting for the bump the exact way Rose had, the exact way Ilya did. “You’re cold. Sit down. David, get him tea. No, not that tea, the ginger one. For shock.”
“I’m not…” he started, then realised he was shaking a little. “Okay. Tea is fine.”
They steered him into the living room like a slightly concussed sheep. He sat on the sofa, hands clasped tightly between his knees. The familiar clutter was exactly where it always was: books on the coffee table, framed photos on the walls. Him at five on skates too big; him at twelve holding up a trophy; him and Rose at some charity gala, both in black, both laughing.
That last one felt like a punch.
David returned with tea. Yuna sat opposite Shane in the armchair, posture straight, eyes sharp.
“So,” she said. “Who do I have to kill?”
“Yuna,” David sighed.
“What?” she said. “Someone hurt our son. I am allowed to be dramatic.”
“No one hurt me,” Shane said. Then, because it wasn’t entirely true: “Not physically, anyway. I mean, besides the ice.”
“Rose texted,” Yuna said, not bothering to ease into it. “She was upset. She said you argued. She also said, and I quote, ‘Your son is emotionally constipated and in love with hockey and possibly his linemate.’”
“Wow,” David said under his breath. “She went straight for it, huh.”
Heat surged up Shane’s neck. “She what?”
Yuna lifted a brow. “You didn’t think she was just going to suffer in silence, did you? She texted nicely. She wasn’t… badmouthing you. She was worried. And sad. And she wanted to know if we’d noticed anything before she started panicking on her own.” Her voice softened, barely. “We said we had noticed. A little.”
David nodded, settling on the edge of the coffee table, forearms on his knees. “You’ve been… somewhere else, buddy,” he said. “Even before the season started. We figured it was the trade. Normal captain stuff. But now we’re guessing it’s… more.”
Shane stared at the tea in his hands. His vision blurred. It took him a second to realise tears were sliding down his face.
He hadn’t felt them start. They were just there.
“Oh, baby,” Yuna said, all sharpness dropping out of her tone in an instant. She scooted off the chair into the space beside him on the sofa, pulling him in with one arm around his shoulders like she had when he was small. “It’s okay. Let it out. Your brain is already injured; crying can’t make it worse.”
He made a choked noise that might have been a laugh. It turned into a sob.
Once it started, he couldn’t stop. He pressed the heel of his hand to his eyes, tea cup tipping, hot liquid sloshing onto his fingers. David gently took it from him before he spilled the whole thing.
“I screwed everything up,” Shane said, voice breaking. “With Rose. With the team. With…” He cut himself off, throat closing.
“With him,” Yuna supplied quietly.
He nodded, helpless.
“I don’t even know how to fix it,” he blurted. “Every decision feels like… like pulling the wrong thread and the whole thing unravels.”
David reached over and rubbed a slow circle between his shoulder blades.
“Start at the part that hurts the most,” he said. “We can’t fix what you won’t say, kid.”
Shane sucked in a ragged breath.
“Rose asked me last night,” he said. “If Ilya and I ever had something. I told her the truth. That it’s old. That I love her. That I chose her.” He swallowed, tears still leaking. “She asked me what would’ve happened if we weren’t engaged and he walked back into my life now. And I… couldn’t answer.”
Yuna shut her eyes briefly. 
“Shane,” she murmured.
“I wanted to say ‘nothing,’” Shane said. “I wanted to so badly. But all I could see was… everything. The ice. The fights. The way it feels when we’re on the same line. The hotel room. The way I keep ending up with him when I’m…” he gestured helplessly at his chest “...like this. And I just… choked.”
“And you told her you didn’t know,” David said.
Shane nodded, shame burning. “Which is basically worse.”
“It’s honest,” Yuna said quietly. “Messy, but honest.”
“She’s… she’s still here,” he said. “She made breakfast. She says she loves me. But she also said she needs time. That she’s not going to compete with him.”
“Good for her,” Yuna muttered, then sighed when Shane flinched. “I mean… good for her boundaries. Not good for your anxiety. I know.”
He swiped at his face, tears still coming in stupid, slow streaks.
“I feel like a monster,” he said. “She’s the best person I know. I love her. I do. I don’t want to lose her. But I walk into the rink and he’s there and it’s like my brain… shorts. And I hate him for that and I hate myself more.”
David exchanged a glance with Yuna over his bent head. Some whole parental conversation happened in that look.
“Shane,” David said carefully, “we’re going to ask you something, and you don’t have to answer if you’re not ready, okay?”
Shane snorted wetly. “Rose said that last night. I did great with it.”
“This isn’t a test,” David said. “We just… need to know where you’re at.”
Yuna squeezed his shoulder. 
“Have you ever doubted us?” she asked. “Me and your dad?”
He blinked, thrown. 
“What? No. Of course not.”
“Not us us,” she said, exasperated but fond. “Our marriage. Our relationship. When you were a kid, did you ever think, ‘Are they for real, or are they just… performing happy parents’? Did it ever feel fake to you?”
He thought about it. He thought about her packing bento boxes for school, about David in the stands, yelling embarrassing things at his games, about their dumb inside jokes and occasional slammed doors.
“No,” he said slowly. “You fought sometimes. But it never felt… fake. It just felt like… you.”
“Okay,” she said. “That’s something.”
“Long before you,” David said, leaning back, gaze going a little distant, “we had our own… moments.” He smiled ruefully. “Right, Yuna?”
She grimaced. “Don’t remind me.”
“What happened?” Shane asked, wiping his nose on his sleeve like he was twelve again.
“We almost didn’t get married,” David said. “Didn’t we ever tell you that?”
Shane blinked. “No.”
“We were engaged,” Yuna said, “and your father got an offer to work overseas. Good money, good opportunity. I had just started my jon here. My parents were here. I didn’t want to leave. I thought if he went and I stayed, we would… fall apart.” Her mouth twisted. “I accused him of wanting out. Of using the job as an excuse to run away from commitment.”
David winced. “That was a fun week.”
“I told him if he left, we were done,” she said bluntly. “He told me I was being unfair. That he loved me, but he also loved his career. That he didn’t know how to choose.”
Shane stared. David looked impossibly young in his mind, torn in two the way Shane felt now.
“What did you do?” he asked.
“I took the contract,” David said. “And I didn’t go.”
Shane blinked. “You… what?”
“I sat with it,” David said. “With the idea of leaving. Living there. Playing there. Not having her there. And I realised every version of that life felt… thin.” He shrugged. “So I said no. I stayed. And we found another way.” He smiled at Yuna. “Didn’t we?”
She rolled her eyes, but there was warmth in it. “Eventually.”
“You doubted,” Shane said slowly. “You both… doubted yourselves?”
“Of course we did,” Yuna said. “Doubt is human. Love isn’t a cult. You’re allowed to ask questions.”
“Did it ever feel fake?” he asked. “Like you were… playing house because it seemed right?”
Yuna’s expression softened. “Sometimes it looked fake, even to us,” she said. “We had fights. We had weeks where we felt like roommates. We had months where someone’s job or health or family drama took over and the relationship went on autopilot. But underneath…” She lifted a shoulder. “Underneath, the choice stayed the same.”
“Choice?” he echoed.
“Every day,” David said. “We’d wake up and, consciously or not, choose each other again. Even when we were mad. Even when it wasn’t… cinematic. That’s what made it real, not the absence of doubt.”
“But here’s the thing,” Yuna added, eyes sharp again. “We didn’t have another person standing in the wings who made everything feel like a movie.”
Shane flinched.
“You are not a monster,” she said, seeing it. “You are… stuck. And guilty. And very bad at letting yourself want things you think you shouldn’t.”
“Rose told you,” he realised. “About him.”
“She told us enough,” David said gently. “That there was history. That you didn’t tell her at first. That he’s here now and you’re… spinning.”
“She also told us,” Yuna added, “that the way you talk about hockey with him is not how you talk about hockey with anyone else. That you light up and then shut down like you’ve said too much.” She tilted her head. “She’s not stupid, Shane. She sees you.”
Tears pricked again. “I know.”
“Do you…” David hesitated. “Do you think you’re in love with him?”
The question hung there, heavy.
Shane’s heart hammered. His head throbbed.
“I don’t know what that even means,” he said. “When he’s on the ice with me, everything feels… sharper. I feel like I can breathe and like I’m about to explode at the same time. When he walks into a room, it’s like the gravity changes. I’ve never had chemistry with anyone like that in my life.” His throat worked. “But he also drives me insane. We fight constantly. He pokes every sore spot I have.”
“Sounds a lot like being in love,” Yuna muttered.
David shot her a look. “Let him finish.”
“With Rose, it’s… quiet,” Shane said. “Safe. I can sleep. I can… be boring. I’m not performing. She knows all my weird shit. She holds me when I’m a wreck and still… looks at me like I’m someone worth holding.” His voice cracked. “I don’t want to lose that. I don’t want to hurt her.”
“You might, no matter what you do,” Yuna said softly. “That’s the part you hate. That there’s no version where everyone walks away without bruises.”
He pressed his hands over his face. 
“How do I choose?” he choked. “How do I know which part of me is real? The one that wants to run home to her or the one that ends up at the rink with him?”
“Both are real,” David said. “That’s the answer. You’re not faking either of them.”
“That’s the worst answer,” Shane said miserably.
David gave a small, helpless laugh. “We know.”
Yuna sighed.
“Here is my ruthless answer for you: your relationship with Rose is not fake. I’ve watched you two. I’ve seen you look at her when you think no one is watching. That’s not fake.” She paused. “But I think you have been… performing a version of yourself for her. Because you want to protect her from the mess. Because you want to be the good, simple choice.”
He winced. “She said that, too. That I give her the summary, not the mess.”
“And with him,” Yuna went on remorselessly, “you let the mess out. On the ice. In the locker room. In some stupid empty arena at night. That’s why you end up there. Not because he is better or more important. But because you have decided that’s where the ugly goes.”
“So what, I drag the ugly home?” he asked. “Bleed on her and call it honesty?”
“You share it,” David said. “Not all of it at once. Not in some dramatic confession that blows everything up. You start by telling her what you told us: that you don’t know. That you’re scared. That you’re trying to figure out if you’re running on fear or desire or both.”
“She deserves better than my confusion,” Shane said.
“She deserves the truth,” Yuna countered. “And then the choice whether she can live with it. Don’t decide for her that she can’t.”
He scrubbed at his face, exhausted. “What if I lose her,” he whispered.
Yuna leaned in, pressed her forehead briefly to his temple like when he was small. “Then you lose her,” she said. “And it will hurt. And we will be here. And you will not die. And one day you will inhale without feeling like your lungs are on fire.”
“What if I stay,” he asked, voice even smaller, “and I keep… feeling like this? Like I’m split in half? Isn’t that worse? For her? For me?”
“Yes,” David said quietly. “That’s the thing that is unfair. To both of you.”
They sat with that for a long moment.
“Mom,” he said finally, “did you ever feel like your life with Dad was… I don’t know. A story you were telling. Something people expected of you. And then there was this other life, this other version of you that only came out in some other room, with someone else?”
She went very still.
“When I was your age,” she said, carefully, “I was engaged to a man my parents chose. Not your father. He was… nice. Solid. It felt like a story I could live in. Then I met your dad.” Her mouth twitched. “Suddenly, the story I was supposed to be in felt… paper thin.”
Shane stared. “You were engaged to someone else?”
“For about five minutes,” she said. “We broke it off before the invitations went out. There was… drama. It was ugly. I still feel bad sometimes.” She reached over and took his hand. “But I don’t regret choosing your father. Even though our life is messy and loud and not always pretty.”
“You… left him,” Shane said. “The nice, solid man. For the one who made everything complicated.”
“Yes,” she said simply.
“Are you telling me to leave Rose?” he asked, horrified.
“No,” she said, just as quickly. “I’m telling you I know how it feels to stand in two lives and realise you have to step fully into one. And that whichever you choose, someone’s heart breaks. Maybe yours.”
David squeezed his shoulder. “Our situation isn’t identical to yours, buddy," he said. “Different people, different stakes. Your sexuality, your career, public scrutiny… it’s a whole other thing. We can’t make this decision for you. We can only tell you that doubt doesn’t mean your love for her isn’t real. And that denying how you feel about him won’t make it go away.”
“I don’t even know what I feel about him,” Shane said. “Half the time I want to kiss him, half the time I want to shove him through the glass.”
“Again,” Yuna murmured, “sounds a lot like being in love.”
He made a strangled noise.
“And you’re allowed to be in love with more than one person at once,” she added. “Humans are messy..”
“That doesn’t help,” he said.
“I know,” she sighed. “I’m sorry.”
Silence settled again, heavy but less sharp.
“What do I do now?” he asked, finally. “Today. Tomorrow. The game.”
David sat back, thinking. “Today?” he said. “You rest. For real. No extra workouts, no secret skates, no midnight rendezvous at the rink. You text Rose, not with solutions, but with… where you’re at. That you talked to us. That you’re trying to sort through the mess and that you’re available if she wants to talk, or you can give her space if she doesn’t.”
“And him?” Shane asked, quietly.
David hesitated. “What do you want to do?”
He thought of the unanswered texts. Of I am here. Of antiseptic and almost.
“I don’t know if I can talk to him right now without making everything worse,” he said.
“Then don’t,” Yuna said. “Not today. Let him worry. He is a big boy. He can handle one day without your emotional labour.”
David smiled slightly. “And when you do talk to him,” he said, “remember that you don’t owe him what you owe Rose. You owe him honesty, sure. But not a promise you can’t keep. If you’re not leaving her, don’t… half-offer him some fantasy where you might.”
Shane nodded, throat thick. “He said last night he’s not asking me to cheat,” he murmured. “Just… to stop lying to myself.”
“Annoyingly reasonable,” Yuna muttered. “I already don’t like him.”
David shot her a look. “Yun.”
“What?” she said. “He makes my son cry. I’m allowed to be suspicious.”
“He also seems to be the one making him feel seen,” David said gently. “That counts for something.”
Shane’s eyes burned again.
“I’m so tired,” he said. “Of choosing between being seen and being safe.”
“Maybe the real work,” David said quietly, “is figuring out how to let yourself be seen by the person you’re safe with.”
Rose’s face flashed in his mind. Her sitting on the couch, blanket around her shoulders, asking the questions he didn’t want to answer.
He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t know if she’ll still want me when she sees all of it,” he admitted.
“That’s her decision,” Yuna said. “Not yours. Stop trying to protect her by pre-emptively deciding she can’t handle the truth.”
He winced. “God, you’re brutal.”
“I love you,” she said. “Brutal is free with every cup of tea.”
He let out a broken laugh.
David leaned forward and pulled him into a hug, arms around his shoulders, solid and familiar. After a heartbeat, Yuna wrapped her arms around both of them from the side, a lopsided family pile on the sofa.
“You’re not bad,” David murmured against his hair. “You’re just at a fork in the road. It sucks. It feels like shit. But you’re not alone in it.”
“And whatever happens,” Yuna said, “we will still be your parents. Even if you make a choice I don’t like and I have to complain about you to all my friends in the group chat.”
“Mom,” Shane groaned into her shoulder.
She kissed his temple. “Eat something before you go,” she said. “And text your fiancée. Or your whatever-you-are-right-now. Don’t leave her in the dark.”
He nodded, wiping his eyes on the edge of his sleeve.
His phone buzzed on the coffee table, screen lighting up.
Rozanov: You ignoring me or dead
Rozanov: If dead I get your spot on the team, yes?
He stared at it. Then, slowly, he set the phone down again without answering, and picked up his tea instead.
One thing at a time.
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  He got home later than he meant to.
The sky outside was already dark, city lights sharp through the kitchen window. His stomach knotted as he turned the key. It was worse than walking into any playoff game. The apartment was warm. Music played low from the little speaker on the counter, some soft indie playlist Rose put on when she needed to think. Garlic and onions hit him as soon as he stepped in.
She was at the stove, hair down, oversized sweater and leggings, stirring something in a pan. There was a second pot simmering, a cutting board with half-chopped vegetables, a bottle of white wine open.
She glanced over her shoulder when the door closed. Her mouth did a quick, awkward thing that wasn’t quite a smile, wasn’t quite not.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey,” he echoed, hanging his coat up a little too carefully. “Smells… good.”
“It’s me cooking,” she said. “That’s the bar I’m aiming for.”
He hovered on the edge of the kitchen, unsure if he was allowed in.
“Doc cleared me for light activity,” he said, because small talk was easier than the thing they had to do. “No games missed. Just… one day off.”
“I’m glad you’re okay,” she said. “Concussion-wise, anyway.”
“Emotion-wise, less so,” he tried.
That got an actual huff of air. “We can work on one brain at a time,” she said. “Come chop something.”
He stepped in, the tension in his shoulders easing by a millimeter. She handed him a knife and slid the cutting board over without their fingers touching.
“Peppers,” she said. “Strip, not dice. Don’t maim yourself.”
“Yes, chef,” he said, trying on a smile.
They worked in relative silence at first. The kind that felt fragile, like a glass you’d glued back together and weren’t sure would hold. The sizzle of the pan. The soft clink of knives. The wine in her glass catching the light.
“How are your parents?” she asked eventually, not looking up.
“Worried,” he said. “Nosy. Helpful. The usual.”
“Did you tell them…?” She let the end of the question hang.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “About everything. You. Him. The cake.”
“Well,” she said, mouth twisting. “At least someone knows now.”
He set the knife down, shoulders tensing. “Rose…”
“I’m kidding,” she cut in, then exhaled. “Sort of. I texted your mom because I felt like I was going crazy. I needed someone else in your world to go, ‘No, you’re not imagining it.’”
“I’m glad you did,” he said. “They… were pretty blunt.”
“I can only imagine,” she muttered. “Your mom pulled no punches when I told her I thought we should have a donut wall at the reception.”
He gave a tiny, startled laugh. “She still thinks that’s tacky.”
“She’s wrong,” Rose said, with a little flash of stubbornness that eased something in his chest. “But she was right about other things.”
He swallowed. “Like what?”
“Like the fact you’ve been performing Stable Captain Boyfriend for me, and… something else for yourself,” she said. “Like the fact you’re trying to manage everyone’s feelings like they’re lines on a depth chart.”
He stared down at the peppers. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You already did,” she said, not cruel, just factual. “We’re past the prevention stage.”
He winced. She sighed, set the spoon down, and finally turned fully to him.
“Look,” she said. “I’ve been thinking all day. At work, on the subway, in line for coffee. I’m still mad. I’m still hurt. I still don’t know what your answer to that question is. But I also…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “I don’t want to burn this down if there’s a world where we can… fix it.”
He looked up, hope and terror tangling. “You still… Want this? Maybe?”
“I still love you,” she said. “I still want the life we talked about. The stupid dog, the ugly couch, the summers at your parents’ cottage. I still want to marry you.” Her voice went thinner. “I just need to know I’m not signing up for being your… safety blanket while your heart is somewhere else.”
“It’s not,” he said, the words tumbling out. “Or if it keeps trying to run, I don’t want it to. I went to my parents’ because I needed someone to tell me I’m not a monster for being confused. They did. But they also told me I don’t get to half-live in two lives.”
She studied him, eyes searching. “And which life are you in right now?”
He forced himself to answer without looking away.
“This one,” he said. “Here. With you. Cooking. Being awkward. Trying to be honest instead of… glossy.”
That seemed to land. Her shoulders eased a fraction.
“I can work with awkward and honest,” she said. “Glossy I leave for your press conferences.”
He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding, a tiny laugh breaking free.
“I was serious about the cake, by the way,” he added, heart thudding. “The raspberry one. I… it was… really good. I… want that one.”
Her mouth quirked unexpectedly. “The vanilla-raspberry?”
“Yeah.”
“You barely reacted when you tasted it,” she said.
“I was… an idiot,” he said. “And halfway to a panic attack.”
She considered him for a second, then reached for her phone on the counter, thumb flying over the screen.
“You texting the baker?” he asked, confused.
“You told me what you want,” she said. “I’m allowed to take that seriously. We can deal with the existential crisis and book the caterer. I multitask.”
His chest ached, unexpectedly soft. She set the phone down again and stepped closer, within easy reach but not assuming.
“I’m not going to pretend I’m fine,” she said. “I don’t think we should. I think we call this what it is. A… major wobble.”
“Small crisis?” he offered.
“Medium crisis,” she corrected. “Bordering on ‘we almost called off the wedding but didn’t.’”
He swallowed. “I don’t want to call it off.”
“Neither do I,” she said. “So we… keep talking. You don’t shut me out when he gets in your head. I don’t bottle things up until they explode over dessert. We probably should see someone who isn’t our parents or my group chat.”
“Couples therapist,” he said.
“Yeah,” she said. “You can put that on your schedule next to ‘neutral zone trap’ and ‘don’t concuss self in empty arena.’”
“I deserve that,” he admitted.
“Yeah,” she agreed. “You do.”
The corner of his mouth lifted. “I love you,” he said, soft. “Even in your ruthless era.”
She looked at him, long enough that his heart started to race, then stepped in, closing the distance.
“Come here, Shane,” she murmured, and wrapped her arms around his waist.
He folded into the hug like his bones had been waiting for it. Her cheek pressed under his jaw, her hair tickling his chin. He breathed her in, soap and pasta sauce and the faint floral shampoo, and some deep, quiet knot in him loosened.
“This is good,” he said against her hair. “This… is good. This is safe.”
“Safe isn’t bad,” she said, words muffled by his shirt. “Safe doesn’t have to mean boring.”
“I don’t want boring,” he said. “I want… stable.”
“Stable and honest,” she said. “We’re upgrading your emotional suspension.”
He huffed a laugh into her shoulder. “You’ve been hanging around my metaphors too much.”
She pulled back just enough to look up at him. “I’m not asking you to never think about him,” she said. “Brains don’t work like that. I’m asking you not to pretend you’re not thinking about him. And not to run to him when you’re drowning instead of to me.”
“I’ll try,” he said. “I don’t promise I’ll be perfect. But I… will try.”
“Trying is a start,” she said. “We’ll see if it’s enough.”
They held each other for a long moment, the pan sizzling a little too aggressively behind them.
“Shit, the onions,” she said, slipping away.
He grabbed the spatula, rescued what he could. They bumped elbows, laughed for real this time when he almost flung a mushroom onto the floor.
The awkwardness didn’t vanish. It hung around the edges, a reminder. But it wasn’t choking anymore. They ate at the table, talking about mundane things -  her co-actor who finally opened up to her about their own relationship, his mom’s latest group chat drama. He made fun of her terrible knife skills; she mocked his inability to fold dish towels properly.After, they curled up on the couch under the same blanket, a cautious, quiet closeness. Her head found his shoulder. His hand found hers.
He thought, I could live here. In this.
***
Later that night, after she’d gone to brush her teeth and the apartment had gone mostly quiet, he picked up his phone.The unread texts that had piled up from Ilya sat at the bottom of the screen.
Rozanov  You ignoring me or dead
Rozanov If dead I get your spot on the team, yes?
Rozanov Jk. I’d still be second unit because coach is coward
Rozanov Team played like drunk ducks today. They missed you yelling at them. I did not. My ears thank you.
He read them, something squeezing in his chest, and finally typed back.
 
Not dead. Mild concussion. Doc sat me.
Sorry for going dark. Had a lot to sort out.
 
The dots appeared almost instantly.
Rozanov You are forgiven this one time.
Rozanov Head okay now?
He glanced toward the bathroom, where Rose’s toothbrush buzzed.
 
Head’s okay. Taking it easy tonight.
 
A pause.
Rozanov Good. Do that.
Rozanov I boss around for both of us tomorrow. Team will bring you flowers in thanks.
Shane hesitated, then added:
 
Thanks for checking on me.
 
Another pause.
Rozanov Shut up. I was just worried about our strategy.
Rozanov Go sleep, Volvo.
It wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t confessional. It was… neutral, with their usual sharp edges.
He set the phone down with a strange mix of relief and ache.
Rose slid back into bed beside him a few minutes later. She turned on her side, facing away at first. He reached out, cautiously, hand resting on the small of her back over the blanket.
After a beat, she covered his fingers with hers, lacing their hands. They didn’t say goodnight. But she didn’t pull away.
***
The next few days smoothed into something like a new routine.
He cleared the concussion protocol, came back to practice. The first day, Ilya chirped at him about his “delicate Canadian skull” and tried to run him in a drill; Shane hip-checked him into the boards lightly, enough to get a laugh out of the boys.
They worked on their hybrid system. Ilya made an absurd between-the-legs goal in a small-area game; Shane told him to save it for the actual game instead of wasting it in practice.
They traded barbs in the locker room, in front of everyone.
“Try not to fall on your head again, Volvo. We only have one of you.”
“Great, now I’m worried there are two of you somehow.”
Beneath it, something had… cooled. No more late-night strategy sessions alone. No more lingering in doorways. No almost-kisses under bad fluorescent lights. They were co-captains. They consulted on match-ups. They watched the videos. They agreed, disagreed, found compromises. The current ran between them, obvious if you knew where to look, but they both held it tight, refusing to let it arc.
Wedding planning, meanwhile, crept forward.
Emails went out to vendors. Rose made a spreadsheet. They argued mildly over the first dance songs in the car. He actually answered when she asked about the guest list this time, instead of saying, “Whatever you want.” They didn’t talk in circles about Ilya every night. They didn’t pretend it hadn’t happened, either. Sometimes, when a highlight of him came up on TV and the commentator said something about “dangerous chemistry with captain Hollander,” Shane would glance over and Rose would lift a brow, a silent we’ll talk about that in therapy.
They went to one couples session, sat on an unfamiliar couch and fumbled their way through introductions. It was weird. It also felt… like something shifting, even if just by a degree.
“We had a small crisis,” Rose told the therapist matter-of-factly. “We’re deciding if it was a blip or a preview.”
Shane winced. The therapist smiled in that gentle, infuriating way and said, “Let’s figure that out together.”
Still, life pressed on. The pre-season ended. The calendar flipped, media days and promotional shoots giving way to schedules with actual stakes.
The first real game loomed.
It was an away opener with national broadcast, prime time, storylines pre-written. The “retooled, newly violent Voyageurs” versus a high-octane offensive team that had embarrassed them in the spring.
Travel day arrived with its usual chaos. They loaded their gear, grabbed coffees, piled onto the charter. Ilya claimed the seat across the aisle from Shane and immediately put on noise-cancelling headphones, eyes closed, hoodie up, his ankle bouncing restlessly.
Shane took a photo of the mostly-empty first-class cabin for Rose, his little tradition now, and texted her.
 
Wheels up ❤️ Will call from hotel.
 
She replied with a selfie of her at her desk, hair up, sticky notes everywhere.
Rose Go ruin them.
Rose Don’t ruin your brain.
Rose Love you.
He stared at the love you for a moment, feeling both steadied and off-balance, then slipped his phone into airplane mode. Hours later, they rolled their suitcases into the hotel that looked like every other hockey hotel with muted carpets, neutral art, the smell of industrial cleaner and too-cold air conditioning.
The team meeting was short: reminders, gameplan, matchups. Coach’s voice was calmer than Shane felt.
“Remember who we want to be,” Coach said, tapping the logo on his chest. “Structure and edge. Smart and mean. They’re expecting last year’s team. Don’t give it to them.”
He looked between his captain and his new alternate. “You two set the tone.”
In the quiet before lights out, in his anonymous hotel room with its too-crisp sheets and city noise humming outside, Shane lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. His phone buzzed once.
Rose How’s the glamorous life of a hockey captain?
He sent her a picture of the bland art print on the wall. She replied with a string of laughing emojis and a “goodnight, captain.”
Across the hall, or maybe one floor up, one floor down, Ilya was somewhere, probably watching game tape in his socks or scrolling through his phone in the dark, keyed up in that way he always was before real games. Tomorrow, they’d step onto the ice together for the first meaningful puck drop of the season. The cameras would eat it up. The story would write itself.
Volvo and nuclear waste site. Stable and dangerous. Home and almost.
Shane rolled onto his side, phone clutched loosely in his hand, and tried to quiet the noise enough to sleep.
The season was really, truly starting.
Whatever he’d decided, whatever he thought he’d chosen at that kitchen counter, in his parents’ living room, on this plane, it was about to be tested under bright lights, loud crowds and one sheet of ice hours away from home.
***
The next day started off intense and brutal. The away locker room felt a little wrong.
Same basic layout, same benches, same hooks, same whiteboard at the front. But the colours were off, the logo on the carpet was someone else’s, and the air smelled faintly like a different detergent. Every sound echoed weirdly.
Shane sat at his stall in his undershirt and shorts, stick between his knees, taping blade to heel. He could feel the thrum in the room, nervous jokes, restless legs, the low murmur of guys talking about matchups.
Beside him, Luca snorted at something Kenny said. Across the way, G was doing his usual pregame stretch routine, earbuds in, eyes closed. Trainers came and went. The beat of a pump-up song bled faintly from the corridor.
And Ilya, a few stalls down, sat half turned away, elbows on his knees, hoodie hanging off his shoulders. His face was closed, calm, the way it got before real games, no smirk, no lazy drawl. Just that laser focus that had made half the league hate him on sight.
He’d kept that distance all morning. On the bus, he’d taken the other aisle, headphones on. In warmups, he’d joked with the rookies, barked at the D, but he hadn’t sought Shane out the way he usually did. No bump of shoulders, no quiet “you good?” under the noise.
It shouldn’t have hurt. It did.
Coach clapped his hands once at the front of the room, pulling them all in. Guys slid into place, benches filling, the circle closing.
“Alright,” Coach said, voice steady. “You know who they are. Fast. Skilled. Love to play run-and-gun. Love to make it a track meet.”
He tapped the whiteboard with his marker. Their own system stared back at them. Shane’s neat lanes, Ilya’s violent arrows, layered and crossed.
“But you know who we are, too,” Coach continued. “We’ve been building it for the past weeks. Structure with teeth. You give them nothing for free. You frustrate the hell out of them. You make them pay for every inch of ice.”
He looked around the circle. “This is just one game. But don’t kid yourselves, how we start matters. We’ve been hearing it all summer. ‘Can the new-look Voyageurs play mean and smart?’ Tonight, we answer that.”
His gaze landed on Shane.
“Cap?”
All faces turned with it. Shane’s heart thudded, but the words came easier than he expected. They’d been sitting in his chest all day, waiting. He pushed up, stick still in hand, and stepped into the middle of the room. The carpet squished a little under his skates, the wrong logo under his feet.
“We know what last year felt like,” he said, looking around. “We watched them embarrass us. We watched the tape all summer. We heard everything they said.”
Heads nodded. Jaws tightened.
“They think we’re the same team,” Shane went on. “They think if they drag us into chaos, we’ll fall apart, like last time. They think we can’t handle their speed, their rushes, their ego.”
He felt the old anger sparking in his chest. Not wild and stupid like when he was twenty, but sharp.
“We know better,” he said. “We’ve built something different. We don’t chase. We don’t panic. They want a track meet?” He shook his head. “We make it a knife fight. Our terms. Our pace.”
A couple of guys grinned at that. Kenny muttered, “Yes, Dad,” under his breath.
Shane ignored him. His eyes flicked, without meaning to, to Ilya. Ilya was watching him, expression unreadable. Not mocking. Just… there. Listening.
“When they push,” Shane said, holding that gaze a second longer than necessary, “we push back smarter. We trust the system. We trust each other. No one’s out there alone tonight. You get stuck, you look up, there’s a teammate. You get hit, someone hits back.”
He thought of Rose’s words, who do you run to, and pushed past the sting.
“I trust every one of you,” he said, throat thickening. “You trust me. Trust him.” He nodded at Ilya, feeling his own voice steady. “Trust what we’ve built. That’s how we win this.”
He stepped back, pulse pounding in his ears. The room hummed, that pregame electricity building.
Coach glanced at Ilya. “Alternate?”
There was a half-second where Shane wondered if he’d wave it off. Stay silent. Let the speech hang. Then Ilya stood. He didn’t step all the way into the middle. He stayed just off to Shane’s right, like he didn’t want to share the same exact circle. The distance was tiny. It felt huge.
He rolled his shoulders once, slow, like he was shaking something off.
“Okay,” he said, accent digging into the word. “Captain gives nice speech. Very Volvo. Very safe.”
A ripple of laughter went around. It tugged at the corners of Shane’s mouth despite everything.
“But,” Ilya went on, voice sharpening, “he is right. They think we are last year. Soft. Pretty. Easy to play against.”
He leaned on his stick, gaze sweeping the room, catching eyes one by one.
“We are not soft,” he said. “We are not easy.” His tone dropped, each word like a tap of his stick on the ice. “We are problem.”
Kenny snorted. G grinned. Even the rookies straightened.
“They want to skate circles?” Ilya said. “Fine. Let them. We cut them off. Every time. They want to fly through neutral zone? We make it swamp. They want to dangle?” He bared his teeth. “We take their fucking hands.”
A couple of guys laughed out loud at that. The trainers pretended not to hear.
“You play smart, like Volvo says,” Ilya continued. “Good sticks. Good gaps. No hero shit.” His gaze flicked pointedly to Shane at that, a tiny, ruthless dig that only he felt. “But you also play mean. You finish every check. Clean, but not nice. You make them hate every shift against you.”
He stepped a little closer, just a fraction, like gravity pulled without his consent.
“You see our logo in their end,” he said, tapping the crest on his chest, “they should feel sick. You see theirs?” He gestured toward the door, toward the ghosts of the other team waiting outside. “You feel fucking hungry.”
He let that hang. The room vibrated.
“We do this together,” he said quietly. “Not one crazy Russian and one safe Canadian. Not first line, second line. We. All of us. We play like we are one ugly, loud, annoying machine.” A thin smile. “They will hate it. We will love it.”
He lifted his stick, smacking the butt end against the carpet.
“Let’s go ruin their fucking night,” he finished.
The roar that went up was loud enough to rattle the metal vents. Shane found himself grinning, his earlier ache pushed aside for a moment by raw adrenaline. Ilya didn’t look at him as he sat back down, but his shoulder brushed Shane’s as he passed, light, unintentional, still enough to jolt.
Helmets on. Gloves. Sticks tapped against the floor. The rhythm built, a percussion under their feet. In the tunnel, waiting behind the concrete wall, the away barn’s noise washed over them. Booing. Cheering. Drums. A horn, somewhere. Their jerseys glowed under the dim light.
“Remember,” Coach said behind them, voice low. “First shift sets the tone.”
Shane bounced on his skates, the familiar coil of nerves and excitement winding tight. He glanced sideways. Ilya stood just ahead of him in line, visor reflecting the light, jaw clenched. The space between them felt full of all the things they’d cooled, contained, shoved into corners.
Shane pretended it didn’t hurt.
The ref signalled. The door swung open. They stepped into the noise.
***
The game was a fist in the teeth from the opening faceoff.
The other team came hard, exactly like in the tape. Flying through the neutral zone, stretching passes, snapping pucks east-west until the rink felt twice as wide. On the first shift, Shane’s line got pinned. It wasn’t catastrophic, but his lungs burned by the time he got to the bench, and he could feel the smug buzz rolling off the home crowd.
“They’re fast,” Luca gasped. “Fuck.”
“Then we will be faster between the ears,” Shane snapped, spitting in the bottle. “Heads up. No chasing.”
The first period was survival in structured form. Their new system bent, but didn’t quite break. The shots against them crept up anyway. Halfway through, the other team finally cracked them: a brutal cross-ice seam on the power play, one-timer bar down. The arena exploded. Shane’s gut dropped.
0 - 1.
He skated back to the bench, jaw aching from how hard he was clenching it.
“Hey,” Ilya said, breathless, bumping his shoulder as they sat. “We knew they would score. Relax.”
“They’re walking us on the entries,” Shane bit out. “We’re a half-step late on every read.”
“Then we fix it,” Ilya said. “Next time, I go higher, you stay lower. Cut seam. If they force low, G eats it. He likes pain.”
G leaned in. “I do not like pain,” he protested. “I tolerate it for you clowns.”
“Same thing,” Ilya said.
The coach was already barking adjustments. Shane swallowed his frustration, leaned in, listened.
The second period was better. Their legs under them now, reads cleaner. They started to punch back, a rush here, a good cycle there. Their forecheck actually worked, forcing turnovers. Mid-period, they drew a penalty. Their power play hopped over the boards.
Shane’s heart hammered. This was their chance.
They lost the draw. Puck cleared. They regrouped. Shane wheeled back, swinging low in their zone, taking the drop pass from the D. He could feel Ilya sliding up the weak side, two strides ahead, stick on the ice.
They’d drawn that route on the board a dozen times in practice. Never under this noise, these stakes.
“Go,” Shane yelled, hardly hearing his own voice.
He carried up the middle, chessboard in his head, F1 backchecking here, D gapping there. The other team shifted toward him, expecting the usual wide swing, the safe play. At the last second, he faked the dump the way Ilya taught him, pulled the puck back under his stick, and cut to the weak side, flipping a soft, ugly little pass into open ice where, if he’d read it right…
Ilya burst into the lane. Perfect timing. Perfect speed. He caught the puck in stride, cut hard between the defenders, dragged it across the goalie’s crease and shot it in the far side before anyone could even throw a stick. The red light went on. Their bench exploded.
Ilya just turned, breath steaming, and skated straight for Shane, expression bright in a way that made something in Shane’s chest jump.
“You see?” he shouted over the noise as he grabbed his gloved hand. “Structure and knife fight. Beautiful!”
Shane barked a laugh, adrenaline washing the edges of everything in gold. “Do it again,” he yelled back.
The rest of the period was wobbly. Their system held. The other team pushed. Their goalie stole one. So did theirs. By the third, nobody in either bench had any lungs left. Every shift was shorter, more frantic. Sticks got shorter, too. Tempers. Penalties evened out. The scoreboard didn’t budge.
With six minutes left, tied, away crowd roaring for blood, it felt like the entire game tilted onto a single edge.
“Next one wins,” Luca panted on the bench, hair plastered to his forehead. “I’ve seen this movie.”
“Then we change the ending,” Shane said, surprising himself with the conviction, with the echo of Ilya in his own words.
The coach tapped him and Ilya both on the shoulder. “You two,” he said. “Offensive zone draw. We get one here, we lock it down.”
They hopped over the boards. The faceoff was on the right side. Shane lined up over the dot, stick down, body coiled. Across from him, the other team’s centre sneered something through his mouthguard. Ilya stood on the wall, ready, body hanging loose in that deceptive way.
The puck dropped. Shane lost the draw by a hair. The opposing centre chipped it back. For a split second, it looked like the play died right there.
Then Ilya moved.
He darted inside their winger, got a stick on the puck, and instead of rifling it at the net like any other sniper would, he kicked it along the boards into the corner.
“Go,” he yelled.
Shane went.
He beat the D there by half a stride, hit, pinned. The boards rattled. Pain sang down his shoulder. For once, he didn’t back off. He dug in, feet churning, body low, refusing to get peeled away. The D tried to roll off him; he rolled with him, keeping his skates under him, feeling the shoves in his ribs. The puck sat under their skates, trapped.
“Fuck!” he gasped, more exhale than word.
It was there a second later: Ilya’s stick, stabbing in, popping the puck free. It slid up the boards, just far enough. Luca read it, jumping down from the point, scooping it up. The D followed, momentarily leaving the slot.
Shane felt, rather than saw, the opening blink into existence He spun off the check, taking two hard strides into space. Touched his stick to the ice once. Luca saw him, threw it back down low. Shane didn’t have a lane to shoot. The D had recovered, stick in the way, goalie square.
But he could see the weak side, the tiniest seam where no one was. Where someone could be.
He didn’t think. He just moved.
He pivoted, backhanded the puck blindly across the crease into that space he could see and feel and needed someone to fill.
For a heartbeat, there was nothing. Then a familiar jersey crashed the back post, stick cutting through the lane like a blade.
Ilya. He caught it, all weight, no hesitation.
The puck hit the inside of the post and went in. Goal horn. Silence. Then the whole arena crashed into noise, angry, disbelieving, furious noise.
Their bench exploded again. The guys on the ice screamed, skates carving wild arcs.
Shane didn’t hear any of it properly. It was like someone had dunked his head underwater. All muffled, rush and roar. He just saw Ilya’s face, his helmet slightly askew, eyes wide, mouth open in something between a laugh and a swear. He skated straight at Shane this time, no hesitation. No fly-by. No half-measure.
He slammed into him full-on, gloved hands on Shane’s shoulders, momentum carrying them both a step backward. For a second, it was just impact, hard and joyful. Then it shifted. Ilya’s arms wrapped around him, tight, full body, chest to chest, heart pounding against Shane’s. Not a teammate half-hug, not a quick grab and release. A real, solid hug.
Shane’s own arms came up around him before his brain caught up. He held on.
The world narrowed to the press of muscle and padding, the smell of sweat and cold and something citrus on Ilya’s neckguard. His helmet bumped Ilya’s; their visors clinked. He felt, absurdly clearly, the warmth of breath against his ear as Ilya laughed, breathless and wild.
“You see?” Ilya yelled, voice right there, not over a mic, not through a quote. “When you stop playing scared, you are fucking unstoppable.”
Shane’s chest squeezed so hard it almost hurt more than the hit had.
He’d thought he’d felt “home” with Rose on his chest, with her leg over his. He had. That was one kind of home.
This was… something else.
Not safe. Not quiet. Not gentle. But familiar in a way that made his bones ache. Like the first time he’d stepped onto NHL ice. Like the first time he’d heard his name called in a full arena. Like that hotel room years ago, stupid and intense and alive in a way nothing else had ever quite matched.
For the first time in years, that part of him, raw, reckless, hungry, didn’t feel like a ghost or a liability. It felt… seen. Held. Answered. Home, his traitor heart whispered. This is home. He squeezed his eyes shut for half a second inside the cage, tightening his arms around Ilya just a fraction, letting himself lean into it that tiny bit more than he should.
Then the moment broke. Luca slammed into both of them from the side with a shout, turning it into a three-way pile. Kenny crashed in from behind, yelling something incoherent. The hug dissolved into a heap of teammates soon, gloves thumping helmets, sticks banging the ice.
Shane let go, laughing, breath burning in his chest. Ilya thumped his chest once with his glove before pushing off to the bench, grinning like a villain.
On the big screen above them, the replay looped- pass, pass, shot, goal - and the hug, right there in high definition: captain and alternate, their jerseys blurring together, arms wrapped tight. Shane skated back to the bench, lungs on fire, mind buzzing. The ring on his finger felt like it weighed a thousand pounds under his glove.
Coach grabbed his shoulder as he sat. “That’s it,” he barked. “That’s the game. Lock it down.”
They did. The final four minutes were a blur of blocked shots, chip-outs, smart dumps, ugly wins on the wall. The other team pulled their goalie. They threw everything. The final horn sounded. The away bench poured over the boards, screams swallowed by boos. Helmets bumped helmets, sticks raised, fists punching the air.
Ilya found Shane again in the chaos, grabbed his head between both gloved hands and banged their helmets together once, hard.
“Welcome back,” he shouted, eyes blazing. “Where have you been hiding him?”
Shane’s throat closed. He didn’t answer. Couldn’t.
He just smiled, huge and helpless, and let himself feel it for one stolen, dangerous second:
The win. The roar. The ring on his finger. The arms that had just felt like home. And the terrifying realisation that no matter how carefully he’d tried to choose, no matter how much he wanted stable, there were parts of him that only woke up like this, out here, on away ice, in the middle of a full-body hug with the one person he’d been trying not to want for years.
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  He didn’t realise how wrung out he was until the door clicked shut behind him and the hotel room went quiet.
The noise of the arena still buzzed under his skin, horn, boos, their own incoherent yelling, but out here it was just beige walls, beige carpet, the hum of the air conditioner. His body felt like lead and electricity at the same time.
He dumped his gear bag in the corner and peeled off his jacket. The adrenaline crash hit hard enough that he had to sit on the edge of the bed for a minute, head in his hands, breathing.
His phone buzzed on the nightstand.
Team GC - Voyageurs:
Kenny CLUB. NOW.
Luca captain’s buying first round 😇
G if he ever gets out of the shower
A second later:
Rozanov We go out. We win ugly, we celebrate pretty.
Rozanov Nearest club that does not smell like feet. Lobby in 30.
The “Rozanov” handle was what made the room tilt for a second.
Shane stared at it. Even if he’d wanted to say no, he couldn’t. Not just because Ilya had said it; because this was part of the job. You won the opener on the road, you showed up. You let the team blow off steam in a controlled way. You set the tone off the ice as much as on.
He typed:
 
I’ll be there. 30.
 
Dropped the phone, pushed himself upright again. Shower first. Get the rink off his skin.
The water was too hot at first, then just right. He stood under it longer than he should have, head tipped back, letting it pound the ache out of his neck. His muscles twinged; he ignored it. The hug replayed itself in his mind without permission, impact, arms, breath in his ear.
Home. He swore softly, forehead thunking against the tile.
“Don’t be pathetic,” he muttered at himself. “It was a goal celebration, not a proposal.”
He got out, towelled off, pulled on fresh boxers, stood in front of the open suitcase. For once, he actually thought about what he put on.
Usually, post-game bar clothes were an afterthought, whatever clean shirt he grabbed along with jeans. Tonight, his hand hesitated.
He ended up in his dark, well-fitted jeans, the ones Rose called his “thirst trap pants”, and a simple black t-shirt that fit a little too well over his chest and shoulders. Over it, he shrugged on a thin, charcoal button-up, leaving the top two buttons undone. Casual, not try-hard. Simple, but… good.
He caught his reflection in the mirror. Damp hair pushed back, cheekbones sharper than normal from the weight he’d dropped last season and hadn’t quite put back. Eyes still bright from the win. He looked… like himself. Just a slightly more dangerous version.
He took a quick mirror selfie, one hand in his pocket, half-smile he couldn’t quite smooth out since the hug, and sent it to Rose.
 
Boys want to celebrate the W.
I promise to be responsible old man captain and not let Kenny get arrested.
 
He hit send before he could over-edit.
Her reply came fast.
Rose you look hot and i hate it
Rose (annoyingly proud of you tho. that goal?? that pass?? get it, captain.)
Rose go have fun. kiss no one. hydrate.
He smiled down at the screen, some of the tension in his chest easing.
 
Call you when I’m back.
 
Three dots.
Rose i’ll be half asleep but ok
Rose love you.
He stared at those words for a beat, let them settle, then pocketed the phone.
Lobby.
***
The elevator doors slid open onto a small chaos. Half the team was already there, clustered near the revolving door and the free coffee station, voices bouncing off marble. Most of them had gone for the same vague uniform: jeans, t-shirts, leather jackets. Clean enough that security wouldn’t blink, casual enough to lean against a bar without looking like they’d just come from a board meeting.
Kenny spotted him first. “Hollander!” he yelled, way too loud for the hour. “Let’s gooooo.”
“Indoor voice, please,” Shane said. “It’s a hotel, not a frat house.”
“You’re a hotel dad,” Kenny said. “You literally give off ‘no cannonballs in the pool’ energy.”
“I like the shirt though,” Luca added, giving him a once-over. “Trying to out-hot our new acquisition?”
Shane rolled his eyes, shoving Luca’s shoulder lightly. “It’s black. It’s not that deep.”
“No, it’s deep,” G said, appearing with his phone up, snapping an unapologetic full-length photo. “The media's gonna eat this up. ‘Voyageurs captain goes from Volvo to…’ I don’t know, what’s a sexy car?”
“Shut up,” Shane muttered, but he didn’t entirely hate the way he felt under the scrutiny. It was stupid, but… he’d wanted to look like he deserved to be on the ice next to the chaos the league had been salivating over.
“You two done,” came a familiar voice, “rating each other like Instagram models?”
Shane’s stomach did an unhelpful drop. Ilya stepped out from behind the little cluster of other guys where he’d been mostly hidden, like someone had hit “enhance” on a photograph.
For a second, the lobby blurred around him. He’d swapped his rink gear for something that shouldn’t have worked in this setting and absolutely did. Slim, dark trousers hugging long legs and narrow hips. An almost-sheer black shirt, the fabric fine and soft, unbuttoned far enough to show the top of his chest. Under the thin material, the shadow of tattoos curled over his ribs, ink ghosting his skin. A narrow silver chain glinted at his throat.
His curls, usually a wild halo, had been pushed back and tamed with some product, falling in deliberate curls. No hat. No helmet. Face clean, jawline sharp, mouth curved in that lazy almost-smile. He looked… unreal. A little dangerous. A lot intentional. Heat licked low in Shane’s belly before he could shove it down.
“Jesus,” Kenny said, louder than was polite. “Did you pack a stylist in your bag or what?”
“Is called ‘effort,’” Ilya said, smoothing a hand down his shirt like he’d forgotten it was semi-see-through. He absolutely hadn’t. “You should try sometime. Maybe then your Bumble photos won't scare girls away.”
The boys oooooh’d. Kenny flipped him off, unbothered. Shane’s mouth had gone dry.
He forcibly swallowed, schooling his face into something neutral as Ilya’s gaze moved over him, down and back up, quick and precise, like he was assessing a play.
“Captain,” Ilya said, nodding once. “You look… not like Volvo.”
Shane snorted. “That’s either an insult or the closest thing to a compliment you’ve ever given me.”
“Is compliment,” Ilya said. His eyes lingered half a second too long on the open buttons at Shane’s throat before flicking away. “You look like you might actually have fun.”
“I’m here to make sure you don’t get us banned from another city,” Shane said. He kept his tone light, but his pulse was hammering.
“Please,” Ilya scoffed. “If anyone gets us banned, is Kenny. He has puppy energy. Security has sixth sense for that.”
“I do not…”
“You absolutely do,” Luca and G said in unison.
They moved toward the doors together, a loose, rowdy pack spilling out into the night. Cool air hit his heated skin, clearing his head a bit. Outside, the city glowed with neon, headlights, the rumble of traffic. The nearest club was only a few blocks away; they’d decided against bus or cabs, joking about needing to “walk off the lactic acid.”
Shane fell into step near the front out of habit, his captain’s spot. Ilya drifted up beside him, hands tucked into his pockets, head tipped back as he looked at the high glass buildings.
“Nice game, Hollander,” he said quietly, almost under the chatter. “Thought your lungs would explode in third, but you lived. Very inspiring.”
Shane’s mouth tugged. “You weren’t exactly pacing yourself,” he said. “Three points, two penalties, one near-fight… you’re a stat sheet’s worst nightmare.”
“I am many nightmares,” Ilya said lightly. “Tonight I am theirs. Tomorrow I am yours when you see video and realise how much I ignored your neat little arrows.”
Shane huffed. “You didn’t ignore them. You just… coloured outside the lines with extra violence.”
“See?” Ilya said. “Compromise. Beautiful.”
They fell quiet for a few steps. Their shoulders brushed once when someone jostled them from behind; the electricity of that brief contact sizzled under Shane’s skin longer than it should have.
Up ahead, Kenny was already pointing out the club to Luca, showing him the pulsing sign, the velvet rope, the line of people dressed to be seen.
Shane’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He fished it out on reflex.
Rose don’t let kenny get a face tattoo
Rose or do, might help his career 🤷🏻‍♀️
He felt, weirdly, a sudden rush of relief. He was here, heat curling in his belly at the sight of the man beside him in a half-transparent shirt, and she was there, threaded through even this moment with stupid little texts.
He snapped a quick shot of the team from behind when they moved in the queue to the entrance, lights ahead, their jerseys turned to plain clothes, the wide slope of Kenny’s shoulders, the swagger in G’s walk, the unmistakable silhouette of Ilya’s curls and narrow waist.
 
No face tattoos. Maybe just a tiny “R” over my heart.
We’re almost there. I’ll text you when we’re headed back.
 
He hit send, slipped the phone back into his pocket.
Beside him, Ilya tilted his head, eyes flicking to the movement.
“Checking in with boss?” he asked. The words could’ve been teasing. They weren’t. There was no real bite in them. Just… acknowledgement.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “She asked me not to let Kenny get a face tattoo.”
“A shame,” Ilya said. “He would look very intimidating with butterfly on his cheek.”
Shane snorted. “Why a butterfly?”
“He is soft inside,” Ilya said. “We reflect inner self outside.”
“Terrifying logic,” Shane said.
“Thank you.”
They reached the club entrance. Bass thumped faintly through the walls, a heartbeat under their feet. The bouncer took one look at the cluster of large men, glanced over the IDs, and waved them through as soon as he clocked their names and logo.
Perks of the job.
Inside, the smell of sweat, alcohol, and expensive perfume hit like a wall. Lights strobed low and coloured, bodies moving on the dance floor in loose knots. The music was loud enough that talking would require leaning in close. Shane felt the old familiar split in him tug tight.
Here: heat, noise, the gravity of the man beside him in a too-sheer shirt that clung to his shoulders and showed the edge of a raven on his ribs every time he moved. In his pocket: the buzz of his phone, the memory of Rose’s hand covering his on the couch, the taste of garlic and laughter in their kitchen.
He took a breath, squared his shoulders.
Captain. Fiancé. Teammate. Mess.
“Shots?” Kenny yelled, already halfway to the bar.
“Water first, then shots,” Shane yelled back. “One round. We have a game in two days.”
“See?” Ilya shouted in his ear, leaning close enough that Shane could feel his breath on his neck. “Still Volvo.”
The words should’ve stung.
Instead, with the bass vibrating in his bones and Ilya’s tattoos half-visible in flickering light, they sent another curl of heat spiralling through him.
The first hour was easy. The kind of easy Shane knew how to do: loud tables, pitchers of beer, plates of nachos and fries devoured between hands grabbing each other’s shoulders and replaying every moment of the game like it had just happened.
They’d claimed a corner high-top by the wall, close enough to the bar that the servers didn’t hate them, far enough that they weren’t blocking the dance floor. The place was packed. It was Friday night, the home crowd celebrating or mourning depending on which jersey they wore. Music pounded heavy and low, lights strobing red and blue across faces.
“TO THE WORST FORECHECK I’VE EVER HATED,” Kenny yelled, holding up a shot glass.
“TO OUR CAPTAIN FINALLY USING HIS ANGER FOR GOOD,” G added, clinking his glass against Shane’s with a grin.
“TO ROZANOV,” Luca said, leaning over the table, “FOR NOT GOING FULL SOCIOPATH AND TAKING THREE MAJORS.”
“That is next game,” Ilya said mildly, raising his own glass. “Tonight I am angel.”
He did not look like an angel. Under the club’s shifting lights, his half-sheer shirt caught every colour and turned it into something soft on his skin. The fabric clung when he moved, outlining the lean line of his waist, the curve of chest and shoulder. Tattoos ghosted through, black ink like shadows of wings and something darker over his ribs. When he lifted his arm to knock back the shot, the hem pulled up, flashing a sliver of stomach and a hint of hip bone that made Shane’s mouth go dry.
“Angel of… questionable morals,” Kenny amended.
Shots went down. Tequila, Shane realised belatedly. He felt it hit his stomach in a hot line. He paced himself, alternating drinks with water, keeping one eye on Kenny’s glass levels, another on G’s creeping ambition to start a chant with any group of fans who recognised them.
They ordered food. Fries disappeared. Nachos were demolished. Someone, probably Luca, convinced the kitchen to send out a plate of wings “in honour of Rozanov’s murder spree in the slot.”
“Is no murder, is… manslaughter,” Ilya said around a mouthful. “Accidental.”
“Nothing about you is accidental,” Shane muttered without thinking.
Ilya’s eyes flicked up, amused and sharp, catching his. “You say this like compliment.”
“Unfortunately,” Shane said, looking away.
The night loosened. They chirped. They laughed. They replayed the hug on the ice once, badly, arms flailing exaggeratedly until the table shook. Shane rolled his eyes and shoved Ilya’s shoulder when he mimed swooning.
He kept his phone in his pocket, checking it only once to see a single text from Rose (still awake. proud of you. don’t get arrested) He sent back a photo of Kenny double-fisting waters and fries as proof of his good influence.
Slowly, inevitably, the group thinned. G peeled off first, some woman in a glittery dress laughing at his jokes and tugging him toward the dance floor. Luca followed when a tall guy in a rival jersey bought him a drink and said something in his ear that made him smirk.
Kenny’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen and immediately went soft. “It’s Em,” he said, half-apologetic. “She stayed up to watch the game. I gotta…” He mimed a phone to his ear.
“Go,” Shane said, waving him off. “Tell her if she doesn’t dump you after seeing you eat wings, she’s in it for life.”
One by one, they drifted. A couple of married guys shared a look, did the math on time zones and kids’ bedtimes, and bailed for the hotel with the promise of FaceTiming home. One of the rookies got sleepy after his third beer and slunk away, mumbling something about “not wanting to cramp the veterans’ style.” Another disappeared into the crowd with a girl whose eyeliner was the sharpest Shane has ever seen.
Shane stayed. He told himself it was because captains did that, they were the last to leave, the ones who made sure nothing caught fire. He told himself it was habit, responsibility, routine. He did not check his watch to see how late it had gotten.
Eventually, the group at their table shrunk until there were only two coats slung over the empty chairs, two phones on sticky wood, two half-drunk glasses sweating under the coloured lights. Shane and Ilya.
Shane stared at his beer for a second, teeth worrying his lower lip.
“We can head back,” he said, raising his voice a little over the music. “It’s late. Guys are mostly gone. We did the whole ‘bonding’ thing.”
Ilya tipped his head, studying him. The lights caught in his eyes, turned them almost molten.
“You want to go?” he asked.
Shane opened his mouth to say yes. That would be the smart answer. The safe one.
Instead, he heard himself say, “I don’t know.”
Ilya’s mouth quirked. “Good.” He slid off his barstool. The fabric of his shirt shifted, catching the light, hinting at more ink cut across his back. “Come.”
“Where?” Shane asked, even though the pull of the bass already knew.
“Dance,” Ilya said.
Shane huffed. “I don’t dance.”
“Yes, you do,” Ilya said. “On ice. Very pretty. Time to see if you can do it without skates.”
He didn’t give him time to argue. He just reached out, fingers curling around Shane’s wrist, and tugged.
The contact was small, skin on skin for the first time that night, no glove, no tape.
Shane’s pulse jumped. He let himself be led. The dance floor was a crush of bodies, heat and sweat and perfume and cologne blurring together. The music was louder here, bass vibrating through the soles of his shoes, up his legs. Ilya shouldered them into a space that was barely a space at all, just a gap where the crowd ebbed for a second. People moved around them in waves, lights stuttering over faces and limbs. Shane started to turn awkwardly so they’d be facing each other. Ilya’s hand on his wrist tightened, stopping him.
“No,” he said, leaning up to murmur into Shane’s ear. His breath was hot against the shell. “Like this.”
He stepped in, close, all the way to Shane’s back.
Shane froze. Ilya’s chest pressed warm and solid between his shoulder blades, the thin fabric of that obscene shirt the only barrier. Shane could feel the steady thud of his heartbeat, the rise and fall of his breath. The faint rasp of stubble brushed the back of his neck as Ilya lowered his head.
“Relax,” Ilya murmured. “You look like you are about to take faceoff, not have fun.”
“I don’t know what to do with my hands,” Shane said, because his brain had suddenly gone fuzzy and stupid.
“Typical,” Ilya said. His hands found the answer for him: sliding down from Shane’s wrists, along his forearms, slow and deliberate, until his own fingers wrapped around Shane’s hips.
Shane sucked in a breath.
The music was something dark and pulsing, a beat made for bodies to follow. Ilya’s did, easily, fluidly, hips rolling into the rhythm. Through the layers of clothing, Shane felt it, felt every shift and press, the long line of Ilya’s thighs against the backs of his.
“Just listen,” Ilya said. His mouth was so close it almost touched the skin just below Shane’s ear. “To beat. Nothing else.”
It should have been easy.
It wasn’t.
Every nerve felt newly wired. The crowd pressed in, their movements a blur on the edges. Somewhere, someone laughed too loudly. Glass clinked. A woman’s perfume, sweet and sharp, cut through the air.
And under it all: Ilya, moving with him, against him, hands on his hips anchoring him in place. Shane swallowed hard and let his body start to sway, small at first. Left, right. Let his knees bend, let his weight shift.
It was clumsy for a few beats. He stepped when he should have stayed. His shoulder bumped someone; an apologetic grin, a hand wave, and they faded into the crowd again.
Ilya just adjusted. He tightened his grip, fingers digging in just enough to guide.
“Here,” he said softly. “I lead, you follow. Like today.”
Shane exhaled shakily. He let go a little. Let the music pull instead of his thoughts. Let his hips catch the rhythm, belated but willing. Let his back rest into Ilya’s chest instead of holding itself rigid.
He felt, viscerally, the moment their movements synced. It was like a line clicked into place, the perfect timing, pressure, give.
He knew this feeling on the ice, when a give-and-go worked perfectly, when a cycle snapped into something unstoppable. He hadn’t expected it here, trapped between strangers and neon.
“See?” Ilya murmured, approval humming through the words. “Not so hard.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Shane said. His voice came out low, thick.
One of Ilya’s hands slid, slow and sure, from his hip to his stomach, fingers spanning the width of his lower ribs and muscled abs through the thin fabric of his shirt. It was possessive without being overt. Guiding.
He pulled Shane back that extra inch, spine aligning to chest.
They moved together.
Shane’s head tipped back without his permission, just a little, exposing more of his throat. He felt Ilya’s breath catch behind him.
“There he is,” Ilya said quietly. “The version of you I remember.”
“That guy took a lot of stupid penalties,” Shane said, trying for a stupid glib and failing when Ilya’s thumb stroked an idle line just above his waistband.
“And scored goals that make whole league jealous,” Ilya countered. “He is fun. I like him.”
Shane let out a shaky breath as Ilya’s hips rolled subtly into his, every press a whisper of friction through denim and cotton that his body registered far more clearly than his brain wanted to.
“This is dangerous,” he said, half to himself.
“We are in club,” Ilya said. “Big crowd. Loud music. Very safe.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know,” Ilya said. His lips brushed, feather-light, against the sensitive skin just below Shane’s ear as he leaned in to speak. “But pretending it is only about danger is why you avoid saying what you want.”
Shane’s throat worked. “What do you… what are you doing?”
“What I have always wanted to do,” Ilya said. “Take what is between us and stop lying about it.”
His fingers tightened on Shane’s hipbones, pulling him back as he rolled his own hips forward on the beat, their bodies locking together in a way that made Shane’s breath stutter.
“Fuck,” Shane hissed, too quiet for anyone but Ilya to hear.
“Da,” Ilya murmured, amused. “That is usually step two.”
Shane’s cheeks flushed hot. “You’re an asshole.”
“Probably,” Ilya said. “And yet you are still here.”
The honesty of it hit harder than the teasing. Shane could have pulled away. He knew that. One step forward, one muttered excuse about air, about needing a drink, and this would become another almost. Another moment filed under the wrong place, wrong time, wrong life.
He didn’t move.
“I shouldn’t be,” he said, instead. 
Ilya’s breath hitched where his lips hovered over Shane’s neck.
“No,” he agreed softly, lips brushing Shane’s neck. “You shouldn’t.”
His chest pushed more firmly against Shane’s back, almost like he was trying to merge them molecularly through fabric and skin.
“And yet,” Ilya went on, voice low, “your body came over here before your brain could stop it. Like on ice. You feel the lane, you go. Instinct.”
“You’re comparing this to neutral zone entries?” Shane asked, dazed.
“I am simple man,” Ilya said. “I have one language.”
They swayed. The song bled into another, tempo shifting slightly. The crowd surged and shifted around them, but their little pocket of space somehow held. Shane’s hands, which had been hovering stupidly at his sides, finally found something to do. He lifted them, hesitated, then set them tentatively over Ilya’s where they sat on his hips.
Ilya made a sound in his ear that wasn’t quite a laugh, wasn’t quite a groan. A half-bitten moan.
“There,” he said. “Now we are even.”
Shane wanted to argue that “even” wasn’t the word for secretly grinding with your ex-hookup while your fiancée texted you to be safe. But his mouth wouldn’t form the words right.
“You’re playing with fire,” he managed instead.
“I have lived in fire my whole life,” Ilya said simply. “It doesn’t scare me.”
Shane’s heart lurched.
“What does that mean?” he asked.
Ilya was quiet for a beat. His hands flattened against Shane’s stomach, holding him close, their bodies moving as one to the beat, Ilya’s obvious erection grinding against Shane.
“For you,” he said eventually, “I am… easy to blame. You can say, ‘He is chaos. He is problem. He is what is wrong with my brain.’ You can say, ‘If he was not here, everything would be simple.’”
Shane swallowed. He’d thought some version of that so often it was painful to hear it aloud.
“And you’re saying that’s not true?” he asked.
“I am saying,” Ilya murmured, lips closer to his ear now, breath hot, “that whatever this is between us? It did not start because we are in same locker room. It did not start because I wear same jersey as you now.” His mouth hovered over that spot just below Shane’s jaw where his pulse fluttered. “It started long before we had matching colours.”
Shane closed his eyes. The memory flashed up easily - the hotel, the stupid showers, the first sharp, reckless kiss that had broken the careful shell he’d built around himself.
He felt like he was moving through that night and this one at the same time.
“I thought it was a phase,” he said, voice rough. “A… lapse. Something that belonged to a version of me I outgrew.”
“And did you?” Ilya asked. No mockery. Just the same ruthless curiosity he brought to broken systems. “Outgrow it?”
Shane opened his eyes. The lights strobed pink, then blue, over the crowd. Someone bumped his shoulder, laughed, vanished again. The music thrummed, all of them sweaty and relentless.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know anything anymore.”
Ilya’s breath shuddered out against his skin.
“That,” he said, “is the first real thing you have said about this since I got traded.”
“I told you…”
“You told me you are engaged,” Ilya cut in, but his tone stayed gentle, not harsh. “You told me you chose her. You told me you love her.” His fingers flexed on Shane’s hips, pulling him back through another slow grind that made his head spin. “You did not tell me what you feel when you look at me.”
Shane’s chest felt too tight. “You want me to say it here?” he said. “In a club?”
“Why not?” Ilya murmured. “You hide it everywhere else.”
He nuzzled in a fraction, the side of his nose brushing Shane’s neck as if he’d gotten too close by accident.
“Tell me,” he said, voice dropping to something that went straight down Shane’s spine. “For once. No interviews. No families. No cameras. Just this.” His fingers slid a millimeter lower on Shane’s hips, thumbs pressing just inside the dip where denim met skin. “You and me and bad music.”
Shane swallowed hard. His heart hammered against his ribs. His ring felt like a weight on his hand where it rested over Ilya’s. He thought of Rose on their couch, of candles and blankets and movie scripts. He thought of his parents’ faces, of his mom saying doubt didn’t mean his love wasn’t real.
He thought of Ilya on the ice, eyes blazing, yelling welcome back after the goal. Of the hug that had felt like falling and landing at the same time.
He leaned his head back slightly, enough that his temple brushed Ilya’s cheek. Enough that they were almost cheek to cheek, mouth to ear.
“When I look at you,” he said, very softly, “I feel like I’m going to do something I can’t undo.”
He felt Ilya go still for a second, chest tightening against his back.
Then, quietly, “Too late, captain.”
Shane’s laugh was broken. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means,” Ilya said, voice low and steady now, “that I already know. I knew when I signed contract. When I walked into the room and you looked like you had seen ghost.” His mouth tilted against Shane’s neck in something that wasn’t quite a kiss. “I am not here to tempt you into some affair. I am not cartoon devil on your shoulder. But I also will not pretend we are just… colleagues.”
His hands tightened on Shane’s hips, guiding them through another slow, obscene roll that made Shane bite the inside of his cheek, his own dick hot and heavy inside his jeans.
“You want to be a good man,” Ilya said. “You are. You love her. I see that. You go home to her, you make life with her. I am not… stupid.” A bitter little edge crept in. “But you also love this. Me on your line. My hands on you. The way you feel when we are… together. On ice. Off.”
Shane’s breath came shorter. “That’s not fair,” he said. “To anyone.”
“Nothing about this is fair,” Ilya agreed. “You think it is fair for me? To come here, to do job, to see you with ring and pretend I do not remember how you tasted?”
Shane’s knees almost buckled.
“Fuck,” he whispered again.
“Exactly,” Ilya said. “Fuck.”
For a moment, they just moved. Bodies shifting against each other, sweat dampening the thin cotton of Shane’s shirt where it touched Ilya’s chest. The music swelled, lights flashing white and then plunging back to blue.
“No matter what you decide,” Ilya said eventually, voice quieter, like they’d found a pocket of privacy in the noise, “I want you to know one thing.”
“What?” Shane’s voice was barely there.
“This feeling,” Ilya said, fingers splaying over his stomach, palm flat. “This version of you I get when you stop pretending you are made of glass? He is not fake. He is not phase. He is not mistake.” His mouth brushed, feather-light, against the hinge of Shane’s jaw. “If you bury him again, he will still be inside you. Quiet, maybe. But not dead.”
Shane’s eyes burned.
“You’re basically telling me I’m screwed either way,” he said.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “But at least you know the reason.”
He pulled him back into another slow, sinuous roll, their hips aligning, thighs pressing. Shane felt everything, every drag of fabric, every point of contact. He let his head tip back, breath catching as Ilya’s nose skimmed along his jawline. Their mouths were close enough now that if he turned his head just slightly…
His ring scraped against Ilya’s knuckles as his grip tightened.
It through the haze like a knife. Shane flinched. Ilya stilled behind him.
For a second, neither of them moved. Then Ilya exhaled, long and shaky, and eased his hold. His hands slid back to safer territory, just his hips, no thumbs sneaking under his shirt, no palm splayed across his stomach. The grind turned smaller, less explicit. Just… dancing.
“I am idiot,” Ilya said, almost to himself, in Russian first, then in English. “I promised myself I would not…” He cut himself off, swallowed, his eyes flicking around.
Shane wanted to reach back, grab his wrists, pull him in again. He also wanted to run.
“Ilya…”
“No,” Ilya said quietly. “Do not say sorry. I can’t hear it again.”
Shane shut his mouth. They moved for another few beats, caught in that weird limbo where stopping felt like admitting something and continuing felt like another kind of admission. Finally, Ilya’s hands left his hips altogether.
“I need drink,” he said, voice rougher now. “Before I say something even more stupid.”
He stepped back. The absence was ridiculous. Air rushed in where warmth had been; Shane’s body swayed, compensating for the loss of balance, the loss of touch.
He turned, slowly. For a split second, in the flashing lights, he saw all of it written clean and stark on Ilya’s face, the naked desire, hurt, frustration, a bone-deep tiredness he rarely let leak out.
Then the mask slid back on. That crooked, infuriating half-smile. The tilt of his head.
“You dance almost as well as you backcheck,” Ilya said, loud enough to be heard over the music again. “I am impressed.”
Shane’s laugh came out brittle and fake. “You’re not so bad yourself.”
“I know,” Ilya said, and winked, because of course he did.
He melted into the crowd toward the bar, a half-transparent shirt catching the light one last time before the bodies swallowed him.
Shane stood there for a moment in the middle of the dance floor, surrounded by strangers, heart pounding louder than the bass, skin still tingling everywhere Ilya had touched. Home, his treacherous body whispered, even as his brain screamed wrong, wrong, wrong and the ring on his finger burned like a brand.
He dragged a hand over his face, turned blindly toward the edge of the crowd, and stumbled his way back toward their table, toward his phone, toward whatever fragile line he was still pretending he could walk between the life he’d chosen and the one pressed hot against his back a minute ago.
***
The walk back to the hotel cut through cold air and too-bright streetlights.
The club door swung shut behind them, muting the bass to a distant thump. The city noise rushed in instead, the traffic, snippets of conversation from late-night pedestrians, the hiss of a bus pulling away. For ten, fifteen seconds, nobody said anything.
Their shoulders weren’t quite touching. Their hands definitely weren’t.
Shane could still feel the ghost of Ilya’s palms on his hips, the line of his body at Shane’s back. Every step he took felt wrong in his own skin, like he’d left part of himself behind on the dance floor.
“You okay?” Ilya asked eventually, eyes forward, breath steaming in the chilled air.
Shane huffed something that might’ve been a laugh. “Define ‘okay.’”
“Not throwing up, not crying, not texting ex at three in the morning?” Ilya shrugged. “Low bar.”
“I’m clearing that one,” Shane muttered. “No exes to text.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Right. Only fiancée.”
The word landed like a stone between them.
Shane swallowed. “I… texted her earlier,” he said. “Before we came out. I sent her a picture of Kenny double-fisting fries so she wouldn’t worry.”
“Good,” Ilya said. “She worries a lot.”
“You barely know her,” Shane said, more defensive than he meant to.
“I know what kind of man gets that kind of text in middle of night from his girl,” Ilya said simply. “I know how she looked when she watched you on TV last year.”
Shane glanced at him, puzzled. “What?”
“After that brutal game everything fell apart,” Ilya said. “The one where you fought half their roster and still lost. Camera cut to her in stands. She looked like she wanted to climb glass and carry you off herself.”
Shane’s chest ached. “You… remember that?”
“I remember everything,” Ilya said, not looking at him. “It is the problem.”
They walked another block like that, the hotel sign growing larger ahead, neon humming.
Shane shoved his hands in his pockets, fingers brushing his phone, his ring. His mind was ping-ponging between two images: Rose in the kitchen, rolling her eyes and telling him to eat his eggs; Ilya’s mouth so close to his neck he’d felt the shape of every word.
“I shouldn’t have…” Shane started, then trailed off.
“Danced?” Ilya supplied. “Enjoyed yourself?” A bitter little smile. “Been honest for five minutes?”
“Led you on,” Shane said, choosing the sharpest option and swallowing it.
“I led you,” Ilya said quietly. “You followed. That is not all on you.”
“That doesn’t make it better,” Shane muttered.
“No,” Ilya agreed. “But it means you don’t get to call yourself monster and me villain. We are just…” He searched for the word, breath fogging. “Idiots.”
Shane huffed. “Pretty big idiots.”
“The biggest,” Ilya said.
They pushed through the hotel’s revolving door, warm lobby air hitting flushed faces. The night clerk glanced up from his computer, eyes flicking over their outfits, the traces of club still on them, and then just nodded, bored. He’d seen worse.
The elevator ride was quiet. Too quiet.
They stood on opposite sides of the small space, both facing the doors like there might be cameras hidden behind the metal. The numbers ticked up: 8, 9, 10. Shane’s heart kept pace, too fast.
He could see Ilya’s reflection in the brushed steel. The undone buttons of that ridiculous shirt. The line of his throat. The way his eyes were half-lidded, like he was tired and wired at the same time.
The doors dinged open on their floor. They stepped out in sync. The corridor was empty, that strange, carpeted hush of business hotels at midnight. Soft lighting. Identical doors marching down each side. Some distant TV through a wall. The faint hum of ice machines.
Their rooms were close, becauseof course they were. Captains near captains. Easy to find each other for meetings, for last-minute video. For… whatever this was.
They walked the length of the hall together until Shane stopped in front of his door, keycard already in hand.
“Well,” he said. His voice sounded wrong in his own ears. “Good night.”
“Good night,” Ilya echoed.
They just… stood.
Shane could feel the heat of him, a foot away in the narrow hallway, like a second sun. He could also feel the throb behind his eyes, the weight of the ring under his skin, the ghost of Rose’s last text. Love you. Don’t get arrested.
Say it, he told himself. Say “see you at breakfast.” Swipe your key. Go inside. Lock the door. Call her. Be the man you keep insisting you are.
He didn’t move. Neither did Ilya. They just looked at each other, the quiet humming around them, the kind of quiet that felt like the breath before a shot, the second before a puck dropped.
Something in Shane’s chest started to crack under the pressure.
“I’ll, um,” he said, gesturing vaguely at the door. “Call Rose. Then sleep. Big ‘be a professional on the road’ day tomorrow.”
“Da,” Ilya said. “You do that.”
His eyes were dark, pupils blown wide in the low light. There was a pulse jumping hard in his throat. Shane’s hand shook, just a little, on the keycard.
“This is a bad idea,” he heard himself say.
“What, being professional?” Ilya’s mouth tipped. “Very bad idea. We should stop immediately.”
“You know what I mean,” Shane said.
For the first time this night Ilya dropped his gaze, to the card in Shane’s fingers, to the knuckles gripping it too hard, to the band of silver that caught and reflected the hallway’s yellow light.
When he lifted his eyes again, something in his face was stripped bare.
“Yes,” he said quietly. “I know exactly what you mean.”
The silence thickened. Shane felt his body pulled in two directions at once. One part wanted to lean forward, breathe in fabric softener and club sweat and whatever expensive soap Ilya used. The other wanted to hurl itself backward into the room, slam the door, and never come out.
He didn’t do either. He just… stayed. Stuck.
Ilya blew out a breath that fogged the tiny gap between them.
“Fuck it,” he said.
Before Shane could parse the tone, before he could brace or run, Ilya closed the distance in two strides. One hand hit the wall beside Shane’s head with a soft thud, palm flat against the beige wallpaper, caging him in. The other caught the front of his open button-up, fingers curling in the fabric right over his sternum.
For a split second, he hesitated.
“You can still say no,” he said, breath hot now, eyes searching for Shane's. “Right now. I go to my room. We pretend this was nothing more than… stupid dance and stupid conversations.”
Shane’s pulse roared in his ears.
He should have said no.
He should have said I can’t or I won’t or Don’t do this. He should have thought of Rose, of his parents, of everything waiting for him if he kept walking the line he’d chosen. Instead, his free hand lifted of its own accord, fingers wrapping around Ilya’s wrist where it gripped his shirt, holding on.
He didn’t nod. Didn’t speak. Just… didn’t push him away.
That was all Ilya needed.
“Okay,” he murmured. “Then fuck it.”
He leaned in and kissed him.
It wasn’t testing.
It wasn’t a brush, a question, a graze that could be played off as a mistake.
It was a full, claiming press of mouth to mouth, hard enough that Shane’s head knocked the door lightly behind him.
The breath punched out of him.
For a heartbeat, everything went blank. No thoughts, no guilt, just the shock of this after years of almost.
Then his body caught up and he kissed back.
His hand left Ilya’s wrist, sliding up his arm to his shoulder, fingers digging into firm muscle. His other hand, the one still holding his keycard, flattened against Ilya’s chest, feeling the hammer of his heart under that flimsy shirt before it curled into the fabric and pulled him closer.
Ilya made a low sound into his mouth, somewhere between a groan and a laugh, and deepened the kiss. He took control without hesitation. Tilted Shane’s chin just so with the hand still on his shirt, angling his head. Slotted their mouths together more firmly. Nipped at his lower lip once, just enough to make Shane gasp, then chased the sound with his tongue, slipping into the heat he’d just opened.
Shane let him.
He opened, helpless, and let Ilya in, let him map out familiar territory like he’d been waiting for a chance to redraw the whole thing.
The hallway blurred.
The only things left were the slide of lips, the wet heat of their mouths, the taste of tequila and lime and something purely Ilya, sharp and dark and impossible to forget. The faint rasp of stubble where their jaws brushed. Their breathing, already ragged, syncing and stuttering.
Ilya pressed him back into the door, his body a solid line from chest to thigh.
Shane felt the world tilt. The hand on Ilya’s chest clenched, fingers bunching the sheer fabric, dragging him closer until there was no space left. The other slid up, cupping the hot line of his throat, thumb resting on the curve of his jaw as if to anchor himself.
Ilya’s hand left the wall, sliding down to Shane’s waist, fingers biting into the narrow dip above his hip bone. He dragged him forward at the same time as he pushed, grinding them together, slow and deliberate.
A spark of electricity shot straight through Shane’s body.
He broke the kiss on a choked sound, head tipping back against the door. Ilya followed, mouth seeking, lips catching the corner of Shane’s, then the bow, then the space just below, like he couldn’t bear to be too far away.
“You have no idea,” Ilya murmured against his mouth, words blurred by small, hungry kisses between them, “how many times I have thought about this. About you. About…” He cut himself off to bite gently at Shane’s lower lip again, then soothed the sting with his tongue.
Shane’s hands slid up, one into Ilya’s hair at the nape of his neck, finding the damp warmth there, the other gripping his shoulder so hard he’d probably bruise.
“I thought I’d forgotten,” Shane gasped when their mouths parted just enough for air.
“Liar,” Ilya said, not unkindly. “You think I didn’t feel it? Every time you looked at me like I am problem you have to solve?”
Shane laughed and dragged him back down.
The second kiss was messier. Desperate. There was nothing clear about it. No careful testing of the waters. Just years of bottled-up want cracking open at once.
Shane’s thumb stroked along the sharp line of Ilya’s jaw as their mouths moved. His fingers clenched and flexed in his hair, tilting his head where he wanted it, trusting Ilya to meet him halfway. Ilya did, every time. He chased every retreat, met every pressure, guided whenever Shane faltered. His hand on Shane’s waist slid up his side, thumb sweeping along the edge of his ribs, then up further to the jut of his collarbone, where he pressed his palm flat and held him there like he was keeping him from falling through the door.
“You drive me insane,” Ilya breathed against his lips. “Do you know that?”
“You’re not exactly… easy on my nervous system,” Shane managed back, voice rough.
“You are standing here kissing me like you mean it,” Ilya said, words punctuated with short, sharp kisses that stole Shane’s breath as much as the confession. “And tomorrow you show me ring and say we are ‘friends.’ It is torture.”
Shane’s answer came out as a panting noise rather than actual words when Ilya chose that moment to nip at the curve of his jaw and then drag his mouth down, hot and open, along the line of his throat.
The first touch of tongue against sensitive skin made Shane’s knees weaken.
“Ilya…” he warned, or begged. It was hard to tell.
“Shh,” Ilya murmured, lips moving over the pulse hammering at the base of his neck. “Just this. Just tonight. Let me have this.”
His hand slid to Shane’s jaw again, turning his face to the side, exposing more of his throat. He pressed his mouth there, slow and deliberate, teeth scraping lightly before he sucked a mark that was more about feeling than leaving evidence, no real hickey behind it.
Shane’s breath hitched. His hand flexed in Ilya’s hair, toes curling in his shoes.
“You remember,” Ilya said against his skin, voice low, almost vicious with intensity. “You remember how it was. How good. Don’t pretend you don’t.”
Shane did. Every stolen night from years ago came rushing back… the fumbling first kiss against a hotel doorl not so different from this one, the way their bodies had learned each other in the dark. The way he’d woken up aching and stupidly happy in a bed that had smelled like someone he wasn’t supposed to want.
He remembered everything.
He dragged Ilya’s mouth back up, kissing him hard, like that might obliterate the memories rather than feed them. Their teeth clicked once, both of them too eager, then they laughed into it, little huffs that softened into something wetter, more insistent.
For a moment, there was no Rose. No ring. No team. No fallout. Just this corridor, this door, this man.
Ilya pinned him, not with brute force but with intent, his body angled just so, his hand at Shane’s jaw controlling the tilt, his other at his waist dictating the pace. Every time Shane tried to speed up, to chase, Ilya reined him back, slowing the kiss, deepening it, making him feel every second.
“See?” Ilya murmured between kisses, breath hot, eyes burning. “You are not safe. You never were.”
“Neither are you,” Shane shot back, then shuddered when Ilya answered that by licking into his mouth, slow and filthy.
He lost track of time. It could have been thirty seconds or ten minutes. His world narrowed to the press and slide of lips and tongues, the drag of fabric, the scrape of stubble, the echo of their mingled breathing in the empty hall.
The keycard slipped from his fingers at some point, hitting the carpet with a soft, forgotten thud.
What finally broke the moment wasn’t guilt. It wasn’t a sudden burst of conscience. It was something much smaller, stupidly mundane: the faint ding of the elevator down the hall and the murmur of voices as its doors opened.
They tore apart like they’d been doused with cold water.
Shane’s back hit the door again, breath sawing. Ilya stepped back just enough that they were no longer pressed together, chest heaving, lips red and damp in the low light.
A beat.
Then another.
The voices from the elevator grew louder, footsteps muffled by carpet, someone laughing about the bar upstairs.
Ilya scrubbed a hand over his face once, like he could wipe the moment away.
“Shit,” he breathed. It wasn’t clear whether it was about the approaching witnesses or what they’d just done.
Shane’s heart was pounding so hard he could feel it in his throat. His mouth felt swollen. His neck tingled where Ilya’s lips had been.
He bent slowly, hand shaking, and picked up the keycard from the floor. His ring glinted in the hallway light as he straightened. For the first time since Ilya had kissed him, his stomach lurched with something that wasn’t pure heat.
Guilt crashed in, late and heavy.
Ilya saw it hit like he always saw everything hit and something shuttered in his eyes. Not surprise. Not really. Just that tired acceptance he’d worn in the tunnel, in the trainer’s room, on the dance floor.
He stepped back another half pace, putting a safer gap between them, shoulders squaring like he was bracing for impact.
“Good night, Shane,” he said.
His voice was steady again. Too steady.
Shane’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He wanted to say Wait or Don’t go or What the fuck are we doing? He wanted to apologise and cling and demand and all of it at once.
The footsteps rounded the corner. Two of their teammates appeared at the far end of the corridor, deep in conversation, glancing up only briefly before nodding in their direction.
Shane forced his face into something neutral. “Night,” he managed.
Ilya held his gaze for one last, searing second. Then he turned, walked down the hall to his own door, swiped his card, and disappeared inside without looking back.
The latch clicked.
Shane stood there, back against his own door, lips tingling, heart wrecked, card clenched in his hand so tight the plastic bowed. Then, slowly, like his bones had turned to glass, he let himself into his room and closed the door on the taste of Ilya’s mouth and the knowledge that, whatever line he thought he was walking, he’d just stepped over it with both feet.
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    Chapter Notes

      Shane has THE epiphany. Ilya is pathetically in love. That's it, that's the show. Get some tissues and enjoy!







  Breakfast the next day was hell.
Shane had known it would be bad the second he woke up, his mouth dry, head thick, neck faintly sore where Ilya’s teeth had grazed. For a second, in the slow, blurry moment between sleep and awareness, he’d felt weirdly good, like his body thought it had finally gotten something it had wanted for years.
Then his brain caught up. Rose. Ilya. Dancing. Corridor. Kissing. Ring.
He lay there staring at the generic hotel art above the TV, heart pounding, until his alarm vibrated uselessly on the nightstand.
The team text thread buzzed: bus at 10pm, wheels up 11:30. A second one from Ilya popped up under it, sent much earlier, probably right after he’d gone to his room.
Rozanov You alive
He didn’t answer. Just swung his legs out of bed, grabbed a quick shower that didn’t make him feel any less filthy, and dragged on clean clothes.
The breakfast room, when he finally got there, smelled like coffee and eggs and too many men in the same space. He came in late, hoping to just grab food and sit at the end of a table with the married guys talking about their kids. Instead, he walked into the tail end of the story.
“I’m just saying,” Kenny was saying, toast in one hand, gesturing with the other, “our captain’s got moves. I didn’t know Volvo could do that with his hips.”
The table erupted. Shane froze mid-step.
Luca spotted him first. “Ask him yourself,” he said, grinning. “Look who finally rolled out of bed.”
Kenny twisted around, eyes going wide with delighted malice. “Ohhh, speak of the devil and he shall appear.”
Shane forced his legs to move, forced what he hoped was an easy smile onto his face. 
“What are we talking about?” he asked, grabbing a plate like his hands weren’t shaking.
“Last night,” Kenny said. “When you and Rozanov were, like…” He stood, and before anyone could stop him, mimed grabbing an invisible person from behind, gyrating in a way that made G spit coffee.
“Jesus Christ, man,” Shane said, flushing hot. “People are eating.”
“Not anymore,” Luca wheezed.
He prayed Ilya was nowhere nearby. Of course he was. He was at the end of the table, hoodie up, mug in both hands, looking at his oatmeal like it had personally offended him. His eyes flicked up when Shane spoke, then away just as fast.
“We were dancing,” Shane said, aiming for calm. “In a club. Like normal people.”
“Normal?” G said. “You guys were one verse away from dry-humping on the dancefloor, I thought security was gonna get involved.”
“Jealous,” Kenny said. “You wish he’d dance with you like that.”
“I do not want to be crushed to death,” G said. “No offence, Cap.”
“None taken,” Shane said tightly.
He caught Ilya’s expression out of the corner of his eye, the hood shadowing his face, lips pressed together. It wasn’t his usual smugness. He looked… closed. Guarded.
Shane suddenly couldn’t breathe in the room. He scooped eggs and toast onto his plate at random, mumbled something about emails to answer, and retreated to a smaller table near the juice machine, where the noise was more distant.
His phone buzzed.
Rose how’s the hangover, captain?
He stared at the screen.
 
manageable. we’re heading home tonight. miss you.
 
Dots. Then:
Rose miss you too
we can look at venues when you get back?
 
He felt like someone had poured ice water down his spine.
 
yeah. we should.
 
He added a heart, because not adding one felt like an admission of what happened between him and Ilya the night prior.
Across the room, he felt Ilya stand up before he saw it. Years of knowing his presence had tuned his body to it. He didn’t look. Just stared down at his plate and pretended chewing wasn’t the hardest thing he’d done all season.
They didn’t speak on the bus, too.
Guys dozed, headphones in, sweatshirts up. G made some half-hearted chirp about “dance partners” and was shushed by the trainer. Shane sat near the front, eyes on the window, brain looping the kiss in the corridor like a glitch.
Ilya took a seat three rows back, beside a rookie who fell asleep almost instantly, head lolling onto his shoulder. Shane watched, once, in the reflection: Ilya going very still, then gently shifting so the kid didn’t snap his neck, letting him drool on his hoodie like some weird, begrudging pillow.
He looked away fast.
***
The airport was the usual blur, security, gate, guys shuffling in clumps.
On the plane, Shane found his seat and swallowed when he saw the tag on the one beside him.
ROZANOV, I.
Of course.
They’d been seated together all season as captain and alternate; it made sense. It was convenient. Until last night, it had seemed… manageable.
Now, the sight of that name on the headrest made his stomach try to climb into his throat.
He shoved his carry-on into the overhead, slid into his seat, and stared straight ahead like the safety card was fascinating. A minute later, a familiar arm reached over his head, muscles flexing under thin cotton as a bag was stowed. The smell hit him next - soap, sweat, a trace of whatever cologne he’d worn the night before.
Then Ilya dropped into the seat beside him with a soft oof.
They sat in silence as the rest of the team settled, the cabin gradually filling with the rustle of jackets and the murmur of tired voices. Lights dimmed as the crew prepared for takeoff. It was a red-eye; as soon as they cleared the first announcement, everyone would be out.
Shane kept his eyes on the back of the seat in front of him.
The engines rumbled. The plane taxied. The safety demonstration washed over him. His hands gripped the armrests a little too tight during takeoff, the sudden lift always making his stomach swoop. He usually made a dumb joke about turbulence to whatever teammate he was sitting next to. 
Tonight, his tongue felt stapled to the roof of his mouth.
They levelled off. The seatbelt sign chimed off. The cabin went from full brightness to a dim, blue-lit hush. Guys shifted, reclined their seats, pulled hoodies up over their faces. A chorus of sighs. Someone already snoring softly a few rows back. The white noise of the engines became a kind of lullaby.
Shane stared at the tiny screen in front of him, not registering anything.
His eyes burned. He hadn’t really slept; just dozed fitfully and jolted awake with the feel of Ilya’s mouth still on his.
He became aware of movement beside him, a small, restless shifting.
“Here,” Ilya’s voice came, low. Fabric rustled, and something soft landed partly on Shane’s knee. “I stole extra blanket. You are shivering.”
Shane blinked down. Airline fleece, cheap and scratchy, half draped over his thigh, half over Ilya’s.
“I’m fine,” Shane said, automatically.
“You are freezing,” Ilya said. “Your body does not know you are in denial.”
Despite himself, Shane huffed a quiet laugh. “You’re insufferable.”
“Da,” Ilya said. “Now share blanket before you get pneumonia and I have to explain to coach why his captain died at 30,000 feet.”
He tugged the edge over more decisively, covering Shane’s lap, then flipped the rest over his own. Their shoulders brushed as the fabric settled across both of them, a ridiculous little island of warmth in the cool, dry cabin.
Shane should have moved away. He didn’t. The contact was broad but not obvious, they weren’t curled into each other, just… close. His arm pressed against Ilya’s from elbow to shoulder. Their thighs brushed under the blanket.
It felt absurdly intimate.
Outside, the world was just blackness and pinprick lights far below. Inside, most of the guys were already out, heads fallen to one side, mouths slack. It was that strange plane limbo where conversations felt slightly unreal.
“Did you sleep today?” Ilya asked quietly, eyes on the seatback.
“No,” Shane admitted. “You?”
“A little,” Ilya said. “Rookies snore like dying animals. It is not restful.”
They lapsed into silence again. Shane’s gaze dropped to his own hands, clasped tightly in his lap atop the blanket. The ring gleamed faintly in the dim cabin light.
He swallowed.
“I’m sorry,” he heard himself say, barely above the engine hum.
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I told you I can’t…”
“Not just for that,” Shane cut in, keeping his voice low. “For… everything. For dragging you into this on top of everything else you already carry.”
“I walked myself into this,” Ilya said. “Eyes open.”
“Doesn’t make it fair,” Shane said.
“Life is not fair,” Ilya murmured. “We had this conversation already, Hollander.”
Shane let out a slow breath. “Still sucks.”
“For once,” Ilya said dryly, “we agree.”
They sat with that, the shared blanket their only common ground.
After a minute, Ilya shifted, tilting his head against the seatback to look at him.
“Tired?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Feels like my bones are buzzing.”
“Lie back a bit,” Ilya said. “You will make them buzz less.”
Shane snorted. “Scientific.”
“I am man of many talents,” Ilya said. “Doctor is not one. But I know what tired looks like. You look like zombie.”
“You’re not exactly fresh,” Shane muttered.
Ilya’s mouth quirked. “Thank you. Now recline, cap, before I put you to sleep myself.”
There was something light in the words, the ghost of their usual banter, but underneath it… gentleness. Concern. Shane tipped his seat back a little, the soft whirr loud in the quiet cabin.
It didn’t help much. His muscles were too tight. His mind was louder than the engines.
After a moment, he felt a careful weight on his forearm.
He looked down.
Ilya’s hand, bare, long fingers, knuckles scuffed from the game, rested lightly on his sleeve. Not grabbing. Just… there.
“You keep looking like you’re a about to bolt,” Ilya said quietly, not meeting his eyes. “You cannot run. We are in tin can in sky.”
Shane let out a breath that was almost a laugh. It came out shaky. “I don’t know what to do with myself, Ilya” he admitted. “I feel like I’m… in pieces.”
“I know,” Ilya said. “I have felt like that too.”
Shane turned his head to look at him.
He wasn’t joking. The dim light softened his face, making him look younger and older at once. His eyes were open, clear, no smirk smoothing over the edges. For once, he looked exactly as tired as he was.
“How do you stand it?” Shane asked. “Being… split like that all the time.”
Ilya shrugged slightly, shoulder brushing Shane’s. “You learn to live with that,” he said. “Some days it is loud. Some days you can almost forget. And sometimes…” He hesitated. “Sometimes you find person who makes it quieter. Not go away. Just… quieter.”
Shane’s throat stung.
“Rose,” he said automatically. “She… makes me quieter.”
“And I?” Ilya asked, too calmly.
Shane almost lied.
He could have. He could have said you make it louder, you are chaos, you are the problem. It would have been easier. Cleaner.
The plane hummed around them. A teammate snorted in his sleep a few rows back. Ice crystals clung to the window beside Ilya’s head, catching faint light from the wing.
“No,” Shane said, voice barely there. “You… make me feel like I’m awake.”
He heard the truth of it as the words left his mouth, like he was only just now saying something his body had known for years.
Ilya’s hand tightened fractionally on his arm.
“So she is quiet,” he said softly. “I am awake.”
Shane nodded, helpless.
“Sounds exhausting,” Ilya murmured.
“It is,” Shane said. 
He didn’t even realise he’d used the softer version of his name until it was out.
Ilya swallowed. In the blue light, his pupils looked huge. “Then you have to choose which tired you can live with,” he said. “Quiet tired. Or awake tired.”
“You make it sound simple,” Shane said, a bitter edge creeping back in.
“Is not simple,” Ilya said. “Is horrible.”
He shifted, the blanket pulling, brushing more firmly against Shane’s thigh. His hand slid slowly down from Shane’s forearm to his wrist, thumb resting over his pulse.
The contact was small. The effect was not. Shane stared at their joined hands. His heart was thundering under that thumb. Embarrassingly fast. Not just from guilt or panic.
Shane huffed out a tiny, unwilling laugh. 
“You’re a menace.”
“Da,” Ilya said. “A warm menace.”
He flipped the edge of the blanket over, covering Shane’s thighs more securly. It wasn’t big. The other half pooled between them, then slid toward Ilya’s side.
Shared blanket.
It didn’t look like much. Just fabric, bunched and wrinkled. But their arms were pressed together from elbow to shoulder, and under the fleece their thighs brushed every time the plane hit a bump.
“Try to sleep,” Ilya said, leaning his head back against the seat. “Coach will make us practice tomorrow like we are not jet-lagged and half-dead.”
“I can’t,” Shane said. “Every time I close my eyes I get… the hallway. Or the game. Or…” He cut himself off.
Or your hands on my hips. Or your mouth on my neck. Or…
“You need off switch,” Ilya murmured. “You do not come with one.”
“Did you sleep?” Shane deflected.
“A little,” Ilya said. 
They fell quiet. The engine hum filled the space between their breaths.
Shane’s gaze drifted to their arms again, his sleeve brushing Ilya’s hoodie, the line of their forearms parallel on the armrest. The ring on his finger gleamed faintly, a small circle of silver against the dim.
He should move. Shift away. Put some space between them.
He didn’t. He tipped his seat back a notch instead, the mechanism whining softly.
“That’s it,” Ilya muttered. “One step closer to being human.”
“You’re very bossy,” Shane said.
“Someone has to keep you in line, Hollander,” Ilya replied, too lightly.
Shane’s chest squeezed.
He’d spent months, years, telling himself that whatever this was, this pull, this gravity, this stupid, dangerous thing, wasn’t real. Or at least not the right kind of reality. That it was chemistry, history, something adolescent and dumb he’d just… never quite shaken.
Then came the hug on the ice. The dance. The hallway. And now this: the two of them crammed into economy-plus, sharing a blanket, surrounded by half-conscious teammates, and it felt more intimate than most of his actual relationships had.
He caught the side of Ilya’s face in the dim light. His eyes were half-closed, lashes dark against his skin, mouth relaxed for once now after they fell silent. The curls at his temple were flattened weirdly from his headphones earlier. He looked… human. Tired. A little fragile under all the bravado.
Shane’s heart did something awful and soft.
Oh.
The thought didn’t arrive with fireworks. It wasn’t a lightning bolt. It was more like a floor giving way under his feet, quietly, revealing open sky where he’d assumed there was solid ground.
Oh.
It wasn’t just wanting. It wasn’t just adrenaline and nostalgia and competitive obsession. It wasn’t just the way his body sparked when they touched, or the way his brain went sharper when they were on the ice together.
It was all the stupid little things.
The way he always knew where Ilya was on the ice without looking. The way his eyes instinctively found him in any room. The way he’d saved old game clips like sentimental junk, then refused to examine why.
The way one dumb text from a Russian number could yank his mood sideways.
The way he’d almost cried when he saw “Rozanov” on the trade ticker, not because of the media circus, but because some part of him had thought, Oh, so this isn’t over. I don’t get to just… bury this.
The way, even now, exhausted and hungover and full of guilt, his body relaxed a fraction under the shared blanket as soon as their shoulders touched.
Love.
It was being in love.
Of course it was. It had been love for a long time. He’d just refused to call it that because calling it that meant he had to look at his life and admit it didn’t fit around it.
He stared at his own knuckles, fingers clenched on top of the blanket, ring bright and small.
He thought of Rose’s text that morning. We can look at venues when you get back? Her smile over the laptop. The way she’d hugged him in the kitchen and rolled her eyes and said, “Medium crisis.”
He loved her. He did. That hadn’t been a lie. She was home and warmth and clean laundry and someone who knew which brand of protein bar didn’t make his stomach hurt. She’d seen him at his worst and hadn’t run.
But this?
This quiet, needle-sharp ache sitting here beside Ilya in the dark, wanting to turn his hand palm-up under the blanket and lace their fingers together? The way his chest hurt at the thought of not doing that, of pulling away instead?
That was love too. And it was different. Dangerous and stupid and complicated and absolutely not going anywhere, no matter how hard he’d tried to drown it in wedding spreadsheets and couples therapy.
He felt sick.
He also felt, horribly, relieved, like some part of him had been waiting for him to stop lying to himself, even if the truth was worse.
“I’m going to ruin everything,” he thought, wildly, and then, “I already did.”
Ilya shifted beside him, adjusting the blanket so it covered more of Shane’s knee. The back of his hand brushed Shane’s thigh in the process, a tiny, casual contact.
Shane’s breath caught. He didn’t think Ilya even noticed.
He’d been trying so hard to keep everyone safe. To choose the right thing. To be the good man, the stable man, the man who came home and didn’t burn it all down for something that might not last.
And here he was, sitting in the dark with the one person who blew all of that to pieces just by existing.
He pictured Rose in a white dress. Smiling in photos. His hand in hers. A ring on her finger matching his.
He pictured Ilya in his stupid half-sheer shirt, laughing into his mouth in a hotel hallway. The sound he’d made when Shane dragged him closer. The way it had felt like finally unclenching a fist he’d been holding closed for years.
There was no version of this where everyone walked away unhurt.
But there were versions where he kept pretending.
He could marry Rose. He could pretend what happened on this road trip was a mistake, a moment of weakness. He could compartmentalise like a champ, be the husband, the captain, the ex-hookup who “just” ran a power play with the man he’d been in love with for half a decade.
And he would die by inches.
He saw it too clearly: the distance in Rose’s eyes growing, year by year. The way he’d avoid certain topics, certain names. The nights he’d come home from games where he and Ilya had lit up the ice together and he’d feel… hollow, because he couldn’t talk about it the way he wanted to. He saw himself turning into someone he hated, resentful, split, constantly pretending a part of him didn’t exist.
He thought of Ilya, too, caught in that orbit, having to watch Shane wear a ring in interviews, joke about his perfect domestic life, be “normal,” while this thing between them hummed under the surface like a live wire.
That would hurt him. It already was.
And him? He was already hurting. Every day of pretending had slowly been skinning him alive. Last night had just… torn the rest off.
He couldn’t do it.
He couldn’t marry her and drag them all through that slow rot.
He didn’t know what the hell would happen if he didn’t. If he called it off. Whether he and Ilya would even, could even, actually make something out of this that wasn’t just a beautifully burning mess. Whether the team would survive it. Whether he would.
But he knew, with a sudden, brutal, sickening clarity, that this: engaged, in love with someone else, one hand reaching for the life he was supposed to have while the rest of him turned toward the wrong person in a dark plane, could not be his future.
He was going to have to call off the wedding.
Not because of Ilya, exactly. Not in a nice cause-and-effect way he could put on a diagram.
But because he wanted him. Because he was in love with him. Because that was real, and pretending it wasn’t was destroying everyone slowly. He couldn’t do that to Rose. Not when she’d walked into this with open eyes and an open heart, thinking she was getting all of him.
He couldn’t do it to Ilya, either, to keep him half-fed on scraps, hugging him in hallways but never actually choosing him, forcing him to coexist with the bride in pictures and pressers, being forever the thing Shane did in the shadows, the ghost he never admitted.
And he couldn’t do it to himself.
He’d spent his whole life contorting into the version of himself he thought he was supposed to be. At some point, he had to stop bleeding for the sake of optics.
Beside him, Ilya shifted again, head lolling slightly against the headrest, not asleep but not awake either. His eyes were closed now, features softer. He’d always been oddly beautiful when he let his guard down. It made something in Shane’s chest twist.
Carefully, without thinking too hard about it, he inched his arm a little closer under the blanket, just enough that their elbows pressed, solid and warm.
Ilya didn’t stir. But his fingers, lying loose on his own thigh, curled in, almost subconsciously, brushing the side of Shane’s hand.
Only that.
No declaration. No claiming. Just that small, sleeping gravity.
It was enough.
Shane’s eyes burned suddenly, stupidly.
He turned his head toward the window, blinked hard at the cold smear of stars and the red blink of the wing light.
I’m going to break her heart, he thought, stomach hollowing. I’m going to break my own.
And still, under the guilt and fear and grief, a quiet, treacherous truth sat there, steady as a heartbeat:
I want him. I’m in love with him. I can’t pretend I’m not anymore.
He didn’t say any of it out loud.
He just sat there in the dim cabin, sharing a blanket with the man he finally admitted he loved, feeling the plane carry them home toward the conversation that was going to change everything until he fell asleep
***
Ilya’s POV
At some point, the tension just… leaks out of Shane.
One minute he’s a coil of wire in the seat beside Ilya, jaw clenched, eyes fixed on the seatback, fingers digging into the blanket like it did something wrong.
The next, his head tips. It’s a small movement, barely a shift, like turbulence nudged him. His chin dips toward his chest, then lists sideways, searching for the nearest solid thing.
Ilya is the nearest solid thing. The weight of it lands on his shoulder, sudden, warm, heavy. For a heartbeat, Ilya goes completely still.
He should move. That’s his first thought. He should shrug, clear his throat, do anything to wake him up enough so he straightens up, so there’s space between them, so this doesn’t become another thing he can’t stop wanting.
He doesn’t move. Shane’s skull settles into the curve where Ilya’s shoulder meets his neck, like it belongs there. His breath ghosts hot and even across the side of Ilya’s throat. Under the thin, ugly airline blanket, his knuckles unclench at last, fingers loosening on the fabric.
He’s out.
A soft, rough little snore slips out of him on the next exhale. It’s ridiculous. It makes something in Ilya’s chest twist so hard he has to suck in a silent breath around it.
Idiot, he thinks. Tenderly. My idiot.
The cabin is dark, blue light washing over slack faces and crooked necks and headphones askew. A few screens glow, forgotten. Somewhere behind them, Kenny is murmuring in his sleep. Someone’s knee keeps knocking the seatback.
Here, in their little square of air, everything is absurdly quiet.
Ilya looks down at the top of Shane’s head. At the silky, flattened dark strands where the headset had been, the little bump at his hairline from the hit. At the bare shell of his ear, flushed pink from the airplane air.
He feels the weight of him like an extra bone in his own body. The ridiculously small, traitorous part of his brain that still believes in miracles whispers, Mine, and he wants to laugh at himself.
He promised he wouldn’t do this.
He’d made deals with himself on the trade flight. On the first day of practice. In the tunnel before the first scrimmage. Every time Shane looked at him like a problem and then pretended not to.
I won’t touch him. Not like that. I won’t be the reason his life explodes. I won’t fuck around with someone who already belongs to somebody else. I won’t be that man. Not to him. Not ever.
And then last night. The dance. The way Shane had melted back against him like his body remembered every step. The hallway. The moment in front of that hotel door when Ilya had heard himself say, fuck it, and then every promise he’d made to himself went exactly where all his other good intentions always went.
He’d told himself he just wanted a taste. One more fix to prove it was still the same, that he hadn’t imagined it. To make the ghost match the reality before he shoved it back in the box.
It hadn’t helped. It had made everything worse.
The way Shane had kissed him back wasn’t casual, wasn’t curious, wasn’t lonely-road-trip boredom. He’d kissed like a man who’d been starving for years and had finally found water, and for a few stupid, bright seconds Ilya had almost let himself believe…
Then the ring had knocked against his knuckles, and reality had come back like a slap.
Breakfast had been a joke. The dancing jokes. The way Shane had gone pale and left his plate barely touched. The way he avoided looking at him like his eyes were dangerous.
Ilya had convinced himself on the bus that this was it. That Shane would go home, drown himself in Rose’s cooking and parents and therapists and spreadsheets, and pretend this never happened. That the kiss would be filed under road trip mistakes, the way you file bad turnovers and stupid penalties, and Ilya would be… tolerated. An excellent player. A necessary evil. Nothing more.
He’d told himself he was ready for that. He’d told himself it was better than nothing.
But now Shane is asleep on his shoulder like he trusts him with his whole stupid, heavy head. Like he thinks Ilya is something you can rest on.
Ilya can feel every breath.
He stares at the seat in front of them and lets the ache expand, slow and steady, behind his ribs.
There’s a part of him that wants to press his mouth to Shane’s hair, right there where it’s flattened and ridiculous, and just… stay. Pretend they are already some other version of themselves, ten years on, rings on both their hands, bad backs, shared mortgage, quiet flights where this is allowed.
He doesn’t move.
His fingers curl under the blanket instead, closing around his own knee.
Am I losing you? the thought comes, sudden and sharp. Am I already losing you?
It’s stupid. Overdramatic. He wants to scoff at himself. They’ve been on the same team for a handful of weeks. Before that, they’d gone years without seeing each other in person, years of barely anything but a few drunk texts and the occasional game where they tried to kill each other.
You can’t lose what you never had, he tells himself.
It doesn’t help.
Because he did have something, back then. In that hotel, in that short, impossible slice of time when the world felt very small and very simple: my room, your hands, this secret, this heat. And then he’d watched it slip through his fingers because he’d been a coward and a disaster and because neither of them knew how to be anything else.
Now Shane has a ring and a life and a woman who looked at him from the stands like he was the sun, and Ilya has walked straight back into the same story like an idiot.
Am I losing you? his mind loops, quieter, more frantic. Am I losing you for good this time?
Losing him to what, exactly? To the life he chose. To safety. To spreadsheets and cake tastings and his mom’s group chat. To whoever Shane is trying so hard to be.
To Rose.
He’s seen her up close now. On TV, in press photos. She’s kind. Sharp. Watches Shane the way people watch something they can’t believe they actually get to keep. She loves him in ways Ilya never learned how to love anyone, steady, sturdy, practical as a well-packed bag.
The thought of being the reason he gets hurt makes him feel sick. He’s broken enough things. He’s ruined enough lives. His mother, his father, so many boys… 
But he can’t pretend he doesn’t want to steal Shane anyway.
That’s the worst part. Not the kiss, not the dance, not even the way he’s sitting here letting Shane drool on his hoodie. The worst part is the small, mean part of him that whispered last night, say my name and walk away from her. Choose me this time. Just once.
He presses the back of his head against the seat, eyes closing.
He’s tired. He’s been tired since he was twelve and realised the adults in his house weren’t going to save him from anything. Tired since he was twelve and standing over his mothers body. Tired since his twenties when he realised people loved the show more than the man putting himself through it.
He’s tired of wanting things he isn’t supposed to touch.
Under the blanket, Shane shifts again, a little, sighing. His hand slides, knuckles bumping Ilya’s thigh, and stays there. Warm. Unconscious.
Ilya swallows around the lump in his throat.
Idiot, he thinks again, and he’s not sure which one of them he means.
He told himself when the trade went through that he was coming here to win a Cup. To hit people and score goals and burn out whatever was left in his legs in a way that meant something. He promised himself he would be good, for once. Good teammate. Good soldier. No drama. No mess.
No him.
And yet…
Dance floor. Corridor door. Now this.
He wants to be angry with Shane. It would be easier if he could make him the villain in his own head, someone weak, selfish, cruel. It would harden something that is currently too soft, too open.
But he’d seen him at breakfast, shadows under his eyes, hands shaking a little on the coffee cup. He’d watched him watch his phone like it was a bomb. Shane is not walking through this untouched. He never does. He’s going to go home and tear his own world apart. Or he’s going to go home and tape it back together even tighter, pretend harder, try to be twice the fiancé, twice the captain, twice the good man he thinks he has to be.
Either way, something is going to break.
Am I losing you? The thought softens, becomes a sting behind his ribs instead of a scream. Were you ever mine enough to lose?
He knows the answer. It doesn’t matter. He can feel the shape of the loss already. The potential of it. Like standing on a frozen river listening to the ice groan under his feet.
He could nudge Shane awake. Shift his shoulder, make some joke about drool, put the wall back up. That would be smarter. Safer.
Instead, he lets him sleep.
He shifts just enough to make it easier - slides down an inch in his seat, shoulder angling so Shane’s neck won’t be at a terrible angle when he wakes. The blanket slips; he catches the edge with careful fingers and tucks it back over his knee and Shane’s. Shane’s head rolls a little with the movement, closer. The tip of his nose brushes the side of Ilya’s throat for a second, warm and soft.
Ilya stops breathing.
His heart pounds against his ribs so loud he’s convinced the whole plane can hear it.
It passes. Shane settles, breath evening out again.
Ilya exhales, finally, carefully, through his nose.
“Just this, Rozanov” he tells himself, silently, whispering almost soundlessly. “Just this flight. Just this shoulder.”
He knows it’s a lie. That this will live in him for years, that he’ll replay it in shitty hotel rooms and on buses and in summer houses he’s invited to for parties. That he’ll stand on the ice some night when they’re forty, both backs shot, and still feel the phantom weight of Shane’s head on his shoulder.
Am I losing you?
Maybe he already has.
He turns his face the smallest fraction, not enough to be a real touch, just enough that if anyone asked, he could say the turbulence did it.
His lips almost brush Shane’s hair.
He doesn’t kiss him. He’s not that stupid. Not here. Not now.
He lets himself hover there instead, breathing him in. The shampoo from the hotel, the faint sting of sweat, the clean sweat of a showered athlete, that warm, impossible Shane scent that he could pick out of a lineup blindfolded.
Then he leans his head back against the seat, eyes fixed on the dark curve of the window and the faint red blink of the wing light outside.
He doesn’t sleep.
He holds still and lets Shane rest on him and feels every second of it like a burn he knows will scar.
And over and over, under the engine hum and the rustle of the blanket and the slow rise and fall of Shane’s chest against his arm, his mind keeps circling the same small, terrified thought, like a dog worrying a bone. 
Am I losing you? Am I losing you? Am I losing you for good this time?
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  They land just before dawn. The cabin lights come up slow and cruel, washing everything in that washed-out grey that makes even healthy people look like corpses. The guys start to stir, hoods pushed back, headphones yanked off, seats clunking upright. Someone groans about their back. Someone else fumbles for their phone like it’s oxygen.
Shane blinks gritty eyes open. He doesn’t remember falling asleep again. Just remembers the weight of exhaustion, the hum of the engines, the solid line of Ilya’s arm against his, and then…
Now.
Shane’s neck twinges when he moves. He realises why a half-second later: his head had fallen the other way at some point, instead of on Ilya’s shoulder this time, chin tipped toward his chest. His mouth tastes stale.
Beside him, Ilya looks… bad. Not hangover bad. Not “I got three hours of sleep and my body hates me” bad. Something deeper.
There are bruised shadows under his eyes that have nothing to do with being post-game. His mouth is a flat line. His jaw keeps ticking like he’s clenching it, releasing, clenching again. He’s staring out the tiny oval window at the wing, at nothing.
“Seatbelts,” comes the crackly announcement. “Welcome home, folks.”
Click, click, click all down the aisle. Shane does his by feel. His fingers fumble.
No one talks much as they taxi in. A few tired chirps. The rookie complains about his ears popping. Kenny makes a half-hearted joke about “morning zombies” and gets told to shut up.
Shane sneaks another look at Ilya. He’s got one hand braced on his knee, knuckles white where the veins stand out. The other is balled in the blanket they forgot to give back, cheap fleece squeezed in his fist like it’s the only thing tethering him to the ground.
He doesn’t glance over once. The seatbelt sign dings off. Everyone’s up as soon as the plane stops, the overhead bins slamming open, bags yanked down, the little jostling shuffle of big bodies crammed into a narrow aisle.
Shane stands, reaches for his own carry-on. His fingers brush against Ilya’s as they both go for helpfully-stored bags out of pure habit.
“Sorry,” he mutters.
“It’s fine,” Ilya says without looking at him. His voice is flat, threaded through with something raw. “Is just hand.”
The words land like a tiny slap.
He deserves it. He grips the handle of his bag a little too hard and follows the line out, down the jet bridge, into the fluorescent emptiness of arrivals.
***
Baggage claim always feels like purgatory.
Early morning crowds, harsh lighting, that echo of airport hum. Other flights spill in, families, business travelers, backpackers with neck pillows looped around their arms. The carousels beep and whine and creak into motion one by one, half the bags on each belt looking exactly the same. The team clusters near their assigned one, a loose knot of track pants and team-issued jackets. Some have hats pulled low. A couple toss pucks back and forth idly. The equipment manager hangs back, already on his phone arranging pick-ups.
Shane stands slightly off to one side, hands shoved deep into his coat pockets. The air conditioning bites through the thin fabric of his t-shirt. He watches the belt crawl into life. Black bags appear and trundle past.
Ilya is on the opposite side of the carousel, a few meters away. Not far, not close. He’s got his hood up, hands in the kangaroo pocket, shoulders hunched. He looks like someone took the volume knob on him and turned it down.
Someone chirps him about his “airport chic.” He answers with half a quip that doesn’t quite land and then lapses back into silence.
They don’t talk.
Shane’s phone buzzes.
Rose welcome home ❤️
Rose i’m at work till 2, but i can leave early if you want to crash together, i miss your stupid face
He swallows.
His thumbs hover over the screen.
 
landed. miss you.
can we talk tonight?
 
He stares at the words for a full five seconds before hitting send. No heart this time. He can’t force himself to type one. It feels like forging a signature on a contract he knows he’s about to rip up.
Dots. Then:
Rose yeah, i figured we’d have to
Rose i’ll be home earlier
Rose drive safe.
His chest gets tighter and looser at the same time.
Suitcases start to slide past, the anonymous black rectangles, someone’s bright red hard-shell, a golf bag. Their bags appear in clumps, team-branded tags dangling.
“Last one to grab their gear buys coffee!” Kenny declares.
“Last one to grab their gear gets scratched,” Coach replies dryly.
There’s a flurry of motion. Everyone suddenly cares very much about being efficient. Shane spots his own bag, grabs it, sets it upright. The muscle memory of a hundred road trips kicks in: haul, balance, dodge.
One by one, guys peel off, wheeling their luggage toward the sliding doors where cars, rideshares, wives, girlfriends, and the team bus wait.
“Later, Cap,” Luca says, slapping his shoulder on the way past. “Don’t let the reporters eat you alive.”
“Text me if you need a couch to hide on,” G adds. “I have three and a dog.”
“Bye, Dad,” Kenny says, offering a fist-bump. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Shane bumps his fist, manages a faint smile. “Go home, menace.”
Slowly, the knot thins. And then it’s just… them.
Ilya’s duffel comes around last, of course. It’s heavy enough that anyone else would’ve grunted getting it off the belt. He lifts it like it weighs nothing, sets it down. For a moment, they stand on opposite sides of the now mostly empty carousel, a sad little game of mirror.
Shane’s heart is doing that stupid, panicked flutter. He can hear it in his ears more than he hears the airport announcements. If he just… walks away now, says “see you at practice,” nods, leaves, it will hurt. But it will be the kind of hurt he knows. Distance. Denial. A familiar choke.
And he’ll get in the car, go home, look at Rose, and shatter every lie he’s been balancing on. He’s already decided. He decided somewhere over the middle of the country, under that stupid shared blanket.
He’s choosing this. Him. Not cleanly. Not nobly. Not in a way that anyone will write songs about. But still, a choice. A different future. It doesn’t fix what he’s done. It doesn’t make it romantic. It just… is.
He walks around the carousel. His legs feel weirdly light. Like the air has thinned.
He stops in front of Ilya, close enough to smell the tired sweat on his hoodie, his cologne, the stale coffee on his breath. Ilya looks up, surprised, his eyes flickering and then flattening into something neutral.
“Guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” Shane says. His voice sounds hoarse.
“Unless we are both traded overnight,” Ilya says. The joke falls dead between them. He lifts one shoulder. “You know how it is.”
“Yeah,” Shane says. “I know.”
They stand like that, stupidly, both holding their bags like shields.
He wants to say so many things.
I’m going home to break off my engagement.
You’re the reason. Not in a blame way. In a I-choose-you way.
I’m terrified.
Don’t go anywhere.
His mouth doesn’t move. Instead, he shifts his bag to one hand, freeing the other.
“Come here,” he says softly, before he can think better of it.
Ilya’s brows knit. “What are you…”
Shane steps in. It’s not big. It’s not dramatic. No dipping, no grab-and-crash like last night.
He just leans forward in the middle of baggage claim, airport announcements droning and carousels whirring, and presses his lips to Ilya’s cheek. Not a quick, frat-bro smack. Not a European triple-kiss ritual.
A long, steady press. Warm mouth to winter-chilled skin. His hand comes up almost automatically, fingers brushing the curve of Ilya’s jaw, hooking light around the back of his neck to hold him there for an extra heartbeat.
He feels the stubble under his lips. The faint clench of muscle in Ilya’s jaw. Hears, absurdly loud, the little hitch in his breath. It lasts maybe two seconds. It feels like much longer.
He pulls back, slow.
Ilya’s eyes are wide now, the neutral mask blown clean off. There’s colour high in his cheeks that wasn’t there a moment ago.
“What was that,” he says, not quite a question, not quite steady.
“Goodbye,” Shane says. His voice is almost calm. It surprises him. “For now.”
He’s careful with the words. For now, not forever. He doesn’t let himself say more. If he does, he’ll give everything away here, at the wrong baggage carousel, under fluorescent lights, in yesterday’s clothes.
He lets his hand drop, fingers trailing off the warm line of Ilya’s neck. Picks the handle of his bag back up. Feels suddenly, stupidly naked.
“Get some sleep,” he says. “You look like hell.”
“There was mirror at the toilet,” Ilya manages. His mouth twitches, a ghost of a smirk trying to be born and failing. “I could see.”
There’s a thousand things in his eyes, hope, panic, anger, want, something like fear. For once, Shane doesn’t explain himself.
He just nods. “See you, Rozanov.”
“See you, captain,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane turns and walks away before his resolve can crack. The automatic doors whoosh open; cold air slaps his face. The sky is a washed-out grey, snow threatening but not yet falling. The parking lot smells like exhaust and ice.
He finds his car where he left it a few days ago, breath puffing white as he loads his bag into the trunk. When he gets in and shuts the door, the silence is deafening. He sits there with his hands on the steering wheel and feels everything at once. His heart is heavy. Dense with dread. With the knowledge of what’s about to happen to Rose’s face when he looks at her and says the words. With the knowledge that he is the one doing the hurting, that there is no way to spin it where he isn’t at fault.
He already hears his mother’s voice. His father’s. His own.
He should feel nothing but sick. And he does feel sick. The thought of walking into their apartment and breaking the world they’ve been building makes his stomach twist.
But under it, threaded through that sickness, braided carefully with it, is something else.
A strange, quiet lightness. Like he’s been holding his breath for years and, for the first time, is about to let it go. He sees it for a half-second, like a flash of a play on video before you hit pause: a future where he isn’t constantly performing two different people. Where he gets off a plane and doesn’t have to jerk away when his own heart reaches for the wrong body. Where he can sit too close and share blankets and stupid airport kisses without feeling like he’s stealing.
A future where Ilya is not the ghost at the edge of the life he’s supposed to live, but the person in the kitchen, at the rink, in the bed. Messy and volatile and loud and entirely, undeniably his.
He has no idea if they can make that future real. If they’re capable of not burning it down. If Ilya will even want it, once he sees the wreckage it takes to get there.But he wants the chance.
He wants him.
He can’t have both. He can’t have Rose and this, safety and fire, quiet and awake.
He’s already decided.
He starts the car.
The engine coughs, catches. The radio kicks on halfway through some song he doesn’t recognise. He turns it off. On the drive home, the highway is mostly empty. The city yawns open around him, dark outlines of buildings, the hint of dawn trying to smear colour into the sky.
His phone buzzes once in the cup holder with a text he doesn’t look at right away. His chest aches. His throat feels tight. His hand keeps tensing on the wheel.
And yet, somewhere under that, under every pulse of you’re about to hurt her and you don’t deserve happiness and this is going to blow up your whole life, there is this small, stubborn ember:
I chose you. You don’t know it yet. But I chose you.
For the first time in a long time, the future looks less like a script someone handed him and more like blank ice. Terrifying. Open.
His.
He takes the exit toward home. Toward Rose. Toward the conversation that’s going to break them both. His heart is heavy. His heart is lighter than it has been in years.
***
Rose had somehow outdone herself in this short span of time when he was driving back from the airport.
He knew it from the hallway, before he even opened the door. The smell hit first, garlic and tomatoes and something warm and her. Then the low thrum of a playlist he recognised, the one she put on whenever she was in a mood to fuss over him.
He unlocked the door and stepped inside. The apartment looked… soft. Lamps on, not overhead lights. Candles on the coffee table, on the kitchen counter. Two plates already set out with pasta and salad, wine poured. His hoodie folded neatly over the back of a chair.
Rose, barefoot in jeans and a loose sweater, turned from the stove with a smile that made his chest hurt.
“There he is,” she said, crossing the room in three quick steps. “My hockey hero.”
He tried to smile back. It probably looked like a flinch. She slid her arms around his neck before he could think to put his bag down, stretching up on her toes. Her lips brushed his cheek, warm.
“You look like death,” she murmured against his skin, fond. “Hot death, but death.”
“The flight was rough,” he said. His voice came out hoarse.
“Mm.” She leaned back just enough to look at him, still close. Her eyes did that quick scan, hair, eyes, shoulders, clocking every little bruise, the tired lines. “I saw the highlights. That goal. The hug. You were…” She shook her head, smiling. “You were insane.”
He swallowed. “Yeah.”
She lifted her chin, going for his mouth. His body moved before his brain caught up. He turned, just slightly, angling his head so her lips brushed the corner of his mouth instead. At the same time, his hands came to her waist, gentle, firmly holding her there but not quite close.
It took her half a second to realise. Her fingers tightened reflexively in the hair at the nape of his neck.
“Shane?” she said quietly.
He forced himself to meet her eyes.
“Rose,” he said, and his voice cracked on her name. “Babe… we need to talk.”
Her face fell like someone had cut the strings.
The light went out of her smile. Her hands dropped from his neck. For a second she looked like she might actually cry.
“Oh,” she said. Just that. Then, after a heartbeat: “Okay.”
The pasta bubbled quietly on the stove. A candle guttered on the table.
He let go of her waist as carefully as if she were made of glass.
“Can we…” His throat felt tight. “Couch?”
“Yeah,” she said, already moving. “Yeah. I’ll… I’ll just turn this off before we burn the place down.”
She clicked the stove off with precise, too-steady motions, slid the pot to a cool burner, turned off the music. The sudden quiet made the apartment feel smaller. They sat on opposite ends of the couch, facing each other, knees almost touching. Rose tucked one leg under herself, arms folding across her chest like she was cold. She wasn’t looking at him; her gaze was fixed somewhere over his shoulder.
He stared at his hands, at the ring on his finger, and then at her. There was no gentle way to do this.
He took a breath.
“We kissed,” he said.
Her head snapped around. Her eyes locked onto his, wide.
“What?” she said, flat.
“We kissed,” he repeated. His voice was soft, but the words landed like a dropped weight between them.
Her mouth worked once, soundless. Then: “Who is ‘we’.”
He closed his eyes for a second.
“Me and Ilya,” he said.
Silence. The name sat there, Ilya, like something heavy and inevitable finally being set down.
Her face went through about five expressions in two seconds. Shock first. Then a horrible kind of clarity, like puzzle pieces clicking into place. Hurt washed in last, slow and deep.
“Oh,” she whispered.
“I’m… I’m so sorry,” he said, the words tumbling now that they’d started. “I shouldn’t have… I mean, I knew it was wrong even while I was doing it, and I did it anyway. That’s on me. Not on him. I…”
“Stop,” she said sharply, holding up a hand. “Just… give me a second.”
He stopped. She sucked in a breath, let it out, eyes closed. When she opened them again, they were wet.
“So,” she said, voice thin but steady. “Was it… just the once?”
He nodded. “Yes. Just once.”
“In the hotel?” she asked. “On this trip?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Last night.”
Her jaw clenched.
“And before that?” she asked. “Did anything… Has anything been happening all this time? Since he got traded? Since…” She gestured vaguely at the air between them. “Since the universe decided it was funny to put you two back together?”
“No,” he said, quickly. “We danced in the club. That was… too much. But nothing happened before last night. Nothing physical. I swear to you.”
“Physical,” she repeated, tasting the word like it might be poison. “Right.”
He swallowed. “There were… feelings. Before,” he admitted. “On my end. Confusion. Obsession. Whatever you want to call it. I just… shoved them in a box and told myself I’d dealt with it. That was a lie.”
Rose stared at him.
“Okay,” she said slowly. “So you danced. You kissed. Once. And you came home to tell me.” Her fingers dug into her own arms. “Why?”
It wasn't an accusation. It was a genuine, bewildered question. He could’ve lied. He could’ve said something about guilt, about honesty, about wanting to fix things. The truth was simpler and worse.
“Because on the plane back,” he said, voice rough, “I realised that whatever this is… it isn’t going away. That I’ve been lying to myself about it for years, and lying to you without meaning to. And I can’t marry you like that.”
Her eyes flashed. “So you’re breaking off the engagement.”
It wasn’t a question.
He nodded, throat tight. “Yeah. I am.”
Silence stretched, taut. She looked at the coffee table instead of him, at the candles she’d lit and forgotten to blow out. Wax had run down the sides in little rivers.
When she spoke again, her voice shook.
“Is it him?” she asked. “Is it… is it about him, specifically? Or is this just your… brain, your anxiety, your ‘I’m broken, I can’t do this’ thing trying to find a new way out?”
He owed her the truth. All of it.
“It’s both,” he said. “My brain is definitely… doing things. You know me.” A weak huff that wasn’t quite a laugh. “But it’s not just that. It’s him. And me. And how I feel when I’m around him. How I’ve always felt.”
Her eyes flicked up. 
“How do you feel?” she asked, very quietly.
He looked at her. At the woman who’d held his hand through injuries and bad seasons, who’d made him soup and grilled him on his therapy homework, who’d texted his parents when he forgot. He hated himself.
“I think I’m in love with him,” he said.
The words made something in his chest tear, even as some other part of him finally exhaled.
Rose closed her eyes.
“Yeah,” she whispered. “I know.”
He blinked. “You.. know?”
“Shane,” she said, opening them again, and now the hurt sat openly there, big and raw, “I’m not blind. I’m not stupid. You light up when he walks into a room. You talk about him like you’re trying not to. Every time his name came up in interviews, you looked like you’d gotten away with something.” Her mouth twisted. “You used to smile like that when you talked about me.”
“That’s not fair,” he said, helpless.
“No,” she agreed. “It’s not. None of this is.”
Tears slipped down her cheeks. She wiped them away with the heel of her hand, annoyed with them.
“I kept telling myself it was just… hockey,” she said. “Chemistry. Captain stuff. That I was being crazy and jealous and unfair. I even told your mom that I felt like the other person in your relationship was a guy on skates and not another woman, and she laughed. Sai you are not into guys” Her voice wobbled. “I wasn’t wrong, was I? And your mom was wrong?”
He shook his head, tears burning behind his own eyes. “No. And my mom was wrong, I…”
For a moment, the only sound in the room was both of them trying not to cry too loudly.
“I should have told you sooner,” he said hoarsely. “About the past. About him. About… what I was struggling with. I thought if I just… worked harder at loving you right, this would go away. That I could… choose my way out of it. Be better. Stronger. Whatever.” He laughed, bitter. “I was arrogant. And selfish.”
She frowned. “Don’t you dare make this a ‘I’m a terrible person, pity me’ speech.”
“I’m not,” he said, quickly. “I just… I need you to know this isn’t about you not being enough. You are. You’ve always been. You’re… incredible, Rose. You make me better. You make everything calmer. I love you.”
Her shoulders jerked. “Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t say that.”
“It’s true,” he insisted. “I do. I love you. That doesn’t go away because I… also love someone else. It just means I’ve been lying to myself about what that is, and that’s not fair to you. You deserve someone who is all-in. Not someone whose heart is…” He gestured helplessly at his own chest. “Split.”
She stared at him for a long moment, then let out a shaky breath.
“I would have married you anyway,” she said. “Did you know that? I would have married you knowing some part of you was always going to be in love with the game, with the team, with… whatever. I signed up for that. I didn’t sign up for competing with a man you used to sleep with.”
He flinched.
“We were kids,” he said. “It was… short. Messy. We never…”
“I know,” she cut in, quietly ruthless. “I’m not stupid, Shane. I may not have had every detail, but I knew there was something. The way you went stiff the first time his name came up. The way you refused to talk about that tournament. The way you looked when the trade announcement ran across the screen.” Her mouth trembled. “I told myself it was ancient history. I wanted to believe you.”
“You were right to be suspicious,” he said, voice low. “And I’m sorry I let you doubt yourself instead of listening to you. I’m sorry I didn’t deal with this before I asked you to marry me. I’m sorry I kissed him at all. That’s on me. One hundred percent. Not on him. If you’re going to be mad at anyone, be mad at me.”
“Oh, I am,” she said. A small, humourless laugh. “Trust me, the fury is there. It’s just… drowning in everything else.”
He nodded.
“I want to be fair to you,” he said again. “That’s why I’m telling you now. Not six months into a marriage. Not ten years and two kids from now. I couldn’t live with myself if I did that to you.”
“And what do you think this is?” she demanded, finally turning fully towards him, eyes blazing through the tears. “You think this hurts less because there isn’t a dress hanging in the closet yet? Because we haven’t put down a deposit? I have been planning my life around you for years, Shane.”
“I know,” he said, the words hitting like a blow. “And that’s exactly why I can’t keep doing this. Because I can’t give you what you deserve. Not really. Not the way you should have it.”
He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, head in his hands for a second, then forced himself to look at her again.
“I want him,” he said, quietly. “I don’t know what that looks like, or if we’re even… capable of making it work without setting everything on fire. But I want the chance to try. And I can’t ask you to stay while I figure that out.”
Her face crumpled. “So that’s it,” she said. “You’re choosing him.”
He opened his mouth, then closed it.
“Yes,” he said finally. “I am.”
There it was. The ugliest truth in the room, hanging heavy between them.
Rose let out a sound that was half laugh, half sob.
“You know what the worst part is?” she said. “I always said I wanted you to choose yourself. To stop living for everyone else’s expectations. I just didn’t realise ‘yourself’ meant…” She gestured vaguely, hands shaking. “This.”
He swallowed again. His throat hurt.
“I don’t expect you to understand,” he said. “Or forgive me. Or ever want to see me again. You’re allowed to hate me for this.”
She stared at him like he’d said something absolutely insane.
“I don’t hate you,” she said. “God, I wish I did. It would be easier.” She scrubbed her eyes. “I’m furious. I’m heartbroken. I feel stupid. But I don’t hate you. That’s half the problem.”
He didn’t know what to do with his hands. They ended up clenched together so tight his knuckles ached.
“I can… I’ll move out,” he said, rushing. “You can keep the apartment, if you want. Or I’ll go stay with my parents, or a teammate, whatever you need. I don’t want to… rub salt in anything by being here while you…”
“Stop planning your exit like a PR statement,” she snapped, then shook her head, calmer. “We can figure out logistics later. Right now I’m… I’m still trying to get my brain around the fact that the wedding is off because you’re in love with your alternate captain.”
He winced. She stared at the ring on his hand.
“Take it off,” she said suddenly.
His stomach lurched. “Rose…”
“Please,” she added, softer. “I can’t… I can’t sit here and look at it for another minute.”
He swallowed, nodded. The metal felt heavier than it ever had as he twisted it off. The groove underneath, pale from months of wearing, looked naked. He placed the ring carefully on the coffee table between them. Rose looked at it like it might explode.
“I don’t think you’re a bad person,” she said quietly, after a long moment. “I think you’re a good person who got really, really tangled up in his own head and his own heart and did some shitty, selfish things trying not to admit what he wanted.” Her lips trembled. “I also think you broke my trust in a way that’s going to take me a long time to recover from. But that’s… my work now. Not yours.”
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered again.
“I know,” she said. “And I believe you.”
She sniffed, straightened a little, like she was putting some invisible armour back on.
“You’re going to have to tell them,” she added. “Your parents. The team. The press, eventually. People are going to say awful things about me and about him and about you. You know that, right?”
“Yeah,” he said. “I know.”
“Don’t you dare let anyone call me the crazy, clingy ex,” she said, a flash of her usual steel. “And don’t you let anyone turn him into the villain of this story. You kissed him. You came home and ended this. You own that.”
“I will,” he said. “I promise.”
“And for God’s sake,” she added, voice cracking, “if you’re going to blow up your whole life for him… make it worth it. Be honest. Be kind. Go to therapy. Don’t drag him through this only to… bail when it gets hard. He doesn’t look like someone who’s had a lot of people stay.”
He blinked, tears spilling over. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
They sat there a long time, not quite touching, the little gold ring between them like a fallen star. At some point, Rose wiped her face again, took a shaky breath.
“I’m going to go stay at Miles’s for a few days,” she said. “I need… space. You can pack some things later, when I’m not here. We’ll figure the rest out.”
“Do you want me to go now?” he asked. “I can grab a bag and…”
“No,” she said. “You just got off a plane. Sit. Breathe. I’ll… pack a bag and call a cab.” She stood, wobbling a little. “I don’t trust myself to drive right now.”
He half-rose, hands out like he could help, then forced himself back down when she shot him a look. She disappeared into the bedroom. He heard drawers, the zip of a suitcase, the muffled sound of her crying when she thought he couldn’t hear.
He sat on the couch with his hands between his knees and stared at the ring.
He’d done it. He’d chosen.
It felt like cutting off a limb. It felt, somewhere deep down under the wreckage, like finally stepping onto ice that was actually his.
When Rose came back out with her bag, eyes red, he stood. They looked at each other for a long second.
“Can I…” he started, unsure. “Is it… okay if I hug you?”
She hesitated. Then she stepped into his arms.
The hug wasn’t like their usual ones, no jokes, no back-pats, no easy warmth. It was stiff at first, then shuddering, then something in her melted against him and she sobbed once into his shoulder. He held her carefully, like something precious he no longer had the right to keep.
“I really did want to marry you, you know,” she said into his shirt.
“I know,” he whispered. “I wanted to be the guy you thought I was.”
“You still can be,” she said, pulling back, eyes shining. “Just… not with me.”
His chest cinched. He nodded. She picked up her bag, grabbed her coat, didn’t look at the ring on the table.
At the door, she turned back.
“Tell him soon,” she said. “Whatever you choose to tell him. Don’t make him sit in limbo.”
“I will,” he said. “Once… once the dust settles a little.”
She gave him a look that said you’re probably going to wait too long anyway, then shook her head like she was letting it go.
“Goodbye, Shane,” she said.
“Bye, Rose,” he said.
The door clicked shut behind her. Silence rushed in. He stood in the middle of their, of his, living room and let himself feel it, all of it. The loss, the relief, the guilt, the tiny, terrifying filament of hope.
On the coffee table, the ring caught the candlelight and gleamed. He picked it up, turned it in his fingers once, then set it carefully in the little ceramic dish that had held their keys and coins and other small, everyday things.
Then he sat back down on the couch, elbows on his knees, and let his head fall into his hands.
His heart was in pieces. It was also, for the first time in a very long time, pointed in one clear direction.
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  Shane could feel it before he saw it.
Practice the next morning had that weird, brittle energy from the minute he stepped onto the ice. Guys’ jokes were a little too loud, edges a little too sharp. His own limbs felt heavy, like someone had swapped his bones for wet sand. He’d barely slept. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Rose’s face when he slid the ring off. Every time he opened them, he saw Ilya’s cheek under his mouth at baggage claim.
Coach blew the whistle, gathering them at centre ice. “Mornin’,” he said. “Congrats on the opener. You got your win and your hangovers. Now we get back to work, because this league doesn’t care what you did two nights ago.”
Shane glanced at the circle.
One number was missing. His stomach sank.
“Where’s Rozanov?” Coach barked, looking around like the man might materialise out of a snowdrift.
“On his way,” G said. “Texted ten minutes ago. Said traffic was shit.”
Shane’s jaw clenched. He wanted to say he’s never late, because he almost never was. Ilya pushed everything else to the edge, sleep, food, sanity, but not the ice. The ice was the one altar he didn’t mess with.
Coach scowled but nodded. “Fine. We start without him. Warm-up laps, let’s go.”
They skated. Sprints, crossovers, suicides. Shane’s lungs burned pleasantly, welcome distraction from the acid sitting in his chest. Ten minutes in, the door by the bench opened. Cold air gusted in. Ilya stepped on the ice without looking at anyone. Helmet already on, chin strap fastened, eyes dark under the visor. No chirp about traffic. No sheepish “miss me?” look at the rookies. He just joined the back of the line, shoulders hunched, almost like he could pretend he hadn’t been late at all.
Shane’s pulse kicked. They passed each other on opposite ends of a drill. He caught a blur of black gear, the familiar angle of his stride, the way he cut into his edges like he trusted the ice more than gravity.
Their eyes didn’t meet. The rest of practice was like that.
They ran through systems, five-on-five, special teams, the whole new structure. Ilya did his job, more than did it; he was vicious, disruptive, relentless. He cut off passing lanes like he’d written the playbook, harassed their D into turnovers, buried two shots bar-down on the second power play unit.
To anyone else, he looked… normal. Maybe a little more dangerous.
To Shane, he looked like a locked door.
He barked calls - “Switch!” “Stay!” “Mine!”- but never said his name. When their rushes lined up, when Shane cut through the middle and dropped a pass blind into Ilya’s lane and it landed on his tape like it belonged there, the little surge of connection was a live wire under Shane’s ribs.
He skated back to the bench after one particularly smooth cycle, breathless. “Nice,” he said without thinking as he passed.
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “Just doing my job, captain,” he said. Flat. Formal.
No smirk. No flicker of heat or hurt. Just that. Shane flinched.
By the time Coach blew the final whistle, his shirt was plastered to his back and his brain felt like it had been scraped raw.
“Good work,” Coach called. “We’ll tighten some stuff before the next game, but for now, stretch, shower, ice bath if you need it. Meeting at nine tomorrow. Don’t be late.”
Guys filtered off in clumps, the usual ribbing and groaning, the smack of sticks against the boards. Shane tugged at the strap on his helmet, scanning for a gap in the crowd, a moment, anything.
He caught a glimpse of the black jersey vanishing toward the tunnel, moving faster than usual, shoulders set.
“Il..” He bit off the name, glanced at the guys beside him. “Rozanov!”
No response. Either he didn’t hear or he was pretending not to. By the time Shane got to the hallway, he was gone. His stall in the room had its usual chaos of tape and towels, but the man himself was already stripped down to compression gear, shoving clothes into a bag with sharp, efficient movements.
Shane opened his mouth. Ilya yanked a hoodie on, grabbed his bag, and walked past him without a word. He didn’t even shower. Shane caught the faint, clean scent of yesterday's soap under today’s cologne as he passed. He stared at the swinging door.
“Someone’s in a rush,” Kenny muttered nearby, towelling his hair.
“Probably late for tea with Putin,” G said.
Shane forced a breathy little laugh, nodded like it was funny, and went to shower. He told himself it was a one-off. Bad sleep. Jet lag. Whatever.
It wasn’t.
The next day, Ilya was on time, but he didn’t speak unless he had to. He ran rushes with robotic precision. Took every coach’s instruction like a soldier under review. Not a single chirp.
After practice, same thing. No shower, no small talk. Hoodie, bag, gone.
Day three: late again. Grey circles under his eyes. Aggressive in drills, short with anyone who tried to banter.
Day four: he didn’t show up at all.
The room buzzed when Coach announced it. “He’s sick,” was the official line. “Stomach bug or something. He texted the trainer this morning. Rest day. He’ll be back tomorrow.”
Shane’s throat went dry. He shouldn’t care this much. People missed practice. Flu season. Life. But he’d known Ilya for a long time. “Sick” meant he’d have to be half-dead to stay off the ice.
The guys chirped, of course. “Did he finally drink the hotel sink water?”, but there was an edge of unease.
“Everything okay with him?” Luca muttered, half to Shane. “He’s been… weird.”
Shane’s answering shrug was too tight.
“New team,” he said. “New city. People adjust at their own pace.”
He didn’t add: Or maybe he’s avoiding the guy who blew up his own engagement and then never said a word about it.
He looked down at his hand during a water break. No ring. Just the tape. It felt like a neon sign. No one had asked. Maybe they were being polite. Maybe they were waiting for him to say it himself. Maybe no one had noticed.
Or maybe they had, and they were giving him enough rope to hang himself with.
He went home every night to an apartment that still smelled faintly like Rose’s perfume and looked almost exactly the same, her mug on the shelf, her throw blanket on the couch, minus the small life of her in it. He slept badly on a bed that felt too big. Every time his phone buzzed, his stomach lurched.
She didn’t text. Neither did Ilya.
***
The game came fast. Home opener. Big crowd. Extra cameras. The kind of night where the anthem got sung a little louder and everyone’s parents watched.
They were in the tunnel, helmets off, lined up under the lights. Ilya, back from his “stomach bug,” stood a couple of guys ahead, bouncing on his skates. His face was blank. No last-minute chirp to the rookie. No soft, sideways look at Shane.
The announcer roared their names. The roar of the crowd rolled down the tunnel like a wave.
“Let’s go, boys,” Coach said. “Start like you mean it.”
They did. The first period was a knife fight, exactly the kind of game their new system was built for. Hits, blocks, ugly plays. They went down a goal, then clawed it back with a brutal deflection off Ilya’s stick from a point shot Shane had set up.
For a few shifts at a time, it felt like the away game, pure chemistry, brains and bodies humming in sync.
But there was… static. They were a half-second off here and there. A misread on a change. A missed assignment that usually wouldn’t happen. A backcheck that started a stride too late.
By the third period, 2–2, the building was vibrating. They got a power play with four minutes left.
Coach tapped them both on the shoulder. “This is it,” he said. “You two, set the tone. We put this away now, or they’ll take it.”
They nodded. Shane skated to the dot, heart hammering. Ilya took his spot on the wall. The draw dropped. He won it cleanly, kicked it back to the point. The puck moved around the ice, smooth and fast. Down low, back up, across. They were running the play they’d drawn a hundred times: go low to Ilya, then seam it through to Shane in the slot for a quick shot.
He slid into position, stick ready, trusting.
The pass came. Too hard. Too wide. It clipped his tape and kept going, skipping out of the zone. The crowd groaned. He spun, chased. They regrouped, but the momentum died. The power play petered out without a shot.
Back on the bench, lungs burning, he yanked his helmet off.
“What the hell was that?” he snapped, turning to Ilya. “We’ve run that play a thousand times.”
“You drifted too far inside,” Ilya shot back, not even looking at him. “Lane wasn’t there. I had to adjust.”
“You rifled it at my ankles,” Shane snapped. “Adjust by slowing down, not by firing a grenade.”
“Maybe move your feet faster,” Ilya said. “I am not your babysitter, Hollander.”
Coach barked something about focusing, about next shifts. They shut up. For the moment. The game went to overtime. Three-on-three. Open ice, terrifying and beautiful.They started out together. Speed. Space. Mistakes waiting to happen. Twice they nearly ended it, once on a two-on-one where Ilya hit the post so hard the sound made Shane’s teeth ache, once on a rush where Shane tried to thread a pass too fine and it got picked off.
On the third go-round, it actually did end.
For them. A bad change. That was all.
They’d been out for close to a minute, too long in OT even with the long change. Shane saw Ilya flagging and yelled, “Off!” as they carried the puck up.
Ilya hesitated. Tried to make one more move at the blue line, one more cut. He lost an edge, went down hard on his back, helmet banging on the ice.
The puck popped off his stick. The other team’s centre scooped it up and went. Two strides and he was past them both. The D on the ice was just stepping up, caught in no man’s land.
Breakaway. Shot. Net. Horn. The building groaned. A few boos. Mostly just that deflated, stunned silence that fills the gap between hope and reality.
Ilya lay on the ice for half a second, staring at the ceiling. Then he slammed his stick once, hard enough to crack the shaft, and pushed himself up.
Shane’s chest was a tight, hot knot. He wanted to say, It’s fine. It happens. We’ll get it back next time. He also wanted to shake him.
In the locker room, the air was thick with sweat and disappointment. Coach gave the measured speech about “good effort, small mistakes, fixable things.” The journalists in the media room would be worse later.
Guys stripped in tired, frustrated silence. Shane sat at his stall, jaw clenched, replaying the last shift in his head like a broken record. One more clean change and they would’ve had fresher legs against tired opponents. One less hero move at the blue line and it’s a dump, a chase, another minute.
Ilya yanked his jersey over his head, hair sticking up in damp curls. He ripped his pads off in sharp motions, jaw tight enough to crack. Something in Shane snapped.
“You know better than that,” he said, low but edged. “That change was terrible.”
A couple of heads lifted.
Ilya didn’t look at him. “I slipped,” he said. “Ice was shit.”
“You slipped because you were going too fast and tried to make another move instead of getting off,” Shane shot back. “We’ve talked about this.”
“Thank you, Captain Hindsight,” Ilya said, words like flint. “Your wisdom is incredible. Maybe you should have thought of that before your perfect little arrow system had me on ice for a full minute.”
“At least I stuck to the system,” Shane snapped. “You can’t just freelance in OT and expect everyone to clean up after you.”
Now Ilya looked at him. Really looked. His eyes were flat, cold. No playful spark. No manic edge. Just… hurt, raw and hidden under anger.
“Freelance?” he said quietly. “We lose by one and suddenly it is all my fault?”
“I didn’t say that,” Shane said, heat rising in his face. “But that turnover…”
“Oh, right,” Ilya cut in, voice rising. “The turnover. Not the missed backcheck in second. Not the power play where you whiffed the pass and killed the lane. Not the faceoff you lost clean in our zone. My one mistake. Very convenient.”
Shane flinched. “This isn’t about…”
“Of course it is not,” Ilya said. “Nothing is ever about you. Not your engagement. Not your moods. Not you walking around like ghost.” He laughed once, sharp. “I am sorry my one bad change did not fit into your perfect ‘professional’ narrative.”
“Don’t drag that into this,” Shane snapped. “We’re talking about the game.”
“We are never just talking about the game,” Ilya said.
The room had gone very still. A couple of guys looked away, giving them the illusion of privacy. Others watched, tense.
Ilya grabbed his undershirt, yanked it on.
“You want to blame someone?” he said. “Blame yourself. You are captain. This is your team. Your system. Your life. Your… mess.” He spat the last word out like it tasted bad.
“That’s what I’m doing,” Shane shot back. “I’m here. I’m owning it. That doesn’t mean I can’t call out a shit change when I see one.”
“Call it out all you want,” Ilya said, slinging his bag strap over his shoulder, movements jerky. “Give speech. Draw arrows. Tell everyone how you are sacrificing everything for the crest. You are good at that.”
Shane stood, something hot and helpless boiling in his chest.
“What the hell does that mean?” he demanded. “You think I’m enjoying any of this? You think I wanted to lose tonight? To…”
“To what?” Ilya cut him off, eyes blazing now. “To blow up your perfect little life and still not have the courage to say what you want?”
It was a knife, right through the centre of his chest. Shane stared at him, breath gone. The room suddenly felt very small.
“Oh,” Ilya said, mock surprise. “Too much? I am sorry. I forgot we are just talking about hockey.”
He took a step back, toward the door.
“You can go fuck yourself, Hollander,” he said, voice quiet but clear, hurt in a way that left blood all over the place. “You and your arrows and your half-truths.”
The words hung in the air like a slap. He didn’t yell them. That was what made them worse. No dramatic shove, no thrown glove. Just… exhausted contempt. Then he turned around and walked out, bag banging against his leg, leaving wet footprints on the rubber mat.
The door swung shut behind him with a soft thump. For a moment, all Shane could hear was the sound of his own heartbeat, thunder in his ears.He’d thought breaking off the engagement would be the worst feeling of his life.
Standing there in a half-stripped room, gear still on, teammates pretending not to look at him while the man he’d chosen walked away telling him to fuck himself… it gave the breakup a run for its money.
He sat back down slowly, throat burning.
“No media tonight,” Coach called from his office, not looking out. “We’ll handle availability. You boys shower, go home, clear your heads. We will regroup tomorrow.”
Shane stared at the empty doorway where Ilya had been. He’d broken Rose’s heart because he couldn’t keep doing half-measures, couldn’t keep lying.
Now the person he’d quietly chosen didn’t even know he’d been chosen and, on top of that, looked like he might never want to.






      

  












      Chapter 12: Chapter 12.
  



    Chapter Notes

      Soooo... I had this chapter written already for some time but I really wanted to wait before I post it. Yet, since I am an impatient beast, here it is. Grab some tissues, some popcorn and prepare!

Enjoy! xoxo

PS My song for this is "The Great Divide" by Noah Kahan

PS2 I swear we will get so much more happiness very soon!!!







  Shane didn’t so much fall asleep as lose consciousness. He’d made it as far as the couch, showered and damp-haired, intending to watch some mindless show until his brain stopped replaying overtime. At some point the screen blurred, the room softened, and he slid sideways with his hoodie as a pillow and an ache behind his eyes.
He didn’t dream.
The sound dragged him up out of the dark all at once. It was shrill, insistent, way too loud. His phone.
He flailed for it on the coffee table, knocking something over. The screen glared 3:14 a.m. into his face. Underneath: ILYA.
Adrenaline slammed through him so fast he almost choked. He stabbed at accept before his brain could catch up.
“Ilya?” His voice came out rough. “What’s…”
Noise hit him first. Bass, heavy and distorted through tiny speakers. A tangle of voices. Laughter, high and sharp. Someone shouting in a language he couldn’t place. The muted clink of glasses. Club, he thought, instantly. He could almost taste the air: booze, sweat, cheap perfume.
Then Ilya’s voice, slotted in between the chaos.
“Hollander,” he said, like a complaint.
The syllables were thick, the “r” bleeding out at the end. He sounded wrecked.
Shane sat up immediately, heart pounding. 
“Where are you?” he demanded. “Ilya? Where the hell are you?”
A muffled sound, maybe a laugh, maybe a scoff. The phone shifted, making the music swell for a second, then dampen, like he was putting a hand over the mic.
“Out,” Ilya said.
“No shit,” Shane snapped. He scrubbed a hand over his face, fumbling for the lamp. The room slid into soft yellow. “Which club?”
“Why?” The word was a drawl, almost teasing if it hadn't been shredded at the edges. “You want to come dance again? Very dangerous, captain. We might touch.”
Shane squeezed his eyes shut. “Ilya,” he said, forcing the name out steady, “you sound hammered. You can barely say my name.”
“Is good thing it is short,” Ilya said. “Imagine if you were… I don’t know. Someone else.”
He laughed. The sound was wrong. Too loud, too bright, cracking in the middle. Shane swung his legs to the floor, already scanning the room for his keys. 
“Text me the address,” he said. “I’ll come get you.”
“Ooooh,” Ilya said, and Shane could picture the exaggerated widening of his eyes. “So heroic. So responsible. Captain saves wayward winger from his own bad decisions. Public will love it.”
“Ilya,” he repeated. “Please. You shouldn’t be alone like this.”
“I am not alone,” Ilya shot back. “There are… many people.” A clatter. “And sticky floor. And terrible music. I am very in company.”
Someone yelled something close to his end of the line; he yelled back, words slurring together in Russian. There was a shove sound, a muttered curse, and then the noise dropped a notch, like he’d shouldered his way outside or into a quieter corner.
“Hollander,” he said again, closer now. “Why are you asleep anyway? Big, strong captain, falling into bed before midnight. Very boring. No wonder your fiancée looks at me like I am problem. You are no fun.”
The word hit like a fist.
Shane’s hand tightened around the phone. “Rose isn’t…” He bit it back like a reflex. Not like this. Not over the phone at three a.m. while the man he loved was drunk and bleeding.
He swallowed it and tried again. “Ilya,” he said, “I’m not trying to be fun, I’m trying to make sure you don’t get hit by a car or thrown out of somewhere. Just tell me where you are.”
“You don’t get it,” Ilya said.
The sudden drop in his voice made Shane freeze. The bitterness was still there, but it was… smaller somehow. Concentrated.
“You don’t understand, do you, Hollander?” he went on, almost conversational. “You really don’t.”
Shane’s stomach twisted.
 “Then explain it to me,” he said quietly. “Because all I see is you avoiding me at practice and then calling me at three in the morning from God knows where.”
“Oh, you see that,” Ilya said. He sucked in a breath, rough. “You see that I am late. That I do not shower. That I yell at you for one bad game and you yell at me. You love that. You put it on your little chart like, ah, yes, this is evidence. Rozanov is unstable. Rozanov is problem.”
“That’s not what I…”
“But you don’t see…” The words tangled. He swore softly in Russian, started again. “You don’t see the rest. You never see the rest.”
Shane stood. His body felt too big for his skin. He paced toward the window, phone pressed so tight to his ear it hurt.
“What rest?” he asked, heart thudding in his throat.
There was a rustle on the other end; he imagined a hand in curls, a breath shuddering unsteadily into a freezing night.
“The way it… hurts,” Ilya said, finally. “Every time I look at you.”
Shane stopped dead.
“Ilya,” he said. It came out like a warning, or a prayer.
“Shut up. You said explain, I am explaining.”
He exhaled. In the background, the club’s bass was a distant echo now, replaced by the hollow acoustics of some alley or sidewalk. A car whooshed by, spraying sound.
“You think this is easy?” Ilya said. “To be here. To put on this uniform. To see you every day with your… captain face and your systems and your ring and your… your face I just want to kiss?” He laughed, short and ugly. “You think I like feeling like this?”
Shane dragged his free hand through his hair. His chest ached. “I never said that,” he muttered.
“You didn’t have to,” Ilya said. “You stand there, all… good intentions and sad eyes, and you don’t say anything. You don’t say, ‘I am happy.’ You don’t say, ‘I regret everything.’ You don’t say, ‘Stay,’ you don’t say, ‘Go.’ You just… exist. In my space. On my ice. In my head.”
His voice cracked on the last word.
Shane pressed his knuckles against the window glass, grounding himself in the cold.
“Ilya, where are you?” he tried again, softly. “Tell me, and then we can talk. I’ll come get you, we’ll sit in the car, you can yell at me for hours if you want, just… let me make sure you’re safe first.”
“You and your safety,” Ilya muttered. “Always safety. For team, for family, for little fiancée. So noble.”
Shane’s jaw clenched. “Don’t drag her into this,” he said. “She doesn’t...”
“She is already in it,” Ilya snapped. “We dragged her the moment we touched. You think she didn’t feel it? You think she doesn’t know that every time you look at me, you flinch like you are doing something wrong in church?”
Shane shut his eyes. On the other end, Ilya laughed again, softer, strangled.
“You know what is funny,” he said, “in the not funny way? I tried. I really tried. To be… good. To be professional. I said to myself, ‘No touching. No kissing. No being stupid. He has a fiancée, he has life, he has whole little world that does not need you.’”
His words were starting to run together at the edges, but each one still landed sharp.
“I told myself I would come, I would skate, I would score goals and go home alone and be…” He groped for a word. “Useful. Harmless. I told myself I would be just story, you know? The tragic backstory you tell your therapist one day. ‘Oh, there was this one time with this one guy, but I chose better. I chose right.’”
Shane’s throat burned.
“And then we danced,” Ilya said quietly. “And then we kissed. And then you put your mouth on mine like you had been drowning for years and you finally found air. And you looked at me like… like I was not problem anymore. Like I was maybe answer.”
His breath hitched.
“I am not answer, Hollander,” he said. “I am… faulty wiring. I am blackout. I am the thing that burns houses down.”
“That’s not…”
“Shut up,” Ilya said again, but there was no real bite. “I know what I am. I have known since I was child.”
He was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice had gone lower, rougher. The words rolled out like he had been holding them behind his teeth for years and the alcohol had finally loosened the lock.
“You think I don’t see it? The way she looks at you?” he asked. “Your Rose. The way she is in stands sometimes, hands on glass like she could reach down and drag you out of a pile. The way she smiled when they showed her on camera. She loves you in straight lines, Hollander. In full, clean sentences. I don’t even know how to do that.”
Shane’s eyes stung.
“She will marry you and make you breakfast and remind you to call your mother,” Ilya went on. “She will buy a stupid matching mug set and know which shampoo doesn’t make you itchy and she will sit at home and watch you hit people on TV and she will still be there when you come back.”
He laughed, the sound cracking.
“I can’t do that. I do not… sit. I do not stay. I break things. I pick fights. I make people nervous in interviews. I drink too much and call you at three in morning from shitty bars because I do not know where else to put what I feel.”
Shane pressed his knuckles to his mouth, biting down. The urge to say I broke it off was a physical thing, clawing at his throat.
Not like this. Not when he was drunk and bleeding and would wake up tomorrow not remembering half of this, only the humiliation.
“Ilya,” he said, helpless. “You’re not…”
“You think I don’t know she is better for you?” Ilya cut in. “You think I haven’t watched you two and thought, of course. Of course he found girl who is soft where I am sharp, who is warm where I am… whatever this is. Of course he chose someone who doesn’t come with… police files and scars and a reputation section on Google.”
His voice dropped to a thread.
“And you think knowing that helps at all,” he whispered. “Because it doesn’t. It just makes it worse. Because every time you touch me, I am thinking, you have a whole future that does not include me and I am still here, taking whatever scraps of you I can get.”
Shane’s vision blurred. He sank back onto the arm of the couch, phone clamped to his ear.
“Scraps,” he repeated, hoarse.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Scraps. Some stupid tournaments where we fucked like idiots and then you went back to your straight life. A handful of games where we tried to kill each other on ice because it was easier than… this. A dance. A hallway. A kiss that tasted like goodbye even though you didn’t say it.”
His breath came faster, shallow.
“I hate you,” he said suddenly. “Do you know that?”
Shane flinched like he’d been slapped. “Yeah,” he managed. “I figured.”
“I hate you,” Ilya said again, fierce. “I hate that you make me feel like there is some other version of myself I could have been if I was born somewhere else, someone else. I hate that when you look at me with those stupid worried eyes, I want to be that person for you.” His voice cracked. “I hate that I still… I love you anyway.”
The words landed like a punch, driving the air out of Shane’s lungs. His heart stuttered.
“Ilya,” he breathed.
“You don’t understand,” Ilya barreled on, like if he stopped now he’d never start again. “You think this is some… crush. Some old story. It is not. I have tried to kill it. I have dated, I have fucked, I have drunk myself unconscious, I have prayed to a god I stopped believing in when I was twelve, and it does not go away.” His laugh shook. “I tried to hate you. It did not work. I tried to forget you. It did not work. I tried to let you go. It did not work.”
He sucked in a ragged breath.
“I am in love with you,” he said, simple as a blade. “There. Happy? Drunk Russian finally says the quiet part out loud. Put it in your game notes. ‘Rozanov: liability. Attracted to captain. Do not leave unattended in high-pressure situations.’”
Shane pressed his fingers to his eyes, mouth open, silent.
“Do you get it now?” Ilya asked. “Why I am late. Why I leave early. Why I tell you to go fuck yourself and then call you in middle of night to make sure you know I didn’t mean it, except I kind of did. Why I can’t… breathe near you some days.”
“Ilya,” Shane said, voice shaking. “I…”
“No, you don’t,” Ilya said, tired. “You don’t get it. Because for you, this is… choice. You have choices. You have parents who will still love you even if you do something stupid. You have woman who will still be okay if you decide you need something else. You have whole country that pretends to be polite about these things.”
He exhaled, a soft, broken sound.
“I have… hockey,” he said. “This is it. This is the only thing that has ever made sense. Do you understand what it means to want something that could break even that? To want you so much I would risk the only place I have ever felt like I am not completely fucking useless?”
Shane’s hand shook so badly he had to grip the phone with both hands.
“Yes,” he said, the word ripped out of him. “God, yes.”
“You say that,” Ilya murmured. “But you are still going to marry her.”
Shane squeezed his eyes shut.
“I’m not…”
“You will,” Ilya insisted, bleak. “Because you are good. Because you do not back out. Because you will tell yourself you can love her and still carry this stupid thing for me inside you and it will be fine. And maybe it will, for a while. Maybe you will have kids who look like you and a dog and you will still text me sometimes and we will pretend we are just friends.”
His voice dropped to something small.
“And I will… rot,” he said. “Quietly. In whatever city they trade me to next when I fuck up too many times, wondering what would have happened if you had looked at me and said, stay.”
The word twisted in Shane’s gut.
He opened his mouth. The truth clawed its way up: I did. I did choose you. I told her. I’m alone in this apartment because of you, because of us, because I love you and I couldn’t keep lying…
He bit it back so hard he tasted copper. Not like this. Not when Ilya was swaying in some alley, too drunk to stand, pouring his heart out because he thought there were no consequences. He swallowed twice, forced his voice to steady.
“Ilya,” he said instead. “Please. Just tell me where you are. We can talk about... about all of this when you’re sober. When you can actually look at me. Let me come get you.”
“You don’t get to save me now, Hollander. Too late.” Ilya said.
It wasn’t angry. It was… exhausted.
“That’s not what I’m trying to do.”
“Of course you are,” he said. “You always are. That is what you do. You save everyone. You saved her, you save the team, you try to save me from myself. Maybe this is thing you do for you, not for us.”
Shane’s chest twinged. 
“Maybe I just don’t want you wandering into traffic,” he snapped, a little harsher than he meant. “Sorry if that’s selfish.”
There was a sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. Hard to tell through the grainy connection.
“You know what is really selfish?” Ilya said. “Calling you like this.”
He sniffed. The night sighed around him.
“I was going to… I don’t know,” he went on, voice fading slightly, like he’d slumped against a wall. “I was going to keep doing it the way we were. Hate you in silence. Love you in silence. Be good alternate. Score goals. Take penalties. Go home alone. Let you marry the girl who actually deserves you.”
“She does deserve me,” Shane rasped. “I don’t deserve her.”
“Yeah,” Ilya said. “You don’t deserve her. And you think I deserve you? No. I don’t deserve you.” A shuddering breath. “But I still… want you. That is the problem.”
Shane’s vision blurred again.
“Me too,” he whispered, too quietly for the phone, maybe. “God, me too.”
“What?” Ilya asked.
“Nothing,” Shane said quickly. “Just… please. Text me your location. Or… or get a cab. I’ll pay you back. I don’t care. Just don’t stay out there alone.”
“So many orders,” Ilya muttered. “You are not my daddy, Hollander.”
“Thank fuck for that,” Shane said, wet laugh scraping out of him.
The line crackled. For a moment, there was only the sound of wind and distant traffic and Ilya’s uneven breathing.
“Why did you call me?” Shane asked quietly. “You could have called anyone. Kenny. Luca. A cab. Why me?”
A long pause.
“Because,” Ilya said finally, voice so soft it almost didn’t make it through, “even if you do not choose me… you are still the first person I think of when I am scared.”
Shane’s heart broke cleanly. It was such a simple sentence. It cut deeper than all the sharp ones.
“Ilya,” he said, voice shaking. “I…”
The line crackled, then went tinny, then…
Silence. He pulled the phone back, stared at the screen. Call failed. His own reflection stared back at him in the black: eyes red, hair a mess, mouth open.
“Fuck,” he whispered. “Fuck.”
He tried calling back. Once. Twice. Three times. Voicemail, every time.
He texted.
 
Call me back.
Please.
Tell me where you are.
I’ll come get you. No questions.
 
The little “delivered” tags popped up. No reply.
He stood in the middle of his living room, phone clutched in his hand, heart hammering like he’d just skated a full OT shift, and felt absolutely, completely helpless.
Ilya was out there somewhere in the city, drunk, angry, bleeding love out of his mouth like it was poison, and Shane could do exactly nothing about it. He sank down onto the couch, elbows on his knees, phone still pressed uselessly to his ear like the call might come back if he just held the pose.
He’d broken Rose’s heart because he’d finally admitted the truth to himself. Now the man that truth was about had just flayed his own heart open in a dark alley, believing Shane would never choose him. 
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  Shane stared at the silent phone, at his own shaking hands. The call was still echoing in his head when the phone lit up again.
Different name this time.
KENNY 
Shane answered so fast he hit video by accident and had to fumble it back to audio.
“Kenny?” His voice cracked. “What’s going on? Is it Ilya?”
“Uh, hey, Cap,” Kenny said, way too sober. There was noise behind him. “So, uh… don’t freak out, but…”
“I’m already freaking out,” Shane snapped. “Spit it out.”
“It’s Rozy,” Kenny said. “He’s, uh… he’s fucking gone, man. Like, wasted. We’re outside this club and he won’t tell us his address, and he keeps saying he’s fine but he just tried to high-five a parked car, so I’m pretty sure he’s not fine.”
Shane was already on his feet, shoving his legs into the nearest pair of jeans. 
“Where are you?” he demanded, shouldering the phone between ear and cheek as he yanked on a hoodie.
“Intersection of, uh…” Kenny moved the phone; the sound muffled. “Dude, what’s the street? …Okay…” Back to the mic. “Queensway and 12th. This shithole called…” he squinted at something, “...Dragonfly. Don’t ask. G thought it sounded cool.”
Shane grabbed his keys. “Stay with him,” he said. “Don’t let him wander off. I’m on my way.”
“Yeah, no, that’s the problem,” Kenny said. “He keeps trying to wander. We’ve been body-blocking him for like twenty minutes. He told me, and I quote, to ‘stop being wall.’”
“Keep being a wall,” Shane said, already halfway out his door. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”
He didn’t hang up. Just kept the line open, phone clamped to his ear as he locked the apartment, took the stairs two at a time, hit the cold slap of night in the parking lot.
He drove too fast.
The city at almost-four in the morning was mostly empty, all sodium light and long shadows. Every red light felt like a personal insult. Kenny’s running commentary on the other end didn’t help.
“He’s trying to go back inside… no, you’re not getting another drink, sit your ass down… G, help me, he’s slippery… dude, you can’t fight the bouncer, he’s like three of you… okay, okay, he’s sitting. On the curb. Fuck. He’s gonna… oh, gross.”
“What?” Shane barked, heart in his throat.
“Yup,” Kenny confirmed, sounding both disgusted and a little impressed. “There it is. Niagara Falls. Vodka edition.”
Shane swore under his breath, knuckles white on the wheel.
He spotted the club from a block away, neon sign buzzing above a narrow door, two bouncers in black jackets, a few lingering smokers huddled near the entrance. The music inside shook the windows.
Outside, under a flickering streetlamp, he saw them. Kenny, in a too-bright bomber jacket, pacing and flapping his free hand as he talked into the phone. G, looming nearby with his arms crossed, that “I am calm but this is a lot” expression on. And between them, half-leaning, half-sitting on the curb, was Ilya.
Even from the car, Shane’s stomach lurched. He looked wrecked. Jacket unzipped over a rumpled black shirt, curls a mess, cheeks flushed crimson above the sharp lines of his jaw. His legs were sprawled, one strong thigh stretched into the gutter, the other one bent awkwardly. His wrist dangled loosely from Kenny’s grip, like Kenny had grabbed the first thing he could and refused to let go. There was a dark, wet splash on the pavement a foot away from his shoes.
Shane killed the engine so abruptly the car jerked. He was out and running before the headlamps had fully dimmed. Kenny looked up, relief washing over his face. 
“Cap,” he called. “Thank God.”
G nodded once, tension easing a fraction. “Took you long enough.”
Ilya squinted up at him, eyes glassy, trying to focus.
“Hollander,” he announced, like a news item. “You came.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, breath puffing white. “Of course I came.”
He took in the scene at closer range and winced. The vomit on the curb wasn’t just a little. It was a lot. Streaked with something neon from whatever cocktail he’d been throwing back. The sour smell hit a second later, mixed with the stale stink of beer and cigarettes from the club.
“Jesus, Rozanov,” he muttered, crouching. “You trying to outdrink your own bad decisions?”
“It’s a valiant effort,” G said dryly. “We cut him off after he tried to karaoke along to something that wasn’t karaoke.”
“I was karaoke,” Ilya slurred, indignant. “I am…” He hiccuped, then swallowed hard. “I am fucking song, okay?”
Shane sighed.
Up close, the “Russian tolerance” myth looked like bullshit. Whatever he’d put away tonight had wiped him. His pupils were blown, movements sluggish and uncoordinated in a way that set off alarm bells in Shane’s head.
“How much did he have?” Shane asked, eyes flicking to Kenny.
“A lot,” Kenny said. “I lost count after… I don’t know, five? Six? Shots were free for like an hour, and some guy was buying him drinks and I blinked and suddenly he was philosopher-level drunk. G and I got him out when he started waxing poetic about your plus-minus.”
“He also tried to fight a disco ball,” G added. 
Shane pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay,” he said. “Thanks for staying with him. I’ve got it from here.”
“You sure?” Kenny asked. “We can…”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “You two go home. Get some sleep. Hydrate. Don’t tell anyone about this in the group chat or I will end you.”
Kenny mimed zipping his lips. “My lips are sealed, Cap. Like, duct-taped.”
G clapped a big hand on Shane’s shoulder. 
“Text if you need backup,” he said quietly. “If he gets worse. Or if you need someone to, you know…” He gestured vaguely vomit-wards. “Hold him while he does round two.”
“I can handle it.”
G nodded, herded Kenny away with a hand to the back of his neck. “Come on, man. Let the lovebirds figure it out.”
“Dude,” Kenny hissed, scandalised. “You can’t just…”
Their voices faded as they headed down the block, arguing about whether 4 a.m. drive-thru was worth it. Shane turned back to Ilya. He’d slumped further, like the scaffolding had gone out from under him. One palm was braced on the concrete, fingers splayed, the other hand hanging uselessly.
Shane crouched, staying just out of the danger zone in case there was more coming.
“Hey,” he said, softer. “You with me?”
Ilya blinked slowly, like it took effort. His eyes were bloodshot around the edges, pupils too big.
“It is you,” he murmured, sounding weirdly amazed. “I thought maybe… I made you up.”
“Nope,” Shane said. “Sadly real.”
He could see the lines of his face more clearly in the streetlight now. Beneath the flush and the unfocused bluriness, there was something raw. Like he’d been crying at some point and it had dried, leaving salt tight on his skin.
“I should be mad,” Ilya informed the air. “At you. At them. At… everything. I am mad. I think I am mad. But it is also…” He made a vague gesture that almost took him off-balance. “Very tiring.”
“You can yell at me later,” Shane said. “Right now we need to get you off this curb before we both end up on TMZ.”
“What is TMZ,” Ilya muttered. “Is this like KGB.”
“Exactly like KGB,” Shane said. “Stand up for me, okay?”
He slid an arm around Ilya’s back, hand bracing his far hip, and heaved gently. Ilya was solid. All that lean, deceptive mass he carried on the ice didn’t go anywhere when Shane was trying to leverage him upright. He stumbled, knees buckling, and for a second Shane thought they were both going down. Then Ilya’s arm came up, as if on some ancient, half-conscious autopilot, and hooked around Shane’s shoulders.
His weight sagged into him. Shane’s breath left on a soft oof as the full reality of a drunk NHL player hit his chest. He adjusted, got his feet under him, widened his stance.
“There you go,” he murmured, half to himself. “Got you.”
“You always say that,” Ilya mumbled into his shoulder. His breath smelled like vodka and lime and something sugary. “Got you, got you, got you. Maybe you should… let go sometimes.”
Shane’s heart clenched.
“Sorry,” he said, voice low. “Not tonight.”
He steered them toward the car in slow, careful steps. Ilya’s shoes scuffed the pavement, his head lolling once against Shane’s neck.
“You really ate it back there, huh?” Shane said, glancing back at the puddle by the curb.
“I donated to city,” Ilya said. “Very generous. They will name street after me.”
Shane snorted despite himself. “Yeah. ‘Vomit Lane.’ Real honour.”
He got him to the passenger door, wrestled it open without dropping him, and eased him down into the seat.
“Watch your head,” he said automatically, guiding him in, his hand briefly running through Ilya’s curls.
Ilya mumbled something in Russian that sounded vaguely like a curse and then sagged back, eyes fluttering. Shane buckled him in, fingers quick and gentle. Up close like this, in the harsh dome light, he could see just how out of it he was. Skin pale under the flush. A fine sheen of sweat at his hairline. Shadows under his eyes like bruises.
He put a hand briefly to his cheek.
“You with me?” he asked again.
Ilya’s head rolled toward the touch, like a plant seeking light.
“Da, da,” he muttered. “I am here. Very here. Too here.”
Shane’s chest hurt again. He shut the door, hurried around to the driver’s side, and got in. For a second, he just sat there with his hands on the wheel, heart pounding, the scent of club and sweat and vomit and Ilya filling the car. He thought about hospitals. About alcohol poisoning. About liability.
“Hey,” he said, turning his head. “Any other puking? Since… outside?”
Ilya frowned faintly. “I don’t know,” he said. “Time is… weird.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Tell me about it.”
He watched him for a few seconds. His breathing was even, if a little too slow. No slurring deteriorating into nonsense. No glassy-eyed stupor tipping into unconsciousness. Hangover from hell incoming, but he didn’t look like he was about to die on him.
“Okay,” Shane said under his breath. “Okay.”
He started the car. The drive back to his place was quiet.
Occasionally, Ilya muttered something, half-formed thoughts slipping out of a brain too tired to hold them. Shane caught phrases. “Stupid,” “should have stayed home,” “fucking heart,” “hate this,” “don’t know how.”
Once, very softly, like he didn’t know anyone could hear, he said, “Why did you come,” and it nearly undid him.
Shane gripped the wheel tighter.
“Habit,” he said, voice too quiet to carry. “I guess.”
By the time they pulled into his building’s lot, Ilya’s head had lolled to one side, eyes closed. Not fully out, but close.
Shane parked, cut the engine, and sat there for a second in the ticking silence.
“Okay,” he murmured, more to himself than anyone. “Phase two.”
He got out, came around, opened the passenger door. Cold air gusted in, ruffling Ilya’s hair. He blinked blearily.
“We’re here,” Shane said softly. “Come on. You can crash at my place.”
Ilya frowned. “No,” he said. “My place.”
“Great idea,” Shane said. “Where is that?”
Ilya opened his mouth. Closed it. His brow furrowed deeply, like someone had asked him to recite pi to thirty digits.
“Somewhere,” he said finally. “With… walls.”
“Helpful,” Shane muttered. “Address?”
Silence.
Then, a mumbled, “Don’t want you there.”
That landed like a pebble in his gut. Small, sharp.
“Okay,” he said after a beat. “So we’re going to mine.”
He reached in, braced his hand behind Ilya’s neck again, the other under his arm, and coaxed him upright. The weight of him hit all over again. A little heavier this time, sleep dragging at his limbs. He sagged into Shane’s side like it was the only thing keeping him standing.
“Up we go,” Shane murmured. “One foot, then the other. You know how this works.”
They shuffled toward the entrance. The night security guy at the front desk glanced up from his phone, eyebrows raising slightly at the sight of Shane half-carrying a very drunk, very recognisable teammate.
Shane mustered a tight smile. “Rough night,” he said. “We’ll keep it down.”
The security's gaze flicked between them, took in the hood pulled low over Ilya’s face.
“Take the back elevator,” he said. “Less traffic. Try not to redecorate the hallway.”
“Working on it,” Shane said. “Thanks.”
The elevator ride was a study in restraint. Tiny metal box, too-bright light, the soft hum of old machinery. Ilya leaned into the corner like gravity had shifted sideways, shoulder and hip pressed to the wall, head lolling. Shane stood beside him, close enough to catch him if he slid, far enough that he didn’t just… fold him into his chest and hold on.
He could smell the night on him. Vodka. Smoke. Cold air. The faint, familiar scent of his skin under it all. Their reflections in the stainless steel doors looked… wrong. Crooked. Like some fucked up funhouse version of a couple going home after a bad night out. In the mirror, Ilya’s eyes fluttered open once. He looked at Shane’s reflection, not actually at him. His mouth moved.
“Why do you always come when I am like this,” he mumbled. “Why can you never come when I am… okay.”
The floor dinged. The doors slid open. Shane swallowed hard.
“Because you never call when you’re okay,” he said quietly, steering him out into the hallway. “You only call when you’re on fire.”
“Maybe I am always on fire,” Ilya muttered.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “That sounds about right.”
He fumbled his own keys out, got the door open with one hand and a whole lot of practice, and half-guided, half-hauled Ilya inside.
The apartment looked strange with someone else’s body in it. All the little traces of Rose still there, mug, blanket, picture frame, suddenly glaring.
He ignored them.
“Bathroom first,” he said, angling them down the short hall.
“Don’t have to pee,” Ilya protested, words muzzy.
“Congratulations,” Shane said. “Still going there.”
He got him into the bathroom, turned on the light, winced as they both flinched at the brightness.
“You’re not gonna puke again?” he asked, eyeing him.
Ilya thought about it, swaying. 
“Maybe.”
“Great,” Shane said. “Here.”
He turned him toward the toilet, braced a hand between his shoulder blades.
For a second, Ilya just stood there, swaying like a drunk statue. Then his stomach rolled.
“Fuck,” he muttered, and folded to his knees.
It wasn’t as dramatic as the street, but it was still… a lot.
Shane stayed kneeling beside him, one arm a steady bar across his back as his body convulsed. He held him through it the way he’d held rookie teammates through their first post-wins, shaky, snotty, gut-emptying mess, only this time it was different. Because this time it was Ilya, and every heave felt like something inside him was being dragged out too.
When it was done, when Ilya sagged forward, panting, Shane reached past him and flushed. He grabbed a washcloth, ran it under cool water, and pressed it gently to the back of his neck.
“Here,” he murmured. “Easy.”
“You are very… husband,” Ilya muttered into the bowl. “Very caretaking. You will make someone very… lucky.”
Shane’s heart twisted.
“Working on it right now,” he said. “Come on. Rinse your mouth.”
He helped him up enough to lean over the sink, turned the tap, pressed a glass into his hand. Ilya swished half-heartedly, spat, drank a little. His reflection in the mirror was even worse, his eyes red, skin pale under the flush, lips chapped from the cold air. He met Shane’s eyes in the glass for a second, something raw flickering there, then looked away.
“Bed,” Shane said, gently. “Now. You’re done being a volcano.”
“I have practice,” Ilya said, like this was some unchangeable law of the universe.
“Not in the next five hours, you don’t,” Shane said. “Bed, Rozanov. We’ll worry about practice when you’re not three-quarters vodka.”
He got him out of the bathroom and into his bedroom with the same slow, careful process. The bed looked even bigger now, empty side glaring.
“Sit,” he ordered, pressing on his shoulders.
Ilya sat heavily, the mattress dipping under his weight. He blinked around the room like he’d never seen one before.
Shane hesitated.
“Jeans off,” he said eventually. “You’ll be more comfortable.”
Ilya squinted at him. “You buying me dinner first?”
Shane rolled his eyes, relief flickering briefly at the scrap of familiar humour. 
“Not that kind of night. You can do it yourself or I can help. Pick one.”
With much fumbling and a few inventive curses, Ilya managed to get his own jeans off, nearly falling twice. Shane caught him both times without comment. He pulled a clean t-shirt from his drawer, one of his old, softer ones, and held it out.
“Arms up,” he said.
“You are very bossy,” Ilya informed him, but he obeyed, mumbling Russian under his breath as Shane tugged the jacket and shirt off and replaced them with the t-shirt. It was too big on him. It did something awful to Shane’s chest to see him in it. He pulled the covers back and guided him under, tucking the duvet around his shoulders almost without thinking.
Ilya let his head sink into the pillow with a soft, exhausted sound.
“Water,” Shane remembered. “Stay awake for like thirty more seconds.”
He hurried back to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle and came back. Ilya was already half-gone, eyes drifting.
“Hey,” Shane said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “You need to drink.”
He slipped an arm behind Ilya’s shoulders, lifting him just enough and pressed the bottle to his lips.
“Good,” Shane murmured. “That’s it.”
He eased him back down, set the bottle within reach on the nightstand. For a second, he just… sat there. The room was dim, just the hall light spilling in. Ilya’s face in that soft glow looked almost peaceful, in a battered sort of way. Damp curls on his forehead. Mouth slack. Lashes dark crescents on his cheeks.
He’d poured his heart out to him an hour ago in some freezing alley, not knowing it had landed. He’d told him he loved him, in more ways than one, and before that drunk himself into the kind of state where the body finally wrestles the mind into silence.
Shane lifted a hand, stopped halfway. He wanted to touch him. To brush the hair off his forehead. To trace the line of his cheekbone, just once, while no one was looking.
He curled his fingers into a fist instead.
“You’re safe,” he said quietly, the words catching in his throat. “You’re here. I’ve got you.”
He could tell himself it was just what you said to drunk teammates. To fallen friends. He knew better. Ilya made a small noise, something like assent, or maybe just his brain flickering. Shane sat there a little longer, counting his breaths, making sure they stayed steady.
He didn’t tell him about the ring on the dish by the door.
He didn’t tell him about Rose’s bag rolling away, or the way his mother’s voice had sounded on the phone.
He didn’t tell him, “I chose you.”
Not like this. Not when he was limp and sick and would wake up to a hangover and a vague sense of having exposed too much. He’d tell him when they were both sober. When he could look him in the eye. When it could be a choice, not a balm.
If he didn’t lose his nerve.
He stood up, finally, joints protesting, and turned off the light. On his way out of the room, he looked back once. Ilya, in his bed, in his shirt, breathing evenly at last.
His heart throbbed. He closed the door most of the way, leaving it ajar, and went to camp on the couch, phone on his chest, eyes wide open in the dark. He’d deal with tomorrow when it came.
For now, he just listened to the faint sound of Ilya’s breathing down the hall, steady and alive, and held on.
***
Shane woke up with his spine trying to murder him. For a second he had no idea where he was. Just a stiff neck, a dry mouth, a sharp ache between his shoulder blades and the sound of rain ticking against glass. Then the couch dug into his ribs and last night hit him all at once.
Phone call. Alley. I am in love with you. Dragonfly. Vomit on the curb. His own t-shirt on Ilya’s shoulders. The weight of him sagging into the bed, breathing finally evening out.
He groaned and rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. His whole body hurt in that low, grinding way that came from bad sleep and worse stress, not from hits or ice. The apartment was cold. The heating hadn’t kicked on yet; his bare feet protested as he swung them to the floor. Rain streaked the big window, the city outside washed in grey. Sunday morning, no practice. No excuses.
He scrubbed a hand over his face and sat up slowly. For a moment he just listened. The place sounded… different. Not just empty the way it had since Rose left. There was another sound now, under the hiss of the rain and the refrigerator’s hum, something like a muffled groan, then a thud.
Bedroom. He was moving before he’d fully decided to. The door was still ajar. He pushed it open with his knuckles, quietly.
Ilya was exactly where he’d left him, more or less. Sprawled on his back across most of the mattress, one arm flung over his eyes, the other hand fisted in the duvet. Shane’s old t-shirt had twisted around his torso in the night, riding up just enough to expose a strip of skin and the sharp cut of his hip bones above his boxers. His hair was a disaster. He looked like he’d fought a war in his sleep.
He groaned again, louder this time, turning his face away from the weak light sneaking around the edges of the curtains.
“Kill me,” he rasped. “Please. Do it quick. No witnesses.”
Shane leaned against the doorframe, arms folded to stop himself from reaching for him.
“Sorry,” he said. His voice came out rough, unused. “Killing you would go in the ‘captain makes terrible choices’ column. I’m trying to keep that one from expanding.”
Ilya flinched, hand tightening over his eyes, as if the sound of his voice hurt.
“Fuck,” he muttered. “You’re real.”
“Unfortunately,” Shane said.
He stepped in, set a glass of water and two painkillers down on the nightstand. 
“How’s the head?” he asked.
“Exploding,” Ilya said. “How is yours?”
“Intact. For now.”
Ilya shifted, winced, and dragged his hand down to his forehead, peeking at him through his fingers.
The look he gave him was not grateful.
“What did I do?” he asked. “At some point in night. Apart from… obvious.” He flapped his hand weakly, indicating the whole scene. “Please tell me I did not hit on bouncer again. He was not impressed last time.”
“You told a car you loved it and threw up in the gutter,” Shane said. “Other than that, you were a perfect gentleman.”
Ilya closed his eyes again with a hiss. “I am never drinking again.”
“You say that every time,” Shane said. “Drink the water.”
Ilya groaned like he’d been asked to climb Everest, but he managed to lever himself up onto his elbows. His hand shook when he reached for the glass. Shane instinctively stepped forward, steadying it with two fingers.
“I’ve got it,” Ilya snapped, jerking his hand back. Water sloshed onto his knuckles.
“Clearly,” Shane said. He let go, backed up a step.
Ilya swallowed the pills, chased them with half the glass. His throat worked hard around each gulp. When he finished, he sagged back against the headboard, eyes squeezed shut. He sat like that for a long moment, breathing carefully, like every inhale was a risk.
“So,” he said finally, without looking at Shane. “Did we…?” He gestured vaguely between them. “Did anything… happen?”
Shane blinked. “You mean besides me cleaning up after you and making sure you didn’t choke on your own vomit?”
A muscle jumped in Ilya’s jaw.
“Yes,” he said. “Besides that.”
“No,” Shane said, throat tight. “We didn’t. You puked, I got you home, you puked again, I put you to bed. That’s it.”
Ilya’s shoulders dropped a fraction. Relief and something like disappointment flickered across his face, too fast and too tangled for Shane to pull apart.
“Good,” he muttered. “That would have been… very pathetic. Even for me.”
Shane’s jaw clenched. “You’re not pathetic.”
“I called you at night so drunk I could not see straight,” Ilya said flatly. “I then made you drag me out of club where I apparently confessed my undying love to parked vehicles. That is definition of pathetic.”
“You called me because you needed help,” Shane said. “That’s not…”
“What did I say?” Ilya cut in, abruptly. His eyes snapped open, pinning Shane. “On phone. I remember… some things. It is… fuzzy.” His lip curled, self-disgusted. “I remember… too much. And not enough.”
Shane’s heart started beating faster.
“You were… drunk,” he said. It felt like walking into a blizzard wearing nothing. “You said a lot of things. Most of them weren’t about me.”
Ilya stared at him like he’d just lied to his face. “Liar. You are bad liar,” he said.
“I’m trying not to make it worse,” Shane shot back. “You were hurting. You said stuff you were processing. You don’t need me reciting it back to you like some fucked-up transcript.”
Colour flared in Ilya’s cheeks. Shame, probably. Anger. Both.
“So I said something bad,” he said slowly. “About you. About your sainted little life. Maybe about her. Your…” He nodded toward the little dish on the nightstand. “Is that why you took it off?”
The question punched the air out of him. Shane glanced at his hand, then back.
“I took it off because I thought it was time,” he said carefully. “Not because of something you said.”
“Time for what?” Ilya demanded. “Time for your Bachelor arc? Time to leave it off at clubs so you can pretend you are not taken while you…” He broke off with a harsh breath, eyes slamming shut again. “Fuck. I do not want to think this hard. My brain is soup.”
Shane’s temples pounded. “Can we not do this as a hangover quiz?” he asked. “You’re in my bed, my shirt, you threw up in my bathroom. Maybe just… accept that I’m not currently trying to ruin your life and drink some more water.”
“That is the problem,” Ilya said, eyes snapping open again. “You are always trying not to ruin my life. You hold everything like it is grenade and you are hero who has to throw himself on it. You know what it is like? To stand next to someone who keeps deciding what is good for you without asking?”
Shane stared at him. 
“Right now ‘good for you’ is not aspirating your own vomit.”
“You are missing point on purpose,” Ilya said, pushing the duvet down like it was choking him. “And you obviously remember more of last night than I do.”
Shane hesitated. This was the moment. He could feel it like a tension in the air.
He could say it right now, I broke up with Rose. Drop it in the space between them like a lit match. Let everything change. He opened his mouth.
“Ilya,” he said. “Me and Rose…”
“You and her,” Ilya cut in sharply, sitting up straighter with a grimace. “Ah, there it is. This is where you tell me again how much you love her. How guilty you feel. How this”, he flapped a hand between them, bitter as seawater, “is mistake. Again.”
“I never…”
“You kissed me in hallway, you hugged me on ice, you share blanket with me on plane, you look at me like you are drowning,” Ilya said, voice climbing, “and then you go home to her and I am supposed to pretend I am not…what did you call it? Scraps.”
Shane flinched. “I never called you…”
“Not out loud,” Ilya snapped. “But that is what it feels like. You break up with her?” His mouth twisted. “Or you do not, who knows, you love to keep secrets.”
“We…”
“And then you still do not tell me what you want,” Ilya barreled on, ignoring him. “You just keep… rescuing me. Like you are… captain of my life also. I am not your project, Hollander. I am not your redemption arc.”
Shane’s hands curled into fists at his sides. 
“That’s not what this is,” he said, more sharply than he meant. “I’m not trying to make you my… anything. I’m trying to keep you from drinking yourself into oblivion and getting hurt.”
“And maybe I want oblivion,” Ilya shot back. “Maybe oblivion is better than half-life where I skate with you every day and pretend I do not think about your fucking mouth every time I close my eyes.”
The words hung there, ragged and too honest.
They stared at each other, both breathing hard.
Rain ticked against the window. Somewhere in the building, a distant door slammed.
“Ilya,” Shane said quietly, chest twisting. “Last night, you called me because you were scared and hurting and drunk out of your mind, and you said some things you have clearly been swallowing for a long time. I’m not going to pretend I didn’t hear them. I’m also not going to throw them back in your face while your head feels like it’s going to split and you can barely sit up.”
“So what,” Ilya said, eyes bright and mean. “You will… catalog them in your perfect little brain and bring them up later? In therapy? ‘Dear Dr. Whoever, my fucked-up Russian alternate captain told me he loves me while vomiting in alley, please diagnose this.’”
“That’s not fair,” Shane said, anger flaring. “You don’t get to humiliate yourself on the phone and then bite my head off for not using it against you.”
“Humiliate,” Ilya repeated, low. “Yes. That is good word. That is exactly what it is. I humiliate myself. I call engaged man in middle of night and tell him… things. And then he tucks me into his bed like child and does not even have decency to admit he wants me there.”
Shane’s heart hammered.
“I do want you here,” he said, before he could stop himself.
Silence fell like a dropped curtain. Ilya froze. His fingers flexed in the duvet. His eyes did something complicated. Shane swallowed.
“I want you here alive,” he said, the qualifier landing dull. “Not puking on some sidewalk. Not picking fights with bouncers. Not tearing yourself apart because of… because of me. Because of any of this.”
“We are back to safety,” Ilya said. “Circle complete.”
“You think I don’t want more?” Shane snapped. “You think I’m enjoying walking this tightrope, trying not to hurt everyone? I am trying to… to do the least damage. That’s all.”
“You cannot do ‘least damage’ here,” Ilya said, hauling himself to the edge of the bed like every movement hurt. “You already broke something. Many things. Now you have to choose which rubble you want to live in.”
“I am choosing,” Shane said, almost helpless. “You just won’t let me…”
“Let you what?” Ilya demanded. “Throw away everything for me? Why? So I can watch you regret it when media rip you apart? When your parents look at you like they do not recognise you? When you wake up one day and realise you could have had… simple life and instead you chose walking disaster with concussion history and anger issues?”
Shane stared at him. Rain ran down the window in crooked streams. His own reflection looked back at him there, hollow-eyed, shoulders hunched.
“Maybe let me decide what I regret,” he said, quieter. “You don’t get to make that call for me.”
Ilya’s mouth opened. Closed. For a second, he looked young. Not in the way he did on the ice when he grinned after a goal, but in the way someone looks when they’ve run out of script. Then his jaw set again.
“I cannot do this,” he said abruptly, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.
He wobbled. Shane moved automatically, reaching out, but Ilya jerked away from his hand like it burned.
“Don’t,” he said. “Do not touch me right now.”
“That’s not… you can barely stand!” Shane said. “At least sit down for five more minutes. Eat something. Then we can…”
“I do not want breakfast,” Ilya said. He bent down, grimacing, and fumbled his jeans off the floor. “I do not want your… hangover care kit. I do not want this conversation where you try to make me feel better about being in love with someone who is… engaged to someone else and also pathologically unable to say what he wants.”
“I’m not…”
“You are still wearing it,” Ilya cut in, voice suddenly raw.
Shane blinked, looking reflexively at his empty finger. “What?”
“On your face,” Ilya said, looking up at him with a tight, bitter smile. “The look. The one where you are already apologising for things you have not done yet. The one you wear when you talk about her. I do not need to hear it again.”
Shane felt like he was being squeezed from the inside.
“Ilya,” he said, stepping closer despite himself. “Listen to me. Me and Rose are not…”
His phone buzzed on the dresser. It was stupid how much that tiny sound derailed him. A reflex, ingrained: check, respond, manage. He flicked a glance at the screen.
MOM
Ilya followed his gaze, and saw the name. Something shuttered behind his eyes.
“Right,” he said. “Of course. Family meeting. Damage control.”
“It’s not…”
“Is fine,” Ilya said, cutting him off. He’d wrestled his jeans on, buttoning them with hands that still shook slightly. He stood up slow, swaying once, catching himself on the bedpost before Shane could move. “You should answer. She will be worried.”
Shane flinched. “Ilya, please. Just… stop for a second and let me explain. Fuck.”
“Explain what?” Ilya demanded. “Tell me it is over? That you left her? That you did it because…” He laughed once, harsh. “Don’t. Do not say that to me like this. Not when I can still taste vodka and toilet. I will not believe you. I will think it is pity, or guilt, or some attempt to make me less pathetic.”
“It’s not pity,” Shane said. “It’s not it.”
“You can’t help yourself,” Ilya barreled on, shaking his head. “You hear someone bleeding and you stick your hands in it. Maybe you do love me. Maybe you don’t. It does not matter. What matters is you do not know how to love me without trying to fix me. And I do not know how to be loved without… breaking the things around me.”
He grabbed his jacket from the chair, shrugged it on with sharp, irritated movements.
“You should have left me in my own mess,” he said. “You should have let me wake up on strange floor and hate myself in peace. This…” He swept a hand at the room, at the bed, at Shane. “...this is worse.”
Shane’s chest felt like it was full of glass.
“I couldn’t do that,” he said, helpless. “I couldn’t leave you there.”
“I know,” Ilya said, and for the first time there was no anger in it, just bone-deep exhaustion. “That is why I am the one who has to leave.”
He raked a hand through his hair, winced as his headache flared, and headed for the door.
Shane stepped into his path without meaning to. “At least let me drive you,” he said. “You’re in no shape…”
“I will call cab,” Ilya said, skirting around him, not quite brushing his shoulder. “Or walk. Or teleport. Not your problem.”
“Ilya,” Shane said, desperate now. “Please just listen. Me and Rose, we’re…”
“Done,” Ilya supplied, hand on the doorknob already. “On break. Figuring things out. Whatever expression you are going to use to make it sound like you didn’t just rip someone’s life in half.”
Shane’s mouth worked. “I broke up with her,” he managed. “Before the last game. A few days ago.”
He heard himself say it and wanted to snatch it back and say it better, slower, not like a thrown object.
Ilya went very still. His fingers tightened on the knob. He didn’t turn around.
“Congratulations,” he said, after a heartbeat. His voice was thin and brittle. “I am sure… she will be okay one day. You are very charming. She will find someone less… complicated.”
“I did it because of you,” Shane blurted, the words ripped out of him. “Because of us. Because I couldn’t keep lying to her and to myself and to you.”
Silence. The rain sounded louder. His own breathing did, too. Ilya bowed his head. When he spoke, the words were soft and vicious all at once.
“You did it without telling me,” he said. “You did it before last night. Before I… called you. Before I threw up on you. You made this choice and you let me stand in front of you in locker room and tell you to fuck yourself thinking you had kept everything neatly in place. And you did not correct me.”
Shane’s throat closed. “I was trying to find the right…”
“There is no right way,” Ilya said, turning the handle. He still didn’t look back. “There is only you deciding things on your own and expecting everyone else to catch up.”
“I was going to tell you,” Shane said, stepping forward. “At the rink. After the game. This morning. I kept…”
“You kept waiting for moment that would not hurt,” Ilya said. “Newsflash, Hollander: there isn’t one.”
He pulled the door open. Cold, damp air rushed in.
“I can’t… do this with you right now,” he said, finally meeting his eyes for one knife-sharp second. His own were red-rimmed, pupils still too big, pain carved into the lines around them. “Not when I am this… raw. Not when every time you say my name I want to hit you and kiss you in same breath.”
Shane took a step toward him, then stopped himself on the edge of it.
“I’ll be at practice tomorrow,” he said, voice barely there. “If you decide to come back.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted.
“I am not going anywhere,” he said. “This is my job. This is my ice. I will be there.”
Good, Shane wanted to say. Good, because I don’t know how to exist on that rink without you anymore. 
Out loud he managed, “Okay.”
Ilya nodded once, like they’d just agreed on a schedule, and then he was gone, the door swinging shut behind him with a soft, final click. The apartment felt cavernous in the sudden quiet. Shane stood there motionless for a long moment, hand still half-raised, as if he could rewind the last thirty seconds by sheer will.
His phone buzzed again on the dresser. He didn’t move to answer it.
He sank down on the edge of the bed Ilya had just vacated instead, fingers twisting in the rumpled duvet, and pressed his palms to his eyes until the dark bloomed red behind them...
 
 
...his next move happens before he is even fully conscious of it.  It’s not a decision. It’s a reflex, sharp and absolute.
He lurches forward, pulling on his shoes, yanks the door back open so hard it bangs the stopper. Cold air snakes in from the stairwell. The apartment behind him feels wrong, suddenly, too quiet, too empty, the imprint of Ilya’s body still heavy in the bed.
“Ilya,” he calls, already stepping out. “Illy…”
The corridor is empty. Just the low hum of the building and the distant hiss of rain. His sneakers slip once on the polished floor; he slams a hand against the wall, catches himself, keeps going. He pushes through the stair door, takes the concrete steps in a rush, heart hammering loud enough he can hear it over the muffled sound of rain on the roof.
By the time he hits the ground floor and shoves the final door open, the breath is burning in his throat. The rain hits him like a wall. Cold. Clean. Relentless.
It’s not storming, no dramatic lightning, no roll of thunder, just a hard, steady downpour that turns the back lot into a slick sheet of black, the sky a low lid of dull metal.
Ilya is already out there. He’s halfway across the lot, near the line of crooked parking spaces. No hood up, no umbrella. Just shoulders bowed, hands jammed into his jacket pockets, his duffel hanging off one arm. Rain soaks into his hoodie and jeans, flattening his curls to his skull. He’s not walking. He’s just standing, like he went as far as his feet would carry him and stopped.
He looks like someone left out in the weather too long.
“Ilya!” Shane’s voice cracks as it leaves him. “Wait!”
Ilya’s back stiffens, but he doesn’t turn. Shane steps into the rain anyway. The cold bites instantly through his thin sweats, through his hoodie, into his skin. Water splashes up under his shoes and socks. The air smells like wet asphalt and distant exhaust.
He pushes forward, breath puffing white, each step sending little explosions of water away from his feet.
“Ilya,” he says again, closer now. “Stop. Please.”
“Go back inside,” Ilya says, without facing him. His voice is rough, scraped thin by alcohol and no sleep. “You’ll get cold.”
“That’s not…” Shane huffs a breath that isn’t quite a laugh. “I don’t care about the rain.”
“Of course you don’t,” Ilya says. “You are Canadian. This is your natural habitat.”
It isn’t humour. It’s flat. A fact. Shane keeps walking until they’re a few paces apart. Close enough he can see the way the rain beads on the back of Ilya’s neck, running in small rivers down the line of his spine.
“Look at me,” he says quietly.
“No,” Ilya replies.
The word lands blunt, unadorned.
“You can be angry,” Shane says. “You should be. Just don’t walk away like this.”
“Like what?” Ilya asks. “Like I am trying to save myself from you?”
He finally turns. His eyes look worse in the grey light. Red at the rims. Dark underneath. The hangover sits heavy in his face; his mouth is pale, pressed tight, smear of toothpaste where he brushed his teeth hastily before walking out. Drops of the rain cling to his lashes, to the curve of his cheekbone.
“You followed me,” he says, studying him. “Why? To finish speech you didn’t get to finish upstairs? To tell me again how sorry you are? How… complicated everything is?”
“I followed you because you walked out before I could say what I needed to say,” Shane answers, rain running down the side of his neck. “Because you left thinking things that aren’t true.”
“Oh?” Ilya’s mouth twists. “What things are those?”
“That I’m still infatuated with Rose. That I’m stringing you along. That all of this is just me drowning in guilt.”
Ilya watches him for a moment, the rain a curtain between them.
“We are not talking about guilt,” he says eventually. “We are talking about timing. You… break up with her, you tell me nothing, you let me stand there and scream at you like idiot, and then you decide now is moment to play honest captain in rain.” His jaw clenches. “You are very good at picking moments that make you look like martyr.”
Shane flinches, because there is a shard of truth in it and because it hurts.
“I’m not trying to be a martyr,” he says. “I’m trying not to fuck this up even more.”
“You cannot unfuck what is already fucked,” Ilya snaps. “You broke her future. You cracked mine. You are standing here in puddle thinking there is way to arrange pieces so nobody cuts their feet.”
“I know people are going to get cut,” Shane says, voice rough. “I’m already cut.”
“And you think telling me now… what?” Ilya’s hand comes out of his pocket in a sharp, frustrated gesture. “Magically makes all of this worth it?”
“No,” Shane says. “It doesn’t make anything okay. It just means you’re angry at me for the right reasons, not the story you have in your head.”
Ilya barks out a low, humourless sound. “The story in my head,” he repeats. “You mean the one where you marry her and I move on and we are both sad sometimes but we survive? That was story, Hollander. It was terrible and it was mine and I knew how it ended.”
His eyes are burning when he looks at Shane again.
“And you took that away,” he says quietly. “You chose something worse. You chose mess. You chose to hurt her now. You chose to tear up your own life for…” His throat works. “For what?”
Water runs from his chin to his collar. His knuckles are white in his pockets.
“Tell me, then,” he presses, voice sharpening. “If it’s not guilt. If it’s not panic. If it’s not you chasing some idea of being ‘authentic.’ Why did you do it? Why did you take off that ring?”
Because I thought about kissing you for the rest of my life and telling myself it had never happened.
Because the way I slept on your shoulder felt more real than every bit of a safe life I’d built.
Because I can’t breathe with this lie lodged in my throat.
The words crowd, fierce and hot, at the back of his tongue. He doesn’t say them yet.
“Because I couldn’t keep lying,” he says instead. “To her. To you. To myself. Because whatever was going to happen with us, this, or nothing, or something, I couldn’t stand in a church and promise myself to someone else while I was…”
He breaks off, swallowing hard.
“While you were what?” Ilya steps in, the rain stitching them closer. “Say it. While you were wondering if you should have kissed me again? While you were thinking about alley calls? While you were… what?”
“While I was already somewhere else,” Shane forces out. “With you. Even when it was just in my own head. It wasn’t fair to her.”
“That is very noble,” Ilya sneers, mask slipping. “You make it sound like this is about fairness. You broke her heart to… what? To wash your own conscience? To come out here and tell me it is all because you want to be honest man now?”
Shane’s chest burns. Rain is sliding into his eyes; he blinks hard and it doesn’t help.
“Ilya, you called me last night and bled all over me,” he says, voice shaking, “and you don’t even remember half of it.”
“I remember enough,” Ilya bites out, too fast.
“You told me you loved me like it was killing you to say it,” Shane continues, stepping forward in spite of the way Ilya’s face shutters. “You told me you tried to kill it and it wouldn’t die. That you hated me and loved me and you didn’t know what to do with that. You told me you were afraid you were going to rot alone somewhere while I played house with someone else.”
Ilya’s breath comes in sharp, uneven pulls. His eyes squeeze shut, just for a moment, like the memory physically hurts.
“Hollander. Stop.” he says.
“You think I came home after that and thought, ‘I should keep this tidy?’” Shane’s own temper frays. “You think that made me want to cling to some… idea of the life I was supposed to have?”
Rain drums on the cars, on the cracked pavement, on their shoulders.
“I have been trying to be tidy my entire fucking life,” he says. “Good son. Good fiancé. Good captain. And it got me here, with her crying on a couch because I couldn’t give her all of me, and you out in the street vomiting into a gutter and telling me you’re in love with me like that’s a punishment.”
“It is punishment,” Ilya snaps. “For both of us. You think I like feeling this way? I have spent years trying to make it go away. I have changed countries. I have changed teams. I have changed my own body. It does not go. It just... sits there. Like stone in shoe.”
His voice cracks. He swallows, rainwater slicking his throat.
“You tell me now you took off ring,” he says, lower. “You tell me you broke things. You tell me it is because you could not keep lying. But you still did not say what you want instead. You talk about honesty like it is some… practice drill. You talk about fairness. You talk about damage control. You do not talk about wanting me.”
The last sentence lands between them like a slap. Shane’s breath stutters.
He looks at him, really looks. At the rain dripping off his lashes. At the set of his mouth, like he’s braced for a blow. At his hands, still buried in his pockets like if he takes them out he won’t know what to do with them.
“I am not a project,” Ilya adds, quieter now. “I am not thing you rescue to feel less guilty. I am not… consolation prize because your straight life didn’t work the way you planned.”
The words slice through the last of Shane’s hesitation. He steps in another pace, and then another, until they are close enough that he can feel the heat of Ilya’s body under the wet. Close enough that he can see individual drops racing down his neck.
“You are not my consolation prize,” he says, low and shaking. “You’re the thing I wanted the whole time and was too afraid to reach for.”
Ilya’s eyes flash, brittle. “Afraid of what? That your parents will look at you differently? That press will say mean things? That fans will stop calling you ‘perfect captain’?”
“Yes,” Shane snaps, the admission tearing through. “All of that. And that if I reached for you and you didn’t want me, it would destroy me. And that if I reached for you and you did want me, it would destroy everything else. I was scared in every direction, so I froze. And I hurt you. And I hurt her. And I hate myself for that.”
Rain runs into his collar; he doesn’t move.
“But don’t you dare stand there and say I’m just trying to clean my conscience,” he finishes, voice fraying. “If I wanted clean, I would have kept the ring on and pretended last night never happened. I would have put you back in whatever box I kept you in for ten years and shut the lid. That would have been cleaner.”
“Why didn’t you?” Ilya whispers.
The question is bare. No barrier. Just raw.
“Because I can’t,” Shane says. The words feel like they’re coming up from somewhere behind his ribs. “I can’t watch you shut down around me for another season. I can’t go back to pretending you’re just my winger. I can’t marry someone while every stupid little thing I do, every goal, every flight, every shitty hotel room, feels wrong if you’re not there.”
He sucks in a breath, soaked and shaking.
“I broke it off with Rose because I was already somewhere else,” he says, and now the thing he has been skirting sits right there, between them. “Because the future I kept picturing, the one I was supposed to want, felt like I was underwater. And the only times I felt like I was breathing were when I was with you or thinking about you.”
He’s close enough now that he can see the way Ilya’s pupils widen, dark eating up colour.
“You said last night that I am the person you call when you’re scared,” he says softly. “You’re the person I think about when I try to imagine being brave.”
A flicker moves through Ilya’s face, something like pain and something like hope and something like terror.
“Don’t do this,” he chokes. “Don’t say it like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like I am answer.” His voice shreds on the word. “I am not answer. I am… gasoline. You pour me on your life and it burns. You know this.”
“I know you’re dangerous,” Shane says. “I know we could break each other. We probably will, sometimes. But you keep acting like you’re the only one who can do damage here, like you’re the bomb and I’m some… innocent bystander.”
He shakes his head.
“I hurt her,” he says. “I hurt you. I hurt myself. I’m not safe either. Maybe that’s why this…” he gestures between them, a jagged movement “...feels the way it does. Because we are both sharp. Because we both know what it is to bleed.”
Ilya looks at him as if he’s seeing something he can’t quite accept.
“Then what do you want from me?” he asks, hoarse. “If it’s not forgiveness. If it’s not absolution. If it’s not… cleaner story. What do you want, Shane?”
The use of his first name hits like a hand on his chest. Shane wets his lips, rain cold on his tongue.
“You,” he says. “I want you.”
The word lands heavy, not neat. It drags half a life of unsaid things behind it.
Ilya’s jaw tightens. “You don’t know what that means.”
“It means I don’t want to picture the rest of my life without you in it,” Shane says, pushing through, voice breaking open. “It means when I think about coming home after games, I think about you being there. It means when I imagine getting hurt again, or fucking up, or winning something important, you’re the person I want beside me. It means I would rather face my parents’ disappointment and the media’s bullshit and my own fear than keep pretending I can live without this.”
“This,” Ilya echoes. “What is ‘this’.”
Shane’s throat burns.
“This,” he says. “You. The way you make me feel on the ice, like the game finally makes sense. The way you make me feel off it, even when I hate it. The way everything in me goes quiet when you’re close. The way it hurts when you look away.”
The rain seems to hush around them for a beat. Ilya is breathing fast now, chest rising and falling under the soaked fabric. His gaze searches Shane’s face like he’s expecting to find a crack, a lie, a way out.
“What are you saying, Shane” he whispers.
Shane feels it, this edge, this drop.
He could back away again. He could layer more explanation, more apologies. He could talk circles around the one thing still sitting, unspoken, between them. He doesn’t. He steps that last half-step in, until there’s almost nothing left of the distance but breath and water.
“I’m in love with you,” he says. The words are quiet, but they feel like they’ve been waiting his whole life to be said. “There’s no good way to package it. No careful, safe way to tell you. I’m in love with you, Illya. I have been, in some form, for a long time. I tried to call it other things. I’m done.”
The rain patters on; a car passes on the far street, sound muffled. Ilya closes his eyes. His throat works once, twice. When he opens them, they’re shining in a way that has nothing to do with the water on his face.
“You’re late,” he says, and it’s not cruel, just true.
“I know,” Shane says.
“Years late,” Ilya goes on. “Tournaments late. Hotel rooms late. Engagement late.”
“I know,” Shane repeats. “And if you can’t forgive that, if it’s too much, I’ll live with it. But I can’t keep it in anymore.”
A tremor runs through Ilya so strong it makes his shoulders shake.
“You think saying ‘I love you’ fixes damage?” he asks, voice breaking. “You think it makes yesterday less… cruel? Less ugly?”
“No,” Shane says. “It doesn’t fix anything. It just… puts the truth on the table. So if you walk away, you’re walking away from what’s real, not what I was too cowardly to say.”
Ilya stares at him. The rain has soaked his clothes through; they cling to the lines of his body, making him look smaller and more breakable than he ever does on the ice.
“You love me,” he says again, like he’s testing the taste of it.
“Yes,” Shane whispers.
His hands are shaking. He doesn’t know if it’s the cold or fear.
“I don’t know how to do this,” he adds, because it feels wrong to let it sit there like a clean confession when nothing about it feels clean. “I don’t know how to be someone’s… boyfriend in the middle of this, or how to be your captain and your…” He fumbles for a word and fails. “I don’t know how to let you love me without wanting to fix you, or let you see all the broken parts of me without trying to hide them. I don’t know how to hold this without breaking it. I only know that the only thing that feels worse than trying is not trying.”
His voice frays on the last word. He swallows hard, rainwater burning his throat.
Ilya’s features flicker through a dozen things, anger, grief, horror, something almost like relief, before settling into something raw and undefended.
“This will hurt,” he says, barely audible.
“Yes,” Shane says.
“It will hurt her more,” Ilya adds, like he’s testing him.
“Yes,” Shane says quietly. “It already does.” His chest tightens at the thought of Rose’s face and he lets it sit there, part of this too. “I can’t undo that. I can only… not make it even worse by pretending I chose something I didn’t.”
“And it will hurt you,” Ilya says. “Your family. Your career. All of it.”
“Yes,” Shane says again. “Probably. Maybe. I don’t know how much. But not being with you already hurts. It’s been hurting for years. That’s not going away either way.”
The rain has flattened everything around them into grey. They’re the only two points of colour in the lot. Slowly, like it costs him something, Ilya takes his hands out of his pockets.
They’re shaking. He lifts one, hesitates for a heartbeat, like he’s not sure where it’s allowed to go, and then sets it very gently against the side of Shane’s neck.
His palm is warm despite the chill, fingers cold and damp where they press under his ear.
“Say it again,” he whispers, heated. “Once more.”
Shane’s heart is so loud he can hear it in his ears.
“I’m in love with you,” he says. It’s easier now, like the dam has already broken. “Ilya Rozanov. You. With all of this. I don’t know what we look like tomorrow, or in a year. I just know I want to try. I want you.”
Something cracks in Ilya’s expression. His thumb moves, a small, unsteady stroke just under Shane’s jaw, like he needs to feel the words in his skin.
“I have loved you for so long,” he says back, voice shaking apart. “Too long. In ways that made no sense and no future. I tried to bury it. I tried to hate you. I tried to become someone who did not care. It didn’t work.”
His fingers tighten.
“I don’t know how to do this either,” he says. “I don’t know how to be loved without waiting for it to be taken. I don’t know how to hold you and not flinch because I am expecting you to come to your senses and go back to safe life. I do not know how to let myself be… chosen. It feels like standing on thin ice.”
He sucks in a breath that shakes.
“But you are here in the rain,” he finishes, quieter. “You took off ring. You broke the thing that was supposed to save you from me. You are stupid for this. And so am I.”
His other hand comes up, clutching the front of Shane’s soaked hoodie, bunching the fabric.
“Don’t make me regret believing you,” he says.
Shane feels something fierce and terrified surge through him.
“I won’t. I probably will make mistakes. Big ones. I’ll say the wrong thing, at the wrong time. I’ll panic. I’ll need you to push me. I’ll need you to stop me from playing martyr. But I won’t regret choosing you. I already don’t.”
For a beat, they just stand there, rain hammering, breaths visible in the chill, his pulse pounding against the press of Ilya’s thumb.
“Okay,” Ilya says finally, the word almost more exhale than sound. “Then… kiss me properly, Hollander. While I still believe you.”
Shane doesn’t let him ask twice. He closes the last inch between them. The first touch is cautious, almost reverent. His lips find Ilya’s like they’re afraid to press too hard and scare him off. Ilya’s mouth is cold from the rain, but there’s a faint, sharp-clean taste under it, mint and metal and exhaustion.
Of course he brushed his teeth, Shane thinks distantly, even as something inside him unknots at the detail. He doesn’t pull him closer right away. He keeps it slow, just mouths learning each other again, no teeth, no urgency. It feels like they’re trying to memorise, to convince themselves this is real and not some cruel dream.
Then Ilya makes a sound into his mouth, a low, broken noise, like something finally gave way and the kiss deepens on its own. His hand at Shane’s neck tightens; the other fists harder in the hoodie, dragging him closer. Shane yields, lets himself be hauled in until their chests meet, wet fabric sliding, the heat of Ilya’s body seeping through the cold. He opens his mouth tentatively and Ilya meets him there with a kind of desperate care. There’s no rush in it, but there’s intensity, like he’s pouring years of swallowed wanting into the slow drag of lips, into the way his breath stutters when Shane’s fingers slide up into the wet curls at the back of his head.
Rain runs down the side of Shane’s face and into the corner of their mouths. He doesn’t care. If anything, it makes the whole thing feel more stark, more stripped down. No room for anything but this. When they finally break apart, it’s only because their lungs burn.
They rest their foreheads together, noses brushing, breaths mingling in little white clouds. Ilya’s eyes stay closed for a moment longer. When he opens them, there’s something loose in his expression, like a muscle that’s been clenched for years has finally let go a fraction.
“This is going to ruin everything,” he says, but there’s no heat in it anymore. Just tirednesse.
“Maybe,” Shane says. “Maybe it will ruin the right things.”
“And maybe it ruins us,” Ilya adds.
Shane swallows. “Maybe,” he admits.
“Do you still want it?” Ilya asks.
He searches his face, close enough that Shane can see the tiny scar near his left eyebrow, the way his lashes clump from the rain.
“Yes,” Shane says. The word is simple, clean. “I want it. I want you. Even if it ruins things. Even if it ruins me. I’m tired of living without you instead.”
Something like a groan catches in Ilya’s throat. He bites it back, jaw working, and then he leans in and kisses him again, shorter this time, but no less intense.
“Then we try,” he murmurs against his lips. “We try. No halfway. If you run, I will not chase you again. If you hide, I will not drag you out. Understand, captain?”
“Yes,” Shane whispers. “No halfway.”
Ilya lets out a breath that sounds almost like a laugh and then lets his head drop briefly to Shane’s shoulder, just for a second, just long enough for Shane to feel the full weight of him there.
Rain beats down on both of them. Shane curves one arm around him, just under his jacket, the other still buried in his hair. For the first time in a long time, the cold on his skin and the ache in his chest feel like something honest instead of something he’s pretending not to notice.
He doesn’t know what tomorrow will look like, how they’ll tell Coach, how the room will shift, what his mother will say when he uses the words out loud, what the papers will make of their bodies too close on the bench.
He only knows this: in a back lot, in the rain, with Ilya’s heartbeat thudding against his ribs and his breath shuddering against his throat, he finally feels like he’s exactly where he’s supposed to be. And for once, that’s enough.
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  By the time they break apart, both of them are shaking. Rain has soaked everything, hoodies, jeans, socks. Shane can feel drops running from his hair down the back of his neck, the chill finally starting to cut through the adrenaline.
Reality creeps in at the edges: the grey sky, the slick asphalt, the way Ilya’s shoulders tremble not just with emotion but with cold and hangover and sheer exhaustion.
Shane pulls in a breath that tastes like rain and Ilya and the sour edge of adrenaline burning out.
“So,” he manages, voice rough, “you, uh… want to stay for breakfast? Before we get hypothermia out here.”
Ilya lets his forehead lean against Shane’s for a beat longer, eyes closed, just breathing. Then he huffs out a soft, wrecked sound that isn’t quite a laugh.
“Coffee first,” Shane adds. “Then eggs. Then we… talk. Without getting soaked.”
Ilya’s breath ghosts over his mouth. “Okay,” he says quietly. “We talk.”
He doesn’t let go when they turn toward the door. His hand stays fisted in the front of Shane’s hoodie, like he doesn’t quite trust his legs or his courage if he releases him. They walk back across the lot in silence, the rain a steady curtain around them. The world feels small, just the two of them, their footsteps, the dull thud of Shane’s heart in his ears.
Inside the stairwell, the concrete is slick with tracked-in water. The sudden absence of rain roar makes the air feel thick, heavy with everything they haven’t said yet and everything they just did. They climb slowly. Ilya keeps one hand on the rail, the other still hooked in Shane’s clothes, guiding and being guided at once. Every so often their shoulders brush; each tiny contact sends a line of heat through the cold.
Shane’s apartment door feels different when they reach it. He unlocks it with damp fingers, the key slipping once in the lock.
“You’re shivering,” he mutters.
“You’re projecting,” Ilya mutters back.
The deadbolt turns. The door swings inward to the dimness of the hallway, the familiar shapes of his living room in soft grey light. They step inside. The door clicks shut behind them. The sound is barely there, but it’s like a seal being pressed. The world outside, rain, cars, everything falls away.
There’s a heartbeat of absolute stillness. Shane turns, opening his mouth to say something about towels, about coffee, about how they should…
Ilya is already on him. It’s not a gentle drift together. It’s a collision. One second Shane is standing there, water pooling in his socks on the entryway tile. The next his back hits the door with a dull thud, the impact knocking a breath from his lungs.
Then there’s nothing but Ilya. His hands hit Shane’s chest first, palms flat, shoving him back just enough to pin him there. The hoodie bunches in his fists. His mouth finds Shane’s in the same motion, no warning, no hesitance this time, just heat and need and the kind of hunger that makes Shane’s knees go weak.
The kiss is nothing like the one in the rain. This is messy. Wet. Immediate. Ilya’s mouth is open from the first second, breath hot against Shane’s tongue. He tastes like mint and something darker underneath, the ghost of last night’s alcohol, the copper of old split, the salt of sweat and rain.
Shane makes a noise he doesn’t recognise, something low and helpless, and fists his hands in the wet fabric of Ilya’s hoodie, dragging him impossibly closer. Ilya presses in, chest to chest, his weight solid and unyielding. There’s no gap between them. Every point of contact feels like a live wire, mouth, hands, thighs.
“You…” Ilya breathes against his lips between kisses, voice shredded. “You stand in rain, you say all that, and you think we are going to… talk about coffee first?”
His mouth finds Shane’s again before he can answer, stealing whatever reply he was going to make and devouring it. His teeth catch on Shane’s bottom lip, not enough to hurt but enough to shock another sound out of him. His tongue follows, soothing, claiming, and Shane just… lets him, opens for him, everything inside him bowing toward that heat.
“Ilya…” he tries, fingers sliding up, finding the line of his neck, the dripping short curls at his nape.
“Say my name again,” Ilya growls, quiet and raw, like the words taste different on his tongue now. “Like that. Say it.”
“Ilya,” Shane breathes, already dizzy, already gone.
There’s something in the way he says it, wrecked, reverent, that makes Ilya shudder. His hands slide higher, from chest to shoulders, to the column of Shane’s throat. He doesn’t grip, just holds, thumbs brushing lightly along the curve of his jaw, angling his face up into the kiss like he’s adjusting a frame.
“You have no idea,” he murmurs, barely pulling back, lips brushing Shane’s as he speaks. “How long I wanted this. How many times I thought about… pinning you somewhere and making you admit you wanted me.”
His breath is hot, almost harsh, the words sinking straight under Shane’s skin. Shane feels the back of his head thump softly against the door as Ilya tips it back, his body arching on pure instinct toward the sound of Ilya’s voice, toward the weight of him.
“I want you,” he says, and it comes out more like a confession than a reassurance, torn open now. “I’ve always…”
“I know,” Ilya cuts in, but his tone is softer on that. “I know now. Say it anyway.”
“I want you,” Shane repeats, voice breaking. “Ilya, I want you.”
The reaction is immediate. Ilya’s hands skim down from his jaw, over the soaked hoodie, over collarbone, over sternum, over the rapid thrum of his heart. They slide lower, fingers splaying at Shane’s waist, dragging him in flush. He presses his hips and the hardness there forward, slow and deliberate, like he wants Shane to feel every line of contact.
Heat slams through Shane’s core, straight to his cock, so fast it steals his breath. His hands clutch at Ilya’s shoulders, at his back, curling in wet fabric and muscle, holding on. The friction is maddening, even through layers of clothes; he feels every shift of Ilya’s body, every shallow catch of his breathing against his mouth.
“You feel that?” Ilya whispers, the words riding a low exhale against his lips. “You did that. You standing in kitchen with stupid serious face, talking about fairness and honesty, you saying you love me in rain… you have no idea what that does to me.”
His mouth trails away from Shane’s for a moment, down along his jaw, to the angle of his throat. The hot press of his lips there makes Shane gasp, head tipping back against the door, giving him more without even thinking.
Ilya takes it. He mouths along the tendon there, open and hungry, the wet heat of his breath sending shivers down Shane’s spine. When he drags his teeth, just barely, over the skin, Shane actually hears himself whine, a broken, strangled sound he’d be embarrassed by if he had an ounce of distance from any of this.
“Fuck,” Ilya hisses, the profanity a breath against his skin. “Do you know how many times I wanted to hear you make noise like that?”
His hand at Shane’s waist tightens, the other sliding down, fingers digging into the back of his thigh through the damp fabric. He urges Shane’s leg up, testing, and Shane goes with it, instinct taking over where thought abandons him.
His knee hooks around Ilya’s hip. It pulls them even closer, if that’s possible, aligning their bodies in a way that makes Shane’s vision blur. He clings, muscles in his arms burning, heart slamming against his ribs. The angle shifts everything; Ilya’s weight feels like the only thing holding him against the door, grounding him while everything inside him threatens to come apart.
“Yeah,” Ilya breathes, voice almost reverent. “Just like that. Hold on to me.”
Shane doesn’t know if he can do anything else. All he knows is the press of the door at his back, the solid heat of Ilya against his front, the way his leg tight around Ilya’s hip lets him feel every slow, deliberate push of his body. Ilya’s hand slides lower, under his thigh now, palm a strong support, fingers burning against damp fabric as he lifts slightly, testing weight.
“Jump,” he murmurs, right against Shane’s mouth. “Come on.”
The command goes straight through him. Shane obeys. He pushes off the door just enough, muscles coiling, and lets himself go up into Ilya’s hold, his other leg wrapping clumsily around his waist. For a heartbeat he’s weightless, then Ilya’s arms are there, one hand under him, the other braced along his back, holding him up with more strength than should be possible for someone this hungover and wrecked. Shane clings, arms locking around his shoulders. The new position slides their bodies together in a way that makes both of them gasp.
“Fuck,” Ilya mutters again, voice raw. 
His hands adjust, finding the right grip, fingers splayed along the back of Shane’s thigh and low on his spine. He presses him back into the door with his body, caging him there completely now. There’s nowhere for Shane to go; he is held, suspended, pressed between wood and muscle and the relentless heat of Ilya’s body.
The intensity of it hits him in a dizzy wave. The solid certainty of Ilya’s arms. The way their chests press and drag with every breath. The damp slide of their clothes. The friction where their hips meet, unavoidable now, each slow grind sending sparks up his spine.
He feels undone and anchored all at once. Ilya kisses him like he’s trying to memorise his mouth. There’s nothing careful now, nothing reserved. It’s deep and slow and consuming, a series of long, wet presses that steal his breath and give it back, teeth catching at his lip, tongue stroking into his mouth with a surety that makes Shane’s toes curl inside his sodden socks.
Every time Shane makes a noise, those broken little gasps and caught-in-his-throat sounds he has no idea he’s capable of, Ilya responds. His hands clamp down harder. His mouth deepens the kiss. His hips push in a fraction more firmly, as if he’s trying to chase every reaction, drink it down.
“You’re shaking,” Ilya murmurs against his lips at one point, breath ragged. “You know that?”
“You’re holding me against a door,” Shane manages, voice thin, “what did you expect?”
He doesn’t mean it as humour. It just comes out a little wild.
“Expected you to tell me to stop,” Ilya says, no trace of humour at all. “To say it’s too much. That it’s too fast. That you need… time.”
Shane’s fingers twist in the back of his hoodie; he shakes his head, forehead knocking against Ilya’s.
“No,” he says. “No. I… I don’t want you to stop.”
Ilya closes his eyes for a second, like that sentence hits something deep.
“Say it again,” he whispers. “Say you want me. I need to hear it. After all this time. Say it while you’re… like this.”
Shane’s cheeks burn, but there’s no room for embarrassment here. There is only the door at his back, the brutal honesty of Ilya’s arms around him, and the truth he’s already torn himself open to.
“I want you,” he says more than once, like a mantra. Each repetition comes easier. “I want you, Ilya. I’ve wanted you for so long.”
A choked sound leaves Ilya’s throat, half a groan, half something more wounded.
“Fuck,” he says, voice breaking. “You saying that, here, now, you don’t know what that does to me.”
His mouth finds Shane’s again, harder this time, the kiss tipping over from desperate into something darker, deeper. His hand slides up Shane’s back under the hem of the soaked hoodie, calloused palm meeting bare skin. The temperature difference is shocking. Shane jolts, a full-body shiver running through him, and this time the sound that escapes him is somewhere between a gasp and a plea. Ilya breaks the kiss just long enough to breathe against his mouth, words ghosting over his lips.
“You feel that?” he murmurs, thumb stroking once along the curve of Shane’s spine. “You have me like this. All this time I thought I was… alone in it. Turns out you were just as stupid as me.”
His hand drifts lower, fingers pressing into the small of Shane’s back, pulling him in, erasing the last hint of distance between them. Shane’s head tips back against the door again, eyes squeezing shut. It’s almost too much, the intensity, the closeness, the sheer inevitability of it after years of denial.
“Ilya,” he says, because there’s nothing else. There are no clever words, no strategies, no speeches. Just his name, punched out on a breath.
“Yeah,” Ilya breathes back. “I’m here. I’m right here.”
He lifts him a little higher, easier now that he’s found his balance with the weight, and takes a step away from the door. For a heart-stopping second Shane feels the ground fall away entirely, his whole body supported by Ilya.
Every muscle in Ilya’s arms and shoulders shifts against him, straining, holding.
“Hold on,” Ilya mutters, jaw tight. “I want you somewhere soft before I drop you.”
Shane’s fingers dig in, obeying on instinct. His legs lock tighter around Ilya’s waist, ankles crossing at the small of his back. The position is obscene and perfect; he can feel every breath, every tremor, every inch of him.
They move through the dim apartment in a slow, staggered shuffle, more like a struggle than a walk, kissing in broken, breathless bursts against each other’s mouths, cheeks, throats whenever they have half a second where balance allows.
The couch looms in his peripheral vision, a darker shape in the grey. Ilya half-turns, knees bracing against the back of it, and then they’re falling, controlled but still a tumble, Shane’s back hitting the cushions, Ilya coming down over him, catching most of his own weight on his hands at the last second.
The world shrinks even further. Cushions under his spine, the heavy loom of Ilya’s body above his, the tent of damp fabric between them. The smell of rain and sweat and the faint citrus of Shane’s shampoo, which Ilya breathes in like it’s oxygen.
For a second, Ilya just… looks at him. His hair is a wet halo around his head, drops still clinging to his lashes. His chest rises and falls, breath still too fast. There’s a question in his eyes, even now, even with all of this.
“You sure,” he says, voice low, final check. “You’re sure you want this. Want me like this. Not just… confessions and rain. This.”
Shane reaches up, cupping his face with both hands. The stubble there rasps under his palms. He thumbs away a rogue drop of water at the corner of his mouth.
“I want you,” he says, steady now, no hesitation left. “All of it. This. Talking. Fighting. Kissing. Sex. Hockey. All of it. I’m not… I’m not playing with you.”
Something reshapes behind Ilya’s eyes at that.
“Okay,” he exhales, the word ragged. “Okay.”
He leans down. The kiss that follows is slower but deeper, the kind of long, consuming press that feels like sinking into something he’s been standing at the edge of for years. Ilya’s weight settles more fully, though he still holds himself braced enough that Shane can breathe.
Hands roam, but not frantic, more mapping, learning. Ilya’s fingers trace the edge of Shane’s jaw, the hollow under his ear, the curve of his chest. Shane’s find the lines of his shoulders, the tendons in his neck, the strong slope of his back, memorising what it feels like to hold him like this without guilt wrapped around it.
Ilya’s weight pressed Shane deeper into the cushions, their kisses turning slower but no less consuming. His hands roamed under the hem of Shane’s soaked hoodie, palms gliding over chilled skin that pebbled instantly at the touch. The contrast of cold fabric and warm fingers made Shane shiver again, his back arching up into the contact. 
“These need to come off,” Ilya murmured against his mouth, voice low and steady, already tugging the wet material upward. 
Shane lifted his arms without thinking, letting Ilya peel the hoodie and shirt away in one motion. The air hit his bare chest, raising goosebumps across his torso, his nipples tightening into hard peaks. Years had changed little and Shane’s body remained lithe, muscles defined from restless energy rather than heavy lifting, skin pale where the sun rarely reached. 
Ilya sat back on his knees just enough to shrug off his own layers, revealing the broader expanse of his chest. Water still clung to the lines of his abs, tracing paths Shane wanted to follow with his tongue. The sight of him like this, real, solid, here, hit Shane with a wave of emotion that tightened his throat. 
Before he could speak, Ilya leaned down again, their bare chests meeting in a slide of damp skin and heat. The contact drew a shared groan from both of them. Ilya’s mouth found the side of Shane’s neck, sucking lightly as his hands worked open the button of Shane’s jeans. The zipper rasped loud in the quiet room. Ilya’s fingers dipped inside, palming the hard line of Shane’s cock through thin underwear. Shane was already aching, 
“God, feel how hard you are for me,” Ilya breathed, wrapping his hand around the outline and giving a slow stroke. “Just like I remembered. Perfect.” 
Shane’s hips bucked up into the touch, a broken sound escaping him. His own hands fumbled with Ilya’s jeans, shoving them down his hips. Ilya’s cock sprang free.. The weight of it against Shane’s thigh sent heat pooling low in his belly. They kicked away the rest of their wet clothes in a tangle of limbs, bodies sliding together fully naked now. The couch was too small for what they both needed, the friction of skin on skin driving them higher but not enough. Ilya pulled back, eyes dark with want as he looked down at Shane spread beneath him. 
“Bed. Now. I want room to take my time with you.” 
Without waiting for an answer, he slid his arms under Shane’s back and thighs, lifting him smoothly from the cushions. Shane’s legs wrapped around his waist instinctively, their cocks trapped between their stomachs, sliding hot and slick as Ilya carried him down the short hallway. Each step pressed them closer, Ilya’s muscles flexing under Shane’s hands. Kisses continued in stolen moments, mouths brushing jaws, throats, lips, until they reached the bedroom. 
Ilya lowered him onto the mattress with careful control, following him down so their bodies never lost contact. The sheets were cool against Shane’s overheated skin. Ilya settled between his spread thighs, one hand bracing beside his head while the other traced down his body, mapping every inch. Fingers circled a nipple, pinched lightly, then continued lower to wrap around both their cocks, stroking them together in long, deliberate pulls. Pre-cum slicked the way, making the glide smooth. Shane’s length twitched against the thicker heat of Ilya’s, the contrast driving him wild. 
“Missed this so much,” Ilya whispered, forehead resting against Shane’s. “Missed feeling you like this. Open for me.” 
He reached for the nightstand drawer without breaking eye contact, pulling out lube he hoped would be there. The cap clicked open, and cool gel coated his fingers. 
“Relax for me,” he coaxed softly, pressing in slow and steady with the first finger. Shane gasped at the stretch, body tensing then yielding as Ilya murmured praises against his lips. 
“That’s good… just breathe. You’re doing so well.” 
The finger moved in and out, curling gently until it brushed that spot inside that made stars burst behind Shane’s eyes. His cock jerked, leaking steadily onto his stomach. Ilya added a second finger after long minutes of patient thrusting, scissoring carefully to open him up. The burn mixed with pleasure, years of want making every sensation sharper. 
“Look at me,” Ilya said, voice rough but tender, free hand cupping Shane’s cheek. Their eyes locked as the fingers worked deeper, stretching him with deliberate care.  “I’ve got you. Always.” 
By the time three fingers stretched him wide, Shane was shaking, hips rocking down onto Ilya’s hand, soft moans filling the room. Ilya’s cock throbbed untouched against his thigh, thick and flushed dark, the head shiny with pre-cum. 
“Please,” Shane managed, voice wrecked. “I need you inside me. Now.” 
Ilya withdrew his fingers slowly, slicking his cock with more lube. He positioned himself, the blunt head pressing against Shane’s entrance. 
“Slow,” he instructed gently. “I want to feel every second of this.” 
The push in was agonizingly gradual. Shane’s body opened around the thick length, inch by inch, the stretch intense after so long. Ilya watched his face the whole time, whispering encouragement, pausing when needed to let him adjust. When he bottomed out fully, hips flush, they both stilled, breathing hard. 
“Fuck… you feel incredible,” Ilya groaned, holding still deep inside. “So tight around me. Like you were made for this.” 
They stayed connected like that for long moments, kissing softly, hands entwined. Then Ilya began to move, long, deep rolls of his hips that dragged against every sensitive nerve. The pace built gradually, from slow and sensual to something more urgent, bodies rocking together in perfect rhythm. Shane’s legs wrapped high around Ilya’s waist, pulling him deeper with every thrust. Ilya angled just right to hit his prostate repeatedly, one hand stroking Shane’s cock in time. They shifted once, Ilya rolling them so Shane straddled him, hands guiding his hips in a steady ride. Then back to missionary, Ilya’s weight pinning him deliciously as the rhythm grew frantic. 
The climax built over what felt like hours of drawn-out bliss, until they crashed over the edge together, Shane first, clenching tight around Ilya, crying out his name. Ilya followed seconds later, burying himself deep with a shuddering groan, filling him with heat. After, Ilya collapsed carefully over him, both trembling and slick with sweat now instead of rain. He pressed soft kisses to Shane’s temple, murmuring praises as their heartbeats slowly synced.
For a long time, there was only breathing.
Shane lay there boneless and shaking, chest still heaving, Ilya’s weight a solid, heavy warmth over him. The room smelled like sex and sweat and the faint, clean trace of rain still clinging to their hair. His own heartbeat thudded in his ears, slowly easing from a frantic gallop to something almost normal.
Ilya’s forehead rested against his, their noses nearly touching. His breaths came in rough, uneven pulls, hot against Shane’s mouth. One of his hands was still cradling the side of Shane’s neck, thumb stroking mindlessly along his jaw as if he couldn’t quite stop touching him.
“Hey,” Shane whispered, voice shredded. “You alive?”
A tiny huff of air left Ilya’s chest, too wrecked to be a laugh, but close.
“Not sure,” he muttered, words slurring with exhaustion now instead of alcohol. “If this is death, I accept.”
Shane’s mouth curled, small and tired.
He lifted a hand, clumsy with aftershocks, and dragged his fingers through Ilya’s damp hair, pushing it back from his face. Up close like this, there was nowhere for either of them to hide their flushed cheeks, blown pupils, the faint sheen of sweat on Ilya’s brow, the damp tracks at the corners of Shane’s eyes he hadn’t even realised were there.
“Oh,” Ilya murmured, catching the motion with his gaze. “You cried, Hollander?”
Heat rose in Shane’s face. “You didn’t exactly give me a calm experience, Rozanov.”
Something flickered through Ilya’s expression at that - pride, guilt, awe tangled up into something wordless. He dipped his head, pressing a faint, reverent kiss to the wet skin at the corner of Shane’s eye.
“Good,” he whispered there. “I wanted it to feel… real. Not like… some dream.”
He shifted then, just enough to ease his weight off, careful and slow, like he was terrified of hurting him now that the rush had passed. He stayed close, though, lying on his side and pulling Shane with him so they settled face to face, legs tangled, his hand still firm at Shane’s waist as if to say I’m not going anywhere.
Silence opened between them, not empty, not awkward. Just full. Full of the rain outside, the rasp of their breaths, the echo of everything that had just happened in a body that was suddenly aware of every nerve. It hit Shane all at once.
The rain. The call. The confession in the alley. The car ride. Ilya on his couch, on his bed, on him. The way he’d said I love you with his mouth and then with every part of his body.
He swallowed. His chest ached.
“This is insane,” he said softly, staring at the hollow of Ilya’s throat, too wired to meet his eyes just yet. “We just… I mean, a few days ago I was…”
“Wearing ring,” Ilya finished for him, voice low. “I know.”
There was no bite in it this time. Just truth. Shane finally made himself look up. Ilya’s gaze was on him, calm in a way that didn’t match the wreckage of his body. Tired, yes. Hungover, absolutely. But there was a steadiness there under the exhaustion that hadn’t been before the rain.
“I should feel more guilty,” Shane admitted, words scraping their way out. “Or… I don’t know. I do feel guilty. There’s this… cold knot when I think about her. But also…”
He broke off, searching.
“But also when I look at you,” he whispered, “I feel like I can finally breathe properly. And I don’t… I don’t know how to hold both of those at once.”
Ilya’s fingers flexed at his waist.
“You don’t make guilt go away by denying what you want,” he said quietly. “You just… add another layer of lie on top. You did that for long time. It did not make you better man. It just made you sadder man.”
He shifted a little closer, their foreheads brushing. Shane could feel each word as much as hear it, those low vibrations moving straight into bone.
“Do not use me to run away from guilt,” Ilya added, softer. “But also… do not throw me away to prove to yourself you are ‘good person,’ da?”
The plea under the steel made Shane’s throat tighten.
“I’m not going to throw you away,” he said, fierce before he’d even processed it. “I chose you. I meant that. I’m… not going back on it just because it hurts.”
Silence settled again, thicker now.
“You’re really going to tell them,” Ilya said after a moment. “Your parents? The team?”
Shane let out a humourless breath. “I don’t think my mom is going to give me a standing ovation for falling for my teammate,” he said. “But yeah. I’m going to tell them. All of it. That the engagement is over, that I’m with you. Not… ‘thinking about it.’ With you.”
“You think she will blame me,” Ilya said, staring at the wall over Shane’s shoulder. It wasn’t a question.
“Maybe?” Shane said, refusing to sugarcoat it. “She’ll say it started at Worlds, that I should have stayed away from you, that you’re… a temptation or whatever.”
His hand tightened instinctively on Ilya’s shoulder, fingers pressing into warm skin.
“She’ll be wrong,” he added. “Because this was on me. I let it get this far without being honest. I should’ve ended the engagement before I ever kissed you again. Before I let it go this deep. That’s on me, not you.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, almost like he wanted to argue and then thought better of it. He shifted onto his back, staring up at the ceiling, one arm still around Shane’s shoulders, keeping him close. Shane rolled with him, fitting into the curve of his side like he’d done on buses and planes, except everything was stripped of pretense now.
“I’m scared,” Ilya said, eyes tracking a crack in the paint. It felt like a confession wrung out of him, reluctant but true. “Not of… this. This is so good, Hollander.” His hand tightened, briefly, where it lay on Shane’s arm. “Of… everything after. Coach. Media. Guys in room. Being… that guy. Again.”
“Yeah,” Shane admitted. “Me too.”
The thought of walking into the practice rink and telling Coach, telling anyone, that their captain and their newly-arrived chaos alternate had just crossed every line in the handbook made his stomach flip. But then he thought of not telling them. Of sneaking around, lying with his eyes all over again. Of risking Ilya’s already-fraying sense of safety with half-truths.
“No halfway,” he said out loud, more to himself than anyone.
Ilya turned his head, watching him.
“No halfway,” he echoed, like he was reminding himself.
They lay like that for a while, just breathing, letting the enormity of things settle around them. Outside, the rain had eased to a softer patter, like the city was catching its breath too.
“You need water,” Shane murmured eventually, practical brain kicking in through the haze. “And like… a whole pharmacy’s worth of electrolytes.”
“And you need shower,” Ilya countered. “You are sticky. And covered in me. Is hot but not practical perhaps.”
There was a flicker of something sharp and possessive in the way he said it that made Shane’s stomach flip, but it wasn’t leering; it was… almost reverent. He ducked his head for a second, hiding his face against Ilya’s shoulder to steady himself.
He felt fingers slide into his damp hair, stroking once, twice.
“Hey,” Ilya said quietly. “Are you okay?”
The question was simpler than are we okay; it cut through where Shane was starting to spin. He nodded automatically, then forced himself to be honest.
“I don’t know yet,” he admitted, voice small in the space between them. “I feel… good. And terrified. And guilty. And like I don’t want this to ever not be real. All at once.”
“That is… fair,” Ilya said, which almost made him laugh.
He rolled back onto his side, facing Shane again, and reached up to cup his face. His thumb swept under Shane’s eye, over his cheek.
“Look at me,” he said softly.
Shane did.
“You will feel guilty for long time,” Ilya told him, blunt but not cruel. “You will feel scared. You will wish sometimes that it could have been… cleaner. It can’t. We are who we are. We did what we did.”
He paused, thumb stroking once more along Shane’s cheekbone.
“And you will feel this,” he added, softer. “Us. Also for long time. Maybe longer. You do not have to choose one feeling at a time. You just have to not let the ugly ones make you throw away the good one.”
Shane stared at him.
“You’re… weirdly wise for someone who was puking in an alley six hours ago,” he murmured.
A ghost of a smile tugged at Ilya’s mouth.
 “Hangover enlightenment,” he said. “Very exclusive.”
The smile faded as quickly as it came.
“I need you to promise me something,” he said, voice dropping.
“Okay,” Shane said immediately.
“If you wake up tomorrow, or next week, and decide you can’t do this,” Ilya said, each word measured, “you tell me. You do not fade. You do not start… pulling away and pretending it is because of hockey, or stress, or family. You look at me and you say, ‘I cannot do this, Rozanov.’”
Shane’s stomach lurched at the thought; it felt like swallowing glass. “I don’t…”
“I know you don’t think you will,” Ilya cut in gently. “But people change their minds when things get hard. I can’t stop that. I can only ask you not to lie to me while you do it.” His throat worked. “I can survive you leaving. I cannot survive you disappearing.”
The stark honesty of it punched the air out of Shane’s lungs. He reached up, covering Ilya’s hand on his face with his own.
“I promise,” he said. “If it gets too much, I’ll tell you. I won’t… vanish on you.”
He swallowed.
“And you,” he added quietly. “If this starts feeling like too much, if I’m too much, if the circus gets too loud, if you need space, you tell me. You don’t just… blow up a game and walk out and drink yourself into a coma in some club. You come here. Or you call me before you get that far. Deal?”
A flash of shame crossed Ilya’s face at the mention of the club.
“Deal,” he said, after a small pause. “I will try. I am not good at… asking for help.”
“Me neither,” Shane said softly. “Maybe we can learn.”
Another silence, softer now. The edge of the mattress dipped as Ilya shifted closer, tucking their bodies together more neatly. Shane went willingly, his head finding its way to the familiar hollow of Ilya’s shoulder, one leg sliding between his. The position felt startlingly like all those times they’d ended up pressed together on buses, in cramped hotel beds, only now there was nothing accidental about it.
“We should shower,” Shane mumbled into his skin. “…eventually.”
“Eventually,” Ilya agreed, sounding like he had dropped three rungs down on the exhaustion ladder. “After… five minutes.”
Shane smiled against his chest.
“You said that before,” he reminded him. “On the couch in Montreal once, years ago. You were asleep for two hours.”
“Maybe I just like lying with you,” Ilya murmured, words blurring at the edges. “Who knew.”
Shane felt the pull of sleep too, heavy and sudden, now that the adrenaline had bled out and the house was warm and the rain had become a soft, steady backdrop.
He forced his eyes open one more time.
“Ilya,” he said quietly. “This isn’t just… a one-night thing, right?”
It felt childish to ask, but the words pushed out anyway. Ilya’s hand moved up into his hair again, slow and sure.
“Nothing about us has ever been ‘just one night,’” he said, so matter-of-fact it made Shane’s chest twist. “You are stuck with me now, captain. Until you decide you aren’t. And even then, I will still be annoying on ice.”
The corner of Shane’s mouth curled.
“Good,” he breathed.
His body finally let go. The last thing he registered before sleep dragged him under was the feeling of Ilya’s fingers still combing through his hair, the steady drum of his heartbeat under Shane’s ear, and the rain, soft against the windows, cocooning them in a grey, fragile peace.
For the first time in a long time, he slept without dreaming he was somewhere else.
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  Shane woke up in pieces at first.
Warmth at his back. A heavy arm across his stomach. The faint sound of rain still ticking against the window, softer now. Sheets tangled around his legs. A mattress that smelled like clean detergent and sex and someone who was definitely not a dream.
He opened his eyes. Grey morning light. His bedroom. And Ilya, half on his side, half on his stomach, dead asleep beside him, face pressed into the pillow, curls everywhere.
For a second Shane just… looked. It hit him in a much quieter way than everything else had. No rush, no panic, no huge revelation. Just the strange, steady fact of oh. He’s here. Not on the phone, not across the rink, not halfway out the door or on the other side of a fight.
Here.
Ilya made a low, sleepy sound and tightened his arm a little, pulling Shane closer without waking up. Shane felt something in his chest go painfully soft.
He’d wanted this for so long that the reality of it was almost embarrassing. Just waking up warm. Someone’s bare leg tangled with his. Someone breathing slowly and heavily against the back of his neck. It shouldn’t have felt this massive. And yet.
He let himself sink back into it for another minute. Then another.
Eventually Ilya’s breathing changed. Less deep, less even. He shifted, frowned into the pillow, then cracked one eye open. For a second he looked properly confused. Less hungover but less exhausted, confused.
Then his gaze found Shane’s face and stayed there.
“Morning,” he said, voice rough as gravel.
Shane smiled before he could stop himself. “Morning.”
Ilya squinted at the light coming through the curtains. “I feel like I got hit by bus.”
“That’s because you drank like you were trying to kill a horse and then got emotionally obliterated,” Shane said.
“Mm.” Ilya closed his eyes again briefly. “And yet horse somehow survived.”
Shane huffed a laugh. Neither of them moved much. They were still folded into each other under the blankets, limbs tangled in a way that would’ve been awkward with anyone else. With Ilya, it just felt… natural. Shane hadn’t expected that part. He’d expected intensity, awkwardness, maybe panic.
Instead there was this weird, sleepy ease.
Ilya opened his eyes again and looked at him properly this time. Not dramatic. Just a long, quiet look.
“You stayed,” he murmured.
Shane frowned a little. “Yeah?”
Ilya gave the smallest shrug he could manage lying down. “People say things in rain like in the movie,” he said. “Then morning comes.”
Something about the matter-of-fact way he said it made Shane’s throat tighten.
“I’m still here,” he said, equally quiet.
Ilya searched his face for a beat longer, then nodded once like he was filing the answer away somewhere important.
“Good.” 
His hand, still resting over Shane’s stomach, shifted slightly, just enough for his thumb to drag once, lazily, across warm skin. It wasn’t sexual. It was worse somehow. Smaller. Domestic. The kind of absent-minded touch that assumed permission.
Shane could’ve stayed there for an hour. Two. Five. Days. Until the end of his life. 
His body, unfortunately, reminded him that they were both sticky, sore, dehydrated, and probably still smelled faintly like rain and sex.
“We should probably shower,” he said.
“We should probably never move again,” Ilya countered, eyes already drifting half shut. “Very different philosophies.”
“You also need water. And painkillers.”
“Bossy,” Ilya muttered.
“You like it.”
One corner of Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Maybe.”
That tiny admission landed harder than it should have.
Shane pushed himself up onto one elbow, blanket slipping down his hip, and reached for the water bottle on the nightstand. He handed it over. Ilya drank without arguing, which told Shane exactly how bad the hangover still was.
“Medal for bravery,” Shane said.
“I expect ceremony later.”
He took the bottle back, set it down, then hesitated.
“Coffee?” he asked. “And maybe something greasy enough to bring you back to life?”
Ilya made a thoughtful face. “I would marry hash browns right now.”
The words hung there for half a second too long. Neither of them said anything. Then Ilya looked at him, slow and direct, and there was no panic in his face, just tired honesty.
“Bad phrasing maybe,” he said.
Shane let out a breath through his nose, halfway to a laugh. “A little.”
“Still true about hash browns.”
“Good to know where I stand in this relationship.”
That got a real, small smile out of him. Hungover and rough around the edges, but real. It made the room feel lighter. 
They untangled slowly, which was somehow more intimate than if they’d just jumped apart. Knees brushing, hands adjusting blankets, the awkward little choreography of two people who had crossed every line and were now discovering the shape of each other in the daylight.
Ilya sat on the edge of the bed for a second, elbows on his knees, head in his hands.
“You okay?” Shane asked.
Ilya peeked at him through his fingers. “No,” he said. “But also yes. It’s very inconvenient.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Same.”
He stood, grabbed a clean t-shirt from the dresser, and tossed it over. Ilya caught it one-handed and pulled it on without ceremony. Shane tried not to stare at the way it settled over his shoulders. He failed a little.
“What?” Ilya asked, catching him.
“Nothing.”
“You’re staring.”
“I’m literally not.”
“You literally are.”
Shane rolled his eyes and turned toward the bedroom door before his face could give him away any more than it already had.
By the time they made it to the kitchen, the apartment felt different. Not transformed. Not magically fixed. Rose’s absence was still there in the little details. The mug she used to use. The candle on the counter. The plant by the window that Shane kept forgetting to rotate. But it didn’t feel as haunted this morning. Just… altered. Tender in places. Raw in others.
Shane filled the kettle. Ilya leaned against the counter, looking pale but more awake now, hair still a mess. Neither of them rushed to fill the silence. It wasn’t awkward exactly. Just new.
Eventually Ilya said, “You really make coffee like old man.”
Shane glanced over. 
“Excuse me?”
“The careful scooping. The measuring. Very… suburban husband. Husband material, yes?”
Shane snorted. 
“You drank warm vodka out of a plastic cup last night. You don’t get to judge anyone’s beverage standards.”
“That was not choice. That was circumstance.”
“Sure.”
The kettle clicked on. Rain still tapped faintly at the window. Sunday morning sat around them in that muted, slow way it does when the whole city seems to be sleeping in.
Shane found himself watching Ilya in the kitchen light, the other man barefoot, one hip against the counter, wearing Shane’s shirt like he’d always been doing that.
It settled something low in him. Not all the way. There was still too much waiting outside this room. Conversations. Fallout. Coach. His parents. The team. Rose still existing in the shape of all of this.
But underneath that there was this clear, quiet thing: He liked this. A lot. Maybe more than was sensible. He sighed. God, how he loved him. 
***
Coffee helped. So did toast and eggs and hash browns thrown into a pan with more butter than either of them would admit to if asked. They ate at the counter, knees bumping every so often. Ilya stole food off Shane’s plate and denied it. Shane called him a thief. Ilya said that if Shane wanted to keep his potatoes, he should defend them better.
It wasn’t grand. It wasn’t tragic either. It was almost stupidly normal.
And that, more than anything, made Shane feel warm all over again. At some point, with mugs held in their hands and plates pushed aside, they both went quiet.
The practical stuff was waiting now.
Ilya rubbed his thumb along the handle of his cup and looked at the counter instead of Shane. “So,” he said. “Now we probably talk like adults.”
Shane nodded. 
“Yeah. Probably.”
Neither of them looked thrilled.
But when Shane reached out, just to rest his hand lightly over the back of Ilya’s for a second, Ilya turned his hand over immediately and laced their fingers together like it was the easiest thing in the world.
Shane looked down at their joined hands and felt that same soft, ridiculous relief again. He’d wanted this. Not just the heat, not just the rain, not just the dramatic bits. This. The morning after. The coffee. The hand staying in his. He’d craved it.
They stayed at the counter a long time before either of them actually started.
The coffee had gone from hot to merely warm. The plates sat pushed aside, streaked with egg and grease, forks abandoned where they’d landed. Rain kept tapping at the window in that soft, steady way that made the whole morning feel half-asleep, as if the city itself was giving them a few extra minutes before it asked anything of them.
Their free hands were still linked.
Neither of them seemed to have decided that consciously. It had just… happened. Shane had touched the back of Ilya’s hand, and Ilya had turned his palm up and threaded their fingers together like there was no point pretending he didn’t want that anymore. Now their joined hands rested on the counter between their mugs, warm and a little damp from the condensation on the ceramic, and every so often Shane felt Ilya’s thumb move against the side of his finger in some absent, thinking rhythm.
It was that small movement, more than anything, that finally pushed him to speak.
“We can’t go from this,” he said quietly, eyes on their hands, “to just… walking into the rink tomorrow like nothing happened.”
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. Shane felt him breathe in beside him, slow and deep, the kind of breath that meant he was arranging his thoughts into something he could live with saying.
“No,” he said after a moment. His voice was low, still rough around the edges from sleep and the night before. “We can’t.”
Shane nodded once. His chest tightened anyway.
He knew they couldn’t. He also knew the thought of the alternative, walking into that room, into Coach’s office, into the full white light of being known, made his stomach pitch in a way that had nothing to do with last night’s panic or this morning’s coffee.
“I just…” He stopped, dragged his free hand through his hair, and then started again, slower. “I don’t want the first thing to happen after all of this to be the team knowing before we’ve even had five minutes to breathe. I don’t want Kenny looking between us like he’s watching reality TV. I don’t want Coach finding out because one of us says the wrong thing when we’re tired and pissed off and still trying to work out what we are.”
Ilya turned his head and looked at him properly then.
His face was calm, but Shane could see the fatigue still hanging off him, the faint bruising under his eyes, the softness that only seemed to exist when they were alone. He was listening so closely it made Shane feel strangely exposed and strangely safe at the same time.
“What do you want?” Ilya asked.
The question was simple. It shouldn’t have made Shane’s throat feel tight.
He looked away from him, out toward the rain-silvered glass, and tried to be honest in a way that didn’t sound cowardly.
“I want…” He huffed a small, humourless breath. “I want a second. A little bit of time where this belongs to us before it belongs to everybody else.”
Ilya was quiet.
Shane could feel his own pulse starting to thud too hard in his neck, that old familiar fear rising. The fear that wanting time would sound like wanting secrecy, and wanting secrecy would sound like shame, and shame would sound like the very thing he’d promised not to do to him.
So he forced himself to keep going.
“Not because I want to hide you,” he said quickly, turning back toward him. “Not because I’m embarrassed or because I want to pretend this isn’t real. That’s not…” His fingers tightened unconsciously around Ilya’s hand. “That’s not what this is.”
Ilya’s gaze flicked down to their hands, then back up.
“I know,” he said quietly.
“You do?”
“Yes.” Ilya’s mouth tipped faintly, not quite a smile. “I know the difference between ‘I need a minute’ and ‘put me back in closet.’” He paused, his thumb making another slow pass against Shane’s finger. “At least… I think I do.”
Something in Shane softened so fast it almost hurt.
He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. “Okay,” he murmured.
They sat in that for a long quiet moment. The rain tapped. The kettle, forgotten on the stove, made one tiny cooling sound. Somewhere above them, a pipe clicked.
Then Ilya leaned back a little and said, 
“I don’t want the team to know yet either.”
Shane turned to him. Ilya’s eyes were on the mug in his free hand now, not on Shane. He rotated it slowly on the counter, listening to the faint scrape of ceramic against laminate.
“I don’t want their faces first,” he said after a second. “Not before we’ve…” He gestured vaguely between them with the hand holding the cup. “Had some time together where we don’t have to explain ourselves like a press release.”
Shane’s mouth twitched despite everything.
“That’s exactly what I meant.”
“I know.” Ilya finally looked at him, the corner of his mouth still carrying that tiny, tired curve. “Scary, da?”
Shane made a soft sound that might have been a laugh.
Then Ilya’s expression shifted, grew more serious again, and he added, 
“But I do think you should tell your parents.”
That landed differently. Heavier. Shane looked down at their linked hands again, then at the rain, then back at the counter like there might be a script written there.
“Yeah,” he said. “I do too.”
“You want to do it today?”
He thought about it for a moment. About his mother’s face. About his father trying to be calm and practical and accidentally making it worse. About the way this would sound out loud in his own voice, not as theory or confession in the rain, but as fact. Present tense. Real.
“I think I have to,” he said at last. “If I don’t, I’ll start building up to it in my head until it turns into some impossible thing.”
Ilya nodded once, like that made perfect sense to him.
“You want me there?”
The question came so gently that it almost undid him.
Shane looked at him. Really looked. At the damp curls still drying in weird shapes around his forehead, the broad shoulders in Shane’s borrowed shirt, the faint tightness in his mouth that gave away how much he was bracing for any answer, even after everything.
Part of him wanted to say yes immediately. Wanted the comfort of his knee against his, his hand somewhere in reach, the silent pressure of him in the room while Shane said the hard thing.
Another part, the older, more frightened part wanted to manage it alone, to take the impact himself before it could splash onto anyone else.
He swallowed.
“I think…” He hesitated. “I think I should do the first bit alone. Just because it’s my mess with them first. My engagement, my breakup, my timing. I need to own that without it looking like I’m bringing you in as a shield.”
Ilya didn’t look offended. Just thoughtful.
Then he nodded. “Okay.”
Shane searched his face carefully. “You’re not mad?”
“No.” Ilya shook his head. “It makes sense.” He shifted closer by maybe half an inch, enough that their shoulders were properly touching now. “And if it goes badly, I’ll still be here after.”
The sentence was so plain and so steady that Shane had to look away for a second. He stared at the rain-blurred window and blinked hard, suddenly not sure if the blur in his vision came from the rain or his own tears.
“Okay,” he said again, because there wasn’t anything smarter to say.
For a little while neither of them spoke. They stayed there, side by side, letting the shape of things settle. It wasn’t a dramatic silence, not weighted with suspicion or regret. More like both of them were making room in their heads for a reality that had arrived far too fast and yet somehow still felt overdue.
Eventually Shane braved the silence again, “I don’t want to put anything online.”
Ilya made a soft, immediate sound of agreement. “God, no.”
Shane let out a small laugh that felt like relief. “Yeah.”
“No statements,” Ilya said, and there was more edge in his voice now, more of the sharp certainty Shane knew from the ice. “No cryptic black-and-white photo. No ‘soft launch.’ No letting internet think it gets first piece of this.”
That pulled a real laugh out of Shane, small and startled and badly needed.
“Soft launch?”
Ilya cut him a look. 
“I know words.”
“I know, I’m just… picturing you saying ‘soft launch’ and it’s weirdly doing something to me.”
A faint flush climbed into Ilya’s cheeks. He rolled his eyes, but there was no real heat in it.
“You are so embarrassing.”
“You literally called me at three in the morning and confessed your love in an alley.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, deadpan. “That was dignified. This is different.”
Shane smiled despite himself, then sobered again.
“I just want it private for a while,” he said. “Not secret. Private. There’s a difference.”
Ilya’s face changed at that, something in it loosening.
“Yes,” he said quietly. “There is.”
Shane turned toward him a little more fully. “I need you to know I mean that.”
“I do.” Ilya’s voice dropped softer, more careful. “And I need you to know I can do private. I can do waiting a little. What I can’t do is… feeling like you disappear when the door opens.”
The honesty of that sat between them without flinching.
Shane nodded slowly. 
“You won’t have to.”
Ilya held his gaze for a beat, then another, as if testing whether he really believed that. Whatever he found there seemed to settle something, because his shoulders dropped, not much, but enough for Shane to see it.
“Okay,” he said again.
They were building a lot of fragile little okay’s this morning, Shane thought. Small bridges. Narrow planks over deep water. Not dramatic. Just necessary.
He leaned his hip more firmly into the counter and asked, 
“So… team stays out of it for now. My parents, I tell today. Social media can go to hell. Correct?”
“Yes,” Ilya said immediately. “Social media can absolutely go to hell.”
“And Coach?”
Ilya went still for a second, thinking.
“I don’t think we hide it from him for long,” he said at last. “He will notice. He notices when someone changes tape brand.” A faint exhale through his nose. “But maybe not today. Not when we don’t even know what your parents say, what you need, what…” He trailed off, then tried again. “Maybe we tell him once we can say it without sounding like we are still having an emotional breakdown.”
“That would narrow the window a lot,” Shane muttered.
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Yes. Unfortunately.”
A beat passed.
Then Shane said, quieter, “What are we saying, anyway?”
Ilya looked at him. “To Coach?”
“No. To… us.”
That shut off whatever faint humour had been flickering in the room.
Ilya didn’t look away. He just studied him with that deep, exacting focus that always made Shane feel like he was being read line by line.
“You mean what are we calling this,” he said.
“Yeah.”
Shane heard how young he sounded, how tentative. It made him want to crawl out of his own skin a little. Almost thirty years old, captain of a professional team, asking what they were like a teenager after a house party.
And yet there they were. Ilya’s fingers tightened once around his hand, then loosened.
“I don’t know yet,” he said honestly. “I know what it feels like. I know what I feel. But I don’t know what the clean word is.” His gaze flicked down, then back up. “I don’t need one this morning, unless you do.”
Shane shook his head almost immediately.
“No,” he said. “No, I don’t think I do.”
What he needed was not a label. Not yet. He needed this hand in his. This body beside his. The certainty that Ilya was not leaving and neither was he, at least not today.
He exhaled slowly.
“I just wanted to make sure we weren’t…” He searched for it. “Drifting on adrenaline.”
That made the shadow pass across Ilya’s face.
“No,” he said. “Not adrenaline, Hollander.”
The words were quiet, but they landed with so much weight that Shane felt it in his chest.
They looked at each other for a long moment after that. Then Ilya shifted, set his mug aside, and with his free hand reached up to touch the side of Shane’s face. Not dramatic. Just fingertips along his jaw, thumb resting under his cheekbone. The gesture was almost unbelievably tender after everything else between them, after rain and arguments and nights full of wreckage.
“You look tired,” he murmured.
“I am tired.”
“I know.”
Shane leaned into the touch before he could stop himself. It was a tiny movement, barely there, but Ilya felt it. Shane knew he did because his expression changed, softened around the edges in a way that made the whole kitchen seem quieter.
“This is nice,” Shane admitted after a second, his voice lower now. “I didn’t really think we’d get to a point where it could be… this.”
Ilya’s thumb moved once, lightly. “What, kitchen counters and administrative discussions?”
“Shut up.”
“No,” Ilya said, and now there was the faintest trace of a smile. “You mean this. The calm bit.”
Shane let out a breath and nodded. “Yeah. The calm bit.”
Ilya looked at him like he understood exactly what he meant.
“I didn’t think so either,” he said.
The rain softened further outside, losing some of its urgency. Morning had properly arrived now, though neither of them seemed in a hurry to meet it. Shane knew they would have to. Calls had to be made. People would ask questions. The shape of his life was going to keep changing whether he was ready or not.
But standing there with their hands linked and Ilya’s palm warm against his face, he felt for the first time like maybe they didn’t have to solve it all before noon.
Maybe it could happen the way most real things happened. Messily. In parts. One conversation, then another. One small choice after the next.
He covered Ilya’s hand with his free one and said, “After I call them… if it goes badly, I might need you to tell me I haven’t completely ruined my life.”
Ilya’s eyes softened in a way Shane was still getting used to seeing directed at him.
“If it goes badly,” he said, “I’ll tell you exactly how ruined your life is.”
Shane stared at him. Then Ilya’s mouth finally curved, small and crooked and exhausted.
“And then,” he added, quieter, “I’ll remind you that I’m still here.”
It wasn’t a dramatic line. It wasn’t grand. It was just… so him. Practical and devastating in equal measure. Shane closed his eyes for a second, forehead almost brushing Ilya’s shoulder, and let himself have that. The promise of presence. Not rescue. Not perfection. Just here.
When he looked up again, he said, 
“Okay. And no disappearing on me.”
Ilya held his gaze. “No disappearing on me either.”
“Deal.”
They shook on nothing and everything by tightening their fingers together once more.
The kitchen was still grey with rainlight. Their coffee had gone cold. The whole day waited outside the edges of that room.
***
They’d ended up on the couch after the kitchen, both of them telling themselves it was just for a minute before Shane made the call. Just a minute to sit down, to breathe, to let the coffee settle and the morning stop feeling quite so unreal. 
Maybe that’s why Shane didn’t even hear the first ring of his doorbell either.
Or the second.
The apartment was too warm, too soft, too full of them.
The planned moment of rest had turned somehow, very predictably, into Ilya stretched half over him, one leg tangled with his, Shane’s fingers in his curls, their mouths finding each other again and again like they still didn’t quite believe they were allowed.
By the time Shane’s phone started vibrating where it had been abandoned on the coffee table, his hoodie was on the floor, Ilya’s t-shirt had disappeared somewhere under the armchair, and both of them were down to sweats and skin and the slow, ruined kind of kissing that kept dissolving any practical thought Shane tried to have.
He was flat on his back, one arm around Ilya’s shoulders, the other curled uselessly against the back of his neck while Ilya kissed him like there was no clock in the world. Not frantic anymore. Not the rain-soaked desperation of earlier. This was worse in a way, so much slower, lazier, like they had time. Like Ilya could take his mouth apart one soft, wet kiss at a time and Shane would just let him.
Which, apparently, he would.
Their mouths were both swollen by now. Shane could feel it every time Ilya dragged his lower lip between his teeth and soothed it with his tongue. His neck felt hot and tight where Ilya had spent far too long earlier, leaving marks that had seemed like a problem for later.
Later, as it turned out, had arrived a little faster than expected.
The phone buzzed again. Then stopped. Then started immediately after.
Shane made a faint, irritated sound against Ilya’s mouth.
“Mm,” Ilya murmured, not moving far enough away to count as a real pause. “Ignore it.”
“That might be important,” Shane said, though he made no move whatsoever to reach for it.
“Nothing is important,” Ilya said, very soft, and kissed him again like he meant to prove it.
Shane was halfway through giving in when the phone started ringing instead of vibrating, full volume, bright and obnoxious against the low hush of the apartment.
He broke the kiss with a groan and thumped the back of his head lightly against the couch cushion.
“Jesus Christ.”
Ilya, breathing a little too hard himself, dropped his forehead to Shane’s collarbone and muttered something dark in Russian that definitely wasn’t a blessing.
The screen lit up against the table.
MOM
Shane froze. He felt Ilya feel it too, his whole body changed where it lay half over Shane’s, going still in that immediate, instinctive way people do when reality cuts through.
“Oh,” Ilya said.
“Yeah,” Shane said.
The phone kept ringing.
For a second neither of them moved. Shane stared at the name like it might somehow rearrange itself into something easier. Ilya slowly pushed himself up enough to look at the screen too, his hair a complete disaster, mouth red and bitten.
“Answer,” he said quietly.
Shane swallowed, sat up too fast, nearly dislodging Ilya completely in the process. His heart had gone from soft and hazy to a full sprint in under a second.
He grabbed the phone.
“Hey, Mom…”
“Shane.” Yuna’s voice came immediately through the speaker. “Is your doorbell broken?”
He blinked. “What?”
“We have been ringing for five minutes,” she said. “Your father tried the bell, then knocking, then the bell again like a maniac. I called because maybe you died.”
Shane went absolutely cold. His gaze snapped to the apartment door.
Then to Ilya.
Then back to the phone.
“You’re where?” he said, though he knew perfectly well.
“At your door,” Yuna said, with the dangerous patience of someone speaking to a child who had just asked whether water was wet. “With pastries. And coffee. And now I have a very bad feeling, honey. Is everything alright?”
Across from him, Ilya had gone white under the flush. Shane had as well. 
“Uh,” Shane said eloquently.
“Open the door, darling.”
The line clicked dead. For one full second, the apartment held its breath.
Then both of them moved at once.
“Oh my God,” Shane said.
“Bozhe moy,” Ilya said at exactly the same time.
They stared at each other. The scene, when seen through suddenly horrified eyes, was catastrophic.
They were both in nothing but sweats. Bare chests. Bare feet. Hickeys. Everywhere. Shane could feel at least three blooming hot and obvious along the side of his neck. Ilya looked even worse, one dark mark right over his collarbone, another half-hidden at the base of his throat, his mouth swollen enough to qualify as evidence in court.
The hoodie and shirt situation on the floor was not helping.
The apartment itself smelled unmistakably of coffee, sex, and two men making out on a Sunday morning, their colognes mixing with the heat of their bodies.
Shane stood up so fast he nearly tripped over the blanket pooled around his legs. 
“Fuck. Fuck.”
Ilya was already on his feet, equally frantic but somehow still moving with more physical grace, even half-hungover and half-undressed.
“What do we do,” Shane hissed.
“Why are you asking me like I am expert in ambushing parents,” Ilya shot back, voice low and edged with the exact same panic. “I have never even wanted to meet them like this.”
The doorbell rang again. Both of them jumped.
“Okay, okay,” Shane said, running a hand through his hair and immediately regretting it because it only made the whole disheveled situation worse. “Bedroom. No, wait. That makes it worse somehow. Kitchen? Bathroom? Jesus Christ.”
“You cannot put me in bathroom like affair,” Ilya said, genuinely offended for half a second through the panic.
“You think I want to put you in the bathroom?”
“I think you are spiraling, Hollander.”
“I am spiraling!”
Another knock. David’s voice now, muffled through the door: “Buddy? You alive in there?”
Shane made a sound that was almost a whimper.
Ilya looked toward the bedroom, then back at him, then reached up and touched the side of Shane’s neck with two fingers.
Shane flinched. “What?”
“Your throat,” Ilya said. “Looks like I attacked you.”
“You did attack me!”
“Yes, but your parents do not need close-up.”
He looked around wildly, spotted a hoodie on the armchair - his own? Shane’s? Impossible to tell at a glance - and snatched it up, shoving it at Shane. The previous one laid forgotten on the floor still. 
“Put this on.”
Shane obeyed without argument, dragging the hoodie over his head. The fabric scraped over all the fresh places on his neck and chest and made him hiss.
Ilya winced in sympathy and then immediately turned toward the bedroom, scooping his own  abandoned t-shirt off the floor.
“No,” Shane said, suddenly. “Don’t hide.”
Ilya stopped.
They looked at each other across the tiny wreckage of the living room, across the couch cushions dislodged, mugs still on the table, their entire morning spread around them like incriminating evidence.
The knock came again, lighter this time. Yuna. 
“Shane. You are scaring us, sweetheart.”
Something in his chest settled, just a fraction.
He didn’t want this. Not like this, not now, not with his mouth still tingling and his whole body aching pleasantly under the panic. But also… maybe there was no point reaching for perfect timing anymore. That had kind of been the whole lesson.
“I’m not putting you in the bathroom,” he said again, firmer now.
Ilya’s face changed slightly at that. The fear was still there, but something else joined it, wariness, maybe. A strange, cautious hope.
“They are going to know,” he said quietly.
Shane gave him a look. 
“They were going to know anyway. We’re one hoodie and ten lies away from a crime scene.”
To his astonishment, that made the corner of Ilya’s mouth twitch. Only a little. Only for a second.
“Still,” Ilya murmured, glancing toward the door, “I would prefer not to greet your mother with my tits out. Gimme a second.”
“Fair.”
Ilya pulled on his top fast, hands moving a little clumsily now that the panic had reached full-body level.
Shane shoved a hand into the pocket of the hoodie and found his own fingers trembling.
“Do I look…” He gestured vaguely at his face.
“Like someone I was kissing for twenty minutes on the couch?” Ilya asked. “Yes.”
“Helpful.”
“You asked.”
The bell rang again, longer this time. Shane closed his eyes for half a second, then opened them and looked at Ilya properly.
He was pale, eyes a little too bright, shirt half-wrinkled, hair still damp and wild despite the rushed attempt to tame it back. Beautiful and wrecked and unmistakably here.
“Stay,” Shane said quietly.
The word landed between them with more weight than it should have in a room like this.
Ilya stared at him.
“You’re sure?” he asked.
“No,” Shane said honestly. “But I’m doing it anyway.”
That got him another of those tiny, disbelieving looks. Then Ilya gave one short nod.
“Okay.”
Shane inhaled once, deep and useless, and crossed to the door.
He could feel Ilya behind him, not touching, but there, a presence in the room now instead of an absence tucked away for safety.
His hand paused on the handle. He heard his mother shifting on the other side, his father saying something low, both of them still waiting.
He opened the door.
Yuna was the first thing he saw, her camel coat on, cardboard coffee tray in one hand, pastry box in the other, eyes already narrowed with maternal suspicion that sharpened instantly into something far more dangerous as she took him in.
His hair. The hoodie hastily thrown on. The mouth. The neck.
Then her gaze slid past his shoulder. To Ilya. Standing barefoot in Shane’s apartment, wearing a wrinkled shirt and Shane’s sweats, looking exactly like what he was.
Silence.
David, behind her, blinked once. Then twice.
Yuna’s eyes came back to Shane’s face.
“Ah,” she said.
It was a very small sound. It still managed to contain approximately seven years of maternal intuition, one recent breakup, and a great deal of dawning horror.
Rain tapped softly at the windows.
Somewhere in the hallway, a neighbour’s door opened and closed again.
Yuna recovered first. Of course she did.
There was maybe one full second where all four of them just stood there in the doorway, held in place by the sheer awkwardness of it, the coffee tray in her hands, David half behind her with another box, Shane still gripping the doorknob, and Ilya in the middle distance looking exactly like a man who had very recently been horizontal on Shane’s couch for reasons that were not even remotely platonic.
Then Yuna stepped inside.
Not hurriedly. Not dramatically. Just with the calm, almost frightening composure of a woman who had decided that if her son’s life was about to detonate, she would at least do it somewhere with decent coffee.
“Move,” she said to Shane, not unkindly. “If this conversation is happening, it is not happening on the threshold like we are in a soap opera, Shane.”
Shane stepped back immediately.
David followed, glancing once at Ilya with that expression dads had when they were trying to process six separate concerns at once and hadn’t decided which one to prioritise. Hungover? half-dressed? son’s ex-fiancée gone? son’s teammate in his apartment? It all seemed to be moving behind his eyes in real time.
Yuna set the coffee down on the kitchen counter. David put the pastries beside it.
No one spoke for a few beats. Ilya, who had been very still up to this point, straightened almost imperceptibly. It was subtle, but Shane knew the movement for what it was: armour. Not the loud, swaggering kind he wore for cameras or on the ice. This was quieter. More dangerous. The kind that came down over his face when he expected to be judged and intended to survive it standing up.
Shane felt the sight of it like a hand around his throat.
“Mom,” he started. “Dad.”
Yuna turned and looked at him fully then.
She was stern. Not cold. Not furious. But stern in a way that made him feel ten years old and seventeen and twenty-three all at once, every age he had ever been when he knew he’d disappointed her.
He braced himself. Instead of going straight for blood, she looked at his neck, then at his face, then at Ilya, then back at him, and said, very carefully, 
“Please, explain this from the beginning.”
Which was somehow worse. Shane swallowed.
“Okay,” he said.
No one sat at first. It made the whole room feel more charged, more provisional, like they were all still deciding what kind of scene this was going to become.
David was the one who broke that.
“Well,” he said, clearing his throat and gesturing awkwardly toward the couch. “Might as well sit down before someone faints.”
That got them moving.
Yuna took the armchair. David sat beside her but more forward on the cushion, elbows on his knees in that posture he got when he was trying hard to stay open-minded and not accidentally become a cliché of a dad. Shane hovered for half a second, then sat on the couch. Ilya remained standing long enough that Shane thought, please sit, please don’t make this worse by looking like a hostage or a challenge, and then, at last, he took the far end of the same couch.
Not close enough to touch. Not far enough to mean nothing.
Yuna clocked that too, Shane could tell.
Her gaze moved between them once. Then she folded her hands in her lap.
Shane drew in a breath and immediately realised there was no version of this that didn’t sound insane when spoken out loud.
“Rose and I broke up,” he said.
David closed his eyes for one brief second, like he’d known but hearing it still hurt.
Yuna nodded once, face unreadable. “We can tell that much.”
Shane looked down at his own hands, then forced himself to look back up.
“We broke up because…” He exhaled, slow. “Because I wasn’t being honest with her. About what I was feeling. About who I was…” His throat tightened. “In love with.”
Yuna’s gaze sharpened. David went very still.
Beside him, Ilya didn’t move at all. Shane could feel heat climbing up the back of his neck, over the already oversensitive marks there, and he hated that his own body was betraying him like this, making him look like a teenager caught sneaking someone in after curfew.
“Me and Ilya,” he said, hearing the tremor in his own voice and hating that too, “we’ve had history for a long time. Years. It was never properly dealt with. I told myself it was over, or that it didn’t matter, or that I could just… ignore it and choose a different life.”
Yuna didn’t interrupt. That somehow made it harder.
“And then he got traded here,” Shane went on. “And I tried to keep everything separate. I tried to be responsible about it. I thought I could.”
Ilya made the faintest sound beside him, not quite a scoff, not quite agreement.
Shane glanced at him, then back at his parents.
“I couldn’t,” he said simply. “That’s the truth. I couldn’t. And it got to a point where staying with Rose, staying engaged to her, would’ve meant lying to her every day.”
His voice dropped lower.
“So I ended it.”
Silence settled heavily in the room. David rubbed a hand over his mouth. Yuna sat so still she might as well have been carved.
When she finally spoke, it was calm.
“Before or after you slept with him?”
Shane actually flinched. Ilya’s head turned slightly. David looked like he wanted the floor to open and swallow him whole.
“Mom, Jesus Christ!” Shane huffed, half-horrified.
“What?” Yuna replied, not taking her eyes off him. “It is a simple question and a relevant one.”
“It was before,” Shane said quickly, flushing hard now. “We… I ended things with Rose before.”
There was a tiny pause.
Then, from beside him, in a voice dry enough to set the curtains on fire, Ilya apparently decided to speak. He was probably meant to be helpful, Shane knew that much. Still, he wished for the couch to swallow him when Ilya uttered the next sentence. 
“We are currently lovers, so I understand the confusion.”
Shane actually jerked in place.
“Oh my God,” he hissed, turning to stare at him.
David choked. Yuna blinked once, slowly, like the word had physically hit her in the face. Ilya, to his credit, looked completely serious. A little pale, a little wrecked, but serious.
Shane felt himself burning alive from the inside out.
“We are not calling it that,” he said through his teeth, mortified “We agreed to no labels.”.
Ilya lifted one shoulder. 
“What? It is accurate.”
“It is not helping.”
“I’m not trying to help,” Ilya said. “I’m trying to be honest. Everyone here likes honesty very much.”
Despite the horror of the moment, despite everything, David made a tiny strangled sound that might have been the beginning of a laugh. He smothered it immediately with a cough.
Yuna smiled too. 
“Please,” she said to the ceiling rather than to any of them, “for one minute can we all try to act like adults.”
“Technically ‘lovers’ is very adult. Only adults are lovers.” Ilya muttered.
Shane buried his face in one hand. David failed to hide the laugh this time. It came out brief and helpless, and then he shook his head and looked apologetic.
“Sorry,” he said, still fighting his mouth. “Sorry. Bad timing.”
“You think?” Yuna said, though the corner of her mouth twitched in spite of herself before flattening again.
The absurdity of it cracked something in the room, not enough to make it easy, not remotely, but enough that the panic loosened its grip a fraction. Enough that everyone remembered they were still people and not courtroom exhibits.
Shane dragged his hand down his face and exhaled.
“Okay,” he said. “We are not using that word again.”
Ilya looked at him for a beat and then, to Shane’s immense gratitude, gave the smallest nod.
“Fine,” he said. “Your boyfriend terminology is very boring anyway.”
“Jesus Christ,” Shane muttered.
“Shane,” Yuna said.
He straightened automatically. She was looking at him differently now. Still stern. Still hurt on Rose’s behalf, he thought, and on his own behalf too. But underneath it there was something else, something steadier, more searching.
“Are you happy?” she asked.
The question hit him so unexpectedly that he just stared.
“What?”
“With him,” she said. “Not in the abstract. Not in the ‘I had feelings I was suppressing’ way. Not in the ‘I didn’t want to lie to Rose’ way. Those are all reasons. I am asking something else.” Her eyes held his. “Are you happy?”
His mouth opened and then closed again. He looked at Ilya before he meant to.
Ilya was watching him with that same tense stillness he’d had all morning, all afternoon, all week really, the stillness of someone who had not yet decided whether he was being offered a home or a trap.
And Shane knew. Not abstractly. Not philosophically. In his body. He thought about the plane. The rain. This morning on the couch, all swollen mouths and shared coffee and that ridiculous, unbearable peace.
“Yes,” he said softly. “I am.”
Yuna’s face changed almost imperceptibly.
David leaned forward a little more. “And is this…” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “Is this real, for you? Or is it the aftermath of a breakup and a long-buried thing all crashing together?”
Shane appreciated that he asked it plainly.
“It’s real,” he said. “It was real before I admitted it. That’s part of the problem. I was trying to force myself into a life that looked right from the outside because I thought if I did it hard enough, the rest of me would just… shut up.”
Beside him, Ilya looked down, and Shane caught the subtle movement of his throat.
“It didn’t,” Shane finished.
Yuna was quiet for a few moments. Then she turned her gaze to Ilya.
That changed the atmosphere instantly. Shane could feel Ilya brace beside him without seeing him do it.
Yuna did not soften for him the way she did for Shane. Not because she hated him, Shane realised, but because she didn’t know him. Because she was trying to protect her son and didn’t yet know if the man beside him would do the same.
“I am going to ask you something difficult,” she said.
Ilya met her gaze directly. “Okay.”
“Do you want him because he is finally available,” she said, “or because you actually want him? All of him. The anxious parts. The difficult parts. The way he retreats into himself and thinks he can solve everyone’s lives by sacrificing his own.”
Shane inhaled sharply. “Mom…”
“No,” Ilya said quietly, before Shane could say anything else. His voice had changed. Lost its dry edge. “Is fair.”
Yuna held his eyes. Ilya sat very still for a moment.
“I wanted him when he wasn’t available too. That was… most of the problem.”
The honesty of it landed hard. Shane’s heart gave a painful thud against his ribs.
“I know he’s difficult sometimes,” Ilya went on, still looking at Yuna. “He goes quiet when he’s scared. He says ‘I’m fine’ when he means the opposite. He tries to make everything neat and noble and selfless until he strangles himself with it.” The faintest corner of his mouth lifted. “He drives me insane.”
David’s mouth twitched.
“But yes,” Ilya said, and now there was no humour in it at all. “I want him. Not because Rose is gone. Not because now it’s easier. There is nothing easier about this.” He glanced at Shane then, just once, and something warm and wrecked passed through his face before he looked back at Yuna. “I wanted him when it hurt more. I still do.”
The room went very quiet again.
Shane could feel his own heartbeat in his throat. He wanted to reach over and take Ilya’s hand, but he didn’t, not yet. It felt too vulnerable in front of them, somehow. Or maybe not vulnerable but too revealing. Too much at once.
David leaned back slowly, exhaling through his nose.
“Well,” he said after a moment. “That’s… not exactly unclear.”
Yuna gave him a brief look, then returned her attention to Shane.
“I am angry at the way this happened,” she said plainly. “On Rose’s behalf. On yours. On all of yours, actually, because you all seem determined to make each other suffer as much as possible before admitting anything.”
That was fair enough that Shane didn’t even try to argue.
“But,” she continued, her voice gentler now, “I am not angry that you are in love with him. Do you understand? I need you to hear the difference, Shane.”
Shane’s eyes stung.
“Yes,” he said quietly.
“I don’t care that he’s a man,” she said. “I care that you were drowning and trying to call it discipline. I care that you hurt someone kind because you waited too long to be honest. I care that you think pain is the price of being decent.” She tilted her head slightly. “That is what I am stern about. Not… this.”
Her hand made a small motion between him and Ilya.
Shane looked down for a second because he genuinely did not know what to do with the relief that moved through him.
David cleared his throat.
“I’m confused,” he admitted, sounding almost apologetic. “Deeply. On many levels. The timeline alone is giving me stress. But…” He shrugged helplessly. “You’re my son. I love you. I want you to be with someone who actually makes sense to you, even if the rest of us need a minute to catch up.”
He glanced at Ilya.
“And I’m not going to sit here and act like this is all on you,” he added. “From everything I’m hearing, our boy made a spectacular mess all by himself.”
Ilya blinked, then looked down, just briefly, like that unexpected fairness had caught him off balance.
“Thank you,” he said, and for once there was no irony in it.
Yuna leaned back a little in her chair, the rigidity in her spine easing at last.
“I need to know one more thing,” she said.
Shane braced. “Okay.”
“What are you doing now?” she asked. “Today. This week. Are you telling the team? Coach? Are you going online? Because if I wake up to some sports headline that says ‘Captain leaves fiancée for teammate’ I will personally haunt both of you. And I will certainly need a drink.”
That pulled a startled, slightly hysterical laugh out of Shane.
“No,” he said quickly. “No. We talked about that. We’re not telling the team yet. Not today. And definitely not going online.”
“Good,” Yuna said immediately. “The internet does not deserve first contact.”
Ilya made a small approving noise at that.
Shane looked between them. 
“I wanted to tell you two first. And then Coach, once we’ve… figured out how to do that without it becoming its own disaster.”
“Private for now,” Ilya said quietly.
Yuna nodded slowly. 
“Private is fine. Secret is not.”
Shane met her gaze. “I know.”
David sat back, rubbing a hand over his chin.
“The coach needs to know before the room does,” he said. “That part seems obvious.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “I agree.”
“And Rose?” Yuna asked, more softly now. “Does she know about… him, specifically?”
Shane looked down. “She knows enough.”
The answer seemed to satisfy her, or at least she chose not to push further. He was grateful for that. There was another long pause.
Then Yuna stood, crossed to the counter, and picked up the coffee tray again.
“Well,” she said, with the air of someone reassembling the world through force of habit, “the coffee is probably still hot enough, and the pastries are definitely too expensive to waste.”
David let out a breath that looked suspiciously like relief.
Shane blinked up at her. 
“That’s it?”
Yuna gave him a look. “No, darling. That is not ‘it.’ This is not solved. I will have more opinions later, probably many. But right now you both look pale and hungover and like you’ve had approximately six emotional breakdowns in the past forty-eight hours. We can sit and drink coffee like human beings.”
Something in Shane’s chest almost gave way entirely at that. He laughed once, soft and disbelieving, then scrubbed a hand over his face.
“Okay,” he said.
Ilya, beside him, had gone strangely quiet again, not shut down this time, just watchful, maybe a little stunned. Shane glanced at him, and for the first time since his parents walked in, Ilya looked back without that hard guard over his face.
He looked… tentative. As if he hadn’t quite expected to survive the conversation and was still adjusting to the fact that he had.
Shane reached out without really thinking and rested his hand, briefly, against the back of Ilya’s wrist where it lay on the couch cushion between them. Not dramatic. Barely there.
Ilya’s fingers twitched under the touch, then turned slightly so that Shane’s hand settled more fully against his.
Yuna saw it.
Of course she did. And somehow, absurdly, that was the thing that finally broke the last of the tension.
Not all of it. The grief was still there. The confusion. The uncertainty. Rose’s absence sat in the apartment like a third presence, and tomorrow still waited out there with Coach and the team and all the rest of it.
But for that moment, with coffee being poured and pastries being unboxed and his parents looking rattled but present and Ilya still sitting beside him, warm at his side and not gone, Shane felt the room settle into something he could live inside.
Not easy. Not clean. Real.
***
Sugar and coffee helped.
Not in some miraculous way. It didn’t untangle anything or make the room suddenly easy. But the ordinary motions of it, the cups passed hand to hand, pastry paper crinkling, David making a face because Yuna had, as always, bought the fruity ones instead of the chocolate ones, gave everyone something to do with their bodies while their minds caught up.
Shane stood once to grab plates and was immediately ordered back down by both parents at once.
“Sit,” Yuna said, already taking them from his hands. “You’ve probably done enough dramatic pacing for one weekend.”
David pointed at the couch. “Doctor’s orders.”
Ilya, who had gone very quiet after that first burst of honesty, seemed to take the practical chaos as permission to move. He stood, took mugs when Yuna passed them to him, carried things to the sink without being asked, the lines of his body a little too careful, as if he didn’t quite know yet whether he was being useful or intrusive.
Shane watched him out of the corner of his eye while pretending to listen to David asking whether he’d actually slept at all.
He saw the way Ilya kept himself occupied. Not performatively. Not in a showy way. It was subtler than that. Just… a man trying to make space for a family moment he knew he wasn’t entitled to, and trying not to stand in the middle of it like a problem waiting to be solved.
He gathered the empty pastry box. Rinsed the knife. Stacked mugs beside the sink. His movements were slow, still a little stiff from the hangover and the awkwardness of existing in this apartment under this particular scrutiny.
At one point Yuna turned to tell him to leave the plates and he said, “No, I’ve got it,” so quietly Shane almost missed it.
And then, very naturally, as if he’d made the decision all at once, he took the coffee things into the kitchen proper and stayed there. Not far away. Just out of the line of the couch. Within earshot if anyone raised their voice, but not inside the small circle of the living room anymore.
It was such a transparent kindness that it made something pinch in Shane’s chest.
His parents noticed it too. He knew they did because Yuna’s eyes followed Ilya for a second, and something in her face softened before she looked back at Shane.
The apartment went quieter after that. Not silent, still the low run of tap water from the kitchen, the clink of ceramic, the rain at the windows, but quieter in the way rooms do when people finally stop bracing for impact.
David leaned forward, forearms on his knees, coffee cup hanging loose in one hand.
“Come here,” Yuna said softly.
Shane blinked. 
“What?”
She patted the cushion beside her.
He stared at her for half a second, suddenly feeling ridiculous and about fourteen, then got up and crossed over. The second he sat down, she pulled him in with one arm around his shoulders like she used to after bad losses when he was a teenager and too proud to admit how much they’d hurt.
The contact hit him harder than he expected.
He went still for one beat, then folded without dignity, shoulders dropping, forehead tipping briefly against her shoulder.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she murmured, hand sliding up to the back of his head. “You should have told us.”
That did something to him. Not because it was angry. Because it wasn’t.
He swallowed hard. 
“I know.”
David shifted from the couch to the arm of the chair nearest them, leaning close enough that Shane felt his hand settle warm and steady between his shoulder blades.
“We can handle hard conversations,” David said quietly. “We’ve handled worse than this. Not… exactly this.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Obviously. But still.”
Shane let out a small, wrecked laugh into Yuna’s sweater.
“I didn’t know how to say it,” he admitted. The words came muffled at first, then clearer when he lifted his head. “And I think part of me knew if I said it to you out loud, it would be real in a way I couldn’t control anymore.”
Yuna cupped the side of his face and made him look at her.
“It was already real,” she said, very gently. “You were just alone with it.”
That landed so cleanly it almost hurt.
Shane looked down at his hands. “I didn’t want to disappoint you,” he said after a moment. “Or make things… messier. I kept thinking if I could just figure it out myself first, then maybe I could bring you something cleaner. Something more… decided.”
David sighed softly. 
“Buddy,” he said, “have we ever once asked you to only come to us when you’ve got everything neatly sorted?”
Shane gave him a helpless look. “Not in words.”
That got him a low huff of laughter from both of them.
“Okay, fair,” David admitted. “Maybe we accidentally raised you to think you needed to present a polished version of every crisis.”
“Accidentally?” Yuna said dryly. “You had him making pros and cons lists for birthday parties at twelve.”
“It was a very successful party,” David muttered.
Despite himself, Shane smiled.
The smile vanished just as quickly when his eyes stung.
“I really loved her,” he said quietly. “I do. That’s what makes it feel so…” He shook his head. “I don’t even know. I hurt someone good. Someone kind. And I did it because I couldn’t keep lying, but it still feels like I…”
“Shane.” Yuna’s voice cut through, gentle and yet still firm enough to stop him. “You did hurt her. Yes. That is true. You don’t need to minimize that and you don’t need to dramatise it into moral failure either., honey” Her thumb brushed once over his cheekbone. “People can love each other and still be wrong for each other. People can choose badly and then correct course too late. It’s painful, but it doesn’t make you monstrous.”
He stared at her.
“I feel monstrous,” he said, barely above a whisper.
“I know,” she said. “You always do when someone else is bleeding and you had any hand in it. That’s part of you.”
David’s hand moved in a slow circle against his back.
“You don’t need punishment from us,” he said quietly. “You need honesty, and probably some sleep, and a plan for the next few conversations. But not punishment.”
Shane let out a shaky breath. The kind that tried to be steady and failed halfway through.
“I just wish I’d said something sooner,” he admitted. “Maybe then it wouldn’t have…”
“It still would have hurt,” Yuna said. “Just differently.”
“And we could have helped,” David added. “That’s the part that kills us a little, Shane. Not that you’re with a man. Not that it’s him. Just that you were clearly tearing yourself up over this and you thought you had to do it alone.”
The plainness of that almost undid him more than anything else had. He looked between them, his mother’s arm still around his shoulders, his father bent close enough that Shane could smell coffee they just had.
“I didn’t know if you’d…” He stopped, suddenly embarrassed by the shape of the fear now that it was daylight and his parents were here and loving him exactly the same way they always had. “I didn’t know if this would feel different to you. Because it’s not just that I left Rose. It’s…”
“A man?” Yuna said.
He nodded once. She looked at him for a long second, then gave his shoulder a small squeeze.
“Oh, darling,” she said, not with pity, just with soft exasperation. “We might be confused. We might be behind. We might say one or two deeply annoying things while adjusting. But you are still our son. And the only thing we ever want for you is happiness. It doesn’t matter if it’s with Rose, or with Ilya, or with anyone else.”
“And that’s permanent,” David added.
That made Shane laugh for real, a wet little sound that turned into him scrubbing quickly at his face with the heel of his hand. Yuna let him do it for exactly one second before she caught his wrist and handed him a tissue from somewhere in the impossible depths of her cardigan pocket.
“You can cry,” she said.
“I know.”
“You still look offended by the concept.”
“Because you’re both staring at me.”
David leaned back a little, lifting both hands. 
“I can stare less.”
“No, stay,” Shane said quickly, and the words came out more vulnerable than he intended.
Both of them went still. Then David’s face changed into something very soft.
“Yeah,” he said. “Okay, bud.”
So they stayed. One on each side of him. No fixing. No speeches. Just presence.
After a while, when the sting behind his eyes had gone down and his breathing felt more even, Yuna brushed a hand through his hair the way she had when he was small and feverish and too proud to ask for comfort.
“Are you happy with him?” she asked once again, more softly this time, like she was checking whether the answer held when nobody else was watching.
Shane thought of the rain. The kitchen. The way waking up with Ilya’s arm around him had felt so absurdly right it made him angry he’d gone so long without letting himself have it.
“Yes,” he said. “I’m scared and guilty and everything is a mess. But yes.”
Yuna nodded slowly, like she was placing something fragile into a box and choosing to keep it.
“Then we will learn how to deal with the mess,” she said.
A little silence followed that. The kind that didn’t need filling.
From the kitchen came the sound of water shutting off, then the faint rattle of plates being stacked. Shane glanced up instinctively, cranning his neck to see Ilya from a weird angle.
Ilya stood with his back half-turned to them, hands braced on the edge of the sink, head bowed for just a moment. He looked less like he was cleaning now and more like he was giving himself one extra second to compose his face before returning.
Yuna followed Shane’s gaze.
Her eyes softened in that complicated maternal way he knew too well.
“He’s scared too,” she said quietly.
Shane looked back at her. “Yeah.”
“Of us?”
“Probably. At least a little.”
David let out a breath through his nose. “Can’t blame him.”
“No,” Shane said. “You can’t.”
Yuna gave his shoulder one last squeeze, then stood.
 “Well,” she said, smoothing down her cardigan in that deliberate way she had when she’d made up her mind about something, “let’s try not to make it worse.”
Shane watched, suddenly tense again, as she crossed into the kitchen.
David stayed where he was for a second longer, his hand catching briefly at the back of Shane’s neck before he got up too.
“You did a hard thing,” he said quietly. “Not a clean thing. But a hard thing. Don’t forget there’s a difference.”
Then he followed her.
Shane remained on the couch for half a beat, pulse thudding again now for entirely different reasons, and turned just enough to see them both reach the kitchen doorway.
Ilya looked up at once when he sensed them there. And the old guard came back, only a little, but enough. His shoulders straightened. His expression smoothed. Not cold, exactly. Just careful. Prepared.
Yuna stopped a few feet away from him, not crowding. David stood just behind her shoulder. For a second none of them spoke.
Then Yuna said, very simply, “Thank you for taking care of the dishes.”
Of all the things she could have said, it was that.
Ilya blinked. 
“Oh.”
“Yes, well,” she said, with a small glance toward the now-clean counter, “someone had to behave like a functioning adult this morning.”
His mouth twitched, uncertain whether he was allowed to take that as a joke. David, bless him, stepped in before the moment could harden.
“We know this can’t have been easy for you either,” he said. “Walking into all of… this.”
He gestured gently, taking in the apartment, the conversation, the shape of the whole impossible weekend.
Ilya’s face shifted a little. The edge in it dulled.
“No,” he said honestly. “It wasn’t. Not really. But Shane is worth it.”
Yuna studied him. Not unkindly. Just directly.
“I am still angry about the pain involved,” she said. “For my son. For Rose. For you too, frankly, because you look like hell.” Her mouth softened. “But I don’t think you’re here to hurt him.”
Ilya went very still at that.
“No,” he said after a moment, and the roughness in his voice came back. “I’m not.”
Yuna nodded once, accepting the answer as if it mattered because it did.
“Good,” she said.
David looked from him to Shane, then back again.
“He gets quiet and stubborn and he’ll decide he knows what’s best for everyone without asking a single person in the room. You know that, right?”
“Dad,” Shane called weakly from the couch.
David ignored him.
“But,” he went on, “he’s worth the whole world. And we’d like him to feel like that with you.”
Ilya stared at him.
The words seemed to land somewhere deep, somewhere unprotected. Shane could actually see it happen in his face, the exact moment the guarded expression slipped and something far more uncertain showed through.
“I know,” he said quietly. “I mean…” He glanced, briefly, involuntarily, toward Shane. “I know he is.”
Yuna took another step forward then, still not too close, still leaving him room, and said the thing that finally got him.
“We want him happy,” she said. “That is the beginning and end of it. We may not be graceful while adjusting. I may ask terrible questions at bad moments. His father may attempt to bond with you in ways that cause emotional damage over pasta. But if you care for him…” Her voice was gentle. “Then I want you to know you are more than welcome here. In our life. In our family.”
The silence that followed was not awkward. It was stunned.
Ilya just looked at her, unblinking, clearly confused as hell.
Shane had seen him take a cross-check to the face without blinking. Had seen him grin after fights, bleed through stitches, stand under the full hatred of away crowds like it energized him.
He could tell this affected him more than any of that. He looked almost young at that moment. Not because his face changed, but because all the practiced hardness dropped away and left something much more honest behind.
“Thank you,” he said, so quietly that Shane almost didn’t hear it.
David stepped up beside Yuna and added, with a gentleness that made Shane’s throat tighten all over again, 
“And for what it’s worth… you don’t have to look like you’re waiting to be thrown out. If you are important to Shane, then you are important to us, too.”
That did it. The smallest, most startled breath left Ilya’s chest, almost a laugh, almost a break in composure.
“Sorry,” he said, which was so unlike him in this context that Shane actually blinked.
“No need,” David said.
Yuna gave him a look that was stern on the surface and deeply kind underneath. “Sit down next time before you start stress-cleaning our son’s kitchen,” she said. “You looked half-dead.”
That finally made him smile. Not much. Just enough to change the whole room.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said.
“Don’t call me ma’am,” she replied immediately.
Shane laughed from the couch, helpless with relief, and when Ilya looked over at him there was something warm and disbelieving in his face that made Shane’s whole chest ache.
Not fixed. Not solved. But warmer. Safer. A little less like the world was about to cave in. And that was enough because whatever came next, Ilya was here with him.
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  When the door finally closed behind Yuna and David, the apartment went very still. Not empty-still. Just… the kind of stillness that comes after too much feeling has passed through a room and left everything a little warm and wrung out.
Shane stayed by the door for a second with his hand still on the handle, listening to his parents’ voices fade down the hall, his mother saying something low and brisk, his father answering in that calmer, rumbling way of his. Then even that was gone.
He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. Behind him, from somewhere near the couch, Ilya did the same.
It made Shane turn.
Ilya was standing in the middle of the living room with both hands shoved into the pockets of his sweats, shoulders finally loose for the first time since the knock at the door. His hair had dried into messy curls again after he ran wet hands over his face and scalp. He looked tired, a little pale, still hungover, still slightly dazed and, somehow, younger.
For a second they just looked at each other.
Then Ilya said,
 “Well.”
Shane huffed a laugh. “Yeah.”
“That was…” Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly. “Not what I expected.”
“No?” Shane asked, stepping away from the door and back into the room.
“I expected maybe yelling.” Ilya shrugged one shoulder. “Or your mother throwing coffee at my head. Maybe both.”
Shane smiled properly at that, some last knot in his chest loosening.
 “She only throws things when she’s really mad.”
“Very reassuring.”
Shane came to stand in front of him, close enough now that he could see the faint shadows under his eyes again, the slight drag of exhaustion around his mouth. He wanted, absurdly, to smooth all of it away with his thumbs.
“They liked you,” he said.
Ilya gave him a look. 
“That is optimistic interpretation.”
“No, I mean it.” Shane’s voice softened. “They were confused. And kind of ambushed us. But they liked you.”
Ilya’s eyes searched his face, as if checking for exaggeration, then he looked down briefly with a little shake of his head.
“That is probably more than my own parents ever managed,” he said.
The line was tossed out lightly, almost carelessly, but something in it caught wrong. Shane frowned a little. 
“What?”
Ilya leaned back against the arm of the couch, gaze drifting toward the rain-muted window. “Nothing.”
“No, not nothing, Rozanov.” Shane stepped closer. “You said…”
“I said your parents are nice,” Ilya said, still with that strange lightness. “Very alarming. Very warm. Feels like a dream but in a good way.”
Shane’s mouth twitched despite himself, but the uneasy feeling remained.
“Do your parents know?” he asked.
Ilya turned his head. 
“Know what.”
“That you’re bi.”
The second the words left his mouth, he knew something was off. Not because Ilya flinched. He didn’t. That would’ve been easier. It was the opposite, actually - he went still in a way that felt much worse. His whole face emptied out for one beat, and then he laughed.
It wasn’t a happy sound. It was quiet, bitter, almost disbelieving.
Shane’s stomach tightened. 
“What?”
Ilya looked at him with an expression Shane couldn’t immediately read. Something between tired amusement and something much sadder.
“They don’t know,” he said.
Shane nodded slowly, trying to orient himself in the situation that suddenly turned awkward. 
“Okay. I mean… if you’ve never told them, then obviously. I just meant…” He hesitated, then pushed on, still not understanding the shape of the ground he was standing on. “Do you think we could tell them? Eventually, I mean. If this is…” He gestured between them. “If we’re doing this for real.”
Ilya just looked at him.For a long second he said nothing at all.
Then he said, very quietly,
 “No. I don’t think so.”
Shane blinked. “Why?”
Another beat. Ilya’s face didn’t harden. It didn’t close off exactly, either. It just flattened into something very calm. Too calm. He gave the smallest shrug.
“Probably because my mother died when I was twelve,” he said, “and my father died two years ago, so.”
The room dropped out from under Shane. He stared at him.
“What?”
Ilya looked away first, not sharply, just with the tiredness of someone who had not meant to drop that fact into the middle of an otherwise ordinary conversation and was now too exhausted to take it back.
“My mother died when I was twelve,” he repeated, quieter now. “And my father two years ago. So. No. I don’t think we can tell them, Hollander.”
Shane just stood there. He felt stupidly blank for a second, as if his brain refused to accept the words until they had been turned over enough times to hurt properly.
He had known things, or thought he had. Knew Ilya had history. Knew there were bruises in him that had nothing to do with hockey. Knew there were long silences and strange fractures and a certain kind of self-containment that usually meant grief had gotten there early.
But this? No clue. None.
His mouth opened. Closed.
“I…” He stopped, tried again. “I didn’t know.”
“I gather that,” Ilya said.
There was no meanness in it. If anything, that made it worse. Shane took another step toward him, then stopped because he suddenly had no idea what the right distance was for news like this. What do you do when you realise the person you love has been carrying an absence this enormous the whole time and you never even thought to ask the question?
“Ilya,” he said softly, and the name felt inadequate.
Ilya’s gaze stayed on the window. Rain crawled down the glass in long, crooked lines.
“My mother got sick. In her head, I mean. Depressed” he said after a moment, voice still even. “Quickly. Or maybe not quickly. Maybe just… I was twelve, so everything felt fast and stupid and loud.” He rubbed once at the back of his neck. “And my father…” A pause. “He was already mostly gone before he actually died, so that one is far less dramatic than it sounds.”
Shane’s chest hurt. He moved this time, slower, until he was right in front of him.
“I really didn’t know,” he said again, hating how helpless it sounded. “I’m sorry. Not in a stupid way, not… I just mean…” He shook his head, frustrated with language. “I should have known more about you than I did.”
That got Ilya to look at him again. Something flickered over his face, gone almost before Shane could name it. Not quite pain. Not quite resignation. Something gentler and sadder.
“You knew what I let you know,” he said. “That’s different.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“Still.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched very faintly. 
“You’re doing the thing.”
“What thing?”
“The one where you decide every piece of sadness in a ten-mile radius is somehow your administrative failure and you need to fix it at once.”
Under any other circumstances Shane might have rolled his eyes. Instead he just looked at him.
“You told me my parents liking you was more than your own parents ever did,” he said quietly. “That’s not exactly small talk.”
“No, probably not,” Ilya agreed.
The quiet after that was thick, but not hostile. Just full. Shane felt his own ignorance like a weight now. All the times he had slotted Ilya into the role of difficult, self-contained, impossible-to-read man and never fully stopped to consider what had built that shape in the first place. All the assumptions he’d made because Ilya seemed so forceful, so self-possessed, so capable of being a complete menace in every room he entered.
He looked, suddenly, very tired. Not weak. Never that. Just tired in an old way.
“How did I not know that?” Shane murmured, mostly to himself.
Ilya gave a small shrug. 
“Because I didn’t tell you.”
Shane let out a breath, shaky and frustrated. 
“Yeah, but… I don’t know.”
“But what?” Ilya asked, and now his voice had softened too. “We weren’t exactly doing deep family history between screaming at each other in faceoffs and making bad decisions in hotel hallways.”
That was true enough to shut him up. He laughed once under his breath, though there was no humour in it. Then, because he couldn’t seem not to, he lifted a hand and touched the side of Ilya’s face. Just with his fingertips at first. Then his palm.
Ilya went very still under it.
“I’m sorry you had to carry that alone,” Shane said.
Something in Ilya’s expression shifted at that. Not dramatically. Just a tiny movement around the mouth, the eyes.
“I didn’t carry it alone,” he said after a second. “I just… didn’t carry it with you. Or with many people.”
The answer landed so gently that it nearly broke something open in Shane all over again. He stepped in, close enough now that their knees almost touched.
“Okay,” he said quietly. “Then maybe you can start carrying it with me.”
Ilya’s gaze dropped to his mouth for the briefest second, then back up.
“You are very intense, Hollander.”
Shane almost smiled. 
“Yeah, well. You just rewrote my understanding of your entire life.”
“Bit dramatic.”
“Not dramatic enough, actually.”
That did make him smile. Barely. But it was there. Shane let his thumb brush once over his cheekbone.
“Do you want to tell me about them?” he asked. “Not right now if you don’t. Not today. Just… ever.”
Ilya was quiet for long enough that Shane thought maybe he wouldn’t answer.
Then he said, “Maybe not everything at once.”
“That’s fine.”
“I don’t know how to do it… neatly.”
“That’s also fine.”
Ilya looked at him for a long beat, and whatever he found on Shane’s face seemed to settle something small and deep. He leaned, just slightly, into the hand still cupping his cheek.
“My mother was kind,” he said finally. “I remember that part very clearly. And my father…” He exhaled through his nose. “My father was harder to remember kindly by the end.”
Shane didn’t push. Didn’t ask more. Just let the words sit there, exactly as much as they were. After a second, he moved closer and wrapped his arms around Ilya. Not urgently. Not because Ilya looked like he was about to cry or fall apart. Just because there was suddenly no version of this moment where Shane could bear to stay standing an inch away from him.
Ilya stiffened for one heartbeat, clearly pure reflex, then melted in increments. First his shoulders. Then the set of his jaw. Then the hand that came up to the back of Shane’s hoodie and fisted there like he needed something to hold.
They stood like that for a while. Rain at the windows. The apartment warm around them. The faint smell of coffee and pastry and the remnants of morning all through the room. Shane felt the line of Ilya’s spine under his palms, the solid warmth of him, the strange and aching privilege of being allowed this close to something that had clearly not been offered lightly.
When Ilya finally spoke, his voice was muffled a little where it brushed Shane’s shoulder.
“Your mother scares me.”
Shane huffed out the smallest laugh into his hair. 
“That’s normal. But she is very lovely.”
“She looked at me like she was taking inventory of every bad decision I’ve ever made.”
“She does that with everyone, Ilya.”
“That is not comforting.”
Shane leaned back just enough to look at him.
“She meant what she said, you know,” he murmured. “About you being welcome here.”
Ilya’s eyes shifted, softened, then guarded again, all in one breath.
“I know,” he said. “That was the alarming part.”
Shane smiled this time, properly, and brushed a kiss to his forehead before he could overthink it. Ilya closed his eyes for half a second at the touch.
Then, quieter, he said, “I liked them too.”
The admission was small, almost reluctant, and so sincere that Shane’s chest tightened all over again.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Ilya’s mouth tipped faintly. “Your father is trying not to be weird and failing. Your mother is very sharp and probably already suspects I’m trouble. It feels…” He paused, searching. “Warm.”
Shane watched that word land in the space between them.
Warm. Not easy. Not perfect. Not solved. Just warm. 
He touched his forehead lightly to Ilya’s for a second, because he wanted to and because there was no one here now to stop him.
“I’m glad,” he said.
Ilya looked at him with that same open, slightly dazed expression he’d had earlier after Yuna’s words in the kitchen.
“I wasn’t expecting so much kindness today.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Well,” he murmured, thumb brushing the side of his neck now, “get used to some of it.”
Ilya gave him a look that said don’t push your luck, but his hand came back up to the back of Shane’s waist anyway, holding him there. The rain outside had gone softer now, less urgent. The apartment felt changed again, emptier after his parents left, yes, but not in the lonely way it had before. More like something had been made room for.
They stayed like that a little longer, holding on without urgency, until Ilya shifted first. Not away in a cold way. Just enough to look at Shane properly.
There was something different in his face now. Still soft from everything they had just said, still carrying that old tiredness, but steadier too. Like he had made some private decision while Shane’s arms were around him.
He stepped back once, slowly, and Shane let him go. Then Ilya took Shane’s hand. The touch was deliberate. Palm to palm, fingers closing, not casual at all.
“Come,” he said quietly.
Shane blinked at him, confused. 
“Where?”
“I want to show you something.”
There was no humour in it. No edge. Just that same low steadiness that had settled into him after the conversation about his parents.
Shane nodded immediately and let himself be led. Ilya took him into the living room. The apartment was still dim except for the weak light from the kitchen and the rainy daylight through the windows, all of it grey and soft. The couch still looked a little wrecked from where they had been folded into it earlier. A blanket half on the floor now. Crumbs and cup stains on the coffee table. Their morning sitting there in plain sight.
Ilya stopped in the middle of the room and reached for the big lamp by the bookshelf. When he switched it on, the whole space changed. The yellow light spilled out warm and unflattering and honest, stronger than the rainlight, stronger than the kitchen. It filled the room all at once, catching every edge, every crease in the blanket, every mark on Shane’s skin, every drop that dried on the floor by the entryway from when they’d come in soaked yesterday.
Shane looked at him, puzzled now. Ilya still had hold of his hand. He gave it one small squeeze, then let go.
“I realised,” he said, not quite looking at him yet, “that there are things about me you don’t know. Not because you didn’t care. Just because… it never happened. There was never time. Or we used the time for other things.”
A faint flush rose over Shane’s throat that had nothing to do with heat. He understood what he meant at once. Locker rooms, always in motion, all this time of pretending not to look too long. Hotel rooms where they had come apart too fast to study each other. Nights spent more on hunger than tenderness. Even this morning, all of it was so immediate and overwhelming that Shane had barely let his eyes travel beyond what was right in front of him.
He knew Ilya’s body in pieces. In sensation. In pressure and heat and movement. Not in stillness. Not like this.
Ilya reached down, caught the hem of the t-shirt he was still wearing, which was Shane’s t-shirt, stretched a little over his shoulders, and pulled it over his head.
He dropped it onto the arm of the couch and then simply stood there.
Motionless. Not performing. Not posing. Just… offering. And because he was still, because the light was bright and warm and because there was no rush to anything, Shane finally saw him properly.
He drew in a breath and forgot to let it out. The first thing that caught was the left side of him.
Lillies.
Not one flower, not a neat little memorial somewhere easy to hide, but an entire living line of them unfurling across the left side of his body. They started high, just under his arm and across his ribs, and moved downward in a long, delicate flow that seemed to follow the natural line of his skin and muscles underneath. Some were in bloom, open and soft and wide. Some were still tighter, half-unfolded. Petals drifted loose in places, leaves and stems curving between them with such fine precision that they seemed almost fragile against the hardness of his body.
On anyone else, Shane thought, it might have looked decorative. Beautiful, certainly, but decorative.
On Ilya, it looked like devotion. Like memory made permanent. The blackwork was impossibly fine, elegant in a way that made his chest ache. It softened the sharpness of his ribs and the hard sweep of muscle there without taking anything away from it. It was delicate, yes, but not weak. Nothing about him was ever weak.
Shane stared openly now, jaw slack.
For once, Ilya didn’t fill the silence. He just watched him take it in.
“Those are for my mother,” he said after a moment, his voice lower now. “She loved lillies. White ones, mostly. She used to cut them too early and my father would complain because the whole house smelled too strong.” A pause. “I used to hate the smell after she died. Then one day I didn’t anymore.”
Shane swallowed hard and took one step closer without thinking. The light caught the ink differently from this angle, making the flowers seem to move with the rise and fall of Ilya’s breath.
“They’re…” Shanw shook his head a little. “Beautiful.”
A strange little expression crossed Ilya’s face at that, not quite pride, not quite embarrassment. Something softer.
“She was beautiful,” he said simply.
Shane looked back up at him, then down again, his eyes tracing the line of the flowers more slowly this time. One bloom near the lower ribs had a petal curling outward like it had been caught in wind. Another was all stem and leaf, almost unfinished-looking until the next flower opened beside it and made the whole thing feel inevitable.
He could not believe he had never really seen them.
Or maybe he could. Maybe that was the point. Maybe there had never been a moment where stillness and trust and light all arrived together before now.
“There’s more,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane’s gaze shifted. The other side was different immediately. Not softer. Not floral. No open blooming lines. This side felt heavier, stranger, full of angles where the lilies had been curves.
There, across the opposite ribs and slightly back, the ink changed shape entirely.
A birdcage.
Or what had once been one.
Shane stared.
It was broken but not exploded, not smashed in some dramatic shattering, but bent open, one side of it warped and half-collapsed as if something from inside had pushed and pushed until the bars finally gave way. The door hung twisted. A few thin pieces of wire had snapped free. It was more abstract than the flowers, less immediately legible, but no less detailed. The lines seemed to fracture into smaller pieces the longer he looked, bits of it dissolving toward his back as if the cage were not just broken but in the process of becoming something else.
The contrast between the two sides of him made Shane’s chest tighten.
“And that,” Ilya said, following his gaze, “is for my father.”
Shane looked up quickly.
Ilya’s mouth had curved, but only in the saddest suggestion of a smile.
“He used to call me 'little bird’,” he said. “Not in some sweet way. More because he liked the control of it, I think. Liked things singing where he put them. It always felt…” He searched for the word. “Wrong.”
His eyes dropped briefly to the cage.
“So I didn’t want something noble for him,” he went on. “I didn’t want a portrait. I didn’t want dates. I wanted…” His shoulder shifted in the smallest shrug. “Something broken open.”
Shane felt that in his own ribs.
The cage sat there on Ilya’s skin like a wound that had chosen not to stay hidden.
And around it, because there were more, so much more, smaller pieces of him unfolded.
Not random. Never random.
Details appeared the longer Shane looked. Tiny scattered things threaded through the larger tattoos in ways that made it clear he’d been collecting memory in ink for years. A line of leaves that drifted into something almost featherlike near his shoulder blade. A few small stars, not placed symmetrically enough to be decoration, but intentional all the same. A thin shape near the back of his ribs that might once have been read as an ornamental line until Shane realised it echoed the bent wire of the cage. Even the empty spaces felt chosen.
Then, on the back edge of his side and reaching just enough toward his spine that Shane had to move to see it properly, there was a line of text.
Russian.
He stepped closer instinctively.
The script curved over the muscle in a long, elegant line, black and exact. He couldn’t read it, but it was beautiful in the way all handwriting on skin became when it meant enough to clearly deserve permanence.
“What does that say?” he asked softly.
Ilya turned slightly, enough to let him see it more clearly.
“The darker the night, the brighter the stars,” he translated.
The words settled over the room in the same quiet way the rain had. Shane looked at the quote again, then at him.
“Who is that one for?” he asked.
Ilya shrugged.
 “For all of it, maybe. My mother. My father. The years after. The parts I survived because I didn’t know what else to do.” A faint exhale. “I liked that it sounded less pathetic in Russian.”
Shane almost smiled, but the ache in his chest stopped it from reaching his mouth.
His eyes kept moving.
And then he saw the heart.
It sat lower, not immediately obvious because the cage and the flowers drew the eye first, but once he found it he couldn’t look away.
An anatomical heart. Finely done, every line exact, not overworked, all those folds and vessels rendered with the same care as the lilies.
And wrapped around it was the barbed wire. Not tightly enough to look decorative. Not loose enough to look symbolic in some vague, clean way. It was wound around the heart with enough tension to suggest pressure, to suggest it had hurt going on and would hurt more to pull away. The wire crossed over itself in two places, thorned and sharp, and one side of the heart seemed almost pinched by it.
Shane’s breathing went shallower before he even asked.
He looked up. Ilya had already been watching him see it. For a second neither of them spoke. Then Ilya smiled again, and this time the sadness in it was unmistakable.
“That one,” he said, “is actually for you.”
The room seemed to tilt. Shane just stared.
“What?”
Ilya’s gaze dropped, not to hide, just to follow the line of the tattoo with his own eyes as if he were reacquainting himself with it.
“Or not for you exactly,” he said after a second. “For… how it felt after. After we ended. If one can call what we did an ending.”
His mouth twisted.
“I got it much later,” he added. “But that was what it was for.”
Shane didn’t move. He couldn’t. He looked at the wire around the heart, then back at Ilya’s face, then at it again.
The idea of him carrying that, of him having gone somewhere, sat still under a needle, and chosen to mark heartbreak into his skin because of what Shane had been to him and what he had failed to be, made something in Shane’s whole body go hot and cold at once.
“Ilya,” he said, but the name came out almost helplessly.
Ilya’s expression didn’t change much. Maybe because he had already lived with this for so long that the pain of it was old to him now. Or maybe because he had already shown Shane the worst parts of his wanting in rain and alleyways and could bear this too.
“I told you,” he said quietly. “I tried to make it go away. I wasn’t lying.”
Shane’s throat burned.
He looked at the tattoos one more time, not quickly, not as a whole now, but one by one. The lillies, all grace and grief and his mother’s remembered beauty. The broken cage, bent open by force or need or fury, for his father. The quote like a small flicker of light in the darkness. The wire around the heart.
And all the while Ilya stood there and let him see. Didn’t hide behind jokes. Didn’t explain too much. Just let himself be looked at in the kind of light that showed everything.
Something in Shane gave way. He moved before he could think too much about the shape of it. He lowered himself to his knees. Not in a performance, not in some fevered theatrical impulse. He just… folded downward in front of him, onto the rug and the spill of grey daylight and lamp glow, until he was kneeling there with his hands hovering uselessly at his own thighs and his face level with the first line of lilies.
He heard Ilya inhale softly above him.
Shane looked up once. Ilya was staring down at him now, very still again, but not the stillness of armour this time. This was something more exposed. More startled. As if he had offered the tattoos and expected to be seen, yes, but not cherished.
Shane didn’t say anything right away because there weren’t words that could hold what had just happened to him. He lifted one hand slowly, giving Ilya every chance to stop him. When Ilya didn’t, Shane set his palm very gently against the left side of his ribs, just below the nearest flower. Warm skin. Fine black lines. The faint rise and fall of breath under his hand.
Then, with a care that felt almost like prayer, he bent his head and kissed the first lily.
The contact was soft, lingering. His mouth pressed to ink and warm skin and the place where memory had chosen to live.
He heard Ilya’s breath catch.
Shane didn’t rush.
He kissed the next flower, then the one below it, following the line of them the way his eyes had just done. Slow, reverent presses of his mouth to each bloom, each leaf, each place where petals drifted loose and fine black lines disappeared into the curve of his side.
He kissed them as if they were not just tattoos, but grief made visible. 
He felt Ilya go absolutely motionless above him. Not tense, just stunned into stillness.
When he reached the lower line of the flowers, he let his lips rest there for a second longer and then drew back just enough to look. The blackwork looked softer from here somehow. More intimate. Like a part of him Shane should have known all along.
He shifted slightly, his hand sliding carefully around his waist toward the other side.
“I didn’t know,” he whispered, and he wasn’t sure if he meant the tattoos, or the parents, or the years of longing turned permanent. Probably all of it.
“I know,” Ilya said. His voice sounded strange. Lower. Thinner. “You know now.”
Shane nodded once. Then he bent and kissed the broken cage. The first touch there undid him more than the flowers had, maybe because the image itself was harsher, less easy to love. The bent bars. The twisted open space. The sense of something forced past its limits.
He kissed the place where the wire had buckled.
Then the place where the door hung open.
Then the fragments dissolving toward Ilya’s back.
No pity. No flinching. Just mouth and warmth and the clear, steady message of I see this too. I am not turning away from it.
He felt Ilya’s fingers card through his hair then, almost absently at first, as if he hadn’t meant to reach and then couldn’t stop himself. The touch was feather-light, just his fingertips resting there, but Shane felt it everywhere.
He moved further, searching carefully until he found the line of Russian text.
He looked up.
“The darker the night,” he murmured.
“The brighter the stars,” Ilya finished quietly, clearly stunned by Shane’s actions.
Shane kissed the beginning of the quote. Then the center. Then the end, where the line disappeared toward his spine. The skin there jumped under his mouth and the hand in his hair tightened, not enough to pull, just enough to say that something in him was unraveling.
When he leaned back again, his eyes found the heart.
The wire.
His own ache.
His own failure, laid into black lines and carried under Ilya’s skin for years.
He stared at it for so long that the room seemed to go silent around the rain. Then he laid his palm gently beneath it, feeling the steady beat of Ilya’s real heart somewhere under all that muscle and scarless skin and ink.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Ilya’s hand moved lower, from his hair to the back of his neck.
“I know,” he whispered.
Shane bent his head and kissed the barbed wire first. Not avoiding the sharp parts. Not pretending they weren’t there. A slow kiss over one thorned loop, then another, then the line where it crossed over itself and bit into the heart.
Then he kissed the heart itself. His mouth lingered there longest of all. He pressed his lips to it and closed his eyes and let himself feel the full, unbearable tenderness of what it meant to have been loved badly and deeply enough that the aftermath had become part of someone’s body.
When he finally drew back, he was breathing harder than he should have been. His own eyes stung traitorously.
Above him, Ilya’s face had changed completely. All the little guardrails were gone. No dryness, no crooked sarcasm, no self-consciousness. Just a naked, almost stunned softness Shane had never seen on him this openly before.
His hand cupped the back of Shane’s neck now, thumb resting just under his ear.
“Nobody has ever…” He stopped.
Shane looked up.
Ilya shook his head once, like he was trying and failing to find a sentence that didn’t feel stupid.
“Nobody has ever kissed them,” he said finally. “Not like that. Not when it wasn’t just for getting off.”
The words made Shane’s chest tighten all over again. He slid his hands around Ilya’s waist now, not possessive, just holding, his cheek resting for a second against the place where the lilies curved into his side.
“Well,” he said quietly, voice unsteady, “someone should have.”
Ilya made the tiniest, strangest sound above him. Not quite a laugh. Not quite a sob. Something caught between the two.
His hand moved from Shane’s neck to his jaw, urging him gently upward. Shane rose, slowly this time, until he was standing in front of him again. Their bodies were close now, and all those images, the flowers, cage, stars, wire, sat in his head with terrible clarity.
He touched the lilies one more time. Then the edge of the cage. Then the line of text. Then the heart. Each touch was gentler than the last.
“They’re beautiful,” he said, because that still felt true even after everything else. “All of them. Even the painful ones.”
Ilya’s eyes stayed on him.
“They hurt less now,” he said quietly.
Shane’s breath caught.
“Good,” he whispered.
For a second it looked like Ilya might say something else, something bigger. Instead he stepped in, folded Shane into him, and held him very tightly.
Shane went willingly, arms wrapping around his back, cheek pressed against his shoulder, chest touching against the line of his mother and the cage of his father and the heart that had once bled for him in silence. And he held on as if now that he had seen all of it, he owed him not just love, but witness.
***
After a while, when the room had gone quiet again and the only sounds were the rain and their breathing, Ilya drew back just enough to look at him.
Shane was still close, still half folded into him, one hand resting over the line of the lilies as if he hadn’t quite recovered from seeing them. His knees felt strange under him, his chest too full, his whole body running on that low, shaky current that came after too much tenderness in too short a time.
Ilya’s gaze moved over his face slowly. Not searching now. Just looking.
Then he lifted one hand and touched the underside of Shane’s jaw with his knuckles, barely there at first. The backs of his fingers were warm and a little rough. Shane’s breath hitched anyway.
Ilya tilted his face up with that tiny pressure and kissed him. It was soft for all of half a second. Then Shane was kissing him back, and the softness deepened rather than disappeared, becoming something slower and wetter and much harder to survive than any frantic, desperate collision they had. Their mouths moved together lazily at first, then with more shape, more pressure. It felt like all the urgency had burned off in the rain and what was left now was this want stripped of panic, want with time.
Shane pressed close enough to meet him properly, one hand sliding up around the back of Ilya’s neck, the other still resting instinctively against his side. Ilya’s free hand came to Shane’s waist and pulled him in until there wasn’t much room left between them.
Their mouths stayed joined through a long, slow shift back toward the couch. It was barely coordinated. More like drifting than walking, both of them too absorbed in each other to care about elegance. Shane’s hip bumped the arm of the couch; Ilya turned them with a small, breathless sound against his lips, and a second later Shane was half sitting, half sinking back into the cushions with Ilya following him down.
Nothing about it was rushed.
Ilya kissed him like he had no intention of stopping soon, like there was no countdown running in the background, no one about to ring the bell again, no coach or parents or team waiting on the other side of the day. Just this couch, this room, this impossible quiet after everything they’d already dragged themselves through.
Every so often one of them would pull back just far enough to breathe, their lips still brushing, and then fall into each other again. Ilya’s hand stayed at Shane’s waist, thumb moving slowly under the hem of the hoodie Shane had thrown on earlier, stroking warm skin in absent circles that made it hard to think in a straight line.
“You kiss like you’re trying to eat me,” Shane murmured at one point, the words slipping out between their mouths.
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly against his. 
“I am.”
The answer hit low and deep.
Shane closed his eyes for a second, forehead brushing Ilya’s cheek as they breathed the same air. 
“That’s unfair.”
“You had years to prepare.”
“I wasn’t preparing,” Shane said, and Ilya kissed him again before he could say anything more, like that was answer enough.
The kiss changed in little waves, slower, then deeper, then slow again. Wet enough that when they finally paused properly, Shane could feel the cool air against his mouth. His lips were already tender, already swollen in that way that would’ve embarrassed him with anyone else. With Ilya, it just made him want more.
Ilya sat back a fraction, one knee on the couch cushion between Shane’s legs, one foot still on the floor, and looked at him. It was a long look.
Shane had gotten used to Ilya looking at him with challenge, with hunger, with irritation, with that sharp predatory amusement he wore like a second skin. This was different. There was still want in it but it was gentler now, threaded with something open enough to make Shane’s pulse kick harder.
“You really had no idea?” Ilya asked quietly.
Shane blinked, still hazy from the kissing.
 “About the tattoos?”
“About… any of it.” Ilya’s thumb moved once over his side. “How bad it was. For me.”
Shane swallowed.
“No,” he said honestly. “I knew there was history. I knew we had history, obviously, but …” He trailed off, then forced himself to finish. “But I didn’t know it lived in you like that. I didn’t know you carried me around in your skin.”
Something flickered over Ilya’s face at that. He looked away briefly, then back, a little embarrassed and not pretending otherwise.
“I wasn’t going to tell you,” he admitted. “About the heart. Not ever, probably.”
“Why not?”
Ilya gave a tiny shrug. 
“Because it sounds pathetic when spoken aloud.”
Shane’s hand came up to his face almost automatically. He touched the line of his cheek with the backs of his fingers, mirroring the way Ilya had touched him before.
“It doesn’t,” he said quietly. “Not to me.”
Ilya held his gaze for a second, then dipped his head and kissed the corner of his mouth. Once. Then again, slower.
“You say a lot of very dangerous things when you’re soft, Hollander” he murmured.
“Only because you keep making me soft.”
“That is not difficult,” Ilya said.
Shane laughed under his breath, though the sound caught in his throat. 
“You’re impossible.”
“You love me.”
The words were said without arrogance, almost absently, but they still made something bright and painful move through Shane’s chest.
“Yeah,” he said, because there was no point dodging it now. “I do.”
Ilya’s eyes changed at that. He kissed him again, and this time there was something almost careful in it, as though hearing the words sober in the middle of an ordinary room made them heavier than any confession in the rain had. His hand slid up from Shane’s waist to the back of his neck, fingers threading into the hair there, and the kiss stayed slow, stayed deep, stayed unhurried in a way that made Shane’s whole body feel hot and weak.
Shane tipped his head back against the couch for a second when Ilya’s mouth drifted to his jaw, then to the side of his throat, then back to his mouth again before it could become anything else. That was what made it so intense. Nothing in it was hurried toward some next thing. They kept returning to each other’s mouths like that alone was enough to keep both of them occupied for hours.
At some point Shane’s fingers found their way back to the lilies, tracing the edge of a bloom, then the line of a stem. Ilya shivered visibly under the touch and came back up to look at him.
“You’re doing that on purpose now,” he said, voice a little wrecked.
Shane’s thumb brushed lightly over the petals near his ribs.
 “I’m touching you.”
“You’re touching the one for my mother while looking at me like that, Shane.”
Shane flushed, because apparently there were still ways for Ilya to make him feel eighteen and inexperienced.
“I’m not looking at you in any way.”
“You absolutely are.”
“What way?”
Ilya leaned in and kissed him before answering, slow and sweet and devastatingly patient, and then said against his mouth, 
“Like you’ve already decided I’m yours.”
The words made Shane’s breath stutter.
He looked at him properly then. At the damp curls wild around his face, the ruined softness of his mouth, the bare chest marked with years Shane had only just been allowed to see.
“I think,” Shane said slowly, honestly, “I decided that before I knew what the decision was.”
For one second Ilya just stared at him. Then he exhaled shakily, forehead dropping to Shane’s shoulder.
“That,” he muttered, voice muffled, “is the kind of sentence that makes me want to bite you very much.”
Shane’s hands slid around his back, holding him there, smiling helplessly into his hair. “You’re welcome.”
“No humour,” Ilya said, though there was no real rebuke in it. “I’m trying to be emotionally overwhelmed.”
“You’re doing amazing.”
Ilya lifted his head enough to give him a flat look, and then kissed him again before Shane could push his luck further. This kiss was different too. Not gentler exactly, but fuller. Less tentative. Like something had settled between them while they were talking, some last disbelief finally giving way.
They kept kissing and talking like that, drifting between mouths and words, neither one able to stay in one mode too long. Every time the conversation edged toward something too raw, one of them would lean in and blur it a little with another kiss. Every time the kissing threatened to become too consuming, one of them would pull back just enough to say something true.
“I really thought your mother was going to throw me out,” Ilya murmured at one point, thumb brushing over a fresh mark at the base of Shane’s throat.
Shane’s mouth twitched. 
“She probably considered it.”
“I know.”
“She likes you.”
Ilya’s expression went strangely soft. 
“I know that now too.”
Shane traced the line of the broken cage with two fingers.
 “You scared me, you know. When you said it like that. About your parents.”
Ilya’s eyes dropped to his mouth again. 
“I didn’t mean to.”
“I know,” he paused. “I’m still getting used to someone wanting to know things like that.”
Shane felt his whole chest tighten. He pulled him in by the back of the neck and kissed him long and slowly, until the confession softened at the edges.
“You can tell me whenever you want,” he said against his lips. “Or not. But I want to know you. All of it. Even the ugly parts.”
Ilya looked at him in that long, unreadable way he had.
Then: “There are probably a lot of ugly parts.”
Shane touched the barbed-wire heart lightly with the tips of his fingers. 
“I know.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Not yet,” Shane admitted. “But I’m not going anywhere when I find them.”
That silenced him. Ilya didn’t answer right away. He just moved in and kissed him again, slower than before, until Shane could feel the answer in the way he stayed close.
The room had grown even warmer around them. The rain outside had faded to a soft drizzle. Time felt strange, stretched and folded in on itself, as if they’d somehow stepped outside of it for a while.
Eventually Ilya settled more fully onto the couch, dragging Shane with him until they were half tangled together, Shane against the armrest, Ilya along his side, their legs crossed and uneven. It wasn’t elegant but it was comfortable.
Their mouths were both red by then. Shane could feel the tender throb of his lower lip every time he smiled, which was more often than he would’ve admitted out loud.
Ilya rested his forehead against his.
“We still have to call Coach,” he said quietly.
“I know.”
“And your parents again, probably.”
“I know.”
“And maybe eventually… the rest of the world.”
Shane let out a breath through his nose. 
“Yeah.”
Neither of them moved.
Then Ilya said, “Not yet.”
Shane closed his eyes for a second, relief moving through him so simply it made him ache.
“Not yet,” he agreed.
And because there was nothing else they had to do in that exact minute, no team, no press, no explanations, he turned his face and kissed him again. Slow. Unhurried. Like they could keep learning each other this way for a very long time.
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  The next game came three days later and Shane finally woke up without that sick, split feeling in his chest.
Not because everything was solved. It wasn’t. His parents knew, but the conversations were still tender and slightly shaky around the edges. Rose existed in the shape of an absence he still felt every time he passed the little ceramic dish by the door. He and Ilya were still moving carefully outside the apartment, private as promised, not secret exactly but not yet ready to hand themselves over to the room or the cameras or the machine that would make a spectacle out of anything it touched.
But there was no more pretending between them. That changed everything.
It was there in the quietest ways first. The text in the morning from Ilya that just said eat before skate with no greeting and no explanation. Shane showing up to the rink and finding a coffee already waiting on the counter by his stall because apparently Ilya had bullied a rookie into bringing two instead of one, knowing perfectly well how Shane drank his. The way they could look at each other now and not have to perform indifference on top of all the other things they were already carrying.
And when the puck dropped that night, the difference was immediate.
Not flashy. Not in the way commentators liked to describe as “chemistry,” that lazy shorthand they threw around any time two good players made each other look better. This was more structural than that.  Their passes landed where they were supposed to. Not just on tape, but in rhythm. Shane didn’t have to second-guess whether Ilya would cheat the zone at the wrong moment or hold onto the puck one beat too long out of sheer stubborn brilliance. Ilya still played like a menace, of course, still took routes that made opposing defensemen look personally insulted, still baited guys into bad penalties with that infuriating little half-smile but there was a line under it now, their private understanding. He knew exactly when Shane would hang back, when he’d pinch, when he’d choose structure over risk. And because he knew, he could push right up to the edge of it without tipping them over.
They were better. Undeniably, disgustingly, offendingly better.
Midway through the first period, Shane took a puck low in the zone, spun off one check, and sent a blind backhand into space before he even saw the lane fully open. A month ago it might have been a nice idea. That night it was inevitable. Ilya was already there, cutting through the seam, receiving it in full stride and driving hard enough to send the crowd up before the shot was even off his stick.
He didn’t score on that one. The goalie got a piece of it. Still, when they circled back to the bench, breathing hard, Ilya bumped his shoulder against Shane’s just once and muttered, “Better,” like he was grading him.
Shane, who had spent the last few days being very serious about not smiling too much in public, especially at Ilya Rozanov, failed immediately.
“Shut up,” he muttered back.
Ilya looked very pleased with himself.
By the second period it was obvious to everyone on the bench, even if they couldn’t have named why. The coach shortened the shift rotation a little and leaned harder on their line because every time they were out there, the game tilted in their favor. Not because they’d gone soft or stupid or distracted by each other. The opposite. Shane was still disciplined, still annoyingly correct about angles and changes and support. Ilya was still a nightmare with edges and elbows and timing. But the static that had been riding under them the last couple of weeks was gone.
They won 5–2. Ilya had a goal and two assists. Shane had a goal of his own and was on for four of the five. Their line looked so good together in the third that the opposing coach actually burned a timeout just to try to break their pace.
In the locker room after, the vibe was loose and loud in that easy way it only got after a really good win. Towels snapped. Someone had music going too loud from a portable speaker. Kenny was reenacting one of Ilya’s zone entries with a roll of tape and far too much confidence.
“Absolute filth,” G said to no one in particular as he stripped off one skate. “I hated watching it from six feet away. Imagine being their D.”
“Maybe they should simply be better at hockey,” Ilya replied, dry as dust, while peeling tape from his shin guard.
Shane, across from him, bit the inside of his cheek so he wouldn’t smile in the exact way that would get him murdered by his own caution.
Coach let them have the room for maybe ten minutes before poking his head in and barking, “Hollander. Rozanov. Office.”
Half the room ooohed immediately, because of course it did.
Kenny made a fake sign of the cross. 
“RIP, boys.”
“Maybe Coach finally noticed their emotional affair,” G said.
Ilya didn’t even blink. 
“He noticed your plus-minus first, which is worse.”
That got a chorus of laughter, enough for Shane to stand up without looking like he was fleeing something. Still, his stomach tightened a little as he followed Ilya down the short hallway to Coach’s office.
They had agreed this morning, over coffee and toast and a kiss Shane was still feeling in the back of his mind and low in his belly, that if the game went well and the mood in the room held, they’d tell him. No dramatic speech. No long explanation. Just the truth. Enough that he wouldn’t hear it secondhand later and feel blindsided.
It was still different in theory than in practice. Coach’s office smelled like coffee and marker ink and that faint old-rink smell that somehow got into every piece of upholstery eventually. He was standing by the whiteboard with a tablet in one hand, looking over some clipped shifts.
He barely glanced up when they came in.
“Close the door,” he said.
Shane did.
Ilya leaned one shoulder against the wall, arms folded, looking infuriatingly relaxed for someone who had spent the entire morning telling Shane they should “act normal and maybe not look like guilty idiots, da?”
The coach flipped the tablet facedown on the desk and looked between them. For one split second, Shane wondered if he’d changed his mind, if this was going to be about deployment, defensive reads, keeping Ilya away from double-shifting himself into a coma. Maybe they could push it another day.
Then Coach said, “You two finally done being weird?”
Silence.
Shane blinked. 
“What?”
The coach's face stayed impressively blank. 
“The past few weeks. Weird. Sulking. Snapping at each other. Looking like someone shot your dog every time you were within five feet of one another.” He jabbed a thumb vaguely toward the ice. “Tonight? Less weird. Better hockey. So I’m asking.”
Ilya looked at Shane once, very briefly, and Shane felt a hysterical laugh threaten to crawl up his throat. The coach leaned back against the desk.
“Whatever the hell the personal issue was,” he said, “you either fixed it or buried it where I can’t see it anymore. Either way, tonight looked like two grown men with their heads on straight instead of one captain trying to die nobly by strategy board and one alternate acting like he’d been divorced by God. So, I will repeat. Whatever that was, good job.”
Ilya actually made a small sound at that. Not quite a laugh, but dangerously close.
Shane dragged a hand over his mouth, trying to recover enough to speak like a human being.
“We wanted to tell you something,” he said finally.
The older man sighed like a man being forced into paperwork. 
“Please tell me it’s not criminal.”
“No,” Shane said quickly. “No. It’s just…” He glanced at Ilya, then back. “We’re together.”
The coach looked at him. Then at Ilya. Then back at him. A beat passed. Then another.
“Okay,” he said.
That was it. Shane stared. 
“Okay?”
“You’re adults. Ideally adults who don’t make me rearrange special teams because of a breakup every six weeks.” His gaze sharpened. “Can you still work?”
“Yes,” they both said immediately.
“Good. Then I don’t particularly give a shit.”
The relief that punched through Shane was so abrupt it left him almost lightheaded.
The coach pointed at him with the tablet.
“And Hollander?”
“Yeah?”
Coach snorted, one corner of his mouth twitching in the closest thing he ever came to open amusement.
“Nice to see you finally pulled your head out of your ass.”
For one stunned second, Shane could only stare at him. Then Ilya, behind him, made a very audible choking noise that was absolutely a laugh now, no question.
The coach glanced over at him. 
“You too. Don’t make me regret not caring.”
“Would never dream of it, sir” Ilya said, voice somehow perfectly respectful despite the fact that Shane could hear the grin in it already.
The coach flicked a hand toward the door. 
“Get out of my office.”
They did. The second the door shut behind them, Ilya lost all remaining restraint. He doubled over laughing quietly because they were still technically in a hallway, but with full-body sincerity, hand braced on his knee.
Shane stared at him, scandalized. 
“You’re an asshole.”
Ilya straightened just enough to get the words out. 
“You…” He had to stop and laugh again. “You should have seen your face.”
“My face?”
“Yes. Very noble. Very serious. ‘Coach, we have something difficult to say.’” He dropped his voice into a low, absurdly accurate imitation of Shane’s. “‘We’re together.’” Then he broke again, shoulders shaking.
Shane could feel himself blushing, which only made it worse.
“Oh my God,” he muttered. “I hate you.”
“No, no.” Ilya was still grinning helplessly, eyes bright. “Coach hates you. I am just enjoying.”
“‘Pulled your head out of your ass,’” he continued, with delight so pure it would’ve been offensive if Shane hadn’t been half dying and half absurdly fond. “Incredible. Finally, someone says it to you with authority.”
Shane shoved his shoulder, not hard enough to matter. 
“Shut up.”
Ilya only leaned in closer, murmuring at his ear as they started back toward the room, “Captain, did you know your head was in your ass? Was it comfortable there?”
Shane laughed in spite of himself, short, helpless, already doomed.
The room felt different when they went back in. Not because anyone knew. Nobody did. The guys were still loud, still damp-haired and half-dressed, still busy congratulating themselves and insulting one another. Nothing had changed on the surface.
And yet something in Shane had. The floor under him felt steadier somehow. The air was less thin. He caught Ilya looking at him once from across the benches, all open smugness now that the conversation with Coach had gone better than either of them had dared hope, and instead of the old panic, all Shane felt was warmth and a private kind of disbelief.
Life did not suddenly become simple after that.
He still had hard calls to make. His mother still texted him three times in two days with increasingly pointed but ultimately affectionate questions. Rose still lived in the background of things, not erased by any of this, and he let that ache stay what it was. He and Ilya still had to figure out the mechanics of privacy without secrecy, affection without carelessness, desire without imploding the room.
But for one blessed week, life was mostly good. The hockey was once again insanely enjoyable. They kept winning. Not every game, but enough. Their line hummed. Their power play clicked. Reporters used the word “chemistry” so often Shane wanted to ban it from postgame availability forever.
And Ilya, true to his word, absolutely did not let the Coach line go. Not once. Not ever.
The very next morning at practice, he skated by Shane at warmups and said out of the side of his mouth, “Nice edge work today. Very much not from inside your own ass.”
Shane nearly ate shit changing direction.
Two days later, during the video, Shane leaned forward to point out a defensive read and Ilya murmured, just loud enough, “Careful, captain. If you bend like that, maybe your head goes back in.”
Kenny, who had no context whatsoever, snorted loud enough to get a glare from the assistant coach.
On the bus after another win, Shane was half asleep with his cap over his eyes when Ilya nudged his knee and whispered, “You look comfortable. Any room left up there, or full occupancy?”
Shane opened one eye and looked at him. Ilya looked back, entirely innocent. It was hopeless. And because life had apparently decided to compensate for earlier suffering with at least a little generosity, Shane found that he didn’t mind. Not really. Every muttered jab came with the glint in Ilya’s eyes that only he could read now, that deep private warmth under the mockery. Every brush in the tunnel, every quiet text after morning skate, every minute stolen at home after long days carried the same impossible quiet thought under it:
This is mine now. Not hidden, not denied. Just not yet announced.
One night, after they’d beaten a division rival in a game Shane was fairly sure had taken three months off his life, they ended up back at his apartment sprawled across the couch, too tired to do much more than lean into each other and breathe.
Ilya’s head was in Shane’s lap, one arm flung over his stomach. The TV was on mute, highlights flickering pointlessly across the screen.
Out of nowhere, Ilya said, 
“He was right, you know.”
Shane looked down. 
“Coach?”
“Yes.”
“About what?”
Ilya tilted his face just enough to look up at him. There was that little, infuriating smile again, softer tonight.
“Your head,” he said. “You really did pull it out eventually.”
Shane rolled his eyes. 
“I’m dumping you.”
“No, you’re not.”
“No?”
“No.” Ilya settled more comfortably, eyes drifting shut again. “Life is good. Don’t ruin it.”
And because he was warm and loose and smiling in his half-sleep, because the team still didn’t know and Coach still didn’t care and his parents were trying and the hockey was beautiful and everything in Shane that had once felt split now felt at least pointed in the same direction…
Shane just sat there, running his fingers through his hair, and admitted to himself that yeah.
For now, at least, life was good.
***
It settled into their lives so quickly it almost scared Shane.
Not the fact of Ilya himself, he’d been lodged somewhere under Shane’s skin for years, familiar in the most inconvenient, impossible way. That part had never been the surprise. The surprise was how easily the rest of it began to take shape once they stopped denying themselves. How quickly ordinary things started wrapping themselves around the wanting. How naturally desire slid into routine, and routine into something that felt dangerously close to peace.
They never called it that. Peace felt like the kind of word you said too early and then lost. But it was there anyway, in fragments. In the rhythm of alternating flats without ever fully deciding on a schedule, as if both of them were too superstitious to say Tuesday at mine, Thursday at yours out loud and tempt fate. Some nights Shane ended up at Ilya’s place because they’d meant to “just go over for an hour” after practice and then there would be food half-made on the counter, hockey playing too quietly on the TV, one of them barefoot and damp-haired and already looking at the other like staying the night was inevitable. Some nights it was the reverse, Ilya shouldering into Shane’s apartment with that lazy, exhausted posture he got after games, dropping his bag by the door and immediately finding Shane with his mouth, his hands, the whole force of his body saying I’m here, I made it, give me something soft to land in.
And the sex… God. It wasn’t one thing, which somehow made it feel even more like love.
Sometimes it was slow enough to ache. Those nights usually came after road trips or especially punishing games, when both of them were too wrung out for anything performative. They would end up in bed half-dressed, talking low in the dark, one of them tracing lines on the other’s skin while the city hummed outside. Then things would shift by degrees. A hand lingering too long. A mouth at the throat. The long, quiet undressing of someone you already knew by memory and wanted to learn again anyway and keep learning and learning and learning. On those nights Ilya would go very soft in the voice, all the sharpness worn off him, whispering into Shane’s neck, his chest, his shoulder, as if every part of Shane needed separate reassurance. Shane loved that version of him so much it made his ribs hurt a little. The version who could be reverent. Who could take his time. Who could make pleasure feel less like urgency and more like being held inside something warm and deliberate and chosen.
And other nights there was nothing gentle about either of them.
Those were usually the nights after brutal games, after adrenaline and anger and the weird ecstatic violence of hockey were still buzzing under their skin. They’d come in barely speaking, all sharp glances and hot hands, barely making it through the door before they were on each other. Shane would still have the ghost of the rink in his body then, his edges, Ilya’s fury, their mutual need to move, and Ilya always met that with this dark, thrilled focus that made Shane feel a little insane. Those nights were all heat and teeth and sweat and the kind of eye contact that could wreck him if he thought about it too much. Afterwards they’d end up in a tangle of sheets, both breathing hard, both half-dazed, Ilya pushing Shane’s sweaty hair off his forehead and saying things like you were beautiful tonight in exactly the same tone he used for that was a filthy power-play goal and you are so tight around me until Shane had to hide his face in the pillow because being adored that openly still felt like too much.
Mornings were the worst in the best way.
There was something about waking slowly with him that made Shane feel almost painfully lucky. The first sleepy kisses before either of them had really opened their eyes. The way one hand would find bare skin under a shirt or sheet and then the whole room would warm around that single point of contact. No rush, no noise, just that soft, half-dreaming closeness turning into something deeper because neither of them could ever seem to leave it alone. Those mornings left marks sometimes, not because either of them meant to be careless, but because Ilya got lost when he was soft, and Shane had a neck that seemed designed to betray him personally and obey Ilya’s plush mouth. Once he showed up to practice in a black turtleneck under his team hoodie, and Kenny took one look at him and said, “What are you wearing, Hollander?” while Ilya, on the next stall over, nearly choked with his own grin. Shane kicked his skate bag at him under the bench and spent the whole video session trying not to combust.
It kept spreading.
They cooked together, badly, or rather Shane attempted to help and Ilya acted personally offended by his presence in the kitchen. Shane chopped too slowly, apparently stirred the wrong way, reached across hot pans at suicidal angles. Ilya would slap his hand away from the stove without looking and say, “No, no, no, you stand there and look decorative. That is your role, Volvo” while Shane argued back just for the pleasure of hearing him get more exasperated and getting kissed quiet against the dining table. Once Shane salted pasta water before it was boiling and Ilya turned to stare at him with such wounded disbelief that Shane laughed so hard he had to sit on the counter while Ilya muttered in Russian and physically removed him from “his” kitchen by the hips. Five minutes later Ilya was feeding him a forkful of whatever he’d salvaged from the pan, eyes narrowed in fake annoyance, and Shane was thinking, absurdly, I could do this forever.
They watched movies too, though “watched” was generous. They’d start with good intentions, something serious, something both of them had missed, or one of those stupid action films they could talk over without guilt and then an hour later one of them would be half asleep against the other, or they’d be arguing about the plot while their legs tangled under a blanket, or they’d miss the ending entirely because talking had given way to kissing and kissing had given way to something much hotter. Still, Shane loved those nights too. Loved the sight of Ilya stretched along his couch in sweatpants, one hand under his shirt and the other throwing popcorn with astonishingly bad aim. Loved that Ilya had strong opinions about cinematography but fell asleep during documentaries if Shane played with his hair long enough. Loved that they could be stupid and ordinary together, that intimacy didn’t always have to arrive in a blaze…
Sometimes they went out, carefully. Not often. Just enough that cabin fever and wanting each other in public overpowered common sense.
Once they went to a small restaurant across town where no one should have cared who they were if they kept their hats low and their shoulders loose, even though they still posed as teammates to the general public. They sat in a dark booth near the back, speaking too quietly at first, both hyperaware of the risk of being seen. But then the waiter was indifferent and the lighting was low and the food was good, and something in them relaxed. By dessert they were leaning in too close, sharing bites off the same fork, and under the table Ilya’s hand found Shane’s and stayed there. It wasn’t dramatic. No one saw. That was part of what made it so unbearable. Just Ilya’s fingers sliding into his palm beneath white linen, thumb moving once over his knuckles while they talked about nothing, while Shane nodded through whatever story Ilya was telling and thought, wildly, this is happening, this is my life, he’s holding my hand under the table like this is the most natural thing in the world.
Another night they left the rink late, only to realise it was colder than either of them had expected and raining again in that thin, needling way this city seemed to prefer. They ended up ducked into an alley beside some closed little wine bar, half sheltered by a brick overhang, both laughing breathlessly because it was ridiculous and because Ilya had just said something mean and flirty enough to make Shane shove at his shoulder. Then Ilya caught his wrist, turned him back, and kissed him so thoroughly Shane forgot why he’d been laughing. It wasn’t hurried, and it wasn’t exactly careful either. It was just… full. Dark alley, wet pavement, no one else there, the city muffled around them, and Ilya kissing him like he couldn’t help himself. Shane had come away from it with his heart beating somewhere in his throat and the certain, ridiculous feeling that if he died right then, at least he’d gotten that first.
The love in it all frightened him sometimes.
That was the part he never quite got used to. Not the wanting though it still undid him, yes, but it was familiar by now, an old language finally spoken aloud. The frightening part was how much tenderness there was. How often the air between them softened into something almost domestic before he even noticed it happening. Ilya remembering how Shane took his coffee and his tea and that he loved ginger ale. Shane setting out painkillers and electrolyte tablets on the nightstand before a back-to-back because he knew exactly how Ilya’s body got after heavy minutes. The instinctive hand at the lower back while passing in a narrow hallway. The absent kiss to the shoulder while one of them reached across the other for the remote. The way they’d fall asleep with one tangled around the other like neither of them had ever quite learned how to rest properly alone.
And underneath all of it there was still yearning, somehow. It didn’t disappear just because they finally had each other. If anything it sharpened. There were moments Shane would look up from unlacing his skates and catch Ilya watching him across the room with that deep, stunned sort of focus, like some part of him was still trying to process that wanting had turned into having. And Shane knew he looked the same in return. They still kissed like people making up for lost time. They still touched each other in passing as if confirming reality. They still carried a little of that old ache inside the happiness, that grief for all the years they hadn’t done this, for all the nights they’d gone home separately and pretended it was enough.
Sometimes it came out in words. Usually in the dark. Usually when one of them thought the other was half asleep. Once, at Shane’s place, after a game so rough both of them had bruises blooming in weird places, Ilya lay behind him with his mouth against the back of his shoulder and murmured, 
“I used to think this would be impossible to survive if it ever actually happened.”
Shane turned enough to catch his eye in the dim.
“And now?”
Ilya had looked at him for a long moment, fingers spread warm over his stomach.
“Now I think losing it would kill me more, maybe.”
Shane didn’t answer with anything clever. He just reached back, took his hand, and brought it to his mouth.
That was how most of it went. Not dramatic declarations every day. Not endless speeches. Just the steady accumulation of touch and small truths and the kind of closeness that made the rest of the world feel louder, harsher, more artificial by comparison.
Life, for a while, really, truly became unbearably good. Which was, of course, exactly why it couldn’t last untouched.
***
The morning the texts stopped, Shane noticed immediately.
He woke before his alarm, still tucked half into the pillow, and reached for his phone with the lazy expectation of finding something from Ilya there already. Usually there was. Nothing dramatic. A photo of coffee. A complaint about his own legs. A single line: eat before skate. A dick pic if he woke up horny and Shane was not there. Something.
That morning: nothing.
Shane frowned at the screen. It was early. That was all. People slept in. Phones died. He was not going to become one of those people who read disaster into one missed text. He was not insane. He was not going to become clingy and weird and panicked just because his boyfriend had not messaged him by 7:14 in the morning.
He set the phone down, got up, showered, got dressed. By the time he was lacing his shoes at the edge of the bed, he had checked it three more times.
Still nothing. Fine.
Maybe Ilya had slept through his alarm. Maybe he’d gone straight to the rink from home and forgotten to charge his phone. Maybe he was in one of those rare moods where he wanted to arrive half-human and only become communicative after caffeine.
Shane texted anyway.
 
you alive?
 
No reply. On the drive to the rink he kept his phone face up in the cupholder. Every vibration from the road made his eyes dart toward it.
Nothing. By the time he stepped into the room, tossed his bag down, and looked automatically toward Ilya’s stall, the first real needle of unease had worked under his ribs. Empty. His gear wasn’t there. No coffee cup. No jacket slung over the shelf. No half-unravelled tape left like some little territorial marker screaming “Rozanov’s Property!”
Shane stood there for a second too long, just looking.
“Your man not here yet?” Kenny asked as he dropped into his own stall, not even trying to make the question sound casual.
Shane gave him a look. 
“My line mate,” he corrected automatically.
Kenny grinned. 
“Right. Your line mate who sleeps at your apartment so often G thinks you two share a mortgage.”
“Shut up.”
“Mhm.”
The room filled around them in the usual loud, stupid way, just guys coming in, bags thumping, music starting up too early. The emptiness of one stall should not have felt so loud in the middle of all that noise.
Shane checked his phone again while tying his skates. Nothing.
Coach blew the whistle at the start of practice and the team filtered out. Still no Ilya.
At first everyone handled it lightly.
“Maybe he finally eloped with that waitress from the sushi place.”
“Maybe he overslept.”
“Maybe he got arrested for crimes against traffic laws.”
The boys laughed. Shane even managed something that could pass for a smile once or twice.
Inside, his stomach had become a hard, cold stone. They started warmups without him. Five minutes in, Coach skated by, then circled back and tapped Shane sharply on the shin pad with his stick.
“Come here.”
Shane pushed off and followed him toward the boards, pulse already kicking harder. The coach pulled his helmet slightly away from his ear and said, low enough that the rest of the team couldn’t hear, 
“You heard from him?”
Shane shook his head. 
“No.”
The coach's expression tightened. Just slightly. Enough.
“You know anything I don’t?”
“No.”
It came out too fast. Too defensive. The coach studied him for half a second, then seemed to decide he was hearing the truth.
“He hasn’t called the trainer, hasn’t texted the equipment guys, hasn’t responded to me. That’s not like him.”
No, Shane thought. No, it wasn’t. Out loud he said, 
“Could be a family thing.”
Because what else could it be that would make a man like Ilya Rozanov, obsessive, disciplined, unhinged in a hundred ways but never about the ice and practice, simply not show?
The other man nodded once, clipped. 
“You hear anything, you tell me.”
“Yeah.”
“And Hollander?”
Shane looked at him.
“Don’t go crazy before there’s a reason.”
Too late, Shane thought. He nodded anyway.
Practice felt endless. Every drift through the neutral zone, every drill, every line change happened under the weight of absence. Shane kept catching himself turning to the spot where Ilya should have been. Kept making the pass in his head and finding empty space. His own game grew sharper and worse at once, all that anxious focus piling into his legs, his shoulders, his jaw.
During a water break he checked his phone again. Nothing. He texted.
 
where are you
 
Then:
 
talk to me
 
Still nothing. When practice finally ended, the joking in the room had gone a little thinner around the edges. Guys still ran with the bit because that was what men like this did when something unsettled them but even Kenny’s chirping sounded increasingly forced.
“Maybe he did get kidnapped by that weird cab driver from the last roadie.”
“Maybe he joined the circus.”
“Maybe he got traded overnight and nobody told us.”
Shane ripped his tape off harder than necessary and didn’t laugh. By the time he got to his car, his whole body felt wrong, too tight, too hot, too keyed up.
He texted again.
 
if this is some joke i’m killing you
 
Nothing.
He called. Straight to voicemail. That was what broke whatever restraint he had left. He drove to Ilya’s place too fast. The city blurred past him in winter-grey streaks, his hands locked too hard on the wheel. He knew he was spiraling. Knew it. People missed one practice for reasons that weren’t catastrophic every day of the week. Phones died. Family emergencies happened. Stomach bugs existed. Hell, maybe he was asleep on the bathroom floor.
But dread didn’t care about logic. It just kept building. By the time he pulled up outside the building, his pulse was in his throat. He was out of the car and through the lobby in seconds, barely remembering to nod at the doorman. Up the elevator, down the hall, straight to Ilya’s door.
He knocked.
No answer.
He rang the bell.
Nothing.
He knocked again, harder.
The hallway gave him back only silence.
The windows, visible from the angle down the corridor where the units wrapped around the corner, were dark. No movement. No lamp left on. No sign of anyone inside. Shane stepped back, chest heaving. He checked his phone again as if it might have changed in the last twelve seconds. He typed another text with hands that were starting to shake.
 
answer me
 
He sent it. Then another.
 
ilya
 
And just as he hit send, the phone started vibrating in his hand. He snatched it up so fast he almost dropped it.
ILYA
Shane hit accept before the first ring fully sounded.
“Where the fuck are you?” he snapped the second the line opened. “What the hell is wrong with you? You miss practice, you don’t answer Coach, you don’t answer me, I’m standing outside your apartment thinking…”
“Shane.”
That was all. One word. His name. But the second he heard Ilya’s voice, everything in him changed. All the anger drained out so fast it left him cold. He knew that tone. Knew the thinness of it, the strain under it. Not drunk. Not sick exactly. Worse in a different way. Pulled tight around something he didn’t know how to hold.
“What is it?” Shane asked at once, voice dropping. “Where are you? Ilya, where are you?”
There was noise in the background. He caught it now that he wasn’t shouting over it - rolling suitcase wheels, a boarding announcement somewhere distant, the hollow acoustics of big open space and too many people trying not to cry in public.
Shane went still.
“I’m at the airport,” Ilya said.
The floor seemed to go slightly out from under him.
“What?”
“I’m at the airport,” he repeated, sounding tired enough to collapse. “I’m leaving.”
Shane stared down the empty hallway as if that would make more sense of the sentence.
“Leaving where?”
A pause.
“Russia.”
Everything inside him dropped.
For a second he genuinely couldn’t speak. Could only hear the blood rushing in his own ears and the faint scrape of someone’s suitcase wheels on the other end of the line.
“Why,” he said finally. “What happened?”
He heard Ilya breathe in.
“My brother called,” he said. The word itself came out ugly. “My niece is sick. Very sick. They think… I don’t know, they’re not explaining well. She’s in trouble. He wants me there.”
Shane shut his eyes. His free hand braced against the wall beside the apartment door. The paint was cool and hard under his palm.
“How bad?”
“I don’t know.” Ilya sounded furious about that, furious at the uncertainty, at being made to need information from people he hated. “Bad enough that he called me. Bad enough that he is willing to ask me for anything. Bad enough he reached out after years of no contact.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“When do you come back?”
Another pause. Longer this time.
“I don’t know,” Ilya said. “A week. Maybe two. Maybe more. Depends what happens.”
The words felt impossible. A week. Two. Maybe more. The hallway was suddenly too narrow. The whole building was too small around him.
“You should have told me,” Shane said, and he hated how thin his own voice sounded now, how young. “Jesus, Ilya, you should have told me. I thought…” He broke off, because he had no intention of saying I thought you were dead into a hallway.
“I know,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. 
“Then why didn’t you?”
On the other end, a boarding announcement started in Russian and then English. The words blurred together. Final call for something. Gate change. Priority passengers.
“I found out yesterday,” Ilya said. “Late. After we were already… after.” He let out a breath that sounded like he was angry at himself for breathing wrong. “I was going to tell you. I tried to tell you this morning. I almost did.”
Shane thought of the kitchen. The couch. The shower they took together. The moment in  bed when Ilya had started to say my brother called and then hadn’t because Shane was still talking over some stupid movie they had been watching.
His chest tightened painfully.
“Why didn’t you just say it?” he asked, quieter now. Not accusing. Just wrecked.
There was a silence on the line, filled with airport noise and both of them breathing.
Then Ilya said, very softly, 
“Because if I had said it to your face, I don’t think I would have gone.”
Shane’s eyes opened. The words sat there between them, more intimate than anything they had said this week.
“If I said it to you,” Ilya went on, “and you looked at me the way you do sometimes, and you touched me, and you said “don’t go”… I wouldn’t have. And she is just a kid, Shane.”
The last word frayed. Something hot and helpless moved through Shane’s chest. He slid down the wall a little until he was half leaning, half standing in the empty hallway, phone pressed hard to his ear like it could close distance.
“She is innocent,” Ilya said. “Whatever he is, whatever he does, whatever I feel about him… she is just a child. I can’t not go.”
“I know,” Shane said immediately. The answer came from somewhere very deep and very clean, no hesitation in it at all. “I know. You should go. Of course you should.”
The speed of his own reply seemed to hit Ilya on the other end. Shane could hear the slight catch in his breathing.
“You’re not angry?”
“I am angry,” Shane said, with a broken little laugh. “At the timing. At your brother. At the universe. At the fact that you scared the living shit out of me. But not at you for going. Jesus.” He dragged a hand over his face. “No. Not at you.”
Another boarding announcement. Louder this time. More immediate.
“What airport?” Shane asked suddenly.
“Shane…”
“What airport?”
Ilya told him.
Shane looked at the elevator, already calculating distance, traffic, impossible timing.
“You boarded yet?”
“No.”
“Then stay where you are. I’m coming.”
“No.” The refusal was instant. “Don’t.”
“Ilya.”
“No.” Firmer now. “Shane, don’t do that. Don’t come flying in here like… like this is a movie. I’m already a wreck. I don’t want to say goodbye to you while my brother is blowing up my phone and half the airport listens. Nyet.”
Shane clenched his jaw so hard it hurt.
“It’s not goodbye,” he said.
The words left him before he could think about them. Shane stood there breathing too hard in an empty hall, his shoulder against the wall, trying to find anything that didn’t feel impossible.
“What do you need?” he asked. “Tell me what you need right now.”
Ilya was quiet for a beat, maybe two.
“For you not to make this harder.”
The answer hurt, but Shane knew it wasn’t cruel. It was just necessary. 
“Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
He took a breath, forced himself to think around the panic.
“Do you have your passport? Wallet? Everything?”
“Yes.”
“Did you eat?”
A pause. 
“No.”
“Of course not.” Shane shut his eyes again. “Buy something after security. Even if it’s disgusting. I mean it.”
A faint exhale on the line. Almost a laugh. Almost.
“Yes, captain.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Text me when you land.”
“I will.”
“And when you know more.”
“I know.”
“And if your brother tries anything, I swear to God…”
“He won’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
A sharper silence this time. Then Ilya said, 
“No. I don’t.”
Shane pressed his hand harder into the wall.
“You call me anyway,” he said. “Middle of the night, middle of the day, I don’t care. If you need to scream, scream. If you need me to stay on the phone while you sit outside some hospital, I’ll stay. I don’t care what time it is there or here.”
The announcement started again, and this time Ilya interrupted it with a quiet curse.
“Fuck. I have to go now.”
The hallway seemed to narrow around Shane.
“I know,” he said. He hated how much the words sounded like surrender. “I know.”
A long breath moved through the speaker.
Then Ilya said, low and stripped down in a way that made it feel like Shane was suddenly the only person in the airport with him, 
“I didn’t want to leave you like this.”
Shane’s eyes burned.
“You’re not leaving me,” he said, even though he felt left all the same. “You’re going. There’s a difference.”
He heard the sound of movement, the bag strap adjusting, shoes on the scuffed floor, maybe a queue finally moving.
“Shane.”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t spiral.”
That actually pulled a wet laugh out of him. 
“Fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Trying to be helpful.”
“You’re in an airport flying to Russia because your niece is sick and you’re still annoying.”
“Multi-talented.”
For a second they were both quiet. Then Shane said the thing that had been clawing up his throat since the moment he heard airport noise behind Ilya’s voice.
“I love you.”
He said it plainly. Not like a goodbye. Not like a plea. Just a fact.
“I love you too,” Ilya said. 
Shane let his head tip back against the wall.
“Text me when you land,” he repeated.
“I will.”
The line clicked dead. And just like that, the hallway was only a hallway again. Empty. Bright. Quiet except for the blood pounding in his ears.
Shane stood there with the phone in his hand and the dark apartment door in front of him and the sick, helpless knowledge that he could do absolutely nothing except wait for the man who owned his whole heart. 
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  He made it as far as the parking lot before the thought got teeth. At first it was just that, just one thought, sharp and stupid and impossible, cutting through the fog of airport announcements still ringing in his ears.
He hit the unlock on the car and stood there with his hand on the door handle, breathing too fast in the damp cold. The city around him was all washed-out in the afternoon, rain turned to mist now, the kind that clung to coats and eyelashes and made everything feel slightly unreal.
Don’t be insane, he told himself.
He was very good at that voice. The reasonable one. The adult one. The Volvo one. The one that had spent years telling him not to overreact, not to want too much, not to jump off cliffs just because the bottom looked warmer than the ledge.
Ilya had gone to Russia because his niece was sick. Not because he was leaving Shane. Not because something between them had broken. Not because Shane needed to start running after planes like a man with no frontal lobe.
He needed to breathe. To go home. To wait for the text. To be calm. To trust.
He got the door open. And then another thought cut in under the first. It was not reasonable. It was not calm. It was simply true.
He was insane about Ilya.
Insanely in love with him, in a way that made his body move before logic had managed to draft a single argument. In a way that had already wrecked one life and rebuilt another. In a way that made the idea of staying in the city while Ilya got on that plane, alone, probably scared, heading into grief and history and his brother and whatever nightmare was waiting at the other end, feel physically unbearable.
He leaned one hand on the roof of the car and shut his eyes. And immediately his mind betrayed him. Not with abstract romance. With details.
The lilies on Ilya’s ribs under the warm apartment light. The broken cage. The quote in Russian. That barbed wire around the heart that had once been for Shane and how it had looked when he’d knelt and kissed it. The way Ilya had gone still under his mouth, like no one had ever loved his damage.
Then another image, softer and somehow worse. Morning. Grey light. Ilya half-asleep and warm and real beside him. That sleepy, gravelly morning. The weight of his arm over Shane’s waist. The complete, ridiculous comfort of it.
Then another. Their last game. The pass to the slot without looking because he had simply known where Ilya would be. The shoulder bump at the bench. The look after. 
Then another. An alley, rain, I love you.
Then another. A kitchen. Coffee gone cold. Fingers linked on the counter.
Then another. Ilya saying, low and honest and terrified, I can’t do halfway.
Shane opened his eyes.
“Fuck,” he whispered to nobody.
He could feel the logic in him still trying to catch up, panting, trying to throw itself in front of whatever was happening next. You don’t have a visa. You can’t just go to Russia on a feeling. You have practices. Games. A life. You don’t even know if they’ll let you in. This is insane.
But there was another part of him, older maybe, or younger, impossible to tell, that had already moved past all of that. The part that knew what it had felt like to hear airport noise behind Ilya’s voice and understand, instantly, that distance was going to start eating at him the second the plane took off.
The part that knew what his own body had done these past hours when Ilya simply failed to text. The part that understood something terrifyingly simple: If there was even a chance he could get there, he was going.
He was already moving. He yanked the car door open, slid into the driver’s seat, and jammed the key in too hard. The engine turned over with a cough. His hands shook on the wheel.
There was one person on earth he trusted to meet insanity with competence instead of trying to smother it. He grabbed his phone and called his mother.
She picked up on the third ring.
“Shane?”
He didn’t bother with hello.
“Mom,” he said, already breathless, already halfway to motion. “I need a visa to Russia now.”
Silence. Then, with devastating calm: 
“I’m sorry, honey, you need a what?”
“A visa,” he repeated, pulling the car into reverse too quickly. “Or whatever I need, whatever the fastest possible version is, and I need you to check flights to Russia leaving in the next hour or so.”
He could hear the exact moment she sat up straighter on the other end of the line.
“Shane,” she said slowly, “what are you talking about?”
He backed out hard enough that another driver honked at him. He ignored it.
“Ilya’s gone,” he said. “His brother called. His niece is sick, really sick, and he flew out without telling me until he was already at the airport and I know how this sounds, I know it sounds completely insane…”
“It sounds completely insane,” Yuna agreed.
“...but I need to go.”
There was a beat of silence.
Then: “You need to calm down and explain this from the beginning, because if you drive like this and talk like that you are going to kill yourself before you even get to the airport.”
He made himself inhale once, sharply, and forced the speedometer down with visible effort as he merged out of the lot.
“He found out yesterday,” Shane said. “I think. Maybe the night before. He didn’t tell me because he said if he told me to my face he thought he wouldn’t go. He missed practice. Nobody knew where he was. I thought…” He broke off. “Doesn’t matter what I thought. He called from the airport. He’s flying to Russia right now and he doesn’t know when he’s coming back.”
“And you,” Yuna said carefully, “have decided the sensible response is to follow him to Russia.”
“Yes.”
The word came out so fast and certain it startled even him. He took the next turn without meaning to and then had to circle back because his body had started driving toward the highway before his mind had fully mapped where.
On the other end, his mother let out a very long breath.
“Darling,” she said at last, in that tone she used when she was trying very hard not to call him a complete idiot too soon in the conversation, “you do know you cannot just… appear in another country because you’re having a grand romantic episode.”
“It’s not an episode.”
“It sounds a little like an episode.”
“It’s not!” He hit the steering wheel lightly with the heel of his hand, frustration flashing. “Mom, he’s going there alone. To his brother. To whatever this situation is. He was trying to sound calm on the phone and he sounded like…” He swallowed. “Like he was already halfway gone from me. And I just got him back. I cannot let him go there and be unsure what will be left of him by the time he gets back. I won’t let that happen”
Yuna was silent.
Shane’s voice dropped.
“He told me if he’d seen me before he left, he thought he wouldn’t go,” he said. “Do you understand what that means, mom?”
“Yes,” she said quietly.
He gripped the wheel tighter.
“I know I can’t fix it,” he said. “I know I’m not going to somehow save his niece or make Russia less awful or his brother less…” He stopped himself, jaw tight. “I know. But I can be there. If he has to sit in some hospital for a week or two or however long this is, I can sit there with him. I can do that.”
“And if he doesn’t want that?”
The question hit. Not because it was cruel, but because it was the right one. Shane stared through the windshield at a red light bleeding in the wet road.
“He didn’t ask me to come,” he admitted. “He told me not to.”
Yuna made a small sound.
“But,” he added immediately, “he also told me not to come to the airport because it would make it harder. That’s different.”
“Is it?”
“Yes.”
Another pause.
“Because,” Shane said, voice rougher now, more honest, “there’s a difference between asking me not to make him choose between me and the plane, and not wanting me there at all.”
His mother was quiet long enough that he wondered if she was opening her laptop already, if he had inherited this impossible ability to leap from panic to logistics from her after all.
Then she said, “Do you have your passport?”
He blinked.
“Yes.”
“Is it valid?”
“Yes.”
“Have you ever applied for a Russian visa before and I don’t know about something?”
“No.”
“Well.” He could hear her moving now, drawer opening, keyboard clacking, David in the background asking something he couldn’t make out. “This is going to depend on your timing, whether you can get emergency processing, and whether the universe has decided to reward or punish stupidity today.”
Shane actually laughed, just once, cracked open by nerves.
“So you’ll check?”
“Of course I’ll check.” She sounded offended by the idea that she wouldn’t. “I’m your mother, not some parole officer.”
That did something to his chest.
“Thank you,” he said.
“Don’t thank me yet. If I tell you this is impossible, I expect you not to simply steal a plane.”
“No promises.”
“Shane.”
“I’m joking.”
“You are not joking.”
He bit down on another laugh, because if he let himself slip too far into this he was going to start shaking all over again.
There was more keyboard clatter. A muttered exchange with David, something about airlines, something about “he’s doing what?” and Yuna saying sharply, “Do not react, just look up flights.”
The image of them, his parents in their small kitchen, immediately pivoting from tender acceptance into the emergency travel command center, should have been absurd.
Instead it nearly made him cry.
“I’m serious,” he said, more quietly now. “I have to try.”
His mother’s voice softened too, though only slightly.
“I know you feel that.”
“No.” He swallowed hard. “Not just feel. Know. Mom, I know.”
The certainty of it sat under the panic like bedrock. Terrifying and solid.
He thought of Ilya in some airport line, shoulders tight, face shut down, carrying all that history and fear and obligation in one body. He thought of him arriving in Russia to his brother, to hospitals, to whatever old ghosts lived there waiting with their teeth out. He could not bear the image of him stepping into that alone if there was even a chance he didn’t have to.
His mother exhaled.
“Okay,” she said. “Then we do this properly if we do it at all. No reckless nonsense. Not showing up without documents and sleeping on airport chairs while international security laughs at you.”
Shane nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. 
“Okay.”
“I’m checking flights leaving in the next hour,” she went on. “And two, and three, because you may not get on the first. Your father is looking into visa requirements. You, meanwhile, are going to drive home without dying and start gathering whatever you need.”
His pulse jumped.
“So you think it’s possible?”
“I think,” Yuna said, with the infuriating precision she reserved for moments like this, “that I do not yet know if it is possible, but if there is a path, I will find it before you manage to make things worse by improvising.”
The light turned green. Shane barely noticed.
“Mom.”
“What.”
“I really love him.”
The silence on the line turned warm rather than empty.
“I know,” she said.
And because she did, because she really did, because she could hear the shape of this in his voice and still choose logistics over panic, Shane felt the first real piece of control slot back into place. Not calm. Not peace. Just direction.
He tightened his grip on the wheel and took the turn toward home.
“Text me the second you know anything,” he said.
“I will.”
“And if it’s impossible…”
“We’ll decide what impossible means when we get there.”
He swallowed.
“Okay.”
“Drive, darling.”
The call ended.
Shane threw the phone onto the passenger seat and drove harder, the city blurring around him again. Not careless this time. Not quite. Just fast with purpose.
His mind was already ahead of him, on the passport drawer, charger, clean shirts, whatever else should be packed when he was chasing the impossible because the person he loved had gotten on a plane alone.
He still knew it was insane. That hadn’t changed. He just knew, now with total clarity, that if there was even the smallest crack in reality wide enough for him to get through, he was going to take it.
Because if there was one person alive who could make the impossible bend a little and turn into an itinerary, it was his mother.
And if there was one person alive who could make Shane do something this reckless and still feel absolutely certain he was right, it was Ilya Rozanov.
***
By the time Shane got back to his flat, he was moving on instinct. Not calm. Not collected. Just terrifyingly clear. He barely remembered parking. Barely remembered the elevator. The apartment door was open and shut again in under ten seconds, the place still carrying the warm, lived-in feeling of the morning - coffee in the sink, the blanket half-slid off the couch, one of Ilya’s hairs still visible against the dark cushion if he let himself look too long.
He didn’t let himself.
Passport first.
He went straight to the drawer in the entry table, yanked it open, found it exactly where it always was under old ticket stubs and spare chargers and a set of keys he hadn’t used in years. His hand shook when he grabbed it, but only a little.
Then the bag.
The away-game duffel lived in the bedroom closet half-packed out of habit, because hockey made him superstitious and practical at the same time. Two pairs of jeans. Three shirts. Underwear. Socks. Travel-sized toiletries. Charger. Hoodie. It was never meant for this, but right now it looked close enough to salvation that he almost kissed it.
He slung it over his shoulder, made one fast sweep of the apartment for anything obvious he’d forgotten, then stopped dead in the middle of the living room.
His phone was vibrating.
MOM
He answered before the second pulse.
“Tell me.”
Yuna didn’t waste a single second.
“The nearest flight to Russia leaves from Ottawa in one hour and fifteen minutes,” she said. “Boarding has already started, apparently.”
Shane stood absolutely still.
“What?”
“You heard me. Seventy-five minutes. It is the fastest possible route, and before you ask, yes, I know that sounds deranged.”
His pulse jackhammered.
“I’m in Montreal.”
“I’m aware,” she snapped. “Your father and I have also met a map before.”
He almost laughed. It came out more like a sharp breath.
“Can I make it?”
“If you drive like a sane person? No. If you drive like my son in the middle of a psychotic romantic episode? Possibly, even if I will be sick with worry.”
The bag strap dug into his shoulder.
“Mom…”
“Listen to me.” Papers rustled on her end. David said something in the background, too muffled to catch. “I called Francis.”
Shane blinked. 
“Airport Francis?”
“Yes, airport Francis, obviously. There are not that many useful Francises in my life. She works there tonight and she managed to get a ticket held for you. Do not make me say the phrase ‘held for you’ twice because it already sounds illegal.”
Shane’s mouth went dry.
“You got me a ticket.”
“Yes.”
He sat down hard on the arm of the couch because his knees stopped feeling entirely trustworthy. On the other end, Yuna kept going in that clipped, focused tone she used when she was ten steps ahead of everyone else in a crisis.
“I also confirmed, through means I will not explain, because frankly I’m appalled at the lack of privacy standards, that Ilya is on that flight.”
Shane’s whole body went hot and cold.
“You know he’s there.”
“Yes,” she said. “Or at least he was when Francis checked. And before you start moralising, no, she absolutely should not have told me that, but this family has already gone beyond normal boundaries today, so I’m choosing not to dwell.”
He pressed a hand over his mouth for a second.
“Mom…”
“And,” she continued, not slowing, “your father has spent the last twenty minutes calling every person he ever met in the Treasury Board who owes him a favour. Your visa application is already moving.”
Shane’s head snapped up. 
“Already what?”
“It’s being processed now,” Yuna said. “Fast-tracked. Apparently your father still terrifies middle management, which is useful. It should be approved by the time you reach the airport, or very soon after.”
He just stared at the opposite wall.
None of this felt real. Ticket. Visa. Ottawa. Seventy-five minutes. Parents as a one-family emergency diplomatic service.
“You’re joking,” he said weakly.
“I am offended that you think I sound like I’m joking.”
“No, I just…” He laughed once, half hysterical, half awed. “Jesus.”
“You can say thank you later,” she said briskly. “Right now you need to leave.”
He stood so fast the room tilted.
“I’m leaving,” he said.
“Good. Your father is texting you the details now. Flight number, gate, the name of the agent who has your ticket, and a note about where to go the second you arrive.”
The phone buzzed in his other hand. He looked down long enough to see David’s message come through in a block of details and one final line:
Dad Don’t get arrested on the way. Proud of you.
Shane’s chest constricted so suddenly he had to swallow before speaking.
“I love you both so much.”
Yuna went quiet for one brief second, and when she spoke again her voice was softer under the efficiency.
“We know,” she said. “We love you too. Now go get your man.”
That nearly finished him.
“Mom.”
“Drive safe, honey.”
The line clicked dead. For a second Shane just stood in the middle of his own living room, bag over one shoulder, passport in hand, phone buzzing with details, and let the full insanity of it hit him.
His parents had just turned a geopolitical impossibility into an itinerary in under half an hour.
Because he loved someone. Because they loved him. He knew it was insane. He knew if he stopped to think about it in a practical, sober, professional way, he’d find a hundred reasons not to do this. Team consequences. League consequences. Family consequences. The fact that chasing your boyfriend to Russia in the middle of the season sounded like the kind of thing people did in stories, not real life.
He did not care. Not enough.
He grabbed his keys, shoved the passport into the front pocket of the duffel, and was out the door again before the apartment could try to turn back into something sensible.
The drive to Ottawa existed in flashes, way too fast than it should have been possible speedometer climbing, horns blaring at him, wet highway, headlights streaking past. His own heart was pounding hard enough that he kept feeling it in his hands on the wheel.
He called no one else. He didn’t text Ilya.
Partly because there was no time. Mostly because he couldn’t bear the thought of Ilya saying don’t come again when Shane was already doing it. He’d explain in person. Apologise in person. Be ridiculous in person.
If he made it.
By the time the airport signs started appearing, blue and white through the black wet evening, his whole body felt wired open. He had burned through fear and reached something cleaner underneath. Not calm. More like certainty sharpened to the point of pain.
He found short-term parking like a man possessed, abandoned the car half crooked in the space, and was already running before the engine fully died.
The terminal was all fluorescent light and rolling suitcases and people moving with purpose in every direction. His shoes slapped against the polished floor. The duffel thumped against his back. He kept one hand jammed around his passport like it might disappear if he let go.
An airline agent was already waiting where David’s text said she’d be.
“Shane Hollander?” she asked before he could even speak.
He bent over briefly, hands on knees, trying to drag oxygen back into his lungs.
“Yes.”
“Come with me.”
She moved fast. He followed faster. Everything after that came in clipped fragments. The held ticket. Security waved through with the kind of efficient, unusual speed that made it clear Francis and David and Yuna had all been terrifying in exactly the right direction. His phone buzzed once with a text from Yuna:
Mom Visa approved. Don’t lose your passport. If you marry this man in a Russian hospital, I’ll kill you.
He almost laughed out loud while jogging barefoot through security, shoes half untied in his hands.
Then he was past the scanners, bag re-zipped badly, following signs toward the gate at a pace just short of another sprint.
And there…
He wasn’t there.
For one irrational second Shane thought he’d simply missed him somehow, that he’d turned his head at the wrong moment, that Ilya had gotten up for coffee, that maybe he was standing just out of sight behind the cluster of people waiting at the gate.
He slowed only long enough to scan properly.
Rows of plastic seats under harsh airport light. Families with carry-ons. A businessman asleep with his mouth open. A woman bouncing a baby on one hip. Two teenagers sharing earbuds. No blond curls. No sharp shoulders folded inward. No familiar duffel. No Ilya.
His stomach dropped so hard it felt like falling. He turned in a full circle, pulse roaring in his ears, searching every face again even though he knew. He knew.
At the faraway gate desk, the screen already read MOSCOW: FINAL BOARDING in angry red letters.
“Fuck,” he whispered, and then louder, because there was no room left for dignity, “fuck!”
He ran. Not gracefully. Not with any of the controlled athleticism people liked to praise on the ice. Just pure panic, shoes slamming the floor, duffel bouncing against his spine harder now, lungs still raw from sprinting the terminal already.
The gate agent looked up just as he hit the desk.
“Sir, boarding is closed…”
“Please,” Shane said, and the word tore right out of him. He bent over the counter with one hand braced on it because he was breathing too hard to stand upright and composed. “Please, I’m here, I’ve got a ticket, I just… Please don’t close that door.”
The woman blinked at him, then at his ticket, then back at his face.
“Sir, they’re about to seal…”
“I know, I know.” He shoved a hand into his damp hair and tried to find breath, tried to find language, found only raw truth. “Please. The love of my life is on that plane.”
The gate agent froze. Somewhere behind Shane, someone made a tiny scandalized noise. He didn’t care. He could feel his own heart trying to rip its way out of his throat.
“I know how insane this sounds,” he rushed on. “I know. I know. But I came from Toronto and my mother knows someone named Francis and my father apparently bullied half the federal government into a visa and if you do not let me on that plane I am going to lose my mind in front of all these people.”
The woman stared at him. Shane, who had done television interviews after playoff losses and stood in front of hostile press scrums with stitches still in his eyebrow and somehow never lost his ability to string together one bland professional sentence after another, heard himself keep going.
“I play hockey for Montreal,” he said wildly. “I can get you tickets. Great tickets. Playoff tickets if we make it, which we will, probably, unless karma decides to punish me for this. I will sign things. I will do literally whatever ethically permissible thing you need. Please.”
The words came out breathless and wrecked and a little humiliated, but he couldn’t stop them. There was no part of him left that could perform calmness now.
The agent looked down at her screen, then over his shoulder toward the jet bridge, then back up. Shane could feel every second passing like a knife.
“You’re Shane Hollander.”
He almost laughed, because of all the lines in this nightmare, that one felt the least relevant.
“Yes.”
She looked at him for one long beat. Took in his hair, his damp shirt stuck slightly to his back and chest, the duffel slung over his shoulder like he’d packed in under a minute, the passport still clutched too tightly in one hand. Then she leaned down, picked up the phone by the desk, and murmured something too fast for him to catch.
Shane stood there shaking.
A pause.
Then she looked up again and said, “Run.”
He blinked.
“What?”
“Run,” she repeated, already printing something and shoving it into his hand. “They have not closed the aircraft door yet. If you miss it from here, that is not on me.”
He almost kissed her out of sheer joy and hope. What came out instead was some broken noise halfway between gratitude and disbelief.
“Thank you,” he said, because his mother would kill him if he didn’t.
Then he was gone. Down the jet bridge, every step echoing, the tunnel bright and too narrow and endless. His lungs burned now for real, the kind of burn that usually only came at the end of a long shift when there was no air left and still one more backcheck to make.
At the aircraft door, another attendant took one look at him and said, 
“Mr. Hollander?”
He nodded, bent double.
“Boarding miracle,” she said dryly, stepping aside.
He stumbled onto the plane.
The abrupt shift in atmosphere hit him first, the stale, climate-controlled air, the low murmur of seated passengers, overhead bins already shut. Everything was close and muffled and normal in the way planes always were, as if people weren’t constantly carrying whole lives onto them.
He straightened, breath still rough, and looked down at the boarding pass in his hand for the first time.
Row 14. Seat B.
He stared at it. Then he started moving. The aisle felt impossibly long. Too many shoulders, too many half-glances from strangers as he passed. His heart was no longer in his throat. It was everywhere. In his wrists. Behind his eyes. In the muscles of his legs still buzzing from the sprint.
Row 10.
Row 11.
Row 12.
A man in an aisle seat pulling off his shoes. A woman already asleep against the window. A child kicking rhythmically at the tray table.
Row 13.
And then row 14.
He stopped. For a second the world narrowed so hard it was almost silent.
There he was.
Window seat, head tipped slightly back, eyes closed under the dimmed cabin lights. Headphones on. Arms folded tight across his chest like he was trying to keep himself from coming apart. The dark line of his lashes against skin gone too pale. Mouth set in a way Shane knew too well now, like he’d run out of energy before he’d run out of fear.
He looked bad.
Not physically injured. Just wrecked in that hollow, held-together way Shane had learned to recognize immediately. Like he had pulled his whole body into some hard, narrow shape and was holding it there through force alone.
Shane stood in the aisle, ticket damp in his hand, heart trying to beat its way out of his body. He had no idea what expression was on his own face. No idea if he looked wild, relieved, insane, all of the above.
The man in the aisle seat of their row glanced up, mildly irritated by the blockage.
Shane barely noticed. He was looking only at Ilya. At the man he had crossed half an airport in minutes and bullied a gate agent and accepted impossible parental favours to reach, and who still had no idea any of this had happened.
Shane swallowed once. Twice.
Then, because there was no dignified way to do any of this and because if he didn’t speak immediately he might just stand there like an idiot forever, he cleared his throat and said, 
“Excuse me, sir.”
Ilya’s eyes opened.
Slowly at first, unfocused from whatever exhausted half-doze he’d forced himself into. Then fully.
He looked up.
Saw Shane.
And for one suspended, impossible second he didn’t move at all.
Shane held up the boarding pass a little, his hand not entirely steady.
“Is that seat taken?” he asked.
Ilya, yanked from the stupor, looked at him as if he’d stopped being a real person. Not surprised. Not even shocked, exactly. Just completely, utterly flabbergasted, his eyes wide and fixed, headphones still hanging slightly crooked over one ear, mouth parted without a single useful word in it.
For one absurd second Shane almost laughed.
Then someone behind him in the aisle snapped, “Buddy, move your ass or commit to the bit,” and the spell broke.
“Right,” Shane muttered.
His body remembered how planes worked before his brain did. He yanked the duffel off his shoulder, nearly clipped a businessman in the face with it, mumbled a distracted apology that may or may not have contained actual words, and shoved the bag into the overhead compartment with more force than was strictly necessary. The latch banged shut. A few people looked up. He did not care. He dropped into the middle seat like his legs had only been pretending to function up to this point.
The moment he sat down, the absurdity of it all landed fully. The stale plane air. The low cabin lights. The pressure of strangers in every direction. Ilya right there, close enough to touch, still staring at him like Shane had materialized out of stress and sleep deprivation.
“You…” Ilya said.
Then again, weaker somehow, “Shane...”
That was all. His name. Nothing else. But the way he said it made Shane’s chest ache so sharply he had to look away for a second and drag his seatbelt into place just to have something to do with his hands.
When he looked back, Ilya was still staring.
“You look like I died and came back wrong,” Shane said quietly.
“I look,” Ilya said, voice still not fully connected to the rest of him, “like you are in a seat on a plane to Moscow when less than two hours ago you were in a hallway in Montreal.”
“That is technically accurate, yeah.”
A flight attendant appeared at the row and gave them both the kind of smile that was mostly patience wrapped around urgency.
“Seatbelts, gentlemen.”
Shane clicked his in fully. Ilya did too, though his eyes never left Shane’s face.
The attendant moved on. The plane doors thunked shut somewhere toward the front, and the sound made the whole thing feel more impossible rather than less.
For a second neither of them spoke. The engine hum deepened. Somewhere a child was whining softly. Overhead bins rattled as people settled. And still Ilya was just looking at him.
“How,” he said at last. Very flat. Very exact. “How are you here?”
Shane let out a breath through his nose and tipped his head back against the seat for half a second.
“Okay,” he said. “So. This is going to sound insane.”
“It already is insane.”
“Fair.”
He turned his head toward him again. Ilya looked wrecked, still drawn, too pale, the skin under his eyes bruised with exhaustion, but now shock had cut through the numbness enough to bring him back into sharp focus.
It hit Shane then, fully, that he had made it. He had actually made it. And because he had, the words came easier than they had in the car or the airport or anywhere in between.
“I remembered what you said,” he said quietly. “About not doing halfway.”
Something moved in Ilya’s face at that. Small. Dangerous. Shane kept going before he could lose the nerve.
“And I knew if I stayed in Montreal while you went through this alone, that would be exactly what it was. Halfway. Me loving you from a safe distance while you got on a plane to deal with hell by yourself.” He shook his head once. “I couldn’t do that.”
Ilya looked down briefly, then back up, his throat working.
“I told you not to come, Hollander.”
“I know.”
“And you came anyway.”
“Yeah.”
Silence again. Not empty. Just tight with the magnitude of what was sitting between them. Shane rubbed one hand over his face and then let it fall into his lap.
“I’m also pretty sure,” he added, “that I now owe at least one gate agent playoff tickets, several airport employees my eternal gratitude, and my parents my best behavior for the next decade.”
That did it. Not a laugh, exactly. But something close flickered at the corner of Ilya’s mouth, brief and disbelieving.
“My mother called in favors,” Shane went on, still a little stunned by it himself. “My dad apparently terrorized half the federal government into moving the visa through. Francis at Ottawa airport is either a saint or a criminal. I’m not fully sure which.”
Ilya blinked.
“They did all that?”
“For me.” Shane swallowed. “For us, I guess.”
There was a softness in Ilya’s expression now that hadn’t been there a minute before. Not relief, not fully. More like the first visible crack in a wall that had gone up around him the second he got the phone call from his brother.
“You told them?” he asked.
Shane nodded.
 “Enough. And then I told them I needed to get to you.”
The words sat there. Ilya looked at him for so long Shane started to feel exposed in a way no sprint through an airport had managed.
“You really are insane.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Probably.”
The engines kicked louder. The safety announcement started in Russian, then English, a pleasant automated voice telling them what to do in the event of impact, water landing, disaster. Shane barely registered any of it. He was watching Ilya’s face. The shock was fading now, replaced by something harder to look at. Something far more vulnerable.
“I wasn’t trying to leave you,” Ilya said suddenly, low enough that the man in the aisle seat couldn’t possibly hear. “Not really. I know what you said on the phone. I know you said it wasn’t goodbye. But I…” He looked down at his own folded hands for a second. “It felt like leaving anyway.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“I know,” he said.
Ilya shook his head once, small and frustrated. 
“No, I don’t think you do. I was already halfway there before I boarded. In my head. In every bad memory. I was just trying to keep moving before I could think too much about you. About your face. About… this.”
He gestured, vaguely, meaning all of it. The seat. The impossible fact of Shane in it. The plane. The leaving. The week or two or more stretching ahead of them into uncertainty.
Shane looked at him and felt that certainty settle in again, the same one that had gotten teeth in the parking lot and carried him all the way here.
“I couldn’t leave you alone in this,” he said softly. “Not in Russia. Not in Canada. Not anywhere.”
The words made Ilya’s eyes flicker.
“Shane…”
“No, let me say it.” His own voice had gone rougher now, lower. “You said in the rain that if we did this, we did it all the way. No halfway. No hiding when it got hard. This is hard. This is very hard. So I’m here.”
The seatbelt sign dinged; the plane began to push back from the gate in a slow, jolting movement. Somewhere in the cabin, overhead compartments clunked faintly as the frame shifted.
Neither of them looked away.
“I don’t care if it’s Russia or Canada or some hospital hallway or the world’s worst airport hotel,” Shane said. “I’m not leaving you to carry this by yourself if I can be there. I’m just not.”
Ilya’s breath caught on something.
He looked down at his lap for one beat, as if regrouping, then back at Shane. The brightness in his eyes wasn’t from tears exactly. More like everything inside him had risen too quickly to be contained.
“You don’t know what it’s going to be like there,” he said, and now there was warning in his voice. Not for himself. For Shane. “You don’t know my brother. You don’t know what waits there.You don’t know Russia.”
“Then I’ll learn.”
“You might hate it.”
“Probably,” Shane said. “Sounds terrible already.”
That almost got another of those broken not-laughs. But then Ilya went serious again. More serious than before.
“And you might hate me there,” he said quietly.
That hit harder. Shane frowned at once. 
“What?”
Ilya looked out the window briefly, where the tarmac lights smeared gold against the dark wet ground, then back at him.
“People are different in old places,” he said. “In bad places. I haven’t been back for… long enough. I don’t know who I am there. Maybe not…” He broke off, jaw tightening. “Maybe not someone you like very much, da?”
Shane stared at him. Then he said, very carefully, 
“You think I got on a plane because I only want the easy version of you?”
Ilya said nothing. Shane could see him trying not to answer with his face. Failing a little.
He leaned back into the seat and looked at him in that direct, unblinking way he usually saved for faceoffs and difficult conversations and the moments right before he decided to do something reckless and completely meant it.
“You are it for me,” Shane said simply.
The words landed with no ornament around them. No speech. No buildup. Just the truth. Ilya’s whole body went still. Shane kept his voice low.
“I don’t mean in a dramatic airport way. I mean in the real way. In the waking-up, making-coffee, arguing-about-coaches, seeing-your-stupid-face-after-games way. In the way that made me break my engagement because I couldn’t keep pretending I wanted anything else more than I wanted you.” His throat tightened but he pushed through it. “You are it for me. So no, I’m not leaving you alone in this. And no, I’m not turning around because Russia is ugly or your brother is a piece of shit or because you’re afraid I’ll see the wrong parts of you.”
Ilya was no longer even pretending to be okay. He looked like someone had cut him open and found something soft where he’d spent years insisting there was only damage.
The plane turned slowly toward the runway. The cabin lights dimmed a notch. For a few seconds all Shane could hear was the rumble under their feet and the too-fast beat of his own heart.
Then Ilya said his name again. This time it was quieter. Not stunned anymore. Something else. Something far more dangerous.
“Shane.”
“Yeah?”
The answer took a few tries. Shane could see it happening, the words gathering and breaking and gathering again.
“You shouldn’t have done this,” Ilya said finally, though there was no force behind it. “It’s completely insane.”
“Yep.”
“You have a game in four days.”
“I know.”
“You can’t even read Russian.”
“I can barely read English under pressure, baby.”
A tiny breath left Ilya’s chest. Not laughter exactly. But close enough that Shane felt his own mouth twitch in response.
“I mean it,” Ilya whispered. “This changes things.”
“I know,” Shane said. “That was kind of the point.”
Something in Ilya’s face gave way all at once then. Not dramatically. It was smaller than that, and because it was smaller it hurt more to see. The tension in his mouth loosened. His eyes dropped shut for one second too long. When they opened again there was no distance left in them at all.
He reached up like he meant to drag off the headphones only then realising they were still around his neck, not on his ears, and Shane, already half wild with tenderness and adrenaline and relief, nearly laughed from sheer love.
Instead he just sat there and let Ilya look at him.
Finally, very quietly, Ilya said, 
“I was so scared to leave you.”
The honesty of it landed low and deep. Shane’s hand moved before he could think better of it. He laid it palm-up on the narrow space between their seats, not touching yet, just there.
“I know,” he said.
Ilya looked down at the hand, then at his face, then down again. He put his own into it. Their fingers closed together in the space between the armrests, hidden from the rest of the plane by little more than angle and luck.
The touch undid Shane more than the sprint, the gate, the miracle ticket. Warm skin. Cold fingertips. The slight tremor still left in Ilya’s hand from whatever held him together these past twelve hours.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” he murmured.
Shane squeezed his hand once. 
“Believe it.”
The engines roared harder now, the plane pausing in that long, suspended way before takeoff clearance.
Around them, strangers settled into phones and tray tables and books. The man in the aisle seat had already closed his eyes, determinedly uninterested in whatever ridiculous love story had just boarded beside him.
It made the little private world between seats 14A and 14B feel even more impossible. Ilya turned their joined hands slightly, looking at them as if he’d never seen anything so strange.
Then he said, without looking up, 
“We are going to regret this in so many practical ways.”
“Probably.”
“You may actually get arrested by my country.”
“I’ll try to make a good impression.”
“That’s not how arrest works.”
“I’m adaptable, Rozanov.”
That got him a real look now, part exhausted disbelief, part something else Shane didn’t yet have a word for except maybe held.
“You followed me to Russia,” Ilya said softly, like he still needed to hear it in different forms.
“Yeah.”
“Because I’m ‘it’ for you.”
“Yeah.”
“And because I said no halfway.”
“That too. Besides, I’m pretty sure I would follow you to the edge of the world if you needed me to.”
A long breath left him. Then, in a voice barely above the engine hum, Ilya said, 
“Okay.”
Shane frowned a little. 
“Okay what?”
Ilya finally looked at him the way he had in the rain, after the confession, after the fear and before the kiss, like he was making some terrible, beautiful peace with being fully loved.
“Okay,” he said again, thumb moving once against Shane’s knuckles. “Then don’t leave my side over there unless I tell you to.”
The command was so soft it felt more like trust than instruction. Shane’s chest tightened around it.
“Deal,” he said.
The plane lurched forward, stronger now, rolling toward the runway. The lights outside blurred into long gold lines. And with Ilya’s hand in his and his bag in the overhead and his parents’ miracles still somehow carrying them both forward, Shane let himself feel the full ridiculousness of it at last.
It was insane. It defied all logic. There would absolutely be consequences.
He did not care. Not enough to stay behind. Not enough to let fear outrank love one more time.
Beside him, Ilya leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes for a second, not sleeping yet, not withdrawing, just breathing. His hand stayed locked with Shane’s between the armrests like it belonged there.
Shane turned his face toward the dark window and let the certainty settle in his bones.
Wherever this was going now, Moscow, hospital rooms, Alexei, grief, old ghosts, all of it, he was on the plane. And so was Ilya. And that was enough to start with. 
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      Russia, here we go! Since it's Easter break, I plan on adding two more chapters in the nearest future but we will see how it goes. I hope you will enjoy it!
My song for this is "Next To Me" by Imagine Dragons.
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  It happened somewhere over the Atlantic, with the cabin lights dimmed low and most of the plane finally gone quiet. The first rush of impossibility had worn off. The boarding, the shock, the way Ilya had looked at him like he was seeing an apparition, all of that had settled into something heavier and more real. The kind of reality that arrived after movement stopped and there was nowhere left to run from what came next.
Around them, people slept in ugly, practical airplane poses, their mouths open, necks bent at impossible angles, headphones half-off, tray tables down. The aisle lights glowed dimly blue. Outside the window was only black and the occasional blink of the wing light, red and then gone, red and then gone.
Their hands had stayed linked for a long time after takeoff. Not constantly. They were being careful even here, instinct already adjusting, even though no one on this flight cared who they were. But every few minutes one of them found the other again in some small, covert way, a thumb against the inside of a wrist, fingers brushing in the dark between the armrests, Shane’s knee resting just enough against Ilya’s to say still here.
Eventually the adrenaline drained out of Shane enough that his body remembered it had spent the entire day running on panic and coffee and one very bad breakfast. His muscles ached from the sprint through the terminal. His eyes burned. Every time he blinked too long, he saw flickers of the last few weeks stitched together in impossible sequence: Ilya in the rain, Ilya in his bed, Ilya on the phone from the airport, Ilya now, pale and beautiful and terrified in seat 14A.
He turned his head toward him.
Ilya was awake, but only just. Not resting, exactly. Too wound up for that. He sat very still with his shoulders tight and his gaze fixed somewhere on the seatback in front of him, as if thinking hard enough could force the next two weeks into a shape he could survive.
The sight of it made something protective and helpless move through Shane all over again.
“What are you thinking about,” he asked quietly.
Ilya’s mouth tilted without humour. 
“How many lies we are going to have to tell once we are there.”
Shane frowned a little. 
“Lies?”
Ilya dragged a hand over his head, then let it rest at the back of his neck.
“Not lies exactly. More like…” He searched for the word and gave up with a small exhale. “Versions. Careful versions.”
Shane felt the shift in him then. The way the softness of the gate, the relief, the hand in his, none of it was gone, but something colder had slid over the top of it now. Not distance from Shane. Something else. Something older. More learned.
“Ilya,” he said softly.
Ilya looked at him then, and Shane saw the stress properly for the first time. It wasn’t panic. It was worse in a way. Controlled. Practical. The look of someone already calculating risk in six directions at once.
“I need to explain something to you,” he said.
Shane straightened a little in his seat from the sheer authority in Ilya’s voice. 
“Okay.”
Ilya glanced once down the aisle. Most of the cabin really was asleep now, or close enough. Their row still felt like its own small, dim pocket cut out from the rest of the plane. Private in the way only strangers and darkness could sometimes make things private.
Still, when he spoke again, he pitched his voice lower.
“When we land,” he said, “this changes.”
Shane’s stomach tightened.
“Meaning?”
“Meaning this…” Ilya’s fingers moved once, very slightly, just brushing the back of Shane’s hand in the dark between them “...does not exist in public.”
The words landed flat and hard. Shane didn’t speak immediately. He just looked at him, trying to understand not just the sentence but the weight behind it.
Ilya held his gaze for a beat, then looked away again toward the window.
“You asked me before, omce, if my parents knew,” he said quietly. “You remember?”
“Yeah.”
“You asked like it was… a normal question. Like maybe we tell them one day. Maybe we have some awkward dinner.” A faint, tired curve at the corner of his mouth that didn’t last. “That is not how it works there.”
Shane felt a slow coldness spread through his chest.
“I know it’s dangerous,” he said. “I know generally. I just…”
“You don’t know what it feels like,” Ilya finished for him.
It wasn't an accusation. Just a fact. Shane swallowed. 
“No.”
Ilya nodded once. Then he leaned back a little and closed his eyes briefly, as though he was putting pieces in order before he handed them over.
“We cannot touch in public,” he said. “Not there. Not even casually in ways that are obvious. No hand on my back. No brushing my hair out of my face because you forgot where we are. No kissing in alleys, no matter how much we want each other.” His voice thinned at the edges. “No romantic anything. Not outside the apartment.”
Shane listened, every word settling heavier than the last.
“We are friends,” Ilya went on. “Colleagues, if it’s safer. Teammates. You came because I needed someone with me, because I don’t speak to my brother unless I absolutely have to, because I’m a hockey player in a mess and you’re…” He glanced at him. “You’re the captain. Dependable. Sensible. Good in crisis. You worried about my safety as a player.”
“You already rented an apartment?” 
“Yes.” Ilya rubbed at his jaw. “When I realized I had to go, I did it before I could think too much. I knew I couldn’t stay with…” He didn’t say Alexei’s name. “And I knew a hotel would mean more questions, more movement, more being seen. So I rented a place for myself.”
He hesitated.
Then, lower: “For myself.”
Shane heard everything inside those two words. The assumption of loneliness. The plan he had made around it before Shane had become an additional variable.
“We’ll stay there,” Ilya said. “But if anyone sees us coming or going, if anyone asks, you are helping me. Because you’re decent and because you wanted to make sure I didn’t fall apart. That is believable.” His mouth tightened. “What is not believable and certainly not safe is that we are in love.”
The sentence cracked something in Shane’s ribs. 
“And if someone asks why I came all the way here specifically?” he said.
“I’m thinking.” Ilya stared forward again. “Maybe concern about the season. About me being gone too long. Maybe you came because you needed me back and wanted to assess what was happening.” A pause. “Maybe that makes you look like a controlling asshole, though.”
Shane huffed a breath through his nose.
“I can live with asshole.”
“I know.”
There was a beat of silence.
Then Ilya added, more quietly, 
“It has to make sense to them. To airport staff, to neighbours, to anyone who sees us. Why you’re here. Why we share a space. Why you don’t leave. If it doesn’t make sense, people look harder.”
Shane could hear the strain under the control now. The effort it was taking him to lay all this out cleanly, instead of just letting dread choke it silent.
“And if someone already knows?” Shane asked. “About you. About…”
Ilya’s face changed.
“Then we are more careful,” he said. “And you follow my lead, even if you think I’m overreacting. Especially then.”
Shane studied him. The cabin hummed around them. The seatbelt sign glowed dull above the aisle. Somewhere behind them, someone coughed and resettled under a blanket.
“How bad is it?” he asked finally.
Ilya was quiet for so long Shane thought maybe he wouldn’t answer.
“Bad enough that you do not test it.”
The words were calm. That made them worse. Shane felt his throat tighten. 
“Okay.”
Ilya looked at him then, and in the dim light his face looked younger and older at once. Exhausted. Guarded. So used to this kind of vigilance that it seemed to live in the set of his mouth now, in the lines of his shoulders.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
The apology startled Shane. 
“For what?”
“For bringing you into it.” He looked away again. “For not being able to let you come there and just… be mine in the normal ways. For Putin. For Russia.”
Something in Shane went warm and aching at once. He thought, with painful clarity, of that earlier flight they shared this year. Of the soft blue cabin lights, of deciding with absolute certainty that he was going to break his own life open because he could not keep choosing safety over what he felt when his head was near Ilya’s shoulder.
He thought of the blanket. Of how Ilya had stolen it and spread it over both of them without comment. How he’d covered Shane up, settled him in, let him sleep with his own body bent awkwardly beside him because he’d wanted Shane warmer, safer, softer. He saw it all in one sudden flash, the tenderness of that, and the look on Ilya’s face now, trying so hard to teach him how to survive the next stretch of road without letting himself become one more danger.
Something in him gentled. He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he reached down to the folded airline blanket shoved between the seats and shook it open carefully, slowly enough not to draw attention.
Ilya looked at him, confused for half a beat. Then Shane draped half of it over Ilya’s lap and half over his own. The movement was small. Practical. The kind of thing no one would notice from a few rows away. Just two tired men on a long flight sharing a blanket in the dark.
Ilya’s eyes flicked down, then back up. Shane adjusted it once more, tucking the edge in near Ilya’s hip the way Ilya had done for him that other night, months ago now and not months at all in the body. The memory moved between them almost visibly.
Then Shane rested his own hand lightly under the blanket, palm down, close enough that if Ilya wanted he could turn his and fit them together unseen.
“I know,” Shane said softly. “And I’m not sorry I came.”
Ilya’s throat worked. For a second he didn’t move, and then very slowly he slid his hand under the blanket until the backs of their fingers touched. Not full-on holding. Not yet. Just contact. Shane felt the tension in him even there.
“You have to listen to me there,” Ilya said after a moment. “Even if it feels cold. Even if it hurts your feelings. Even if I act…” He grimaced faintly. “Different.”
Shane turned his head toward him.
“You mean if you act like we’re nothing.”
Something flickered across Ilya’s face at the bluntness of that, but he didn’t deny it.
“Yes.”
Shane absorbed that in silence. He thought, strangely, not of the sex or the confessions or any of the dramatic things, but of little habits. The brush of knees under a table. A hand at the back of his neck while he chopped vegetables wrong. Kissing in the kitchen while coffee went cold. Letting all of that go dark the second they landed felt less like caution and more like grief.
Still.
“I can do that,” he said quietly. “If it keeps you safe, I can do that.”
Ilya looked at him so sharply it almost hurt.
“Don’t say it like you’re martyr.”
“I’m not.”
“You are a little.”
Shane exhaled, not quite a laugh. 
“I mean it. I’m not thrilled, but I can do it. I’d rather have you there and not touch you than be home while you go through this alone.”
That got him. Shane saw it happen. The way the hard line of Ilya’s mouth softened. The way his gaze dropped to the blanket over their laps and stayed there a second too long.
“You really mean all this no-halfway shit,” he murmured.
“Unfortunately,” Shane said.
A tiny breath left Ilya’s chest. Not amusement. Something sadder and warmer.
Then he turned his hand under the blanket and laced their fingers together. It was hidden  completely. Their shoulders stayed where they were. Their faces stayed composed. Anyone passing in the aisle would only see two tired men with a shared blanket and bad posture.
But under it, their hands locked. Shane felt the relief of it in his teeth. They sat like that in the dark, linked and unseen, while the plane moved through black sky toward something harsher than either of them wanted to name.
After a minute, Shane said quietly, 
“What do I call you there?”
Ilya blinked, then understood.
“Nothing weird,” he said. “Ilya is fine. Rozanov sometimes, if people are around. Don’t say anything too soft.”
Shane thought of the private names that had already grown between them in stupid half-jokes and warm dark rooms. None of them fit in the world Ilya was describing.
“Okay.”
“And no looking at me,” Ilya added.
Shane stared at him. 
“What?”
A faint, tired curve touched Ilya’s mouth and disappeared. 
“The way you look at me sometimes. Don’t do that.”
Shane flushed in the dimness.
 “I have no idea what you mean.”
“You do. It’s very…” He searched for a word and gave up. “Obvious.”
“I am not obvious.”
“You are when you forget yourself.”
The line hit with such quiet affection that Shane almost smiled. Instead he tightened his hand once under the blanket.
“And you?” he asked. “Are you going to be weird?”
Ilya looked forward again, expression flattening slightly as he thought.
“Yes,” he said. Then, after a beat: “But not at you.”
Shane’s stomach dipped. Ilya kept talking, voice low and controlled.
“I will probably be sharp. With everyone. With him. Maybe with you if I’m trying too hard.” He swallowed. “Don’t take the public version of me there too personally.”
Shane wanted to say that he could never not take him personally. Wanted to say that every version of him already lived under his skin somewhere. Instead he said, because this was the truer thing right now.
 “I’ll try.”
Ilya nodded once. Then, without looking at him, he shifted just a fraction and let his shoulder rest more fully against Shane’s. It was almost nothing. It felt like everything.
The rest of the cabin stayed asleep around them. The dark outside stayed dark. The plane kept going. And in that little dim pocket of privacy, their shared blanket, joined hands, shoulders touching just enough, Shane mirrored what had once been given to him. Quiet care. Not dramatic. Not visible. Just there. The kind that said I’m with you. The kind that could survive without spectacle. The kind they were going to need.
For a while they said nothing else.
The plane had settled into that long, strange middle stretch where time stopped behaving properly. The seatbelt sign was off now, but most people stayed where they were, cocooned in blankets and bad neck angles, screens dark, tray tables up. The cabin lights had dimmed further. Even the flight attendants moved more softly now, their voices low, shoes soundless against the aisle.
Under the blanket, Shane’s hand stayed locked with Ilya’s.
He could feel the tension in him still, not sharp exactly, not active panic, but something wound and waiting. A body already bracing for arrival. For language. For old rooms and old names and all the ugly gravity waiting on the other side of the plane door.
Shane turned his head slightly on the headrest and looked at him. Ilya was still facing forward, eyes open, seeing absolutely nothing in front of him.
“Tell me about your brother,” Shane said quietly.
It wasn’t pushy. It wasn’t even really a question. More like an offering. Something laid down between them in the dark. Ilya didn’t answer right away. The hand in Shane’s tightened once. Then loosened.
“Which part,” he said at last, voice low and dry, “the part where he’s an asshole or the part where he’s a cop.”
Shane stilled. 
“He’s a cop?”
That got him a sideways glance.
 “Yes.”
“Jesus.”
“Yes,” Ilya said again, with more bitterness this time. “Exactly.”
Shane let that sit there for a second.
A cop.
He tried to picture it, failed, and then stopped trying because of course he couldn’t picture it because everything he knew about Alexei so far fit into a silhouette rather than a full person. A voice on the phone. A source of old damage. An infected wound described briefly, clinically, only when absolutely necessary.
“How long has he been one?” Shane asked.
Ilya shrugged, one shoulder barely moving. 
“Long enough.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the answer you get at two in the morning.”
Shane almost smiled. Almost.
“Okay,” he murmured. “Try again.”
Ilya sighed through his nose, but there was no real resistance in it.
“I don’t know exactly,” he said. “Years. He always liked uniforms, authority, all that.” A pause. “It suited him.”
The tone of that made Shane’s chest tighten. He let the silence stretch a little before asking, 
“And you haven’t talked in years?”
“Not properly.”
“When was the last time?”
This time the answer came faster, as if the memory itself had edges.
“My father’s funeral,” Ilya said.
The words landed flat and heavy. Shane turned toward him a little more in his seat. 
“That long?”
“Yes.”
“And now he calls.”
“He calls screaming,” Ilya corrected, mouth tightening. “Very important distinction, da?”
Shane could hear it as soon as he said it, the old family rhythm under the sentence, the familiarity of being yelled at by someone whose urgency had always come with cruelty.
“He didn’t explain,” Ilya went on after a second. “Not really. Just said I had to come. That Alina was sick. That I needed to get there now.” His jaw shifted. “I kept asking what happened and he just got louder.”
Shane’s thumb moved once over the side of his hand under the blanket, almost unconsciously.
“Alina,” he repeated softly. “That’s your niece.”
“Yes.”
“How old is she?”
Ilya went still for a beat, thinking.
“Ten,” he said. Then, after another second, “Maybe eleven. No, ten. I think. God.” He rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand. “That sounds horrible.”
“It doesn’t.”
“Yes, it does.” His voice sharpened with sudden self-disgust. “I should know exactly. I’m her uncle.”
Shane looked at him.
“You haven’t talked to your brother in years,” he said quietly. “And he sounds awful even on a good day. I don’t think not knowing whether she’s ten or eleven makes you a monster.”
Ilya didn’t respond to that directly. He kept staring forward, but some of the tightness in his mouth eased.
“She was small last time I saw her,” he said after a while. “Round face. Terrified of me for maybe the first twenty minutes.” A faint, sad curve touched his mouth. “Then she tried to steal my watch because it was shiny and American.”
Shane smiled before he could stop himself. 
“I already like her.”
“She has good instincts.”
That got a quieter huff out of Shane.
The image came to him uninvited then. A much younger Ilya, home for a funeral, grief-strange and angry and not yet gone from all of it, and some small child deciding after twenty minutes that he was worth climbing on anyway. The thought made something in him ache.
“Did you like her?” he asked.
Ilya blinked, then looked at him as if it were a ridiculous question.
“Of course I liked her.”
The answer was immediate enough to make Shane’s chest go warm.
“She was just…” Ilya exhaled. “She was small. Loud. Very serious about juice. Loved the Barbie I got her. She was normal. Which in that family felt almost impossible.”
Shane let that settle between them. He could see it more clearly now, not the whole history but enough to understand the shape of why this had pulled Ilya onto a plane no matter how badly he’d wanted to stay.
Not for Alexei. For the child. For the innocence sitting somewhere in the middle of all that rot.
“I get why you went,” Shane said.
Ilya looked down at their joined hands. 
“I know you do.”
Another pause. The cabin hummed steadily around them.
Then Shane asked, more carefully, 
“What was your father like at the end?”
Ilya’s whole face changed. Not shut down exactly. Just receded. Like the question had opened a corridor and he was deciding whether or not to walk into it.
“Mean,” he said at last.
One word. Clean and ugly.
Shane waited.
“Not all the time,” Ilya added after a moment, with the tone of someone being fair against his own better judgment. “Sometimes quiet. Sometimes almost gone. But when he was himself enough to speak, mostly mean.” His eyes stayed on nothing. “Alexei took care of him because I wasn’t there. Because I was in America, skating around and pretending distance could erase blood.”
The self-contempt in the sentence made Shane’s hand tighten around his immediately.
“Hey,” he said, low.
Ilya shook his head once, not to dismiss him exactly, more to keep going before he lost whatever thread he’d managed to grab.
“That was always the family line, you know? Alexei stays, Alexei handles things, Alexei is the dutiful son, Ilya runs away to another country and plays hockey and calls once every three weeks if someone nags enough.” He gave a dry little exhale. “He liked that version. Of himself, I mean. The one who stayed and did the ugly work.”
“And you think he resents you for leaving.”
Ilya turned his head and gave him a look. “I don’t think. I know.”
Shane took that in quietly. The plane shifted slightly in turbulence, just enough to rattle the plastic cup in the seat pocket. Neither of them moved.
“Do you think he only called because she’s really that sick?” Shane asked after a second. “Or because he wanted to drag you back there.”
A strange, humourless smile touched Ilya’s mouth.
“Yes.”
Shane frowned. 
“That’s not an answer either.”
“It’s both,” Ilya said. “Or maybe one and not the other, but with him I don’t…” He stopped, exhaled. “I don’t know. He could be using the worst thing that has happened to his child to force me into the same room as him, and it would not surprise me. He could also be out of his mind with fear and handling it in the worst possible way, and that also wouldn’t surprise me.”
Shane hated how much that made sense.
“And when you get there?”
Ilya laughed softly, bleakly. 
“I will probably be awful.”
Shane blinked. 
“What?”
Ilya looked at him fully then, and for the first time since takeoff Shane saw something close to naked fear in his face. Not fear of hospitals. Not even of Russia, exactly. Fear of himself in relation to it all.
“I’m serious,” he said quietly. “I will probably be terrible to him.”
Shane didn’t say anything.
“I know how this goes,” Ilya continued. “He says one thing in that voice, I say something worse, then he says something worse than that, and before I know it I am fifteen again and he is… him.” His jaw clenched. “If we argue, I might say awful shit.”
The last part came out lower, almost ashamed. Shane held still.
“What kind of awful shit?”
Ilya’s eyes flicked away at once. To the dark window. To the seatback. Anywhere but Shane.
“The kind you don’t come back from, Hollander” he said after a moment.
Shane’s stomach tightened.
He could feel that he was standing on the edge of something here, not the full truth, not the whole shape of the history, but the edge of a cliff whose depth he did not yet understand. He could also feel, just as clearly, that this was not the moment to force it open.
So he stayed where they were.
“Okay,” he said quietly.
Ilya frowned. 
“Okay?”
“Okay,” Shane repeated. “If you’re terrible to him, you’re terrible to him. I’m not going to clutch my pearls because your family is a disaster and you don’t become a saint the second you walk back into it.”
That got a startled look out of him.
“I’m serious,” Shane said. “I’m not coming over there because I think I’m going to see some purified, noble version of you under pressure. I’m coming because I know pressure makes people ugly sometimes. Especially with family. Especially with old family.”
Ilya stared at him for a second too long. Then he looked down.
“I don’t want you to see me like that,” he said, and the honesty in it sat raw and unguarded between them. “Not first.”
Something in Shane’s chest pulled tight. He shifted in his seat just enough that their shoulders brushed more firmly. Under the blanket, he turned their joined hands and pressed his thumb once against the inside of Ilya’s wrist, where the pulse fluttered.
“You know what I see right now?” he asked quietly.
Ilya didn’t answer.
“I see someone who got a call from a brother he hates, about a little girl he still loves, and got on a plane because he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t.” Shane’s voice stayed low, steady. “If you get there and turn into a bit of a nightmare, I think I can probably survive it.”
A faint, involuntary breath left Ilya’s chest. Not amusement exactly. Closer to relief trying not to show itself too early.
“You make me sound nicer than I am.”
“You’re allowed to be complicated and still nice to children.”
“That should go on a mug.”
“I’ll have one made.”
This time the corner of his mouth did move. Only a little. But enough that Shane saw it. He let the small victory sit without pushing it.
After a minute, Ilya said, 
“If he starts on you, stay out of it.”
Shane frowned. 
“What do you mean, starts on me?”
“I mean if he decides you’re a convenient target because you’re there and foreign and irritating.”
“I’m not irritating.”
Ilya cut him a flat look. Shane exhaled through his nose. 
“Okay, fair.”
“I’m serious,” Ilya said. “Do not try to defend me to him. Do not square up and get all captain about it. It will make everything worse.”
Shane thought of himself at fifteen, at twenty, at twenty-two, every version that had ever stepped in front of a punch or a sneer or a bad line because it was easier to absorb impact than watch someone else take it. Especially someone he loved or cared about.  He also thought of what Ilya had said earlier. Follow my lead. Even if you think I’m overreacting.
“Okay,” he said after a moment. “I won’t.”
Ilya searched his face. 
“You’re lying a little.”
“I’m promising to try very hard.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
“It’s the best I can do while imagining someone yelling at you in Russian in real time.”
That drew another small not-laugh from him. Then, quieter: 
“If it gets ugly, you leave the room.”
Shane shook his head immediately. 
“No.”
“Shane.”
“No.” His voice stayed low but firm. “I can stay quiet. I can stay out of it. I’m not leaving you in a room where someone’s trying to shred you alive.”
Ilya looked at him with open exasperation and something much softer underneath.
“This is what I mean,” he murmured. “You hear one bad thing and become a rescue dog.”
Shane didn’t deny it. Instead he said, 
“I can be a quiet rescue dog.”
That finally got him. Not a full laugh, this was too dark and too tired for that, but something in his face loosened enough that Shane felt like he’d gotten oxygen back into the row.
They sat with that for a bit. The plane kept going. Somewhere up front, a flight attendant began the slow rattle of a cart over the carpet. The black outside the windows softened slightly at the horizon, maybe with distance, maybe with dawn still far ahead in some other part of the world. After a while, Ilya spoke again, more quietly than before.
“If she’s very sick,” he said, “I might have to stay longer than two weeks.”
Shane’s stomach dipped.
“Okay.”
“You say okay to everything.”
“I’m trying to be supportive.”
“I know.”
The words were almost tender. Shane looked down at their hands under the blanket. At the way their fingers fit, hidden and warm and stubbornly there.
“If you stay longer,” he said, “I will stay as long as I can.”
Ilya turned his head sharply. 
“Shane.”
“I know. Games. Team. Life. I know.” He breathed out. “I’m not saying I’ll blow up the season. I’m just saying if it becomes longer, we figure it out. Together.”
Ilya looked at him in that long, unreadable way again. Then he lowered his gaze and said, almost to himself, 
“You really weren’t kidding.”
“No.”
“No halfway.”
“No halfway.”
The words felt different now from how they had earlier, after the confession in the rain. Less romantic. More useful. Like something built to survive ugly weather. Ilya squeezed his hand once under the blanket, then settled his head back against the seat, eyes slipping shut at last. He still looked strained. Still too pale. But some of the isolation had eased. Shane could feel it in the hand still wrapped around his. In the way their shoulders stayed touching. In the fact that, after everything, Ilya let his eyes close at all.
Shane turned slightly toward him, keeping his voice low enough to disappear under the engine hum.
“Sleep if you can,” he said.
One eye opened.
“You’re becoming very domestic.”
“You’re becoming impossible to impress.”
“That happened years ago.”
Shane’s mouth softened. 
“Sleep, Rozanov.”
Ilya’s eyes shut again. His voice came softer now, already drifting.
“Wake me if they try to feed us.”
“I will.”
“And if I start snoring, deny it.”
“You absolutely snore.”
“Lies.”
Shane looked at him for another second, at the tired face and the line of his throat and the guard finally easing just a little with exhaustion.
Then he settled back too, not to sleep, not yet, but to keep watch the way Ilya once had for him. Around them, everyone else remained suspended in their own small plane-worlds. And between them, under one borrowed blanket and all the care they weren’t allowed to show anywhere else, they kept going east together.
***
The rest of the flight was, somehow, okay. Not easy. Not light. But okay in the way long, difficult nights sometimes became bearable once there was nothing left to do but endure them together.
After that last stretch of talking, something in Ilya had loosened enough to let exhaustion take him. Not all at once. He fought it for a while, stubborn even in sleep, blinking awake every few minutes as if he didn’t quite trust the plane not to betray him if he let go completely. But eventually the weight of the night and the call and the fear and the vodka-hollowed hangover pulled him under.
His head tipped sideways. Then, with that same unconscious instinct Shane remembered in himself from the first flight where everything had shifted, it found his shoulder. This time Shane didn’t go still in surprise. He just adjusted without thinking, shifting a little lower in his seat, angling his shoulder so Ilya’s neck wouldn’t cramp, tugging the blanket more securely over both their laps. Ilya made a small sound in his sleep, not quite awake enough to know what he was doing, and settled closer.
He was restless. Even asleep he never fully let go. His brow would tighten every so often, his fingers twitching once under the blanket, his breathing changing just enough that Shane knew some bad dream or half-dream had brushed against him. Once he jerked faintly and his hand gripped Shane’s so hard it almost hurt. Shane only tightened his own around it in answer and let him keep sleeping.
He spent most of the flight like that, half watching the dim cabin, half watching the line of Ilya’s face in the low light, and thinking about how completely their positions had shifted. For years, even when they were at their most tangled and worst-behaved, Shane had always thought of Ilya as the one with more gravity. More pull. More certainty. Even when he was reckless, he had seemed somehow more sure in the recklessness than Shane had ever been in caution. Shane had thought of himself as the one catching up, the one getting pulled, the one trying not to come apart too visibly while Ilya moved through the world with all that lethal competence and easy danger.
And now here he was. On a plane to Moscow, of all places, with Ilya sleeping fitfully on his shoulder and trusting him, truly trusting him, to stay put, to stay awake, to get him there. It did something strange to Shane’s chest. Not pride. Not exactly. More like a deep, aching tenderness that made him sit a little straighter under the weight of him. Like he had been handed something fragile and real and was terrified of proving unequal to it.
He thought of all the earlier times it had been the other way around. Once again that first flight home, the shared blanket, the sleepy way Ilya had covered him up and let him sleep against him while pretending he wasn’t moved by it. The quiet care in all the little practical things Ilya had always done when Shane was too spun up to notice - water pushed into his hand, an extra hoodie thrown over his shoulders, a seat taken beside him before anyone else could.
He mirrored it now instinctively. No speeches. No dramatics. Just staying. Letting Ilya sleep. Keeping the blanket from slipping. Catching the little jolts before they turned into wakefulness.
When the cabin lights slowly brightened for descent, Ilya didn’t wake at first. Shane hated having to move at all, but the woman across the aisle was already raising her seatback with brisk, disapproving efficiency, so he shifted and murmured low near Ilya’s temple.
“Hey.”
A tiny frown. No real waking.
“Ilya.”
This time his eyes opened. Slow. Unfocused. Then sharper all at once as memory returned, place returned, destination returned. For one split second Shane saw the old, soft confusion of sleep. Then Moscow dropped back into him like a blade, and his whole face changed.
He straightened too fast, scrubbing a hand over his mouth. 
“Shit.”
“It’s okay,” Shane said quietly. “We’re landing.”
“I know.”
The words came out clipped, already hardening. And once the wheels hit the runway, the world changed again.
The airport was hell.
Shane understood that almost immediately, not because it was uniquely ugly or chaotic in some cinematic sense, though it was certainly both crowded and overlit and full of the bureaucratic misery all big international airports seemed to breed. It was hell because every part of Ilya changed the second they stood up and joined the current of bodies shuffling toward the exit.
The softness disappeared.
Not all the way. Shane could still feel its echo from the flight, from the hand under the blanket, from the weight on his shoulder. But it was buried now under something cold and narrow and highly functional. Ilya’s face emptied out into a kind of practiced impatience. His shoulders set. His voice sharpened. It was like watching someone put on armour made entirely of bad mood and old reflex.
The first time Shane heard him switch fully into quick, irritated Russian at a gate attendant who was trying to redirect a crowd the wrong way, it hit him strangely low in the body, some part of his brain and blood responding before the rest of him could catch up. The tone, the clipped precision, the annoyance sharpened into competence, it should not have been hot under the circumstances. And yet… He hated himself a little for the sudden heat that curled briefly in his lower belly anyway.
Then the line moved and they were swallowed into immigration and it stopped being abstractly tense and became an actual ordeal. For Ilya, the process seemed horrible but manageable. He moved through the Russian-speaking channels with the flat, deadly patience of someone who knew exactly which version of himself to put forward to get through institutional nonsense quickly. He snapped at one officer in rapid Russian when the man asked something twice in a tone Shane didn’t like even without understanding the words. The officer snapped back. Ilya snapped harder. Papers were stamped. They moved on.
For Shane, it was worse.
Not because he was singled out in some dramatic way, but because he was foreign and uncertain and functioning a half-step behind everything around him. The officers’ English was heavily accented and abrupt. Questions came fast and often in slightly different forms as if designed to make him contradict himself by sheer exhaustion. Purpose of visit. Duration of stay. Address in Moscow. Who had rented the apartment. Why was he traveling with Mr. Rozanov. What was their relationship. Was he employed. Why did he need a visa so urgently. Who had expedited it. Did he understand the terms under which he had entered.
He answered as cleanly as he could, but there were moments where the officer’s tone or phrasing slid past him and he had to ask, “Sorry?” in a voice he hated for sounding suddenly too Canadian, too harmless, too out of place.
Twice Ilya stepped in from a short distance away to answer for him in curt Russian and sharper English. Not warmly. Not intimately. Just efficiently. Exactly as promised. A colleague. A teammate. A man helping with logistics because someone had to.
It should have reassured Shane. Instead, because he knew what warmth with Ilya felt like now, the contrast hit harder than he expected. He was doing exactly what he had warned him he would do, going cold, going careful, stripping every personal thing away until all that remained was structure and strategy and survival.
And Shane had said he could handle that.
So he handled it. He stood where he was told. He answered what he could. He let Ilya intervene when it helped. He tried not to look at him the wrong way when their eyes met. Tried not to let his own nerves turn him into something visibly flustered.
Still, by the time they finally made it through, his whole body felt wrung out. The baggage area was another blur of hard lighting and shouted Russian and carts clipping heels. Ilya stayed a few feet away, never so far that he was abandoning him, never close enough that anyone might read them as more than associated. His jaw was tight, his mouth thin. He checked his phone constantly and each time whatever he saw there made his face more shuttered.
When they finally got outside into the grey, filthy cold of the pickup lane, the air felt like a slap.
Moscow. Shane looked up and immediately understood something fundamental about why Ilya’s body had changed the second the wheels hit the ground. The city did not feel like a place that let you be soft for free. Everything was bigger than it needed to be and harsher somehow, buildings hunched under winter grime, old stone and newer glass sitting uneasily beside each other, traffic moving with ruthless confidence, the sky low and colorless as wet cement. Even the cold felt different from home. Meaner. Less interested in whether anyone was warm enough.
Ilya called for the cab in Russian while standing slightly turned away from him, shoulders hunched against the wind, free hand jammed in his coat pocket. His tone was clipped, irritated, efficient. At one point he barked something sharper into the phone and the person on the other end apparently deserved it, because he did not apologize after.
Shane stood with his bag at his feet and watched him. Watched the set of his shoulders. The rigid line of his spine. The distance he was putting between them not because he wanted it, but because he knew exactly how quickly this place could punish carelessness. It made Shane feel two things at once: a deep, painful respect for how much of this Ilya had learned to survive, and a sharp private grief for the fact that this was the version of him the city pulled forward first.
The cab came at last. The driver barely looked at Shane twice, which felt like mercy. Bags went in the trunk. They got into the back seat, not too close, not too far. Ilya gave the address in Russian and then looked out his own window immediately, jaw still clenched.
So Shane did the same. He watched Moscow slide by in streaks and fragments through the dirty glass and tried, uselessly, to imagine it with a younger Ilya in it. He tried to picture him small here. Twelve and grieving. Fifteen and furious. Eighteen and already trying to claw his way out. He tried to match the man beside him, wiry and dangerous and sharp with his words, all that cultivated menace and hidden softness, to the city outside, and suddenly too many things made sense in ways he didn’t want them to.
The cage. The barbed wire. The quote about the darker night.
This city looked like something that had taught those lessons early.
The cab moved through heavy traffic, brake lights blooming red across wet streets. Shane caught glimpses of apartment blocks, little kiosks, a church dome, someone smoking under an awning, a child tugging at a woman’s hand while crossing slush-dark pavement. It all felt both vivid and inaccessible, like he was looking at someone else’s old dream and not knowing where to put his hands.
Beside him, Ilya had gone very still. Not withdrawn exactly. Present, but tightly contained. His face in profile was all hard lines right now, nose, jaw, cheekbone. No softness left from the flight except maybe around the eyes, and even that might just have been exhaustion.
Shane wanted to touch him so badly it almost hurt. Just a hand on the back of his neck. Fingers at his wrist. Anything.
He didn’t.
He watched the city instead and let his wanting turn into witness. After a long stretch of silence, he said quietly, careful to keep his voice low enough that the driver wouldn’t catch more than tone, 
“You were right.”
Ilya didn’t turn. 
“About?”
“About listening to you.”
That got him to look over at last.
Shane held his gaze for only a second before glancing back out the window, trying to make the words feel light enough to survive the cab and the city and the driver in front of them.
“I would’ve screwed this up already if I was making it up as I went,” he said.
The corner of Ilya’s mouth moved. Barely. Gone almost immediately.
“Yes,” he said. “You absolutely would.”
Shane took the insult gratefully. It was the closest thing to warmth he’d gotten since landing.
Then the city kept unfolding around them, bleak and heavy and beautiful in a way that felt accidental, and Shane sat in the back of a cab beside the man he loved, looking out at the place that had made him, and understood that whatever came next was going to be harder than either of them had let themselves say out loud.
***
By the time the cab pulled up outside the apartment building, Shane felt like his whole body had learned a new kind of restraint.
The ride had been long enough for the city to settle into him in fragments, wet roads, slabs of concrete, old facades darkened by weather, that low iron-grey sky pressing down on all of it, but not long enough for any of it to feel familiar. He still felt like he was watching through glass. Like if he blinked too slowly the whole city might slide away and leave him somewhere harder.
Ilya paid in quick Russian, sharp and efficient. He was out of the car almost before it had fully stopped moving, hauling one of the bags from the trunk with a kind of clipped impatience that made it clear he didn’t want the driver looking at either of them for one second longer than necessary.
Shane was reaching for his own bag when his phone buzzed in his coat pocket.
He almost ignored it. Then he saw MOM on the screen and his stomach tightened.
He opened it while the cold bit through his gloves.
Mom I told Coach and enough of the team to stop speculation. They are not thrilled, but they are informed, and I am handling it. Your father says the room can survive one romantic emergency. I love you. I am so so proud of you. Be safe, both of you.
Shane stood there by the curb with one hand still on the duffel in the trunk and just looked at the words.
Something in his chest softened so suddenly it almost hurt. Not because he’d been waiting for her approval exactly, he hadn’t, not consciously, but because every mile since Ottawa had left him with some small, stupid fear that maybe once the practical crisis was over, the rest of it would settle into disappointment. Into worry sharpened into judgment. Into the kind of support that only lasted while things were abstract.
But there it was instead.
I am so so proud of you.
He swallowed hard, blinking once against the cold. A horn blared somewhere down the street. The driver was impatient now, already leaning toward the door to slam the trunk shut.
“Shane.”
He looked up. Ilya was already on the sidewalk with the other bag, shoulders tight under his coat, face still set in that same stripped-down expression he’d worn from the airport onward. The soft parts of him had gone deep underground. His eyes flicked once to the phone in Shane’s hand, then away again.
“We need to move.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. He shoved the phone back into his pocket, grabbed the bag, and followed him inside.
The building lobby was clean in a severe, impersonal way. Pale tile. A faint smell of heat and old cleaning fluid. No doorman, no chatter, just security cameras and a silence that felt watched even when it probably wasn’t.
Ilya keyed them through the first door and then the second. Neither of them spoke in the elevator. The mirrored walls gave Shane back a version of himself he didn’t much recognise: travel-worn, jaw tense, hair flattened weirdly on one side from the plane, eyes too bright from too little sleep and too much feeling. Beside him, Ilya looked carved out of colder material entirely.
The doors opened onto a dim hallway. Ilya moved fast, unlocking the apartment at the end of it and stepping inside without any of the little pauses that would have made the moment feel like arrival.
Shane followed and the door shut behind them with a solid, quiet click.
The apartment was nice. Not warm exactly, but nice. Better than Shane had expected from the way Ilya had described it and from the way he imagined Russia. Furnished in that temporary but expensive way that said someone had chosen convenience over personality: a long grey couch, dark wood floors, a narrow kitchen with too-clean surfaces, a dining table that looked like no one had ever sat at it. Large windows at one end of the living room. A hall leading deeper in, probably to the bedroom and bath. It smelled faintly of dust, radiator heat, and something citrusy left behind by whoever had cleaned it last.
For one heartbeat, being inside together, really inside, no cab driver, no officers, no strangers, hit Shane like relief. Then Ilya put the bags down and said, without turning around, 
“We have to be careful here.”
The words dropped all that relief straight through the floor. Shane stayed where he was near the door, fingers still curled around the strap of his duffel.
“Okay.”
Ilya shrugged off his coat with abrupt movements and draped it over the back of a chair. Even half-unbuttoned, half-tired, he still looked formal somehow. Closed.
“I mean it,” he said. “I don’t know who lives in the other apartments. I don’t know who watches from windows or who listens in hallways or who minds their business and who absolutely does not.” He glanced toward the big bank of windows at the end of the room and then back at Shane. “So we don’t give them anything.”
Shane nodded slowly. 
“Right.”
“No loud pet names,” Ilya continued, still in that same flat, practical tone. “No stupid flirting if the windows aren’t covered. No touching where someone could see us from outside. If we argue, we do it quietly. If we…” He stopped, then said more stiffly, “Probably no sex.”
The last two words hung in the room with an almost absurd bluntness. Shane blinked once.
“Okay,” he said again, because there didn’t seem to be anything else he could say that wouldn’t sound either childish or wounded.
Ilya raked a hand back through his hair, suddenly harsher, more frustrated. 
“I’m not saying this because I want to.” His voice dropped. “I’m saying it because I’m trying to keep us out of trouble before trouble finds us.”
“I know.”
“No affection if the curtains are open,” Ilya went on, ignoring the interruption. “No sleeping tangled together where someone across the courtyard could see. No…”
“Ilya.”
That stopped him. Not because Shane had raised his voice. He hadn’t. He’d said it quietly. But there was something in it that made Ilya finally turn and actually look at him.
Shane had not moved from the doorway. His bag was still by his leg. His coat was still on. He felt suddenly and painfully like an intruder who had followed someone home from the airport and not like the man who had crossed a continent to keep him from walking into this alone.
He saw the flicker of recognition in Ilya’s face a second later and hated how much it relieved him.
“I know,” Shane said more gently now. “I heard you the first time.”
For a beat they just looked at each other across the clean, borrowed room. Then Ilya’s shoulders dropped not all the way, but enough to make him look a little less like a man about to break into a government facility and a little more like himself.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
Shane let out a breath through his nose. 
“You’ve said that word a lot in the last twenty-four hours.”
“You’re making me weak.”
“That’s not what weak looks like.”
A tiny, exhausted flicker touched the corner of Ilya’s mouth and vanished.
The room stayed quiet around them. Heat hummed somewhere in the walls. Outside, through the windows, the city was already darkening into late afternoon or early evening, the kind of dim, winter light that never fully committed to day.
Shane set his bag down slowly.
“My mom texted,” he said after a moment.
Ilya’s expression shifted instantly, attention sharpening.
“What happened?”
“She told Coach.” Shane rubbed once at the back of his neck. “And enough of the team to stop the gossip before it turned into something worse. Apparently they’re not happy, but she says she’s handling it.”
Ilya stared at him. Then, very quietly,
 “Your mother is terrifying.”
“Yeah.”
“She informed the hockey team while we were in customs.”
“Yeah.”
There was a beat. Then Ilya looked away, exhaling through his nose in something close to disbelief.
 “Jesus.”
Shane’s mouth softened despite himself.
“She also said she loves me,” he added, lower now, because that part had stayed lodged under his ribs, bright and warm and slightly painful. “And that she’s proud of me. And to be safe.”
He didn’t know why saying it out loud made his throat tighten again, but it did. Maybe because this place already felt like it wanted to sand down every softness before it could get comfortable. Maybe because hearing warmth from home while standing in a Moscow rental apartment under hard white ceiling lights made the distance all at once more real.
Ilya looked back at him then, and some of the cold mask cracked enough for something else to show through. Not quite softness. Something quieter. More thoughtful.
“She really said proud.”
“Yeah.”
“For running after me like a maniac.”
“For ‘romantic emergency,’ apparently.”
That got a brief, startled breath out of him, not a laugh, not yet, but close enough that Shane felt it. Then they both went quiet again. The rules were still there. The danger was still there. None of that had changed just because his mother had somehow become a one-woman crisis management team from another continent.
But the room had shifted. Just a little. Shane shrugged off his coat at last and crossed to the windows. He didn’t touch Ilya as he passed, even though every part of him wanted to. He just took hold of one curtain and looked back over his shoulder in silent question. Ilya nodded once. So Shane drew them shut. Then the next one. Then the next. By the time he was done, the apartment felt different, sealed off from the city outside, less exposed. Not safe exactly, but contained.
He turned back.
Ilya was still standing where he had been, watching him with that same unreadable expression, though the sharpness had eased.
“There,” Shane said quietly. “One problem solved.”
Ilya’s gaze flicked to the curtains, then back to him.
“Maybe.”
It was not much. But it was less than no. Shane came a little closer, stopping well short of touching distance.
“I’m not going to make this harder,” he said. “You know that, right?”
Ilya studied him for a long second.
Then he said, 
“I know you don’t mean to.”
That was honest enough that Shane accepted it. He nodded once.
“Good.”
Another silence settled. Then, in a lower voice, Ilya said, 
“I don’t know who I am here yet.”
The confession slipped out so quietly that Shane might have missed it if he’d moved, or breathed too loud. He stayed very still.
“What do you mean?”
Ilya looked toward the curtained windows, as if the city were still visible through them. 
“I mean I know how to behave here. That’s not the same thing.”
Shane felt the weight of that go through him. He thought of the cab. The airport. The fast Russian and the hard face and the way every edge in Ilya had sharpened into function the second they landed.
He understood then, at least a little, that the coldness wasn’t exactly distance. It was an adaptation. An old one. Old enough to feel like muscle memory.
“You don’t have to be anything for me right now,” Shane said softly.
Ilya’s eyes moved back to his.
“You say that now.”
“I mean it now.” Shane hesitated, then added, “And I’ll mean it later too.”
Something moved in Ilya’s face, something small, pained, grateful, impossible to name. Then he looked away and scrubbed a hand over his mouth like he was buying himself a second.
“We should figure out sleeping arrangements,” he said.
The practical pivot was so abrupt it almost made Shane laugh, but he bit it back. 
“There’s one bedroom,” Ilya said. “And the couch.”
Shane glanced at the long grey sofa. 
“I can take the couch.”
“No.”
The answer came immediately and flatly. Shane looked back at him. Ilya’s jaw tightened. 
“You are not crossing a continent and sleeping on that.”
“You just told me no sleeping tangled together.”
“That is not the same as making you sleep like a divorced father.”
The image was so specific and so deeply him that Shane’s chest gave one strange, painful, affectionate twist.
“Okay,” he said carefully. “So what’s the plan?”
Ilya exhaled slowly.
“We sleep in the bed,” he said, sounding like he hated the logistics of his own feelings. “And if curtains stay closed, and no one is in the apartment but us…” He trailed off. “Then whatever. But if there is any chance someone could see through windows, or if maintenance comes, or anything changes, we separate fast. Understand?”
Shane nodded at once. 
“Yeah.”
A beat. Then, quieter: 
“Thank you.”
Ilya’s face did that thing again, almost-soft, almost-broken.
“Don’t,” he muttered. “I already feel insane enough.”
Shane almost told him that the ship had sailed somewhere over the ocean. Instead he just looked at him, the room warm and strange around them, the city pressing at the curtains, all this distance and fear and wanting packed into one small apartment.
Then he said, because he couldn’t quite bear the space between them any longer and because now the curtains were closed and the door was locked and no one could see, 
“Can I hug you?”
The question hung there. For one second, two, Ilya just looked at him. Then he nodded.
Shane crossed the room and pulled him in, slow enough to let him change his mind if he wanted to. He didn’t. If anything, the second Shane’s arms settled around him, Ilya folded into the hold with a kind of stunned force, as though he had been holding himself upright on pure discipline since the airport and had only just now been given permission to stop.
He buried his face briefly against Shane’s shoulder. Shane held him tighter. No kissing. No hands wandering. No words. Just warmth and pressure and the clean, silent relief of having one place where they didn’t have to be careful for one minute.
After a while, Ilya drew in a long breath and let it out slowly.
“Okay,” he said into Shane’s shoulder.
“Okay,” Shane echoed.
Neither of them moved yet.
Outside, beyond the curtains, Moscow waited. Inside, for one brief moment, they let themselves be still.
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    Chapter Notes

      Happy Easter everyone! Some of you already guessed a bit what is about to come and I must admit, it felt a bit difficult to write. Either way, enjoy this monster, take care of yourself and rest.
xoxo







  The first night in the apartment felt wrong in all the ways nights were not supposed to feel. Not bad, exactly. Not once the door was locked and the curtains were pulled so tightly that not even a thin line of city light made it through. But wrong in the sense that everything familiar about them had to be reassembled under new rules, in a room that held none of their history yet.
They showered separately without really discussing it. Ilya went first. He took his bag into the bathroom with him and closed the door, and Shane sat on the edge of the bed listening to the water run and trying not to think too hard about what it meant that they were standing only a wall apart and choosing distance anyway. It wasn’t anger. It wasn’t uncertainty. It was caution, and he knew that, but caution could still ache when you were tired enough.
By the time Ilya came out, hair damp and darker, skin scrubbed clean and gone pale again under the apartment’s too-soft lighting, the cold mask had returned in thinner form. Not full armour now, not in here, but the edges of it were still on him. He’d put on old sleep pants and a t-shirt that looked like it had been folded too tightly in his bag. He barely glanced at Shane before muttering, “Your turn,” and stepping away from the bathroom door as if giving him space mattered more than eye contact.
Shane showered too quickly. The water was hot enough to sting a little, but he still came out feeling like the cold had stayed in his bones somehow, some Moscow-specific chill that had gotten under his skin at the airport and never quite left.
When he came back into the bedroom, the lamps were off. Only the low bedside light remained, painting the room in soft amber. The curtains were closed so tightly the whole place felt sealed. Contained. Like a stage set for sleep rather than a real place where anyone actually lived. Ilya was already in bed on his side, facing the door, one arm flung out over Shane’s pillow as if he’d been waiting and trying not to look like he was waiting.
The second Shane slid under the blankets, Ilya moved. No hesitation. No checking. No asking. He rolled in and pulled Shane into him so fast it almost knocked the breath from his chest. One arm under him, one across his ribs, chest to back, face buried against the back of Shane’s neck.
For a second Shane just let out a quiet breath of relief. This, at least, was familiar. He was used to this shape now. Used to the way Ilya held him when they slept, all heat and weight and unconscious possession. Used to the comfort of being gathered in close and left there. It had become one of those dangerous little certainties that had quietly rewired his body in the past couple of months: that sleep came easier wrapped in him.
But this was different. It took him a few seconds to understand exactly how. The hold was too tight. Not enough to hurt, not at first, but tight in a way that kept increasing, little by little, without either of them meaning for it to. The arm across his ribs tightening. The hand at his stomach flattening harder. The body behind him pressing in as if contact itself was the only thing keeping something much worse at bay.
Shane stayed still through the first few shifts, thinking maybe Ilya would settle once his breathing did. Instead the hold only got more desperate. Not frantic. That would have been easier. This was quieter than that. The kind of desperate that didn’t know it was happening. A body clinging in sleep or near-sleep because some part of it had already decided the world outside the bed was dangerous enough to justify force.
Shane waited until the pressure around his ribs sharpened enough that he had to work a little for air. Then he reached up and laid his hand over Ilya’s forearm.
“Hey,” he said softly. Nothing.
He turned his head just enough that his mouth brushed Ilya’s wrist.
 “Ilya.”
The hold stayed hard.
“I can’t really breathe like this,” Shane whispered.
It was instant. The pressure vanished so fast it was almost startling, Ilya jerking back from him with a sharp inhale like he’d been burned.
“Fuck,” he said, voice rough and awake all at once. “Sorry. Sorry,  Hollander, I just…”
He cut himself off. Shane turned over carefully in the bed so they were facing each other now. The room was warm enough, but Ilya looked cold. Not physically. Something in his expression had gone thin and drawn under the low light, like the apology had ripped him all the way awake and left him standing there with too much of himself visible.
“You don’t have to apologize like I accused you of murder,” Shane said quietly.
Ilya didn’t answer. He was lying on his side now too, one arm folded under his head, the other trapped between them. His eyes were open and too bright in the dimness.
“It was too much,” Shane said, gentler. “That’s all.”
“I know.”
His voice had gone flat in the way it did when he was trying too hard not to reveal more than he wanted. Shane watched him for a beat. Then he reached forward and touched the inside of his wrist, just enough to make the contact deliberate and unmistakable. Ilya’s gaze dropped to the point where their skin met, then came back up.
“What is it?” Shane asked.
Ilya let out a long breath through his nose. 
“Nothing.”
Shane gave him a look.
“That answer is not working very well for me lately, Rozanov.”
A faint, tired flicker touched Ilya’s mouth and died. He looked toward the curtained window instead of at Shane. 
“I don’t know,” he said at last. “I think maybe I fell asleep and forgot where we were for a second. And then remembered too fast maybe.”
The words settled between them quietly. Shane felt his own chest tighten with the shape of it, of waking into Moscow, into tomorrow, into Alexei already somewhere in the city breathing the same air. He moved closer, slower this time, careful not to corner him, and rested his hand lightly on Ilya’s side through the t-shirt.
“We’re here,” he said.
“Yes.”
“I’m not leaving.”
“I know.”
But the answer came too quickly, too automatically, and Shane knew what that meant too. I know as information. Not as something his body had fully accepted yet.
They were quiet for a while after that. Somewhere in the apartment a pipe clicked. The radiator hummed faintly. Their breaths moved the same warm pocket of air between them, close but not yet touching again.
Eventually Shane said, 
“Did he text?”
Ilya didn’t need to ask who.
“Yes.”
His mouth tightened.
“What did he say?”
“Time. Address.” Ilya looked away again. “That he will meet us at the hospital and that I shouldn’t be late, as if this is some business lunch.”
The bitterness in it was so controlled that it almost hurt worse than anger would have.
“What time?”
“Ten.”
Shane glanced automatically toward the dark shape of the digital clock on the nightstand. They had maybe six hours if either of them managed any sleep worth having.
“And the address?”
“Children’s hospital,” Ilya said. “Or part of one. I don’t know. He sent the official name like I’m supposed to know these things.”
Shane studied him for a second. 
“Do you want me to look it up?”
That got him a real look at last.
“Now?”
“I’m awake now.”
A tiny exhale. Almost disbelief. Almost affection. 
“No. We can do it in the morning.”
Shane nodded. He wanted to ask more, what Ilya expected from the meeting, whether Alexei had said anything else, whether Alina was conscious, in surgery, already admitted, anything, but he could feel that the questions were piling up against whatever little stability Ilya still had left. So he chose one.
“Are you scared?”
Ilya stared at him. Not because it was an offensive question. More because it had gone straight through all the practical layers and landed where he usually kept the real answer under lock.
After a moment, he said, 
“Yes.”
Just that. No performance around it. Shane shifted closer by an inch.
“Of him?” he asked.
“Yes.”
There was a pause.
“And of… everything else.”
The confession came so quietly that if the room hadn’t been this still, Shane might have missed it. He looked at the man in front of him, the man who could walk into a rink and control a game with sheer audacity, who could turn his voice into a weapon in two languages, who had slept with his body wound hard enough to bruise and apologized for it like Shane deserved softer versions of him by default.
“What part of everything else?” he asked softly.
Ilya rolled onto his back and put one forearm over his eyes now like the light, dim as it was, had become too much.
“That I’ll see her and she’ll be…” He stopped. “Small.”
The word landed hard. He swallowed once, visibly.
“That he’ll say something to me and I’ll become fifteen again.” Another beat. “That he’ll say something to you and I won’t be able to decide whether to kill him or pretend to be civil.” His voice roughened. “That maybe she really is that sick. That maybe he’s lying. That maybe both things are true.”
Shane listened without interrupting.
“I haven’t been back here for this,” Ilya went on. “Not for family emergencies. Not for hospitals. Not for…” He made a frustrated little motion with the hand over his face, like language itself was failing him. “This.”
The room felt smaller around them now. Not claustrophobic. Just intimate in a way that made every sentence sound larger. Shane thought, stupidly, once again, of the first flight where Ilya had let him sleep on his shoulder while he stared out into the dark and made impossible decisions in silence. He had held Shane through fear then without naming it as care. Just with a blanket. A shoulder. Presence.
Maybe this was all the presence needed to look like now too. He leaned in and, with a slowness that gave Ilya all the time in the world to pull away, pressed his forehead lightly to the inside of the wrist still lying over his eyes.
Not quite a kiss. Not not one either.
Ilya went still under the touch.
“You don’t have to be good tomorrow,” Shane said quietly. “You just have to get through it.”
The forearm moved. Slowly. Ilya lowered it and looked at him. The rawness in his face was almost impossible to bear when it wasn’t covered by sarcasm or strategy or sex or motion.
“You make that sound easy.”
“It sounds awful,” Shane said. “I’m not trying to sell it.”
That got the faintest breath of something through him. Shane moved his hand from Ilya’s side to his chest, palm flat over the t-shirt, feeling the quick, hard beat under it.
“I’m there,” he said. “Whatever version of you shows up. Quiet one, cold one, angry one, terrible one. I’m there. And I’m in.”
Ilya closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them again he looked a little less alone, which was not the same thing as okay but was close enough.
“I might need you to stop me saying something unforgivable.”
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly. 
“You think I can do that?”
“Maybe physically.”
“Good to know my role.”
“That and carrying bags. Very romantic.”
The line should have sounded drier than it did. Instead it came out tired enough that Shane heard what was under it, the effort he was making not to drown in the moment before the moment.
He let himself smile just enough to soften the room, nothing more.
“I can do bags,” he said.
“And not hit my brother.”
“No promises there.”
That made Ilya actually look at him.
“I’m serious, Shane”
“So am I.”
For one second, something like a laugh nearly happened. It didn’t. But it came close enough to lighten the air by a fraction.
Then the tiredness came back over Ilya’s face all at once, heavier this time. Shane saw it and shifted before he could think better of it, moving in closer under the blankets until their knees brushed and then their hips and then he was near enough to take the risk again.
He lifted one arm in a silent invitation. This time Ilya came carefully.
No desperate grab, no crushing grip. He moved into Shane’s space with the caution of someone handling something already bruised, settling his forehead against Shane’s collarbone, one arm laid loosely around his waist.
The difference from before was immediate. Still close. Still intimate. But conscious now. Measured. Shane curled his arm around him and held him there.
Better.
They lay like that in the sealed-dark room while the city outside kept being whatever it was. Moscow. History. Threat. Home-not-home. After a long while, when Shane had almost started to think sleep might find them after all, Ilya said quietly, 
“If she looks scared, I’m fucked.”
Shane tightened his arm around him a little.
“I know.”
“She used to hide behind my leg when strangers came in. Last time I saw her.”
The image made something painful and tender twist through him all over again.
“Maybe she still will,” Shane murmured.
Ilya made a small sound against his chest. Not agreement. Not disagreement. Just feeling.
Then, finally, after enough time had passed that the room itself seemed to exhale with them, his breathing eased. Not all the way into deep sleep. But close enough that Shane knew he’d crossed from panic into exhaustion.
He stayed awake longer. Not because he wanted to. Because he knew tomorrow would ask things of Ilya that might strip him right back down to wire and bone, and because for now there was still this one thing he could do. Stay.
***
Morning came too fast and felt worse than it should have.
Neither of them had really slept. Shane had drifted in and out around the edges of consciousness, waking every time the radiator clicked too loudly or Ilya shifted beside him or his own brain remembered, all over again, hospital, brother, morning. When the dark outside the curtains finally thinned into that mean, bluish-grey predawn light, he opened his eyes with the immediate, nauseating sensation of falling back into a life he had only just escaped.
Ilya was already awake. He was lying on his back again, eyes open, hands folded too neatly over his stomach as if he’d been awake for a while and trying not to move enough to wake Shane. The sight of him like that, still, pale, too controlled, made Shane’s chest tighten before either of them had spoken a word.
“Morning,” Shane said, and the word sounded wrong in the room.
Ilya turned his head slightly. 
“Da. Morning.”
That was all.
They got up because there was nothing else to do. The apartment was cold in the way unfamiliar places always were in the morning, all tile and quiet and no memory of them yet. Shane showered quickly, shaved because the motion gave his hands something useful to do, then pulled on jeans and a dark sweater and a coat that suddenly felt too clean and too foreign for where they were going. He watched himself in the mirror while he tied his shoes and thought, uselessly, I look like a tourist.
When he came out, Ilya was already dressed. Dark coat, black trousers, boots. Curls dry and brushed back. Face composed into that cool, elegant severity that made him look older and less reachable all at once. He was drinking coffee standing up by the counter, one hand around the mug, the other scrolling through his phone with his thumb. Whatever he was reading there was making the line of his mouth harder.
Shane poured his own coffee and drank it too hot because he couldn’t bear to stand still with a full cup in his hands and too much air in the room between them.
They barely spoke.
Not because there was anything left unresolved from the night before. Just because every word now had to travel through the fact of what they were walking into, and both of them knew it. The silence wasn’t angry. It was tense in the way a dressing room went before a bad game, when everyone knew something ugly was waiting out there and no speech was going to make it pretty.
When the cab came, Ilya went downstairs without looking back to check if Shane was following. Of course Shane followed. The ride was short enough that he couldn’t settle into it and long enough that the distance in Ilya sharpened with every block. By the time they reached the hospital, Shane could feel it physically, the shift in the body beside him. Shoulders a fraction tighter. Mouth flatter. Eyes always on the window or the road ahead. He wasn’t being cruel. He wasn’t even being cold to Shane exactly. But he was already withdrawing into whatever part of himself handled this place, this family, this history.
And that hurt, even when Shane understood why.
The hospital itself was a slab of concrete and glass under a hard, colourless sky. Functional, ugly, too large. When the cab pulled up, Shane saw him immediately.
Alexei.
He was standing under the awning near the entrance with his hands in the pockets of a dark police jacket, though not the outer coat of a man on shift, something more casual, but official enough that it looked wrong in a hospital. Tall. Broad. Dark-haired.
Too much like Ilya at first glance.
That was the first terrible thing about him: the resemblance.
Not exact. Not enough that anyone could confuse them. But enough that Shane’s brain immediately caught the shared architecture, the same thick albeit darker hair, the height, the bones of the face, that same long build sharpened into a masculine line. And the differences were worse.
Because where Ilya’s beauty was all living tension and dangerous grace, light under the skin, movement, elegance even when he was being vicious, Alexei seemed to wear the same physical gifts like a threat. He was handsome, technically. Shane could admit that the way he could admit a wolf had fine teeth. But there was something dead in the set of his mouth. Something brutal in the eyes. Ilya carried sharpness like art. Alexei carried it like a weapon he had never once considered putting down.
The cab stopped. Shane felt, rather than saw, the instant full-body lock in Ilya beside him. No flinch. No visible collapse. Just total internal freezing. The driver cleared his throat. Neither of them moved for one second too long.
Then Ilya got out. Shane followed, mostly because he needed to move too or he was genuinely going to do something stupid the second Alexei opened his mouth.
Alexei didn’t wait long. He looked straight at Ilya first, his gaze doing a fast, assessing sweep over him that made Shane’s stomach turn. Then his eyes slid to Shane. He switched into English immediately, deliberately, not because he was being considerate, but because he wanted Shane to hear every word of what was coming.
“So,” he said, his accent heavier than Ilya’s but no less cutting for it, “you actually came.”
The contempt in it was so naked that Shane hated him instantly. Not in a gradual way. Not in a measured, maybe-this-man-is-an-asshole kind of way. In the absolute, primal way you could hate someone inside of one sentence because you heard what they were doing to the person beside you and your body recognised cruelty before your mind even caught up.
Ilya’s face gave nothing away.
“You said she was sick,” he said in Russian first, fast and cold. Then, in English, because Alexei had chosen the language of humiliation and Ilya was not going to cede the ground, “Where is she?”
Alexei looked back at him, and the smile that moved over his mouth was not really a smile at all.
“She’s upstairs,” he said. “You could say hello to your brother first.”
Shane nearly broke his hand straps with how hard he tightened it into a fist.
Ilya did not look at him.
He stood there in his dark coat and beautiful rigid stillness and said, 
“I’m not here for you.”
“Obviously.” Alexei’s eyes flicked over him once more. “You’re here to play hero for the child.”
Shane’s vision sharpened unpleasantly at the edges. Ilya’s voice dropped. 
“Do not start.”
“Or what?” Alexei said, still in English, still making sure Shane could hear every ounce of it. “You’ll get back on a plane?”
That did something vicious to the air. For one split second, Shane wanted very seriously to punch him in the mouth in front of the entire hospital. He understood, suddenly and very cleanly, why Ilya had warned him. Understood how easy it would be. How satisfying. How completely catastrophic.
So he stood still and hated him instead.
Ilya was trying. Shane could see that too. Trying so hard to hold his face and voice and body together in some shape that would not blow this open immediately.
“Tell me what’s happening with Alina,” he said, and this time there was enough steel in the sentence that even Shane, who did not understand the Russian rhythm of hierarchy between them, heard the demand.
Alexei’s jaw shifted. He leaned back slightly, eyes flicking to Shane again.
“And your little friend?” he asked in English. “He needed to come hold your hand?”
There it was. Not even subtle. Shane felt heat shoot straight through him. Not embarrassment. Rage. Ilya’s head turned fractionally toward his brother, and something in his face changed, very small, very dangerous. The surface calm was still there, but underneath it something cold enough to crack glass had just come online.
“Don’t,” he said.
Only one word, but Shane understood immediately that it was not a suggestion.
Alexei looked at him for a second longer, then gave a tiny shrug as if this were all just amusing to him.
“She’s in intensive care,” he said finally, switching back to Russian for the details and then curtly translating into English in pieces when it suited him. “Infection maybe. High fever. They are doing tests. They say it may be her blood, may be something autoimmune, may be one of ten things because doctors here enjoy being useless.” His mouth flattened. “She is awake sometimes. Not much.”
Ilya had gone paler somehow.
“When did this start?”
“A few weeks ago.”
“And you waited until now to call me?”
Alexei’s eyes flashed. 
“You think I wanted to call you?”
The sentence cracked across the space between them. Shane shifted his weight just slightly, enough to remind himself he was still there, still able to intervene if this turned physical, still able to carry the bags and be useful if nothing else. He saw Ilya’s hands flex once at his sides.
“You called because she’s scared,” Ilya said, voice quiet and terrible now. “Or because you are?”
Alexei’s nostrils flared. For a second Shane thought that might be it, that one of them would finally say the unforgivable thing now and here and all of it would burn before they even got through the door.
Instead Alexei stepped aside with a curt motion toward the entrance.
“Come,” he said. “If you’re here, then be useful.”
Shane almost laughed out loud from pure disbelief at the audacity of it. Ilya didn’t move immediately. He was holding himself too tightly. Shane could see it in the line of his shoulders, in the slight whiteness around his mouth. Not losing control yet. Just spending an enormous amount of energy not to.
And God, he was beautiful like that. Beautiful in the worst possible moment, with fury and fear and old pain all stripped down into elegance so sharp it looked dangerous to touch. It was not helping Shane’s desire to commit an actual felony.
Very carefully, because they were in public and because the whole point was not making anything worse, Shane shifted and let his knuckles brush once, barely, against the back of Ilya’s coat.
Not a caress. Not a comfort anyone could name. Just contact.
I’m here.
Ilya did not turn his head. He did not soften. But the next breath he took looked less like he was drowning in it. Then he stepped forward. Alexei looked at Shane once more as they passed him, slow and contemptuous, and Shane had to lock every muscle in his jaw to keep his expression flat.
He hated him. Not abstractly. Not someday-I-might-come-to-hate-you. Now. Immediately. Fully. And they had known each other for less than five minutes.
He followed them into the hospital with the certain, violent knowledge that if Alexei said one more thing in that voice to Ilya, it was going to take everything Shane had not to prove exactly how bad an idea that would be…
The inside of the hospital was somehow worse than the outside.
Too bright. Too warm. Too clean in that exhausted institutional way where nothing really felt clean at all. The air smelled of antiseptic and old radiator heat and the faint, sweet-sour trace of sickness that no amount of bleach ever really erased. Their footsteps sounded wrong on the polished floors, too loud, too foreign, even when all three of them were trying not to make noise.
Alexei led.
Of course he did. He moved through the corridors like he belonged there by force rather than by invitation, shoulders squared, jaw hard, not looking back to see whether they were keeping up because apparently it didn’t occur to him that anyone wouldn’t. He spoke to a nurse once in fast Russian without breaking stride. She answered just as quickly, eyes flicking once over Ilya and then to Shane, taking in the foreignness of him, the western clothing, the tension hanging between the three of them like electrical wire.
Ilya walked half a step behind his brother. He wasn’t shrinking. Shane would not have used that word even in his own head. But the shape of him had changed. The cold elegance from the airport, from the street, from the lobby, had gone tighter, thinner. Less armour now and more blade. He was rigid with control, every line of him directed forward as if the only thing keeping him from splintering was momentum.
Shane followed saying nothing, trying to make himself small in the practical ways that counted. No touching. No looking too long. No visible reaction to the city or the language or the hostility. Just one more man in a hospital hallway.
Then Alexei turned a corner and Shane saw the sign, both in Russian and in English. Children’s oncology.
The words hit him like a fist. He stopped dead for half a beat, and even though he already knew they were going to a sick child, some part of his brain had clearly still been holding out for less. For fever. Infection. Something temporary and brute-force and solvable. Something that did not include that word.
Oncology.
He looked at Ilya instinctively. Ilya had seen it too. The change in his face was immediate and terrible. Not dramatic. There was no open crack, no visible collapse. But the last of the distance he’d been keeping between himself and the reality of this was just… gone. All the controlled coldness was still there, but under it now there was something so nakedly stricken that Shane’s own throat tightened in answer.
Alexei did not pause.
He kept walking, and they followed him down another corridor lined with half-closed doors and cartoon decals that made the whole place feel crueler somehow. There were children’s drawings taped to one wall, the crooked suns, houses, flowers, stick figures holding hands. Bright markers. Clumsy hope. It made the fluorescent light feel mean.
When they reached the room, Alexei stopped and pushed the door open with two fingers. The room was dimmer than the hall. One overhead light off. Window blinds half-lowered. Machines murmuring softly. A chair pushed near the bed. A child’s backpack in the corner with some small pink keychain hanging from the zipper.
And in the bed…
Alina.
Shane’s heart climbed straight into his throat.
She was asleep. Maybe sedated. Maybe just exhausted beyond anything a child her age should have had to survive. And she was small. That was the first terrible thing about her, beyond the simple fact of the bed and the tubes and the room itself. She was so small. Not in the ordinary way children are small next to adults, but in the wrong way. Thin in a way that made the blanket over her look too heavy. Her face narrow and pale against the pillow, lashes dark on skin that looked almost translucent in the low light.
Ten, Ilya had said. She looked younger. Not by years, exactly. As if illness had reached in and taken up too much space too quickly.
Shane stopped in the doorway and felt a wave of helplessness so strong it was almost nausea. He looked at Ilya and saw that whatever had been holding him upright through the airport and the cab yesterday and the walk through the hospital today, had just changed species entirely.
Ilya’s whole face softened and broke at once. No one else in the room might have called it broken. It happened too fast, too quietly. But Shane saw it. The way all the hard, defensive, furious lines of him gave way to something else the second he looked at the girl in the bed. It was not the face of the man from the airport or the cab or the hallway. It was the face of someone seeing a child he loved and realizing, all at once, how bad things really were.
He took one step into the room.
Then another. And then he stopped at the bedside as if coming any closer might hurt her. His mouth parted. Nothing came out. Shane had never seen him look so stripped of language.
Alexei stayed by the door with his arms folded, watching. That, more than anything, made Shane want to kill him. Ilya looked down at Alina for a long moment. Then his head turned, very slowly, toward his brother.
His face had changed again. The softness didn’t vanish. It just sharpened into fury around the edges.
“I’m not stupid,” he said in Russian first, low and lethal. Then, as if daring Alexei to make him repeat it, in English: “I know what oncology is.”
Alexei’s expression didn’t shift much, but the corner of his mouth moved in something too ugly to be called a smile. Ilya took one step toward him, voice still low enough not to wake the child and somehow more terrifying for it.
“What is happening with her?”
Alexei shrugged one shoulder.
“She’s sick.”
Ilya’s jaw clenched visibly. 
“Don’t.”
“What?” Alexei said. “You want a full educational presentation now? You arrive and suddenly you are uncle of year?”
Shane saw Ilya’s hands flex at his sides. The movement was small, but so full of contained violence that his own whole body answered it with a surge of heat.
“She is in oncology,” Ilya said, every word cut clean. “She is half the size she should be. There are lines in her arm and monitors by her bed. You called me screaming and dragged me across the ocean.” A beat. “Tell me what is wrong with her.”
Alexei’s gaze slid past him then, landed on Shane, and hardened into something openly contemptuous.
“I’m not saying anything,” he said in English, “while your faggot friend is standing there.”
The word landed in the room like filth. For a second everything stopped. Shane felt the blood leave his face and then come back too fast, too hot. He knew, dimly, that there was a sleeping child in the bed three feet away. That this was a hospital. That if he moved, really moved, everything would become unfixable in under a second.
He still had the full, vivid urge to put Alexei through the wall. Ilya turned to him at once, not with embarrassment, not with apology. With something more urgent. More practical. More awful.
“Hollander,” he said quietly.
Just his surname. But it was enough.
Shane looked at him. Ilya’s face was white with rage now, but his eyes were steady in a way Shane recognized instantly. This was not surrender. This was triage. This was him making a choice in real time between the fight he wanted and the information he needed.
“Wait outside,” he said.
Shane didn’t move.
“Ilya…”
“Please.”
That was what did it. Not the command. The please. Not because it was soft. Because it clearly cost him something to say it.
Alexei shifted against the wall, visibly enjoying this more than he had any right to. Shane could feel the hatred in himself becoming almost physically clean, all the useless blur stripped away and replaced by something sharp enough to live with.
He looked at Ilya. Really looked. At the fury. At the helplessness under it. At the child asleep in the bed. At the impossible choice between staying and escalating and leaving and abandoning him at the moment.
“All right,” he said, and he hated how rough his own voice sounded. “I’ll be outside.”
Alexei snorted softly. Shane ignored him with an effort that felt muscular. He stepped close enough to Ilya that, if anyone had been watching for the wrong things, it might have been too much. He made himself stop just short of touching him.
“I’m right there,” he said in a low voice.
Ilya’s eyes flicked to his face, held there for one beat, and in that beat Shane could see how much it was costing him to keep standing this still. He nodded.
Then Shane turned and walked out of the room before he could change his mind and commit a violent international incident. The hallway outside felt colder than the room had. Brighter too. Cruel in the fluorescent way hospitals were.
He didn’t go far. Just to the wall opposite the room, where he could still see the edge of the open door without actually hearing every word. Inside, voices rose almost immediately.
Not shouting, not at first, but sharp enough that even through the soft close of the door and the hum of the corridor, Shane could hear the shape of the cruelty. Alexei’s voice was lower and harder. Ilya’s faster, clipped into those furious Russian edges Shane had already learned to read by rhythm if not by content. Once he heard a woman’s voice too, probably a doctor, tired and measured and trying to get facts through the family war.
Shane leaned back against the wall and dragged both hands through his hair. It was awful. Not because he wasn’t in the room. Because he knew exactly what was happening there anyway. Ilya trying to get answers. Alexei making him pay for needing them. Everything old and rotten between them coming alive in a children’s oncology room beside a sleeping girl who deserved none of it.
He stared at the childish sun someone had drawn on the wall opposite him, all yellow marker and crooked rays, and tried not to imagine what exactly Alexei was saying to him there. Tried not to imagine Ilya hearing it in the same old voice, in the same old cadence, with all the same old wounds opening under it. He understood now with painful clarity why Ilya had warned him he might say terrible things. Why he had said he might become fifteen again. Why he had sounded almost ashamed of himself before they even got here.
Because people like Alexei didn’t just provoke. They reached backward. They knew exactly where your oldest selves still lived and how to drag them up by the throat.
Shane pressed his head briefly to the wall and shut his eyes. Every instinct in him screamed to go back in. To stop it. To put himself between them. To absorb whatever came next.
But he had promised. Follow my lead. Even if you think I’m overreacting. So he stayed where he was, every muscle in his body straining toward the room anyway, and waited through the sharp, cruel, impossible sounds of Ilya trying to get the truth out of his brother while keeping himself from coming apart.
It got bad fast.
Shane knew it before he saw anything. The temperature of the hallway changed first, the sharpness of voices inside the room climbing and splintering, a doctor’s low attempt at control getting cut across again, then the sudden hard silence that always came right before something broke.
The door flew open. Ilya came out of the room like he’d been thrown.
Not literally. But with that same energy, too fast, too rigid, all his momentum aimed at the corridor as if staying in that room for one second longer might actually kill him. His face was white and red at once, all the blood gone from some places and burning high in others. His breathing was wrong. His mouth was set in a line Shane had only ever seen on the ice right before he did something reckless and punishing and impossible to stop.
Shane pushed off the wall instantly.
“Ilya…”
Ilya didn’t answer. He kept moving.
Then Alexei was through the doorway too, right on his heels, still talking, still pushing, still throwing words after him in that sharp cutting Russian that felt like broken glass even when Shane couldn’t parse it.
He caught only fragments, tone, speed, the ugly intimacy of someone who knew exactly where to strike and was aiming there on purpose. Ilya hit the midpoint of the corridor before Alexei reached out and grabbed his arm. Not gently. Not as a brother trying to stop another brother from leaving in grief. As a restraint. A claim. Fingers closing hard around the fabric of his coat and the muscle beneath it.
Everything in Shane’s body went hot. Ilya whipped around so fast the movement barely looked human. He tore his arm free with a violent jerk and barked something in Russian so sharp and full of hatred that even without understanding the words Shane understood the meaning perfectly.
Then, in English, loud enough that the whole corridor could hear, 
“Fuck off.”
Heads turned. A nurse at the station down the hall looked up sharply. Someone else stepped out of a doorway and then thought better of it. The fluorescent light made all of it feel too exposed, too bright, too public.
Alexei’s face changed. It wasn’t embarrassment. It was worse. A kind of cold, escalating fury that made the resemblance between him and Ilya suddenly more visible and much uglier. The same bones, the same eyes, but where rage made Ilya incandescent, almost frighteningly alive, on Alexei it looked deadened. Habitual. Like cruelty had been worn smooth by years of use. He said something else in Russian, lower now but no less vicious, stepping in again.
Shane moved before he could stop himself. Not all the way between them. Not yet. Just enough that he was there, in their space, impossible to ignore.
Ilya’s hand hit his sleeve then, hard, not careful, grabbing a fistful of fabric near his elbow.
“Come on, Hollander” he snapped, not looking at him. “We’re leaving.”
The grip was rough enough to sting. Shane followed immediately. He didn’t know what had been said in the room. He didn’t know whether the doctor had told them something worse or whether Alexei had crossed one line too many or whether all of it had just collapsed into something neither of them could hold upright anymore. He just knew Ilya was at the end of whatever was keeping him controlled.
So he went. They moved fast down the corridor, half walking and half storming, Ilya still holding his sleeve like if he let go he might not have a witness to his own exit. Shane kept pace beside him, heart pounding too hard, eyes flicking back once and seeing, with immediate dread, that Alexei was following.
Of course he was. He came after them speaking Russian first, then switching to English when he got close enough to weaponize it.
“You always do this,” he said, voice low and vicious behind them. “You make scene and run because you can’t handle real life for five fucking minutes.”
Ilya stopped so abruptly Shane nearly collided with him. They turned. The corridor seemed to narrow around the three of them, white walls and dull linoleum and the whole hospital buzzing quietly around a conflict none of it wanted but all of it was now forced to contain.
Shane was breathing too hard. Ilya was breathing too hard. Alexei looked infuriatingly in control by comparison, which only made Shane want to put his fist through something.
“What did he say?” Shane asked quietly, because he genuinely did not know what was happening anymore and the ignorance was making him crazy.
Ilya didn’t even look at him. His eyes were locked on his brother’s face like he was trying not to kill him with thought.
“Nothing useful,” he said.
“That is not true,” Alexei cut in at once, English again, because apparently he would not let Shane be outside the cruelty if he could help it. “I told him the truth and he is reacting like spoiled little bitch.”
Ilya took one step toward him before Shane could think.
“Careful,” Alexei said, and the warning in his voice was almost amused. “You hit a police officer in a children’s hospital, you think that ends well for you?”
That did it. Not physically. Shane did not swing. But something in the last thread of his patience snapped so cleanly he almost felt it.
“Stop talking to him like that,” he said.
Both brothers looked at him.
For one second the resemblance between them vanished entirely, because the expression on Alexei’s face as he turned toward Shane was so purely contemptuous and the expression on Ilya’s was so purely don’t. Too late.
Alexei gave him a long, deliberate once-over. 
“Or what?”
Shane could feel his own pulse in his teeth.
 “Or you keep doing it and I stop being polite.”
That got him a real smile. A horrible one.
“There he is,” Alexei said. “The hero.”
“Shane,” Ilya said sharply, and this time there was enough command in his voice that he heard the message under it clearly: not here, not now, not like this.
He shut his mouth, jaw aching. Alexei laughed under his breath.
“I liked it better when you came home alone,” he said to Ilya in Russian, and then, because he could not resist making sure Shane understood at least the shape of the insult, added in English, “At least then you only embarrassed yourself.”
Something in Ilya’s face went absolutely still. The stillness frightened Shane more than the fury had.
“What happened there?” Shane asked, no longer caring that his voice sounded harsh now. “What did they say about Alina?”
For one second neither of them answered. Then Alexei said, 
“They say she is very sick.”
Ilya laughed once. Not because anything was funny. Because if he didn’t laugh he might have done something much worse.
“She has leukemia,” he said.
The corridor tilted. Shane actually felt it, that strange, physical shift in the world when a word arrives too heavy and too familiar and everything around it reorders itself instantly. Leukemia. A child. Ten.
He looked at Ilya and saw exactly how raw the word still was in his own mouth, as if he had only just been forced to believe it by saying it aloud.
Shane’s heart climbed into his throat.
“And he,” Ilya said, pointing at his brother without even looking at him, “thought the best way to tell me was by acting like I was inconveniencing him by asking questions.”
Alexei snapped something in Russian, sharp and full of warning. Ilya rounded on him again.
“What?” he said in English now too, for Shane’s benefit or maybe out of sheer rage. “What now? You want to say it again? You want to tell me I disappeared and left you with it, so now I have no right to be angry?” His voice climbed. “You want to tell me I am selfish for asking why my ten-year-old niece is in oncology?”
People were definitely staring now. A doctor passing the far end of the corridor slowed, then kept moving in the universal hospital posture of tiredness and overworking.
Alexei took a step closer, his own control thinning visibly.
“She is my daughter,” he said. “You don’t get to come here after years and decide how anything should have been handled.”
“No,” Ilya shot back. “I get to come here and ask why you waited until she was in oncology to call me.”
That hit. Shane saw it in Alexei’s face. The ugly flash of guilt, there and gone so quickly it might have been imagination if not for the way his mouth tightened after. But guilt on him did not soften into humility. It hardened into attack.
“She needed treatment,” he said. “Not your dramatic bullshit.”
Ilya stared at him. Then he laughed again, that same terrifying little sound.
“My dramatic bullshit,” he repeated. “You mean me being upset that your daughter has fucking cancer?”
The last word cracked across the hallway. Too loud. Too real. A nurse finally started toward them from the station, face composed into strained professionalism.
“Gentlemen…”
Ilya looked at none of them now. Not the nurse. Not Shane. Not his brother. He looked like someone holding himself together with his bare hands and losing his grip.
“Fuck this,” he said, and the English came out flat and final.
Then he turned and walked. Not toward the elevators. Not toward the room. Just away. Fast. Striding so hard that it was almost a run. Shane didn’t hesitate. He went after him immediately.
Behind them, Alexei called something after them in Russian, angry and cutting. The nurse said something sharp. There was a burst of voices. Shane didn’t care. He only cared about the dark line of Ilya’s back disappearing down the corridor and the way his steps looked just this side out of control.
“Ilya!”
He caught up with him at the stairwell door. Ilya shoved through it with enough force that it banged against the stopper, then stopped on the concrete landing just inside like he’d hit the edge of himself and couldn’t go farther without breaking.
Shane almost crashed into him from behind.
The stairwell smelled like dust and cold concrete and old heat. The hospital noise dropped away to a muted hum beyond the heavy door. For one long second Ilya just stood there with both hands braced flat against the painted cinderblock wall, head bowed, breathing as if he’d sprinted up ten flights instead of one hallway.
Shane set the bags down carefully and stood a few feet behind him, heart pounding, mind racing, still trying to catch up to the word leukemia and the fight and the way Alexei’s hand had looked on Ilya’s arm and the way Ilya had said fuck this like it had cost him blood.
He didn’t move closer immediately. He knew better than that now.
“Ilya,” he said softly again.
No answer. Just another rough inhale. Another. Then, very low, so low Shane almost didn’t catch it, Ilya said, 
“If he touches me again, I’m going to break his jaw.”
Shane believed him completely. He also understood, with a clarity that was somehow almost serene under the panic, that if Alexei touched him again, Shane might help.
He was done with the hospital for the moment. Done with the room, with Alexei, with whatever doctor had tried to explain leukemia in the middle of a family war. The only thing still moving in him now was escape. Not cleanly. Not rationally. Just the need to get out before the fury turned into something with consequences they couldn’t pull back from.
“We’re leaving,” Ilya said.
Shane nodded at once. 
“Okay.”
No protest. No questions. He grabbed the bags, followed him back through the side corridors and service hallways Ilya seemed to locate on instinct alone, both of them moving fast enough that no one stopped them. A guard glanced up once and then away again. A woman in scrubs almost collided with Shane and muttered something under her breath. The hospital swallowed the remains of the scene behind them and let them go.
Outside, the air hit like punishment. The sky had gone darker while they were inside. The cold had sharpened too. The hospital stood behind them all glass and fluorescent emptiness, and in front of them the city kept moving like nothing had happened.
Ilya didn’t call another cab. He just said, “Metro,” in a voice that made it clear he needed movement more than privacy, and started walking.
Shane caught up fast, matching his pace even as it bordered on punishing. They didn’t touch. Didn’t speak. 
The metro station was a descent into something older and harsher than the surface. Long escalators. Yellowed light. Air thick with metal dust and heat and too many bodies packed too close. Announcements in rapid Russian. Faces turned inward. Everyone moving with the efficient indifference of people used to transit as a necessity rather than inconvenience.
Shane followed Ilya through it all and kept watching as Ilya bought them tickets and led them further inside.
He had been watching Moscow all the time, really. In the airport. In the cab. In the hospital corridors. But the metro made it sharper somehow, more intimate. This was not the monumental city of government buildings and grim facades passing a car window. This was a people's city. The one they used with their bodies. Boots on cracked platform edges, coats brushed against train doors, old women with impossible shopping bags, young men sprawled with headphones and bad posture, schoolchildren talking too loudly until one glare from the right stranger shut them up.
And God, he saw Ilya in all of it. Not because Ilya looked like everyone here. He didn’t. He still stood out even in his silence, too elegant somehow, too sharpened into himself. But Shane could see the roots of him. In the way people occupied public space like it was something to be defended. In the speed with which tenderness vanished from the face and calculation took its place the moment it might be needed. In the beauty too, but a colder one than Canada knew, Ilya’s fair curly hair under station lights, hard cheekbones, a whole city of people carrying themselves as if softness was expensive and private and never to be wasted in the wrong place.
The train arrived with a shriek of brakes. They got on. Stood, because there were no seats together, swaying with the motion, straps overhead, bodies too close in every direction. Shane watched the dark tunnel flash by in broken reflections and tried not to think too hard about ten-year-old girls and bone marrow and Alexei’s face when he said another one of our family members is dying.
Ilya hadn’t spoken once. But Shane could feel him like a storm front a few feet away.
The train ride seemed endless and then suddenly it wasn't. Another station, another escalator, another hard breath of surface air. The walk back to the apartment. The door. The lock turning.
The second they were inside, Ilya slammed the door so hard it shook in the frame. The sound ricocheted through the apartment. For one heartbeat after, everything went dead still.
Then Ilya turned and hit the wall. Not with the flat-palmed violence of frustration. With his fist. The crack of it made Shane jump. The whole motion was so fast and pure it barely looked planned, just fury needing somewhere to go and finding drywall before it found a face.
“Fuck,” Shane breathed, already moving.
Ilya stood there with his back half-turned, chest heaving, fist still against the wall for one second too long before he yanked it back. His whole body was shaking now. Not with tears. With rage so violent it had nowhere left to hide.
Shane took one step toward him and stopped himself. He had never seen him like this. Not after games. Not after fights. Not even in the rain or the airport or that stairwell. Those had all been fury and panic and pain, yes, but still inside a shape. This was beyond shape. This was desperation wearing anger because anger was the only thing in him strong enough to keep him upright.
“Ilya,” he said quietly.
Ilya turned. His face was wrecked. Eyes bright and wild, cheeks gone flushed high over paper-white skin, mouth shaking on the edges even though he was trying so hard to hold it firm. For a second Shane thought he might actually hit something else. Or himself. Or just explode.
Instead he dragged both hands through his hair and said, in a voice that sounded like it had been pulled over broken glass, “She has leukemia.”
There it was. Not the corridor version. Not the word thrown like a weapon in the middle of an argument. The real version. In the apartment. In the silence after. Shane felt it all over again.
“Fuck,” he whispered again.
Ilya laughed once, an awful sound, all bitterness and no humor.
“Da,” he said. “Fuck.”
He started pacing then. Not far. Just the length of the living room and back, energy ricocheting off the walls because there was nowhere else for it to go. One hand kept opening and closing at his side, the same hand he’d punched the wall with. Shane could see the knuckles going red already.
“They are looking for a donor,” he said. “For bone marrow. They’ve tested Alexei already. He’s not suitable.” His mouth twisted. “So now maybe magical little brother from Canada comes home and saves everyone.”
Shane’s stomach dropped.
“They want to test you.”
“Yes.”
“Are you going to?”
Ilya stopped pacing and looked at him like the question itself had insulted him.
“Of course I’m going to.”
Shane nodded immediately. 
“Right. Sorry.”
A breath. Ilya looked away again, scrubbing a hand over his face.
“They think because we’re related there’s a chance,” he said. “A decent one maybe. Not amazing. Better than random donor list. But even if I match…” He stopped. Swallowed hard enough that Shane saw it. “Even if I match, the doctor said her chances are still not good. Better. But not good.”
The room seemed to contract around that. Shane looked at him and saw how the desperation had gotten there. Not just fear. Not just rage. The absolute helplessness of standing in front of a problem your body might solve and knowing even that might not be enough.
“She’s ten,” Ilya said, and the way he said ten made it sound like a physical injury. “She is ten and she is tiny and bald apparently under that scarf because she’s already started treatment and he didn’t even tell me until now, until this, until…”
His voice broke on the word and then hardened violently before it could become anything softer. Shane moved closer. Not all the way. Just enough.
“What did he say there?” he asked quietly.
Ilya gave him a look that was almost disbelieving, like the answer should have been obvious from the mess of him already standing in the room.
“What did he say?” he repeated. “Everything. Every disgusting thing he has ever wanted to say to me in one hospital room.”
Shane’s jaw tightened.
“He told me I was late,” Ilya said, and now the words were spilling, not calm anymore, not organized, just rage dragged into language. “He kept saying it in different ways, like I hadn’t figured out the point the first ten times. That I came too late, that she’s been getting worse for weeks, that he had to watch it happen alone because I was too busy being happy in Canada.” A sharp breath. “That another member of our family is dying and I was off having fun.”
The last word came out poisoned.
Shane felt the blood rise in him again, instant and vicious.
“That’s not…”
“I know it’s not fair,” Ilya snapped, then immediately looked frustrated with himself for snapping at the wrong person. “I know. That’s not the point. The point is he knows exactly where to put the knife and then twist like he’s proving some fucked up theory.”
He started pacing again.
“He said while he was handling hospitals and tests and paperwork and earlier our father and everything else, I was in another country pretending I didn’t belong to any of this.” His laugh came again, uglier this time. “As if I left because I enjoy being estranged. As if I left because I’m lazy. As if he didn’t spend years making sure there was nothing here worth coming back for. Fuck!”
Shane stood very still and let him talk.
“He kept doing that thing,” Ilya said, voice dropping, more dangerous for it. “Talking like he is the only one who has ever suffered. The only one who stayed. The only one who knows what responsibility is. Like my whole life is just one long insult to his sacrifice.”
The wall still had a faint mark where he’d hit it. Shane kept seeing it in his peripheral vision. A pale scuff on white paint. Proof of how far out of himself this had knocked him already.
“And the doctor?” he asked.
Ilya closed his eyes for a second. 
“She was trying,” he said, and there was actual exhausted respect there, oddly enough. “She was giving me facts. Staging. Treatment plan. She tried to explain the transplant process. And every time I asked something he interrupted to either answer badly or act like I was attacking him by needing to know.” He let out a breath through his nose. “I wanted to kill him.”
Shane understood that perfectly.
“I still do,” Ilya added.
He stopped pacing at last and braced both hands on the kitchen counter, shoulders bowed. The back of his neck looked too exposed there, the line of strain in him so obvious that Shane’s own body answered it with a kind of helpless forward pull.
“I should have been here,” Ilya said.
The sentence came quieter. Not because it mattered less. Because it mattered more.
Shane stepped closer. 
“No.”
Ilya turned his head slightly, not enough to look at him. 
“You don’t know that.”
“I know enough.”
“No, you don’t, Hollander” The words sharpened. “You don’t know what the timeline was. You don’t know if maybe he should have called me two weeks ago, and maybe if he had, I could have…”
“What?” Shane said softly. “Done what, Ilya?”
That stopped him. The answer was in the room anyway. Both of them could feel it. Nothing. Nothing yet. Nothing except being there sooner to watch the same child get sicker.
Ilya let out a breath that shuddered at the edges.
“That’s not fair,” Shane said. “Not from him and not from you.”
“He’s not completely wrong.”
Shane’s whole chest tightened. 
“Don’t.”
Ilya laughed once under his breath, bitter again. 
“You really think I wasn’t happy? That I wasn’t… fucking happy? With you, with hockey, with all of it? And she was here getting chemo and tests and he was watching her fall apart and I was…”
He cut himself off so sharply it was almost violent.
Shane crossed the remaining space then. No hesitation now. He caught Ilya by the wrists and made him turn. The shock of contact seemed to freeze him for one second, maybe because he’d been moving too much and too fast and suddenly there were hands on him, holding him still, not hard but firmly enough that he had to stop burning in circles.
“Look at me,” Shane said.
Ilya did. His face was a wreck. Angry, yes, but underneath that something much younger and more frightened had surfaced. It made Shane think, suddenly and painfully, of the small girl in the hospital bed. Of family resemblance not in beauty but in vulnerability. In the body’s unwillingness to defend itself against blood.
“You are allowed to have been happy,” Shane said, each word slow and clear. “You are allowed to have had a life while something terrible happened somewhere else, Ilya. That’s not betrayal. That’s being alive.”
Ilya stared at him.
“It doesn’t feel like that,” he said, and there was no fight in it now. Just the truth.
“I know.”
Shane’s thumbs moved once over the inside of his wrists, almost unconsciously.
“He wanted you to feel guilty,” he said. “He wanted that because it gives him somewhere to put what he feels. It does not mean he’s right.”
For one second, it looked like Ilya might argue again on principle alone. Then his mouth tightened, not in anger this time but in pain, and he looked down.
“She looked so small,” he said.
Shane’s throat closed.
“I know.”
“No, you don’t.” The words came weaker now. “You didn’t know her before.”
“That’s true,” Shane said softly. “But I know what small looks like in a hospital bed. I know what it does to the people who love you.”
That landed. Ilya lifted his eyes back to him slowly. Shane kept hold of his wrists because he had the sense that if he let go too soon, the pacing and fury would start again and neither of them would get anywhere except exhausted.
“He told me I showed up too late,” Ilya said after a moment, as if he still needed to test the sentence out loud to see how much it hurt each time.
“And yet you still showed up when he gave you every reason to not come back here,” Shane said.
The apartment was very quiet around them. Too quiet. No city now through the windows because the curtains were still closed. No hospital hum. Just the radiator and both of their breathing and the low electric buzz of being too far from calm to call this peace.
“You came,” Shane repeated. “You got on a plane. You’re here. You’re going to get tested. You’re going to sit in those rooms and deal with him and all of this. That is what’s true.”
Ilya’s eyes were on him now in that intent, startled way that always made Shane feel like something in the room had sharpened.
“He still got there first,” he said.
There it was. The old wound under all of it. The one Alexei had gone straight for because of course he had. The dutiful son. The one who stayed. The one who got there first.
Shane understood then that this was not just about Alina or hospitals or transplant compatibility. It was about being told, all over again, that the life Ilya had built away from here did not count as real duty. That every joy he’d had elsewhere was evidence against him now.
He hated Alexei with an almost cleansing intensity.
“It’s his daughter, Illy. And first doesn’t mean better,” he said.
Ilya laughed once, weakly. 
“That sounds like loser sticker from kindergarten.”
“It’s still true.”
“Mm.”
Shane let one hand slide free and lifted it to the side of his face instead. Ilya leaned into it before he could stop himself. 
“What happens now?” Shane asked quietly.
Ilya shut his eyes for a second at the touch, and when he opened them again some of the white-hot fury had gone out of him, leaving behind something shakier and harder to look at.
“They test me,” he said. “Blood. Maybe other things. If I match, then they explain more. If I don’t…” His mouth flattened. “Then we look at lists and probabilities and pray to sciences I barely understand.”
“And Alexei?”
A beat.
“I avoid prison.”
That got the smallest breath out of Shane. Not a laugh. Just air. Ilya’s own mouth moved a fraction.Then he said, more honestly, 
“I don’t know. He’ll keep saying awful things if he thinks it works. And it does work.” He looked away. “That’s the worst part.”
Shane’s hand slid from his cheek to the back of his neck.
“It works because you love her,” he said. “Not because he’s right.”
For the first time since they got back from the hospital, Ilya stopped fighting every word he offered. He just stood there breathing, eyes on Shane’s face, anger still all through him but not flaring outward anymore. Burning lower. More survivable. Then, very quietly, he said, 
“If I’m not a match, he’ll hate me for that too.”
The sentence was so nakedly awful that for a second Shane could only stare. He hadn’t even thought of it yet, not in those terms. Not the test itself becoming one more arena for blame.
He moved before thinking, wrapping both arms around him and pulling him in hard. This time Ilya came with no hesitation at all. Not graceful. Not controlled. He folded straight into the hold and held on with both hands at Shane’s back like his body had finally run out of reasons to stay upright by itself. Shane felt the tremor in him immediately. Not crying. Not yet. Just the aftershock of rage and fear and old family poison hitting all at once.
“He’ll hate whatever lets him keep hating,” Shane said into his hair, voice low and fierce. “You cannot build your life around whether he finds a reason.”
Ilya made a broken little sound against his shoulder.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“No,” he said honestly. “But keep saying, okie?”
So Shane did. He stood there in the Moscow apartment with the curtains shut and the city pressed outside and kept saying the truest things he had, because right now truth was all either of them had that didn’t feel contaminated. That Alina being sick was not his fault. That arriving late was not the same thing as not loving her. That Alexei’s guilt was not evidence. That showing up counted. That matching or not matching would not make him morally pure or broken. That Shane was there. That he was not leaving.
By the time he ran out of variations, Ilya was breathing more evenly, though still too hard. He pulled back a little then, not all the way, just enough to look at Shane’s face.
“What if I match?” he said.
Shane swallowed. 
“Then we do the next thing.”
“What if I don’t?”
“Then we do the next thing anyway.”
Ilya looked at him for a long second. Then his mouth twisted in something so tired and sad it wasn’t really a smile. 
“You make very stupid things sound possible.”
Shane brushed the damp hair back from his forehead with his thumb.
“Someone has to.”
This time the almost-smile lasted a little longer. And because it did, because some tiny piece of him had come back to the room from wherever rage had dragged him, Shane let himself breathe too. Not all the way. Not yet. But enough.
Ilya looked at him for a long second after that. Not the softened, half-broken way he had a moment ago. Something else. Something sharper and darker and far more alive. The kind of look that made Shane feel it low in his stomach before he could even begin to understand what was changing.
It wasn’t rage anymore. Not exactly. The fury was still there, the desperation too, but they had shifted shape. Burned down into something hotter, narrower, more focused. Shane had seen that look before after games, in doorways, in the dark just before Ilya decided to stop pretending he was in control of himself. But never quite like this. Never with all the rawness of the hospital still under his skin.
Shane’s breath caught.
“Ilya,” he said softly, but it came out thinner than he meant it to.
Ilya didn’t answer. He just stepped in and kissed him. Hard. Not careless, not clumsy, just hard in the way a man kissed when he had been holding himself together for hours and suddenly needed somewhere for all of it to go. His mouth landed on Shane’s with enough force to push a breath out of him, enough force to turn all the air in the apartment into heat. Shane made a startled sound against his lips and then he was kissing back instinctively, hands catching at Ilya’s shoulders before his mind had caught up.
Ilya kissed like he was trying to erase the hospital out of his body by replacing it with something else. Fierce, deep, intent. His hands slid to Shane’s waist and then tightened there, pulling him in so close there was no space left at all between them. Shane could feel the whole of him, the tension, the strength, the hard line of his chest, the restless violence still running under his skin and now being turned into this instead.
The wall met Shane’s back a second later with a soft, breathless thud. He gasped into Ilya’s mouth, head tipping back just enough to let the kiss change shape. Ilya took the opening immediately, one hand spanning his side, the other sliding lower with unmistakable purpose until he was urging, not asking, and Shane’s body answered before his brain managed to.
He lifted. His legs came around Ilya’s waist with embarrassing ease, a reflex by now, something learned in doorways and kitchens and all the places Ilya had discovered he could hold him. The shift dragged a broken sound out of Shane’s throat. He clung, one arm around Ilya’s shoulders, the other hand in his hair, and Ilya held him there like it was nothing. Like he’d wanted him exactly like this from the second he looked at him across the room.
Their mouths didn’t separate for more than a breath at a time. Every kiss was wet and deep and edged with too much feeling. Shane could taste the anger still in him, taste the adrenaline and the desperation and the terrifying relief of being back in this room instead of that hospital corridor. The apartment seemed to tighten around them, all quiet heat and closed curtains and the knowledge that outside those walls everything was still wrong.
“Ilya,” Shane managed finally, mouth brushing his, words barely forming because Ilya kept kissing him through them. “You said no sex here.”
That made him pause. Only enough to pull back the slightest amount, enough that Shane could see his face.
He looked wrecked. Beautifully, dangerously wrecked. Mouth red already. Eyes dark and fixed on Shane’s in a way that made his pulse kick harder. His breathing was rough; one curl had fallen loose over his forehead and he had that same terrible, exhilarating intensity all through him, the kind that made Shane feel half hunted and half worshipped.
“Then,” Ilya said, voice low enough to scrape, “you’ll have to be very, very quiet while I take you apart.”
The sentence slid through Shane like heat. He actually closed his eyes for half a second just from the sound of it, forehead falling briefly against Ilya’s.
“Jesus Christ,” he whispered.
“I know.” Ilya’s mouth brushed the corner of his, not kissing yet, just there. “You have no idea what you do to me when you stand there and say things like that. In this city. After that room. Looking at me like I’m still…” He broke off, jaw tightening. “I need this.”
The honesty of it hit harder than the line had. Shane opened his eyes again and looked at him properly. At the anger still simmering in him, yes, but also the fear underneath it, the barely-contained need to replace one kind of helplessness with another kind of surrender. Something chosen. Something that belonged only to them.
He touched the side of Ilya’s face with one hand, thumb grazing just below his cheekbone.
“I know,” he said softly.
For a second they stayed like that, breathing each other’s air, Shane still held against the wall with his legs locked around Ilya’s waist, all the tension in the room humming around them.
Then Ilya kissed him again.  No words this time. Just mouth and heat and the full, dangerous certainty of being wanted with nowhere else for that want to go. Shane let himself be held there and answered him in kind, trying and failing to stay steady when Ilya’s hands tightened on him as if confirming he was real and here and not going anywhere.
Ilya carried him a few steps to the bed without breaking the kiss, lowering Shane onto the mattress with a careful roughness that spoke of restraint fraying at the edges. Shane’s back met the sheets, legs still loosely wrapped around Ilya’s hips, and for a moment they simply breathed together, foreheads pressed close. 
The city’s distant hum filtered through the walls, a reminder to keep every sound locked down tight. Ilya’s mouth trailed lower, slow and deliberate, sucking a mark just beneath Shane’s jaw before he pulled back enough to look at him. His eyes were still that dark, burning thing, but his hands moved with purpose now, stripping away the last of their clothes until nothing separated them. 
He settled between Shane’s spread thighs, one palm sliding up the inside of one leg to push it wider, exposing him completely. 
“Stay quiet for me,” Ilya murmured against his skin, voice rough as gravel. 
His breath ghosted over Shane’s cock, making it twitch in anticipation. Shane bit his lip hard, nodding once, fingers already curling into the sheets. Ilya didn’t tease. He took him in deep on the first go, mouth hot and wet and relentless, tongue pressing firm along the underside as he sucked. 
Shane’s hips jerked, a strangled gasp dying in his throat before it could escape. One of his hands flew to Ilya’s hair, not pushing, just holding on as pleasure spiked sharp through him. At the same time, Ilya’s slick fingers, and when had he grabbed the lube?, circled his entrance, pressing in with one thick digit, then two, scissoring gently even as his mouth worked him over without mercy. 
The dual sensation hit like a wave: the wet heat swallowing him down, the stretch and curl inside that found his prostate on the second try and rubbed there with focused intent. Shane’s head fell back, mouth open on a silent cry, teeth sinking into his own palm to keep from moaning aloud. Ilya just hummed around him, the vibration shooting straight to Shane’s spine. He added a third finger, thrusting them deeper, faster, while his head bobbed with steady rhythm, taking Shane to the back of his throat again and again. 
Every stroke was careful in its roughness, never hurting, always grounding, Ilya’s free hand stroking soothing circles over Shane’s hip even as the anger and fear still poured out of him through every deliberate movement. Shane’s thighs trembled. He could feel the burn building low, the edge rushing up too fast, but Ilya pulled off with a wet pop just before he tipped over, leaving him gasping and empty and aching. 
“Not yet,” Ilya whispered, voice low and wrecked, lips shiny as he kissed the inside of Shane’s thigh. 
He withdrew his fingers slowly, then shifted up, covering Shane’s body with his own. Their chests pressed together, hearts hammering in sync. Ilya’s cock, hard and leaking, slid against his slick hole, teasing for only a second before he pushed in, slow at first, letting Shane adjust to the thick stretch, then deeper in one steady thrust that stole what little breath Shane had left. 
Shane’s nails dug into Ilya’s back, mouth open against his shoulder, biting down just enough to muffle the sound clawing up his throat. Ilya groaned softly into his neck, the sound barely there, vibrating through them both. He set a pace that was rough but never reckless, deep, rolling snaps of his hips that dragged over Shane’s prostate with every thrust, one hand braced beside Shane’s head, the other cradling the back of his neck like he needed to keep him close, safe, anchored. Sweat slicked their skin. Every breath came short and shared. Ilya’s rhythm faltered once, hips stuttering as the last of the hospital’s shadow burned through him, but he caught himself, pressing a tender kiss to Shane’s temple even as he drove in harder. 
“Love you,” Ilya breathed against his ear, so quiet it was almost lost. “So fucking much. Let me feel you.”
Shane nodded frantically, legs locking tighter around him, body arching to meet every thrust. The pleasure coiled tighter, intense and overwhelming, every sensation sharpened by the need to stay silent, the wet slap of skin hushed by careful angles, the creak of the bed swallowed by their combined weight. 
Ilya’s hand slipped between them, wrapping around Shane’s cock and stroking in time with his hips, thumb sweeping over the head with just the right pressure. It didn’t take long after that. Shane came first, clenching hard around Ilya, mouth pressed to his neck to smother the broken whine that tried to tear free. His whole body shook with it, release spilling hot between them as waves rolled through him, intense and endless.  Ilya followed seconds later, burying himself deep with one final, shuddering thrust, teeth gritted against Shane’s shoulder as he came, pulsing inside him. He stayed there, hips twitching through the aftershocks, arms wrapped tight around Shane like he never wanted to let go. 
For a long moment they just lay tangled together, breathing hard and quiet, Ilya’s weight a solid, comforting press. He pressed soft kisses along Shane’s jaw, his temple, the corner of his mouth, gentle now, all the fire banked into something warm and protective. 
“You’re okay. We are okay.” Ilya whispered finally, voice hoarse but steady, one hand smoothing damp hair back from Shane’s forehead. “I’ve got you. Always.” 
Shane managed a shaky nod, fingers tracing lazy patterns over Ilya’s spine, the apartment settling back into its hushed silence around them. 
Outside, Moscow kept its distance. Inside, the only thing left was the steady beat of two hearts slowing together, wrapped in the afterglow of something fierce and deeply, undeniably theirs. Love. 






      

  












      Chapter 21: Chapter 21.
  



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! Here comes something sweet and tender after the angst of the last chapter. Moreover, I think we are as of now somewhere in the middle of the story as I expect this fic to be around 40 chapter long.
Enjoy!
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PS My song for this one is "you and forever" by Bleachers







  Afterwards, they stayed exactly where they had fallen.
The apartment had gone very still again. Warm now. Used. Full of the smell of sweat and skin and the sharp clean trace of the soap from their showers buried under everything else.
Ilya had not moved far. He was still half over Shane, one thigh tangled between his legs, one arm locked around his waist with a kind of sleepy, possessive force that was much gentler than the grip from the night earlier and somehow more revealing because of it. His face was turned into the side of Shane’s neck, mouth just brushing the skin there every time he breathed. Shane could feel the slow comedown of him in pieces, the easing of his heartbeat, the loosening in his shoulders, the way the hand at his side had gone from holding on to simply staying.
Shane lay under him boneless and flushed and sore in the best, strangest way, one knee still crooked over Ilya’s hip. He was tracing shapes over the tattoos with his fingertips without really thinking about it. Not teasing. Not trying to start anything again. Just touching. Following the petals of the lilies where they crossed his ribs, the delicate lines of leaves and bloom, then drifting toward the broken cage, the quote, the heart. Lightly enough that it was almost absentminded. Intimately enough that it was not. Each time his fingers passed over the ink, Ilya’s skin reacted in small ways. A breath catching. A muscle shifting. A slight tightening of the arm around him as though the contact was being filed somewhere deeper than ordinary touch.
For a while neither of them spoke. Then Shane dragged one fingertip very gently over the line of the quote near Ilya’s side and murmured, 
“Tell me what happens tomorrow.”
He felt Ilya exhale against his throat before he answered.
“Not only tomorrow,” he said, voice still rough and low from everything that had happened tonight. “Later on, too, technically.”
Shane’s mouth softened. 
“Fine. Tell me what happens later on.”
Ilya was quiet for a second, as if he was rearranging his own thoughts into something less jagged before handing them over.
“They’ll take blood,” he said at last. “A lot of it, probably. Some tests, basic labs, whatever else they need to see if I’m even useful.”
Shane let his fingers drift from the lilies to the edge of the cage. 
“Useful,” he repeated softly, not because he liked the word, but because he wanted Ilya to hear how wrong it sounded.
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly against his skin, not quite a smile.
“You know what I mean.”
“I know what you mean,” Shane said. “I still don’t like it.”
A pause.
Then, more quietly, 
“So they test you first. And then?”
Ilya shifted a little, enough to lift his head and rest his chin on Shane’s chest instead. From there he could look at him, or not look at him, as he pleased. In the low bedside light his face looked younger again, not because the strain was gone, but because for the first time since they landed he wasn’t actively bracing against the whole city.
“If I’m not match,” he said, “then that’s it for me. They keep looking. Registry. Other families. Special programs.” His mouth flattened slightly. “And Alexei gets to look at me like I failed his daughter with my blood.”
Shane’s hand stilled on the tattooed skin under it.
“Ilya…”
“I know,” he cut in quietly. “That’s not rational. He’ll still do it.”
Shane looked at him for a long second, then moved his hand from the tattoo to the side of his face instead, thumb resting along his cheek.
“You are not responsible for the quality of your marrow,” he said.
That got the smallest huff of air out of him. Not a laugh, but close enough that Shane felt better for hearing it.
“You sound like very sexy doctor.”
“Good. Maybe the actual doctors will listen to me.”
Ilya’s eyes dropped shut for one brief second, then opened again.
“If I am match,” he went on, quieter now, “then there is more testing. They check if I’m healthy enough. More blood. Screening. Physical exam. They explain the donation properly. Timing. Risks. All of it.”
Shane’s fingertips slid back down to the barbed wire around the heart, moving carefully around the lines like they were still something a little holy to him.
“And the transplant?”
“Not right away.” Ilya’s voice had gone flatter again now, not cold, just focused. “They still have to decide whether she’s stable enough, whether they want to move fast, what kind of transplant schedule they’re working with. They talk in probabilities for hours until everyone wants to die.”
Shane watched his face while he spoke. The precision of it. The way he had clearly already memorized every scrap of structure the doctors had thrown at him because structure was easier to survive than helplessness.
“She may be responding, maybe not.” He looked away briefly. “They didn’t tell me enough because he wouldn’t shut up long enough for anyone to finish a sentence.”
Something hot moved through Shane again at the thought of Alexei in that room, using a child’s illness as another chance to dominate the shape of a conversation.He kept his voice calm anyway. 
“So tomorrow there will be blood and answers about whether you might be a donor.”
“Yes.”
“And then more waiting.”
“Yes.”
Shane let his hand drift over the cage, the quote, then back to the lilies again. It soothed him somehow, the repetitive movement, the fact of this skin under his hand and this body around his.
“How long for the first results?” he asked.
“A few days, probably. Maybe faster if they push it.” A pause. “Which they probably will. I hope so.”
Shane nodded slowly. The room seemed to breathe with them. After a moment he said, 
“And if you are a match… do you want to do it?”
That made Ilya look back at him fully. For the first time since Shane had asked about tomorrow, there was no calculation in his face. No logistics. Just the raw shape of the answer.
“Yes,” he said.
No hesitation. None. Shane’s chest tightened. Even though he had known. Even though he would have been shocked by any other answer. Hearing the absolute certainty in it still did something to him.
“You don’t have to say it like I’m noble,” Ilya murmured after a second, reading him too easily as always. “I’m not. I just…” His throat moved. “If there’s even a chance it helps her, I’ll do it.”
“I know.”
“She’s just a kid.”
“I know.”
The words sat between them for a while. Then Shane’s fingers drifted to the side of the heart and rested there.
“What about you?” he asked quietly. “Does it scare you?”
That earned him a look.
“The donation?”
“All of it.”
Ilya thought about lying. Shane could see it happen in real time, the brief, automatic temptation to dismiss, to minimize, to turn himself back into something sharper and less exposed. Then he let the lie go.
“Yes,” he said.
Shane didn’t interrupt.
“I’m not scared of needles,” Ilya added dryly. “Before you ask.”
“I wasn’t going to.”
“You looked like you might.”
“I looked like I was thinking.”
“Dangerous.”
Shane’s mouth twitched despite himself, but he stayed quiet and let him keep going.
“I’m scared of…” Ilya stopped, searching. “Being useful and still not enough.”
The sentence landed hard. Shane felt it like a hand around his throat, because of course that was the fear. Not just not matching. Worse. Matching, giving, doing everything right, and still living in a world where a ten-year-old could die anyway.
He slid his arm more firmly around Ilya’s shoulders and pulled him a little closer without making it into a rescue. Just contact. Weight. Warmth.
“You’re not a treatment protocol,” he said softly. “You’re not a guarantee. You’re just… you. Ilya. Showing up. Giving what you can.”
Ilya’s face tightened in that way it did when comfort hit somewhere too near the bone.
“I hate when you say normal things and they sound useful.”
“Sorry.”
“No, you’re not.”
“No,” Shane admitted. “I’m not.”
That got him another tiny breath of almost-humor. Then it faded again and left something more fragile behind.
“I’m also scared I won’t match,” he said after a while. “Which is stupid because then at least there’s no procedure, no recovery, no…” He waved a hand vaguely against Shane’s side. “No all of that.”
“But then she goes back to waiting for somebody else.”
“Yes.”
Shane looked up at the ceiling for a second, then back at him.
“There’s no version of this where you get to feel uncomplicated, is there?”
Ilya’s smile this time was very brief and very sad.
 “No.”
“Figures.”
They stayed quiet for another stretch after that. Shane kept tracing patterns over the tattoos as if the repetition itself could make the conversation less sharp. Over a petal. Along the bend of a stem. Around one barb of the wire and then away again.
At some point Ilya caught his hand and pressed a kiss into the inside of his wrist.
“Thank you,” he murmured.
Shane blinked. 
“For what?”
“For coming.”
It was said simply. No dramatic weight added to it. Which made it feel heavier. He looked at him. Really looked at him. Bare chest in the low light, tattoos under Shane’s hand, tired face still carrying the shape of a day too harsh for anyone, and somehow still making space in it to say thank you.
“There was no version of me staying home,” Shane said.
“I know that now.”
“You didn’t before?”
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly. 
“I thought maybe there should have been.”
Shane let that sit for a second.
Then he said, 
“There wasn’t.”
The certainty in his own voice seemed to settle something in Ilya more than any softer reassurance might have. He exhaled slowly and rested more fully on Shane’s chest again, cheek over his heart now, one arm draped heavy across his stomach. Shane held him there and looked at the ceiling while his fingers found the lilies again.
After a while he asked, almost drowsily despite everything, 
“Do I come with you for the blood draw?”
“If you want.”
Shane looked down at him. 
“Do you want?”
That took longer.
“Yes,” Ilya said at last, so quietly it almost disappeared into the room. “But if Alexei is there, I may murder him before breakfast.”
“Understandable.”
“And if the doctors ask things and I get rude, pretend to be shocked.”
“I can’t promise that. I’m starting to enjoy your bedside manner.”
Ilya gave him a flat look from where he lay against him.
 “You are enjoying far too much of this country.”
“I’m enjoying you being hot. There’s a difference.”
That got him a real reaction at last, an incredulous, exhausted little sound that might actually have been the beginning of a laugh.
“Shane.”
“What, baby?”
“You are impossible.”
“Yeah, but it worked. You stopped looking like you wanted to punch another wall.”
“I still might.”
“Please don’t.”
For a moment, very brief but real, the tension in the room eased. Not disappeared. Just loosened enough for them both to breathe a little deeper.
Then Ilya turned his face back into Shane’s chest and said, quieter again, 
“Wake me if I fall asleep and start crushing you.”
Shane’s expression softened all at once.
“Okay.”
“And if I say something awful in my sleep, ignore it.”
“Do you say awful things in your sleep?”
A pause.
“No. But let’s pretend I might. Keeps mystery alive.”
They stayed like that a while longer anyway.
Long enough for the heat in the room to settle into something quieter. Long enough for Shane’s fingers to keep moving over the lilies and the broken cage until the lines of them started to feel familiar under his hand. Long enough for Ilya’s breathing to lose some of that tight, post-rage edge and turn warm and heavy against his chest.
Then Ilya’s stomach growled. Not subtly, either. A loud, deeply offended sound in the middle of all that fragile closeness.
Shane blinked down at him. Ilya closed his eyes for one second like he might be able to will dignity back into the room by sheer force.
Then he sighed and said, very flatly, 
“I’m starving.”
Shane’s mouth twitched. 
“Romantic.”
“I know.” Ilya pushed himself up onto one elbow, still half draped over him, hair a mess again now. “Near-breakdown, declarations, emotional sex, and now my body reminds me I have not eaten properly since… yesterday? Maybe before.” He squinted at the ceiling. “Unclear. Very tragic, yes.”
Shane laughed softly, the sound still a little wrecked around the edges.
“You want me to make something?”
That got him a look. Not offended exactly. More like Shane had suggested boiling shoe leather and calling it a meal.
“No,” Ilya said, with enormous disdain. “Absolutely not.”
“Wow.”
“Come on, Hollander.” He sat up fully now, one hand already reaching blindly for his discarded t-shirt at the side of the bed. “I show you Moscow and then I feed you properly. You will try pelmeni. Real food. Not some Canadian nonsense.”
Shane propped himself up on his elbows and watched him. The shift in him was almost abrupt enough to be funny, hospital rage and donor panic and all the rest of it still lived in his face if you looked directly, but now there was this other thing too. A stubborn, almost aggressive instinct toward life. Toward food. Toward movement. Toward dragging Shane into the city and forcing something like normality onto the evening whether the world deserved it or not.
“You say that like all Canadian food is a personal insult to you.”
“It is,” Ilya said, completely serious, dragging his shirt over his head. “You people boil things and apologize to them.”
“That is not true.”
“It feels true.”
Shane smiled despite himself and swung his legs out of bed. There was something weirdly soothing in the practicality of it. Clothes. Socks. Layers. The little ordinary tasks of existing while the rest of their lives sat outside the bedroom door waiting to get difficult again.
The apartment was cold enough beyond the blankets to sting a little. They dressed fast, half in silence and half in little scraps of talk that felt easier than the bigger things.
“Do we have to be careful?” Shane asked as he pulled on his sweater.
“We always have to be careful,” Ilya said, buttoning dark jeans with one hand while rooting through a drawer with the other. “But less careful if we are just two colleagues getting dinner.”
“That sounds depressing.”
“That sounds like surviving Russia.”
He said it without heat, just fact, and Shane let it pass.
By the time they were both bundled into coats, the room had shifted again, less charged now, less trapped. Still intimate, still sore around the edges, but no longer so tightly sealed around the hospital and tomorrow. Just two men leaving an apartment in winter.
Ilya dug through the suitcase and came up with a scarf Shane hadn’t seen before, dark charcoal and softer than it looked. Without a word, he stepped in close and looped it around Shane’s neck himself.
The gesture was so instinctive, so domestic, that Shane went still. Ilya wrapped it once, twice, then tugged it into place with decisive little movements, tucking the ends neatly into the front of Shane’s coat and pulling the wool up a bit higher against the cold.
“There,” he murmured, more to the scarf than to him. “You look less stupid.”
Shane looked at him. Ilya, who had spent the last twenty-four hours being furious and frightened and sharp enough to cut himself open on his own thoughts, was standing in the entryway of a Moscow apartment fixing his scarf with grave concentration like this was the most obvious thing in the world.
“What?” Ilya said, catching the look.
“Nothing.”
“Liar.”
Shane’s hands came up to his wrists lightly, just enough to still them. 
“You’re very sweet when you’re being mean.”
“I’m never sweet. Russians are not sweet.”
“No?”
“No.”
Shane smiled. 
“You literally just bundled me up.”
“That is because you would die of weather.”
“Mhm.”
Ilya rolled his eyes, but there was no real edge in it now. Just tired affection, the kind that had started to live in all his sharpest lines. For one quiet second they stood there in the small pool of hallway light, close enough that Shane could feel the heat of him under the coat.
Then Ilya leaned in and kissed him. It was nothing like the wall, the post-hospital-fury kiss, or the desperate, dark kisses in bed. This one was gentle. So gentle it almost hurt. Just a soft press of his mouth to Shane’s, no urgency in it at all. A pause. Then another kiss, a little deeper only because Shane tilted his head and answered him. Ilya’s gloved hand came up to cup the side of his jaw through the scarf, thumb just brushing the wool there as though checking that he was warm enough after all.
When he pulled back, he stayed close enough that his breath still warmed Shane’s mouth.
“We eat,” he said quietly. “And then maybe for one hour you don’t look at me like I’m about to shatter.”
The honesty in that landed gently but deep. Shane’s expression softened. 
“Okay.”
Ilya searched his face for one beat longer, then nodded once like he was accepting some private deal between them.
“Good,” he said. “Come on, Hollander. I will show you real food.”
He opened the door and the cold rushed in at once, sharp and clean and full of evening. Shane followed him out, scarf tucked high around his throat, the taste of that sweet little kiss still warm on his mouth.
***
Moscow was almost beautiful at night.
Not soft-beautiful. Nothing in it seemed interested in softness. But the city changed after dark in a way Shane could feel immediately the second they stepped back out into it. The cold sharpened. The traffic became streaks of white and red under wet streetlights. Buildings that had looked severe and colourless by day took on edges and glow and shadow, each one more deliberate somehow. The whole place felt bigger after sunset, as if darkness gave it permission to become fully itself.
Ilya walked half a step ahead of him with his hands in his coat pockets and his scarf tucked high at the throat, moving with the unthinking certainty of someone navigating old ground he would never admit still lived in his muscles. He was less shut down than he’d been coming back from the hospital, but not exactly light either. There was still that coldness riding under him, that Moscow-version of himself, but here and there it loosened enough to let Shane catch glimpses of something else. Familiarity. Dry amusement. A reluctant kind of ownership.
“Tour, Hollander” Ilya said over one shoulder as they crossed a broad street under a traffic light that seemed to take centuries to change. “Since you crossed the world to be here, I suppose I should provide educational enrichment.”
Shane smiled into the scarf wrapped around his mouth. 
“Very generous.”
“Yes. Cherish it.”
The city opened around them in wide, imposing gestures. Big squares. Harshly lit facades. Distances that would have been lovely in another city but here felt almost disciplinary. Shane kept turning his head like he couldn’t take enough of it in at once. The domes. The floodlit government buildings. The old churches that seemed to rise out of nowhere and stand glowing against the dark. The severe, elegant lines of the metro entrances. The long avenues full of headlights and slush and bundled-up people moving with purpose.
He took out his phone to snap a picture of one square lit gold against the black sky.
Ilya glanced over and said, perfectly dry, 
“Yes, yes. Very impressive. We also have electricity.”
Shane snorted. 
“You’re unbearable.”
“You are taking a photo of building.”
“It’s a beautiful building.”
“It’s a ministry.”
“That can still be beautiful.”
Ilya looked genuinely unconvinced by the concept. Still, he slowed a little while Shane took the picture. Then another. Then one of the wet pavement reflecting all the lights in long smudged ribbons.
He was taking photos of everything. The city signs. The tram lines. A little kiosk glowing bright in the cold. A cathedral dome. Even a half-frozen fountain that looked vaguely threatening. It was not exactly subtle, but there was something about seeing Moscow through Shane’s eyes that seemed to amuse Ilya despite himself.
“You are such a tourist,” he murmured, stopping under a streetlamp while Shane framed a shot of some ornate building with too many columns.
“You say that like it’s a crime.”
“Here? Possibly.”
Shane lowered the phone and looked at him. 
“Tell me what that one is.”
Ilya followed his gaze and made a face. 
“Oh. That. A theatre.”
“That’s all I get? A theatre?”
“What more do you want?”
“History. Story. Colour. Emotion. Give it to me, Rozanov.”
“This is Russia, not a podcast.”
Still, he gave in. He always did, a little, after the third or fourth question. So they kept walking, and Ilya pointed things out in his clipped, dry way, and Shane learned to hear the shape of fondness hidden under the sarcasm. He named streets. Buildings. Explained which monument was overpraised and which one was actually worth seeing. Told him, in tones of total disdain, which square got packed with miserable tourists in summer and which church his grandmother had once dragged him into because she was convinced all boys needed icons and discipline.
“You had a grandmother with icons?” Shane asked, delighted by the image.
“I had several grandmothers with icons. This is Russia. Huge families. Slavic grandmas taking acre of everyone.”
“And discipline?”
“That part was less successful.”
Shane laughed softly, and Ilya’s mouth curved despite himself. He kept telling stories too, though never in a straight line. Bits of childhood came out like things shaken loose rather than offered. A skating rink he had hated because the ice was always terrible and the coach smelled like old vodka. A market where his mother once lost him for twenty minutes and found him eating free pickles from a vendor who thought he was cute. A square he and some school friends had cut through in winter to avoid going home too early.
“This is where I stole my first cigarette,” he said at one point, nodding toward a shadowed stretch near a tram stop.
Shane looked at him. 
“How old were you?”
“Too young for your weak Canadian heart.”
“That’s not a number.”
“Twelve, maybe?”
Shane turned his head slowly. 
“Twelve.”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder. 
“It was not a very good cigarette.”
“You were literally a child.”
“Yes.”
“You say that like it’s normal.”
“It was normal for me.”
That shut Shane up for a second, the old ache of that answer moving quietly through him. Then Ilya spared him by pointing down another side street and saying, 
“This is where I got punched for talking back to a boy with ugly haircut.”
Shane’s eyes widened. 
“What?”
Ilya’s expression stayed dry.
 “He deserved worse. The haircut was tragic.”
“Did you win?”
Ilya gave him a look. 
“Obviously.”
They were not touching. Not since the apartment door had shut behind them. That was part of the strange, sharp sweetness of the night. The way they stayed close without performing closeness. The way they matched pace and direction so naturally they might truly have looked like colleagues or old friends or two men who had simply traveled together enough times to know each other’s stride. Every so often one of them would slow and the other would do the same instantly, no need to ask. Every time Shane stopped for a photo, Ilya would stop too, never saying “take your time” and somehow saying it anyway.
There were moments when Shane felt the absence of touch so keenly it was almost like a ghost. A hand he couldn’t put at the back of Ilya’s neck. Fingers he couldn’t thread into his sleeve. The easy domestic brush of bodies denied by the street and the lights and all the people around them. And yet there was intimacy in the restraint too. In the way Ilya kept his body angled just enough toward him. In the way he answered every stupid question Shane asked even when the answer began in mockery. In the way his eyes would flick once over Shane’s scarf, his cheeks, his gloved hands, silently checking that he wasn’t freezing to death from being too Canadian about the weather.
After almost an hour of walking, the monumental city gave way to something narrower. Smaller streets. Lower buildings. Less light. A little row of shops and old facades tucked between uglier blocks. The kind of place Shane would have walked past without ever knowing there was anything in it.
Ilya stopped outside a modest restaurant with a fogged-up window and a little red sign so faded Shane couldn’t tell how old it was. The place looked almost shy compared to the city around it.
“This,” Ilya said, with real finality, “is food.”
Shane tipped his head back to look at the sign. 
“Okay...”
“You have not seen what they serve where you’re from. It's an offense to real food.”
“I’m from Ottawa, not a war zone, Rozanov.”
“Same thing.”
Inside, the restaurant was warm enough to make Shane’s tear for a second. It smelled like broth and butter and black pepper and bread and something richer simmering under all of it. The lighting was low and yellow. The tables were close together. An old radio was playing softly somewhere in the back. The walls were painted in that deeply familiar post-Soviet colour Shane didn’t have a name for yet but would probably never forget now that he’d seen it.
The room held maybe ten tables. A couple at one, an elderly man eating soup alone at another, two university-age boys bent over shared plates near the window. No one paid them much attention beyond the natural glance any new arrivals got.
Shane looked around and immediately pulled out his phone again.
Ilya actually sighed.
“You are taking photos of the wallpaper now?”
“It’s nice wallpaper.”
“It is probably from, like, 1998.”
“That can still be nice.”
“It cannot.”
Still, he was already unbuttoning his coat, already steering Shane toward a booth in the corner with one hand in that efficient, absent-minded way that somehow made Shane feel more cared for than if he’d touched him outright.
The woman who came to the table clearly knew Ilya, or at least recognized the type of him. Not famous-hockey-player type exactly. More like the local category of dark, familiar, particular man who belonged here enough not to be fussed over.
They spoke in Russian. Fast. Dry. The waitress looked at Shane once, then back at Ilya, and Shane caught enough tone to know she’d asked something teasing.
Ilya answered without even glancing at him.
“What did she say?” Shane asked once the waitress left.
“That your accent when you said hello was an assault on the language.”
“That is so rude.”
“It is also true.”
Shane kicked him gently under the table. Ilya’s mouth twitched.
Menus appeared and then vanished almost immediately because Ilya ignored them. He ordered for both of them with the complete confidence of a man who would rather die than let Shane choose badly in his city.
“You don’t even know what I like,” Shane protested.
“Yes, I do.”
“No, you don’t.”
“You like pretending you are adventurous and then getting scared when something has visible dill or parsley on it.”
“That happened one time.”
“Exactly.”
The food came in stages, and Shane took photographs of all of it despite Ilya’s increasingly offended commentary. A bowl of borscht the colour of dark wine with a pale swirl of sour cream in the middle. Thick black bread. Pickles. Potatoes with butter and herbs. Then the pelmeni, steaming and glossy and smelling so good Shane actually stopped talking for a second when the plate landed.
Ilya noticed immediately.
“There,” he said, with deep satisfaction. “A real emotion.”
Shane looked at him over the bowl. 
“That smells incredible.”
“I know.”
He always looked a little different when food arrived. Looser. Less watchful. A little smug in the most domestic possible way, like someone’s grandmother had briefly possessed him and was now offended by all lesser cuisines.
Shane tasted everything exactly the way Ilya told him to, this with sour cream, that first without, then with mustard, no not like that, Hollander, are you five?, and by the third bite of the pelmeni he had fully given up on pretending moderation.
“Oh my God,” he said.
Ilya looked unbearably pleased. 
“Yes.”
“This is absurd.”
“Yes.”
“I’m moving here for the dumplings.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Maybe just for these dumplings.”
“Still no.”
He paid for everything, of course. Shane saw him do it and reached for his wallet on principle. Ilya gave him a look so coldly offended that he stopped halfway through the gesture.
“What?”
“You crossed the planet for me.”
“That does not mean you buy me dinner forever.”
“Tonight it does.”
“That’s not a rule.”
“It is now.” Ilya handed over cash without even looking away from Shane. “You can pay for something later when your country develops real food.”
Shane laughed, low enough not to carry. It was absurd and warm and a little surreal, sitting in a small Moscow restaurant with the man he loved insulting his homeland while ordering him dumplings and soup and black bread. Outside, the city was still hard. The hospital still existed. Alexei still existed. Tomorrow’s blood work and all the uncertainty after it still hung over everything.
But for an hour, there was this. Food. Heat. A booth in the corner. Ilya translating only the meanest remarks from the waitress because he thought Shane should suffer a little if he was going to keep taking photos of the pickles.
***
When they stepped back out into the street, the cold hit all at once again, but it felt less punishing now with food in his stomach and Moscow no longer entirely abstract.
Shane paused under the restaurant sign and took one more photo, of the fogged window, the wet pavement, the reflection of streetlights. Then, before he could stop himself, he turned the phone and snapped one of Ilya too.
Ilya, halfway into his coat, scarf loose, face turned with immediate irritation toward the camera.
“What the fuck was that?”
“A photo.”
“Obviously. Delete it.”
“No.”
“You cannot keep taking documentary evidence of me in this city.”
“I absolutely can.”
Ilya stared at him, then looked away with a tiny, deeply annoyed exhale. Shane tucked the phone away smiling, because he already knew it was going to be one of his favourite pictures ever taken.
Then they started walking again, side by side, not touching, not needing to, carrying between them the strange quiet intimacy of being together in a place that didn’t want to recognize what they were and somehow not letting that take everything.
They were halfway down the block, the cold tightening around them again now that the restaurant warmth had left their coats, when Shane glanced sideways at him and asked, 
“Okay, but what’s your actual favorite place here?”
Ilya kept walking for two more steps as if he hadn’t heard. Then: 
“What?”
“Your favorite place in Moscow.” Shane shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and looked around at the dark street, the wet black gloss of the pavement, the lines of old buildings under yellow light. “You keep showing me things like a sarcastic museum guide, but that’s not the same.”
Ilya cut him a look. 
“Sarcastic museum guide is very respectable profession.”
“I’m sure. But you know what I mean.” Shane’s mouth softened. “Not just the place tourists are supposed to like. Yours.”
For a second Ilya looked almost wary of the question. Not because it was dangerous exactly. More because it reached under the dry jokes and city facts and little childhood stories and asked for something truer. He looked ahead again, toward the long street opening out into the city, and his expression shifted into something quieter.
Then he said, 
“Come on.”
That was all. No explanation. No argument. Just a turn of his body and a slight increase in pace, enough that Shane knew he’d gotten a real answer just by the fact that Ilya had chosen movement over deflection.
So he followed.
The city widened around them as they walked. Streets they had already crossed now looked different in the deeper dark, more theatrical somehow. The traffic thinned a little. The light from shopfronts grew sparser and grander buildings took over, the kind that did not need decoration because they had scale instead. Moscow after dinner felt less like a place of errands and more like a place of statements. Every avenue too broad. Every façade too deliberate. Every turn opening onto some larger geometry of power and history and old stone under winter sky.
Shane kept pace beside him, not asking again, content suddenly just to let Ilya lead.
They passed little kiosks still open despite the cold, their windows bright with snacks and cigarettes and drinks in stacked rows. At one of them, Ilya stopped.
The woman inside slid the window open with a look of deep pre-existing irritation at the world. Ilya said something in Russian and handed over cash before Shane could even see what he was buying. A minute later he turned with two hot paper-wrapped things in his gloved hands and held one out.
“What is it?” Shane asked.
“Try first.”
“That’s suspicious.”
“Yes. Try anyway.”
Shane took it. It was warm through the paper, greasy in a very promising way. He peeled back enough to reveal a fried, golden little parcel, blistered at the edges, steam slipping out into the cold. 
“Pirozhok,” Ilya said, as if granting him a gift of language. “Potato one.”
Shane bit into it and immediately made a low sound of approval he would’ve denied if challenged.
Ilya watched him with insufferable satisfaction. 
“See?”
“It’s unfair how good your food is.”
“It’s because we suffer more. It’s very Russian.”
“That cannot be the official explanation.”
“It should be.”
They kept walking, eating with gloved hands and breath clouding in front of them. The pirozhok was simple and perfect, soft potato, pepper, warm dough, salt, that exact kind of street-food comfort that seemed designed for nights like this. Shane took a photo of his before he finished it, which earned him a flat, resigned look.
“You are documenting a potato pastry.”
“It’s not just a potato pastry. It’s your culture.”
“It is literally a potato pastry.”
“You have no poetry.”
“I have excellent poetry. I’m just not wasting it on fried dough.”
Still, his mouth twitched, and Shane knew he was winning.
They turned one more corner. And then the city opened.
Red Square at night did not feel real at first.
Shane actually slowed, not because he meant to, but because his body had to catch up to what his eyes were doing. The space seemed to appear all at once, vast and stark and luminous under the night. The old walls. The towers. The impossible bright geometry of Saint Basil’s at one end like something from a fever dream or a child’s book. The cobblestones dark with damp. The whole place lit in gold and amber and red, every line sharpened by the cold.
For a few seconds he forgot to say anything. Beside him, Ilya went still too. Not the rigid, defensive stillness from the airport or hospital. Something else. The kind of stillness people had in places they knew by body memory, places that had become part of their internal architecture long before they had words for what they meant.
“This,” Ilya said quietly, “is my favorite.”
Shane looked at him, then back at the square.
“Yeah,” he said softly. “I can see why.”
Ilya nodded once, his gaze still on the space ahead.
They walked a little farther in, boots sounding different on the wet stones than they had on the ordinary streets, as if even footfalls carried more history here. The tourists were thinner at this hour, just a scattering of people taking photos, a cluster near the cathedral, a few bundled figures crossing the wide dark expanse with purpose.
Shane turned slowly, taking it all in.
“So,” he said after a moment, voice low because the place seemed to ask for that, “why this one?”
Ilya shoved his free hand deeper into his coat pocket and looked out across the square before answering.
“Because it feels like everything at once,” he said. “History, power, beauty, propaganda, religion, blood. Russia loves places that are several lies and truths at the same time.” He tilted his head slightly toward the cathedral. “That thing is ridiculous. Completely excessive. Looks like someone let a madman design candy for God. And then over there…” his chin tipped toward the long severe lines of the Kremlin wall “...is power. Not pretty, not pretending to be soft, just there.”
Shane watched him while he spoke. His voice had changed. Still dry, yes, still unmistakably Ilya, but deeper somehow. Less performative. Like this place had knocked something into alignment.
“I came here a lot when I was younger,” he went on. “Not because I was patriotic. Nyet. Mostly because it was central and dramatic and easy to disappear into if you didn’t want to go home yet.” A small pause. “At night especially. It’s better at night.”
“Why?”
He looked at Shane then, and his expression was very open in a way that caught him by surprise.
“Because the city stops pretending it belongs to politics and starts belonging to ordinary people,” he said. “And somehow that’s more honest.”
Shane’s chest tightened around the sentence. He looked back at the square, trying to imagine his Ilya younger here. A teenager maybe, rebelious and furious and too beautiful already, walking these stones with his hands in his pockets because anywhere was better than home if home was waiting.
“You came here alone?”
“Mostly.”
“Were you okay?”
The question slipped out before he could decide whether it was fair. Ilya’s mouth curved faintly. Not mockery. Something sadder.
“No,” he said. “But I liked being here anyway.”
The honesty of it sat between them, cold and clear as the air. He gestured then, not dramatic, just enough to include the whole impossible place. 
“It’s Russian in a way other places aren’t. Too much and not enough. Beautiful and awful. Ornamental and violent. You stand here and you can feel centuries of people trying to make meaning out of suffering and empire and God and snow.”
Shane looked at him. 
“That’s the most romantic thing you’ve said all day.”
“That was not romantic.”
“It was a little romantic.”
“It was political and architectural.”
“Sure.”
Ilya rolled his eyes, but he was smiling now. Small. Real. Shane took his phone out again and snapped three quick photos of the square, then one of Saint Basil’s, then another of the wet stones reflecting all the lights.
When he lowered it, Ilya was watching him with that exasperated fondness he wore like a second scarf now.
“What?”
“You are incapable of just looking at something.”
“I am looking.”
“You are collecting pictures.”
“Maybe I want proof you brought me here.”
That stopped him. Only for a second, but enough that Shane felt it.
Then Ilya looked away toward the cathedral and said, quieter now, 
“I brought you.”
The sentence landed more heavily than it should have for three simple words.
Shane turned his face toward the square again because suddenly the whole night felt a little too close to the bone. They stood side by side for a while after that, not speaking much. They didn’t touch, couldn’t, not here, not with cameras and guards and strangers and all the invisible edges around them, but the lack of touch had become its own kind of language by now. The way they stood close enough that their sleeves nearly brushed. The way they looked at the same thing and knew, without saying, when to stay quiet.
Eventually Shane said, 
“What’s the history, then? If you’re already doing political architecture poetry.”
Ilya huffed softly and told him.
Not like a guide. Not fully. More like someone talking about a place he had argued with for years and still couldn’t stop loving in his own complicated way. He spoke about tsars and Soviet marches and parades and executions and symbols layered over older symbols until the whole square became exactly what he’d said it was, many truths and lies at once. About how places like this were built to make people feel small in front of the state and eternal in front of history, often at the same time. About how children were brought here and taught one story, and adults came back and slowly learned others.
Shane listened, cold forgotten, pirozhok gone, his phone temporarily ignored in his pocket. There was something about hearing Ilya talk like this, dry, intelligent, unwilling to romanticize, and still clearly moved by the place despite himself, that made him feel all over again how little of him he had actually exhausted learning. There was always more. Another room. Another country. Another way his mind worked when he let it.
At one point, while explaining some piece of Soviet ceremonial grandeur with open contempt, Ilya said, 
“And of course everyone was supposed to stand here and feel very grateful and very small, which is distinctly Russian hobby.”
Shane laughed softly. 
“You must have been unbearable as a child.”
“I was adorable.”
“I doubt that.”
“I had cheeks.”
“I’m not saying you weren’t cute. I’m saying you were definitely unbearable.”
“That is still just slander with affection in it.”
Shane looked at him and thought, absurdly, yes.
After a while the cold pushed at them hard enough that even awe and history and architecture couldn’t quite override it anymore. Shane’s fingers were numb in his gloves. Ilya’s nose had gone pink at the tip, which Shane immediately and privately adored.
“We should go back,” Ilya said at last.
The words came reluctantly, like he knew the square had done what he’d wanted it to do and maybe a little more. Shane nodded. 
“Okay.”
Neither moved immediately. Then Ilya turned first and they started back the way they’d come, leaving the lit vastness behind them and folding again into the ordinary streets of the city.
On the walk back, Shane looked back once over his shoulder for one final glimpse of the lights and the towers and the impossible softness of Saint Basil’s against all the surrounding severity.
He understood now why Ilya had brought him there. Not to impress him. Not really to educate him, either. To show him something true. And Shane, following him back through the cold Moscow night with a phone full of photographs and the taste of hot potato and dough still lingering from the street snack, felt that truth settle somewhere deep.
The city was in him. In his dry voice and his sharp eye and the hardness he put on like a coat and the beauty he carried almost carelessly. In his contradictions. In his refusal to let any one version of a thing be the whole of it. In the way Ilya loved, carefully and helplessly and with his whole body. 
***
By the time they got back to the apartment, the night had settled fully into their bones.
Not just the cold, though there was plenty of that, the sting still clinging to Shane’s cheeks, the numbness in his fingers even after the gloves came off, the damp edges of scarves and coat hems. It was the whole day sitting in them too. Hospital corridors. Alexei’s face. Red Square under lights. The weird, improbable comfort of hot food in a small restaurant. Moscow itself, with all its hardness and grandeur and old ghosts, still humming somewhere under Shane’s skin.
They had stopped on the way back at a little grocery shop lit in harsh white, the kind of place that stayed open too late and sold everything from bottled water to pickles to very sad-looking pastries. Shane had mostly followed Ilya through the narrow aisles with a basket and watched him move back into practical mode, choosing things quickly, with the confidence of someone who had once known these shelves by category and instinct. Bread. Butter. Eggs. Ham and cheese. Some fruit and vegetables that looked half decent. Yoghurts. A packet of cookies that Shane had not noticed until later. Tea.
The apartment door shut behind them with a familiar solid click. And just like that, the city was outside again. Ilya locked the door, shrugged off his coat, and stood there for a second with the grocery bag still in one hand, his shoulders dropping by a fraction at a time. It was subtle, but Shane saw it. The way the Moscow face loosened the moment the walls were around them and no one else could watch.
He reached automatically for the curtains first, drawing them closed all the way, checking the edges with his fingers. Then the kitchen light. Then the groceries on the counter. Shane stood near the doorway unwinding his scarf, still carrying that faint ache in his chest from the square, from the hospital, from all of it.
Ilya glanced over once and said, 
“Sit.”
Shane blinked. 
“Bossy.”
“You are visibly freezing.”
“I’m not visibly anything.”
“You’re pink.”
“That’s just my face.”
“Exactly. Sit.”
There was no real edge in it. Just tired affection dressed up in irritation, which had become one of Shane’s favourite forms of care without him even noticing when, so he sat on one of the stools by the counter and watched.
Ilya unpacked the groceries with quick, economical movements. The little apartment kitchen had already started to feel more inhabited just from that, from the paper bag on the counter, fruit in a bowl, a loaf of bread leaning against the wall, ordinary things taking up space in this strange city. He set the tea aside separately, almost absentmindedly, and reached for the kettle.
Shane’s gaze caught on it.
“You bought tea?”
Ilya didn’t look up. 
“Obviously.”
“You don’t even like tea.”
“I tolerate tea.”
Shane smiled a little. 
“That’s not what I know about you.”
Ilya filled the kettle and set it down with more care than the answer deserved.
Then, still not looking at him, he murmured, 
“It’s for you.”
The simple quietness of that made something in Shane’s chest go soft all over again.
“You bought me tea.”
“That is what I just said.”
“In Russia.”
“Oh my God.”
Shane laughed under his breath. 
“Sorry, it’s just…”
“What?”
“It’s sweet.”
That got him to look over at last. Ilya’s expression was flat on purpose, but the colour that rose just faintly over the tops of his cheekbones gave him away.
“I bought the tea because you look like someone who would emotionally deteriorate without access to warm beverages,” he said. “Do not make it weird.”
“It was already weird. We are in Moscow and we are hiding.”
“That is true.”
The kettle began to hum. Ilya moved around the kitchen with that same understated competence he brought to everything domestic, as if he had no idea how intimate it was to watch him inhabit a room this way. Mug. Teabag. Water. A little spoon. No fuss. No performance. Just the steady act of making something warm for Shane because he wanted him warm.
Shane watched him the whole time.
When the tea was ready, Ilya set it in front of him with a quiet little tap against the counter. 
“Careful.”
Shane wrapped both hands around the mug immediately, the heat seeping into his fingers and then farther in.
“Thank you.”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder. 
“Drink.”
The apartment had gone very calm. Not happy exactly. Not simple. But calm in that worn, post-midnight way, after too much has happened and all the worst words are already behind you for one day. The tea helped. So did the sight of the groceries on the counter, the little proofs that there would be a morning here, and another one after that, and they would need bread and butter and tea to get there.
After a while, when the tea was half gone and his face no longer felt numb from the cold, Shane said,
 “Do we still have to shower separately?”
It came out lighter than he felt. Ilya was leaning against the opposite counter, arms folded loosely, watching him over the dim kitchen light. At the question, something in his face changed, not surprise, exactly. More like a brief, private softening.
“No,” he said quietly.
That was all but the air between them shifted around the word.
The shower this time was nothing like the first one. No hurried turns taken at the bathroom door, no distance measured in tiled walls and running water. Just both of them in the warm steam and the little cramped space, stripped back down to skin and tiredness and the practical tenderness of washing a day off each other.
The water beat softly over their shoulders. Ilya washed Shane’s hair once with surprising patience, fingers working shampoo gently through it while Shane stood under the spray with his eyes closed and let himself be taken care of. Shane returned the favour, slower because he liked any excuse to touch him, combing the conditioner through the wet strands with his fingers and then smoothing them back from his forehead.
No urgency. No sharp need. Just warmth and the quiet intimacy of bodies that had already spent the day carrying too much. At one point Ilya leaned his forehead briefly to Shane’s shoulder while the water ran over both of them, and neither said anything about it.
After, they dried off in the warm little bathroom, close enough that towels bumped and elbows knocked and their skin still carried the afterheat of the shower. Shane pulled on soft sleep pants and one of his old t-shirts. Ilya wore only loose dark sweats and nothing else, his skin still damp at the collarbones, tattoos darkened by water and warmth.
The bedroom felt softer when they came back to it. Less like a hiding place. More like a room.
They slid under the blankets with the bedside light low and the apartment sealed around them again. Shane settled onto his side instinctively, already half expecting the familiar shape of Ilya behind him, the automatic gathering-in that had become their default.
But this time Ilya didn’t move immediately. He stayed a few inches away, propped on one elbow, looking at Shane with a strange kind of hesitancy that almost made him sit up.
“What?” Shane asked softly.
Ilya’s eyes flicked down, then back to his face. And then, in a voice so quiet Shane felt it more than heard it, he said, 
“Can I hold you?”
The question went through him like a blade wrapped in velvet.
For a second Shane just stared. Not because he didn’t want it. Because he did, so much and so immediately that his whole body ached with it. Because Ilya almost never asked like that. He just did. He took, he gathered, he pulled Shane into him as if both their bodies already knew where they belonged. The asking made it different. The asking made it bare.
“Yes,” Shane said at once, and his own voice had gone softer than he meant it to. “Of course.”
Something passed across Ilya’s face then, relief, maybe, or gratitude for a kindness he should not have needed permission to trust and yet clearly did.
He moved in slowly this time. No crushing urgency, no grip too tight around the ribs. Just the long, careful slide of his body behind Shane’s until the whole line of him was there, warm chest to Shane’s back, one arm coming around his waist, one hand settling flat over his stomach. His face tucked into the back of Shane’s neck, lips barely touching skin.
Shane let out a long breath and sank into him. The hold tightened eventually, but not in panic. In need. In that quiet, human way people held onto what soothed them when they finally stopped pretending they were above being soothed.
And that, more than anything, was what undid Shane.
Because he could feel it now clearly: this wasn’t just Ilya putting him somewhere familiar so they could sleep. This was Ilya taking comfort from him. Actively. Openly. Using Shane’s body as a place to come down, to anchor, to soften the edges of the day enough that sleep might eventually happen.
He was soothing himself in him. The thought made Shane’s throat ache, so he did the only thing he could think to do: he covered Ilya’s hand with his own and held it there against his stomach, letting the weight of it stay.
For a long time neither of them spoke. Then Ilya murmured, so low it was almost lost in the dark, 
“Thank you.”
Shane turned his head just enough that his words brushed the damp edge of Ilya’s hair. 
“You don’t have to thank me for this.”
“I know.” A pause. “Still.”
Shane’s fingers moved over the back of his hand slowly, absent little strokes. Not enough to wake or stir too much, just enough to keep contact alive.
“You can hold me whenever you want,” he said quietly.
He felt, rather than saw, Ilya’s eyes close.
“Careful,” he murmured. “I might start doing it all the time.”
“Yeah?”
“Da.”
The answer came wrapped in something almost like sleep already, but not quite. Something softer and more dangerous.
Shane smiled into the dark. 
“Good.”
Behind him, Ilya breathed him in once, deep and quiet, like he was committing the shape of this to memory too.
For a while after that, they only breathed. The apartment had gone completely still around them. No traffic loud enough to matter through the curtains, no voices in the hall, no water in the pipes. Just the low, steady hum of heat somewhere in the walls and the even quieter sound of Ilya breathing against the back of Shane’s neck.
He was holding him so close now that Shane could feel every slow expansion of his chest, every slight shift of his mouth against his skin, every place where the warmth of him had soaked through the thin cotton of his shirt and turned into something almost indistinguishable from his own body heat. One of Ilya’s legs was tangled through his. His arm was still around his waist. Their hands were folded together against Shane’s stomach under the blanket.
Shane stared into the dark and let himself feel it.
Not just the comfort. The trust of it. The shape of what they’d become without really meaning to, something fierce enough to survive airports and hospitals and family cruelty, and soft enough that Ilya could ask can I hold you? in a voice like that and Shane would feel it in his bones.
He could tell Ilya wasn’t asleep. Not yet. He was too still for sleep. Too carefully still. As if he’d found a position that worked and was afraid to move because moving might remind his mind to start again.
So Shane stayed still too. Then, very quietly, he said, 
“I’m glad I came.”
The arm around him tightened by a fraction.
“I know,” Ilya murmured.
Shane smiled faintly into the dark. 
“You keep saying that.”
“Because you keep saying obvious things.”
“That one was not obvious.”
“It was very obvious. You chased me across cities.”
“Yeah, alright. Fair.”
Silence settled again, but it was a changed silence now. A listening one. Shane could feel words gathering in himself with nowhere useful to go except out. Maybe it was the dark. Maybe it was Moscow. Maybe it was the aftershock of seeing Ilya so furious and helpless and tender all in the same day. Whatever it was, it sat warm and urgent under his ribs until not speaking felt harder than speaking.
So he said, softly, 
“I don’t think I understood before how much I loved you.”
The arm around him went even more still. Not gone. Just still. For a second Shane wondered if he’d said too much too suddenly, if he’d broken some fragile sleepy truce the night had been building for them.
Then he felt Ilya’s mouth brush once, just once, against the back of his shoulder.
“What does that mean?” he whispered.
His voice was low and careful, and under the care there was something else. Not fear exactly. More like he was standing in front of something huge and trying not to scare it off with the shape of his own breathing.
Shane thought about the answer.
“It means I knew,” he said after a while. “I knew enough to leave Rose. I knew enough to stand in the rain and tell you. I knew enough to get on a plane.” He swallowed. “But this, today, all of this, I think I only really understood it when it got this ugly.”
He felt Ilya shift slightly behind him, not pulling away, just easing enough to hear better.
“When it was good,” Shane went on, voice even quieter now, “it was easy to think love was all the parts of you I wanted. Sex. Hockey. The way you look at me. The way everything feels bigger when you’re in the room. But today…” He stopped, breathed once, started again. “Today I watched you walk back into things that hurt you and still go because a little girl needed you. I watched you try not to come apart in a hospital corridor. I watched you be cruel and furious and scared and still…” He tightened his fingers over Ilya’s hand. “Still you. And I just…”
His throat tightened hard enough that the sentence almost broke there.
“I love all of it,” he said finally. “Not just the parts that make me feel good. All of it. Even the parts that scare me.”
He could feel how awake Ilya was now. Entirely. Every inch of him listening. The dark stretched.
“Shane.”
The way he said his name nearly undid him on the spot.
Shane turned a little in the circle of his arms, enough that he could look back over his shoulder in the dim. There wasn’t much light, only the faint gold from the clock and the softer edge of the bedside lamp they’d forgotten to switch fully off, but it was enough to catch pieces of Ilya’s face. The line of his cheek. The dark shine of his eyes. The tenderness he never quite managed to hide in private, no matter how hard he tried.
“What?” Shane asked.
Ilya looked at him for a long time before he answered.
“I think,” he said slowly, “that I have been in love with you for so long that sometimes I forget it is still possible for it to get worse.”
Shane’s breath caught. 
“Worse?”
“Worse,” Ilya repeated, and now there was the faintest curve to his mouth, small and sad and adoring all at once. “Bigger. More embarrassing. More… catastrophic.”
That made something warm and helpless move through Shane’s chest.
“Ilya…”
“No, listen.” His hand tightened around Shane’s under the blanket, not enough to stop him speaking, just enough to say stay here with me while I say this. “I thought I knew what it was, before. When we were younger. Even after. I thought it was just this awful, permanent thing I would carry and maybe make it smaller by pretending I was fine.” His eyes stayed fixed on Shane’s face. “Then you stood in that airport. Then you crossed the world. Then today happened and you looked at me in that hospital and didn’t flinch.”
Shane felt his whole body go still.
“And now,” Ilya said, voice thinning a little around the edges in a way that made the words feel even more precious for surviving it, “now I am lying in this bed in a city I hate, after a day I would not wish on anyone, and the only thing in my life that does not feel poisoned is you.”
The words landed so deep Shane couldn’t answer at first. He just stared at him. Ilya’s face in the dark had gone rawer than Shane had ever seen it. Not because he was crying. He wasn’t. Not because he looked broken. He didn’t. It was something harder to survive than that. He looked open. Stripped all the way down to the nerve.
“I don’t know how to explain what that feels like,” he said more quietly. “To have one clean thing left in you and realize it’s a person.”
Shane turned fully then. Not rushing. Not breaking the hold if he could help it. Just carefully shifting until he was facing him inside the nest of blankets, their legs tangled differently now, their joined hands caught between them. The movement brought their faces close enough that Shane could feel Ilya’s breath against his mouth.
For one second they only looked at each other. Then Shane lifted his free hand and touched his face. The skin there was warm, still a little damp from the shower at the temples. The line of his cheekbone was familiar now, and still every time Shane traced it he felt some part of himself react like it had found something holy by accident.
“You are not poisoned,” Shane whispered.
Ilya’s eyes closed. The sentence seemed to go through him like pain first, then relief. When he opened them again, there was something almost unbearable in his expression.
“You say things,” he murmured, “like you don’t understand they stay in me forever, Hollander.”
Shane’s thumb moved once just below his eye.
“Good,” he said.
That got a tiny breath out of him, half a laugh and half something much more fragile.
“I’m serious,” Shane said. “Let them stay.”
Ilya looked at him, and the look itself felt intimate in a way that had nothing to do with nakedness or beds or the things they’d done an hour earlier. This was slower. Stranger. More dangerous. The kind of intimacy that made the whole body feel too small for what it was carrying.
Then Ilya leaned in and kissed him. Not hard, not hungry. Just a slow, almost trembling press of his mouth to Shane’s, as if he needed to answer with touch because language had already gone as far as it could without falling apart. Shane kissed him back with the same care, one hand still on his face, the other trapped warm between their chests.
When they pulled apart, they stayed close enough that their noses brushed.
“I love you,” Ilya said.
The words were almost soundless. Nothing like the rain. Nothing like the desperate alley confession or the fury-bruised words from before. This was quieter, which made it feel even more enormous.
“I know I say it,” he went on, before Shane could answer. “I know we throw it at each other when it’s intense enough and the room is dark enough and we’ve just had sex or nearly died at the rink or both. But I need to say it like this too.”
Shane’s whole chest ached.
“Okay,” he whispered.
Ilya held his gaze.
“I love you when you’re sleeping and impossible to wake and steal all the blankets and then pretend you didn’t,” he said. “I love you when you’re arrogant on the ice and when you’re anxious in kitchens and when you look at maps like they personally wronged you. I love you when you think too much and when you stop thinking entirely and do something unhinged like board a plane to follow me to Russia.” His mouth trembled once in what might almost have been a smile. “I love you when you are brave in all the wrong ways. I love you when you are soft. I love you when you make me less alone than I deserve.”
Shane had to close his eyes for one second because the force of it was too much. When he opened them again he could feel wetness at the corners and didn’t even care enough to be embarrassed.
“I love you,” he said back, voice unsteady now. “I love you when you’re impossible, too, and mean and smarter than me and pretending not to care about things you care about so much it hurts. I love you when you cook and when you play and when you get this look on your face like the whole world has just become your enemy and you’re still going to walk through it anyway.” He swallowed hard. “I love you when you’re scared. I love you when you’re gentle. I love you when you let me see the parts you think make you harder to love, because they don’t. They just make me…”
He broke off, overwhelmed by the size of the truth and the inadequacy of every word for it.
“Make you what?” Ilya whispered.
Shane looked at him and gave up on trying to sound elegant.
“Worse,” he said. “Just… worse. More. I don’t know. I love you so much it keeps making me stupid.”
That did it. Ilya smiled then, really smiled, small and wrecked and beautiful in the dark. He pressed his forehead to Shane’s and laughed once under his breath, not because it was funny but because it was too much and there was nowhere else for the feeling to go.
“Yes,” he murmured. “That.”
Shane smiled helplessly back. They stayed forehead to forehead for a while, breathing each other’s air, saying nothing because saying more would only risk ruining the exact shape of the moment and neither of them seemed willing to do that.
Eventually Ilya’s hand moved from under the blanket to the back of Shane’s neck. He held him there, thumb resting warm under his ear, and said, low enough that it sounded like a confession made only to skin, 
“If this city tries to take something out of me, I need you to remind me who I am before we leave.”
The sentence hit Shane harder than anything else had. He cupped the back of Ilya’s head, fingers sinking lightly into the still-damp hair there.
“I will,” he said at once.
“Good,” Ilya said softly, “I expect you to put it back.”
Shane huffed a tiny, broken laugh.
“Deal.”
They kissed again after that. Slow. Tender in that almost unbearable way that comes only after truth has already stripped everything else away. Nothing urgent in it. Nothing to prove. Just mouths lingering because they could, because sleep was still a little way off, because this was one place the city hadn’t reached yet.
When they finally settled again, it was with Shane folded into him and Ilya’s face tucked against his throat, their legs tangled under the blankets, the room warm and dark and close around them.
Shane felt the shape of the confession still inside him, alive and almost too bright to bear.
“Ilya,” he said softly into his hair.
“Shane.”
“If we get through this…”
Ilya lifted his head slightly. 
“When.”
Shane smiled in the dark. 
“When we get through this,” he corrected, “I’m taking you somewhere so boring and safe and full of terrible Canadian food that you’ll complain for a week.”
Ilya’s mouth brushed the base of his throat in what might have been a kiss.
“Good,” he murmured. “I’ll still be in love with you there too.”
And that, absurdly, was the thing that finally made Shane’s eyes sting for real. He hid his face in Ilya’s hair, smiled helplessly into it, and held him tighter.
Outside, Moscow stayed cold and watchful beyond the curtains. Tomorrow still waited with hospitals and blood draws and Alexei and all the rest of it. In the dark, in bed, with their bodies tangled together and those impossible confessions still warm between them, they let love be as intense and sensual and tender as it wanted. Ilya had Shane. And Shane had Ilya. 
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      This was very difficult for me to write because grief is something I carry very close to my heart. Nevertheless, I really hope it did not worsen the quality of the chapter. And I promise, it does get better eventually.
Lots of love, please, let me know your thoughts in the comments.







  Morning came grey and close again, the apartment still holding the last of the night like it was reluctant to let go.
Shane woke slowly this time, not with the sharp drop of dread straight into his chest the way he had the first morning in Moscow, but with warmth first. Heat at his back, an arm across his waist, the weight of another body fitted behind his like something made to keep him in one piece. For one soft, stupid second he was nowhere at all, just warm, just held.
Then memory slid back in. Moscow. The apartment. The hospital. Alina. Blood tests. Alexei.
He kept his eyes closed for another breath anyway, selfish enough to steal that small in-between for one more second. Ilya’s hand was splayed over his stomach under the blanket, broad and still. His chest rose and fell against Shane’s back in a rhythm that told him immediately what he felt before he even opened his eyes. Awake. Not restless exactly. Not moving. Just awake in that dangerous, too-quiet way that meant his mind had been going for a while already.
Shane opened his eyes. The room was dim, the curtains still pulled tight, the light around the edges pale and cold. Everything felt hushed. Shane shifted a little, enough to look over his shoulder, and found Ilya exactly where he’d expected: awake, staring up at the ceiling, one arm under his own head, the other still wrapped around Shane, holding him so, so close. His face was calm in the most unconvincing way possible.
“Morning,” Shane murmured.
Ilya’s eyes flicked down to him, softened by a fraction.
“Morning.”
His voice sounded tired but not wrecked. Just low. Used already, somehow, though the day had barely started.
Shane turned more fully in his arms until they were face to face under the blankets, one of his legs sliding over Ilya’s. The movement made the arm around his waist tighten automatically, instinctively, and Shane felt his chest pull a little at how immediate the reaction was. Like even half-lost in whatever he’d been thinking, Ilya’s body still knew keep him here.
“You’ve been awake long?” Shane asked.
“Long enough.”
“That’s not the time.”
“No.”
Shane looked at him for a second. His hair was a mess, curly and soft in the low light, one curl fallen across his forehead. His mouth was set strangely, not hard, not exactly, but thoughtful in a way that never meant anything easy.
“What is it?” Shane asked quietly.
Ilya was silent for a beat. Then he exhaled through his nose and looked back up at the ceiling.
“I’m thinking about Canada,” he said.
Shane blinked.
“Okay.”
“I’m thinking…” Ilya stopped, jaw shifting slightly. “I’m thinking maybe I should try to get her there.”
That woke Shane all the way up. He pushed himself up onto one elbow, looking down at him. 
“Alina?”
“Yes, Shane,” Ilya said dryly, still looking at the ceiling. “Not Alexei. Though deporting him somewhere unpleasant has its own appeal.”
Shane ignored that on purpose. 
“You mean for treatment?”
“Yes.”
The word came out fast now, like once he’d started speaking the thought was already too far formed to pretend it wasn’t there.
“To Canada. To Ottawa, maybe Toronto if they wanted something more specialized. Somewhere with…” He made a frustrated little motion with the hand not wrapped around Shane. “Different doctors. Different protocols. Different… everything.”
Shane stared at him. The idea was enormous. The logistical nightmare enormous. International medicine, travel clearance, a child with leukemia, a father who sounded like a walking hate crime in a police uniform. But underneath all that, before Shane could even get to the practical parts, what he felt first was the shape of the instinct itself.
Of course this was where Ilya’s mind had gone. Not just how do I survive this or how do I get through the blood draw or even am I a match. Straight to how do I rip this child out of the place that has already failed too many people I love.
He reached up and smoothed the curl off Ilya’s forehead.
“You’ve been thinking hard.”
“Yes.”
“Do you think it’s possible?”
Ilya let out a short breath that might have been a laugh in another life. 
“Possible and realistic are not the same thing, Hollander.”
“Okay.” Shane settled a little closer, their knees knocking under the blankets. “Do you think it’s possible?”
This time Ilya turned his head and looked at him properly.
“In theory? Maybe.” His eyes dropped for a second, then came back. “If doctors agreed. If she’s stable enough to travel. If somebody in Canada takes her case. If paperwork moves. If visas move. If there is money for it or ways around money or…” He stopped. “If enough people say yes.”
Shane was quiet, absorbing the size of it.
“And Alexei,” Ilya added.
There it was. Shane’s mouth tightened. 
“He’d have to agree.”
“Yes.”
“And you think he won’t.”
Ilya’s expression flattened.
“I think,” he said carefully, “that he would rather let his daughter die on Russian principles than owe me anything at all.”
The bitterness in it was so cold it almost made Shane shiver. He shifted closer again and let his hand come to rest against Ilya’s side, over the lilies. The skin there was warm under his palm.
“Would he really,” he asked quietly, “or do you just hate him enough that it feels true?”
Ilya looked at him for a long moment, and Shane saw him actually consider the question instead of snapping back.
“I don’t know,” he said at last. “Which is the worst answer, obviously.” His gaze drifted away. “I know he hates being out of control. I know he hates me having anything he needs. I know he already thinks Canada made me soft and arrogant and impossible. If I come to him with ‘let me take your daughter across the world because your country and your hospitals and your judgment are not enough’…” He let the sentence die with a small shrug. “You see the issue.”
Shane did. Too clearly. He lay back down beside him, still propped enough to see his face, and for a minute neither of them spoke. The apartment felt very quiet around them, as if the walls themselves were still half asleep while the two of them were already deep in the next impossible problem.
“Would you want her there?” Shane asked eventually. “In Canada, I mean. With us.”
That made something move in Ilya’s expression. A gentler thing. A more frightened one too.
“Yes,” he said, without hesitation. “I think…” He swallowed. “I think if she was there I could breathe. At least a little. I would know the hospitals. Not all of them, but enough. I would understand the way people talk to us. I would know what city we’re in, what food she could eat, what weather is outside the windows. I would know…” His mouth tightened, then softened. “I would know you could walk in with me.”
The last sentence landed so quietly and so hard Shane felt it under his ribs.
“You know I’d be there anyway,” he said.
“I know.” Ilya’s hand moved once at Shane’s waist, thumb pressing lightly through the shirt there. “That is part of why I’m thinking about it.”
Shane looked at him and saw how tired he was. Not just under-slept. Burdened. Already five moves ahead on a board where every square was guilt and medicine and legal forms and blood.
“Have the doctors said she should be moved?” he asked.
“No.”
“Have you asked?”
“Not yet.” A beat. “Yesterday was not a strong day for coherent strategy.”
That almost got a smile out of Shane.
“Understatement.”
“Yes.”
The smallest flicker answered him at the corner of Ilya’s mouth and then vanished.
“Today,” Ilya said, voice lower now. “If the blood draw happens first and there’s time after, I want to ask Alexei properly. Not like some crazy person. And if he agrees I will want to know if transfer is even medically sane.”
“That sounds like a good first step.”
Ilya looked at him then with a faint, almost suspicious softness, as if he was still slightly startled every time Shane answered practical impossibility with calm instead of panic.
“You’re not immediately telling me it’s too much.”
“Would that help?”
“No.”
“Then I’m not going to.”
That seemed to settle something. Not all the way. Just enough that Ilya’s shoulders loosened a fraction against the mattress. Shane brushed his thumb lightly along the line of his side.
“Do you think she’d want to go?”
That one hit differently. Ilya was quiet for long enough that Shane thought maybe he wouldn’t answer. Then he said, 
“I don’t know if she understands enough to want anything except not to feel sick.”
The sentence opened something sore between them. Shane’s throat tightened. 
“Yeah.”
“She looked at me yesterday,” Ilya said, staring at a point somewhere over Shane’s shoulder now. “Only for a second. She woke up a little when they were adjusting something. And I…” He exhaled. “I think she knew me. Not fully. But enough.”
Shane watched his face change while he said it, some old tenderness rising under the exhaustion, some grief too.
“She asked if I still played hockey,” he added, and this time there was almost a smile there, impossible and tiny. “Like that was the important thing.”
“What did you say?”
“That I was still very famous and very handsome.”
That actually pulled a small laugh out of Shane. 
“Good.”
“She looked unconvinced.”
Ilya’s hand moved once against Shane’s waist, almost absentmindedly, and then he went quiet again. When he spoke next, the edge had come back, but only a little. Enough to protect the softness of what he was saying.
“If I bring it up to Alexei too early, he’ll make it about me. Control, ego, showing off Canada, whatever disgusting thing he can twist it into.” His eyes narrowed slightly at the ceiling.  
Shane nodded. For a moment neither of them moved.
Then Ilya reached up and touched the side of Shane’s face, slow, almost as if he hadn’t quite meant to until his hand was already there.
“You are being very calm,” he murmured.
“I’m trying not to be the kind of person who says ‘we’ll just smuggle a child into Ontario and figure it out.’”
“That thought absolutely occurred to me.”
“Of course it did.”
“I was not planning the details yet.”
“That’s how I know you’re stressed.”
That got him again, a tiny huff through the nose that wasn’t quite a laugh but almost. Shane leaned into the hand at his cheek for a second, then said, more softly, 
“If the doctors think it’s worth trying, then we try. We don’t have to solve the whole thing this second.”
Ilya looked at him with that same intent, slightly wrecked expression he wore when Shane said something too sensible and it landed anyway.
“You make it sound easy.”
“No,” Shane said. “I make it sound step-by-step.”
The answer softened him visibly.
“Step-by-step, huh?” he repeated.
“Yeah.”
A pause. Then, lower, 
“If he says no…”
Shane waited. Ilya’s hand fell from his face to the pillow between them.
“I don’t know what I’ll do if he says no.”
The honesty in it was stark. No irony, no deflection, no dry jokes left to throw at it. Shane slid closer until their foreheads were nearly touching.
“Then we’ll deal with that version when it happens,” he said quietly. “Not before.”
Ilya breathed out slowly. His eyes closed for a second, then opened again.
“You really think in the most annoying order.”
“It’s one of my gifts.”
“Yes.” The word was almost fond. “That and airport chases.”
Shane smiled. Then Ilya did something that caught him all over again - he shifted forward, pressed his face briefly into Shane’s neck, and just stayed there, breathing him in like he needed a few seconds inside someone else’s warmth before the day could start.
Shane wrapped both arms around him without thinking. They stayed like that in the dim room, tangled under the blankets, not yet dressed, not yet braced. Just bodies and breath and the impossible tenderness of plotting international medical logistics while half-naked in bed.
After a while, Ilya murmured against his throat, 
“If we somehow get her there, I’m making you deal with all government forms.”
Shane snorted softly. 
“Absolutely not. That’s what my mother is for.”
That got him the smallest real smile of the morning.
“True,” he said. “Your mother could probably annex a province if she felt like it.”
“Only if paperwork is filed correctly.”
“Terrifying.”
They went quiet again after that. Outside the curtains, Moscow was waiting. The blood draw was waiting. Alexei was waiting. The whole ugly machine of the day was already turning somewhere beyond the apartment walls. But in bed, for a few more breaths, the problem could still be only this: a frightened child, a possible donor, a furious brother, and the stubborn, impossible thought that maybe Canada could become not just escape, but refuge… 
***
Morning moved too fast after that.
They made breakfast because bodies still needed stupid ordinary things even when the rest of life had gone off its rails, toast, eggs, coffee, something quick and hot enough to settle the stomach without pretending anyone was actually hungry. They ate standing up for half of it, passing plates back and forth in the small kitchen, both of them half-dressed and under-rested and already mentally elsewhere. The conversation stayed light on purpose. Not false. Just narrowed. Timing. Which floor? Whether they should leave early because Moscow traffic sounded like a personal attack? Shane asking if the blood draw would take long. Ilya answering in that clipped, practical way that meant he was grateful for questions with structure.
And then, because neither of them knew how to walk toward a day like this without taking something from each other first, the shower they were supposed to take quickly, turned into kissing. Not sex this time. Not the dark, almost feral urgency of the other night. Just hot water and steam and Shane’s back against cool tile for one stolen minute while Ilya kissed him with both hands braced on either side of his face, deep enough to make his knees weak and gentle enough to feel like a promise. Shane kissed him back with wet hands in his hair, water running down both of them, the city and the hospital and Alexei held briefly at bay by tile walls and closeness and mouth.
When they finally pulled apart, both breathing harder than the moment strictly required, Ilya pressed his forehead to Shane’s and said, very quietly, 
“Don’t let me become impossible today.”
Shane looked at him through steam and damp lashes and answered with the truth.
“Too late for that, Rozanov. Like, years too late.”
That got him, a tiny, wrecked smile, gone too quickly, but real. Then they got dressed. Coats. Scarves. Phones. Wallets. The apartment locked behind them. And the day began in earnest.
The hospital looked even uglier in daylight.
Whatever little softness dusk had given it yesterday was gone. Morning stripped everything back to concrete and glass and fluorescent light. Shane stayed with Ilya through the lobby, through the elevators, through the first stretch of corridors, all the way to the donor testing unit or whatever the Russian equivalent of it was. The room itself was plain and clinical, chairs, trays, labeled tubes, a woman in scrubs who looked tired enough to be kind by force rather than any human instinct.
Ilya did not want Shane in the room for the blood draw. Not because he was embarrassed. More because the actual procedure was the smallest part of what all of this meant, and he wanted Shane saved for the waiting after, not the needle itself. He said, 
“Go downstairs. Coffee. Walk. Don’t stare holes into the floor,” in that dry voice that meant please do exactly that.
So Shane went. He hated it. He sat in the lobby first with coffee he didn’t want, then stood, then sat again, then paced near the vending machines and the big window overlooking the grey parking lot, then checked his phone twelve times in nine minutes even though there was nothing on it except one text from Yuna asking if they were alive and one from David saying How bad is brother? Use a 1–10 scale where 10 is a diplomatic incident.
Shane almost laughed at that, which felt wrong in the hospital but necessary in his own body. He texted back 11 and pocketed the phone again.
The wait was not that long in real time. Maybe forty minutes. Maybe less. In his body it felt like an entire second day.
When Ilya finally appeared at the far end of the lobby corridor, Shane stood at once. He knew before Ilya got close that nothing about the blood draw had simplified him. He looked intact, yes, but the tension was riding him high again, jaw set, shoulders hard, one sleeve pushed back down over the crook of his arm too quickly. He was carrying himself like the testing had only reminded him that all the real uncertainty still lived in the results to come.
Shane moved toward him.
“You okay?”
Ilya gave him a look that meant define okay, but out loud he only said, 
“Still alive.”
Shane’s mouth softened. He was about to say something else when he saw the shift over Ilya’s shoulder and knew immediately, with pure animal dislike, who it was before he fully turned. Alexei. Of course.
He was coming across the lobby toward them with the same broad-shouldered authority he’d worn yesterday, coat open, expression already sharp enough to cut. He looked like he belonged to buildings like this in the ugliest way possible, not because he cared, but because he knew how to use them to his adventage. His gaze went first to Ilya, then to Shane, then back, and Shane felt that same instant current of hatred move through him all over again.
Ilya felt it too. Shane could tell by the tiny change in the set of his body, the way every muscle seemed to draw tighter at once.
Still, he didn’t go cold immediately this time. Instead he turned almost fully toward his brother and, before Alexei could speak first, said in Russian something low and fast. Then, switching into English with a deliberateness that told Shane exactly what he was doing, making himself understood to both men in the room, he said, 
“I want to talk to you.”
Alexei stopped in front of them and looked at him with open skepticism.
“Why?”
“Because we need to talk about Alina.”
That got the faintest change in his face. Not softness. Just attention. Shane stood where he was, a half-step behind and to the side, close enough that he could hear everything, far enough that no one could accuse them of circling each other like something more intimate than allied.
Ilya drew in one measured breath.
“She should come to Canada.”
Alexei’s expression closed instantly. There was no pause. No surprise, even. Just immediate resistance, as if he had been expecting this and already despised it.
“No.”
The answer came so fast that Shane’s shoulders tightened reflexively. Ilya did not back down.
“Listen to me, Alexei…”
“I said no.”
“You haven’t heard a word yet.”
“I don’t need to hear your fucking pitch.”
The Russian around the edges of the English made everything sound harder, more contemptuous. Alexei said pitch like he was spitting something rotten out of his mouth. Ilya’s jaw flexed. He kept his voice level anyway, and Shane could see exactly how much effort that cost him.
“She needs options,” he said. “Another hospital system. Different specialists. Different protocols. If there is even a chance…”
“She has doctors here.”
“She has a diagnosis here,” Ilya snapped, and then visibly forced the volume back down because they were in a lobby and because he was trying. “I’m not saying they’re incompetent. I’m saying if she can have more than one opinion, more than one treatment team, then why would you not give her that?”
Alexei folded his arms.
“Because I’m not shipping my daughter across the world because you suddenly want to play rich savior.”
The words landed ugly and loud enough that the woman at the desk glanced up. Shane’s fingers curled into his palms. Ilya stepped closer. Not aggressively. Desperately.
“I will pay for everything.”
The sentence was quiet. Too quiet for the size of it. Alexei laughed.
“Of course you will.”
“I mean it.”
“I know you mean it.” Alexei leaned in slightly, voice dropping in that way that made it feel worse, not better. “That’s the pathetic part.”
Shane actually felt his pulse kick into his throat. Ilya’s face had gone white under the fluorescent light, the kind of white that meant rage and humiliation were landing in exactly the same place.
“She needs help,” he said, and there was nothing left in the sentence but naked urgency now. “If she can get better treatment there, if she can get faster treatment there, if they have something here we don’t know about yet, why are you refusing before even asking?”
“Because this is not a movie,” Alexei said. “You don’t just fly a sick child to Canada because you feel guilty.”
There it was. The word sat between them like acid. Ilya went very still. Shane watched the hit land. Watched the exact moment Alexei found the knife and used it.
“This is not about guilt,” Ilya said, but his voice had changed. Harder now. Thinner too.
“No?” Alexei’s eyes flicked briefly toward Shane and then back, making sure the audience was still there. “Then what is it about? Because it looks a lot like you coming back after years and trying to buy yourself a cleaner conscience.”
Shane wanted to hit him so badly his hands hurt with it. Ilya, somehow, did not move. He stood there and took the blow and then answered with a control so tight it frightened Shane more than yelling would have.
“It is about your daughter having leukemia.”
Alexei’s nostrils flared.
“It is about me not trusting you to make this choice alone,” Ilya added, and now they were both past caution. Not screaming, not making a public scene the way they had in the corridor yesterday, but beyond politeness, beyond pretending. “You waited too long to call me. You’re already deciding what she can and can’t survive based on your pride.”
“My pride?”
“Yes.”
“You arrogant little…”
“No, answer me.” Ilya’s voice sharpened. “If a doctor in Canada said there was a better chance there, would you still say no because you can’t stand owing me anything?”
That hit too close. Alexei’s face changed in a way that was answer enough. Shane saw it. Ilya saw it. Maybe Alexei saw that they saw it. And because he did, he lashed out.
“You show up now and act like you care more than the people who have actually been here,” he said, English again, and every word aimed to wound. “You think money makes you her father? Makes you family? You’re too late, Ilya. You were too late when she got sick, too late when our father was dying, too late for every ugly thing someone else had to handle while you were playing star in North America and fucking around with your boyfriend.”
The last word came out like filth. The whole lobby seemed to contract around it. Shane moved before he could stop himself, just one half-step, enough that his body had already chosen confrontation before his mind caught up.
Ilya’s hand shot out and caught his sleeve without looking. Not violently. Just fast. Absolute. The message was clear: not you. Not this. So Shane stopped, barely. But the scene had already turned.
Ilya was no longer trying to reason now. Shane could see it in his face. The begging had failed. The offers had failed. The hope that some appeal to Alina over ego would work had been answered with contempt and homophobia and guilt twisted until it sounded like care.
Still, he made one more attempt. And the fact that he made it nearly broke Shane’s heart.
“She is ten,” he said, and all the ice had gone out of his voice. What remained was something rawer, almost unbearable to hear. “Alexei. Please.”
The word please hit the room like a wound opening. Shane looked at him in shock. Ilya never sounded like that. Not to men like this. Not in front of witnesses. Not with his pride still attached to his body.
And still he did it.
“I’m asking you,” he said, quieter now, almost controlled only because he had burned through so much else already. “At least ask. At least let me talk to the doctors there. Let me try. If they say it’s impossible, fine. But don’t say no before there’s even a question in front of you.”
For one terrible second, Shane thought maybe it had landed. Alexei’s face shifted, not softening, exactly, but going uncertain around the edges in that way people did when something truly human reached them before they remembered they were committed to being cruel.
Then the moment passed. He hardened again.
“No,” he said.
Just that. And then, because that would not wound enough by itself, he added, 
“You don’t get to arrive here, wave your Canadian life around, and pretend that makes you better than the people who stayed.”
Ilya’s face changed. Not to fury, not immediately. To something flatter than that. Something closed and dangerous. Shane knew then the conversation was over. Not because volume had risen. Because the last bridge had just been kicked out from under it.
He did not walk away yet. Shane thought he would. Thought he had reached the point where the refusal, the slur, the humiliation of begging in a hospital lobby and getting only contempt in return would finally snap something clean in him and send him storming for the doors.
Instead Ilya stayed.
That was somehow worse to watch. Because Shane saw the exact moment he made the decision, not with his face, not dramatically, but in the way his shoulders drew back and his mouth flattened and every bit of fury in him got dragged, by force, into control again. He did it for one reason only, and it sat in the center of everything like a blade.
Alina. Not Alexei. Not pride. Not history. The child upstairs.
So Ilya stayed standing in front of the brother he clearly wanted to destroy, and tried again.
The lobby around them kept moving in that strained, half-not-looking way public places do when something ugly is happening in full view. A receptionist shuffled papers too loudly. Someone rolled a wheelchair past and then glanced back. A nurse at the far desk looked over once, assessed that no one was screaming yet, and returned to her monitor.
Ilya’s hand was still fisted in Shane’s sleeve. Then, with visible effort, he let go. Not because he was calmer. Because he needed both hands free now, needed every part of himself pointed at this conversation like it was a last chance at something.
“Fine,” he said. “Forget me.”
Alexei’s mouth curled. 
“Gladly, brat.”
“Forget me,” Ilya repeated, and now there was steel in the sentence. “Forget what you think I want. Forget whether you hate me. Forget whether you think Canada has made me unbearable.” His jaw tightened. “What would she want? What would Alina want? What would your wife want?”
Alexei stared at him.
“What?”
“Your wife,” Ilya repeated. “What would she want?”
The reaction was instant and ugly. Alexei’s face hardened not with grief but with insulted authority, like Ilya had reached for something he considered his by right.
“I make the decisions,” he said.
Ilya held his gaze. 
“That’s not what I asked.”
“It is the answer you get.”
“No.” The word came out clipped, flat. “It isn’t. She is her mother.”
Alexei barked a short, joyless laugh. 
“You think I need my wife’s permission to save my child?”
“I think,” Ilya said, every syllable now chosen and sharp, “that if you are deciding whether Alina gets another chance, then maybe the woman who carried her and sits beside her bed and watches her breathe gets to be part of that decision.”
Alexei stepped in closer. Not enough to touch. Enough to threaten. Enough to make Shane’s whole body lock.
“She is emotional,” Alexei said. “And exhausted. I am not asking some stupid woman to decide something like this because you got dramatic in a lobby.”
The contempt in stupid woman made even Shane, who did not know the wife, hate him on behalf of a stranger. Ilya’s face changed in a way Shane had not seen before. Not because the cruelty was new, but because it had reached a different place in him. Something colder than anger now. More contemptuous than enraged.
“She is not stupid,” he said.
Alexei gave one dismissive little shrug. 
“Compared to who?”
“Compared to you,” Ilya snapped. The words cracked cleanly between them.
For one second, Alexei looked like he might actually hit him. Shane shifted his weight without thinking, enough that if it happened he would already be moving.
Ilya noticed. Of course he noticed. He put one hand back, not touching Shane, just extending it slightly behind him in the smallest possible gesture that somehow still read clearly as stay.
Then he looked at his brother again and forced his voice lower.
“This is not about me being dramatic,” he said. “This is not about Canada, or hockey, or your feelings about me, or whatever else you want to drag in here. This is about a ten-year-old girl with leukemia.” He swallowed, and the movement was visible in the hard line of his throat. “If there is a chance she gets better care there, or a second opinion, or faster access to something, or even a specialist who sees one detail differently, why would you not want that for her?”
Alexei’s stare did not shift.
“Because she is here,” he said. “Because this is her country. Her doctors. Her language. Her home.”
“She is ten,” Ilya said again, and there was so much exhausted disbelief in the repetition that Shane felt it in his own chest. “She needs to live. Not perform patriotism.”
A few heads turned at that one. Alexei’s voice dropped, which made it more dangerous.
“You think because you left, everyone else should leave too.”
“No. I think because I left, I know exactly what I am offering when I say there is somewhere else.”
“Somewhere else.” Alexei spat the phrase back at him. “You mean your nice little North American life where you pretend nothing here touched you.”
Shane could see Ilya fighting the urge to answer that in the exact language it deserved. Instead he said, tightly, 
“I am not pretending anything.”
“Oh?” Alexei’s eyes flicked deliberately over him. “Then what would you call this? You arrive after years, with him…” a tiny, filthy glance toward Shane “...and suddenly you have plans. Private hospitals, visas, miracle Canada. It looks very much like pretending to me. Pretending you can sweep in now because you have money and think that fixes blood.”
The sentence landed. Shane saw it. Not because it was right. Because it was targeted. Ilya inhaled once through his nose, held it, then let it out.
“I am not trying to fix blood,” he said quietly. “I am trying to help your daughter.”
“My daughter,” Alexei repeated. “Exactly.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, “Your daughter. And my niece.”
That seemed to matter, even if Alexei would rather have swallowed glass than admit it. Shane saw the slight check in him, the involuntary flicker of something human at the word niece.
Ilya saw it too. Pressed.
“If she were mine,” he said, quietly now, “if she were lying upstairs and I had one chance to hear another doctor, another hospital, another system, another possibility, I would take it even if I hated the person offering it.”
Alexei’s jaw tightened.
“That is because you are weak.”
That hit Shane almost harder than if he’d said it to him. Ilya just stared. Then, softly enough that it made the room feel smaller, he said, 
“No. That is because I love her more than I hate you.”
For a second nothing moved. The line had not been shouted. It had not been theatrical. It was simple, almost weary. And it landed like a weapon. Shane actually felt his own pulse skip. Alexei did too. Not visibly, not in any generous way. But the words got under him. Shane saw it in the flash of his eyes, in the way his whole face seemed to pull tighter around his anger.
“You know nothing about love,” he said.
The cruelty of it was almost elegant. Shane saw Ilya absorb it. Not collapse under it. Absorb it like someone taking a punch they had half expected and still finding it drives more air out of them than planned. He held still before he anwsered.
“Maybe not from you.”
Alexei took another step forward. They were too close now. Close enough that Shane could smell antiseptic and outside cold and stale coffee on them both. Close enough that one wrong shift of weight would turn this from a lobby argument into something much worse.
“You come back here with your money and your foreign boyfriend and your fucking opinions,” Alexei said in a voice that was barely above a murmur and somehow carried farther than shouting would have. “You think because you are famous in Canada and can wave some dollars around, everyone should jump. That doctors here are not enough. That I am not enough. That her mother is not enough.”
“That is not what I said.”
“It is exactly what you said.”
“No,” Ilya snapped, and now the control cracked enough to show teeth. “What I said was that she deserves every option, even if your ego hates the shape of one of them.”
Alexei’s lip curled.
“You always do this.”
“Do what?”
“Make yourself noble.” His eyes cut over him, contempt rising with every word. “You leave. You vanish. You build your little glamorous life somewhere else and then come back when there’s tragedy and decide you are the only one honest enough to see the truth. It’s disgusting.”
Shane saw the hit land in real time. Not because Ilya agreed. Because some old, rotten part of him had clearly heard versions of this before.
“You think I’m trying to be noble?” Ilya asked quietly.
“Yes.”
“Then you are even stupider than I remembered.”
Shane almost closed his eyes at that one. Not because it wasn’t deserved. Because he could see exactly how close they were getting to the point where words stopped meaning anything except injury. Alexei took it and answered with a cold smile.
“At least I remembered my family existed before a little girl started dying.”
There. There it was. The knife all the way in. Shane felt anger come up so violently it made his hands shake. Ilya’s face emptied. Not white-hot rage this time. Not visible hurt. Nothing. A total blankness that was somehow far more frightening, because it looked like the place past fury where a person either said the worst thing they had or did it.
He spoke in Russian first, short, brutal, so sharp Shane only caught the shape of violence in it. Alexei answered at once, faster, uglier. The receptionist looked up again. A man near the elevators slowed and then hurried away.
Then Ilya switched back to English and said, with terrifying clarity, 
“I am asking you for the last time. Will you at least speak to the doctors about a transfer.”
Alexei stared at him.
“No.”
Ilya’s expression did not change.
“No because you think it’s medically wrong,” he said. “Or no because it came from me.”
“No because I am her father.”
“That is not a reason.”
“It is the only one that matters.”
“The hell it is.”
Alexei’s voice rose for the first time, not loud, but sharp enough that even the air in the lobby seemed to tense.
“She is not leaving this country because you need to feel useful.”
Ilya’s whole body flinched inward by a fraction so small no one else would have seen it. Shane did. Because that was what it was all really about, in the ugliest possible framing: usefulness. Earning the right to be here. The right to call himself family. The right to offer anything at all. And Alexei knew it. 
Shane watched Ilya try one last time anyway.
“Forget useful,” he said, voice lower now, worn down by the force of his own restraint. “Forget me entirely. Ask her mother. Ask the doctors. Ask anyone in that room who loves her whether they want another chance, another expert, another hospital. If all of them say no, fine. Fine. But stop acting like this is only your decision because you’re louder.”
The plea in the logic of it was almost unbearable. Alexei’s mouth thinned.
“You want me to ask my wife,” he said, “because you think she will be emotional enough to agree with you.”
“I want you to ask her,” Ilya shot back, “because she is her mother and because maybe one person in that family besides Alina deserves to be treated like a human being.”
That one actually made Alexei blanch for a second. Anger. Shame. Impossible to tell. It was gone too quickly. When he answered, his voice was colder than before.
“You really think you understand my family because you came back for forty-eight hours.”
Something in Ilya’s face sharpened.
“I understand enough.”
“No.” Alexei shook his head once, almost pitying now, which was somehow worse than the contempt. “You understand nothing. You left. That means you gave up the right to decide what the rest of us owe each other.”
Shane had no idea how Ilya was still standing there. Truly. No idea. Because he could see the effort now in every line of him, every muscle in his jaw, every careful breath. He was hanging on by something much more painful than pride. By love for a child upstairs. By the knowledge that if he walked away too early, Alexei would take that too and turn it into proof. So he stayed and endured and tried to reason with a man who clearly had no intention of being reasoned with.
And Alexei said no. Not because the idea was impossible. Not because Canada was medically absurd. Not because the logistics were too much. Because it came from Ilya. Because accepting it would mean conceding that the brother he hated might actually have something worth offering. And that, Shane realized with a sick little twist of recognition, was the actual center of it. Not medicine. Not geography.
Power.
Who got to matter. Who got to save. Who got to decide.
He hated him with a purity that felt almost clarifying.
Ilya stood there for one more second after that last refusal, and Shane saw him make the choice to keep trying. It was visible now, the effort. No longer hidden in elegance or dry control. It lived right on his face, in the set of his mouth, in the unnatural steadiness of his shoulders, in the way he kept dragging himself back to reason as if reason were the only thing standing between him and something much worse.
He looked at his brother and asked, very quietly, 
“So it’s a no?”
Alexei said nothing. Ilya’s jaw tightened.
“So it’s a no,” he repeated, “even if it gives her another chance.”
Still nothing. And then, because there was nowhere else left to put the truth of what that meant, because every softer phrasing had already been fed into Alexei and spat back out as contempt, Ilya said, low and clear enough that every syllable landed like a stone, 
“You would rather let your daughter die.”
The silence after that was not empty. It was charged. Immediate. Dangerous. The receptionist at the desk looked up sharply. A nurse near the elevators stopped in place. Even the air in the lobby seemed to hold still for the answer.
Alexei laughed. It was not a real laugh. Not disbelief. Not anger. Ugly. That was the only word for it. Ugly in the way some sounds were ugly because they came from a place in a person where humanity had already been replaced by something meaner.
He looked at Ilya and said, in English now, so Shane would hear every last bit of the cruelty, 
“You should know something about that.”
The words hung there for one beat too long before the rest came.
“Considering you let our mother die.”
Everything in the lobby dropped away. Shane actually felt it, that strange, total collapse of peripheral reality when one sentence is so vicious it reorganizes the whole room around itself.
For a second he heard nothing else. Not the fluorescent buzz, not the shuffle of shoes across the tile, not the receptionist’s intake of breath. Just that.
You let our mother die.
He turned to Ilya at once.
And saw the hit land. It landed in the smallest possible place, in the way all the anger went out of his face so completely it was like someone had stripped the blood from him. In the way his mouth parted, not to answer, but because for one terrible second he genuinely had none.
No cleverness. No brutality. No cold comeback. Nothing. Because of course there was nothing.
He had been twelve. Twelve and helpless and motherless and whatever else that house had already made of him by then. It was monstrous and absurd and totally beside the point and still it hit exactly where it was meant to hit, because people like Alexei did not need truth. They only needed the oldest wound in the room.
And he had found it.
Ilya just stood there, staring at him. Blank now in a completely different way than before. Not furious. Not cold. Hollowed out. Shane felt something inside himself go white. He didn’t think. He moved.
Ilya turned first, so fast it was almost violent, not walking, not storming now, just fleeing. That was the only word for it. He turned on his heel and went, cutting through the lobby toward the doors with the rigid, too-controlled speed of someone one second away from either collapsing or putting a fist through a wall.
Shane went after him immediately. But Alexei was still there, still standing in the middle of the lobby with that same dead-eyed cruelty on his face, and some animal part of Shane could not pass him without doing something. So he stopped just long enough, stepping right into Alexei’s space, and shoved him hard in the chest. Not a punch. Not enough to drop him. Enough to make him stumble one step back and lose that expression for one beautiful second.
And then Shane said, in a voice so low and full of disgust he barely recognized it as his own, 
“You are a fucking coward and you are disgusting.”
Alexei’s face changed at once, shock, then fury, but Shane was already gone.
He turned and ran after Ilya before the consequences could catch up to either of them. The hospital doors burst open into the hard Moscow cold and Shane hit the outside air already scanning for him. The sky had gone darker while they’d been inside again, or maybe it only felt that way now, everything flat and winter-grey and raw around the edges.
Ilya was halfway across the forecourt, moving too fast, shoulders up, head down, one hand already coming up to scrub across his face as if he could physically wipe the sentence off his skin.
“Ilya!”
He didn’t stop. Shane ran. Past the smokers near the curb, past a woman dragging a child by the hand, past the line of cabs waiting at the pickup lane. His lungs burned almost instantly in the cold air.
“Ilya!”
Nothing.
Then, finally, near the edge of the hospital grounds where a strip of dirty snow had been shoveled into grey heaps against the fence and the bushes covered them from the eyes of the pedestrians, Ilya stopped so abruptly Shane almost crashed into his back.
Ilya was shaking. Not dramatically. Not sobbing. Just standing there in his coat in the brutal cold with his hands fisted at his sides and every line of him trembling from the effort of not coming apart in public. Shane stopped behind him, breathless. For one second he didn’t touch him. Then he said, very softly, 
“Hey.”
Ilya let out one broken sound. Not a word. Barely even a sound. More like air leaving a chest too fast. Shane moved closer.
“Ilya?”
Still no answer. Just that rigid back. Those fists. That unbearable, devastated stillness. Shane did the only thing left. He stepped in and caught him. Not carefully, not asking first, just both arms around him from behind, one hand at his chest and one around his middle, holding on hard enough that if Ilya’s knees went, he would have him.
For one split second he thought Ilya might fight it. Instead he folded. Not fully. Not downward. But inward, into the hold, all the strength in him turning suddenly into weight and heat and the terrible effort of staying upright.
Shane buried his face briefly against the side of his head, breathing hard from the run, from the shove, from the rage still scorching all through him.
“Don’t listen to him,” he said immediately, fiercely, because there was no world in which he was going to let that sentence sit in the air unchallenged. “Don’t you dare listen to him. You were twelve. You were a child. He knows that. He said it because he’s filthy.”
Ilya made another sound, sharper this time, almost like it hurt to breathe. Shane tightened his hold.
“He wanted to hurt you and he did,” he said. “That does not make it true.”
For one second, two, three, Ilya just stood there shaking in his arms with the cold and the hospital and the whole city pressing in around them. Then he turned in Shane’s hold, not gracefully, just urgently, like he could not bear being held from behind when his face felt like this. Shane let him turn and took him in from the front instead.
His face… All the white fury gone. All the polished cold gone. What remained looked younger than anything Shane had ever seen in him, younger and more wrecked and more defenseless than the man in front of him had any right to look. His eyes were bright in a way that made Shane’s own throat tighten at once. His mouth was trembling, just barely, as if he was holding his jaw together by force.
“I know he said it because he’s cruel,” Ilya said, and his voice was so thin Shane almost didn’t recognize it. “I know. I know that.”
Shane looked at him helplessly. 
“Okay.”
“But he still said it.”
There it was, the whole brutal center of it. Not belief exactly. Not logic. Just the fact of the wound being touched, old enough and deep enough that reason arrived too late to stop the bleeding.
Shane cupped his face immediately, both hands, gloveless now because he had yanked one off somewhere in the run and didn’t remember when. His palms were cold and Ilya’s skin was colder.
“Look at me,” he said.
Ilya did.
“You did not let your mother die.”
The words came slow and absolute and final, each one placed carefully where Alexei’s cruelty had tried to burrow.
“You were twelve,” Shane said. “You were a child in a house full of adults who failed you and failed her and failed each other. You did not let anyone die. You survived them.”
The last sentence hit. Shane saw it in the slight jerk of his mouth, the way his eyes shut for one second too long before opening again.
“I should have hit him,” he said suddenly, voice roughening.
That startled a breath out of Shane that might have become a laugh in a different life.
“No,” he said, because this mattered too, because right now they needed one true thing after another. “I should not have shoved him, and you definitely should not have hit him in front of the hospital.”
Ilya blinked.
 “You shoved him?”
“Yeah.” 
A tiny pause. Then, despite everything, despite the tears standing in his eyes and the hospital behind them and the sentence still hanging poisonous in the cold, something like stunned disbelief crossed his face.
“Shane.”
“He deserved worse.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, and now there was the faintest, most wrecked shadow of a laugh in it. “He did.”
That was enough to break the seal on the rest of it, not in some cinematic collapse. Nothing so easy. But the tears came into his eyes properly now, bright and furious and humiliating enough that he immediately looked away and pressed the heel of one hand hard against his face like he was angry at his own body for betraying him in public.
Shane pulled him back in before he could turn too far from him.
“Come here,” he whispered.
Ilya let himself be caught this time. Fully. No resistance left to offer.
So Shane held him there in the freezing air outside the children’s hospital, one hand at the back of his neck under the cold hair there, the other firm between his shoulder blades, and let him hide his face against his shoulder while the whole city went on around them.
He did not say it’s okay. Because it wasn’t. He said, low and steady, into his hair, 
“He doesn’t get to tell you who you were.” And then, after a second, because this mattered just as much, “And he doesn’t get to tell you who you are now either.”
Ilya’s fingers twisted in the front of Shane’s coat. For a long time they stayed like that, two men in winter coats half-hidden beside a fence and a dirty pile of snow and bare bushes, trying to make enough room in one body for a grief that had just been made fresh on purpose.
Eventually, without lifting his head, Ilya said, voice muffled and wrecked, 
“I hate him.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly and let the truth of that settle.
“I know.”
“I hate that he can still do that.”
“I know.”
“I hate that I walked into it.”
Shane’s hand moved once, slow, at the back of his neck.
“He used a dead woman against her twelve-year-old son in a hospital,” he said. “There is no version of that where you are the one who looks bad.”
That made Ilya breathe in sharply, like the sentence had caught somewhere tender. Then, quieter, almost invisible: 
“I don’t want to go back there.”
Shane’s chest tightened. He knew there meant more than the building. It meant the room, the doctors, the tests, Alina, all of it. Every place Alexei still had access to him.
“You don’t have to right now,” Shane said.
The answer came immediately, reflexive. 
“I have to.”
“For Alina, yes,” Shane said gently. “Eventually. Not this second.”
Ilya was quiet. The hospital doors slid open and closed a few times behind them with people coming and going, none of whom paid them more than passing attention. The cold bit harder the longer they stood there, but neither moved.
Then Ilya finally lifted his head. His eyes were red now, face drawn tight around the effort of having been seen at his worst and not quite surviving it with dignity intact. Shane thought he had never looked more heartbreakingly beautiful, which felt unfair to both of them.
“We’re not done,” he said.
“No.”
“He’ll think if I leave now, he wins.”
Shane looked at him for a long second. Then he nodded once.
“Okay,” he said. “Then we go back when you can breathe again. Not before.”
Something in Ilya’s face shifted at that. Not better. Just steadier.
Shane touched his cheek once with the back of his fingers, a movement so brief and careful that from a distance it might have looked like nothing at all.
“You tell me when,” he said.
Ilya held his gaze, chest still rising too fast, and gave the smallest nod. Then they stayed there one minute longer in the cold before turning back toward the hospital together, carrying all of it with them.
***
The rest of the visit passed in that strange, airless way hospital time sometimes did when the worst thing had already happened and everything after felt like its own exhausted aftermath.
Alexei did not come back. Shane did not ask where he’d gone. He did not particularly care, not in any way that could compete with the simple relief of his absence. There were nurses moving quietly in and out of Alina’s room, checking lines, adjusting monitors, speaking in low Russian that he could not follow but had started to recognize by rhythm alone, routine, tiredness, care. A doctor stopped by once and spoke briefly to Ilya in the doorway, giving him something clipped and factual that Shane could not parse except by the way Ilya listened: rigid at first, then still, then nodding once at the end like a man accepting terms he had no power to alter.
Mostly, though, nothing happened. Alina slept. That was the whole terrible center of it.
She slept on her side with one narrow hand tucked half under her cheek and the blanket pulled higher than any child should have needed it. Sometimes her lashes fluttered and Shane thought she might wake, but she never fully did. The machines beside her gave off their little steady signs of life. The room stayed dim. Evening thickened slowly beyond the half-closed blinds until the glass turned from winter grey to black.
Ilya sat by the bed and did not move much, not because he was calm. Because movement seemed impossible once he had settled there. He pulled the chair close and sat with his elbows on his knees for a while, then eventually reached out and rested two fingers very lightly over the back of Alina’s hand where it lay on the blanket, as if any more pressure might be too much for her. The sight of it did something awful to Shane’s chest. All that fury, all that blade-edged brilliance, all that sharp dark menace from the ice and the city and the hospital corridors, and here he was touching a sleeping child like she was made of paper and light.
Shane stayed quiet. There was nowhere for words to go in that room. Nothing to solve. Nothing to ease. So he stayed in the other chair near the wall and let himself become part of the stillness, watching the shape of Ilya’s back, the bowed line of his shoulders, the way he kept his face turned just enough toward the bed that if Alina woke, she would see him immediately.
No one spoke of transplants. No one spoke of Canada. No one spoke of Alexei. The fight and the cruelty and the parking-lot tears all seemed to have burned themselves down into something lower and more exhausted. What remained was just this: a small sick girl sleeping, and the two men who loved her in different ways sitting vigil in the dark.
By the time they left, it was a full night outside. The air hit colder than before. Sharper. Hospital light spilled in hard rectangles over the pavement, and beyond that Moscow was already glittering and grim in all directions. Shane expected the apartment address when Ilya called the cab. Expected the sealed quiet of their room, the curtains, the bed.
Instead, when the driver answered, Ilya gave a different address. Shane looked at him but didn’t ask. He understood by now that there were some questions that worked better if they were let alone until the answer arrived of its own accord.
So they got into the back seat and rode in silence. Not the difficult silence of the hospital. Not the brittle one from earlier. Something else. Heavy, yes. Tired. Full. Shane sat close enough to feel the heat of him through their coats but not touching, both hands folded in his lap because the city outside was all dark roads and sodium light and reflected rain and he had the strange, distinct feeling that whatever happened next belonged first to Ilya and second to him.
Moscow moved around them in long wet streaks. They crossed wider roads, then narrower ones, then a district that seemed older somehow, quieter at the edges. The cab eventually slowed. Turned through black iron gates. Gravel and old trees appeared in the window.
A cemetery.
Shane’s breath caught, though he should have known. Of course. The cab stopped. The driver named a price. Ilya paid. They got out.
The cemetery was dark in the way old places are dark, thick with the weight of what had been left there. Bare trees stood black against a cloud-choked sky. The paths were damp. Stone caught what little light there was and gave it back dully. Somewhere farther in, a lamp glowed low and yellow over a side path, making the place feel at once public and impossibly private.
Near the entrance there was a little flower kiosk, still open somehow, with a woman in a thick coat and a face that suggested she had long ago lost patience with all forms of weather and grief. Ilya spoke to her quietly and bought flowers, white roses, simple, not arranged into anything performative. Just gathered and wrapped.
Shane watched his hands while he paid. Watched the way carefulness had replaced all the fury for now.
Then they walked. Ilya led him through the paths without hesitation, the flowers cradled in one hand, his steps sure in a way that made it obvious he had done this before. Maybe many times. Maybe not recently enough. Shane followed half a step behind, the gravel soft underfoot, the city gone now except for the faint far-off glow above the walls.
They stopped at a grave with a dark polished stone and a name Shane could not fully read before Ilya said it aloud.
“Irina.”
His voice changed on the name. Gentler. Truer. Stripped of some final layer of protection he hadn’t known he was still wearing. He crouched first, laying the flowers down with more care than he had touched almost anything else all day. Adjusting them once. Twice. Making sure they sat right. Shane stayed standing beside him for a second, then slowly lowered himself too.
For a long moment, they said nothing. The cemetery held around them in silence. The cold. The smell of damp earth and stone. The flowers bright and pale against the dark grave.
Shane looked at the engraved dates, at the quiet little offerings someone else had left there some earlier day, and felt the ache of the whole thing settle into him with a different shape now. Not the violence of Alexei’s cruelty. Not the sterile horror of the hospital. Just absence. A mother who had died. A son who had come back here from Canada with another deadness threatening the family, and nowhere to put any of it except this patch of ground.
Eventually Ilya exhaled and sat back on his heels.
“I like to think,” he said, not looking at Shane, “that she would be happy for me.”
The sentence was so quiet Shane almost missed it. He turned his head toward him. Ilya was looking at the stone, one hand resting over his own knee, the other still half-curled from where he’d adjusted the flowers. His face in the weak cemetery light looked younger and older at once. All the sharpness still there, all the beauty too, and over both of it the unmistakable rawness of a son at his mother’s grave trying to imagine what love from the dead might still look like.
“Happy?” Shane echoed softly.
Ilya nodded once.
“For me,” he said. “For… this. For you. For the fact that I somehow ended up loved after all.”
The words hit so hard Shane could not answer immediately. Ilya gave one small, humourless smile and went on before he had to fill the silence.
“Other times,” he said, “I’m sure she would hate me.”
Shane frowned instantly. “Ilya…”
“No, listen.” He still wasn’t looking at him. His eyes stayed on the grave, on Irina’s name. “Not hate exactly. Maybe that is too easy. But disappointed. Sad. Angry. Something. I don’t know.” His mouth tightened. “I think when you lose someone early enough, they stay frozen in whatever version of them loved you last, and then you spend years making up all the ways they might stop.”
The sentence settled over the graves and the dark and the cold with devastating precision. Shane looked at him and understood, all at once, that this was not really about whether Irina would approve of him. It was about the terrible private arithmetic grief made him do when he grew up without the person who was supposed to know him best. Every bad choice. Every survival instinct. Every year spent becoming someone they had never met.
Ilya reached into his coat pocket then and took out cigarettes and a lighter. The movement was so practiced, so thoughtless, that it hurt to watch. For a second Shane said nothing. He just watched the silver flick of the lighter appear in his hand, watched the pack turn once between his fingers.
Then Ilya looked down at them, and whatever he saw there made his mouth shift. He shook his head. Not sharply. Almost embarrassed by the reflex. Then he put both back into his pocket.
“She would have hated the smell of cigarettes on me,” he said quietly. “Even when I was a twelve and lying terribly, she always knew.” A tiny breath that might almost have been a laugh and wasn’t. “She would smell it in my hair and look so disappointed I thought I’d die.”
Shane’s throat tightened around something almost unbearable.
“I can hear her saying my full name,” Ilya added. “‘Ilya Grigoryevich, what is this disgusting smell?’”
This time the almost-laugh made it out of him, brief and thin and heartbroken.
Shane smiled helplessly. 
“She sounds terrifying.”
“She was when she wanted to be.”
There was a pause. Then Ilya turned to him at last. His face had gone very open again. Not the openness of the apartment bed. Something quieter. More wounded. More final. He reached out. For one second Shane thought he meant to touch his coat or sleeve, some covert little half-contact even here.
Instead, in the middle of a cemetery in Moscow with Irina’s grave between them and the whole city pressing outside the walls, he took Shane’s hand. No hesitation. No caution. Just reached and took it.
Shane’s breath caught. Ilya looked down at their joined hands for one brief second, then back up at his face.
“She would have loved you,” he said.
The sentence came with no irony around it. No defence. No dry humour to blunt the edge. Just truth. Shane stared at him.
Ilya’s fingers tightened around his, and when he spoke again his voice had gone softer still.
“If she ever had a chance to meet you,” he said, “she would have loved you.”
Something in Shane’s whole body gave.
He felt it physically, the way his chest tightened too fast, the way his eyes stung all at once, the way all the cold in the cemetery seemed to vanish from his skin because the sentence was suddenly all there was.
“Ilya…”
“No, listen.” His thumb moved once over Shane’s knuckles, a tiny soothing motion that looked so much like what he did when he was trying to keep himself together that it nearly killed him. “She would have. She would have looked at you for maybe ten minutes and decided you were too serious and too kind and too in love with me to be allowed to leave.” His mouth trembled in what might have become a smile on another night. “She would have fed you until you couldn’t move. She would have loved that you say thank you for everything. She would have pretended not to notice the hockey and then secretly told everyone.”
The tears came into Shane’s eyes before he could stop them. He did not care enough to hide them.
“She would have loved you,” Ilya said again, and now the repetition made it sound less like belief and more like a plea to the dead. “And I need to think that. I need to think there is at least one version of this family where you walked in and someone looked at you and saw exactly what I see everyday.”
Shane’s vision blurred. He let out one broken breath and reached for Ilya with his free hand, cupping the side of his face there at the grave in the cold, unable not to touch him now, not after that.
“I wish she had met me,” he whispered.
Ilya closed his eyes for one second and leaned into the touch like a man starved for it.
“Me too.”
The words came out cracked and that was somehow worse than if he’d cried openly.
Shane moved closer on instinct, knees damp against the ground, still holding his hand and his face both, and looked at Irina’s name over his shoulder and thought of twelve-year-old Ilya and cigarettes and disappointment and all the impossible versions of mother-love he had clearly been carrying alone for years.
“She would have been proud of you,” he said, because there was nothing else left to give except the truth as he understood it. “Not because everything is neat. Not because you did everything right. Because you loved people and survived things and kept some tenderness in you anyway.” His voice shook and he did not bother to steady it. “Because she made you, Ilya. And you are…”
He broke off, overwhelmed by the size of what he meant and the failure of every sentence to hold it.
Ilya opened his eyes and looked at him.
“What?”
Shane swallowed hard.
“You are impossible,” he said. “And terrible and beautiful and furious and kind. And if she loved you back then, really loved you, there is no world where she wouldn’t still.”
For one long second they just looked at each other in the cemetery dark, hands linked, grief and love and all the wasted years between them and Irina’s stone. Then Ilya bowed his head and pressed their joined hands to his mouth. It was not theatrical. Not for Shane, not for the grave, not for anyone. It looked like prayer.
And when he lowered them again, his face had that same raw stillness Shane was starting to recognize, the one that meant whatever he was feeling had moved beyond words and was now just living in him, unbearable and bright.
He looked at the grave one more time. Then, very quietly, he said in Russian something Shane did not understand. A moment later, without looking away from the stone, he translated.
“I said I’m trying my hardest.”
The sentence nearly finished him. Shane held his hand tighter.
“I know,” he whispered.
And in the dark, before they stood and left, with the flowers at Irina’s grave and all of Moscow and its ghosts around them, they sat there a little longer and let the sorrow be exactly as large as it was.
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    Chapter Notes

      Hello. I think some of you have been waiting for the things that happen in this chapter (Alexei gets what he deserves). I feel like this is a bit of a filler but I promise it is worth your time since I actually had a lot of fun writing it.
I have two songs for this - "Sweet Hallelujah" by Royal Otis and "Carla's Song" by Harry Styles.
Enjoy!







  The days after the test began to blur almost immediately.
Not because nothing happened. Too much happened, in fact, but all of it in small, exhausting increments that made time feel thick and artificial. Morning coffee in paper cups that tasted vaguely of cardboard. The long, overheated hospital corridors with their polished floors and stale fluorescent light. Waiting for doctors who always seemed to speak in careful slices of information and never in full answers. The apartment in the evenings with its closed curtains and borrowed domesticity and the constant feeling that real life had been suspended somewhere over the Atlantic and would resume only once someone called with the results.
Shane started measuring days in rituals instead of hours. Whether Ilya had eaten before they left. Whether the nurse on Alina’s ward looked tired or hollowed out. Whether Alexei was there when they arrived or not. Whether the city outside the cab windows seemed crueler in rain or in that dry iron-cold that made everything look sharper. Whether Ilya let himself be touched the second they got back into the apartment, or whether he needed ten full minutes of pacing and silence first.
They still had sex sometimes. They still kissed in dark corners of the flat with the curtains drawn and every sound swallowed. They still slept tangled more often than not. But the shape of everything had shifted. The tenderness was there, yes, and the wanting, always, but now all of it lived under this waiting. Under the call that might come. Under the word match. Under the possibility of hope and the equally vivid possibility that hope would not be enough.
Some mornings Shane went with him to the hospital. Some mornings Ilya went alone. They never fought about it directly. The decisions got made in quieter ways. If Ilya woke rigid and pale and too deep in his own head, he would say something like, “You stay. Buy actual groceries. Learn to survive one morning without me,” in that dry tone that meant I need to go by myself or I will crack under witness. On those days Shane let him. Barely. He would watch him pull on his coat and check his phone and become the Moscow version of himself by degrees, and then the door would shut and the apartment would feel suddenly too large and too silent.
Shane hated those mornings. He tried to use them well anyway. He grocery shopped in broken Russian and weird hand gestures, paying either with Ilya’s russian card or with cash Ilya left. He learned the nearest pharmacy and the little bakery downstairs and the route to the metro station well enough not to get lost. He texted Yuna back. He sent David updates in increasingly surreal terms. He tried to memorize the names of the foods in the corner shop and failed spectacularly.
And Ilya, in retaliation or maybe affection, began teaching him Russian. Not formally. Never sit-down lessons, never grammar tables or anything tidy enough to be called teaching. More like being corrected by a very handsome and slightly cruel tutor every time Shane opened his mouth.
It started with practical things.
“This,” Ilya said one afternoon in the kitchen, pointing at the kettle, “is chainik.”
Shane repeated it. Ilya made a face. 
“No. That was painful.”
“That was correct, though?”
“That was Canadian.”
“It sounded fine.”
“It sounded like you were apologizing to the kettle.”
Shane glared at him and tried again. This time Ilya allowed a very small nod. 
“Better. Still embarrassing but less.”
He taught him thank you, spasibo, though he claimed immediately that Shane was already genetically overqualified in gratitude and did not need more of it. He taught him yes and no and wait and okay and enough and water and tea and hospital and coat. He taught him the phrase for “I don’t understand,” which Shane used so often that Ilya eventually informed him he sounded like a very polite lost child.
“Again,” Shane demanded one evening while they walked back from the metro, the cold making his mouth clumsy around the words.
“I already told you.”
“I know. Again.”
Ilya sighed dramatically into his scarf. 
“Ya ne ponimayu.”
Shane repeated it.
“No.”
“What do you mean no?”
“I mean if you say it like that, they will give you directions to a kindergarten.”
Shane laughed and nearly slipped on the wet pavement. Ilya caught his sleeve automatically, steadying him with one sharp little pull, and muttered something in Russian too quick to catch.
“What was that?”
“That you walk like baby deer.”
“That’s not helpful.”
“It’s not meant to be.”
Still, later that night, when Shane got some phrases mostly right while trying to read the back of a yogurt container, Ilya leaned over from where he was making tea and kissed the corner of his mouth like he’d won something.
The hospital routines changed too, though never enough to feel safe. Alina woke more often after the first two days. Not much. Not for long. But enough that the room stopped feeling like a vigil and became, instead, something worse in some ways and better in others: a place with a child in it. A real one. One with opinions and moods and a thin little voice that made everything cut deeper because it sounded exactly the age it should have and her body did not.
She was shy with Shane at first. Not frightened, more watchful. She would look at him over the blanket or under the ridiculous little hat she wore over her head when she felt cold, and there would be a moment where she was clearly placing him somewhere in relation to Ilya and not quite deciding whether she approved.
The first time she spoke directly to him, she was propped up a little in bed, sipping something through a straw with the total seriousness of a child who knows adults are discussing her around her and resents it.
“You are Canadian,” she said in careful English.
Shane blinked. 
“That obvious, huh?”
She looked at his scarf, then at his face, then at Ilya with a little shrug that said obviously. Ilya, sitting by the bed with his hands folded too neatly in his lap, looked almost relieved by the dryness of it.
“Yes,” he said. “He is very Canadian. Tragic.”
Alina looked back at Shane. 
“Do you know hockey?”
Shane nearly laughed.
“A little.”
Ilya made a noise under his breath. 
“He’s very mediocre.”
Alina, to Shane’s immense delight, narrowed her eyes at her uncle. 
“You are mean.”
A softness came over Ilya’s face then so suddenly and so unguarded that Shane felt his chest ache on contact with it. He leaned a little closer to the bed and said, 
“He is professionally mean. And I play hockey professionally.”
She snorted. That was the beginning. After that she tolerated Shane. Then, slowly, she liked him. Not in some dramatic instant-child-bonding way. In the believable little ways that mattered more. She asked him questions. She let him hand her juice. Once she demanded to see “Canada on your phone,” and Shane ended up showing her completely random photos, snow outside the arena, a street near his place, one terrible team dinner picture where half the guys looked drunk and one looked asleep in soup. She stared at the last one and asked, deadpan,
 “Are hockey men always stupid?”
“Yes,” Shane said solemnly.
Ilya, from the chair, muttered, 
“Extremely.”
And Alina smiled. The sight of that smile on her too-thin face made something in both men visibly stop for a second.
Some visits were easier. Some were awful. Sometimes she was too nauseous or too sleepy or too medicated to say anything, and then Ilya would sit by the bed with the stillness of a man holding the world together by the force of his hands. Sometimes Shane came and sometimes he didn’t. On the days he didn’t, he would spend half the morning trying not to check his phone every three minutes, and then Ilya would come back at dusk with hospital smell in his coat and too much silence in him, and Shane would know whether the day had been survivable by the way he stepped into the apartment.
One afternoon Shane brought coffee. That was all he’d meant to do. Just coffee. Something hot, one for himself and one for Ilya, because the weather had turned meaner and because he knew by now exactly how the machines downstairs tasted and exactly how much they still somehow helped.
He came down the corridor balancing the cardboard cups carefully, nodding to a nurse who now recognised him enough not to stare, and slowed as he got near Alina’s room because the door was half open and he heard a voice inside.
Ilya’s voice. Reading.
Shane stopped in the doorway without meaning to. Alina was asleep. Properly asleep, one arm outside the blanket, her mouth parted a little in that vulnerable way children had when illness and exhaustion dragged them all the way under. The afternoon light was grey at the window. The machines murmured. The room itself felt suspended. And beside the bed sat Ilya with a thin children’s book open in his hands, reading to her anyway. In beautiful, soft, fluent Russian. His voice had gone gentler than Shane had ever heard it outside of the dark. Not the sensual softness he used for Shane in bed, not the low private murmur he used in kitchens or under blankets. Something simpler. The cadence alone was enough to tell Shane this even though he had not understood a word.
Every few lines, Ilya would glance down at her face to check whether she’d woken. When she didn’t, he kept going. Not because he thought she was listening. Because he didn’t want the room to be empty around her. One of his hands, the one not holding the book, rested very lightly over the edge of the mattress near her wrist, not touching her all the time, just there. Close. Available.
Shane stood there and felt himself fall harder in real time. Not metaphorically. Not in some broad, decorative sense. In a body sense. A painful, helpless tightening under the ribs. A clarity so complete it almost made him angry at himself for still having depths left to go. He had loved him in kitchens and on planes and in hotel rooms and under streetlights. He had loved him furious and reckless and impossible. He had loved him while he played and while he slept and while he pressed his mouth to the graveyard dark and said his mother would have loved Shane.
But this… This was different. This was seeing the softness with no audience. The tenderness that stayed even when no one was awake to receive it.
Shane didn’t move until Ilya reached the end of the page and looked up. Their eyes met. For one second Ilya simply stared, still holding the book, as if the sight of Shane in the doorway with two coffees had walked straight out of some sentimental film and into his actual life. Then his face changed. Not embarrassed exactly. More like he had been caught somewhere unarmoured and was deciding whether or not to close back up.
Shane lifted the coffee cup slightly in silent offering. Ilya closed the book over one finger and gave the smallest nod. When Shane came in, he moved quietly, set one cup on the little table near the chair, and didn’t say anything at first because the room still seemed to belong to the softness of the reading.
Only once he sat down in the other chair did he murmur, 
“What were you reading?”
Ilya glanced at the book in his hands as if he had almost forgotten it was there.
“Something about a fox and a samovar and too much moral instruction for kids.”
“That sounds very Russian.”
“It was aggressively Russian.”
Shane smiled despite the ache in his chest.
“You kept going even though she was asleep?”
Ilya looked at the sleeping child in the bed for a second, then back at the closed book.
“Yes.”
That was all. And because the answer was so plain, it nearly finished Shane.
Those days stretched. Slow, repetitive, full of little slivers of feeling that left them both raw by evening.
The team back home played their first game without them. Shane had half expected it to make everything worse somehow. To remind them of distance and loss and the life they weren’t currently living. Instead it gave them, for one brief blessed hour, something like uncomplicated happiness.
They watched from the apartment, laptop on the coffee table, bad stream quality making half the rink look underwater. Shane was on edge the whole first period, jaw tight, as if not being there meant he could still somehow will structure through the screen. Ilya tried to pretend he was detached.
This lasted approximately eight seconds.
“Why is Kenny there,” he demanded as soon as the camera cut to a faceoff. “That is not his side.”
“Because Coach likes chaos.”
“Coach likes being annoying.”
“That too.”
By the second period he was leaning all the way forward on the couch, one forearm over his knees, fully invested. He wanted every detail. Who got the first goal. Whether the second line looked less idiotic. Whether G had finally learned how to stop taking pointless penalties in the neutral zone. Whether Coach looked smug after the power play goal.
When they won, Ilya actually sat back and let out a breath that sounded almost like relief.
Shane looked at him. He was brighter. More alive for the first time all day, some hockey-light came back to him where the hospital and Moscow had stripped it out.
“They looked good,” Shane said softly.
Ilya nodded once, eyes still on the screen where the boys were doing their usual stupid glove-taps and shoulder shoves. 
“They did.”
“You’re happy.”
“I’m not unhappy.”
Shane smiled. 
“That’s basically joy, from you.”
“Shut up.”
But he was smiling too, just a little. Enough.
The phone calls from Yuna and David helped in their own way. Yuna never once started with Shane.
That mattered. More and more each time. The first call came on a drizzly evening when they’d just got back from the hospital and Ilya was standing at the stove with a pan of something half assembled while Shane cut bread badly enough to earn commentary. Shane answered with flour on his hands and immediately got, 
“Put him on.”
He blinked. 
“Hello to you too.”
“I said hello in my heart. Put Ilya on.”
Ilya, hearing his name, looked over with immediate suspicion. 
“What is it?”
“It’s my mother.”
“That is not an answer.”
“She wants you.”
That made something flicker across his face, still, even now, some tiny surprise every time Yuna reached for him directly and not through Shane. He wiped one hand on a towel and took the phone with an expression that suggested he was prepared for anything from interrogation to force-fed affection.
“Hello,” he said carefully.
Shane busied himself with bread he had no intention of actually cutting properly and listened to one side of the conversation.
“Yes, I’m eating.”

“No, I’m not smoking more.”

“That is a very manipulative tone, Yuna.”

“Yes, the apartment is warm enough.”

“No, Shane is not hovering.”

A pause.

“He is only medium hovering.”
Shane looked over in outrage. Ilya ignored him flatly, but there was the smallest softness around his mouth now. Later, when he handed the phone back, he looked almost dazed.
“What did she say?”
“She said,” Ilya replied slowly, “that if I do not sleep at least six hours tonight she will somehow find a way to be furious with me across the ocean.”
“That sounds right.”
“She also asked whether I was wearing proper socks.”
Shane laughed out loud.
And David, when he called, was quieter but no less present. He asked about the doctors, about whether the blood draw had bruised badly, about how the city felt, about what exactly brother was doing on the 1–10 incident scale now. Sometimes he would ask for Ilya too and keep him on for ten minutes talking about hockey in the practical, slightly dry way men sometimes used when they were trying to say I am worried about you without making the other person squirm too hard.
The city itself kept opening a little at a time. Not in the grand way of that first Red Square night. More privately now. More selectively. Ilya showed him places when the hospital released them early enough and the weather was tolerable enough and neither of them felt too destroyed to move. A little bakery his mother had liked, though he mentioned that fact only after they’d already gone in and he’d bought Shane two pastries and one had turned out to be filled with jam hot enough to burn the roof of his mouth. A courtyard near an old apartment block where he used to cut through as a teenager because it was faster and because there was a wall there he’d once climbed badly enough to tear his coat.
“This is where I was nearly murdered by stupid architecture,” he said, pointing to the wall with deep seriousness.
“You fell off a wall.”
“I fell with great style.”
“Did you?”
“No.”
A bridge one evening where the river below looked black and metallic under the city lights and the wind came so hard off the water that Shane’s eyes watered. An old rink that looked smaller than it should have and much less romantic than the mythology of hockey allowed.
“You played here?” Shane asked, genuinely appalled by the quality of the place.
“I told you. The ice was terrible.”
“This is barely a building.”
“It was enough.”
There were uglier places too. A grey block of flats he pointed out once only to say, “Do not ask,” in such a tone that Shane obeyed immediately. A metro station where he’d hidden to smoke at sixteen because it was heated and no one looked twice at miserable boys in winter. A little square where he and some friends had once gotten drunk on terrible beer and shouted at statues until police appeared.
“What happened then?”
“We ran.”
“Ran?”
“Da. Very fast.”
It was all intimate in the strangest, deepest way. Not because any one place was beautiful. Because each one was a piece of him. A little shard of autobiography tucked into pavement and buildings and weather.
And all the while the days kept passing. Long days. Slow days. The kind that made the eventual result feel like it belonged to another life because waiting had stretched so far and so thin around them.
At night they came back to the apartment and were careful and not careful in the ways they had learned. Curtains drawn. Coats hung up. Shoes kicked off. Tea for Shane. Shower sometimes together, sometimes not. Bed always together eventually. There were nights of sex and nights of nothing but sleep and nights where one of them woke with hospital fear in his chest and the other held him through it.
One night Shane woke and found Ilya on the edge of the bed staring at his own arm where they’d taken blood, thumb rubbing once and then again over the fading mark in the crook. He didn’t say anything at first. Just moved behind him and wrapped both arms around his waist. Ilya leaned back into him without protest and said, after a long silence, 
“I hate that all my hope is in a glass vial somewhere.”
Shane kissed the back of his shoulder and held him tighter.
Another night Ilya came back from the hospital late and very quiet, shed his coat, and stood in the kitchen with both hands flat on the counter like he had forgotten what came next. Shane crossed the room and took his face in both hands and said nothing at all, and that was enough to break whatever spell he’d been under. He folded into Shane and stayed there, forehead in the curve of his neck, not speaking for ten full minutes.
And through all of it, Shane kept falling harder. Not in grand leaps every day. In increments. In little unbearable pieces. In the way Ilya always remembered the exact amount of lemon he liked in his tea now and acted inconvenienced by the fact of having noticed. In the way he corrected Shane’s Russian and then kissed him when he finally got a phrase right. In the way he sat by Alina’s bed as if every minute mattered and the world had no right to ask him to leave. In the way he lit up over a hockey score and then went straight back to carrying grief two minutes later like both things belonged honestly to the same life.
The waiting itself became its own story. Not empty. Full of hospital coffee and cold city air and dim apartment nights and old family wounds and little pieces of language passed between mouths. Full of the slowness that hurts because nothing is solved and still life keeps asking to be lived one ordinary day at a time.
And Shane, in the middle of it, learned that there are few things more intimate than waiting beside someone for news that might change everything, and trying, however imperfectly, to make the time before it bearable.
***
That was how the first week passed.
Not quickly. Never quickly. But fully enough that by the time seven days had gone, Shane could look back on them and feel how much had been lived inside the waiting. By the end of it, the waiting had become its own climate.
So when Shane woke one morning to the smell of coffee and butter and warm bread instead of the usual low dread, it took him a few seconds to understand that something was different.
He opened his eyes slowly. The bedroom was still dim, the curtains drawn against the pale Moscow morning, but the bedside lamp was on low and the bed beside him was empty. He had just enough time to register that, empty, cool where Ilya should have been, before the door opened with a soft nudge of a foot and Ilya came in carrying a tray.
Shane pushed himself up on one elbow, blinking. For a second he genuinely thought he was still half asleep. Ilya, fully dressed, hair still a little damp from a shower, was carrying breakfast in bed like this was a normal thing people did in Moscow after a week of hospitals and dread and waiting for marrow results.
A mug of coffee. Tea. Toast. Butter. Jam. Something egg-based that looked far more deliciouse than anything Shane could have made half awake. A little bowl of fruit. Even napkins, which somehow made it more surreal.
Shane stared at him. Ilya looked back at him with all the gravity of a man delivering state secrets and said, 
“Don’t make face. It’s annoying.”
Shane laughed, soft and wrecked with sleep. 
“What is this?”
“Breakfast.”
“I can see that.”
“Then why are you asking stupid question?”
He crossed the room and set the tray down across Shane’s lap with careful hands, adjusting the tea so it wouldn’t spill, the coffee so it sat securely near the corner. He moved with that same efficient domestic certainty Shane had fallen in love with without really noticing, like he had thought the whole thing through in detail and then refused to make any ceremony of it.
Only once the tray was settled did he sit down on the edge of the bed.
Shane looked from the food to him and back again, still half disbelieving.
“This is… very nice,” he said.
Ilya shrugged one shoulder, eyes dropping briefly to the blanket rather than meeting Shane’s face directly.
“You’re here.”
That was all. But it was said in a way that made Shane know immediately there was more under it. He set one hand lightly on the edge of the tray and said, quieter, 
“Okay, Illy.”
Ilya looked up then, and the softness in his expression startled Shane more than the breakfast had.
“I know how stressful this is,” Ilya said, voice low and even now, stripped of most of its dry armor. “Not just the hospital. All of it. The city, my brother, waiting, me being…” He made a small, irritated motion with one hand, dismissing himself and still somehow naming the whole mess. “All of it.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“I’m grateful you’re here,” Ilya said. “And I know gratitude is not sexy, but there it is.”
The corners of Shane’s mouth pulled helplessly. 
“It’s a little sexy.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
Ilya rolled his eyes, but there was no heat in it, only that strange, quiet fondness that had been growing stronger in him all week and still surprised Shane every time it showed itself openly.
“So,” Ilya said, a little more briskly now as if embarrassed by his own sincerity, “day off.”
Shane actually blinked. 
“What?”
“Day off,” he repeated. “No hospital this morning. No waiting room. No fluorescent lights. No pretending your coffee doesn’t taste like shit.” A beat. “I already called. Alina’s asleep, no procedures until later, and if anything changes they have my number.”
Shane stared at him over the tray.
“You planned this?”
“Obviously.”
“You planned breakfast for me?”
Ilya gave him a flat look. 
“If you keep saying it like that, I’ll take the eggs away.”
Shane laughed again, softer now, still waking into the fact of this, into the warmth of the tray against his lap and the warmth of Ilya beside him and the impossible sweetness of being thought of in advance. He picked up the tea first because it was closest and because he suddenly needed something to do with his hands other than reach for Ilya and make this worse for himself.
It was warm and exactly right. Of course it was.
“You made me tea too.”
“Yes.”
“With breakfast.”
“Yes, Shane.”
“In bed.”
“Oh my God, Hollander…”
Shane was smiling now, though. He couldn’t help it. And Ilya, seeing that smile and looking weirdly pleased with himself even while pretending total indifference, leaned back onto one hand and watched him take the first bite of toast with the kind of focus usually reserved for game film.
The breakfast was good. Better than good. Not in some culinary sense, though it was perfectly fine, but because it had been thought through. Toast not burnt. Butter already softened. Jam Shane liked more than Ilya did. Eggs scrambled just enough to be edible. Coffee strong. Tea hot. Fruit washed and cut.
It made Shane’s throat ache in a way he did not entirely appreciate this early in the morning. For a while they just stayed like that, Shane in bed with the tray, Ilya stretched half sideways beside him, the bedroom still quiet and dim and cocooned from the rest of Moscow.
Eventually Shane asked, 
“Okay. Day off from the hospital. Then what?”
That got him a very small, almost smug little look.
“After breakfast,” Ilya said, “we get dressed.”
“Very exciting.”
“You dress warmer than me because you are fragile Canadian wildlife.”
“I am not fragile.”
“You were nearly killed by weather on Red Square.”
“That was one time.”
“It was two times.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. 
“You’re making things up.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. Then he said, a little more lightly than before but with that same underlying certainty that meant he’d been planning this for longer than one idle morning thought, 
“I rented a car.”
Shane stopped with the mug halfway to his mouth. 
“You what?”
“I rented a car.”
“In Moscow.”
“Yes.”
“You. Personally.”
Ilya looked vaguely insulted. 
“I am very good at driving.”
“I know you’re good at driving, but I’m also pretty sure every road in this country is trying to commit murder.”
“That is what makes it interesting.”
Shane lowered the mug slowly. 
“Should I be concerned, Rozanov?”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “But not about my driving.”
That was terrible enough that Shane laughed into the tea. Then he looked at him properly, taking in the set of his mouth, the way some private decision had clearly been made and polished and was now being presented as if it were no big deal at all.
“You rented a car,” he repeated, softer now.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
And there it was, the question under all of it. The reason breakfast was in bed and the tea was made already and the whole morning had that slightly unreal shine of intention. Ilya looked away for a second, toward the curtains, toward the pale line of light at their edges.
Then he said, 
“Because I’ve shown you Moscow.”
Shane stayed quiet.
“And Moscow is…” Ilya exhaled. “Moscow. It’s me, yes, but also not all of it. It’s too much and too sharp and too busy being itself. I thought maybe…” He broke off, frowned once as if the wording annoyed him, then tried again. “I thought maybe I should show you something else. A bit of Russia, not just this city.”
The sentence settled into the room gently. Shane looked at him and felt that familiar, painful rush of tenderness all over again. Not because the gesture was grand. Because it wasn’t. It was specific. Thoughtful. A day carved out of an ugly week not to escape exactly, but to breathe in a different direction.
“You planned a road trip,” Shane said.
“Do not call it that.”
“It is totally a road trip.”
“It is a regional experience.”
“That is the most road-trip thing anyone has ever said.”
Ilya gave him a long look of total disdain and then, against his own will, smiled. Only a little. Enough. Shane put the tea down carefully on the tray and looked at him with all the softness he was trying, not very hard, to hide.
“What are you showing me?”
“You’ll see.”
“That’s not fair.”
“That is the point.”
He shifted closer then, taking the tray lightly from Shane’s lap before he could protest and setting it on the bedside table with the practical ease of someone who had already anticipated every stage of the morning. Then he sat back down, nearer this time, one knee folded up on the mattress.
“I wanted,” he said quietly, “one day where the first thing you think about in this country is not a hospital.”
Shane looked at him and all at once felt the whole week in his chest, the fluorescent corridors, the coffee runs, the reading voice in Alina’s room, the cemetery, the city, the waiting. And here, in the middle of it, was Ilya trying to carve out one day that belonged not to fear but to them.
He reached up and touched the side of his face.
“You planned all this.”
“Yes.”
“For me.”
“Yes, Shane. There is no one else in this apartment.”
Shane smiled helplessly. 
“That’s very romantic.”
“No, it’s logistics.”
“Breakfast in bed and a secret Russian road trip is not logistics.”
“It absolutely is.”
“It’s romance.”
At that, Ilya huffed out the smallest breath of reluctant amusement and leaned into the hand on his cheek before he could stop himself.
“Eat the rest,” he murmured. “Then get dressed. Warmly. I’m not rescuing you if you freeze in some field because you want to look handsome.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
“You absolutely would.”
Shane let his thumb brush once over his cheekbone. 
“Thank you.”
Something moved in Ilya’s face again, that same little unguarded thing he kept trying to hide and failing.
“For what?”
“For remembering I’m here too.”
The sentence made the room go quiet for a second. Then Ilya bent forward and kissed him. Slowly. Softly. Nothing like the desperate or angry kisses of the past days. Just a warm, steady kiss in the morning light with tea on the nightstand and breakfast still in his stomach and all the tenderness of the week gathered into one small contact.
When he pulled back, he stayed close enough that Shane could feel his breath.
“I always know you’re here,” And then, because he could not leave a thing gentle for too long without blunting it somehow, he added, “Now finish your breakfast before I regret being nice.”
Shane laughed under his breath, already reaching for the toast again, and watched him stand to go open the curtains a fraction, just enough to let the pale morning in.
Outside, Moscow was still there. The hospital was still there. The test results still waited somewhere beyond them, but for one morning, before any of that claimed them again, there was breakfast in bed and tea made just right and a car rented somewhere downstairs and the promise of seeing a little more of a country through the eyes of the man he loved.
After Shane finished breakfast and showered, they dressed like they were preparing for war. Or, more accurately, like they were preparing for Russian winter and Ilya refused to watch Shane discover the difference between “cold” and “Moscow-region cold” through personal suffering.
Shane came out of the bedroom in a thermal shirt, a sweater, thick socks, jeans, and the heavier of his two jackets, only to be met with a look from Ilya that suggested he had arrived in beachwear.
“What?” Shane asked.
Ilya, dressed since breakfast in black jeans, boots, a dark sweater, and now a coat that somehow looked elegant instead of practical on him, held up another scarf.
“No.” Shane protested weakly.
“Yes.”
“I’m wearing a scarf already.”
“That is decorative.” He stepped closer and tugged lightly at the one Shane had looped around his neck himself. “This one is functional.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. 
“You’re enjoying this too much.”
“I am enjoying keeping you alive.”
“That sounds dramatic.”
“It’s January.”
The new scarf was heavier, softer, and smelled faintly like cedar and Ilya’s colognet, which Shane immediately tried very hard not to find devastating. Ilya looped it around his neck with the same matter-of-fact focus he always brought to taking care of him in small ways, then stepped back to inspect the result like an irritated tailor.
“Better.”
“You look very satisfied with yourself.”
“I usually am.”
He handed Shane gloves next. Real gloves, lined and serious, not the lighter pair he’d been using around the city. Then a hat. Shane drew the line at the hat for exactly ten seconds until Ilya looked at him and said, “You know absolutely nothing about wind,” in a tone so flatly contemptuous that Shane put it on without another word.
By the time they were done, he felt less like a hockey player and more like a particularly loved child about to be sent outside in dangerous weather. Ilya looked at him one final time, eyes moving from the top of the hat to the boots, and gave a short nod.
“You look stupid,” he said.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
The car was already downstairs. A dark, sensible rental parked near the curb, still carrying a dusting of dirty morning snow around the wheels. Nothing flashy. Nothing that announced itself. Just a practical vehicle with enough room in the back for a couple of bags, blankets if needed, a thermos, and whatever else Ilya had apparently thought to prepare without mentioning any of it.
Shane stood on the sidewalk for a second, hands in his pockets, taking it in.
“You really planned this.”
Ilya, locking the apartment building door behind them, looked over.
 “You say that every ten minutes.”
“Because every ten minutes I discover something else.”
“Yes,” Ilya said dryly. “That is generally how planning works.”
They were still careful in the street. Of course they were. No touching, no softness that could be read as softness, just two men walking side by side through the cold to a car. Colleagues. Friends, maybe. Nothing more visible than that. But there was a quiet ease between them anyway, some low private current that had nothing to do with what anyone else could see.
Ilya unlocked the car, slid into the driver’s seat, and immediately reached across the center console the second Shane had his door closed. His hand landed on Shane’s thigh like it had been waiting to get there all morning. Not tentative, not a question. Just heat and weight and the unmistakable relief of private contact after the elevator, the street, the building entrance, all of it.
Shane looked at him. Ilya was adjusting the mirrors with his free hand, face perfectly composed, as if this was not happening. As if his palm wasn’t spread warm and possessive over Shane’s leg, thumb already making one absent, soothing stroke through the heavy denim.
“Missed me?”
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether you’re about to criticize my driving.”
Shane laughed softly, the sound fogging the windows a little before the heat had fully kicked in.
Ilya started the engine. The radio came alive in a burst of static and then some low, melancholy Russian song that sounded like winter had been turned into music. He let it play, one hand still on the wheel, the other still on Shane like he could not quite be bothered pretending otherwise once the doors were shut.
The city moved around them in familiar shapes now as they drove out, streets Shane recognized from the hospital runs, the long severe blocks, the traffic lights that always seemed to change two seconds too late. Morning had gone fully grey, the sky a low white sheet over the city, and the roads were damp with old slush dragged into dirty ribbons by passing cars.
“What are we listening to?” Shane asked after a minute.
Ilya glanced at the radio display. 
“Depression.”
“That’s not a genre.”
“Here it is.”
Shane smiled and looked out the window. 
“You like it?”
“Not this song specifically. But it’s useful for driving.”
“What makes a song useful for driving?”
“It makes the road feel more serious.”
Shane turned his head slowly. 
“More serious.”
“Yes.”
“You made that up.”
“No.” Ilya’s thumb moved once against his thigh. “You just don’t understand culture yet.”
“That is becoming your answer to everything.”
“It’s a good answer.”
They stopped at a light, and only then did Shane notice the thermos wedged securely in one of the cupholders and a paper bag on the back seat. He looked from the thermos to the bag and then to Ilya.
“What is all that?”
Ilya followed his gaze and looked almost offended by the question. 
“Supplies.”
“Supplies.”
“Yes.”
Shane reached back and pulled the bag halfway into view. Cookies. Water. Another smaller packet of something salty. Apples. The kind of snacks people packed for a long day with someone they knew might get hungry and then pretended not to care.
He looked at the thermos next.
“Is that more tea?”
Ilya’s eyes stayed on the road when the light changed, but Shane could see the corner of his mouth move.
“No.”
“Oh my God.”
“It’s tea.”
“Specifically for me.”
“Do not become emotional in my vehicle.”
“I am absolutely becoming emotional in your vehicle.”
Ilya let out a soft breath that might have become a laugh if he’d let it. He didn’t. But the hand on Shane’s thigh tightened once, just once, and then relaxed again into its steady heat.
As they drove farther from the center, Moscow began to thin. The scale changed. The streets widened and then emptied. Blocks became lower or more industrial or simply more stretched out. The famous facades and high tourist-lit grandeur gave way to outskirts and overpasses and long frozen lots and apartment buildings that seemed built from the same handful of Soviet instructions repeated without much joy.
Shane watched it all. And Ilya, perhaps because there was more road now and less need for total concentration, started talking. Fragments tied to exits and bridges and stations and odd little landmarks that only seemed to matter because they had once mattered to him.
“That district over there,” he said, tipping his chin toward a stretch of tired concrete blocks. “I had a coach who lived there. I thought he was terrifying until I met actual terrifying people.”
“That’s comforting.”
“It’s hierarchy.”
“What made him scary?”
“He had huge eyebrows and always smelled like wet blankets.”
Shane laughed. 
“That’s so specific.”
“It was traumatic.”
They passed a frozen river, or part of one, half grey and half reflecting the flat white sky in a way that made it look metallic.
“In summer this part smells terrible,” Ilya said.
“Why?”
“Because everything does here. Lots of trash in the water.”
He taught Shane more Russian as they went. Not the practical grocery-store kind this time. Road-trip Russian, apparently. Words for snow, though Ilya insisted Russian had “many superior snow words.” Words for birch trees. For church. For train. For river. Shane repeated them dutifully and got corrected with ruthless consistency.
“Try again.”
“I said it right.”
“You said doroga like a man apologizing to asphalt.”
“How do you apologize to asphalt?”
“You? With your whole mouth, apparently.”
“You’re impossible.”
“And yet,” Ilya said, finally glancing over with that dry little look that always made Shane’s stomach dip pleasantly, “you remain obsessed.”
Shane leaned back in the seat and smiled out the window, because there was no point denying it anymore, not in this city or this car or this life.
The farther they got from Moscow, the more the landscape opened. It was still winter, still severe, but less trapped now. Long stretches of road edged by dark trees. Little villages or settlements in the distance. A church dome appearing unexpectedly above bare branches. Billboards. Snow packed dirty at the roadside and cleaner farther out, where the city grime hadn’t reached it yet. Smoke rising from chimneys in thin pale lines.
“This is beautiful,” Shane said quietly at one point.
Ilya looked at the road, not at him. 
“Mm.”
“You don’t agree?”
“I think winter makes you sentimental.”
“That’s not a no.”
“It’s not a yes either.”
They drove a little farther in silence. The song on the radio changed to something livelier and more absurdly dramatic. Ilya turned it down a notch, then reached blindly for the thermos and passed it to Shane without taking his hand off the wheel for long. Shane unscrewed the lid. Tea, exactly the way he liked it.
He looked at him.
“You made this before I woke up?”
“Yes.”
“What time did you wake up?”
“Before you.”
“That’s not a time.”
“Correct.”
Shane drank the tea and tried not to feel too much about it. Failed.
“So,” he said after a while, “where are you actually taking me?”
Ilya was quiet for a beat. Then: 
“Not far-far. Just far enough.”
“That sounds ominous.”
“It’s not ominous.”
“Then what is it?”
He drove another few hundred meters before answering, which Shane immediately clocked as deliberate. Like he wanted the road under him before he said the name.
“There’s a town my mother used to take me to sometimes,” he said. “When I was little. Not every year. Just sometimes. It was…” He paused, looking for the shape of the thing. “Smaller. Quieter. She liked it because it felt out of Moscow.”
Shane’s fingers tightened slightly around the warm thermos cup.
“Your mother took you there.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
A faint shrug. 
“To breathe, maybe. To pretend life was arranged differently. There was a church she liked and a bakery and a path by the water. Very provincial. Very Russian. Very…” He searched again. “Less hard.”
That last phrase landed so gently it hurt.
“And you haven’t been back?”
“Not in years.”
Shane looked at him, profile sharp against the pale morning light, one hand at ten o’clock on the wheel, the other finally lifted from Shane’s thigh just long enough to shift gears and then returning as if by right.
“So I’m the reason you’re going back.”
Ilya made a face.
 “Do not say it like I’m bringing you to sacred emotional landmark.”
“Are you not?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
A beat.
“Maybe a little,” he muttered.
Shane turned fully toward him. 
“Ilya.”
“Shut up.”
“No, that’s…”
“I know what it is.”
“Then let me say thank you properly.”
“You’ve already said thank you seventeen times today.”
“That’s because you’ve earned it seventeen times.”
That got him a real glance. Quick, sideways, dangerous only because there was too much tenderness in it to be safe while driving.
“You need a worse personality,” he said.
“You’d hate that.”
“Yes.”
They kept going. At some point Ilya reached behind him without looking and found the bag of snacks on the back seat, then dropped it in Shane’s lap with a little thud.
“Distribute.”
Shane looked inside. 
“You packed me cookies for the road.”
“I packed us cookies.”
“You packed me tea and us cookies.”
“You are very focused on the wrong parts of this trip.”
“No, I’m focused exactly right.”
Ilya sighed like a martyr. 
“Eat one before you become sentimental again.”
Shane obeyed, still smiling. And as the city gave way to more sky and more roads and more of the hard, broad Russian winter opening out in front of them, the conversation kept going in loops of Russian lessons, old stories, insults, small histories, pieces of childhood shaken loose by landmarks.
A school competition Ilya had hated. A near-disastrous train ride with his mother once when he was nine and convinced they were both going to die because a man near them smelled like fish and shouted too much. A field where he’d been dragged to some holiday gathering and made to wear a sweater he despised. A stupid little gas station pastry he insisted Shane try because “it tastes exactly like adolescence and Russian summer.”
And through all of it, Shane kept looking out at Russia and then back at the man beside him and seeing, over and over again, how much of him made sense here and how much of him had clearly been forged against it. The sharpness. The dry humour. The instinct to hide softness and then offer it in tiny devastating ways anyway. The beauty of him, yes, but also the hardness around that beauty, as if this landscape had taught him very young that loveliness without edge would not survive.
The road ran ahead. The radio muttered low. The tea stayed warm in the thermos. And for a few precious hours, there was no hospital, no Alexei, no fluorescent waiting room, no blood test result hovering just out of sight. Just the car, the winter, the dialogue between them, and the private miracle of being taken somewhere that mattered.
***
Eventually the road narrowed, then curved, then gave way to something quieter than even the villages they had been passing. The lake appeared almost all at once.
Not dramatic at first, just a break in the trees, a widening of pale light, the suggestion of open space where the land had been close and wooded. Then the car rolled into a small gravel pull-off half covered in old snow, and there it was properly: a broad stretch of winter water, dark where it hadn’t frozen, silver-white where it had, the whole thing ringed by bare trees and low banks of snow pressed blue at the edges by the cold.
Shane stared through the windshield. It was beautiful in that severe, Russian way he was starting to understand now, nothing soft about it, no easy prettiness, just the clean, aching grandeur of cold and open sky and silence.
Ilya killed the engine. For a second neither of them moved. The radio went quiet. The car ticked softly as it settled. Outside, the world looked so still it could have been holding its breath.
Then Ilya glanced over and said, 
“Come on. We stop here before we drive further”
Shane smiled. 
“That sounds suspicious.”
“It is a lake, not a murder.”
“You say that like I would know the difference.”
Ilya rolled his eyes and was already reaching for his gloves. 
“Get out. You see real winter.”
Shane made a face at him and pulled his hat back on properly, then followed him into the cold. The air outside bit instantly, sharper than Moscow, cleaner too. It smelled like snow and wet bark and water under ice. The kind of air that made every breath feel both painful and very clean. Shane tucked his chin deeper into the scarf and looked around while Ilya locked the car.
The path near the lake had been walked enough to flatten the snow into a firm white trail, and they followed it side by side between the bare trees. Their boots crunched softly. The water moved in slow dark patches where the ice hadn’t fully claimed it. Farther out, the lake looked still enough to hold the sky.
For a while they didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. The quiet out there was different from city quiet, less guarded. It didn’t feel like privacy stolen from danger. It felt like the world had simply gone large enough to leave them alone.
At some point Ilya said, 
“This is real winter.”
Shane huffed a laugh into the scarf. 
“We have winter in Canada too, you know.”
“Yes, but yours is polite.”
“My winter is polite?”
“Mhm.” Ilya looked out over the frozen water. “This one would let you die without apology.”
Shane glanced at him. 
“You are so insane.”
They kept walking. The path curved closer to the lake in one place, the trees thinning enough that the whole spread of it opened again, grey sky, black water under ice, snow along the banks untouched except for bird tracks and one set of prints that might have been a dog.
Shane shoved his hands deeper into his coat pockets and said, quieter now, 
“What’s your plan?”
Ilya looked over. 
“For what?”
“For everything.” Shane’s breath smoked in front of him. “For Alina. For the transplant. For Canada if Alexei still says no. For… all of it.”
The question stayed with them for a few steps.
Then Ilya exhaled slowly through his nose and looked back at the lake.
“My plan,” he said, “changes every ten minutes.”
“That sounds stressful.”
“It is.”
Shane waited. Ilya was quiet a little longer, then said, 
“If I match, I donate. That part is simple.”
“Simple,” Shane repeated.
“Simple in the sense that I don’t have to think about whether I would do it.”
Shane nodded slowly. 
“Okay.”
“If I’m not a match, then I figure out what the next useful thing is and do that instead.”
The word “useful” again. Shane’s mouth tightened, but he let it go for now.
“And the Canada part?”
That got him another one of those long, thoughtful silences. The kind that meant he was deciding how honest to be.
“I still want it,” he said finally. “Maybe more now. Not because I think Russian doctors are stupid. They’re not. But because I hate how trapped everything feels here. In hospitals, in paperwork, in him. In old patterns.” He glanced at Shane. “In Canada, even if nothing medically changed, I think I could at least make the room around her softer.”
The sentence hit Shane hard. He looked out at the snow and the water instead of directly at him for a second, because the tenderness of that was almost too much.
“You could make it softer anywhere, Ilya,” he said.
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly. 
“That sounds made up by your love for me.”
“It’s not. Not fully.”
They walked in silence for a moment after that, boots sinking slightly where the path got less packed. Then Ilya added, lower, 
“If I match and if she responds and if they let me and if he ever gets over his own reflection long enough to care about what helps her more than what humiliates him…” He shook his head once. “Then maybe I try harder to move her.”
“By harder you mean…”
“I mean legal. Mostly.”
Shane laughed softly. 
“Mostly.”
“Yes.”
The path narrowed under a stand of trees where the branches overhead held a little old snow in their dark angles. Here, away from the road and the open pull-off, the world felt even more private.
Not safe enough to forget themselves entirely. But private enough to tempt them. Shane didn’t realize they’d drifted closer until the backs of their gloves brushed. Ilya looked down at that brief contact, then at the trees, then over his shoulder toward the path behind them. There was no one. No movement, no voices, no color except winter.
Without a word, he slid his hand into Shane’s. The shock of warmth through the glove was immediate anyway. Shane looked at him. Ilya kept his eyes forward and said, with all the composure of a man commenting on the weather, 
“Don’t make speech.”
Shane smiled helplessly. 
“Wasn’t going to.”
“That’s lie.”
“A little.”
Their hands stayed linked as they walked, hidden low between them, private and absurdly intimate in the middle of all that cold open space.
Shane’s whole body softened around it. He was just turning to say something when Ilya stopped. Checked behind them again. Then, with that same matter-of-fact certainty he brought to all the most dangerous tenderness, he tugged Shane in close by their joined hands and kissed him. No hurry. No panic. Just a deep, cold-air kiss in the middle of winter, his mouth warm and familiar and a little smiling at the edges as if even he knew how ridiculous and perfect the moment was.
When he pulled back, he stayed close enough that their noses brushed. Then he kissed the tip of Shane’s nose.
Shane blinked at him. 
“What was that?”
Ilya’s expression went very bland. 
“Nothing.”
“You kissed my nose.”
“No proof.”
“I literally have proof on my face.”
“Lies.”
Shane laughed under his breath and tightened his grip on his hand. The joy of it was so simple it almost hurt.
And then the phone rang. The sound cut through the stillness so sharply that both of them jolted. Ilya froze. Really froze. The smile vanished. The color drained from his face in a way Shane saw before he even recognized the number lit on the screen.
Hospital. For one second neither of them moved. Then Ilya let go of Shane’s hand and got the phone out too fast, thumb slipping once on the screen before he answered.
He switched into Russian immediately. Polite Russian, which Shane was beginning to understand, was a category of danger all its own, careful, formal, clipped at the edges with impatience he was forcing down by sheer effort.
“Yes.”

A pause.

“Yes, this is Rozanov.”

Another pause, longer.

“I understand.”

Then, more quickly, “Now?”

His face was still pale. His shoulders had gone high and rigid, all the old hospital fear coming back over him in one visible wave.
Shane stood there in the cold with his heart climbing into his throat, trying to read the half of the conversation he could not understand from tone alone. At first it was terrible. He could tell. Not because the words were dramatic, because Ilya looked braced for them to be. Braced and already half living in whatever catastrophe he thought was coming down the line.
And then…
Something changed, although not instantly. More like a light somewhere behind his face flicked on in pieces. His mouth parted. His eyes sharpened. The whole set of him shifted from dread into something that took Shane a second too long to identify because he hadn’t expected to see it there at all.
Hope.
Raw, disbelieving, brightening hope. Ilya turned away a little, one hand going to the back of his neck as the voice on the other end kept speaking. He answered in Russian too fast for Shane to catch anything, but the politeness was gone now, replaced by urgent, sharp questions, then one low yes, then another.
And then suddenly he was smiling. Not small. Not careful. Not the private curve Shane had been collecting from him these past days like treasure. Smiling like the whole of him had been cut open and flooded with light. When he hung up, his hand was shaking.
Shane stared at him. 
“What?”
Ilya just looked at him for one beat, the smile still there but so full of disbelief it was almost grief too. Then he crossed the space between them in two fast steps and grabbed Shane around the waist. The force of it made Shane actually laugh in surprise as Ilya lifted him clean off the ground and spun him once in the packed snow, breathless and wild with it.
“Ilya!”
He was laughing. Actually laughing. The sound of it rang out over the frozen lake and through the trees, bright and stunned and impossible after the week they’d had. He set Shane down only to kiss his cheeks, his nose, his mouth, too many kisses to count, all of them quick and warm and almost frantic with joy.
“Hey,” Shane said, laughing and breathless now too, hands catching at his coat. “Hey, tell me.”
Ilya framed his face in both gloved hands and looked at him like he could barely believe the shape of his own life.
“I’m suitable,” he said.
Shane blinked. For one second the words took longer than they should have to sink in, because he had spent too many days bracing for uncertainty, for not yet, for maybe, for more waiting. Then it hit.
“You match?”
Ilya let out one broken, disbelieving breath that might have become another laugh.
“Da. I’m suitable,” he repeated, voice rougher now, joy and relief and terror all crashing together in it. “They said I’m a viable donor. They can use me.”
Shane felt the whole world sharpen around the sentence, the lake, the snow, Ilya’s hands warm on his face through the gloves, the fact of him standing here in winter light with hope written all over him.
“You can save her,” he whispered.
That did something to Ilya’s expression. Not dimmed it. Deepened it. His eyes went bright in a different way then, and the smile on his mouth turned shakier, more human, almost unbearably tender.
“I can help her,” he said quietly. “Maybe. I can help.”
Shane grabbed him then, no caution left, no time for it, arms around his neck and face pressed into the side of it as he laughed once into his scarf because there was nowhere else for the feeling to go.
“Oh my God.”
“I know.”
“Oh my God, Illy.”
“You sound very intelligent.”
Shane pulled back just enough to look at him. 
“Shut up.”
Ilya kissed him again. Full. Joy-soaked. The kind of kiss that carried relief in it so pure it felt like another element altogether. When they parted, both breathing hard from nothing more than hope and cold and the violence of being happy after too long preparing for pain, Ilya rested his forehead briefly against Shane’s.
“I called it a day off,” he murmured. “Apparently the universe needed that, too.”
Shane laughed wetly at that, still half stunned, still holding him as if he might otherwise lose the brightness of the moment to the winter air.
“What happens now?” he asked.
Ilya swallowed, and even through the joy Shane saw the next layer arrive, the logistics, the procedure, the fear. But it didn’t erase the light. It just sat beside it now.
“Now,” he said, “I go back. More tests. More paperwork. More explanation.” A breath. “And then… we do it.”
Shane nodded, not trusting himself with anything smarter than that just yet. Ilya smiled again, smaller now but no less real, and touched his face one more time as if confirming he was here to witness this.
Then he laughed softly and pulled him in for one more quick kiss on the nose.
***
They barely made it back to the car before the next phase of Ilya’s brain had already started, the further trip clearly forgotten.
The joy was still there, yes, still bright and alive and almost unbelievable, but now it had sharpened into purpose so quickly Shane could practically see the gears turn. Hope in Ilya had never been a soft thing. It came with velocity. With plans. With the immediate, restless need to move toward the next step before the universe had time to change its mind. By the time they were both back in the rental, doors shut against the cold, Ilya was already reaching for the ignition with one hand and his phone with the other.
“Seatbelt,” he said.
Shane clicked it into place. 
“You’re vibrating.”
“I know.”
“You’re about to commit several traffic violations.”
“That is very possible, yes.”
The engine turned over. Heat began to push weakly through the vents. Ilya backed out of the pull-off too fast, corrected with practiced ease, and headed back toward the road with the same brilliant, dangerous concentration Shane had seen in him on the ice right before a line change turned into a goal.
He looked brighter than Shane had seen him in days. Not relaxed. Not peaceful. But lit from somewhere under the skin in a way the hospital and Moscow and Alexei had all failed to extinguish. The whole line of his face had changed. His eyes were alive again. His mouth kept threatening to curve into another disbelieving smile and then being dragged back into focus because he was already thinking ahead.
“I want to go back now,” he said, not looking away from the road.
Shane turned in his seat. 
“Today?”
“Yes.”
“Not tomorrow.”
“No.”
The answer came so fast it was almost funny.
Shane let his head tip back against the seat for a second, smiling despite himself. 
“Okay. Why?”
“Because if I go tomorrow, then I have to wait.” Ilya’s hand tightened on the wheel and then loosened. “I don’t want to wait.”
That was such an Ilya answer that Shane laughed softly through his scarf.
“I want them to do whatever interviews they can do today,” he went on. “History, paperwork, blood, twelve hours of talking about every disease I have ever not had, whatever. I don’t care. I want movement.”
The road opened in front of them, dark and wet and bordered by snow. Moscow waited somewhere ahead in a haze of pale afternoon.
“You really don’t know how to do this calmly, do you?” Shane murmured.
Ilya glanced over at him, eyes bright. 
“No.”
“Good.”
That got him a quick look and then, finally, one of those real smiles again, small but impossible to miss. The radio was still on, low now under the hum of the engine, some Russian song full of too much feeling and not enough restraint. The thermos rolled faintly in the cupholder when they took a turn.
Shane watched him for another moment, hand light on the wheel, jaw set with focus and excitement and fear all braided together so tightly they’d become one thing. Then he pulled out his phone.
“What are you doing?” Ilya asked.
“Calling home.”
That made something in his expression soften immediately.
“Tell them,” he said.
“I was going to.”
“Tell them exactly. Not your weird calm version.”
“My weird calm version is very helpful.”
“Your weird calm version makes everything sound like tax paperwork.”
“That is not true.”
“You once described a panic attack as ‘a rougher-than-average evening.’”
Shane looked at him in open offense. 
“That was one time.”
“It was several times.”
The road widened again. Snow-bruised outskirts gave way to denser traffic. The city was reappearing in layers, all its winter concrete and light.
Shane called Yuna first. She answered before the second ring.
“Shane?”
“Hi, Mom.”
“Why do you sound like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like you are either about to tell me wonderful news or you’ve been arrested.”
David’s voice came faintly from somewhere near her, asking, 
“Which one is it?”
Shane laughed. 
“Not arrested.”
A beat. Then Yuna said, sharper now, 
“What happened?”
Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya kept his eyes on the road, but the corner of his mouth moved, and one hand left the wheel just long enough to find Shane’s knee and squeeze once.
“He’s a match,” Shane said.
Silence. For one single glorious second, there was just silence on the other end, pure stunned intake, the kind that only happens when joy arrives fast enough to leave language behind.
Then Yuna made a sound that was half gasp, half laugh.
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, darling.”
David’s voice came louder now, clearly closer to the phone. 
“What? What did he say?”
“He’s a match!”
David’s reaction was immediate and wonderfully unguarded.
“No way.”
“Yes way,” Shane said, laughing now because their happiness was so immediate and so big it cracked the whole car open a little wider.
“Oh, that’s…” David broke off and then started again. “That’s incredible. That’s… Jesus.”
Yuna was already in full maternal motion despite being hundreds of miles away. 
“Put him on. No, wait, first tell me, is he okay? Did the doctors explain properly? Is he eating? Has he done anything stupid with cigarettes because if he got good news and celebrated by poisoning himself…”
“Mom.”
“What?”
“I can hear you,” Ilya said dryly from the driver’s seat, eyes still on the road.
That stopped her just long enough to make her laugh.
“Good,” she said. “Then hear me clearly. I am so proud of you.”
The sentence landed in the car with quiet force. Shane looked over at him. Ilya’s face changed all at once, but not theatrically. Just that tiny, devastating softening around the mouth and eyes that always told Shane he’d hit somewhere tender under the armor.
“Thank you,” he said, and his voice had gone lower.
David came back in then, practical and emotional in exactly the way Shane loved him for.
“That’s huge, son. Huge. What’s next? More workup?”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “I’m driving back now. I want them to do as much as possible today.”
“Of course you do,” David said, sounding almost fond. “That’s our boy.”
Shane actually had to turn his face toward the window for a second. Not because it was funny. Because it wasn’t. Because our boy from David Hollander, spoken as naturally as breathing, almost wrecked him in one hit.
Ilya heard it too. Shane knew he did. The brightness in him shifted into something softer, almost disbelieving, but he said nothing about it. Just drove, one hand still on the wheel, the other now resting warm on Shane’s thigh again, as if some instinct in him had decided contact belonged there whenever possible.
Yuna was still talking.
“Is he driving responsibly?”
“No,” Shane said immediately.
“I am driving beautifully,” Ilya objected.
“Beautifully is not the same as legally,” Shane said.
“That is a very western distinction.”
David laughed.
Yuna ignored all of them and continued with the only priorities that had ever really mattered to her. 
“He needs to eat before they start doing things to him. Is there still food in the apartment? Did he bring snacks? Tell me he brought snacks.”
“There are snacks,” Shane said. “And tea. And a thermos.”
“Of course there is,” Yuna said, satisfied. “Good. He thinks about logistics.”
At that, Ilya let out a soft breath that was very nearly a laugh.
“I can still hear you, Yuna,” he said.
“Yes. Excellent. Then hear this part as well: be careful, be sensible, and do not let anyone bully you into being grateful for crumbs. You are helping to save a child. You do not need to apologize while doing it.”
The words changed the air in the car. Shane felt it happen. So did Ilya. His hand on Shane’s thigh stilled completely.
“Okay,” he said quietly.
David, gentler now, added, 
“We’re here. Whatever you need. If paperwork gets ugly, if somebody over there decides to be impossible, if you need us to move heaven and earth from this side, we will.”
Shane swallowed hard. Ilya’s eyes stayed on the road, but his voice when he answered had gone rough around the edges in a way that made Shane’s chest ache.
“I know,” he said.
Yuna made a tiny hushing sound, the kind she made when emotion got too close and she refused to let it become a scene unless absolutely necessary.
“Good. Then the next thing is the next thing. One step.” She paused. “And tell me later exactly what the doctors say, not the man-version where everybody is ‘fine’ and ‘managing.’ I want details.”
Shane smiled. 
“You’ll get details.”
“I always do.”
“Yes, Mom.”
When the call finally ended, the car was quiet for a moment except for the radio and the soft rush of tires over the wet road. Traffic had thickened around them again. Moscow was pulling them back in, all lanes and concrete and winter light going slowly dimmer as afternoon deepened.
Ilya kept driving for a little while without speaking.
Then, very softly, 
“Your father called me their boy.”
Shane turned to look at him. The words had been said with no irony at all. Just wonder. Small and a little wrecked and not hidden fast enough.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “He did.”
Ilya swallowed once, jaw shifting slightly. 
“That was…” He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. Shane let his hand cover the one still resting on his thigh.
“It sounded right,” he said.
Ilya looked over at him then, just a flick of a glance because traffic was bad and he was still a menace but not suicidal, and there was so much in his face that Shane almost couldn’t bear it, all the joy, fear, disbelief, gratitude, that old grief still trailing all through it, and under all of it the live wire brightness of knowing he could help Alina.
When he looked back at the road, his mouth had softened.
“Okay,” he murmured. “No crying in the rental car.”
“That sounds very specific.”
“It’s a strict vehicle policy in Russia.”
“You made breakfast in bed this morning and now you’re being emotionally adopted by my parents. I think we’re past policy.”
That did it. A low, helpless laugh slipped out of him, brief, bright, real. Shae loved him so much.
***
The hospital looked the same as always when they got back. Same grey concrete. Same hard automatic doors. Same fluorescent spill through the lobby windows. Same institutional air waiting on the other side of the glass as if nothing had changed at all, as if one phone call and one match result and the whole impossible brightness of that lake had not just split their lives into a before and after.
Ilya parked badly for the first time since Shane had ever known him. Not dangerously, just with the kind of abrupt, impatient precision that meant his mind was already out of the car and three corridors ahead. By the time Shane had his seatbelt off, Ilya was already reaching for the folder of papers and his phone and the little folded slip with some doctor’s name on it.
“Come with me to the desk,” he said, not quite looking at him. “Then they’ll probably drag me somewhere boring and full of forms.”
“Okay.”
Ilya stopped halfway through opening the door and glanced at him then, really glanced, as if remembering that the whole point of saying things out loud was that another person was here to hear them.
“I might be a while.”
“That’s fine.”
A tiny pause. Then, lower, 
“If Alexei appears, ignore him.”
Shane’s mouth twitched despite himself. 
“You say that like he’s a weather event.”
“He is.” Ilya got out of the car. “An ugly one.”
They went in together. Through the lobby. To the desk. Up one floor. Then another. A nurse in pale scrubs appeared and said Ilya’s name with the efficient tone of someone already working from a list and a plan. There were forms, then. More signatures. More clipped Russian. More doors only staff could open.
At the threshold of one of those doors, Ilya stopped and turned back. Not enough to make a scene. Not enough to earn a second glance from the nurse. Just enough that he could look at Shane and say quietly, 
“Don’t wander too far.”
The sentence sat strangely warm in Shane’s chest.
“I won’t.”
Ilya nodded once and disappeared through the door. That should have been fine. It was fine for a while. Shane sat in the waiting area first, because that was what there was to do. The chairs were still too hard. The coffee still smelled awful. The television mounted high in one corner was on mute with some daytime program flickering across it in a way no one was actually watching. People moved through the space in patterns he had already learned to recognize, nurses fast and focused, families slower and bruised by fatigue, doctors with that particular hospital walk that suggested there was no time in the world except the next patient’s.
He texted Yuna a quick update. She replied almost immediately.




Mom Tell him to drink water and not act brave for sport.
 
Shane smiled despite himself and pocketed the phone. Twenty minutes passed. Then thirty. He got a coffee and regretted it. He sat again, tried to scroll through his phone, and failed to absorb anything. He watched a little boy in a dinosaur hat drag a toy truck over the edge of a chair and thought too hard about Alina upstairs. He got up before that thought could finish ruining him.
By the time the hour mark had started to feel possible, he needed air. Just outside. Five minutes. Cold on his face. Something that didn’t smell like bleach and stale heat and fear-sweat. So he took the stairs down and out through the side entrance, the one away from the main pickup lane. It opened onto a narrower stretch of hospital grounds with a low wall, a smoking area sign no one seemed to fully obey, and a small strip of ugly winter shrubs half-dead under old snow.
The air hit him hard and clean. He breathed once. Then again. The sky was already turning, afternoon draining toward evening in that abrupt Russian way, the light flattening and hardening rather than warming. The cold felt good on his face. Useful.
He walked a little, not far, hands in his coat pockets, eyes on the cracked pavement and the line of parked cars beyond the fence. He thought about Ilya upstairs with forms and blood tests and questions about his health and habits and history. About what it had cost him to get here. About the joy on his face by the lake. About Yuna calling him our boy through the speakerphone like it was the most natural thing in the world.
He was so deep in that warmth, in that protective little ache, that he didn’t hear footsteps until they were nearly beside him. Shane looked up and all the clean air in his lungs turned sharp.
Alexei had no coat buttoned properly, as if cold didn’t apply to him or he had too much anger in his body to feel it. He had a cigarette in one hand he wasn’t currently smoking, just holding. He stopped a few feet away and looked at Shane with immediate, visible distaste.
“Hollander,” he said.
Shane kept his face blank with effort. 
“Rozanov.”
Alexei’s mouth pulled slightly.
 “You sound ridiculous in Russian.”
They stood there with the hospital wall behind them and the winter light dying around the edges and the full awareness, immediate in Shane’s body, that this man had come out here because he had seen him and chose not to leave him alone. Shane should have gone back inside immediately. He knew that. Instead he stayed where he was and said, 
“Shouldn’t you be upstairs.”
Alexei shrugged one shoulder. 
“Shouldn’t you?”
“I’m not the one with the sick child and the transplant team assigned.”
That got him a real look. Then, slowly, Alexei smiled.
“Ah,” he said. “So he tells you things.”
Shane said nothing. Alexei took one drag off the cigarette at last, then exhaled to the side in deliberate contempt for the no-smoking sign not three feet away.
“You look very pleased with yourself,” he said.
Shane’s jaw tightened. 
“I’m pleased for him.”
“For him.” Alexei repeated it like the phrase itself was stupid. “Because he’s useful for once.”
That landed hot and fast. Shane held still anyway.
“He is always useful,” he said evenly.
Alexei laughed under his breath. 
“To you maybe.”
Shane should still have walked away then.
“He is useful to saving your daughter’s life.”
The smile vanished. Alexei looked at him with cold dislike sharpened now into something more active.
“Careful,” he said.
“No,” Shane said quietly. “You be careful.”
For one second the air between them went very still. Alexei flicked ash toward the cracked pavement. 
“You think because he matches, suddenly you know something.”
“I know enough.”
“What do you know?”
Shane looked at him and thought of Ilya in the parking lot, face white with the old wound Alexei had opened. Thought of him at Alina’s bedside reading to a sleeping child. Thought of him by the lake, laughing into the winter air because he could help.
“I know he got on a plane the second he found out she was sick,” Shane said. “I know he sat by her bed every day this week. I know he begged you to consider every option for her. I know he’s upstairs right now doing everything you asked of him and more.”
Alexei’s expression didn’t move. That was the worst thing about him sometimes, the way cruelty sat in him so naturally it didn’t even need to disguise itself as anger.
“And?” he said.
The single word made Shane want to break something.
“And,” he repeated, “the least you could do is stop talking about him like he’s dirt under your shoe.”
Alexei looked at him for a long second, then shook his head once with something almost like pity.
“You really don’t understand him at all.”
That brought Shane up short. Not because he believed him. Because it was exactly the kind of line built to get under skin.
“I understand enough,” he said again.
“No.” Alexei took another drag, eyes never leaving his face. “You know the version he exports. The one with the accent and the hockey and the damage polished into something romantic. The version that works in North America.”
Shane’s hands curled in his pockets.
“And what version do you know?” he asked.
Alexei smiled. 
“The real one.”
He said it with the ugly confidence of someone who believed proximity entitled him to truth. Shane looked at him and felt loathing move through him in a clean, almost clarifying line.
“The real one is upstairs trying to save your daughter.”
That hit. Only because it was true. Shane saw the flash of it in Alexei’s face, the tiny muscle jumping at his jaw. But instead of making him smaller, it made him meaner.
“He always liked being needed,” Alexei said.
Shane stared. 
“That’s what you’ve got.”
“That’s what I’ve got?” Alexei took a step closer. “You want more? Fine. He likes this. He likes coming back here and being tragic and beautiful and suddenly essential. He likes you watching him do it.”
Something dangerous stirred then, not wild, not loud, just dangerous.
“Stop,” Shane said.
Alexei ignored him.
“You think this is sacrifice? It’s performance. He’s good at performance. Always has been. Even as a kid. Crying at the right moment. Looking breakable at the right moment. Making everyone think he’s the one who hurts most.”
Shane felt his heartbeat shift, not faster exactly. Harder.
“He was a kid,” he said.
“Yes.”
“So what exactly is your excuse?”
That made Alexei’s eyes flash. For a second Shane thought maybe he’d finally pushed him hard enough to draw blood with words. Instead Alexei smiled again, but it had gone thin and vicious.
“My excuse,” he said, “is that I know what he’s like when no one is admiring him.”
Every part of Shane wanted to walk away. Every part of him also wanted to hear exactly how low this man was willing to go, because once he knew, he never had to wonder again. So he stayed.
Alexei looked at him and said, conversationally, 
“You know what he did after our mother died.”
It wasn’t a question. Shane’s whole body went still.
“What?”
“He made himself the saddest person in every room for years.” The cigarette moved in a small arc with his hand as if he were discussing weather. “Everyone else had to live around him. Around his moods. Around his silence. Around his little tragedies.” His mouth twisted. “And now look. Same thing. New audience.”
That was not just cruelty. It was a revision. It was a theft of grief. It was the kind of lie only someone inside a family could make sound half plausible because they knew which details to spoil and which to leave whole.
“You’re disgusting.”
Alexei took the word without flinching.
“And you,” he said, “are sentimental. Very common in men who think being fucked by someone broken makes them noble.”
There it was. Low. Predictable. Revolting. Shane had not been prepared for how little the homophobia itself would move him compared to the way Alexei kept trying to turn Ilya into something shameful in his mouth. Not just his sexuality. His grief. His tenderness. His usefulness. Every soft thing ground into accusation.
“You don’t get to talk about him like that,” Shane said.
Alexei’s lip curled.
“Who is going to stop me?”
That should have been the last line. The one that made Shane leave. Instead Alexei kept going. Maybe because he saw the control in Shane and wanted to test whether it was real. Maybe because men like him had never learned to stop when they were finally being heard.
“He was always weak where it mattered,” he said. “Pretty enough that people forgave it. Fragile enough that women wanted to mother him and men wanted to save him. He learned early how to use that face and that body and that voice to get out of the things the rest of us actually had to endure.”
For one second Shane couldn’t breathe. Then Alexei said, with deliberate contempt, 
“And now he’s got you. Another idiot looking at him like he’s some wounded angel instead of what he is.”
That was the line. Not because it was the most obscene. Not even because it was the cruelest. But because it gathered everything Shane had spent the past week watching and twisted it into something filthy - the tenderness at Alina’s bedside, the tears at Irina’s grave, the way Ilya had asked can I hold you? in the dark like it was harder than sex, the way he had stood in a hospital lobby and begged for a child and been denied.
And this man, this man, was standing outside the same hospital speaking about him like he was a manipulative little thing made for admiration.
Shane had never been the one for violence. Never. He had hated it as a kid and as a teenager and as a man. Even in hockey, where hitting was part of the world, there had always been a line in him between the necessary brutality of the game and the uglier thing underneath that some men seemed to enjoy. He’d always known, with a kind of moral certainty, that he did not want to become the sort of person who solved humiliation with his fists.
So the moment before it happened was almost worse than the act itself, because he felt exactly how impossible it was to stop. He saw Alexei’s mouth still moving. He heard nothing. His body moved first. One step. The hand out of his pocket. The fist, not planned, just there.
And then he punched him.
Straight in the nose.
The impact shot through Shane’s arm like metal. Harder than he had imagined. Hard enough to snap Alexei’s head back and stagger him two full steps before he caught himself against the low wall with one hand. The cigarette dropped. Blood followed almost immediately. For one suspended, shocking second, the world went silent. Shane stood there breathing hard, fist aching, heart pounding so hard it made everything around him look too sharp.
Alexei stared at him, stunned more than hurt at first. Then the pain caught up. Then the fury.
“What the fuck…?”
Shane stepped in again before he could finish, not striking this time, just close enough that every word landed exactly where it was meant to.
“You say one more thing about him like that,” he said, voice low and shaking with rage he had no idea what to do with now that it was out of his body, “and I will forget every decent thing about myself.”
Alexei’s hand came away from his face red. Inside the hospital, somewhere beyond the doors, life kept moving. The whole terrible ordinary world of nurses and paperwork and donors and children did not pause for this. Shane looked at the blood, then at his own fist, then back at the man in front of him.
In the split second before whatever happened next, all he could think was that Ilya had been right. Some people only understood violence. And now, for one awful, blazing moment, Shane understood it too.
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  For a few long, impossible seconds after the punch, neither of them moved. The whole world had narrowed down to the space between them, the winter air, Alexei’s blood running bright over his mouth and down onto his hand, Shane’s own fist still throbbing hard enough to pulse. His knuckles hurt. His shoulder hurt. He could hear his own breathing too loud in the cold.
Alexei stood with one hand braced against the low wall, the other cupped to his nose, eyes blazing. Shane stood opposite him, chest rising too fast, every decent instinct in him arriving all at once now that the act itself was done and finding out too late that there was no undoing it. He had hit him. Actually hit him. And whatever brief, furious satisfaction the impact had given him lasted less than a heartbeat before the rest of it flooded in, the hospital grounds, police, Russia, Alexei, consequences.
Still, neither of them moved. Alexei’s eyes had gone black with rage. Not stunned anymore. Not even particularly surprised now. Just incandescently, coldly furious in a way that made Shane understand with horrible clarity that if this man decided to use every inch of power available to him, he absolutely could.
Blood slipped between his fingers.
“You stupid…” he started, voice thick and broken by the blood already filling his nose.
And then another voice cut across the space.
“Hollander, why are you…”
Ilya.
The sentence broke off halfway through itself.
Shane turned first.
Ilya had just come through the side hospital doors with a folder of papers under one arm and his coat half open, clearly in motion, clearly expecting something ordinary, maybe Shane outside in the cold, maybe sulking over bad coffee or texting his parents or being too Canadian about the weather.
Instead he saw this. Saw Shane with blood on his knuckles and Alexei bleeding and furious and the entire ugly shape of the scene laid out under the grey winter sky.
He froze. It happened so fast Shane almost missed the individual parts of it, the immediate stillness, the widening of his eyes, the split-second shock, and then the much more terrifying things that chased after: fury, fear, calculation, all at once and all so sharp that they changed his face completely.
“Ilya,” Shane started.
But he was already moving. Not toward Shane. Toward Alexei. Fast enough to make it clear instinct had chosen before thought did.
He crossed the space in three strides and went straight to his brother, grabbing his wrist, not gently, not kindly, pulling the hand away from his face so he could see the damage. Alexei jerked against the hold and spat something in Russian that sounded like a threat and an insult and a wound all at once.
Ilya ignored it. Or rather, he did not ignore it. He absorbed it and kept talking over it in a voice so low Shane could barely hear at first, though the tone of it was worse than shouting.
Not concerned. Not even close. It sounded like a negotiation conducted at knife point. He tilted Alexei’s face toward the light with brutal practicality, checked the angle of the nose, the blood, the breathing. His own face was white with controlled rage now, all of his attention split horribly between the injury and the situation around it and the disaster already unfolding in his head.
“Can you breathe?” he asked in English, clipped enough that the kindness of the question vanished completely.
Alexei glared at him. 
“Get off me.”
“Can you breathe?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Ilya let his wrist go so abruptly it almost looked like he was disgusted by the contact. Then he stepped in closer anyway, not to comfort, but to make sure every word landed exactly where he wanted it. He switched to Russian now, too fast and too low for Shane to follow fully, but the shape of it was unmistakable, flat, vicious, bargaining and threatening at once.
Alexei barked something back, gesturing sharply toward Shane without taking the handkerchief or tissue Ilya had yanked from his own pocket and shoved at him. Ilya went colder. Shane could see it happen in real time, like watching frost form over water.
Then he switched back to English, for Shane’s benefit or maybe because some part of him wanted the terms spoken aloud where everyone could hear them.
“You do nothing,” he said.
Alexei laughed through blood. It was a horrible sound. 
“You think so, Ilyusha?”
“Yes.” Ilya’s voice stayed low and impossibly level. “I do. You do nothing as policeman, you do nothing as brother, you do nothing as man. You do not touch this.”
Alexei’s eyes flicked to Shane and then back. 
“He punched me.”
“And if you open your mouth in front of the wrong witness,” Ilya said, leaning in just a fraction, “I will withdraw every scrap of cooperation I have left for you.”
That stopped him. Not completely. Not enough to soften him. But enough that Shane saw the hit land. The folder under Ilya’s arm bent slightly where his grip tightened.
“I’m the match,” he said quietly, and the sentence was not pride or joy now. It was leverage. “You need me. She needs me. The team needs me stable. The doctors need me compliant. You know this.”
Alexei’s face twisted. 
“You would use your niece…”
“I would use you,” Ilya cut in, and now all the fury was right there under the low voice, bright and lethal. “Don’t confuse the two.”
Shane stood where he was, pulse still hammering, watching this and understanding with horrible clarity that Ilya was doing the one thing he had not wanted to do - making himself useful as a weapon in order to protect Shane from consequences. It made his chest ache.
Alexei opened his mouth again, but Ilya did not let him get very far.
“You arrest him,” he said, “or threaten him, or go to anyone in this building acting like wounded hero, and I tell them everything.”
Alexei’s nostrils flared. 
“Everything.”
“Yes.” Ilya’s eyes did not leave his brother’s face. “Every disgusting thing you thought was funny in uniform. Every time you enjoyed being feared. Every bruised man and every drunk boy and every night you came home so pleased with yourself because someone cried when you raised your voice or your hand.” He smiled then, but it was a terrible smile. “Do you want that conversation in a hospital full of doctors and administrators who are already deciding whether to trust me with their patient?”
Alexei stared at him. The blood kept moving, slower now, bright against his mouth and chin. For one second, two, three, nobody moved.
Shane could barely breathe, because this was not just anger between brothers. This was old knowledge being used like blackmail. This was Ilya reaching into whatever worst things he knew and laying them on the table because he had already decided, without asking, that Shane was not paying for this one.
Alexei said something in Russian, lower now, uglier somehow because it was quieter. Ilya answered immediately, just as low. The exchange went back and forth for another few seconds, too fast for Shane to understand, but he could hear enough in the rhythm to know exactly what it was. Threat. Counterthreat. Old history weaponized with the precision of people who knew exactly where each other’s bones still broke easiest.
Then Alexei’s eyes cut to Shane again, and this time there was no shock left in them. Only hatred, and behind the hatred the clear realization that, for the moment at least, Ilya had him in a bind.
He spat blood into the snow.
“You choose him,” he said, switching to English now, each word edged with pain and contempt, “over your own family.”
Ilya didn’t even blink.
“I’m choosing the future,” he said.
The sentence hit so cleanly that Shane actually felt it. Alexei did too. His face changed in a way Shane would have admired if it hadn’t been attached to him - rage, humiliation, disbelief all trying to find room in the same expression.
And Ilya, astonishingly, did not stop.
“You lay one finger of consequence on him,” he said, still quiet, still so frighteningly controlled, “and I become the most difficult donor your hospital has ever seen. Every consent delayed. Every interview honest. Every doctor informed that the father of their patient is a violent, vindictive cop with a personal problem severe enough to threaten the man trying to help his daughter.” He tilted his head slightly. “Do you think that plays well?”
The answer was obvious in the silence.
No.
Not in a pediatric oncology hospital. Not with doctors already trying to navigate family dynamics delicate enough to kill.
Alexei knew it.
Shane knew it.
Ilya knew it, and was willing to use every ugly inch of that truth if it kept Shane safe.
Alexei took the tissue at last and pressed it hard to his nose.
“You would burn everything down,” he said.
Ilya’s expression didn’t change.
“For him?” Alexei asked, making the word itself sound filthy.
There it was. The line that should have made Shane feel exposed. Embarrassed. Vulnerable. Instead all he felt was the terrible, aching force of watching Ilya stand there on winter pavement in front of a bleeding brother and answer without flinching.
“Yes,” he said.
The word landed like a struck match. Shane’s throat tightened so hard it hurt. Alexei looked between them, understanding too much and hating all of it. Then he laughed once through the blood and pain, not amusement, just disbelief sharpened into something mean.
“You always were pathetic,” he said to Ilya.
This time Ilya didn’t even answer the insult. He just stepped back, enough to put physical space between them again, and said in a voice gone flat as stone, 
“Go get that looked at. Tell them you slipped.”
For a wild second Shane thought Alexei might actually come at him then, not as a cop, not as anything official, just as a furious man humiliated in front of the only witness who mattered. But the calculation happened visibly behind his eyes. The donor. The hospital. Alina. He was trapped by need, and he knew it. That was the only thing that stopped him.
He looked at Shane one last time, a look so full of cold promise it made the skin at the back of his neck rise, then turned and walked toward the hospital doors, one hand clamped over his nose, shoulders rigid with contained fury. No goodbye. No final line. Just retreat.
The second the hospital doors swallowed Alexei, Ilya moved. Not toward Shane gently. Not with relief. Not with any of the softness that had been threatening under the surface of the whole confrontation.
He grabbed Shane’s sleeve hard enough to pull him off balance and said, in a voice so low it was almost more frightening than if he’d shouted, 
“Come on.”
Shane opened his mouth. 
“Ilya…”
“Not here.”
The words came clipped clean. No space in them. No room. And Shane, who had spent the last two minutes vibrating with adrenaline and delayed regret and the aftershock of seeing Ilya use himself like a weapon to keep Alexei from retaliating, shut up and followed him.
They crossed the hospital grounds fast. Not running. That would have drawn eyes, but fast enough that Shane had to lengthen his stride to keep pace, the winter air cutting at his lungs, his knuckles throbbing in time with his pulse. Ilya did not let go of his sleeve until they reached the rental car. Even then, the release felt less like freedom and more like being dropped.
He yanked the driver’s door open, got in, slammed it. Shane got in on his side a second later and barely had the door shut before the engine turned over with a harsh, immediate growl.
The silence in the car was vicious. Packed. Hot and metallic and dangerous despite the cold still trapped in their coats. The heater took too long to catch. The windshield fogged slightly at the edges before clearing. Outside, Moscow kept moving in its ordinary winter way, traffic and slush and bad light and people crossing streets like none of this had happened.
Inside the car, it felt like a bomb had gone off and neither of them was yet willing to look directly at the damage.
Shane tried exactly once.
“Ilya…”
“Don’t.”
He had never heard that tone from him directed quite like this. Not during hockey arguments, not in bed, not even at their worst. It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t cruel for cruelty’s sake. It was pure strain, the sound of someone holding himself together with both hands and not able to take another ounce of pressure without something tearing. So Shane shut up.
They drove. The city blurred past the windows. A red light. A turn. Another. Ilya drove hard but not badly, which somehow made it worse; if he’d been reckless, Shane could have said something, done something, redirected the anger into practicality. But this was controlled. Precise. Every lane change clean. Every stop deliberate. He was furious enough to shake the inside of the car and was still driving perfectly.
That scared Shane more than yelling would have. His hand hurt now. The adrenaline had gone down enough that the ache had turned distinct, hot at the knuckles and tight across the back of his hand. He flexed his fingers once and immediately wished he hadn’t. Ilya’s eyes flicked to the movement only for a second, then back to the road. Nothing in his face changed, but Shane saw the muscle jump in his jaw.
They made it all the way to the apartment like that. No radio. No Russian lessons. No hand on the thigh. No contact at all. Just the engine, the road, the heat finally kicking in too late, and the impossible tension of two people carrying the same disaster in completely different ways.
By the time they got upstairs, Shane’s stomach had gone cold.
Ilya unlocked the apartment with jerky, exact movements and pushed the door open. They went inside. The door shut behind them with a hard, final click.
And only then did he turn around.
“What the fuck happened?”
The question cracked through the apartment so sharply that for one second Shane just stood there with his coat half unbuttoned and looked at him.
Ilya was white with anger. Not the bright, incandescent kind from the hospital. This was colder now, pulled tight around fear. His hair had gone messy from the wind and from dragging his hands through it. His eyes were bright and hard and openly furious in a way that made Shane’s own pulse kick back up.
“What happened?” Ilya repeated. “What the actual fuck happened? I leave you alone for one hour and I come outside to my brother bleeding on hospital property while you stand there looking like you’ve just discovered crime exists.”
Shane’s own temper, stretched thin and bruised already, flared immediately at the force of it.
“He was talking about you.”
“I know he was talking about me.”
“He was saying vile shit.”
“He says vile shit every day.”
“That doesn’t make it…”
“No.” Ilya cut straight across him. “It does not make it worth you punching a police officer outside the children’s oncology ward in Russia, Shane.”
The last word hit like a slap. Shane stared at him. 
“I know where we were.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
“Do you really?” Ilya stepped closer, not threatening, just too charged to stay still. “Because from where I was standing it looked very much like you forgot every single thing I said to you about this place and this man and what he can do if he wants to.”
Shane yanked his coat off and threw it over the chair harder than necessary. 
“Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Talk to me like I’m some fucking idiot who just swung at a stranger because I got bored.”
Ilya laughed once. It was not a pleasant sound.
“No, you’re right, that’s much better. You swung at my brother because he said something disgusting and now if he wanted to, he could make your life very complicated in a country you do not know, in a language you barely understand, while I am in the middle of donor testing for his daughter. But yes, let’s not call it stupid in case your feelings get hurt.”
That landed. Shane felt it. His own anger sharpened around the edges. 
“My feelings.”
“Yes, your feelings.”
“You think this is about my feelings?”
“I think,” Ilya snapped, “that this is about you deciding with your fist that your rage mattered more than consequences.”
The sentence sat in the room like broken glass. For one second they just looked at each other. Shane could feel his hand pulsing, could feel the heat of the argument crawling up his neck, could feel the whole day pressing at the edges of the apartment with nowhere to go. Then he said, lower now because if he got any louder he’d either shout or say something he couldn’t walk back, 
“He was talking about you like you were filth.”
Ilya’s face didn’t soften. If anything it got tighter.
“He talks about me like that all the time.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m supposed to stand there and listen.”
“No, apparently you’re supposed to commit assault.”
Shane took a step toward him. 
“Fuck you.”
That stopped them both. Not because it was catastrophic. Because it came from somewhere real and immediate and neither of them had meant to go there.
Ilya’s eyes flashed. 
“Very mature.”
“You know what, don’t.” Shane dragged both hands through his hair and immediately hissed because he’d forgotten his knuckles. “Don’t do this thing where you make it sound like the problem is me not having enough self-control, as if you weren’t literally threatening him five minutes later.”
“That was after you hit him.”
“Because he kept going!”
“Yes, Shane,” Ilya said, voice suddenly low and shaking in a way that was somehow worse than yelling. “That is how men like him work. They keep going. They keep saying the worst possible thing until somebody loses control and then suddenly they’re the victim and everyone else is the animal.”
The words slammed into place with horrible clarity. Shane knew he was right. Knew it. Which only made the argument hurt more, because being right did nothing to undo the image of Alexei’s mouth twisting around lies about Ilya and his grief and his beauty and the way people loved him.
“He said you liked it,” Shane said, and the sentence came out uglier than he meant it to. “He said you liked being needed, liked being tragic, liked making people want to save you.”
That changed the room. Not because Ilya hadn’t heard the line before. Because hearing Shane repeat it brought the contamination of it all the way inside the apartment. His whole face went still.
“And that made you hit him.”
The way he said it, flat, almost disbelieving, made Shane’s chest tighten.
“It wasn’t just that.”
“What else?”
Shane looked at him and thought, stupidly, of all the reasons. The whole dirty sequence of them. The line about Ilya performing grief. The line about his mother. The line about him being weak where it mattered. The line about his face, his body, the way people wanted to save him. The accumulation of it. The unbearable arrogance of watching one man try to rewrite another man’s pain into manipulation.
“He was saying,” Shane said slowly, because now that he was here there was no point protecting him from the specifics, “that everything soft in you is a trick. That your grief is performance. That people only forgive you things because you’re beautiful and look breakable and know how to use it.”
Ilya looked away, not dramatically, just enough that Shane saw the hit land.
“And then,” Shane said, voice roughening despite himself, “he basically said I only love the export version of you. That I don’t know the real one.”
Silence. The apartment seemed to constrict around it. For a second, the argument itself thinned. Cut through by the uglier thing underneath, Alexei’s voice living in both of them now, trying to poison whatever he could reach.
When Ilya spoke again, it was quieter.
“And you punched him for that.”
“Yes.”
The word came fast. No taking it back. No softening. Ilya looked at him for a long beat. Then let out a long breath that sounded like it hurt all the way down.
“You hate fighting,” he said.
Shane laughed once without humor. 
“Apparently not enough.”
“No.” Ilya shook his head sharply. “No, don’t do that, Hollander.”
“Do what?”
“Make this into some secret part of you you’ve been suppressing.” He looked back at him, eyes bright and furious and frightened all at once. “You hate violence. You hate it even when it’s expected of you. You hate hockey fights. You hate drunken bar fights. You hate men who think fists prove anything.” His voice caught on the edge of the next sentence and sharpened to cover it. “So if you hit him, it means he got under your skin that badly. Which means I should have never left you outside alone.”
That stopped Shane cold. The whole argument shifted on its axis in one second.
“What?”
Ilya stepped away now, turning half toward the kitchen counter like he needed a surface to direct his anger at without actually putting a fist through another wall. 
“You heard me.”
“No.” Shane followed him two steps. “No, don’t do that either.”
“Do what?”
“Turn this into your fault.”
Ilya laughed under his breath, raw and ugly. 
“Everything in this country is my fault eventually. We’re just moving faster now.”
“That’s not funny.”
“I’m aware.”
Shane looked at him, really looked, and saw it clearly for the first time in the argument, the actual center of the panic. Not recklessness. Not even the Russian police angle, though that mattered. It was fear. Simple and vicious and stripped of glamour. Fear that something would happen to Shane here because of him. Because of his brother. Because of his family. Because of the life he had dragged him into by not leaving him behind.
“Ilya,” he said, quieter now.
“No.” Ilya turned back to him sharply. “You do not get to calm down first and then make me reasonable. I’m still furious.”
“Okay.”
“You could have been arrested.”
“I know.”
“You could still be, if he decides being humiliated matters more than needing me.”
“I know.”
“You could have broken your hand.”
At that, Shane looked down instinctively. The knuckles were red and beginning to swell in earnest now, the skin pulled tight over the bone. Ilya followed the look and his expression changed for half a second. Not soft exactly. Worse. Tender in the middle of rage.
“You could have broken your hand,” he repeated, quieter. “For him. For that.”
Shane held his gaze. 
“For you.”
The words hit. He saw them hit. Ilya’s face didn’t soften, but the fury in it thinned just enough for something much more exposed to show through.
“That is not better,” he said.
“It is to me.”
“No, Shane.” He took one step closer again, voice lower now, and all the anger in it was fear sharpened into language. “No. It is not better if you get hurt for me. It is not better if you get dragged into legal shit for me. It is not better if the one person in this entire city who feels like home comes back bleeding because my brother can’t keep his mouth shut.”
The apartment went very quiet after that. Shane just stood there and let the sentence settle in him. Home. The only person in this city who feels like home. The fight did not vanish, but it changed shape completely.
Shane swallowed once. 
“I didn’t think.”
“I know you didn’t think.”
“I know. I know, okay? I know it was reckless. The second after I did it, I knew.” His voice roughened. “But he just kept talking about you like you were some manipulative, tragic little liar, and I could hear you upstairs all week and at the lake and in that parking lot and at your mother’s grave and all I could think was that if I let him keep saying it to my face, then I was helping him do it.”
The words came out too fast, too honest, and once they started he couldn’t stop them.
“I know you don’t need me to defend you,” he said. “I know that. I know you can eviscerate people perfectly fine on your own. But he was taking all the worst things that ever happened to you and grinding them into something filthy and I just…” He dragged a hand through his hair again, wincing at the pull on his knuckles. “I lost it. For one second. I lost it.”
Ilya stood still, listening. Then he said, very quietly, 
“And if he’d hit you back?”
Shane’s mouth closed. There was no good answer.
“If he’d had you arrested,” Ilya went on, “if he’d gone inside bleeding and said your name to the wrong person, if he’d decided he wanted revenge more than he wanted to pretend to be a victimized father, what then?”
Still no answer. Because this was the part Shane had known and refused to know at once.
Ilya looked at him with something like pain now, stripped almost clean of anger.
“I can survive him saying things about me,” he said. “I have survived that my whole life. What I cannot survive, what I actually cannot survive, Hollander, is standing there while something happens to you because of me.”
The last three words landed so hard Shane had to look away for a second. He hadn’t understood until that exact moment that this was the true shape of the fear. Not abstract consequences. Not just donor drama. This.
Shane hurt because of him. Or more accurately: Shane put himself in the blast radius of him.
“Ilya…”
“No.” Softer now. More wrecked than furious. “Do you understand? I’m not scared for me. I’m scared for you. In that hospital, in this city, with him, do you understand what that feels like?”
Shane met his eyes again.
“Yes. I know it was stupid,” he said. “I know it was reckless. I know I scared the shit out of you.”
Ilya’s eyes dropped briefly to his bruising hand and then back up. 
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry.”
A long silence. Then, finally, Ilya exhaled through his nose and some last hard line in him gave way. Not all the way. Enough.
“I meant it,” he said into the small space between them. “I would burn everything down before I let him do something to you over this.”
Shane closed his eyes.
“I know.”
And then Ilya moved further away. Not back exactly. Just away enough to break the line of it. And because he did, everything that had been close to giving way hardened again.
The apartment felt smaller now. Hotter somehow, even with winter pressing outside the curtains. Shane’s hand still hurt. Ilya’s eyes were still bright with fear and fury and all the things he had not yet finished feeling. Neither of them had actually come down enough for tenderness to survive contact.
Ilya looked at him for one long second, jaw set, then turned away and raked both hands through his hair.
“No,” he said, more to the room than to Shane. “No. Not yet.”
The refusal hit harder for how quiet it was. Shane swallowed. 
“Okay.”
Ilya laughed once under his breath, ugly with strain. 
“No, it’s not okay.”
“You think I don’t know that?”
“I don’t know what you know right now,” Ilya snapped, turning back to him. “Because ten minutes ago you apparently knew punching a police officer outside a hospital was reasonable.”
The flare of anger in Shane came back fast.
“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t turn this into that again like I’m some deranged idiot who forgot where he was.”
“You did forget where you were.”
“I forgot for one second.”
“One second is enough.”
“And you think I don’t understand that now?”
Ilya gave him a look full of exhausted disbelief. 
“Do you?”
Shane stepped away this time, pacing once toward the kitchen and back because if he stood still he was going to say something worse.
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I do. I know I screwed up. I know it was reckless. I know it could have gone badly. You don’t need to keep talking to me like I’m too stupid to grasp the obvious.”
Ilya’s expression hardened. 
“Then stop defending it.”
“I’m not defending it.”
“Yes, you are.”
“No, I’m explaining it.”
“That is same thing when you do it in that voice.”
Shane stared at him. 
“What voice?”
“That calm, reasonable, Canadian voice where you act like if you just phrase disaster politely enough it becomes understandable.”
That would have almost made him laugh if the room hadn’t felt like one wrong movement away from breaking something else.
“You know what?” Shane said. “Maybe I am trying to make it understandable because it is understandable. He was vile. He was saying vile things. About you. About your mother. About…”
“I know what he said!”
“I know you know what he said, Ilya, I was there.”
“And you were supposed to leave it there.”
“Leave it there?”
“Yes, Shane!”
“Right.” He let out one sharp breath through his nose. “Because that’s worked so well for you.”
The second the words left him, he knew. Ilya’s face changed instantly. Not wounded. Not yet. Something flatter and more dangerous.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
Shane regretted it and was angry enough not to take it back. A terrible combination.
“It means maybe you’re too used to him saying whatever he wants and everyone else swallowing it.”
The silence after that was brutal. Ilya looked at him as if he’d briefly stopped speaking a language he recognized. Then he said, very quietly, 
“That’s what you think this is?”
“No.”
“Yes,” Ilya cut in. “That is exactly what you think this is. Me being passive. Me tolerating it. Me not fighting back hard enough for your standards.”
“That is not what I said.”
“It is exactly what you said.”
Shane dragged a hand down his face, already exhausted by the shape the argument had taken and too deep in it to stop now.
“I’m not saying you don’t fight back,” he said, trying for control and probably sounding condescending instead. “I’m saying maybe your version of surviving him is so normal to you now that you don’t even hear how bad it is anymore, Ilya.”
Ilya stared at him. Then laughed once, softly and with absolutely no humor in it.
“That,” he said, “is an extraordinary thing to say to somebody in his own city, in his own family disaster, right after you punched the wrong man and nearly blew up everything.”
Shane flinched despite himself, because he was right. Of course he was right. But the fight had its own momentum now, and pride was ugly in both of them.
“Fine,” Shane said. “Forget it.”
“No, don’t do that either.”
“Do what, now?”
“Throw one knife and then back away from it like you didn’t mean it.”
They were breathing too hard now. Both of them. The room seemed to hold every word and sharpen it before giving it back. Shane looked at him and thought, stupidly, of how easy everything had felt by the lake. How lit up Ilya had looked, laughing and kissing his face and becoming suddenly all brightness and possibility. How quickly joy had curdled back into this.
“I’m trying,” he said.
Ilya’s mouth twisted. 
“So am I.”
For one second the argument almost stumbled there. At the truth of that. At the fact that both of them were exhausted and frightened and still carrying too much from the hospital, from Alexei, from the phone call, from the punch, from all of it.
Then Ilya reached into his coat pocket. Shane saw the cigarettes before he fully registered what he was doing. There was a small, awful pause where neither of them moved. Then Ilya took one out, put it between his lips, flicked the lighter, and lit it.
The smell hit the room almost immediately. Shane closed his eyes for half a second. He knew better. He knew much better than to make this the next point of conflict. He knew exactly what cigarettes meant right now, something to hold, something to inhale, something that was his and not the hospital’s or Alexei’s or the donor workup’s. He knew it, and yet still annoyance flashed through him before he could stop it.
“Really?”
Ilya inhaled, held the smoke for one beat, then let it out toward the kitchen tiles instead of Shane’s face. 
“Yes. Really.”
“You said you were cutting down.”
“I said a lot of things.”
“You literally just got good news earlier.”
“Yes.” His eyes were flat now. “And then you punched my brother.”
The answer landed with enough force that Shane actually looked away for a second. Then the smell hit him again and he was angry all over, at the cigarette, at the fight, at the way everything had become difficult again in under an hour.
“You know I hate that,” he said.
“Then enjoy hating it quietly.”
“Rozanov.”
He laughed once, smoke catching low in his throat. 
“What? You want to explain my coping mechanisms to me too?”
“No, I want you to stop acting like poisoning yourself is some kind of argument you get to win.”
That probably did it. Ilya took the cigarette from his mouth and stared at him like he genuinely could not believe the turn they had taken.
“Unbelievable,” he said.
“What?”
“No, go on.” He spread his free hand once in a brittle gesture of invitation. “You hit a cop, insult my survival instincts, and now we do a health lecture?”
Shane’s hand hurt, his chest hurt, everything in him hurt, and none of that made him any kinder.
“I’m not lecturing you. I’m saying maybe chain-smoking because you’re angry isn’t helping.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed.
“And maybe hitting people because you’re angry is?”
“That’s not…”
“No, I’d love to hear the distinction.”
The cigarette burned between his fingers, a tiny ember in the warm apartment light. The smell of it was suddenly everywhere. Shane took one step toward the window and then stopped, because of course they couldn’t just throw it open carelessly here. Of course even this had to be considered, contained, arranged around paranoia and the city outside.
“That’s not fair,” he said.
“Fair?” Ilya echoed. “Fair. You want fair now.”
The word hung there, absurd and useless. They looked at each other across the room, both furious, both tired enough that the fury had started going strange around the edges. Finally Ilya took one more drag, jaw tight, then stubbed the cigarette out with abrupt force in a little ceramic dish by the sink.
The silence afterward was worse than the smell. He reached for his coat again. Shane stared. 
“What are you doing?”
“Going out,” the answer came immediate and flat.
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“Ilya, please…”
“No.” He shoved the cigarette pack back into his pocket, grabbed the keys from the counter, then looked at Shane with a face gone closed in a way Shane had only seen a few times and never without immediate dread. “I need you very far away from my nervous system for maybe one hour.”
That hurt more than it should have. Shane took a step toward him. 
“Don’t do this, Illy.”
“Do what?”
“Leave like this. I know this is bad. Just… don’t go out angry.”
“Excellent advice.” Ilya pulled his coat on. “I’ll save it for next time you decide to punch someone.”
The keys jingled once in his hand. Then, in a voice gone colder than the apartment deserved, he said, 
“Ice the hand.”
Shane stared at him.
“Don’t wait up.”
The words landed like a small physical blow.
“And don’t open to anyone.”
That one was practical. Worse for being practical. The kind of instruction that said the world outside the apartment still had teeth even if the argument inside was stealing all the oxygen.
He moved toward the door. Shane did not stop him. Could not quite make himself. Pride, fear, shame, all of it had knotted too tightly in him at once. At the door, Ilya paused only long enough to say, without turning around, 
“I mean it about the door.”
Then he left. The apartment went silent in the exact wrong way. Not peaceful. Hollow. The silence of a room after a fight where too much has been said and none of the important things have actually been resolved. The kind of silence that leaves all your own worst thoughts suddenly loud.
Shane stood there in the middle of it with his bruised hand throbbing and the smell of cigarette smoke still lingering faintly in the air, and felt awful. Not just guilty. Not just angry. Awful in the deeper way, the way that comes when you know you’ve been right in some places and wrong in others and cruel in exactly the ways you did not mean to be and still did it anyway.
He looked at the closed door. Then at his hand. Then at the stupid little ceramic dish by the sink. And for the first time since the punch, since the hospital, since the whole violent bright crack of the afternoon, he felt the full shape of how frightened Ilya had been. Not for himself.
For Shane.
He sat down slowly on the edge of the couch, elbows on his knees, and pressed his good hand over his eyes. The apartment stayed quiet around him. Too quiet without Ilya in it.
***
One hour passed. Then another. By the time the second one had thinned itself into the edges of evening, the apartment felt like it had changed shape around Shane.
At first he had tried to do exactly what Ilya said. Ice the hand. Stay inside. Don’t open to anyone.
He’d found the ice pack in the tiny freezer compartment and wrapped it in a dish towel and sat with it over his knuckles until the ache went from sharp to dull and then back again and then Shane just abandoned it all together. He’d tried tea. The tea had gone cold untouched. He’d tried sitting on the couch. Then standing at the window behind the curtains without actually moving them. Then pacing the length of the apartment and back, counting steps like that might make time behave.
He told himself, over and over, not to be insane. Ilya had gone out because he was furious and overwhelmed and needed air and cigarettes and distance and somewhere to put the fight that wasn’t Shane’s body. That was all. He was not a child. He knew the city. He knew exactly how to move through it. He could take care of himself in Moscow more easily than Shane could take care of himself in a grocery store six blocks away.
Still, the minutes kept going. The light outside the curtains dimmed from white-grey to blue-grey to full dark, and with every stage of it the apartment felt more wrong. Less like solitude, more like absence. By the time it had been well over two hours, the fear had stopped being abstract.
It lived in his body now. In the way his chest tightened for no good reason every time a car door slammed in the street below. In the way he kept checking the time and then immediately not remembering what the time had been. In the way he started listening for footsteps in the hall and then hating himself when they turned out to belong to someone else.
He thought about calling. Didn’t. He thought about texting. Didn’t.
The argument sat too raw between them, and some part of him knew that if Ilya was still angry or still trying to put himself back together, the buzz of a phone from Shane would either be ignored or make everything worse. So he waited. And then, because waiting started to feel impossible, he began to think about going out.
Not far. Just downstairs first. Then maybe the street. Then maybe the little corner shop. Maybe the route to the metro. Maybe the place by the river they’d walked once. Maybe nowhere useful at all, just motion because sitting still with dread was starting to feel like being skinned. By the time he had his hand on his coat, his heart was beating too hard and he knew with sudden, awful clarity that he was right on the edge of a panic spiral and one more hour might actually tip him into it.
Then the lock turned. Shane froze.
The door opened. Ilya stepped inside. For one split second, all Shane felt was relief so violent it almost made his knees weak. He looked at him properly and the relief turned immediately into something softer and sharper and more painful.
He looked bad.
Not drunk, Shane clocked that instantly. His steps were too clean, his eyes too clear, his movements too exact. But the cigarettes were all over him now, cold air and smoke soaked into his coat and hair, and there was something else too. Not anger anymore. That had burned out. What remained looked worn down and pale and tired in a way that made Shane think of people after they’d cried and then not cried, after they’d walked too far with their own thoughts and come back quieter for it.
He shut the door behind him. Locked it. Checked the second lock too, just by habit. Then he stood there for one second, shoulders still under the coat, and looked at Shane. Whatever he saw on Shane’s face seemed to hit him immediately.
His own expression changed. The hardness in it went. He shrugged out of his coat, dropped his keys in the dish by the door, toed off his boots with none of the brisk irritation he’d left in, and then crossed the room without a word.
Straight to Shane.
No hesitation. No pause to see if the fight was still waiting. No checking if he was still welcome. He just reached for him and pulled him in.
Shane made a small, helpless sound and went immediately, all the held-tight fear in him collapsing into motion at once. Ilya’s arms came around him hard enough to be real but not hard enough to hurt, one hand at the back of his neck, the other around his ribs, and then there was his mouth at Shane’s temple, his hair, his cheek, not kissing yet, just there, and the sound of him shushing under his breath like Shane was the one who needed calming.
“Shh,” he murmured. “Shh. I’m here.”
The words nearly wrecked him. Shane’s hands fisted in the back of his sweater and he realized only then how close he’d been to panic. How hard his body had been braced for some other version of the evening.
Ilya held him and kept shushing softly for another few seconds, mouth brushing his hairline, his cheek, his temple. Then, low and rough and stripped clean of every defensive edge, he said, 
“I’m sorry.”
Shane closed his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Ilya repeated, and now the apology had shape and direction. “For leaving like that. For being so furious. For saying stupid shit just because I was scared and didn’t know where to put it.”
Shane’s throat tightened around a dozen possible answers. None of them made it out. Ilya leaned back just enough to look at him. His own eyes had gone tired and tender in equal measure.
“I understand why you did it,” he said quietly. “I do. I shouldn’t have acted like I didn’t. I understand exactly why you hit him.”
Shane swallowed hard. 
“It was still reckless.”
“Yes.” The answer came immediately. “Yes, it was. And I’m still angry about that part. But not at the part where you couldn’t stand there and hear him talk about me like that.” His mouth tightened. “I would have lost my mind too, if somebody spoke about you like that in front of me.”
The sentence went through Shane like heat. Ilya lifted one hand and touched the side of his face, thumb brushing once over the skin there with a kind of careful reverence that made the whole room narrow around it.
“But I would still rather die,” he said, and his voice shook on the edge of the words before he steadied it, “than see something happen to you because of me.”
There it was again. The true center. Not the punch. Not the pride. Not even the fight. This. Shane in danger because of him.
He let out one shaking breath. 
“I know.”
Ilya’s face softened in a way that was almost impossible to look at. 
“I don’t think you did,” he murmured. “Not fully. Not until tonight.”
That was true enough that Shane didn’t argue. Instead he just looked at him and let him keep talking.
“I said stupid things,” Ilya went on. “I know what you meant. And I know you weren’t trying to…” He stopped, shook his head once. “You weren’t trying to make me feel weak. Or passive. Or stupid. You were angry for me. I knew that. I just…” His gaze dropped briefly. “I was too frightened to be fair about it.”
The honesty of that sat gently and heavily between them. Shane reached up and touched his wrist.
 “Where did you go?”
Ilya gave the smallest, tired exhale. 
“Walking. Smoking. Being dramatic by the river. All my best hobbies.”
That got the faintest shape of a smile out of Shane.
“Did it help?”
“Eventually.” A pause. “After I got over how satisfying it was to picture shoving him into traffic myself.”
Shane let out a breath that might almost have been a laugh. Then Ilya looked down at Shane’s hand. The anger left his face completely at that. What replaced it was so tender Shane had to look away for a second.
“Show me.”
Shane held the hand out. Ilya took it as though it were something precious and possibly breakable, turning it gently in both of his. The swelling had come up more fully now over the knuckles, reddish-purple under the skin. Nothing obviously broken. But ugly enough.
He frowned in immediate, private offense at the sight of it.
“Idiotic hand,” he murmured.
Shane smiled weakly. 
“That’s not how anatomy works, Illy”
“Shh, Hollander, I am on doctor's duty.”
He brought the hand closer to the lamp, inspecting it with a seriousness that made Shane’s chest ache all over again. Not because it was funny, though in another life maybe it would have been, but because this was how Ilya loved when no one made him hide it. Thoroughly. With focus. Like care itself was a task he intended to do well.
“Can you move it?”
Shane flexed his fingers carefully. “Yeah.”
“Does this hurt?”
“Yes.”
“This?”
“Yes.”
“This?”
“Jesus, yes.”
“Good. Then probably not broken.”
“Very reassuring.”
“I’m an excellent doctor, da.”
“You are not.”
“No, but I’m beautiful and you love me.”
That actually pulled a real laugh out of Shane, small and cracked though it was. Ilya’s mouth twitched at the sound, and then he bent his head and pressed a kiss to the swollen knuckles. Once.
Then again, slower. The kisses were almost absurdly gentle. The kind that said apology and devotion and fury all at once. The kind that turned Shane’s whole body warm and sore and full. When he lifted his head, his eyes were bright in a way that made Shane think he’d maybe been closer to tears than cigarettes by the river and had chosen the cigarettes because they were easier to explain.
“I’m sorry,” he said one more time, quieter now. “For all of it. For the things I said. For leaving you here. For making you sit with that fear by yourself.”
Shane’s mouth parted. 
“How did you know…?”
“Because I know you.”
The answer came with no hesitation. It made something in Shane’s chest give in a way it hadn’t during the argument, during the waiting, during any of it. Ilya took one small step closer. Then he kissed him. And the kiss was so gentle it almost hurt.
No fury now. No dark edge. No need to prove or punish or take apart. Just softness. His mouth found Shane’s like he was approaching something already bruised, something he wanted to soothe rather than consume. He kissed him once, then again, slower, and Shane felt the whole of himself tilt toward it instinctively, every hour of fear and anger and waiting dissolving at the edges under the sheer tenderness of being kissed like this.
Ilya’s free hand came up to cradle the side of his neck. Not possessive. Not urgent. Just there, warm and steady and careful as the kiss deepened by tiny degrees.
When they parted, it was only by an inch. His forehead rested against Shane’s for one suspended breath.
“I love you,” he murmured.
The words brushed Shane’s mouth on the way out. Then, softer still, 
“I love you so much it makes me unrecognizable to myself sometimes.”
Shane’s eyes burned instantly. Ilya kissed the corner of his mouth.
“And I’m sorry,” he whispered. “For being cruel when I was scared. For making you feel like I left because I didn’t want you.” Another kiss, this one at his cheek. “For saying don’t wait up when I knew perfectly well you would.” Another, at the tip of his nose. “For every stupid, furious thing.”
Shane laughed weakly through the sting in his eyes. 
“That was a lot of stupid, furious things.”
“Yes.” Ilya’s mouth curved, just barely. “I’m very talented, Hollander.”
And then he kissed him again, full and slow and so full of love that for a second Shane thought he might actually break apart under the relief of it. When the kiss ended, Ilya stayed close, his lips brushing once more over the bruised knuckles before he lowered the hand between them.
“Come on,” he murmured. “We clean up your hand properly. Then tea. Then maybe I hold you until your nervous system stops trying to leave your body.”
Shane looked at him, at the smoke still clinging faintly to him, at the tiredness in his face and the apology there too and the impossible softness that had come back into the room with him.
“You’re not angry anymore.”
Ilya considered that. 
“I’m not not angry.” A pause. “But I’m more in love than angry, which is inconvenient.”
That did it. Shane smiled helplessly, throat aching with it. Ilya leaned in and kissed him one last time, very lightly.
“Good,” he murmured. “Now let me take care of the hand I told you to ice three hours ago, you absolute disaster.”
In the kitchen, the light was too bright for what they were becoming again. That was Shane’s first clear thought as Ilya sat him down on one of the stools and disappeared into the freezer for the ice pack, moving with that same familiar mix of annoyance and devotion that Shane had learned to recognize as one of his deepest forms of care. The apartment was still quiet around them, the fight burned down at last into something softer and more dangerous, the smell of cigarettes already thinning under the clean heat and whatever tea he had promised next.
“Hand,” Ilya said.
Shane held it out obediently. Ilya wrapped the ice pack in a towel once again, frowned at the swelling over the knuckles like it had personally insulted him, and then pressed the cold carefully against Shane’s skin. The shock of it made Shane hiss.
“Good,” Ilya murmured. “Suffer.”
“You are so kind to me.”
“No, I’m extremely cruel. You’re just into it.”
That pulled a laugh out of Shane before it softened into something else, because Ilya was standing very close now, one hand holding the ice in place, the other braced lightly on Shane’s thigh, and the post-argument tenderness of the room had started to change temperature.
Neither of them spoke for a second. Then Shane tipped his head up and kissed him. It was meant to be small. Just a thank-you, maybe. A little peace offering after the fear and the fight and the hours apart. But the second Ilya’s mouth met his, something in both of them gave way all over again.
The kiss deepened immediately.
Not rough the way it had at the wall, not desperate the way it had been after the hospital. This was slower and somehow hotter for it, all the more intense because nothing in it was hurried. Ilya’s hand left the ice pack for one second, then another, and Shane felt the cold slipping against his skin until Ilya cursed softly under his breath and set it down on the counter without breaking the kiss.
Shane’s good hand found the front of his sweater and held there, fingers curling in. Ilya stepped in between his knees, close enough that the stool creaked faintly under Shane’s shifting weight, and kissed him again, deeper now, his mouth warm and patient and so full of feeling it made Shane’s whole chest ache.
Every part of the room seemed to sharpen around them, the bright kitchen light, the cold pack abandoned on the counter, the radiator humming faintly in the next room, the taste of tea still ghosting on Shane’s tongue. Ilya kissed like he was trying to soothe something and ignite it at the same time. His hands moved over Shane with care first, palms warm at his waist, his ribs, the side of his neck. Then lower, slow enough that Shane felt every inch of it.
“I was scared,” Ilya murmured against his mouth.
The confession slid through the kiss like heat.
“I know.”
“No.” His forehead pressed briefly to Shane’s, breath unsteady for just a second before his control reassembled itself into something darker. “Not in the abstract. I was fucking terrified.”
Shane looked at him and saw all of it still there, the fear, the apology, the love, the danger of the city still sitting outside the windows, and that was what made the want turn sharp. He kissed him first this time, with less patience than before, and Ilya made a low sound that went straight through him.
“Shane,” he said, and the way he said it was all warning and worship together.
Then his hands tightened at Shane’s waist and the whole thing tipped. The stool scraped softly against the floor. Shane’s thighs opened for him without thinking, and Ilya stepped in closer, crowding him between his body and the counter edge. The pressure of him there, solid and warm and no longer angry but still carrying all that banked intensity, made Shane’s breath catch. He could feel Ilya’s arousal already, obvious and impossible to ignore, and his own body answered with humiliating speed.
“You’re trouble,” Shane whispered.
Ilya’s mouth found the corner of his jaw, then the line just under it. 
“You punched my brother.”
“He deserved it.”
“He did.” A brief pause, his lips against Shane’s throat. “Still, you are trouble.”
The words dissolved into another kiss, then another, each one pulling them farther from the bright rational part of the day and deeper into something slower, hotter, more private. Shane’s hand slid into his hair. Ilya’s palms moved under the hem of his shirt and flattened against bare skin, and the touch was so direct and warm that Shane shivered despite himself.
“Cold?” Ilya murmured.
“No.”
“Good boy.”
He kissed him again before Shane could answer, and this time one hand dropped to Shane’s hip while the other traced down the center of his chest, lower, lower, until Shane’s body tensed around the anticipation of where it would end.
It did not quite get there. Not yet. That restraint was what made it unbearable. The way Ilya touched him as if he had all the time in the world now, as if the argument and the fear had only sharpened his focus. He kissed Shane until the bright room felt soft around the edges and Shane was half dizzy with it, then drew back only enough to look at him.
Ilya’s face was flushed. Beautifully so. Mouth red from kissing. Eyes dark and intent.
“I want you,” he said quietly.
The sentence should not have been enough to make Shane’s pulse jump harder, but it did.
“You have me.”
Ilya’s expression changed. Softer for one second. Then something hotter moved under it.
“Yes,” he said. “I know.”
He bent and lifted Shane off the stool with infuriating ease, one arm under his thighs, the other around his back, and Shane let out a startled laugh that turned breathless when Ilya kissed him again mid-motion.
The kitchen blurred. The hallway. The bedroom door. By the time the back of Shane’s knees met the edge of the bed, he was already flushed all over and aching with want, his good hand twisted in Ilya’s sweater and his bad one forgotten somewhere against his shoulder because nothing in him could focus on anything except the heat of his mouth and the hard line of his body and the low Russian murmur that slipped out of him once under his breath when Shane kissed him back too hard.
The bed took them in with a soft dip. This time there was no frantic stripping, no collision of fear and sex and apology. Instead, Ilya undressed him like he was trying to memorize him again. Shirt first. Mouth following each inch of newly bared skin as it appeared. The line of his chest. The hollow at the base of his throat. One nipple, then the other, kissed with such patient attention that Shane arched under him without even meaning to.
“You’re beautiful,” Ilya said into his skin.
Shane laughed weakly. 
“You’re biased.”
“No.” Ilya’s hand slid over his side, then lower, firm and reverent all at once. “Just observant.”
The heat pooled low and heavy in Shane’s body, building with every slow touch. By the time Ilya’s palm finally settled over the shape of his cock through his pants, Shane’s breath caught so sharply it almost hurt.
Ilya closed his eyes for one second at the reaction, as if even that undid him a little. Then he looked down again, all that tenderness sharpened into hunger.
“You make it all very hard,” he murmured.
Shane, already half gone from the feel of his hand there, managed, 
“That seems fair.”
Ilya smiled faintly and pushed his pants down with no more haste than he’d used for the shirt. The cool air of the room hit skin already too hot. His hand came back immediately, warm over Shane’s dick now without any barrier between them, and the first slow stroke made Shane’s head fall back against the pillow.
Not because it was rough. Because it wasn’t. It was deliberate. Thorough. The kind of touch that felt less like being handled and more like being studied by someone who already knew exactly what would undo you and still took his time getting there.
“Look at me,” Ilya said softly.
Shane did. That was almost the worst part. Seeing his face while he touched him. The concentration in it. The devotion. The faint flush high on his cheeks. The way his own need was plain now too, cock already hard and pressing visibly against his jeans, and still he was giving Shane this look like what mattered first was him.
The room narrowed around that. Shane reached for him, clumsy with need and one bad hand and too much feeling, and got his fingers hooked into the waistband of Ilya’s jeans just enough to pull him closer. Ilya let himself be pulled, smiling a little with it, then bent to kiss him again while his hand kept moving, slow, firm, maddeningly exact.
The kiss swallowed every sound Shane might have made. When they finally broke apart, Ilya’s mouth moved to his jaw, his throat, the sensitive skin just under his ear, and Shane felt every little point of contact like it had its own pulse. His body was already tight with it, already wanting more than one hand and one mouth and one room could reasonably hold.
“I love you,” Ilya whispered against his neck, and the words were hot enough to feel like another touch.
Shane’s whole body tightened around them. 
“Ilya…”
“I know.” Another kiss. “I know.”
He got rid of the rest of his clothes eventually, and then his own, and the sight of him like that, bare, flushed, hair mussed, cock hard and heavy and leaking  against his stomach, was enough to make Shane go weak all over again.
“Jesus,” he whispered.
Ilya’s mouth curved. 
“Good review?”
Shane could only nod. Then Ilya was over him again, skin to skin this time, and the heat of it was almost too much after the week they’d had, the city, the hospitals, the fear, the fight. All of it seemed to burn away under the simple shocking fact of being held and wanted like this.
The rest unfolded with the same intensity as the kitchen and none of the haste. Hands first. Kissing first. Mouth and tongue and breath and the slow, unbearable drag of pleasure built with patience rather than rush. Shane felt taken apart by increments, each one precise enough to make the next feel impossible to survive. Every time he came close to losing control, Ilya steadied him and undid him harder, his own voice low and wrecked with it, his body trembling now with the strain of holding back and taking care all at once.
When his mouth finally closed around Shane’s cock, it was with that same impossible blend of tenderness and hunger that only he seemed able to manage. Not vulgar. Not careless. Just so intensely intimate that Shane could barely breathe through it, one hand in his hair, the other useless at the sheets, his whole body shaking from the effort of staying quiet and not simply falling apart under the devotion of it.
And later, when Ilya pushed into him, slow enough to make the stretch feel almost reverent, Shane thought dimly that this was what made loving him so dangerous: even at his hungriest, even when the whole room was hot with want and apology and all the things they had not solved except with their mouths and hands and bodies, he still made it feel like something precious.
The pace turned rougher after that, but never rough in a way that abandoned care. Just intensity. Heat. The kind of deep, driving rhythm that left Shane breathless and clutching at him and completely at his mercy in the most wanted way imaginable. Ilya held him through it with one hand at the back of his neck and the other wrapped around Shane’s cock, stroking him in time with each thrust until the world narrowed to the bed, the sheets, the scent of smoke and soap still faintly clinging to his skin, and the sound of his own name coming apart in Ilya’s mouth.
When Shane finally came, it tore through him hard enough to leave him shaking.
Ilya followed not long after, face buried against the side of Shane’s throat, the groan he swallowed there so low and wrecked it felt like it belonged directly in Shane’s bloodstream.
Afterward they stayed tangled. Ilya’s weight over him, then beside him, then pulling him close again until there was no air between them worth naming. He kissed the corner of Shane’s mouth, the bridge of his nose, the bruised knuckles once more as if apology and desire had become impossible to separate in him tonight.
“You okay?” he murmured.
Shane, boneless and still catching his breath, nodded against his shoulder.
Ilya pressed another slow kiss to his temple.
“I’m still sorry,” he whispered. “And still in love with you. Obscenely, Hollander. No halfway, da?”
Shane smiled into his skin, tired and sore and full in every possible way.
“Me too,” he murmured back. “No halfway.”
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    Chapter Notes

      I think some of you might hate me for this chapter. I hate myself a bit too. But I promise, it is angst with happy ending so the suffering is temporary. This being said, let me know your thoughts! I wanted to keep it all realistic and I hope I've managed.
My song for this is "collide" by Hayley Kiyoko & Gigi Perez.







  The days after the match result and after the hit and after the fight changed shape again.
Not easy. In some ways worse. Before, the waiting had at least been shared. It had a rhythm they both lived inside together - hospital visits, Alina sleeping or half-awake, tea at night, Moscow in pieces, dread stretched thin across both of them at once. Now that there was movement, now that the hospital had real use for Ilya and not just his fear, the city began pulling them in different directions.
Most mornings he was gone before Shane was fully awake. Sometimes Shane would come up slowly through sleep and find only the warm hollow left behind in the bed, Ilya’s side already cold enough. Sometimes there would be tea waiting on the bedside table under a little plate to keep it warm, or a note in his slanted handwriting that said something like eat actual breakfast or don’t open the door to murderers or, once, simply back later. don’t spiral. love you.  Shane had started keeping those notes without meaning to. Folding them and putting them in his wallet by the bed like they were receipts from another life.
Ilya’s days belonged to the hospital now. More blood. More interviews. More forms. More questions. More doctors who wanted his entire medical history and then wanted it again from a slightly different angle to make sure no detail had gone unrecorded. Infectious screening. Physical exam. Long conversations with transplant people whose faces Shane only half knew by description but could already imagine too well: measured, grave, brisk, speaking in probabilities and protocols while Ilya sat there vibrating with the need to drag them to the point.
He came home exhausted in different ways depending on the day. Sometimes physically spent, drained into a kind of boneless quiet by hours under bright lights and too many vials and too much waiting with his own body made suddenly important by the machinery of medicine. On those days he would come through the door, lock it, strip off his coat and shoes and just stand there for a second like his nervous system had reached the end of itself. Shane would cross the room without a word and take him in, and Ilya would let himself be held with no argument at all, face tucked into Shane’s neck, smelling like hospital and soap and the cold outdoors and, increasingly, that dry metallic edge of stress and cold sweat that seemed to cling to him now no matter how carefully he showered it off.
Other days he came back sharp and restless, full of too much information and not enough certainty. He would pace while explaining what they’d told him, what kind of collection they preferred, what else they still needed to screen, what timelines were tightening, what words the doctors used when they wanted to sound hopeful. Shane would sit on the edge of the couch and listen and ask the right questions and watch how all that competence in him now had somewhere urgent to go.
And while Ilya belonged more and more to the hospital, Shane began to belong more and more to everything else that could not be ignored. At first he had thought it would be manageable. A few calls. A few explanations. A little captainly authority from afar. Enough truth to make people stop asking the wrong questions, not enough to crack open what was theirs before they were ready.
He had been very optimistic. The team could survive a few days without him. They had proved that. The coach could cover, the assistants could absorb some of the outward pressure, the room was strong enough not to collapse just because its captain was suddenly in another country. But hockey, unlike love, did not pause simply because someone’s life had turned into a medical crisis.
The first few calls with management were almost easy, if only because everyone was trying to sound humane before they reverted to logistics.
Yes, it was a family emergency.
No, he could not say much more right now.
Yes, there was an illness involved.
No, he did not know exactly when he’d be back.
Yes, he understood the scheduling issue.
No, he could not commit to a date yet.
He said the words so many times they started to sound unreal in his own mouth. A family emergency. Technically true. Insufficiently true. The kind of phrase that flattened everything, Alina’s thin sleeping face, Ilya’s hand shaking at the lake, Alexei’s blood on hospital concrete, Irina’s grave, all of it, into something polite enough to be passed through administrative channels without scaring anyone too badly.
The league was worse. Not cruel. Just relentless in that faceless institutional way where no one individual is trying to hurt you, but the machine still leans on the same bruise until it becomes an injury.
What’s the projected timeline? Is the player safe to travel? Can he rejoin remotely for the media? Do we classify this as personal leave, medical family leave, compassionate leave? Who is the ill relative? Is there expected public disclosure? Are there reputational concerns if his absence extends through the next road trip?
That last one made Shane actually laugh the first time he heard it, so sharply and without humour that the PR woman on the other end went silent for a full three seconds before trying again with softer phrasing.
He was sitting at the little dining table in the apartment then, laptop open, one hand in his hair, the other over notes he had started keeping because the number of people requiring information had become impossible to hold in his head. Reputational concerns. He looked out at the drawn curtains and thought of a ten-year-old girl in oncology and wanted to throw the phone through the wall. Instead he took a breath and answered like a professional.
No, there would be no public disclosure at this time.
No, he was not available for the media.
No, he was not comfortable giving the name of the patient.
Yes, he understood the burden on scheduling.
Yes, he would provide a better estimate when he had one.
Every conversation like that left something ugly behind in him. Not because he minded responsibility, though. He never had. That was half the problem. He was good at carrying things. Good at smoothing edges, managing crises, making his own body sound calm enough that other people trusted him to keep their machine moving. But trying to do it now, from Moscow, with half his soul at the hospital and the other half being asked to explain his absence without ever once using the real words, was starting to wear grooves in him. Because he could not say:
I am here because the man I love came back to a country that hurts him and I refused to let him do it alone. I am here because his niece has leukemia and he is a donor match and all of this matters more than your lineup sheet for one week, two weeks, however many you need me to apologize for. I am here because if I leave too soon I will feel it in my bones for the rest of my life.
He could not say any of that. So instead he said family emergency. Personal matter. Medical issue. Uncertain timeline. Appreciates discretion. It started to make him feel sick.
One afternoon, after three separate calls and two emails that all wanted the same answer in different packaging, Shane closed the laptop and just sat there with his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands until the room stopped spinning.
The apartment was quiet. Too quiet. Ilya had been gone since morning and the light outside the curtains had already started its slow slide toward evening. Somewhere beyond the walls Moscow kept moving, uncaring and enormous. On the table beside the laptop sat a mug of tea gone cold and untouched and a list he had made of people he still had to reply to before night. Coach. GM. PR. League rep. Strength staff. One of the assistants asked if he could please tell G to stop freelancing on the power play from another continent.
He wanted to laugh and throw up at the same time. His phone buzzed. For one bright irrational second he thought hospital.
It was Kenny.
Kenny u alive or has bureaucracy killed u
Shane stared at the message for a second, then typed back:
 
half alive. tell G if he freelances one more time i’ll fly back just to kill him
 
The reply came immediately.
Kenny there’s my captain!
That should not have gotten him. It did. He dropped the phone on the table and leaned back in the chair, eyes on the ceiling, and let himself feel the shape of how strained this was becoming. The hospital on one side. The team on the other. The league pressing for dates and structure and the kind of clean timeline medicine almost never gave. Their relationship was still hidden inside all of it like a lit fuse no one else knew was burning. Every day that passed made it harder not because he regretted being here, but because he didn’t. Because staying felt right and increasingly impossible at the same time.
When Ilya came back that evening, he found Shane exactly there, still in the chair, laptop shut now, tie-less and tired-looking in the borrowed hush of the apartment, one hand over his mouth and his eyes too open. He took one look at him and asked immediately, 
“What happened?”
Shane dropped his hand. 
“Nothing happened.”
Ilya stood in the entryway still wearing his coat. 
“That is your face for ‘everything happened’.”
Shane huffed a breath that might have become a laugh if it hadn’t been so close to fraying. 
“The league happened.”
Ilya’s expression changed at once. Not alarm. Recognition. The particular kind of that meant he had been waiting for this part to catch up with them and had perhaps hoped, against his own nature, that it might not.
He locked the door, came farther into the room, and took his coat off slowly.
“How bad?”
Shane looked at him. 
“Bad in the boring way.”
“That is usually the worst way.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya came to stand beside the table, looking down at the closed laptop as if it were an enemy. 
“What do they want?”
“A timeline.” Shane rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “A classification. More detail than I can give without either lying badly or telling them things that are not mine to tell.”
Ilya was quiet for a beat.
Then, very carefully, 
“And the team?”
“They’re okay. They’re just… starting to feel it.” He let out a breath. “Coach is managing. The room’s managing. But I’m not there, and there’s only so long people can say family emergency before it starts sounding fake.”
Ilya pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down without asking, his attention all the way on Shane now in that unnerving, total way of his.
“You regret it?” he asked.
The question was so quiet Shane felt it before he fully heard it. He looked up at him instantly. 
“No.”
The answer came from somewhere lower than thought. Fast and clean. Ilya held his gaze another second, as if verifying the truth of it with his own eyes, then nodded once.
“Good,” he said. But the word sounded more like relief than certainty.
Shane leaned back and laughed once under his breath. 
“I do, however, regret the invention of administrative follow-up.”
“That is healthy reaction.”
“I’m serious. Every call is like…” He lifted a hand, searching. “Like trying to explain a storm without being allowed to say weather.”
That actually got the smallest curve out of Ilya’s mouth.
“Very poetic for someone with spreadsheets open.”
“I’m suffering.”
“I can see that.”
The tenderness of that nearly undid him more than the calls had. Shane looked at him for a long second and then said, because there wasn’t any point softening it now, 
“It’s getting harder.”
The smile vanished. What remained on Ilya’s face was not surprise. More like the painful confirmation of something he had already been thinking and had not yet chosen to drag into the room.
“I know,” he said.
And because he said it like that, already carrying some version of the problem too, Shane’s stomach tightened with the sense that this was only the beginning of a conversation they were both not ready to finish.
***
It went on for exactly two more days.
Two more days of the same strained rhythm, stretched tighter each time it repeated. Ilya to the hospital before Shane had fully woken, then back late with new pieces of the process in his body. Shane at the apartment or on the phone or hunched over his laptop trying to keep his team stitched together from another country while making everything sound small enough not to invite questions he could not answer honestly.
And each day the pressure on Shane’s end grew more visible in little things. The way he stopped taking his tea while it was still hot. The way he read the same email three times before answering. The way his jaw stayed set even when he was quiet. The way his phone lived face up on the table, charging, buzzing, lighting, demanding something from him every twenty minutes in one form or another.
Ilya watched it. He watched the polite, steady voice Shane used with management and the league, watched the way that same steadiness left him a little emptier each time. He watched him try to make every impossible thing sound manageable, watched him protect everyone from the true shape of this because that was the kind of man he was, because captains learned early how to translate disaster into language other people could tolerate.
By the end of the second day, Ilya had heard enough. It was evening when he finally said it. The apartment was warm, the curtains already drawn against the dark outside, the remains of dinner still on the little table because neither of them had bothered clearing the plates yet. Shane had just come off another call, league this time, or PR, or someone else who wanted timeline without saying the word pressure out loud, and he looked exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with sleep.
Ilya stood by the kitchen counter for a minute after the call ended, watching him put the phone down.
Then he said, very quietly, 
“Come here.”
Shane looked up.
Something in Ilya’s voice made him go still at once. Not alarmed exactly. Just aware.
He got up from the table and crossed the room. Ilya took his wrist, not roughly, but not tentatively either, and guided him to the couch.
“Sit.”
Shane frowned. 
“That sounds ominous.”
“It is a little ominous.”
That got half a tired smile out of him, but it vanished when he saw that Ilya wasn’t smiling back. Shane sat. Ilya didn’t pace. Didn’t hover. He sat down beside him and for one long second just looked at him. Then he reached up and cupped Shane’s face in both hands. The touch was so gentle that Shane’s chest tightened before a word had even been said.
“I need you to listen to me,” Ilya said.
Shane’s whole body stilled. 
“Okay.”
“You have to go back.”
There it was. The words landed clean and terrible and immediate, like a door shut in some internal room Shane had not yet admitted he was standing inside.
He stared at him.
“No.”
The answer came before thought. Before pride. Before anything. Ilya had expected that. Shane could tell by the way his thumbs moved once over his cheeks, calming, steadying, almost apologizing before he even started.
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Shane…”
“No.” He pulled back a little, not enough to break the hold but enough that the refusal had shape and body now. “No. Absolutely not.”
Ilya exhaled slowly through his nose, gaze never leaving his face.
“Yes,” he said again, softer now, and somehow that made it worse. “You do.”
Shane shook his head. 
“I’m not leaving you here.”
Ilya’s expression changed at that. Not to frustration. To something more painful.
“You are not leaving me,” he said.
“That is exactly what it is.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
Shane was already getting angrier now, not at Ilya exactly but at the shape of the conversation, at the fact that after everything, after the airport, after Russia, after Alina, after the donor result, this was apparently where it was going.
“No halfway,” he said, and the words came sharper than he meant them to. “Remember that? You said it and I said it and I meant it.”
“I know you meant it.”
“Then don’t ask me to do this.”
Ilya’s hands stayed on his face. That made the whole thing harder somehow, the fact that he didn’t let go, didn’t retreat into distance or sarcasm or strategy. He just kept holding him there and taking the full force of it.
“I am not asking you to do it halfway,” he said quietly.
Shane laughed once, short and disbelieving. 
“That’s exactly what this is.”
“No.” Ilya leaned in slightly, enough that the word landed lower, truer. “No. That is what you think it is because you love me and you are scared, and right now the only shape of loyalty that makes sense is staying in the same room as me forever.”
The sentence should have softened him. It didn’t.
“Maybe because the room matters,” Shane snapped.
“It does. I know it does.”
“Then why are you doing this?”
“Because,” Ilya said, and now the gentleness in him turned firmer, steadier, almost fierce in its own way, “there is our team there.”
Shane’s mouth tightened.
“There is your family there,” Ilya went on. “Your season. Your obligations. Your entire actual life waiting for you to stop pretending that everything can be suspended indefinitely because I’m in a hospital here.”
Shane looked away, which was answer enough. Ilya’s fingers pressed lightly at his jaw, turning his face back.
“Listen to me.”
Shane’s eyes burned. 
“I am listening.”
“No, you’re waiting to argue.”
“That too.”
That got the smallest flicker out of him. Gone immediately. Then Ilya leaned closer and said, in the quietest voice he had, 
“You already proved it.”
Shane blinked.
“What?”
“You already proved it.”
The words settled more heavily the second time.
“You came,” Ilya said. “You got on the plane. You crossed the world. You stood in hospital corridors and at my mother’s grave and in parking lots and by frozen lakes. You were here for the worst part of it and for the first hopeful part too.” His gaze held Shane’s with almost painful steadiness. “You do not have to keep proving it by setting your whole life on fire.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“That’s not what this is.”
“It is a little.” A beat. “And I love that about you, Hollander. I do. But I’m not going to let you turn devotion into self-destruction and call it romance.”
The sentence hit so hard Shane went silent for a second. Ilya kept going before he could recover enough to interrupt.
“No halfway was never about geography,” he said. “It was never ‘we have to be in the same room every second or else it doesn’t count.’” His mouth softened around the edges, but his hands stayed steady. “It was about not disappearing when things got hard.”
Shane looked at him and felt the shape of the argument shift under his feet.
“I’m not disappearing,” he said, but the line sounded weaker now, more like a plea than a position.
“I know.” Ilya’s thumbs brushed once, barely, over the angles of his face. “And you won’t. That’s the point.”
He leaned his forehead forward until it rested lightly against Shane’s, not kissing, just there, and when he spoke again his voice had gone almost unbearably tender.
“I need you to go back and still not leave me.”
That did it. Not the full thing. Not surrender. But the first real crack in Shane’s refusal. He closed his eyes for one second because looking at him had become too much.
“Ilya…”
“No, let me finish.” The words warmed the space between them. “I need you to go back and be captain and son and all the other things that are yours. I need you to keep your season. I need you to stop making every phone call from my couch with that expression like you’re bleeding one polite answer at a time.” His voice thinned just slightly around the edges, enough that Shane heard the truth under the calm. “And I need to know that when you do it, you’re still mine from there.”
Shane’s eyes opened. The room blurred for a second. Ilya held his face and looked at him like he was offering up something much harder than a dramatic airport chase. Something less cinematic. More adult. More painful.
“We’ll text,” he said. “We’ll call. You’ll know every doctor and every appointment and every stupid thing I eat. You’ll hear my voice every day. Probably too much. We’ll annoy each other across time zones. You’ll sleep with the phone on the pillow like a psychopath and I’ll pretend I don’t love it.”
Despite everything, that dragged a weak, helpless sound out of Shane that might almost have been a laugh. Ilya’s mouth moved faintly. Then he said, more quietly, 
“But it will take time. And you can’t just stay here forever.”
There it was, the essence of it. Not cruel. Not practical in some cold management sense. Just true. Shane felt himself recoiling from it anyway.
“I could stay until…”
“No.”
“Until the collection. Until after. Until…”
“No.”
The firmness in it startled him. Ilya pulled back enough to look him in the eye properly.
“If you stay until every part of this is over, then you start missing and hating the parts of your life that keep existing while mine is here. And I start resenting the fact that I’m the reason you had to choose between them.” His jaw tightened. “And then what we’ve done for each other becomes something ugly and I refuse that.”
Shane stared.
“I’m serious,” Ilya said. “I know exactly how guilt works. I know what it does when love doesn’t set boundaries early enough. I’m not doing that to us.”
The words sat between them, steady and brutal and so much wiser than the part of Shane that still just wanted to say no again until the whole world shaped itself around that refusal.
“You think I’d resent you.”
“I think you are human.”
“No,” Shane said immediately. “No. Not for this.”
“I know you think that now.” Ilya’s gaze did not waver. “I also know there is a team back home trying to function without its captain and a family that loves you and a league already breathing down your neck. I know what accumulates. I know what pressure does.” A pause. “And I know what I am asking if I say stay.”
The room had gone very still.
Shane could feel every point where Ilya’s hands met his face. Every place the sentence had landed and kept landing.
“So what,” he said at last, quieter now. “I go back and that’s supposed to feel like not leaving you.”
Ilya’s expression softened all the way then. Enough that it hurt to look at him.
“Yes,” he said.
One word. No irony. No cleverness. Just a plain, impossible yes.
And then, because Shane still looked unconvinced enough to break his own heart, he added, 
“Coming to Russia proved you meant it. Leaving Russia and still staying in this with me proves you understand it.”
That hit so deep Shane genuinely had no answer for a second. Ilya watched the silence do its work and then lowered one hand from Shane’s face to his wrist, holding him there with that same steady pressure.
“This is the harder version,” he said quietly. “Not the easier one.”
Shane swallowed hard. He hated that he could feel the truth of it. Hated it because it did not make leaving feel less like being cut open. Hated it because all the logic in the world could not compete with the simple animal part of him that wanted to stay in the same apartment, the same bed, the same city, until every last dangerous thing had passed.
“I don’t want to go,” he said finally.
The confession came out stripped and young and much closer to pain than he meant it to.
Ilya’s face changed at once.
“I know.”
“No, I really don’t.”
“I know.”
Shane let out a shaking breath and looked down for one second because if he kept looking at him he was going to say something desperate and useless like make me stay anyway.
“I finally got you here,” he said. “Not all the time, not fully, but… here. In your city. In your language. In this.” He gestured weakly around them, meaning the apartment, Moscow, the hospital, all of it. “And now I’m supposed to leave while you do the hardest part.”
Ilya’s hand came back up to his face then, thumb brushing once under his eye, and Shane had not even realized until that exact second that his eyes had gone wet.
“You were here for the hardest part already,” he said softly. “This next part is just longer.”
That nearly destroyed him. Shane laughed once, brokenly. 
“That’s not reassuring.”
“It’s not supposed to be.”
He leaned in again, forehead to forehead, and when he spoke next it was so quiet Shane felt it more than heard it.
“You’re not abandoning me,” he said. “You’re trusting me.”
Shane closed his eyes. The sentence moved through him like grief and relief tied together.
“I don’t know how to do that without it feeling wrong.”
Ilya exhaled, a warm slow breath against his mouth.
“You do it badly,” he murmured. “You text me too much. You call at stupid hours. You send me updates from practice and complain about our team and make me tell you every single thing the doctors say. You hate it and you do it anyway.” A faint, wrecked curve touched his mouth. “Very on brand for you.”
That did get a real laugh out of Shane, though it came tangled with tears and hurt enough to sound almost unfair. Then Ilya kissed him. Not like a conclusion. Not like reconciliation tied up cleanly with a bow. Just a slow, steady kiss full of love and sadness and the shape of the distance already beginning to exist between them.
When he pulled back, he stayed close and said, 
“I need you to leave without leaving me.”
There was no fighting that line. Not really. Shane felt the last of the argument drain out of him, leaving only the ache. So he opened his eyes, looked at the man he loved sitting in the half-light of the Moscow apartment with both hands still framing his face, and gave the smallest nod he had ever managed in his life.
There wasn't an agreement yet, not fully, but it was the first honest movement toward it.
And because Ilya knew him now in all the ways that mattered, he saw that too. His thumbs brushed once more over Shane’s cheeks, almost grateful, almost heartbroken, and he whispered, 
“Good.”
***
The day of Shane’s departure came toward them with the kind of quiet brutality that made it feel unreal right up until it wasn’t. For two days after that conversation, the plane ticket existed in the apartment like a third presence. Not visible most of the time, but there in everything. In the way Shane’s half-packed bag stayed open by the bedroom wall and seemed accusatory no matter what angle he looked at it from. In the way his phone buzzed now with flight confirmations and a message from his father offering to “bully Air Canada if necessary.” In the way every ordinary thing, tea, the shower, socks drying over the radiator, Ilya leaving for the hospital in the dark, began to feel sharpened by the countdown.
Shane hated it. Not dramatically. Not in some constant visible spiral. Worse than that. Quietly. Deeply. In the body. He hated folding sweaters into the bag because it made leaving look practical. He hated checking his passport because that made it official. He hated the ticket most of all because it was so clean and efficient and indifferent, just a departure time and a seat number and a route home, as if the thing it represented were not emotional amputation disguised as travel.
And every day moved too quickly. He had thought, stupidly, that knowing in advance would make it easier. That because they had talked about it, because Ilya had explained it so carefully and so lovingly, some part of his body would be persuaded by the logic. It wasn’t. His mind understood every inch of the argument. His body remained unconvinced.
By last night, the bag was packed. Not fully zipped. Shane couldn’t quite make himself do that yet. But packed enough that there was nothing left lying around except the things he’d need in the morning and the apartment already looked slightly less like his because of it.
Ilya came back late. Later than usual. Late enough that the apartment had gone fully dark except for the lamp Shane had left on in the living room and the little pool of kitchen light over the counter. He had been pretending to read and failing for over an hour, the book open to the same page, one ear trained on the hall outside the whole time.
When the lock finally turned, relief hit him so fast it was almost a reflex now.
Then he saw Ilya.
He looked exhausted.
Not wrecked, not shattered, not like one of the catastrophic hospital days. Just deeply tired in that particular way the last week had taught Shane to recognize immediately: the bone-deep depletion of someone being too useful for too many hours in too many fluorescent rooms. His hair was flattened strangely on one side from repeated hands dragged through it. His eyes looked older. His mouth softer from sadness than from peace.
He shut the door, locked it, leaned back against it for one second longer than necessary. Shane was already halfway across the room.
“How bad was it?”
Ilya looked at him, let out a breath through his nose, and shook his head slightly.
“Just long.”
That was all. Shane came closer and touched his wrist first, then his side, then finally his face when Ilya didn’t pull away. His skin was cold from outside. The familiar smell of the hospital and winter and soap clung to him, and under it all something metallic and tired that made Shane want to put him to bed for a week and guard the door.
“You ate?” he asked softly.
“Some.”
“That is not an answer, Rozanov.”
“I ate enough.”
The corner of Shane’s mouth moved despite the ache in his chest. Then he noticed that Ilya was still holding something in one hand, a small paper bag from some shop on the street, a little crumpled at the top from how tightly he’d been carrying it.
“What’s that?”
Ilya looked down as if he had almost forgotten it was there. Then, to Shane’s surprise, something almost shy crossed his face.
“Nothing.”
“That is a bag.”
“It’s a small bag.”
Shane looked at him. 
“Ilya.”
He gave a tiny, irritated exhale, the kind that always meant he’d decided he hated being perceived in a tender moment but was too late to stop it.
“I bought you something.”
The sentence landed so softly that for a second Shane just stared.
“You bought me something.”
“Yes, Shane.”
“At the hospital?”
“No.” A pause. “On the way back.”
The ache in Shane’s chest sharpened all at once into something much gentler and somehow worse. He looked at the bag again, then back at him. 
“Why?”
This time Ilya actually rolled his eyes, but there was no real edge in it.
“Because you’re leaving tomorrow,” he said. “And I thought maybe you could use one object in your life that is not ugly and Canadian while you wait for me.”
That nearly finished him on the spot. He held out his hand for the bag. Ilya hesitated for half a second as if, now that he had to actually surrender the thing, he regretted the entire concept of gifts.
Then he gave it over.
Inside, folded carefully in thin tissue paper, was a scarf.
Dark green. Almost black in the low light until Shane lifted it properly and the color moved through it. Soft. Heavy. Beautiful in that understated way that made it feel immediately expensive without being showy. There was a faint pattern woven into it, subtle enough that you only saw it when the fabric shifted in your hands.
Shane looked from the scarf to Ilya and back again.
“It’s…” He stopped because his voice had gone stupid. Started again. “It’s beautiful.”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder, already defensive.
“You’re always cold,” he muttered. “And your own scarves are either too thin or too decorative. This one is functional and not embarrassing.”
Shane laughed once, helplessly, because of course even this had to come wrapped in criticism or Ilya would spontaneously combust from sincerity.
“You bought me a scarf.”
“Yes.”
“So I can wear it.”
“I think so. Maybe. Probably.”
“While I wait for you.”
That got him, not visibly enough that anyone else would have seen it, maybe. But Shane saw it. The tiny shift in his face. The way his mouth flattened because there was no safe version of the sentence to answer.
“Yes,” he said quietly.
The room went very still around them. Shane lifted the scarf fully out of the bag and ran it once through his fingers. It smelled faintly like the shop and the winter air and, maybe only because he wanted it to, just a little like Ilya now.
“It’s my color,” he said.
“That was mostly an accident.”
“That is a lie.”
“Mhm.”
Shane set the bag down on the side table and looked at him. For one second they only stood there, the scarf between them now like proof of something too soft to survive ordinary handling. Then Shane stepped forward and looped it once, loosely, around his own neck right there in the living room.
“How do I look?”
Ilya’s gaze lifted to him.
The expression in it almost finished Shane off. Tired, yes. Full of hospital and fear and tomorrow and too much feeling already packed too tight under the skin. But also so open in that moment that Shane nearly had to look away.
“Like I made a good choice. Best choice of my life.” he said softly, clearly not meaning the scarf. Not only.
Shane crossed the space between them and kissed him. Not fast. Not out of hunger first. Out of feeling. The kind too large for the body and searching for somewhere to go. Ilya kissed him back immediately, one hand lifting to the scarf at Shane’s throat as if to feel it there, to confirm it was real and on him and would go with him tomorrow when he left.
The kiss deepened by slow degrees.
No urgency. No edge. Just tenderness gathering heat as it went, the way dusk gathers darkness. Shane could feel how tired Ilya was in the way his body leaned into him more heavily than usual, not in collapse, but in trust. In the way his hand moved from the scarf to the side of Shane’s neck and just stayed there as if that pulse under his thumb was one more thing he needed to memorize before morning.
When they finally pulled apart, barely, Ilya rested his forehead against Shane’s and closed his eyes for one brief second.
“I missed you today,” he said.
The honesty of it made Shane’s whole chest ache.
“You saw me this morning.”
“I know.” His mouth brushed Shane’s once more, a near kiss. “Still.”
Shane’s hand moved up into his hair. 
“Come to bed.”
Ilya did. The bedroom looked too much like departure. The half-zipped bag. The shoes lined up by the wall. The charger coiled on the nightstand. The passport tucked where it wouldn’t be forgotten. And because it looked like that, everything between them turned even softer, as if they were both instinctively trying not to bruise the night by moving too abruptly inside it.
They undressed each other slowly. That was the first new thing. Not because they had never been slow before. They had. But this was slower than slow. Reverent, almost. Ilya knelt at the edge of the bed to tug off Shane’s socks and then paused with his head bowed over the line of Shane’s ankle as if even that deserved one extra second. Shane unbuttoned Ilya’s shirt with hands that did not feel entirely steady and kissed each new inch of skin the way it appeared, as if he were trying to leave some impossible mark of memory everywhere at once.
By the time they got under the blankets, neither of them was breathing quite right.
The room was low-lit and warm. Outside, Moscow kept being Moscow. Inside, everything had gone quiet enough that the smallest sounds mattered, the rustle of sheets, the catch of breath, the little involuntary noises they only made when it was just them and no one else could hear.
Ilya settled over him carefully, not crushing him, not claiming him in the hard hot way he sometimes did when want turned feral. Just covering him with his body like warmth. Like shelter. He kissed Shane’s mouth, his cheek, the corner of one eye when he realized too late that his eyes had gone wet.
“Hey,” he murmured.
Shane shook his head a little, embarrassed and not embarrassed enough to hide.
“It’s fine.”
“No, it’s not.”
A tiny breath against his cheek that might almost have been a laugh. 
“That too.”
Ilya kissed him again.
And the lovemaking that followed felt unlike anything they had done before, not because it was less intense, but because it was so unbearably full of tenderness that intensity became something else entirely.
It was sensual from the beginning. Of course it was. The heat of skin against skin, the drag of mouths, the way want sharpened under grief and love and looming separation until every touch seemed doubled. But there was nothing reckless in it. No rush to reach anything. No desperation, not even the beautiful kind. It felt almost like making a record with their bodies, something to carry back across the ocean and survive on.
Ilya touched him as if he had all night and no right to waste a second of it. Shane’s throat. His chest. The narrow plane of his waist. The soft inside of his wrist when he brought the bad hand up to inspect it one more time and kissed the bruised knuckles again before laying it gently aside. He kissed his stomach. The place under his ribs where he knew Shane got tense when he was trying not to feel too much. The hollow of his hip. The inside of his thigh.
Every touch said the same impossible thing in a different language: Remember this.  Remember me like this. Let me put something warm enough in you that tomorrow won’t hollow you out completely.
Shane answered in kind. He touched Ilya slowly too, learned him all over in the low light, the dark hair on his lower belly, the shifting patterns of his tattoos, the strong line of his back, the tension that always lived in his shoulders and softened only under the right hands. When he wrapped his hand around Ilya’s cock, the reaction he got was not sharp or performative or dirty in the usual wonderful way. It was softer. More wrecked. A low, involuntary sound and the immediate, instinctive drop of Ilya’s forehead to his shoulder like the feeling itself had gone deeper than he expected.
“Oh yeah?” Shane whispered, because he could not seem to help saying things out loud tonight.
Ilya laughed once against his skin, breathless and almost humiliated by how much he was feeling. 
“Very eloquent.”
Shane smiled against his hair. 
“I’m overwhelmed.”
“Yes,” Ilya murmured. “Me too.”
They took their time with each other in ways that made time itself seem altered.
Mouth first. Hands first. A lot of kissing, too much maybe for any ordinary standard, but exactly right for them. Shane’s cock grew hard under Ilya’s hand until the pressure of it felt almost aching, the strokes slow and precise and warming him through rather than driving him anywhere too fast. Ilya’s body shivering under Shane’s touch not because he was cold but because every point of contact seemed to be landing where the day had left him open.
At one point Ilya paused just to look at him. Not theatrically. Just stopped in the middle of kissing his chest and looked up from under his lashes, mouth pink and wet and his face gone so soft with love that it actually hurt to meet his eyes.
“What?” Shane whispered.
Ilya shook his head once. 
“You in my scarf tomorrow.”
The sentence was so absurdly devastating that Shane laughed and almost cried at the same time.
“Jesus.”
“I know.”
Then Ilya bent and took him into his mouth. Just heat and tenderness and the unbearable intimacy of being loved there too, even there, his body no less worthy of reverence because it was hungry. Shane’s fingers threaded into his hair and held carefully, breath catching and failing every time Ilya’s mouth moved deeper, slower, warmer. It made his whole body feel like one bright wire. Especially when Ilya looked up while doing it, that old impossible habit of his, making Shane feel not just wanted but seen in the exact same instant.
When he finally came up for air, it wasn’t to finish him. Not yet.
“Not yet,” he murmured, kissing the inside of Shane’s thigh with slow, deliberate sweetness. “I want more of you than that.”
And because it was this night, because everything between them was already too much and not enough, Shane’s whole body answered the words with another rush of want so sharp it almost felt like grief.
Later, when Ilya eased into him, it was with a care so deep it became its own kind of intensity. Slow enough that the stretch felt endless. Slow enough that Shane could feel every breath Ilya took while he opened for him, every small pause to let his body settle around the shape of him. And through all of it Ilya kept kissing him, his mouth, his face, his throat, the place under his jaw where the pulse was too fast to hide, as if he could only bear the slowness by lacing it with tenderness.
When he was finally fully inside him, they both went still. Shane wrapped his legs around him and held him there. Ilya buried his face in the side of Shane’s neck and shuddered once, as if the simple fact of being that close and that joined was almost more than he could stand tonight.
“I love you,” he whispered.
The words were not dramatic. Not a declaration thrown into passion because the body made everything louder. They were quiet. Intimate. Spoken directly into skin like something already known but still needing to be said.
Shane’s hands moved over his back, over the tattoos and the warmth and the strong narrow line of him.
“I know.”
“No.” Ilya kissed his throat. “Let me say it.”
So Shane let him. They moved after that, slowly at first, and the whole thing became one long, aching conversation in touch. Not frantic. Never rough enough to lose the thread of gentleness running through it. Just deep and steady and intensely, almost unbearably hot because of how careful it was. Because every thrust, every shift of Shane’s hips up to meet him, every small sound swallowed into shoulders and sheets felt full of conscious memory-making.
Ilya held him like he was already missing him. That was the thing Shane would remember most later, the way his hands kept returning to his face, his hair, the back of his neck, as if no amount of skin could satisfy the urge to keep him close enough.
And Shane held him like leaving was a lie if he just held tightly enough.
When the rhythm finally deepened and sharpened and turned from tenderness into something more openly consuming, it did so with none of the night’s softness lost. Just heat added. Shane’s cock trapped warm between them at first, then in Ilya’s hand, stroked slowly, then more firmly, then in perfect time with the deep roll of his hips until pleasure built so high and so thick that it no longer felt separate from love or fear or tomorrow. It was all one thing now, one overwhelming current moving through both of them.
“Look at me,” Ilya murmured once, and Shane did, and that nearly undid him on the spot, the sight of him flushed and beautiful and so plainly wrecked by feeling that there was no defense left in either of them.
When Shane came, it felt less like a climax than surrender. His whole body tightening around Ilya, breath breaking, his face turned helplessly into the side of his neck to smother the sound and breathe him in one more time. Ilya followed moments later with a low, shaken sound against Shane’s mouth, thrusting deep and then holding there as if he could make the moment last by sheer force of devotion.
Afterward they did not untangle for a long time. The sheets were warm, the room dim, the packed bag still waiting in the corner like a threat they would have to deal with in the morning. Ilya lay half over him at first, then beside him but still wrapped around him, one thigh between Shane’s, one hand spread over his stomach, his mouth moving lazily over Shane’s shoulder and throat in little kisses that felt less like aftercare and more like unwillingness to stop touching.
“Stay awake a little,” he murmured once.
Shane turned his face toward him. 
“Why?”
Ilya looked almost embarrassed by the truth of his own answer.
“Because I want more of tonight.”
The sentence was so simple and so ruinous that Shane’s eyes stung instantly. So he stayed awake. They talked in whispers after that. Not about anything enormous. Little things. The scarf. The first thing Shane should text when he lands. Whether Ilya was going to steal his pillow after he left just because it smelled right. Whether David would absolutely cry when he saw Ilya again even if he denied it. Whether Yuna would send enough food to qualify as emotional extortion. The kind of small talk people make when the big thing is too large and too close to say directly.
At some point, with Shane folded into him and both of them gone loose and warm from love and exhaustion, Ilya said against his hair, 
“Take the scarf in your carry-on.”
Shane smiled faintly. 
“Bossy.”
“I’m serious.”
“I know.”
“I want you to have it immediately.”
The wording made Shane lift his head a little.
“Immediately.”
“Yes.”
“Like medicine.”
“Yes.” A tiny pause. “Like me.”
That nearly ruined him. He hid his face again in the curve of Ilya’s shoulder and felt the hand at the back of his neck tighten. And in the dark, on the last full night before departure, they held each other.
***
Morning came too fast. It always did before departures. No matter how little either of them slept, no matter how long the night had felt while they were still inside it, morning still arrived with that same indifferent bluntness, grey light at the edges of the curtains, radiator hum, the city already moving outside as if nothing sacred were about to be broken open by a plane ticket and a drive to the airport.
For a while, neither of them spoke. They got up because they had to. That was the ugliest part of mornings like this: how ordinary the body stayed. Teeth brushed. Faces washed. Hair pushed back. Clothes found and pulled on. The bag by the door. Passport checked. Charger folded. All those little practical motions that made leaving look so manageable from the outside.
Shane hated every single one.
He hated the sound of the zipper closing fully on the bag at last. Hated the feel of his phone and wallet going into his coat pocket like this was just another travel day, another road game, another airport with another return built into it. Hated the stupid normalcy of the tea Ilya still made him anyway, as if there weren’t a plane waiting to take Shane away from him in under three hours.
The apartment felt wrong already. Half-emptied. Too carefully arranged around the fact of absence. Ilya moved through it quietly, pulled inward in that way he got when feeling too much and refusing to let it make a scene. He carried Shane’s bag to the door without asking. Checked the passport one more time as if he did not trust the paper. Wrapped the green scarf he’d bought around Shane’s neck himself, twice, fingers careful and silent against his throat.
“There,” he murmured when he was done, and the word sounded nothing like enough.
Shane looked at him. At the tiredness in his face, at the softness trying and failing not to show under it, at the way his mouth had gone tight from holding too much.
“I can do my own scarf,” he said, just to hear something almost normal between them.
“I know.” Ilya smoothed the wool once where it lay flat against Shane’s chest. “I don’t want you to.”
That shut him up. They took a cab to the airport because neither of them trusted themselves with the intimacy of driving it and because Moscow traffic demanded too much attention to leave room for grief. The back seat was too small and too public and not nearly private enough for the amount of feeling in it. They sat close, not touching at first. The city moved around them in dirty winter blur, roads wet with old slush, pale sky, people already in motion, all the life of Moscow going on exactly as before.
Shane watched the city and felt every mile like a subtraction. Beside him, Ilya had gone very still. Controlled. His hand lay palm down on his own thigh for the first few minutes, fingers flexing once and then stilling again. His gaze stayed mostly out the window. Every so often, when the cab took a turn too hard or the road forced them a little closer together, their knees knocked and neither moved away from it.
Eventually, after one too-long silence, Shane turned his hand over on the seat between them. It was the smallest thing. Ilya looked down at it, then out at the driver’s reflection, then back to Shane’s hand. Then he placed his own over it. Just once. Quick. Warm. Hidden low enough that from the front it could have been nothing at all.
Shane closed his fingers around the back of his hand and held them there until they reached the airport.
They said very little. What time the flight boarded. Whether Shane had everything.
Whether the scarf was warm enough. A dry complaint from Ilya about airport architecture.
A softer, almost absent reminder from Shane that he had to eat before he went to the hospital later. 
At the terminal, the cold outside gave way to airport heat and bright floors and that awful overhead cheerfulness all airports seemed to cultivate in direct defiance of human suffering. Shane slung the bag over his shoulder. Ilya took it from him immediately.
“I can carry my own bag.”
“I know.”
“Then why…”
“Because I want to.”
They walked in together. Check-in. Screens. Lines. Voices in three languages. A rolling suitcase clipping someone’s ankle nearby. The airport felt both too loud and too unreal, all ordinary movement arranged around something in Shane that had become impossibly delicate. He had the absurd sense that if one stranger brushed his shoulder too hard he might actually come apart in public.
Ilya stayed beside him the whole time. Not touching him where anyone could see, but near enough that Shane felt his presence like a second spine. They moved through the terminal like they had moved through Moscow, careful, close, unmistakably together only if you knew how to read them. Two men with one bag, one scarf adjusted twice, one silence so intimate it might as well have been a language.
By the time they reached security, something in Shane’s chest had gone tight enough to hurt. This was it. Not the plane. Not even the gate. This line. The point past which Ilya could not follow without a ticket of his own.
They stopped a few feet short of it, just outside the cordoned path where other people were hugging too quickly, saying last-minute things, shuffling documents and stepping apart. For one second neither of them spoke. Then Shane looked at him and the sight of his face nearly undid him on the spot.
Ilya had that same expression he wore when he was trying very hard to let reality happen without helping it directly, too still around the mouth, eyes carrying too much, every line in him held with control that looked almost elegant until you knew what it cost.
“I hate this,” Shane said quietly.
It came out rougher than he wanted. Ilya’s gaze dropped for a second, then came back to his face. 
“I know.”
“I really don’t want to go.”
“I know, baby.”
The words should have felt soothing. They didn’t. They felt like recognition, which was both better and worse. Shane let out a breath that shook at the edges. 
“This feels wrong.”
Ilya looked at him for a long second.
“A lot of necessary things do.”
That nearly made him laugh and cry at the same time. Instead he just stared at him. The airport moved around them. A child whining somewhere behind them. A suitcase wheel rattling over a bad tile seam. Boarding calls echoing from farther down the terminal. And between all of that, the two of them, standing in the bright impersonal middle of it with goodbye sitting between them like a live thing.
“Tell me again.”
Ilya’s expression softened by a fraction.
“What?”
“That we’ll be okay.”
The smallest exhale left him, something between tenderness and pain.
He glanced once over his shoulder then, and then again with the blunt practiced awareness this whole city and this whole country had carved into him. Officials. Cameras. The general architecture of being watched. He took it in quickly, precisely.
No one close enough. No one looking.
He stepped in. Not enough to draw attention. Just enough. His hand came up once to the side of Shane’s neck, half under the scarf, fingers warm against the skin there. Then he kissed Shane’s forehead.
Quick. So quick anyone not already looking directly at them might have missed it. Then Ilya’s mouth brushed his. Another quick kiss. Light. Full of so much love it made the brevity of it feel even sharper.
When he pulled back, he stayed close enough that Shane could feel the words before he fully heard them.
“We’ll be together again soon,” he said.
The sentence landed deep, like a hand pressed flat over a wound. Shane’s eyes burned instantly. Ilya’s thumb moved once under the scarf. 
“You hear me, Hollander?”
“Yes.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
But his voice had gone wrong, thin around the edges, and Ilya heard that too. . He looked at Shane as if he were committing every inch of him to memory, hair, mouth, scarf, tired eyes, all of it, and then said, very quietly, 
“Text me before boarding. Text me when you land. If you don’t, I’ll assume you’ve died in some deeply humiliating way and I’ll have to haunt you.”
That got a sound out of Shane, half laugh, half ache.
“Okay.”
“And eat something on the plane.”
“I’m not five.”
“No, but under stress you do become strangely helpless. Like baby.”
Shane shook his head, smiling despite everything now because Ilya’s dryness had always been cruelest and sweetest when he was closest to breaking himself.
“You’re such an ass.”
“Yes.” The corner of Ilya’s mouth moved, just barely. “And you’re still in love with me. Very poor judgment.”
The smile on Shane’s face broke around the edges.
“Ilya…”
“I know.”
The phrase had become its own kind of touch between them. I know you love me.  I know you don’t want to go. I know this hurts. I know you’ll come back. I know.
The line in front of security moved. A woman with a backpack glanced over impatiently. Somewhere overhead, another boarding announcement called for a different flight and made Shane’s stomach drop as if his body could not tell the difference anymore.
He had to go. He knew it. Hated it. Knew it anyway. So he did the hardest thing. He reached up, caught Ilya’s wrist lightly where it still rested at his neck, and held it there for one more second.
Then he let go.
Ilya’s hand fell back to his side slowly. Shane shifted the bag more securely over his shoulder, passport already in hand, and looked at him as if he might somehow find a way to stay just by looking long enough.
It didn’t happen. Of course it didn’t.
“I love you,” he said. Low. Barely more than breath.
Ilya’s eyes changed at once.
“I know,” he whispered back. Then, even lower: “Go before I do something stupid in front of airport security.”
That should not have been enough to make Shane’s chest ache harder. It was. He nodded. One step backward. Then another. Then the turn toward the line, each movement feeling impossibly wrong, like his body was being asked to do something against instinct and love both.
He made it three people into the queue before he looked back.
Ilya was still there. Exactly where he had left him, hands in his coat pockets now, face unreadable to anyone else and devastatingly readable to Shane. He hadn’t moved an inch. He was just watching.
Shane raised his hand once. Small. Not a wave, exactly. Just proof.
Ilya gave the smallest nod in return. 
And then the line moved again, and Shane had to hand over his passport and step forward into the part of leaving that could no longer be delayed.
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    Chapter Notes

      Hi!
I won't spoil it too much but I am really happy with this chapter and the way it finally pushes everything forward a bit. I've also changed the formatting of the text messages so it reads (at least I hope so) a bit easier.
Oh, and my song for this is "Lost In the Light" by Bahamas. Enjoy!







  The first few days after Shane got back were miserable in such quiet, ordinary ways that it almost made them worse.
Not catastrophic. Not dramatic enough for anyone outside him to look twice and think something was truly wrong. He got off the plane, texted Ilya from the airport exactly like he had promised, got through customs, got picked up by his parents, and moved through every practical step of returning as if he were made for that kind of thing. Bag in the trunk. Seatbelt on. David asked if the airline had fed him anything edible. Yuna turned in her seat before they’d even left the pickup lane and touched his cheek with one hand as if to confirm he was real and home and not just a voice over bad reception from Moscow.
But under all of it, he felt wrong. Like half his nervous system was still in that apartment. In that bed. In those hospital corridors. In the space between texts with a man seven time zones away who smelled like cigarettes and soap and cold air and who had said I need you to leave without leaving me and then stood at security with his hands in his pockets and let Shane walk away.
Home looked too bright at first. Too familiar, almost offensively so. The shape of his own kitchen. The coat hooks by the door. The exact sound the heating made in the walls. His own sheets. His own shampoo. His own coffee maker. Every object seemed to belong to a life that should have felt like refuge and instead felt slightly out of sync with his body, like he’d come back to it too fast.
His parents noticed immediately, of course. They didn’t make a scene of it. They didn’t crowd him with concern until it curdled into pressure. They just came by the next evening with groceries, soup, two kinds of bread, and the sort of calm emotional intelligence that made you feel more seen than if someone had sat you down under bright lights and demanded a confession.
Yuna looked around his apartment for one second, took in the packed-unpacked state of it, the Moscow scarf hung carefully over the chair instead of tossed anywhere near the laundry, the tea going cold untouched on the coffee table, and said only, 
“You look awful.”
Shane laughed under his breath. 
“Thanks, Mom.”
“I mean it lovingly.”
“That’s still rude.”
David set a bag of groceries down in the kitchen and gave him a long look that was much too kind to be easy. 
“You’re back, but not fully, son.”
Shane leaned against the counter and looked at them both and felt his throat tighten almost immediately. Yuna crossed the room and pulled him into a hug without asking, not squeezing hard, just wrapping her arms around him in that steady, sure way of hers and letting him go soft inside if he needed to.
“He’s still there,” she said quietly.
It wasn’t a question.
Shane shut his eyes. 
“Yeah.”
Her hand came up to the back of his head. 
“I know.”
David stood a little farther off, giving him room and also being utterly unable to hide how much he cared. 
“How’s he doing?”
Shane let out a long breath into Yuna’s shoulder. 
“Busy. Tired. Too calm sometimes.”
Yuna pulled back enough to look at him. 
“And you?”
He tried to smile. Failed a little. 
“Pretty much awful, actually.”
That made both of them soften at once, the way parents do when their adult child accidentally tells the truth too plainly. They stayed long enough. They unpacked the groceries into his kitchen and made him sit down while Yuna reheated soup he hadn’t asked for. David talked to him about hockey for ten minutes in the practical, unthreatening way that was clearly code for you still belong to your life here too, even if it feels wrong right now. Yuna made him show them the scarf and immediately decided she approved of it on both aesthetic and emotional grounds.
“He bought this for you,” she said, touching the fabric once with two fingers. “That’s so lovely.”
“It’s a scarf.”
“It’s intimacy,” she said flatly. “Don’t play stupid, Shane.”
David, from the stove, muttered, 
“That’s our family motto.”
Shane laughed for real that time, small and helpless and a little wrecked around the edges, and the sound made all three of them feel better than they admitted.
Practice was worse. Not because anyone made it so. The team was genuinely happy to see him. The minute he stepped into the facility again, bag over his shoulder, the familiar smell of ice and tape and sweat and laundry hitting him all at once, the room lit up around him in that particular rough-edged hockey way that looked like chirping and shoulder checks and not nearly enough emotional literacy for the amount of relief in it.
“There he is!”
“Holy shit, our fearless leader lives.”
“Bro, you look like a prisoner chewed you up.”
“Nice scarf, captain. You become French over there?”
He took it. Of course he took it. Gave it back where he could. Let Kenny shoulder-check him just a little too hard because that was as close as men like them got to saying we missed you and were worried and the room feels right again with you in it.
Coach was the same. He stopped Shane on the way to video, looked at him once from boots to eyes, and said, 
“You done pulling international stunts or should I keep planning around your secret second life?”
Shane smiled faintly. 
“Depends how the season goes.”
Coach’s face moved almost imperceptibly, something softer under the sarcasm. 
“Good to have you back.”
That was all. And because it was all, it landed harder. The GM called him in too, not for long, just enough to do the official version of what his parents had already done at home, glad you’re back, understand the circumstances were difficult, appreciate the communication, hope things are stabilizing. League stuff too, all those faceless pressures suddenly warm and human again now that he was physically in the building and visible and useful and no longer just a careful voice over the phone saying family emergency like that phrase could ever hold the real shape of what it meant.
Everyone was relieved. The team. The staff. Coach. The league. The front office. All the moving parts of his hockey life clicked a little more comfortably back into place the second Shane was there to carry his portion again.
And all he could think about, underneath every drill and meeting and joke and set play, was Ilya. Illy.
He would be in the middle of practice, skating a breakout they had run a thousand times before, and his brain would suddenly drift to the exact way Ilya had looked in the airport light at security, face too still, thumb under the green scarf before kissing him quickly because no one was watching closely enough to stop him. He would be standing at the bench listening to Coach talk through a zone entry adjustment and all he would really hear in the back of himself was Ilya’s voice from the night before he left, low and rough and saying take the scarf in your carry-on. I want you to have it immediately. Like me.
He hated how much it affected him. He loved it too.
The only thing that made the first days survivable was that they texted almost constantly. Not in some adolescent, all-consuming way where neither of them functioned. They both functioned. That was half the heartbreak of it. The texts lived in the cracks of their days and filled those cracks completely.
The first thing Shane did every morning was reach for his phone before he’d even fully opened his eyes. There would usually already be something from Ilya because the time difference made that possible in exactly the cruelest way.
Sometimes just:
awake?
Sometimes:
hospital coffee here is now so bad i think it may qualify as chemical warfare
Sometimes a photo. A ceiling in Alina’s room. A plastic hospital bracelet. His own shoes in a waiting room. A little paper cup of terrible vending machine tea with the caption: this is insulting to british culture
And Shane sent things back. Practice coffee. A locker room floor with half the boys’ skates abandoned in chaos. A blurry photo of Kenny making a face at the camera while pretending not to. A shot from his kitchen with the scarf around his neck and the caption: compliant and warm
Ilya replied: that scarf is doing excellent work. unlike you at faceoffs 
The texts threaded through everything.
Midday:
ate?
yes
actual food?
no
ilya
 ine. yogurt. tyrant
Later:
alina asked if canada has better jelly beans
what did you say
i said yes because i’m not patriotic under pressure
correct
Or:
coach yelled at g today and i thought of you
good. did he cry
almost
beautiful
The photos were worse in the best way. Shane sent one from the bench after practice, just the rink, emptying slowly, his gloves abandoned beside him, the edge of his stick in frame. Ilya sent back a picture of his own hand over a hospital file and the message: hate that i know exactly what our side of the boards looks like and i’m not there
Shane sat there staring at the phone for a full ten seconds before typing: hate that i know exactly what the light in alina’s room looks like and i’m not there
The reply took longer. That one almost hurt more than anything else.
They called too. Not always for long. Sometimes just five minutes because Ilya was between appointments or Shane was in the hall outside the video room with one glove half on. Sometimes at night, stretched out in bed on opposite sides of the world with the phones propped against pillows and the kind of tiredness in their faces that made both of them ache with it.
The video calls were the worst and the best. Because seeing him helped and hurt in exactly equal measure.
The first time Shane called from his apartment after practice, Ilya answered from the kitchen of the Moscow flat with his sleeves rolled up and a spoon in one hand, hair a mess, face clearly worn thin by the hospital and still somehow so beautiful that Shane had to look away for one second after the screen connected.
“You look tired,” he said.
Ilya looked at him. 
“You look tragic.”
“Wow.”
“I’m serious.”
Shane smiled faintly. Ilya set the spoon down somewhere off-screen and came closer to the phone until the frame caught more of his face and less of the kitchen. 
“How was practice?”
“Good.”
“Liar.”
“Fine,” Shane said. “It was good and I hated all of it.”
That made something soften visibly in Ilya.
“Oh,” he said.
“Not because of hockey.”
“I know.”
“You’re not there.”
“I know.”
It was always that between them now. Not a failure of language. A kind of shared shorthand for longing so large it didn’t need elaboration every time.
On another night, later, much later, Ilya answered from bed in the dark, only the lamp on his side of the room and the glow of the phone lighting his face. He had one arm under his head and the sheets half tangled around his waist and looked so much like the shape Shane had left behind that it physically hurt to see him and not be able to reach across the mattress. For one quiet second they just looked at each other.
Then Ilya said, 
“You’re wearing it.”
Shane looked down at the scarf around his neck. He had put it on after the shower, not because the apartment was cold but because he had wanted something of him close and visible and undeniable.
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
And there was so much in that one word that Shane had to shut his eyes for half a second before speaking again.
***
The home game came quickly. Too quickly, like everything had since he got back. Montreal was loud and warm and alive in the way only a home arena ever was, every familiar thing back in its place and somehow not enough to anchor him fully in it. The room before puck drop buzzed with its usual rhythm, music too loud, tape, chirping, routines, Kenny doing something idiotic near the stalls, Coach moving through his own rituals with the expression of a man trying not to be perceived caring too much.
Shane got dressed. Taped his stick. Stood for the anthem. Took the warm-up lap. Did every piece of it exactly as his body had learned to do over years.
And all through it, Ilya kept flickering through him. Not in a way that distracted him from the game. Shane was too good for that. Too disciplined. Too trained into focus by now. It was worse. Ilya was there underneath the focus, giving it shape, like a second pulse. When he scored in the second period off a clean ugly rebound and the crowd came up around him in one huge wave of sound, the first stupid blinding thought in his head was: I need to tell him that it was gross as hell and he’d have loved it.
When they won, and the room after was all noise and adrenaline and sweat and guys yelling over each other and slamming lockers and replaying their own best moments, all Shane wanted was a quiet corner and his phone and Ilya’s face lighting up on the screen.
He got both eventually. He stood in the tunnel just outside the room, tie half knotted for the media and hair still damp at the temples, and called.
Ilya answered on the third ring, breathless like he’d run for the phone.
“You won,” he said immediately.
“You watched?”
Ilya gave him a look. 
“Obviously.”
Shane’s whole face softened before he could stop it.
“How was I?”
Ilya considered for one beat with theatrical seriousness. 
“You were acceptable.”
“Acceptable.”
“The rebound was ugly.”
“It was a goal.”
“It was very ugly.”
Shane grinned in spite of the ache all through him. 
“You loved it.”
“Yes.” A pause. Then softer: “Yes.”
That one simple change in tone landed harder than the compliment ever would have.
Shane leaned back against the wall, half hidden from the room and everyone in it, and looked at him on the screen. He was at the apartment already, Shane thought, because the wall behind him looked like their bedroom there. His hair was pushed back, his t-shirt soft and slightly twisted at the collar, and he looked tired in the way that had become familiar and still never got easier to see.
“How was your day?” Shane asked.
Ilya’s eyes moved over his face, taking in the post-game flush, the looseness in him, maybe the way all that joy still had longing braided through it.
“Long,” he said. “Not catastrophic. Alina asked why hockey men all have same stupid haircut.”
Shane laughed so hard he had to look down.
“And what did you say?”
“I said because they are not burdened by deep thought.”
“That’s incredibly offensive.”
“It was also very well received.”
The laughter faded. The ache stayed. They just looked at each other for a second then, the noise of the locker room bleeding dimly through the wall behind Shane and whatever Moscow silence existed on Ilya’s side of the screen holding him in softer shadows.
“I miss you,” Shane said.
It slipped out with no preparation at all. Ilya’s expression changed instantly. Not into surprise. Recognition so deep it almost looked like pain.
“I know,” he said quietly.
“No.” Shane swallowed. “I know you know. I just…” He looked away once, then back. “I miss you all the time. During stupid things too. Like drills. And coffee. And this.” He made a vague gesture toward the noise behind him. “Especially this.”
Ilya’s mouth softened. 
“I miss you in boring ways too.”
That undid him more than anything dramatic could have.
“What does that mean?”
“It means I keep turning to say things to you that are not important enough for text.” His gaze dropped for a second, then came back. “It means I hate making tea for one person. It means when Alina says something dry, I think how much you’d laugh and then I have to hold it by myself for a few seconds.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly. The space between them seemed to pull tighter and thinner all at once, made of almost touch and signal and the obscene unfairness of distance.
“When’s the transplant?” he asked softly.
Ilya shook his head once. 
“Still not exact. Soon. But not exact.”
The not knowing sat there, familiar now. Less sharp than before. No less heavy.
“Okay.”
“Okay.”
And that was the shape of those first few days. Misery threaded with tenderness. Longing made practical. Hockey and hospitals coexisting badly across time zones. His parents stopping by with food and fierce softness. The team clapping him on the back and calling him captain like nothing had shifted under his feet. The league wanting dates and not understanding what “soon” meant when medicine said it. Ilya sending him photos of the winter light in Moscow and one of Alina’s drawings taped crookedly to a hospital wall. Shane sending him video clips of the boys in the room after the win, G howling over something dumb, Kenny yelling “say hi to our Russian menace” into the phone before Shane shoved him away.
Nothing was easy. Nothing had become simple just because he was back. But every text answered, every picture sent, every late-night video call with one of them half asleep and the other one trying not to stare too hard at the familiar shape of a face on a small screen, every one of those things made the promise hold. 
***
A few days after the home game, the team sat him down. Not formally. Not in some bizarre intervention circle with chairs and solemn expressions and a whiteboard titled Captain Feelings or something just as ridiculous. It happened in the room before practice, in that loose dead time after most of the guys were dressed but before Coach came in and everyone had to start pretending their inner lives didn’t exist.
Shane had just finished taping his stick. He was sitting on the edge of the bench in half his gear, elbow on one knee, phone in his hand under the false pretense of checking a team message when in reality he was staring at a picture Ilya had sent him ten minutes earlier: a paper cup of coffee on a hospital windowsill, a patch of grey Russian sky beyond it, and the caption this tastes like shit but i drank it anyway.
He was smiling at it. He didn’t realize he was smiling until a shadow fell across him and Kenny said, 
“Okay, so this is getting pathetic.”
Shane looked up. There were too many of them there for it to be casual. Kenny, of course, with the expression of a man who thought all emotional ambushes should be conducted with as much theatrical flair as possible. G leaning against the next stall with his arms folded and an annoying amount of brotherly concern in his face. Two more of the guys hovering just behind, trying to look less invested than they clearly were and failing badly. Even thor new rookie, Noah, who usually let interpersonal chaos happen around him without direct involvement, was there near the back with his tape still hanging loose from one wrist.
Shane blinked once. 
“What?”
Kenny took the phone out of Shane’s hand before he could stop him.
“Hey!”
“Nope,” Kenny said, holding it up out of reach and glancing at the screen. “Ah. There he is.”
Shane stood immediately. 
“Give me that back.”
G stepped in front of him, not aggressively, just enough to physically communicate sit down, drama queen.
“No,” Shane said flatly.
“Relax,” G said. “We’re not stealing your phone. We’re just tired.”
“Of what?”
“Of watching you act like the world’s least subtle man.”
That stopped him. Not because he understood. Because he did not, and that was somehow worse. Kenny gave the phone back with a great ceremony and then sat down on the bench beside him like this was now officially a meeting.
“Look,” he said, and the word alone made Shane suspicious. Kenny’s sincere-voice ratio was low enough that hearing it at all usually meant danger. “We know.”
Shane stared at him.
“We know what?”
There was a beat.
Then Noah, of all people, said from the back, 
“About you and Ilya.”
The room seemed to go very still around that sentence. Shane looked from one face to another. No one was grinning. No one was waiting to chirp him. No one looked scandalized or weird about it or even particularly surprised by their own knowledge. They just looked… done with pretending not to know.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Shane said automatically, because apparently his body had decided humiliation would be made worse by also sounding like a child caught with a hand in the cookie jar.
Kenny made a face so offended it almost looped back into affection. 
“Oh my God.”
G actually laughed. 
“You can’t be serious.”
“I’m very serious.”
“No,” Kenny said. “No, man. You are many things, but subtle isn’t one of them.”
Shane could feel the heat climbing his neck already. 
“I’m not…”
“You vanished after Rozanov,” G said, counting off on his fingers now. “You came back looking like someone had stapled your heart to another continent. You smile at your phone like a psycho every twelve minutes. You wear the same scarf every day like it’s medically prescribed. And every time someone mentions his name, your whole face does a thing.”
Shane opened his mouth. Closed it again. Kenny leaned back slightly, enjoying this too much now that he had Shane on the ropes. 
“Also, and I really need you to hear this as love, if you think the two of you were remotely subtle before all of this, you are insane.”
“That is not true.”
“Oh, buddy,” one of the guys behind Kenny said, almost pityingly. “It’s so true.”
G pointed at him. 
“The away game? The dancing?”
Kenny immediately jumped in. 
“The way he looks at you when you’re talking in video?”
“The way you look at him when he’s talking in video,” Noah added quietly, which was somehow the worst one because he said it like a man offering court testimony.
“And,” Kenny said, warming to his own performance, “the fact that since you got back you’ve turned into the kind of person who says things like ‘No, no, he’s tired, I’m not bothering him right now’ with the intensity of someone discussing battlefield systems.”
Shane looked at all of them and felt, absurdly, a laugh threatening under the embarrassment because every single thing they were saying was mortifyingly accurate. He sat back down because his legs had apparently given up pretending they were uninvolved in this.
“So you all just…”
“Know?” Kenny supplied. “Yes.”
“Pretty much,” G said.
“Since before Russia?” Shane asked, hating himself for wanting the answer.
There was a collective pause.
Then Kenny shrugged. 
“Some of us had theories.”
“Some of us have eyes,” G said.
Noah, still looking unfairly calm about the whole thing, added, 
“It got less theoretical after you came back.”
That landed. Because Shane had not realized how transparent grief and yearning made a person until he had spent the last week walking around in both.
He looked down at the phone in his hands, then back at them. 
“And nobody… cares?”
Kenny’s face changed immediately. Not into offense. Into something much warmer and much simpler than that.
“Why the hell would we care?”
The question hit him harder than it should have. G leaned against the stall beside him, arms still folded, but the grin had gone out of his face now, replaced with something steadier.
“We care that you’ve been miserable,” he said. “We care that he’s clearly going through something bad over there. We care that you’ve been trying to carry all this without saying anything because you think that’s your job.” He tipped his head slightly. “We do not care that you’re in love with Rozanov.”
Kenny made a face. 
“I mean, okay, a little we care because it’s objectively hilarious that you ended up with him. But in a supportive way.”
That pulled a weak laugh out of Shane before he could stop it.
One of the younger guys behind them smiled. 
“He’s kind of scary, but like… in a hot way.”
G turned immediately. 
“Nobody asked you.”
“Just saying.”
Shane covered his face with one hand for a second. 
“Jesus fucking Christ.”
Kenny slapped his shoulder. 
“Yeah.”
And then, because apparently humiliation had not yet reached full saturation, Kenny leaned in and said, low enough that it was clearly meant as a private chirp and loudly enough that everyone still heard it, 
“Also if you tell us you thought we believed you two were just ‘really intense coworkers,’ I am going to start a fight.”
Shane laughed into his hand, half mortified and half so unexpectedly relieved he felt a little dizzy with it. When he looked up again, the room had shifted. Still the same team. Still the same ugly tape and equipment and pre-practice smell. But different now, too.
“So,” he said slowly, because apparently this was happening and he had no idea what the right response was anymore, “you all know.”
“Yes,” said Kenny.
“Yes,” said G.
Noah just nodded.
“And you’re okay with it.”
Kenny stared at him. 
“Captain. We’re not a church in the 50s.”
That got another laugh out of him, this one fuller. G’s expression softened.
“Of course we’re okay with it.”
Shane let out a breath he had clearly been holding for much longer than this conversation. For a second no one spoke. Then Kenny’s face lit up with the deeply suspicious brightness of a man about to unveil an idea he thought was genius.
“So,” he said.
Shane narrowed his eyes immediately. 
“No.”
“You don’t even know what it is.”
“I know your face.”
“It’s a supportive face.”
“It’s a criminal's face.”
Kenny ignored that with dignity. 
“We think we should do something for him when he gets back.”
That stopped Shane.
The room did not go still this time. It softened.
G nodded. 
“Nothing insane, maybe.”
“That’s rude,” Kenny muttered.
“No giant banner,” Noah said, which somehow implied the discussion had already gone farther than Shane would have guessed.
“Definitely no banner,” Shane said instantly.
“Fine,” Kenny said. “No banner. But like… something.” He spread his hands. “He went home for family stuff, clearly it’s been shit, clearly you’ve both been losing your minds in highly embarrassing ways, and he’s one of ours too.”
That landed right in the center of Shane’s chest.
One of the others shrugged. 
“A room thing.”
“Or post-practice dinner,” said another.
“Or we set something up at his place,” Kenny said, getting carried away again. “Like food, drinks, not drinks if it’s serious-serious, whatever. Just something good.”
G looked at Shane now, more carefully. 
“Nothing public. Nothing that makes it weird. But something that says we’re glad he’s back and he’s not walking into this place alone.”
For a second Shane couldn’t speak. Because they didn’t know the full story. Didn’t know transplant timelines or donor workups or that Alina was still in the middle of everything. They only knew that Ilya had gone home to Russia for something bad enough to take Shane with him and then keep him there too long. And still, with just that, their instinct had been to make a place for him. Not out of pity. Out of belonging.
It almost hurt. Kenny, misreading the silence in the exact way Kenny would, leaned in and peered at his face.
“Oh my God, are you crying?”
“No.”
“That looked suspiciously like crying.”
“It’s literally not.”
G snorted. 
“He’s not crying. He just has one emotional setting and it’s repression.”
“Very true.”
Shane looked at all of them and laughed in spite of himself, because otherwise he really might have done something humiliating right there between the tape rolls and the practice jerseys. Then he said, quietly now, 
“He’d like that.”
The whole room changed again at that. Just a little. The energy of it going from chirping to something much warmer and more intentional.
“Yeah?” Kenny said.
Shane nodded.
“He’d pretend to hate it.”
Kenny grinned. 
“Excellent.”
“He’d call you all idiots.”
“Also excellent.”
“But he’d…” Shane stopped, smiled helplessly, and started again. “He’d really like it.”
G looked at him for one long second and then nodded once, like that settled the matter.
“Then we’ll do it.”
And because this was still a hockey room and they were still themselves, the tenderness could only sit there for about six more seconds before Kenny clapped his hands once and said, “Great. Emotional support is complete. Now please tell your evil Russian boyfriend that if he comes back and starts making us all look bad again, we’re blaming you personally.”
Shane laughed, shoved him lightly in the shoulder, and said, 
“I’m not telling him that.”
“Coward.”
Noah, already turning back toward his stall, added without looking back, 
“He needs to know we knew all along, by the way. He’s not subtle either.”
That got the whole room laughing. And Shane, still red-faced and wrecked around the edges and carrying the ache of Moscow under his skin, stood there in the middle of his team with his phone in his hand and their support warm and clumsy and real around him and thought, for the first time since coming back, that maybe the shape of home had gotten bigger without him noticing.
***
Another few days passed in the relentless, calendar-shaped way time moved when two people were living in different countries and trying to stitch the distance together with texts, calls, game clips, updates, hospital photos, and the stubborn private insistence that none of it counted as absence if they kept feeding each other enough of the ordinary.
The team won again.
This time the game was better. Cleaner. More clearly theirs. The system he and Ilya had worked out before Russia, sharper exits, faster support through the neutral zone, the little changes in spacing and tempo they’d argued about in dark offices and on video screens and eventually shaped into something that fit them both, actually clicked all the way through a full game. You could see it on the ice. See the room trusting it. See the team moving with that particular confidence that came from knowing exactly where the next outlet should be and exactly which ugly little lane the other side was not expecting you to exploit.
Coach was unbearable about it afterward. Not warm. He would rather die. But unbearable in the pleased way that meant his sarcasm had gone almost affectionate around the edges.
“Oh, look,” he’d said in video the next morning. “Turns out when two control freaks build a system together, it occasionally does function.”
The room laughed. Shane had laughed too. But under it, all through it, he had been thinking: I need to tell him. I need to tell him exactly which sequence worked. He’d have loved the second-period adjustment. He’d be such an ass about the power play finally looking competent.
So on his day off, after sleeping badly and too late and making tea in Ilya’s scarf while the apartment held the grey quiet of a winter afternoon, he settled on the couch with his phone already in his hand and half expected a text from Moscow before he got one.
Instead, the phone rang. Ilya. Shane answered before the second ring.
“Hey.”
The word was barely out of his mouth before he knew. Not because of anything dramatic. No crying. No obvious panic. No noise in the background except a little room silence and maybe the faint hum of heating somewhere. But there was something wrong in the first breath on the line. Something off in the shape of the quiet.
Shane sat up straight immediately.
“What is it?”
There was a pause. Then Ilya said, 
“They scheduled it.”
The sentence hit clean and cold. Shane’s fingers tightened around the phone. 
“The donation?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
Another beat. A smaller one.
“Tomorrow.”
The room around Shane changed. Not visually. It still looked exactly the same, darkening windows, mug on the coffee table, his training shoes kicked under the chair, the scarf around his own throat because he still wore it far too often when he was home alone. But internally, the whole room rearranged itself around that single word.
Tomorrow.
His mouth went dry.
“Okay,” he said softly, because he had to start somewhere. “Okay. Tell me?”
On the other end of the line, Ilya exhaled. Controlled. A breath being used to keep everything else where it belonged.
“They confirmed everything this afternoon. Final schedule, final prep, what time I’m admitted, what they’re doing with her, what they’re doing with me.” His voice was low and very even in a way that made Shane’s chest tighten immediately, because he knew that voice now. Knew it as the one Ilya used when he was holding too much and trying to keep the parts in order long enough to be understood. “It’s from blood, not a harvest under anesthesia. They’ll collect from my blood.”
Shane nodded before remembering that nodding over the phone was useless.
“Okay.”
“I know it’s okay,” Ilya said quickly. “I know. I know the procedure is fine. They explained it all three times in case I’m somehow illiterate. It’s not that.”
The words got faster near the end, irritation slipping in only because irritation was often easier for him than naked fear. Shane’s voice softened. 
“I know.”
There was a pause.
Then Ilya said, more quietly, 
“No, I don’t think you do, Hollander.”
That made him close his eyes for one second.
“Then tell me.”
The line stayed quiet just long enough for Shane to hear the distance properly. Not in miles. In the atmosphere. Moscow at almost night. A room he knew by now and yet could not see. The sound of Ilya breathing and not quite speaking yet. The fact that he had chosen to call rather than text, which by itself said more than almost any sentence. When he finally spoke again, the words came slower.
“I’m not scared of the procedure.”
“I know.”
“I’m not scared of needles. Or machines. Or blood. Or lying there all day like some tragic invalid with a tube in each arm.”
Despite everything, a small helpless smile touched Shane’s mouth.
“I know.”
“I’m scared it won’t work.”
There it was. No ornament. No dry shield around it. Just the truth. Shane’s smile vanished. He sat very still on the couch, one hand over his own mouth for a second because the force of the admission had hit him physically. On the line, Ilya kept going as if the saying of it had loosened the rest.
“I’m scared they’ll take what they need and they’ll put it in her and everyone will act calm and careful and hopeful and then nothing will happen.” His voice thinned slightly, then steadied itself by force. “Or not enough will happen. Or it will happen and then stop. Or something will go wrong in some stupid, technical, invisible way that nobody could have changed and I’ll still…”
He broke off. Shane swallowed hard.
“I’ll still have been there,” Ilya finished quietly. “I’ll still have let myself believe being useful means anything.”
The sentence went through him like a blade.
“No,” Shane said at once.
It came out too fast, too sharp, so he made himself breathe and try again.
“No,” he said more softly. “No. Being useful does mean something. It already means something. Even if this is ugly and uncertain and terrible. Even if it takes time. Even if…” He stopped, throat tightening around the scale of what he was trying to say. “Even if the outcome isn’t clean, what you’re doing is not meaningless.”
Silence. Then Ilya said, in a voice so low it almost disappeared, 
“I know you have to say that.”
Shane sat forward all the way, elbows on his knees now, heart pounding too hard for a man sitting perfectly still in his own living room.
“I’m not saying it because I have to.”
A breath on the other end. Not agreement. Not disagreement. Shane looked out at the window and wished with a violence that almost made him dizzy that he was there. In that apartment. In that room. Close enough to touch him and force the fear into something his body could help carry.
“I wish I was there,” he said.
It slipped out before he could temper it. The line stayed quiet for one second too long. Then Ilya answered, with no irony at all, 
“I know.” Another beat. “So do I.”
That nearly undid him more than the fear had. Because there it was again, the other truth they were both carrying all the time now and refusing to romanticize too much because they had made the hard right call and knew it. Shane should be here, in Canada. Ilya needed to be there alone for this part. Both of those could be true and still hurt like hell.
Shane pressed the heel of his free hand briefly into his eyes.
“We made the right call,” he said, and the sentence came out so thin it sounded like prayer more than certainty.
“I know.”
“I know we did.”
“I know, Shane.”
“But I still hate it.”
This time the answer came faster.
“Yes.”
The simplicity of it broke something open in his chest. The kind of ache that comes when the person you love stops trying to rescue you from your own contradiction and just stands inside it with you. On the other end, Ilya shifted slightly. Shane could hear fabric, maybe sheets, maybe the couch there, and suddenly pictured him in the apartment at night, one lamp on, dark outside the windows, phone in one hand, the entire next day waiting in the room with him.
“Tell me everything they said,” Shane murmured.
So Ilya did. He spoke about admission times and the collection process and how long they expected him to be there. About the nurses and the machine and how they’d explained, with irritating clarity, that this was not a dramatic act of martyrdom but a very controlled medical procedure and he was not to behave like a difficult prince about it. He told Shane which doctor he trusted least and which nurse had, unexpectedly, a competent face. He told him what they’d said about Alina’s side of it too, not enough to calm anyone, not enough to promise anything, but enough to make the timeline feel horribly real. Conditioning. Infusion. Waiting. Watching. Hope.
Shane listened to every word. Interrupted only to ask the questions that mattered.
Did they tell you what to eat after?
Did they say how you’ll feel?
Will someone be with you after?
Do you have to stay overnight?
Did they explain what happens to Alina right after?
He wrote some of it down without meaning to, reaching for the notebook on the table beside him because his body still believed in practicality even while his heart was halfway back in Moscow.
At some point Ilya went quiet again. Not done. Just emptied a little by speaking. Shane could hear him breathing. Then, after a while, he said, 
“I keep thinking that if it doesn’t work, I won’t know where to put my face.”
The line was so strange and so heartbreakingly him that Shane actually shut his eyes.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean everyone is looking at me now like…” A pause. “Like I am the answer. Or part of one. The doctors. Not emotionally. They’re not idiots. But still. Alina. Even Alexei, in his own disgusting way. Everyone is arranging the room around my body doing what it’s supposed to do.” His voice roughened. “And if it doesn’t… if my blood goes into her and nothing changes… I don’t know where to put my face. I don’t know how to walk into those rooms.”
Shane’s chest ached so hard it felt physical. He wished, absurdly and with total sincerity, that he could simply reach through the phone and take the whole sentence out of him by force.
Instead he said, very carefully, 
“Then you put your face exactly where it always belongs.”
That earned him silence. Then, softly, 
“Which is where exactly, Hollander?”
“With her.” Shane swallowed. “With the doctors. With yourself. With the people who love you. Not hidden. Not ashamed.” He looked down at his own hand, fingers tight around the edge of the notebook. “You are not the treatment, Ilya. You are the donor. You are helping. You are not a guarantee and you are not a failure if biology turns out to be shit.”
The words sounded too neat to his own ears and he almost hated them for it. But when Ilya spoke, his voice had changed a little. Not less afraid. Just more held.
“You always say the worst things in the kindest way.”
Shane let out a breath that might almost have been a laugh. 
“That’s not even close to true.”
“It is.”
A pause. Then, more quietly, “Say it again.”
He did. Shane sat there in the dim apartment with his phone pressed too tight to his ear and his whole body lit up with helplessness and love, and said it again. Slower this time. Simpler. That he was helping. That he mattered whether or not the outcome behaved the way anyone wanted. That Alina was not a verdict on his worth. That being the donor was an act of love, not a contract with fate. He said all of it. Different ways. As many times as it took. And on the line, Ilya listened with that same dangerous stillness Shane had learned to hear by now, the kind that meant every word was being taken somewhere deep and kept there, even if he later pretended otherwise.
At one point Shane’s voice broke badly enough that he had to stop and breathe. Ilya noticed immediately.
“Hey.”
Shane looked down. 
“I’m okay.”
“No, you’re not.”
That was so unfairly tender that he laughed weakly in spite of himself.
“I’m not okay,” he admitted.
“I know.”
“I really wish I was there.”
“I know.”
Another pause. Then, with all the naked honesty of a man too tired to protect himself properly, Ilya said, 
“I wish you were here too.”
Shane closed his eyes.
The room around him was gone again. There was only the phone, the voice, the ocean and continent between them made suddenly obscene by the simple fact of wanting.
“If I was there,” he said quietly, “I’d make you eat. And I’d bring you terrible tea. And I’d sit there and irritate you by asking all the doctors for details they hate giving.”
That got the smallest breath out of him.
“Yes.”
“And I’d hold your hand through all the parts where they let me.”
“Mhm.”
“And I’d tell you you were beautiful in a hospital bracelet.”
At that, Ilya actually laughed. Brief. Soft. Tired.
“You are so strange.”
“You love me.”
“Yes.”
The answer came immediately and flat and somehow that made it even more devastating. Shane leaned his head back against the couch and stared at the ceiling.
“How late is it there?”
“Almost night.”
“Have you eaten?”
A pause. 
“This is very manipulative.”
“That is not an answer.”
“Yes, I ate.”
“What?”
“I’m not telling you that.”
“Why?”
“Because then you’ll make face.”
Shane smiled despite the ache in him. 
“Try me.”
“Soup.”
“That sounds fine.”
“It was not fine.”
“What kind?”
“Hospital kind.”
“That’s not a genre.”
“It is in Russia.”
They both fell quiet again after that, but this time the silence was softer. Shared. A kind of mutual resting inside the fear because neither of them could keep it at full intensity forever. Eventually Ilya said, so quietly Shane almost missed it, 
“Can you stay?”
Shane’s heart kicked hard.
“I’m here.”
“No.” Another breath. “Until I fall asleep.”
The simplicity of the request nearly broke him. It was not dramatic. Not don’t hang up ever. Not fix this. Just that: stay until I fall asleep. Stay while the night gathers around me and tomorrow waits in the next room. Stay until my body gives in and I don’t have to be afraid consciously for a few hours. Shane sat up straighter, as if the answer required his full body.
“Yeah,” he said immediately. “Of course.”
On the line, he could hear the shift of fabric again. Bed this time, probably. Pillows. The small domestic sounds of someone getting under blankets alone.
“Tell me when you’re lying down.”
A faint amused sound. 
“Controlling.”
“Yes.”
“Fine.”
A few seconds passed. Then: 
“I’m lying down.”
Shane smiled helplessly into the room. 
“Good.”
The next hour became one of the most intimate things they had ever done. Not because of sex, though they both knew they had done enough of that tenderly and ruinously across the whole arc of their relationship. Not because of declarations either, though those came too in small, exhausted forms. It was intimate because Shane stayed on the line while Ilya drifted toward sleep and built him a little bridge across the dark with words.
He told him about practice. About the game system still working. About Kenny being insufferable. About Yuna’s latest message, which had been simply has he slept or must I intervene from another continent. He described the weather. The smell of the arena after the game. The exact stupid expression on G’s face when a play worked the way Ilya had designed it. He made Ilya say whether the lights were off. Whether water was near the bed. Whether the apartment was warm enough. Whether his phone charger was plugged in.
At some point Ilya murmured, already sleep-thick, 
“You’re talking like you’re here.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Maybe I am a little.”
The line stayed quiet. Then, after a while, very soft and almost gone, 
“I love you.”
Shane closed his eyes.
“I love you too.”
Another pause. Then Ilya said, the words blurring at the edges now, 
“When this is over… I want to sleep for two weeks after I see you.”
The sentence was so small and so full of hope that it nearly made Shane cry right there on his own couch.
“You will.”
“Mm.”
“And I’ll be there.”
A tired breath. Something almost like a sigh of relief. By the time Ilya’s replies turned into half-words and then silence, Shane knew he was asleep. He stayed anyway for another few minutes, listening to the tiny sounds of his breathing through the line, the static-soft proof of him still there in the dark.
Only when he was sure, absolutely sure, did he whisper one last “Goodnight” that no one would answer and hang up.
Then he sat alone in his apartment with the phone still warm in his hand and the whole of himself stretched painfully between continents, and loved him there as hard as he knew how.
***
The next day Shane did not go to practice.
He woke before his alarm, before dawn properly had a chance to turn the windows from black to grey, and knew immediately that there was no version of his body that was getting onto the ice and pretending to be normal. The knowledge sat in him with total, humiliating clarity. He could force himself through games, through media, through systems meetings and airport departures and league calls. But this, this day, with Ilya in a hospital in Moscow about to give his blood to a machine and then to Alina, was apparently the line his body had drawn for him without consultation.
He texted Coach before he could overthink it.
Not making practice today. Family medical situation. I’m sorry. I know it’s bad timing.
The reply came faster than he expected.
Stay home. Update me later.
That should have helped. It did, a little. Not enough.
He texted Ilya next.
awake?
The answer came ten minutes later.
yes
Just that.
Nothing heart emoji-shaped. Nothing soft. Nothing that would have comforted anyone outside the specific geography of the two of them. But Shane read the shape of it anyway, already admitted, maybe already in a gown, maybe already in the long bright machinery of hospital time where every word had to be stripped down to survive.
He texted back:
eat if they let you
text me when you can
i’m here
There was no answer to that for almost half an hour.
Then:
i know
don’t spiral please
The last word did not help. It made everything worse in the exact way tenderness always did now, because it reminded him too clearly that Ilya knew exactly what state Shane would be in on this side of the ocean and had spent one of his very limited emotional energies trying to protect him from it.
Shane made tea. Didn’t drink it. He showered too hot and stood there far too long with his forehead against the tile and the water running down his neck, trying to breathe like a person whose whole life was not currently narrowed to one event happening in another country with no way for him to touch it.
He put on sweats and one of Ilya’s old hoodies. not really old, just left behind in Montreal often enough to have become part of Shane’s apartment by quiet osmosis, and sat on the couch with his phone in his hand and every muscle in his body too tight.
The texts through the morning were sparse. Exactly as they had to be. Exactly enough to keep Shane half-sane and exactly enough to make him insane anyway.
they’re taking me down in a bit
He stared at that one for a full thirty seconds before answering, deleting three versions and then finally sending:
okay
i’m here
i love you
The reply:
i know
then, one minute later:
love you too
Nothing after that. And then there was just waiting. Waiting in the apartment, which was maybe the worst possible place for it because every room still had Ilya in it. The scarf over the chair. The memory of him on the couch saying I need you to go back and still not leave me. The smell of him gone now from the sheets but not from Shane’s imagination. The exact line of his mouth on video last night, softer with tiredness, saying can you stay until I fall asleep.
Shane texted his parents because if he didn’t, he was going to start climbing the walls.
it’s today
Yuna answered first, of course.
We know. We’re thinking of him all day.
And of you.
Have you eaten?
He stared at the message, half laughing and half wanting to cry at the predictability of being mothered from a distance.
not yet
Her reply came immediately.
Shane Hollander.
Eat something. Then call if you want.
David texted separately a minute later.
You don’t have to be brave at home.
That’s what we are for.
That one nearly did him in. So he made himself eat toast and fruit and drink tea. Then he tried, because he genuinely did not know what else to do with the wild uselessness of his own body, to watch game video. He opened the laptop. Pulled up clips from the last win. Forced himself to stare at the screen while men in jerseys skated through the system he and Ilya had built together. There was a rush chance off the weak side that Ilya would have immediately torn apart as too obvious. A power play rotation that should have made Shane smirk because it was one of the exact little fixes they’d argued about late one night before an away game and it had worked beautifully on the ice.
He watched eleven seconds. Then ten more. Then realized he had rewound the same sequence three times and absorbed none of it except the thought, he would have loved this and he should have seen this and what if I never get to show him this in person again.
He slammed the laptop shut so hard it made the coffee table jump.
“Fuck.”
The apartment absorbed the sound and gave him nothing back.
He paced.
He made more tea.
He checked his phone.
He sat down.
He stood up again.
At one point he went into the kitchen and started cooking, because cooking at least had the illusion of sequence. Chop this. Heat that. Salt. Oil. Stir. It made his hands busy. It made time move in little actionable pieces instead of in one giant undifferentiated slab of dread. He got as far as onions and garlic in the pan before realizing he was cutting the tomatoes into absurdly tiny, precise pieces like a man trying to win some cooking show competition.
He stopped. Leaned both hands on the counter. Shut his eyes. Then his phone buzzed again. He snatched it up fast enough to nearly drop it.
Not Ilya.
Kenny.
coach said you took today
we got practice
don’t become weird in your apartment and start naming houseplants after us
Shane stared at it, then typed back:
i don’t have plants
The typing dots came back immediately.
good. u’d kill them 
That was stupid enough that it actually dragged a breath out of him that felt almost like laughter. He put the phone down again and looked at the half-cooked mess on the stove. Finished it because stopping felt worse. Didn’t eat much of it. Sent Yuna a photo just so she wouldn’t ask again.
Her reply:
Proud of you.
It looks terrible, but proud of you.
He called her after that because the apartment had become too quiet to survive alone. She answered on the first ring and didn’t say hello first. Just, 
“How bad?”
He sat down on the kitchen floor with his back against the cabinet because standing had become too difficult to justify.
“Pretty bad.”
“Mhm.”
The sound she made was so understanding it almost hurt.
“I can’t do anything,” he said. The truth of it came out rougher than he wanted. “That’s the worst part. I know I can’t. I know being there wouldn’t change the actual medicine and I know we made the right call and I know all of that. But I can’t do anything.”
Yuna was quiet for a second.
“You can love him while it happens.”
Shane stared at the oven handle across from him.
“That doesn't feel like enough.”
“No.” Her voice stayed very gentle. “It feels small, which is different. There are moments where love is not the procedure. It’s the thing waiting when the procedure is over.”
The sentence sat in him. He breathed in slowly through his nose.
“I hate when you make sense.”
“I know.”
“Dad texted something very kind earlier.”
“He’s been very emotional about this all week.”
“Yeah?”
“He likes Ilya.” A beat. “Quite a lot.”
That pulled something softer through the panic, just for a second.
“Me too.”
“Yes, darling.” He could hear the smile in her voice then, small and sad and warm. “I had gathered that.”
He stayed on the phone with her longer than he would have admitted to anyone else. Long enough for her to tell him, in the most matter-of-fact voice in the world, that waiting badly was still waiting and that if he needed to cry he could do that before his father came by with food later and pretend it was one of the onions if he found that easier.
When they hung up, the apartment was dimmer and somehow calmer, but only just.
He checked his phone. Nothing. No new texts. No updates. No little dry line from Ilya mocking his tendency to spiral. The silence from Moscow had become its own living thing by then. Not ominous exactly. Just huge. Full of all the hours and machines and tubes and the simple fact that when people are inside procedures they do not text.
Shane knew that. His body remained unimpressed.
By the time the sky outside had gone fully dark, the fear had changed texture. Less sharp than the morning. More pervasive. A constant pressure under the ribs, like his whole body had become one extended held breath.
He tried to distract himself again and failed again. He opened the laptop. Closed it. Picked up the phone. Put it down. Walked from room to room as if the right one would somehow produce an answer. Put on the game from two nights ago with the sound low just to have human voices in the apartment and then realized five minutes in that hearing his own team without being able to answer Ilya about any of it was making him feel actively insane.
He turned that off too.
When the phone finally rang, the sound was so sudden and so total that it seemed to split the whole apartment open. He was across the room before the second ring.
Ilya.
Shane answered so fast he nearly hit decline.
“Hey, baby.”
The words came out breathless, cracked around the edges by relief and fear both. On the other end, for one terrible second, there was only breathing.
“I’m okay,” Ilya said finally, and the words came so slurred with exhaustion that Shane sat down hard on the edge of the couch without meaning to.
Not drunk. Not unclear. Just flattened. Drained all the way down into the bones.
“What happened?” Shane asked quietly. “Tell me everything.”
There was the sound of movement on the other end, fabric, maybe a door, maybe the shift of him settling more heavily against some wall because standing had suddenly become a negotiation.
“They finished,” Ilya said. “I feel like shit, but not… catastrophic shit. Just very tired. Achy. Like someone siphoned all my blood out in a rude way and left the rest of me behind.” A tiny breath that might almost have become a laugh in a less wrecked body. “Which, to be fair, is not far from true.”
Shane closed his eyes for one second. The relief of hearing him speak in full sentences, hearing the dryness still alive in him, hearing not catastrophic in that voice, hit so hard it almost made his hands shake.
“Are you alone?”
“No. A nurse is glaring at me from a distance because I stood up too fast.” Another small pause. “I’m going back to the apartment soon.”
Shane frowned at once. 
“Soon? Not staying there?”
“No.”
“What about Alina?”
A silence. Not bad. Just tired.
“She’s going in soon,” Ilya said more quietly. “Not this second. Soon. They’re moving her through all of it.” His voice roughened a little, though whether from emotion or physical fatigue Shane couldn’t tell. “I don’t want to be in that waiting room with him.”
Alexei. Of course. Shane leaned forward, elbows on his knees, phone pressed hard to his ear as if pressure alone could shrink the distance.
“You don’t have to.”
“I know.” A tired exhale. “I know. I already did the useful part today. Or one useful part. The rest is…” He stopped, searching. “The rest is watching and waiting and looking at him while he pretends he did not spend years becoming the sort of man who turns my life into poison.”
Shane’s jaw tightened.
“I can’t do it tonight,” Ilya said. “I just can’t. I want bed. I want no fluorescent lights. I want…” He let out one long breath. “I want to sleep for a week.”
The sentence came out so tired and so real that Shane’s whole chest ached around it.
“Okay,” he said softly. “Then go home.”
“Da.”
“Get a cab.”
“Already called one.”
“Good.”
Another silence. Softer now. The kind that comes when both people know the worst immediate part is over and the next waiting has begun and no one can bear to say it too directly.
Then Shane asked, because he couldn’t not, 
“Did they say anything else?”
A pause.
“Just doctor things.” Ilya sounded farther away for a second, like maybe he’d sat down, or leaned back and closed his eyes. “Timing. Monitoring. What they’ll be watching after. How long before they expect anything. How not to be an idiot if I feel dizzy.” A faint huff. “They are all very committed to me not being an idiot.”
“That seems unrealistic.”
“Cruel.”
Shane smiled helplessly into the quiet of his apartment, relief and longing and the ache of not being there all still tangled together under his ribs.
“Will you call me when you get back?”
“Maybe video,” Ilya murmured. “If I still look like a human and not some medieval sick prince.”
“You always look like a prince.”
A tiny, tired breath on the line. More exhale than laugh.
“You are so embarrassing.”
“You love me.”
“Yes.”
The answer came immediately. Barely enough energy for anything else in him, and still that came clean and certain. Shane shut his eyes. For one suspended second they only breathed together. Then Ilya said, lower now, exhaustion already pulling at the edges of his voice, 
“I’m glad you answered.”
That nearly wrecked him more than the whole rest of the call.
“Always.”
“I know.”
A car door slammed faintly somewhere on Ilya’s side of the line. Voices. The muffled movement of the outside world continuing.
“My cab,” he murmured.
“Okay.”
A pause.
Then, very softly, 
“I still wish you were here.”
Shane’s throat closed around the force of it.
“I know.”
“No.” The word came out fragile with fatigue. “I know. We were right. We are still right. I just…” Another breath. “Tonight I wish you were here. I wish I could hold you.”
Shane pressed his free hand hard to his own chest like it could do anything about the pain there.
“Me too.”
Silence. Then, after one more second of shared unbearable wanting, Ilya whispered, 
“Call you from bed.”
“Yes.”
“Don’t spiral before then.”
“No promises.”
“Idiot.”
“Love you too.”
That got him one final, exhausted breath of laughter. Then the call ended. The apartment fell silent around Shane all at once. Not empty. Changed.
The whole of him seemed to reorganize in the seconds after the line went dead. For the entire day, his body had been arranged around dread. Around helplessness. Around the blunt fact of waiting with no answer and no motion and no purpose except surviving the hours until his phone rang.
Now there was relief, yes. Relief so powerful it left him a little shaky. But under it, and stranger than it, there was something else. Something clean. Sudden. Entire.
He sat there for around five seconds after the call ended, phone still in his hand, heart still running too hard. Then he stood up. Not in panic. Not in haste exactly.
In certainty.
He crossed the room, grabbed his phone harder, then actually laughed once at himself and ran his free hand through his hair. He did not need time to think. That was the terrifying, clarifying thing about it. He had apparently already been thinking. For days. Weeks. Maybe longer than that. Longer than Russia. Longer than the airport. Longer than the plane ride home. It had only taken hearing Ilya say I wish you were here in that voice after giving his blood to save a child for the whole shape of the feeling to settle into one obvious conclusion.
He called his mother.
She answered on the second ring.
“Shane?”
He was already pacing now, not anxious pacing, just movement because the force of it in him needed somewhere to go.
“He’s okay,” he said first, because he knew she would have heard the strain before anything else. “The donation happened. He feels awful but not scary awful. He’s going back to the apartment now. Alina’s going in soon.”
Yuna exhaled audibly.
“Oh, thank God.”
“Yeah.”
A pause. Then, instantly alert again in the way only she could manage, 
“Why do you sound like that, honey? What happened?”
Shane stopped in the middle of the living room and stared at nothing. Because now that the words were actually coming, now that he had to say them aloud to another human being, the enormity of them was suddenly very visible. But not less true.
He swallowed once. Then he said, with absolute clarity, 
“Mom, I need help choosing the engagement ring.”
Silence, but not empty silence. Shocked silence. The kind that only happens when joy arrives too fast to put on proper shoes. Then Yuna made a sound so startled and so delighted it was almost a laugh and almost a gasp all at once.
“Oh,” she said. Then, louder, “Oh!”
In the background he heard David’s voice immediately.
“What happened? Is everybody alive?”
Yuna, still breathless with it, said, 
“He needs a ring!”
There was a beat of total silence on the other end, and then David, somewhere farther away and clearly moving now, 
“A what?”
Shane sat down hard on the arm of the couch because his legs had apparently finally noticed what his mouth was doing.
“A ring,” he said, laughing now despite himself because his parents’ energy was so immediate and so impossible not to be swept into. “I need help. I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Yuna’s voice went soft and bright in the exact way it had when he was a kid and had brought home something precious with both hands and had no idea what to do with it.
“Yes, you do.”
“No, I really don’t.”
“Yes, you do,” she repeated. “You want to marry the man you love. There’s no hard part.”
That landed with enough force to leave him quiet for a second. Because yes. Yes, that was already known. It had been known in a hundred different ways before this, before the airport, before Russia, before the hospital, before the scarf, before leaving without leaving. But tonight, with Ilya exhausted and tender and frightened and alive on the phone, with his blood already given and tomorrow already coming, the knowledge had become impossible to ignore.
David’s voice arrived closer now, clearly with the phone on speaker because of course they had immediately escalated to a joint operation.
“Tell us everything,” he said.
Shane let out one long breath and smiled into the empty room, into the scarf still hanging over the chair, into the whole shape of his life suddenly turning toward something brighter and more terrifying than it had been ten minutes ago.
“I want to ask him,” he said.
Yuna made a tiny sound that might have been a cry and David muttered something heartfelt and deeply undignified in the background.
Shane laughed softly, helplessly, and went on.
“I don’t know when exactly. Not right away. Not while everything is still…” He gestured uselessly at the air, at Moscow, at hospitals, at transplants, at all the things they all understood without needing to be spelled out. “But I know. I know now. Completely.”
Yuna’s answer came so quickly it felt like she had been waiting years for it.
“Of course you do.”
And because she said it like that, without surprise, without doubt, just love and certainty and that maddening parental way of treating his deepest revelation as if it were the most natural thing in the world, Shane felt the whole decision settle even deeper into his bones.
Yes. Of course he did.
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  The decision made him absurdly happy. That was the strangest part. Not calmer, no. Nothing about the Moscow situation, the transplant, the waiting, the distance, had become calm. Alina was still in a hospital bed. Ilya was still an ocean away. Every text still had the power to tighten his whole body in a second. But under all of that now, running clean and bright and almost indecently alive through the middle of him, there was certainty.
Not vague hope. Not abstract future-thinking. Certainty. He was going to marry him. The knowledge sat in Shane like a lit match in a dark room, throwing warmth into places that had been all fear and longing for days. It made him giddy in the most private, ridiculous ways. He would be standing in the kitchen rinsing out a mug and suddenly catch himself smiling at nothing, because the man in Moscow with tired eyes and smoke in his sweater and tenderness in his hands was his future in a way that had finally stopped feeling like ache and started feeling like a decision.
He wanted to tell someone every five minutes. 
He wanted to tell no one except his parents and the jeweler he hadn’t met yet and, obviously, Ilya when there was actually a ring in his hand and not just the beginning of one in his mind.
He wanted to call him right then and say by the way, I’m going to marry you, just because the truth felt too large to keep to himself.
He didn’t. Mostly because he knew Ilya well enough now to know that if he said it out loud before he could make it real, it would become too much and not enough at the same time. Also because Ilya had a child going into transplant and Shane, despite being in love to the point of idiocy, still retained some sense of timing and sanity.
Still, the happiness stayed. It threaded through his whole evening after the call with his parents, through the shower, through the stupid little grin he kept wearing into walls and doorframes because he would drift off into imagining rings and proposals and the exact expression on Ilya’s face when he realized what Shane was asking. He went to bed with his phone on the pillow beside him and the scarf half under his cheek because apparently he had become the sort of person who treated wool as emotional infrastructure.
When he and Ilya video-called later that night, after the donation and after the long silences and the exhaustion and the low slow drift toward sleep, Shane had to keep his own face under ridiculous control because every time Ilya looked at him too softly or said something dry and affectionate or pushed his hair back with that absent little gesture Shane already adored too much, the whole knowledge lit up again inside him.
He lay there in bed, phone propped against the lamp, and thought: I’m going to buy you a ring. I’m going to ask. You are going to be so impossible about it. And I’m going to love every second.
***
The next day Alina went into transplant. From the moment Shane woke, the whole day had a different texture to it. The way weather feels before a storm finally breaks after days of pressure. He could feel the event of it moving through his body even though he was thousands of miles away and the actual hospital rooms and doctors and machines were not his to see.
He stayed home again. Not out of collapse this time. Out of intention. He texted Coach early, brief, direct, no over-explanation. The coach texted back and told him to stay by his phone and shut the hell up about apologizing.
Then Shane made coffee, made tea and called Ilya. Ilya answered on the second ring. No greeting first, just breath and then, 
“Hey.”
His voice was clearer than the day before. Still tired, but less hollowed out. Shane could hear the hospital around him too this time, distant wheels, doors, a murmur of voices, the thin permanent hum of institutional air.
“Hey,” Shane said softly. “Where are you?”
“Corridor.” A pause. “Outside. They haven’t taken her in yet.”
Shane sat down at the kitchen table and stayed there with the phone pressed to his ear, his whole body arranging itself around the line of Ilya’s voice like that was a place he could physically inhabit if he concentrated hard enough.
“You okay?”
“Not really.”
The honesty of it went through him warm and painful both.
“Okay,” Shane said. “You don’t have to be.”
That earned him a tiny exhale that might almost have been a laugh. Over the next hours, the call changed shape around everything else. Sometimes they talked constantly. Sometimes only in scraps. Sometimes the line stayed open while one of them just moved through his own little tasks and said something every few minutes to remind the other he was still there.
It became strangely domestic in the middle of terror. Shane rinsing a cup while saying, 
“Tell me if they’ve moved her yet.”
Ilya in a waiting room or a corridor or outside by the hospital entrance saying, 
“They’re still doing something with paperwork. Or blood. Or emotional torture. Hard to tell.”
Shane smiled despite himself. 
“You’re being charming.”
“I’m barely being legal here, baby.”
At some point, while the call was still open, Shane tried making toast and burned it because he was listening too hard.
“You there?” Ilya murmured after a stretch of silence.
“Yeah.”
“What are you doing?”
“Ruining bread.”
“Good.”
Shane laughed and scraped the blackened toast into the sink. 
He did little things just to keep his body occupied. Wiped down the kitchen counters. Put laundry in and forgot to turn the machine on. Opened game clips and stared at them without actually seeing anything. Texted Kenny back with one hand while balancing the phone on his shoulder and trying not to overreact to every small shift in Ilya’s breathing.
But through all of it, the dominant feeling was not only fear anymore. It was love. Stupidly, clearly, immovably love. Because staying on the line with Ilya through something like this stripped everything else away. All the glamour and all the drama and all the sexy pain of their Moscow nights. What remained was simpler and even more devastating: two men keeping each other company across an ocean while one waited for a child to go into transplant.
Shane listened to him answer the nurses. Listened to him mutter dark observations about hospital coffee and then, one minute later, speak so gently to Alina that Shane had to close his eyes and sit very still for a second because his heart had physically lurched inside him.
Once, unexpectedly, Alina came on the call for barely a minute, right before they took her for the transplant.
Not really on purpose. Just Ilya saying, “He’s on the phone,” and she, already sleepy and brave and somewhere between child and patient in a way that broke Shane every time, asked in a tiny voice, 
“The Canadian?”
Shane smiled so hard it hurt. 
“Yeah. Hi.”
“You sound funny.”
“That’s because I’m very foreign.”
A pause, and then, 
“Are you still bad at Russian?”
Ilya made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a groan on his side of the line.
Shane said, with dignity, 
“I’m improving.”
“Liar,” Ilya murmured.
And Alina actually giggled, small and tired and real enough to make the room around Shane blur at the edges for a second.
After that, when she had been taken away again and the line went quiet and Ilya came back sounding less human and more carefully arranged, Shane sat in his own kitchen with the phone warm against his ear and thought again, with absolute fresh clarity: I am going to marry you. You, with your terrible timing and your tenderness and your exhausted voice in hospital corridors and the way you make frightened children laugh anyway. You.
At one point he caught himself grinning at nothing after Ilya snapped at a machine and then apologized to the nurse in the same breath.
“You’re smiling,” Ilya said suddenly.
Shane blinked. 
“What?”
“I can hear it.”
“That is not a real thing.”
“It is with you.”
Shane leaned back in the chair and looked at the ceiling. 
“Maybe I like you.”
A brief pause.
Then, very dryly, 
“That would be very embarrassing.”
“Yeah,” Shane said softly. “It is.”
The line held them all day like that. Not rigidly. Sometimes one of them had to go silent because someone came into the room or because life required both hands. But neither of them hung up. They let the phone become a thread running through the whole day. And the longer it went on, the more certain Shane became. Not because the situation was dramatic. Because it was real. Because love, stripped down this far, still looked like this: staying on the line while Ilya waited, while nurses moved around him, while time stretched cruelly, while Shane half-listened to game film with the sound off and stirred soup and folded a towel twice and then unfolded it again just to have something to do with his hands.
Because every minute of it made the future feel not abstract but obvious. He didn’t want a version of life that did not include this man’s ordinary presence in it. Not just the cinematic parts. Not just the Russia parts or the hockey parts or the sex or the drama or the flights and the vows and the grief. This too. Hospital corridors and bad coffee and low murmured check-ins and the way Ilya’s whole voice changed when he was frightened and trying not to sound frightened.
Every piece of it kept making the same answer surface: yes. Yes, him. Yes, forever if he’ll let me.
***
By late afternoon the light in Montreal had gone white and thin across his kitchen floor, and Moscow was already far deeper into evening. The call had gone quiet for a while, but not anxiously quiet. Just tired. Shared. Ilya breathing on the other end, Shane making notes he did not need just because writing steadied him.
Then, very softly, Ilya said, 
“You still there?”
Shane smiled instantly. 
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
A pause. Then, in a voice so low it almost disappeared into the static and distance and hospital hush around him, 
“I think when this is done I’m going to need to sleep with my face in your neck for three straight days.”
The sentence went through Shane like light.
“Okay.”
“No moving.”
“Fine.”
“No hockey.”
“That part’s unrealistic.”
“I’m serious.”
“I know.” Shane’s smile softened into something much more dangerous to his own composure. “Okay. No moving. No hockey. Just your face in my neck for three days.”
Ilya breathed out slowly and said, quietly, 
“They’re bringing her back.”
Shane sat up straighter at once, hand tightening around the phone. 
“Okay.”
“I’m going to hang up.”
“Yeah. Of course.”
A pause.
Then, lower, almost absent: “Stay awake if you can.”
The sentence brushed something deep and immediate in Shane.
“I will.”
Another breath. 
“Okay.”
Then the line went dead. And the waiting began again. At first it felt survivable. Survivable in the ugly, familiar way waiting had become survivable over the past weeks: something to be moved through one quarter-hour at a time, one little domestic task at a time, one stupid lap around the apartment at a time.
Shane cleaned the kitchen because it was there. Wiped down counters that did not need wiping. Rinsed out the mug he had already rinsed once. Folded the tea towel. Unfolded it. Put the kettle on and never drank what he made. He checked the time in Moscow, then stopped because that only made the distance more awful.
An hour passed.
Then more.
He texted once.
how is she?
No reply. That by itself did not mean much. He knew that. Knew it in the rational part of himself that had already learned hospital physics: people do not text in recovery rooms, in hallways full of doctors, in family conferences, in those first strange stretches after procedures when everyone is still trying to figure out what kind of waiting comes next.
Still, the unread message sat there like a pulse. He sat on the couch with his phone in his hand and tried to breathe like a man who understood medicine and patience and the difference between no reply and bad news.
It worked for maybe fifteen minutes, then he got up again.
He tried watching something. He got as far as one segment before he muted it and just watched mouths move soundlessly over hockey graphics.
His parents texted. 
Any word?
How are you doing? Not him. You..
 
Shane stared at the screen and typed:


nothing yet
then, after a second:
badly, probably
Yuna replied almost at once.
That seems right. Call if you need. Even if it’s 3am.
He set the phone face down and immediately flipped it back over.
Another hour. Then another. By the time evening had turned over into something colder and later, his body had stopped listening to reason altogether. The apartment had gone fully still. Every little sound became too much, the refrigerator hum, the old building settling, a car outside, the occasional muffled footstep in the hall. His own pulse seemed too loud.
He texted again.
ilya?
Nothing. No reply. No delivered bitterness. Just the blank, suspended quiet of the message sitting there unanswered beside the earlier one.
That was when dread really started. It got into his bones by degrees until suddenly he realized he was standing in the kitchen barefoot at nearly one in the morning with one hand braced on the counter and his whole body in the wrong gear.
He thought about calling. Didn’t.
Thought about calling the hospital, which was insane and impossible and would solve nothing. Didn’t.
Thought about Alexei, and the thought itself made his stomach turn over. Then, sometime deep in the middle of the night in Montreal when the apartment had gone dark except for the lamp by the couch and the city outside felt very far away, his phone rang.
Shane grabbed it so fast he nearly dropped it.
“Ilya…”
The word stopped halfway out of him.
Because one syllable in and he knew by the silence on the other end. Not panic. Not crying. Not even obvious grief.
Wrong.
That was the only word for it. As if whatever had happened in the hours since they hung up had not broken him in a clean dramatic way but had instead rearranged something fundamental and left him in a place Shane had never heard before. Too flat in some places. Too controlled in others. A voice built over rawness with almost no time for architecture.
“Hey,” Ilya said.
Shane sat down so fast the couch frame knocked against the wall.
“What happened?”
A pause. Then: 
“I’m coming back tomorrow.”
The sentence made no sense. Shane stared into the dark living room as if somehow meaning would form in the air if he held still enough for it.
“What?”
Another pause. Longer this time. Then Ilya said, very carefully, as if he had already had to tell himself the story several times just to make it hold shape in his own head, 
“Alexei talked to the doctors.”
Shane’s grip on the phone tightened until his hand hurt.
“What does that mean?”
“It means,” Ilya said, and now there was something ugly and jagged under the control, something close to disbelief and too wounded to become anger cleanly, “that as her father he told them no medical information is to be given to me.”
The room seemed to tilt. For one second, Shane genuinely thought he had misheard.
“What?”
Ilya laughed once then. It was one of the worst sounds Shane had ever heard from him. Not because it was loud. Because it wasn’t. Because it sounded like something in him had reached a point past outrage and found only emptiness there.
“He forbade them,” he said. “Formally. Legally. Whatever word they use when fathers decide they own every room by default. He told them I am not the parent. That I am not the legal guardian. That they are not to discuss her status or results or specifics with me unless he says otherwise.”
Shane’s whole chest went tight and hot at once.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No, he can’t…”
“He can.”
The words landed hard. Final. Exhausted. And because Ilya said them with that kind of certainty, Shane knew instantly the worst part of it: not only had Alexei done it, the doctors had obeyed. Not out of cruelty. Out of structure. Policy. The ordinary, soul-flattening machinery of who counted and who didn’t when paperwork met blood.
“Oh my God,” Shane whispered.
On the other end of the line, there was movement. A door maybe. Fabric. The scrape of a shoe. Shane suddenly pictured him not at the apartment but still somewhere in or near the hospital, standing alone under bad light with his coat still on and his face gone blank with the effort of surviving the humiliation.
“Where are you?” he asked immediately.
“Outside.”
“Outside where?”
“Hospital.” A beat. “Not for long.”
Shane pressed his fingers hard against his own brow. The betrayal of it moved through him in layers. First shock. Then comprehension. Then rage so clean it actually made him shake.
“He did this after…” He stopped because the sentence wouldn’t fit in his mouth. Started again and still couldn’t make it cleaner. “After everything.”
“Yes.”
The answer was quiet. Too quiet.
“After all of it,” Shane said again, uselessly, because he could not seem to stop trying to understand the scale of the obscenity. “After the testing. After the donation. After all the fucking…”
“Yes, Shane,” Ilya said, and the control in his voice thinned just enough for the hurt underneath to show. “After all of it.”
That was the wound. Not just the practical cruelty, though that was bad enough. Not just the fact of being shut out. The timing. The message inside the timing. You can help. You can bleed. You can be useful. And the second that usefulness has been extracted, you can be put back outside the door where you belong.
Shane felt sick.
“What happened?” he asked more softly. “Tell me, Ilya.”
There was a long silence. Then Ilya drew in one breath, and started.
“They brought her back. I saw her for about three minutes.” His voice had gone flatter again now, not because he felt less but because he was trying to survive the telling. “She was asleep. Still under enough of whatever they gave her that she looked…” He stopped. “Small.”
Shane shut his eyes.
“And then one of the doctors came out later and started giving us the post-procedure summary. General things. Watching. Monitoring. The usual very careful sentences. And I asked one question, one, literally one, about how she looked on return and whether they were concerned about anything immediate.” A breath. “And the doctor looked at Alexei first.”
The line went quiet. Shane could feel his own heart beating too hard against his ribs.
“And then he said,” Ilya continued, “that from now on all updates go through him. That they are not to discuss her medical details with me because I am not the parent.”
The words sounded worse repeated. More bureaucratic. More brutal for how procedural they were. The shame of it hit Shane with secondhand force.
“What did you say?”
A small sound on the line. Not quite a laugh. Not quite anything.
“Nothing useful.”
That told him more than a full transcript could have.
“Try me.”
Another long pause. Then, very quietly, 
“I asked if he was serious.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“And he said yes.” Ilya’s voice roughened on the last word. “And then he said that I had done my part.”
The sentence hit like a blow. Shane actually bent forward over himself with the force of it, one hand over his mouth.
Done my part.
Not brother. Not uncle. Not family. Not the man who had crossed the world back to this city and put his body on the table for a child. Just function. Task. Completed utility.
“Ilya…”
“No.” The word came out suddenly, sharp enough to stop him. Then softer, immediately after, almost ashamed of its own force. “No, don’t. Not yet, Hollander.”
Shane went still. On the other end, Ilya exhaled shakily for the first time in the whole conversation.
“I knew he was capable of it,” he said, and now the truth in him was coming more nakedly, the architecture cracking under the weight. “That’s the worst part. I knew. I knew he was this kind of man. But I still…” His voice broke cleanly then, only once, but it happened. “I still thought there was a line.”
The sentence gutted him. Because of course that was it. Not naïveté. Not stupidity. Not some childish fantasy that Alexei was secretly good. Just the most minimal, human hope that there was some point at which shared blood, shared fear, a sick child, a successful donation, something, would force a line into existence even a man like Alexei would not cross.
And there wasn’t one. Shane sat there with the phone pressed against his ear and felt absolutely useless.
“I’m sorry, Illy” he whispered.
Immediately, Ilya said, 
“That’s not for you to apologize for.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“No,” Shane said honestly. “Not really.”
That earned him silence. Then, after a while, in a voice gone tired and frayed rather than flat, Ilya said, 
“I helped and he still found a way to make me stand outside.”
There it was. Not the legal issue. Not the hospital policy. The hurt under all of it. I helped. And still.
Shane closed his eyes and leaned forward until his forehead nearly touched his knees.
“You did not do all of this to earn permission to care,” he said, because it was the truest thing he had and still sounded painfully insufficient. “You don’t have to be granted access to make what you did real and brave and good.”
Ilya let out that same awful almost-laugh from before.
“That sounds beautiful, Hollander.”
“It’s true.”
“It sounds like something people say when they don’t know what to do with their feelings.”
That one landed too close to the bone.
“I don’t know what to do with your feelings,” Shane said quietly. “I only know he doesn’t get to rewrite what this was.”
The silence after that stretched long enough that Shane checked the screen to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. Then Ilya said, much lower now, 
“He already did.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.” Shane sat up straighter, the force of it coming into his voice before he could temper it. “No, he didn’t. He can control doctors and paperwork and what rooms you’re allowed in. He cannot make what you did smaller. He cannot make Alina’s body not full of your cells now just because he’s a vindictive piece of shit. He cannot unmake that.”
The words rang through the room after he said them. Too loud for the hour. Too raw. Too true. On the line, Ilya went very quiet. When he spoke again, the control was mostly gone now. What remained was something softer and much more dangerous.
“I’m so tired, Shane.”
The exhaustion in it nearly dropped him to the floor. Not just physical tiredness. Soul-tiredness. The kind that comes after being used and frightened and humiliated all in one day, when even rage becomes too heavy to carry cleanly.
“I know.”
“I don’t want to stay here.”
“Then don’t.”
“I don’t want tomorrow’s explanations. I don’t want to sit in the apartment and wait for scraps. I don’t want to keep being half useful and half outside.” Another silence. “I just want to come back. I want to hold you. I want you.”
That was the first moment Shane understood that “I’m coming back tomorrow” had not been an angry impulsive declaration. It had already happened inside him. He had made the decision before he called. The call was just telling.
“You are coming back tomorrow,” Shane said softly.
“Yes.”
“Okay.”
A pause. Then, with a kind of brittle disbelief that broke Shane’s heart all over again, 
“That’s all?”
“What else am I going to say?”
“I don’t know.” A tired, ugly breath. “That I’m dramatic. That I should stay and tolerate it. That this is still somehow the mature thing.”
Shane’s mouth tightened. 
“No.”
“No?”
“No,” he repeated. “Come home.”
And the second he said it, he knew it was right. Not because the transplant was unimportant. Not because Alina didn’t matter. But because what was left to Ilya there had been made deliberately unlivable. Alexei had chosen the shape of his punishment with precision. Stay, and be useful only in retrospect. Stay, and be denied every human part of what he had just done. Stay, and wait outside the locked rooms while the father who had done nothing but obstruct got to play sole authority.
No.
Shane breathed in once, slow and deep, and let the certainty of it settle.
“Come home,” he said again. “Let him sit in his own mess. Let him explain to himself why the man who donated to his daughter is now on a plane because he couldn’t tolerate being decent for twelve hours.”
On the line, Ilya was very quiet. Then, softly enough it almost disappeared, 
“You make it sound simple.”
“It’s not simple.”
“No.”
“It’s just clear.”
That got another silence.
“I feel like I should be more destroyed.”
The confession was so naked Shane had to close his eyes again.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.” A pause. “But mostly I just feel…” He searched for it. “Empty. And embarrassed that I’m not more surprised.”
That was somehow worse than sobbing would have been. Worse than fury. The quiet recognition of an old cruelty wearing a new coat. Shane sat in the dark apartment and wished with all of himself that he was not a continent away.
“I wish I could come get you.”
“I know.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
“And when you land I’m going to hold you until your organs reset.”
At that, finally, Ilya made a sound that might almost have been the beginning of a laugh.
“That sounds medical.”
“It is.”
“Good.”
A pause.
“I want that.”
The sentence took the remaining air out of Shane’s lungs.
“You’ll have it.”
And because the call had gone on long enough for the shock to settle into something rawer, Shane finally asked the thing he had been circling since the beginning.
“Did you say goodbye to Alina?”
The silence that followed was the worst one yet. Long enough that Shane thought maybe he wouldn’t answer at all. Then, very low, 
“No.”
Just that. No explanation. No defense. Nothing Shane could make easier. The grief of it moved through him like an electric current.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered again, because there was nothing else left to say to the fact of that.
This time Ilya didn’t push back against the apology. He just breathed. Eventually, he said, 
“Can you stay up with me while I book the flight?”
And there it was again, the same naked little request from the night before the donation, only uglier now. More emptied-out. Less about fear of a procedure and more about trying not to have the next practical task happen in total aloneness.
“Yeah,” Shane said immediately. “Of course.”
So he stayed while Ilya got the cab back to the apartment. While the door opened and shut on the Moscow flat. While he threw things into a bag with no care for neatness this time. While he cursed at the airline website. While he muttered tired, bitter little comments about layovers and pricing and the indignity of the only available economy seating. While he checked his passport twice because his hands were shaking just enough to make him distrust himself.
And on the other end of the ocean, Shane stayed awake in his own apartment with every light on and his phone to his ear and the certainty growing in him, line by line, that the second Ilya landed he was not letting go again for a very long time.
***
The next day, the day of Ilya’s arrival, came with the kind of brightness that felt almost suspicious. Montreal winter had its own grey honesty, and the sky outside Shane’s windows looked more pale than blue, the light thin and cold across the floorboards. But there was movement in him now. Direction. The whole of yesterday’s horror had settled overnight into one fierce, almost trembling purpose.
Ilya was coming back. The sentence lived in him from the second he opened his eyes. Not abstractly. Not eventually. Not someday soon. Today. On a plane. In the air right now or soon enough. Crossing the same distance that had split them open before, only this time in the right direction.
So Shane got up and made the apartment ready.
He cleaned like a man trying to turn love into a place someone could land safely. Not obsessive cleaning. Not frantic. Just thorough. He opened the windows for a little while despite the cold and let the air move through everything. Stripped the bed and remade it with clean sheets. Wiped down the kitchen counters until they no longer smelled faintly of scorched onions and two days of bad nerves. Took the mugs from the coffee table. Folded the blanket on the couch and then unfolded it again because no, better there, softer, ready.
He moved through each room with a strange focused tenderness, seeing the apartment not as his now but as something shared, something that had to be made soft again after all the distance and fear and Moscow and betrayal.
At some point he ended up in the closet. And that was where he found the last of Rose’s things.  She’d already taken most of it. They had done that part like adults, with boxes and dignity and too many careful conversations that left bruises anyway. But there were still remnants because breakups were never as clean as people pretended. A scarf she’d left behind on a shelf. A small pouch of makeup in the bathroom cabinet. One book in the living room she’d lent him and neither of them had remembered to claim in the middle of everything else. Little traces of a future he had once been moving toward with both hands and had then stepped away from because the truth had turned out to have another face.
He stood there for a second with the scarf in his hands. Not guilty, exactly. That had already happened. Grieved, yes, but not uncertain.
The certainty in him now only made the old life look gentler and more distant. Not false. Just finished. So he packed the rest of her things carefully. Not thrown together, not shoved out of sight with relief. Folded. Boxed. Taped shut. He wrote her name on the top in black marker, then carried it downstairs to the storage compartment and set it where she could collect it whenever she wanted.
When he came back upstairs, the apartment felt different.
Lighter.
Only this life. Only the man on the plane. Only the ring he had not bought yet but already felt like a secret fire in his pocket all the same.
By late morning he started cooking. Nothing fancy, Shane was not suddenly a genius in the kitchen because he was in love and waiting at the edge of happiness. But something Ilya had once mentioned loving, offhandedly, one of those small remembered things Shane carried around with absurd seriousness. Pelmeni would have been ambitious and maybe insulting if he got them wrong, but there had been another thing, a soup, simple and rich enough for a cold tired body, something Ilya had described one late night with half-mocking reverence as “the only sensible use of carrots and broth.”
So Shane tried. He chopped and stirred and tasted and adjusted and re-read the recipe twice and kept hearing Ilya’s running commentary in his head the whole time.
Too much salt, Hollander.
No, that knife angle is criminal.
Why are you looking so proud, it’s still soup.
It made him smile so much he had to stop once and lean both hands on the counter and laugh helplessly into the empty kitchen. Because that was the thing now: beneath the ache and the strain and the terrible shape of the Russia arc, there was happiness. Giddy, ridiculous, alive happiness that he was coming back and that Shane had chosen him and been chosen back and that all the roads between them, however ugly, still kept leading home.
He tasted the soup again and decided it was probably edible. Maybe even good. He left it low on the stove, ready to be reheated later, and changed clothes with more care than he would ever admit to another man alive. Not overly dressed. Not date night. Just something clean and soft and real, something that said you’re home now without trying too hard.
Then he left for the airport too early. He knew he was early. He knew it the whole drive there. He knew it while parking, while checking arrivals, while pacing once through the terminal and back to make sure he knew exactly where the stream of arriving passengers would come out. None of it helped. His body had no interest in pretending to be calm or proportionate about this. He had spent too many days without him and too many nights on the phone and too many hours imagining every possible look on his face when he came through those doors.
So he waited. Carefully. That was the hard part now. Carefully.
No flowers. No dramatic sign. No sprinting into public arms in front of strangers and cameras and random airport traffic because they were still not out and, more than that, because Ilya was coming back from too much. He did not need spectacle. He needed safety. Warmth. Food. A door that locked. A man who knew exactly how much of him to take in at once.
So Shane stood a little off to the side of the arrivals stream with his hands in his coat pockets and the green scarf looped around his neck and watched the doors.
People kept coming out. Families. Business travelers. Students. An exhausted mother with a toddler draped over one shoulder. Two men arguing quietly over a suitcase. A woman crying and laughing at the same time as someone caught her around the waist.
Then him.
Shane knew him before his brain fully formed the image.
The posture first. Then the walk. Then the face. Ilya looked like someone who had come back from war and was trying not to be theatrical about it. Not destroyed. Not staggering. But spent in a way Shane had never seen in him quite like this. His coat hung open, one hand on the handle of his suitcase, the other shoved into a pocket as if even that small gesture kept him upright. There was stubble along his jaw now he clearly hadn’t bothered with. His eyes looked dark with tiredness, not just lack of sleep but depletion, the kind that gets into the skin and changes how a face sits on the bones. And still, still, he was so instantly, painfully himself that Shane’s whole body reacted before he could stop it.
Ilya saw him almost at once.
He slowed. Just enough that for a second the rest of the terminal kept moving and the two of them seemed to stand slightly outside it, one at the end of a flight from Moscow and one waiting under bright Canadian airport lights with every nerve in his body tuned to this exact moment.
Neither of them smiled immediately. That was what made it so intense. The first thing on both their faces was not joy in the simple sense. It was recognition. Relief so deep it almost looked like pain. The terrible private understanding of there you are, there you are, there you are.
Then Ilya’s mouth moved. Barely. A real smile only by the strictest technicality, but enough to break something open in Shane’s chest.
He stepped forward. He reached for the suitcase handle first because it gave his hands something ordinary to do.
“Hey,” he said, and his own voice sounded wrong to his ears, too full of everything at once.
Ilya let him take the bag.
“Hey.”
His voice was rough. Lower than usual. Shot through with travel and exhaustion and something else too, some last residual emptiness from the hospital and Alexei and the long flight that had not yet left his system. For one second they just stood there. Then Shane said, very softly, 
“You made it.”
That earned him a look so open and tired and full of love that he nearly lost his mind right there between the baggage carousel exits and a family of six trying to find their ride.
“Yes,” Ilya said.
It sounded like more than an answer. Like a confession. Like the fact of being here still hadn’t fully settled into his body either.
So Shane picked up the suitcase and nodded once toward the doors and said, because if he said anything else in the airport he might genuinely embarrass them both, 
“Come on.”
The walk to the car was careful.
Shoulder to shoulder but not touching. Close without obviousness. Shane took the bag. Ilya let him. Neither of them spoke much. The cold outside hit them both and that, weirdly, helped. The air in Montreal was different from Moscow’s winter, less imperial, less sharp somehow, but still cold enough to wake the skin and give the body something besides feeling to do.
Shane unlocked the car. Put the bag in the trunk. Came around to the driver’s side and then stopped himself.
“I’m driving,” he said.
Ilya, who had clearly been about to protest on reflex, looked at him for one tired second and then nodded.
“Good.”
It was the first obedient thing Shane had ever seen him do. Inside the car, the doors shut on the outside world with a softness that felt almost obscene after the airport.
And the second they did, Shane broke. He reached across the center console and hauled Ilya into him so hard it had to hurt.
It was not graceful. Just desperate, full-bodied need. One arm around his shoulders, the other at the back of his neck, pulling him over the gearshift and half into his lap like proximity itself had become a survival instinct.
Ilya made a startled sound, small, cut off almost immediately, then went with it at once, folding into the hold with the full exhausted weight of a man who had been held together too long by sheer will and had just run out of reasons to keep pretending distance was manageable.
Shane buried his face in his neck and held him harder. So hard it had to hurt. Hard enough that if the positions were reversed he would have called it excessive and then refused to loosen his grip.
“I know,” Ilya murmured, voice muffled against his shoulder.
Shane let out one shaking breath and tightened his arms anyway.
“I know,” Ilya said again, softer now, one hand climbing slowly up between Shane’s shoulder blades until it settled there. “I know.”
The repetition nearly destroyed him. Of course he knew. Knew exactly what this grip meant, what these hours and weeks had done, what it was to be home and back and alive and together again in a car in an airport lot with snow crusted at the edges of the pavement and the whole rest of the world briefly locked outside.
Shane tipped his head back just enough to look at him.
Up close, he looked even more tired. Beautifully, terribly tired. The trip and the hospital and the betrayal still lived all through his face. But he was here. Warm under Shane’s hands. Solid. Real.
“Hi,” Shane said, and it came out wrecked enough that it made Ilya’s eyes soften immediately.
“Hi.”
Shane kissed him then. Fast first. Mouth to mouth, almost clumsy from the force of feeling. Then again slower, and Ilya answered with that same exhausted immediacy, one hand at the side of Shane’s throat now, thumb under the line of the scarf he had bought him in Moscow. The kiss tasted like travel and cold air and the first real homecoming either of them had had in weeks.
When they finally pulled apart, neither moved far.
Ilya’s forehead dropped to Shane’s.
“You came yourself,” he murmured.
“Of course I did.”
“Good.”
Shane brushed his thumb once under his eye. 
“I made soup.”
That got the faintest curve out of his mouth.
“You cooked?”
“I did.”
“Dangerous.”
“It’s edible.”
“That sounds fake, Hollander.”
“It’s not fake.”
Ilya closed his eyes for one second as if the simple fact of Shane making soup for him and picking him up himself and holding him like this in the car might actually have been too much gentleness for one tired body to process at once. Then he opened them again and looked at Shane with such naked love in his face that Shane felt the whole secret, giddy knowledge about rings and forever and all the rest of it flare bright inside him.
“You smell like home,” Ilya said quietly.
And Shane kissed him once more, slower now. Then, because Ilya was half falling asleep upright and because the apartment and the soup and the bed and the lock on the door were waiting, Shane finally eased him back into his own seat.
“Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s go home.”
***
The drive home was quiet at first.
Not empty. Just too full for speech right away.
Shane started the car and pulled out of the airport lot with both hands on the wheel and his whole body still tuned backward toward the passenger seat, toward the fact of Ilya there, really there, coat half open, one hand loose in his lap and the other braced against the door like he was still orienting himself to solid ground. The green scarf brushed Shane’s throat every time he turned his head, and each small movement of it felt like a private pulse.
Outside, Montreal slid by in wet winter light and traffic and the soft ugly glow of evening.
Inside, the heat was coming up slowly, filling the car with that slightly dusty warmth heaters always gave at first. Ilya looked wrecked in it. More human, somehow, than he had in the airport. The lights from passing streets moved over his face in pieces and kept catching the same things: the exhaustion carved around his mouth, the shadows under his eyes, the faint abrasion at the edge of one knuckle Shane had not noticed before, the way his whole body seemed to be holding itself together now only because it had finally reached a place where it could.
Shane kept glancing at him. Too often, probably. He couldn’t seem to help it. At one light, he asked quietly, 
“Can you tell me?”
Ilya looked out the window for a second longer before answering. 
“You want all of it?”
“Yes.”
A small pause.
“Okay.”
Shane waited.
The car moved again. Tires over wet roads. A bus pulling out ahead of them. A low red stretch of brake lights in the distance. For a few blocks Ilya said nothing, and Shane let him have the silence because he knew by now that with certain things, forcing the first sentence only made the rest harder to reach.
When Ilya finally started, his voice was low and flat in the way it got when he was telling the truth as precisely as possible because any softness would make it harder to survive.
“They brought her back after the transplant,” he said. “I saw her for a little while. Not long. She was asleep. Still very pale. Tubes, monitors, all the usual things that make a child look less like herself and more like…” He stopped, mouth tightening. “Hospital.”
Shane’s grip on the steering wheel shifted.
Ilya looked down at his own hands. 
“She looked so small.”
The sentence landed heavily in the warm car.
Shane swallowed. 
“Did she know you were there?”
“I don’t know.” He let out a breath through his nose. “Maybe. A little. Her eyes opened once, but that could have been reflex or pain or confusion or drugs or all of it at the same time.” His mouth moved faintly, a bitter almost-smile with no joy in it. “I said something stupid to her anyway.”
“What?”
“I said she looked terrible.”
That actually pulled the smallest breath of startled laughter out of Shane. Ilya glanced at him.
“What?”
“That’s what you said to a child post-transplant.”
“She knows I’m right.”
“Jesus.”
“She rolled her eyes a bit I think.”
That image was so vivid and so heartbreakingly normal that Shane’s throat tightened around it. For one second the car softened around them. Then Ilya kept going, and the softness was gone again.
“They took her for the next part after that. More monitoring. More whatever else they do when everybody is trying to keep calm.” He shifted against the seat, wincing a little before he hid it. Shane clocked the movement instantly and filed it away for later. “I stayed. For a while. I didn’t…” He looked out the window again. “I didn’t want to leave the building before somebody told me something concrete.”
Shane knew what was coming and still felt his body brace for it.
“One of the doctors came out,” Ilya said. “Not one I dislike. Actually one of the few I thought might be decent. She was giving a summary. General things. Careful things. Timing. Monitoring. Nothing useful, really, but enough that it still sounded like information. And then I asked one question. How she looked coming out. Whether they were worried about anything immediate. Just… one question. Small. Reasonable.” His jaw flexed once. “And she looked at Alexei. You know this already.”
The light ahead turned yellow. Shane slowed, stopped, waited. The whole city seemed indecently ordinary around them.
“When I say she looked at him,” Ilya said, “I mean she actually turned her body. Like the room had a center and it was him. Not the child. Not the transplant. Him.”
Shane felt something hot and vicious move through his chest.
“Then she said they would discuss details with the parent,” Ilya went on. “Singular. Very clean. Very professional. And Alexei…” He broke off, swallowed. “Alexei said from now on all information goes through him. That they’re not to talk to me directly because I’m not the parent and not the legal guardian.”
Shane looked at him at the red light. 
“And nobody said anything?”
Ilya laughed once, and it was all bitterness. 
“Why would they?”
The light changed. Shane drove.
“They’re doctors,” Ilya said. “They like forms. They like authority. They like not being sued. They do not care that the man they’re shutting out donated his marrow twenty-four hours earlier unless someone with the correct line on the paperwork tells them to care.”
Shane’s jaw tightened so hard it hurt. Ilya went quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice had shifted. Less clinical now. More tired. More raw.
“I asked if he was serious.”
Shane glanced over. 
“You told me that.”
“Yes.” Ilya rubbed once at his own thigh like the ache in his body had followed the memory into speech. “What I didn’t tell you is that he smiled.”
The car seemed to go smaller. Shane’s fingers tightened around the wheel.
“He smiled,” Ilya repeated softly. “Not big. Just enough. Enough that I knew this wasn’t some bureaucratic impulse. It wasn’t fear. It wasn’t him being overprotective or unstable or trying to control the room because he was panicking about his daughter. It was punishment.”
The word sat between them like a bruise.
“Because I had the nerve to still be there after doing what he needed,” Ilya said. “Because I was still visible. Because people had seen me be useful. Because Alina had seen me.”
Poor, exhausted fury threaded through every line of him now, and Shane had the violent urge to pull the car over and take his face in both hands and just hold him there until the story was out of him and his bones stopped looking so tired.
Instead he said, 
“What did you do?”
Ilya looked down at his hands again.
“For a second?” He let out a breath. “Nothing.”
That one word nearly killed Shane.
Because he could see it too clearly, what it must have felt like, that exact second. The humiliation of being spoken around and over. The body going still first because the blow had landed before language could catch up.
“I just stood there,” Ilya said quietly. “Like an idiot. Like I was twelve again and someone had raised their voice and my whole body forgot it had options.”
Shane’s heart twisted so hard it was almost nausea.
“You were not an idiot.”
“No?” He gave another one of those awful, tiny laughs. “I felt very convincing.”
“Don’t.”
Ilya glanced at him and the look on his face was so tired, so bitterly self-aware, that Shane felt even worse for having spoken too sharply.
After a second, Ilya nodded a little. 
“Okay.”
Silence stretched for a few moments after that. The city got denser as they got closer to home. Storefronts. Streetlights. Wet sidewalks. Someone waiting for a bus with their shoulders hunched inside a too-thin coat. It all looked so far away from the thing inside the car that Shane had the absurd feeling they were driving through a separate reality disguised as Montreal.
Then Ilya said, very low, 
“I didn’t leave immediately.”
Shane turned his head just enough to show he was listening.
“I should have,” he said. “Maybe. Or maybe not. I don’t know. I stayed because some stupid part of me thought if I just kept standing there like a person and not an inconvenience, one of them would correct it. One doctor. One nurse. Anyone.” His mouth hardened. “Nobody did.”
The betrayal of that went through Shane as cleanly as if it had happened to him.
“I asked again,” Ilya said. “Not politely this time. Not loudly either. Just… clearly. Asked whether they were seriously barring me from updates after I had just donated. Asked whether there was some actual medical reason for it or if they were all just happy to let him use the word father like a weapon.”
Shane swallowed. 
“And?”
“And Alexei told me to stop making a scene.”
The sentence was so obscene it almost made Shane laugh from the sheer wrongness of it. But Ilya wasn’t done.
“I told him to go fuck himself,” he said, and there was the faintest edge of old Ilya there, the one Shane knew from locker rooms and ice and late-night arguments. “Very unconstructive. Very satisfying for about half a second.”
Shane’s mouth moved. 
“Yeah.”
“One of the doctors asked us to step outside the room.”
Shane felt the car go colder around them somehow.
“I went,” Ilya said. “Which was mistake number two, apparently.”
“What happened?”
This time the pause was longer.
By the time Ilya spoke again, the words came slower, each one chosen and hated.
“We fought.”
Shane’s head turned sharply. 
“He hit you?”
Ilya made a small dismissive motion. 
“Nothing cinematic.”
“Don’t do that. Tell me.”
A beat.
“We got out into the hall. He said I was making everything worse. That I always make everything worse because I need the room to be about me.” His voice had gone very calm again, which Shane knew now was never a good sign. “I said if he wanted the room to be about him so badly, he should’ve donated something besides opinions.”
That almost made Shane smile despite himself. Almost.
“He shoved me first.”
Every muscle in Shane’s back locked.
“What?”
Ilya’s gaze stayed fixed ahead now, on the windshield and the city beyond it, not because he wasn’t telling the truth but because he was and looking at Shane might have made it harder.
“Not hard enough to knock me down. Hard enough.” He flexed his fingers once. “I shoved him back. He grabbed my coat. I told him if he touched me again I would make sure every person on that floor knew exactly what kind of cop he had been enjoying himself as.”
Shane’s heart was pounding now, hard and angry and uselessly late.
“And then what?”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder. It was the bleakest thing Shane had ever seen.
“Security came,” he added after a moment.
Shane’s head snapped toward him again. 
“Security?”
“Hospital security. Some man with a bald head and too much confidence in polyester.” A humorless breath left him. “He separated us before it turned into anything more dramatic than grabbed coats and bruised pride.”
Shane’s chest hurt.
“Are you hurt?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“That’s not an answer.”
Ilya finally looked at him then, and the look in his face was so tired that it stripped all the sharpness out of Shane’s voice at once.
“My arm hurts a little where he grabbed me. I will live.” he said. “Everything else is just…” He searched for it, then gave up. “Annoying.”
Shane believed absolutely none of that, but he also knew better than to push the body question harder while the real wound was still sitting there bleeding between every sentence.
“So then you left.”
“Yes.” He turned back toward the windshield. “Eventually.”
The eventually mattered. Shane could hear it in the space around the word.
“What stopped it?”
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly, not quite a smile.
“Alina’s nurse came out.”
That startled him. 
“What?”
“She didn’t say much. She couldn’t. She knew that. I knew that.” He exhaled slowly. “But she looked at me like I was person. That was enough to embarrass both of us, I think. Or me, anyway. She said my presence wasn’t helping at that exact moment. Which, fair. And I suddenly…” Another pause. “I suddenly couldn’t stand the idea of her seeing us like that. Me and him. In a hall outside the room where his daughter had just come back from transplant.”
Shane closed his eyes for a second. Of course that had been the line. Not the doctors, not policy, not fear of consequences. The thought of Alina ever knowing that while her body was fighting to receive new life, the adults around her had turned the corridor into one more family war.
“I left,” Ilya said again, more softly now. “I went outside. I sat on a bench because for about ten minutes I couldn’t tell if I was going to throw up or hit something or both. Then I called you.”
Shane drove for a few blocks in silence. The whole story lay between them now, not neat, not resolved, still warm and ugly from being touched. Finally he asked, very quietly, 
“Why didn’t you tell me about the fight on the phone?”
Ilya leaned his head back against the seat and looked at the ceiling of the car for one second.
“Because I knew how you’d sound.”
The answer hit him low and direct.
“How?”
“Like you do right now.” His eyes cut toward him briefly. “Like you want to go back in time and drag me out of there by force, yes?”
Shane didn’t bother lying. 
“Yeah.”
“Exactly.” A tired breath. “And I couldn’t manage your rage and my humiliation at the same time from the sidewalk. I had enough tasks.”
That almost pulled a laugh out of him, only it hurt too much to become one.
“I’m sorry.”
The words came before he could stop them.
Ilya frowned at him immediately. 
“For what?”
“For not being there.”
He should not have said it. He knew that before the sentence even finished leaving him. Knew it because he saw, instantly, the effect it had on Ilya’s face, not anger first, but something like pain.
“No,” he said.
“I know we made the right call, I know, but if I had been there…”
“No.” Sharper now. “No, Shane.”
The force of it made him shut up.
Ilya looked at him, eyes bright in the reflected city light, and for a second he looked almost furious again, but not at Shane, not really. At the whole gravitational pull of guilt. At the way it kept trying to turn every terrible event into one more piece of evidence that they should have broken themselves differently.
“We made the right call,” he said. “I needed you home. The team needed you home. I am not doing this version again where love means dragging you into every bullshit just so I don’t have to stand in it alone.” He swallowed. “What happened yesterday happened because my brother is rotten, not because you got on a plane.”
Shane’s throat tightened. They drove another block, then another.
The apartment was close now. He could feel it, that shift in the city where home started to gather around the edges of the streets. And beside him, Ilya had gone quieter, the telling almost spent out of him. There was a strange brittleness to him now, like the act of putting the story into words had cost the last of whatever reserve he’d been running on.
Shane looked at him once more and said softly, 
“You did not deserve any part of that.”
Ilya’s mouth flattened. He looked out at the windshield.
“I know,” he said.
But the sentence came too late, too quietly, and Shane knew exactly which part of him it had failed to reach.
So he drove the rest of the way home with one hand on the wheel and the other aching to cross the console and drag him close all over again, and thought, with a kind of helpless ferocity, that no one on earth had ever deserved gentleness more than the man sitting beside him, and that he was going to spend the rest of the night proving it until some of that cruelty had nowhere left to live.
***
They made it home and, for the first time since the airport, since the drive, since Alexei’s voice had been dragged all the way across an ocean and back into the car, something in both of them began, very slowly, to unclench.
Shane got Ilya out of his coat, then out of his boots, then sat him at the kitchen table with the soup already warm and waiting. Ilya looked at the bowl for a second like he had forgotten food existed as a category. Then he took the spoon, tasted it, and the expression that crossed his face, tired, surprised, softened at the edges, was so intimate that it nearly undid Shane all over again.
“It’s good,” he said.
Shane, sitting opposite him with his own bowl and every nerve in his body still tuned to the fact of Ilya back in this apartment, back in his line of sight, shrugged one shoulder and tried for lightness.
“It’s soup.”
“It’s very good soup.”
Shane looked down at his own spoon because if he looked at him full-on while he said that in that low worn-down voice, he was going to feel too much again too fast.
They ate quietly in the kind of low, ordinary exchange that only two exhausted people who already knew each other well enough for language to be optional could sustain. Ilya told him which part was too salty. Shane told him he was impossible. Ilya ate anyway, steady and hungry now that the first few bites had reminded his body it was still alive. Shane ate too, more because Ilya was eating than because he could suddenly feel hunger. The soup did what hot food sometimes did after long strain: it made the body believe, just a little, that survival might be possible tonight.
By the time the bowls were empty, the apartment felt warmer.
Not just metaphorically. Literally too, the radiator clicking, the kitchen light softening the edges of everything, the lingering scent of broth and bread replacing airport and hospital and cold.
“I need a shower,” Ilya murmured after a while, rubbing one hand slowly over his face.
Shane nodded. 
“Quick one. Then couch.”
Ilya looked at him over his wrist. 
“Bossy.”
“You need to sit down.”
“I’m literally sitting.”
“You know what I mean.”
That got the faintest shape of a real smile out of him.
The shower was quick. Truly quick, for once. Not because there wasn’t want coiled under both their skins already. There was, but because Ilya looked too frayed for seduction under bright bathroom light, too tired in a way that called more for steam and clean skin and getting the hospital fully off him than for anything else yet.
Shane used the time to clear the bowls, rinse the kitchen, dim the lights in the living room, and put on music. Nothing obvious. Nothing romantic enough to feel like a joke. Just something low and slow and warm enough to fill the apartment with another human texture besides silence. The kind of music that didn’t ask to be listened to directly so much as felt like another layer of the room.
When Ilya came back out, hair still damp at the temples, in sweatpants and one of Shane’s old t-shirts stretched softly across his shoulders, Shane had already thrown a blanket over the couch and turned off the kitchen light entirely.
For a second they just looked at each other. It was always dangerous, that look. Worse now. Because the day had been too much. Because the relief of having him back had not finished landing. Because they had eaten and breathed and become just human enough again for the wanting underneath to rise cleanly to the surface.
Ilya crossed the room.
Shane didn’t meet him halfway because he didn’t have to.
The second Ilya reached him, they fell into each other’s arms like the couch had been invented for exactly this purpose. Shane’s arms around his waist. Ilya folding down and in, one knee on the cushion first, then the rest of him, and then their mouths met and everything warm and held-back and tightly controlled all evening finally broke open.
The kiss was not gentle. It was hungry in that exhausted desperate way that comes after too much fear, too much distance, too much self-control. Not frantic exactly. Just full-bodied. Immediate. Both of them made small helpless sounds against each other’s mouths before either had decided to. Shane pulled him closer by the hips and felt the whole weight of him come willingly. Ilya’s hands went to the back of his neck, his jaw, then into his hair, fingers tightening there as if the physical fact of Shane under his hands was one more thing he needed to confirm.
They kissed until breath became a shared problem. Then a little longer.
Music low in the room. Radiator humming. Their mouths slick and warm and the couch already too small for the way they were trying to fit against each other.
Shane’s hand slid under the hem of Ilya’s t-shirt and found his bare side. Warm skin. Tight muscles. The faint give of him under touch that made his own body go hot all over again. Ilya shuddered against his mouth and made another sound, lower now, more wounded by want than by fear, and Shane felt his own cock harden so fast it was almost ridiculous.
“Jesus,” he breathed against Ilya’s lips.
Ilya kissed him harder for that. Every part of him felt more intense tonight. Not because he was rougher. Because he was rawer. The kisses deeper, the little noises less hidden, the need in his body less arranged into elegance. His thigh pushed between Shane’s legs. His palms moved over Shane’s chest and stomach like he was searching for something. Every few seconds he would make some frustrated little sound in the back of his throat, as if the simple fact of contact still wasn’t enough and his body had not yet caught up to the fact that it no longer had to survive on absence.
Shane dragged the t-shirt over his head.
Ilya let him, lifting his arms without breaking the kiss for more than the bare second required. The shirt hit the floor somewhere near the coffee table. Then Shane had him skin to skin and the sensation of it, warm chest, damp hair at the nape, the familiar lines of him now under his hands again after too many days of screens and distance and imagination, was so good it made his head swim.
“I missed this,” Shane murmured into his throat.
Ilya’s answer came out as another small sound first, then words. 
“I know.”
Shane kissed his neck, the line of his jaw, the pulse there running too fast. Ilya tipped his head back and let him, one hand still in Shane’s hair, the other gripping the front of his shirt hard enough to wrinkle it.
They were both making noise now. Quiet, because the apartment walls existed and because some habits of restraint never left entirely, but unmistakable. Breath catching, mouths parting, little broken sounds each time one of them found the right place with a hand or mouth or the angle of a thigh.
Ilya was hard already. Shane could feel it where their bodies met, through thin fabric and heat and all the friction of trying not to simply climb into each other’s skin.
He reached lower, palm flattening over him through the sweatpants. Ilya’s whole body jumped.
“Fuck,” he said softly, forehead dropping briefly to Shane’s shoulder.
That word, in that tone, sent a sharper current through Shane than almost anything else could have. He stroked him once through the fabric. Slow. Intentional. Ilya made another noise. More desperate now. Almost angry with how much he needed. Shane kissed the corner of his mouth.
“You okay?”
That got him a look. Bright-eyed, flushed, ruined already in all the exact ways Shane loved most.
“I want you,” Ilya said.
The sentence came low and direct and full of so much feeling it hit like a blow.
Shane’s hand tightened on his hip. 
“You have me.”
For one second he thought that would be enough.
It wasn’t. Ilya made a frustrated little sound, almost a groan, almost a whine, the kind of involuntary noise that made Shane’s whole body go hard with want. He looked away for a second, jaw clenching, hand still twisted in Shane’s shirt like he was trying to pull language into shape by force.
Then he looked back.
His face had gone even redder now, not from embarrassment exactly but from the vulnerability of what he was about to say.
“Different,” he said.
Shane stayed very still.
“What?”
Ilya swallowed. His eyes dropped briefly to Shane’s mouth, then lower, then came back.
“I want you differently.” The words came rough and half-broken by wanting. “I want…”
He stopped, frustrated with himself, and the hand in Shane’s shirt tightened again. Shane’s free hand came up to the side of his face. 
“Tell me.”
That did it. The whole of him seemed to go taut for one suspended second. Then he said, in a voice so low and so wrecked it felt like the most intimate thing either of them had heard all week, 
“I want you to take me apart.”
Shane’s breath caught.
“Ilya…”
“Please.” The word tore out of him softer and more exposed than anything else had tonight. “Please, Shane.”
That almost undid him on the spot. Not because the request itself was new. Not really. Shane knew his body by now, knew the different hungers in him, knew how often Ilya liked control and how often he also wanted to surrender it so completely that his whole face changed in the moment of asking.
But tonight it hit differently. Because of the hospital. Because of Alexei. Because of all the locked doors and stolen authority and being used and shut out and made to stand in hallways outside things that mattered. Because underneath the arousal and the heat and the couch and the music and the returning home, there was clearly another need too. To be taken apart by someone safe. To be undone by choice. To give something over and have it held, not stolen.
Shane looked at him and saw all of that in one flashing second.
Then his whole body went very calm. Not cooler. More focused. He touched the side of Ilya’s face once with the back of his fingers, then slid his hand down to the nape of his neck and held him there.
“Okay,” he said softly.
The effect was immediate.
Ilya let out one shaking breath, eyes fluttering shut for a second like the permission itself had gone through him physically. When he opened them again, the need in them was almost impossible to look at directly.
“Okay,” Shane repeated, lower now. “I’ve got you.”
That was enough to make him shiver. The next kiss was different. Still hot. Still deep. But with a new direction in it, a new steadiness. Shane kissed him slowly and felt the way Ilya melted into the pressure at once, no more frustrated edge now, just need and trust and that particular helplessness that only ever appeared when he was choosing to let himself be handled.
Shane’s hand stayed at the back of his neck while the other moved down over his body with unhurried purpose, chest, stomach, lower, fingers slipping beneath the waistband of his sweatpants and underwear and finally closing around his cock properly.
Ilya broke against his mouth on a sound that was more felt than heard.
Shane stroked him slowly, once, twice, and felt the immediate answer in the way Ilya’s body softened and shook at the same time. His cock was hot and heavy in Shane’s hand, already leaking, already straining for more than one stroke and one couch and one room could contain.
“Good?” Shane murmured.
Ilya nodded against his mouth first, then forced words out. 
“Yes.”
“Tell me.”
“Yes,” he whispered. “Fuck, yes.”
The praise went straight through him.
Shane kept the pace slow enough to make it hurt. Slow enough that every drag of his hand made Ilya’s breath catch and his hips twitch as if he wanted to thrust into the touch and also wanted to be made to stay still.
“Easy,” Shane murmured.
Ilya made another tiny broken sound and actually obeyed. Shane kissed him again, slower now, while his hand kept moving. He could feel the exact second Ilya started to drift into it properly, the tension in his shoulders turning from braced to yielding, the hand on Shane’s shirt flattening into a grip for balance instead of restraint, the little sounds he made becoming less frustrated and more openly needy.
God, Shane wanted to eat that sound alive.
He pulled his hand away only long enough to get them both the rest of the way out of their clothes, enough fabric stripped and pushed aside that the couch became a dangerous mess of bare skin and heat and too little space. Then he got Ilya on his back beneath him and just looked at him for a second.
Damp hair mussed from the couch cushions. Chest rising too fast. Lips pink and swollen. Cock hard against his stomach. Tattoos dark against flushed skin.
Beautiful did not begin to cover it.
Shane bent and kissed him until Ilya stopped trying to look composed and just gave in completely, head turning into the pillow, one leg opening farther under Shane’s hand when he touched the inside of his thigh.
“Tell me again,” Shane whispered.
Ilya’s lashes fluttered. 
“What?”
“What you want.”
The answer came with a visible swallow and the faintest tremor in his mouth.
“You,” he said.
Shane smiled against his jaw. 
“You have me.”
A breathless, wrecked almost-laugh.
“Different,” Ilya whispered again.
Shane kissed him once more, then dragged his mouth down over the center of his chest, over one nipple, lower. His hand followed, spreading him open slowly, touching everywhere except where the need was sharpest until Ilya’s whole body had become one tight pleading line under him. When Shane’s fingers finally found him there, slicking him open little by little, Ilya gasped so sharply that Shane lifted his head at once.
“You okay?”
“Yes.” The answer came too fast. Then slower, more honest: “Don’t stop.”
“I’m not going to stop.”
“Please.”
The second plea was even worse than the first. Shane leaned down and kissed him hard enough to swallow the next sound he made, then worked him open with endless, aching care. Not teasing. Not cruel. Just thorough. He wanted him ready, relaxed, shaking with wanting rather than pain. Wanted every inch of this to feel like surrender, chosen and held.
By the time he pushed a second finger into him and felt Ilya’s body open around it with that low helpless sound again, his own cock was aching hard enough to feel almost angry.
“I want to hear you,” Shane murmured into his mouth.
That did something exquisite to him. Ilya’s face changed. Flushed darker. Eyes heavy and bright. Mouth parting on a breath that failed halfway to control.
“You already can.”
“More.”
A tiny broken noise escaped him at that, and Shane nearly lost the thread of his own restraint then and there. He kept going. Fingers curling just right, mouth on his throat, one hand stroking his cock in slow counterpoint whenever the need in him got too sharp and the little noises became actual sounds. The couch was too small for what they were doing and too perfect for it too, close, warm, forcing every movement into intimacy.
When Shane finally pulled his fingers away, slick and warm, and shifted enough to line himself up, Ilya actually reached for him with both hands, not shy, not elegant, just wanting.
“Please,” he said again.
Shane kissed him once, forehead to forehead, and then pushed in. Slow. Slow.
Ilya’s whole body arched under him with the stretch, one leg hooking higher around Shane’s waist, the sound he made turning low and desperate and so incredibly intimate that Shane’s own vision blurred for a second with the force of not wanting to hurt him and wanting him far too much all at once.
“You’re okay,” he murmured.
“Yes.” Breathless. Shaking. “Yes, keep going.”
So he did. Inch by inch. Every second felt. Every shudder and breath and tiny involuntary movement catalogued in Shane’s own body as something close to holy. By the time he was fully inside him, Ilya was flushed all the way down his chest, eyes shut, mouth open on broken little breaths as if he was holding himself together only because Shane’s hands were there to do some of the work.
“Look at me,” Shane said softly.
Ilya did. And that was it. That was the thing that nearly finished him before he had even moved. The trust in that look. The want. The exhaustion and the relief and the absolute giving-over of it. Shane kissed him once more, then started to move.
The first thrust made Ilya gasp. The second made him cling. The third pulled a sound from him so raw and needy that Shane had to brace one hand above his head and breathe through the violence of wanting it all, wanting all of him, wanting to ruin him gently and completely.
This was not frantic. Not a race to get anywhere.
It was intense in the worst possible way, slow enough that every thrust landed deep, every withdrawal felt like loss, every return like answering a plea. Shane set a pace that made Ilya shake under him and then kept it there, not letting him rush the thing, not letting himself either.
“Oh, fuck,” Ilya whispered, and then again, softer, more wrecked. “Shane.”
“There you are,” Shane murmured.
Ilya’s head tipped back against the couch cushion. 
“More.”
The word nearly broke him.
Shane reached between them and wrapped his hand around Ilya’s cock, stroking him in time now, and that was what finally pulled the whole of him apart. His thighs opened wider. His hands lost all dignity and just grabbed, clutching at Shane’s shoulders, his back, whatever he could reach. The sounds stopped being hidden. Not loud, but open, small wrecked noises on every breath, every stroke, every deep push that hit just right and made his body jerk helplessly under Shane’s.
Shane kissed him through it whenever he could. On the mouth. The corner of his eye. His throat. Anywhere. He fucked him the way he had asked to be fucked, thoroughly. Intimately. Not cruelly but with enough force and precision that by the time Ilya came, it was with a low beautiful sound that seemed to tear itself out of him from somewhere much deeper than sex.
Shane watched it happen. Watched the exact second the tension in his face dissolved into helplessness, watched his cock pulse hot over Shane’s hand and stomach, watched the aftershocks move through him while he was still taking every last thrust and clinging harder as if the being taken apart of it was exactly what his body had been begging for all evening. That sight nearly took Shane with him. He followed not long after, buried in close, mouth at Ilya’s throat, the whole of his body shaking with the force of it while the music still murmured low in the background and the apartment held around them like a secret.
For a long time after, neither of them moved. Shane stayed half over him, one hand still spread over the center of his chest where his heart was trying and failing to calm down. Ilya’s hands had gone loose and boneless on his back now, all the desperation in them melted into something dazed and deeply, deeply satisfied.
Then, eventually, Ilya turned his face enough to press a kiss to Shane’s temple.
“You,” he murmured, voice ruined and soft, “are very good at that.”
Shane laughed against his skin, breathless and still not ready to be farther from him than this. “Yeah?”
A tiny nod under him.
“Very,” Ilya said, and then closed his eyes as if whatever else he had been about to say could wait until his body finished coming back to itself.
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    Chapter Notes

      Hi!

I think that after all the hurt and angst lately, we all need a little bit of fluff and sunshine. And maybe... fur?

I hope you will enjoy this chapter just as much as I've loved writing it. And I actually have two songs for this - "August" by flipturn & "Space Song" by Beach House.
Love you all and enjoy<3







  The next morning Ilya insisted on going to practice.
Shane knew it was a bad idea the second he heard the tone in his voice. Not because the logic was wrong. The logic, maddeningly, was almost sound. He was back. He was medically cleared enough to exist in ordinary life again, if not to do anything heroic. The team would see him soon anyway. Better to get it over with. Better to move. Better not to sit in Shane’s apartment all day staring at walls and letting the silence after Russia calcify around his ribs.
Still. The way he said it made Shane know exactly what kind of insistence it was. The kind that came from depression dressed as discipline. The kind that said if I keep moving maybe I don’t have to feel how empty I am right now.
So he didn’t argue too hard. Not because he agreed. Because he knew that if he pushed at the wrong angle, Ilya would only go colder and more brittle and more determined to prove he could still function like a person. Shane had seen that exact look before, after losses, after family calls, after the bad quieter kinds of hurt that made Ilya straighten his spine on purpose and speak in those flat practical little sentences as if the body could be shamed into behaving.
That morning he looked worse for wear in a way that made Shane’s chest hurt to look at directly.Not so wrecked anyone else would necessarily clock it if they only saw him in passing. But Shane saw everything now. The fatigue still dug under his eyes. The way he moved a little too carefully when pulling a shirt over his head. The moments where his face would go blank while he was making coffee, as if some part of him had wandered back to a hospital corridor and hadn’t caught up yet. The quiet. 
When Shane kissed him in the kitchen before in the evening, Ilya kissed him back at once, but there was grief in it. Not withdrawal. Not lack of want. Just grief still sitting under the skin where his joy usually ran brighter.
And that was why, while Ilya was in the shower the next morning, Shane pulled out his phone and texted the guys privately.
we’re coming in tomorrow
ilya too
 he’s not okay okay
 don’t be weird about it but maybe… idk. just maybe don’t let him feel weird or alone
He stared at the message for one second, then added:
and if kenny says anything idiotic i’ll kill him
The replies came in a rush.
wow no faith in me from Kenny.
got it from G.
we’ll handle it from Noah.
Then, two minutes later, another from Kenny:
what if i’m idiotic in a loving way
Shane actually smiled at that, brief and helpless.
that’s your only setting, so sure
By the time they got to the rink the next day, Shane had almost forgotten he’d sent the texts, or rather, he had assumed whatever the guys had interpreted from them would amount to the usual rough-edged support: extra normal, maybe a little gentler, maybe no chirping for ten minutes before Kenny lost control and made a joke.
He underestimated them.
Ilya sat beside him in the car outside the facility for a moment longer than necessary before unbuckling. His face had gone carefully neutral again, the way it did whenever he was preparing to walk into a room and be perceived.
“Ready,” he said.
Shane looked at him.
No, he thought.
But out loud he only said, 
“You don’t have to stay long.”
Ilya gave him a look that was all dry tolerance and no real fight. 
“I know.”
It was snowing lightly when they got out. Not enough to matter. Just enough to soften the parking lot, the walk to the doors, the whole gray ugliness of the building edges with one thin layer of winter.
They went inside. The rink smelled like itself, ice, rubber, tape, coffee, laundry, metal. Familiar enough that for one second Shane saw Ilya’s whole body react to it, not visibly to anyone else, but enough to make something tighten low in Shane’s chest. Homecoming and strain at once. Belonging and the effort of stepping back into it while still carrying Moscow around like a hidden injury.
The hallway to the room was quiet. Too quiet, actually. Shane noticed it first. Then he felt Ilya notice too, because his pace shifted just slightly beside him. Usually at this hour there would already be some noise bleeding under the door, music too loud, someone yelling across the room, Kenny saying something stupid to three people at once, a stick knocked against a bench.
Today: almost nothing.
Shane frowned.
Ilya’s mouth flattened a fraction. 
“What?”
Before Shane could answer, they reached the room. The door was shut. That, more than anything, made it strange. Shane reached for the handle and opened it. And the whole room exploded.
“ROZANOV!”
Not in a scream exactly, more like a roar of voices and hands and music and total, ridiculous warmth all at once.
The room was decorated. Not elaborately. Not like a birthday party from a sitcom. But enough that the effort of it hit before the details did. Streamers in team colors taped badly and enthusiastically from one stall to another. A banner hung crooked over Ilya’s stall with WELCOME BACK,  ALTERNATE MENACE painted across it in enormous ugly letters. Someone had put hockey tape around the edges to make it look more “on brand,” which only made it look more deranged.
There was food. So much food. Boxes of pastries, bagels, coffee, protein bars, a ridiculous tray of fruit someone was definitely never going to touch, and two giant bags of whatever garbage snacks Kenny considered essential.
And the boys, all of them looking at Ilya with that specific awkward, heartfelt, deeply hockey version of love that made everything in the room immediately feel about a thousand times bigger than it probably looked from the outside.
For one full second, Ilya just stood there. Shane felt it beside him, the exact moment his body failed to continue its cool practiced stride because what was in front of him was too kind and too absurd and too much like being wanted.
Kenny was the first to move, of course. He came over with the full confidence of a man born without appropriate levels of hesitation and stopped just short of actually body-slamming Ilya into a welcome-back hug.
“Before you get all weird,” he said, pointing a finger directly at him, “this is tasteful.”
Ilya blinked once. Then looked up at the banner. Then back at Kenny.
“‘ Alternate menace,’” he repeated flatly.
“Yes.”
“That is your idea of tasteful?”
“Very much so.”
That got the room laughing, and the sound of it seemed to break the spell a little.
G came next, slower, less theatrical. He clapped one hand hard on Ilya’s shoulder and held it there for a beat too long to be casual.
“Good to have you back.”
Simple. Nothing dressed up. The words hit anyway. Noah nodded once from beside the coffee table. 
“We missed you.”
One of the younger guys lifted a box of pastries and said, with too much earnestness to survive it properly, 
“These are from that place you liked.”
Ilya looked from the pastries to the stall to the banner to the room full of men very obviously trying not to make this sentimental and failing spectacularly. Shane saw the whole thing land. It hit in layers. The surprise first. Then the recognition of effort. Then the much more dangerous thing, the realization that all this had been built specifically to say you belong here still, to gather him back into the room before he had to do any of the hard work of earning that feeling himself.
The coach was there too. That was perhaps the most alarming part. He was leaning against the far wall with coffee in one hand and the expression of a man trying desperately not to look pleased with any of this, which only made it clearer that he was.
He waited until everyone else had had their beat. Then he looked at Ilya and said, in that dry gravelly voice of his that could make affection sound like critique if he concentrated hard enough, 
“Are you done causing international incidents, or should I keep planning around your side quests?”
The room laughed again. Ilya actually let out a breath. Not quite a laugh. But close enough that Shane’s heart gave a painful little kick.
“I’ll do my best,” he said.
The coach nodded once, as if that was sufficient. Then, after a pause just long enough to make the next sentence land harder, he added, 
“Good. We play better when you’re around.”
The room softened around that one, because everyone knew what kind of sentence it was, coming from him. Not performance. Not pity. Just the sharp plain truth said by someone who did not waste words unless he meant them.
Ilya looked at him for one beat too long.
Then nodded once. 
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
That was somehow worse than anything else. Shane watched the whole room hold still around it for half a second, like everyone instinctively understood that the sentence had hit somewhere deep.
Then Kenny ruined it, which was exactly what was needed.
“Okay,” he said, clapping his hands once. “Enough emotional development. Gifts.”
“Gifts?” Ilya said, sounding genuinely alarmed now.
“Yes, gifts,” Kenny said. “Because despite your profound lack of social grace, you are beloved.”
Shane turned toward the stall and saw it then. a gift bag, actually, absurdly neat compared to the tape-and-banner chaos around it.
Ilya looked almost offended by the concept.
“What is wrong with all of you?”
“So many things,” G said.
Kenny grabbed the bag and shoved it into his hands.
“Open.”
Ilya took it like it might contain a snake. Inside was a hoodie. Not team-issued. Custom. Dark, soft, high quality, the kind of thing someone had actually put time into rather than ordering in a panic. Across the front, in small clean lettering, it said:

	 1 ALTERNATE MENACE


And on the sleeve, near the cuff, in even smaller text:
WELCOME HOME
For one second, nobody in the room moved.
Shane felt his own breath catch. Ilya stared at the hoodie. He looked so still that for a terrible second Shane thought maybe it had gone too far, gotten too close to something private enough to hurt. Then Ilya swallowed. Just once. And Shane knew.
Kenny, mercifully, interpreted the silence as his duty to keep talking.
“In our defense,” he said, “G wanted something boring and Noah wanted something tasteful and I, as the emotional genius of the room, created this.”
Noah said dryly, 
“You picked the font.”
“That is creation.”
G looked at Ilya. 
“There’s more.”
In the bag under the hoodie was a little stack of stupid, perfect things. A team photo printed properly, not just texted, with everyone signing the back in increasingly awful handwriting. A gift card to the good coffee place near the rink because “you hate all other coffee, apparently.” And, tucked in the very bottom, one of those ridiculous little plush frogs wearing a tiny team jersey.
Ilya lifted the frog out slowly and just looked at it. The room lost its mind.
“Okay, that one was me,” one of the younger guys said proudly. “Because Shane said you like frogs.”
Ilya stared at the frog in the tiny jersey. Then at Shane. And the look he gave him then was so full of disbelief and tired love and the dangerous edge of almost being overwhelmed that Shane genuinely had to look away for a second or risk doing something humiliating in front of his entire team.
Kenny, sensing victory, spread his arms wide.
“So,” he said. “Locker room party. Pastries. Coffee. Emotional support merchandise. Coach being weirdly nice. We’d say welcome back to hell, but, you know, in a loving way.”
The room laughed again. And finally, finally, Ilya smiled. A real one. Small, yes. Fragile around the edges still, yes. But real enough that the whole room changed with it, shoulders dropping, noise coming back, everybody pretending they had not all been holding their breath waiting to see whether this would help.
It did. Shane could see it instantly. Some of the hollowness eased out of his face. Some of the awful careful distance went. The room was doing exactly what they had meant it to do: taking him in before he had to ask. Ilya looked around at all of them, hoodie and frog still in hand, and said, with admirable composure given the circumstances, 
“You are all deeply embarrassing.”
“Correct,” said Kenny.
“And this banner is criminal.”
“Also correct.”
“And if anyone posts this online, I’ll kill you.”
Noah said, 
“That’s fair.”
Coach, still by the wall with his coffee, gave the slightest nod toward the hoodie. 
“Wear it or don’t. But eat something before you pass out and make me deal with paperwork.”
That got another real breath of laughter out of Ilya. Then G nudged the pastry box toward him. 
“Sit down, man.”
And he did. He sat. That was the thing Shane would remember later: the exact second Ilya, after all the medical terror and all the family cruelty and all the flight home and all the sheer effort of walking back into this room still carrying himself upright, finally let himself just sit and be taken care of by the ridiculous awful beautiful people who had become his team too.
Shane dropped down beside him without thinking. Kenny immediately said, 
“Okay, now this is where we give you both space because if I witness too much eye contact I’m reporting everyone to HR.”
“There is no HR,” G said.
“Then to God.”
“No one asked you,” Shane muttered, but he was smiling now, helpless and full in the chest in a way that almost hurt.
He looked over at Ilya. Ilya was holding the tiny frog in one hand and the hoodie in the other, staring down at both like he still hadn’t quite adjusted to the fact that they existed.
Then he leaned closer just enough that only Shane could hear him over the room.
“You told them about frogs.”
Shane looked straight ahead and said, just as quietly, 
“Maybe.”
Ilya’s shoulder pressed once, lightly, into his. The smallest contact. Almost nothing. It still sent a whole bright line of feeling through Shane’s body.
“Traitor,” Ilya murmured.
Afterwards, they actually had fun. That was the strangest, nicest part of it. Not performative fun. Not the kind people put on to rescue someone from sadness so aggressively it becomes its own burden. Real fun. The room easing by degrees into itself again once the first emotional shock had landed, once the banner and the hoodie and the frog in the tiny jersey had done their work and Ilya had sat down instead of standing there looking like a man half prepared to flee the building.
Food helped. Coffee too. Kenny immediately started pushing things at him in the highly specific, deeply annoying way men sometimes used when they had decided nurturing was called for but still needed to preserve their own dignity while doing it.
“Eat this.”
“No.”
“You look like a tuberculosis case, Rozanov. Eat the pastry.”
“That is highly offensive.”
“It is also accurate.”
Ilya took the pastry. Shane watched the whole thing from beside him with the kind of quiet disbelief that had become normal where this team was concerned. It still moved him, every time, the shape of care in places where people pretended not to have much practice with it. G shoving a coffee toward Ilya and not saying anything except “good one, not the garbage.” Noah moved the plate of fruit closer with zero comment, which was somehow even more maternal for the lack of fanfare. One of the younger guys genuinely tried to explain the frog’s “symbolic value” until Kenny told him to shut up before he made it weird.
And through all of it, Ilya, still pale, still worn down, still visibly carrying all that Russia and hospital grief in the set of his shoulders, started, slowly, to come back into himself.
Not the whole way, but enough. Enough that the edge in his mouth turned dry again instead of hollow. Enough that when G replayed the highlight from the last game on his phone and said, 
“Look at your stupid system working,” 
Ilya actually leaned in and started critiquing the spacing like his body remembered exactly what belonging felt like when it was wrapped around hockey and noise and men talking over each other.
“That’s late support.”
“It scored.”
“Ugly score.”
“Still scored.”
“Yes, but now I have to watch your bad habits become accepted.”
Shane laughed, and the sound felt so good in his own body that for a second he almost had to look away.
The coach let it go on longer than anyone expected. That might have been the second most startling part of the whole day after the hoodie. Usually if the room got too loose before practice, the coach would shut it down with one look and a sentence that made everyone suddenly remember they were employed. Today he stood there with his coffee and watched the room turn warm and stupid and overfull around Ilya and, after about fifteen minutes of this, said only:
“No practice.”
The room went silent. Kenny, because self-preservation had never once meaningfully slowed him, said, 
“Are you concussed?”
The coach looked at him. 
“Drills tomorrow. Hard. Enjoy your little reunion while I still have a charitable impulse.”
The room erupted.
Someone actually cheered. G swore in delight. One of the younger guys yelled, “I love this team,” with enough sincerity to get a glove thrown at his head. Even Ilya blinked once, then looked at Coach with open suspicion.
The coach shrugged one shoulder. 
“You all look unbearable anyway. Might as well let it happen properly.”
That was permission enough. So the room loosened all the way.
Music got turned up. Someone pulled more food out from somewhere as if this whole thing had been planned with military precision. Guys drifted from stall to stall, catching Ilya up on stupid team nonsense, showing him clips from practice, complaining about Coach’s systems as if he wasn’t standing ten feet away. Shane stayed near him without hovering too obviously, and every now and then he would catch Ilya looking around the room with that same tiny stunned expression he’d had at the doorway, like he still couldn’t quite believe these idiots had built all of this for him and were now acting like it was the most natural thing in the world.
Then, at some point, the energy shifted. Not badly. Just with purpose. Shane felt it before he fully understood it. Kenny had gone oddly thoughtful, which on him was always a warning sign. G was leaning against the next stall with his arms folded and far too much big-brother calm in his face. Noah had that serene expression that usually meant he was about to say something devastatingly observant in a voice too mild to resist. Two of the others drifted closer with the suspicious casualness of men circling a topic they had already discussed among themselves and were now prepared to execute.
Shane saw it, understood it, and groaned out loud.
“No.”
Every head turned toward him.
Kenny narrowed his eyes immediately. 
“Why are you saying no if we haven’t said anything?”
“Because I know your face.”
“That’s very rude.”
Ilya, mid-sip of coffee, looked from one of them to the other and asked flatly, 
“What is happening?”
Noah answered first this time.
“The same thing that happened with Shane.”
Ilya went very still. Shane muttered, 
“Oh my God.”
Kenny clapped his hands once. 
“Great. Wonderful. I love the energy. Anyway, Rozanov, we know.”
The pause after that was incredible. Ilya lowered the coffee cup very carefully and said, with the full dangerous elegance of a man who was absolutely not rattled and therefore definitely was, 
“Know what?”
Kenny put a hand over his own chest. 
“Insulting.”
G cut in before the room could fully spiral into chaos. 
“About you and Shane.”
There it was. No hiding it. No dramatics. Just placed cleanly in the middle of the room between a pastry box and a stupid plush frog in a jersey. Ilya looked at Shane. Sharp, searching, trying to read in half a second whether Shane had told them, how much he had told them, whether this was about to become something he had not agreed to.
Shane lifted both hands immediately. 
“I didn’t tell them.”
Kenny snorted. 
“Yeah, because we have eyes.”
That actually got the tiniest movement at the corner of Ilya’s mouth. Not enough to count as a smile. Enough to count as not a disaster. He looked back at the room.
“And you all,” he said slowly, “decided this as a group.”
“Not a decision,” Noah said. “An observation.”
“A very loud observation,” G added.
One of the younger guys, clearly trying to help and making it worse, offered, 
“You’re not subtle either.”
Ilya blinked once. 
“Excuse me?”
Shane laughed into his hand because that was too good. Kenny, seeing weakness, went in for the kill.
“The dancing.”
“That could mean anything,” Ilya said at once.
“The airport face,” G said.
Ilya frowned. 
“What airport face?”
“The face he had when he got back from Russia,” Noah said, with the devastating calm of a man delivering weather. “That was not a platonic face.”
Shane made a strangled sound somewhere between laughter and humiliation.
“And,” Kenny said, warming up now, “the way you look at him when he talks.”
Ilya’s expression went flatter. 
“I look at many people.”
“No,” said three people at once.
The coach, from the far wall, muttered, 
“This is already exhausting.”
Nobody listened. Kenny pointed between them. 
“You two have been doing this weird intense orbit for months. Then suddenly captain vanishes to Russia with you, our alternate, comes back looking like he got hit by tragic love with a shovel, wears one scarf like it’s sacred fabric, and smiles at his phone like he’s deeply unwell. We put the puzzle together.”
Ilya, to his enormous credit, held the room’s gaze for a full three seconds before giving the driest answer possible.
“Congratulations on solving heterosexual-level clues.”
The room exploded. Even Coach laughed at that, brief and unwilling and therefore somehow more satisfying than anyone else’s reaction. Shane actually bent forward, shoulders shaking, because of course that was what Ilya would say under pressure, something surgical and bitchy and perfect enough to make the whole thing survivable by force.
When the room settled again, G looked at him more seriously.
“We’re not trying to make it weird.”
That changed the temperature immediately. Kenny’s face softened too, though only by a fraction because too much sincerity would kill him.
“Yeah,” he said. “We just figured you should know you don’t have to keep acting like you’re smuggling state secrets every time you look at each other.”
One of the younger guys added, with earnestness that should have been illegal, 
“We’re happy for you.”
That one landed.
Shane saw it land in real time. Not because it was a surprise that the team was supportive. Shane had already had that conversation, already felt that room open around him. But because this was Ilya now, Ilya who had just come back from being useful and shut out, from hospitals and family violence and all the ancient humiliations of blood ties, and was being told by a room full of rough, loud, imperfect men that he did not have to hide here. That what was his could still stay his in public and be acknowledged and not punished.
For one second he looked almost younger. In expression. In the bare flicker of something like disorientation crossing through the usual dry composure.
“And,” Kenny said, because apparently emotional tenderness needed one more threat wrapped around it to remain legal in a hockey room, “if either of you break the other’s heart, we will take sides. Very aggressively.”
That got Shane looking up immediately. 
“Which side?”
“Depends who’s being more annoying at the time.”
“Fair.”
Ilya looked from one idiot face to the next and then asked, with impressive control, 
“You’re all okay with this?”
Kenny stared at him. 
“What part of the pastries and custom hoodie screamed disapproval to you?”
“That could still be manipulation.”
“That is so offensive,” G said.
Noah, still calm as weather, added, 
“We already told Shane. We’re telling you now. Nobody here cares in the way you’re afraid they might.”
The room went quiet around that sentence. Because of course Noah had heard the fear in the question. Heard the old thing in it. The possibility of rejection never phrased directly because in people like Ilya it almost never was.
Ilya’s gaze dropped for a second.
Then, quietly, 
“Okay.”
Shane knew him well enough now to know that one okay carried the weight of entire histories under it. Kenny, unable to let a tender moment live longer than absolutely necessary, immediately ruined it in the best possible way.
“Also if you guys wanted to stop doing that thing where you stand two feet apart like  yearning dogs, that’d be great.”
“That is not a thing,” Shane said.
“It’s aggressively a thing,” G said.
“I have no idea what you mean,” Ilya added.
Kenny made a show of looking around the room. 
“Do you hear this? They’re still doing it now.”
One of the younger guys raised a hand. 
“Respectfully, it’s kind of gross how in love you both are.”
Shane laughed again, helpless and red-faced and very aware that he should maybe die on the spot just to avoid having to live through the next thirty seconds.
Instead he glanced at Ilya. Ilya glanced back. And because the room had already said it, because the room had made a place for it, because nothing in anyone’s face looked anything but warm and amused and absurdly fond, Shane let himself smile at him properly.
Not secret. Not smothered. Just there. The effect on Ilya was immediate and devastatingly small. His expression softened, then sharpened to cover it, then softened anyway because apparently there was only so much self-protection a man could perform while holding a tiny plush frog in one hand and a custom hoodie in the other.
Coach pushed off from the wall at last, drained the rest of his coffee, and said, 
“Good. Everybody done confessing and joining support groups?”
“Mostly,” Kenny said.
The coach pointed at all of them. 
“Then enjoy your little emotional apocalypse. Drills tomorrow at eight. If anyone comes in soft because you all spent tonight processing your feelings, I’m making you skate suicides until you hallucinate.”
“That’s fair,” Shane said.
“No,” said three people at once.
The coach looked at Ilya one last time before heading for the door.
“Welcome back,” he said.
Simple again. No performance. No bullshit. Ilya, still sitting there in the center of all of it, looked up and answered, 
“Da. Thanks.”
The room eased after that. It had landed and held. The boys drifted back into jokes and food and catching him up on team nonsense, but something fundamental had shifted cleanly into place. No more pretending. No more half-knowledge hovering in the corners. Just the blunt, lovely fact that the room knew and had chosen warmth.
And Shane sat beside him through all of it, shoulder sometimes brushing shoulder, heart still too full for his own good, and thought with a kind of dazed gratitude that Ilya had come back from one family only to be met by another.
***
They stayed longer than either of them had meant to.
Once the room had tipped fully into warmth and noise and the weird stunned tenderness of everything they’d just lived through, nobody seemed especially interested in ending it on time. The pastries kept getting passed around. Someone found even more coffee. Kenny became even more intolerable under the influence of success and started referring to the hoodie as “a historic cultural artifact.” G, who had planned to leave twenty minutes earlier, ended up halfway perched on the tape table arguing with Ilya about the second-unit power play like none of them had just had a collective coming-out-adjacent emotional intervention.
And Ilya, Shane loved watching it, actually stayed inside it. That was what made it so beautiful. The grief was still there. The tiredness was still written all through his face. But some of the grey had lifted out of him. Some of the awful inward curl had eased enough that he could chirp back, could laugh under his breath, could roll his eyes at Kenny and mean it from the normal place instead of the hollow one.
At one point Kenny, fully sprawled across a bench like a man born in the wrong century, said, 
“So now that the room knows, are we allowed to make bets on who says ‘I love you’ first after games.”
Shane nearly choked on coffee. 
“We are absolutely not.”
“That sounds like yes,” Kenny said.
Ilya, lounging lower in his stall now, one ankle over the other knee and the frog somehow still in his hand because apparently neither of them had figured out where else to put it, looked at Shane and said, with perfect dryness, 
“You definitely would. You’re emotionally weak after adrenaline, Hollander.”
The room lost its mind.
“That is slander,” Shane said.
“It’s not slander if witnessed.”
“By who.”
“By everyone.”
“Unfortunately yes,” Noah said.
“Traitors,” Shane muttered, but he was smiling too hard for it to land.
Later, when one of the younger guys asked whether the scarf was “like, symbolic or just fashion,” Shane had actually had to put his face in his hands while Ilya answered, 
“It is both. Like us,” in such a deadpan tone that for one glorious second the room forgot how to breathe.
Even Coach, reappearing briefly in the doorway because apparently the man could not entirely leave a room full of hockey players unsupervised if emotions were involved, stopped long enough to say, “Jesus Christ,” before disappearing again.
By the time they finally left, the whole room had settled into that loose post-practice, post-laughter softness that made the building feel almost domestic. Stalls half open. Music turned lower. A few of the boys still lingering, yelling last things after them.
“Drive safe!”
“Don’t let him brood too artistically!”
“Bring the frog back tomorrow!”
“He lives here now,” Kenny shouted after the plush frog, as if it might need separate reassurance.
Ilya lifted one hand in acknowledgment without turning around. Shane saw the tiny curve at the edge of his mouth and felt that private, painful relief all over again.
Outside, afternoon had gone fully blue. The parking lot was wet in patches from old melt and new cold, the air sharp enough to wake the skin. They got into the car still carrying the hum of the room with them, the warmth of being loved in a group too stubborn and stupid to call itself that directly.
For the first few minutes, they were still half in it.
Still talking over each other. Still laughing. Still replaying lines.
“Kenny is insane,” Shane said, pulling out of the lot.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “But useful.”
“That hoodie is ridiculous.”
“It’s excellent.”
“The frog…”
“The frog is perfect.”
Shane looked at him in mock offense. 
“You love the frog more than me.”
“That is impossible. The frog has no shoulders.”
Shane laughed. 
“What does that even mean?”
“It means I am very emotional about your shoulders.”
The car filled with that easier kind of air for a little while, the kind that comes after a hard day unexpectedly turns kind. The radio low. The heater warm. The lights of the city sliding around them.
Then, slowly, the mood in Ilya changed, like a tide going out. Shane felt it beside him in the quiet that began to stretch a little longer between sentences, in the way Ilya’s body settled deeper into the seat, one hand resting loosely near the frog in his lap, his gaze moving out to the windshield and beyond it toward the dark streets.
By the time they hit the longer road home, he had gone quieter altogether. Shane looked over at him. 
“You okay?”
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. The passing streetlights moved over his face in intervals, light, shadow, light again, and in each piece of brightness Shane could see the same thing: that old Russia sadness still in him, loosened by the team but not erased.
“Yeah,” he said finally, and then made a small face at himself. “No. But also yes.”
Shane smiled faintly. 
“Helpful.”
“I’m trying.”
“I know.”
They drove another block. Then Ilya said, more quietly, 
“I’m still there, little.”
Shane’s hands tightened on the wheel by a fraction.
“With Alina.”
“Yes.”
The answer came so softly that Shane almost didn’t hear it over the road.
“I think part of me is still standing in the corridor,” Ilya said. “Or outside her room. Or in that stupid waiting area with the ugly chairs.” His eyes stayed on the dark ahead. “Even when I was laughing just now. Even when those idiots were being…” He stopped, searching for a word and apparently hating all of them. “Wonderful.”
Shane’s chest tightened. Ilya’s mouth moved faintly. 
“I keep thinking about how small she looked. And then I feel ridiculous because she was always small. She’s a child. But it’s different after hospitals. They make children look…” He shook his head once. “Too easy to lose.”
The sentence landed heavily in the warm little space of the car.
Shane looked at him. 
“You're still with her.”
“Yes.”
A pause.
“Also with today.”
Shane glanced over again. Ilya was still looking out at the road, his expression gone soft in that private, tired, melancholy way it sometimes did when emotion was moving through him too deeply to come out as wit first.
“The room,” he said, almost like he was talking to himself now. “The hoodie. The frog. All of it.”
“That surprised you.”
“Yes.” The word came with a breath that might almost have been a laugh and wasn’t. “I know our team likes me. In the abstract. I know that. But there is a difference between knowing and walking into a room after all of that and having a banner over your stall.”
Shane smiled. Ilya’s fingers moved once over the tiny jersey on the frog. 
“I haven’t had a lot of…” He stopped again. “I don’t know. Places that became softer because I walked back into them.”
Fuck. Shane swallowed.
“Well,” he said quietly, “you should get used to it.”
That got him a sideways look, small and tired and very, very fond.
“Arrogant answer.”
“True answer.”
Ilya’s gaze drifted back out to the road. The city thinned a little around them now, the streets less crowded, houses lower and quieter.
“I was moved,” he admitted after another silence. “Embarrassingly, Hollander.”
“You’re allowed.”
“Yes, but I hate being allowed things.”
“I know.”
The heater hummed softly. The road stretched dark and wet ahead. Somewhere in the back seat the hoodie shifted slightly every time they turned, as if the whole day was still physically in the car with them. Then Ilya said, even quieter, 
“I miss her.”
Shane didn’t answer right away. The sentence deserved the full quiet around it first.
“I know,” he said at last.
“I hate that I’m here and she’s there.”
“I know.”
“And I hate that part of me is relieved to be here anyway.”
That one hurt differently. Shane looked over at him again and saw, very clearly, the guilt in the line of his mouth.
“You’re allowed that too.”
Ilya turned his head a little. 
“Am I?”
“Yes.”
“Convenient.”
“I’m serious.”
“I know.” A pause. “You’re very annoying when you’re right.”
Shane smiled helplessly. 
They were halfway through the next turn when it happened. Something shot across the road. Fast. Low. Grey-white in the headlights for one impossible second and then fully there…
Shane hit the brakes hard. The car lurched. Seatbelts locked. The heater rattled. Something in the cupholder jumped.
“Fuck!”
The word tore out of him before he could stop it. The car stopped hard enough that both of them were thrown forward and back, the frog tumbling off Ilya’s lap onto the floor. For one suspended second, there was only the sound of the engine and both of them breathing too hard. Then Ilya turned to the windshield.
“What was that?”
Shane’s heart was pounding against his ribs. 
“I don’t know…”
And then the thing moved. Not a thing. A dog. Standing now just beyond the wash of the headlights at the edge of the road, half-turned back toward them as if it had forgotten why it ran in the first place.
A husky. Young. Very young. Not tiny anymore, but still with that rangy unfinished look that made it clear it was barely out of puppyhood. Thick filthy coat matted with dirt and something darker near one flank. Tail low. Ribs just visible under the fur if you knew where to look. And the eyes…
“Holy shit,” Shane whispered.
One pale blue. One amber-brown. The dog stood there blinking into the lights with all the exhausted stubbornness of something that had already decided the world could do its worst.
And beside Shane, Ilya lost his mind. Not loudly. Not in a scream. Worse. The whole of him came alive at once with such an immediate ferocious feeling that Shane actually turned to look at him in shock. All the melancholy gone. All the post-Russia heaviness burned through in one bright impossible second by the sheer fact of a dirty half-grown husky standing in front of their car like fate had thrown a wolf-shaped problem directly at his feet.
“Oh my God,” Ilya said. Then, louder, “Oh my God.”
Shane stared at him. 
“Ilya…”
“That is a husky.”
“Yes.”
“That is absolutely a husky.”
“I gathered that, Rozanov.”
The dog, as if hearing itself discussed, sat down abruptly in the road and scratched behind one ear with the single-minded misery of an animal with no agenda except being deeply disheveled. Ilya made a sound Shane had literally never heard from him before. Something between outrage, pity, and instant devotion.
“Look at him.”
Shane glanced back at the windshield. 
“Him?”
“Yes, him. Obviously him.”
“You know that how?”
“That is a boy face.”
“That is not science.”
“I know dogs.”
“Since when?”
“Now,” Ilya snapped, already unbuckling his seatbelt. “Apparently now.”
Shane grabbed his sleeve before he could launch himself out into the road.
“Whoa, hey!”
Ilya turned to him with eyes gone huge and bright and utterly insane. 
“Shane.”
Poor choice. Poor phrasing. Nothing could have prepared Shane for the level of urgent emotional intensity packed into his own name just then.
“That dog is disgusting,” Ilya said.
“Yes.”
“He is in the road.”
“Yes.”
“He is clearly a baby.”
“He is not a baby, he is…”
“He is baby.”
The dog sneezed at the headlights like it agreed. Shane looked from the dog to Ilya and saw it then with total clarity: whatever happened next, his evening was no longer his own. Ilya looked back at the husky like he had just been personally handed a mission by the universe. And in that exact second, with the car still skewed slightly from the hard stop and the road wet under the lights and the dirty little wolf-thing sitting there in all its miserable one-blue-one-brown-eyed glory, Shane realized two things at once.
First: Ilya was already gone. Emotionally. Spiritually. Entirely committed.
Second: this was going to be a problem. A very, very beautiful problem.
Before Shane could say another word, Ilya was out of the car.
Not cautiously. Not strategically. Just out, the door flung open into the cold, one hand already up in that instinctive soft-palmed way people used with nervous animals and wounded men.
“Ilya.”
Shane killed the engine and got out too, much faster than he wanted to dignify with panic.
The road was quiet, thank God. No oncoming headlights, no sudden traffic, just the wet black strip of asphalt and the little husky sitting right at its edge like he had materialized there from some strange bleak northern fairytale.
Up close, he looked even worse. He was definitely young. Not tiny, but all awkward limbs and too-big paws and unfinished body, that adolescent stage where a dog still looked a little surprised by its own size. His coat was thick but filthy, white fur gone grey and brown with mud and street grit, darker markings matted along his back. There was something sticky near one flank that might have been dried mud or worse. One ear twitched strangely, like it bothered him. And those eyes, one blue, one dark amber, were so bright in the half-light that they made the rest of him look even more pathetic.
The dog looked at Ilya. Ilya looked back.
And Shane, standing a few feet away with the cold going straight through his coat and his whole body still coming down from the hard stop, watched what could only be called instantaneous catastrophic attachment happen in real time.
“Oh, baby,” Ilya said.
That was it. That was the moment Shane knew the matter was settled, no matter how hard he intended to object for principle, safety, common sense, logistics, or any other weak defense he might attempt. Because the way Ilya said it, low and horrified and achingly gentle, was not the voice of a man encountering a random stray. It was the voice of a man who had just met someone he had already decided to save.
The dog stood up uncertainly and took one tiny half-step back. Ilya immediately lowered himself into a crouch in the wet cold without any concern for his pants or knees or human dignity.
“No, no, no,” he murmured. “Not scary. Not scary. We’re not scary.”
Shane came closer, slower, more careful. 
“We have absolutely no idea if he bites.”
Ilya didn’t even look at him. 
“He doesn’t bite.”
“That is a wild assumption.”
“He has sad eyes.”
“That is not the biting criterion.”
The husky sneezed again, then took one hesitant step toward Ilya and stopped. His tail stayed low but moved once, just once, like he wanted very badly to trust the world and had not yet been given enough evidence.
Ilya’s face changed. Shane saw it and genuinely had no defense left. Because there he was again, that same impossible softness from Alina’s room, from the couch, from every place Ilya became most himself when something smaller and more vulnerable needed him. It was all over his face now, open and helpless and so full of love it made Shane’s chest hurt.
“Shane,” he said, still watching the dog.
That tone. Shane sighed already. 
“No.”
Ilya turned to look at him.
“Shane.”
“No.”
“We adopt.”
Shane stared at him. The dog, as if sensing an important domestic discussion was underway, sat back down and looked from one of them to the other with saintly tragic patience.
“We do not,” Shane said.
“We do.”
“No, we absolutely do not say ‘we adopt’ like we found a decorative pillow. That is a live animal.”
“Yes.” Ilya looked back at the husky. “Exactly.”
“That is not an argument.”
“It is perfect argument.”
Shane came close enough now to actually see the dog’s paws, muddy and too cold-looking against the wet road. He also saw the faint tremor in the animal’s sides. Adrenaline maybe. Fear. Just cold. Probably all three.
The practical part of him reassembled itself a little.
“Okay,” he said carefully. “We take him to a vet first.”
“Yes.”
“We have him scanned for a chip.”
“Yes.”
“We do not just.. just… take him home because you’ve decided he’s our child.”
Ilya finally stood up from the crouch, eyes wide with genuine disbelief that Shane was still not fully caught up.
“Shane,” he said, as if explaining something self-evident to a slightly slower student. “We became parents now.”
That nearly broke him. It was so absurd, so immediate, so deeply, deeply Ilya that Shane actually had to look away for a second because laughing too hard might make him agree on the spot without the dignity of one last objection.
“That’s not how parenthood works,” he said weakly.
“It is exactly how it works. You see miserable child, you take miserable child home.”
The husky chose that exact moment to take another cautious step toward them and then, with total betrayal of all Shane’s plans, pressed his dirty head against Ilya’s knee.
Ilya made a sound that was absolutely humiliating in its softness.
“Oh my God,” he whispered.
Shane closed his eyes. 
“Fantastic. Great. Wonderful. We’re doomed.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, already reaching down slowly to touch the dog’s neck. “In beautiful way, da.”
The dog leaned into the touch like he had been waiting his whole short gross life for someone to ask properly. That was the end of the argument. Shane knew it. Ilya knew it. Possibly the dog knew it. Still, because he was the only one in the situation with even a thinning thread of caution left, Shane stepped closer and said, 
“Okay. Okay. We do this right. We get him out of the road. We get him warm. We take him to the emergency vet. They scan him for a microchip. Check injuries. Check whether he belongs to someone.”
Ilya looked up at him with such immediate offended devotion on the dog’s behalf that Shane almost laughed again.
“No one deserves him.”
“That is not how ownership works.”
“It should.”
The husky had now fully attached himself to Ilya’s leg, muddy shoulder pressing into his calf, head low, body trembling just enough to be felt through the fabric of the pants.
Shane crouched too, slower. The dog eyed him with one blue eye and one amber eye, considering.
“Hey,” Shane said softly. “You’re causing problems.”
The dog blinked once and licked his own nose. Ilya, still petting him with the solemn awe of a man at first contact with destiny, murmured, 
“He likes me more.”
“It has been, like,  thirty seconds.”
“It’s enough.”
“Of course it is.”
They got him into the car with more difficulty than the instant bond had suggested. Not because he was aggressive. Because he was scared. The second Shane opened the back door and tried coaxing him toward it, the husky balked, planting all four paws and looking personally offended by the concept of upholstery and enclosed movement.
Ilya ended up having to climb half into the back seat himself and pat the blanket they kept there for hockey gear until the dog, after a long tragic stare, jumped in after him and immediately tried to crawl into his lap despite being far too big for that to make sense.
“Shane,” Ilya said from the back seat, utterly dazzled. “He trusts me.”
“Against any judgment,” Shane muttered, closing the door.
He drove to the emergency vet with one eye on the road and half the rest of his body listening to the back seat. It was almost intolerable. The dog had apparently decided within minutes that Ilya was now the center of all available safety. Every time Shane looked in the mirror, he saw some new unbearable tableau: the husky’s head shoved under Ilya’s hand, Ilya bent over him murmuring soft nonsense in a mixture of English and Russian, one filthy paw thrown across his thigh like an overfamiliar child.
At one red light he glanced back and saw Ilya actually kissing the dog’s forehead.
“I hate both of you, Rozanov. I hope you know that.”
“No you don’t,” Ilya said without looking up.
The dog sneezed once again, this time directly onto his t-shirt. Ilya’s expression only got fonder.
At the vet, the whole thing became even more real. Reception. Forms. The bright clean smell of antiseptic and anxious animals. Shane did the talking because Ilya was too busy crouching beside the husky and saying, 
“No one will touch you in bad way, okay?” as if the dog understood full syntax and not just tone.
A tech came to scan for a chip. Nothing. Another scan, slower. Still nothing. Ilya looked up at Shane with an expression so full of immediate proprietary sorrow that Shane already knew where this was going before the vet had even come in.
The examination was mostly good news, which felt unbelievable after everything else. Young male, probably under a year. Underweight but not dangerously so. Mild dehydration. Minor scrapes. No obvious fracture. Nose infection. One ear irritated, probably infection, too. Pads a little rough. Dirty enough to qualify as criminal. But otherwise healthy.
“Healthy?” Shane repeated.
The vet nodded. 
“Looks like he’s been out for a bit, but he’s lucky.”
Lucky. The word hung in the little exam room. The dog was lucky. But Shane could feel, physically, the way that word hit Ilya too. The way it slipped under the whole last week, Russia, Alina, Alexei, the team, the airport, the hospital, all of it, and became something almost holy in its simplicity.
Lucky to be found. Lucky to be alive. Lucky to have run in front of exactly this car. The vet kept talking, temporary intake options, local shelters, rescue contacts, what they could do if the dog needed a foster for the night or longer.
Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya looked back. The dog, now with a little bandage at one paw and antibiotic drops waiting in a bag on the counter, was leaning against Ilya’s shins with total shameless trust. There was no world in which this animal was leaving with anyone else. Shane sighed the sigh of a man watching his own future solidify in fur.
“We can foster him,” he said.
Ilya’s whole face lit up. Not the small tired smile from the airport. Not the wrecked relief from the couch. Bright. Young. Briefly almost boyish with happiness.
“Yes!” he said at once.
The vet, wisely not involving herself in whatever domestic coup had just occurred, handed Shane another form.
“Then let’s get you set up.”
By the time they finally left, it was much later. They had food, bowls, a leash, basic meds, a recommendation for a follow-up, and one profoundly filthy husky who refused to walk more than two feet from Ilya.
Shane loaded everything into the trunk. Ilya got the dog into the back seat and looked over his shoulder at Shane with the most transparently delighted face he’d had since before Russia.
“We’re taking him home.”
Shane shut the trunk. 
“Apparently.”
“He’s ours now.”
“We are fostering.”
Ilya considered that for half a second. 
“Temporary parents.”
“That is not better.”
In the back seat, the husky rested his chin on the center console and looked at Shane with one blue eye and one amber one like he fully expected him to get on board with the situation immediately.
Shane got into the car, started the engine, and looked from the dog to Ilya.
“You realize,” he said, “that if this animal stays, I am using this in every future argument.”
Ilya reached back without looking and scratched behind the dog’s ear. The husky leaned into it like a man starved for religion.
“You can try,” Ilya said. Then, softer, looking at the dog with something so open and moved that it made Shane’s heart ache all over again, “He needed us.”
And there, with the vet paperwork in the cupholder and the Montreal evening around them and the messy miracle of a half-grown husky breathing in the back seat, Shane understood exactly what kind of ending this terrible beautiful week had apparently chosen to hand them.
***
Shane drove them to his place because there was no other option that made any sense.
Not tonight. Not with the hour, the emergency vet paperwork, the bag of kibble and antiseptic wipes and puppy pads wedged awkwardly in the trunk, not with Ilya looking more alive than he had in days and also more exhausted than a human being should really be allowed to get, and definitely not with the dog already acting like whichever apartment they entered first would instantly become the moral center of the universe.
The husky spent the drive with his head planted stubbornly between the two front seats, chin on the console, breathing warm dog breath over everything and blinking those impossible mismatched eyes at them as if he had personally orchestrated this evening and was pleased with the results.
“He’s disgusting,” Shane said, pulling into his parking spot.
“He’s perfect,” Ilya said at once.
The dog sneezed directly onto the gear shift. Shane looked at him. 
“You see what I mean?”
“Yes.” Ilya reached back and scratched under the dog’s chin. “Perfect.”
Getting inside was chaos. Good chaos, but still chaos. The apartment door had barely shut behind them before the husky did one frantic delighted lap around the living room, slid badly on the floor, corrected, nearly took out a lamp, then stopped dead in the middle of the rug as if suddenly unsure whether he was allowed to exist in this much indoor space all at once.
Shane dropped the vet bag on the counter. Ilya crouched immediately.
“Come here,” he murmured.
The dog came. Straight to Ilya, ears half-back, tail moving low and uncertain but still moving, body pressing in at the knee again with that same stunned relief animals had when they had decided someone belonged to them and no longer saw any reason to hide it.
Shane stood there with the leash in one hand and the bag of food in the other and watched the whole thing happen with a strange combination of resignation and devastating affection.
“I cannot believe this is our evening.”
Ilya looked up from the dog, still crouched on the floor, one hand buried in thick dirty fur.
“Terrible. Horrible. We should absolutely keep him forever.”
“We are fostering.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
The husky sat heavily on one of Shane’s feet. Shane looked down. 
“That feels manipulative.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. 
They improvised. That was the only word for it. Shane found two big bowls they did not mind sacrificing to doghood and filled one with water while Ilya tore open the emergency bag of kibble like a man opening life support. They spread an old blanket near the couch. Then another one because apparently one blanket was not enough for a half-frozen wolf child. Shane dug out an old towel and wiped down muddy paws while the dog suffered this indignity with the solemn patience of a saint. Ilya read the medication instructions twice and then once more with the intensity of a man preparing for surgery.
The whole apartment changed shape within twenty minutes. Not aesthetically. Spiritually. Emotionally. There was dog water in the kitchen now. Kibble on the floor around the second one. A leash hanging from the back of the chair. One muddy half-grown husky circling twice before collapsing on the blanket with the dramatic, exhausted sigh of an animal who had apparently gone from near-roadkill to domestic prince in under three hours and found the transition fully acceptable.
And in the middle of all of it, the two of them. Still in their coats at first, then not. Still carrying Russia and the transplant and the team and the vet and everything else in their bodies. Still looking at each other every few minutes as if to make sure the other one was actually there and this had really happened.
Eventually, when the dog had eaten, drunk, accepted his blanket as an acceptable throne, and stopped moving enough that they trusted he might remain horizontal for at least a few minutes, Shane straightened up from where he had been adjusting the water bowl and said, 
“Okay.”
Ilya looked over from the couch, where he was sitting with his elbows on his knees watching the dog like he expected him to vanish if left unsupervised.
“Okay what?”
“Okay, we need to talk.”
That got him a look immediately. The kind of look he gave when he knew a conversation was coming that would matter and was trying very hard not to let himself tense too soon. Shane sat down on the other end of the couch and looked from the dog to Ilya and back again.
“Because,” he said, with all the calm of a man trying not to acknowledge the absurdity of his own life, “there is now one dog.”
“Yes.”
“And two flats.”
At that, something changed in Ilya’s face. Small. Quick. But Shane saw it. An expression like a thought he had already had privately had just been touched from the outside and was now deciding whether to survive being spoken aloud.
“Yeah,” Ilya said.
Shane narrowed his eyes a little. 
“That sounded like you already had an answer.”
“No.”
“That was absolutely an answer tone, Illy.”
“It was not.”
“It really was.”
The dog lifted his head from the blanket, looked between them, and then decided this was not his problem and put it back down again. Shane leaned a little farther into the couch and crossed one ankle over his knee.
“Well?”
Ilya was quiet for a second too long. Then he looked down at his own hands, which were loosely linked between his knees now, and did something Shane had come to understand as a prelude to dangerous sincerity: he went a little still first.
“Well,” he said.
Shane’s whole body tuned to the word. 
“Well?”
“Actually…” He stopped and exhaled softly through his nose, looking faintly irritated with himself. “Well.”
Shane’s chest did a strange small thing.
“What is it?”
Ilya glanced up briefly, then away again, and the combination of tiredness and shyness and terrible obviousness in his face was so sweet Shane almost couldn’t bear it.
“I thought maybe,” he said slowly, “we could change.”
Shane stared.
“Change what?”
Ilya made a helpless little one-handed gesture toward the apartment, the dog, the whole concept of geography.
“This.”
The room seemed to go very quiet around that one word. Shane looked at him. Ilya looked at the dog. Then, with the clear energy of a man who had already committed too much and might as well continue walking directly into the fire, he added, 
“Maybe we could kind of…”
He stopped. His mouth flattened. He looked to the side. Actually clenched his jaw a little like the phrasing itself offended him. Then he said, in one low rush, 
“Be in one flat.”
For one full second, Shane genuinely forgot how to breathe. The apartment blurred around the edges, not dramatically, just enough that the couch and the bowls and the blanket on the floor all seemed to recede behind the sentence that was now sitting enormous and impossible and somehow unbelievably simple between them.
One flat. Not a joke. Not you’re here a lot anyway. Not some loose vague implication about convenience. One flat. Moving in. Ilya, who had just crossed a continent back from betrayal and transplant corridors and had apparently, somewhere in the middle of all that and a dirty husky in the road, found room in himself to think maybe we live together now.
Shane loved him so much in that second that it felt almost violent. He loved the awkwardness of it. The exhaustion still all over his face. The way he was pretending to look calm while very clearly not calm at all. The fact that he had apparently been thinking about this enough to have a private answer and yet had still phrased it like a man offering a dangerous weather report.
“Ilya,” Shane said.
That got his eyes up at last. There was something terribly open in them, though he was trying to hide it under dryness.
“I know the dog is not…” he started quickly, almost defensive now. “I know this is not proper reason to make major life decision. I’m not an idiot.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“No, but your face has become extremely emotional and I dislike it.”
Shane laughed once, helplessly, because he could hear his own heart pounding in the silence after that. Ilya went on before he could be interrupted.
“I just mean…” He looked around the apartment now, but not really at the room. More like he was trying to place the thought physically in space while saying it. “I’m here anyway. Or you’re at mine. We keep doing bags and chargers and toothbrushes and who has clean shirts and whose fridge has actual food. And now there is one dog, which is already stupid enough. And I just…” Another small, frustrated breath. “I thought maybe it doesn’t have to be complicated anymore.”
The sentence hit Shane right in the center of himself. It was so devastatingly ordinary. Chargers. Toothbrushes. Clean shirts. Whose fridge. Domesticity offered in the exact language of a man who did not know how to make it prettier and therefore made it true.
Shane looked at him and saw, all at once, that this was not some grand impulsive romantic speech after the airport and the team and the puppy. It was something he had already been turning over quietly in the back of his mind, something shaped by absence and return and the ugly proof of how much he hated being elsewhere from Shane when the world got sharp.
And maybe, too, by the simple fact of how good it felt to walk into one place tonight and have it hold both of them.
“I thought maybe,” Ilya said again, much quieter now, “we could stop pretending these are two separate lives that happen to overlap.”
Shane had to look away for a second, because the force of love in him had become suddenly almost embarrassing in its size. When he looked back, Ilya had gone a little more guarded again, clearly mistaking the silence for uncertainty.
“It’s not,” he said, too quickly now, “like I need answer tonight. Or that you have to say yes because I found diseased wolf on road. I know timing is insane. I just think..”
Shane leaned across the couch and kissed him. Hard enough to stop the sentence. Soft enough that it still felt like an answer rather than interruption. Ilya went still in surprise for a second, then melted into it immediately, one hand coming up to Shane’s jaw with that same beautiful instinctive certainty he always had when the feeling got too large for language.
When Shane pulled back, they were both breathing harder. The dog lifted his head again, clearly insulted that the emotional focus had shifted away from him.
“Yes,” Shane said.
Ilya blinked once. 
“What?”
“Yes.”
The whole of him seemed to stop.
“What?”
Shane actually laughed then, because it was impossible not to. 
“Yes, you idiot. Let’s move in together.”
That did something extraordinary to Ilya’s face. Not a grin first. Not even relief exactly. More like pure astonishment cracking open into joy before he could stop it.
“Really.”
“Really.”
The second yes landed even deeper than the first. Shane took his face in both hands then because apparently that was the only reasonable thing to do when the man you loved had just quietly asked to build a home with you over a muddy husky and some soup and the wreckage of a transcontinental medical crisis.
“Yes,” he said again, softer now. “Yes, one flat. Yes, chargers and shirts and groceries and your stupid face every morning. Yes to all of it.”
Ilya stared at him like he had briefly forgotten how his own features were supposed to arrange themselves. Then he made the smallest, strangest sound, half laugh, half something much more wrecked, and leaned in all at once, catching Shane around the waist and pulling him close enough that the couch cushions dipped hard under the shift.
“You’re serious.”
Shane buried his face briefly against his neck because there was no dignified way to survive this conversation anymore. 
“I’m completely serious.”
“Even though I made this sound like tax policy.”
“That is, unfortunately, one of the things I love about you.”
Ilya laughed properly then. Tired still. Quiet. But real and bright enough that the whole room changed around it. The dog, perhaps deciding joy required a witness, got up from the blanket and shoved his head directly between their knees.
They both looked down. Then at each other. And because the universe clearly had no intention of giving them any more restrained versions of happiness tonight, Shane started laughing and couldn’t stop. Ilya followed half a second later, forehead dropping to Shane’s shoulder while the husky nosed insistently at both of them like he had single-handedly engineered cohabitation and deserved immediate recognition for it.
When the laughter eased, they were still half folded into each other on the couch, hands everywhere, knees tangled, the dog sitting triumphantly at their feet.
Ilya looked down at him and said with deep seriousness, 
“He did this.”
Shane smiled so hard his face hurt. 
“Absolutely.”
“We owe him everything.”
“We owe him a bath.”
The husky sneezed. Ilya’s expression softened into something so full of love for both dog and man that Shane had to look away again for one second or risk saying something suspiciously close to marry me right there with kibble in the kitchen and no ring yet hidden anywhere in the apartment.
But the thought was there. Bright and alive and surging even more now. Because of course this. Of course one flat. Of course this exhausted, beautiful, impossible man coming back from hell and looking at their suddenly shared life and saying, maybe it doesn’t have to be complicated anymore.
Shane turned back to him and kissed him once more, slower this time, still smiling into it.
Then he murmured against his mouth, 
“You know this means you’re stuck with me?”
Ilya’s hand slid up the back of his neck, warm and sure, and he rolled his eyes.
“Yes,” he said softly. “That was the idea, Hollander.”






      

  












      Chapter 29: Chapter 29.
  



    Chapter Notes

      Buckle up! I might have cried while writing this chapter. Happy tears obviously... Anyways, I hope you will enjoy it, because there is quite a lot happening.
Before we move on to my song recommendation, I want to address one more thing. I’ve been receiving comments suggesting that I use AI to generate my work. Not only is this untrue, it’s also deeply hurtful and discouraging. I’ve been writing since I was a child; I love it, and as an adult it remains one of my greatest pleasures and my favourite way to relax. I don’t use AI for my writing. The only time I turn to it is to check whether the weird pain in my back means I’m dying within the week (spoiler: it does not). I’m aware that artificial intelligence is a big topic among writers and that many people create their fiction this way, but I’m not one of them. Of course, all I can offer you is my word, but I truly hope you’ll take it.
I usually don’t comment on matters like this, but the accusations have been really demotivating, which is part of why this chapter took so long.
Now, the song rec - "Side by Side" by Jacklen Ro and "Meet me in the woods" by Lord Huron
Take care.







  They started moving Ilya’s things into Shane’s apartment in pieces, which felt somehow more intimate than doing it all in one day ever could have. A truck and a checklist and one brutal clean sweep would have made it look practical. Manageable, like a logistical solution to a logistical problem, but this wasn’t that. This was their lives, already half braided together, finally giving up the last pretense that they belonged in separate places.
So it happened in carloads. One bag first. Then three. Toiletries. Chargers. The ugly black hoodie Ilya always claimed he hated and then kept wearing whenever he was tired. A stack of books with ticket stubs tucked inside them and one cracked-spine Russian novel Shane had never seen him finish because every time he got too far into it, he would close it and stare out of the window. Two extra pairs of skates. A mug. Tea. A lamp. A coat. Then more coats, because apparently Ilya owned more jackets than one human being had any right to possess.
The apartment changed by increments. That was what Shane loved most, maybe. Not the dramatic idea of moving in, though he loved that too, obscenely, in the way he loved everything that had “forever” threaded through it now like a quiet hidden wire, but the little evidence of it. The way one shelf in the bathroom stopped being his and became theirs. The way the closet suddenly had shirts in it that smelled like Ilya’s skin and the expensive clean dark scent of his cologne. The way the kitchen cabinet now held two teas they both actually liked instead of one decent one and one emergency backup. The way the key dish by the door gained another set of keys and the whole apartment immediately looked more honest.
And Lucky, because the dog needed a real name and naming him had almost become a full domestic argument by day two.
“Absolutely not,” Shane had said when Ilya proposed Mishka with all the certainty of a man convinced his own idea was the best.
“It is excellent name.”
“It sounds like a mobster.”
“It sounds Russian.”
“It sounds like he should be illegally importing diamonds.”
The dog, meanwhile, had been sprawled half on Shane’s socked feet and half on the living room rug, watching the debate with one blue eye and one amber eye as if waiting to see whether custody proceedings were about to get ugly.
Ilya had narrowed his eyes at both of them. 
“He survived being disgusting in road and then emergency vet and then dramatic bath. He deserves serious name.”
Shane had looked at the dog, who had at that exact moment rolled partly onto his back with all four legs in the air.
“He’s literally not serious.”
After a moment, Shane added. 
“You know, for a dog who’s been through this much, he seems insanely lucky.”
Ilya had gone still for half a second.
“Lucky?”
The dog had looked up. That was apparently enough evidence for both of them.
So Lucky he became, though in practice he was also “wolf,” “baby,” “menace,” “creature,” “problem,” “our son” when Ilya was being particularly unbearable, and “Jesus Christ, Lucky!” whenever he did something like steal one of Shane’s gloves or drag a towel into the bedroom because apparently soft fabrics now belonged to him.
By the end of the first real week, the apartment no longer felt like Shane’s with Ilya in it. It felt like theirs. That should have made the whole thing calmer. Instead it made Shane almost stupid with happiness. Not all the time. Not in some constant glowing state that erased the darker edges still hanging around everything. Alina was still there between them in the shape of waiting. Russia was still there in Ilya’s sleep sometimes, in the look on his face when certain silences stretched too long, in the way his body would go very still if his phone rang unexpectedly. But happiness had arrived anyway, rude and bright and domestic and impossible to ignore.
It lived in stupid places. In seeing Ilya’s shoes by the door.  In hearing the shower run and knowing exactly who was in it. In opening the fridge and finding food he had not bought because someone else now also lived with hunger and preferences in this place. In waking in the middle of the night with Lucky’s warm heavy body against the backs of his knees and Ilya’s hand spread possessively over his stomach as if both of them, dog and man alike, had decided Shane made an excellent center of gravity.
They kissed constantly. They couldn’t seem not to. Shane would be putting a pan away and feel Ilya come up behind him, hand sliding over his waist, mouth at the side of his neck before he could even fully turn. He would be walking past the couch and Ilya would catch his wrist and pull him down just enough for one deep slow kiss and then let him go again as if that was a completely normal way to cross a room. They would end up in the hall kissing while Lucky sat three feet away with his head tilted like a suspicious chaperone. They kissed in the kitchen, by the front door, in bed, over laundry, while arguing about where a set of books should go.
Especially while arguing, actually. That might have been the most dangerous discovery of moving in.
“You cannot put all of these on one shelf,” Shane said, holding the end of a small stack of hardcovers and looking at the overcrowded bookcase.
“Yes, I can.”
“It’s going to collapse.”
“It’s a shelf, not a papercup.”
“That doesn’t even mean anything.”
“It means you underestimate it.”
Ilya leaned in to push one book into place and his shoulder bumped Shane’s chest. The contact was tiny. Accidental. Entirely survivable. Shane, already smiling, said, 
“You did that on purpose.”
“Did what?”
“Bump me.”
“No.”
“You absolutely…”
He got no further because Ilya, still half reaching for the shelf, turned his head and kissed him. Just like that. Mid-argument. Mid-task. Mouth warm and a little smug, one hand still loosely holding the top of the bookcase as if this was a perfectly reasonable moment.
Shane made the mistake of kissing him back properly. A minute later the books were forgotten entirely, and they were pressed up between the hallway wall and the still half-empty shelf, hands under shirts, both of them making quiet little sounds into each other’s mouths while Lucky watched from the end of the hall with increasing concern. That was the thing, apparently: the apartment was full now not just of belongings but of presence. Of warmth. Of the low-level continuous friction of domestic life and desire existing in the same square footage.
The proper box-hauling day happened on a Saturday. Shane had a late practice the next morning, Ilya had finally decided his old place now felt more like a hotel than a home, and there was a practical urgency to getting the bigger things moved before either of them could overthink the emotional magnitude of it again, so they went over in the late morning with coffee, a roll of garbage bags, a list Shane had made and Ilya had mocked and then obeyed with irritating loyalty.
Lucky had to stay behind. He had planted himself by the door with the kind of concentrated betrayal only young dogs could achieve, staring up at them with both mismatched eyes and all the injury of a child being abandoned by his unsuitable parents.
“We’ll be back,” Shane said, kneeling to fix the dog’s collar for no reason except that he needed his hands occupied.
Lucky huffed directly into his face. Ilya, coming over with the leash in one hand and his coat half on, crouched too and cupped Lucky’s broad soft head between both hands.
“You guard apartment,” he said solemnly.
Lucky licked him across the chin.
“Yes.” Ilya nodded as if receiving official confirmation. “Exactly.”
Shane laughed and stood up, because if he kept watching the two of them like that he would lose an hour and a half to feelings before they’d even gotten out the door.
Ilya’s old flat looked smaller when they went back for the real move. Obviously temporary now in a way it had perhaps been for longer than either of them wanted to admit. There were still traces of him everywhere, books, records, kitchen things, a heavy dark blanket over the couch, the artwork he’d chosen because he claimed to hate bare walls. But now that Shane knew he wasn’t staying, every object had started to tilt toward transit.
They worked well together. That was another deeply dangerous fact about them. Not glamorous. Not romantic in any obvious way. Just efficient in a manner that was weirdly intimate. Shane folded while Ilya packed. Ilya lifted while Shane figured out spatial order. They developed a rhythm inside an hour, moving around each other with the kind of nonverbal understanding that comes from both desire and practice.
“Kitchen first,” Shane said, taping one box shut.
“No. Records.”
“Kitchen is usually more annoying.”
“Records are more important.”
“You sound like records are your babies.”
“They are.”
Shane looked at him over the marker in his hand. 
“You have Lucky now. He is your baby, not records, Rozanov.”
Ilya took the marker from him, wrote RECORDS / DON’T BE STUPID across the box in neat dark letters, and handed it back.
“You started our family by naming dog Lucky. Your judgment is compromised.”
That argument got carried all the way to the car and back and ended only when Ilya nearly dropped a lamp laughing.
The first load made the apartment look meaningfully different. The second load made it look inevitable. By the third, Shane had stopped thinking of the objects as being moved into his place. They were just going where they belonged. More books on the shelf. Records by the stereo. Ilya’s knives in the kitchen drawer because he had very strong opinions about the quality of Shane’s. A dark green wool blanket over the end of the couch. The print from Moscow on the wall by the dining table because after a ridiculous amount of debate if that was, in fact, the right place for it.
Lucky supervised all of it with escalating enthusiasm. The first trip back from the car he met them at the door and barked as if informing them that the apartment had remained under his authority in their absence. The second trip he tried to steal packing tape. The third, he attempted to climb fully into a half-open box of sweaters and became furious when the box did not cooperate.
“Leave him,” Ilya said immediately when Shane tried to extract him.
“We cannot store the dog with winter knits.”
“Why not?”
“Because he’s alive.”
“But he would be also warm.”
Lucky, hearing his case effectively represented, sank deeper into the sweaters. Shane looked at both of them. 
“I live with clowns.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Very lucky clowns.”
Sex also happened while carrying boxes. There had been a pressure building all day. One of those subtle atmospheric shifts that could be ignored only if both people involved were blind, numb, or entirely uninterested. Shane and Ilya were none of those things. It lived in the brush of hands when they both reached for the same stack of shirts. In the way Ilya looked at him over the top of a box once and didn’t look away quickly enough. In the way Shane’s palm rested at the small of his back just a second too long as he passed. In the fact that every domestic thing they did now seemed edged with the private thrill of this is ours, this is ours, this is ours.
By late afternoon the apartment was warm, half-unpacked, and full of want.
Shane was standing in the bedroom putting folded sweaters into the bottom drawer when Ilya came in backward with a box in his arms, nudged the door shut with his heel, and then just stopped in the middle of the room.
Shane looked up. Ilya was flushed from the stairs, hair a little messy from too many hands through it, tshirt sticking slightly at the center of his chest. He held the box like he had forgotten for a second why.
“What?” Shane asked, because it was immediately clear that something in the room had changed.
Ilya looked at him in that slow infuriating way of his, eyes moving from his face to his shoulders to his hands to the half-filled dresser and back again.
“You look very domestic,” he said.
Shane blinked. 
“That’s your line?”
“I know.” A pause. “I mean it disrespectfully.”
That made him laugh.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” Ilya set the box down on the floor without taking his eyes off him. “It’s doing things to me.”
The honesty of it, dropped right into the middle of moving-day fatigue with no dramatic preamble, went through Shane like heat. He straightened slowly, one hand still on the open drawer.
“Poor timing.”
“Debatable.”
Ilya came closer. Shane stayed where he was because leaving would have been cowardice and because something about being caught right there, in front of half-unpacked clothes, in the room that was becoming theirs one drawer at a time, made the whole thing feel even hotter.
Ilya reached him and put both hands at Shane’s waist. Not urgent yet. Just there. Heat through cotton. Familiarity. Claim. Then he kissed him. The first kiss was slow. That was what made it dangerous. It said want had been building quietly for hours and now had decided to step fully into the light.
Shane kissed him back and felt the whole afternoon tilt. The open drawer dug into the back of his thighs. The bedroom smelled like clean laundry and cardboard and the faint sharp scent of tape adhesive and under all of it Ilya’s skin. Outside the room he could hear Lucky padding once through the hall and then settling again somewhere near the couch as if he’d decided his fathers were off doing something boring.
The second kiss was deeper.
The third one had hands in it.
By the time Ilya’s mouth slid from his to his jaw and his fingers found the hem of Shane’s shirt, all pretense of waiting until the furniture was sorted had died cleanly.
“I hate you,” Shane muttered.
“No you don’t.”
“No, but I should.”
Ilya’s breath warmed the side of his neck. 
“Later.”
Then he bit him, lightly, and Shane’s whole body responded with humiliating speed.
The box in the middle of the floor stayed there. The drawer stayed open. A sweater actually fell out onto the carpet at some point and neither of them noticed until much later. They undressed each other in pieces, not even making it fully to the bed at first. There was too much wanting in the room already, too much heat built from all day. Shane ended up half braced against the dresser while Ilya kissed him stupid and made him grab for the wood just to stay upright. Then they got to the bed, laughing once against each other’s mouths because something about being two grown men derailed by moving house while a rescued dog slept in the next room felt too absurd not to laugh at.
They were happy. Not just horny. Not just relieved. Happy in that dangerous, expansive way that made their bodies want to worship and ravage and dissolve all at once.
Shane got him on his back and kissed him until Ilya stopped trying to look composed and just gave in, all those little sounds escaping him one after another while the low winter light came through the curtains and made his skin look warmer than it had any right to.
“You did this on purpose,” Shane murmured against his throat.
Ilya’s hand slid into his hair and held there, tugging until Shane moaned. 
“Obviously.”
“What if Lucky comes in?”
“He won’t.”
“How do you know?”
“Because he’s my son and respects boundaries.”
Shane laughed directly into the center of his chest. 
“That is completely false.”
“It is parenting.”
Then Shane’s hand closed around their cocks and the conversation ended in the best possible way.
After, when they finally emerged rumpled and flushed and entirely unrepentant, Lucky met them in the hallway.
“You survived,” Shane told him.
The dog yawned hugely and pushed his head into Ilya’s knee. Ilya crouched at once to pet him and looked up at Shane with hair destroyed and mouth still pink and a softness in his face so complete it nearly knocked the air out of him.
“I told you,” he said. “Excellent boundaries.”
Shane looked at the dog, who had by then climbed onto Ilya’s lap with all the shamelessness of someone who had absolutely been eavesdropping.
“Right.”
By evening the apartment was mostly done. A few boxes still by the wall. Some art still waiting to be hung. Lucky’s things still arranged in a way that suggested they had been placed by two hockey players improvising parenthood from vet receipts and love. But done enough that they could sit on the couch under the green blanket with the dog draped warm and heavy over both their legs and look around properly.
It was beautiful. Not magazine beautiful. Better. Lived in. Half-glass of water on the table. Lucky’s leash by the door. Ilya’s hoodie over the armchair. Books where they belonged. Music low. A lamp on in the corner. Ilya’s socked foot tucked under Shane’s thigh. The rest of life, for once, not waiting elsewhere but already here.
Shane looked at it all and then at the man beside him and felt that same dangerous bright certainty rise up again.
Ilya caught him looking and raised an eyebrow. 
“What?”
Shane smiled.
“Nothing.”
“That face is never nothing.”
Lucky, deciding he had been left out of eye contact too long, shoved his muzzle under Shane’s hand. Shane scratched behind his ear automatically and said, 
“I’m just…” He looked around the room again, then back. “Happy.”
Ilya went very still for one second. Then his whole face softened.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Me too.”
And because there was no better answer to that than his own body, Shane leaned over and kissed him slowly on their couch in their apartment while their dog snored over both their ankles and the whole future went on waiting for them in the next room, already partly unpacked.
***
Next week, while Ilya was at the gym with the boys, Shane went ring shopping with his parents.
It should not have felt as clandestine and thrilling as it did, but it absolutely did. He left the apartment that morning with Lucky trying to follow him out the door and Ilya calling from the bedroom, “If he escapes, I’m blaming you in front of the whole team,” and somehow all the domestic normalcy of that made the secret in Shane’s heart burn even brighter. The text from his mother was already waiting by the time he got downstairs.
outside
and don’t let him know immediately with your face, honey
Shane actually laughed out loud at that in the parking lot. His parents’ car was idling at the curb, Yuna in the passenger seat already turned halfway around to look at him the second he opened the back door, David pretending to be extremely normal about this and failing because there was a smile trapped at one corner of his mouth that gave everything away.
“What face?” Shane asked, sliding in.
“The one where you look like you’re smuggling something,” Yuna said immediately.
“That’s not true.”
“It is,” David said.
Shane shut the door, buckled in, and looked out the window for one second because even hearing it said plainly like that made the whole thing feel dangerously real.
The jeweler was quiet in the expensive, carefully lit way. Soft carpet. Glass. Too much silence. Shane would have found it ridiculous if he had not been there to make one of the most important decisions of his life, which apparently made all the little glass cases and velvet trays feel suddenly less absurd.
His mother took over socially within twenty seconds, but not in a controlling way. In a terrifyingly efficient way. She told the woman at the front desk just enough to make them sound like a family with intention and taste and not at all like a group of people one step away from emotional collapse because one son had finally found the love of his life and intended to lock that down permanently.
David wandered more slowly, hands in his coat pockets, but Shane could feel the gentleness of his attention all over him anyway. The way he stayed near without hovering. The way he never once made this into a performance of masculinity or money or paternal approval. He was just there. Warm, steady, slightly dazed in the face of his son choosing a ring for the man he loved.
And Shane…
Shane was almost vibrating with happiness. Not childish. Not unserious. Just so full of bright private joy that every time the jeweler laid out another tray his heart seemed to surge upward into his throat all over again.
He had not let himself think too concretely about this part until now. The ring had existed in his mind as an inevitability, a future object with gravity and symbolism and a thousand imagined versions of Ilya’s face when he opened the box and understood. But now it was here. Real metal. Real weight. Real shape. Something he would choose with his own hands and then keep hidden until the exact right moment when it would stop being hidden and become a promise.
He looked at band after band and none of them were right. Too polished. Too flashy. Too ornate. Too anonymous. Too cold. Too obvious.
He knew almost immediately he did not want gold. Not for Ilya. Too bright. Too declarative in the wrong register. Ilya liked elegance but not performance, sharpness but never pretense. He wore black and dark grey and dark green and jackets that made him look expensive and a little dangerous. Shane wanted something that looked like it belonged on his hand without trying to romanticize him into someone softer or simpler than he was.
So silver. Or white gold close enough to silver in feel, cool and clean and spare.
And then the stone. The jeweler laid out a tray with darker details and Shane actually felt it before he fully thought it. One ring among several, understated in the best possible way, distinguished, quiet, severe enough not to feel decorative, and in the center of it a small black stone set low into the band rather than raised up like a performance that would snag on every piece of clothing. It caught the light only when it moved. Otherwise it looked almost secretive.
Shane picked it up and that was it. He knew. Not in some magical cinematic thunderclap way. More intimate than that. Immediate, bodily certainty. The same kind he had felt in the apartment after the donation call when he rang his mother and said the words out loud for the first time. The same kind he had felt at the airport in Moscow and in the car and on the couch and in every stupid domestic little moment since then.
Yes. This one. He turned it over between his fingers. The silver was cool against his skin. The black stone sat there with that exact understated intensity that made his chest ache. Of course the ring that felt right for Ilya would be something that looked elegant from a distance and more interesting the closer you got. Something with darkness in it, not in a theatrical way, but in the way of depth. Something that did not ask for attention and then quietly kept it anyway.
Yuna saw his face first.
“Oh,” she said softly.
David came closer.
Shane looked up at both of them and then back down at the ring in his hand.
“I think it’s this one.”
There was a pause in which nobody rushed him. Nobody tried to sell the emotion or push him toward certainty he didn’t already have. That was what made it almost unbearable. The respect in the room for the size of the moment.
Then David said, in that dry gentle way of his, 
“Yeah.”
Shane glanced up. 
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.” He nodded toward the ring. “That looks like him.”
That nearly undid him on the spot.
Yuna took the ring delicately between two fingers and turned it once in the light.
“Yes,” she murmured. “It really does.”
Shane’s whole chest went warm. The jeweler, to her credit, said nothing for a moment. Just let the family sit inside the quiet of recognition.
Then came sizing and practicalities and all the deadly boring details that somehow only made it more exciting because every one of them meant this was no longer theoretical. A box would exist. He would carry it. He would choose a time and place and words. The ring would end up on Ilya’s hand, on that beautiful long-fingered hand Shane had watched hold hockey sticks and coffee and soup spoons and vet paperwork and his own face.
While the jeweler disappeared for a moment to confirm a detail, Shane stood by the counter with both palms flat to the glass and smiled so helplessly at nothing that his mother actually had to touch his arm.
“You’re gone,” she said.
He laughed once, low and stunned. 
“I know.”
“What are you thinking?”
Everything. But what came out first was, 
“His face.”
Yuna’s expression softened instantly. Shane looked down at the empty little square of velvet where the ring had just been and said it properly now, because there was no point pretending to his parents, not today.
“I can’t wait to see his face.”
The words left him warm and aching all at once. Not just because of the surprise of it. Because he knew Ilya well enough now to imagine the exact first second of misunderstanding, the second second of realization, the third where all that tired sharp self-protective control would fail him completely and something naked and beautiful would show through before he could stop it.
He wanted that moment so badly he almost felt restless with it. He wanted to see those eyes go wide. Wanted to watch his mouth soften. Wanted to hear whatever strange low honest thing he would say first before he had time to become elegant and sarcastic again.
And then, because his brain had apparently decided if one fantasy was good ten were better, all the rest came crowding in after it. The vows. The vows nearly killed him right there in the jewelry store, because suddenly that too felt real in a way it had not before. Not just a proposal. Marriage. Standing up in front of people who loved them and saying things aloud with no room left for irony or distance. Writing words for Ilya and meaning every one of them too much. Trying to explain on paper what it was to love someone like this, someone dark and funny and difficult and tender and unbelievably loyal, someone who had become not just desire or safety or obsession but also structure.
He could already feel the pull of language in him. Fragments. Phrases. The beginnings of vows moving around somewhere just below conscious thought.
Not polished yet. Not ready. But alive.
He wanted to write them in the apartment while Ilya slept three feet away with Lucky at his knees. Wanted to cross out whole pages because nothing would feel like enough. Wanted to stand there eventually, ring already on Ilya’s hand, and tell him in front of God and Kenny and Coach and Yuna and David and whoever else got the privilege of witnessing it that “no halfway” had not just been a line, it had become a life.
And then there was the selfishness. The wedding night. That thought hit him so suddenly and with such indecent force that he had to actually look away from his parents and pretend to be very interested in one of the display cases for a second.
Because, well...
Not even in a pornographic sense, though he absolutely wanted him and wanted all the endless intimate specificities of him for the rest of his life. More in the emotional, body-deep sense of it. The idea of getting through the day, vows, kiss, everyone seeing them, the ring real and visible and impossible to take back, and then being alone with him. The door shut. Tie half undone. Hair wrecked. Mouth red from smiling and kissing and drinking and being loved by a room full of people. The sheer sweetness of finally being taken apart after marriage, after the whole world had been told, after nothing about them had to hide for one entire night.
He nearly smiled himself sick just thinking about it. Yuna, whose instincts in this area were frankly alarming, narrowed her eyes at him immediately.
“What are you thinking now?”
“Nothing.”
“That is not a nothing face.”
David, to his eternal credit, said dryly, 
“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answered.”
Yuna pointed at him without looking away from Shane. 
“I always want answers.”
Shane laughed, red-faced now in earnest.  They were standing there with him while he chose a ring for the man he loved, and there was no distance in them about it, no awkwardness, no reserve. Just delight and care and the quiet recognition that this was enormous and right.
By the time the ring was boxed and arranged and paid for, Shane felt almost unreal with happiness. The little box itself seemed too small to contain what it meant. It sat in his palm with deceptive simplicity, dark and compact and almost criminally elegant, and every time he looked at it he felt that bright rush all over again.
He was going to make Ilya happy. That was maybe the center of it. Simpler even than the ceremony or the ring or the vows. He wanted to make him happy. Not in the naive sense that marriage would end grief or transplant fear or whatever long shadow Alexei had thrown over him. Shane wasn’t stupid. He knew happiness wasn’t a permanent state and marriage wasn’t some glittering shield against the world. But he also knew, with a fierceness that had only sharpened over everything they’d already been through, that he wanted to build the kind of life where happiness had somewhere to land more often. A life that would hold him. A life that would answer cruelty not with denial but with room and softness and sex and loyalty and dogs and breakfast and every ordinary intimate thing Shane now understood to be its own kind of holiness.
He couldn’t wait to ask. Couldn’t wait to start writing. Couldn’t wait to see that ring on his hand. Couldn’t wait to hear him say yes. Couldn’t wait to start talking seriously about where, when, how.
And the honeymoon. That one had started as a joke in his own head and immediately become not a joke at all. Because of course there would be a honeymoon. Of course there would be a place. Of course there would be the two of them somewhere warm or remote or beautiful or all three, with no team schedule, no league obligations, no Russia, no airport departures, no hospital fluorescent lights, just days and nights and his husband.
His husband. The word nearly made him insane with joy.
He wanted to choose the place with him. Fight about it, probably. Argue over practicalities while both of them secretly cared more about the same thing: privacy, beauty, room to breathe, room to fuck, room to sleep late and take Lucky’s eventual separation anxiety personally from afar. A place with a bed too big and water nearby and maybe heat and definitely no one else’s agenda anywhere near them.
He wanted all of it.
When they finally left the jeweler, the box safely hidden in the inside pocket of his coat, Shane felt almost weightless. Not because he was calm. Because the happiness in him had become too big to sit still like a normal emotion.
His mother linked her arm through his immediately on the sidewalk.
“You are glowing,” she said.
“I am not.”
“You are.”
David opened the car door for them with the expression of a man resigned to being emotionally bulldozed by both his wife and his son in the same afternoon. On the drive back, Shane touched the inside pocket of his coat no fewer than seven times just to make sure the box was still there.
Yuna noticed by the third and smiled so hard she had to look out the window to contain herself.
And all the way home, all Shane could think was:
I can’t wait to see his face.
I can’t wait to write the vows.
I can’t wait to make him happy.
I can’t wait for our wedding night.
I can’t wait to choose the honeymoon with him.
I can’t wait.
I can’t wait.
I can’t wait.
***
Shane kept being giddy on the drive back. He was actually grinning to himself at red lights like a man with a secret and a future both pressing too brightly against the inside of his ribs to be hidden properly. The ring box sat inside his coat pocket like a live thing. He kept checking it with the side of his hand at stoplights, not because he thought it would somehow vanish, but because touching it made everything flare all over again.
Home. That was all he wanted. Home and Ilya and Lucky and the stupid sweet little night they’d planned for themselves. Movies on the couch, something easy for dinner, popcorn in a huge bowl because Lucky had developed the annoying belief that popcorn was a shared family resource, and then later a bath because Ilya had said he wanted one “like an aristocrat,” and Shane had told him that if he spoke like that in the tub he would absolutely drown him.
The whole thing had felt so soft and ordinary when they’d texted about it earlier. So deserved. So theirs. He wanted to get home and kiss him. Wanted to tell him about none of the ring yet and all of the ring at the same time. Wanted to see that tired beautiful face soften when Shane walked through the door. Wanted to cook badly together or eat whatever Ilya had started and end the night warm and close and domestic, with Lucky draped over their feet and the future sitting quietly in Shane’s pocket.
He let himself imagine the apartment as he climbed the stairs. The smell first, something good on the stove, garlic or broth or onions, some late evening dinner smell wrapped into the warm air. Music low. Ilya in socks. Lucky by the door.
So the second Shane unlocked it and stepped inside and got none of that, his whole body knew before his mind did. Wrong. Not dramatically. Not chaos. Worse. No smell of cooking. No music. No Lucky nails skidding toward the hall in happy chaos. No ordinary life at all, just one small lamp on in the living room and Ilya sitting there on the couch with his phone in one hand, staring at it as if it had become the center of some private catastrophe and he had not yet figured out how to survive being in the same room with it.
Shane stopped dead. The apartment was so quiet he could hear the blood in his ears.
“Ilya?”
Ilya looked up and Shane’s own blood went cold.
Because of his face. Not anger, first. Not even crying. Devastation so clean it had gone still. All the color was gone from him. His mouth looked strange, flattened in that terrible way it did when he had gone beyond the point where expression came naturally. His eyes were open too wide and also somehow not focused fully on the room, like part of him was still on the call, still inside whatever words had just been said to him.
Shane shut the door behind him without looking away.
“What happened?”
No answer. Shane took two steps into the room. The ring in his pocket suddenly felt obscene. Heavy in the wrong way now, like joy itself had become indecent by proximity to whatever this was.
“Ilya.”
That reached him a little. Not fully. Just enough that his gaze actually settled on Shane’s face instead of through it. Then he said, very quietly, 
“Alexei called.”
The words hit with a force so immediate Shane felt it physically, like some cold instrument slipped between his ribs and turned. He crossed the room at once.
“What happened?” he asked again, lower now, because the quiet of the apartment had become unbearable.
Ilya looked back at the phone in his hand.
“Her body is rejecting it.”
The sentence did not land all at once. It seemed to move through the room in pieces, each one sharper than the last. Her body. Rejecting. It. Shane stood very still, because his body had frozen around the scale of what that meant.
“Most likely,” Ilya added, and the phrase came out dead and useless and somehow only made it worse. “That’s what he said. That’s what the doctors think.”
Shane’s jaw tightened so hard it hurt.
“What do you mean what he said?” His voice was already changing. Going lower, flatter. More dangerous. “He called you to tell you that?”
Ilya laughed once. It was one of the worst sounds Shane had ever heard from him.
“Not to tell me,” he said.
And suddenly Shane understood. Understood before the details even came. Understood because Alexei would not call with news only. Not when cruelty could still be made more exact than that.
He had called to use it.
“What did he say?”
This time Ilya did not answer right away. He looked down at the phone again like the thing in his hand still contained poison he had not stopped touching yet. Then he put it very carefully on the coffee table. That care was what made Shane know how bad this had been. 
“He said,” Ilya began, and his voice was so quiet Shane had to move closer to hear him properly, “that her numbers are wrong. That the doctors think her body is not taking to it the way it should. That they’re worried.”
Shane sat down beside him slowly. No touching yet, but not because he didn’t want to. Because something in Ilya’s posture made it clear that one wrong movement might shatter whatever thin control he had left.
“And then,” Ilya said, still looking at the phone and not at Shane, “he said of course.”
The room seemed to get smaller. Shane’s hands curled once against his own thighs.
“Of course,” Ilya repeated, and now there was the tiniest crack in his voice, like saying the words in Alexei’s order was making them newly unbearable. “He said of course this would happen. Of course my blood would kill her. Of course I found a way to come back and poison one more thing in this family.”
Shane saw red so fast it actually made his vision sharpen. He was on his feet before he fully registered moving.
“What?”
The word tore out of him. Ilya flinched, not away, not in fear of Shane, just at the sudden force in the room, and that only made Shane feel worse and angrier at the same time.
“He said,” Ilya went on, as if he had to finish now that he’d started, as if the whole thing had to be emptied out of him before it consumed the room entirely, “that I killed her. That he knew I’d find a way to do it. That I should have stayed gone.”
Something in Shane went terrifyingly still. The rage did not lessen.  It condensed. He stood there in the middle of the living room with one hand half curled at his side and the other still inside his coat pocket because he had forgotten the ring was there, forgotten movies and popcorn and bathwater and all the ridiculous sweet domestic things he had been carrying home with him twenty minutes ago. All of that had been annihilated on impact with the sight of Ilya on the couch and the words Alexei had put into his mouth.
“He said you killed her?” Shane repeated.
And because now he could hear how flat his own voice had gone, he also knew that if Alexei were in the room he might genuinely do something irreversible.
Ilya nodded once. Shane’s face went hot.
“No.” He dragged a hand down over his mouth and paced once, then back, because there was too much violence in him suddenly to sit down and not enough space to put it. “No. Absolutely fucking not. He does not get to…”
His voice broke off because language had become inadequate to the scale of it. Of course rejection was possible. Of course everyone knew that. Knew transplants were not magic, knew the body could turn on hope in stupid ways, knew medicine was cruel and uncertain and so were timing and blood and chance all at once.
But that was not what this was. This was a man using the first sign of trouble like a weapon. This was a father who had barred Ilya from updates and then called him only to blame him.
This was cruelty so deliberate it made Shane feel physically ill.
On the couch, Ilya had still not moved much. That frightened Shane almost more than tears would have. He looked devastated in the exact wrong way. Not actively shattered. Flattened. As if the blow had landed so precisely that it had driven straight through all the outer reactions and gone somewhere much older.
Shane sat back down. Closer this time.
“Ilya,” he said softly.
That got him to lift his eyes at last. And Shane’s heart broke open. There it all was. The devastation, yes. But under it too, something even worse.
Belief.
Not full belief. Not rational belief. But the terrible instinctive kind, the kind people and apparently Ilya specifically carried from childhood when enough damage had taught them that if anything failed near them, they should at least check first whether they were the rot.
Shane could see it. The thought was already alive in him even while he hated it. The old wound saying: maybe…?
“No,” Shane said at once.
Ilya looked at him blankly. 
“What?”
“No.”
The word came sharp enough to cut. And then Shane softened his voice because this could not become one more force hitting him from the outside.
“No,” he repeated. “Don’t do that.”
A tiny frown. Disoriented. Hurt. 
“Do what, Hollander?”
“Don’t let him put this inside you.”
That landed. Ilya looked away first. Shane reached for him then, carefully, one hand to the back of his neck, the other to his wrist, and felt the exact moment his body registered touch and wanted it and did not yet know how to ask.
“This is not your fault,” Shane said.
Silence.
“Ilya.”
The silence got thicker. Then, in a voice so low it nearly disappeared, 
“I know.”
But he didn’t. Not where it mattered. Shane could hear it immediately. The way the sentence came too fast. The way it collapsed under its own weight the second it was spoken.
“No,” he said again, and now his own voice shook a little because fury and love were trying to live in the same place and both were too large. “No, you don’t. Not really. Because if you did, you wouldn’t be sitting here with that face.”
That made Ilya’s mouth tremble once. Once, and that was somehow so much worse than if he had just burst into tears.
“He said it like…” Ilya stopped.
Then started again, the words dragged out of him with visible effort.
“He said it like he’d been waiting.”
Shane shut his eyes for one second because the sentence was so nakedly awful it hurt to hear.
“When he barred me from information,” Ilya said, “it was punishment. This…” His voice thinned. “This was different. This was…” He looked at his own hands. “Almost relief.”
The ring in Shane’s pocket suddenly felt like it was burning through the coat lining. Because the night had been full of wanting to make him happy. Because he had come home ready to choose movies, to hold him in a bath or to be held, to kiss him stupid and maybe later, when the time was right, carry a secret future around the apartment like a lit match.
And instead he had walked into this. Walked into the man he loved being told he had killed a child he had bled to save. Shane felt his eyes sting, half with fury, half with the helpless grief of watching the damage arrive in real time.
“I should have stayed there,” Ilya whispered.
The sentence sliced straight through him.
“No.”
“I should have…”
“No.”
This time it came out so hard Ilya actually looked up. Shane’s whole body had gone rigid around it.
“No,” he said again, lower now, each word slow and deliberate. “Do not say that. Do not say you should have stayed there to be hit with this in person. Do not say you should have stayed there so he could have done it to your face instead of over the phone. No.”
Ilya blinked. And then, horribly, softly, 
“Maybe if I had…”
Shane made a sound of pure disbelief and anguish. He moved closer, both hands on him now more firm, one at the side of his face and one around the back of his neck, forcing connection by tenderness because if he didn’t touch him he might stand up and start throwing things.
“Listen to me,” he said.
Ilya did.
“This is what he does,” Shane said. “This is what he has apparently always done. He takes pain and turns it into accusation because then he gets to feel powerful instead of helpless.” His voice roughened. “That is not medicine. That is not truth. That is not some hidden verdict on your body and your blood and your love for Alina. That is your brother being exactly the kind of man he has always been.”
The room was very quiet. Lucky, who had come in silently at some point during the first sharp rise in Shane’s voice, stood in the doorway now with his ears slightly back and his whole body uncertain, reading the atmosphere the way animals did. He took two hesitant steps closer and then sat, as if deciding to stay silent..
Ilya looked at Shane. His face had changed. The dazed openness of the initial blow had begun to fracture under the force of being answered.
Shane saw it and kept going.
“You did not kill her,” he said.
A pause.
“You gave her a chance.”
Another pause.
“You gave her your blood. Your body. Your fear. Your time. Your whole fucking life for weeks. And now the first sign that her body is struggling, he calls you to make sure you suffer maximally. That is what happened.”
He was almost shaking by the end of it. Ilya looked down again. His voice, when it came, was smaller.
“I know.”
Shane exhaled hard through his nose. Then, because he knew, he added more quietly, 
“No. You know it in the rational part of your head. I’m talking to the rest.”
That made something break. Ilya’s whole face tightened in a way Shane had seen before only at the very worst edges of things, when the body was still trying to stay composed and feeling had simply stopped respecting the effort.
“He said,” Ilya whispered, and now there were tears in it even if there weren’t yet tears on his face, “that even my blood can’t do one thing right.”
The sentence landed like a blow. Shane had thought he was at maximum rage already. He had not been. For a second he genuinely had to look away because there was murder in him. Not a metaphor. Not an exaggeration. A red clean desire to break Alexei’s mouth and hands and every place that had ever helped him speak like that to another human being.
Lucky inched closer and pressed his warm side against Shane’s shin. That tiny point of contact kept him in the room. He looked back at Ilya and saw what the line had done, how deep it had gone, because it was crafted from exactly the right poison. Not just blame. Shame. Failure. Old family contempt wrapped around the most vulnerable possible point.
Poor Ilya. Poor, exhausted, shredded Ilya.
Shane moved before thinking about it. He got one arm around him and pulled him in, not roughly, not asking, just taking him against his chest with the absolute certainty that he belonged there now and nowhere else.
At first Ilya resisted by reflex. Not pulling away. Just staying too stiff, body still trying to hold form. Then Shane put his mouth to his hair and said, with all the tenderness he had in him and all the fury braided into it, 
“Come here.”
And that was it. The stiffness broke into collapse. Ilya folded into him all at once with one low, wrecked sound that Shane would hear in his head for weeks afterward. His face pressed hard into the side of Shane’s neck, hands clutching once at his shirt, and suddenly all that devastation that had been sitting too still on the couch had somewhere to go.
Shane held him tighter.
“Yeah,” he murmured, because there was no language big enough for the thing itself. “Yeah. I know.”
Ilya shook once against him. Then again. Shane cradled the back of his head, hand spread wide, and rocked them both very slightly without meaning to.
“He doesn’t get to do this,” he whispered into his hair. “He doesn’t get to put this on you. He doesn’t get to touch you with this. He doesn’t get to make your body into a weapon in his mouth.”
The tears came then. Quietly. Hot at the side of Shane’s neck. And Shane, who had come home wanting to kiss him and feed him popcorn and watch movies and maybe later sit in bathwater and imagine forever, sat instead on the couch under one small lamp with the ring still hidden in his pocket and the man he loved breaking against him because somewhere in Moscow a monstrous brother had decided he could not just wound him, he had to wound him exactly where he’d once tried to love.
Lucky came all the way over at last and pressed his chin onto Ilya’s knee like a very serious witness. For one second, in spite of everything, Shane’s hand dropped to the dog’s head and stayed there. All three of them sat like that. A tiny, devastated family under one lamp.
***
The night was awful.
Not loud. That would have been easier. If Ilya had sobbed or shouted or thrown something, at least the pain would have had edges Shane could follow. At least there would have been a shape to answer, some structure. Instead it was one of those nights where suffering moved through the room like a second kind of weather, quiet, invasive, impossible not to feel on the skin.
They went to bed because there was nowhere else for the hours to go. Lucky followed them in and immediately jumped up, circled once, then settled at the foot of the bed with the weary seriousness of a creature who had already decided this family was emotionally exhausting. The lamp went off. The apartment darkened. Montreal hummed distantly outside the windows.
Ilya did not sleep. Shane knew it from the first ten minutes. Knew it from the way the mattress shifted every few minutes under him. From the breathing, too controlled, too deliberate, too obviously arranged to mimic rest without actually finding it. From the moments where Ilya would go very still and Shane, stupidly hopeful, would think maybe now, maybe finally, only for him to move again with a tight exhausted frustration that said no, not yet, not even close.
Shane lay beside him and stared into the dark and felt anger building in him so cleanly it frightened him a little.
Not at Ilya. Never at Ilya for this. At Alexei. At Moscow. At the grotesque obscenity of a man calling his brother across an ocean just to place the weight of a child’s medical struggle directly onto the freshest wound he could find. At the fact that even now, safe in Montreal and in Shane’s bed and with Lucky breathing at their feet, Ilya still could not close his eyes without running straight back into that voice.
Around two in the morning, Shane turned carefully onto his side and found him staring up at the ceiling. The room was almost totally dark, but Shane could still make out the profile of him, one arm tucked under his head, mouth slightly flattened, the line of his jaw gone rigid from holding too much.
“You’re awake,” Shane murmured.
Ilya exhaled once through his nose. 
“Incredible observation.”
Shane did not rise to it. He reached across the little space between them and laid his hand lightly over Ilya’s ribs. For one second Ilya stayed exactly as he was. Then he rolled toward Shane all at once, not graceful, not composed, just needing contact badly enough to stop pretending otherwise. He pushed his face into the hollow under Shane’s chin and curled in tight, one knee hooking over his thigh, one hand bunching instinctively in the front of Shane’s shirt.
Shane held him immediately. No words at first. Just warmth. One hand in his hair. One broad pass of the other over his back, then again, slower.
“I can’t shut it off,” Ilya whispered after a long while.
Shane closed his eyes.
“I know.”
“It’s like…” He stopped. Tried again. “Every time I get close to sleeping, I hear him say it again.”
That made Shane’s whole chest tighten around him.
“Don’t listen.”
A small, almost angry breath against his collarbone. 
“Excellent. Why didn’t I think of that.”
Shane kissed the top of his head. 
“I know.”
“No, I know.” His voice went flatter in that way it did when he hated needing comfort and needed it anyway. “I know you know.”
The room went quiet again. Lucky shifted once at the foot of the bed and let out a soft sleeping grumble, as if even in dreams he objected to the general atmosphere.
Shane held Ilya tighter. He wanted to say a hundred things. That Alexei was filth. That rejection was not a verdict. That medicine took time. That his body was not a curse. That he would go to Russia and kill him himself if that would solve anything. That none of this belonged inside Ilya no matter how old the hooks in him were.
Instead he said the only thing that felt true enough in the dark.
“Stay here.”
A long pause. Then, very quietly, 
“I’m trying.”
The night went on like that. In fragments. An hour of almost-sleep broken by a flinch. A fresh tightening of Ilya’s whole body every time his mind slid too close to dreaming. Shane waking each time because some part of him had gone vigilant without permission, his own anger never quite settling enough for rest either.
By morning they were both wrecked. The apartment looked wrong in daylight, too pale, too ordinary for what the night had done to them. The kitchen felt cold. Coffee helped no one. Lucky, sensing something clearly wrong, stuck close all morning, moving between them with solemn purpose and leaning heavily against whichever one looked less stable at a given second.
Ilya was very quiet. Gone inward in a way Shane hated. The kind of mood where he answered practical questions and moved through routine and put on his gear and tied his shoes and looked, from the outside, almost normal, while Shane could feel from six feet away that none of it was landing fully.
“You don’t have to go,” Shane said once in the kitchen while Ilya stood at the counter staring at coffee like it had personally wronged him.
“Yes, I do.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Yes.” He turned then, tired and hard around the edges. “I do.”
Shane wanted to argue but the look in Ilya’s face stopped him. It was about movement. About not being left alone in the apartment with his own head. About needing one place in the world to still make recognizable demands of his body.
So they went. The drive to the rink was almost silent. Lucky had to stay home, which offended him deeply. It would have been funny on another day.
Today it only made Shane feel worse. At the rink, the boys immediately clocked something was wrong. They didn’t know what, exactly. They couldn’t. But hockey rooms are full of men who spend half their lives reading each other’s bodies for tiny changes in tension, pain, distraction, hidden injury. They knew enough to back off the joking after the first two attempts slid off Ilya without even a dry reply to catch them.
He dressed in silence.  He did not pick at Kenny. He did not mutter at the music. He did not correct G’s tape job or steal anyone’s coffee or say anything at all unless spoken to directly.
Shane watched him and felt that same cold thread of fear run through him all over again.
On the ice it was worse. Not immediately catastrophic. That would almost have been a relief. At first it was just… wrong. Ilya was still skating fine. Still fast. Still physically there in all the ways that counted on a stat sheet. But the decisions were off. Tiny ones first. Forcing a pass into a lane that wasn’t really there. Taking an angle too aggressively and leaving space behind him. Chasing contact instead of letting the play come to him. Little stupid choices that looked manageable in isolation and frightening in accumulation, because Shane knew his game too well not to see what was happening.
He wasn’t just distracted. He was playing like someone who wanted to be hit. Not openly.
For sure not enough that a coach would immediately pull him. Shane saw it in the first period and tried to tell himself he was imagining it. Saw it again in the second and knew he wasn’t. Ilya kept making these almost-safe errors, decisions that put him just slightly too close to impact, just slightly too open to risk, like he was trying to bleed the poison out through his body because his head had nowhere left to put it.
At the bench during one TV timeout, Shane leaned in and said low, 
“What are you doing?”
Ilya didn’t look at him. 
“Playing hockey.”
“Don’t.”
That got him a sideways look at last. Flat. Hard. 
“Maybe you should play better.”
Before Shane could answer, the timeout ended and they were back out. The game got uglier. Not because of the score. They were still in it. The room was still in it. The boys were compensating for the wrongness as best they could, but there was a mounting sense in Shane that he was watching Ilya walk too close to the edge of something and call it focus.
Then the hit came. It was the kind of hit that happens a thousand times in hockey and still has the power to turn the whole game’s emotional chemistry in one direction or another. Open ice enough to be dangerous. Fast enough to hurt. Not technically the dirtiest thing Shane had ever seen, but late enough and hard enough and stupid enough that he saw it coming half a second too slow and still had time to think, no, no, not now, not him.
The other player caught Ilya high through the shoulder and chest. Hard. The sound of it snapped through the rink. Ilya went down. The whole of Shane’s body lurched forward before thought even finished forming. Bench. Ice. Noise. Whistle starting somewhere too late.
Ilya got up too fast. That was what frightened Shane most. Not the hit. The speed of the recovery. The fact that he came up off the ice with zero pause, no assessment, no recalibration, just pure instant violence.
He launched straight at the guy. Gloves flying. Shoulders colliding. Hands up at jerseys and helmets and whatever he could grab first. The whistle shrieked. The rink exploded.
Shane barely remembered getting there. One second bench, next second halfway over the boards with half the rest of the ice converging too, linesmen coming in, other players grabbing bodies, the whole scene turning into that chaotic knot of shoves and curses and skates carving ugly desperate arcs into the ice.
Ilya was fighting like a man who had run out of places to put pain. Messily, furiously, with all the control in him just gone. The other guy got one fist into his shoulder. Ilya swung back. A linesman got an arm between them and nearly got knocked off balance for the trouble. Someone else shouted. Another whistle blew pointlessly on top of the first.
Shane grabbed him from behind at last, one arm around his chest, the other catching at his elbow and shoulder, hauling him backward by force more than technique because if he didn’t get him away right now, the whole scene was going to get even worse.
“Ilya!”
He barely reacted. Still straining forward. Still trying to get at him. Shane tightened his hold and dragged him back another full step.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
That reached him just enough to make him twist in the hold, breathing hard, face flushed and wild in a way Shane had almost never seen on him. Rage, yes. But underneath it something much worse, grief and humiliation and no sleep and all the old family poison turned kinetic.
The officials got between the players fully then. The crowd was on its feet. The noise was enormous. The bench was shouting. The refs were already gesturing penalties and explanations no one could hear. And there in the middle of all of it, Shane was suddenly more frightened than angry, because this wasn’t just a fight. It was self-destruction with witnesses.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he said again, lower now, closer, because he still had both hands on him and could feel the tremor in him even under all the adrenaline.
Ilya jerked free enough to face him properly.
“What does it look like?”
“It looks like you’ve lost your fucking mind.”
That landed. Not enough to stop him. Enough to turn the rage sideways.
“Oh, now you have opinion?”
Shane actually stared at him. 
“Now?”
Ilya laughed once, sharp and ugly. 
“What, you thought I’d just keep swallowing it politely until I rot?”
The words were out of place here. Wrong context. Too loaded. Too fresh with the previous night.
And because Shane was already terrified, already furious, already running on his own exhaustion and the sight of Ilya throwing himself at danger like the game was just another corridor to be punished in, he answered exactly wrong.
“I’m not watching this.”
Ilya’s face changed.
“Watching what, Hollander?”
“This.” Shane made a hard gesture at him, the ice, the whole wreck of a scene. “This thing where you decide the only answer is to destroy yourself in public because one bastard in Russia got into your head.”
That one hit. Ilya went very still. Then colder.
“Right,” he said. “That’s what this is.”
“Yes.”
“No, Shane. This is hockey.”
“That was not hockey.”
The linesman was talking to them both now, or maybe to the refs, or maybe to the air. Shane genuinely couldn’t process the official layer of any of it because all he could see was Ilya’s face and the dangerous vacancy in it, the way rage had become a shield over something much more frightening.
“I got hit,” Ilya said.
“And then you went looking for more.”
That sentence cut too close to the bone. Ilya’s eyes flashed. 
“Fuck you.”
Shane felt his own restraint snap.
“No, fuck you.”
There were people around them now. Teammates, refs, the bench, cameras, the whole world of the game leaning in. Neither of them cared enough.
“What are you even thinking?” Shane demanded. “What the fuck are you even doing? You’re playing like you want someone to finish the job.”
That made Ilya flinch. And because Shane saw it, because he knew he had touched the exact truth, he kept going when he absolutely should not have.
“I am not watching the man I love destroy himself.”
The world stopped. Not literally but near enough. The noise in the rink seemed to go strangely distant for one horrible second, like the sound itself had taken a step back from the sentence to see what it would do.
Shane heard it too late. Felt it leave him and knew.
The man I love. Not “teammate.”  Not “friend.” Not anything deniable. The man I love.
Ilya stared at him. Not angry now, not even shocked first. Just blank with the force of it. Around them, the nearest players had gone still. The bench behind them had that electric, impossible silence of an entire roomful of people registering a fact all at once. Even the officials seemed briefly derailed by it, their bodies still in motion while their faces tried to catch up.
Shane stood there on the ice, chest heaving, and felt the full catastrophic shape of what he had just done.
He had outed them. Not in a press conference. Not in a plan. Not under control. Not with any of the dignity or timing or choice he had wanted for them. He had torn it open in the middle of a fight because he was scared and furious and watching Ilya walk himself toward pain was more than he could bear. The horror of that arrived all at once.
But so did something else: Relief. Tiny. Wrong. Inappropriate. But there. Because it was true. Because he had told the truth. Because even now, even like this, what mattered first was still that truth.
Ilya found his voice first. Low.  Shaking in a way that had nothing to do with the fight.
“Shane.”
His name sounded almost unbearable in that tone.
Shane looked at him and saw it all at once, the humiliation, the shock, the fight still alive in his body, and under all of it the same terrible rawness from the previous night, now made public and dangerous and impossible to take back.
The refs were moving again. Penalties were being shouted. Someone on their bench was calling Shane’s name. The rink was not actually frozen, only paused. It was all about to start moving at brutal speed again.
Shane took one step closer, too close for the officials, too close for the cameras, and said hoarsely, 
“I’m not doing that, Illy.”
The nickname made it worse. More intimate. More obvious. More final.
“I’m not watching you do this.”
Ilya’s mouth parted. No words came.
They knew. Their team knew. The coach knew. Everyone around them understood what would follow, the penalty box, the bench, the press, the usual machinery of the game moving into place. And as the moment settled over center ice, it was clear enough that whatever came next already changed their whole lives. 
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  The words were still hanging over the ice when the officials finally got their hands on the situation hard enough to force it back into motion.
One linesman got fully between Ilya and the other player, shoving him backward with both forearms braced across his chest while another grabbed at Shane’s sleeve and shoulder at the same time, not because Shane had thrown punches, but because he was too close and too wired and too visibly in the middle of something that had just become much bigger than hockey.
The whistle was still going. The crowd was on its feet. The other team’s bench was leaning over the boards. Their own bench had gone into that awful suspended state where nobody knew whether to move first or stay exactly where they were and let the refs do the separating.
And in the middle of it, Ilya. Breathing hard.  Face flushed dark from the hit and the fight and now this. His hair half loose where the helmet had gone wrong. One glove off.  His mouth slightly open as if the only thing more shocking than Shane’s words was the fact that he himself had no immediate response to them.
Shane saw the exact second the full meaning landed. Ilya stared at him as if the rink itself had tilted under his skates. Then everything crashed forward at once.
“Rozanov, five for fighting, two for instigator…”
“Bench!”
“Back up, back up! Move, seventeen, now!”
The officials were shouting over one another and over the arena noise and over the crowd, which had gone from primal excitement to that strange electric confusion that happens when spectators realize they may just have witnessed something that will still be replayed long after the score is forgotten.
Shane barely heard any of it. What he did hear, horribly clearly, was Kenny somewhere behind him on the bench saying, “Holy fuck,” not with mockery, not with delight, but in the stripped, stunned voice of a man who understood immediately that things had just split open in a way no one could tape back together. G was already moving. Noah too. Coach had gone very still.
The other player was being pulled away in one direction, jawing uselessly at the officials. Ilya was still straining against the linesman by reflex, not to get at the guy anymore, Shane thought, but because all the adrenaline in him had nowhere left to go and his body hadn’t gotten the memo that the fight on the ice was over.
Shane took one involuntary step toward him.
“Shane!” one of the refs barked.
Coach’s voice cut across everything then, sharp and low and terrible in the exact way that meant he had already assessed six layers of disaster and chosen the one he could control first.
“Hollander. Bench. Now.”
The command hit him like cold water. He turned, automatically at first, and then looked back once over his shoulder. Ilya was still looking at him with a kind of raw, open devastation, threaded through with a thousand things too fast to name: rage, humiliation, adrenaline, the tail-end of the fight, the original wound from the night before, and under all of it something almost unbearable in its nakedness, because some part of him had heard the man I love and been reached by it even while the rest of him was reeling from the violence of how it had been said.
Then the linesman turned him physically toward the tunnel and the eye contact broke.
Shane felt sick. He got to the bench because his body still knew how to obey hockey before his mind did. The room around him had gone wrong. Same boards, same ice, same men, but all of it too bright and too loud and too exposed.
Coach met him halfway, not screaming. Worse. The kind of furious restraint that made his whole face seem carved out of something harder than flesh.
“Can you finish this game?” he said.
Shane stared at him. The question landed somewhere beyond language for a second because of course that was the question. Not what the hell was that, not did you just, not are you out of your mind.
Can you finish this game?
Coach had skipped straight to the actual problem. Shane looked toward the tunnel where Ilya had disappeared and answered before the thought was fully formed.
“No.”
Coach held his gaze for one beat.
Then another.
“Go.”
The word hit like mercy.
“Coach…”
“Go,” he repeated, harder now. “Before you make me watch you stand here while your whole head is somewhere else. Get the fuck out, Hollander.”
Shane didn’t wait for a second invitation. He was moving almost before the sentence finished, helmet half off already, gloves yanked free and dropped onto the bench because his hands had suddenly become too hot to keep inside them.
As he turned, Kenny caught his arm once. Not to stop him. Just to make him look. Shane did. Kenny’s face had gone pale under the adrenaline flush, but his eyes were steady.
“We’ve got it,” he said.
Just that. Shane nodded once. It was all he had time for. Then he ran. Down the bench stairs, down the tunnel, skates carving too hard at first before he remembered how to move in a straight line. The arena noise changed shape back there, turning from public roar into the muffled industrial echo of a building’s guts. Too much concrete. Too many lights. Equipment staff flattening themselves instinctively against the wall to let him pass. Someone from medical stepping out of a door and then stopping short at the look on his face.
The tunnel felt impossibly long. By the time he reached the little medical room off the corridor, the one players ended up in for cuts and nausea and concussion checks, his chest hurt and not from skating.
The door was half open. Shane stopped just outside it for one split second, enough to hear voices inside. A trainer first. Low. Calm. Practical.
“Any dizziness?”
Ilya’s answer came flatter than paper. 
“No.”
“Vision okay?”
“Yes.”
“Where did he catch you?”
“Shoulder. Mostly.”
“Any headache?”
“No.”
“All right. Sit still a second.”
Shane pushed the door open. The trainer looked up first. Then Ilya, no helmet now, hair wrecked, one cheek flushed deeper from either the fight or the adrenaline, jersey half unlaced, eyes still too bright in the wrong way. He was sitting on the edge of the exam table with one forearm braced over his thigh while the trainer checked his shoulder and the side of his jaw, and the minute he saw Shane the entire room changed temperature.
Not because he looked relieved. Because he didn’t. He looked hit all over again. The trainer, to his eternal credit, took in the scene once and decided instantly that he wanted no part of whatever this was.
“You good?” he asked Ilya.
“Yes.”
The lie came automatic and dead. The trainer nodded anyway, because in hockey culture “good” meant “not concussed enough to require paperwork.”
He looked at Shane, then back at Ilya, then made the smartest decision anyone had made in the last ten minutes and said, 
“I’ll give you both a minute.”
Then he left. The door swung almost shut behind him and clicked softly into place. Silence. Not total. The arena still thudded distantly through walls and pipes and structure. But in the room itself, silence.
Shane stood by the door and looked at him. Ilya sat on the table and looked back. Neither of them spoke first, because both knew exactly how bad the first sentence could be if the wrong one got there.
Shane won. Or lost.
“I’m sorry,” he said. The words left him rough and immediate and uselessly, truthfully real. “I’m so fucking sorry.”
Something flashed in Ilya’s face at once. Pain.
“What the fuck did you do?” he asked.
The sentence came low, shaking only at the edges because the rest of him was still too tightly held together by sheer will. Shane swallowed.
“I know.”
“No,” Ilya snapped, suddenly sharper. “No, you don’t get to say ‘I know’ like this is some abstract discussion about line changes. What the fuck did you do?”
Shane took one step farther into the room.
“I know what I did.”
“Do you?” Ilya slid off the edge of the table in one hard, jerky movement and stood despite the trainer very clearly wanting him to sit still. “Do you actually? Because from where I’m standing, it looked a lot like you just blew up our entire fucking life because you were angry.”
The words landed exactly where they were meant to. Shane took them because he had to.
“Yes,” he said. “I know.”
Ilya laughed once. All bite, no humor.
“Great. Wonderful. Excellent. Then at least one of us knows what’s happening.”
“Ilya…”
“No.” He held up a hand. Not to calm Shane. To keep him back. “No, let me say this before you do whatever heroic stupid thing your face says you’re about to do.”
Shane shut his mouth. Good. Because the look in Ilya’s face had gone frighteningly clear now, the adrenaline burning through enough that what remained was naked hurt sharpened into control.
“You don’t get to decide that moment for me,” Ilya said. “You don’t get to decide that because I’m destroying myself on the ice, or because you’re frightened, or because you’re angry, you get to rip that choice open in front of cameras and referees and every asshole in the building with a phone.”
Each sentence landed harder than the last. Shane felt every one.
“I know,” he said again, quieter now.
This time Ilya’s whole face tightened.
“Stop saying that.”
The force of it made him go still.
“Stop saying you know like it fixes anything.”
“It doesn’t.”
“No.” A breath. Sharp, controlled. “It really doesn’t.”
The room was too small for the amount of feeling in it. Shane could feel it pressing at the walls, all the things that had started in Moscow and bled into Montreal and then onto the ice. Alexei. Alina. the rejection scare. The fight. The outing. The truth. All of it, stacked and vibrating.
He took another careful step closer. Ilya didn’t move back. Didn’t move toward him either. Shane could see the minute tremor in his hands now that the fight was over. The bruising that would come later along the jaw, maybe the shoulder too. The way exhaustion and fury were making him hold himself too straight, like if he softened even an inch he might not be able to recover the shape.
“I am sorry,” Shane said, more quietly than before. “I took that from you. I know I did.”
The words seemed to change something. A little. Because now they were specific. Now they named the actual wound rather than circling it with apologies too general to matter.
Ilya looked down at the floor for one second. Then back up.
“Yes,” he said. “You did.”
The simplicity of it hurt more than shouting would have.
“I know.”
Ilya made an exhausted, furious little noise in the back of his throat and looked away again. For one second Shane thought he had pushed too far. Then he realized no, what he was watching was the same thing he had watched the night before on the couch: the collision of too many true things at once.
Because that was what made this impossible to sort cleanly. Shane had done something wrong. Shane had also said something true. Ilya had every right to be angry. Ilya had also heard the truth in public and some part of him had not hated that, and that too was unbearable now.
When he spoke again, his voice was lower.
“You can’t say things like that there.”
The words were almost wrecked in their own restraint. Shane’s chest tightened.
“I know.”
This time Ilya actually closed his eyes for one second like the repetition physically pained him. Then, very quietly, 
“And I hate that you meant it.”
The sentence hit like a punch. Shane stared at him.
“What?”
Ilya opened his eyes again, and there it was, the whole impossible mess of him, all the fury and shock and adrenaline and something much more frightened under it.
“I hate,” he said, slower now, because each word was clearly costing him, “that I know you meant it.”
For one suspended second neither of them moved. That was it too. Not just the outing. Not just the theft of choice. The fact that Shane had said it with his whole chest in the middle of public fury and there had been nothing performative in it. No hedge. No strategy. No room to doubt the truth.
Shane looked at him and felt his own anger burn down into something much more dangerous.
“I did mean it.”
The words came out before he could decide whether saying them now was wise or monstrous. Ilya’s mouth parted. Shane took one more step forward.
“And I’m sorry I said it like that,” he said. “I’m sorry it happened there. I’m sorry I took the choice away from you. I’m sorry for every single piece of that.” His voice roughened. “But I’m not going to stand here and lie to make this easier. I meant it.”
The room had gone very still. Ilya stared at him with that same stricken, open look from the ice only stripped of the crowd and whistles now, which somehow made it worse. Shane could feel his own pulse in his throat.
“I’m not watching the man I love destroy himself,” he said again, quieter now, every word placed carefully. “I’m just not.”
The effect was immediate and brutal and small, eyes flicking away, jaw clenching, one hand bracing on the edge of the exam table as if something inside him had physically tipped.
“Don’t,” Ilya whispered.
“Don’t what?”
“Say it again like that.”
The request was so unlike anything else in the fight that for a second Shane didn’t know how to answer. It didn’t sound like rejection. It sounded like too much.
He softened without meaning to.
“Okay.”
Ilya laughed once under his breath, but it broke in the middle. 
“No, not okay. Nothing about this is okay.”
“I know.”
That almost got him killed by glare alone.
“Fine,” Shane said immediately. “I know less than I think I do. Happy?”
“No.”
“Fair.”
A horrible tiny beat of silence passed. Then Shane said, because he couldn’t not, 
“You were trying to get hurt.”
The words changed the room again. Ilya went still. Caught.
“That’s not fair.”
“It’s exactly fair.”
“No.”
“Yes.” Shane’s own voice sharpened now, fear rising back up through guilt because the image was still too fresh in him: the hit, the launch, the way Ilya had played all game like his body was disposable. “You were making stupid decisions all night. You were skating like you didn’t give a shit what happened if someone hit you hard enough.”
“That is not what I was doing.”
“It is exactly what you were doing.”
“No.” Ilya’s face changed again, anger flaring because the truth was too close and he needed somewhere else to put the heat. “I got hit.”
“And then you went looking for another one.”
“Fuck you.”
Shane stepped in closer, all the horror of the game still alive under his skin. 
“No. Fuck you.”
That hit. Ilya stared at him and for one second Shane thought maybe they were about to go right back into the argument, just louder, uglier, this time in half gear and sweat and bright arena medical light. Then he saw it. The shift. Just the smallest fracture in the anger where pain showed through.
“I didn’t know what else to do,” Ilya said.
The sentence was so bare it stopped everything. Shane’s own anger faltered.
“What?”
Ilya looked away, toward the opposite wall, anywhere but Shane’s face.
“I didn’t know what else to do,” he repeated, quieter now. “I couldn’t think. I couldn’t get him out of my head. I couldn’t get the call out. I couldn’t…” His mouth tightened. “I thought if I hit something hard enough maybe it would shut up for five minutes.”
Shane’s whole body softened at once. Not the fear. Not the seriousness. But around him. He reached out and took Ilya by the wrist, not forceful, not trapping, just enough to bring his attention back.
“Hey.”
Ilya didn’t resist. He just looked wrecked and furious and tired enough to fall down standing.
“That’s not hockey.”
“I know.”
“That’s not you.”
A beat. Then, with the tiniest twitch of his mouth, humorless and bitter: 
“Felt very me at the time.”
Shane moved closer again, slowly this time, giving him room to stop it if he needed to.
“You scared me.”
The words changed Ilya’s face more than the fight, more than the outing apology, more than anything else had. Not because he didn’t know. Because hearing it plain mattered.
He swallowed.
“I know.”
Shane actually laughed once, exhausted and wrecked. Then the weight of everything settled back over them. Somewhere out there the game was continuing. Phones were probably already exploding. PR was probably already in hell. The world had heard enough. Finally Shane said, very softly, 
“What do you need.”
The question landed hard. Ilya looked at him for a very long time. Then he said, just above a whisper, 
“Not this room.”
Shane nodded at once.
“Okay.”
“I can’t go back on the bench.”
“Okay.”
“I can’t have Coach look at me right now like he knows everything.”
Shane nodded again. 
“Okay.”
“And I can’t…” He stopped. Started again with visible effort. “I can’t be alone for the next hour.”
“You won’t be.”
And because apparently the world had decided to make sure nothing about this was private ever again, there was a knock at the half-closed door before either of them could move. Both their heads turned.
Coach’s voice came through first.
“Are either of you dead, or can I come in and hate this situation in person?”
The sentence was so aggressively Coach that it nearly split the tension by force. Almost. Ilya looked at Shane. Shane looked back. Neither laughed. Shane took one step closer and lowered his voice all the way.
“We’ll deal with the world in a minute.”
Ilya’s eyes held his. The same eyes that had looked stunned on the ice. The same eyes that now held too much of everything, hurt, fury, the lingering shock of hearing himself named like that in public and the even deeper shock of still wanting to be. Then, very quietly, he said, 
“Okay.”
The word settled heavy and strange between them. And then, before Shane could say anything else, the door opened the rest of the way and Coach came in, anger rolling off of him. Not at them, not first. At the shape of the problem. At the timing. At the cameras and the league and the fact that hockey, unlike grief, always kept insisting on schedule. He shut the door behind him with more force than necessary and stood there for one second taking in the room: Shane too close to Ilya, Ilya still half in gear and flushed from the fight, both of them looking like men who had not just had an on-ice altercation but detonated something much larger in the middle of the second period.
For one beat, nobody spoke. Then Coach exhaled once through his nose and said, 
“All right.”
The words had that particular tone that meant the emotional part, in his mind, was already acknowledged and set aside in favor of triage.
“Here’s what happens now,” he said.
Shane felt Ilya go still beside him. Coach kept going.
“The media definitely heard enough. Broadcast probably caught enough. Social is already chewing on it. So we do not go out there improvising like idiots.” His eyes cut from one of them to the other. “We do not give them blood.”
He looked at Shane first.
“You say it was an emotional moment in a heated game. You were worried about your teammate. You let personal concern bleed into professional context. You regret the distraction.” 
Then to Ilya: 
“You say you’re not discussing personal matters tonight, that your focus is on the game and the team, and if they push, you repeat that until they die of boredom.”
The room got colder with every sentence. Coach was still moving, still building the structure, still doing exactly what he would do for any crisis that threatened to swallow players whole, give it shape, give it containment, find the route through before the sharks smelled it. It was competent. It was protective in its own brutal way.
And Shane could feel, physically, that none of it was landing right.
“We save face,” Coach said flatly. “You keep it tight, you keep it boring, and by tomorrow morning…”
Beside him, Ilya moved. He just pushed off the exam table and stood. Coach stopped mid-sentence. Shane turned. Ilya’s face had changed. Not angry in the obvious sense. Something much worse. It had gone very calm. Too calm. The kind of calm that meant the decision had already happened inside him and the body was only now catching up to it.
He took a few steps, sat on the little bench by the wall instead of the exam table, and started unlacing his skates.
Shane stared. 
“Ilya.”
Coach’s expression tightened. 
“What are you doing?”
Ilya did not look up. Undo. Pull. Loosen. The first skate came off and hit the floor with a dull hard sound.
“No,” he said.
The word was quiet. That made it more shocking, not less. Coach blinked once. 
“No what?”
Ilya straightened just enough to strip off the other skate too, movements economical and almost eerily unhurried, as if the violence of the last twenty-four hours had burned all visible emotion out of this part and left only intent behind.
“No,” he said again.
Shane’s stomach dropped. Coach took one step farther into the room. 
“Rozanov.”
At that, Ilya finally looked up. There was so much in his face it was almost hard to parse, humiliation still alive under the skin, the aftershock of the fight, no sleep, Alexei’s voice, the publicness of what Shane had said, and under all of it something flint-hard and newly clear.
“I’m not doing that,” he said.
Coach’s mouth flattened. 
“Doing what?”
“Saving face.”
The room went still. Coach’s jaw shifted once. 
“This is not about face, it’s about containment.”
“No,” Ilya said. “That’s just face in expensive language.”
Shane actually sucked in a breath. Coach stared at him, not yet angry enough to shout, which was somehow more dangerous.
“You think this is me asking you to lie?”
“Yes.”
“It is me asking you not to hand your life to a room full of reporters who will eat it in pieces before you get back to the apartment.”
Ilya stood. Not in aggression. In refusal. He bent, not looking at either of them, and stripped off the rest of the upper gear with sudden ruthless efficiency, gloves first, chest protector half loosened, jersey yanked over his head. The movement made Shane’s whole body jolt because it was too fast and too obviously committed to interruption.
“Ilya…”
He ignored him. The jersey landed in a heap on the floor. The pads followed. Underneath he was down to compression gear and the visible lines of a body still hot from the game and the fight, hair damp at the temples, bruising already threatening under the skin near the shoulder. He looked more vulnerable like that, not less. Which only made what he was doing more frightening.
Coach’s voice turned colder.
“Don’t be stupid.”
Ilya laughed once.
“You think I still have reputation to protect from stupidity tonight?”
“This is exactly the kind of line they’ll use to eat you alive out there.”
Ilya straightened fully and looked at him.
“No,” he said. “They’ll do that anyway.”
Shane moved then, two fast steps toward him. 
“Hey. Hey, what are you doing?”
That got him looked at finally. What Shane saw in his face made his blood run cold all over again. It was revulsion. At the idea of going out there and letting this become another corridor where somebody else told him how to shape himself to survive it. At the idea of one more room where the price of passage was silence dressed as strategy.
“I am not doing one more version of athis,” he said quietly.
The sentence hit Shane right in the center. Coach heard it too. Shane could tell from the tiny change in his expression, just enough to show he understood. Still, he held the line.
“This is the league.”
“That is not explanation.”
“Ilya.”
“No.”
There it was again. That terrifying clarity. He reached for the door. Shane caught his wrist just enough to stop the movement for one second.
“Ilya, stop.”
He looked back at him and Shane saw immediately that this was not going to be solved by force. Not here. Not now. He had already lived through too much being handled, redirected, contained, spoken for. If Shane tried to physically stop him, it would become one more theft.
“What are you doing?” Shane whispered.
The answer came just as quietly.
“I’m not hiding in this room while other people explain me.”
The words gutted him. Coach stepped in again, closer now, anger finally breaking the surface because whatever sympathy he had was still built around institutional survival.
“If you walk out there half dressed and emotional, you will make this ten times worse.”
Ilya’s hand tightened once on the door handle.
“For who?”
The question hung there. Coach did not answer immediately, which was answer enough.
For the team. For the organization. For the press. For the season.  For the machine. Maybe for them too. But not first.
Shane could feel the whole thing tipping. Coach knew it too. He changed tack.
“This is bigger than tonight.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Exactly.”
Then he pulled his wrist gently out of Shane’s hold. He grabbed the door, opened it, and stepped into the corridor in nothing but compression gear and the wrecked dignity of a man who had simply decided he was done being arranged.
“Ilya…”
Shane’s voice followed him into the hall.
He didn’t stop.
The corridor outside was full now, staff, trainers, one assistant coach halfway down, two media people who had drifted too far from the designated area and immediately realized they had wandered into live voltage. The second they saw him come out like that, stripped down from gear and still carrying the heat of the fight in his body, they went still.
Then the energy shifted.
Fast. Like dogs smelling blood.  Like the exact thing Coach had warned about waking up all at once.
Reporters at the far end of the corridor, the ones penned near the mixed zone entrance and held back only by habit and bad barriers, started moving before anyone officially let them. Heads turned. Phones lifted. Someone actually said, “There, there!” under their breath like they’d just sighted prey.
Shane came out after him so fast he almost slipped. Coach was on his heels an instant later, swearing under his breath in a tone that suggested this entire season had just aged him ten years in thirty seconds.
“Ilya!”
Still he kept walking. The thing about him that was most frightening in that moment was not the recklessness. It was how composed he looked. Not calm exactly. Not soft. But stripped down to some hard inner line and moving straight from it, shoulder bruising under black compression fabric, hair still damp, mouth set. He looked like a man walking toward an execution he had decided to narrate himself.
The corridor widened near the media access point. By the time he reached it, they were already there in force. Microphones. Phones. Recorders. The expression reporters get when instinct and profession fuse and all tact dies.
Questions started before he even stopped moving.
“Ilya, can you address what was said on the ice…”
 “Was Shane Hollander referring to you…”
 “Are you and your teammate in a relationship…”
 “Was that altercation related to a personal matter…”
 “Can you comment on…”
It was chaos instantly. Flash and voices and hands and the low ugly hunger of public curiosity. Coach swore aloud. Shane reached him just as Ilya stopped. For one insane second, Shane thought maybe he would actually answer one of the relationship questions directly. Maybe he would turn to the nearest microphone and blow the whole thing open out of pure fury and refusal.
Instead, Ilya looked at the nearest reporter and said, in a voice so even it cut cleanly through the noise:
“You want a statement?” Ilya said.
The corridor changed shape around the sentence. Not because it got quieter all at once. It didn’t. There were still shoes shifting on cheap flooring, camera operators adjusting, the low mechanical hum of arena ventilation, the tiny electronic clicks of phones and recorders being lifted into position. But the attention changed. Tightened. Focused. Every single person in that little frothing knot of media at the end of the corridor understood instinctively that whatever was coming next was not going to be something they could tidy into a safe headline by asking the right sanitized question.
Shane stood half a step behind him and to the side, one hand still around Ilya’s elbow from trying to pull him back, and he felt the exact second the air went dangerous.
Because of Ilya’s voice. Because it had gone low and level and Russian around the edges, the way it always did when he was too furious to keep sanding himself down for other people’s comfort. Because he was standing there in black compression gear and bruises, hair wrecked from the fight, shoulder already darkening under the skin, looking more like a problem than a player. Because whatever fear had once existed in him about being seen had clearly just burned up in something hotter.
“You want a statement?” he repeated, and this time there was the faintest tilt of his head, not polite, not theatrical, just contempt sharpened into perfect attention. “Da? Fine. Here is your statement.”
The nearest microphone lifted a fraction higher. Shane’s heart was pounding so hard it actually hurt. He knew, with complete sick certainty, that there was still one second left, one tiny, final, absurd second in which this could maybe become a manageable disaster, something vague and containable and professionally survivable.
Then Ilya opened his mouth, and that second died.
“I’m bisexual,” he said.
The words cracked through the corridor like something heavy breaking glass. No hedge. No stumble. No qualifiers. No room. Just that. And before the silence could even fully register around it, he kept going.
“I have always been bisexual. This is not a scandal, not a rumor, not an accident, not something that ‘happened’ to me because reporters got bored.” His mouth pulled into something too cold to be called a smile. “It is a fact. Very boring, actually, except apparently to all of you.”
The corridor had gone almost perfectly still now. Somebody behind the first line of reporters actually inhaled aloud. Shane didn’t move. He couldn’t. Because this was not just coming out. This was Ilya taking the entire machine by the throat and refusing to be translated into its preferred language.
“I am also,” he said, each word cleaner and more vicious than the last, “in love with Shane Hollander.”
That one hit even harder. No irony. No protection. No way to pretend he meant anything softer.
In love with Shane Hollander.
Shane felt the sentence physically. Like heat and terror all at once. Like every camera in the building had just become irrelevant for one sickening, beautiful second because all he could hear was the man he loved saying the truth in public like it had finally become unbearable to make it smaller. The reporters tried to recover. A few questions started.
“Can you confirm how long?”
“Are you publicly…”
“Was what happened on the ice…”
Ilya cut straight through them.
“No,” he said sharply, and the force of it made the entire first row stop again. “No, you don’t get to do that. I am talking now.”
He took one step closer. Enough to dominate the space.
“You don’t get to reduce him to a teammate I accidentally kissed in a corridor after a game. You don’t get to reduce me to a headline because I stopped being convenient for your assumptions. You don’t get to act like the story here is that two men love each other.”
Shane could feel the whole building narrowing around the sound of him. Ilya looked from one face to the next with open contempt.
“The story,” he said, “is that all of you are standing here salivating because a man said ‘the man I love’ out loud and now you think you’ve been handed something to feed on.”
No one moved. No one interrupted, because Ilya Rozanov looked like this, flushed from fighting, voice gone low and lethal, interrupting him would have felt like stepping in front of weather.
“You want timing?” he went on. “You want details? You want to know how long, who knew, who lied, who was hiding, when it started, when the first kiss happened, whether the room suspected, whether we were ‘careful,’ whether this means something for the team, for the season, for whatever boring machine you all serve when you turn human beings into content?” His mouth tightened. “I am not giving you any of that.”
The last sentence landed almost more violently than the coming out itself, because that was the point. Not confession for them. Truth taken back from them.
“I am saying one thing,” he said. “One. He is the man I love. I am bisexual. That is all you are entitled to, and frankly, even that feels generous given the quality of your profession.”
A sound went through the corridor then, half outrage, half stunned recognition that they were not being given a soft managed reveal or a careful apology or a miserable little “please respect our privacy” statement they could quote over slow-motion footage and pretend it was dignity.
They were being skinned.
Shane stood there behind him, the adrenaline from the game still live in his bloodstream, the fight still in his body, and watched the whole of Ilya strip the moment down to its bare vicious center. True and furious and absolutely unwilling to let anyone else narrate him first.
One of the reporters still tried.
“So are you saying this has been going on for…”
Ilya actually laughed. It was one of the most frightening sounds Shane had ever heard from him because there was not one atom of humor in it.
“This has been going on,” he said, “for exactly as long as it has been going on, and if you ask one more question like that I will start naming people in this room who should never again be trusted with a microphone.”
That shut him up. Ilya’s eyes flicked then, not to the microphones, not to the cameras. To Shane. Just one look. Over his shoulder. Then Ilya turned fully toward him.
Shane stopped breathing. He had maybe half a second to understand what was about to happen, and even then not really. Just enough instinct to feel the entire corridor lean inward at once, as if every camera and every body in it sensed the same thing and was moving toward impact.
Ilya caught the front of Shane’s jersey in one fist. Hard. Not tentative. Not asking. Then he hauled him in and kissed him.
Hard enough that Shane’s mouth hurt. Hard enough that the collision of teeth and lips and fury and love made a tiny brutal sound before the corridor exploded behind them. It was not a soft kiss. Not tender at first. Not a performance for them either, which was somehow what made it even more obscene to witness. There was too much real feeling in it to be staged. Too much hunger. Too much rage. Too much there, there, there, now look, now choke on it, now try and call it rumor.
Shane reacted before thought had any chance to matter.
His hands came up, one to Ilya’s waist, one hard at the back of his neck, and for one mad second he kissed him back with the same force because what else could his body possibly do with the man he loved dragging him into the truth in front of the whole world?
The corridor became noise. Shouts. Camera clicks. Someone swearing. Someone else saying “Jesus Christ” in a whisper like that changed the fact they’d all heard it. And in the middle of it all, Ilya kissed him. By the time he pulled away, both of them were breathing too hard. Shane’s lower lip was definitely going to bruise. Ilya looked feral in the exact way the reporters least deserved to have access to, eyes bright, mouth wrecked red, chest rising fast under the black compression shirt, all his elegance turned wild and sharpened rather than lost.
He kept one fist hooked in Shane’s jersey. Then, with his free hand, he lifted a perfect middle finger at the entire pack of them. Not a quick flick. Not a joke. Held there. Steady. A formal gesture of contempt.
The corridor, somehow, got even quieter. And then he added, with exquisite venom:
“There. You have your quote. I’m bisexual, I’m in love with him, and if any of you try to turn that into something filthy or tragic or salacious because your imaginations are smaller than my fucking shoe size, I hope your careers die slow and public.”
That one actually made a couple of them flinch. Good. Ilya wasn’t done.
“Do you understand me?” he asked, voice low and merciless. “You do not get to ask whether this is a distraction. You do not get to ask whether the room is comfortable. You do not get to ask if this changes chemistry, or leadership, or brand value, or ticket sales, or any other dead little corporate phrase people like you hide behind when what you really want is to stand close to something alive and tear pieces off it.”
Somewhere behind Shane, Coach had started swearing. PR had finally arrived too, too late, obviously, hovering just outside the worst of the blast radius with the look of people watching their clean disaster plan get set on fire and then pissed on for good measure.
The reporters were still trying to recover enough to ask something coherent.
“Is this your official confirmation?”
“Are you saying the team knew?”
“Shane, can you comment on it?”
Ilya’s lip curled.
“My official confirmation,” he said, “is that I love him and all of you are disgusting.”
Then he kissed Shane again. Not because the cameras were still there. Not because the line wasn’t already clear enough. Because apparently he had decided if they were going to have this moment stolen anyway, he was going to ruin the theft.
This kiss was slower. Worse. Deeper in a way that felt almost humiliating to witness because it was not made for them at all. Shane felt the whole of his body drop out from under him for a second, because it was still Ilya. Still furious, still wounded, still impossible. And because through all the noise and shock and consequences already sprinting toward them, the kiss itself still held one devastating private fact: I mean it.
When they broke apart this time, Ilya’s forehead almost hit his for one split second before he pulled back and turned his face, not toward the media now but just enough that his profile cut clean in the corridor light.
Coach hit the front edge of the crowd then.
“That’s enough!” he barked, stepping in with the full force of a man who understood instantly that there was no saving this, only limiting how much more blood the room could extract.
The room already knew. The cameras already had it. The whole world, or enough of it, had just been handed everything essential.
Not a rumor. Not a maybe. Not a leak. Truth. Messy, furious, undeniable truth. Shane stood there, still half caught in the fist twisted in his jersey, and looked at Ilya’s face and had the insane thought that he had never seen anything more beautiful in his life. Because after every corridor and hiding place and tiny controlled version of honesty, after Russia and Alexei and the fight and the hit and the shame and the impossible pressure of being publicly arranged by other people’s hands, he had stepped into the center of it and said: no, not like that, not by you, not anymore.
The questions were starting up again now, louder and uglier and more panicked because the journalists could feel the window narrowing and were trying to grab what was left.
“Did the organization know?”
“When did this relationship begin?”
“Was that what the fight was about?”
“Do your teammates…”
Coach shoved farther in. PR tried to form a human wall. One producer was already yelling into a headset. The entire corridor had become a living organism made of panic and appetite and damage control.
Shane finally found movement again. He took Ilya’s hand gently but firmly.
“Come on.”
Ilya looked at him. For one impossible second, right there in the middle of all that ruin, there was something almost dazed in his face, as if the feral bright core of the act had burned so hot it was only now starting to recede enough for the rest of reality to reach him.
Then he let Shane pull him. They moved back through the corridor together while Coach and PR took the impact behind them, microphones still shoving forward, voices still rising, cameras still chasing every angle. Someone shouted Shane’s name. Someone else yelled a question about the kiss. Someone actually called after them, “Do you regret saying it now?”
That made Ilya laugh over his shoulder. A terrible sound. A perfect one. He didn’t even turn back fully. Just lifted the same hand again and showed them the middle finger a second time without breaking stride.
By the time Shane got him through the next door and slammed it shut behind them, both of them were breathing hard. The noise dulled at once. Still there. Muted now. For one second neither moved.
Finally, Shane turned to him fully. Ilya stood there with his hair wrecked and his mouth bruised and Shane’s jersey half hanging out of Shane’s fist where he still hadn’t really let go, looking like the aftermath of a storm that had decided, with full intent, exactly where to strike. And Shane, still half horrified and half overwhelmed and wholly in love with him, said the only thing his body could produce.
“That was insane.”
Ilya looked at him. With the smallest movement at the corner of his mouth and all that feral ruin still alive in his eyes, he said:
“Yes.”
***
Somehow they made it home. Shane never fully understood how. One minute the arena had still been a living animal, media swarming, PR in full collapse mode, Coach swearing with the grim fluency of a man who knew the season had just split open in a new and deeply inconvenient way, phones already lighting up in every pocket in the building. The next, they were being hustled through back corridors and down service hallways Shane had only used a handful of times before, one assistant coach holding open a heavy side door while muttering something about “go, go, go” like they were escaping a war zone.
The team won. That was the surreal footnote to all of it. Won while the two of them were being smuggled out the side of the arena like contraband. Won while the room, somehow, closed ranks and played the rest of the game under the weight of what had just happened. Shane found out from one frantic text from Kenny as they were pulling away from the building:
won in ot
also the internet is on fire
also coach looks like he wants to kill every camera in north america
love u both don’t answer
Ilya looked at the screen once, then at Shane, and then took his own phone out and turned it all the way off. Not do not disturb. Not face down. Off.
The finality of that tiny movement ran through the car like a second pulse. Shane didn’t say anything.
What was there to say?
He drove with both hands on the wheel and his heartbeat still too high and every red light feeling like a threat. The city outside looked exactly like itself, which was almost insulting, people crossing streets, storefronts lit, someone laughing on a corner, the ordinary night carrying on while behind them the media machine was probably eating itself alive over the clip of Ilya saying I’m bisexual, I’m in love with him and then kissing him hard enough to leave marks.
Beside him, Ilya had gone very quiet, like all the feral voltage that had carried him through the corridor was still in him, still lighting him from the inside, but now with nowhere public left to go. He sat turned slightly toward the window, jaw tight, one hand braced against his thigh. Every so often Shane would glance over and catch the same things again, his flushed face, the bruising along his shoulder and jaw, the mouth Shane had already reddened and then been reddened by in return.
The apartment parking lot felt like another country. By the time they got upstairs, the building hallway was mercifully empty. The quiet of it made the whole night feel even stranger, like the world had narrowed down again after briefly becoming unbearable in public.
Shane unlocked the door. Lucky was there immediately, of course, paws skidding, tail thudding, one blue eye and one amber eye full of offended relief and nosy concern.
Shane barely had time to get the door shut behind them before Ilya was on him. Not a hand first. Not a look. All of him. He crowded Shane back against the door with enough force to knock the breath out of him and kissed him like he was still on fire and had decided the only place left to burn was Shane’s mouth.
Violent, bruising, immediate.
The back of Shane’s head hit the wood with a dull thud and then Ilya’s hand was there, not apologizing, just taking the impact and claiming the space at the same time. His other hand was at Shane’s waist, hauling him closer, their bodies colliding hard enough to feel like a continuation of the fight only transformed into something hotter and more intimate and somehow even more dangerous.
Shane kissed him back instantly. Ilya’s mouth was all fury and hunger and adrenaline and the aftershock of finally saying the thing out loud in public and living through it. He kissed like a man who had spent hours being looked at and misread and explained and decided the only cure was to make himself undeniable in the most private, filthy way he knew how.
“Mine,” he said against Shane’s mouth.
The word was half-growled, half-breathed, and so unlike the careful, controlled things he usually let himself say that Shane’s whole body lit up. Ilya kissed him again before he could answer, harder this time, teeth catching at his lower lip, one knee forcing between Shane’s thighs. Shane made a sound he could not have hidden if his life depended on it.
Lucky circled once in immediate scandalized excitement and then seemed to realize this was a grown-up problem and backed off toward the living room, still watching.
Ilya’s mouth found the side of Shane’s throat and bit down just enough to sting.
“Christ,” Shane gasped.
“Yes,” Ilya said, voice wrecked and low. “Yes.”
His hand slid under Shane’s shirt, fingers spread warm and possessive against skin, and every inch of him felt feral still, still in the corridor, still in the heat of choosing no and saying yes and dragging all of them out of secrecy with his bare hands.
“I should’ve done that in front of all of them again,” he murmured into Shane’s neck.
Shane’s breath caught. 
“Jesus.”
“Should’ve kissed you harder.” Another kiss, this one to the corner of his jaw. “Should’ve made them watch properly.”
That was bad enough. Then he added, lower and filthier, 
“Should’ve let them see exactly how in love with you I am.”
The sentence nearly took Shane’s knees out from under him. There was something unhinged in it. Something utterly real. And Shane, pinned to the door with the man he loved half out of his mind with adrenaline and wanting, felt the world narrow to one blindingly clear point.
Yes. Yes, now. Not later after dinner. Not tomorrow after the media settled. Not after the league and Coach and PR and the whole world had taken their turns. Now.
Because the truth was already everywhere.
Because they had just crossed the point of no return.
Because Shane had known for days and had been carrying a ring around like a lit secret and suddenly the secret felt less like suspense and more like urgency.
Because if he didn’t ask him now, he might actually lose his mind.
Ilya’s hand was at his belt now, mouth at his throat again, voice gone dark and rough in that way that always made Shane’s whole body answer before thought could.
“I want you on the bed,” he murmured. “I want your pretty hole open for me. I want…”
“Illy.”
He didn’t stop. Didn’t even hear it properly.
“I want to take every camera in that corridor and…”
“Illy, wait.”
That reached him only enough to make him lift his head and look at Shane with eyes gone bright and dangerous and so alive that for one second Shane almost lost his nerve, because he was beautiful when he looked like this. Beautiful and ruined and full of love and violence and all the things Shane would happily drown in.
But no. No, now.
“Wait,” Shane said again, breathless.
The word landed differently this time. Ilya went still. Not calm. Just arrested for one strange suspended second.
“What?”
Shane looked at him. Really looked. At the bruising already flowering under the skin. At the mouth he’d just been kissed bloody by. At the wildness in his face and the softness under it and the fact that the man standing in front of him had just publicly ripped his own chest open rather than let anyone else narrate him again.
And Shane loved him so much in that second he felt almost split by it.
“Come here,” he said.
That got him a tiny dangerous frown. 
“I am literally here, Hollander.”
“Not like this.” Shane caught both his wrists gently but firmly and pulled them down from where they’d been wrecking his shirt and skin and ability to think. “Come on.”
Ilya stared at him. The feral edge in him flickered into confusion for the first time all night.
“Shane?”
“Come here.”
He sounded wrong to his own ears. Too steady. Too full. Too close to something enormous. That was what made Ilya let himself be led. Not because he understood. Because he didn’t. Because Shane had already changed temperature too dramatically for this to still be just about sex.
He took him by the hand and led him down the hall to the bedroom.
Lucky actually stood up from the living room rug and trailed after them halfway before deciding the threshold was enough and lying down there with his head on his paws, eyes open, silent witness to whatever nonsense his men were doing now.
Inside the bedroom, the world got strangely quiet. The lamp on the nightstand was still on from the morning. The bed half unmade. One of Ilya’s shirts over the chair. The room looked exactly like itself, which made Shane’s heart pound even harder, because this was where the ordinary and the irreversible were about to collide.
Ilya looked at him with that same baffled, beautiful tension still all through him.
“What is this?”
Shane went to the drawer. Just the top drawer where he had put the ring box because he had needed it somewhere close and impossible to lose and because every time he opened that drawer over the last days, the sight of it had made him feel like his own chest was full of electricity.
He took it out. When he turned back, Ilya had gone completely still. Not performatively. Not even breathing right. The feral heat in him didn’t vanish. It changed shape. Broke around shock.
Shane felt his own hands shake. Good. Let them.
He crossed the space between them, then stopped. The room was silent enough that he could hear both their breathing and, faintly, Lucky’s collar tag shifting once in the hall.
Then Shane got down on one knee. The look on Ilya’s face in that exact second was something Shane would carry all the way to his own grave. Shock first, yes. Then something rawer, fear almost, not of the question but of being loved this directly, this openly, after everything. Then wonder. Then that terrible, beautiful softness he could never quite hide fast enough when something reached the deepest part of him before his defenses got there.
“Shane,” he said.
Barely more than breath. Shane opened the box. The silver caught the lamplight quietly. The small black stone sat there dark and deep and unmistakably right.
“I have to ask you something,” Shane said.
His voice sounded rough and too full and exactly like his own.
Ilya looked from the ring to Shane and back again and for one second actually put a hand over his own mouth as if something in him had physically failed.
Shane smiled, small and helpless and so in love it hurt.
“I know,” he said softly. “I know this is insane timing. I know tonight is already…” He let out one shaking breath and laughed once under it because there weren’t enough words in the world for what tonight had been. “I know we just set half the league on fire and Coach probably wants to strangle both of us and tomorrow is going to be a disaster in seventeen different ways.”
That got the tiniest, most disbelieving flicker in Ilya’s eyes. A breath that might have become a laugh if he weren’t already breaking in slower, quieter ways.
“But I can’t not do this now,” Shane said.
His hand tightened around the little box. His pulse was everywhere. His whole body knew this was the most right thing it had ever done.
“I was going to wait,” he admitted. “I had ideas. Better plans. More romantic ones, probably. I was going to be thoughtful and composed and maybe take you somewhere beautiful and make it all elegant and perfect and…” He shook his head. “But I don’t want perfect more than I want true.”
Ilya was staring at him like the room itself had dropped away and because Shane could see how overwhelmed he was, how frayed and luminous and wounded and alive, he let himself speak from the deepest place and not try to pretty it up too much.
“I love you,” he said. “I love you in the quiet stupid domestic ways and the terrifying violent ways and the ways that make me so happy I feel actually insane. I love making soup for you. I love that you put your ugly shirts next to mine and somehow make the closet look richer just by existing in it. I love that you looked at a dirty dog in the road and decided we were parents before I’d even fully stopped the car.”
Something in Ilya’s face broke open at that. A sound left him, small and wrecked and helpless.
Shane kept going.
“I love the way you love. I love how thoroughly you do it, even when it scares you, even when it costs you. I love how cruelly funny you are and how good you are and how impossible you are. I love that there is no version of my life now that feels real if you’re not in it.”
His throat tightened around the next words, but he pushed through anyway.
“I want every part of it with you. I want to write vows for you. I want to stand in front of everyone we love and say your name like I mean forever and not have to hide what it means.” His voice roughened. “I want to wake up next to you until we’re old and mean. I want Lucky in our bed when he’s not supposed to be. I want stupid fights about groceries and beautiful sex and long winters and all the ordinary days nobody writes songs about because they belong to us.”
Ilya had tears in his eyes now. He was not trying very hard to hide them. That alone almost wrecked Shane.
“I want your bad moods and your good moods and your body in my hands and your voice in the kitchen and your books everywhere and your skates by the door and all of it. I want every room I ever come home to to have you in it. I want to make you happy for the rest of my life.”
The last line came out shaking. Shane swallowed hard and looked up at him, really up, from one knee, from love, from the center of the life he wanted and had already begun to build.
“So,” he said softly, “I’m asking now. Tonight. Like this. Because I can’t imagine any future that’s more mine than one where you’re my husband.”
The room was so quiet now it almost hurt. Shane drew one breath. Then the next.
And asked, voice low and full and absolutely certain:
“Ilya Rozanov, will you marry me?”
For a second, nothing moved. Not the room. Not the lamp light. Not even the air, it seemed. Ilya just stood there with tears shining in his eyes and his mouth parted and one hand still half over it, looking at Shane like he had been struck clean through by love and had no idea yet how to survive the aftermath.
Then the first tear slipped. And Shane, still kneeling, ring open in his hands, knew with perfect clarity that no matter what happened in the world outside this bedroom, in the media, in the league, in Moscow, in all the wreckage still waiting for them, this was the truest moment of his life.
Ilya’s jaw dropped further. Not elegantly. Not in some beautiful cinematic little intake of breath. Properly. Fully. His whole face opening in naked stunned disbelief, one hand still half over his mouth, the tears in his eyes spilling faster now because apparently the body had just given up any pretense of containing this much feeling at once.
For one second he made no sound at all. Then all of it hit him.
“Yes,” he said.
The word came out wrecked, almost a gasp.
Then, louder, more broken, 
“Yes.”
Shane actually laughed then, helplessly, breathlessly, because the force of relief and joy that went through him in that instant was so huge it felt almost indistinguishable from pain.
But Ilya was already moving.
“Fuck.” he said, and now he was crying openly, beautifully, with no dignity left anywhere in sight. “Fuck, Shane, yes. Yes, yes, yes, fuck, baby, yes.”
The endearment in that tone nearly finished Shane on the spot. Ilya dropped to his knees in front of him so fast he almost knocked the ring box out of Shane’s hands, both of them colliding there on the floor between the bed and the lamp and the entire shattered remains of whatever normal evening this had once been.
He grabbed Shane’s face in both hands and kissed him. Not carefully. Not politely. Not with any attempt at restraint.
He kissed him like the answer was still happening through his body and he needed Shane to feel every piece of it. Wet with tears already, laughing and crying into his mouth, all the words still spilling out half-broken between kisses.
“Yes,” he kept saying. “Yes, fuck, yes, I love you, I love you, I love you.”
Shane was laughing too now, and crying, and kissing him back so hard it was impossible to separate relief from desire from happiness from the simple wild astonishment of he said yes, he said yes, he said yes.
Ilya pulled back only long enough to look at him properly, hands still spread hard at the sides of his face as if he needed the proof of bone and skin under his palms.
“You’re serious?” he asked, voice shaking all over again even though the ring was right there and Shane was still literally on one knee and there could not have been more evidence unless God himself came down to notarize it.
Shane smiled so hard his face hurt. 
“I’m on the floor, Illy.”
That made Ilya let out the strangest sound, half laugh, half sob, half choking, and then he kissed him again, forehead knocking lightly into Shane’s as both of them lost all sense of grace.
“Fuck,” he whispered against his mouth. “Fuck, baby, I love you so much, Hollander.”
Shane had heard him say it before. In bed, in the dark, across rooms and countries and pain. This was different. This had all the force of choice in it. Of future. Of yes meaning yes to everything.
His heart felt too big for his body.
“I love you too,” he said, and the words came out almost hoarse. “Jesus Christ, I love you.”
Ilya dropped his forehead to Shane’s shoulder for one second, shaking with the effort of feeling too much and not trying to hide a single bit of it anymore. Shane held him there, one hand in his hair, the other still clutching the open ring box like it contained the whole axis of the earth.
Then Ilya jerked back suddenly, eyes dropping to it.
“The ring,” he said, visibly trying to breathe and failing. “You have to…”
That did get a real laugh out of Shane.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” Ilya sniffed once, made no attempt whatsoever to pretend he wasn’t crying, and shoved his left hand at him with all the urgency of someone who had just decided subtlety was useless. “Yes. Put it on me immediately before I lose my mind.”
“You’re a little past that.”
“Yes.”
Shane took his hand. That felt huge. Ilya’s hand in his. Warm and trembling and alive. The hand he knew so well already and was now suddenly seeing through the bright impossible lens of fiancé.
He slid the ring carefully onto his finger. It fit. Of course it fit. He had checked the size. Thought about it like a lunatic. Still, the sight of the silver band settling there against his skin, the black stone catching the lamplight once and then going dark and deep again, made Shane’s whole chest clench.
It looked exactly right. It looked like it had been waiting for his hand all along. Ilya stared at it. Actually stared. Then looked back at Shane with fresh tears in his eyes and a kind of incredulous joy on his face that was so beautiful Shane almost forgot how to breathe again.
“It’s perfect,” he whispered.
Shane smiled helplessly. 
“Yeah?”
“It’s…” Ilya looked down at it again and laughed once through the tears. “It’s mine.”
“That was the idea.”
Ilya made another broken sound and then launched himself at Shane properly this time, arms around his neck, all but knocking them both over onto the rug.
They went down in a tangle of limbs and laughter and mouths and tears, the ring flashing once at the edge of Shane’s vision before Ilya’s hand was back in his hair and his mouth was on him again and all the rest of the room stopped existing.
“Yes,” Ilya kept saying against his mouth, against his cheek, into his neck like he still couldn’t stop. “Yes, yes, yes, fuck, Shane…”
Shane turned his face and kissed the tears off his skin because that was all his body knew how to do with this much love.
In the hall, Lucky had clearly decided the emotions had reached unacceptable levels without his supervision, because he got up at last and trotted into the bedroom doorway with his nails clicking on the floor. He stopped there. Head tilted. Looked from Shane on the floor to Ilya half on top of him, to the ring, to the crying, to the kissing.
Then he barked. Just woof.
The timing was so perfect that both of them broke. Ilya actually laughed into Shane’s throat, still crying, still clinging to him, one hand held awkwardly between them because apparently he needed to keep looking at the ring every two seconds to confirm this was real.
“He knows,” Shane said breathlessly.
“Of course he knows,” Ilya managed. “He is our child.”
Lucky, pleased to have his role acknowledged, came farther in and stuck his nose directly into the side of Shane’s face. Shane laughed harder. Ilya laughed and cried harder. For one delirious, ridiculous moment the three of them were just there on the bedroom floor, dog nosing in, Ilya half sobbing and laughing in Shane’s arms, the ring catching the lamp again and again every time his hand shook.
Eventually Shane got enough air to say, 
“So that’s a yes.”
Ilya lifted his head and looked at him with all his wet, wrecked, impossible face.
“Yes,” he said, and this time the word came slower. Deeper. Still shaking, but steadier at the center. “Yes. I’m going to marry you.”
That did something unbearable to Shane’s insides. He touched the ring again with the pad of his thumb, then touched Ilya’s face in exactly the same way.
“You are.”
“Yes.” A laugh, tiny and wrecked. “Apparently. Jesus Christ.”
Shane kissed him softly then. Softer than before, because now they had enough of forever that he could afford, for one second, to be gentle with it.
Ilya kissed him back with the same trembling, impossible tenderness and then whispered, so low Shane almost didn’t hear it:
“I thought tonight was already too much to survive.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“And now?”
Ilya looked at the ring again. Then at him. Then down at Lucky, who had sat heavily beside them, panting, his tongue lolled out.
“Now,” he said, voice breaking into a smile, “it’s ours.”
And because there was no answer to that except love, Shane pulled him in again and kissed his fiancé on the bedroom floor while their dog kept watch and the whole furious wrecked beautiful world outside the apartment could wait its fucking turn.
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    Chapter Summary

    Hello! This is for everyone who found their family in people who were once strangers. You all deserve it.
My song for this is "This Love" by Taylor Swift.
Love you all,
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  Much later, after they had finally calmed down enough to breathe without laughing or crying every few minutes, they ended up back in bed and this time it was Shane under him.
It started the second Ilya looked at the ring on his hand again and then looked at Shane with that same wrecked, hungry expression he’d had right after the proposal.
Shane was half propped against the headboard, bare already, hair a mess, mouth still swollen from all the kissing on the floor and in the hallway and against the bedroom door before they’d even made it properly into bed. Ilya climbed over him slowly, one knee on either side of his hips, ring flashing darkly every time his hand moved over Shane’s chest.
For a second he just looked at him. Not talking. Just looking. Then he bent and kissed him. Hard. Deep. Not rushed, but intense enough that Shane’s hands immediately came up to his waist and back, pulling him closer until their bodies were pressed together properly. Ilya kissed like a man who still couldn’t believe he’d said yes, still couldn’t believe the ring was real, still couldn’t believe Shane had actually asked him and not just in some distant abstract future but tonight, after all of it.
“Fuck,” Ilya whispered against his mouth.
Shane smiled breathlessly. 
“That good?”
Ilya actually laughed once into the kiss, then dragged his mouth down Shane’s throat. 
“You have no idea.”
He kissed lower, over his chest, biting lightly at one nipple just to make Shane jolt and suck in a sharp breath.
“Jesus.”
“Yes,” Ilya murmured. “That.”
Shane was already hard. The whole night had been too much, emotionally, physically, in every possible way, and the way Ilya was on top of him now, all heat and ring and bruises and want, made it worse in the best way.
Ilya knew it too. He sat back just enough to look down and slid one hand over Shane’s stomach, lower, lower still, until he wrapped his fingers around his cock and gave him one slow, deliberate stroke. Shane’s head tipped back against the headboard.
“Fuck.”
Ilya’s mouth curved. 
“You like that word tonight.”
“You’re making that happen.”
“Good.”
He kept stroking him, slow enough to make Shane twitch and lift his hips, frustrated already. It wasn’t enough. It was exactly enough to make him want more.
“Don’t tease,” Shane muttered.
Ilya leaned back over him, kissing him again while his hand kept moving. 
“I’m not teasing.”
“That is absolutely teasing.”
“No,” Ilya said, kissing along his jaw now, down to his throat, “this is appreciation.”
“Very annoying appreciation.”
“Mm.” A pause while he kissed the center of Shane’s chest. “My fiancé is impatient.”
That one nearly took Shane out on the spot.
“Oh my God.”
“Yes.”
“Do not keep saying that if you’re not planning to finish what you start.”
Ilya made a pleased little sound at that and then finally moved lower. He kissed his way down Shane’s body slowly, just hot, wet, thorough attention. Mouth on skin. Tongue where it made Shane jolt. Hands opening his thighs wider, one palm still firm over his cock for a few more strokes before he let go just to hear the noise Shane made when the pressure disappeared.
Then he took him into his mouth. Shane’s hand flew into his hair instantly. Not pushing. Just grabbing because there was no way not to. Ilya sucked him slowly at first, looking up once in a way that made Shane curse under his breath and spread his legs farther without even thinking about it. He was so good at it it was almost infuriating, using just enough mouth and tongue and hand together to make Shane feel every second of it, not rushing him, not trying to get it over with, just dragging want out until it hurt.
“Ilya…”
He hummed around him. The vibration made Shane’s whole stomach tighten hard.
“Fuck, stop that.”
Ilya pulled off just enough to say, 
“No.”
Then he went right back to it. By the time Shane was genuinely close, hips twitching and breath broken and one hand uselessly fisted in the sheets, Ilya stopped. Completely. Shane made a furious, wrecked sound and dropped his head back.
“You are awful.”
“Yes.” Ilya kissed the inside of his thigh. “But you love me.”
“That is irrelevant right now.”
“No,” Ilya said, climbing back up over him. “Is very relevant.”
He kissed Shane hard while his hand slid lower, fingers slick now with his own saliva, working him open with the same kind of patient, grounded confidence that always made Shane feel a little insane. No hesitation. No awkwardness. Just checking in with his eyes once, then going slow until Shane’s whole body started to soften and open around the pressure.
“You okay?”
“Yes.” Shane’s voice came out thinner than he meant it to. “Don’t stop.”
“I’m not stopping.”
He added another finger after a while, stretching him properly, kissing him through every little adjustment, every moment where Shane’s body wanted to tense and then gave in instead. By the time he curled them just right and Shane actually swore out loud, Ilya’s smile had gone downright smug.
“There you are.”
“Shut up.”
“No.”
He kept going until Shane was squirming under him, half from pleasure and half from frustration, and then reached over for the lube without taking his eyes off him. That did something to Shane all by itself. The casualness of it. The certainty. The way Ilya looked at him like he already belonged exactly where he was, spread under him, flushed and aching and asking without much dignity left.
“You still with me?” Ilya asked, quieter now.
Shane looked at him, really looked. At the bruised shoulder. The ring. The mouth. The eyes still a little wrecked from crying and fighting and saying yes.
“Yeah,” he said softly. “Come here.”
So he did. He lined himself up and kissed Shane while he pushed in, slow enough that Shane had to breathe through the stretch and grip his shoulders harder than he meant to. Ilya always took his time with this part. Always watched his face. Always made sure the wanting stayed wanted.
“You okay?”
“Yes.”
“Tell me if…”
“I know. I’m okay. Keep going.”
Ilya did.
By the time he was fully inside him, Shane was shaking a little already. Not from pain. From the sheer intensity of it. From the whole night. From having him there again, on top of him, real and heavy and alive and newly his in a way that felt official now.
They stayed still for a second. Ilya’s forehead dropped against Shane’s shoulder.
“Fuck,” he whispered.
Shane laughed weakly, one hand sliding up the back of his neck. 
“Good?”
Ilya looked up at him. 
“You have no idea how much I love you.”
Then he started moving. Slow at first. Deep. Every thrust deliberate. Every return to the same angle enough to make Shane’s breath catch and his hands tighten and his legs shift around Ilya’s hips trying to pull him even closer.
“More,” Shane whispered after a minute.
That changed Ilya’s face. Not dramatically. Just enough that Shane knew he’d hit the right place, the place where Ilya wanted permission to stop being careful and start being a little meaner with it.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” Shane swallowed hard. “Please.”
That was all it took. Ilya kissed him once, hard, then set a faster pace. Not wild. Just harder. More direct. Enough to make the bed start knocking softly against the wall and Shane lose the ability to keep any control over the sounds coming out of him. Ilya’s hand slid between them and wrapped around his cock, stroking in time with every thrust, and that was when it all really went to hell.
“Jesus… fuck…”
“I know.” Ilya’s voice had gone low and rough again, the same one from earlier, but warmer now. Less feral. More focused. “I’ve got you.”
Shane’s head tipped back. 
“Again.”
“What?”
“You know what.”
“That is not helpful.”
“You know what I mean, Rozanov.”
Ilya smiled and kissed him, then said it anyway, right into his mouth.
“My fiancé.”
That was enough to make Shane actually moan. Ilya made a wrecked, satisfied sound at that and kept going, hand tight on Shane’s cock now, pace rough enough that Shane could barely stay coherent around it. The whole room had narrowed to heat and movement and the ring flashing every time Ilya braced one hand beside his head.
“Look at me,” Ilya said.
Shane forced his eyes open. That made it worse. Ilya above him, flushed, mouth open slightly, beautiful in that completely unfair way he had even bruised and tired, moving like this, ring on his hand, looking right at him like Shane was the center of everything important in the room.
“Fuck,” Shane said helplessly.
“Yeah.”
“You’re such an asshole.”
“Yes.” A hard thrust. “And you love me.”
Another one. Another stroke.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Shane came first, hard enough that his whole body locked up around it. Ilya talked him through it in the low wrecked voice Shane loved most, filthy and tender at the same time, not stopping until Shane was shaking under him and making those broken little sounds he only made when it was too much in the best possible way.
Ilya followed not long after. Shane could tell the second it was close, the change in his breathing, the way his hips lost that last clean precision and got rougher, more desperate, how his forehead dropped to Shane’s shoulder again while he held on.
“Shane…”
“I know. Come for me, baby.”
That did it. He came with a low groan against Shane’s throat, still moving through it just enough to make Shane oversensitive and half-laugh, half-curse at the same time.
Afterward, they stayed exactly where they landed for a while. Ilya half on top of him. Shane still spread under him, one hand lazy in his hair, both of them breathing hard and not remotely ready to move.
Eventually Ilya shifted just enough to kiss his chest once, then his throat, then his mouth.
“You okay?”
Shane smiled, wrecked and boneless. 
“Yeah.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.” A pause. “Very.”
That got a tiny smile out of him. 
They cleaned up slowly, badly, with all the laziness of two people too happy and too tired to care much about sheets until tomorrow. Lucky, from the hall, made one sleepy annoyed sound when the bathroom light went on and then immediately went back to sleep. By the time they got back into bed properly, they were both loose with exhaustion. Shane ended up on his side, naked under the blanket, with Ilya half wrapped around him from behind, one arm over his waist and one leg tangled with both of his. Warm. Heavy. Perfect.
For a while they just lay there. Then Ilya said into the back of his neck, 
“We need to talk about the wedding.”
Shane laughed softly. 
“Do we?”
“Yes.”
“Right now?”
“Yes.”
“Immediately after fucking me into the mattress?”
“That seems like exactly the correct time.”
Shane turned his head a little, smiling into the pillow. 
“Okay. Talk.”
Ilya kissed the side of his shoulder, then his ringed hand moved over Shane’s stomach once before settling there.
“Small.”
“Wedding?”
“Yes.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “I think so too.”
“Not tiny.”
“No.”
“I want people there.”
“Me too.”
“Your parents.”
“Obviously.”
“I think Kenny will cry.”
Shane actually laughed out loud at that. 
“He absolutely will.”
“He’ll deny it.”
“He’ll say he got something in his eye.”
“Champagne. Dust. Masculinity.”
“Right.”
Ilya’s mouth moved against his shoulder in what was definitely a smile. Then he got quieter.
“Do you think the coach has to be invited?”
Shane turned enough to look at him over his shoulder. 
“Has to be?”
Ilya looked a bit offended. 
“He was weirdly paternal after all this.”
“That is true.”
“And if we don’t invite him he’ll pretend not to care and then become impossible.”
“That is also true.”
“Fine.” Ilya sighed dramatically into his skin. “Coach can come.”
“Very generous of you.”
“You may thank me later.”
Shane settled back again, warm and limp with satisfaction and the strange bright hum of being engaged still running under everything.
“What about vows?”
That made Ilya go still for a second.
“What about them?”
“I want them.”
A pause. Then, quietly, 
“Me too.”
Shane smiled. 
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” Another pause. “You’re going to write unbearable vows.”
“I am.”
“And I’m going to hate you for it.”
“You’ll love me for it.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “That’s the problem.”
Shane laughed under his breath. Then it softened again.
“What if I cry?” Shane asked.
“You will.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.” A kiss to his shoulder. “You cried tonight.”
“I did not cry. I got emotional.”
“That is crying with Canadian branding.”
“That’s rude.”
“It’s accurate.”
Shane turned a little more and kissed him properly to shut him up. Ilya kissed him back lazily, still smiling. When they settled again, it was a little quieter. Not sad. Just deeper.
“I hate,” Ilya said after a while, voice low against the dark, “that she’s still there and we’re here talking about weddings.”
Shane’s hand found his over his stomach immediately. “I know.”
“I don’t feel guilty exactly.” He let out a breath. “Not only guilty. That’s the problem.”
“That you’re happy.”
“Yes.”
Shane was quiet for a second.
“You’re allowed.”
Ilya laughed once under his breath. 
“You always say that like it solves anything.”
“No. But I still mean it.”
A longer silence.
“I want both,” Ilya admitted.
“I know.”
“I want her to be okay. And I want this. And I want the wedding and the apartment and the dog and…” His arm tightened slightly around Shane. “And I want to be stupidly happy with you. I don’t know how to make those things sit together.”
“You don’t make them sit nicely,” Shane said softly. “They just sit together anyway.”
Ilya was quiet for a while after that. Then he murmured, 
“That’s very annoying. You sounded wise just now.”
“I’m full of surprises.”
“You’re full of weird little speeches.”
“That too.”
That got a real laugh out of him, small and warm against Shane’s skin. After that, they drifted back toward lighter things. Honeymoon.
“Warm,” Shane said immediately.
“Remote,” Ilya countered.
“Warm and remote.”
“Big bed.”
“That’s a given.”
“No,” Ilya said, serious now. “I want it stated clearly. Huge bed.”
Shane grinned into the dark. 
“Okay. Huge bed.”
“And no hockey people.”
“Obviously.”
“No one from the league.”
“Jesus.”
“No accidental team retreat nearby.”
“That would be my personal hell.”
“It would be Kenny’s dream.”
Shane actually laughed hard enough that Lucky made a small sleepy sound from the hall again.
“Sorry,” Shane whispered automatically toward the dog.
Ilya snorted. 
“We are literally apologizing to the dog in our own bed.”
“Yes.”
“Very dignified.”
“Deeply.”
He kissed the back of Shane’s neck once, slow and absent. Then, quieter, 
“I still can’t believe I’m your fiancé.”
That one got Shane right in the chest. He turned enough to take Ilya’s left hand and bring it up between them, fingers brushing over the ring in the dark.
“You are.”
Ilya looked at it even though there was barely enough light to see more than the shape.
“It’s perfect,” he murmured again.
“I’m glad.”
“You did really well.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m still going to hold this over you forever.”
“How?”
“You’re the first one who got to propose.”
Shane smiled. 
“You can do the next one.”
That made Ilya laugh into the pillow. 
“That is not how marriage works.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Then I guess we’re stuck with this one.”
Ilya shifted closer, pressing himself along Shane’s back fully now, warm and heavy and content in a way that made Shane’s whole body feel safe.
“Good,” he said softly. “I liked this one.”
Shane closed his eyes and let himself just feel that for a second. The bed. The heat. The ring on his hand. Lucky somewhere nearby. The man behind him who had said yes and now sounded a little wrecked every time he said fiancé like he still couldn’t believe he got to keep it. After a while Shane whispered, 
“Goodnight, fiancé.”
Ilya made a pleased little sound that was almost embarrassing in its softness. Then he answered, just as quietly, 
“Goodnight.” A pause. Then, dry again at the last possible second, “Do not become even more unbearable before morning.”
Shane smiled into the pillow. 
“No promises.”
“Of course not.”
And there, with Ilya naked and warm around him and the whole future suddenly real enough to touch, Shane finally let himself drift.
***
He woke up hours later to Ilya’s voice. Not soft. Not half-asleep. Not the low warm voice from the night before, from the bed, from the dark, from the ring and skin and laughter and all the insane sweetness of finally being engaged.
This voice was sharp. Controlled in the way that meant control was being used as a weapon. For one disoriented second Shane lay there with his face half buried in the pillow and did not understand why his chest had already gone tight before he was even fully awake. The bedroom was grey-blue with early light. The blankets were twisted around his legs. One side of the bed was empty and cooling. The ring box still sat open on the nightstand where it had ended up after too much kissing and too much happiness and the kind of exhausted joy that had made both of them careless with everything except each other.
Then the rest of him caught up. The game. The fight. The corridor. The media. Ilya saying it. The kiss. The middle finger. The whole world watching.
Shane sat up too fast. Lucky, curled in a furry heap near the end of the bed, lifted his head and blinked at him with immediate sleepy concern, one blue eye and one amber eye barely open. He made a soft huff, like even he understood the morning had started wrong.
Ilya was in the living room, pacing. Phone pressed to his ear. Shane could hear every other sentence clearly from the bedroom doorway even before he reached it.
“No,” Ilya said. “No, that is not what happened. That is what they decided happened because apparently none of them can hear full sentences.”
A pause. Then, flatter and colder, 
“I don’t care what the clip is being called.”
Shane stopped at the edge of the living room. The apartment looked wrong in daylight. Not physically. It was all still there, the half-drunk glasses of water from the night before, Lucky’s leash on the chair, the board game pieces swept half into one corner because nobody had finished packing them up a few nights back. The whole domestic shape of their life still existed exactly where it had gone to sleep.
But it was all under siege now. The TV was on and muted. That was what really did it. On the screen, over and over again in glossy sports-broadcast cruelty, the same few seconds were replaying:  Ilya turning in the corridor.  That look on his face.  His hand in Shane’s jersey. The kiss. Then the caption underneath.  Then panel faces talking animatedly in silence.  Then another cut. Then the confession again in subtitles: I’M BISEXUAL. I’M IN LOVE WITH HIM.
Even with the sound off, it felt violent. Shane’s blood ran cold. Ilya saw him then. Just for a second, just a flick of his eyes as he turned at the end of the pacing path, and the look on his face was enough to make Shane feel worse immediately. He looked exhausted already. Not from sleep exactly, though neither of them had gotten much by the end of the night, but from impact. From waking up and finding the whole world already in the room ahead of him. He was barefoot.  Still in sleep pants.  One of Shane’s old t-shirts stretched over his shoulders. The bruising along his jaw had gone darker. The ring was on his hand.
Shane clocked all of it in one impossible sweep. Then Ilya turned away from the TV, from the room, from the expression on Shane’s face, and kept pacing.
“No,” he said into the phone. “No, listen to me. I am not apologizing for being bisexual. I am not apologizing for loving him. If someone in the league wants to call that ‘a distraction,’ they can choke on it.”
Agent. Had to be. Shane moved farther into the room, slower now, because the force in Ilya’s voice made it feel like stepping into weather. He didn’t interrupt. Just stood there in the middle of the apartment they had built together in a week of boxes and soup and sex and a rescued dog and a proposal, and watched the whole morning become real.
Lucky hopped off the bed and padded into the room too, drawn by the same instinctive sense of wrongness. He stopped by Shane’s leg first, then moved toward Ilya and leaned against his shin as he passed.
Ilya put one hand briefly on the dog’s head without even looking down.
“No,” he said again. “You don’t get to say ‘this could have been handled more elegantly’ as if elegance was the problem.”
He stopped pacing for a second, listening. His expression changed. Not because the agent had said something reassuring. Clearly not.  Because they had said something worse. The hand not holding the phone scrubbed once hard over his mouth.
“I know sponsors are calling.”
That made Shane’s whole stomach clench. He looked at the TV again. Now they had moved on to one of those grim little split screens, one replay of the kiss, one commentator talking with too much gravity, one chyron underneath trying to make this all look like some kind of serious cultural event while still eating it alive for ratings.
HOCKEY STARS’ SIDELINE SHOCK. ROMANCE REVEALED IN POST-FIGHT KISS. WHAT THIS MEANS FOR THE TEAM?
Shane wanted to smash the screen.
Lucky, sensing the energy in the room escalating, moved back toward Shane and then changed his mind and returned to Ilya again, as if unable to choose which one of them needed more support first.
Ilya started pacing again.
“No. Absolutely not. I’m not doing a morning show. Are you insane?”
He listened. His jaw tightened.  Shane watched the muscle there jump once under the bruise.
“You can tell them no.”
Another pause. Then, with sharp contempt: 
“No, I do not care that they think there’s an opportunity here.”
Shane finally moved. He crossed the room and shut the TV off. It got better, for one second. Worse, for another, because now the apartment held only Ilya’s voice and the sound of his own pulse.
Ilya looked at him again. Just briefly. Enough for Shane to see what was under the anger now. Not panic.  Not exactly. But something close to being hit over and over again by the scale of it. The waking-up-inside-it feeling. The brutal realization that the thing they had done in one corridor in one terrible beautiful impulsive moment had now become public property.
He went back to the call.
“No,” he said. “No, if PR wants a quote, they can draft one and email it and I’ll decide whether I hate it enough to refuse.”
A beat. Then his mouth twisted with bitter amusement. 
“Yes. You should assume I will hate it.”
That nearly made Shane laugh. Nearly. Instead he came up beside him and touched the small of his back once. Still, he didn’t stop pacing.
He turned at the end of the rug. Came back. Turned again.
“Do not say ‘image management’ to me one more time,” he said into the phone. “I’m serious.”
There was a pause after that, and Shane could almost hear the agent talking too fast on the other end, trying to walk the line between loyalty and industry panic. Then Ilya said, low and terrible,
“No, the image is already managed. They wanted a closeted version of me until it got inconvenient. They don’t get to act shocked now because they lost it.”
The line went quiet. Shane’s heart was pounding. He wanted to do something. Anything. Take the phone. Call Coach. Call the league himself and tell them all to go fuck themselves in a more polite corporate accent. Make coffee. Hold him. Get him back in bed. Protect him from the world and from himself and from everything.
Instead he stayed where he was and let his hand remain against his back while the call kept going, because sometimes being there was the only actual useful thing left. Ilya finally stopped pacing long enough to stand by the window. Lucky sat directly on one of his feet. He listened for another long minute, face gone very still. Then he said, much quieter now, which somehow made it worse, 
“I know it’s everywhere.”
That was the sentence that gutted Shane more than all the fury had.
Because yes. That was the center of it. It’s everywhere. Not just on the TV.  Not just the sports channels. Not just online. Everywhere. The kiss. The words. Them.
And this should have been a morning where Shane woke up with his fiancé in his arms and kissed the ring on his hand and maybe made stupid coffee and talked about nothing while the future sat bright and private between them.
Instead, the future had arrived with microphones.
Ilya stood there in the window light, ring visible on his left hand, phone to his ear, and said, 
“No. I understand exactly how bad it is.” A pause. Then, with a contempt that was almost elegant, “What I don’t understand is why everyone around me seems surprised that I still don’t regret it.”
That made Shane close his eyes for one second.
The agent must have said something then about statements or damage or reaction, because Ilya gave a short ugly laugh.
“No, actually, I don’t think ‘we appreciate the support of fans at this time’ captures my mood.”
Shane did laugh then. A single involuntary breath. It made Ilya glance at him again, and this time the look held for a second longer. Tired. Angry. And under it, very slightly, relieved that Shane was here to hear him say things like that and understand that humor was not wellness but was at least one sign of his brain still fighting for itself.
Then he looked away and said into the phone, 
“Call me back when you have something useful.”
Then he punched the end button so hard with his finger Shane worried his phone would splinter. It didn’t.
Ilya stood in the middle of the living room with the phone still in his hand, breathing through his nose, jaw set hard enough that Shane could see the muscle jumping there. The TV was black now, but the apartment still felt full of it anyway, the replay, the subtitles, the kiss, the endless ugly certainty that somewhere out there strangers were slowing their faces down frame by frame and calling it analysis. For one second Shane thought the call had taken the last of the heat out of him.
Then Ilya looked up and there it was again. Not the exact same feral voltage from the corridor, maybe. That had been all blade and impact and public detonation. This was more focused. Colder. Meaner in a way Shane knew very well by now: not out of control, but fully choosing it. Like a man who had decided if the world wanted spectacle, it was going to choke on his version of it.
Shane was still standing close, one hand half lifted from where he’d been touching the side of his back. Ilya looked at him, at the room, at the dead TV, at the phone on the table, and something sharpened all the way into place. Then he said, low and deliberate, 
“Come here, Hollander.”
The tone of it made Shane’s stomach drop and heat at the same time.
“What?”
“Come here.”
No explanation. No softening. Just that. Shane took a step closer. Ilya caught his wrist, pulled him the rest of the way in, and then looked down at his own left hand. The ring caught the morning light from the window once, dark stone flashing and then going deep again.
When he looked back up, there was the smallest, most dangerous smile at one corner of his mouth.
“Oh no,” Shane said, because he knew that look.
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“You’re doing something evil.”
“I’m doing something honest.”
“That is often the same thing with you.”
Ilya ignored that with complete dignity. He picked his phone back up from the table, swiped through it with fast efficient movements, then opened Instagram like a man chambering a weapon.
Shane stared. 
“Absolutely not.”
Ilya looked at him. 
“You proposed to me last night.”
“Yes.”
“In our bedroom.”
“Yes.”
“After the world exploded.”
“Yes.”
Ilya’s smile widened by half a degree. 
“Then I think we should update the public record.”
Shane actually laughed once in disbelief. 
“The public record?”
“Yes.”
“You sound like a mob lawyer.”
“I sound like someone who refuses to let anonymous men with stupid sports podcasts control my narrative.”
That was, infuriatingly, fair.
“What are you doing?”
“A photo.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No, I look like I woke up in a war zone.”
“You look hot.”
“That’s not helping.”
“It is helping me.”
He stepped closer again until they were nearly chest to chest. Shane could smell his skin, his shampoo and under all of it the same dangerous bright energy that had survived the night intact.
Ilya held the phone up in one hand and then, with the other, grabbed Shane by the jaw and turned his face toward him.
“Stand still.”
“Bossy.”
“Yes.”
Shane looked at the screen.
Ilya looked devastating. Bruised jaw. Tired eyes. Hair still a mess. Ring hand up front and obvious. Beautiful in that hard reckless way that made Shane’s chest hurt.
And beside him, Shane, sleep-creased, bare-armed, still in the old t-shirt he’d gone to bed in, already looking at Ilya like there was no camera in the world capable of making him pretend otherwise.
“Oh my God,” Shane muttered.
“I know,” Ilya said. “Perfect.”
Then he took the photo. One. Then another. In the second one, Shane had turned his face slightly toward him without thinking and Ilya’s mouth had gone softer for just that split second.
Ilya looked through them and picked that one immediately.
“Absolutely not that one.”
“Why?”
“Because I look so in love it’s stupid.”
Ilya finally looked up from the screen and just stared at him for one wonderful second. 
“Yes.”
The one word landed so hard Shane stopped arguing. Ilya sat down on the couch, phone already in his hand again, and started typing. Shane stood over him. 
“What are you writing?”
“Caption.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Let me see it before you post.”
“No.”
“Illy.”
He typed a little more. Fast. Certain. No hesitation. Which meant it was going to be a problem. Shane leaned down, trying to angle himself enough to read it. Ilya immediately turned the screen away. Shane groaned.
“You are being suspicious.”
“I’m being concise.”
“You’re being a bitch.”
Ilya looked up at him with open affection and no apology whatsoever. 
“And yet you proposed.”
That shut him up for exactly three seconds.
“If you put anything insane…”
Ilya finished typing, looked over it once, made one tiny edit, and then finally handed him the phone.
“Read.”
Shane took it. The photo was worse than he’d thought in the best possible way. It looked raw and intimate and undeniable. Ilya’s ring hand was right there. Shane’s face was turned toward him. The bruises were visible. The apartment behind them looked lived in. Nothing polished. Nothing staged. Just them.
And the caption. For a second Shane just stared. Then he read it again. Then once more, slower. It was exactly Ilya:  sharp, romantic, unapologetic, filthy at the edge.
He proposed. I said yes. I’m bisexual. I’m in love with him. I’m not hiding either of those things for anyone.  If yesterday offended you, today can be worse. He put this ring on my hand after the longest, strangest, most beautiful night of my life, and I’m going to marry him.
Keep sucking, haters. I’m about to cum.
Shane looked up so fast he nearly got whiplash.
“Absolutely the fuck not.”
Ilya’s eyes were bright with it now, amused and vicious and still not remotely sorry. 
“Why?”
“Why?” Shane repeated. “The last line?”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Counterpoint: yes.”
“You cannot post ‘I’m about to cum’ to Instagram at nine in the morning after a media disaster.”
“Why not?”
Shane actually laughed because there was no surviving him seriously. 
“Because we are trying not to die and PR might kill us.”
Ilya held out his hand for the phone again. 
“No, you are trying not to die. I am trying to become unforgettable.”
“That already happened yesterday.”
“Good. Then this is sequel.”
Shane looked back at the caption. Part of him loved it. Not the chaos. Or not only the chaos. The pure vicious devotion of it. The way it took the whole ugly public spectacle and answered it not with shame or caution but with more truth and more ownership and one filthy little grin of a line at the end like he refused to let anyone mistake him for humbled.
Shane handed the phone back slowly.
“You are a terrible person.”
Ilya looked almost pleased. 
“And yet...”
“And yet I’m going to marry you, yes, I know.”
“Yes.”
Shane stood there for another second, then dropped onto the couch beside him and leaned in.
“If you do this,” he said, lower now, “there is no taking it back.”
Ilya turned his head and looked at him fully. The smile faded a little.
“I know.”
And there it was again, that thing Shane could never resist. The fact that underneath the nastiness, the bite, the deliberate escalation, there was no confusion in him. No flailing. Just choice.
“You sure?”
“Yes. I’m not giving them one more second where they think they get to decide whether this is ugly.”
Shane looked at the ring on his hand. At the bruised jaw. At the phone. At the man beside him who had apparently decided the morning after the public catastrophe was the correct time to post an engagement hard launch so feral it might actually set the internet on fire a second time. Then he smiled despite himself.
“You’re completely insane.”
“I know.”
He leaned in and kissed him. Quick. Hard. Enough that when he pulled back, Ilya’s mouth was already a little redder.
“Do it, then.”
That made his whole face light with dangerous delight.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” Shane took the phone out of his hand one more time before he could hit post and added, “But I have one condition.”
“What?”
He tilted the camera up, turned it toward both of them again, and before Ilya could ask, kissed him full on the mouth. Then he snapped the photo while they were still close, ring visible, mouths swollen, both of them looking absolutely ruined and in love and not remotely interested in pretending otherwise.
When he pulled back, Ilya stared at him.
“That one.”
A beat. Then Ilya actually laughed. 
“You’re getting meaner, Hollander.”
“You’re contagious, Rozanov.”
“Hot.”
“Shut up.”
He swapped the photo, kept the caption, and handed the phone back. Ilya read the new version once and then looked at Shane with something bright and almost grateful hidden under all the bite.
“Perfect,” he said.
Then, without any more ceremony, he hit post. The silence after the click was absurdly small. Then both their phones started going off almost immediately. Not one notification.  A flood. Vibration after vibration after vibration, the sound filling the living room like a small electronic hailstorm.
Shane groaned. 
“Jesus Christ.”
Ilya looked at his phone, then set it calmly face down on the coffee table like he had just detonated something and was now refusing responsibility for the blast radius.
Lucky, who had been watching this whole scene from the rug with grave suspicion, lifted his head at the new wave of sounds and thumped his tail once.
Shane looked from the phones to the dead TV to the man beside him.
“Now what?”
Ilya leaned back into the couch, put one arm over the back of it behind Shane, and looked almost unbearably pleased with himself.
“Now,” he said, “we make coffee and let the world suffer.”
And because there was really no other possible response left, Shane laughed, leaned into him, and let the havoc begin.
***
The havoc did, in fact, begin. Almost immediately. The phones did not stop vibrating. Not for coffee. Not for ten minutes. Not while Shane stood in the kitchen in his boxers and clean t-shirt, making coffee with one hand and holding the edge of the counter with the other because his whole body had become too restless to trust with glass and hot liquids. Not while Lucky sat directly in the middle of the kitchen floor like an omen and looked from one of them to the other every time a new burst of notifications hit the room.
It was absurd. Texts. Missed calls. Mentions. Tags. Messages from numbers Shane didn’t have saved. Messages from people he hadn’t spoken to in years. Messages from sports media. Messages from people who meant well and people who didn’t and people who clearly could not tell the difference.
The post had done exactly what Ilya wanted it to do.It had blown a second hole in the morning. It was not a controlled statement massaged into digestibility. It was a knife.
An engagement hard-launch with a caption nasty enough to make people choke on their coffee and romantic enough to make the whole thing impossible to frame as scandal without looking grotesque.
And Ilya did not care. That was the thing that fascinated and unnerved Shane most in equal measure. He had seen him wounded. He had seen him angry. He had seen him feral and cornered and devastatingly sharp when he felt trapped.
This was different. This was Ilya on the other side of some private threshold, one Shane was only just beginning to understand. Not calm. Not healed. But past it. Past the instinct to soften himself for people who wanted to consume him anyway. Past politeness. Past strategic modesty. Past the point where being misunderstood by strangers still felt more dangerous than simply telling the truth and letting it stand there like a lit match.
He was in sweatpants and barefoot, leaning against the kitchen counter with coffee in one hand and his phone face-down beside him like a dead thing, and he looked more like himself than Shane had ever seen him. Just fully, viciously himself.
“You’re looking at me like I’ve become nuclear,” he said, without lifting his eyes from Lucky, who was now trying to nose open the bag of kibble with deep criminal intent.
Shane put his mug on the table. 
“You did become nuclear.”
“Yes.”
“You hard-launched our engagement with a line about cumming.”
Ilya looked up at that, one eyebrow lifting. 
“And?”
“And nothing. I’m just trying to grasp the scale of your derangement.”
A tiny, dangerous smile. 
“I think you’re adapting very well.”
Shane laughed despite himself. The coffee helped. A little. Not enough to make the day normal. Nothing could do that now. But enough to make the apartment feel less like a bunker and more like a place where two people and their dog still technically lived. Morning light on the floor. Lucky pacing between the table and the couch like he was convinced something important was happening and snacks must therefore be nearby. The ring on Ilya’s hand every time he lifted his mug. The fresh bruise along his jaw. The whole ugly beautiful mess of their life sitting right there in one room.
The post kept detonating in the background. At one point Shane checked his phone and immediately regretted it. He had over a thousand notifications. Half the sports world was in some state of collapse or celebration. Every account with a profile picture with a microphone had decided to invent a thread. There were fan edits already, which Shane found frankly psychotic given that the original event had happened less than twelve hours ago. There were think pieces forming in real time. There were people being normal. There were people being disgusting. There were people being weirdly emotional. There were people posting the corridor kiss in slow motion like they were making a music video.
He locked the phone and set it face down again.
“Nope,” he said.
Ilya took a sip of coffee. 
“Weak.”
“No, sane.”
“Debatable.”
Shane looked at him over the rim of his mug. 
“Do you regret the post?”
“No.”
“Any part of it?”
“No.” A pause. Then, with exquisite seriousness: “The caption maybe could have been filthier.”
That made Shane choke on his coffee. Lucky, thrilled by the sudden noise, barked once and trotted over as if to ask whether the crisis had finally become edible.
“You are impossible,” Shane said, coughing and laughing.
“Yes.” Ilya set his mug down and looked at him with that same bright, merciless calm he’d had since the post went live. “And I’m done.”
Shane’s smile faded a little.
“Done with what?”
The answer came instantly.
“Hiding. Apologizing. Trying to make idiots comfortable. Being polite to people who want me sliced into little marketable pieces.” He leaned one hip against the table and looked around the apartment as if even the room itself was part of the thought. “Fuck this shit. I’m past all of it.”
Shane stared at him for a second. There was a freedom in him now that looked almost like danger because it had come so directly out of pain. A freedom with teeth. And then, because apparently no insane threshold was too high to cross two at a time with him, Ilya said, 
“We should invite everyone for dinner.”
Shane blinked. 
“What?”
Ilya picked his coffee back up. 
“The team. Coach. Your parents.”
The silence in the kitchen was immediate and total. Even Lucky stopped moving for a second and looked up like he too wanted to hear Shane answer this madness correctly.
“What?”
Ilya took a calm sip of coffee and shrugged. 
“Since everything is on fire anyway.”
Shane stared at him. 
“You want to host a dinner party.”
“Yes.”
“Tonight.”
“Yes.”
“For the team. And Coach. And my parents.”
“Yes.”
Lucky yipped. Shane put his mug down very carefully. 
“You have lost your entire mind.”
“No.” A pause. “I have decided to stop waiting for things to become perfect before making them real.”
That was a line. A horrible, beautiful, deeply Ilya line. Shane felt it hit him low in the chest. Still, he asked. 
“Dinner?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
At that, Ilya’s expression softened just a little. Not much. Enough.
“Because,” he said, “they were there for the public catastrophe. The least we can do is let them have the private one too.”
Shane actually laughed. 
“That is not a reason, Ilya.”
“It is to me.”
“No, I mean…” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “What are you trying to do?”
Ilya looked down at the ring. Then up again.
“We got engaged,” he said simply. “And now half the world knows we’re together in the messiest possible way. Fine. Good. Whatever. But I don’t want…” He stopped, searching. “I don’t want this to become one more thing that was dragged into the light before we got to have it ourselves.”
That shut Shane up. Because suddenly the dinner made perfect sense. A reclaiming. If the world was going to make a meal of them anyway, then the people who mattered got to sit at their actual table first. Got to hear it from them too, not just from the media. Got to be in the room where the engagement became family before it became content.
And the sheer insanity of it was, in fact, part of the charm.
“Also,” Ilya added, with a smaller, more private kind of smile now, “I would like to watch Kenny process that you got to me before he could propose on your behalf by force.”
That made Shane laugh again, helplessly in love with the man standing in his kitchen. 
“Okay, that’s valid.”
“Yes.”
“You’re serious?”
“Yes.”
“You want the room full of people in our apartment tonight?”
“Yes. AndI am beginning to feel disrespected by how many times you ask the same question.”
Shane walked around the table and stopped right in front of him.
“You are brutal.”
“You proposed anyway. No returns.”
“Yeah.”
“Yes.” Ilya set the mug down and slid one hand around the back of Shane’s neck. “So?”
Shane looked at him for a second too long and then kissed him. What else was left to do when your feral, exhausted, publicly out fiancé decided the answer to the media apocalypse was apparently hosting dinner for everyone you loved?
When they broke apart, he said, against Ilya’s mouth, 
“This is a nightmare.”
“It’s a dinner.”
“For like twenty people?”
“We have chairs.”
“No, we don’t have enough chairs.”
“Your mother exists.”
That was also fair. Shane laughed into his neck and then pulled back. 
“Okay. Fine.”
The speed with which Ilya’s face lit, not in a boyish way, not exactly, but in that rare sharp delighted way he got when someone agreed to his kind of madness, made Shane feel instantly doomed and absurdly in love.
“You’ll do it?”
“You made one good point and two manipulative ones.”
“Excellent. I’m improving.”
“You are not.”
Still, he was already reaching for his phone. What followed was exactly the kind of mess both of them probably deserved. First: the texts. Shane texted his parents separately while Ilya, after looking at his own phone like it might still bite him, finally typed into the team chat with all the formality of a mob threat:
dinner tonight. our place. 7. you come, you behave. coach too if he’s brave enough.
That was it. Nothing about the engagement. Nothing about the actual reason. Just enough mystery to guarantee full attendance.
The responses came fast.
Kenny:
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN
I KNOW WHAT IT MEANS
I’M COMING IN A SUIT, SLUTS
G:
If this is another emotional emergency I’m bringing more beer
Noah:
We’ll be there.
Do you need food or chairs? Probably both.
One of the younger guys:
DO I BRING LUCKY A GIFT
Shane’s parents answered more gently, of course.
Yuna:
Of course. Should I bring food?
Is this a dinner or an event?
David:
We’ll be there. I’m assuming I should come prepared to act normal and fail.
Shane showed that one to Ilya, who made a soft private laugh and said, 
“I like your father more every week.”
Then there was the issue of actual dinner. Because of course neither of them had thought that far. They stood in the kitchen with the fridge open and both immediately saw the same truth:
they were not feeding this many people from what was currently in the apartment unless the plan was to offer beer, mustard, and dog kibble as a tasting menu.
“This is fine,” Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. 
“You are psychotic.”
“We order.”
“We order a feast.”
“Yes.”
“We don’t own enough plates.”
“Your mother exists,” he repeated, now clearly weaponizing that fact.
“Stop saying that like she’s a magical kitchen witch we can summon.”
Ilya raised one eyebrow. 
“She is a little.”
By six-thirty, the apartment looked like a domestic war zone in the best possible way.
Takeout containers stacked by the trashcan. Extra chairs dragged in from somewhere. Yuna had, in fact, arrived fifteen minutes early with enough food to save a small village and absolutely no patience for either of them pretending this was “just dinner.” David had brought wine and two folding chairs from their own garage, which Shane found so mortifyingly sweet he had to look away for a second. Lucky had been brushed again and was wearing the expression of a creature who knew company meant dropped food and therefore approved of all major life decisions.
By the time the first knock came, the apartment looked like it had tried and failed to become presentable. Not because they hadn’t worked at it. They had. Shane had cleared the coffee table twice. Ilya had arranged bottles and glasses with the grim focus of a man trying to impose structure on a day that fundamentally refused it. Yuna had taken one look at the kitchen, and wordlessly reorganized half of it with terrifying maternal efficiency that made resistance feel unserious.
Still, the place was too full of life to look neat. Lucky’s bowls by the kitchen wall. Extra chairs dragged in from every possible corner. Takeout beside homemade food because of course Yuna had not trusted “we’re ordering a few things” as a complete plan. Two wine bottles opened already because David had announced, in the gentle grave voice of a man preparing for impact, that “this evening may require alcohol.”
And in the middle of all of it, Shane and Ilya. Still both carrying the day in their bodies Still both bruised from it in different ways.  Shane from worry, adrenaline, the game, the media.  Ilya from all of that, plus Russia still under the skin and the long ugly ache of Alina and Alexei and then the fight and then the corridor and then the fact that the internet was now chewing on his life in real time.
And yet, somehow, also engaged. Miraculously. The ring was on his hand. The fact of it still flashed in Shane’s chest every time he looked over and saw it.
“Are we insane?” Shane asked for maybe the seventh time that hour as he stood in the kitchen holding a stack of mismatched plates.
Yuna, cutting bread at the counter like she owned the place, said calmly, 
“Yes.”
David, opening another folding chair with solemn concentration, added, 
“But not uniquely.”
Ilya, standing at the sink and looking far too composed for a man who had detonated his life twice in twenty-four hours, said, 
“Excellent. Then all is settled.”
Shane looked at him over the plates. 
“You’re enjoying this too much.”
Ilya turned, drying his hands on a kitchen towel, and the faint smile at the edge of his mouth was all blade and satisfaction.
“I’m enjoying not apologizing,” he said.
That landed. Shane’s chest tightened with love and worry both, because he could see it all over him now. The hard bright refusal. The place beyond fear. Not that he was unwounded. More that the wound had gone so deep it had burned straight through to defiance.
Before Shane could answer, the knock came again, louder this time and immediately followed by Kenny’s voice through the door.
“If you’ve invited us into a trap, I want it noted that I still came because I’m brave.”
Ilya’s face changed instantly. Just a little. But enough. Some of the hardness eased out of it. Not gone. Softened around the edges. Shane loved him for that too, for the way the room already existed in his body as a kind of answer.
“Open it,” Yuna said to Shane, as if she were dispatching him into battle.
He did. And the whole evening came in at once. Kenny first, because Kenny entered all rooms like applause was expected. Beer in both hands, scarf half untied, looking openly around Shane’s apartment like a man inspecting the scene of a crime.
“Okay,” he said immediately, stepping inside and looking from Shane to Ilya to Lucky to Yuna to the spread of food on the counter. “This is either a celebration of we-all-know-what or a cult. I’m open to either.”
“Take your shoes off,” Yuna said without even looking up from the table.
Kenny stopped dead. Then, because Yuna apparently had that effect on men of all ages, he bent down and took his shoes off without another word. G came in behind him carrying another case of beer and one giant paper bag of takeout that smelled incredible and too salty, exactly the sort of food hockey players brought when they wanted comfort.
“Hey,” he said, and the single word held way more than that. He looked at Shane first, then Ilya, and his expression changed, softening in that big-brother way that always made his face look younger and kinder all at once. “How’re…”
He stopped himself mid-sentence and glanced at Kenny.
Kenny pointed at him. 
“No.”
“Right.” G nodded once and course-corrected. “You two look vaguely alive. Good enough.”
“That’s the spirit,” Noah said from behind him.
He came in carrying dessert and some kind of extra folding stool under one arm.
The rest followed in a rush after that.
Voices. Jackets. Too many bodies in the hallway at once.  One of the younger guys saying “Holy shit, your dog is bigger,” like Lucky had done it personally to impress him. Lucky, naturally, deciding this was his event and doing one full excited lap around all available legs.
Then Coach. The sight of him in normal clothes in Shane’s apartment was honestly alarming enough to quiet the room for one second.
He stood in the doorway with a bottle of wine in one hand and the expression of a man who had agreed to something against his better judgment and was now committed to pretending this had not become a deeply strange chapter in his career.
Yuna took one look at him and said, 
“You came?”
The coach, to his eternal credit, did not even blink.
“I was told there’d be food.”
“Smart man,” she said, and took the bottle from his hand like they had been hosting each other for years.
That was it. The room eased at once.  At first it was all wonderfully stupid. People standing with beers and plates while the actual reason for the dinner hovered huge and obvious over all of them, everyone waiting to see who would crack first and mention it directly. There was talking over each other. Kenny immediately trying to bribe Lucky with fries. G getting into a completely unnecessary argument with David about whether one of the chairs was actually safe. Noah quietly moving things around on the table so that everyone would fit without anyone having to admit the original setup had been delusional.
Shane watched it happen in real time and felt two things at once: gratitude so intense it almost hurt, and the bizarre, surreal disbelief that this was their life.
Because it was. This room. These people. His parents. His team. Coach in the corner pretending to hate everything while actually taking a second helping of Yuna’s food. Ilya by the table, still visibly worn out but more alive with every minute the apartment filled.
The first real crack in the evening came when Kenny, balancing a plate and beer with the kind of confidence only a man with no respect for physics could possess, looked at Ilya’s hand. Then looked again. Then looked up at Shane. The ring caught the kitchen light once.  The black stone flashed.  And Kenny made the kind of sound usually associated with witnessing holy apparitions or car accidents.
“So?”
Every head turned. Shane actually closed his eyes for one second because he knew immediately what had just happened. Kenny pointed one accusatory finger at Ilya.
“rozanov.”
Ilya, standing with a plate in one hand and every trace of dry dignity he possessed arranged carefully over his face, lifted one eyebrow. 
“What?”
Kenny took one step closer. Then another. Still pointing.
“We all saw the post and we are pretending we didn’t. Spill it.”
He looked at Shane. Then back at the ring. Then at both of them.
“Spill.”
G, because he was incapable of not being dragged into live emotional events, followed Kenny’s line of sight.
Noah set his fork down very, very carefully.
The coach looked up from his wine.
Yuna, who obviously already knew and had apparently decided to let this reveal happen naturally, just bit the inside of her cheek and looked suspiciously amused.
Shane laughed once, helplessly, because of course. Of course after the outing, the public statement, the corridor kiss, the internet explosion, the actual engagement would be discussed like this, under kitchen lighting, in front of lasagna and beer, because Kenny finally looked at someone’s hand properly.
And then all at once the room exploded.
The volume doubled.
“Tell us!”
 “Is it serious?”
 “Since when?”
 “Jesus Christ.”
 “Are you kidding us?”
 “Holy fuck, you got engaged!”
Lucky barked exactly once, like a tiny explosive punctuation mark. Ilya looked at Shane. Shane looked back.
That one look said everything: well, this is gone now too and yes and God, I love you.
Then Shane smiled because there was absolutely nothing else left to do and the room lost its mind.
“Last night,” Kenny said, answering his own question and sounding personally betrayed by the timeline. “It was last night, wasn’t it?”
Shane rubbed a hand over his mouth, laughing. 
“Yeah.”
“LAST NIGHT?”
G looked like the floor under him had developed independent thoughts. 
“After the game?”
Noah, eyes now on the ring with the stillness of a man rapidly revising his understanding of the previous twenty-four hours, said, 
“That’s aggressive.”
“That’s romantic,” one of the younger guys, Pete, said with complete sincerity.
“That’s psychotic,” Kenny corrected, clutching his own chest.
Coach leaned back slightly in his chair and looked at Shane with the face of a man discovering the size of the mess he had only partially been briefed on.
“You proposed,” he said.
It wasn’t really a question. Still, Shane answered.
“Yeah.”
Coach looked at Ilya’s hand again. Then at Shane. Then drank wine.
“Well,” he said finally. “That’s one way to follow up a media crisis.”
That made the whole room crack up. Even Ilya, who was now visibly red at the ears in a way Shane adored beyond reason, let out a breath of laughter and shook his head like this entire room was beneath him and somehow exactly where he wanted to be anyway.
Kenny was nowhere near done.
“Show me,” he demanded.
Ilya looked faintly offended. 
“Excuse me?”
“The ring,” Kenny said. “Show me the ring. You can’t just stand there all sinister and engaged and not show me the ring.”
“Actually,” Noah said, “he can. He’s been doing it for ten minutes and it’s very effective.”
Yuna, from the table, said gently, 
“Ilya, darling, let them see.”
The darling did something to him. Shane saw it. A tiny flicker in his face. The same one he always got when maternal softness landed exactly where he was least defended.
He hid it quickly. Or tried to. Then he held out his left hand. The room went still in a completely different way this time. Not chaos. Recognition. Because the ring was beautiful.
Not flashy. Not huge. Not trying too hard. Just exactly right. Silver, clean, dark stone sitting low and sharp and elegant against his skin. It looked like him so perfectly it almost made Shane emotional all over again.
“Oh,” Noah said quietly.
That one soft syllable said more than shouting would have. G stepped closer and looked at it with open admiration. 
“Jesus. That’s perfect.”
Kenny, for once, actually lost all irony. 
“That is… disgustingly good.”
David, who had already seen the ring but was clearly enjoying the second reveal almost as much as the first, looked at Ilya and said with complete sincerity, 
“It suits you.”
Ilya looked down at his hand. The look on his face in that second nearly broke Shane’s heart, because it was still astonished. Like every time he looked at it, some part of him was still catching up to the fact that this was his life now. This ring. This room. These people looking at him like joy made sense on him.
Kenny recovered first, of course.
“So,” he said. “We need the full story.”
“No,” Ilya said immediately.
“Yes,” said the entire room.
Shane laughed so hard he had to grab the back of a chair. 
“Absolutely not.”
G looked personally offended. 
“You got engaged in the middle of the most insane twenty-four hours of your lives and you think you’re withholding details?”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“You posted the ring on Instagram with a line about cumming,” Kenny said. “Privacy is no longer a credible position.”
That one got even Coach to look away for a second, because he was either trying not to laugh or trying to spare himself the visual of remembering the caption. Hard to tell.
Shane pointed at Ilya. 
“That was his decision.”
Kenny whipped around to Ilya. 
“I knew it!”
“Obviously,” Ilya said.
Yuna, half smiling and half emotional in that luminous way she got when she was trying to keep herself composed for the sake of everyone else, looked at Shane and said, 
“Did you make a speech?”
That set the room off again.
Kenny actually yelled, 
“There was a speech!”
Shane covered his face with one hand. 
“I hate all of you.”
“There was definitely a speech,” G said.
Noah, maddeningly calm, added, 
“The ring says there was a speech.”
Ilya took a sip of wine with all the dignity of someone unwilling to explicitly betray his fiancé and then failed entirely when the corner of his mouth gave him away.
Kenny saw it immediately.
“Oh my God,” he said. “There was an insane speech.”
“It was good,” Ilya said before he could stop himself.
The room exploded.
“HE ADMITTED IT.”
“No way.”
“How good?”
“Shane Hollander, romantic terrorist.”
Shane looked at Ilya in open betrayal. 
“Really?”
Ilya met his eyes over the rim of his glass, dry and entirely unrepentant. 
“It was objectively strong work.”
That nearly killed them. Yuna was now openly emotional, one hand over her heart, David looking at her with the expression of a man who had accepted years ago that his wife’s feelings were both entirely justified and unstoppable.
“Tell us nothing,” she said at once, which made everyone turn to her. “Leave some things for yourselves.”
The room softened around that. That was the right note. Not because people weren’t dying to know. They were. But because something in the air shifted and everyone understood, all at once, that beneath the humor and the yelling and the excitement, this was still theirs. Precious. Recent. Raw.
The coach, who had been watching the whole scene with one hand around his wineglass and the face of a man surprised to find himself moved, cleared his throat and said, 
“Congratulations.”
The room fell quiet again. He looked at Shane. Then at Ilya.
“You’ve both made my week substantially worse,” he said. “But congratulations.”
The laughter that broke after that was the warmest yet. Even Ilya laughed properly, head tipping down, shoulders loosening. Then G raised his beer.
“To the two least subtle assholes alive.”
“That is so rude,” Shane said.
“That’s basically your vows,” Kenny added.
Everyone lifted something, beer, wine, water, whatever they had, and the room filled with the clink of glasses and overlapping, deeply sincere congratulations all at once.
To them. To the ring. To surviving. To love. To the wedding. To whatever the hell came next.
Lucky, sensing a collective emotional swell, barked again and ran one triumphant circle around the table.
“To Lucky,” one of the younger guys shouted.
And somehow that made it better rather than worse. They ate after that. Really ate. The room loosened again around the table. Questions kept coming, but gentler now. Less interrogation, more family nosiness.
“Small wedding or huge?”


“Small,” Shane said.


“Large by my standards,” Ilya corrected, and the room immediately became obsessed with unpacking what that meant.
“Who’s invited?”
 Kenny put a hand to his chest. 
“Me, obviously.”
 “Unfortunately.”
 “Wow.”
“Is Lucky ring bearer?”
 “No.”
“Yes.”
Absolutely not, from Shane. Absolutely yes, from three people at once.
At one point G asked, more softly, 
“You guys okay, though? Under all this.”
That quieted the room just enough. Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya looked back. And because after today there was no point lying well, Shane said, 
“Not really.”
Ilya nodded. 
“But this is helping.”
The honesty of it landed hard. So hard, in fact, that Yuna actually reached over from her side of the table and covered Ilya’s wrist for one second with her hand.
“We’re glad you’re here,” she said simply.
No one made a joke after that. Not for a few beats. Because there it was again, the center of all of it. Not just the scandal, not just the engagement, not just the public mess. Him here. With them. At this table. Wanted.
David cleared his throat then and, in a move that nearly undid Shane for good, raised his glass again just slightly and said, 
“To family.”
This time nobody shouted. Nobody joked first. They all just drank. And Shane sat there with the ring on Ilya’s hand catching the kitchen light and the whole room warm and noisy and imperfect around them and thought, with a kind of aching gratitude, that if the world insisted on making everything public, at least this part was theirs first.
***
By the time the last of them finally left, the apartment looked properly lived in. Glasses everywhere.  Takeout containers stacked badly on the counter. A jacket someone had nearly forgotten and then remembered at the door with dramatic last-minute yelling. Lucky dead asleep in the middle of the rug with the solemn exhaustion of a dog who had attended a major family milestone.
The hallway quieted. The door shut. The apartment breathed out.
For a few seconds neither Shane nor Ilya moved. They just stood there in the middle of the warm wreckage of the evening, listening to the silence settle back into place after so much love and noise.
Then Shane looked around and said, 
“Well.”
Ilya, collecting two empty bottles from the coffee table, answered, 
“Disaster.”
Shane smiled. 
“Successful disaster.”
“Yes.”
And because their lives apparently had no concept of pacing anymore, they fell into cleanup the same way they fell into everything else: together, without discussion, moving around each other in the kitchen and living room as if they’d been doing it for years rather than days.
Shane stacked plates. Ilya wrapped leftovers. They knocked hips at the sink and kissed once over the open dishwasher just because the room had emptied and they could. Lucky, roused by the clink of plates, lifted his head, decided no food was actively falling, and went back to sleep.
At some point, while Shane was wiping down the table and Ilya was putting the last of the glasses on the counter, music came on. Not loud. Not anything performative. Just something warm and slow and old enough to sound like it had already survived things.
Shane looked up. Ilya had put his phone on the counter and was watching him with that soft, unreadable expression he got when something in him had gone very quiet but very full.
“What are you doing?” Shane asked.
Ilya dried his hands slowly on a kitchen towel, still looking at him. Then he said, 
“Dance with me.”
The sentence hit Shane so hard and so softly at once that for one second he actually forgot to answer.
“What?”
“Dance with me,” Ilya repeated, as if this were a completely ordinary request to make at one in the morning in a half-clean apartment after an engagement dinner with your team and your future in-laws.
Shane put the towel down.
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t dance.”
Ilya’s mouth moved slightly. 
“I did once. In the club. With you.”
“That barely counts.”
“It counted enough.”
Shane laughed under his breath and crossed the room toward him anyway, because of course he did. Because if Ilya Rozanov, who was made of knives and dark jokes and impossible love and old family wounds, wanted to dance in the kitchen after everyone had gone home, the answer was not complicated.
He took him in close. One hand at his waist. One at the back of his neck. Ilya’s arms settled around him in that immediate, natural way that always made it feel like their bodies had been unfairly designed for this exact purpose.
They started moving slowly. Barely moving, really. Just enough to count. The kitchen light was low. The music soft. The apartment warm with the remains of the evening and all the life in it.  Lucky snoring gently behind them.
And Shane, swaying with his fiancé in the middle of the kitchen, felt the whole of the day rearrange itself into something survivable.
Ilya rested his forehead briefly against Shane’s temple. Then, after a little while, he said quietly, 
“I like your family.”
The words were simple. The feeling under them wasn’t. Shane tightened his hold a little. 
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
They kept swaying. The music turned over into another song. The radiator clicked softly in the background. Ilya’s voice, when it came again, was lower now. More private. The kind of voice he only used when the room had gotten small enough to trust.
“They’re very…” He paused. “Easy to be around.”
Shane smiled a little against his hair. 
“That sounds like the nicest thing you’ve ever said about anyone.”
“It is.” A tiny breath of laughter. “No, but I mean it. They don’t do that thing.”
“What thing?”
“That thing where families make closeness feel like debt.” He shifted slightly, one hand sliding higher over Shane’s back. “Or punishment. Or some test you’re constantly failing by being yourself in the wrong way.”
That made Shane’s chest ache. There it was. The old wound, still there under all the sweetness of the night. He said softly, 
“They just love you.”
Ilya went very still. Not because he disagreed. Because the sentence landed too directly. After a moment he let out a breath through his nose. 
“Yes.”
Shane kissed the side of his head. And because the kitchen was dark enough and the night had already been too full of honesty for either of them to retreat now, Ilya kept talking.
“I keep noticing things,” he said. “Your mother moving around me like I belong in the room. Your father looking at me like…” He stopped, searching. “Like I’m not temporary.”
The last two words nearly broke Shane right there. He pulled him closer. Ilya let himself be pulled this time without any resistance at all. He was warm and loose now, but there was sadness in him too, surfacing slowly as they moved.
“She fusses over me,” he said, with the faintest trace of wonder still in it. “Not in an annoying way. In a way that feels…” A pause. “Stupidly nice.”
Shane smiled against his hair. 
“She loves fussing.”
“I know.” A beat. “I think I like it.”
“You definitely like it.”
“Yes.” The tiniest, tired smile against Shane’s throat. “That’s deeply embarrassing.”
“No, it’s not.”
“It is a little.”
They turned slowly in the kitchen, not enough to count as dancing to anyone else maybe, but more than enough to count for them. Shane could feel the ring on Ilya’s hand every time it shifted against the back of his neck or shoulder.
“I like that your father doesn’t ask questions just to hear himself talk,” Ilya added after a while.
“That’s a very specific compliment.”
“I’m a very specific man.”
That got a laugh out of Shane. Then Ilya went quieter again.
“I don’t really have…” He stopped. Started over. “I’m not used to rooms like that. Where people are loud and annoying and in your space and still somehow safe.”
Shane closed his eyes for one second.
“I know.”
“No, I know you know.” Ilya’s voice went thinner around the edges, not crying, just closer to it than he probably wanted. “I just… tonight kept getting to me in stupid ways.”
“It wasn’t stupid.”
A pause.
“I think,” Ilya said slowly, “I forgot how much I like people close.”
Shane pulled back just enough to look at him. Ilya’s face in the kitchen light made his heart hurt. He looked wrecked. He also looked open.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” A breath. “I’m not built for being alone as much as I pretend.”
That was not a small admission, not for him. Shane’s hand immediately moved up into his hair. 
“I know that too.”
Ilya gave him a look that was half accusation, half something softer. 
“You know too many things.”
“You’re marrying me. It was a strategic error on your side.”
That got a real laugh out of him, small and rough and grateful. Then he looked away for a second, toward the doorway, toward the dark living room beyond where Lucky was still passed out on the rug, and when he spoke again his voice had changed.
“My family is just…” He stopped. His mouth flattened. “Shit.”
The bluntness of it settled heavy between them. Shane didn’t interrupt. Didn’t say no, not all of it, or try to patch it. Just waited. Ilya’s arm tightened around him once.
“I keep thinking,” he said, “about how full this apartment was tonight. How annoying everyone was. How your mother kept telling me to eat more like I’m seventeen. How your father brought extra chairs because he knew we wouldn’t think of it. How our team acts like they own part of our couch now.” A tiny shake of the head. “And I like it so much it actually hurts.”
Shane’s throat tightened. That was the ache in it. Not just I never had this. But I want this so badly and I know exactly what I didn’t have now that I do.
“I don’t have anyone really,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane’s whole body stilled. The sentence was not entirely true anymore. That was what made it hurt worse, because it was old truth colliding with present truth and not quite knowing how to update itself yet.
“No,” Shane said softly. “You do.”
Ilya closed his eyes. A long pause. Then, almost ashamed of how much the correction mattered, he nodded once.
“I know,” he said. “I just mean…”
“I know what you mean.”
That seemed to relieve him and wound him at the same time. They kept moving. Back and forth, the song changing again under them.
After a while Ilya said, 
“I think I always wanted this.”
“What, baby?”
He opened his eyes and looked at Shane properly now. No irony. No cover.
“People. Family. A room that is mine because the people in it are mine.” He swallowed once. “I think I always wanted it and got so used to not having it that I started acting like I didn’t.”
Shane touched his face.
“You have it now.”
That almost undid him. Shane saw it happen, the tiny visible fracture in his face when something good hits exactly where old damage still lives.
“I know,” Ilya said again.
And this time it came out like belief was trying.
Shane kissed him. Soft. Slow. Not to stop him talking. Just because there was too much love in the room not to. When they pulled back, Ilya’s forehead stayed resting against his. Then, very quietly, he said, 
“I like your family.”
Shane smiled. 
“You said that already.”
“I know.” His mouth moved. “I mean it even more now.”
That made Shane laugh softly.
“Good.”
“They’re kind.”
“They are.”
“And loud.”
“Very.”
“And somehow your mother has already decided things about the wedding.”
“Oh, absolutely.”
Ilya made a faint, resigned sound. 
“Terrifying woman.”
“You love her.”
“Yes.”
That admission came easy now. Or easier, at least. And then, because he was still himself even in the middle of all this open aching sweetness, Ilya added, 
“Your father also definitely cried in the kitchen and tried to hide it by opening wine.”
Shane burst out laughing. 
“He absolutely did not.”
“He absolutely did.”
“You’re lying.”
“I am observant.”
They stood there in the kitchen arguing quietly about David’s emotional habits while swaying to music at one in the morning with a sleeping husky on the rug and the whole future stretched ahead of them, and Shane thought: this too. This exact stupid tender thing too.
Eventually the song ended. Then another started. Neither of them let go.
“Do you miss them?” Shane asked after a while. “Your family. Or what it should’ve been.”
Ilya was quiet for so long that Shane thought maybe he wouldn’t answer. Then he said, 
“I miss things I never really had,” he added. “That’s the worst version of missing.”
Shane nodded slowly.
“I know.”
“I miss the idea that somebody would have looked at me tonight and thought, good, he’s loved, he’ll be all right.” His voice roughened very slightly. “I miss having parents in theory. I miss brothers in theory. I miss the kind of family where a dinner table is not a risk assessment.”
The words sat heavy in the kitchen. Shane held him and let them.
“You deserved that.”
“I know.”
“No,” Shane said gently. “You say that too easily. I mean it. You deserved boring love from the beginning.”
Ilya’s face changed at that, enough to show the hit. He looked down briefly. Then back up.
“Well,” he said softly, “I have it now.”
Shane smiled, gently, tenderly and so in love it hurt under his ribs and in his bones
“Yes,” he said. “You do.”
Lucky snored louder in the living room like an elderly witness approving the emotional conclusion. That made Ilya actually laugh into Shane’s shoulder, and something in the room loosened all over again.
“Do you think,” he murmured, “that if we have children one day, they’ll also be this dramatic?”
Shane grinned immediately. 
“Like you?”
“Excuse me?”
“Like us,” Shane corrected. “Absolutely doomed.”
“Good.”
“Good?”
“Yes.” He shifted closer still, if that was even possible. “I want loud little people. And dogs. And your mother overfeeding everyone. And your father pretending not to cry at things. I want…” He stopped, then finished simply: “All of it.”
The honesty of that nearly took the air out of Shane’s lungs. So he kissed him again. Because there was no better answer. Because he loved him. Because the kitchen was warm and the night was soft now and the ache in it had become the kind that proves love is doing its work.
When they finally stopped swaying, it was only because Lucky woke up enough to stumble sleepily toward them and lean against both their legs at once with a sigh so dramatic it sounded almost human.
Shane looked down. 
“He disapproves.”
“No,” Ilya said, equally sleepy now, one hand dropping automatically to the dog’s head. “He wants to be included.”
“That tracks.”
They stood there a little longer, all three of them touching, while the music kept playing to no one but them. Then Shane murmured, 
“You know they’re your family too now?”
Ilya looked at him. Really looked. And for one second all the sadness in him and all the gratitude and all the old loneliness and all the new impossible tenderness sat together in his face.
He nodded once.
“Yes,” he said. “I know.”
This time it sounded like he was finally home.
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    Chapter Notes

      In advance - I am sorry. But, hey, at least we will get some closure...
My songs for this is "Doors" by Noah Kahan.
PS I will probably update a bit more rarely. I got a huge project to mange at work and while I am extremely excited, I am also aware it will consume more of my free time. I love this fic and I love writing and I love all of you so I will try to be as consistent as possible but some delays may happen still.
Also, I wanted to thank you for all the comments. I am not replying because there is so many of them and it wouldn't be fair to answer just some of them but I am reading each and everyone and mostly crying. Happy tears. I was not expecting this fic to blow up like this and I am still astonished. From the bottom of my heart, THANK YOU.







  After all the love and tenderness and Ilya’s social media rebellion, the real world came in like a fist. Not one blow, either. That might have been simpler. It came in as ten thousand small, official, stupid, humiliating cuts. Emails. Calls. Fines. “Requests for comment.” “Internal review.” “League conduct expectations.” “Media availability adjustments.” “Organizational messaging.” “Social impact opportunities.” “Concerns from stakeholders.” “Support from stakeholders.” “Potential sponsor discomfort.” “Potential sponsor enthusiasm.” Everyone wanted a piece. Everyone wanted language. Everyone wanted Shane and Ilya to sit in rooms with bad coffee and explain the shape of their own lives.
Ilya lasted exactly seven minutes into the first official meeting before he became openly vicious.
They were in a conference room at the rink. Too bright. Too glassy. Too full of men and women who had clearly spent the whole morning trying to decide whether this was a crisis, a branding opportunity, or both.
Shane sat beside him, one hand flat on his own thigh, trying to keep still. Coach sat across from them with a paper cup of coffee he had not touched, looking like he had woken up inside the administrative punishment circle of hell and found it exactly as irritating as expected.
Their agents were there. Team PR. Someone from the league on video. A communications consultant whose face Ilya disliked immediately and without evidence, which Shane unfortunately understood.
The league man began with, 
“First, we want to say that the league supports authenticity and inclusion…”
Ilya laughed immediately. Just once. Dry. Quiet. Lethal. The man on the screen stopped. Ilya leaned back in his chair, left hand resting deliberately on the table, ring fully visible. The silver caught the overhead light. The small black stone looked almost mean in that room.
“Sorry,” Ilya said. “I was trying to imagine a less comforting sentence.”
Shane looked down at his own hands.
The coach muttered, 
“Christ.”
The league man blinked. 
“Mr. Rozanov, I understand this is a sensitive…”
“No, you don’t.” Ilya’s voice stayed calm, which made it worse. “You understand you have a PR problem wearing my face.”
The room went quiet. The consultant shifted in her chair. Ilya noticed. 
“And his,” he added, nodding once toward Shane without looking away from the screen. “But he is your golden boy, so you will probably package him as brave and me as volatile. You people are boring like that.”
Shane’s head snapped toward him before he could stop it. The sentence was too sharp. Too close to things they had not yet said out loud.
The PR woman tried to step in. 
“Ilya, we are not trying to frame either of you negatively. We’re trying to manage a very fast-moving situation.”
“Manage,” Ilya repeated. “Yes. Wonderful word. Sounds much better than “cage”.”
Shane put one hand briefly over his mouth. Not to hide a smile this time. To keep himself from saying something worse.
The meeting continued anyway, because institutions were apparently immortal and could survive direct hits. They went through the consequences. The fight had triggered automatic fines. Ilya’s was worse, instigator, fighting, escalation, plus “post-game conduct review.” Shane got a smaller fine for involvement in the scrum and, as the league phrased it, “publicly escalating a private matter during play.”
Ilya stared at the document when they read that part out. Then he looked up slowly.
“Publicly escalating a private matter,” he said. “You mean he said he loved me.”
The league man did not blink quickly enough. Shane’s whole body tightened.
“That is not the wording I would use,” the man said.
“But it is what you mean.”
“We are referring to the broader disruption.”
“The broader disruption was a hockey fight.” Ilya’s mouth curved slightly. “Those are legal when they sell enough tickets, yes?”
The coach made a sound that might have been pain. The league man’s face went tight. 
“We are not here to debate fighting culture.”
“No,” Ilya said. “You are here to pretend you are not punishing romance because the optics are inconvenient.”
The agent on Ilya’s side cut in quickly. 
“Let’s separate the fine for the on-ice fight from the public conversation. Those are two different tracks.”
“They are only different tracks because one makes them money and the other makes them nervous,” Ilya said.
The PR woman replied carefully, 
“Ilya, we are genuinely seeing a lot of support too.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “And you’re trying to decide how much of it can be monetized before the hate gets too loud.”
No one had a good answer to that. Shane looked at him again. There was something almost frighteningly bright in Ilya now. He was not simply angry. He was past the stage where anger needed to prove itself. He was precise. Mean. Unsoftened. The corridor version of him had not disappeared in the morning. It had only put on clothes and sat down in a conference room.
The communications consultant cleared her throat.
“I think one option is for the two of you to release a joint statement. Something measured. Something acknowledging the moment, thanking fans for support, asking for privacy…”
“No,” Ilya said.
The consultant paused. 
“You haven’t heard the draft.”
“I heard enough.”
Shane did smile then, just once, because he couldn’t help it. The coach saw and gave him a look that said do not encourage him or I will kill you both. The consultant pressed her lips together. 
“You may not want to antagonize people further.”
Ilya turned to her fully.
“People were antagonized by my existence before I opened my mouth. I do not consider that my problem.”
Shane’s stomach twisted, because he loved him like this. Loved the fire, the refusal, the vicious exactness of him. Loved that he had reached a point where shame could no longer get its fingers around his throat.
But he was also scared. Because fire burned outward and inward both. By the time the meeting ended, they had fines, formal warnings, three separate follow-up meetings, a media blackout for forty-eight hours unless approved by team PR, and a “suggested but not mandatory” social media pause that Ilya responded to by asking, 
“Suggested by who, cowards or lawyers?”
The answer was apparently both. The coach caught them in the hallway afterward.
“Rozanov.”
Ilya turned. 
“Yes.”
The coach looked at him for a long moment. Then at Shane. Then back at Ilya.
“You’re going to get yourself suspended if you keep talking like you’re trying to bite the league office.”
“I am trying to bite the league office.”
“Yes. I gathered.” Coach’s jaw worked once. “Stop making my life harder for sport.”
Ilya’s expression did not soften, but his tone shifted by half an inch. 
“I thought sport was the whole point.”
The coach stared at him. Then, against all odds, his mouth twitched.
“Get out of my hallway.”
“Gladly.”
“And don’t talk to the media.”
“No promises.”
“Ilya.”
Ilya stopped. For a second, some of the bite left his face. Then he said, quieter, 
“Fine. Today.”
“Thank you.”
“Do not get used to it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
The team room was easier. Not easy. But easier. The boys were already waiting when Shane and Ilya walked in, and the air shifted immediately. Not with shock. Not anymore. With attention.
Kenny was sitting backward on a chair, phone in one hand, face unusually serious. G was standing with his arms crossed near the tape table. Noah had a laptop open and the exhausted expression of a man who had somehow become the unofficial media triage center. The younger guys looked like they had spent the whole morning fighting people online and losing years off their life in the process. Kenny lifted his phone. 
“Before anyone asks, I have not posted anything inflammatory.”
Shane stared at him. 
“Why would that be the first thing anyone asks?”
“Because I drafted seven inflammatory posts.”
Noah said, without looking up, 
“Eight.”
“Eight,” Kenny corrected. “But I posted none. Growth.”
Ilya dropped into his stall and leaned back, jaw still tight.
G looked at him. 
“How bad upstairs?”
Ilya smiled without humor. 
“I have been asked to stop being myself until approved by committee.”
“Sounds about right,” G said.
Shane sat beside him. Kenny looked between them. 
“Fines?”
“Yes,” Shane said.
“How bad?”
Ilya named his. The room erupted.
“Jesus.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“For a fight?”

“For the corridor too,” Noah said quietly.
Kenny’s face changed instantly. 
“They fined you for kissing him?”
“Not in those words,” Shane said.
“No, because they’re cowards.”
Ilya pointed at him. 
“See. He understands.”
Kenny looked oddly proud and outraged at the same time. 
“I have layers.”
The support online was real too. That was the strange thing. The thing that kept making the whole mess feel unstable. For every disgusting comment, there was something else. Something bright. Something Shane couldn’t read without his throat tightening. A college hockey player posted a photo with a rainbow flag taped to his stick and wrote that he’d never thought he’d see two active stars refuse shame so publicly. A female footballer from England wrote, This is what refusal looks like. Respect. A retired swimmer came out in a long post that mentioned Ilya by name. A young baseball player in the minors posted a picture with his boyfriend and wrote, Tired of waiting until retirement. Then others. Not all huge names. Not all dramatic. Some just small, shaking declarations. Some careful. Some furious. Some funny things. Some just a photo, a hand, a caption.
The internet was on fire, yes. But some of the fire was light. Noah read one out in the room two days later, voice quiet because everyone had just seen another panel show arguing whether Shane and Ilya had become a “distraction.”
“This one says, ‘I told my team today. I thought they’d hate me. They didn’t. I’m going to sleep for the first time in weeks.’”
The room went silent. Kenny looked down at his hands. G cleared his throat. Shane’s chest went tight. Ilya, sitting beside him, stared at the floor for a long time. Then he said, very quietly, 
“Good.”
Just that.
Good. But Shane heard everything in it. The anger, the tenderness, the way Ilya refused to make himself publicly noble and yet could not help being moved by the proof that something good had come out of the wreck.
Then the backlash would come again. A former player on a sports network called them “selfish” for making the room “about sexuality instead of the game.” Ilya watched the clip once. Only once. Then he said, 
“His career ended because he could not turn left fast enough. Why is he giving cultural commentary?”
Kenny laughed so hard he almost dropped his phone. But Shane didn’t laugh. Not really. Because the next panel turned on him. That was the part he hadn’t prepared for. Not fully. He had known Ilya would get hate. Had expected it, feared it, raged over it. Ilya had always existed closer to controversy, closer to that sharp line people loved or hated. The league had never known what to do with him except sell his danger when it was useful and scold it when it wasn’t.
But Shane  had been loved. That wasn’t arrogance. It was a fact. He had been the good one. The captain. The reliable one. The golden boy. The clean-cut leader with the work ethic and the polite media answers and the hometown glow around him. Even when people criticized his play, they rarely touched him. Not really. He had been respected, praised, held up as proof of something stable and admirable.
Now the same mouths were saying things like:

reckless

dishonest

a distraction

not the leader we thought

what does this mean for the locker room

was he hiding this from the organization

did he betray Rose

did he manipulate the public image

is this why his game changed
That last one got under his skin, more than he wanted it to.
It happened late one night in their apartment, after Lucky was asleep and Ilya was in the shower. Shane knew he shouldn’t be reading. Everyone had told him. The coach had told him. His parents had told him. Noah had literally installed an app blocker on his phone and Shane had disabled it like an idiot.
He sat on the couch in the blue light of his screen and read a thread about him. Not them. Him. A long, nasty thing by someone who had once written glowing profiles about his discipline and leadership. Now, apparently, Shane was calculating. Secretive. Selfish. Evidence that public goodness was often branding. A man who had “built a career on being palatable” and now “expected applause for detonating his team’s focus.”
By the time Ilya came out of the shower, Shane was still staring at the phone. Ilya stopped in the doorway immediately.
“What?”
Shane locked the screen too late.
“Nothing.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. 
“Give it to me.”
“No.”
“Hollander.”
“Ilya, don’t.”
“Give me the phone before I become deeply unpleasant.”
Shane let out a humorless breath. 
“That’s already your brand.”
“Yes. Very successful. Phone.Give.”
Shane handed it over because apparently he had no survival instincts left. Ilya read the thread. His face did not change at first. That was how Shane knew it was bad. He read silently, thumb moving once, twice. Then he stopped. Went back. Read one part again. Then he laughed. Quietly. With pure, venomous disbelief.
“Oh,” he said. “This little parasite.”
Shane rubbed both hands over his face. 
“Don’t.”
“No, I’m going to enjoy hating him.”
“That’s not helpful.”
“It is to me.”
Ilya kept reading. His mouth got colder with every line. Then he set the phone down face-up on the coffee table like it was contaminated.
“Come here,” he said.
Shane shook his head a little. 
“I’m fine.”
“No.”
“Ilya…”
“No.” This time his voice changed. Not vicious. Firm. Warm under the steel. “Come here.”
Shane looked at him. Ilya was standing there in sweatpants, hair damp, ring on his hand, eyes dark and furious in a way that was not aimed at Shane at all. That was somehow what undid him. He came. Sat beside him, not touching at first. Ilya immediately ignored that and pulled him in by the back of the neck until Shane’s forehead was against his shoulder. For a second Shane resisted out of sheer habit. Then he broke. Just one sharp breath going wrong, and then another.
“I know it’s stupid,” Shane said against him.
“No.”
“It is. I knew people were going to…”
“No,” Ilya said again, sharper now. “Don’t start making excuses for being hurt. I hate that.”
Shane closed his eyes. Ilya’s hand moved into his hair, fingers pressing firmly into his scalp.
“You were loved by them,” Ilya said.
Shane laughed once, rough and ugly. 
“That sounds pathetic.”
“No. It sounds true.” Ilya’s voice was low now, close to his ear. “You were their perfect boy. Captain. Clean. Polite. Hardworking. Respectable. Safe for fathers to point at and say, be like him.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“And now,” Ilya continued, “some of them feel stupid because you were never what they imagined. Not because you lied. Because they invented a version of you, da?”
That hit too precisely. Shane went still against him. Ilya’s hand tightened at the back of his neck.
“That is not your failure,” he said. “That is theirs.”
Shane didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Ilya kissed the top of his head, rough and tender at once.
“You hear me?”
“Yeah.”
“No, not yeah.” He pulled back enough to take Shane’s face in both hands. “Look at me.”
Shane looked. Ilya’s face was fierce. Bruised still. Beautiful still. The ring catching light beside Shane’s cheek where his left hand held him.
“They loved a version of you that cost them nothing,” Ilya said. “Fine. Let them mourn him. He was never all of you.”
Shane’s eyes burned.
“Illy.”
“No.” His thumbs moved once under Shane’s eyes, not wiping tears because there weren’t quite tears yet, but close. “You are still good. You are still captain. You are still kind and boring and noble in your annoying Canadian way.”
A laugh broke out of Shane despite everything, half wrecked. Ilya’s mouth softened.
“And you are also mine,” he said. “And bisexual or gay, public or not, messy or not, you are still yourself. They do not get to make you feel like loving me stained you.”
That one did it. Shane closed his eyes and dropped forward into him again. Ilya caught him. Held him hard.
“Fuck them,” Ilya murmured into his hair. “All of them. Every man who liked you better when he could imagine you as his idea of hockey. Every journalist pretending betrayal because you developed a private life. Every idiot who thinks respectability was your debt to him. Fuck them.”
Shane laughed wetly into his shoulder. 
“You’re so angry.”
“Yes.”
“For me.”
“Yes.”
The answer came instantly. No hesitation. Shane held onto him. For a while neither of them said anything. Then Ilya added, with devastating seriousness, 
“Also the writing was bad.”
That startled a real laugh out of him.
“Exactly,” Ilya murmured, kissing his temple.
The next day, Shane walked into the rink with Ilya’s hand briefly touching the small of his back just before they entered the public hall.
God, it helped.
The consequences kept coming anyway. Another league meeting.  Another sponsor call. One brand quietly paused a campaign with Ilya because they were “reevaluating timing.” Ilya responded by posting a photo of himself wearing their competitor’s jacket with no caption. It became one of the most liked posts of the week.
Shane’s agent yelled. Ilya’s agent yelled louder. Ilya listened, then said, 
“If they want obedience, they should sponsor sheep.”
His agent, who had aged five years in four days, said, 
“Ilya, I am begging you to stop giving me such lines during private calls.”
“No.”
The team got questioned relentlessly. Coach became an accidental hero online after one reporter asked whether the relationship had damaged room culture and he answered, deadpan, 
“The room has survived worse threats. Like our second-period power play.”
Kenny posted a picture of Lucky wearing a team bandana with the caption: official room morale coordinator. no questions at this time.
Noah posted nothing, which somehow became its own statement.
G said in a scrum, 
“They’re our guys. That’s it.”
That clip did the rounds too. Support poured in from unexpected places. Other athletes. Queer fans. Parents. Kids. Former players who said they wished they’d had courage earlier. Players still active who didn’t come out but posted small things, rainbows, song lyrics, old photos with friends that suddenly read differently, one single black heart under Ilya’s engagement post from a footballer known for never commenting on anything personal.
And then, on the fourth day, another active athlete came out properly. Then another. Not because Ilya and Shane had saved the world. The world was still mostly itself: cruel, slow, full of cowards with platforms and institutions with polished statements. But something had slid. A door had cracked open, and a few people had stepped through before anyone could slam it shut again.
Ilya watched one coming-out video in silence while Shane made tea. The athlete was young. Nervous. Hands visibly shaking. He said he’d seen the clip of Ilya and Shane, then Ilya’s post, and had realized he was tired of waiting for a safe moment that might never arrive. When it ended, Shane looked over. Ilya was still staring at the screen. Quiet.
“What?” Shane asked softly.
Ilya blinked once. Then said, 
“He looks twelve.”
“He’s twenty-three.”
“That is twelve for me.”
Shane came over and handed him tea. Ilya took it with both hands.
“He shouldn’t have had to be brave because I lost my temper,” he said.
Shane sat beside him. 
“Maybe he got to be brave because you stopped apologizing.”
Ilya made a face. 
“That sounds like a poster.”
“Still true.”
“I hate when inspirational things are true.”
“I know.”
Ilya leaned into his shoulder after a while.
The internet still burned. The fines still hurt. The league still circled. The media still hunted. People still said vile things and dressed them as analysis. Shane still had bad moments when the loss of that golden-boy safety hit him harder than he wanted to admit. Ilya still answered some things with venom because politeness now felt like surrender and surrender had become impossible.
But the good kept happening too. Not cleanly.  Not equally. Not enough to cancel the bad. Enough to matter. One night, after another long day of calls and practice and Coach warning Ilya that if he posted one more hostile caption he would personally throw his phone into the sewer, Shane found him sitting on the floor with Lucky’s head in his lap, scrolling through messages from queer kids, athletes, fans, people who had seen them and felt less alone.
Ilya looked up. His face was tired.  Still vicious around the edges.  Still carrying all the tension of a man in a long fight. But softer too.
“Look at this,” he said.
Shane sat beside him. The message was short.
I told my dad because of you. He hugged me. I thought he wouldn’t. Thank you.
Neither of them said anything for a while. Lucky snored. Then Ilya locked the phone and set it aside.
“Okay,” he said.
Shane looked at him.
 “Okay?”
Ilya leaned back against the couch, ring flashing softly as his hand dropped to Lucky’s fur.
“Maybe not all fires are bad.”
Shane smiled, small and tired.
“No.”
Ilya looked at him. Then, with the same vicious little spark Shane loved and feared in equal measure, added, 
“But I am still going to make several people regret having jobs.”
Shane laughed and leaned over to kiss him.
“Of course you are.”
“Yes.”
“Very proud of you.”
“You should be.”
“I am.”
And outside the apartment, the world kept burning. Inside, Lucky slept between them, Ilya’s ring caught the lamp light, and Shane rested his head on his fiancé’s shoulder while the fire, for once, did not feel only like destruction.
***
A week after Ilya’s post, Shane got a text from Rose. It was morning, late enough that the apartment was awake but not yet functional in any meaningful way. Lucky had already been walked, fed, and informed three separate times that he was not allowed to eat the corner of the rug. Ilya was in the kitchen making coffee with the extremely serious expression of a man performing a sacred ritual while also answering texts from his agent with one thumb.
Shane was sitting at the table, scrolling through team schedule updates, when his phone lit up.
Rose
For one second, his body did something stupid. Not guilt exactly. Not fear. Something older and more complicated. The reflex of a life he’d once almost had. A name that had lived next to his future for long enough that seeing it still carried the shape of rooms, dinners, holidays, wedding plans half-made, the particular warm sweetness of her laugh, the way she used to leave earrings on his bathroom counter and tell him he was impossible when he sorted them into pairs.
He didn’t open it immediately. Ilya noticed, of course. He always noticed. From the kitchen, without looking up from the coffee, he said, 
“What is it?”
Shane looked at him. Ilya glanced over then. His face changed only slightly when he saw Shane’s expression.
“What happened?”
“It’s Rose.”
That made the room shift. Ilya set his phone down.
“She okay?”
“I don’t know.” Shane looked back at the message preview. “She texted.”
Ilya leaned against the counter, coffee forgotten for the moment. 
“Read it.”
Shane did.
Hey Shane. I hope you’re okay. I know this week must have been… a lot. No pressure at all, genuinely, but if you’d be open to it, I’d like to meet up and talk. Not about anything scary. I just think maybe we should. And I’d like to congratulate you properly.
He stared at the last line for a while. Congratulate you properly. Something in his chest twisted, because Rose was like that. Had always been like that. Even when hurt, even when she had every right to be angry, there was some part of her that still tried to set the table nicely around pain.
Ilya watched him from the kitchen.
“What does she say?”
Shane read it out loud. When he finished, Ilya was quiet for a moment.
“You should go.”
Shane looked up quickly. 
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
There was no sarcasm in it. No guardedness. No possessive little edge. Just certainty.
“You sure?”
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly. 
“I am your fiancé, not your prison warden.”
“That’s good to know.”
“Also, she deserves to talk to you.” A pause. “And you deserve to talk to her.”
Shane looked down at the phone again. He and Rose had ended cleanly, or as cleanly as something like that could. Honestly. Painfully. No villain. No screaming. No simple narrative where she had been bad and Ilya had been good and Shane had simply chosen correctly with no casualties. Rose had loved him. Shane had loved her too, in the way he’d been capable of then. They had shared a life that had been real even if it hadn’t been the final one.
He typed back before he could talk himself out of it.
I’d like that. Today?
Her reply came a few minutes later.
If you’re free. Same place as before? The café near the park?
Same place as before. The café where they used to go on slow Sunday mornings when their schedules lined up by miracle. Where Rose would order something with too much cinnamon and Shane would pretend not to want half of it and then eat half of it anyway. Where they had once sat with wedding venue brochures spread between them and Rose had laughed so hard at Shane’s panic over floral arrangements that she’d cried into her latte.
He swallowed.
Yeah. 2?
2 works. See you then.
When he set the phone down, Ilya had crossed the kitchen and stood behind him, one hand settling at the back of his neck.
“You okay?”
Shane leaned back into the touch. 
“I don’t know.”
“Mhm.”
“I feel weird.”
“You should.” Ilya’s fingers moved once into his hair. “You were going to marry her.”
The sentence did not hurt the way it once might have. It did hurt. Just differently.
“Yeah,” Shane said quietly.
Ilya bent and kissed the top of his head. 
“Go talk to her.”
Shane reached up and caught his wrist, thumb brushing over the ring.
“I love you.”
“I know.”
Shane looked up. Ilya’s face softened.
“I love you too,” he said. “Now go have emotionally mature coffee with your ex-fiancée. Very boring.”
Shane laughed despite himself. 
“You’re ridiculous.”
“Yes.” A pause. “Tell her I said hello if that’s not weird.”
“It is a little weird.”
“Then don’t.”
“No, I think she’d like it.”
Ilya shrugged, but his eyes stayed gentle. 
“Then tell her.”
The café looked exactly the same. That almost made Shane turn around. It shouldn’t have. Places were allowed to remain themselves. But there was something deeply disorienting about walking into a room that had once belonged to a different version of his life and finding that the chairs were still in the same place, the pastries still under the same glass case, the same narrow table near the back still close enough to the window that winter light fell across it in a pale clean stripe.
Rose was already there. She sat at their old table with both hands around a mug, hair tucked behind one ear, coat folded neatly over the chair beside her. She looked a little different and exactly the same. Softer around the eyes, maybe. Or maybe Shane was just seeing her more honestly now, outside the structure of almost-marriage, outside the guilt and pressure and history of being the person he had once tried so hard to choose enough.
She looked up when the bell over the door rang. For a moment they just stared at each other. Then Rose smiled. Small. Warm. A little sad. Real.
“Hi, Shane.”
His throat tightened.
“Hi.”
He walked over, suddenly unsure what to do with his hands, his body, all the old habits of greeting someone he had once kissed hello without thinking. Rose solved it by standing and opening her arms.
“Can I?”
The question nearly undid him.
“Yeah,” he said softly.
They hugged. Not long, not too tight, but real. She smelled like the same perfume, and for one strange second memory moved through him so sharply it was almost physical. Not desire. Not regret, exactly. Just recognition. This had been home once, or something close enough to home that leaving it had hurt.
When they pulled apart, Rose touched his arm once, then sat down again.
“You look exhausted,” she said.
Shane laughed weakly and took the seat across from her. 
“That bad?”
“No. Just… very you when you’re trying not to look exhausted.”
“That’s worse.”
“It is.”
He smiled despite himself. A waiter came by. He ordered coffee. Rose waited until they were alone again before she spoke.
“So.”
“So.”
She looked at him for a second, then shook her head, almost laughing. 
“God. Where do we even start?”
“I don’t know.”
“Maybe with congratulations.”
That hit him hard. Rose’s eyes softened at whatever she saw on his face.
“Shane,” she said gently. “I mean it.”
He looked down at the table.
“Thank you.”
“I saw the post.” A pause. Then, with a tiny arch of her brow that was so Rose it almost made him laugh and cry at once: “Hard to miss.”
This time he did laugh. 
“Yeah.”
“That caption was…”
“Insane.”
“I was going to say memorable.”
“That’s generous.”
“It was insane,” she admitted, and smiled into her mug. “But honestly? Very him.”
That made Shane look up. Rose held his gaze.
“I mean that kindly.”
“I know.”
“He always seemed like someone who would rather burn the house down than let someone else choose the wallpaper.”
Shane laughed properly then, startled by the accuracy. 
“That’s… exactly him.”
“I know.” Her smile softened. “I may not know him the way you do, but I’m not blind.”
The sentence sat between them. Shane wrapped both hands around his coffee.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Rose’s expression changed. Not surprised. Not impatient.  Just sad.
“For what part?”
That was such a Rose question. Gentle and surgical at once. Shane swallowed. 
“For all of it.”
She shook her head slowly. 
“That’s too easy.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
He looked at her. Rose leaned back a little, hands around her mug again.
“I don’t want you to apologize for loving him,” she said. “I don’t want that from you.”
The words made his chest tighten immediately.
“I hurt you.”
“Yes,” she said, with no cruelty at all. “You did.”
He looked down. Rose let the silence stay for a second, not as punishment, just because some truths needed room. Then she added, 
“But not because you loved him. You hurt me because you tried so hard to be good that you were dishonest with yourself and with me longer than you should have been.”
That one landed exactly where it was meant to. Shane closed his eyes briefly.
“Yeah.”
“I know you didn’t mean to.”
“No.”
“I know you cared about me.”
“I did.” He looked up fast. “I really did.”
“I know.” Her voice was very soft now. “That’s part of why it hurt.”
He nodded, throat tight. She looked out the window for a moment. Snow had started falling lightly outside, tiny dry flakes moving through the grey afternoon.
“I spent a while trying to decide if any of it was fake,” she said.
Shane’s stomach dropped.
“Rose…”
She lifted a hand gently. 
“Let me finish.”
He stopped. She took a breath.
“I don’t think it was,” she said. “Not anymore. I think you loved me in the way you were able to. And I think maybe I loved a version of you that was real, but not complete.”
Shane’s eyes burned.
“That sounds like I failed.”
“No.” She turned back to him. “It means we were both doing our best with incomplete information.”
He gave a rough laugh. 
“That’s very generous.”
“It took me months to become this generous, so please appreciate the labor.”
That got a real smile out of him. He rubbed one hand over his mouth. 
“This is weird.”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know how to talk to you now.”
Rose smiled a little. 
“Like this, I think.”
“Badly?”
“Honestly.”
He nodded slowly. For a moment they just sat there, the café warm around them, the old table between them, the life they had almost shared sitting somewhere nearby like a ghost that had finally stopped demanding to be fed.
“You look different with him.”
Shane’s heart kicked.
“I do?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
She thought about it.
“More frightened,” she said first.
He laughed once, startled.
“I didn’t expect that.”
“I know. But you do. You look like you have more to lose.” Her gaze stayed kind. “And also more alive.”
That one was harder to meet. Rose saw it.
“He makes you less polished,” she said. “Which is probably good for you.”
“He’d love hearing that.”
“I’m sure.”
“He thinks I’m deeply repressed.”
“You are deeply repressed.”
“Great.”
“Shane.” She smiled, but her eyes were bright now. “You were always lovely. You were kind, thoughtful, loyal. You made me feel safe in many ways. But sometimes it felt like you were playing a role so carefully that I couldn’t tell where the role ended and you began.”
He stared at the table.
“I didn’t know,” he said quietly.
“I don’t think you did.”
“I wanted to be good.”
“I know.” Her hand moved over the table, not taking his, but close. “You were good. You just weren’t free.”
The words went through him so cleanly that he had to breathe around them. Outside, rain kept falling. After a while Shane said, 
“He’s free in a terrifying way.”
Rose laughed. 
“Yes, that seems evident.”
“He’s also… not. Sometimes.” Shane looked at her, trying to explain the contradiction without exposing parts of Ilya that weren’t his to share. “He’s had things. Family things. Bad things. And sometimes he’s the freest person I know, and sometimes he’s trapped in stuff that happened years ago.”
Rose nodded slowly.
“That makes sense.”
“He’s been through a lot this week.”
“So have you.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
That made him smile faintly. 
“Everyone keeps asking me that.”
“Because we know you.”
We. It could have hurt. It didn’t. It felt like a bridge. Rose took a sip of her coffee, then set it down.
“I was worried about you,” she admitted.
“Because of the media?”
“Partly. Mostly because…” She hesitated. “You were hockey’s good boy.”
Shane winced.
“I know. Sorry. But you were. And now people are being cruel because they think they’ve lost ownership of you.”
He stared at her. That was almost exactly what Ilya had said. Rose noticed.
“What?”
“Ilya said something like that.”
“Then he’s right.”
“You two agreeing is alarming.”
“It’s actually a sign that you should listen.”
He laughed softly. Rose leaned forward slightly.
“Are you okay?”
He almost gave the automatic answer. Almost. Then he looked at her and didn’t.
“No,” he said. “Not all the time.”
Her face softened.
“It hurts,” he admitted. “More than I thought it would. I knew I’d get some hate, but I think I didn’t understand how much of the praise I got before was conditional.”
Rose nodded.
“That’s a brutal thing to learn publicly.”
“Yeah.”
“And you don’t deserve it.”
The simplicity of that almost broke something in him.
“Thank you.”
“I mean it.” Then, after a beat, with a little Rose dryness: “Even if your public coming-out strategy was absolutely catastrophic.”
He laughed hard enough that two people at the next table glanced over.
“It wasn’t planned.”
“I gathered.”
“He was furious.”
“I also gathered.”
“He kissed me.”
“Oh, Shane.” She smiled now, warmer, almost teasing. “Everyone gathered.”
He covered his face with one hand. 
“God.”
“For what it’s worth,” she said, quieter, “it was a very good kiss.”
He dropped his hand and stared at her. She shrugged, eyes dancing slightly. 
“Objectively.”
“I cannot believe we’re having this conversation.”
“I was engaged to you. I’m allowed to have one surreal opinion about your televised hockey hallway kiss.”
“That is fair, actually.”
They both laughed. Something eased fully between them. Not erased. Not simple. But easier. Then Rose looked at her mug and, suddenly, there was a change in her expression. A little shyness.
Shane caught it immediately.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“That’s not nothing.”
She smiled down into her coffee.
“I’m seeing someone.”
The sentence landed gently and still surprised him.
“Oh.”
She looked up quickly, studying his face. He smiled before she could worry.
“Rose, that’s…” He had to stop because the feeling in his chest was complicated in a way that was not bad. Tender. Relieved. A little sad because time was real and they had both moved somewhere else. “That’s really good.”
Her smile grew, small and bright and almost embarrassed.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Of course.”
“She’s wonderful.”
The pronoun landed for half a second before his brain caught it, and when it did, he looked at her with quiet surprise. Rose’s smile turned a little nervous.
“She?”
“Yes.”
“Oh.”
She laughed softly. 
“Apparently this café is where we discuss sexuality now.”
Shane laughed too, then reached across the table without thinking. This time she took his hand.
“I’m happy for you,” he said.
“I know.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.” Her fingers tightened briefly around his. “Her name is Clara.”
“Clara.”
“She’s a graphic designer. She hates hockey. Which honestly has been refreshing.”
“I can imagine.”
“She’s very direct. Not in a harsh way. Just… she says what she means. She makes me feel less like I have to manage everything beautifully.”
Shane smiled. 
“That sounds good for you.”
“It is.” Rose looked down, then back up. “She knows about you. About us. She was very sweet when everything blew up.”
“Good.”
“She also thinks your fiancé is terrifying.”
“He is.”
“In a good way.”
“Also yes.”
Rose hesitated.
“I think I knew I wasn’t completely straight for a while. Before you. During you. I just…” She searched for the words. “It wasn’t urgent then. Or I didn’t let it be.”
Shane nodded slowly.
“I get that.”
“I know you do.”
The softness of that nearly undid him. Because once, they had been two people trying to build a life that made sense on paper. Now they sat across from each other, both changed, both freer in ways that had cost something, and it felt painful and beautiful and almost impossible that they could still know each other here too.
“I’m sorry,” he said again, but this time it meant something more specific.
Rose squeezed his hand once before letting go.
“I know.”
“I really wanted to make you happy.”
Her eyes softened.
“You did. For a while.” She smiled sadly. “And then you couldn’t. That’s not nothing, Shane. The good parts don’t become fake because the ending was wrong.”
He looked down.
“I’m trying to believe that.”
“You should.” A pause. “I’m trying too.”
They sat quietly again.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Yeah.”
“When did you know?”
He breathed out slowly.
“That I loved him?”
“Yes.”
He looked toward the window. There were several possible answers. The plane to Russia. The first time Ilya let him see how scared he was. The away-game flight when he decided to end the engagement. The hallway kiss. The moment he realized he would follow him anywhere and had already done so.
“I think I knew before I admitted it,” he said. “For a while.”
Rose nodded, not looking away.
“I think I knew too,” she said.
That hurt. He looked at her. She smiled, and it was sad but not cruel.
“Not consciously. Not in a way I could have explained. But there were moments. Your face changed when his name came up. You got defensive in a way you didn’t with other people. And after games with him…” She shook her head slightly. “You were more alive and more impossible.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I know.” She looked down at her hands. “I think I was waiting for you to come back to me from somewhere I couldn’t follow.”
The sentence went straight through him.
“Rose.”
“It’s okay.” Her voice trembled just a little, but she steadied it. “It wasn’t okay then. But it is becoming okay now.”
He didn’t know what to say.
“You deserved better than that.”
She looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. 
“Yes.”
The honesty of it hurt, but it also felt right.
“I did,” she said. “And I think you deserved better than living half-awake because you were too afraid to hurt anyone.”
He breathed out a laugh that wasn’t quite a laugh.
“Maybe.”
“No maybe.”
They smiled at each other through the ache. After a while, Rose asked to see the ring. He blinked. 
“Really?”
“Yes, really. I saw the post, but still.”
He pulled out his phone and showed her the photo Ilya took, the one of them close together, Ilya’s ring hand visible, both of them looking wrecked and in love and half feral around the edges.
Rose looked at it for a long time.
Then she said, softly, 
“He looks happy.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” She zoomed in slightly, smiling. “Also like he might murder a reporter.”
“That was accurate.”
“And you look…” She paused.
“What?”
“Gone.”
He laughed once. 
“Yeah.”
“You love him so much.”
“I do.”
She handed the phone back. For one second, her eyes shone in a way that made his throat tighten again.
“I’m glad,” she said.
He believed her. He really believed her. He could see that it wasn’t entirely easy. But because Rose had never needed something to be painless before she could mean it.
“I’m glad you have Clara,” he said.
Her smile changed at once, becoming warmer, softer, more private.
“Me too.”
“Do I get to meet her?”
Rose laughed. 
“Eventually. Maybe after the entire internet stops behaving like you and Ilya invented bisexuality.”
“That might take a while.”
“Then eventually eventually.”
They stayed another hour. Longer than either of them had planned. They talked about things they had not known how to talk about before. Rose told him about the strange grief of taking down wedding ideas from her laptop. Shane told her, carefully, about how hard it had been to let go of the version of himself that could have married her and made everyone happy on paper. She told him Clara made terrible pasta but excellent playlists. He told her Ilya had adopted a husky basically through emotional blackmail on the side of the road. Rose laughed so hard that she had to wipe her eyes.
“Ilya saw a dirty dog and said we became parents,” Shane said.
Rose put a hand over her heart. 
“Oh no. I like him.”
“Yeah, that’s how it starts.”
“He really said that?”
“Yes.”
“That’s adorable and alarming.”
“Exactly.”
At the end, outside the café, the rain had stopped. The sidewalk was wet and shining in the evening light. They stood facing each other for a moment, both reluctant in the strange gentle way of people who had already said the important things and now had to figure out how to leave without making it too dramatic.
Rose pulled her coat tighter around herself.
“I’m proud of you,” she said.
That surprised him.
“For what?”
“For being honest eventually.” A little smile. “Even if you and Ilya apparently chose the most chaotic possible delivery system.”
He laughed. Then she added, 
“And I’m happy for you. Really.”
He nodded, unable to speak for a second.
“I’m happy for you too.”
She stepped forward and hugged him again. This one lasted longer. A goodbye to one life and a blessing to the next.
When she pulled back, she touched his arm and said, 
“Tell Ilya congratulations from me. And tell him the caption was disgusting.”
Shane grinned. 
“He’ll be delighted.”
“I know.”
She started to go, then turned back.
“And Shane?”
“Yeah?”
Her expression softened one last time.
“Don’t let the people who only loved the easy version of you convince you the real one is less worthy.”
He stood there, utterly still. Then nodded.
“I’ll try.”
“Good.”
She smiled, lifted one hand, and walked away down the wet sidewalk toward her own life, her own future, her own person waiting somewhere beyond the frame of what they had once almost been.
Shane watched until she turned the corner. Then he took out his phone. There was already a text from Ilya.
alive?
He smiled.
yeah
A beat.
Then:
she says congratulations

and that your caption was disgusting
The reply came almost immediately.
excellent woman

i always respected her taste
Shane laughed right there on the sidewalk. Then, after a second, he typed:
she’s seeing someone

a woman

she seems happy
This time the reply took longer. When it came, it was softer.
good

she deserves happy too
Shane stared at the message for a long moment.
yeah, she does
It felt like something he could finally set down gently.
***
Shane knew something was wrong the second he opened the apartment door. Not wrong in a bad way. Wrong in the Ilya has made a decision way.
The first thing that hit him was the smell. Food. Real food. Not their usual improvised post-practice survival arrangement of takeout containers, reheated soup, protein-heavy nonsense, and whatever Yuna had left in the freezer with little notes on it. This was proper food. Warm spices, roasted meat, herbs, butter, something citrusy and sharp underneath, garlic, onions cooked long enough to go sweet. The whole apartment smelled rich and deliberate and almost aggressive in its hospitality.
The second thing was the lighting. Not their normal lamps. Not all of them, anyway. The overhead lights were off, the kitchen was low and golden, and there were candles on the table.
Candles. Shane stopped in the doorway, one hand still on the knob. Lucky came skidding toward him across the floor in immediate greeting, tail going violently, one of his ears flipped wrong, looking extremely pleased with whatever had happened in Shane’s absence and also vaguely guilty, which meant he had either been fed a forbidden treat or had witnessed crimes.
“Hey, buddy,” Shane murmured, bending to scratch his head. “What happened here?”
Lucky gave him a wide-eyed look. Shane looked up and saw Ilya. And nearly forgot how to stand.
He was leaning against the far counter like he had been waiting there for a while and had arranged himself specifically to cause damage.
He had dressed up. Not suit dressed up. Worse. More dangerous. Black pants, fitted too well to be casual. Bare feet. A dark, silky shirt open too far at the throat, sleeves rolled to his forearms, the fabric loose enough to move but clinging just enough that Shane’s brain immediately became useless around the shape of his chest and shoulders. The silver ring on his left hand flashed when he lifted a glass from the counter.
His hair was done. Not perfectly. Not in that severe polished way he sometimes wore in public. Better than that. Loose, pushed back, a few strands falling forward like he had spent time making it look like he hadn’t spent time at all.
And the cologne, Shane’s favorite one. The one he had told Ilya once, half asleep and entirely too honest, made him want to put his mouth on him until neither of them could speak properly.
Shane stood in the entryway with Lucky pressed against his shins and felt, with absolute clarity, that he was being hunted in his own home.
Ilya lifted one eyebrow.
“You’re late.”
Shane stared at him.
“I was with Rose.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “I know.”
The tone was smooth. Completely casual. Deeply fake. Shane had to bite the inside of his cheek. Because earlier, earlier, when Rose had texted, Ilya had been so mature about it. So generous. So composed.
You should go.

She deserves to talk to you.

Tell her I said hello if that’s not weird.
And now Shane had come home to a full seduction campaign involving candles, cologne, a feast, probably alcohol, and Ilya looking like some vicious bisexual fantasy of domestic possession and expensive poor impulse control.
He almost laughed. He did not laugh, because he loved living.
Instead he shut the door very slowly.
“I’m late by twelve minutes.”
Ilya took a sip from his glass, eyes still on him. 
“Fourteen.”
“Oh my God!”
“I counted generously.”
“You counted?”
“No.”
Absolutely yes.
Shane put his keys in the dish by the door and took off his coat. 
“You cooked.”
“I did.”
“You cooked… all this?”
“Yes.”
“For dinner.”
“No, for Lucky. Of course for dinner.”
Shane stepped farther in, looking around properly now. The table was set. Actually set. Plates, glasses, napkins, candles, flowers that he was fairly sure had not been in the apartment when he left. There were dishes already laid out: something baked and golden, a salad with herbs and citrus, potatoes crisped at the edges, bread, some small covered dish that smelled incredible. A pitcher with sliced fruit and something amber-red inside. Two cocktail glasses chilling near the sink.
It was insane. It was gorgeous. It was painfully, transparently jealous. Shane turned back to him, unable to stop the smile now. Ilya narrowed his eyes. 
“Don’t.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You are saying things with your face.”
“My face is innocent.”
“Your face is laughing.”
“It is not.”
“Hollander.”
Shane lifted both hands. 
“Okay. I am only thinking that this is a very normal amount of effort for a casual dinner after I had coffee with my ex-fiancée.”
Ilya’s expression did not change, which was exactly how Shane knew he had hit the target dead center.
“I enjoy cooking,” Ilya said.
“You hate cooking.”
“I enjoy competitive cooking.”
“Oh,” Shane said softly, stepping closer. “Competitive.”
Ilya’s jaw shifted. Beautiful. Ridiculous. His fiancé was standing in their kitchen dressed like sin, wearing Shane’s favorite cologne, surrounded by proof of either culinary ambition or romantic territorial panic, and trying to look bored.
Shane loved him so much it made his chest ache. Lucky, sensing drama, trotted back toward the kitchen and sat beside Ilya as if choosing his favourite parent.
“You too?” Shane asked him.
Lucky looked away.
“Traitor.”
Ilya reached down without looking and stroked Lucky’s head once. The ring flashed. Shane’s mouth went dry.
“Rose says congratulations,” Shane said.
Something moved in Ilya’s face. Quick. Small.
“She does?”
“Yeah.” Shane leaned against the opposite counter, watching him. “She said the caption was disgusting.”
Ilya looked pleased. 
“Excellent woman.”
“I told you that already by text.”
“I liked hearing it again in person.”
“She also said she’s happy for us.”
Ilya’s gaze dropped briefly to his glass, then back up.
“Good.”
“She meant it.”
“I know.”
That stopped Shane for a second. He heard it in the way Ilya said it, not dismissive, not threatened. Just quiet. Accepting something generous because even in the middle of being jealous and ridiculous and hot enough to destroy Shane’s higher reasoning, he still understood the kindness in Rose’s support.
“She’s seeing someone,” Shane said.
“I know. You texted.”
“A woman.”
“Yes.”
“Her name is Clara.”
Ilya nodded once. 
“Good name.”
“You are being very normal about that part.”
“I am normal.”
Shane looked meaningfully at the candles. Ilya’s eyes narrowed. 
“Don’t look at my candles, Hollander.”
“Your candles are looking at me, Rozanov.”
“They are decorative.”
“They are accusing me of things.”
“They should.”
Shane laughed then, because he couldn’t help it. Ilya’s mouth twitched despite himself, but he fought it, which only made it worse.
“You’re jealous,” Shane said softly.
“I am not.”
“Illy.”
“No.”
“You cooked me an entire feast and dressed like you’re trying to make me walk into a wall.”
Ilya took another drink. Too slowly. Very deliberately. Then said, 
“Maybe I wanted to look nice.”
“You do.”
That made him still. Shane let his voice drop. 
“You look unbelievable.”
There it was. The shift. Just a fraction, Ilya’s eyelashes lowering, the tension at his mouth changing shape, jealousy and performance and want all sliding together into something hotter.
“Yeah?” he asked.
Shane swallowed.
“Yeah.”
Ilya set the glass down and picked up one of the chilled cocktail glasses. He poured from a shaker Shane had not even noticed before, strained something pale and sharp-looking into it, added a twist of citrus with the focus of a man assembling evidence, and walked it over.
Slowly. Very slowly.
Shane did not move. Ilya stopped close enough that the cologne hit properly now, clean and dark and warm on his skin. Shane’s body reacted immediately, helplessly. Heat low in his stomach. Mouth dry. The stupid teenage urge to put both hands on him and ruin the entire careful dinner before the first bite.
Ilya handed him the glass.
“Drink.”
Shane took it. Their fingers brushed. Ilya made sure their fingers brushed. Shane looked at him over the rim.
“What is it?”
“Try.”
He did. It was excellent.mCold, citrusy, a little bitter, a little sweet, sharp enough to wake his mouth and smooth enough to make him immediately want another sip.
Shane stared at the glass, then at him.
“You made cocktails.”
“Yes.”
“You made good cocktails.”
“I make many good things.”
That should not have sounded filthy. It did. Probably because he wanted it to.
Shane took a slow breath. 
“You’re being impossible.”
Ilya leaned one hip against the counter, close enough that Shane could see the dark line of his collarbone where the shirt fell open. 
“Am I?”
“Yes.”
“Poor Shane.”
“You are not subtle.”
“I have never claimed to be subtle.”
“You absolutely have.”
“Then I lied.”
Shane laughed under his breath and set the glass down before he dropped it and then he reached for him.
Ilya let him. That was the important part. For all the performance, all the sharpness, all the obvious seduction, he let himself be caught so easily that Shane felt the tenderness under it hit just as hard as the heat. He put his hands on Ilya’s waist, sliding them over the dark fabric, feeling the warmth and muscle underneath.
Ilya’s breath changed. Shane smiled. 
“Don’t become smug.”
“Too late.”
Ilya put one hand on Shane’s chest and pushed lightly, not enough to move him, just enough to make a point. 
“Dinner first.”
Shane stared at him.
“You cannot be serious.”
“I cooked.”
“I noticed.”
“So you eat.”
“You are wearing that and telling me to eat potatoes?”
“And steak. Yes.”
“That’s sadistic.”
“That’s marriage.”
“We’re not married yet.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed. 
“Practice.”
Shane made a quiet sound that was almost a laugh and almost something worse. Then Ilya leaned in and kissed him. Not long. Not nearly enough. Just a slow, precise press of his mouth to Shane’s, flavored faintly of the drink he’d been having, then his teeth catching Shane’s lower lip for one sharp second before he pulled away.
Shane did not move. Ilya smiled.
“Dinner,” he said again.
“You’re evil.”
“Yes.”
They ate. Somehow. Barely. It would have been easier if the food were bad. It was not. It was infuriatingly delicious. The potatoes were crisp and salty, the meat tender, the salad bright and sharp enough to cut through everything rich. The bread was warm. The drink was perfect. Ilya sat across from him with his shirt open and his hair falling just slightly over his forehead and his left hand resting on the stem of his glass so the ring kept catching candlelight like a signal.
Shane was going to die. He was sure of it.
“You’re not eating,” Ilya said.
“I am.”
“You’re staring.”
“Can you blame me?”
Ilya’s expression went smug and soft at once. 
“No.”
Shane pointed his fork at him. 
“You’re admitting it now.”
“I admit nothing.”
“You wanted me to come home and lose my mind.”
“I wanted you to have nice dinner.”
“Liar.”
“Da.”
Shane laughed again.
The jealousy was still there, but less brittle now. More playful because Shane had seen it and not mocked it cruelly. Because Rose had not threatened them, not really. Because Ilya knew that and still apparently needed to make absolutely sure Shane came home to him and remembered exactly who was waiting. As if Shane could forget. As if the ring on Ilya’s hand did not already make him feel insane every time it flashed.
Halfway through dinner, Shane said softly, 
“You know you didn’t have to do all this.”
Ilya looked down at his plate. For once, no immediate comeback. Shane waited. The candlelight moved over his face, softer now, making the bruising less harsh and the shadows under his eyes more obvious.
“I know,” Ilya said eventually.
“But?”
Ilya exhaled once through his nose.
“But I wanted you to come home to something that was nice.”
The sentence landed heavy and tender all at once. Shane’s throat tightened.
“Illy.”
Ilya made a face like he regretted the vulnerability immediately and tried to cover it with dryness. 
“Also I wanted to look hotter than your emotionally mature coffee.”
Shane laughed, but his chest hurt.
“You did.”
“Good.”
“Not hard, though, considering we just came out.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. 
“Do not make me dislike Rose. I just decided she’s good.”
“I’m not.”
“Good.”
Shane leaned back, watching him.
“You’re allowed to be jealous,” he said.
Ilya looked instantly offended. 
“I am not jealous.”
“Still?”
“No.”
“You made fancy drinks.”
“I was thirsty.”
“You wore my favorite cologne.”
“I enjoy fragrance.”
“You are basically half naked in a silk shirt.”
“I run warm.”
Shane laughed so hard he had to put his fork down. Ilya’s mouth twitched again, and then he finally gave in, just a little, looking down at his own glass with that private, embarrassed smile Shane loved most.
“Fine,” he said.
Shane’s pulse kicked. 
“Fine?”
“Maybe I did not love the thought of you in your old café with your beautiful ex-fiancée who knows all your boring breakfast orders.”
Shane softened immediately.
“Oh, baby.”
“No.” Ilya pointed at him. “Do not ‘baby’ me like I’m fragile. I am being rationally dramatic.”
“That’s not a thing.”
“It is now.”
Shane stood. Ilya looked up at him, wary and hot and too beautiful in the low light. Shane walked around the table and crouched beside his chair, one hand on his knee.
“I went because that part of my life deserved a better ending than silence,” Shane said softly. “Not because I wanted it back.”
Ilya’s face went very still.
“I know.”
“I know you know.” Shane’s thumb moved once over his knee. “But I’m saying it to the rest of you.”
That got him, just like it always did. Some of the sharpness went out of Ilya’s eyes, leaving want and vulnerability sitting much closer together.
“She knows me,” Shane said. “You’re right. She does. But you know me now. The real one. The less polished one. The one who loses his mind over your stupid open shirt and comes home to you and our dog and thinks, yeah, this is my life.”
Ilya’s mouth parted slightly. Shane smiled a little.
“And I love this life.”
Ilya looked at him for a long second. Then murmured, 
“You’re making it harder to seduce you by being sincere.”
“I think I’m making it easier.”
“Unfortunately, no.”
Shane laughed softly and leaned up to kiss him. This one was slower. Not the teasing kiss from before. Not the sharp little promise. This was reassurance and want together, Shane’s hand sliding up Ilya’s thigh, Ilya’s fingers threading into his hair almost immediately. The dinner table next to them, candles burning low, Lucky asleep somewhere behind them, the whole apartment warm with food and jealousy and love.
When Shane pulled back, Ilya’s eyes had gone darker.
“Dinner is getting cold,” Shane whispered.
“Fuck dinner.”
“Fuck. Finally.”
Ilya’s hand tightened in his hair. 
“Careful.”
Shane smiled. Then Ilya stood, pulling him up too, and backed him slowly against the table with that same deliberate, predatory grace from the kitchen, the one that made Shane’s body feel like it had been waiting all evening to be told what to do.
“You liked the food?” Ilya asked, mouth close to his.
“Yes.”
“The drinks?”
“Yes.”
“My shirt?”
Shane let out a breathless laugh. 
“You know I did.”
“The cologne?”
“You are shameless.”
Ilya kissed the corner of his mouth.
“Jealous,” he corrected softly. “Apparently.”
Shane stopped smiling for half a second. He cupped Ilya’s jaw, thumb careful near the bruise.
“You don’t need to be.”
“I know.” Ilya’s gaze dropped to Shane’s mouth. “But you can make it up to me anyway.”
Shane was already helplessly turned on.
“That is not how this works.”
“It is exactly how this works.”
The next second, Ilya kissed him hard enough to make him stumble back against the table edge. Not sweet. Not reassuring. Hot. Deep. Immediate. His hand closed around the front of Shane’s shirt and dragged him in like he had decided the rest of dinner could go to hell. Shane made a sound into his mouth, startled and turned on so fast it almost annoyed him, and Ilya answered it by kissing him harder, tongue sliding against his, teeth catching his lower lip with just enough bite to make Shane’s whole body jolt.
“Ilya…”
“No,” Ilya said against his mouth. “You talked enough.”
Shane’s breath caught. Ilya’s eyes were dark now. All that jealousy he had been dressing up as dinner and cocktails and silk had finally dropped the act. It was still love. It was still safe. But it was also sharp and possessive and so blatantly hungry Shane felt heat rush through him from throat to stomach to cock in one brutal line.
“You came home,” Ilya said, voice low and rough, “and looked at me like that.”
Shane swallowed. 
“Like what?”
“Like you wanted me to ruin all my nice work.”
Before Shane could answer, Ilya reached behind him with one arm and shoved the plates to the side. Cutlery scraped. A glass wobbled. Napkins slid. One of the serving dishes nearly went too far, and Shane grabbed it on instinct, laughing once in disbelief.
“Jesus Christ.”
“I cooked,” Ilya said, stepping into him again. “I can clean.”
Then he pushed Shane back onto the table. Shane barely had time to brace his hands before Ilya was between his legs, spreading them with one firm shove of his thigh and kissing him again. The table creaked under Shane’s weight. The candles flickered. Somewhere in the living room Lucky lifted his head, gave one sleepy huff, and fell asleep again.
Ilya’s hands were everywhere. Not frantic. Certain. He dragged Shane’s shirt up and over his head, tossed it somewhere behind him, then bent immediately and put his mouth on Shane’s chest. Hot, wet kisses. Teeth over sensitive skin. Tongue following. He didn’t make it pretty. He made it direct, dirty, deliberate. Shane’s head tipped back as Ilya licked along his ribs, bit gently below his collarbone, then soothed it with his mouth like he knew exactly what he was doing.
“I thought you were jealous,” Shane said, trying to tease and failing because his voice had already gone thin.
Ilya looked up at him from under his lashes.
“I am.”
The honesty of it hit harder than any denial would have. Then he gripped Shane’s hips and pulled him closer to the table edge. Shane’s breath left him in a rush. Ilya smiled, slow and mean.
“You like that.”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
His hand went to Shane’s belt. No hesitation. Buckle, button, zipper, all of it handled with the same smooth focus he’d used on the cocktails, only now there was no pretending this was civilized. Shane watched his hands because he couldn’t not. Long fingers. Silver ring. Black stone. The ring Shane had put there. His fiancé undressing him at the dinner table in the low candlelight.
It was obscene enough that Shane groaned when Ilya’s hand slid into his open jeans and closed around him.
“There,” Ilya murmured. “That’s better.”
Shane’s hips jerked.
“Ilya.”
“No.” Ilya stroked him once, slow and firm, watching his face. “You’re going to stay right there.”
Shane’s mouth went dry. Ilya leaned in, lips at his ear. 
“You’re going to let me have you on this table because I made you dinner and drinks and wore your favorite cologne and you spent the afternoon being emotionally mature with your beautiful ex-fiancée.”
Shane actually choked out a laugh, but it broke into a gasp when Ilya’s hand tightened.
“You are jealous.”
“I know.” Ilya bit his jaw lightly. “I decided it’s hot.”
“Oh my God.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “You should pray.”
Then he dropped lower. Shane had exactly two seconds to understand what was happening before Ilya got his jeans and underwear down enough to free him properly and put his mouth on him.
“Fuck.”
Shane’s hands flew to Ilya’s hair. Ilya hummed like he liked that, one hand pressed flat to Shane’s lower stomach to hold him down, the other gripping his thigh. He took his time, but not softly. It was controlled and dirty and hot enough that Shane forgot where he was for a second. The table under him, the half-finished dinner, the candles, the fact that this had started as jealousy and become a full seduction right there in their kitchen.
Ilya pulled back just when Shane’s breathing started to break too obviously.
Shane made a frustrated sound. 
“Don’t stop.”
Ilya wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked so smug Shane wanted to either kill him or propose to him again.
“I’m not stopping.”
He stood, reached for him again, and got the rest of Shane’s clothes out of the way with ruthless efficiency. Shane helped only because he wanted this too badly to be difficult about it. His jeans hit the floor. His underwear followed. Ilya’s shirt stayed on for the moment, open at the throat, sleeves rolled, obscene in how much it still covered while Shane was already naked and hard on the table.
Shane looked him over, breathing hard. 
“You’re still dressed.”
“I know.”
“That’s unfair.”
“Yes.”
Ilya leaned in and kissed him again, deep and filthy, letting Shane taste himself on his mouth. Shane groaned into it, hands dragging under the silk shirt now, over Ilya’s back, around his waist, trying to pull him closer.
Ilya allowed it for maybe three seconds. Then he caught Shane’s wrists and pushed them down to the table on either side of him.
“Stay.”
Shane stared at him. The command went straight through him.
Ilya’s expression darkened with satisfaction. 
“Good boy.”
“Fuck,” Shane whispered.
“Mhm.” Ilya kissed him once, almost sweetly now, which made the whole thing worse. “There he is. My good slut.”
Shane moaned out loud. It made Ilya finally strip. Slowly. Deliberately. Like he knew Shane was watching and wanted to make him suffer for it. The shirt came off first, sliding down his arms and dropping over the back of a chair. Then the pants. Then the rest. He stood between Shane’s open legs, naked now except for the ring, his cock hard and flushed and so beautiful Shane actually forgot the joke he’d been about to make.
Ilya’s mouth softened for half a second. Then the heat came back.
“You look like you want something,” he said.
Shane swallowed. 
“You.”
“You have me.”
“Different,” Shane said, using Ilya’s own word from another night, and watched recognition flare in his eyes.
Ilya’s face changed. The jealousy softened at the edges, but the dominance didn’t leave. It settled deeper. Warmer. More dangerous because now it was threaded with love.
“Yeah?” he asked.
Shane nodded. 
“Yeah.”
Ilya kissed him again, slower this time, one hand sliding behind his neck, the other down his body. 
“Then you tell me if you need me to stop.”
“I know.”
“Say it.”
“I’ll tell you.”
“Good.”
He opened him with his fingers right there on the table, using the lube they kept in the couch side drawer because their life had become exactly this sexy and exactly this good. Shane laughed breathlessly when Ilya reached for it without even looking.
“You planned this.”
“I hoped.”
“That’s worse.”
“No,” Ilya said, pressing one slick finger into him slowly enough that Shane’s laugh turned into a low moan. “This is worse.”
It was.
Ilya worked him open with maddening patience, still talking low and filthy against his mouth, his throat, his chest. Telling him how good he looked like this. How badly he’d wanted him to come home all evening. How Shane had no idea what it had done to him, knowing he was across the city with Rose, knowing he had no reason to be jealous and still wanting Shane back under his hands anyway.
“You’re mine,” Ilya said, voice rough. “I know you are. I still wanted to see it.”
Shane’s breath shook.
“I’m yours.”
Ilya’s fingers stilled for one second. Then curled just right. Shane gasped, body jerking.
“Again,” Ilya said.
“I’m yours.”
“Again.”
“I’m yours, Illy.”
That did something to him. His control slipped, just a little. His mouth crashed back onto Shane’s, and for a minute there was only kissing and fingers and heat and Shane trying not to fall apart too early while Ilya took him apart with insulting competence.
When Ilya finally pulled his hand away and lined himself up, Shane was shaking. Desperate. Ilya noticed. His hand came up to Shane’s face, rough thumb sliding over his lower lip.
“You okay?”
Shane nodded quickly. 
“Yes.”
“Words.”
“Yes. Please, sir.”
That was all Ilya needed. He pushed in slowly. Shane’s head fell back, mouth open, both hands gripping the table edge so hard his knuckles hurt. Ilya kept one hand on his hip and one at his jaw, watching him the whole time, giving him every second of adjustment even while his own breathing went rough and uneven.
“Fuck,” Ilya whispered. “You feel…”
He stopped himself with a hard kiss. Shane wrapped both legs around him and pulled him closer.
“Move.”
Ilya laughed once against his mouth, low and dark. 
“Slutty.”
“Please.”
That changed him again. He started moving. At first it was slow and deep, every thrust making Shane’s body slide slightly against the table, every return drawing a broken sound out of him. Then Ilya adjusted the angle, gripped his hips harder, and got exactly the reaction he wanted.
Shane cried out before he could stop himself. Ilya’s eyes went black.
“There,” he said. “That’s it.”
He gave him more. The table creaked under them. A fork hit the floor. Shane barely registered it. Ilya’s body was hot and solid between his thighs, his cock filling him again and again, his hands holding him open and close at once. It was rougher than bedroom sex, less neat, more urgent. Ilya still never lost the thread of care, still checked his face, still slowed when Shane’s breath caught wrong, still kissed him through the sharpest moments, but he was dominant and hungry and completely unwilling to let Shane retreat from any of it.
“Look at me,” Ilya said.
Shane forced his eyes open. Ilya above him, flushed and gorgeous and possessive, ring flashing every time he braced one hand beside Shane’s hip.
“Fuck,” Shane breathed.
“I know.” Ilya’s mouth curved. “You’re so easy like this.”
“Shut up.”
“No.”
He thrust harder. Shane’s hands slipped from the table to Ilya’s shoulders, then his back, nails digging in. Ilya made a sound at that, pleased and rough, and caught Shane’s mouth again in a kiss so hot Shane felt it everywhere.
“You came home to me,” Ilya said against his lips.
“Yes.”
“You’re going to marry me.”
“Yes.”
“You’re going to wear my ring too.”
“Yes.”
“You’re going to let me fuck you on our table because I got jealous and made you dinner.”
Shane groaned so hard Ilya actually laughed into his mouth.
“Say yes.”
“Yes,” Shane gasped. “Fuck, yes.”
That was when Ilya wrapped a hand around Shane’s cock again. Shane nearly lost it immediately.
“Ilya…!”
“I’ve got you.”
“You’re… Fuck… You’re too good at this.”
“I know.”
“Asshole.”
“Fiancé,” Ilya corrected, and stroked him harder.
That pushed Shane right to the edge. Ilya felt it. His rhythm changed, staying deep but becoming more focused, more relentless. Shane’s whole body tightened, thighs locked around him, one hand in Ilya’s hair now, pulling him down into another kiss because he needed his mouth, needed the pressure of him everywhere.
“Come for me,” Ilya said, low and direct. “Come on, baby. I want it.”
Shane did. Hard. It tore through him so intensely he went silent for the first second, body locking up under Ilya, then the sound broke out of him against Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya kept moving through it, kept his hand on him, kept murmuring things against his ear that Shane barely understood except for the tone, filthy, pleased, completely in love.
Then Ilya followed, losing that last bit of control with a rough groan, hips pressing deep, face buried against Shane’s neck. His whole body shook once, twice, and Shane held him through it, still catching his own breath, still oversensitive, still half on the dinner table with candles burning beside them and food going cold.
For a long moment, neither of them moved. The apartment was quiet except for their breathing. Then somewhere under the table, Lucky sighed heavily.
Shane started laughing first. It came out wrecked and breathless, his forehead pressed to Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya lifted his head, hair falling into his eyes, mouth swollen, still looking half feral and half absurdly satisfied.
“What?”
“Our dog is judging us.”
“Our dog should be grateful for stable family. No divorces. No custody issues.”
Shane looked around at the pushed-aside plates, the fork on the floor, the wrecked table setting, the candles burning low, both of them naked and sweaty on the table.
“Stable.”
“Yes.”
Shane laughed harder. Ilya kissed him to shut him up, slower now, lazy and possessive and full of the smug satisfaction of a man whose jealous dinner had gone exactly as planned.
When he pulled back, Shane looked at him and said, voice still rough, 
“You know I’m never going to eat at this table normally again.”
“Good.”
“You are terrible.”
Ilya smiled, soft now under all the heat, and brushed Shane’s damp hair back from his forehead.
“Yes,” he said. “But you came home to me.”
Shane’s chest tightened. He touched the ring on Ilya’s hand, still catching candlelight against his skin.
“I always will.”
For the first time all night, Ilya’s expression went completely open. He kissed Shane again, not hard this time, not jealous, not trying to prove anything. Just because he believed him.
***
The worst consequence came last and because despite all the chaos their lives were fairly good, it hit so hard, so suddenly, so devastatingly. Not the fines this time. Not the league meetings, not the sponsor calls, not the headlines, not the comment sections Shane had stopped reading because Ilya had threatened to throw his phone into the sink and then, with terrifying calm, had added that he would not buy him a new one.
Not the way reporters had started saying their names in the same breath like they were a package, a symbol, a problem, a movement, a scandal, depending on who was speaking and how much hatred they were trying to launder through concern.
Not even the first time some asshole in an opposing arena yelled something ugly enough from behind the glass that Ilya smiled, tapped the glass with two fingers, and then scored two minutes later with the cold satisfaction of a man answering bigotry through puck placement.
No.
The worst consequence came on a completely ordinary late night.
They were driving home from practice. It had been one of those long practices that wasn’t technically punishment but felt like it because Coach was in the kind of mood where every drill became an ethical lesson and every bad pass meant skating until someone reconsidered his relationship with God. They had stayed late after, too. Extra film. Extra systems talk. Extra damage control in the hallway when one reporter tried to ask Shane whether being engaged had “changed his leadership dynamic,” and Ilya, walking past with his bag over one shoulder, said, 
“Yes, now he leads with homosexual efficiency,” 
and kept walking while Shane nearly choked on his own water bottle.
So by the time they got into the car, both of them were tired in that deep, physical way that normally would have been almost pleasant. The kind of tiredness that promised a shower, food, Lucky losing his mind at the door, Ilya’s body warm and heavy in bed afterward. The kind of tiredness that belonged to hockey and home and not catastrophe.
Montreal was dark around them. Cold. Wet. A light slick of rain on the windshield, not enough to be dramatic, just enough to turn streetlights into long blurred gold lines against the glass. Shane drove because Ilya’s shoulder was still sore from the hit, even though Ilya had called that manipulation and complained about it for five full minutes before handing over the keys.
For a while they didn’t talk much. The radio was low. Some old song neither of them cared about enough to change. Ilya sat in the passenger seat with his head tipped back, one hand resting on his thigh, the ring catching light every time they passed under a streetlamp.
Shane kept glancing at it. Still. Even now. Even through all the disaster. Especially through all the disaster. Ilya noticed, of course.
“You’re staring at my hand again.”
“I’m driving.”
“You’re multi-talented, apparently.”
Shane smiled faintly. 
“It looks good.”
“Yes. I know.” A beat. “You have said.”
“I’ll probably keep saying it.”
“Yes. That is my burden to bear.”
Shane laughed quietly. For a few blocks, it almost felt normal.
Then Ilya took out his phone. He unlocked it, looked down, then thumbed through something with the particular blank expression he wore when he was pretending an action had no emotional weight.
Shane knew immediately, because he had seen him do it before. Once every day or two, sometimes more when he was tired or when some trigger had gotten under his skin, Ilya would try calling the hospital in Moscow. Not Alexei. Never Alexei. The hospital. The ward. A number he had saved under nothing but a dot. Sometimes he would hang up before it rang through. Sometimes he would let it ring and get nowhere. Sometimes a receptionist would answer and transfer him to someone who transferred him to policy, to privacy, to nothing.
He did it in case Alexei had changed his mind.
That was the heartbreaking part. No matter what he said. No matter how vicious he got about his brother, no matter how often he told Shane that Alexei was a rotten little man with black hole instead of a soul, some tiny exhausted part of him kept trying.
Not because he believed Alexei had become kind. Because Alina had existed. Because Alina was sick. Because he had given part of himself to a child and then been shut out of knowing whether that part had helped her live. Because hope, sometimes, was not pretty or noble. Sometimes it was just calling the same number again like an idiot and letting strangers tell him no.
Shane’s hands tightened slightly on the wheel.
“You calling?”
Ilya didn’t look up. 
“Maybe.”
“Ilya.”
“I’m not calling Alexei.”
“I know.”
“Then don’t say it like that.”
“I didn’t.”
“You did.”
Shane let out a breath through his nose and kept his eyes on the road.
“I just don’t want you getting hurt.”
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly. No smile. 
“That’s embarrassing. You should be used to disappointment in this area by now.”
Shane glanced at him. The words were sharp, but the voice wasn’t. Not really. The voice was tired.
“I can pull over,” Shane said.
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
Ilya tapped the number. The car filled with the muted ringing from the phone speaker. One ring. Two. Three. Shane stared at the wet road ahead and felt his chest slowly tighten. Usually, by now, it would go nowhere. Usually, someone would pick up and shut him down quickly. Usually, the call would end with Ilya looking briefly smaller, then colder, then making some cutting comment about bureaucracy so Shane wouldn’t ask too much.
This time someone answered. In Russian.
Shane didn’t understand the words. He understood Ilya. The whole of him went still. Not tense yet. Just arrested. Like a hand had closed around something inside him and every system had paused to listen. He replied in Russian. Polite. Too polite. The old Moscow politeness, clipped and controlled and cold around the edges. Shane knew maybe ten words and none of them helped, but he could hear his name. Alina’s name. A question. Another question.
The voice on the phone responded. Ilya blinked. Once. Slowly. The rain kept sliding down the windshield. The radio kept playing some stupid soft song under the call. Shane’s blood began to go cold before he knew why.
“Ilya,” he said quietly.
Ilya lifted one hand sharply, not at him exactly, more like a reflexive plea for silence, so Shane went silent.
The voice on the phone kept talking. And talking. Ilya did not interrupt. That was wrong. He always interrupted. Even in Russian, maybe especially in Russian, Ilya interrupted when he was angry, impatient, frightened, trying to force a room to yield information. He did not sit still and listen like this. He did not hold the phone slightly away from his ear as if distance might make words less real.
Finally, he said something. Two words, maybe. His voice had changed. It was barely a voice now. The person on the phone answered. Ilya’s face emptied.
Shane saw it happen in the flash of a streetlight.
The color went out of him so fast it looked almost violent. His mouth parted slightly. His eyes fixed not on the phone, not on the windshield, not on anything visible inside the car. He looked like someone whose body was still sitting there but whose self had dropped through the floor.
Shane pulled over. Just pulled the car to the curb, hazards clicking on in the dark, because he knew with sudden absolute certainty that whatever had just happened, Ilya could not be held safely by a moving vehicle.
“Ilya,” he said again.
No answer. The phone was still at Ilya’s ear. The person on the other end said something else. This time Ilya made a sound. A small, stopped sound in the back of his throat, like something had tried to come out of him and been strangled halfway.
Shane had the car in park before he fully realized he’d done it.
“What is it?”
Ilya’s hand lowered slowly, phone still connected. For one second Shane thought he was going to tell him.
Then the voice on the speaker became clearer. A woman’s voice now, maybe, or the same person shifted closer to the phone. Russian, fast enough that Shane caught nothing except names and the tone of official discomfort sharpened by something personal and ugly.
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. He said, in English suddenly, maybe because some part of him needed Shane to hear the next piece, 
“Say it again.”
The person on the phone hesitated. Then spoke. Ilya’s face did not change at all. That was how Shane knew. Before the translation. Before the words. He knew. Still, when Ilya finally said it, it felt like the world stopped anyway.
“She died?”
The car went absolutely silent. The hazards were still ticking. Rain was still tapping the roof. Somewhere a car passed too fast through wet streetwater and hissed by them. But inside Shane’s body, silence.
“She died,” Ilya repeated, as if the sentence were not understandable yet. As if English might behave differently the second time. “A few days ago?”
A few days ago. Shane stared at him. The words kept changing shape and refusing to settle. Not today. Not just now. A few days ago. She had died while they were dealing with fines. While they were answering calls. While the internet burned. While Ilya was being congratulated and attacked and told he was brave and disgusting and marketable and dangerous. While he was trying the hospital number over and over, hoping someone might take pity.
Alina had already been gone. The transplant had not taken. And no one had told him. Ilya looked back toward the phone as if he had forgotten the call was still open. He said something in Russian. Harder now. Not loud yet, but the first edge of fury breaking through the shock.
The person on the other end answered. Ilya went very still again. Then, in English, he said, too softly, 
“What?”
Shane’s skin prickled. The reply came in Russian. Ilya’s eyes lifted to the windshield. The streetlight ahead was red. There were no cars waiting under it. He laughed. It was a dead, awful little sound.
“No,” he said into the phone. “No, you don’t get to…”
The voice cut him off. This time Shane heard one word clearly enough because he had heard it too much lately, online, in translated articles, in legal contexts, in the ugly background of Ilya’s fear before Russia.
Something about what he had done. Something about shame. Something about not coming. Ilya listened. Then he said, in a voice so flat it scared Shane more than yelling would have, 
“I’m her donor.”
A pause.
“I am her uncle.”
Another pause.
“She knew me.”
The person on the phone said something else. Ilya shut his eyes. For one second, just one, his face collapsed into a small break at the mouth, the brow, the place where a man stops being able to arrange himself because the cruelty has found a new depth and gone straight in.
Then the hard mask came back too fast. He said, in Russian, something sharp and shaking. The person answered. This time Shane heard Alexei’s name. And then Ilya, in English again, with something like disbelief hollowing out his voice, said, 
“He told you to say that.”
The phone went quiet. Then a short answer. Ilya’s hand began to tremble, his left hand, ring catching the red blink of the hazard lights, shook around the phone so badly Shane reached over on instinct.
“Ilya.”
Ilya jerked away. Not far. Not from Shane. Just from touch, from the whole existence of another body.
“Don’t,” he said.
The word was so small Shane’s heart tore. Ilya spoke into the phone again, and this time his voice was low and venomous and completely broken underneath.
“Tell my brother,” he said, in English first, then repeated something in Russian that Shane didn’t understand but felt, “that if he wanted to keep me away from her grave, he should have had the courage to say it with his own rotten mouth.”
The person on the other end said something. Ilya’s face went white. He hung up. For a second, neither of them moved. The phone lowered to Ilya’s lap. The screen went dark. The hazards kept clicking. Click. Click. Click. Shane felt each one like a small impact against the inside of his skull.
“Ilya,” he said carefully.
No answer. Ilya stared through the windshield. Not crying. Not breathing right. Not fully there.
Shane turned in his seat, seatbelt cutting across his chest.
“Baby.”
That word reached him. Badly. His face twisted once, like pain had finally found a way through the numbness and he hated it, hated the exposure of it, hated that it was happening here in the car under streetlights with wet glass and a dead phone in his lap.
“She died,” he said again.
“I know.”
“No.” He shook his head once. “No, you don’t understand. She died days ago.”
Shane’s throat tightened. 
“I know.”
“I was calling.” His voice cracked on the last word, just slightly. Enough to destroy him. “I was calling.”
“I know.”
“I was calling and she was already…”
He stopped. His mouth stayed open for a second, but no sound came. He bent forward all at once, one hand braced hard over his own stomach like he might be sick.
Shane unbuckled and reached for him. This time Ilya did not pull away. He didn’t lean in either. He just let Shane’s hand land between his shoulder blades and stay there while his whole body shuddered once, violently.
“Breathe,” Shane said, voice rough. “Illy. Breathe.”
“I can’t.”
“Yes, you can.”
“I can’t.”
His voice had gone thin and wrong. Panic and grief were trying to occupy the same body at the same time.
Shane reached across, turned off the radio, then the engine, leaving only the hazard lights clicking and the heater fading. He needed quiet. He needed to make the car smaller. He needed to keep Ilya here.
“Look at me,” he said.
Ilya shook his head.
“Baby, look at me.”
“No.”
“Ilya.”
At his full name, Ilya lifted his head. His eyes were dry and destroyed. That was worse than tears.
“They told me not to come,” he said.
The words were almost conversational. That made them unbearable. Shane’s stomach dropped.
“What are you saying?”
“They said I should not come to Russia. Not after…” He gave a small, dead smile. “After what I did.”
Shane went cold in a different way now. Rage.
“What you did?”
“Yes.”
“You mean coming out?”
“Yes.”
The red hazard light blinked across Ilya’s face, on and off, on and off, making him look like he was being lit by warning.
“They said not to come to her funeral?” Shane asked.
Ilya looked back at the windshield.
“They did not use the word funeral.” His voice went flat again. “They said arrangements had been made already. The family had been informed. I should stay where I am. It would be better for everyone.”
Shane’s mouth went dry. Better for everyone. A child dead. A donor uncle shut out. A brother punished for being queer even in grief. The rage that moved through Shane then was almost clarifying in its purity.
“No,” he said.
Ilya laughed once. 
“No?”
“No.”
“Very strong argument.”
“I mean no, they don’t get to do that.”
“They already did.”
Shane turned fully toward him. 
“Ilya…”
“I missed it,” Ilya said.
The sentence broke through the anger like glass. Shane stopped. Ilya was still staring ahead.
“I missed her dying. I missed knowing. I missed…” He swallowed once. “I missed whatever they did after. I missed her being put wherever they put her.”
His voice stayed quiet. Too quiet.
“And now I cannot go. Because if I go, maybe Alexei has me arrested or followed or beaten or whatever else he thinks is appropriate family grief. Or maybe nobody does anything and I stand there in front of a grave and everyone looks at me like I am the disease.”
Shane closed his eyes for one second. The old word sat there between them even though Ilya had not said it. Disease. Contamination. Poison. His blood failed. His love shamed them. His existence barred him from mourning.
Alexei’s cruelty had completed its circle.
Shane opened his eyes again and reached for Ilya’s left hand, the one with the ring. This time Ilya let him take it. His fingers were ice cold and trembling. Shane wrapped both hands around them.
“You did not kill her.”
Ilya’s face twitched.
“I know.”
“No.”
A tiny, terrible smile. 
“You always say that to the rest of me.”
“Because the rest of you listens badly.”
For one second, unbelievably, something like a laugh tried to break through Ilya’s throat. It failed. His hand tightened around Shane’s instead.
“I gave her my blood,” he said.
“Yes.”
“And it didn’t work.”
Shane’s chest hurt. 
“That doesn’t mean…”
“I know what it doesn’t mean.” The first anger came then, sharp and ragged and aimed nowhere cleanly. “I know medical speech. I know. I am not stupid. I know bodies are complicated. I know children die because the world is badly made and God, if He exists, is terrible.”
His voice broke hard on the last word. Then he looked at Shane properly. Finally. The devastation in him was so total Shane could barely stand it.
“But she was ten,” Ilya said.
Shane had no answer. There was no answer to that. Ten. Small in the hospital bed. Rolling her eyes at him through drugs and exhaustion. Alive when he had last seen her. Dead now, days dead, while the world argued over his kiss.
“I know,” Shane whispered.
This time Ilya didn’t correct him. He just folded. One second he was sitting upright, cold and rigid with the phone dead in his lap. The next, his shoulders rounded inward and his head dropped and a sound came out of him so small and raw Shane nearly broke apart hearing it.
Shane moved immediately. Awkwardly, across the console, the seatbelt finally off, reaching for him, pulling as much of him in as the car allowed. It was not enough. Not nearly enough, but Ilya came toward him anyway, bending sideways across the space until his forehead hit Shane’s shoulder and his hands clutched once at Shane’s coat.
Then the sobs came. Torn out. Ugly. Terrifying because every one sounded like it had to fight through a lifetime of not being allowed.
Shane held him as hard as he could.
“I’ve got you,” he said into his hair. “I’ve got you. I’m here.”
Ilya shook against him.
“She was alone,” he choked.
“No.”
“She was.”
“No.” Shane held him tighter. “She had doctors. Nurses. Her mother. Maybe she was sleeping. Maybe she wasn’t scared. You don’t know she was alone.”
“I was not there.”
“I know.”
“I was not there.”
“I know, baby.”
“They didn’t tell me.”
“I know.”
“They knew how to call me.” His voice cracked apart fully now. “They knew how to call me when they wanted my body. They knew how to call me when Alexei wanted to say I killed her. They knew…”
The rest collapsed into a sob. Shane shut his eyes and rocked him as best as he could in the cramped front seat. The car was getting cold now. He didn’t care. For a while, there was only that. The hazards. The rain. Ilya crying into his shoulder. Shane holding him with one hand in his hair and the other clenched around the back of his shirt like anything less might let the world take him too. Eventually, when the first wave had gone through him and left him shaking instead of sobbing, Shane said softly, 
“We need to get home.”
Ilya did not answer.
“Lucky’s waiting.”
That reached him a little.
“I can’t,” Ilya whispered.
“You don’t have to do anything. I’ll drive.”
“I can’t go home and…” He stopped. “I can’t walk in and be normal.”
“You don’t have to be normal.”
“I don’t know how to tell Lucky.”
The sentence was so absurd and so devastatingly sincere that Shane almost cried himself. He pressed his mouth to Ilya’s hair.
“We don’t have to tell Lucky tonight.”
Ilya let out a broken, wet sound that might have been a laugh in another universe.
Then he whispered, 
“She liked dogs.”
Shane’s throat closed.
He had no idea if that was true. If Alina had said it. If Ilya knew it from Alexei years ago. If it was just something he had decided because she was ten and sick and deserved to like dogs. It didn’t matter.
“Yeah,” he said. “I bet she did.”
Ilya pulled back slightly. His face was ruined now, tears on his cheeks, nose red, mouth shaking, eyes so devastated Shane felt his own anger return under the grief, steady and murderous.
“They told me not to come,” Ilya said again, quieter now.
Shane wiped his cheek with his thumb.
“Then we won’t decide tonight.”
Ilya looked at him.
“What?”
“We won’t decide tonight,” Shane repeated. “Not about Russia. Not about Alexei. Not about funeral or graves or anything. Tonight we go home. We call your agent. Maybe a lawyer. Maybe the coach. Maybe my parents. We figure out what is safe. But not tonight. Not in this car.”
Ilya stared at him like the structure of the words had given him something small to hold. He nodded once. Barely.
“Da. Okay.”
“Okay.”
Shane kissed his forehead. Then again. Then, because he needed Ilya to hear it once more even if it couldn’t reach all the way in yet, he said, 
“You gave her a chance.”
Ilya’s eyes shut, another tear slipped free. Shane touched the ring on his hand with his thumb.
“You gave her a chance,” he repeated. “And she mattered. And you mattered to her. Alexei does not get to make those things untrue.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled. For a second Shane thought he might argue. He didn’t. He just leaned back into his own seat, hollowed out, and let Shane start the car. The rest of the drive was silent. Shane drove with one hand on the wheel and the other holding Ilya’s cold left hand over the center console, his thumb rubbing over the ring again and again, a steady motion that said:

here,

here,

here,

still here.
When they got home, Lucky was waiting at the door. He greeted them with his usual frantic joy for half a second before the smell and shape of grief reached him. Then the bark died in his throat. His tail slowed. His whole body shifted into quiet concern.
Ilya stood just inside the door and looked down at him. For one second Shane thought he might break apart again. Instead Ilya sank slowly to the floor.
Lucky came to him at once. No hesitation. No questions. He pressed his head under Ilya’s chin and leaned his whole young husky body into him like he had been made for this exact moment and had only been waiting for someone to need his weight.
Ilya wrapped both arms around him. Then he cried again. Harder this time. Into Lucky’s fur, on the entryway floor, with Shane crouching beside them, one hand on Ilya’s back, the other on the dog’s shoulder, the apartment door still not fully closed and the cold hallway air slipping in behind them.
Shane reached back and pushed it shut. The click of the door closing sounded final. Outside, the world still burned. Media, league, consequences, hate, support, all of it. Inside, there were only the three of them on the floor and the unbearable truths. 
A dead child in Moscow. A brother’s cruelty. A funeral he was not be able to attend. A donor’s grief with nowhere to go. Ilya, folded around Lucky, sobbing like his heart had broken right in the middle.
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      Hi.
This chapter is shorter than the latest few but I feel like it is also emotionally heavier. There is a mention of suicide, mentions of depression so if it is triggering for you, I suggest you skip the last part that starts with "At night, Ilya talked about his mother.".
Take care of yourselves, remember it is not shameful to reach for help and your lives matter so so much. Here is the link to the website where you can find the suicide hotline numbers for each country: https://blog.opencounseling.com/suicide-hotlines/
My songs for this chapter are "The Hardest Part" by Olivia Dean and "the cure" by Olivia Rodrigo.







  It got worse after they came inside. Not louder, but worse because it went quiet. That was what frightened Shane most. If Ilya had screamed, Shane might have known what to do with that. If he had punched a wall, if he had paced, if he had gone sharp and vicious and started calling Alexei every name in two languages, Shane would have had something familiar to stand against. Anger, at least, had direction. Anger had heat. Anger still meant Ilya was somewhere in his body, somewhere reachable.
This was not that. This was nothing.
Ilya sat on the floor by the entryway for a while with Lucky pressed against him, both arms around the dog’s neck, face hidden in the thick fur. Then, eventually, not because he calmed down but because his body seemed to run out of the strength to keep sobbing, he let Shane help him up. Or not really help. Guide.
A hand under his elbow. Another at his back. Soft words Shane barely remembered saying because they were not for meaning so much as sound.
Come on, baby. Up. I’ve got you. Just to the couch. That’s all. Just here. I’ve got you.
Ilya went where Shane steered him. That was wrong too. Ilya, who argued about everything. Ilya, who had opinions about which glass made water taste better. Ilya, who had once nearly started a domestic war because Shane put one of his sweaters on the wrong hanger in the back of the wardrobe. Ilya, who had turned a league conference room into a crime scene with three sentences.
That Ilya simply let himself be moved. He sat on the couch.  And then he stayed there.
Still in his coat. Shoes on. Scarf still half tucked at his throat. Phone dead in one hand. The ring on his left hand catching the dim light every time his fingers twitched around nothing.
Lucky climbed up beside him, which he was absolutely not supposed to do without invitation, but Shane did not even think of correcting him. The dog pressed his whole body along Ilya’s thigh, head heavy in his lap, eyes open and worried and too human. Ilya’s right hand fell onto Lucky’s head after a while. Not petting. Just resting there.
Shane tried water first.
“Ilya,” he said softly, crouching in front of him with a glass. “Just a sip.”
No response. Not refusal. Not even hearing. His eyes were open, fixed somewhere past the coffee table. Shane tried again.
“Ilya. Please.”
Ilya’s mouth moved. For one horrible second Shane thought he was answering. But no words came. Shane set the glass on the table where he could reach it.
Then soup. The soup was still in the fridge, something Yuna had made too much of, the kind of practical motherly food that usually made Ilya roll his eyes and eat two bowls. Shane warmed a little. Put it in a mug because spoons felt too complicated. Brought it back.
Nothing.
“I know you don’t want it,” Shane murmured. “You don’t have to eat. Just hold it for warmth?”
Ilya did not move. The mug sat beside the water until both went cold.
He didn’t take his coat off. That was the detail that made Shane feel like panic was crawling under his skin. Not the tears. Not even the silence. The coat. The fact that Ilya had come home and not arrived. That some part of him was still on the side of the road, still in the car, still in Moscow, still in a hospital hallway, still standing outside a room where Alina had once slept and now would never sleep again.
Shane looked at him for one more second, then stood. He needed to do something or he was going to start shaking hard enough for Ilya to see.
He went to the kitchen, far enough that his voice wouldn’t hit Ilya directly but close enough to keep him in sight. Lucky looked up when Shane moved, then put his head back down on Ilya’s lap as if he had decided not to abandon his post.
Shane called Coach first. His hand shook as he pressed the name. The coach picked up on the third ring.
“Hollander.”
The sound of his voice nearly undid Shane because it was so normal. Tired. Irritated. Alive in ordinary hockey concerns. Shane had to turn toward the counter and put one hand flat on it.
“Coach.”
The room on the other end changed immediately.
“What happened?”
Shane closed his eyes.
“Ilya had a family crisis.”
No pause.
“Is he hurt?”
“No.” Then, because that sounded too false, “Not physically.”
“Where are you?”
“Home.”
“Both of you.”
“Yeah.”
“Good.” A beat. “What do you need?”
Shane looked back over his shoulder. Ilya still hadn’t moved. His coat was dark against the couch. His hand sat limp on Lucky’s head. His face looked wrong in profile, too empty, too far away.
“I need us off for a bit,” Shane said, voice low. “I don’t know how long. At least tomorrow. Maybe more.”
“Done.”
The answer came so fast Shane almost couldn’t process it.
“What?”
“Done,” Coach repeated. “You’re both out. Family emergency. I’ll handle the room and the office.”
Shane pressed his lips together hard.
“Thanks.”
“Do I need to send someone?”
“No. I don’t know. Maybe later.”
Another pause. This one was softer, though the coach's voice did not become soft. It wasn’t built for that.
“Hollander.”
“Yeah.”
“You with him?”
Shane looked at Ilya again.
“Yeah.”
“Then be with him. Don’t think about hockey tonight.”
That nearly broke something in him.
“Okay.”
“And Shane?”
“Yeah?”
“Call if it gets dangerous. For him or for you.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“It won’t.”
“I didn’t ask for optimism. I asked for a call.”
A rough, helpless sound left Shane. Almost a laugh. 
“Okay.”
He hung up. Then he texted Yuna and David. He didn’t know how much to say. For a moment he stared at the empty message box while grief sat heavy on the couch behind him and the apartment smelled faintly of cold soup and wet wool and dog.
Finally he typed instead of calling because he was sure his mother’s voice would undo him now.
Alina died.
Ilya just found out.
A few days ago, apparently. No one told him.
They told him not to come to Russia because of everything that happened publicly.
He’s not okay.
We’re home. I called Coach. We’re off for a bit.
He stared at it. Then added:
I don’t know what to do.
He sent it before he could make it more polished. Yuna of course called immediately. Shane looked at the screen, then at Ilya. He declined.
Can’t talk. 
Her answer came fast.
We’re coming.
Then:
Not to intrude. But we’re coming near you.
David sent separately:
You don’t have to know what to do. Keep him warm. Don’t leave him alone. Offer water without forcing. We’re on our way.
Then, a second later:
And Shane, breathe.
Shane looked down at that message for longer than made sense.
Breathe. Right. He realized he had been holding his breath. He set the phone down. Then he went back to Ilya. The living room seemed dimmer than before, though none of the lights had changed. The one small lamp by the side table was on, throwing warm light over Lucky’s fur, over Ilya’s coat, over the untouched water and soup, over the ring.
Shane crouched in front of him again. This time he did not bring food or water. He just put one hand carefully on Ilya’s knee.
“I called the coach,” he said quietly. “We’re off. Both of us. You don’t have to go anywhere tomorrow.”
Nothing. Shane swallowed.
“I texted my parents. They’re close. They’re coming near, but they won’t come in unless you want.”
At that, something shifted in Ilya’s face. Barely. A flicker. Then his lips parted. For one second no sound came. When he finally spoke, it was so quiet Shane had to lean closer.
“She was dead when I posted that.”
The words were flat. Whispered. Not aimed at Shane. Not aimed anywhere. Just released into the air like they had been sitting in his mouth too long.
Shane went still.
“Ilya…”
“She was dead when I gave the statement.” His eyes did not move from the wall. “She was dead when I kissed you in front of everyone.”
Shane’s hand tightened on his knee.
“She was dead when you proposed,” Ilya whispered.
The sentence went straight through him.
“No.”
Ilya blinked slowly, but he still was not looking at him.
“Yes.”
“No, I mean… Baby, no. Don’t do that.”
“I’m not doing anything.”
“You are.”
“What am I doing, Shane?”
His voice was still quiet. That made it worse. There was no fight in it. No sarcasm to protect either of them. Just that terrible distant tone, like he was reporting facts from somewhere underwater.
Shane stared at him, helpless.
“You’re making it mean something it doesn’t mean.”
Ilya’s mouth moved in something that was not a smile.
“It means I was happy while she was dead.”
The room stopped. Shane had no answer fast enough. And into that silence, Ilya kept talking.
“I was happy,” he said. “I was wearing my ring. I was having dinner with your family. I was talking about weddings. I was fucking you on the table. I was…” His throat moved once. “I was happy.”
Shane felt his own eyes burn.
“That doesn’t make you guilty.”
“No?”
“No.”
Ilya finally looked at him. His eyes were dry again now, and that scared Shane more than anything. Dry, hollow, too clear in the wrong way.
“What does it make me?”
“Human.”
Ilya looked away immediately.
“Bad answer.”
“It’s the true one.”
“I don’t want the true one.”
“I know.”
“I want…” He stopped. His hand on Lucky’s head moved at last, fingers curling weakly into the fur. “I don’t know what I want.”
Shane shifted closer and sat on the edge of the coffee table now, knees almost touching Ilya’s.
“I don’t either.”
That seemed to surprise him a little. Shane’s voice roughened. 
“I don’t know how to help you.”
The admission came out before he could dress it up as something more competent.
“I’ve never seen you like this,” Shane said. “I’ve seen you angry. I’ve seen you scared. I’ve seen you hurt. I’ve seen you shut down, but not…” He stopped, swallowed. “Not grief. Not like this. I don’t know what to do.”
Ilya was silent for a long time. Then he said, almost inaudible, 
“Me neither.”
The simplicity of it nearly killed him. Lucky lifted his head slightly and nudged Ilya’s wrist. Ilya looked down at him. For a second, his face folded. Not tears. Just pain moving over it without defense.
“She would have liked him,” he whispered.
Shane could barely breathe.
“Yeah.”
“She liked dogs.” His voice stayed tiny. “She was not allowed one. Alexei said dogs make mess. Like children don’t.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, Ilya was still looking at Lucky.
“She asked once if I had a dog in Canada. I said no. She said I should get one because I looked like a person who would talk to a dog and pretend not to.”
A broken little sound left him. Shane moved from the coffee table to the couch. Slowly, so Ilya could reject it. He didn’t. Shane sat beside him, close enough that their legs touched. He did not try to take the coat off. Not yet. Did not tell him to drink. Did not fix it. Just sat.
Ilya kept looking at Lucky.
“I told her maybe,” he whispered.
Shane’s throat closed.
“I told her maybe one day.”
Lucky laid his head back down, heavy across Ilya’s lap. Ilya’s hand shook as it stroked once over his ear.
“One day,” he repeated.
Then his breathing hitched. Once, only once, but Shane felt it like a fault line opening.
“I thought I would see her again.”
“I know.”
“I didn’t even know her,” Ilya said, and now the words started coming faster but still quiet, still whispered, like volume would make them too real. “Not really. That’s what is stupid. I didn’t know her favorite color. I didn’t know what she watched or what books she liked. I don’t know if she liked math or hated it. I don’t know if she had friends. I don’t know if she was funny when she was not sick. I don’t know if she was like him or like her mother or like someone else entirely.”
Shane’s arm moved around him. Ilya didn’t lean in, but he also didn’t pull away.
“I only know hospital things,” he said. “How small she looked. How her hair was gone. How she rolled her eyes at me. How her hand felt when she let me touch it once. That is what I know of my niece.”
His voice cracked on the last word. Niece. Not child. Not Alina. My niece.
Shane held him closer. Ilya’s head tipped forward. Still not against Shane. Not quite.
“I was supposed to know more.”
Shane couldn’t speak.
“I was supposed to send her stupid gifts from Canada. Jerseys. Dogs with team logos. Ugly stuffed animals. I was supposed to be annoying uncle who buys too much because he has guilt and money.”
This time the laugh did come, one breath of it, destroyed.
“She would have liked that.”
“She would have loved it,” Shane whispered.
Ilya shut his eyes.
“I don’t know that.”
“I do.”
That made Ilya turn his head slightly. Shane looked at him.
“She would have loved it,” Shane said again. “A kid with a scary hospital room and an uncle from Canada who sends ugly stuffed animals? Of course she would have loved it.”
Ilya’s face trembled.
“Maybe.”
“Definitely.”
For one second, something in him tried to accept the image. Then it fell apart again.
“But I did not,” he whispered. “I didn’t send anything. I didn’t know. I stayed gone. I always stay gone and then people die.”
The words came so softly Shane almost missed them. Then they hit. Hard.
“Ilya.”
“My mother,” he said.
“No.”
“My father.”
“No.”
“Now her.”
“No. Stop.”
Ilya did stop. Not because Shane commanded it well. Because the word seemed to cut through the spiral sharply enough to make him blink. Shane took his face in both hands.
“I know you are grieving,” he said, voice shaking despite his effort. “I know you are allowed to say horrible things right now. I know. But I am not letting that one sit in the room like the truth.”
Ilya looked at him, eyes empty and wounded.
“I stayed gone.”
“You were a child when your mother died.”
A flinch.
“You were surviving your father and Alexei and Russia and hockey and everything else. You did not make people die by leaving.”
Ilya’s mouth moved. Shane’s thumbs pressed gently along his cheekbones.
“And with Alina, you came back.”
That landed. Ilya’s eyes changed.
“You came back,” Shane said, slower now. “You flew there. You went to the hospital. You fought Alexei. You got tested. You donated. You gave her everything you were allowed to give.”
“It didn’t work.”
“I know.”
“It didn’t work, Shane.”
“I know.”
His voice broke on it because there was no way to make that less terrible.
“I know, baby.”
For a moment, Ilya stared at him. Then his face twisted. Finally. Fully. The quiet broke. It broke in one silent collapse of expression so raw Shane felt it in his own chest like impact.
“I wanted it to work,” Ilya whispered.
That was the heart of it. So small, so plain, so unbearable.
Shane pulled him in. This time Ilya came. Not like before in the entryway, frantic and breaking against Lucky. This was slower. More devastated somehow. He folded sideways into Shane’s chest like he had no idea what else a body could do when there was nowhere left for the grief to go.
Shane wrapped both arms around him, coat and all.
Ilya’s face pressed against his throat.
“I wanted it to work,” he said again, and then again, so quietly Shane barely heard it. “I wanted it to work.”
“I know.”
“I wanted her to live.”
“I know.”
“I wanted…” His voice broke. “I wanted one thing I gave to be enough.”
Shane’s eyes burned hot. He held him tighter, one hand over the back of his head, the other pressed between his shoulder blades.
“It was enough that you gave it,” Shane whispered.
Ilya shook his head.
“I know it doesn’t feel like that,” Shane said. “I know.”
“I don’t want meaning,” Ilya whispered. “I want her alive.”
Shane closed his eyes. There was nothing to say. He held him. That was all. The coat stayed on. The water stayed untouched. The soup was cold. Lucky stayed pressed against Ilya’s lap, sometimes lifting his head to lick Ilya’s wrist, sometimes resting heavy and warm like a living weight holding him to earth.
After a long time, Ilya whispered, 
“I don’t know where she is buried.”
Shane’s hand stilled in his hair.
“I don’t know if they put flowers. I don’t know if anyone said she was brave. I don’t know if Alexei let anyone say my name.” His voice became thinner and thinner. “I don’t know if she knew I tried.”
Shane could not fix that. He hated it. He had never hated his own helplessness more.
“We’ll find out,” he said, because it was the only promise he could make without lying. “Not tonight. But we’ll find out.”
“How?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Ilya gave a small, broken exhale. 
“Honest.”
“Yeah.”
“I hate honest.”
“I know.”
They sat like that until Shane’s phone buzzed. Yuna.
We’re downstairs. We brought food and blankets. I love you. I love him. Tell him only if it helps.
Shane read it twice, then he angled the phone so Ilya could see. Ilya’s eyes moved over the message. For a long time, nothing happened. Then his face crumpled again, but softer this time. More bewildered than destroyed.
“She brought blankets,” he whispered.
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“Because she loves you.”
Ilya closed his eyes. A tear slid out.
“I don’t know what to do with that tonight.”
“You don’t have to do anything.”
“She is downstairs.”
“Yes.”
“With blankets.”
“Yes.”
“That is insane.”
“A little.”
Ilya breathed once, shaking. Then he whispered, 
“Can she come up?”
Shane kissed his hair.
“Yeah, of course.”
He texted Yuna with one hand while holding Ilya with the other.
Come up. Quietly.
Then he set the phone down.
A few minutes later, there was the softest knock at the door. Lucky lifted his head. Ilya went completely still. Shane held him a little tighter.
“You can change your mind,” he whispered.
Ilya did not answer for a second. Then, barely audible:
“No. Let her.”
So Shane stood, though every part of him hated letting go even for the ten seconds it took to reach the door.
Yuna was there with David behind her. No rush. No panic. No loud grief. Just Yuna holding a folded blanket to her chest and David carrying a bag of food neither of them would eat yet, both of their faces already changed by knowing.
Yuna stepped inside first. Her eyes went straight to Ilya on the couch. Still in his coat. Scarf still on. Face destroyed. Lucky half across his lap like a guard.
For one second, she looked like her heart broke openly, then she crossed the room. She set the blanket down beside him and crouched in front of him the same way Shane had.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she said softly.
That was all. Ilya made a sound like he had been struck. Yuna reached up, paused half an inch from his face, waiting. Ilya looked at her hand. Then, with a tiny movement, leaned forward. Yuna touched his cheek. And Ilya, who had gone vicious at the whole world, who had bitten through PR people and league men and reporters and strangers with microphones, folded into her hands like a child.
Shane stood there beside David and watched grief become something no one could solve but several people could hold.
David put one hand on Shane’s shoulder. Firm. Quiet. Shane’s own eyes filled.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he whispered.
David squeezed his shoulder.
“No one does,” he said softly. “We just stay.”
On the couch, Yuna had moved beside Ilya now, one arm around him, the blanket over his shoulders though the coat was still on underneath it. Lucky readjusted carefully, refusing to abandon his post. Ilya’s face was pressed somewhere between Yuna’s shoulder and Shane’s blanket, and he was whispering something Shane could not make out. Maybe Alina’s name. Maybe nothing. 
Shane went back to him, sat on his other side and took his ringed hand. And when Ilya’s fingers closed around his, weak but real, Shane understood that this was all he had for now.
***
The next few days were awful. Not dramatic-awful in the way people imagined grief from the outside. Not screaming every hour. Not collapsing visibly every time someone said Alina’s name. Not cinematic rain against windows while Ilya stood beautifully destroyed in the doorway.
It was worse because it was dull. Heavy. Every day arrived and immediately became something to survive.
Ilya barely got up.
The first morning, Shane thought it was because he hadn’t slept. Which was true, technically. Neither of them had. Ilya had drifted in and out of some gray half-conscious state with his body turned toward Shane but not quite tucked into him, his hand occasionally twitching in the sheets like he was reaching for something and not finding it. Lucky had slept pressed against his shins all night, refusing to move even when Shane got up to use the bathroom. Every time Shane came back, the dog lifted his head, checked that Ilya was still there, and lowered it again.
So the first morning, when Ilya didn’t get up, Shane let him stay.
He texted Coach.
He’s not coming in. Neither am I.
The reply came after less than a minute.
Good. Don’t ask again today. Room knows. No details. Family crisis. They’re with you.
Shane stared at that for a while, sitting on the edge of the bed with his phone in both hands, looking back at Ilya’s still shape under the blankets.
Family crisis.
Such small words for a dead child and a brother’s cruelty and a grave in Russia Ilya might not be allowed to see.
He put the phone down.
“Ilya,” he said quietly.
No answer. He was awake. Shane knew he was awake. His breathing had that too-careful quality again, the pretend-sleep rhythm that fooled no one who loved him.
“I’m making coffee.”
Nothing.
“Do you want tea?”
Nothing.
Lucky lifted his head and looked at Shane as if he too was waiting. Shane swallowed.
“Okay. I’ll bring water.”
He did. Water. Tea. A piece of toast with butter because toast felt less offensive than real food. He set it all on the bedside table and sat beside him.
Ilya didn’t move. After ten minutes, Shane touched his shoulder through the blanket.
“Can you drink a little?”
Ilya’s voice came from under the covers, flat and muffled.
“No.”
“Just water.”
“No.”
“Baby…”
“Don’t.”
The word was sharp enough to cut. Shane went still. Ilya didn’t turn over. Didn’t apologize. Didn’t soften. Shane sat there with his hand hovering uselessly in the air for one second before pulling it back.
“Okay,” he said softly.
Ilya’s shoulders tightened.
That was the first day. The second was worse because Shane had hoped there might be a small shift and there wasn’t. Yuna came over in the morning, not with the force of the first night but quietly, carrying broth and soft rolls and a container of rice pudding with cinnamon. David stayed in the kitchen with Shane while she went to the bedroom.
They heard her knock softly on the half-open door.
“Ilya, sweetheart. It’s Yuna. Can I come in?”
Silence. Then, after a long time, Ilya’s voice.
“No.”
Yuna stood there for a moment. Shane stared at the kitchen counter. David beside him said nothing. Then Yuna answered, still soft, still steady, 
“All right. I’m here if you change your mind.”
No reply.
She came back to the kitchen with her face carefully arranged around heartbreak.
“He said no,” Shane said, because naming the obvious was easier than accepting it.
“He’s allowed,” Yuna said.
“I know.”
“He’s not rejecting us.”
“I know.”
But he didn’t, not really. Or maybe he did in his head and not in the places where worry had lived.
David put one hand on his shoulder.
“He’s in shock still,” he said quietly. “Grief doesn’t follow a clean timeline. Especially not grief tangled with guilt, probably trauma, exclusion from mourning, and public pressure.”
Shane closed his eyes. 
“I know.”
David’s hand squeezed.
“You don’t have to fix it today.”
“I don’t know how to do nothing.”
“You’re not doing nothing.”
Shane looked toward the hallway. Ilya was in their bedroom, not eating, not drinking, not coming out, not letting Yuna in.
“It feels like nothing.”
David’s voice softened. 
“Staying can feel like nothing when you’re used to solving things.”
That landed badly. Shane turned away and busied himself with mugs, because his eyes had started burning and he couldn’t handle crying in the kitchen while Ilya was alone in the bedroom and Lucky was scratching sadly at the door.
The third day, Ilya got up. That should have felt like progress. It didn’t. He came into the kitchen around noon in the same sweatpants he’d slept in, one of Shane’s hoodies pulled over his body, hair unwashed, face pale and closed. Lucky appeared at his side instantly, tail moving hopefully, but Ilya barely touched him.
Shane was at the stove heating soup. He turned so fast he nearly burned his hand.
“Hey.”
Ilya stopped in the doorway. His eyes moved over the kitchen. The pot. The bowl waiting. The glass of water. The vitamin pills Shane had set aside because Ilya had been forgetting even the basic things.
His mouth tightened.
“Don’t.”
Shane froze.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You’re going to.”
“I was going to ask if you wanted soup.”
“No.”
“You haven’t eaten since yesterday morning.”
“I said no.”
Shane breathed in slowly. Lucky looked between them, ears slightly back.
“Ilya.”
“No.”
“Okay.” Shane turned the burner down. “Coffee?”
“No.”
“Tea?”
“Hollander.”
That one had a warning in it. Shane turned back to him. Ilya’s face was still blank, but there was something sharp underneath it now. Irritation. Exhaustion. Pain looking for the nearest target.
“What?” Shane asked carefully.
“Stop.”
“I’m trying to help.”
“I know.”
The way he said it made it sound like an accusation. Shane swallowed.
“You need to eat.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed.
“There it is.”
“What?”
“The need.”
Shane stared at him. 
“What does that mean?”
“I need to eat. I need to drink. I need to sleep. I need to talk. I need to take a shower. I need to get up. I need to be handled.” His voice rose only slightly, but the edge got crueler with every word. “Maybe we can make a checklist. Maybe if I do enough little grief tasks everyone can relax because the dead child’s uncle had toast.”
Shane flinched. He couldn’t help it. Ilya saw. And for one second his face changed. Regret, maybe.
Then it shut again.
Shane took one breath. Then another.
“I’m not trying to make you perform grief correctly.”
“No?”
“No.”
“Then leave me alone.”
The words came fast. Too fast. Shane’s jaw tightened. 
“You don’t mean that.”
Ilya laughed once. It was ugly. Empty.
“You don’t get to decide that.”
The kitchen went silent. Lucky whined. That sound seemed to break something, not in Ilya exactly, but in the room. Ilya looked down at the dog, and whatever he saw there made his mouth twist.
“Great,” he muttered. “Now the dog is sad.”
“He loves you.”
“I know.”
“That’s not a bad thing.”
“Everything is a bad thing right now.”
And then he turned and went back to the bedroom. The soup sat on the stove until it got thick and cold. Shane stood in the kitchen for a full minute after he left, both hands braced on the counter, trying not to be angry. Trying not to be hurt. Trying to remember what David had said.
Shock. Grief. Trauma. Exclusion. Public pressure.
Not rejection. Not rejection. Still, when he finally turned off the stove, his hands were shaking.
On the fourth day, the coach called. Shane almost didn’t answer because he was sitting on the bathroom floor while Ilya showered with the door half open, not because Ilya had asked him to stay, but because he had been standing under the water for too long without moving, and Shane had started imagining him sinking down against the tile without making a sound.
When the phone buzzed, Ilya said from behind the shower curtain, flatly, 
“Answer it.”
Shane hesitated.
“Answer it,” Ilya repeated. “If it is coach, tell him I am useless and dramatic and will return when done being embarrassing.”
Shane’s chest hurt. He answered.
“Hey.”
The coach skipped hello. 
“How is he?”
Shane looked at the steam-fogged mirror. 
“Bad.”
The water kept running.
“Eating?”
“Barely.”
“Sleeping?”
“No.”
“Talking?”
Shane let out a breath. 
“Sometimes. Mostly to hurt himself or me.”
The shower went abruptly silent. Shane closed his eyes.
Fuck.
The coach paused. Then said, 
“Normal.”
Shane opened his eyes. 
“What?”
“Not good. Normal.” The coach's voice was blunt, but not unkind. “Grief makes people vicious. Especially people who already think pain is something they’re supposed to handle alone. So, every hockey player in history.”
From behind the shower curtain, there was no sound at all.
Shane lowered his voice. 
“I don’t know when we’re coming back.”
“Don’t.”
“What?”
“Don’t know. Don’t decide. Don’t call me every morning asking permission to not be fine.”
Shane breathed out shakily.
“The room is asking about him,” Coach added.
Shane glanced toward the curtain. 
“Yeah?”
“Yes. I told them family crisis. They’re behaving. Mostly.”
“Mostly.”
“Kenny attempted to send a singing telegram. I threatened murder.”
Despite himself, Shane gave a tiny laugh. From behind the curtain, there was a small sound. Not a laugh. Not really. Close enough that Shane almost cried.
The coach heard the shift and went quieter.
“Tell him something.”
Shane swallowed. 
“What?”
“Tell him he’s not losing his place because he’s grieving.”
Shane’s throat went tight. The water dripped steadily from the showerhead. Coach continued, gruffer now, like too much sincerity was making him physically uncomfortable. 
“Tell him the room is there when he’s ready. Not before.”
Shane shut his eyes.
“Okay.”
“And Hollander?”
“Yeah.”
“You too.”
The call ended. For a while Shane sat there with the phone in his hand. Then the curtain moved. Ilya stood there dripping wet, one hand braced against the tile, hair plastered to his forehead. He looked terrible. Pale under the heat, eyes hollow, shoulders too sharp somehow despite all the muscle still there.
“You told him I’m bad,” he said.
Shane looked up at him. 
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
That was unexpected. Ilya’s mouth twisted.
“I am bad.”
Shane stood quickly and grabbed a towel.
“You’re grieving.”
“I am bad at that too.”
“You’re not.”
“You have no comparison.”
“I have eyes.”
Ilya let Shane wrap the towel around his shoulders. For one second, he leaned into the motion. Then he pulled back slightly and said, 
“What did he say?”
Shane hesitated. Ilya’s eyes sharpened, tired but still him in there somewhere.
“Hollander.”
“He said you’re not losing your place because you’re grieving.”
Nothing. Ilya looked down. Water dripped from his hair onto the towel.
“He said the room is there when you’re ready. Not before.”
The bathroom was very quiet. Ilya blinked. Then he said, almost too softly to hear, 
“That’s stupid.”
“Yeah.”
His mouth trembled. Shane did not touch his face because he could tell it would be too much. Instead he said, 
“He also said Kenny tried to send a singing telegram.”
That did it. A tiny, broken breath left Ilya.
“Idiot.”
“Coach threatened murder.”
“Good.”
Another breath.
“I don’t want to go to practice.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I don’t want to see anyone.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I don’t want them to look at me like they know.”
Shane’s chest tightened. 
“Okay.”
Ilya’s hand tightened in the towel. 
“I don’t want to be grateful for support.”
That one broke Shane a little. Of course. Support was good. Support was needed. Support also meant being seen at the exact moment he felt least able to survive anyone looking.
“You don’t have to show gratitude.”
Ilya looked at him. For the first time that day, really looked.
“I am so angry,” he whispered.
Shane nodded slowly. 
“I know.”
“At everyone.”
“Okay.”
“At Alexei. At doctors. At you. At me. At your mother for being kind. At Coach for saying that. At the dog for looking sad. At Alina for dying.”
The last one came out like a confession so ugly he could barely survive it. Shane’s face softened. Ilya looked horrified by himself immediately.
“I don’t mean that.”
“I know.”
“I don’t mean that.”
“I know, baby.”
“I don’t…” His voice broke. “I don’t mean that.”
Shane stepped in then and wrapped his arms around him, towel and wet skin and all. This time Ilya came into it, hard. One hand fisted in Shane’s shirt. His face pressed into Shane’s shoulder.
“I’m terrible,” he whispered.
“No.”
“I’m angry at her.”
“You’re angry she’s gone.”
“That is not better.”
“It is different.”
“I hate different.”
“I know.”
He shook in Shane’s arms, not quite crying. Worse, maybe. Holding the crying off and suffering through all the pressure of it.
“I don’t know how to be like this,” Ilya whispered.
Shane held him tighter.
“Me neither.”
For once, that seemed to help.
The days kept going like that.
Badly.
Ilya slept too much and not enough. He stayed in bed until noon, then got up and snapped over nothing, then disappeared into the bedroom again. He started three cups of tea and drank none of them. He pushed food around a plate until Shane stopped watching because watching made it worse. He took Lucky on one short walk and came back shaking because a girl in the park laughed at something her father said and for one second he had forgotten how to breathe.
He avoided the rink entirely. The team kept sending things anyway. Not too much. The coach must have threatened them because the support came measured, careful, disguised when necessary.
G sent a photo of Lucky’s favorite treats with the text:
Saw these. Want me to drop off? No visit.
Noah sent:
No reply needed. The room is handling media. Don’t look.
Kenny sent:
I was told not to send a singing telegram
this is censorship
also we miss u
not in a weird way
okay slightly in a weird way
Ilya read that one on the couch, stared at it, then put the phone face-down on his thigh. Shane, sitting beside him but not touching because it had been a no-touch hour apparently, asked, 
“What?”
“Kenny.”
“What did he say?”
“He is being stupid.”
“Bad stupid?”
“No.” A long pause. “Good stupid.”
“That’s his niche.”
Ilya didn’t smile but he didn’t look quite as far away for the next few minutes.
Yuna came almost every day. Sometimes Ilya let her in. Sometimes he didn’t. When he did, she never arrived like a rescuer. That was probably why he kept letting her. She came with food, but she didn’t hover over him with the bowl. She asked once if he wanted anything, accepted no, and then sat nearby knitting something or working on her laptop because “hands need work when hearts are useless.”
Ilya had looked at her when she said that, hollow-eyed and suspicious.
“That is extremely dramatic.”
“Yes,” Yuna said calmly. “I’m a mother.”
And somehow that made him let her sit there.
David helped Shane more quietly. He explained grief without making it clinical, then stopped himself and apologized when he did. He brought electrolyte drinks and said nothing when they went untouched. He checked in with Shane in the hallway and asked, “Are you sleeping?” with the kind of look that meant he would accept neither heroic lying nor decorative bullshit.
Shane was not sleeping much. He was watching. Waiting. Trying not to turn Ilya into a patient. Trying not to take every sharp word personally. Trying not to panic every time Ilya refused food. Trying not to resent grief for making the man he loved unreachable, which made him feel monstrous and human and exhausted.
On the sixth day, Ilya snapped over the laundry. Shane had washed his hoodie. The one he had been wearing too long. The one that smelled like sweat and bed and tears and Lucky. Shane had waited until Ilya was in the shower and taken it because he thought clean clothes might help.
Ilya came out and saw it gone. His face changed immediately.
“Where is it?”
Shane looked up from folding towels. 
“What?”
“My hoodie.”
“In the wash.”
Ilya stared at him.
“Why?”
“It needed washing.”
“I didn’t ask you to wash it.”
“I know.”
“So why did you touch it?”
The anger came fast. Too fast. All out of proportion and completely real at once. Shane put the towel down.
“I’m sorry. I thought…”
“You thought what? That I’m too disgusting to know how to wash my own clothes?”
“No.”
“That I need you to manage my body and my clothes and my food and my sleep?”
“No, Ilya.”
“Then stop touching my things.”
Shane went still. Ilya was breathing too hard now, eyes bright with anger that had nothing to do with laundry and everything to do with having lost control of every meaningful thing for weeks.
Still, the words hurt. Shane nodded once.
“Okay.”
That seemed to make Ilya angrier.
“Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Go quiet like I kicked you.”
“You did kick me.”
Silence. Ilya’s face went blank. Shane regretted it instantly, not because it wasn’t true, but because it was true and the truth landed badly.
“I didn’t mean…”
“No,” Ilya said.
He backed up one step.
“Ilya…”
“No.”
He turned and went into the bedroom. The door shut. Shane stood in the living room with a folded towel in his hands and stared at the closed door. Lucky came over and leaned against his leg. Shane looked down at him.
“I fucked that up.”
Lucky sighed.
“Yeah.”
It took twenty minutes before the bedroom door opened again. Ilya came out slowly. Not better, but changed. The anger had burned down into something shaky and ugly and ashamed.
Shane stood from the couch. Ilya stopped in the hallway.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
It sounded like it had been dragged through glass. Shane moved toward him. Careful. 
“Me too.”
“I know you were trying to help.”
“I know you didn’t mean it like that.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted. 
“I meant some of it like that.”
“Okay.”
“I hate being handled.”
“I know.”
“I hate needing handling.”
“I know.”
“And I hate that I also need it.”
Shane’s chest hurt.
“Yeah.”
Ilya looked at him.
“I don’t know what’s mine right now.”
That landed. Shane stepped closer. Ilya didn’t move away.
“What do you mean?”
“My body is tired. My head is not right. Everyone knows my life. Everyone has opinion. Alexei took her. Doctors took information. League took words. Media took kiss. You took hoodie.”
The last one was absurd and not absurd at all. Shane nodded slowly.
“I’m sorry.”
“I know.” Ilya’s throat moved. “I know it’s stupid.”
“It isn’t.”
“It is laundry.”
“It was also yours.”
Ilya looked down. Then he said, barely audible, 
“I want it back when it’s dry, Hollander.”
“You’ll have it.”
“Don’t make it smell nice.”
Despite everything, Shane almost smiled.
“I’ll use unscented.”
Ilya nodded once. Then he came forward and put his forehead against Shane’s shoulder. It wasn’t a hug exactly but Shane took it. They stood like that for a long time in the hallway, Lucky sitting beside them, laundry humming in the background like a ridiculous soundtrack to grief.
That evening, Ilya ate three spoonfuls of soup. Only three, but he ate them. Shane did not praise him. He wanted to. He really wanted to. Instead he sat beside him on the couch and watched a stupid nature documentary with the volume low while Lucky slept across their feet.
After the third spoonful, Ilya set the bowl down and said, 
“If you say good job, I will leave you.”
Shane looked at the TV.
“I wasn’t going to.”
“Yes, you were.”
“I was thinking it.”
“I know.”
“You are very annoying.”
Ilya leaned his head back against the couch. For the first time in days, his mouth moved. Almost a smile.
“Good.”
It wasn’t better. Not really. But it was something.
***
At night, Ilya talked about his mother. Not because Shane asked. Shane had learned, by then, not to dig too hard when Ilya was in the wrong kind of quiet. There were quiets that wanted a hand on the back of his neck. There were quiets that wanted tea left nearby and no eye contact. There were quiets that wanted Lucky pressed against his thigh like ballast. And then there were quiets that felt like standing too close to deep water, where any wrong word might send something under and out of reach.
This was one of those.
They were in bed, but not sleeping. Ilya had stayed on the couch for most of the evening, barely moving, barely answering, his body curled awkwardly under a blanket he had not asked for and had not pushed away. He had eaten half a piece of toast because Yuna had texted Shane, try toast with butter, not soup, sometimes soup feels too much like being cared for, which Shane had not understood emotionally but had followed anyway because Yuna often understood people’s bodies before they did.
Ilya had eaten the half slice in three miserable bites and then snapped, “Do not look so relieved,” even though Shane had tried very hard not to.
Shane had said, 
“Okay.”
Ilya had immediately looked like he hated himself.
Then nothing more for an hour.
Later, Shane had guided him to bed because Ilya’s body had started to sag with exhaustion even while his eyes stayed open. Lucky jumped up without permission and curled at the foot of the bed, and neither of them said a word about it. The apartment was dark except for the lamp on Shane’s side, low and warm. Outside, the city kept existing in that distant indifferent way cities did when someone’s heart had been knocked out of their body and the traffic still kept to schedule.
Ilya lay on his back. He was too still.
Shane lay on his side facing him, one hand resting on the mattress between them, close enough to be taken but not touching. He had learned that too. Sometimes reaching first made Ilya feel cornered. Sometimes offering the space mattered more.
For a long time there was only Lucky’s breathing and the low hum of the radiator.
Then Ilya said, 
“I never told you how my mother died.”
Shane’s whole body went cold. He didn’t move.
Irina. His mother.
Shane knew the facts, or what passed for facts in the brutal shorthand of trauma: died when Ilya was twelve. Suicide. A wound Alexei liked to use like a knife. A grave in Moscow where Ilya had once stood with flowers and cigarettes he didn’t smoke because she would have hated the smell.
But no details. Never details. Shane kept his voice gentle.
“No,” he said. “You didn’t.”
Ilya stared at the ceiling. The light caught the hard line of his throat when he swallowed.
“I think,” he said slowly, “I thought if I didn’t tell you, then maybe it stayed less real. Which is stupid.”
“It’s not stupid.”
“It is.”
“Okay,” Shane said softly. “Then it’s stupid and understandable.”
For a second, nothing happened. Then Ilya’s mouth moved faintly.
“She was beautiful,” he said.
Shane’s chest tightened. Ilya didn’t look at him.
“Not in the way people say dead women were beautiful because they don’t know what else to say. She was actually beautiful. Very fair hair. Long. She hated when it got in her face, but she never cut it because my father liked it long.” His voice stayed flat, almost conversational, which somehow made every word hurt more. “She used to twist it up when she was angry.”
Shane waited.
“She was funny,” Ilya added. “Not like me. Softer. Worse jokes. She liked stupid wordplay. She would say things and then laugh before anyone else did.”
The corner of his mouth shifted again, then died.
“She was sad for a long time.”
Shane’s fingers curled slightly into the sheet.
“I knew that,” Ilya whispered. “Even then. Children know things. Adults pretend they don’t, but children know. I knew which days to be quiet. I knew which doors not to open too fast. I knew when my father had said something to her because the whole apartment changed temperature.”
His voice thinned.
“She would sit in the kitchen sometimes and stare at nothing. I used to bring her tea. Very bad tea. Too much sugar. She drank it anyway.”
Shane had to blink hard.
“I thought that helped,” Ilya said.
There it was, the old child-logic. The unbearable little belief that a cup of too-sweet tea could be enough if only he brought it carefully enough.
“Ilya,” Shane whispered.
“No.” He shut his eyes. “Don’t yet.”
So Shane stopped. Ilya breathed once. Twice.
“When she died, I was twelve. Alexei was already Alexei. My father was…” He paused. “My father.”
Enough said. The room felt smaller.
“I remember the morning being very normal,” Ilya said. “That is the part I hate. I think if something like that is going to happen, the world should warn you. The walls should change color. There should be some sound. Something.”
He opened his eyes again and stared at the ceiling.
“But it was just morning. I was annoyed because I could not find one of my socks. I remember that. I was very angry about the socks. Like idiot child. Like it mattered.”
Shane’s throat tightened so badly it hurt.
“I heard them arguing the night before,” Ilya said. “My father and her. Not loud at first. Then loud. Then quiet, which was worse. Alexei left the apartment. I remember the door. I remember thinking he was lucky because he could leave.”
His hand moved once on the blanket. Shane wanted to take it so badly his own hand ached. He didn’t.
“I didn’t go to her,” Ilya whispered. “That night. I usually did sometimes. After. If he was very bad. I would knock or sit outside. She would tell me to go to bed and sometimes I would not.” His mouth tightened. “That night I was tired. And angry. And I thought, nyet. I thought, I am tired of being everyone’s little dog.”
A tiny breath.
“I went to sleep.”
The sentence sat in the room like a body. Shane closed his eyes for half a second..
“When I woke up, she was gone.”
His voice became quieter like it had to pass through a smaller opening.
“Not gone like dead. Gone like not in the kitchen. Not in bedroom. Not smoking by window. Not in any of the normal places.” He swallowed. “My father was not there. Alexei was not there. It was just me.”
Shane’s heart started beating harder.
“I looked for her.”
Shane knew, suddenly, where this was going. 
“I found her,” Ilya said.
His face didn’t change. That was the awful part. His face did not change at all.
“She was already cold.”
Shane’s hand moved without permission then. Ilya saw it but did not stop him when Shane’s fingertips touched the back of his hand.
“She looked very peaceful,” Ilya whispered. “People say that too. About dead people. Usually they lie. But she did. She looked… finished.”
Shane felt something break open in his own chest.
“And I was so angry,” Ilya said.
At that, finally, his voice changed. Not loud. Not dramatic. Wounded.
“I was so angry with her. Before scared. Before sad. I was angry. Because I brought her tea. Because I was good. Because I was quiet. Because I did not ask for too much. Because I tried to make myself easy to love, and she still left.”
The tears came to Shane’s eyes before Ilya’s. Ilya still stared upward.
“I thought maybe if I had gone to her that night, she would not have. Maybe if I knocked. Maybe if I sat by the door. Maybe if I made tea. Maybe if I was not angry about stupid sock.”
“No,” Shane said.
The word came out rough. Ilya’s eyes flicked toward him.
“Sorry,” Shane whispered. “I’m sorry. But no.”
Ilya looked at him for a long second. Then back to the ceiling.
“My father came home later,” he said. “He did not hug me.”
Shane’s jaw tightened.
“Alexei came after. He did not hug me either. He looked at me like I had done something embarrassing.” His mouth trembled once. “Like it was my bad manners.”
Shane could barely breathe.
“I don’t remember who called people. I don’t remember if police came first or doctor. I remember sitting on floor.” A pause. “I remember my knees were cold.”
He stopped for so long Shane thought maybe that was all.
Then he said, almost soundlessly, 
“Nobody told me it was not my fault.”
Shane’s whole body went rigid.
Nobody told me it was not my fault.
Twelve years old. His mother gone. His father cold. His brother cruel. A child sitting on a cold floor with guilt already making a home in him because no adult had cared enough to lock the door against it.
Shane moved then. Slowly. Carefully. He turned onto his side fully and wrapped his hand around Ilya’s. Ilya let him. His fingers were cold.
“It was not your fault,” Shane said.
Ilya’s eyes closed.
“It was not your fault,” Shane repeated, and his voice broke on it, but he didn’t care. “You were twelve. You were a child. You could not save your mother by staying awake forever. You could not love her depression away. You could not make yourself small enough or good enough or quiet enough to keep her alive.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted.
“Don’t.”
“No.”
“Shane.”
“No, I’m saying it.” He moved closer, grip tightening. “I’m saying it because nobody did. It was not your fault.”
Ilya’s face cracked. A single tear slid from the corner of his closed eye into his hair.
“She left me with them,” he whispered.
The child in the sentence was so clear that Shane nearly sobbed.
“I know.”
“She knew what they were.”
“I know.”
“She left me.”
“I know, Illy.”
“And I miss her.”
“I know.”
“I hate her.”
“I know.”
“I love her so much.”
“I know.”
Then Ilya turned into him all at once. Not fully crying yet, not loudly, just rolling onto his side and pressing his face into Shane’s chest like his body had finally found the direction of safety and collapsed toward it.
Shane wrapped around him immediately. One arm over his back. One hand in his hair. Mouth pressed to his temple. For a while, Ilya shook without sound. Then, after so long Shane thought he might not speak again, he whispered, 
“Sometimes I think I am like her.”
Everything in Shane stopped. He had heard dangerous things in his life. On ice. In hospitals. From Ilya’s mouth. In the silence between phone calls. But something about that sentence made the whole room go sharp.
He kept his voice calm only because panic would be selfish here.
“What do you mean?”
Ilya’s hand fisted weakly in his shirt.
“I don’t know.”
“Okay.”
“I mean…” His breath caught. “Sometimes I think maybe it’s in me. Whatever was in her. Maybe I am built with the same wrong wiring. Same sadness. Same… rot.”
“No.”
“I get tired,” Ilya whispered. “Not regular tired. Not hockey tired. Not sleepy. Tired like…” He stopped. His fingers curled harder into Shane’s shirt. “Like being alive is loud.”
Shane’s eyes burned, but he stayed steady.
“Okay,” he said softly.
“I’m not planning,” Ilya said quickly, almost sharply, like he knew where Shane’s fear would go and wanted to cut it off before it swallowed the room. “I’m not. I don’t have… I am not saying I will do something.”
“I hear you.”
“I mean sometimes I think about it.” The words came out small and terrified and ashamed. “Not like plan. More like… what if that is where people like us go eventually. Her. Me. People who are born tired and then life just keeps adding weight until one day there is no person left under it.”
Shane’s throat hurt.
“Ilya.”
“I know it’s disgusting.”
“No.”
“I know it’s cruel to tell you.”
“No.”
“It is. You just proposed to me.”
“I proposed to all of you.”
Ilya went still. Shane held him tighter.
“I proposed to all of you,” he said again, voice shaking now but firm. “Not just the funny version. Not just the sexy version. Not just the vicious corridor version or the soft kitchen version or the guy who adopts dogs and insults reporters. This too.”
Ilya made a sound against his chest. Broken. Small.
“I don’t want to be this,” he whispered.
“I know.”
“I don’t want you to look at me and think of her.”
“I don’t.”
“Maybe you should.”
“No.”
“You don’t know.”
Shane drew back just enough to see his face. Ilya did not want to look at him. His eyes were wet now, lashes dark and clumped, face twisted with a shame so deep it made Shane want to physically tear something apart.
Instead, Shane touched his cheek.
“I’m going to ask you something,” he said quietly. “And I need you to answer me honestly.”
Ilya’s eyes flicked up. Fear moved through them at once. Shane hated that he had to do this.
He did it anyway.
“Are you safe tonight?”
Ilya’s face crumpled. Not because the question was wrong. Because it was right.
“I don’t know what that means.”
“It means are you going to hurt yourself tonight?”
“No.”
The answer came immediately. Shane breathed for the first time.
“Okay.”
Ilya gripped his shirt harder. 
“No. No, I’m not. I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to leave Lucky. I don’t want to.” His voice broke. “I don’t want to be gone. I just want it to stop hurting for ten minutes.”
Shane pulled him back in fast.
“Okay. Okay, Illy. That’s different. That’s important. I hear you.”
Ilya was breathing too fast now.
“I shouldn’t have said it.”
“Yes, you should have.”
“No.”
“Yes.” Shane held him hard, one hand over the back of his head. “You absolutely should have said it. I want to know. I need to know.”
“You’ll be scared all the time.”
“I’ll be scared and informed instead of scared and guessing.”
“That’s terrible.”
“It’s better.”
Ilya gave a wet, broken laugh into his shirt. Then he cried.
Finally.
Not the hard, frantic sobs from the entryway. Not the stunned grief in the car.
This was worse in a different way. Smaller. Younger. It came out of him in quiet waves, as if he was crying from somewhere old enough that the body had forgotten how to make sound properly. Shane held him through it, rocking slightly even though they were lying down, pressing kisses into his hair, saying the same things over and over because repetition was all he had.
“You’re here.”
“I’ve got you.”
“You’re not her.”
“You’re not alone.”
“I’m glad you told me.”
“I love you.”
“I love you.”
“I love you.”
At some point Lucky got up from the foot of the bed and crawled higher, wedging himself against Ilya’s back with a heavy sigh. Ilya cried harder at that.
“He’s stupid,” he whispered.
“Very.”
“He knows.”
“He knows enough.”
“I don’t want to leave him.”
“Good.”
“I don’t want to leave you.”
“Good.”
“I don’t want to be like her.”
Shane kissed his forehead.
“You are not doomed because you are sad.”
Ilya shut his eyes.
“You are not doomed because she was sick,” Shane said. “You are not doomed because grief makes death sound quiet sometimes. You are not doomed because part of your brain lies when you’re in pain.”
Ilya listened. Shane could feel him listening.
“We get help,” Shane said after a while, softly but clearly. “Not tonight. Not because you’re broken. Because you deserve more than me guessing in the dark.”
Ilya went tense. Shane stroked his hair. 
“Not hospital. Not unless you tell me you can’t stay safe. You told me you can. I trust you. But we call someone. A therapist. A doctor. Someone who understands this. We don’t make you carry it alone anymore.”
Ilya was silent for a long time. Then, barely audible, 
“I hate therapy.”
“You hate everyone.”
“True.”
“Try anyway.”
“I don’t want stranger poking.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want to explain my mother to someone with beige office.”
“We’ll find someone with a non-beige office.”
Another tiny broken laugh. Shane held onto it like a match in the dark. Then Ilya whispered, 
“Will you stay?”
The question almost offended him in its heartbreak.
“Tonight?”
“Yes.”
“Baby.”
“I know. Stupid.”
“No.” Shane cupped the back of his head. “Not stupid. Yes. I’m staying.”
“All night.”
“All night.”
“If I don’t sleep.”
“Then we don’t sleep.”
“If I get mean.”
“Then you apologize later.”
Ilya made another sound against him.
“If I am like this for a long time.”
Shane closed his eyes, then answered with the most honest thing he had.
“Then we learn long time.”
Ilya went still. The words settled somewhere deep. He did not say thank you. He did not say he believed him. He just pressed his face harder into Shane’s chest and breathed, unevenly, but a little slower than before.
“Don’t tell your parents. They will think I'm crazy.”
“No.”
“They will think we need support.”
“Same thing.”
“No. But I won’t tell them.”
A pause. Then Ilya said, very softly, 
“I’m sorry.”
Shane’s heart broke all over again.
“For what?”
“For bringing this into your bed.”
Shane drew back just enough to make him look up.
“Our bed,” he said.
Ilya stared at him. Shane touched the ring on his hand under the blanket.
“Our bed,” he repeated. “Our apartment. Our dog. Our life. Your grief is not a guest here.”
That hit him hard. His face folded again, but not into panic this time. Into something wounded and held.
“I don’t know how to believe things like that,” he whispered.
“I know.”
“I want to.”
“Then we start there.”
Lucky huffed against Ilya’s back, as if annoyed by all the human talking. Shane kissed Ilya’s forehead again and pulled the blanket higher around all three of them.
They did not sleep for a long time. Ilya talked in pieces after that. Not all of it. Not details again. Little fragments of Irina. Her hands. Her hair. The bad tea. The sock. The cold floor. The way his father had looked through him. The way Alexei had later called her weak and then called Ilya weak when he cried.
Shane listened. Sometimes he answered. Sometimes he just held him.
And when Ilya whispered, hours later, “I don’t want to die,” Shane felt his whole body nearly collapse with relief.
He kept his voice soft.
“Good.”
“I just don’t know how to live with all of this sometimes.”
Shane pressed his mouth to his hair.
“Then we figure that part out together.”
Ilya’s fingers curled around his shirt one more time.
“Together,” he repeated, so quietly it almost wasn’t sound.
“Yes, Illy. Together.”
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  The next morning was not better, not really. Better would have meant Alina was somehow less dead, or Alexei less cruel, or Irina’s ghost less awake in the room after everything Ilya had said in the dark. Better would have meant Shane had slept instead of lying there with Ilya’s breathing against his chest, counting each inhale like it was something he could protect.
But morning came anyway, pale and dull through the curtains.
Lucky woke first. He lifted his head from where he had spent the night wedged against Ilya’s back and looked around with confusion.
Ilya was awake too. Shane knew before he opened his eyes properly. Knew by the tension in the body against him, the careful stillness, the way Ilya’s hand had loosened from the front of Shane’s shirt but not moved away entirely. He was lying there with his face tucked low against Shane’s chest, eyes open, silent.
For a long time, neither of them said anything.
Then Ilya whispered, 
“You slept?”
Shane’s hand moved slowly through his hair.
“Some.”
“Liar.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya exhaled. It wasn’t a laugh. But it wasn’t nothing.
“You should have.”
“So should you.”
That made him go quiet again. Shane waited for him to pull away. To remember what he’d said and get ashamed and sharp. To sit up too fast, to make some terrible joke, to tell Shane to forget it, to try to put the whole night back inside himself and lock the door.
He did pull away eventually. Slowly. Not far, just enough to look at Shane.
His face was awful in the morning light. Pale, exhausted, eyes swollen from crying and lack of sleep, hair flattened on one side and sticking up on the other. The kind of wreck that would have made him furious on any other day if anyone saw him like this.
Shane didn’t comment on any of it. Ilya looked at him for a long time, then he said, 
“I’m not going to do anything.”
The sentence landed heavy between them. Shane’s throat tightened.
“Okay.”
“I mean it.”
“I believe you.”
Ilya searched his face like he didn’t, like he expected hesitation. Fear. Doubt. Shane kept looking at him.
“I believe you,” he said again.
Ilya swallowed once. His gaze dropped to Shane’s chest.
“I shouldn’t have said it.”
“Yes, you should have.”
“No.”
“Yeah, Ilya. You should have.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted. 
“You look like you got hit by truck.”
“I feel like I got hit by a truck.”
“Great.”
“But I’d rather know.” Shane’s voice stayed quiet, careful, but not fragile. “I’d rather know what your head does to you when it gets bad than have you alone with it.”
Ilya looked away. For a second, Shane thought he’d lost him to shame again. After a moment Ilya spoke so quietly it almost disappeared, 
“I don’t want you to look at me different.”
Shane’s chest hurt. He touched the side of Ilya’s face.
“I’m trying not to.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“I know.” His thumb moved once along Ilya’s cheekbone. “But it’s honest. I’m scared. I don’t know exactly how to do this. But I love you. That part didn’t change.”
Ilya’s eyes flicked back to him.
“You’re scared of me.”
“No.”
“You are.”
“I’m scared for you.”
“That feels the same.”
Shane nodded slowly, because he remembered. Because Ilya had said it. Because he knew this was going to matter.
“Then tell me when I get it wrong.”
Ilya looked at him, tired and wary.
“What?”
“When I start watching you too much. When I ask too many questions. When I make it feel like surveillance instead of love. Tell me.”
Ilya stared at him.
“That sounds too reasonable. I hate it.”
“I know.”
“I might be mean.”
“You were mean yesterday.”
“I was grieving yesterday.”
“You’re grieving today too.”
Ilya’s mouth tightened, but less sharply this time. Lucky, apparently deciding the talking had gone on long enough without him, shoved his head between them and licked Shane’s chin.
Shane closed his eyes. 
“Lucky.”
Ilya made the tiniest sound. A breath. A broken little almost-laugh. Then Lucky turned and licked Ilya’s cheek too. Ilya’s face crumpled at once. Not fully. Not like the night before. But enough that Shane saw it hurt.
“Idiot dog,” Ilya whispered.
Lucky wagged his tail once, slowly, like he accepted this as praise. Shane rubbed the dog’s head and said, 
“He’s worried.”
“Everyone is worried.”
“Yeah.”
“I hate that.”
“I know.”
Ilya lay still a moment longer, staring at Lucky’s face. Then he let out a long, scraped breath and pushed himself up onto one elbow. Shane’s body reacted instantly, too fast, too alert. Ilya noticed. He looked at him, eyes narrowing. 
“I’m going to pee, not jump off building.”
Shane flinched.
“Sorry,” Ilya muttered.
Shane sat up a little. 
“No. That’s exactly what I meant. Tell me when I do it.”
“I said it like asshole.”
“You are an asshole.”
Ilya looked at him then huffed again, almost another laugh.
“Good. Consistency.”
He got out of bed slowly. Shane did not follow him. That took effort. More effort than he wanted to admit. He listened to the bathroom door close. Listened to the water run. Listened to every second that passed and hated himself for counting them. Lucky stayed on the bed, eyes on the bathroom door, just as vigilant and far less subtle.
When Ilya came back, Shane had forced himself not to move. Ilya noticed that too. He stood in the doorway for a second, hair a disaster, hoodie almost hanging off one shoulder, eyes hollow but clearer than yesterday.
“Breakfast.”
Shane blinked.
“What?”
“I can eat breakfast.”
The sentence was so small and enormous at once that Shane had to physically stop himself from reacting too much.
“Okay.”
Ilya looked suspicious. 
“You are being very controlled.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s creepy, Hollander.”
“I know.”
“Stop it.”
“I don’t know how.”
That, somehow, seemed to help more than competence would have. Ilya looked at him for a second. 
“Toast.”
“Toast.”
“With butter.”
“Okay.”
“And eggs maybe. BAcon.”
Shane’s chest almost cracked open.
“Eggs and bacon maybe.”
“Do not look like that.”
“I’m looking normal.”
“You look like I gave birth to your firstborn.”
Shane laughed then. He couldn’t help it. Ilya’s face twitched in response, not quite smiling, but close enough that the room felt briefly less impossible.
They made breakfast together, sort of. Shane made the eggs because Ilya stood at the counter like remembering how utensils worked was an advanced skill. But Ilya put bread in the toaster. Took plates down. Filled Lucky’s bowl because Lucky had followed him into the kitchen and begun performing starvation with surprising conviction.
He ate half the toast. Then an egg. Then pushed the plate away, bacon untouched.
Shane did not comment, Ilya watched him not commenting.
“You’re thinking it.”
“I’m thinking many things.”
“You’re thinking, wow, amazing, he ate food.”
Shane took a sip of coffee.
“I’m thinking your hair looks insane.”
Ilya narrowed his eyes. Then, after a beat, reached up and felt the side of his own head.
“It does not.”
“It really does.”
“You are lying to distract me.”
“Maybe.”
“Badly.”
“Maybe.”
Ilya looked down at his plate again. His mouth tightened.
“I feel sick.”
“Okay.”
“Not from food.”
“I know.”
“I keep remembering.”
Shane set his mug down. Ilya kept staring at the plate.
“Not even the phone call. Just… her hand. In hospital. She had this tiny bruise here.” He touched the back of his own hand, near the ring. “From IV. Purple. Yellow at edge. I remember thinking someone should be more careful. Like idiot. Like with all the things happening, I was angry about bruise.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“That makes sense.”
“It doesn’t.”
“It does, Ilya.”
“She was so small.” Ilya’s voice went thin again, but he didn’t shut down. He was speaking. That mattered. “She looked annoyed at being small. Like she was offended by her own size.”
Shane smiled sadly. 
“Sounds familiar.”
Ilya looked up, startled. His mouth trembled.
“Don’t make me laugh about dead child.”
“Sorry.”
“No.” Ilya looked down again. “It’s okay. She was like that. A little.”
Silence. Then, quieter:
“I wish you met her awake properly.”
Shane swallowed.
“Me too.”
“She would have liked you.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes. She would think you are pretty. And stupidly polite.”
“Fair.”
“She would ask if all Canadians look like you. I would tell her yes, because I’m liar.”
Shane smiled. Ilya did too. It vanished quickly.
“I wanted to bring her here,” he whispered.
Shane reached under the table slowly and touched his ankle with his foot. Not grabbing, just contact.
“I know.”
“I thought maybe… if Alexei said yes. If transplant worked. If she got stronger. Maybe she could come sometimes. For summer. Or for treatment. Or just…” He stopped. “I don’t know. I invented life very fast.”
Shane’s throat hurt.
“That’s not bad.”
“It is when it disappears.”
“Still not bad.”
Ilya looked at him, and for once there was no argument. Just exhaustion.
After breakfast, he showered, really showered this time. He came out in clean clothes, hair damp, face still hollow but less ghostlike. He stood in the living room for a while looking at nothing, Lucky pressed against his leg. 
“I want to go to rink.”
Shane turned from the kitchen.
“What?”
“Not practice.” Ilya’s jaw tightened. “Not with people. Just skate.”
Shane put down the mug he’d been holding.
“Today?”
“Yes.”
“Illy…”
“Don’t.”
Shane stopped. Ilya looked at him.
“I need to move.”
“I know.”
“I cannot sit here with my own head all day.”
“I know.”
“And if you say maybe rest is better, I will become very rude.”
Shane breathed in, then nodded.
“Okay.”
Ilya blinked like he hadn’t expected that.
“Okay?”
“Okay. We’ll go.”
His shoulders lowered by half an inch.
“I don’t need babysitter.”
“You have a fiancé.”
“That is worse.”
“Probably.”
They went. Coach had said no hockey, but Shane texted him anyway.
He wants to skate alone. Empty rink?
Coach replied:
Practice rink free 1-3. No media. I’ll tell staff to disappear. Don’t be stupid.
Then:
That last part is mostly for him.
Shane showed Ilya. Ilya read it and muttered, 
“Tyrant.”
The rink was empty when they arrived. Lights on low. Ice clean. No music. No reporters. No room noise. No boys chirping. No equipment clatter. Just the hum of refrigeration and the wide white surface waiting.
Ilya stood at the boards for a long time before stepping on. Shane stayed back. Ilya laced up in silence, pulled on gloves, no helmet at first until Shane gave him one look and Ilya snapped, 
“Fine,” and put it on with maximum resentment.
Then he skated. Awkwardly, almost, though Ilya on skates was never truly awkward, but there was heaviness in him. His legs moved like they were dragging grief behind them, each push too deliberate. He made one lap. Then another. Then stood at center ice with his head tipped down.
Shane watched from the bench. Ilya moved again, faster this time. He took a puck. Shot once. Missed wide. Swore so sharply it echoed through the empty rink. Then again. Again. Again. The sound of the puck against the boards became a rhythm. Hard. Harder. Harder.
It was not healthy exactly. It was not unhealthy either. It was something leaving his body through motion because words could not hold all of it. Eventually Shane joined him. They passed. Shot. Skated. Not drills. Not practice. Just movement. Ilya’s face stayed closed, but his body became more alive by degrees. Sweat at his temples. Color coming back. Breath rough from effort instead of panic. After almost an hour, he bent over with his hands on his knees, breathing hard. Shane coasted near him. 
“You good?”
Ilya lifted his head enough to glare.
“No.”
“Okay.”
A pause.
“Again.”
So they did it again. That became the pattern over the next days. Ilya got up. Ate sometimes. Talked sometimes. Snapped often. Went to the rink like he was reporting to the only place his body still understood.
He didn’t go to team practice at first. He went alone or with Shane. Then, on the third day, Coach appeared at the far end of the practice rink without announcing himself. Just stood there with a coffee, watching.
Ilya noticed immediately.
“Why is he here?”
Shane glanced over. 
“Probably because he works here.”
“I hate that answer.”
Coach didn’t come onto the ice. Didn’t coach. Didn’t say anything for twenty minutes. Then, when Ilya missed three shots in a row and fired the fourth so hard it rattled the glass, Coach called, 
“You done punishing the boards? Or should I fine you for destroying property?”
Ilya turned slowly. Shane braced. Ilya’s eyes narrowed. 
“I can afford it.”
“Good. We need upgrades.”
Silence. Ilya skated away, muttering something in Russian. Coach looked at Shane. Shane shook his head faintly. Coach stayed anyway.
The day after that, G showed up.
“Just forgot something,” he said, while holding a stick and wearing skates.
Ilya stared at him. 
“You forgot brain.”
“Yeah,” G said. “Happens.”
He joined them for twenty minutes. Didn’t ask. Didn’t mention Alina. Didn’t say sorry. Just passed pucks and took shots and called Ilya a dramatic bastard when he scored from an impossible angle and didn’t celebrate.
Ilya snapped at him twice. G ignored both.
The next day, Kenny showed up. That was worse and better.
“I am here under protest,” Kenny announced, stepping onto the ice. “Coach says I am not allowed to be emotionally overwhelming.”
Ilya looked at him. 
“Then leave.”
“Can’t. I’m gorgeous and necessary.”
“I will hit you with puck.”
“Kinky, but no.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly. Ilya passed him the puck. Hard. Kenny barely caught it, cursed, and then grinned like an idiot.
“There you are.”
Ilya’s face went cold. 
“Don’t.”
Kenny lifted both hands immediately. 
“Noted. Emotionally withdrawing.”
And somehow, because Kenny was insane and because grief sometimes needed stupidity the way a drowning man needed air, Ilya didn’t leave.
By the end of the week, he was spending hours at the rink. Too many. That was the next problem. 
He would leave the apartment mid-morning and come back after dark, shoulders tight, hair wet, skin flushed from skating and showering and skating again. He was more alive, yes. That was what made it complicated. His eyes focused more. His body moved with intention. He ate a little more when he came home because he had burned through too much not to. He slept harder some nights, collapsing into bed with Lucky against his legs and Shane’s hand on his back.
But he came home snappy. Exhausted. Raw. One evening he walked in, dropped his bag too hard, and snapped at Lucky because the dog got tangled under his feet.
“Move.”
Lucky froze. Shane looked up from the kitchen. Ilya froze too. For a second, the whole room held its breath.
Then Ilya’s face broke into immediate shame.
“Lucky,” he whispered.
The dog’s tail moved uncertainly. Ilya sank down right there on the floor, still in his coat, and held out one hand.
“Come here. I’m sorry. Come here, wolf.”
Lucky came at once. Ilya wrapped both arms around him and pressed his face into his fur.
“I’m sorry,” he said again, barely audible. “I’m sorry. You didn’t do anything.”
Shane stood in the kitchen and did not rush in. It was one of the hardest things he had done all week. After a minute, Ilya looked up at him. His eyes were tired and furious and ashamed.
“I’m too tired.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m being asshole.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya let out a rough breath. 
“You could lie.”
“I could.”
“But you won’t.”
“No.”
He nodded once, like that was deserved. Then he leaned his forehead against Lucky’s head again.
“I don’t know how to stop moving.”
Shane came closer then, slowly. He sat down on the floor beside them.
“I know.”
“If I stop, I think.”
“Yeah.”
“If I think, I hear them.”
Shane’s hand went to the back of his neck. Ilya let him.
“Alexei?” Shane asked.
A tiny nod.
“Doctors?”
Another nod.
“My mother,” Ilya whispered.
Shane’s thumb moved once against his nape.
“And Alina?”
Ilya’s whole body tightened.
“Yes.”
Lucky shifted between them with a small sigh.
Shane sat close enough that their shoulders touched.
“You’re allowed to move,” he said.
“I know.”
“But you can’t skate until you disappear.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted.
“Maybe disappearing on skates is more fun.”
“Not funny.”
“No.”
A pause.
“A little funny.”
Shane huffed despite himself.
“Barely.”
They sat there on the floor for a long time. Then Shane said, 
“Tomorrow, shorter.”
Ilya immediately stiffened.
“Don’t manage me.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“I’m negotiating with my fiancé who just said he doesn’t know how to stop.”
Ilya glared at him. Shane held the look.
“Shorter,” Shane said again. “Not no rink. Just shorter. Come home before you’re so tired you hate the dog.”
That landed. Ilya looked down at Lucky. His hand stroked over one ear.
“I don’t hate dog.”
“I know.”
“I love dog.”
“I know.”
“I hate that you used dog.”
“I’m ruthless.”
“You are manipulative.”
“Yes.”
“Canadian snake.”
Shane smiled faintly. Ilya looked at him for a long second.
“Fine. Shorter.”
“Thank you.”
“I still might be mean.”
“I figured.”
“I will apologize.”
“I figured that too.”
“Smug.”
“Concerned.”
“Same ugly face.”
Shane leaned in and kissed his temple. Ilya let him.
That was the week. Bad. Hopeless. Awful and moving at the same time. Breakfasts half-eaten. Tea going cold. Long hours at the rink. Shane learning when to push and when to shut up. Ilya learning, badly and furiously, that getting up did not mean grief was over and collapsing did not mean he had failed.
Some nights he talked. Little pieces.
“She had one tooth crooked.”
Or:
“I think her favorite color was yellow. Maybe. She had yellow socks once.”
Or:
“My mother used to sing while washing dishes. Badly. I remembered today.”
Other nights he said nothing and only let Shane hold his hand under the blankets. Some mornings he woke angry. Some mornings he woke hollow. One morning he woke and ate toast without being asked. Shane did not praise him.
He just put more butter on the table.
***
A week later, Ilya scared the absolute hell out of him.
It started with a phone call. Which was unfair, Shane thought later. Actively after the last phone call that detonated Ilya’s life, after Shane had learned exactly how fast a single ringing phone could turn his blood into ice.
He was in the kitchen, arguing silently with a package of chicken because he had decided that tonight he would make something with actual protein and vegetables and maybe Ilya would eat six bites instead of three. Lucky was lying in the middle of the floor like a fur-covered speed bump, watching him. It was peaceful, or as peaceful as possible for now.
Then his phone rang.
Ilya.
Shane stopped breathing. He answered too fast.
“Illy?”
“Come to me.”
Shane’s hand tightened around the phone.
“What happened?”
“Nothing happened. Come.”
The chicken sat forgotten on the cutting board.
“Where are you?”
Ilya gave him an address.  A street downtown. A specific corner. Shane knew it vaguely, shops, cafés, old brick buildings, terrible parking.
“Why are you there?”
“Because I am not in kitchen with you, obviously.”
“Ilya.”
“Move, Hollander.”
Shane closed his eyes. There it was. That note in his voice Shane begged all deities to hear again instead of the hollowness. Not panic. Not exactly excitement, either. Something quick and sharp and too carefully hidden under bossiness.
“What’s going on?”
“You ask too many questions.”
“You called me and told me to come to a random street.”
“Yes. And still you are talking.”
Shane was already reaching for his keys.
“Are you safe?”
A pause, long enough for Shane’s stomach to drop.
Then Ilya said, quieter, 
“Yes.”
“Promise?”
“Yes.”
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Did someone…?”
“Shane.” His voice changed. Not sharp now. Annoyed in a very Ilya way. “I am safe. I just need you to come.”
That did it.
“Okay,” Shane said immediately. “I’m coming.”
“Good.”
“Ilya?”
“What.”
“I love you.”
There was a tiny silence.
“I know. Hurry, Hollander.”
He hung up. Shane stood there for one second, phone still in his hand, the kitchen suddenly too bright around him.
Lucky looked up. Shane looked down at him.
“I don’t know,” he said. Lucky thumped his tail once.
Shane moved fast. Washed his hands badly. Threw the chicken into the fridge without ceremony. Grabbed his coat, keys, wallet. Then stopped, turned back, and looked at Lucky.
“You coming?”
Lucky sprang up as if he had been waiting his entire life to be invited into crisis.
“No,” Shane said immediately. “Sorry. Terrible idea.”
Lucky froze, betrayed.
“I’ll be back.”
The betrayal deepened. Shane left anyway. The whole drive, his heart was in his throat. He hated that. He hated that he couldn’t just be mildly confused anymore. That everything unknown had teeth now. That Ilya saying come to me could mean anything from I am thinking about my dead niece and can’t breathe to I found something stupid and need to insult you in person. He hated that grief had made him suspicious of ordinary surprises.
He hated, too, that Ilya knew it.
The street was busy when he arrived. Wet pavement, gray winter light, people carrying paper cups and shopping bags, a woman in a red coat walking a terrier that looked personally offended by the weather. Shane parked half-illegally and got out too fast, scanning the sidewalk.
For a second, he didn’t see him. Ilya was standing beneath a dark green awning outside a small bakery. Not slumped. Not panicking. Not hurt. Just standing, hair tucked under a black beanie, jacket zipped up to his throat, one hand in his pocket, the other holding his phone. He looked tired but there was something else in his face when he saw Shane.
Nervousness.
Ilya Rozanov, who had kissed Shane in front of an entire media scrum and basically threatened the careers of half the press pool, looked nervous outside a bakery.
Shane stopped on the sidewalk. Ilya lifted his chin.
“You took forever.”
“I broke several traffic laws, Rozanov.”
“Only several? Disappointing.”
Shane stared at him, then at the bakery, then back at him.
“What is this?”
Ilya’s mouth tightened in that particular way it did when he was trying not to reveal he cared too much about something.
“You ask questions again.”
“Yeah, because I thought you were in trouble.”
“I said I was safe.”
“You said come to me.”
“I am Russian. We improvise drama.”
“Ilya.”
Ilya looked at the bakery window. Shane followed his gaze. It was beautiful. Cream-colored trim. Brass handle on the door. Little cakes in the window arranged on ceramic stands: lemon tarts, chocolate domes, pastries dusted with powdered sugar, something layered with pistachio cream. There were delicate sugar flowers in a display case near the front, pale yellow and ivory and a deep red that made Shane’s stomach twist for no reason he could name.
The sign above the door said, in elegant gold lettering:
Maison Étoile Pâtisserie
Shane blinked. Ilya was watching him now, guarded.
“Illy,” Shane said slowly. “Why are we at a bakery?”
Ilya took a breath through his nose. Then, as if irritated by the softness of the universe, said, 
“Cake.”
Shane stared.
“Cake.”
“Yes.”
“What kind of cake?”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. 
“Do not make me say it in street like idiot.”
Shane’s heart began to do something strange in his chest. Ilya reached for the bakery door, then stopped and turned back to him.
His jaw was tight.
“I made appointment.”
Shane did not move. Ilya’s ears went a little red under the edge of the beanie.
“For wedding cake tasting,” he said, like he was announcing a hostile trade negotiation. “If you are going to stand there with your mouth open, maybe do it inside. It is cold.”
Shane stared at him. The world narrowed to Ilya’s face. The tiredness. The grief. The stubborn chin. The faint pink at the tips of his ears. The ring on his left hand glinting when he shifted his grip on the door.
Wedding cake tasting. In the middle of all this. After Alina. After Irina. After the nights. After the rink and the snapping and the toast and the suicide thoughts whispered into Shane’s shirt like a confession from the bottom of a well.
Ilya had gotten up. Gone online, probably. Made a phone call. Chosen a bakery. Scheduled an appointment. For them. For a future.
Shane’s throat closed so hard he couldn’t speak. Ilya saw it and immediately looked offended by the scale of emotion he had caused.
“No,” he said sharply. “No face.”
Shane tried. Failed. Ilya pointed one finger at him. 
“Do not cry on sidewalk.”
“I’m not crying.”
“You look damp.”
“It’s raining.”
“It is not raining that much.”
“It might start.”
“You are impossible, Hollander.”
Shane laughed then, but it came out broken. Ilya’s face softened, unwillingly, painfully.
“I thought…” He looked away, down the street, jaw working. “I thought maybe if we wait until everything is not awful, we will never do anything. Because everything is awful often. And I was lying in bed and thinking about cake.”
Shane swallowed.
“Cake.”
“Yes. Very profound grief revelation.”
“Apparently.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, then trembled out of it.
“I thought about Alina,” he said, much quieter. “She would have wanted chocolate. I don’t know this. But I decided. Children usually want chocolate unless they have weird parents.”
Shane’s eyes burned again. Ilya looked at him, defensive and raw.
“And then I thought about my mother. She liked honey cake. Medovik. Very sweet. Too much. She would make it sometimes when my father was gone, and then complain that it was ugly while eating three pieces.”
Shane couldn’t breathe for a second.
“I thought maybe,” Ilya continued, voice thin now but steadying by force, “we taste cakes. And if there is chocolate, we taste for Alina. And if there is honey, we taste for my mother. And if there is something boring and Canadian, you can taste for your people.”
Shane let out a laugh that nearly became a sob.
“My people?”
“Yes. Maple. Apology. Whatever.”
Shane stepped toward him slowly, like Ilya might bolt if he moved too fast. Ilya watched him.
“Ilya,” Shane said.
“Don’t make it huge.”
“It is huge.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“It is cake.”
“It’s not just cake.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed. 
“It is literally cake.”
Shane reached for his hand.
Ilya let him take it. Right there on the sidewalk, outside the bakery, while people moved around them and the city remained stupidly alive. Shane touched the ring with his thumb.
“It’s our wedding cake,” he said quietly.
Ilya looked down at their joined hands. For a moment, his face was unreadable. Then he whispered, 
“Yes.”
Shane squeezed his hand.
“I thought you didn’t want to think about the wedding.”
“I didn’t.”
“And now?”
“I still don’t.” A pause. “I also do. I don’t want dead people to be only thing in my head.”
Shane’s chest ached.
“Okay.”
“I don’t want Alexei to have all days.”
“Okay.”
“I don’t want to be only sad.”
“You’re not.”
Ilya glanced at him.
“Sometimes I am.”
“Sometimes,” Shane agreed. “Not only.”
Ilya breathed in, then squeezed Shane’s hand once, very hard, and opened the bakery door. Warmth hit them immediately. Butter. Sugar. Coffee. Vanilla. Something citrusy and bright. Chocolate rich enough to feel almost physical. The air inside was so gentle Shane felt briefly ridiculous for entering it with his heart still ready for disaster.
A woman behind the counter looked up and smiled.
“Monsieur Rozanov?”
Ilya stiffened slightly. Shane felt it through their joined hands. Then the woman added, 
“Your table is ready in the back. We kept it private, as requested.”
Ilya’s shoulders dropped a fraction.
“Thank you,” he said.
His English became formal when he was nervous. Shane adored it and wisely did not say so.
The woman led them past the front display, through a narrow archway, and into a small room at the back with one round table set near a window. It looked out into a tiny enclosed courtyard where bare winter branches climbed the brick wall. On the table were two glasses of water, a small pot of coffee, folded napkins, and a tray covered with a silver dome.
“I’ll bring the first selection in a moment. Take your time.”
Then she left.
They stood alone in the little room. For a few seconds, neither of them moved.
“This is very wedding.”
Shane smiled faintly.
“It is a wedding cake tasting.”
“Yes, but they did not need to attack us with atmosphere.”
Shane laughed quietly and pulled out a chair for him. Ilya stared at it.
“What?”
“I’m being polite.”
“You are always polite. It is illness.”
“Sit down.”
Ilya sat, muttering something in Russian. Shane sat beside him rather than across from him. The table was round, but he chose the chair close enough that their knees touched.
The first tray came with tiny slices arranged on a long white plate, each labeled with little cards in black ink. Classic vanilla bean with raspberry. Dark chocolate with salted caramel.  Lemon elderflower. Pistachio rose. Honey walnut. Maple brown butter.
Ilya stared at them like they were a hockey problem. Shane stared at Ilya.
“Stop,” Ilya said without looking up.
“I’m not doing anything.”
“You are looking at me like I rescued orphan from fire.”
“You scheduled a wedding cake tasting while grieving.”
“Yes. Very heroic. Give medal.”
“I’m allowed to be moved.”
“You are moved by everything. You almost cried at dog food commercial because the dog looked like Lucky.”
“That dog was adopted after years in shelter.”
“He was actor.”
“You don’t know that.”
Ilya picked up a tiny fork.
“We start with chocolate.”
Shane looked at him. For Alina. Neither of them said it. Ilya cut the smallest piece from the chocolate slice. His hand was steady until it wasn’t. Just one tremor at the wrist. Shane saw it. Pretended not to.
Ilya put the bite in his mouth and closed his eyes. For a second, he was very still. Shane didn’t ask. Then Ilya opened his eyes and said, voice rougher than before, 
“Too adult.”
Shane took a bite. Dark chocolate. Salted caramel. Bitter and rich and beautiful.
“She would have hated it,” Ilya said.
“Probably.”
“She would say, why is chocolate trying to be serious.”
Shane smiled.
“She’d be right.”
“Yes.” Ilya looked at the remaining slice. “Need childish chocolate. More sugar. Less ambition.”
“I’ll write that down.”
“You should. Important.”
Shane took the little pencil beside the cards and wrote under chocolate: too adult / chocolate with ambitions
Ilya watched him.
Then his mouth twitched.
“You are stupidly committed.”
“To cake notes? Absolutely.”
“To me.”
Shane looked up. Ilya’s face had gone quiet again.
“Yes,” Shane said.
Ilya swallowed and looked back at the plate too fast.
“Next.”
They tried vanilla raspberry. Ilya made a face.
“What?”
“Tastes like polite hotel.”
Shane laughed. 
“It does not.”
“It does. Very nice. Very clean. No personality.”
“You just insulted a cake.”
“It had weak character.”
Shane wrote: polite hotel / weak character
Ilya looked pleased despite himself. 
Lemon elderflower made Shane hum appreciatively.
Ilya eyed him. 
“You like this.”
“I do.”
“Of course. It tastes like expensive soap.”
“It tastes fresh.”
“Soap is fresh.”
“Are you going to hate everything?”
“No.” Ilya took another bite of the lemon and considered. “This one tastes like your mother would approve.”
Shane smiled.
“Yeah?”
“Yes. Elegant. Gentle. Slightly bossy.”
“That’s actually very accurate.”
“Yuna cake.”
Shane wrote: Yuna cake
Ilya’s mouth softened at the name. He stared at the words for a second longer than necessary. Then, quietly, 
“She would like this?”
“My mom?”
“Yes.”
“Yeah. She would.”
Ilya nodded once.
“Maybe we keep it.”
“Maybe.”
Then came honey walnut. Ilya’s fork hovered over it. Shane watched his hand. The ring. The knuckles. The faint tension in the tendons.
Ilya didn’t say anything. He took a bite. The change in him was immediate and devastating, his whole face going still, the way people went still when a memory found them by scent or taste and put a hand over their mouth.
Shane didn’t move. Ilya swallowed.
“Hm,” he said.
The sound was wrecked. Shane’s voice went very soft.
“Like hers?”
Ilya blinked and gave a tiny, uneven nod.
“Not exact. Hers was messier.”
“Yeah?”
“She always overcooked edges. Said oven was shit.”
Shane smiled, aching.
“Was it?”
“No. She was impatient.” His mouth trembled. “But it was good. This is… prettier.”
He looked at the slice again.
“She would call this elegant.”
Shane wrote: Irina would call it elegant
Ilya laughed. A real little laugh. Then he immediately pressed his fingers to his eyes.
“Fuck.”
Shane touched his knee under the table.
“Too much?”
“No.” His voice cracked. “Yes. I don’t know.”
“We can stop.”
“No.”
“Ilya.”
“I want to do this.” He lowered his hand, eyes bright now. “I want to do this. I’m sad, not dead.”
The words hit both of them. Ilya seemed to hear them after he said them. His mouth parted slightly. Shane went still. Ilya looked at him, then away.
“I did not mean…”
“I know.”
“I mean…”
“I know.”
A tear slipped down Ilya’s cheek.He ignored it with great dignity and took another small bite of honey cake.
“This one maybe,” he said hoarsely.
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Yeah?”
“Maybe.” He looked at Shane with wet eyes and that awful, brave little tilt of his chin. “Not because it's sad. Because it's good.”
“Good,” Shane repeated.
Ilya nodded. They tried pistachio rose next. Ilya immediately sat back.
“No.”
Shane nearly laughed. 
“No?”
“No. Tastes like grandmother’s perfume fell into nut.”
“That’s very specific.”
“Accurate.”
Shane wrote: perfume nut. Ilya pointed at the page. 
“Underline it.”
Shane did.
Then maple brown butter. Shane expected Ilya to mock it immediately. He was prepared for something about national propaganda or tree blood. Instead Ilya took a bite and went quiet. Shane watched him.
“Well?”
Ilya frowned.
“I hate that I like this.”
Shane grinned.
“You like maple.”
“No.”
“You do.”
“I like brown butter. Maple is incidental.”
“Sure.”
“This is not patriotic victory.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“You thought it.”
“I did.”
Ilya narrowed his eyes but took another bite. Shane wrote: Ilya likes maple but is politically opposed
Ilya leaned over to read it, then made an offended noise.
“Lies.”
“You took a second bite.”
“To be sure.”
“Of course.”
The baker came back after a while, bringing coffee and asking gentle questions about size, season, guest count, design. Ilya answered more than Shane expected him to. Not easily, not smoothly, but with increasing specificity. He wanted something not too tall. Nothing that looked like “wealthy people ugly cake.” No gold leaf. No naked cake because “why is cake unfinished.” Maybe dark green somewhere, maybe blackberries, maybe thin sugar branches if they didn’t look boring.
The baker, to her immense credit, did not flinch. Shane sat beside him, quietly stunned. At one point she asked, 
“Do you have a wedding date?”
Ilya went still. Shane felt it. There it was, the future, suddenly too official.
“We don’t,” Shane said gently. “Not yet.”
The baker nodded easily. 
“That’s perfectly fine. We can start with ideas.”
Ilya’s fingers found Shane’s under the table. Shane turned his hand palm up immediately. Ilya held on hard. The baker showed them sketches. Soft buttercream texture. Sugar flowers. Dark berries. A honey layer option. A chocolate layer option that could be made sweeter, less “adult.” Shane almost smiled when she said it, because she had written that note down too.
Ilya noticed.
“She agrees with me,” he said.
“She’s being professional.”
“She is smart woman.”
The baker smiled. 
“I try.”
By the end, they had not chosen a final cake. They had, somehow, chosen possibilities. Honey walnut as one tier.  Lemon elderflower maybe, for Yuna. A sweeter chocolate layer, for Alina, though they did not explain that part. Maybe maple brown butter, because Ilya continued to claim he didn’t like it while eating the last bite.
When the baker stepped out to package the leftover tasting slices, Shane and Ilya sat alone again in the small room. The afternoon light had shifted. The little flowers still sat between them. Ilya looked tired now. Tired in that dangerous way where emotion had used up whatever skating usually burned out of him. But he was still there. Present. One hand around Shane’s. Thumb brushing, very faintly, over Shane’s knuckle.
Shane said, 
“This was really beautiful.”
Ilya looked at the table.
“It was cake.”
“Illy.”
“I know.”
He took a slow breath, then said, quieter, 
“I wanted something nice.”
Shane’s heart twisted.
“You’re allowed.”
“I know.”
“I feel like if I am happy, it is disrespectful.”
“To Alina?”
“To her. To my mother. To…” He made a small frustrated motion with his free hand. “To the whole miserable universe.”
Shane squeezed his hand.
“I don’t think Alina would want you punished with bad cake forever.”
Ilya looked at him and huffed.
“You don’t know.”
“No. But I feel strongly about it.”
“She would want chocolate.”
“Then we’ll have chocolate.”
“She would say this chocolate is too adult.”
“Then we’ll get better chocolate.”
Ilya looked down at their hands.
“And my mother would say honey cake is elegant.”
“Then we’ll serve an elegant honey cake.”
Ilya’s face changed. Softened. Broke a little.
“She would have liked you,” he whispered.
Shane swallowed.
“I wish I could’ve met her.”
“She would flirt with you to annoy me.”
Shane laughed softly. 
“Yeah?”
“Yes. She liked pretty boys. Very embarrassing.”
“Runs in the family.”
Ilya looked at him a little stunned and laughed. It was tired, but it was real enough to make Shane’s chest ache.
“Terrible,” Ilya said.
“I know.”
“Very low-hanging joke.”
“Still got you.”
“Barely.”
Shane lifted Ilya’s hand and kissed the ring. Ilya watched him do it. His smile faded into something quieter.
“Thank you for coming,” he said.
“As opposed to ignoring my mysterious fiancé ordering me to an unknown location?”
“Yes.”
“Never.”
“I know you were scared.”
Shane didn’t lie.
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
“I should have said it was not emergency.”
“You could try that next time.”
“I won’t.”
Shane laughed. Ilya’s thumb moved over his hand again.
“I liked that you came anyway.”
The honesty was so naked that Shane went silent. Ilya looked embarrassed immediately.
“Forget I said sentimental thing.”
“No.”
“I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.”
“No.” Ilya looked down at the empty plates, the crumbs, the notes in Shane’s handwriting. “I don’t.”
They took the boxed slices home. Lucky inspected the box with professional intensity and was devastated to learn chocolate was not for dogs. Ilya knelt down to explain this to him with grave seriousness.
“You cannot have wedding cake. You will die and then Shane will become unbearable.”
Lucky whined.
“I know. Sorry, baby.”
Shane stood in the doorway watching them, the bakery bag in one hand, the whole day sitting warm and impossible in his chest. Ilya looked up.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re doing face.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
Shane smiled.
“I’m just thinking.”
“Dangerous.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya stood slowly, Lucky pressing against his leg.
“What are you thinking?”
Shane looked at the cake box. Then at the ring on Ilya’s hand. Then at Ilya’s tired, pale, stubborn face.
“That we tasted wedding cake today.”
Ilya’s expression flickered.
“Yes.”
“That’s all.”
“No, it isn’t.”
“No,” Shane admitted. “It isn’t.”
***
The next day, Ilya called David. He almost didn’t. He spent twenty-three minutes looking at David’s contact in his phone while Lucky lay across his feet and judged him with the grave solemnity of a dog who had never had to ask a future father-in-law for anything emotionally devastating.
Shane was not home.
That was important.
If Shane had been in the room, Ilya would not have done it. Not because he was hiding, exactly. More because Shane would have looked at him with that soft, careful face he had been trying so hard not to overuse lately, and Ilya would have immediately called him Canadian surveillance state and thrown the phone into the couch.
So he waited until the shower turned on and only then he sat on the edge of the bed, hair still sleep-messy, one knee bouncing, thumb hovering over David’s name.
David Hollander.
The contact photo was one Yuna had sent ages ago, David standing in their kitchen with reading glasses on his head, looking down at some recipe with the grave concentration of a surgeon inspecting an organ. Ilya had saved it because it had amused him at the time.
It did not amuse him now. Now it made his throat feel too small. He tapped call before he could be a coward.
It rang twice.
“Ilya?” David answered, and his voice changed immediately “Are you all right?”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“Yes. I am fine.”
A pause. David, very kindly, did not say that this was obviously nonsense.
“All right,” he said. “I’m glad to hear your voice.”
Terrible. Immediately terrible. Too warm. Too much. Ilya rubbed one hand over his face.
“I need to ask something.”
“Of course.”
“It is not emergency.”
“Okay.”
“I am saying this first because apparently I traumatized your son with phone calls.”
David was quiet for one second. Then, fondly, 
“He does startle easily for a professional athlete.”
Ilya huffed despite himself.
“He is like expensive horse.”
“He always has been.”
That helped. Ilya looked down at Lucky, who had placed his chin on Ilya’s foot as if trying to physically anchor him to courage.
“I have an appointment,” Ilya said.
“With?”
“A suit place.”
Another pause. This one was different, soft with understanding before David had any right to understand.
“A suit place,” David repeated.
“Yes.”
“For the wedding?”
“No, David, for my secret career as magician.”
David laughed softly. 
“Fair enough.”
Ilya swallowed. His fingers tightened around the phone.
“I am not taking Shane.”
“No?”
“No. He cannot see. It is forbidden. Wedding law.”
“Ah.”
“And I…” He stopped.
The room seemed too quiet around him. The shower water kept running in the bathroom in the next flat, steady and safe. Lucky breathed against his ankle. The phone sat warm in his hand.
He suddenly wished he had not called. He suddenly wished he could be the kind of person who did not need anyone for things like this.
“Ilya,” David said gently.
Ilya closed his eyes harder.
“I know I am not your son,” he said quickly, before courage left. “So it is not… I mean, I know. I know this. But I do not have…” He made a frustrated sound under his breath. “I do not have father for this. Or brother. Or anyone who is not Shane. And I thought maybe perhaps you would like to go with me. If you are not busy. If it is strange, say no. I will not be offended.”
A lie. A huge lie. He would be offended down to the bone and then pretend he had never wanted it.
David did not answer immediately. The silence lasted maybe two seconds. It felt like years. Then David said, very quietly, 
“I would be honored.”
Ilya’s eyes opened. His throat hurt.
“You don’t have to say like that.”
“I mean it like that.”
“David.”
“Ilya.”
The gentleness in his name nearly ended him. He looked down at Lucky again, because the dog was safer than the wall, safer than the window, safer than the ridiculous sting behind his eyes.
“You have time today?” he asked, voice rougher than before.
“Yes.”
“You didn’t check calendar.”
“I don’t need to.”
“You may have important things.”
“I do.”
Ilya went still. David continued, 
“This is one of them.”
Oh. Ilya blinked fast once.
“I hate your family,” he said.
“I know.”
“You are all very aggressive.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“With feelings.”
“Yes.”
“I hate it.”
“Of course.”
A pause. Then David asked, softer, 
“What time is the appointment?”
“Two.”
“I’ll pick you up.”
“No, I can drive.”
“I’m picking you up.”
“I am a grown man.”
“Yes.”
“I have car.”
“Yes.”
“You are doing father behavior.”
David’s voice warmed.
“Yes.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled before he could stop it.
“Fine,” he said, too quickly. “Do not be late.”
“I won’t.”
“And do not tell Shane.”
“I won’t.”
“He will make face.”
“He will.”
“And then ask questions.”
“Many.”
“So we say nothing.”
“Understood.”
Ilya swallowed.
“Okay. Goodbye.”
“Ilya?”
He held the phone tighter. 
“What?”
“I’m very glad you called me.”
The words came in soft. Simple. Devastating. 
“Yeah. Goodbye, David,” he said, and hung up before his voice could betray him. 
For a few seconds, he just sat there on the edge of the bed with the phone still warm in his hand, staring at nothing. The apartment was quiet. David had said yes. David had said, I would be honored. Ilya pressed the heel of his hand hard against one eye.
“Fuck,” he whispered.
Lucky lifted his head.
“No,” Ilya told him immediately. “Do not look at me like that.”
Lucky continued looking at him.
“You are dog. You do not understand weddings.”
Lucky thumped his tail against the floor.
“I know. You understand everything. Very impressive wolf.”
The dog pushed his nose against Ilya’s knee. Ilya looked down at him, and something in his chest pulled tight and strange. He had done it. He had called David. He had asked. Not Shane. Not his agent. Not a stylist. Not some anonymous man paid very well to tell him his shoulders were difficult and his inseam was dramatic.
David. Shane’s father. Not his father. Not his. Still.
Ilya stood too quickly, because sitting still with the feeling was impossible. He crossed the bedroom, opened the closet, and immediately hated every single thing he owned. He was not dressing for the suit shop. That was ridiculous. He was going there to undress and try on better clothing. It did not matter what he wore.
He tried black first. Black sweater, black trousers, black coat. Safe. Elegant. Himself, or at least the version of himself photographers understood. He looked in the mirror and saw grief wearing tailoring.
“No,” he muttered.
Lucky sneezed.
“Exactly.”
He changed. Dark green shirt next. Too much like he was trying to look nice for David, which was disgusting and unacceptable even though he was, in fact, trying to look nice for David.
“No.”
Plain white T-shirt under a charcoal coat. Too casual. 
“No.”
Cream sweater. He stopped. Looked at himself. The color was soft. It made him look tired, yes, but less like a ghost. He scowled at the mirror.
“You are wedding-themed idiot.”
Lucky wagged his tail.
Ilya kept the sweater. He paired it with dark tailored trousers and a long black coat because he was not going to become beige just because he had emotions. He fixed his hair twice. Then ruined it by dragging a hand through it. Then fixed it again badly. Then gave up and put on his ring.
The ring helped. It always did. He looked down at it, silver and black against his hand, and for a second the whole ridiculous errand became real again.
Wedding suit. His wedding suit. The thing Shane would see him in before they stood in front of people and said impossible things out loud.
His stomach flipped so violently he almost sat down.
“No,” he told his reflection. “We are not fainting because of pants.”
Lucky barked.
“Suit. Fine. Because of suit.”
David arrived exactly five minutes early. Ilya saw the car pull up from the living room window and immediately felt betrayed by punctuality. Lucky rushed to the door as if he too had been invited.
“You cannot come,” Ilya told him, crouching to scratch behind his ears. “There will be expensive fabric. You have sticky nose.”
Lucky licked his wrist.
“Yes, I know. I will be back.”
Ilya stood, grabbed his phone, wallet, and keys, then hesitated.
Shane still had no idea. Not a clue. His last text sat unanswered on Ilya’s phone:
Meeting is still going. I might commit violence against a whiteboard. You okay?
Ilya stared at it. Then typed:
Fine. Going out for a bit.
Three dots appeared almost immediately.
Where?
Ilya rolled his eyes.
Secret.
The dots appeared again. Stopped. Appeared. Stopped.
Is it safe-secret or I-should-worry-secret?
Ilya’s mouth twitched despite himself.
Safe-secret.
A beat.
Okay. Text me when you’re home?
Ilya swallowed.
Yes. Go murder whiteboard. Love you.
David was waiting by the car, just standing near the passenger side, coat buttoned, scarf neat, expression warm and careful and almost too calm.
Ilya walked down the steps and immediately said, 
“You are early.”
David smiled. 
“Yes.”
“This is bad character.”
“I’ve heard.”
“You should be ashamed.”
“I’ll work on it.”
Then David opened the passenger door. Ilya stopped, looked at the door, then at him. David’s face remained mild.
“Father behavior,” Ilya said, accusing.
“Yes.”
“You admit.”
“I do.”
Ilya got in quickly, because if he stayed outside too long he might cry.
The drive was quiet at first. Not uncomfortable, exactly. David had a way of leaving space without making it empty. The city moved by in pale colors, traffic sluggish, sidewalks wet, people bundled into coats. Ilya looked out the window, one hand tucked under his opposite arm to hide how restless his fingers were.
After a while, David said, 
“So, Shane doesn’t know?”
Ilya glanced at him sharply.
“No.”
David nodded.
“Good.”
That startled him more than it should have.
“Good?”
“It’s a surprise, right? That’s what you said on the phone.”
“Yes.”
“Then good.”
Ilya looked back out the window.
“I thought maybe you would say secrets are bad.”
“Some are,” David said. “Wedding suits are not usually among them.”
“Hm.”
“Unless you’ve chosen something truly terrible.”
Ilya turned to glare at him. David kept his eyes on the road, mouth twitching.
“I have excellent taste.”
“I’m sure.”
“You sound unsure.”
“I’m reserving judgment until I see it.”
“Rude.”
David waited another block before asking, 
“Do you already know what you want?”
Ilya exhaled through his nose.
“Yes. Maybe.”
David nodded seriously. 
“A strong position.”
“I want white. Or cream. Not black.”
“No?”
“No.” Ilya glanced at him, defensive before David had objected. “I wear black all the time. Everyone expects black. Funeral color. Villain color. Russian bisexual disaster color.”
David’s mouth twitched.
“I think cream sounds very nice.”
Ilya looked back out the window.
“I want Shane to forget how to speak.”
“I see.”
“I want him to cry, maybe.”
“I think that can be arranged.”
Ilya’s lips twitched.
“I just…” He swallowed. “I want light.”
David’s face softened, but not too much.
“That makes sense.”
Ilya looked at him.
“Does it?”
“Yes.”
“I thought maybe it is stupid.”
“It isn’t.”
Ilya’s hand curled tighter under his arm.
“I want to look like Shane’s future,” he said, barely above a whisper.
David kept both hands steady on the wheel. It took him a moment to answer. When he did, his voice was very gentle.
“Then we’ll find you something that looks like the future for the both of you.”
Ilya turned his face toward the window before the sting in his eyes could become visible.
“Your family says things like this too easily.”
“No,” David said. “Not easily.”
Ilya looked back. David kept his eyes on the road.
“Earnestly,” he corrected. “That’s different.”
Ilya sat with that the rest of the drive.
The suit shop was not one of the huge glossy places Ilya would have known from sponsorship fittings. It was smaller, older, tucked into a narrow building with dark wood trim and wide front windows displaying three suits under warm lights. One black tuxedo, one deep navy, one ivory dinner jacket on a mannequin.
Ilya had chosen it after too much research at two in the morning. He had chosen it because the reviews said private appointments, excellent tailoring, discreet clientele, custom options, patient staff.
Inside, it smelled like cedar, wool, steam, and expensive perfume. Bolts of fabric lined one wall. Mirrors stood under soft lights. A tailor in a gray suit greeted them by name and did not look surprised by David, which meant Ilya’s panicked email explaining I bring fiancé father, not fiancé had apparently been received and handled with mercy.
“Mr. Rozanov,” the tailor said warmly. “Welcome. And this is Mr. Hollander?”
“David,” David said, shaking his hand.
Ilya’s shoulders loosened slightly.
Not father of fiancé. Not guest. David.
The tailor smiled. 
“We have several options prepared based on your notes. Ivory, cream, warm white, and a very pale champagne. Nothing too stark.”
Ilya nodded, suddenly unable to speak. David, because he saw immediately, stepped in smoothly.
“He mentioned wanting something light, but not severe.”
“Yes,” the tailor said. “That helps. We’ll begin with structure, then cloth.”
Ilya shot David a quick look. David only smiled faintly.
The first suit was white. Very white. The kind of white that looked sharp and dramatic on the hanger, double-breasted, clean lapels, black buttons.
Ilya tried it because he thought maybe. The second he stepped out, David’s face did something careful.
Ilya looked in the mirror.
“No,” he said immediately.
David nodded. 
“No.”
The tailor looked thoughtful. 
“Too stark?”
“I look like yacht entrepreneur," Ilya said.
The tailor coughed once. David looked down at his hands and Ilya pointed at him in the mirror. 
“Do not laugh.”
“I’m not.”
“You are internally laughing.”
“Yes.”
The second was cream, softer, but the cut was wrong. Too loose in the waist, too soft in the shoulder. It made him look elegant but not like himself.
David tilted his head. Ilya turned slightly.
“What?”
“You look uncomfortable.”
“I am always uncomfortable.”
“With the suit,” David clarified.
Ilya looked in the mirror again. He was right.
“Too gentle,” Ilya said.
The tailor nodded. 
“You want softness in color, not in shape.”
Ilya looked at him.
“Yes.”
“Good. That helps.”
The third was ivory with a sharper jacket, single-breasted, with a subtle satin collar that Ilya thought he would hate until he saw it on himself. The trousers were slim without being ridiculous, falling clean over his shoes. The shirt beneath was not pure white but a softer tone, open at the throat for now because the tailor had not yet brought tie options.
Ilya stepped out and forgot, for one second, to be embarrassed. David went very still. That was the first sign. Ilya looked at him through the mirror. David’s expression had changed in a way that made Ilya’s throat close.
“Oh,” David said softly.
Ilya looked away immediately.
“Bad?”
“No,” David said.
His voice was too quiet.
“No, Ilya. Not bad.”
The tailor adjusted the sleeve lightly, then stepped back with professional discretion, pretending not to notice anything emotional happening.
Ilya stared at himself. The ivory didn’t wash him out the way the white had. It warmed his skin, made his hair look darker, his eyes sharper, the ring on his hand almost startling against the pale fabric. The cut gave him his own body back, not the tired, grieving body slumped under blankets, not the bruised hockey body, not the public scandal body dissected by cameras.
This body looked like it was walking somewhere. Toward something. Future, he thought, and hated himself a little for the sentimentality.
The jacket sat close at his waist. Strong in the shoulders. Elegant. Light.
His mother would have said something cutting first. Then touched the sleeve. Alina would have asked if he was a prince or just annoying. Shane… Shane would absolutely forget how to speak.
The thought hit him so hard his mouth trembled. David saw. He came to stand beside him, not too close.
“Well,” David said after a moment. “I think Shane is in real trouble.”
Ilya laughed once, quietly, and hated how wet it sounded.
“You think?”
“Yes.”
“Maybe too much?”
“No.”
“Too pale?”
“No.”
“Too…” Ilya gestured vaguely at himself. “Wedding?”
David huffed. 
“Ilya. It’s your wedding.”
That should not have hurt. It did. Ilya looked down at the jacket, at the smooth front, at the way his ring flashed when he flexed his hand.
“My wedding,” he repeated.
“Yes.”
Ilya swallowed.
“I didn’t think I would have one.”
David’s face softened.
The tailor, mercifully, disappeared to fetch something from the back. 
“No?”
Ilya shook his head once.
“Not like dramatic poor me. Just no. I thought maybe I would have many nice suits. Many events. Many hotel rooms. Many things that look close from far away.” He touched the sleeve with two fingers. “Not this.”
David said nothing. Ilya glanced up at him and immediately regretted it because David’s eyes were bright.
“Oh my God,” Ilya said, voice rough. “Do not.”
David blinked once and looked upward.
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“I might be.”
“You are worse than Shane.”
“That’s probably where he gets it.”
Ilya smirked as he looked back in the mirror. He and David stood side by side. Not father and son, exactly. Ilya was too tall, too grown, too scarred by history David had not been there to interrupt. The mirror did not lie kindly. There were no years of school photos behind them, no childhood birthdays, no awkward teenage suits, no David teaching him how to knot a tie before a graduation.
But David was there now. Beside him. Looking at him in a wedding suit like it mattered. Like Ilya mattered. That was something. It was not the same. It was something.
The tailor returned with three options: a soft ivory waistcoat, a pale champagne one with barely visible texture, and a very light cream silk shirt that made Ilya narrow his eyes because he could already tell it was expensive enough to insult some people.
They tried the waistcoat. Too formal. The champagne. Interesting, but not quite.
Then the cream silk shirt under the ivory jacket, with no tie, collar open just enough to be elegant and a little dangerous.
Ilya looked in the mirror. David made a small approving sound. The tailor smiled. 
“Yes.”
Ilya turned slightly.
The suit moved with him. Clean. Pale. Luxurious but not loud. The ivory jacket, cream shirt, slim trousers, maybe a pocket square later in deep green. 
“I like this,” Ilya said, surprised by how quiet his own voice was.
David’s smile was soft.
“I do too.”
“I look good.”
“You do.”
“No, I mean very good.”
David laughed then. 
“Yes. Very good.”
“Shane may die.”
“He’ll recover.”
“Maybe not.”
“We’ll have medical support on standby.”
Ilya smiled, a real one this time, small, but there. The tailor began talking alterations. Sleeve length. Trouser break. Slight taper. A softer inner lining. Ilya listened carefully, but his attention snagged when the tailor asked about lining color.
“We can do ivory, of course,” the tailor said. “Or something personal. A hidden lining is often where clients choose color.”
“Color?” Ilya asked.
“Yes. Inside the jacket.”
The tailor opened a sample book. Deep green. Black. Burgundy. Silver. Gold. Blue. Patterns, florals, abstract designs. Ilya touched a dark green silk first and looked at David. David didn’t push.
“What is it?” David asked gently.
Ilya hesitated.
“Is it stupid to put yellow?”
“No.”
“I am not yellow person.”
“No,” David agreed.
“But Alina maybe was.” His voice went quiet. “Maybe. I don’t know. I made this up from socks.”
David’s face changed only slightly.
“The lining could be pale yellow,” he said.
Ilya looked at the samples. Not bright yellow. Not childish. Something soft and warm, like late afternoon light. His fingers rested on it.
“And maybe inside pocket,” he said, embarrassed suddenly. “For… I don’t know. Something.”
“A note?” David suggested.
Ilya’s throat worked.
“Maybe.”
“For Shane?”
Ilya shook his head.
“Yeah.”
David nodded.
“Then yes.”
The tailor, who clearly deserved every cent he charged, simply said, 
“We can add an inner pocket on the left side. Discreet.”
Ilya nodded once.
“Good.”
The measurements took a while. Ilya stood on the fitting platform while the tailor pinned and marked and adjusted. David sat nearby, occasionally answering questions when Ilya looked overwhelmed by choice. Not making decisions for him. Just steadying the room.
Black shoes or cream?
Cream.
Pocket square?
Cufflinks?
The tailor brought several. Ilya dismissed most instantly. Then David picked up a pair of small, brushed silver cufflinks with an almost invisible black stone set in each.
“They echo the ring,” David said.
Ilya looked. They did just enough. His engagement ring, silver with the small black stone Shane had chosen because somehow he had known exactly what belonged on Ilya’s hand.
Ilya looked down at the cufflinks in David’s palm.
“You think?”
“I do.”
Ilya took them carefully.
“They are not too much?”
“No.”
“Not too bridal?”
David smiled. 
“Ilya, you are the groom. You’re allowed.”
Ilya scowled. 
“I hate when you make sense.”
“I know.”
He chose the cufflinks. By the time the fitting was done, Ilya was exhausted in a way he had not expected. Not physically. He could skate for four hours and still argue with parking meters. But this, standing under warm lights while someone measured him for a future, choosing colors for dead girls and living men, letting David see him want things, had taken something out of him.
The tailor stepped out to prepare paperwork. Ilya stood in the suit one last time, looking at himself. David came beside him again. For a while, neither spoke.
Then David said, 
“I wish I’d known you when you were younger.”
Ilya went still. The room seemed to narrow. David’s eyes stayed on their reflection.
“I don’t mean that as pity,” he said carefully. “And I don’t mean to imply I could have fixed everything. I just wish we had more time.”
Ilya stared at the mirror. His face had gone blank in self-defense. David continued, quieter, 
“I would have liked to have been at the awkward teenage suit fitting too.”
Ilya swallowed.
“I was ugly teenager,” Ilya said.
David’s mouth curved faintly. 
“I doubt that.”
“Tall. Elbows. Bad hair. Angry.”
“So, just like Shane.”
Despite himself, Ilya laughed. David looked at him.
“I know I’m not your father,” he said.
Ilya’s chest tightened.
“I would never pretend otherwise.”
“Good,” Ilya said, because he had to say something and cruelty was easier than collapse. “Very presumptuous.”
David nodded, accepting the edge without flinching.
“But I am very proud to be here with you.”
Ilya looked down. The ivory suit blurred slightly.
“David.”
“I am.”
“You cannot say things while I am in expensive clothing. It is dangerous.”
“I’ll be careful.”
“You are not careful at all.”
“No,” David admitted.
Ilya’s hands curled once at his sides. Then he whispered, 
“I wanted someone to see.”
David’s face softened.
“I see you.”
Ilya closed his eyes. For a second he was twelve. For a second he was in a room with cold knees and no one telling him it wasn’t his fault. For a second he was seventeen, buying his own clothes because no one cared what fit. For a second he was twenty-three, standing alone in some luxury store surrounded by people paid to be polite and feeling like every beautiful thing he bought was a costume over an absence.
Then he was here. Engaged. In an ivory wedding suit. With Shane’s father standing beside him. Not fixing the old rooms. Not erasing them. But standing in this one.
Ilya opened his eyes. David was still there. Ilya turned before he could think better of it and hugged him. Awkwardly at first because the suit was pinned and the platform was narrow and Ilya was not twelve, not small, not practiced in this kind of need. But David hugged him back immediately. Carefully, because of the pins. Firmly, because of everything else.
Ilya’s face ended up pressed briefly against David’s shoulder.
He did not cry. David’s hand came to the back of his head for the smallest second, then lowered to his shoulder, respectful, steady.
“I’m glad you asked me,” David said.
Ilya’s voice came out rough.
“Don’t tell Shane I cried.”
“You didn’t.”
“I almost did.”
“I won’t tell him that either.”
“Good.”
A pause. Then, muffled against David’s shoulder:
“You can tell him suit is devastating if he ever asks.”
David laughed softly.
“I’ll tell him nothing.”
“Right. Secret.”
“Secret.”
Ilya pulled back, cleared his throat, and immediately looked offended by the existence of feelings.
“This suit is expensive.”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
David smiled. The tailor returned, took one look at them, and with saintly discretion pretended he had seen absolutely nothing. When Ilya changed back into his regular clothes, he felt strangely cold. The cream sweater seemed suddenly ordinary. The ivory suit went away to be altered, folded into garment bags and notes and promises. The future was no longer on his body, and he hated the absence of it.
At the counter, David insisted on paying the deposit. Ilya objected instantly.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“I have money.”
“I know.”
“I have more money than you.”
“Almost certainly.”
“Then why would you pay?”
David looked at him.
“Because sometimes fathers pay deposits for wedding suits.”
Ilya’s mouth opened. Nothing came out. The tailor became intensely interested in his computer. Ilya stared at David.
“I told you,” he said finally, voice low, “I am not your son.”
David nodded.
“I know.”
The words should have closed the door. They did not. David simply handed his card to the tailor.
“But I am Shane’s father,” he said. “And you are marrying Shane. And you asked me to come.”
Ilya’s throat hurt.
“That is terrible logic.”
“It’s father logic. Often terrible.”
“You are all impossible.”
“Yes.”
“I will pay final.”
“We can argue about that later.”
“We will.”
“I look forward to it.”
Ilya looked away toward the window, blinking hard once.
“Fine,” he said.
David paid the deposit. On the drive home, they stopped for coffee because David said he wanted one and Ilya did not protest. They sat in the car outside the café because going inside felt like too much after the fitting. Ilya held a paper cup between both hands and stared through the windshield. After a while, he said, 
“It has yellow lining.”
David smiled faintly.
“I know.”
“For Alina.”
“Yes.”
“And the cufflinks.”
“For the ring,” David said.
A comfortable silence settled for half a minute. Then Ilya said, much quieter, 
“Thank you.”
David didn’t make it big. 
“You’re welcome.”
“I mean…” Ilya stopped, jaw tight. “For coming. For paying. For not being weird.”
David’s eyebrows lifted slightly.
“I wasn’t weird?”
“You were medium weird.”
“Acceptable.”
“Yes.”
Another silence.
“I think Shane will cry.”
David’s mouth softened.
“I think so too.”
“Good.”
“Cruel.”
“Yes.”
They drove back. When David pulled up outside the apartment, Ilya didn’t get out immediately. He sat there with one hand on the door handle, looking ahead. David waited. Finally Ilya said, 
“My father never bought me suit.”
David’s hands were still on the steering wheel.
“No?”
“No. Team people. Stylists. Myself. Never him.” A pause. “He would have hated the white.”
David’s voice was quiet. 
“Then I’m very glad it’s white.”
Ilya’s face twisted once. He looked at David.
“Cream,” he corrected hoarsely.
“Cream.”
“Not white.”
“Not white.”
“Future color.”
David’s eyes shone a little.
“Yes.”
Ilya nodded once, like that settled it. Then, before he could lose courage, he leaned across the console and hugged David again. David hugged him back. When Ilya pulled away, he pointed at him.
“No telling Shane details.”
“No details.”
“Only devastating.”
“Only devastating.”
“And if he asks?”
“I’ll say you looked handsome.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. 
“Too weak.”
“Catastrophically handsome.”
“Better.”
“Potentially fatal.”
Ilya considered.
“Yes. Say that.”
David laughed. Ilya got out. He did not go upstairs immediately. He stood on the sidewalk beside David’s car and watched it pull away, coffee warm in his hand, heart feeling bruised in a way that was not exactly bad. Then he checked his phone. Three messages from Shane.
Meeting ended. Heading home soon.
Then: Safe-secret still safe?
Then, ten minutes later: I’m not being annoying. This is restraint.
Ilya stared at the last one until his mouth softened.
He typed:
Safe-secret is safe.
You are always annoying.
Shane replied almost instantly.
Love you too.
Ilya looked up at the apartment windows.
His chest hurt. Not like the night with Irina. Not like Alina. Not like panic. A different hurt. The kind that came from wanting to walk into the future and being terrified it might actually be there. He tucked the phone away and went upstairs.
The suit stayed secret. For now.
***
Much later, when it was already dark outside, Ilya wrote his vow.
He did not plan to, but Shane was asleep against him. That was how it started. Shane was asleep, warm and heavy and a little damp-haired still from the shower, his body tucked close into Ilya’s side like he had made a home there and then forgotten, in sleep, that he was supposed to be embarrassed by how badly he needed it. One of his legs was thrown over Ilya’s thigh. His cheek was pressed to Ilya’s chest. His hand rested low on Ilya’s ribs, fingers curled loosely like he had been holding on and then drifted under without letting go.
The room smelled faintly of soap and steam and sex and clean sheets. Lucky was snoring at the foot of the bed with all four paws twitching like he was chasing something very important in a dream. Shane slept with his mouth slightly open. Ridiculous. Beautiful. Unfair.
Ilya looked down at him for a long time. He thought about the bakery. Chocolate too adult. Honey cake elegant. Shane writing stupid notes with absolute seriousness. He thought about David standing beside him in the suit shop. I see you. He thought about the ivory jacket, the pale yellow lining, the hidden pocket for Shane, the cufflinks that echoed the ring. He thought about Irina’s bad honey cake and Alina’s yellow socks and all the dead people who would not sit in the front row.
Then he looked at Shane again. Shane, breathing against him. Shane, who had looked at the ugliest parts of Ilya’s mind and stayed. Shane, who had said, I proposed to all of you.
Ilya reached carefully for his phone with one hand, moving slowly so he would not wake him. Shane made a small displeased sound and tightened instinctively around him.
Ilya froze. Shane settled again, cheek rubbing once against Ilya’s chest.
“Bossy even unconscious,” Ilya whispered.
Shane did not answer.
Ilya opened Notes. For a moment, he stared at the empty page.
Then typed the title: Wedding vow maybe. Do not be embarrassing, Rozanov.
He stared at that. Then, with Shane asleep against his heart, Ilya began.
Shane,
I do not know how to make this short. I tried, because I thought if I spoke too long at our wedding you would cry and then your mother would cry and then Kenny would cry for attention and the whole thing would become a public safety issue.
But I do not know how to make you small.
I have spent much of my life trying to survive by needing less. Less warmth. Less comfort. Less tenderness. Less hope. I thought if I wanted very little, then life would have fewer things to take from me. I was wrong, of course. I am often wrong in tragic and beautiful ways, though you are not allowed to say this later.
Then there was you.
You were never little to me. Even when I pretended you were irritating and boring. Even when we were rivals. Even when I looked at you across a rink or across a room and told myself I hated you because that was easier than admitting that my whole body knew where you were.
You were the bright thing. The impossible thing. The good boy with the sharp eyes and stupid polite mouth and a heart so earnest it made me want to hit something. You made me angry because you were kind. You made me angry because you cared. You made me angry because I wanted your attention and did not know how to ask for it except by making myself unforgettable.
I think I succeeded. You came into my life like a challenge first. Then like hunger. Then like home. I did not know what home was supposed to feel like. I thought maybe it was a place. Then I thought maybe it was a person, but that sounded too sentimental.
But it is you. Home is you falling asleep on me after insisting you are not tired. Home is your hand on my back in the kitchen. Home is you pretending not to watch whether I eat, and failing badly. Home is the way you say my name when I am being awful and you still love me through it. Home is Lucky making terrible noises in our bed while you tell me we need boundaries and then let him stay anyway.
Home is you coming when I call.
Even when I scare you. Even when you do not know what you are walking into. Even when I am sharp and grieving and impossible. You come. You always come.
I need you to know I do not take this lightly. I know what it costs to love someone who has learned fear before tenderness. I know I can be difficult to hold. I know I have days where I turn pain into knives. I know sometimes I hear ghosts louder than I hear you. I know I have made you scared. I know there are rooms inside me that are dark and old and unfair to bring into a marriage.
But you asked for all of me.
And I believe you.
That may be the greatest miracle of my life: not that you love me, though that is already absurd, but that I believe you do.
I believe you when you say I am not too much. I believe you when you say my grief can live in our house and not be a guest. I believe you when you say I am not doomed because I am sad. I believe you when you look at me like I am your future, even when I feel like nothing but history.
So here is what I promise.
I promise I will not make you love only the easy parts of me.
I promise I will try to tell you when the dark gets loud. I will try to reach for you before I disappear into myself. I will try to let your hand find mine even when I am ashamed of needing it.
I promise to come home to you. From the rink. From anger. From silence. From every old place in my head that tells me I am safer alone.
I promise to fight with you honestly and make up badly and apologize when I am wrong, which will be rarely but memorably.
I promise to make you laugh when the world is cruel. 
I promise to be on your side so fiercely that people become nervous.
I promise to protect your softness, even from yourself. Especially from yourself. You have spent so much of your life being good for everyone else. 
I promise that with me, you do not have to be perfect to be loved.
I promise to build a life with you that is not only survival.
I want breakfast with you. I want ugly grocery store arguments. I want our dog stealing laundry. I want your mother overfeeding me and your father pretending not to cry. I want hotel rooms and quiet mornings and loud kitchens and your skates beside mine. I want wedding cake that is too sweet for a dead little girl who should have lived, and honey cake elegant enough for my mother, and something maple that I will deny liking until my last breath.
I want all of it.
I want the ordinary days most of all.
I used to think happiness was something I could only borrow. A little here, a little there, never too much, never long enough to become dangerous.
Then you put a ring on my hand and made happiness look like a thing I could keep.
I love you, Shane Hollander.
I love you when you are brave and when you are frightened. I love you when you are captain and when you are just my boy half-asleep against me. I love your careful heart, your stubborn goodness, your terrible jokes, your beautiful face, your very dramatic concern, and the way you make me feel like the world might still be worth insulting for many years.
You are my favorite person.
My safest place.
My most dangerous hope.
My home.
And I promise, in front of everyone we love and everyone we miss, that I will choose you.
Not once.
Not only today.
Every day I can.
Every morning after bad nights. Every night after awful days. In every version of our life that waits for us.
I will choose you.
I will come home.
I will stay.
Your idiot,
Ilya
Ilya stared at the last line for a long time.
Then deleted Your idiot.
Then put it back.
Then added:
P.S. If you cry too much during ceremony, I will pretend to be annoyed, but secretly I will like it.
He stared at that too. Kept it.
Shane shifted against him, making a soft sleeping sound, and his hand slid from Ilya’s ribs to his stomach, possessive and loose and warm. Ilya locked the phone and set it carefully down.
For a moment, he just held him.  One arm around Shane’s shoulders, the other hand resting over Shane’s where it lay against his body. Their rings, one real, one waiting somewhere in the future, felt suddenly very present in the dark.
“I will choose you,” Ilya whispered, testing the words against Shane’s hair.
Shane slept through it. Lucky snored. The city moved outside the window. Ilya, who had spent so much of his life believing the future was something other people had, closed his eyes with Shane breathing against him and let himself imagine standing in cream-colored light, saying all of it out loud.
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    Chapter Notes

      Hi!!! It's been a ong time but here it is, yet another chapter. I don't want to spoil anything so I will just say that as always, all feedback and comments are so so so welcome!!
My songs for these are "Love Lost" by Mac Miller & The Temper Trap and "Falling In Love" by Cigarettes After Sex.
Enjoy!!!
PS This fic is slowly, slowly coming to an end but worry not - I already have the next fanfiction planned or maybe even a sequel to this one, we shall see.







  Shane woke up because Ilya’s phone slipped against his chest. For a second, he didn’t know where he was before the room came back. Dark bedroom. Soft sheets. Lucky snoring somewhere near their feet like a small engine. The faint clean smell of soap from the shower still clinging to Ilya’s skin. Ilya himself warm around him, one arm tucked under Shane’s neck, the other loose across his own stomach, phone still held loosely in his hand.
Shane blinked.
Ilya was asleep.Deeply asleep, for once. Not the half-vigilant, grief-thin sleep of the last days. Not the restless kind where Shane woke every time Ilya’s breathing changed. This was real sleep. Heavy. Earned. His face was turned slightly toward Shane, lips parted, curls falling over his forehead, lashes dark against his cheeks.
Shane didn’t move for a long time. He just looked at him. The grief was still there. It sat in the room with them even now, quieter but not gone. Alina was still dead. Irina was still a ghost behind Ilya’s eyes. There were still things Shane could not fix, still countries he could not make safe, still brothers he could not erase from the world, still nights when Ilya’s mind turned against him and Shane had to love him without panicking too loudly.
But tonight, Ilya had slept. Tonight, after the shower, after steam and touch and his mouth against Shane’s shoulder, after the kind of sex that had felt less like hunger and more like proof they were both still alive, Ilya had fallen asleep holding his phone.
Shane glanced down. The screen was black now. He didn’t look, he wasn’t going to. Whatever Ilya had written was Ilya’s until he chose otherwise.
Shane eased the phone carefully from his hand. Ilya’s fingers twitched. Shane froze but Ilya only made a small sound and shifted, cheek pressing firmly against Shane’s chest now, seeking warmth even asleep.
Shane’s whole heart turned over.
“Baby,” he whispered.
He put the phone on the nightstand, then he turned back, slowly, and carded his fingers through Ilya’s curls. Ilya’s hair was soft from the shower. Still a little damp at the ends. Shane combed through it gently, again and again, watching the tension in Ilya’s sleeping face ease under his hand.
He kissed his forehead. Once. Again.
“I love you,” Shane whispered.
Ilya didn’t wake. Shane should have gone back to sleep. He was exhausted. Bone-deep exhausted. The kind that made his eyes ache and his body feel too heavy for itself. He had practice in the morning.
He should have slept. Instead, he lay there, wide awake, with Ilya curled into him and so much love in his chest it hurt. It hurt like pressure. Like his ribs were not enough room for it. Like if he didn’t do something, say something, put it somewhere, it would break him open.
Because he loved Ilya. He loved the sharpness. The impossible humor. The arrogance. The tenderness Ilya tried to smuggle into ordinary things and then deny. He loved his vicious mouth and his beautiful hands and the way he called Lucky wolf like the dog had earned some mythic title. He loved the man who had stood outside a bakery and said he wanted something nice. The man who had cried into Shane’s shirt and whispered that sometimes being alive was loud.
He loved him so much it made fear feel small and huge at once.
Shane reached carefully for his own phone. Ilya shifted again, not waking, only pressing his face closer to Shane’s throat. Shane smiled, helplessly.
“Bossy,” he whispered.
Then he opened a blank note. For a while, he stared at the cursor blinking back at him. He had thought about his vows, of course, mostly in scattered pieces. In the car. In the shower. On the ice. While watching Ilya drink coffee with both hands like he was suspicious it might escape. He’d thought about them in broad, terrifying terms: love, promise, future, home.
But suddenly, with Ilya asleep against him, broad terms felt useless. Ilya deserved something real, so Shane began typing.
Ilya,
I’ve started this sentence a dozen times in my head and every version sounds too small. That’s been the problem with loving you from the beginning, I think. Everything I had language for was too small.
Rival. Teammate. Friend. Want. Love.
Even love felt too simple sometimes, and I don’t mean that because it wasn’t true. It was true before I knew what to do with it. It was true when I was afraid of it. It was true when I made mistakes because I thought wanting the right thing at the wrong time meant I could make it go away.
But loving you has never been one thing. It has been anger. It has been awe. It has been jealousy and terror and laughter and hunger and peace. It has been looking across the ice and knowing exactly where you were before I looked. It has been hearing your voice and feeling my whole body turn toward it. It has been wanting to shake you and protect you and kiss you all in the same breath.
It has been the hardest thing I’ve ever done.
It has also been the easiest, because when I stopped fighting the truth, there you were.
You were there in every future I tried not to imagine. In every quiet morning I wanted but didn’t think I deserved. In every room I walked into and felt was wrong because you weren’t in it. You were there before I had the courage to name you.
I am sorry it took me so long.
I’m sorry for the ways I hurt you while trying not to hurt anyone. I’m sorry for every moment I made you feel like you were something I could put away, or survive without, or love only in secret. You deserved better than my fear. You deserved better than half of me.
So today, in front of the people we love, I want to give you all of me.
Not the polished version. Not the captain version. Not the version that knows what to say and how to stand and how to keep everything under control.
The real one. The man who is still scared sometimes. The man who still wants to fix things he can’t fix. The man who has watched you hurt and felt helpless enough to hate the world for needing rules like time and distance and grief. The man who loves you so much that sometimes it makes him clumsy.
You once told me you didn’t want me to look at you differently.
I need you to know this: I do look at you differently.
Not because you are broken.
Because I know you more.
I know more of what you have survived. I know more of what it costs you to stay. I know more of the child who sat alone and was never told it wasn’t his fault. I know more of the man who still makes jokes when he feels like never getting up again. I know more of the dark you carry and the tenderness you keep choosing anyway.
And I love you more.
Not despite it. Not because pain makes you beautiful. Just because it is you.
All of it is you. The man who acts like affection is an ambush and then melts when my mother touches his face gently. The man who pretends he doesn’t care about wedding cake and then schedules a tasting because he wants one nice day. The man who loves Lucky with his whole ridiculous heart. The man who makes me laugh when I’m scared. The man who came back to me even when he had every reason to believe coming home was dangerous.
You are not hard to love, Ilya.
Life has been hard on you.
Those are not the same thing.
I promise I will remember that. I promise I will not mistake your fear for rejection. I will not mistake your anger for cruelty. I will not mistake your silence for absence. I will keep learning the language of you, even when you pretend that language is mostly insults and aggressive eye contact.
I promise to stand beside you when you want the room to see how strong you are, and behind you when you need something solid at your back, and in front of you only when the world is coming too fast and you need one second to breathe.
I promise to listen when you tell me I’m holding too tight.
I promise to hold tighter when you ask me not to let go.
I promise to believe you when you say you are safe, and to fight like hell for you when you tell me you are not.
I promise that your grief will never make you a burden to me.
I promise that your joy will never be something you have to apologize for.
I promise I will make room in our life for everyone you love and miss. For your mother. For Alina. For the people who should have been here and aren’t. We will carry them gently. We will make them part of the table, part of the cake, part of the stories, part of the light.
And I promise we will not only mourn.
We will live.
We will make breakfast badly. We will fight about laundry and dog hair and whether Lucky is allowed on the bed even though we both know he already won. We will go to the rink and come home tired. We will have quiet nights and loud ones. We will build traditions by accident. We will make my parents too happy. We will make Coach tired. We will make Kenny unbearable. We will make a home that is warm enough for all the versions of us who once thought they would never have one.
I used to think being good meant being steady for everyone else.
You taught me that love is not always steady.
Sometimes love is inconvenient. Sometimes it is terrifying. Sometimes it walks into the room and ruins every careful plan. Sometimes it is a Russian man with impossible eyes calling me an idiot while becoming the safest place I have ever known.
You are my safest place. You are also my wildest hope. You are the person I want when something good happens. You are the person I look for when the world turns cruel. You are the person I want beside me when I win, when I lose, when I am tired, when I am old, when I am no longer any version of impressive and all that is left is the truth of us.
And the truth is this:
I choose you. I chose you before I was brave enough to admit it. I choose you now with my whole heart. And I will choose you again. In every city. In every season. In every home we make. In every bad day we survive and every good day we are lucky enough to notice.
I will choose you when you are laughing. I will choose you when you are grieving. I will choose you when you are furious, impossible, soft, brilliant, exhausted, tender, dramatic, and pretending you are not crying. I will choose you when it is easy. I will choose you when it is work.I will choose you when we are young enough to still think we know everything, and when we are old enough to be grateful we were wrong.
Ilya Grigoryevich Rozanov, you are the love of my life. You are my home. You are my family. You are my future. And I promise you this: for as long as I get to love you, you will not have to come home to an empty room.
I will be there. I will stay. I will love you. Every day. Every version. Always.
Shane
Shane stopped typing. His eyes were burning. He stared at the last word until it blurred. Always. It was a dangerous word. He knew that. Life had already taught them both what promises could and could not protect. Always could not stop illness. Always could not bring Alina back. Always could not reach into the past and put an adult beside twelve-year-old Ilya on the cold floor.
But it could mean this. This room. This body against his. This choice.  Again and again and again.
Ilya made a small sound in his sleep and shifted closer, his hand sliding blindly up Shane’s chest as if searching for him even in dreams. Shane locked his phone and put it on the nightstand beside Ilya’s.
Their vows sitting there in the dark, inches apart, neither of them knowing.
Hee turned fully into Ilya and wrapped his arm around him. Ilya’s curls were still soft beneath his mouth when Shane kissed them.
“I love you,” he whispered again, quieter this time.
Ilya, still asleep, frowned faintly and pressed closer like he was answering in the only language sleep allowed.
Shane smiled into his hair. Outside, the night stayed dark. Inside, they held each other. Eventually, with Ilya warm in his arms and the future glowing quietly on the nightstand, Shane slept.
***
Over the next few days, the wedding started happening by accident.
It happened in small ways.
Shane would be brushing his teeth and Ilya would appear in the bathroom doorway, phone in hand, expression severe.
“What is your opinion on outdoor ceremony?”
Shane, mouth full of toothpaste, would blink at him in the mirror.
“Mm?”
“Outdoor ceremony,” Ilya repeated. “Do you like trees?”
Shane spat into the sink. 
“What?”
“Trees, Hollander.”
“I like trees.”
“Hm.”
Then Ilya would disappear.
Or Shane would come home from the rink and find Ilya lying upside down on the couch, Lucky sitting beside his head, both of them staring at the phone screen.
“I found place,” Ilya would say.
“For what?”
“Wedding.”
Shane would stop in the doorway, chest doing strange warm things it had started doing more and more often lately.
“Yeah?”
“No. It has too many chandeliers.”
“Too many?”
“Looks like rich ghost lives there.”
“Okay.”
“Also no dogs.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Exactly. Lucky would sue.”
They didn’t sit down and decide to look. They just looked. One night, after dinner, Shane found himself with his laptop open while Ilya sat beside him under a blanket, socked feet shoved under Shane’s thigh for warmth. Lucky was curled against Ilya’s hip, snoring into the upholstery.
“Too big,” Ilya said, dismissing a lakeside estate with one glance.
“It’s beautiful.”
“It is venue for people who say our special day with no irony.”
Shane smiled. 
“It is our special day.”
“Yes, but if you say like that, I divorce you before wedding.”
“Efficient.”
“Thank you.”
Shane clicked to the next one. A barn. Ilya stared.
“No.”
“You didn’t even look.”
“It is barn.”
“Rustic weddings are popular.”
“I am not marrying you in horse garage.”
“There are no horses.”
“The smell of horse probably remains.”
Shane laughed, clicking away. The next place had floor-to-ceiling windows, black steel beams, polished concrete, dramatic lighting.
Ilya considered it for longer.
“This is nice.”
“It is.”
“Too much like expensive airport?”
Shane looked at it again, then nodded slowly. 
“Actually, yeah.”
“Good. You are learning, Hollander.”
They went through hotels, vineyards, converted churches, restaurants with private rooms, a modern gallery Shane liked until Ilya said it looked like people would whisper about cryptocurrency there, and a country club they both rejected at the exact same time because the homepage used the phrase timeless prestige.
Then, on a Thursday night, they found it. Shane clicked on a listing almost by accident, halfway down a page of boutique venues outside the city. The first photo loaded slowly.
A small mansion with warm stone walls. Dark green shutters. Ivy climbing one side, not so much that it looked abandoned, just enough to soften the edges. A gravel drive curved toward the front entrance. There were tall old trees around it, bare in the winter photo but beautiful anyway. Behind the house, a glass conservatory opened into a garden. Inside, the rooms were elegant but not cold: wood floors, fireplaces, cream walls, bookshelves, soft lighting, old rugs, wide windows looking out over lawns and trees.
Shane stopped scrolling. Ilya didn’t say anything. That was how Shane knew. He glanced sideways. Ilya was looking at the screen with his head tilted slightly, mouth relaxed.
Shane’s voice went quiet.
“Illy?”
Ilya blinked once.
“Scroll.”
Shane did.
A dining room with one long table under low warm lights. A library with green velvet chairs. A small terrace with stone steps. An upstairs room with pale curtains and a fireplace. The conservatory again, this time at dusk, string lights reflected in the glass.
Ilya’s foot moved under Shane’s thigh.
“This one,” he said.
Shane’s chest tightened.
“Yeah?”
“Maybe.”
That was Ilya for yes but I am frightened by wanting it.
Shane clicked through to the details. Capacity: up to eighty. Private grounds. Dog-friendly with advance notice. Full weekend rental available. Ceremony options: garden, conservatory, library, terrace. One hour from Montreal.
Shane read that part aloud.
“One hour.”
Ilya’s eyes were still on the photos.
“Not far.”
“No.”
“Private.”
“Looks like it.”
“Not barn.”
“Definitely not horse garage.”
“Cosy,” Ilya said, with the faintest hesitation, like he wasn’t sure he was allowed to want cosy.
Shane looked at the screen again. The library photo glowed softly.
“Yeah,” he said. “Cosy.”
“But elegant.”
“Yes.”
“Not pompous.”
“No.”
“No chandeliers attacking.”
“Maybe one small chandelier.”
Ilya squinted.
“If chandelier behaves, it can stay.”
Shane smiled. Ilya’s gaze moved to the line of text under the photos. Dog-friendly. He pointed.
“Lucky can come.”
“He can.”
“He will need bow tie.”
“He will probably eat it.”
“Then expensive collar.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya nodded seriously and then he sat forward and stole the laptop. Shane let him. Ilya scrolled through the gallery again, slower this time. He paused on the conservatory. Glass walls. Green plants. Pale stone floor. Warm lights overhead. 
“This,” he said quietly.
“For the ceremony?”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. His thumb rested on the trackpad.
“Maybe.”
Shane watched him.
“What?”
Ilya’s jaw moved.
“I like that it has windows.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” His voice became smaller. “Like outside but not exposed.”
Shane understood. Maybe not all of it, but enough. A wedding that could have light without leaving them exposed. Trees and sky, but walls too. Private. Warm. Held.
“Yeah,” Shane said softly. “I like that too.”
Ilya glanced at him. Shane did not make the face. He was getting better. Ilya handed the laptop back too quickly. 
“Email them.”
“Me?”
“Yes.”
“You found it.”
“You write polite.”
“You’re capable of writing politely.”
“I am capable of many things. Doesn’t mean I should.”
Shane laughed and opened the contact form. They filled it out together, arguing over wording. Shane typed:
Hello, my fiancé and I are interested in viewing your property for a possible wedding…
Ilya leaned over. 
“Possible?”
“It is possible.”
“We are literally contacting wedding venue.”
“So?”
“Write probable.”
“No.”
“Write inevitable.”
“I’m not writing inevitable.”
“Coward.”
Shane deleted possible and wrote upcoming. Ilya considered.
“Acceptable.”
Then Shane typed:
We’d love to schedule a private tour if you have availability.
Ilya pointed. 
“Dog.”
“I was getting there.”
We also saw that the property is dog-friendly, which is important to us.
Ilya nodded. 
“Good.”
“Anything else?”
“Yes. Ask if chandeliers are offensive.”
“No.”
“Ask if they have opinion on Russian bisexuals.”
“Ilya.”
“What? Important.”
Shane turned his head and kissed his temple. Ilya went quiet, then muttered, 
“Manipulative.”
“Always.”
They sent it. The reply came the next morning.
Availability the following week, but also, due to a cancellation, one private tour slot that Saturday at noon.
Saturday was supposed to be a recovery day. No practice. No media. No obligations. Coach had become deeply aggressive about them taking time off when they could, possibly because the room was still a pressure cooker and he knew both of them would skate themselves into powder if left unsupervised.
Shane read the email aloud at the kitchen counter. Ilya was making coffee. He stopped with the bag open in one hand.
“This Saturday?”
“Yeah.”
“No practice.”
“No.”
“One hour away?”
“About.”
Ilya looked toward the living room, where Lucky was lying on his back with his legs in the air, dead to all dignity.
“We go,” he said.
Shane smiled slowly.
“We go?”
“Yes. Whole day. Road trip.”
“It’s an hour.”
“Canadian road trip.”
“That’s still not…”
“We buy coffee. Pastries. I drive.”
“Why do you drive?”
“Because I am sexier driver.”
“You are more aggressive driver.”
“Same thing.”
Shane looked at him. Ilya poured coffee grounds into the machine with excessive interest.
“We take day,” he said, quieter. “No rink. No phones, except map. No horrible internet. We go see place.”
Shane’s heart softened.
“Okay.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. 
“You agree too fast. Suspicious.”
“I want to see it too.”
“Yes?”
“Yeah.”
Ilya looked at him then, almost shy under all the sharpness. For a second, Shane saw the whole thing in his face: the fear of wanting, the grief still sitting heavy at the edges, the stubborn hope that kept forcing itself up through the ground anyway.
Then Ilya looked away and said, 
“Good. Wear something nice. Not too nice. I will mock.”
“Helpful.”
“I am always helpful.”
Saturday morning was cold and bright.
The kind of cold that made everything look cleaner than it had any right to. Pale sun, hard blue sky, frost on car roofs, breath visible in the air. Ilya insisted on driving, naturally, and also insisted they leave early enough to get “proper coffee and not your sad home liquid.”
“My coffee is fine,” Shane said, locking the apartment door.
“No.”
“It is.”
“It tastes like shit.”
“That’s not even true.”
“It is in my head.”
Lucky watched them leave from the hallway rug with the expression of a dog whose parents were making poor life choices.
Ilya crouched and kissed his head.
“You cannot come today, wolf. We must inspect venue for your future presence.”
Lucky licked his jaw.
“Yes, yes. I will make sure your room is acceptable.”
“He doesn’t get a room,” Shane said.
Ilya stood and looked offended. 
“You don’t know that.”
“He definitely doesn’t.”
“We will see.”
The coffee place Ilya chose was twenty minutes out of the city, a little bakery-café with fogged windows and a line out the door. Shane suspected he had researched this too, though Ilya acted like he had discovered it through natural genius.
Inside, it smelled like espresso, butter, cinnamon, and winter coats. They ordered too much because Ilya believed road trips required provisions and Shane had stopped arguing with him after getting kissed quiet.
Two coffees. One hot chocolate “for emotional variety.” Almond croissants. A cheese pastry. Something with cherries Ilya said looked promising. A bag of small sugared doughnuts Shane absolutely did not remember agreeing to but did not regret.
Back in the car, Ilya handed Shane the coffee and immediately stole half of the almond croissant.
“Hey.”
“I’m testing.”
“You have your own.”
“Yours may be better.”
“They’re the same.”
“You don’t know.”
Shane watched him get flaky crumbs on his black coat and felt something in his chest go painfully warm.
“What?”
Ilya paused mid-bite. 
“What?”
“You have powdered sugar on your mouth.”
Ilya leaned toward him without thinking. Shane wiped it away with his thumb. Ilya caught his wrist before he could pull away and kissed the pad of his thumb, quick and private. Then he turned back toward the windshield like nothing had happened.
“Seatbelt,” he said.
Shane smiled.
“Yes, captain.”
“I am not captain in car. I am superior driver. Also, that was very sexy. Say again in bed.”
“Right.”
“Also, do not distract me with your innocent face.”
“I’m not doing face.”
“You are always doing face.”
They pulled out onto the road. For the first few minutes, there was city traffic and complaints. Ilya complained about a cyclist, two pedestrians, a delivery truck, Canadian lane discipline, and one man in a Subaru. Shane held the pastry bag and laughed so much that Ilya eventually glared at him.
“You enjoy my suffering.”
“I enjoy your commentary.”
“Same.”
The city thinned slowly. Buildings gave way to wider roads, then smaller towns, then stretches of bare trees and snow-dusted fields. The highway opened around them, pale winter light flashing over the windshield. Ilya drove with one hand on the wheel, the other occasionally reaching for coffee or pastry like he had been born into road-trip luxury and had always intended to live this way.
Shane sat beside him, warm from coffee, watching the profile of his face.
He looked better today. Not fine. The grief was still there. It had changed the weight of his face, sharpened the pauses between jokes, made certain silences arrive without warning. But there was color in him. Focus. He had eaten most of a croissant and half the cherry pastry after declaring it “too sweet but sexy.” He had cursed at traffic. He had kissed Shane’s thumb.
He was here.
Ilya glanced over.
“Stop staring. You will make me crash.”
“I’m admiring the superior driver.”
“Correct. Continue silently.”
Shane laughed and looked out the window. For a while, they let music fill the car. Some playlist Ilya had made and refused to name, a mix of Russian songs, old rock, Bad Bunny, one pop ballad Shane did not tease him about because he valued his life.
Then Ilya said, abruptly, 
“How many people?”
Shane turned. 
“At the wedding?”
“Yes.”
“I thought we were avoiding guest list panic.”
“We are driving. Panic cannot catch us if car is fast.”
“That’s not how panic works.”
“It is how Russian driving works.”
Shane took a sip of coffee.
“I don’t know. Small-ish?”
“Small-ish for you or me?”
“For us.”
“Horrible answer.”
“Okay.” Shane thought. “Our parents.”
“Your parents.”
Shane glanced at him. Ilya kept his eyes on the road, jaw slightly tense.
“Our parents,” Shane said again.
Ilya swallowed.
“Yuna and David,” he said.
“Yeah.”
A pause. Ilya nodded once.
“Okay.”
Shane let the moment sit.
“Coach.”
Ilya made a face. 
“Do we have to?”
“You want him there.”
“I want him to suffer from invitation.”
“That’s affection.”
“Unfortunately.”
“Kenny.”
Ilya sighed dramatically.
“He will cry.”
“Yes.”
“Loud.”
“Probably.”
“And make speech.”
“Maybe we ban speeches.”
“You cannot ban Kenny. He becomes stronger under restriction.”
“True.”
“G.”
“Yeah.”
“Noah.”
“Yeah.”
“Your parents’ friends?”
“No.”
“Rose?”
That one landed between them differently. Shane looked at him. Ilya kept driving, expression carefully neutral.
“Do you want Rose there?” Shane asked.
Ilya’s mouth moved. 
“She was important.”
“To me.”
“Yes.”
“And she was kind to us.”
“Yes.”
Shane looked out at the road ahead.
“I think I’d like to invite her. And Clara, if she wants.”
Ilya nodded.
“Good.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes. She deserves cake after surviving your emotional incompetence.”
Shane huffed. 
“Fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Also she called my caption disgusting. I respect honesty.”
“You do.”
More silence, comfortable this time. Then Ilya said, quieter, 
“No one from Russia.”
Shane’s heart tightened.
“Okay.”
“I mean maybe…” Ilya stopped. His fingers flexed on the wheel. “Nevermind.”
Shane wanted to reach over, but Ilya was driving, so he rested his hand palm-up on the center console instead.
After a few seconds, Ilya took it. He kept one hand on the wheel, the other wrapped around Shane’s.
“There will be people from Russia,” Shane said softly.
Ilya glanced at him.
“You.”
Ilya looked back at the road. His grip tightened once.
“That was very cheesy.”
“I know.”
“I hate it.”
“I know.”
“Say another.”
Shane smiled.
“You’ll bring your mother.”
Ilya’s face changed.
“With the honey cake,” Shane added gently.
Ilya’s mouth trembled once.
“And Alina.”
The road stretched ahead of them. Ilya’s hand tightened so hard around Shane’s that it almost hurt.
“With the chocolate,” he said, voice rough.
“Yeah.”
Ilya nodded once. He did not cry, but he held Shane’s hand for the next twenty minutes and drove with impossible steadiness through the cold bright morning.
The venue appeared at the end of a tree-lined road. At first, Shane only saw the stone wall and the old iron gate, open between two pillars. Then the driveway curved inward, gravel crunching under the tires, bare branches arching overhead. The house emerged slowly, not announcing itself so much as waiting to be found.
Ilya slowed the car. For once, he did not speak. They rolled up the drive in silence. Shane looked over. Ilya’s face was unreadable, but his eyes were fixed on the house.
“You okay?” Shane asked softly.
Ilya breathed in.
“It looks like place where people are happy.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Yeah,” he said. “It does.”
Ilya parked. Neither of them got out right away. They sat there with the engine ticking softly, the coffee cups empty in the holders, pastry crumbs on Ilya’s coat, their hands still joined over the console.
The front door opened. A woman stepped out onto the stone steps, bundled in a long camel coat, smiling warmly but not too broadly. Behind her, through the open doorway, Shane could see a glimpse of warm light and wood floors.
Ilya looked at the house.
“If we hate it,” he said, “we leave.”
“Okay.”
“If they say no Lucky, we burn it.”
“They already said dog-friendly.”
“If they change mind, fire.”
“No arson before noon.”
“Fine. After noon.”
Shane smiled. Ilya’s mouth curved faintly. The air outside was cold enough to bite. Shane came around the front of the car and met him at the bottom of the steps. Ilya’s shoulder brushed his. 
The woman greeted them with a smile.
“Shane? Ilya? Welcome. I’m Margot.”
“Hi,” Shane said, shaking her hand.
Ilya did too, polite and slightly formal. 
“Thank you for seeing us.”
“Of course. We’re very glad you came. Please, come inside. It’s warmer in the library, and I have coffee if you’d like.”
Ilya looked immediately betrayed.
“We already bought coffee,” he muttered to Shane as they followed her in.
“We can have more.”
“You will vibrate.”
“Maybe.”
The entryway was small enough to be welcoming and large enough to feel special. Stone floor, old wooden table with a bowl of winter greenery, a mirror in a dark frame, a staircase curving upward without making a spectacle of itself. It smelled faintly of woodsmoke and beeswax.
Ilya stopped just inside. Shane felt him stop. Margot noticed and did not rush them, smart woman.
“This was originally a family house,” she said, voice easy. “We kept most of that feeling when we restored it. Weddings here tend to be smaller. Warm. Very personal.”
Ilya looked up the staircase.
“People stay here?”
“There are six guest rooms upstairs. The couple often takes the suite. Family or close friends can stay if you’d like. We also work with a small inn down the road for additional guests.”
Shane saw Ilya absorb family or close friends like it had physical weight.
Then Margot led them into the library and Shane knew immediately they were in trouble.
It was perfect. Dark green walls. Built-in bookshelves. Two fireplaces, one on each side, only one lit now with a low fire. Deep chairs. A long wooden table under the window. Cream curtains. Old brass lamps. Outside, the garden spread bare and silver under winter light.
Ilya walked in slowly. His face changed. Shane looked at him instead of the room. Ilya touched the back of one green velvet chair with two fingers.
“Too small for ceremony?” he asked.
Margot smiled. 
“For eighty, yes. For twenty or thirty, no. Some couples use it for vows if they want something very intimate.”
Ilya did not look at Shane. Shane did not look away from him.
“Vows,” Ilya said.
“Yes.”
A beat. Then, because feelings were becoming intolerable, Ilya added, 
“If Kenny is here, room becomes too small for his ego.”
Shane laughed quietly. Margot looked politely amused despite having no context.
They saw the dining room next. Long table. Low lights. Fireplace again. Windows on two sides. It was elegant but warm, the kind of room where people could eat too much and cry into wine without feeling watched.
“Yuna would like this,” Ilya said.
Shane smiled. 
“She would.”
“She would immediately discuss flowers.”
“She already has thoughts.”
“I know. I fear her.”
“She’ll love that you fear her.”
“She knows.”
The conservatory came last. Margot saved it, maybe on purpose. They walked through a set of double doors from the back hall and stepped into light. The conservatory was warmer than the rest of the house. Glass ceiling, glass walls, black iron framing, stone floor softened by rugs. In winter, the plants inside were deep green and glossy, arranged in large terracotta pots. Outside, the garden slept under frost, bare branches and pale grass and the suggestion of paths that would bloom in spring or summer.
String lights ran along the beams, unlit now but visible. There was a small stone fountain in one corner, empty for winter. At the far end, two wooden doors opened out onto the terrace.
Ilya stood very still. Shane came beside him. Neither spoke. Margot drifted a few steps away to adjust absolutely nothing near a table.
Shane’s voice was barely above a whisper.
“This is it, isn’t it?”
Ilya swallowed. The light fell over his face, soft and winter-pale. He looked tired and beautiful and a little frightened.
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled once. He looked at the plants. The glass. The winter outside kept outside. The warmth inside.
“Maybe,” he whispered.
Shane nodded.
“Maybe.”
Ilya turned his head toward him.
“I want to stand here.”
The words were quiet. Plain. Huge. Shane’s chest tightened until it hurt.
“With you,” Ilya added, as if Shane might need clarification. As if there were any version of this room that did not immediately become meaningful only because Shane was beside him.
Shane reached for his hand. Ilya gave it to him.
“I want that too,” Shane said.
Ilya stared at their hands for a moment.
“Cream suit will look good here,” he said.
Shane’s head snapped toward him. Ilya’s eyes widened, then narrowed.
“Forget.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Cream?”
“No information.”
“You said cream.”
“I said one word. Many words exist.”
“You chose cream?”
“I said forget, Hollander.”
Shane’s face broke into a smile so helpless Ilya groaned.
“No face.”
“I’m not doing face.”
“You are doing bridal face.”
“You’re wearing cream?”
“I hate you.”
“Illy.”
“No.”
“You’re going to look…”
“No.”
“...beautiful.”
Ilya looked away, ears pink.
“Shut up.”
Margot, from across the conservatory, pretended she had heard none of this.
They walked the grounds after. The garden was bare but still lovely, maybe more honest that way. Stone paths, hedges, old trees, a small pond frozen at the edges. There was a terrace where cocktail hour could happen if the weather was good. A patch of lawn where chairs could be arranged. A little covered walkway between the house and conservatory that Shane immediately imagined Lucky trotting down wearing whatever expensive collar Ilya eventually bought him.
“You are imagining dog,” Ilya said.
“I am.”
“Good. Me too.”
They stood under one of the old trees for a while, coats pulled close, breath fogging. From there, the house looked warm through the windows. Shane could picture it.
Yuna in the dining room, touching every flower arrangement and pretending not to rearrange them. David in a suit, steady and emotional. Coach standing near the bar like he’d been forced there. Kenny crying before anything even started. G pretending not to. Noah making sure nobody caused a disaster. Rose and Clara by the window, smiling. Lucky causing some manageable chaos.
Ilya in cream. Ilya in light. Ilya walking toward him.
Shane had to look away. Ilya noticed.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“You’re thinking.”
“Dangerous?”
“Yes.”
Shane smiled, eyes on the house. 
“I’m thinking I can see it.”
Ilya went quiet. A long quiet.
“Me too.”
That was the decision, really. Not the pricing packet Margot gave them. Not the available dates. Not the tour of the guest rooms, though Ilya did spend an alarming amount of time judging the bathtub in the suite and declaring it “acceptable for wedding night bath sex.” Not the fact that Lucky was welcome, with advance notice and a refundable pet deposit Ilya called discrimination against wolves. Not even the conservatory.
It was standing under the tree, looking back at the warm windows, and both of them being able to see it.
On the drive home, they were quieter. Full. The kind of full that came after choosing something before saying aloud that you had chosen it.
Ilya drove with one hand on the wheel and the other resting open on the console. Shane held it almost the entire way. They stopped once at a tiny roadside shop because Ilya saw a sign for fresh doughnuts and said, 
“Road trip requires second pastry.”
“It’s an hour drive.”
“It has become emotional journey. Needs sugar.”
They bought six doughnuts, ate two in the parking lot, and got powdered sugar on Ilya’s black coat again.
Shane wiped it off this time without comment. Ilya let him, then kissed his fingers. Again.
Back on the highway, Shane asked, 
“So?”
Ilya glanced at him. 
“So.”
“We like it.”
Ilya sighed dramatically. 
“Unfortunately.”
“We really like it.”
“Yes.”
“We might want to get married there.”
“Yes, Hollander, I understand implication.”
Shane smiled. Ilya’s thumb moved against his hand before he said, quietly, 
“Do you think it is too nice for us?”
Shane turned his head.
“What?”
“I don’t know.” Ilya’s eyes stayed on the road. “Sometimes I look at nice things and think there is mistake. Like someone will come say, no, sorry, not for you. You misunderstood.”
Shane’s heart hurt. He held Ilya’s hand tighter.
“It’s not too nice for us.”
“You are sure?”
“Yes.”
“Maybe we are more apartment-dog-chaos people.”
“We are definitely apartment-dog-chaos people.”
Ilya huffed.
“But we can also be small-mansion-conservatory people for one day,” Shane said.
Ilya was quiet.
“For one day.”
“And after that, apartment dog chaos.”
“With wedding cake.”
“With wedding cake.”
“And husband.”
Shane’s chest warmed.
“Yeah.”
Ilya glanced at him, quick.
“Husband,” he repeated, like testing the word.
Shane smiled.
“Husband.”
Ilya looked back at the road. His face did something soft and frightened and luminous all at once.
“Strange word.”
“Good strange?”
“Yes.” A pause. “Very.”
They drove the rest of the way with music low and winter light thinning toward afternoon. When they got home, Lucky greeted them like they had been gone for seven years. Ilya crouched to catch him, laughing when the dog tried to climb into his lap.
“Yes, yes, we inspected venue,” he told him. “Your presence has been approved with financial penalty.”
Lucky barked.
“I know. Insulting.”
Shane took off his coat slowly, watching them. Ilya looked up from the floor.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“No, you are doing face.”
“I just had a really good day.”
Ilya’s expression shifted.
“Yes,” he said quietly. “Me too.”
It was not better in the old impossible sense. Alina was still gone. Irina’s story was still there. Grief still waited in corners. But that day, they had driven an hour out of the city with coffee and pastries. They had held hands over the center console. They had stood in a glass room full of winter light and imagined saying yes.
When Shane opened his laptop that evening to reread the venue packet, Ilya sat beside him with Lucky between them and said, very casually, 
“Check dates.”
Shane looked at him. Ilya did not look back.
“Dates?”
“Yes. For wedding. Do you need definition?”
“Um. No?”
“Good.”
Ilya leaned closer, shoulder pressing into his.
“And check if pet deposit can be negotiated,” he added. “Lucky is family. Not pet.”
***
A few days later, during their first game in the full team, Ilya looked alive in a way Shane almost didn’t trust. Alina was still dead. Irina was still somewhere in the dark behind Ilya’s eyes. There were still nights where Shane woke to Ilya breathing too carefully beside him, and mornings where toast became an act of diplomacy.
But Ilya looked alive. Sharp-eyed. Restless. Mean in the mouth. Gorgeous in the way he got before games, when all the emotions inside him turned into electricity.
He had been insufferable all afternoon.
“I’m fine,” Ilya said for the fourth time, without anyone asking him.
Shane looked up from tying his skate.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were thinking loudly.”
“I was tying my skate.”
“With great concern.”
“That’s not a thing, Rozanov.”
“It is when you do it.”
Ilya was standing in front of his stall, half-dressed, compression shirt clinging to his chest, gear half on, hair still damp from the shower he had taken at home because he had “refused to begin a comeback game smelling like apartment and dog.” His eyes were too bright. His mouth had that dangerous curve to it, the one that usually meant someone was about to get chirped, seduced, or both.
Shane hated how much he wanted to touch him. He also hated how much he wanted to wrap Ilya in padding, bubble wrap, possibly a secure non-hockey environment, and keep him away from every board, elbow, stick, and human being.
Ilya saw all of that too. He crossed the room while most of the team was still half-distracted by their own pregame rituals. Tape. Music. Equipment. The thud of someone shutting a locker. Kenny laughing too loudly because he was nervous and trying to disguise it with volume. G talking low to one of the younger guys. Coach nowhere yet.
Ilya stopped in front of Shane. Shane looked up at him.
“You ready?”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed.
“No.”
Shane’s chest tightened. Then Ilya leaned down, bracing one hand on the edge of Shane’s stall, mouth near his ear.
“But I am going to play anyway.”
Shane’s pulse kicked.
“Illy.”
“I know,” Ilya murmured. “I know. You worry. Volvo. Very boring.”
“Not boring.”
“Extremely boring.” His voice dropped lower. “You know what is not boring?”
Shane’s throat went dry immediately because Ilya’s mouth had shifted closer. Not touching his ear yet but almost.
“What?”
Ilya’s breath warmed the side of his neck.
“Tonight. After we win.”
Shane went still. The locker room existed around them. Men. Equipment. Fluorescent lights. Tape and sweat and pregame focus. Absolutely not the place for Ilya’s voice to turn into that.
Ilya knew.
“We are doing the guest list tonight,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya whispered. “We sit at kitchen table. Very responsible. You make list. I insult your cousins. We decide where to put Kenny so he does not infect older relatives.”
Shane swallowed.
“And then?”
Ilya smiled against the air near his jaw.
“And then I get you out of whatever polite little clothes you wear home.”
Shane’s hand tightened around his skate lace. Ilya noticed. His smile widened.
“Slowly,” he murmured. “Because you will be trying to talk about seating charts, and I will have to make you forget what chairs are.”
Shane closed his eyes for half a second.
“You can’t do this here.”
“I can. I am.”
“Ilya.”
“After guest list,” Ilya continued, softer and filthier, each word placed with surgical cruelty, “I am going to put you exactly where I want you. Maybe table. Maybe bed. Maybe floor if you annoy me.”
Shane’s breath caught. Ilya’s mouth brushed his ear now.
“I want you still full of game,” Ilya said. “All adrenaline. All captain face. Trying so hard to be good. And I will take you apart until you cannot remember one responsible thing you planned to say.”
Shane’s stomach pulled tight. Across the room, Kenny shouted something about tape scissors. Shane did not hear it. Ilya’s hand slid from the stall to Shane’s shoulder, gloved thumb pressing lightly into the base of his neck.
“Score tonight,” Ilya whispered, “and I will make you so proud of yourself you beg me to stop teasing you.”
Shane’s eyes snapped open. Ilya was watching him now, the bastard. Shane kept his voice low. 
“You’re doing this to distract me.”
“Yes.”
“It’s working.”
“I know.”
“You’re evil.”
“Also motivating.”
“You’re going to get us caught.”
Ilya’s eyes flicked across the room, then back.
“Everyone here knows we have sex, Hollander. We announced engagement with me being publicly disgusting. Room survived.”
“Not the point.”
Ilya leaned closer again, and this time his voice lost the teasing edge for one second, became pure heat.
“Play well for me.”
Shane’s breath left him. Ilya’s gaze dropped to his mouth.
“Play like my captain. Like my good boy. Like you know I am watching.” His fingers tightened once at Shane’s shoulder. “And when I get you home, I will show you exactly how much I liked it.”
Shane’s whole body went hot.
“Jesus Christ.”
“No. Just me.”
“Ilya.”
“Hm?”
“If I fall over on the first shift, it’s your fault.”
Ilya’s grin flashed.
“Sure, Hollander..”
Then, because he was apparently not done ruining Shane’s life, he dipped his head and kissed him. Quick. Hard. Too much for the room and nowhere near enough. Shane’s hand came up on instinct, catching at the front of Ilya’s compression shirt before he could stop himself. A chorus of noise erupted immediately.
Kenny made a strangled sound. 
“Oh my God, we are pregame witnessing!”
G groaned. 
“Leave them alone.”
Noah, dryly: 
“They’re going to be insufferable all night.”
Ilya pulled back without shame, mouthguard put between his teeth now, eyes bright with vicious satisfaction.
Shane stared at him, half furious, half dazed. Ilya patted his cheek.
“Good. You look motivated.”
“I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.”
“No,” Shane admitted. “I don’t.”
Ilya’s expression shifted. There, under all the arrogance and heat, was something softer. Something that knew exactly how much of a miracle it was that he could stand here and flirt before a game after the last weeks. Something that knew Shane knew too.
Then he turned away before it became unbearable.
“Get dressed,” he said over his shoulder. “I need to inspire idiots.”
Kenny pointed a roll of tape at him. 
“Are we the idiots?”
“Yes.”
“That feels hostile.”
“It is leadership.”
Coach walked in then, which ended several conversations. He took one look at the room, one look at Ilya, then one look at Shane, who was still sitting with one skate tied.
Coach sighed.
“I do not want to know.”
“You don’t,” G said.
Kenny raised a hand. 
“I sort of want to tell you.”
“No,” Coach said immediately. “Whatever it is, no.”
Ilya looked delighted. That was the first sign the room would be all right
The rest of the warmups felt strange. The arena was louder than usual, or maybe Shane was more aware of it. The crowd knew this was Ilya’s first game back after his absence. They knew some version of the story, or thought they did. Family crisis, private tragedy, public fallout, gossip braided with sympathy and cruelty and speculation. There were signs pressed to the glass. Some supportive. Some too much. Some that made Shane’s chest tight.
Ilya did not look at them. He skated his first lap with long, easy strides, head high, jaw set, eyes forward. The crowd rose when his name was announced.  A swell of noise. Applause. Cheers. A few whistles. Something rougher too, from somewhere in the lower bowl, but drowned quickly by louder support.
Ilya’s mouth tightened and then he lifted his stick once. The arena roared.
Kenny, skating past, muttered, 
“If you cry, I’m telling everyone.”
Ilya didn’t look at him. 
“I will make you unconscious if you do.”
“Missed you too, buddy.”
“Tragic.”
Warmups ended. The room tightened into game. Pads adjusted. Water bottles passed. Last tape jobs. Mouthguards. Coach’s voice low at first, then sharper. Systems. Pressure. Discipline. The opposition’s forecheck. Their neutral zone trap. What to watch for.
Then Coach stopped and looked at Ilya. The room went still in a way that made Shane’s nerves prickle. Ilya looked back at Coach. Coach lifted his chin slightly.
Your room, the gesture said. If you want it.
Ilya stared for half a beat. No one moved. Not Kenny. Not G. Not Noah. Not the rookies who had clearly been told by three separate veterans not to make this weird and were now making it weird by trying so hard not to make it weird.
Ilya looked around the room.
“If anyone cries because I am back,” he said, “I will request trade for them personally.”
Kenny lifted his hand halfway. 
“That feels targeted.”
“It is.”
Kenny lowered his hand. A couple guys laughed. Quietly at first, then more. The room loosened by a breath. Ilya nodded.
“I am not making speech about feelings,” he said.
“You kind of are,” Noah said.
Ilya pointed at him. 
“Trade list.”
Noah nodded solemnly. 
“Understood.”
Ilya looked at the room again. The smile faded. Everyone felt the shift.
“I am not fine,” he said.
The words landed. Shane’s chest tightened. Ilya did not look at him.
“Good,” Ilya continued. “Hockey does not require fine. Hockey requires legs, brain, lungs, and willingness to make other team regret waking up today.”
A few low sounds of approval.
“We have had enough people talking about us like we are story. Headline. Problem. Distraction.” His voice sharpened. “Tonight, we remind them we are hockey team.”
G leaned forward slightly, elbows on knees. The room listened.
“We are fast. We are mean. We are smarter than them unless Kenny has puck too long.”
“Wow,” Kenny said. “During speech?”
“Yes.”
“Fair.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, then hardened again.
“We play clean enough that Coach does not die of stress, but not so clean that anyone enjoys being near us. We hit. We move. We support. We do not get stupid because they want stupid from us.” His gaze swept the room. “They want emotion? Fine. Give them forecheck.”
The room reacted. A few sticks hit the floor. Ilya’s voice dropped.
“And if they talk, let them talk. They are not worth oxygen. They are not worth penalty. They are not worth power play against us.” He paused. “Unless they insult Shane’s face. Then I am only human.”
Shane closed his eyes. The room broke open. Laughter. Stick taps. Kenny shouting, “Protect the face!” G muttering, “That’s the priority, obviously.” Coach rubbing both hands over his face as if actively regretting allowing democracy.
Ilya looked at Shane then. His eyes were bright. Bright. Shane held his gaze. Ilya looked away first, then he lifted his stick.
“Now go,” he said. “Be problem.”
The room erupted.
The first period was the best they had played in weeks. Maybe all season, really. It should have been messy. It should have looked like return jitters and nerves and overcompensation. Instead, the whole team came out like something had clicked back into place hard enough to hurt.
Ilya’s first shift was careful for maybe eleven seconds. Then he stole the puck off their top-line center at the blue line, turned with that impossible hip-open edgework that made defenders look like they had briefly forgotten the laws of locomotion, and sent a backhand pass through traffic directly onto Shane’s tape.
Shane barely had to think. He shot. The goalie got a piece of it but not enough. The puck hit the back of the net. The arena detonated. Shane’s arms went up on instinct, the roar hitting him in the chest. For half a second he was pure game, goal, sound, lights, body, team crashing into him.
When he turned, Ilya was already there, grinning around his mouthguard like a wolf. Not wild, not reckless. Alive. Shane slammed into him, gloves grabbing at his shoulders, laughing because he couldn’t help it. Ilya leaned in close enough that only Shane could hear.
“Good boy.”
Shane nearly died.
“Do not,” he said through his teeth.
Ilya’s grin widened.
“Motivated.”
“You’re impossible.”
“You scored.”
“Because you made an insane pass.”
“Yes. I am generous.”
Kenny slammed into them from the side. 
“Family-friendly celebration, please.”
Ilya shoved his helmet. 
“Get away from us.”
“Discrimination.”
“Correct.”
The goal set the tone. After that, they were relentless. Their forecheck chewed through the other team’s breakout. G flattened a winger at the boards cleanly enough that the crowd made a sound like a physical object. Noah picked off a pass in the neutral zone and turned it into a three-on-two. Kenny drew a penalty by being, as Ilya described loudly at the bench, “physically annoying in strategic manner.”
On the power play, Ilya took the right wall. Shane set up low. They didn’t try anything fancy. They didn’t need to. The puck moved fast, sharp, familiar. Ilya held for half a breath too long, drawing the top penalty killer toward him, then sent a pass through a gap that did not appear to exist until it had already been used.
Shane tipped it. The goalie kicked it out. G buried the rebound. Two-nothing. The arena was gone. The bench shook with bodies and gloves and noise. Coach barked something about staying disciplined, but even he looked like he was fighting a smile and losing badly. Ilya came back to the bench breathing hard, face flushed, eyes alive with game-bright fury.
Coach pointed at him. 
“Good. Controlled.”
Ilya nodded seriously. 
“I am famously controlled.”
Coach stared. Ilya looked away first. Shane sat beside him, shoulder pressed to shoulder. For a second, hidden by the boards and movement, Ilya’s gloved hand brushed Shane’s thigh. Not sexual enough for anyone else to notice. Enough for Shane.
“Guest list,” Ilya said, not looking at him.
Shane blinked. 
“What?”
“Tonight. We do it.”
“Now you want to do it?”
“I am in excellent mood. Good time to discuss cousins.”
“You’re in excellent mood because we’re up two.”
“Yes. Also because later I will do what I said.”
Shane’s mouth went dry.
“I’m trying to play a hockey game.”
“You are doing very good job.”
“Stop.”
“No.”
Ilya leaned a little closer, eyes still on the ice.
“Second goal and I will be even more inspired.”
Shane stared straight ahead.
“You’re evil.”
“You said.”
Their next shift, Shane hit the post. Ilya skated past him on the way back and said, 
“Almost earned reward, Hollander.”
Shane nearly slashed him.
The other team started to unravel in small ways before they did in large ones. Late hits that didn’t quite become penalties. Extra shoves after whistles. More jawing. More sticks up around hands and ribs. Ilya noticed instantly. 
There was one defenseman in particular. Number 43. A big right-shot defender with a heavy stride and a face like he had been carved from resentment. Shane knew him vaguely, enough to know he had a reputation. Old-school, commentators called him, which usually meant slow enough to be angry about skilled players and mean enough to be dangerous.
His name was Markham.
Shane had heard things. Not formal things. Not anything anyone could put in a report without a quote. Locker room things. Chirps that crossed lines. Opinions disguised as jokes. A podcast clip in the summer where Markham had laughed when asked about “all the politics creeping into hockey” and said he missed when guys “just played and kept private stuff private.”
Ilya had heard it too, which meant the moment Markham gave him the first little shove behind the play, Ilya smiled.
Shane saw it from across the ice and thought, oh no. Markham said something. Shane didn’t hear it. Ilya did. His smile got bigger. The next faceoff, he lined up beside him after a change and said something through his mouthguard. Markham’s jaw tightened.
Kenny, on the bench, leaned toward Shane. 
“Is he chirping Markham?”
Shane didn’t look away from the ice. 
“Yeah.”
“Should we be worried?”
“Yes.”
“Because Markham sucks.”
“Yeah.”
“Because Ilya is mean.”
“Also yeah.”
On the ice, Ilya stole the puck off Markham’s stick and sent it between his own skates to Shane, who nearly laughed mid-rush because it was insane. The crowd roared as Shane carried it over the blue line. No goal, but the shift ended with Markham slamming his stick against the boards and Ilya skating past him slow enough to be insulting.
At the next whistle, cameras caught them jawing. Ilya’s expression was bright, vicious, delighted. Markham’s was not. Shane watched from the bench as Ilya leaned in slightly and said something. Markham snapped back. Ilya laughed.
Coach barked, 
“Rozanov.”
Ilya turned his head innocently. Coach pointed at him. 
“Do not.”
Ilya put one glove to his chest.
“What?”
“Don’t what me, boy.”
“I am building community.”
“You are poking a bear.”
Ilya glanced toward Markham, then back at Coach.
“Bear? Generous. He is raccoon with concussion at most.”
Kenny choked on water.
“Enough.”
“Yes, Coach.”
He sounded sincere even though he was not. Still, the game stayed brilliant. They ended the first period up three-nothing after Noah fed Kenny on a rush and Kenny scored in a way that made him unbearable.
He arrived at the bench shouting, 
“Did everyone see my elite finish?”
Ilya said, 
“Yes. Shocking accident.”
“Say congratulations.”
“No.”
“Say you’re proud.”
“I am calling adoption agency to return you.”
“I’m older than you.”
“Then assisted living.”
The room went into intermission loose and loud and sweating with that rare electricity of a team playing exactly how it wanted. Coach tried to murder the joy immediately with video.
“Good period,” he said, which from him was basically poetry. “But not done. They’re embarrassed. Embarrassed teams get stupid. We do not get stupid back.”
His eyes went straight to Ilya. Ilya looked around. 
“Why everyone looks at me?”
“Because you’re smiling like you want to cause an on ice incident,” G said.
“I often smile like that.”
“Exactly.”
Coach pointed with the marker. 
“Markham is looking for something. Don’t give it to him.”
Ilya leaned back, expression cool.
“He is too slow to catch me.”
“That is exactly the kind of sentence that makes my blood pressure worrying.”
Shane, seated beside Ilya, nudged his skate against his. Ilya glanced at him. Shane’s look said, please. Ilya rolled his eyes. Then, under his breath, only for Shane: 
“Fine.”
Shane didn’t fully believe him but he took it.
The second period started the same. For the first five minutes, they flew. Ilya drew a penalty almost immediately by making Markham turn the wrong way so violently he had to hook him or retire from professional hockey on the spot. As he skated past the box, Ilya said something that made Markham slam his stick against the glass.
Shane caught Ilya’s sleeve as he reached the bench.
“Ilya.”
“What?”
“Enough with him.”
“He is emotionally fragile.”
“So are you.”
Ilya’s face went still. Shane regretted it instantly, because it was too true in a place where Ilya had put armor on. For one second, the game noise faded between them, then Ilya’s mouth tightened.
“I know.”
Shane’s stomach twisted.
“Illy…”
Ilya looked back at the ice.
“I said fine.”
It wasn’t fine but the power play started, and they had to go.
This time Shane did not score. Ilya did. A shot from the circle so clean it looked inevitable, as if the puck had only been waiting for permission to arrive there. Top corner. Water bottle jump. Crowd screaming. The bench exploding.
Four-nothing. Ilya lifted his stick, not showy, just enough. The grin was back. Not fully, but back. Shane skated into him and hit him chest to chest.
“You done being mad at me?” he asked, low.
“No.”
“You scored.”
“I can multitask.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I know.”
“You were poking him.”
“I know.”
“He wants you hurt.”
Ilya’s eyes flicked over his face. The heat softened. 
“He won’t touch me.”
Shane hated that sentence. Before he could answer, G crashed into them in celebration, then Kenny, then everyone else, and the moment got swallowed by hockey.
For a little while, the game stayed joyful. Mean, but joyful. There was a stretch halfway through the period where Shane and Ilya cycled the puck so beautifully that even Coach stopped yelling. They moved like instinct. Shane low, Ilya high, switch, fake, slip, recover. The crowd’s sound rose with every completed pass, as if they could feel something building.
Ilya held the puck along the wall. Markham came toward him, too hard, too angry. Ilya pivoted away at the last second, smooth as silk, and Markham hit nothing but boards.
The crowd laughed. Ilya turned back, puck still on his stick, and said something to Markham over his shoulder. Shane saw Markham’s face, the way it changed.
The game was going great. Really great. That was the worst part later. It was beautiful right up until it wasn’t. But before that, there was one more shift where Shane let himself believe, stupidly, that maybe this could be the night they got to keep. Ilya jumped over the boards for his next shift and tapped Shane’s shin guard with his stick.
“After game,” he said.
Shane glanced at him. Ilya’s eyes were bright through the visor.
“You, me, guest list, and then I make you pay for almost second goal.”
Shane’s mouth went dry again despite himself.
“You’re still thinking about that?”
“I am grieving, not dead.”
Shane’s breath caught. Ilya’s face shifted, realizing what he’d said. Shane nodded once.
“I know.”
Ilya’s mouth softened around the mouthguard. Then he pushed off, chasing the puck into the corner, white ice cutting under his skates, shoulders low, stick extended, the whole arena roaring around him like the world had narrowed to speed and light and sound.
Shane followed the play.
Markham followed Ilya. He chased the puck into the corner with that ruthless, gorgeous acceleration that made the crowd rise before anything had even happened, because everyone in the building knew what it looked like when Ilya decided a puck belonged to him. Shane was trailing the play, reading the lane, already seeing the next three options open like a map: Ilya wins the puck, rims it low, Shane cuts inside, G drifts into the slot, Markham gets caught flat-footed again and has to choose which humiliation he prefers.
It should have been another shift. It should have been nothing more than Ilya being fast and mean and brilliant, Shane following him, the team up four-nothing, the crowd half-feral with relief because their boys looked like themselves again.
Then Markham came in too hard. Shane saw it before he understood it. Saw the line change, the angle sharpen, the timing go wrong in a way that wasn’t wrong by accident. Ilya had already nudged the puck along the boards, already turned his head just enough to track where it was going. He was vulnerable for less than a second. Less than that, maybe. A sliver of time, the kind hockey pretended could be survived by instinct if you were good enough.
Markham didn’t slow. He didn’t take the body clean. He drove through him. High. Late. From the side and behind enough that Ilya had no real way to brace. His shoulder and forearm caught Ilya up near the numbers, and the force of it sent him forward headfirst into the boards with a sound Shane felt more than heard.
For one impossible second, the whole building seemed to go quiet before the whistle even blew.
Then everything happened at once. The whistle screamed. The crowd erupted in a sound that wasn’t cheering, wasn’t booing, just shock tearing through thousands of bodies. Sticks hit the ice. Someone shouted. Kenny came off the bench half a step before G grabbed the back of his jersey and hauled him back by pure instinct. Noah was already turning toward the officials with both hands up, furious and controlled in a way that made him look more dangerous than yelling would have.
And Ilya dropped. Wrong.
That was the only word Shane had for it.
Wrong.
He didn’t crumple like a guy who’d had the wind knocked out of him. He didn’t roll onto his back cursing. He didn’t push up to his knees with that enraged, insulted expression he got whenever pain dared inconvenience him.
He hit the ice and stayed there, face down near the boards, one arm bent awkwardly beneath him, the other stretched out just enough that Shane could see the flash of his glove against the white. His stick had slid away. His helmet was still on, visor fogged near his mouth.
He didn’t move. Shane’s body reacted before thought. He was across the ice before he heard his own skates digging in, before he registered the roar around him, before he even fully understood that Markham was still standing there with his gloves on, looking down at Ilya like he had expected a reaction and had not prepared for silence.
Then something hot and black moved through Shane. He changed direction toward Markham so fast his edges screamed.
“You fucking…”
G caught him. Shane didn’t even feel the first grip on his jersey. He kept going, or tried to, all his strength aimed at Markham, his vision narrowed to the man’s face and the ugly blankness on it. Another body hit him from the side, Noah, maybe, or one of their defensemen, and then G was in front of him, both hands on Shane’s chest, shoving him backward with all his weight.
“Shane,” G barked. “No.”
“He hit him!”
“I know.”
“He fucking…”
“I know. Look at me.”
Shane couldn’t. He couldn’t look at G. He couldn’t look at the refs. He couldn’t look at Markham because if he did, he was going to get past everyone and do something that would ruin his life and not matter because Ilya still wasn’t moving.
The trainer was already on the ice. Coach was screaming from the bench, but not at the refs now. At everyone.
“Back up. Give him room. Back up.”
Shane turned toward Ilya and everything inside him fell through. The trainer dropped to his knees beside him, one hand already steadying the back of Ilya’s helmet, the other motioning sharply for the second trainer. The arena noise went distant and thick, like Shane had been shoved underwater. He could see mouths moving, could see Markham getting grabbed by an official, could see Kenny finally breaking free enough to launch himself into someone else and start a full scuffle near the blue line, but none of it had sound that made sense.
Only Ilya. Still. Too still. Shane pulled away from G. This time G let him, but stayed half a step behind like he was ready to catch him again if he turned back toward violence.
Shane skated to the boards and stopped just short of the trainer’s reach.
“Ilya.”
No response. The trainer didn’t look up. 
“Shane, stay back.”
“He’s not moving.”
“I know. Stay back.”
That sentence broke something in him, as if the stillness was a fact already accepted by people who had protocols and gloves and medical training. As if Shane’s horror was just another obstacle to work around.
“He’s not moving,” Shane said again, and this time his voice came out smaller, stripped of all captain and all rage.
The trainer glanced up at him then, quick and firm. 
“I need space. Right now.”
G’s hand landed on the back of Shane’s shoulder, heavy and anchoring.
“Come on,” G said low. “Let them work.”
Shane took one step back because if he didn’t, the trainer might have to waste time on him, and that thought got through when nothing else did.
The officials had cleared Markham away now. There were players shoving and yelling behind them, gloves on the ice, bodies clustering in ugly bursts of anger, but the sound was shifting, the whole arena realizing the shape of the moment. This was not a normal aftermath. This was not the fun violence people could cheer and boo over with beer in their hands.
A player was down. A star was down. Ilya Rozanov was down and not moving.
The noise lowered into a sick, pulsing murmur.
Shane stood with one glove pressed to his own mouth, breathing hard through his nose because if he opened his mouth properly, something desperate was going to come out. He watched the trainer stabilize Ilya’s neck. Watched the second trainer crouch near Ilya’s skates. Watched them speak to him, quick and clinical and calm in a way that made Shane want to scream.
“Ilya, can you hear me?”
Nothing.
“Ilya, don’t move. We’ve got you.”
Nothing.
“Rozanov, open your eyes if you can hear me.”
Nothing. Shane’s whole body went cold, not fear anymore, something beyond fear. A white, empty place where his brain started showing him every possible terrible thing because the real one had not yet announced itself clearly enough.
Neck. Spine. Brain. Blood. No. No. No. 
Coach had come onto the ice now, which Shane had never seen except in emergencies. His face was gray, his jaw clenched so hard the muscle jumped. He said something to the official as he passed that made the ref’s expression go tight, but then he was beside Shane, close enough that his shoulder nearly touched.
“Hollander,” Coach said.
Shane didn’t look at him.
“Shane.”
“I can’t…” Shane’s voice failed. He swallowed hard. “He’s not moving.”
Coach’s face changed, just for a second before he put a hand on Shane’s upper back, not soft but there. 
“I know.”
Everyone kept saying that.
I know.
I know.
I know.
But knowing did nothing.
The stretcher came out. That was when the arena went truly quiet. There was still shifting, murmuring, some low distant booing that died quickly, a child crying somewhere behind the glass but the big sound had gone out of the place. Nobody wanted to be the loudest person near the stretcher.
The trainers moved with awful care. Helmet secured. Neck stabilized. One hand at his shoulder, another at his hip, another ready at his legs. They rolled him as one unit, slow and deliberate, and Shane saw his face for the first time.
His eyes were closed. There was a small smear of blood near his hairline, bright against his skin, and another darker streak at his nose. Not much. Somehow that made it worse. He didn’t look dramatic. He looked pale and wrong and terrifyingly absent, mouth slightly parted, lashes still against his cheeks.
Shane made a sound. He didn’t know he did until Coach’s hand tightened on his back.
“Baby,” Shane whispered.
The trainer’s head snapped up just enough to look at him, not unkind, but focused.
“He’s breathing,” he said.
Shane stared at him.
“He’s breathing,” the trainer repeated, because maybe he saw that Shane needed one fact and only one fact. “We’re taking him off. You can come once we’re clear, but you have to let us move him.”
Shane nodded. Breathing. Ilya was breathing. Not awake, not moving, but breathing.
They got him onto the stretcher. The boards gate opened. Players from both teams stood back. Their bench had gone silent in a way Shane would remember later with strange clarity. Kenny was being held by two teammates, face white with fury, lips moving around words Shane couldn’t hear. G stayed close to Shane. Noah was at the bench talking to Coach, eyes sharp despite the fear on his face. Markham was gone, ejected, removed, protected by officials before anyone on their team could get to him properly.
Good, some part of Shane thought.
The stretcher started moving. Shane followed immediately. He didn’t ask. Didn’t look at Coach. Didn’t look at the refs or the scoreboard or the crowd rising to its feet around them. He just followed Ilya through the gate, one glove off now because he’d torn it away without remembering, his bare hand hovering uselessly near the side of the stretcher.
He wanted to touch him. He couldn’t. Everything in him wanted one point of contact, one proof that Ilya was there and warm and still his, but the trainer had one hand near Ilya’s head and the other on the strap across his chest, and Shane understood that touching the wrong thing at the wrong moment could matter.
He walked beside him without touching. That was almost worse than being held back. The crowd clapped. The sound rose slowly, respectfully, horribly, thousands of hands trying to offer something that could not help. Shane hated them for seeing. Hated them for caring. Hated himself for hating them.
Ilya did not move. The tunnel swallowed them. The sound of the arena changed immediately, cut off behind concrete and doors. Now it was skates on rubber, wheels under the stretcher, trainers speaking quickly, someone calling ahead to medical, Coach’s voice behind him saying, “I’m coming,” and another staff member saying something about the ambulance.
Shane tried to breathe. Couldn’t. He leaned closer as they moved down the tunnel.
“Illy,” he said, voice shaking. “Baby, I’m here. Don’t move. Just… just don’t move, okay? They’ve got you. I’m here.”
No response. The trainer glanced at him again but didn’t tell him to stop, which Shane took as permission or mercy, he didn’t know which.
“I’m here,” Shane said again, because if Ilya could hear anything, maybe it should be that. Not the crowd. Not the hit. Not Markham’s voice. Not the boards. Shane. “I’m right here.”
They reached the medical room, but everything was immediate and too fast. More hands. Scissors cutting at gear. Questions. Pupils. Response. Neck stabilization. Someone asking Shane to step outside and someone else, probably Coach, saying, “He stays unless he’s in the way.” Shane didn’t know if that should have made him grateful. Nothing fit properly inside him.
He stood against the wall because that was the only place he could be without obstructing anyone, still in most of his gear, sweat cooling under his pads, heart slamming so hard he felt sick.
One of the trainers said, 
“Ilya, can you hear me?”
Another said, 
“Any response?”
“Not yet.”
Not yet. Shane closed his eyes. Opened them immediately because closed eyes made it worse. They cut the jersey. The jersey Shane had grabbed in celebration less than an hour ago. The one Ilya had worn while whispering filthy things in his ear and making the entire locker room unbearable. The one he had scored in.
It came apart under scissors like cloth meant nothing. Of course cloth meant nothing. Ilya’s body meant everything.
“Come on,” Shane whispered. “Come on, baby.”
Then Ilya’s fingers moved. On his right hand, barely visible where it rested near the edge of the stretcher. A small curl. A twitch. Maybe nothing. Maybe a reflex. Maybe Shane’s desperate brain inventing mercy where there wasn’t any.
But Shane saw it. He pushed off the wall so fast Coach grabbed his arm.
“I saw that,” Shane said. His voice cracked. “I saw that. His fingers moved.”
The trainer looked down immediately.
“Ilya?” he said, louder. “Can you squeeze my hand?”
Shane stopped breathing again. Nothing. The trainer slid his fingers into Ilya’s hand. 
“Ilya, if you can hear me, squeeze.”
For one second, the whole room narrowed to that hand.
Nothing.
Then… small. Weak. Barely there. A squeeze. The trainer’s face changed.
“Good,” he said immediately. “Good. We’ve got response.”
Shane made a sound that was almost a sob. Coach’s hand was still on his arm.
“Can he move?” Shane asked. “Can he… his legs, can he…”
“We’re assessing,” the trainer said, calm but firm. “Shane, breathe.”
“I am.”
“You’re not.”
He dragged in air. Ilya’s eyelashes fluttered. The room shifted around it.
“Ilya,” the trainer said. “Don’t move. You took a hard hit. We’re keeping your neck still. Can you open your eyes?”
Ilya’s eyes opened, not fully, not focused, but open. Shane nearly went to his knees.
“There you go,” the trainer said. “Good. Stay with me. Do you know where you are?”
Ilya’s gaze moved, unfocused and slow, over the ceiling. His mouth parted. He tried to say something and only a rough breath came out.
“Don’t force it,” the trainer said. “Can you tell me your name?”
Ilya blinked. His eyes drifted, then, somehow, found Shane.
“Sh…” Ilya rasped.
Shane was at his side before anyone could stop him, though he kept his hands to himself, hovering near Ilya’s shoulder, terrified to touch anything.
“I’m here,” he said, voice breaking. “I’m here, baby. Don’t move.”
Ilya blinked at him. His mouth moved again. Shane leaned closer.
“What?”
Ilya’s voice was barely there, scraped raw and confused.
“Did… we win?”
For one stunned, horrific second, nobody said anything. Then Coach made a sound behind Shane that might have been a laugh if it had not been so close to breaking. Shane’s face crumpled.
“You’re a fucking nightmare,” he whispered.
Ilya’s eyes fluttered.
“Mhm.”
“Don’t talk. Just stay awake if you can.”
“Hurts.”
“I know.”
“Head.”
“I know.”
“Neck?”
The trainer stepped in. 
“That’s what we’re checking. Don’t move. Can you feel my hand on your left foot?”
Ilya blinked slowly.
“Yes,” he whispered.
Shane’s hand went to his own mouth.
“Right foot?”
Another pause.
“Yes.”
“Can you wiggle your toes for me? Small movement.”
Shane couldn’t look and couldn’t look away. The trainer watched, then he nodded. 
“Good.”
Shane nearly collapsed into relief so sharp it hurt.
“Hands?”
They tested one. Theother. Right hand squeezed weakly. Left hand slower, fingers trembling, but there. The trainer looked at Shane. 
“We need imaging. Hospital now.”
Shane nodded immediately.
“I’m coming.”
No one argued. Everyone understood that if they tried to keep Shane from the ambulance, it would become a second emergency. Ilya’s eyes were closing again.
“Hey,” Shane said quickly, panic spiking. “Illy.”
The trainer touched his shoulder. 
“It’s okay. He may drift. We’re monitoring.”
Shane leaned close anyway.
“I’m coming with you,” he said. “Okay? I’m right here.”
Ilya’s lips barely moved.
“Guest list,” he whispered.
Shane broke.
“Yeah,” he said, tears finally slipping down his face. “Yeah, baby. We’ll do the guest list later.”
Ilya’s eyes shut. This time, Shane watched the rise and fall of his chest. Breathing. Still breathing.
The trainers moved around him again, preparing to transport, securing straps, checking vitals, calling out information Shane would remember later in fragments.
Severe impact.  Brief loss of consciousness. Neck pain. Responsive now. Transport for CT and cervical imaging. Rule out fracture. Rule out bleed. Rule out. Rule out.
Coach stepped beside Shane while they moved Ilya again.
“You’re going with him,” he said, not a question.
“Yes.”
“I’ll handle the game.”
Shane looked at him then, startled by the absurdity of the word. The game. There was still a game. Somewhere above them, the arena existed. The scoreboard existed. Their team existed. Markham had been ejected or not, penalties assigned or not, the crowd restless and horrified and waiting for hockey to resume because that was what hockey did. It resumed. It always resumed.
Shane looked back at Ilya on the stretcher.
“I don’t care about the game.”
“I know,” Coach said.
It was the first time that phrase didn’t hurt.
Coach squeezed the back of his neck once, hard and brief.
“Go.”
Shane went, still half in gear, skates off now but pads on, hair damp, face wet, following the stretcher out through the service corridor toward the ambulance bay.
The last thing he saw before the doors opened was Ilya’s hand, limp against the strap. The same hand that had been on his shoulder in the locker room. The same hand that had worn Shane’s ring. The same hand that had squeezed, weakly, when the trainer asked. Shane reached down finally, carefully, and touched only the tips of his fingers.
“I’m here,” he said again, because it was the only vow that mattered in that moment. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”
The ambulance doors opened. Cold air rushed in. Somewhere behind them, muffled by concrete and distance, the arena began to roar again, not with joy this time, but with anger, with fear, with the delayed sound of everyone realizing that the night had split open.
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    Chapter Notes

      Okay, so, this one is a bit longer and a bit more medical but if you have read my other fics, you know how much I enjoy such themes. I do not want to spoil it, so that's all I'm saying for now. As always, all feedback is welcome.
My songs for this are "Rosyln" by Bon Iver and St.Vincent as well as "Chemistry" by Gigi Perez. Enjoy!







  The ambulance ride was somehow too loud and too quiet at the same time. There was the siren, first of all, sharp and obscene above them, cutting through traffic and night and the last shreds of the game as if the whole city had been forced to make room for what had happened. There was the rattle of equipment. The low voice of the paramedic by Ilya’s head. The crackle of a radio. The hiss of oxygen. The small, steady beeping of the monitor that Shane latched onto with a desperation that felt almost religious.
Beep. Breathing. Beep. Still here. Beep. Still here.
Ilya lay strapped to the stretcher, neck immobilized, face too pale under the harsh ambulance lights. His eyes were closed again, lashes dark against his cheeks, a thin line of dried blood near his hairline and under one nostril. They had cut most of his gear away in the medical room. He looked wrong without it. Too human, too breakable, broad shoulders trapped flat against the stretcher, one hand visible above the blanket, fingers slack.
Shane sat on the narrow bench beside him, still in his base layers and hockey pants, skates gone, pads half-stripped in frantic pieces. Someone had shoved a jacket over his shoulders before they left the arena. He didn’t remember who. Maybe Coach. Maybe G. Maybe one of the trainers. It hung open and useless, because Shane could not feel cold properly anyway.
He had one hand wrapped around the edge of the bench. The other hovered near Ilya’s, almost touching. The paramedic had told him he could hold Ilya’s hand if he didn’t pull or jostle him, but the permission felt impossible. Shane wanted it so badly it scared him. Wanted to close his fingers around Ilya’s and drag him back by sheer force of need. Wanted to shake him awake. Wanted to crawl onto the stretcher and put himself between Ilya and the world, which was useless and stupid and exactly what every cell in his body kept demanding.
He touched two fingers to the back of Ilya’s hand instead.
“I’m here,” he said.
The paramedic glanced at him, then back to Ilya.
“You’re doing fine,” she said, though Shane didn’t know if she meant him or Ilya.
He was not doing fine. Ilya made a small sound. Shane leaned forward so quickly the paramedic’s hand came up in warning.
“Easy.”
“Ilya?”
Ilya’s eyelids fluttered. His mouth moved. The paramedic bent closer. 
“Ilya? Can you hear me?”
A slow blink
“Ilya, stay still. You’re in an ambulance. We’re taking you to the hospital. You took a hit during the game.”
His brow twitched. Shane felt that tiny movement like a knife.
“Baby,” he whispered. “I’m here.”
Ilya’s eyes opened a little more. Slowly, they found Shane. For one second, something like recognition passed through them, hazy and pained and far away, but there. Shane almost broke apart.
“Hey,” he said, voice trembling. “Hey, Illy.”
Ilya blinked and his lips parted. The words came out scraped and soft. 
“You… crying?”
Shane laughed once, ruined and wet.
“Shut up.”
Ilya’s eyelids lowered again.
“Rude.”
“Yeah,” Shane whispered, tears spilling hot before he could stop them. “Yeah, I’m rude. Don’t talk.”
“Head hurts.”
“I know.”
“Bad?”
The paramedic answered before Shane could. 
“You hit hard. We’re going to scan you and check everything. You need to stay still for me.”
Ilya seemed to absorb that slowly.
“Game?”
Shane’s face twisted.
“Don’t care.”
Ilya’s mouth barely moved. It might have been an attempt at a smile. 
“Bad captain.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Worst captain in the world. You can yell at me later.”
“Mm.”
His eyes closed again. Shane’s fingers twitched against his hand.
“Is that okay?” he asked the paramedic, hating the smallness in his own voice. “Him drifting like that?”
“He’s responsive. That’s good. We’re watching him closely.”
“Closely,” Shane repeated, because his brain was apparently broken now and could only echo things.
The paramedic’s face softened, just enough. 
“I know this is scary.”
Shane looked down at Ilya. His throat was so tight he could barely swallow.
“He wasn’t moving.”
“I know.”
“He always moves.”
The paramedic didn’t answer that. At the hospital, everything became lights. White corridors. Too many hands. Too many voices. A trauma bay. People moving around Ilya with speed that looked like panic but wasn’t, and Shane hated that he couldn’t tell the difference anymore. He stood where someone told him to stand. Moved when someone said move. Answered questions badly.
“Name?”
“Shane Hollander.”
“Relationship?”
“Fiancé.”
Fiancé. Wedding suit. Venue. Pastries. Guest list tonight. Fiancé.
“Any known medical conditions?”
Shane opened his mouth. Everything tried to come out at once.
“He… he’s had concussions, but not recently. I don’t know how many officially. He had… there was… he donated marrow recently, not relevant maybe. He… no allergies that I know of. He had grief, he…” Shane stopped, horrified by himself. “Sorry.”
The nurse looked at him with practiced calm. 
“You’re doing okay. Medications?”
Shane listed what he knew. Vitamins. Painkillers. These weird pills Ilya took whenever one of the migraines was hovering too close. The nurse wrote it down.
Ilya was awake for part of it. Not properly, but enough to be furious in small ways. When they cut away the rest of his base layer, he made a faint, offended sound.
“No.”
The doctor leaned over him. 
“Ilya, we need to examine you.”
“Expensive shirt.”
Shane put a hand over his own mouth. A laugh tried to come out and became a sob instead. Ilya’s eyes found him sluggishly.
“Don’t cry,” he mumbled.
“I’m not.”
“Liar.”
“Yes.”
The doctor checked his pupils. Asked him his name. The date. Where he was. Ilya got his name. Got the hospital after a pause. Missed the date. When asked what happened, he frowned.
“Hockey.”
The doctor smiled faintly. 
“That’s broadly true.”
“I won?”
Shane made another broken sound. The doctor glanced at him, then back to Ilya. 
“We’re going to take you for imaging now. CT scan of your head and neck.”
Ilya’s eyes shifted.
“Neck?”
“We’re being careful.”
“Can move.”
“Don’t try.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. Shane stepped closer as much as he was allowed. 
“Illy. Listen to them.”
Ilya looked at him, irritated even half-conscious. 
“Bossy.”
“I know.”
“My job.”
“Tonight it’s mine.”
For one second, Ilya’s expression softened, confused and pained and scared under the fog and then they were moving him again. Shane followed until someone stopped him at the CT doors.
“You’ll need to wait here.”
“No.”
The word came out flat and immediate. The nurse’s face stayed kind. 
“You can’t come into the scan room.”
“I can stand there.”
“You can wait right here. We’ll be quick.”
Quick meant nothing. Shane looked past her, at Ilya being wheeled away.
“Shane.”
It was barely audible, but Ilya had said it. Shane stepped around the nurse before he could think. She didn’t stop him, only followed close. He got to the stretcher for one second. Ilya’s eyes were open again, narrow and unfocused.
“I’m right here,” Shane said. “I’ll be right outside.”
Ilya blinked.
“Don’t fight Markham.”
Shane’s body went cold. Of all the things. Of all the things Ilya could remember, he remembered that. Shane’s mouth trembled.
“I won’t.”
“Promise.”
Shane looked at him.
“I promise.”
Ilya’s eyes searched his face like he was trying to decide if he believed him then his eyelids fluttered.
“Good boy,” he whispered.
And then they took him through the doors. Shane stood in the hallway, staring at the place where Ilya had disappeared.
The nurse touched his arm.
“Come sit down.”
“I can stand.”
“You can,” she said. “But sit down anyway.”
He sat because his legs had started shaking badly enough that arguing would have been embarrassing. The hallway outside imaging smelled like disinfectant and stale coffee. At some point he had been handed water, though the bottle remained unopened in his hand. His phone vibrated constantly.
Coach. G. Kenny. Yuna. David. Everyone. He couldn’t look. He saw Yuna’s name again and almost answered, but the idea of hearing his mother’s voice while Ilya was behind that door made his chest seize. He couldn’t be a son right now. Couldn’t be comforted. Couldn’t tell the story aloud because it would become real in a new way, and it was already too real.
He texted one-handed.
At hospital. CT now. He was awake. Neck/hands/feet responsive. Waiting.
He sent it to Coach first, then copied it to his parents. The replies came almost instantly.
Coach: I’m coming after media. G with me. Kenny is being contained.
Yuna: We’re on our way. Breathe, sweetheart. We’ll come to you.
David: Responsive is good. CT is the right next step. We’re coming. Stay where you are.
Responsive is good.
Shane stared at that.
Responsive is good.
Then why did it feel like the entire world was balanced on a blade?
The CT took forever. Maybe twelve minutes, maybe half an hour, maybe seven years. At one point, Shane stood and walked three steps, then sat again because the nurse looked at him like she would physically put him back in the chair if she had to. He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes until he saw sparks.
He kept seeing the hit. Ilya’s back near the boards. Markham’s speed. The sound. The way Ilya’s body dropped.
He stood again. This time no one told him to sit. When the doors finally opened, Shane moved before he was called. Ilya came out on the stretcher, still immobilized. His eyes were closed, but his face had more color than before. The nurse wheeling him out gave Shane a quick look.
“He did okay.”
Okay. Shane hated okay.
“Is he awake?”
“In and out. That’s expected.”
“Did the scan…”
“The doctor will speak with you as soon as the radiologist reads it.”
That meant nothing. They brought Ilya into a monitored room in the emergency department. Quieter than the trauma bay, but not too quiet. Curtains. Machines. A rolling computer. A chair shoved into the corner that Shane immediately dragged beside the bed.
Ilya’s neck brace was still on, which scared Shane more than he wanted to admit. He sat close and took Ilya’s hand properly now, because someone had said he could and because if he didn’t touch him, he was going to come out of his skin.
Ilya’s fingers were warm. Shane bent over them and pressed his mouth to Ilya’s knuckles.
“You scared the shit out of me, Rozanov,” he whispered.
Ilya didn’t respond.
Shane kissed his hand again.
“You’re going to be so annoying about this when you’re better. I know you are. You’re going to say something about how I cried in front of medical professionals, and I’m going to let you, because you can be as smug as you want if you just…”
His voice broke. He stopped. The monitor kept beeping. Ilya’s thumb twitched against his palm. Shane’s head snapped up.
“Illy?”
Ilya’s eyes opened a little.
“Loud,” he whispered.
Shane leaned closer. 
“What?”
“Your worrying. Loud.”
A laugh tore out of Shane so suddenly it hurt his throat.
“I’m sorry.”
“No.”
“No?”
Ilya’s gaze drifted, unfocused, then found him again. 
“Stay.”
Shane’s whole body went soft and destroyed.
“I’m staying.”
Ilya’s eyes closed.
“Good.”
Then he was out again.
Shane held his hand and waited for the doctor. Yuna and David arrived before the results. Yuna came in first, coat still on, hair pulled back, face calm in a way Shane knew meant she was holding herself together by force. David was right behind her, eyes already moving over the monitors, the brace, the visible bruising, Ilya’s color, the line in his arm.
Shane stood when he saw them and immediately stopped knowing what to do with his own body. Yuna crossed the room and took his face in both hands.
“Oh, sweetheart.”
That was all she said before Shane folded. Some part of him was still anchored to Ilya’s hand, and he refused to let go entirely, but his forehead dropped to his mother’s shoulder and he shook once, hard.
Yuna held him. David put a hand between Shane’s shoulder blades, steady and warm.
“He was awake,” Shane said into her coat. “He squeezed their hand. He could feel his feet. He knew me. He asked if we won.”
Yuna made a small sound that was almost a laugh and almost a sob.
“Of course he did.”
“He told me not to fight Markham.”
David’s hand pressed harder to his back.
“Good,” David said quietly.
Shane pulled back, eyes wet, furious. 
“I promised.”
“Good,” David said again.
“I don’t know if I can keep it.”
“You can,” Yuna said.
Shane looked at her. Her face was gentle but firm.
“You can. Because Ilya asked you.”
Shane nodded once, even though his jaw shook.
“I need the results.”
“I know,” David said.
He looked toward Ilya, then at the monitor again, and Shane hated that he could read enough in his father’s face to know David was worried but not enough to know how worried.
“Dad.”
David’s eyes returned to him immediately.
“What aren’t you saying?”
David took a breath. 
“I’m saying he’s breathing on his own, responsive, moving and being monitored. Those are good things.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“I know.”
Shane stared at him. David’s voice gentled. 
“The CT matters. Until we know, we don’t borrow the worst outcome.”
“I already did.”
Yuna brushed a hand over Shane’s hair. 
“Then give it back for five minutes, honey.”
Shane almost laughed. The doctor came in before anyone could say more. She was maybe in her forties, composed, fair hair tied back, big black glasses on her small nose, tablet in hand. Her expression was calm, but not casual. Shane knew immediately he was going to hate whatever came next.
“Mr. Hollander?”
Shane stood straighter, still holding Ilya’s hand.
“Yes.”
“I’m Dr. Melby. I’ve been coordinating Ilya’s care.”
“This is his fiancé,” David said quietly, though Shane had already said it twice to three different people. “And we’re his family.”
Family.
Dr. Melby nodded. 
“Of course.”
Shane’s heart began beating so hard he could feel it in his teeth.
“Tell me,” he said.
The doctor glanced briefly toward Ilya, then back to Shane.
“First, there is no skull fracture.”
Shane almost collapsed from relief. She kept talking.
“There’s no cervical spine fracture on the initial imaging.”
Yuna’s breath left her audibly. Shane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s. No fracture. No skull fracture. No cervical fracture. Good. Good.
Why was the doctor still looking like that?
“But,” she said.
The word cleaved Shane open. David went very still beside him. Dr. Melby’s voice stayed even. 
“The CT shows a small area we’re concerned about. It may be a small contusion from the impact. There is also a tiny focus that could represent a very small bleed, though it is subtle. At this point, we need to monitor him closely and repeat imaging in several hours to make sure it isn’t changing.”
Shane stared at her. The words did not enter him in order. Small area. Contusion. Bleed. Repeat imaging. Changing.
“No,” Shane said.
Dr. Melby’s expression softened. 
“I know that’s frightening to hear.”
“Is he bleeding in his brain?”
Yuna’s hand found Shane’s back again. Dr. Melby answered carefully. 
“We do not see a large bleed. We do not see swelling requiring emergency intervention. What we see is small and may remain stable, but because of the mechanism of injury and his symptoms, we treat it seriously. That means observation, neurological checks, repeat CT, and no assumptions until we see stability.”
Shane couldn’t breathe.
“So it could get worse.”
“It could,” she said, and Shane hated her for being honest even as some part of him knew he needed it. “But right now he is responsive, he has movement and sensation, and his vitals are stable. Those are all reassuring signs.”
Reassuring. The word slid off the walls and died. Shane looked down at Ilya. He was asleep or drifting, face turned slightly toward Shane, neck trapped in the brace, lips parted. There was still a bit of dried blood at his hairline. His hand was in Shane’s. Warm. Too limp.
A very small bleed.
His Ilya. His loud, impossible, filthy, furious Ilya, who had whispered promises in his ear before the game and told the team to be a problem and scored like pain had made him sharper instead of hollow. Ilya who was supposed to come home and argue about cousins and make Shane forget what chairs were. Ilya who had said, I am grieving, not dead.
Shane’s vision blurred.
David stepped forward, voice calm but tight in a way Shane had only heard a handful of times in his life. 
“What is the interval for repeat imaging?”
“Six hours unless his neurological status changes. If he worsens, we will scan sooner.”
“Neurosurgery consulted?”
“Yes. They’re aware. At present, there is no need for surgery.”
At present. Shane hated every medical phrase in the world. Yuna asked, 
“Can he stay here? Can Shane stay with him?”
“He’ll be moved to monitored observation once we finish the next assessment. His fiancé can stay.”
Shane didn’t thank her. He couldn’t. Dr. Melby looked at him again. 
“We’ll be checking him frequently. He may be confused, nauseated, in pain, sensitive to light and noise. If he becomes harder to wake, more confused, has repeated vomiting, worsening headache, weakness, seizure activity, or any change in pupils, we act immediately.”
Every word became a new monster. Harder to wake. Repeated vomiting. Weakness. Seizure activity. Change in pupils. Shane nodded because nodding seemed required, but he was no longer sure he was inside his body.
Dr. Melby said something else to David, something about medication and pain management and avoiding certain drugs, and David answered, but Shane didn’t hear much of it. He was staring at Ilya’s face.
The CT shows a small area. Tiny focus. Could represent a very small bleed. Repeat imaging. Monitor closely.
Yuna’s hand rubbed slow circles between his shoulders.
“Shane,” she said softly.
He looked at her. Her eyes were wet now. His mother crying quietly was worse than the doctor’s words, worse than the blood, worse than almost everything except Ilya’s stillness.
“I can’t,” Shane whispered.
Yuna stepped closer. 
“You can.”
“No.” His voice cracked. “No, Mom, I can’t. Not this. Not his head. Not Ilya.”
He stopped because Ilya moved. A faint shift of his mouth, a small tightening around his eyes. Everyone froze.
Dr. Melby stepped closer. 
“Ilya?”
Ilya’s eyelids fluttered. Shane leaned over him, heart slamming.
“Illy.”
Ilya’s eyes opened halfway. They looked unfocused at first. Then irritated.
“Too many people,” Ilya rasped.
Yuna gave a tiny, wet laugh and covered her mouth. Dr. Melby smiled faintly. 
“That’s fair. Can you tell me your name?”
“Ilya,” he muttered.
“Good. Do you know where you are?”
“Hospital.”
“Good. Do you know why?”
His brow furrowed.
“Asshole hit me.”
Shane almost sobbed.
“Correct enough.”
Ilya’s eyes shifted to Shane. He blinked slowly.
“You look bad.”
Shane laughed through tears.
“You look worse.”
“Rude again.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya’s gaze drifted to Yuna. Then David. For one second, confusion sharpened into something vulnerable.
“Hi,” Yuna said softly. “We’re here, sweetheart.”
Ilya blinked at her.
“No crying.”
Yuna made another sound and nodded. 
“I’m trying.”
His eyes moved to David. David stepped closer, careful not to crowd him. 
“Hey, Ilya.”
“Did suit come?”
Shane’s head snapped toward him. Yuna blinked. David’s expression shifted through about four emotions before landing on calm.
“No,” David said gently. “Not yet.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“Secret.”
David’s mouth trembled.
“Yes,” he said. “Secret.”
Shane looked between them, heart cracked open by confusion and terror and that one word. Suit. Ilya was confused, concussed, possibly bleeding in his brain, and still probably guarding his wedding suit. Shane bent over him and pressed his forehead to Ilya’s hand.
“I love you,” he whispered.
Ilya’s fingers twitched against his cheek.
“Know.”
His eyes closed again. Dr. Melby touched his shoulder. 
“Ilya, stay with me for a moment.”
He made a faint displeased sound.
“Open your eyes for me.”
Nothing.
“Ilya.”
His eyelids fluttered, but didn’t open fully. Shane’s heart stopped.
“Is that bad?”
Dr. Melby’s voice sharpened, not panicked but immediate. 
“Ilya, open your eyes.”
Ilya’s brow tightened. His lashes moved. The room changed. Shane felt it before anyone said anything. David straightened. Yuna’s hand froze on Shane’s back.
Dr. Melby turned to the nurse. 
“Let’s recheck pupils and get vitals. I want neurosurgery updated now.” 
Shane stood so fast the chair scraped back.
“What’s happening?”
“It may just be fatigue,” Dr. Melby said, already reaching for her light. “But we’re not ignoring changes.”
Changes. The word tore through Shane. The nurse moved in. The monitor kept beeping. Someone lowered the room lights further. David said Shane’s name once, low and grounding, but Shane couldn’t look away from Ilya.
The doctor lifted Ilya’s eyelid gently and shone the light. Shane couldn’t breathe.
“Ilya,” Dr. Melby said again, firmer. “Can you hear me?”
For a moment, nothing. Then Ilya’s hand tightened weakly around Shane’s fingers. Shane clung to it.
“I’m here,” he said, voice breaking open. “I’m here. Come on, baby. Open your eyes.”
Ilya didn’t. The nurse glanced at the doctor. The doctor’s face stayed controlled.
“Page CT,” she said. “We may scan sooner.”
Shane’s whole world narrowed to Ilya’s closed eyes, the brace around his neck, and the tiny weak pressure of his hand. It was not enough.
“Illy,” Shane whispered.
No answer.
***
They took Ilya away again. That was the part Shane had not prepared for, which was stupid, because the hospital had been taking him away in pieces all night: from the ice to the tunnel, from the tunnel to the ambulance, from the ambulance to the trauma bay, from the trauma bay to the first scan, from the scan to the room, from the room into this new urgency where words like change and repeat imaging now turned the air sharp enough to cut.
Still, this one was worse.
Maybe because Ilya’s hand was in his. Maybe because, for a few seconds, Shane had let himself believe that holding it meant something practical, like his body had found a job it could do: hold Ilya’s hand, keep him tethered, keep him here.
Then the nurse unlocked the bed wheels. The doctor said, “We’re going to take him back now.” And Ilya’s fingers, weak and warm and barely curled around Shane’s, began to slide away. Shane stepped with the bed automatically.
“No,” he said.
It came out quiet. Nobody stopped moving.
“Mr. Hollander,” the nurse said gently.
“No, I’m coming.”
“You can come to the doors.”
“I did that already.”
“I know.”
“I’m not doing it again.”
The nurse’s face softened, but her hands stayed steady on the bed rail. 
“You have to.”
Shane looked down at Ilya. His eyes were still closed, lashes lying too dark against his face, neck held still by the brace. The monitor cables shifted as they moved him. The IV line trembled slightly. His hand slipped another inch from Shane’s.
Shane tightened his grip carefully, terrified of hurting him and terrified of letting go.
“Ilya,” he said, his voice cracking despite everything he did to stop it. “Illy, baby, can you hear me?”
Nothing. The bed moved. His fingers slipped farther.
“Shane,” David said behind him, low and careful.
Shane hated the sound of his father’s voice right then, not because David was doing anything wrong, but because David sounded like he knew there was no argument to win, and Shane needed someone to be wrong. He needed someone to tell him he could fight the door and win.
He looked at the doctor.
“You said it might just be fatigue.”
“It might be.”
“Then why are you taking him now?”
“Because with the CT finding, we don’t ignore a change in responsiveness.”
Shane stared at her.
“You mean the bleed.”
Dr. Melby did not flinch. 
“The possible small bleed.”
“Possible.”
“Yes.”
“But possible enough that you’re taking him away.”
“Yes.”
Yuna made a soft sound behind him. The bed kept moving. Ilya’s fingers slipped out of Shane’s hand because he couldn’t hold on. Shane stood frozen for half a second, hand still shaped around an absence, staring at the space where Ilya’s fingers had been. Then he moved after him.
“I’m right here,” he said, because Ilya might still hear him, because some part of him had become desperate enough to believe distance wouldn’t matter. “I’m right here. I’m right outside. You’re not alone.”
The hallway stretched too long in front of them. A nurse walked quickly beside the bed. Dr. Melby stayed near Ilya’s head, one hand on the rail, eyes moving between him and the monitor. Another staff member spoke into a phone, words clipped and urgent.
“Repeat CT now. Neuro status change. Small contusion on initial. Neurosurgery aware.”
Shane heard every word and understood none of them in a way that mattered. At the imaging doors, they stopped him again. The nurse turned, her body gently blocking his path.
“You wait here.”
Shane shook his head.
“I need to see him.”
“You will.”
“No. Now.”
“Shane,” Yuna said.
He turned on her too fast, and regretted it before he even saw her face.
“I can’t just stand here.”
“I know.”
“No, you don’t.”
“I do,” she said, and her voice did not break, which almost made it worse. “Sweetheart, I do.”
The bed was already moving through the doors. Shane looked past the nurse.
“Ilya,” he said again, desperate now. “I love you. I’m here. I’m right here.”
For one second, there was nothing, then Ilya’s hand twitched on the blanket, just a tiny, weak curl of his fingers, as if something in him had heard Shane through the fog and reached without strength.
The doors closed. Shane stared at them. The hallway went very bright, very long, and very empty. He stood there until David’s hand came down on his shoulder.
“Sit down.”
“No.”
“Shane.”
“I said no.”
David didn’t push. Yuna stepped in front of him instead. She was small compared to him, coat still on, scarf loose at her throat, face pale but steady. She put both hands on his arms.
“Look at me.”
“I can’t.”
“Try.”
“Mom.”
“Try.”
He looked at her. Her eyes were wet. Shane’s chest broke open in some new direction.
“I let go,” he whispered.
Yuna’s face crumpled for one second before she pulled it back together.
“You had to.”
“He was holding my hand.”
“I know.”
“He couldn’t…” Shane swallowed, but the words still came out. “He didn’t let go. He couldn’t hold on.”
Yuna’s hands tightened around his arms.
“Sweetheart.”
“I can’t do this.”
“Yes, you can.”
“No, I can’t.” His voice rose, not loud enough to draw attention from the desk, but sharp enough that David stepped closer. “I can’t keep standing outside the doors while they take him away. I can’t keep hearing words like bleed and change and stable and not stable. I can’t… I can’t keep being told to breathe like that fixes anything.”
“I know.”
He almost laughed from how much he hated it but Yuna kept looking at him.
“I know breathing doesn’t fix it,” she said. “But it keeps you here while they help him.”
Shane closed his eyes. David’s voice came from beside him, quiet and careful. 
“He had purposeful response earlier.”
Shane turned. David continued before Shane could ask the worst thing. 
“He squeezed. He answered. He moved hands and feet. Those things still matter.”
“Then why did he stop waking up?”
“Because he has a concussion. Because he’s exhausted. Because he’s in pain. Because medications and shock and trauma can all make someone drift.”
“And because of the bleed.”
David’s jaw tightened.
“Because of the possible bleed,” he said.
Shane stared at him.
“Dad.”
David met his eyes.
“If this were someone else, what would you be thinking?”
For the first time that night, David did not answer immediately.
It was less than a second. It was enough. Shane’s stomach dropped. David saw that he’d seen.
“I would be watching closely,” David said.
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is the only honest one I can give you right now, son.”
Shane looked back at the closed doors. Watching closely. That was what everyone kept saying when what they meant was: things could change fast.
Yuna’s hand slid down to take his.
“Come sit for one minute.”
“I don’t want to sit.”
“Then stand with me.”
So he stood. They stood in the hallway outside the CT room, David on one side, Yuna on the other, Shane between them like he was a child and a fiancé and a captain and none of those roles fit inside his body anymore.
His phone vibrated again. He ignored it. Then again. And again. Finally David took it from his limp hand with a quiet, 
“May I?”
Shane nodded without looking. David checked the screen.
“Coach.”
Shane shut his eyes briefly. 
“Tell him repeat CT.”
David typed. Another buzz.
“Kenny.”
“Don’t.”
“I won’t answer.”
Another.
“G.”
Shane pressed his hands against his face.
“They all saw it.”
“Yes.”
“They all saw him not move.”
“Yes.”
His voice splintered.
“I don’t want them to have seen him like that.”
Yuna stepped closer, shoulder against his arm. 
“I know.”
This time he leaned into her. The second scan took less time than the first, or maybe Shane’s fear had become so dense that time couldn’t move through it properly. He watched the door until his eyes hurt. He listened to the distant movements behind it, though he could not tell if any sound belonged to Ilya. He counted his own breaths until he lost track and started again.
When the doors finally opened, Shane’s whole body went rigid. Ilya came out pale and still, but the doctor was not moving as fast now. Shane stepped forward.
Dr. Melby saw him and lifted one hand slightly, not to stop him completely, but to slow him.
“We have the scan. Radiology is reviewing it now, but on my preliminary look, I don’t see a major expansion.”
Shane stared at her.
“Major?”
“I want the official read. But there is no obvious large bleed, no major swelling. That is good.”
Good. Shane had never hated good before tonight.
“Can I touch him?”
“Yes. Carefully.”
He was at Ilya’s side immediately. This time, when he took Ilya’s hand, he held it fully. Ilya didn’t squeeze back. 
They brought him into the room again, dimmed the lights even further, and began the awful work of waiting for official confirmation. Dr. Melby checked his pupils again. Asked for response. Pressed lightly at his nail beds. Ilya shifted faintly, made a pained sound, but did not open his eyes.
“Is that enough?” Shane asked.
“It’s a response to stimulus.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
The doctor looked at him with more compassion than Shane wanted.
“It’s something,” she said.
Something. He would take something. He hated that he would take something. The official read came twenty minutes later, though it felt longer. Dr. Melby returned with the kind of controlled face that made everyone in the room straighten.
“The repeat CT does not show progression,” she said.
For half a second, nobody moved, then David exhaled first, long and quiet. Yuna’s hand went to her mouth. Shane didn’t understand relief when it arrived. It didn’t feel like relief. It felt like his knees nearly gave out and the room tilted and his body decided to shake after refusing to do it properly for too long.
“No progression,” he repeated.
“Correct. The small contusion is still there. The tiny focus we’re watching has not expanded. That is reassuring. We will continue neuro checks and observation. He is not out of the woods, but this is a good sign.”
Not out of the woods. Good sign. Shane took both phrases and held them close.
“Will he wake up?”
“He has been waking intermittently, and I expect he will continue to. He may be confused. He may not remember what happened. He may be frightened. Keep your voice calm. Orient him. Don’t let him try to sit up or remove the collar until we clear him.”
Shane nodded. He could do that. He could use his voice. He could tell Ilya where he was. He could be useful.
Dr. Melby left after giving more instructions, and for a while the room settled into a quieter kind of terror, something suspended. Ilya lay under dim lights, still monitored, still braced, still frighteningly pale, but the staff no longer moved like the floor was opening beneath them.
Yuna sat on Shane’s other side, one hand on his back. David stood near the foot of the bed, arms folded, medical mind still awake behind tired eyes. Shane sat with his chair pulled as close as he was allowed, Ilya’s hand between both of his. He watched his face. Watched every twitch. Every breath. Every small tightening around his mouth. At some point, Ilya’s brow furrowed. Shane leaned forward instantly.
“Illy?”
His eyelids moved.
“Ilya,” Shane said, softer. “Baby, it’s me.”
Ilya’s eyes opened. This time, not just a flutter. They opened slowly, painfully, unfocused in the low light. His pupils looked too dark. His gaze slipped over Shane’s face without catching. His whole body tensed.
Ilya said something in Russian. Shane didn’t understand the words. He understood the fear under them. Ilya’s eyes moved around the room too quickly, panic sharpening through the concussion fog. His breathing changed, shallow and uneven, and his hand jerked weakly in Shane’s grip as if he was trying to pull away or sit up or fight the bed.
“No, no, no,” Shane said immediately, standing but keeping his hands gentle. “Don’t move. Illy, don’t move. You’re safe.”
Ilya spoke again in Russian, louder this time, voice breaking around the words. Yuna stood. David moved closer but did not crowd him. Shane leaned into Ilya’s line of sight.
“Eyes on me,” he said, firm and soft at once. “Ilya. Look at me.”
Ilya’s eyes slid past him. The panic in them was awful.
“Illy,” Shane said, and put one hand very carefully against Ilya’s cheek, avoiding every wire, every bruise, every place the doctor had touched. “It’s Shane. You’re in Montreal. You’re in the hospital. You got hit in the game. You’re safe.”
Ilya’s throat worked. He tried to move his head and immediately gasped, face twisting.
“Don’t move,” Shane said quickly. “That’s the collar. It’s protecting your neck. You can move your hands and feet. You did. They checked. You’re hurt, but you can move.”
Ilya stared at him. His lips parted.
“Ne… mogu,” he rasped.
Shane’s stomach dropped. He didn’t know the exact words, but he knew enough from tone and fragment and horror and what little Russian Ilya tried to teach him.
“I know it feels like that,” he said, voice shaking despite trying to keep it steady. “I know. But you can. You moved your toes. You squeezed my hand. They put the collar on so you don’t hurt yourself, not because you can’t move.”
Ilya’s breathing hitched. He tried to pull his hand from Shane’s again. Shane held on, gentle but sure.
“Stay with me. I’ve got you. You’re not in Russia.”
Ilya went still. Shane felt the words land.
“You’re not in Russia,” he repeated, quieter. “You’re not there. You’re not with Alexei. You’re not alone in a hospital. You’re with me. Yuna and David are here. Coach is coming. The team knows. You’re safe.”
Ilya’s eyes filled. His voice came out small and broken. 
“Where?”
“Montreal.”
A blink.
“Where?”
“Montreal,” Shane said again. “At the hospital. After the game.”
Ilya’s gaze moved, slow and disoriented, to the room around them. The machines. The curtain. The dimmed lights. Yuna standing near Shane’s shoulder, face soft with anguish. David at the foot of the bed, steady and quiet.
Ilya looked back at Shane.
“Game,” he whispered.
“You got hit.”
His brow furrowed.
“Markham?”
Shane’s jaw clenched so hard pain shot up toward his ear.
“Yeah.”
“Bad?”
Shane didn’t know whether he meant the hit, the injury, the game, Markham’s fate, all of it.
“Bad enough,” he said.
Ilya’s fingers twitched in his hand.
“Did you fight?”
“No.”
Ilya stared at him, trying to focus.
“Promise?”
“I promised you.”
That seemed to reach him. His eyes softened, just barely.
“Good boy,” he whispered, ruined and faint.
Yuna made a tiny sound and turned away for one second. Shane pressed his lips together, because if he laughed or cried now he would never stop. Ilya’s face tightened suddenly.
“Head.”
“I know.”
“Hurts.”
“I know. They’re going to help.”
“Neck.”
“The scans didn’t show a fracture.”
Ilya blinked.
“No fracture?”
“Yeah. No skull fracture. No neck fracture. You have a concussion, and there’s a small contusion they’re watching.”
The word contusion made David’s eyes flick to him, as if he hadn’t expected Shane to choose honesty so directly. Ilya’s gaze sharpened a fraction, fear cutting through the fog.
“Brain?”
Shane’s heart broke but he kept his voice steady because he had to, because Ilya had woken terrified, and Shane could not add to it by falling apart.
“They saw a small spot. It hasn’t gotten bigger on the second scan. That’s good. They’re monitoring you closely.”
Ilya stared.
“Bleeding?”
Shane’s throat closed. He wanted to lie.
“Maybe a very small bleed,” he said. “Or bruising. They’re watching it. It’s stable.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“Ilya,” Shane said quickly.
“I hear,” Ilya whispered.
“Okay.”
“I hear.”
His hand tightened around Shane’s weakly, but deliberately. Shane bent over it. Yuna stepped closer and touched Ilya’s shoulder through the blanket, feather-light.
“Hi, sweetheart,” she said.
Ilya opened his eyes again, slow. He looked at her.
“Yuna.”
Her face crumpled with relief.
“Yes.”
“You cry.”
“A little.”
“No.”
She gave a watery laugh. 
“I’ll try not to.”
Ilya looked toward David.
“David.”
“I’m here.”
“Suit secret.”
David’s mouth trembled.
“Still secret.”
Ilya’s eyes closed briefly, satisfied by that one protected fact amid all the ruin. Shane almost smiled and almost sobbed. Ilya opened his eyes again, looking at Shane with terrifying effort.
“Guest list?”
Shane let out a broken laugh.
“Not tonight.”
“Lazy.”
“Yeah. I’m lazy.”
Ilya’s mouth moved, almost a smile.
“Alina,” he whispered.
The room went still. Shane’s hand tightened around his.
“What about her?”
Ilya’s eyes looked suddenly far away, fogged with pain and concussion and grief all tangled together until there was no separating them.
“She died.”
Shane’s chest caved.
“Yes.”
“I forgot.”
Oh. Yuna’s hand flew to her mouth. Ilya’s eyes filled properly now.
“For minute,” he whispered. “I forgot. Then remembered.”
Shane moved as close as he could, careful of the rails, the brace, the IV, everything keeping Ilya safe and unreachable.
“I know,” he said, voice breaking.
“I don’t want remember.”
“I know.”
“I don’t want…” His breathing hitched. The monitor changed again. “Shane.”
“I’m here.”
“Too much.”
“Look at me.”
“Too much.”
“Eyes on me, sweetheart. There you are. I’ve got you. You don’t have to be calm, you just have to stay with me, Ilya.”
Ilya’s gaze clung to his. The nurse came in at the change on the monitor, calm and quick. Dr. Melby followed half a minute later. They checked him again, asked questions, adjusted pain medication, gave something for nausea when Ilya turned gray and whispered that he might be sick.
Through all of it, Shane kept his hand in Ilya’s. Every time Ilya’s eyes drifted too far, Shane brought him back. Eventually, the panic loosened  enough that Ilya could lie there without trying to flee the brace, without speaking Russian to a room he thought might hurt him, without staring at Shane like he was the only real object left in the world.
His eyelids lowered. The nurse reminded Shane that sleep was okay, that they would wake him for neuro checks, that drifting was expected but they were watching. Shane nodded because his voice had gone somewhere useless. Ilya’s fingers were still in his.
Before he slipped under again, he whispered, 
“Don’t let go.”
Shane looked down at him. All the vows he had written, all the wedding words waiting on his phone, all the promises about choosing and staying and home, all of them narrowed to this one hospital bed and the tiny space between their hands.
“I won’t,” he said.
Ilya’s eyes closed. This time, he slept.
***
The team arrived in pieces. They came in through the waiting room first, filtered by Coach, by the nurse at the desk, by fear turning grown men awkward and quiet.
Shane heard them before he saw them. They weren't as loud as usual. That was how he knew it was bad. No Kenny voice booming down the hall. No gear-bag jokes. No half-muttered chirps. Just shoes on tile, low voices, the soft electronic sigh of doors opening and closing, and then Coach appearing at the entrance to the room with his coat still on and his face carved into something brutal.
Behind him were G, Noah, and Kenny. Kenny looked like he had been punched in the chest and hadn’t figured out how to breathe again. G’s jaw was swollen on one side, a split across his knuckles already darkening. Noah stood beside him with his hands shoved into his jacket pockets, eyes too sharp, too awake. Coach filled the doorway for a second and took in the room the way he took in a bench after a bad shift: monitors, dimmed lights, Yuna in the chair near the wall, David standing with a coffee he had not touched, Shane beside the bed with both hands around Ilya’s. Still asleep. Still braced. Still too pale. Still too quiet.
“How is he?” Coach asked.
It should have been an easy question. It was the only question anyone had, and still Shane didn’t know how to answer it without saying every terrible word at once. He looked down at Ilya’s hand in his.
“Second CT was stable,” he said. His voice sounded unfamiliar, worn down to something flat. “Small contusion. Possible tiny bleed. No skull fracture. No cervical fracture. He’s responsive when they wake him. Confused. They’re doing neuro checks.”
Nobody moved. The words passed through the room like weather. Kenny’s face went completely white.
“Bleed?” he said.
Shane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s.
“Possible tiny bleed.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“Kenny,” Coach said quietly.
“No, I know, I’m not…” Kenny dragged both hands through his hair and stopped halfway like he didn’t know what to do with them. “I’m not making it worse. I’m not. I just… fuck.”
G stepped forward, eyes fixed on Ilya.
“Can he talk?”
“Sometimes.”
“Does he know where he is?”
“Sometimes.”
Noah’s mouth tightened.
“Does he know us?”
“He knew me. He knew my parents.” Shane swallowed. “He asked about the game. He asked if I fought Markham. He asked about the guest list.”
Kenny made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost pain.
“Of course he did,” he whispered. “Of course that asshole gets his brain knocked around and starts worrying about paperwork.”
“He also told my dad the suit was secret,” Shane said, and he didn’t mean to say it. It just slipped out, a scrap of absurd tenderness from the wreckage.
David looked down into his coffee. Yuna pressed her fingers to her mouth. Coach blinked once, hard. Kenny’s eyes filled immediately.
“Oh, fuck off,” he said, but it came out broken. “He can’t do that. He can’t be funny in a neck brace. That’s cruel.”
G reached out and shoved Kenny’s shoulder, but there was no force in it.
“Shut up.”
“I am shutting up.”
“You are not.”
“I am emotionally shutting up.”
Noah moved closer to the bed, slowly. His gaze went over the brace, the IV, the monitor, the dried blood they hadn’t fully cleaned from Ilya’s hairline.
“He hates hospitals,” Noah said.
Shane looked at him. Noah’s throat moved. 
“He acts like he doesn’t. But he does.”
“I know.”
“He’ll be pissed we saw him like this.”
“I know.”
“Good.” Noah nodded once, as if this was a logistical note. “Then we won’t be weird.”
Kenny let out a wet little laugh. 
“Too late for you.”
Noah ignored him, eyes still on Ilya. 
“We can be normal.”
Coach looked at all of them with a pained expression. Instead he came farther into the room and stood beside Shane’s chair.
“Can he have visitors?”
“One or two at a time, briefly,” David said before Shane could answer. His voice was calm, father-calm, but softer than he would have used with strangers. “Not while he’s sleeping unless the nurse okays it. He needs low stimulation.”
Kenny nodded too quickly. 
“Low stimulation. I can be low stimulation.”
G snorted once. Kenny turned on him, wounded. 
“I can.”
“You are a human fire alarm.”
“I am capable of growth.”
“No,” Noah said.
Coach lifted a hand. 
“Enough.”
The room went quiet again. Ilya slept through it, but his brow tightened faintly, as if even unconscious he objected to the volume of the conversation. Shane noticed instantly and leaned closer.
“Hey,” he murmured. “You’re okay. It’s just the idiots.”
Ilya didn’t open his eyes but the line between his brows eased. Kenny saw it. His mouth trembled.
“He heard you.”
“Maybe,” Shane said.
“He did.”
Shane looked at him then, and Kenny looked so desperate for that to be true that Shane couldn’t take it away.
“Yeah,” Shane said softly. “Maybe he did.”
Kenny nodded. Then nodded again, too many times, and turned slightly away. Yuna stood.
“Kenny,” she said gently.
That was all it took, apparently. Kenny made a strangled sound and covered his face with one hand.
“Oh my God,” he said through it. “No, don’t mom-voice me. I’m serious. I’ll lose it.”
Yuna crossed the room anyway and touched his arm. He lasted maybe two seconds before he bent forward, not fully sobbing, but close enough that G’s hand came up to the back of his neck and stayed there.
“I’m sorry,” Kenny said. “I’m sorry. I know Shane is right here. I know this isn’t about me. I’m sorry.”
Shane stared at him, stunned by the apology.
“Kenny.”
“I just…” Kenny wiped his face aggressively with both hands. “He gave that stupid speech, you know? He stood there and said if anyone cried because he was back, he’d request a trade, and I didn’t cry. I was very brave.”
G closed his eyes. Kenny pointed at him without looking. 
“I was.”
“You were,” G said, voice rough.
“And then he scored, and he was being such a dick, and I thought, okay, he’s back, he’s still sad but he’s back, and then…” Kenny stopped. His face twisted. “He didn’t move, Shane.”
Shane looked down.
“I know.”
“He always moves.”
“I know.”
“He gets hit and he gets up pissed. Or he lies there for like, three seconds to be dramatic and then says something horrible. He doesn’t just…” Kenny’s voice broke. “He doesn’t just lie there.”
Shane’s chest went tight enough that breathing hurt. For a moment, none of them said anything. The monitor filled the silence. G moved to the side of the bed. He did not touch Ilya, though Shane saw the way his hand hovered once near the blanket and then curled back into a fist at his side.
“He told me last week I was passing like a depressed accountant,” G said.
Shane blinked. Kenny gave a watery laugh. Noah’s mouth twitched despite everything. G kept looking at Ilya. 
“I told him I didn’t know accountants had a passing style. He said, ‘Of course you don’t, that is why you are bad.’”
A tiny, impossible smile pulled at Shane’s mouth.
“That sounds like him.”
“He watched extra film with me after.” G’s voice stayed low. “Didn’t say it was because I asked. Pretended he was there because he didn’t trust me not to disgrace sport. Stayed two hours.”
Shane swallowed hard. G’s jaw flexed.
“He takes care of us,” he said.
Coach looked away. Kenny nodded hard. 
“Yeah. Like, he acts like he’s above human tenderness, but he’s the first one to notice when someone’s off. Remember when Bellsy’s kid was sick and he just left a pharmacy bag in his stall? Didn’t say anything. Just fucking cough syrup and a thermometer and some Russian candy that looked illegal.”
Noah said, 
“He drove me home after his panic attack.”
Shane looked at Noah. Noah nodded once. 
“Last year. Road trip. I couldn’t get on the bus after that game in Tampa. Ilya stayed with me behind the arena until I could breathe. Told everyone I had food poisoning so nobody would ask questions.”
Kenny sniffed. 
“He told me I was allowed to be ugly when my dog died.”
G’s eyebrows lifted. Kenny glared. 
“Emotionally ugly.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You thought about it.”
“I did.”
Kenny wiped his face again. 
“He came over with soup. Bad soup.”
“It was probably good soup,” Shane said quietly.
“No, it was weird as fuck. But he brought it in this huge container and told me I needed salt. Then he sat on my floor and pretended to watch hockey while I cried into my dead dog’s blanket. And he said if I told anyone he was nice, he’d tell the media I had toe fungus.”
Yuna made a small sound that might have been laughter through tears. Shane looked at Ilya’s face. His terrifying, tender, vicious Ilya. Of course he had loved them like that. With pharmacy bags and bad soup and lies that preserved dignity. With extra film. With rides home. With threats used as blankets because he did not know how else to keep warmth from being embarrassing.
Coach cleared his throat.
“He’s a pain in my ass,” he said.
Everyone looked at him. Coach stared at Ilya with a hard expression.
“A constant one. Mouthy. Expensive. Makes my blood pressure dangerous. Thinks systems are suggestions if he has a better idea, and too often he does, which is irritating.”
Kenny whispered, 
“This is beautiful about him.”
Coach ignored him.
“But he knows the room. Always has. Knows when a rookie is pretending not to be scared. Knows when a guy is playing hurt. Knows when someone needs to be pushed and when someone needs to be left the hell alone.” His jaw tightened. “He leads like a bastard, but he leads.”
Shane’s eyes burned again. Coach looked at him.
“And those boys in that room love him.”
Shane looked at the three players standing in front of him. Kenny, red-eyed and trying not to sniff too loudly. G, bruised and silent and furious. Noah, controlled enough that his fear had sharpened into something almost elegant.
“I know,” Shane said.
“No,” Coach said. “You know he’s loved. You don’t know what it looked like after they took him off.”
The room went still.bShane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s. Coach’s voice stayed low.
“They wanted blood.”
Shane looked up slowly.
“Markham?”
“Not now.”
“Where is he?”
“Not here,” Coach pressed, and the edge in his voice made it very clear that was the only answer Shane was getting in this room. G glanced away. Shane saw the knuckles again.
“You fought him.”
G’s expression did not change. Shane stared at him. 
“G.”
“He was smiling,” G said.
The words hit the room like a dropped blade. Yuna went very still. David’s face hardened. Kenny’s eyes flashed wet and furious. 
“Don’t.”
G looked at Shane anyway.
“He was standing there, and Ilya wasn’t moving, and he had this look on his face like he was still trying to pretend it was part of the game, but he was.” G stopped. His jaw worked. “He was smiling.”
Shane felt something inside him go cold and clean. Noah stepped in before he could speak.
“He’s gone. Match penalty. League review. We have the audio from at least one mic, and two guys heard what he said before the hit.”
Shane’s vision narrowed.
“What did he say?”
“No,” Coach said immediately.
Shane looked at him.
“What did he say?”
“Not now.”
“Tell me.”
“No.”
“He hit my fiancé headfirst into the boards and he might have a bleed in his brain. Tell me what he said.”
Coach’s face did not move.
“No.”
The refusal landed harder because it came from someone who had never treated Shane like fragile glass. Shane stood. Yuna said his name softly. He barely heard her. Coach stepped closer, lowering his voice.
“You want a target because the room is full of fear and you can’t punch a CT scan. I get it. I do. But I am not putting those words in your head while he’s lying there, because he asked you not to fight Markham and you promised him.”
Shane’s breath came hard through his nose. Coach held his gaze.
“Didn’t you?”
Shane’s jaw shook.
“Yes.”
“Then keep it.”
For several seconds, Shane hated him. The anger did not leave. It simply had nowhere to go. Noah’s voice softened slightly. 
“We’ll handle the league.”
Shane laughed once, humorless.
“The league.”
“I know.”
“They’ll suspend him for a few games and call it unfortunate.”
“No,” Coach said.
Everyone looked at him. Coach’s face was frightening now.
“No, they won’t.”
Kenny nodded, wiping at his nose. 
“We’re not letting it go.”
G said, 
“None of us.”
Shane looked at them again, and for the first time since they’d arrived, he understood that they had not come only because they were scared. They had come because Ilya was theirs too. Not the way he was Shane’s. Not the same shape. Not the same vow. Not the same bed, the same ring, the same future that had nearly vanished into the boards. Their alternate. Their impossible, vicious, protective, mother-hen teammate. The man who took care of them and pretended he didn’t. The man they would follow into a fight and follow out of one if he told them to be smarter. The man now lying silent while every one of them stood around helpless with their hands full of love they did not know where to put.
Shane’s throat tightened.
“He’ll hate this,” he said.
Kenny nodded. \
“Oh, violently.”
“He’ll say you’re all being dramatic.”
“He would be right,” Noah said.
“He’ll say you cried.”
Kenny pointed at Ilya. 
“He has to wake up properly to accuse me.”
Shane’s mouth trembled.
“He will.”
Nobody spoke for a second. Then G said, solidly, 
“Yeah.”
Kenny sniffed.
 “Obviously.”
Noah nodded once. 
“He has to. I owe him money.”
Shane looked over. Noah shrugged. 
“Long story.”
Coach rubbed a hand over his face. \
I do not want to know.”
A soft sound came from the bed. Everyone froze. Shane turned instantly. Ilya’s eyelids moved. The whole room seemed to hold its breath.
“Illy?” Shane said softly.
Ilya’s eyes opened with effort, unfocused at first, then narrowing as the room slowly became recognizable around him. His gaze found Shane, stayed there, then slid past him to the gathered bodies. His face changed. Confusion. Irritation. Something like alarm.
“Why…” His voice rasped. Shane immediately reached for the water the nurse had left, but Ilya made the smallest displeased sound and tried to continue. “Why are there so many ugly men in my room?”
Kenny burst into tears, not even quietly. A full, betrayed sob got out of him, so loud that he immediately tried to turn into a cough and failed.
“Oh my God,” Ilya whispered, eyes closing briefly like this was the true medical crisis. “Too loud.”
“Kenny,” G hissed.
“I’m sorry,” Kenny choked. “He insulted us. He’s alive.”
“I was alive before insult,” Ilya murmured.
Shane bent close, tears in his own eyes. 
“Hey. You’re in the hospital. You got hit. The second scan was stable. You’re okay right now.”
Ilya blinked slowly, absorbing maybe half of that.
“Stable,” he repeated.
“Yes.”
“Brain?”
“They’re watching it.”
Ilya looked unhappy about that. His gaze drifted to Coach.
“Did we win?”
Coach leaned in slightly, expression hard and tender all at once.
“Game’s not your problem.”
Ilya stared at him through the fog.
“That means no.”
Kenny made another broken sound. Coach’s mouth twitched despite himself. 
“It means shut up, Rozanov.”
Ilya’s gaze moved to G’s swollen jaw. His eyes sharpened.
“What happened?”
G glanced at Coach. Ilya noticed. Even concussed, he noticed.
“G.”
“Nothing.”
“You lie badly.”
G’s throat moved.
“You got hit. Things happened.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed.
“You fought.”
G said nothing. Ilya looked at Shane. Shane looked back.
“You promised,” Ilya whispered.
“I didn’t fight him.”
Ilya searched his face.
“Good.”
His eyes moved back to G.
“You did?”
G’s face tightened.
“Some.”
Ilya sighed, exhausted and pained and somehow still exasperated enough to sound like himself.
“Idiot.”
G’s mouth twisted.
“Yeah.”
“Did you win?”
G looked at Coach again. Coach muttered, 
“For God’s sake.”
G said, 
“Yes.”
Ilya’s eyelids lowered.
“Good.”
Shane nearly laughed and cried at the same time. The nurse came in then, drawn by the voices or the monitor. She took one look at the number of hockey players and raised her eyebrows.
“Too many,” she said.
Ilya, eyes still closed, whispered, 
“Thank you.”
Kenny laughed through tears. The nurse pointed toward the door. 
“Two minutes, then most of you out. He needs quiet.”
“Please,” Ilya rasped.
Kenny clutched his chest. 
“You wound me.”
“Later,” Ilya whispered.
Kenny’s face crumpled again because later existed. Later was suddenly the most beautiful word in the world. He stepped closer, carefully, stopping at the foot of the bed like he was afraid to get too near.
“You scared us,” he said, voice very small.
Ilya did not open his eyes.
“Good.”
“No. Not good.”
“Builds character.”
“I have enough character.”
“No.”
Kenny laughed wetly. G stepped closer next, one hand resting briefly on the bed rail.
“You need anything?”
Ilya’s eyes opened a slit.
“New head.”
“Besides that.”
“Less Kenny.”
“Working on it.”
Kenny whispered, 
“Wow.”
Noah came forward last. He didn’t say much. Just looked at Ilya and nodded once. Ilya looked back at him. Whatever passed between them was quiet and private and very hockey.
“We’ve got the room.”
Ilya blinked. The words seemed to matter. The team. The locker room. His boys. The ones he took care of. The ones standing there now, taking care of him badly and too loudly and with all their terrified hearts.
Ilya’s mouth moved.
“Good,” he whispered.
His eyes closed again. The nurse herded them gently but firmly toward the hallway. Kenny resisted for half a second, then Yuna touched his arm and he went. G gave Shane’s shoulder a squeeze on the way out, hard enough to mean something. Noah nodded once to David. Coach stayed last. He looked at them.
“You need anything, you call me.”
Shane nodded.
“I mean anything.”
“I know.”
Coach’s jaw worked.
“He’s ours too,” he said.
Shane’s eyes burned.
“I know.”
Coach nodded once and then he left the room. The door closed softly behind him. The room settled. Dim lights. Monitors. Yuna and David quiet near the wall. Ilya’s breathing, uneven but steady. Shane’s hand still wrapped around his. A few seconds passed.
Ilya, without opening his eyes, whispered, 
“They cried?”
Shane looked down at him. His heart hurt so much it felt endless.
“Yeah,” he said softly. “They cried.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly.
“Trade them.”
Shane laughed, wiping his face with his free hand.
“They love you.”
Ilya was quiet for so long Shane thought he’d fallen asleep.
“I know.”
And that, from Ilya, meant everything.
The final results came just after three in the morning. By then the hospital had gone into that strange overnight quiet that was not really quiet at all, only quieter than fear at full volume. Machines still beeped. Carts still rolled somewhere beyond the door. Nurses still moved in and out with soft shoes and practiced voices. Every hour, sometimes more, someone came in to wake Ilya and ask him his name, where he was, what year it was, whether he could follow a finger, squeeze a hand, wiggle his toes, tell them if his headache had changed.
Ilya hated every second of it. That was one of the things keeping Shane alive. Ilya’s exhausted squint. The hoarse, offended answers. The faint crease between his brows when the penlight came out, like light had personally betrayed him. The way he managed, even half-conscious and braced and nauseated, to make the nurse laugh once by muttering, 
“Still Ilya. Still hospital. Still offended.”
He was still in there. Angry. Hurt. Foggy. Terrified when he woke too fast and forgot where he was, but there. Shane sat beside him the entire time, one hand around Ilya’s, the other on the edge of the bed like he needed something solid to keep from drifting out of his own body. Yuna had gone to get tea and failed to drink it. David had stepped out twice to talk quietly with the doctor, returning each time with his face composed enough to make Shane want to tear it apart for answers.
The team had been sent home. Kenny had nearly staged a quiet emotional sit-in until Coach physically pointed him toward the elevator and said, “You are not helping.” G had promised to keep his phone on. Noah had promised updates would go through Coach so Shane didn’t have to answer everyone. Coach had looked at Shane one more time before leaving and said, “He wakes up properly, you tell him he still owes me a full shift without being a medical disaster.”
Ilya had slept through that.
Later, Dr. Melby came in with the official follow-up read and the whole room changed before she even spoke.
Shane stood. His body did it automatically, one hand still holding Ilya’s. Yuna stood too. David looked at the doctor’s face, and something in his shoulders eased before Shane understood why. Dr. Melby gave him the answer quickly. 
“The repeat imaging remains stable,” she said. “There is no progression. No new bleeding. No swelling. Neurosurgery has reviewed both scans. At this point, they do not feel surgical intervention is needed, and they’re comfortable continuing observation.”
Shane stared at her. For a second, words refused to become meaning. No progression. No new bleeding. No swelling. No surgery. David breathed out softly beside him. Yuna covered her mouth with both hands. Shane’s grip on Ilya’s hand tightened. 
“He’s okay?”
Dr. Melby’s expression softened, but she did not overpromise. Shane appreciated and hated that.
“He has a significant concussion,” she said. “A very significant one. The contusion is small and stable, but it’s still a brain injury. He’ll need strict rest, no screens for now, no exertion, no driving, no hockey, no alcohol, careful monitoring, and follow-up. You’ll watch for worsening headache, repeated vomiting, confusion, trouble waking him, weakness, seizure activity, changes in speech, vision changes, anything that feels different from his current baseline.”
Every warning landed, but this time it did not open the floor beneath him. It only became a list. A terrible list, but a list inside a world where Ilya was staying.
“Can he go home?” Shane asked.
“Not tonight. We’ll keep him under observation through the morning. If his neurological checks remain stable, pain and nausea are controlled, and there are no changes, he can likely go home tomorrow.”
Tomorrow. Home. The word went through Shane like sunlight.
“He can go home tomorrow,” Shane repeated.
“Likely, yes.”
Ilya’s eyes opened slightly. Everyone turned. He looked annoyed to find the conversation happening without his permission.
“Home?” he rasped.
Shane leaned over him immediately. 
“Maybe tomorrow.”
Ilya blinked slowly.
“Dog.”
“Yes. Lucky’s at home.”
“Tell him.”
“I will.”
“Not dead.”
Shane’s face twisted. Yuna made a small, wounded sound near the wall. Ilya’s eyes moved vaguely toward her.
“Sorry.”
“No,” Yuna said quickly, voice thick. “Don’t be sorry, sweetheart.”
Ilya looked back at Shane, his gaze still unfocused at the edges, but calmer now. 
“You tell dog I am not dead.”
Shane let out a breath that shook so badly it was almost a laugh.
“I’ll tell him.”
“Good.”
His eyes closed again, like that was the only update that mattered. Dr. Melby went over instructions with them for another few minutes. David listened with the full focus of a concerned father. Yuna asked practical questions in a voice that trembled slightly. Shane tried to absorb everything and knew he would need David to repeat it later because all he could really hear was: home tomorrow, home tomorrow, home tomorrow.
When the doctor left, the room seemed to exhale. Something loosened. Yuna came to Shane and put both hands on his face again, as she had earlier, and this time he did not fold into her. She kissed his forehead instead, just once, her thumb brushing beneath his eye.
“He’s staying,” she whispered.
Shane nodded. David came to his other side and squeezed his shoulder.
“I’m going to take your mother home for a couple hours,” he said quietly. “She’ll fight me, but she needs rest, and so do you.”
Yuna immediately looked offended. 
“I am standing right here, David.”
“Yes,” David said gently. “And I love you standing right here. But you are swaying.”
“I am not.”
“You are.”
Shane almost smiled. Yuna looked at Ilya, then at Shane. 
“Are you sure?”
“I’m staying.”
“That was not my question.”
“I’m sure.”
She searched his face the way only mothers did, seeing too much and not enough.
“You call us if anything changes.”
“I will.”
“Anything.”
“I will.”
David’s hand stayed on Shane’s shoulder. “I mean it. Not if it becomes dramatic. If a nurse says something you don’t understand, if he wakes scared, if you feel like you’re about to come apart. Call.”
Shane swallowed.
“Okay.”
David’s eyes softened. 
“He’s stable.”
Shane nodded again.
“I know.”
David looked like he knew Shane did not fully believe safety yet, and maybe that was okay. Maybe belief would come later, after Ilya slept in their bed, after Lucky saw him, after the first morning at home without monitors.
Yuna kissed Ilya’s hair very carefully before leaving. He didn’t wake, but his mouth tightened a little, as if even asleep he recognized motherly affection.
“Rest,” she whispered to him.
When she and David left, the room became Shane and Ilya and the machines. For a while, Shane did nothing. He sat. He held Ilya’s hand. He watched the monitor.
The night outside the hospital window was dark blue-black, the glass reflecting back the dim room in ghost layers. Ilya’s face looked softer in the low light, bruised with exhaustion. The collar had finally been removed after imaging cleared his neck, though he still moved stiffly and hated everything to do with his shoulders. Without the brace, he looked less trapped but somehow more vulnerable, head turned slightly toward Shane on the pillow, curls flattened at one side, a clean strip of gauze near his hairline.
The nurse came in once more, checked him, asked a few questions when he roused enough to answer with irritated accuracy.
Name.
“Ilya.”
Where.
“Hospital.”
Year. He got it right this time, after a pause long enough to make Shane’s stomach drop and then recover.
Pain.
“Bad.”
Nausea.
“Less.”
Any numbness.
“No.”
The nurse smiled. 
“Good. Try to sleep.”
Ilya’s eyes shifted toward Shane.
“Still here?”
Shane bent closer. 
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
Then he was out again. The nurse left. The door clicked softly. Shane finally broke. It started small, with a tremor in his hand he couldn’t stop. Then one breath that didn’t catch right. Then another. His throat closed, his chest pulled tight, and suddenly every image he had been holding away from himself came back with cruel precision.
Ilya’s body hitting the boards. Ilya dropping wrong. Ilya not moving. His hand slipping from Shane’s outside the CT room. The doctor saying possible small bleed. Ilya waking in terror, thinking he was somewhere else.
I forgot. Then remembered.
Shane bowed over Ilya’s hand and pressed his mouth to his knuckles, trying to stay quiet because Ilya needed rest and Shane was supposed to be the calm one now. He was supposed to be useful. He was supposed to monitor symptoms, remember instructions, call the nurse if anything changed, text Coach in the morning, tell Lucky his other person was not dead.
His body didn’t care. A sob came up so hard he nearly choked on it. He pressed Ilya’s hand against his forehead and cried silently at first, then not silently enough, shoulders shaking, breath breaking apart around words he couldn’t quite say.
He had nearly lost him. Maybe the doctors would say it had always been controlled, always been monitored, always been stable after the second scan. Maybe David would later explain that the signs had been reassuring, that medicine was about caution, that small stable contusions could heal, that Shane’s fear had not been the same thing as prognosis.
But Shane had seen him not move. For a little while, in Shane’s body, Ilya had been gone. He couldn’t unfeel that.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered into Ilya’s hand, though he didn’t even know what he was apologizing for. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
The bed shifted. Shane froze.
“For what?”
Shane lifted his head so fast he almost stood. Ilya’s eyes were open, barely, dark and unfocused in the dim room. He looked exhausted beyond anything, face pale, mouth dry, bruising beginning to shadow at his temple and along his jaw but his eyes were open.
Shane wiped his face with the heel of one hand, uselessly. 
“Nothing.”
Ilya stared at him. Even concussed, even drugged, even with a brain injury serious enough that Shane’s soul almost left his body, Ilya managed to look unimpressed.
“Liar.”
Shane let out a broken laugh.
“I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“You are loud crier.”
“I was trying not to be.”
“Bad at it.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya blinked slowly, his gaze drifting for a second before finding him again.
“Come here.”
Shane shook his head immediately. 
“No, you need rest.”
Ilya’s brows pulled together. 
“Shane.”
“You’re hurt.”
“Not asking you to sit on head.”
A laugh came out of Shane before he could stop it, wet and awful. Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly, satisfied by the result.
“Come.”
The bed was narrow and full of wires, and Shane knew better than to climb into it properly, but he stood and leaned carefully over the rail, close enough for Ilya to see him without effort. Ilya lifted his hand maybe half an inch, then winced and let it fall.
Shane caught it immediately.
“Don’t move too much.”
“Bossy.”
“You have a massive concussion.”
“I know.”
“You scared me.”
Ilya’s expression changed. The faint humor faded, leaving something rawer underneath.
“I know,” he whispered.
That undid Shane more than any joke could have. He lowered his forehead to the edge of the mattress, still holding Ilya’s hand.
“I saw you hit,” he said, voice muffled and breaking. “I saw you go into the boards. I saw you drop, and you didn’t move. You weren’t moving, Illy. You always move.”
Ilya was quiet. Shane kept going because it had finally started and he could not stop it now.
“And then they said bleed, and I know it was tiny, I know it was stable, I know everyone kept saying reassuring, but it was your head. It was your brain, and you weren’t waking up right, and you looked at me like you didn’t know where you were, and I…” His breath caught. “I thought I was going to lose you.”
Ilya’s fingers tightened around his.
“Shanebug.”
The old nickname came out rough and soft and strange in his injured voice, and Shane’s entire face crumpled.
“Oh, don’t.”
“Shanebug,” Ilya whispered again, because he was cruel and tender and always seemed to know what Shane needed.
Shane squeezed his eyes shut.
“I’m okay.”
“You’re not okay.”
“No,” Ilya admitted after a small pause. “But I am here.”
Shane shook his head, tears dropping onto the sheet.
“I know.”
“No.” Ilya sounded exhausted, but there was a firmness under it, faint but familiar. “Listen. I am here.”
Shane forced himself to lift his head. Ilya was watching him with effort, eyes heavy-lidded but intent.
“I am here,” he repeated.
Shane swallowed hard.
“You have to stop saying things like that while you look like you got hit by a truck.”
“Was man, not truck.”
“Not funny.”
“Little funny.”
“No.”
Ilya’s thumb moved slowly over Shane’s fingers. The motion seemed to cost him, but he did it anyway.
“I was scared too,” he whispered.
Shane went still. Ilya’s mouth tightened, not with pain this time. With memory.
“Woke up, did not know. Thought maybe…” His eyes drifted away, then back. “Thought maybe Russia.”
Shane’s heart cracked again.
“I know.”
“You told me no.”
“Yeah.”
“That was good.”
Shane made a sound low in his throat. Ilya looked at him with something impossibly gentle.
“You did good.”
Shane shook his head.
“I didn’t do anything.”
“You stayed.”
“That’s not…”
“Yes.” Ilya’s voice sharpened just enough to cut him off. Then he winced at his own volume and closed his eyes briefly. “Ouch. Don’t argue with injured man.”
A shaky laugh escaped Shane. Ilya opened his eyes again.
“You stayed,” he said more quietly. “When I was scared. When I did not know. You stayed.”
Shane bent over his hand again and kissed it.
“I’m always going to.”
“I know.”
“You keep saying that.”
“Because true.”
Shane cried harder then. Tenderness took his knees. Ilya watched him, visibly fighting sleep.
“You look terrible,” he murmured.
Shane laughed, wiping his cheek with his shoulder because he refused to let go of Ilya’s hand.
“You had blood in your hair.”
“Still prettier.”
“Yeah,” Shane whispered, broken and fond. “Still prettier.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched.
“Come closer.”
“I am close.”
“No. Forehead.”
Shane understood after a second. He leaned in, careful, and lowered his forehead to Ilya’s shoulder, not putting weight on him, just touching. Ilya could not lift his arm properly, but his fingers found Shane’s hair near his temple, clumsy and light. It was a poor imitation of the comfort Shane had given him so many times and yet somehow more devastating for that.
Ilya stroked once.
“Shhh,” he whispered.
Shane broke open completely. Ilya was the one in the hospital bed. Ilya was the one with the brain injury, the concussion, the contusion, the night of neuro checks ahead. Ilya was the one who had woken terrified and nauseated and confused. And still, somehow, his instinct was to comfort Shane.
His Shanebug.
“Don’t,” Shane whispered. “You don’t have to take care of me right now.”
Ilya’s fingers slid through his hair again, weak and stubborn.
“I want.”
“Illy.”
“Let me.”
Shane did.He let himself cry quietly against Ilya’s shoulder while Ilya touched his hair with the little strength he had, every stroke uneven and slow. The monitor beeped steadily beside them. In the hallway, someone laughed softly at a nurses’ station. The world continued with insulting normalcy, and inside this room Shane let the fear finally move through him instead of holding it like a live wire in his chest.
After a while, Ilya whispered,
 “You promised not to fight.”
“I know.”
“You kept?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Shane lifted his head, wiping his face again. 
“G did, though.”
Ilya’s eyes opened a little more.
“Idiot.”
“That’s what you said.”
“Good.”
“He said Markham was smiling.”
Something moved through Ilya’s face. Shane’s stomach twisted. 
“Do you remember?”
“Some.” Ilya blinked slowly. “He said things.”
Shane’s jaw tightened.
“Don’t, Hollander.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“You were about to with face.”
Shane looked down. Ilya’s thumb dragged faintly over his knuckle.
“Later,” Ilya whispered.
Shane looked at him.
“Later?”
“When I can yell better.”
Despite everything, Shane laughed. Ilya’s eyes softened.
“There,” he murmured. “Better.”
“You’re unbelievable.”
“Yes.”
“I love you so much I don’t know what to do with it.”
For a moment, Ilya didn’t answer. His face changed in the dim light, pain and exhaustion and tenderness all blurring together until he looked very young and very old and completely himself.
“Keep it,” he whispered.
Shane’s breath caught.
“What?”
“Love.” Ilya’s eyes were closing now. “Keep it. Give me later.”
Shane’s throat closed.
“Okay.”
“Lots later.”
“Yeah.”
“Home tomorrow?”
“Probably.”
“Dog.”
“I’ll tell him.”
“Tell him I fought truck.”
“Man, not truck.”
“Truck sounds better.”
“Okay. I’ll tell him you fought a truck.”
“And won.”
Shane huffed a wet laugh. 
“Sure.”
Ilya’s fingers loosened in his hair, sliding down until Shane caught his hand again.
“Sleep?” Ilya whispered.
“You can sleep.”
“You too.”
“I’ll try.”
“No screens,” Ilya murmured, and Shane stared at him.
“What?”
“Doctor said. No screens.” His mouth barely curved. “You too. Internet is bad influence.”
Shane laughed softly.
“I think she meant you.”
“I mean you.”
“Okay. No screens.”
“Good fiancé.”
Shane bowed his head over their hands.
“You still want to marry me?”
Ilya’s eyes opened just enough to glare.
“Brain injured, not stupid.”
That one got a real laugh out of Shane, quiet but real. Ilya looked pleased for about half a second before sleep dragged at him again.
“Shanebug.”
“Yeah?”
“If I forget…” His brow creased faintly, the words harder to find. “Tell me again.”
Shane went still.
“Tell you what?”
“Stable. Home. You here.” A pause. “Alina too. I forget, then remember. Bad.”
Shane’s heart shattered very quietly.
“I’ll tell you,” he promised.
“Gentle.”
“Always.”
“Not sad face.”
“I’ll try.”
“You are bad at that.”
“I know.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched one last time before sleep took him. Shane stayed leaning close for a while, still holding his hand, tears drying on his face, breath slowly becoming something survivable. He could feel the exhaustion under the fear now, heavy and total. His body hurt from the game he had abandoned, from the adrenaline, from sitting in one position too long, from loving someone through an emergency and discovering that love did not make him better immediately. It only made him unable to leave.
The nurse came in half an hour later for another check. Shane woke Ilya gently.
“Illy,” he whispered. “Neuro check.”
Ilya groaned.
“Divorce.”
“Not married yet.”
“Pre-divorce.”
The nurse smiled.
Name.
“Ilya.”
Place.
“Hospital.”
Pain.
“Still stupid.”
Nausea.
“Less stupid.”
Could he squeeze Shane’s hand?
He did. Weakly. The nurse nodded, pleased. 
“Good. Very good.”
Ilya’s eyes were already closing again.
“Tell dog,” he mumbled.
“I will.”
“Truck.”
“You fought a truck.”
“Won.”
“You won.”
Ilya slept again with a faint, satisfied crease to his mouth. Shane sat back down and kept holding his hand, but this time, when the monitor beeped, it did not sound like the only thing keeping the world together.
It sounded like Ilya. Here. Alive. Stable. Going home tomorrow, if the morning was kind. Shane bent and kissed his knuckles.
“I’ll keep it,” he whispered into the dim room, because Ilya had asked him to. “All of it. I’ll keep it for later.”
For the first time all night, when Shane cried again, it was softer. He was still afraid but Ilya’s hand was warm in his, and every hour, when the nurse woke him, he still came back to his Shanebug.
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  They brought Ilya home just after noon. The scans stayed stable. Ilya kept answering his name with increasing irritation. He could follow the doctor’s finger with his eyes, even if he looked personally offended by the concept of penlight. He could squeeze Shane’s hand, wiggle his toes, complain about the food, threaten divorce, and ask three separate medical professionals whether they were aware his dog had not yet received confirmation that he was alive.
They let him go with instructions. Shane carried them in a folder clutched under one arm like scripture. David had another copy and had read through it like a man preparing to defend a dissertation. Yuna had listened to everything, asked practical questions, and then immediately gone home ahead of them to “make things easier,” which Shane knew meant she was probably rearranging their apartment into a recovery sanctuary while pretending not to mother them too hard.
Ilya sat in the passenger seat on the ride home with sunglasses on and a hoodie pulled up over his hair..
“Stop looking at me,” he muttered.
Shane looked back at the road instantly.
“I wasn’t.”
“You were.”
“I was checking if you were nauseous.”
“I am nauseous from being checked.”
“Okay.”
“And from your driving.”
“My driving is very safe.”
“Yes. That is problem. Car feels like apology to the road.”
Shane almost smiled. Ilya saw it anyway.
“Better,” he said, closing his eyes behind the sunglasses.
“What?”
“You almost smiled.”
Shane’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel.
“I’m not allowed to smile?”
“You look less dead when you do, Hollander.”
Shane looked at him for half a second before forcing his eyes back to the road.
“I’m working on it.”
“I know.”
The phrase should have hurt after the hospital, after too many people saying it while Ilya lay still. But from Ilya, rough and tired and alive in the passenger seat, it was different.
At home, Lucky lost his entire mind. Yuna had clearly tried. There were baby gates in the hallway now, pillows stacked on the couch, curtains drawn halfway against the afternoon light, a small tray on the coffee table with water, medication, crackers, ginger tea, and a note in Yuna’s handwriting that said Call me if you need anything.
Lucky did not care about precautions. He cared that the door opened and Ilya was there. The dog launched himself forward with a sound that was half bark, half sob, and Shane caught his collar with both hands just before eighty pounds of emotional husky could become a secondary head injury.
“Easy,” Shane said, bracing himself. “Lucky, easy. Hey. Hey. Easy.”
Lucky whined like he was being murdered. Ilya stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame, pale and unsteady in a way that made Shane’s whole body go tight again. His sunglasses hid his eyes. The cut near his hairline had been cleaned and covered, but bruising had started spreading along his temple in dark, ugly shadows. Without hospital lighting, he looked less dramatic and worse somehow. 
Lucky strained toward him. Ilya’s mouth trembled.
“Wolf,” he said softly.
Lucky made another terrible sound.
“You cannot kill me with love,” Ilya told him. “Very embarrassing way to die after surviving truck.”
“Man,” Shane said automatically.
“Truck.”
Lucky whined harder. Shane crouched, still holding him. 
“Gentle. You have to be gentle.”
Lucky did not look like he understood the legal meaning of gentle, but he seemed to understand Shane’s voice, or maybe he understood the way Ilya stood too carefully. He stopped lunging and began vibrating instead, tail sweeping the floor, entire body shaking with effort. Ilya slowly, painfully crouched.
Shane immediately said, 
“No.”
“I am greeting my dog.”
“You can greet him standing.”
“He is not border official.”
“Ilya.”
“Shane.”
Lucky crawled forward on his belly. Ilya’s face changed completely.
“Oh,” he whispered.
Lucky inched closer, whining under his breath, and pressed his head gently against Ilya’s knee. Ilya put one hand on his fur. For a second, nothing moved, then Ilya bowed over him as much as his head allowed and pressed his face into the thick fur between Lucky’s ears.
“See?” he murmured. “Not dead.”
Shane turned away because if he watched too directly, he would start crying in the hallway, and he had already done enough crying to last a lifetime. Lucky licked Ilya’s wrist, then his sleeve, then attempted his chin. Ilya made a quiet, pained laugh.
“Careful. My brain is damaged. Must respect.”
Lucky sneezed from sheer happiness.
“Yes, exactly.”
The first hour home was logistics. Too many logistics for someone who could not look at a screen, bend down, move too fast, listen to loud noises, tolerate bright light, or argue properly without making himself dizzy.
Shane helped him out of his shoes. Ilya hated that. Shane helped him change into soft sweatpants and a loose shirt. Ilya hated that less, because standing too long made his face go gray around the mouth and he had to grip Shane’s forearm until the room stopped tilting. Shane helped him brush his teeth. Ilya hated that most of all.
“I am not child,” he said around the toothbrush, glaring at Shane in the bathroom mirror.
“I know.”
“You look like you don’t know.”
“You swayed into the towel rack.”
“The towel rack was in way.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t okay me.”
“Okay.”
Ilya spat carefully, then closed his eyes and stood very still with both hands on the sink. The joke drained out of the room. Shane stepped behind him, close but not touching until Ilya shifted back half an inch. Permission. Need. Both. Shane set his hands lightly on Ilya’s hips.
“You dizzy?”
“Yes,” Ilya said, annoyed and miserable.
“Nauseous?”
“A little.”
“Headache?”
“Shane.”
“I know. Sorry.”
Ilya opened his eyes in the mirror. Behind the sunglasses he had pushed up into his hair, his gaze looked exhausted, pupils equal but too sensitive to the bathroom light. Shane had replaced the bulbs with dimmer ones months ago because Ilya complained about “interrogation lighting,” and now even that seemed too much.
“I have headache,” Ilya said quietly. “I am dizzy. I am nauseous. I hate everything. If there is change, I tell you.”
Shane swallowed.
“I know.”
“You say this, but your hands are doing panic.”
Shane looked down. His fingers were tense against Ilya’s hips, gripping harder than he meant to. He loosened them immediately.
“Sorry.”
Ilya leaned back more fully, letting his weight come carefully against Shane’s chest.
“I am not saying sorry to make you remove hands.”
Shane’s breath left him.
“Okay.”
“Idiot.”
Shane closed his eyes and bent his head until his forehead rested lightly against Ilya’s shoulder.
“You scared me,” he whispered.
“I know.”
“I’m trying not to make that your problem.”
“I know.”
“Stop saying you know.”
“No.”
Ilya’s hand came over one of Shane’s at his waist. Unsteady, but there.
“I also scared me,” he said after a moment.
Shane opened his eyes. Ilya’s gaze had dropped to the sink.
“Not hit. I don’t remember enough. But at hospital. Waking. Not knowing. That scared me.”
Shane’s arms tightened carefully around him.
“I’m sorry.”
“Not your fault.”
“I know.”
“Now you say it.”
Shane let out a tired, broken little laugh. Ilya’s mouth curved faintly in the mirror, there and gone. Then he whispered, 
“Bed.”
Shane got him there. The bedroom had been transformed. Curtains drawn. Fresh sheets. Extra pillows. Water on both nightstands. Medications lined up with instructions. Crackers. A thermometer. The folded blanket Lucky liked best placed at the foot of the bed, presumably to encourage him to stay there instead of climbing onto Ilya’s skull.
Ilya stood in the doorway and stared.
“Yuna,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“Terrifying woman.”
“She loves you.”
Ilya looked at the tray, the pillows, the note taped to the lamp. His expression shifted, barely.
“I know.”
He slept for three hours. He woke twice with a pained sound, once because his headache spiked and once because he was nauseous enough that Shane helped him sit up slowly and held a basin he thankfully didn’t need. But he slept, and Shane sat beside him in the dim room with one hand resting lightly over Ilya’s wrist, counting breaths despite trying not to count breaths, feeling Lucky pressed against his shin on the floor like a quiet, furry warning system.
***
No screens. That was the first problem.  Not for Shane, who would happily have thrown every device in the apartment into the river if it meant Ilya healed faster.
For Ilya. Ilya Rozanov, world-class hockey player, professional menace, elite-level chirper, famously unable to sit still unless unconscious or seducing someone, had been given the medical lifestyle of an orphan.
No phone. No TV. No laptop. No reading, at least not more than a few minutes and not if it worsened symptoms. No exercise. No bright light. No alcohol. No driving. No sex, which the doctor had not said as bluntly but Shane had translated under “no exertion" and Ilya had called him a coward before falling asleep again.
By late afternoon, Ilya was awake enough to be bored and not well enough to do anything about it. This was a dangerous combination.
Shane noticed the first signs while bringing him soup. Ilya was lying propped up against three pillows, eyes closed, one arm over Lucky’s head because the dog had negotiated his way onto the bed under strict supervision. He looked miserable, but quieter than before.
Shane set the tray down.
“Food.”
“No.”
“You need to eat something.”
“I have eaten many things.”
“You had two crackers and half a banana.”
“Many things.”
“Soup.”
“From Yuna?”
“Yeah.”
“I accept.”
Shane helped him sit up enough to eat. Ilya took a few spoonfuls, paused then took more. Shane did not praise him, because Ilya had threatened earlier to “vomit on encouragement,” but he did relax slightly.
Ilya watched him through half-open eyes.
“You are doing face again.”
“What face?”
“Face like I am rare endangered bird.”
“You are kind of endangered.”
“I am common pest.”
“You are not common.”
Ilya considered this.
“Good.”
He ate another spoonful. Then, casually enough that Shane immediately became suspicious, he said, 
“We should choose song.”
Shane blinked.
“What song?”
“First dance.”
Shane stared at him.
“You have a concussion.”
“I am aware.”
“You’re supposed to be resting.”
“I am in bed. Resting.”
“You’re eating soup and trying to plan a wedding.”
“Multitasking.”
“No screens.”
“You  don’t have ears?”
Shane paused. Ilya lifted his brows faintly, pleased with himself.
“We can listen,” he continued. “Very low volume. No screen for me. You operate device because your brain is less damaged.”
“Ilya.”
“Shane.”
“You need rest.”
“I have rested. I will rest again. In middle, we choose first dance song.”
Shane looked at him. His face was pale. His eyes were heavy. He looked like ten minutes of conversation might cost him something, because it probably would. There was also something in his expression that Shane recognized. The same thing that had made him schedule cake tasting after Alina died.
Shane set the soup spoon down.
“Ten minutes.”
“Twenty.”
“Ten.”
“Fifteen.”
“Ten.”
Ilya sighed. 
“You are tyrant.”
“Yes.”
“Fine. Ten Canadian minutes, which are probably polite and slow.”
Shane smiled despite himself and reached for his phone. Ilya immediately closed his eyes like a martyr.
“No screen for me. I am model patient.”
“You are the worst patient in recorded history.”
“Incorrect. I am beautiful patient. Adds value.”
Shane sat beside him on the bed, keeping the phone brightness low and angled away. Lucky lifted his head, saw no food, and went back to guarding Ilya’s thigh.
“Any ideas?” Shane asked.
“No Rihanna.”
Shane hadn’t even opened the music app. He looked over. 
“Why is that your first rule?”
“Too sexy.”
“For a wedding dance?”
“For our wedding dance, yes. We will become public scandal again.”
Shane laughed. 
“Okay. No Rihanna.”
“Also not Beyoncé.”
“You don’t even know what I was going to suggest.”
“I know your face.”
“My face says Beyoncé?”
“Sometimes.”
“It does not.”
“It does.”
“What about Elvis?”
“No.”
“I didn’t say which Elvis song.”
“All Elvis.”
“All of him?”
“Yes.”
“That seems unfair.”
“He sounds like someone’s uncle trying to sing.”
Shane stared at him. Ilya’s mouth twitched.
“You are concussed and still insane.”
“Stable contusion, excellent taste.”
Shane tried classic songs first. Too old. Then newer slow songs. Too obvious. A beautiful piano cover. Too funeral. A romantic acoustic thing.
“Sounds like man apologizing to wall,” Ilya muttered.
A classic love song.
“No.”
“Why?”
“Too much wedding.”
“It is for a wedding.”
“Yes, but not like wedding from insurance commercial.”
Shane changed it. The next one lasted eleven seconds.
“No.”
“You didn’t even hear it.”
“I heard enough.”
“You’re being impossible.”
“I have brain injury. Be kind.”
“You’re weaponizing it.”
“Finally, benefit.”
Shane laughed softly, and the sound loosened something in the room. Ilya’s eyes stayed closed, but his face was less tight now, the small line between his brows easing as Shane kept the volume low and let one song after another drift through the dim bedroom.
None of them were right. Some were too polished. Some too dramatic. Some too cheerful in a way that felt dishonest after everything. Some too sad, which was worse. Shane kept thinking about the conservatory, though they hadn’t officially chosen it after scratching half the planning they didn’t like. Warm light, glass walls, winter or spring outside, people they loved gathered close enough that nobody felt lost in a crowd.
He thought about Ilya in cream. Cream, not white. He thought about Ilya’s hospital hand in his. The first dance could not be a performance. It couldn’t be too grand or too clever. It had to feel like one hand finding another in the dark, like breathing through fear, like desire and grief and home all caught in one low-burning pulse.
He scrolled, slowly then stopped. The title sat on the screen.
Shane looked at it for a second, something in his chest shifting before the song even started.
“What?” Ilya asked, eyes still closed.
“I’m trying one more.”
“If it is Ed Sheeran, I will die for real.”
“It’s not Ed Sheeran.”
“Good.”
Shane pressed play. The first notes came quiet through the speaker, low enough to be almost private. Soft, hazy, intimate in a way that didn’t ask for attention so much as made a room around itself. Ilya went still. Shane did not move. The song filled the bedroom gently, the sound small because of Ilya’s head, but somehow that made it better. It did not arrive dressed like a wedding song. It arrived like something overheard through a wall at night. Like a confession made badly because the feelings were too large to make clean. Like wanting someone so much that language blurred at the edges.
Ilya opened his eyes. Shane looked at him. Ilya’s face was unreadable at first, except for the way his mouth softened before the rest of him agreed to.
“What is this?” he whispered.
“‘Fallingforyou,’” Shane said. “The 1975.”
Ilya stared at him. Then at the room, though there was nothing to see but low light, blankets, Lucky’s ears, Shane’s phone face down on the bed.
“Oh,” Ilya said.
The song kept going, quiet and aching. Shane felt his throat tighten.
“Too much?” he asked.
Ilya didn’t answer right away. His eyes had gone shiny, not fully tears yet, but close.
“No,” he said finally.
Shane’s chest hurt.
“No?”
“No.” Ilya swallowed. “This is…”
He stopped. Words were hard. Maybe because of the concussion. Maybe because sometimes they were hard even when his brain was fine.
Shane waited.
“This is us before we were brave enough, Hollander” he whispered.
That was exactly it. Before. Rinks and hotels and not saying it. Wanting and denying. Looking too long. Fighting because it was safer than touching. The electric awful sweetness of falling for someone while pretending gravity had nothing to do with it.
Shane’s eyes burned.
“Yeah,” he said. “It is.”
Ilya looked down.
“Play again.”
“It’s still playing.”
“Then keep.”
Shane nodded and set the phone farther away, screen down, volume barely above a whisper. They listened until the room changed around it. Lucky sighed and settled his head more heavily across Ilya’s leg. Outside the apartment, traffic moved in soft, distant washes. The soup cooled on the tray. The world became smaller than the hospital had been, smaller than the rink, smaller than the boards, smaller than fear.
Just them. Just the song. Just Ilya looking at Shane like he had found something that hurt in the best way possible. When it ended, Shane reached to stop the next song from starting.
Ilya’s hand caught his wrist.
“Again.”
“You’re supposed to avoid too much stimulation.”
“I am stimulated emotionally. Doctor did not forbid.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s included.”
“Coward.”
Shane smiled. He played it again. This time, Ilya shifted. Bad idea, Shane knew immediately from the way he moved too quickly and then froze, eyes closing hard.
“Whoa,” Shane said, phone forgotten. “Hey. Don’t.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re dizzy.”
“Yes. Moment.”
Shane’s hand came to his shoulder, then hovered because he didn’t know whether touch would help or hurt. Ilya breathed through it, jaw tight, one hand gripping the blanket. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes.
“I want to dance.”
Shane stared at him.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Absolutely not.”
“I did not ask.”
“You have a brain contusion.”
“Small.”
“And a massive concussion.”
“Massive is rude.”
“You can barely stand.”
“I can stand if you hold me.”
That shut Shane up. Ilya looked at him steadily, or as steadily as he could with his eyes still too tired and too sensitive to light.
“I want to know,” he said.
“Know what?”
“How it feels.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“The first dance?”
“Yes.”
“Ilya.”
“Not big dance. Not spin. Not dramatic lift like you are in terrible movie.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Just stand. Hold. Move little.”
“You need rest.”
“I have had hospital. I have had fear. I have had men in my room crying like divorce choir. I have had soup.” His voice softened, rough and pleading under the sarcasm. “Shane. Please.”
That was unfair. Shane looked at him, pale and bruised and alive in their bed, asking for one impossible nice thing.
“Thirty seconds,” Shane said.
Ilya’s mouth softened.
“Sixty.”
“Thirty.”
“Forty-five.”
“You are negotiating with a traumatic brain injury.”
“I'm winning.”
Shane exhaled carefully, then stood. He moved the tray away, made sure the floor was clear, lowered the lights even more, checked Lucky’s position because the last thing they needed was a husky-related fall. Only then he turned back to Ilya.
“Slowly.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. 
“Yes, nurse.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
Shane helped him sit up first. That alone took time. Ilya hated needing the help, but he accepted it, one hand on Shane’s forearm, the other braced against the mattress. His face went gray again when his feet touched the floor. Shane immediately crouched in front of him, both hands on Ilya’s knees.
“Too much?”
Ilya breathed through his nose.
“No.”
“Don’t lie.”
“Some.”
“Ilya.”
“Wait.”
So they waited. The song kept playing, quiet and patient around them. Ilya sat on the edge of the bed with his head bowed, curls falling forward, one hand gripping Shane’s shoulder now. Shane stayed crouched between his knees, watching his breathing, watching his mouth, watching every small sign the hospital paperwork had told him to watch for.
After a minute, Ilya lifted his head.
“Better.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
“You feel nauseous?”
“I feel annoyed.”
“That’s your baseline.”
“Exactly. Stable.”
Shane almost laughed and helped him stand, carefully, slowly. One hand at Ilya’s waist, the other around his back, ready to take most of his weight if he needed to. Ilya rose with a quiet sound of pain he tried to hide and failed. His knees wavered slightly. Shane pulled him close immediately.
“Okay?”
Ilya’s forehead dropped against his shoulder.
“Yes.”
“You’re shaking.”
“Because you are handsome.”
“You are such a liar.”
“Medium liar.”
Shane wrapped both arms around him, careful not to press too hard. Ilya’s body felt too warm and too fragile against his, heavier than usual because he was letting Shane hold more of him. His cheek found Shane’s neck. His hands slid slowly, clumsily, around Shane’s waist.
They stood there at first. The song moved around them. Shane closed his eyes.
This was not how he had imagined trying a first dance. He had thought, maybe, later. In the living room, both of them healthy, Ilya making fun of his rhythm, Lucky barking at their feet, the wedding still a bright upcoming thing instead of a fragile idea held together by hospital discharge instructions and pain medication.
He had not imagined Ilya swaying in his arms because he could not do more. He had not imagined bruises. He had not imagined being afraid of the song being too loud.
But Ilya’s hands were on his back. Ilya’s breath was warm against his throat. Ilya was here.
Shane moved, a slow shift of weight. Nothing more. Ilya followed him. His grip tightened when dizziness hit, but Shane held him through it, slowing until the motion was almost imaginary.
“That okay?” Shane whispered.
Ilya nodded against him.
“Words,” Shane said softly.
“Yes. Okay.”
They swayed in the dim bedroom, the song low and dreamy, Lucky watching from the bed with grave suspicion. Ilya’s forehead slid from Shane’s shoulder to his cheek. Shane felt him breathe in, slow and shaky.
“This song,” Ilya whispered.
“Yeah?”
“It feels like when I wanted you and hated you for it.”
Shane let out a soft, broken laugh.
“That’s romantic.”
“It was terrible.”
“It was.”
“You were so good.” Ilya’s voice was faint, tired, but there was warmth under it. “Polite. Pretty. Engaged to beautiful woman. Looking at me like I was problem in your blood.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“You were.”
“I know.”
“I wanted you so badly I thought it would kill me.”
Ilya lifted his head slightly. Their faces were close now. In the low light, Ilya’s bruising looked like shadow, his eyes too dark and soft and exhausted.
“Did it?” Ilya asked.
“Kill me?”
“Yes.”
Shane’s hand moved carefully up his back.
“No.”
Ilya watched him.
“It made me honest.”
Something passed through Ilya’s face so quickly Shane almost missed it.
“Awful answer.”
“Yeah.”
“Good one.”
Shane’s eyes burned. They kept swaying. Thirty seconds became a minute. A minute became longer because neither of them said stop and neither of them could bear to let go yet. Ilya’s body slowly relaxed into Shane’s. Not fully, because pain kept catching him, because dizziness came in little waves, because his head throbbed and the world around the edges of his vision probably still pulsed with too much light but enough that Shane could feel him trust the hold, trusting the hold.
“I thought of this song before,” Ilya said.
Shane’s breath caught. 
“Yeah?”
“Long time ago.”
“When?”
Ilya was quiet for a moment.
“Road trip. Away game. You were sleeping on bus with stupid headphones. I was across aisle. I played it.” A pause. “Too loud maybe. To make myself suffer.”
Shane’s throat closed.
“I didn’t know.”
“Obviously. You were sleeping like innocent idiot.”
“Why this song?”
Ilya shrugged weakly, then winced because shrugging was a mistake. Shane’s hand tightened at his waist. 
“Careful.”
“I know.” He breathed once, then said, softer, “Because I was falling for you and pretending I was not. Very pathetic.”
Shane smiled through the ache in his chest.
“I was probably doing the same thing.”
“Yes, but less stylish.”
“Probably.”
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly.
“I was scared,” he whispered.
“Then?”
“Then. Now. Always maybe.”
Shane’s thumb moved over the back of his shirt.
“I know.”
“But not same scared.”
“No?”
Ilya’s eyes dropped to Shane’s mouth, then back.
“Before, scared because I wanted you and thought it was impossible.” His voice thinned with exhaustion. “Now I'm scared because it's possible.”
Shane felt that one settle deep. Possible was terrifying. Possible meant there was something to lose. Possible meant hospitals and rings and future and songs chosen in dim bedrooms because waiting until everything was safe meant waiting forever.
Shane kissed him very softly, just a touch of mouth to mouth, warm and careful, all restraint and all want. Ilya sighed into it. When Shane pulled back, Ilya’s eyes were bright.
“This one,” he whispered.
“The song?”
“Yes.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.” Ilya swallowed. “Good.”
Shane smiled.
“Good?”
“It sounds like wanting.” Ilya’s fingers curled weakly in Shane’s shirt. “And like our first night together maybe. And like being stupid for someone before you know if they will catch you.”
Shane’s eyes burned harder.
“I caught you.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled.
“Eventually.”
“Yeah,” Shane whispered. “Eventually.”
The song ended again. Neither of them moved. For a few seconds, the room held only the soft aftermath: Lucky’s breathing, the city outside, Ilya’s forehead against Shane’s, Shane’s hands firm around him.
Eventually, Ilya sagged. Shane caught him immediately.
“Okay, done.”
“I am fine.”
“You are not.”
“Maybe not.”
The admission was so quiet Shane’s heart twisted. He guided Ilya back to the bed with ridiculous care, one arm around his waist, the other supporting his elbow. Ilya sat down hard enough to wince, then let Shane help him swing his legs up. By the time he was back against the pillows, his face was pale and damp at the temples.
“Too much?” Shane asked, guilt already rising.
Ilya closed his eyes.
“Worth it.”
“Illy.”
“Worth it,” he repeated.
Shane sat beside him, shaken.
“I shouldn’t have let you.”
“Yes. You should.”
“You have a brain injury.”
“I have fiancé.” Ilya opened his eyes, barely. “Fiancé must dance with me when song is found.”
“That’s not in the discharge instructions.”
“Discharge instructions are stupid.”
Shane laughed despite himself and brushed Ilya’s curls back carefully, avoiding the gauze. Ilya leaned into the touch.
“You love it?” he asked.
“The song?”
“Yes.”
Shane looked at him.
“At first I thought it fit who we were before,” he said. “When everything was wanting and not saying it.”
Ilya watched him.
“But now I think maybe it fits because part of us will always be that. Not the lying. Not the hiding. But the falling.” Shane’s fingers stilled in Ilya’s hair. “I don’t think I stopped falling for you just because I got you.”
Ilya’s face changed.
“Shane.”
“I keep falling. Every time you’re mean to a florist we haven’t even hired yet. Every time you call Lucky wolf. Every time you choose something nice even when you feel guilty for wanting it. Every time you come back to me.”
Ilya’s eyes shone.
“Unfair,” he whispered.
“I know.”
“I am concussed. Cannot defend.”
“Good.”
Ilya breathed out a faint laugh.
“Play one more time,” Ilya whispered.
“You need to sleep.”
“While sleep.”
Shane hesitated.
“Low volume.”
“Very low.”
“And then no more.”
“Bossy Shane.”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Shane restarted the song and put the phone screen down again, far enough away that the light wouldn’t bother him. The sound was barely there, almost softer than the room itself, but Ilya heard it. Shane saw his mouth relax. Saw his shoulders loosen into the pillows. Saw Lucky stretch carefully along his side, nose near Ilya’s hip, as if guarding the injured brain from all future trucks, men, and romantic exertion.
Shane lay beside him, not quite cuddling, because too much pressure hurt and Ilya needed space, but close enough that their hands stayed linked on the blanket. Ilya’s eyes drifted closed.
“This one,” he murmured.
“This one,” Shane agreed.
“First dance.”
“First dance.”
“You cry?”
“Probably.”
“Pathetic.”
Shane smiled, tears already gathering because apparently Ilya could still summon them with one word.
“You?”
“No.”
“Liar.”
“Maybe small.” His thumb moved once against Shane’s fingers. “Elegant tear.”
“Just one?”
“One per husband.”
Shane’s breath caught at the word. Husband. Ilya’s eyes remained closed, but his mouth curved faintly, like he knew exactly what he had done.
“Sleep,” Shane whispered.
“Mhm.”
The song moved through the room again, low and aching and perfect. It was theirs.
Ilya slipped into sleep before it ended, still holding Shane’s hand.
This time, Shane did not count every breath. He listened to the song instead and imagined the conservatory, the warm light, the cream suit, Ilya upright and steady and looking at him with that impossible face. He imagined the first notes beginning. He imagined stepping close. He imagined Ilya saying, quietly enough that only Shane could hear, I love you, husband.
***
They planned the rest of the wedding in pieces because Ilya’s brain had apparently decided that emails were enemy fire, flower arrangements were a migraine trigger, and decision-making after four in the afternoon was legally punishable by nausea.
So they did it in fragments instead. Ten minutes at the kitchen table with the curtains half-drawn and Shane’s laptop angled away from Ilya’s eyes. Five minutes in bed while Lucky lay between them like a furry chaperone. Three minutes on the couch before Ilya closed his eyes and said, 
“No more linen. I would rather return to hospital.”
Sometimes they only chose one thing. Sometimes they chose half of one thing and abandoned the other half because Ilya’s head began to throb or Shane’s face became too tight with worry, and then Ilya would say, 
“Stop looking like I am about to expire from napkin colors,” 
and Shane would close the laptop immediately.
It should have been frustrating. It was also strangely, painfully sweet. Every small choice was proof that Ilya was healing. They were still getting married. The future had not been cancelled.
The first week home, they did almost nothing except survive. Ilya slept so much it scared Shane, even though every discharge sheet said he would be tired, even though David repeated patiently over the phone that rest was expected, even though the doctor had said his brain needed quiet the way a broken bone needed a cast. Still, Shane’s body did not understand expected. His body understood Ilya on the ice, not moving.
Ilya noticed, of course. On the third day, after Shane came into the bedroom for the fourth time in an hour with water Ilya had not asked for, Ilya opened one eye and said, 
“Are you going to sit down or haunt doorway forever?”
Shane froze with his hand on the doorframe.
“I was just checking.”
“Yes. I am still alive. Very exciting. Come lie down.”
“You need quiet.”
“I need you to stop standing like sad coat rack.”
He came to the bed slowly. Ilya sighed so dramatically Shane almost smiled, then tugged weakly at his sleeve until Shane sat beside him. The room was dim, afternoon light softened by curtains, Lucky snoring on the floor with one ear tilted toward them. Ilya rested his head against Shane’s thigh. That alone took something out of him. Shane saw the tiny tightening near his mouth and smoothed his hand carefully through Ilya’s curls.
“Too much?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“Hollander.”
“Okay.”
A minute passed.
“What is next wedding thing?”
Shane looked down at him.
“You are recovering from a brain injury.”
“Yes, and I am bored. Give me romance or euthanize me.”
“Don’t joke about that.”
Ilya opened his eye again. Shane’s face had gone pale. Ilya’s expression softened, regret flickering through the exhaustion.
“Bad joke,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“I am sorry.”
Shane swallowed. 
“It’s okay.”
“No.” Ilya’s fingers found Shane’s wrist, loose and clumsy. “Not okay. Sorry.”
Shane bent and kissed his hair. 
“Thank you.”
Ilya closed his eye again but kept hold of Shane’s wrist.
“Wedding thing,” he said after a while, gentler now. “Something easy.”
Shane reached for the notebook on the nightstand instead of the laptop. Paper was better. Less glare. Fewer traps.
“Flowers?” he asked.
Ilya made a face without opening his eyes.
“No.”
“Food?”
“Dangerous. I am hungry and nauseous. Could create vomit.”
“Invitations?”
“Too official.”
“Lucky’s collar?”
Ilya opened both eyes.
“Finally. Serious matter.”
So that was what they chose first. It took twenty-three minutes spread across two days. Ilya rejected anything with rhinestones because “he is wolf, not Vegas star.” He rejected bow ties because Lucky would eat one and then Shane would cry at emergency vet “with same tragic face as hospital, which I cannot endure twice.” He considered deep green leather, black velvet, silver hardware, and one absurdly expensive collar with a tiny engraved tag that read Best Dog, which Shane loved and Ilya claimed was “too obvious, he knows he is best.”
In the end, they chose dark green leather with a small silver tag shaped like a star.
The tag said:
Lucky - Security & Treat Affairs
Shane laughed for a full minute when Ilya suggested it, quietly because loud laughter made Ilya wince, but still enough that Ilya looked pleased with himself for hours afterward.
“That is his job,” Ilya said.
“It really is.”
“He takes it seriously.”
“He licks the dishwasher.”
“Security inspection.”
“He sleeps upside down.”
“Emotional affairs.”
“Fair.”
Lucky, unaware of his promotion, sneezed into Ilya’s sock.
“See?” Ilya said. “Very busy.”
The collar choice made the wedding feel safer somehow. Small enough to hold.
The next day, they chose cake officially. The bakery sent options, and Shane read them aloud while Ilya lay on the couch with a cold pack over his eyes and one hand shoved under Lucky’s collar. No screens. No reading. No squinting at PDFs. Just Shane’s voice, low and careful, carrying sweetness into the room.
“Honey walnut.”
“Yes.”
“Lemon elderflower.”
“Yuna cake.”
“So yes?”
“Yes. But do not tell her it is Yuna cake or she becomes too powerful and knowing.”
“She’s already powerful.”
“More powerful. Dangerous.”
“Sweet chocolate with vanilla buttercream?”
“For Alina,” Ilya said.
Shane’s voice softened. 
“Yeah.”
The cold pack shifted slightly.
“Not too adult?”
“Not too adult. I made a note.”
“What note?”
Shane checked. 
“Chocolate should taste like a child would want a second piece.”
“Good note.”
“Honey walnut for your mom?”
Ilya’s fingers tightened in Lucky’s fur.
“Yes.”
“Do we ask for one slightly overbaked edge?”
The silence stretched. Shane wondered if he’d done it wrong.
“Can baker make one tier like this?”
“I can ask.”
“No. Don’t. She will think Canadians are insane.”
“We are.”
“Yes, but keep it secret maybe.”
They chose three tiers in the end: honey walnut, lemon elderflower, and sweet chocolate. Maple brown butter became cupcakes because Ilya refused to admit he liked it enough for cake but accepted its presence “as diplomatic bow to Shane’s nation.”
Shane wrote everything down.
“Put chocolate near bottom.”
“Why?”
“Children are short.”
Shane stopped writing. His throat closed. Ilya lay very still under the cold pack.
“Alina would have stolen with fingers,” he whispered.
Shane swallowed hard.
“Yeah.”
“She would get frosting on dress.”
“Probably.”
“I would yell.”
“You would pretend to yell.”
“Yes.” His voice thinned. “She would know.”
Shane put the notebook down and moved closer. Ilya lifted the cold pack before Shane reached him. His eyes were tired.
“Still want cake,” he said.
“I know.”
“Don’t make sad face.”
“I’m trying.”
“You are terrible at wedding planning face.”
Shane laughed softly and kissed his forehead, just beside the fading bruise.
“Chocolate near bottom,” he said.
Ilya closed his eyes again.
“Good.”
Flowers took longer. Flowers were, in Ilya’s opinion, a wedding scam
Shane tried not to laugh. Failed. Ilya, still light-sensitive and lying in bed declared that he did not want anything too white, too pink, too rustic, too dead-looking, too cheerful, too expensive-looking, too inexpensive-looking, too “Pinterest hostage situation,” or too “funeral for someone who owned a ranch.”
The florist, communicating through Shane because Ilya could not look at the proposal document without cursing his optic nerves, sent photos. Shane described them.
“Cream roses, dark greenery, maybe some hellebores…”
“What is hellebore?”
“I don’t know. Flower.”
“Sounds like disease.”
“Okay, maybe not.”
“Wait. Show me, no, describe.”
Shane looked closer. 
“Dark purple-ish. Kind of moody.”
Ilya considered, eyes closed.
“Maybe disease flower stays.”
“Okay.”
“Not too many roses.”
“No?”
“Too romantic.”
“It’s our wedding.”
“Yes, but we are already handsome and lovely. Don’t overdo it.”
Shane smiled at the paper.
“What about greenery? Dark green, maybe some branches, small white flowers.”
“Branches?”
“Yeah.”
Ilya nodded once.
“Good.”
They chose dark greenery, cream flowers, a few deep burgundy blooms, and small pink flowers tucked where people might not notice unless they knew to look.
They celebrated Ilya’s first trip outside by choosing invitations. This was a disaster. Ilya hated every font. Shane did not know a human being could hate fonts with such intense violence.
“This one is smug,” Ilya said.
“It’s a serif.”
“Smug serif.”
“This one?”
“Looks like winery menu.”
“This one?”
“Divorce lawyer.”
“This one?”
“No personality. Like Markham.”
Shane’s hand froze on the laptop. Ilya noticed immediately. The room went cold. Markham’s name did not come up much. Saying it too often gave him room in the apartment, and neither of them wanted him there. 
“Bad joke,” he said.
Shane shut the laptop.
“No, it’s okay.”
“No. I hate his name.”
Shane reached for his hand. Ilya let him. For a while, invitations waited, then Ilya opened his eyes and pointed at the laptop.
“That one.”
Shane blinked.
“The font?”
“Yes.”
“The winery menu?”
“Maybe tasteful winery.”
Shane smiled.
“Okay.”
“Do not get too ecstatic.”
“I’m not.”
“You are happy about typography. Very concerning.”
“I’m happy about you choosing something.”
Ilya squeezed his hand.
“I choose you also. Repeatedly. Despite fonts.”
“That means a lot.”
“It should.”
The invitations became simple. Cream paper. Dark green ink. Clean type, not smug. No elaborate script except their names, which Ilya allowed after Shane said it looked beautiful and Ilya muttered, 
“Yes, obviously, my name improves it.”
They did not finalize the guest list that day. They avoided it a little. Both of them knew. There were still names that hurt. Shane’s family, the team, Rose maybe, Clara maybe, people from the life they had built and almost no one from the life Ilya had survived. The page waited, but not accusingly yet. Shane had learned the difference. Some things needed to be approached when Ilya had enough energy to feel them.
Instead, they chose table candles. Ilya wanted many. Shane was surprised.
“You want candles?”
“Yes.”
“Open flame?”
“Romance requires danger sometimes.”
“The venue may have rules.”
“Venue is small mansion. It must understand candles.”
“We can ask.”
“Ask with authority.”
“You want tall ones or small ones?”
“Both.”
“Is that allowed?”
“Why not? Candle democracy.”
Shane laughed. Ilya looked pleased. They chose warm candlelight in glass holders, enough to make the conservatory glow after sunset without turning the whole thing into “vampire dinner” which was Ilya’s primary concern. Then, one afternoon, while Shane was folding laundry badly in the bedroom and Ilya was supposed to be napping, Ilya said, 
“Vows.”
Shane nearly dropped a towel.
“What?”
Ilya was lying on his side, one arm tucked under his pillow, bruising faded now to yellow shadows around his temple. His eyes were open, heavy but clear.
“Do we read private or in ceremony?”
Shane stared at him. They had not talked about the vows. Both of their phones knew things they had not said aloud. Both of them had written words in the dark, with the other asleep and warm against them. Shane thought about his every night. He wondered if Ilya had written his. He wondered if Ilya had thought about it and decided vows were ridiculous theater and he would simply say “yes” aggressively.
“You want to talk about vows now?”
“I asked.”
“I know.”
“Your face says you know but slowly.”
Shane folded the towel again, badly.
“I think…” He sat on the edge of the bed. “I think public. But not too public.”
Ilya’s brow furrowed.
“At wedding, Hollander, there are people.”
“I mean maybe the ceremony stays small. Not microphones. Not performance. Just people close enough to hear if they’re meant to.”
Ilya watched him.
“That is very romantic and logistically annoying.”
“I know.”
“You will cry.”
“Probably.”
“I will not.”
“Obviously.”
Ilya looked away.
“Maybe I will.”
Shane’s chest went tender.
“That’s okay.”
“It is not okay. I look terrible when crying.”
“You really don’t.”
“You are biased.”
“Extremely.”
Ilya was quiet for a while.
“I wrote something.”
Shane forgot how to breathe.
“You did?”
“No. I lie about vows for sport.”
Shane smiled. Ilya’s mouth twitched, but his eyes were serious.
“I wrote when you slept.”
Shane looked at him.
“I wrote when you slept too.”
Ilya’s face changed.
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“Same night?”
“Maybe.”
Ilya’s mouth parted slightly. He gave a small, incredulous laugh and covered his eyes with one hand.
“Disgusting.”
“Yeah.”
“We are terrible.”
“So terrible.”
“Romantic disease.”
“Terminal.”
Ilya lowered his hand and looked at him with so much love that Shane had to look down for a second.
“Do not read yet,” Ilya said.
“I won’t.”
“Wedding.”
“Wedding.”
“If you read before, you become unbearable.”
“I already am.”
“Yes, but more wet.”
Shane laughed and leaned down to kiss him. Ilya accepted the kiss carefully, smiling against his mouth.
That night, they chose rings. This was supposed to take days. It took seven minutes. Shane wanted something simple. Ilya wanted Shane to have something that looked like it belonged to him. They looked at options together in bed, screen dimmed, Ilya’s exposure limited and his commentary not limited at all.
Plain gold.
“No.”
White gold.
“Maybe.”
Platinum.
“Good.”
Brushed finish.
“Better.”
A tiny inner engraving. Shane looked at him.
“What?”
Ilya looked away.
“Nothing.”
“You want engraving?”
“Maybe.”
“What would it say?”
Ilya’s finger touched Shane’s engagement ring where it sat on his own hand. The first promise.
“Come home,” he said quietly.
Shane’s throat closed.
“That’s for mine?”
“For yours. So you remember.”
Shane looked down.
“What about yours?”
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly.
“Stay.”
Shane closed his eyes. Come home. Stay. Two commands. Two promises. Two prayers.
They ordered the rings the next day through a jeweler Shane trusted, with help from David because everyone had apparently accepted that David was now involved in all emotionally dangerous formalwear and jewelry-related matters.
Ilya pretended to be annoyed. He was not.
Recovery made time strange. Some days felt almost normal until they didn’t. Ilya would make a joke, eat breakfast, sit at the table, argue about whether they needed assigned seating, and Shane would feel the future return in golden threads. Then Ilya would stand too fast and go gray, or forget what he had walked into the room to get, or flinch at a sudden noise from the street, and the hospital would be back between them, cold and bright.
On those days, wedding planning stopped. Shane learned to close the notebook without making it look like surrender. Ilya learned to say, “Head,” instead of pushing through until he vomited. Sometimes he said it angrily. Sometimes quietly. Sometimes he just reached for Shane’s hand and closed his eyes, and Shane would guide him back to bed, draw the curtains, put water nearby, and lie close enough that Ilya could find him without looking.
“Sorry,” Ilya said once, after a headache ruined a call with the venue coordinator five minutes in.
Shane looked up from where he was rescheduling.
“For what?”
“For being useless groom.”
Shane closed the laptop immediately. Ilya sighed. 
“I hate when you close laptop with meaning.”
“Then don’t say things like that.”
“It is true.”
“No.”
“I am in bed like tragic prince while you do everything.”
“You chose Lucky’s collar.”
“Important.”
“You chose cake.”
“Yes.”
“Flowers.”
“Some flowers.”
“Invitations.”
“Ugly font, but yes.”
“Rings.”
Ilya looked down at his hand. His expression softened.
“Rings,” he admitted.
“You’re not useless.”
Ilya stared at the ceiling.
“I know.”
Shane didn’t push. After a long moment, Ilya said, 
“But I hate that you must wait for me.”
Shane’s heart hurt.
“I’m not waiting for you.”
Ilya looked at him.
“I’m with you.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted.
“Same thing, prettier coat.”
“No.”
“No?”
“No.” Shane moved closer, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Waiting means I’m somewhere ahead, wishing you’d catch up. I’m not. I’m here.”
Ilya looked at him for a long time.
“Here is boring,” Ilya said, but his voice had gone soft.
“Sometimes.”
“No screens. No sex. No hockey. Many soups.”
“And yet, here I am.”
“Fool.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya tugged his hand until Shane bent close enough to kiss. It was a soft kiss, tired and slow, over almost before it began.
“Here is okay,” Ilya whispered.
A week later, he was allowed longer walks outside. The first one was around the block and to the park. It required a hat, sunglasses, Shane, Lucky, and Yuna appearing out of nowhere with soup afterward because she had “just happened to be nearby,” which was a lie so bad even Lucky looked skeptical.
Ilya walked slowly. The air was cold and clean, the sky pale, sidewalks wet, traffic moving in ordinary little bursts around them. Lucky trotted at Ilya’s side with terrifying restraint. Shane walked on the other side, hands shoved in his coat pockets to keep from reaching too much.
Halfway down the block, Ilya stopped. Shane stopped instantly.
“Dizzy?”
“No.”
“Headache worse?”
“No.”
“Nausea?”
“Hollander.”
“Sorry.”
Ilya looked up at the sky.
“I missed outside.”
Shane’s chest softened.
“Yeah.”
“I hate that.”
“Hating outside?”
“Missing things.” Ilya’s jaw worked. 
Shane didn’t answer right away. The wind moved cold around them. Lucky sniffed a snowbank with intense interest.
“Yeah,” Shane said finally. 
After that, wedding planning became part of the walks too. Tiny decisions made between streetlights.
“I do not walk slow.”
“You might at the wedding.”
“Because emotional or brain damaged?”
“Either.”
“Rude.”
Who would hold Lucky’s leash.
“Coach.”
“Absolutely not.”
“He needs responsibility.”
“He will look like hostage.”
“Good.”
Kenny?
“No. Lucky senses weakness.”
G?
“Maybe.”
Noah?
“Too serious. Lucky will think he is being arrested.”
In the end, they decided Lucky would walk in with G, because G was strong enough to handle him and emotionally stable enough not to cry before the ceremony began. Kenny protested later over text and sent six photos of himself looking betrayed, which Shane described to Ilya because Ilya still couldn’t handle too much phone time.
Ilya smiled for ten minutes.
The recovery world widened slowly. Fifteen minutes of music became thirty. Reading one page became three. Screens came back in careful little doses under Shane’s suspicious gaze, which Ilya tolerated for exactly one day before saying, 
“If you monitor my phone brightness like state secret, I will leave you.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“I will ask Kenny to remove you.”
“Fair.”
They finalized the venue. Shane sent the deposit while Ilya sat beside him on the couch with one hand on Shane’s knee and Lucky’s head in his lap. When the confirmation email arrived, Shane read it aloud. Ilya had gone quiet.
“Illy?”
“We have place.”
“Yeah.”
“For wedding.”
“Yeah.”
“Real.”
“Real.”
Ilya nodded once.
“If Lucky doesn’t like, I still burn.”
“Of course.”
They booked the photographer next. Ilya wanted someone “not annoying.” Shane asked him to define that.
“No one who says ‘capture your love story’.”
“That’s specific.”
“I have suffered enough.”
They found a photographer whose portfolio was warm and unforced, full of hands, glances, movement, candlelight, people laughing without looking like stock images. Ilya liked that she had photographed one wedding where the couple’s dog was licking cake frosting off a guest’s sleeve.
“Professional,” he said.
“The photographer?”
“The dog.”
They booked her. They chose suits for the groomsmen, though neither of them used the word groomsmen without making a face. The team people standing up with them, maybe. The idiots. The chosen ones. G, Kenny, Noah. Coach did agree to give a toast. Kenny cried when Shane told him he’d stand beside them. Actually cried. Ilya, on speakerphone with brightness down and volume low, said, 
“You are banned from making speech.”
Kenny sniffed loudly. 
“I was going to ask.”
“I know.”
“You’re so mean.”
“You love me.”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
Ilya’s face softened after the call ended.
The guest list, when they finally returned to it, was not as awful as it could have been. It still hurt but less now. Shane wrote one heading.
People We Want There:
Ilya looked at it for a long time.
“Okay.”
They added Yuna and David first. Then Coach. Then G, Kenny, Noah. Then the team core, trainers, a few staff. Rose and Clara went on the list after a quiet conversation. Shane’s aunts and cousins came next, fewer than before, because intimate meant intimate and because Shane realized he did not need every person who had loved him generally to witness this specific love. The ones who mattered. The ones who would look at Ilya and see him as Shane did, or at least try. Ilya added Svetlana and stared at the name for a while.
“Sveta,” he said.
“Yes.”
“If she comes, she will insult everything.”
“Sounds familiar.”
“She taught me some.”
“I believe that.”
He did not add Alexei. He did not add anyone out of obligation or blood or guilt. After a long silence, he added Irina and Alina at the bottom, not as guests exactly, but because the list did not feel complete without them.
Shane did not say anything. He only reached for his hand. Ilya let him.
By the end of the second week, their wedding existed in scraps taped to the refrigerator and notes in Shane’s careful handwriting and Ilya’s increasingly ridiculous dictation.
Not too bright chandeliers.
First dance: Fallingforyou. Volume normal at wedding, not concussion volume.
Lucky collar ordered. 
Cake: honey, lemon, sweet chocolate. Chocolate near bottom.
No speeches over five minutes unless person is funny or dying.
Kenny: monitor.
Coach toast: threaten into compliance.
Yuna flowers powerful. Do not give full control.
David cufflinks - secret.
One evening, Shane found Ilya standing in front of the refrigerator, looking at the notes. He was supposed to be resting. Shane stopped in the doorway.
“You okay?”
Ilya didn’t turn.
“I am looking.”
“At the fridge?”
“At wedding.”
Shane came to stand beside him. The kitchen was warm, dim, quiet except for the low hum of the refrigerator and Lucky crunching something suspicious in the living room. Ilya’s shoulder brushed Shane’s.
“We made it while I was useless,” Ilya said.
Shane looked at him.
“You weren’t useless.”
Ilya made a small dismissive sound, but it had no teeth.
“We made it slowly,” Shane said. “That’s all.”
Ilya’s gaze moved over the notes.
“Good slowly.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” His voice softened. “If we did fast, maybe I would not notice.”
Shane’s chest warmed painfully.
“Notice what?”
Ilya lifted one hand and touched the corner of the note about the first dance.
“That I get to have it.”
Shane went very still. Ilya did not look at him.
“Many things happened fast,” he said quietly. “Bad things. Good things too, maybe. But fast. Russia. Alina. Outing. Proposal. Hospital. Everything like puck to face.”
Shane winced.
“Sorry. Bad metaphor.”
“Terrible.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched.
“This was slow. Collar. Cake. Flowers. Stupid font. Song.” His fingers rested against the paper. “Every day, one small future.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“Yeah.”
Ilya finally looked at him. His eyes were clearer now. Still tired sometimes, still shadowed by headaches and grief and everything that had almost taken him from himself, but clear.
“I like it,” he said.
“The wedding?”
“The slow.”
Shane smiled.
“Me too.”
Ilya reached for him, and Shane came easily, because he always did. They stood in front of the refrigerator with wedding notes fluttering faintly in the warm air from the heater, Shane’s arms around Ilya’s waist, Ilya’s forehead tucked against Shane’s shoulder.
After a while, Ilya said, 
“When I am cleared, we practice real dance.”
“Okay.”
“With spins maybe.”
“Maybe.”
“Not lift. But dips.”
“No lift.”
“You cannot lift me in front of family. Too erotic. But maybe dip me?”
Shane laughed into his hair.
Ilya smiled against his neck. Another quiet minute passed.
“We are getting married, Hollander.”
Shane tightened his arms.
“Yeah, baby. We are.”
“Even though I am expensive medically.”
“Especially then.”
“Bad vow.”
“I’ll workshop it.”
“Please.”
Shane kissed the side of his head. Ilya leaned into it. On the fridge, under magnets and messy tape, the wedding waited in pieces.
***
Ilya went back to the ice too soon. Everyone knew it. Coach knew it and hated it. The trainers knew it and wrote caution into every sentence. David knew it and said Ilya had been medically cleared for light return, not for “being an arrogant catastrophe in skates,” which made Ilya smile in a way that did not make anyone feel better. Shane knew it most of all, because he could see the difference between Ilya healthy and Ilya performing health.
But Ilya was careful enough to pass every test. Careful enough to obey the return-to-play steps with a contemptuous expression and no actual violations. Careful enough to say the right things about dizziness, headache, vision, nausea. Careful enough not to lie outright. He did not join full contact immediately. He did not take hits. He wore the extra protection the trainers wanted with the face of someone accepting public humiliation. He skated slowly and did conditioning and puck work and small drills. He got tired faster than he wanted. Sometimes he sat at the end of the bench after practice with his head bowed and one hand braced on his knee, pretending to retape his stick while waiting for the ice to stop tilting.
A few days into regular practice he came home angry.
Shane knew before he said a word. The door opened too hard. Closed too hard. Lucky barked once from the hallway and then stopped, because even the dog knew better than to keep going when Ilya walked into the apartment like that.
Shane was in the kitchen, sleeves pushed up, pasta on the stove, a dish towel over his shoulder. He turned at the sound.
“Ilya?”
Ilya dropped his bag in the hallway. He was still in his coat. His hair was damp from the rink. His face was flushed, jaw tight, eyes dark and hard. Burning.
Shane set the wooden spoon down slowly.
“Hey,” he said. “What happened?”
Ilya didn’t answer. He crossed the kitchen fast, grabbed Shane by the front of his shirt, and kissed him. Shane’s back hit the counter. He sucked in a breath through his nose, hands coming up automatically to Ilya’s waist. Ilya kissed like he was trying to shut every door in his own head at once. Teeth, tongue, one hand in Shane’s hair, the other tight in his shirt.
Shane made a sound against his mouth. It has been days, weeks of careful touches, gentle kisses, soft hugs. No heat. Not like that, at least.
Ilya pressed closer. The kiss turned rough immediately. Ilya bit his lower lip, not enough to hurt badly, just enough to make Shane gasp. Then he licked into his mouth and shoved one thigh between Shane’s legs. Shane’s grip tightened on him.
“Illy,” he breathed when Ilya dragged his mouth down to his jaw. “What happened?”
“No.”
Shane blinked, dazed. 
“No?”
“No talking.”
“Ilya.”
Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him. His eyes were sharp and too bright.
“I don’t want to talk.”
Shane’s chest tightened. 
“Okay.”
“I want to fuck.”
The words hit Shane low and fast. Ilya saw it. His mouth curved slightly, but the smile was all edge, no softness.
“You want that?” he asked.
Shane swallowed.
“Yes.”
“Say it.”
“Yes,” Shane said, voice rougher. “I want that.”
Ilya’s hand tightened in his hair. 
“Good.”
He kissed him again. Shane let him have it. Let Ilya push him back against the counter, let his hands pull at Shane’s shirt, let his mouth get rough at Shane’s throat. It wasn’t gentle, and Shane didn’t want gentle. Not with Ilya like this. Not when he could feel the anger in him, hot and heavy, looking for somewhere to go.
Ilya yanked Shane’s shirt up. Shane lifted his arms. Ilya pulled it off and threw it somewhere behind them, then put both hands on Shane’s chest. He looked at him for one second, breathing hard. Shane stared back, already hard, already flushed, already gone from how Ilya was looking at him.
Ilya’s gaze dropped. He smiled again.
“Already?”
“Don’t start.”
“I barely touch you.”
“You kissed me like you were trying to break my teeth.”
“You liked.”
“Yes.”
Ilya made a low sound and kissed him again, one hand sliding down Shane’s stomach to cup him through his pants. Shane’s hips jerked into the touch.
“Fuck,” Shane breathed.
“Yes,” Ilya said against his mouth. “Exactly.”
His hand pressed harder, rubbing Shane through the fabric until Shane had to grab the counter behind him.
“Ilya.”
“What?”
“You’re still recovering.”
Ilya froze.
“Do you want me to stop?”
“No.”
“Then don’t say hospital words.”
“I’m not trying to ruin this.”
“You are.”
“I’m trying to make sure you’re okay.”
Ilya stared at him, breathing hard.
“I am not dizzy. I am not nauseous. My head is not worse. I am angry and I want your cock in my hand, my mouth, or my ass. Or mine in yours. You can choose, but choose fast.”
Shane’s brain stopped working. Ilya watched his face change and gave him a hard, satisfied kiss.
“There,” he muttered. “Better.”
Shane gripped Ilya’s hips and pulled him in.
“Bedroom.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed.
“Yes.”
They barely made it there. Ilya shoved him into the hallway wall first, kissing him again, hands rough on his skin. Shane got Ilya’s coat off, then his sweater, carefully enough not to drag it over the tender bruised part of his head. Ilya hated the care. Shane knew he hated it. Shane did it anyway.
Ilya caught his wrist afterward.
“Careful with my head,” he said, voice low. “Not with the rest of me.”
Shane held his gaze.
“Okay.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened.
“Say it.”
“I’ll be careful with your head,” Shane said. “Not with the rest of you.”
Ilya’s breath left him hard, then he grabbed Shane again. In the bedroom, Ilya pushed him onto the bed and climbed over him, knees on either side of Shane’s hips. He kissed him harder still, grinding down once, and Shane arched up into him with a sharp sound.
“Jesus.”
Ilya leaned close to his ear.
“No. Me again.”
Shane laughed breathlessly, but it turned into a groan when Ilya rolled his hips again. They were both still half-dressed, pants still on, both of them hard and straining against each other. It was messy. Impatient. Exactly what Ilya wanted.
He sat back and undid Shane’s belt. His hands were rough. Shane loved that. Ilya dragged his pants open, shoved them down enough to get his hand inside, and wrapped his fingers around Shane’s cock. Shane’s head dropped back against the mattress.
“Fuck.”
Ilya stroked him once, slow and firm.
“You’re so easy.”
“For you.”
Ilya’s eyes darkened.
“For me,” he repeated.
“Yes.”
Ilya stroked him again, harder, thumb dragging over the head, watching Shane’s face with open hunger. Shane’s hips lifted into his fist. Ilya leaned down and kissed him, still working him in his hand.
“You look good like this,” he said against Shane’s mouth. “Flat on your back. Needy. Trying to be patient.”
“I’m not patient.”
“No?”
“No.”
Ilya smiled.
“Good.”
Then he let go. Shane made a frustrated sound before he could stop it. Ilya laughed once, low and mean.
“Turn over.”
Shane stared at him. Ilya’s voice dropped.
“Now.”
Shane turned. Fast. He got onto his knees and elbows, face hot, breath already uneven. Ilya made a sound behind him that went straight through him.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Like that.”
Shane closed his eyes. Ilya’s hand slid over his back, then down to his hip, fingers digging in. He bent over Shane, chest against his back, mouth at his ear.
“You like when I tell you what to do.”
“Yes.”
“You like when I’m rough.”
“Yes.”
“You like knowing I came home like this and only wanted you.”
Shane’s hands fisted in the sheets.
“Yes.”
Ilya kissed the back of his shoulder, then bit him there, harder than before. Shane moaned.
“Good,” Ilya said. “Be loud.”
Shane looked back as much as he could.
“What about Lucky?”
“I put him in living room.”
“When?”
“When you were busy being pretty and stupid.”
Shane laughed, breathless. Ilya slapped his ass once, not brutally but sharp enough to make him jolt.
“Less laughing.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.”
Ilya stripped him the rest of the way and took his time just long enough to make it worse. Hands on Shane’s hips. Mouth on his back. Teeth at his shoulder. Fingers dragging down his thighs. Shane was shaking by the time Ilya got himself undressed behind him.
He heard the drawer open. Lube. The familiar sounds made his whole body tighten. Ilya saw.
“Good boy,” he said softly.
Shane’s breath hitched. Ilya’s hand came back to him, slick now, and Shane dropped his forehead into the sheets as Ilya touched him. The first press of his fingers against the tight ring of his hole made him inhale sharply, but Ilya didn’t rush that part. Even angry, even burning, even wanting rough, he was careful where it mattered. He opened Shane with steady fingers, filthy praise low in his ear, telling him how good he was, how beautiful, how much he wanted to fuck him, how he had thought about this all the way home.
Shane pushed back against his hand. Ilya swore.
“Greedy.”
“Yes.”
“You want my cock, sweetheart?”
“Yes.”
“Say it properly.”
Shane’s face burned, but his voice came out clear.
“I want your cock.”
Ilya went still behind him for one second then groaned, loud and shameless.
“Again.”
“Ilya.”
“Say it.”
Shane looked back at him, breathing hard.
“I want your cock. I want you to fuck me.”
Ilya’s control snapped a little. He slicked himself up, then lined up behind him. One hand braced on Shane’s hip, the other pressed between his shoulder blades, holding him down.
“Tell me if too much.”
“I will.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
“Good.”
Then Ilya pushed in. Slow enough to be safe and hard enough to make Shane gasp. Shane’s hands clawed at the sheets as his body took him, the stretch hot and full and exactly what he’d been desperate for since Ilya walked through the door. Ilya leaned over him, breathing harshly against the back of his neck, and didn’t move until Shane pushed back.
“Fuck me,” Shane said.
Ilya made a broken sound. It was rough, no pretending otherwise. Ilya fucked him bent over the bed, one hand on his hip, the other in his hair, not pulling hard enough to hurt but enough to hold him where he wanted him. Shane took it with his face pressed into the sheets, body loose and hot and open under him. Every thrust shoved a sound out of him. Every filthy thing Ilya said made him harder.
“That’s it,” Ilya said, voice rough. “Take it. Take me.”
Shane moaned.
“Mine,” Ilya said. “You hear me?”
“Yes.”
“Say it.”
“I’m yours.”
Ilya thrust harder. Shane cried out.
“Again.”
“I’m yours.”
“Yes.” Ilya’s hand tightened on his hip. “My Shane. My captain. My fiancé. Mine in this bed, mine in that rink, mine when everyone is looking, mine when nobody gets to see.”
Shane was shaking, pleasure building fast and brutal.
“Ilya.”
“You like this.” Ilya’s voice was ragged now. “You like me fucking you like this.”
“Yes.”
“You like when I come home angry and put it here.”
“Yes, fuck, yes.”
Ilya bent over him, mouth against his shoulder.
“I needed this,” he said, and for the first time his voice cracked. “Needed you.”
Shane reached back blindly. Ilya caught his hand and pinned it to the mattress beside his head, fingers laced with his.
“I’m here,” Shane said.
Ilya’s hips stuttered.
“I know.”
Then he fucked him harder. Shane lost track of everything but the bed under him, Ilya over him, Ilya inside him, Ilya’s hand locked with his. He was so turned on he could barely breathe. The roughness, the possession, the anger, the way Ilya kept saying “mine” like he needed the word to be true in his mouth. Shane wanted all of it. Wanted to be where Ilya put the fire. Wanted to be the one he came home to when he couldn’t say what was wrong. Ilya’s free hand slid around to Shane’s cock. Shane jerked hard.
“Oh fuck.”
“Come,” Ilya said.
Shane shook his head into the sheets, overwhelmed. 
“I’m close.”
“I know. Come for me.”
“Ilya…”
“Come on my hand while I fuck you, baby.”
That did it. Shane came hard, body locking up beneath him, Ilya’s name breaking out of him raw and loud. Ilya kept moving through it, hand tight around Shane’s, mouth against his shoulder, praising him in a filthy, wrecked voice until Shane was trembling and oversensitive.
Ilya followed. He shoved deep, held there, and came with a rough sound pressed into Shane’s skin, hips jerking, fingers digging into him like he needed the contact to stay upright.
For a minute, neither of them moved. They were both breathing hard. Shane’s body felt wrecked in the best way, loose and shaking, face still pressed to the sheets. Ilya stayed over him, careful not to put too much weight on him, but close enough that Shane could feel every breath.
Then Shane felt Ilya tremble. Not from sex. Not only from sex.
“Ilya,” he said softly.
“No.”
Shane turned his head slightly. 
“Okay.”
“Don’t ask.”
“I won’t.”
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
Ilya pulled out carefully, then shifted away to deal with the mess. Shane stayed where he was for a second, boneless, heart still racing. When Ilya came back, he sat on the edge of the bed with his head bowed and both hands gripping his own knees.
Shane pushed himself up slowly. His body protested in several pleasant ways. Ilya didn’t look at him. Shane moved closer and touched his back. Ilya flinched. Shane pulled his hand back immediately.
“Sorry.”
Ilya shook his head once then he reached behind, caught Shane’s wrist, and put Shane’s hand back on his skin.
Shane’s throat tightened. He shifted behind him and wrapped his arms around Ilya’s waist, careful, chest against his back. Ilya sat rigid for a few seconds. Shane kissed his shoulder.
“I won’t ask,” he said quietly.
Ilya breathed in hard. Out.
“Good.”
They sat like that, naked and warm and wrecked, the ruined sheets around them, the apartment quiet beyond the bedroom door.
After a while, Shane asked, 
“Head?”
Ilya let out a tired, annoyed breath.
“Fine.”
“Dizzy?”
“No.”
“Nauseous?”
“No.”
“Pain worse?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“You are allowed to ask that.”
Shane pressed his mouth to Ilya’s shoulder again.
“Okay.”
“Only medical. Not feelings.”
“Okay.”
Ilya’s hand covered Shane’s where it rested on his stomach. His fingers were still shaking a little. Shane noticed. Didn’t say anything.
That was what Ilya needed right now: not questions, not analysis, not a gentle excavation of whatever had happened at the rink. He needed Shane’s body behind his. Shane’s arms around him. The proof that he could come home furious and closed off and still be wanted, still be taken seriously, still be held afterward without having to explain himself.
Eventually Ilya turned in Shane’s arms. His face was tired now. Less furious. Still guarded. He looked at Shane’s mouth, then the marks on his shoulder, then his eyes.
“Too rough?”
Shane shook his head.
“No.”
“You liked.”
“Yes.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, faint but real.
“Good.”
Shane touched his waist.
“I liked all of it.”
Ilya swallowed. Something in his eyes shifted, but he didn’t let it become words. Instead, he kissed Shane again. This kiss was slower, less punishing. Shane answered it, one hand sliding into Ilya’s hair, careful around the bruise because that mattered and always would, no matter how rough the rest got. When they broke apart, Ilya rested his forehead against Shane’s shoulder.
“Shower?” Shane asked.
“Too much standing.”
“Bath?”
“Later.”
“Water?”
“Yes.”
Shane started to move. Ilya tightened his arm around him.
“In minute.”
Shane settled again.
“Okay.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
His breathing evened slowly against Shane’s neck. For a while, Ilya kept his face hidden against Shane’s shoulder. He was not asleep, Shane could tell. His breathing had slowed and some of the furious tension had gone out of him, but not all of it. His fingers were still flexing against Shane’s side every few seconds, not quite gripping, not quite letting go. His body was warm and heavy against Shane’s, naked, but there was something in him still locked tight.
Shane didn’t ask. He wanted to. He wanted to know what had sent Ilya through the apartment door like that, what had turned his mouth so harsh and his hands so desperate, what had made him fuck Shane like he was trying to prove something to himself and then sit on the edge of the bed shaking afterward, refusing words like they might split him open.
But Ilya had said no questions. So Shane kept his mouth shut. He held him. That was all. One hand rested at the back of Ilya’s neck, careful and light. The other lay over Ilya’s ribs, feeling the slow rise and fall of his breathing. The bedroom was dim, the curtains still half-drawn, the air cooling now that sweat had dried on their skin. Somewhere outside the door, Lucky made a low, dramatic huff, as if offended that his post-rink family reunion had turned into exile and sex noises.
Usually, Ilya would have had something to say about that. He didn’t. Shane kissed his hair. Ilya’s fingers tightened.
“Don’t,” Ilya said.
Shane went still. 
“Don’t kiss you?”
“No.” Ilya swallowed. “Don’t be nice.”
Shane’s chest hurt.
“I’m not doing it on purpose.”
Ilya let out one short, humorless breath.
“Of course you are.”
“Maybe.”
“You are always nice on purpose. It’s Canadian illness.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, but the ache stayed. He kept his hand where it was. Ilya shifted, then winced slightly. Shane caught it immediately. 
“Head?”
“No.”
“Ilya.”
“Not head. Body.”
Shane looked down at him. Ilya’s eyes were closed, but his mouth had gone tight with a different kind of discomfort. Shane’s skin still felt marked by him, hips sore, shoulder tender where Ilya had bitten him, but Ilya had done most of the work and had no business doing any of it this soon after a concussion.
Shane should probably feel guilty. He did, a little. Mostly he felt wanted down to the bone and terrified of what came next.
“Water,” Shane said softly.
Ilya made an annoyed sound but didn’t stop him when Shane eased out from under him and got up. The room felt cold without Ilya against him. Shane pulled on sweatpants, found the water glass on the nightstand, then went to the bathroom for a damp cloth. When he came back, Ilya had shifted onto his back with one arm over his eyes, blanket low on his hips, bruises fading but still visible along his temple and shoulder. He looked wrecked. Beautiful and wrecked and furious at needing care even now.
Shane handed him the water. Ilya drank half of it in silence. Shane cleaned them both up without making a big thing of it, though there was no version of touching Ilya gently that didn’t mean something. Ilya allowed it with his jaw clenched, eyes still covered, body occasionally tensing like tenderness was more difficult to endure than sex had been.
When Shane finished, he climbed back into bed. Close enough that Ilya could choose. For nearly a minute, Ilya didn’t move, then he reached out without looking and shoved two fingers into the waistband of Shane’s sweatpants, tugging him closer. Shane went.
“Bossy,” he murmured.
“Yes.”
Shane lay on his side facing him. Ilya still had his arm over his eyes.
“You okay?” Shane asked.
Ilya was silent. Shane’s stomach tightened. 
“That's a medical question.”
“I know.”
“Head?”
“No worse.”
“Dizzy?”
“No.”
“Nauseous?”
“No.”
“Pain?”
“Manageable.”
Shane exhaled. Ilya dropped his arm. His eyes were open now, fixed on the ceiling. Dark, clear, exhausted.
“I got call,” he said.
Shane went still. The room seemed to narrow around those three words.
“What call?”
Ilya’s mouth tightened.
“After practice.”
Shane stayed quiet. Ilya stared upward.
“I was good today,” he said, and there was something bitter in it, something that scraped. “You would be proud. Very responsible alternate captain. Stayed after with baby deer rookie because he was scared near boards. Did not yell too much. Told him fear is not shame. Told him body remembers, but body can learn again. Very mature. Should win award.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“Illy.”
Ilya ignored that.
“Then I shower. Check phone.” His jaw flexed. “Call from league contact. Not official official, but official enough.”
Shane already knew. He knew from Ilya’s face, from the way the anger had moved through his hands and mouth, from the way he had come home refusing to talk because if he started speaking he might break something neither of them could repair.
“What did they say?” Shane asked carefully.
Ilya laughed once.
“That Markham will not get what they said.”
Shane’s whole body went cold.
“What?”
“He will not be kicked out. No real suspension. Maybe small fine. Maybe ‘conduct warning.’ Maybe team handles internally.” His mouth twisted. “Very serious internal handling, I’m sure. Maybe they make him write apology with expensive pen.”
Shane sat up slowly. Ilya didn’t look at him.
“What the fuck?”
“Yes.”
“No. What the fuck?”
“Yes, that was also my response, but in Russian.”
Shane’s heart started pounding so hard it felt physical in his throat.
“They said he was under review.”
“He was.”
“They had video.”
“Yes.”
“They had audio.”
“Yes.”
“He put you into the boards headfirst.”
“Yes.”
“You had a brain bleed scare.”
“Possible tiny bleed,” Ilya said automatically, like a bitter imitation of every doctor who had tried to keep Shane from collapsing. Shane stared at him. Ilya looked at the ceiling.
“His family has lawyers.”
Shane went silent. Ilya’s mouth moved into something that wasn’t a smile.
“Good lawyers. Big lawyers. His father is a lawyer. His mother is a judge. Very serious people with very serious emails. They are saying there is no proof of intent, no clear audio, translation unclear, context missing, hockey is fast sport, I lowered myself, angle changed, unfortunate outcome.” His voice flattened. “They will bury it in paper until everyone is tired.”
Shane could not breathe properly.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Shane.”
“No,” Shane said again, because the word had nowhere else to go. “No. He can’t just…he almost…”
He stopped. Ilya finally looked at him. The silence after almost was worse than the word would have been. Shane pressed both hands to his face and breathed hard through his fingers. Rage came up so fast he was dizzy with it. Not the hot, messy panic from the rink. Something colder now. Something that wanted names, offices, consequences. Markham’s face. Markham’s family. Every person who looked at Ilya’s body on the ice and decided the real danger was liability.
“Coach knows?” Shane asked.
“I think yes by now.”
“G?”
“Probably.”
“The team?”
“Not all. Maybe soon.”
Shane got out of bed. Ilya watched him.
“Where are you going?”
“Nowhere.”
“That is how you stand when going somewhere.”
“I’m not.”
“You promised.”
Shane turned. Ilya’s eyes were hard now, but underneath, afraid.
“You promised me,” Ilya said. “No Markham.”
“I’m not going to find Markham.”
“Do not find lawyers also.”
A sharp, humorless laugh burst out of Shane.
“I don’t even know where they are.”
“You have face like you will discover.”
“Ilya.”
“No.” Ilya sat up too fast, then immediately paled.
Shane was across the room in half a second.
“Don’t…”
“I am fine.”
“You’re not fine. Lie back.”
Ilya ignored him and grabbed his wrist.
“Do not make me reason you into staying, Hollander.”
That stopped Shane completely. Ilya’s grip tightened.
“Please.”
The word hit harder than the anger. Shane sank back onto the bed.
“I’m here,” he said, hoarse.
Ilya stared at him for a second, searching until his shoulders loosened slightly.
“Good.”
Shane looked down at their hands. His own was shaking.
“They’re letting him walk,” Shane said.
“For now.”
“For now?”
“I don’t know. Maybe public sees. Maybe media. Maybe someone leaks. Maybe team appeals. Maybe nothing.” Ilya’s mouth tightened again. “Maybe world is exactly as stupid as advertised.”
Shane closed his eyes. He saw Ilya on the ice. Still. He opened them immediately.
“What did he say?”
Ilya went very still. Shane knew immediately that he should not have asked.
“No.”
“Illy.”
“No.”
“What did he say?”
“I said no.”
Shane’s voice lowered. 
“Was it about me?”
Ilya’s face changed. Shane felt it like a punch.
“It was about me.”
Ilya did not answer.
“Ilya.”
“Don’t.”
“What did he say about me?”
Ilya’s jaw worked. The room became too quiet. Shane could hear Lucky shifting outside the door, claws clicking once against the floorboards. He could hear the faint hum of the refrigerator from down the hall. He could hear his own heartbeat. Ilya stared at the blanket.
“I don’t want those words in room,” he said.
Shane’s anger faltered at the rawness in his voice.
“Okay.”
But Ilya kept going.
“He said things before.” Ilya’s voice was flat now, controlled so tightly it sounded almost bored. “During game. Not first time. Small things. Keep private stuff private. Nobody wants to see it. League going soft. You know. Coward shit.”
Shane swallowed. Ilya’s mouth twisted.
“I chirped back.”
“Of course you did.”
“Yes. Of course.” He looked up then, furious at himself and at Shane and at the bed and at the whole world. “Because I am me. Because if man is stupid enough to show open wound, I poke. Because he was slow, and angry, and bad at hockey, and I was better. I was scoring. We were winning. He hated that.”
Shane’s stomach turned.
“What did you say?”
Ilya barked out a laugh.
“Many beautiful things.”
“Ilya.”
“I told him he was threatened by my cheekbones. I told him if he wanted your attention, he should learn to skate backward without looking like refrigerator. I told him maybe his problem was not gay people, maybe it was nobody of any gender wanting to fuck him.”
Despite everything, Shane almost laughed. Ilya didn’t. His eyes had gone bright again, but not with humor.
“Then he started about you.”
Shane’s mouth went dry.
“Ilya.”
“I said I don’t want words in room.”
“Then don’t say the words.”
Ilya looked at him. Shane moved closer.
“You don’t have to repeat them.”
Something in Ilya’s face cracked just enough to show relief. He nodded once.
“He called you things,” Ilya said, quieter. “Ugly things. Not just me. You. Said you were soft. Said you ruined me. Said I should have stayed quiet, should have kept you as locker room joke. Said men like you make team weak. Said I would get tired of you eventually. Said you are a manwhore.”
Shane stopped breathing. Ilya’s hands curled in the blanket.
“He said worse.”
Shane could guess. He didn’t want to. His skin felt cold.
“And I…” Ilya stopped.
Shane waited.
“I went back at him.” His voice grew rougher. “I said if he wanted to talk about my fiancé, he should try saying it without teeth missing after game. I said you had more spine in one polite Canadian apology than he had in whole body. I said he could not handle you because he could not handle wanting to look at you.”
Shane stared at him. Ilya looked down.
“I should have shut up.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Shane.”
“No,” Shane said, firmer now. “Do not do that.”
Ilya’s mouth twisted with anger. 
“He was trying to get reaction.”
“He chose to hit you.”
“I gave him reaction.”
“He chose to hit you.”
“I know.”
“No, listen to me.” Shane moved in front of him, close enough that Ilya had to look at him. “He chose to hit you. He chose the angle. He chose the timing. He chose to drive you into the boards. You chirping him does not make you responsible for what he did.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed.
“I know this in my head.”
“Then…”
“My head is recently damaged, so maybe not reliable.”
“Illy.”
Ilya’s face tightened, and suddenly the anger was gone from the surface, leaving only the thing underneath it. Shame. Shane hated it. Hated seeing it on him more than he hated almost anything. Ilya looked away.
“I heard him say your name,” he said. “That is what I remember best. Not hit. Not boards. Your name in his mouth.”
Shane’s throat closed. Ilya’s voice went lower.
“I could ignore if about me. I have had many men say things about me. Russian, English, locker rooms, bars, internet, whatever. They are not creative. But he said your name like dirty thing.” His hands shook. “And I wanted him to bleed.”
Shane reached for him. This time, Ilya let him take both hands.
“He used you to get to me,” Ilya said.
“That’s on him.”
“He knew it would work.”
“Still on him.”
“I should be smarter.”
“You are smart.”
“I should be colder.”
“No.”
Ilya looked at him sharply. Shane held his gaze.
“No,” Shane said again. “I don’t want you cold about me.”
Ilya’s mouth parted slightly. The words had landed somewhere he had not expected. Shane squeezed his hands.
“I don’t want you taking blame for it because you defended me.”
Ilya’s face changed. Very slowly. Shane kept going, because if he stopped now, Ilya might pull the shame back around himself.
“You didn’t make him hateful. You didn’t make him violent. You didn’t make him weak. You were playing hockey. You were chirping like every asshole on that ice was chirping. He’s the one who turned it into that.”
Ilya swallowed hard.
“He gets nothing.”
“I know.”
“He gets lawyers.”
“I know.”
“I get headache and rookie afraid of boards.”
Shane’s jaw clenched.
“I know.”
“I hate him.”
“Good.”
Ilya looked at him. Shane’s voice was steady now, but only because the rage had found a place to stand.
“Hate him,” Shane said. “He deserves that. Don’t turn it on yourself because he’s protected by influential people with ugly ties.”
Ilya’s laugh came out broken.
“Influential with ugly ties?”
“I’m improvising.”
“Badly.”
“I’m angry.”
“I noticed.”
Shane leaned forward and pressed his forehead to Ilya’s, gentle, careful, grounding them both.
“I’m angry too.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“I don’t want you hurt by what he said.”
“I am hurt by what he did to you.”
“He said about you.”
“I know.”
“He called you a whore and…”
“No,” Shane said softly. “Don’t give me the words. I don’t need them.”
Ilya’s breath shook.
“I wanted to erase them.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I do.”
“No.” Shane kissed him, soft once, then again. “You don’t erase them by taking the blame, Ilya.”
Ilya flinched.
“I came home,” Ilya said, defensive immediately.
“Yes, you did.”
“I did not skate until collapse.”
“I know.”
“I did not find him.”
“I know.”
“I came home and fucked you.”
“Yes.”
“That is better coping.”
Shane almost laughed, except Ilya’s face was so serious.
“It’s definitely better than assault or self-destruction.”
“Exactly.”
“That’s a low bar.”
“I am recovering.”
Shane kissed the corner of his mouth.
“I know.”
Ilya’s hands slid out of Shane’s grip and up to his waist, holding him there.
“I didn’t want to say because then it becomes real.”
“It was already real.”
“No.” Ilya’s thumb moved over Shane’s skin. “It was in phone. In hallway. In my head. Not here.”
“And now?”
“Now it is here.” His face tightened. “I hate that.”
Shane nodded. He understood. Maybe not fully, but enough. The apartment had been a place where Markham was not. Where the boards were not. Where Ilya could recover in fragments and choose cake and collars and kiss Shane in the kitchen. Saying it here brought the stink of it inside.
Shane looked around the bedroom. Ruined sheets. Their clothes on the floor. Medication on the nightstand. Water glass. Lucky still quietly offended outside the door. Then he looked back at Ilya.
“He doesn’t get to stay here,” Shane said.
Ilya’s eyes lifted.
“He gets this conversation because you needed to tell me. He gets our anger for as long as we need to feel it. Then he gets kicked out.”
Ilya stared.
“How?”
“We shower. We eat the terrible pasta I made.”
“Is it terrible?”
“Probably. It’s been sitting there since before you attacked me.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched.
“You liked attack.”
“I loved attack.”
“Good.”
“Then we call Coach tomorrow. Not tonight. Tomorrow. You tell him what you want to do, not what everyone thinks you should do.”
Ilya’s expression closed slightly.
“I don’t know.”
“That’s allowed.”
“I want punishment.”
“Yeah.”
“I want him gone.”
“Yeah.”
“I want not to be headline again.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“Yeah.”
“I want rookie to stop flinching.”
“I know.”
“I want my head not to hurt when angry.”
Shane reached up and carefully brushed Ilya’s hair back from his forehead.
“I know, baby.”
Ilya’s eyes closed briefly at the touch.
“I hate baby when angry.”
“You love baby.”
“I tolerate baby.”
“You love it.”
“I love you. Baby is side effect.”
Shane smiled faintly. Ilya opened his eyes again.
“I wanted you,” he said, quieter.
Shane’s hand stilled.
“When he said things. On ice. I wanted you there, but also not there. Wanted to look at you so I did not kill him. Wanted you away so you did not hear.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“I’m here now.”
“Yes.”
“And I didn’t hear.”
“No.”
“And you don’t have to say it.”
Ilya nodded once, barely.
“Good.”
Shane kissed him again. Slow this time. Ilya took the kiss with a quiet sound. When they parted, Shane kept close.
“You came home,” he said.
Ilya breathed out.
“You keep saying.”
“Because it matters.”
“I know.”
“You chose home.”
Ilya’s face did something complicated and he pushed it under Shane;s chin until Shane wrapped both arms around him.
“I wanted to tell you and not tell you,” Ilya said against his skin.
“Yeah.”
“If I tell, you hurt.”
“I’m already in it with you.”
“I know.”
“If you don’t tell, you’re alone with it.”
Ilya said nothing. Shane rubbed a slow hand down his back.
“I don’t want you alone with it.”
“I don’t know what to do with it.”
“We don’t have to know tonight.”
“I hate that answer.”
“It’s the only one I have.”
Ilya sighed.
“I also hate your pasta maybe.”
“You haven’t tried it.”
“I smell overcooked.”
“It is extremely overcooked.”
“Tragedy.”
“Yeah.”
Ilya lifted his head. His eyes were red now, and he looked younger with it, still angry but no longer burning through his own skin.
“Can we order food?”
“No screens for you.”
“You order. I supervise with voice.”
“You need to shower first.”
“No.”
“You’re sweaty.”
“You liked. It;s masculine smell.”
“I did. Now masculine smell gets washed off.”
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly. Shane brushed his thumb along Ilya’s cheek.
“We’ll call Coach in the morning,” he said.
Ilya nodded.
“And the team doctor if your head gets worse.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Fine.”
“Because your head is important."
“Yeah.”
“And tonight we shower, eat, and you rest.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed slightly.
“And you?”
“I’ll rest too.”
“Liar.”
“I’ll try.”
Ilya studied him for a moment before he reached up, caught Shane’s jaw, and kissed him once. Hard enough to mean it. Soft enough not to hide behind it.
“You are mine,” he said against Shane’s mouth.
Shane closed his eyes.
“Yes.”
“So you rest.”
Shane opened his eyes again. Ilya looked stubborn and tired and painfully alive.
“Yes,” Shane said.
“Good.”
Lucky scratched at the bedroom door then, one slow, dramatic scrape. Ilya glanced toward it.
“Wolf is judging.”
“He heard everything.”
“He is mature.”
“He licked a sock yesterday until it stuck to his face.”
“Very mature.”
Shane laughed softly. The sound changed the room, just a little. Ilya heard it. His shoulders eased.
“There,” he said.
“What?”
“Markham is less here.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
Shane kissed his forehead, gentle and careful.
“Come on. Shower.”
Ilya let Shane help him stand, though he complained the entire time. He complained about the cold floor, Shane’s ruined pasta, Lucky’s invasion of privacy, the fact that rich men with lawyers were proof civilization had failed, and the tragedy of being too concussed to have sex twice in one evening.
“Doctor did say no exertion,” Shane reminded him.
Ilya looked at him sideways.
“You remembered after?”
Shane flushed.
“I remembered during.”
“And continued?”
“You told me not to say hospital words.”
Ilya’s grin was brief and wicked.
“Good fiancé.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but he was smiling now. The anger was not gone. The hurt was not gone. That was the shape of the night now. Not Markham. Not lawyers. Not the things said on the ice.
This. The two of them moving slowly, carefully, together. Tomorrow could have the league. Tomorrow could have Coach. Tomorrow could have decisions. Tonight, Shane turned the shower warm, kept the lights low, and stood close while Ilya stepped in after him, tired and bruised and no longer alone with the words.
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    Chapter Notes

      Sooo, this being said, we have one last chapter left, meaning the wedding, and then the epilogue. I will, however, most likely write a sequel, I think, so worry not. But yeah, as this journey is coming to an end, I've decided to reveal to you my biggest writing achievement - Shane Hollander in panties. Enjoy!!
PS My song for this is "Navigating" by Twenty One Pilots







  The next morning should have been quiet. For weeks, quiet had been the closest thing their apartment had to peace. Shane had learned the exact angle to leave the bedroom curtains so the room stayed dim without feeling sealed off. He had learned which mug Ilya reached for when his headache was mild and which one he avoided when the nausea was worse. He had learned how to move around the kitchen without letting cabinet doors shut too loudly, how to keep Lucky from throwing himself bodily into Ilya’s lap, which by the way was far more difficult than hockey, and how to ask about symptoms without making Ilya feel like a patient under observation.
He had not learned how to stop being afraid. That morning, though, he was doing a decent impression of normal, at least in his own opinion. Ilya was sitting at the kitchen island in one of Shane’s old T-shirts, hair still damp from the shower, cheek propped against his hand while he picked slowly at the eggs Shane had made. The bruising at his temple had faded to an ugly yellow shadow, barely visible unless Shane was looking for it. Lucky sat pressed against Ilya’s leg under the island, silent and watchful. The television was on low in the living room. Shane had turned it on mostly for himself while he cooked, letting the morning sports show blur into background noise. They had avoided footage of the hit since coming home. Whenever a replay began, Shane changed the channel before either of them could see more than a flash of white ice and dark boards. When Markham’s name came through the speakers, Shane knew immediately that this was not another replay. The anchor’s voice was different, more urgent and careful.
“...developing this morning, with new allegations from inside Grant Markham’s own locker room regarding the hit that hospitalized Montreal alternate captain Ilya Rozanov.”
Shane turned from the stove. At the island, Ilya’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth. For a second neither of them moved. Shane reached for the towel on his shoulder and set it down, needing his hands to do something.
“Stay sitting,” he said, more gently than the words themselves deserved. “Just for a second.”
Ilya looked at him, already irritated, but the irritation did not have much force behind it. He lowered the fork to his plate.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know.”
Shane went into the living room and picked up the remote. The headline at the bottom of the screen made his stomach drop before he had time to brace for it.
MARKHAM TEAMMATE ALLEGES PRE-GAME THREATS AGAINST ROZANOV
Ilya had followed him despite the warning, moving slowly enough that Shane didn’t correct him. Lucky came with him, shoulder pressed to Ilya’s knee.
The broadcast cut to a recorded interview. The player on screen was Elias Cardale, a veteran from Markham’s team. Shane knew him vaguely after years of shared ice: not a star, not a loud personality, just a steady winger who played hard minutes and usually disappeared into the background. Now he sat in a plain studio chair, hands clasped between his knees, looking like a man who had spent the night arguing with himself and lost.
The reporter asked, 
“Why are you speaking now?”
Cardale looked down before he answered.
“Because I should have spoken sooner.”
Ilya sat down on the edge of the couch. Shane glanced at him immediately, but Ilya did not look dizzy. He looked still. Cardale continued, his voice low and controlled.
“I told myself it was locker-room talk. Guys say things before games. They say they’re going to run somebody, they say they’re going to make someone pay, and most of the time it’s just noise. I’ve heard it my whole career. But this wasn’t that.”
The reporter was quiet. The player rubbed his palms together once.
“He was talking about Rozanov before the game. A lot. He was angry about him coming out, about Hollander, about the attention around them. He used language I’m not going to repeat. He said someone needed to teach Rozanov what happened when he brought that into the league.”
Shane felt his hand close around the remote until the plastic edges pressed into his palm. Beside him, Ilya did not move.
“He said if Rozanov kept running his mouth, he’d catch him somewhere he couldn’t protect himself.”
The room went cold. The apartment was warm; the heat was on, the coffee still steamed faintly on the island, the pan on the stove was beginning to cool. Shane felt the temperature leave his body anyway.
The reporter asked, 
“Are you saying Markham intended to injure him?”
Cardale took a breath, and Shane could hear the legal caution in the pause, the way every word had to pass through fear before it came out.
“I’m saying he said he wanted to hurt him. He said he wanted to fuck him up. Those were his words. At the time, I convinced myself he was talking tough. Then I saw the hit, and I saw Rozanov on the ice, and I remembered what he had said in the room. I knew it wasn’t just talk.”
Shane reached for the mute button, but Ilya put a hand over his.
“Not yet,” Ilya said.
His voice was quiet. Shane turned to him. 
“You don’t have to hear this.”
“I know.”
The interview continued. The reporter asked why no one had come forward with all of this earlier. Cardale looked directly at the camera for the first time.
“I gave a partial statement. I said there had been comments. I didn’t say enough. I thought the league had the footage, the audio, everything they needed. I thought they would handle it. And I didn’t want to be the guy who blew up his own room.”
He stopped for a moment. His jaw worked.
“That was cowardice. I understand that. But yesterday I heard Markham might not face meaningful discipline. I heard they were going to treat it like an unfortunate hockey play. And I couldn’t keep pretending I didn’t know what I knew.”
The segment ended. Shane muted the television. This time Ilya let him. For several seconds, they sat in the heavy quiet afterward. Lucky climbed onto the couch beside Ilya with unusual care, pressing his body against Ilya’s thigh. Ilya’s hand went automatically to the dog’s fur, fingers sinking in but not stroking. Shane sat beside him. He did not touch him yet. Ilya’s eyes remained fixed on the television, though the sound was gone.
“I remember Cardale,” he said eventually.
Shane waited.
“He was near the door before the game. Not beside Markham, I don’t think. Near enough.”
“Do you remember him hearing it?”
“I remember people laughing.”
His voice did not shake and Shane almost wished it had. The flatness in it was worse.
“I don’t know if it was him.”
“You don’t have to know right now.”
Ilya’s mouth tightened slightly.
“He knew enough.”
“Yes.”
“And he stayed quiet.”
Shane looked down at the remote in his hand.
“Yes.”
Ilya’s fingers moved once in Lucky’s fur.
“Now he did not.”
“No,” Shane said softly. “Now he didn’t.”
Ilya finally turned his head toward him. There was no triumph in his face, just the stunned exhaustion of having believed a door was sealed and then waking to find someone else had opened it from the outside.
Before either of them could say more, Shane’s phone started vibrating on the kitchen counter. Once, then again, then again, until the sound became impossible to ignore. Shane got up and brought it back without opening anything. The screen was crowded with names: Coach, G, Noah, Kenny, David, Yuna, team chat, numbers he didn’t recognize. The story was already moving faster than either of them could catch.
“Coach,” Ilya said.
Shane answered on speaker. Coach did not waste time.
“Do not talk to media.”
Ilya leaned back against the couch cushions and closed his eyes briefly.
“I am in my living room.”
“Good. Stay there, Rozanov.”
“I am not making a statement.”
There was a short silence on the other end. 
“Good.”
Ilya opened his eyes, faintly suspicious. 
“You expected fight?”
“I always expect a fight from you.”
“Smart.”
Coach exhaled. His voice was rougher when he spoke again.
“Cardale went public at six-thirty. The league called within fifteen minutes. They’re reopening the disciplinary review.”
Shane sat straighter. 
“Wait, they are?”
“They have to. Especially now.”
Ilya looked at the muted television.
“His lawyers?”
“They’ll make noise. They’re already making noise, but this is witness testimony from inside his own room, and Cardale isn’t the only one talking anymore.”
Ilya’s gaze sharpened.
“Who else?”
“I’m not giving names until I’m allowed to but at least one more player has confirmed parts of it privately.”
The words settled in the room slowly. Shane watched Ilya absorb them. He did not look happy, rather careful, as if hope was a dangerous thing and he did not trust it not to turn in his hand. Coach’s voice softened, though only barely.
“How’s your head?”
Ilya glanced at Shane, as if this entire line of questioning was Shane’s fault.
“Normal headache. No worse. No dizziness. No nausea.”
“Good.”
“I am not fragile.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You thought about it.”
“I thought nothing. I’m hanging up before you annoy me into retirement.”
“Coward.”
Coach paused.
“Stay off the news as much as you can. I mean it. This is going to get ugly.”
Ilya’s eyes drifted toward the television again.
“I know.”
“If you want updates, I’ll call Shane.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened, but after a moment he said, 
“Okay.”
Shane looked at him in surprise. Ilya did not look back. Coach seemed to understand the size of that concession because he did not comment on it.
“I’ll call later.”
The line went dead. Shane set the phone on the coffee table, but it immediately lit up again. Kenny this time. Ilya sighed.
“Answer. If you don’t, he will panic-teleport himself into our building.”
Shane answered. Kenny’s voice came through too loud and too shaken.
“Did you see it?”
Shane lowered the volume quickly. 
“Yeah. We saw.”
“Is he there?”
“I am here,” Ilya said.
Kenny went quiet so suddenly Shane wondered if the call had dropped. Then he said, in a much smaller voice, 
“Okay. Good.”
Ilya’s expression shifted.
“Why are you whispering?”
“Because Shane yelled at me last time.”
“I did not yell,” Shane said.
“You used captain voice. Scary.”
Ilya’s mouth moved faintly, almost a smile, but it didn’t last. Kenny breathed in audibly.
“Ilya, I’m sorry.”
Ilya looked down at Lucky.
“For what?”
“For all of it. I know that’s useless. I just…” Kenny stopped. When he continued, his voice was strained. “I hate that he said that shit. I hate that he planned it. I hate that you were lying there and everyone was standing around acting like it was just a bad hit when he went in there wanting to hurt you.”
Ilya’s fingers tightened in Lucky’s coat. For once, he did not answer with a joke.
“I know,” he said.
Kenny swallowed audibly.
“G is losing his mind. Noah is being calm in a scary way. Coach told us not to text you too much, but that was never going to happen.”
“I noticed.”
“We’ve got you,” Kenny said, and the words came out rougher than Shane expected. “All of us. Whatever happens with the league, whatever his lawyers do, we’ve got you.”
Ilya closed his eyes. When he answered, his voice was quieter.
“Yes. I know.”
That was all he could give. After Kenny hung up, the morning widened into something strange and tense. Shane did not turn the volume back on, but he checked updates carefully, filtering them before he showed or read anything to Ilya. Players were speaking, first in scattered posts, then in a wave. Some were teammates. Some were rivals. Some were men who had fought Ilya, cursed at him, mocked him, tried to get under his skin for years. And still, one by one, they drew a line.
Shane read one from Aaron Taly, the veteran captain in Vancouver, because Taly’s name alone made Ilya look up.
“‘I’ve played against Rozanov for fourteen years. He’s difficult, mouthy, and one of the best competitors in the league. If what Cardale says is true, what happened was not hockey. You do not use a man’s sexuality and his partner as fuel to deliberately hurt him. That is not toughness. That is cowardice.’”
Ilya stared at the floor. After a while, he said, 
“Taly hates me.”
“He didn’t sound like he hates you.”
“He broke my nose once.”
“You probably deserved it.”
That earned Shane a look, but it was faint and tired.
“Maybe.”
Shane didn’t push. He read other statements only when they seemed worth letting into the apartment. A rival defenseman saying that chirping was part of the game and hate was not. A goalie saying nobody should have to wonder whether coming out made them a target on the ice. A retired enforcer, a man known mostly for violence and bluntness, saying on live television that if a player needed slurs to make himself brave enough to hit someone from behind, then he wasn’t tough at all. That one Ilya listened to in silence. When Shane finished reading the transcript, Ilya took the phone, stared at the words for a moment, and handed it back.
“He once hit me with my own helmet,” he said.
Shane blinked.
“What?”
“Playoffs.”
“And now he’s defending you?”
“I don’t think he would call it defending me.” Ilya leaned back, his face drawn. “Defending hockey maybe.”
That, more than anything, seemed to matter. By noon, Markham’s organization announced an internal review. By twelve-fifteen, a second teammate went public. His statement was shorter than Cardale’s interview. Andy Reil, another player from Markham’s team, confirmed that Cardale had told the truth. He said he had heard Markham use homophobic language about both Ilya and Shane before the game. He said he had heard Markham talk about making Ilya an example. He said he should have reported everything immediately and had not, because he was afraid of the damage it would do to the room and the season. He apologized.
Shane read it aloud slowly. By the time he finished, Ilya had gone completely still again. Lucky, who had been sleeping near the coffee table, lifted his head as if he had sensed the shift before either of them moved. He climbed carefully onto the couch and pressed himself along Ilya’s side again, licking his wrist and fingers. Ilya’s hand settled into his fur.
“He said make example,” Ilya said.
Shane put the phone down.
“Yeah.”
“I remember that.”
Shane moved from the chair to the couch, sitting near him but not too close.
“I thought nobody heard,” Ilya said after a while.
The confession was quiet enough that Shane almost missed it Ilya stared at the blank television screen.
“I thought maybe it was only me. Ice is loud. Bench is loud. Crowd. Everyone yelling. Sometimes ugly things disappear into noise.”
Shane felt something in his chest twist.
“They didn’t disappear.”
“No.”
Ilya’s hand moved slowly through Lucky’s fur.
“They heard.”
“Yes.”
“And did nothing.”
Shane hated that he had to say it.
“Yes.”
Ilya’s face did not change, but his fingers tightened against Lucky’s neck.
“And now they did something.”
Shane leaned closer.
“Yeah. Finally.”
Ilya absorbed that without speaking. It was not forgiveness on his side, Shane knew that. 
By late afternoon, Ilya’s headache had worsened enough that he stopped pretending he was fine and said, very softly, “Enough world for today.”
Shane turned everything off without a word. He drew the curtains and went with Ilya to bed. Ilya lay on his side in the dark room, one hand curled beneath his cheek, while Shane lay behind him with a careful space between their bodies. After a few minutes, Ilya reached back blindly, found Shane’s hand, and pulled it to his waist. Shane moved closer. For a long time, they rested like that.
“I thought he won.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“Last night?”
“Yes.”
Shane looked at the dim shape of his shoulder. 
“He hasn’t lost yet, Ilya.”
“I know.”
Ilya’s fingers settled over Shane’s wrist.
“But maybe now, da?”
“Maybe now.”
“I hate that it is luck.”
“I know.”
“No plan. No justice. Not Batman, just his teammate. It’s stupid.”
Shane huffed.
“Batman?”
“Yeah. Justice. For Gotham.”
Shane giggled into Ilya’s shoulder while Ilya went quiet but more relaxed.
The suspension came a week later. It was not enough. Everyone knew it was not enough. Markham’s lawyers had done their work well enough to prevent the clean, satisfying ending people wanted. There would be no lifetime ban, no neat moral correction, no statement strong enough to match the image of Ilya lying motionless on the ice. The league suspended him through the rest of the regular season and postseason, with mandatory review before any future eligibility. The language was disciplined, legal, careful. It used words like conduct and review and unacceptable actions. It did not use the words Shane wanted.
Ilya read the announcement at the dining table, tolerated about half of it, and pushed the phone back toward Shane.
“Not enough,” he said.
“No.”
“Still something.”
“Yes.”
“I hate that something feels better than nothing. He shouldn't be allowed on ice again.”
Shane reached for his hand across the table. Ilya let him take it. They thought that was the end of it. The same afternoon, they were looking at linen samples because the wedding had become the thing they returned to whenever the world became too much. Cream, ivory, deep green, a gray-green Ilya disliked with unusual intensity. The samples were spread across the table beside invitation proofs, a page of cake notes, and a small card reminding them that Lucky’s ceremonial collar had arrived and needed fitting.
Shane’s phone buzzed. He glanced down, expecting another comment from the team chat, but the alert on the screen made him sit up slowly. Ilya noticed immediately.
“What is it?”
Shane read the headline again before answering.
“His team terminated his contract.”
Ilya’s hand went still over the fabric.
“What?”
“Markham. His team released a statement. He won’t return to the organization.”
Ilya stared at him.
“Not the league?”
“No. His team.”
Shane handed him the phone. Ilya read carefully, his eyes narrowing. The statement was polished within an inch of its life, full of organizational values and internal review and conduct incompatible with standards, but beneath the language the meaning was clear enough.
Markham was out. He was no longer wanted in that room.
Ilya handed the phone back. For a while, he said nothing.
“Was it the players?”
Shane checked the updates spreading beneath the official statement. He read two reports before answering.
“It looks like several players told management they weren’t comfortable having him back.”
Ilya leaned back in his chair. The room went quiet. This, Shane understood, landed differently. The league mattered. The suspension mattered. Public outrage mattered. Still, the room mattered in a way that was harder to explain to anyone who had not spent his whole life inside one. The room was where men laughed, cried, talked, chirped and celebrated. The room was, also, where Markham had spoken and other players had looked away. Now the same room had spitted him out.
Ilya looked down at the linen samples.
“I thought I would feel better,” he said.
Shane’s hand rested near his on the table.
“Do you?”
Ilya thought about it.
“A little.”
“That’s okay.”
“Not enough.”
“No.”
“I still got hit.”
“I know.”
“Our rookie still flinches.”
“I know.”
“My head still hurts when I read too long or when we kiss too much. Unfair.”
“I know.”
Ilya looked at him then, tired and unsmiling.
“But he cannot sit in that locker room and make people pretend it was normal.”
“No,” Shane said. “He can’t.”
“He cannot make rookies laugh because they are afraid not to.”
“No.”
“He cannot do it again wearing that jersey.”
Shane’s thumb brushed across Ilya’s knuckles.
“No.”
Ilya nodded once, small and final.
“Good.”
It was not victory. Shane didn’t think either of them would have known what victory looked like in a thing like this. It did not undo the hit, or the hospital, or the words Ilya still refused to repeat. It did not remove the anger from Shane’s body or make Ilya’s recovery simple. Yet it moved Markham farther away from them. It took him out of the room. It made him someone else’s problem, somewhere else, surrounded by lawyers who had managed to protect his technical eligibility but could not force anyone to give him a jersey.
After a while, Ilya picked up the cream linen sample and held it beside the deep green napkin. Shane watched him.
“Cream?” he asked.
Ilya frowned at the combination.
“Cream linens. Dark green napkins.”
“Okay.”
“No gray-green.”
“No gray-green, sure.”
“It looks like Canadian hospital wall.”
Shane smiled. Ilya was there at the table, alive and opinionated and exhausted, choosing wedding linens in the same hour the man who had tried to make him an example lost his place in the room. Markham was not gone from their history but he was gone from the apartment. Ilya finally set the green napkin down, then reached across the table for Shane’s hand again. He did not say anything. Shane did not make him. They sat there with the samples between them, the phone face down, Lucky snoring under the table, and the wedding slowly returning to the center of the room. 
After a moment, Ilya squeezed Shane’s fingers.
“Candles,” he said.
Shane looked at him.
“For the tables?”
“Yes.”
“You still want many?”
Ilya’s expression softened slightly.
“Many. So many there is a fire hazard.”
“Okay.”
“And low flowers. People should see each other.”
Shane nodded, reaching for the notebook.
“Low flowers.”
Ilya watched him write, then looked down at the cream fabric again. His voice was quiet when he spoke.
“I want it warm.”
Shane’s hand stilled on the page.
“The wedding?”
Ilya nodded.
“Warm.”
Shane looked at him for a long second, then wrote it down.
Warm.
Ilya saw him do it. His mouth softened, but he didn’t comment. He only leaned back in his chair, tired but calmer now, and let the next silence be different.
***
A few days later, a spell of rain moved over Canada. That was why, with the rain strong and continuous, Yuna almost didn’t hear the knock. The television in the living room was on low, David had fallen asleep with his reading glasses still on and one hand resting over an open book, and Yuna had been in the kitchen pretending to tidy counters that were already clean because the week before a wedding had made her restless. It was the rain that filled the house, rushing against the windows, spilling from the eaves, drumming over the back deck and the dark garden beyond it.
The knock came again. Three uneven hits. It wasn’t Shane’s knock, because Shane had a key and also because he would have called first if something had gone wrong. Yuna went still with a tea towel in her hand, listening, and by the time the third knock came, softer than the first two, something in her body already knew.
David woke when she passed the room doorway.
“Yuna?”
“Someone’s at the door.”
He was on his feet immediately, book sliding shut on the floor beside his chair. That was David: half asleep one second, entirely awake the next whenever something unexpected was happening. He followed her down the hall while the rain battered the glass around the front door, turning the porch light into a blurred yellow halo.
Yuna opened the door.
Ilya stood on the porch. For one second she did not understand what she was seeing. He was soaked so thoroughly that he looked as if he had walked through the weather instead of under it, hair plastered to his forehead and temples, rainwater dripping from his curls, his jacket dark and heavy with it. His face was pale in the porch light, almost gray around the mouth, and his eyes, wide, exhausted and terrified, found hers with such naked panic that Yuna’s heart simply dropped.
“Ilya,” she said.
He opened his mouth, closed it, and for a moment he looked like he might turn and leave because being seen seemed suddenly unbearable.
David came up behind her.
“Son?” he said, and his voice changed at once, lowered into the tone he used when someone was hurt and trying not to show it. “What happened?”
Ilya looked at him first, then at Yuna, then he said, hoarse and almost too quiet beneath the rain, 
“I can’t do this.”
Yuna did not ask him what he meant. She stepped aside and reached for his wrist, offering enough contact that he could follow it if he wanted.
“Come in, sweetheart.”
The moment he was inside, water began pooling on the entryway tile beneath his boots. He seemed to notice at the same time Yuna did and looked down with sudden horror, as if this, of all things, was the unforgivable part.
“Sorry,” he said quickly. “I’m getting floor wet.”
David closed the door against the rain.
“It’s tile.”
“I can clean.”
“No,” Yuna said, gentler but firm enough that his mouth closed. “You are going to take off that jacket.”
Ilya stared at her for a second, breathing hard through his nose.
“I shouldn’t have come.”
“Yes, you should have.”
“You don’t know.”
“I know you’re wet through and shaking in my hallway. That is enough for right now. Shoes and jacket off.”
David stepped forward and held out a hand for his jacket. Ilya hesitated, then shrugged it off with stiff movements. The heavy fabric peeled away from him, dripping onto the tile, and beneath it his sweater was almost as wet, clinging to his shoulders and chest. His hands were red from the cold.
David’s expression tightened, but his voice stayed calm.
“How long were you outside?”
“I walked.”
“From where?”
Ilya did not answer. Yuna looked at David once, and David understood not to push that question immediately. Shane was at the venue, they remembered. He had texted earlier about paperwork, final numbers, a signature they needed in person because the coordinator had misplaced something and apologized too much. Ilya must have been alone at the apartment. 
Yuna touched Ilya’s sleeve.
“You need dry clothes.”
“I’m fine.”
“You are not fine.”
“I am not sick.”
“No one said sick.”
“I don’t need anything.”
“Ilya,” David said quietly.
The name stopped him. David was standing with the wet jacket over one arm, his own expression composed but warm. He looked at Ilya the way he had looked at him in the suit shop, with gentle recognition, with the calm insistence of a father who had decided he was allowed to care whether the boy in front of him was cold.
“You’re soaked,” David said. “You can have one of my sweaters. Then we’ll talk, okay?”
Ilya looked away, jaw tight.
“I don’t want to talk.”
“That’s all right,” Yuna said. “Then you can sit in our kitchen and not talk while I put tea in front of you.”
His eyes flicked back to hers.
“Shane is not here,” he said.
“We know.”
“I didn’t call him.”
“Okay.”
“Don’t call him.”
Yuna did not answer too quickly. She took that request seriously because she heard the panic underneath it, but she would not lie to him either. She would not make a promise she could not keep if Shane needed to know.
“Not this minute,” she said. “You came here. We can sit with you first.”
Ilya’s throat worked.
“Not this minute,” he repeated, like he was testing the size of it.
That was enough. They got him out of the entryway and into the downstairs bathroom, where David found a towel and one of his own sweaters from the laundry room, thick navy wool that would hang loose on Ilya’s shoulders. Yuna left them alone only long enough to put the kettle on, set honey on the counter, pull bread from the pantry and leftover chicken from the fridge because Ilya would not ask for food even if he had not eaten since noon. David returned first, carrying the wet sweater.
“He’s changing,” he said softly.
Yuna nodded, slicing bread.
“How is he?”
“Cold. Panicked.” David paused, glancing toward the hallway. 
“Poor boy.”
David set the wet clothes over the back of a chair near the laundry room and came to stand beside her. For a moment neither of them spoke. Rain pressed against the windows. The kettle began its small, rising murmur.
Yuna said, 
“He said he can’t do this.”
David’s face closed for a second.
“Wedding?”
“I think so.”
A few seconds later, Ilya appeared in the kitchen wearing David’s sweater and his own damp jeans, hair towel-dried badly enough that curls stuck out in every direction. The sweater was too broad for him, slipping slightly at one shoulder, and the sight of him in it, this proud, difficult man wrapped in David’s clothes and trying not to tremble, made something painful move through Yuna’s chest. She did not let it show too much.
“Sit,” she said.
“I’m not hungry.”
“I know.”
He stared at the chair. David pulled it out without ceremony. Ilya sat. Yuna placed tea in front of him first, then a plate with buttered toast, chicken, and a little sliced vegetables because she knew Shane had once told her Ilya liked something fresh with heavier food. Ilya looked at the plate like it was an alien object.
“I said I’m not hungry.”
“You did,” Yuna said, sitting across from him instead of hovering. “You can ignore it.”
He did not ignore it. His hand came up after half a minute and wrapped around the mug, fingers still cold enough that he flinched slightly at the heat. David sat beside Yuna, not too close to Ilya, giving him space.
For a while, they let the rain be the only sound in the room. Ilya stared into the tea. His breathing had slowed, but not enough. His shoulders were still too high, his jaw locked hard enough that Yuna wondered if it hurt. Finally he said, 
“I can’t marry him.”
Yuna kept her hands folded around her own mug. David did not move.
“Okay,” Yuna said softly.
Ilya looked up sharply, almost offended.
“Okay?”
“Okay as in we heard you. Not as in we agree, honey.”
His mouth trembled once, quickly, before he pressed it flat.
“I can’t.”
“What happened tonight?” David asked.
“Nothing.”
Yuna waited. Ilya’s eyes dropped again.
“Nothing happened. That’s the stupid part.”
The rain thickened against the windows, a hard gust pushing it sideways. Ilya’s fingers tightened around the mug.
“Shane went to venue. Paperwork. He asked if I wanted to come, and I said no because I had headache earlier. He asked if I was sure. I said yes. He left. I was fine.” He said the last word with quiet hatred. “I was fine for maybe ten minutes. Then I saw the suit hanging.”
Yuna felt David glance at her. Ilya swallowed.
“Bag was closed. But I know it’s there. I know wedding is there. Six days. Less than six days. People coming. Cake. Rings. Song. Lucky’s stupid collar. Everything.”
“It became real,” Yuna said.
Ilya laughed once, breathless and awful.
“It has been real.”
“Yes. But it frightened you now.”
He looked at her then, and something in his eyes changed because she had not called him irrational.
“I couldn’t breathe,” he said after a moment. “I thought maybe I was sick. Head. Something. But no. Not head. Just…” He pressed his fingers hard against the mug, knuckles whitening. “I put coat on. I thought I would walk a little. Then I was here.”
“You came here,” David said.
Ilya’s face tightened.
“I don’t know why.”
“You do,” Yuna said gently.
He looked down. For a second, she thought he might stop there. Then he said, 
“Because if I called Shane and he came, he would look at me like I was breaking his heart.”
Ilya blinked hard, furious with himself, then continued.
“He would be kind. He would say we don’t have to do anything, and he would mean it. He would cancel whole wedding if I asked. He would sit with me on floor and tell me I don’t have to marry him if I don’t want.” His voice shook. “And I do want. That is problem. I want so much I feel sick.”
David’s expression softened in a way he did not try to hide. Yuna said, 
“Wanting can feel dangerous when you learned early that good things get taken.”
Ilya’s eyes snapped to her, bright and defensive.
“I am not doing childhood therapy now.”
“No,” she agreed. “You are drinking tea.”
He looked at the tea, then away. David interrupted the silence gently. 
“But she’s not wrong.”
Ilya’s mouth worked as if he had three angry answers ready and none of them had enough strength behind them. He picked up the toast finally, took one bite, and chewed like he resented it. Yuna let him eat two more bites before she spoke.
“Tell us the thing you’re afraid to tell Shane.”
Ilya froze. David’s eyes moved to her, not warning exactly, but attentive. Ilya set the toast down.
“There are many.”
“Tell us one.”
He breathed in. Out.
“I will ruin him.”
Yuna’s chest ached. David leaned forward slightly, forearms on the table.
“How?”
Ilya looked at him as if the answer should be obvious.
“With me.”
“Be more specific.”
That irritated him enough to bring color into his face.
“You know.”
“I don’t and I’m asking what you believe, Ilya.”
“I believe he will spend whole life worrying if I wake up. If I eat. If my head hurts. If I am sad. If I go quiet. If I skate too hard. If I answer phone from Russia. If I see something and become useless.” Ilya’s voice sharpened as he went, the panic finding rhythm now, feeding on its own clarity. “I believe he will become smaller because he loves me. He will plan life around my damage and call it choice because he is good. He will give and give and give, and one day he will be tired, and I will hate him for it, and he will hate himself for being tired. I know how this goes.”
David’s face had gone very still. Yuna asked softly, 
“Do you?”
Ilya looked at her.
“I know people leave.”
“That is not the same thing.”
“It is when they stay too long first.”
The words came out before he could soften them, and afterward he looked almost surprised by his own honesty. Rainwater still dripped from the ends of his hair onto the shoulder of David’s sweater. He looked twenty and twelve and fully grown all at once.
Yuna’s voice stayed even, but it cost her.
“Who stayed too long?”
Ilya said nothing. David was the one who answered, not with a name, but with the gentlest possible pressure.
“Your mother?”
Ilya’s face closed. For a moment the kitchen held nothing but rain and the small ticking of the stove cooling.
“She loved me.”
“We know.”
“She loved me and still left.”
Yuna’s throat tightened. Ilya stared at the table.
“My father stayed and hated me. Alexei stayed and made sure I knew he hated me. Alina died. Everyone leaves or dies or stays in ugly way. Shane is…” His voice broke so suddenly he looked furious at it. He pushed back from the table, chair scraping. “No. I can’t.”
David stood, but he did not move toward him.
“Ilya.”
“No.”
“You’re not in trouble.”
“I am not child.”
“No,” David said, and there was something in his voice now that made Ilya stop. “You are not. But you were one, once, and every adult failed.”
Ilya went white. Yuna stood more slowly. David’s face was calm, but his eyes were wet.
“You were one,” he repeated. “And the people who were supposed to make you feel safe did not do that. Your mother loved you, but she was ill and she left you with something no child should ever have had to carry. Your father was cruel to you. Alexei hurt you. Other people failed you in ways I do not have words for. But Shane is not marrying your childhood.”
Ilya stared at him, breathing hard. David continued, his voice low and steady.
“He is marrying you.”
Ilya’s eyes shone now. He looked trapped, pinned in place by the impossibility of arguing with someone who refused to be cruel.
“You don’t know what I am like,” he said.
David’s mouth tightened.
“I know more than you think.”
“No.”
“I know you came here tonight instead of disappearing.”
Ilya flinched.
“I know you took your wet boots off in the entry because even panicking, you were worried about Yuna’s floor. I know you asked me to help with your suit because you wanted someone to see you and were brave enough to admit it without using those exact words. I know you love Shane so much that your fear is trying to disguise itself as being right.”
Ilya’s face crumpled for half a second before he turned away. Yuna stepped around the table then. She did not want to startle him. She came close enough that he could refuse her if he needed to, and when he did not move, she touched his forearm through the sleeve of David’s sweater.
“Ilya,” she said, “you are not a trap Shane has fallen into.”
His eyes shut. She felt the tremor go through him.
“You are not a punishment for his kindness. You are not some terrible price he is paying because he loves you. He is not being tricked. He knows you. Not all of you, because no one ever knows all of another person, but he knows enough to choose honestly.”
Ilya shook his head once, hard.
“He thinks I am better than I am.”
“No,” Yuna said. “He sees you more gently than you see yourself. That is different.”
He opened his eyes. Tears had gathered but not fallen. His mouth twisted, fighting them.
“I am hard to love.”
“No,” she said.
He laughed, broken and disbelieving.
“Yes.”
“No,” she repeated, firmer now. “You have been hurt in ways that make love hard to receive. That is not the same thing, sweetheart.”
David came to stand beside her, close but not crowding.
“Ilya,” he said, “do you know what Shane looked like when you were in the hospital?”
Ilya turned his face away.
“Yes.”
“No, I don’t think you do. You saw pieces. You woke up and saw fear. But you did not see him when the doctors took you for the second scan. You did not see him after they said the word bleed. You did not see him trying to stand upright because he believed that was the only thing left to do.”
Ilya’s throat moved. David’s voice softened further.
“That was not the face of a man realizing his life had been ruined.”
Ilya looked at him then.
“That was the face of a man who already knew exactly where his life was.”
The first tear fell before Ilya could stop it. Yuna’s hand slid from his forearm to his wrist, light and warm.
“You are not ruining Shane’s life by marrying him,” she said. “You would break his heart by disappearing from it because you decided fear was wiser than love.”
Ilya made a small sound then, wounded and angry, and pressed the heel of his free hand against his eye.
“I don’t know how to be husband.”
David said, 
“Neither does anyone before they become one.”
“That is stupid.”
“It’s true.”
“I don’t know how to be family.”
Yuna’s heart ached so sharply she had to pause before answering.
“You already are.”
Ilya looked at her through tears.
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No, I am marrying into…”
“You are already family,” she said, cutting gently but clearly through the protest. “Not after the ceremony. Not after paperwork. Not once you prove you can be easy enough to keep. You are family now.”
His breathing shook. Yuna took one step closer.
“When you call David about your suit, that is family. When you come here in the rain because you are terrified and some part of you knows this is a safe door, that is family. When you let me feed you even while pretending you don’t need it, that is family. When you argue with Shane about napkins and then remember to choose chocolate cake for a little girl who should have been at your wedding, that is family.”
Ilya’s face broke, the last hard line of him folding under the weight of being understood so precisely.
“I can’t lose him,” he whispered.
David stepped closer then, slow enough to let Ilya pull away. Ilya did not.
“I know,” David said.
“I can’t.”
“We know.”
“If he marries me, and then he wakes up one day and looks at me like I am too much…”
“He won’t,” Yuna said.
“You don’t know that.”
“No,” she said honestly. “I don’t know every day of your future. I won’t lie to you. Marriage is not a spell. Shane will get tired sometimes. So will you. He will be afraid sometimes. So will you. You will hurt each other by accident because people do. You will have days where love feels clumsy and inadequate and you both say the wrong thing.”
Ilya stared at her, tears slipping silently now.
“But that is not ruin,” Yuna said. “That is life. And Shane does not want a life without difficulty. He wants a life with you.”
David added quietly, 
“And he is allowed to choose that.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled.
“He chooses too much.”
“He chooses with full information,” David said. “He is not a child either.”
Yuna saw it land. Ilya looked down at his hands, at the too-long sleeves of David’s sweater covering part of his fingers. He looked so tired suddenly that Yuna wanted to wrap him in a blanket and call Shane and never let any of them leave this kitchen again.
Instead she reached for his plate and pushed it a few inches closer.
“Eat two more bites.”
Ilya looked up, startled and miserable.
“What?”
“Two more bites. Then more tea.”
“I am having breakdown.”
“I know. Food still helps.”
For a second, he just stared at her, then, absurdly, he laughed. It was small, wet, nearly gone before it existed, but it was real enough that David’s shoulders eased.
Ilya sat back down because Yuna gently pressed him toward the chair and because, Yuna suspected, standing had begun to feel like too much. He picked up the toast and took a bite, crying quietly while he chewed, which broke her heart and also made her fiercely, irrationally proud of him.
David sat beside him this time, not across. Yuna poured more tea. They did not rush him. When he had eaten a little more, Ilya wiped his face with the heel of his hand and muttered, 
“This is humiliating.”
Yuna sat across from him again.
“No.”
“It is.”
“No,” David said.
Ilya gave him a look. David’s mouth softened.
“You think needing people is humiliating because needing people was not safe when you were young.”
Ilya stared at him. David lifted one shoulder slightly.
“You’re not the only person in the room who can be blunt.”
Yuna watched Ilya absorb that, the directness of it, the fatherly refusal to pretend the obvious was not obvious. Ilya looked down at his mug.
“My father would have laughed.”
“I know,” David said.
“He would say I am acting like woman. Or child. Or worse.”
David’s face changed enough that Yuna saw the anger pass through him like a shadow behind glass.
“Your father was wrong about you.”
Ilya’s laugh came out bitter.
“You don’t know him.”
“I don’t need to. Any man who teaches his child that fear makes him deserve contempt is wrong.”
The room went very still. Ilya’s eyes filled again, faster this time. Yuna reached across the table and covered his cold hand.
“You were not supposed to have to survive your own house,” she said.
He looked at her.
“You did it because you had to. But you don’t have to bring the hardness to the altar.”
His lips parted. No sound came out. Yuna squeezed his hand.
“You can be scared. You can be messy. You can be healing. You can be angry. You can be difficult in the morning and dramatic about flowers and impossible. You can have a headache. You can miss your mother. You can grieve Alina. You can be all of that and still be Shane’s husband.”
Ilya bowed his head. This time, when the tears came, he did not try as hard to stop them. David’s hand came to the back of his neck, broad and careful, and Ilya flinched only once before he folded forward, elbows on the table, face hidden in his hands. He didn’t sob loudly. The sounds he made were small and torn and unwilling. Yuna stood and moved to his side. She put one arm around his shoulders. For a second he stayed rigid, then he leaned into her. David’s hand remained at the back of his neck. Between them, they held him at the kitchen table while rain battered the windows and tea cooled in the mug and the food sat half-eaten on the plate. Yuna did not shush him. She did not tell him it was okay. It wasn’t. She only held him and let her thumb move slowly over his shoulder through the borrowed sweater.
After a while, Ilya said, muffled, 
“I don’t want Shane to know I said I can’t marry him.”
Yuna looked at David. David’s expression stayed calm.
“You will need to tell him something,” David said.
Ilya shook his head.
“I can’t.”
“You don’t have to use those exact words.”
Ilya lifted his face. His eyes were red, lashes wet, nose slightly pink from the cold and crying. He looked wrecked and very young.
“He will be hurt.”
“Yes,” Yuna said gently. “Maybe a little.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“But he will be more hurt if he feels you were alone with this and didn’t let him in.”
“I let you in.”
“Yes,” she said. “And I’m glad. Truly. But Shane is the person you are marrying.”
“I know.”
“He doesn’t need you to be fearless by Saturday.”
David added, 
“He needs you to come home.”
Ilya’s face crumpled again.
“That’s all he ever asks.”
“And it is not small,” Yuna said. “For you, it is not small. We know that.”
He looked between them, something raw and disarmed in his face.
“You understand too much,” he said, almost accusing.
Yuna smiled sadly.
“We are parents.”
“You are Shane’s parents.”
“Yes,” David said.
Ilya looked at him. David held his gaze.
“And you are marrying our son.”
Ilya swallowed. Yuna squeezed his hand.
“That makes you ours too. Not a replacement. Not an ownership. Not as something you have to perform for us. Just ours.”
For a moment Ilya looked like he wanted to argue. Like the word ours had frightened him as much as it had comforted him. Then his shoulders dropped, and he nodded once, barely.
“Okay,” he whispered.
The word was so small Yuna almost missed it.
“Okay,” she said back.
They sat a while longer. Yuna brewed more tea. David put Ilya’s wet clothes into the dryer without making a ceremony of it. Ilya ate the chicken eventually, not because he was hungry, he insisted, but because Yuna had “aggressive aura” and he was too tired to fight her. The rain softened from a hard downpour into a steady hush. At some point, Shane called. Ilya’s phone lit up on the table. All three of them looked at it. Ilya went pale again. Yuna did not reach for it. David did not either.
“It’s your choice,” Yuna said.
Ilya stared at the screen until it stopped ringing. A message appeared a moment later. Ilya read it silently. His face changed.
“What does it say?” David asked.
Ilya’s voice was unsteady.
“He says paperwork done. He is going home. Asks if I want anything from the store.”
Yuna smiled softly. Ilya looked down at the phone for a long time before he typed with slow, careful fingers. Shane must have answered immediately because the phone lit again. Ilya read it and shut his eyes.
“What did you send?” Yuna asked.
“I said I am at your house.”
“And Shane?”
Ilya swallowed.
“He says okay. He says, ‘Do you want me to come there or do you want me to go home first?’”
David smiled faintly.
“That sounds like Shane.”
Ilya nodded, eyes still closed.
“He is not asking why.”
“He will,” Yuna said. “But he is giving you room first.”
Ilya opened his eyes.
“He is too good.”
“No,” David said gently. “He is good and you deserve good.”
Ilya looked at him for a long moment and then typed again. This time, when Shane answered, Ilya let out a breath that seemed to leave his whole body.
“I asked him to come here,” he said.
Yuna stood and began clearing the table, not because it needed clearing but because Ilya looked like he needed a normal thing to happen around him.
“Then we’ll make more tea.”
Ilya looked up at her.
“You don’t have to stay with me.”
Yuna gave him a look so unmistakably maternal that even he did not try to argue with it.
“Sweetheart,” she said, picking up his empty plate, “this is my kitchen.”
David’s mouth twitched. Ilya looked between them, still tear-streaked, still frightened, still wearing David’s sweater with wet curls drying messily around his face. For the first time since he had arrived, his expression softened into something not quite peace, but closer.
“Okay,” he said again.
Outside, the rain kept falling. Inside, Yuna put the kettle back on, David laid a dry pair of socks near Ilya’s chair without comment, and Ilya sat at their kitchen table waiting for Shane.
***
Shane did not ask him in the car. He came to Yuna and David’s just after six, rain still dark on the shoulders of his coat, hair damp from the short run between the driveway and the porch. Yuna opened the door before he could knock, and Ilya, sitting at the kitchen table in David’s sweater with a cooling mug of tea between his hands, felt his whole body go rigid in the instant before Shane stepped inside.
He expected pain. He expected Shane to look at him and know, somehow, the worst of it: that Ilya had stood in their apartment less than a week before the wedding and thought, with complete terror, I can’t marry him, because he wanted it too badly. Because marriage meant Shane tying his life to Ilya’s in front of everyone they loved, and Ilya could not stop seeing every damaged part of himself as something Shane would eventually have to survive.
But Shane only looked at him. There was worry in his face because Shane could not erase that from himself. There was no accusation, no visible hurt, no demand. His eyes moved over Ilya’s damp curls, David’s sweater, the tea, the half-eaten toast Yuna had bullied into him, and then softened with such careful, aching relief that Ilya had to look down at his hands.
“Hey,” Shane said.
Ilya swallowed.
“Hi.”
Yuna, who had clearly decided the conversation would not be allowed to fall dramatically into silence under her roof, put a container of food into Shane’s hands.
“Soup,” she said.
Shane looked at it. 
“Of course.”
“And bread. And the chicken he pretended not to want and then ate.”
Ilya muttered, 
“Betrayal.”
Yuna ignored him. David came from the hallway with Ilya’s previously wet clothes folded over one arm, mostly dry now from the dryer. He gave Ilya the pile and then, after a small pause, touched the shoulder of the navy sweater Ilya was still wearing.
“Keep that one tonight.”
Ilya’s throat closed again. He stared at David’s hand for half a second too long and then nodded, because if he tried to say anything, the whole humiliating thing might start again. Shane saw that too. He saw everything. He only thanked David quietly, kissed Yuna’s cheek, and waited near the door while Ilya put his boots on.
In the car, the rain blurred the windshield and made the city look smeared and unreal. Shane kept the radio off. The heater moved warm air around them, and Ilya sat in the passenger seat with the cuffs of David’s sweater pulled halfway over his hands, feeling scraped raw from crying and still strangely hollow in the aftermath of being held by Shane’s parents like he already belonged to them. For a while, neither of them spoke, then Ilya did. 
“I had wedding panic.”
Shane’s hands stayed steady on the wheel.
“I figured.”
Ilya turned his head, defensive already. 
“You figured?”
“Your text said, At your parents. Not dying. Don’t be dramatic.”
“That is informative.”
“It narrowed things down.”
Ilya looked back out the window. His reflection was faint in the glass, pale and wet-eyed and annoyed with himself. 
“I told them not to call you.”
“They didn’t. They told me you were safe after you texted me.”
“They probably told you more.”
“They told me enough to not drive into a tree from speeding.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“Do you still want to marry me?” Shane asked.
Ilya’s eyes opened immediately.
“Yes.”
The answer came out sharp enough to cut. Shane nodded once.
“Okay. Good.”
Ilya stared at him. 
“Okay?”
“That’s the most important part.”
“I showed up at your parents’ house in the rain saying I can’t do this.”
“I know.”
“And you ask one question?”
Shane glanced at him then, only briefly because the road was wet and dark, but his expression was steady enough that Ilya felt his anger lose shape before it could fully form.
“I’ll ask more when you’re not exhausted and cold,” Shane said. “And when you’re ready to tell me.”
Ilya’s mouth worked.
“You should be upset.”
“I’m worried.”
“Same thing.”
“No.” Shane looked back at the road. “It’s not.”
Ilya hated that answer because it was too kind, too patient, too Shane. He hated that Shane was giving him room instead of making the fear prove itself useful. He hated that he wanted to reach across the console and put his hand on Shane’s thigh and that even wanting felt dangerous tonight.
“I still want,” he said, quieter.
“I know.”
“I was never not wanting.”
“I know.”
“Don’t say it like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you just….”
Shane’s face changed, but his voice stayed gentle.
“Just believe you?”
Ilya turned away before that could land properly and didn’t answer.
When they got home, Lucky met them at the door as though Ilya had been missing for several years. He pressed himself against Ilya’s legs with a careful whine, tail sweeping the floor, body trembling from the effort of not jumping. Ilya crouched despite Shane’s immediate inhale of disapproval.
“I am allowed to greet my son,” Ilya said.
Shane stopped himself halfway through whatever warning had risen in him. Lucky pushed his face into Ilya’s chest, and Ilya closed his eyes, one hand buried in his fur. For a few seconds, that was all: the rain still ticking against the windows, the apartment warm and dim around them, Lucky’s body solid against him. Home should have made the panic quieter. Instead, for one terrifying second, it surged again. The wedding notes on the refrigerator. The suit in the garment bag. The first dance song chosen in bed. The collar for Lucky. The rings. The fact that Shane had come to get him without knowing everything and trusted him to come home anyway.
Ilya stood too quickly. Shane reached out automatically.
“I’m fine.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You breathed weirdly.”
“You stood fast.”
“I survived worse.”
Lucky looked between them, distressed by tone alone.
Shane hung his coat by the door and carried the food into the kitchen. Ilya followed, still in David’s sweater, boots off, hair drying badly around his face. He expected Shane to start asking then. He expected the questions to begin once they were alone. Instead, Shane put the soup into the fridge, washed his hands, and said, 
“Do you want tea or shower first?”
Ilya stared at him.
“What?”
“Tea or shower?”
“You are not going to ask?”
“I am going to ask eventually.”
“Eventually.”
“Yes.”
Ilya’s skin prickled.
“Why not now?”
Shane turned from the sink and dried his hands slowly on a towel. The kitchen light was low, soft along his cheekbones, and there was something about the calm of him that made Ilya’s throat feel tight again.
“If I ask right now, you’ll answer because you think you owe me an explanation, not because you’re ready. And you still want to marry me, so it’s good.”
Ilya looked away.
“That is annoying. You are annoying, boring Canadian.”
“Yeah.”
“You are.”
“I know.”
“No, you don’t.”
Shane smiled.
“I do. You told me multiple times.”
The words sat there between them, gentle and Ilya suddenly couldn’t stand the kitchen anymore. He couldn’t stand the note on the fridge that said DO NOT OVERFEED LUCKY in Shane’s handwriting. He couldn’t stand the food, the tea, the softness, the patience. He wanted something else to swallow the panic. Something stronger.
He looked at Shane’s mouth. Shane noticed. The air changed. Ilya’s voice came out lower than he meant it to.
“I don’t want any more tea.”
Shane’s gaze sharpened slightly.
“No?”
“No.”
“Shower?”
“Later.”
Shane set the towel down on the counter.
“What do you want?”
Ilya’s hands curled at his sides. The honest answer hit him so suddenly that all the shame in him went quiet for one bright second.
“You.”
Shane went still. Ilya saw his throat move.
“Ilya.”
“I want you,” Ilya said again, rougher now. “Not talking. Not tea. Not careful boring discussion in kitchen.”
Shane’s eyes darkened, but he did not move closer yet.
“Okay.”
That was all Ilya needed. He crossed the kitchen and kissed Shane hard, pushing him back against the counter with both hands in his shirt. Shane answered immediately, mouth opening under his, one hand coming to Ilya’s waist, the other sliding into his damp hair before stopping just shy of tugging. Always with care. Always remembering where Ilya had been hurt. Normally, tonight, it might have made Ilya flinch inside, but Shane’s mouth was hot, and his body was alive under Ilya’s hands, and Ilya felt the bad thoughts weaken. Shane pulled back first, breathing harder.
“Before this goes anywhere,” he said, voice low, “I need to tell you something.”
Ilya almost groaned.
“If this is symptom checklist, I will leave.”
“It’s not.”
“Then fast.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, but his eyes stayed dark.
“I had something planned.”
Ilya stilled.
“What thing?”
Shane’s hand slid down from Ilya’s hair to the back of his neck.
“Something for you.”
The panic tried to rise again, because surprises were dangerous when his heart was already raw, but Shane’s voice had changed. There was something hotter, deeper, more intense and sensual in it.  Desire.
“What?” Ilya asked.
Shane’s thumb moved once against his neck.
“Bedroom.”
Ilya’s mouth went dry.
“Now?”
“If you want.”
“I want.”
“You don’t know what it is.”
“I know your face.”
Shane’s breath caught faintly. Ilya leaned in, lips brushing his jaw.
“And your face says I want very much.”
Shane closed his eyes for half a second.
“Yes. I think you want it very much, Rozanov.”
The words did more to Ilya than they should have. All evening, everyone had been telling him he was family, he was loved, he was not a burden, Shane was choosing him. It had helped. It had held him together. But Shane's voice going rough around want hit someplace lower and simpler. It bypassed the part of him trying to decide whether he deserved a future and went straight to the part of him that knew Shane’s skin, Shane’s sounds, Shane’s body opening for him.
He followed Shane down the hall. The bedroom was dim. The lamp on Shane’s nightstand was on, turning the room amber, softening the rain-light at the windows. Lucky tried to follow them, but Shane glanced back and said, “Stay,” in the firm voice. Lucky gave an enormous offended sigh from the hallway as Shane shut the door.
On the bed lay a small black box. Ilya stopped just inside the room. Shane did not open it immediately. Instead he turned toward Ilya, and for the first time since Yuna’s kitchen, he looked almost nervous.
“I bought it before tonight,” Shane said. “Not because of the panic. Not because I’m trying to distract you from anything you told them.”
“I didn’t tell you exactly what I told them.”
“I know.”
Ilya’s chest tightened. Shane stepped closer.
“I’m not asking yet.”
“You will.”
“Yes but not yet.” Shane glanced toward the box, then back at him. “I thought maybe after the wedding. Or maybe before, if it felt right. Tonight I put it out because I wanted to surprise you. Then you were at my parents’ house, and I thought maybe I should put it away.”
Ilya’s voice was hoarse.
“Why didn’t you?”
Shane’s gaze held his.
“I think when I saw you in the kitchen, all I could think was that you looked like you needed to know I still want you. Not just love you. Want you.”
Ilya forgot how to breathe. Shane reached for the box then. He opened it.
Inside was a collar. A collar for Shane. The thought hit so cleanly that Ilya’s whole body went hot before he fully understood what he was seeing. Black leather, smooth and soft, with a small silver ring at the front. Folded beside it was black lace, delicate and obscene, so clearly sized and chosen for Shane that Ilya’s brain simply stopped offering him wedding panic as an option.
Panties. For Shane.
Ilya stared. There was a long silence. Then Shane said, with a slightly unsteady breath, 
“You’re quiet.”
Ilya looked at him slowly. Shane was still fully dressed, still damp from rain, his face open and a little flushed, standing beside the bed like he had just handed Ilya a weapon and trusted him completely not to hurt him with it. Ilya’s voice came out low.
“Those are for you.”
“Yes.”
“You bought them for you.”
“For you to see me in.”
Ilya’s mouth parted. Shane’s eyes darkened again, but there was vulnerability in his face too, the kind he offered rarely and only with Ilya. It struck Ilya harder than the collar itself. Shane Hollander, who had come to collect him from his parents’ house after a breakdown, who had not asked for details, who had driven him home in the rain and given him space, had also prepared this. Had chosen to be wanted like this. Had chosen to give Ilya something he knew would knock him out of his own head.
“I thought,” Shane said, quieter, “maybe you’d like taking me apart a little before the wedding.”
Ilya crossed the room in two strides. He kissed Shane so hard Shane made a startled sound into his mouth. Ilya backed him toward the bed, one hand at the back of Shane’s neck, the other gripping his waist. All the panic in him vanished under the heat so fast it was almost ridiculous. Marriage, fear, ruin, family, rain, David’s sweater, Yuna’s kitchen, all of it gone, bburied beneath Shane’s mouth and the knowledge of what was waiting in that box.
He pulled back, breathing hard.
“Take off your clothes.”
Shane’s eyes flashed.
“Yeah?”
“Now.”
Shane nodded, and the obedience of it went straight to Ilya’s cock. He stood there and watched Shane undress, no rushing now. Ilya would have rushed if he were the one moving, but watching Shane do it slowly was better. The shirt came off first, exposing shoulders Ilya had bitten and kissed and held down against sheets, then Shane’s hands went to his belt. He looked at Ilya while he opened it. The pants followed, then underwear, until he stood naked in the warm bedroom light with his breathing uneven and his cock already hard.
Ilya’s throat worked.
“Beautiful,” he said, and the word came out rough enough that Shane’s face changed.
Shane swallowed.
“You want me to put them on?”
Ilya shook his head.
“No.”
Shane went still. Ilya stepped closer, picked up the lace, and sank to one knee in front of him.
“I put them on you.”
Shane’s breath caught hard. For a second, neither of them moved. Ilya looked up at him from his knees and watched the want move over Shane’s face, watched his composure fracture. He touched Shane’s ankle.
“Step.”
Shane obeyed. The lace slid up his legs slowly, over calves, knees, thighs. Ilya took his time because he could, because Shane’s hands had curled at his sides and his breath was already unsteady, because every inch of black lace moving over Shane’s skin put distance between Ilya and the voice that had said he would ruin him. He settled the panties over Shane’s hips with both hands, thumbs smoothing the fabric into place. They fit perfectly. Of course. Shane would have checked. Shane would have thought about it. Shane would have stood somewhere, maybe alone in a fitting room or their bedroom, choosing this for him.
Ilya’s cock went so hard it almost hurt. He leaned forward and kissed Shane through the lace. Shane’s hips jerked.
“Fuck,” Shane whispered.
Ilya smiled against him.
“There,” he murmured. “That is better.”
Shane’s hand slid into his hair, holding on. Ilya looked up.
“You wore them before?”
Shane’s face flushed darker.
“I tried them on.”
Ilya’s whole body tightened.
“Alone?”
“Yes.”
“Thinking about me?”
Shane’s answer came barely above a whisper.
“Yes.”
Ilya stood slowly.
“Good boy.”
Shane’s breath broke. Ilya took the collar next. The leather looked small in his hands. Shane lifted his chin without being told, and Ilya nearly lost his mind from that alone. He brought the collar around Shane’s throat carefully, fingers steady despite the heat in him, fastening it at the back. The silver ring sat at the hollow of Shane’s throat.
When Ilya stepped back, Shane stood in front of him wearing nothing but the black lace and the collar, his cock hard under the delicate fabric, his lips swollen from kissing, his face flushed and open and waiting.
Ilya forgot every bad thing he had ever thought. For one clean moment, there was only Shane. His Shane, standing there because he wanted to, because he had chosen the collar, because he trusted Ilya enough to let him fasten it.
Ilya reached out and touched the ring at Shane’s throat with one finger. Shane’s eyes fluttered.
“You like it,” Ilya said.
“Yes.”
“You like wearing my collar.”
Shane swallowed.
“Yes.”
“Say it.”
Shane’s voice came out rough.
“I like wearing your collar.”
Ilya’s hand dropped to the lace, palm covering him through it.
“And these?”
Shane’s hips gave a helpless little push into his hand.
“Yes.”
Ilya’s smile was slow and dark.
“You wanted me to come home and find you like this.”
“Yes.”
“You wanted me to forget everything else.”
Shane’s eyes met his.
“No,” he said, and Ilya went still at the correction. Shane lifted one hand, touching Ilya’s wrist where it rested against his body. “I wanted to remind you there’s more than everything else.”
Something in Ilya’s chest cracked. He covered it immediately by kissing Shane hard enough to make him stumble back onto the bed. Shane went down willingly, catching himself on his elbows, legs spreading as Ilya climbed over him. The sight of him like that, collar snug around his throat, lace stretched over his cock, face flushed and expectant, was so intensely, perfectly Shane that Ilya almost laughed from the force of wanting him. It was not polished captain Shane, not careful Shane, not Shane making room for everyone else’s fear.
This Shane was his. The one who liked being told what to do when he trusted the person saying it. The one who went soft-eyed and needy when Ilya’s voice dropped. The one who could be the responsible one all day and still tremble when Ilya touched the collar and called him good.
Ilya pressed one hand to Shane’s chest and pushed him flat.
“Stay.”
Shane lay back. Ilya watched him do it, then dragged his palm down over Shane’s stomach, over the black lace, feeling the heat and hardness beneath. Shane’s head tipped back into the pillow.
“Ilya.”
“Yes?”
“Please.”
Ilya’s pulse kicked.
“Already?”
Shane laughed once, breathless and embarrassed, then groaned when Ilya pressed harder.
“You came home from my parents’ house looking like you were going to break,” Shane said, voice rough. “I wanted you the second you kissed me in the kitchen.”
Ilya stilled. Shane opened his eyes.
“I wanted you before that,” he admitted. “When you were sitting in their kitchen. In my dad’s sweater. Looking at me like you didn’t know whether you were allowed to come home.”
Ilya’s throat went tight.
“Shane.”
“I wanted to bring you home,” Shane said. “And give you this. And let you remember.”
“Fuck. Remember what?”
Shane reached up, touching the collar lightly at his own throat.
“That I’m yours because I want to be.”
Ilya kissed him. There was no other answer he could give. He kissed him until Shane was breathless under him, until the line between comfort and want disappeared, until Ilya no longer felt like a man being talked down from a ledge but like a man with his whole life under his hands. He kissed Shane’s mouth, his jaw, his throat above the collar, careful not to bite where leather sat snug against skin because he wanted the mark to be the collar first. Shane’s hands moved over his back, then his waist, pulling him closer, and Ilya went gladly, grinding down against him through the black lace until Shane made a sound so broken and pretty that Ilya had to stop for half a second just to look at him.
“You sound good,” Ilya said.
Shane’s face flushed. Ilya touched the ring at his throat.
“So good for me.”
Shane’s eyes closed. Ilya’s mouth curved.
“Look at me.”
Shane opened his eyes. Ilya’s panic had no room beside it, not when Shane was looking at him like that, not when Shane was hard and flushed and collared under him. Certainly not when the whole point of this, every inch of lace and leather, was Shane saying without saying it: You are not too much. I still want your hunger. I still want your hands. I still choose being yours.
Ilya lowered his mouth to Shane’s ear.
“You are going to marry me in six days,” he said.
Shane’s breath caught.
“Yes.”
“You are going to stand there in front of everyone wearing my ring.”
“Yes.”
“And tonight you wear this.”
“Yes.”
Ilya’s hand slid down over the panties again, slow and possessive.
“My beautiful Shane.”
Shane made a helpless sound and reached for him, but Ilya caught his wrists and pressed them gently into the mattress.
“No.”
Shane went still immediately. Ilya watched his face.
“This okay?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
He kissed Shane’s wrist, then let one go so he could open his own pants because he was too hard to keep pretending he could be patient forever. Shane watched him do it with dark, hungry eyes, and that nearly undid him all over again. The collar moved when Shane swallowed. The lace was already damp where Ilya had touched him. His cock strained against it, and Ilya could not stop himself from dragging one finger along the outline, slow enough to make Shane shudder.
“I should make you wear these under your wedding suit,” Ilya said.
Shane’s laugh broke into a groan.
“You would die.”
“I would become stronger.”
“You would cry during the vows.”
“I will cry anyway because you are embarrassingly romantic.”
“Ilya.”
“What?”
Shane looked up at him, voice low and unsteady.
“Touch me.”
The words went straight through him. Ilya did. He took his time because Shane had asked and because he loved watching the patience leave him. He touched him through the lace until Shane was twisting under his hand, then moved the fabric just enough to get his hand around Shane’s cock properly. Shane’s whole body arched into it, mouth open, hands gripping the sheets because Ilya had not told him he could touch.
“Good boy,” Ilya said again, quieter.
Shane moaned. Ilya stroked him, firm and slow, watching every reaction. His own want was almost painful now, but he held it because there was something he needed more than release. He needed to see Shane like this. He needed to see proof that marrying him was not some martyrdom dressed up as love. Shane wanted this. Wanted his collar, his hands, his voice, his control. Wanted the part of Ilya that could be intense and rough and possessive and still loved him safely.
Ilya bent and kissed him, still stroking. Shane gasped into his mouth.
“Please,” Shane said again.
Ilya smiled against him.
“What do you want?”
Shane’s eyes opened, dazed and dark.
“You.”
“You have me.”
“I want your cock.”
The words hit so hard Ilya’s hand faltered. Shane noticed, even like this, and his mouth curved faintly with helpless satisfaction. Ilya stared down at him.
“You say this wearing my collar?”
“Yes.”
“And these little fucking panties?”
Shane’s face flushed harder.
“Yes.”
Ilya kissed him again, rougher now.
“Turn over.”
Shane obeyed. He turned onto his stomach first, then shifted up to his knees when Ilya’s hands guided him, the lace stretched over him, collar visible when he bowed his head. Ilya sat back for one second and simply looked. Shane on his knees for him, beautiful and flushed, black leather at his throat, black lace at his hips, shoulders tense with anticipation.
All the fear in Ilya went silent. There was no room for it. He ran both hands over Shane’s back, down to his waist, then leaned over him and kissed the back of his neck just above the collar.
“Mine,” Ilya said.
Shane’s answer came immediately.
“Yours.”
The word settled into Ilya’s bones. He reached for the drawer for the lube, moving with the focus that made Shane look back over his shoulder, eyes heavy and wanting. Ilya touched him carefully where he needed carefulness, not because he felt fragile but because this was Shane, and Shane’s trust mattered more than Ilya’s urgency. He opened him slowly, two fingers, then more, his other hand gripping Shane’s hip through the lace. Shane pushed back against him, needy and impatient, breath hitching every time Ilya praised him.
“You look so good like this,” Ilya said, voice low. “So pretty in my things.”
Shane’s forehead dropped to the sheets.
“Ilya.”
“You like being pretty for me?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” Ilya kissed his shoulder. “You are.”
By the time Ilya lined himself up, Shane was shaking. So was Ilya, though not from panic anymore. He pushed in slowly, one hand flat on Shane’s back, the other at his waist, and Shane’s body took him with a tight, hot give that made Ilya swear under his breath in Russian.
Shane moaned into the sheets. Ilya stilled once he was inside, breathing hard.
“Okay?”
“Yes.” Shane pushed back slightly. “Move.”
Ilya’s control snapped. He fucked Shane with one hand on his hip and the other braced beside his shoulder, hard and steady, the lace caught beneath his fingers, the collar dark around Shane’s throat every time Shane lifted his head to breathe. It was intense and rough and exactly what Ilya needed: not escape, not denial, but Shane under him, wanting him, taking him, saying yes with his body every time words fell apart. Ilya’s bad thoughts did not survive the heat of it. They burned off under Shane’s sounds, under the filthy rhythm of skin and breath, under the way Shane kept saying his name like a vow.
“You’re mine,” Ilya said, voice wrecked.
“Yes.”
“Say it.”
“I’m yours.”
“Again.”
“I’m yours, Illy.”
Ilya groaned and drove deeper, and Shane cried out into the bed, hands fisting in the sheets. There was nothing hesitant in him now, nothing careful except trust. He wanted Ilya rough. Wanted him possessive. Wanted him to take what Shane had offered so deliberately when he laid that box on the bed.
The realization almost broke Ilya. He leaned down over Shane’s back, mouth near his ear, and his voice turned lower, dirtier, less controlled.
“You wore my collar and waited for me.”
Shane shuddered.
“Yes.”
“You wanted me to come home and fuck you in it.”
“Yes.”
“You wanted me to see you like this and forget everything except how much I want you.”
Shane’s voice broke.
“Yes.”
Ilya kissed his shoulder, then bit carefully below it, not hard enough to hurt more than they both liked.
“It worked.”
Shane made a sound that went straight to Ilya’s cock. After that, they stopped speaking for a while because neither of them could hold language properly. Ilya moved hard and deep, Shane meeting him as much as he could, both of them lost in the same ruthless need. When Ilya reached around to touch Shane’s cock, Shane nearly collapsed forward, and Ilya held him up with one arm around his waist, fucking him through it, murmuring praise against the back of his neck.
“Come for me,” Ilya said.
Shane shook his head, overwhelmed.
“I can’t…”
“Yes, you can.”
“Ilya…”
“You can. Be a good boy. Come in my hand.”
Shane did, with a broken moan that made Ilya lose the last of his restraint. He held Shane through it, felt him shake apart, felt his body clench around him, and then Ilya came too, deep and hard, teeth pressed to Shane’s shoulder, one hand gripping the lace at his hip like he needed it to keep from being swept completely under.
For a long time after, they stayed folded over the bed, both breathing hard, Ilya’s body heavy over Shane’s back but not crushing him. He was aware of practical things in pieces - the damp lace, Shane trembling under him, his own heart pounding, the collar still at Shane’s throat.
Shane reached back. Ilya caught his hand. Neither of them spoke. Eventually Ilya eased away when he softened and got up to clean up, then returned to find Shane lying on his side, flushed and wrecked, collar crooked now, black lace ruined, hair mussed across his forehead. He looked up at Ilya with a softness so open that Ilya had to sit down on the bed before his knees decided not to work.
Shane lifted a hand toward him.
Ilya went. He lay down carefully, and Shane immediately curled into him, head against his chest, one hand resting over Ilya’s stomach. Ilya wrapped an arm around him and touched the collar with his other hand. The leather was warm now from Shane’s skin.
Shane smiled faintly without opening his eyes.
“You like it.”
Ilya’s thumb slipped under the edge at the side of his throat.
“Yes.”
“How much?”
“Very much. I am obsessed.”
Shane’s smile grew.
“Good.”
Ilya looked down at him. The panic was still somewhere in him, distant and tired now, like a storm that had moved to another part of the city. It would come back, maybe. They would have to talk. Shane would need to know some of what happened in Yuna and David’s kitchen. Ilya would have to say the words he had been trying all night not to say.
But not yet. For now, Shane was warm in his arms, wearing Ilya’s collar because he had chosen to, and that choice answered something in Ilya nothing else had been able to reach.
“You are very dangerous,” Ilya said.
Shane opened one eye.
“Me?”
“Yes.”
“I wore lingerie and let you have your way with me after your wedding panic.”
“Exactly. You know what it is, Hollander? Weaponized submission.”
Shane laughed, low and sleepy. Ilya tightened his arm around him. After a while, Shane asked, 
“Still scared?”
Ilya stared at the ceiling. He thought about lying, then decided he was too tired.
“Yes.”
Shane’s fingers moved over his stomach.
“Okay.”
“But less.”
“That’s something.”
“Yes.”
The rain tapped softly at the window. Lucky sighed dramatically outside the door, abandoned. Shane’s breathing began to slow against Ilya’s chest. Ilya touched the collar again.
“You wore it for me.”
Shane’s answer was quiet.
“Yes.”
“Because you wanted.”
“Yes.”
Ilya swallowed.
“Not because I am disaster and you are trying to make me feel better?”
Shane opened his eyes and lifted his head enough to look at him properly.
“Because I wanted,” he said again. “And because I know you. And because I thought you might need something true that wasn’t a conversation.”
Ilya’s throat tightened.
“That is annoying answer.”
“I know.”
“It is good.”
Shane’s mouth softened.
“I love you.”
“I know.”
“I want you.”
Ilya closed his eyes. Love had been too large tonight, too tangled in vows and parents and rain and the fear of ruining Shane’s life. But want was sharp enough to believe. Shane’s body in his collar. Shane hard under black lace. Shane saying I want your cock with no hesitation. Shane choosing him in the language Ilya could understand even when every other language became too frightening.
“I want you too,” Ilya said.
Shane kissed his chest.
“I noticed.”
Ilya smiled faintly.
“Good.”
***
They basked in the afterglow for maybe half an hour when Ilya’s hand drifted lower, over the warm plane of Shane’s stomach, then further, until his fingers brushed the ruined edge of the black lace. The fabric was damp, stretched, clinging in places where it shouldn’t. His own release had leaked out of Shane and soaked through it, cooling now against skin that was still flushed and sensitive. The sight of it, the evidence of what they had done, of Shane taking him so thoroughly, sent a fresh, low pulse of heat through Ilya’s body. 
Shane made a soft, questioning sound against his chest. Ilya did not answer with words. He shifted, careful at first, then less so, rolling Shane onto his back. The collar glinted faintly in the low light. Shane’s eyes opened, still heavy-lidded, still soft from the earlier intensity, but they sharpened when Ilya knelt between his spread thighs and looked down at him. 
“Ilya…” 
“Shh.” 
Ilya’s hands slid under Shane’s knees, guiding them wider. The lace was a mess. Delicate and ruined and perfect. He hooked two fingers into the crotch of the panties and pushed the soaked fabric aside, exposing Shane fully. Cum had already begun to seep from him in a slow, glossy trail, catching the amber light from the nightstand lamp. The sight punched the air from Ilya’s lungs. Shane’s breath stuttered. 
“You don’t have to.” 
“I want to.”
The words came out rough, almost guttural. Ilya leaned down without waiting for further protest. He pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the inside of Shane’s thigh first, then higher, then higher still, until his tongue found the mess he had left behind. The taste of himself mixed with Shane’s skin, with the faint salt of sweat and the lingering heat of their earlier desperation. He licked a slow stripe up the length of Shane’s softening cock, then lower, pushing the ruined lace further aside so he could get at what he wanted. Shane’s hips jerked. 
“Fuck, Ilya!” 
Ilya hummed against him and did not stop. He licked into Shane’s hole, into the soft, used place between Shane’s cheeks, gathering the slow leak of his own release with deliberate care. Every slow drag of his tongue cleaned and claimed at once. He pressed closer, mouth open, tongue working deeper, chasing every trace of what he had left inside. The lace scraped lightly against his cheek. Shane’s thighs trembled on either side of his head. 
“You, Jesus, ah, you came so deep,” Shane managed, voice already breaking again. 
Ilya pulled back just enough to answer, lips wet, eyes dark. 
“Yes. And now I clean what is mine.” 
He returned to his task. The sound of it was obscene in the quiet room, wet, focused, hungry. Shane’s hands found the sheets, then Ilya’s hair, holding on as Ilya’s tongue pushed past the sensitive rim and licked him open all over again. Cum continued to seep out in slow pulses whenever Ilya’s tongue pressed deeper, and Ilya took every drop of it, swallowing, then returning for more, as though the act of cleaning was its own form of possession. 
Shane’s cock stirred against his stomach, half-hard again already. A broken little moan escaped him when Ilya’s tongue curled just so. 
“Too much,” Shane whispered, but his legs only opened wider. 
Ilya did not ease off. He settled more firmly between Shane’s thighs, one hand spreading him open while the other rested heavy on Shane’s hip, holding the ruined lace aside. His tongue moved with purpose now, slow, thorough strokes that cleaned every trace of his own release, then deeper presses that made Shane’s breath hitch and his toes curl against the sheets. The taste of himself faded gradually, replaced by the pure heat and salt of Shane’s body, and still Ilya kept going. 
Shane’s cock hardened fully under the attention. It lay flushed and neglected against his stomach, leaking a thin bead of precome that Ilya ignored for the moment. He wanted this first. Wanted Shane to come from this alone, from the wet heat of Ilya’s mouth on the most intimate part of him, from the knowledge that Ilya was cleaning him with deliberate hunger, from the collar still snug around his throat and the black lace still rucked aside in an afterthought. 
“Ilya, I can’t…” 
“You can. You will, baby.” 
The words were muffled against Shane’s skin. Ilya’s free hand slid up, palm pressing over Shane’s stomach, then lower, until his fingers wrapped loosely around the base of Shane’s cock. He did not stroke. He simply held him there, grounding him, while his tongue worked deeper, wetter, more relentless. Shane’s hips tried to lift; Ilya’s hand on his hip kept him pinned. The silver ring at Shane’s throat caught the light every time he tipped his head back and gasped. 
“Please…” 
Ilya hummed again, the vibration traveling straight through Shane’s body. He licked a slow, filthy circle around the rim, then pushed inside once more, tongue curling, searching for the place that made Shane’s voice break. When he found it, he stayed there, working it with focused pressure, the hand around Shane’s cock tightening just enough to give him something to thrust into. Shane’s thighs clamped around Ilya’s head for a second before trembling open again. His fingers tightened in Ilya’s hair. The sounds leaving him were no longer careful or composed but soft, desperate, almost continuous. The collar moved with every swallow. The ruined lace clung damply to the back of Ilya’s hand. 
“Look at you,” Ilya murmured against him, voice low and rough. “Still wearing my things. Still letting me have you. Still so open for me.” 
Shane’s answer was a broken moan. Ilya did not stop. He licked deeper, cleaner, hungrier, chasing every last tremor, every small clench of muscle around his tongue. His hand finally began to move on Shane’s cock, slow, firm strokes timed to the rhythm of his mouth. Shane’s whole body drew tight. His back arched. The silver ring flashed again as his head tipped fully back into the pillow. 
“Ilya.. I’m going to… I’m going to come again.” 
“Come,” Ilya said, the word pressed wet against Shane’s skin. “Come for me. Just like this. Good boy.” 
Shane shattered. His cock pulsed hard in Ilya’s fist, spilling across his own stomach in thick, helpless stripes while his body clenched around Ilya’s tongue. The sound he made was wrecked, half sob, half moan, and it went straight through Ilya like heat. Ilya kept him there through it, mouth working steadily, hand stroking him through every wave, until Shane was shaking and oversensitive and trying to twist away without any real strength behind it. Only then did Ilya ease back. He pressed one last soft kiss to the place he had just thoroughly cleaned and claimed, then rested his forehead against the inside of Shane’s thigh, breathing hard. 
Shane’s fingers stayed in his hair, trembling now. The collar sat crooked. The black lace was a complete ruin. Cum, Shane’s this time, streaked his stomach and the edge of the panties. Outside the bedroom door, Lucky sighed again, long-suffering and abandoned. Inside, the rain kept falling. Shane’s chest heave. Ilya turned his head just enough to press an open-mouthed kiss to the soft skin of Shane’s inner thigh, then crawled up the length of his body and settled over him carefully. 
Shane’s eyes were glassy, dazed, soft. Ilya touched the ring at his throat with one fingertip. Shane’s laugh at such an innocent gesture came out broken and breathless. 
“You just made me come with your tongue while cleaning your own cum out of me, Rozanov. That was so fucking hot.” 
Ilya’s mouth curved, small and private. 
“Yes.” 
Shane’s hand found the side of Ilya’s face, thumb brushing the corner of his mouth where the taste of both of them still lingered. Ilya turned his head and kissed Shane’s palm. When he lowered himself carefully, settling his weight along Shane’s side, one arm draped over his waist, the other hand still resting lightly against the collar, Shane turned into him at once, face pressed to Ilya’s throat, body still trembling faintly in the aftermath. 
The panic was quieter than it had been all night. It was not gone fully but held at bay by the taste of Shane still on his tongue, by the warm leather under his fingers, by the ruined lace still pushed aside, and by the soft, wrecked sound of Shane’s breathing against his skin. For now, that was enough.
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  By late morning of their wedding day, most of the people had moved downstairs to the conservatory.
Ilya could hear it all through the floorboards and the closed door: the soft gathering of people, footsteps crossing old wood, someone from the venue murmuring instructions in a low, practiced voice. The conservatory was on the other side of the house, but the flowers seemed to have taken over everything. Even up here, in the quiet room at the end of the hall, the air smelled faintly of wet leaves and cream roses, May rain still clinging to the open window and making the garden below look too green to be real.
The room itself had gone very still. Ilya stood in front of the mirror with his shirt unbuttoned at the throat and one cuff hanging open, because the cufflink had defeated him twice already. His suit jacket hung from the wardrobe door, cream-colored and patient. David stood at the dresser, cleaning his glasses with a square of cloth he had taken from his pocket. Neither of them was speaking. Ilya looked at himself in the mirror and saw too much. His hair had already started to escape what the stylist had done to it. His face was paler than he wanted. His mouth looked tense.  Behind him, David put his glasses back on.
“May I?” he asked.
Ilya looked down and realized David meant the cufflink. He held out his wrist. David came to him without making it into anything. He took Ilya’s hand with ordinary care, turned it slightly, and bent his head over the cuff. His fingers were warm and steady. Ilya watched him in the mirror, watched the concentration in his face, the slight furrow between his brows.
It should not have hurt. It was only a cufflink but Ilya had the sudden, stupid thought that no man had ever helped him dress like this before without impatience or irritation or some ugly thing attached to it. No one had stood this close to him on an important day and treated his nerves as something to work around gently, not something shameful.
David slid the cufflink through.
“There,” he said. “That one is done.”
Ilya looked at his wrist.
“It was stupid difficult.”
“It was.”
Ilya glanced at him. David’s mouth was nearly smiling, but his eyes were not making a joke out of him. Ilya could bear small warmth. He offered the other wrist. David fastened the second cufflink.
This one went in more smoothly.  Downstairs, the music changed for a moment, a few soft notes starting and stopping as someone tested the speakers. Ilya’s hand tightened before he could stop it. David noticed. He finished the cufflink and did not let go immediately.
“You’re doing very well,” he said.
Ilya’s face heated with immediate discomfort.
“I am standing in a room.”
“Yes.”
“That is low standard.”
“Not today.”
Ilya looked away. David released his wrist, but stayed close. The jacket waited behind them. Ilya could see it in the mirror, bright even in the soft gray light. Cream, not white. He had said that so many times during the fitting that the tailor had started saying it back to him. Cream. Warm. David had stood beside him through all of it, patient through every rejection, every muttered insult, every time Ilya stepped out from behind the curtain and looked at himself fully.
David followed his gaze.
“Jacket?”
Ilya swallowed.
“In a minute.”
“Of course.”
David moved to the dresser and poured water into a glass from the bottle someone had left there earlier. He handed it to Ilya. Ilya took it. His hand was not shaking badly, but it was still visible. David pretended not to see. Ilya drank half the glass and set it down.
“Is Shane nervous?”
David looked at him.
“Yes.”
The honesty loosened something in Ilya, though he could not have said why.
“Bad?”
“Probably fully.”
Ilya frowned slightly. David considered his own wording, then nodded as if deciding it would do.
“He is very happy,” David said. “And very moved. And very much Shane, which means he is trying to stand still while feeling far too many things at once.”
Ilya looked at the mirror again.
“He will cry.”
“Yes.”
“Before vows.”
“Almost certainly.”
“During vows.”
“Yes.”
“After vows.”
“I would plan for it, yes.”
Ilya’s mouth moved, but the almost-smile faded quickly. The thought of Shane crying should have been funny. It usually was. Shane cried during dog adoption videos, retirement ceremonies, sometimes when Yuna hugged him too suddenly. Today the image hit Ilya differently. Shane at the end of the aisle, crying in front of everyone because Ilya had arrived. His chest tightened. David was quiet for a while. Then he said, 
“He is not ashamed of how much he loves you.”
Ilya closed his eyes.
“That is dangerous thing to say to me right now.”
“I know.”
“I have to remain calm and handsome.”
“You are managing.”
Ilya breathed out once, unsteady. David came back to stand beside him. Their reflections stood together: David in his dark suit, calm and gray at the temples, and Ilya half-dressed in cream, his shirt open, his cuffs finally fastened, looking younger than he felt and older than he should have had to become. For a long time, Ilya did not speak. Then, without looking at David, he said, 
“Thank you for doing this.”
David’s expression softened.
“You don’t need to thank me.”
“I do.”
“No,” David said. “You really don’t.”
Ilya turned his head, a little defensive already. David met his eyes in the mirror.
“Ilya, I am honored you asked me.”
“It is not strange for you?”
“No.”
“To walk me?”
“No.”
“I am not…” He stopped.
David waited. Ilya rubbed his thumb slowly over the cufflink at his wrist.
“I am not your son.”
The sentence came out flat, almost careful.. David did not agree quickly. He looked at Ilya for a long moment, and his face changed in a way Ilya could not immediately read. 
“No,” David said at last. “Not by birth.”
Ilya’s throat went tight. David turned fully toward him.
“But if you are asking whether I stand here only because you are marrying Shane, the answer is no.”
Ilya said nothing. David’s voice stayed steady, though there was more feeling in it now.
“I am here because you asked me. I am here because I wanted to be asked. I am here because I have worried about you, and been proud of you, and wanted good things for you in a way that has become very familiar to me.”
Ilya stared at him. David gave a small, helpless breath.
“In a father’s way, I suppose.”
The room went completely still. Ilya looked away so fast it was almost a flinch. David did not move closer. He seemed to understand that he had opened something too tender to touch directly.
“I’m not trying to take anyone’s place,” David said.
Ilya’s jaw worked.
“I know.”
“I would never.”
“I know.”
“But there is room, I think, for more than one kind of love.” David’s voice softened. “And whether or not you know what to do with it yet, you have mine.”
Ilya pressed his lips together. His eyes burned, but the tears did not fall, not yet. He looked at the dresser instead of the mirror. At the cufflink box. At the folded pocket square. At the boutonniere waiting in its little dish of damp cotton, cream petals and dark green leaves and the hidden yellow bloom Yuna had chosen. Ordinary objects. Wedding objects. Things people touched because bigger feelings could not be held directly.
“You should not say things like this so calmly,” Ilya said.
David’s mouth softened.
“I’m not as calm as I look.”
Ilya looked at him then. David’s eyes were bright behind his glasses. Ilya turned away again, breathing through his nose, trying to force the feeling back down. David let him have the silence.
Outside, a bird called sharply from the wet garden. A car door shut somewhere below. From downstairs came Yuna’s voice, too distant to make out the words, but recognizable all the same. Ilya imagined her with Shane, imagined her fixing his tie, touching his face, saying things Shane could actually accept without making a joke out of them. He hoped Shane was crying. He hoped he wasn’t. He hoped the whole day would slow down. He hoped someone would drag time forward because waiting might kill him.
David picked up the green pocket square.
“May I?”
Ilya nodded. David folded it once more, neater than Ilya would have managed, and slid it into the breast pocket of the jacket before the jacket was even on him. Ilya swallowed.
“Shane likes green.”
“He likes you in green.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed slightly. David lifted a hand.
“I have eyes.”
That should have been annoying. It was, a little, but it also made warmth move through Ilya’s chest in a way he did not want to examine. The knowledge that Shane had been seen loving him, and that no one had turned away from it. That Yuna had noticed. That David had noticed. That they had spoken of it, perhaps, not with disgust or discomfort or pity, but with the ordinary tenderness of parents who liked knowing what made their son soften.
Ilya looked down at the ring on his hand. Engagement ring today. Wedding ring soon. His hand trembled once. David saw. This time, Ilya did not pretend he hadn’t.
“I’m scared,” he said.
The words sounded too bare in the room. David did not make them heavier by reacting too much.
“Yes,” he said.
Ilya’s mouth tightened.
“I thought you would say everyone is scared.”
“Many people are. But that doesn’t always help to hear.”
“No.”
“What part is worst?”
Ilya looked toward the door.
“Being seen.”
David nodded slowly.
“By everyone?”
“By Shane.”
That surprised David. Ilya could see it. He kept going before David could ask.
“When he looks at me today, I will not be able to pretend he doesn’t know what he’s choosing.”
David’s face softened. Ilya laughed once, very quietly, with no humor in it.
“It was easier when I could tell myself he was confused.”
“I don’t think Shane has been confused about you for a long time.”
“No.” Ilya looked down. “That is problem.”
David moved closer, but only a little.
“It may not feel like it today,” he said, “but being chosen by someone who understands the weight of it is a good thing.”
Ilya’s throat tightened.
“It feels like standing under very bright light. Like under microscope, da?”
“I imagine it does.”
“Everyone will look and think this is romantic.”
“It is romantic.”
Ilya gave him a look. David’s eyes warmed.
“It can be romantic and frightening.”
Ilya looked away. His breathing was not quite steady now. David’s hand came to rest briefly at the back of his shoulder.
“May I say something fatherly?”
Ilya blinked, caught off guard by the warning.
“You are asking permission?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because fatherly things can be irritating.”
Despite himself, Ilya’s mouth moved.
“A little.”
“I’ll risk it.”
Ilya looked at him. David’s hand stayed warm at his shoulder.
“I have seen Shane happy many times,” David said. “As a boy, as a player, as a man trying not to admit something mattered as much as it did. I know what his happiness looks like. And since you came into his life the way you have, I have seen a different kind.”
Ilya’s eyes stung. David’s voice remained quiet.
“He is not smaller with you. He is not diminished. He is more himself. Messier sometimes, yes. More frightened sometimes. But more honest, too. More awake. I don’t know if anyone has told you that plainly enough.”
Ilya stared at him. David’s hand squeezed once.
“You did not take something from my son. You gave him somewhere to put all the love he had been carrying around with nowhere to go.”
The tears fell before Ilya could stop them. Only two, quick and silent, sliding down before he lifted his hand and wiped them away with the heel of his palm. David pretended not to be startled. Ilya hated and loved him for it.
“Sorry,” Ilya muttered.
“No.”
“I am ruining wedding day.”
“You are not.”
“I am making face.”
“You are allowed to have a face, Ilya.”
Ilya gave a watery, offended look. David’s expression gentled so much that Ilya had to look away again. For a while, David only stood beside him. Then he said, 
“I was proud of Shane before today.”
Ilya wiped under his eye, trying to breathe normally.
“I assume.”
“And I am proud of him today.”
“Yes.”
David paused.
“I am proud of you too.”
Ilya went still. The words landed differently from the others. Less soft, more devastating.
Proud.
No one had said that to him today yet. People had said he looked good. People had smiled. Yuna had sent him enough food over the week to feed six grooms and a small army. Shane had told him he loved him in bed, in kitchens, in the car, half-asleep against his shoulder. But proud was an old hunger, buried so deep Ilya had almost convinced himself he had outgrown it. He had not. David watched him carefully, and his own voice roughened at the edges.
“I am proud of the man standing here,” he said. “Not because it was easy for you to get here. Because it wasn’t and yet you came anyway. Because you love my son with more courage than you seem able to see in yourself.”
Ilya covered his mouth. For a second, he could not breathe. David’s hand moved from his shoulder to the back of his neck, gentle and secure.
“Ilya,” he said, very softly.
Ilya shook his head once, but he did not pull away. David stepped closer then, and this time he did open his arms. Ilya stared at him. The offer hung there between them. He could refuse it. David had made sure of that. He could step back, make a comment, fix his cuffs, turn toward the jacket and let the moment pass without anyone naming it. Instead, with a small broken breath he wished he could take back, Ilya stepped into him. David held him immediately like he had been waiting to do it properly all morning, one arm around Ilya’s shoulders, the other hand at the back of his head. Ilya froze for the first second because his body still did not always understand safety when it arrived in a shape he had wanted too badly. Then David’s hand moved once, slow and paternal, over the back of his hair. Ilya’s face crumpled against his shoulder. The sound that left him was young and wounded and gone almost as soon as it came. David tightened his arms.
“I’ve got you,” David said.
The words were not Shane’s. They were David’s, lower, steadier, different enough that Ilya did not confuse the two. Different enough that something inside him, something old and suspicious and so, so starved, heard them as their own truth. He gripped the back of David’s jacket.
“I don’t know what to call you,” Ilya said, the words muffled and barely there.
David went very still. Ilya regretted it at once, but he could not pull the sentence back. It had slipped out from somewhere beneath all his usual defenses, from the place that had watched David help with the suit, adjust his cuffs, worry about his hands, say proud, say love, say a father’s way.
David’s hand rested at the back of his head.
“You don’t have to decide that today,” he said.
Ilya shut his eyes harder.
“I know.”
“But whatever you call me,” David continued, voice careful now, “I will answer.”
Ilya’s grip tightened.
“And if one day something slips out because you’re tired, or happy, or not thinking, I will answer to that too.”
The room blurred completely. Ilya could not speak. David held him through it. There was only David’s jacket under Ilya’s fingers, the scent of his aftershave, the damp garden air slipping through the cracked window, the distant sounds of the wedding gathering below them. Only the terrible, healing embarrassment of being held like he was not too late to be someone’s boy in some small, impossible way.
Eventually Ilya pulled back. His face was wet and David’s was not much better. They looked at each other for half a second and then both looked away at once, which helped. Ilya reached blindly toward the dresser.
“Tissue. Give.”
David handed it to him immediately. Ilya wiped his face with great resentment.
“This is bad timing.”
David removed his glasses again.
“Yes.”
“You are also crying.”
“A little.”
Ilya almost laughed. It came out shaky. David put his glasses back on and studied him with soft concern.
“Do you need a minute before the jacket?”
Ilya looked at the cream fabric. The jacket no longer looked like a dare.
“No,” he said. “Now.”
David lifted it from the hanger. Ilya turned. The fabric settled over his shoulders with a quiet slide. David guided one sleeve, then the other, then stepped around him and smoothed the lapel. His hands paused over the boutonniere.
“Flower?”
Ilya nodded. David picked it up. The small yellow bloom flashed once between his fingers.
“For her,” Ilya said.
David looked at him.
“And for your mother?”
Ilya’s mouth trembled again.
“Yes.”
David nodded, then pinned it carefully to the lapel. When it was done, he stepped back. Ilya looked into the mirror. He saw the suit as it was meant to be. Cream, warm in the May light. Green at the pocket for Shane. Yellow at the lapel for Alina, for Irina, for the tenderness that survived even when people did not. David standing behind him, red-eyed and trying to look composed.
Ilya looked like a groom.
David’s voice came quietly behind him.
“There you are, son.”
Ilya swallowed.
“You sound like Yuna.”
“She has been a good influence.”
“She is terrifying me sometimes.”
“Yes,” David said with obvious love and adoration.
Ilya looked at him in the mirror and let the silence sit a moment longer before he turned.
“Do you think Shane will like it?”
David’s face softened into something almost unbearable.
“Ilya,” he said. “Shane is going to see you and forget that there are other people in the room.”
Ilya looked down quickly.
“He already cries.”
“He will cry more.”
“Unfortunate.”
“It may be.”
David was smiling now, and Ilya felt the warmth of it settle over the nerves. A knock came at the door. Both of them went still. From the hallway, a woman from the venue said softly, 
“Mr Rozanov? We’re about ready downstairs.”
David looked at Ilya, not the door. Ilya’s heart began to pound again. David offered his arm. Ilya stared at it. This time, the ache that came up in him was not shame. It was want. He wanted this man beside him. Wanted the room to see it, even if it frightened him. Wanted Shane to see David walking him and understand everything Ilya could not say cleanly: that he had been cared for before he reached the altar, that he had not come alone, that there was a hand under his when the first step felt too large.
Ilya took his arm. David covered his hand for a moment.
“Ready?” he asked.
Ilya breathed in.
“No.”
David nodded.
“Good enough?”
Ilya looked at him, and something in his face softened despite the fear.
“Yes.”
David opened the door. The hallway seemed brighter than before. Voices moved below them, hushed now, gathering into attention. The music had begun to shift. Ilya stepped out with David beside him. At the top of the stairs, he paused. David paused too. Ilya looked down toward the hall, toward the glow of the conservatory at the far end, toward the place where Shane was waiting beyond sight. His fingers tightened around David’s arm. David leaned close enough that only Ilya could hear.
“You’re all right,” he said.
Ilya shook his head faintly. David corrected himself at once, softer.
“You’re here and everyone here loves you.”
That was better. Ilya nodded. They descended slowly. Halfway down, Ilya felt David’s thumb move once over his knuckles where his hand gripped David’s sleeve..
At the bottom of the stairs, the coordinator stepped aside. The conservatory doors stood open. People were rising. Ilya heard the soft wave of it before he fully saw them: chairs shifting, fabric rustling, breath catching. His instinct was still to brace, still to turn the room into something survivable. David stayed beside him. David’s arm remained firm under his hand.
Ilya looked up at him once. David looked proud. Proud like Ilya belonged to him a little. Proud like this was a day he would remember for the rest of his life too.
That was what carried Ilya over the threshold. The conservatory opened around them in soft May light, green and glass and flowers low along the aisle. Shane stood at the end of it, already close to tears, his dark suit blurred at the edges because Ilya’s own eyes had filled.
David’s voice was barely a whisper beside him.
“There’s your husband.”
Ilya’s breath caught.
“Almost,” he whispered back.
David’s hand covered his for one final second.
“Then let’s take you to him.”
***
Shane had thought there would be more noise. He had imagined the house on the wedding morning as something chaotic, full of people calling down hallways, doors opening and shutting, someone knocking over flowers, someone misplacing rings, someone needing him to answer a question about napkins as if the future of their marriage depended on it. Instead the room felt strangely hushed. The whole house did, really. It held the rain in the walls and the windows, in the dim green light that filtered through the wet trees outside. Voices moved somewhere below him, softened by distance and old wood, but none of it reached him clearly enough to become real.
He stood in front of the mirror with his tie still loose around his neck and his vows folded on the dresser.
Yuna stood behind him, holding his boutonniere. She had been quiet for longer than he expected, which was how he knew she was emotional. His mother could fill any room when she wanted to; she could soothe, organize, command, gossip, scold, comfort, all without ever seeming to raise her voice. Yet, when something truly mattered, when feeling became too large for ordinary noise, she went soft around the edges. She watched. She took in. She held herself still until she knew where to put her hands. Now she looked at him through the mirror, and Shane tried to smile. It didn’t work very well. Yuna’s eyes softened.
“Oh, honey,” she said.
He looked down immediately, pretending to check the end of his tie though there was nothing to check. His hands felt wrong. Too large, too clumsy, nothing like the hands he knew. He could thread a pass through traffic with three men closing on him, could tape a stick blind, could fasten gear by touch, but the tie might as well have been written in another language.
Yuna set the boutonniere down and stepped in front of him.
“Let me.”
“I can do it.”
“I know.”
He let her anyway.
She lifted the tie into place and began again, her fingers sure and gentle. Shane watched the top of her head for a moment, the careful way she focused on the knot, the slight tremble in her lower lip. Her dress was a muted blue, soft at the short sleeves, the color she wore when she wanted to look elegant and calm, Shane knew. He remembered her in rink seats and hospital chairs and kitchen doorways, always with that same impossible steadiness that had made him think, when he was young, that mothers were somehow immune to fear.
Now he knew better. He wished he didn’t.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
Yuna looked up at him, amused despite the shine in her eyes.
“I was going to ask you that.”
“I asked first.”
“You’re getting married. You do not get to take care of me right now.”
“I always take care of you.”
“You try,” she said, and smoothed the tie down against his shirt. “Sometimes I let you believe you succeed.”
The knot sat perfectly when she finished. She loosened it a fraction with two fingers because she knew him, because she had seen the way his throat moved when he was trying not to cry.
Shane looked at himself in the mirror. He looked like a groom. The thought hit him so hard he almost had to sit down. Dark suit, cream shirt, tie now cleanly knotted, hair already touched too many times because he couldn’t leave it alone. The boutonniere waited on the dresser: cream flowers, dark greenery, one small yellow bloom tucked close to the stem. He had known what it meant the second he saw it. Yuna picked it up carefully.
“Hold still.”
He did. Her hands were steady when she pinned it to his lapel, but her face changed as she worked, her mouth pressing together briefly. Shane looked past her toward the window because if he watched her too closely, he was going to lose whatever fragile control he had left.
Outside, people were arriving under a May sky. The rain had almost stopped less than an hour ago, leaving the garden glossy and bright. Guests moved along the path toward the conservatory in careful clusters, lifting hems and avoiding puddles, dark suits and pale dresses passing between wet lilacs and low hedges. It was beautiful.
Yuna’s fingers rested briefly against the flower once it was pinned.
“There,” she said softly.
Shane looked down. The yellow bloom was almost hidden. His throat tightened.
“Mom.”
“I know.”
He nodded, but it wasn’t enough. Something rose in him too quickly, too full, and he covered his mouth with his hand. Yuna waited. She didn’t tell him not to cry. 
“I keep thinking,” Shane said, then stopped.
Yuna looked up at him. He tried again.
“I keep thinking about him putting that note in his jacket.”
Yuna’s face softened. 
“For them?”
Shane nodded.
“He didn’t show me. He wrote it one evening and said he wants to keep it close. He just told me it was there.”
“That sounds like him.”
“I wanted to ask what it said.”
“Did you?”
“No.”
Yuna touched his sleeve.
“Good.”
Shane breathed out shakily. He had learned, slowly and with many mistakes, that not every hidden thing was a wall. 
“He should have them here,” he said.
“He does.”
The answer was simple. Shane looked back at the mirror, but his own face blurred a little. He blinked hard, frustrated.
“I’m going to cry when I see him.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t even hesitate!”
“No.”
“I was hoping for reassurance.”
Yuna smiled through tears.
“That was reassurance.”
He looked at her. She reached up and touched his cheek, very lightly.
“My love, you are going to see the man you love walking toward you on your wedding day. Of course you will cry.”
The words entered him slowly.
“What if it makes him nervous?” Shane asked.
“Then he will know this matters to you.”
“He knows.”
“Yes,” she said. “But today he gets to see it.”
Shane’s breath caught. Yuna’s thumb moved once over his cheekbone.
“He has spent too much of his life guessing what love costs,  I mean it, let him see you, Shane. That’s all. Don’t hide from him because you’re afraid your happiness will be too much.”
His face crumpled despite his best effort. Yuna drew him in then. He went without pretending he didn’t need to. He bent down and wrapped his arms around her, careful of the flower but not careful enough to keep from pressing his face briefly into her shoulder. She smelled like her vanilla perfume, familiar and warm, and beneath it the faintest trace of rain from when she had crossed the garden earlier to check on some floral emergency. Her hand came to the back of his head, and for a few seconds he was all the ages he had ever been with her: small and feverish, teenage and furious, grown and trying too hard to be fine.
“My beautiful boy,” she whispered.
His breath shook against her.
“I love him so much.”
“I know.”
“I don’t know what to do with all of it.”
She held him tighter.
“You don’t have to do anything with it. Just bring it with you to Ilya today.”
He closed his eyes. That helped. It didn’t ask him to fix the feeling, or manage it, or turn it into something graceful before anyone could see. Bring the fear. Bring the joy. Bring the years of wanting and denying and hurting people and being hurt, bring the nights at the hospital and the mornings with Lucky on the bed and the ring hidden in his pocket before he proposed. Bring all of it to the front of the room and let Ilya see that he was not marrying someone untouched either.
A knock came at the door. Noah’s voice followed, careful and low.
“Shane? They’re ready for you.”
Yuna pulled back. Her eyes were wet now, properly wet, and she wiped under one with her knuckle in a quick, practical motion that made him love her so much he almost started again.
She picked up his vows from the dresser and put them into his hand.
“Do you have the pocket for your vow?”
Shane touched it immediately.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
“My hands are shaking.”
“That’s all right.”
“What if I drop it?”
“Then you pick it up.”
The simplicity made him laugh once under his breath, and the laugh steadied him. Yuna smoothed his lapel again.  Then she took his face between both hands, thumbs rubbing over clean-shaven cheeks.
“I am so happy for you,” she said.
He swallowed.
“I know.”
“No.” Her voice trembled. “Listen to me. I am so happy for you because it is yours. Because he is yours. Because you are his. And because when you look at him, you look more like yourself than I have ever seen you.”
Shane looked at her through the blur in his eyes.
“Mom.”
“I know,” she whispered, smiling. “Go.”
He kissed her cheek, then he opened the door. The hallway outside felt cooler than the room. Noah was waiting there with G, Kenny, and Lucky, though Lucky was clearly not supposed to be there yet and had perhaps negotiated in a very whiny, very husky way. He sat in his dark green collar, silver star tag shining against his chest, trembling with the effort of obedience. Kenny’s eyes were already red. G had one hand on Lucky’s leash. Noah gave Shane a small nod, steady and warm. Yuna walked with Shane down the hall and partway down the stairs, her hand tucked through his arm for the short distance before she had to take her seat. The house had changed. The air had gathered itself. The voices had quieted, all those people he loved and had hurt and had been forgiven by, all those people who had come anyway, waiting beyond the glass doors at the end of the hall.
At the entrance to the conservatory, Yuna stopped. She looked up at him one last time.
“I’ll be right there,” she said.
Shane nodded. She squeezed his arm, then let him go and walked ahead to take her seat beside the empty chair reserved for David. Shane went to the front.
The conservatory looked different full of people.
When he and Ilya had toured it, it had been quiet, all glass and pale stone and the idea of warmth. Now it was alive. May light poured through the wet panes and turned the garden beyond them soft and bright, green leaves pressed close to the glass as if the whole outside world had leaned in to watch. Low flowers lined the aisle, cream and dark green and yellow tucked here and there like tiny held breaths. The chairs were filled with family, teammates, friends. Coach stood near the front with his mouth set hard and his eyes suspiciously bright. Rose sat beside Clara, hands folded tightly in her lap, smiling when she saw him in a way that hurt and healed at once. Yuna looked up at him from the first row.
Shane took his own place. He tried to breathe. The officiant said something quietly to him, probably reassuring. Shane nodded though he barely heard it. His hand kept finding the folded vows in his pocket, then falling back to his side. The room was warm. He could hear Lucky breathing somewhere to his left, hear Kenny sniff once and Noah whisper something too soft to catch.
Then the music changed. The room stood. The sound went through Shane before he saw anything: chairs shifting, fabric moving, a soft collective hush as everyone turned toward the doors. Shane’s body knew before his eyes did. His heart gave one hard, almost painful beat, and then another.
The doors opened wider. David appeared first. For one impossible second, Shane only saw his father. David in his dark suit, glasses catching a glint of May light, face composed in the way that meant he was holding himself together with both hands. He looked older than Shane expected and more tender than he could bear. Proud, unmistakably proud, and emotional in a way he had not managed to hide from his son at all.
Then Shane saw the hand on David’s arm. Ilya’s hand. Long fingers curled tightly into David’s sleeve. The silver cufflink at his wrist flashed as he moved. Shane followed that hand upward, over the cream sleeve, the line of the jacket, the dark green pocket square, the small yellow flower at his lapel.
And then he saw Ilya.
Everything in him stopped. The room, the people, the music, his own nerves, all of it fell back so completely that for a moment Shane felt almost weightless. Ilya stood at the entrance to the conservatory in the cream suit David had apparently helped him choose, and Shane understood at once why it had been kept secret. He would not have survived knowing the way the color warmed Ilya’s skin, the open collar, the softness of his curls escaping around his face, the tiny black stones at his cuffs, the green at his pocket like a private answer to Shane’s boutonniere. He looked nervous. He looked pale. His eyes were too bright.
He looked like Ilya. Himself, in all the ways Shane loved: proud and frightened and beautiful enough to make Shane’s chest ache, standing beside David as if accepting help still cost him something and taking it anyway.
Shane started crying before he had any chance to stop it.
Ilya saw. Even from the other end of the aisle, Shane watched his face change. Something in Ilya’s mouth trembled, then steadied. His grip on David’s arm tightened visibly, and David covered his hand with his own for one brief second.
That nearly broke Shane more than seeing Ilya had. His father did not look like a stand-in. He did not look like a polite substitute for someone missing. He looked like a man walking someone he loved toward someone else he loved, and the pride on his face was so clear that Shane had to press his lips together to keep from making a sound.
David leaned closer to Ilya and said something too low for anyone else to hear. Ilya glanced up at him. Whatever David said, it made Ilya breathe.
Then they began to walk. Ilya kept his eyes on Shane. Every few steps, his gaze flicked down as if the feeling was too much to hold, and every time he looked back, Shane felt it all over again. The distance between them was not far, but it seemed to contain years: Russia, hospitals, old lies, Rose’s grief, Markham’s violence, the apartment in the rain, Shane on one knee, Ilya in bed writing vows on his phone, mornings where they had chosen.
Now there was this. David’s arm under Ilya’s hand. The cream suit. The yellow flower. Ilya walking toward him. Shane could hear himself breathing, could feel tears on his face. He did not wipe them away. Yuna had told him not to hide, and he couldn’t have anyway. He wanted Ilya to see. Wanted him to know. Wanted every person in the room to understand that Shane Hollander was standing there undone because the man he loved had arrived.
Halfway down the aisle, Lucky made a small, wounded sound, unable to contain himself.
Ilya’s eyes flicked briefly toward the dog. His mouth softened. That little moment, that tiny ordinary glance, made Shane smile through the tears. Ilya saw that too, and something in his shoulders eased.
By the time they reached the front, Shane’s hands were shaking openly. Ilya stopped in front of him. For a moment, neither of them moved. David stood beside Ilya, and Shane looked at his father properly then. David’s eyes were wet. His hand still rested over Ilya’s, not holding him in place, only finishing the walk with him. Shane had never loved his father more than he did in that moment. He had done something quiet and necessary and had clearly understood the size of it.
David turned slightly toward Ilya. The room held its breath. He only leaned in and kissed Ilya once on the cheek. Ilya closed his eyes. Shane covered his mouth for half a second and failed completely at not crying harder. David said something to Ilya then, too soft for the room. Shane caught only the shape of it, not the words, but he saw Ilya’s face as he heard them. Saw the small, devastating nod. Saw the way Ilya’s mouth pressed tight because he was trying to keep himself together.
David stepped back. He came to Shane first, unexpectedly, and touched his shoulder. For a moment, father and son looked at each other. David’s voice was rough when he said, very quietly, 
“I am so proud of you, Shane.”
Shane nodded, unable to answer. David squeezed once, then moved to sit beside Yuna and then there was no one between them. Ilya stood in front of Shane, eyes bright, face open in a way he would probably regret later and deny if anyone else mentioned it. Shane reached for his hand. Ilya met him halfway.
Their fingers locked together. Ilya’s hand was cold. Shane closed both hands around it.
“Hi, Illy,” Shane whispered.
Ilya looked at his wet face, and his own eyes filled all over again.
“Hi,” he whispered back.
Shane smiled helplessly.
“You came.”
The words slipped out before he could stop them. 
Ilya’s fingers tightened around his.
“Yes,” he said.
The officiant waited a few seconds before speaking.
Her name was Marie, a calm, silver-haired woman with kind eyes and the unfussy gravity of someone who had married enough people to know when the ceremony belonged more to silence than to words. She had met them twice before the wedding, once over video and once at the venue, and had taken Ilya’s blunt answers and Shane’s overprepared notes with the same warm seriousness. Now she stood slightly to the side, not between them, a small folder in her hands.
“Family and friends,” she began, her voice carrying gently through the conservatory, “thank you for being here with Shane and Ilya today.”
Shane felt Ilya’s hand tighten again. He brushed his thumb once over Ilya’s knuckles. Ilya did not look away from him.
“We are gathered here not to begin their love,” Marianne continued, “because that began long before any of us were invited to stand here and see it. We are here to honor what they have chosen to make of that love. A home. A promise. A family. A future they are building not because life has been simple, but because they have found, in each other, someone worth returning to.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled slightly. Shane saw him try to control it. Saw the small lift of his chin, the familiar stubbornness settling over his face like armor that had learned, slowly, not to cover everything. Shane wanted to kiss him already. Wanted to step into him and take his face in both hands and tell him that this was it, this was enough, he had made it. 
Marie looked down at her folder, then up again.
“Marriage is sometimes spoken of as a destination. Today, I want to speak of it as a practice. It is the practice of coming back. To the conversation. To the kitchen. To the hand reaching across the bed in the dark. To the person who knows when silence means peace and when silence means pain. It is the daily courage of being known, and the daily generosity of knowing someone else without turning away.”
Shane’s eyes blurred. He heard a small sound from the first row. Yuna, probably. Or Kenny. Maybe both. He did not look. He could not look anywhere but at Ilya, because Ilya was breathing carefully, eyes fixed on Shane with such fierce concentration that it seemed less like listening and more like holding on.
Marie’s voice softened.
“Shane and Ilya have written their own vows. Ilya, I believe you wanted to go first.”
Ilya swallowed. Shane’s eyebrows lifted a fraction. They had not decided that. Ilya saw the question on his face and gave the smallest, almost imperceptible shrug. He let go of Shane’s hand long enough to reach into the inside pocket of his jacket. When he opened it, the yellow lining flashed briefly, warm and hidden, and Shane’s throat tightened because he knew what it meant.
Ilya unfolded his vows. The paper shook in his hands. He looked down at it, took one breath, then looked back at Shane and seemed to lose every word he had planned for the first second. His eyes filled fast, angrily, helplessly. Shane reached for his hand again, and Ilya took it without looking away.
When he spoke, his voice was rough.
“Shane.”
That was all at first. It was enough to send another tear down Shane’s face. Ilya looked at him with a kind of broken tenderness, then glanced down at the page.
“I do not know how to make this short,” he read. “I tried, because I thought if I spoke too long at our wedding you would cry and then your mother would cry and then Kenny would cry for attention and the whole thing would become a public safety issue. But I do not know how to make you small.”
Ilya’s thumb pressed hard into the paper and he continued
“I have spent much of my life trying to survive by needing less. Less warmth. Less comfort. Less tenderness. Less hope. I thought if I wanted very little, then life would have fewer things to take from me. I was wrong, of course. I am often wrong in tragic and beautiful ways, though you are not allowed to say this later. Then there was you. You were never little to me. Even when I pretended you were irritating and boring. Even when we were rivals. Even when I looked at you across a rink or across a room and told myself I hated you because that was easier than admitting that my whole body knew where you were.”
Shane’s face crumpled. Ilya had to pause. Shane held his hand tighter, and Ilya’s eyes flicked to him once, grateful and embarrassed and so full of love Shane could barely stand under it.
“You were the bright thing. The impossible thing. The good boy with the sharp eyes and stupid polite mouth and a heart so earnest it made me want to hit something. You made me angry because you were kind. You made me angry because you cared. You made me angry because I wanted your attention and did not know how to ask for it except by making myself unforgettable. I think I succeeded. You came into my life like a challenge first. Then like hunger. Then like home. I did not know what home was supposed to feel like. I thought maybe it was a place. Then I thought maybe it was a person, but that sounded too sentimental. But it is you. Home is you falling asleep on me after insisting you are not tired. Home is your hand on my back in the kitchen. Home is you pretending not to watch whether I eat, and failing badly. Home is the way you say my name when I am being awful and you still love me through it. Home is Lucky making terrible noises in our bed while you tell me we need boundaries and then let him stay anyway.”
Yuna covered her mouth. David bowed his head. Shane could feel the room reacting around them, but it was distant, softened by the sound of Ilya’s voice. Ilya’s accent thickened slightly when he was emotional, not enough to make him difficult to understand, only enough to make every word feel closer to his body, less polished, dragged up from somewhere honest and unprotected.
“Home is you coming when I call,” Ilya said. His eyes lifted briefly, daring Shane to object even now. Shane did not. He only looked at him, because Ilya deserved the truth of that sentence and the larger truth around it. “Even when I scare you. Even when you do not know what you are walking into. Even when I am sharp and grieving and impossible. You come. You always come. I need you to know I do not take this lightly. I know what it costs to love someone who has learned fear before tenderness. I know I can be difficult to hold. I know I have days where I turn pain into knives. I know sometimes I hear ghosts louder than I hear you. I know I have made you scared. I know there are rooms inside me that are dark and old and unfair to bring into a marriage. But you asked for all of me. And I believe you. That may be the greatest miracle of my life: not that you love me, though that is already absurd, but that I believe you do. I believe you when you say I am not too much. I believe you when you say my grief can live in our house and not be a guest. I believe you when you say I am not doomed because I am sad. I believe you when you look at me like I am your future, even when I feel like nothing but history.”
His voice cracked. He stopped. Shane stepped half a breath closer before he remembered the shape of the ceremony. Ilya shook his head once, almost to himself, and went on.
“So I promise I will not make you love only the easy parts. I promise I will try to tell you when the dark gets loud. I promise I will reach for you before I disappear. I promise I will come home from the rink, from anger, from silence, from old places in my head that do not deserve to keep me. I promise I will fight honestly. I will apologize when I am wrong, which will be rare but memorable.”
The laugh that moved through the room was tearful this time. Shane laughed too, helplessly, even though he was crying hard enough now that the whole world looked liquid.
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly, but it faded as he looked back at the page.
“So here is what I promise. I promise I will not make you love only the easy parts of me. I promise I will try to tell you when the dark gets loud. I will try to reach for you before I disappear into myself. I will try to let your hand find mine even when I am ashamed of needing it. I promise to come home to you. From the rink. From anger. From silence. From every old place in my head that tells me I am safer alone. I promise to fight with you honestly and make up badly and apologize when I am wrong, which will be rarely but memorably. I promise to make you laugh when the world is cruel.  I promise to be on your side so fiercely that people become nervous. I promise to protect your softness, even from yourself. Especially from yourself. You have spent so much of your life being good for everyone else.  I promise that with me, you do not have to be perfect to be loved. I promise to build a life with you that is not only survival. I want breakfast with you. I want ugly grocery store arguments. I want our dog stealing laundry. I want your mother overfeeding me and your father pretending not to cry. I want hotel rooms and quiet mornings and loud kitchens and your skates beside mine. I want wedding cake that is too sweet for a dead little girl who should have lived, and honey cake elegant enough for my mother, and something maple that I will deny liking until my last breath. I want all of it. I want the ordinary days most of all.”
Shane pressed his lips together, and it did nothing.
Ilya’s own tears spilled then, two quick tracks down his face. He did not wipe them. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he had decided he was done fighting every visible sign of being loved.
“I used to think happiness was something I could only borrow. A little here, a little there, never too much, never long enough to become dangerous. ” he continued. “Then you put a ring on my hand and made happiness look like a thing I could keep. I love you, Shane Hollander. I love you when you are brave and when you are frightened. I love you when you are captain and when you are just my boy half-asleep against me. I love your careful heart, your stubborn goodness, your terrible jokes, your beautiful face, your very dramatic concern, and the way you make me feel like the world might still be worth insulting for many years.”
Ilya’s breath trembled.
“You are my favorite person. My safest place. My most dangerous hope. My home. And I promise, in front of everyone we love and everyone we miss, that I will choose you. Not once. Not only today. Every day I can. Every morning after bad nights. Every night after awful days. In every version of our life that waits for us.”
Shane looked at him through tears, unable to move, unable to do anything but receive it. Ilya folded one corner of the paper unconsciously between his fingers.
“I will choose you. I will come home.”
The last word nearly failed. He swallowed and forced it through. His eyes rose from the page. He looked straight at Shane.
“Your idiot, Ilya.”
Shane let out something that was almost a laugh and almost a sob. Ilya glanced down one last time, and despite the tears on his face, despite the shaking paper, despite the entire room holding its breath, his mouth moved into the smallest, most devastating attempt at a smile.
“P.S. If you cry too much during ceremony, I will pretend to be annoyed, but secretly I will like it.”
The room broke gently around them. People laughed and cried at the same time. Kenny made an audible wounded sound that someone, probably Noah, muffled quickly. Yuna had both hands over her mouth now. David was looking down at his lap, glasses in one hand, shoulders moving once with a breath he could not quite hide.
Shane did not laugh so much as dissolve. Ilya folded the paper with unsteady hands, but before he could tuck it away, Shane caught his wrist and lifted their joined hands to his mouth. He kissed Ilya’s knuckles, lingering there for a second longer than the ceremony probably allowed. Ilya’s face softened completely.
Marie gave them time. Then, gently, she said, 
“Shane.”
Shane tried to unfold his vows. His hands did not work the first time. Ilya saw and something changed in his expression. The fear did not leave, but it made room for tenderness. He reached out and steadied the paper with him, their fingers brushing, and for one second they both looked down at Shane’s vows together.
Shane breathed in.
“Ilya,” he said.
His voice broke on the name. He closed his eyes, laughed once under his breath because if he didn’t he was going to sob outright before the first sentence, and opened them again. Ilya was watching him like nothing in the world existed beyond the next word.
Shane looked down at the page.
“I’ve started this sentence a dozen times in my head and every version sounds too small,” he read. “That’s been the problem with loving you from the beginning, I think. Everything I had language for was too small. Rival. Teammate. Friend. Want. Love. Even love felt too simple sometimes, and I don’t mean that because it wasn’t true. It was true before I knew what to do with it. It was true when I was afraid of it. It was true when I made mistakes because I thought wanting the right thing at the wrong time meant I could make it go away.”
Ilya’s mouth trembled. Shane kept going, though the paper blurred.
“But loving you has never been one thing. It has been anger. It has been awe. It has been jealousy and terror and laughter and hunger and peace. It has been looking across the ice and knowing exactly where you were before I looked. It has been hearing your voice and feeling my whole body turn toward it. It has been wanting to shake you and protect you and kiss you all in the same breath” he said. “It has been the hardest thing I’ve ever done.
It has also been the easiest, because when I stopped fighting the truth, there you were.
You were there in every future I tried not to imagine. In every quiet morning I wanted but didn’t think I deserved. In every room I walked into and felt was wrong because you weren’t in it. You were there before I had the courage to name you.”
Ilya’s face changed. Opened, painfully. Shane’s voice steadied, then broke again.
“I am sorry it took me so long.”
That earned a soft, watery laugh from the room, but Shane barely heard it. He looked at Ilya.
“I’m sorry for the ways I hurt you while trying not to hurt anyone. I’m sorry for every moment I made you feel like you were something I could put away, or survive without, or love only in secret. You deserved better than my fear. You deserved better than half of me. So today, in front of the people we love, I want to give you all of me.”
The words were simple, and maybe that was why they shook.
“Not the polished version. Not the captain version. Not the version that knows what to say and how to stand and how to keep everything under control. The real one. The man who is still scared sometimes. The man who still wants to fix things he can’t fix. The man who has watched you hurt and felt helpless enough to hate the world for needing rules like time and distance and grief. The man who loves you so much that sometimes it makes him clumsy.”
Ilya’s eyes filled again. Shane’s own tears slipped freely now.
“You once told me you didn’t want me to look at you differently. I need you to know this: I do look at you differently. Not because you are broken. Because I know you more. I know more of what you have survived. I know more of what it costs you to stay. I know more of the child who sat alone and was never told it wasn’t his fault. I know more of the man who still makes jokes when he feels like never getting up again. I know more of the dark you carry and the tenderness you keep choosing anyway. And I love you more.  Not despite it. Not because pain makes you beautiful. Just because it is you.”
He stopped. He had to. The line was coming, and he knew what it would do to both of them. Ilya seemed to know too. His grip on Shane’s hand tightened. Shane looked at him fully.
“All of it is you. The man who acts like affection is an ambush and then melts when my mother touches his face gently. The man who pretends he doesn’t care about wedding cake and then schedules a tasting because he wants one nice day. The man who loves Lucky with his whole ridiculous heart. The man who makes me laugh when I’m scared. The man who came back to me even when he had every reason to believe coming home was dangerous. You are not hard to love, Ilya. Life has been hard on you.” he said, voice shaking. “Life has been hard on you. Those are not the same thing.”
Ilya broke. He only closed his eyes, and the tears fell, and his mouth pressed tight around a sound he refused to let out. Shane reached for him, their hands coming together again between them, and for a moment neither of them cared that Marie was waiting, or that the room was full, or that every person there had just watched Ilya Rozanov lose a battle with being loved. Shane waited until Ilya opened his eyes again.
Then he continued.
“I promise I will remember that. I promise I will not mistake your fear for rejection. I will not mistake your anger for cruelty. I will not mistake your silence for absence. I will keep learning the language of you, even when you pretend that language is mostly insults and aggressive eye contact. I promise to stand beside you when you want the room to see how strong you are, and behind you when you need something solid at your back, and in front of you only when the world is coming too fast and you need one second to breathe. I promise to listen when you tell me I’m holding too tight. I promise to hold tighter when you ask me not to let go. I promise to believe you when you say you are safe, and to fight like hell for you when you tell me you are not. I promise that your grief will never make you a burden to me. I promise that your joy will never be something you have to apologize for. I promise I will make room in our life for everyone you love and miss. For your mother. For Alina. For the people who should have been here and aren’t. We will carry them gently. We will make them part of the table, part of the cake, part of the stories, part of the light. And I promise we will not only mourn.”
Ilya wiped his face with the side of his thumb, but more tears came. Shane’s voice softened.
“We will live.
We will make breakfast badly. We will fight about laundry and dog hair and whether Lucky is allowed on the bed even though we both know he already won. We will go to the rink and come home tired. We will have quiet nights and loud ones. We will build traditions by accident. We will make my parents too happy. We will make Coach tired. We will make Kenny unbearable. We will make a home that is warm enough for all the versions of us who once thought they would never have one. I used to think being good meant being steady for everyone else. You taught me that love is not always steady. Sometimes love is inconvenient. Sometimes it is terrifying. Sometimes it walks into the room and ruins every careful plan. Sometimes it is a Russian man with impossible eyes calling me an idiot while becoming the safest place I have ever known. You are my safest place. You are also my wildest hope. You are the person I want when something good happens. You are the person I look for when the world turns cruel. You are the person I want beside me when I win, when I lose, when I am tired, when I am old, when I am no longer any version of impressive and all that is left is the truth of us. ”
Yuna was crying openly now. David had stopped pretending to look anywhere but at them. Shane glanced down at the page, then back to Ilya.
“And the truth is this: I choose you. I chose you before I was brave enough to admit it. I choose you now with my whole heart. And I will choose you again. In every city. In every season. In every home we make. In every bad day we survive and every good day we are lucky enough to notice. I will choose you when you are laughing. I will choose you when you are grieving. I will choose you when you are furious, impossible, soft, brilliant, exhausted, tender, dramatic, and pretending you are not crying. I will choose you when it is easy. I will choose you when it is work.I will choose you when we are young enough to still think we know everything, and when we are old enough to be grateful we were wrong. ”
Ilya’s breath trembled on an inhale. Shane smiled through the tears.
“Ilya Grigoryevich Rozanov, you are the love of my life” he said. “You are my home. You are my family. You are my future.”
The words filled the conservatory and seemed to stay there, held in the green May light, in the flowers, in the glass, in the faces of everyone who had come to witness this impossible, ordinary miracle. Shane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s.
“And I promise you this: for as long as I get to love you, you will not have to come home to an empty room. I will be there. I will stay. I will love you. Every day. Every version. Always. Shane.”
He lowered the paper.
“I love you,” he said, because the vow still felt unfinished without the simplest truth.
Ilya looked at him like he might never recover.
“I love you too,” he whispered, too quietly for most of the room, but Shane heard it.
Marie took a breath. For a moment, even she looked moved enough that she needed to find her place again. She looked down at her folder, then at them, and her smile was gentle.
“May I have the rings?”
There was a tiny, catastrophic pause. Then, mercifully, Lucky sneezed. It happened at precisely the wrong moment, and the entire front row made a valiant attempt not to laugh. Shane looked toward him despite himself. Lucky sat beside G in his dark green collar, looking deeply offended by his own nose.
G reached into his pocket with great solemnity and produced the rings. He stepped forward. His face was serious. His eyes were red. He placed the rings in Marie’s hand, then looked at Ilya for half a second. He gave a small nod that said more than most words would have. Ilya nodded back. G returned to Lucky. Marie held out the first ring.
“Shane.”
Shane took Ilya’s wedding ring. It was simple. Platinum, brushed, understated in the way Ilya had insisted on. Inside, where no one could see, was the engraved word.
Stay. Come home.
Shane had not known how it would look until the jeweler showed them separately, the way they had arranged. He had stood there with the ring in his palm and almost lost his composure in public.
Now he held Ilya’s hand. Ilya’s fingers were still cold. Shane could barely speak.
“Ilya,” Marie prompted softly, “Shane, please repeat after me.”
Shane nodded.
“With this ring,” Marie said.
Shane swallowed.
“With this ring.”
“I marry you.”
“I marry you.”
“I choose you today.”
“I choose you today.”
“And I will choose you every day after.”
Shane slid the ring onto Ilya’s finger. It fit perfectly. His thumb moved over it once before he let go. Ilya stared at his hand. For a second, he looked almost stunned by the sight of it, as if the metal had made the promise visible in a way words had not. Shane watched the ring catch the May light, Ilya’s lips parting. Watched him draw one careful breath.
Marie held out the second ring. Ilya took it. Shane’s ring matched his: brushed platinum, simple, warm against Ilya’s fingers from being held in Marie’s palm. Inside, hidden, were the words Ilya had chosen.
Come home.
Ilya looked at the ring for a long moment. His voice was not steady when he repeated after Marie.
“With this ring.”
He stopped. His mouth trembled, and he looked down quickly, angry at himself for it. Shane reached for him with his free hand, but Ilya shook his head once, not refusing comfort, only gathering himself. He tried again.
“With this ring,” Ilya said.
“I marry you.”
“I marry you.”
“I choose you today.”
“I choose you today.”
“And I will choose you every day after.”
Ilya’s eyes lifted to Shane’s.
“And I will choose you every day after.”
He slid the ring onto Shane’s finger. For one second, he kept hold of Shane’s hand and did not let go. Shane looked down at the ring, then at Ilya’s hand wearing its match, and something inside him went quiet in the deepest way.  Marie’s voice came softly through it.
“Shane and Ilya, you have spoken your vows and exchanged rings. Before the people who love you, and with the promises you have made to one another, it is my honor to pronounce you married.”
The room seemed to inhale. Marie smiled.
“Shane,” she said, and her voice warmed just enough to make it feel like a gift, “you may kiss the groom.”
Shane did not remember moving. One second he was holding Ilya’s hands, married to him, the word still exploding silently through his chest, and the next his palms were on Ilya’s face, careful and shaking, thumbs brushing tears from his cheeks. Ilya looked at him for the smallest suspended moment, eyes bright and wide, mouth parted like he was about to say something sharp and could not find it under all the feeling.
Then Shane kissed him. The room disappeared. It was not the first time Shane had kissed him in public. It was not even the most shocking. There had been cameras, arenas, rage, defiance. There had been kisses that felt like fists, kisses that announced something before either of them had learned how to live with them. This was different. This was a husband kissing his husband.
Ilya made a small sound against his mouth, barely there, and Shane felt it more than heard it. His hands slid from Ilya’s face to his neck, then back again, because he could not decide where to hold him. Ilya’s fingers gripped the front of Shane’s jacket, pulling him closer with a desperation that had nowhere left to hide. The kiss deepened for one dangerous second, warm and wet and familiar, and somewhere behind them Kenny made a noise like he was being murdered.
The room erupted.mPeople stood, clapping and crying, laughter breaking through applause, chairs scraping, Lucky barking once and then twice. Shane smiled into Ilya’s mouth before he could help it. Ilya pulled back just enough to breathe. His forehead touched Shane’s.
“You cried a lot,” he whispered.
Shane laughed, broken and breathless.
“You liked it.”
Ilya’s eyes were full of tears.
“Yes,” he whispered.
shane kissed him again, softer this time, because he could. Because everyone was watching and it did not matter. Because the rings were on their hands. Because he could kiss the groom. Because the groom was his.
***
The applause followed them out of the conservatory.
It did not end all at once after the kiss. It seemed to travel with them, warm and bright and slightly unreal, spilling over the low flowers and the rows of chairs, following Shane and Ilya as they turned from the front of the room hand in hand. Shane’s face was wet. Ilya’s was too, though he had wiped at it once with the kind of stern, useless swipe that only made him look more undone. Their rings caught the light every time their hands moved together, brushed platinum flashing softly between their fingers.
For a few minutes, everything happened in a blur of closeness.
People stood as they passed. Someone touched Shane’s shoulder. Someone reached for Ilya and then seemed to think better of it, which was wise, because Ilya looked like one more feeling might knock him sideways. Lucky tried to follow at once and was restrained by G, though not before letting out one wounded sound of betrayal that made half the front row laugh through tears. Kenny was crying too hard to speak. Noah had one hand at the back of his neck, guiding him gently out of the aisle. Coach stood stiffly near the end of the first row, clapping with his jaw clenched and his eyes red enough that Ilya, even in his state, looked briefly at him as if filing away evidence for later chirping.
Shane did not let go of Ilya’s hand. Neither of them seemed capable of it. They were led through the side doors first, not straight into the reception room, because Marie and the coordinator had clearly decided they needed three minutes alone before being fed to their guests. The small sitting room beside the conservatory had been prepared with water, champagne neither of them touched immediately, and a plate of small things Yuna had insisted they eat before the photos. The door closed behind them, muffling the sound of guests beginning to move.
For a moment, they only stood there. Ilya looked down at their hands. The rings. Shane watched him see them again. Ilya lifted Shane’s hand slightly, turning it so the band caught the light. His thumb moved over it once.
“You have husband hand,” he said.
His voice was raw from crying. Shane laughed, but it came out wet.
“You too.”
Ilya looked at his own ring then. For one second his face went still in that way Shane was beginning to understand better, flooded so completely that nothing could move on the surface.
“We are married.”
“Yes.”
“Legally.”
“Yes.”
“Terrible administrative error on your side, Hollander.”
Shane stepped closer and kissed him again, because the alternative was trying to answer while his entire chest hurt. It was softer than the kiss in the ceremony. Ilya’s hands came to his waist, gripping the dark fabric of his jacket, and Shane cupped his face carefully, thumbs near the faint tracks of tears drying on his cheeks. When they parted, Ilya’s eyes were still closed. There was a knock before either of them could sink too far into it. The coordinator opened the door just enough to smile apologetically.
“I’m sorry. We’re ready to move everyone into the dining room whenever you are. Your parents are waiting at the entrance.”
Shane blinked.
“My parents?”
The coordinator’s smile softened.
“Yes.”
Ilya opened his eyes. Something shifted in his expression, tiny but immediate. Shane felt the change through the hand still resting at Ilya’s waist.
“What did they do?” Ilya asked.
The coordinator did not answer that.
“They said you’d know when you saw it.”
That did not seem to reassure Ilya at all.
The main reception room was on the other side of the house, a long, warm hall with tall windows facing the garden and old beams across the ceiling. When they had first toured the venue, Ilya had declared it monumental, which Shane had understood to mean he liked it. Now it had been transformed into something softer than either of them had imagined: cream linens, dark green napkins after what had been seven thousand negotiations, low flowers so people could actually see one another across the tables, candles waiting in glass holders for evening. The room smelled of rain-washed garden air, bread, wine, and something buttery from the kitchen.
Guests were already being seated when Shane and Ilya reached the hall. Yuna and David stood just inside the reception doors, side by side at the threshold. Yuna recently dried her eyes. David stood beside her with his glasses back on and his expression composed with effort.
Between them, resting on a white cloth embroidered in red and gold, was a round loaf of bread. Beside it, in a tiny dish, salt. Ilya stopped walking. Shane looked from the bread to Ilya and understood only after he saw his husband’s face. There was tradition in it. Ilya’s hand went tight in his.
Yuna stepped forward first. She held the cloth carefully, David supporting the other side, the bread warm-looking and golden between them. It looked homemade, though Shane doubted it was; still, he knew his mother well enough to know she would have spent days making sure it was right, asking quietly, and checking herself. The thought of it made Shane’s throat tighten all over again. Yuna’s voice was soft when she spoke.
“We wanted to welcome you both.”
Her eyes moved to Ilya.
“To your first meal as husbands.”
Ilya’s mouth parted slightly. For a moment, he did not look like he knew where to put his face. David spoke then, low and a little rough.
“We were told bread and salt is traditional.”
Ilya blinked hard.
“It can be.”
“If we’ve done it wrong, you may tell us later,” David said. “Preferably not during the reception.”
There was a faint ripple of warmth from the people close enough to hear. Ilya did not smile. He kept looking at the bread as though it had reached across years and touched some place inside him no one else could enter. Shane leaned closer.
“Illy?”
Ilya swallowed. His eyes shone again.
“No,” he said, too quietly for the room. “It is not wrong.”
Yuna’s face softened, but she did not reach for him. She only lifted the cloth a little, offering. Someone near the front explained in a whisper to someone else. The room went quieter. Ilya drew in one careful breath. Shane felt it, felt the tremor go through him and settle. Then Ilya guided Shane forward.
The tradition, as Yuna had evidently learned, required them to break or bite from the bread and touch it to salt. It was simple enough. Bread, salt, welcome. Enough food, enough life, enough love to begin a household. Shane took his piece after Ilya did, watching him for cues. Ilya dipped his bread into the salt and then paused with it in his hand.
His eyes flicked to David, then to Yuna, then he ate.
Shane followed. The bread was warm, soft inside, the salt sharp on his tongue. The room applauded gently.
Ilya looked at Yuna. He seemed to try for words, failed, tried again.
“Thank you,” he said.
Yuna’s eyes filled immediately.
“Oh, sweetheart. Of course.”
This time, when she stepped forward, Ilya let her hug him. It was brief at first because he made it brief, but Yuna held him with both arms and kissed his cheek, and after one stiff second Ilya’s hand rose to touch her back. David stepped in next, putting one hand on Ilya’s shoulder and then drawing him close with a quiet firmness that made Shane look down quickly because he could not handle crying again. Ilya’s face disappeared against David’s shoulder for less than a second.
Less than a second was enough. When David let him go, he touched Shane’s arm too, and Shane leaned into him for a brief, hard hug. Yuna kissed Shane twice, once on the cheek and once near his temple, like she had not finished being his mother just because he had become someone’s husband.
The room began to move around them. Applause rose again as Shane and Ilya entered properly, this time louder, easier, freed from the silence of the ceremony and the tenderness of the threshold. People were standing at their tables, smiling, crying, raising glasses. Ilya’s grip on Shane’s hand stayed firm, but he was no longer braced the same way. Something about the bread and salt had changed the entry for him. He was not simply being watched now. He had been welcomed by Yuna and David standing at the door with bread in their hands.
Their seats were at the center of the long head table instead of separated into stiff wedding formality. Shane had insisted on that, and Ilya had agreed after rejecting three seating plans for being “banquet strategy, not wedding”. Lucky’s place, technically, was near G’s chair at the end of the table, but Lucky had already moved forward. He sat near Ilya’s feet while people settled, his dark green collar gleaming, the silver tag catching every bit of light.
Food came quickly, because Yuna had coordinated with the venue staff. Small plates appeared first: warm bread with butter, little bowls of soup, vegetables bright with herbs, smoked fish on dark rye because Ilya had wanted it. There were dishes chosen for Shane’s family, dishes chosen because Ilya liked them, dishes chosen because they had tasted good during the tasting.
Ilya sat down and stared at the first plate placed in front of him. Shane leaned close.
“You okay?”
Ilya nodded.
“Yes.”
“You look like you’re about to faint ito soup.”
“I might.”
“Why?”
“It is very pretty.”
“That’s bad?”
“No. Stupid soup.”
Shane looked at him. Ilya’s mouth moved, then Kenny arrived at their table and immediately abandoned all restraint. He did not hug Ilya without warning. That was probably Noah’s influence, because Kenny came close, stopped himself, vibrated visibly, then asked, 
“Can I?”
Ilya looked up at him. Kenny’s face was still blotchy from crying, hair slightly tousled. Ilya sighed with deep suffering.
“Yes, but do not crack ribs. I need those for honeymoon.”
Kenny made a wounded sound and hugged him anyway, carefully, both arms around his shoulders with such obvious effort not to squeeze too hard that Ilya’s expression softened despite himself. Kenny then hugged Shane with less control and nearly knocked him backward into his chair.
“You’re married,” Kenny said, voice thick.
“Yes,” Shane said, laughing.
“You’re husbands.”
“Yes.”
Kenny looked at Ilya again and started crying harder. Ilya closed his eyes.
“No.”
“I’m not doing it on purpose.”
“You are leaking all over my wedding., Kenny. Behave.”
“I just love you both.”
Ilya’s face changed at that. He reached out and touched Kenny’s sleeve, awkward but sincere.
“I know.”
Kenny made another sound, more dangerous this time, and Noah appeared with the perfect timing.
“Come on,” Noah said softly. “Let them eat.”
“I’m congratulating.”
“You’re flooding them.”
G arrived behind them, holding Lucky’s leash again in one hand and a champagne flute in the other. He had cried less visibly than Kenny, but his eyes were red, and when he leaned down to clap Shane once on the shoulder and then Ilya, the pressure of his hand lingered just long enough to say what he would not in front of everyone.
“Good ceremony,” G said.
Ilya looked up at him.
“High praise.”
“It was.”
G’s voice was low. He looked at Shane.
“You did good.”
Shane’s throat tightened again because he understood, somehow, that G did not mean the vows only. He meant all of it. Standing there. Crying openly. Holding Ilya’s hand. Letting the room see.
“Thanks,” Shane said.
G nodded, then looked down at Lucky.
“Your dog is trying to eat the tablecloth.”
“He is emotional,” Ilya said.
“He is probably already starving.”
“Same thing for him.”
The food helped. They took bites between interruptions, between hugs, between people coming up to the head table with champagne and tears and careful congratulations. The presence of food anchored the room into something less overwhelming. Bread could be torn. Soup could be lifted. Shane could put a hand on Ilya’s knee under the table and feel him there, warm and alive and no longer at the far end of an aisle.
Rose came over after the first round of plates, Clara beside her. Shane saw her coming and felt, for one second, the old guilt rise. It would probably always be there, in some small corner of him. Rose looked beautiful in a green dress that made her hair look brighter, her expression open and a little tremulous. Clara, black hair pinned carefully and yellow dress flowing, held her hand. That helped more than Shane expected.
Rose stopped beside him first.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi.”
For a moment they only looked at each other. Then she hugged him. Shane stood quickly to meet her, and she held him longer than a polite wedding hug required. When she pulled back, her eyes were wet but she was smiling.
“You look happy,” she said.
“I am.”
“I know.”
Her voice did not break. That made Shane proud of her and hurt for her at the same time. Rose turned to Ilya. Ilya stood too, awkwardly formal for half a second. Rose looked him up and down, taking him in.
“The suit,” she said softly. “Wow.”
Ilya glanced at Shane. Shane was already looking helpless about it. Ilya looked back at Rose.
“Thank you.”
Rose stepped forward and hugged him. Ilya froze for only a breath, then returned it, one hand at her back. Shane watched Rose say something near his ear, too quiet for anyone else. Ilya’s face shifted. He nodded once.
When she pulled away, his eyes were bright again. Clara congratulated them both more calmly, though she also looked like she had cried through at least part of the ceremony. Ilya thanked her with genuine warmth, and Shane felt the odd, aching relief of seeing all these impossible lives sit beside one another without shattering. 
The photographer found them at last. Her name was Elise, and Ilya had chosen her because her portfolio included very few staged chin-holding poses and one excellent photo of a dog stealing icing from a cake. She approached the head table with the cautious confidence of someone who had already been briefed about them by someone. Yuna, probably.
“Whenever you’re ready,” she said. “We’ll do a few family photos before the light changes.”
Ilya looked at his plate.
“I have eaten three bites.”
“We can bring the plate,” Shane said.
“I am not walking through venue with soup. I will spill.”
“You’d look beautiful.”
“I will divorce you before cake.”
Elise smiled politely and pretended not to hear. The family photos began outside the reception room in a smaller gallery where the light came through tall windows and turned the polished wood floor gold. At first it was manageable. Shane and Ilya together, hands linked. Shane’s hand at Ilya’s waist. Ilya’s hand resting against Shane’s chest where the boutonniere sat, the rings visible because Elise asked and because Shane lost the ability to breathe each time he saw them together.
Then Yuna and David joined them. Yuna stood beside Shane first, David beside Ilya, and for one beautiful, terrible second, no one knew where to put their hands. David touched Ilya’s shoulder lightly, and Ilya leaned into it almost imperceptibly. Elise caught it. Shane saw her catch it and loved her for being quick enough.
“Could we do one with David and Ilya?” she asked gently.
Ilya’s eyes flicked to David. David looked at him, not at the camera.
“Only if you want.”
Ilya swallowed.
“Yes.”
Shane stepped away with Yuna, giving them the frame. He watched from beside his mother as David and Ilya stood together, both of them slightly uncomfortable and both of them trying not to make it worse. David’s hand rested at Ilya’s back. Ilya looked at the camera once, then down, then back up. Elise lowered the camera for a moment.
“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “Just take a second.”
That somehow fixed it. David said something too low for Shane to hear. Ilya looked at him. Elise lifted the camera again. Click. Yuna’s fingers closed around Shane’s wrist. He looked down and realized she was crying.
“Mom.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not.”
“I am perfectly fine. Look at your father.”
David was no better. His eyes were bright, his mouth set in the careful line Shane knew so well, and one hand stayed at Ilya’s back as if even after the aisle, even after the ceremony, some part of him was not quite ready to stop walking him through the day.
Then came the Hollander family photo. Yuna, David, Shane, Ilya. Lucky was brought in and immediately destroyed any pretense of elegance by trying to sit directly on Ilya’s shoes. G apologized. Kenny cried again behind the photographer and was removed by Noah.
Elise took the photo anyway. Ilya looked down at Lucky at the exact moment Shane looked at Ilya. Yuna was laughing through tears. David had one hand on Shane’s shoulder and the other near Ilya’s back, not quite touching but close enough.
Later, Shane would think it was his favorite. At the time, there was no time to know that. There was only the next photo, the next person, the next interruption. Coach refused to smile until Ilya told him he looked like he was attending a sentencing, at which point Coach gave him a look so dry the entire group cracked. Kenny demanded a photo where he stood between them and was denied by everyone, then allowed one out of pity and immediately regretted it because he began crying again. Noah stood elegant and composed beside Shane until Ilya murmured something about him looking like he had come to negotiate a merger, which made Noah smile for real just as Elise took the picture. G kept one hand on Lucky’s collar the entire time, steady as a statue.
The team photo was worse. Just the closest ones. The men who had sat in hospital waiting rooms, crowded kitchens, locker room corners. They surrounded Shane and Ilya with too much height and too many shoulders and more emotion than any of them wanted to admit. For a moment, Ilya looked overwhelmed. Shane felt it before he saw it, the slight withdrawal, the tiny turn inward. Coach stepped behind him and put a hand on the back of his neck. Ilya stilled. Elise took the photo. Afterward, Ilya said, 
“You all look terrible.”
Kenny wiped his face.
“That means he loves us.”
“It means you are ruining wedding pictures.”
“Love language.”
Ilya rolled his eyes, but he did not move away when Kenny leaned carefully into his shoulder for the next picture.
By the time they returned to the reception room, the first course had become the second, and the whole room had loosened. People had wine now. Children from Shane’s side of the family were already being gently redirected away from the cake table. Lucky had discovered three separate guests willing to feed him under the table. The candles had not been lit yet, but the afternoon light made the glassware shine, and every time Shane and Ilya entered a new pocket of conversation, applause or little cheers rose again, smaller now but no less sincere.
Everyone wanted them. Everyone wanted to touch them, congratulate them, say something. A cousin of Shane’s clasped Ilya’s hand in both of hers and told him his vows had ruined her makeup. A former teammate hugged Shane so tightly he almost lost balance. One of the trainers came over and told Ilya he had never seen Coach that close to crying and would be treasuring it privately. David’s colleague, who had known Shane since he was a child, kissed Shane’s cheek and then asked Ilya if he was eating enough, which made Ilya look so startled and resigned that Shane had to turn away to hide his smile.
It was mayhem, but not loud in the way Ilya had feared. It was warm. There were too many hands and too many faces and too many names, and every few minutes Shane checked Ilya without making it obvious. Ilya did not retreat. He took breaks by turning slightly into Shane’s shoulder. He answered when he could and let Shane answer when he couldn’t. Once, when an older aunt asked him something too tender about how beautiful the ceremony had been, Ilya only nodded and said, “Yes,” but his hand found Shane’s beneath the table and held on until the feeling passed.
Food continued around them. Plates arrived and disappeared. Wine was poured. Someone brought them a second serving of the smoked fish because Ilya had eaten all of his. Shane managed half his soup and three bites of chicken before being pulled into another photo with a group of relatives. Ilya was given a plate by Yuna herself at one point, which he accepted with the wary obedience of a man who knew resistance was futile.
“You need protein,” she said.
“I am not child.”
“I know.”
“You do not have to feed me.”
“I know.”
He looked at the plate. Yuna kissed the top of his head before he could escape. Ilya froze. Shane, from two feet away, went completely still too. Yuna moved on as if she had done nothing extraordinary. Ilya chewed slowly, eyes lowered, the tips of his ears faintly red. Shane came close enough that their shoulders touched.
“You okay?”
Ilya swallowed.
“Yes.”
He sounded a little strangled. Shane did not tease him. A few minutes later, David appeared with two glasses of water and placed one in front of each of them.
“Eat before the speeches,” he said.
Ilya looked up.
“You too?”
“Yes.”
“This family is oppressive.”
David’s mouth softened.
“Deeply.”
But his hand brushed Ilya’s shoulder as he left, and Ilya leaned into the touch just enough that Shane saw.
The afternoon began to gather speed. There were more photographs outside because the sun came through suddenly and Elise nearly sprinted across the room to tell them the garden light was perfect. So they went, laughing a little now, breathless from interruptions, stepping out onto damp stone with people calling after them. The garden smelled green and clean. Ilya’s cream suit looked unreal against the wet ivy. Shane stood beside him under an arch of leaves and forgot again, briefly, that Elise was there.
“Just look at each other,” she said.
They did. The noise from the reception room faded behind the doors. Ilya’s eyes were softer out here, away from the crowd, the May light catching in them. Shane reached up and touched the edge of his lapel, near the hidden yellow flower.
“You’re my husband,” he said.
Ilya’s face changed.
“Yes.”
“I keep remembering.”
“I know. You make face every time.”
“What face?”
Ilya touched Shane’s mouth with his thumb.
“This one.”
Elise’s camera clicked quietly. Neither of them looked away.
“I like this suit too much,” Shane admitted.
“I know.”
“You knew what you were doing.”
“Yes.”
“You’re evil.”
Ilya’s eyes warmed.
“I am married. Respect your husband.”
Shane laughed softly and leaned in. The kiss was meant to be quick. It was not. Ilya’s hand slid to Shane’s waist, Shane’s fingers curled around his lapel, and for a few seconds the whole wedding became very simple again: wet garden, warm mouth, rings between them, the distant sound of people celebrating somewhere inside.
Elise took the photo.
When they finally came back in, the reception had become slightly less controlled. Kenny had acquired a microphone somehow, though Noah removed it before tragedy could occur. Lucky had successfully positioned himself under the head table between both grooms’ chairs, where he could monitor the room and collect fallen food. Someone had begun circulating champagne for the welcome toast. Yuna and David stood near the small platform at the front, speaking quietly together.
Shane and Ilya were guided back to their seats. This time, when the room applauded, Ilya did not flinch. He looked around at the faces turned toward them. At the glasses raised. At Rose smiling through tears, at Coach pretending not to be emotional, at David with his hand resting at Yuna’s back, at Yuna glowing with pride. At Lucky beneath the table, chin on Shane’s shoe and one paw on Ilya’s.
Then he looked at Shane. The panic was not gone from him. Shane could still see traces of it, tucked behind the brightness in his eyes, underneath the exhaustion beginning to soften his face, but it was no longer the only thing there.
This room was not a test. It was noisy and imperfect and full of too much feeling. It was theirs.
Yuna tapped gently against her glass. The room quieted by degrees. She looked at Shane first, and then at Ilya, and for a second whatever she had planned to say seemed to catch in her throat. David reached for her hand. She took it, smiled, and began anyway.
“Thank you all for being here,” she said, voice warm and only slightly unsteady. “We are so happy to welcome you to this first meal with Shane and Ilya as husbands.”
The word husbands moved through the room like a soft little wave. Shane’s hand found Ilya’s under the table. Ilya’s fingers closed around his. Yuna’s eyes shone.
“And now,” she said, lifting her glass, “please eat. Please drink. Please enjoy yourselves. And please know that if anyone touches the cake before the proper time, Ilya has my full permission to handle it.”
The room laughed. Ilya looked at her, scandalized and touched and trying very hard not to show either. David leaned toward the microphone, calm and dry-eyed only by force.
“What Yuna means,” he said, “is welcome. We are very glad you’re here.”
His gaze found Ilya’s for a brief second, then Shane’s.
“More than we can say.”
He lifted his glass.
“To Shane and Ilya.”
Everyone rose.
“To Shane and Ilya.”
The words filled the room. Ilya looked down at their joined hands, at the two rings side by side, and Shane felt his grip tighten. The reception truly began.
***
By the time the plates had been cleared and the candles finally lit, the room had changed.
It had been beautiful in the afternoon, green and pale and full of rain-washed light, but evening made it warmer. The tall windows reflected the reception back at itself: long tables softened by candlelight, cream linens and dark green napkins, low flowers spilling over in cream and deep leaves, glassware catching little flames. Outside, the garden had gone blue with dusk. Inside, people had grown louder, easier, wine-flushed and fed, the careful tenderness of the ceremony loosening into laughter. Someone had already spilled champagne on the corner of one tablecloth. The band had been playing quietly through dinner, mostly instrumental, easy things people could talk over. Then the room shifted again in that subtle way that meant someone had given a signal. A few servers cleared the last plates. The lights dipped enough to make the candles matter. At the far end of the room, near the open space they had left between the tables and the conservatory doors, the first notes of their song began.
Shane knew it before anyone announced it. His hand tightened around Ilya’s under the table. Ilya looked at him and for a moment neither of them moved. The song was soft at first, hazy and familiar, and it reached Shane with such force that the room seemed to tilt around him. He was back in their bedroom after the hospital, the lights low, Ilya still recovering, stubborn and pale and determined to choose something for the future even when screens hurt his eyes and standing too long made him dizzy. He remembered Ilya saying, very quietly, that the song sounded like them before they were brave. He remembered holding him in that tiny, careful sway, not quite dancing because Ilya should not have been on his feet at all, and thinking that someday, if they made it, he would hold him properly.
Now they had made it. Ilya was looking at him as if he remembered all of that too. Shane stood first. He did not ask. He only held out his hand. Ilya looked at it, then up at his face, and the expression that moved through him was almost too private for a room full of people. There was fear, because being seen was still not easy and perhaps never would be, but wonder too, a kind of stunned recognition that the future they had dared to touch in a dark bedroom had somehow become this room, this music, this ring on his hand.
He took Shane’s hand. People began to quiet. Chairs shifted. Someone whispered. Yuna, at the next table, lifted one hand to her mouth before anything had even happened, and David put his hand over hers without taking his eyes off them.
Shane led Ilya to the center of the floor. The whole room watched them. Ilya’s hand was warm now. Shane turned toward him and placed one hand at his waist, and Ilya came closer at once, their joined hands held between them, shoulders nearly touching. For one breath, Shane thought Ilya might make a face, might mutter something about the audience or his hatred of the choreography, but he didn’t. He only looked at Shane, eyes dark and bright in the candlelight, and let Shane draw him into the first slow step.
They had danced to this song once before like a secret, now they danced to it as husbands. The thought moved through Shane so sharply he nearly lost the rhythm. Ilya felt it. His thumb brushed once over Shane’s hand, grounding him in the smallest possible way, and Shane smiled because even now, even here, Ilya was taking care of him while pretending not to. They moved slowly at first, more sway than dance, the way they had in the bedroom, the song wrapping around them like a memory. Shane could feel Ilya’s body against his, the familiar line of him under the cream shirt and suit, the warmth of his hand at Shane’s shoulder. The jacket made him look almost unreal, elegant and soft-edged in the candlelight, but his face was unmistakably Ilya’s, a little overwhelmed, a little defiant, unbearably tender when he forgot to hide it.
“You okay?” Shane whispered.
Ilya’s mouth twitched, but he did not make a joke out of it.
“Yes,” he said. “Are you?”
Shane shook his head, smiling helplessly.
“No.”
Ilya looked at him, and his face softened.
“Me neither.”
That made Shane laugh quietly. They turned slowly under the warm lights, and the room blurred at the edges. Shane knew people were watching. He knew his mother was crying and Kenny was probably unwell with feeling and Coach was pretending to examine the flowers. It did not feel like being watched by the world. It felt like being held by it, just for the length of a song.
Ilya moved closer halfway through, his forehead almost touching Shane’s temple.
“This was good choice,” he murmured.
“You chose it.”
“We chose.”
“You rejected everything else.”
“ I am efficient.”
Shane smiled into his hair. The song built gently around them, and with it the memory of all the versions of themselves who had not known they would get here. Shane thought of hotel rooms and rink tunnels, of wanting Ilya so badly it had made him mean sometimes, of all the years fear had worn the mask of responsibility. He thought of the night Ilya had lain beside him wearing Shane’s ring for the first time, crying in a way he tried to hide and failing. He thought of Markham and the hospital and the first time Ilya stood in the bedroom after coming home, swaying to this song when he should have been lying down, because he wanted to know how the future would feel.
It felt like this.
Ilya’s hand slid more firmly against his back. Shane turned him slowly, carefully, and Ilya followed with surprising grace, fluid, instinctive, his body understanding rhythm with the same intelligence it brought to the ice. Shane had always known Ilya could move. Everyone knew Ilya could move. Still, this was different from skating, different from violence and speed and sharp changes of direction. Here he moved with a softness that seemed to reveal itself only because Shane’s hand was there to receive it.
When the song began to fade, Shane did not want to let go. Neither did Ilya, from the way his fingers tightened. They stayed close through the final notes, forehead to forehead now, breathing the same small space of air. The room was silent for half a second after the music ended, as if no one wanted to be the first to break it. Then applause rose around them, gentle at first, then fuller, warm enough to make Ilya close his eyes.
Shane kissed him. When Shane pulled back, Ilya looked at him with wet eyes and an expression so open Shane’s chest hurt.
“Husband,” Shane whispered.
Ilya swallowed.
“Yes.”
Yuna appeared at the edge of the dance floor. She did not sweep in. She approached with the careful warmth of someone who understood that this next part might matter more than it looked. Her dress moved softly around her, blue in the candlelight, and her eyes were already bright. She looked at Shane first, then Ilya, and held out her hand.
“Ilya,” she said, voice trembling just enough. “May I?”
Ilya went very still. Shane felt it immediately. Yuna waited. The room seemed to hold its breath again, though probably that was only Shane’s heart. Ilya looked at her hand. Shane smiled at him, small and encouraging, and stepped back. Ilya took Yuna’s hand. She smiled then and stepped into place with him, one hand in his, the other resting lightly at his shoulder. For a second they looked slightly uncertain together, because the shape of it was so intimate in a way neither had rehearsed. Mother of the groom dancing with the other groom. Almost-mother dancing with almost-son. The music changed to something slower, warmer, an old song without lyrics loud enough to matter.
Ilya began to move. Yuna followed. At first he held himself carefully, posture too straight, his face composed in a way Shane recognized as effort. Yuna spoke to him softly, and Shane could not hear what she said, but he saw Ilya glance down, saw the brief lift of his mouth, saw some of the stiffness leave his shoulders. Yuna’s hand shifted from his shoulder to his upper back, maternal and light. Ilya allowed it. He leaned into it by the smallest degree.
David came to stand beside Shane. They didn’t speak at first. They watched Ilya guide Yuna across the floor in the warm light, watched Ilya’s cream suit move against her blue dress, watched his face soften every time she said something quietly to him. The room had grown gentle again. Conversations lowered. People smiled. Rose was crying at her table, Clara rubbing circles over the back of her hand. Kenny had fully given up on appearing composed.
David’s voice was rough when he finally said, 
“He’s doing well.”
Shane nodded, unable to look away.
“He is.”
“She wanted this,” David said.
Shane glanced at him.
David’s eyes stayed on Yuna and Ilya.
“She didn’t say much. But she wanted to dance with him.”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“I think he wanted it too.”
“Yes,” David said softly. “I think he did.”
On the floor, Yuna turned Ilya slowly under their joined hands. It should have looked awkward, maybe, because she was much smaller and he was tall, all long lines and hockey shoulders under cream fabric. Instead it looked unexpectedly lovely. Ilya moved lightly when he stopped thinking about being watched. The moment Yuna laughed at something he said, he seemed to breathe for the first time. 
Then Yuna said something that made his face change. Shane saw it even from where he stood. Ilya looked down. Yuna stepped closer, still moving with him, and this time Shane could read her lips.
“I’m so happy you’re ours.”
Ilya’s eyes closed. When he opened them, he was crying. It was not visibly from across the room unless someone knew his face as well as Shane did. David knew too if the way Shane heard his father inhale beside him was any tell. Yuna did not stop dancing. She kept moving, slow and steady, letting him recover inside the rhythm. Ilya blinked, swallowed, and squeezed her hand.
By the time the song ended, he had his face under control again, but barely. Yuna lifted his hand and kissed his knuckles. Ilya looked mortified and moved in equal measure. Then Shane was there because he could not have stayed away longer if someone had paid him. Yuna turned toward him, smiling through tears.
“My turn with my son,” she said.
Ilya released her slowly. For a moment, he and Shane passed close enough that their hands brushed. Ilya leaned in, mouth near Shane’s ear.
“Be careful,” he whispered, voice unsteady.
Shane smiled.
“I know.”
“She says things.”
“She does.”
Ilya’s fingers squeezed his once, then let go. Yuna took Shane’s hand. The shift was immediate and old. Shane knew how to dance with his mother. Badly when he was young, better now, though the first few steps still brought back a dozen memories at once - standing on her feet in the kitchen when he was small, being spun under her arm while she sang too loudly, his father clapping along from the counter. Yuna held him now with one hand at his shoulder and the other in his, and for the first few seconds she only looked at him.
Shane laughed under his breath, already close to tears again.
“Don’t.”
“I haven’t said anything.”
“You’re about to.”
“Am I?”
“You look like you remember I was a baby.”
Yuna’s eyes filled.
“You were.”
“I’m married now.”
“You are still my baby.”
He looked away, smiling helplessly, and she squeezed his hand.
“I know,” she said softly. “You are also a husband. I can hold both.”
He looked back at her, and for a moment the whole noisy room softened into the two of them moving slowly under candlelight. His mother’s hand in his. His wedding ring cool and new on his finger. Ilya nearby, somewhere just beyond his shoulder, talking to David now. Yuna looked at the ring.
“It suits you,” she said.
Shane swallowed.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
“I keep looking at it.”
“You will for a while.”
“Did you?”
“With mine? Constantly.”
“Dad noticed?”
“Your father noticed everything and pretended not to. Very sweet. Very annoying.”
Shane smiled, and Yuna smiled back, but her eyes were wet.
“I’m proud of you,” she said.
He closed his eyes for half a beat.
“Mom.”
“I know you know. I’m saying it anyway.”
He nodded because speaking would not have gone well. Yuna’s hand slid from his shoulder to the side of his face for just a moment, her thumb brushing close to his cheek like he was small enough to be soothed there.
“You look happy,” she whispered.
“I am.”
“Good.”
“I’m scared too.”
“I know.”
“But happy.”
She smiled.
“That’s normal.”
Shane breathed out and let his forehead touch hers briefly, something he had not done since he was a teenager and too embarrassed to hug her properly in public.
“I love you,” he said.
Yuna’s face crumpled.
“Oh, honey. I love you too.”
The song ended with them still holding on. This time Shane kissed her cheek before stepping away, and when he turned, Ilya was watching from beside David with his jacket still on but one hand already tugging at the cuff as if formal clothing had begun to annoy him. His face was flushed from the dances, eyes bright in the candlelight. David was speaking to him quietly, and Ilya nodded, then glanced at Shane with a look that made Shane want to cross the room immediately. He did.
“Hi again,” Shane said.
Ilya’s mouth softened.
“You survived mother dance.”
“So did you.”
For a moment they stood there smiling at each other like idiots, both still damp-eyed, both overwhelmed and somehow lighter. The band shifted into something livelier, the drummer giving a small roll that seemed to wake the room. Someone cheered. Kenny, who had recovered enough to become more energetic, shouted something from near the bar. The dance floor opened, and all at once the reception remembered it was a party.
Ilya looked toward the growing movement. His expression changed. Shane saw the first spark of mischief and immediately narrowed his eyes.
“What?”
Ilya removed his jacket. He did it slowly, handing it to David with exaggerated seriousness because David happened to be closest and accepted it dutifully. Without the jacket, Ilya looked different at once, his cream shirt open at the throat, sleeves still buttoned at the wrist, dark green pocket square gone with the jacket, the shape of him looser, warmer, more alive. He rolled his shoulders once. Shane stared.
“You are looking,” Ilya said, suddenly smug.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Ilya walked onto the dance floor. At first Shane thought he would dance the way most hockey players danced at weddings, enthusiastically, badly, with too much shoulders and not enough rhythm. The first song was fast enough to scatter the older guests toward the edges and pull half the team onto the floor, and Ilya slipped into it easily, laughing when Kenny nearly collided with him, catching Rose’s hand when she passed and spinning her once so neatly her green dress flared around her knees. Rose came out of the turn laughing, genuinely startled, and Clara clapped so hard beside her that Ilya bowed to her with one hand over his heart before catching Yuna next.
Yuna went with him immediately. Shane stood at the edge of the floor and watched his husband become the center of gravity. It was not showy in the arrogant way, though there was arrogance in it too, because Ilya was Ilya and could not simply be good at something without looking smug about it. Mostly, though, he looked free. The nerves from the morning, the careful restraint of the ceremony, the weight of being watched, all of it seemed to burn away. He spun Yuna under his arm, guided her back in with a hand at her shoulder blade, then released her into David’s waiting hands with such smooth timing that David actually laughed.
Ilya turned and caught one of Shane’s cousins, then an older aunt, then one of the trainers’ wives, each time adjusting without thinking: gentler with the older women, faster with Rose, playful with Clara when she joined, dramatic with Kenny until Kenny forgot whatever step he was attempting and almost fell into a chair. The team began shouting encouragement. Someone clapped along. Lucky woke from beneath the table and barked once. Ilya was breathless within fifteen minutes. It also became very clear that he was tipsy. Shane could tell from the color in his face, from the way his smile came easier, from the loose brightness in his eyes when he tipped his head back and laughed at something G said. He was not drunk, not even close, just warm with champagne and exhaustion and happiness, the collar of his shirt open farther now, curls falling over his forehead despite all earlier attempts to tame them.
He looked so alive that Shane’s chest hurt for an unknown time that day. Yuna came to stand beside Shane, slightly breathless herself.
“Did you know?” she asked.
“No.”
“He dances beautifully.”
“He did not exactly disclose this during premarital proceedings.”
Yuna laughed, eyes fixed on Ilya.
“He looks happy.”
Shane nodded. He could not speak for a moment. Ilya looked happy. The day still lived in him. The dead still lived in him. The joy had him now visibly, bodily. It had gotten into his shoulders, his smile, the way he reached for people without flinching away from their delight. He spun one of Shane’s aunts, caught her when she laughed too hard, and bent his head to listen when she said something to him. Then he kissed her hand like a ridiculous old-world menace, and she looked ready to abandon her husband on the spot. Shane pressed a hand over his mouth. Yuna laughed softly.
“He’s going to be impossible after this,” Shane said.
“He deserves to be impossible today.”
That made Shane look at her. Yuna’s eyes were bright again, but she was smiling.
“He does,” she said.
Across the floor, Ilya turned as if he had felt Shane watching him. Their eyes met. The room moved between them, people dancing, laughing, clapping, but for one second it all thinned. Ilya’s smile changed, became smaller and private. Then he crooked a finger. Shane’s stomach dropped pleasantly. Yuna saw and patted his arm.
“Go to your husband.”
Shane went. Ilya caught his hand before he was fully on the dance floor and pulled him in with far more confidence than Shane was prepared for.
“You lied to me,” Shane said.
Ilya’s hand settled at his waist.
“About what?”
“This.”
“I never said I could not dance.”
“You let me assume.”
“That is not lie. That is your failure as detective. Good you play hockey, not investigate.”
Shane laughed, breathless already as Ilya turned him smoothly into the music. It was faster than their first dance, but Ilya made it easy, guiding without making Shane feel led. Shane followed because he trusted him, because Ilya’s hand was firm at his back, because his husband was grinning at him now with open delight and there was no version of Shane capable of resisting that.
“You’re tipsy,” Shane said.
“I am celebrating.”
“You lost your jacket.”
“I know where it is.”
“With my dad.”
“Safe man.”
Shane smiled. Ilya spun him suddenly, neatly, and Shane came back laughing into his chest. The team cheered like this was a playoff goal. Ilya’s grin flashed, bright and wicked and happy, and Shane forgot, for a little while, to be careful with his own joy.
The dancing began properly after that. It simply took over. People who had planned to sit politely found themselves pulled in. People who claimed not to dance were dragged out by spouses, cousins, teammates, or Ilya himself, who had become, after half a glass too much champagne and the removal of his jacket, a menace to anyone standing too near the edge of the floor. He danced with Yuna again, with Rose twice, with Clara once after she protested she didn’t know how, with David for approximately twenty seconds after Yuna pushed him in and David surrendered with no dignity. That one made Ilya laugh so hard he had to bend slightly, and David shook his head, smiling in a way Shane knew he would remember forever.
And through it all, Shane watched him come undone into happiness. His shirt clung a little at the back from exertion. His cheeks flushed deeper. His curls went completely hopeless. He moved with effortless rhythm, spinning women out and pulling them back, clapping along when the band shifted into something louder, catching Kenny before he could crash into the flowers, leaning into Shane whenever Shane came close enough to touch. He looked young in a way Shane did not often get to see. Young like joy had taken ten years off him for one night.
At some point, Ilya came back to him breathless, laughing, one hand braced against Shane’s chest.
“I need water,” he said.
Shane caught his wrist and kissed the inside of it, right above the ring. Ilya’s laughter softened.
“You are being romantic in public.”
“We’re married.”
“Still.”
Shane touched the open collar of his shirt, fingers brushing warm skin.
“You’re beautiful.”
The words landed differently now. Ilya did not deflect them immediately. He looked at Shane in the middle of the noise, chest rising and falling, eyes bright with champagne and music and feeling. He leaned in and kissed him. The room cheered again. Ilya pulled back with a flushed, almost dazed expression, as if he still could not quite believe people were happy to see this, happy to see them.
Shane slipped an arm around his waist.
“You okay?”
Ilya looked around the room. At Yuna dancing with David now, her head tilted back as she laughed. At Kenny trying and failing to teach Lucky a dance move near the edge of the floor. At Rose and Clara spinning together. At Coach sitting with a glass in hand, watching the room like a man whose heart had betrayed him in public. At the flowers, the candles, the faces, the whole warm mess of it. Finally, Ilya looked back at Shane.
“Yes,” he said, and this time there was no hesitation.
Shane kissed his temple. Ilya closed his eyes briefly. The music changed again, faster, brighter, and his eyes opened with that dangerous spark.
“Water first,” Shane warned.
Ilya groaned.
“Husband already controlling.”
“Husband wants you upright.”
“Husband boring.”
“Husband has access to wedding night,” he murmured close enough only Ilya heard “And husband might have bought some wedding night lingerie to wear.”
Ilya paused, then he turned with great seriousness toward the nearest server.
“Water,” he said.
Shane laughed so hard he had to hold onto him. A minute later, after drinking the entire glass under Shane’s watchful eye, Ilya dragged him back onto the dance floor, into the noise and warmth and motion of a room full of people loving them loudly.
***
The cake had survived longer than anyone expected. Lucky had been redirected from it four times. Kenny had been warned twice not to “just look closely” at the piping. One of Shane’s younger cousins had been caught circling the table with the intense focus of a small thief. Ilya, despite claiming he did not care about cake as a concept and had only participated in the tasting because Shane wanted one, had glanced toward it at least once every ten minutes since dinner. Now it was here, set beneath the warm lights near the edge of the dance floor, three tiers of cream frosting and careful, imperfect texture, nothing too glossy or stiff. Dark greenery and small soft yellow flowers trailed around the base. The baker had somehow managed to make it elegant without making it cold, which had been Ilya’s chief complaint about almost every wedding cake they had seen online. It looked like something meant to be eaten by people who had been laughing all night. Honey walnut for Irina. Lemon elderflower because Yuna had liked it too much and would become insufferable if anyone told her. Sweet chocolate with sweet buttercream for Alina, because Ilya had said very firmly that if a child was going to be honored with cake, it should taste like something a child would want a second slice of.
The maple brown butter cupcakes had been arranged beside it in a neat little tower, allegedly as a diplomatic gesture to Canada. Ilya had called them “enemy tribute.” Shane had eaten two already. Yuna and David stood just off to the side, smiling in the soft, dazed way parents smiled when the day had given them too many things to feel. Rose had Clara’s phone out already. Kenny had inserted himself into the front row of cake spectators, vibrating so visibly with anticipation that Noah had one hand loosely hooked at the back of his jacket in case removal became necessary. Coach stood with his arms folded and an expression of grim tolerance, though he had been caught laughing at least twice in the last half hour and therefore had no credibility left.
The photographer crouched a little closer.
“Whenever you’re ready,” she said.
Shane picked up the knife. Ilya looked at it, then at him.
“Why do you hold it like weapon?”
“Because I don’t trust you.”
Ilya’s face arranged itself into wounded innocence so poor that Shane almost kissed him just to make it stop.
“You don’t trust your husband?”
“I trust my husband. I don’t trust you near frosting.”
“Same person now.”
“That’s what frightens me.”
Ilya’s smile came slowly, warm and wicked, and Shane felt the familiar, helpless drop in his stomach. He was happy. It was everywhere on him now. In the way he stood too close to Shane, hip brushing his, in the way his ring flashed when he reached over to adjust Shane’s grip on the knife like the cake required surgical precision, in the way he kept looking around the room as if still surprised to find all these people watching him with love instead of demand. The nerves were not gone, but they had become part of the night rather than the center of it. The room had worn him down with kindness and music and food and the simple fact of everyone staying.
Together, they cut into the cake. There was applause for that.
“This is strange tradition,” Ilya murmured.
“You wanted the cake.”
“I wanted to eat cake.”
The slice came away imperfectly, which made Ilya look immediately pleased. Shane set it onto the small plate waiting beside the cake stand, and the smell of honey and walnut rose softly between them.
For a moment, Ilya’s expression changed. Shane was looking at him and he saw the happiness become quieter at the edges. Saw the way Ilya stared at the honey walnut layer as if it had opened a door. Shane thought of Irina then, of a kitchen he had never seen, of a woman he had never met singing badly while something baked too long at the edges. He thought of Alina too, of chocolate and yellow socks and a girl who should have had frosting on her fingers tonight.
Shane touched Ilya’s wrist. Ilya looked at him. For one second, the noise around them softened. Then Ilya picked up a fork, broke off a piece, and held it up. Shane smiled.
“Oh, we’re doing that?”
“Yes.”
“Gently?”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed with deep insult.
“I am always gentle.”
“Lies.”
“Truth.”
It was not. Shane should have stepped back then. Everyone would later agree on that point. He should have recognized the exact angle of Ilya’s mouth, the brightness in his eyes, the way he held the fork a little too casually. But Shane was newly married and distracted by the fact that his husband was feeding him their wedding cake, and sometimes love made a man stupid.
He leaned in. Ilya fed him one bite very neatly. Shane chewed, surprised. Ilya watched him.
“Well?” he asked.
Shane swallowed.
“It’s really good.”
“Yes?”
“Yeah. Honey walnut was the right call.”
Ilya’s face softened. 
“Yes.”
It was so tender that Shane relaxed, which proved to be a fatal mistake. Ilya reached for the plate as if to take his own bite. Instead, with the speed and precision of a man who had made a career out of exploiting openings, he scooped up a reckless amount of frosting with two fingers and smeared it directly across Shane’s cheek and mouth.
For half a second, the room went silent in shock. Shane stood frozen. Cream frosting slid slowly down the side of his face. Ilya stared at him. He started laughing. Full, helpless, bright laughter that broke out of him before he could control it, his head tipping back, one hand braced against the cake table as if the force of it might take him down. The sound lit the room. Everyone else erupted. Rose shrieked. Yuna gasped and then laughed so hard she had to clutch David’s arm. Even Coach barked out a laugh before immediately pretending he had coughed. The photographer was already taking pictures.
Shane very slowly wiped frosting from the corner of his mouth with his thumb. He looked at it. Then he looked at Ilya. Ilya, still laughing, tried to step backward. Shane smiled.
“Oh,” Shane said softly. “You are so dead, Rozanov.”
Ilya’s laughter caught and his eyes flashed. Then, still breathless with it, he lifted one finger.
“Hollander-Rozanov.”
The room lost its mind all over again. Shane stared at him. For one second, the correction hit somewhere deeper than the joke. Hollander-Rozanov. Said easily. Said in front of everyone. Said with frosting on Shane’s face and laughter in Ilya’s mouth and his wedding ring bright on his hand. Their name, ridiculous and new and theirs.
Ilya took one more backward step. Shane put the plate down.
“No,” Ilya said immediately.
Shane reached for the cake.
“Shane.”
“You corrected me.”
“Yes, because you were wrong.”
“And now I’m going to be right.”
“You are holding too much frosting.”
“I think it’s the correct amount.”
“It is not.”
“Come here, husband.”
Ilya turned and ran. He only meant to dodge behind the table, Shane could tell. Some little graceful sidestep, some smug escape that would let him laugh from safety. But the entire room had become instantly invested. People cheered. Someone clapped. Lucky shot awake from beneath the head table and barked once, thrilled by the sudden change. G caught his leash just in time before the dog joined the chase.
Ilya darted around the edge of the cake table, laughing so hard he almost lost speed. Shane followed with frosting in one hand and murder in his heart, except his heart was so full he could barely breathe around it. He had never chased Ilya like this. Not on ice, not with a puck, not with the hard focus of rivalry or the sharper hunger of wanting him in rooms where they could not say what they were. This was different. This was boyish and stupid and bright. This was his husband fleeing through their reception in a cream shirt with his sleeves rolled up, half tipsy and radiant, while everyone they loved cheered for Shane to catch him.
Ilya cut between two tables. Shane followed.
“No running near the candles,” Yuna called, laughing through the warning.
“They are not lit here!” Ilya shouted back.
“That is not the point!”
David was standing now, one hand over his mouth, glasses slipping slightly down his nose as he laughed. Shane caught sight of him as he rounded the table and felt another burst of absurd joy. His father laughing like that, helplessly, while Ilya used him as a human shield by ducking behind his chair.
“David,” Ilya said, breathless. “Protect me.”
David looked at Shane’s frosting-covered hand.
Then at Ilya.
“No.”
Ilya gasped. 
“Betrayal.”
“You started this.”
“You walked me down aisle.”
“I did not agree to cake crimes.”
Shane lunged. Ilya slipped away at the last second, but not cleanly. He was laughing too hard now, stumbling a little around Rose’s chair as she stood and blocked Shane with absolutely no sincerity.
“Run, Ilya!”
“Rose,” Shane warned.
She lifted both hands, grinning. 
“I support both husbands equally.”
“You are obstructing justice right now.”
“I’m creating drama for the photographer.”
Elise was moving backward with great skill, camera clicking rapidly, looking more delighted than she had any right to while recording the complete collapse of wedding dignity.
Ilya made it halfway across the dance floor before Shane caught him. He got an arm around Ilya’s waist from behind and pulled him in, both of them laughing, Ilya twisting in his hold with no real attempt to escape now. The whole room cheered as if Shane had just scored in overtime. Ilya’s back hit Shane’s chest, warm through the thin cream shirt, and Shane’s frosting-covered hand hovered dangerously near his face.
“Do not,” Ilya said, breathless.
Shane bent close to his ear.
“You put cake on my face.”
“You looked too clean.”
“You were warned.”
“I corrected your name.”
“You corrected my name after assault.”
“Very small assault.”
Shane laughed against his shoulder, and for a second he almost didn’t do it. Ilya was so happy in his arms, breathless and flushed and alive, his laughter still shaking through both of them. Shane wanted to hold him there forever, sticky face and all.
Then Ilya turned his head, saw Shane hesitating, and smiled with unbearable arrogance. That decided it. Shane smeared frosting across his cheek. Ilya made a sound of pure outrage. The room exploded. It wasn’t a neat smear. Shane had intended gentle revenge, but Ilya tried to duck and they were both laughing too hard, so frosting caught his cheek, the corner of his mouth, and a little along his jaw. Ilya stared at Shane in genuine betrayal, cream frosting bright against his flushed skin.
For one glorious second, he looked scandalized into silence, then he burst out laughing again. Shane turned him in his arms, unable to stop smiling. Ilya tried to wipe his face with the back of his hand, only making it worse. Shane caught his wrist.
“No, no. Let everyone admire my work.”
“You are terrible husband.”
“Already?”
“Immediate regret.”
“You love me.”
Ilya looked at him, laughter softening into something warmer.
“Yes,” he said.
The answer was too sincere for the joke, and it landed between them with startling gentleness amid all the noise. Shane’s smile changed. Ilya’s did too. For a moment, they stood in the middle of the dance floor with frosting on both their faces and everyone laughing around them, and the joy became so bright it almost hurt to look at it directly.
Then Kenny yelled, 
“KISS WITH THE CAKE!”
“No,” Ilya said at once.
Shane looked at him. Ilya looked back. They both knew. Shane kissed him. It was messy immediately. Frosting at the corner of Shane’s mouth, frosting on Ilya’s cheek, sugar and honey and laughter between them. Ilya made a sound halfway through, not quite a laugh and not quite a sigh, and Shane smiled into it because he could feel the entire room cheering again, could feel Ilya’s hands clutch at his shirt, could feel their rings press together where their fingers tangled between them.
When they broke apart, Ilya’s mouth was smeared worse. Shane’s probably was too. Ilya touched his own lip with two fingers and stared at the frosting there.
“This is sticky.”
Shane wiped frosting from Ilya’s jaw with his thumb.
“You ran from me at our wedding.”
“You chased me.”
“You started it.”
“I improvised.”
Shane laughed, helplessly, and pulled him close again. The laughter in the room did not fade quickly. It rolled and echoed, settled into little bursts as people repeated what had happened to those who had missed the start. Lucky kept barking until G gave up and brought him over. The dog sniffed Shane’s cheek with great focus and then tried to lick frosting directly from his jaw.
“No,” Shane said, turning his face away.
Lucky looked wounded. Ilya crouched slightly, still in Shane’s arms, and let Lucky lick a tiny bit from his finger instead.
“Not from face,” he told him. “Have standards, wolf.”
Yuna arrived with a napkin in each hand then.
“You two,” she said, but she was laughing too hard for it to carry any real warning.
Ilya straightened immediately, attempting innocence with frosting across half his face.
“He threatened me.”
“I watched the whole thing,” Yuna said.
“Then you saw self-defense.”
“I saw cake on my son’s face.”
“Your son threatened his husband.”
Shane looked at his mother, frosting still on his cheek.
“I said he was dead, technically.”
Yuna pressed a napkin into his hand.
“My married sons are both ridiculous.”
Ilya went still.
My married sons.
Yuna kept wiping at Shane’s cheek as if she had not just said something enormous in the middle of cake chaos. Maybe she knew exactly what she had done, probably she did. David, arriving behind her with a glass of water and another napkin, looked at Ilya’s face and paused.
“You missed a spot,” he said quietly, and reached up to wipe frosting from the edge of Ilya’s jaw with the careful familiarity of a father cleaning up a boy. Ilya let him. David’s hand lingered only a moment.
“There, all clean,” he said.
Ilya swallowed.
“Thank you.”
David nodded, eyes soft.
Around them, people had begun drifting back toward the cake table. The staff cut proper slices now, dividing the tiers carefully: honey walnut, lemon elderflower, chocolate with buttercream. Plates went out. Someone discovered the maple cupcakes and shouted approval. Shane saw Ilya look toward the chocolate layer, just briefly, and then at the little yellow flowers near the base.
His smile did not disappear. Shane took his hand. Ilya looked at him.
“You okay?”
Ilya leaned into him, shoulder to shoulder, still breathless.
“Yes.”
This time the word came with no caveat, no shadow immediately behind it. He was sticky and flushed and half-drunk on champagne and joy, his hair a frizzy disaster, his shirt rumpled, his ring bright on his hand. He looked young again. Boyish in a way Shane had rarely been allowed to see. For one wild, stupid minute he had run laughing through a room full of people who loved him and no one had told him to be smaller.
Shane lifted their joined hands and kissed his ring. Ilya’s eyes softened before he reached with his free hand, stole one last bit of frosting from Shane’s cheek, and put it in his own mouth.
Shane stared at him. Ilya smiled.
“Honey walnut is good.”
Shane’s expression darkened in warning. Ilya’s eyes widened with delight.
“No,” Shane said.
Ilya was already backing away, laughing. The room saw it happen. A second chase nearly began. David pointed one finger at both of them.
“Cake plates first.”
Ilya stopped. Shane stopped. They looked at David, then at each other, then Ilya, still smiling, offered Shane his hand again.
“Cake plates,” he said solemnly.
Shane took it.
“Then revenge.”
Ilya squeezed his fingers.
“Hollander-Rozanov revenge.”
Shane looked at him. The name settled between them again, bright as a ring.
“Hollander-Rozanov,” he repeated.
Ilya’s smile went softer.
“Yes.”
They walked back to the cake table hand in hand, faces still faintly sticky despite parental intervention, while applause and laughter and the smell of sugar filled the room. The first slice of chocolate went onto a small plate with a yellow flower beside it, set quietly near the cake stand where no one would disturb it. The honey walnut was served next, then lemon, then maple cupcakes to several Canadians who took the alleged insult with great enthusiasm.
***
By the time the night began to thin, the house looked as if joy had passed through it like a storm. There were flowers on tables that had been touched too many times, petals loosened and fallen beside half-empty glasses. Napkins no longer sat in their careful folds. Someone had left a pair of shoes under a chair near the dance floor. The candles had burned low in their glass holders, small pools of wax gathering under each flame, and beyond the tall windows the May garden had gone dark and soft, wet leaves shining whenever the light from inside caught them. The rain never returned, but the air still held it. Every time someone opened a door to the terrace, the room filled briefly with the smell of earth and lilacs and evening.
The wedding did not end so much as slowly come apart.
First the older relatives said goodnight, kissing Shane and Ilya on both cheeks, pressing their hands, saying how beautiful it had been, how wonderful the food was, how handsome they both looked, how moving the vows were. Shane learned quickly that if anyone mentioned the vows directly, Ilya’s expression did something complicated and endangered, so he answered for them when he could. Ilya let him. Sometimes he only stood with his shoulder touching Shane’s and his wedding ring visible on the hand wrapped around a glass of water, smiling faintly when people said kind things.
Then the families with children left, carrying sleepy bodies and shoes and little paper boxes of cake. Shane’s cousin’s daughter gave Ilya a yellow flower she had stolen from one of the arrangements, and Ilya accepted it with such solemnity that the girl looked proud of herself for the rest of the night. He tucked it into the pocket of his shirt after his jacket had vanished again into David’s careful custody, and when Shane noticed it later, his throat tightened so sharply he had to look away.
The team stayed longer. Kenny danced until he could barely stand and cried three separate times after declaring himself emotionally finished. Noah disappeared for twenty minutes and returned with coffee for people who had made poor choices with champagne and wine. G took Lucky outside twice and then surrendered him to Yuna, who somehow convinced the dog to settle on a folded blanket near the head table. Coach gave his toast late, after insisting he had nothing to say and then saying something so plain and gruff and full of love that Ilya stared at the table through the whole thing and did not look up again until Shane took his hand beneath the linen. Coach didn’t make it poetic. He said Shane had always been the kind of player who made a team feel steadier just by stepping onto the ice. He said Ilya was the kind of player who made a team better because no one wanted to disappoint him badly enough to be mocked for it. People laughed softly, and Coach waited for it to settle. Then he said he had watched them choose each other in ways that had cost them something and still made them stronger, and that a room was lucky when two men like that decided to build a life in it. He lifted his glass. His eyes were red. Ilya’s hand tightened around Shane’s so hard it almost hurt.
Afterward, Ilya hugged him. It was brief and awkward, but he did it. Coach held the back of his head for one second and let go before either of them had to survive being seen too clearly.
Later still, Rose and Clara left. Rose hugged Shane for a long time by the doorway, her green dress wrinkled now, her makeup softened from crying and dancing and laughing. When she pulled back, she touched his cheek once, light and forgiving and sad in a way that no longer asked anything from him.
“You look happy,” she said.
Shane’s eyes burned again because apparently the day had stripped him of all useful dignity.
“I am.”
“I’m glad.”
“I want you to be too.”
Rose looked over her shoulder at Clara, who was waiting near the coatroom with her heels in one hand and an expression of patient fondness. Rose smiled.
“I’m working on it,” she said. “Better than I thought, actually.”
Ilya stood a little distance away, not intruding, but when Rose came to him next, he straightened as if bracing for scolding. Rose only hugged him. He froze only for a second before returning it. Shane couldn’t hear what she said, but he saw Ilya’s face shift, saw him nod, saw Rose wipe under one eye when she stepped away. Clara congratulated him too, and Ilya kissed her cheek with courtly seriousness that made her laugh. They left holding hands.
The night kept softening. The band packed up piece by piece. The last songs were slower, not because anyone had planned it, but because the people still dancing were tired and unwilling to admit it. Yuna and David danced together near the edge of the floor, and at some point Ilya leaned against Shane’s side and watched them with a quietness that made Shane slide an arm around his waist. Yuna had kicked off her shoes. David’s tie was loosened. They moved as if they had done this in kitchens and living rooms and hotel ballrooms for decades, with the ease of two people who knew where the other would step.
“They are good at this,” Ilya murmured.
“Dancing?”
“Staying.”
Shane turned his head slightly. Ilya did not look at him. His eyes stayed on Yuna’s hand resting at David’s shoulder, on David bending his head to hear whatever she said, on the way they laughed quietly at something no one else would ever know.
“Yes,” Shane said. “They are.”
Ilya nodded once, the small yellow flower still tucked into his shirt pocket, his sleeves rolled unevenly, his hair hopeless. He looked tired now. The day had taken almost everything from him: fear, joy, performance, dancing, tears, photographs, cake, the shock of being welcomed again and again until refusal had become too much effort. He leaned a little more into Shane, and Shane held him there without asking if he was okay.
Yuna and David left after midnight, though leaving took nearly half an hour because Yuna had to check that food had been packed, that cake had been boxed, that Lucky’s leash was located, that Ilya’s jacket had not disappeared, that Shane had eaten enough, that neither of them had lost the rings they were both still touching every few minutes like they might vanish. David stood beside her through all of it, smiling faintly, carrying three bags and Ilya’s jacket over one arm.
At the door, Yuna hugged Shane first.
“My married boy,” she whispered, and Shane shut his eyes because apparently she could still undo him with three words.
Then she turned to Ilya. He had been standing a little back, not because he didn’t want the goodbye, but because he wanted it too much. Yuna saw that. She stepped forward and put both hands on his face. For one second he looked startled, then very still.
“You were wonderful today,” she said.
Ilya’s mouth trembled.
“I ate cake with face.”
“You were still wonderful.”
He looked down, but she did not let him hide for long. She kissed one cheek, then the other, then smoothed his hair once as if he were someone she had been allowed to fuss over for years.
“Go home with your husband,” she said softly. “Sleep very late. Eat something with salt in the morning.”
Ilya gave a faint, uneven smile.
“Yes, Yuna.”
David hugged Shane next, hard and quiet, then came to Ilya. They looked at each other for a moment without speaking. The hallway around them was full of softened noise, people collecting coats, staff moving politely around the remains of celebration, Lucky trying to decide whether leaving with Yuna and David for the night was betrayal or a vacation.
David handed Ilya his jacket. Ilya took it.
“I was proud to walk with you.”
Ilya’s face changed. Shane looked away, because some things deserved not to be stared at directly.
“I know,” Ilya said, voice low.
David touched his shoulder.
“You did beautifully.”
“I mostly did not faint.”
“That was not what I meant.”
Ilya nodded, eyes bright again, and then David hugged him. Ilya leaned in properly, one hand closing at the back of David’s suit. David held him with both arms. When they pulled apart, neither of them said anything else.
Yuna and David took Lucky with them for the night because someone had decided the newlyweds deserved a quiet morning, and because Lucky, after being solemnly promised breakfast bacon by David, betrayed both fathers without hesitation. Shane watched him trot out beside Yuna in his dark green collar, silver tag flashing, and felt such affection for the ridiculous animal that his heart hurt.
Then even the team began to leave. Kenny had to be escorted out by Noah after hugging both of them three more times. G kissed Ilya on the side of the head, which startled Ilya into silence so complete that G walked away before either of them had to address it. Coach shook Shane’s hand, then pulled him in by the back of the neck and held him there for one rough second. He did the same to Ilya, though with Ilya it became almost a forehead bump, brief and wordless and strangely tender. After that, there were only staff, and then fewer staff, and then mostly quiet.
The reception room looked larger empty. The tables remained, but without people around them they seemed less formal, almost abandoned. Glasses had been gathered. Plates cleared. Flowers waited in low arrangements to be boxed or given away in the morning. The dance floor still showed faint scuffs from shoes and one tiny smear of frosting no one had managed to clean completely. Shane noticed it and smiled.
Ilya followed his gaze.
“Evidence,” he said.
Shane looked at him. It was the first thing either of them had said in a while. Ilya’s voice was rough with exhaustion. His shirt was rumpled and open at the throat, the yellow flower still in his pocket, his ring shining on his hand. He had put the jacket back on for the goodbyes but lost it again almost immediately, draping it over a chair near the dance floor. 
“Crime scene,” Shane said.
Ilya’s mouth softened.
“You chased me.”
“You started it.”
“You enjoyed.”
“Yes.”
Ilya looked pleased, but too tired to do anything with it. The staff gave them space without making a point of it. Somewhere in the hall, a cart rolled softly over the floor. A door closed. The band’s last cable was gathered and carried away. The sound system was off now, and the absence of music felt strange after so many hours of it. The room still seemed to remember rhythm, though. It lingered in the air, in their bodies, in Ilya’s loose shoulders and Shane’s aching feet.
Shane held out his hand. Ilya looked at it.
“There is no music,” he said.
“I know.”
He stepped closer and took Shane’s hand. They moved into the middle of the empty dance floor. Shane placed a hand at Ilya’s waist, and Ilya’s hand came to his shoulder with the easy, tired intimacy. They swayed without music. At first it almost made Shane laugh, because there was something absurd about it: two grown men in a silent reception room after midnight, too exhausted to dance properly and too unwilling to stop touching to leave. But the laugh never quite came. It softened into something else as Ilya leaned closer, as their joined hands lowered between them, as Shane felt Ilya’s ring press briefly against his own.
The silence had sound inside it. The faint hiss of candles dying. The settling of the old house. The distant murmur of staff in another room. The rainwater dripping from leaves outside, slow and occasional now. Ilya’s breathing. Shane’s own heart.
“You are very tired,” Shane murmured.
“Yes.”
“We should go soon.”
“Yes.”
Neither of them moved. Ilya’s forehead came to rest against Shane’s temple. For a few minutes, they swayed like that, barely shifting their weight, turning only because Shane’s body remembered the first dance and Ilya’s followed. The conservatory doors stood open across the room, and beyond them the glass had gone dark, reflecting candlelight back in fractured gold. This room had held them all day: crying, laughing, eating, kissing, running with cake on their faces, dancing until Ilya’s hair came undone and Shane’s feet hurt. Now it held only the quiet after.
“I thought I would be scared all day,” Ilya said.
Shane’s hand tightened at his waist.
“Were you?”
“Yes.” Ilya paused. “But not only.”
Shane closed his eyes for a second.
“That’s good.”
“It was too much.”
“I know.”
“Not bad too much.” Ilya seemed to search for the words, tired enough that they came slower. “Like… too much food. Too much light. Too many people. But warm.”
Shane kissed his temple.
“You wanted warm.”
“I got warm.”
His voice sounded almost surprised. Shane pulled back enough to look at him. Ilya’s face was soft with exhaustion, all the old defenses lowered not because he had chosen vulnerability dramatically, but because the day had worn them down. There was frosting still faintly at the edge of his hairline; Shane had missed it earlier. His eyes were heavy, but when he looked at Shane, the tiredness did not dull him. It made him look young. It made him look real.
Shane reached up and wiped the tiny trace of frosting away with his thumb. Ilya caught his wrist afterward and kissed the inside of it. The tenderness of it struck Shane so sharply he had to breathe through it.
“We’re married,” Shane said.
Ilya nodded, his mouth curving faintly.
“Yes.”
“Husbands.”
“Yes.”
“Hollander-Rozanovs.”
Ilya looked pleased, despite trying not to.
“Correct.”
Shane laughed softly and kissed him. Ilya came into it at once, one hand sliding from Shane’s shoulder to the back of his neck, fingers warm against his skin. The kiss was slow because they were too tired for anything else. There was a whole day inside it. There was the moment Shane had seen him at the doors with David. There were vows, rings, cake, Yuna’s hands on both their faces, David’s quiet pride, Lucky’s bark, the first dance, the way the room had stood for them. Ilya’s mouth moved softly against his, and Shane felt, with a sudden almost unbearable clarity, that he could kiss this man for the rest of his life and still sometimes be shocked that he was allowed.
Ilya broke the kiss first, but only to breathe. His forehead stayed against Shane’s.
“You cried so much today,” he whispered.
Shane smiled.
“You cried too.”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“I had more dignity than you.”
“You had frosting in your eyebrow.”
“That is separate.”
Shane laughed, quiet and helpless, and Ilya smiled against him, the smile small but unmistakably happy before fading into something gentler.
“I liked today,” Ilya said.
The words were so plain they felt enormous. Shane swallowed.
“Yeah?”
Ilya nodded.
“All of it?”
“No. Some people talked too long.”
Shane’s smile trembled.
“Okay.”
“And Kenny cried near food.”
“True.”
“And Lucky abandoned us for bacon.”
“He’ll come back.”
“Yes.” Ilya’s thumb moved at the back of Shane’s neck. “But yes. All of it.”
Shane closed his eyes. The last candle near the head table flickered hard, then steadied. Somewhere behind them, a staff member quietly moved a chair and then retreated again, giving them the room for one more minute.  Ilya looked toward the tables, the flowers, the open doors. His gaze moved slowly over everything, taking inventory in the way he did when something mattered and he did not want to lose it too quickly. Shane let him look. He knew Ilya would carry the night strangely, in pieces. David’s arm. Yuna’s bread. The yellow flowers. Shane crying. Kenny making an awful noise during the vows. Cake on his face. Rose hugging him. Lucky sleeping under the table. Music, hands, warmth.
Finally Ilya looked back at him.
“I don’t want to leave,” he admitted.
Shane’s chest tightened.
“We can stay a little longer.”
“No.” Ilya shook his head faintly. “I mean… I do. But also I want to go home.”
Shane smiled softly.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
He said it with such quiet wonder that Shane understood: home did not mean the apartment only. Not tonight. Maybe not ever again.
Shane took his hand properly then, letting their rings touch. The reception room was almost dark now except for the low candlelight and the spill of soft light from the hallway. Ilya looked down at their joined hands, then back at Shane, and something in his face opened with a tenderness Shane would remember all his life.
Shane had promised him once that he would never have to come home to an empty room. Ilya looked at him now, in the warm light, ring on his hand, husband beside him, and understood at last that home had never been the room.
It was the person waiting. It was the person staying. It was Shane, smiling through tears, holding out his hand.
Ilya took it and finally went home.
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  They went home slowly. They had been wanting it for hours, maybe all day, maybe since the first second Shane saw Ilya standing at the conservatory doors with David’s arm under his hand and the cream suit catching the May light. But by the time they were finally alone enough to leave, their bodies had caught up with them. The adrenaline had thinned. The champagne had settled warm in their blood. Their feet hurt. Their faces hurt from smiling. Shane still had the faintest smear of frosting near his jaw, because every time someone tried to wipe it away properly Ilya laughed and distracted him, and then someone else arrived to say goodbye, and then the night kept moving.
The car waiting outside smelled faintly of leather and rain. The venue disappeared behind them slowly, warm-lit windows shrinking through the back windshield until the old house became another shape in the dark. Ilya sat beside Shane in the back seat, jacket folded over his lap because David had returned it at the door with an expression so solemn it had made Ilya nearly lose the last of his composure. Shane’s hand was in his. Their rings touched every time the car turned.
For the first few minutes, neither of them said anything. The silence was not empty. It was crowded with the day. Ilya kept looking down at their hands. Shane watched him do it, then looked too. Brushed platinum of the two bands that had not been there that morning. His own hand looked different with it, more complete in a way that embarrassed him if he thought about it too directly.
Ilya’s thumb moved over Shane’s ring once.
“You will stare at it all week,” he murmured.
Shane smiled, tired and helpless. 
“You too.”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“I will stare in private.”
“That’s still staring, Illy.”
Ilya gave him a look, but there was no bite in it. He leaned back against the seat and let his head rest briefly against the window, his curls flattened on one side, his cream shirt open at the throat, the little yellow flower still tucked into his pocket. He looked wrecked. He looked beautiful. Shane reached up and touched the flower. Ilya looked down at his hand.
“You kept it,” Shane said.
“Small child gave it to me.”
“You were very serious about it.”
“She was serious.”
“She looked like she knighted you.”
“I accepted responsibility.”
Shane laughed quietly, and Ilya smiled before closing his eyes.
By the time they reached home, it was late enough that the building seemed asleep. The hallway lights were dim. The elevator hummed softly around them, absurdly ordinary after the impossible day. Shane stood beside Ilya with their shoulders touching, still in his dark suit, his tie loosened at some point in the car. Ilya’s jacket was over one arm. Their garment bags from earlier were waiting upstairs, and somewhere in Yuna and David’s house Lucky was probably asleep.
The apartment was quiet when they opened the door. Flowers from the venue stood in a vase on the kitchen island, already placed there earlier by someone while the ceremony was still ongoing. There was boxed cake in the fridge. A bag of food on the counter with a note in Yuna’s handwriting that said, Eat something tomorrow before coffee. Both of you. I mean it.
Ilya saw it and went still.
“She means it,” Shane said.
“I know.”
“Scary.”
“Very.”
For a moment they stood in the kitchen under the low light, surrounded by the remains and aftershocks of the wedding: flowers, boxes, shoes abandoned near the door, Ilya’s jacket finally placed over the back of a chair, Shane’s vows still folded in his inside pocket because he had not been able to let them go. The day had followed them home. It was in the sugar on their skin, the soreness in their feet, the rings catching light each time they moved.
Ilya turned to Shane. The apartment seemed to narrow around the two of them. For the first time since they had left the empty reception room, there was no one to interrupt. No schedule. No music. No camera. No parent with a napkin or teammate with feelings. Just Shane standing in the kitchen in his wedding suit, tired and soft-eyed, his hair a little ruined, his mouth still faintly sweet from cake.
Ilya stepped closer. Shane’s breath changed. Ilya touched his tie.
“You wore this all night,” he said, voice low.
Shane looked at him. 
“You wore cream.”
“Yes. I was bride.”
“You were beautiful.”
Ilya’s hand paused on the loose knot. The words still did something to him. Even now. Even after a day of being told in a hundred ways, by a hundred mouths, he still looked caught by it when it came from Shane. He looked down at Shane’s tie, then slowly pulled it free. The silk slid loose with a whisper. Shane swallowed. Ilya noticed. 
“You are nervous.”
Shane opened his mouth, then closed it. Ilya’s expression shifted immediately, desire making room for concern. His hand came to Shane’s waist, steady rather than possessive now.
“Too tired?”
“No.”
“Too much?”
“No.”
Ilya searched his face. 
“Then what?”
Shane looked at him for a long moment. His secret had been easier at the wedding. That was the ridiculous part. Easier in public, hidden under fabric and movement and vows and cake and dancing. Easier when the day was too loud for him to think straight. Now, in the kitchen, in the quiet, with Ilya’s eyes on him and his ring shining on his hand, it felt suddenly enormous. He reached for Ilya’s wrist.
“I have something,” Shane said.
Ilya went still. His gaze moved quickly over Shane’s face.
“Not bad,” Shane said at once.
Ilya’s jaw eased only slightly.
“What?”
Shane’s face flushed. That was what changed Ilya’s expression. Concern sharpened, then blurred into something else. Curiosity first, then awareness. He looked at Shane’s hand on his wrist, at the color in his face, at the way Shane could not quite hold his gaze.
“Shane.”
“I wanted to give you something.” Shane laughed once, barely any sound. “Not at the reception. Obviously.”
Ilya did not blink.
“What did you do?”
The question was soft. Shane’s grip tightened once around his wrist, then let go. He stepped back just enough to reach for his own jacket buttons.
Ilya did not move. He watched Shane take off the jacket and lay it over a chair beside Ilya’s cream one. Watched him undo the cufflinks. Watched the rings flash on both their hands in the warm kitchen light. Shane’s movements were slower than usual, not teasing yet, because he was nervous enough that teasing would have broken something too soon. The jacket came off. Then Shane started on the buttons of his shirt. Ilya’s eyes darkened.
 
“Did you wear something?” he asked.
Shane looked at him.
“Yes.”
The room changed. Ilya’s face went very still. Shane opened his shirt slowly, button by button, exposing the white undershirt beneath, then skin, then the faint warmth of his chest. No collar, only the wedding ring on his hand, the one mark that mattered tonight.
He did not take the shirt off yet. He reached for his belt. Ilya’s hand shot out and closed around his wrist.
“Wait.”
Shane stopped. Ilya’s thumb moved once over his pulse.
“You wore it today?”
The flush climbed higher in Shane’s face.
“Yes.”
“All day?”
Shane’s eyes lifted.
 
“Yes.”
Ilya’s breath left him slowly.
He let go of Shane’s wrist. Shane undid the belt. The buckle sounded too loud in the quiet apartment. Then his trousers followed the rest of his clothes. Ilya did not look away. Shane pushed the dark fabric down his hips and let it fall, revealing what waited underneath.
White lace.
It was ivory, soft and delicate and obscene under the open formal shirt. Fine lace against the strong lines of his body, wedding-night pretty, too intimate for the daylight it had survived. The fabric hugged him close, sheer enough in places, already worn from hours beneath his suit. He looked nothing like he had in the reception room, not like Shane Hollander-Rozanov, tearful groom, careful captain, devoted son, laughing husband with cake on his face.
Wearing this under it all. Ilya stared. Shane stood very still. For once, Ilya had no immediate words. That was better and worse than anything he could have said. His eyes moved over Shane slowly, not greedy at first, reverent in a way that made Shane’s whole body heat. From the open shirt to the lace at his hips, to the wedding ring on his hand, to the place where Shane’s fingers had curled nervously at his sides.
Then Ilya looked back at his face.
“You wore this when you married me.”
Shane’s voice came low.
“Yes.”
Ilya stepped closer. His hand lifted, not touching yet.
“During vows.”
“Yes.”
“When you cried all over your vows.”
Shane’s mouth trembled.
“Yes.”
“When I danced with you.”
“Yes.”
Ilya’s fingers brushed the edge of the lace at Shane’s hip. Shane inhaled. Ilya heard it.
“When you danced with your mother.”
Shane gave a breathless laugh, mortified. 
“Yes.”
Ilya did not laugh with him. His fingers flattened over the lace, warm and possessive now.
“When I chased you around with cake.”
“Yes.”
“When I kissed you in front of everyone.”
Shane’s voice was barely there.
“Yes.”
Ilya closed his eyes for one second. When he opened them, something in him had changed. Desire had arrived fully now, but it was not careless. It was love that needed somewhere to go, the delayed understanding of the entire day rewriting itself inside his head: Shane at the altar, Shane at dinner, Shane in photographs, Shane with frosting on his cheek, Shane swaying in an empty room. All of it, with this secret hidden beneath his suit.
Ilya touched Shane’s wedding ring, then lifted his hand and kissed it. The gesture was so tender Shane almost forgot how to breathe.
“I wanted you to know later,” Shane said.
Ilya looked up at him from over his hand. Shane swallowed.
“That I was yours all day.”
Ilya’s mouth parted slightly. The words did not make him move faster. He kissed Shane’s ring again, slower this time, then turned Shane’s hand over and pressed his mouth to the center of his palm. Shane’s fingers curled instinctively, catching against Ilya’s cheek.
“You are my husband,” Ilya said.
“Yes.”
“In this.” His hand returned to the lace. “All day.”
“Yes.”
“And no collar now.”
Shane shook his head.
“No collar.”
Ilya’s eyes lifted.
“Because ring?”
Shane nodded.
“Because ring.”
That did something to him. Shane saw it land, saw the way Ilya’s face changed, the way his thumb moved over the band again as if confirming it was there, as if the metal had suddenly become more intimate than any leather could have been.
“Good,” Ilya said, voice low.
Shane’s breath hitched.
Ilya’s hand slid to his waist and held him there, then he seemed to notice something else. The stillness returned. Shane knew the exact second he understood.
Ilya’s gaze dropped, not to the lace this time, but lower, deeper, to the subtle way Shane was holding himself, hips slightly tense, swaying from one foot to another. The carefulness had been there all night and that Ilya had mistaken, maybe, for exhaustion. For nerves. For too much champagne and too many people. His hand tightened at Shane’s waist.
“Shane.”
Shane’s face went redder. Ilya stared at him.
“No.”
Shane said nothing. Ilya’s eyes darkened impossibly.
“You did not.”
Shane swallowed.
“I did.”
The air went out of the kitchen. Ilya looked at him as if Shane had just rewritten the laws of the universe in a language designed specifically to destroy him.
“All day?” Ilya asked.
Shane’s voice shook.
“Most of it.”
Ilya’s thumb pressed hard into Shane’s hip.
“You wore plug under your wedding suit.”
Shane nodded. Ilya’s eyes closed again, and this time his face tightened with the effort it took not to simply lose his mind there in the kitchen.
“During ceremony.”
“Yes.”
“During first dance.”
“Yes.”
“When I held you.”
Shane’s breath came unsteadier now.
“Yes.”
Ilya opened his eyes.
“You let me hold you and you were ready for me.”
Shane’s whole body seemed to heat at once.
“Yes.”
For a second they only stared at each other, then Ilya moved. He kissed Shane hard enough to push him back one step, not rough in the careless way, but suddenly, finally unable to keep the force of it inside himself. Shane caught at his shoulders, the open shirt shifting around him, the lace pressed between them. Ilya’s hands went to his waist, then his back, then lower, possessive, touching his ass like he could not decide whether he wanted to tear him apart or thank him.
Shane opened under him immediately. The kiss turned messy in seconds. It had been a long day of careful kisses, public kisses, laughing kisses, ceremonial kisses. This was not careful. This was Ilya’s mouth hot and stunned against his, Ilya breathing like he had been punched, Ilya pushing him gently but insistently until Shane’s back met the edge of the kitchen island.
“You stood in front of everyone,” Ilya said against his mouth.
“Yes.”
“You said vows like this.”
“Yes.”
“You let them all think they saw everything.”
Shane’s eyes fluttered. Ilya’s hand slid over the lace again, palming Shane’s cock and cupping his balls.
“But this was for me.”
“Yes,” Shane whispered. “For you.”
Ilya made a low sound in his throat. He dropped his forehead to Shane’s shoulder for one second, like he needed the contact to survive the thought. Shane’s hand came up into his hair.
“Ilya.”
Ilya lifted his head. There was sweat still faintly near his hairline, a tiny missed trace of the night. His curls were ruined. His shirt was open at the throat. His own wedding ring flashed when he took Shane’s face in one hand.
“You are terrible,” he said.
Shane gave a breathless laugh.
“I thought I was a good husband.”
Ilya’s eyes burned.
“You are impossible husband.”
“That sounds like a compliment.”
“It is accusation.”
“Okay, husband.”
Ilya kissed him again, slower now, but somehow worse. He kissed Shane as if he was relearning him through the secret Shane had carried. His mouth moved from Shane’s lips to his jaw, to the corner where frosting had been earlier, to his throat. Shane tipped his head back, eyes closing, the kitchen light warm through his lashes.
Ilya’s hands slid under the open shirt, touching skin, ribs, the tense line of his stomach.
Shane shivered.
“You were thinking about this,” Ilya murmured.
Shane’s eyes stayed closed.
“Yes.”
“When?”
“All day.”
Ilya nipped softly at his throat, not hard enough to mark where anyone could see tomorrow unless Shane wanted it. Shane made a quiet sound anyway.
“Tell me.”
The command was low and unmistakable. Shane’s fingers tightened in Ilya’s hair.
“During vows,” he admitted, voice uneven. “When you said home. I felt it and I thought…” He broke off, embarrassed, breathless.
Ilya lifted his head.
“Thought what?”
Shane opened his eyes.
“That I wanted you to take me home.”
Ilya kissed him. The apartment seemed to shrink around them. The flowers on the island. The cake in the fridge. Yuna’s note. Their discarded jackets over the chair. The whole wedding reduced to this: Shane in white lace and an open wedding shirt, Ilya in cream sleeves rolled to his forearms, their rings shining every time their hands moved over each other.
Ilya drew back only enough to look at him.
“Bedroom,” he said.
Shane’s laugh came out shaky. 
“Now?”
“No, tomorrow. Yes, now.”
The familiar dryness in his voice steadied something between them and didn’t cool it. Nothing could cool this. But it made Shane smile, and that smile made Ilya’s expression go dangerously soft. Shane reached for his trousers automatically. Ilya stopped him.
“No.”
Shane’s brows lifted. Ilya’s hand slid down to the lace at his hip.
“You walk like this.”
Shane stared.
“To the bedroom?”
“Yes.”
“In just…”
“In this.” Ilya’s eyes moved over him. “And shirt. And ring.”
Shane swallowed. Ilya leaned closer.
“Do you want to hide from me now, husband?”
The word husband did terrible things in his mouth. Shane’s voice was rough.
“No.”
“Good.”
He stepped back. Shane felt exposed at once, ridiculous and desired and so intensely wanted that his knees nearly forgot their job. Ilya took his hand, wedding ring against wedding ring, and led him down the hallway. He did not rush. He let Shane feel every step, the lace against his skin, the secret now revealed, the apartment quiet around them, the bed waiting at the end of the hall.
At the bedroom door, Ilya stopped and turned. He looked at Shane again as if the sight still had the power to shock him. His hand came to Shane’s waist. His thumb slipped under the edge of the lace, then rested there, not pulling, feeling Shane’s cock twitch, already leaving a small wet mark at the front of the silky lace.
“You are beautiful,” he said.
Shane’s face softened so quickly it almost hurt.
“You keep saying that.”
“I will keep saying. You will survive.”
Shane laughed quietly, then reached for him, tugging him close by the open front of his cream shirt.
“You looked beautiful today too.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
Ilya’s mouth shifted. Tonight, for once, he did not turn it into arrogance completely.
“A little,” he said.
Shane kissed him for that. They made it to the bed in pieces. A kiss against the doorframe. Another at the foot of the bed. Ilya’s hands on Shane’s hips, Shane’s hands pushing into Ilya’s hair, then down to his shoulders, then to the buttons of the cream shirt because suddenly he needed skin. Ilya let him open it, let Shane peel it back from his chest, let him touch the warmth underneath, the places Shane knew by heart and still wanted as if he had only just been given permission.
The rings kept catching. On fabric. On skin. On each other. Every time it happened, one of them noticed. Every time, it made things worse.
Ilya pushed Shane down onto the bed with a hand at his chest, not hard enough to jar him, but firm enough that Shane went willingly. He landed against the pillows with his shirt open, lace bright against the dark bedding, hair ruined, mouth swollen already from kissing. The white looked even more obscene there than it had in the kitchen. Bridal and filthy. Soft and deliberate. Worn all day in secret, now given to the man standing over him.
Ilya looked down at him. His breathing changed again. Shane’s confidence flickered under the weight of that look.
“What?” he asked.
Ilya shook his head slightly.
“I am trying not to die.”
Shane’s laugh broke into a gasp when Ilya put one knee on the bed and leaned over him.
“No dying on wedding night.”
“Bossy.”
“Husband, not a widower.”
Ilya’s face softened.
“Yes,” he said. “Husband.”
Then he lowered himself and kissed Shane’s stomach, just above the lace. Shane went silent. The whole mood shifted again, heat deepening into something slower, more reverent. Ilya kissed him through the open shirt, over warm skin, down the line of his abdomen. He did not hurry. The earlier shock, the almost feral hunger in the kitchen, had not disappeared, but it had changed shape. It lived now in the control of his mouth, the carefulness of his hands, the way he held Shane’s hips down as if reminding both of them that there was nowhere else to go and no need to run.
Shane’s hand found his hair. Ilya looked up.
“Say it,” he said.
Shane’s breath caught.
“What?”
“You know.”
He did. Shane looked at him, at his husband kneeling over him in an unbuttoned cream shirt, eyes dark, mouth kissed red, wedding ring bright on the hand holding his hip.
“I’m Shane Hollander-Rozanov now,” he said.
Ilya’s eyes closed briefly.
“Again.”
Shane’s voice shook.
“Shane Hollander-Rozanov.”
Ilya kissed the lace at his hip.
“Whose husband?”
“Yours.”
Another kiss. Lower.
“Whose?”
“Yours, Ilya.”
Ilya’s hand tightened.
“Good husband.”
Shane broke a little at that. He arched under him, overwhelmed, and Ilya came back up immediately, kissing his mouth, one hand cupping his face.
“Too much?” he murmured.
Shane shook his head quickly.
“No. God, no. Please, Illy.”
Ilya searched his face anyway. Shane touched his ringed hand to Ilya’s cheek.
“I want this.”
Ilya’s eyes softened.
“I know. I am checking.”
“I know.”
The tenderness of that, inside all the heat, nearly undid him more than the filth had. He did not strip Shane all at once. He chose what stayed. The open wedding shirt. The lace, for longer than Shane expected, until his whole body felt tuned to the ache of being looked at in it. The ring. Ilya kept touching it, kissing it, pressing Shane’s hand into the mattress beside his head so he could see it while he kissed him breathless. He made Shane tell him again what he had thought during the first dance, during the cake, during the empty room at the end of the night. Each answer took longer to form. Each one made Ilya’s eyes darker, his mouth softer, his hands more certain.
When the lace finally came away, it was with Ilya’s mouth at Shane’s ear and his voice low enough to feel more than hear.
“Every version,” he said.
Shane’s breath caught. The vow came back between them, not as performance now, not as something spoken in candlelight for everyone to witness, but as a private door opening. Shane turned his face toward him.
“Yes,” he whispered.
Ilya’s forehead touched his.
“This version too?”
Shane’s eyes shone.
“Especially this one.”
Ilya made a sound that was almost pained and kissed him again.
After that, words became harder. There were only Shane and Ilya. Husbands. The night moved around them, warm and dark. When Shane finally came under him and all over himself, it was with Ilya’s name in his mouth and the ring on his hand pressed against Ilya’s shoulder, bright and hard and real. Ilya followed him down, holding him through it, his face buried against Shane’s neck, breath ragged, body shaking with the force of what he had kept contained all day.
For a while afterward, neither of them moved. Shane lay half beneath him, shirt twisted open, skin damp, body loose in that boneless way Ilya loved and guarded fiercely. Ilya’s weight was careful but present, grounding them both. Their rings rested near each other on the sheet, two small gleams in the dim bedroom light.
Shane’s eyes were closed. Ilya touched his face.
“Shane.”
“Mhm.”
“Stay awake.”
“I’m awake.”
“You are liar.”
“I’m newly married. Be nice.”
Ilya smiled, exhausted and soft.
“I was nice.”
Shane opened one eye.
“You were something.”
“Good something?”
Shane’s mouth curved.
“Very good something.”
Ilya kissed his forehead. Eventually, because he was Ilya, and because love did not make him any less practical about the body he loved, he got up on unsteady legs and came back with a warm cloth and water. Shane protested weakly. Ilya ignored him. He cleaned him gently, kissed him between movements, murmured soft nonsense in Russian when Shane’s eyes fluttered closed.
The white lace lay ruined near the foot of the bed, completely soaked through now. Ilya glanced at it. Shane noticed.
“Don’t look smug.”
“I am not smug.”
“You are extremely smug.”
Shane laughed, sleepy and wrecked. Ilya brought the blanket over them and climbed back into bed. For several minutes they lay tangled together in silence, the apartment quiet around them, the wedding finally over in every way except the ones that would keep unfolding for years.
Then Shane shifted.
“Ilya?”
“Yes?”
“Don’t tell my mom I wore that during dinner.”
Ilya did not answer immediately. Shane opened his eyes. Ilya was looking at him with the calm, devastating expression of a man already planning treason.
“No,” Shane said.
“I will tell David first.”
“Ilya.”
“He will be proud of your commitment.”
Shane groaned and pushed his face into Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya laughed softly, then gathered him closer, one hand spreading over Shane’s back. The laughter faded into quiet. His ring touched Shane’s skin.
After a while, Shane slept. Ilya stayed awake a little longer. Not because he was afraid. Not tonight, finally. For once. Ilya Hollander-Rozanov was not afraid. He wanted to remember. The flowers in the kitchen. Cake in the fridge. Their jackets on chairs. Shane warm against him, husband breathing slow and heavy into his neck. The white lace discarded on the floor, the ring on Shane’s hand, the impossible fact that all day, beneath the suit and vows and tears, Shane had been carrying a secret for him.
Ilya lifted Shane’s hand carefully and kissed the wedding band one more time.
“Husband,” he whispered.
Shane, mostly asleep, shifted closer. Ilya closed his eyes.
***
Shane did not sleep for long. He drifted close to it for a while, warm and loose under the blanket, one cheek pressed to Ilya’s shoulder, one hand resting over the center of his chest. The apartment had gone soft around them. Ilya almost fell asleep himself, and was certain Shane had gone under as well. He was almost certain of it. Shane had the boneless heaviness of it, the melted warmth, the way he sometimes tucked closer in sleep as if some older part of him knew exactly where safety was and refused to let go. Ilya let his eyes fall shut and held him, one hand spread between Shane’s shoulder blades, thumb moving every so often without his permission.
They were married. The word had not stopped being strange. It had sat in his mouth during vows. It had flashed on his hand during the cake. It had followed him across the dance floor in Shane’s laugh, in Yuna’s tears, in David’s voice when he said he was proud. Now it lay in the dark beside him, warm and breathing, wearing his ring.
Shane shifted.
At first Ilya thought it was only sleep. A restless adjustment, the little half-waking movement before he settled again. Then Shane’s hand moved deliberately over his chest.
Ilya opened his eyes.
“Shane?”
“Mhm.”
“You are awake.”
“Unfortunately for you.”
Ilya’s mouth curved, tired. 
“Why unfortunately?”
Shane lifted his head. His face was still soft from what they had already done, eyes dark and heavy, mouth a little swollen. He looked wrecked and sweet and dangerous in the way only Shane could be: gentle enough to make Ilya ache, intent enough to make him stop breathing.
“I’m not done with you,” Shane said.
Ilya went still. The words were quiet but not shy. Shane had moved through shyness earlier, had given him the secret of the white lace and the plug and the whole obscene tenderness of wearing it through their wedding day. But there was something in him now that was slower, more certain. Ilya’s hand tightened in the sheet.
“You are tired.”
“So are you.”
“Yes.”
Shane’s gaze moved over him, affectionate and hungry.
“I didn’t say I wanted complicated.”
A laugh almost escaped Ilya, but it died when Shane began to move.
He pushed the blanket down slowly, not far enough to make it careless, just enough to reveal Ilya’s body in the low light: the open cream shirt, the hard lines of his stomach, the marks Shane’s hands had left without meaning to. Ilya’s body stirred under the look alone, his cock already heavy again despite the exhaustion of the day, despite everything they had spent between them not long before.
Shane saw. His expression changed in a way that went straight through Ilya.
“There,” Shane murmured.
Ilya swallowed.
“Do not sound so pleased with yourself.”
“I am very pleased with myself. You are hard again.”
“Yes. Problem.”
Shane only smiled, soft and wicked, and lowered his mouth to the center of Ilya’s chest. The first kiss was almost gentle enough to be innocent. The second was not. Ilya’s breath caught as Shane began to move down his body, unhurried, mouth warm against skin that still seemed too sensitized from earlier. He kissed over Ilya’s sternum, then lower, over his ribs, over the tense rise and fall of his stomach. Ilya watched him with a kind of helpless disbelief, one hand sliding into Shane’s hair as if he needed something to hold onto. The dark strands were a mess under his fingers, soft from sweat and sleep and the destruction of a wedding day that had finally turned private.
“Shane,” he said, warning and plea tangled together.
Shane looked up from the place his mouth had paused just above Ilya’s navel.
“Too much?”
Ilya hated him a little for asking with those eyes. For being careful even now, when his mouth was inches from ruining him.
“No.”
Shane’s smile was tiny.
“Good.”
Then he kept going. Ilya’s head fell back against the pillow. There was nothing polished about it now. Nothing ceremonial. The rings were still on, yes, bright and new and devastating every time Shane’s hand moved over Ilya’s skin, but the rest of the night had lost all its carefulness. Shane kissed down his stomach with increasing hunger, open-mouthed and slow, letting Ilya feel the heat of him before he touched where Ilya wanted him most. His hands held Ilya’s hips, then slid inward, thumbs pressing just enough to make Ilya’s muscles jump.
“You are torturing me,” Ilya said roughly.
Shane’s mouth brushed lower.
“No.”
“No?”
“I’m taking my time.”
“Same thing.”
Shane laughed softly against his skin, and the breath of it made Ilya’s cock twitch.
Then Shane looked at him once, holding his gaze, and lowered his mouth. Ilya stopped being clever. He stopped being anything except breath and heat and the unbearable sight of Shane between his thighs, dark head bowed, wedding ring shining on the hand wrapped around him. It was not the first time Shane had done this. It was not even the first time Shane had looked up at him from there with that almost unbearable mix of trust and intent, like he knew exactly how much power he had and still wanted Ilya to feel safe inside it.
But it was the first time as his husband. That changed everything. Shane took him into his mouth slowly, with no performance in it, no rush, just the wet heat of his mouth closing around Ilya’s cock while his hand steadied what his mouth did not take. Ilya’s hips jerked once before he caught himself, a sharp, involuntary movement that made Shane’s fingers tighten at his thigh.
Ilya cursed in Russian, low and wrecked. Shane hummed. The sound went through him so hard his hand fisted in the sheet.
“Shane.”
Shane did not lift his head. He only looked up which was almost worse. The sight of him like that, mouth stretched around him, eyes dark and steady, ringed hand moving with slow confidence, made something in Ilya’s chest go painfully tight. It was filthy but not only. If it had been only desire, Ilya could have survived it better. But Shane had crawled down his body with all the tenderness of the day still clinging to him. Shane’s wedding ring was on his finger. Shane’s mouth was around his cock. Shane’s other hand was warm between his thighs, cupping him with a possessive softness that made Ilya’s eyes nearly roll back.
Ilya tried to say something. Nothing useful came out. Shane seemed to like that. He moved lower for a moment, mouth leaving Ilya’s cock with a slick, soft sound that made Ilya nearly lose his mind. Before Ilya could complain, Shane’s hand took over, slow and firm, while his mouth pressed hot kisses lower. Ilya’s body tensed.
“Oh,” he said, voice rougher now. “You are…”
Shane’s mouth closed over his balls. The sentence vanished. Ilya’s whole body went tight, a violent shiver moving through him from stomach to throat. Shane held him through it, one hand still on his cock, the other spread wide over his hip as he sucked with a kind of slow, deliberate attention that felt almost indecently intimate. He took his time there too, mouth warm and wet, tongue soft, fingers fondling his balls gently while Ilya’s breathing broke apart above him.
Ilya covered his face with one hand. Shane paused immediately. Ilya felt the absence and almost snarled.
“Do not stop.”
Shane’s mouth curved against him. He did not stop. Ilya’s hand fell away from his face and shoved into Shane’s hair instead, not pushing, not forcing, only holding on because otherwise he might leave his body entirely. Shane gave him what he wanted without needing to be told again. His mouth returned to Ilya’s cock, taking him in deeper this time, while his hand continued lower, slow and filthy and careful at once. Every movement seemed designed not merely to give pleasure but to keep Ilya aware of exactly who was giving it. Shane. His husband. The man who had cried through vows and worn white lace beneath his suit and now knelt between Ilya’s thighs.
Ilya’s breath came hard.
“You are too good at this,” he said, because language had become limited and that was all his brain could offer.
Shane pulled back just enough to answer, mouth wet, voice low.
“You taught me.”
The words nearly finished him. Shane smiled, and then his mouth was on him again. The darkness in the room narrowed to sensation. Shane’s lips around his cock. Shane’s hand working him in rhythm with his mouth. Shane’s fingers cupping his balls, stroking, fondling, knowing now what made Ilya’s body go taut and what made him melt. The soft scrape of Shane’s ring against his skin when his grip shifted. The heat in Shane’s eyes every time he looked up. Ilya could hear himself breathing too loudly, could hear the broken edges of his own voice when Shane did something especially devastating with his mouth. He should have been embarrassed. Perhaps later he would be. Tonight there was no room for it.
Tonight Shane wanted him undone. Tonight Ilya let him see it. He tried to hold out at first, because he always did, because some stubborn part of him wanted to deserve the attention by surviving it beautifully but Shane knew him too well. Shane changed the pressure, the pace, the angle of his hand. Shane’s mouth moved with purpose now, less patient, more hungry, and when he sucked at him again, when his hand tightened with that perfect, merciless tenderness, Ilya’s body arched off the bed.
“Shane,” he said, and this time it came out as a warning.
Shane hummed around him. Ilya’s eyes slammed shut.
“Fuck,” he breathed. “Shane, I…”
Shane did not pull away. That was the answer. Ilya came with a harsh, broken sound, one hand in Shane’s hair, the other gripping the sheet so hard his knuckles hurt. Shane took him through it, mouth and hand steady, not stopping until Ilya was trembling under him, pleasure wrung through him so completely that for several seconds he could not remember what shape his body was meant to hold.
When Shane finally lifted his head, Ilya could barely look at him but he could not look away either. Shane crawled back up his body slowly, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand only to be caught by Ilya’s grip around his wrist.
Ilya stared at him. Shane’s eyes softened.
“What?”
Ilya shook his head once. There were no words. Not in English, not in Russian, not in any language that had ever done him any good, so he pulled Shane down and kissed him, tasting his own cum on Shane’s tongue. Shane made a small sound into his mouth and settled over him, warm and solid and beloved, his body fitting into the space Ilya made for him without needing to ask.
Ilya rolled them carefully, gathering Shane close, still shaking a little from what Shane had done to him. Shane smiled against his mouth, smug in the softest possible way. Ilya bit gently at his lower lip.
“You are dangerous,” he murmured.
Shane’s laugh was low and tired. 
“You married me.”
“Yes. Mistake maybe.”
“You cried during it.”
“You hallucinated.”
“You read vows.”
“I was coerced.”
Shane’s smile softened. Ilya’s did too. For a while, they lay tangled in the ruined sheets, kissing in lazy intervals, too spent to start anything new and too newly married to stop touching. Shane’s hand drifted over Ilya’s chest. Ilya’s fingers moved through Shane’s hair. Eventually Shane tucked his face into Ilya’s neck. Ilya held him there. Shane’s voice came muffled against him.
“Now I might sleep.”
Ilya kissed his hair.
“Good. Because if you say you are not done again, I may die.”
Shane laughed softly.
“Happy wedding night.”
Ilya looked down at him, at the curve of his cheek, the ringed hand resting over Ilya’s ribs, the body that had been his secret and his gift and was now heavy with sleep against him.
His throat tightened all over again.
“Yes,” he whispered. “Happy.”
***
A few hours later, Shane woke to heat. It was not the soft, drifting kind that had pulled him under hours earlier. This was deliberate. Focused. A mouth moving slow and open along the curve of his shoulder, teeth grazing just enough to make his breath catch before lips soothed the mark. Ilya’s mouth. He would know it in the dark, in any room, on any continent.
Shane’s eyes stayed closed a moment longer. The apartment was still quiet. Pre-dawn light had not yet crept through the curtains. The sheets were a ruin around their hips, the blanket long since kicked away. His body felt heavy, used, still marked from the night before and yet something new was already happening.
Ilya’s fingers were between Shane’s legs, two of them, slick and patient, working him open with the same unhurried care he had used to undo him earlier. Not deep yet. Just circling, pressing, coaxing the rim to soften and accept. Shane’s hole fluttered around the intrusion, still tender, still sensitive, and the sensation went straight to his cock. Painfully, throbbing hard, trapped cock.
Shane’s eyes opened.
A thick, dark band of silicone sat snug at the base of his cock, tight enough that every pulse felt magnified, every shift of blood a slow ache. He had not put it on. He had been asleep. Ilya had done this while he drifted, while his body was soft and trusting and still wearing the faint scent of their first lovemaking in the night.
Shane’s breath left him in a low, broken sound. Ilya’s mouth curved against his shoulder.
“Awake,” Ilya murmured, voice rough with sleep and satisfaction. “Good.”
Shane tried to speak. What came out was only a shaky inhale as Ilya’s fingers pressed deeper, curling just enough to brush the place that made his thighs twitch. The cock ring held him in a relentless, steady pressure; his cock jerked against nothing, heavy and flushed, the head already wet.
“Illy” Shane’s voice cracked. “You put that on me while I was sleeping.”
“Yes.”
“That’s… fuck…”
Ilya’s free hand slid up Shane’s side, palm warm, and rolled him carefully onto his stomach. Shane went, boneless and trembling, cheek pressed to the pillow. Ilya settled over him, chest to back, one thigh slotting between Shane’s spread legs so that the fingers never left him. The kiss on his shoulder became a trail, slow, open-mouthed, down the knobs of his spine. I
“You said you were not done earlier,” Ilya said against his skin. “I decided neither was I.”
Shane’s laugh was wrecked. 
“Unfair.”
Ilya’s fingers twisted, slow and filthy. Shane’s hips pushed back without permission. The cock ring made every movement a sweet, trapped agony; his cock dragged against the sheet, leaking, denied. Ilya’s mouth found the place where neck met shoulder and bit, gentle and claiming, while a third finger joined the first two. Shane’s hole clenched and then opened, greedy, and the sound he made into the pillow was high and helpless.
Ilya hummed.
“So soft for me, my Shane” he murmured. “Even after everything. Look at you.”
Shane could not look. His eyes were squeezed shut, lashes wet. He felt every ridge of Ilya’s fingers, every careful drag against his rim, every deliberate press against his prostate that made sparks appear white behind his eyelids. The ring kept him from tipping over; it held the pressure at a constant, unbearable edge. His balls throbbed in time with Ilya’s slow thrusts, neglected and desperate.
“Ilya…”
“Shh, baby” A kiss to the back of his neck. “I have you.”
The fingers worked deeper, scissoring and circling, fucking him open with the same patient hunger Shane had used on him earlier. Shane’s thighs shook. He tried to rock back harder, to take more, but Ilya’s weight pinned him, controlled him, kept the rhythm mercilessly slow. The wet sound of it filled the quiet room, the obscene, intimate, slick slide of knuckles and the soft catch of breath every time Ilya’s fingertips grazed that spot inside him.
Shane’s hands fisted in the sheets.
“Please.”
“Please what?”
“More. Anything. Fuck!”
Ilya’s mouth curved again. Shane felt the smile against his skin.
“You beg so pretty.”
The fingers withdrew.
Shane made a broken, protesting sound. Before he could twist around, Ilya’s hands were on his hips, lifting, arranging. Shane’s knees slid under him; his chest stayed low to the mattress. The new angle left him open, exposed, cock hanging heavy and trapped between his thighs, the ring gleaming dark against flushed skin. Ilya’s palms smoothed up the backs of his thighs, thumbs spreading him wider.
Then the head of Ilya’s cock pressed against his hole. Shane’s whole body went taut. Ilya did not push in yet. He stayed there, the blunt pressure a promise, and leaned down until his chest covered Shane’s back. One hand slid beneath him and wrapped loosely around Shane’s cock, giving him just enough pressure to make the ring feel tighter, to make every heartbeat a pulse of need.
“Breathe,” Ilya said, soft and wrecked. “I want to feel you take me.”
Shane breathed and Ilya pushed. The stretch was slow and relentless. Shane’s rim burned, fluttered, and opened around the thick slide of Ilya’s cock. Inch by inch. Ilya’s hand stayed gentle on his cock, not stroking, only holding, while the other braced beside Shane’s head. Their wedding rings caught the faint light every time either of them moved. Shane’s mouth fell open against the pillow. A long, low sound spilled out of him as Ilya bottomed out, hips flush to his ass, cock buried deep enough that Shane felt it in his throat.
They stayed like that. Ilya’s forehead pressed between Shane’s shoulder blades. His cock throbbed inside him, thick and perfect, the fullness so complete Shane’s eyes watered. The cock ring made his own neglected length ache with every pulse of Ilya’s heartbeat against his prostate.
“Husband,” Ilya whispered, the word broken open.
Shane’s answer was a shattered moan. Ilya began to move. Shane felt the head of Ilya’s cock catch on his rim on every withdrawal, felt the thick glide stretch him open again on every thrust. The angle was perfect and deliberate. Every stroke ground against the place that made stars burst behind Shane’s eyes. The hand on his cock stayed loose, almost cruel in its restraint; the ring kept him hard, kept him leaking, kept him from ever quite reaching the edge.
Shane’s voice fractured into pleas and soft shapeless sounds. His arms shook. His hole clenched greedily around every thrust. Ilya’s mouth never left his skin, kissing, biting, murmuring filthy praise against his shoulder blades in a mix of languages that made Shane’s chest ache. The pace built. Ilya’s thrusts grew longer, deeper, the wet slap of skin meeting skin louder in the quiet room. Shane’s cock swung with every movement. Tears slipped down his temples into the pillow. Pleasure stacked so high it bordered on pain.Ilya’s hand finally tightened around him so that every deep thrust pushed Shane’s cock through the circle of his fist. The dual sensation, the fullness inside, pressure outside, the unyielding band of the ring made Shane’s vision white out at the edges.
“Ilya… I can’t…”
“You can.” Ilya’s voice was raw. “You will. For me.”
Shane’s body locked. The orgasm that ripped through him was silent at first, just a full-body shudder, a silent scream into the sheets, his hole clamping down so hard Ilya groaned above him. Then the sound came: high, broken, continuous. Cum spilled over Ilya’s knuckles in thick pulses that seemed to last forever, each one wrenched out of him by the relentless grind of Ilya’s cock against his prostate and the merciless hold of the ring that would not let the pleasure crest and die.
Ilya fucked him through it. He kept the same deep, grinding rhythm while Shane shook and spilled and sobbed his name into the mattress. Only when Shane’s body went liquid, when the aftershocks had turned him into a trembling, oversensitive mess, did Ilya’s control finally fracture. He came with a low, guttural sound against Shane’s neck, hips stuttering, cock pulsing deep inside him in long, hot waves that filled him until Shane felt it drip around the seal of their bodies.
They collapsed together. Ilya’s weight pinned Shane to the mattress, chest heaving, mouth still open against his shoulder. Shane’s hole fluttered around the softening cock still buried in him. The cock ring stayed on. Ilya’s hand stayed loosely wrapped around him, sticky and warm.
For a long time neither of them spoke. Then Ilya’s lips brushed the nape of Shane’s neck, soft again.
“Now, maybe done.” he murmured, almost smiling.
Shane’s laugh was wrecked and wet and helplessly fond.
“You’re going to kill me.”
“No,” Ilya answered “I’m going to love you.”
Shane turned his head just enough to catch Ilya’s mouth in a slow, messy kiss. Their rings clicked together when their hands found each other in the sheets.
Outside, the city was still dark.
Inside, the sweet life of the Hollander-Rozanov husbands began in earnest.
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