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Behind the Scenes

    by GlowGetter

      Summary

      For years, their rivalry has been the perfect cover for something far more dangerous. Separate teams and conferences allowed them to hide their secret relationship behind hard hits, heated stares, and carefully managed media narratives. Being enemies was safe. Being teammates is not.

By the time Shane lands in Boston, the media frenzy is already in full swing, eager to see how the former rivals will coexist. Their first meeting in the Raiders’ locker room is charged and restrained — two men pretending they’ve never touched, shaking hands like strangers while the team watches.

On the ice, though, the problem becomes obvious. They play like they’ve always belonged together — instinctive, seamless, lethal. Teammates start noticing. The chemistry is too natural. Too practiced





  






      

  












      Chapter 1: The Trade
  








  Shane finds out he’s been traded in an airport bathroom.
There’s something cosmically unfair about that.
He’s staring at his phone like it personally betrayed him, like if he squints hard enough the notification from management will rearrange itself into a joke. A typo. A misunderstanding.
TRADE ALERT: Montreal sends Shane Hollander to Boston.
To the Boston Raiders.
To Ilya.
The fluorescent lighting hums overhead. Someone is using a hand dryer. Shane feels like he might throw up.
This is a joke. It has to be.
Montreal doesn’t trade franchise centers. Montreal doesn’t trade him. Not without a months-long saga. Not without negotiations and rumors and drama. Not like this — not in early October, not before the season even properly finds its rhythm.
Not without asking him.
His phone buzzes again. Kent. Then a text from Coach. Then three from media contacts. Then—
Ilya.
Unknown Caller flashes across his screen for half a second before it resolves into a number he knows by heart.
Shane stares at it.
It stops ringing.
A second later, a message pops up.
I heard.

Of course he did.
Ilya Rozanov plays for Boston. The Boston Raiders. Shane’s new team.
Shane leans back against the cold tile wall and laughs under his breath. It sounds a little unhinged. It feels a little unhinged.
For years they’ve built their entire lives around being on opposite sides of the ice.
Separate conferences. Separate cities. Separate dressing rooms. Separate media narratives.
Rivals.
That was the safe version.
The version where the tension was explainable. Marketable. Sellable.
No one questions two rivals who can’t stop staring at each other. No one digs too deep into late-night hotel visits during away games. No one notices patterns when you only see each other twice a year.
But now—
Now he’s being dropped directly into Ilya’s locker room.
Into his daily orbit.
Into a market that eats scandals for breakfast.
Shane unlocks his phone and types back.
Did you know?

Three dots appear almost immediately.
Disappear.
Reappear.
No.

A pause.
Are you okay?

Shane exhales sharply.
That’s the thing. He doesn’t know.
He should be furious. He is furious. Montreal was home. He wore that jersey like it was stitched into his skin. He dragged that team through rebuilds and playoff collapses and humiliating press conferences.
But underneath the anger is something worse.
Fear.
Because this changes everything.

The media frenzy starts before his plane lands in Boston.
By the time he steps off, cameras are waiting. Microphones. Shouted questions.
“Shane! How do you feel about joining the Raiders?”
“Excited to play with Rozanov?”
“Think the rivalry’s over now?”
The rivalry.
Right.
He schools his face into something controlled and neutral — the Captain Face. The one he’s perfected since he was eighteen.
“I’m excited for a new chapter,” he says evenly. “Boston’s a strong team. I’m here to win.”
“Looking forward to being teammates with Ilya Rozanov?”
Shane’s jaw tightens almost imperceptibly.
“We’re professionals,” he replies.
It’s safe. It’s boring. It gives nothing.
But he feels Ilya’s name in his chest like a live wire.

The first time he sees Ilya as a teammate is in the Raiders’ practice facility.
Shane walks into the locker room and conversation stutters for half a beat. Curious glances. Appraising looks.
And then—
There.
Across the room.
Ilya is sitting at his stall, gear half-on, tape wrapped around one hand. He looks up slowly.
The world narrows.
For years, seeing Ilya meant adrenaline. Competition. Impact.
Now it means—
Something dangerously close to panic.
Ilya doesn’t smile.
He doesn’t smirk.
He just watches.
Shane crosses the room on autopilot, aware of every pair of eyes tracking the collision course.
They stop a foot apart.
Too close for rivals.
Too far for lovers.
“Hi,” Ilya says softly.
Not Rozanov-cold. Not media-polished.
Just Ilya.
Shane swallows. “Hi.”
There are a thousand things he wants to say.
Did you miss me?

This is insane.

What are we going to do?
Instead, he holds out a hand like they’ve never touched before.
“Guess we’re teammates.”
For half a second, something flickers across Ilya’s face — hurt, maybe, or understanding.
Then he takes Shane’s hand.
His grip is firm. Familiar. Warm.
“Da,” Ilya says. “Looks like it.”
The handshake lingers one beat too long.
And that’s when Shane realizes the real problem.
It was easy to hide when they were enemies.
It was romantic when it was stolen weekends and secret hotel rooms.
But this?
Shared practices. Shared flights. Shared interviews.
Someone is going to notice.

The first practice is a disaster.
Not on the ice — on the ice, they’re lethal.
Their instincts line up like they’ve been playing together their entire lives. Ilya anticipates Shane’s cuts. Shane feeds him passes without looking. It’s seamless and terrifying.
The team notices.
“Jesus,” one of the defensemen mutters after a drill. “You two been running secret summer camps together?”
Shane forces a laugh.
Ilya doesn’t.
Later, in the hallway outside the showers, Ilya corners him.
Not physically. Just— stands there until Shane can’t pretend not to see him.
“This is not sustainable,” Ilya says quietly.
“You think I don’t know that?”
Boston is louder than Montreal. More aggressive. The press is relentless. The Raiders are playoff favorites, and now they’ve added their former rival star center.
Speculation is already everywhere.
Are they going to clash?

Who gets top line?

Who leads the room?
No one is asking the real question.
Yet.
Ilya steps closer.
“If they look too closely,” he says, voice low, “they will see.”
Shane’s pulse spikes.
“Then we give them something else to look at.”
“Like what?”
Shane meets his eyes.
“We fight.”
Ilya blinks. “Fight.”
“Publicly. On the ice. In practice. Let them think we hate each other. Let them think the rivalry didn’t die — it just changed jerseys.”
Silence.
Then, slowly, Ilya smiles.
Not soft.
Sharp.
“You want war.”
“I want safety.”
There’s a difference.
Ilya studies him for a long moment. Then he nods once.
“Okay,” he says. “We give them show.”
Shane exhales.
It might work.
It has to work.
Because if it doesn’t—
If someone connects the dots, if a reporter digs too deep, if a teammate starts asking the wrong questions—
Then the thing they’ve protected for years won’t just be theirs anymore.
And Shane isn’t ready to lose hockey.
He isn’t ready to lose Ilya.
He’s not sure which one would hurt more






      

  












      Chapter 2: The Fault Lines
  








  The first game is against Montreal.
Shane doesn’t believe it until he sees it printed in block letters on the scouting report taped above his stall.
BOSTON vs. MONTREAL — 7:00 PM
He stares at it for a long time.
There are still scuff marks on his knuckles from the fight at practice three days ago — staged, controlled, harmless. Part of the plan. A show for the room. A reminder to everyone that Hollander and Rozanov do not get along.
That was manageable.
This feels like surgery without anesthesia.
Across the locker room, Ilya is quiet.
Not withdrawn — just precise. Every movement economical. Tape measured exactly. Laces pulled evenly. Gloves adjusted twice.
Shane knows those tells.
Ilya is nervous.
He shouldn’t be.
He thrives in chaos. Feeds off pressure. But this is different. This isn’t just hockey narrative. This is proximity.
This is them sharing a bench against the team Shane once captained.
This is cameras that will never leave their faces.
“You ready?” Ilya asks without looking at him.
Shane forces his voice steady. “Born ready.”
It’s a lie.

Warmups are a spectacle.
The Montreal players don’t look at him at first. That almost hurts more than the boos. Like he’s already erased.
Marc-André finally skates past him near the red line.
“Didn’t think you’d actually leave,” Marc says quietly.
“Didn’t think they’d actually trade me,” Shane replies.
There’s no anger in it. Just something tired.
Then the puck drops for warmup drills, and the illusion of distance evaporates.
Shane and Ilya move together automatically.
Cross-ice one-timers.
No-look drop passes.
A behind-the-net cycle that ends in a bar-down shot that makes the crowd gasp.
They’re not even trying to show off.
This is just what happens when you put them within ten feet of each other.
A Montreal defenseman skates past, muttering, “Unreal.”
Shane doesn’t know if it’s admiration or accusation.
Maybe both.

The opening shift is fast, physical, loud.
Montreal wants to make a point. They finish every check on Shane. A little extra shove. A little extra weight.
He absorbs it.
He almost welcomes it.
The first time Ilya gets the puck, two Montreal players converge on him like muscle memory hasn’t updated.
Shane sees the lane open before Ilya does.
Or maybe Ilya sees it too — because the pass is already coming.
Tape to tape.
The sound of Shane’s stick hitting the puck is clean and sharp.
The goal horn feels like a detonation inside his chest.
For a split second, he forgets everything.
He skates straight into Ilya.
They collide hard enough to knock them slightly off balance. Shane’s hand comes up to grip the back of Ilya’s shoulder pads — steadying him, anchoring himself.
Ilya’s glove presses briefly against Shane’s ribs.
It lasts less than a second.
Too long.
Shane pulls away roughly.
“Don’t get used to it,” he says under his breath, loud enough for nearby mics.
Ilya’s eyes flash — heat, challenge, something electric.
“You wish,” he replies.
The bench loves it.
The crowd loves it.
But when Shane sits down, his hands are shaking.
Not from adrenaline.
From how natural it felt.

Midway through the second period, the ice tilts in their favor.
They’re reading each other like open books.
Shane fakes high, cuts low. Ilya delays just long enough to draw a defender out of position. The puck threads through three sticks like it’s guided.
Every time they connect, the crowd makes that anticipatory sound — the inhale before something dangerous.
On the bench, a winger nudges Shane.
“You two look like you’ve been playing together for years.”
Shane smirks. “I study my enemies.”
Ilya, from the other side, says dryly, “He obsesses.”
The guys laugh.
But their eyes linger.
Because obsession might be closer to the truth than rivalry ever was.

Then the hit happens.
It’s fast.
Montreal’s rookie — young, hungry, trying to prove he belongs — lines Ilya up along the boards.
The contact is hard enough to echo.
Ilya’s shoulder snaps back. His skate catches awkwardly.
He goes down.
Everything inside Shane goes white.
Not red.
White.
Like someone turned off the rational part of his brain.
He doesn’t hear the whistle.
He doesn’t remember crossing the ice.
He only remembers grabbing the rookie’s jersey and slamming him backward.
The gloves hit the ice with a heavy slap.
The first punch connects with bone.
The second with visor.
The rookie scrambles, surprised.
Shane doesn’t stop.
“You don’t touch him!” he shouts.
It’s not for show.
It’s not controlled.
It’s primal.
The refs drag him off, arms locked around his chest.
His vision tunnels.
Across the ice, Ilya is upright now — breathing hard, staring at him like he’s seeing something new.
Something terrifying.

In the penalty box, Shane’s hands are throbbing.
He doesn’t look at the replay at first.
He doesn’t need to.
He felt it.
But then he hears the commentators.
“That reaction was immediate.”
“That wasn’t just sticking up for a teammate.”
The replay zooms in on Shane’s face.
On the moment before he dropped his gloves.
There’s no hatred there.
There’s fear.
Protectiveness.
Love, if someone is looking for it.
Shane swallows hard.
Across the ice, Ilya meets his gaze through the glass.
No smirk.
No rivalry.
Just a quiet, complicated understanding.

The third period is clinical.
They dismantle Montreal.
Two more points for Shane. Three assists for Ilya.
When they’re on the ice together, it feels inevitable — like gravity.
The fans start chanting both their names.
Together.
Not in opposition.
That wasn’t part of the plan.

Post-game, the locker room is electric.
Music blares. Guys are laughing. Someone tosses Shane a towel.
“Hell of a debut,” the captain says, clapping him on the shoulder.
“You and Rozanov might actually work.”
Might.
Shane forces a grin.
“Don’t tell him that.”
Across the room, Ilya is watching him again.
Too closely.
When they finally slip into the hallway alone, the noise muffles behind the door.
Silence presses in.
“You scared me,” Ilya says.
Shane laughs once. “He barely touched you.”
“That is not what I mean.”
The fluorescent lights hum overhead.
“You cannot react like that,” Ilya continues. “It was not rivalry. It was not performance.”
Shane steps closer despite himself.
“You were down.”
“It was a hit.”
“You were down,” Shane repeats.
The words are heavy.
Honest.
Ilya’s jaw tightens.
“For years,” he says quietly, “we survived because no one could prove anything. Because there was always plausible deniability.”
He steps closer too.
Now there’s barely space between them.
“Tonight,” Ilya murmurs, “you looked like you forgot to pretend.”
Shane’s breath stutters.
“Maybe I did.”
Footsteps echo faintly somewhere down the hall.
Neither of them moves.
Ilya’s hand lifts — hovering near Shane’s jaw like he’s fighting gravity.
It brushes his skin.
Soft.
Gone.
“You are going to get us caught,” Ilya whispers.
Shane’s voice drops.
“Would that be the worst thing?”
The question hangs there.
Raw.
Reckless.
Real.
A door slams somewhere nearby.
They jump apart instantly.
Distance restored.
Masks back on.
But something fundamental has shifted.

Later, alone in his apartment, Shane scrolls through clips he shouldn’t be watching.
The fight.
The goal.
The way he looked at Ilya after.
He pauses on a freeze-frame someone posted.
It’s from right after the first goal.
Ilya is looking at him like he hung the moon.
And Shane —
Shane looks like he already knows he’d burn for him.
His phone buzzes.
Ilya.
Shane stares at it for a long moment before answering.
“We were trending,” Ilya says instead of hello.
“Good or bad?”
“Both.”
Silence.
Then, quieter:
“Come over.”
Shane closes his eyes.
This is how it fractures.
This is how it becomes impossible.
He should say no.
He doesn’t.
“I’m on my way.”
Because rivalry was easy.
Hatred was safe.
But this?
This is fault lines shifting under their feet.
And sooner or later —
Something is going to break






      

  












      Chapter 3: Noise
  








  Shane doesn’t want to go.
That’s the first honest thought he has when the group text lights up.
He’s still sitting at his stall in the locker room, the air heavy with sweat and victory and the sharp bite of athletic tape. The adrenaline from the game hasn’t worn off yet — it’s sitting under his skin like static.
Three points.
First star.
Beat Montreal.
He should feel triumphant.
Instead, he feels exposed.
The fight replays in his head on a loop.
The way he moved without thinking.
The way his chest seized when Ilya went down.
The words he shouted.
You don’t touch him.
Not calculated.
Not strategic.
Not rivalry.
Possessive.
And now they’re going to a bar where everyone will be watching them.
Perfect.

By the time they get there, the place is already loud enough to vibrate in his teeth.
It’s one of those upscale Boston spots that pretends to be casual but has velvet ropes and discreet security and lighting designed to make athletes look mythic.
The moment they walk in as a group, heads turn.
It happens like a wave.
Recognition.
Excitement.
Phones lifting.
Shane hates how quickly he catalogues who’s filming.
It’s instinct now.
He keeps half a step behind the cluster of teammates. Lets them absorb the initial attention.
Ilya does the opposite.
He moves into it.
There’s something almost unfair about how comfortable he looks. Like the spotlight isn’t something he stands in — it’s something that bends toward him.
He laughs easily when someone claps him on the back. Throws an arm around a teammate’s shoulders. Accepts a drink without hesitation.
Shane watches him disappear into the center of the room.
And feels something ugly twist low in his stomach.

Jealousy is an inconvenient emotion.
He tells himself it’s not that.
It’s not like he doesn’t know Ilya is charismatic. He’s known that for years. It’s part of what made hating him so convincing.
It’s part of what made loving him dangerous.
But watching him now — watching strangers lean in close to hear him talk, watching someone touch his arm and linger — makes Shane’s jaw tighten.
He shouldn’t care.
They’ve done this dance for years. Separate entrances. Separate exits. Separate performances.
This is just louder.
A teammate shoves a drink into his hand.
“Smile, Hollander,” the guy laughs. “You just dismantled your old team.”
Shane forces it.
The smile.
The easy shrug.
“Good systems,” he says automatically.
“Good systems,” the guy mocks. “You and Rozanov look like you’ve got telepathy.”
Shane takes a long sip so he doesn’t have to answer.
Across the room, Ilya looks up.
Their eyes meet.
It’s instant.
Like someone flicked a switch.
For half a second, the room fades out. The music dulls. The crowd blurs.
There’s something searching in Ilya’s gaze.
Checking.
Are you okay?
Are we okay?
Did we cross a line tonight?
Shane looks away first.
Because if he doesn’t, he’s going to walk across the room and do something unforgivable.

The chanting starts about forty minutes in.
Someone — probably drunk already — yells, “Rivalry reunion shot!”
The room loves that.
The narrative is easy.
Digestible.
Marketable.
Ilya grins like he was waiting for it.
Shane’s stomach drops.
He steps forward because not stepping forward would be suspicious.
They stand shoulder to shoulder at the bar.
Close enough that Shane can feel the heat radiating through Ilya’s shirt.
Close enough that their arms brush for a fraction of a second.
It shouldn’t matter.
It matters.
The bartender lines up two clear shots.
“Make it dramatic,” someone calls.
Ilya picks up one glass and hands the other to Shane.
Their fingers touch.
It’s barely contact.
A graze.
But it feels like someone struck a match along Shane’s spine.
“You’re staring,” Ilya murmurs without moving his lips.
“Shut up.”
“Jealous?”
Shane huffs softly. “Of what?”
Ilya’s mouth tilts.
“Me.”
The arrogance should be infuriating.
Instead, it hits too close.
They clink glasses.
The sound is sharp — intimate in a way that doesn’t make sense for something so small.
They hold eye contact when they drink.
It’s stupid.
It’s reckless.
It’s involuntary.
The crowd cheers like they just witnessed a reconciliation.
Someone shoves them together from behind.
Shane stumbles forward.
Instinct overrides thought.
His hand lands on Ilya’s waist.
Solid muscle under thin fabric.
Warm.
Alive.
He doesn’t let go immediately.
He can feel Ilya’s breath hitch.
It’s microscopic.
But Shane knows that sound.
“Careful,” Ilya whispers.
Not a joke.
A warning.
Shane drops his hand like it burned him.
“Get a room!” someone shouts.
Laughter explodes around them.
Shane forces a smirk.
Inside, something fragile cracks.

He doesn’t realize how tightly wound he is until someone — a woman he vaguely recognizes from sponsor events — leans too close to Ilya and laughs at something he says.
Her hand rests lightly on Ilya’s chest.
Casual.
Familiar.
Shane’s vision narrows.
It’s irrational.
They’ve never promised exclusivity in public spaces. They’ve never defined what this is beyond stolen time.
But the sight of it makes his pulse spike.
He takes another drink.
And another.
The music feels too loud.
The lights too bright.
He keeps scanning the room.
Not for threats.
For tells.
Who’s watching?
Who’s noticing?
Who saw his hand linger?
Who saw his face when he fought?
He catches two guys from a sports blog filming from near the DJ booth.
His stomach drops.
This is how rumors start.
Not with proof.
With patterns.
Across the room, Ilya laughs again — that low, effortless sound that draws people in.
Shane hates how good he looks.
Hates how natural he looks.
Hates how easily he seems to exist in this world.
And beneath that —
Hates how much he wants him.

The balcony is an escape hatch.
Cold air.
Quieter space.
No strobe lights.
Shane leans against the railing and breathes.
His mind is loud.
He keeps replaying the fight.
The way he moved without thinking.
The way Ilya looked at him afterward.
He knows that look.
It wasn’t gratitude.
It was fear.
The balcony door slides open.
He doesn’t turn.
“I was waiting for you to run,” Ilya says.
Shane exhales slowly. “Crowded.”
“You do not like when I talk to people.”
It’s not accusatory.
It’s observant.
Shane stiffens. “That’s not—”
“You were glaring.”
“I wasn’t.”
Ilya steps closer.
The city lights cast him in gold and shadow.
“You are very bad at hiding it.”
Shane laughs once. “You’re insufferable.”
“And you are jealous.”
The word lands heavy.
Shane looks at him fully now.
“You think this is funny?”
“No,” Ilya says quietly. “I think it is dangerous.”
Silence settles between them.
Shane grips the railing.
“I don’t like how they look at you.”
It’s out before he can stop it.
Honest.
Ugly.
Real.
Ilya’s expression shifts.
“They look at you too.”
“That’s different.”
“How?”
Shane doesn’t have an answer that won’t unravel everything.
Because the truth is simple:
He doesn’t care who looks at him.
He cares who looks at Ilya.
And how Ilya looks back.
“I don’t trust this,” Shane says finally. “This whole… public proximity thing.”
Ilya steps closer still.
“You are afraid.”
“Of getting caught? Yeah.”
“Not only that.”
The space between them is inches now.
Shane can feel the heat from his body even in the cold air.
“You don’t like that I am yours here,” Ilya says softly.
Shane’s breath stutters.
Because that’s it.
In Montreal, they were contained.
Compartmentalized.
Opposites.
Here, they’re aligned.
And it feels too visible.
He reaches out before he can think better of it.
His fingers brush the bruise forming along Ilya’s collarbone.
Gentle.
Reverent.
“Does it hurt?” he asks quietly.
Ilya inhales sharply.
“Shane.”
It’s not a warning this time.
It’s something else.
“You scared me tonight,” Ilya admits.
The confession hits harder than any accusation.
Shane swallows.
“I couldn’t help it.”
“That is what scares me.”
Footsteps approach the door.
They separate instantly.
Masks sliding back into place like muscle memory.
By the time a teammate steps out, they’re talking about defensive zone adjustments again.
Performance flawless.
Breathing not.

Back inside, Shane feels raw.
Every laugh from Ilya feels amplified.
Every glance feels loaded.
Every accidental brush feels like a spotlight.
He realizes something terrifying:
The rivalry was easier.
Hatred gave them structure.
This — this blurred line between public teammates and private lovers — is chaos.
And Shane has never been good at chaos.
When he finally leaves, it’s because staying feels impossible.
He doesn’t trust his face anymore.
Doesn’t trust his hands.
Doesn’t trust the way his entire body calibrates to Ilya’s presence.
He walks into the cold without saying goodbye.
He makes it three blocks before he hears footsteps behind him.
He doesn’t have to look.
“You always run first,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane doesn’t slow.
“If I didn’t, I’d do something stupid.”
Ilya falls into step beside him.
“Like what?”
Shane finally looks at him.
“Like stop pretending.”
The air between them shifts.
And for the first time that night —
The noise is gone






      

  












      Chapter 4: No Witnesses
  








  The hallway outside Shane’s apartment is quiet.
Too quiet after the noise of the party.
Their footsteps echo faintly on the polished floor. Shane’s pulse hasn’t settled since the balcony. Since the way Ilya looked at him when he said you are jealous.
He unlocks the door without speaking.
The apartment is dim, lit only by the city glow bleeding through the windows. It still feels temporary. Half-unpacked boxes. Bare walls. A space he hasn’t figured out how to live in yet.
Ilya steps inside like he belongs there anyway.
The door clicks shut.
Silence settles.
Not awkward.
Heavy.
Shane tosses his keys onto the counter, but they miss and clatter to the floor. The sound feels too loud.
He exhales slowly. “You shouldn’t have followed me.”
Ilya leans back against the door, watching him.
“You did not want me to?”
That’s the problem.
Shane drags a hand through his hair. “You know I did.”
The honesty sits between them. Bare. Unshielded.
For a moment neither moves.
The air feels charged — like the seconds before a puck drops. Anticipation coiled tight.
“You were going to leave without saying goodbye,” Ilya says softly.
“I was going to do something worse if I stayed.”
Ilya’s gaze darkens slightly. “Worse.”
Shane laughs under his breath. It’s not amused. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“Look at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you know exactly what you’re doing to me.”
Ilya pushes off the door.
Slowly.
Deliberately.
The distance between them shrinks step by step.
“You think I am unaffected?” he asks quietly.
Shane’s throat feels dry.
“I think you’re better at hiding it.”
That earns the faintest shake of Ilya’s head.
“I am not hiding anything right now.”
That lands.
Hard.
They’re close enough now that Shane can feel the warmth coming off him. Close enough that the night’s alcohol and adrenaline and jealousy all blur into something sharper.
“For years, they’ve danced around that language. Avoided it. Hidden behind jokes and rivalry and stolen time.
Now it’s out in the open.
Unvarnished.
Shane’s chest tightens.
“You’re going to ruin me,” he says quietly.
Ilya’s expression softens — just a fraction.
“Then we ruin each other.”
It isn’t dramatic.
It isn’t loud.
It’s certain.
The tension snaps.
Shane closes the remaining space and grabs Ilya’s shirt, pulling him in.
The kiss isn’t rushed.
It isn’t messy.
It’s deliberate.
Months — years — of restraint poured into one steady, grounding contact.
Ilya’s hands come up slowly, sliding to Shane’s waist like he’s afraid sudden movement might break something fragile.
Shane’s heart is pounding so hard he can feel it in his throat.
This is different than hotel rooms.
Different than rushed goodbyes and secret doors closing softly.
There are no game clocks ticking.
No flights in the morning.
No opposing jerseys to retreat into.
Just this apartment.
This night.
This shift in gravity
The second the bedroom door closes behind them, the air changes.
It’s darker in here. Quieter. The city glow spills faintly through the blinds, cutting the room into soft stripes of shadow and light.
For a moment they just stand there.
Breathing.
Looking at each other like they’re trying to decide whether this is still restraint or already surrender.
“You were staring at me all night,” Ilya says softly.
Shane’s jaw tightens. “You were impossible not to look at.”
A slow exhale.
Then Ilya steps forward and puts his hands on Shane’s hips — firm, deliberate, claiming space without force.
The contact sends heat up Shane’s spine.
“Tell me,” Ilya murmurs.
“Tell you what?”
“That you wanted to drag me out of there.”
Shane’s hands slide up Ilya’s chest, fisting lightly in the fabric of his shirt.
“I wanted to get you alone,” he admits.
“Why?”
Shane’s voice drops. “Because I didn’t like how they were looking at you.”
Ilya’s thumbs press into the dip of Shane’s hips.
“And how do you look at me?”
The challenge is quiet.
Intimate.
Shane answers by pulling him down into a kiss.
It isn’t tentative.
It isn’t rushed.
It’s hungry in a way that makes up for hours of pretending.
Their mouths move slowly at first — testing, rediscovering — then deeper, more certain. Ilya’s grip tightens slightly, drawing Shane closer until there’s no space left between them.
Shane can feel everything:
The steady strength of Ilya’s body.
The warmth through thin fabric.
The way his breathing shifts when Shane’s hands slide under his shirt.
Fingers trace skin.
Slow.
Intentional.
Shane exhales sharply against Ilya’s mouth when warm hands move up his back, pressing him in closer.
“You were jealous,” Ilya whispers against his lips.
“Yes,” Shane breathes.
The admission makes something snap.
Ilya walks him backward until the back of Shane’s knees hit the edge of the bed again. This time, when he sinks down onto it, he doesn’t break eye contact.
Ilya stands between his knees.
Close enough that Shane has to tilt his head back slightly to look at him.
“You get possessive,” Ilya says softly.
“Only when it matters.”
A flicker in Ilya’s expression.
He leans down and kisses Shane again — slower now, deeper, one hand sliding into his hair, tilting his head just slightly.
Shane’s hands move with more urgency now — over shoulders, down arms, memorizing muscle and warmth like he needs proof this is real.
Fabric gets in the way.
It feels unnecessary.
Shane pulls at Ilya’s shirt, and this time Ilya lets it come off. The motion is unhurried, deliberate, like neither of them wants to break the gravity of the moment.
Skin meets skin.
The contact is electric.
Shane’s hands move over his chest, across familiar lines and scars, relearning them in this softer light. Ilya inhales sharply when Shane’s fingers drag down his sides.
“Careful,” Ilya murmurs, but there’s no real warning in it.
Shane stands just enough to push his own shirt off, tossing it somewhere behind him without looking.
They’re closer now.
Bare chest to bare chest.
Heat building.
The kiss shifts — less testing, more certain. Teeth graze lightly. Hands grip harder.
Ilya’s palm slides up Shane’s side, then back down, firm and steady, like he’s grounding him.
“You were shaking,” Ilya says against his neck.
Shane huffs a quiet laugh. “You were enjoying it.”
“I was.”
The honesty sends a rush of heat straight through him.
Shane’s fingers tighten at Ilya’s waist, pulling him down until they’re both fully on the bed, bodies aligned.
The world narrows.
Breath.
Heartbeat.
Skin.
Shane runs his hand slowly down Ilya’s back, feeling muscle flex under his touch. Ilya responds in kind — slow, deliberate strokes over Shane’s side, thumb pressing just enough to make his breath hitch.
It’s not frantic.
It’s not messy.
It’s controlled intensity — like both of them are savoring the fact that no one is watching.
No one is chanting.
No one is filming.
Ilya lowers his mouth to Shane’s jaw, then to the bruise forming there. He kisses it gently.
“You fight too much,” he murmurs.
“You make me.”
A low sound of amusement vibrates against his skin.
Shane’s hands slide lower, gripping firmly, pulling Ilya closer until the line between them disappears.
There’s weight now.
Warmth.
The steady pressure of Ilya’s body pressing him into the mattress.
Shane exhales slowly, eyes half-lidded.
This is the part he never lets himself imagine in daylight.
Not just stolen touches.
Not just urgency.
This — slow, consuming closeness.
Ilya’s hand threads into his hair again, tilting his head back so their eyes meet.
“You look at me like you want to own me,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane’s voice is rough when he answers.
“Maybe I do.”
A beat.
“And you?” Shane asks.
Ilya leans down, brushing his mouth slowly across Shane’s.
“Already do.”
The words send heat straight through him.
Their movements grow more deliberate after that — hands exploring, learning, pressing closer. Fabric shifts, slides, discarded piece by piece until nothing separates skin from skin.
Shane’s breath comes faster now, but not panicked.
Grounded.
Certain.
Every touch feels amplified.
The slide of palms.
The flex of fingers.
The steady weight of Ilya holding him down just enough to remind him he’s there.
“You are not in control,” Ilya murmurs softly.
Shane grips his shoulders, pulling him closer.
“Don’t need to be.”
And that’s the truth.
On the ice, control is everything.
Here, he lets go.
They move together slowly, deliberately — not rushed, not frantic — like they’re memorizing each other in a new way. Every shift of weight draws a quiet reaction. Every breath is shared.
When Shane finally pulls Ilya down fully against him, wrapping him close, it isn’t just hunger anymore.
It’s possession.
It’s relief.
It’s choosing.
The tension from the party bleeds out of him in waves.
The jealousy.
The fear.
The noise.
All replaced by this steady, consuming warmth.
Later, when their breathing slows and the city hum drifts back into awareness, Shane stays where he is — head resting against Ilya’s shoulder, fingers tracing absent lines along his side.
“You can’t look at me like that in public,” Ilya says softly.
Shane smirks faintly.
“Then stop giving me reasons.”
Ilya huffs a quiet laugh.
But his hand tightens gently at Shane’s back.
Holding him there.
As if he doesn’t want to let go either.
And for once —
Shane doesn’t feel like he has to.
No rivalry.
No cameras.
No narrative.
Just warmth.
Just breath.
Just them






      

  












      Chapter 5: Daylight
  








  Shane wakes up slowly.
Not because of an alarm.
Not because of noise.
Because he’s warm.
It’s disorienting at first — the unfamiliar weight across his waist, the steady rhythm of someone else’s breathing against his shoulder.
Then memory slides back into place.
The party.
The balcony.
The walk.
The bedroom.
Ilya.
Shane doesn’t open his eyes immediately.
He just lies there, cataloguing sensation.
The room is pale with early morning light, thin winter sun filtering through the blinds in soft gold stripes. The city outside hums faintly — distant traffic, a delivery truck reversing somewhere down the block.
Ilya’s arm is heavy and secure around his middle.
Possessive in sleep.
Shane shifts slightly, and Ilya exhales deeper against his skin but doesn’t wake.
Shane risks opening his eyes.
The world looks different in daylight.
Less cinematic.
Less forgiving.
Clothes are scattered across the floor in a trail that feels more intimate now than it did in the dark. One of Ilya’s socks is hanging halfway off the dresser. Shane’s shirt is crumpled near the door.
Evidence.
Not of something reckless.
Of something real.
Shane swallows.
For years, their mornings looked different.
Hotel rooms.
Separate beds when they were being careful.
Quick exits before team breakfasts.
Text messages instead of lingering.
This —
This is domestic in a way that feels almost dangerous.
He tilts his head slightly to look at Ilya.
In sleep, Ilya is unguarded.
The sharp edges soften.
The perpetual smirk disappears.
His mouth rests open just slightly, breath steady and slow.
There’s a faint crease between his brows even now, like part of him never fully relaxes.
Shane feels something tight in his chest.
Affection.
Fear.
Ownership.
He lifts a hand without thinking and brushes his thumb lightly along Ilya’s jaw.
Ilya stirs.
His grip tightens reflexively.
Then his eyes open.
For half a second, there’s confusion.
Then recognition.
Then something warmer.
“Good morning,” Ilya murmurs, voice rough with sleep.
Shane huffs softly. “You drool.”
“I do not.”
“You absolutely do.”
Ilya narrows his eyes, but there’s no heat behind it. “Liar.”
They lie there like that for a long moment.
Just looking.
It feels heavier in daylight.
The world exists again.
The team exists.
The cameras exist.
The narrative exists.
Ilya’s gaze shifts slightly — taking in the room, the scattered clothes, the sunlight.
Reality settling in.
“You have practice at eleven,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane nods.
“You?”
“Same.”
They both understand the implication.
They will walk into the same locker room in two hours.
Stand at adjacent stalls.
Pretend nothing happened.
The thought makes something twist inside Shane.
Ilya’s hand slides slowly up Shane’s back — not sexual, not urgent — just grounding.
“You are thinking too loudly,” Ilya murmurs.
“Am I?”
“Yes.”
Shane exhales slowly.
“This feels different.”
Ilya studies him carefully. “Different how?”
Shane searches for the right word.
“Less temporary.”
Silence.
Not uncomfortable.
Just full.
Ilya shifts slightly onto his side so they’re face to face now, close enough that their noses almost brush.
“That frightens you,” Ilya says softly.
Shane doesn’t deny it.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because temporary was safer.”
Ilya’s hand moves to Shane’s jaw, thumb brushing slowly across his cheek.
“We have never been temporary.”
Shane swallows.
It would be easier if that were true.
If this had always felt inevitable instead of precarious.
He glances toward the window.
Daylight makes everything visible.
The bruise on Ilya’s collarbone from the hit.
The faint mark along Shane’s neck from last night.
The reality of skin against skin without shadow to soften it.
“You left with me,” Shane says quietly.
“Yes.”
“In front of everyone.”
“Yes.”
“You didn’t care.”
Ilya’s expression shifts slightly.
“I cared,” he says. “I chose not to.”
That lands hard.
Choice is louder than impulse.
Shane reaches out and traces the bruise along Ilya’s collarbone again.
Gentler this time.
“You scared me last night,” Ilya admits.
Shane’s gaze lifts.
“Because I fought?”
“Because you forgot.”
“Forgot what?”
“To hide it.”
The words sit between them.
Shane looks away briefly.
“I’m tired,” he says.
“Of?”
“Acting like you’re just a teammate.”
It’s the first time he’s said it that plainly.
Ilya goes very still.
The morning light catches in his eyes.
“You think I enjoy pretending?” he asks quietly.
“No.”
“Then why do you speak like I am the only one asking for caution?”
Shane hesitates.
Because the truth is layered.
“I don’t trust myself,” he admits.
That’s the heart of it.
On the ice, he’s calculated.
Strategic.
Controlled.
Around Ilya, especially lately, that control frays.
“I know,” Ilya says softly.
There’s no judgment in it.
Just understanding.
Shane leans forward slightly, pressing his forehead against Ilya’s.
The gesture feels automatic now.
Familiar.
Intimate.
“What happens when someone notices?” Shane whispers.
“Someone already has.”
Shane pulls back slightly. “What?”
Ilya’s mouth tilts faintly. “They are not blind.”
The defenseman’s comment.
The chanting at the bar.
The sports bloggers filming.
Shane’s stomach tightens.
“We’re careful.”
“We try,” Ilya corrects gently.
The difference matters.
Silence stretches again.
Then Ilya shifts, pressing a slow, deliberate kiss to Shane’s mouth.
Not heated.
Not urgent.
Just steady.
When he pulls back, he rests his hand over Shane’s heart.
“You look like you are bracing for impact,” he says.
“Maybe I am.”
“Then stop.”
Shane laughs quietly. “That’s not how this works.”
“Maybe it should.”
They lie there longer than they should.
Long enough for the clock on Shane’s nightstand to become unavoidable.
9:42 AM.
Reality presses in.
Ilya sighs softly and rolls onto his back, staring at the ceiling.
“In two hours,” he says, “you will ignore me.”
Shane winces.
“In two hours,” Ilya continues, “you will chirp me in front of the team.”
“Probably.”
“You will shove me in drills.”
“Definitely.”
“And you will not look at me the way you are looking at me right now.”
Shane doesn’t answer.
Because that’s true.
Ilya turns his head to look at him again.
“But I will know,” he says quietly.
“Know what?”
“That you are mine.”
The word sends a slow heat through Shane’s chest.
“Don’t say that in the locker room,” Shane mutters.
Ilya smiles faintly. “I am not suicidal.”
Shane rolls onto his side again, pressing closer, stealing one last moment of closeness before the day fractures them into roles again.
“You’re staying until we leave?” Shane asks.
“No.”
“Why?”
Ilya brushes a hand through Shane’s hair.
“Because if we walk in together, someone will count the seconds.”
He’s right.
Shane hates that he’s right.
They both know how this works.
Separate exits.
Separate arrivals.
Careful spacing.
The performance resumes the moment the front door opens.
Eventually, Ilya sits up.
The loss of warmth is immediate.
Shane watches him reach for his clothes, the easy confidence from last night returning piece by piece like armor.
But there’s something softer in his movements this morning.
Less guarded.
He pulls his shirt over his head and looks back at Shane, still tangled in sheets.
“You look comfortable,” Ilya says.
“I am.”
A pause.
Then, quieter:
“Stay.”
It slips out before Shane can stop it.
Ilya stills.
Just slightly.
Then he steps back toward the bed, leaning down to press one more kiss to Shane’s mouth.
“Tonight,” he says softly.
It’s not a promise of anything dramatic.
Just continuity.
Just not temporary.
Shane watches him leave.
The door clicks shut.
The apartment feels larger instantly.
Colder.
But not empty.
Shane lies back and stares at the ceiling.
He should feel panic.
Instead, he feels something steadier.
Not safety.
Not yet.
But certainty.
And that might be more dangerous than anything that happened last night.
Because certainty means he’s not going to stop.
Not at the next party.
Not at the next game.
Not when the cameras linger too long.
For the first time since the trade, Shane isn’t just reacting.
He’s choosing.
And when he walks into that locker room in two hours —
He’ll shove Ilya.
He’ll chirp him.
He’ll sell the rivalry.
But underneath it —
He’ll know exactly who he went home with.
And that knowledge is going to change everything






      

  












      Chapter 6: Controlled Collisions
  








  Shane arrives first.
Not because he has to.
Because he needs the head start.
The practice facility is quiet at 10:17 a.m. — the hum of fluorescent lights, the distant scrape of a Zamboni finishing its final pass over the ice. The air smells like rubber mats and cold metal and faint disinfectant.
Controlled.
Structured.
Predictable.
He drops his bag beside his stall and sits down slowly.
His body feels different this morning.
Not sore.
Aware.
Every brush of fabric against his skin reminds him of last night. Of warmth. Of breath. Of hands that didn’t hesitate.
He exhales slowly and leans forward, elbows on knees.
This is the part he’s good at.
Compartmentalizing.
Practice is a system. A script. Drills, reps, timing, execution.
Ilya is not here yet.
Good.
Shane needs a few more minutes to put his face back on.
He stares at the bruise on his knuckles — darker now in daylight. He flexes his hand. It aches in a satisfying, grounding way.
Physical pain is simple.
It doesn’t ask complicated questions.
The locker room door swings open.
Laughter filters in.
Then boots on tile.
Shane doesn’t look up immediately.
He doesn’t have to.
He feels it.
That shift in air pressure.
That awareness.
Ilya.

Ilya
He sees Shane immediately.
Of course he does.
Shane is sitting at his stall like he always does — slightly hunched, shoulders broad, head down like he’s studying something only he can see.
But Ilya notices what others wouldn’t.
The tension in his neck.
The way his jaw is set too tight.
The deliberate stillness.
He remembers the way Shane looked in bed this morning.
Soft.
Unarmored.
Certain.
Now the armor is back on.
Ilya drops his bag two stalls down.
Not adjacent.
Not obvious.
Close enough.
Far enough.
The distance feels louder than it should.
Teammates filter in. Someone starts music. Someone else tosses tape across the room.
Routine.
Normal.
Safe.
Ilya sits down and begins taping his stick with practiced precision. He can feel Shane’s awareness like static at the edge of his skin.
He does not look over.
If he looks too soon, it will mean something.
If he waits too long, it will mean something else.
He hates this calculus.

Shane
He hears Ilya’s laugh.
Low.
Easy.
Too relaxed.
It does something irritating to his pulse.
Shane finally looks up.
Just briefly.
Ilya is leaning back in his stall, one foot propped up, talking to one of the defensemen. He looks perfectly composed. Perfectly normal.
Like he didn’t sleep in Shane’s bed six hours ago.
Shane’s stomach tightens.
He doesn’t want him to look guilty.
He doesn’t want him to look distant.
He doesn’t want him to look untouched either.
There is no version of this that doesn’t unbalance him.
“Morning, Hollander,” someone calls.
“Morning,” Shane replies automatically.
He stands to pull on his base layer, hyperaware of Ilya somewhere in his peripheral vision.
He wonders if anyone notices that he doesn’t look at him directly.
He wonders if anyone notices that he is trying not to.

On the Ice
The cold hits like clarity.
Skates bite into fresh ice.
The first push-off snaps muscle into focus.
Breath fogs in short bursts.
This is where Shane feels most like himself.
Coach blows the whistle.
“Line rushes!”
Of course.
Shane skates into position.
And Ilya glides up beside him.
Not touching.
Close enough that Shane can feel the heat radiating through gear.
The first drill is simple — neutral zone regroup into controlled entry.
Shane calls the play automatically.
“Middle lane drive.”
Ilya nods once.
They move.
It’s seamless.
Too seamless.
Shane carries through center ice, dishes wide, cuts hard into the slot without looking.
The pass arrives exactly where he expects it.
Tape to tape.
He snaps it top corner.
Coach blows the whistle.
“Again!”
They reset.
Shane can feel eyes on them now.
Not suspicious.
Impressed.
That’s worse.

Ilya
He feels it too.
The way the team watches when they connect.
There is admiration in it.
Curiosity.
He wonders how thin the line is between those two things.
On the second rep, he delays a fraction longer than necessary before making the pass.
Testing.
Shane adjusts instantly.
No frustration.
No confusion.
He adapts.
Ilya feels something dangerous bloom low in his chest.
They are too good together.
Rivalry was easier because it created friction.
Now there is none.
Coach skates closer.
“You two look like you’ve been linemates for years.”
Shane shrugs.
Ilya answers smoothly. “He studies obsessively.”
The guys laugh.
It’s safe.
It’s easy.
But Ilya feels Shane’s energy shift slightly beside him.
A spike.
A flare.
Possessive satisfaction.

Shane
Scrimmage starts.
Full contact.
This is safer.
Contact gives him somewhere to put the tension.
On the first shift, he lines up across from Ilya at the dot.
Teammates hoot.
“Rivalry faceoff!”
Shane smirks faintly.
“Try not to cry when I win,” he mutters.
Ilya’s mouth tilts.
“Focus.”
The puck drops.
They collide hard — shoulders, sticks, skates tangling.
Shane wins it clean.
He doesn’t miss the flicker in Ilya’s eyes.
Approval.
Not annoyance.
That does something unsettling to his chest.
The drill continues.
A defenseman tries to split them along the boards.
Shane leans in harder than necessary.
Body to body.
Pressure.
Controlled aggression.
It’s performance.
But it’s also something else.
He needs to feel resistance.
Needs to prove he can still push back.
Ilya shoves him in return.
Not playfully.
Not gently.
Hard enough to send a message.
Shane feels it down to his ribs.
Good.
They crash into the boards together.
Teammates laugh.
“Get a room!”
The same joke.
Different context.
Shane’s pulse stutters.
He pulls away first.
Too fast.

Ilya
He felt it.
That split second when Shane didn’t pull away.
When his hand lingered on Ilya’s hip through layers of gear.
It was nothing.
It was everything.
Ilya skates hard on the next rush, forcing space between them.
He needs distance.
Because proximity is becoming visible.
Shane doesn’t chase.
But he watches.
Ilya can feel it — that weight of attention that has nothing to do with hockey.
During a break, they line up for a drill along the boards.
Their gloves brush accidentally.
Shane’s hand freezes for half a beat.
Ilya feels it.
The hesitation.
The awareness.
He keeps moving.
If he reacts, it becomes real.
If he ignores it, maybe it disappears.
It does not disappear.

Shane
By the time they hit conditioning drills, his lungs burn.
Not from exertion.
From restraint.
Sprints.
Stops.
Turns.
Every time he ends up next to Ilya, something inside him spikes.
He wants to look.
He doesn’t look.
He wants to speak.
He chirps instead.
“Slower than last rep,” he mutters under his breath.
Ilya shoots him a sharp look.
“You are compensating.”
“For what?”
“For something.”
Shane skates away before he can answer.
Because the answer is simple:
He doesn’t know how to stand next to him anymore without wanting to reach.

Ilya
He sees it unraveling in micro-movements.
The way Shane overcommits to checks.
The way he talks louder than usual.
The way he refuses to hold eye contact longer than a second.
This is not control.
This is strain.
Coach blows the final whistle.
Practice over.
Relief ripples through the team.
But not through them.

Locker Room
Steam fills the showers.
Music hums low.
Guys rehash drills and laugh about missed shots.
Shane sits at his stall again, pulling off his gear methodically.
Ilya can feel the tension radiating off him.
It’s almost physical.
When the room thins — guys heading out, grabbing lunch — the space grows quieter.
Not empty.
But thinner.
Ilya stands and crosses the room casually.
Stops in front of Shane’s stall.
“Good practice,” he says evenly.
Shane looks up.
For the first time all morning, their eyes hold longer than a second.
Too long.
There’s something raw there.
“You’re going to hurt yourself,” Ilya says quietly.
“Doing what?”
“Pretending it does not affect you.”
Shane’s jaw tightens.
“It doesn’t.”
Ilya tilts his head slightly.
“Liar.”
Silence stretches.
A couple teammates still linger across the room.
Too close.
Too present.
Shane stands abruptly, closing the distance between them under the guise of grabbing his towel.
“Stop looking at me like that,” he murmurs.
“Like what?”
“Like you know.”
“I do know.”
That’s the problem.
Shane leans in just enough that it looks confrontational.
From a distance, it reads rivalry.
Up close, it’s something else entirely.
“You can’t say things like that,” Shane says softly.
“Why?”
“Because I might forget where we are.”
Ilya’s voice drops.
“And if you forget?”
Shane doesn’t answer.
Because that’s the fear.
That next time, he won’t pull away fast enough.
That next time, the shove won’t look like performance.
That next time, someone will count the seconds.
A teammate calls from across the room, breaking the moment.
“Hey, Rozanov — lunch?”
Ilya steps back smoothly.
Mask sliding into place.
“Coming.”
He looks at Shane once more.
Measured.
Certain.
“We are fine,” he says quietly.
Shane isn’t sure if that’s reassurance or warning.
Ilya walks away.
The locker room feels colder immediately.
Shane sits back down slowly.
His body hums with leftover adrenaline and something deeper.
They survived practice.
No slips.
No obvious tells.
But it didn’t feel stable.
It felt like walking across thin ice.
And Shane knows something with absolute clarity now:
It’s not the media he’s afraid of.
It’s not the team.
It’s not even the league.
It’s himself.
Because every time Ilya stands next to him —
The rivalry gets harder to sell.
And the truth gets harder to hide






      

  












      Chapter 7: Frame By Frame
  













  Post-Practice Media
The practice facility media room is smaller than the arena’s.
Lower ceilings.
Closer cameras.
No roaring crowd noise to hide behind.
Everything feels tighter.
Shane prefers post-game scrums — the chaos makes it easier to blend into routine answers. Post-practice is different. Slower. More observational.
There’s less adrenaline to burn off.
More room for scrutiny.
He steps to the podium first.
Practice jersey traded for a fitted navy suit. Hair still slightly damp from the shower. The bruise on his knuckles darker now under the lights.
Flashbulbs pop.
“Shane, how’s the adjustment to Boston’s practice structure been?”
“Good pace,” he answers evenly. “Clean reps. Guys communicate well.”
Safe.
Predictable.
“What’s it like sharing a line with Rozanov after years of playing against him?”
The question lands lightly but lingers.
Shane folds his hands in front of him.
“It’s efficient,” he says. “We know each other’s tendencies.”
“That chemistry showed up today.”
A small smile.
“We’ve spent enough time studying each other.”
He doesn’t realize how that sounds until the reporter’s eyebrow lifts.
Another voice jumps in.
“There was a noticeable edge between you two during scrimmage. Looked physical. Still competitive?”
Shane shrugs slightly.
“It’s practice. If it’s not physical, we’re wasting time.”
A few scribbles. A few nods.
Then—
“Have you seen the clip going around?”
There it is.
His pulse ticks once.
“No.”
“Social media’s having fun with it.”
Shane keeps his expression neutral.
“Social media usually does.”
Light laughter.
But the question hangs.
“Does the rivalry feel different now that you’re teammates?”
Shane pauses just long enough to appear thoughtful.
“It’s still competition,” he says carefully. “Just directed at the same goal.”
Technically true.
He steps away from the podium before they can press further.
The PR rep murmurs something about strong answers.
Shane barely hears it.
Because across the room, Ilya is already being called up next.






      






Ilya
He walks to the podium like he owns the floor.
Sleeves rolled slightly. Tie loosened just enough to look intentional.
He rests his hands lightly on either side of the stand, posture relaxed.
But inside—
He is calculating.
“Ilya, what’s the dynamic like with Hollander in practice?”
“Efficient,” he echoes.
A faint smile flickers when a few reporters notice the mirrored word choice.
“You two seemed particularly intense along the boards today.”
“Intensity is the job.”
“But that moment after the whistle—”
He tilts his head.
“What moment?”
The reporter hesitates. Scrolls through their phone.
“There’s a clip circulating. It looks… personal.”
Ilya’s heartbeat doesn’t change.
He has trained for hostile arenas. Olympic pressure. Game seven overtime.
He can handle this.
“People enjoy narratives,” he says smoothly. “We enjoy scoring goals.”
A few chuckles.
But he clocks the way two reporters exchange glances.
They’ve seen it more than once.
He finishes the scrum without misstep.
Then he steps off the platform.
And immediately finds Shane leaning against the far wall.
Phone already in his hand.






      






The Clip
They stand shoulder-to-shoulder in the hallway outside media.
Not touching.
Not speaking.
Shane scrolls.
Finds it.
Plays.
The angle is from the stands — someone filming neutral-zone reps.
It captures the scrimmage shift.
They line up for the faceoff.
There’s visible jawing — that’s normal.
The puck drops.
They battle along the boards.
It’s aggressive.
Physical.
Expected.
Then the whistle.
They separate.
And—
That’s the problem.
Frame by frame, slowed down:
Shane’s glove stays pressed at Ilya’s hip for half a second longer than necessary.
Not shoving.
Not grabbing.
Just… resting.
And when Ilya turns—
Their helmets nearly touch.
Too close.
Too still.
The body language shifts from rivalry to something harder to define.
The clip loops.
Zoomed in.
Someone added dramatic music.
The caption reads:
“Tell me this isn’t sexual tension.”

It has 42,000 likes.
And climbing.






      






Shane
His stomach drops in a way that feels almost physical.
It doesn’t look like hockey.
It looks like awareness.
He scrolls further.
Another account has stitched it with older clips from years back — playoff scrums, heated arguments, that infamous bench stare-down.
All edited together.
Side-by-side.
Zoomed.
Slowed.
The comments are worse.
“Enemies to lovers arc complete.”
“There’s no heterosexual explanation for this.”
“The way he LOOKS at him.”
“Trade conspiracy confirmed.”
Shane locks his phone.
His hand is steady.
Too steady.
“That angle makes it worse,” he says quietly.
“Yes,” Ilya agrees.
They stand there for a long moment.
The hallway suddenly feels too open.
Too visible.
“Do we say anything?” Shane asks.
“No.”
The answer is immediate.
“Why not?”
“Because if we respond, it validates the question.”
Shane exhales slowly.
He hates that Ilya is right.
Again.






      






The Internet Moves Faster Than They Do
By the time Shane gets to his car, it’s trending nationally.
Sports accounts are picking it up.
Not serious analysis.
Not accusations.
Jokes.
Memes.
Slow-motion edits with heart emojis.
One sports blogger tweets:
“Maybe the real rivalry was the tension we felt along the way.”

Shane grips the steering wheel tighter than necessary.
This was supposed to be manageable.
Practice is safe.
No broadcast cameras.
No live commentary.
Just routine.
Now—
It feels like someone peeled back a layer.
And the world noticed something they weren’t ready to define.






      






Ilya
He doesn’t check his phone again.
Not because he isn’t curious.
Because he already knows how it escalates.
Speculation feeds on silence.
Silence feeds on speculation.
He drives home with one hand on the wheel, jaw tight.
He replays the moment in his head.
The contact.
The hesitation.
The way Shane looked at him after.
That’s the problem.
It wasn’t the glove.
It was the look.
You cannot fake rivalry for years and then expect your eyes not to change.
They changed.
And the camera caught it.






      






Evening
They don’t text for hours.
Not avoidance.
Calculation.
Shane finally breaks first.
Shane:
It’s at 110k now.

A pause.
Then—
Ilya:
It will plateau.

Shane:
You don’t know that.

A longer pause.
Then—
Ilya:
Does it frighten you because they are wrong
or because they are close?

Shane stares at the message.
That’s the question he’s been avoiding all day.
He types.
Deletes.
Types again.
Shane:
Because I don’t want them deciding before we do.

There’s a long silence after that.
Then—
Ilya:
That I understand.







      






The Shift
By nightfall, mainstream sports media picks it up.
A late-night panel shows the clip briefly.
Laughs about “hockey romance narratives.”
Calls it “great for marketing.”
It’s framed as humor.
But humor plants seeds.
In the locker room tomorrow, someone will joke.
Someone will nudge.
Someone will look just a second too long.
The ice is thinning.






      






Shane (Later That Night)
He lies in bed staring at the ceiling.
Alone this time.
His phone buzzes intermittently with notifications he’s muted.
He replays practice in his head.
He knows exactly when he lost control.
Not physically.
Visually.
He looked at Ilya the way he does in private.
And that—
That’s what the camera caught.
Not lust.
Not even touch.
Recognition.
And recognition is harder to explain away.
His phone lights up.
Ilya:
We did nothing wrong.

Shane exhales slowly.
Technically true.
Emotionally incomplete.
He replies:
Feels like we did.

The typing bubble appears.
Disappears.
Appears again.
Then—
No.
It feels like we stopped pretending.

Shane closes his eyes.
Because that’s it.
The clip isn’t dangerous because it exposes them.
It’s dangerous because it shows the shift.
From enemies.
To something else.
And once the internet decides on a narrative—
It doesn’t let go






      

  












      Chapter 8: Narrative Control
  








  By the next morning, it isn’t just a clip.
It’s a storyline.
Shane wakes to thirty-two missed notifications despite silencing everything the night before.
He doesn’t check them immediately.
He already knows.
When something hits that sweet spot between sports rivalry and romantic subtext, the internet doesn’t let it die quietly.
It evolves it.
He rolls onto his back and stares at the ceiling.
The clip was twelve seconds long.
Twelve seconds.
Now it’s dissected frame-by-frame in 4K slow motion across every platform.
He reaches for his phone anyway.
The first headline he sees isn’t from a fan account.
It’s from a mid-tier sports site.
“From Enemies to Teammates — Is There More to the Hollander–Rozanov Dynamic?”

His stomach tightens.
He scrolls.
There are now compilation threads.
Years of footage pulled into one place.
Playoff scrums where Shane shoved Ilya into the glass — slowed down to show how long their helmets stayed close.
Bench clips where they stared each other down — zoomed until their eyes fill the frame.
Old interviews where Shane deflected questions about Ilya with a clipped tone — captioned: “Denial?”
Someone found a clip from three years ago where Ilya said, “He makes me better.”
It now has romantic music under it.
The narrative has shape now.
And once it has shape, it spreads.






      






Sports Media Picks It Up
By noon, two major hockey podcasts have addressed it.
One treats it as comedy.
“Listen, I’m not saying it’s a rom-com arc, but the tension? Elite.”
Laughter.
Another takes a more analytical angle.
“There’s a psychological shift happening there. You can see it in body language. They’re not posturing anymore — they’re aligning.”
That word sticks.
Aligning.
Shane closes the app.
His chest feels tight in a way that has nothing to do with hockey.






      






The Team Notices
When he walks into the practice facility for video review, the energy is different.
Not accusatory.
Charged.
A couple guys are grinning too hard.
One defenseman mutters, “Hollywood’s eating you alive, man.”
Shane raises an eyebrow. “Slow news week.”
Laughter.
But it lingers.
It’s still framed as a joke.
That’s the safe zone.
Jokes mean plausible deniability.
Across the room, Ilya is leaning back in his chair during video review, arms crossed, expression neutral.
He looks unbothered.
Shane knows better.
Their eyes don’t meet.
That’s deliberate.
And noticeable.






      






The PR Meeting
At 2:00 p.m., they’re both called into a small conference room.
Not together.
Separately.
Shane goes first.
The PR director slides a tablet across the table.
The clip plays again.
Muted.
“We’re not concerned,” she says calmly.
Which means they are.
“It’s being framed as internet humor.”
Shane nods once.
“We’d prefer not to amplify it.”
“I’m not planning to.”
She studies him.
“There may be direct questions in upcoming availabilities.”
“About what?”
She holds his gaze evenly.
“Your relationship.”
The word lands heavier than it should.
Shane keeps his expression steady.
“There isn’t one.”
It’s technically true.
There isn’t a defined one.
There isn’t a public one.
There isn’t one with language attached to it.
She nods.
“That’s the stance.”
Stance.
Like it’s defensive positioning.
He leaves with a strange ringing in his ears.






      






Ilya’s Meeting
Ilya listens without interrupting.
He asks one question.
“If we ignore it, does it disappear?”
The PR director hesitates.
“Usually.”
Usually.
He nods once.
He doesn’t offer clarification.
He doesn’t deny anything beyond the scripted neutrality.
But when he leaves the room, his jaw is tight.
Because he understands something Shane is still fighting.
It doesn’t matter whether they confirm or deny.
The idea is out.
And ideas don’t need proof to survive.






      






The Fan Divide
By evening, the reaction has split cleanly into camps.
Camp One: The Shippers
Edits.
Fan art.
Threaded “evidence.”
Clips slowed to 0.25x speed.
Side-by-side comparison videos titled:
“Tell Me This Isn’t Different.”

They point out the softness in Shane’s posture now.
The way Ilya’s smirk has shifted from taunting to private.
They notice everything.
Too much.
Camp Two: The Traditionalists
“Ridiculous.”
“Overanalyzing.”
“They hate each other.”
Some are defensive.
Some are uncomfortable.
A few are outright hostile.
The comment sections get uglier as the night goes on.
Speculation morphs into assumption.
Assumption morphs into debate.
Debate morphs into identity politics.
And suddenly it isn’t about a twelve-second clip anymore.
It’s about representation.
About masculinity in hockey.
About what people are willing — or unwilling — to see.
Shane scrolls too long.
He shouldn’t.
But he does.
He sees comments defending them fiercely.
He sees comments mocking them.
He sees comments hoping it’s true.
And that’s the one that hits hardest.
Because he doesn’t know what he wants it to be.






      






The Breaking Point
Around 9 p.m., a national sports network posts a segment teaser.
The thumbnail is the freeze-frame.
Shane’s glove at Ilya’s hip.
Their helmets nearly touching.
The caption:
“Chemistry or Something More?”

It’s no longer niche.
It’s mainstream.
Shane’s phone buzzes.
Ilya.
He answers immediately.
There’s no greeting.
“It’s on SportsCenter,” Shane says.
“I know.”
Silence stretches between them.
Not awkward.
Heavy.
“They’re building it into a storyline,” Shane says quietly.
“Yes.”
“They’re not going to let it go.”
“No.”
Another pause.
Then—
“Are you angry?” Ilya asks.
Shane considers.
“No.”
That surprises him.
“I’m not either,” Ilya says.
Shane exhales slowly.
“What are you then?”
A beat.
“Exposed.”
The word sits between them.
Not accused.
Not outed.
Exposed.
Because the truth isn’t fully visible.
But it’s outlined.
And that outline is enough.






      






Late Night Analysis
The sports panel airs.
The tone is playful.
But curious.
One analyst rewinds the clip three times.
“Watch here — see how Hollander doesn’t shove him away immediately? That’s not typical post-whistle behavior.”
Another laughs.
“Maybe they just really missed each other.”
The studio laughs.
But the camera lingers on the freeze-frame again.
Frame by frame.
That’s the problem.
In motion, it’s hockey.
Paused, it’s intimacy.
Shane turns off the TV halfway through.
He can’t watch himself become subtext.






      






The Psychological Shift
The next morning, sponsorship accounts start interacting with the memes.
Not officially.
But subtly.
A team partner comments a laughing emoji under one viral edit.
It’s harmless.
But it means brands are aware.
Which means management is aware.
Which means this isn’t just internet noise anymore.
It’s marketable.
And that terrifies Shane more than outrage would.
Because outrage fades.
Marketing sticks.
If the league decides this is good for engagement—
It won’t die.






      






Ilya’s Perspective
He sits alone in his apartment, lights off, the glow of his phone the only illumination.
He watches the clip again.
Without sound.
Without commentary.
He doesn’t see scandal.
He sees a moment where Shane forgot the world was watching.
He sees himself not pulling away.
That’s what unsettles him.
They have built years of tension deliberately.
Controlled hostility.
Calculated rivalry.
Now the hostility looks different.
And the world noticed before they decided what it meant.
His phone buzzes again.
Another notification.
Another analysis thread.
He locks the screen.
Because the truth is simple:
If it were entirely false, it wouldn’t sting.






      






The Call They Don’t Want to Have
Near midnight, Shane texts first.
We can pull back.

It takes three minutes for Ilya to reply.
From what?

Shane stares at the screen.
From this.
From whatever they think this is.

The response comes faster this time.
And what is it?

Shane doesn’t answer immediately.
Because the problem isn’t the media.
It’s the question underneath it.
Finally:
I don’t know yet.

Long pause.
Then—
Then do not let them define it before we do.

Shane exhales slowly.
That’s the heart of it.
The fear isn’t being seen.
It’s being labeled before they’re ready to choose the word themselves.






      






Closing Shift
By the end of the week, the clip passes 2.3 million views.
It slows after that.
As all viral moments do.
But it doesn’t disappear.
It becomes reference material.
A shorthand.
Whenever they’re on screen together, fans comment the same thing.
Whenever they collide in practice, someone posts a zoomed-in angle.
The rivalry has evolved publicly.
Not confirmed.
Not denied.
Just reframed.
And the most dangerous part?
Neither of them hates it.
They hate the lack of control.
They hate the scrutiny.
They hate the commentary.
But the idea itself —
The possibility being seen —
Doesn’t make them recoil.
It makes them careful.
Which is worse.
Because now every glance carries weight.
Every touch risks slow motion.
Every practice feels like a stage.
And for the first time since the trade,
It’s not just about hockey.
It’s about narrative.
And narratives —
Once they catch —
Don’t let go easily






      

  












      Chapter 9: Between the Lines
  








  The jokes start before Shane even reaches his stall.
He hears them drifting down the hallway — low laughter, a dramatic whistle, someone humming a wedding march off-key.
He doesn’t react.
He walks into the locker room like he always does.
Controlled.
Neutral.
Unimpressed.
“Hollywood!” someone calls.
Shane drops his bag at his stall. “Original.”
A winger across the room grins. “You signing autographs for your fan account yet?”
Laughter breaks out.
It’s light.
That’s the important part.
Light means safe.
He sits and starts unlacing his shoes.
“Didn’t know practice was pay-per-view,” a defenseman adds. “That slow-mo? Crazy.”
Shane rolls his shoulders once. “You guys need hobbies.”
“Oh, we have one,” someone says. “It’s you two.”
Across the room, Ilya leans back against his stall, arms loose, ankle crossed over knee. He looks relaxed.
Too relaxed.
“Careful on the boards today,” another teammate chirps. “Might go viral again.”
Ilya answers smoothly, “If you are jealous, just say so.”
The room howls.
Shane doesn’t smile.
Because beneath the laughter is curiosity.
Not cruel.
Not hostile.
But sharper than yesterday.






      






Practice Feels Different
Cliff Marlow lines up on Shane’s wing during rush drills.
He’s a veteran forward — steady, observant, rarely the loudest voice but always aware of spacing, tempo, shifts in energy.
Today, he’s watching.
During neutral-zone entries, Shane and Ilya move with intentional distance.
Still effective.
Still clean.
But there’s space where instinct used to be.
Cliff notices that too.
During a board battle drill, Shane and Ilya collide again.
It’s routine.
Shoulder-to-shoulder.
Sticks tangled.
But this time they disengage faster.
Almost exaggerated.
Cliff skates past them and mutters just loud enough for Shane to hear, “You don’t have to overcorrect.”
Shane shoots him a look.
Cliff doesn’t elaborate.






      






The Locker Room — Round Two
After practice, the teasing picks up again.
A rookie says, “So when’s the engagement announcement?”
Someone tosses tape at him.
“Shut up.”
But the tone remains joking.
One of the older defensemen leans back and says, “Real talk though — you guys cool with all that noise?”
It’s casual.
But it’s the first non-joke question.
Shane shrugs. “It’s the internet.”
Ilya adds, “They will find something new next week.”
That seems to settle most of them.
Conversation shifts.
Music turns up.
But Cliff stays quiet.
Watching.






      






The Hallway
Shane leaves the locker room alone.
Halfway down the hall toward the parking lot, he hears boots behind him.
“Hey.”
Cliff.
Shane slows but doesn’t stop walking.
“What?”
Cliff matches his pace easily.
“You good?”
“I’m fine.”
Cliff glances sideways at him.
“You don’t look fine.”
Shane exhales through his nose. “It’s just noise.”
Cliff stops walking.
Shane takes two more steps before realizing and turning back.
Cliff stands with hands on hips — relaxed stance, but steady eyes.
“Then answer something,” Cliff says calmly.
Shane braces.
“Why does it bother you?”
“It doesn’t.”
Cliff doesn’t move.
“That hesitation,” he says quietly, “says it does.”
Shane runs a hand over his face.
“It’s annoying.”
“Because it’s wrong?” Cliff asks.
The question lands softly.
Not aggressive.
Not prying.
Just direct.
Shane hesitates.
“That’s not what I asked,” Cliff says gently.
Silence stretches.
The hallway feels narrow.
“It’s not that simple,” Shane says finally.
Cliff nods once.
“It never is.”
Another beat.
Then Cliff asks the question Shane knew was coming.
“Is there something there?”
Not accusatory.
Not loaded.
Just factual curiosity.
Shane swallows.
He could deny it.
Easily.
But Cliff’s expression isn’t judgmental.
It’s steady.
Grounded.
“I don’t know,” Shane admits.
Cliff studies him.
“That’s not the same as no.”
“No,” Shane agrees quietly.
Cliff nods.
“Okay.”
Shane frowns slightly. “That’s it?”
Cliff shrugs. “You think I care who you look at like that?”
Shane stiffens.
“Like what?”
Cliff meets his eyes evenly.
“Like he matters.”
The precision of it hits harder than any locker room joke.
Shane looks away first.
Cliff continues, voice steady.
“Guys are chirping because it’s easy. Viral clip, internet jokes. But if it’s more than that, you don’t owe anyone clarity until you’re ready.”
Shane’s chest tightens unexpectedly.
“You’re not weird about it?” he asks quietly.
Cliff lets out a short breath — almost a laugh.
“I’m a forward, not a priest,” he says dryly. “I care if you show up for your shift. I care if you battle on the boards. Who you go home with isn’t part of the power play.”
That pulls a reluctant half-smile out of Shane.
Cliff’s expression softens slightly.
“But if he matters,” he adds, “don’t let the room decide what that means.”
The words sit heavy between them.
Cliff claps him lightly on the shoulder — not invasive, not symbolic.
Just teammate to teammate.
Then he walks away.






      






Parking Lot
Ilya is leaning against his car.
Waiting.
He watches the tail end of the conversation from a distance.
When Shane approaches, Ilya studies his face carefully.
“You look different,” Ilya says.
“Cliff asked questions.”
“Ah.”
They stand there in the cold air.
No cameras.
No teammates.
“What did you say?” Ilya asks quietly.
“I didn’t lie.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens slightly.
“And?”
“And he didn’t care.”
A beat.
That lands.
“That is good,” Ilya says.
Shane nods.
“Yeah.”
Silence stretches.
The jokes will continue.
The memes won’t disappear.
But something shifted today.
Inside the room.
Not everyone is laughing because they’re uncomfortable.
Some of them just don’t care.
And that realization changes the weight of it.
Shane looks at Ilya.
This time, the look is deliberate.
Not accidental.
Not viral.
Not slowed down for strangers.
“If they’re going to keep talking,” Shane says quietly, “we should at least decide what we are.”
Ilya studies him carefully.
“Not because of them.”
“No.”
A breath.
“Because of us.”
And for the first time since the clip went viral —
The pressure doesn’t feel external.
It feels internal.
Which is more dangerous






      

  












      Chapter 10: What We Are
  








  The drive back is quiet.
Not tense.
Not exactly.
But full.
The kind of silence that isn’t empty — it’s crowded with things unsaid.
Shane drives.
Ilya sits in the passenger seat, one elbow on the window ledge, city lights sliding over his face in gold and shadow. The radio is off. The only sound is the hum of the engine and the faint rush of tires on asphalt.
Shane’s hands are steady on the wheel.
Too steady.
He replays practice in loops — the rushes, the way they instinctively found each other, the way Cliff’s words settled like weight between his ribs.
If he matters.
The apartment building appears too soon.
He parks.
Neither of them move immediately.
It’s Ilya who breaks first.
“We are doing this now, yes?” he says quietly.
Shane exhales through his nose.
“Yeah.”






      






Inside
The apartment smells faintly like clean laundry and something citrus from the cleaning spray they used last weekend.
Domestic.
Too domestic.
Shane shrugs out of his jacket and hangs it carefully. Ilya kicks off his shoes by the door, looser, less controlled.
The overhead lights are too bright.
Shane turns them off and switches on the lamp by the couch instead. Softer. Warmer.
They stand in the living room, a few feet apart.
It feels like standing at the blue line before a faceoff.
Waiting for the drop.
“I don’t want to do this because of them,” Shane says first.
Ilya tilts his head slightly. “Then why?”
Shane hesitates.
Because that’s the harder part.
“Because when Cliff asked me if there was something there, I couldn’t say no.”
Ilya doesn’t react immediately.
But something in his shoulders shifts.
“You could have,” Ilya says.
“I know.”
Silence stretches between them.
The air feels heavier in here than it did outside.






      






The Fear Underneath
Shane drags a hand through his hair.
“I don’t know what this is,” he admits. “And that’s what I hate.”
“You hate not knowing.”
“Yes.”
It’s automatic.
Structured.
Defined.
Labeled.
Shane has always understood himself through structure.
Line combinations.
Game plans.
Career trajectory.
Rivalry.
He understands competition.
He understands anger.
He understands obsession.
But this—
This is different.
“I’ve built my entire career on control,” Shane says quietly. “On being predictable. Disciplined. Focused.”
“And I ruin that?” Ilya asks softly.
Shane looks up sharply. “No.”
Too fast.
Too defensive.
“You don’t ruin it,” he says again, more carefully. “You make it… unstable.”
Ilya absorbs that without flinching.
“Unstable like bad ice?” he asks.
Shane huffs a small, involuntary laugh. “No.”
A beat.
“Unstable like I don’t always know what I’m going to do around you.”
That lands.
Ilya’s gaze sharpens.
“You kissed me first,” he says quietly.
Shane’s pulse jumps.
“I know.”
“You started this.”
“I know.”
Ilya takes a slow step forward.
Not crowding.
But closer.
“And now?”
Now.
The word feels enormous.






      






The Question of Identity
Shane sits on the edge of the couch, elbows on his knees.
“I never…” He falters. Starts again. “I never thought about this. Not seriously.”
“About men?” Ilya asks plainly.
Shane nods once.
“Not because I was against it,” he adds quickly. “Just— it wasn’t part of the plan.”
“You have a plan for everything,” Ilya murmurs.
“Yes.”
“And I am not on it.”
Shane looks up at him.
“You weren’t supposed to be.”
There’s no accusation in it.
Just truth.
Ilya moves to sit beside him, close enough that their shoulders almost touch.
“Where I come from,” Ilya says quietly, “there is not much room for confusion. You are one thing or the other. Strong or weak. This or that.”
Shane listens.
“I did not question,” Ilya continues. “I just wanted to win. To be best. That was enough.”
“And now?”
Ilya turns his head slightly.
“Now I think about you.”
It’s simple.
Unadorned.
It hits harder than anything else tonight.






      






The Rivalry That Wasn’t Just Rivalry
“You’ve been in my head for years,” Shane admits.
Ilya smirks faintly. “Yes. Because I am better.”
Shane bumps his shoulder lightly.
“Because you mattered.”
The teasing fades.
“I hated losing to you,” Shane continues. “I hated how easy you made it look. I hated that I couldn’t ignore you.”
Ilya watches him carefully.
“And somewhere along the line,” Shane says slowly, “it stopped feeling like hate.”
The admission hangs in the air.
Fragile.
Ilya’s voice lowers. “What did it feel like?”
Shane swallows.
“Like I needed you to see me.”
The honesty of that nearly cracks him open.
“I needed you to know I was as good as you. That I could push you. That I wasn’t just… background.”
“You were never background,” Ilya says immediately.
Their knees brush.
Neither moves away.






      






Defining It
“So what are we?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya considers.
“We are not rivals anymore,” he says first.
“No.”
“We are not just teammates.”
“No.”
A long pause.
Ilya reaches out slowly — giving Shane time to pull away — and threads their fingers together.
The contact is deliberate.
Grounded.
Not rushed.
“We are choosing each other,” Ilya says.
Shane’s chest tightens.
“Is that enough?”
“For now,” Ilya replies.
Shane studies their joined hands.
“I don’t know what that makes me.”
Ilya squeezes gently.
“It makes you honest.”
That sits differently.
Less frightening.
More solid.
“You don’t need to label everything tonight,” Ilya adds. “You just need to decide if you want this.”
Shane looks at him.
Really looks.
At the steadiness.
The vulnerability.
The lack of mockery.
He thinks about the ice — how instinctively they move together. How natural it feels.
He thinks about the hallway, about Cliff’s quiet understanding.
He thinks about the way his chest settles when Ilya is near.
“I want this,” Shane says.
The words are quiet.
But firm.
Ilya exhales — not dramatic, but relieved.
“Good,” he says softly. “Because I do not want to go back.”






      






The Private Quiet
The tension shifts after that.
Not gone.
But clarified.
Ilya leans in slowly.
This kiss isn’t sharp or competitive or reactive.
It’s patient.
Learning.
Shane feels the difference immediately.
No proving.
No pushing.
Just warmth.
His hand slides to Ilya’s waist. Ilya’s thumb brushes along Shane’s jaw.
They pull back slightly, foreheads resting together.
“Still unstable?” Ilya murmurs.
Shane lets out a quiet breath.
“Yes.”
“But not bad.”
“No,” Shane admits. “Not bad.”
They sit like that for a long time.
Talking in fragments.
About fear.
About press questions that might come.
About families who don’t know.
About the possibility of this becoming public.
But the core remains simple:
They are choosing it.
Not because of the media.
Not because of a viral clip.
Not because the locker room suspects.
Because they want to.
Eventually, they move to the bedroom.
Not rushed.
Not frantic.
Just close.
Shane realizes, somewhere between brushing their teeth side by side and sliding under the covers, that the fear hasn’t disappeared.
It’s still there.
But it’s no longer leading.
He turns toward Ilya in the dark.
“What if this changes everything?” he asks quietly.
Ilya shifts closer, arm settling around his waist.
“Then we change with it.”
Shane rests his forehead against Ilya’s collarbone.
For the first time since the trade.
For the first time since the video.
For the first time since the rivalry began twisting into something else—
He doesn’t feel like he’s bracing.
He feels like he’s choosing.
And maybe that’s what they are.
Not defined.
Not labeled.
Just chosen






      

  












      Chapter 11: Under the Lights
  








  Game day feels different.
Not louder.
Not bigger.
Just sharper.
Shane wakes up before his alarm.
The light coming through the blinds is thin and pale, early Boston gray. For a second, he forgets what day it is.
Then he remembers.
First game since the video.
First game since the whispers turned into headlines.
First game since they chose each other.
Ilya is still asleep beside him, sprawled half on his stomach, one arm thrown across Shane’s waist like he claimed it unconsciously in the night.
Shane watches him breathe.
Steady.
Unbothered.
Or at least pretending to be.
His phone buzzes on the nightstand.
He doesn’t have to look to know what it is.
Notifications.
Tags.
Mentions.
Speculation.
He flips it face down.
Not today.






      






Arrival
The arena parking garage is already crowded when they pull in.
Media trucks.
Satellite vans.
That’s new.
Shane notices. Says nothing.
Inside, the air smells like coffee and sharpened skate steel. Familiar. Grounding.
But the hallway outside the locker room is thicker than usual with reporters.
Cameras.
Boom mics.
A cluster of press badges.
They’re not subtle about who they’re waiting for.
“Shane! Shane!”
He keeps walking.
“Ilya! Over here!”
A PR staffer intercepts smoothly. “Postgame only, guys.”
Flashbulbs still pop.
Shane feels the heat of them against his skin.
Ilya leans closer as they push through the door.
“They are hungry,” he murmurs.
Shane exhales. “Let them starve.”






      






Pre-Game Warmup
The ice glows under the lights.
The crowd is louder than usual for warmups — phones already out, pointed.
Shane skates hard laps, stretching his stride, digging edges deep. He needs to feel the ice bite.
Across the rink, Ilya takes one-timers from the right circle, each shot cracking clean against the boards behind the net.
They don’t avoid each other.
But they don’t gravitate either.
It’s a careful balance.
As Shane circles back toward center ice, he hears it.
A pocket of fans chanting something rhythmic.
He catches a word.
“Boy-friends.”
It’s half-mocking. Half-supportive.
He can’t tell which.
He refuses to look up into the stands.
Instead, he lines up for passing drills.
Tape to tape.
Quick release.
Low blocker.
Focus.
If he plays well, that’s the story.
If he doesn’t—
He doesn’t let that thought finish.






      






First Period
The puck drops clean.
Fast pace immediately.
The Raiders are playing the New York Admirals — aggressive forecheck, heavy neutral-zone pressure.
Shane’s first shift is sharp.
Cliff takes the draw and wins it back clean.
Shane chips it off the boards and accelerates through the neutral zone.
A defenseman steps up.
Shane cuts inside.
Draws contact.
Gets the puck deep.
Simple.
Smart.
Bench taps in approval.
Second shift, Ilya strips an Admiral at the blue line and drives wide. Shane reads it instinctively, cutting to the slot.
The pass comes blind over the defender’s stick.
Shane snaps it on net.
Saved.
Rebound kicks to Marlow, who buries it.
Goal.
The arena erupts.
Shane turns automatically toward the net front — and Ilya is already there.
For a split second, it’s instinct.
They collide in celebration.
Gloves thump against helmets.
Too close.
Too natural.
Cameras flash wildly.
Shane feels it even before he sees it on the jumbotron replay — slow-motion shoulder bump, faces inches apart, grins breaking through intensity.
The crowd noise spikes.
Not just cheering.
Reacting.
On the bench, someone mutters, “That’s gonna be clipped.”
Shane doesn’t answer.
He just sits back down, heart pounding.






      






Between Periods
They lead 1–0.
In the locker room, Coach keeps it strictly tactical.
“Keep pressure on their weak side. Their D’s cheating high.”
Nobody mentions the crowd.
Nobody mentions the cameras.
But Shane catches a few glances.
Not judgmental.
Just aware.
Ilya sits beside him, silent, breathing controlled.
Their knees brush.
Neither moves.






      






Second Period
The Admirals adjust.
Harder hits.
More physical play.
Midway through the period, Shane gets crushed along the boards by a heavy check.
He goes down hard.
The crowd gasps.
Before he’s fully upright, Ilya is there.
Shoves the Admiral defenseman back.
Gloves up.
Ref whistles.
Scrum.
It’s fast.
Instinctive.
Protective.
Shane grabs Ilya’s arm. “I’m fine.”
Ilya’s jaw is tight. “He hit late.”
“I’m fine,” Shane repeats.
They skate to the box — matching roughing minors.
Inside the penalty box, shoulder to shoulder, the glass separating them from thousands of staring faces, the noise feels amplified.
Cameras zoom in.
The jumbotron shows them side by side.
The crowd noise shifts again.
Some boos.
Some cheers.
Some chanting.
Shane stares straight ahead.
Ilya leans slightly closer, voice low enough only Shane hears.
“Still fine?”
Shane nods once.
But his pulse is racing.
Not from the hit.
From the way Ilya reacted.
From how natural it felt.
From how visible it was.






      






Third Period
Tie game, 2–2.
Tension thick.
Every shift matters.
Coach shortens the bench.
Shane, Cliff, and Ilya are out together again with under five minutes left.
It feels inevitable.
The puck cycles high.
Marlow battles along the half wall and kicks it free.
Ilya collects, spins off a defender, drives toward the right circle.
Shane doesn’t think.
He just goes.
Cuts through the middle lane, stick down.
The pass threads through traffic.
Tape.
Release.
Goal.
The red light flares.
The sound is deafening.
Shane doesn’t even remember moving — suddenly Ilya is there, grabbing his helmet, shouting something wordless and victorious.
They crash together against the glass.
The celebration is raw.
Unfiltered.
Not careful.
The crowd explodes.
Phones everywhere.
On the bench, teammates slam sticks against the boards.
Cliff wraps them both in briefly before skating away.
“Worth the headlines,” he mutters.
The final buzzer sounds minutes later.
Raiders win 3–2.






      






The Immediate Aftermath
The handshake line is quick.
But as Shane skates toward the tunnel, he feels the difference.
Eyes linger longer.
Opposing players glance between him and Ilya with something like curiosity.
Back in the hallway, PR is already waiting.
“Both of you,” the rep says quietly. “You’re requested.”
Of course they are.






      






Postgame Media
The press room is packed.
More than usual.
Shane sits at the table.
Ilya beside him.
Microphones everywhere.
Logos crowding the desk.
First few questions are predictable.
“Talk about the chemistry on that final goal.”
Shane answers smoothly. “We read each other well. Marlow made a great play along the wall.”
Ilya nods. “It was open lane. He was there.”
Then it shifts.
A reporter clears her throat.
“There’s been a lot of attention this week around a viral video and speculation about your relationship. Did that impact your play tonight?”
The room goes still.
Shane feels every camera lens tighten.
He glances at Ilya briefly.
Not for permission.
Just grounding.
“No,” Shane says calmly. “We’re here to win hockey games.”
Another reporter presses. “Can you address the speculation directly?”
PR shifts slightly at the side wall.
Shane breathes once.
Measured.
“We’re teammates,” he says. “We compete hard. We support each other. Anything beyond that isn’t relevant to how we play.”
It’s controlled.
Not denial.
Not confirmation.
Ilya adds evenly, “We care about this team. That is what matters.”
Flashbulbs again.
They move on.
But the air never fully resets.






      






Online Reaction
By the time they reach the locker room, the clip is already everywhere.
The goal celebration.
The penalty box moment.
The shove after the hit.
Side-by-side comparison edits.
Slow motion.
Zoomed-in eye contact.
Headlines:
“On-Ice Chemistry or Something More?”
“Raiders Duo Fuel Speculation with Game-Winning Moment.”
“Protective Instinct or Just Hockey?”
Commentators debate on late-night sports panels.
Some dismiss it.
“Let them play.”
Some lean into it.
“You can’t tell me that’s just teammates.”
Some are openly supportive.
“If they are together, good for them.”
Some are less kind.
Shane scrolls once.
Stops.
Locks his phone.
He looks across the room.
Ilya is laughing at something Cliff said.
Loose.
Unbothered.
Or pretending well.
Cliff catches Shane watching and gives him a subtle nod.
You showed up.
That’s what matters.






      






The Drive Home
This time the silence feels different.
Less uncertain.
More charged.
“You were reckless,” Shane says finally.
“You were hit,” Ilya replies.
“I can handle myself.”
“I know.”
A beat.
“I did not like it.”
Shane’s grip tightens slightly on the wheel.
“That’s the problem,” he says quietly.
“That I care?” Ilya asks.
“That everyone can see it.”
Ilya turns toward him.
“Let them.”
The simplicity of it shakes something loose in Shane’s chest.
“They’re going to keep asking,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
“They’re not going to drop it.”
“No.”
Shane pulls into the parking garage.
Turns off the engine.
Silence settles.
“You regret it?” Ilya asks softly.
Shane thinks about the goal.
The instinct.
The way it felt to collide against the glass, victorious and unfiltered.
The way Ilya’s hand grabbed his helmet like it was the most natural thing in the world.
“No,” Shane says.
He means it.
Outside, the media storm keeps building.
Clips replay.
Debates rage.
Speculation spreads.
But inside the quiet of the car—
It doesn’t feel like scandal.
It feels like something undeniable.
And for the first time, Shane isn’t just bracing for impact.
He’s wondering what it would feel like to stop hiding entirely






      

  












      Chapter 12: Home Ice
  








  Shane doesn’t call them right away.
He tells himself it’s because there’s nothing to say.
Because he didn’t confirm anything.
Because speculation isn’t confession.
But that’s not the truth.
The truth is—
His parents have always known everything about him.
Or at least, they’ve believed they did.
And this?
This feels like stepping onto ice he’s never tested.






      






The Text From His Mother
It comes the morning after the game.
He wakes to sunlight and the weight of Ilya’s arm across his ribs.
His phone is face down on the nightstand again.
He stares at it for a full thirty seconds before flipping it over.
Five missed calls.
Three from reporters.
One from an unknown Toronto number.
One from:
Mom.
And a text.
Call us when you can. We watched the game. Love you.

His stomach drops.
Love you.
Not: What is this?
Not: Is it true?
Not: We need to talk.
Just love you.
Ilya shifts beside him.
“You look pale,” he murmurs.
Shane swallows. “They watched.”
“Of course they watched.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Ilya understands immediately.
“Ah.”






      






The Call
He doesn’t wait.
If he waits, he’ll overthink it.
He steps into the living room, closing the bedroom door gently behind him.
His hands feel cold when he presses call.
It rings once.
Twice.
“Shane?”
His mother’s voice is steady. Warm. Controlled.
“Hey.”
“We were just about to call you again,” she says. “Your father’s here.”
There’s a faint shuffle.
Then his dad’s voice joins in. “Morning, kid.”
Shane leans against the wall.
“Morning.”
There’s a pause.
Not awkward.
But deliberate.
“We watched the whole game,” his dad says. “Hell of a finish.”
Shane lets out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Yeah.”
“You looked strong,” his mom adds. “Fast.”
Another pause.
And then—
His father clears his throat.
“There’s a lot of noise around it.”
There it is.
Shane closes his eyes briefly.
“Yeah.”
His mother speaks next.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Not accusatory.
Not demanding.
An invitation.
He hadn’t prepared for kindness.






      






Expectations
Shane grew up in arenas.
His dad coached junior hockey for years. Structured. Traditional. Hard on him, harder on himself.
His mom organized fundraisers, team dinners, billet arrangements.
Hockey wasn’t just his sport.
It was the family language.
“I don’t know what there is to say,” Shane admits quietly.
“You could start with whether you’re okay,” his mom replies.
That catches him off guard.
“I’m fine.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
He exhales.
“I’m… figuring things out.”
Silence on the other end.
He imagines them at the kitchen table. The same table he did homework at. The same table they planned his travel teams around.
His dad speaks carefully.
“Is there something to figure out?”
The question is gentle.
But it carries decades of assumption behind it.
Shane stares at the hardwood floor.
“I didn’t plan for this,” he says.
“That doesn’t mean it’s wrong,” his mother says immediately.
His throat tightens.
“It’s not just about me,” Shane says. “It’s public. It affects the team. The organization.”
“We’re not asking about the team,” his dad says quietly.
“We’re asking about you.”
And that’s the hardest part.
Because hockey has always been the easier answer.






      






Saying It Without Saying It
“I care about him,” Shane says finally.
The word feels enormous.
Care.
On the other end of the line, there’s no gasp. No interruption.
Just listening.
“Okay,” his mom says softly.
His father asks, steady as ever, “Does he treat you well?”
Shane almost laughs at the simplicity of it.
“Yeah.”
“Then that’s something,” his dad replies.
A long pause.
“You know this doesn’t change anything for us,” his mother adds.
And that—
That’s when the tightness in his chest cracks.
“You don’t—” He stops. Starts again. “You’re not disappointed?”
There’s hurt in her voice now.
“Oh, honey.”
His dad answers instead.
“We raised you to work hard. To be honest. To stand up for yourself. That’s it. That’s the list.”
Shane presses his fingers into his eyes.
“I don’t even know what I am yet,” he admits.
“You don’t have to,” his mom says. “You don’t owe anyone a label before you’re ready.”
The words echo what Ilya said.
The consistency steadies him.






      






After the Call
When he hangs up, he just stands there.
Breathing.
It feels like he expected resistance.
Pushback.
Something to fight against.
Instead, he got space.
Understanding.
Love that didn’t ask for clarification.
Ilya opens the bedroom door quietly.
“How was it?”
Shane looks at him.
“They’re fine.”
Ilya studies his face. “You are not just fine.”
Shane shakes his head once.
“They said as long as you treat me well.”
Ilya blinks. Then smirks faintly. “I can do that.”
The tension dissolves slightly.






      






The Message From Hayden Pike
Later that afternoon, another notification lights up his screen.
Hayden Pike.
Former teammate.
Former roommate on road trips.
The kind of guy who chirped mercilessly but blocked shots without hesitation. But also one of his closest friends.
So… you gonna tell me before Twitter does next time?

Shane stares at it.
He types back.
Tell you what?

Three dots immediately.
Don’t be an idiot. You two looked like a married couple after that goal.

Shane huffs out a quiet laugh.
It’s complicated.

Hayden replies:
Yeah. I figured. Just checking you’re good.

A pause.
Then another message.
For what it’s worth — locker room doesn’t care. If you can still snipe like that, you’re fine.

Shane’s shoulders loosen.
You sure?

Hayden responds almost instantly.
Dude. We shared hotel rooms for three seasons. If I had a problem, I’d have said something by now.

And then:
Just don’t let the media eat you alive. That’s the only enemy here.

Shane stares at that one longer.
Because that’s the real fear.
Not teammates.
Not even family.
The noise.
The narrative.






      






Old Teammates, Mixed Reactions
Not all messages are as easy.
One former teammate sends a vague:
Wild times. Hope it’s not a distraction.

Another doesn’t text at all — but likes a tweet speculating.
Shane notices.
He tells himself he doesn’t care.
But he does.
Because hockey culture is layered.
Because acceptance isn’t always loud.
Because silence can mean many things.
Still—
The people who matter most didn’t hesitate.
His parents.
Hayden.
Cliff.
The pattern is clear.






      






That Night
He tells Ilya about the mixed reactions.
About the supportive ones.
About the ones that were more cautious.
Ilya listens quietly.
“In Russia,” Ilya says slowly, “there would not be mixed reaction.”
Shane looks at him.
“It would not be good,” Ilya clarifies.
The weight of that sits between them.
“You’re okay?” Shane asks.
Ilya shrugs one shoulder.
“I knew what this could be.”
A pause.
“But knowing is different than living it.”
Shane nods.
He understands that.
They sit on the couch.
Phones face down.
The world still debating them in headlines and comment sections.
“You regret it?” Shane asks softly.
Ilya turns toward him fully.
“No.”
Shane searches his face for even a flicker of doubt.
Finds none.
“Me neither,” he admits.
And that feels like the first real anchor in all of this.
Not public approval.
Not speculation.
Not the absence of backlash.
Just—
Not regretting the choice.






      






Closing
Later, lying in bed, Shane stares at the ceiling.
His life has always followed a structure:
Train.
Compete.
Win.
Advance.
This is different.
This is undefined.
But when Ilya shifts closer in his sleep, instinctively, and drapes an arm over him—
It doesn’t feel like chaos.
It feels like something steady.
His phone buzzes once more on the nightstand.
Another headline.
Another debate.
He doesn’t look.
For the first time since this started—
He doesn’t need to know what the world thinks before deciding how he feels.
And that might be the biggest change of all.






      

  












      Chapter 13: The Timing of It
  








  The idea doesn’t come all at once.
It builds.
Slowly.
In glances across the ice.
In questions reporters almost ask but don’t.
In the way PR lingers a little longer after press conferences.
In the way headlines refuse to die.
Two weeks until All-Star Weekend.
Two weeks of speculation.
Two weeks of “just teammates.”
And it’s getting harder to pretend the decision isn’t sitting between them.






      






The Suggestion
It starts in the least dramatic way possible.
At the kitchen counter.
Shane is scrolling through an article dissecting their body language from the last game — freeze frames circled in red, arrows pointing to hand placement like it’s game tape.
Ilya is leaning against the counter, arms folded.
“They will not stop,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane doesn’t look up. “They’ll get bored.”
“They have not.”
Shane exhales and locks his phone.
“What are you suggesting?”
Ilya considers him carefully.
“That we stop letting them decide the story.”
The words hang in the air.
Heavy.
Shane’s pulse ticks up.
“You mean confirm it.”
“Yes.”
The word is simple.
The implications are not.






      






The Fear, Named Clearly
Shane moves to the couch and sits down slowly.
“I don’t want this to become a circus.”
“It already is,” Ilya replies.
“I don’t want the team dragged into it.”
“They already are.”
Shane looks up at him sharply.
“That’s not fair.”
“No,” Ilya agrees calmly. “It is not.”
Silence settles.
Shane runs a hand through his hair.
“You know what this means, right?” he says. “Endorsements. Sponsorships. Road games in certain cities. The way refs might treat us. Opposing fans.”
“Yes.”
“You’ve thought about that?”
“I have lived in worse,” Ilya says quietly.
That stops Shane.
Because it’s true.
Ilya’s career didn’t start in safe spaces.
But this isn’t about surviving.
It’s about choosing exposure.






      






Why Not Now?
Shane stares at the dark TV screen.
“If we do it now, it’s reactionary,” he says. “It looks like we’re responding to gossip.”
“And if we wait?”
“It looks deliberate.”
Ilya nods slowly.
“You want control.”
“Yes.”
“You always do.”
There’s no judgment in it.
Just recognition.
Shane stands and starts pacing.
“All-Star Weekend,” he says suddenly.
Ilya tilts his head slightly.
“It’s two weeks away. Media’s already going to be everywhere. Interviews. Spotlight. If we say something then, it’s not because of one viral clip. It’s because we chose to.”
Ilya studies him.
“You want to attach it to something bigger.”
“Yes.”
“To hockey.”
“Yes.”
A slow exhale from Ilya.
“That is very you.”
Shane stops pacing.
“You don’t like it.”
“I did not say that.”
“You’re thinking it.”
Ilya steps closer.
“I am thinking,” he says carefully, “that waiting two weeks means two more weeks of pretending.”






      






The Cost of Waiting
That lands harder than Shane expects.
“I’m not pretending,” he says defensively.
“You are not answering.”
“That’s different.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens slightly.
“In interviews,” he continues, “when they ask, you say it is not relevant.”
“It isn’t.”
“It is to them.”
Shane hesitates.
“And to us,” Ilya adds quietly.
The air shifts.
This isn’t just about headlines.
It’s about what they are to each other in public space.
“Are you ashamed?” Ilya asks softly.
The question is barely audible.
But it hits like a body check.
“No,” Shane says immediately.
“Then why hide?”
Shane opens his mouth.
Closes it.
Because the answer isn’t shame.
It’s fear.






      






The Real Fear
“It’s not about being ashamed of you,” Shane says finally.
“Then what?”
“It’s about not knowing how this changes everything.”
Ilya waits.
Shane rarely articulates fear this directly.
“Hockey is the only thing I’ve ever been certain of,” Shane continues. “The only constant. The only place I’ve never had to explain myself.”
“And now?”
“Now it’s tied to something personal. Something that can be attacked.”
Ilya absorbs that.
“In Russia,” he says slowly, “we are told early what parts of ourselves are safe. You are saying this part is not safe.”
“I’m saying I don’t know if it is.”
Silence.
Then—
“Would it be safer,” Ilya asks quietly, “if it were a woman?”
The question slices clean.
Shane doesn’t hesitate this time.
“Yes.”
There it is.
Truth.
And they both sit with it.






      






The Turning Point
Ilya moves to sit beside him.
Close.
Not touching yet.
“You know what I am afraid of?” Ilya says.
Shane shakes his head.
“That you will decide it is easier to go back.”
Shane turns toward him sharply.
“Back to what?”
“To rivalry. To distance. To ‘just teammates.’”
The vulnerability in Ilya’s voice is rare.
Exposed.
“I don’t want that,” Shane says immediately.
“Then do not build a path to it.”
The words are quiet.
But firm.
Shane exhales slowly.
“I don’t want to lose the game over this.”
“And I don’t want to lose you to it,” Ilya replies.
That settles it.
Because one of those fears is about career.
The other is about them.
And suddenly the hierarchy feels obvious.






      






The Decision
“All-Star Weekend,” Shane says again, but softer this time.
“We finish these next two games. We focus. We don’t let it distract the room.”
“And then?” Ilya asks.
“Then we say it clearly.”
“Say what?”
Shane meets his eyes.
“That we’re together.”
The word hangs between them.
Together.
Ilya’s expression shifts — something almost like relief flickering beneath the surface.
“Not vague?” he asks.
“Not vague.”
“Not ‘we care about each other as teammates’?”
Shane shakes his head.
“No.”
A long silence.
“You are sure?” Ilya asks.
Shane thinks about his parents.
About his father asking only if he’s treated well.
About his mother saying he doesn’t owe anyone a label before he’s ready.
About Hayden’s blunt support.
About Cliff’s quiet nod in the hallway.
About the goal celebration.
About the way it felt not to hide.
“Yes,” Shane says.
“I’m sure.”






      






The Practicalities
They move into logistics after that.
PR strategy.
Timing.
A joint statement versus separate interviews.
“If we do it,” Shane says, “we do it together.”
“Of course.”
“No one-sided quotes. No room for twisting.”
“We stand next to each other,” Ilya agrees.
The steadiness in his voice eases something inside Shane.
“It will change things,” Ilya says quietly.
“I know.”
“You may lose sponsors.”
“I know.”
“You may gain some.”
Shane huffs softly. “That’s not why.”
“I know.”
Another silence.
“But,” Ilya adds, “if it becomes loud — if it becomes ugly — we remember why.”
Shane nods.
“Because we chose it.”
“Yes.”






      






Later That Night
They lie in bed, facing each other.
No phones.
No noise.
Just the low hum of the city outside.
“Two weeks,” Ilya says.
“Two weeks.”
“Can you handle that?”
Shane considers.
“Yeah.”
A beat.
“Can you?”
Ilya’s lips twitch slightly.
“I have handled worse than gossip.”
Shane reaches for him.
Not urgent.
Not desperate.
Just steady.
When they kiss, it feels different than it did before.
Less uncertain.
More grounded.
They aren’t reacting anymore.
They aren’t hiding.
They’re preparing.






      






The Quiet Resolve
The next morning at practice, nothing has changed.
And everything has.
They skate the same.
Compete the same.
Laugh at the same locker room jokes.
But beneath it all is a shared knowledge.
A countdown.
Two weeks.
Two more games before the All-Star break.
Two weeks until they stand in front of cameras not as speculation—
But as a choice.
Shane has always understood timing in hockey.
When to pass.
When to shoot.
When to hold.
This feels the same.
Not rushed.
Not reactive.
Deliberate.
For once, the story won’t be dragged out of them.
It will be theirs to tell.
And that makes all the difference






      

  












      Chapter 14: Closed Door
  








  The decision feels solid at home.
It feels steadier in the quiet of their apartment, spoken softly across a kitchen counter.
It feels less steady walking into the general manager’s office.
The hallway outside management is carpeted — thick, sound-dampening, designed to swallow noise.
Shane notices that.
He always notices structural things.
Barriers.
Protection.
Power.
Ilya walks beside him, posture loose but eyes sharp.
“Still sure?” Ilya murmurs.
“Yes.”
The answer comes easier now.






      






The Room
The GM’s office is glass on two sides, blinds half-drawn.
Inside: dark wood desk, framed jerseys, a wall of awards.
Legacy on display.
Control in every detail.
The GM stands when they enter.
“Close the door.”
Shane does.
The click of it sealing shut sounds louder than it should.
The head coach is already seated in one of the chairs.
That wasn’t mentioned.
Shane’s pulse ticks up a notch.
This just became bigger.
“Have a seat,” the GM says.
They sit side by side.
Not touching.
But close.






      






Opening the Conversation
The GM folds his hands on the desk.
“I’m assuming this is about the speculation.”
Shane nods once.
“Yes.”
The coach leans back slightly, studying them both.
“We wanted to tell you directly,” Shane continues. “Before anything else develops.”
“Tell us what?” the GM asks evenly.
No hostility.
No warmth either.
Just measured professionalism.
Shane glances at Ilya briefly.
Grounding.
“We’re planning to confirm that we’re together,” Shane says.
The word lands heavily in the room.
Together.
The coach’s expression doesn’t change.
The GM’s eyes flick between them.
“And when were you planning to do that?”
“All-Star Weekend,” Ilya answers calmly.
“Media day.”
A long pause.
The GM exhales slowly.
“Why then?”
“Because it’s controlled,” Shane says immediately. “It’s already a high-visibility event. It doesn’t blindside the team during a playoff push. It doesn’t hijack a random game.”
The coach nods faintly at that.
Strategic thinking matters here.
“You’ve thought this through,” the coach says.
“Yes,” Shane replies.
The GM leans back in his chair.
“Let’s talk about implications.”






      






The Business of It
He doesn’t dance around it.
“Sponsors.”
Shane expected that.
“Yes.”
“You both have individual endorsement deals. The team has partnerships. Some will be supportive. Some may not.”
Ilya’s voice stays steady. “We understand.”
The GM studies him for a second longer than Shane likes.
“You’re aware certain markets are less… receptive.”
“Yes,” Ilya says again.
“And road environments could escalate.”
“We’ve played in hostile arenas before,” Shane says.
“This would be different,” the coach adds quietly.
That’s true.
Hostility aimed at skill is one thing.
Hostility aimed at identity is another.
The room holds that truth without saying it outright.






      






The Hockey Question
The coach leans forward now, forearms on his knees.
“My only concern is the room.”
Shane nods. “We’ve considered that.”
“Have you talked to anyone?”
“Not directly,” Shane answers. “But no one’s indicated it would be an issue.”
The coach studies them carefully.
“This team is tight,” he says. “But this would be new territory.”
“For the league too,” the GM adds.
That’s the unspoken layer.
This isn’t just about them.
It’s about precedent.
Visibility.
History.
The weight of being firsts in certain contexts.
Shane feels that settle into his bones.
“We don’t want it to become a distraction,” he says. “That’s why we’re timing it.”
The GM nods slowly.
“And if it becomes one anyway?”
Ilya answers this time.
“Then we handle it.”
Calm.
Certain.






      






The Leak
The GM slides a printed sheet across the desk.
It’s a screenshot of the gossip post about a potential All-Star announcement.
“We’ve seen this,” he says.
Shane’s jaw tightens.
“We didn’t tell anyone outside this room,” he says.
“I believe you,” the GM replies.
That surprises him.
“But understand,” the GM continues, “if this accelerates — if a reporter gets confirmation elsewhere — we may need to adjust.”
Shane’s spine stiffens slightly.
“We would prefer not to be forced,” he says carefully.
“As would we,” the GM replies.
The coach speaks up.
“Are you prepared to answer direct questions before All-Star?”
Shane hesitates.
“Yes.”
“Without confirming?”
“Yes.”
The coach holds his gaze.
“You sure?”
Shane doesn’t look away.
“Yes.”






      






The Human Moment
There’s a shift then.
Subtle.
The GM leans forward slightly.
“This isn’t about whether we support you,” he says. “We do.”
The words are deliberate.
Measured.
“But it is about understanding the scale of what this becomes.”
Shane swallows.
“We understand.”
The GM looks at Ilya.
“And you?”
Ilya meets his eyes steadily.
“I have played entire seasons in cities where fans wanted me gone for less,” he says evenly. “This is not the first risk I have taken.”
The coach’s mouth twitches faintly.
He respects that answer.






      






Conditions
The GM folds his hands again.
“If this is happening at All-Star Weekend, we need coordination.”
“Of course,” Shane says.
“Joint statement. Media training. Security assessment for certain arenas.”
Security.
The word lands heavier than sponsorships did.
“You think it will be that bad?” Shane asks quietly.
“I think it could be,” the GM answers honestly.
Silence stretches.
“Are you prepared for that?” the coach asks.
Shane thinks about the last few weeks.
The hallway with Cliff.
His parents’ voices steady over the phone.
Ilya’s fear that Shane might choose the easier path.
“Yes,” Shane says.
Ilya nods once beside him.
“We are.”






      






The Unexpected Support
The GM studies them both for a long moment.
Then he nods.
“Alright.”
Just that.
No lecture.
No ultimatum.
“We’ll loop in league communications,” he continues. “Quietly. We’ll prepare a framework.”
Shane hadn’t realized he was bracing for pushback until his shoulders loosen.
“You’re not asking us to reconsider?” he asks carefully.
The GM’s expression softens — just slightly.
“I’m asking you to win hockey games,” he says. “The rest, we’ll navigate.”
The coach stands.
“Two weeks,” he says. “You keep this between us until then. Focus on the next stretch. No emotional swings.”
“Yes, coach.”
As they stand to leave, the GM adds:
“For what it’s worth — if you’re doing this, do it because it’s right for you. Not because you feel cornered.”
Shane meets his eyes.
“It’s because it’s right.”






      






The Hallway After
The door closes behind them.
The carpet swallows the sound again.
Shane exhales slowly.
“Well,” Ilya says quietly, “we are not benched.”
Shane huffs a faint laugh.
“They’re already planning security.”
“Yes.”
A beat.
“You okay?” Ilya asks.
Shane considers the question honestly.
“Yeah.”
More than okay, actually.
Because the scariest version of that meeting had involved resistance.
Instead, it was calculation.
Concern.
Preparation.
Not rejection.
“That went better than expected,” Shane admits.
“Yes.”
They walk down the hallway toward the locker room.
Two weeks.
Now it isn’t just an idea between them.
It’s a coordinated plan.
Management knows.
The league will know.
Security is being assessed.
The scale of it feels bigger now.
But strangely—
More solid.
Not fragile.
Not whispered.
Structured.
Shane understands structure.
He thrives in it.
As they push open the locker room door, the noise of the team spills toward them.
Normal.
Unaware.
Focused on the next game.
And for the first time since they made the decision—
It doesn’t feel like they’re balancing on thin ice.
It feels like they’re skating toward something deliberately.
Two weeks.
And this time, nothing is leaking that changes it






      

  












      Chapter 15: The Edge Before the Break
  








  The last game before All-Star break is never casual.
But this one feels like something else entirely.
It’s not playoffs.
It’s not elimination.
But it feels like a hinge.
One more game before the announcement becomes real.
One more game before everything changes.






      






Morning Skate – Tight Ice
The rink feels smaller.
Shane notices it immediately.
Every drill feels cramped. Every pivot sharper. Every whistle louder.
The team is fighting for positioning in the standings. Two points matter. The opponent plays heavy hockey — relentless forecheck, bodies through hands, grind along the boards.
Coach keeps drills short and intense.
“Details!” he barks. “We don’t drift into the break.”
Shane doesn’t drift.
He overcorrects.
Every rep is maximum speed. Every battle finished hard. He finishes checks in practice — something he usually saves for games.
Cliff glides up beside him after a corner battle.
“You’re skating like you’ve had three espressos.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine.”
Shane doesn’t answer.
Across the ice, Ilya watches him.
Ilya knows the signs.
When Shane’s mind is overloaded, he leans into structure. Into physicality. Into repetition.
Control what you can control.






      






The Sponsor Call
It happens mid-afternoon.
Shane’s phone buzzes while he’s alone in the players’ lounge, taping his stick.
Unknown number.
He considers ignoring it.
He doesn’t.
“Hello?”
“Shane — this is Mark from NorthPeak.”
NorthPeak.
His biggest endorsement.
Apparel. National campaigns. Billboards.
His stomach tightens.
“Hey, Mark.”
Warm tone. Corporate smoothness.
“Won’t take long. Just wanted to touch base before All-Star Weekend.”
There it is.
“Sure.”
A pause.
“We’ve seen the speculation online.”
Of course they have.
“We don’t comment on rumors,” Shane says evenly.
Mark chuckles lightly. “Of course. Of course.”
But he continues.
“I just wanted to say — if there’s an announcement planned, we’d appreciate a heads up.”
Appreciate.
Not require.
But close.
“We’re evaluating messaging strategies internally,” Mark adds. “We want to make sure we’re aligned with our athletes.”
Aligned.
The word feels slippery.
“And if we’re not?” Shane asks quietly.
A brief silence.
“We pride ourselves on broad market appeal,” Mark says carefully. “Some regions respond differently to certain narratives.”
Narratives.
Shane stares at the floor.
“Are you saying you’d reconsider the partnership?”
Another corporate pause.
“I’m saying we’d want to reassess positioning.”
Reassess.
There it is.
Shane’s chest tightens — not with shame.
With anger.
“Appreciate the transparency,” he says, voice steady.
“Of course. And Shane? We value you tremendously. Just keep us informed.”
The call ends.
Shane sits still for a long moment.
It wasn’t a threat.
It was worse.
It was a warning disguised as concern.






      






Ilya Finds Him
Ilya steps into the lounge a few minutes later.
He takes one look at Shane and knows.
“Who?”
“NorthPeak.”
Ilya’s expression goes cold.
“And?”
“They’re reassessing positioning.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens.
“They mean money.”
“Yes.”
Silence stretches between them.
“You okay?” Ilya asks quietly.
Shane nods automatically.
Then shakes his head.
“I hate that this is part of it.”
“Of course it is,” Ilya says bluntly. “This is professional sport.”
“I know. I just…”
He exhales sharply.
“I don’t want to cost you anything.”
Ilya steps closer.
“You are not costing me anything.”
“You don’t have a sponsor threatening to pull billboards.”
Ilya’s voice drops lower.
“I have had sponsors disappear for political reasons in my home country. I survived.”
That lands.
“This is not about money,” Ilya says firmly. “It is about whether we allow fear to set price.”
Shane meets his eyes.
“And if it does?”
“Then we decide what we are worth.”






      






Pregame – Too Quiet
The locker room before puck drop is louder than usual.
Music up.
Cliff chirping.
Guys loose.
But under it — tension.
Not because of the rumors.
Because it’s the last game before a break.
You don’t want to limp into ten days off on a loss.
Coach gives the speech.
“Play through contact. Manage the puck. Discipline.”
Normal.
Routine.
Shane laces his skates slower than usual.
He can feel the sponsor call sitting in his chest like a stone.
What if NorthPeak pulls?
What if others follow?
What if management starts to worry?
What if—
A hand bumps his knee.
Ilya.
“Breathe,” he murmurs.
Shane hadn’t realized he wasn’t.






      






First Period – Heavy Ice
The opponent comes out aggressive.
Big hits.
Hard forecheck.
Relentless net-front traffic.
Shane gets leveled in his first shift.
Clean hit. Hard.
He pops up immediately.
Good.
He wants the physicality.
He wants something tangible.
Midway through the period, he forces a pass through the slot that isn’t there.
Turnover.
Odd-man rush the other way.
Goal against.
The arena groans.
On the bench, Coach leans down.
“You’re rushing it.”
“I know.”
“Then stop.”
Simple.
Not easy.
Ilya taps his shin pad lightly.
“We settle.”
Shane nods.






      






Second Period – The Crack
The game tightens.
1–1 after a greasy rebound goal from Cliff.
Shane and Ilya double-shift late in the period.
Fatigue sets in.
Pressure builds.
During a neutral zone regroup, Shane hesitates half a second too long.
Ilya expects the puck.
It doesn’t come.
Offside.
Whistle.
Ilya skates past him, frustration flashing briefly across his face.
Not anger.
Just strain.
On the bench, they sit shoulder to shoulder.
“You have to trust it,” Ilya says quietly.
“I do.”
“No. You are thinking.”
Shane snaps back more sharply than he intends.
“I have reasons to think.”
The words hang between them.
Ilya’s expression softens immediately.
“Yes,” he says. “You do.”
That’s the crack.
The acknowledgment that this isn’t just hockey tonight.
It’s everything.






      






Third Period – Choosing Instinct
Tie game.
Five minutes left.
Crowd loud.
Shane feels the weight again.
Sponsor.
Management.
Announcement.
Risk.
And then he feels something else.
The ice.
The edges under his blades.
The rhythm of his breathing.
He strips the puck at the blue line and takes off.
Two defenders collapse.
He doesn’t hesitate this time.
He threads the seam to Ilya cutting backdoor.
Tape to tape.
Ilya roofs it.
2–1.
The building explodes.
Shane skates straight into him, gripping him hard around the shoulders.
This time he doesn’t think about cameras.
Doesn’t calculate optics.
He just feels it.
Relief.
Pride.
Connection.
They hold the hug a fraction longer than usual.
Not dramatic.
Just real.






      






Final Whistle
Raiders win 3–1 with an empty netter.
The bench spills over the boards.
All-Star break begins on a high.
But Shane doesn’t feel light.
He feels aware.
In the handshake line with the opponent, a player leans in and mutters quietly:
“Respect, by the way.”
Shane blinks.
“For what?”
The guy just nods subtly and moves on.
Word is spreading.
Not confirmed.
But sensed.






      






Postgame Media
Reporters push harder tonight.
“Any comment on the All-Star speculation?”
Shane smiles politely.
“Looking forward to the break.”
“Are you concerned about distractions?”
“We won tonight.”
Measured.
Controlled.
Ilya mirrors him.
They exit together.






      






The Quiet Car Ride
Back home, the city lights blur past the windshield.
“Do you want to call NorthPeak back?” Ilya asks.
“No.”
“Good.”
A beat.
“If they leave,” Shane says quietly, “they leave.”
Ilya nods.
“You played better when you stopped calculating,” he says.
Shane huffs a faint laugh.
“Story of my life.”
They sit in silence for a moment.
“I’m scared,” Shane admits finally.
Ilya turns toward him.
“Of what?”
“That this changes everything.”
Ilya considers that.
“It will.”
Not dismissive.
Not sugarcoated.
“It will change some things,” he continues. “But not us.”
Shane swallows.
“And if it costs me?”
“Then we build something new.”
Simple as that.






      






That Night
They don’t talk about sponsors again.
They don’t talk about management.
They don’t talk about headlines.
They lie in bed facing each other.
No distance.
No calculation.
Just steady breathing.
Ten days until All-Star Weekend.
The emotional strain hasn’t broken them.
If anything—
It sharpened them.
Shane realizes something as he drifts toward sleep:
Pressure isn’t the enemy.
Fear of losing control is.
And tonight—
He chose instinct






      

  












      Chapter 16: The Brightest Light
  








  All-Star Weekend doesn’t feel like hockey.
It feels like theatre.
The arena is dressed differently — brighter, louder, more corporate. LED panels ripple along the boards. Player graphics flash across jumbotrons in slow-motion cinematic cuts. Every entrance is choreographed.
It’s still ice.
But it’s polished to a mirror.
And Shane feels like everyone is waiting for it to crack.






      






Arrival
The hotel lobby is already chaos.
Fans in replica jerseys.
Autograph hunters.
Media with portable lighting rigs.
Security escorts players through a side entrance.
The league has assigned them handlers — polite, efficient, observant.
“We’ll walk through media flow tomorrow morning,” one of them tells Shane and Ilya. “Skills comp tonight. Game tomorrow. Media window in between.”
Media window.
That’s where it will happen.
Not today.
Not yet.
Shane nods calmly.
Inside, his pulse is anything but calm.






      






Media Day Rehearsal
The league communications director gathers them in a private conference room.
A printed statement sits on the table.
Their statement.
Drafted with input from management, league PR, and their own edits at 2 a.m. two nights ago.
It’s simple.
Direct.
Personal.
Not dramatic.
The director reviews logistics.
“You’ll answer the question once. We’ll make sure everyone has the quote simultaneously. No exclusive angles. No staggered release.”
Controlled.
Structured.
Shane appreciates structure.
Ilya sits beside him, unreadable.
“If someone asks early?” Shane asks.
“You defer,” the director says. “We redirect to the scheduled availability.”
“And if someone presses?” Ilya asks.
The director holds his gaze.
“They will.”
A beat.
“You repeat the plan.”
The room feels small.
Not because of pressure.
Because of inevitability.






      






Skills Competition – Lights and Noise
By the time the skills competition starts, the arena is vibrating.
Music thunders between events.
Spotlights track players like concert performers.
Shane is in the Accuracy Shooting challenge.
Ilya is in Hardest Shot.
They’re separated by the format, seated on opposite benches between events.
Cameras constantly roam.
Shane can feel it — the curiosity.
Not just from media.
From other players too.
Word travels fast in this league.
During warmups for Accuracy Shooting, a veteran defenseman from another team skates by and bumps Shane lightly.
“You good?” he asks quietly.
“Yeah.”
The defenseman nods once.
“Whatever you’re doing — own it.”
Then he skates away.
Shane stands there for a second, heart pounding harder than it did before a Game Seven last season.
So they know.
Or they suspect.
Either way, the air is different.






      






Accuracy Shooting
Five targets.
Four corners and five-hole.
Fastest time wins.
Shane breathes slowly as he sets at the hash marks.
Focus on mechanics.
Don’t think about tomorrow.
Don’t think about sponsors.
Don’t think about headlines.
The horn sounds.
First puck — top left.
Second — low blocker.
Third — top right.
He misses the fourth by an inch.
Crowd groans.
He resets.
Fifth puck — clean.
Time’s good. Not record-breaking. But strong.
He lifts his stick slightly in acknowledgment.
Camera lingers a second longer than usual.
He feels it.
Every glance is magnified now.






      






Hardest Shot
Ilya skates out to a roar.
He thrives in spectacle.
Long stride.
Loose shoulders.
Controlled power.
First attempt — 101.8 mph.
Second — 102.4.
The crowd erupts.
He doesn’t celebrate wildly.
Just a small nod.
Shane watches from the bench.
Pride settles heavy and warm in his chest.
For a second, nothing else exists.
Not announcements.
Not contracts.
Just that shot.






      






Between Events
Players mingle loosely at center ice while the ice crew resets for the next event.
Shane and Ilya end up near each other.
Not by design.
Just orbit.
They don’t touch.
They don’t need to.
But their proximity is obvious.
A younger player skates by and grins.
“You two look like you’ve got a secret.”
Shane smirks faintly.
“Don’t we all?”
The kid laughs and skates off.
Ilya leans slightly closer.
“Tomorrow,” he says under the noise.
“Yes.”
“Still good?”
Shane nods.
“Still good.”






      






The Private Room
After the skills competition, instead of heading straight to the team shuttle, they’re directed to a small conference suite upstairs.
League security stands outside.
Inside: the communications director, their team PR rep, and printed copies of the statement again.
“Just a final check,” the director says.
They go over positioning.
Podium placement.
Microphone layout.
Which reporter will open the question.
How long they’ll take.
“Answer personally,” the director says. “But don’t overexplain.”
Shane nods.
Ilya listens silently.
“Afterward, you’ll head directly to broadcast commitments. Then that’s it.”
That’s it.
As if this is just another segment.
Another scheduled appearance.
Not a moment that will live online forever.






      






Back at the Hotel
The adrenaline from the arena fades slowly.
The room is quiet.
City lights blink through the curtains.
Shane sits on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees.
“NorthPeak texted,” he says quietly.
Ilya looks up.
“And?”
“They said they’re reviewing ‘alignment strategy’ but wished me luck tomorrow.”
Ilya’s mouth tightens slightly.
“Corporate poetry.”
“Yeah.”
A pause.
“You regret it?” Ilya asks.
Shane shakes his head immediately.
“No.”
Honest.
But layered.
“I’m just aware of it,” he adds.
“Good,” Ilya says softly. “Awareness is not fear.”
Shane looks up at him.
“What are you feeling?”
Ilya considers the question longer.
“Calm,” he says finally.
Shane blinks.
“Actually?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
Ilya steps closer.
“Because hiding is harder than speaking.”
The simplicity of that steadies something in Shane.






      






All-Star Game – The Final Test
The game itself is fast and loose — more creativity than structure.
Three-on-three bursts.
High-risk plays.
Big smiles for cameras.
But beneath the entertainment, Shane feels the undercurrent.
Reporters watching shifts.
Commentators mentioning chemistry when he and Ilya end up on the ice together.
“And look at that connection,” one broadcaster laughs after a give-and-go between them. “These two just think the game the same way.”
Shane hears it.
So does Ilya.
On the bench between rotations, their shoulders brush.
No one comments.
But the moment feels symbolic.
Tomorrow it won’t just be about how they think the game.






      






After the Game
They lose in the final round.
Doesn’t matter.
Medals are handed out.
Photos taken.
Jerseys swapped.
As they walk off the ice, cameras trail a few extra steps longer than usual.
Shane feels it in his spine.
The anticipation.
The almost.
In the tunnel, just before they split toward separate media holding areas, Ilya catches his wrist briefly.
Just a squeeze.
Grounding.
“Tomorrow,” Ilya says.
“Yes.”
No dramatics.
No speeches.
Just acknowledgment.






      






The Night Before
Back in the hotel room, the city hums below.
Their statement lies folded on the desk.
Phones buzz constantly — texts from teammates, from Cliff, from Shane’s parents.
Pride.
Support.
A few “we’ve got you” messages.
No one says it outright.
But everyone knows.
Shane stands by the window.
“This is it,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“You ready?”
Ilya steps beside him.
“Yes.”
Shane exhales slowly.
Not fear.
Not regret.
Just the weight of stepping forward.
Tomorrow, they speak.
Tonight—
They stand in the quiet before the noise.
And for the first time all weekend, Shane doesn’t feel strained.
He feels steady.
The ice hasn’t cracked.
It’s just reflecting more light than usual






      

  












      Chapter 17: Say It
  








  The hallway outside the media room is too bright.
Too white.
Too clean.
Shane stands just out of sight of the cameras, jacket zipped halfway, palms dry but buzzing under the surface.
He can hear the room already.
Reporters settling.
Chairs scraping.
Low conversation layered with expectation.
It sounds different than usual.
Charged.
Beside him, Ilya adjusts his cuffs slowly, methodically.
No rush.
No visible nerves.
“You good?” Ilya asks quietly.
Shane nods once.
“Yeah.”
A beat.
Then, softer—
“Yeah.”
Down the hall, the league communications director gives them a small signal.
Two minutes.
Two minutes until the thing that has lived privately between them becomes public record.
Shane thinks of:
The first time they didn’t pull away fast enough in a hallway.
Cliff’s quiet nod.
His parents’ steady voices.
The sponsor call.
The fear.
The relief.
All of it condenses into this narrow corridor.
Ilya leans closer, voice low.
“No matter what happens in there,” he says, “we walk out together.”
Shane meets his eyes.
“Together.”
The door opens.
“Alright,” the director says gently. “Let’s go.”






      






The Room
Flashbulbs hit immediately.
Not aggressive.
Just automatic.
The podium is centered. League logo behind it. Microphones stacked two deep.
They step up side by side.
The noise settles into silence faster than Shane expects.
Rows of familiar faces.
Beat writers.
National outlets.
A few international crews.
Every phone lifted.
Recording.
Shane grips the edge of the podium lightly.
Ilya stands close enough that their shoulders almost touch.
The communications director steps up first.
“Thank you for being here. Shane and Ilya have a brief statement before we open the floor.”
There it is.
The air tightens.
Shane unfolds the paper in front of him.
He doesn’t need it.
But structure helps.
He clears his throat.
For half a second, he feels the exit door behind him.
The option to pivot.
To deflect.
To delay.
He doesn’t take it.
“We wanted to take a moment today,” Shane begins, voice steady, “to share something personal.”
The room is completely still.
“We’ve spent a lot of time thinking about when and how to say this.”
He glances at Ilya briefly.
Grounding.
“We’re together.”
The words land softly.
No explosion.
No gasp.
Just silence absorbing meaning.
Ilya continues.
“We are in a relationship. And we are proud of it.”
That does it.
A ripple moves through the room.
Not chaos yet.
But release.
Shane continues.
“We didn’t want speculation to tell our story. We wanted to speak for ourselves.”
Ilya nods once.
“We are still teammates. Still competitors. Still focused on hockey. This changes nothing about how we show up on the ice.”
A pause.
“And it changes everything about how we live honestly off it,” Shane finishes.
They don’t rush away.
They don’t hide.
The communications director nods slightly.
“We’ll take questions.”






      






The First Question
A veteran reporter raises her hand.
“Why now?”
Shane answers without hesitation.
“Because we were ready.”
Simple.
True.
Another voice:
“Were you concerned about backlash?”
Ilya answers.
“Yes.”
A few surprised murmurs at the honesty.
“But concern is not the same as fear,” he adds calmly. “We decided being open was more important.”
Another question:
“Did the league or team pressure you?”
“No,” Shane says firmly. “They supported us.”
A few heads turn.
That matters.






      






The Chaos Hits
Halfway through the Q&A, the energy shifts.
Phones start buzzing across the room.
Notifications lighting up screens.
The news is out.
Not just in the room.
Online.
Trending within minutes.
A reporter glances down and mutters, “It’s already everywhere.”
Shane can feel it spreading in real time.
Clips being cut.
Quotes posted.
Hot takes forming.
Another question — more aggressive.
“Are you prepared for negative reactions from certain fan bases?”
Shane holds steady.
“Yes.”
Ilya adds, “We play in hostile arenas every season. This will not be new territory.”
A younger reporter’s voice cuts in.
“What would you say to young players watching right now?”
That one lands differently.
Shane swallows.
“I’d say you don’t have to choose between who you are and what you love.”
The room goes quiet again.
No theatrics.
Just weight.






      






The Unexpected Moment
As the questions wind down, something unexpected happens.
One of the veteran captains from another team — there for media obligations — steps into the back of the room.
He doesn’t say anything.
He just stands there.
When Shane finishes answering a question about locker room dynamics, the captain gives a single nod.
Visible.
Intentional.
It doesn’t go unnoticed.
Cameras catch it.
The symbolism spreads instantly.






      






Walking Out
When it’s over, they step away from the podium together.
Flashbulbs again.
Louder now.
Not chaotic — but energized.
In the hallway, it finally hits.
Shane exhales sharply, almost a laugh.
“That was fast.”
“Yes,” Ilya says, though there’s a flicker in his eyes now — adrenaline finally surfacing.
Their phones are vibrating nonstop.
Texts flooding in.
Cliff:
About time. Proud of you idiots.

Shane’s mom:
We are crying. In a good way.

Teammates:
Room’s yours.

Even the GM:
Well done.

Then the chaos spikes.
A league staffer hurries toward them.
“Just a heads up — social engagement numbers are… high.”
“How high?” Shane asks.
“Very.”
Trending worldwide.
Clips everywhere.
Some trolls already emerging.
But drowned out — for now — by support.
Former players tweeting respect.
Teammates reposting.
Even a few corporate sponsors publicly backing them within minutes.
NorthPeak posts:
We stand with our athletes in living authentically.

Shane stares at it.
“They moved fast,” he murmurs.
“Good,” Ilya says.






      






The Mixed Wave
It isn’t all clean.
There are negative comments.
Predictable ones.
A few sports radio personalities already framing it as “distraction.”
But for every critical voice, ten louder ones answer back.
Players from around the league send private messages.
One reads:
You just made it easier for someone else.

Shane reads that twice.
Then locks his phone.






      






The Quiet After
Back in the hotel room, the adrenaline finally drains.
The city looks the same outside the window.
But it feels different.
Lighter.
Exposed.
Real.
Shane sits on the edge of the bed again — same position as the night before.
Different gravity.
“Well,” he says softly.
Ilya steps closer.
“We said it.”
Shane nods.
“Yeah.”
A long silence.
Then Shane laughs quietly.
“I thought it would feel bigger.”
Ilya tilts his head slightly.
“It is bigger.”
He steps into Shane’s space, close enough that the world outside disappears.
“But it also feels normal,” Ilya adds. “Because it is.”
That lands deeper than any headline.
Shane presses his forehead lightly to Ilya’s.
“No more waiting.”
“No more hiding.”
Outside, the world debates, celebrates, argues, analyzes.
Inside—
It’s quiet.
Not because nothing changed.
But because the hardest part —
Saying it —
Is done






      

  












      Chapter 18: After the Echo
  








  The flight home is quieter than any of them expect.
Not tense.
Just… spent.
All-Star Weekend had been bright, loud, relentless. Now the charter hums softly in the dark, cabin lights dimmed. A few guys scroll through their phones. A few sleep.
Shane doesn’t do either.
He stares at the back of the seat in front of him, replaying the moment at the podium.
We’re together.
He’d imagined saying it a hundred times.
None of the imagined versions feel like the real one.
Beside him, Ilya’s knee presses lightly against his. Not obvious. Not hidden.
Just there.
“You thinking too much again?” Ilya murmurs without opening his eyes.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Shane huffs a faint laugh.






      






Home Ice, Different Air
The arena looks the same from the outside.
Same brick.
Same banners.
Same flags snapping in the cold.
But when the bus pulls into the player entrance, there’s a cluster of fans already gathered.
Not massive.
But intentional.
A few handmade signs.
One reads:
PROUD OF YOU 24 & 81

Shane swallows.
He hadn’t prepared for that part.
Security keeps the walkway clear, but the cheers are warm. Not roaring. Not chaotic.
Personal.
Ilya pauses for half a second before stepping inside, eyes scanning the small crowd.
He doesn’t wave.
But he nods.
Shane does the same.
And just like that, it’s real in their building.






      






The Locker Room
The room smells like it always does — tape, sweat, equipment drying from morning skate.
Normal.
Cliff is the first to stand when they walk in.
He doesn’t make a speech.
He just crosses the room and pulls them both into a quick, tight hug.
“You good?” he asks.
“Yeah,” Shane says.
“Good. Because we’ve got a forecheck to run tonight.”
The room laughs lightly.
The tension that could’ve been there… isn’t.
A defenseman tosses Shane a roll of tape.
“You’re still on first unit power play,” he says dryly. “In case you thought you were getting demoted.”
Another guy adds, “Only thing that changed is your interview count.”
More chuckles.
It’s subtle.
But deliberate.
They’re normalizing it.
On purpose.
Coach walks in a minute later.
He doesn’t address it directly.
He just starts with systems.
“Neutral zone transition was sloppy before the break. We clean that up tonight.”
That’s the gift.
Hockey first.
Always.






      






Warmups
The arena fills faster than usual.
Not because it’s a rivalry game.
Because it’s the first one back.
Shane feels it during laps.
The way applause swells slightly when he touches the puck.
The way it swells again when Ilya does.
Not dramatic.
But noticeable.
When they line up on the blue line for the anthem, their gloves brush briefly.
No cameras zoom in.
No theatrics.
Just a quiet point of contact.
The anthem ends.
The puck drops.






      






First Period – Let It Be Hockey
Shane plays clean.
Simple.
Direct.
No hero attempts.
No forcing.
He keeps his head up and his feet moving.
Ilya drives wide on their second shift and draws a penalty.
On the power play, they don’t overthink it.
Shane at the half wall.
Ilya at the left circle.
The puck rotates high.
Back to Shane.
He fakes middle, slides it cross-ice.
Ilya one-times it.
Goal.
The building erupts.
Not just loud.
Joyful.
Shane skates straight toward him.
This time, when they collide in celebration, the hug is no different than it’s been all season.
But it feels different.
Because they don’t have to measure it anymore.
The roar carries weight.
Support.
Validation.
When they skate back to the bench, Cliff leans in.
“Guess you’re still good at hockey.”
“Barely,” Shane mutters.






      






Between Periods – The Texts
In the quiet of the intermission, Shane checks his phone.
Hundreds of notifications.
He scrolls past media requests.
Past sponsors.
He stops at one name.
Dad.
Watched every second. Proud doesn’t cover it.

His throat tightens.
Another from his mom:
The arena sounded like it was hugging you.

He locks the screen quickly before the emotion shows.
Ilya notices anyway.
“Family?” he asks softly.
Shane nods.
“Yeah.”
A beat.
“You hear from yours?” Shane asks carefully.
Ilya’s jaw tightens just slightly.
“My mother would have liked today,” he says after a moment.
It’s not dramatic. Just factual.
“She would have told me to stand straight and speak clearly.”
Shane doesn’t interrupt.
“She died when I was twelve,” Ilya continues quietly. “So she does not get to have opinions about this.”
The words are controlled, but there’s weight under them.
“And your dad?” Shane asks.
Ilya shrugs, eyes still forward.
“He did not call.”
Not surprise. Not disappointment.
Just confirmation.
“My brother texted,” he adds.
Shane waits.
“He asked if the extra publicity means I can ‘help him out’ this month.”
The bitterness there is thin but sharp.
Shane exhales slowly.
“I’m sorry.”
Ilya shakes his head once.
“I learned a long time ago that family is not always blood.”
He finally looks at Shane.
“This is my family.”
It’s not grand. Not poetic.
It’s quiet. Earned.
Shane reaches over and bumps their knees together.
“I’ve got you,” he says softly.
“I know.”






      






After the Win
They take it 4–2.
Solid, disciplined game.
Nothing chaotic.
Exactly what Coach wanted.
In the handshake line with their own goalie, he squeezes Shane’s shoulder.
“Good game,” he says. Then quieter: “Good week.”
Postgame media is unavoidable.
But it’s different than All-Star.
Less explosive.
More reflective.
“Did tonight feel different?” a reporter asks.
Shane thinks carefully.
“It felt like hockey,” he says. “And that’s what we wanted.”
Ilya adds, “Support was loud. We’re grateful.”
Short.
Grounded.
Done.






      






The Apartment
Back home, the silence feels earned.
Not tense.
Not anticipatory.
Settled.
Shane drops onto the couch, exhaustion finally settling into his bones.
For the first time in weeks, there’s no countdown clock ticking in his head.
No waiting.
No rehearsing.
Just now.
Ilya stands by the window for a long moment, city lights cutting across his profile.
“You okay?” Shane asks.
“Yes,” Ilya says.
But he doesn’t move.
Shane watches him carefully.
“You’re thinking about her,” he says gently.
A pause.
“Yes.”
Shane stands and crosses the room.
“She would’ve been proud,” he says.
Ilya exhales slowly.
“She wanted me strong,” he says. “This was strong.”
“It was.”
Another pause.
“My father will pretend it does not exist,” Ilya adds quietly. “That is easier for him.”
Shane doesn’t try to fix that.
He just steps closer until their shoulders touch.
“You don’t have to carry that alone,” he says.
Ilya turns toward him finally.
“I am not alone,” he says.
And this time, there’s something steadier in it.
Not defiance.
Certainty.






      






The Real Aftermath
They sit on the floor eventually, backs against the couch.
No TV.
No phones.
Just quiet.
“I thought it would feel bigger,” Shane admits.
“It is bigger,” Ilya says. “Just not louder.”
Shane nods slowly.
Exposed.
Supported.
Seen.
All at once.
“I don’t want you thinking you lost anything today,” Shane says quietly.
Ilya looks at him.
“I did not lose anything.”
A beat.
“I chose.”
That’s the difference.
Not forced.
Not cornered.
Chosen.
Shane reaches for his hand openly.
No hesitation now.
No calculation.
Outside, debates continue.
Inside, it’s simple.
The aftermath isn’t fireworks.
It’s not chaos.
It’s the slow realization that the sky didn’t fall.
The ice didn’t crack.
The game still gets played.
And in the quiet, when there are no cameras left—
They are exactly where they decided to be.
Together






      

  












      Chapter 19: No More Edges
  








  The drive home is quiet.
Not exhausted quiet.
Not heavy.
Just full.
The kind of silence that comes after something shifts permanently.
Streetlights slide across the windshield in soft intervals. Shane drives with one hand on the wheel. Ilya rests his forearm along the center console, fingers occasionally brushing Shane’s.
They don’t pull away anymore.
They don’t even notice when they stop bracing.
When they reach the apartment building, there are no cameras.
No fans.
No noise.
Just the hum of the city and the elevator ride up.
When the door closes behind them, something subtle changes in the air.
Not tension.
Permission.






      






The Unraveling
Shane drops his keys into the bowl by the door and exhales, long and steady.
“That was a lot,” he says.
“Yes.”
Ilya shrugs off his jacket slowly, eyes never leaving Shane.
For weeks, their private moments had felt like something carefully held between their palms.
Precious.
Protected.
Now it feels different.
Not less fragile.
But less hidden.
Shane steps closer first this time.
No hesitation.
He slides his hands lightly along Ilya’s sides, feeling the solid familiarity beneath his palms — muscle, warmth, breath.
“Are you okay?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya studies him.
“You ask me that every time something big happens.”
“Yeah.”
“And every time the answer is the same.”
Ilya reaches up and rests his hand at the back of Shane’s neck.
“I am better when I am with you.”
The simplicity of it lands deeper than anything shouted from the stands tonight.
Shane leans in.
The kiss is slow.
Not urgent.
Not desperate.
Just intentional.
No rush.
No countdown clock in the back of his mind.
No fear of someone walking in.
They can take their time.
And they do.






      






Learning the New Space
They move through the apartment without separating much.
Shoes kicked off.
Lights dimmed.
At one point Shane laughs softly against Ilya’s mouth.
“What?” Ilya murmurs.
“We don’t have to be careful anymore.”
Ilya pauses, then nods slightly.
“Yes.”
That realization lingers between them.
No more stepping apart too quickly in hallways.
No more calculating how long a hug lasts.
No more pretending that chemistry is just “on-ice instinct.”
Shane runs his thumb slowly along Ilya’s jaw.
“I didn’t realize how much energy that took,” he admits.
“To hide?” Ilya asks.
“To measure.”
Ilya’s expression softens.
“Yes.”
They kiss again, slower this time.
Deeper.
Not because they need to prove anything.
But because they can.






      






The Shift in Intimacy
When they finally make it to the bedroom, there’s no frantic edge.
No urgency born from secrecy.
Instead, it’s deliberate.
They take their time undressing each other — not hurried, not fumbling.
Hands explore familiar territory like it’s newly discovered.
Shane presses his forehead briefly to Ilya’s shoulder and exhales.
“You’re real,” he murmurs.
Ilya lets out a quiet breath that almost sounds like a laugh.
“Yes.”
“I mean it. All of this is real.”
Ilya cups Shane’s face gently.
“It has always been real.”
Shane nods.
“I know. It just… feels like the world finally caught up.”
The physical closeness deepens — steady, unguarded. Their bodies move together without the undercurrent of tension that used to live beneath everything.
It’s not about urgency tonight.
It’s about anchoring.
About grounding themselves in something steady after weeks of public intensity.
Shane traces his fingers along Ilya’s back slowly, memorizing the lines he already knows.
Ilya presses closer, breathing warm against Shane’s skin.
There’s passion there — always has been — but tonight it’s threaded with something softer.
Relief.
Safety.
Claimed space.
When they finally collapse together, breath uneven and skin warm, the room feels quiet in a new way.
Not secret.
Sacred.






      






After
They lie tangled in the sheets, legs intertwined.
The city glows faintly through the curtains.
Shane rests his head against Ilya’s chest, listening to the steady rhythm there.
“No one can take it back now,” Shane says quietly.
“No.”
“You ever wish we’d done it sooner?”
Ilya considers that.
“No,” he says finally. “We did it when we were strong enough.”
Shane nods against him.
“That makes sense.”
A pause.
“You were brave today,” Shane adds.
Ilya’s hand moves slowly through Shane’s hair.
“So were you.”
Shane exhales.
“I wasn’t brave alone.”
“No,” Ilya agrees. “Neither was I.”
They fall into silence again.
Not the uncertain kind.
The settled kind.
After a while, Shane speaks again.
“I don’t feel like I’m balancing on something anymore.”
“You are not,” Ilya says.
“What does it feel like to you?”
Ilya looks up at the ceiling for a moment.
“Like I am standing in the open,” he says. “And nothing collapsed.”
Shane smiles faintly.
“Yeah.”






      






The Small Things
Later, they drift out of bed and into the kitchen, half-dressed and unbothered.
Shane pours water into two glasses.
Ilya leans against the counter, watching him.
There’s something different in the way they look at each other now.
Not hungrier.
Not more intense.
Just… easier.
When Shane hands him the glass, their fingers linger without thought.
No scanning the room.
No subconscious calculation.
Just contact.
“I love you,” Shane says quietly.
It isn’t dramatic.
It isn’t timed.
It just fits the space.
Ilya’s expression shifts — subtle but profound.
“I know,” he says first.
Then, softer—
“I love you too.”
Shane steps forward and rests his forehead lightly against his.
No cameras.
No audience.
No narrative.
Just them.






      






The New Normal
Later, back in bed, sleep creeping in, Shane realizes something unexpected.
The biggest change isn’t how the world sees them.
It’s how they move inside their own space.
No edges.
No flinching.
No measuring distance.
The world might still debate them.
But in this room—
There’s no debate.
Only warmth.
Only breath.
Only the steady, undeniable reality of choosing each other.
And for the first time since this all began—
There is nothing left unsaid






      

  












      Chapter 20: The Rooms Above the Ice
  








  The NHL offices don’t smell like hockey.
They smell like polished wood and expensive coffee.
Glass walls.
Muted carpets.
Framed history lining the corridors.
No skate marks.
No sweat.
No noise.
But the tension here is sharper than any rivalry game.






      






The Call from League Headquarters
Two days after the announcement, the league schedules a private virtual meeting.
Not disciplinary.
Not celebratory.
Strategic.
Shane and Ilya sit at the dining table, laptop open between them.
On the screen: four squares.
League Commissioner.
Deputy Commissioner.
Head of Player Safety.
Director of Communications.
All composed.
All practiced.
“First,” the Commissioner says, hands folded neatly in front of him, “we want to acknowledge the professionalism with which you handled the announcement.”
Neutral tone.
Carefully measured.
“We appreciate that it was coordinated,” the Communications Director adds.
Appreciate.
Not applaud.
Shane nods. “We wanted it handled correctly.”
The Deputy Commissioner leans forward slightly.
“There’s been overwhelming engagement.”
That word again.
Engagement.
“We’ve seen positive responses from sponsors and fan communities,” he continues.
A pause.
“And some… concerns from certain ownership groups.”
There it is.






      






The Owners’ Divide
The NHL is one league.
But thirty-two ownership groups.
And they are not unified.
One team owner in a major metropolitan market had publicly reposted their statement with a caption:
Proud of our league for moving forward.

Another owner, in a more conservative market, had reportedly called the league office within hours of the announcement.
His concern?
“Distraction.”
“Impact on ticket sales.”
“Political entanglement.”
No one says those words directly in the meeting.
But they hang in the subtext.
“We are not anticipating disciplinary action,” the Commissioner clarifies.
Shane doesn’t miss that phrasing.
Not anticipating.
“As long as there are no violations of conduct policy,” the Head of Player Safety adds automatically.
Ilya’s expression doesn’t shift.
“We have not violated any policy,” he says evenly.
“No,” the Commissioner agrees. “You haven’t.”






      






The Corporate Chessboard
Behind the scenes, sponsors are reacting in waves.
Some double down.
One major apparel brand launches a social campaign within 48 hours highlighting “authentic leadership.”
Another quietly removes Shane’s image from a homepage banner “pending review.”
No public statement.
Just repositioning.
League marketing is split.
The younger executives see opportunity:
Visibility.
Expanded fan base.
Cultural relevance.
Some of the older guard see risk:
Backlash.
Regional boycotts.
“Unnecessary controversy.”
The Communications Director speaks carefully.
“We’re prepared to support you if negative narratives escalate.”
“If?” Shane asks calmly.
The Director gives a tight smile.
“When.”






      






The Private Warning
After the formal meeting ends, the Commissioner asks to stay on for a moment.
The other executives drop off the call.
Now it’s just him.
“You understand,” he says, voice lower, less scripted, “that you’ve stepped into something larger than yourselves.”
Shane meets his gaze through the screen.
“We know.”
“You will be cited as an example — good and bad.”
Ilya nods slightly.
“We are aware.”
The Commissioner studies them for a moment.
Then something shifts.
“For what it’s worth,” he says quietly, “this league has not always evolved quickly.”
That’s as close to admission as they’ll get.
“But it does evolve.”
A beat.
“Make sure you keep playing well,” he adds. “That’s your strongest argument.”
Hockey first.
Always.






      






The Boardroom Tension
In another city, days later, two team owners argue in a closed meeting.
“This is good for the league,” one insists. “It shows progress.”
“It invites scrutiny,” the other counters. “We’re a sport, not a platform.”
“It’s already a platform.”
Silence.
Because that’s true.
Hockey has always been culture layered over competition.
This is just more visible.






      






The Players’ Association
Meanwhile, the NHLPA releases a statement of support.
Short.
Direct.
Players have the right to live authentically without fear of professional consequence.

Behind that statement is quieter work.
Union reps checking in.
Offering legal reassurance.
Making it clear: contracts cannot be voided over identity.
That layer of protection matters more than press conferences.






      






Back at the Apartment
Shane closes his laptop after the call.
“Well,” he says quietly.
Ilya leans back in his chair.
“They are divided.”
“Yes.”
“Are you surprised?” Ilya asks.
“No.”
Shane runs a hand through his hair.
“It’s strange. We said something personal. And now it’s… strategy.”
“Everything at this level is strategy,” Ilya replies.
A pause.
“Do you regret being part of that?” Shane asks.
Ilya shakes his head.
“No. But I do not mistake tolerance for progress.”
That lands heavily.
Shane nods slowly.
“Some of them support us.”
“Yes.”
“Some of them would rather we didn’t exist.”
“Yes.”
There’s no drama in it.
Just clarity.






      






The Text from the GM
Later that night, Shane gets a message from the Raiders’ GM.
Ownership group is aligned. You have our backing. Focus on the road trip.

He shows it to Ilya.
“Aligned,” Ilya repeats.
“That’s good,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
It means their building is safe ground.
Not every team can say that.






      






The Bigger Picture
National media starts dissecting the league’s response.
Sports talk shows debate whether this “changes hockey culture.”
Former players weigh in — most supportive, a few skeptical.
One retired enforcer says on air:
If they can score, they can play. That’s all that matters.

It’s blunt.
But effective.






      






The Quiet Reality
That night, as they lie in bed, Shane stares at the ceiling.
“We’re a discussion topic in boardrooms,” he says softly.
“Yes.”
“That’s surreal.”
Ilya turns toward him.
“You are still you,” he says. “They are just adjusting.”
Shane exhales.
“You ever worry they’ll turn on us?”
Ilya considers that honestly.
“They may.”
A beat.
“But performance protects.”
Shane nods slowly.
Hockey is still their language.
Still their leverage.
Still their shield.






      






The Divide
Up in the upper floors of the league:
Some see them as pioneers.
Some see them as variables.
Some see them as risk.
Some see them as future.
The league hasn’t fractured.
But it has shifted.
And shifts create friction before they create progress.






      






Final Quiet
In the dark, Shane reaches for Ilya’s hand.
“No matter what they decide up there,” he says quietly, “they don’t get to decide this.”
He squeezes lightly.
Ilya squeezes back.
“No,” he says. “They do not.”
Above the ice, debates continue.
Below it, skates still carve lines the same way.
And in the spaces between power and politics—
Two players keep choosing each other






      

  












      Chapter 21: Endorsements
  








  The first email comes at 6:12 a.m.
Shane sees it before practice.
Subject line:
Contract Reevaluation Notice
He stares at it for a long moment before opening it.
The message is polite. Corporate. Smoothed down at every edge.
In light of recent developments, we are reviewing our current brand positioning and partnership strategy. We will be pausing campaign placements featuring your likeness effective immediately.

Pausing.
Not terminating.
Not yet.
But the photos are already gone from the homepage.
He checks.
They’ve replaced him with a rookie defenseman.
Younger.
Safer.
Neutral.
Shane closes the laptop slowly.
Ilya watches him from across the kitchen table.
“They are leaving,” Ilya says quietly.
“Not officially.”
“They are leaving.”






      






The First Drop
By noon, it’s official.
A mid-tier sports drink brand issues a brief statement:
We remain committed to performance-driven athletes who align with our brand values.

No mention of Shane.
But he’s no longer on their roster page.
The phone starts buzzing.
Agent.
PR rep.
Raiders marketing liaison.
“This was expected,” his agent says carefully. “Some sponsors are conservative.”
“I’m not a political position,” Shane replies.
“I know.”
The agent pauses.
“But to some boards, you are.”






      






The Calculation
Sponsorship isn’t personal.
It’s math.
Demographics.
Risk tolerance.
Market expansion.
Brand identity.
Some companies calculate:
Will this hurt sales in certain regions?
Will backlash cost more than support gains?
Is silence safer?
Others calculate differently:
Untapped markets.
Loyalty.
Cultural relevance.
Long-term brand alignment.
The split becomes clear within forty-eight hours.
Two brands withdraw quietly.
One lets the contract lapse without renewal.
Another requests a “morals clause clarification.”
That one makes Shane laugh bitterly.
“Morals,” he repeats that night.
Ilya’s jaw tightens.
“They use that word loosely.”






      






Ilya’s Sponsors
Ilya receives fewer emails.
He has fewer endorsements.
But one of his European equipment sponsors sends something different.
Not a contract update.
A handwritten letter scanned into PDF.
We are proud of you. Nothing changes. We stand by our athletes as people first.

No PR spin.
No branding language.
Just support.
Ilya reads it twice.
Then hands the laptop to Shane.
Shane swallows.
“That’s… rare.”
“Yes.”






      






The Big One
Three days later, Shane’s primary apparel sponsor calls directly.
Not email.
A scheduled call.
Three executives on screen.
Polished smiles.
“We want to be transparent,” one begins.
That word never means good news.
“There’s division internally,” another says. “Our regional distributors have expressed concern.”
Concern.
Always concern.
“We value you tremendously as an athlete,” the first continues, “but we need time.”
“How much time?” Shane asks evenly.
“We’re suspending campaign launches for the next quarter.”
A quarter in corporate language means: We’ll see if this blows over.
“And after that?” Shane asks.
“We’ll reassess market sentiment.”
Market sentiment.
As if he’s a stock.
When the call ends, Shane sits very still.
Ilya steps closer.
“Are you angry?” he asks.
Shane shakes his head slowly.
“I feel… weighed.”
“Yes.”
“Like I have to justify existing in a spreadsheet.”
Ilya’s expression sharpens.
“You do not.”






      






The New Call
That same evening, another number comes through.
Unknown.
Shane answers cautiously.
“Hi, Shane. This is Marisol from Elevate Athletics.”
Elevate.
Smaller brand.
Progressive campaign history.
“We’ve been watching closely,” she says. “And we’d like to talk partnership.”
Shane blinks.
“Now?”
“Especially now.”
She doesn’t dance around it.
“We believe visibility matters. And we believe athletes should not shrink to be marketable.”
The offer isn’t as large as the suspended apparel contract.
But it’s intentional.
Campaign concept attached:
Unapologetic Performance.
Ilya watches Shane’s face as he listens.
After he hangs up, Shane exhales.
“They want me because of this.”
“Yes.”
“That’s new.”
Ilya studies him.
“Do you prefer being wanted for silence?”
Shane huffs softly.
“Fair.”






      






The Locker Room Reaction
News travels fast.
By the next morning, teammates know about the dropped deals.
Cliff mutters, “Corporate cowards.”
A defenseman jokes, “Their loss. You’ll get better ones.”
But one rookie asks quietly, “Does it mess with your head?”
Shane considers the question honestly.
“Yeah,” he says. “A little.”
The rookie nods.
“I’d be pissed.”
“I’m not pissed,” Shane replies.
He thinks about it.
“I’m disappointed.”






      






The League Watching
League marketing monitors everything.
Engagement spikes.
Shane’s follower count climbs dramatically.
Merch sales in certain markets increase.
Dip slightly in others.
Data analysts prepare reports:
Net positive.
That phrase circulates in internal memos.
Net positive.
As if the emotional toll can be graphed.






      






The Private Moment
That night, the apartment feels quieter than usual.
Not tense.
Just reflective.
Shane sits on the couch scrolling through headlines:
Sponsor Pulls Campaign Amid Controversy
New Brand Steps In With Pride Partnership
He tosses his phone aside.
“I hate that this is a ‘controversy,’” he says softly.
Ilya sits beside him.
“It is only controversy to those uncomfortable.”
Shane leans back into the couch.
“I worked for years to build those deals.”
“I know.”
“And they disappeared in a week.”
Ilya takes his hand.
“You did not disappear.”
Shane’s throat tightens slightly.
“No,” he admits.
He didn’t.
In fact, more people are watching now.
More kids tagging him in posts.
More messages saying:
Because of you, I feel less alone.

He hadn’t anticipated that part.






      






The Unexpected Gain
Two days later, a youth hockey organization reaches out.
They want Shane and Ilya to headline a summer camp.
Visibility initiative.
Inclusion focused.
The league quietly approves.
Not loudly.
Not with fanfare.
But approval nonetheless.
“That matters more,” Ilya says when they discuss it.
Shane nods.
“Yeah.”
It does.






      






The Shift in Identity
Before, endorsements had felt like validation.
Proof he’d “made it.”
Now they feel like mirrors.
Some reflect performance.
Some reflect comfort.
Some reflect fear.
He realizes something slowly:
The sponsors who left were invested in his image.
The ones arriving are invested in him.
That difference feels heavy.
And freeing.






      






Late Night Truth
They lie in bed, lights off, city noise low outside.
“Does it scare you?” Shane asks.
“What?”
“That some people see us as risk.”
Ilya thinks about that.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because risk means change.”
A pause.
“And change means movement.”
Shane turns toward him in the dark.
“You’re very calm about this.”
Ilya’s voice is steady.
“I lost family when I was young,” he says quietly. “A sponsor is not something that frightens me.”
That lands deep.
Shane reaches for him.
Pulls him close.
“Still,” Shane murmurs, “you shouldn’t have to prove your worth to a boardroom.”
“I do not,” Ilya replies softly. “I prove it on the ice.”






      






The Balance Sheet of the Heart
By the end of the week:
Three sponsors gone.
Two paused.
Four new inquiries.
One signed.
Net positive.
But that phrase feels too clinical.
What matters more is this:
They didn’t bend.
They didn’t retract.
They didn’t soften the language.
And the world didn’t collapse.
Some doors closed.
Others opened wider than before.






      






Final Quiet
Shane rests his head against Ilya’s shoulder before sleep.
“I thought losing sponsors would feel like failure,” he admits.
“And?”
“It doesn’t.”
“What does it feel like?”
Shane considers carefully.
“Like a filter.”
Ilya’s hand traces slow lines along his back.
“Yes,” he says. “That is accurate.”
A filter.
What stays is intentional.
What leaves was never built to hold them anyway.
And tomorrow—
They still lace up.
Still step onto the ice.
Still perform.
Because at the end of every spreadsheet, every campaign, every boardroom debate—
They are hockey players.
And they are still here






      

  












      Chapter 22: The Captain Who Stayed
  








  Madison Square Garden hums differently.
It’s louder than most buildings. Sharper. Heavy with history.
Home of the New York Admirals.
And standing outside the visitors’ locker room before warmups—
Is Scott Hunter.
Captain’s “C” stitched firm across his chest.
Seven years older than them.
Not old guard.
But not new wave either.
Right in the in-between.
He had been there at All-Star weekend.
He hadn’t made a speech.
Hadn’t stepped into the spotlight.
But he hadn’t left either.
He’d stayed.






      






Before the Ice
Shane slows when he sees him.
“Hunter.”
“Hollander.”
Scott’s gaze shifts to Ilya.
“Rozanov.”
There’s no tension in it.
But there is something underneath.
“You got time after?” Scott asks casually. “There’s a bar a few blocks over. Quiet place.”
Shane blinks. “You inviting us or scouting us?”
Scott huffs faintly. “Depends how you play.”
A beat.
“Been meaning to talk.”
That lands differently.
Ilya studies him carefully.
“We will come,” he says.
Scott nods once, then pushes toward the ice.






      






The Game
The game is fast.
Physical but clean.
Scott plays like he always does — controlled aggression, disciplined positioning.
He’s not targeting them.
Not protecting them either.
Just hockey.
Midway through the second, Shane threads a pass through traffic to Ilya.
Goal.
The crowd splits — cheers and boos crashing together.
Scott taps his stick lightly against the ice at center.
Acknowledgment.
Not performance.
Just respect.
The Admirals win 4–2.
After the handshake line, Scott leans in close to Shane.
“Don’t bail,” he says quietly.
“We won’t,” Shane replies.






      






The Bar
The place is dim and mostly empty.
Old hockey photos on the walls.
Low music.
Privacy.
Scott’s jacket is off when they sit down.
He looks… different without the rink.
Less armored.
For a moment, no one speaks.
Then Scott exhales.
“I almost didn’t stay,” he says.
“At All-Stars?” Shane asks.
Scott nods.
“I’ve spent most of my career not staying.”
That silences the table.
Ilya leans forward slightly.
Scott looks at his glass.
“When I came into the league,” he says carefully, “I knew.”
He doesn’t elaborate.
He doesn’t need to.
“I figured it out before juniors. Before draft day. Before my first pro contract.”
His jaw tightens faintly.
“And I made a decision.”
Shane doesn’t interrupt.
Scott’s voice stays level.
“I was going to be captain one day. I was going to have longevity. I was going to survive.”
Survive.
Not thrive.
Survive.
“So I locked it down,” Scott continues. “Everything. Dating. Friends. Rumors. I built a version of myself that fit the room.”
The air feels heavier now.
“You think I didn’t watch what happened to guys who were even suspected?” Scott asks quietly. “Seven years ago was not two weeks ago.”
No.
It wasn’t.
“By the time I made captain,” Scott says, “I’d been silent so long it felt permanent.”
He looks up at them now.
“And then you walked out.”






      






The Hallway Moment
“I didn’t clap,” Scott says. “Didn’t speak. Didn’t step forward.”
He pauses.
“But I didn’t leave.”
Shane nods slowly.
“I noticed.”
Scott huffs softly.
“Yeah. I figured you might.”
There’s something raw in his expression now.
“You made it look… possible,” Scott admits. “Not easy. But possible.”
Ilya studies him carefully.
“You could,” Ilya says quietly.
Scott shakes his head once.
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
A beat.
“I built my career on being controlled. Strategic. Measured. I don’t know who I am publicly without that armor.”
That honesty hits harder than any press conference.






      






The Truth
Scott leans back, eyes fixed somewhere distant.
“I’ve dated,” he says plainly. “Carefully. Quietly. Out of city. Out of season. Out of sight.”
The precision of it is almost painful.
“No scandals. No leaks. No questions.”
He gives a faint, humorless smile.
“Efficiency.”
Shane feels something shift in his chest.
“That sounds exhausting,” he says.
“It is.”
A long silence.
“I’m not ashamed,” Scott says quickly. “That’s not what this is.”
“Then what is it?” Shane asks.
Scott considers.
“I don’t know how to untangle it now.”
That’s the truth.
Not fear.
Not self-hatred.
Just years of compression.






      






The Bridge
“I’m not asking you to be anything different,” Scott says, looking between them. “I just wanted you to know… you’re not the only ones.”
That lands softly.
Deeply.
Ilya’s voice is steady when he answers.
“We never thought we were.”
Scott studies him.
“No,” he agrees. “But you’re the first ones who didn’t whisper.”
That’s different.
They talk longer after that.
About contracts.
About risk.
About timing.
Scott doesn’t romanticize it.
“There will be guys who never say it out loud,” he says. “Some because they’re straight and uncomfortable. Some because they’re not straight and still surviving.”
Shane nods slowly.
“We didn’t want to drag anyone out with us.”
“You didn’t,” Scott replies firmly. “You just opened a door.”






      






Outside
When they step onto the sidewalk later, the city air is cold and clean.
Scott tucks his hands into his coat pockets.
“I don’t know what I’ll do,” he says honestly.
“But I know I don’t want to be silent out of fear anymore.”
That’s as close as he gets to promise.
Shane steps forward slightly.
“You don’t owe anyone a timeline.”
Scott’s mouth curves faintly.
“Captain talk?”
“Maybe.”
Scott looks between them.
“You two look steady,” he says.
“We are,” Ilya answers.
Scott nods once.
“Good.”
Then he turns and walks down the block.
Not running.
Not hiding.
Just thinking.






      






After
Back at the hotel, Shane sits on the edge of the bed.
“That felt bigger than I expected,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“He’s been carrying that alone.”
“For years,” Ilya says.
Shane exhales.
“I don’t want him to feel like he has to follow us.”
“He does not,” Ilya says calmly. “But he now knows he could.”
That’s the difference.






      






The Next Day
During media availability, Scott is asked about culture shifts in the league.
He doesn’t hesitate.
“This league’s evolving,” he says. “And that’s not weakness. That’s growth.”
He doesn’t reference them directly.
But he doesn’t look away either.
Across the room, Shane catches his eye.
Scott holds it.
Just for a second.
Not hidden.
Not loud.
Present.






      






Quiet Realization
That night, lying beside Ilya, Shane stares at the ceiling.
“We didn’t just change things for ourselves,” he says softly.
“No.”
“We changed it for him.”
Ilya turns toward him.
“You changed possibility.”
That word settles heavy.
Possibility.
Sometimes change isn’t dramatic.
Sometimes it’s a captain in a hallway who decides not to walk away.
And sometimes—
It’s realizing you were never alone






      

  












      Chapter 23: Crossing the Line
  








  Toronto doesn’t feel cold.
It feels loaded.
The plane lands in Toronto under a ceiling of gray sky that presses low over the city, and by the time the Raiders bus pulls into the loading dock of the arena, the energy already feels different.
Hostile in a way that isn’t loud yet.
Just waiting.
Tonight’s opponent:
The Toronto Guardians.
And their captain—
Dallas Kent.
Kent hasn’t made a public statement since the reveal.
Hasn’t condemned them.
Hasn’t supported them.
But he’s liked certain posts.
Followed certain commentators.
Said “hockey should stay about hockey” in a radio interview.
Neutral on paper.
Not neutral in tone.






      






Warmups
The boos start early.
Not overwhelming.
But pointed.
A few Pride flags in the crowd.
More signs that read:
Keep It Off The Ice

This Is Hockey

Shane skates his usual lap, eyes forward.
Ilya’s edges carve harder than usual.
At center ice, Kent skates straight between them.
Shoulder brushing Shane deliberately.
Stick clipping Ilya’s shin pads.
Not enough for a penalty.
Enough to send a message.
“Accident,” Kent mutters without looking back.
Shane doesn’t answer.
But something coils tight in his chest.






      






Puck Drop
The first shift sets the tone.
Kent finishes every check.
Hard.
Late enough to rattle.
Legal on paper.
Questionable in spirit.
Midway through the first, Ilya chases a puck into the corner.
Kent follows.
The hit comes a half-second after the puck moves.
Shoulder high.
Into the numbers.
Glass rattles with the impact.
Ilya crumples awkwardly to the ice.
The arena roars.
Not concern.
Approval.
Shane’s vision goes white for half a second.
The whistle blows late.
Too late.
He’s across the ice before he registers moving.






      






The Fight
Kent turns just in time to see Shane coming.
There’s no shove.
No warning.
Shane drops the gloves.
They hit the ice almost simultaneously.
The crowd explodes.
Kent doesn’t hesitate.
He squares up.
First punch lands from Kent — solid, controlled.
Second from Shane — angrier.
The refs circle but don’t jump in yet.
Kent grits out between blows, “You don’t get special treatment.”
Shane swings again.
“We’re not asking for it.”
Kent shoves him back.
“You made this bigger than the game.”
Shane lunges, driving Kent against the boards.
“And you made it personal.”
They grapple, fists connecting less clean now, jerseys twisted in their hands.
The linesmen finally dive in, dragging them apart.
The crowd is on its feet.
Half chanting.
Half booing.
Ilya is being helped to the bench.
Still skating.
But slow.
Shane’s helmet is gone.
Lip split.
Eyes blazing.
Kent wipes blood from his cheek and stares across the ice.
No remorse.
Just fire.






      






The Box
Five minutes each.
Fighting.
Kent sits across the penalty box divider.
He doesn’t look at Shane at first.
Then he does.
“You want to change the culture?” Kent says low. “It’s not soft.”
Shane’s jaw tightens.
“Neither are we.”
Kent’s gaze flickers — something complicated under the anger.
But it’s buried quickly.






      






The Bench
Ilya returns for the second period.
Bruised.
Jaw tight.
“You are reckless,” he mutters at Shane.
“He hit you late.”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“And you cannot fight every person who disagrees.”
Shane exhales sharply.
“It wasn’t about disagreement.”
“No,” Ilya agrees quietly. “It was about respect.”
And that’s the fracture.
Kent didn’t just check him.
He sent a message.
You don’t belong here like this.






      






Second Period
The Guardians keep pushing.
More borderline hits.
More after-whistle scrums.
The refs call one penalty on Kent — roughing — but the building boos like it’s theft.
Shane scores late in the second.
Hard rebound in the crease.
He doesn’t celebrate.
Just stares briefly toward center ice.
Kent stares back.
No smirk.
No nod.
Just defiance.






      






Third Period
The game is chaos.
Every puck battle feels personal.
With five minutes left, Kent lines Shane up at the blue line.
High speed.
Clean angle.
But he drives through harder than necessary.
Shane stays upright.
Barely.
Their shoulders collide again after the whistle.
Words exchanged.
Too fast to read.
The refs separate them before gloves drop a second time.
Toronto wins 4–3.
Empty net.
The crowd roars like it’s a statement.






      






After the Game
There’s no friendly tap at center.
Kent approaches.
Extends his glove.
Shane hesitates half a second before taking it.
“You think this makes you brave?” Kent says quietly.
Shane meets his eyes.
“No.”
Kent’s grip tightens.
“You’re making it harder for everyone else.”
Shane’s voice is steady now.
“It was already hard.”
Kent releases him abruptly.
Skates away.






      






The Locker Room
The room is electric.
Angry.
Protective.
Cliff is pacing.
“He targeted him.”
Coach is speaking to the officials outside.
Medical staff checks Ilya’s shoulder again.
“It is fine,” Ilya insists.
Shane sits in front of his stall, blood dried at his lip.
“You didn’t have to fight,” Ilya says more softly now.
“Yes,” Shane answers.
A beat.
“Yes, I did.”
Because it wasn’t about pride.
It was about drawing a line.






      






The Media
Toronto media smells blood.
“Was that retaliation?”
“Is this becoming a distraction?”
“Did Kent cross the line?”
Shane answers calmly.
“It’s hockey.”
Ilya answers more directly.
“Late hits are late hits.”
Kent, in his own press conference, says:
“It was a hard game. Emotions run high. Nothing personal.”
Nothing personal.
But everyone watching knows it was.






      






Hotel Room
The silence back at the hotel is heavier than before.
Shane stands at the window, city lights blurring.
“He wanted to hurt you,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“Because of this.”
“Partly.”
Ilya sits on the edge of the bed.
“Partly because he is angry,” he continues. “And anger looks for a target.”
Shane turns toward him.
“I don’t care if he disagrees. But you don’t get to treat us like we’re less.”
Ilya studies him carefully.
“You were not fighting only for me.”
Shane doesn’t answer.
Because he was.
But also—
For himself.
For the line between disagreement and disrespect.






      






The Aftermath
Clips of the fight go viral.
Some praise Shane.
Some call it emotional.
Some defend Kent’s “physical leadership.”
Analysts debate whether the hit was dirty.
Frame by frame.
Slow motion.
Intent discussed like evidence in court.
But inside the game—
It was simple.
A message sent.
A line crossed.
A response given.






      






Final Quiet
Later, when the lights are off, Shane presses his forehead lightly to Ilya’s shoulder.
“I hate that it’s like this,” he murmurs.
“It will not always be,” Ilya says.
“How do you know?”
“Because men like Kent do not last forever.”
A pause.
“And neither does fear.”
Shane breathes slowly.
The building had been hostile.
The captain had played dirty.
But they hadn’t backed down.
And tomorrow—
The puck will drop again.
And they will still be standing






      

  












      Chapter 24: The Call
  








  Playoffs are three weeks away.
No one says it out loud in the locker room yet.
But it’s there.
In the standings board updated daily.
In the way coaches shorten shifts.
In the way hits linger half a second longer.
The Raiders are sitting second in their division.
The Toronto game didn’t drop them in the rankings.
But it did something else.
It put a target on them.






      






The Morning After
Shane wakes to his phone buzzing.
Group chats.
Notifications.
Clips of the fight replayed from every angle.
Freeze-frame of Kent’s shoulder driving through Ilya’s numbers.
Slow-motion of gloves hitting ice.
Hashtags split down the middle.
#ProtectTheGame
#StandWithShane
He scrolls until his jaw tightens.
Then tosses the phone aside.
Ilya is already awake, sitting at the edge of the bed, stretching his shoulder carefully.
“It looks worse than it felt,” Ilya says without turning.
“Yeah?” Shane asks.
“No.”
Shane huffs faintly despite himself.
There’s a knock at the door — team medical checking in again.
Everything is technically fine.
Bruised.
Sore.
Cleared to play.
The league has announced they’re “reviewing the hit.”
That phrase hangs like a cloud.






      






The Call
It comes late afternoon.
Private number.
Shane steps out onto the hotel balcony before answering.
“Yeah?”
“Thought you might pick up.”
It’s Scott Hunter.
Shane leans against the railing.
“Hey.”
There’s no small talk.
“I saw it,” Scott says.
“Yeah. Hard to miss.”
A pause.
“You okay?”
“Fine.”
“And Rozanov?”
“He’s fine too.”
Scott exhales quietly.
“That wasn’t just hockey.”
Shane doesn’t answer immediately.
“No,” he agrees finally. “It wasn’t.”






      






The Difference
“I’ve played Kent for years,” Scott says. “He’s physical. Always has been.”
Another pause.
“But that hit had something extra.”
Shane watches traffic move below the balcony.
“He wanted to send a message.”
“Yeah.”
Silence stretches for a moment.
Scott’s voice lowers slightly.
“You can’t chase every guy who does that.”
“I know.”
“But I get why you did.”
That lands.
Because Scott understands the difference between reaction and defense.
“He said we’re making it harder,” Shane admits.
Scott laughs once — not amused.
“For who?”
“For everyone else.”
There’s a beat.
“Translation,” Scott says evenly, “you’re forcing people to confront things they’ve avoided.”
Shane rubs a hand over his face.
“Playoffs are coming,” Scott continues. “Intensity’s already high. Guys like Kent? They’ll use anything to justify turning it up.”
“You think it’ll get worse?”
“I think it’ll get louder,” Scott says. “Different arenas. Different captains. Some will test you.”
Not just their systems.
Their composure.
Their right to be here like this.






      






The Unsaid
Scott is quiet for a moment.
Then—
“I almost called last night.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I didn’t want it to feel like pity.”
Shane’s voice softens slightly.
“It wouldn’t have.”
Scott exhales.
“You stepping in like that,” he says carefully, “that’s instinct. But you’ve got to protect yourself too.”
Shane leans harder into the railing.
“I’m not going to let someone take cheap shots.”
“I know.”
Another pause.
“But if they know they can pull you off your game…”
Shane closes his eyes briefly.
That’s the real danger.
Not fists.
Not bruises.
Distraction.






      






Scott’s Perspective
“I kept my head down for years,” Scott says quietly. “You know that.”
“Yeah.”
“Sometimes I wonder if I was brave or just strategic.”
Shane frowns slightly.
“You survived.”
“Yeah,” Scott agrees. “But survival isn’t the same as control.”
A long silence sits between them.
“When you fought him,” Scott says, “I saw a line being drawn.”
“It was,” Shane replies.
“I just don’t want you burning energy on guys who are already behind.”
Behind.
In thinking.
In comfort.
In evolution.
Shane considers that.
“Hard not to take it personal when it is.”
Scott hums softly in agreement.
“Yeah.”






      






The Weight of Captaincy
“How’s your room?” Scott asks.
“Solid,” Shane says immediately. “They’ve got our backs.”
“Good.”
“Yours?”
Scott pauses.
“Mixed.”
That’s honest.
“No one’s said anything outright,” he continues. “But silence shifts when stuff like this happens.”
Shane understands that.
The quiet calculations.
The glances.
The conversations that stop when you walk in.
“Playoffs make everything tighter,” Scott says. “People cling to ‘tradition.’”
Shane nods slowly.
“Tradition isn’t an excuse.”
“No,” Scott agrees. “But it’s a shield.”






      






The Real Question
Scott’s voice changes slightly.
“You regret it?” he asks.
The question isn’t accusatory.
It’s careful.
Shane doesn’t hesitate.
“No.”
Not even after the fight.
Not after the boos.
Not after the split comment sections.
“No,” he repeats.
Scott exhales, something almost like relief in it.
“Good.”






      






Inside the Room
When Shane steps back inside, Ilya looks up.
“It was him?” Ilya asks.
“Yeah.”
“What did he say?”
Shane sits beside him on the bed.
“That we can’t fight every guy who takes a run.”
Ilya nods slowly.
“He is correct.”
Shane sighs.
“But he also said he understood.”
Ilya studies him.
“That matters.”
It does.
Because Scott isn’t reacting from fear.
He’s thinking long-term.
Playoffs.
Legacy.
Sustainability.






      






League Decision
That evening, the league announces:
No suspension.
Fine issued for boarding.
Debate erupts immediately.
Some say it’s fair.
Some say it’s lenient.
Kent releases a short statement:
Emotions run high this time of year. No intent to injure.

No apology.
Just phrasing.
Shane reads it once.
Closes the app.
“It’s done,” he says quietly.
“Yes,” Ilya agrees.
But it isn’t.
Not really.
Because playoffs are coming.
And playoff series mean repeated matchups.
Repeated tension.
Repeated testing.






      






Late Night
Shane lies awake longer than usual.
Scott’s voice replays in his head.
You can’t chase every guy.
You don’t regret it?
No.
He doesn’t.
But he understands now—
This isn’t just about being right.
It’s about being steady.
He turns toward Ilya in the dark.
“We don’t lose our edge,” he says softly.
“No.”
“But we don’t let them pull us off it.”
Ilya’s hand finds his in the dark.
“That is the balance.”
Outside, the city hums.
Three weeks until playoffs.
Three weeks until the intensity triples.
And somewhere in New York, a captain who once chose silence is watching.
Not with pity.
Not with fear.
But with something steadier.
Recognition






      

  












      Chapter 25: Normal Ice
  








  The final game before playoffs doesn’t feel dramatic.
It feels inevitable.
The standings are locked.
The Boston Raiders have clinched second in the division.
Their opponent tonight isn’t Toronto.
Not New York.
Just a mid-table team with nothing to prove.
For the first time in weeks—
The story isn’t about them.






      






Morning Skate
Morning skate is loose.
Music louder than usual.
Cliff chirping a rookie about tape jobs.
A defenseman casually asks Shane if he and Ilya are hosting team dinner before Game One.
Not whispered.
Not awkward.
Just normal.
Shane doesn’t even register it at first.
He answers automatically.
“Yeah, probably.”
It takes him a second to realize—
No one hesitated.
No one glanced around.
It’s just accepted now.
Across the ice, Ilya laughs at something a teammate says.
Laughs.
Openly.
No tension in his shoulders.
The room has adjusted.
Not perfectly.
But organically.
The novelty has faded.
They are no longer “the couple.”
They are linemates.
They are top scorers.
They are part of the room.






      






The Sponsor Shift
In the week since Toronto, the sponsorship landscape has stabilized.
The apparel brand that paused?
Still paused.
But their stock dipped slightly after online backlash about the decision.
Elevate Athletics — the smaller company that signed Shane — launched their campaign yesterday.
Unapologetic Performance.
Black-and-white photos.
No rainbow overlays.
No grandstanding slogans.
Just Shane in full gear.
Tagline:
Play Loud. Live Honest.

The response has been overwhelmingly positive.
Preorders sold out in hours.
Ilya’s European equipment sponsor doubled down too.
Released a short video of him training.
Caption:
Strength is truth.

No comments disabled.
No hiding.
Their agents send performance reports daily now.
Engagement numbers climbing.
Merchandise moving.
Demographics expanding.
Net positive.
This time the phrase feels earned.






      






The Arena
The building is full.
Not because of drama.
Because it’s hockey.
A few Pride flags still show up in the lower bowl.
But now they’re just… part of the crowd.
Not statement pieces.
Just fans.
During warmups, a kid presses against the glass wearing a Raiders jersey with SHANE 24 on the back.
Underneath it, in marker:
BE YOURSELF

Shane taps the glass with his stick.
The kid beams.
No cameras rush over.
No viral moment.
Just a quiet exchange.






      






The Game
The puck drops.
The game is clean.
Fast.
Structured.
No targeting.
No late hits.
Just playoff-caliber pacing without playoff desperation.
Midway through the first, Ilya scores on a one-timer from Shane.
Their celebration is instinctive.
Brief hug.
Glove tap.
Back to the bench.
No exaggerated caution.
No extra performance.
Just muscle memory.
In the second period, Shane scores on the power play.
The arena roars.
And the roar sounds like it used to.
Uncomplicated.
By the third period, the Raiders are up 4–1.
Coach starts rolling all four lines evenly.
Saving legs.
Thinking ahead.
Because playoffs are no longer abstract.
They’re three days away.






      






The Room After
The locker room feels… light.
Music up.
Gear half-off.
Someone sprays water at Cliff.
No one mentions Toronto.
No one mentions sponsors.
No one mentions statements.
Instead—
“See you idiots Monday.”
“Don’t eat like trash this weekend.”
“Video at ten.”
Shane sits at his stall, unlacing skates.
Ilya nudges his knee lightly.
“You look calm,” Ilya says.
“I am.”
It surprises him.
He is.






      






The Adjustment
On the way out of the arena, a media member asks one last question.
“Shane, Ilya — heading into playoffs, how do you feel about the season’s narrative?”
Shane answers without overthinking.
“It’s hockey.”
And it is.
The narrative storm has settled into background noise.
Not gone.
But absorbed.
They are no longer shocking.
They are integrated.
Even league broadcasts have shifted tone.
From:
Trailblazing moment

To:
Dynamic top-line duo

Subtle.
Important.






      






At Home
The apartment feels steady.
Comfortable.
Not like a bunker.
Not like a battleground.
Just home.
Shane drops onto the couch.
“Remember the first week?” he asks.
“Yes.”
“I thought everything was going to explode.”
“It did,” Ilya replies calmly.
Shane huffs a laugh.
“Yeah. Guess it did.”
A pause.
“But it didn’t end.”
“No.”
Ilya sits beside him.
“The room adjusted,” he says.
“The league adjusted,” Shane adds.
“Some sponsors adjusted.”
“Some left.”
Ilya nods.
“And we are still here.”
That’s the quiet victory.
Not headlines.
Not fights.
Not viral posts.
Staying.






      






The New Normal
Shane checks his phone.
Elevate campaign metrics.
Messages from fans.
A text from Scott:
Good finish. See you in the bracket.

Simple.
Normal.
Kent hasn’t reached out.
That’s fine.
Not everyone becomes a bridge.
Some just become background.






      






The Edge Before Playoffs
Later, lying in bed, Shane stares at the ceiling.
“Everything’s about to get louder again,” he says softly.
“Yes.”
“Playoffs won’t care about narratives.”
“No.”
“They’ll care about wins.”
Ilya turns toward him.
“And we are good at that.”
Shane smiles faintly.
He thinks about the season.
The reveal.
The sponsors.
The fight.
The call from Scott.
The shift in the room.
It no longer feels fragile.
It feels integrated.
Like it was always going to land here.
“Do you ever miss when it was just ours?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya considers.
“No,” he says finally.
“Why?”
“Because now it is ours without fear.”
That’s the difference.
Before, it was hidden safety.
Now, it’s visible steadiness.






      






Final Image
The night before playoffs begins, the city outside hums the same way it always has.
The league will tighten.
The hits will sharpen.
The pressure will spike.
But inside this apartment—
There is no hesitation.
No second-guessing.
No measuring distance.
Just two players who survived the noise long enough for it to soften.
The final regular-season game didn’t feel historic.
It felt normal.
And maybe—
That’s the biggest shift of all






      

  












      Chapter 26: The Best of Seven
  








  The playoff bracket locks on Sunday night.
The Boston Raiders will face the Chicago Blades in the first round.
Sixth seed.
Heavy forecheck.
Deep blue line.
A goaltender who thrives under chaos.
Not flashy.
Not narrative-driven.
Just dangerous.
Shane stares at the bracket on his phone for a long moment before setting it down.
“Good,” Ilya says from across the room.
“Good?” Shane asks.
“Yes. No sideshow.”
He’s right.
Chicago hasn’t made statements.
Hasn’t hinted at opinions.
Hasn’t become symbolic.
They’re just here to win.
Which, somehow, feels cleaner.






      






Game One — Establishing Ice
The building in Boston is electric.
Playoff energy is different.
Thicker.
Louder.
More primal.
Every shift feels magnified.
Every mistake amplified.
Shane feels it in his chest during warmups — not nerves exactly, but compression.
The stakes are visible now.
The narrative has quieted.
Now it’s about production.
The puck drops and Chicago comes hard.
Relentless forecheck.
Bodies finishing every check.
Defensemen pinching aggressively.
They’re not targeting Shane or Ilya.
They’re targeting space.
Which is more dangerous.
Midway through the first, Ilya takes a hit that rattles the glass.
Clean.
Heavy.
He gets up immediately.
Shane doesn’t react emotionally this time.
He just skates harder the next shift.
Adjustment.
Scott’s words echo faintly in his memory.
Don’t chase.
Channel.
Late in the second period, Shane wins a puck battle along the half-wall, threads a pass through traffic, and Ilya buries it blocker side.
The arena detonates.
They don’t over-celebrate.
Just a tight glove tap.
Eyes locked.
Back to work.
Raiders win 3–1.
Series: 1–0.






      






Game Two — Pushback
Chicago adapts quickly.
Game Two is uglier.
Clogged neutral zone.
Turnovers forced.
Shots blocked.
The Blades score first.
Then again.
The building tightens.
Shane can feel the pressure shift — from excitement to expectation.
They cannot drop home ice.
Early third period, down 2–1, Shane gets hauled down on a breakaway.
Penalty shot.
The arena holds its breath.
He skates in slow.
Waits.
Pulls the puck wide, then snaps it high glove.
Tie game.
The roar is deafening.
But Chicago scores late off a broken coverage.
Raiders lose 3–2.
Series tied 1–1.
No panic.
Just awareness.
Playoffs don’t reward comfort.






      






Chicago — Road Ice
The United Center is hostile but not personal.
Just competitive.
Boos rain down equally.
Shane feels oddly lighter on the road.
Less expectation.
More focus.
Game Three becomes a war of attrition.
No space.
No easy entries.
Ilya takes a puck to the ankle and doesn’t flinch.
Shane gets cross-checked twice in front of the net and stays planted.
Late in overtime, Cliff crashes the crease and bangs in a rebound.
Raiders steal it.
2–1 series lead.
Game Four is brutal.
Chicago’s goalie stands on his head.
Shane and Ilya generate chance after chance.
Nothing breaks.
Blades win 1–0.
Series tied again.
Best of three now.






      






Between Games
Back at the hotel, Shane lies flat on his back staring at the ceiling.
“This is different,” he murmurs.
“Yes.”
“No room for distraction.”
“No,” Ilya agrees. “And we are not distracted.”
That’s the difference from earlier in the season.
The noise outside the rink has dulled.
Not gone.
But quieter.
Their relationship isn’t the headline anymore.
Their power play percentage is.
Their zone entries.
Their defensive gaps.
Their faceoff wins.
It feels… grounding.






      






Game Five — The Swing
Back in Boston.
Series tied 2–2.
Game Five often decides everything.
Shane feels the weight of it during warmups.
Not fear.
Responsibility.
Chicago scores early.
Again.
The Raiders answer quickly — Ilya wiring one from the circle after a clean breakout.
1–1.
The third period is suffocating.
Blocked shots.
Desperate clears.
Bodies flying.
With three minutes left, Shane steals a puck at center ice.
Breakaway.
He hears the crowd rise before he sees the net.
He dekes once.
Twice.
Slides it five-hole.
Goal.
The building explodes.
He doesn’t scream.
Doesn’t pound the glass.
He just skates toward the bench where Ilya meets him halfway.
Foreheads touch briefly.
Steady.
Raiders hold the lead.
Win 2–1.
Series 3–2.






      






Game Six — Closing It
Chicago refuses to roll over.
Game Six is violent in the way only elimination games are.
Hits are heavier.
Chirps sharper.
Every whistle feels loaded.
Shane gets slashed across the wrists in the first.
No call.
He adjusts his grip and keeps playing.
Ilya blocks a shot late in the second that leaves him limping for a shift.
He comes back the next one.
Score tied 2–2 entering the third.
The Blades press.
Relentless.
But with eight minutes left, the Raiders’ second line buries a rebound.
3–2.
The final minutes stretch endlessly.
Empty net.
Scrambles.
Clears.
When the buzzer sounds—
It’s not relief.
It’s surge.
Raiders take the series 4–2.






      






The Handshake Line
Chicago’s captain grips Shane’s hand firmly.
“Hell of a series.”
Respectful.
Clean.
No subtext.
Just hockey.
Ilya lingers a half-second longer in the line, exchanging quiet nods with players who pushed him to his limit.
This is what playoffs are supposed to feel like.
Not ideological.
Not symbolic.
Earned.






      






After
The locker room is chaos.
Music blaring.
Water spraying.
Towels flying.
Shane sits for a moment before joining it.
Breathing.
Absorbing.
He looks across the room at Ilya.
Bruised.
Sweaty.
Smiling faintly.
They made it through the first round.
Not because of statements.
Not because of narratives.
Because they were better.
Later that night, back home, exhaustion settles into their bones.
“We’re still here,” Shane says quietly.
“Yes.”
“And it wasn’t about anything else.”
“No,” Ilya agrees.
Shane turns toward him.
“That’s what I wanted.”
Ilya studies him.
“And now?”
“Now,” Shane says softly, “we keep going.”

Second round awaits.
More pressure.
Better opponents.
Fewer excuses.
And this time—
They’re not proving they belong.
They’re proving they can win






      

  












      Chapter 27: The Table
  








  The second-round opponent hasn’t even touched the ice yet.
But the shift has already begun.
Playoffs narrow everything.
Smaller margins.
Shorter tempers.
Longer memories.
And before the Boston Raiders fly out for Game One of Round Two, Shane sends the message in the team group chat.
Dinner at ours. Friday. 7 PM. No excuses.

Cliff immediately replies:
Is this mandatory bonding or are we actually getting fed?

Ilya responds with one word.
Both.







      






Preparation
Their apartment doesn’t feel like a bunker anymore.
It feels like headquarters.
Shane stands at the kitchen island chopping vegetables with more focus than he shows in morning skate.
Ilya handles the main course — slow-roasted salmon, rice, roasted potatoes.
Simple.
Clean.
Playoff-friendly.
No alcohol.
No distractions.
Just fuel.
“You nervous?” Shane asks.
“For a dinner?”
“For what it means.”
Ilya considers.
“No.”
Shane wipes his hands on a towel.
“I used to think they’d always see us differently.”
“They did.”
“And now?”
“They see us as hosts,” Ilya says calmly.
That makes Shane smile.






      






Arrival
The first knock comes at 6:58.
Cliff, of course.
Carrying dessert he absolutely did not make.
Behind him, defensemen, rookies, a couple of guys from the taxi squad.
One by one, they filter in.
Shoes by the door.
Jackets tossed casually.
Loud voices filling the living room.
No hesitation.
No awkward scanning of the space.
No one treats it like stepping into forbidden territory.
It’s just a teammate’s place.
Music plays low in the background.
Shane moves through the room naturally — clapping shoulders, laughing at a chirp about his penalty shot in Game Two.
Ilya stands near the kitchen, fielding questions about Chicago’s neutral zone trap like he’s drawing it on an invisible board.
It’s subtle, but clear.
They aren’t hosting as a statement.
They’re hosting as leaders.






      






The Shift in the Room
At one point, a rookie wanders over to Shane quietly.
“Hey,” he says. “Thanks for this.”
“For dinner?”
“For… everything.”
Shane studies him.
The kid isn’t being dramatic.
Just honest.
“You’re good here,” Shane says simply.
The rookie nods, like that’s what he needed.
Across the room, laughter erupts as Cliff exaggerates a story about blocking a shot in Game Four.
Someone throws a napkin at him.
The energy is loose.
Comfortable.
Not fragile.






      






The Table
They crowd around the long dining table.
Some guys on chairs.
Some perched on the couch with plates balanced on knees.
Plates fill.
Conversations overlap.
Shane stands at the head of the table almost accidentally.
He didn’t plan to.
It just… happened.
Cliff clinks a fork against a glass.
“Speech,” he demands.
Groans follow.
Shane shakes his head.
But he stands anyway.
He doesn’t overthink it.
“Second round,” he says. “It gets harder.”
A few nods.
“No one’s surprised we’re here. That part’s over.”
True.
“The league adjusted. We adjusted. Now it’s just about details.”
He pauses.
“No distractions. No outside noise. We handle it in here.”
He taps the table lightly.
“This room.”
Ilya watches him carefully.
There’s no tremor in Shane’s voice.
No shadow of the early-season uncertainty.
Just steady command.
“To Round Two,” Shane finishes.
Glasses lift — water, protein shakes, someone’s sparkling something.
“To Round Two.”






      






After Dinner
The plates clear gradually.
Some guys linger longer than they need to.
One defenseman ends up on the balcony with Ilya talking quietly about defensive coverage adjustments.
Cliff sprawls on the floor arguing about power-play setups.
It doesn’t feel like obligation.
It feels like ownership.
Eventually, the room thins.
Jackets grabbed.
Handshakes exchanged.
Plans for morning skate confirmed.
The last to leave is the backup goalie.
He pauses at the door.
“Feels good,” he says.
“What does?” Shane asks.
“This. Us.”
Then he leaves.






      






Silence Again
The apartment settles.
Dishes stacked.
Chairs slightly out of place.
The faint smell of roasted salmon lingering.
Shane leans against the counter.
“Well,” he says.
“Well,” Ilya echoes.
“They stayed longer than I expected.”
“Yes.”
“They weren’t uncomfortable.”
“No.”
Shane exhales slowly.
“I didn’t realize how much I needed that.”
Ilya steps closer.
“You needed proof.”
“Yeah.”
“And?”
Shane looks around the quiet apartment — the same space that once felt like a secret.
“Proof.”






      






The Private Moment
Later, the lights dimmed, the world outside narrowed to a distant hum, they sit on the couch close enough that their shoulders press together.
No urgency.
No storm.
Just steadiness.
“Do you think they’d follow you?” Ilya asks quietly.
Shane turns his head.
“Into the second round?”
“Into anything.”
The question hangs heavier than it sounds.
Shane considers the dinner.
The way the rookies listened.
The way the veterans stayed.
The way no one hesitated to sit at their table.
“Yeah,” he says finally.
“I think they would.”
Ilya nods once.
“Good.”
A pause.
“Because they will need to.”






      






Final Note
The second round isn’t about identity anymore.
It’s about discipline.
Depth.
Endurance.
But leadership isn’t just on the ice.
Sometimes it’s a dinner table.
A shared meal.
A room that chooses to stay.
And as Shane turns off the last light before bed, he understands something quietly powerful:
They are no longer fighting to belong in this room.
They are anchoring it.
Round Two waits.
And this time—
They’re not just surviving it.
They’re leading it






      

  












      Chapter 28: Pressure Points
  








  Round Two brings the Boston Raiders face-to-face with the Carolina Storm.
Fastest team left in the East.
Relentless transition.
Aggressive pinches.
A top line that doesn’t miss twice.
This isn’t Chicago.
This is speed layered over structure.
And the stakes feel different.
Because now people are whispering something new:
Contenders.






      






Game One — Shock Speed
From the first shift, Carolina pushes the pace past comfort.
Stretch passes.
Quick chips behind the defense.
Defensemen activating constantly.
Shane feels like he’s skating uphill.
Ilya adjusts faster — angling his routes, cutting off lanes instead of chasing.
Midway through the first, Carolina strikes off a turnover.
Then again on the power play.
2–0 before the Raiders settle.
The building tightens.
Round One felt like survival.
Round Two feels like exposure.
Between periods, the locker room is quiet.
Not panicked.
Focused.
Coach diagrams neutral-zone adjustments.
“Short shifts,” he barks. “Don’t feed their transition.”
Shane nods.
No speeches this time.
Just execution.
Late second period, Ilya strips a puck at the blue line and feeds Shane in stride.
Shane doesn’t overhandle.
Quick release.
Goal.
The bench erupts.
Not emotional — sharp.
Carolina wins 4–2.
Series: 0–1.
Lesson delivered.






      






Game Two — Response
Morning skate is intense.
No jokes.
No loose passes.
Cliff pulls Shane aside.
“They’re baiting you wide,” he says. “Cut middle earlier.”
Shane nods.
Leadership doesn’t mean talking most.
It means listening when someone else sees it clearer.
Game Two is tighter.
Raiders collapse defensively.
Shorten passes.
Force Carolina to dump instead of carry.
The hits are heavier.
The ice smaller.
In the third period, tied 1–1, Shane absorbs a shoulder-to-chest hit that rattles him.
Clean.
Hard.
He skates to the bench.
Breath tight.
Ilya leans close.
“You good?”
“Yes.”
A lie.
But he goes back out next shift anyway.
With six minutes left, Ilya curls off the wall, draws two defenders, and slips the puck back to Shane trailing high.
One-timer.
Top corner.
The sound of the net snapping feels louder than the crowd.
Raiders hold.
Win 2–1.
Series tied 1–1.






      






Road Ice — Carolina
The Storm’s arena is deafening.
White towels everywhere.
The pace somehow faster.
Game Three becomes chaos.
End-to-end.
No clean exits.
Bodies colliding at center ice.
Shane gets hooked on a breakaway — no call.
Ilya takes a stick to the ribs in front of the net — play continues.
This is the layer where playoffs stop being pretty.
Carolina scores twice in the second.
Raiders claw one back late.
But the Storm take Game Three 3–1.
Series: 2–1 Carolina.






      






Hotel Night
The hotel room is dim.
Shane sits on the edge of the bed staring at his skates.
“I feel half a step slow,” he says.
“They are forcing pace,” Ilya replies.
“That’s not what I mean.”
Ilya looks up.
Shane hesitates.
“It’s like every mistake feels heavier now.”
“Yes.”
“That used to be about us,” Shane says quietly.
Now he means media.
Narrative.
Visibility.
“And now?” Ilya asks.
“Now it’s just hockey.”
A pause.
“And somehow that’s scarier.”
Ilya stands and steps closer.
“Good.”
Shane looks up.
“If it is only hockey,” Ilya says, “then we control it.”






      






Game Four — Edge Control
Game Four is the turning point.
Not flashy.
Not dramatic.
Controlled.
The Raiders trap effectively.
Defense gaps tighter.
Forwards collapsing lower.
Shane simplifies his game.
Short passes.
Direct routes.
No hero plays.
Ilya is surgical.
Intercepts.
Quick clears.
Silent dominance.
Mid-third period, tied 2–2, Cliff buries a rebound off a Shane shot.
3–2 Raiders.
Final minute, Carolina pulls the goalie.
Scramble in front.
Puck loose.
Ilya dives, swats it out of danger, takes a skate blade across his calf in the process.
Whistle blows.
Series tied 2–2.






      






The Cost
In the locker room after, Ilya’s leg is wrapped.
Nothing serious.
But playoff serious.
Shane watches the trainer work.
“Don’t,” Ilya says calmly without looking up.
“Don’t what?”
“Carry it.”
Shane exhales.
He knows what he means.
Don’t carry the weight of every hit.
Every bruise.
Every risk.
They chose this.
They lead this.
They endure this.
Together.






      






Game Five — Momentum Swing
Back in Boston.
Series knotted 2–2.
Game Five feels like oxygen.
Win it, breathe easier.
Lose it, suffocate.
The Raiders start fast.
Forecheck relentless.
Carolina looks slightly worn.
Mid-second period, Shane scores off a deflection in tight.
He doesn’t celebrate wildly.
Just clenches his jaw and nods.
Later, Ilya adds one from the point through traffic.
The building roars like it did in Round One.
But this roar feels different.
Confident.
Not hopeful.
Raiders win 4–1.
Series: 3–2 Boston.






      






The Edge of Advancement
After the game, reporters ask about adjustments.
About leadership.
About hosting dinners.
Shane answers evenly.
“It’s details,” he says. “That’s all playoffs are.”
He doesn’t mention fear.
Or pressure.
Or how every shift feels like balancing on wire.
At home that night, exhaustion settles deep.
“You’re playing smarter,” Ilya says quietly in the dark.
“I’m playing scared.”
“No,” Ilya replies. “You are playing aware.”
A beat.
“Scared players chase.”
Shane breathes that in.
Aware.
Not scared.






      






Final Image
Series lead 3–2.
One win from the Eastern Conference Final.
The city buzzes.
The league notices.
The sponsors post supportive graphics.
The narrative machine hums again in the background.
But inside the apartment—
It’s quiet.
Controlled.
Intentional.
Round Two isn’t about belonging.
It’s about endurance.
And as Shane closes his eyes, he understands something new:
The first round tested if they could survive.
The second round is testing if they can finish.
Game Six waits.
And this time—
They’re not chasing the moment.
They’re dictating it.






      

  












      Chapter 29: After the Whistle
  








  Game Six.
Carolina.
Raiders lead the series 3–2.
One win from the Conference Final.
One loss from Game Seven back in Boston.
The building in Carolina is a wall of sound.
White towels spinning.
Bass shaking the glass.
The kind of noise that feels like weather.
Shane stands on the blue line during the anthem and feels the pressure settle into his ribs.
Not panic.
Compression.
Beside him, Ilya rolls his shoulders once.
Loose.
Focused.
Ready.






      






First Period — No Air
Carolina comes out desperate.
Not reckless.
Precise desperation.
Every dump-in chased.
Every puck contested.
Every hit finished through the numbers — not illegal, but punishing.
Shane takes a shoulder early that knocks him slightly off balance.
Ilya gets pinned along the boards and absorbs it without reacting.
No retaliation.
No side quests.
Just survive the wave.
Midway through the period, Carolina scores off a rebound scramble.
1–0.
The arena detonates.
The Raiders don’t sag.
They shorten shifts.
Simplify exits.
Trust structure.
Late in the first, Shane wins a puck battle below the goal line and threads it to Cliff crashing the slot.
Tie game.
1–1.
They don’t celebrate big.
There’s too much game left.






      






Second Period — Tightening Wire
The second period is trench warfare.
Neutral zone clogged.
Bodies stacking at the blue line.
Shots blocked in layers.
Ilya blocks one off the inside of his thigh and doesn’t flinch.
Shane feels his lungs burning earlier than usual.
Carolina scores again off a tipped point shot.
2–1.
The Storm bench pounds sticks against the boards.
Desperation has rhythm now.
Late in the period, Shane draws a penalty with a quick cut inside.
Power play.
The Raiders set up cleanly.
Ilya quarterbacks at the point.
Shane drifts high slot.
One fake.
Pass across.
One-timer.
Goal.
2–2.
The only sound louder than the crowd’s groan is the silence that follows.






      






Third Period — The Edge of Elimination
The third period feels like sudden death even though it isn’t.
No one cheats.
No one pinches without coverage.
Five minutes in, Carolina buries one on a broken play.
3–2.
The building explodes again.
Shane skates back to center ice slowly.
This is how seasons tilt.
But they don’t crack.
They press.
Shift by shift.
With four minutes left, Coach pulls the goalie early.
Empty net pressure.
Chaos in front.
Rebounds.
Sticks hacking.
Bodies collapsing.
The puck squirts loose to Ilya at the circle.
He doesn’t hesitate.
Low shot through traffic.
Tie game.
3–3.
The bench erupts.
Shane grabs Ilya’s helmet and shouts something wordless into the noise.
Overtime.






      






Overtime — The Longest Ice
Five minutes in, both teams play cautiously.
Ten minutes in, caution fades.
It becomes survival.
Breakaway chances.
Desperation blocks.
Goalies standing tall.
Shane’s legs feel heavy.
Ilya’s breathing sharp.
Fifteen minutes.
Twenty.
Still tied.
The ice feels tilted at times — Carolina pressing hard, Raiders barely clearing.
Then it swings back.
Cliff hits the post.
The puck rolls across the crease and somehow stays out.
The bench reaction is a mix of disbelief and exhaustion.
Regulation overtime ends.
No winner.
Second overtime begins.
The building isn’t as loud now.
It’s strained.
Every fan aware they’re one mistake from silence.






      






Double Overtime — Breaking Point
Thirty-five minutes of overtime hockey.
Shifts are twenty seconds.
Maybe less.
Shane feels his vision narrow.
Not dizzy.
Focused.
Carolina turns it over at their blue line.
Ilya reads it instantly.
He pokes it free and sends it ahead.
Shane accelerates.
One defender back.
Inside-out move.
The defender clips his hip — enough to throw him off balance.
But he keeps the puck.
Slides it across to Cliff driving the far post.
Cliff buries it.
Goal.
For half a second, the building doesn’t react.
Then—
Silence.
Absolute, crushing silence.
Raiders win 4–3.
Series over.
Conference Final bound.






      






The Spark
It should end there.
Handshake line.
Respect.
Exhaustion.
But playoffs don’t always cool cleanly.
As Cliff celebrates near the boards, a Carolina defenseman shoves him hard from behind.
Late.
Unnecessary.
Shane sees it before he thinks.
He’s there in two strides.
Gloves off.
No words.
Just momentum.
The Carolina player drops his gloves too.
The fight is explosive.
Not staged.
Not theatrical.
Pure overflow.
Punches thrown.
Jerseys grabbed.
Helmets ripped free.
Ilya tries to pull Shane back but gets tangled as another Storm player jumps in.
Now it’s not one fight.
It’s three.
Linesmen scramble.
Sticks scatter across the ice.
The crowd, stunned into silence moments ago, roars back to life — chaotic and ugly.
Shane takes a clean punch to the jaw.
Answers with two to the ribs.
They tumble to the ice.
Officials pile in.
Whistles shriek.
It takes nearly a minute to separate everyone.
When Shane finally stands, his lip is split.
Blood on his chin.
Chest heaving.
Across the ice, Ilya’s jersey is half torn, hair disheveled, eyes blazing cold.
The handshake line is delayed.
Tension thick as smoke.
Eventually, captains step in.
Hands are shaken.
Brief.
Tight.
No smiles.






      






Tunnel
Back in the tunnel, the adrenaline crashes.
Trainers hover.
“Why?” Ilya asks quietly once they’re alone near the locker room door.
Shane wipes blood from his lip with the back of his hand.
“He shoved Cliff.”
“That is playoffs.”
“It was over.”
Ilya studies him.
“You were not fighting for Cliff.”
Shane doesn’t answer immediately.
The noise from the locker room is distant celebration.
He exhales.
“I was fighting for us.”
The shove wasn’t about Cliff.
It was about disrespect after the whistle.
About trying to turn their moment into something chaotic.
Ilya steps closer.
“You do not need to bleed for legitimacy anymore.”
Shane meets his eyes.
“I know.”
A beat.
“But I will bleed for this team.”
Ilya nods slowly.
That, at least, he understands.






      






The Room
The locker room is celebration and tension tangled together.
Music blasting.
Guys yelling.
Cliff half-laughing, half-shaken.
Coach isn’t smiling.
“You don’t need that,” he tells Shane sharply.
Shane nods.
He knows.
But he also knows something else.
No one in this room thinks he overreacted.
They see it differently.
Not recklessness.
Protection.
Belonging.






      






Final Image
Later, long after the interviews and ice packs and adrenaline spikes fade, Shane sits on the edge of the hotel bed.
Jaw swollen.
Knuckles scraped.
“We won,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“And I lost control.”
“No,” Ilya replies calmly. “You chose it.”
Shane considers that.
Outside, Carolina’s arena lights shut off one by one.
Inside, the series is over.
But the cost lingers.
Bruises.
Fines likely.
Maybe a hearing.
And yet—
They’re moving on.
Conference Final.
Three rounds from a championship.
Two players who once worried about belonging now fighting in double overtime for advancement.
The league will talk about the fight tomorrow.
The media will replay it.
But history will remember one thing:
Cliff’s goal.
Double overtime.
Raiders advancing.
Everything after the whistle—
Just proof of how much it meant






      

  












      Chapter 30: The Morning After
  








  The hotel room is too quiet.
No crowd.
No music.
No sticks slamming boards.
Just air conditioning humming and sunlight pressing faintly through the curtains.
Shane wakes slowly.
His body registers everything before his brain does.
Jaw stiff.
Knuckles swollen.
Ribs sore.
Throat dry.
Then it hits him—
They won.
Conference Final.
And immediately after—
The fight.
He rolls onto his back and stares at the ceiling.
The adrenaline that carried him through double overtime is gone.
What’s left is heaviness.






      






The Body Remembers
Ilya is already awake.
Sitting upright against the headboard.
Ice pack resting on his calf.
Phone face down on the nightstand.
“You did not sleep much,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane doesn’t bother pretending.
“Feels like I got hit by a truck.”
“You fought like you were trying to.”
There’s no accusation in it.
Just observation.
Shane flexes his right hand slowly.
The skin across his knuckles is raw and split.
He remembers the moment clearly now—
The shove.
The red flash.
The decision.
It wasn’t blind rage.
That’s what unsettles him.
It was intentional.
He chose it.






      






The Silence After Noise
They don’t turn on the TV.
They don’t check social media.
They don’t need to.
The league will have opinions.
The media will have angles.
The clips will loop all morning.
What lingers instead is the emotional drop.
For weeks, it’s been constant pressure.
Reveal.
Sponsors.
Toronto.
Playoffs.
Carolina.
Double overtime.
Everything elevated.
Everything sharp.
Now there’s nothing pressing against him.
Just emptiness where adrenaline used to be.
“I thought I’d feel…” Shane trails off.
“Victorious?” Ilya offers.
“Yeah.”
He doesn’t.
He feels wrung out.
Ilya studies him carefully.
“This is the crash.”
Shane nods slightly.
He knows this feeling.
After big games.
After fights.
After milestones.
The body floods, then drains.
And what’s left feels hollow.






      






The Questions
“I shouldn’t have fought,” Shane says finally.
It sits there between them.
“I understand why you did,” Ilya replies.
“That’s not the same.”
“No.”
Shane sits up slowly, wincing as his ribs protest.
“What if I get suspended?”
“Then you accept it.”
“What if I hurt the team?”
“You did not.”
“How do you know?”
Ilya’s voice is steady.
“Because the team knows why.”
Shane swallows.
That’s the part that unsettles him most.
He didn’t fight to prove anything to the league.
He didn’t fight to prove anything about who he is.
He fought because someone shoved his teammate after the series was over.
Because it felt disrespectful.
Because it felt like someone trying to puncture the moment.
He fought because he cares.
And caring in playoffs can spill over.






      






The Weight of Visibility
There’s another layer he doesn’t say out loud at first.
The cameras were still on.
Everything is magnified now.
Every punch.
Every reaction.
There will be people who say:
See?
Too emotional.
Too volatile.
Too much.
He’s spent an entire season controlling perception.
Being careful.
Measured.
Deliberate.
And last night he let instinct win.
“Do you regret it?” Ilya asks quietly.
Shane takes longer this time.
He examines it honestly.
“I regret that it happened.”
A pause.
“But I don’t regret standing up.”
Ilya nods once.
That answer feels true.






      






The Texts
Eventually, Shane flips his phone over.
Notifications flood the screen.
Teammates.
Group chat chaos.
Cliff sending a picture of his own bruised shoulder with the caption:
Worth it.

Scott:
You advanced. That’s what matters.

His parents:
Proud of you. Call us.

Media alerts.
Analyst opinions.
Speculation about fines.
He doesn’t open most of it.
Instead, he puts the phone back down.
“I don’t want to live in it,” he says.
“Then don’t,” Ilya replies.
Simple.
Grounded.






      






Coffee and Reality
They move slowly.
Shower.
Ice.
Coffee in paper cups from the hotel lobby.
The world outside the window looks unchanged.
Traffic moving.
People walking.
Ordinary life continuing.
It feels strange that something so intense can end and the world doesn’t shift.
“Conference Final,” Shane says quietly.
“Yes.”
“That sounds… unreal.”
“It is real.”
“And we’re here.”
“Yes.”
The simplicity steadies him.






      






The Emotional Undercurrent
There’s something else under the surface too.
Fear.
Not of Carolina.
Not of suspension.
Fear of how thin the line is.
Between control and chaos.
Between leadership and recklessness.
He’s worked so hard to be measured.
Last night he wasn’t measured.
He was raw.
“I don’t want to become the guy who loses it,” he admits quietly.
Ilya’s eyes sharpen slightly.
“You are not.”
“How do you know?”
“Because you are questioning it.”
That lands.
Truly volatile people don’t analyze themselves the next morning.
They justify.
They deflect.
Shane is sitting here dissecting it.
That matters.






      






Quiet Recalibration
They sit together on the edge of the bed.
No rush.
No noise.
Just breathing in sync.
“The crash will pass,” Ilya says.
“It always does?”
“Yes.”
“And then?”
“Then we prepare again.”
Shane nods slowly.
This is the cycle.
Build.
Explode.
Collapse.
Rebuild.
Playoffs compress it into days instead of months.






      






Final Image
By the time they leave for the airport, the heaviness has softened slightly.
Not gone.
But manageable.
The Conference Final awaits.
The league will review the fight.
The analysts will debate.
The fines will come or won’t.
But what lingers most isn’t the punches.
It’s the silence this morning.
The vulnerability.
The doubt.
The honesty.
As they walk through the terminal, side by side, Shane feels something steady returning.
Not adrenaline.
Not anger.
Something quieter.
Intent.
The fight was noise after the whistle.
The win was the point.
And as the plane lifts into the sky, heading toward the next round, Shane understands something clearly:
The crash doesn’t mean weakness.
It means he cares.
And caring—
In playoffs—
Is dangerous.
But it’s also the reason they’re still here.






      

  












      Chapter 31: Controlled Fire
  








  The email comes at 8:12 a.m.
Subject line:
Department of Player Safety – Review Notice
Shane stares at it longer than he needs to.
Across the breakfast table, Ilya doesn’t ask what it says.
He already knows.
The fight wasn’t during play.
It was after the series-clinching goal.
That matters.
It always matters.
Shane opens it.
Mandatory hearing.
Virtual.
This afternoon.
Potential fine.
Potential suspension.
He exhales once.
“Okay,” he says quietly.
Ilya nods.
“Okay.”






      






The Narrative Machine
By the time they arrive at the rink, the conversation has already spread.
Sports radio panels debating.
Clips replaying the shove.
The gloves dropping.
The punches.
The officials separating bodies.
The Boston Raiders logo is in every graphic.
Underneath it:
Leadership or Liability?

The split is clean.
Former players defending him.
Analysts questioning discipline.
Social media dissecting body language like it’s forensic evidence.
Shane doesn’t check it himself.
But he feels it.
In the way cameras linger half a second longer during practice.
In the way one reporter asks, casually:
“Do you regret your actions?”
He answers evenly.
“I regret that it escalated. I don’t regret protecting my teammate.”
No anger.
No defensiveness.
Measured.
That part is new.






      






The Hearing
The hearing room is virtual.
Faces in squares.
League officials.
Video replay paused on the moment gloves hit ice.
They ask controlled questions.
Was the shove directed at you?
Did you initiate physical contact?
Do you understand the optics?
Optics.
Shane answers clearly.
“Yes.”
“Yes.”
“Yes.”
No excuses.
No emotional monologues.
Just accountability.
“I let the moment carry me,” he says. “That’s on me.”
There’s a pause on the other side of the screen.
One official nods slightly.
They adjourn.
Decision later today.






      






The Room Reacts
Back at practice, the locker room is steady.
No one treats him like a ticking time bomb.
Cliff tosses him a water bottle.
“Worth it,” Cliff says again.
Shane doesn’t smile this time.
“Next time I’ll just shove,” he replies.
A few guys laugh.
But it’s lighter.
The energy isn’t chaotic.
It’s controlled.
Coach pulls him aside.
“You’re too important,” Coach says quietly. “I need you playing. Not proving something.”
Shane nods.
“I know.”
And he does.
That’s the part that feels different.
Earlier this season, he fought perception.
Now he’s fighting impulse.






      






Sponsor Ripples
By early afternoon, his agent calls.
“Two sponsors reached out,” the agent says. “One wants reassurance. One posted support.”
“Reassurance about what?”
“Temperament.”
The word lands heavier than it should.
Temperament.
As if passion needs softening.
As if leadership must always be calm.
“Tell them I’ll do media,” Shane says evenly. “No defensiveness. Just clarity.”
His agent pauses.
“You’re handling this well.”
“I’m tired of not handling things well.”
That’s not entirely true.
He handled a lot this season.
But this is different.
This isn’t identity.
This is discipline.






      






The Decision
The league decision comes just before evening skate.
Fine.
Significant.
No suspension.
The reasoning cites:

	
Post-whistle escalation



	
Prior clean disciplinary record



	
Context of provocation




The fine stings.
But the absence of suspension feels like oxygen.
Shane exhales for what feels like the first time all day.
Ilya reads the message and nods once.
“Good.”
“I deserve the fine,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
No sugarcoating.
No absolution.
Just truth.






      






The Media Availability
He steps to the podium that night knowing the questions will come sharp.
They do.
“Do you think your visibility makes moments like that more damaging?”
There it is.
The subtext.
He answers calmly.
“My visibility means I have to be better. That’s the standard.”
Another reporter:
“Do you think you crossed a line?”
“Yes,” Shane says plainly. “And I paid for it.”
No hedging.
No blaming Carolina.
Just ownership.
The tone in the room shifts slightly.
Not hostile.
Respectful.
Measured answers change energy.






      






Private Conversation
That night at home, the city quieter than usual, Shane sits on the couch with ice wrapped around his hand again.
“Do you think they were hoping I’d lose control?” he asks quietly.
“Some,” Ilya says.
“Because of everything?”
“Yes.”
Shane nods slowly.
There are people who want narratives to crack.
Who want complexity to become instability.
Who want proof that visibility disrupts discipline.
“I won’t give them that,” Shane says.
Ilya studies him carefully.
“You already didn’t.”
Shane shakes his head slightly.
“I fought.”
“You answered,” Ilya corrects.
There’s a difference.
Shane considers that.
Answering.
Not unraveling.






      






Controlled Fire
Later, lying in the dark, Shane feels something settle.
Not anger.
Not shame.
Control.
The fine is a mark.
The fight a reminder.
But the bigger lesson is this:
Leadership isn’t about never burning.
It’s about knowing when to contain it.
He doesn’t want to become softer.
He doesn’t want to become reckless.
He wants to become precise.
There’s a difference.
Ilya’s hand finds his in the dark.
“Next round,” Ilya murmurs.
“Yes.”
“No distractions.”
Shane squeezes his fingers once.
“No distractions.”






      






Final Image
The Conference Final looms.
The New York Admirals wait on the other side.
Scott Hunter.
Elite pace.
National spotlight.
The fight will fade into a footnote.
The fine will be paid.
The noise will quiet.
But the lesson will remain.
Fire can win games.
Fire can lose them.
The difference is control.
And as Shane closes his eyes, jaw still aching, knuckles still swollen, he understands something clearly:
He doesn’t need chaos to prove he belongs anymore.
Now—
He needs composure to prove he’s ready for what comes next.






      

  












      Chapter 32: No Mercy Between Friends
  








  Conference Final.
Eastern Conference.
The Boston Raiders
vs.
The New York Admirals
National broadcast.
Prime time.
Two top lines that can tilt a game in a shift.
And at center ice during warmups—
Scott Hunter
Seven years older.
Battle-worn.
Calm in a way that doesn’t need to announce itself.
Scott spots them before the anthem.
He skates over casually.
No cameras close enough to catch it.
“Proud of you,” Scott says quietly.
Shane nods once.
“Not tonight.”
Scott’s mouth curves slightly.
“Good.”
They tap gloves.
And that’s it.
Friendship paused.
Series engaged.






      






Game One — Fast and Surgical
From the first shift, it’s clear this isn’t Carolina chaos.
This is structured violence.
The Admirals don’t chase.
They suffocate.
Neutral zone trap layered over aggressive pinches.
Defensemen who step up at exactly the right moment.
A forecheck that doesn’t overcommit.
Scott’s line is matched against Shane and Ilya immediately.
No hiding from it.
The first few shifts are a chess match at full speed.
Stick checks perfectly timed.
Body positioning subtle and punishing.
No wasted movement.
Midway through the first, Scott wins a board battle against Shane and feeds his winger in the slot.
Goal.
1–0 New York.
Scott doesn’t celebrate wildly.
Just a nod toward his bench.
Professional.
Shane skates to the faceoff circle and exhales slowly.
This is the level.






      






Adjustment
On the bench, Coach leans in.
“They’re baiting wide entries again,” he says. “Cut middle earlier. Quick give-and-go.”
Shane nods.
Cliff taps his shin pad.
“They’re respecting you,” Cliff mutters. “Use it.”
Back on the ice, Ilya adjusts first.
Instead of carrying deep, he chips to space and drives the middle lane.
Shane reads it instantly.
Quick pass.
Return feed.
Low shot through traffic.
Tie game.
1–1.
The building shakes.
Scott meets Shane’s eyes briefly at center ice.
Acknowledgment.
No words.






      






Second Period — The Grind
The second period tightens.
Hits harder.
Gaps smaller.
Ice feels tilted.
Scott lines up across from Shane on a defensive-zone faceoff.
“Good answer,” Scott mutters under his breath.
Shane doesn’t look at him.
“You too.”
The puck drops.
They battle for leverage.
It’s not hostile.
It’s intense.
There’s a difference.
Midway through the period, Ilya blocks a shot that would’ve been a clean lane to the net.
He doesn’t react.
Just clears it and resets.
Scott’s line presses again late.
Cycle heavy.
Bodies layered.
They score off a deflection.
2–1 Admirals.
The bench stays calm.
This is going to be tight all night.






      






Third Period — No Space
The third period feels like overtime even though it isn’t.
Every shift matters.
Every mistake magnified.
Shane simplifies.
Short shifts.
Hard stops.
Direct plays.
No hero puck.
With six minutes left, the Raiders draw a penalty.
Power play.
The building rises.
Ilya sets up high.
Shane drifts to the left circle.
The Admirals pressure aggressively.
Scott reads the cross-ice seam and nearly intercepts.
Almost.
The puck squeaks through.
Shane one-times it clean.
Goal.
2–2.
He doesn’t celebrate.
Just a hard exhale.
Back to center.






      






Final Minutes
The last three minutes are chaos contained by discipline.
Both teams push but refuse to overextend.
Scott nearly scores off a broken coverage.
Shane backchecks hard enough to disrupt the lane.
The buzzer sounds.
Overtime.
The arena hums with a different energy now.
Less roar.
More anticipation.






      






Overtime — Inches
Three minutes in, the Admirals nearly end it on a two-on-one.
Their goalie stones Shane on a partial break.
It’s elite hockey now.
No mistakes.
Just margins.
Scott and Shane end up pinned along the boards together during a long cycle.
Helmets pressed close.
Breath heavy.
“Still proud,” Scott says quietly between shoves.
Shane leans into him harder.
“Not tonight.”
Scott smirks slightly.
“That’s the idea.”
The puck squirts loose.
Play resumes.
Ten minutes in.
Then twelve.
The building feels suspended.
Finally—
Cliff chips a puck deep and wins a race he shouldn’t win.
Centers it blindly.
Chaos in front.
Ilya steps down from the point and snaps it through a screen.
Goal.
Silence from the visiting bench.
Explosion from Boston.
Raiders win 3–2.
Series: 1–0.






      






Aftermath
The handshake line won’t come yet.
That’s weeks away.
Instead, players tap gloves loosely as they leave the ice.
Scott skates past Shane and stops briefly.
“Good start,” he says.
“You’ll adjust,” Shane replies.
Scott’s eyes sharpen slightly.
“Oh, I know.”
Then he’s gone.






      






Locker Room
The energy in the room is intense but controlled.
No screaming.
No wild celebration.
Just sharp satisfaction.
Coach speaks briefly.
“One game. Nothing more.”
Shane nods.
He’s not riding adrenaline this time.
He’s riding focus.






      






Quiet Reflection
Later at home, the city buzzing outside, Shane sits on the balcony.
“I respect him more now,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“It makes it harder.”
“Yes.”
Shane leans back in his chair.
“He won’t give us anything.”
“No.”
A pause.
“Good.”
Ilya glances at him.
“You wanted legitimacy.”
Shane nods slowly.
“This is it.”
Not narrative legitimacy.
Competitive legitimacy.
Beating the best.
Under pressure.
Without chaos.






      






Final Image
Game One belongs to Boston.
But the series feels razor thin.
No villain.
No emotional eruption.
Just two elite teams.
Two captains who understand what this costs.
As Shane turns off the balcony light and steps back inside, he feels something steady.
Not fear.
Not doubt.
Respect.
And in playoffs—
Respect makes everything sharper.
Game Two will be faster.
Harder.
More precise.
And this time—
Scott won’t be adjusting alone.






      

  












      Chapter 33: Hairline Fractures
  








  Game Two doesn’t explode.
It suffocates.
The New York Admirals don’t come out angry about losing Game One.
They come out corrected.
Adjusted.
Scott wins the first draw clean and the tone is set immediately — tighter gaps, earlier sticks in lanes, bodies finishing checks just a second longer than necessary.
Not dirty.
Intentional.
The Boston Raiders feel it instantly.






      






First Period — Pressure Without Panic
New York clogs the neutral zone.
Shane tries to cut middle — Scott reads it.
Turnover.
Two shifts later, the Admirals score off a rush created by a neutral-zone steal.
1–0.
Not flashy.
Punishingly efficient.
Ilya adjusts his routes quickly, but he’s getting leaned on every time he retrieves a puck.
Heavy forecheck.
Shoulders into his ribs.
Sticks tying up hands.
They’re not targeting him because of who he is.
They’re targeting him because he’s effective.
That distinction should feel good.
It doesn’t.
Midway through the period, Ilya gets sandwiched along the boards.
Clean.
Hard.
He absorbs it.
Skates off without looking at the bench.
Shane’s jaw tightens.






      






Second Period — The Tilt
The Admirals stretch the lead early in the second.
2–0.
A deflection off traffic in front.
The building quiets.
Not dead.
Concerned.
On the bench, Shane feels the urge rising again — that familiar internal burn.
Push harder.
Do more.
Force it.
He double-shifts himself without being asked.
Carries pucks deeper.
Holds possession longer than he should.
Trying to tilt it alone.
Cliff skates past and mutters quietly:
“Play the system.”
Not accusatory.
Grounding.
But Shane hears something else in it.
Control yourself.
Late in the period, he forces a cross-ice pass that gets picked off clean.
Odd-man rush the other way.
3–0.
The silence in the arena feels heavy now.






      






The Bench
Coach doesn’t yell.
That’s worse.
“Shorten it,” he says flatly. “Simple. No hero plays.”
Shane nods.
But inside, something tightens.
Hero plays.
Is that how it looks?
Ilya sits beside him, breathing hard but steady.
“You’re chasing,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane doesn’t respond.
The horn ends the period.






      






Third Period — Desperation
Boston scores early in the third off a net-front scramble.
3–1.
A flicker.
But New York clamps down immediately.
Scott’s line dominates possession for nearly two straight minutes.
Cycle.
Change.
Cycle again.
Ilya takes another heavy hit retrieving a dump-in.
He gets up slower this time.
Shane skates toward the play instinctively — half a second from stepping outside structure.
He stops himself.
Barely.
The game ends 3–1.
Series tied 1–1.






      






Media Reframing
The postgame questions arrive sharp.
“Do you think emotions are creeping back into your game?”
“Are the Admirals getting under your skin?”
“Is the fight from last series lingering?”
There it is again.
The narrative sniffing for instability.
Shane answers evenly.
“We weren’t sharp. That’s on us.”
No excuses.
No visible frustration.
But inside, the words echo.
Emotions creeping back.






      






Hotel Room — The Crack
The hotel room is dim.
Ilya’s shirt is off, ribs faintly bruised from repeated contact.
Shane stares at the marks too long.
“They’re finishing on you every time,” he says quietly.
“Yes.”
“And the refs are just letting it go.”
“It is playoffs.”
Shane exhales sharply.
“I don’t like it.”
“That is not the point.”
Shane turns toward him.
“What’s the point then?”
“The point is you tried to force the game.”
The words aren’t harsh.
They’re factual.
“I was trying to make something happen.”
“You were trying to fix it alone.”
The room stills.
That lands.
Shane runs a hand through his hair.
“I can’t just sit there while they lean on you.”
“I do not need you to save me.”
It’s not said defensively.
But it is firm.
That’s the crack.
Not about love.
About leadership.






      






Different Languages
“I lead by pushing,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
“You lead by absorbing,” he fires back.
“Yes.”
Silence stretches.
Neither of them is wrong.
But they aren’t aligned either.
Shane feels the weight of expectation again.
Media watching.
League watching.
Sponsors watching.
The idea that any emotional spike will be magnified.
He doesn’t want to lose control again.
But he also doesn’t want to play scared.
“I don’t know how to balance it,” he admits finally.
Ilya studies him carefully.
“Then stop balancing.”
Shane looks up.
“Just play.”






      






The Underneath
Later, lying in the dark, they’re close but not fully settled.
No fight.
No dramatic rupture.
Just space.
The hairline kind.
The kind that doesn’t break foundations but reminds you where pressure lives.
Shane replays his forced pass.
The turnover.
The odd-man rush.
The goal.
That wasn’t leadership.
That was urgency turning reckless.
Across from him, Ilya breathes steady.
He knows something Shane is still learning:
Control doesn’t mean passivity.
And intensity doesn’t mean chaos.
Game Three will be in New York.
Hostile building.
Scott with last change.
Momentum swinging.
This is where series tilt.






      






Final Image
The morning alarm will come too soon.
Film session will show every mistake.
Commentators will speculate about cracks.
But cracks don’t mean collapse.
They mean stress.
And stress reveals structure.
As Shane finally closes his eyes, he understands something uncomfortable:
He doesn’t need to protect Ilya.
He needs to trust him.
And trust—
Under playoff pressure—
Is harder than fighting.
Game Three waits.
And this time—
It won’t be about burning hotter.
It will be about burning steady.






      

  












      Chapter 34: The Thin Edge
  








  Game Three.
Madison Square Garden.
The New York Admirals have last change now.
That means Scott gets to choose the matchups.
That means control.
The Boston Raiders skate out into a wall of sound that feels sharper than Carolina ever did.
This isn’t desperation.
This is confidence.
Series tied 1–1.
Momentum fragile.






      






First Period — The Squeeze
Scott wastes no time.
Every time Shane hops the boards, Scott follows.
Every zone entry is met with layered pressure.
Stick in the lane.
Body on hip.
Second defender closing fast.
They aren’t overwhelming him physically.
They’re isolating him strategically.
Midway through the first, Ilya retrieves a puck under pressure and gets clipped awkwardly as he pivots.
Not dirty.
But wrong angle.
His skate catches the rut in the ice.
His knee bends slightly inward before he regains balance.
He keeps playing.
But Shane sees it.
Feels it.
Two shifts later, Ilya takes another heavy bump along the boards.
This one slower to rise from.
The building doesn’t care.
They roar.
Admirals score late in the period off a cycle that traps Boston’s third pair for nearly a full minute.
1–0.






      






Between Periods — The First Crack
In the locker room, trainers hover near Ilya.
“It’s fine,” Ilya says flatly.
Shane watches too closely.
“It bent weird,” Shane mutters.
“It is fine.”
Coach cuts in.
“We’re getting outmatched in the neutral zone. Short chips. Win races.”
Shane nods, but he’s not fully in the diagram.
He’s watching Ilya test his knee.
Testing range.
Testing weight.
The hairline crack from Game Two widens a fraction.
Trust him.
But what if trust costs?






      






Second Period — The Swing
Boston responds early.
Cliff crashes the net and buries a rebound.
1–1.
The crowd deflates slightly.
For a few minutes, it feels even.
Controlled.
Shane simplifies his game like he promised.
Short passes.
Direct routes.
No forced plays.
Then it happens.
Ilya steps up at the blue line to hold a puck in.
Scott chips it past him.
Breakaway.
Ilya turns to recover but his stride is half a beat slow.
Scott finishes.
2–1.
Not flashy.
Just clinical.
The Garden erupts.
Shane skates past Ilya at center ice.
Their eyes meet briefly.
Ilya doesn’t look shaken.
Just irritated at himself.
That’s worse.






      






The Bench — Leadership Tested
On the bench, Shane’s chest tightens.
That wasn’t recklessness.
That was limitation.
And the difference matters.
“Let him play,” Cliff mutters under his breath.
Shane hadn’t realized how visibly tense he was.
He forces his shoulders down.
Game’s not lost.
But something feels thinner.
Late in the second, the Admirals extend the lead off a power play.
3–1.
The Garden is vibrating now.






      






Third Period — Desperation Returns
Boston pushes.
Hard.
Shot after shot.
The Admirals collapse low, blocking lanes, clearing rebounds.
Shane nearly scores on a redirect that hits the post and skitters across the goal line without crossing.
For a split second, the entire series feels suspended on that inch of ice.
It stays out.
Empty net goal seals it.
4–1.
Series: Admirals lead 2–1.






      






The Almost
The locker room is heavy.
No yelling.
No music.
Just gear being stripped off in controlled silence.
Ilya sits, knee wrapped now.
“Tell me,” Shane says quietly.
“It is not serious,” Ilya replies.
“That’s not what I asked.”
Ilya looks at him evenly.
“It hurts.”
The word lands harder than any diagnosis.
Shane nods slowly.
He doesn’t push further.
He doesn’t demand.
He doesn’t explode.
That restraint feels fragile.






      






The Quiet Argument
Back at the hotel, the tension returns.
Not sharp.
Low and steady.
“You hesitated,” Shane says quietly.
“Yes.”
“Because of it.”
“Yes.”
The honesty slices clean.
“And you still stepped up.”
“Yes.”
Shane runs a hand over his face.
“You don’t have to prove anything.”
“I am not proving,” Ilya replies calmly. “I am playing.”
The frustration flares again — not at Ilya, but at circumstance.
At margins.
At the idea that a slight bend of a knee can tilt a Conference Final.
“We can’t afford half-steps,” Shane says.
“And we cannot afford panic,” Ilya counters.
There it is again.
Different leadership languages.
Shane burns forward.
Ilya absorbs and recalibrates.
Neither wrong.
But the series is unforgiving.






      






Media Pressure Reignites
The next morning headlines read:
Admirals Expose Boston’s Top Line
Is the Emotional Edge Fading?

Clips of Scott’s goal replay endlessly.
Commentary circles back to composure.
Always composure.
Shane feels the familiar itch beneath his skin.
The urge to answer with something explosive.
But this time—
He doesn’t.
He turns his phone off.






      






The Breaking Point That Doesn’t Break
Game Four looms.
If they lose, it’s 3–1.
If they win, it’s even again.
The margin between those outcomes feels microscopic.
That night, lying beside Ilya, the room quiet except for city noise filtering through the glass, Shane finally says it.
“I’m scared of losing control again.”
Ilya turns toward him.
“And I am scared of you trying to control everything.”
The honesty hangs between them.
Neither accusation.
Just truth.
Shane lets out a slow breath.
“What do we do?”
Ilya reaches for his hand.
“We trust structure.”
“On the ice?”
“And here.”
Shane squeezes his fingers once.
That’s the almost breaking point.
Not a fight.
Not a fracture.
Just the realization that pressure can split things if left unchecked.
But they’re still choosing each other.
Still choosing alignment.






      






Final Image
Game Four will decide direction.
Either resilience.
Or unraveling.
The Garden waits.
Scott waits.
The series is tilted but not decided.
And as Shane stares into the dark, heart finally steadying, he understands something crucial:
The breaking point isn’t the loss.
It’s losing themselves inside it.
And that—
They haven’t done.
Yet.






      

  












      Chapter 35: The Line Between
  








  Game Four.
Madison Square Garden is louder than it was for Game Three.
Because this isn’t confidence now.
It’s anticipation.
The New York Admirals know what this game means.
A 3–1 series lead in the Conference Final is almost mathematical.
Not impossible to overcome.
But brutal.
The Boston Raiders skate out tight.
Not panicked.
Tight.






      






First Period — Edge of Control
Boston comes out structured.
Short shifts.
Simple exits.
No hero plays.
Exactly what they talked about.
Ilya’s knee is wrapped under his gear. He tested it hard in morning skate. It held.
Shane doesn’t hover.
He plays.
Five minutes in, Boston scores first.
Cliff wins a board battle.
Low cycle.
Point shot through traffic.
Deflection.
1–0.
Small fist pump from Shane — controlled, contained.
Not eruption.
New York answers late in the period on a power play.
Scott tips one in front.
1–1.
The building roars like blood in the ears.






      






Second Period — The Scare
It happens fast.
Too fast.
Ilya retrieves a puck below the goal line.
An Admirals defenseman finishes his check — hard but legal — driving him shoulder-first into the boards.
The impact is awkward.
His skate sticks.
Upper body rotates.
Knee twists underneath him.
The sound of contact echoes sharp against the glass.
Ilya doesn’t get up immediately.
The arena noise shifts.
Not cheering.
Watching.
Shane is there before the whistle fully blows.
He doesn’t shove anyone.
Doesn’t start anything.
He just drops to one knee beside him.
“Hey.”
Ilya’s jaw is clenched.
“It’s fine.”
It is very clearly not fine.
He tries to push up.
Buckles.
The trainer signals.
The building quiets into a low hum.
Shane skates alongside as they guide Ilya down the tunnel.
He doesn’t follow into the room.
He forces himself to turn back toward the bench.
Structure.
Trust.
Play.
But the air feels thinner now.






      






Collapse
The Admirals score less than a minute after play resumes.
2–1.
Boston’s bench looks rattled.
Then another.
Odd-man rush after a defensive breakdown.
3–1.
The Garden is vicious now.
Every shift feels like it’s tilting downhill.
Shane takes a long shift trying to create something.
Forces a shot through traffic.
Blocked.
Admirals clear.
The period ends with Boston down two.
And without Ilya.






      






Intermission — The Line
The locker room is too quiet.
Trainer steps in.
“He’s being evaluated.”
That’s it.
Not ruled out.
Not cleared.
Shane sits, elbows on knees, staring at the floor.
This is the moment.
The one that cracks him.
The one where control splinters.
Down 3–1 in the game.
Potentially down Ilya.
On the road.
On the edge of a 3–1 series hole.
His chest tightens.
This is when old versions of him would explode.
Force something.
Fight someone.
Turn it chaotic.
Instead—
He stands.
Not loudly.
Not dramatically.
Just stands.
“We’re not done,” he says.
No speech.
Just fact.
Cliff nods once.
“Shift by shift.”






      






Third Period — Monumental Begins Small
Ilya doesn’t return.
The bench confirms it early.
Shane absorbs that quietly.
Then skates.
Boston simplifies further.
Dump.
Chase.
Cycle.
Shoot.
No east-west nonsense.
Midway through the third, Shane wins a neutral-zone battle clean and chips it past Scott.
He doesn’t try to dance.
He goes straight to the net.
Cliff follows.
Rebound pops loose.
Shane buries it.
3–2.
No celebration.
Just retrieval.
The Garden’s volume dips slightly.
Hope is a dangerous thing in playoff buildings.






      






The Equalizer
Five minutes left.
Boston pulls their goalie early after an offensive-zone draw.
Six-on-five.
Puck movement tight.
Deliberate.
Shane doesn’t force it.
He holds.
Waits.
Moves it low.
Cliff threads it across the crease.
Backdoor tap-in from the weakside defenseman.
3–3.
The building is stunned.
Series hanging in midair.






      






Overtime — Legacy Shift
Overtime in New York feels different than anywhere else.
The tension has weight.
Every clear echoes.
Every rush feels fatal.
Shane’s shift comes against Scott’s line.
Of course it does.
They collide near center ice, not dirty — just force meeting force.
Two leaders.
Different languages.
Same fire.
Puck rims around the boards.
Shane chases.
Scott angles.
They arrive together.
Shane wins it.
Not flashy.
Just leverage and edge control.
He slides it low.
Cliff cycles it back high.
Shot from the point.
Rebound kicks out into the slot.
Shane doesn’t think.
He reacts.
Backhand.
Under the bar.
Silence.
For half a second, the entire arena goes vacuum quiet.
Then Boston’s bench explodes.
4–3.
Game.
Series tied 2–2.






      






Aftermath — The Real Fear
Shane doesn’t celebrate wildly.
He looks toward the tunnel.
Waiting.
In the locker room, adrenaline drains fast.
Trainer steps in again.
“MRI tomorrow. No structural tear suspected. Sprain.”
Relief hits so hard Shane has to sit down.
“How bad?”
“Day-to-day.”
Not catastrophic.
Not certain.
Just fragile.






      






The Quiet Room
Later that night, in the hotel room, Ilya is propped against pillows, ice wrapped tight.
“You won,” Ilya says softly.
“We tied it.”
Shane sits on the edge of the bed.
“You scared me.”
Ilya studies him.
“I scared myself.”
That honesty lands heavier than the injury.
“I didn’t lose it,” Shane says quietly.
“No.”
“I didn’t try to fix everything.”
“No.”
There’s something different in his voice now.
Not pride.
Recognition.
“I trusted it,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
Ilya reaches for his hand.
“That is why you are dangerous.”
Not because of speed.
Not because of scoring.
Because he stayed steady.
Under the worst possible stress.






      






The Series Reset
Back to Boston for Game Five.
2–2.
Momentum reclaimed the hardest way possible.
But the cost lingers.
Ilya’s knee.
Exhaustion.
Emotional burn.
And Shane understands something new as he lies awake beside him:
Leadership isn’t about preventing damage.
It’s about surviving it without losing who you are.
They were minutes from a 3–1 hole.
Minutes from narrative collapse.
Instead—
They bent.
And held.
Game Five will test something different.
Not panic.
Not desperation.
Sustainability.
And now—
The series feels wide open.






      

  












      Chapter 36: The Narrative Shifts
  








  The morning after Game Four feels unreal.
Not quiet.
Loud.
Too loud.
The 4–3 overtime win is everywhere.
Shane’s backhand under the bar loops on every sports network in North America.
The series graphic flashes beneath it:
Conference Final — Tied 2–2
But the score isn’t the headline.
The moment is.






      






The Clip That Won’t Stop Playing
Every broadcast runs the same sequence:
• Ilya going down in the second period
• Shane kneeling beside him
• The 3–1 scoreboard
• The third-period goal
• The overtime winner
They slow it down.
Zoom in.
Analyze his posture.
His expression.
His breathing before the shot.
On ESPN, a panel debates it for twelve straight minutes.
“Old Shane would’ve taken a penalty after that hit,” one analyst says.
“But he didn’t,” another counters. “That’s growth.”
On TSN, the segment is titled:
From Volatile to Valiant

Shane watches exactly thirty seconds of it before shutting his phone off.






      






Injury Speculation
That’s the second narrative wave.
What’s wrong with Ilya?
How bad is the knee?
Was it targeted?
Was it fatigue?
Was it inevitable?
Slow-motion replays circulate online, dissecting the angle of the hit.
Some accounts accuse New York of leaning intentionally.
Others call it clean playoff hockey.
No one truly knows.
Because the team says only this:
“Day-to-day.”
Which in playoff language means everything and nothing.






      






Social Media: A Split Screen
Online, the reactions fracture into categories.
1. The Believers
Clips of Shane refusing to retaliate go viral.
Side-by-side comparisons of earlier playoff fights versus last night’s restraint trend heavily.
“Character arc,” someone captions it.
Thousands agree.
2. The Doubters
“He got lucky.”
“Scott wins that matchup most nights.”
“If Ilya’s out, this series flips again.”
They’re not wrong to question it.
Momentum in playoffs is fragile.
3. The Bigger Picture
And then there’s the undercurrent.
Not about the comeback.
About what it represents.
The league’s most visible openly queer couple refusing to fracture under pressure.
National outlets pick it up beyond hockey circles.
Segments on resilience.
On composure.
On leadership.
Not spectacle.
Respect.
That shift is subtle.
But massive.






      






League Response
An NHL executive anonymously tells a reporter:
“This is one of the most compelling Conference Finals storylines we’ve had in years.”
Compelling.
Not controversial.
That language matters.
Privately, some of the “old guard” still mutter about distractions.
Publicly, they stay silent.
Because the overtime winner made silence strategic.






      






The Scott Angle
Scott Hunter is asked about it during Admirals media availability.
He doesn’t hesitate.
“They executed when it mattered,” he says calmly. “That’s what leaders do.”
No shade.
No mind games.
Just acknowledgment.
Clips of that quote circulate almost as much as the goal.
Two captains.
Different styles.
Mutual respect.
The rivalry feels cleaner now.
Sharper.






      






Boston’s Media Day
Back in Boston, the press room is packed.
More than usual.
Microphones stacked high.
Questions fly immediately.
“How did you stay composed after the injury?”
“What was said in the intermission?”
“Did you feel the series slipping?”
Shane answers evenly.
“We focused on the next shift.”
Not dramatic.
Not defensive.
Measured.
Someone pushes harder.
“Was there a moment where you felt yourself losing control?”
He pauses.
Just slightly.
“Yes,” he says. “And then I didn’t.”
The room goes quiet.
That quote spreads faster than anything else.






      






The Clip That Changes Tone
A slow-motion video surfaces later that afternoon.
Not the goal.
Not the hit.
The bench.
Right after Ilya leaves.
Shane sits still.
Head down.
Breathing.
Not smashing sticks.
Not screaming.
Just controlling.
That visual reframes everything.
Commentators stop asking if he’s volatile.
They start asking if he’s evolved.






      






Sponsors React
By noon, two of the new sponsors who signed on after their public reveal repost the overtime goal with subtle captions about resilience and partnership.
One writes:
Pressure reveals character.

Engagement spikes.
The brands that dropped them months ago?
Silent.
Watching.






      






The Other Side of the Noise
In the hotel room, Ilya sits with ice on his knee and scrolls carefully.
He sees the praise.
The speculation.
The slow-motion dissection of his injury.
“They analyze everything,” he murmurs.
“Yes,” Shane replies.
“Does it bother you?”
Shane thinks about it.
“It used to.”
Now?
It feels like weather.
Loud.
Unavoidable.
But not personal.






      






Narrative Shift
By evening, the headline language changes.
No longer:
Can Boston handle the spotlight?
Now it reads:
Can the Admirals contain Boston’s composure?
That’s new.
The respect is new.
The framing is new.
Game Four didn’t just tie the series.
It rewrote how they’re being discussed.
Not emotional risk.
Competitive threat.






      






Private Realization
Later, when the room is quiet, Shane sits on the edge of the bed, watching Ilya flex his knee carefully.
“We’re not the story because of us anymore,” Shane says.
Ilya looks up.
“We are story because we win.”
That difference settles deep.
They aren’t being analyzed for fragility.
They’re being analyzed for dominance.
That shift didn’t happen during the reveal.
It didn’t happen during the All-Star weekend.
It happened in overtime.
Under pressure.
Without losing themselves.






      






Final Image
Game Five waits in Boston.
Series tied.
Momentum balanced on a blade’s edge.
Media louder than ever.
Injury uncertain.
But something fundamental has changed.
They are no longer the experiment.
They are no longer the distraction.
They are the problem.
And that—
In playoff hockey—
Is the most dangerous narrative of all.






      

  












      Chapter 37: For Him
  








  Game Five.
Back in Boston.
Series tied 2–2.
The building feels different tonight.
Not anxious.
Electric.
The Boston Raiders skate out to a roar that isn’t just support — it’s expectation.
Up in the press box, the scratch list confirms it:
Ilya — Out (Lower Body).
Day-to-day.
Precautionary.
He argued to play.
Shane knows that.
Coach didn’t waver.
“Short-term ego isn’t worth long-term damage.”
So they made the call.
And now the locker room feels slightly off-balance without him lacing up two stalls down.






      






Before the Ice
Ilya is dressed in a suit, not gear.
That alone makes something tighten in Shane’s chest.
“You do not play different,” Ilya tells him quietly before warmups.
“You play better.”
Shane exhales through his nose.
“We’re taking it early.”
“Yes,” Ilya replies. “Take it and do not give it back.”
Not chasing.
Not surviving.
Taking.






      






First Period — Immediate Pressure
Boston doesn’t ease in.
From the opening faceoff, they press.
Short shifts.
Heavy forecheck.
Defense activating early.
Scott wins the first draw clean — but Boston swarms the retrieval.
Cliff pins the puck.
Low-to-high pass.
Shot through traffic.
Rebound chaos.
Shane jams once.
Twice.
Goal.
Thirty-eight seconds in.
1–0.
The arena detonates.
Shane doesn’t celebrate wildly.
He skates past the bench, taps the glass once — where Ilya stands behind it.
Not dramatic.
Intentional.
This is for you.






      






Tactical Shift
Without Ilya, the lines are reshuffled.
The chemistry isn’t perfect.
But the strategy is clear:
Play north.
Relentless pressure.
No unnecessary risk.
Shane simplifies everything.
No cross-ice threads.
No extended stickhandling.
Win board battles.
Drive the crease.
Reload.
Midway through the period, Boston forces a turnover at the offensive blue line.
Odd-man rush.
Cliff finishes glove side.
2–0.
The building smells blood.






      






New York Pushes Back
The New York Admirals don’t fold.
Scott answers five minutes later with a snap shot off the rush.
2–1.
Momentum wobbles.
This is where earlier games shifted.
This is where panic used to creep in.
Not tonight.
On the bench, Shane leans forward, voice low.
“Next shift wins.”
Not yelling.
Grounded.
The following shift is textbook.
Dump.
Chase.
Cycle.
Point shot.
Traffic layered perfectly.
Deflection.
3–1.
Boston restores the two-goal cushion before the period ends.






      






Intermission — The Quiet Promise
In the locker room, there’s energy.
Controlled, but alive.
Coach draws adjustments on the whiteboard.
“Keep foot on throat,” he says calmly.
Shane nods.
He doesn’t give a speech.
He doesn’t need to.
Because this isn’t about emotion tonight.
It’s about execution.
He catches Ilya’s eye across the room.
A small nod.
Keep it.






      






Second Period — Statement Hockey
The Admirals try to tighten the neutral zone.
Boston responds by chipping pucks behind their defense and winning races.
Depth players step up.
Fourth line creates two full minutes of sustained pressure.
Exhausting New York’s top pair.
Late in the period, Shane wins a puck battle along the boards against Scott.
Not flashy.
Just leverage.
He muscles it free and cuts hard to the slot.
Draws two defenders.
Slides it back door.
Goal.
4–1.
The assist means more than a solo highlight.
It’s trust.
Structure.
The system working.






      






Third Period — No Collapse
The worst thing Boston could do here is sit back.
They don’t.
They push again early.
Shot volume climbs.
Their goalie makes two massive saves.
The Admirals score once more on a broken play.
4–2.
Still manageable.
Still dangerous.
Shane shortens his shifts deliberately.
Keeps legs fresh.
Keeps decisions sharp.
With three minutes left, New York pulls their goalie.
Six attackers.
The puck squirts loose near center ice.
Shane wins the race.
Empty net.
5–2.
The arena explodes.
This one isn’t relief.
It’s dominance.






      






After the Horn
Final.
5–2.
Series: Boston leads 3–2.
One win from the Stanley Cup Final.
Shane doesn’t pump his fists wildly.
He turns toward the glass again.
Ilya is already there.
They don’t kiss.
They don’t make a show of it.
Just foreheads pressed briefly through cold plexiglass.
The cameras catch it anyway.






      






The Message
In postgame media, the question comes quickly.
“You seemed determined to control the game from the opening puck drop. Was that the plan?”
Shane nods.
“Yes.”
“For Ilya?”
A beat.
“For us,” he says. Then, “And for him.”
Honest.
Measured.
No theatrics.






      






Private Room
Back home that night, Ilya moves carefully but smiles wider than he has in days.
“You did not chase,” he says.
“No.”
“You did not force.”
“No.”
“You suffocated them.”
Shane laughs softly.
“That was the idea.”
Ilya reaches for his hand.
“You did not protect me tonight.”
Shane studies him.
“No.”
“You trusted me to heal. And trusted them to carry.”
That lands deep.
Because that’s the evolution.
Not trying to save everything.
Letting the team be the team.






      






The Weight Ahead
Game Six in New York.
On the road.
Chance to close the series.
Scott will respond.
The Admirals will not go quietly.
And Ilya?
Still day-to-day.
Possibly back.
Possibly not.
But tonight, as Shane lies awake beside him, one thing feels clear:
They didn’t survive Game Five.
They dictated it.
From the first shift.
For him.
For them.
For what comes next.






      

  












      Chapter 38: In Sync
  








  Game Six.
Madison Square Garden.
Boston leads the series 3–2.
One win from the Stanley Cup Final.
The building knows it.
So does New York.
And on the Raiders’ lineup card, next to his number:
Ilya — In.
Cleared that morning.
Knee heavily braced under the tape.
No guarantees about longevity.
Just one night.
That’s all they need.






      






The Tunnel
The walk from the locker room to the ice feels sharper than usual.
Shane doesn’t speak much.
Neither does Ilya.
They don’t need to.
When they line up for the anthem, shoulders nearly brushing, there’s something settled between them.
No crack.
No strain.
Just recognition.
We’re here.
Together.






      






First Shift — Proof
Coach doesn’t ease them in.
First line.
Opening draw.
Scott lines up across from Shane.
Respectful nod.
Then steel.
The puck drops.
Shane wins it clean back.
Ilya curls low, already anticipating the rim.
He collects it without looking.
Shane doesn’t call for it.
He doesn’t have to.
Ilya sends it cross-ice into space before Shane even accelerates.
Tape.
Stride.
Zone entry clean.
They don’t score on that shift.
But the building feels it.
The chemistry isn’t rusty.
It’s intact.






      






First Period — Familiar Rhythm
Midway through the period, they show it fully.
Neutral zone regroup.
Ilya delays just half a second — baiting pressure.
Shane reads it instantly.
Cuts behind him.
Drop pass in stride.
Shot far side.
Goal.
1–0.
The silence in the Garden is stunned.
Because it wasn’t flashy.
It was inevitable.
Like muscle memory.
On the bench, Cliff just shakes his head once.
“Ridiculous,” he mutters.






      






The Answer
The New York Admirals respond hard.
Scott drives the net and ties it 1–1 before the period ends.
Momentum flickers.
The Garden finds its voice again.
But Boston doesn’t tighten.
They don’t panic.
They’ve already survived worse this series.






      






Second Period — Flow State
This is where the game tilts.
Not from one moment.
But from control.
Ilya’s knee holds.
He avoids unnecessary contact.
Plays smarter, not softer.
Shane adjusts without thinking — taking heavier board battles, giving Ilya more space in transition.
They move like they’re wired to the same frequency.
A give-and-go behind the net.
A blind backhand pass to the slot because he knows Shane will be there.
He is.
2–1.
Later in the period, Shane draws two defenders high.
Slides it down low.
Ilya snaps it short side.
3–1.
No elaborate celebration.
Just gloves tapping.
Eyes locking.
We’re here.






      






Third Period — Closing Mentality
The Admirals push desperately.
They shorten their bench.
Scott double shifts.
Shots mount.
Boston’s goalie stands tall.
Five minutes left.
3–2 after a deflection sneaks through traffic.
The Garden senses it.
One bounce away.
On the bench, Shane leans toward Ilya.
“Last five,” he says.
Ilya nods.
They don’t try to extend shifts heroically.
They manage them.
Smart clears.
Controlled entries.
No unnecessary risks.
With ninety seconds left, puck rims out to neutral ice.
Ilya taps it forward.
Shane beats the defender by half a step.
Empty net.
4–2.
That’s it.






      






The Final Horn
The horn sounds like release.
Boston floods the ice.
The Boston Raiders are going to the Stanley Cup Final.
Shane finds Ilya first.
No theatrics.
Just helmets pressed together.
A breath shared in the noise.
They didn’t drag each other here.
They moved together.






      






Handshakes
Scott grips Shane’s hand firmly.
“Hell of a series.”
“You too.”
To Ilya:
“Glad you were back.”
Respect earned, not performed.
The rivalry closes clean.






      






The Flight Home
The plane back to Boston is louder than any flight this season.
Music blasting.
Rookies dancing in the aisle.
Cliff trying and failing to keep order.
Someone starts chanting their line’s nickname.
It sticks immediately.
Ilya leans back in his seat, exhaustion finally creeping in.
Shane studies him.
“You good?”
“Yes,” Ilya replies softly. “Now yes.”






      






The Party
They don’t rent out a club.
They don’t need spectacle.
The team gathers at a private venue near the harbor.
Low lights.
Music loud but not overwhelming.
Family members allowed in.
Staff included.
No hierarchy tonight.
Just people.
Cliff gives a sloppy speech about resilience.
The goalie gets hoisted onto shoulders.
Coach actually smiles — rare enough to be photographed repeatedly.
And Shane notices something important:
No one treats them differently.
Not carefully.
Not awkwardly.
Not symbolically.
They’re just part of it.
Teammates.
Partners.
Leaders.
At one point, someone drags them into the center of the room.
Chants their names together.
Not as individuals.
As a unit.
They laugh, slightly embarrassed.
But they don’t step away.
Because this — this loud, messy, unified celebration — is exactly what they fought for.
Not perfection.
Belonging.






      






Quiet Balcony
Later, they slip outside to the balcony overlooking the harbor.
City lights reflecting off the water.
Music muffled behind glass.
Shane leans on the railing.
“We’re four wins away.”
Ilya steps beside him.
“Yes.”
“Finals.”
“Yes.”
Shane looks at him.
“You felt like you knew where I was all night.”
“I did.”
“I didn’t even look half the time.”
“You did not need to.”
A small smile.
Comfortable.
Earned.
Inside, their team laughs loudly at something Cliff says.
The sound spills through the door.
Shane exhales slowly.
“This is what we are,” he says.
Ilya nods.
“Together.”
Not dramatic.
Not defiant.
Just true.
They don’t need to prove anything anymore.
They’ve already shown it.
On the ice.
Under pressure.
In sync.
And now—
The Stanley Cup Final waits.
Four more wins.
But tonight?
Tonight is not about what’s next.
It’s about what they’ve built.
And how unshakable it finally feels.






      

  












      Chapter 39: The Noise Before the Storm
  








  They wake up to sirens.
Not outside.
On their phones.
Notifications stacking faster than the screen can refresh.
The Boston Raiders are going to the Stanley Cup Final.
And the story is no longer contained to hockey media.
It’s everywhere.






      






National Coverage
The overtime goals.
The Game Five dominance.
Ilya’s return in Game Six.
Shane’s composure arc.
Every network runs some version of it.
On ESPN, the headline reads:
From Scrutiny to Stanley Cup: The Raiders’ Defining Run

On TSN:
Boston’s Top Line Is Unstoppable — And Unshakeable

But then it expands beyond sports.
Morning shows invite former players to discuss leadership evolution.
Cultural commentators discuss representation in pro hockey.
Segments replay the image of Shane and Ilya pressing helmets together after the Game Six horn.
It’s not framed as spectacle anymore.
It’s framed as legacy.






      






The Narrative Evolution
Early in the season, coverage sounded cautious.
Curious.
Sometimes invasive.
Now?
The tone has shifted.
They’re not “the couple.”
They’re not “the distraction.”
They’re the reason Boston is four wins from the Cup.
Analysts break down their chemistry with telestrators instead of speculation.
“Look at the spacing.”
“Watch how Ilya delays here — Shane already cutting.”
“This is anticipation you only get from total trust.”
It’s hockey talk.
Pure hockey talk.
And that feels like the biggest shift of all.






      






The Countercurrent
But not all of it is clean.
Radio hosts in smaller markets question whether the attention is “too much.”
Anonymous league sources whisper about “circus energy.”
A retired executive goes on record saying:
“The Finals should be about hockey.”
The implication hangs there.
As if it isn’t.
Social media fractures again.
Support loud.
Criticism loud.
Neutral fans just excited for the matchup.
Because beyond everything else—
Boston is playing terrifyingly good hockey.






      






Practice Turns Into Theater
Two days later, the Raiders hold an open media practice.
It feels more like a film premiere.
Cameras line the boards.
Microphones everywhere.
Reporters from outlets that never cover hockey stand shoulder to shoulder with beat writers who’ve been here for years.
Someone from a national magazine asks Shane:
“Do you feel the weight of being symbolic heading into the Final?”
He answers carefully.
“I feel the weight of winning four more games.”
Simple.
Grounded.
Redirected.
Ilya gets asked about his knee more than tactics.
He responds in clipped, calm sentences.
“It holds.”
“Playoff pain is normal.”
“Yes, I will play.”
Then he pivots back to systems and matchups.
They are not naïve.
They know what the questions are trying to pull.
Emotion.
Confession.
Grand statements.
They give none.






      






League Spotlight
The NHL schedules extra promotional shoots.
The National Hockey League wants this Final marketed as historic.
The league’s official accounts post side-by-side highlights of their playoff goals.
The caption:
Built Different.

That phrase trends.
Privately, management assures them the league is “fully behind” the coverage.
Publicly, the commissioner praises their professionalism in a press conference clip that circulates widely.
The shift is institutional now.
Support isn’t quiet anymore.
It’s strategic.






      






Sponsor Surge
Three new brands reach out within forty-eight hours.
One athletic apparel line.
One mental health initiative.
One global sports drink company.
Not tentative inquiries.
Full campaigns proposed.
Shane and Ilya review the offers late at night in their kitchen.
“We say yes to the one that fits,” Ilya says.
“Not the loudest.”
They’ve learned that lesson already.






      






The Rival Storyline
The Final opponent is announced officially:
The Philadelphia Flyers.
Physical.
Fast through the neutral zone.
Relentless on the forecheck.
Media immediately frames it as:
Grit vs. Precision
East Coast Power vs. Calculated Control
Relentless Pressure vs. Elite Chemistry
Every angle dissected.
But woven into every breakdown is them.
Always them.
Can the spotlight fuel them?
Or fracture them?






      






The Human Side
The frenzy leaks into their families.
Shane’s parents get contacted for interviews again.
They decline most.
Accept one.
Measured.
Supportive.
Proud.
Ilya’s phone stays mostly quiet.
His mother is long gone.
His father sends a single text:
“Final. Good.”
No punctuation.
No elaboration.
It’s more than usual.
There is no message from his brother.
There hasn’t been contact in years.
That absence doesn’t sting the way it once did.
It just is.
Shane notices the way Ilya reads the short text from his father twice before locking his phone.
He doesn’t comment.
Just brushes his thumb lightly across Ilya’s wrist.
Grounding.






      






Private Moment in the Noise
That night, the city hums louder than usual.
Sports bars replay highlights on loop.
Billboards flash Finals graphics.
They sit on the couch, phones finally silent.
“Does it feel bigger?” Shane asks quietly.
“Yes,” Ilya replies.
“Does it feel heavier?”
A pause.
“No.”
Shane looks at him.
“Why not?”
“Because this part,” Ilya says softly, “we earned.”
Not the noise.
Not the symbolism.
The hockey.
The execution.
The trust.
That’s what carries weight.
And they’ve already proven they can handle that.






      






Final Image
The next morning, as they step into the practice facility, cameras waiting again, Shane doesn’t feel hunted.
He feels watched.
There’s a difference.
The frenzy isn’t about scandal.
It’s about expectation.
They are no longer fragile figures in a league unsure of them.
They are the headline of the Stanley Cup Final.
Against Philadelphia.
Against history.
Against the last narrative still whispering that pressure might crack them.
Four wins away.
And the world is looking directly at them now.
Not to see if they’ll break.
But to see if they’ll finish.






      

  












      Chapter 40: The Last Quiet
  








  The day before the Stanley Cup Final does not feel loud.
It feels sharp.
The Boston Raiders practice facility is quieter than usual when Shane walks in.
Not empty.
Focused.
No music blasting.
No jokes echoing down the hallway.
Even the rookies move differently.
Four wins from the Cup.
Against the Philadelphia Flyers.
The weight is there.
No one says it out loud.






      






The Whiteboard
Coach keeps the morning meeting short.
Flyers tendencies fill the screen.
Heavy forecheck.
Low cycle pressure.
Net-front traffic.
“They don’t give you pretty,” Coach says evenly. “They give you pain.”
A few small laughs.
But he isn’t joking.
He circles one name.
Top Flyers defenseman.
“Finish through contact. No fly-bys.”
Then he looks directly at Shane and Ilya.
“Short shifts. Smart changes. No feeding momentum.”
It isn’t a warning.
It’s trust.






      






The Ice Feels Smaller
When they step onto the ice, the rink feels tighter.
Every drill is precise.
Zone exits under pressure.
Neutral zone counters.
Power-play entries against aggressive PK simulation.
Shane and Ilya don’t talk much.
They don’t need to.
On a rush drill, Ilya delays just inside the blue line.
Shane curls wide.
Drop pass without looking.
One-touch shot.
Top corner.
Even in practice, it’s automatic.
Coach doesn’t praise it.
He just nods once.
Expected.






      






Physical Preparation
After drills, strength coaches run short explosive reps.
Nothing heavy.
Just activation.
Ilya’s knee is taped meticulously.
Trainer presses along the joint.
“How’s stability?”
“Good.”
“How’s pain?”
“Present.”
They share a look.
Playoff pain is assumed.
Shane watches from across the room, pretending not to.
He doesn’t hover anymore.
That’s growth.
But he always knows where Ilya is.






      






Special Teams Reps
The power play gets extra attention.
Flyers collapse low aggressively.
Boston works puck movement faster.
No stickhandling exhibitions.
One-touch passes.
High slot rotation.
Shane stands in his usual left-side half-wall position.
Ilya drifts weak side.
They run the same sequence three times in a row.
Each one cleaner than the last.
On the fourth attempt, Shane fakes high.
Slides it seam-side.
Ilya hammers it one-timer.
Net snaps back.
The sound echoes.
For a second, no one moves.
Then Coach blows the whistle.
“That’s it,” he says. “That’s the look.”






      






The Quiet Conversation
Practice winds down.
Players peel off in small groups.
Skates scraping.
Water bottles clattering.
Low conversation.
Shane lingers near center ice.
Ilya joins him.
“You feel it?” Shane asks quietly.
“Yes.”
“What does it feel like?”
“Not fear.”
“Good.”
“Sharp.”
Shane nods.
That’s exactly it.
Not nerves.
Edge.






      






The Captain’s Moment
Before they leave the ice, Shane taps his stick on the surface once.
“Circle.”
The team gathers.
No cameras allowed at this portion of practice.
Just them.
“I don’t care about the storylines,” Shane says calmly. “I don’t care about noise. We built this the hard way. Shift by shift.”
He looks around the circle.
“They’re going to hit. They’re going to try to drag it sideways. We don’t go with them.”
A few nods.
Cliff smirks. “You saying don’t fight?”
Shane half-smiles.
“I’m saying pick it.”
Light laughter breaks tension.
Then he finishes.
“We don’t chase. We dictate.”
No yelling.
No chest-thumping.
Just clarity.






      






Media Outside
When they step off the ice, media waits beyond the locker room doors.
Microphones.
Cameras.
Final practice clips already trending.
A reporter asks:
“Is this the biggest moment of your career?”
Shane answers simply:
“It’s the next one.”
Ilya gets asked if he’s worried about Philadelphia’s physical style.
“They should be worried about ours.”
Calm. Not cocky.
The clip spreads instantly.






      






Locker Room Ritual
Inside, the room feels warmer.
Music finally comes on — low, steady.
Not hype music.
Rhythm music.
Tape rolls.
Gear bags zip.
Sticks retaped carefully.
Ilya sits two stalls down.
Shane glances over.
Their eyes meet.
No dramatic nod.
Just acknowledgment.
Tomorrow.






      






After Practice — Alone
They stay late.
Ice mostly empty now.
Just them and the goalie running a few final reps.
Two-on-zero rush.
Back and forth.
Again.
Again.
Again.
Until it’s effortless.
Until they stop thinking.
Finally, they skate to the bench and sit side by side.
Empty arena seats rising around them.
“You remember the first game this season?” Shane asks.
“Yes.”
“We were tight.”
“Yes.”
“We aren’t now.”
“No.”
A beat.
“Whatever happens,” Shane says quietly, “we don’t lose this.”
Ilya doesn’t ask what this means.
He knows.
The trust.
The steadiness.
The alignment.
“We will not,” he replies.






      






Final Image
They leave the rink last.
Lights dimming behind them.
Outside, the city buzzes.
Final banners hang from buildings.
Sports radio debates matchups.
Fans already lining up for tomorrow’s morning skate.
Four wins away.
But tonight isn’t about lifting anything.
It’s about sharpening.
About discipline.
About remembering who they are before the noise swallows the air.
As they walk to the car, fingers brushing briefly between them, Shane feels something unexpected:
Not pressure.
Readiness.
Tomorrow, the Stanley Cup Final begins.
And they are not hoping.
They are prepared.






      

  












      Chapter 41: The Noise and the Roar
  








  Game One morning feels different from every other game morning this season.
Heavier.
Brighter.
Charged.
The Boston Raiders wake up to a city that already feels awake with them.
Final banners hang from light posts.
Sports radio counts down hours to puck drop.
And Shane’s phone starts vibrating before he’s even fully conscious.






      






The Messages
He doesn’t check it immediately.
He sits up first.
Breathes.
Feels the weight in his chest.
Not nerves.
Magnitude.
Beside him, Ilya is already awake, staring at the ceiling.
“You sleep?” Shane asks.
“Enough.”
That’s playoff language for not much.
Shane finally unlocks his phone.
The messages flood in.
His parents first.
We’re so proud of you. No matter what happens tonight, we love you.

A photo attached — them wearing Raiders jerseys, grinning like it’s Christmas.
Shane smiles before he can stop himself.
Then:
Former teammates.
Junior coaches.
Old billet family.
College friends.
Even Hayden Pike sends one.
Final. Crazy. You earned this. Go be you.

Simple.
Grounded.
It steadies something in him.






      






Ilya’s Side
Ilya’s phone is quieter.
He scrolls slowly.
A message from his father.
Watch game. Good luck.

Two sentences.
That’s more than usual.
He reads it twice.
Then locks his phone.
“You good?” Shane asks quietly.
“Yes.”
And he means it.
Because support doesn’t have to be loud to count.
Some of it lives in restraint.






      






The Arrival
When they pull into the arena, fans are already gathered outside.
Chants ripple down the sidewalk.
Some hold signs.
Some hold flags.
Some hold handmade posters with both their names scrawled together in uneven letters.
It isn’t overwhelming.
It’s grounding.
As they walk from the car, someone yells:
“Bring it home!”
Not “for us.”
Not “for history.”
Just bring it home.






      






Inside the Building
Family members have access passes tonight.
Shane’s parents are seated behind the glass near the Raiders’ attacking zone.
His mother presses both hands to the barrier when she sees him step onto the ice for warmups.
He skates past slowly.
Taps the glass once.
Across the rink, Ilya spots a small cluster of teammates’ families waving.
He doesn’t linger.
But he notices.
Belonging doesn’t always need direct bloodlines.






      






The Anthem
The arena is blindingly loud.
Spotlights sweeping.
Finals logo painted at center ice.
Across from them, the Philadelphia Flyers stand in a straight, unflinching line.
Physical.
Built for grind.
The anthem begins.
Shane’s jaw tightens slightly.
Ilya stands close enough their elbows brush.
Not holding hands.
Not dramatic.
Just aligned.
The roar when it ends feels like something physical.






      






Game One
First Period — Collision
There’s no easing in.
Philadelphia finishes every check.
Bodies rattle boards.
Clearing attempts are contested violently.
On his second shift, Ilya absorbs a hit that sends him sliding into the corner.
Clean.
Hard.
He gets up immediately.
No hesitation.
Shane doesn’t react emotionally.
He reacts structurally.
Shorter passes.
Faster support.
Cleaner exits.
Ten minutes in, Flyers score first.
A net-front scramble.
1–0.
The building doesn’t deflate.
It recalibrates.






      






The Response
Late in the period, Shane wins a faceoff clean.
Ilya rotates high.
Defenseman sends a low wrister through traffic.
Rebound pops loose.
Ilya taps it home.
1–1.
He doesn’t celebrate wildly.
Just skates past Shane and taps gloves.
In sync.
The period ends even.
But bruised.






      






Second Period — The Grind
Philadelphia tightens the neutral zone.
Boston adjusts.
Chip and chase.
Heavy forecheck.
Cliff buries one midway through.
2–1 Boston.
The arena vibrates.
But the Flyers answer minutes later off a turnover.
2–2.
This isn’t going to be easy.
It was never going to be easy.






      






Third Period — Test of Nerve
Everything feels magnified now.
Every zone entry.
Every clear.
Every missed stick lift.
Halfway through the third, Shane blocks a shot that stings up his leg.
He limps for half a stride.
Then stays on.
Two minutes later, he drives wide and cuts to the net.
Draws both defenders.
Slides it across.
Ilya one-times it.
3–2.
The goal feels different.
Less explosive.
More inevitable.
Philadelphia pulls their goalie with ninety seconds left.
Six attackers.
Chaos.
Bodies flying.
Clearing attempts blocked.
The puck finally rims around the boards and out to center.
Shane races for it.
He could shoot.
He hesitates just long enough to slide it to a teammate with a clearer lane.
Empty net.
4–2.
Game.






      






After the Horn
The horn sounds like release.
Game One to Boston.
Series 1–0.
Shane doesn’t throw his arms up immediately.
He looks up into the stands first.
Finds his parents.
His mother crying openly now.
His father clapping steadily.
Then he turns.
Finds Ilya.
Helmets press together briefly.
Just breath and adrenaline shared.






      






Postgame
In the locker room, it’s loud.
But not reckless.
This isn’t a clinch.
It’s a beginning.
Media asks about support.
About family in attendance.
About the atmosphere.
Shane answers carefully.
“It means something to feel that behind you.”
Ilya adds:
“But we play for each other first.”
That clip runs everywhere.






      






Quiet After
Later that night, when the building empties and the adrenaline begins to thin, they sit in their living room.
Ice packs resting against sore muscles.
Game still replaying silently on television.
“Your mom cried,” Ilya says.
“She always does.”
“You looked up.”
“I did.”
A pause.
“Does it help?” Shane asks.
“Yes.”
Support.
Family.
Friends.
Teammates.
It doesn’t remove pressure.
It balances it.
Game One is done.
Three more wins needed.
The series will get uglier.
Harder.
But tonight proved something important:
They are not alone in this.
Not on the ice.
Not in the noise.
And as the city hums outside their window, Shane feels it clearly—
This isn’t just a run.
It’s a foundation.
And it’s holding.






      

  












      Chapter 42: The Surge
  








  Game Two doesn’t feel easier at puck drop.
It feels hostile.
Philadelphia doesn’t hide what they are — heavy, grinding, punishing through every zone. The Philadelphia Flyers come out with more bite than they showed in Game One.
They know what 0–2 means heading back home.
So they try to turn it into something ugly early.
But this time, Boston is ready for it.
The Boston Raiders don’t react.
They absorb.
And then they take over.






      






Game Two — Precision
First period is tight.
Hits stack up.
Whistles are rare.
Tempers simmer.
Midway through, Ilya makes the adjustment that changes everything.
Instead of fighting through contact along the boards, he spins off early and slips into open ice.
Shane reads it instantly.
Threaded pass through the neutral zone.
Ilya enters clean, no resistance.
Far-side snap.
1–0.
It isn’t dramatic.
It’s surgical.
Philadelphia tries to answer physically.
They finish harder.
Chirp louder.
Push after whistles.
Shane doesn’t bite.
He doesn’t even look.
That restraint is louder than any shove.
Late in the second, Boston capitalizes on a power play.
Quick puck movement.
One-touch passing.
No hesitation.
Shane fires high blocker.
2–0.
The building can feel it shifting.
The Flyers are playing heavy.
Boston is playing efficient.
There’s a difference.






      






Third Period Control
Philadelphia scores early in the third off a deflection.
2–1.
Momentum threatens to tilt.
Shane gathers the team at the bench quietly.
“Short shifts. No chasing.”
No speech.
Just reset.
The next ten minutes are a masterclass in puck possession.
Clean exits.
Safe entries.
Layered support.
Cliff buries one off a cycle.
3–1.
Empty net later.
4–1 final.
Series: 2–0 Boston.
The win doesn’t feel explosive.
It feels inevitable.






      






The Flight to Philadelphia
On the plane, there’s laughter now.
Not wild.
Confident.
Two games up.
But no one says sweep.
Not out loud.
Ilya leans back in his seat, knee elevated.
“You feel it changing?” Shane asks quietly.
“Yes.”
“Too easy?”
Ilya shakes his head.
“No. Controlled.”
That word matters.
Because easy is dangerous.
Controlled is sustainable.






      






Game Three — On the Road
Philadelphia’s arena is loud in a different way.
Not celebratory.
Defiant.
The Flyers need this game.
They know it.
Their fans know it.
The first ten minutes are chaos.
Boston’s goalie makes two massive saves early.
A breakaway.
A rebound scramble.
The Flyers throw everything forward.
And Boston waits.






      






The Break
Halfway through the first, Shane forces a turnover at center ice.
Quick transition.
Ilya trailing just behind.
Drop pass.
One-timer.
1–0 Boston.
The crowd groans.
That’s when the shift happens.
The Flyers realize they can’t overwhelm them.
They have to outplay them.
And that’s harder.






      






Chemistry Unleashed
The second period is where it becomes undeniable.
Shane and Ilya move like instinct.
Blind passes connecting.
Switching lanes mid-rush without signaling.
Covering for each other defensively before danger even forms.
On one shift, Ilya draws two defenders below the goal line.
Shane drifts high slot.
No look pass.
Goal.
2–0.
It isn’t flashy anymore.
It’s automatic.
Later, a defensive breakdown by Philadelphia leads to a three-on-two.
Shane could shoot.
Instead, he delays.
Waits half a heartbeat.
Slides it back.
Ilya roof.
3–0.
The building quiets.
Not because they’re shocked.
Because they see it.
Boston isn’t reacting.
They’re dictating.






      






Third Period — The Seal
Philadelphia scores late to avoid the shutout.
3–1.
But there’s no real panic.
Boston clogs the neutral zone.
Wins faceoffs clean.
Clears without drama.
Final horn.
Game Three to Boston.
Series: 3–0.
One win from the Stanley Cup.






      






The Locker Room
There’s no screaming celebration.
Just controlled satisfaction.
Coach stands in the middle.
“One more,” he says simply.
Shane looks around the room.
No one is wide-eyed.
No one is overwhelmed.
They look ready.
Ilya sits beside him, unlacing skates slowly.
“You know what this is?” Shane asks quietly.
“Yes.”
“Opportunity.”
“Yes.”
Not destiny.
Not inevitability.
Opportunity.






      






Late Night Reflection
Back at the hotel, the city noise is different.
Philadelphia still buzzing, but thinner.
They sit side by side on the edge of the bed.
Three wins.
Four days ago, this was just possibility.
Now it’s within reach.
“You ever think it would feel like this?” Shane asks.
“No,” Ilya says honestly.
“How does it feel?”
Ilya considers.
“Calm.”
That surprises Shane.
But he feels it too.
No chaos.
No cracks.
No doubt between them.
They aren’t chasing history.
They’re building it shift by shift.
Three games down.
One more.
The hardest one.
Because closing is different than climbing.
And tomorrow, Philadelphia will play like a team with nothing left to lose.
But tonight?
Boston leads 3–0.
And for the first time all series, the Cup feels close enough to touch.






      

  












      Chapter 43: The Brink
  








  Game Four feels wrong from the first shift.
Not because Boston plays badly.
Because Philadelphia plays desperate.
There is a difference.
The Philadelphia Flyers come out like a team that understands extinction.
Every puck battle is finished through the body.
Every rebound attacked like it’s oxygen.
Every whistle followed by shoves that linger a second too long.
The Boston Raiders don’t get time.
They don’t get space.
They don’t get rhythm.
And that’s how it starts unraveling.






      






First Period — Punched in the Mouth
Four minutes in, Flyers score off a broken play.
A point shot deflects twice.
1–0.
The crowd detonates.
Boston resets.
But two shifts later, a turnover at the blue line leads to an odd-man rush.
2–0.
The building becomes a living thing.
Philadelphia smells blood.
Midway through the period, a heavy cycle traps Boston’s third line for nearly a full minute.
Bodies scrambling.
Clearing attempts failing.
Sticks snapping.
Another goal.
3–0.
Shane stands at center ice after the puck drops again and feels something he hasn’t felt all series.
Not fear.
But instability.
The game isn’t being controlled anymore.
It’s being survived.






      






Intermission — Quiet Tension
The locker room isn’t loud.
It’s tight.
Coach doesn’t yell.
He doesn’t need to.
“Breathe,” he says.
“We’re not losing this series in one period.”
Shane looks across at Ilya.
No panic there.
Just calculation.
“They’re burning everything,” Ilya says quietly once the room clears.
“They can’t keep that pace.”
“Then we make them pay when it breaks.”
That’s the plan.
Wait for the crack.






      






Second Period — The Collapse Threatens
But the crack doesn’t come immediately.
It gets worse.
Early power play for Philadelphia.
Traffic in front.
Deflection.
4–0.
The arena shakes.
Some Flyers players are already celebrating like they’ve solved something bigger than a game.
Shane skates past the bench and hears a fan scream:
“No sweep!”
And for a second—
For a flicker of a second—
The word sweep feels fragile.






      






The Shift
It doesn’t happen dramatically.
It happens quietly.
A defensive-zone faceoff.
Shane wins it clean.
Defenseman rims it around.
Ilya chips it past a pinching defender.
They exit clean.
First time all night.
That small.
That simple.
They don’t force a rush.
They dump it deep.
They forecheck.
They make Philadelphia turn.
Thirty seconds of sustained pressure.
Nothing flashy.
Just wear.
Then—
A broken stick.
A scrambling defender.
Puck squirts to the slot.
Cliff buries it.
4–1.
No huge celebration.
Just a nod.
The first crack.






      






Momentum
Two shifts later, Ilya forces a turnover along the half wall.
He absorbs a hit to make the play.
Slides it out front.
Shane snaps it glove side.
4–2.
Now the building is nervous.
You can hear it.
The crowd isn’t roaring anymore.
It’s reacting.
Philadelphia calls timeout.
Boston doesn’t sit.
They lean forward.
They know this feeling.
They’ve lived in it all postseason.
Pressure shifted.






      






Third Period — The Climb
The Flyers try to slow it down.
Trap the neutral zone.
Chip pucks out.
Kill clock.
But desperation burns energy.
And Boston conserved theirs.
Five minutes in, power play Boston.
Shane at the half wall.
Ilya rotates low.
Quick exchange.
Cross-ice seam.
One-timer.
4–3.
Silence.
Not total.
But fractured.
Now it’s fear.
Philadelphia grips their sticks tighter.
Clearances miss.
Passes wobble.
Hits arrive half a second late.
Shane looks at Ilya during a faceoff.
“We finish this.”
Not angry.
Certain.






      






The Equalizer
Seven minutes left.
Sustained zone time.
Defense pinches perfectly.
Cycle tight.
Ilya spins off coverage and feeds Shane high slot.
Shot blocked.
Rebound loose.
Ilya dives.
Backhand.
4–4.
The building gasps like it’s been punched.
Three-goal lead erased.
The Flyers look stunned.
Not tired.
Stunned.






      






Overtime
It feels almost cruel.
Philadelphia had this.
They tasted it.
Now it’s sudden death.
The first few minutes are frantic.
But Boston isn’t chasing.
They’re poised.
Five minutes in—
Neutral zone turnover forced by Ilya.
Quick transition.
Two-on-one.
Shane carries.
Defender commits.
At the last possible second—
He slides it across.
Ilya buries it.
5–4.
Game.
Series.
Stanley Cup.






      






Aftermath
For half a second, there is silence.
Shock.
Then the bench explodes.
Gloves thrown.
Sticks launched.
Bodies colliding.
Shane doesn’t raise his arms first.
He grabs Ilya by the helmet.
Foreheads pressed.
Breathing hard.
“You waited,” Ilya says.
“You were there.”
They don’t need more than that.






      






The Presentation
The Cup is heavier than Shane imagined.
When it’s handed to him first, the roar feels distant.
He skates one slow lap.
Then finds Ilya.
Passes it to him without hesitation.
The symbolism isn’t planned.
It’s instinct.
Shared weight.
Shared victory.
Shared climb back from the brink.






      






Later — Quiet Again
Hours later, in the quiet of a hotel room now filled with championship hats and half-emptied champagne bottles, the adrenaline finally drains.
“That was almost bad,” Shane says softly.
“Yes.”
“You ever doubt?”
Ilya thinks.
“For one shift.”
“Which one?”
“Before Cliff scored.”
Shane nods.
“I did too.”
Silence.
Then:
“But we didn’t stay there.”
That’s the difference.
Not that they never falter.
But that they don’t live in it.
They climb.
They adjust.
They finish.
From 4–0 down.
To champions.
And tomorrow, the world will call it destiny.
But tonight, in the quiet, they know the truth.
It was choice.
Shift by shift.
Choice.






      

  












      Chapter 44: Champagne and Gravity
  








  The locker room is chaos.
Not frantic.
Not desperate.
Victorious.
The Boston Raiders are screaming, laughing, shoving each other into metal lockers as champagne sprays in reckless arcs across the room. Equipment bags are soaked. Towels hang abandoned. Someone has music blasting from a portable speaker, bass vibrating through concrete walls that still smell faintly of ice and sweat.
Shane barely gets his helmet off before someone tackles him from the side.
“CAPTAIN!” Cliff yells, voice already hoarse.
Shane laughs — really laughs — the kind that pulls from somewhere deep in his chest.
They did it.
They actually did it.
Across the room, Ilya stands on a bench long enough to dump an entire bottle of champagne over the goalie’s head before jumping down and disappearing into a cluster of bodies. He looks looser than Shane has ever seen him — smiling without restraint, eyes bright, hair plastered to his forehead.
For months they carried weight.
Expectation.
Scrutiny.
History.
The risk of who they chose to be publicly.
And now?
The weight is gone.






      






The Cup
When the Cup makes its way back into the room, the volume doubles.
Shane’s fingers trace the engraving absently. His name will be there. Their names will be there.
Forever.
Ilya comes up beside him quietly this time, no shouting, no champagne. Just presence.
“You feel different?” Shane asks, barely audible over the music.
“Yes,” Ilya says.
“How?”
Ilya looks at the Cup instead of at him.
“Like something stopped chasing me.”
That hits harder than any check tonight.
Shane nods slowly.
“Me too.”
For so long it felt like they were proving something — to the league, to management, to fans, to themselves. Proving their relationship wasn’t distraction. Proving their leadership wasn’t compromised. Proving love and ambition could coexist in a violent sport.
Now there’s nothing left to prove.
They won.






      






The Party Moves
Hours later, the team migrates to a private section of a downtown club. Music thunders. Lights flash gold and blue in celebration of Boston. The Cup arrives under heavy guard, lifted above heads like a sacred object.
The Raiders are unstoppable tonight.
Rookies take selfies with it.
Veterans pour drinks into it.
Someone dares Cliff to try to drink champagne from it while upside down.
Shane keeps getting pulled into photos.
Sponsors.
Ownership.
Former players who flew in.
Media lingering at the edges.
He handles it smoothly — practiced smile, steady handshake — but his eyes keep drifting.
Searching.
Finding.
Ilya is across the room leaning against the bar, laughing at something the trainer said. When he feels Shane looking, his gaze lifts automatically.
There it is.
That tether.
Even in a packed room.
Even with music shaking the walls.
They always know.






      






The Quiet Corner
Eventually, Shane escapes.
He finds Ilya near the balcony doors where the noise softens just enough to breathe.
“You hiding?” Shane asks.
“No,” Ilya replies. “Observing.”
Shane leans beside him, shoulder brushing shoulder.
Boston glows outside the glass. Sirens in the distance. Car horns celebrating. The city is alive.
“You realize,” Shane says quietly, “they’re going to talk about this team for years.”
“Yes.”
“They’re going to talk about us too.”
Ilya finally turns to look at him fully.
“They already do.”
There’s no bitterness in it anymore.
Just truth.






      






The Shift in Energy
Back inside, someone starts chanting their names together.
Not mockingly.
Not scandalized.
Just rhythm.
A few players pick it up. Then more.
Shane flushes, half-embarrassed.
Ilya doesn’t.
He just bumps Shane’s shoulder.
“You survived worse.”
“That’s not the point.”
“What is?”
Shane hesitates.
“It’s different when it’s pride instead of spectacle.”
Ilya studies him carefully.
“Does it scare you?”
Shane thinks about it.
“No,” he says finally. “It steadies me.”
That’s new.
The attention used to feel sharp.
Now it feels earned.






      






Back at the Hotel
The party stretches into early morning, but exhaustion creeps in eventually. They slip away quietly, unnoticed in the blur of celebration.
The hotel hallway is silent compared to the chaos downstairs.
When the door closes behind them, the world shrinks.
No cameras.
No chants.
No flashing lights.
Just them.
Shane exhales slowly and leans back against the door.
“We’re champions,” he says, like he’s still testing the words.
Ilya steps closer, hands settling at Shane’s waist, grounding him.
“Yes.”
There’s no rush now.
No urgency.
Just closeness.
Their foreheads press together, familiar and steady. The adrenaline hum is still there under their skin, but it’s softer now — not explosive, just warm.
“I was scared for a second tonight,” Shane admits quietly.
“When?”
“Four-nothing.”
Ilya’s thumb brushes along Shane’s jaw.
“I know.”
“You knew?”
“I know you.”
That’s the thing.
Through all the noise, all the games, all the pressure — they’ve learned each other in ways that matter more than statistics.
Shane’s hands slide around Ilya’s back, pulling him closer, not with hunger but with gratitude. With relief.
“We didn’t break,” Shane murmurs.
“No,” Ilya agrees.
They stand like that for a long moment.
Breathing the same air.
Heartbeats slowly syncing.
Victory settling into something real.






      






The Soft Landing
Later, lights off, city glow filtering through the curtains, Shane lies on his back staring at the ceiling.
“You happy?” Ilya asks from beside him.
Shane doesn’t answer immediately.
He turns instead, tracing lazy patterns across Ilya’s shoulder.
“Yes,” he says finally. “But not just because we won.”
Ilya waits.
“Because we did it as us.”
No hiding.
No separating public from private.
No choosing between ambition and honesty.
Ilya’s hand finds his in the dark.
“Yes,” he says quietly. “As us.”
Outside, Boston keeps celebrating.
Inside, it’s quiet.
And for the first time in a long time, there’s no next game looming. No next adjustment. No looming test.
Just victory.
Just each other.
And the strange, beautiful gravity of having climbed all the way to the top — and finding that they’re still standing side by side.






      

  












      Chapter 45: Epilogue
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  The parade is louder than any arena ever was.
Boston floods the streets in blue and gold, bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder along barricades, climbing lampposts, leaning from windows. Confetti drifts like slow snow between buildings. Music pulses from speakers mounted to duck boats rolling through the city.
The Boston Raiders stand elevated above it all — but somehow still inside it.
Shane grips the Stanley Cup as the boat turns onto its next street and the roar hits like a physical wave. He has played in buildings that held twenty thousand people.
This feels like two hundred thousand.
He hands the Cup to Ilya without ceremony.
They’ve stopped making a show of that part.
It’s instinct now.
Ilya lifts it overhead, and the crowd surges.
There are signs everywhere.
CAPTAIN & HIS KING.

LOVE WINS.

RUN IT BACK.
Shane laughs at that last one.
Run it back.
As if it’s simple.
As if this wasn’t the hardest thing they’ve ever done.
But maybe that’s the beauty of it.
The city doesn’t see the doubt.
The city sees the result.





  





The Speech
When it’s Shane’s turn at the microphone near City Hall Plaza, he doesn’t shout.
He waits.
Lets the noise crest and fall.
“You believed in us,” he says simply.
The crowd answers.
“But we believed in each other first.”
He glances sideways at Ilya.
No grand declaration.
No spectacle.
Just truth spoken plainly in daylight.
The roar that follows is different.
Less explosive.
More grounded.
Respect.





  





The Quiet After
Three days later, the city is still buzzing.
But they’re gone.
North.
The cottage sits on the edge of a quiet lake hours from the noise. Weathered wood. Wide porch. Dock stretching into still water. No cameras. No chants. No schedules taped to lockers.
Just wind in the trees and the low hum of insects at dusk.
Shane carries a duffel bag inside and drops it by the couch.
Ilya opens the windows.
Fresh air fills the space.
It smells like pine and water and summer.
“This feels real,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
It does.
The Cup made it real publicly.
This makes it real privately.





  





Mornings
They wake without alarms.
Coffee on the porch.

Bare feet on cool wood planks.

Lake glassy and undisturbed.
Sometimes they skate at a local rink thirty minutes away — quiet sessions, just edge work and light drills. No media. No systems meetings. Just muscle memory and rhythm.
Other days they don’t skate at all.
They swim.

They read.

They sit in companionable silence.
The season took everything.
Summer gives it back slowly.





  





The Conversations
One evening, as the sun bleeds orange across the water, Shane sits at the edge of the dock, feet dangling.
“Do you think it changes now?” he asks.
“Yes,” Ilya says, sitting beside him.
“How?”
“We are not chasing anymore.”
Shane nods.
They aren’t the story of whether they can do it.
They did it.
They aren’t the risk.
They’re the standard.
“That’s heavier,” Shane says.
“Yes.”
A beat.
“But we are stronger now.”
That’s true too.
The scrutiny didn’t break them.
The pressure didn’t divide them.
Winning didn’t fracture them.
If anything, it clarified everything.





  





Visitors
Teammates come through occasionally.
Cliff for a weekend.

The goalie for a barbecue.

Even Scott Hunter makes the trip up once, sitting on the dock with them late into the night, talking less about hockey and more about what it means to build something lasting.
There’s laughter.
Stories that grow more exaggerated with each telling.
But beneath it all is something steady.
The Raiders aren’t just champions.
They’re bonded.





  





Late Summer
By August, the edge returns.
Workouts intensify.

Skates get sharper.

Diet tightens.
The gym in the nearby town starts recognizing them but leaves them alone.
There’s respect in that too.
One night, after a brutal training session, Shane collapses onto the living room floor, chest heaving.
“You ready to do it again?” he asks the ceiling.
Ilya drops beside him.
“Yes.”
No hesitation.
Not because repeating is guaranteed.
But because they want the climb again.
The discipline.

The grind.

The shared push.
Winning once was proof.
Winning again would be identity.





  





The Last Night at the Cottage
The air has shifted cooler.
Summer folding gently toward fall.
Boxes are packed.
Car loaded.
Shane stands on the dock one last time, looking out over the lake that held their quiet.
“You think we’ll ever get used to it?” he asks.
“To what?”
“To being us out there.”
Ilya steps beside him.
“We already are.”
He’s right.
There’s no separation anymore.
No public version.

No private version.
Just them.
Captain and forward.

Champions.

Partners.
Ready.





  





Back to Boston
Training camp banners already hang outside the arena when they return.
The Cup banner waits to be raised.
Expectations are higher.
So are they.
As they step back onto the ice for the first informal skate of the new season, Shane glances across at Ilya.
There’s that same tether.
That awareness.
That certainty.
“Again?” Shane asks softly.
Ilya smiles.
“Again.”
And as blades cut fresh lines into clean ice, there’s no fear of whether they can hold it together.
They’ve already proven that.
Now it’s about building something that lasts longer than one perfect year.
The crowd will roar again.
The pressure will return.
The grind will test them.
But they know who they are now.
And that?
That stays.
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