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Mr. Answer Man

    by BigPlushShark

      Summary

      In room 1410, Ilya Rozanov is ready to walk out the door after successfully getting his 19 year old hockey rival into bed. He knew how to make this moment happen and he knows what they have to be to each other now that it's over. But as he turns the doorknob to leave, he's stopped with questions he never expected. And giving Shane Hollander what he needs in that moment will change everything.

I note which chapters are SFW vs NFSW, because many of you said knowing meant the difference between reading this on your lunch break or having to wait. (Thank you for wanting to read my work that much.)

Covers the first two years of their rookie seasons (which is mostly skipped over in the show/books). Canon divergent from the first hookup seen in HR s01ep01. Most things are from the show but the timeline is a mix of both; Hunter and Marleau are aged up per the show instead of as young as they are in the books. (Also, Shane and Ilya don't wait *two years*, they stick to the book timeline. IYKYK.)

Please note this will the first in a series; you can subscribe to the whole series as well so you don't miss anything :)





  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Are you supposed to… just leave?
  


    Chapter Summary

    After their initial hookup, Shane asks the things that are on his mind. Ilya stays to explain, then stays for round 2. NSFW chapter.



    Chapter Notes

      I’m autistic and see a lot of myself in Shane Hollander. So I thought, in this situation, what if he did exactly what I did the first time I hooked up with someone and didn’t know what the protocol was after it was over, what the next steps were, how to be like everyone else in a moment that felt amazing and confusing at the same time... What if he just asked?


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  July 2010
 
Ilya had already done the post-hookup things everyone (he was sure) always did: he took a moment to linger in the after of it all (just one) then physically moved away. Had an obvious reason to leave no one would interrogate too deeply. Dressed quickly but not in a panic, not in a way that made it seem like anyone was wrong here. It always worked, it was always good, everyone would always come at least once, and then it was over. Leave without looking back. Outside, a cigarette to get back to himself. Returning to his apartment or hotel room for a hot shower, clean clothes, and finally sleep without thinking too much about the emptiness creeping back in to the places where heat and sweat and pleasure had filled him an hour before. Same as every time since he was 14, even the times with Sveta. Even those rare times when she slept next to him after it was over.
 
Then Hollander said, “Wait!” as Ilya put his hand on the doorknob, and Ilya had jerked his hand back. He turned his head to look at the other man but stayed by the door.
 
On the bed, Hollander was where Ilya had left him: sitting up, leaning against the pillows, on top of the bedspread, with his legs straight in front of him. Ankles crossed. Still naked, except for his white socks. Tanned cheeks a little flushed still, his shoulders – which had dropped during his orgasm – starting to creep back up toward his ears. He wasn’t looking at Ilya.
 
He was beautiful, even after Ilya had gotten what he came for. He shouldn't be. This was supposed to get Hollander out of his system, but there was something about the freckles scattered across his cheekbones that made Ilya's heart stutter in his chest.
 
“What is it, Hollander?” Ilya asked but what he meant was What did I fuck up that you have to tell me before I can escape? though the words in his brain were in Russian.
 
Hollander bit his lip.
 
“Listen, I won’t tell anyone,” Ilya said. Of course, why would you want anyone to know you just came with my name on your lips? was the part he didn’t say, but both thoughts lived in his head at the same time. Reassure Hollander so he could go, because that’s what you do when you’re not an asshole no matter what reputation he’d earned on the ice. And you hate yourself after you leave because being happy wasn’t something you earned by being cruel to someone like Shane fucking Hollander, Canada’s golden boy.
 
“That’s not… that’s not what I was going to say.” Hollander exhaled slowly, eyes still not finding Ilya’s face. He seemed nervous, suddenly, but he also didn’t seem to have noticed that he was naked, soft cock resting gently against the top of his thigh. He had seemed nervous to get naked in front of Ilya the first time. Now it was as if he'd forgotten that his clothes were still folded on the other side of the room. Did he remember that the taste of his orgasm was still in Ilya’s throat? “I was gonna ask you a question but I don’t know if you’re going to be a dick about it.”
 
He sounded so young.
 
Ilya sighed. He kept his jacket and shoes on as he carefully took a seat on the corner of the bed, farthest away from Hollander but facing him. “Ask me your question,” he said softly, and prayed it wouldn’t cost him more than walking away already was. The price of having Hollander like this was always going to have been walking away. Ilya didn't want to feel guilty about handling this moment badly too.
 
“I haven’t done… this… before,” Hollander said. “So I just -” biting his lip again, eyes pointing firmly at his own socks, “I don’t know if this is how it’s supposed to go.”
 
“How what supposed to go, Hollander?”
 
“This, like, when it’s over. Aren’t you supposed to… stay or something, for a while? Or are you supposed to… just leave?”
 
“What do you want from me?” Ilya asked, the words coming out sharper than he meant them.
 
“I just thought - I don’t know what the right answer is but you do so I could ask you and then I’d know. Then I wouldn’t get it wrong.”
 
“Fuck Hollander, you’re boring but you cannot be this boring. What do you usually do after sex? Same as with woman. Do that.” Waiting for Hollander to put all of Ilya's faults into words was harder than Ilya had expected. He wasn't sure why he cared.
 
“I don’t have a usually.”
 
Oh, thought Ilya, and then suddenly, Oh no. 
 
“You asked if it was my first time with a man,” Hollander added softly. “You didn’t ask if it was my first time.”
 
Ilya put his hand on the other man’s calf. Slowly. With purpose. “Look at me.” Hollander did what he was told. His brown eyes were wet but he wasn’t crying. Just… lost, maybe, in a way Ilya had never seen him on the ice. “Hollander,” Ilya said as gently as he could, “I cannot know what you do not tell me.”
 
“Yeah, okay.” He nodded like this made perfect sense but no one had ever told him before. “So is it okay if I ask you? You know, questions?”
 
“Why you ask me, hmm? I will answer your boring questions but first you tell me why.” His thumb moved against the other man’s leg, slow circles meant to say I’m sorry I almost left you and I don’t want to hurt you and as long as you sit here naked in front of me I’ll tell you anything you want to know.
 
“I’m not good at people,” Hollander said, staring into Ilya’s eyes. “It’s okay, I know how my brain is. Hockey stats and team rosters I can do but people are hard. Knowing what to say is hard. Knowing the right thing. If you tell me then I can do that; I can practice it like I’m perfecting a slapslot, then I’ll get it right.”
 
“You trust me to tell you what’s right, Hollander?” Ilya said but he thought fuck what am I doing here?
 
“I mean, yeah. I do.” Like it was a fact and it was simple and it made perfect sense. The idea that Hollander would trust him, Ilya Rozanov, for any reason Ilya could think of made him want to scream or tear his own fucking skin off. Nothing about this night was going the way he'd expected. Fuck fuck fuck fuck FUCK!
 
But what Ilya said was, “Okay then ask your questions and I will help you practice for your next hotel room with a scary Russian hockey player so you know how to leave.”
 
“Fuck you, Rozanov, you’re not scary,” Hollander said with a laugh the same way he’d laughed when Ilya had said you want me to, uh, lie on the bed and let you do it some more? “Will you be honest with me, though? Because I’ll believe you and I… I’ve trusted people before.”
 
Ilya’s thumb kept moving slowly against Hollander’s leg. Waiting.
 
“Some of the guys on my old team, they figured out I’m like this and things they told me turned out not to be true.”
 
“What kind of things?”
 
“What I’m supposed to say to girls and how to be in the locker room. Stuff to make me look stupid when I did what they told me.”
 
Something happened in Ilya’s chest he didn’t want to examine too closely. His hand stopped moving. He said, carefully, instead of the other things he suddenly wanted to say, “Did they hurt you?”
 
Hollander shook his head. “Not like that. It was embarrassing, and I know I am the way that I am okay? I don’t need to be reminded there’s something wrong with me even if they think it’s funny.”
 
There’s nothing wrong with you, was the thought, and you’re perfect Shane Hollander, but the words came out as, “Those guys were dicks,” instead. Hollander laughed again and Ilya’s thumb started moving again. “Ask me your questions,” Ilya said next. “I won’t lie to you.”
 
Yes I will I fuck everything up.
 
“Did you want to leave? Is that how it’s supposed to go?” Hollander asked as if he hadn’t been the one who panicked at the idea that Ilya might tell someone. As if Ilya hadn’t immediately said he had an early flight to catch and Hollander had said the same.
 
“It depends on what you want, I think. For me, I meet someone at a party, I know what they want. I want it too. We get together, we fuck, it’s simple. They don’t want me to stay so I don’t.”
 
“Did you think I wanted you to leave?”
 
Ilya leaned across the bed and kissed Hollander’s leg, softly, next to where his own hand rested. Hollander’s skin was warm. “Why do you not take off your socks?” he asked witout looking up.
 
“That’s not what I asked you, dude.”
 
Ilya shrugged a little. “You want, we make deal: You ask me, I ask you. Is fair, no?” The hair on Hollander’s leg was soft and dark.
 
“I don’t like hotel carpets,” Hollander said. “Who knows how often they’re cleaned? It’s disgusting and if I take my socks off I have to think about it more than I want to.” He put a hand on Ilya’s shoulder, giving him a tiny shove. “Your turn to answer.”
 
“Oh so I am Mr. Answer Man for you, hmm?” but he hid his smile by kissing Hollander’s knee. “Mr. Encyclopedia.” Another kiss. “You just want me for my brain.”
 
“Rozanov, you promised.”
 
I didn’t promise to break myself open for you, Ilya thought, and then okay maybe I did.
 
“The first thing you said after was I couldn’t tell anyone. Not, it was good for you, or, you want it again. Just, I am secret you don’t want anyone to know.” Shameful. He rested his head against Hollander’s leg and waited to be told he was right.
 
But the strong hands that had pushed him on the bed thirty minutes before were now pulling him up as Shane got onto his knees on the bed, facing him. A hand lifted his chin so the two men were looking each other in the eye. “That’s not what this is,” Hollander said. So fucking earnest. “I was scared, okay?”
 
“I scared you?”
 
“Not you, Rozanov, but yeah. I mean, you’re not scary but you could tell someone and then it gets back to my locker room and those guys look at me like I’m a freak. Like I’m a joke.”
 
“Hey, hey,” Ilya said, catching Hollander’s face as the other man started to hide his eyes again. Lifting him up with one hand, wrapping the other around his waist and pulling him close. “I would never do that to you.”
 
“Well you are kind of an asshole,” Hollander said quietly, but his lip twitched when he said it.
 
“Yes,” Ilya agreed, “but not like that.” He kissed Hollander on the corner of his mouth. Kissed the side of his jaw, felt strong arms come up to hold him back, felt Hollander’s cock hardening between them. “We have same secret, Hollander.” And because it was safer than what he wanted to say, he added, “And you are very hot. So maybe I stay and touch you some more.”
 
“You think I’m hot?” He grinned as if this was the greatest thing he’d ever heard.
 
“Well, you know, not bad for second best hockey player in the league.”
 
Hollander laughed, loudly, and shook his head. “Take your clothes off, asshole.”
 
I am so fucked, Ilya thought, but he grinned back.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    (Last edited 4/22/26)


  


      

  












      Chapter 2: Who’s Lily?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Part 2 of room 1410. Things are said. Both of them have questions. Some of them are answered with sex. NSFW chapter.



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  July 2010
 
The sound of their kissing went straight to Ilya’s dick as he stripped off his clothes for the second time that night: Hollander helping him rip off his jacket while he kicked off his shoes, Hollander pulling Ilya’s shirt off this time, kissing Ilya’s neck, his chest, Hollander – Shane fucking Hollander – hungrily pushing Ilya’s pants down while they kissed as if it was a competition. Shane moaned first, softly, which should have been a point in Ilya’s favor but he moaned back a second later, breathing harder at the sounds they were making together, so just this once he was willing to call it a tie.
 
He got his hand around Hollander’s thick cock and stroked up once, twice, watching the other man’s face. Hollander had his eyes closed and his head tilted back slightly. The warm yellow light splashed across his cheeks, across those freckles. He wanted to lick them but okay that’s probably too much for the first time we’re together so instead of letting himself wonder why he thought there might be a second he asked, Hollander firmly in his hand, “What have you done before?”
 
Shane blinked at that. “What?”
 
“You said you have not, so what does that mean? No fucking, okay, but no girlfriend has sucked your cock?”
 
Shane breathed out a little and looked down, away, but said, “No.”
 
“No, how do you say, hand job?”
 
Shane laughed. “Dude, I know you know the words for hand job.” He looked down at what Ilya was doing with this other hand at that moment, looking back up with one eyebrow raised, a slight tilt to his head, and a grin on his face.
 
Ilya smirked, giving Hollander’s cock another slow stroke. “My English is not very good,” he said, exaggerating his Russian accent. He leaned in and Hollander met him halfway. This kiss was slower, exploring. Ilya gently bit Hollander’s lower lip and tried not to smile when he won another of those soft, delicious moans. “So... that is no?” Ilya prompted.
 
“No. I mean, my last girlfriend tried for a few minutes at a party but I was kind of drunk and there were people in the other room so it felt weird.”
 
“You have had girlfriends? More than one?” Hollander didn’t answer for a moment so Ilya turned slightly, falling onto the bed on his back and bringing Hollander down with him. His hips lifted as one of his hands ran down Shane’s back. Pulling the other man’s hip toward him, he rubbed their cocks together and was rewarded with another moan. “It’s okay if not,” he whispered.
 
Ilya hadn't. Girls, he did. Boys too, a few times. But girlfriends? He'd never had the chance. 
 
Or never wanted to, probably. Same thing, right?
 
“Fuck you, Rozanov, I’ve had girlfriends. I’m just not out fucking people all the time. I’ve got practice every day and last year I was finishing high school too. I was with Jessica until right after the draft.” He started to pull away but Ilya kept one hand on Hollander’s cock and one on his lower back until Hollander settled back down.
 
“I am not making fun of you,” Ilya said seriously. “I ask so I know what you want to do tonight. Maybe what is okay for me is not okay for you.”
 
“Oh, that makes sense,” Hollander said, suddenly calm. Then he added, “thanks,” before kissing Ilya hesitantly, their lips brushing together gently before Ilya pressed in deeper. They kissed again and again, rubbing against each other, breathing hard in the quiet hotel room. After a while Hollander asked breathlessly, “What do you want to do to me?”
 
Everything, Ilya thought, everything you like, everything that will make you feel like this, everything you want me to do I’ll do but what he said wasn’t this yet more honest than he’d intended: “Not tonight but I want to fuck you, Hollander.” He’s not going to let you touch him again after this you know.
 
“Why not tonight?” Not teasing. Curious.
 
“I have condoms back in my room, but no lube.”
 
“Oh, right, and we need that stuff?” Hollander asked, as if there would be a test on it later.
 
“Da, Hollander, we need or I could hurt you and I will not do that.”
 
“You’re not that much bigger than me!” Hollander said with a laugh that was becoming a very close second to his gasping moan for Ilya’s new favorite sound.
 
Ilya got himself and Hollander together and stroked slowly, both cocks at the same time in his hand, watching the other man’s face tighten up as his pink lips fell open and his breath came out in shaky bursts. “Hmm you might be right but I should take a closer look to be sure,” Ilya said right before flipping them both over, Shane’s back on the bedspread. Ilya had one leg between Hollander’s already. He put the other just inside of Shane’s knee and pushed his legs farther apart. He kissed down his jaw, his neck, his chest, feeling Hollander’s blood and heartbeat just under the skin. He moaned against Hollander’s hip and was rewarded when the other man’s ass rose off the bed to meet him.
 
Hollander was so fucking hard.
 
Ilya was too.
 
“Is still okay?” he asked, looking up at Hollander with his lips so close to the other man’s cock he could almost taste him.
 
Hollander nodded.
 
“Words, Hollander.”
 
“Yes, it’s okay.” Shaky, but said out loud.
 
He took the base of Hollander’s cock in one hand and wrapped his mouth around the other. Hollander was right, Ilya’s was bigger – thicker and longer – though not by much. There was pressure as Ilya took Hollander completely into his mouth in one motion, but it was worth it to hear Hollander moan louder than ever. He pulled back, almost to the end of him, then circled the head of Hollander’s dick with his tongue and the man moaned louder still.
 
Back down his shaft, Ilya hollowing his cheeks as he moved his tongue around Hollander’s cock, sucking hard. Back up again, almost pulling off completely but not quite, tasting the precome on the tip as Hollander groaned and tried to chase Ilya’s mouth with his hips. His hands in Ilya’s hair, grasping at his curls, pulling harder than he probably meant to.
 
Ilya pushed Shane’s hips down, hard enough to bruise, and Hollander moaned louder than ever, a cry that ripped out of him and filled the empty space around them. Ilya moved up and down on Hollander’s cock, carefully sticking to a pace slower than the one Shane was trying to set himself beneath Ilya’s hands.
 
He stopped moving his head after a moment, to let Hollander take charge, to let Hollander fuck Ilya’s mouth. He was dimly aware that he had never thought the name of the person he was fucking so much in his life. I never do this, Ilya thought. Never said their name so much either. He thought it over and over, on every thrust of Hollander’s warm hard cock into his mouth. Hollander Hollander Hollander Shane Hollander Shane Shane -
 
“Rozanov, stop, STOP!”
 
Ilya jerked back immediately, looking up. “What?”
 
Hollander was panting hard. “Just wait.”
 
Ilya held himself still, barely breathing. Is he okay, did I hurt him, did he not like that, did he realize he’s here with his hockey rival and he doesn’t want this anymore, does he not want me anym-
 
“I want to do that, okay?” Those deep brown eyes looking at him. Serious and sure. “I want to go down on you and I want you to come in my mouth.”
 
Fuuuuuuuck 
 
“Please,” Hollander added, as if that needed to be said.
 
Ilya slid up Hollander's body in a flash, grabbing his shoulders then kissing him deeply. One hand moved up Hollander’s arm to trap his hand against the bed. The other hand moved from Hollander’s waist to grab at his muscular chest, then pinch his nipple between Ilya’s thumb and forefinger. The little whining noise Hollander made pushed itself into Ilya’s brain and squeezed. “Fuck, Hollander,” Ilya whispered. He realized he was grinding his cock against him but couldn’t stop.
 
“Shane.”
 
Ilya’s brain short circuited and his entire body crashed, like the hardware couldn’t run without the software to support it. He collapsed. One second he was supporting himself with his arms and the next he just… wasn’t. All of his weight on Hollander now, but the other man didn’t seem to mind. Ilya managed to mumble out, “What?” but his brain was a blank screen and the voice, that other fucking voice that never left him alone, was nowhere to be found.
 
“That’s my name," Shane said. "Can you call me that when we’re off the ice?” Then, almost a whisper, he added, “Can I call you Ilya?”
 
“Shane,” Ilya said, trying it out with a mouth that barely remembered how to make English words. Saying it was hitting an on switch he didn’t know he had. His brain lit up in a million colors and every one of them was the color of Shane’s eyes, his hair, his skin, his fucking freckles and the voice was back but at least for once the voice understood the fucking assignment and that assignment was Shane Hollander.
 
Shane grinned. “My turn, Ilya?”
 
Ilya couldn’t speak. He nodded, once, and then Shane was flipping them both over with all the strength of a professional hockey player, kissing the tight muscles of Ilya’s stomach, grabbing Ilya’s pec with one hand – my move, he learned that from me, Ilya thought stupidly – then Ilya’s cock was in Shane’s mouth.
 
The air in the room was warm. It was thick and smelled like a combination of them both: skin, sweat, Shane’s shampoo which was different from the hotel shampoo Ilya had used before he came up to Shane’s room, the spray of cologne Ilya had walked through then tried to wipe off when he suddenly wondered if Shane would realize he had dressed up like he was going on a date.
 
This wasn’t like the first time, when Shane had dropped to his knees and clumsily tried to fit Ilya into his mouth all at once. That was hot, yes, hotter than Ilya would admit, seeing his hockey rival and number two draft pick on his knees within minutes of getting Ilya in the door of his hotel room, but this, what Shane was doing now, was precise.
 
He couldn’t go down as far as Ilya had, not yet anyway, not his first night of sucking cock, but seemed to be trying to replicate everything Ilya had done to him that night then doing it again just a little bit better than he had 30 seconds ago. Each time he went down a little further. Everything that caused a groan or gasp to fly out of Ilya’s mouth got noted and repeated. Shane was sucking cock like it’s an All-Stars skills challenge and he planned to win.
 
This is the sexiest thing you will ever see in your life, Ilya thinks. Don’t miss it.
 
Ilya pushed up onto one elbow so he could see everything. His other hand found its way into Shane’s soft black hair and twisted carefully – grabbing but not pushing. Holding on, not controlling. Shane’s head comes up carefully, letting Ilya’s cock fall out of his mouth. His lips are swollen and red, and the rims of his eyes are red. There’s a hard blush across his cheeks, under his freckles. Behind him, Ilya can see the curve of Shane’s ass like it’s a mountain vista in the background of a postcard proclaiming “Wish You Were Here!”
 
No, you were wrong, this is the sexiest thing you will ever see in your life. He suddenly wishes he could send this postcard to everyone he knows.
 
“Is it okay?” Shane asked.
 
“Da, Shane, yes, so good, you’re so good for me,” Ilya whispered. “Please don’t stop.”
 
When Ilya came a few minutes later, it wasn't not Hollander on his lips, but Shane.
 
When he could breathe again he pulled Shane toward him. The other man was grinning too hard to resist when Ilya kissed him harder than he should have energy for after coming twice in less than an hour. One of Ilya’s big hands finds Shane between their hips and jerks him off until Shane can’t stop himself from fucking himself into Ilya’s fist.
 
“Like this, please Ilya,” Shane moans around Ilya’s lips, “I want to come like this, I want to see you please -”
 
Ilya bites Shane’s lip before whispering back, “Come for me then Shane. Show me what you can do.”
 
And Shane does.
 
After Shane watched Ilya get dressed (slower this time, eyes locked on each other the whole time like a striptease in reverse) and Shane got back into his own clothes, Ilya walked back to the bed. “You have phone? Give.”
 
"You want my phone?" 
 
Ilya stuck his hand out and made a face until Shane, clearly unsure about it, handed over his phone. It was simple, the kind that slid apart instead of flipping open, but Ilya knew how it worked. He punched in his own phone number, saved the contact, and texted himself before handing it back. Just in case Shane wouldn't think to make sure Ilya had his number too.
 
“Who’s Lily?” Shane asked.
 
“Is safe. This way you can text me your boring questions and your stupid teammates think you landed hot Russian girl instead.”
 
"What's my name going to be?" 
 
Ilya grinned. "Jane."
 
“You’d be okay with that? Me texting you questions?” Shane’s eyes look unsure but one side of his mouth twitches upward like the two parts of his face are having different conversations.
 
“Is okay, Hollander. I already know you’re curious about me.” He winked at Shane when he said it – an actual fucking wink because his plan to get Shane’s attention at their joint photo shoot actually worked, he’s on top of the fucking world, he’s Ilya fucking Rozanov – and walked out the door while Shane laughed out loud behind him.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    (Last edited 4/22/26)


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: How do you get a guy to go away?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Time passes, and Shane finally reaches out, though not in the way Ilya hoped. Still, texting about teammates and bus trips is better than nothing, right? Until Shane asks a question Ilya doesn't answer, and finds himself in a situation that worries them both.

Mostly SFW chapter - a few naughty words but no on-screen/explicit sex.



    Chapter Notes

      TW/CW: There is an implied situation at the end which can be read as possible SA but it's not. I'd add a tag if that was the case. It's explained in the next chapter but I wanted to give a heads up for anyone who might need it.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Fall 2010
 
Ilya didn’t expect to hear from Shane again. Not really.
 
And he didn’t, not for the first week. Not for the second, either. Ilya went home to Russia for the summer anyway, so he turned his attention to keeping in shape. Running, weights, the usual. Anything to keep him active and out of his father’s house during the day. Clubbing with Sasha and Svetlana almost every night helped too.
 
Ilya was back in Boston at the beginning of September, two months since the CCM shoot without a single text from Shane Hollander. Training camp was underway at that point so Ilya focused on the ice instead. He found his stall in the Raiders locker room, met his team officially at the rink, and unofficially at Cliff Marleau's apartment where the rookies were ordered to gather for American pizza, watery beer, and Mario Cart. He settled into his cheap one bedroom in a part of town that might make him nervous if he wasn’t a hockey player, wasn’t 6 feet tall, wasn’t Russian. He'd been offered a chance to billet with a veteran player instead, which most rookies did, but after a summer with his father and step-mother the idea of being forced to share a space - breathing someone else's air - waiting for someone else's anger to change the shape of his days... He'd rather live alone. For now.
 
Ilya was on a rookie’s salary this first year but he had plans for the future. Wins, cups, cars. Women, probably. A wife, eventually. Maybe.
 
Maybe then I’ll be enough, he thought sometimes, then immediately tried to pretend he didn't.
 
Ilya let the team drag him out to a club that doesn’t card – because in America he’s underage – and he lets Cliff buy him a beer or three. He smiles when a doe-eyed redhead asks him to dance. He smiles when she invites him back to her apartment. He smiles when he bends her over the arm of the couch and fucks her until she’s moaning into her couch cushions and he smiles when he tells her I had a fantastic time thank you and Sorry I can’t stay the night I’ve got an early flight even though neither one of those things is true.
 
He doesn’t think about Shane. Not really.
 
Okay, now and then he thinks about texting Shane. Some days. Many days. He thinks about saying hello (stupid), asking about the weather (also stupid), asking about the game (better but if Shane wanted to talk about hockey with him, he’d have done that already right?), whether he’s found someone else to fuck now that his season is starting (definitely not), whether he’s thinking of Ilya in the shower again (something Ilya is also definitely not doing, much).
 
He thought about texting Shane when he’s getting into his gear before the Raider’s opening game, but he doesn’t. He picked up his phone to text Shane when the game is over but there’s nothing from Shane so he puts it away again. He chewed on the cord of his hoodie while watching game tape with Marly and Connors, his phone in his hand in the dark, just in case.
 
It doesn’t matter how often he thinks about reaching out, what matters is that he doesn’t do it. 
 
So when his phone buzzed on the shelf of his stall after his first win against Buffalo, his heart doesn’t leap out of his chest and he doesn’t grab for his phone so fast he drops it onto the bench. And Marleau definitely doesn’t raise an eyebrow at him when Ilya recovered his phone a second later.
 
He expected it to be nothing. It won’t be Shane, now, after 3 months of silence. Ilya unlocks his phone screen and sees:
 
Jane: What’s your plan for the zombie apocalypse?
 
What the fuck kind of question is this? Ilya wonders.
 
Lily: What?
Jane: If there are zombies where do you go?
Lily: What the fuck kind of question is this?
Jane: It came up
Lily: it came up
Lily: in a conversation
Lily: with other adults?
Jane: fuck you we’re adults
Lily: okay
Jane: you really don’t have a zombie plan Rozanov?
Lily: no JANE
Jane: sorry LILY
 
Ilya makes himself breathe for a minute, then sighs.
 
Lily: Am I in Boston when the zombies attack?
 
This is how Ilya learned that Shane’s parents live in Ottawa and have a cabin on a lake somewhere near there. Shane has a plan for if the zombies come while he’s at a game at Bell Center, another one for if he’s in his apartment (he has a two bedroom in Montreal near the rink the Metros use for regular practice) or if he’s with his parents. Shane has a plan for how to get from Montreal to Ottawa if he needs it. This has something to do with a question another player asked in their locker room but if there’s more to it than that, he doesn’t say.
 
It’s another week before Shane texted again, and while it still isn’t the flirty, sexy texts Ilya imagined when he took the other man’s phone in a hotel room over the summer, it’s better than nothing. It’s weird though. Shane’s texts are random but intense.
 
Jane: Who’s your agent? My mom does all my deals and stuff but I’m thinking about getting someone else
Lily: Friend of my father
Jane: Do you like him?
Lily: My agent? No. Maybe. He’s okay?
Jane: Would you switch to someone else?
Lily: I don’t know anyone else
Jane: I will look into it
Jane: For myself
Jane: I will look into agents for myself because I am thinking about switching
Lily: Okay
 
In between Shane, Ilya skates. He scores in his games and he gives short sarcastic comments to reporters who want him after the game is over. The Raiders are winning more often than they did last season so there are more celebrations on and off the ice. Marly decided to take Ilya under his wing and get him out to as many bars as possible. Ilya fucks a woman he’s picked up more often than not, and it’s simple. It’s easy. It fills his hours and he’s fucking good at it. Knowing that someone wants him is better than thinking about whether Shane does or not.
 
Every week or so, his phone buzzes.
 
Jane: Hayden decided we’re friends
Jane: he says he’s going to be my best friend?
Lily: is this a question?
Jane: I don’t know
Jane: I didn’t argue now we’re going for burgers w/ JJ
Lily: w/ ??
Jane: means "with"
Lily: did he ask you or tell you?
Jane: told me
Lily: do you want to be his friend?
Jane: he’s a teammate so I have to right? He’s nicer than the rest of the guys at least
Lily: you have to do nothing
Lily: what do you want?
Jane: has to be someone or I’m the guy who sits in the corner alone
Lily: you can do better than 15th best player on the Metros
Jane: fuck off he’s better than 15th
Lily: no he’s not
Lily: do you feel safe with him?
Jane: I guess? He jokes but he’s not laughing at me most of the time
Jane: mom says to make friends on every team so I’m not alone
Lily: okay if he is bad friend I get to punch him
Jane: okay LILY :D
Jane: they noticed im texting gotta go
 
Ilya wanted to tell Shane he doesn’t need to make friends, that Ilya will be his friend, but he doesn’t. They’re not friends are they? Hollander and Rozanov are rival hockey players who hooked up once and never will again. The league started running promos about their rivalry before the season even began. Shane was only just texting him because he doesn’t have anyone else, but thanks to Hayden fucking Pike that won’t be true for much longer.
 
He didn’t hear from Shane for another 5 days.
 
Jane: What cheese would you take to a deserted island?
Lily: What?
Jane: Hayden asked idk what to say
Jane: on the bus to Toronto
Lily: Who takes cheese to a deserted island?
Jane: Exactly! So many better choices & limited space in your luggage boat whatever
Lily: Tell him vodka
Lily: good vodka
Lily: Russian vodka, not boring Canadian vodka
Jane: not telling him that. I said cheddar.
Lily: Why cheddar?
Jane: I knew the name of that one
Jane: Why cheese?? I don’t even eat dairy
Lily: you can’t eat dairy? Like nothing from a cow?
Jane: I can but I don’t, it’s not on my nutrition plan
Jane: Bus conversations are stupid
 
There are other texts too, the ones Ilya doesn’t know how to answer so he doesn’t. He’s not sure if Shane even wants a response, and there’s a part of him that thinks that if he responds too often Shane will get tired of Ilya even quicker. Things like:
 
Jane: My mom wants me working with a new nutritionist
Jane: It’s fine, she’s just looking out for me
 
and
 
Jane: Hayden snores but he wants to room with me so I guess it’s good that someone does
 
and
 
Jane: Coach wants me to help out running training drills
 
The texts Shane sends in the middle of the night do something else to Ilya he can’t quite explain.
 
Jane: I think the thermostat in my apartment is broken
Jane: it’s hot in my living room but cold in my bedroom
 
and
 
Jane: I watched a movie on the plane that made me sad so I turned it off
 
and
 
Jane: I ripped a hole in my favorite hoodie so I can’t wear it anymore
 
He doesn’t respond to those either.
 
A week before his team will be heading to Montreal for their first bout against the Raiders, Ilya woke up in a hotel in Tampa. He rubbed his eyes, personally offended by the amount of sunlight streaming through the hotel window. He reached for his phone without looking, hand slapping the top of the night table before he remembered it’d had run out of battery sometime AFTER the team hitting a bar fresh off their win at Tampa, but BEFORE he’d let a blond girl in a cropped UoT SPARTANS t shirt suck his dick in her car in the parking lot.
 
He dragged himself out of bed, found his phone on the charger, bringing it with him into the bathroom so he could brush his teeth while his phone turns back on.
 
Ilya knows he drank too much last night. He does that sometimes. He checked himself over in the mirror: eyes a little red, but not terrible. Stubble he should shave before he checks out, once he’s had a shower and feels more human. Last night’s girl didn’t mark him up, which happens once in a while though he’d rather it didn’t. The beer and vodka shots that mixed together in his stomach last night leeched out into his blood, his skin, his sweat, leaving him feeling more like he’s been poisoned than simply hung over. It wasn't the first time.
 
His phone started buzzing as several notifications came in at once.
 
Jane: How do you get a guy to go away?
Jane: It’s fine, he’s just talking to me and I’d rather be alone
Jane: You’re probably out
Jane: I keep texting so he sees that I’m busy but I don’t think it’s working
Jane: You can ignore all of this
Jane: I don’t like tequila shots it turns out
Jane: I know you won tonight
Jane: You go out when you win
Jane: You should
Jane: That last goal in the 3rd was beautiful
Jane: he wants me to go home with him I don’t know what to say
Jane: being polite isn’t working
Jane: it’s fine I’ll just let him
Jane: delete all this later I’m sorry
 
This is your fault, Ilya thinks, and immediately throws up in the bathroom sink.
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  Ilya hadn’t eaten at the bar, had been too tired to bother when he got back to his hotel room, so there was only been liquid in his stomach. He rinsed the sink and his mouth with cold tap water for half a second, then picked his phone up off the floor.
 
Lily: Where are you right now?
 
Ilya moved around the hotel room in a rush, throwing his stuff into his bag with one hand, his brain screaming, while the slowest minute of his life passed him by.
 
Lily: Tell me where you are
Lily: I am not joking fucking tell me now
 
He was deciding whether he had time to take a shower first – before what? Before getting on the team bus to the next Florida game or getting a cab to the airport? – when the Ilya’s phone buzzed in his hand.
 
Jane: I’m at my apartment
Lily: Are you alone?
 
Ilya bit his lip, staring at his phone like the staring might make a difference. Like the staring would speed up Shane’s fingers and make the text move faster and he needed it to move faster because knowing the answer to this specific question would keep Ilya from tearing off his own skin.
 
Jane: Yes
 
Ilya hit the call button. Shane didn’t answer on the first ring. Or the second. Come on Hollander, Ilya thought, in Russian because his brain was always in Russian no matter what his lips were forced to do at any particular moment, answer the damn -
 
“You never call me,” Shane said quietly, instead of Hello.
 
Ilya started breathing again. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
“I’m fine,” Shane replied. There was a rustling noise, fabric against skin. Shane was in bed, or getting dressed maybe.
 
“Hollander,” Ilya said, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice, “I’m asking. It’s a question.” And then, because Shane was quietly existing somewhere thousands of kilometers away, alone in his apartment where Ilya couldn’t touch him, he added, “You know the rules.”
 
Shane sighed, because of course he did, the questions were his idea in the first place, but what he said was, “I don’t know.”
 
Ilya could start there. He sat down on the hotel bed. He kept his voice careful. “My phone was dead. I’m sorry I didn’t see your texts until now.” I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.
 
“It’s okay.” Shane’s voice sounded small. Not the media voice from interviews. Not the strong sexy laughing voice from the hotel room after the CCM shoot.
 
Ilya hated that he was asking, hated that he needed to ask, but did it anyway. Softly, like the asking might be the thing that made last night worse for Shane. “Did he hurt you?”
 
“No.” And after a moment, “It wasn’t like that.”
 
“Okay, okay.” Ilya wanted to ask what was it like then? But he didn’t. Not yet. They stayed on the phone, breathing at the same time, and Ilya was more aware of that fragile connection than he ever had been before. The phone was the string that stretched from Tampa to Montreal, and the string was a spider’s silk, almost invisible and impossible to keep from breaking.
 
“I went out with Hayden,” Shane said eventually. “I’ve been trying to do that more lately. We were at this bar near Bell, the music was so loud but they had a dance floor and he wanted us to meet girls.” He paused again.
 
Ilya could feel it, Shane couldn’t carry this conversation alone, so he asked, “Did you want to meet girls?”
 
“I mean, yeah? I know that’s what everyone does. I’ve seen some of the photos.”
 
“What photos?”
 
“From guys on your team. On Twitter or whatever. You guys go to clubs.”
 
Oh. Ilya hadn’t realized there were photos online. He never cared before, so he didn’t need to think about who saw him picking up girls in clubs, so he just… didn’t think about it. So this is my fault. “You have seen me with girls?”
 
“Dude, everyone sees you.” A hint of Shane there, not just the small voice, but the Shane from before who rolled his eyes and laughed when Ilya did something to get his attention.
 
“I never see you with girls,” Ilya replied.
 
“Yeah, well it’s private. I don’t let the guys put pics of me online. My mom said it’s not good for my brand deals.”
 
There’s something else in that sentence but Ilya didn’t quite understand the shape of it, and he couldn’t chase it right now. He had to get Shane back to the bar, and the man who took Shane with him after. “Do you go home with girls?” Ilya asked.
 
A sigh. “Once. Since you, I mean.”
 
“Okay. Did you like it?” Ilya bit his lip, waiting for the answer.
 
“I guess. It was fine.”
 
Fine. Ilya suddenly thought that if Shane ever described him as fine he would wrap himself in a blanket of dirt and sleep there forever. “Did you have sex with her?”
 
“That’s what everyone does, right?” Shane sounded annoyed now. “You can’t be mad at me for this, I’ve seen like a million pics of you with girls, I know you go home with some of them.”
 
“Hey, hey no, Hollander, I am not angry. You have done nothing wrong. I am just asking. I have questions and you’re answering them. That’s what we do.”
 
“Yeah, okay. You’re right, I’m sorry.”
 
“So Canadian,” Ilya, smiling. “Always apologizing.”
 
“Fuck off, dude,” Shane said, but Ilya knew there was no bite in it.
 
“Tell me what you liked about this girl.” Tell me so I have something to compare it to when I ask you about last night.
 
“It was a few weeks ago. I was out with the team, she was nice. She wanted to take me home and the guys were so excited for me to get laid, they were practically cheering for me.” A pause. “I thought she wanted to blow me and it was good when… you know. When you did it. So I thought I could do that. But she wanted to have sex instead.” He paused again.
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, to fill up the space between Shane’s words.
 
“It took longer than I expected,” Shane said. “My fault, I wasn’t in my head.”
 
“What does that mean?”
 
“Oh, um, it means I was distracted. I was… thinking about other things.”
 
“But you liked it?”




“Yeah, I guess. We got there eventually. I apologized the next morning, she seemed cool with it, but I haven’t seen her again.”
 
Ilya thought about Shane in a woman’s apartment, sleepy and rumpled from the night before. Maybe drinking the cup of coffee she put in front of him. Trying to figure out how to get himself out of a moment he didn’t mean to find himself in. Ilya wondered how often Shane let himself be talked into something he didn’t really want.
 
Did you talk him into wanting you, Ilya? Was any of that real? “You stayed the night there?” was an easier question to ask.
 
“Yeah?” Shane seemed confused. “That’s what you do.”
 
“I don’t.”
 
“What, like never?”
 
“No. Well, sometimes my friend Svetlana stays over at my apartment or I stay at hers, but she is old friend from Russia. When I pick up a girl in a bar, I don’t stay. So it’s okay if you do or if you don’t. Is no problem.” Is big fucking problem, but Ilya pushed that thought away.
 
“Oh, okay. Good to know.”
 
Ilya assembled his next sentence from spider silk and tried not to breathe. “Can you tell me about last night now?”
 
Shane was very still on the other end of the line. Ilya looked at his watch – the rest of his team would be downstairs at breakfast, or getting packed up. Ilya thought about how to get to the next game if he missed getting on the bus. Would they leave without him?
 
“Hayden met a girl,” Shane finally said. Flat again. Small. “They really hit it off. She seemed cool.” A pause. “Her and Hayd were dancing for hours so I ended up sitting at the bar.”
 
Hayden fucking Pike left Shane sitting alone at a bar while he danced with a woman and he didn’t notice his friend was there for hours and he didn’t notice the man who found Shane sitting alone.
 
“After a while, a guy sat down next to me. We talked, and he bought me a few shots. I wasn’t really interested but I guess he could tell, about me, you know?”
 
“What does that mean?”
 
“You know what it means, Ilya.”
 
And yeah, Ilya probably did know. He’d guessed that Shane was at least open to the idea of hooking up with a man, maybe from the first time they met outside the rink in Regina. “So you like men, is not a big deal.”
 
“It is a big deal, Ilya. It’s a big fucking problem if every time I walk into the room, I’m not just Asian but gay too.” The shape of Shane’s voice got sharper, the soft flatness falling away. “And fuck, I’m not saying that I am, but if everyone thinks that? God, that’s my nightmare, Ilya.”
 
“Hey you’re okay. Nobody thinks that.”
 
“The guys on my team -”
 
“The guys on your team are idiots,” Ilya interrupted. “They say dumb shit in the room because everyone says dumb shit in the room. You’re okay, I promise.”
 
“You don’t know that.”
 
“I don’t know that your terrible team is made up of idiots? Um, yes, I do.”
 
Shane laughed at that.
 
Ilya let them both sit in Shane’s laugh, for a moment that felt both too long and much too short, before pressing on. “Tell me about this man.” He could practically feel Shane deflate through the phone. I’m so sorry, he thought again.
 
“He wasn't bad looking. Nothing special. A little older I think but not much. He had a place nearby so we walked over and… Look, he didn’t force me or anything. He, fuck, I don’t know how much of this you want to know.”
 
“All of it, Hollander. Everything.”
 
“He wanted me to come to bed and but I already didn’t want to be there, even though I knew I had to. I made us stay in the living room. The bed felt like I was promising more than I was, you know?”
 
Yes I know, Ilya thought.
 
“We kissed for a while, then he wanted to go down on me. So.. I let him do that. And after, I tried, I really did, but I couldn’t… I jerked him off and went home.”
 
“And you’re okay?”
 
“I feel fucking stupid but yeah, physically I’m fine.”
 
Ilya wanted to leave it there. Wanted very much for this conversation to be over, for Shane to be okay, for Ilya not to be the one making him feel worse right in this moment. But – there was one more question he had to ask. “Why did you say you had to be there?”
 
Shane’s breathing changed as he said, “I know I haven’t been with a lot of people. God, I know that, okay? The guys already make fun of me for that. I don’t want to be worthless in bed, Ilya. I need the practice.”
 
Like it’s something he has to drill over and over until he gets it exactly right, Ilya thought, and at the same time, what the fuck does he mean, worthless in bed? Shane Hollander is a fucking work of art, watching him come undone in bed should be studied, it should be in a fucking museum. 
 
“So? You want to practice, okay, you practice on me,” Ilya said instead, voice getting louder as he spoke. “You don’t go home with anyone unless you want to be there.” He stood up, needing to feel his body move in a hotel room that was now much too small.
 
“You’d let me do that?”
 
“No Hollander, I would not fucking let you.” Ilya was yelling now and he couldn’t stop. “I don’t do anything I don’t want to do. I touch you because I want to. But you should not let me either. You want to? We fuck. You don’t want to? We don’t. Done. No talking you into things. No making you fucking let me touch you like it’s the last thing you want. Fuck! Somehow you speak both English and French but no is the one thing you don’t know how to say.”
 
“You are angry,” Shane said pitifully.
 
Was that sad little voice what it sounded like when he hurt Shane's feelings? Of course you hurt him. That’s what you do.
 
“No Hollander. Okay, yes, maybe I am angry but I am not angry at you. I am angry at -” Ilya waves his free hand in the air, trying to find the English words. “You are Shane Hollander. You have gold medal. You are number two draft pick in the entire NHL last year. You are better than everyone else on the ice and the only person who doesn’t fucking know that is you!”
 
Because someone made you feel like you were too small to decide for yourself, maybe a lot of someones, and I’m going to fucking find out who.
 
“Ilya?” Shane asked.
 
“Yes?”
 
“I want.” Soft but sure.
 
“Words please.” Ilya made himself calm down. “What do you want, Shane?”
 
“I want you to touch me again. If you want that too.”
 
“Yes, Shane, I want that too.”
 
“Next week, after the game… do you want to come to my apartment?” Shane sounded like he was smiling now, and Ilya wished he could see it. "I know it's last minute, and fuck maybe coming to mine is too much for you, I can figure somewhere else out if you want."
 
“Yes, okay. We do that. Your apartment.” Ilya sighed into the phone because Shane was right, it was too much, what they had was never meant to be more than a hotel room and a one-night stand, but here they were. "I want to see it."
 
“Okay. Good”
 
Ilya pressed his phone against the side of his head and thanked the invisible thread that still held them together.
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  mid-Oct 2010
 
Ilya was standing half undressed in the locker room after a win at TD Garden, planning to head into the shower, when he checked his phone.
 
Jane: I heard you were planning on 40 goals this season
 
He put his mother’s cross in his mouth as he thought of a reply – better to do something else with his lips so he’s not grinning like an idiot about a man on an opposing team in the middle of a bunch of probably straight and potentially homophobic men in his own locker room.
 
Lily: yes yes I will score many goals
 
And then, because none of their texts have been flirty so far and Ilya was tired of waiting to see what Shane will do if that is an option, he adds
 
Lily: very sexy, these 40 goals, you will be impressed
Jane: don’t tell anyone, but I think I’m gonna get 45
Lily: ?? this is dangerous talk Jane
Jane: how?
Lily: I might have to get you up against the wall if you keep talking like that
Lily: I mean boards
 
Ilya let the cross fall from his lips, waiting for a reply.
 
It didn’t take long at all.
 
Jane: you’ll have to catch me first
 
So that’s how it’s going to be.
 
He immediately walked out into the hallway – still naked from the waist up – and tells the first reporter he can find no, it isn’t 40 goals I plan to score this season, it’s 50. Then he winks at her. He doesn’t mention Shane, doesn’t look at the camera when he says it, but he’s pretty sure he doesn’t have to. Someone from the Raider’s PR team finds him later to remind him to get his statements cleared before speaking to reporters, but the woman smiles when she says it so Ilya doesn’t take it seriously.
 
It’s his rookie year and they already love him in Boston.

The Boston Raiders will be in Montreal for the first time in less than a week, and he is going to Shane Hollander’s apartment. Where Shane lives. Where he sleeps. Where, Ilya assumes, Shane has a bed. Because Shane Hollander wants Ilya to be in the place where he lives and he wants Ilya to touch him and very possibly he wants Ilya to be in Shane’s bed a few hours after Boston beats Montreal so badly the rest of the team goes home crying to their mothers.

Ilya finds this specific idea so hot he comes (quick, gasping) into his own hand in the shower three times that week.
 
Except there’s still the problem of Shane not understanding when to say no. He and Ilya are both adults, almost 20 and Shane’s actually older by a few months, but Ilya feels a little like he’s taking advantage of a very beautiful and very willing teenager. That’s never been something Ilya wanted to do anyway and is now even less attractive than it was before that whole conversation.
 
Ilya, who’s had sex with dozens and dozens of people on two continents but never had a girlfriend, whose closest relationships are with a couple of childhood friends who treat fucking each other and using words like knives as all part of growing up the way they did, who has exactly one person on his team who’s even remotely been interested in getting to know him off the ice, finds himself with questions he doesn’t have the answers to.
 
Which is how he ended up siting in Marly’s living room with a beer in one hand and the other one trying to keep his knee from bouncing up and down so hard it might fly off.
 
Cliff Marleau was not a small man. He’s a beast on the ice, quicker with his skates than he is with his words, and not unattractive to a certain part of Ilya’s brain that likes it when older men are mean to him in a way he tries not to think about. He didn’t object when Ilya texted to ask if he could come to Marly’s townhouse the day before they’re due to fly to Montreal. He just opened the door, handed Ilya a beer, took a spot on the other end of the couch, and waited.
 
And waited.
 
“So…” Ilya began eventually, then stopped again. He picked at the label on his now empty beer. “I thought we could, you know…” He waved his hand in the air.
 
“No man, I don’t actually know,” Cliff replied. “But whatever it is, I’m here for it.” Like it cost him nothing to say. Fucker probably even meant it too.
 
“Ok so I have, person, I – in Montreal, who I might see. Again. Tomorrow.”
 
Cliff nodded.
 
Clearly this is not enough information, Ilya thought helplessly. More information is needed here. “For sex,” Ilya added. Great job, really well done.
 
“For sex,” Cliff said with a nod. “Sure.”
 
Okay we’re getting somewhere now. “And this person, I have… been with once before, but new things, uh, I found out. Between.” Ilya waved his hand again. “Before I did not know, and now I know.”
 
“Right,” Cliff said. “Things.”
 
“Right,” Ilya sighed, “good talk, I should go.”
 
“Hey,” Cliff said, stopping Ilya before he could run out the door, because that is a thing Ilya was definitely about to do, “do you want my advice?”
 
Finally. “Yes, this, advice, this I am here for.” He sat back in the couch and waited for the older man to dispense his wisdom.
 
Cliff took a long pull from his bottle.
 
Ilya waited.
 
“Roz, I’m happy to help but man you’re going to have to tell me what these things are.”
 
Right. Yes. The things.
 
“Okay,” Cliff said after another long moment where Ilya didn’t actually speak any of his thoughts out loud, despite fully intending to, “let me ask you this: your girl got a name?”
 
Here Ilya was on much stronger ground. “Ah, easy, is named Jane,” he said with a grin. “Best name for a woman don’t you think? Maybe second best.”
 
“Great, Montreal Jane, got it. Tell me about her?”
 
“Jane is same age, but we met a few years ago. Nothing happened, just have been introduced you know? Then over summer, we get hotel room and sex is good. Then nothing and I don’t know Jane is going to happen again or not.”
 
Cliff nodded again. “But now you’ll be in her city again and she wants to see you?”
 
“Yes, yes, exactly.”
 
“So what’s the problem?”
 
“Problem is last week Jane tells me about about other people. This is… not good.”
 
“Like she cheated on you? Roz, you gotta give her a break, I’ve been watching you score for months.”
 
“No, no, is nothing like that. Is not serious, I fuck, Jane fucks, okay.” Not okay, but that’s not a conversation for right now. “I did not even know, Jane and I, again. You know. English is a stupid fucking language.” And Shane makes me stupid in English I think.
 
“No I get that,” Cliff says. “So… you’re not serious, you go out and score and Jane’s fine with that, but she tells you something about those other people you’re not okay with. That about right?”
 
“Ah. Yes. Jane tells me other people maybe not so right, in bed.” He’s stuck for a moment, painfully aware that he’s sharing too many of Shane’s secrets with a guy who might turn out to be a bigot, but weirdly he trusts Marly and he doesn’t know who else to ask. Maybe Sveta, but bringing Shane – or Jane – to Sveta’s attention would be like dropping a baby bunny in front of a wild cat and hoping it all works out for the best. So Cliff is who Ilya has. “Maybe Jane agrees to things not wanting to do them,” Ilya says slowly. “And Jane says fine everything is fine in a way that makes me think everything is not fucking fine.”
 
The pronouns feel strange in his mouth but he’s realized he can only refer to Shane by a woman’s name for so long before he has to really commit to the lie.
 
“Shit, Roz. That sucks. What do you want to do about it?”
 
What Ilya wants to do involves bribing bartenders for security tapes and then some violence that might impact his American visa. Instead he puts the empty beer bottle on the table and bounces his leg some more. Eventually he says, “I can’t do anything about the guy. But now Jane wants me in her bed in Montreal and I don’t...” He takes a deep breath. “I don’t want to hurt her.”
 
“Damn. Okay. So have you thought about maybe not fucking her?”
 
Ilya groans. “Yes of course but also nooo… Cliff, Jane has the most beautiful ass.”
 
Cliff laughs. “All right man, for a minute there I thought you were catching feelings.”
 
“No no, I told you is not serious. But I am not an asshole and I do not want to make Jane worse about sex. Not worse, but… I want Jane to say no to things she is not wanting. I also want her to want to say yes to me.”
 
“Not to get to into the details here, but how was it the first time you fucked her?”
 
“Ah, did not.”
 
“What’s that mean?”
 
Ilya shrugged. “Did not fuck Jane last time. Was first time together, did other things.”
 
“Let me get this straight – you didn’t even fuck her, and you’re so hung up on making it good for her that you come to me for advice?” Cliff laughs, but it doesn’t seem cruel. “This Montreal girl’s got you good, man.”
 
“Shut your idiot face, Marly. I told you we had sex. Four orgasms between us in under an hour.” Ilya grinned at that.
 
“Oh yeah? Well, good for you.” Cliff had the decency to seem genuinely impressed.
 
“Yes, Jane is very good for me.” What a good boy you are, Hollander, taking me like that.
 
Would what Shane do if I said that out loud next time he’s on his knees? Ilya has the strong sense a comment like that would not be… unappreciated.
 
“Okay so I did not think we were ever going to need to have this conversation, but what do you know about enthusiastic consent?” Cliff asks. His lips are pursed a little and his eyebrows are coming together more than they usually do but he’s focused on Ilya in a way that makes him feel his friend is taking this seriously.
 
Friend. Hmm. That’s new. But friend is exactly the right word for Cliff now, and for that at least Ilya is grateful.
 
“I do not know these words together in English. Explain, please.”
 
Cliff thinks for a second – and it’s painfully, endearingly obvious when Cliff is thinking about what he’s going to say before he says it. “Before you, you know, you and Jane need to talk about what you want to happen.”
 
“Yes, agree, but Jane has been saying yes to things with other people that Jane did not want, so how am I sure Jane does not do this with me also?”
 
“You can’t know that, not 100%, but you can ask ahead of time. Make a list: does she want you to talk dirty to her, does she like it when you go down on her, does she want you to put hickeys on her where someone could see them? You ask before anything happens and you check in during. And, this is important, you check in again after. No running out the door. Girls can get fucked up when they have time to think about it after and no one’s there with them. To you know, cuddle and shit.”
 
“Yes, I do some of this already. Always asking ‘Is still okay’, ‘where do you want me to touch you’.” Cliff nods, happy with that answer. Ilya thinks for a minute. “Maybe not stay, after. I do not think anyone has wanted this from me before.”
 
“Maybe, maybe not, but you know how you find out?” Cliff grins like he’s won something. Ilya doesn’t dignify Cliff’s comment with a response, but he kicks him – gently – in the shin. “Okay man, all of that is the consent part. You ask, you find out the rules, then you do those things. You don’t do things she doesn’t want. But here’s what I’ve learned: you need the enthusiastic part. That’s the part where you don’t just do the things she’s okay with. You do the things she fucking loves. You find the things she’s begging for and those are the only things you do. You might fuck it up, you’re going to have to ask questions and hope she gives you a straight answer, but at least if you’re only doing the things she really really likes, you should be okay.”
 
Oh yes, my Jane will give me a “straight” answer. Ilya picks up the bottle to take a drink, to hide his smile, but remembered it was empty and put it back down again.
 
“So are we good?” Cliff asked. “If you want me to explain to you how to put a condom on I’m gonna need to drink a lot more.”
 
“Fuck you, Marly,” Ilya laughs. “You helped. I go now, but thank you.” He stood and puts his hand out, but Cliff stood too and pulled Ilya in for a crushing hug.
 
“You’re a good kid, rook,” Cliff said quietly. “This is a weird fucking conversation and if you tell anyone I’ll deny it but I’m glad you asked me.”
 
“Same, Marly.” Ilya means it.
 
Later, Ilya was waiting outside for the ride he ordered, staring at the open text chain on his phone. He wasn't sure if he should wait until they meet in person for this conversation, if it’s something he should even be talking about in text, but he’s also not sure if he’d be able to stop Shane from kissing him long enough to talk. He’s even less sure he’d be able to stop himself from kissing Shane, once he’s there in Shane’s apartment. Where Shane’s bed is.
 
He took a deep breath and started typing.
 
Lily: what do you know about enthusiastic consent?
 
And Shane immediately started typing something back.
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  mid-Oct 2010
 
Ilya sat in one of those uncomfortable airport seats, looking over Shane’s texts while he waited for their boarding call. Cliff sat next to him, glancing over from time to time but saying nothing. Ilya knew how he must look: his mother’s cross in his mouth, his phone in his hand, his knee bouncing up and down so hard he might break something.
 
He’s not worth getting worked up over, the voice in Ilya’s head said. He’s just someone to fuck. You’re excited to beat him on the ice, nothing more.
 
Ilya was having a hard time believing the voice right now, which was weird because the voice – the Russian voice, always Russian – that whispered the worst parts of himself back to Ilya was usually pretty fucking persuasive. The plane was delayed because of ice or snow or some other shit happening in Montreal, like no one bothered to check the weather in advance on a day when Ilya really, really, needed to get on a plane and get into Canada. For the game against the Metros, of course.
 
He’d texted with Shane for hours last night, and the conversation was good. Probably. Important, at least. It wasn’t the fun sexy texts he kept hoping for though. Mostly he sat on his couch with his laptop open on the coffee table, replaying game tape that Ilya couldn’t remember the details of, while Shane looked things up online and then, sporadically, sent short questions or notes back. Ilya wanted Shane to text about how the other man wanted to get fucked, how he longed for Ilya’s mouth or tongue or cock, how he couldn’t help but reach down in the shower and touch himself the way he wanted Ilya to touch him… But Shane didn’t do any of that.
 
Instead Shane had searched the internet for enthusiastic consent and come back with an article on a feminist blog about the basics, then waited while Ilya read it too. Ilya had to ask for the definitions on a lot of the English words, which took half the night, but eventually it seemed like they were on the same page about the concept.
 
And Ilya was pretty sure that Shane didn’t want to do it.
 
Shane said things like I appreciate that you want us to be clear about this and rules and guidelines can be helpful for me sometimes, but he also said does this mean you can’t do anything unless I ask? and I feel like I’m too much work for you and what if I don’t want to have to decide everything all the time?
 
Ilya thought about Shane’s reactions in the hotel room: the way the other man had stopped when Ilya told him to, moved when Ilya told him to, the push and pull of them both wanting and the way Shane – who always seemed to be thinking 12 steps ahead of everyone else – maybe didn’t stop entirely but certainly stopped thinking quite so much after a while.
 
Boy felt too young for professional hockey players who lived on their own and would someday make millions a year for being the best on the ice, but man didn’t adequately describe the two of them either. Maybe neither of them knew what it was like to be a kid so they were both rushing toward adulthood as fast as they could, to get the power and respect that would certainly come with the expectations everyone else had of them.
 
Ilya wasn’t sure if Shane felt the same way but thought that if anyone would understand how lonely Ilya was most of the time, it might be him.
 
“Coach,” Ilya called out, “what happens if we can’t get flight? Game is canceled?”
 
“Fuck no, Rozanov,” his coach yelled back. A couple of the other guys laughed. “The league isn’t going to lose millions of dollars on a canceled game just because the Montreal airport can’t figure out a little snow. Backup plan is we fly into Ottawa and take a bus to Montreal.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said with a nod. And then, because he didn’t want his coach to think he was stupid, added, “I thought so. Thanks.”
 
“This Montreal girl’s really got you worked up, brother,” Cliff said with a laugh.
 
“Don’t be an idiot, Marly,” Ilya snapped back.
 
“Did you two talk at least?” Cliff asked, his voice quieter. He leaned slightly, just into the edge of Ilya’s personal space.
 
Ilya nodded. He looked at his phone again. He re-read their conversation from this morning for the fifth time.
 
Jane: let me know when you board?
Jane: heading to practice but I saw weather report
Jane: okay if it’s too much to meet tonight
Lily: would walk to Montreal if I had to
Jane: you would not
Lily: would rent very fast car
Jane: you’re a car guy?
Lily: what is?
Jane: it means you like cars
Jane: vintage cars, race cars, fancy cars
Lily: yes is me, car guy
Lily: soon I will have many cars
Lily: Spyder and Maserati to start
Jane: either of those SUVs?
Lily: wtf
Jane: I don’t know cars
Lily: sports cars, very sexy
Jane: need something reliable to drive in the snow
Lily: you are ridiculous person Jane
 
The last message was sent over an hour ago, and Shane hadn’t replied yet.
 
Very quietly, without looking at Cliff, Ilya said, “We talked but I think she is having hard time with the idea that everything needs to come from her. I think she like it when I… you know.” Ilya looked around, but no one else seemed to be paying attention to him. “When I say do this or do that.”
 
“Submissive?” Cliff asked.
 
“I do not know this word.”
 
“Like she’s soft. Wants you to take care of her. Make decisions for her.”
 
Hollander isn’t anything like soft, Ilya thinks. Hollander was a precision instrument, Hollander was all speed and sharp edges and knives cutting through the middle to drop a puck into the net. Ilya wasn’t sure yet if Shane was something different, but... maybe. “Not soft,” Ilya said. “Very strong. I think having to be too strong all of the time though? I would like to take care of Jane. Not sure if she’ll let me.” Ilya bit his lip. “I think I am wrong person to have someone like Jane. I cannot be trusted not to break beautiful things.”
 
“Hey, buddy, no,” Cliff said. “You asked. That’s more than most people do. You’re gonna be fine.”
 
Would he have asked Cliff those questions if Shane hadn’t asked his own questions first? Would he have been a man Shane could trust if Shane hadn’t already decided he was? Ilya wasn’t sure.
 
He open up his messages to send a new one.
 
Lily: if you tell me what you want I take over from there
Lily: if you want
Lily: only if you want
 
“All right boys, we’re cleared for Montreal!” Coach yelled. Around him a dozen players half-hardheartedly cheered. Ilya and Cliff headed out with the others. Bag stowed in the overhead compartment, Ilya settled into his seat, buckled up, and took out his phone to put it in airplane mode.
 
Jane: I want
 
Ilya grinned and typed out a reply.
 
Lily: on my way
 
After the game, Ilya was rushing to get his gear off and get a shower in when someone from the coaching staff called him over to the locker room door. “This got dropped off for you,” the man said.
 
 Robbie? Ilya wondered. Sam? That could be it. “Thanks, Sam,” Ilya said. He looked behind him but no one was paying attention so he slipped out as Sam walked away and found himself alone in the hallway for a moment.
 
He opened the little envelope Sam had given him. Inside was a plain silver key. Not a car or a locker, wrong shape or the wrong size for those. This is someone’s house key. Was this supposed to go to someone else? There’s no note, nothing on the outside of the envelope either. Just Ilya Rozanov standing in the darkened hallway with no shoes on and a stranger’s house key in his hand.
 
He went back to his stall to find his phone. There’s a message from Jane waiting for him.
 
Jane: stuck doing press after
Jane: let yourself in if you get there before me
Lily: this your key?
Jane: yes
Lily: you had it delivered very brave
Jane: heart’s beating so hard
Jane: made the most sense but I might die
Jane: trying to find someone to bring it to you who wouldn’t ask
Lily: you’re sexy when you’re brave
Jane: yeah?
Jane: tell that to my panic attack
Lily: you need to believe me you’re sexy
Jane: make me
 
“You leaving straight from here?” Cliff asked. Ilya looked up to see the taller man staring down at him. Cliff had gotten to the showers already, and was standing next to him with just a towel wrapped around his muscular hips.
 
Ilya nodded.
 
“You want me to take your bag back to the hotel?”
 
“Ah no, might need it,” Ilya said, not wanting to take the condoms and lube out of the side pocket of his bag in full view of the rest of his team. “But thank you.”
 
“I got you,” Cliff said with a nod, and went back to getting dressed.
 
After his own shower, Ilya managed to get out front and grab a cab with only a small amount of teasing from the rest of his team. He smoked a cigarette with the window down as the cab drove from the arena to a quieter part of town, only 10 minutes away. Ilya tipped him too much, then got out. Shane’s building was grey and modern looking, the same as the rest of the block. He double checked the address, then headed for the -
 
Fuck. The building had a gate. The gate required a code. Shane did not give Ilya the gate code.
 
Lily: need code to get inside
Jane: you’re there already?
Jane: sorry code is 1410
Jane: one more reporter
 
Ilya punched in the code and sighed in relief when the lock disengaged with a buzz. He was inside the building, waiting for the elevator, when he realized what number Shane used for his gate code.
 
1410
 
The hotel room after the CCM shoot.
 
It doesn’t mean anything, it’s a coincidence, Shane hasn’t been thinking of you this whole time.
 
He ignored you for three months, while moving into this place and setting his gate code and using the number of the room you had sex in as the code to open the gate to get to his apartment so every day maybe twice a day he’s using the number he chose, the number that means the night you first kissed, the number that means the night and the place where you came together over and over, the night you keep dreaming about, and Shane fucking Hollander can barely talk about it but his fingers drift over the number pad and the numbers are the room and in the room we’re naked and on fire together.
 
The elevator door opened, and Ilya stepped off onto Shane’s floor. He didn’t entirely remember getting inside.
 
The key to Shane’s apartment is warm from how Ilya held it in his hand, inside of his pocket, almost since he ran out of the locker room with Anderson yelling a reminder about their curfew behind him. He took it out carefully. It was just a silver key, nothing special, but Ilya couldn’t help turning it over in his hand just to feel the smooth metal against his skin.
 
He opened Shane’s apartment and went inside.
 
It was so much nicer than Ilya’s apartment. He’d suspected that when he stepped out of the cab and saw the neighborhood, but being inside proved it: the small entry hallway opened up into a large open concept living and kitchen space, with a wall of windows along the side facing the street. A stairway just past the living room led up to a second story, and to the right, past the kitchen area, were more doors. He wondered how many rooms it had. He wondered how much it cost.
 
I’m gonna have to move if I want to fuck him in Boston, Ilya suddenly thought. The idea of taking Shane Hollander back to Ilya’s shitty rookie apartment twisted something in his stomach.
 
He dropped his bag on the floor next to the kitchen counter and kicked his shoes off next to the others Shane had lined up near his door. Ilya nudged them into line with his toe. He took off his jacket too, hung it up on the coat rack, and wondered if he should take off anything else. He was wearing his game day suit, though he’s tossed his tie into his bag in the locker room.
 
He’s wondering if he should take his suit jacket off or leave it on – better to get naked faster or better to have more clothes for Shane to take off of him? – when his phone rang. He answered before he realized the caller id said “Asshole” in Cyrillic letters.
 
“Why don’t you answer your phone?” Alexei yelled at him in Russian.
 
“I literally am answering the phone right now! What do you want?”
 
“You know what I want, asshole. Where is the money transfer?”
 
“What money, Alexei? I already sent you money!” Ilya yelled back. He paced around Shane’s living room. “You spent all of my fucking money.”
 
“That was for last month. Now is this month. You too stupid to know how a calendar works, huh?” Alexei was laughing now, and in the background Ilya could hear other voices laughing too.
 
“I give you everything already. Give for you and Papa. He called me again, you know. There’s something wrong with him.”
 
“He’s an old man. You want me to look in on him? Send the fucking money!”
 
“Seriously, Alexei, you have my singing bonus, I gave you everything.” Ilya rubbed his hand over his face. “What else do you want?”
 
“Don’t lie to me, little brother. I saw your big photo shoot with that Asian cocksucker. They pay big money for that, right?”
 
“Don’t you fucking talk about him like that,” Ilya spits out before he can stop himself. “You want my money? You don’t say another fucking word.”
 
“Okay, okay, so sensitive. I see new zeros in my bank account tomorrow, maybe I don’t tell Papa you are spending your time with that boy. You know what he’ll say about it.” Alexei laughed again. “Tomorrow, Ilya.”
 
“Fine, fuck, tomorrow.” Ilya hung up and threw his phone at the couch.
 
It was true, Ilya had the money from the CCM shoot stashed away in an American bank account, exactly because he had been afraid he’d need it once Alexei had snorted everything else. He thought he’d have more time before his brother figured it out though. He should be using it to buy an apartment or at least one the cars he’s been dreaming about, not wiring it to Moscow.
 
“Are you okay?” Shane asked quietly.
 
Ilya spun around. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.” He heard you screaming in Russian like a mad man, he’s going to ask you to leave, he won’t ever let you touch him again, you fucking idiot. “I can go.” He walked over and grabbed his phone from the couch, then turned toward where he left his bag. “Sorry,” he said again, shaking his head. “I should not have been loud in your apartment.”
 
Shane did something with his face then that Ilya hadn’t seen before: his jaw softened slightly, his eyes narrowed, and his head tilted just a little. There was a tiny furrow between his eyebrows. If he had to guess, Ilya thought maybe Shane looked… sad. 
 
Ilya hated the very idea of Shane ever being sad.
 
“Do you want to leave?” Shane asked, barely above a whisper.
 
“No, no, but I – I fucked up. We had plans, and I ruined it. I’m sorry.” Ilya looked at the floor.
 
The hardwood looked real, like the floors in his apartment in Moscow. New flooring had a shine to it that almost looked plastic. These floors were clean, polished, but warm in a way new floors weren’t. Ilya heard Shane moving closer then. Saw shoes stop a few inches away from his own. They were nice. Classic black. Good choice for dress shoes.
 
Ilya didn’t want to look up and see the disappointment he was sure lived on Shane’s face at that moment.
 
“Why were you angry?” Shane asked gently.
 
“It’s nothing, I’ll go.” But Ilya’s feet didn’t move.
 
“Ilya, I’m asking you. Tell me what’s going on.”
 
“My brother,” Ilya said quietly. “He is not good.” Neither am I, was the part he didn’t say out loud.
 
“How is your brother not good?” Shane’s feet moved another inch closer. Ilya could see Shane’s grey slacks, the bottom of his white dress shirt, the way his hands were in his pockets. He could feel the warmth of Shane’s breath on his face. He wanted very much to look up and kiss Shane until they both forgot about Ilya’s terribly stupid mistake.
 
“I send money, for him and my father. Alexei has problems, he drinks. Drugs, women. No more money. He needs more and more, always bol'she bol'she. I don’t have, he doesn’t care.”
 
“Oh, Ilya.” Shane’s hand came out of his pocket and gently lifted Ilya’s face up until they could see each other’s eyes. “That’s not your fault.”
 
“Is stupid to yell about it in your apartment,” Ilya said. He bit his lip, trying to hold back tears. “He said things about you, I couldn’t help it. I’m sorry.”
 
“He talked about me?” Shane asked, surprised.
 
“Just the photo shoot. He doesn’t know about us. He is pushing, pushing me to get more money. I send tomorrow, I fix, is no problem.”
 
“Can I hug you?” Shane asked.
 
That wasn't even in the top 10 of things he expected Shane to say in that moment. Ilya couldn’t hold himself back any longer. He pulled Shane close, hugging him so tightly he lifted the other man onto his toes. Shane’s arms came around him and hugged him back just as tight.
 
“I’m sorry you’re going through that,” Shane said softly, his hand in Ilya’s hair. “That’s not fair to you.”
 
Ilya bit his lip to keep from sobbing. Shane kept holding him with one arm, his hand slowly stroking Ilya’s hair with the other.
 
“Wow how sexy I am like this,” Ilya said with a bitter laugh. “Great job, Ilya. Plan big night and cry like idiot.”
 
“Shut up, idiot,” Shane said, “you’re still going to fuck me later. We can do this first though.”
 
Ilya pulled away at that, still holding on but just enough to look Shane in the eyes. “I am?”
 
“Well, yeah, if you want to.”

“But I am crying over stupid brother in Russia and you wanted sexy hockey player in your bed tonight,” Ilya said.
 
“Yeah, well, both things can be true at the same time,” Shane said with a smile.
 
Ilya could feel his face grinning before the delight hit him in the chest. “You are my favorite thing,” Ilya said aloud in Russian. “My beautiful boy.”
 
“No fair,” Shane said, squirming out of Ilya’s grasp, but Ilya refused to let go. “I don’t know what that means.”
 
“You want all of my secrets, you have to learn Russian. Should be easy for you, eh? Two weeks, perfect, no accent.” He kissed Shane loudly on the cheek.
 
Shane licked his lips. “You want to me know your secrets, Rozanov?”
 
“No, is only Ilya in the room.” He kissed Shane’s other cheek, softly.
 
“What room is that?” Shane asked, then kissed the corner of Ilya’s mouth.
 
“Whatever room we are in, you and I. We’re Hollander and Rozanov everywhere else.” He kissed Shane gently on the lips.
 
“In the room,” Shane agreed, and kissed him back.
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  They kissed there, standing in Shane’s living room, Shane’s hands under Ilya’s suit jacket, Ilya’s hands grabbing at the back of Shane’s shirt, until everything else faded away. “Where do you want me?” Ilya purred against Shane’s ear. “In the kitchen, on the couch, on the floor…” He kissed along the side of Shane’s jaw, thrilled when the other man’s breath grew fast and raspy.
 
“Bedroom,” Shane said between kisses. “Please.”
 
Ilya shivered at the word. “Take me, Shane.”
 
They kissed as Shane kicked off his shoes. They kissed as Shane walked backward up the stairs, one of Ilya’s hands on the staircase and the other hooked into the side of Shane’s slacks, just in case. Inside Shane’s bedroom Ilya started to drag them both over to the queen-sized bed, but Shane pushed away just enough to say, “I need to shower first.” His hair was still wet from the shower he must have taken at the arena, but Ilya didn’t want to argue.
 
“Okay, we shower,” he agreed, pulling Shane closer so he could lick the side of his neck. Shane trembled as he sighed quietly when Ilya reached the bottom of his jaw with his tongue.
 
“No,” Shane said hesitantly. “I need to shower. You need to wait for me.”
 
Ilya groaned but let go. “Shower fast?” he said hopefully.
 
“Fast as I can,” Shane agreed. He kissed Ilya one more time, then spun around and practically jogged into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.
 
Shane’s bedroom was simply but tastefully decorated. A queen sized bed was centered along the wall opposite from the closet and on-suite bathroom door. There were two dark wood night tables, one on each side of the bed, though – except for matching beige lamps – only the table farthest from the entrance had anything on top of it. A long dresser made from the same dark wood was against the far wall, and a full length mirror was hung on the wall in that far corner, though it didn’t point in the direction of the bed. Ilya wondered if Shane would be open to moving the mirror to a better location.
 
He heard the water running in the shower.
 
He was torn between not wanting to invade Shane’s privacy and wanting to distract his already too-hard dick so he didn’t come all over himself the minute Shane walked out of the bathroom.
 
He opened Shane’s closet. It was well organized, because of course it was. On one side was cube shelving, little cubbies holding folded pairs of sweatpants, jeans, underwear, a basket for socks, and separately, what looked like most of those same things but for hockey. In the middle of the closet Shane had hung his t shirts, then some button ups in light colors, his game day white dress shirts and a few suits Ilya suspected hadn’t been tailored. On the other end, what looked like workout clothes and a few jerseys. Nothing much stood out; Shane clearly didn’t dress for other people’s attention the way Ilya did.
 
Ilya borrowed a spare hanger to hang his suit jacket up, using the top of the closet door to hook the hanger. He hoped leaving the door open like that would show Shane he’d hadn’t been snooping in secret. He paused for a second then grabbed a second hanger and hung up his shirt as well. He checked himself in Shane’s mirror. His hair looked good, soft and curly; his broad chest was naked except for his mother’s cross. His black dress slacks sat low on his hips, the swell of his cock clearly visible beneath the fabric. He toed off his socks.
 
There. Casual but ready for sex. At least this you can’t fuck up. And then, because the universe hates Ilya Rozanov, he caught sight of something behind him in the mirror.
 
He walked over to the night table Shane clearly used: the lamp was pushed out of the center to make room for a pair of wired ear buds, two books about hockey, a pair of black glasses – which ordinarily would have had Ilya feeling something very different – and next to all of that, a couple of unopened condoms and a bottle of lube.
 
Ilya picked it up. The bottle was only about half full. Of course he doesn’t need you for this. Of course. Of course.
 
“Ilya?” Shane said behind him.
 
Ilya faced Shane, the bottle still in his hand.
 
“Fuuuck, Ilya,” Shane whispered. “How do you look like that all the time?” He was wearing only a towel wrapped around his waist, his hair tousled and wet. 
 
Ilya held up the bottle of lube. “You left this out.”
 
Shane nodded. “Yes.”
 
“You wanted me to know?”
 
Another nod. “Yes.”
 
“Who was it?” Ilya shook his head. “Sorry, never mind.”
 
Shane moved closer to the bed. “What are you talking about?”
 
Ilya shook the bottle of lube at him. “You had someone, last night yes? You wanted me to know. Okay, I get the message. It’s fine, I can still fuck you if you want. Practice, yes? I am good for that.”
 
“Oh, Ilya,” Shane said. “No, you’ve got the wrong idea.”
 
“It’s okay, I can make it good for you.” Ilya took a deep breath. “I promise, I will be good at this.”
 
“Ilya there’s no one else,” Shane said. He stepped forward until he was close enough to put one hand on Ilya’s chest. “I left that out because you said, you know…” He paused for a moment, and Ilya recognized the effort of trying to find the right words in English. “I feel a lot of things, okay. All the time. But I know it’s hard for people to see that. So when you said I had to show you I wanted this enthusiastically, I wasn’t sure if you’d be able to tell. And I do want this, Ilya, so fucking much. I thought if I put those things where you could see them, you’d know I was ready for this before you even got here.”
 
Ilya looked at the bottle of lube again. “But it’s half-empty,” he said, as if that explained the hundred other things he didn’t know how to say.
 
“I practiced. Since the last time I saw you.” Shane blushed then, his ears turning pink first, then spreading to his cheeks and making his freckles stand out even more. “You said it would hurt without lube and I wanted to make sure I was doing it right.”
 
“You practiced?” Ilya whispered.
 
“Yes,” Shane said.
 
“Opening yourself up for me?”
 
“Yes.” No question. Just a fact.
 
“Fuck, Shane,” Ilya purred, “that’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.” Ilya grinned and grabbed Shane with both arms, lifting him enough to throw him down on the bed. Shane laughed, delighted, and reached for him but Ilya slapped his hands out of the way. “Not now, I am opening my present and I need to focus.”
 
“So I’m your present now?” Shane said with a smile.
 
“Yes and unwrapping presents is very serious business so be good for me and hold still.”
 
“Yes, sir,” Shane said, and Ilya’s brain lit up like a Christmas tree, all beautiful colors and a feeling of home.
 
Ilya fell to his knees beside the bed and wedged himself between Shane’s legs. He put one hand on each leg, slowly sliding them up until the reached the edge of the towel which was just barely hanging over Shane’s knees. He could feel the other man tremble under his touch. He slowly lifted one side of the towel until he opened it completely, laying each side next to Shane on the bed.
 
Shane’s cock was already red and hard.
 
“My beautiful boy,” Ilya whispered in Russian. He kissed the inside of Shane’s thighs, alternating from one side to the other, until he had to get off his knees to reach the top of Shane’s legs where his thighs met. He licked along the inside of Shane’s hip and was rewarded with a little moan, Shane lifting his hips off the bed at the same time. Perfect, Shane Hollander is perfect.
 
Ilya stood then. Shane raised himself up on his elbows to watch as Ilya unbuttoned his slacks and let them fall to the ground.
 
Shane bit his lower lip.
 
Ilya placed both hands on his own chest and slid them, slowly, down his body, watching the way Shane watched him, desire obvious on his face.
Ilya hooked his thumbs into his black boxer briefs and pushed them down, just an inch. He watched Shane’s face, and waited.
 
"More,” Shane said, his voice husky. “I want to see you.”
 
Ilya felt his own nipples get hard. He pushed his underwear down, releasing his already-full cock, and stepped out of them. “You still want?” he asked.
 
“Fuck yes,” Shane said. He scooted back on the bed and motioned for Ilya to join him.
 
Ilya couldn’t imagine a time where he’d ever say no to that. “So sexy, Shane,” he said, laying kisses along his ribs, up toward his muscular chest. He took one of Shane’s nipples in his mouth and licked circles around is as the other man moaned loudly. “So fucking hot.” He kept kissing upward.
 
“You don’t have to keep saying that,” Shane said, his voice small.
 
“Umm, yes I do.” Ilya kissed under Shane’s jaw. “Need to hear you say you know how sexy you are, Shane,” he murmured against the side of Shane’s neck. “I’m not going any further until you do.”
 
“You make me feel sexy, Ilya. I promise, you do,” Shane said. “Only you. Please fuck me.”
 
“Okay, because you ask so nice,” Ilya said, smiling into the side of Shane’s neck. He moved quickly to find the bottle of lube, which had ended up somewhere on the bed. He squirted a good amount into his palm, then breathed on it to warm it up. He’d done this once with a woman in New York, and she’d complained it was too cold because Ilya hadn’t known then that room temperature lube wasn’t as warm as a person’s skin. Shane deserved to be with someone who knew what they were doing.
 
“I need you to relax for me, Shane,” Ilya whispered. “I won’t hurt you, but it’s better for you when you relax okay?”
 
Shane nodded. He put his hands on Ilya’s shoulders.
 
Ilya let his lube-slick hand move down and find Shane’s cock. He stroked it once, twice. Shane arched him back and closed his eyes with a little whimpering noise. Ilya let go carefully, let his hand drift farther down, between Shane’s legs, until he found his tight, warm opening.
 
“Ready, sweetheart?” Ilya whispered.
 
Shane opened his eyes at that. They were a gorgeous brown. “I trust you,” he whispered.
 
Ilya slid one finger inside of Shane’s body.
 
Shane moaned again. Ilya could see the goosebumps rising across his skin. He took Shane’s nipple into his mouth again, licking quick circles around it while he moved his finger in and out of Shane’s ass. “Oh god, yes,” Shane said with a gasp. “More, please.”


“In a minute, don’t want to rush this,” Ilya said in reply. His cock rubbed against Shane’s thigh, painful and exhilarating at the same time. He pulled his finger out, added a little more lube, then carefully slid two fingers inside together.
 
Shane caught his breath and lifted his hips, chasing Ilya’s fingers as he slid them almost all of the way back out. He pushed his fingers back in, fucking Shane with them slowly, watching him moan and squirm. Have I made anyone else feel this good before? Ilya wondered. He really wasn’t sure. It was intoxicating, how responsive Shane's body was. He could feel it in his belly, heat boiling his blood, strangling his lungs so he could barely breathe. He fucked Shane faster and felt the hot squeeze as Shane tightened against his fingers.
 
“Yes, yes, please,” Shane moaned.
 
“One more,” Ilya whispered. He pulled his fingers out again, then slid in three this time. Shane arched his back and let out a wrecked cry that wasn’t pain but something breaking free. Ilya fucked him with his fingers for another minute until he felt the muscles around them relax. Shane was moving his hips to match him, meeting him where he was, and Ilya thought for a moment that this would always be the two of them, not one chasing the other but them both finding each other in the dark.
 
“Okay, are you ready?” Ilya asked.
 
“Yes, yes,” Shane panted. “Fuck me, Ilya, god damn it, please hurry up.”
 
Ilya moved with practiced precision now, sliding his fingers out of Shane’s body and standing up to grab a condom. He opened it and quickly slid it on, already too far away from Shane and missing the warmth of him. He got back on the bed between Shane’s legs, grabbed a pillow and tapped Shane’s hip so he’d rise up enough to get the pillow underneath him. He lined up his cock with Shane’s entrance. Shane’s hands found Ilya’s hips and grabbed him with those strong hands…
 
“You tell me if it’s not right for you, yes?” Ilya asked. “Anything at all, I can change position, do something differ-”
 
“Yes, fuck,” Shane interrupted. “I promise, please Ilya, please, I need…”
 
“Tell me what you need?” 
 
Shane opened his eyes and looked at him. “You. I need you.”
 
Ilya pushed his cock inside. He went slowly, giving Shane’s body a chance to adjust as he moved forward an inch at a time. Shane gasped then moaned like it was being torn out of him against his will. “So good for me, Shane,” Ilya panted, his breath ragged. “You’re taking me so well, so good.”
 
“I want to be good for you,” Shane said between breaths, his voice broken. “Please Ilya.”
 
“You’re so good, Shane, you’re amazing.” Ilya made the final push into Shane’s tight ass, coming to rest against Shane’s hips. “Still okay?”
 
Shane nodded. “Please move, please.”
 
Ilya was thrusting before he’d formed the thought to make it happen. With every snap, Shane panted and moaned, gasping out his pleasure as his back arched and his hands grasped the dark green bed cover. Ilya could barely think. He grabbed Shane’s knees and lifted them to get the other man’s ankles on his shoulders. The new angle let him thrust a little deeper and Shane cried out.
 
“Okay?” Ilya asked again.
 
"God yes, fuck Ilya, fuck me I’m going to come!”
 
“Look at me, Shane,” Ilya commanded, and Shane’s eyes opened. There were tears slipping down his cheeks, and he face was red. He whimpered on every thrust.
 
“Keep your pretty eyes on me,” Ilya whispered in Russian, “stay with me, I can feel you underneath my skin, please don’t let anyone see you like this, only me, only me -”
 
“Ilya,” Shane moaned, the name breaking against his lips like a wave crashing against the shore, and his back is arching up from the bed and his cock is spurting across his stomach and Ilya yells, “Da Shane, God yes-” and his brain went white. He shuddered through his orgasm, over and over, barely holding himself upright by the time his cock is empty and he can get his eyes open again. Shane is lying beneath him, sweaty and utterly relaxed. There’s streaks of white across his skin and a fucked-out smile on his face.
 
This is everything, Ilya thinks, though he can’t explain what that means. This is the best sex I’ve ever had in my entire fucking life.
 
Eventually the wave flowed back out to sea and Ilya settled back into his body.
 
“Shane,” Ilya calls softly. He’s gone soft in other ways too, but he wanted Shane to be aware that he’s pulling out before he does it. “Shane, are you okay?”
 
“Mmm, good,” Shane mumbled. His eyes are still closed. He gave Ilya a tiny nod, and added, “so good.”
 
“Okay, I’m going to get us cleaned up,” Ilya said. “Don’t go anywhere.”
 
Shane made a little snorting sound that might have been a laugh.
 
How do I end this now? Ilya thought. His heart flipped in his chest as he pulled out of Shane’s ass and got the condom off. He tied it off and looked around for a trash bin. Not finding one, he headed back into Shane’s bathroom and used the one in there. He found a wash cloth right away; made sure the water was warm before soaking it down and wringing it out, just once, so it wouldn’t drip.
 
“Don’t leave yet,” Shane said, half asleep. He reached for Ilya without opening his eyes. Ilya dropped the cloth on the floor – I’ll pick that up before I leave, he thought – and crawled into Shane’s bed behind him. He wrapped Shane in both arms, pulling him to his chest. The other man wiggled happily and settled, skin to skin, sharing each other’s warmth.
 
“Better,” Shane sighed. Ilya kissed his cheek.
 
I’m so fucked.
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  Mid-Oct to Dec 2010
 
It couldn’t last, of course. Ilya needed to call a cab and get back to the hotel before the sun came up. He could get away with breaking curfew to a certain extent, but only as long as he was in his hotel bed before anyone on the Raiders staff came looking for him. So he’d been smart for the first time since he met Shane Hollander, and left his bed while it was still dark outside.
 
But Shane, still half asleep and gorgeously naked, crawled out of bed and padded over to his dresser to pull on a pair of blue pajama pants while Ilya got dressed. Then Shane, eyes heavy with sleep, went downstairs as Ilya followed behind him – watching the other man’s thick ass bounce as he took each step – and made his way over to his fridge. He took something small from behind a magnet, a white card, rectangular, and moved to stand by his front door. Ilya grabbed his bag, his coat, and slipped on his shoes.
 
“Cab?” Shane asked softly.
 
Ilya smiled. “I’ll call outside. Cigarette first.” He kissed Shane then, slower than he should have.
 
“Bad for you,” Shane said. He’s so tired he won’t even remember this tomorrow, Ilya thought.
 
“Oh really,” Ilya said back, grinning. “I never hear this before, this is new information.” He kissed Shane again.
 
Shane grumbled but a very smile small crept across his lips. He thrust the white card at Ilya’s chest; Ilya took it but let his fingers linger over Shane’s for a minute.
 
“Don’t die, asshole,” Shane said. Then he opened the door, and Ilya walked out.
 
Even with streetlights it was too dark to read the card properly, but he saw it was full on both sides with tiny black lettering. It was about the size of a credit card, and fucking laminated because of course it was, so Ilya stuck it in his wallet and tried to think about anything other than turning around and going back inside.
 
Connors was sound asleep when Ilya made it back into their room, so he was careful to be quiet when he dropped his bag and coat on the floor. He went into the bathroom, turned on the light, and pulled the card Shane had given him out of his wallet.
 
On one side was an address in Ottawa, Canada, and what looked like directions: I-93N to I-89N to QC-133 N then switching to Autoroute numbers 35, 10, 15, and so on, until it got to ON-417 then some regional roads. The other side looked basically the same, except the directions led from Boston to an address in Montreal.
 
Shane’s address in Montreal.
 
Ilya grabbed his phone.
 
Lily: what is card? your apt what else?
 
Shane would be sound asleep by now, Ilya was sure, so he closed his phone, got out of his clothes, and brushed his teeth. Slipping into his bed, he checked the phone one last time, not expecting to see anything. But there was a new text waiting for him.
 
Jane: parents cottage
Lily: why?
Jane: zombies
Lily: ??
Jane: so you get here if phones down
Jane: zombies in boston is too many people
Jane: lots
Lily: go to sleep Jane
Jane: yes sir :p
 
If Ilya turned his face to the pillow to keep Connors from hearing him cry, that was just being tired after a long roadie, and the release of incredibly good sex. It had nothing to do with this ridiculous boy wanting to keep Ilya safe from an imaginary apocalypse.
 
Nothing at all.
 
Life settled back to a normal rhythm over the next few weeks. He wouldn’t be playing against Shane until December, but there were plenty of other teams that needed Ilya’s focus. The Raiders were a shambles when he was drafted – that’s how you usually got a first round draft pick after all, by being the team that needed it the most – but they had the bones of a good team. Mostly their problem was the number of aging veterans mixed with clueless rookies, guys who couldn’t skate as fast anymore or were often out with injuries alongside guys whose ambition was just a little bigger than their technical skill. Ilya, who had both the power and the skill to make his speed useful, was quickly racking up a solid percentage of his team’s points. He was already outpacing expectations, and his season had barely started.


Problem was, Hollander was just a little bit ahead of him.
 
When Ilya scored a goal against Michigan at home, Hollander – who played against them the following night in Montreal – scored two. After Ilya dropped his gloves to punch a defenseman in LA for talking shit about Ilya's mother, Hollander scored the winning goal against them a week later. When Ilya scored two goals against Toronto, Jane texted, telling him to watch the Montreal vs Buffalo game the following night. So of course Ilya sat at a bar with a warm beer in one hand and that stupid zombie card in the other, watching Hollander score his first hat trick.
 
That’s probably why, when he sat in the press room after a loss against the Admirals a week later, Ilya fucked up.
 
“How does it feel to know that Hollander is beating you in the scoring race?” someone yelled out.
 
“Is nothing,” Ilya said gruffly. “I score, he scores, I score more. He is still second best player in the league.”
 
“What did you think of Hollander’s trick against Buffalo?”
 
Ilya smirked. “He text me, Rozanov watch this, then beautiful hat trick because I am watching so I think maybe I should get some credit, yes?”
 
The words were out of his mouth before he realized what he was saying.
 
“Rozanov! Rozanov!” the reporters shouted at him. He nodded at one of them. “You’re saying you and Hollander text each other? Are you friends off the ice?”
 
No, definitely not, watch as I absolutely walk this back. “Sure, we’re drafted same time, top two, and I am me so why wouldn’t Hollander want to be friends?” Great job, Ilya, he thought miserably as reporters kept yelling at him. That clears everything up.
 
“What about the rivalry?”
 
“Competition is healthy,” Ilya said. “We both want to be the best and that comes from beating each other.” And maybe from sucking each others dicks, do you want a soundbite about that? “On ice, rivals. Very how you say, strong fighters. Off ice, we go clubbing. Changes nothing.”
 
What the fuck, dude? He could practically hear Shane yelling at him from Canada.
 
There was more they wanted to know, probably, but someone from the PR team was waving them off and Ilya, gratefully, took his cue to leave.
 
Marly and St. Vicky found him in the hallway. “We’re going clubbing with Hollander?” Marly asked with a grin.
 
“Uh, yes?” Ilya said with a shrug. “Will be fun.”
 
Marly laughed, Victor clapped him on the shoulder, and Ilya tried very hard not to throw up.
 
As the team bus was pulling away from the arena, Ilya’s phone buzzed.
 
Jane: wtf???
 
Yeah, this was definitely a problem.
 
Over the next month they did what Ilya was starting to suspect was Shane dealing with a problem: they didn’t discuss it at all. Instead Shane texted him contact info for a potential new agent for Ilya, an American in New York who spoke Russian. He asked for Ilya’s email address then sent links to online articles about dealing with relatives who struggled with addiction. He texted notes about Ilya’s game performance and who on the Raiders might be playing through an injury.
 
In interviews, Shane kept the conversation about Ilya to hockey, no matter how reporters tried to redirect him.
 
What he did not do was respond to anything Ilya texted him back. He didn’t flirt, at all. Shane didn’t reply to questions about if they were meeting up after their game in December, he ignored Ilya’s attempts to be sexy, to be annoying, to outright pester Shane into replying.
 
Lily: Jane
[message read]
Lily: Jane
[message read]
Lily: Jane
[message read]
Lily: Jane Jane Jane Jane Jane Jane Jane Jane Jane JaneJane JaneJaneJaneJaneJaneJaneJane
Jane: Tell Connors to ice his ankle after the game
Lily: why Jane why are you like this
[message read]
 
Ilya tried to wait it out. He went to bars with the team, drank and danced but went home alone. He searched for a new apartment. He got signed with the new agent and quietly let go of his father’s friend, then he put his father’s calls on silent and stopped answering them. He got plastered at Vicky’s during what was supposed to be a friendly tournament of Mario Kart between him, Vic, Marly, Connors, and Anderson, and passed out on the floor.
 
The other guys left him there overnight but Ilya woke up with a blanket draped over him so that was nice.
 
Finally, FINALLY, the morning of their game, Shane texted him back.
 
Jane: Hayden, JJ, and I will go out with your team after the game
Jane: to a club
Jane: do not fucking make me regret this
 
Which was why Shane Hollander was seated on the other side of the table from Ilya, wedged between Hayden Pike and J.J. Boiziau, while Ilya was next to Marleau, St. Simon, and Connors. A couple of the other guys from the Raiders were already somewhere in the club. After introductions and a round of beers Ilya paid for, because he was generous like that, the seven of them settled into an uncomfortable silence and a lot of irritable stares.
 
Shane was wearing a Metros t shirt that wasn’t too tight but was tight enough for Ilya to clearly see the man’s broad shoulders and thick, muscular arms. Ilya wanted to peel it off of him. Shane didn’t look back at Ilya, even though Ilya was wearing a tight pair of black jeans and a blood red tank top that was, if Ilya was being honest, a size too small for him. Shane kept his eyes on the table and the beer he hadn’t even pretended to drink.
 
Pike broke the spell first. “This is such bullshit,” he said, loud enough to be heard over the club’s music.
 
“You didn’t have to come, Pike,” Ilya snapped back.
 
“I did because your fucking joke on camera meant my best friend had to get dragged out to a club for no fucking reason,” Pike said.
 
“Wow, come on,” Connors said, putting his hands up in the universal sign for nobody is punching anyone tonight. “Lots of guys in the league are friends.”
 
“Nobody is fucking friends with this Russian cocksucker,” J.J. said in his thick French accent.
 
Ilya started to stand up but Marly put one meaty hand on his shoulder and forced him back down.
 
“I’m friends with this Russian cocksucker,” Marly said with a smile. “And Hollander is too, aren’t you?”
 
Shane sighed deeply. “Yeah, I am,” he said without looking up.
 
“There you go, we’re all friends here.” Marly said it like it was settled.
 
“What do you even talk about?” Pike asked, looking at Shane.
 
Shane mumbled something, but Ilya couldn’t hear it over the music.
 
“What was that?” Vic yelled back.
 
“Cheese,” Shane said.
 
“What the fuck do you mean, you talk about cheese?” J.J. yelled.
 
“Cheddar!” Ilya yelled back, grinning. “Also we talk about hockey, you know, the sport we all play. You should try it sometime, Pike.”
 
On the other side of the table, Shane smiled.
 
“Fuck you, Rozanov, I play hockey!” Pike yelled.
 
“Yes, yes, how could I forget Montreal’s 15th best player?” Ilya elbowed Marly. “Your turn to get drinks.” He stood to let his friend slide past him, then sat back down in Marly’s chair, directly across from Shane.
 
“Shots?” Marly asked.
 
“No tequila,” Ilya said immediately, looking at Shane. “Vodka only. Moscow Mule for Hollander.”
 
“Shane doesn’t drink, asshole,” Pike said. “You’d know that if you were actually friends.”
 
“Shane can actually speak for himself,” Shane said, finally looking up. Ilya wanted to kiss the sad look off his face. “What’s in a Moscow Mule?” he asked Ilya.
 
“Vodka but also lime and ginger beer. Is like if your ginger ale and vodka had sexy baby. Not too strong, no hangover for baby hockey players.”
 
Ilya slid one foot under the table and tapped Shane’s foot. He watched Shane take a deep breath, then felt an answering tap on his foot.
 
“I’ll take that, Marleau, thanks,” Shane said.
 
“How much longer do we have to be here?” Pike asked.
 
“You wanted to come with me, man,” Shane said with another sigh. “You can go whenever you want.”
 
“I’m not leaving you here with the fucking Raiders, Shane, be serious.”
 
Vic leaned forward and looked Pike in the eyes. “You know we’re not going to fucking eat him, right?”
 
“This whole thing is one sick joke,” Pike said. “How do I know what you have planned next?”
 
“Jesus, Hayd, would you quit it?” Shane yelled. “Is it really that hard to believe I have other friends besides you and J.J.?” He shook his head. “I need to use the bathroom.” He extracted himself from his friends and stomped away.
 
Ilya desperately wanted to chase after him.
 
He pulled out his phone instead.
 
Lily: didn’t mean for this to happen
Jane: you guys fighting like fucking children
Lily: tell me how to fix
Jane: it’s not just you
Jane: Hayd means well
Jane: I wish you’d said we go to book stores
Lily: okay next time we go to book store
Jane: ha ha
Lily: really
Lily: movies, grocery store, library, don’t care
Jane: you like clubs
Lily: yes but
 
Ilya couldn’t finish the rest of the sentence because he was pretty sure it ended with I don’t care where I am if you’re there. “Pike, why you don’t like me?” he said instead. Maybe I can do one thing right for Shane tonight.
 
“You’re an asshole, Rozanov,” Pike said, as if that explained everything.
 
“Yeah, so? That’s on the ice. Here we are in nice club with drinks I pay for and I haven’t once said I was going to fuck your mother, so what is problem?”
 
“You’re my problem!” Pike yelled. Connors put his hands up again, so Pike made a visible effort to calm down. “Shane is my best friend and you’re just being you. Fucking with him because it’s funny to see him uncomfortable.”
 
“I never want Hollander to be uncomfortable,” Ilya said honestly.
 
“Fuck you, man,” Pike said. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at Ilya. “You have to know by now that Shane’s, you know… special.”
 
“Yes, he is second best hockey player in the league,” Ilya said. “Maybe best, on days I am not playing. No one else comes close.”
 
“That’s not what he means and you fucking know it,” J.J. said.
 
“You know English is not my first language Pike?” Ilya said, getting irritated. “Say what you fucking mean.”
 
“Hey, maybe this isn’t something Hollander wants us to be talking about,” Vic said.
 
“No, he talks like Hollander is broken and I want to know what he fucking means,” Ilya said with a growl.
 
“It means Shane isn’t like everyone else,” Pike said.
 
“Yeah, he’s not 15th best player on the Metros,” Ilya said.
 
“Oh fuck off,” Pike said, as Marleau returned with a tray of drinks and sat down, effectively blocking Ilya from getting up and going to find Shane.
 
“What’s happening?” the big man asked.
 
“Pike was telling me how there’s something wrong with Hollander, his best friend,” Ilya said. He grabbed a vodka shot and downed it.
 
“He’s just not like other people,” Pike said, “and that’s fine, I’m okay with it, but you have to be careful with him. He’s like a hockey robot when you get him in skates, and god knows I love him, but he’s clueless about chicks. He freaks out if you move his stuff, he follows his nutrition plan like religiously, he hates it when you wake him up because the team wants to hang out in the hotel room and watch movies. And he barely goes out. He’s not coming to a place like this and drinking and dancing.” Pike waved his hands in the air. “So Rozanov making him come out is just his way of fucking with my friend, and I need to protect him.”
 
“Protect me from what?” Shane asked, suddenly appearing next to them.
 
“From me,” Ilya said. “And from drinking and dancing.”
 
Shane looked at him for a long moment, then shook his head. “You’re an idiot,” he said with a smile.
 
“Yes probably,” Ilya said, smiling back. “But you like it.”
 
“Yeah, I do,” Shane agreed. He picked up the Moscow Mule. “Is this mine?” he asked, turning to face Marleau, who nodded. Shane took a drink. “This is pretty good!” he said, then drank again. “Dance with me?” he asked, looking at Ilya.
 
“Yes, we dance now!” Ilya declared happily. “Marly, Vic, Connors, let’s go dance!”
 
As the Raiders stood up, Pike leaned over and grabbed Shane’s arm. “You don’t have to do this, man.”
 
“Come with us or go back to the hotel, Hayd,” Shane said. “I’m gonna dance.”
 
Ilya followed Shane into the crowd, the rest of the Raiders right behind him. The music was loud and the crush of bodies made it easy for the other guys to break off as they found women to dance with, leaving Shane and Ilya alone, surrounded by strangers.
 
Ilya touched Shane gently on the arm and leaned in. “We can leave whenever you want,” he said into Shane’s ear.
 
“One song? I can’t really dance but I’m pissed at those guys so I can’t quit yet.”
 
“Okay, one song,” Ilya said. “I help you. Eyes on me.” God help me, those eyes. Because Shane looked at him then, really looked, and Ilya’s dick was already half-hard.
 
“Just do what I do.”
 
Shane nodded and soon they were both dancing in time to the music. Ilya’s hand moved from Shane’s arm to his hip, barely touching. Shane put one hand on Ilya’s bicep. The crowd got thicker than was probably legally allowed, sweaty bodies pushing Shane and Ilya closer together until they were almost on top of each other. Ilya looked around as they danced, but didn’t spot anyone they knew.
 
His fingers found the edge of Shane’s t shirt and pulled up slightly. Just enough to graze Shane’s side with his fingers.
 
Shane was breathing hard, but from Ilya’s touch or the dancing, Ilya wasn’t sure. “Are we really friends?” Shane asked, his words hot in Ilya’s ear.
 
“Yes,” Ilya said.
 
“Okay,” Shane said, and smiled.
 
“Okay,” Ilya agreed. They got closer still. His hand moved under Shane’s shirt, sliding across Shane’s skin, feeling the muscles in his back move as he danced.
 
“Take me to your place?” Shane asked, and Ilya grinned.
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  New Year's Day, 2011
 
“Marly,” Ilya groaned from other man’s couch. “Need help.”
 
Ilya was drunk. He knew that, though he wasn’t certain on the steps between being at the club with his teammates and lying face down on Cliff’s couch with his phone in his hand. Something about a bar. There was beer and of course vodka, though it was the shit Americans drink and not the good Russian vodka of his youth. There was a woman, or three. Maybe four? They’d wanted him, he was sure of it in the way that he was always able to recognize when someone wanted him. Then there was… gin? And a lot of jumping up and down.
 
At one point he knew he’d texted Shane.
 
You texted a boy in Canada that you missed him instead of fucking any of the people right in front of you.
 
“You gonna puke?” Marly asked.
 
“No, no,” Ilya started to say, then thought about it. Not again at least. Not right now. You have bigger problems. “Nyet. Need other help. Big Cliff brain help.”
 
“What do you need buddy?”
 
Ilya wondered if it helped or hurt this conversation that his face was buried in the brown leather of Cliff’s couch and he couldn’t actually see the other man. “Boyfriend,” Ilya grunted.
 
“You need a boyfriend?” At least Cliff didn’t sound shocked.
 
“Nyet, am boyfriend?”
 
“Oh shit Roz, your girl locked you down?”
 
“No, no no Marly you are so bad at this.” Ilya head was starting to spin. “I cannot be boyfriend. Have never been boyfriend. Don’t know how.” He turned his head to face the back of the couch. Probably better if you don’t suffocate. “Is sad.”
 
“Okay do you want to be a boyfriend?”
 
“Can’t!” Ilya groaned. “Russian.”
 
“I’m pretty sure you can still get a girlfriend if you’re Russian, man.”
 
“Yes, yes. Is sad.” Ilya felt the phone in his hard, solid and warm. He wondered if Shane had texted him back yet. “Marly?” he asked quietly.
 
“Yeah?” The other man’s voice seemed closer now.
 
“I miss -” Ilya stopped himself from finishing the sentence, but a tear rolled down his cheek. “Nothing. Just sad.”
 
A heavy blanket settled over Ilya, and a minute later the overhead light shut off.
 
“Get some sleep, Roz. We’ll talk in the morning.”
 
Ilya hummed in agreement. But when the morning came, Ilya picked himself up off of Cliff’s couch and went home.
 
Neither of them mentioned it again.
 
___
 
The problem wasn’t that Shane had come home with him after the Montreal game in December. The problem wasn’t that Ilya had dropped to his knees in the living room and sucked Shane’s cock until the other man came, trembling and moaning, pulling Ilya’s hair. The problem wasn’t that Ilya had picked Shane up, hands wrapped around Shane’s thighs, Shane’s legs around his waist, and carried the 200 lb hockey player into the bedroom just for the sheer joy of knowing that he could. The problem wasn’t that he’d fucked Shane – gently at first, then very much not gentle at all – into the mattress until they both shouted their orgasms at almost the same time, or that he’d coaxed a pliant Shane into the shower to clean them both up. Or even that, once he came back to himself, Shane sunk to his knees under the warm water and gave Ilya his second orgasm of the night.
 
Two for each. That was fair, that was good, that was deeply fucking right, so there was no problem there either.
 
The problem was that eventually Shane left, and Ilya was not at all okay.
 
It’d been two weeks since then, two months since Ilya had visited Shane’s Montreal apartment, five months since the CCM photoshoot and room 1410, 18 months since the draft, two years since they’d met at the World Junior Hockey Championships in Regina, and in all that time they’d fucked twice, given each other a total of 10 orgasms between them, and only spent 3 nights in the same room. The math was loud in his head in both languages, the math made his teeth hurt, the math had it out for Ilya personally.
 
Ilya was so fucking lonely, and it was his own damn fault.
 
He could go out right now and pick someone up. A woman, hell – a man, if he wanted. He hadn’t, other than Shane, since coming to Boston, but he knew that he could. This city was very gay, in a way that still surprised him at times, the way you can be surprised when you go into a coffee shop and there’s a sticker on the window that says people like you are welcome, even though you know you’re Ilya Rozanov, rising star of the Raiders and a Russian citizen, so people like you aren’t allowed to be anything at all.
 
But the last time he’d let a stranger touch him, Shane had reached out for help and Ilya hadn’t been there. And now, he didn’t know if he could still fuck someone else without seeing those freckles across Shane’s beautiful face.
 
Shane, who still wouldn’t flirt with him over text.
 
Shane, who lived in Canada and played for a Canadian team that happened to be his divisional rival.
 
Shane, who doesn’t talk about when they’ll see each other next.
 
Shane, who said Ilya was his friend.
 
Shane, Shane, Shane. Ilya hates himself for not being able to get that name out of his head.
 
He answers the phone the next time his father calls, just so someone else can hate him for a while instead.
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  Jan 2011
 
Jane: you miss me?
 
Ilya kept looking at the message on his phone. It had come in the day after the Winter Classic, after Ilya had dimly remembered the text he’d sent the night before:
 
Lily: we won and your not hre
Lily: fkn mss you
Lily: stupid hollnder
Jane: you miss me?
 
He’d been looking at it for six days.
 
A few times he imagined Shane was sitting somewhere in Canada – in the locker room, in his Montreal apartment, in his childhood bedroom at his parent’s cottage on some lake near Ottawa – looking at his own phone, waiting for Ilya to reply, maybe biting his lip. Waiting for a response that Ilya couldn’t bring himself to type. Feeling ignored. Feeling his heart break. 
 
Did it fucking kill him too?
 
If he cares at all about me, I’m hurting him, and I can’t stop.
 
I was only ever going to hurt him, or me, or us both.
 
Ilya thought about all the ways he could respond. Yes I miss being able to score more goals than you, was one option.
 
Another variation on the theme was I miss the way you cry when I beat you.
 
He could say I miss the way you moan when I work you open or I miss the way you try to fit my whole cock in your mouth or I miss how I can fuck you with all my strength and you love it but somehow in his head that turned into I miss how cute and sleepy you get when you’re all fucked out and I think about you every day and who is touching you when I’m not there, Shane? and I hope you are cared for and when I think about you I forget about hockey and
 
And, and, and.
 
He should just write yes but what that really meant was I can never go home again and that was the one thing he couldn’t say.
 
There was no way Ilya could give up Russia – his only home, beautiful and dangerous, full of pain and nostalgia and the origin of his still bright memories of his mother – for a man he had only had sex with on three occasions.
 
Part of him was seriously considering it.
 
So Ilya stared at his phone but didn’t reply because anything other than cracking his own chest open would be a lie, and he’d told Hollander he wouldn’t lie to him.
 
But then the All-Stars roster went out, with the league splitting their players between North American and European. Both Ilya and Shane had made the list, though for some reason Ilya didn’t understand, Shane wasn’t the league’s choice. He had the most points of any rookie this season, but that didn’t earn him a spot at All-Stars. He’d, luckily, been voted in as the fan favorite, so even though they wouldn’t be on the same team, they’d be at the same event (the same hotel) for three days straight.
 
Ilya had created six different email addresses so he could vote for Shane over and over.
 
Jane: see you at AS I guess
Lily: yes want to see you
Jane: you sure?
Lily: very
 
He hoped it was enough.
 
Of course, he wouldn’t be able see Shane until there were cameras pointed at them both. He’d arranged his flights to come in the day before but Shane was caught up with another promotional thing his mom had arranged so Ilya spent the night alone in his hotel room in Nashville watching Shane’s game tape and jerking off. Then Shane’s plane was late. Ilya stood in his hotel room in his suit, the warm metal of his mother’s cross caught between his lips, watching his phone to see if Shane texted about having landed.
 
At least Shane had been texting about that. He hadn’t brought up the idea of Ilya missing him again.
 
But then it was time to go so Ilya found the makeshift press room in a hotel ballroom, got through introductions to people he would never remember, and sat in his assigned seat behind the table at the front of the room. Shane came in, breathless and gorgeous, already in his suit, and sat down next to him as a woman was fixing Ilya’s hair.
 
“Hey,” Ilya said.
 
Shane nodded but didn’t look at him.
 
“Okay guys, you ready?” someone yelled. Both of them nodded.
 
“First one is for you, Hollander: the League is invested in the idea of a fierce rivalry between its two top-scoring rookies. Now that you and Rozanov are here, can you tell us more about your rumored friendship? Is this real, or has Rozanov’s famous chirping gotten out of hand?”
 
Fuck you and your mother, Ilya thought.
 
Shane cleared his throat and leaned forward to the mic. “Not matter what else we might be, Rozanov and I are friends. We’ve known each other for a few years now, since before the draft. Other people decided we were going to play for rival teams, not us. Off the ice, I’m not going to pretend that I don’t like him anymore. But on the ice, the best thing about him is that he’s always pushing me to do better so I can be better than him. The league and the fans want a show? They’re going to get it.”
 
Ilya remembered how to breathe again. A feeling he couldn’t name moved up from his hips, through his belly, and into his chest.
 
“Rozanov, sounds like you’ve got some competition. Anything you want to add?”
 
Ilya grinned. Oh, that’s what this is. “I like to make Metros cry when they lose. Fans come see Metros lose, think big strong Raiders are very sexy, yes? Good for team, good for league.” I know this feeling.
 
Shane snorted and shook his head, but Ilya saw a tiny smile pulling up one corner of Shane’s mouth.
 
“Hollander, any response?” someone asked.
 
“Um, nothing I can really say on TV, thanks.” A few people in the room laughed at that.
 
This is joy.
 
“Rozanov, you’re currently 3 points behind in the scoring race with Hollander, with the end of the season moving toward us quickly. How do you plan to catch up?”
 
Shane likes me.
 
Fuck me, Charming Asshole Rozanov needs to take over because Mr. Big Feelings is going to say big feelings things in public in 3… 2…. “I am better than he is,” Rozanov said, his face suddenly serious and professional.
 
Shane made a choked sound, clearly cutting off something not meant for a broadcast audience. “You are not,” he said instead.
 
“Hollander!” another voice in the dark shouted. “Is there any temptation to hold back at all and let your friend catch up with you?”
 
Shane’s answer was immediate: “I’d rather die.”
 
More laughter.
 
“Oh, okay,” Rozanov said as made a face for the cameras. Look at me, not him. “Let’s have bet then, okay? Whoever loses Rookie of the Year has to wear the other’s jersey to the first game of next season.”
 
“You’re not getting me in your jersey, Rozanov,” Shane snapped back. His ears were pink though, and Ilya’s cock was starting to get ideas of its own.
 
“No, I think you will win award,” Ilya said softly. “But it’ll be be funny, no?” He smiled for real then, hoping that only Shane would see the difference.
 
Shane stared at him, speechless.
 
In front of them, cameras flashed.
 
“Rozanov, this is to you, but Hollander if you could answer the same question…”
 
They both put their masks back on and turned as one to face the cameras. Ilya had lost the question though under the noise in his own head – something about Boston and original six – but when the man stopped talking, Ilya took a moment too long, trying to figure it out. Under the table, he felt something tap his foot. Ilya swallowed hard, and tapped Shane’s foot back.
 
“If Rozanov doesn’t mind…” Shane said, waiting. Ilya gave a tiny nod in his direction.
 
Ilya watched him give a perfect media answer about his mom’s love for the Metros and winning cups but all he could really think about was Shane’s perfect jaw line. He wanted to run his thumb down Shane’s jaw, brush it against those soft lips. He wanted Shane’s mouth to open for him, the way Shane always opened so easily for Ilya, and push his thumb inside. He wanted Shane’s tongue to move around Ilya’s thumb, and he wanted Shane to close his mouth and suck Ilya’s thumb deeper inside.
 
God, he wanted.
 
They got through the rest of the interview. Ilya barely remembered it and didn’t care. He looked to Shane as they stood, catching Shane’s eyes. Before they could say anything to each other, they were dragged apart to do other media separately.
 
Their near misses continued through the next day.
 
They passed each other in hallways, always with someone else from their team or management who couldn’t be allowed to see anything other than the way they wordlessly nodded at each other as they walked by. They found each other in the hotel bar, Ilya’s hand brushing against Shane’s thigh for a moment as they sat down next to each other, only be to pulled away by their teammates to separate dinners. Ilya texted his room number at 8 PM, and got I’ll try in return around 9, but then Shane texted can’t leave yet at 11:20 and srry Scott Hunter is talking to me !! at 1 AM. Ilya hadn’t been able to escape his team either so it’s not like he was being stood up but if he angrily elbowed the next drunk Swede who sat down next to him, well who could blame him?
 
They saw each other at the skills competition the next morning and Ilya was so glad to be near Shane again that he barely cared when the other man broke his new record two minutes after Ilya set it.
 
“Tonight,” he said quietly as he skated past. Shane nodded.
 
He pivoted to skate backward as he neared the end of the ice. Scott Hunter was leaned over, too far away now for Ilya to hear what he was saying. The smile on the older man’s face – and worse, the way Shane smiled back – did not go unnoticed.
 
And didn’t that make something twist angrily behind Ilya’s ribs?
 
When the day finally turned into night, Ilya waited alone in his hotel room. Shane was on his way up, having finally ditched the rest of his team. Ilya had his phone in his hand, wanting to know right away if there was another delay, another distraction.
 
He’ll change his mind, that damn voice told him. He’s been avoiding you since he got here. He barely texts. You’re good for a fuck every few months and you’re there when he’s bored and in between he barely knows you’re alive.
 
And the other voice, the one that sounded less like his father and more like Ilya, said maybe the times he notices me are the only times I am alive.
 
There was a soft knock at the door.
 
Ilya knew he should open it, but was suddenly, deeply, afraid. After a moment he got his feet to start working again, and made it over to the door. Shane rushed in, breathing hard.
 
“Is someone chasing you?” Ilya asked. Great choice, asshole.
 
“Anyone could have seen me!” Shane hissed. His hair was damp. “Scott Hunter is right next door.” He was wearing a hoodie and sweatpants, not trying at all but looking unfairly hot anyway. Ilya’s cock had been hard since Shane knocked.
 
Terrified and aroused at the same time is not a great place to be, emotionally. Ilya thought that voice sounded a little like Shane, but it wasn’t wrong.
 
Shane sighed. “We need to talk.”
 
“No, talk after,” Ilya said.
 
Shane looked at him then, really looked. “Fuck,” he said, and launched himself at Ilya. They kissed against the wall, Shane pressing against Ilya’s body, rushed and dirty. Shane kissed like he was trying to crawl inside of Ilya’s mouth and live there; Ilya had absolutely no objection to the idea. His heart raced. He pushed Shane away for a moment.
 
“On your knees,” Ilya said.
 
Shane dropped like a rock. He grabbed at Ilya’s pants, got them open and released Ilya’s cock in one movement. His mouth was around Ilya’s cock a second later, warm and wet.
 
“Wow,” Ilya whispered without meaning to. His back arched off the wall as Shane licked and sucked at him, moving fast – it was too much, too good, too soon. He reached for Shane’s shoulders to pull him up into a kiss. Then he grabbed at the back of Shane’s thighs; without a word between them, Shane must have known what Ilya wanted. He jumped up into Ilya’s arms and, pants still around his thighs, Ilya carried him to the bed. He dropped Shane and for one moment gorgeous, blushing, Shane just stared up at him.
 
They stripped faster than they ever had in their lives.
 
Ilya sucked Shane’s cock for a moment, listening to the other man moan quietly, until he could feel Shane’s thighs trembling under his hands. He crawled up his body then, stopping to plant kisses along his stomach, ribs, shoulders. “Turn over,” he whispered. Shane did.
 
Ilya fit himself behind Shane, grabbing Shane’s ass with only one of his hands because he was propping himself up with the other. “I want to fuck you,” he said. He slid his free hand around Shane’s hip to get his hand onto something firmer.
 
“Not here,” Shane replied. “He’ll hear us.” Scott fucking Hunter.
 
“Hmm, maybe you like that,” Ilya said, his voice low and filthy with need. Shane’s cock twitched in response. Ilya looked down, making sure that Shane saw. “Oh, you do like that… we could let him listen like mating call.” He kissed Shane’s shoulder. Shane’s cock got even harder. Ilya imagined fucking Shane loud enough to be heard, or somewhere where people could see this beautiful man coming undone solely from the power of a magnificent Russian dick, and filed that thought away for later. “Your poor ass,” Ilya said, teasing one finger against Shane’s entrance. “Has it been lonely? It’s been a month…”
 
“Not exactly,” Shane said with a sigh.
 
Ilya froze. “What?” 
 
“I’ve… done stuff.” Shane blushed, starting at his ears and creeping down his face.
 
“With who?” Ilya said, pushing back slightly. “This is what you wanted to talk about?”
 
“What? Ilya, no,” Shane said, twisting around to face him. “I’m trying to tell you I have a… thing.”
 
“A thing.” What the fuck does that mean?
 
“A… dildo,” Shane said quietly. Oh… that kind of thing. Not another man. A toy. A sex toy, which Shane Hollander, Canada’s golden boy, bought with his very own hockey money.
 
Ilya was thrilled and incredibly turned on at the same time. “What… color?” he growled.
 
“Fuck you, I’m not telling you,” Shane said, curling in on himself with a small embarrassed laugh.
 
“Noooo, Shane, don’t hide from me,” Ilya said dramatically. He kissed the other man’s shoulder then. “That’s so sexy,” he added, kissing his chest. He kissed up Shane’s neck, stroking his jaw. “So hot, I will think about you fucking yourself when I’m not there to do it for you.”
 
“Really?” Shane asked. He sounded nervous.
 
Ilya kissed him in response, and kept kissing him until all of Shane’s uncertainty bled away.
 
“We’d have to be quiet,” Shane said softly between kisses. “If you want to fuck me, we can’t shake the bed. You can’t make any noise at all.”
 
“I think you are the one who is noisy, Shane,” Ilya said. He grabbed Shane’s cock and stroked it, watching as Shane closed his eyes and lifted his hips with a moan. “I will have to help you stay quiet, yes?”
 
“Please,” Shane said, breathless.
 
Ilya grabbed the lube from the bag he’d left on the floor next to the bed, and quickly got two fingers inside of Shane’s ass, watching Shane’s mouth drop open at the unexpected stretch. “You tell me if I hurt you, yes?” Ilya asked. “I want you to feel me tomorrow, but never hurting you okay?”
 
Shane nodded. “Promise, but it feels so good, Ilya.”
 
“Yes, you are good boy, taking me like this.” Shane moaned again at that, exactly like Ilya always assumed he would. “Always a good boy for me.” They both breathed faster as Ilya fucked Shane with his fingers, Ilya’s cock rubbing against Shane’s hip. More lube, and three fingers were pushed inside, just the right amount to loosen Shane up but not quite much as Ilya himself, so Shane would always be ready but still feel Ilya coming home.
 
Because that’s what this was Ilya realized as he got a condom on, lined himself up, and pushed oh so slowly inside of Shane Hollander. Coming home.
 
“Fuck, Ilya, so good, please fuck me,” Shane begged. “Please, move.”
 
“Shh, sweetheart, we have to be quiet remember?” Ilya said with a wide grin. He very slowly pulled almost all of the way out, and very slowly pushed his thick cock all of the way back in. Shane groaned desperately as his dick leaked onto his stomach. “Do you want me to help you stay quiet?”
 
“Yes, please.”
 
Ilya moved until he was almost laying on top of Shane, with one hand on the bed next to Shane’s shoulder. He brought his other hand up to cover Shane’s mouth. “If you want me to move my hand, you tap me on the shoulder, okay?” The other man nodded. His eyes were wet and his pupils blown wide.
 
Already so beautiful for me, Ilya said in Russian. He started thrusting again, impossibly slow, each movement dragging him closer and closer to an orgasm. Underneath him, Shane shook. He grabbed Ilya tightly with both hands. I’m going to have marks tomorrow, Ilya said, English still the wrong language for these confessions, the slow torture of fucking Shane so carefully quietly wrecking him. Thank you, my good boy, I love it, I can’t wait to see them. 
 
Shane broke below him, pushing his hips up trying to get Ilya inside of him faster, trying to fuck him back, fuck him harder. Ilya was sweating now, goosebumps all over his skin. He could hear Shane moaning even under his fingers. Ilya sped up as much as he dared, but he could hear the bed squeak quietly and didn’t want to risk upsetting Shane by being any louder. Tears fell, down Shane’s cheeks, toward the bed. He didn’t look sad, he looked glorious, more like Ilya was fucking the very water from his eyes. Ilya fought down on every instinct he had to speed up, move faster, bring them both to the orgasms they deserved. To make this beautiful boy feel exactly as wrecked as Ilya did.
 
Suddenly Shane tapped his shoulder and Ilya instantly stilled. He moved his hand away.
 
“I keep wanting to bite you,” Shane panted. “I don’t want to hurt your hand, we still have to play tomorrow.”
 
“Oh sweetheart, I would not mind,” Ilya said, “But I don’t want you to worry.” He tucked his hand under Shane’s head. “Bite my shoulder. It’s okay.”
 
“It’ll leave a mark,” Shane said, frowning.
 
“It’s okay, I like it,” Ilya assured him. He kissed Shane then, to prove it.
 
He held Shane like that, thrusting slowly but driving in as far as their bodies would allow, over and over with precise, powerful movements, Shane muffling his cries against Ilya’s shoulder, until finally they came together.
 
After they both came back to themselves, Ilya softening but still inside, Shane slowly opened his eyes. “Ask me why I didn’t text you for three months,” he whispered.
 
“Why do you need me to ask you?” Ilya said. He didn’t want to hear whatever Hollander was about to say.
 
“I feel like I have a million thoughts in my head, I’m noting everything all the time. But I can’t get it out. There’s a wall between my brain and everyone else. I think… no one wants to know all of these thoughts, it’s too much, I’m too much for people.”
 
“What? No, Shane, did I make you feel that-” Ilya could feel the panic building in his chest.
 
“Not you,” Shane sighed. “Not you, I promise. But I can’t help it. When you ask me questions it’s like a signal to my brain that this is safe to talk about, then the wall has a door in it and everything tumbles out.”
 
“Oh,” Ilya said.
 
“Ask me about the three months.” Shane was staring at him with those warm brown eyes. He still had his arms around Ilya, and even though they were both sticky with Shane’s release, Ilya didn’t ever want to leave.
 
“Shane, why didn’t you text me for the first three months after I gave you my number?” Ilya asked.
 
Shane grinned. “Because I am a giant idiot and I thought you didn’t like me.”
 
Ilya was speechless. His mouth moved but no sound was coming out. In that moment, his brain just couldn’t put ideas and sound together to do anything useful at all. And Shane, his Shane, fucking laughed.
 
Not at Ilya. With Ilya. He sounded delighted.
 
“I know, I get that now. I mean, obviously right? But I told myself you felt sorry for me because anyone else would have felt sorry for me and that was the only reason you gave me your number. I’m not exactly… and you’re Ilya Rozanov. Why would you want me?”
 
“You want a fucking list?” Ilya said, grabbing Shane's shoulder and pretending to shake him. “Because I have a fucking list. One, you’re Shane fucking Hollander. Okay, is end of list.”
 
Shane laughed again. Ilya’s dick had slipped out when it finished softening but Ilya was pretty sure that if Shane kept being this happy he’d be ready for round two in another few minutes. He twisted the condom off and dropped it in the little trash can he'd dragged over before Shane got there, knowing this would be part of the cleanup if he got his way.
 
“It took me three months of thinking about you every day," Shane said when Ilya had snuggled back up to him, "and pretty much jerking off thinking about you every day, before I gave up and just said the first stupid thing that came to mind.”
 
“Not stupid,” Ilya said defensively, thinking of the little white card that lived in his wallet. “I like that you made a plan for me.”
 
“Good because I make a lot of plans and you feature heavily in several of them.”
 
“Oh, yes?” Ilya kissed Shane softly. “Tell me about these plans of yours.”
 
“Later, pervert,” Shane said, smiling. “We’re not done talking.” Ilya grabbed Shane’s pec and squeezed, but kept quiet. “I need a lot of… I guess you can call it reassurance. My brain wants me to think that you’re like everyone else. You’re going to talk around me instead of talking to me. You’re always going to be putting up with me instead of actively wanting me around. You’re going to fuck me when you get the chance then go home and fuck a million other people you like so much better.”
 
Ilya shook his head. “I haven’t been,” he said quickly, before he realized what he was admitting. “Just you, since before Montreal.”
 
“Really?” Shane said, a wide grin splitting open his face.
 
“Is no big deal, Shane. Is just sex.”
 
“You love sex though,” Shane said. “You took home a different girl every night.”
 
“Maybe not that many,” Ilya said, looking away for a moment. But close. “And maybe I will again, but right now, am not. Is okay.”
 
“Just me?” Shane asked, as if he couldn’t believe it.
 
Ilya shrugged. “Are you?”
 
Shane shook his head. “Nope.” Grinning like he’d won a prize.
 
“So, what, no nice men in Montreal?” Ilya asked, betraying himself. Please say no.
 
“Maybe, but how many of them are incredible hockey players who are also so mind-bendingly hot they literally make me want to lick every inch of their skin?” Shane made a face like he was actually considering his answer. “10? 15... 20, tops.”
 
“You’re a menace, Shane Hollander,” Ilya said with a laugh. “Just for that I should stop fucking you.”
 
“Nooo,” Shane whined. “I want to go again in a minute.” He wiggled his hips against Ilya’s, and damn if they both weren’t already half hard again.
 
“Okay, I guess if those other 20 guys are busy, I can fuck you when I’m in Montreal for a game,” Ilya said, rolling his eyes.
 
“And when I’m in Boston,” Shane said.
 
“Okay, yes, Boston too.”
 
“And maybe we can see each other in between?”
 
Ilya looked down at him. “You want this?”
 
“It’s a 90 minute flight, Ilya. It’s not like we have to only see each other 4 or 5 times a year.”
 
“But we can’t…” Ilya sighed. “We can’t be anything. Russia…” He shook his head. “We can’t tell anyone.” He wanted to cry at the thought.
 
“Hey, hey,” Shane said. He reached up a hand and turned Ilya’s face back so they could look each other in the eye. “I get it. The league, fuck, my parents – we can’t tell anyone. It’s okay. But I did miss you, Ilya.”
 
“I missed you too,” Ilya said. It was too much to say and not enough at the same time. “So, friends, and we fuck when we can.”
 
“Yes,” Shane said. “And you have to tell me you want me, like be direct. Use your words. I’m serious, I need a lot. And I don’t always know what I need, so I’ll try to tell you more too but it took me six fucking months to figure this out and I think about you every day.”
 
“And you jerk off about me every day too?” Ilya asked. His cock was hard again, so he ground it against Shane’s for a moment, just to hear the soft moan that slipped out of the other man’s mouth.
 
“Sometimes twice,” Shane said. He bit his lip. “And you promise we’ll play just hard on the ice?”
 
“Oh yes, very hard,” Ilya said, moving his hips again.
 
“Stop it, asshole, we’re having a moment here.”
 
“Shane I would be very disappointed if you didn’t fight for every single point, okay? I only want to beat you at your best. No pity pucks for sad Russian boys, okay?”
 
“Okay.” Shane smiled.
 
“Enough talking? I can fuck you again, yes? Keep Hunter awake at night listening to two hottest players in the league?”
 
“How about a shower because I’m gross now, and I suck your dick under the water so no one can hear you?”
 
Ilya jumped up at that, grabbed Shane’s outstretched hand, and pulled him toward the bathroom.
 
And Shane laughed the whole way.
 
---
 
At the All-Stars game the next day, the fans cheered as they faced each other in the center of the ice.
 
“Shane Hollander,” Ilya said with a slow drawl. “Will you disappoint me?”
 
Shane grinned. “Nope.”
 
And the puck dropped.
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  Feb – March 2011

There are five weeks between the 2011 All-Star game and the final Montreal vs. Boston game of the regular season.
 
For the first week, Ilya is happy. Shane was texting regularly, and the bruise he left on Ilya’s shoulder was easy to see any time Ilya looks in a mirror shirtless. Ilya took a picture with his shitty camera phone and texted it.
 
Jane: I’m so sorry!!
Lily: I’m not
Jane: has your team seen?
Lily: yes they think I am stud
Jane: wtf
Lily: is wrong word?
Jane: no
Jane: idk if my team would think that if I came in with a hickey
Jane: they might stop asking when I’m going to hook up again
Jane: only slightly less annoying that other shit they come up
Lily: tell them you fuck a Boston girl
Lily: I will mark you up next time
Jane: maybe
 
And Ilya – alone in his apartment – thinking about leaving hickeys all over Shane’s body, needed to be naked immediately.
 
Lily: srry brb you’re too hot
Lily: need to
Lily: do what you’re not here to do
Jane: fuck I’m not alone
Lily: I am want to see?
Jane: not right now jesus
Lily: I take picture after let me know when you want it
Jane: yes please
 
It was barely five minutes but Ilya came on his chest with Shane’s name in his mouth, and thinks the distance between them might not be as much as he feared. He has to try three times to get a photo that a) isn’t too blurry to make out, and b) doesn’t have his face in it. Shane asked for it late that night.
 
Shane called almost immediately. They  jerked off together over the phone for the first time, moaning each other’s names, hot and frantic. Ilya came first with Shane following him right after.
 
Five weeks, Ilya thinks. I can do this.
 
He doesn’t entirely believe it.
 
They text each other every day.
 
Jane: had to buy a new door lock
Lily: ?
Jane: keypad so my mom doesn’t need a key
Lily: you don’t want to give her one
Jane: it’s a security thing
Jane: no keys mean I can change the code whenever
Lily: but your mama goes in your apt w/o key?
Jane: yeah it’s not ideal but security is important
Jane: also I can give you code so you don’t need a key either
Lily: okay I also buy this
 
and
 
Jane: want to punch my own d line
Lily: ?
Jane: it’s fine
Lily: my least favorite word
Jane: what’s your favorite?
Lily: idk
Jane: mine is crepuscular
Lily: ???
Jane: it means twilight or dawn
Jane: animals that don’t come out at day or night but in between
Jane: they don’t have a place here or there
Jane: find their own place when the world doesn’t expect them
Lily: good word
 
Some of the texts he got that week aren’t sexual at all, but more of them are than ever before. Random conversations turning flirty when Ilya doesn’t expect it.
 
Jane: got checked hard tonight
Jane: mom said it looked bad on tv but I’m fine
Lily: saw that
Lily: you made highlights reel on espn
Jane: ?
Lily: checked then goal 30 sec later
Jane: oh yeah
Jane: too long in ice bath still cold
Lily: cold everywhere?
Jane: yes?
Lily: too bad I’m not there
Jane: tell me what would you do
Lily: my hands are warm
Lily: mouth too
 
and
 
Lily: at Marly’s for dinner
Lily: team bonding
Jane: on  bus
Lily: Dallas next?
Jane: Utah
Lily: watch out for new d
Lily: Russian, bigger than me
Lily: would bruise little Canadian center
Jane: idk you’re almost too big for me :;
Lily: Jane is that a sex joke?
Jane: it’s a fact LILY
Jane: the winky face is for dramatic effect
Lily: you’re terrible at sexting
Jane: who taught you that word?
Lily: Vic
Lily: just now
Lily: asked if I am sexting Montreal girl :D
Lily: I said no is hockey facts ;)
Jane: tell me about big Russians bruising Canadian centers
Lily: you want team to see me hard?
Jane: go in the bathroom
Lily: 2 min
 
Other conversations started out normal but turned into something… worrying.
 
Jane: Dinner with Hayd and JJ
Lily: still talk to them?
Jane: teammates, no choice, but they’re trying I guess
Jane: rooming with H still
Jane: he’s obsessed with my meal plan
Lily: ??
Jane: calls it disgusting bird food
Jane: it’s macrobiotic
Lily: idk this
Jane: fish and vegetables, some rice, lots of pickled things, really good for your digestion
Jane: new nutritionist
Jane: mom found her
Lily: coach ok?
Jane: yeah
Lily: then fuck Hayden
Jane: oh you’d like it if I fucked Hayden?
Lily: shut up
Jane: you said it
Lily: just think it would not be good for you
Lily: I can do better
Lily: fuck who you want
Jane: okay
 
and then, an hour later
 
Lily: please don’t fuck Hayden Pike
Jane: would never
Lily: okay
 
Ilya laid on the couch and thought about this for an entire afternoon. In the end he doesn’t have any answers, but he called Shane when they were both in bed for the night and they fumbled in the dark together, so it doesn’t feel quite so much like they’re a million miles apart.
 
The second week it’s a little harder to get going in the morning. Ilya’s shoulder was sore from a rough check in their game at Columbus and his knuckles were bruised from punching Utah’s newest defenseman for checking Montreal's center harder than necessary the week before (though if Shane asked about it, Ilya was definitely going to lie). The string of hotel rooms in between is starting to run together in his head. Some of the older guys say it’s always like this at the end of the season, unless you’re staring down a Cup run. The Raiders are good this year, better than they have been in a long time, but privately Ilya thought there was no chance they’ll make the playoffs this year. Montreal, maybe, but probably not. He hadn’t talked to Shane about it yet, they were both still in the fight, but knowing it was going nowhere took some of the heat out of it. For Ilya, anyway.
 
Three weeks after the All-Stars, Ilya was finally back home, resting on his one day off. Dinner was decent Thai food – he'd been trying different nearby restaurants, trying to figure out what he actually likes, for a few months now. Ever since Connors asked him how he felt about tom yum and egusi soup and Ilya had to admit he didn’t know what those things were. Turns out Connors just really likes soup. Ilya filed that away in the same place he knew that Marly had a tattoo on his ass he got for a girlfriend who dumped him a week later, his only Russian-borne teammate (Roman Ivanov) watched Saturday morning cartoons any time they were back in Boston, and his Captain fucking loved waffles.
 
Ilya had settled onto his couch after he ate, found a dumb America movie about space travel or black holes or something, and let himself relax. He was struggling to keep his eyes open by the time his phone buzzed.
 
Jane: Hayd is getting married
Lily: nice that he’s committed to only disappointing one woman for the rest of his life
Jane: that’s a terrible thing to say
Lily: tell me I’m wrong?
Jane: … anyway
Jane: he asked me to be his best man
 
Ilya smiled at the thought of Shane in a tux, put his phone down on the coffee table, and was asleep before the movie was over.
 
By the fourth week, Ilya realized there was something wrong. He’d missed both of the optional skates that week and barely functioned during the required practices. He was scoring well in the games still – mainly driven by anger at himself for not being more… functional, he thinks. Better, somehow. Less damaged. But he isn’t those things, so in between goals he lets himself get goaded into fighting and spends more time in the sin bin than any other week his rookie year so far.
 
And after the games the thought of going back to his empty apartment or empty hotel room, even to call Shane, feels so fucking devastating that he just stops doing it.
 
He goes to clubs instead, getting drunk, dancing with anyone and everyone. He dances until he sweats, drinks another beer or another shot, and throws himself back into the crowd to dance again. Pretty girls grind on his cock and kiss his neck and it works for him until it doesn’t. Then he pours himself into a cab and only into his bed when he’s certain to pass out immediately.

Shane doesn’t text him for three days.
 
Eventually he finds the pictures of himself online: Ilya with his shirt off dancing in a club, Ilya with a blond on one arm and a dark-skinned brunette with her tongue in his mouth.
 
Lily: didn’t bring anyone home
Lily: didn’t go home with anyone
 
And then, an hour later
 
Lily: sorry
 
He doesn’t get a response until at 3 AM, when his phone buzzes once.
 
Jane: okay
 
It’s better after that, Shane texting about his games and his team, but not about sex anymore.
 
Shane doesn’t call again either.
 
Ilya stops going out. If he’d been able to be rational about it, he’d know he was choosing the possibility of something with Shane over the probability of random sex with strangers, but he wasn’t thinking about any of that. He thought about the garden his mother had when he was a child, how it died the summer after she did with no one to care for it, how the flowers he used to be able to see out his bedroom window turned brown and withered away before his brother finally ran the lawnmower over the whole thing like his mother’s flowers had never existed.
 
He thought about how he couldn’t remember the name of her favorite flower.
 
He wondered if Shane would smile at him again, the way he seemed to smile only for him.
 
The fifth week was better because the game against the Metros was coming up. Ilya stopped drinking for a little while, even home alone in his apartment. He showered and washed his sheets, then said fuck it and splurged on having his once-a-month cleaning lady come an extra time. He brushed his teeth more than once a day, and used the fancy conditioner on his hair, the one that made his curls bouncy and silky soft.
 
He stared at the balance in his secret savings account for about 12 minutes that Thursday afternoon then ordered a graphite grey 2011 Aston Martin V8 Vantage from the dealership Sveta works at. For the rest of the day it feels like his brain works normally again.
 
The day before he was due to fly to Montreal, Ilya willingly ate a salad. Sure it had egg, cheese, bacon, and croutons on it, but it was still mostly vegetables. Cliff watched with a deeply confused look on his face.
 
Sitting in the airport lounge, Ilya felt a sense of déjà vu (which his Russian brain pronounced as all one word: dezhavyu) while LeClaire talked about the storm dumping snow on the Montreal airport, but he didn’t worry because his coach had explained about backup plan buses the last time.
 
“Sorry boys, no one’s getting into Montreal today,” the gate agent called out.
 
His teammates groaned all around him. “Coach, this means Ottawa right?” Ilya asked.
 
“Not today, kid. Ottawa’s snowed out too. Game’s rescheduled for next week.”
 
Fuck, Ilya thought, and kicked his bag. He pulled out his phone to text Shane.
 
“Jane will understand,” Cliff said quietly.
 
“I don’t know, Marly,” Ilya said, and added, “I fucked up.”
 
“Pictures?”
 
Cliff knew which ones.
 
“Yeah,” Ilya admitted.
 
“Does she know you didn’t score?”
 
Ilya nodded.
 
“Are you guys exclusive?” Cliff looked more concerned than curious.
 
“We didn’t say, but I think… we can’t be.” Ilya bit his lip. “Too complicated.”
 
“What does Jane want?”
 
“Jane knows why we can’t.” Does he though? Ilya wondered. Probably, right? 
 
Cliff dropped a meaty hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “Wanna come to mine, brother?” but Ilya shook his head.
 
“Better to be alone, but thank you.”
 
“All right. You be good,” Cliff said, and headed toward the exit.
 
Ilya gets himself home in a blur. He’s not quite sure how it worked but he ended up in front of his apartment door. He’d texted Shane at some point – his phone was still in his hand – offering a late night call as a backup plan for the sex they hadn’t actually confirmed was going to be happening after tonight’s game, before it was postponed. But Shane had already accepted an invite to have dinner with Hayden fucking Pike and his new fiance, because of course that asshole was still sucking up all of Shane’s free time like a fucking leech and Ilya had serious plans to rearrange his face the next time…
 
No, take a breath, do not let Pike get the better of you.
 
He did exactly that, shook out his arms to rid himself of the extra tension he wanted to leave outside his door, and punched in the code on his fancy new doorknob, and let himself in.
 
The light was on in the kitchen. Ilya frowned as he dropped his bag by the door. Did he leave it on?
 
And then a body was hitting him, squealing with delight.
 
Shane?
 
But this body was different: small, lithe limbs with not enough height, not enough muscle. Slim arms wrapped around his neck. Ilya felt curly hair tickling his chin.
 
“Sveta, what are you doing here?” he asked in Russian when he realized who he was hugging.
 
“Surprise!” she said happily. They didn’t speak English when it was just the two of them. She stepped back so he could see that she was wearing one of his Raider’s jerseys, and not much else. “You like?”
 
He was thrilled to see her and incredibly fucking disappointed to see her at the same time. He looked at his phone, wondering for a second if it would be better or worse to text Shane that Sveta was in his apartment while Shane was still with Pike.
 
“Oh, okay, fuck you,” Sveta said. “You have better options?” Her accent was more Americanized than Ilya’s, having lived in the US for years, but she’d kept the rounded sounds that made her accent seductive. Better for selling very expensive cars to rich old men.
 
Ilya sighed. “No, it’s nothing. I’m just surprised that you’re here.”
 
“I had to bring your car and I thought you’d need company tonight, since your game was postponed.” She put her hands on her hips.
 
Her legs were very long, and very bare.
 
“How did you know?” he asked, and she laughed.
 
“It’s on the news. Maybe you were too busy with…” she grabbed his phone suddenly, and ran away into the kitchen with it. “Oh, Jane is it? Maybe I text her and say you’re taken tonight?”
 
Ilya moved quickly after her, his long legs catching her almost immediately, and snatched his phone back. He put it down on the table, and picked Sveta up to set her beside it. “It’s nothing,” Ilya said, snuggling his face into the side of her neck. “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
She dragged him to the bedroom, hopping up onto his bed. She’s smiling and gorgeous; truly one of the most beautiful women he’s ever seen. The sex between them has years of experience. The sex between them is formative, it’s foundational, it’s built into every trick, every move Ilya has ever used on another woman. Until Shane, Ilya would have said Sveta was the best fuck he’s ever had. She reached down to grab the hem of his jersey and slowly started to pull it up her body, biting her lip in anticipation.
 
And right then is when Ilya fucking Rozanov burst into tears.
 
“Oh, Ilyusha, it’s okay, we’re okay, come here,” she murmured softly, pulling him down on the bed with her. He let himself go, finding a position where he can lay with his head in her lap, Sveta stroking his hair while she whispered, “you’re okay, I’m here, you’re not alone,” over and over until he fell asleep.
 
Ilya was woken by his doorbell the following morning. Sveta wasn’t in his bed, but he didn’t expect her to be – she preferred to fuck then go home alone, so even if she stayed she would have gone to his guest room for the night. Ilya found his way to the door while rubbing the sleep from his eyes but paused when he saw Tom Anderson, the Raider’s captain, on the other side.
 
“Sorry to bother you kid,” the older man said. “Figured if I got here early enough I’d catch you. Can I come in?”
 
Ilya led them to the open-concept living room/dining room area without speaking; he started a pot of coffee, but Anderson waved off the empty cup Ilya tried to hand him. They were both still standing silently in the kitchen a few minutes later, coffee pot burbling behind them, when Sveta came downstairs.
 
She was completely dressed in her own clothes, thank god.
 
“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know your girlfriend was here,” Anderson started to say but Ilya cuts him off.
 
“No, no, not girlfriend,” he said quickly. Sveta raised an eyebrow at him but kept quiet. “Is old friend from Russia, Svetlana. She stays in guest room,” and then, because he didn’t want to be alone with whatever the fuck was happening right now, he added, “She only speaks Russian.”
 
Sveta, bless her ancestors, smiled. “We’re doing this then,” she said with a little wave, as if the Russian words were some sort of greeting. She sat down on one of the barstools at the island.
 
“Oh, right,” Anderson said, a little helplessly. “So, the reason I came, rook…”
 
“I have fucked up?” Ilya said. Might as well get this over with.
 
“Oh, no, not like… no. That’s not.” Anderson sighed. “We’re worried about you, kid.”
 
We. Multiple people. 
 
“Worried,” Ilya said dryly. It’s not a question.
 
“Some of the guys,” Anderson said. “We can tell something’s wrong.”
 
“I score many goals.” Ilya shrugged. “I do my job.”
 
“Yeah, kid, on the ice you’re fine. Well, maybe too many fights for a center, but your scoring is great. No complaints.”
 
“So no worries then? Great talk, thank you for coming by.”
 
“Not so fast.” Anderson put his hands up in front of him, palms open. “It’s the other stuff I need to talk to you about.”
 
“I play hockey. What else is there?” Ilya grabbed the coffee, swore under his breath with the hot liquid sloshed over the top, and poured himself a cup. Then, a moment later, poured one for Sveta. He set it in front of her and tried very hard to ignore the look on her face.
 
“Rozy, I think deep down you’re a good kid. You’ve clearly got some stuff happening in your life you don’t want to talk to about, not to me anyway. That’s okay but kid…” Anderson sighed. “Outside of the ice I’ve seen you drunk more than I’ve seen you sober, and you’re only 19. It’s not even legal for you to drink here.”
 
“I am Russian, I am fine,” Ilya said with a sniff, looking away.
 
“Yeah, I don’t think you are. You’ve got a chick who looks like that sitting in your kitchen but you’re out almost every night picking up like it’s your job.” Anderson glanced over at Sveta but she kept her expression innocent as she sipped her coffee. Like she didn’t understand every fucking word he was saying.

Ilya wished he sent her back to her room after all.
 
“I don’t do that,” Ilya said quietly. “I dance, okay, sometimes I kiss, but I don’t…” he stopped. “Not for a while.”
 
“Okay,” Anderson nodded. “That’s good. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with getting around a bit when you’re young but some of the guys treat it as a challenge, plus the drinking, that’s how good players fuck themselves out of a job.”
 
Ilya tensed up, his whole body reacting like what Anderson just said was a threat. No Boston hockey, no US work papers, no excuse not to go back to Russia for good.
 
No escaping his family if he goes back for good.
 
Ilya set his coffee cup down on the counter. “How do I fix?” he asked quietly.
 
“Just tone it down. Don’t pass out on the floor anymore. Don’t get caught in pap pictures if you can help it. Show up to practice and be the guy I think you are. Do that,” Anderson added with a smile, “and you’ll be wearing that A next season.”
 
Ilya nodded. “Yes, I do this. Thank you.”
 
Anderson waved at Sveta then, who waved back, and showed himself out. 
 
“You going to listen to him?” she asked the moment the door clicked shut.
 
Ilya shrugged. “Does it sound like I have a choice?”
 
“Yes, Ilya, you always have a choice.”
 
“You know better than anyone that’s not true,” Ilya said, defeated. “Can you go? I’m sorry, I love you. Thank you for being here. Please go away.”
 
She stood then, crossed the distance between them, and gently kissed his cheek. “My poor boy,” she said softly. “You call me?”
 
He nodded.
 
She was gone five minutes later.
 
By the time the Metros arrived in Boston for their rescheduled game (their schedules didn’t line up properly to do it in Montreal this time), Ilya had been early to every practice, and stayed late to skate laps when he was alone on the ice. He’d turned down 3 requests from his teammates to go out drinking.
 
He hadn’t told Shane any of it. Not about Sveta, not about Anderson, not about the fact that he was apparently one more fuck up away from being exiled back to fucking Russia like a Soviet spy being handed off for a better political prisoner.
 
He did email pictures of his new car though.
 
And offered to drive Shane back to his apartment after the game.
 
Marly caught him checking his texts in the locker room, and half-whispered, half-laughed, “You’re blushing, Roz.”
 
But Shane had texted you give me a ride, maybe I give you one? So Ilya was definitely fucking blushing. “Impossible. Am Russian,” he said instead.
 
“What, Russians don’t blush?” Marly asked, louder now. “Hey, Big Ivan is that true?”
 
Ivanov looked up from tying his skates. “What?”
 
“Is it true that Russians don’t blush?”
 
Ivanov looked at Ilya, who shrugged. “Yes,” Ivanov said matter-of-factly, and went back to tying his skates. Cliff just laughed, and slapped Ilya on the back.
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  March 2011
 
The game was pissing Ilya off. He shouldn’t be angry, he should be excited. He’d scored once already, stealing a puck from Hayden Pike of all people, flicking it into the net so fast the Metro’s goalie – something Miitka, Shane called him Mitty Ilya vaguely remembered – couldn’t get there from where he’d been guarding the wrong corner. He’d gotten Shane against the boards, slamming into him almost the same way he got him against a mattress, hard and sure. He’d heard the little moan Shane let out when it happened, too.
 
He should have been on top of the fucking world.
 
But he’d heard the way Gilbert Comeau said faggot as he skated past them a minute later, and Ilya was almost certain he’d meant Shane. His own fucking teammate. So of course the next chance he got, Ilya faked a pass to Marly but sent it to Connors instead, just a second ahead of Comeau, meaning that when the other man checked him into the boards Ilya had been, officially, out of play. Meaning he could shove Comeau off with more force than he needed to, and say, “I fucked your girlfriend this morning” low enough that only Comeau would hear. When the other man roared and dropped his gloves, Ilya only needed to take one clumsy hit before he could punch back. The refs would have to look the other way. It was perfect.


Except the refs pulled him off after three punches, the last one breaking Comeau’s nose, and when they’d cleaned the blood off the ice Ilya was the one with a two-minute penalty.
 
Ilya’s second penalty of the game came at the beginning of the third period, when he’d gotten in the middle of a fight between Marly and three fucking Metros, including Shane’s friend J.J. Cliff could, Ilya was sure, easily take any two of the Metros, probably any two current players in the NHL, but three was unfair and the Raiders didn’t let their guys go down under a pile of bodies without stepping in. He was closest, it was his job (despite a voice in his head that sounded like Anderson reminding him that it very much was not his job).
 
Shane had skated by, just a little slower than necessary, once Ilya was in the box. Shane had a look on his face that said dude what are you doing? Ilya spent the next two minutes trying not to think about getting sent back to Russia and never getting to see that face again.
 
The goalie fight happened toward the end of the third. Realistically, there’s no way Ilya could get the blame for this one. Some weird physics of hockey meant that when Carmichael checked Berkes behind the Metros goal, Berkes had actually flipped over? And landed on the net, practically on top of Mitty? Who’d dropped his gloves and actually left the crease to go after Carmy?
 
Goalie fights happened maybe two or three times a year. They were a statistical anomaly, a strange artifact of the game, and Ilya was fucking enthralled. The fight spread as other guys tried to break it up, then the Metros started jumping the boards to get out on the ice so the Raiders did too. Ilya had just gotten out there, gloves dropped, fully intending to get in at least two decent punches – and was, if he was being honest, headed straight for that fucker Comeau – when all of the sudden he felt something catch on his jersey as he was pulled back into a stop.
 
“Not this time, Rozanov,” Shane said. He pulled Ilya toward him until they were side by side, then put his arm around Ilya’s back.
 
Ilya had seen the same move half a dozen times this season. Guys on various teams pulling each other out of a fight to stand just off the the side. Make it clear to the refs that we’re not involved in this. Usually to save someone from more penalty time. It wasn’t even unusual for guys on opposing teams to do it.
 
But Shane’s arm around him, in front of both their teams and the 17,000 fans that could squeeze into TD Garden for your average hockey game and the impossible number of people watching at home… Ilya could barely breathe. He brought his arm up to hold onto Shane too, and wished time to stand still.
 
Hayden fucking Pike skated up and stopped on Shane’s other side. He put his arm around Shane too, that asshole. “Hey guys, what are we doing?” he said loudly.
 
Shane didn’t look at him. He hadn’t looked at Ilya either. Eyes on the ice, he just said, “Goalie fight,” with a little nod.
 
“Fucking weirdos,” Pike said.
 
Connors, who’d been pushed out of the fight and looked like he was about to dive right back in, saw them and changed direction. He came to a stop on Ilya’s other side, and hung his arm loosely around Ilya’s shoulders.
 
“Goalie fight,” he announced loudly.
 
“Goalies are weird,” Shane said, just as loud.
 
The refs finally got enough of the individual fights broken up that the rest gave up, in pieces, like a long exhale of breath leaving a rattling chest.
 
“See ya, Rozanov,” Shane said as Hayden dragged him back to their side of the rink.
 
“I like that kid,” Connors said.
 
Ilya just nodded. I like him too, he thought. I maybe like him too much.
 
Neither team scored again, with too many key players riding out the countdown in the penalty box, so the Raiders won with the two goals they’d scored already.
 
Jane: I got press, wait for me?
Ilya: player lot
 
But as he was headed out, Ilya realized a handful of his teammates had fallen in behind him.
 
“Where we going?” Marly asked.
 
“Uh, I uh…” Ilya paused. “Have plans.”
 
“Girl plans?” Connors asked.
 
“No, uh.” Ilya took a deep breath and pushed open the door that lead from the team side of the building to the parking lot. “Hollander plans.”
 
“Cool,” Vicky said. “Club?”
 
“No clubs,” Anderson said. Ilya turned; he hadn’t even realized their captain was with them.
 
“No clubs,” Ilya agreed, thinking of Russia.
 
“Food then?” Connors asked.
 
“You’re always fucking hungry, man,” Marly said, rolling his eyes.
 
“And you’re not? You eat a fucking elephant every day,” Connors said, shoving Cliff a little with his shoulder.
 
“Ammunition for the gun show, my man,” Marly said with a grin, flexing one of his meaty biceps.
 
“I could eat,” Vicky said, and the other men agreed.
 
“Oh, uh… Hollander has strict diet, yes?” Ilya tried to remember what Shane had said about his nutrition plan, for the dinner they had absolutely not agreed to have, and hoped his teammates wouldn’t find it appealing. “Fish, rice, that kind of thing. Probably you don’t like.”
 
“Like sushi?” Anderson asked, and Ilya groaned internally.
 
“I could murder a sushi,” Marly said with a nod.
 
"It's a cuisine, not a dish," Connors snapped, but he was smiling playfully. Marleau just shrugged.
 
Ilya pulled out his cigarettes and lit one. He smoked while the other guys argued about the best local sushi restaurants, checking the hours vs the relative distance. “Okay but you are not all going in my car,” he growled. The Aston Martin only had two seats, which - and Ilya was admitting nothing - might have been the main selling point. 
 
The door opened then. Shane had a smile on his face when he walked out, until he saw four of Ilya’s teammates standing next to him in the dark under the parking lot light. He stumbled for just a second but kept walking toward them as his face did that thing when everything dropped off it until it was just Hollander again, media trained hockey player.
 
“Rozanov,” he said with a nod.
 
“Hollander,” Ilya drawled. “The guys want to join us for dinner.”
 
“Dinner?” Shane repeated, his eyes narrowing slightly.
 
Ilya raised his hands in a way that he hoped said I’m sorry about this and please play along and can I still fuck you later? all at once.
 
“Rozy said you can eat sushi, right?” Connors asked. “We were just picking a place.”
 
“Only because you losers don’t understand that Yojimbo is the best sushi restaurant in a 10 mile radius,” Vicky said.
 
“No, asshole, Maguro is the best,” Marly argued. “It has more stars.”
 
“Stars isn’t the only thing that matters, Marleau,” Vicky said.
 
Anderson rolled his eyes and stuck his hand out in Shane’s direction. “Tom Anderson,” he said. “I’m responsible for these idiots, sorry about them.”
 
Shane shook his hand. “It’s an honor, Mr. Anderson. I’ve followed your career for a while.”
 
“Just Tommy, kid,” Anderson said with a smile. “Ride with me?”
 
Shane looked back at Ilya, who shrugged. “Okay, sure.”
 
“Where are we going?” Anderson asked.


“Yojimbo,” Vicky said, and “Maguro,” Marly yelled at the same time.
 
“Do you want to get papped in a fancy joint or eat casual in the back of a hole in the wall?” Anderson asked Shane.
 
“Casual, please.”
 
“Yojimbo it is. See you boys,” Anderson said, walking toward his own car, a white Porsche Boxter he’d bought a few years before Ilya joined the team. Shane trailed after him like a baby duck.
 
“Guess I’m with you,” Connors said as St. Simon and Marleau peeled off, still arguing with each other.
 
“Great,” Ilya said, trying to sound like he meant it.
 
At the restaurant Ilya sat on the other side of the table from Shane, watching. He watched Shane carefully go over the entire menu, looking for specific things he obviously recognized but didn’t just assume they had. Shane helped Anderson order too, answered Connors’s question about what went into miso soup (miso was a fermented paste apparently? Served with seaweed and little chunks of tofu) and Shane smiled a little when Connors ordered two bowls just for himself.
 
The waitress said something to Shane in a language Ilya didn’t know, Japanese probably, but Shane blushed a little and shook his head. “Sorry,” Shane had said softly. “I, uh, don’t really speak it.” The waitress nodded and took the rest of their order in English. Ilya resolved to ask Shane about this later, when they were alone, but Marleau said instead,
 
“Are you Japanese?”
 
The rest of the table quieted down, waiting for Shane’s answer.
 
He sighed. “Half, my mom is. Or, her parents were, she was born in Canada.” Shane bit his lip, and Ilya wanted to kiss him desperately.
 
He would be desperate, Ilya decided when he got the chance to kiss Shane Hollander again. He would be obvious and wanting and wrecked and that would be okay.
 
“Everyone expects me to be fully Asian or whatever, but I’m from Ottawa,” Shane added. He shrugged.
 
“Cool,” Marly said, and just like that the conversation moved on.
 
The food was excellent, and Ilya had to admit the cozy atmosphere was probably better for Shane than being in an uptight Michelin-star restaurant, but every time Shane’s phone buzzed the other man got a little more tense. Finally he checked his messages. “Fuck!” he said, slamming the phone down on the table. “Oh, sorry,” he said when he realized the table had gone silent.
 
“You okay?” Ilya asked.
 
“Yeah, it’s fine, just the usual stalker shit.”
 
Vicky’s eyes went wide. “You have usual stalker shit? Like, every day stalker shit that’s different than other kinds of stalker shit?”
 
“Ok, yeah, you know, this is just… they keep getting my phone number. I change it every six months, I should have done it again this year, I just… haven’t yet.” Shane bit his lip and looked at Ilya.
 
He kept his phone number rather than change it because I have it, Ilya thought.
 
“Uh, dude, what the fuck?” Connors said.
 
“It’s not like death threats or anything,” Shane said. He picked up his phone again. “And it’s different from when they break into my parent’s house."
 
“Okay, seriously, what the fuck?” Marly asked with a small laugh that said this situation was more unhinged than humorous.
 
“It happened one time,” Shane said, his voice small.
 
“I didn’t know,” Ilya said. “How long?” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t trust himself to speak and not give away all of their secrets all at once.
 
“I don’t know, since Juniors I guess,” Shane said. “Mostly people thinking I don’t deserve to play hockey, like I’m stealing something from them. This guy,” he waved his phone, “I think it’s the same guy anyway, he keeps getting new numbers to text me. I block him, he texts me again from a new number a week later.”
 
“What does he want?” Anderson asked.
 
Shane handed Ilya his phone. Ilya opened it and clicked on the top message. “You weren’t on the plane,” he read out loud. “Does that mean you’re finally ready to admit you don’t belong on this team you-” Ilya closed the phone with a loud snap and shook his head. “I’m not saying that.”
 
“Damn, man, sorry,” Marly said in a low voice.
 
Shane took his phone back. “It’s fine,” he said. “Everybody gets this stuff.”
 
But the Raiders all shook their heads. “No, kid, we don’t,” Anderson said. “Have you talked to anyone? Your team, the police?”
 
Shane sighed. “I have a police file. I let them know when it gets bad. I mostly stay off social media so I don’t have to see it.”
 
“And your team?” Ilya asked.
 
Shane looked down at the table. “They mostly think I’m making it up.”
 
“Is that why you didn’t fly back with them?” Connors asked. Ilya looked at him, confused. “It’s their bye week after tonight,” Connors told Ilya, like this was common knowledge. “The rest of the team already flew back to Montreal.”
 
Shane blushed a little, his ears going red. “I… needed a break. I’ll fly back on my own.”
 
“Why didn’t I know that?” Ilya asked softly.
 
Everyone turned to stare at him.
 
“I just. I mean,” Ilya sputtered. There are no words that are going to save me from having to explain this, he suddenly thought.
 
But Shane fucking Hollander made a face of pure innocence and said, dryer than unbuttered toast, “I guess you just don’t care enough to stalk me the way everyone else does.”
 
“Damn, Holzy!” Marly shouted, while everyone else burst into laughter.
 
“Hollander is cold,” Vic agreed, slapping Shane on the back.
 
Ilya leaned back in his chair and grinned.
 
They finished eating, tipped well, then stopped to do the math a second time and tipped even better. Anderson agreed to take Connors home so Ilya could give Shane a “ride to the airport”.
 
“Be good, rooks,” Anderson called out to them as they went their separate ways.
 
Ilya didn’t bother asking whether Shane really had a flight home. He drove more carefully than the way he’d driven when it was just Connors in his passenger seat, straight back to his apartment. Neither of them said anything until they got to the front door, until Ilya was showing Shane the door code on the same exact lock Shane had installed on his apartment because he’d sent Ilya a picture and Ilya had sent that picture to the locksmith he hired to do the work.
 
Then they were inside, shoes off, bags on the kitchen counter, alone at last.
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      Chapter 13: Can I decide tonight?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Part 2 of Ch 12: After a revealing (but unplanned) dinner with some of his teammates, Ilya takes Shane back to his apartment. Shane asks for control, and Ilya unravels beneath him. They spend the night together, and start to make plans in the morning.
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  March 2011 (later the same night)
 
“We should talk, yes?” Ilya said, when they were both standing awkwardly in his living room. Shane hadn’t spoken the whole way back to Ilya’s apartment, and was very much not speaking to him now. Ilya wasn’t entirely sure Shane was looking at him even now; his gaze seemed to be focused just over Ilya’s shoulder, at the view out the apartment’s window.
 
Ilya’s apartment was high enough up that the view from this side of the building was the Boston skyline. Maybe not the best view money could buy – or in this case, rent – but it was nice.
 
“Shane?” Ilya asked. “You okay?”
 
He watched as Shane came back to himself: his jaw relaxed in a way that made Ilya realize it had been tense until then, he took a deep breath, and his eyes focused on Ilya’s face. He nodded.
 
“Yeah, just… long day. Can we talk after?”
 
Ilya took a step forward. “We don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to. You know that, right?”
 
Shane smiled, soft and shy. “I do. And I want to.” He stepped forward too, meeting Ilya in the middle. He put one hand on Ilya’s chest.
 
Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane. “Okay, sex first then we talk. I am thinking this is how we do it every time, maybe you need big strong Russian to make your big brain stop having so many thoughts so you can focus on the ones you want, yes?”
 
“Fuck you, asshole,” Shane said, laughing. Ilya pulled him closer.
 
“No,” he purred against Shane’s throat. “I fuck you.”
 
“Better hurry up then,” Shane said, his voice getting low and hungry. He found Ilya’s lips with his own and kissed him – tentative at first, then deeper as they pressed their bodies together. Shane’s tongue licked into Ilya’s mouth, Ilya bit carefully at Shane’s bottom lip, and their hands moved over each other like they were trying to touch everywhere at once. Ilya pulled them toward the bedroom but Shane wouldn’t stop kissing him on his mouth, his face, his neck… Ilya moved slow enough not to stop Shane from doing what he wanted but managed to get them both onto the bed eventually.
 
By the time they got into the bedroom, they’d left a trail of socks, shirts, and jackets along the way.
 
Shane was down to his pants while Ilya had dropped his just inside the bedroom door. Shane was still kissing him, more aggressively than ever before, nipping at his shoulders and neck as Ilya tried to get out of his bright red boxer briefs without knocking either of them over. Ilya pulled back, panting, and laid down in the middle of his bed.
 
“Come on,” he said, waving one hand at Shane, “I want to see you.”
 
Shane smiled at that. “You always want to see me.”
 
Ilya shrugged slightly, acknowledging this as another one of Shane’s facts. “Yes,” he said, because he did always wanted to see Shane naked. It was becoming a problem, but it was still true.
 
Shane sighed happily, and slipped out of his clothes. First his slacks, which he folded carefully and set on top of the dresser. Then his underwear (black, the same style of boxer briefs he and Ilya always wore, same size even, though not the same brand) were stripped off and folded the same way.
 
“You like?” Shane asked, as if after all these months he wasn’t sure.
 
Ilya licked his lips. “You’re perfect, Shane Hollander,” he said in English, his voice low and needy. “You’re going to kill me and I’m going to thank you for it,” he added in Russian.
 
“Can I…” Shane paused. “Can I decide tonight?”
 
“Yes, anything you need.” Ilya didn’t hesitate. He didn’t know Shane well enough yet, didn’t know what the other man could have in mind, and there were things they hadn’t discussed yet, things Ilya didn’t want to do, hadn’t done for a long time and was honestly a little afraid of having that conversation with Shane because he was almost certain that anything you need would include Ilya saying yes to something he had never planned to do again.
 
Shane nodded.
 
He moved toward the bed, close enough to lean against it and reach for Ilya’s ankles. He rubbed both hands up Ilya’s legs at the same time, moving up his calves, pushing his legs further apart. When he’d made enough space, he picked up one leg and knelt on the bed, bringing his other leg up until he was on the end of Ilya’s bed, on his knees.
 
He licked his lips.
 
He never took his eyes off of Ilya’s face.
 
Ilya was already painfully hard.
 
Shane moved his hands upward, still softly stroking both of Ilya’s legs at the same time. He moved his body forward as his hands climbed. Ilya couldn’t stop watching how Shane’s muscles moved under his skin, how his thick thighs supported him. Shane’s hands found the sides of Ilya’s hips and squeezed. Ilya jerked off the bed, unable to stop himself, but Shane pushed him back down.
 
“Where’s your lube?” Shane asked.
 
“Drawer,” Ilya said, starting to turn over to grab it, but Shane push him back down again. He put one knee on Ilya’s hip to keep him down, not hurting him but pinning him to the bed.
 
“Be good,” Shane said. Not a request. Ilya’s breath caught in his throat. Shane got the lube and a condom from the night table drawer and moved back between Ilya’s legs. “Tell me if you want me to stop,” he said gently.
 
“Don’t stop,” Ilya groaned. “Just want to make you feel good.”
 
“You do,” Shane whispered. “But you’ll tell me if you want me to stop or do anything different, right? Promise?” He dropped the condom packet on the bed next to them, and opened the bottle of lube.
 
You have to say no, the voice in Ilya’s brain insisted. You know what he wants but Russian men do not do this, you do not do this.
 
“Yes,” he said instead. “Do whatever you need to do.”
 
Shane poured lube into his hands and rubbed them together to warm it up. He reached one hand toward Ilya…
 
Ilya’s eyes went wide and his chest stopped moving as he held his breath…
 
Shane wrapped one hand around Ilya’s cock and with the other, reached behind his own ass to start opening himself up.
 
Ilya’s breath tore out of him as he started breathing and moaned loudly at the same time.
 
Shane worked himself open in long slow strokes, matching those movements with his other hand as he stroked Ilya languidly but with firm fingers. Watching him was the same as feeling him - Ilya’s dick and his brain were in total agreement on this one.
 
“You’re so beautiful,” Ilya whispered between moans. “Fuck, Hollander, you’re so good for me.”
 
Shane brought his hand up to the tip of Ilya’s cock, so hard he was straining against Shane’s hand. “You’re wet for me already,” Shane whispered.
 
Ilya nodded. “Yes, sweetheart, I want you, please,” he moaned.
 
Shane’s hand didn’t speed up, didn’t stop, just kept going at that slow and exhilarating pace.
 
Ilya’s hands found the comforter and twisted against it, grabbing fistfuls of fabric. “Please let me touch you,” he begged.
 
“No,” Shane said. Not a punishment but a promise. “Be good.”
 
“I’m so good, Shane, sweetheart, please I’ll be good for you, just let me -”
 
“No,” Shane said again, and took his hand away from Ilya’s cock.
 
And Ilya fucking whined. His hips shot up, chasing Shane’s hand but finding only empty air.
 
Shane’s knee moved onto Ilya’s hip again and pushed him back down. He found the condom, got it open.
 
“Wait,” Ilya panted. “What, what are we doing?”
 
“I’m going to fuck you,” Shane said.
 
“Yes, but how?” Ilya stared into Shane’s eyes, trying to say something his brain didn’t even have words for.
 
Shane looked back at him for a moment, then his brown eyes widened slightly. “Oh, Ilya,” he sighed, not unkindly. “I meant I wanted to be on top while you were inside of me.”
 
“Yes, okay, good,” Ilya nodded. “I want this too.”
 
Shane smiled again then, his real smile, the wide one Ilya never saw on the ice. He rolled the condom onto Ilya’s cock and smiled again when Ilya rolled his head against his pillows and moaned loudly. “Hold still, but tell me if I’m doing this wrong,” Shane said.
 
He moved on top of Ilya’s hips, lined himself up with one hand, and slowly slid down onto Ilya’s cock, taking him all in one impossibly long moment. His head fell back and he gasped as he took Ilya fully inside.
 
Ilya watched him, nipples hard and the shine of sweat across his chest, his neck, his face. Shane sat for a moment, squeezing Ilya so tightly, then slowly relaxing. He bit his lip, then oh so slowly, began to lift himself back up.
 
Ilya grabbed the comforter even tighter, willing himself to stay, to be good, to not do anything to ruin this perfect moment of Shane Hollander riding his cock.
 
“Yes, that’s it,” Ilya mumbled. “Use me, Shane. Make yourself feel good.” Fuck, I’m shaking, Ilya realized. I’m going to come before he does.
 
Shane moved up and down, his hot ass tight around Ilya’s cock, almost in a straight line, and Ilya is shuddering underneath him, goosebumps breaking out across his skin, and he feels like he might break his own fingers with how tight he’s twisted them into the blankets to keep from grabbing at Shane’s hips and moving him, forcing him, to go faster. His abs are rock hard with the effort of keeping himself still, keeping himself from breaking under the orgasm threatening to choke him, and suddenly Shane is moaning so fucking loud and – 
 
rolling his fucking hips –
 
“God, yes, please, Shane, fuck me don’t stop please fuck me,” Ilya is crying out in Russian –
 
and Shane is moving faster now, chasing his own orgasm, moaning so loud –
 
Ilya can’t fucking wait any longer – he takes Shane’s cock in his hand and strokes him in time with the way Shane is moving his hips –
 
“Fuck, Ilya, yes, god yes,” he yells –
 
and they’re both coming together, moans and curses echoing off the walls of Ilya’s bedroom, as Shane spills out across Ilya’s hand and Ilya comes thrusting up into Shane’s ass –
 
Ilya opened his eyes to silence. It had been… he didn’t know how long, actually, but Shane was slumped over his chest with his eyes closed, and Ilya had Shane’s now-soft dick in his hand, and they were both sweaty and stuck together.
 
Shane grumbled something incoherent as Ilya rolled him off. He managed to get himself cleaned up and Shane too, bringing a warm wet washcloth from the bathroom. Shane was oversensitive and whimpers a little as Ilya wiped the cloth over his skin, but he barely moved and his eyes never opened. Ilya pulled the blankets down enough to get them both under the sheet, tucked himself in next to Shane, and covered them both up again.
 
In the middle of night, Shane suddenly started awake, saying something about how he’d meant to leave, but Ilya was too tired to care. “Stay,” he whispered, reaching out to stroke Shane’s hair until the other man settled down. “I fuck you in the morning, then you go,” he added sleepily.
 
Shane mumbled, “Such an asshole,” against Ilya’s shoulder, and they both drift back to sleep.
 
Ilya woke up to Shane’s mouth on him, which turns out to be an excellent way to start the day. He was so happy to come down Shane’s throat, his hands in Shane’s hair, that he immediately returned the favor.
 
After a shower, together, brushing their teeth, also together (Ilya’s bathroom is nice enough but it’s not so huge two people can share a sink without being side-by-side, shoulders brushing against each other a a way that felt warmer than it should), and Ilya stepped onto the balcony to have a cigarette (by himself, because Shane didn’t smoke) while Shane poked through whatever Ilya had left in his fridge.
 
Ilya ended up buying groceries to be delivered.
 
“You need new phone,” Ilya said, once the food was ordered.
 
Shane shook his head. “I just need to get a new number. I’ve done it before.”
 
“Nyet, new phone,” Ilya insisted. “You need new one anyway, your stupid slider phone is too old. But also smarter reason,” he added.
 
“Oh yeah, what’s that?” Shane asked.
 
“You keep old phone with old number for stalkers. Use new phone with new number only for important people.” Ilya shrugged. “Me, of course. Your parents too? Maybe coach. But old number stays on so no one knows you change it.”
 
“Fuck, yeah, that is smart,” Shane said, grinning.
 
“Is really bad?” Ilya asked quietly. “All the…” he searched for the word. “Harassment?”
 
Shane sighed. “I really don’t know. I think it’s the same shit I’ve been dealing with for years now, maybe worse since I’m so much more visible now. Like, assholes will be assholes but they can see me more so I’m more of a target.” He looked down. “Maybe it’s worse than it should be. I don’t fucking know.”
 
Ilya stepped forward and took Shane in his arms.
 
“Are you safe?” he asked.
 
Shane nodded against Ilya’s shoulder. “Yeah, that part I’m really not worried about. The worst part is… fuck, I don’t even want to say it.”
 
Ilya pushed him back a little, just enough to look Shane in the eyes. “Hey, what is it?”
 
“I keep thinking about how these people are getting my phone number whenever I change it. I don’t give it out, just to my parents and the team. So… it’s stupid, but what if someone on my team is giving it away?” Shane frowned. “I can’t deal with that on top of everything else. I don’t even want to think about it.”
 
“Okay, so new phone plan is good for this too,” Ilya said. “If your new number gets out, you know it’s not me and it’s not your parents, right? So, will be team, if so. You will know.”
 
“You really are smart, you know that?” Shane said as they sank back into each other.
 
Ilya made the face he always did when he was pretending to agree with something that made him look good. “Yes, of course, I speak three languages you know?”
 
“Three?” Shane looked up at him. “English, Russian, and?”
 
“Getting Shane Hollander into bed.” Ilya grinned. Shane rolled his eyes and smacked Ilya on the shoulder. “Get your laptop,” Ilya ordered, moving a step back.
 
“Why? Oh, yeah, I should get a flight, get out of your hair.” Shane looked embarrassed then, eyes down, but Ilya reached out and lifted his chin.
 
“No, you order phone. Have delivered here. Food will be here soon, we eat, we fuck again, you get new phone set up. I show you important settings like “do not disturb” which you will not put me on so I can sext you even when you want to ignore everyone else.”
 
“My mom is going to hate it if I don’t put her on that list too,” Shane said, but he was smiling.
 
“Okay me and your mama, no one else,” Ilya agreed.
 
“Hayden too,” Shane said, and Ilya groaned.
 
“Noo, not fucking Pike, Shane he will interrupt when we try to say sexy things on the phone to each other,” Ilya whined.
 
“Hayden is my friend, asshole. J.J. too.”
 
“You’re killing me, Hollander.” Ilya sighed dramatically. “Must stay and make up for it.”




“How long?”
 
“When is next Metros practice?”
 
Shane paused for a moment. “Monday, but I’m supposed to have lunch with my parents on Sunday. That’s… six more nights. Is that too much?”
 
Ilya thanked gods he didn’t even believe in. “Hmm, maybe you go home Saturday so you can sleep good before?” Because you can’t look greedy, the voice said. You can’t want too much. And five days is more than you deserve, too.
 
“Five days,” Shane said in a whisper, like a prayer, and Ilya let himself believe just a for a moment that whatever the hell this was, Shane somehow felt exactly the same.
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      Chapter 14: Do you want me to put you on your knees in front of all of these people?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya heads to a joint commercial shoot Shane arranged, and thinks about their time together in March. Shane's clearly uncomfortable at the photo shoot so Ilya tries something new.

Oh he maybe says something to Yuna Hollander about her son and the word "fine". Possibly. It'll be okay, right?

NSFW chapter



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  May 2011
 
They didn’t get five days together after all. They got back to Ilya’s apartment about 10 PM on Sunday night. They talked the next day and decided Shane would go back Saturday afternoon. That should have meant six nights and five days, or about 134 hours, assuming Shane was leaving Ilya’s apartment at 12 PM on Saturday to catch a 3 PM flight. (The extra hour was for traffic.) It should have been five days. It should have been five entire days of Ilya fucking Shane during the day, kissing him in the sunlight, putting him naked against the windows in Ilya’s living room for all of his neighbors to see, instead of sneaking in and out of hotel rooms and apartments in the dark.
 
Instead Shane left Ilya on Wednesday morning, and in between the team dinner and dropping Shane off at the departure lane at Logan, Ilya had gotten this: three nights of Shane asleep in his bed, two full days, four orgasms where his dick was buried in Shane’s ass, 3 where he came in Shane’s mouth, and one more where they jerked each other off on Wednesday morning too tired to do any more but not wanting to leave without one more chance for Ilya to chase the fireworks that lived in Shane’s lips.
 
Five days might have actually killed him. Two days, okay fine three days, whatever, was too much and not enough at the same time. And it was all Yuna Hollander’s fault.
 
Ilya thought about this as the car hired to pick him up from the airport in Chicago took him to the photoshoot Mrs. Hollander had arranged. An ad shoot where he’d have to be sexy and sell a fucking sports drink of all things, something bright orange that couldn’t even pretend to have natural flavors in it, where the plan – as far as he understood it – was to have him stand around in a wet shirt and smile for the camera, as if that would make anyone buy the fucking stuff. But he’d agreed because Mrs. Hollander made it happen, and she did that because Shane Hollander asked her to, and by now Ilya was painfully aware that he’d do almost anything to be in the same room as Shane again after having to make due with midnight phone calls, the occasional naked picture, and his own hand for the last two months.
 
Fuck do I have time to jerk off before I need to stand next to Shane in front of a camera crew? 
 
Between the last Montreal game and now, the Raiders had made the playoffs. Ilya had been a demon on skates. The rest of his team kept up, barely, but enough to push them past the Metros and into Ilya’s first playoff series. They’d lost after only five games. Still, it was better than anyone expected, including Ilya, and it meant he had time to do this shoot with Shane before the NHL awards in June, because the very next day he had to be on a plane bound for Russia and would be gone all summer.
 
No time for American ad campaigns in the summer.
 
No time for sexy Canadian hockey players, either.
 
Ilya thought again, for the thousandth time, that he really needed to end whatever this was with Hollander before he went back to Russia. He’d have to go back hard, quiet, ready to say yes Papa to anything and everything. Ilya needed to be Rozanov in Russia. He didn’t know if he could still do that while keeping a piece of himself soft and safe for Shane.
 
He thought about it, while his hand found its way to his jacket pocket, and the small box there. A birthday present, for Shane.
 
On Tuesday, the week Shane was at his apartment in Boston, Ilya meant to give him the gift. It was small and silly, just something he’d seen that made him think of Shane, or one of the many things, anyway. He’d known Shane’s birthday was March 10th since before he came to Canada for the Prospect Cup, one of the many facts he’d learned about the Canadian phenom when he was still just watching game tape to scrutinize Hollander’s crossovers or his slap shot.
 
But when he brought up birthdays, Shane smiled and said he knew Ilya’s was in June, and something about them being only a month apart. Ilya, confused, tried to argue that no, Shane was three months older, and made a joke about the old man taking advantage of a young, hot, Russian stud. Which is how he found out he’d mixed up March for May when he was first learning English. He knew the difference now, but hadn’t realized he’d made that mistake about Shane’s birthday so it’d stuck in his head as the wrong fucking month. So the gift stayed in a drawer in Ilya’s apartment.
 
Ilya had been too embarrassed to even look at it again, until now. Even though Shane had no idea this dumb fucking present even existed.
 
He checked his phone, but the only texts were from right when he’d gotten in the car.
 
Lily: landed
Jane: thank fuck
Jane: mom’s already on me about this fucking shoot
Lily: ??
Jane: the usual, lots of notes about my brand and image
Jane: and they’re going to make us WET which ugh
Jane: it’s fine
Lily: miss me?
Jane: obviously but also we can’t
Lily: can’t miss me
Jane: no in public we can’t
Lily: no shit JANE
Lily: not fucking stupid
 
Ilya swore under his breath in Russian and threw his phone onto the car’s seat. He wanted to write you say that every time or can’t believe you’re still ashamed of me but he took his mother’s cross out from underneath his shirt and put that in his mouth instead.
 
On Monday, after breakfast, they’d showered together. They’d done that once before, back in Nashville, and even had sex that way, with Shane carefully getting on his knees and sucking Ilya’s cock so well he came with his hand in his mouth to keep from shouting. But that time they’d been in a rush to finish up so Shane could sneak back to his hotel room without anyone noticing. This time, they had nowhere else to be. They’d fumbled their way through soap and shampoo, laughing as they figured out how to exist in Ilya’s shower at the same time. In the end they’d taken turns lathering each other up, until laughter and bubbles turned into two muscular young men pressed against each other under the steaming showerhead.
 
Until that became Ilya on his knees in his own shower, one slicked up finger in Shane’s ass, Shane’s fingers in Ilya’s hair, and the sounds of Shane’s moans echoing throughout the bathroom as Ilya took him fully into his mouth and refused to let go.
 
Now, Ilya was listening the whatever American “Top 40” station the driver had on. Some woman Ilya would probably recognize if he saw a picture of but couldn’t place in that moment singing about how her love was perfect and terrible to her at the same time:
 
Pretty, pretty please
If you ever, ever feel
Like you're nothing
You are perfect
To me, yeah
 
Ilya sighed and stared out the car window.
 
On Monday night, after Ilya had fucked Shane for the second time that evening, this time with Shane on his stomach on top of Ilya’s bed, a pillow under his hips to raise them up, and Ilya’s hands gripping Shane’s hip bones so hard he could still see the faint bruises of his fingertips on Wednesday morning, they’d stayed up talking until just before dawn.
 
Shane asked about Russia, about Ilya’s family. Ilya changed the subject to talk about the performance bonuses they would both get at the end of the season. It was life changing money, even under their entry-level contracts: they’d both be millionaires by the beginning of June. Ilya planned to buy a bright orange Porsche and a condo to replace the apartment he was just renting. Shane, it turned out, already owned his apartment thanks to the CCM shoot and the new Rolex deal he’d just picked up, but was thinking of getting into real estate investing as a way to make sure he had an income if he got injured or forced out of hockey before he was signed to a more lucrative deal.
 
“Oh, you’re Mr. Real Estate now,” Ilya had purred sleepily against Shane’s neck.
 
“Fuck off,” Shane said quietly, but he had a wide smile on his face.
 
“No, you love it,” Ilya had said in return, pulling the other man closer.
 
Shane didn’t say anything else, and eventually they were both asleep.
 
In Chicago, the car came to a stop outside a plain grey building.
 
“They said for you to meet them inside, sir,” the driver said. Ilya grabbed his phone and bag, pressing a $20 into the man’s hand against his protests that the ride was fully paid for.
 
Ilya got out and walked into the spacious marble lobby.
 
On Tuesday afternoon, Ilya had come back from practice sweaty and planning to drag Shane into a shower with him – he’d skipped his usual so he could get home faster – but found Shane on the phone with his mother instead.
 
“Mom, it’s one meeting,” Shane was saying. He turned when Ilya walked through the door and pressed one finger to his lips.
 
Ilya nodded, setting his bag down very carefully to not make any noise.
 
Thank you, Shane mouthed silently at him. “Yeah, I know, but I’m not in Montreal. Can I, I don’t know, call in?”
 
Ilya leaned against the kitchen counter, looking at all the tension he’d carefully fucked out of Hollander over the previous 40 hours finding its way back to Shane’s shoulders.
 
“Yes, I understand about the contract…” Shane was saying. “Yes, I know, my image, I get that it’s important but… I’m allowed to have friends, Mom.” Shane sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll be there.” And then, “I said it was fine, Mom. You’re right, I want to be a good role model.” And finally, “Yeah, I’ll text you my flight info. I love you, too.”
 
Ilya really fucking hated “fine”. “You’re leaving early,” Ilya was the part he said out loud. It wasn’t a question.
 
“I’m sorry,” Shane said, deflating. “I know I said… I’m sorry.” His eyes were wet and his breath caught in his chest like he might cry.
 
“Hey, hey, no,” Ilya said, rushing over to take Shane in his arms. “Is okay, you have contracts, is like a Metros hockey game, they can’t play without you.” He kissed Shane’s cheek, then his forehead.
 
Shane smiled then, and wiped his eyes. He kissed Ilya gently on the lips. “Fuck me?” he asked, as if he really wasn’t sure of the answer.
 
“Of course, sweetheart, yes, right now,” Ilya said, grabbing one of Shane’s hands to lead him to the bedroom.
 
On Tuesday evening, Ilya told Shane they were going out to dinner. He didn’t mean it like a date, not really, though it might have been, who the fuck knows? And anyway it didn’t matter because suddenly Shane didn’t want to be seen with him.
 
“The guys on your team think I caught a flight back to Montreal two nights ago,” Shane had said. He was wearing one of Ilya’s Raiders sweatshirts, rubbing the end of one sleeve nervously. “If we go out someone will see us.”
 
“Who care if they see us?” Ilya had said, trying not to raise his voice. “Is just dinner, I’m not going to fuck you against the side of the building.” I might though, if you let me.
 
But Shane folded in on himself, sitting in the furthest corner of Ilya’s couch, and bit his lip.
 
“We can order in,” Ilya said with a sigh. “Many good restaurants here. You want to help me pick?” he added, holding his phone out in front of him like a peace offering. The food was good; afterward they played NHL 10 on Ilya’s PS2 and argued about the new 360° precision passing mechanic, which was good in a different way.
 
Then Wednesday morning had happened, and Shane was gone.
 
A young woman Ilya would never remember met him in the lobby of the Chicago building, guided him to the elevator, and got him up to a suite of rooms on the 4th floor. He was ushered into a private changing room, told what to put on, and left alone.
 
“10 minutes,” someone had said.
 
It took Ilya 30 seconds to lock the door, three minutes to jerk off into a tissue while carefully not moaning Shane’s name out loud (a box was helpfully left on the makeup table before he got there, though Ilya doubted it was for this purpose), and five minutes to get dressed in a pair of white boxers, faded blue jeans, and a white t shirt.
 
With his final 90 seconds he texted here to Shane, then turned his phone off and stuck it in his bag.
 
He opened the door just as the same woman who’d brought him in was about to knock. They found Shane in a huge room, standing just outside of the lighted stage, talking to a beautiful older woman. Ilya recognized her of course, he’d seen her standing next to Shane at the draft and at some of the practices for the Prospect Cup. Shane was wearing almost the same outfit that Ilya was, though his jeans looked a darker shade of blue. Behind them, a full camera crew was set up, and behind them, a bright orange wall the same color as that hideous drink.
 
Ilya ignored the people talking to him and walked straight up to Shane. “Hello, Hollander,” Ilya said in his media voice. Shane looked surprised, then tried to hide a smile, but Ilya could see the edges of it pulling at his lips.
 
“Hello, Rozanov,” Shane said. “Glad you could make it.”
 
“Thank you for uh, making this happen,” Ilya said.
 
The woman next to them cleared her throat.
 
“Right, Mom, this is Ilya… uh, Rozanov,” Shane said. He waved a hand at his mother. “This this my mom, Yuna Hollander.”
 
“Very nice to meet you, Mrs. Hollander,” Ilya said, ducking his head. “Your son tells me many things about you.”
 
“Nice to meet you too, Mr. Rozanov. I’ve watched a few of your games.”
 
Shane snorted with laughter. Yuna Hollander gave him a sharp look. “Don’t let her fool you,” Shane said. “She’s obsessed with hockey. Worse than me.”
 
“Ah, it’s always good to meet a true fan,” Ilya said with the smile he saved for women he wanted to charm. “Let me know if you want Raiders tickets, I always have some.”
 
She laughed the same way Shane sometimes did: half laughter, half so surprised the air left her chest all at once, as if laughing was something new that needed to be corralled before it escaped.
 
“Thank you but I’d rather be caught dead,” Yuna said.
 
“Mom,” Shane exclaimed, then sighed. “I asked you to be nice to him.”
 
“I didn’t say anything about Rozanov!” she argued. “I’m sure he’s not as bad as they say, if you’re friends with him, but honey I’m never going to root for the Raiders.”
 
“He’s standing right here,” Shane stage-whispered.
 
“No, is okay, I understand,” Ilya said. “Hollander is only reason to cheer for the Metros, yes? It can be same with me. Raiders bad, Rozanov good. I like it.”
 
“You’re impossible,” Shane said fondly.
 
“And you let them cover your freckles,” Ilya said softly.
 
Shane looked at him, surprised. “Oh, they did? I didn’t realize.” He looked over at the makeup table like he was about to file a complaint.
 
“I’m sure it’s fine, Shane,” Yuna said before Ilya could open his mouth. “They’re professional makeup artists. They know what they’re doing.”
 
“Right, yeah it’s fine,” Shane said. He stiffened up, the way he had been before Ilya walked in. “I think we need to check in with the director,” he added, looking at Ilya.
 
“Yes, you go, I will be right there,” Ilya told him. Shane narrowed his eyes but left without saying anything more.
 
“Mrs. Hollander,” Ilya said, facing her. “I want to thank you again for this, uh… opportunity.”
 
“Oh, sure, Rozanov. I think it’s a good chance for sponsors to see the two different kinds of energy you both bring to a campaign.” She was watching Shane talk to someone just inside of the light, not looking at Ilya at all.
 
“My English is not very good,” he said.
 
That got her attention. Her body was still pointed toward Shane but her head swiveled toward Ilya. “Oh, no, your English is fine.”
 
“Thank you, that is perfect example. Fine.”
 
“What?” She stole another glance at Shane. “Excuse me, I really need to talk to them about -”
 
Ilya raised his hand. “One moment. This word, fine, to me I think it means content. You know this word?”
 
“Of course…” Her eyes narrowed the same way Shane’s did when he was confused about what Ilya might say next.
 
“But this word is different for everyone,” Ilya said, still smiling, as if he was back making small talk at the draft day after party. “To me it means nothing, is filler word. Means, okay. But not everyone. To Shane, he says fine he means you are killing me.”
 
Yuna gasped softly.
 
“What a language, huh?” Ilya’s grin widened into something sharper. “I should get out there before Shane comes to find me,” he added, letting her sit with her son’s name for a moment. Not Hollander, but Shane.
 
He was playing with fire and he knew it.
 
“Rozanov -” Yuna started to say, then stopped. She looked toward Shane again. Ilya wasn’t sure what the expression on her face meant, but he hoped he hadn’t just screwed everything up.
 
So he let his animal grin fade into something softer and said quietly, “I am very fond of your son, Mrs. Hollander. He loves you very much.”
 
Yuna looked at him again, finally really looking at him. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
After a moment, Ilya nodded and walked toward the set. He shook out his arms, letting the moment drop away out his fingertips.
 
“I’m sorry about my mom,” Shane said quietly. “And we’re flying back out right after the shoot so I can’t see you.”
 
In his brain, Ilya swore in Russian, but he made himself smile. For Shane.
 
“Is okay, we have Vegas next month,” he said with a shrug. “But I have something in my bag for you. I give, after the shoot. Don’t open here.”
 
Shane nodded.
 
They stepped apart then. Ilya let the makeup women work on his face and hair while Shane got sprayed down with water. Then it was Ilya’s turn, and there were people shoving a drink can in his face, pushing his body around until they had the pose they wanted. Next to him, he could see they were doing the same to Shane.


Ilya smiled at everyone, took direction easily, and didn’t care who put their hands on his body. He tried a few fun poses: putting his arm around Shane, grabbing at the other man’s shirt, lifting up his own to expose his abs. Whenever he touched Shane, they were both relaxed and he could see Shane smiling playfully. But Shane was too stiff in the moments between, flinching when the women touched him or sprayed fake sweat on his face. He practically stopped breathing when his mom walked up to move his shirt so it was clinging to Shane’s body in a “better” position.
 
Personally Ilya thought it all looked good on Shane, but he didn’t want to say that in front of a crowd. Still, he couldn’t bear how unhappy the other man looked during the parts Ilya thought were probably routine for any photoshoot.
 
Is he always forcing himself through something he hates with these things? Ilya wondered.
 
Another few shots, more touching, Shane getting more and more visibly uncomfortable…
 
Finally, Ilya waived them all way. “One moment, okay?”
 
Somewhere in the dark, the director called, “Two minute break!”
 
“Let me give you my secret for these kinds of things, Hollander,” Ilya said loudly, as he turned away from the cameras. He was facing backward now, one shoulder barely touching Shane’s, their heads tilted toward each other. Too close and too far away all at once. Again.
 
“Keep looking forward, don’t look at me,” Ilya whispered. “You understand, say it.”
 
“I understand,” Shane said, louder, as if this was just two guys making conversation.
 
“Say, I haven’t thought about it that way.”
 
“I haven’t thought about it that way,” Shane repeated.
 
“Do you want me to put you on your knees in front of all of these people?” Ilya whispered into Shane’s ear.
 
Shane’s breath caught. He nodded slightly, just a tiny movement, and swallowed hard enough for Ilya to see. He took a deep breath then, and Ilya could see him relax into the idea.
 
“Yes, that’s a good idea,” Shane said for the audience.
 
“Okay you think about that while we do this shoot,” Ilya whispered. “I will think about you showing off for me, yes? You looking pretty while everyone watches.”
 
“Fuck you, Rozanov,” Shane said, but Ilya could hear the smile in his voice.
 
“Yes, good plan. Not now though. Now we both be pretty for the camera, but you know you’re only pretty for me yes?”
 
“Yes,” Shane said, nodding. “We can try that,” he added, a little louder.
 
Ilya turned back around with a wide grin. “Okay, who wants to sell sports drink?” he said to the people behind the cameras.
 
It turned out, everyone did.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    The song Ilya hears in the car is the clean edit of Perfect by Pink, which was a top 40 hit during May 2011 (lyrics video here https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3xQKS8oGCw).

Ilya will absolutely look this song up again sometime in the next month and listen to it alone in his apartment, trying not to feel things.

(Last edited 4/23/26)


  


      

  












      Chapter 15: Do you want me too?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya pushes Shane away. Cliff notices. Shane gets angry about it. Things are said, plans are made.

SFW chapter.



    Chapter Notes

      I meant to post the Vegas chapter next. Scott Hunter, shots, rooftop, Rookie of the Year award... all of that. But these beautiful idiots decided this conversation had to come first, and you know what? I'm proud of them for sorting some things out so I'm gonna allow it.

Angst, all the angst, lots of angst in this chapter. But there's love too, if you read between the lines.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  End of May 2011
 
When Ilya had finished changing, he found Shane standing next to his mother. Shane was dressed in soft sweatpants and a plain black t shirt that was starting to turn grey – Ilya thought it must be from too many cycles in the wash. He had a caramel brown hoodie on, unzipped and hanging loose off his shoulders. It looked like it might be a size too big. It looked incredibly fucking familiar.
 
“Hollander,” Ilya said as he walked up. He waited until Shane’s eyes were on him, then added, “Nice hoodie.”
 
Shane at least had the decency to blush.
 
“Oh, yes, Shane is this new?” Yuna asked, reaching out to feel the fabric. “It’s very soft. And these hems look hand stitched. This isn’t your usual leisurewear.”
 
“No, uh, I got it… a while ago,” Shane muttered.
 
Ilya made a clicking sound and tilted his head. “No, I think you got this how do you say… not a long time ago?”
 
“Recently?” Shane offered. “No, I mean this one is pretty old. It’s really soft.”
 
“It’s soft because it’s cashmere,” Ilya said.
 
Shane looked surprised, and held up his arm to look at the material more closely. “Wait, it is?”
 
“Oh yes,” Ilya nodded. “It’s Aurelien, Italian company. Most of their hoodies are cashmere or a blend anyway. This one costs $500 US.” Ilya grinned then. “I know because I have the same one.”
 
“Oh, fuck,” Shane said, realization dawning across his face.
 
Yep, he definitely stole my sweatshirt the last time he was in Boston, Ilya thought. And I didn’t even notice.
 
“Language, Shane. Wow, you really don’t pay attention when you're shopping do you?” Yuna asked, shaking her head, but it wasn't entirely unfondly. “At least it’s high end though, you really need to start dressing like a brand ambassador when you go out.”
 
“Yeah, Mom I know, but it’s hard enough to remember to wear my Reeboks and wear the perfume and now it’s going to be Rolex…” He sigh, and stuck his hands in the hoodie pockets. “Anyway, Rozanov doesn’t need to hear about all this.”
 
Ilya shrugged. “Is okay, I also don’t want you to dress like shit. People look at you at think I don’t put you in nice clothes, very embarrassing for me.”
 
“Fuck you, Rozanov, you don’t dress me,” Shane said, pouting a little.
 
Ilya cocked his head and looked pointedly at the hoodie Shane was wearing. Shane blushed harder, the pink from his ears creeping into his cheeks.
 
“Yes, well, we do need to head back to the hotel to pack up before we leave dear,” Yuna said. “It was…interesting to meet you, Mr. Rozanov,” she added. “You’re not quite what I expected.”
 
“Ilya, please,” he said with a smile. “Am very glad we meet too. Oh, Hollander,” he said, digging in his bag suddenly, until he found the small black box. “Here is present.”
 
Yuna raised an eyebrow at him.
 
“Birthday,” Ilya said with a shrug.
 
“Yes,” Yuna said, an odd half smile on her face. “I know when my son’s birthday is.”
 
“Mom,” Shane said under his breath. He took the box from Ilya, turning it over in his hands a few times but didn’t open it.
 
“Thank you,” he said softly. “Uh, see you in Vegas?”
 
“Yes, awards, very good. You can see me win Rookie of the Year. I will be uh, gracious in your defeat.”
 
“Shut up,” Shane said. He stepped closer. Ilya’s heart raced, suddenly very unsure of what Shane planned to do next, what was allowed, here in this room with Shane’s mother watching them like a bird of prey watches a field full of mice.
 
He wanted to kiss Shane there, in front of everyone, more than he wanted to breathe.
 
“Okay, see you,” Ilya said instead, and walked out of the room.
 
He ignored Shane’s texts for almost two weeks.
 
He hated himself the entire time.
 
“Another beer?” Marly asked. They were at Connor’s townhouse, watching the final game of the playoffs as a team. Ilya barely cared who was on the screen; it wasn’t the Metros Shane, it wasn’t the fucking Raiders, who else mattered? All that mattered was the texts on his phone, which stopped after the first week. The second week, Ilya had found a FedEx International box on his doorstep, shipped to him from Canada.
 
Inside was his cashmere sweatshirt, with a note from Shane that just read, “I miss you”.
 
So now Ilya was scrunched into the corner of one of Marly’s couches, trying to wiggle himself even further into the caramel hoodie that smelled like Shane, holding on to an empty beer bottle and not paying any attention to the fucking playoff game on the huge screen in front of him. He wanted to be anywhere else. He wanted to be in Montreal.
 
He wanted to not feel so fucking alone.
 
“I’m good,” Ilya said. I’m really not.
 
“How’s Jane?” Cliff asked, leaning close.
 
“Can’t,” Ilya said. “Summer in Russia.” He shook his head. “Can’t have Jane and Russia too.”
 
“She won’t wait for you?” Cliff asked.
 
Shane would, Ilya knew, if you just fucking asked him to. “She shouldn’t,” Ilya said instead. He pulled the hood up to cover his hair. In his pocket was his phone and the thread of texts Ilya had memorized by now:
 
Jane: still in hotel?
Jane: want to thank you properly
Jane: I guess you’re still out
Jane: leaving for airport
Jane: will open present on my birthday
Jane: r u staying at hotel tonight? could call
Jane: landed in Montreal
Jane: home at apt
Jane: you ok?
Jane: is this about the hoodie?
Jane: sorry I grabbed it by accident
Jane: it’s been two days wtf
Jane: you better not be dead
Jane: call me fucker
Jane: jesus this over a fucking sweatshirt
Jane: fuck I’ll never touch your stuff again just tell me you’re not dead or you don’t hate me or something
Jane: lily please
Jane: it’s been 6 days
Jane: I’m sorry
Jane: I opened your present by the way
Jane: I didn’t understand at first, it’s a little plastic cheese
Jane: my dad helped me figure out it’s a usb stick
Jane: I found the pictures of you
Jane: I don’t understand why you’d give me those now you’re gone
Jane: fuck this I’m done trying
 
Ilya couldn’t remember much about what he’d done between that last text, sent about a week ago, and now, sitting on Marly’s couch. He barely remembered the drive over. He was pretty sure he’d been lying on his couch staring at the door when his cleaning lady had come over, only because sometime after than he realized the woman had put a blanket over his legs and left. Later, he managed to get himself into bed and found there were clean sheets.
 
He took a shower before heading over to meet the rest of the team, but only because he didn’t want to ruin the smell of Shane’s shampoo on the fabric surrounding him.
 
“It’s okay to let someone care about you,” Marly said, very quietly.
 
“I keep fucking it up,” Ilya said. “It’s better this way.”
 
Marly just put a hand on Ilya’s shoulder, and left it there for a long time.
 
A week before the NHL awards in Vegas, which Ilya was starting to seriously consider skipping, he got one more text from Shane.
 
Jane: if you don’t call me in the next 20 minutes I’m getting on a fucking plane you idiot
 
The thought of Shane doing something as reckless as flying to Boston in the off season made Ilya’s chest hurt. The thought of Shane seeing him like this was terrifying. If Shane saw how utterly destroyed Ilya was, how much damage he’d done to them both – and for what? Shane might never forgive him. He wasn’t sure why he thought Shane would care if Ilya hurt himself, but he thought… maybe. It wasn’t worth the risk.
 
After 19 minutes, he hit dial.
 
“Thank god,” Shane breathed into the phone. “What the fuck, dude?”
 
“Hello to you too, Hollander.” Ilya pressed the phone against his ear as hard as he could.
 
It didn’t make Shane any closer.
 
“Really, Hollander? Okay, fuck you Rozanov,” Shane said angrily. “I just wanted to make sure you weren’t dead and I guess now I know.”
 
“What do you want from me, Shane?” Ilya asked.
 
“Why the fuck are you ignoring me?”
 
“Busy,” Ilya lied.
 
“Right, busy. Fuck you,” Shane said. Ilya could hear passing cars; Shane must be walking around outside. He checked the time. It was almost 3 AM.
 
“You’re up late,” Ilya said. “Out at a club? I know drinking is legal for you in Canada.”
 
“No I wasn’t fucking at a club,” Shane said. “Not like you really care what I do, do you? I could fuck half of Montreal and you wouldn’t notice.”
 
Tears filled Ilya’s eyes. “Are you?” he asked, barely able to choke out the words.
 
“No, god, and fuck you for thinking that I would.” Shane wasn’t getting less angry, but he hadn’t hung up the phone yet so Ilya was grateful for that at least.
 
“You could,” Ilya said. And then, because it was only fair if the knife in his hands cut them both, he added, “We are not anything.”
 
He could hear the way Shane stopped breathing on the other end of the line. The absence, the little strangled noise Shane made, the way the rest of the world rushed in to fill the empty space.
 
“Right,” Shane said finally. His voice had gone quiet, like whatever fight he had in had bled out through the open wound Ilya inflicted. “Why did I think I mattered?”
 
Ilya smacked the phone against the side of his head.
 
“You do matter, Shane,” Ilya said. “I just…” He trailed off. This is why he had to cut all contact off completely. I am always one conversation away from running back in Shane's arms. Whether it's good for him or not.
 
“You just what?” Shane asked, and his voice had changed again.
 
It sounded like he was crying.
 
The tears that had been threatening to fall slipped down Ilya’s cheeks.
 
“I go home to Russia the day after Vegas,” he said.
 
“Must be nice.”
 
“No, Shane, is not nice. My family is not nice. I thought… when we met I thought your family was perfect, did you know?”
 
“No? I mean, they’re great, but they’re not perfect,” Shane said softly.
 
“I know this now I think, but before – I think I would have hated you, a little bit,” Ilya admitted. “I would have fucked you and I would have hated you and I would have wanted you too much. Even now, I don’t. I don’t have words in this stupid fucking language to explain it.”
 
The space between them was sharper than it had ever been, and Ilya wanted to break himself on it, just to feel a different kind of pain.
 
“I get it, I think,” Shane said. “If you had left that night, after the CCM shoot, and we hadn’t talked…” he sighed. “I don’t think I could have stopped myself from kissing you again, but I don’t know if we would be friends. Maybe. I don’t know.”
 
“I know we would not have,” Ilya said. “I am an asshole.”
 
“Yeah, you definitely are,” Shane agreed. Ilya thought he could hear a smile in Shane’s voice.
 
Please let me make you smile again. Please let me.
 
“Tell me about Russia?” Shane asked.
 
“Russia is… it’s a place, it’s home. It’s also my father who only cares how much I embarrass him and my brother who only cares how much money am I sending, always how much money. I want to buy things for myself, have fancy things to show I deserve, you know? I have, you know, good job and winning now. People can see, fucking English, god dammit.”
 
“You want people to see that you’re successful.” Shane said. “You want your family to be proud of you.”
 
“Yes, this is word, proud. I want and I want and I don’t get.”
 
“I’m proud of you,” Shane said, so quietly Ilya almost missed it.
 
“Shane,” he said. “You make me weak.”
 
“I don’t know what that means.”
 
“It means I can’t have you and Russia at the same time.”
 
“Okay,” Shane said.
 
“Okay, so…” Ilya struggled to get the words out. “Okay. Goodbye, Shane.”
 
“Wait!” Shane yelled, just as Ilya was pulling the phone away from his ear.
 
“What is it, Hollander?”
 
“You’re not moving back to Russia forever, right?”
 
Ilya sighed. “No, but three months is very long.”
 
“You’ll be back at the end of the summer?” He could hear little snuffling noises, like Shane was wiping his face with his sleeve.
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. Whatever fight there was in him was gone now. He was exhausted.
 
“Why can’t you have Russia and then, you know…”
 
“No, I don’t know. Say what you mean,” Ilya said.
 
“You have me… after. When you get back.”
 
Ilya didn’t say anything for a while. “I can’t call you,” he said finally, as if that explained everything.
 
“Okay, I mean it sucks but I’ll live.”
 
“I can’t text either,” Ilya said.
 
“Not at all?” Shane sounded surprised.
 
“Nothing more than how’s the weather and have a nice summer, maybe. Probably shouldn’t even do that.”
 
Shane sighed. “At least tell me why.”
 
Ilya wiped his eyes. He grabbed his lighter and cigarettes from the coffee table, made his way out to the balcony. Finally, he said, “If my family found out about you, it would be very bad for me. They would be… very angry. Maybe don’t let me come back to Boston.”
 
“Oh my god, Ilya, are you serious?” He could hear Shane walking around again. “What the fuck?”
 
“Why are you outside?” Ilya asked. He took a long drag from his cigarette. The cashmere hoodie was warm enough for 3 AM in Boston but he suddenly wondered whether Shane was warm enough in Canada.
 
“I’m staying at my parents house and I didn’t want to wake them,” Shane said. “Stop changing the subject.”
 
“You have jacket?”
 
“What? Yes, I’m wearing a jacket. Can we talk about Russia please?”
 
“Pants, or pajamas?”
 
“Sweatpants, and seriously Ilya, stop asking what I’m wearing.” Shane huffed angrily.
 
Ilya thought it was adorable. “You’re like an angry kitten,” he said quietly. “Rawr.”
 
“Kittens don’t say rawr dude, that’s dinosaurs,” Shane said. “I know what you’re doing.”
 
“What do kittens say then, hmm?” Ilya asked. He closed his eyes for a moment, thought about Shane standing outside his parents house in the dark just to call him. Wanting to keep from waking his parents up, but fully dressed and ready to find a plane if Ilya hadn't answered. Shane was too much and perfect at the same time. He's going to kill me if I keep this up. I'll die and the cause of death will be Shane fucking Hollander.
 
“I don’t know, they say meow I guess.”
 
“Hmm this is Canadian, this kitten sound. In Russia cats say mjau,” Ilya said, pronouncing it like ‘myow’. “Not me ow, like me got an injury, ow.” He smiled, finishing his cigarette.
 
“You’re really not going to tell me?” Shane asked.
 
“You really want to wait for me?” Ilya asked in return. If I’m not fucking you, I have no value in your life, the Russian voice said inside Ilya's brain.
 
“Of course,” Shane said. “I mean it’s guess it’s fair, I didn’t talk to you for three months either.”
 
Ilya laughed at that. “Of course, fair, I should have known the golden boy of Canada would want to play fair.”
 
“This is the last time, though,” Shane said. “After this summer we’ll be even. No more ignoring each other.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said. “After the summer.”
 
“Will I see you in Vegas?” Shane asked.
 
“Do you want to?”
 
“Yeah, I mean. Yes. I want.”
 
"Tell me what you want, Shane,” Ilya said, his voice dropping into the purr he knew Shane liked.
 
“You, Ilya. I want you.”
 
Ilya let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Are you sure? Because I might be an idiot,” Ilya admitted.
 
“Oh you are,” Shane laughed. “But I want to see you.”
 
“Okay, how about this, we share room yes? I get two keys, text you room number when I get there. We have before and after awards. Before, I make up to you. After, when I win, you give me reward.”
 
“I’m winning, asshole,” Shane said.
 
“We’ll see, Shane,” Ilya replied, grinning now. “Go inside before you get cold.”
 
“Do you… you know,” Shane sighed. “Do you want me too?”
 
“Yes, sweetheart. I want you too.”
 
“Okay. Goodnight, Ilya.”
 
“Good night, Shane,” Ilya said, and hung up the phone.
 
He was so fucked.
 
But maybe, just maybe… Shane was too.
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      Chapter 16: How does he look at me?
  


    Chapter Summary

    2011 MLH awards !! Ilya and Shane share a hotel room. Ilya apologizes with his body (a lot). Scott gets in Ilya's head, then gets in the way. Ilya tells Shane how he really feels.
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  Ilya got to Las Vegas first. They’d each bought their plane tickets separately, before their phone call, but both had independently decided to get there the day before so they had a chance to rest and connect with people before the awards. Shane’s parents would be arriving the next day, and he’d fly back to Ottawa with them after the MLH awards, to spend some time with them at their cottage on the lake. It just worked out that flying in from Boston took a few less hours than flying in from Montreal so Ilya had gotten their keys first – two, so neither of them would have to wait in the hallway for the other to show up, reducing the chance anyone would spot them going into the same room together.
 
It was only as Ilya was walking to the elevator that he realized the woman behind the hotel counter had looked him up and down, a flirty smile on her lips as she told him the room number. He wondered, as the number above the elevator counted down, if or when he’d stopped noticing that sort of thing.
 
You’re distracted by the pretty Canadian boy, the voice in Ilya’s head told him, sounding more like his father than ever. You will miss something important because you are staring at his lips instead of paying attention.
 
He shook his head, trying to shake the thought out of his skull, as the door opened. He got in and turned to choose his floor number when Scott Hunter rushed into the elevator dragging a black hard-sided suitcase behind him. It looked like Ilya’s, to be honest, like the same black suitcase most players had. Something that carried enough for a few days, was strong enough to hold up against being thrown into airplane hold after airplane hold, and small enough to meet the size requirements for every airline without having to think about it.
 
“Rook,” Scott said, nodding at Ilya. “We better not be next to each other again.” His face was so serious. And old.
 
“I do not assign hotel rooms, Hunter,” Ilya replied. “I have other job, playing hockey? Maybe you have heard of it?”
 
Scott leaned over and hit ‘8’.
 
Ilya grinned and tapped the button for ‘10’. “There, you are safe from rooming next to sexy Russian. Too bad, so sad for you.” He made a fake crying face then, just in case Scott had missed the joke. It was possible; he might have been born before humor was invented.
 
“Ha ha,” Hunter said sarcastically. The elevator started to climb. “I can’t wait until Hollander gets here.”
 
Ilya stilled at that. “Oh, yeah? Why is that, Hunter?”
 
“He’s the only one of you rooks I actually want to spend time with.”
 
Ilya could feel his jaw tightening. “Hollander is too young for you,” he said quietly.
 
Scott looked like Ilya had slapped him. “What the hell does that mean?”
 
But the elevator beeped then, doors sliding open at the eighth floor. Scott stared for a moment, then grabbed his suitcase and started to walk away, shaking his head.
 
“I’ll tell him you’re looking for him,” Ilya called out just before the door shut.
 
“Fuck!” he shouted, once he was alone again. He slapped the wall of the elevator. The doors opened on the 10th floor, and there was an older black couple waiting, so Ilya forced a smile onto his face and made space for them to enter as he was leaving. “Enjoy Vegas,” he said, in case they’d heard him yelling a second before.
 
They smiled back at him.
 
By the time Shane arrived, a few hours later, Ilya had already: showered, jerked off in the shower (thinking about the way Shane threw his head back and moaned when Ilya licked around his nipples, one hand on Shane’s cock, stroking slowing in time with Ilya’s tongue, and when he imagined Shane coming hard against Ilya’s fingers, Ilya shuddered into his own), ordered room service, put his clothes away, ate the cheeseburger and fries, put the dishes outside for the cleaning staff to pick up, straightened up the room (not that it was messy yet, but because Shane had annoying habit of cleaning at Ilya’s apartment when he’d rather the man was folded in half against whatever hard surface was closest to them instead), and showered again.
 
Then Shane was standing in their room, and Ilya had him up against the hotel room door and finally, finally, they were kissing again.
 
Ilya kissed Shane over and over. Shane’s hand found the back of Ilya’s neck. Ilya’s hands pulled Shane's white tee shirt up, sliding over the other man’s warm skin. He could feel the strong muscles in Shane’s back, his sides, as kept one hand behind Shane and moved the other up his ribs.
 
Shane pushed Ilya back slightly. “Do you want to give me the tour?” he asked, breathing hard.
 
“There is king sized bed,” Ilya answered, jerking his head in that direction, “you want to see?”
 
“Yes, please,” Shane said, and fuck why did that please always go straight to Ilya’s cock?
 
He walked them toward the bed, kissing Shane the whole time, only stopping to strip Shane of his jacket and shirt. Then he pushed him onto the bed until he landed with a soft bounce, staring up at him with those gorgeous brown eyes.
 
Ilya took off the plain black t shirt he had been wearing.
 
“Great tour,” Shane said with a happy sigh. He bit his bottom lip, looking down Ilya’s chest to the chiseled v of where Ilya’s stomach met his hips, just under the top of his black joggers.
 
“Yes, you will give excellent review,” Ilya said. “Pants off now.”
 
“You first,” Shane said, licking his lips.
 
Ilya’s joggers hit the floor a moment later. He climbed on top of Shane’s lap, leaning over to catch one of Shane’s nipples in his mouth. He felt Shane’s fingers curl into his hair as he bit, gently, squeezing the nipple just enough for Shane to moan. He could feel Shane growing hard against him, trapped under dark blue denim.
 
“Pants off?” Ilya asked. “I owe you apology still.”
 
“And you think your apology is in my pants?” Shane asked.
 
Ilya raised his eyebrows and lifted himself up on his strong thighs so he could look down at the shape of Shane’s bulge straining against his zipper. “I think it is, yes.”
 
He took Shane’s laughter as approval, and quickly shucked the other man out of his jeans and boxers in one movement. He was back on top of him in a flash, licking and biting at Shane’s neck and chest.
 
“Can I mark you?” Ilya growled into Shane’s ear.
 
“Not my neck,” Shane panted. His nipples were hard pebbles, dark against his chest. “Lower.” He slid his fingers into Ilya’s curls, guiding him down.
 
Ilya latched on to the side of Shane’s chest, biting and sucking hard against one of Shane’s ribs.
 
“Fuck, Ilya, that’s so good,” Shane cried out.
 
He moved one hand down, between Shane’s thighs, dragging it up until he’s palming Shane’s cock, before he finally released Shane’s skin from between his teeth with a loud ‘pop’. The mark he left was breathtaking. It was large, already turning purple, and anyone who saw it would know someone got close enough to Shane Hollander to leave it behind.
 
It doesn’t matter that they won’t know it’s me, Ilya tells himself. It matters that we know. He blew air across the mark, and Shane’s cock leaked between Ilya’s fingers.
 
The air between them was thick and the smell of their combined sweat and colognes was sweet as honey. Ilya slipped his own boxers off, dropping them on the floor. He kissed down Shane’s body, an apology spelled out in every brush of his lips.
 
“Please, Ilya,” Shane begged, hips moving on their own. “Please, I need your mouth, please.”
 
Ilya swallowed him down.
 
When Shane has orgasmed into Ilya’s throat, Ilya let him ride the wave, bucking his hips against Ilya’s lips, moaning so loud Ilya can hear it over the sound of the blood rushing through his own ears. When Shane settled against the bed, Ilya let him go with one final lick around the head of his softening cock. Shane whined, oversensitive, and tried to pull Ilya up for a kiss, a fuck, something… Ilya isn’t sure, but he has plans of his own.
 
He licked the crevice at the top of Shane’s thigh, kissing and biting down Shane’s ass. He pushed Shane’s left knee up to his chest, then the right, holding them both with one arm like they’re hanging off a bar.
 
“Wait, what are you…” Shane started to ask, barely able to get the words out.
 
The only answer he gets is Ilya licking a circle around Shane’s rim, then pushing his tongue inside.
 
Shane gasped and lifted his hips.
 
Ilya withdrew his tongue then pushed it in again, farther.
 
Shane cried out, grasping at the sheets in a panic. “Oh, god, Ilya, oh god, what – please, please …” he begs quietly.
 
Ilya licked and kissed Shane’ s entrance, alternating between delicate touches and pushing back inside to fuck Shane with his tongue. He briefly wondered at what exercises Shane had been doing to give him this kind of flexibility, since the man is practically folded in half, but Ilya's arm was getting tired so he focused on the task at hand instead. Ilya had only eaten a guy out once before, and it was only okay for him (but apparently was pretty great for the guy). With Shane it’s a fucking revelation. He thinks he could make Shane come again just from doing this.
 
He’s positive he could come just from doing this to Shane.
 
But then Shane was begging, “Fuck me, please, Ilya, I need you, fuck me, please,” and Ilya was reaching into the night table for the lube and a condom and then he was fingering Shane the rest of the way open
 
and then Shane was crying 
 
“Sweetheart, no what’s wrong?” Ilya asked, pulling his fingers out suddenly. He moved up to take Shane in his arms, kissing away his tears.
 
“So good,” Shane said, rutting his cock against Ilya’s hip, “please don’t stop.”
 
“You are okay?” Ilya asked, making sure.
 
Shane nodded, biting on his lower lip. “Please fuck me.”
 
Ilya doesn’t need to be asked again. He swiftly gets the condom on and pushes inside of Shane. It’s a little too early, he’s not fully stretched, but he’s slicked up and so hot it’s almost painful as Ilya gets all the way inside.
 
“I won’t last long,” Ilya warned, but Shane shook his head and said, “me neither, please just move,” so Ilya does. He managed a few minutes of slow, careful thrusts, but Shane was too tight around his cock. There’s too much heat and sweat and the sound of Shane’s whimpering noises that escape from his throat every time Ilya pushed into Shane’s ass are overwhelming.
 
Ilya’s thrusts started to fall apart. He lost the rhythm and just fucks Shane with everything he has. The sound of their skin slapping together turned into pressure building up below Ilya’s stomach, spreading into his hips. His skin was on fire and his nipples are so hard he wondered briefly if they’ll stay that way forever, tiny buttons of sensitive pink skin too painful to touch.
 
Beneath him, Shane had one arm pressed against his eyes.
 
“Look at me,” Ilya orders him, but Shane shook his head. “Look at me, Shane, or I stop.” It’s a lie and he thinks they both know it because he’s so close to coming he doesn’t think he can make his body stop moving at all, like it has a mind of its own and the only reason he even has muscles is so he can fuck Shane Hollander this way, hard and sloppy and wrecking them both.
 
But Shane moves his arm and fixes his brown eyes on Ilya’s sea green. Shane’s pupils are wide, there are tear tracks down the sides of his face, and his lips are swollen.
 
“You’re so beautiful, so beautiful,” Ilya gasps out in Russian. In English, he manages to say, “You’re taking me so well, Shane, such a good boy for me,” before Shane arches off the bed, his throbbing cock shooting strands of white over his chest.
 
Ilya’s orgasm happens a second later.
 
After, they shower, and after they had gotten soap into every crevice of each other’s bodies, Ilya carefully sunk to his knees under the warm water.
 
“I can’t go again,” Shane moaned, but his dick was already betraying him.
 
Ilya didn’t bother to argue. He took Shane in his mouth, moaning as Shane’s cock fully hardened between his lips. One of his arms was wrapped around Shane’s hip as the other man leaned back against the shower wall. With his other arm, Ilya got Shane’s leg up onto Ilya’s shoulder. Shane slapped one hand against the shower wall, keeping it there. Ilya could feel Shane’s legs trembling. As he sucked and bobbed, listening to Shane’s moans echo loudly in the bathroom, he slipped a finger into Shane’s ass, and curled it against his prostrate.
 
Such a good trick, Ilya thought, as Shane came down his throat for the second time that night.
 
“I’m gonna die if you keep this up,” Shane said weakly, once they were back in bed. “In case you’re wondering, I’ve officially forgiven you.”
 
“Okay we get food, we sleep, tomorrow we do this over again. Then maybe if you don’t die, we go to fancy award show,” Ilya said as he planted kisses on Shane’s chest with every comma. Not leading anywhere. Just because he could. “You win, we come back here...You will think of me wearing your jersey to your season opener, I look so good in it you think, tomorrow night you will ride me like cowboy until you break me.”
 
“What if you win?” Shane asked sleepily.
 
Ilya kissed his forehead. “I will think of something.”
 
“Can you tell me about the pictures?” Shane asked. "The ones you gave me."
 
Ilya’s eyebrows rush to meet each other for a moment, until Shane grabbed his keys from the night table, and holds up the little yellow triangle hanging from them - a keychain shaped like a piece of cheddar. “I thought I texted you what those were last week?”
 
“Yes, but I want to hear you say it,” Shane said. Ilya nodded, so Shane got out of bed to grab his laptop. “I don’t keep anything on my phone or computer,” Shane said, explaining.
 
“Yes, was point of cheese,” Ilya said. “You worry.”
 
“You should worry too. If anyone found these…”
 
Ilya kissed Shane’s shoulder in a way he hopes is reassuring.
 
Shane, because he’s Shane, can’t just keep secret pictures of his sexy Russian hookup away from the Internet or hackers on a novelty USB stick on the keys he doesn’t let anyone else touch. He also has to hide them three folders deep, under a pile of spreadsheets about team stats and nutrition macros.
 
“Your spank bank is called International Trade Prospects?” Ilya asked, a slow smile spreading across his face.
 
“Shut up, it’s not a spank bank. Some of the pics you gave me are fully dressed. Like this one,” Shane said, pointing to one of Ilya looked somber in a suit. He’d been at a party of some kind, but everyone in the background was blurry.
 
“A dinner for my father. I was 16 here,” Ilya said.
 
“Why did you give me this one?” Shane asked.
 
“It was night I decided I would go to MLH instead of staying in Russia. Also, look how I sexy I am? Like a Bond villain.”
 
Shane laughed. “Dude, you’re not cool enough to be a Bond villain.”
 
“Fine, but I’m still sexy, yes?”
 
Shane kissed him then, slow and sweet. “Yes,” was all he said, before turning back to the computer. “What’s this one?”
 
The picture on the screen was Ilya, Marly, and Connors at a club somewhere in Boston. Ilya was wearing a silk shirt the color of the ocean, with the top three buttons undone. The light over the bar illuminated Ilya’s hair in a way that made his usually brown curls look golden like summer wheat drying in a field.
 
“New Year’s Eve. I, uh… wanted to give you picture that was not… me with girls,” Ilya managed to get out. He could feel his ears getting warm.
 
Shane looked at him for a long time, until Ilya had to look away, tucking his face under Shane’s ribs. He found the ticklish spot he’d discovered by accident months before, until Shane burst into laughter and shoved roughly at Ilya in return.
 
The other half-dozen pictures were of Ilya half dressed, or naked, or naked with his cock in his fist and his own release drying across his stomach. One was the picture he’d text Shane months ago, which Ilya hadn’t included. He must have saved that one himself.
 
“Those are your actual present,” Ilya teased, bumping their shoulders together.
 
Shane sighed. “Would it be okay if I gave you your present when you get back?”
 
“Of course,” Ilya said. “You want to give me present?”
 
Shane kissed him again as if that was an answer, his tongue licking into Ilya’s mouth.
 
“What did you do for your birthday last year?” Shane asked, later, when they needed to come up for air.
 
“Birthday is not a big deal in my family. If I want something, I get it for myself.” Ilya shrugged.
 
“Okay so what did you get yourself last year?”
 
“You,” Ilya said, pressing his face against Shane’s arm for a moment to hide his smile. “Is what I am doing for myself this year too. Maybe next year? Who knows.”
 
“Yeah,” Shane laughed. “Maybe.”
 
In the morning Ilya gets woken too early by Shane’s alarm, but it’s worth it to not wake up alone. Unfortunately, Shane is awake right away. Even worse, he slipped out of Ilya’s arms before they could do much more than a few morning kisses. Apparently the need to brush his teeth before anything else was an everyday thing.
 
Ilya groaned against the pillow that smelled like Shane’s shampoo, but got out of bed anyway.
 
His morning was not going to plan. After brushing their teeth, and a shower together where Shane laughingly slapped Ilya’s hands away before he could start anything interesting, he was then forced to get breakfast before the buffet runs out then go to the gym to burn off breakfast because we’re not on vacation, asshole, we need to keep up our conditioning, and then fuck I forgot I have to meet my parents for lunch and before, finally, blissfully, falling back into bed for a nap.
 
Shane Hollander was exhausting. Ilya could not get enough.
 
He woke from his nap to someone slipping into bed with him.
 
“Hi sleepy,” Shane mumbled into Ilya’s neck. He was naked and very warm.
 
Ilya’s arms moved to encircle the other man and draw him close. “M’awake now,” Ilya said as they kissed.
 
Then Shane moved under the covers to take Ilya’s stiffening cock in his mouth and Ilya was very much awake now thank you.
 
They got dressed together before the awards. Shane brought a basic tux with a bow tie; Ilya’s had a more fashionable cut but was similar in that it was black with a white dress shirt and black bow tie. They weren’t dressing to match, but Ilya can’t help thinking that they fit together anyway. After watching the other man struggle through three attempts, Ilya stepped forward to help Shane with his bow tie.
 
“I fucking hate them,” Shane said, giving up.
 
“I can see that,” Ilya said, his voice low and warm. His fingers moved quickly to get Shane’s tie sorted out.
 
“I spend all night thinking about the way it feels instead of paying attention to what people are saying. It’s fucking stupid.”
 
“Okay, I make you deal. You think about tie, instead of worrying about it being on you, think about how I will use it to tie you to the bed and make you come.” Ilya kissed his neck just above his collar, then kissed up the side of his jaw until he could take Shane’s earlobe in his mouth.
 
Shane moaned softly. “Can’t believe you’re getting me hard again. Don’t you get tired of fucking me?”
 
Ilya grabbed Shane’s hips, pulling them against his own so Shane could feel that they were both half hard already.
 
“Never,” Ilya purred. Shane chased Ilya’s lips, his eyes closed, but Ilya put one hand on Shane’s jaw and gently forced him up. Shane opened his eyes.
 
For a moment, they stood there, leaning against each other.
 
“You can’t look at me like that when we’re in public,” Shane whispered.
 
“How do I look at you?” Ilya asked.
 
“Like you want to eat me,” Shane said. Ilya kissed him instead of answering, because that was all he knew how to say.
 
For the ceremony, Ilya was seated at the same table with the other rookie up for their award, LeMaire, plus other players who were up for awards who hadn’t brought anyone with them. He let the conversation flow around him, chiming in when it felt right, trying not to keep looking over at Shane’s table. It didn’t work very well. Once he’d glanced over to find Yuna staring back at him. He gave a little wave in her direction. She nodded, then went back to talking with someone else, smiling brightly. She looked lovely in a sleeveless gold dress.
 
Ilya thought he could see both of his parents written into the shape of Shane’s face, but the dark hair and calculating eyes belonged to Yuna Hollander first.
 
The awards show started, and almost immediately felt like it was dragging on for far too long. There were skits. There were speeches. There were awards he didn’t care about. Okay, fine, he cared in general, but not tonight. Finally the woman announcing the awards called out their names as their faces appeared on the big screen behind her. “The nominees for Rookie of the Year are Shane Hollander, the Montreal Metros, Vincent LeMaire, the Minnesota Nomads, and Ilya Rozanov, the Boston Raiders… and the Rookie of the Year is…”
 
Of course, it was Shane that won. Ilya had more points this season, by a few anyway, but Shane was cleaner on and off the ice. He tried to find some jealously in his chest as Shane took the stage, but Ilya didn’t have it in him. Shane really did deserve this. Ilya found himself clapping just as loudly as everyone else in the room.
 
And then, as the applause was dying down, Ilya stood up and put two fingers in his mouth to whistle appreciatively at Shane. The crowd laughed. Shane grinned in Ilya’s direction for a second before turning to face the audience, his serious media face settling over his gorgeous features.
 
His speech was fine – boring but in the way the MLH awards were always boring, and Shane did a fine job at giving it. He thanked the league, his team, his parents, and the friends he’d made along the way. Ilya wondered if that meant him.
 
After the ceremony, players and league officials lingered in the room for a while. Ilya thought about going over to congratulate him but remembered Shane’s nervousness back in their hotel room, present even after most other thoughts had been thoroughly fucked out of his head, and decided to wait. He could see now that Shane smiled but even at a distance Ilya could tell it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He wondered how anyone could stand next to him and not notice Shane was uncomfortable being the center of attention.
 
Maybe everyone did. Maybe it was only Ilya who thought it was a secret.
 
The after party was being held on the floor below them, so Ilya quietly excused himself while Shane was still making the rounds, shaking hands with veterans and team staff, while his mom did most of the talking. He stood in the back of the reception room for several moments, where the room was darkest, nursing a flute of champagne he’d grabbed of the tray of a passing waiter. As Shane walked downstairs, the crowd erupted with “Rook! Rook! Rook!” Ilya couldn’t help but smile as Shane waved awkwardly, his parents a few steps behind him. Ilya wanted to be there with him, next to him in the light.
 
You’re just jealous that you didn’t win, the voice in Ilya's head growled. It’s nothing more than that.
 
He was getting ready to ditch the event for a cigarette on the roof when he saw Shane had made his way to the bar. The bartender handed over something clear, which Ilya was sure was one of Shane's sickly-sweet ginger ales. He pulled out his phone to text Jane, when Scott Hunter approached Shane at the bar. Ilya can’t hear what they’re saying. He’s half a second from walking over when he sees Shane look around at the crowd.
 
Not finding what he was looking for, Shane pulled out his phone.
 
The phone in Ilya’s hand buzzed.
Jane: Hunter wants to do shots
Lily: oh he does?
Jane: he wants all 3 rooks, you in?
Lily: yes I will come save you from dinosaur
Lily: like caveman with spear
Jane: he’s not that old
Lily: he’s ancient
 
Ilya looked up to see Shane smiling fondly at his phone. Nearby, Scott was facing the other direction, talking to some of the other veteran players
 
Jane: why do I need saving from Scott?
Lily: I don’t like how he looks at you
 
Shane’s head darted up, looking at Scott. Ilya could see Shane frowning.
 
Jane: how does he look at me?
Lily: like I look at you
 
Hunter was back at Shane’s side, leaning in closer than he should be, so Ilya put his phone in his pocket and moved through the crowd to join them.
 
“Rozanov,” Scott called out as he approached. “I knew your boy would get you over here.” He put a hand on Shane’s shoulder.
 
“I, uh, I told him you weren’t my boy,” Shane said nervously.
 
Ilya looked at Scott’s hand, still on Shane, then up at Scott. There was something in Scott’s eyes, but Ilya wasn’t quite sure yet what it meant. “Oh, did you?” Ilya said.
 
Scott tousled Shane’s hair playfully. “Ok you fucks, line up for shots!” he called out, while Shane tried to brush his hair back into place.
 
If Ilya put his hand on the back of Shane’s neck for a moment and squeezed, if Shane closed his eyes and took a calming breath at the same time, and if Ilya was looking at Scott when Scott looked back over in time to see the whole thing… well, what then?
 
“Tequila?” one of the vets says, but Ilya shakes his head and says loudly, “Tequila is for shitty Americans on shitty American teams! Vodka or you old fucks will have hangovers tomorrow and regret your life choices.”
 
Hunter started to say something but Carter Vaughn clapped them both on the back at the same time and laughs. “Fuck yeah, Rozanov! Finally someone to keep these uncultured swine from leading us astray.” Carter turned to the bartender and ordered up two shots for each of them.
 
Ilya grinned widely while Shane shook his head, clearly trying not to laugh. Maybe Carter was not so bad, even if he was an Admiral.
 
They lined up to the bar, tossing the first one back as a group. They took the second shot a little more unevenly, with Rozanov and Hunter grabbing for theirs first (at the same time) and others (like Hollander) being a little slower to join in.
 
“Fuck yes,” someone yelled further down the line. “One more?”
 
So a third shot was put in front of them.
 
Ilya glanced at Shane, who was already turning pink. “You don’t have to do this,” he said into Shane’s ear. “Tell me and I’ll take yours before anyone notices.”
 
“S’okay, I want to,” Shane said, picking up the new shot and slamming it back.
 
A drop of vodka escaped Shane’s mouth, dripping back across his cheek. Ilya wanted to lick it off, but Shane wiped his face with the back of his hand before Ilya got the chance.
 
“I need cigarette,” Ilya said, louder this time. “You come with?”
 
“Uh, we’re gonna go to the…” Shane told Scott but then paused, looking at Ilya.
 
“Roof,” Ilya supplied.
 
“Right, to see the view,” Shane said.
 
“To smoke,” Ilya said at the same time.
 
Scott just said, “Right,” and went back to talking with LeMaire and Carter. No one else seemed to care if Shane and Ilya were there in that moment, so Ilya walked away trusting Shane to be right behind him. If he wanted to grab his hand to lead him through the crowd, that was just the combination of half-decent vodka and assuming that Shane wouldn’t love not being completely sure where they were going. It didn’t mean anything.
 
The found the smoking area, around the corner from the rooftop lounge but strangely empty. There were potted plants and lounge chairs, but no people. Ilya took out his cigarettes and lit one up. Shane stood a little ways away, leaning against the corner of the building.
 
“You are drunk,” Ilya said.
 
“I’m not,” Shane protested.
 
“Is okay. Big night for you.”
 
“Are you mad at me?” Shane asked.
 
Ilya frowned. Why did he keep asking that? “No. Better if it had been me but if not, it should only be you.”
 
“You seem mad,” Shane said. He leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.
 
“I will hear about it,” Ilya told him. “But that is a problem for Russia. I am not mad at you.” He stubbed out the remains of his cigarette and flicked it off the side of the building.
 
He moved toward Shane. The sound of his dress shoes clicking against the concrete was loud out here, but Shane didn’t open his eyes until Ilya was standing right in front of him.
 
“You’re leaving me anyway,” Shane said.
 
Ilya sighed against Shane’s lips. “Don’t you know if I could leave you I would have already?” he said in Russian.
 
“No fair,” Shane started to say, but Ilya kissed the rest of his words away. Ilya’s hands found Shane’s face as Shane’s hands grabbed at Ilya’s waist, pulling him closer, until he’s suddenly pushing him away. “What are you doing?” Shane asked, breathless. “We’re in public in tuxedos, anyone could see us?”
 
His hands were still on Ilya’s waist.
 
“Relax, no one is looking,” Ilya purred, leaning forward to kiss him again, but Shane twisted them both to push Ilya’s back against the wall.
 
“You don’t know that,” he said, voice low, his eyes on Ilya’s lips. “We have our own room, asshole.”
 
Ilya grinned. He ducked his head forward to steal another kiss. “We have our own bed, too.”
 
Shane smiled back. “I like our bed.” He smiled. “We don’t have to go back to the party, you know.”
 
“Shane Hollander,” Ilya said with a slow drawl, savoring the taste of Shane’s name on his lips. “Are you trying to seduce me?”
 
“Is it working?” Shane asked coyly.
 
Ilya grabbed Shane’s and pulled him closer, rubbing their cocks together. They were both already hard. “What do you think?” he whispered.
 
Shane laughed then, turning away. “Come on then!” he called back over his shoulder.
 
Ilya let him go first, just long enough to get a good look at Shane’s beautiful ass as the man walked toward the exit.
 
Which is why he didn’t see Scott Hunter appear right in front of Shane.
 
“Oh, hey Hollander, there you are,” the older man said. “I was just looking for you. Make sure you were okay. Big night for you.”
 
Ilya stepped forward, out of the shadows. “You were looking for me too, Hunter?”
 
Scott’s eyes snapped over to him; clearly, he hadn’t noticed Ilya was even there. “Uh, sure man. What are you guys still doing up here? It's been a while.”
 
“He's smoking,” Shane said, but Ilya said, “The view,” at the same time.
 
“Yeah I heard the view was great up here,” Scott said. He was looking at Shane again.
 
Then he licked his fucking lips, and Ilya’s nostrils flared. “Well, come take a look at it then,” Ilya commanded, waving his hand at the scene behind him.
 
“Jesus, what’s your problem kid?” Scott asked. Shane took a step to the side, heading turning to look at Ilya.
 
“Nothing, Hunter, you want view here is fucking view!” Fuck.
 
“I get you lost tonight, Rozanov, but you don’t have to take it out on me and Hollander,” Scott said.
 
“He’s not,” Shane insisted. “It’s not like that.”
 
“We were leaving,” Ilya said, moving to stand next to Shane.
 
“Okay, let’s go back to the party,” Scott said.
 
“No, ah…” Ilya started to say, but Shane said, “I’ve had enough people trying to shake my hand for tonight.”
 
“That’s fine. We can hang out here,” Scott said immediately. “You want to get another drink? I hear the bar up here is pretty good.”
 
“He’s had enough to drink,” Ilya said.

Both of the other men looked at him: Scott seemed annoyed, and Shane seemed… Ilya wasn’t sure. His eyes were wide and there was a flush to his cheeks that might have been the alcohol, might have been from Scott almost catching them together. Might have been from the kisses they’d just shared or the bed they had waiting for them.
 
Or maybe Shane wanted Ilya to leave, so he could be alone with Scott Hunter instead. He wasn’t 100% sure but if he had to bet, Ilya would put money down on Scott taking anything Shane offered.
 
He bit the inside of his cheek to keep himself from saying anything more.
 
“All right,” Scott said. “We can just hang out here.” He pointed at the two deck chairs closest to them, and asked Shane, “Wanna sit, rook?”
 
“Sure thing, Mr. Hunter,” Shane said, looking at Ilya with pleading eyes.
 
Does he want me to stay or does he want me to go? Fuck, why don’t I know this yet?
 
“So, Hollander, how does it feel to be Rookie of the Year,” Scott asked.
 
Shane looked up at Ilya. “Do you want to… grab another chair or something? Sit with us?” He bit his lip.
 
Ilya nodded, but sat on the wide arm of Shane’s chair instead of dragging another of the heavy lounge chairs over to where they were. He wanted to be as close to Shane as he could get away with, but it was more than that – sitting on Shane’s chair like that, because Shane asked him to be there, made him feel invited. He wasn’t getting in the way of Scott and Shane. Scott fucking Hunter was getting in the way of them.
 
“It feels amazing,” Shane said, smiling now. “I gave the actual trophy to my dad to take back to the room but it’s heavier than I expected. It feels like something important.”
 
“I felt the same way,” Scott said. He leaned back into his chair. “No matter what other awards I win, I know that from my year, I’m the only one who’s ever going to have that trophy.”
 
Ilya shifted, uncomfortable. He looked out at the city. It really was a spectacular view.
 
“Well, yeah, but it’s just one award,” Shane was saying. “Rozanov actually got more points than me this year.”
 
“Is good award,” Ilya told him. He looked down at Shane. “You deserve.”
 
“It could have gone to you,” Shane said. His eyes were such a beautiful brown.
 
“It didn’t,” Ilya replied. Shane started to say something else but Ilya shook his head. “Stop. I told you it would be you, remember? It was supposed to be you.”
 
Of course you deserved to win, Shane, Ilya wanted to say. You’re a better man than I am. But Scott Hunter was watching them both.
 
The way Shane was looking at him, soft and sure, let Ilya believe for a moment that maybe Shane understood.
 
“So Rozanov what you do have after this?” Scott asked.
 
“I go back,” Ilya said. He had to tear himself away from Shane’s face. “I will train in Russia this summer.”
 
“Must be nice,” Scott said.
 
Shane giggled.
 
Shane Hollander actually fucking giggled. Like a child. Possibly a drunk child. Ilya stared at him with wide eyes.
 
“No, sorry,” Shane said, waving a hand in the air like he was swatting away a fly. “It’s not funny.”
 
“You feeling okay there, Hollander?” Scott asked. He leaned forward in his chair. “You look a little pink.”
 
Shane shook his head, but the movement wasn’t as smooth as it should have been, like he was shaking his head under water. “M’fine,” he said. “I think the shots are hitting me now that I stopped moving.”
 
“You want me to get your parents?” Scott asked.
 
“No, no, they went to bed already. Anyway I’m a grown… adult. Person. I’m fine.”
 
“You want to go?” Ilya asked.
 
“In a minute. This is nice,” Shane sighed. He nudged Ilya with his shoulder.
 
“You know, I keep waiting for you two to punch each other,” Scott said.
 
“We tell people Rozanov and Hollander are friends, no one believes,” Ilya said with a shrug. He patted his pockets until he found his lighter. “I need a cigarette,” he said, nudging Shane with his elbow. “You want I go over there?”
 
Shane shook his head again. “There’s no… no smoking sign here,” he said with a grin. “You know, because… we’re. You know.”
 
“We are outside?” Ilya asked. A vague memory tickled his brain.
 
“Nooo,” Shane said. “You know, the smoking sign. Hello, I am Shane Hollander.”
 
“Ah, yes,” Ilya said, remembering. “I must be Ilya Rozanov. And I did beat you.”
 
The smile that lit up Shane’s face was worth the fact Scott Hunter got to see it too.
 
“Yeah, but I’m still nice, asshole,” Shane said.
 
“Yes, you are,” Ilya agreed. He got out a cigarette, lit it, and took a drag. He blew smoke out of the other side of his mouth, away from Shane.
 
“Will you stay in Canada, Hollander?”
 
Fuck, Scott is still here. Ilya kept forgetting. Maybe he’d drunk more than he realized too.
 
“Yes, Mr. Hunter,” Shane said, trying to be serious now, as if this were an interview. As if there'd be press about his answers later. “I alternate between Ottawa and Montreal in the off season, so I can see my parents but also keep up with my trainers.”
 
“Well if you wanted, you’re always welcome in New York. I’m sure the Admirals can get you some ice time.” Scott smiled, warm and open. Not at all someone Ilya should be punching in the face right now.
 
“That’s a really nice offer, sir,” Shane said. 
 
“I told you, please call me Scott. Can I call you Shane?”
 
“Nyet,” Ilya said under his breath.
 
“What was that?” Scott asked, narrowing his eyes.
 
“Nothing,” Shane said. “Sorry, Scott, yes I will let you know if I come to New York this summer.”
 
“Great! I’m always down to hang out. There’s a ton of great bars, restaurants. You like museums? New York has the best.”
 
“Yes, Hollander, let the dinosaur take you to visit his dinosaur friends in the museum. You can collect fossils instead of playing hockey.” Ilya took another drag off his cigarette.
 
“The fuck is your problem with me, kid?” Scott asked.
 
Ilya tried to think of an answer. He didn’t have one, not really, not one that could be put into words. What he had was a sickly feeling low in his stomach, and tension in his muscles he hadn’t been able to wish away. He had it every time Scott looked at Shane, and how the hell was he supposed to explain that?
 
“Do you know what kittens say in Japan?” Shane said, breaking the silence, his words slurring together a little now. He leaned against Ilya’s side.
 
“Hmm, what’s that?” Ilya asked, trying to calm himself down.
 
“They say nyao.” Shane looked very pleased with himself. “I looked it up.”
 
“Okay kitten,” Ilya said, standing. He stubbed his cigarette out on the arm of the deck chair and put the stub in his pocket. He reached out for Shane’s hands. “Time for you to go to bed, I think.”
 
“I’ll take him,” Scott said quickly, reaching a hand toward him. “Hollander, you got your room key?”
 
Shane nodded, but let Ilya pull him up instead of Scott. “Ilya has one too,” he said. “Everyone gets a room key.”
 
“Is fine, I know where his room is,” Ilya said. He got one arm around Shane’s back. “No need, Hunter. We’re good.”
 
“Yeah, I’m not letting you take him when he’s like this,” Scott said with a scoff.
 
“The fuck does that mean?” Ilya’s jaw twitched.
 
“Hey, hey, no fighting,” Shane said. “Let’s get another round and be friends.”
 
“No more vodka for you, Hollander,” Ilya said, instantly softening. “Time for water, yes? Then I let you brush your teeth and maybe we don’t throw up tonight, okay?”
 
“Yes, good plan,” Shane said with a nod. He threw his arm around around Ilya’s shoulders, and they walked toward the patio door.
 
“Fine but I’m going with you,” Scott said, following after them.
 
They managed to get to the elevator before Shane got wobbly, and Ilya silently prayed the other man could stay on his feet a little longer.
 
“What floor, rook?” Scott asked Shane.
 
“10,” Ilya answered for him.
 
“I didn’t ask you,” Scott replied. “Hollander, what floor are you on buddy?”
 
“Is the same answer,” Ilya said. “Thank you for your help,” he added as the elevator door opened. “I can take him from here.”
 
“No way,” Scott said, stepping into the elevator behind them. “Look I want to like you, kid, I really do, but I know your reputation. So let’s just get Hollander to his room without any problems.”
 
“You don’t fucking know anything,” Ilya said, pushing the button for their floor. Next to him, Shane was solid and warm.
 
“We’re friends,” Shane said. Scott looked at him, surprised. “Is a secret though, don’t tell anyone. Oh, really don’t tell Hayden okay? So many secrets.”
 
“Hollander, I think it’s quiet time now, yes?” Ilya said. He squeezed the other man tightly against his side.
 
“No it’s okay, Scott’s nice,” Shane said, a little whiny. “He won’t tell anyone.” Looking at Scott, Shane said in an exaggerated voice, “It’s Russia. Shhh.”
 
The elevator beeped at their floor.
 
“I got it,” Ilya tried to say, but Scott stepped past them out of the elevator with a determined look on his face.
 
“Not happening,” Scott said. “Hollander, what’s your room number?”
 
“1018,” Ilya and Shane both said at the same time. Ilya sighed, turning them both to walk toward their room, very aware of the heat coming off of Shane’s body where they were still pressed together, until they were in front of their door.
 
Shane fumbled in his pocket for a key card, patting at several of his pockets.
 
“I got it,” Ilya told him quietly, pulling his own from his coat pocket. It had the room number written on the little white envelope that encased it.
 
Scott stared at them both.
 
“Fuck,” Ilya said under his breath. He reached into Shane’s jacket to pull the other key card out from the inner pocket. He held them both up in front of Scott’s face, the numbers on each one the same. “Okay?” he asked.
 
Scott nodded, but didn’t say anything.
 
Ilya used one of the keys to get the door open. “Good night, Hunter” he said, trying to make a point.
 
Scott just laughed unpleasantly. “Not happening, kid. Let’s get him inside.”
 
Ilya rolled his eyes, but stuck between taking this conversation into their hotel room, or potentially arguing with Scott Hunter over a drunk Shane Hollander in a hotel hallway, what choice did he have?
 
Inside the room, Shane immediately sat down on the bed – and Ilya was suddenly very aware of the fact that there was only one fucking bed in the room – then slumped over with a smile on his face. “I love bed,” he said.
 
“Okay, time for jacket off,” Ilya said, getting Shane’s arms out of his tux jacket and folding it gently over the back of the desk chair. He looked at Scott, who was watching them with his arms crossed against his chest. “Water in little refrigerator, grab one please.”
 
Scott did, and tossed it to him. Ilya caught it easily, twisted the cap off, and held out in front of Shane’s face. “Sit up, drink this, and if you do a good job I help you take that tie off.”
 
“It’s so strangly,” Shane said, trying to tug at his bow tie with one hand as he pushed himself up with the other.
 
“Yes, yes, is terrible tie,” Ilya said softly. He leaned over. Shane tilted his head to the side to give Ilya access while he drank the water. Ilya carefully worked his fingers into the knot to get the tie undone, pulling it from Shane’s neck. He stood and set it on top of Shane’s jacket, then sat down on the bed. “You want minty toothpaste first or clothes that are not scratchy?”
 
“Hmm, clothes,” Shane said. He started to unbutton his shirt, but Ilya put one of his hands over Shane’s to stop him.
 
Turning to Scott, he said, “Is this enough, or do you need more of a show?”
 
Scott sighed. “This isn’t what I expected.”
 
“Yeah, sorry you cannot get Hollander alone tonight, but he is done socializing I think.” Ilya didn’t try to pretend he wasn’t pissed off.
 
“You think I was going to take advantage of him?” Scott asked. He seemed genuinely surprised.
 
“What, you thought I would?” Ilya countered.
 
“Ilya,” Shane whine softly. “Bed.”
 
“Okay, okay,” Ilya said. “But no more buttons for you. I get clothes then I help.” He went to the dresser and pulled out a pair of Shane’s soft black sweatpants and then from another drawer, his own well-worn Raiders tee. Then back to the bed, where he started to unbutton Shane’s dress shirt.
 
Shane didn’t object.
 
Scott sighed as Ilya got to the third button. “Hold on, kid, I don’t want to see any more.” Ilya paused. “I’m going to check on him in the morning, though.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, resigned to it.
 
“Okay,” Shane repeatedly brightly.
 
“Whatever this is, you two need to be a lot more fucking subtle,” Scott said. “You’re sharing a room for fuck’s sake.”
 
“Everyone thinks we hate each other,” Ilya said. “You did.”
 
“Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to last,” Scott said, a dark look crossing over his face. “You got aspirin? He’s going to need it.”
 
It’s possible that Scott Hunter is not the very worst person in hockey.
 
“Bathroom. I give to him.”
 
Scott nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something else, but left the room instead.
 
Ilya managed to get Shane out of his shirt and pants, then re-dressed before stripping out of his own tux, leaving his briefs but not bothering to put on anything else. He dragged Shane into the bathroom to brush his teeth, remembering from their short time in Ilya’s apartment together that Shane would hate himself in the morning if he didn’t brush his teeth before he slept. Maybe more than the fact that Scott fucking Hunter had seen them together in their hotel room.
 
Probably. Maybe Ilya didn’t need to tell him every detail about that conversation yet.
 
He batted Shane’s hands away when the other man tried to run them over Ilya’s naked chest. “Drunk boys do not make good choices,” he whispered in Shane’s ear before kissing his cheek. “Next time, Hollander.” He got them both into bed, sitting up against the headboard while Shane laid his head in Ilya’s lap.
 
“You can’t sleep like that,” Shane said. “Bad for your back.”
 
“Yes but I’m not going to be asleep yet,” Ilya said. “Want to make sure you don’t throw up in our bed.”
 
“Good idea. Tell me story?” Shane mumbled. “Bedtime story,” he added with a sleepy little nod.
 
“I don’t know any bedtime stories in English, sweetheart.”
 
“S’okay. Tell me in Russian.” There was a twitch at Shane’s mouth that might have been him trying to smile, if he weren’t more than halfway to passing out in Ilya’s lap. “Is pretty when you say Russian to me.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said with a smile. He reached down, more gentle than he’s ever been in his life, and brushed his fingers across the freckles on Shane’s cheek. “I think about this past year and I barely remember the hockey,” Ilya said in Russian. Shane stirred a little, but didn’t open his eyes.
 
Ilya kept going.
 
“I remember 1410. I remember putting my hand on the doorknob and walking out the door except that didn’t happen because you called after me with your questions and your beautiful freckles and I think I have been waiting for you to call after me ever since. One hand on the door, expecting you to want me to leave, and your voice pulling me back over and over.”
 
He sighed, and let himself run his fingers through Shane’s soft black hair.
 
“I don’t know why you keep doing it,” Ilya admitted. “I don’t know if I will ever understand it. But everywhere I look this last year, there you are. I think about kissing you for the first time, and the hundredth time, and they both feel new to me. I think about my first few months as a Raider and I’m thinking about missing you. I think about my first apartment, and that reminds me of the new apartment I needed to find because I was too embarrassed of the first one to ever take you there. I think about the expensive cars I will buy and how I chose a grey one first because I think you will like it better than the candy colored cars I want more.”
 
He paused then, listening to Shane breathe quietly. He can see his own name, ROZANOV, spelled out in faded yellow letters across Shane’s back, just above the top of the blankets.
 
“I want to dress you in all my clothes so everyone knows you’re mine,” Ilya said. “I can’t stop thinking about how greedy I am, how I’m going to ruin you, how you’re going to let me if you aren’t careful. I think about the way you confuse me and scare me and break my heart. And maybe you are ruining me too. Making me let you in. Making me let other people in, even though I know I’m going to fuck everything up. I think Marly is a good friend now because wanting to be good for you made me reach out to him, and I’m going to lose him because I lose everyone and it’ll be your fault for making me think I could keep him. I think about the way you tell me you’re proud of me and I deserve better like you really believe it, and for maybe a minute I might feel like I believe it too.
 
I barely remember the hockey from this season, but when I do it’s with you there – across from me at the faceoff, skating past me in the box, the way you held me during that fight with our goalies on the ice. I know I’m scoring and winning in between but what I remember is you. I know I watched the playoffs but some days I don’t even remember who won.
 
I think about dancing in that club with you. I think about 3 days that should have been 5 days, about photo shoots, about you stealing my hoodie. Fuck, Shane. You make me soft and you terrify me and you make me want to make the world into honey for you, and you make me want to burn it all to the ground if that’s what it would take to keep you warm.”
 
Ilya wiped away the tears forming in his eyes.
 
“I’m so stupid for you and I think you know and I keep waiting for you to use it to hurt me. I can’t imagine a world where we can be together. I feel like wanting that will kill me. You will murder me and I’ll thank you. What the fuck is wrong with me?”
 
He fell asleep sitting against the headboard, Shane Hollander in Ilya Rozanov’s lap, Ilya’s hand twisted in Shane’s hair, in a hotel room in Vegas they’re not supposed to be sharing.
 
Ilya’s alarm went off first, in the morning. He wriggled out from under Shane’s head and left him sleeping in their bed alone. He grabbed what’s left of the things he hadn’t packed yet before kissing Shane’s forehead as softly as he can.
 
Shane made a little whimpering noise as if he knew, somewhere deep in his dreams, that Ilya had to go.
 
Ilya left the caramel-colored hoodie folded up at the end of the bed.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    (Last edited 4/23/26)


  


      

  












      Chapter 17: Oh, Ilyusha, what have you done?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Buckle up and listen well, my beauties. This chapter is HARD. It's fucking Russia. It's earned some new tags:

Please always read the tags on a fic so you know what you're getting into and the choice to continue is always yours.

All the ways Ilya is broken over the summer, and one thing that puts him back together again.

Updated tags: Assault, Emotional/Psychological Abuse (Please note the assault is non-sexual)

Sexually, this chapter is SFW.



    Chapter Notes

      I've gone back and edited Ch 1 - 16. When I started posting this originally, it was all first drafts, not edited. I would go through and read it again on my phone once it was online, then fix the most obvious things, but after a while I realized that a) I could do better, b) I wanted to do better, and c) enough people were invested in reading this that y'all deserved the best version of this story. So printed out 50k+ words (200+ pages, double sided) and edited it by hand with a red pen because I worked in publishing and I am OLD SCHOOL. Also putting your writing into different formats (computer, phone, paper) helps you to see mistakes that your brain would happily glaze over if you didn't force it at gunpoint to it be a productive little bitch.

I fixed a lot of little things that shouldn't have a huge effect on the story but make it more polished: verb tenses, typos, some strange formatting, that kind of thing. I cleaned it up a bit too, by consolidating paragraphs where it made sense, and deleting some extraneous words/run on sentences.

There are a few lines which didn't exist in the previous version. I added those to the notes at the end of this chapter in case you want to go back and reread 1 thru 16 first. You don't have to! You can just read the extra lines below if you want, but I've put them at the end so you have the choice.

The bombing of the Moscow airport is a real thing that happened in Jan 2011. It would have occurred between Chapters 10 and 11 of this story, while Ilya is having his first major depressive episode of his rookie year. He would have heard about it but only registered it in a background sort of way that would have been a lot more real to him when he actually landed there.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Domodedovo_International_Airport_bombing


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Sveta met Ilya at Domodedovo airport when he landed. Last summer, just before his rookie year was due to begin, when Sveta had pulled him aside at a party and said, “We need a plan, Ilyusha,” they’d decided on this routine:
 
Ilya Rozanov doesn’t bring his laptop to Russia. He brings one phone from which he’s carefully deleted anything that could cause him trouble if his phone were confiscated by his father, or the police. His passport goes straight into Sveta’s hands at the airport, and is kept in her father’s safe until she takes him back to the airport at the end of the summer. Ilya brings money for his family as bank checks, not cash. He brings one cash card only, and his American drivers license is left at home in Boston.
 
His only suitcase is half-empty, and contains nothing he can’t live without. Maybe he will go shopping in Moscow and fill it up before he goes back to the US. Maybe he won’t. His overnight bag, a buttery soft leather he’d rather not lose but could also replace, contains newly-bought copies of his usual toiletries and a change of clothes (including sneakers) he won’t wear during the summer, in case he has to leave quickly enough that he doesn’t have time to grab anything more.
 
In case his father tries to stop him from going back. In case his brother invents a reason to haul him in to the police. In case Ilya is caught doing something he shouldn’t. In case news or photos or some other scandal breaks back in Boston while Ilya is stuck in Russia. In case Ilya needs to run.
 
In case, in case, in case.
 
It doesn’t mean anything bad will happen. But Ilya loves that Sveta thought about what could happen and made a plan. She was always looking after him like that, like he was a stray puppy she’d brought home but who kept pissing on the floor and needed someone to clean up the mess.
 
Domodedovo International was different this time. The suicide bombing in January had changed the air in the building. There were more police here, soldiers too, standing at every corner and watching. Ilya wasn’t a criminal in the strictest sense but as he walked from the luggage carousel he wondered which of them could see the crime of Shane Hollander written all over his skin.
 
He wanted to pull out his phone to look at the last text from Shane, the only one Ilya kept after deleting all of the others in the departure lounge at Logan while he waited to board. It just said Have a nice summer :) but Ilya thought it might mean I understand how it has to be. It could mean I’m wearing your clothes. He hoped it meant I miss you already.
 
It could also mean that Hollander wanted Rozanov to have a nice summer while they were on opposite sides of the world living opposite lives.
 
Sveta dropped Ilya at his father’s enormous flat, the one he’d been awarded almost a decade ago when he was an influential figure instead of a man inhabiting the memory of past accolades. They’d moved in a few months after Ilya’s mother passed away. He’d lost her, her garden, his childhood bedroom, his old school friends, and the dream of a happy life in such quick succession it felt sometimes that he’d blinked and his whole life had turned upside down. Polina had come with the new apartment, in a way. She’d appeared at his father’s side before they even finished unpacking, and they married only weeks later.
 
Polina had been a beautiful young woman when she became Ilya’s stepmother. He was still 12, and she was… twenty, he thought, trying to remember. Which would make her about 28 now. Except now, sitting across from her and his father at their dining room table, she looked much older. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, in his father’s too dark home with its old fashioned chandeliers instead of modern lamps. In a place lit for dinner parties and funerals, Polina had gone from a butterfly perched on his father’s arm to a widow, waiting for the services to begin.
 
Ilya didn’t know why, and worse, he was certain no one would tell him.
 
“I brought this for you, Papa,” Ilya said, sliding an envelope across the table toward his father. In Russian, of course, always Russian – they never spoke English here. He’d left that language behind in Boston the same way he’d abandoned his apartment, his car, the cashmere hoodie, and himself. Temporarily, he hoped. But being here, he could never be sure he’d be able to escape again.
 
Grigori Rozanov looked at his son with disapproving eyes. This didn’t concern Ilya; his father had never looked at him any other way. “What is this?” Grigori asked.
 
“$50,000 US,” Ilya said, nodding at his father. Bowing his head really, a sign of respect. A young lion acknowledging the beast that dominated their pride. “It is the first installment of my performance bonus, for exemplary skill this season. I have also arranged with my agent for monthly payments to your account.”
 
Grigori sat for a moment, his fingers running along the envelope but not opening it. “Did you forget your brother again?” he asked. “After all that Alexei has done for you?”
 
“No, Papa,” Ilya said quickly. “I have also money for him, and another monthly deposit to his account, separate from yours.”
 
“Hmm. Well, good. But $50,000 is so little. Your performance was not as exemplary as you think.”
 
“American tax system,” Ilya said with a shrug. “I pay taxes in the US and to Russia as well, so my payments are spread out over the year. This means I get less as a lump sum, but the deposits to your account is automatic. Alexei too. My agent helped me to make sure that my money goes to support my family.” The truth was that Ilya’s American agent was dead set against this set up, but went along with it grudgingly. And there were new accounts in Ilya’s name to help him hide the bulk of his assets from his family. The $100,000 he’d brought to Moscow, split between his father and brother, was no where near what he’d actually been paid, but enough – Ilya prayed – to keep them off his back until the end of August.
 
He could figure out next steps once he was back in Boston. As long as he made it back to Boston.
 
Polina said nothing, but her eyes never left the envelope on the table.
 
After a while, Ilya stood up. His father waved his hand dismissively, and Ilya fled the room.
 
During the day, Ilya worked out. He tells himself that there is no world in which Ilya Rozanov can’t return to the Raiders for his second season simply because he didn’t put in the effort, and the pressure he puts on himself helps for a the first few weeks. He stuck to the diet and exercise plan his trainers planned out for him, one that doesn’t include him getting on the ice until the first week of September, back in Boston. He could have been skating the whole summer – he has connections to the local rinks, local teams, but if he puts on skates he won’t be able to stop himself from flying down the ice.
 
Ilya Rozanov on the ice in Russia might draw the attention of people who think Ilya Rozanov looks too good on Russian ice to ever leave.
 
Mornings go like this: Ilya wakes up from a dream he can barely remember, usually hard and thinking of Shane. He jerks off in his bed in his father’s apartment, biting a pillow or his arm to keep from making any noise at all. Being caught jerking off would be embarrassing. The idea that anyone would hear Shane’s name breaking free from Ilya’s lips terrifies him, but he can’t stop touching himself and he can’t stop thinking of Shane’s face when he comes and he can’t stop being afraid. It’s also, disturbingly, the best part of his day. He has to limit these times to the early morning so he has the whole day to work out the terror which is beginning to live inside of his skin before the night comes back to claim him.
 
Then there’s a shower, a run – and once he’s outside, checking his phone to see if Jane has texted, closing his phone again because the chat sits empty, except for the one text he hasn’t deleted:
 
Jane: Have a nice summer :)
 
He stops for black Russian tea and 6 scrambled eggs at a cafe near his gym, does an hour of weights, then another hour of cardio, which usually ends in him running until his legs are weak because the treadmill doesn’t make him think of Shane the same way the exercise bikes do. Lunch is something easy but full of protein and carbs – some days that’s beef stew or a decent steak at a restaurant, and sometimes it’s a bowl of ground beef and rice at his father’s table. Some days Polina cooks for him. Other days she sits quietly near his father, her eyes on Ilya’s muscular biceps when Grigori isn’t looking.
 
He recognizes the want in her eyes, the need to escape by throwing yourself against another sweaty body in the dark. He goes for another run each afternoon and tries not to feel sorry for his father’s wife.
 
Over dinner, Ilya listens to his father explain why Ilya is a disappointment a hundred different ways. Sometimes the explanations are quiet, plain – a simple recitation of Ilya’s failures as if it’s already been decided. Other times Grigori is actively angry, and those meals are punctuated by little pieces of violence. Grigori’s hand smacking the table so loudly that Polina flinches. A plate thrown to the floor. Once, when Grigori remembered that Ilya had promised on US television to wear his rival’s jersey in public, a half-full crystal glass thrown toward Ilya’s head.
 
Yes, Papa. I’m sorry, Papa. I know I am lazy but I will work hard to become better.
 
At night Ilya goes to clubs but doesn’t pick up, as much as he wants to – and he does want to because it would help him not think for a while, but he doesn’t, because Shane. He has one good and pure thing in his life, and somehow even with all of his mistakes, Shane is willing to not only give him the space he needs this summer but will still want to touch him at some point after Ilya gets back to Boston. Ilya really doesn’t want to ruin that.
 
He is also certain that he’ll find a way to fuck it up eventually.
 
Jane: Have a nice summer :)
 
Most nights, Sveta is there. These are the best parts of Ilya’s visit, outside of his mornings with the memory of Shane. He smiles as they do rounds of shots with people who swear they’re old friends but who Ilya won’t remember in the morning. He smiles as he dances with beautiful women who either know he plays professional hockey or recognize the cost of his clothes, and either one makes them want him to remember their names.
 
He only stops smiling when he opens his phone, the soft glow lighting up his face against the darkness of the club. He bites his lip to keep his traitorous fingers from typing out a message he can’t take back. It’s always been all or nothing with Shane, Ilya has realized, so the only way to keep it from being everything is to keep himself from anything at all.
 
He keeps checking though. Just in case.
 
And if Sveta, the angel that she is, notices Ilya’s smile is more fragile than it has been in the past, more likely to slip off like a too-heavy mask before he can push it back into place, she says nothing.
 
Where Svetlana is a balm spread over ruined skin, Sasha is the sunburn. One night in a bathroom after Sasha has put his hands on Ilya for the fifth time and for the fifth time, Ilya has carefully moved away from Sasha’s touch, they argue.
 
Sasha doesn’t believe in boundaries, and doesn’t seem to notice if this push and pull hurts Ilya. Hurts to say yes, hurts to say no. Ilya knows that now, but it’s not because Sasha doesn’t care. He’s just so used to everything they do being tied together with sex and pain that the pain can no longer be separated, and the sex can only be used to hurt them both.
 
“I don’t have to bleed to feel something, not anymore,” Ilya yelled and instantly regretted it, because he knows after all these years that explaining what he meant will sound like pity to Sasha. So he doesn’t bother.
 
“I’m going to Paris so I won’t be here the next time you come home to Russia,” Sasha said in return, a sneer on his lips and tears in his eyes. “You are good for exactly one thing, Ilya Rozanov, and it isn’t hockey. If you can’t even give me that, what is the point of you?”
 
Sveta opened the door to tell them that their conversation wasn’t private anymore, since the whole club can hear them yelling, and maybe could you take your gay panic outside? Sasha pushed past her, disappearing into the crowded dance floor. Svetlana crossed her arms, looking at Ilya with a sad face, but said nothing.
 
This is what Ilya will remember about Sasha now, this boy who has been by his side for 6 years. Of course. Why would it ever be different?
 
Jane: Have a nice summer :)
 
Ilya thinks he’ll remember this summer for a long time.
 
Every day, Grigori tells Ilya how he has failed their family. After the first week, Ilya doesn’t see Alexei anymore, because his check has been cashed and Grigori doesn’t need Alexei to eat his disappointment when Ilya is right there. So it’s Ilya who gets to hear about how his father’s friends are ashamed of Ilya’s playing style, how he’s letting America make him too soft, how he spends his time with whores and faggots instead of playing in Russia for the KHL like a good Russian son.
 
Yes, Papa. I’m sorry, Papa. I know I am lazy but I will work hard to become better.
 
Grigori remembered again the bet Ilya made to wear Hollander’s jersey, catching Ilya with a sudden backhand slap that leaves a bruise on the side of his jaw for a week.
 
Polina fetched him a bag of frozen onions with shame on her face, but that didn’t stop her from letting her gaze slip down Ilya’s body. The longer he stays in his father’s home, Ilya thinks, the greater chance there is that his father’s wife will try something incredibly fucking dangerous for them both. He’s not sure if he should be pleased about the fact that he absolutely no interest in her advances, because at the same time it feels like further proof everyone in his life has reduced him to the two things his body does well enough to be noticed.
 
It’s harder that it was in June to believe Shane is any different. Ilya still does, but the surety has been replaced with a faint question at the back of his brain.
 
It was July now, and the summer is half over.
 
Jane: Have a nice summer :)
 
By August, Ilya is exhausted. Every day in Russia is the same. Think about Shane, furtive and shameful rutting against his own hand in his bedroom in his father’s home, run, food, gym, food, run again, Grigori’s voice moving around Ilya like the river moves around a rock which hasn’t yet been worn down. Nights at a club. Later, a bed that isn’t welcoming and dreams that can’t save him from the life that’s waiting for him when he wakes up again.
 
Both the river and the rock know that eventually, the river will win.
 
Some days Ilya thinks about a version of himself that gave in. He imagines what he would be if he gave up hockey, gave up America, gave up Shane Hollander. He’d grow his hair out, stop eating so much fucking protein, let himself get lean and lanky. Sharper. He’d get piercings because they would hurt. Because they would signal to anyone looking that he’s chosen a life outside of what his father expects from him. They’ll tell whoever looks that he likes to hurt himself. That he’s chosen pain, maybe because he enjoys it, maybe because he wants the way certain people will look at him as if they know the price they’ll have to pay to fuck him isn’t very high. He’ll get tattoos when the piercings aren’t enough. He’ll do drugs like his brother and Sasha. Maybe he’ll do so many drugs that parts of his brain melt out of his ears and then that voice in his head might be quieter. He’ll get drunk every day, go to bars and clubs and pick up, get fucked in alleys and sleep in gutters, until – quickly, but not quick enough – it kills him.
 
It feels like the life he deserves.
 
Jane: Have a nice summer :)
 
 
 
Toward the end of August, Ilya realized that he should be feeling excited to go back to Boston again soon, but he just… didn’t. He had settled into a routine that felt simple and suffocating at the same time, the hand at his throat no less deadly for the fact that it was a shape he had grown familiar with. Even the dinners with his father had grown dull. It was a recitation now. Grigori was only saying what everyone knew. There were no arguments to be made.
 
Ilya no longer jerked off in the mornings. He wasn’t sure when it had stopped. He stopped looking at his phone too. He’d had messages from most of his team over the summer, from his agent asking him to check his email to review the photos from the shoot in Chicago – which he knew he absolutely could not open while he was still in Russia – but nothing from Jane.
 
Every day was the same. Run, eat, train, dinner, drink, fall into bed alone. Smile, Ilya, smile.


Nothing changed, except the speed at which his thoughts bulleted through Ilya’s brain. His body was falling away beneath him but his brain was spinning up like a cyclotron. A week before he was due to meet Sveta at the airport for their flight back to the US, Ilya stopped sleeping through the night. Whatever comfort he had found in those hazy dreams which always faded as soon as he opened his eyes was lost when Ilya no longer slept enough to dream at all.
 
Yes, Papa. I’m sorry, Papa. I know I am lazy but I will work hard to become better.
 
“If you can’t even give me that, what is the point of you?”
 
Jane: Have a nice summer :)
 
 
Two days before he’s supposed to fly back, he comes to on the dining room floor. Somewhere above him, Grigori is screaming at him. Somewhere else, Polina is screaming at Ilya’s father. A kick lands heavily on his ribs, and Ilya coughs hard. He was dimly aware that his ribs hurt in a different place than this kick, that whatever was happening in that moment had been happening long enough that he passed out before waking up again. When he heard his father's heavy footsteps moving out of the room, Ilya pushed himself up off of the floor. There was broken glass a few feet away. Polina must have gotten herself locked away somewhere safe because he can hear Grigori banging on a door.
 
He always told himself that if his father went after his new wife the way he had gone after Ilya’s mother, he would step in. He’s strong and fast. Taller than Grigori now. Younger. A hockey player known for fighting on the ice.
 
But while his father is screaming at Polina from the other side of a locked door, Ilya grabbed his bag from the bedroom – leaving his suitcase behind – and ran.
 
Sveta took one look at the pitiful animal on her doorstep and changed their tickets to the next flight back to Boston.
 
Their plane touched down at Logan before Ilya finally let himself believe that he wasn’t in Russia anymore. Last year it took weeks for him to let that truth settle into his bones, and this year will probably be worse, but the first step is believing this: I am not there anymore. I am here. I am here.
 
He wanted to text Shane that he was coming back a day early. He wanted to call Shane just to hear his voice. He needed to know Shane would still take his calls. He's terrified to find out that he won't.
 
But Ilya no longer remembers how to lie to Shane, and if he called now he would have to lie. At least until he’s safe in his own home and has a chance to heal. So he opened his phone for the hundredth time but doesn’t do anything with it. Instead he smiled at Sveta and they went to hail a cab. Whatever she sees on his face, she keeps to herself.
 
By the time they get to his building, Sveta has to help Ilya to his own door. She had her rolling suitcase of course, and Ilya’s leather bag was sitting on top of it, but her other arm was around his waist and he had one of his arms around her shoulders so they managed. His other arm was wrapped tight around his ribs. After 12 hours on a plane he was fairly sure nothing is broken but he’d been upright for too long and even breathing hurt now. He needed vodka, rest, and
 
Shane
 
Ilya shook the thought out of his head as he entered the door code and headed inside.
 
Immediately, he realized something was wrong. There was a light on in the living room. Ilya didn’t leave anything on when he left; he had double and triple checked. The idea that his apartment might burn down while he was away was too frightening, and he’d spent the week before Vegas running over a checklist in his head of everything that might short out if it were left on all summer without anyone there to watch the place. He was certain this light had not been on when he left.
 
“Stay,” he ordered, leaving Sveta just inside the door. He moved as quietly as he could, walking through his living room as if an intruder might tackle him at any moment. He heard Sveta start forward after a minute but waved her back with a hiss.
 
His apartment looked clean and almost exactly as he’d left it. Nothing seemed to be missing – his laptop and credit cards were still on the kitchen island where he’d left them before his trip. But there was something about the air that felt… lived in. There was no other sign though, so Ilya told himself it was an overreaction. The hypervigilance he wore like it was painted on his skin in Russia hadn’t been washed away yet. That was all. He turned, shrugging at Sveta to say I guess we’re okay. She flipped on the light switches near the front door, which controlled the overhead lights in the hallway leading to his bedroom, and the ones over the kitchen.
 
That’s when Ilya noticed it.
 
The dishes in the drying rack next to his sink were damp.
 
Someone had been in his apartment within the last few hours but only two people had the code to his door. He’d changed the cleaning schedule months ago so they could only come when he was there, and knew not to try while he was out of the country. Sveta had been with him in Russia for the entire summer, and the other person wouldn’t have even known to be here now, a day before Ilya had expected to be home. The other person was in Canada. The other person he had dreamed about for weeks, the person he hadn’t wanted to see him this way – with scars in his brain and bruises on his ribs – the person he had no right to expect would even want him after months of no contact was definitely not in Ilya’s apartment right now.
 
He sprinted toward his bedroom anyway. Distantly he realized Sveta was right behind him.
 
She gasped out loud as she came to a stop next to him, her hands flying together in front of her chest in shameless delight. “Oh, Ilyusha,” she said in Russian, her voice barely holding back laughter, “what have you done?”
 
Ilya could barely breathe. He put out one hand to steady himself against the door frame as his knees trembled.
 
Sleeping in Ilya’s bed in the dark, his back to them so the faded Raiders shirt he wore was fully on display in the light from the hallway, was Shane Hollander.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    There are extra/updated lines in Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 11, 14, 16

Ch 1:

Ilya hadn't. Girls, he did. Boys too, a few times. But girlfriends? He'd never had the chance.

Or never wanted to, probably. Same thing, right?

Ch 2:

"What's my name going to be?" 

Ilya grinned. "Jane."

Ch 3:

He'd been offered a chance to billet with a veteran player instead, which most rookies did, but after a summer with his father and step-mother the idea of being forced to share a space - breathing someone else's air - waiting for someone else's anger to change the shape of his days... He'd rather live alone. For now.

Ch 4:

"I know it's last minute, and fuck maybe coming to mine is too much for you, I can figure somewhere else out if you want."

“Yes, okay. We do that. Your apartment.” Ilya sighed into the phone because Shane was right, it was too much, what they had was never meant to be more than a hotel room and a one-night stand, but here they were. "I want to see it."

Ch 11

for checking Montreal's center harder than necessary the week before (though if Shane asked about it, Ilya was definitely going to lie)

Ch 14

standing next to Shane

Ch 16

"The ones you gave me."

- a keychain shaped like a piece of cheddar


  


      

  












      Chapter 18: Why is Hollander here?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya has come home from Russia with bruises to find Shane asleep in his bed. He's scolded by Sveta, bandaged by Shane, and interrupted by Cliff Marleau. Shane helps him have a vulnerable moment, and he finally answers the question about whether he likes Shane for more than sex.

Updated tag: Top/Bottom Versatile | Switch Ilya Rozanov

NSFW chapter.



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  Shane stirred, rubbing his eyes as he rolled over to face the door. “Ilya?” he asked sleepily, sitting upright. He looked so beautiful in the low light spilling in from the hallway, wearing Ilya’s shirt, sitting in Ilya’s bed. It’s so much like the dreams Ilya had in Russia that he can’t speak, can’t move, in case either of those things is what wakes him up.
 
Ilya is suddenly horrified to think he might still be there, in Russia, in the bed in his father’s apartment, dreaming of Shane Hollander. That he’s moments away from waking up alone.
 
“Why are you here already?” Shane asked, wrinkling his brow in confusion. “Oh, fuck,” he added, looking at Svetlana properly for the first time. “Fuck, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know you were bringing anyone back with you.” He stood up, letting the blankets fall away to reveal he was wearing only boxers and the tee shirt. He looked around until he found the pile of clothes neatly folded on the chair Ilya had positioned near the bed. “I was just, uh… house sitting?” Shane said as he grabbed a pair of black sweatpants, “I shouldn’t be here. I’m so sorry.”
 
Somewhere in the middle of that Svetlana started to laugh. “Wow, he is a terrible liar,” she told Ilya in Russian.
 
“Fuck off, Sveta,” Ilya growled back. In English, he said, “Shane, wait, please -” as he started to walk toward him, but after a few steps he groaned and wrapped his arms around his ribs.
 
Shane moved to Ilya’s side, pants forgotten. “What happened?” he asked softly, his hands carefully peeling Ilya’s arms away from his body. “Let me look?”
 
Ilya nodded.
 
“Turn the lights on please,” Shane said to Sveta, pulling Ilya’s jacket off as the bedroom lit up. Shane set the jacket loosely on the chair, then turned back to the grey Adidas tee Ilya had on underneath. Shane managed to get it off of him, though Ilya winced when he had to lift his arms over his head.
 
Shane’s breath caught as he traced the outline of Ilya’s bruises, not pressing hard enough to hurt. If Shane was touching only the edges where pristine flesh became injuries, then the damage was bigger than Ilya had realized, covering his ribs and chest, reaching around to his back. He hadn’t let himself look at it yet.
 
Shane’s fingers were exquisitely gentle. “What happened?” he asked again, his voice calm.
 
“Hockey,” Ilya managed to get out. “Checked too hard, I’m fine.” He knows he isn't believable as soon as the words leave his mouth.
 
Shane looked up at him then, studying Ilya’s face. His deep brown eyes were very wet. “Ilya, please don’t lie to me.”
 
Ilya tried to shrug. “I did not know you would be here,” as if that excused anything.
 
“You need to tell him,” Sveta said in English.
 
“It’s nothing,” Ilya tried again.
 
“Ilya,” Shane said, his fingers still moving, barely brushing against the surface of Ilya’s skin. “This one is a boot print.” There was something in his voice Ilya had never heard before.
 
He is ashamed of you, the voice in his head told him.
 
“I can’t…” Ilya started to say before stopping himself. His eyes filled with tears, spilling over to run down his cheeks. “Please don’t be angry at me.”
 
“Oh,” Shane said, soft like it was an exhale of breath leaving his body. He folded Ilya into his arms, careful not to touch any of the bruises. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he murmured into Ilya’s neck. “You’re home now, okay? I’m here.”
 
Whatever Ilya had been using to keep himself upright and stop himself from crying just… drained away. He sunk against Shane’s body, sobbing loudly into the other man’s shoulder. Shane moved them both slowly, bringing Ilya to the bed without letting go, until he was sitting on the bed and had pulled Ilya into his lap. “It’s okay,” he said, fingers in Ilya’s hair. “Just tell me who did this.”
 
Sveta spoke first. “It was his father, or his brother. He wouldn’t tell me either. But it was one of them.”
 
“Oh, Ilya,” Shane sighed, still stroking his hair, Ilya’s legs on either side of Shane’s, their arms wrapped around each other.
 
They sat quietly, long enough Ilya thought the conversation might be over. He forced himself to breathe, to stop the tears. He couldn’t quite let go of Shane though, not yet.
 
“I’m going to fucking kill them,” Shane said then. Simple. Decided. Another of Shane Hollander’s facts. “Do you understand me? I’m going to fucking kill them both.”
 
By the time the three of them fell asleep, he’d let someone take his shoes and pants off, and he was tucked into the middle of the bed with Sveta on one side and Shane on the side closest to the door. If there had been a conversation about this arrangement, Ilya didn’t hear it.
 
He woke alone in his bed the next afternoon, sunlight streaming in through the bedroom windows. His phone told him it was almost 3 PM; the pile of Shane’s clothes that had been folded on the chair were gone.
 
Jane: Have a great summer :)
 
There were no new texts.
 
What is the point of making it back just for him to see how weak you are? Better to have stayed in Russia.
 
He pissed and threw cold water on his face, then checked out his bruises in the bathroom mirror. They were huge purple things, and Shane was right, at least one of them was definitely in the shape of his father’s boot. He twisted painfully, trying to see them all. He also had a black eye he hadn’t realized was there, and if he poked his scalp gently, he could feel another bruise hidden under his hair.
 
Ilya rinsed his mouth out with water, not bothering to brush his teeth. He was planning to get drunk very soon anyway.
 
He padded out to the living room, expecting it to be empty, but stopped when he saw Sveta leaning over the kitchen island with her hand on Shane’s arm. Shane had his back to Ilya, ROZANOV still stretched across his muscular shoulders. Sweatpants now, and Ilya idly missed seeing Shane’s thick thighs. He was nodding as if he was agreeing to something. Sveta’s face looked pained, but she smiled kindly.
 
“I thought you left,” Ilya croaked out.
 
Shane turned, wiping at his eyes and fixing half a smile on his face. “We were letting you sleep,” he said. “Do you want coffee?”
 
Ilya nodded. He moved closer, scratching at this chest sleepily. “Coffee first, then shower I think.”
 
“Well, I should go,” Sveta said.
 
“You don’t have to,” Ilya replied in Russian. “I don’t want you to leave.”
 
“I only stayed until you were awake so you’d know I wasn’t leaving you alone. But you aren’t alone, are you? Your Jane is here.”
 
“Did he tell you that?”
 
“Of course not, but I am not an idiot, Ilyusha. Neither is Shane Hollander.”
 
“He doesn’t speak Russian but he knows his own fucking name, Sveta.”
 
She laughed brightly. “Oops.”
 
Shane got up then. “I’m just going to use the bathroom,” he said, his fingers gently grazing Ilya’s shoulder as he slipped past him into the hall.
 
“You’re a fucking menace,” Ilya said.
 
Sveta stuck her tongue out playfully. “I’m an angel and you love me.”
 
“That too. What did you tell him?”
 
“About you? Not much. He didn’t like the idea I might say something you didn’t want him to know. And he didn’t want to tell me anything about your relationship either. He spent the first hour insisting he had a brand deal in town, that he was staying overnight and didn’t mean to be in the way. I had to tell him a dozen times that he was not in my way.” She paused then, for a moment. “Even after I told him plainly that I knew you two were sleeping together, he still insisted it was nothing to you. Kept saying you thought he was boring but you liked to fuck him.”
 
“I do like to fuck him.”




“Do you want to lose him?”




Ilya clenched his jaw. “What is there to lose? We can’t be anything, you know that better than anyone.”
 
“Ilyusha, I know I give you a hard time but even you are not that fucking stupid. You cannot possibly tell me you look at him and don’t feel anything. He was waiting in your fucking apartment for you to get back from Russia. Without expecting anything. Just waiting, for you. Tell me you understand what that means.”
 
But he didn’t, not really. He shrugged, looking away.
 
“Goddammit Ilya, don’t fuck this up,” she said. “He doesn’t want to give away your secrets. He cares about you. You did not see his face when talking about your family, but I did. You deserve to be cared for like that.”
 
Ilya had heard some variation of “you deserve good things” from her so many times by now that he knew she meant it, even though he’d never been able to believe it himself. Luckily, Shane returned from the bathroom, moving past Ilya to settle back in at the kitchen table.
 
“Goodbye, Shane Hollander,” Sveta said, in English. “Please get your mother to call me.” She patted his hand gently.
 
Shane laughed then. “It was really nice to meet you, Miss Vetrova.”
 
Sveta grinned at Ilya, shaking her head. “I’d ask you where you found this one, but I know exactly where it was.”
 
“You really don’t,” Ilya said, aiming for playful. He got a raised eyebrow from Sveta in return, but Shane wore a faint smile.
 
Then she kissed Ilya on the cheek, waved goodbye to Shane, and pulled her suitcase out the door.
 
“That was a lot of Russian,” Shane said quietly. He was no longer smiling.
 
“Sorry. Together we are very Russian,” Ilya joked.
 
“That’s not what I meant,” Shane said, but Ilya waved his hands to cut him off.
 
“I know what you mean. Sveta has opinions, that’s all.”
 
“Opinions about me?”
 
“Yes. Nothing bad. Mostly that I am an idiot.”
 
“Oh. Because of… being with me?”
 
Ilya sighed. “Because of me. She thinks…” He couldn’t bring himself to say.
 
“She doesn’t like me?” Shane sounded very small and much too far away.
 
“No, not that. She likes you very much. Sveta thinks… She wants me to believe that I have something to offer you.” He tried to smile but it came out crooked. “I think I should go back to bed,” he added, before Shane could tell him there was nothing he wanted from Ilya, not anymore.
 
“Do you want me to leave?” Shane said instead.
 
“No.”
 
“Okay.” No arguing. No asking questions Ilya couldn’t answer standing up in his living room in broad daylight. Just moving toward Ilya’s bedroom and the bed.
 
“Wait,” Ilya said. “I need shower first.” He showered alone. Shane didn’t ask or offer. He simply leaned against a wall in Ilya’s bedroom, waiting.
 
After washing his chest and back timidly, afraid to touch his bruises, and thoroughly scrubbing everywhere else, Ilya dried off, leaving the towel in the bathroom. He got into bed naked. Shane shed all of his own clothes and joined him but said nothing as they settled in a position which seemed to bother Ilya’s ribs the least.
 
It wasn’t sexual, them touching each other this way, which was probably a first. Two bodies under his blankets, in his bedroom in Boston, in his bed, slotted together – carefully, around his injuries – different from how they’d been in the past but fitting the same way they always did. Perfectly.
 
“You are very quiet,” Ilya said nervously.
 
“I think your head must be loud after… everything,” Shane said. He kissed Ilya’s shoulder. “I don’t want to make it louder.”
 
“You don’t,” Ilya promised him, because it was true, and because it was all he could handle saying right then.
 
The sun was setting when Ilya woke again. He was still on his side, facing away from the bedroom door, with Shane behind him. It was the least painful position he could sleep in, and even though Shane usually took the other side (in both of their beds) for some reason he kept putting himself between Ilya and the rest of the world. He didn’t talk about it. He had simply moved Ilya over and that was it.
 
Shane’s body was warm against his back. He was breathing steadily, probably asleep, but Ilya could feel Shane’s hips pressed tight against his ass. It made him… want, something.
 
He felt vulnerable, alone in the dark with Shane after all this time. No, that wasn’t right, it wasn’t the distance or the calendar that made him feel cracked open inside, waiting for the next terrible thing to claw its way into his brain or his chest. The last time he’d come back from Russia was different than this. He’d still been fucking other people last summer, finding dozens of ways to distract himself from his family drama. He’d come home alone to an empty apartment in Boston and he’d had time to piece himself back together before he had to meet his team, start his rookie year. This year he’d come back exposed, raw, like his muscles had been flayed so far down into the meat that his nerve endings were practically outside of his body, with the two people who knew him best watching his every move.
 
It made him… fuck. He could barely form the words inside his own head before they were shoved back down into the dark. But desire was still there, building in his lower belly.
 
He pushed his hips back, slowly brushing his ass against Shane’s soft, sleeping cock.
 
Shane’s breathing changed a little. Nothing else did; he still had one arm above his head, spread across the top of Ilya’s pillow, his other hand perched on top of Ilya’s hip bone.
 
Ilya reached back, finding Shane’s hip with his hand, holding him tightly. He moved his ass again, pushing back into Shane. Testing.
 
“Hey,” Shane said, voice gravelly with sleep. “You’re awake?”
 
Ilya hummed in response. “I like this,” he said quietly.
 
“Yeah?” Shane asked.
 
Ilya shifted again, pushing back against Shane’s hips. He could feel Shane’s growing erection press against him as Shane woke up properly. “Yes.” His own dick was fully hard already.
 
“What do you need from me?” Shane whispered, kissing Ilya’s shoulder, the back of his neck.
 
“I don’t know,” Ilya admitted. “I think… you are right that I have too many thoughts.”
 
Shane gripped Ilya’s hip tighter. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
“No.” And then, “Not now.”
 
Shane kissed Ilya’s shoulder again. That was all. He didn’t push his own hips forward. His hands didn’t drift. He didn’t ask for anything Ilya couldn’t give him. He was just there.
 
After a few minutes, Ilya moved again, not just pressing against Shane now but rubbing against him. He was rewarded with a gasp, and smiled in the dark.
 
“Ilya…” Shane started to say. A plea, or a warning, maybe.
 
“Will you fuck me?” Ilya said, his voice trembling.
 
“How are your ribs?” Shane asked. “I can maybe ride you if you lie on your back but I’m not sure… I don’t want to hurt you.” His hands were drifting over Ilya’s hip, down the top of his thigh.
 
“No, sweetheart,” Ilya said. “I need you to fuck me.”
 
Shane went very still. “How?”
 
Ilya silently cursed himself for not having this conversation before. He wasn’t sure if Shane – beautiful, responsive Shane, who let Ilya bend him half without complaint and shuddered when Ilya said good boy, you’re taking me so well – even wanted to top. Ilya was less sure whether he wanted the other man’s dick inside of him like that. Maybe, under the perfect circumstances, but that wasn’t what this was. Not now, not with his father’s anger written on his skin, not when being used by Shane in a way that felt wrong might be the thing that broke him forever.




He didn’t want to be broken anymore. He wanted someone to take him apart and put him back together.
 
“Fingers?” Ilya asked, chest aching.
 
“Yes,” Shane replied into the back of Ilya’s neck.
 
It started with kisses. Butterfly kisses skating across the surface of Ilya’s skin. Shane’s lips on the back of his neck, moving down his back as soft as a breeze, picking up pressure as they moved past Ilya's injuries to the curve of his ass. Shane bit gently at the thickest part, licked up the side to find Ilya’s hip bone, then planted more kisses from his hip down the side of his thigh. The whole time he was careful not to move Ilya’s body at all.
 
Ilya slid the pillow down his chest to give him something to lean on as he bent closer to the bed. Not flat on his stomach, but the best he could do under the circumstances.
 
Shane slid one hand along the back of Ilya’s legs, moving one up, 90 degrees from the other, creating access but still giving Ilya a way to prop himself up if he needed it. “This okay?” he asked.
 
“Yes,” Ilya whispered.
 
“You’re okay,” Shane said, kissing Ilya’s hip again. “I’ve got you.”
 
Ilya heard the slide of his night table drawer opening, a rustling sound, then the drawer shutting again. He heard the lid of the lube bottle clicking open. Then one slicked up hand reached around to stroke Ilya’s cock.
 
He let a moan escape his lips.
 
Shane bent over Ilya’s hip, kissing the side of his thigh. “Do you still want?”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. He felt softer than he expect. In his body but far more relaxed than he should be. Yes was all he could get out.
 
He felt Shane’s finger trail down the crack of his ass and find the rim of his entrance, circling it as Ilya’s breath caught. Slowly, one finger slid inside. Not all the way, just up to a knuckle maybe.
 
“Yes,” Ilya said again, his voice strangled with need. “Please.”
 
“I got you,” Shane said. “You’re doing so good.” His voice was low and sweet. He moved his hand then, pushing his finger all the way in.
 
Ilya’s breath came faster as his heart sped up. Shane’s finger moved almost all of the way out again, slowly, before sliding back in again.
 
“More,” Ilya said.
 
“I will,” Shane told him. “Soon.”
 
Shane pulled his finger all of the way out but before Ilya could complain, he heard the cap of the lube bottle again. Then Shane leaned forward, putting his body across Ilya’s hip and thigh. “Is this okay?” he asked. “Not too heavy?”
 
“Is good. Please fuck me.” He was trembling, he could feel it, but he couldn’t stop himself.
 
“Shh, Ilya, I’m here. I have you.”
 
Shane was facing away from Ilya, his head close to Ilya’s knee, the one bent up away from his body. Shane’s left hand found Ilya’s cock, stroked it. He’d put lube on that hand too so it was slick as he pulled up Ilya’s length, curving around the tip until Ilya groaned with pleasure, before stroking back down.
 
With his other hand, he slid two fingers into Ilya’s ass. The stretch was slippery from the lube, burning a little. Ilya was so tight and the feeling of fullness he craved wasn’t quite met by Shane’s long fingers but it was good, so good, so much better than it had any right to be, and Ilya felt himself drifting away.
 
“You’re opening for me so well, Ilya. God, you feel so good,” Shane moaned against Ilya’s thigh. “You’re so hot for me.”
 
Ilya whined, deep in his throat, split between his desire to thrust up into Shane’s hand and push his ass back to take Shane’s fingers deeper at the same time. “More, more,” he panted in Russian before switching to English and repeating his request.
 
Shane gave it to him. Two fingers were replaced by three, and then he was thrusting his fingers inside of Ilya properly. The hand on his cock slowed but the hand against his ass sped up, fingers brushing against his prostate with every stroke. Ilya’s head went back against his will, his eyes squeezed shut.
 
“Are you going to come for me, Ilya?” Shane asked, his voice hoarse.
 
Shane, Shane, Shane
 
The sound of Shane’s breathing, hot against his skin, mixed with the vulgar sound of Shane’s slick fingers slapping against Ilya’s entrance over and over. Ilya cried out in Russian though he had no idea what he said. His cock shuddered as the orgasm rode over him in waves, drowning him in the feeling of Shane inside of him and on top of him and stroking him at the same time.
 
He was only half back to himself when Shane’s hands disappeared. He felt one hand brace against his hip and Shane leaned back on his heels, and heard more than felt Shane stroking himself hard and fast.
 
“Fuck, Ilya, I’m coming,” he groaned before Ilya felt his release splatter over Ilya’s hip and thigh.
 
Shane fell back on the bed with a laugh.
 
“Was okay?” Ilya asked.
 
“How do you keep getting hotter?” Shane asked, rolling on to his side to find Ilya’s lips for a greedy kiss. “Like seriously, how is that possible?”
 
“Is your fault,” Ilya said. “Second-best player in the MLH makes me weak.”
 
“You’re not weak,” Shane said, his face suddenly serious. “Hey,” he said, grabbing for Ilya’s chin as he tried to look away. “You’re not, okay? You’re the strongest person I know.”
 
Ilya waited for his father’s voice in his head to respond but there was nothing. So he let Shane pull him up into the bathroom for a shower.
 
“How long can you stay?” Ilya asked, after Shane had washed and dried them both, then changed the sheets on the bed.
 
“I have a flight back in…” Shane checked the time on his phone, “about 40 hours. I got in last night. I thought you weren’t getting back until today so I’d be here to surprise you. Belated birthday present.” The tops of his ears went red, and he shrugged. “Surprise?”
 
“Good surprise. We need food,” Ilya decided, grabbing his own phone and pulling up a menu he had bookmarked. “Here, do they have anything you can eat?”
 
It was Thai food which worked for Shane; he choose a spicy shrimp dish with a lot of vegetables and asked to try a bite of everything else Ilya was getting, his diet apparently a little less strict during the off season. They ordered twice as much as they needed to have leftovers for later. Ilya wasn’t going to want to stand in the kitchen for a few days, and he wasn’t sure if Shane could cook – he knew the other man had a meal service and he’d seen him make his weird smoothies on sleepy mornings in Montreal, but otherwise they’d ordered in or gone to a restaurant every time they’d been together.
 
“We should get dressed, and I want to tape up your ribs,” Shane said. Ilya whined about both of these things but gave in.
 
He had wandered into the living room and started to straighten up when Shane called out from his bedroom, “Ilya, please sit down.”
 
“I can put my own things away, Shane,” Ilya called back. He had dressed in loose boxers and a pair of his black joggers; the apartment was warm enough he might have gone without a shirt even if he wasn’t injured.
 
“Have you seen your ribs? Sit the fuck down while I find your tape.”
 
“Under the sink in the guest bathroom,” Ilya yelled.
 
“I’m serious,” Shane said as he passed through the living room. Ilya put up his hands in mock protest and sank into one of the chairs around his kitchen island.
 
The doorbell rang a minute later. “Food is here!”
 
“Don’t you dare,” Shane yelled from the guest bathroom but Ilya was already on the way to the door.
 
He opened it, looking down at first because the delivery guy usually left the food on the ground, but saw only a pair of large feet. Which became legs like tree trunks and a wide chest as Ilya raised his eyes to Cliff Marleau’s face.
 
“What the fuck?” Marly asked, staring at the huge bruise that wrapped around Ilya’s chest, at his black eye.
 
At the same moment, Shane said, “I swear to god, Rozanov, I am going to beat your ass if you don’t sit back down,” and walked into the entryway.
 
Marly shot past like he was on the ice, grabbing Shane’s shirt and shoving him against the wall.
 
“What did you do, Hollander?” he yelled.
 
Shane widened his eyes but didn’t fight back, or drop the tape in his hand.
 
Ilya was on them a moment later, both hands out to push Marly aside. “Don’t you fucking touch him!” he yelled.
 
Marly stepped back, surprised, looking from Shane to Ilya, who had one fist raised.
 
“Ilya,” Shane said quietly. “I’m okay.”
 
Ilya could feel the snarl on his face. He was breathing hard, too hard, and he tried to put his hand down but he couldn’t make himself do it. He took half a step toward Marly.
 
“Ilyusha, stop,” Shane snapped.
 
The fight bled out of him then, suddenly. He turned around and buried his face in Shane’s neck, Shane’s strong arms coming up to hold him.
 
“Man, I waited at the airport for you,” Marly was saying. “I was supposed to pick you up, remember? But your flight landed without you and you weren’t answering your texts so I came here.”
 
Ilya did dimly remember that they’d arranged for this, months before. He also realized he’d turned his notifications off weeks ago and stopped opening any other text thread than Jane’s.
 
“He got jumped outside of a club in Moscow,” Shane lied, the words dripping from his tongue so easily. “His friend Svetlana brought him back a day early. Please don’t blame him, he’s having a hard time sleeping with his injury.”
 
“Yeah, okay. Shit, I’m sorry, dude, I just saw his chest like that and, what you said…”
 
“I get it,” Shane said.
 
Ilyu let go of Shane to look at his friend. “Sorry too,” he said. “Just tired.” He rubbed his face. “I need to sit.”
 
They followed him into the kitchen, where he found a chair before Shane got to work with the tape. The doorbell rang again; Marly went to fetch their food at Shane’s request.
 
“That’s the best I can do, I think,” Shane said finally.
 
Ilya took a deep breath. “Better,” he said. “Marly, you stay for food?”
 
“If it’s okay with Hollander.”
 
Shane nodded. “Yeah, of course.” He moved silently around the kitchen, finding plates and utensils, grabbing a few drinks from the fridge – his ginger ale and Ilya’s coke, a beer for Cliff.
 
They ate without saying anything for a while.
 
Shane was putting their plates in the sink when Marly spoke up. “So, I get all that about the flight and everything, but… why is Hollander here?”
 
“He is my friend, Marly,” Ilya said. “Same as you.” Well, not exactly the same.
 
“Yeah but he’s your friend that lives in Canada. It’s not like he just dropped in to check on you.”
 
Ilya took a sip of his drink, using the pause to look at Shane, who gave a tiny shrug before turning on the water in the kitchen sink.
 
“That is true,” Ilya said carefully. “He was here when I got back.”
 
“Oh,” Marly said. “Okay.”
 
Shane finished washing the dishes, then took his place at the counter again.
 
“So you met Svetlana?” Marly asked.
 
“Oh, yeah,” Shane laughed. “She’s intense.”
 
Marly nodded. “Don’t I know it. I’ve only met her a few times but she excites and terrifies me at the same time.”
 
“This is the correct response to Sveta,” Ilya said, nodding.
 
“You know she’s Vetrov’s kid, right?”
 
“Ilya told me, but I’d have figured it out pretty quickly once she started talking about stats and player rotations. She knows a lot about the game.” Shane sounded relaxed now; he was always more comfortable when the conversation was about hockey.
 
“Plus she’s a fucking smokeshow, right?” Marly said. “Two great things that go great together.”
 
“Uh, sure, yeah,” Shane said, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. “She practically begged me to give her my mom’s number though, so I don’t think she’s interested in me.”
 
Ilya snorted, then rubbed his nose. “You didn’t say what that was about.”
 
“Oh, sorry, I was gonna tell you my mom wants to talk to you about brand deals. She has this idea that we have very different images and there’s some things that aren’t right for me but might be good for you.”
 
“Your mama wants to get me commercials?” Ilya asked, incredulous. “Yuna Hollander?”
 
Shane looked surprised at that. “I mean, yes? Over the summer we sorta decided I was going to get a real agent and she was just going to deal with my brands. She’s thinking about leaving her job and doing that full time, so she can pick up a few other players.”
 
“Can you give her my number?” Marly asked. “I need that Rolex money.”
 
“Sure.” Shane shrugged. “She’s talking to Hayden and J.J. too, from my team. I have no idea what she has in mind, so please don’t ask me, Svetlana already tried.”
 
“Cool. I’m gonna head out, but Roz you gotta check in with the team doctor, okay? And Hollander, sorry ‘bout almost taking your head off.” He stood up then. “You’re all right.”
 
“You too, Marleau. I don’t know if anyone on my team would fight Rozanov for me. Well, Hayden, probably, but that’s because he just doesn’t like him.”
 
“Yes, they stay away because they know I would kick their asses,” Ilya said. Marly laughed but Shane smiled too, so it was okay they doubted his physical prowess at that moment, with bright blue kinesiology tape wrapped around his ribs. He’d show them when he got back on the ice.
 
Ilya walked him to the door. “We good?” he asked quietly.
 
“Yeah. How long’s he here?”
 
“Two days.”
 
Marly nodded. “Call me after. We’ll drink and talk about this year’s rookies.”
 
“Deal,” Ilya said with a smile.
 
He found Shane pacing the living room.
 
“Does he know about us?”
 
“I don’t know,” Ilya admitted. “Maybe. But he said nothing. He is good friend.”
 
“Fuck,” Shane said. “Svetlana too.”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. “What do you need?”
 
“Can you let me panic for a minute and get back to you?”
 
“Of course.”




“And for fucks sake, sit down Ilya,” Shane said, waving his arm toward the couch. “Your goddamn ribs.”
 
“My ribs are fine, Shane,” he replied, but sunk into the couch anyway.
 
Shane paced for a long time, moving back and forth across the living room. Ilya briefly worried he’d pace a track into the plush area rug spread out across his floor, and whether it was better to have the reminder of Shane’s presence if this was the last time he was ever in Ilya’s apartment.
 
Better, he thinks. It would be proof I had him for a little while.
 
Because surely this is the end of whatever the fuck they’ve been doing. Ilya’s outed Shane twice, to two different people, in too short of a span of time. Maybe if his goddamn ribs weren’t bruised to shit then he could stop Shane in the middle of this spiral by dragging him into bed and fucking away whatever Shane was thinking. Maybe if he hadn’t antagonized his father – the memory of that night coming back to him in pieces ever since he’d woken up today, flashes of pain along with the relief that he had defended Polina somehow, that he’d taken a beating meant for her, that he wasn’t a coward after all – then he wouldn’t have come home bruised. Wouldn’t have needed Sveta to get him into an apartment where Shane Hollander waited in his bed. Wouldn't have surprised Marly into defending him from a sweet Canadian boy just trying to care for him.
 
Maybe it would have been better if he didn’t come back from Russia at all.
 
Shane sat down on the couch near him. Not next to him, not close enough to touch, not on this giant monstrosity of a couch that could easily seat eight people, but near enough that either of them could easily close the gap if they wanted.
 
Ilya wanted. But he didn’t move.
 
Finally, eyes still fixed on the rug, Shane spoke. “Do you like me?”
 
Ilya was startled by how much he wanted to say in response. So many words rushed to his throat he was choking on them. He barely managed to squeak out, “Yes,” and tried to get himself under control.
 
What the fuck was that?
 
Shane sighed. “No, I mean… I know you like me… that I have a good mouth.”
 
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “That is true.”
 
“Okay,” Shane said, as if they were having a much larger conversation, as if Ilya had just agreed to something he didn’t understand. Shane’s breathing slowed, and he leaned forward a little more, like he was folding in on himself.
 
“Hollander, you know I like you for more than that, right?” Ilya was getting tense now; he rubbed at the back of his neck. He’d been worried Shane was about to leave him – fuck, whatever, end whatever this was, stupid fucking English words – and he’d been convinced for months he was going to mess this up but now that the moment was here the wrongness of it was so palpable, he barely understood his own reaction to it.
 
“Yeah, I know you like my ass and you like to fuck me and-”
 
“Fucking hell, Shane,” Ilya swore, then swore some more in Russian while he tried to find the right words. “Have I fucked up that bad you don’t know I like you?” was all he managed.
 
Shane looked at him then. His face was stiff but his eyes were wet. “I don’t know what it means.”
 
“So you fucking ask me?” Ilya said, louder than he planned to. “That’s our whole thing, Shane, that’s the rules that you made.”
 
“I just did,” Shane said quietly. And fuck, FUCK, he was right. Shane had asked him, and okay maybe assumed the worst but said he didn’t understand, and Ilya was getting angry about it.
 
The worst part was Ilya knew he should lie. He should tell Hollander to go home and end this before it consumed them both. But every conversation between them over the last year had made it harder for Ilya to lie to him. Now he was injured and he was exhausted and he’d spent the summer in Russia and he never wanted Shane to leave him again.
 
“You called me Ilyusha,” he starts to say, then stops.
 
Shane looked at him, as if he wasn’t sure how to respond. “Svetlana said I should, if I needed your attention. Was that wrong?”
 
“It’s a… how you say, animal name?”
 
“Pet name?”
 
Ilya nods. “Yes, this. You say to be sweet.”
 
“Oh, I’m sorry. Should I not have said it?”
 
Ilya rubbed his eyes. You’re fucking this up again. “No, I… I like you to say it. But not when you’re angry, please. Not in public. Is… is for us, okay?” He moved across the couch, close enough to touch. He reached out with one hand, slow enough that Shane could stop him if he wanted to, and gently stroked down his chin. “Shane,” he said, looking into those brown eyes, “I like you so much it scares me.”
 
“Oh god, Ilya, I like you too much,” Shane said in a rush, then there was no more space between them and Shane’s lips were pressed against him, his tongue darting into Ilya’s mouth. Ilya kissed him back, hungrily, as if he could trap Shane under his kisses until he gave in and agreed to stay here forever. 
 
Shane pulled away for a moment. “Could you maybe stop letting your friends find out about me for the rest of the time I’m here though? They’re kind of a lot.”
 
Ilya laughed then, tension draining out of his shoulders. He leaned in to press his forehead against Shane’s, the way teammates do on the ice. “Yes, sweetheart. This I can do,” he said, before diving back in to Shane’s lips. He couldn’t pick him and carry him to the bedroom the way he wanted to, or bend him over and fuck him into the mattress (next time, next time) but he could kiss Shane Hollander’s perfect lips until they were swollen and red, just to know, for right now, they were his.
 
This I can do.
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      Chapter 19: Boyfriends?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane and Ilya text leading up to the Montreal vs Toronto pre-season game. Shane's mom reaches out. Ilya makes a plan to keep their bet from outing their relationship to Russia. Players from two teams have dinner, Ilya gets jealous, Ilya fucks up (bad), fucks up again (potentially very bad), then finds a way to even the score.

Kind of  NSFW? They talk about having sex.








  August 29, 2011
 
Lily: I saw drink ad on billboard downtown
Lily: we are very hot together
Jane: yeah they went with the one I picked is that ok?
Lily: good could not open photos in russia
Jane: but you’ve seen them all now?
Lily: all were good have saved them
Jane: you know the one where we’re looking at each other like we’re about to kiss, with our shirts pulled up?
Lily: yes v good best one
Lily: am glad that is not ad, should only be for me
Jane: I got it printed and framed, in my office
Jane: if anyone sees I can just tell them it’s work, the ad shoot
Lily: I have photo from CCM shoot in my office
Lily: not official, we are laughing
Lily: you look very pretty
Lily: I will do this with drink ad too
Jane: we have to stop doing shoots together someone will figure it out
Lily: yes I am too obvious about you
Jane: I was thinking I was too obvious about you
Lily: alone?
Jane: yes
Lily: call me
 
 
September 2, 2011
 
Jane: dying to know has Marleau said anything?
Lily: “you and Hollander are close”
Lily: I say yes
Lily: he say “does it affect team”?
Lily: I say no, am still best player in league
Lily: he say “cool” and he “has my back”
Jane: that’s it?
Lily: think so has not said anything else
Jane: why didn’t you tell me?
Lily: didn’t want you to worry
Jane: okay I will worry about 800 other things instead
Lily: I know is okay
Lily: I like you
Jane: I like you too
 
 
September 6, 2011
 
Jane: you need to apply for EB-1 US visa to start getting citizenship now I’m freaking out
Lily: ??
Jane: right now
Jane: emailed you application
Lily: sorry am waking up
Lily: alarm just went off
Lily: you sent at 3:17 you didn’t sleep?
Jane: you can get US visa so you can stay even if Russia wants you back
Jane: then apply to be US citizen
Jane: then it’s up to you if you go back to Russia
Jane: please this is really important
Jane: I can talk you through anything you don’t understand
Jane: I went down a rabbit hole
Lily: don’t worry
Jane: fuck you
Lily: not what I mean
Jane: don’t tell me to look at what they did to you and not worry
Lily: I already do this
Jane: what does that mean?
Lily: my agent helped me start papers in May
Jane: tbank god
Jane: ilya fcjk
Jane: call me
 
September 9, 2011
 
Lily: you seen Fast & Furious movies?
Jane: Tokyo Drift is good
Lily: you don’t know any other movies but you know Tokyo Drift
Jane: it’s good
Jane: seen it on planes 12 times
Lily: you watch the rest?
Jane: I think so, they steal cars right?
Lily: there is other plot too
Jane: is there tho?
Lily: omg I will make you list of movies to watch
Jane: aww you’re trying to help me
Lily: can’t let you embarrass me in public
Lily: you give press sound bite about terrible taste I look bad
Jane: how tf does that affect you?
Lily: rivalry Jane it’s science
Jane: wtf
Lily: very scientific rules say you must have better taste in movies
Lily: have no choice but to help you
Jane: for science
Lily: obv
Jane: ok asshole send me your list
 
September 13, 2011
 
Lily: doc says I’m off no-touch can do full practice again
Jane: how are your ribs?
Lily: you never ask how is your black eye your face is too sexy hope is not damaged forever
Jane: all of you is too sexy but you can’t play with bruised ribs
Lily: you think I am sexy?
Jane: asshole I tell you all the time
Lily: tell me again
Jane: no
Lily: pppllllleeeeaaaassssseeeee
Jane: you’re so bad for my texting plan
Lily: you are millionare now you can afford to text me
Jane: not the point
Lily: tellll mmeeeee
Jane: fine you’re sexy
Lily: hmmm I don’t think you mean it
Jane: you are very sexy, Lily, the sexiest, no one compares
Lily: ok this is true
Jane: istfg
Lily: you like me
Jane: fuck you
Jane: yes I like you
Lily: my ribs are fine and I will score many beautiful goals and crush terrible Metros into the boards
Lily: you I will only crush regular amount bc you like it
Jane: are you wearing it?
Lily: hoodie yes
Jane: want it to smell like you when I get it back
Lily: one month
Jane: one month
 
September 19, 2011
 
Jane: you can’t wear my jersey to my game
Lily: ????
Jane: it’ll be on tv
Lily: yes was bet
Jane: itll be on the internet
Jane: in Russia
Lily: I know
Jane: you can’t
Lily: I know
Jane: it’s not worth it
Lily: is to me
Jane: fuck you can’t say that
Lily: deep breaths
Lily: have plan don’t worry
Jane: what plan?
Lily: is ok promise
Lily: will call after practice
Jane: can’t have team dinner at Hayd’s
Jane: home at 11?
Lily: ok call then
 
September 24, 2011
 
Lily: send pic
Jane: at grocer
Lily: not sexy pic pervert
Jane: what kind then?
Lily: just you
Jane: [picture attached]
Lily: you look like jock
Lily: tank top and backwards hat
Jane: um I am a jock?
Lily: OH I KNOW
Lily: but you did pic wrong
Jane: what’s wrong with it?
Lily: those shoulders
Lily: too sexy
Lily: will need new pic to make up for it
Jane: you’re an idiot
Jane: you alone?
Lily: yes?
Jane: five minutes
Jane: [picture attached]
Lily: where are you???
Jane: bathroom
Lily: store bathroom?
Jane: yes
Lily: fuck you are too hot
Lily: brb jerlking off
Lily: fucking call me when you get home
Jane: but you’re jerking off now?
Lily: I WILL GO AGAIN DO NOT TEST ME
Jane: give me an hour
 
 
September 28, 2011
 
Lily: what’s in your gym playlist today
Jane: still mostly edm
Jane: crystal method
Jane: need fast with no words
Lily: yes I know this
Lily: same for 2 years so boring
Jane: you?
Lily: russian pop and rap mostly
Lily: Madonna, DMX with the comeback
Lily: also American woman called pink, is new favorite for me
Jane: idk who that is
Lily: of course you don’t
Lily: I like you anyway
Jane: asshole
Jane: I will look up pink is there an album you recommend?
 
September 30, 2011
 
Lily: plan is set for game
Lily: guys come w me and wear jersey too
Jane: what guys?
Lily: Raiders
Jane: wtf?
Lily: 5 of them and me
Jane: 6 Raiders at Metros pre-season opener wearing my jersey
Lily: breathe please
Lily: is good plan
Lily: more safe for me to be in group
Jane: it’s amazing
Jane: your team is so good
Lily: ?
Jane: you have real friends on your team
Jane: more than one or two
Lily: tell me Metros I can punch
Jane: don’t punch anyone
Lily: Comeau and Pike
Jane: why is Hayden on this list?
Lily: he knows why
Jane: don’t punch Hayden please
Lily: fine
Lily: gotta watch tape
Jane: are you mad?
Lily: no Marly and Connors are staring at me
Lily: at Connors to watch tape
Lily: they give me the side of their eyeballs
Jane: side eye
Lily: yes this Marly says he take phone now bye
 
October 5, 2011
 
Jane: [picture attached]
Lily: you are A now?
Jane: yes as of today :D
Jane: youngest A in the league
Jane: my mom is blowing up the family chat
Lily: oh no mama hollander bad news
Jane: what?
Jane: OH FUCK YOU
Lily: [picture attached]
Lily: sorry old man
Jane: I’m literally a month older than you
Lily: so sad
Lily: I win again
Jane: I hate you
Lily: you don’t
Jane: no I don’t
Jane: I’m really proud of you
Lily: same you know?
Jane: I do :)
Lily: tell me what I get for winning
Jane: well you are wearing my jersey next week
Lily: sorry our regular opening game is same day
Lily: can’t fly 1/4 of best team in MLH to Canada on school night
Jane: focus
Lily: yes I wear jersey for you what do I get?
Jane: coming home with me after?
Lily: of course
Jane: bring one of your jerseys with you too
Lily: you want me to wear my jersey in bed
Jane: …. no ;)
Lily: fuck really?
Lily: really??
Lily: Jane answer me
Jane: really
Lily: you tease me with this I must wait whole week you are cruel
Jane: *kiss*
Lily: brb my dick is having opinions
 
October 11, 2011
 
Unknown Number: Good afternoon, is this Ilya Rozanov?
Ilya: yes who is?
Unknown Number: this is Yuna Hollander, Shane gave me your number to discuss a possible brand deal
Ilya: yes he said, thank you for thinking of me Mrs. Hollander
Mama H: I have a few companies that have reached out to me for possible collaborations which don’t mesh with Shane’s marketing plan, but there’s interest there for other players. I am expanding my reach to include a limited amount of work at this time. I can reach out to your agent with a contract and details if you’d like.
Ilya: yes please, thank you
Mama H: I have to say, you were not my first call. Shane is determined that I work with you. He’s quite insistent about it.
Ilya: you don’t have to
Mama H: I’m aware of that.
Ilya: Shane gets what he wants
Mama H: Yes, he usually does. With you too?
Ilya: yes
Mama H: Very well. We should chat more to get a sense of how you’d like to be marketed, but I’m thinking more European fashion, high end alcohol, luxury cars. We lean into the fierce image you’re starting to cultivate on the ice, but elevated. Sports-related if it’s done right. Shane’s brand goal is precise and capable, high end but a little removed from everyday. Sometimes sports if it helps to build the ladder. He’s already a role model and he’s going to be an icon. We can play with your image a little more. Elegant but masculine and fun. How do you feel about Porsche?
Ilya: omg I love you
 
October 13, 2011
 
Lily: we landed
Jane: your tickets are at will call
Lily: my name?
Jane: no “second best player in MLH”
Lily: oh so you’re picking up tickets?
Lily: thought you would be busy with game
Jane: it’s Toronto so ¯\_(ツ)_/¯
Lily: wow
Lily: getting luggage and cars
Jane: after game I am buying dinner
Jane: I have reservations
Lily: you don’t need to
Jane: yes I do this is so amazing you don’t even know
Lily: okay go get ready
Lily: score goals for me, yes?
Lily: reward for each one ;)
Jane: :D
 
Shane was glorious on the ice.
 
After they’d picked up their tickets –
 
half a dozen hockey players from Boston standing in the will call line wearing Hollander jerseys meant they had to stop for a million pictures with fans before actually getting to the ticket window where, yes, Shane had actually put “2nd best MLH player (Rozanov)” as the pickup name –
 
and were escorted in through the VIP tunnel to find their seats were only 3 rows above the Metros box,
 
after the jumbotron showed their faces and the Raiders had turned around to pose so everyone could see Hollander’s name on their backs,
 
after Shane had laughed and waived before skating back to bump helmets with Hayden,
 
after the Metros had done their warm ups on the ice and Shane had done a very unnecessary (but very appreciated) frog stretch that had him slowly bucking up his hips in a way Ilya felt should only be shown to him forever and ever, thank you,
 
then finally the puck dropped and Shane took off.
 
Ilya leaned forward in his seat. He hadn’t seen Shane play from the stands since he’d watched as Team Canada crushed Team Sweden in the juniors game just before they beat Russia, almost two years ago (though Russia beat Canada the year before, which was more important since it was first). Then, he was just Hollander, and whatever Ilya felt watching him skate was a crush disguised as intensely professional interest. Now, he was Shane, he was gorgeous and fierce and Ilya was going to put him through the mattress before the end of the night.
 
He’d been touched by Shane, in delicate, delicious ways, six weeks ago in Boston – in Ilya’s bed, with Shane draped over his leg, on his couch, where Shane carefully laid him back and gave him a blowjob so good he briefly forgot how to see, and then once more before his flight when Shane pulled Ilya into his lap and jerked them both off together. But he’d been too concerned about Ilya’s injuries to let himself receive the kind of pleasure Ilya desperately wanted to give him. Tonight would be Ilya’s chance to fuck Shane in ways he’d been dreaming about for months.
 
Toronto wasn’t his favorite in the best of games, so Ilya was excited to see Shane on the ice for multiple reasons. Shane scored his first goal almost immediately off the drop, with an assist from Pike of all people, keeping ahead of the pack on speed alone. He skated around the back of the net after the buzzer, collecting his own teammates along the way, but he looked up toward where the Raiders were cheering his name and waved. The Metros coach pulled his line from the ice to rest while their second took the shift.
 
Shane’s second goal came midway through the first period, clean off a pass from Boiziau to Pike to Hollander, a tight spin around an opposing d-man, then slapshot into the high corner. Another buzzer, a slow skate back to his bench while his teammates bumped his shoulders or knocked against his helmet, and another wave to the Raiders.
 
His third goal hit the net at the beginning of the third – a long drive though traffic that didn’t seem to notice the puck passing next to their feet – and the Raiders were on their feet too, cheering as hard as anyone else. Ilya saw Shane point toward the Raiders again and pointed back, screaming Shane’s name along with everyone else in the building.
 
Ilya was thankful the oversized jersey covered him down past his hips. Shane the hockey god was the sexiest fucking thing Ilya had ever seen, and there was no way he’d have been able to hide his very physical reaction to this fact if he’d been wearing anything else.
 
“God damn that kid is good!” Marly yelled into Ilya’s ear.
 
Ilya grinned so hard it hurt.
 
All through the second, Shane had fought for every inch, but by the middle of the third period Toronto was still down by 2, and the Metros goalie was a fucking wall. Ilya could see the moment when the mood on the line shifted, when someone decided it was time to stop winning and put their energy into slowing Hollander down instead.
 
Shane got slammed into the board by a player who could have, maybe, tried to steal the puck from him but chose violence instead. And it was fine because that happened to every lead scorer in every game.
 
Ilya silently added his name to the growing list he kept in his head of assholes to seek out on the ice. “Kent” this guy’s name was. New, just added to their roster this year, Ilya vaguely remembered. He’d have to find out more.
 
Five minutes later, the fucker did it again, not even pretending to be after anything except bodying Hollander into the wall. Shane stayed down for a moment too long, and Ilya jumped to his feet as the crowd around him booed loudly.
 
“What the fuck was that?” Connors yelled, at the same time Vicky yelled, “Where are his Ds?”
 
Shane shook himself off and got to his feet, and the crowd cheered.
 
Marly pulled Ilya back down by his arm. “He’s all right, man,” the big guy said.
 
Ilya nodded his head and let himself find his seat. “Looks different from up here,” he admitted. “Worse.”
 
By the end of the third, Kent was out of the box and back on the ice. Shane’s line was him, Pike, a new winger Ilya didn’t recognize, and two defensemen: Boiziau and fucking Comeau, who’d pissed Ilya off last year by skating too slow to block some of Shane’s worse hits, in a way that felt more like a choice than a failure of skill. Ilya’s stomach twisted up as the play unfolded.
 
Shane stole the puck off Toronto’s new winger, a kid named Barrett in his first draft year. He tore off down the ice, passing to Pike who passed it back right before getting tangled into a pile with Barrett. Kent chased Shane, with Boiziau close behind and Comeau, as usual skating too wide to be any help. Shane faked a shot left, pivoted hard to the right instead, and fired toward the puck just as Kent dived after him.
 
The buzzer sounded.
 
Kent crashed into Shane, knocking him into the ice.
 
Ilya’s heart slammed into his ribs. He jumped to his feet.
 
Pike was there first, pulling Kent up and off of Shane as Boiziau skated up right behind him. Kent was fighting back, having turned around to drop his gloves and go after Pike. Ilya could see Shane stirring now – he’d rolled over onto his stomach to push himself up off the ice. Boiziau was trying to help, but Kent took a punch from Pike then turned to throw hands at Boiziau instead. Barrett threw himself into the fight then, and the ref who’d skated over to help Shane up got pulled into separating the fight instead.
 
“Get up, Hollander,” Ilya whispered in Russian, still standing.
 
And then Shane was standing on his own. The arena filled with cheers while the refs dragged Kent and Pike into into box. Barrett skated back to Toronto’s bench and Boiziau escorted Shane back to theirs. Comeau hadn’t done a damn thing to help.
 
Ilya’s current list now read:
 

	

Kent


	

Comeau


	

Barrett


	

Hayden fucking Pike (he knows what he did)



 
Hammersmith leaned over and yelled something Ilya didn’t catch. He couldn’t take his eyes off Shane until he’d reached his bench and was shaking his head at this coach. “What was that?” he asked finally.
 
“I said, they love when we go down but they love us even more when we get back up,” Hammy yelled.
 
“Ain’t that the fucking truth,” Marly agreed.
 
The game ended with Montreal up 4 – 2.
 
“All right, boys,” Ilya called out. “Very nice boy from the Metros is buying us dinner to celebrate because he cannot win so good without our beautiful faces cheering him on, so you will all be on your best behavior!”
 
“Yes, baby Cap!” the guys yelled out as they got their jackets and picked up their empty drink cups. Ilya smiled at that; he wasn’t their captain yet, just the A, but it felt like a taste of things to come.
 
“Good boys, now be sure to hit the head before we get back in the car,” Ilya said. “I’m not stopping on the way there.”
 
By the time they waited through the long bathroom lines, dodged a couple of freelance reporters with, “Sorry, we’re just here to support Shane Hollander tonight, no comment,” and met up again in front of the concession stands, Shane had texted the address for the restaurant with a note that he’d be 20 minutes behind them so they should order drinks and appetizers. Ilya rounded everyone up into their two rented SUVs, made sure Carmichael had the keys to the other one because he hadn’t been drinking tonight, and got them on the road.
 
They’d gotten rowdy on the drive over, mainly because Montreal traffic was snarled with the 20,000 fans trying to leave Bell Centre at the same time, but they’d calmed once they saw the ridiculously fancy steakhouse Shane had directed them to. Ilya tried to be calm, standing with five other Boston Raiders – all wearing Hollander’s blue home team jersey – when he said, “Reservation for Shane Hollander, please,” to the very thin and very expensive looking blond hostess.
 
She said something in French, and Ilya didn’t understand it but it felt like an insult.
 
Vicky stepped forward then, saying something in French back. He talked to the woman for a moment, and said, “Ilya Rozanov” along with some other words.
 
She double checked her book and nodded then, directing them forward with one manicured hand.
 
“Hollander put you down on the reservation too,” Vicky said with a sigh of relief. “Kid thinks of everything.”
 
“Yes, he does,” Ilya agreed.
 
They were seated at a large table in a private room in the back, which helped shield them from the eyes of people who clearly viewed a group of professional hockey players as being too poor to dine there, based on the looks they were getting. Or maybe everyone knew they were from Boston, and were all such die-hard Metros fans that their multi-million dollar salaries didn’t impress.
 
Unfortunately the table had 12 chairs, and Ilya suddenly worried about who’d be joining them.
 
Shane arrived just after their drink orders, with most of the guys ordering beer. The waiter set a glass of ice in front of both Ilya’s and Shane’s chairs (Ilya’d decided to save a spot for him, leaving the other Raiders to fan out around the table) with a can of Coke and a can of ginger ale beside them. Pike and Boiziau walk in with him, flanking him on both sides like he’s a pop star and they’ve been assigned to get him through a celebrity red carpet. Behind them, Andropov followed them like a confused guest at a party he’s not sure why he’s been invited to.
 
Shane introduced each group to each other before pointing out the empty seat – the one Ilya had saved for Shane – to Andropov and sitting down next to Marly on the other end instead. Pike sits next to him, while Boiziau takes a seat between Connors and Vicky.
 
“Thank god somewhere here speaks good Russian,” Andropov said. “Is this for me?” he asked, looking at Shane’s ginger ale.
 
“Who is speaking bad Russian to you?” Ilya asked. “No is for Shane, but you can have it if you want.”
 
“Shanya,” Andropov yelled, half standing up. “Catch!” He tossed the can to Shane, who caught it easily.
 
“Thanks, Andy,” Shane called back.
 
“Shanya?” Ilya asked quietly, really fucking annoyed now and trying not to show it.
 
“Are you not close friends?” Andropov – Andy, for fucks sake – asked. He look innocently confused, as if he had no idea what Ilya would be angry at the familiarity between Shane and one of his Russian teammates. “He was telling me…”
 
“Telling you what, exactly?” Ilya growled.
 
“Uh, nothing I guess.” Andy looked over at Shane, a deeply uncomfortable look on his face.
 
“How close are you two?” Ilya tried to be casual about it. He popped open his Coke and poured it over his glass of ice, as if this were a regular conversation and not one that had him calculating the exact dollar amount the league would fine him if he took one of the Metros outside and beat him into the sidewalk.


He hoped it didn’t come to that, but some things just have to be done.
 
Before Andy could say anything more, Carmy said, loud enough for Ilya to hear, “Baby Cap, you gotta cool it with the serious Russian face and figure out what you want to order.”
 
“The waiter isn’t even back yet, Carmy, go bother Connors about his soup choices,” Ilya said in English.
 
Because the universe hates Ilya Rozanov specifically, the waiter appeared as soon as he'd said it. He had to scramble to get his menu open in time to get even a vague sense of what this restaurant offered, then had to help Andy figure out that neither of them understood the menu because it was in fucking French. So he ordered them both a medium well steak and a couple of sides.
 
Shane looked over in their direction, a smile on his face. Ilya wasn’t sure if Shane was looking at him or Andy, and the not knowing stole the taste of everything else from his mouth.
 
Dinner was fine. It was delightful, probably, in the way that very expensive restaurants can be delightful while leaving you hungry after you’d emptied your wallet to pay the bill. The company was great, mainly because the rest of the Metros were on the opposite side of the table and therefore he didn’t actually have to talk to Pike or Boiziau at all, and it was terrible because Shane didn’t speak to him directly the entire time. Everyone in between chatted and laughed like they were old friends.
 
Ilya sat quietly on the other side of the table waiting for Shane Hollander to notice him again.
 
At some point, after the food disappeared and while Carmy was still arguing with Pike about the dessert options, Ilya’s phone buzzed.
 
Jane: you okay?
 
He looked over at Shane, who was looking back at him, concern painted across his face.
 
Lily: idk SHANYA andy says you two are very close now
Lily: feels like a conversation we could have had in private
 
Shane furrowed his eyebrows at that, typing quickly on his phone.
 
Jane: trying to be a good A, make friends
Lily: how many big Russian friends do you need anyway? One in Montreal is good enough yes? No need for Boston
 
The look Shane shot him wasn’t angry. It wasn’t guilty either, as if was ready to admit he’d moved on and didn’t want Ilya anymore. He looked, if Ilya had to guess, like he was about to cry.
 
Jane: pls tell me you’re joking
 
Ilya could lie. He probably should lie. This was suddenly much too much conversation to try to have in a French steakhouse in downtown Montreal in a room full of hockey players
 
Ilya: knew you’d get enough practice & move on didn’t know it’d be for a teammate
 
Shane excused himself and left the table.
 
Marly looked down the table at Ilya. The expression on his face was unreadable, but Ilya couldn’t imagine it meant anything good.
 
“I need a cigarette,” Ilya declared, standing up. He was halfway to the door when he heard footsteps behind him.
 
“Not now, Marly,” he said quietly, moving through the doors and halfway down the block before deciding it was far enough away from the restaurant entrance. The footsteps had followed him, though, so he didn’t turn around to look. He pulled his cigarettes and a lighter from his pocket, flicking it a few times so the flame would catch in the wind. He took a long drag, holding the smoke in his lungs for a moment before blowing it out. “I know I am asshole, Marly. I will got back in a minute. I just can’t – fuck. I can’t watch him leave me. I just can’t.”
 
“Why the fuck would I leave you?” Shane asked.
 
Ilya spun around. Shane stood a few feet away, hands shoved into the pockets of his game day suit.
 
“I thought you were Cliff,” Ilya said.
 
“Yeah, I got that,” Shane said miserably. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
“Many things, probably,” Ilya admitted. He took another drag off his cigarette.
 
“Are you done with me?”
 
“I don’t want to be.”
 
“Then why would you think I am?” Shane took a step forward. “After everything, Ilya? What did I do?”
 
“Because of everything,” Ilya said. He took a step toward Shane, pulled forward by the magnets that lived in their chests and always drew them both to each other, whether Ilya wanted it or not. “Because I am not what you thought you were getting when you gave me the number of your hotel room. Because your teammate calls you Shanya and I don’t even get to do that yet.”
 
It was the shortest, truest answer Ilya could give, and somehow still ripped him apart.
 
“You could have. I told you I liked you,” Shane said. “I fucking told you.”
 
“I like you too,” Ilya lied, and realizing it was a lie meant realizing what he felt for Shane Hollander was so much more than like. “I don’t know what else to say.”
 
“You think I would cheat on you?” Shane asked, his eyes wet.
 
Ilya’s heart rolled over in his chest. He pressed the palm of one hand to his sternum, pushing in hard, feeling his lungs push back with every breath. “Cheat on me?” he asked. “Did you think we were…” he searched for the word.
 
“I thought you were my fucking boyfriend but now I’m not so sure,” Shane snapped. “I would never cheat on you. How could you…” He turned his face away, rubbing at his eyes with the back of one hand. “Why would you think that?”
 
Ilya tossed his cigarette and reached forward with both arms to pull Shane into a hug. “I didn’t know,” he said into Shane’s hair. “I’m so sorry, Shane. I didn’t know.” He felt Shane’s arms come up to hug him back.
 
“Which part?” Shane asked. “The cheating part? Because I -”
 
“No,” Ilya interrupted quickly. “No. Nyet. Never. I never think you would do that. I didn’t know I was boyfriend.”
 
“What the hell else are you? I mean I know it’s a secret, of course, but I haven’t been with anyone else in months and I though you hadn’t either, and we like each other so fucking much what else is this?”
 
“Shh, Shane, I’m so sorry, please forgive me,” Ilya said. He pushed back just enough to bring his hand up to cup Shane’s chin, lifting the other man’s face until he could see Shane’s eyes. “I am idiot. Okay, we know this yes? I thought we could not be, anything, because of secret. That it was not fair to you to ask.”
 
“Are you cheating on me?” Shane asked. His cheeks were wet. “Is that what this is?”
 
“No, I would never,” Ilya said. “I would never. It’s only been you for a long time now.” He wiped Shane’s face with his thumb, brushing slowly over the soft skin across Shane’s cheeks, and the freckles that shone there like stars.
 
Shane took a deep breath. “Okay.” He took a step back, putting space between them. “We probably shouldn’t have done this on a public street. Fuck,” he said, as if suddenly realizing where they were. “I’m sorry, I panicked. I couldn’t think of anything else.”
 
“Hey, hey, is okay. Anyone asks we say I was consoling you on not being Boston Raider. Is very sad for you, everyone understands.”
 
“Asshole,” Shane said, but he was grinning now. “Can we please talk about this at home before I have a heart attack and die out here?”
 
Behind him, the restaurant door opened and eight hockey players spilled out onto the street. Ilya nodded his head in their direction, and Shane turned to face them as they made their way over.
 
“Sorry, was smoking,” Ilya said before Shane had to think up an excuse. “I steal Hollander to talk about secret Alternate Captain things, none of you fuckers invited.”
 
“Fuck you, baby Cap,” Marly said with a grin. “You guys good?”
 
“Yep,” Shane said. “We’re inventing new drills for you guys to run during Captain skates.”
 
“Thank fuck Coach runs practice most of the time, and Tommy does the rest,” Vicky said.
 
“Real Cap is a benevolent leader,” Carmy said, nodding slowly.
 
“I am benevolent!” Ilya exclaimed, but everyone laughed. Shane did too, so that was all right. “Hollander, tell me what benevolent means,” he added loudly.
 
Shane laughed harder. “It means, uh, kind and generous.”




“Yeah, pretty sure that’s not you, dude,” Pike said.
 
“Hayden Pike, how dare you!” Ilya grinned. “This is slander from Metros 15th best player. And I haven’t once mentioned your mother tonight.”
 
“He has a point, Hayden,” Boiziau said, his French accent thickening his words. “Perhaps he has turned over new leaf?”
 
“Yes, we will be friends Hayden Pike,” Ilya declared. “Shane tells me you married beautiful lady Pike, yes? Send me wedding registry, I will buy expensive gift for you.”
 
“Is this a joke?” Pike asked.
 
“No,” Ilya said, finding out in that moment that he meant it. If Shane wasn’t done with him after all, it’d probably be a good idea if his best friends didn’t completely hate Ilya, off the ice.
 
Just in case.
 
“Shane showed me wedding pictures,” Ilya said, enjoying the surprise on Pike’s face. “Wife is very beautiful, good job Hayden Pike.”
 
“Dude, what the fuck is happening?” Pike said quietly.
 
“Why do people keep being surprised that they’re friends?” Marly asked.
 
“The rivalry,” Ilya and Shane said together, and laughed. They bumped shoulders, and Ilya could feel the tension of their earlier conversation evaporate.
 
“Okay we need photo for tonight, yes?” Ilya asked. “All Raiders against the wall, backs out, show off your jerseys!” he called out. “Shane, in the middle please, face pretty for picture.” Ilya pulled his phone out, unlocked it, and opened it to the picture app. “Andy can you take please? Hayden, J.J. you want in?”
 
“I am so lost,” Pike said, but Hammy put one arm around his shoulder and leaned in.
 
“He makes a lot more sense when you stop thinking about the things he says,” Hammy said. A few of the other guys mumbled their agreement.
 
They got into position, with Pike and Boiziau wedged in between Connors and Carmy, further down the line. Ilya took his spot next to Shane, bumping him with his hip as he squeezed into place. After a minute, Andy declared them ‘Done!’ and brought Ilya’s phone back.
 
“Thank you, my friend,” Ilya said to him in Russian. “Sorry for being rude tonight, I had a long day. But give me your number okay?”
 
Andy smiled, and nodded, leaning in to help Ilya save him as a contact in his phone. Ilya texted him right away. “You tell me if boring Canadians are too much. Or if Shane needs anything, ever, you understand?”
 
“Yes, thank you,” he replied. Ilya clapped him on the shoulder.
 
Shane looked over from where he was talking to Connors, and smiled. He looked relieved.
 
“Okay pumpkin boys, time for hotel yes?” Ilya called out. “Thank our beautiful host for dinner, and get the valet to bring the cars around before you all turn in vegetables!”
 
“Thank you, Hollander,” the Raiders called out in unison like a bunch of schoolchildren.
 
In the end they all said their goodbyes, with most of the Raiders piling into one car to hit up a nightclub, leaving only Ilya and Cliff together in their car. “You seeing Jane tonight?” Marly asked as soon as they were alone.
 
“Yes, is okay?” Ilya asked.
 
The big man nodded. “I figured. You see her every time we’re in town. Even going to Hollander’s game on our off night wasn’t going to change that. Or, wait, was this all a plan so you could use his game as an excuse to see her?”
 
Ilya tried not to turn completely in his seat to stare at his friend while he was actively operating a moving vehicle. “What the fuck, Marly? You said you were cool with it.”
 
“Cool with what?”
 
“Shane, Marly. Did you finally get one too many concussions? We talked about this.”
 
Marly shrugged. “You lost me, man.”
 
“This is second conversation tonight where I think maybe my English is not so good, no one can understand me.” He shook his head. "I have textbook you know. I spend last month reading about verbs. No good at all."
 
“Rozy, what’s going on?”
 
Ilya sighed. “You think I have beautiful Montreal girl?”
 
“Yeah, Jane.” Marly’s mouth opened, then closed again. “What am I missing?”
 
“Marly, Jane is Shane. I am fucking Shane Hollander.”
 
The other man turned to stare out the front windshield, his hand coming up to rest against the roof like he was bracing for impact.
 
Ilya waited for a great many things to click into place for his friend.
 
It took longer than he expected.
 
They pulled into the hotel parking lot and found a space. Ilya put the SUV in park and turned off the engine.
 
“Shane Hollander,” Marly said softly.
 
“You knew this already. He is my boyfriend.”
 
“I did not fucking know this,” Marly said. He looked at Ilya, eyes wide. “How long have you known?”
 
Ilya bobbed his head as he did the math. “Boyfriend, I find out tonight. I am maybe idiot, there. Fucking, has been since last summer. I told you many times.”
 
“You told me you were fucking a chick in Montreal. Many times, Rozy. So many times.”




“Marly, he was at my house,” Ilya said loudly. “You said you had my back.”
 
“When I thought you were friends,” Marly shouted. He took a deep breath. “When I thought you had a weird friendship that was harder because of the league, Rozanov. I had your back with your friend.”
 
“But not man I am fucking.” Ilya didn’t phrase it as a question.
 
“Please stop saying you’re fucking Shane Hollander,” Marly said very quietly.
 
Ilya swore very loudly in Russian. He switched back to English. “I already told him you were okay with it. He is so scared of being outed to the league and I told him you were friend, Marly.”
 
“Hey, no, Roz, I am your friend,” Marly said. “I’m just your friend that needs a minute to process here. And maybe to make an appointment with the med team to check for concussion syndrome because now that I know, like for sure know, I’m having a hard time figuring out how I didn’t realize sooner.”
 
“You cannot fuck up his career, Marly. Okay, you want to ruin someone, you ruin me, understand?” Ilya felt around in his pockets for his lighter, and rolled down the window.
 
“No one is getting ratted out, man. I guess I just thought you’d tell me you were gay before you dropped the Hollander of it all on me.”
 
“Am not gay,” Ilya said, blowing smoke out the window. “Am bisexual. I looked it up.”
 
Marly nodded. “Okay. Yeah, that makes more sense. I’ve walked in on you with too many chicks for you to be totally gay.”
 
“No, only half gay,” Ilya said, smiling wryly. “I like women, is not lie. I also like Shane.”
 
“Got it. Is Hollander gay?”
 
“No idea,” Ilya said. “He hasn’t said. Don’t think it matters.”
 
“Probably not,” Marly said, nodding. “Okay. Wow. Okay. I’m gonna head up to the room, and try not think about this for a while.”
 
“You can’t tell anyone.”
 
“Brother, I’m not going to say a thing. I love you. I have your back, I just need to fully reevaluate my life for a few hours first.” Marly smiled wide then, like a thought just occurred to him. “When I’m ready, you’re going to explain to me how you bagged THE Shane Hollander, preferably over a lot of very expensive vodka.”
 
“You don’t know the difference between good vodka and shit vodka, Marly.”
 
“Oh I know. That’s why I said expensive.” Marly laughed. “Pop the trunk, let me grab the bags.”
 
Ilya got out of the car then, meeting Marly at the back. After stepping on his cigarette butt, he grabbed his friend in a tight hug.
 
“I love you too, idiot,” Ilya said, sniffling.
 
“Go see your man, Rozy,” Marly said. He grabbed the bags, leaving Ilya’s, and waved goodbye as he walked toward the hotel.
 
One problem solved. Well, created, then solved. Now to solve the other one, which Ilya realized, he had also created tonight. So he started out 0 and 2 in the fucking things up department, put one on the board, and still needed to score again before the end of the night.
 
He could at least start on the right foot. He knocked when he got to Shane’s apartment.
 
“Ilya,” Shane said, confused as he opened the door. “You forget the code?” He moved aside, leaving space in the doorway.
 
“No,” Ilya said. “I wanted to give you chance to decide if I come into my boyfriend’s apartment.”
 
“Ilya, get your ass in here so you can apologize to me properly.”
 
“Yes, Hollander,” Ilya said, a smile spreading over his face. “I will apologize to you so hard, you won’t walk straight tomorrow.” He stepped into Shane’s apartment and shut the door behind him.
 
“We have to talk first this time,” Shane said as his hands found themselves around Ilya’s neck and Ilya’s lips pressed against his cheeks, his nose, his eyelids which had closed on their own.
 
“Yes, okay,” Ilya said, dropping his bag on the floor and toeing his shoes off while also licking up Shane’s neck to the edge of his jaw.
 
“I mean it,” Shane said, biting Ilya’s lower lip.
 
“We are talking,” Ilya said, “this is how we talk,” just before he kissed Shane with everything in his heart. They spoke that language, lips and hands on each other, for a long time.
 
Finally, finally because he had to come up for air, and finally because Shane needed Ilya to use his words at some point tonight and that point needed to be now or he was going to carry Shane into his bedroom and not let him up again until morning, Ilya put his hands up between them. “We should talk,” he panted.
 
Shane nodded and stepped back, one hand still twisted in the HOLLANDER 24 jersey Ilya wore. His lips were red and puffy from how hard they’d kissed, and for how long. He pulled them both over to Shane’s couch and sat down.
 
Ilya sat down next to him, facing him, their knees touching. “I have things I need to say first, please.”
 
Shane nodded.
 
“I would never, ever think you were cheating on me,” Ilya said. “I thought we were not together in that way. Together, but not just us. I thought you might find someone else but not because you did anything wrong. Because I thought what we had was in between other things for you.”
 
Shane took a deep breath. “Okay. But you haven’t slept with anyone else?”
 
“Not since… not for a while, no.”
 
“Since when, exactly?”
 
Ilya rubbed his ear. “The answer is… embarrassing. For me.”
 
“Embarrassing but not bad?”
 
“Not bad, I don’t think. I don’t know. Maybe you think of me differently if I tell you.”
 
Shane touched Ilya’s face, gently, his fingers finding the shape of Ilya’s cheekbone, the curve of his jaw. “Please tell me.”
 
“A few girls I kiss, in clubs, until that picture and you didn’t talk to me for three days. So no more kissing. Before that…” Ilya swore in Russian. “The last time was a blowjob from a woman in Tampa, the night you went home with the man at the bar.”
 
“The man at the bar,” Shane repeated. “Ilya that was a year ago.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“You haven’t had sex with anyone but me for an entire year.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Not at all.”
 
“Yes.” Ilya’s mouth made a shape on its own that he didn’t care for, like it was announcing a sorrow Ilya wasn’t prepared to admit. He swallowed the words on his tongue, and waited.
 
Shane stared.
 
Ilya waited.
 
When Shane’s face changed it was slow, like the sun rising over mountains. His eyes got larger. His lips parted and stretched into a wide smile that spread across his face. He was the most beautiful thing Ilya had ever seen.
 
“I haven’t either,” Shane said.
 
“Not at all?” Ilya knew, or at least had suspected, or hoped, but hoping was a thing he was definitely not doing while Shane was across the border in another country being a professional hockey player in a notoriously homophobic sport while Russia waited across the Atlantic to steal Ilya’s life away at a moment’s notice.
 
“Just you,” Shane said. “And just me.”
 
“So no one is cheating,” Ilya said.
 
“No,” Shane said. “Is it okay that the idea of you being jealous is really hot?”
 
Ilya groaned. “Are we done talking? Please say yes, I need to fuck you now.” He reached out with both hands but Shane swatted them away.
 
“Wait, wait,” he said, laughing as Ilya tried to drag him closer, to pull him under like a riptide, crawl up Shane’s body and cover it with his own. He mostly succeeded in this, finding himself lying on top of Shane but not yet making a move to strip the other man’s clothes off.
 
“I give you five minutes and then you will be naked, Shane Hollander,” Ilya moaned into the side of Shane’s neck.
 
“I need at least ten,” Shane said.
 
“Ten is not negotiable,” Ilya replied, licking around the edge of Shane’s ear.
 
“Eight,” Shane said. “Final offer.”
 
Ilya licked the freckles on Shane’s left cheek. “Fine, eight minutes, then if you are still talking we’re having this conversation with you on my cock. Go.”
 
“Boyfriends?” Shane said.
 
“That is not a conversation,” Ilya replied. He closed his eyes, letting himself sink onto Shane’s body. He didn’t fight it when Shane shoved him over into the bit of couch next to him, so their bodies were next to each other, legs still entwined. “That is a statement. I am studying English, Hollander, you cannot fight me about sentence structure.”
 
“Need to breathe to talk, Ilya,” Shane said. Ilya grumbled but none of it came out as words. “Listen, I know we can’t be anything. We can’t be public. We can’t tell anyone except I guess two of your friends know but that’s it. There’s the league and Russia and my parents and my team and your family and citizenship and…” He paused. “That’s so many things, Ilya. I keep thinking we’ll have to keep doing it this way until we retire. I don’t even know if you want that, or if you want that with me, and even if you do I don’t know how we’re going to get it.”
 
“Shane, this is a lot of words and my dick is very loud,” Ilya said, grinding against the side of Shane’s thigh. “Ask me your question.”
 
“How do you know I have a question?”
 
“You always do,” Ilya sighed. “But you can’t find it until either you come for me or you use so many words first. You know how I feel about English Shane, but always so many words. Easier if I fuck you then you can find your questions in your big hockey brain.” He kissed Shane again.
 
His need bled out through his lips, infecting Shane with it, until they were both kissing hard and gasping for air. One of his hands drifted to Shane’s hips, rolling him onto his side so they could press their hips against each other.
 
“Ilya, please,” Shane said.
 
“What do you need, sweetheart?” Ilya murmured.
 
“Please stop.”
 
Ilya froze. He opened his eyes to see Shane looking back at him. His brown eyes were so dark.
 
“I don’t want to keep wondering if I’m going to see you again,” Shane said. “I wake up every day thinking you’ll text me that it’s too hard, or you found someone you like more, or you’ll stop texting me entirely and I’ll just have to guess at whether I’m losing you. And I know you like me now which makes it worse.”
 
“I don’t understand,” Ilya said, but he thought maybe, probably he did.
 
“Ilya, I don’t know how to be anything more to you than someone you see in between the rest of your life, and I am afraid every day that I’m going to stop being that for you. Will you please be my boyfriend so I don’t have to be afraid that you’re going to disappear?”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Of course, Shane.”
 
“Thank god!” Shane kissed him, filthy and moaning, his tongue licking into Ilya’s mouth and his cock thrusting against Ilya’s hip. “Please fuck me.”
 
Final score: Rozanov making things better 5 – Rozanov fucking everything up 2 (Rozanov wins)
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Shane is quieter than usual once the season begins. He doesn’t start texts with Ilya as often, and though he does reply, it’s not a thoroughly as before. There are fewer pictures, fewer jokes. When Ilya asked, Shane just said he was worried about his phone being hacked, so okay, Ilya switched to calls instead. He calls Shane three or four times a week: when he first wakes up in the morning, or when he’s in a hotel room alone at the end of a game day. He calls Shane to bitch about the quality of coffee in a hotel breakfast buffet, to talk about a particularly rough game – his, or Shane’s which he watches whenever he can. He calls for phone sex too, of course, he’s dating Shane Hollander and there isn’t a universe in which Ilya Rozanov doesn’t want to fuck that man into the mattress. But he knows something is wrong.
 
Whatever it is, Ilya is sure it isn’t them. For one thing, Shane always takes his calls. He makes plans to be alone when he knows Ilya will be calling him. He’s left team dinners, rearranged plans with his parents, even skipped out on a run once to take Ilya’s calls. At first, it feels like Shane’s making a choice to prioritize their limited chances to talk, and it makes Ilya’s heart do a complicated thing which feels both comforting and frightening at the same time.
 
But after a while Ilya starts to wonder if Shane is maybe just miserable in Montreal. He’s the AC now, and from what Ilya can tell, their coach and Captain are putting all kinds of work on Shane that Ilya’s never seen handed off to another player. They’ve got Shane giving input on plays, running drills, enforcing rules in the locker room, even running whole practices at times which pisses Ilya off to no end. He asked his own Captain about it, but Anderson pressed his lips into a thin line and shook his head. What Montreal is doing to Shane is unprecedented, but when Ilya brings it up Shane changes the subject.
 
The only reason Ilya knows any of this is the way Shane lets things slip when he’s tired, sometimes, but mostly by the shape of the things Shane is refusing to talk about. Sorry, long day, had to give our new rookie a tour of the facility or remind me again why I thought being AC wouldn’t involve photocopying play binders for 3 hours, which became, when Ilya tries to gently push back, nevermind I don’t usually do that stuff, one time thing. Except there’s one of those one time things almost every time they talk, until Shane doesn’t want to talk about the team unless he’s telling a story about something that happened off the ice.
 
Shane’s still friends with Hayden and J.J., which means getting dragged out to bars and dinners Shane doesn’t really enjoy but won’t complain about. There’s a soft sigh Ilya hears over the phone at times when Shane is talking about his team he doesn’t think Shane is aware of. He listens though, as Shane talks about Pike’s wife getting pregnant, how his parents found a plot of land near their lake cottage they want Shane to buy. Shane had this plan to eventually build his own cottage, he tells Ilya one night, but while he talks about real estate investments and architecture styles – things that last spring would have made him ramble on happily for hours – Ilya can hear the joy bleeding out of Shane’s words.
 
There is something, something underneath all of it that Shane won’t share with him.
 
One night he asked if the problem was him, if Ilya was taking up too much of Shane’s time. If they should stop talking so much, if Ilya is getting in the way of Shane’s real life. He offered to call Shane less.
 
“Please don’t,” Shane begged over the phone, his voice cracking. “Please, Ilya I need you. I can’t do this without you.”
 
So Ilya listened to his boyfriend cry from 500 kilometers away and promised to never suggest that again.
 
He asks for a picture one Sunday afternoon and gets a selfie of Shane in bed wearing the caramel-colored cashmere hoodie they've been trading back and forth between them. He’s smiling but his eyes look tired. Ilya praises him and calls him beautiful, because of course Shane is beautiful even if he’s tired. Even if that tiredness might be something more. Ilya doesn’t mention that Shane Hollander should not be lying in bed in the middle of the afternoon. He doesn’t ask.
 
He does get Hayden Pike’s number from Andy though.
 
Ilya: Hayden Pike this is Ilya Rozanov
Worst Pike: wtf man
Ilya: what is team doing to Shane? 
Worst Pike: idk what you’re talking about
Ilya: don’t be stupid pike he’s your best friend
Worst Pike: does he know you’re texting me right now?
Ilya: no and if you tell him I will end you
Worst Pike: what do you want me to say?
Ilya: tell me why metros are making Shane sad
Worst Pike: are we?
 
Ilya groans and throws his phone on the bed, cursing himself for thinking Hayden fucking Pike would be helpful. But an hour later he gets another text:
 
Worst Pike: no idea how you knew before me but am going to Shane’s now to talk to him
Ilya: be subtle can’t tell him I told you he will be like clam
Worst Pike: fuck you I am subtle
Worst Pike: do you mean clam up?
Ilya: yes
Worst Pike: yeah he will
Worst Pike: I’ll be careful
 
Ilya goes for a run after that because he can’t possibly sit in his apartment in Boston waiting for the 15th best player on the Metros to find out what’s bothering Shane when Ilya himself hasn’t been able to do it. He picks up dinner on his way back, placing an order to go so he’s not in a restaurant or somewhere else in public in case Shane needs to call him. He stops to pet a cute dog on his way home, pauses outside of a florist – thinking, for a moment, about whether he should send Shane flowers? He has no idea what a boyfriend is supposed to do in times like these.
 
Hockey, he was good at. He could make Shane blush on the ice with flirty comments disguised as chirping. Ilya could press him into the boards and sometimes – if he was very lucky – hear a tiny moan escape those perfect pink lips. He could chase Shane from one end of the rink to the other, fight him at the face off, steal a puck right off his stick and slam it into the Metros net, knowing that every one of those moments would bring a secret smile to Shane’s face. Knowing it would end with the two of them naked together.
 
He was good at their sex too. He had taken to it since that first fumbling attempt in a bathroom during a party when he was 14. Every lesson he learned, he applied to carefully establishing himself as the best sex of Shane Hollander’s entire life. He’d fucked a handful of men and a few hundred women in the 4+ years between that first time and becoming Shane’s for good.
 
Well, not that Shane knew it. Ilya wasn’t 100% sure himself. But he didn’t want anyone else right now and he’d started thinking lately that maybe, probably, he never would again. Maybe something would break them up in a few months – hockey, or Russia, or a bad injury or cancer from his stupid cigarettes or the depression his mother left him instead of an inheritance – and Shane would move on but Ilya never would.
 
Maybe he’d spend the rest of his life with the memory of Shane in his arms and die quietly, alone, having loved a ghost longer than he’d ever loved anyone else.
 
Some days, on really bad days, the ones he didn’t want to tell anyone about, he wondered how long he’d last in this world with only Shane’s ghost to keep him warm, and in those moments, the answer was always: not very fucking long.
 
But none of this was something he could say when Shane was clearly going through a hard time he couldn’t talk to Ilya about yet.
 
Ilya was sure whatever was happening to Shane was about the Metros. He’d texted Andy a few weeks ago, to ask about their locker room culture, looking for anything that could help without revealing any of Shane’s secrets. It’s always winter here, Rozanov was all Andy had said.
 
He didn’t go into the florist. He got home, showered with his phone in the bathroom and his ringer on high, then ate and scrolled through his own team’s group chats.
 
Worst Pike: he told me
Worst Pike: this team fucking suck
Worst Pike: told him to talk to management
Worst Pike: do not make this worse for him I will kill you
Ilya: never
Ilya: what’s happening?
Worst Pike: told him to tell you
Worst Pike: not my place to say
Ilya: tell me who to fight at next game
Worst Pike: if this isn’t resolved right I’ll send you a list
 
Ilya sighed. Hayden fucking Pike was growing on him.
 
He’s tired of you, his father’s voice whispered in Ilya’s head. It has nothing to do with hockey. He’s done with you, and you wasted your potential to fall in love with a weak Canadian who can never love you back.
 
The Russian voice was relentless but he had Shane’s voice in his head now too and that helped. Not enough to fix it but enough that at times it sounded like they were arguing each other inside of Ilya’s brain and that made him feel cared for, kind of. As if there was someone who cared enough to fight for Ilya instead of making him feel small and powerless.
 
“Oh, Ilya.” Shane’s hand came out of his pocket and gently lifted Ilya’s face up until they could see each other’s eyes. “That’s not your fault.”
 
“I’m sorry you’re going through that,” Shane said softly, his hand in Ilya’s hair. “That’s not fair to you.”
 
“I do want this, Ilya, so fucking much.”
 
Shane opened his eyes and looked at him. “You. I need you.”
 
“I’m not going to pretend that I don’t like him anymore.”
 
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he murmured into Ilya’s neck. “You’re home now, okay? I’m here.”
 
“I’m going to fucking kill them,” Shane said then. Simple. Decided. Another of Shane Hollander’s facts. “Do you understand me? I’m going to fucking kill them both.”
 
“Will you please be my boyfriend so I don’t have to be afraid that you’re going to disappear?”
 
Against everything Shane had said to him over the last year, how could one miserable old man’s voice compete?
 
(It does still, of course, Ilya can’t get rid of it no matter how hard he tries, and some days the Russian voice is louder than others, so loud Ilya thinks he will stab a screwdriver in through his ear to dig the voice out of his skull, but as often as he can, he remembers Shane’s words and tries to map the sound of Shane’s voice over everything else in his head.)
 
As much as he wanted to blame this all on himself and run away in fear, because that’s what he was used to, that’s what he knew how to do, Ilya knows in his heart that Shane’s struggles right now aren’t about Ilya at all. So he set Shane’s words to play on a loop in his head, and waited for his boyfriend to tell him how he could help.
 
He was, a little bit, cursing the decision to let Shane dictate the pace of this conversation when he heard he couldn’t spend the night after their first game against each other this season, but it helped when Shane said my parents are staying with me and I need to talk to my mom because if Ilya could spend even one more night with his own mother, what wouldn’t he give up for that chance?
 
Pike hadn’t texted again by the time Ilya had to leave his phone behind in the Metros’ visitors locker room. He played as best as he could, somewhat distracted by Shane’s face beneath his visor. It didn’t look like Shane’s face, not the way Ilya remembered. It looked like someone had carved out everything good and let him onto the ice hollowed out. His Shane was gone, so only Hollander remained.
 
“You ready to lose?” Ilya had teased the first time they faced off against each other. The other man kept his eyes down, and got to the puck first. Ilya chased him into the boards, but got none of Shane’s usual reactions. He just passed to Pike a second before they connected, and waited for Ilya to let him go.
 
The second time they were across from each other on center ice, Ilya had been more direct. “I miss you,” he said softly. Hollander nodded, looked toward his bench, and said, “Yeah,” over his shoulder. That was the only time anyone put one on the board.
 
It was a sour game, with more fights than usual. Hollander kept his head down, and even Ilya managed to avoid any penalty time, but neither team scored again so it ended with the Metros up because of Hollander’s single goal. Ilya looked for Shane as both teams cleared the ice, only spotting Hollander’s back as the other man walked into the tunnel.
 
In the locker room, Marly tapped him on the shoulder. “Seeing Jane tonight?” he asked quietly.
 
“No,” Ilya sighed. “Family stuff. Next time.”
 
Marly nodded, then stepped up to stand on top of the bench, his chest bare. “Ok boys, listen up!” he called out. “We have a rare treat tonight! Rozy’s girl has to see her parents or some shit, so we get to entertain our baby Cap!” He reached down and shook Ilya’s shoulders until they both laughed. “Best plan wins – who’s got ideas?”
 
Ilya sends a picture of himself sqeezed between Connors and Hammy in the backseat of a rental car Marly is driving, on their way to a sports bar that promises loud music and tolerable appetizers.
 
Jane: your rookie contract is up at the end of the season right?
Jane: promise me you’ll re-sign with the raiders
 
Ilya realized he hadn’t considered doing anything else. He texted his agent then, asking him to negotiate a contract renewal with Boston, mainly so he won’t be lying when he texts Shane next.
 
Lily: asked my agent to take care of it
Lily: are you okay?
Jane: you deserve a good team
 
Ilya bit his lip.
 
Lily: not what I asked
Lily: need me to call?
Jane: with parents
Lily: I like you
 
Shane doesn’t respond for a long time.
 
Ilya enjoys being at the bar with his teammates. It just would have been better if Shane was there. Ilya doesn’t go out nearly as much as he did at the start of his rookie season, before his plan to hook up with Shane Hollander once became maybe hooking up when they play against each other a few times a year, which became texting and talking on the phone almost every day and seeing each other every other month. Before he became Shane Hollander’s boyfriend, which he’d only actually said to Cliff Marleau and had, unfortunately, needed to say twice. Even Svetlana didn’t know that part of it, mainly because she wouldn’t care about the label, and partly because he knew Shane was struggling with one of Ilya’s friends knowing the full truth, let alone two. Sveta would be happy for Ilya regardless so it wasn’t really a risk to keep from saying certain words to her.
 
Marly only knew how their relationship had progressed because Marly was an idiot who needed things spelled out to him. More than once. But Ilya also loved him like the brother he never got to have, and was starting to settle into the idea that Marly loved him exactly the same way. So the Hollander of it all was a secret as safe as it could be, and Ilya got two people who knew the truth of them.
 
He didn’t mention Shane to them often, but knowing he could helped him to breathe when his father’s voice was loud at night. He wondered, some times, if it made Shane’s life better or worse to not have anyone in Montreal to carry his secrets for him, the way Ilya had two people in Boston.
 
Maybe Shane was telling his parents about them tonight. Maybe he wasn’t being distant, he just was being nervous, and he’d call later sounding ten pounds lighter with the relief of being seen.
 
Or maybe he’s done with you already, Grigori Rozanov said inside of Ilya’s brain, as clearly as if he was sitting next to him in the bar.
 
He told the voice to fuck off and pulled his phone out to text Andy instead.
 
Ilya: Мы с Рейдерами в баре — хочешь присоединиться?
Andy: не могу команда говорит нельзя, у Шани проблемы после последнего раза
 
Fuck! Andy couldn’t come out to the bar tonight because his fucking team said no? And Shane had gotten in trouble for the last time? Which had to mean the time when a bunch of Boston Raiders showed up wearing Hollander’s jersey, a thing that only happened because Ilya made a bet during a live press interview.
 
“Ivanov!” he called out. The other man turned toward him, one eyebrow raised. “You know this kid Andropov on the Metros?” Ilya asked in Russian.
 
Big Ivan nodded.
 
“You talk to him? Or any of the other Metros?”
 
“Not really. Andy is only Russian on their team. The rest are dicks. Except your Hollander, I think.” Big Ivan shrugged. “He seems okay.”
 
“I invited Andy tonight, he says no, team doesn’t allow him to spend time with Raiders anymore.”
 
Ivan shrugged again. “Yeah, they’re dicks.”
 
“Can you ask around?” Ilya feels like this conversation is bordering on Really Fucking Obvious Feelings About Shane Hollander, but he can’t help himself. Whatever is going on with Shane’s team is starting to feel too big to ignore.
 
Ivan took another pull on his beer, then tilted his head to look carefully at Ilya. “Four years ago,” Ivan said, “Mira played with Tampa for a season.”
 
“Yeah?” Ilya said, not sure where Ivanov was going with this.
 
“Four years ago, Gagnon played for Tampa.”
 
Gagnon, who was now played defense for the Metros.
 
“Thanks,” Ilya said. Ivan turned around to talk to the guys on the other side of him. Hockey fans who didn’t seem to be Metros fans, specifically. Good enough to drink beer with in a bar. Montreal fans were rabid but there were always just hockey fans, anywhere you went.
 
Ilya sent Anton Miranov, one of the Raider’s defensemen, a text asking if Gagnon from the Metros had any idea why the team was freezing out Andy. Russians must stick together, he’d added, then put his phone back in his pocket. He hadn’t mention Shane to Mira or Ivan. Hopefully he wouldn’t need to.
 
He took a cab back to the hotel before 10, texted Shane to let him know he was in for the night and available if Shane needed anything. He passed out sometime before midnight, phone on the charger next to his head.
 
He woke up to a text, sent while Ilya was sleeping.
 
Jane: you’re the best thing in my life
 
Ilya’s first thought was a thing he wasn’t ready to say, so he put that away for later.
 
Lily: awake now, how was parents?
Jane: fine
Lily: call?
Jane: not now
Jane: phone will be off for a while ttyl
 
Ilya did the usual post game things: got breakfast with the team in their hotel, packed and showered, made it to the airport, made it onto their charter plane, and 5 hours later touched down in Boston. He worried about what was happening between him and Shane the entire way.
 
It felt like Shane was pushing him away. Ilya was trying very hard not to see it that way, but they’d gone from practically living in each other’s phones and beds to… this? In only a few weeks. If they’d been able to see each other last night, to strip each other naked and reconnect in the best way possible, he’d have known for sure that everything was good between them. Touching Shane made him real.
 
Ilya wondered if this was because of what happened outside the steak house in Montreal. Not that he thought Shane had found someone else, he was more sure that neither of them would cheat on each other than he was certain of anything else, but maybe this was Shane finally processing his feelings about it all and figuring out that Ilya had broken something they wouldn’t be able to repair. Shane wouldn’t move on to someone else without ending things with Ilya first. There just wasn’t any guarantee that ending wasn’t Shane’s very next step.
 
He needed to touch Shane again, to have this conversation with lips and fingers and skin. If he couldn’t have that, Ilya would have to talk to him with his words. That was the second best option, but it was much better than fucking pining over someone who wouldn’t explain what was going on.
 
Except Shane had made it clear he didn’t want to have that conversation “for a while” since he was going as far as turning his fucking phone off.
 
Outside of travel days – and this shouldn’t be one, since the Metro’s next game was also in Montreal in three days time, and he already knew Shane would have practice scheduled for each of the days in between – Ilya wasn’t sure Shane had ever turned his phone off. So this was something new, and it was a choice Shane was making, and that choice felt very personal right at that moment.
 
Ilya had three ways to deal with disappointment, before getting involved with Shane: he could get drunk enough to pass out on whatever hard surface would have him, he could spend a lot of money on something fun that he wanted but didn’t strictly need, he could find someone to suck his dick until his problems flew away like butterflies.
 
Every single one of those options would end in a reaction from Shane that would range from disappointed (new car) to overly concerned (drunk) to “definitely ending their relationship” (fucking someone else), Being the reason excuse Shane could use to finally rid himself of Ilya Rozanov for good sounded like a terrible idea, so Ilya sighed and went with secret option four:
 
“Listen up!” he announced to his team as they waited for their luggage to arrive. “Go home, shower, then my place for dinner and team bonding! Optional but only idiots would not be there.”
 
“What kind of team bonding, baby Cap?” Carmy asked.
 
Ilya grinned. “I have NBA 2K12 on 360 and if you fuckers cannot figure out how to play other sports than the one you barely know already, also have NHL 12.” Several of the guys made happy sounds and nodded to each other. “Good, you come at…” He checked the time on his phone. It was almost 5 PM now. “7 PM, yes? I order food. Show up on time if you want your opinion to matter.”
 
“I call dibs on crashing in Rozy’s guest room!” Hammy called out. Marly shoved him from one side, and Vicky shoved him from the other. “No fair,” Hammy whined. “I said it first.”
 
“Is fine, no one wants to listen to you snore anyway. I also have very large couch and comfortable floor. We will sort it out later.” Ilya grinned as he saw his suitcase slide down the carousel. “Do not text me about food if you will be late,” he added as his teammates got their own luggage and started to walk away. “You eat what we give you.” He saw his coaches, standing off to the side, laugh at that, and felt good for the first time that day.
 
“Can’t make it but I’m leaving you in charge of these knuckleheads,” Tommy said. “Make good choices, baby Cap.”
 
“Yes Cap,” Ilya said. “I am, uh, trying to be good.”
 
“I see it,” Tommy said with a smile. “Keep it up.”
 
Ilya rode that high all the way back to his apartment. He texted Shane when he got home, letting him know he was in for the night, just in case. If Shane did want to talk, Ilya could take the phone into his bedroom, or go for a walk so they could be alone. Having his team at his apartment wouldn’t stand in the way of talking to Shane, but having them there might keep him from spiraling if he didn’t.
 
By 7:30 he had seven other Raiders in his living room, and several plates of Mexican food scattered around the room. They’d argued over Ilya’s games for a solid 15 minutes before giving up and putting on Just Dance instead. At one point Marly and Hammy fought over who got next round, gave up, and tried to dance the sequence together, arguing the four legs had to be better than two.
 
When Hammy tried to lift Marly off the ground, Ilya laughed so hard he fell off the couch.
 
“Okay, okay, do not kill each other or Coach will make us skate laps until we find replacements,” he managed to get out. “I go smoke now.”
 
Several of the guys booed at this, but they quickly turned their attention back to the disaster unfolding in front of them.
 
“And no one take my spot!” Ilya called out as he walked to the balcony.
 
He slid the door shut behind him, letting the quiet settle over him. He found his lighter and cigarettes, smoking it slowly. With his other hand, he opened his phone, typing quick message to Jane:
 
Lily: miss you
[message read]
 
So Shane’s phone was back on. Ilya sighed.
 
Behind him, the noise died down. Ilya finished his cigarette and went back inside.
 
“Okay, who broke what?” he said as he saw they’d paused the game.
 
“He just came in and sat down,” Marly said. He looked more confused than usual.
 
“What?” Ilya asked.
 
Oh. Oh.
 
Shane was sitting on Ilya’s couch, wearing the cashmere hoodie over a long black shirt that poked out the bottom. He stared toward the kitchen, but Ilya didn’t think he was really looking at anything.
 
“Shane?” Ilya said softly.
 
Shane didn’t even blink.
 
“Hey, Shane,” Ilya said as his teammates moved out of the way. He kneeled on the floor in front of the couch, looking up at Shane but not touching him. “Hey, hey… you’re here. What do you need right now?”
 
Shane exhaled sharply, like a quick laugh without any sound to it.
 
“Do you want something to drink, man?” Carmy asked.
 
“We got food, uh, tacos and shit,” Connors added.
 
“Give him a minute,” Ilya told them.
 
“You’re all so nice,” Shane said quietly. “Do you even know how nice you are?”
 
“Thanks, Hollander,” Vicky said, his voice accented with heavy French. “You are nice too.”
 
“Yeah,” Shane sighed unhappily. “I hear that a lot.”
 
“Shane, why are you here?” Ilya asked. “Is okay, you should be here. But what happened?”
 
“You guys can’t let Rozanov leave your team, okay?” Shane said.
 
“Wow, Rozy, you’re leaving?” and “No way man, you just got here,” a few of the guys tried to say all at once. Ilya waved his arm to shut them up.
 
“Shane, I told you, I ask my agent to get me renewal contract for next season,” Ilya said. “Is fine, I stay here in Boston.”
 
“You fucking better,” Marly mumbled. Ilya shot him a disapproving look.
 
“Just make sure, okay?” Shane asked, but Ilya wasn’t sure who he was addressing. “He needs to be here, please.”
 
Ilya turned to look at the others. “Someone grab a ginger ale out of my fridge. The rest of you sit down, you’re fucking intimidating standing up like that.”
 
“I play hockey too, you know,” Shane said, his eyes finally finding Ilya beside him. He took the cold can when it was passed over to him, but didn’t open it. Instead he turned it over and slowly tapped on the side. “I love hockey. Why does it have to be like this?”
 
“Hollander, what happened?” Vicky asked gently. He’d taken the spot next to Shane on the couch.
 
“After the last time we, uh, talked about it, Ilya had this idea for me to buy a second phone. A second phone number, so I could keep the stalker shit to the old number and no one would have my new one.” Shane pulled two phones out of his pants pocket and set them both on the coffee table. His eyes followed the phones and stayed there.
 
The older phone buzzed against the table. Then the newer one.
 
“Stalker shit?” Hammy whispered, but Connors shushed him.
 
“Yes, I am very smart,” Ilya said softly. “Did something happen?”
 
Shane swallowed. “It was good, for a few months. Most of the summer. I got some letters, but you know, I can just not check my mail if I need the day off from dealing with it. But, I guess I got lazy. I wasn’t checking the old phone enough. Someone figured out I wasn’t replying in the team group chats anymore, so Hayd… he put me back in with my new number.”
 
Ilya swore in Russian, silently moving Pike back up to the top of his list.
 
“What happened then?” Marly asked.
 
“The calls started again. Except no one had my number except the guys on my team, right? I mean, Ilya and Hayd and my parents did, my coaches did, and all summer long no one bothered me on that line. But the minute, the fucking minute I’m in the group chat, it all started again.”
 
Both phones buzzed again.
 
“Do you know who?” Ilya asked, his fists clenching at his sides. He wanted to toss Shane’s phones out of the nearest window.
 
Shane shook his head. “The day before our opener, the one uh, you guys came to, I told my Coach about it. He said they’d look into it, full investigation. I had to write out a statement, the whole thing. I went into that game thinking that finally, someone on my team cared and they were going to help me.”
 
“That did not happen?”
 
“A week later they tell me they know who it was, and I’m thinking okay, it sucks to lose someone from our team, but obviously we can’t have whoever it is on the line with me, right?” Shane’s voice was so quiet now. “But they said…”
 
He took a deep breath. His newer phone buzzed again.
 
“They said it was just a prank. That I should ignore it and it would die down on its own, and stop complaining.”
 
Several of the guys swore loudly. Vicky picked up both of Shane’s phones and powered them off before he set them back down.
 
Ilya put his hand on Shane’s leg. Softly, resting it there, letting Shane know I am here, you are safe, as best as he could in a room full of hockey players.
 
“So what happens now, man?” Carmy asked.
 
“Nothing.” Shane shrugged. “The only thing that has changed is guys are whispering about how I’m too much of a pussy to play professional hockey because I can’t take a fucking joke. They’ve been going after me since fucking draft day but somehow I’m both their leading scorer and too weak to play the game.”
 
“Fuck them,” Ilya said. “You’re so much better than them, Shane. Every single one of them.”
 
“I told my Coach this morning that if they can’t protect me from my own team, I can’t sign with them again when my rookie contract is up in June.” Shane sighed. “Desjardins told me to take a few days of personal leave and come back with my head on straight.”
 
“Okay I just got to say it,” Connors said. “I don’t think I like your team, Hollander.”
 
That got a small laugh out of Shane. “Yeah. I don’t think I do either.”
 
“Do you know what you want to do?” Ilya asked.
 
“My agent’s going to start talking to teams that might want another center. I’m probably going to end up in fucking San Jose or something.” He bit his lip, turning his head to look at Ilya, but his eyes were flat. “Can I stay here tonight?”
 
“Yes, of course, always,” Ilya said. He climbed up on the couch and put one arm around Shane’s shoulders. Vicky leaned in close on the other side, and Marly sat down on Ilya’s other side, reaching one long over to pat Shane on the head.
 
“We got you, buddy,” Marly said.
 
“You need food?” Ilya asked.
 
Shane shook his head. “Could you guys just go back to what you were doing? I think I just want to sit for a while.”
 
They went on with their night, but it was more subdued than before. After an hour or so, the guys started to trickle out. Marly grabbed Hammersmith, saying, “Not tonight, dude,” before the other man could settle into Ilya’s guest room. Connors packed away the leftovers.
 
“Text if you need anything,” Vicky said as Ilya was seeing the last few stragglers to the door. He saw Shane’s overnight bag where he must have dropped it when he came in, picking it up and placing it on the kitchen counter.
 
When he turned back around, Shane was lying down on the couch. Ilya went over and gently took off Shane’s shoes, putting them aside for now. “You want shower?” he asked.
 
Shane shook his head, which was more adorable than it should be but he had half his face pressed against the couch. Ilya smiled and kissed Shane’s forehead. Then his cheek. Then, softly, a chaste kiss pressed against Shane’s lips.
 
“I’m mostly mad at them for fucking up my plans for you,” Shane said. He motioned at the hoodie. “I wore your jersey under this. We didn’t get to… last time, you know?”
 
“Ah yes, sorry,” Ilya said, not apologizing at all. “Was in too much hurry to get you naked after you scored 4 goals for me, didn’t have time to put my jersey on you before I had to be inside of you. You are too much, too good, Hollander.”
 
Shane smiled a little. “I wore it for tonight but I don’t think I can right now.”
 
“No, is okay, I am not in the mood either,” Ilya said. He could be, if Shane wanted it to, but not like this. “Tomorrow, okay?”
 
“Okay,” Shane said. His voice was very small. “You’re not mad at me for showing up without warning you?”
 
“Mad, no, never. I like you to be here, Shane. I like you in my apartment, in my clothes, in my bed. Whatever you give me, I like.” Ilya kissed him again. “Can I put you in my bed now?”
 
Shane let Ilya pull him up, carefully, and lead him to the bedroom. He helped Shane get undressed, found the toothbrush Shane had left after his last visit, and got his teeth brushed. Then he pulled Shane into bed and wrapped himself around the other man’s body.
 
“I don’t want to get traded to California,” Shane said. “But I have to keep playing hockey, Ilya. I have to.”
 
Ilya kissed him on the forehead. “I also don’t want to you traded to California. Too many beautiful people in LA, I am very jealous boyfriend, so no Shane Hollander for them. And San Jose is ridiculous team, they do walk out under giant fish head.” He squeezed Shane tighter. “We find you good team in same conference so I get to keep you, okay? But that is tomorrow problem. Tonight we get good rest.”
 
“Okay,” Shane mumbled into Ilya’s neck. Eventually his breathing evened out as he fell asleep.
 
Lying there in the dark, with Shane in his arms, Ilya stayed awake for a very, very long time.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I usually write Ilya’s Russian thoughts out in English because he’s the one saying/hearing/thinking them, so of course he’s thinking in the translated meaning not the Cyrillic alphabet. But when he’s texting in Russian I wanted to write it out so you see what anyone would see if they look at his phone.

 

Ilya: Мы с «Рейдерами» в баре — хочешь присоединиться?
My s «Reyderami» v bare — khochesh' prisoyedinit'sya? / at bar with Raiders, you want to join?

 

Andy: не могу команда говорит нельзя, у Шани проблемы после последнего раза
ne mogu komanda govorit nel'zya, u Shani problemy posle poslednego raza / I can't—the team says it's not allowed. Shani is having issues after last time.

Thanks to NECROprincess for helping me fix Andy's text message!


  


      

  












      Chapter 21: Was this about the kale?
  


    Chapter Summary

    In Boston, Shane and Ilya struggle through talking about what will happen next. Shane has plan, Ilya is left in the dark, but the one thing they can both rely on is how badly they need each other.
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  Ilya untangled himself from Shane’s arms and slid carefully out of the bed. It was just past 8 AM, and Shane Hollander was still asleep. The man who set himself three alarms to make sure he was heading to the gym by 6 every morning, even after nights Ilya had spent hours turning Shane into a moaning, glistening wreck. Shane had let Vicky turn his phone off last night and never bothered to turn it back on. Shane, who usually slept like he’d finally found peace in Ilya’s arms, had been restless the entire night, and now – after hours of sleep – still had dark circles under his eyes.
 
Ilya dressed quietly, torn between needing to do something, move, act, fix… anything… and wanting to crawl right back into bed. Once ready, he put one knee on the bed and leaned over to gently brush his fingers across the freckles on Shane’s cheek.
 
“Ilya?” Shane asked, eyes closed. His fingers twitched as if he were reaching for something.
 
“I have to go out,” Ilya whispered. “I will be right back. Sleep, sweetheart. You are safe here.” He kissed Shane’s forehead.
 
He drove downtown, finding a parking garage with a few spaces open, a rarity on a Thursday morning. The store he wanted was a few blocks away, so he walked with his collar up and his sunglasses on. He doubted anyone would bother him for an autograph, but he wasn’t in the mood to deal with fans. This was Boston, and there were always fans, but they were much more active online than in person, a fact Ilya appreciated every time he saw clips of Shane being mobbed at a restaurant or grocery store in Montreal. Sometimes Ilya signed jerseys or his rookie card for people waiting outside the entrance to an arena, or took a selfie with a fan in a bar or outside during one of his runs, but it was always a quiet ask. “Excuse me, sorry to bother you, are you Rozanov? Would you mind…”
 
No one screamed his name when he was trying to get a cup of coffee.
 
Online was a different story, of course. Social media lived and died on who got the latest pictures of Ilya in a club, getting out of his car, sitting too close to a woman he didn’t even know but apparently was now dating, based on the fact that they were both in the same room at the same time. There were probably people filming him at that moment. But that wasn’t his real life. That was over there. That wasn’t about him, not really. It was the part of the job he enjoyed the least but he didn’t mistake it for anything substantial.
 
He had the Raiders to thank for that. For years they’d kept hard boundaries with fans, with the press. Rules for how to behave that Captains like Anderson enforced and management supported. Players could always say no to fans or requests for their time off the ice, as long as it was done politely. Ilya was pretty sure now that Montreal didn’t protect their players the same way. Or, maybe they did, for everyone but Shane.
 
He was paying for the new phone line when his own phone buzzed.
 
Mama H: do you have him?
 
Ilya thought carefully about how to respond as the cashier handed over his card and the plastic bag. He didn’t want to give away any of Shane’s secrets, of course. But Shane loved his parents. Even if they were difficult, Ilya was sure of this. He thought of his own mother, and what he would give to have her worrying over him.
 
Ilya: yes
 
The response came a moment later.
 
Mama H: thank you
 
Ilya sighed. The walk back to his car was short but by the time he reached the garage, he decided.
 
Ilya: bought him new phone, my service so no one will find
Ilya: will ask him to text you when he’s awake
 
Yuna didn’t reply right away.
 
Ilya made it back to his building, pulling his car into the basement parking spaces.
 
Mama H: we will discuss this when Shane is ready
Ilya: okay
 
It could mean a lot of things. Yuna could be talking about the fact that Shane came to Boston without telling her, or that he’d stayed with Ilya Rozanov of the Boston Raiders. It could mean she wanted to discuss their friendship, what it might mean for the brand deals she was securing for them both. It might mean she wanted to talk about the situation with the Metros, and why Shane needed a new phone for the 2nd time in less than 6 months. Or she might have questions about why Ilya was buying his phone, why they were sharing a phone line, why Ilya wasn’t giving her the number until Shane agreed to it.
 
Or Yuna Hollander might want to know exactly what Ilya’s relationship was with her only son.
 
Whatever she planned to say, it clearly didn’t include her approval.
 
Ilya pocketed his phone and went upstairs.
 
Shane was sitting at the kitchen island with a can of ginger ale in front of him. He’d let Ilya put him in a soft tee last night, a simple black one instead of a hockey jersey too itchy to sleep in, and he was still wearing it now.
 
“Hey,” Shane said sleepily. He let Ilya cross the space between them and pull him into a kiss. “You went out,” he added once their lips parted.
 
Ilya kept one arm around Shane and used his other hand to slide the bag across the counter. “New phone for you.”
 
Shane looked confused for a moment. “How did you get a new phone number on my plan? Do you even know what carrier I use?”
 
“No,” Ilya said with a shrug. “Did not do that. This is new line on my plan.”
 
“Ilya, you didn’t have to do that.”
 
“No one will find this number unless you give it to them. Is, uh, strategic,” Ilya said, grinning.
 
Shane leaned into him. “That’s really fucking sweet, Ilya.”
 
“Yes, but do not tell. I have reputation.” He meant it as a joke, but Shane stiffened up, his muscles tensing so hard Ilya could feel it through his jacket. “What did I say?”
 
“You do have a reputation,” Shane said. “I can’t ruin that for you.”
 
“You’re not ruining anything.” Ilya put his hands on either side of Shane’s arms, rubbing them slowly. “It’s my life.”
 
“It’s Russia,” Shane said angrily. Ilya pulled back slightly.
 
“What does that mean?”
 
“It means we can’t fuck this up, Ilya!” Shane stood up, taking a step back to where Ilya could no longer reach him. “Every time I come here I’m risking people finding out about us.”
 
“So?” Ilya put his hands in the air. “Do you think I care about that?” He was yelling and he knew it but he couldn’t help himself.
 
“No, I know you don’t,” Shane yelled back. “That’s the problem, Ilya. All I want is to be around you. It’s all I can fucking think about some days. But if we get caught, if people even suspect why we spend time together, Russia drags you back and I’ll never fucking see you again.”
 
“I am getting citizenship! You know I am doing this!”
 
“But you don’t have it yet! You have a different kind of visa now which is the first step but it could be years before you’re actually a citizen here. God, Ilya, be honest with me – are you going back to Russia next summer?”
 
Ilya sighed. “I have to,” he said, quieter now.
 
“So if I’m lucky and I don’t screw anything up, if I don’t make a single mistake, I might get to see you at the end of the summer with another fucking boot print on your ribs?” Shane shook his head.
 
Ilya crossed the distance between them, wrapping his arms around Shane’s shoulders. “I won’t let that happen again.”
 
“No,” Shane said, but Ilya didn’t let go. “You can’t know that. Your family isn’t going to change, are they?”
 
Ilya kissed Shane’s cheek. “Probably no,” he admitted. “But that is not your fault.”
 
“If someone gets a picture of me leaving your apartment that will be my fucking fault. And I can’t be the reason you don’t come home, Ilya. I can’t…”
 
“Shh, shh,” Ilya whispered.
 
Shane let his head fall against Ilya’s shoulder as he cried softly. “I’d rather never touch you again than let them keep you,” he said after a moment.
 
“They won’t keep me,” Ilya said. “I won’t let them.”
 
“I have plans,” Shane said, reaching up with one hand to dry his eyes. “But I can’t do them without hockey and I can’t have hockey without all of this other bullshit. I’m trying, Ilya, I’m trying so hard…”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said. He kissed Shane again, one soft kiss to his beautiful lips. “Okay. We will be careful, yes? I will not give you up, Hollander. You make plans for us and I follow them but I will not give you up.”
 
“You’ll listen to what I say?” Shane asked. “Not fight me on it, or try to fuck me into agreeing with you?”
 
“Well…” Ilya bobbed his head side to side. “You do like giving me what I want…”
 
Shane made a face. “I’m being serious, asshole. There are going to be rules.”
 
“Ughh, so boring,” Ilya sighed dramatically, but kissed Shane’s neck anyway. “Yes, Shane tell me what I have to do to get you back into my bed right now?”
 
“In a minute,” Shane said, but he was smiling now. “We have to talk about my contract first.”
 
Ilya’s hands moved lower, finding Shane’s waist. “You have plan for new team?” he asked hesitantly.
 
His boyfriend nodded. “I’ll tell you some things, but first – you have to promise not to ask. Really promise, and not argue with me. Okay? I can’t talk to you about anything specific. If anyone finds out that we’ve had a conversation, at all, that’s a league violation and you could get dropped for colluding.”
 
“What is this?”
 
“Uh, colluding means like… working together when we’re not supposed to be. It’s a really serious thing, Ilya. I can’t even tell you what teams I’m looking at, and you absolutely cannot try to get me to sign anywhere specific.”
 
Ilya bit his lip. Of course, of course there was one place he wanted Shane to end up. But he couldn’t even hint at it? “How would they know?” he asked, knowing it wouldn’t really matter once Shane made up his mind.
 
He wasn’t expecting Shane to laugh. “Oh, Ilya,” he said once he stopped. “You told a bunch of reporters we were going to clubs together.”
 
“Ah, yes,” Ilya said, embarrassed. “That was one time.”
 
“Do you really think you’re going to be able to keep it a secret if I decide to sign with Toronto? Or, fuck, the Admirals?” Shane grinned. “Oh yes, Ilya, I’m going to play on a line with Scott Hunter, please don’t tell anyone.”
 
Ilya growled, pulling Shane’s hips against his own. “You take that back or I will fuck that thought out of you,” he purred.
 
“See, this is what I mean!” Shane broke away, running to the other side of the room, but Ilya was after him a moment later. Shane shrieked with laughter as they got the coffee table between them before Ilya hopped over it and Shane was scrambling for the couch. He almost got away but Ilya tackled him into a couch cushion and dragged him back until Ilya was climbing on top of Shane’s body.
 
“What can you tell me?” Ilya asked once they stopped giggling. He had the other man pinned, holding Shane’s wrists above his head, and the sight of Shane’s blushing cheeks was doing very good things for Ilya’s dick.
 
“My mom and I made a spreadsheet,” Shane started, but Ilya murmured, “Of course you did,” into the side of Shane’s neck, which turned into kissing along the side of Shane’s jaw, and Shane moaning softly in response.
 
“Wait, one second,” he said.
 
Ilya, sighing, stopped kissing him. Instead he propped himself up on one arm to look into Shane’s eyes. He made a face that said I’m waiting, pressing his lips together impatiently.
 
“Okay so I made a list of all the teams I’m interested in, with the pros and cons, you know? My agent’s already started reaching out to them, trying to see what my options are. I can’t officially sign a contract until the end of the season, so I have to play the best I can all the way through April, maybe longer if we make the playoffs.”
 
“The fucking Metros do not deserve your best,” Ilya said.
 
“I know, Ilya, I know. But it’s not about them anymore. It’s about me being someone worth signing, so I can end up where I want to be.”
 
“Where do you want to be?” Ilya asked quietly.
 
Please say you want to be here with me.
 
Shane bit his lip. “I’m really not allowed to say.”
 
“But you know what you want.” It wasn’t a question.
 
“Yeah, I know what I want,” Shane said. “I also know that whatever I pick might be a terrible fucking idea and I might be ruining everything. I’m so scared of that, Ilya. I want… I want so much. I want everything. But if I don’t end up where I want to be that’s awful and if I do end up where I want to be…” He looked pained, like he was playing through an injury he didn’t want to admit to having. “I think if I get what I want, I might ruin us.”
 
Ah. Of course. Where Shane Hollander wanted to play hockey was never going to be Boston.
 
“Do you…” he sighed, struggling to get his words out. “Do you think we should end this? So you can play hockey where you want?”
 
“How are you so hot and so stupid?” Shane asked, shaking his head. “It’s been months.”
 
“What has?” Ilya asked.
 
“I …” Shane stopped. “I don’t want to lose you,” he said instead. “I also don’t want to make you hate me. I don’t know how to get from here to where I want to be without fucking everything up.”
 
Ilya brushed a strand of Shane’s hair from his forehead, then kissed him there. “Is okay,” he said. “Don’t tell me where you are going until you sign with them. I won’t ask.”
 
“Really? You can wait until next summer to find out?”
 
“No, but I will.”
 
Shane scrunched his eyebrows together the way he always did when he worried. “What if I end up far away? Or I’m… too close? Montreal is the closest to Boston but we’re over the border and that makes it harder. If I end up in… New York, or Buffalo… not saying I will, but we could see each other a lot more.”
 
“Shane, I could see you every day and be happy,” Ilya said, quiet and serious, hoping Shane understood, because Ilya couldn’t say I would love you if you moved to Los Angeles and I barely saw you and he couldn’t say I want you here on my team, in my city, in my bed. “I will find you wherever you are.”
 
I love you, I love you, I love you, Ilya thought but didn’t say that either.
 
They stopped talking then. Ilya whispered his secrets with his fingertips, moving to strip Shane of his clothes while shedding his own, then again to map all of his favorite places on Shane’s body. He kissed Shane like Shane’s lips was the air he needed to breath and his boyfriend kissed him back in exactly the same way: desperate and filthy, as if every sloppy kiss was a promise to keep breathing at the same time.
 
Shane wrapped his large hand around their cocks and stroked them both together, warm and slick from their pre-come, almost a little too dry but enough to make it work, until Ilya pressed his forehead against Shane’s cheek with a moan.
 
“Shane,” he panted. “Shane.”
 
“Ilya,” was all he heard in reply, but it was enough.
 
Later, when they’d cleaned up and showered together, dressed in clean clothes and sat back at the kitchen island, Shane opened his new phone while Ilya showed Shane the text messages from Yuna.
 
“Huh,” was all Shane said. Ilya stared at him until he said more. “Yeah, I really don’t know what that’s about.”
 
“Do they know about us?”
 
Shane shrugged. “I mean, they know we’re friends, but I haven’t exactly told my mother that I like it when you fuck me so well I forget my own name.”
 
“Wow, Shane, really? I expected by now they have full run down of your sexual habits.” Ilya rolled his eyes playfully.
 
“You’re an ass,” Shane laughed. “You want me to tell them what you sound like when I have your cock in my mouth?”
 
“Ugh, never mind, you will keep talking and I will picture your mother when I fuck you,” Ilya groaned. “This is no good.”
 
“Hey, my mom is hot!” Shane said, then made a sour face. “No, oh no, please forget I said that.”
 
“Okay, Ilya replied, but because he was, deep in his heart, a little bit delighted every time every time he made Shane squirm, he added, “Your dad is hot, too.”
 
“Oh my god, stop!” Shane yelled before dropped his head onto the kitchen counter. “I’m gonna die.”
 
“Such a baby,” Ilya cooed. “Can’t handle his hot parents.”
 
“I’m gonna be sick, you need to stop,” Shane groaned, his face still resting against the granite.
 
“Okay you baby, you want disgusting smoothie or real breakfast?”
 
“Smoothie please,” Shane said while Ilya made a face at him. “You can’t make fun of me for that, everyone drinks them. None of us would get enough protein without them.”
 
“Yes, but mine taste like peanut butter and yours are the reason I have kale in my fucking freezer, so we are not the same.”
 
“Wait, you have kale?” Shane asked, looking up. “I don’t think I’ve seen you eat a vegetable on purpose.”
 
Ilya opened his freezer. “Yes, I have spinach, kale, and ah, blueberries for…” He read the package. “Anti-oxidents.”
 
“You have kale in your freezer for me,” Shane repeated. His face went pale.
 
“Yes?” Ilya frowned. “Is problem?”
 
“No, uh…” Shane stood up. “I need to, um. I need to go.”
 
“Hollander…” Ilya sighed.
 
“Just, um, I need a minute.” Shane grabbed his new phone off the counter, slipped his shoes on, and walked out the front door.
 
Ilya threw the bag of blueberries back into the freezer and slammed the door shut.
 
Shane came back inside a few minutes later, flushed from the cold air outside. In his rush to get away, he hadn’t put a jacket on.
 
“You come back for your bag?” Ilya asked bitterly.
 
“What? I’m not leaving,” Shane said. “I called my mom.”
 
“So kale is too scary now, you have to call mama?” The fact that Ilya knew he was being an ass didn’t make it any easier to stop.
 
Shane frowned. “I’m sorry, I had to take care of something.”




“It couldn’t wait?” Ilya crossed his arms.
 
“No, it couldn’t.”
 
“Fine. You want food now?”
 
Shane shook his head. “Can you give me two minutes, please?”
 
Ilya shrugged. “Fine.” Great now you’re fucking saying it, he thought.
 
“Okay, two minutes. Thank you.” Shane walked into Ilya’s bedroom.
 
On the kitchen counter, Ilya’s phone buzzed.
 
Mama H: What day are you in Montreal next? You’re having dinner with us.
 
Ilya didn’t know what to do with this, now, after Shane had just fallen apart, walked out, then reappeared with an apology on his lips all in less than ten minutes.
 
“Ilya, can you come in here?” Shane called from the other room.
 
Ilya left his phone behind, a problem for later.
 
Shane was kneeling on Ilya’s bed, facing the doorway. He wore Ilya’s jersey and… nothing else. “Can you fuck me, please?”
 
Oh god the answer to that will always be yes.
 
Ilya crossed the space between them in a single breath, crashing into Shane and finding the other man’s lips with his own. Shane opened his lips immediately, letting Ilya push his tongue inside with a little moan. Shane’s hands came up around Ilya’s back, pulling him close until their chests were pressed together and Ilya had one knee on the bed.
 
“Too many clothes, Rozanov,” Shane whined between kisses. Ilya pulled back to get out of his shirt and joggers, tucking his thumbs into the waistband of his boxers and slipping those off at the same time. He stood, naked, hard, and towering over Shane who had sat back on his feet to look up at Ilya.
 
“Look at you,” he whispered reverently. “Everyone is jealous they don’t have you like this.”
 
“No one sees me like this,” Shane whispered back. “This is only for you.”
 
Ilya swore in Russian, unable to resist any longer. He grabbed Shane with both hands, flipping him over so his beautiful ass was in the air. He licked his palm then slid his hand between Shane’s legs and fondled his cock. “So hard already, Shane. Such a good boy for me,” he purred.
 
“How do you want me?” Shane asked breathlessly.
 
“Move to the headboard,” Ilya said, tapping the side of Shane’s hip. “Hands on the wall.” He grabbed the lube and a condom from the night table drawer, climbing onto the bed to slot his hips behind Shane’s ass.
 
“I don’t want much prep,” Shane said. “Please just fuck me, Ilya.”
 
“You will kill me,” Ilya said in Russian. “They will find me dead and it will be your fault.”
 
“I don’t know what you’re saying,” Shane was saying, but he moaned loudly as Ilya pressed two slick-up fingers into his ass.
 
“So hot, so tight for me, my love,” Ilya said. He couldn’t make English do what he wanted to right now, so he had given up trying.
 
Ilya kissed down Shane’s neck, listening to the way his breath caught whenever Ilya’s lips moved across his skin as he fucked a third finger into Shane’s ass. He usually spent much longer on opening his boyfriend up but the need was an animal inside of Ilya’s ribs and the animal was overpowering him.
 
“Fuck yes, Ilya, please, please…”
 
Ilya drizzled more lube on his cock, tossing the bottle aside as he lined Shane up, and pushed in.
 
He buried himself all the way into Shane’s ass in one movement, until he couldn’t physically get any deeper, as Shane screamed his name – not in pain, but pleasure so violent Shane buckled under the weight of it.
 
ROZANOV spelled out across his shoulders, 81 in the middle of his back.
 
“You’re so beautiful, my beautiful boy, I love you, I love you.”
 
“Ilya, I can’t… I don’t know… what you’re saying,” Shane moaned between thrusts.
 
“I have you, Shane,” Ilya said, barely able to get the English out. “I have you,” was all he could say.
 
It was enough.
 
Ilya rocked his hips upward, thrusting into Shane over and over. He’s put one hand on Shane’s hip, holding him in place; the other was under the jersey, pressing Shane’s back down to keep the curve in his spine that has Shane’s hips canted up into the perfect position. With every thrust Shane was whimpering, a soft high noise that sounded like it’s being ripped from his throat against his will. As Ilya slammed into him, his breath came out ragged, layered with the sound of his ecstasy, until it was all one noise dripping on the air between them.
 
“Come for me, Shane,” Ilya begged, unable to stop himself for much longer. “Please, Shane, I need you -”
 
Shane’s whole body shook as he orgasmed, and the way he clenched the muscles in his ass drove Ilya over the edge. “Fuck, Shane,” he yelled, arching his back away from where his hips were pressed against the other man’s ass. His own orgasm rolled through him, pulling him under. He shuddered as it went on for so long he lost track of time.
 
At some point his legs gave out. Ilya carefully pulled out and collapse on the bed. He reached over and pulled Shane closer, arranging the other man against his chest before rolling them both over so that Shane was on his back.
 
He draped himself on top of Shane like a weighted blanket. Shane wiggled a little to get comfortable, then sighed happily.
 
“So, was this about the kale?” Ilya said.
 
“This was definitely about the kale,” Shane said without opening his eyes. “The kale is very sexy, Ilya.”
 
“I will buy all the kale in Boston,” Ilya vowed. “You will never go without kale again.” Underneath him, Shane laughed.
 
It was the best sound in the world. Ilya promised himself he would enjoy it while it lasted.
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    Chapter Summary

    Sad Russian boy is sad. Ilya has lunch with his friends, a conversation with his Captain, another one with Svetlana, and dinner with the Hollander family, but none of it goes the way he expected. Shane gets angry at his parents. There's a lot of talk about Shane's upcoming trade, their professional reputations, and how the league pitted them against each other. Marly asks Ilya a question he doesn't have an answer for, and asks Shane something Ilya doesn't hear.
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  December 2011
 
“Tell me again why I’m here?” Marly asked. He was standing in front of Ilya’s open closet.
 
Svetlana, standing next to him with her hands on her hips, said, “Yes, I am wondering this also. You should not need him if you have me.”
 
Marly made a shocked face Ilya was pretty sure was fake.
 
“Don’t squabble, I need you both.”
 
Sveta turned slightly, just enough to be able to see Ilya from here he was sitting on the end of the bed. “I don’t know why you’re asking at all. You know how to dress yourself. Did you take a bigger hit than I realized in Detroit?”
 
“Yeah his brain turned to mush when he found out he was meeting the parents,” Marly said with a laugh.
 
“Fuck you, Cliff, is big deal,” Ilya said, pouting a little. “And yes I can dress myself for going to the gym or a club, but I have never met parents, Sveta. Come on… help me….” He threw himself backward on the bed. “I will die if I have to do this alone.”
 
“Yuna Hollander is hot,” Sveta mused, holding out one of his silk shirts. “You could do Slavic fuckboi and maybe go home with less boring Hollander instead.”
 
“No, no, I promised Shane I would not talk about how hot his mom is,” Ilya sighed, staring at the ceiling.
 
“Dude, you told your boyfriend his mom is hot?” Marly sounded impressed.
 
“I told him his dad was hot too,” Ilya said. “Now I am banned from hot parents conversation.”
 
“Boyfriend?” Sveta asked in Russian, her voice like honey.
 
Oh no, Ilya thought. I know that voice. “Is nothing,” he said, sitting back up. “Look in closet for hidden treasure I can wear to dinner.”
 
“You guys remember I can’t speak Russian, right?” Marly was poking through Ilya’s dress shirts.
 
“Yes, Cliff, we know,” Sveta said, putting her hand on his bicep. “But you are not as terrible a hockey player as you could be, and you’re taller than Ilya, so I forgive you.”
 
“Sveta, stop flirting with my teammate and help me!” Ilya stood, picked her up by the hips, and turned to bounce her onto the bed. She went willingly, laughing as she hit the mattress. “You stay there and point to what is good, yes?”
 
“Nothing you have is good, Ilya,” she said, crossing her legs. “We will have to go shopping.”
 
“I don’t even know what I’m looking for!” Ilya said, throwing his hands up in the air. “What do you wear to dinner with parents of hockey rival you are also fucking who don’t know about you but maybe do and are waiting to murder you at restaurant?”
 
“Good jeans and a nice sweater,” Sveta said matter-of-factually. She looked at her nails. “Expensive but soft, cashmere or vicuna.”
 
“Actually, that could work,” Marly said. “What about those jeans you wore last week when we took Vicky out for his birthday? They did good things for your ass.” He moved to Ilya’s dresser and started opening drawers.
 
“You were checking out my ass, Marly?” Ilya asked, grinning.
 
The other man shrugged. “Yeah but you know, respectfully.” He pulled out a faded Metros t shirt and held it up. “Is Hollander living here, man?”
 
“He lives in Montreal, Marly, you know that,” Ilya said. “That is for sex,” he added, nodding at the shirt.
 
“What you make him wear Metros merch to fuck him? That’s kind of cold.”
 
“No, I wear. He loves it,” Ilya said, grinning widely.
 
“Too much info, buddy, too much,” Marly groaned, shoving the shirt back into the dresser.
 
“What about this one?” Sveta said, holding up her phone. On the screen was a man’s sweater in a dark oxblood red.
 
Ilya imagined how he’d look in it. Then imagined Shane seeing him in it, and inevitably, the way it would look on his boyfriend after he stole it accidentally. “Is tag the flappy kind or the flat kind?”
 
“Since when do you care?” Sveta asked, but she zoomed in on the photo anyway. “It looks flat to me.”
 
Ilya nodded. “Shane does not like the flappy kind.”
 
“And you will let him wear your sweater?”
 
“Please, if he had his way Hollander would never wear anything but Ilya’s clothes,” Marly laughed.
 
“How do you know this?” Ilya threw up his hands. “I never say this.”
 
“You just seem like the type, lover boy.”
 
Sveta tilted her head and pursed her lips. “This is true,” she said. “You do nothing for a hundred women but the Canadian looks at you like angry kitten and you fall in love.”
 
“I am not in love, Sveta,” Ilya growled at her in Russian. “And you can ask any of those women exactly what I did for them.”
 
“If you were not, would you have argued with me?” she replied, then switched to English. “I buy this sweater now. Ilyusha, give me your credit card.”
 
Ilya pointed at his wallet, which was on top of his night table. “Do I want to know how much?”
 
“No,” she said. “And I am buying myself new lingerie. Least you can do since you stopped fucking me.”
 
“Fine, whatever,” Ilya said.
 
“Say thank you, Sveta,” she cooed.
 
“Thank you, Sveta, you are angel Sveta.” He rolled his eyes.
 
“Found the jeans!” Marly declared, holding them up. “Say thank you, Cliff.”
 
“Fuck you, Cliff,” Ilya replied.
 
“The disrespect, I swear,” Marly said, shaking his head at Sveta.
 
“He’s nicer when you suck his dick,” Sveta said.
 
“Yeah, sorry dude,” Marly replied. He looked Ilya up and down. “You don’t do it for me.”
 
“Americans have no taste.” Ilya sighed. “Okay, done now? I need food.”
 
“Such a baby,” Sveta said, but she took Cliff’s hand when he offered it and let him pull her off the bed.
 
The three of them made it into the restaurant and were seated before Sveta said, “Tell me about Hollander’s trade,” which was, Ilya thought, a very impressive show of restraint. She took the menu the host offered her and opened it up.
 
“I know nothing,” Ilya said with a shrug. “He will tell me when he chooses team.”
 
Sveta looked at him over the top of her menu. “You mean when he is traded.”
 
Ilya’s face did the thing his face did when he was confused. “No, they are releasing him. He will choose. He made list, I know this.”
 
Marly shook his head. “I don’t think that’s how it works, man. Rookie contracts roll over unless you say you want out.”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said, nodding. “Metros give him choice, he says he is done. No more Metros.”
 
“Okay but even then, you don’t get to decide where you go. I mean, maybe he has a clause in his contract about not going certain places, but I’d be real fucking surprised if that got negotiated for a rookie.” Marly shrugged. “If he’s really not staying they’re going trade him for sure.”
 
Ilya looked at Sveta, who nodded. “Yes, of course. Why let him go when they can get something in return? They will find trade that is most profitable to them. Hollander will have no say.”
 
Their waiter arrived to go over the day’s specials, so Ilya pulled out his phone and opened the thread for Jane.
 
Lily: Do you decide where you go or are you being traded?
Jane: was going to tell you next week
Lily: so you don’t decide
Jane: there’s some limits on where I can go but it’s a huge fucking mess
Lily: what happened?
Jane: coach said one thing, management something else
Jane: my agent is on it
 
“Ilya,” Sveta said. “Order something.”
 
“Sorry, I will have what he is having,” Ilya said, pointing at Marly.
 
“Very good sir,” the waiter said with a smile, then walked away.
 
“Hollander?” Marly asked.
 
Ilya nodded.
 
Lily: okay
Jane: can I call?
Lily: at lunch with Svet and Cliff
Jane: say hi for me
 
“He says hi,” Ilya said. “And you are right, he is being traded.”
 
“You gonna be all right?” Marly asked.
 
Ilya was quiet for a moment. Their waiter returned with beers for him and Cliff, a house red for Svetlana. Once he’d gone, Ilya said, “Some places he can go might be good for us. Other places, not good. I will feel how I feel when I know.”
 
“I know,” Sveta said, picking up a bread stick.
 
“Thank you for the support,” Ilya said, only half as sarcastic as he’d meant.
 
“No, idiot, I know where Hollander will be traded.” She bit off the end of her breadstick.
 
“No offense, you are a beautiful and terrifying woman, but how could you possibly know that?” Marly asked.
 
“She is a witch,” Ilya said. “Terrifying hockey witch.”
 
“So is Yuna Hollander. I think you have a type, Ilyusha.”
 
“I am telling you this one more time only, I am not fucking Yuna Hollander,” Ilya said.
 
“I’m just going to set these down,” their waiter said, placing a salad in front of each of them. “Back in a minute with your entrees.”
 
Ilya groaned. “Great, Sveta, thank you, now that man definitely thinks I am fucking Yuna Hollander.”
 
“She could get it,” Sveta said.
 
“Your crush on Shane’s mother is embarrassing to us both,” Ilya said.
 
Sveta grinned. “Not to me it’s not.”
 
“I can’t actually tell if you’re joking,” Marly said around a mouthful of salad.
 
She shrugged. “Depends on the day.”
 
“Okay but for real, how do you know where Hollander will end up?”
 
Sveta opened her mouth but Ilya raised his hand quickly. “No!” he said, then lowered his voice. “You can’t tell me.” Both of his friends stared at him. Marly put his fork down. Sveta picked her wine glass up, taking a long drink. “Sorry,” Ilya said, taking a breath. “Shane said I cannot know, that if I know things the league can make it hard for me.”
 
Sveta put down her wine glass. “That is possible,” she admitted. “Players cannot be involved in fixing trade deals. I should maybe not tell you what I know.”
 
“Thank you,” Ilya said. “I cannot be the reason he doesn’t get what he wants.”
 
You already are, said his father’s voice. It’s just a matter of time.
 
“You really are gone, brother,” Marly said quietly. He looked impressed.
 
Sveta made a face that said something other than impressed.
 
“Don’t look at me like that, Sveta,” Ilya said in Russian. “You told me to let him care about me.”
 
“I did not know it was so serious,” she replied. “Now I must make sure he is good enough for you.”
 
“He’s Shane Hollander. Of course he’s good enough for me. That’s not the problem.” Ilya sighed.
 
“Guys remember how I’m the only one at the table who doesn’t actually speak Russian?” Marly said.
 
Sveta patted his arm. “Is okay, you are pretty Cliff. That is enough.”
 
“I tell him this every day,” Ilya said. He looked longingly at Cliff and sighed dramatically.
 
“Is it okay if we talk about where we think Hollander should go?” Marly shrugged. “I don’t want to cause any problems either but I’m really fucking curious about what you both know.”
 
“I know nothing,” Ilya said, but his friends threw their napkins at him. “I don’t! Shane tells me he has spreadsheet and his agent is handling. He tells me league has rules so I can’t know. That’s all.”
 
“Why did Hollander say he was being released from his contract?” Marly asked. “Or did you get that wrong?”
 
Before he can answer, Sveta said, carefully, “Maybe he lied.”
 
Maybe this whole thing is a lie, the voice in his head helpfully supplied. That makes much more sense than thinking he actually likes you.
 
“He would not lie,” Ilya said, mostly to himself. “He said there was a… how do you say, mix up?” Marly nodded. “He was going to tell me in person next week.”
 
Sure he was.
 
“Okay,” Svetlana said with a hard pop on the consonant, her way of making sure Ilya knew she didn’t believe him. “So he knows or he doesn’t know, but Metros will make a deal for him. They will ask for players, or more likely a draft pick. Maybe they want the new team to cover Shane’s contract for part of the season. They will say here, we have Shane Hollander, what is he worth to you?”
 
The waiter walked up with their lunches then, placing each dish in front of the right person. “Refills?” he asked. Sveta got another glass of wine and Marly asked for another beer, but Ilya was driving so he switched to a Coke. After he left, Sveta continued.
 
“This is basic information, you can read this on Google. But where Shane will go is the interesting part. There are only so many teams who want a rookie center, even one as good as him. Again, this is just guessing. Anyone can do it. It’s like saying Ilya can only go to so many teams, is true. Not everyone who would want to trade for him has something to offer, or has the room on their roster. We can say this about Ilya as an example because he has new contract with Raiders, so we’re not fixing anything, only conversation.”
 
“He said he has some say,” Ilya admitted, “but I don’t know what that means.”
 
“Maybe he has in contract he can only go to Canadian teams, for visa reasons,” Sveta said. “Not many teams do this for rookies but he was number two draft pick.”
 
Ilya shook his head. “He told me some teams he could go to in America. Might have been joking though.”
 
“Why would he joke about that?” Marly asked.
 
“He mentioned Buffalo and New York, but New York is maybe because he knows I will not let Hunter have him.” Ilya frowned, and poked at his pasta dish with a fork, suddenly seeing it for the first time. “Marly, what the fuck is this?”
 
“Pasta alla Norma, dude,” Marly said happily.
 
“There are vegetables in this?” Ilya asked, even though they were right there on his plate.
 
“Yeah, it’s got eggplant in it. Other stuff too. You should try it.” His friend did seem to be enjoying his dish; his was already half gone.
 
Ilya got some of the penne onto his fork, stabbed a piece of eggplant, and shoved it all into his mouth. “Okay is not bad,” he said, taking another bite.
 
“Fuck yeah it’s not bad,” Marly said. “Got get you some culture, man.”
 
Sveta snorted. “I have tried for years,” she said. “Tell me more about Scott Hunter?”
 
Ilya swore under his breath. “Please do not mention dinosaur while I am eating,” he said grumpily. “Is lunch, not history lesson.”
 
“Have you actually spent time with the dude?” Marly asked after taking a swig of his beer. “Seems like you kind of hate him on principle.”
 
Ilya thought about Vegas. “Yes, too much time.” He sat back in his chair a little. “Is good player, maybe not worst person in MLH,” he admitted. “But…”
 
He didn’t want to out Hunter. Not really. And he knew what he felt about the man was probably irrational. But if he couldn’t talk to his two best friends about this, who could he tell?
 
He sighed, something he seemed to be doing an awful lot of lately. “Hunter is very fond of Shane,” he said quietly. “More than I like.”
 
“Ah,” Sveta said. “That is interesting.”
 
“You mean like…” Marly waved his hand.
 
“I know nothing for sure,” Ilya said. “I am not saying anything. I am just… not liking something.”
 
“So you’re jealous?” Marly asked, smiling the way he did every time he found a way to poke the Russian bear.
 
“Fuck off, I am not jealous.”
 
“You think Hollander would leave you for Hunter?” Marly was practically grinning now. “Maybe I check him a little extra for you next time we play the Admirals?”
 
Ilya could feel the blush warming his cheeks. “Maybe,” he said.
 
“I can do that, buddy.”
 
“What will you do if he goes to the Admirals?” Sveta asked. She’d gotten a dish of shrimp and bright green vegetables Ilya didn’t immediately recognize in their cooked form. Shane would know, he thought.
 
“Are you saying he’s going to the Admirals?” Ilya asked, immediately regretting it. “No, don’t tell me. I am being good.”
 
“Okay,” Svetlana said again, with less bite this time.
 
“Can you tell me?” Marly asked, but Ilya smacked the table with his hand. Not as hard as his father would have, but enough that he knew right away he’d gone too far.
 
“Sorry,” he said quietly. “Sorry.”
 
“Let’s just change the subject, okay?” Marly said. “Svetlana, you beautiful queen, what is the most expensive car you’ve sold recently?”
 
They spent the rest of the lunch talking about luxury vehicles, which wasn’t really Marly’s thing, but then Ilya got to talk a bit about the ad campaign he was doing for Porsche at the beginning of the summer, and how they were giving him a discount on the 918 Spyder that would come out once he was back from Russia. He was torn between the bright yellow and hazard sign orange that he’d seen in the promotional drawings his agent sent over. Shane would hate both of them, but Ilya imagined the thrill he’d get once he finally convinced his boyfriend to go for a ride with him.
 
But that would mean being seen together in public, alone, which is something they did not do. In a group, with a bunch of hockey players for cover, once in a while they could make that work and the gossip would not focus on the wrong thing. Alone… no.
 
Sveta had raised her eyebrows when he mentioned Russia, but said nothing.
 
They dropped Sveta at home before heading to the rink for a practice skate. At the end of it, his Captain pulled Ilya aside as the other guys headed into the locker room to change.
 
“Listen rook, I know you and Hollander are close, but I got to tell you to cool it with the public stuff for a while,” Anderson said quietly.
 
Ilya looked around the tunnel, making sure they were alone. “What does that mean?”
 
“It’s one thing for him to show up at your place, which I hear he’s done a few times, but shit like a bunch of Raiders showing up at his game can’t happen again for a while.”
 
“It was a bet,” Ilya said defensively. “Many players do stupid things with their friends.”
 
“Yeah but you guys aren’t like regular friends, are you?”
 
Ilya held his breath. “What?” he managed to get out.
 
“With how the league sees the rivalry and now I hear he’s looking to trade out of the Metros…” Anderson sighed. “He’s got a lot of eyes on him right now. Maybe being his rival is better for him than being his friend, do you understand?”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. No, not really, he thought. “No more wearing Hollander jersey,” he added. “Got it.”
 
“Jesus, kid, definitely don’t do that,” Anderson said with a groan. “And be more careful in the room, too. You got a good group of guys, that’s a great place to start, but how many of them can you say are really your friends? Four? Six? Out of a team of 23?”
 
“You don’t trust the team?”
 
“Not all of them, and you shouldn’t either.” Anderson looked around. “Look our locker room is better than most, right? I work hard on that, and I’ve seen you shut down some of the worst comments too. But it’s still the fucking MLH, okay?”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, raising his hands. “Okay,” he said a second time, softer.
 
“I’m your friend, Rozanov. I promise. Just, don’t be stupid. I don’t want to see your career over before it really gets started.” Anderson clapped one hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “Go get cleaned up.”
 
Ilya tried not to let it get to him as he looked around the locker room while he got out of his gear. How many of them can you really trust? How many would ruin you if they got the chance?
 
He didn’t want to think of his team that way but maybe he’d been naive. Cliff was his friend, of course. Vicky, Connors, he thought, probably. Hammersmith and Carmicheal felt like they were maybes. They’d come to Montreal with him for Shane’s game, and they regularly came over to Ilya’s apartment – they were there the night Shane had wallked in, dazed by what he’d found out about the Metros – and never chirped Ilya about it. But he hadn’t talked to either of them as much as he did the first three. So they’d be maybes for a little while longer.
 
One sure friend, four if you counted probably friends (because his Captain had always looked out for him), and six if you counted maybe friends. Two more for the Russians on his team, Mira and Big Ivan, or three if you counted their back-up goalie Koslov, but also not those three if the subject matter was ever going to be his very bisexual relationship with the possibly gay Shane Hollander. So Ilya was back to six players on his team who might be trusted. And maybe only one who definitely could be.
 
He texted Shane when he got home.
 
Lily: you told me to tell you if so
Lily: today has me feeling things
Jane: good or bad
Lily: bad mostly
Lily: I think I am fucking things up for you
Jane: you’re not
Jane: have tape review, call after?
Lily: please
Jane: you’re the best thing in my life
 
Ilya wondered if that would be enough.
 
He was pretty sure it wouldn’t.
 
He woke up on the couch the next morning with four missed calls from Jane and a text message asking him to call as soon as he could. He turned his phone over and went back to sleep.
 
Just after 1 PM he woke up again, groggy and unfocused. He wondered, briefly, if he was sick.
 
You are sick like crazy, his brain said immediately. Not sick like the flu.
 
Great, he thought, that explains it. He picked up his phone. The message Shane sent last night now had new parts:
 
Jane: you ok?
Jane: starting to worry
Jane: got practice but txt when you can
 
Because he wasn’t a monster, Ilya wrote sorry maybe have flu before dropped the phone on the floor.
 
Svetlana let herself into his apartment just before sunset. She paused when she saw him lying on the couch, then dropped her bag and coat on the counter before wriggling under him so he could lay his head in her lap. “Ilyusha,” she said softly in Russian as she stroked his hair, “what is happening?”
 
“Is Shane lying to me?” he asked. His voice sounded very small in his own ears.
 
“Oh, Ilya, how would I know?” She sighed. “Do you think he is lying to you?”
 
“He’s the only person I met who I thought would never lie to me,” Ilya said. “Sorry.”
 
“Is okay. Is this about what I said at lunch?” She kept stroking his hair.
 
Ilya nodded. “Also my captain said we were too much friends in public. I am maybe ruining his reputation.”
 
“Is that why Marly called me to say you missed practice so I had to come here instead of the date I lined up two weeks ago?” She leaned over to kiss him on the forehead. “You are so dramatic, Ilya. How can I help?”
 
“You could fuck me,” he said, out of habit, and regretted it. “No, sorry, I don’t want that.”
 
“Good,” she said, smacking his shoulder, “because I am not second choice for anyone, even if first choice is Shane Hollander. I have self-respect.”
 
“Is it weird that you and I don’t fuck anymore?” He wasn’t sure what he wanted her answer to be.
 
She thought about that for a moment. “Yes and no. Yes because we did for so long, and I always thought I would be the one to end it, not you. I don’t like how I feel about that, to be honest. And no because it was never serious between us. I was never going to marry you, unless maybe you needed a green card, but it would not have been real love. I love you, you know that, but not like that, yes?”
 
“Yes,” he agreed. “I love you not like that too. Sometimes I am just very lonely.”
 
“You are in love with a Canadian hockey player. I imagine that is hard.”
 
“We are not in love,” Ilya said quietly. “He doesn’t love me.”
 
“Do you need him to?”
 
“I don’t know,” he said, but what he thought was yes.
 
“Would it help if I told you where he will be traded to?” Sveta ran her hand down his arm. Not in a sexy way, not to entice him, just touching in a way Ilya liked very much.
 
“I can’t,” he said. “He said if he gets what he wants he will be happy and he will ruin us at the same time. I can’t be happy for him if he ruins us and I can’t be happy to have him if he isn’t where he wants to be. This is all so stupid.”
 
“Sounds very Russian,” she said. “We are all so terrible at love. They write books about this, you know.”
 
Ilya hummed his agreement. They didn’t talk again for a while, but eventually he let her use his phone to text Cliff, his coach, and Jane. He was distantly aware when the phone rang and she answered it. At some point he let her pull him into bed. She stripped out of her fancy work dress and got into bed with him until he fell asleep.
 
---
 
He was better in Montreal. He was better in the days leading up to Montreal, if he was being honest with himself, the way he’d been better before each time he was going to see Shane, in a way he wasn’t ready to tell anyone else about. The day his flight before he got a haircut, and on a whim, a mani-pedi too. No polish, of course, though he wouldn’t have been ashamed to wear color on his nails, but he was meeting his boyfriend’s parents and that required a certain amount of presentation, even if they didn’t know he was their son’s boyfriend at all. Maybe especially then.
 
He learned this from Reddit, which was turning out to be a very useful site. He had a username he was sure no one could trace back to him, and while he hadn’t posted anything yet, there were so many posts from other people with advice he could borrow. It was almost like being able to ask his own questions. Except of course no one else was posting about falling in love withfucking their famous hockey rival, but he hadn’t expected that they would be.
 
Reddit suggested he bring wine and flowers to the first time meeting of the parents, but he was going straight from the airport to Shane’s apartment to drop off his bags so that wouldn’t be possible. Also he’d asked Shane about it, and was told his mother didn’t like cut flowers because of the mess they made with petals dropping as they died. Which was helpful because in the same sentence he’d also made it clear he didn’t like cut flowers either; Ilya filed that away in the mental folder he’d started for boyfriend information: boyfriend does not like flowers, do not send. David Hollander liked to garden, which was a different activity from receiving flowers from a florist apparently.
 
David Hollander was a separate and honestly concerning folder of information. He was not quite as tall as his son, a boring white man with a government job who liked to read The New Yorker. He cooked, from what Shane said, more than Shane’s mother did. He stood back and let her take the lead in important conversations, from what Ilya had seen, though he had an expressive face and didn’t seem concerned if anyone else noticed that he tended to react in an obvious way at times. Ilya had seen that, from a distance, at the draft and in Vegas.
 
Shane didn’t seem at all afraid of him. That one was harder to understand. Yuna was, apparently, the more terrifying of the two, but it didn’t mean David wasn’t a threat if he felt pushed far enough. Was meeting his only son’s gay rival boyfriend going to send him over that edge? Would Shane still like him if he had to put his hands on David? It worried Ilya, worse as the day got closer.
 
He’d do it if he needed to, but hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
 
The rest of the team took a bus to their hotel by the rink; Ilya had already let his Coach know he had a brand meeting and would meet them at the hotel afterward. He’d get Marly to cover for him so he could spend the night at Shane’s, the same way Marly had been covering for him since he thought Jane was a woman. It worked out for them both because Marly got their hotel room for himself, but Ilya still checked in each time.
 
Shane was leaning against his car when Ilya’s cab arrived. “Sorry, traffic,” Ilya said, knowing he was late.
 
“S’okay, but I don’t think we have time to go inside.”
 
Ilya looked around; the garage was underground and he didn’t see anyone else but there were probably cameras somewhere. “No kiss?” he asked quietly.
 
Shane shook his head. “Sorry,” he said. He popped the trunk for Ilya’s overnight bag and walk on suit. Ilya was wearing his good jeans and simple black boots, but he stripped off the grey Henley he’d worn on the plane.
 
“Now I’m really sorry,” Shane said, looking at Ilya’s bare chest.
 
Ilya smirked. It was freezing, December in Montreal after all, so his nipples were rock hard and he had goosebumps rising across his skin. He took his time getting his dinner clothes out of his bag despite the cold, knowing exactly what he looked like.
 
“Ilya,” Shane sighed, right on cue.
 
“Okay, I will put you out of misery,” Ilya said, slipping a soft black t shirt on. “But you eat dinner with parents knowing we could have been 15 minutes late.” He pulled the oxblood sweater over his head, getting it into place before settling his curls back down.
 
“It would have been 30 and you know it,” Shane said.
 
“Eh, 45 minutes, but who is counting?” Ilya grinned as they got in the car.
 
“You look really fucking good, Ilya,” Shane sighed once they were in the car. He ran two fingers up Ilya’s leg from his knee to the top of his thigh.
 
“Shane, please do not get me hard when I have to meet your parents,” Ilya said. “I cannot be polite Russian boy if you do this.”
 
“Will you promise to be a polite Russian boy after dinner?” Shane asked, starting the car.
 
“I will be so polite while you are on your knees in the hallway,” Ilya purred. “Very polite while you have my dick in your throat.”
 
Shane smiled, his wide unguarded smile Ilya never saw on TV. “Okay,” he said happily.
 
It took 20 minutes to get to the restaurant. They parked on the street a few blocks away, and walked over careful to keep a few feet of space between them. Shane was wearing a camel colored bomber jacket over a light blue button-up shirt and black slacks. Ilya had a black leather jacket on over his sweater. It was cold enough they probably should have worn hats as well but Ilya didn’t want to mess up his hair and thought Shane probably didn’t either.
 
Which was okay. Ilya would get his fingers curled into Shane’s hair soon enough.
 
They stopped outside of a little sushi restaurant. Ilya looked at the signs in the window for a moment, but Shane opened the door for him so he stepped inside.
 
The entry room was small, with no chairs, just a desk and Shane’s parents standing off to the side. “Mom, Dad,” Shane said, “This is Ilya. Rozanov. But you knew that.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jackets.
 
Ilya tried to smile. It came out nervous and awkward; he could feel it on his face. “Nice to meet you,” he said quietly. “I, uh, need to wash hands.” He held them up as if that explained anything. “Was on plane.”
 
“Of course,” Yuna said stiffly. “It’s back that way. Shane, they have a table waiting for us in the back.”
 
Ilya took several deep breaths and shook out his arms in the bathroom before heading back. He stopped at the hostess desk to give them his card for dinner, but the woman smiled and told him this is already paid for. He texted Shane about it immediately.
 
Jane: Yuna Hollander power move
Jane: you are not prepared
 
Well, fuck.
 
He smiled as he found their table and sat halfway between Shane and David. Of course, his boyfriend mentioned it right away. “Ilya tried to pay for dinner,” Shane said while staring at his menu. “Told you.”
 
Yuna scoffed. “He’s going to have to be faster than that,” she said, but her tight expression softened a bit. “Thank you for taking the time to join us tonight,” she told him.
 
Ilya nodded. “Thank you for inviting me. I have been wanting to meet properly for a long time.”
 
“Yes,” Yuna said, looking over her own menu, “you and I have only really talked that one time.”
 
The time you told her she was killing her son, his brain helpfully reminded him.
 
“When did you two talk?” Shane asked.
 
“Oh, at the shoot you two did together. He had thoughts on the English language,” his mother said.
 
You’re so fucked.
 
“Is a difficult language,” Ilya said quietly. Shane looked at him sideways but didn’t say anything.
 
“Well I think you’re doing a great job, son,” David said. “Did you study it in Russia, before you, ah, came over?”
 
Ilya nodded. “My mother helped me when I was young. Always her dream I would leave Russia. When I found hockey, more studying. She read me, how do you say, fairy tales? Dragons and monsters. Took English class in school, then my father says no more, so I watch American movies. Now I have textbook at home.”
 
“You do?” Shane asked. “I haven’t seen it.”
 
“Is in office,” Ilya said with a shrug. “I told you, remember? What is difference between question and statement. Have textbook for citizenship exam too, but I need that one more. American Presidents are, uh, difficult.”
 
“Oh, right, you did say that last time I was there,” Shane said. “Do you know what you want to order?”
 
“Uh, same as when we went in Boston? Is okay if you order?”
 
Shane nodded.
 
“You went to a sushi restaurant in Boston, Shane?” his mother asked.
 
“Yeah, with some guys from his team. Kind of like this, actually. You’d like it.” He nudged Ilya with his knee. “You gonna eat a vegetable if I order it?”
 
“Yes, Hollander, I will eat your boring vegetables,” Ilya teased, leaning closer before he realized. He stiffened back up, a respectable distance away.
 
“So, how often do you visit Rozanov in Boston?” David asked.
 
Their waiter, an older woman wearing glasses, arrived to take their order; Yuna and Shane talked over each other but didn’t seem to mind. After she left, Shane said, “Pretty much whenever we play there, I guess.”
 
“And when your team isn’t playing there?” Yuna asked.
 
Shane shrugged. “A few times.”
 
“What do you boys get up to?” David asked. Ilya tensed, waiting for the subtext, the suspicion, but it didn’t come.
 
“We hang out with his friends,” Shane said. He was so fucking nonchalant about it, Ilya wasn’t sure how to feel. “Uh, sushi after a game one time, with Ilya’s captain and some of his team. Some guys came over for Mexican and video games once, we had dinner with Cliff and Ilya’s friend Svetlana Vetrova from Russia.”
 
“Sergei Vetrov’s daughter?” Yuna asked. “I’ve heard good things about her.”
 
“Yes, Sveta is very old friend. You would like her.” Ilya smiled. “Though we have talked many times about how frightening it would maybe be if you were both in the same room, so is okay if you don’t do that.”
 
Shane laughed, a low sound under his breath. “That’s a fucking understatement.”
 
“Shane, language,” his mom scolded.
 
“Is she your girlfriend?” David asked.
 
“Dad!” Shane hissed.
 
“What? Sorry, I’m just trying to get to know Rozanov here.”
 
“Ilya, please, and no,” Ilya said. “Sveta is not that, for me. We do not love each other that way.” He slid his foot over to tap Shane’s and smiled when he felt an answering tap in return.
 
“Okay, Il-ee-ya,” David said, pronouncing it the way American’s often did. “It’s just you have, or had, a bit of a reputation as a ladies man. Seems to have died down recently though.”
 
“Dad, we don’t have to talk about Ilya’s… romantic life, at dinner.” He shrugged out of his jacket, so Ilya did the same. “Can we talk about something else?”
 
“Ilya, did you get the email I sent about the Men’s Health interview?” Yuna asked. “They want Shane in their August issue, and you in September.”
 
“Yes, thank you,” Ilya said. “Is good, I do it.”
 
They talked about brand deals for a while then, eating between sentences. Ilya saw how David leaned back a bit, letting Yuna and Shane do most of the talking. Ilya mainly focused on using his chopsticks without dropping anything, something he was still learning. At one point Shane leaned over and took Ilya’s hand, correcting the way he held the sticks, all while talking animatedly with Yuna about trying to get a couple of photo shoots lined up in the same week so it wouldn’t take up as much of his summer.
 
Ilya wanted to kiss him. He drank from his miso soup bowl instead.
 
“Well you don’t know what your summer is going to look like,” Yuna was saying. Ilya tried to focus on the conversation instead of Shane’s lips. “You’re going to have to pack up your apartment and get a moving truck, which is a whole thing across borders.”
 
“Mom!” Shane interrupted. “We can’t talk about this with Ilya here.”
 
Yuna narrowed her eyes. “You haven’t told him.”
 
Ilya straightened up, looking between them. “We do not talk about trade,” he said. “I do not ask.”
 
“Shane,” he mother said sharply. “Please tell me you asked him.”
 
“Mom, seriously, stop,” Shane said. “He can’t be a part of this conversation. You know why.”
 
“Fuck the league,” Yuna said. “No, I’m serious. Fuck them. This is about my son’s life.”
 
“Honey,” David said softly, putting his hand on her arm. “I think we need to trust Shane to make good decisions about his future.”
 
“And you?” Yuna said, looking at Ilya. “Are you making good decisions about my son’s future?”
 
“Mom,” Shane started, but Ilya spoke faster.
 
“Yes,” he said. Shane looked at him, lips pressed together. “Yes,” Ilya repeated. “Very much.”
 
“But you don’t want to know where he’s going to be traded, where he’s going to play for the next several years?” Yuna crossed her arms over her chest.
 
“I want very much but Shane explained about league so I will not ask,” Ilya said. He shrugged.
 
“Where do you want him to go?”
 
“Mom, for fucks sake,” Shane sighed.
 
“Language, Shane,” she said. “You can’t get into bad habits, you know how important your image is.”
 
“Yeah, Mom, I know.”
 
Ilya could see Shane shutting down, sitting in the restaurant with his parents. He wanted to reach out, so he put his hands under the table and clenched his fists instead. “Sveta tells me I can only say things, ah… hypothetically?” He looked at Shane, who nodded. “So I can say that if I were Shane I would not want Ilya Rozanov to go to California. Is too far, and walk out under fish head is embarrassing. But I cannot say Shane Hollander should not go to Admirals.”
 
David nodded. “Your friend sounds like a smart woman.”
 
Ilya smiled at that. “Yes, is almost as smart as Shane about hockey. No one is, but she is close.”
 
“Where would you want Ilya Rozanov to go, if you were Shane Hollander?” Yuna asked.
 
“Can you stop?” Shane whined.
 
“Maybe we talk about something else?” Ilya was going to die if he didn’t touch his boyfriend soon.
 
“No, I want to know.”
 
“Yuna,” David began, but she waved him off.
 
“I want Ilya Rozanov to be in Boston, because the Raiders have been very good to me,” Ilya said softly. “I have been, uh, they are friends. I have new contract with them to stay for five more years.”
 
“You signed it?” Shane asked, finally smiling again. “Ilya, that’s great.”
 
“Yes,” he said, nodding. “Signed this week. Bonus is good, salary is good. Will get new car in fall. Maybe buy, uh, real estate. Am only renting apartment now.”
 
“Do you want me to help you? I bought my condo, and I mean I’m going to have to sell it this spring, but it’s like a whole thing. You have to think about if you’re buying something new, if you’re gonna renovate. Tax brackets.” He grinned. “I can see if my designer has a recommendation for someone in Boston.”
 
“Yes, Mr. Real Estate,” Ilya said, softer than he meant to. “Who else picks out house for me? You send me list.”
 
“Yeah, we could maybe set up some tours for September. Oh, wait, when can you get out of your lease?”
 
Yuna made a small noise then. “Shane,” she said gently. “Is there something you want to tell us?”
 
“I. Um.” Shane stopped. “What?”
 
“I think what your mother means is you and Ilya seem very close,” David said.
 
Here it comes.
 
“Well, yeah, he’s my best friend,” Shane said.
 
“Shane,” his mother said, then sighed. “We don’t want you to feel you have to lie to us.”
 
Shane took a deep breath, pushed his chair back a foot, and put his head on the table.
 
Ilya looked between Shane and his parents, unsure of what was allowed. “Shane,” he said softly. “Hey, Shane, is okay.”
 
“I just need a minute,” Shane mumbled.
 
Ilya turned in his chair and leaned over. “You are okay,” he whispered. “I am here.”
 
“Just one fucking thing,” Shane said without lifting his head.
 
“Shane, I don’t think it’s too much to ask that you don’t lie to your parents about your… relationship with your… friend.” Yuna’s face was tight, like she tasted something sour. “I feel like you don’t talk to us anymore, and I can’t help thinking Ilya is responsible for that.”
 
“All I fucking do is lie,” Shane whispered. Ilya glanced at the other Hollanders, but they didn’t seem to have heard. Louder, Shane said, “All I want is one fucking thing that’s mine, and you decide Ilya’s what, taking advantage of me?” He sat up then. “I’m not a fucking child, Mom, and you don’t get to talk about him like that.”
 
“Shane, you have to understand where we’re coming from,” David said gently. “Rozanov’s reputation is very different from yours. It’s hard to see what you have in common.”
 
“Is okay,” Ilya said. Shane snapped his head to the side to stare at him. “It is.” Ilya shrugged. “Parents should want to protect their son.”
 
“Ilya, it’s not okay.”
 
“Shane, it is. I know what people think of me.” Ilya paused for a moment. “Am Red Menace, you know. Am, uh, Russian bear. Too many fights, not enough English. You are Canada’s golden boy. People name their children after you.”
 
“You’re an idiot,” Shane said fondly. “No one is naming their children after me.”
 
“No, is true! I saw on Reddit. Shane is most popular name for new babies in Canada this year.”
 
“Well, now that you mention it, I did want to talk to you two about your professional rivalry,” Yuna said, breaking the moment. “You might be friends in private but the league spent a lot of time crafting this idea of the two of you that has been beneficial for Shane’s public perception. I’m not sure it’s a good idea to change that.”
 
Ilya spend a minute letting her words filter through the English-speaking part of his brain until they got to the Russian part. He almost missed the way Shane’s eyes widened.
 
“The memo,” Shane said with a shaking voice. “You’re talking about the fucking memo.”
 
“Shane,” Yuna started, but Ilya said, “What is memo?”
 
“The league put together this whole package about how to market us. I only know about it because they sent my mom a copy. Part of it was this memo about how pitting us against each other makes me more acceptable to hockey fans."
 
“How?” Ilya asked.
 
“They think that your accent makes me sound smarter.” He shook his head. “I can’t fucking believe you, Mom.”
 
“Shane, you don’t get to talk to your mother like that,” David said.
 
Between them, Ilya tensed up. “You are smart,” Ilya said, trying to defuse the situation. “Is no problem.”
 
“They didn’t mean smart, Ilya.” Shane rubbed his forehead. “They mean that next to you I don’t look so Asian.” He looked at his parents. “Ilya, are you done eating?” he asked.
 
“Um, yes, should I go?”
 
“Just, can you go to the car and wait for me for a minute? I need to talk my parents alone.” He fished his keys out of his pocket and handed them over.
 
“Yes, of course. I, um, it was nice to meet you,” he told Shane’s parents. “I am sorry for tonight.”
 
“You’re not the one that needs to apologize,” Shane said, still staring across the table. A muscle in his jaw twitched.
 
Ilya grabbed his jacket and moved to go but paused behind Shane’s chair. He put his hand on the back of Shane’s neck, the same way he had in Vegas. “Is okay, Shane,” he said softly.
 
He walked back alone.
 
He pulled out his phone as soon as he got into Shane’s car. He opened the last text from Sveta, closed it, and called Cliff instead.
 
“You fuck up with the parents?” Marly asked as soon as it stopped ringing.
 
“I think so, yes,” Ilya sighed.
 
“Oh, sorry man, I was joking.”
 
“They do not like me,” Ilya said. “Shane is very angry at them, ask me to leave restaurant.”
 
“Woah, okay, where are you now?”
 
“In his car. He ask me to wait here for him.”
 
He could hear Marly let out a deep breath over the phone. “He picked you over his parents?”
 
“No, is not like that, Marly.” He leaned his head against the passenger window.
 
“What’s it like then? Cause that’s sure what it sounds like, and I gotta say, much respect to Hollander for standing up for his man.”
 
Ilya sighed. “Is not… He did not want me there for family conversation, I think. I am not family, so, okay, I go.”
 
“Rozy, you are an idiot, you know that right?”
 
“Yes? I have fucked up dinner with Shane’s parents, I know this.”
 
“Did he say that?” When Ilya didn’t answer, Marly spoke again. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
 
If he doesn't say it, does that mean it isn't real? "I don't know what to do if I am wrong about him," Ilya admitted. "Is a kind of... hope, I think, I do not know how to carry."
 
"What's the worst that can happen?" Marly asked gently. "I mean, what if he feels about you the way you feel about him?"
 
Ilya was startled by Shane getting into the car. “He is back,” he told his friend.
 
“Who’s that?” Shane asked.
 
“Marly,” Ilya said. He rubbed his hand across his eyes.
 
“Give,” Shane said, holding out his hand. “Hey, it’s Shane. Yeah. No, of course not. He said that?” Shane sighed. “What?”
 
Shane looked at Ilya for a long moment before replying. “I think that’s a conversation I need to have with him first.” And then, a moment later, he said softly, “So much.”
 
Ilya motioned for his phone. “Marly, what are you asking my Shane?”
 
“He’ll tell you if he wants to. For what it’s worth, I think your brain might not be real honest with you, you know what I mean?”
 
“Maybe,” Ilya admitted. He handed Shane the keys, buckling his seat belt as Shane got the car started. “Cover for me with Coach?”
 
“Always, man. You need to be here for team breakfast at 8, so I’d say be at the room by 7:30? We’re in 917.”
 
Ilya thanked him and hung up. Shane drove without saying anything else. He took Ilya’s bags from him when they got out of the car, opened his apartment door, and set everything down without saying anything. Ilya watched as he toed off his shoes, hung his jacket up in the closet, and went into his kitchen without saying anything.
 
Ilya did the same. “What do you need?” he asked finally, after Shane had been staring into his refrigerator for over a minute without taking anything out.
 
“Can you fuck me like tonight never happened?” Shane asked quietly.
 
Ilya gently shut the fridge door, and pulled Shane into a tight hug. “Always,” he said.
 
So he did.
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The drive from Boston to Montreal was nicer than Ilya had expected. He could have flown of course, maybe would have been easier if he did fly, but five hours in the Aston Martin gave him time to think. Which, maybe, was not a great idea, but more importantly bringing his own car meant he could leave whenever he needed to.
 
He’d asked Marly if it was a Canadian thing to invite people to spend Christmas with you so you could break up with them. Who else was he going to ask? And Canadians did stupid polite things all of the time, he was pretty sure.
 
“Oh, buddy,” Marly had said, patting him on the shoulder with one of his big hands. “That’s not a thing people do.”
 
There really wasn’t a universe in which he was going to say no to spending more time with Shane anyway, but being reassured the conversation Shane wanted to have probably wasn’t going to end up breaking Ilya’s heart helped a little.
 
So Ilya had agreed to spend their Christmas break at Shane’s apartment. The Metros needed to be on a plane the morning of the 26th but Boston was playing at home that night, so it made more sense to do it in Montreal. Ilya could drive home in plenty of time while Shane was already in the air.
 
That, and Shane seemed oddly nervous about a conversation he insisted had to be done in person.
 
“I need to talk to you before Marleau does,” he’d mumbled sleepily when Ilya leaned over to kiss him goodbye, the morning after dinner with the Hollanders. “Stay a little longer.”
 
“Can’t,” Ilya had said, though he probably could have, but what if Shane need to tell Ilya it was over? He’d put that conversation off as long as he could. Until forever, if he had to. Until it killed him. But “Next time” was all he said. Then he’d let his fingers drift across Shane’s cheek, watching the other man smile happily as he fell back asleep.
 
Leaving Shane was almost too hard to keep doing, he thought. Only thing worse would be stopping.
 
“He said he needs to say something to me before you do,” Ilya told Marly over a beer a few days later.
 
“Good,” his friend had replied. “Let me know when he does.”
 
Ilya had stopped for gas in Vermont. All through the state he’d seen signs of rebuilding, after that hurricane in August, or places that still hadn’t reopened. He wondered which one he’d be when Shane was through with him. Would he tear out the storm-damaged pieces and start again? Would he lock the door and let everything inside rot instead?
 
He thought about that again as he was pulling into the garage underneath Shane’s building.
 
He was about to spend Christmas with someone he loved for the first time in 8 years.
 
He was only 80% sure that the first person he’d ever fallen in love with was not about to leave him. Maybe 60%.
 
He thought, not for the first time, that he should tell Shane the truth about how he felt.
 
“She loved you best, huh?” Alexei had said once, a few months after the funeral. “Not enough to stay though.”
 
Ilya got his bag out of the car and went upstairs.
 
“What is all of this?” he asked. Shane was in the kitchen staring into his fridge, while several plastic bags full of food sat on his counter – some obvious groceries, and some boxes of food from what looks like a local restaurant.
 
“I think I bought too much,” Shane admitted. Ilya nudged him aside with his hip to take a look.
 
“We can take some of this out,” Ilya said. “The sodas can be warm until we want them. You have ice, yes?” Shane nodded, but Ilya realized he’d never seen Shane put ice into his drinks. “We leave one of yours in, so you always have one cold, okay? I like ice in mine.” They worked together to take the sodas and a few other things out of the refrigerator, until everything truly perishable was packed in there. “Is a lot of food,” Ilya agreed.
 
“Sorry, I wanted to make sure we had everything because so much will be closed early tonight, and then tomorrow of course not much is open.” Shane bit his lip. “Too much?”
 
“Is good,” Ilya said. He kissed Shane’s cheek. “You take care of me,” he added with a wide grin. “Like I am sugar baby. My rich boyfriend will spoil me.”
 
Shane laughed, shoving Ilya away. “You’re rich too, asshole. You just signed a five-year contract.”
 
Ilya shrugged. “Oh, you are not spoiling me? I guess you don’t want reward for taking care of me.”
 
“What kind of reward?”
 
Ilya faked a yawn. “So tired now, Hollander. Long drive. I must rest for many hours for beauty sleep.”
 
“Fuck you, you’re already beautiful,” Shane said with a laugh, shaking his head.
 
Ilya went very still. “You are joking?”
 
“No,” Shane said, frowning now. “You know you’re beautiful, right?”
 
“I do not think you have said this before,” Ilya said quietly. “I am sexy, yes, of course. I think beautiful is something else, yes?”
 
“Oh, Ilya,” Shane said, pulling him close. He put one hand on the back of Ilya’s neck and the other hand came up to stroke the side of Ilya’s face. “Yes, you’re beautiful. And sexy. And hot, and handsome, and I don’t even have enough words to tell you what you look like. But, it’s – fuck. Can we go sit down?”
 
Ilya nodded, and let Shane take his hand to lead him over to the couch.
 
“I have something I need to say to you, and I was gonna wait until tonight. I’m trying to… make everything good, you know, for you.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been wanting to say something for a while but I don’t want to say it while we’re having sex.”
 
“You don’t like how we have sex?” Ilya asked, his chest tight. “I can fix it, is okay, just tell me what I am doing wrong.”
 
“No, Ilya.” Shane sighed. “I’m fucking this up.”
 
Ilya took Shane’s hands in his own. “Shane, you are making me nervous.”
 
“I had this whole plan. I wanted it to be… special.” Shane took a deep breath. “You’re special to me, Ilya.”
 
“That’s what you are worried to say?” Ilya smiled. “Shane, you make me think you will break up with me. Now who is asshole?”
 
“What, no! Why would you think that?”
 
“That you are asshole? Oh, I think everyone knows.” He grinned wider. “I drive five hours from Boston for you to tell me you don’t like me anymore, but you are only telling me I am special? I was worried, Hollander.”
 
“I don’t like you,” Shane said quietly.
 
Ilya stopped smiling. “What?”
 
“I love you, Ilya.” Shane shrugged. “I’ve been trying to tell you that I love you. And you don’t have say it -”
 
“I love you,” Ilya whispered in Russian, kissing Shane’ neck, his jaw. “I love you,” he said again, then kissed him, hard, felt Shane’s arms coming up to pull him closer. “Fuck, Shane,” he said in English, “I love you so much.”
 
“Oh thank god,” Shane said before kissing him back.
 
Later, cleaned up and back in bed, with Shane held tight against his chest, Ilya had asked, “When did you know?”
 
Shane made a little scrunched up face like he was doing math without a calculator. It was so cute Ilya kissed him again before he could answer. Pressing against Shane’s soft pink lips did something warm and delicious to Ilya’s heart, even if his dick was currently too tired to notice.
 
“I don’t know,” Shane admitted once Ilya finally let him speak. “It took me a long time to realize that’s what this feeling was. I’ve never been in love before,” and oh the pale pink blush coming up under Shane’s freckles made Ilya pull him even closer. He wanted Shane tucked against his body like this forever.
 
“Is same for me,” Ilya said softly. “I knew I wanted you from maybe first time we met. I knew I missed you before I knew what that meant.”
 
“I wanted you before we met,” Shane said softly.
 
Ilya smirked. “What are you saying to me, Shane Hollander? Did you watch my game tape and think here is nice Russian boy, I must fuck him?”
 
“You are definitely not nice,” Shane laughed. “And it was more like, here is hot Russian, I need him to fuck me.”
 
Ilya squeezed. “Okay since you have been my big fan for so long, I do this for you again. After food, maybe.”
 
“It’s biggest fan, and I’m not your biggest fan, you’re mine.” Shane kissed Ilya’s forehead.
 
“Yes, is true. I am Shane Hollander’s biggest fan. Since Juniors, no one is bigger fan than me.”
 
“Ilya…” Shane whined, “you can’t say shit like that and then not fuck me.” He tried to twist in Ilya’s grip.
 
“Shh, go back to telling me how you fell in love with me,” Ilya purred, holding Shane tighter. They wrestled playfully for a moment until he got Shane’s hands above his head and pinned them there against the pillow.
 
“You’re objectively terrible,” Shane laughed, but he didn’t try to break free. “You really want to know?”
 
“Yes, I asked. Is question, Shane, you cannot deny me answer.” Ilya kissed his check, brushing his lips across his freckles.
 
“I think it was a bunch of things that added up. I kept thinking about you when I didn’t see you. I would make plans for my life, big plans or little ones, and you kept sneaking into them. Things that weren’t even about you, I’d think about whether you’d like it or if it would fit into your life. And… okay, this is embarrassing…”
 
“Tell me.”
 
“I would see pictures of you with girls, out you know, at clubs or whatever? And I wasn’t jealous. I was… I got angry.” Shane looked at Ilya then, and his eyes were wet. He looked so fucking soft, Ilya kissed him again. “It made me feel like I had been tricked,” Shane went on, his voice very quiet. “Like, I misunderstood what we were and you knew I was wrong. I thought I was special but I wasn’t, and you knew, but you didn't think I was important enough to tell me. And in between I’d think you wanted me again but it didn’t last.”
 
“Oh, sweetheart,” Ilya said, letting go of Shane’s hands suddenly. He turned Shane to their bodies were pressed together from the front, chest to chest, and put his fingers into Shane’s hair. “I’m so sorry. That’s not… that’s never what that was.”
 
“I mean, I figured it out,” Shane said with a wet laugh. “I know you chose me eventually.”
 
“No, Shane, I did not choose you eventually. I chose you first.” Ilya sighed, his breath hot against Shane’s face. “All these women, beautiful women, yes, I enjoy for a night, but I did not think I could have you, not for real, not until you told me at the start of this season. It felt empty, in my heart, when you were not with me.”
 
“Is this real, now?” Shane asked.
 
“Yes, Shane, is real now.”
 
“Can you fuck me again?” It came out as a whisper, but Ilya could hear everything Shane needed underneath the words.
 
And what kind of boyfriend would he be if he didn’t give Shane anything he needed, whenever he asked?
 
The news broke about Shane’s upcoming trade during dinner. They were sitting on the couch, eating the chicken parm Shane had picked up from a restaurant before Ilya arrived, which Ilya was very carefully not saying anything about. The fireplace was going – easy enough, an electric flame that turned on with a switch on the wall, but still pretty. Both of their phones started buzzing, first Shane’s, then Ilya’s.
 
Ilya noticed it was the one he’d bought for Shane back in Boston. He hadn’t seen the other two since.
 
“Shit, I have to take this,” Shane said, picking his phone up. “Hi, Farah,” he was saying as he walked out of the room.
 
His agent, Ilya knew. He flipped his phone over to see several text messages popping up, from Marly and Svetlana, notifications from one of the Raiders group chats. Another buzz, another text, this one from his Captain.
 
Before he could open them his phone rang, a real sound coming out of its tinny speakers. Seven people were on his priority list, the people who could ring through even when his phone was on silent, and one of them was in the hallway having a conversation of his own.
 
Two of them had the last name Hollander. None of them had the last name Rozanov.
 
He answered the call.
 
“Hey, son, sorry to bother you on Christmas Eve,” Assistant Coach Reilly was saying. “I’ve got you on speaker, and Coach LeClaire is with me. Is that all right with you?”
 
“Yes, of course,” Ilya said, sitting up straighter. “Has something happened?”
 
“Well you might have heard already but some idiot podcaster got a hold of the news that the Metros are looking to trade out Hollander, and some other idiot in their front office went ahead and confirmed it,” LeClaire’s voice called out.
 
“I did not know this,” Ilya said. No wonder Shane’s agent had called; the news the team was exploring a trade was supposed to be kept secret until they’d finalized the details.
 
“Shit happens, kid,” Reilly was saying, “but we need to be clear with you on what you say to the press.”
 
“Sure,” Ilya said, shrugging his shoulders even though no one else could see him. “What do I say?”
 
“Anyone asks you tell them you didn’t know about the trade, you don’t have any info on the trade, and you can’t answer any questions because you have no idea about any of it.” Reilly sounded like he was trying to convince Ilya of something; his voice was quick and strong, but there was an underlying tone of doubt, the same as when he told Ilya a new play would be successful before they’d practiced it or that press would only take five minutes after a tough game.
 
“Is easy,” Ilya said. “Is true, I do not know. Shane, uh, Hollander say the league will be angry if he tells me anything so he does not.”
 
Someone on the other line let out a deep breath. “Smart kid,” LeClaire said. “Well, here’s the other part of it, Rozanov – we need you to tell the press that Boston doesn’t want him.”
 
Ilya felt his breath leave his chest. The sadness that rushed in to replace it felt like it would leave a bruise. “Okay, I do this,” he said quietly.
 
“You need to tell them, ah shit, try to remember this exactly okay? And ask me if you forget.” LeClaire sounded almost, but not quite, apologetic. “You tell them that Boston doesn’t need another center, that you’re a better player than Hollander and management would be stupid to try to put him on your line. You got that?”
 
“Uh, Coach, I will not get in trouble for saying this?” Ilya ran his fingers through his hair.
 
“No, no, kid, you’re fine. This is coming from the top, understand?” LeClaire sighed. “Management appreciates you helping us out.”
 
“Of course.” Ilya bit his lip for a second. “Why you don’t want Hollander, though? He is very fast, very good skater.” Better than me, he thought, but there was nothing bitter in the thought.
 
“Well…” Reilly started to say, then paused. Ilya thought he could hear some whispers between the two men on the other side of the phone, before Reilly continued, speaking slowly. “We have you centering the second line and Anderson on the first. We really don’t need Hollander.”
 
“I can play wing,” Ilya said suddenly. “I have, in Russia. I am good center but good wing also.” I would play wing forever if it meant getting on the same line as Shane, he thought miserably. It was the most amazing idea he’d ever had and he knew with absolute certainty at the exact same time he’d never get it.
 
The universe hates you, the voice in his brain told him. You will only ever dream of things you cannot have.
 
“Rozanov, you’re a great kid,” LeClaire said. “We need you to do one more thing for us, okay?”
 
“Yes, of course.”
 
“We’re not saying you can’t be friends with Hollander anymore, but we need you to downplay it if anyone mentions it. Press, social media, any of it.” Reilly at least had the decency to sound hesitant when he said it.
 
“What is down play?” Ilya asked. He thought he knew, but wanted to be sure about anything that involved Shane.
 
“It means like, uh, pretend it’s not true. Mention it less,” LeClaire said. “That sort of thing. You can tell people you have a lot of friends, you like the guy fine, but it was more about the rivalry. Now that’s dying down, you don’t talk to Hollander much.”
 
Ilya doesn’t speak for a moment. “That would be lie,” he said carefully.
 
“It’s better for the team this way,” Reilly said. “It’s better for Hollander too.”
 
“You think Hollander wants this?” Ilya asked.
 
“It’s what we need from you,” LeClaire said. “Can you do this for us?”
 
“Yes, Coach,” Ilya sighed. “I will do this.” His fingers were back in his hair again.
 
“Good boy. Now we’ll let you back to your holiday plans. Are you celebrating in Boston?” Reilly asked.
 
“No, I am with Hollander,” Ilya said miserably. He didn’t mean to tell them, but there’s so much in his head now, all these things they want him to say about Shane, that there’s no room for the words he’s just said so they’d simply fallen out of his mouth.
 
There was silence on the other line for a minute or two. “Do you know if he’s talked to his agent today?” LeClaire asked.
 
“Yes, he is talking to her right now. Is problem?”
 
“No, no problem,” LeClaire said quickly. “You, uh, enjoy your Christmas, kid. We’ll see you day after tomorrow.”
 
“Merry Christmas,” Ilya said, and hung up.
 
Shane found him lying on the couch when he came back into the room. Ilya immediately sat up and reached for him, greedy hands pulling down for a tight hug.
 
“What happened?” Shane asked softly.
 
Ilya shook his head against Shane’s shoulder. “Nothing,” he said. And then, “My coaches called.”
 
“Both of them?”
 
“Yes, they were together.” He pulled back slightly, wiping his eyes.
 
Shane was biting his lip. “On Christmas Eve?”
 
“Yes. Oh… I did not think of that.”
 
“My agent called too. There was a leak, or I guess, not really a leak since the Metros said it on the record, but uh, people know they’re looking for a trade.”
 
“Yes, my coaches said this also.”
 
“Did they say anything else?” Shane was biting his lip again.
 
“They asked I tell press Boston does not want you.” Ilya frowned. “They want I say you and I are not close friends. I am sorry, Shane. I say yes, is what team wants, but I am very sorry, okay?”
 
Shane shook his head. “What? No, Ilya, that’s fine.”
 
“Really? I fucking hate it.”
 
“My agent said the same thing.” Shane held up his phone, as if needing to explain that he’d talked to his agent, over the phone, a moment ago. “We both know it’s not true, and it’s just until all the trade stuff is sorted out.”
 
“But Shane, you cannot go to Boston. And… I did not know I wanted this but now I cannot have, I feel… I do not have English words.”
 
Shane’s eyes welled up with tears. “Please don’t be sad,” he said, biting his lip again. “It’s gonna all work out, okay? I’m doing everything I can.”
 
“You will be traded to stupid fish team,” Ilya said, throwing himself into Shane. He was fucking crying now and he knew it and couldn’t stop. “Is so far away, you will forget me. Please don’t forget me.”
 
“Hey, hey,” Shane said, kissing away Ilya’s tears. “I promise, I won’t go to San Jose.”
 
“But you do not know this,” Ilya said. “You don’t decide.”
 
Shane ran his fingers through Ilya’s curls. “Can I tell you a secret?”
 
Ilya let Shane push him away, just enough to look him in the eyes. He wiped his cheeks with the back of his hand, then nodded.
 
“Remember when we were at your place and you had all my gross smoothie stuff?” Shane smiled.
 
He really is so fucking beautiful.
 
“Yes, how can I forget magic kale?” Ilya said, smirking despite how he felt. “Vegetable so good you must wear my name on your back so I can fuck you.”
 
“Yeah, well, when I went outside to call my mom, I told her to tell my agent that I would only go to teams as close to Boston as I am now. That’d quit hockey if they tried to send me out of our division.”
 
“You did this for me?” Ilya asked.
 
“I mean, I did it for me too. But yeah, us. I, uh, I told them I’d play a different position, give up the A, take less money…”
 
“Shane, you did not do this!” Ilya shook his head. “You do not take less, not for me.”
 
“It’s not less if I don’t have to give you up, too.” Shane shrugged. “If I get to keep hockey and you, Ilya, it’s not less.”
 
Like it was nothing. Like choosing Ilya wasn’t a choice he had to think about at all.
 
“I fucking love you so much, Hollander,” Ilya choked out.
 
“I love you,” Shane said in fucking Russian.
 
Ilya’s brain stopped working for at least an hour. Or half a minute. Same thing, under the circumstances.
 
“Did I say that wrong?” Shane asked. He was biting his lip again, looking concerned. “I practiced it.”
 
“You said it perfect, my love, my Shane.” Ilya kissed him, his lips, his cheeks, his forehead. “So perfect for me,” he whispered. “Say it again.”
 
“I love you.”
 
Ya tebya lyublyu. Shane loves me. Shane loves me in my own language. Shane loves me enough to find the words my mother and Svetlana say to me but no one else.
 
Shane.
 
He pulled Shane down onto the couch, slid his sweatpants and boxers off, and sucked Shane’s cock into his mouth.
 
Christmas morning arrived with sunshine floating through Shane’s bedroom window. Ilya moved his jaw before his eyes opened, chewing on the taste of the morning air for a moment until his brain registered the shape of the space he was in: Shane’s sheets under his back, seaweed shampoo on the pillowcases, the muscles in Shane’s back moving with the breath of his lungs as he laid half against Ilya’s ribs.
 
Shane’s boxers riding low on his hips. Ilya’s hand on Shane’s hipbone. Ilya’s heart somewhere in Shane’s hands.
 
He watched his boyfriend sleep. They’d turned their alarms off, even Shane, who’d teased that he’d still be up long before Ilya anyway. Three orgasms and a belly full of breaded chicken was apparently the secret code to overriding Shane’s morning brain. Ilya smiled at the thought. He’d keep Shane fucked out and fed forever if he could, if it meant this man felt safe enough to rest.
 
Like this. Here, in their bed, with Ilya watching him.
 
Was this their bed? He wondered if Shane had fucked anyone else on this mattress. The girl, he remembered, had been at her place. The man from the bar too. When did Shane get this bed? Was it from his childhood bedroom? Had he kissed his high school girlfriends in this bed? Did whatever fumbling attempts to get Shane hard happen on the same soft surface where Ilya made him moan so filthy and sweet?
 
Ilya’s bed was new enough; he’d bought it when he moved to the new apartment before Shane’s first visit. Only Shane had been under him between those sheets. In that room. The bed in the guest room was from before though… he’d have to replace it when he got home. He didn’t want the ghost of any other sex living in the place that now included his boyfriend, Shane Hollander, who loved him.
 
“Morning,” Shane mumbled.
 
Ilya ran his hands up Shane’s side, finding one of his muscular pecs and squeezing. “Morning,” he whispered back.
 
“Do you still love me?” Shane asked. He turned his head, sunlight turning his brown eyes into honey.
 
“I love you in my sleep,” Ilya told him in Russian. “I love you if I am dead.” But in English he said, “Yes, I love you,” and they meant the same thing.
 
“Okay, you make breakfast,” Shane said, and closed his eyes.
 
“I go to McDonald’s then,” Ilya teased. Shane whined in response. “Is good, I get you steak and cheese McGriddle and coffee drink with caramel syrup. Mmm, I fuck you so much yesterday you need calories.” He pinched Shane’s nipple between two fingers. “I bring you hash browns also.”
 
“You fucking won’t,” Shane said. “I can’t believe you eat that shit.”
 
“I am performance athlete, Hollander. I need performance breakfast.” He rolled his hips against Shane’s ass. “You want me to stay in top condition, yes?”
 
“You need vegetables and protein, not a fucking McGriddle you asshole.” Shane sighed though, because Ilya still had his nipple between his fingers.
 
“A McGriddle has 20 grams of protein, Shane,” Ilya whispered into his ear.
 
“Fuck off,” his boyfriend said, pulling away. “I’m not hungry anymore.”
 
Ilya found the ticklish spot on Shane’s ribs and dug in until the other man laughed and thrashed away from him. Then he smacked Shane’s ass and got out of bed. “Fine, you win!” he said loudly. “I make boring breakfast for boring man.”
 
“Boring man you loooooove,” Shane called after him.
 
Ilya waved a hand like he was swatting away an obvious lie, but they both knew the truth now.
 
After he made food – scrambled eggs and whole grain toast – Ilya got Shane’s present out of his bag and set it next to Shane’s plate before he came out to the kitchen. He’d showered while Ilya cooked, dressing in a pair of soft grey sweatpants and the Raiders tee that lived in Montreal now.
 
“What’s this?” Shane asked, his fingers moving over the clumsily taped up wrapping paper, dark green background with small drawings of happy dogs wearing Christmas hats.
 
Ilya shrugged, rubbing his nose nervously. “Merry Christmas, Shane.”
 
“I thought Russians don’t really celebrate Christmas?”
 
“Is true, we do Christmas in January, mostly for church. But you are Canadian and I am trying to be American, so we will have Christmas in December.” Ilya licked his lips. “I don’t expect present, Hollander.”
 
“No, wait, I have a present for you.” Shane kissed Ilya on the cheek then jogged off to his office. He came back with a wrapped gift that was larger than the one Ilya brought. “Merry Christmas, Ilya,” he said softly, handing it over.
 
The present felt heavy in Ilya’s hands. “You want, uh, we open together?”
 
Shane nodded happily. “This paper is really cute, Ilya,” he said, looking the little dogs. “Did you wrap this?”
 
“Ah, yes, you can tell, no? Is not good.”
 
“No, it’s great. I had the woman at the store do yours. I’m sorry, I should have done it myself. I just know I’m not good at it and it bothers me when the corners aren’t folded right. I wanted it to be perfect for you.” Shane blushed. “Open it?”
 
Ilya tore off the red and white striped paper, revealing an old book with Cyrillic letters on the front: Русские народные ска. “Russian Folk Tales,” he translated into English. On the cover a man sat under a tree; above the tree was a bright orange firebird. He opened it carefully, his long fingers stroking the worn binding and the feel of the old paper, thicker than modern books. Between some of the typeset pages were colorful drawings of knights on horseback, and beautiful women.
 
“It wasn’t expensive or anything, but I remembered what you said about your mom reading to you,” Shane was saying.
 
“She read to me in English,” Ilya whispered, running his fingers over a painting of a young man with dark hair and a sharp jaw who looked like Shane.
 
“Yeah, I know, but I thought… at your apartment your books are all things like Crime and Punishment and Anna Karenina. I didn’t see anything like this.” Ilya looked up to see Shane smiling nervously. “I thought you might want something that reminded you of your mom, when you were a kid but you know. In Russian.”
 
“I love it, Shane. Is best gift ever.” He held the book in one hand and put the other into Shane’s hair at the back of his head, sliding it up from Shane’s neck before bringing their lips together. “Is perfect like you are perfect.”
 
“Ilya, you probably have coffee orders that cost more than this book. It’s nothing.” He tried to duck his head but Ilya caught his chin, forcing Shane’s eyes back up.
 
“Is not nothing. I love it. My mother would have loved it.” He kissed Shane again. “Thank you.”
 
Shane unwrapped his next. “Ilya!” he exclaimed when he lifted the new iPod Touch out of the paper, “this is too much. These are like $300.”
 
“I told you I would give you music,” Ilya said, rubbing the back of his next. “I make you playlist for running, for gym…”
 
“What?” Shane ripped the lid off the box, pulling out the iPod and turning it on. The screen lit up immediately – Ilya made sure it was charged before he left Boston. Shane scrolled through the playlists. “Ilya, there’s so many of them. This must have taken you hours.”
 
“Is okay gift?”
 
“Ilyusha, it’s so good,” Shane sighed. “I love you.”
 
Ilya could feel the warm blush spreading across his cheeks. “Eat now, food is getting cold,” he said gruffly before he turned away to busy himself making his own plate.
 
He really needed to stop crying in front of his boyfriend. It was getting embarrassing.
 
The phone calls started an hour later.
 
Shane was in the kitchen cutting tomatoes into pieces when the phone rang, Hayden Pike (Metros) on the screen. “Can you put that on speaker for me, and for fuck sake don’t say anything!”
 
Ilya stuck his tongue out but did what Shane asked.
 
“Hey, Merry Christmas, man!” Hayden called out.
 
“Hi Hayds, Merry Christmas. How’s Jackie?” Shane asked.
 
“Pregnant and irritated at me constantly. I fucking love it. You with your parents?” his friend said.
 
“No, I’m at home. Sorry you’re on speaker, I’m cooking. Well, assembling, I guess.” He tossed the tomatoes into the bowl with the cooling pasta, and started chopping fresh mozzarella into cubes.
 
“I didn’t know you cooked, man. What are you making?”
 
“Pasta salad. I have a recipe, but I think it might be too much.”
 
"Can you even eat pasta on your bird food diet?"
 
Ilya covered his mouth so he didn't laugh out loud.
 
"Fuck off, Hayd. I eat pasta... Sometimes." Shane scowled at Ilya, mouthing, "Ha ha," at him like a child. It made Ilya want to bite him.
 
“Right, so you're taking it over to your parents later?”
 
On the other side of the kitchen island, Ilya rolled his eyes before stealing a piece of cheese.
 
“No, I’m uh, just hanging at home this year.” Shane slapped Ilya’s hand when he went after another cube.
 
“Wait a minute buddy, is Boston Lily there?”
 
Ilya’s eyebrows shot up toward his hairline.
 
“Hayd,” Shane shrieked. “I fucking told you you’re on speaker phone.”
 
“Oh, sorry, man,” Hayden said, and then, louder, “Lily if you can hear me I hope you have a great Christmas and my best friend is treating you right!”
 
Ilya touched his tongue to his top lip and winked.
 
“Ok, gotta go, tell Jackie I love her, bye bye,” Shane called out, then shut the phone off with his elbow.
 
“Boston Lily?” Ilya said, laughing.
 
“Fuck off.” Shane shook his head.
 
“No, is good. Marly called you Montreal Jane for months.”
 
“Okay now you can really fuck off,” Shane said. “Those names were your idea.”
 
“Yes, my genius idea. Say thank you, Ilya, for making best secret names so no one knows you are hot for big Russian hockey player.” He leaned forward and stole another cube of cheese.
 
Before Shane could say anything else, his phone rang again. David Hollander lit up the screen.
 
“You want uh, I go?” Ilya asked.
 
“No, stay, but can you put it on speaker again? The pasta needs to sit for a few hours so I have to finish it now.”
 
Ilya pressed the answer then speaker buttons one right after the other.
 
“Hey kiddo!” David said. “Merry Christmas!”
 
“Merry Christmas, Dad! Did you open your presents?” Shane moved on to a jar of artichoke hearts; he was struggling to get it open so Ilya took it from him and handed over a dish towel.
 
“Yes, thank you. Your mom loved the scarf and I’m very excited about this puzzle you got me.”
 
“Oh, great,” Shane said, trying the jar again now that his hands were clean. It popped open easily. “The guy at the store said it should take about 6 hours, since it has so many pieces and the color gradient is really subtle, you know?”
 
“It’s a good one. Maybe we can work on it together the next time you come visit?”
 
Shane sighed. “Dad, we talked about this.” He fished a big chunk of artichoke heart out of the jar, cutting it into bite-sized pieces.
 
“I know son, and your mother is… well, she’s working herself up to apologizing to Rozanov.”
 
Ilya could feel his eyes widening. What? he mouthed at Shane.
 
Shane shook his head. “I’m glad to hear it, Dad. And you know… I get that she worries. I really do. But I’m not a kid anymore, and she can’t talk to him like that when I’m around.”
 
“I know,” David said. “I didn’t get to say this to you before, but Rozanov seems like a good kid. Not what I expected from the press he gets, but we should have trusted you about who’s important to you. Don’t tell her I told you, but a lot of this stuff with your mother isn’t about you at all. We’re both really happy you made a good friend.”
 
“Thanks, Dad, that really means a lot to me. I love you, you know?” Shane’s face bunched up.
 
Ilya moved around the island to stand behind Shane and pull him in for a hug.
 
“I know, kiddo. Now, tell me what you’re doing today?”
 
“Well, uh, right now I’m making a pasta salad for lunch.”
 
“Pasta salad, huh? That’s great. Good for you.” He sounded like he was about to laugh.
 
“Why is everyone being weird about my pasta?” Shane groaned.
 
“Who else was weird about it?”
 
“Hayden called a few minutes ago,” Shane said. “I know I stick to my diet most of the time but that’s for hockey. I’m not, like, obsessed with it.”
 
“Sure,” David said, and he was definitely chuckling now.
 
“I’m not!” Shane insisted.
 
Ilya kissed him on the neck, just behind his ear.
 
“You’re okay being on your own today?” David asked.
 
Shane took a deep breath. “I’m not, actually. Alone.” He paused for a moment, then continued. “Ilya’s here.”
 
“Oh, oh, okay,” David said, a little stiff. “That’s great, Shane. Tell him we said Merry Christmas.”
 
“I will. And, can you tell Mom I talked to him about the trade stuff. The part she wanted me to say.”
 
“Okay, yeah, I will let her know.”
 
“I’m not hiding anything from him,” Shane said, leaning back against Ilya’s chest, the knife forgotten on the counter. “I’m just trying to be careful so I don’t screw anything up with the league.”
 
“No, I get that. You’re trying to be smart about it all. You have a lot to juggle, but we’re here if you need anything, okay?”
 
“Okay, Dad. Thanks. I love you.”
 
“Love you too, Shane.”
 
They ended the call then. Ilya pressed one more kiss into Shane’s neck before moving to face him.
 
Shane picked the knife back up. “Can you open that can of olives?” he asked.
 
“Shane -” Ilya started to say, but he was interrupted.
 
“It’s that one on the counter. The can opener is in the drawer next to the sink.”
 
“Shane, you are not seeing your parents today because of me?”
 
Shane bit his lip.
 
“Have you ever not spent Christmas with your family?” Ilya asked instead.
 
“No,” Shane said, quietly. “I’m just not spending today with that part of my family.”
 
Ilya kissed him on the cheek. “You will kill me, my sweet boy,” he whispered in Russian. He kissed Shane again, sniffling, before turning around to open the olives.
 
The rest of the day was a lazy blur of sex and snuggling and food. They did an hour on the treadmills in the building’s gym so Shane could try out the playlist labeled Run Boy Run, and for dinner Ilya heated up a dish of chicken and potatoes from the restaurant that they ate along with a salad Shane made to go with it.
 
At the end of the night they curled up together on the couch with the fireplace on. Ilya read the story of the firebird and the wolf out loud in Russian, using English in between important parts so Shane would understand too. Then Shane grabbed Gzowski’s The Game of Our Lives off his night table, but he brought his glasses with him and Ilya discovered that Shane wearing his glasses was even sexier than Shane without his glasses, so neither of them did any more reading that night.
 
Ilya fell asleep in Shane’s arms, and for once, the voice in his head had nothing to say about it.
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In January, Shane started using his social media.
 
Ilya knew Shane had online accounts, had searched for them when they first met in Regina, and again every few months during the two years since. He knew Shane had a Twitter account @ShaneHollanderHockeyPlayer before they met, and had created one on Instagram early this year (with the same handle), but neither of them were used for anything except sharing posts about Shane’s teams or brand deals. Shane never posted anything of his own, or replied when fans tagged him in their posts.
 
Ilya did both of those things, of course. He’d asked once, in their first year of hooking up, when Shane was lying on his chest all sweaty and fuck drunk, if Shane had a private account anywhere with sexier pictures, but Shane had blinked sleepily at him, so confused about the question Ilya realized the idea had never crossed his mind. He tried not to feel disappointed about it because if there were no half-dressed gym photos for Ilya to see online, then no one else was seeing those pictures of Shane either. But, still…. Especially at the beginning, before they were boyfriends, Ilya got lonely on the road.
 
He’d jerked off to interview clips and goal compilation videos far too many times to admit.
 
Shane was in his bed a dozen times a season, but only Hollander was online, and Hollander didn’t care that Ilya needed to jerk off to pictures of Shane in the gym, sweat dripping down his back. Or whoever ran his social media accounts didn’t, anyway. Probably Yuna.
 
At some point, Ilya knew, he was going to have to reach out to Shane’s mother, to settle whatever this was between them so Shane didn’t have to suffer just because Ilya was hard to love. He wasn’t quite ready yet.
 
But one night as Ilya was scrolling through Twitter looking for clips of the game Shane had played against Detroit that night, he got a notification: @ShaneHollanderHockeyPlayer followed you. He immediately clicked though to Shane’s account.
 
Shane was posting on Twitter.
 
Worse, Shane had been posting on Twitter for a week at least, judging by the dates, and he’d followed dozens of other players and teams before getting to Ilya. Some of the new content was Shane retweeting pictures other players had tagged him in, but some of it was his own: photos of him, Hayden, and J.J. getting ready for a run – including one of Shane wearing those slutty little running shorts Ilya only ever got to see in a hotel gym – and photos of Shane out at a bar with some of the guys from Buffalo after they’d hosted Montreal earlier in the week. There were photos of Shane with… fuck, no!
 
He switched over to his text thread with Jane.
 
Lily: wtf you’re out drinking with Hunter right now?
 
He didn’t have to wait long.
 
Jane: jealous?
Lily: worried for your safety
Lily: Hunter will get caught in tar pit and drag you down with him
Jane: is this a dinosaur joke?
Lily: you don’t know tar pits? Canada school system :/
Jane: fuck you I know what a tar pit is
Jane: there are tar pits in LA we should go some time
Jane: there’s a museum
Jane: mammoths and saber toothed tigers
Jane: ??
Jane: still there
Lily: sorry got hard watching you type
Lily: your brain makes me wet
Jane: I’m in public !!
Lily: okay I won’t tell you what I’m doing right now
Lily: want pics?
Jane: gd it lily hunter is staring at me now
Lily: ok ok he can watch but no touching you’re mine
Jane: ew
Jane: wait for me? Can be at hotel in 20
Lily: good boy
 
So, okay, that night ended well, better than he’d expected, but it didn’t stop what Ilya was now realizing was a big fucking problem: Shane kept using his social media. For the next few weeks he posted almost every day about other teams, other players, his two friends on the Metros, even a few dogs he saw on his daily runs. (The dogs were pretty cute. Ilya was fine with them. He might have even texted Shane to ask him to post more dog pictures, if possible.)
 
The problem was that by the time Montreal made it to Boston, Shane had posted something about every team in their division except the Raiders. There were now more public pictures of Shane and Scott fucking Hunter together than Ilya had of him and Shane together in the super secret locked folder on his phone no one, especially Shane, knew anything about. Maybe, Ilya thought, he was just waiting for their teams to play together so they’d have an excuse to be seen in public. To take photos together. Which Shane could post on his social media for the world to see, and then, finally, Ilya would be able to share those pictures on his own accounts.
 
To finally let everyone know who Ilya loved, even if they wouldn’t be able to actually put that in the caption.
 
Jane: good game
Jane: sorry not sorry you lost
Jane: meeting at yours?
Lily: don’t want to go to club?
Jane: have to with metros but will swing by your place later if you want
Lily: when?
Jane: idk will text when omw
 
Ilya threw his phone into his stall.
 
“You okay there, brother?” Marly asked quietly, leaning toward Ilya.
 
“Is nothing, Marly, don’t worry about it.” Ilya stripped off the rest of his gear angrily.
 
“Yeah, definitely seems like nothing. Your, uh, Montreal girl stopping by tonight?”
 
Ilya waved his hands in the air. “Later, after Jane is busy with friends.”
 
“Oh, like, when later?”
 
“Later, okay?” Ilya stood. “I don’t know when is later. Fuck!”
 
“Trouble in paradise, baby cap?” Connors asked.
 
“Fuck off, Connors,” Ilya snapped back.
 
“Seriously, Roz, I thought things were good,” Marly said, moving to stand next to him. “You said you guys, uh, had the talk.”
 
“Yes, Marly, beautiful things were said.” Ilya sighed. “I am just… missing Jane, okay? I thought if she was not coming over right after game, we would maybe hang out with her friends together. Is stupid.”
 
“Did she say that?”
 
“No, I am just…” Ilya shook his head. “She posts many pictures lately, of her out with friends who are not me.”
 
“Okay is this a beer conversation? This feels like a beer conversation,” Marly said, nodding to himself. “Bar, or your apartment?”
 
“Is okay, we don’t need -” Ilya tried to say but Marly cut him off.
 
“The only choice you get is where we do this.”
 
“I can’t tonight,” is the thing he says, the thing that is more honest than he means to be, and somehow not honest enough. It’s the what but not the why. Ilya looked down at his skates instead of into his friend’s face.
 
“All right, man,” Marly said. “We’ll drop it for now.”
 
Not forever, Ilya knows, but for now sounds sweet in his ears. He nodded and finished getting out of his gear. A quick shower at the arena, a quiet drive back to his apartment. Another, longer and more thorough shower at home, with the body wash he keeps buying because Shane once said he liked the way it smelled on Ilya’s skin, and the shampoo that makes his curls do a thing Shane likes enough to keep touching. He’d changed the sheets before he left for the game; there’s ginger ale (already cold) in the fridge and extra towels in the bathroom in case Shane wants to shower again, before or after sex. Maybe both, which was fine, because Ilya ordered another set of the ones Shane said were “really soft, Ilya, I like these,” and not the ones he scrunched his face up and said, “eh, these are kind of scratchy, Ilya, do you want me to get you something better?” about. Because for as many things as he’d already changed for Shane, he’d change a thousand more, if it meant his boyfriend wanted to be here, in his space.
 
Whatever it took for Shane to feel at home in Ilya’s apartment the way Ilya felt at home with Shane’s body underneath his, their skin pressed tight against each other, sweat blending together, and Shane’s voice in his hear whispering things no one else in the world got to hear.
 
He dressed in black boxer briefs and a loose pair of black joggers, leaving his shirt off for now. He’d put one on later just so he could enjoy Shane’s frantic hands peeling it off over Ilya’s head, another few seconds of devotion he could replay in his head during the weeks apart. But for now there was the more pressing issue of the bruises from tonight’s game. He pressed an ice pack to his shoulder with one hand, using the other to press a second pack to his ribs on the other side of his body, and shut the freezer by leaning against it.
 
He meant to lie down on the couch for just a minute while the ice packs did their job. He settled into a comfortable position and clicked on ESPN for background noise, better than silence when the emptiness of his apartment echoed around him.
 
Hollander’s voice floated over him as soon as he closed his eyes. “I know management confirmed it, but as far as I know any trade won’t happen until the end of the season.”
 
Must be from his post-game interview, Ilya thought, without opening his eyes.
 
“Of course, I’m playing just as hard as ever, and I have the support of my team. We’re going to take this season as far as we can.”
 
“Yeah, sure, there’s lots of great teams out there. I’ll be happy wherever I go as long as I can keep playing hockey.”
 
“Mmm, yes, anywhere in our division would be great. The Admirals are having a fantastic season, and Scott Hunter is an amazing Captain.”
 
Fuck Scott Hunter.
 
“Boston? No, that’s probably not a great idea.”
 
What’s wrong with Boston?
 
“Rozanov? I mean, sure, I’m friendly with a lot of guys off the ice, but I don’t think our play styles would mesh, you know? The Raiders are known for being really aggressive and that works for Rozanov but isn’t really for me.”
 
I’d make it work, though. I’d give you anything you need.
 
“No, I’m not talking about his personal life, thanks. That’s enough for tonight.”
 
The noise from the tv faded to a dull blur after that.
 
“Ilya?” Shane was saying.
 
He blinked slowly, swallowing against a mouth that had gone dry as he slept. “Shane?” Ilya tried to sit up. The ice pack on his shoulder had gone warm; the one against his side had disappeared somewhere.
 
“Yeah, it’s me.” The ice pack from his shoulder was moved away from him too, and Shane came into focus as Ilya sat up. “Sorry it’s so late.”
 
Ilya grabbed his phone from the coffee table. 1:24 AM it said; there were unread texts from Jane too. He put the phone back down without opening them.
 
“What happened?” he asked.
 
Shane sighed. “I kept telling the guys I needed to get going but they weren’t listening.” He brushed a curl of hair off Ilya’s forehead, let his hand trace down the side of Ilya’s face. “Wanted to skip out entirely and be here, but… I’m barely a part of the team as it is right now.”
 
“So? They are trading you, who cares what they think?” Ilya was fully awake now, and more than a little annoyed. “I get you for a few hours a month. They can see you again tomorrow.”
 
“I know, it’s not fair, but…” Shane bit his lip. “I won’t make it through the rest of the season the way we’re playing right now. I have to try to fix it.”
 
“Clothes, off, now.”
 
Shane smiled and said, “Wow, you’re in that much of a hurry?” but didn’t move.
 
“Not for sex, pervert. Show me.” When Shane’s face fell, Ilya waved his hands in the air. “I do it myself? Okay.” He reached for Shane then, but his boyfriend stood up.
 
“Just don’t… don’t say anything, okay?” He took his jacket off and draped it across the end of the couch, before unbuttoning his slacks and slipping out of them. Then, slowly, he pulled off the navy sweater he wore, one arm coming up more than the other as if he couldn’t have raised the other one as high if he wanted to. He was left in his underwear and a plain white tee.
 
Ilya raised his eyebrows.
 
Shane rolled his eyes but took the tee off, same as with the sweater – moving awkwardly. In pain. He stood then, in Ilya’s living room, waiting.
 
“Shane,” Ilya said, the word coming out as a whisper as he stood. He cross the space between them with two steps, close enough to touch but afraid to do so. Ilya’s hand hovered a few inches from Shane’s skin as he cataloged silently:
 
A bruise on Shane’s thigh bigger than Ilya’s hand, already healing, the purple fading to green at the edges.
 
Smaller, darker bruises peaking out from the top of Shane’s underwear, where someone had checked his hip so hard the padding didn’t help.
 
Bruises in two different colors spread across his chest from one side of his ribs to the other, memories of injuries from more than one game.
 
Black tape on the shoulder that had been giving him trouble when he undressed.
 
More bruises on his back, down his spine.
 
“Sweetheart,” Ilya said, unable to say anything more, as he moved back around in front of Shane.
 
“I’m okay,” Shane told him. “It’s all game stuff.”
 
“They’re not protecting you,” Ilya said. Simple. A Shane Hollander fact.
 
“They are,” Shane insisted. “Just, slow. They don’t always make it in time to help.”
 
Ilya nodded. “I have seen this, in tape review. I didn’t watch tonight yet, I’m sorry.”
 
“I’m working on it. Can we, just not, tonight? I only have a few hours.”
 
“Tell me what you need?” Ilya asked as he let his hands find places on Shane’s arms where no bruises lived. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
“You don’t hurt me, Ilya. You’re the only thing that doesn’t hurt.” Shane’s hands found Ilya’s hips, pulling him close.
 
Would your team be doing this to you if it weren’t for me? If you’d spent the last two years making friends instead of letting me drag you into bed?
 
But what he said was, “I love you.”
 
You’re so greedy.
 
“I love you too. Want you inside of me, please Ilya.”
 
He has no idea what he’s getting into.
 
Ilya kissed him then, carefully, but Shane kissed him back hard and melted against him, 200 pounds of muscle and want. How could Ilya resist that? He stripped out of his clothes between kisses, Shane’s hands moving to help as much as he could, then knelt down on the floor to slide Shane’s briefs off, folding them and placing them on the pile he’d made when he took off the rest of his clothes. Shane’s cock was already hard and perfect as always: thick and red against a neat patch of black hair. He thought for a moment about the fact they both kept themselves cleaned up and ready, just in case, and how – that time Shane had stayed for three days in Boston – Shane had laid still while Ilya used his trimmers on Shane, laughing the whole time about how Ilya needed to put in the work if he wanted the reward.
 
He pressed his lips to the head of Shane’s cock and got the reward he wanted most, that delicate sigh escaping Shane’s lips.
 
“I don’t want to put you on your back,” Ilya said, letting his breath warm Shane in the best way. “Can you stand?”
 
Shane pushed his hips forward, half an inch, just enough to press warm skin to lips. Ilya licked a circle around the head of Shane’s cock as the other man said, “Yes,” like the word had weight and he trusted gravity to bring it down to Ilya’s ears. “Please, Ilya,” he added.
 
As if it needed to be said.
 
Ilya licked up Shane’s shaft, starting at the bottom, his chin resting for a moment in that soft black hair, then all the way up to the top. Shane’s fingers found their way into Ilya’s curls, not guiding yet, just holding on. Ilya took a deep breath and dropped down, taking Shane into his mouth as far as he could in one movement, not all the way – not yet, Shane was too big for that, but he’d get there in a minute or so, pushing a little farther with each bob, until he was swallowing around the head at the back of his throat.
 
He worked his way down as fast as he could, Shane’s fingers tightening as his thighs shook under Ilya’s hands, his moans coming faster and faster, echoing around Ilya’s apartment, filling it up with that beautiful sound until it felt less like a space Ilya existed in and more like home.
 
Ilya pulled off long enough to growl, “Fucking give it to me, Hollander,” before diving back in. Shane moved against Ilya’s face now, thrusting in to him at the same time Ilya was sucking him in, until Shane’s cock was hitting the back of Ilya’s throat over and over. He felt the water leaking from his eyes, the salty taste of Shane’s skin.
 
“Ilya,” his boyfriend whined painfully, and Ilya almost pulled away but then Shane was coming down his throat and Ilya’s hands tightened to keep Shane’s legs from buckling under him.
 
He was careful not to swallow until he could stand back up, hands never leaving Shane’s body. Ilya kissed him then, hard the way Shane liked it, so he could taste himself on Ilya’s tongue.
 
It was filthy and holy at the same time. Ilya loved the way Shane loved it.
 
“More,” Shane whispered when their lips separated. “I need more.”
 
Ilya pulled them both backward onto the couch, so Shane was in his lap, knees on either side of Ilya’s hips. He pressed two fingers against Shane’s lips, watching the other man open up and take both fingers into his mouth. “Always so good for me,” he sighed. “My good boy.”
 
Shane moaned against Ilya’s fingers as he ground his ass down on Ilya’s cock.
 
“Wait, one second,” Ilya said. “Sorry.” He moved Shane aside for a moment, depositing him gently on the couch. The coffee table had a little drawer in it; Ilya kept it stocked for Shane’s visits. Except this time the bottle of lube was by itself. “Fuck, no condoms. Don’t move, I’ll get one.” But Shane grabbed his arm before Ilya could stand.
 
“I’ve been tested since… anyone but you.”
 
Ilya looked into those gorgeous brown eyes and swallowed hard. “What are you saying?”
 
“I love you. I want you, without. If that’s okay.”
 
“Sweetheart, are you sure?” Ilya reached up to stroke the freckles on his boyfriend’s cheek, watching Shane lean into his touch.
 
“Have you, you know?”
 
“Have I been tested? Yes, Shane, I do this every six months. Is better, to know. Safer for you.”
 
Shane smiled. “You’re so good to me, Ilya.”
 
“So that is yes? You are sure?”
 
Shane nodded. “Please fuck me bare.”
 
“This is it,” Ilya said in Russian, “this is how you kill me.” He grabbed the lube, slicking up his fingers and his own throbbing cock before dropping it on the couch. With his other hand he pulled Shane close, tonguing at his lips until the other man opened up and let him in. His tongue was deep in Shane’s mouth as Ilya’s fingers found Shane’s ass and slid between his cheeks.
 
Shane moaned into Ilya’s mouth, panting hard as Ilya worked him open.
 
So impatient. Don’t rush this.
 
But Ilya couldn’t help it. He pulled his fingers out of Shane, hearing the little whine that always came with Shane being empty after having Ilya inside of him in any way. He couldn’t bear it, couldn’t be the reason his Shane felt anything other than warm and safe and full. He stroked himself quickly, once, twice, three times, to coat his cock in enough lube.
 
Then he pulled Shane down on top of him.
 
“Fuck, Ilya, yes,” Shane moaned, throwing his head back.
 
Ilya kissed his neck as Shane took him all the way in, until there was no more space between them.
 
“You’re so hot,” Ilya said in Russian, swearing between breaths. “How did I not know you were so hot?” He bucked his hips up into Shane as hard as he could, deep thrusts he knew would be almost but not quite too much for Shane to take.
 
“I can’t… English… Ilya…” Shane tried to say.
 
“I won’t last long,” Ilya managed to get out.
 
“S’okay… just… feels so... good, Ilya, god…” He found his legs again, moving in time with Ilya until he took over and Ilya sank back into the couch.
 
He felt his toes curl.
 
“Fill me up, Ilya,” Shane whispered.
 
His legs tensed. He could feel it moving up from his feet, through his thighs.
 
“I need you,” Shane said, grabbing Ilya’s hair, twisting it tight between his fingers.
 
Ilya could feel that Shane had gotten hard again, his cock trapped between their bodies, rubbing against Ilya’s stomach. He got his still-slick hand wrapped around it, holding his hand still so Shane controlled the movement – every thrust against Ilya’s cock matching the thrust into Ilya’s hand.
 
Ilya’s nipples were painfully hard. Something was pressing on his chest from the inside out, pushing down into his ribs, and lower.
 
“Almost there,” Shane gasped.
 
“Yes, yes, sweetheart, come for me.”
 
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Shane whispered, spilling out on Ilya’s hand.
 
Ilya shouted as he came, something wordless breaking him open, losing himself the soft wet heat of Shane’s ass.
 
He didn’t know how long it took him to come back. He’d softened inside of Shane; his release was leaking out against his balls and probably onto the couch, but he didn’t care. Shane had collapsed against his chest. Shane had his arms wrapped around Ilya’s neck. He could buy a new couch.
 
“I love you too,” he whispered.
 
Eventually Shane asked about the time and Ilya, stupid lovesick Ilya, answered honestly. Which led to Shane rushing to get into Ilya’s shower, rinsing off too quickly to want company, before dressing so quickly Ilya saw him wince at the pain, but refusing to slow down.
 
“I can’t miss curfew, I’m sorry, things are so fucked up with the team right now-”
 
Ilya interrupted him with kisses. Stay, he thought. “Go,” he said.
 
Shane kissed him back, started for the door, then groaned and came back for another kiss. “I’m sorry,” he said against Ilya’s lips.
 
“I know.”
 
And then he was gone.
 
Ilya found his clothes, pulling them on in a haze.
 
The apartment was already shifting, cooling down, emptying out. Turning back from a home into a place Ilya lived.
 
So weak. So pathetic, can’t even be alone for five minutes.
 
His phone buzzed. Ilya checked it, hoping it was Shane. Hoping he had changed his plans, gotten the time wrong, the airport was on fire, whatever it took to get him to come back.
 
Jane: someday we’ll have more time
 
Ilya threw his phone across the room.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    We're all about the STD testing and safe sex here! If you're not sure, be safe until you're sure. Ilya and Shane love each other far too much to fuck that up.

Thank you for all of the comments, kudos, shares, etc. on this book! I love Ilya's unreliable narrator voice so much, it's going to hard to give it up, but I love Shane just as much so I'm excited for you to see his POV in the next book as he juggles everything he has going on with being Ilya's primary emotional support person (true in this story too, but even more over the next few years as we get through Shane's trade, being on a new team, Ilya trying to get American citizenship, his family problems, SOCHI, and oh yeah they're still hiding their relationship from most of the people who know them). I hope you'll stay tuned for that :)

I've posted 2 out of 5 chapters in my new work, Rate of Exchange, here: https://archiveofourown.org/works/84190121?view_full_work=true

I'm nervous about that one, as it's much more "fucked up teenagers in... something" than Mr. Answer Man or my Boston Boys stories, so please check it out and let me know what you think!


  


      

  












      Chapter 25: Can I tell you secret?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya spends the weekend in Ottawa at the 2012 All-Star game. He has too many conversations - a warning from Andropov, a fight with Shane, an explanation of sorts, then a much-needed talk with Yuna Hollander. He tries to talk to Scott Hunter but Carter Vaughn gets in the way. The game is great, the sex is better, and there's so much sex... It's all perfect, really, until it suddenly isn't.



    Chapter Notes

      NSFW chapter 🥰







  January 28 – 30 2012, All-Stars (Ottawa, Canada)
 
Press had been calling it “The Timmy’s Cup” ever since it was announced that this year’s All-Stars game was in Ottawa. Good news was that the Raiders had sent Ilya along with his Captain, Tommy Anderson, and Montreal sent Shane this year too, although that was probably because Shane was actually from there and if the Metros hadn’t put “Ottawa’s Own Shane Hollander” on their roster the entire population of Canada would have rioted. Most teams only got one player but there were always a few extra slots to fill and the league wanted to use Hollander vs. Rozanov to sell tickets for as long as they could. In a weird turn of events, Gagnon was out with a broken foot so they were sending Andy to play defense instead. It’d be good to have the Russian on Ilya’s team this year, since the league was still doing the “Europe vs North America” split that kept him facing off against Shane on the ice.
 
Maybe once they’d both won a few Cups the league would let them play on an All-Stars team together. As much fun as it was to play against Shane, the idea of playing with him, on the same line maybe, had haunted Ilya’s thoughts.
 
You want too much, his father’s voice said.
 
I already know this, Ilya snapped back. Why argue over the truth?
 
The bad part of the weekend was that Shane wasn’t staying in their hotel. Ilya had asked what day he was checking in but Shane had just laughed. Which was fine, because surely they could find some time together during the weekend? And Ilya was flying in a day early, like always, but this time Shane was picking him up at the airport, since he only had to drive in from Montreal. Ilya knew his parents lived in town, just a few miles from the arena… maybe they wouldn’t know he was in town yet, and Ilya could steal him away for the whole night…
 
No, that part wasn’t great but it was, hopefully, manageable. The worst part was that Ilya had agreed to meet up with Yuna Hollander at the end of the weekend for a chat, which was probably the English word for I will bury your body in the Canadian wilderness. Not that he was afraid of Yuna Hollander, or at least, not any more afraid of her than anyone else was.
 
Probably.
 
He found Shane’s boring but new Range Rover in the short term parking lot, double checking the plate against the text he’d gotten while his plane was in the air, before putting his suitcase into the trunk.
 
“S’up, Rozanov,” Andy said from the backseat.
 
“Sup?” Ilya asked, still standing under the door to Shane’s trunk. “The fuck? Is that English?”
 
Andy nodded. “Short for ‘what is up’ they tell me.”
 
“Your team?” Another nod. “Andy, they are fucking with you. This is not a word.” Ilya shut the door, walking around to go sit in the front seat. “Shane, is this a word?”
 
“It’s more like a contraction, but yeah, people say it.” He started the car, then made a face until Ilya buckled his seat belt.
 
Ilya turned in his seat to face Andropov. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he asked in Russian.
 
“Ilya!” Shane snapped. He pulled out of the parking space and drove toward the exit.
 
“What, I ask how your friend is doing?” Ilya replied in English. “Is friendly greeting.”
 
“He knows some rink Russian now,” Andy said in Russian as he laughed. “His accent is shit but he knows when you’re swearing.”
 
“Oh and how does he know this?” Ilya asked.
 
“Shanya asks many questions.”
 
Okay, fair, Shane really did ask a lot of questions. It was their whole thing, but also, wasn’t it their whole thing?
 
“What are you guys talking about?” Shane asked.
 
“The weather,” Ilya said in English, as Andy said, “You,” at the same time.
 
“I will cut you,” Ilya growled.
 
Andy laughed again, saw the look on Ilya’s face, and slowly stopped laughing. “I am making joke,” he told Shane. “We talk about weather. Is warm in Canada, not like Russia.”
 
“It’s 3C today, and it’ll be closer to neg 10 tomorrow and Sunday,” Shane said with a frown. “It’s not fucking warm here.”
 
“Is neg 25 in Moscow today,” Andy said.
 
How did he know that? I didn’t know that. Ilya wondered when he’d stopped keeping track of the weather at home.
 
“Really? Oh, okay,” Shane said, merging with the rest of the traffic leaving the airport, “that is colder.”
 
Fact. Done. Shane Hollander’s brain moved on.
 
They chatted about inconsequential things as they drove to the Westin nearest Scotiabank Place, the arena where they’d be playing tomorrow, like how Andy ended up driving with Shane because they were both coming from Montreal, Ilya’s captain was coming in late that night, and Shane had plans to have dinner with Hunter and Vaughn from the Admirals as soon as they arrived at the hotel.
 
Shane and Andropov chatted like old friends. Ilya said a few words when he had to and mostly tried not to chew off his own lip.
 
“I’m gonna let you out here then find parking,” Shane said as they pulled up into the passenger loading zone. The other two men grabbed their suitcases and walked into the hotel together. Ilya noticed Shane’s in the trunk too, but left it alone.
 
“Do you not like me or do you not like me with Shane?” Andy asked as soon as they were inside the hotel.
 
Ilya stopped suddenly, the wheels of his luggage moving forward a moment until the case hit him in the back of the leg. “The fuck you mean you are with Shane?”
 
“Not like that, idiot,” Andy said. “I’m not a cocksucker. You are jealous we are friends, maybe?”
 
“Shane doesn’t have friends on the Metros,” Ilya replied, ignoring the slur for now, or the assumption that whatever Andy wasn’t, Shane might be.
 
“No, but I also do not, so we try to keep each other alive. Is better than nothing, yes?”
 
Ilya nodded. Someone watching out for Shane was better than no one. He could see by the number of bruises Shane carried on his skin that Hayden fucking Pike and that J.J. guy weren’t actually helping. “Do better at that,” he added. “I can not fight all of them at once.”
 
“They whisper about Shanya, some of the team. Say he is stealing glory from whole team when press asks for him. Some of them say that he is taking it up the ass. I have not seen this so how would I know? But I am not important Russian. I am not in the news. Even so, some day I may not be able to be his friend, you understand?” Andy looked sad for a moment. “A jealous lie can still be whispered in the wrong ear.”
 
The muscle in Ilya’s jaw twitched. “Why do you tell me this?”
 
“He asks about Russia. About politics. One time, he asks how it is for gay men there. Why does he ask? I do not know. I do not want to know. Maybe he ask you too? Maybe not. But he asks.” Andy put his hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “My little brother is like Shanya. Always questions. Does not understand what not to ask.”
 
“I will talk to him,” Ilya said.
 
“I punched the last two boys who bullied my brother,” Andy said quietly. “But Shane is not my little brother.”
 
By the time they got their room keys and Ilya found his way the 9th floor – thankfully, not the same floor as Andropov – Shane had already texted to ask for the room number. “Hey,” he whispered with a wide smile as he closed the door behind him.
 
“What time do you need to leave tonight?”
 
“I really am meeting the guys for dinner in about…” Shane checked his phone, “ninety minutes. After that I can grab my bag out of the car and bring it up.”
 
“You will stay tonight with me?” Ilya asked. “The whole night?”
 
“Am I not staying with you the whole weekend?” Shane asked. He scrunched up his nose like a bunny. “That’s what we did in Vegas. Fuck, I’m sorry, I just assumed.”
 
Something mean twisted in Ilya’s chest, instead of the joy he should have felt at getting a whole weekend with Shane. “You stay in my bed but I cannot what, have dinner with you? Cannot go out for beer with you?”
 
“Ilya, where is this coming from?” Shane moved closer but Ilya stepped back, keeping the space between them.
 
“Why am I not invited to dinner?” He crossed his arms, giving them something to do that wasn’t reaching out to pull Shane against his chest.
 
“You hate Hunter.”
 
“I do not…” Ilya sighed. “Vaughn is not bad. I would drink with him. Is legal here, you know.”
 
Shane bit his lip instead of saying anything right away.
 
Ilya watched him do it.
 
“You are shamed for me,” Ilya said. “Okay.”
 
“Fuck you,” Shane said, his nostrils flaring.
 
“No, I get it,” Ilya said, unable to stop himself. “You have me for now and later you find boyfriend you can take to dinner.”
 
“What the fuck, Ilya? How could you say that?” Shane stepped forward again, but Ilya shot a hand out between them to keep him back.
 
“Is okay,” he said, feeling the way his lip snarled upward, “I am practice. I understand.” And the thing was, he really did.
 
“Ilya, I love you,” Shane said, quietly enough to be devastating. Then he turned and slipped out the door.
 
As it clicked shut behind him, Ilya’s whole life drained out of his body through his feet. He didn’t sit down on the floor as much as he collapsed with just enough sense to keep himself vaguely upright. The tears were falling before he could figure out how to get his legs under him in a comfortable way, so he sat awkwardly on the weird hotel carpet Shane would absolutely hate to feel under his skin and cried.
 
He told himself he wasn’t going to chase after Shane. Wouldn’t call. Wouldn’t text. Would let the man he loved do the smart thing and walk away forever. He lasted about three minutes before he was forcing himself off the hotel floor. It took him another 45 seconds to find his phone, searching his pants pockets, then the hard surfaces around the room where he might have set it, then – frantically – his jacket pockets before finding his phone and the notification that Shane had already texted.
 
Jane: need a minute then coming back
 
Ilya wanted that to be enough to let him breathe. It wasn’t. Shane would be coming back to let Ilya know that they done, over, there was no fixing what Ilya had broken, and there would be no more discussion about it. Just a polite but angry Canadian boy letting him know that they had tried their best but that was never going to be good enough. “Coming back” could mean coming back to discuss the logistics of making their relationship disappear so they could go on with their lives, separately. It could mean, and here Ilya let himself hope a little, that Shane was coming back to finish their argument. The hope was there because if Shane was willing to yell at him some more, he might also be willing to listen, and then Ilya could get on his knees and beg for forgiveness. Which of course, he would do. He’d gotten on his knees for worse reasons in the past.
 
The other reason Shane might be coming back required more hope than Ilya possessed. He prayed for it anyway.
 
Shane knocked on the hotel room door 17 minutes after he’d left. Ilya still had his phone in his hand, and had been standing next to the door waiting for the knock since he’d seen the text message. In a hotel full of hockey players, Ilya wasn’t going to let Shane risk getting scared away from his door.
 
“Shut up,” was the first thing Shane said when he pushed his way into the room. He parked his suitcase by the door then sat on the end of the bed. Ilya gave him the space, leaning against the dresser instead. “You’re an idiot,” was the second thing Shane said. He hadn’t looked Ilya in the eyes either time.
 
Ilya sighed. This was already not going well.
 
“Do you still love me?” was the third thing Shane said, softer but worse at the same time. The question meant that Ilya had fucked up even more than he realized.
 
Ilya was on his knees a moment later, hands on Shane’s legs. “Yes, so much, I’m sorry sweetheart, I’m so sorry,” fell out of his lips before Shane raised his hand.
 
“Shut up,” Shane said again. Ilya’s mouth closed before he could think about it. “I am mad at you, and I am not letting you go. Two things can be true at the same time. Tell me you understand that.”
 
“I understand.”
 
“Okay.” Shane was still looking at a spot on Ilya’s shoulder. “I don’t know what’s happening right now.”
 
“Can you look at me?” Ilya asked as he rubbed his palms on Shane’s thighs.
 
Shane shook his head.
 
“Okay. What do you need?”
 
“This,” Shane said, looking at Ilya’s hands. “And tell me what’s going on.”
 
“I am sorry.” Ilya’s hands did not stop moving, slow circles of warm pressure. “I have a lot of feelings and I let it get me.”
 
“Do you really think I’m ashamed of you?” Shane’s voice was smaller somehow. Not quieter, but less sure maybe.
 
“I do not know what else to think.”
 
Shane nodded at that. “I’m not ashamed of you, like, at all. I’m so fucking proud of you all the time, Ilya. It… really hurts that I screwed up bad enough for you to think that.”
 
“You didn’t do anything wrong. I said stupid thing, I should not have.” Ilya sighed. “Please look at me.”
 
Shane’s face moved up, slowly, his gaze traveling from Ilya’s shoulder to the chain at his neck, to his lips, then finally to where Ilya could see his deep brown eyes.
 
“There you are,” Ilya whispered. “I love you.”
 
“Fuck,” Shane said, his face scrunching up in pain just before he crashed into Ilya, Shane’s arms grabbing him tightly and pulling him up from the floor. “I love you so much.” They collapsed together, falling to lay back on top of the blankets, legs half hanging off the end of the bed. Shane buried his face in the side of Ilya’s neck. “I could never be ashamed of you,” he mumbled into Ilya’s skin.
 
“I know,” Ilya said, not because he believed it but because he wanted to. “I’m sorry.”
 
“Stop fucking saying you’re sorry,” Shane said. “You sound Canadian.”
 
Ilya barked out a short laugh, unexpected. “We can not have that,” he added. “Only one polite Canadian boy in this relationship.”
 
“Yeah, we’ll see,” Shane snapped back.
 
“When do you need to go?”
 
“I canceled.” Ilya started to protest but Shane shoved at his chest with one hand. “No, fuck you, I’m not gonna leave you like this to go have dinner with Scott fucking Hunter, okay? Not for anyone, Ilya.”
 
“Do you want me to fuck you right now?” Ilya teased, “because it sounds like you want me to fuck you.”
 
“No!” Shane sighed, but his fingers were twisted up in Ilya’s shirt. “I mean, yes, obviously, but we have to talk first.”
 
“We could talk after?”
 
“Ilya, we always do that.”
 
It might have been a complaint. Maybe not. With Shane it was hard to tell at times. Ilya chose the option that at least had a chance of getting his boyfriend to smile. “Yes is very good for us,” he said with a smirk. “You are nicer to me after you come.”
 
“I’m always nice to you, asshole.” Not a yes, then, but the faint trace a smile lingered at the edges of Shane’s mouth now.
 
“Yes, you are much better at being nice Canadian boy than I am.”
 
“Do you really think I didn’t invite you to dinner because I’m ashamed of you?”
 
Ilya groaned. “This is not sexy talk, Shane.” He slid one hand under Shane’s shirt, feeling the warm muscles of his stomach under the skin of his fingers.
 
“I asked you a question.”
 
And there it was: Shane biting his lip. Shane looking at Ilya with dark eyes and full intensity. Shane latching on to something he was not going to let go of.
 
“Is not just dinner,” Ilya said. He took a deep breath before continuing. “Is Twitter, and Instagram. Running with your friends in Montreal. Drinks with Buffalo’s first line. The Admirals. All of it is… is very public, okay Shane? You have whole life for everyone to see and I am not in it.”
 
He hid his face against Shane’s shoulder.
 
“Ilya, you’re my whole life. That stuff is just the part other people see.” Shane kissed the top of Ilya’s head.
 
“But we are friends now,” Ilya mumbled. “Whole point of being friends is so I can be seen too, yes?”
 
“Yes, I get that, but things are different now.”
 
“Because you want good trade deal.”
 
Shane’s body went stiff next to him. “I’m not hiding you for some fucking trade deal, Ilya.”
 
“What, so I am the problem?” Ilya pulled his hand away and sat up.
 
“No.” Shane sighed as he sat up too. He tried to reach out but Ilya waved his hand away, turning to the side so Shane wouldn’t see him tearing up. “Ilya, it’s not you.”
 
“Then what the fuck is it?”
 
“Russia, Ilya. It’s fucking Russia!” Shane got off the bed, moving to stand a few feet in front of Ilya. “I can’t fucking put pictures of us online.”
 
“We are friends now! So don’t post pictures of me sucking your dick but I can stand next to you in a hotel bar and is okay!” Ilya shook his head.
 
“It’s not okay, Ilya, not as long as you’re still going back there.”
 
“You don’t fucking know, Shane! I am Russian. I know what it is like there.” Ilya’s voice was louder than he meant it to be, but he couldn’t help it.
 
“I can read, you ass!” Shane threw his hands into the air. “I know about the laws they passed this year. It’s not just St. Petersburg and Kostroma anymore. It’s gonna be the whole country soon.”
 
“Bah, you don’t even know where Kostroma is probably,” Ilya muttered.
 
“Who the fuck cares where it is! God, you really suck sometimes.”
 
“Well, I was trying to, but you want to talk about Russia.”
 
Now who’s the brat?
 
“I fucking hate you,” Shane sighed.
 
“No you don’t.”
 
“No I fucking don’t which is why we have to be careful.” Shane took a step forward. “Are you going back this summer?”
 
Ilya didn’t answer for a moment. “I have to,” he said, soft enough to almost be a whisper. He kept looking at the floor.
 
“Then I have to keep you safe.”
 
“Is fine, Shane, you worry too much.”
 
“Ilya, they canceled Moscow Pride last year. Like, you’re not allowed to be gay in public there!”
 
“You know I am bisexual. Is not gay. Only half.” He felt the smirk on his lips before his brain could catch up with his face.
 
“You, you…” Shane sputtered, and Ilya looked up, in time to see Shane throw his hands in the air. “You chortova kartoshka!”
 
Ilya’s mouth fell open. “Did you just call me a fucking potato?” he asked slowly.
 
The blush started at Shane’s ears, pink moving quickly into his cheeks then the rest of his face, until he was the brightest red Ilya had seen on his boyfriend’s face outside of sex. “Yes?” he said, as if he wasn’t entirely sure.
 
“Oh my god, you did!” Ilya jumped up and grabbed Shane with both hands, pulling him in for a kiss. “Baby’s first Russian chirp!” He laughed and kissed Shane again.
 
The other man squirmed, trying to get away, but Ilya pulled him into a hug. “No, no, is too sexy, no more fighting.”
 
“Ilya, I’m still mad about this.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, taking his shirt off.
 
“We need to talk about it.”
 
“Yes, keep talking.” Ilya slipped out of his pants and underwear in one movement, hooking his thumbs into the top of both to push them off at the same time. His cock was already mostly hard, standing up from his body. “I am listening.”
 
“You’re not,” Shane mumbled, but there was no fight in it anymore. He let Ilya undress him, carefully folding Shane’s clothes and setting them on top of the dresser, despite the fact that Ilya’s own clothes were in a pile on the floor. “You don’t have to do that every time,” he said, leaning against Ilya now, their warm bodies pressed together.
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, knowing he still would.
 
They started slow: soft kisses planted along Shane’s jaw, his neck, down his chest, until Ilya found himself kneeling on the floor, kissing the tender spot where Shane’s hip became his thigh as the other man moaned above him, legs trembling and fingers wound into Ilya’s hair.
 
It ended with Ilya between Shane’s legs on top of the bed (so they wouldn’t need to change the sheets), Shane on his back underneath him, their sweat and Shane’s release mingling on both of their stomachs, Ilya groaning into Shane’s shoulder as he finally let himself go.
 
Once the aftershocks subsided, Shane started to get out of bed but Ilya grabbed his arm and pulled him tight. “No, you are not allowed to leave.”
 
“Mmm, we need shower,” the other man tried to say. But Shane was fuck drunk and smiling, so Ilya kissed him again.
 
“Okay you stay in bed for 30 more minutes, then after shower I fuck you until we leave on Sunday.” Ilya snuggled his face into the side of Shane’s neck.
 
“You do know we have a bunch of other shit to do this weekend, right?”
 
“No,” Ilya mumbled into Shane’s skin, “is vacation. Nothing but food and fucking and sleep for two whole days.”
 
Unfortunately, Shane’s refresh rate for planning was as quick as it was for his dick. “That sounds great Ilya, really, but we have to do press, meet our teammates, there’s the skills competition, not to mention-”
 
Ilya groaned. “You are ruining it. Was happy dream and now you are making it nightmare.”
 
Shane dug his fingers into the ticklish spot on Ilya’s side.
 
“What is this betrayal!” Ilya shouted playfully. “Always I think I am safe then you attack!” He rolled on top of Shane then, pinning his boyfriend’s arms above his head. “Now you must stay in bed until I can make you come again. Is only fair.”
 
“Oh that’s my punishment?” Shane lifted his hips enough for their cocks to grind together. “I bet I can make you come first.”
 
“Never, I am superior,” Ilya said as he kissed down the side of Shane’s jaw.
 
“Wow, those English words role right off your tongue,” Shane whispered.
 
Just for that, Ilya showed him something else he could do with his tongue. And then he won the bet, but Shane returned the favor, and that felt like winning too.
 
They did everything the league required of them the next day, but Ilya couldn’t stop finding Shane across every room they were in.
 
During the European team’s practice, he found Shane sitting up in the stands, sitting with several North American players, watching Ilya’s team on the ice. Just like at Juniors, when it was Shane’s turn to practice, Ilya was up in the stands too, the lace of his hoodie in his mouth.
 
Before the game, when the two teams were meant to be mingling in the hotel’s lounge, Ilya stood next to the pool table, watching Shane pose for photos with Hunter and Vaughn, or shake hands with some of the West Coast guys. Ilya managed to win three games of pool but couldn’t remember after who he’d played with, only that Shane looked so fucking beautiful in the soft afternoon light.
 
It was halfway through the first period when they met for a face off, since neither of them centered the first line, and the veterans all moved a little more casually during an All-Stars game. They could and did take longer shifts, racking up more points with less focus on defense. The game was meant to be fun, after all.
 
“Did you miss me?” Ilya crooned.
 
“Yes,” Shane said simply, and stole the puck.
 
They chased each other over three periods, scoring more than any other two players on the ice, and crashing into each other every chance they got. “Me too,” Ilya whispered the first time.
 
“Sexy,” he whispered another time, when Shane had let slip a tiny moan as Ilya pressed against him.
 
“Fuck me,” Shane whispered back, the next time he had Ilya up against the boards, just before he got the puck onto his stick and ran away with it.
 
The North American team won in the end, but Ilya had been hard for almost the entire game, and Shane would be back in his room at the end of the night, so he grinned for photos like he hadn’t lost anything at all.
 
Later, showered and in nicer clothes than he’d worn that afternoon – a pair of grey slacks that cupped his ass, and a black button down shirt with the top three buttons undone, an outfit he’d brought when he thought he might have to tempt Shane into his hotel room – Ilya found himself at the hotel bar with a beer in his hand.
 
“Rozanov,” Scott Hunter said as he walked up to the bar. He waved at the bartender to place his order.
 
“Ah, Hunter, good game,” Ilya said.
 
Hunter’s eyes widened with shock. “Really?”
 
Ilya nodded. “Yes. Hollander did not score all of your points, only most of them. You also helped.”
 
“And there it is,” Hunter said with a sigh.
 
“Listen, uh…” Ilya bit his lip. “I wanted to talk to you about -”
 
“Look at this!” Vaughn said loudly as he walked up between Ilya and Hunter, putting his hands on both of their shoulders. “We’re all friends here, right? Good game, Rozy!”
 
“Yes, was just saying this to Hunter.” Ilya smiled uncomfortably. “Would like to be friends.”
 
“Well that’s great, man!” Vaugh grinned. “Give me your number, we’ll hang out next time you’re in New York.”
 
Ilya nodded, opening his phone to the contacts section and handing it over. Vaugh put his info in and handed the phone over to Hunter, who rolled his eyes but added his own number.
 
“All right, man, you gonna join us? We’re having dinner with Hollander.” Vaughn looked around, then waved at someone. “Shane! Come on, buddy!”
 
Shane walked over then, wearing black jeans and the oxblood sweater Ilya had worn to dinner with Shane’s parents then never saw again. “Hey, guys, what’s up?”
 
“Just hanging with Rozy here,” Hunter said. “You ready for dinner? Our reservation is in a few minutes.”
 
“Oh, uh, yeah,” Shane said, rubbing the back of his neck and very obviously trying not to look in Ilya’s direction.
 
“So, you in Roz?” Vaughn asked, but Ilya shook his head.
 
“Not tonight, but thank you. Dinner with my Captain,” he added. “Next time.”
 
“Right, yeah, that makes sense,” Shane mumbled. There was a faint blush under the freckles on his cheek.
 
And because Ilya was maybe a little bit a terrible boyfriend, he leaned in to Shane’s body and reached his arm across Shane’s chest to stick out his hand in front of Carter Vaugh. “Great game, Vaughny,” he said. Then he was shaking hands with Vaughn, and Hunter, and trying not to smirk at the heat coming off his boyfriend’s body.
 
“Later, Hollander,” he said softly as he pulled his hand back.
 
Even better was the texts he got as he waited for several Russian players in the hotel lobby.
 
Jane: fuck you making me hard in front of Hunter
Jane: he’s gonna think it’s for him
Lily: who is it for?
Jane: you, asshole, always you
Lily: don’t get too drunk, will get you hard again tonight
Jane: give me two hours
 
Ilya was back in their hotel room an hour and forty-five minutes later.
 
The next morning he was forced out of bed for a run in the hotel gym and the sad excuse for a hotel breakfast bar, then sitting alone in their room for another hour stalking his boyfriend on Twitter while Shane mingled with other players. They finally checked out of the hotel a little after 2 PM, missing most of the guys thanks to Ilya calling the desk for a late check out time. Andy had already caught a ride to the airport on a shuttle taking several other players, so Shane and Ilya went straight to the Hollander’s house. It was a lovely little house, set up at the top of a driveway but still close enough to see the street, and very much the same size as many other houses on the same street. It was a little strange still for Ilya to be out in what Americans called a suburb, a place of stand-alone houses instead of tall buildings lining city streets, or big houses out in the country. It was the kind of place where you couldn’t walk to a corner store for cigarettes and a breakfast sandwich, but you could walk your dog, jog with a stroller, or walk your children to their school.
 
This kind of place didn’t fit a man like Ilya Rozanov. He wondered, very briefly, half a second before he squashed the thought flat under his boot, whether it would fit a man like Ilya Hollander.
 
“I’m gonna go for a run,” Shane said once they were inside, already pulling his iPod out of his jacket pocket. That explains why he’d dressed in his workout clothes for the drive over, Ilya thought. Shane’s mother had said she needed to leave for a meeting with a client, was using her office at the Bank of Canada which they’d let her do as a courtesy, making Ilya feel a little better because how would she have time to hide his body before she needed to leave the house? Mr. Hollander was out until 5 PM too, something about a co-worker’s lawnmower needing to be looked at. “Is that, uh, enough time for you two to talk?”
 
Yuna smiled, her lips pressed tight. “That will be perfect, dear.”
 
Shane looked at Ilya then. “You’re okay?”
 
“Will be good,” Ilya said with a nod. No fucking idea, he thought. Please miss me when your mother has killed me.
 
“Do you drink tea?” Yuna asked as Shane gave them one more inscrutable look before leaving the house.
 
Ilya nodded. “Thank you.”
 
“Please, sit,” she said, waving her hand at the kitchen table. It was a warm oak color, small enough to only seat four. He thought for a moment about the table in his father’s home: a cool dark wood, long enough to seat twelve comfortably, though they rarely had visitors anymore.
 
“Shane made it clear I need to start this conversation with an apology, Mr. Rozanov,” she said as she sat across from him.
 
He picked up the mug and smelled it, letting the warm vapors drift into his face. Green tea, he thought. Something sweet too, probably honey. “Ilya, please.”
 
“All right, Ilya. So.” She paused. “I need to tell you about the memo from the League. It wasn’t just about Shane,” she went on, her words carefully spoken. “Half was about using you to offset potential backlash from hockey’s usual fans.” She made a little face at that, something small and sour. “I’m sure you know by now that hockey as a sport, and by extension their fans, are overwhelmingly white men.”
 
Straight too, Ilya thought, but didn’t say. “Yes,” he said instead. “Shane is not white.”
 
“No,” Yuna agreed. “He’s not. But he is my son and he wanted to play hockey. Specifically hockey at this level. He worked so hard to get here… I will do whatever it takes for him to have the life he wants.”
 
“Even if it is not hockey?” Ilya asked, because asking even if he’s in love with me? was harder.
 
“I don’t give a fuck about hockey,” Yuna said. She took a sip of her tea.
 
“Mrs. Hollander,” Ilya began slowly, “you are famous for caring about hockey. Players on my team who have never met you know this about you.”
 
She shrugged. “I loved hockey when I was younger. My parents moved here from Japan, did you know that?”
 
“Yes, uh, Shane has said.”
 
“Did he tell you I was born here? That’s what we tell most people.” She took another drink of her tea before continuing. “I actually came here as a baby. It doesn’t really matter, except my parents worked even harder to make sure I didn’t grow up as an immigrant but as a Canadian. You understand, I think.”
 
Ilya hummed his agreement. “Is hard, to make life in new country.”
 
“Well, yes, it is. My parents didn’t want me to speak Japanese at home. They wanted a perfect Canadian daughter with a perfect Canadian accent. If I sounded like I belonged here, maybe no one could make me leave.”
 
Ilya took another drink of his tea, waiting for her to continue.
 
“Hockey was the first thing I found as a kid that made me feel like I was part of a community. It gave me other friends to talk about the sport with. Later, when I went to college, it gave me David. So you could say that hockey gave me Shane, too. David and I gave hockey to Shane, and here we are.”
 
“Is lucky for me too, that you love hockey. Gave me strong rival to play against. Is nice to be first when Shane is very good second.”
 
Yuna tilted her head, a small smirk on her face. “Sure, Rozanov. Sorry, Ilya. I know my son’s stats as well as you do, let’s not pretend otherwise, okay?”
 
He grinned at that. “Okay. He is maybe best player in the league. But do not tell him, it will go to his head.”
 
Yuna chose to ignore that. “On its own,” she said, “I love hockey. But when it comes to my family, nothing else compares to my love for them, do you understand?”
 
“Yes.” Of course. Hockey got him out of Russia, gave him money and cars and a future. It had given him Shane. Hockey was his life but not like it was Shane’s life. Ilya had started to believe there might be something more important, even if he didn’t deserve it.
 
“Shane loves hockey, but hockey wasn’t always going to love him. I’ve done some things I’m not proud of, to give him the life he wants. When the league said they were going to position the two of you against each other to make Shane look more… acceptable, to the fans and other players, I said yes. No doubt in my mind.” She sighed. “I understand now that no one asked you. That wasn’t fair.”
 
“You said there was other side of plan, for me?” Ilya bit his lip.
 
“The trade off was that you made Shane look like less of an outsider, and Shane made you look stronger. More masculine. More like a captain, less like a rookie.” Yuna frowned then. “It made you more valuable to certain teams.”
 
“Boston,” Ilya whispered as he realized what she meant. “Boston took me because of Shane.”
 
“Well you’re also very good at hockey,” Yuna laughed. “The Raiders didn’t want a fresh-faced rookie though, Ilya. They wanted someone who could scare an opposing team. They needed a Russian bear.”
 
Ilya looked at the floor; he couldn’t look at her face just then.
 
“But I forget sometimes that you’re the same age as my son. You’re both just kids really, put in very difficult situations.”
 
“Is okay, Shane is old man. I have youth and uh… vigor, yes?”
 
Yuna nodded. “Right, he’s older by… how much?” As if she didn’t know.
 
“A month and five days,” Ilya said automatically. “May 10 and June 15.”
 
“Right,” she said again. “He’s still my kid, so… sometimes it’s hard to see that he’s growing up, and doesn’t tell me everything anymore.”
 
“I will trade you,” Ilya said slowly. “I will give you one true thing about Shane, if you tell me truth about what Metros did to him.”
 
Yuna looked at him, the way she always did, holding his gaze but giving nothing away.
 
“Fine,” she said after a moment. “I get to choose the question.”
 
Ilya nodded.
 
“Does he love me?” she asked.
 
“Yes, very much,” Ilya said, blinking in surprise. “I did not think this was the thing you would ask.”
 
“It’s the only thing that matters,” Yuna said. She fidgeted with her mug. “Everything else can be worked out.” Then, a pause, and, “Can I ask you something else?”
 
Ilya shrugged. “Okay.”
 
“Does he have a plan?”
 
“I don’t… what do you mean?”
 
“For his life, I guess. I’m not asking what it is. You’re not going to tell me if I did, I get that. But I need to know that whatever he’s doing right now, he’s thought it through.” Yuna tapped one manicured finger against the side of her mug. “If he has a plan, maybe he’ll tell me when he needs me for part of it.”
 
“I think, yes, Shane has many plans happening at once. I know some of them, but not all. He tells me the things he thinks are not… ah, obvious?”
 
Yuna nodded.
 
“But other things,” Ilya continued, “not so much. If Shane thinks it is a fact, he says to himself that everyone knows this thing, there is no need to talk about this thing, you know?”
 
“Yes,” she said with a little snort, that breathy laugh so much like Shane’s, “I’m aware of how my son thinks.”
 
“So if Shane does not tell, is not always trying to lie. Not trying to hide. Just, here is fact, everyone knows, we do not have to uh, talk. He is wrong sometimes,” Ilya said, picking up his own mug and taking a sip to hide the small smile he couldn’t keep off his face. “I have to tell him, Hollander, I do not know this fact!”
 
She smiled at that. “I will try that.”
 
“Good.” Ilya set his mug down. “He deserves his mother’s love.” At least one of us does.
 
The corners of Yuna’s eyes tightened and she swallowed hard. “He’s always had that,” she said. “And your mother? I don’t think I’ve ever met her.”
 
“Ah, she is dead.”
 
“Oh, honey,” Yuna said, frowning. She reached out with her hand, letting it settled on Ilya’s wrist. “I’m sorry.”
 
“Is okay,” Ilya said. No it’s not. “Long time ago.”
 
His English was always worse when he got emotional. Most of the time, Shane was the only person who did that to him. Yuna nodded but didn’t say anything else about it. They were still sitting there when Shane burst through the door, sweating and out of breath.
 
“Good?” he asked as he took his headphones out.
 
“We’re good, honey,” Yuna said, but Ilya could see Shane was only looking at him.
 
“I like your mother,” Ilya said, nodding slightly, just once.
 
Shane nodded back. “Good. Okay. That’s… great. I’m gonna shower. Mom, you’re taking off?”
 
“Oh, yes, shoot,” Yuna said, looking at her watch. “I’m due at the office in 20 minutes. Shane, will you be here when Dad gets home?”
 
“Uh, no, we gotta head out as soon as I shower. Rozanov has a flight to catch.”
 
“All right, honey, call when you’re back in Montreal, okay?”
 
“Yeah, Mom,” Shane said, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. “Can I go? I’m all sweaty.”
 
She kissed his cheek anyway. “Call me.”
 
“I will, Mom. I love you.” He smiled at her, then sprinted up the stairs.
 
“I will text you the answer to your question,” she said, looking at Ilya. “Thank you, for today. Can I give you a hug?”
 
Ilya stood before he thought about it. “Yes, uh, thank you,” he said as her arms wrapped around him.
 
“You’re a good friend,” she said softly. “Take care of him?”
 
“Yes, always,” Ilya said. Anything for my Shane.
 
She was gone by the time Shane came back downstairs, wearing only a pair of soft sweatpants.
 
“For real, are you two good?” he asked.
 
“Your mother hugged me,” Ilya said.
 
Shane’s eyes went wide. “Oh you’re in it now,” he said, sounding a little surprised.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“Yeah. Get ready for a lot more Yuna Hollander.”
 
“Is good, I will be favorite son soon.” Ilya grinned. “They will put my pictures up with tiny Hollander photos.”
 
“You saw those?” Shane asked, his voice getting lower. “So, um… you know how I grew up here?”
 
“Yes, you say this before, and -” Ilya waved at the wall behind them. “Tiny Hollander photos.”
 
Shane bit his lip. “I’ve never brought anyone back here when my parents weren’t here before. My mom is out and my dad isn’t going to be home for another couple of hours…”
 
“Shane, are you trying to get me naked while your parents are not home?” Ilya rushed forward, grabbing the other man’s waist. “Like I am teenage boy you sneak into house?”
 
“Ilya,” Shane said, laughing, “will you please sneak into my bed in my parent’s house?”
 
“You are such a slut for me,” Ilya whispered in Russian. “I love you.”
 
Shane laughed as they raced up the stairs together.
 
“This is me,” Shane said, holding the bedroom door open for Ilya to walk inside. He shut the door behind them.
 
Ilya heard the lock click.
 
The room was small, with a full-sized bed that took up half the space, but it was cozy too. Lived in and well-loved. Hockey posters were taped up over light blue painted that was faded a bit on the wall across from the window. Darker blue curtains hung on either side of it. The bed frame and dresser were the same dark wood, close enough to matching to be a set. Across the room, the desk still had a stack of high school textbooks; the short bookshelf had trophies and medals at carefully spaced intervals.
 
Ilya wanted to pack it all up and take it back to Boston with him.
 
“Thank you for inviting me over, Hollander,” Ilya said. “I have wanted to see your bedroom ever since we met in math class last year.”
 
“Math?” Shane giggled, then pressed his lips together to stop the noise from escaping his mouth.
 
“Yes, our school math class. I knew you like me when you tried to copy my notes.” Ilya grinned. “Your pretty face, so confused.”
 
“Fuck you, I don’t cheat.”
 
“Is okay to ask for help,” Ilya said softly. “In math, or… kissing…”
 
Shane blushed as Ilya moved closer. “I haven’t done this before,” he said shyly.
 
“Do you want to?”
 
Shane nodded. “Please.”
 
“Take off your pants,” Ilya whispered.
 
It wasn’t quite a striptease but it sure fucking felt like one as he watched Shane carefully peel off his sweats, folding them carefully and setting them on the dresser before standing in front on Ilya, wearing only a pair of loose plaid boxers.
 
“What have you done before?” Ilya asked.
 
Shane blinked at that. “What?”
 
“You said you have not done this before, so what does that mean? No girlfriend has sucked your cock?”
 
Same words as their first time, in 1410. He wondered if Shane would understand what Ilya was doing.
 
Shane breathed out a little and looked down, away, but said, “No.”
 
Good. He remembers. 
 
“Do you have a girlfriend?” Ilya asked.
 
“No. I, uh, I have a boyfriend though…” Shane bit his lip.
 
“Ah, this boyfriend, does he fuck you?” Ilya asked softly, his voice low with need.
 
“Not yet. I want him to, but I… I think I need more experience first, to make it good for him.”
 
“Is he worth that to you?” Ilya put his hand on Shane’s hip. Outside of the boxers. Carefully not touching anything else.
 
“He’s worth everything to me,” Shane replied easily, but he was trembling now. His pupils were blown wide, so much black they crowded out the warm brown.
 
Then Shane was kissing Ilya, hesitantly, their lips brushing together gently before Ilya pressed in deeper. They kissed again and again, breathing hard in the quiet bedroom. After a while Hollander asked breathlessly, “What do you want to do to me?”
 
“Get on the bed,” Ilya told him, then, when Shane did exactly that, “Fuck, Hollander, you’re so hot.”
 
“Do you want to touch me, Rozanov?”
 
“Can I?”
 
“Take your clothes off first,” Shane said. “I want to watch you.” His tongue slipped out of his mouth, barely grazing the top of his bottom lip before he added, “Please, Rozanov.”
 
“Okay but I am a little nervous so you will be gentle with me?” Ilya smiled as Shane nodded, biting the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning. He couldn’t remember what the first few times had been like, when he first started having sex, but had learned right away that people wanted him cocky and sure of himself. Alcohol helped him be that guy, even as a kid. Had he ever been nervous? He must have been, but he didn’t remember it.
 
Now was his chance to do it all over again.
 
He pulled his shirt off slowly, holding it in front of his chest for a moment, before letting it drop on the floor. “Do you like?” he asked softly.
 
“Yes, you’re very…” Shane sighed. “I’ve been thinking about you for a long time.”
 
“Hollander, you have thought about kissing me? While we’re in school?”
 
“I’ve thought about a lot more than that, Rozanov.” Shane looked him up and down hungrily.
 
And though he would never admit it later, Ilya felt his ears get warm.
 
“Do you want me to take off more?” he asked.
 
Shane nodded. “I want you to take off all of it.”
 
Ilya was three feet away from the bed from his mostly-naked boyfriend and already so hard he could cut glass. He wanted to be inside of Shane five minutes ago. He couldn’t possibly wait any longer.
 
He did anyway.
 
He started with the jeans – undoing them slowly, suddenly thankful he wore his nicest pair of 501s with their five little metal buttons that had to be unbuttoned one at a time. He watched Shane watching him, saw the way his boyfriend’s breath caught with each button. From where he stood, he could see Shane’s hand drift unconsciously to his stomach, then lower, grabbing his own hip the same way Ilya often grabbed him when they were together.
 
Ilya dropped his pants to the floor. Underneath he was wearing tight black boxer briefs. They’d become his favorite style two years ago once he figured out that Shane loved to see them on him. He owned regular boxers still, slept in them at home, but any time he could be around Shane – even if sex wasn’t going to be on the table – he wore this kind of briefs, just to feel them on his skin. Just so he could imagine, maybe, getting to show them off.
 
He peeled them off with shaky hands.
 
“You like?” He meant to come off as teasing and confident. He suddenly didn’t feel confident at all.
 
“Wow,” Shane whispered. “You look so good.”
 
The warmth in Ilya’s ears spread down to his cheeks.
 
“Come here?” Shane asked, patting the space next to him on the bed. Ilya joined him, carefully settling into less space than they usually had. Smaller than the king in his apartment or the queen in Shane’s; smaller than the hotel beds they’d shared in secret or slipped into when no one else was watching. They were pressed close together, their chests and hips and lips only inches apart.
 
“Can I tell you secret?” Ilya asked. “I am a little scared.” He shrugged. “I never thought I would be in your bedroom.”
 
“I always hoped you would be,” Shane said easily. He looked at Ilya, his eyes wide, a smile on his face. “I really wanted this, Rozanov.”
 
Then their lips met, and time moved forward again. They kissed over and over until Shane’s were swollen and red. Ilya’s felt like they probably looked the same way. He kissed Shane’s neck, the spot under his ear that made him squirm, the place on his collarbone and made Ilya breathe a little harder every time he got near it. Their hands roamed over each other, teasing and exploring at the same time, until Ilya’s hands were on Shane’s lower back and the other man was half on top of him.
 
Shane paused just long enough to hook his fingers into the waist of his boxers and wriggle free of them.
 
“Can I put my mouth on you?” Ilya asked.
 
“Please,” was all Shane could say.
 
Ilya flipped Shane on to his back, then kissed down his muscular chest, across his tight stomach, until he got to Shane’s hip bones. “Is still okay?” he asked, looking up at him with his lips close to the other man’s cock.
 
Shane nodded.
 
“Words, Hollander.”
 
“Yes, it’s okay.” Not as shaky as it was their first time, but there was still a tremble in Shane’s voice so delicious Ilya could taste it.
 
He took Shane into his mouth then, just the tip at first, tasting sweat and the salty liquid leaking from him. The soft whimpers coming from somewhere above him spurred him on, as he moved his tongue quickly, taking more of Shane and more until he had all of him in his mouth, and his nose was in the soft black hair at the base of Shane’s cock. Ilya moaned around the heavy weight in his mouth until Shane was panting hard, his own moans coming loud and fast.
 
Ilya slid off with a loud ‘pop’.
 
“I was so close,” Shane whined.
 
“I know, sweetheart, but you can wait a little longer for me, can’t you?”
 
“No,” Shane said with a pout.
 
Ilya flipped him over onto his stomach. He ran his hands down Shane’s back, down his ass, grabbing both cheeks and spreading him open. “Tell me if you’re about to come,” he said, before shoving his tongue into Shane’s hole.
 
“Fuck!” Shane cried out.
 
Ilya took it as a command. He alternated small kitten licks with using his tongue, until Shane’s muscles relaxed enough for Ilya to push in one spit-slick finger, then another, until he had three inside, curling against Shane’s prostate while his tongue continued to lick between his fingers. Shane’s body was loose and soft against Ilya’s face. Shane’s moans were loud and getting louder.
 
“Yes, sweetheart, love to hear you like this,” Ilya groaned against Shane’s skin.
 
“Please fuck me, please, Ilya, please…” the other man begged, all pretense gone now.
 
And who was Ilya to say no to that? He got on his knees, hands on Shane’s hips.
 
“Condom?”
 
“No,” Shane ordered, “fucking get inside of me before I die.”
 
Ilya pressed one more kiss to Shane’s rim before moving up to kneel behind him. He watched, as entranced as he always was, his own cock slowly being gobbled up by Shane’s ass, one inch at a time. He’s so hard he can barely stand the hot wetness swallowing him whole and needs to grab the base of his cock tightly, squeezing to stave off his own orgasm. Not yet. Not until Shane comes first. Ilya fucked Shane harder then, bent over him – one hand propping Ilya up and the other pushing Shane’s head against the mattress with his hand, firmly enough to keep him from moving but careful enough to keep from actually hurting him.
 
“God, please, please, right there!” Shane moaned, so loud it echoed around the room. Ilya was moaning too, wordless and desperate as he drove his hips against Shane’s ass over and over. Shane’s whiny pleas got louder and louder, blissfully unrestrained the way they couldn’t be in the hotel room, until finally he was screaming his orgasm as Ilya lost himself in his own.
 
“Amazing,” Shane slurred out eventually.
 
Ilya blinked once, twice, trying to remember where he is. Blue sheets. Sunlight from the window. Poster of Scott Hunter in his rookie year he hadn’t noticed before, clearly visible from Shane’s childhood bed. Ottawa. The Hollander house. Shane’s bedroom. “Need to fuck you here more often, Shane. You were so loud, I love it.” He kissed Shane’s forehead.
 
“Mmm, need water,” Shane mumbled.
 
“I will get it, sweetheart. Stay,” Ilya said, crawling out of bed to find his underwear where he’d dropped them on the floor. He didn’t bother with anything else; the clock on Shane’s bedside table said they had another hour, easily, if they wanted to leave before anyone else came back. He practically skipped down the steps. He paused for a second at the wall with Shane’s baby pictures, reaching out with one hand to gently brush his fingers across the photo of young Shane on tiny ice skates, a moment that led to every good thing in Ilya’s life now. He kissed his finger then pressed it to the glass, before moving into the kitchen with a smile on his face.
 
“Yeah, I thought it might be you,” David said quietly.






      

  












      Chapter 26: How can I plan that if I don’t even know?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya seeks advice, shares a secret, learns something he didn’t know about his two best friends, and sees a photo on Twitter that distracts him during a game against Chicago. He gets injured; Shane does a very Shane thing about it. Metros miss the mid-season trade deadline. Some of Shane’s plans are revealed. The boys have the worst fight of their relationship so far, and Ilya says something he might not be able to take back. Shane leaves. Ilya dreams of the dead.
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  February 26 – 28, 2012
 
Unknown Number: call me when you get a chance
Unknown Number: this is David Hollander
Unknown Number: Shane’s father
 
When his phone had buzzed, Ilya hadn’t thought twice before unlocking the home screen. He read the messages, then read them again.
 
A wave of nausea hit him out of nowhere.
 
Ilya saved the contact, closed that message thread without deleting anything, then immediately texted someone else.
 
Ilya: need Cliff brain
Marly: come to mine
Lily: omw
 
Ilya replayed that last afternoon in Ottawa in his head for the thousandth time as he drove to Cliff’s townhouse.
 
“Yeah, I thought it might be you,” David had said quietly.
 
Ilya’s breath caught. “Mr. Hollander,” he whispered. “What… uh, what did you hear?”
 
“Just… 30 seconds,” David said. How much, not what. “I came in through the garage, and, uh, kind of, well, I didn’t know what to think.” He was in his early fifties, Ilya remembered from something Shane had said, with short greying hair and warm brown eyes. David was wearing a faded black tee and jeans, just loose enough to be comfortable but still showing off the muscles he must work hard to maintain at his age. He was shorter than both Ilya and Shane, but Ilya’s father was shorter than him too and that never stopped him.
 
Ilya glanced down, for one second, to see the black leather belt in David’s jeans.
 
“Is my fault,” he blurted out. “I made him.”
 
“Really?” David asked. He didn’t seem convinced.
 
“Please,” Ilya said. He swallowed hard. “Be angry at me, not Shane.”
 
“Well, you’re both adults -” David started to say, but Ilya cut him off.
 
“Please don’t hurt him.”
 
David’s eyes went wide at that. “Kid, I would -” he started to say as he took a step toward Ilya, who flinched and jerked back a step. David stopped moving, holding his hands up, palms facing Ilya. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going back to Bill’s house for an hour. I’ll text Shane before I leave. That should give you two plenty to time to... whatever.”
 
“And then he is punished?” Ilya asked, breathing hard. He suddenly realized his hands were clenched into fists at his side.
 
“No, Ilya. You don’t even have to tell him I was here. Better for me, anyway. I feel stupid for surprising you like this. Totally my fault.” 
 
He had a warm face. Ilya wanted to believe him.
 
“Okay, okay,” David said softly. “I’m gonna go.” He backed up a few steps. There was something on his face Ilya couldn’t read.
 
David turned and left through the door at the back of the kitchen before Ilya could figure it out.
 
Ilya took a second to steady himself, unclenched his fists and shook out his arms. Then he ran up the fucking stairs.
 
Finding Shane still in his bed, sleepy and beautiful, had done little to calm Ilya down. He’d sputtered something about wanting to get to the airport without enough time to board, and maybe he mentioned the trouble with crossing the Canadian border back to America on a Russian passport. Maybe that thought had stayed silent in his head, he couldn’t remember now. Either way, it spurred Shane into action. They got cleaned up, with Shane even throwing the bed sheets in his parent’s washing machine, and back into the car well before anyone else came home.
 
The text from David came in as they were taking the highway exit for Ottawa International.
 
“Hey my dad’s sorry he missed us but wants your cell number, is that cool?” Shane had asked.
 
Ilya could only nod, his throat too tight to form words.
 
“I’d kiss you if I could,” Shane had whispered just before Ilya got out of the car.
 
“I love you,” Ilya had replied. “Please… uh, Shane…” He paused. “If anything bad happens, if anyone, uh, hurts you, you have to tell me? Okay? Promise me?”
 
Shane looked down to where Ilya was grasping his arm tightly. “Hey, what’s wrong? Ilya, do you want to go somewhere and talk? I think we have time.”
 
“No,” Ilya said, forcing a smile on his face at the same time he forced himself to let go of Shane’s arm. “Will just miss you. Am okay.”
 
“Text me when you get through security?”
 
Ilya nodded. “Drive safe,” was the last thing he said out loud.
 
For three sleepless weeks, Ilya had been on edge, waiting for news that Shane’s father had finally done something unforgivable, or worse, to find out it happened by accident, because Shane had kept it from him. Every chance he got, he asked for phone calls and pictures, masking his fear as an overwhelming need to fuck his long-distance boyfriend. Shane laughed and teased, sending photos when he could, finding time for late night calls in between. But the photos didn’t show everything.
 
They looked like what Ilya would have sent if he had something to hide.
 
Just as he was starting to convince himself there was probably nothing real to be afraid of, David texted Ilya’s phone. And Ilya had run straight for the only man he could talk to outside of Montreal. He’d just have to try not to think about that decision too much.
 
“Hey, we’re in the living room,” Marly said as he opened the door. The big man was wearing cream-colored joggers with black stripes wrapping around one leg, and a rumpled tee the color of grass.
 
Ilya’s stomach tightened. He had been hoping to get his friend alone so he could be honest about the problem without having to hide Shane under the feminine pronouns he was always afraid to get wrong.
 
“You want a beer?”
 
Ilya nodded. “I will grab, you?”
 
“Nah, I’m good,” Marly said as they made it into the main living space. “Sveta, beer?” he called out.
 
Ilya jerked his eyes over at that, finding his other friend sprawled out on the couch alone. “Why are you here?” he asked in Russian.
 
Sveta shrugged. “Big man said you needed his brain, which can only mean you have problem with Hollander. I am here to help.”
 
Ilya looked at her wearing a loose pair of men’s basketball shorts that were clearly far to big for her, and an oversized Raiders tee that wasn’t the one she’d stolen from Ilya two years before. “Liar,” he said, but walked into the kitchen anyway, grabbing a beer from Marly’s fridge.
 
“So, what can we do for you?” Marly asked, sitting down in the middle of his own couch, picking up Sveta’s legs before carefully placing them on his lap. Ilya sighed as he sat down into the comfortable armchair nearest them.
 
“My boyfriend’s father wants to murder me,” he said.
 
“Do you deserve it?” Sveta asked, in English.
 
“Oh yes,” Ilya sighed. He popped open his beer, using the edge of the granite-topped coffee table. “He heard me fucking his son.”
 
“Damn, Roz, how the hell did that happen?” Marly looked impressed and a little worried at the same time.
 
“Shane took me to his parents’ house after All-Stars, in Ottawa... his parents left us alone…” He shrugged.
 
“And you are a whore who cannot keep hands to himself,” Sveta finished for him.
 
“Is true,” Ilya said. “After, I go to kitchen and Mr. Hollander is there.”
 
Sveta sat up slowly, putting one hand on Marly’s shoulder to steady herself as she moved her feet to the floor. “Ilyusha, what did he do?” Her voice was as sharp as a knife.
 
Ilya bit his lip.
 
“Woah, you mean like he actually wants to kill you?” Marly asked, looking between them.
 
“He did nothing then,” Ilya said softly. “I say, my fault, I, uh, force Shane. I ask, please be angry at me instead.” That wasn’t quite how he’d meant to tell this story, the words coming out more honest and more terrified than he’d wanted to admit, but he could feel his English slowly betraying him with every sentence.
 
“Dude, that’s not cool,” Marly said, but Sveta smacked his arm.
 
“Is Shane okay?” she asked.
 
“I don’t know.” Ilya’s knee started bouncing on its own. “I don’t know if Mr. Hollander is that way, I don’t know how to ask.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose.
 
“Rozy, are you saying you think Hollander’s dad hits him?” Marly made a face Ilya had only ever seen on the ice, and that one time when he’d caught Shane in Ilya’s apartment. After Moscow.
 
Ilya looked at the floor. “I don’t know,” he repeated softly.
 
No one said anything for a while.
 
“What happened next?” Svetlana asked finally.
 
“Mr. Hollander says he will go to friend’s house, give us time to leave. I got Shane out as fast as I could.” Ilya could feel the panic in him still, just under his skin, where it had lived ever since. “I didn’t tell Shane, I said to him, don’t want to miss plane, but I kept thinking…. Mr. Hollander wears belt, Sveta, and I left him in Canada.” He pressed his hand to his eyes. “I left him.”
 
He thought about Polina, alone in his father’s home after Ilya fled Russia last summer. He couldn’t look at his friends anymore. Not when they would only see his cowardice written on his face.
 
The warm weight of another body brought him out of his head as Sveta settled into his lap. “You did not leave him, Ilyusha,” Sveta said as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “You got him out, you got on your plane because you needed to do that, and Shane went home to Montreal. Yes?”
 
Ilya nodded against her shoulder.
 
“I’ve never met his parents, but Hollander doesn’t seem like the kind of guy whose dad beats him,” Marly said from the couch.
 
Ilya pushed Sveta back a few inches, just enough to shoot Marly an angry look. “Oh and you know what that looks like?”
 
His friend stared back at him, his face softening. “Yeah, buddy, I do.”
 
Well. That was a whole other thing he wasn’t ready to deal with.
 
“Give me phone,” Sveta said suddenly, putting her hand out. Ilya fished it out of his pocket and handed it over. “Password?”
 
“2481,” Ilya said, ignoring her as she rolled her eyes. “So in love,” she added in Russian.
 
“Yes, let us talk about how you are in my friend’s home wearing his clothes, Svetlana Vetrova,” he snapped back, but she just laughed and climbed off of Ilya’s lap. She walked up the stairs.
 
“My phone, Sveta!” Ilya called after her, but she waved him off as she put the phone to her ear.
 
Ilya took another drink from his beer, watching Marly intently. The other man pursed his lips, looking around his living room. After a while, he rubbed the back of his neck.
 
“How did Hollander’s mom take it. The… you know, fucking.”
 
“Mama Hollander was not there. I think she does not know,” Ilya said. “She texted me after about Shane’s team. But she is terrifying hockey witch so maybe she put hex on me from home.”
 
“I…” His friend paused. “I really want to tell you that’s a ridiculous idea, but it’s Mrs. Hollander, so. Yeah. Maybe.” Marly bobbed his head for a moment, like he was listening to a song only he could hear. “What’s going on with the team?”
 
Ilya sighed. “Montreal police are useless. Shane’s mother sends me police report but it is too much English. I know three Metros put Shane’s phone number on the Reddit, the website, you know it?”
 
Marly nodded. Of course. Everyone knew about Reddit.
 
“The league says is prank, no fine, no suspension. They do this so many times, every new phone number, but team says nothing! Police say they investigate, find people who took number from internet, maybe do something. But too many small people, cannot be crime for team.” He shook his head angrily. “Stupid fucking laws.”
 
“Do you know who it is, on the team?”
 
Like Ilya would ever fucking forget. “Comeau, Gagnon, Drapeau,” he counted off on his fingers. Which explained why Gagnon never got back to him. And maybe explained the look on Big Ivan’s face when he mentioned him.



“Wow. I’m surprised a goalie would be in that shit, but okay. I’ll put the word out.”
 
Ilya frowned. “What word?”
 
Marly grinned like a shark. “Oh we’re gonna fucking murder those guys.”
 
A smile broke over Ilya’s face. “You know I love you, right Marly? Not as lover of course, sorry, but as a man.”
 
“Yeah, Rozy, I’m straight,” the other guy laughed. Ilya had his doubts about that but he was willing to let it go for now. “So...”
 
“Yes, so?”
 
“Ready for Chicago tomorrow?”
 
Ilya accepted the subject change for the gift it was. “We will win. Clarke is not bad center but Harvey is, uh, hit or miss? Maybe we get lucky and he has bad night. Maybe he has good night and we beat him anyway.”
 
Marly opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by Sveta coming back down the stairs. She tossed Ilya’s phone back to him before walking into the kitchen.
 
“Do I want to know?” Ilya called after her.
 
“You will in a minute,” she replied, opening the refrigerator. “Cliff Marleau, you have only hockey player food in here.”
 
“Yeah, I do a meal service during the season,” he said, loud enough for her to hear. “Same as Rozy.”
 
“Yes, but he also eats McDonald’s and those giant candy drinks from Starbucks.” She shut the door with a sigh. “If you are not going to feed me I will leave.”
 
“No, wait,” Marly said quickly, jumping up from the couch. “We can order, whatever you want.”
 
Ilya snorted in laughter as his phone buzzed. “You are whipped, Clifford!” he yelled.
 
“Fuck you, Roz, that’s not my name!”
 
Ilya opened his messages.
 
Jane: [video attached]
Jane: thanks for calling, Lily <3
 
“Sveta, what did you do?”
 
She grinned, walking toward him with her hand out, Marly following closely behind. “Give, I want to see.”
 
“Fuck off,” Ilya growled, holding the phone to his chest.
 
“Yeah, show us,” Marly said with a grin.
 
Sveta did a little grabby motion with her hand that made it clear she wanted the phone, but Ilya gripped it tighter.
 
“Don’t be an idiot, Marly. Is from Shane. You could not handle how hot he is.”
 
That got him a laugh. “Still straight, brother. He’s all yours.”
 
“Okay I will tell him to send to me as well,” Sveta said, putting her hand down. “We are besties now, he will do it.”
 
“How are you…” Ilya groaned. “What did you do?”
 
“I told Pike I was Lily from Boston,” Sveta said as her lips widened into a slow smile. “Now Hollander owes me for being beard, and so do you. La Perla is doing retro collection this spring. Surprise me.”
 
“Your boyfriend wants you to wear sexy lingerie I buy for you?” Ilya asked in Russian, a smirk on his face.
 
Sveta made a face back at him, like schoolgirl being teased, before saying, “He’s not my boyfriend,” in English. Cliff, looking at Ilya over her shoulder, just shrugged. “Order sushi,” she told him, before sitting back down on the couch.
 
“On it,” Marly replied easily. “You staying, Roz?”
 
“I… uh….” He felt his ears warming up. “I should go home.”
 
“He wants to jerk off to video Hollander sent, thanks to me,” Sveta said, as if it were obvious.
 
Ilya knew better than to deny it.
 
He made it as far as getting into his car before he opened up his messages again.
 
The video was 46 seconds long.
 
He pressed play.
 
Shane was standing in a locker room, sweaty and pink cheeked. He wore a black long-sleeved compression shirt, dressed in the rest of his gear from the waist down. His smile was bigger on one side of his face, the way he did when he was nervous. Someone Ilya couldn’t see was holding the camera. 
 
“You heard your girl, take it off,” a man’s voice said.
 
“Fuck you, Hayd,” Shane said, still smiling. “I’m only doing this for you, Lily,” he added with a wink.
 
“Yeah, yeah, I’m chopped liver,” Pike’s voice said in the background. “Take it off, baby.”
 
Shane took a deep breath, then slowly peeled off his shirt, revealing his perfectly unblemished chest. Ilya could feel the warmth pooling in his hips as he watched.
 
“All right, turn around,” Pike said, still off screen.
 
Shane gave a tiny laugh but complied, showing off his muscular back. No bruises or marks, just the shoulders Ilya kissed every time he had Shane bent over beneath him.
 
“So you can see my boy is all healed up from All-Stars, nothing to worry about Lily.”
 
“I’m fine!” Shane called over his shoulder.
 
“Hey man, if your girl is worried enough to talk to me about it, you’re stripping. That’s the rule. Lily, do you think he should take his pants off too?”
 
“No,” Ilya said out loud before he could help it. Fuck, I’m jealous of an idiot from Montreal, he thought, but the Shane on his phone just laughed again.
 
“Hayden you’re married,” Shane said, now turned around and looking slightly off-screen. “Climb into Jackie’s pants and leave mine alone.”
 
“Sorry, Lily, that’s all the show you’re getting. We gotta gear up to get on the ice so maybe send some sexy pics when you get a chance? Motivate our boy to kick Washington’s ass tonight!”
 
The video ended there. Ilya immediately watched it a second time.
 
Lily: omfg
Lily: too hard to drive home
Jane: send pic of what you look like after
 
Ilya bit his lip, shoving his erection down with his free hand, making the situation in his jeans slightly more bearable.
 
Lily: after?
Jane: after you come all over yourself watching that video
Lily: brb dying am dead
Jane: pic or I’m never doing this again
 
By the time he managed to put the phone down (which required watching the video one more time, to commit it to memory for the drive home) and got back to his apartment, he couldn’t bear to walk all the way to his bedroom. Instead he pushed his pants down just enough to get to his red, throbbing cock, turned Shane’s video back on, and jerked off furiously while standing up. He came all over his hand before the video ended.
 
He snapped a photo of the aftermath.
 
Lily: will take you in locker room next chance I get
Lily: should have fucked you in the shower in Toronto after CCM
Lily: you ever think of that night?
 
He knew Shane would have left his phone in his stall for the game, so he cleaned himself up, put his own phone on the charging cord closest to the couch, and heated up one of his meal-prepped dinners. He grabbed a can of protein drink – chocolate, life was too short to drink anything green if Ilya had a choice – before settling on the couch to watch the Montreal v Washington game.
 
Ilya woke up hours later, stretching to work out the kinks from passing out while sitting upright. He needed to clean up his dishes, brush his teeth, and get himself in a real bed. He checked his phone instead.
 
Jane: all the time
Jane: we can’t but fuck
Jane: would be hot
Jane: you go out tonight?
Jane: wait did I really kill you?
Jane: don’t make me send Marleau over there
Jane: Svetlana gave me his number
 
And then, you better be sleeping asshole <3, sent at 1:48 AM.
 
Lily: no am dead Hollander you killed me
Jane: good
Jane: delete everything and go to bed
 
Ilya grinned. He carefully saved the video to his super secret locked folder then followed the rest of Shane’s directions.
 
The Chicago team was in the visitor’s locker room. Shane was in Philadelphia, getting ready for the Metros to play there. Three members of Shane’s team had been sharing his phone number with strangers on the internet for at least a year. Maybe the whole time Shane had been with the team. The texts from David sat unanswered. The rest of the Raiders were getting ready for their game, half dressed and joking around, while Bruno Mars played through the locker room speakers. Ilya was supposed to be taping his stick.
 
Ilya was looking at Twitter instead.
 
Five minutes before, he’d checked Shane’s accounts, missing his boyfriend, but nothing new had been posted since last night when Shane had shared a picture Pike took – Shane, in their locker room, dressed the same as in the video he’d sent Ilya (shirt back on), smiling wide. The smile was Ilya’s, even if no one else knew.
 
The problem was that Ilya saw Pike’s comment underneath it, just a grinning emoji. The emoji was not the problem. But Ilya clicked through to Pike’s account and saw the picture Shane hadn’t posted himself. Hadn’t texted to Ilya. Hadn’t bothered to explain.
 
Hollander and Pike in some dimly lit bar or club. The two men sitting next to each other, leaning over to talk – probably it was too loud there, so they needed to be only a few inches apart to hear anything the other said. Ilya knew places like that, went to places like that with his own team whenever Shane wasn’t in town or available to call. The club didn’t mean anything. Pike didn’t mean anything.
 
There was a woman sitting on Shane’s lap. She was a brunette, Ilya could see that, though her face was turned. She seemed to be looking over Shane’s shoulder, or at someone off to his left, but she was sitting in his lap. One of his arms was loosely curled around her, not touching her but in place like a guardrail. To keep her from going anywhere else. She wore a tight blue dress. She had, Ilya could admit, a nice body. Fit. Long legs. White skin. Brown hair.
 
A woman Shane could have on his lap in a club without anyone caring.
 
And Shane, smiling, talking to his friend with this woman on his lap, in public, looked happy. Not ecstatic, not wanting: Ilya knew that look, had seen it over and over. Had put that look on Shane’s face fifty times at least. The look he wore with this woman was his comfortable happy face. As if she’s been in lap so often he no longer to be nervous or unsure about it.
 
They hadn’t talked about it but Ilya had been prepared for a long time to listen as his boyfriend finally admitted he was gay. He saw Shane with Svetlana, saw how Shane’s eyes never went anywhere they shouldn’t. He wasn’t avoiding looking at her the way Ilya had to sometimes remind himself not to look the way he always did before their relationship stopped being sexual. Shane looked at Svetlana, and every woman he’d ever seen Shane talk about, like they were a person.
 
He looked at Ilya like Ilya was sex walking on two legs and Ilya fucking loved it.
 
But if Shane wasn’t gay, then he could go out and find a nice woman he could bring home to his parents and his team. Not a sad Russian boy who still had to go back to Moscow every summer. Maybe Shane was already looking for this woman. Maybe, and this was a leap but the jump was very short, he had already found his woman, and she was the reason Shane wasn’t asking to be traded to Boston.
 
Would he want to keep fucking Ilya even after he got married in a big ceremony in Canada with his parents and his high school friends and Hayden fucking Pike as his best man? Ilya wasn’t sure he’d be able to say no. Probably they wouldn’t do it in Montreal anymore. Just Boston, which meant only twice a year. Maybe All-Stars, if they both went and Shane’s wife didn’t. Maybe even if she did. Ilya would have his own room.
 
Ilya would hate it, hate Shane, hate himself, and say yes anyway.
 
He knew all of this in the first minute he’d stared at the photo on Pike’s Twitter page. He stared at it for another four minutes. Nothing changed.
 
“You with us, Roz?” Anderson shouted across the room.
 
“Yes, Cap!” he said automatically. He turned his phone off and grabbed his tape.
 
Anderson tried to talk to him at the first intermission, but Ilya forced a smile onto his face and promised to do better. On his first shift he’d blown the face off, managed to steal the puck back twice – once after passing it to Connors who promptly lost it again – but couldn’t keep it. On his second shift that period, he lost the face off, didn’t get the puck back at all, and managed to hurt his shoulder sending Harvey Duncan into the boards so Marly could knock the Chicago liney who actually had the puck out of the way for Connors to try again.
 
Chicago’s goalie kept it out of the net but at least they’d made it close.
 
The photo was still there when Ilya let his eyes close for a moment as he sat on a bench in their locker room: Shane, with a woman on his lap.
 
All through the second period, Anderson kept shooting him looks. Ilya tried to focus on the game instead. Watch the other players. Tap your stick when someone does well. Win the face off. Shake off the hit. Get the puck in the net.
 
By the start of the third, Ilya had an assist and a goal of his own. He could do this. He could focus on the game.
 
He drank from his water bottle as he stood next to the wall, waiting for his next shift. He squirted a little out, the way everyone did: giving a little back to the ice. Water. Spit. Blood, depending on the day. Making yourself a part of it the way the ice was a part of you.
 
He could focus on the ice.
 
The photo was too loud but the idea of what came next was even louder: Shane and this woman dancing in a club, where everyone could see them.
 
Shane, fucking her in his bed, the one he had only shared with Ilya.
 
He lost the face off again, but tangled up with Chicago’s second-line center right away.
 
Shane, introducing her to his parents. 
 
Ilya got the puck on his stick, pivoting hard to find the other team’s goal.
 
Shane, happy, without Ilya.
 
He didn’t see Harvey coming until it was too late.
 
The force of the hit knocked Ilya off his feet immediately. He felt his back hit the ice, so hard it was like being thrown down onto concrete. His head bounced off the ice a half-second later, then something happened to his helmet and his head slammed down again without it. The ice was painfully cold under his hair. Other things were happening above him, around him, but the cold was the only thing he could focus on.
 
A light flashed in his eyes. “Don’t move, Rozanov,” someone said, pronouncing it the American way, too soft without the stress on the second syllable. Ilya groaned as they did something to his neck, then moved him onto something stiff, but at least his head wasn’t flat against the cold ice anymore.
 
The arena was too quiet. Ilya managed to push his arm past whoever was trying to hold him down, raising it as high as he could to give a thumbs up to the crowd. The noise came back then, filling the space.
 
Good, he thought sleepily, that’s how it should always sound here.
 
He was out for the rest of the period but there were only a few minutes left anyway. The Raiders lost to Chicago. Marly (who had waited even after the rest of the team popped their heads into the med room, made sure Ilya was still alive, then left) put him in a cab home. The man made a face as he agreed to Ilya’s demands – no, I have no concussion, yes they checked, is only a bruised shoulder and six stitches, lucky my skull is so thick, no do not babysit me, shut your idiot face, Marly, if you send Sveta to my house I will break your face – but let him go.
 
He closed his eyes, pressing his face against the cold glass of the window as the cab carried him toward his apartment.
 
Shane called while Ilya was unlocking his front door.
 
“I rented a car,” Shane had said. “It’s already done. I’ll be there in five hours. Maybe less.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya replied. He’d already fought an entire MLH team and a man who was probably his best friend in Boston. He didn’t have anything left to fight Shane about this.
 
Five hours.
 
He showered carefully, avoiding getting his hair wet. His left shoulder was more than bruised, it was swollen in a way that meant he couldn’t raise it. There had been a sling he was supposed to be wearing, but he’d slipped out of as soon the team doctors looked the other way. He’d been hurt before, a hundred other injuries over more than a decade of playing, from his first broken finger at 9 through bruises and bandages, fractured ribs, dislocations, and two molars he’d lost during the year he played for Russia before starting as a rookie with Boston.
 
He dressed in a zippered hoodie with no shirt on underneath because that was the easiest with his shoulder as fucked as it was. Sweatpants. Adidas slides by the front door if he needed them, but his floor was clean and so were his feet; he had no plans to go outside anytime soon.
 
Food was unappealing but necessary for recovery or some shit. He drank a canned protein drink from his fridge, crushing the empty in one hand before tossing it in the little recycling bin Shane bought him a few months ago. One more thing to deal with while he was trying to remember to bring his trash out whenever he left his apartment, but, fine, it made his boyfriend happy.
 
Whatever.
 
He still hasn’t called David Hollander back but now isn’t the time for that.
 
Ilya turned on the tv, and waited.
 
Four hours.
 
TV was boring and stupid. There was nothing on but hockey – which Ilya had turned off the moment they started replaying his fall on the ice – and nature documentaries. He chose the one about fish and promptly ignored it. It was just noise.
 
His phone was a problem because the internet lived on his phone, and the photo of Shane with a woman on his lap was right there. Mainly because Ilya kept going back to it, but whatever.
 
Shane hadn’t shared the photo to his own accounts. He wasn’t even tagged in it. Ilya looked back through some of Pike’s other photos, but it looked like none of them were tagged. Maybe Pike didn’t know how? Ilya scoffed quietly, alone in his apartment. 15th best player on the Metros was even worse at social media, big surprise.
 
He wondered if Shane even knew about the photo. Most of the pictures of Ilya with women were taken without him knowing, but those were posted to places like TMZ, not shared on his friends’ accounts. So someone Pike knew took the photo, gave it to Pike, who then put it on Twitter, all without Shane knowing?
 
If that was true, it might not have been a declaration. It might have been a fucking secret Shane didn’t want Ilya to know.
 
And that was much, much, worse.
 
Three hours.
 
The news had broken at some point in the last hour, and was rippling through social media. Ilya found it while scrolling through Twitter, killing time: a clip from ESPN, with Shane’s picture. He hit play.
 
The news out of Montreal tonight is that Metro’s rookie center Shane Hollander will not be traded at this time. We previously reported the team’s front office had confirmed they were seeking a trade for this season’s leading scorer, but as of midnight tonight they have missed the mid-season trade deadline.
 
Ilya’s chest tightened painfully. He moved his injured shoulder in a slow circle.
 
Shane Hollander has been a phenomenal talent for the Metros, which has only spurred on speculation as to why the team would seek to trade him out. Sources say the normally reserved Hollander hasn’t been able to fit into the team’s culture, and has been causing problems behind the scenes.
 
“Fucking liars,” Ilya swore in Russian.
 
What this means for Hollander is that he’ll continue to play as the Metros chase their playoff dreams. It also means that if they do decide to trade him before his ELC is up at the end of the season, he won’t be eligible to get on this ice for any other team’s playoff run. That could limit the number of teams willing to take him on, since they’d be paying for a player they can’t actually use until next fall. You have to wonder if the Metros are hoping no other teams pick him up at all? Interesting strategy from an original six team that seems willing to use Hollander up and burn him out publicly but is privately putting whatever problems they’re having in the locker room entirely on the shoulders of a 20 year old in his second year on MLH ice.
 
The video restarted. Ilya watched it through again, making sure he understood.
 
Two.
 
Jane: getting gas need me to get anything on the way?
Lily: no
Lily: saw news, no trade
Jane: not yet
Lily: you still won’t tell me
Jane: can’t
Jane: be there soon
 
Ilya knew he should say drive safe. He should say I love you, thank you for coming to see me. He should say I missed you so much I can’t breathe. Or if not, he should have told Shane not to come hours ago, when there was still a chance of turning him around.
 
Instead, he put his phone face down on the coffee table and laid on the couch.
 
One.
 
The fish were being eaten by sharks. The documentary had either been very long and about sharks this whole time, or this was a new one and Ilya hadn’t noticed.
 
Shane was on his way to Boston, without having actually asked if Ilya wanted him to. Maybe this is what boyfriends did? Ilya had no fucking idea, and the not knowing was itching at his brain in a way he couldn’t scratch.
 
His fucking shoulder hurt.
 
The woman was still sitting on Shane’s lap in the photo on Hayden fucking Pike’s Twitter account.
 
He could hear Pike laughing at him. Specifically, him, Ilya Rozanov, Shane Hollander’s secret Russian boyfriend, and the idiot who’d actually thought Shane loved him, instead of this woman on his lap.
 
There were stitches in the back of his head from where he’s hit the ice the second time, after his helmet bounced off. It was a freak thing, it happened sometimes. Blood on the ice. Blood in the ocean. The sharks were there now, in the ocean with the fish, and the sharks were hungry.
 
Zero.
 
Ilya had been staring at the front door from his place on the couch for longer than he could remember. He felt the moment Shane appeared on the other side of the wood, felt the tension hit him almost as hard as Harvey had. Heard the faint sound of beeping as Shane entered the code to unlock the door.
 
He watched Shane shut the door behind him, dropping his bag on the floor next to where Ilya kept his everyday shoes. He crossed his arms, his lips pressing together in a tight line as he watched Shane drape their shared cashmere hoodie over the back of a chair, then move toward the couch with a look of concern on his face.
 
Looking back on it later, Ilya wasn’t even a little bit surprised at how quickly he fucked everything up.
 
“You drive all this way to apologize or break up?” was the first thing he said wrong. Worse, actually. It was the first thing out of Ilya’s mouth.
 
Shane stopped moving. He stood a few feet away from where Ilya sat on the couch. “What are you talking about?”
 
Ilya shrugged. “Maybe you just keep fucking me in secret, girlfriend doesn’t have to know, yes?”
 
“Ilya, what the fuck are you talking about?”
 
Shane looked unfairly beautiful for a guy who’d played three periods against Philadelphia, rented a car, drove to Boston in the middle of the night, and now stood there with a confused and angry look on his face.
 
It is probably the freckles, Ilya thought.
 
“Next time you tell idiot Pike it is secret, yes? He doesn’t put your girlfriend’s picture on Twitter for everyone to see.” Ilya said with a smirk.
 
“I swear to god, Rozanov, this isn’t fucking funny.” Shane shook his head as he took his phone out of his pocket and started tapping the screen. “This better fucking be a meme or -” He paused suddenly, his mouth still a little bit open.
 
When he looked at Ilya, he didn’t look a man who been caught. Ilya had seen guilty men, guys who cheated on their partners, guys who found him in a dark corner of a club and hated themselves for wanting him. Felt guilty for asking, then angry when he turned them down.
 
He knew guilty. Had felt it on his own face sometimes, for fucking something up, or wanting more than he should. Shane looked like Ilya had slapped him. He turned the phone around. “This?” Shane asked, his voice breaking. “You’re mad at me for this?”
 
“You want I don’t care?” Ilya said harshly. “Fine, I don’t care. Fuck who you want.”
 
“You asshole,” Shane said softly. Then louder, “You are so stupid, Rozanov. That’s fucking Jackie!”
 
“Who the fuck is Jackie?” Ilya snapped back, about two seconds before Shane’s mouth and Ilya’s brain supplied the answer at the same time.
 
“Jackie Pike. Hayden’s fucking wife.” Shane shoved his phone back into his pocket. “I showed you the wedding pictures. You fucking saw them, then you saw this, and what, just invented this whole thing in your head where I’m cheating on you in fucking public and I’m so okay with that I let Hayd post a picture of me doing it?”
 
Ilya looked away.
 
“Jesus.” Shane sank down onto the closest edge of the couch, too far for Ilya to touch him. “What are we even doing then?”
 
“I didn’t ask you to come,” Ilya said, softer now. I keep saying things I don’t mean instead of the things I want to say, he thought. Why can’t I just tell you how I need you here and never want you to leave?
 
“I had to be here, Ilya. I saw you, like that… They asked me about it, the press, after our game, and I didn’t know, I had to fucking hear about it from a reporter, so I looked it up on my phone and you weren’t moving...” Shane looked at him, so Ilya let himself look back.
 
Shane was gorgeous and terrified and broken. They were both so hurt all of the time. He’d always thought of Shane as the one good thing in his life, the thing that made all of the other hurt bearable. He suddenly wondered how much of Shane’s hurt was his fault.
 
Ilya knew what it meant to see the body of someone you loved, not moving. Not anything.
 
He had to look away from the thought. Find something else to focus on instead.
 
“So now you are mad I got injured. Shane Hollander, always an asshole.” Ilya crossed his arms.
 
“I hate that you’re getting hurt and I’m not the person they call.” Shane shifted his weight. “Okay? I’m not mad at you for being hurt. It happens, I get that. But I want to be here when it happens.”
 
“Who would call me, huh? If you are hurt, who tells me? Fucking Pike? Your parents? There’s no one, Shane.” Ilya shook his head. “We can’t be anything.”
 
“Farah knows you’re my emergency contact, if it’s bad enough I have to go to a hospital.”
 
Ilya’s blood went cold. “What are you saying?”
 
“There’s a power of attorney, medical health proxy…” Shane sighed. “In case you needed it to, you know, get in to see me.” He fidgeted with his hands in the pockets of the jacket he hadn’t taken off yet.
 
“You told your agent to call me,” Ilya said. A statement, not a question, because he knew the difference even in English now. He had a textbook about it and everything, in the little room he used as an office sometimes. “You made paperwork.”
 
Shane rubbed the back of his neck. He was obviously ramped up now, getting more stressed, and Ilya could both see it happening in real time but also somehow saw it from a distance he couldn’t do anything about.
 
Like Shane was on the other side of a busy highway about to step into traffic while Ilya watched.
 
“You told your agent to call me if you get injured,” Ilya repeated. He wasn’t sure what was worse – that Shane had done all of this on his own without even asking what Ilya wanted, or that Ilya hadn’t thought to do any of it for Shane.
 
“It’s not… Ilya, it’s not a big deal, okay. You’re not locked into anything. I’m just looking at the facts of the situation and trying to come up with contingency plans.” Shane ran a hand through his hair.
 
My mother made plans too, without a word to her son. Plans I have to live with for the rest of my life.
 
“I don’t know your fucking facts, Shane,” Ilya snapped. “You just decide what facts even are.”
 
“What the hell does that mean?”
 
Ilya could feel the rage building up in his chest, like a monster clawing at the cage of his ribs. “You decide things and you tell yourself this is true, there is no other way, but there is me right here in front of you! You tell agent, you tell lawyer, you tell fucking Andropov and Hayden Pike and I don’t know who else but you don’t tell me.”
 
Shane’s eyes were red and wet now. “I’m trying not put too much on you. I don’t… What do you want to know? I’ll tell you anything.” He stood up then, moving his weight from one foot to the other, too fidgety to keep sitting.
 
“You tell me nothing!” Ilya yelled. “You make plans for me but you do not ask me if I want them. You pick up women in clubs and don’t tell me. You decide what I am allowed to say, what I am allowed to know. Shane Hollander knows better than I do, huh?”
 
“There are no fucking women, Ilya! Jackie tripped so I grabbed her and we all thought it was funny that she ended up in my lap. I didn’t even know J.J. took a picture of it. And what about all the women you took home before me? I never even did that!” Tears rolled down Shane’s freckled cheeks. “You told my mom that your mother died a long time ago. She assumed I knew. She asked if you were okay and I had to lie about another fucking thing because you never told me.”
 
“Yes, I did,” Ilya started to say, but couldn’t actually remember if he had.
 
“You don’t talk to me as much as you think you do,” Shane said softly.
 
“So that makes it okay for you to run my life?”
 
“I’m not running your life, Ilya, I’m trying to make it so we can have a life, if you want it.” Shane shrugged, but it looked weak. Tired. Like he was trying to move his arms underwater and this was the best he could do. “I know I’m a lot, okay, I’m sorry, I’m just scared all the time that you’re going to get dragged back to Russia or you’re going to decide I’m too much trouble after all, and they’re both pretty fucking terrible things.”
 
“It is too much.” Ilya’s face twisted up. “I don’t want this anymore.”
 
Shane stumbled toward him. “Please, don’t say that, I’m so sorry.”
 
Ilya waved him away. “You won’t even tell me where you might be traded to. You say you want life together but how can I plan that if I don’t even know?”
 
“You’ll hate me,” Shane whispered. “I’ll be around you all the time and you’ll get tired of me. I just need to figure that part out first. Please, Ilya, please…” The tears were falling faster now. “I love you.”
 
She didn’t love you enough to stay.
 
“Get out,” Ilya said.
 
Shane stared, not moving, not saying anything.
 
“Get out!” Ilya screamed.
 
Hollander didn’t move a muscle for several seconds, then suddenly moved too fast, just pausing long enough to grab his bag as he hurried out the door.
 
Ilya’s tears started falling the moment he heard the click of the lock catching.
 
Now you have nothing.
 
Stupid of you to try.
 
I know, he thought. I just wanted him so much.
 
He sat on the couch, staring at the door, for a long time.
 
After a while, Ilya’s phone buzzed. He’d only grabbed it to turn it off. He didn’t expect or want Shane to text him now, not when it was over between them. It was just that his notification including the text itself, if it was short enough. So when Ilya picked up his phone, he saw Jane’s message despite not planning to.
 
Jane: Buffalo and New York want me
Jane: no idea when Metros will do it tho
 
Ilya stared at the screen. He read it again. He was pretty sure, the second time through, that the words meant what he thought they meant. His English was good enough to recognize two of the teams he played against over and over. Right? Which meant… Shane had been hiding the details of his impending trade ever since Ilya found out about it. It was the surest sign Ilya had that Shane already had a plan in place to get out of their relationship.
 
But if he wanted to talk about it now… maybe he hadn’t really been trying to leave?
 
Ilya was in the middle of making his fingers move, to text back, something that would get Shane to turn around, when his phone buzzed again.
 
Jane: and Boston
Jane: won’t be up to me but Farah knows I want Boston
 
Ilya forgot how to breathe.
 
The Boston Raiders. His team. Shane had been trying to choose Ilya all along. He was trying to make a life for them, on his own, carrying the weight of everything because, what? Ilya hadn’t made it clear that it was their life together? Had Ilya been so selfish that this kind, nervous, Canadian boy thought he had to do all the work, for whatever scraps of time they could find to love each other? Ilya who got jealous over a married woman and a funny accident with his friends.
 
Shane Hollander had a plan for Ilya. He’d said that, months ago. Several plans. Ilya remembered that now. How had he forgotten? Shane had talked to his agent about them. He read international news and risked his own secrets to ask a Russian hockey player about being queer in Russia because that was Ilya’s home.
 
Shane stole Ilya’s cashmere hoodie then kept bringing it back so he could steal it all over again.
 
Shane held ice to Ilya’s bruises last summer. Shane held him in the dark.
 
Shane kept loving him. Ilya kept pushing him away.
 
Shane thought Ilya wouldn’t want him that close, thought it was so true that it was just another fact he’d been terrified of and trying to plan for at the same time, for months. Ilya was ready to fight anyone who made Shane feel that small but hadn’t even noticed he’d done the exact same thing.
 
Realizing all of this at once was too much. His head hurt.
 
Ilya’s fingers found the keyboard. please come back and then, a minute later im so sorry please come back please. His fingers moved faster than his brain could make perfect English spellings.
 
He waited. He texted again.
 
He waited some more. His phone didn’t buzz.
 
Ilya found the bottle of vodka in his freezer, the one Cliff picked up for him because stupid American laws said Ilya could be a millionaire risking his body 80 times a season but he couldn’t legally buy a brand of vodka made in the country of his birth. He found a short, straight-sided glass, pouring vodka as cold as the rink into it, before tossing it back.
 
shane I love you, he had said. Shane hadn’t replied.
 
Ilya poured himself another drink, tossing it back with one hand while holding his phone in the other. He read over their texts again.
 
Jane: Buffalo and New York want me
Jane: no idea when Metros will do it tho
Jane: and Boston
Jane: won’t be up to me but Farah knows I want Boston
Lily: please come back
[message not delivered]
Lily: im so sorry please come back please
[message not delivered]
Lily: shane I love you
[message not delivered]
 
Shane would be driving. That was why. He had a game in New York, he would be driving all night to get there in time for practice. Shane would have turned his phone off. He was responsible like that. Ilya just needed to wait. To be patient. To not think about the man he’d pushed away, again.
 
To not wonder if this was the fight that broke them for good.
 
Ilya opened the vodka again.
 
When Ilya fell asleep that night, passed out on his couch with the brown hoodie in his arms, he dreamed of his mother.
 
It was the same dream that it always was: Ilya the child, smaller in his memory than he had actually been at 12, in a house too silent for people to be living in it, calling out for his mama as he walked closer and closer to her room. His feet moved on their own. His voice called out without his permission. The room where his mother lay dead moved closer to him, as if Ilya were the fixed point and the house was bending itself to bring her closer to him. The house didn’t ask permission. His mother hadn’t asked if he could live without her.
 
Dream-Ilya opened her bedroom door. He saw, first, the white hand hanging off the bed. In the darkness, the hand was the moon, pale and beckoning. Ilya was the sun, or a star, or a candle burning too close to the end. He didn’t know the difference, only that the moon was no longer creating its own light.
 
The hand was pale and still. The hand was not his mother’s, and in his dreams it had not belonged to his mother for over a year.
 
The strangled sounds in his throat woke Ilya up, but for a moment, it didn’t help at all. An image from his dream was still there, in front of his eyes. For some reason his brain hadn’t yet explained, he still saw Shane Hollander, except instead of finding his hand hanging off a bed in Moscow, he was dead in Ilya’s Boston apartment.
 
Ilya scrambled to get his limbs to work, couldn’t figure out how to be awake enough to get his legs under him. He fell off the couch instead. The body looked so real. It had collapsed just inside of Ilya’s front door, as if Shane had made it inside, closed the door, then sat down so hard he would never get back up again. The body’s eyes were closed; it had listed to one side as come to rest against the wall next to the door, only partially upright. Ilya managed to get himself on top of his feet, falling running moving forward on half-awake legs the 20 yards or so between the couch and the door. He landed hard on his knees a few inches before the thing that used to be his boyfriend, reaching out an unsteady hand the way he did in his dreams, only and entirely because this was the one way he knew he’d wake up.
 
His hand, which always disappeared just before he reached his mother, brushed against the constellation of freckles that lived on Shane Hollander’s cheek.
 
Shane opened his eyes.
 
“Oh, fuck, Shane,” Ilya sobbed, grabbing him with both hands and pulling him into a tight hug. “I thought you were gone.”
 
“Ilya?” Shane’s hands moved up to find their home on Ilya’s back. When he spoke it was barely a whisper and sounded, Ilya would remember later, a little irritated. “I fell asleep.”
 
“Please don’t leave me again, Shane,” Ilya begged, his lips pressed against his boyfriend’s neck.
 
Shane’s voice was almost too quiet to hear as he said the only words in the English language that mattered, but he said them immediately:
 
“Okay, Ilya. I won’t.”
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Ilya looked at Shane’s face, then down at his shoulders, chest. He twisted enough to glance down at Shane’s legs without completely removing his hands from where they still gripped the other man tightly. “Are you hurt?” he asked, the words coming out in a rush.
 
“What? No?” Shane’s eyebrows moved toward each other. It was cute under other circumstances.
 
Ilya tried a different question. “Why are you on the floor?”
 
The confusion faded from Shane’s face, and his other face returned. The one that said I have an answer for this. “You asked me to come back.”
 
“Yes, Shane,” Ilya said, trying not to sound as frustrated as he suddenly felt. “Thank you. I want you to come back. But why are you on the floor?”
 
“I fell asleep.” A pause, and then, “Sorry.”
 
Ilya swore in Russian. “Sweetheart, Shane, please listen. I am asking why you fell asleep on the floor in my apartment when I have couch and bed?” He watched understanding bloom on Shane’s face. This was a more complete question. He could give a more complete answer. Ilya loved that could recognize this thought process now, even when he was impatient about getting the answer. “Shane?”
 
“Yeah, right, sorry. You were asleep.”
 
This answer was not helpful either, not in a way Ilya needed. He took a deep breath. “Even if I am asleep, you do not sleep on my floor. You know this, yes?”
 
“Yes?” Shane bit his lip. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I just… sat down.”
 
“You do not sit on my floor either.”
 
Shane nodded, as if this was new information and he was filing it away for later. “You asked me to come back, so I did.” He stopped again. Ilya waited. “When I got here, you were on the couch. I saw the bottle…” Shane stopped again.
 
Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Use more words, please.”
 
“If you were drinking when you texted me, maybe you didn’t mean it. So, I was waiting.”
 
“You sat next to my door in case I did not mean it when I begged you to come home?” Ilya let out his breath in one long exhale. “Hollander, what the fuck?”
 
“I’m -” Shane said, but Ilya was shaking his head before he could finish whatever apology was coming next.
 
“No. I am sorry. You should know by now I never want you to sit on cold floor when there is chair, there is bed, there is couch. You push me off couch if you need it. Never falling asleep on floor. Never when you have game to play tomorrow.” Ilya looked into Shane’s eyes. “My fault I did not say those words. Okay?”
 
Shane nodded. “You told me to leave though.”
 
“I fucked up.”
 
“You were angry.” It wasn’t a question.
 
“Yes,” Ilya said honestly, “but not at you. I was angry at… me, I think. Or. Not me maybe.”
 
“Angry at the situation?” Shane asked.
 
Ilya thought about it. “Angry at things I want.”
 
“What do you want?” Shane wasn’t teasing the way he usually was when he used that word: want. He was just Shane. Open, curious, and waiting.
 
Ilya was the one who wanted. He bit back the things he wanted to say. “What time do you have practice today? In New York?” The sun was up already, shining through the big window in Ilya’s living room.
 
“No practice but I have to sleep at the hotel tonight. Coach is already annoyed I took off after the game instead of getting on the bus. I’m probably gonna get fined. Hayden’ll text me the room number. Oh, he might have already.” Shane pulled his phone out of his pocket but held it, glass up, toward Ilya. “Battery’s dead.”
 
“So we put phone on charger and sleep for a few hours, yes? After, we make plan.” Ilya stood then, feeling the stiffness in his shoulder, the ache in his knees from where he hit the floor a little too hard. He held out his hands.
 
Shane let himself be pulled to his feet. His face tightened in a way that let Ilya know he was right, the hours Shane spent on the floor had hurt him, but he didn’t say anything as Ilya led him to the bedroom. Shane didn’t say anything as Ilya helped him out his jacket and jeans. He watched Ilya fold them into careful squares as he got under the blankets, but didn’t say anything when Ilya joined him there.
 
Ilya pulled Shane close, rubbing his hands on Shane’s shoulders, his arms, his back, pressing his long fingers into his boyfriend’s muscles in a way that was half massage, half settling the nerves that lived just under Shane’s skin, until Shane’s breathing slowed down enough to be sure he was sleeping. Ilya carefully rolled over, toward his night table, just to grab his phone and set an alarm. It was almost 7 AM now; he’d give them until noon. Talking would come after that.
 
He woke to an empty bed, but the panic that took his heart in its fingers relaxed a moment later when Ilya realized he could hear the water running in his en suite shower. His phone said 11:48 AM. He turned the alarm off.
 
He sat up in bed, still tired and sore, but not hungover which was a blessing in itself. The shoulder was a problem, swollen and bruised, but not as stiff as it was last night, so he tried a few hesitant movements to check for the edges of the pain. Probably wouldn’t need a sling today if he was careful. His head was the bigger problem – the back of his skull felt bruised and warmer than it should. There was an antibiotic he was supposed to be taking, to make sure the cut under his hair didn’t get infected. It was in his bag, in the living room; he’d have to remember to take it when he got out of bed later.
 
Though he hated to admit it, the team doctors were right that he shouldn’t play in the Raiders’ next game. So he had… three days to rest. Which really meant that he had three days to fix things with Shane. He only needed to figure out how.
 
The water stopped in the bathroom. Shane stepped out a moment later, one hand on the towel wrapped around his waste. He stopped when he saw Ilya was awake and looking at him. “Hi,” he said softly.
 
“Hi,” Ilya said. He smiled, and held his hand out. “Come here?”
 
Shane moved to stand in front of him, but didn’t take his hand, so Ilya slid to the middle of the bed and patted the spot he’d just been in.
 
“One second, just let me…” Shane grabbed a pair of boxers out of his bag, slipped them on under his towel, then hung the towel off the side of the laundry basket. “Don’t want it to get moldy,” he said when he caught Ilya still watching him.
 
“Smart,” Ilya said. “Shane… please?”
 
Shane nodded and joined Ilya under the blankets. “I can’t stay long.”
 
“I know. I have plan for that maybe, but we talk first, okay?”
 
“Actually talk or how we say we’re going to talk then we don’t until after I need another shower?” Shane was frowning slightly but here, warm and mostly naked in Ilya’s bed, so it was hard to take it as a criticism.
 
“Talk,” Ilya said as he pulled Shane close. “For real.”
 
“Okay.” Shane relaxed into him then. “I’m mad at you.”
 
“You should be,” Ilya admitted. “I am mad at me.”
 
“I don’t understand what happened.” Shane looked into Ilya’s eyes. “Explain it please?”
 
Ilya thought about what words to use. “When you are sick and it is getting… more… then you throw up and feel better… you know this?”
 
Shane nodded. “Yeah, like you’re worse until you get whatever it is out of your system.”
 
“Out of your system,” Ilya repeated, feeling the shape of the English in his mouth. “Yes, like this, but with feeling. Some days it is worse until I get it out of my system.”
 
“Then you feel better?”
 
“Yes, but not happy, just…” Ilya bobbed his head, trying to find the words. “Less heavy. Less, the feelings getting in the way of what I want to say.”
 
“So you were feeling bad, then you went off on me, and now you feel less bad.” Shane was only a few inches away but neither one of them were touching.
 
Ilya wanted to reach out. He grabbed the blankets and pulled them closer to his chest instead.
 
“That’s not okay, Ilya,” Shane said softly.
 
He was so beautiful, it was hard to look at him and know how badly he’d fucked this up. “I know,” Ilya said, closing his eyes. “I’m sorry.”
 
“You can’t keep doing that.”
 
Ilya didn’t open his eyes. “I know.”
 
“No, Ilya... please look at me.”
 
“It’s hard.”
 
“Please.”
 
Fingers brushed against Ilya’s jaw. He opened his eyes then, saw Shane looking back at him. Lying on Ilya’s pillows. Soft black hair, still damp. Those freckles spread across his cheeks. “Hi,” Ilya said.
 
“Hi,” Shane said. “Listen. I have to tell you something.” He moved his hand to Ilya’s shoulder.
 
“You’re breaking up with me.” Of course. That made sense. Ilya closed his eyes again, so he wouldn’t have to watch Shane leave.
 
“Jesus Christ, Ilya, you have to stop that.”
 
Ilya opened his eyes again. Shane hadn’t moved. He didn’t look angry, not really. Like an angry kitten, maybe. It was strange how this big hockey player could pick Ilya up if he wanted to but also look small and fragile sometimes. Ilya didn’t understand it but he loved it.
 
“I’m not breaking up with you, dude.” Shane pressed his lips together for a moment. “I’m trying to explain something so I don’t have to leave.”
 
“I fucked up though,” Ilya said. “I know I did.”
 
“Yeah, you did.” Shane nodded a little, best he could lying on his side in Ilya’s bed. “I understand though. I mean, I get it. I freak out about stuff too sometimes. But I can’t go back and forth like that, it doesn’t work with my brain, okay?”
 
“Back and forth how? Like, breaking up or…” Ilya wasn’t sure what was worse than that.
 
“It’s like… Sometimes you push me away and sometimes you pull me close.” Shane bit his lip. “Every time you push me away it fucking sucks, but it also makes like this rule in my head that you don’t want me. Every time you choose me, there’s another rule that says you do want me.”
 
“I do want you, Shane.” Ilya let himself reach out now, touch Shane’s ribs, slide his hand around to Shane’s back and tug him forward another inch. “I never want you to go.”
 
“Okay, good, but I’m trying to say…” He took a breath. “When I’ve had people in the past that pushed me away more than they tried to be close to me, at some point my brain just stops thinking of them as people who want me. Eventually even if they’re trying to be around me I can’t do it. It doesn’t work anymore. Then some day I remember them and realize we haven’t talked in forever and I didn’t think about them at all.”
 
Ilya’s fingers tightened around Shane. His heart raced.
 
Shane must have seen it, because his face changed into a different expression, something soft and concerned at the same time. “Ilya, I’m not going anywhere right now.”
 
“But you could,” Ilya said. “You could forget me.”
 
“Maybe. I don’t feel like that’s gonna happen with us but if you keep telling me you don’t want me, eventually I’m gonna believe that so hard you won’t be able to take it back.” Shane slid his hand into the curls at the side of Ilya’s head. “I trust you so fucking much, Ilya. You could tell me the sun isn’t going to come up tomorrow and I’d believe you before I had a chance to think about it. If you tell me you don’t want me I’m gonna believe that too.”
 
“So if I say it again it becomes a Shane Hollander fact,” Ilya said, his voice coming out in a whisper.
 
“I mean, probably not the next time, but if you say it enough… yeah.” Shane inched forward again, until they were pressed against each other under the blankets. “Please don’t convince me you don’t love me, Ilya.”
 
The breath left Ilya’s body in one long exhale. “Fuck, Shane, I’m so sorry,” he said miserably as he moved his other arm around Shane as well, pulling his boyfriend half on top of him into a tight hug. “I love you. I promise I love you.”
 
“I love you too,” Shane said, his lips against the side of Ilya’s face.
 
“Please let me touch you now,” Ilya whispered.
 
Shane answered with his lips, his hands, his skin, and Ilya took everything he could get.
 
Later, after they’d both showered again (together) Ilya said, “I’m driving you to New York.”
 
Shane paused with his shirt in his hands. “I rented a car.”
 
“Yes,” Ilya replied. “We drop off rental, I drive to New York.”
 
“You can’t do that.” Shane sighed, and got his shirt on, putting his arms through first then pulling it over his head. Ilya watched the other man’s gorgeous muscles disappear until the blue fabric.
 
“I have time off.”
 
“Yeah, so you can rest and recover.” Shane shook his head. “Not to drive five hours.”
 
“You want to beat Admirals, yes?” Ilya shrugged. “I drive, you rest more. Not enough sleep last night.”
 
“You’re worried about my game?” Shane asked, as if he didn’t believe that was Ilya’s motivation. Which, to be fair, wasn’t entirely wrong. “What did your doc say?”
 
Ilya rolled his shoulder; the pain wasn’t terrible. “Bruised shoulder, no big deal. Couple stitches. No pain meds, I can drive.”
 
Shane narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t see any stitches.”
 
Fuck. “Uh, very small, no problem,” Ilya tried, but Shane was already moving toward him.
 
“Ilya, where are your fucking stitches?”
 
“Is only six. Tiny injury, no concussion.” He realized his mistake as soon as he said it.
 
“Your head?” Shane grabbed his face carefully, pulling him down so Ilya was looking at the floor and Shane could see the back of his head. “I swear to god, Rozanov…” Shane muttered as his fingers moved through Ilya’s hair, gently touching every inch of the skin hidden underneath his curls, until Ilya winced.
 
He tried to pull away but Shane held him in place as he found the stitched up cut at the back of Ilya’s skull.
 
“No way,” Shane said as he let Ilya go. He crossed his arms. “You’re staying in bed.”
 
“Shane, it’s a fucking cut. It’s nothing.”
 
“I saw your head hit the ice, Ilya! Your fucking helmet came off. You seriously telling me they ran you through concussion checks and you’re fine?”
 
Ilya stepped closer, wrapping Shane in a hug. “I promise,” he said softly. “Hey, sweetheart,” he added when Shane tried to hide his eyes. “I got lucky, yes? But if you want to worry about me, maybe is easier to do if you do not leave me in Boston?”
 
Shane laughed wetly, then rubbed his eyes. “Asshole.”
 
“Okay, no more flirting, Hollander, is too sexy and we do not have time for this.” Ilya grinned. “You drive rental, I follow you in my car. Then you can sit in passenger seat and flirt more.”
 
“I thought I was going to be sleeping.”
 
“That too. Is very sexy, watching you sleep. Best view.”
 
“You better keep your fucking eyes on the road.”
 
“Yes, yes, I will follow your boring road rules. Let’s go.” Ilya turned Shane toward the door and smacked his ass.
 
Shane’s breath caught.
 
Okay, Ilya thought. We’re coming back to that later.
 
Shane apparently wanted to kill the erection forming in Ilya’s jeans because the next thing he said was, “I need to text Hayden.”
 
Ilya groaned.
 
“He rented the car for me,” Shane explained. “Have to be 21 in the states.” He grabbed his jacket and phone as he walked out of the bedroom.
 
“He knows you came to see me?” Ilya was leaving his game bag, but he’d stuffed a few things in the backpack he used for overnights so he had that in one hand and his jacket slung over his shoulder as he picked up his own phone and wallet from the night table.
 
Shane was in the living room, putting his shoes on. “No, I told him I needed to see Lily. Do you want to eat first?”
 
“Are you okay to stop on the road?” Ilya asked, lacing up a pair of black Adidas Sambas, the one with the red stripes. He had several pairs in different color combinations, but these were newer and they went well with the black jeans and tee he had on now, but would also look good with the red Henley he brought to wear tomorrow. He hadn’t mentioned it to Shane yet but he’d have to stay in New York overnight before driving home, so even if they couldn’t see each other after Shane went back to his team’s hotel, they could hopefully meet up before the game.
 
“Yeah, sounds good.”
 
As soon as Ilya stood up, Shane was pressing him against the wall, kissing him hard and fast. Then he stepped back with a grin.
 
“Fuck, Shane,” Ilya whispered breathlessly.
 
Shane laughed as they hurried out the door.
 
They’d moved his gear into the trunk of Ilya’s Aston Martin before they left the parking garage, so when Shane dropped off the rental, Ilya waited in the car, idly replying to texts and messages in the Raiders’ group chat before opening his contacts. His finger hovered over one for longer than it should. Sighing, he gave up on the argument in his head and created a new chat.
 
NY 2
Ilya added Vaughy and Dinosaur to the chat
 
Ilya: Coming to NY tonight
Ilya: drinks later?
 
Shane opened the door, sliding into the passenger seat before buckling in. Ilya dropped his phone in the center console tray.
 
“Everything okay?” Ilya asked as he started the car. He didn’t want to look too long at his boyfriend that he couldn’t kiss now that they were in his car, in the daylight, so he put his foot on the gas and got them out of the parking lot instead. He paused for a moment at the lot’s exit, remembering which way to turn to get to 90W. “From here is maybe four hours driving so we have time to stop for food.”
 
“You have the directions?”
 
Ilya made the little noise that meant yes or I agree. “We go to New York sometimes, Marly and the guys. I can get to the city easy from here. Might need directions to hotel.”
 
“Right, Hayden texted me about that.” Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Shane pull his phone from jacket pocket. “We’re at the DoubleTree on West 29th. It’s three blocks from the Garden.”
 
“Yes, have stayed there for games. We will find, no problem.” The Hertz building was not even a mile from the highway on-ramp, but Ilya focused on the road and other traffic. It had occurred to him that Hockey Rivals Hollander and Rozanov Together in Motor Vehicle Accident was not a headline he wanted to read. Hockey Rivals Hollander and Rozanov Outed by Traffic Incident wasn’t any better.
 
Eventually they were in the far left lane and Ilya was keeping the speedometer to a very reasonable 10-ish mph above the limit. If he was making this trip with the guys they’d be laughing and insulting each other, or laughing about their plans for the night, or laughing about the team they’d played the night before. If he was alone he’d put on a playlist before he even left his parking spot. After he’d bought this car last year he had nights where he didn’t want to see or talk to anyone but Shane, nights where the man he hadn’t yet realized was his boyfriend was playing against a different team, or otherwise unavailable, so Ilya would get in his car and drive. His favorite routes were like this one to New York – long stretches of highway without having to make too many turns. He had several playlists to choose from, all various flavors of loud and lonely.
 
The one thing he almost never did was drive in silence.
 
He didn’t know what Shane did on long road trips. This was the first time they were alone in a car together for more than 30 minutes.
 
“You want music?” he asked when he couldn’t stand the quiet any longer. He tried to ignore the fact that it had only been 17 minutes.
 
“We need to talk,” Shane said. It didn’t sound like he was expecting a fun conversation.
 
“Okay.”
 
“I have a list. We have five things to talk about.” Shane held up his hand, bending one finger for each topic. “My trade, legal stuff, why you were mad about Jackie sitting on my lap, why it’s okay for you to fuck around but not me, and just like, general stuff about your… moods, I guess.” He sighed. “And half of that I don’t think I can talk about yet.”
 
Ilya’s mouth felt dry. “That is a lot of things,” he said quietly. Traffic slowed ahead of his so he followed their example, dropping to 55 as they passed through a construction zone. Shane didn’t reply until they were past it – past the two-toned blue of a State Police car that was idling near a bright orange digger – and back to their regular cruising speed.
 
“Is there, any of that, something you want to talk about first?”
 
Ilya reached over to put his hand on Shane’s thigh for a few seconds. He squeezed gently, then put his hand back on the wheel. “I want to be good for you,” he said. “I do not want to talk about any of this but -” he held his hand up to stop Shane from the counter-argument he was obviously about to make, “I will because I love you.”
 
“Yeah?” Shane was a little off center, his back slightly to the car door, so he could watch Ilya.
 
“Yes. So, I will talk about all of this, and maybe my mama also. But, uh, yes is all hard to talk about.”
 
“Maybe we could pick one thing, talk about just that, then take a break for a little bit?”
 
Ilya nodded. “Good plan.”
 
“Okay. Do you think talking about Jackie would be easiest, because we both know she’s Hayden’s wife and I wasn’t doing anything?” Ilya glanced over to see Shane bite his lip before continuing. “You do know that, right?”
 
“I know,” Ilya agreed. “I did not, when I saw the photo. I was not, ah, making up?”
 
“Making it up,” Shane offered.
 
“That. I was not making it up, not to make fight with you. But I know now that I was wrong.”
 
Ilya changed lanes, checking his mirrors and letting himself look at Shane’s face for half a second. The boyfriend and the Aston Martin had a lot in common, Ilya decided. Expensive, not easy to get but possible for a rookie hockey player at the top of his game. Powerful. Responsive. Did what he wanted if he was smart about it, sometimes surprising with how good it felt to press his foot down and get the reaction he hoped for. Beautiful. Other people wanted it but couldn’t have.
 
Might crash and destroy them both if he wasn’t careful.
 
“I saw the photo and got jealous,” Ilya admitted. “I cannot sit on your lap in a bar.”
 
“Do you want to?”
 
“More like I want you to sit on my lap.” Ilya hummed as he shifted the car back into the left lane, now that he’d passed the block of cars going slower than he’d liked. “When you are done with me, I think it will be easy to pretend we were not anything, because not that many people know. It makes me… angry, sometimes. Is not fair, I know, I have reasons to not post pictures like that of us. I still have feelings about it.”
 
“When I’m done with you,” Shane said slowly.
 
“It will be easy for you, if you date a girl after me. You can go to clubs. She can sit on your lap. Meet your parents as something other than your rival on the ice.” Ilya sniffed, and resisted the urge to rub his nose, but he ran his left hand through his hair.
 
“Easy,” Shane repeated. He didn’t say anything else for a few minutes. Ilya was about to open his mouth when Shane pointed at some signs advertising food and gas at the next off-ramp. “Can we get off here?”
 
Ilya nodded, putting on his blinker and hovering his foot over the brake. He changed lanes efficiently, slowing just enough to take the exit a little faster than he should but not so fast he couldn’t decelerate in time to roll into a stop at the top of the ramp.
 
“That one,” Shane said, pointing to one of the big American gas stations that had a market and fast food restaurant attached. Ilya turned into the lot and parked. “Stay here,” Shane said, getting out of the car.
 
Ilya checked his messages while he waited.
 
NY 2
 
Vaugny: hell yeah man what brings you to town?
Dinosaur: saw you go down, hard hit
Vaugny: right you’re out next game
Vaugny: should we keep you away from bright lights and loud noises?
Vaughny: or you looking to hook up?
 
Ilya laughed at that.
 
Ilya: quiet is better
 
And then, because he could, he added,
 
Ilya: no need to hook up, can make Hunter jealous by myself
 
He also texted Marly that he would be in New York for a day or two, just so someone from the team knew. He got an immediate thumbs up as Shane got back in the car.
 
“Vanilla or chocolate?” he asked, holding up two bottled Starbucks drinks, then handed over the chocolate one before Ilya could answer. He also had two bottles of water in a white plastic bag, and pulled out a handful of paper napkins from his pocket. “Don’t want to spill in your car,” he said.
 
“Thanks,” Ilya replied, popping off the lid and taking a long drink of the chocolaty liquid that was as close to an iced coffee as he was going to get in a gas station lot off the side of a highway. He didn’t move to start the car yet. Partly because with it off, he could look at Shane’s face. Partly because Shane was making the face that suggested he had something he wanted to say, if Ilya would give him enough time to get the words out.
 
So he waited.
 
Shane didn’t open any of the other drinks. He did sit in the passenger seat biting his lip.
 
“I guess the thing with Jackie is really about the thing where you fucked a lot of people before me,” he finally said.
 
Ilya took another drink.
 
“So for you, I’m one of them. It was easy for you to leave them, it will be easy for you to leave me, so you think it will be easy for me to leave you,” Shane said.
 
Ah. There it is.
 
“That is wrong,” Ilya said. “Part is wrong,” he added. “Was easy with women before you, yes. Easy to fuck, good time, easy to leave. Meant nothing. Easy for you to leave me, yes, because…” He waved a hand over his own body. “I am me. But would not be easy for me to leave you.”
 
“It wouldn’t?”
 
Ilya shook his head. “No. I have tried. Did not work.”
 
“When did you try to leave me?” Shane asked.
 
“Before, uh, before we were anything. I wanted you and tried not to. Beautiful women, yes? Everywhere I go, someone wants me.”
 
“Yeah, I know,” Shane said bitterly.
 
“Wait,” Ilya said, putting his drink in his other hand so he could reach out and tap Shane lightly on the thigh. He wanted to do more, but other people were already glancing their way. “I could fuck anyone, we know this. But everyone I fuck, or kiss, or dance with, I am always thinking about this slow fucking hockey player with beautiful freckles. So, I am ruined maybe.” He shrugged.
 
“Ruined, huh?” Shane smiled at that.
 
“Yes, I think, maybe,” Ilya admitted, but he was smiling too.
 
“I am too,” Shane said. “People flirt with me too, you know. I don’t want anyone else.”
 
“Do you know when people are flirting with you, Hollander? Because I think you are not good at this.”
 
Shane laughed. “Fuck you, I can tell!” When Ilya laughed at that, Shane said, “Okay, well, Hayden tells me sometimes,” and Ilya laughed harder.
 
“No, no, is great, we will pretend no one flirts with you and I do not have to punch anyone, good plan,” Ilya said once he stopped laughing.
 
“You want to punch people for flirting with me?”
 
“Yes, Shane, I want to punch everyone who flirts with you. Is terrible problem to have.”
 
“Because a lot of people flirt with me,” Shane said with a grin. “Admit it!”
 
“Fine! Ugh,” Ilya groaned. “Too many people flirt with my boyfriend, I hate it.”
 
“I want to punch people who flirt with you too,” Shane said. “Like, a lot. So much.”
 
Ilya looked down at his hands. “I do not like waiting for you to leave me. Is easier, some times, thinking I should do it first.” He ran his hand through his hair again. “But I am weak.”
 
“Ilya, I’m not going to leave you,” Shane said. He reached out a hand, but stopped when he noticed people walking past their car, and put it back in his lap. “I know this is all hard and the league, Russia, all of it, but you know you’re it for me, right? Like you could stop talking to me tomorrow and I’d still play hockey but I think that’s all I would be.”
 
“It would be easy for you to find someone else,” Ilya said softly. “You have not been with many people, and we are not old yet. Is good with me, yes, I know, but could be good with someone else.”
 
“Ilya, it’s amazing with you. No one even comes close.” Shane sighed. “I know you’re going to decide that’s about sex and be fucking insufferable about it, and okay yes you are amazing in bed. No, wait,” he said, as Ilya was about to say something cocky and accurate about his dick with a grin on his face, “I mean all of you, okay? You, Ilya Rozanov, are amazing. I want all of you. I… fuck, I really wish we weren’t here right now so I can say this better. But I want this. Us. Now, this year, ten years, whatever I can get.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, because the part of his brain that was starting to think about having Shane in his bed in ten, twenty, fifty years, was going to use his mouth to say something he very much did not want to say in a parking lot somewhere in Massachusetts in the middle of the afternoon. “We should go, yes?”
 
Shane nodded. “Okay.”
 
They mostly talked about hockey for the next hour; Ilya had Shane reply to Vaughn and Hunter’s texts for him, making plans to meet at Hunter’s penthouse after he dropped Shane at the team hotel. Shane refused to chirp Hunter about his age even though Ilya begged dramatically.
 
“But Shane they will not know it is me if you do not say it,” Ilya laughed. “Dinosaur will think I am pod person!”
 
“Fuck off,” Shane grumbled, but grabbed Ilya’s phone again to text something else. “Fine, I told him you were only willing to drink at his house because he had ice left over from the last ice age. Better?”
 
Ilya couldn’t help as a wide smile took over his face. He smacked Shane’s cheek gently. “So smart, my love,” he crowed in Russian.
 
Shane blushed.
 
Ilya took the exit for I-84 and they got a late lunch in Connecticut, picking up prepacked sandwiches and salads from a grocery store then eating at a rest stop picnic table. It was cold but not raining, and the rest stop was largely empty.
 
“Do you want to talk about the trade?” Ilya asked as he chewed his turkey sandwich. He had the vanilla coffee drink in front of him, and there was an open package of ruffled potato chips between them. Shane was spearing his salad on his fork, his bottle of water half drunk. He was also stealing chips when he thought Ilya wasn’t paying attention, and Ilya was carefully ignoring this.
 
“I mean, I kind of told you everything I know, but I don’t want you to feel like I’m hiding anything,” Shane said.
 
“I know you gave Farah list of teams you like,” Ilya said. “I know Metros did not trade you before deadline, but they will before end of season. I know nothing else.”
 
Shane sighed, putting his fork down into his salad bowl. “This whole thing has been weird,” he said. “They obviously don’t want me anymore, half the team makes that really fucking clear, my coaches barely talk to me, but they’re holding on to me so I can help with their playoff run.”
 
“Yes, I think so,” Ilya said with a nod. “I saw ESPN. Coaches blaming you for, uh, team dynamics.”
 
“Yeah, it’s bullshit, my mom is pissed, but I can’t do anything except focus on the game.” He took a drink of water. “I don’t know all the specifics but my agent had a bunch of meetings with management and basically I know things that could fuck them up, they could trade me to LA or Tampa which would fuck me up, so we’re meeting in the middle.”
 
“Like cold war,” Ilya said. “Everyone has bombs, no one dies.”
 
“Something like that, yeah. So I got to make a list of where I’d want to go, and the Metros asked around about it. Which of those teams has space for me, who wants me, what can management get for me, that kind of shit. I guess some West Coast teams were offering more, but I told Desjardins I’d fucking quit before I let that happen.” Shane speared a piece of tomato onto his fork.
 
“Would you though? Quit for real?”
 
“No. I mean, I don’t think so. Hockey’s the only thing I know how to do. It’s… it’s what I have. But he doesn’t need to know that.” Shane ate his tomato.
 
“Okay so no West Coast. Better for me, better for you. How do you know where you are going?”
 
Ilya wanted everyone to see how very casual he was being about this particular question. There should be an award for how casual he was being. So relaxed, as he took another drink from the Starbucks bottle. No pressure at all. Very award worthy. Ilya thought that if there were an award for this, he would put it in his office with his medals from the Prospect Cup and the trophies he won in Russia that were currently sitting in a box in the closet in his office. He’d get a shelf for his awards just so he could put the award for this conversation up next to them.
 
“I don’t know for sure,” Shane answered. Ilya nodded. Extremely casual. “I know those three teams have started trade negotiations with management because Farah’s in on it. And I, uh, told Farah what I was willing to take from different teams.”
 
“Because you want to come to Boston?” Ilya said, casually.
 
Somewhere there was an awards committee taking notes on how fucking casual Ilya Rozanov was being right now.
 
“Yeah,” Shane said, looking down at the table. His face was pink but that might have been from the chilly February wind.
 
“You would be good fit for us,” Ilya said. “Team will like you.”
 
The awards committee perked up at that one.
 
“Plus other, uh, benefits, yes? I could fuck you more often,” Ilya added.
 
The awards committee was on their feet now, clapping and cheering at how very casual Ilya was being.
 
“Right,” Shane said as he looked up at Ilya. He was smiling softly. “That’s the only benefit.”
 
“Is big benefit,” Ilya said with a nod. He covered up his smile by taking another bite of his sandwich. “Maybe you stay with me until you find new place,” he said between bites. “Just for the fucking, of course.”
 
“Of course,” Shane agreed. “That sounds very… convenient. For the fucking.”
 
“If you think so,” Ilya said. “Whatever is easy for you.”
 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Shane was definitely blushing now.
 
The votes were in, the committee decided: Ilya Rozanov was the king of saying things casually.
 
“Okay,” Ilya said. He shoved the last piece of his sandwich in his mouth and started gathering up their trash. “Ready to go?”
 
Shane helped him clean up. They couldn’t kiss, not out here in public, but Shane leaned into Ilya’s shoulder for a moment as they walked back to the car.
 
There was more to talk about but they seemed to both silently agree that they’d said enough already, so Shane let Ilya convince him to try to sleep. Ilya put on a playlist of music he sometimes listened to when he was awake in the middle of the night: low-tempo romantic songs that he would deny he listened to because he was missing Shane but he absolutely listened to because he was missing Shane. He kept the volume quiet enough that he could still hear the music but it shouldn’t disturb his sleeping boyfriend.
 
Shane put his seat back partway and closed his eyes.
 
He must have actually fallen asleep because he didn’t stir again until they were most of the way through Washington Heights. Shane rubbed his eyes as he sat up and put his seat back into position. He didn’t ask where they were, instead pulling his phone from his pocket, seemingly replying to text messages. “Hayd’s got our room keys,” he said eventually. “I’m gonna meet him in the lobby.”
 
“You will eat more, go to sleep early?” Ilya couldn’t look at him, keeping an eye on traffic as they crossed into Manhattan. In his experience, the closer they got to the Garden, the more stop-and-go traffic always got, a mix of cab drivers, bike messengers, and pedestrians, all with no sense of personal safety. It was more chaotic than either Moscow or Boston, and most of the time he loved the thrill of navigating it, but he’d never had Shane his car before and that was making him nervous in a new way.
 
“Yeah, I’ll try. Guys will probably want to hit the hotel bar after dinner.” Shane sighed. “You know I hate it, right?”
 
“Mmm, yes, you do not like to drink during season,” Ilya agreed. “Is okay, in Boston we will not make you drink.” It was a dangerous thing, to get used to the idea that Shane might become a Raider. Ilya’s heart ached at his own audacity. “Admirals will not either, I think. Dinosaur is a good captain.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw Shane smile’s go wide. “Ah!” Ilya snapped. “You say this to Hunter and I tell everyone Hollander has too many concussions, always saying crazy things.”
 
“Your secret is safe with me,” Shane said. “I’ll put it on the list with all the other secrets.”
 
“Oh the sexy secrets, like how I have too much cock and you fall to your knees whenever you see me?” Ilya swerved around a motorcycle, swearing in Russian.
 
“Or like how you keep falling to your knees for me and half the time we don’t even make it into the bedroom?” Shane laughed.
 
Ilya didn’t point out Shane had one hand pressed against the car door, trying to hold himself steady. “This is also true. Maybe we are so sexy, it cannot be secret. Everyone sees how sexy we are.”
 
“I was thinking it was a secret how sweet you are,” Shane said softly.
 
“That is very secret, please do not tell anyone,” Ilya said with a frown. “Only you can know this. You can tell them about my dick though, that is fine.”
 
“Right, I’ll go tell everyone about your big Russian dick,” Shane laughed, shaking his head. “I think Hayden would love to hear about me choking on it.”
 
“Fuck no,” Ilya said. “Shane, you must never talk to Pike about sex. It is too much for his tiny brain.”
 
“Aww, you’re jealous of Hayden,” Shane teased.
 
“Ew.” Ilya made a face. “15th best player has nothing for me to be jealous of.”
 
“Except I get to room with him for all of our games,” Shane said. “And we do all kinds of stretches together.”
 
“Shut up,” Ilya said.
 
“He’s seen me in the shower a lot more than you have,” Shane added.
 
“Okay, is shutting up time now,” Ilya warned. “You stop talking, please.”
 
Shane laughed so hard he took his hand off the car door. Ilya tried but couldn’t stop the corners of his own mouth from curling upward.
 
He found Shane’s hotel easily, only having to circle the block once for the loading zone in front to open up. He idled the car while Shane unbuckled his seat belt.
 
“I’ll tell Hayden you said hello,” Shane said as he opened the door.
 
“Fuck you, Hollander,” Ilya snapped back.
 
“Later, sweetheart,” Shane said softly. He smiled and Ilya had to take a deep breath to keep from leaning over and kissing those pink, perfect lips.
 
Then Shane grabbed his bags from the trunk, and disappeared into the hotel.
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    Ilya wakes up in Hunter's apartment after a night he doesn't really remember. Vaughn and Hunter fill him in, Marly comes to New York, and they get ready to watch the Admirals vs Metros game. Ilya struggles with everything happening at once and too many secrets threatening to break him: almost-outing hidden under vodka, confessions hidden under Russian, and the way he wants Shane more than he can bear.
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Ilya came to in pieces. His face first: pressed against something stiff, warm and sticking to his skin. His mouth was open, dry but also the side of his mouth was wetter than it should be. His bad shoulder wasn’t touching anything but his arm was hanging in the air, gravity making the whole situation uncomfortable. His hips were bent, one leg up higher than the other, ass up. His eyes were shut, but somehow he could also feel his hair, the way it bent painfully against his scalp in spots.
 
He tried to ask questions. It came out as a wordless groan.
 
There was a loud grinding noise happening somewhere… that way. Over there. Somewhere that was not where Ilya was exactly but was also far too close.
 
“Wake up, sleeping beauty,” a cheerful voice called out. A loud cheerful voice. Unreasonable that anyone should be this loud and this cheerful in the middle of the night.
 
Ilya cracked one eye open. Sunlight filled the room. Okay, probably not the middle of the night then. He swallowed, closing this lips. He saw nearby objects which didn’t quite make sense, but his brain helpfully suggested coffee table and armchair. He assumed he was in a friend’s living room. Was it Marly’s? Vickey’s? He could work with it, whichever of his teammates owned this place – much easier to find his way back to his apartment from a familiar home than it was to figure out why he’d lost his phone, his wallet, and his dignity in an after hours club. Or jail. Which had only happened once, thank you, and neither of those things had happened since he got serious with Shane.
 
Oh, fuck... Shane. That thought pried Ilya’s other eye open. If Ilya had passed out on a couch that wasn’t his own, already a stupid thing to do, had he also done other stupid things? Had he, and this would be much worse, had he gone home with a stranger? Had he gotten drunk then fucked up the best thing in his life? Would he, still, now, do a thing that terrible and stupid though he was completely, fully, in love?
 
Panic was very motivating. He shot up to a seated position and desperately tried to get his eyes to focus on one thing at a time.
 
“You want coffee, Rozy?” the cheerful voice asked.
 
Ilya blinked. Then he blinked several more times, because the first few hadn’t helped. “Vaughny?” he croaked as the other man came into focus.
 
“There he is!” Carter Vaughn said happily. “Black, or cream and sugar? We gotta get up up up!” He did a little dance behind the massive kitchen island separating him from the living room. Ilya vaguely registered that Vaughn was shirtless.
 
“Too early for whatever this is,” Ilya grumbled as he waved a hand in Vaughns’s general direction. Ilya scratched his chest with one hand, then wiped his chin when he realized he’d drooled a little in his sleep. “Where are we?”
 
“We’re at Scotty’s, baby.” Vaughn grinned. “What do you remember?”
 
Ilya thought about it. He’d dropped Shane at the hotel, then there was… dinner with Vaughn and Hunter at a Mexican restaurant? That seemed right. Then driving to Hunter’s apartment building with Vaughn in his passenger seat. He remembered smacking the other man’s hand when Vaughn tried to change his music. Then… vodka?
 
He sighed. Of course, the old man had decent vodka in his very expensive Manhattan penthouse. Ilya had taken a private elevator to get up here. At least, he was pretty sure that happened.
 
He looked down. He was dressed in the jeans and black tee he’d worn yesterday. That plus the strong sense there hadn’t been any women in the elevator last night meant he probably, maybe, hadn’t done anything he’d regret, other than sleeping on Hunter’s couch and apparently getting drunk with two of the New York Admirals. As long as he’d stayed off social media and hadn’t said anything stupid to or about Shane, he’d be okay.
 
Ilya patted his pockets. Wallet, keys… “You see my phone?” he asked.
 
Vaughn smiled again, something he seemed to do as easy as breathing. “Why, you need to call your husband again?” he asked.
 
Ilya’s heart rate shot up. “My… what?”
 
He heard a door open. Scott Hunter walked into the apartment, sweaty and a little out of breath. He wore a silver long-sleeved compression shirt and leggings under running shorts. He pulled his headphones out of his ears as he kicked off his sneakers, nodding to Vaughn as he did so. “Coffee?” Hunter asked.
 
“Of course, my husband,” Vaughn replied.
 
“Fuck off,” Hunter said with a laugh. “I thought we decided you’re my husband and I’m gonna retire to be your WAG.” He reached for the cup Vaughn handed him.
 
“No way, Scotty, you got that Captain salary. Gotta keep me in the lifestyle to which I’d like to be accustomed.”
 
“Mi casa is su casa, Vaughny,” Hunter said with a wide sweep of his arms. Which is when he noticed Ilya sitting upright on his leather couch, the smiling falling off his face. “Oh, hey man, you’re awake.”
 
“Awake?” Ilya asked, not completely sure. He rubbed his eyes. “I am dreaming?”
 
Hunter took a long drink of his coffee. Next to him, still shirtless and smiling, Vaughn did the same thing. “Any particular reason you think you’re dreaming, kid?” Hunter asked.
 
Ilya waved a hand at the other men. “You are married?”
 
They both laughed at that; Hunter snorted and shook his head, while Vaughn laughed out loud, a bright and uncomplicated sound. “Sure, kid, just like you and Hollander.”
 
Ilya’s jaw dropped open. “I, uh… what?” Yes, that was a coherent thing to say. Good job, Ilya.
 
“He’s not a morning person, baby,” Vaughn said, nudging Hunter’s shoulder.
 
“Yeah and you fucking let him drink too much,” Hunter said. “You gotta watch the rooks, Vaughny, they got no self preservation.”
 
“Yeah, yeah, mister the kid is Russian, it’s fine.” Vaughn did a good impression of Hunter’s deeper voice and more serious tone.
 
“I am confused,” Ilya said.
 
“No shit, kid.” Hunter shook his head. “You killed half a bottle of a very nice Russian imported vodka I have to go all the way across town to buy.”
 
“Yeah, you spent 30 minutes begging us to take care of Holly when he joins the Admirals, then you wouldn’t go to sleep until we called your hockey husband for you.” Vaughn smiled as if none of these were career-ending mistakes.
 
“My hockey husband?” Ilya asked. “That is, uh, Hollander?” Ilya felt sick in a way he couldn’t blame on the alcohol or his head injury. Like being nauseous, but in his chest. There was a weight too, in the bottom of his throat. He was too fucking stupid: he’d outed them both.
 
“We figured that out eventually,” Hunter said, putting his coffee mug down. Vaughn refilled it. “You wouldn’t let us take your shoes off until he told you it was okay. You spent five minutes speaking to him in Russian before you passed out on the couch.”
 
“But I tell you he is husband?” Ilya didn’t remember any of this, but he did have a vague sense that he’d reached for Shane and found him, somehow, last night. That he’d needed to touch something good before he could sleep.
 
“Hockey husband,” Vaughn clarified. “Refused to let us call him your ‘work wife’ because, and I quote, Hollander belongs on the ice. I will stay home to raise babies.” His Ilya impression wasn’t as good as the one he did of Hunter, but Americans always wanted to make him sound like a B-movie villain. Vaughn chuckled, shaking his head.
 
“Ah, yes, was joke,” Ilya said hopefully.
 
“Yeah man, no shit,” Vaughn said. “Fucking funny though, I doubt Holly’s gonna let you live this down for a while.” He turned, opening the door to Hunter’s refrigerator. “You gotta get actual food in here, Scotty.” He shut the door, looking instead at a stack of paper takeout menus stuck to the door with various magnets. “We need calories before practice.”
 
Hunter looked at Ilya for several seconds too long, before nudging Vaughn out of the way to pull one particular menu from the stack, handing it over.
 
“Beautiful,” Vaughn said. He turned back around to face Ilya. “Anything you don’t eat, Rozy?”
 
Ilya shook his head. “No, I am easy.” Then, because he was a masochist, “I say anything else?”
 
Hunter smiled, but it was too sharp, like he was about to press on a bruise. “Oh, you said a lot of things, Rozanov.”
 
“Yes, vodka, makes me say things I don’t mean,” Ilya said, as if that were enough explanation for his actions. “I say anything… bad?” Story of your life, Ilya thought suddenly, though he couldn't remember where he'd heard the phrase before, but the idea was true: all of Ilya's life could be distilled to the idea that he was either saying something he shouldn't have, or not saying something he desperately wanted to but knew would only make his life harder. His mouth and his heart were constantly betraying the man his father expected him to be. Twenty years of trying, and he still wasn't any fucking better at it.
 
The idea that he should stop trying to be what his father expected bloomed briefly but died just as quick, like a flower growing from a crack in the sidewalk crushed under too many boots. Ilya stretched his shoulder to feel the pain from that injury instead.
 
“You know way more about American history than I expected,” Vaughn said after a moment, as if he'd had to think about his answer, then grabbed a phone off the counter and dialed. He placed an order for a breakfast delivery; the other men stayed quiet while Vaughn spoke but Hunter kept staring at Ilya.
 
As if he knew something.
 
Ilya remembered Vegas. Remembered that really, Hunter already knew more than he should.
 
Too much, too much. “Okay, I need phone,” Ilya said. He put out his hand and made a grabby motion, as if that would make his phone materialize in his hand. Hunter ignored him. It works when Sveta does it, Ilya thought, a little annoyed that it didn’t seem to be working for him.
 
Vaughn wrapped up his call. Hunter nudged him. “Right, your phone,” Vaughn said, pulling open a drawer in the kitchen island. “Catch,” he called out, just before he tossed it gently toward Ilya, who grabbed it out of the air with one hand.
 
“He is going to kill me,” Ilya groaned before flopping backwards onto the couch, not emotionally prepared to open his messages yet.
 
“Which one?” Hunter asked.
 
“I called more than Hollander?” Ilya asked without getting up. Somewhere in the kitchen, Vaughn laughed.
 
“Oh yeah, you had all your husbands on speed dial last night,” Vaughn said.
 
“Epic pulls, kid,” Hunter added, grinning as he leaned over the kitchen island, one hand on his ankle as he stretched out the muscles in his leg. “All right, I gotta shower before Marleau shows up. Just buzz up breakfast when it gets here.”
 
Vaughn gave Hunter a salute as he walked into the living room and settled into an armchair. Hunter walked down the hallway, disappearing into a back room.
 
“Did he say Marly is coming to New York?” Ilya asked.
 
“Yep,” Vaughn replied, popping the p. “Marleau decided you needed adult supervision.” Vaughn checked his watch. “Should be here by the time breakfast is actually. He texted earlier, his flight got in on time.”
 
“I do not need an adult,” Ilya mumbled.
 
“Kid, you’re twenty years old,” Vaughn replied. “You definitely need an adult.”
 
Ilya moved through the rest of the morning trying not to throw up. Breakfast arrived while he was taking his turn in Hunter’s guest bathroom, showering quickly then getting dressed in the same clothes, rather than walk out half-naked like he would have if he were anywhere else but in an Admiral’s apartment, with two men from an opposing team who knew things Ilya couldn’t remember. Marly showed up as Ilya was making a plate for himself from the spread on the counter; he nodded at Ilya and greeted the others, but there was something on his face Ilya assumed was disappointment.
 
He felt like a child, standing off the side trying not to draw too much attention, while the older men talked among themselves. As if Ilya was once again the problem son, waiting for either punishment or a chance to escape.
 
The only thing keeping food inside his stomach was a text sent after Ilya had drunkenly spoke Russian at him before passing out on Hunter’s couch:
 
Jane: я тебя люблю, я тебя люблю, я тебя люблю
 
I love you, I love you, I love you. Ilya kept Shane’s love in his pocket, where no one else could see it.
 
He smiled and nodded as the others made plans: an early afternoon practice skate for the Admirals, two tickets in Hunter’s section for him and Marly to watch the game, and after, drinks with Shane (along with whoever else from the Metros wanted to join them). In the middle of that, he and Marly would find a hotel nearby. Ilya had just shrugged and said, “Okay,” when Vaughn asked if he’d be up for it all.
 
He’d agree to anything that let him see Shane tonight, even if it meant keeping his boyfriend at arm’s length in public. After tonight, their joint calendar said they wouldn’t be in the same place again until sometime in April. Just thinking about that again made the lump in Ilya’s throat bigger. He regretted the fight they’d had the other night. He regretted that before the drive to New York, they’d only had time to trade blowjobs – quick, dirty, incredibly fucking hot – instead of being able to slowly take Shane apart in bed the way he loved to do. It was his fault.
 
He kept messing things up with Shane and it was always his fault.
 
Ilya hadn’t fucked Shane since the day after the All-Star game: 30 days ago. He hadn’t made Shane come for him since yesterday: 1 day ago. He hadn’t gotten a kiss since yesterday either.
 
And now it will be another six weeks or so before you get to do any of it again.
 
The nausea spread across Ilya’s shoulders, a pressure, no, a weight he carried like a hockey stick held across his back. He mumbled an apology as he ran back to the bathroom.
 
“You okay?” Marly asked quietly after Ilya had cleaned his face, brushed his teeth with a one of the spares Hunter kept in there, and walked slowly back into the kitchen.
 
“Yes,” Ilya lied, bumping shoulders with his friend. “Is too much drinking maybe. Also maybe little bit concussion.”
 
“I’ll help drive on the way back,” Marly said.
 
“Fuck no,” Ilya snapped back, trying for a laugh. “Car is one of two things you are never getting your hands on.”
 
“Yeah, what’s the other one?” Hunter asked.
 
My Shane, Ilya thought. “My dick,” he said out loud, elbowing Marly.
 
“Still straight, dude,” his friend said with a laugh.
 
“Ah, good, I tell Sveta, maybe she take pity on you, since you cannot have me.”
 
He caught the beginning of a small smile on Marly’s lips before it was hidden behind a coffee cup. “Lana knows,” he said, once he put the cup back down.
 
“Lana?” Ilya asked, suddenly annoyed that his two best friends were, what? Getting to know each other without him? “What the fuck is a Lana?”
 
“You know, short for Svetlana.” Marleau was looking at him now. All three of the other men were, actually.
 
Ilya shrugged. “No, I do not know this. There is Svetlana, Sveta, Svet, Svetik... No Lana.” Lana sounded like someone Marly didn’t need Ilya in his life to know. Cliff and Lana could exist outside of him, away from him. Cliff and Lana might continue after Shane was gone. Without the three of them, Ilya would go back to being alone.
 
“That your girlfriend?” Hunter asked.
 
“No,” Cliff and Ilya said at the same time. Ilya crossed his arms in front of his chest, but it didn’t make him feel any better.
 
“Promise me our love won’t sour like that, baby,” Vaughy said with a laugh, taking Hunter’s empty plate from him.
 
It was amazing what straight men got away with.
 
Luckily it was the middle of the week in February with a storm on the forecast for the weekend, so it only took a few calls for Ilya to find two rooms at a hotel a block away from Shane’s. Cliff was uncharacteristically quiet on the drive over, saying almost nothing when Ilya tossed the keys to a valet, or when Ilya paid for their rooms, though he did sign the paperwork because Ilya was too young to purchase a hotel room in the US.
 
“Make millions, break bones, ruin body for sport, but oh no the Russian boy wants to rent a bed,” Ilya mumbled in the hotel elevator as they rode up to the 9th floor.
 
Cliff grunted in response.
 
Ilya expected the other man to peel off when they got to his room but he followed Ilya into his instead. They dropped their bags on the floor; Cliff settled into the only chair.
 
“What?” Ilya said, sharper than he meant to.
 
Cliff shrugged. “You tell me, man.”
 
Ilya stood in a hotel room achingly close to the one currently housing his boyfriend, in a city neither of them lived in or played for, feeling a great number of things so deeply his skin didn’t understand that it belonged on his body anymore, because how could skin hold in everything Ilya’s brain and heart and blood were struggling to understand about himself? How could be possibly explain in English that he was in love with the greatest person to have ever lived, he was more in love now than he had ever been, and it just kept getting worse. It didn’t make any sense but the love didn’t reach a point where it settled, where it was known, where Ilya could get used to and maybe stop being surprised that it existed in every pore of his bones. The way he felt just kept getting... more. He woke up every fucking day wanting, and the wanting was incessant, and the more he got of Shane the more he wanted, over and over, until he couldn’t breathe with how much he wanted someone he actually already had.
 
Shane was his. Ilya knew that because he’d had months to learn this very simple fact that never once felt simple at all. He wanted to lick every inch of Shane’s skin, he wanted to wake up beside him every morning and get on the ice with him every afternoon, he wanted to carry Shane with him whenever they had to be apart, he wanted to crack Shane’s ribs open and crawl inside to live there, next to Shane’s beating heart, for the rest of their lives. He wanted, desperately and terrifyingly. The having seemed more possible than ever, but the closer he got to it the more devastatingly inevitable it would be when Ilya fucked it all up.
 
Ilya was 20 years old and half a sentence away from asking Shane Hollander to marry him, knowing Shane would say yes with a smile on his face, immediately ruining his own life in the process.
 
He stood there, in this room, facing the man who’d been his first American friend, choosing to do the one thing that made sense in that moment: he lied.
 
“Nothing,” Ilya said with a shrug. “I am fine.”
 
“Nothing,” Cliff repeated. “Right.”
 
Ilya rubbed the back of his neck with one hand.
 
Cliff kept looking at him. Silently. Patient. Waiting.
 
“I think I am dying,” Ilya said next, as if that was the most obvious and only thing to say.
 
“Okay,” Cliff said.
 
“Great, good talk,” Ilya replied, and sat down on the end of the bed.
 
Cliff waited. Ilya was starting to be annoyed at how easily the big man just… did that. Sat still. Kept his mouth shut. Didn’t lose interest or move on. He simply was, until Ilya was ready.
 
“So, you and Lana…” Ilya started to say instead.
 
“Nope.”
 
Okay. He tried something else. “You think the Admirals will -”
 
“No,” Cliff interrupted.
 
Ilya sighed. “Where do you want to get lunch?”
 
There was a solid ten seconds where Ilya thought his friend was actually considering their culinary options. Then he opened his mouth. “Dying like… how?” Cliff asked instead.
 
“Fuck you,” Ilya shot back.
 
“Is it like, physical you think? Metaphorical?”
 
Ilya shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “I don’t like you anymore.”
 
“Yeah, you do,” Cliff replied, as solid as ever. “Just to like, move this conversation along, do you mind if I assume this is about Hollander?”
 
Ilya nodded.
 
“Cool. Great. Glad we settled that. Did you do something stupid, or are you planning to do something stupid?”
 
“Why not ask what Hollander did?” Ilya threw his hands up in the air. “Maybe I am victim here!”
 
“Are you?”
 
Ilya pressed his lips together and looked away from Cliff’s idiot face. “No,” he said quietly.
 
“Awesome. What’d you do?”
 
“Nothing.”
 
“Okay, so what are you thinking about doing?”
 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Ilya’s hand, the one he was looking at, the one that rested against the bed cover, started to trace shapeless patterns in the surface of the fabric.
 
“Yeah, brother, I can see that.” Cliff took long breath, letting it flow in and back out again. Without meaning to, Ilya copied him. It helped, a little. “Let me ask this: are you planning to do something that will hurt you both because you’re scared, or are you hoping to do something that will make you both happy but you don’t want to do it because you’re scared?”
 
“I am not scared,” Ilya said.
 
There was a noise, then the bed dipped as Cliff sat next to him. One of Marly’s big arms wrapped around Ilya’s shoulder, pulling him close.
 
Ilya let it happen.
 
“If you’re going to be scared either way, choose the thing where you might get to be happy,” Cliff said.
 
“How did you get to be smart, Marly?” Ilya asked, a little surprised that he actually meant it.
 
The other man laughed. Ilya could feel the rumble of it through the side of his chest. “By being very fucking dumb,” Marly said. “I’ve got a few years on you man, and those years are full of me making the stupidest decisions possible.”
 
“You seem okay,” Ilya said, looking at the floor.
 
“Yeah, but I’m not in love,” Cliff said. “And these days, no one is in love with me. Maybe I don’t want to see you fuck up something most of us don’t have.”
 
“There’s so much.” Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose. He switched to Russian, the words coming out fast: “My family, his family, the league, hockey, Marly I can’t destroy this for him but he will let me, god knows he will let me and he’ll lose everything and I am not worth that, he loves hockey more than anything, more than I do, and without the team I go back to Russia, and if that happens they will find my body before three months are up, do you understand me? I will fucking die without him and that might be the best thing for Shane and that kills me too.”
 
Ilya knew there was no way Marly understood any of that, but relaxed a little more when he squeezed Ilya’s shoulders anyway.
 
“I’m thinking Korean Barbecue,” the other man said a moment later. “We’re two blocks from K-Town, we can walk. You will think about what I said and choose the happy option. Deal?”
 
Ilya laughed at the suddent shift, then rubbed his eyes. “I agree to eat.” He nodded, gesturing toward the door. “Давай.” All right. Yes. Let’s go.
 
For a few hours, Ilya let himself be dragged through a six block radius from their hotel. Cliff Marleau, Ilya had discovered his first year on the team, was delighted to be a tourist whenever he got the chance. This meant that on several away games a year, the ones where they had time between a morning practice and an evening game, Marly would drag Ilya and whoever else replied to the team’s group chat out to whatever seemed interesting within a mile of their hotel. He insisted on stopping every fifty feet to check out something new. Ilya pretended not to be as charmed about it as he really was.
 
Connors was always happy when these impromptu tours involved soup. Everyone had at least one thing they were weirdly obsessed with, right? Soup, shop windows, Shane Hollander.
 
In New York, Marly pointed out the glazed ducks hanging in a window, lit up from a red neon sign nearby. He looked through racks of postcards outside of bodegas, and carefully ran his big hands over fake handbags, showing far too many teeth when he smiled wide at the tiny aunties who insisted the bags were made in China at the same factories the fashion houses used – same bag, so little price, good for your girlfriend yes? Ilya snapped photos of everything, because he was always the one to document their trips. It worked for them: Marly decided where they would go so Ilya could tell himself he was simply being dragged along for the ride, and Ilya took pictures on his phone so he could stand a little further back while his friend spoke to people in clear English sentences, no accent. No one needed to know the parts of the conversation Ilya didn’t understand, or see how much he loved every minute of these adventures.
 
He wondered what it would be like to have Shane with him instead. To see which places caught Shane’s eye, or which ones he’d need to investigate more thoroughly. Would Shane buy local snacks and force Ilya to take a bite, the way Marly did? Would he grab Ilya’s hand to pull him down an alley to a side entrance for a hole-in-the-wall place Ilya hadn’t noticed, the way Sveta did sometimes when they hung out together?
 
Would Shane let Ilya crowd him up against an alley wall and kiss him when he thought no one else was looking? And why did the idea of kissing Shane in public – not where anyone could see, but maybe there was a possibility of being seen – make a warm heat build in his hips?
 
What would Ilya give to love his man out in the world, instead of in hotel rooms and apartments with the curtains closed?
 
Eventually Marly clapped his hand on Ilya’s shoulder and got them headed to the Garden in time for the game. Picking up the tickets at will call was quick; so was waiting in line at the VIP entrance, only long enough to get wanded and endure a very cursory search. They made it inside without anyone realizing who they were, or at least if they did, no one asked for an autograph or a selfie.
 
Ilya’s phone buzzed while it was still in his hand. Полковник, the screen said. The Colonel. His father.
 
No, not now.
 
He declined the call and put the phone in his pocket. The smile Ilya forced onto his face when Marly looked his way was almost real. The cut at the back of his head throbbed, reminding Ilya that technically none of what he’d done in the previous 36 hours counted as rest.
 
There is too much, too fast, too many things happening all at the same time.
 
“You have to do it,” his friend said as they stood in line at the merch booth, considering their options.
 
“Fuck you,” Ilya replied. “No. Nyet. Never.”
 
“Aww come on,” Marly crooned, “Hunter will fucking die if you wear his.”
 
Ilya considered, briefly, whether getting rid of the dinosaur forever was worth putting on the man’s jersey. “No,” he said again. “Only Hollander’s name on my back.”
 
“Real romantic brother but you gotta pick an Admirals jersey unless you got another one in your pocket I don’t know about.”
 
“I will wear Hollander jersey when he is traded to Admirals,” Ilya replied. He crossed his arms.
 
“You really think that’s gonna happen?” Marly was frowning a little now, as if he hadn’t considered it until that moment.
 
Ilya shrugged. “Yes, I think, probably,” he said. “Buffalo does not deserve him, and there are only few places he can go.” He didn’t mention Boston, already aching enough for one night. “He does not have much say but enough to not go to California.”
 
Because fuck that giant fucking fish head that tried to steal his boyfriend, even if he didn’t know for sure that San Jose had actually made a play for Shane. It was the thought that counted.
 
“Shit,” Marly said, “Guess we gotta make nice with them in that case.” They reached the front of the line. The man behind the counter squinted his eyes, clearly trying to figure out if he should recognize them. “Give me a Hunter in an XL and uh, you want Vaughn’s?”
 
“Yes, okay, is less embarrassing option,” Ilya said. “XL for me also, and I pay.” Several hundred dollars later, they had taken their jackets off, pulled the jerseys on over their shirts, asking a nearby woman to snap a picture of their backs on each of their phones. Marly immediately sent his photo to the Raiders group chat.
 
Ilya sent his to Shane.
 
Lily: dress to impress dinosaur and friend
Jane: will you be mad when we beat them tonight?
Lily: fuck no please score many beautiful goals
Jane: yes sir
 
Ilya very politely reminded his dick that now was not the time to think about Shane calling him sir.
 
They managed almost five minutes in the line for concessions before people started to notice that two of the Boston Raiders were at a game in New York when their team wasn’t playing, wearing officially licensed Admirals jerseys.
 
The things I do for my Shane, Ilya thought.
 
He didn’t remember what he’d said to Hunter and Vaughn about Shane last night, but he had a fleeting memory of asking them to take care of him, once the trade was announced. Losing him to the Admirals was going to be hard enough. He’d do whatever he could to make it easier for Shane to transfer there, and, hopefully, that would make it easier for them to keep going the way they had been. Still far apart, but making it work.
 
For that, he’d have even worn Hunter’s jersey if he had to.
 
Once they were seated, Ilya was struck with the thought that the view was different here, looking down at the ice, but also by the fact that somehow he kept forgetting. When he was playing, he was focused: finding the puck, analyzing his routes, completing the pass, dodging blockers or catching sight of a heavy body hurtling toward him in time to get the puck off his stick and fold his body into a position that would take less damage. When they played against Montreal, Ilya kept all of those things in mind but more: the warmth, like sunshine on his skin, of knowing Shane was there with him. He played harder, faster, better when Shane was on his ice. A smile caught the corner of his lips before he could stop himself.
 
Fuck it, what did it matter if anyone saw him smile tonight? He was at a hockey game with one of his best friends, as a spectator. No one could possibly know his lips belonged to the Metros’ second line center.
 
When the arena camera found them in the Admiral’s family section, Ilya stood, pulling Marly up with him. Both men raised their arms to wave, showing off their jerseys. The crowd responded with a mix of boos and cheers, but no one cared that Ilya waved down to the players stretching on the ice beyond assuming he was waving at Hunter just to piss him off before the game started. Which, sure, that was definitely part of it.
 
But he also saw the way Hollander put his hand on his chest for five seconds, tapping once right over his heart. Didn’t matter that he wasn’t looking up in the stands when he did it. Didn’t matter that he couldn’t risk anything more, not when he was surrounded by his teammates and a dozen cameras.
 
Ilya saw, and his heart soared.
 
Then the buzzer sounded, Hunter lined up to take the face-off against the Metros’ captain, and the puck dropped.
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      Chapter 29: Will you let me take care of you?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Cliff and Ilya watch Shane spend too much time on the ice, then players from all three teams meet at a club for drinks. Ilya tries to place nice with the other Metros; Shane’s friends poke at wounds they don’t know exist, while Shane defends his boyfriend a little too hard. Hunter does something less private than it should be. Ilya struggles to make sense of his own desires. Shane puts Ilya on his knees, against a chair, on the bed... After, Ilya makes a decision about his relationship and the kind of man he wants to be.

Ilya has a lot of thoughts in this one.

Very NSFW in the second half
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  Feb 29, 2012 – the rest of the same night
 
The game was thrilling to watch for about eight minutes into the first period. Ilya forgets, when he’s down there on the ice, what it’s like to sit up in the stands watching it all happen. There’s a perspective to sitting in with the crowd, watching everything live, that’s lost even when reviewing tape after a game. Even when watching a broadcast with commentary and multiple angles.
 
On a screen, it’s a fast paced sport you’re comfortably removed from, where you’re trying to keep an eye on the five things happening at once, the same way your brain tries to process everything happening in a video game. You’re not really at risk, but your brain only sort of knows that for sure, so you get a taste of the adrenaline. There’s a little bit of ownership, of being able to say my team or my player did whatever just happened. But there’s distance too. Watching hockey on a screen is safe.
 
Playing hockey is like dodging traffic on a busy highway: you see everything whizzing past with speed and the certain knowledge that at least one of those trucks is actively driving toward you as you try to sprint across to the other side. It’s nowhere near safe, but at least you know that if you keep your eyes on the men around you – not the puck itself, but the movement around the puck – you’ll survive this. People watching might cheer your name. You might even get through the night feeling like you’re finally alive.
 
Watching hockey live is watching a gladiator match at the moment the men with swords realize the emperor has opened a heavy wooden gate to unleash a beast with teeth and claws. In that scenario, Shane Hollander isn’t another fighter. He’s the fucking lion.
 
Ilya spent the first eight minutes of the game wanting to scream Hollander’s name every second he was on the ice. He took the first shift instead of their captain, won the first face off against old man Hunter (even though, technically, Shane was their second line center, meaning he should come out after their first line had already played), and nailed a long drive into the left pocket of the net before the Admirals could stop him.
 
Admirals 0 – Montreal 1, two minutes into the game.
 
After a goal like that, your coach rotates you out. First line guys get replaced by second line, and after they play for a minute or two, third line guys take their place. Hockey is a fast-paced, brutal sport. Unless the puck is actively in play, the average shift time for an MLH player is less than a minute long. Your intensity starts to drop after 45 seconds. After two minutes, you need water and chance to rest your legs before you even think about going out again.
 
The Metros coach kept sending Shane back out. After eight minutes, Ilya realized his boyfriend had played through 4 shifts. He’d skated, at the same intensity Shane always had out there, for almost 6 minutes.
 
“Yeah, I see it,” Marly said next to him.
 
Ilya hadn’t realized he’d spoken out loud. He was watching Shane on the bench, head tilted back to drink from a water bottle, while one of the assistant coaches stood there with a clipboard and an opinion. “They will keep him off the rest of the period, I think,” Ilya said. “Stupid to burn him out too early.”
 
The Admirals scored while Shane was out, a goal from Hunter off a crossover assist from Vaughn that was sure to make the post-game recaps. Ten minutes into the period, Shane went back out again.
 
“What the hell are you doing?” Ilya yelled in Russian.
 
By the end of the first, Shane was on the ice for twelve of the twenty minutes. The Admirals had scored again, making the game 2-1. Shane had been shoved into the boards three separate times.
 
“It’ll be better next period,” Marly said hopefully.
 
The second period wasn’t better. Shane managed a sweeping goal off an assist from Pike, earning himself a break on the bench, but Wagner wrangled a turnover and got the Admirals their third goal a few minutes later. As soon as the puck hit the back of the net, Shane was on his feet again.
 
He played through three shifts in a row, sat for one, then went back out again. Shane was the last person off the ice at the end of the second period, moving slower than Ilya’s ever seen him move during a game.
 
“Is their whole strategy ‘get the puck to Hollander and hope he scores’?” Marly asked. “Cause it’s not working and it might kill him.”
 
Ilya shook his head. “I do not know,” he said quietly. He wanted to text Shane during the break but didn’t want to be a distraction. He wanted to storm their locker room and drag Shane out by the back of his jersey, force him into a hot shower and a soft bed, then stand guard against the door so no one from this awful team could steal him back.
 
At the start of the third, Montreal’s coach waved Shane back onto the ice.
 
“No!” Ilya said as he grabbed the armrests and leaned forward, the word slipping through his lips against his will.
 
Shane went without complaint but Pike hung back, disagreeing with Desjardins about the choice. He finally skated out just as Hunter said something to the ref closest to center ice. Rather than take his position though he skated over and paused at Shane’s side. Hunter leaned over to say something; Shane nodded once. The Admirals’ captain skated over to his coach, leaning across the boards to have a discussion that involved his coach shaking his head before he raised a hand and waved another ref over.
 
The ref’s whistle blew – 30 second time out.
 
Ilya breathed a sigh of relief as Hollander skated slowly back to his own bench with Pike right behind him. “Murdock is a good coach,” he said. He didn’t know the man well, just knew he used to be a great center, back in the day. He was also, Ilya knew, one of the only black coaches in the league.
 
“This is a fucking shitshow, man,” Marly growled. “What the fuck.” It wasn’t a question.
 
The Metros’ coach must have thought better of it, because he left Shane on the bench when play resumed. They managed to get through the rest of the period with Shane only playing three shifts, all the usual length, but it took Boiziau visibly getting into it with Desjardins to keep him from sending Shane out again right after his third turn on the ice ended without a goal.
 
“Does he really only have two guys willing to stand up for him?” Marly asked.
 
Ilya shrugged angrily. “I do not know!” He threw his hands in the air, then sighed, trying to settle himself down. “Promise me we never let our guys do this.”
 
“Never, man,” his friend agreed. “Hunter tried to do something about it though,” he added.
 
“Can be good guy and also ancient fuck who needs to get off the ice,” Ilya said, rolling in eyes. “Not uh… exclusive.”
 
“Your beef with him is so weird,” Marly replied.
 
“He knows what he did,” Ilya snapped back, only pouting a little bit.
 
The Admirals scored another goal, an incredible straight drive from Huff that went straight into the back of the net. They won, 4 to 2, with the crowd cheering so loud the sound of the final buzzer was completely drowned out by screaming voices and stomping feet.
 
Ilya watched Shane skate back to the bench with his shoulders bowed. It wouldn’t matter that he’d spent more than half the game on the ice, far more than any other player on either team. It wouldn’t matter that he’d scored the only two goals the Metros got tonight. The ache in Ilya’s chest knew Shane would blame himself anyway. As the crowd started to bleed out of the stands, he and Marly were escorted to the tunnel outside the home team’s locker room to wait for Hunter and Vaughn to shower. They waved off a few reporters looking for a quote, but signed autographs for arena staff who happen to walk by. In between Ilya tried to reply to a text conversation with Shane without anyone noticing.
 
Jane: what club?
Lily: you need sleep
Jane: need to see you
Lily: pls rest
Jane: miss me?
Lily: always but love you too
Jane: don’t make me beg
Jane: just wanna be with you
 
And Ilya, who loved to hear Shane beg for his cock, for his tongue, for his hands on Shane’s skin, would never make him beg for time together, even if it meant they’d both have to sit in a crowded room pretending they weren’t dying at being five feet apart. He sent the address for the club.
 
It took a couple of cabs to get to the place Hunter picked out; Vaughn, Marly, and Ilya in the backseat of one, Hunter and two of other Admirals in the other. Their teammates went in right away, skipping the line, but Hunter and Vaughn waited outside for Shane, who showed up a few minutes later with his own liney Pike and their d-man Boiziau.
 
He wasn’t thrilled to see them but Ilya would put aside his Metros hate for the night for the only two players on Shane’s team who seemed to give a fuck if he was getting killed on the ice. Shane gave a tired half-smile when he saw who was waiting for him, but his friends stopped short and tried to pull him back.
 
“No way, man,” Boiziau said, one hand on Shane’s arm. He was – along with Marly – one of the tallest of the guys in their group, and dark skinned like Vaughn though they had different faces; Vaughn, Shane, and Ilya were all about the same height. Ilya could admit that Hunter was a little taller than them (shorter than Marly though) but Hayden Pike was much shorter than anyone else and that pleased Ilya in a way he probably shouldn’t mention to Shane.
 
He was still not convinced Hayden never looked at Shane the way Ilya did, no matter how often his boyfriend insisted his “best friend on the team” was completely straight.
 
“Can we not tonight, J.J.?” Shane was saying. “We’re all friends here.”
 
Boiziau said something in French, and Shane responded in the same language, clearly annoyed. No, not Boiziau, J.J. Ilya was going to make an effort tonight.
 
“We just don’t want him making anything worse for you,” Hayden said, putting himself between Shane and the rest of the guys.
 
“Can we take this inside?” Vaughn called out. “Cold out here.” Next to him, Hunter rubbed his hands together as if he was trying to warm up, but didn’t speak.
 
“Thanks for the invite guys but we didn’t sign up to deal with this asshole all night,” J.J. said, pointing at Ilya.
 
“Would you shut the fuck up?” Shane said softly. “Rozanov isn’t gonna do shit to me. Let’s get a drink, okay?”
 
“You know Rozy’s his boy!” Vaughn said with a wide grin. “Holly’s got nothing to worry about.”
 
“Yes, yes, I am very nice man,” Ilya said. “I buy round, okay? Good?” He waved his hand toward the door, hoping to speed things along. The other Metros grumbled while Shane rolled his eyes, but followed him into the club. Ilya saw Hunter shake hands with the bouncer; he assumed money changed hands because no one asked for the ID he knew would show that he and Shane were legally too young to be admitted.
 
Coats were checked at the little room near the door, then Vaughn led them upstairs to a mezzanine level with big tables that overlooked the dance floor. The important things got pointed out: bathrooms down the hall, a bar up on this level – smaller than the one downstairs, but still big enough – and the other Admirals who were visible down in the crowd of dancers. Ilya bought drinks; Shane followed him to help carry everything back.
 
“You okay?” Shane asked as soon as they got to the bar. “I know it’s weird being out like -” he paused, looking around to be sure they were alone. “Like this. Here. But you can talk to me.”
 
Ilya’s smile was small and tight. “Head is very loud today,” he said softly. “More worried about you.”
 
“I’m fine,” Shane said. Then Hayden showed up, throwing an arm around Shane’s shoulder, so Ilya flagged down their bartender instead of saying anything more.
 
Fine was still the worst word in the English language.
 
Back at the table, the other guys made small talk while Ilya ignored the sharp little comments Shane’s friends threw in his direction. He was being good tonight. He could smile and charm and win these fuckers over. But then the talk turned to women and Hayden Pike was being so damn smug about his new wife and the baby they had on the way. You will never have this, the voice in his head said. Ilya tried to ignore the jealousy writhing in his belly at how easy it was for Pike to have a life of words said out loud. Kissing in public. A wedding, surrounded by family and friends.
 
He turned his face away to stare at the dance floor below them instead.
 
“Shane, you gotta let me set you up again,” Pike was saying when Ilya realized the conversation hadn’t stopped. “We could raise our kids together.”
 
“Thanks, Hayd, but I’m not getting a random girl pregnant just so your kid doesn’t get lonely.” Shane was laughing about it.
 
His Shane, laughing about getting a girl pregnant. A girl he could take home to his team and his family. Ilya’s heart beat faster. “Hollander has too many years of good hockey left,” he said before he could stop himself. “Maybe is okay for you, hockey is just a hobby, yes?”
 
“Please, you’re just jealous I found the love of my life at 21 and already locked her down.” Pike was grinning like a child who thinks he’s won a game.
 
I met mine at 17, Ilya wanted to say. He didn’t. What he chose instead might have been worse. “If I had pretty spouse, they wouldn’t be sitting on another man’s lap,” Ilya said, “and I wouldn’t post a fucking picture about it online if they were.”
 
“I explained,” Shane started to say, but Pike interrupted him.
 
“What, are you stalking my Twitter page?”
 
Ilya snorted. “You post like old man,” he said. “No tags, all emojis. Probably have old man hands. Why you could not catch beautiful lady Pike when she falls.” He knew as soon as he said it, this was not his best chirp.
 
“Don’t you need to go pick out tonight’s hookup and leave us alone? I’m surprised you’re still sitting here.” Pike crossed his arms as if that made him more imposing. “At least I have someone who loves me.”
 
“C’mon man,” Marly said. “Too far.”
 
Ilya smirked then, because that’s what he always did right before someone hit the floor. But Shane got there first.
 
“What the fuck, Hayden?” Shane’s jaw was tight; the hand he’d had on his ginger ale was now clenched into a fist, though he kept it pressed against the table. Ilya suddenly realized his boyfriend wasn’t just tired from the game but too tired to hold himself back. Tired, angry Shane said things he regretted later. Ilya could fix that if they were alone. Angry Shane in public wasn’t going to make the same choices that Canada’s Golden Boy would. That thought cooled the hurt in Ilya’s chest into something protective instead.
 
Pike looked surprised. “Everyone knows he’s a whore, Shane, what do you care?”
 
“Is okay, Hollander,” Ilya tried to say but Shane wasn’t looking at him.
 
“No, it’s fucking not okay,” Shane said, still staring at his friend. “You judge him because he did normal 19 year old shit that most of the guys in the league are constantly doing, only when he did it, it ended up online. Have you even seen anything about him hooking up since last year?”
 
“Hollander,” Ilya tried again, making his voice low and warning. He wanted to reach out, touch Shane’s arm, but other people would see.
 
“Holly has a point,” Vaughn said before raising his beer to his lips.
 
“You know he’s still screwing anything that moves,” Pike tried to say, but Shane shook his head.
 
“I know for a fact he’s not, but even if he was, that doesn’t make him worse than guys on our own fucking team.” Shane sighed, obviously trying to lower the temperature of the conversation. “You know the shit they talk about in our locker room.” He looked at Cliff then. “Does Rozanov talk about cheating on his wife in your room? Does he let your guys talk about their Asian fetish? Or which players must be cocksuckers?”
 
Hunter leaned back in his chair a little, watching.
 
Marly shook his head immediately. “Roz wouldn’t stand for that shit.”
 
“Right,” Shane said, looking back at Pike. “So be pissed at Rozanov for what he says on the ice or the fact that he’s the best player out there right now, but I’m real fucking tired of you guys harping about my friend because his dick works.”
 
Ilya bit his lip and tried very hard not to ask Shane to marry him right here at this table.
 
“Nice one, rook,” Hunter said.
 
The table was quiet for a moment. Then Boiziau asked, “How do you know it’s a fact?”
 
Shane’s eyes went wide. “What?” he asked, the word coming out shaky.
 
“How do you know,” Boiziau repeated, “for a fact, that Rozanov isn’t fucking around?”
 
The tips of Shane’s ears went pink.
 
“I complain about it,” Marly said easily. “It’s annoying.” As if it were old news, instead of a lie he was inventing in real time.
 
“You complain about it?” Boiziau asked, looking at the other Raider now.




“Yep,” Marly said. He clapped a hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “This guy used to be the best wing man, but he got tired of the scene and now I have to fend for myself. Fucking tragedy.”
 
“Ah yes, I am sorry Marly, I am boring now,” but Ilya was grinning when he said it. “I go home early to read books about hockey history.” Someone, probably Shane, kicked him under the table.
 
“And Marleau complains to you about this?” Boiziau asked Shane.
 
Shane nodded quickly. “Uh huh. Yeah.” He pressed his lips together. “We, uh, text.”
 
“You text more than one Boston Raider?” Boiziau said. He said something in French then that did not sound happy.
 
Ilya rolled his eyes. “We all talk to each other,” he said. “Watch.” He opened his phone, chose a contact from the list, and hit the green talk button.
 
Pike’s phone started to ring. He picked it up, his eyes turning into saucers when he realized everyone else could see Ilya’s name on the screen. “I can explain this,” he said, declining the call.
 
“You too?” Boiziau threw his hands in the air as the other guys laughed, breaking the tension of the moment.
 
Shane had a small smile on his face, but he looked at Ilya with a curiosity that hadn’t been there the moment before. Ilya shook his head just a little. Will tell you later, he thought, hoping Shane could somehow hear it.
 
“Okay but he’s not the best player,” Boiziau tried. “You are the best, Hollander. You will be capitaine next year if you decide to stay.”
 
“Hunter is better than him too,” Pike said, nudging Shane gently. “Right?”
 
“Please don’t make me go over the stats with you again,” Shane sighed.
 
“No, is true,” Ilya said, “Hunter is very good player for his age. Probably number one in senior citizen division.”
 
“Fuck you too, kid,” Hunter growled as he stood and left the table, but there was no heat in it. Ilya watched him head toward the bar.
 
Ilya’s phone started to buzz, then kept going, over and over. He saw the notifications were all from his brother so he put it away without reading them. His moment of feeling better after Marly stepped in to lighten the mood disappeared under the swirl of all the things he didn’t want to think about, not here. His family, Shane’s impending trade that loomed over everything, the way his boyfriend had defended him as naturally as breathing but had very nearly accidentally outed them at the same time, the feeling of being madly in love but nowhere near good enough at the same time, these idiot Metros with their stupid wives and girlfriends they could take out in public, dance with at a club, press up against a brick wall in an alleyway and kiss senseless in a way he would never be able to do with Shane.
 
It’s too much. Everything at once. It needs to stop.
 
He had to stop this terrible fucking fantasy of marrying Shane Hollander. It was never going to happen and every time he imagined it he was breaking his own heart.
 
Fuck I can’t breathe.
 
He pressed his hand to his chest as he tried to slow his lungs while he still could.
 
Something needs to stop.
 
The others were looking at him. Ilya moved his hand to his thigh. “Brother,” he announced, forcing himself to act casual. “Is nothing.”
 
“Your brother’s here or in Russia?” Vaughn asked.
 
Always so fucking polite, he could almost be Canadian. “There. We are not close.” Ilya downed the rest of his beer, looking for an excuse to not say anything more. “I only see him when I go back.” And the minute I can stop, I will.
 
“When do you go back to Russia?” Pike asked. Before Ilya could reply he added, “Any chance it can be now?”
 
“Hayd, Jesus,” Shane snapped. “You can’t just say shit like that.”
 
“Tell me you seriously don’t think about a cup run without this asshole blocking us?” J.J. asked.
 
Vaughn leaned forward, all smiles. “If you can’t win without taking Rozy out, you’re not beating us either.”
 
“At least you’re not a dick when you win, man,” J.J. said with a sigh. “This fucker never shuts up.”
 
“Nothing is worth sending him back there,” Shane said firmly, ignoring the conversation with Vaughn entirely. “It’s so fucked up. You don’t know what -”
 
“Hollander,” Ilya interrupted, his voice firm this time. “Maybe we leave Russia to people who have been there, yes?” He set his empty beer bottle on the table with a loud thunk.
 
Shane closed his mouth as his ears turned pink again. He looked down at the table.
 
Ilya sighed. “I need drink,” he said as he stood up. He knew what it must look like, could practically feel Shane’s embarrassment radiating off of his skin, but he need an excuse to get away so he could pull out his phone with his back turned to the group.
 
Lily: cannot say things only boyfriend would know
Lily: jj already watching you pls forgive me
 
He hoped his message would be enough. He ordered another beer, half afraid he’d ruined any chance of getting Shane into his room tonight. He’d been planning to ask when the time was right, but Shane’s friends weren’t making that easy. Ilya was trying to flag the bartender down when his phone vibrated in his hand.
 
Jane: room #? going to put my tongue in your perfect ass tonight
 
At some point Ilya realized he’d been staring at the screen long enough to have missed that the bartender had come then gone again. He must have lost the ability to think when all of the blood rushed out of his brain and into his now-hard cock. Somewhere the words Shane Hollander wants to eat me out were playing a loop inside of his skull, and okay, sorry not sorry, but nothing else was getting his attention for a while.
 
Had Shane ever said he wanted to do that before? Ilya couldn’t remember. He’d done it to Shane several times, each eagerly appreciated. Fun for them both. Five stars, no notes. But Shane hadn’t seemed interested in reciprocating. He’d also never mentioned the time he’d finger-fucked Ilya into oblivion, last summer when Ilya was still recovering from his last trip back to Moscow. Ilya had assumed it was a one-time experiment that Shane would rather forget, so he didn’t mention it either.
 
Ilya’s ass was perfect. (So was Shane’s; Ilya told him this all the time.) Ilya knew, objectively, just how hot he was. Plenty of people mentioned it. He’d had more one than proposition that involved being told exactly what the other person wanted to do to his ass specifically, but he’d turned them all down.
 
Except the one time, back in Russia. But the thought of that still brought bile up in Ilya’s throat, so that was a not a memory he wanted in his head tonight.
 
And yes, it was maybe for the best that Shane didn’t want to do to Ilya all the things he very much loved doing to Shane, over and over and over again. Him and Shane were muscular, performance driven jocks excelling in probably the most homophobic sport in the world, if you counted the fact that there had never been a single out MLH player. The way hockey players talked in locker rooms, Ilya was sure no one else built to play they way did was willing to be as vulnerable and open during sex as taking cock forced you to be. Ilya knew he couldn’t do it as a regular thing: not the frequent prep, not the loss of control, not the way Shane set aside his fear and anxiousness to just take whatever Ilya gave him. Getting to have Shane that way was an incredible gift he didn’t ever want to take for granted. Being able to put Shane on his knees, push his stress right out of his head for a little while, made Ilya feel the way he did when he scored a really beautiful goal.
 
Shane Hollander was a fucking king. The fact he came apart under Ilya’s body was the electric current running under every one of his days since that room in Toronto after the CCM shoot. So the preferences they’d established in the bedroom (kitchen, couch, floor, wherever) worked for them, and worked very well. But the idea that Shane wanted to try it the other way around was new information. Ilya didn’t know what to do with it yet.
 
Deep breaths. He willed his dick to behave. After a few minutes thinking about paying bills and paint colors, he stumbled back to the rest of the guys to find Shane and his friends had already gone.
 
“You didn’t get anything?” Vaughn asked.
 
Fuck, I left my beer at the bar. Ilya shrugged. “Drank it there. Think I am heading back to hotel. You good, Marly?”
 
His friend nodded. “Yeah, man, no worries. Hollander and Pike took off, but their buddy went to the dance floor, so I’m gonna hang with Vaugny here. I’ll text you when I’m up in the morning?”
 
“Yes, good plan. Will probably sleep in so no need to wake early, okay?” Ilya stared a few seconds too long, hoping Marly would get the hint. I will be up late fucking good Canadian boy Hollander didn’t seem like the sort of thing he could say in front of Vaughn just yet. Maybe some day.
 
Marly laughed. Vaughn saluted him, then scooted over to a chair closer to Ilya’s friend. Hell, maybe they were all friends now.
 
On his way out he caught a glimpse of Hunter walking toward the bathrooms, with another man right behind him. He could see the man’s hand resting on Hunter’s back. Reckless, Ilya thought. You’re supposed to wait long enough that you don’t disappear together. That’s what Shane and I do.
 
He wondered what Vaughn and Marly would talk about, just the two of them. Maybe the fact their best friends are queer hockey players doing a mediocre job of hiding? It could be good for them to have to someone else who understood the position they were in. They could make a group chat about it. As long as they didn’t let Pike join.
 
Enough. You have only one hockey player to think about for the rest of tonight.
 
Back at the hotel, Ilya texted Shane his room number, put his phone on the charger, and dropped his clothes onto the floor. He lingered under the hot spray of the shower for a few minutes first, letting the water warm up his injured shoulder. Tomorrow, he’d need to wear his sling unless he was driving. Maybe, if it kept hurting the way it was now, he’d figure out how to drive with it on. Or give in and let Cliff get them home, but he’d have to be in a lot more pain for that to happen.
 
Once he was warm and his muscles had loosened up, Ilya grabbed the fancy hotel body wash and got to work. He allowed himself time to properly wash everywhere, from his neck to his feet, until almost every part of his skin smelled like white tea and honey. He missed Shane’s products that smelled like seaweed and once again tried to make a mental note to find out the brand name so he could keep it at home. But the hotel line was nice enough he thought Shane wouldn’t mind kissing him all over.
 
They’d licked sweat off each other so many times, fingered and fucked each other. Ilya had kept Shane’s come on his tongue to his boyfriend could kiss it out of his mouth. Ilya’s tongue had been in Shane’s ass, then cleaned by moving across Shane’s skin, then back into Shane’s mouth... Why was tonight making him nervous?
 
Because you actually want what he’s offering, his brain helpfully supplied. You want more than what he’s asked for. Ilya really wasn’t sure if that was true. He also wasn’t sure it was wrong.
 
He squeezed extra soap into his right hand before carefully washing his cock. He might have stroked a few more times than strictly necessary before cleaning the sensitive head, now thick and pink… Then Ilya rinsed everything before finding the soap again. He put his left hand against the wall of the shower and leaned forward slightly, tilting his hips back so he could reach around to get at what he needed to clean the most.
 
Warm water flowed down his back. He closed his eyes.
 
One soapy finger found its way inside, and his breath caught the way it always did when he tried this in the shower, usually when he had his other hand wrapped around his dick and Shane’s name on his lips. A second finger joined the first, the stretch burning a little but the rest of it was good enough to matter more. His usual shower fantasy was Shane on his knees, brown eyes looking up at him. In his head, it was Shane’s fingers filling Ilya up while Ilya’s hands were in Shane’s hair, holding him still as he fucked his boyfriends warm, wet mouth.
 
His own fingers kept moving.
 
Shane on his knees became Ilya on his back in their bed in Boston, or maybe it was Montreal, or maybe it was a hotel room with dark blue sheets. Shane’s fingers inside of Ilya, his mouth on Ilya’s thigh, his hip, his ribs, moving up his body until Shane’s hips were between Ilya’s legs, and Shane’s heavy cock was -
 
Ilya couldn’t breathe.
 
He washed both hands under the water before making sure he was completely rinsed off. He was barely out of the shower, a big hotel towel wrapped around his hips, when he heard a knock. He crossed the room quickly, yanking the door open as fast as he could.
 
Shane stepped inside with a shy smile on his face but stopped once the door was shut behind him. He wore sweatpants instead of the slacks he’d worn to the club, with a plain white ballcap pulled over his head.
 
“Sorry,” Ilya said. He cleared his throat. “Did not mean to make you wait.”
 
“You didn’t.” Shane rocked back on his heels, his hands in his pockets. “This room is nice.”
 
Ilya looked around. It was an okay room. Nothing fancy, not what they’d had in Vegas for the awards last year, but it had a single king bed instead of the two queens they usually got on the road, in game-day hotels. “Sure,” he agreed.
 
“You look nice too,” Shane said quietly. He took a step forward, reaching out to gently brush his fingers along Ilya’s bruised shoulder. “How is this?”
 
“Good,” Ilya said, because admitting it hurt might interfere with whatever Shane had planned for tonight.
 
You already know what he has planned. 
 
“Can we talk for a minute?” Shane asked.
 
“Are we okay?”
 
“Yeah, of course. I just… I was thinking about what you said, about your head being loud, and you’re so good at getting me out of my head when I need it.” Shane shrugged shyly, a tiny movement Ilya had seen a hundred times now. “I want to do that for you tonight.”
 
“We do not need anything different,” Ilya said. “I am fine.”
 
“You’re not.” Shane leaned his head on Ilya’s shoulder, kissing him gently at that spot where his jaw ended just below his ear. “Please,” he whispered against the side of Ilya’s neck. “Will you let me take care of you?”
 
He looked so fucking earnest, Ilya might die if they didn’t have sex in the next minute. “Okay, sweetheart,” Ilya said with a small nod, putting his hands on Shane’s shoulders. “Okay.”
 
“Good.” Shane smiled then, sweet and happy. “I was thinking I could tell you what to do, like you do with me sometimes? And then, you can do those things, so you don’t have to make decisions.” He licked his lips. “You could just enjoy it.”
 
“I always enjoy you, Shane.”
 
“So, will you do it? I mean, will you let me tell you what to do?”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said.
 
“What if it’s something you don’t like?”
 
Ilya’s cock jumped at that. “Is always yes, Shane.” He pushed down his nervousness and squared his shoulders. “Where do you want me?”
 
“I was thinking you could take off your towel and get on the bed.” Shane watched as Ilya let the towel drop to the floor. “Um, like, kneel on the bed, facing me, okay?”
 
Ilya got into position. “Like this?”
 
Shane bit his lip, tilting his head a little while he considered. “Can you move forward, so your knees are almost at the edge of the bed?”
 
Ilya did it. His boyfriend was too cute, trying to be in charge in a way that still craved Ilya’s permission. He bit his lip to keep from smiling.
 
“Perfect.” Shane said. “Now put your hands behind your back.”
 
“You thought about this.” Ilya moved his arms. Shane stepped to his side, took one of Ilya’s hands, placing it so Ilya was grasping his other wrist, his hands settling on the top of his ass.
 
“Yeah, I did some research.” Shane’s cheeks were pink under his freckles.
 
My sweet boy. “Clothes off now,” Ilya said.
 
Shane stepped back, turning the cap so it faced the other way, but left it on. “Not yet. First, close your eyes.” Part of Shane’s bangs stuck out through the opening at the back of the hat.
 
Ilya closed his eyes. He was exposed, naked and on his knees, his already hard cock jutting out from his hips, but he wasn’t ashamed. Just… nervous about where this was all going. It was the right word for the way it felt as if his nerves were closer to his skin than usual. As if he was getting ready to run but hadn’t yet figured out which direction to run in.
 
“God, Ilya, you’re so beautiful,” he heard.
 
Right, Shane. Ilya took a deep breath. Shane was always the direction to go.
 
Strong fingers touched his cheek. “I love your face, Ilya.” Shane’s legs touched the front of Ilya’s knees, where they extended just over the edge of the bed. “I love your cheekbones, and the sharp angle of your jaw.” Fingers traced the bones in Ilya’s face. He turned his head up, chasing Shane’s hand.
 
“I love your mouth, Ilya,” Shane said as he dragged two fingers along Ilya’s lips. Ilya caught them, sucking them into his mouth as Shane gasped. He sucked harder, until he had those two fingers deeper in his mouth, his tongue moving around them in circles, Shane’s palm resting against his face.
 
“I love your arms,” Shane said, leaving his fingers in Ilya’s mouth. He ran his other hand along Ilya’s bicep. Goosebumps came up in his skin wherever Shane touched him. “I love your chest,” Shane said, sliding his hand across Ilya’s shoulder, down to one hard nipple. Ilya felt Shane’s fingers pinch it and he moaned against the fingers still in his mouth.
 
He could feel his cock leaking already. He wasn’t going to last long, and he wasn’t even touching Shane yet.
 
“I love your stomach,” Shane whispered as his hand moved lower. Shane had to lean down slightly to reach the tight muscles in Ilya’s abs, so his voice was coming close to Ilya’s ear. He could feel Shane’s warm breath on him now.
 
Shane pulled his fingers away from Ilya’s greedy mouth, and Ilya whined at the loss of them.
 
“I love your legs, your fucking thighs, Ilya, oh my god,” Shane said as he reached down with both hands to grab Ilya’s thighs and squeeze. Ilya’s hips came up off his ankles as he tried to get his dick closer to Shane’s hands.
 
“Touch me,” he said. “Fuck, Shane, touch me.”
 
“Keep your eyes closed and I will,” Shane said as his hands found Ilya’s back, slid down, then cupped Ilya’s ass. “You’re going to come for me as fast as you can,” he went on. “Then I’m going to clean you up, and I’m going to put my tongue in your ass until you get hard again so you can fuck me, okay?”
 
Ilya moaned as Shane squeezed his ass. “God, yes,” he swore in Russian.
 
“Good, that’s so good Rozanov,” Shane said as one hand moved up to find the middle of Ilya’s back, holding him in place while the other hand finally curled around his heavy, desperate dick. Shane’s fingers moved along the length of it, down to the base, back up to catch the wet pre-come dripping from his slit and slide it around the head of it, then back down again. He found a rhythm that made Ilya shiver in the cool hotel air.
 
Then, on an upstroke, he found the spot just under the head of Ilya’s cock that always made him jump, and Shane squeezed.
 
“Yes, there, please,” Ilya begged. “Don’t stop.” He was panting, breathless, shaking, but his hands were still clasped tightly behind his back.
 
“Come for me, baby,” Shane said and baby lit up Ilya’s brain in a whole new way.
 
His head fell against Shane’s chest as he came hard into the other man’s hand.
 
“You did so good, Ilya,” Shane whispered as he stroked him through it, until Ilya stopped shuddering. “Keep your eyes closed for me, okay?”
 
A hand pushed Ilya back until he was sitting on his ankles. A moment later, he could feel the slightly-damp towel wiping him clean.
 
“Can you stand?”
 
Ilya nodded. Shane’s hands pulled him up so he could get his feet under him. He stood then, waiting for his next instruction.
 
Shane’s hands disappeared. There was a noise, something heavy moving against the hotel carpet. Then Shane’s hands again, moving him a step forward. “This is the chair,” Shane said. He helped Ilya find it, leaning him forward slightly. “Keep your legs straight, okay?”
 
Ilya’s head was gently pushed down until it was resting on his bent arms, on top of the chair’s back. The bed creaked behind him. Shane’s hands found Ilya’s back, drifted down his sides, settling on his hips.
 
“Is this still okay?”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Is okay, sweetheart.”
 
He felt warm breath first, then feathery touches of skin against his as Shane’s lips came to rest against his lower back, where his spine disappeared between curves. A kiss, on the vertebrae Shane could reach, one for each bone, moving down. The hands at his hips squeezing hard enough to bruise, the way they did when Shane was on his knees in front of him instead of seated at the edge of a bed behind him. Ilya loved those small bruises on the days after Shane was gone. He pressed them often, unthinking and remembering.
 
There were nights where he held one of his own hands to his hip, gripping tightly, with his other hand elsewhere, finding his release in not just the stroke but the other hand and the memory of Shane on his skin.
 
Shane’s lips kissed down one ass cheek. There were teeth in it now, tiny nips between kisses that made Ilya’s breath come out wrong.
 
Shane moved to the other side, repeating the kisses. The small ways his teeth found Ilya’s skin.
 
“How do you have this ass?” Shane whispered. “It’s so fucking much.” His hands moved to grab handfuls before Ilya could answer, the gasp slipping out of his mouth before words could, Shane squeezing hard enough to hurt someone who wasn’t a 200 pound hockey player with a complex glute routine. Instead the pain kept Ilya from floating away.
 
The tongue found him next. Shane’s tongue licked the skin between each finger as he kneaded the muscles of Ilya’s backside with those strong hands.
 
Shane’s tongue was warm and wet.
 
His hands gently pushed Ilya’s cheeks apart, fully revealing the pink hole between them.
 
“Wow,” he said softly, his breath on Ilya’s skin. “Can I?”
 
Ilya nodded against his arms, realized he hadn’t said anything. He tried again. “Please,” he croaked out. This was the part that worried him: the part where Shane Hollander, fussy and precise, had committed to something some would see as dirty before he realized what he was asking for. “Is okay if you don’t like it,” he added.
 
“Shut up,” Shane mumbled. Then his tongue pressed against Ilya’s rim and Ilya’s heart stuttered.
 
Shane licked slowly. Carefully. He pressed a tiny kiss to that spot, then licked a circle around it. Between licks he must be putting his tongue back into his mouth because every stroke was wet. Ilya breathed faster, half anticipation and half desperate need. Shane’s hands were still holding him apart. Shane’s nose pressed against Ilya’s skin, just where the bone stopped. His breath was still warm.
 
His wet tongue pressed inside.
 
“Fuck!” Ilya swore in Russian. His hips bucked back, wanting more, before he could stop himself. His soft cock, which only a few minutes ago had erupted in Shane’s fist, started to swell again. “Yes,” he moaned.
 
Shane’s tongue withdrew, and Ilya whined, a high lonely sound.
 
The tongue came back, licking another circle before gently pushing back inside. The hands moved back to Ilya’s hips, holding him in place. He hadn’t realized until then that he was curving his back to press his ass against Shane’s face.
 
The tongue was warm and it was wet and it fucked into him like Shane meant everything he was doing in that moment. Over and over now, licking and pushing into Ilya’s body and pulling back out to gather more spit from Shane’s mouth before pushing into Ilya again.
 
He groaned and writhed under the attention. If Shane had been any weaker Ilya could have easily broken free but his hips were locked there, his cock brushing against the chair in front of him as he got harder with every press of Shane’s tongue.
 
Why hadn’t Ilya thought to put Shane in this position before? They were definitely doing that in the future.
 
“So good,” Ilya panted, and Shane – his beautiful praise-loving boy – leaned against Ilya’s legs as his tongue moved faster.
 
The zipper on Shane’s jacket scraped lightly against the back of Ilya’s leg. He could feel the faint edge of the hat pressing against him. Shane’s tongue darted in and out, loosening the tight ring of muscle there until it was soft, wet, and pliant.
 
Still, that tongue pressed inside.
 
Ilya’s knees lost their ability to hold him upright. He wanted more, suddenly. He wanted Shane’s long fingers opening him further. Finding that spot that would make him see stars. He pictured Shane bent over his back, the hot length of something else pushing into Ilya’s body, the way he would would moan and plead and take every gorgeous inch.
 
Ilya struggled, gasping, to stay on his feet. “Sweetheart, stop,” he begged. “Stop.”
 
Shane pulled away instantly. “Are you okay?”
 
“Too good, Shane, you’re going to make me come.” He hadn’t opened his eyes yet. He wasn’t sure he could just yet.
 
Shane’s hand moved between his legs then, coming up to fondle Ilya’s hard-again cock. Ilya felt teeth nip at one ass cheek, as fingers found a drop of pre-come and smeared it over the tip.
 
Ilya moaned. Loud.
 
“Are you ready to fuck me now?” Shane asked, his voice thick.
 
Ilya answered by twisting around to pull Shane up off the bed, stripping his clothes off of him as fast as he could. Shane laughed as he tried to help but had his hands slapped away by Ilya’s own. “Mine,” Ilya growled, planting wet kisses to the side of Shane’s neck. The white cap came off while Shane’s shirt went over his head, then back on, backwards so the brim wouldn’t be in the way. (White socks stayed on too, but Ilya knew about Shane's issues with hotel carpets, so he didn’t mention it.)
 
He grabbed Shane’s jaw with one hand, keeping him in place while they kissed. “How do you want me?” Ilya asked.
 
“I’m yours,” Shane replied, already breathless. “Just take me.”
 
And oh, that Ilya could do.
 
He pulled Shane onto his lap, their strong arms wrapped around each other, cocks and chests pressed together. Now that he was allowed to touch him again, Ilya couldn’t stop touching him. His hands moved everywhere: sliding along Shane’s arms, around his back, up his thick, muscular thighs. “I love you,” Ilya whispered in Russian, between kisses, knowing Shane understood.
 
“I don’t want you to go back there,” Shane said. “I know you will anyway,” he added as Ilya went still. He kissed Ilya’s forehead. “I know. It’s okay.”
 
Ilya squeezed him tight. “Only as long as I have to,” he said, looking up into Shane’s eyes. They were the same height usually, unless Shane was in his lap. “Maybe four weeks. There and back.” He didn’t mention the talks with his agent and the immigration lawyer he’d hired. They'd already had one fight about the process, his visa and the work he was doing to become an American. Shane knew. Now wasn't the time to bring it up again.
 
Ilya didn’t mention this might be the last time he went back to Russia. He would once he was sure, but not yet.
 
Shane didn’t budge when Ilya leaned over to grab the bottle he’d set out on the night table, keeping his strong arms wrapped around Ilya’s neck. He lifted his ass enough to let Ilya get his lube-drenched fingers where they needed to be, moaning as Ilya got a finger inside. “Hurry, hurry,” he whispered.
 
He got two fingers into that hot place between Shane’s legs before his boyfriend was gasping enough, do it now so he drizzled more lube onto his cock before grabbing Shane’s hips with both hands. He let Shane do this part, controlling the speed of his descent as he opened up and swallowed Ilya into his ass.
 
“So big,” Shane whined as he got seated, “fuck, Ilya!”
 
“Too much?” He worried, every time they went too fast, that the stretch might hurt Shane, but the other man shook his head.
 
“So good,” and then, after a moment, “please move.”
 
Ilya kept his feet flat on the floor to help him push his hips up into Shane’s; Shane answered him by using his thighs to lift up just enough to crash back down.
 
Over and over.
 
The noises they made together were a combination of slick skin and breathless little moans, and the sounds got louder the longer they fucked each other on the edge of the hotel bed in the middle of Manhattan. Maybe they were so quiet that no one else could hear them but each other. Maybe they were so loud the desk clerk was getting complaints from their neighbors. Ilya didn’t care. It didn’t matter which. Shane was here, in this place, surrounding him with heat and want. Smothering the Russian voice in his head.
 
They were both sweating now. Shane’s skin caught the light, moist and flushed.
 
“More,” Shane said, permission and a prayer at the same time.
 
Ilya knew because he had so often said it exactly the same way.
 
He squeezed tight, careful not to let Shane go as he fell backward to lay them both down onto the mattress, then flipped them so Shane was lying with Ilya still between his legs. The hat came off as they hit the bed. Ilya got his shoulders under Shane’s knees, a position that pushed Shane’s hips up to an angle he knew Shane loved.
 
He got his feet under him, on the floor next to the bed – awkward but it gave him leverage while keeping Shane's back on the bed. The pressure was on Ilya’s toes, lifting him off the ground as he found his rhythm again. Shane’s socked feet rubbed against Ilya’s back.
 
“Please,” Shane begged, his voice soft and broken with every thrust. “Fuck me like you won’t let me go.”
 
“Never letting go,” Ilya promised as he pushed into Shane, harder and harder. “You’re mine, you’re mine, you’re mine.”
 
A drop of sweat made its way down the side of Ilya’s nose, curving along one of his sharp cheekbones, then dropped onto Shane’s cheek. Ilya thrust harder, once, burying himself as deep as he could go, pulling a loud gasp out of his boyfriend. He stilled then, hips pushed up against Shane’s ass, grinding against him as he gently leaned down to lick his own sweat off of Shane’s freckles.
 
Shane moaned.
 
Ilya pulled almost all the way back out, until the head of his cock caught the tight ring of muscle, then pushed all the way back in to hear the loud grunt of pleasure the other man made in return. He repeated the same movement, a little faster this time, delighted by the sounds he could force from Shane’s throat. Ilya thrust into him, over and over, desperate to keep the pace that had Shane making that face – soft and vulnerable, hungry at the same time. His mother’s cross bounced against Shane’s chin the way it so often did. Below him, Shane panted, mouth open, as his head bent back against the pillow. Ilya always loved the way he caught little glints of gold against the warm tan of his boyfriend’s skin.
 
His toes curled involuntarily. “Open your eyes for me, sweetheart,” Ilya groaned, still thrusting. “So close, need to see you.”
 
Those beautiful eyes looked at him then, but the brown was nearly swallowed up by the black of Shane’s pupils, a sure sign he was close to his orgasm. Then Shane’s lips opened, revealing his white teeth. Ilya’s cross knocked against Shane’s face again and again, in time with the movement of Ilya’s hips, that perfect rhythm they’d found worked for them both. Ilya could feel it coming: heat pooling in his hips, the goosebumps crawling across his skin, the way his balls tightened up and his thighs shook.
 
Staring into Ilya’s eyes like he was issuing a challenge, Shane caught Ilya’s cross between his teeth and didn’t let go.
 
“Fuck, I love you, I love you,” Ilya said in Russian, “need you baby, need it so much.” His thrusts became wild and erratic as he chased his orgasm faster and faster. The chain between them was like a short leash and it was breaking him in the best way. He kept mumbling in Russian, nonsense and pleading sounds mixed with real words: yes take it take all of me, keep me, make me yours...
 
Shane came first, his back arching off the bed. He moaned, a high and painful sound, as thick white spurts coated the skin between them, but the cross remained locked between his teeth. The sight of it pushed Ilya over the edge.
 
“Oh god, Shane!” he cried out as he found his own release, his cock jerking inside the slick heat of Shane’s body.
 
“Still no’ fair,” Shane mumbled a few minutes later. “Don’ know Russian.”
 
Ilya laughed. “I keep telling you, two weeks, no accent.” He kissed his boyfriend’s face before getting up to find a clean towel.
 
“So…” Ilya began, once they were wiped off and Ilya had gotten them both under the covers. He brushed a strand of hair from Shane’s perfect face. “Baby?”
 
“Shut up,” Shane said, covering his face with one arm. “You liked it,” he mumbled.
 
Ilya made a soft noise, admitting nothing, but he pushed Shane’s arm out of the way and kissed him.
 
“Was it good, what I did?” Shane asked. He was coming back to himself more, the way he always did just before he had to leave.
 
“You’re perfect,” Ilya said, kissing his nose. “You’re so good for me, Shane. You did very good.” He wrapped Shane in his arms. They settled against each other, warm and boneless. Ilya breathed in the scent of Shane’s sweat and body wash, trying to remember it for the long stretch of days they’d have to be apart.
 
It was about to be the best time of the year for hockey, and the worst time of the year for this. For them.
 
Later, dressed again, the white cap back on his head, Shane lingered at the door to the hotel room. The sun would be coming up in a few hours; he really need to get going. Ilya hated how rarely he got to see Shane with sunlight on his face. But that was not a thing you said when your anxious boyfriend had already broken curfew to fuck you one more time while he still could. “Bye, sweetheart,” Ilya whispered instead.
 
“Bye,” Shane said, then left, taking all the warmth from the room with him.
 
Ilya went straight to the bathroom to piss and brush his teeth, saving a shower for the morning. His phone buzzed before he made it back to the bed.
 
Jane: after Russia come home to me
Jane: swear you’ll come back safe
 
Shane must have sent it before he even left the hotel.
 
Ilya thought about what he’d said to Marly that afternoon, and the part he could not say out loud. At the same time, Ilya knew Shane could do better. Could find better than him. Was better than him. And maybe he’d been thinking for a while now – not a real thought, just a faint idea that simmered in the back of his skull, on the days he didn’t want to get out of bed – that this was the summer he should break things off, give them both a few months to get over it before next season started. How maybe, probably, that would be the better thing to do. The less selfish thing, letting Shane go before Ilya did something neither of them could take back.
 
He could do it now. Ilya’s thumb hovered over the keyboard. He could end things right now, let Shane go, put the man he loved ahead of himself, when they were both still young enough to recover. When Shane could still find someone good and unbroken to love him the way he deserved. Someone worthy of the way Shane loved with his whole self.
 
You are too selfish and greedy, his father’s voice said. For once in your life do the right thing.
 
Because the other option was opening his mouth and trapping Shane forever.
 
But Shane said come home to me and for the life of him, Ilya could not remember anything that felt as much like home as having Shane in his arms.
 
After all these months, this wasn’t really a decision at all. He’d already made the same promises earlier tonight.
 
What changed was the realization that if he wasn’t going to let him go, Ilya would have to be someone Shane wouldn’t regret. Someone he could stand next to in public without being embarrassed. Someone Shane could take home to his terrifying parents. Ilya could practice at this the way he practiced everything on the ice. It would be the hardest thing he had ever done, but he could get up every day to keep working at being a man worth Shane Hollander’s love.
 
He just needed to figure out how.
 
Ilya typed out his response with shaking fingers.
 
Lily: I swear





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Don’t worry, Shane will absolutely be panicking about what he said to his friends once he stops being fuck drunk.

I’ve updated my outline and the chapter count – this will be 33 chapters before it’s done, so we have 4 left to go. Please also remember that the end of this book is not the end of their story! Once ch 33 is up, I’ll post the short with Scott’s POV (from Vegas 2011 and Ilya’s drunk night in NY), then we’ll start on Shane’s POV book which picks up right after the end of this one. We’re not done with these beautiful boys, we’re just changing perspective :)

Some of you might recognize that part of the hotel scene is inspired by this NSFW artwork by MinaLogan – you can find it on AO3 here. Wasn’t my commission so I won’t embed it in this story, but it was very… inspiring ;) Mina creates some of my absolute favorite HR fan art!

Sex talk for this work (based in canon, but also it's my fic so someone else will write it differently and that's okay too): For the folks who read this and think "but Shane's a bottom?!?" this my friends is still true! My Shane doesn't have the personality to be a true top, but he's trying to please Ilya in as many ways as he can. Does that mean sometimes taking charge while still asking for permission? Sure, he can do that, he leads his boys on the ice and makes all kinds of manly grown up decisions in the other areas of his life. But even when he's "topping" Ilya (which is not, entirely, about who's parts go into who, despite the fact that Shane and Ilya are young men sometimes using established terminology incorrectly) it's coming from a place of service not a real desire to control the moment. Shane's anxious brain responds really well to giving up control - letting Ilya set the pace, make decisions, and push him physically (but always safe). It helps him shut part of his brain off to just enjoy the moment. At the same time, Ilya is a service top - he loves to do things that make Shane's brain go offline. He loves the power and control he feels in those moments but he just as equally loves being able to make Shane feel good, and his choices in the bedroom are based in that. It's why he almost always finishes AFTER Shane - the very act of Shane having an orgasm is the part the pushes Ilya over the edge. He's never going to hurt or truly degrade Shane (in a way that implies he thinks Shane's disgusting) because neither of them enjoy that. Tell Shane some very naughty things? Yes, because Shane likes that and Ilya likes Shane's reaction to it. When Ilya calls Shane a slut for his cock (for example) he means that in a very appreciative way. He's stunned and thankful that Shane wants him so much. He pushes those boundaries and their relationship will get kinkier over time as they explore what they both like, but Ilya's never going to look at Shane and think anything hateful about their sex life.

Please remember  this work of fiction is not a how to guide on safe, consensual D/S dynamics and should never be taken as such. (Especially because Shane and Ilya fuck some things up in my work, as they learn and grow.) If you read something here that makes you curious, please do some research before applying it to your own life. I want you all safe, comfortable, and getting exactly what you need <3

ALSO We all know Ilya is not practicing enthusiastic consent when he shoves down his feelings about Shane maybe possibly wanting to fuck him, don't we? The part where he might want it too but he has traumatic memories of the last time he did that in Russia which he's never discussed with Shane, tries not to think about himself, and seems to be planning to just ignore if that will make Shane happy is not okay... we know that too, right? RIGHT??


  


      

  












      Chapter 30: Why are you telling me this?
  


    Chapter Summary

    David Hollander comes to Boston.



    Chapter Notes

      I think we all deserve something nice today <3


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  March 2012
 
The first week of March was perfect. The Raiders played two games at home that week and one in Philly; they won all three. Ilya scored at least one goal in each game and a couple of assists over the week that put him ahead of Hollander in the scoring race. ESPN devoted a whole segment to it. One of his goals was so beautiful it trended on Twitter. And on top of that Ilya was in love.
 
He had been in love for a while but he had decided to be okay with it now, which made a difference. The push and pull of needing Shane but hating himself for needing Shane had been sweated out of him like a bad fever in that hotel room in New York. His boyfriend was perfect too, big hockey brain in a sexy jock’s body, determined at all times to be the best whether that meant best on the ice or best in Ilya’s bed. Being the subject of Shane’s focus was almost painfully hot, like being under a magnifying glass compressing sunlight into a laser beam, but Ilya was happy to burn if it kept Shane’s skin under his fingers and Shane’s moans in Ilya’s ears. Even now, a week out from the last time they’d touched, he still carried it with him.
 
Marly looked at him, once, in the car on the way home, when he’d been driving while Ilya was in the passenger seat scrolling through his iPod with a soft smile on his face. “Good for you,” the big man had said, and didn’t bring it up again.
 
For a whole week, March was perfect.
 
Then David Hollander came to Boston.
 
The day he got back from New York, Ilya received another text from Shane’s father, this one apologizing for asking Ilya to call because apparently Shane had explained that people their age avoided phone calls, and something about texts being easier for Ilya with the language barrier (which Ilya had to Google to understand, so probably there was a point there). Instead, he got a text asking him to help choose between two types of imported Russian vodka because Mr. Hollander wanted to give it as a gift to a coworker. Ilya approved one but suggested another he liked better, which should be available in Canada as well.
 
Two days later Mr. Hollander texted to say he’d been able to find Ilya’s choice in Montreal after it’d been sold out in his hometown.
 
Okay. Good. Problem solved. Despite the fact he still hadn’t told Shane that Mr. Hollander knew they had sex, Ilya could stop watching his phone as if it were going to explode. At this point, he could almost convince himself that Mr. Hollander was going to pretend it never happened.
 
On March 4th, Mr. Hollander texted to ask if Ilya had an opinion about restaurants in Boston that made good chicken parm. Ilya texted back with two addresses, after asking Cliff for recommendations, depending on whether Mr. Hollander wanted authentic or fine dining. Mr. Hollander thanked him as if he were talking to Shane, actually said thanks son, and didn’t text anything else that day. Ilya skated out for the home game against Tampa with that son in the back of his brain and scored twice.
 
On March 5th, Mr. Hollander asked if there was a good coffee shop near Ilya’s apartment that he particularly liked.
 
Ilya was starting to worry about the number of texts he’d gotten from his boyfriend’s father in such a short period of time, but so far they could all be dismissed as Canadian small talk. Maybe Mr. Hollander was working up to a conversation about what happened in his house the day after the All-Star game. Maybe he was just trying to get to know Ilya better, since he was in Shane’s life. It could be that this was all Mrs. Hollander’s idea, a backdoor way to get information Shane didn’t want her to have, delivered in the soft cotton of her husband instead of the way she spoke like a fork driven into the back of your hand.
 
Ilya gave him four options based on number of seats and the size of their caramel shots. Mr. Hollander sent a thumb’s up emoji in return.
 
The next day Mr. Hollander asked if Ilya had seen the Montreal vs Vancouver game the night before, which, of course, Ilya had watched it on his laptop as soon as he got home from a post-game dinner with his team. Shane’s father asked if Ilya thought Shane was on the ice more than he should be. Yes, Ilya had replied immediately. Shane does not want to hear it tho, he added.
 
That’s what I thought, Mr. Hollander texted back a few seconds later. Then, what time do you have practice on Thursday?
 
Thursday was in two days. No game, but a morning skate that was optional so Ilya could miss it, though he shouldn’t because he’d just come back from three days off and a visit to an Admirals game which was still being dissected on social media. Coach LeClaire had seen the pictures of him and Marly wearing those red jerseys and shook his head but didn’t punish them. So he could skip practice but he wouldn’t.
 
Morning, Ilya replied. Done by noon, he added. He liked that Shane’s father had asked. It was nice to be asked about. There was nothing more to it than that.
 
Great! I’ll meet you at the coffee shop with the Turkish espressos you mentioned. 2 PM?
 
Ilya found Shane’s contact and pressed “call”.
 
“Hey, you okay?” Shane asked, instead of saying hello.
 
“Your father wants me to have coffee with him,” Ilya said.
 
There was a long pause while Shane processed this information. Ilya waited. “Oh,” Shane said finally. And then, after another moment, “Why?”
 
“I do not know,” Ilya answered, mostly honestly. “He has been texting me.”
 
There was a noise on the other end of the line, Shane pacing his apartment. Bare feet on his nice wood floors. Ilya pictured him in soft sweatpants and a faded tee, broken in from repeated washings. Flat label at the back of his neck, not the flappy kind. Shane would smell like his seaweed body wash and he’d be biting his lip while he moved back and forth, working out the problem in his head.
 
“Tell me,” Shane said.
 
He told Shane everything except the part about the sounds Shane was making in Ottawa five minutes before Ilya found Mr. Hollander in his own kitchen. The not mentioning wasn’t a lie since Mr. Hollander had not brought it up again. It wasn’t part of the text conversations, which is what Shane had asked about.
 
Ilya wondered if keeping this from Shane was better or worse than telling him. He really wanted to be better. He also didn’t want to worry Shane over an embarrassing moment that maybe, hopefully, wasn’t going to change his life any. If Mr. Hollander wanted to forget it happened, Ilya would let him.
 
So Ilya told him about the vodka and the chicken instead, about the coffee shops, and asking if Shane was out on the ice for too many shifts, Ilya telling Shane’s father not to talk about it because Shane wasn’t going to want to hear it.
 
Shane grunted his agreement at that. “I mean… it all sounds like my dad being my dad, you know?” he added, after another pause for him to process the conversation.
 
“No,” Ilya replied. Shane’s father wasn’t something he had a frame a reference for.
 
“Okay,” Shane said, because he understood that. “Do you want me to give you a reason to have coffee with him? Or do you want me to give you a reason not to?”
 
Ilya opened his mouth, found he did not have an answer, then shut his mouth again. Eventually he said, “I am not sure,” because not saying anything would not lead Shane to a conclusion on its own.
 
“Well, my dad isn’t like my mom,” Shane said. “He’s always been… less intense. He travels for work sometimes. I think he was in Boston last year too, for a conference on interest rates or something. But that was before he met you.” Shane hummed for a moment, processing. “He knows we’re friends, so he’s reaching out to a person he knows in a city he’ll be visiting. Does that help?”
 
“Probably, yes,” Ilya replied. “I will do it, I think.”
 
Shane’s voice brightened immediately. “That’s great, Ilya. I’m really glad.”
 
Ilya rubbed the back of his neck. “After this I will be Hollander’s favorite son,” he joked. “Coffee this time, then your Papa wears Raiders shirt to next game against Montreal.”
 
“Eww, don’t be weird, Ilya. I’m the only Hollander wearing your name on my back.”
 
Ilya pictured that far too easily. “How much time do you have?” he asked, half hard now and already walking toward his bedroom. It turned out, Shane had plenty of time for what Ilya had in mind. He could text Mr. Hollander back later.
 
Before Thursday afternoon, March remained perfect. Leading up to the point where he’d be face-to-face with Shane’s father, even with the texts he’d nervously replied to and the thing he was not saying to Shane, Ilya was still, surprisingly, happy. He hadn’t heard from his father or brother in a few weeks. His team was playing well. His boyfriend was attentive and even though his team sucked, they’d both shared the relief of knowing this difficult time was almost over. Even if the Metros made the playoffs, Shane would be done by middle of June. If they didn’t, he could be out as early as the end of April. No matter where he was traded to, he’d have the summer to recover. Ilya was only going to spend part of the summer in Russia this year, no more than absolutely necessary to fulfill the agreement he’d made when his country allowed him to play in America. And they had plans to spend two whole weeks together at the end of July.
 
“Haven’t you ever wanted more time together?” a sleepy Shane had asked one night, as they both laid in their separate beds in separate countries, waiting to see which one of them would drift off first. (It was always Shane.) “I mean, I know you do, of course you do, but we could just… I don’t know… plan for it?”
 
And Ilya, who loved Shane enough to let him plan everything, said yes, of course, anything you want before his boyfriend finally fell asleep.
 
At most, they had three months until the lingering question of where Shane would end up could finally be answered. Three months until he was safely contracted to a team that valued him, instead of burning him out on the ice. Ilya could suffer through three more months.
 
Shane was already packing up his apartment.
 
On Thursday afternoon, Ilya waited just inside the doorway of the cafe. Mr. Hollander was in a cab on his way from his hotel; a text on Ilya’s phone confirming the plan. The little bell above the doorway rang as someone opened it.
 
Two women laughed as they walked in. They spotted Ilya and smiled when they brushed past him. Not the smile of recognition. Not the smile he got in clubs from people who were just about to ask what he was drinking and if he was there alone. This smile meant hello and you’d be cute if you were older and I wonder if there are tables open at this time of day. It was a smile meant for people you passed on the street and didn’t think about again later.
 
Ilya knew a lot of different smiles. He used some of them. He was on the other side of more. Most faces gave him a warning about what was coming next, and knowing what people were thinking before they said it was – well. It helped.
 
He ran his fingers through his hair, remembered that he’d styled it to try to make a good impression, took his hand out of his curls. He settled for running his thumb over his hand instead, small circles of pressure that took his mind off whether Mr. Hollander would meet him with a smile or a scowl. The only smile that really mattered was Shane’s. But if Shane’s father wanted this meeting to tell Ilya to stay away from his son… That mattered too.
 
The idea of texting Shane, maybe to get out of this whole thing, maybe to get reassurance that his life wasn’t about to blow up, got harder to resist as the minutes ticked away. He pulled out his phone.
 
He took a breath. He was only a week out from deciding that he was going to be someone Shane Hollander could be proud to stand next to. Being afraid that a middle-aged Canadian man who worked in a boring government office might murder him in public was probably not the best way to start. He put his phone back in his pocket.
 
Ilya looked around the space instead, trying to convince himself he wasn’t nervous. It was a pretty spot, with an open-faced bookshelf full of worn paperbacks separating the entrance from the sitting area. There were potted plants everywhere, the deep green leaves and the dark wood interior making the whole space feel lush and lived in. Sunlight streamed in through the front window. The air smelled like dark coffee and cinnamon. He made himself breathe again.
 
A kid with a messenger bag and a nose piercing pushed in through the door, saw Ilya, dismissed him as unimportant, and moved to the counter.
 
It occurred to him that he could grab a table, or order coffee while he waited, or at least stand closer to the counter, pretending to read the large chalkboard of drink options. Any of those might be better than a tall man standing just inside of a cafe doorway. He wondered, briefly, if he was menacing in person, just standing out in the world, the same way he was under pads and a helmet on the ice.
 
Five minutes before 2, David Hollander walked through the door of the cafe, saw Ilya Rozanov, and smiled. It wasn’t sharp like his brother’s smile. It looked a little like the way Shane smiled, wide and unguarded when it was just the two of them, though it wasn’t quite that either. Mostly it looked like the smile of a grown man who was genuinely pleased to see a friend. That information got comfortable in Ilya’s brain with unsettling speed.
 
“Hi,” he said awkwardly.
 
“Hello, Ilya,” Mr. Hollander said happily, pronouncing the name with too many syllables. He glanced around, taking in the plants and the dark wood and the bookshelf. “This place is great, kid. You wanna tell me what I should order?”
 
Ilya shrugged a little, but led the other man toward the cashier. After, mugs in hand, they found a little table in the back of the cafe, tucked into a corner that offered them less sunlight but more privacy. He let Mr. Hollander – no, David, the older man had insisted more than once – take the lead on the conversation. He was wearing a grey hoodie under a long black overcoat, and a pair of faded jeans. David wore a waffle knit charcoal sweater, the kind with the rolled over neck, which made Ilya think of that clothing company from Maine, lumberjack chic.
 
They could be related, Ilya realized as David chatted about the conference he was attending that week. He was a few inches taller, and Mr. Hollander’s silver hair was straight, but he looked more like Shane’s father than his own. Maybe that’s what people saw, if anyone was looking at the two of them drinking their coffee, talking about the New England-Canada Business Council which apparently met in Ilya’s city each year.
 
It was good. This. Being here, letting Shane’s father talk in his warm, reassuring voice. Pretending for a minute that he fit in with their family, somehow, in the daylight. Imagining a life where he wasn’t taking anything away from them by being present. Not a subtraction to the Hollanders, but an addition.
 
“Thank you for visiting me,” Ilya said nervously, afraid to give away too much, but not wanting to let the moment pass without acknowledging it. “Is nice.” He smiled shyly then, covering it up almost immediately by drinking his coffee.
 
“The thing about my wife,” David said easily, as if this was the most logical next sentence, as if what he’s about to say was part of a conversation about weather and traffic and local options for grabbing a cup of coffee on the way to work, “is that she loves like she is going to war. I don’t mean that she fights loud. She’s not a bomb you drop on a country that wasn’t expecting you to choose the nuclear option. She’s a general, quietly deciding which of your trade routes to disrupt because you accidentally got in Shane’s way when he was about to score in a U14 tournament.”
 
Ilya’s hand tightened around his coffee cup. He didn’t say anything, because he only understood three-quarters of the words David was using, and because if he kept his mouth shut Shane’s father would keep talking.
 
“This actually happened, by the way. Not the supply line thing, but the kid with no hand-eye coordination that skated into Shane’s lane. Made an instant enemy. Hasn’t played hockey since.” David gave a small, easy smile.
 
“Because of Mrs. Hollander?” Ilya asked.
 
“Yes and no. She arranged for him to understand his failings, to Shane personally, and to hockey in general. He made his own choice after that.”
 
Ilya nodded. There is a point being made here. He just had to wait for it.
 
“Yuna seems fierce, if you don’t know her. And, god love her, she is, under the right circumstances. But it’s really that she doesn’t know any other way to love. She cares about a very small number of things, and she cares about them with her whole self. I got lucky,” David said, his smile widening. “I got to be one of those things. So I know from experience that when my wife loves something, she will burn the world down to keep it safe. Do you understand what I am saying?”
 
“Ah, maybe,” Ilya said, because that was true. He thought he understood, thought Shane’s father was saying the obvious thing: that Mrs. Hollander loved her son enough to go to war over keeping Ilya away from him. That this meeting with David wasn’t the warning he’d been expecting, but a declaration wrapped in newspaper and linen, a final notice that his time with Shane was over and done.
 
“Shane loves hockey,” David started, then paused. He looked at Ilya with a face that said he was trying to make something clear he didn’t have the words for, because it was so true and real to him he hadn’t needed the words until he had to explain it. Shane had the exact same face. Ilya had fallen in love with that face. It made him love David a little bit too, to see it reflected on the older man, but at the same time it made Ilya miss Shane even more.
 
Ilya drank more of his cooling coffee, and waited.
 
“Shane loves hockey more than anyone I’ve ever seen,” David said. “I played hockey in college, nothing special. I was good, but I was never going pro. It was important to me, the way it’s important for some people to go to church every Sunday, but in between being on the ice I had a whole life. I had a job, school, friends, women… don’t mention that to Yuna.” He grinned then. “She absolutely knows but there’s a few she’d still go after if she thought I remembered their names.”
 
“Jealously is a Hollander move?” Ilya asked. He meant it to be playful. He had no idea how to have this conversation, with a man who knew things about Shane.
 
“Not from me,” David said, raising both hands and rolling his eyes. “If I let jealousy get the best of me I’d still be in jail. Let’s just say there were a lot of guys sniffing around her in college. She could have had anyone. Some days I still wonder why me.”
 
“She fell in love,” Ilya said, less of a statement than a question. He’d have to check the English textbook in his office to see if that type of sentence had a specific name.
 
“She fell in love,” David agreed. “Quicker than I did, because I was an idiot. I loved her from the minute I met her I think, but it took me a year to figure that out.”
 
Ilya nodded again, because he didn’t know how to say I was the same exact way with your son when that was the only correct answer.
 
“Well, the point is, Shane loves hockey the way he loves breathing. The way Yuna loves. Me, I can try things out, get really into a hobby for six months, then put it down and walk away. It doesn’t cost me anything. My son doesn’t love that way. He either doesn’t care, not really, in a way he thinks we can’t see but it’s all over his face that he’s suffering through it because that’s what everyone else does. Or, he’s locked in. Something in him shifted when he put skates on for the first time.” David’s face went softer at the memory of it. “Shane’s life can be broken into two parts: the life he had before he loved hockey, and the life he had after. He never even considered another sport, another career. He just is Shane Hollander, hockey player. So we wrapped our lives around hockey, for him. Yuna, especially.”
 
And there it was. The thing said out loud. Shane Hollander loves hockey so completely he doesn’t have room in his life for anything else.
 
Ilya rubbed one hand over the other, his thumb pressing circles into the skin on the back of his hand. “I would not take that away from him,” he said softly.
 
“I know that, son.” David tilted his head. “I think you might be missing my point.”
 
“You want me to back off,” Ilya said.
 
David laughed. “It’s too late for that,” he said, shaking his head. “I just want you to understand why it’s going to take my wife a minute. Right now, Shane’s not telling her anything, so she’s working under the assumption there’s one love of his life she’s going to protect with everything she has. Once she figures out there’s two, and you’re the other one, she’ll come around.”
 
Ilya opened his mouth to object, closed it again. He tried again. “He doesn’t, uh.” He took a deep breath. “It’s not.” He waved one hand against the table, a small animal floundering. “He talked to you?”
 
“Not directly.” David leaned back in his chair slightly, a relaxed, easy movement. “Shane says a lot with the things he’s avoiding saying, but he can’t help himself either. The questions he asks, the way he mentions you when he doesn’t realize he’s doing it.” One side of David’s mouth twitched up. “He’s like a stray cat. You have to let him come to you.”
 
That broke Ilya’s face open into a grin. “Yes, I have seen this. Also face he makes, angry kitten. I tell him, he makes frown at me, like this,” he said, crossing his arms and making the face. They both laughed for a moment, until the mood settled again. “Why are you telling me this?”
 
“Kid, you stood in my living room ready to fight me if you thought for a second I was going to hurt him,” David said quietly. “I spent a lot of years worried Shane was going to live the rest of his life being the best hockey player in the world without anyone to stand next to him when he did it. I owe you. Now, is it too early to get dinner? I keep thinking about that chicken parmesan.”
 
After the long walk through Boston where David asked a million questions about the city and Ilya, dutifully, fumbling with the history of a place he'd known for less than two years, answered as many of them as he could; after dinner, where they swapped hockey stories over too much pasta; after their waitress was asked, politely, by a nice Canadian man if she’d take a picture of them both with his phone, and she’d said it’s so sweet when dads take their sons out for dinner, and Ilya had promptly insisted on shoving his credit card into her hands so he could pay; after Ilya had put David in a cab back to his hotel – not without a hug first, right there on the street, where anyone could see them; Ilya texted David to ask for a copy of the picture then immediately sent it to Shane.
 
Lily: [picture attached]
Lily: favorite Hollander son plan in action
Jane: I hate you
Lily: no you don’t ;)
Jane: no I don’t <3
 
Yeah. The first week of March was actually perfect.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I was thinking over what I’d have to do in this story to justify David just accepting Ilya in Shane’s life without it having to be yet another thing Ilya struggled with. Then I realized that a) that’s pretty much canon, b) it was only hard because Ilya’s brain was making it hard, and c) I’m writing this story so I can do what I like.

So. Yeah. Ilya Rozanov deserves a nice fucking week and I’m gonna give it to him 💖


  


      

  












      Chapter 31: Have you thought about talking to someone?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Travel games, internet rankings, and ship wars. Ilya, across the country, tired again. Shane asks a question in the dark, and two days later, Ilya considers it.



    Chapter Notes

      Mostly SFW except for a few paragraphs of Ilya having sexy thoughts at the very end.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  March 2012
 
By his second spring with the Raiders, Ilya knew their travel traditions: how rookies had to sit at the front near the coaches and the Captain, in case their virgin eyes needed to be kept safe from whatever porn was being watched quietly in the back; the way the aux cord for the bus was a carefully regulated prize which Feller and Cadyn were forbidden from touching; the case of instant oatmeal they always brought onto the bus for “strategic breakfast purposes” but never seemed to eat. There were the personal ones too, like Connor Connors and his fucking soup addiction, or Sebbins always wanting to play UNO even though he was terrible at it. He said it made him less nervous about convicts hijacking the bus or a monster ripping off part of the plane’s wing, which Seb said, out loud, in front of the rest of the team, as if it were a real possibility.
 
Only Ilya looked at him like he was crazy so he didn’t ask about it, afraid it was one of those American things he should know by now but didn’t.
 
Games were popular too, especially poker and rummy (despite the fact that the guys weren’t allowed to bet anymore, not after Ilya “taught” them all how to play durak and walked off the bus one day with over $4,000 in other people’s cash). But the one game they all had to play, whether they wanted to or not, was Impossible.
 
Impossible was a Raiders tradition long before Ilya joined the team. They only played it on bus trips, mainly because his teammates were deeply invested in the outcome of each round. It wasn’t unusual for a game to involve shouting, not because someone was winning or losing, but because someone wasn’t winning correctly. Each time they played, Captain Anderson announced a problem that had to be solved. The problems were meant to be “impossible” in that they always involved one of the players stuck in a problem which couldn’t possibly happen but the team was meant to solve anyway. The person inside of the problem was allowed to play too; picking who to insert in the imaginary problem was done randomly, except that if you hadn’t been singled out in a while you’d suddenly find it was your turn. Team building, they called it. Winning was by unanimous vote – the team decided you won because you made the best argument for your idea – but the person inside the problem had the most say. So the guys could suggest solutions, even logical ones, which might still be voted down simply because the person they were trying to save decided to be a bitch about it, for laughs. As long as you made a solid argument for whatever you were arguing, the rest of the team would hear you out.
 
Impossible had very few rules, mainly operating on vibes. Probably the best part was that you were encouraged to use Google, call a friend, or (and this happened more than once) call a real government office to get their opinion about your problem. It was coach-approved chaos disguised as a group project and Ilya fucking loved it.
 
Space was a popular topic. Last September on a trip down to Philly, Marly was an astronaut mistakenly left behind on Mars, who had to stay alive long enough to be rescued, but it would take several months for his fellow astronauts to turn their shuttle around. So the guys became temporary experts in astrobotany and subspace communications. Connors calculated the minimum calories a guy Marly’s size would need to survive, and how much muscle mass he would lose. Ilya helpfully yelled out potato-based recipes from his homeland, while Marly flipped him off. O'Regan countered with recipes from his Irish grandmother, also heavy on potatoes. (The guys decided potatoes were the only thing Marly could reliably grow, on account of barely being able to keep a plastic fern alive in his condo. Marly accepted this with grace, which meant he flipped O'Regan off too.)
 
Cadyn’s only contribution to the solution was to offer up his iPod full of 1970s disco hits. Cayd was officially declared part of the problem instead.
 
Zadonsky, who’d transferred to the Raiders the month before and barely spoke unless he was forced to, got his cousin on speakerphone and stunned the team into silence when they realized his cousin was a fucking astrophysicist working at NASA. She immediately explained several things no one had thought of, including the fact that the US only had one working space shuttle at a time, and how to slingshot the shuttle around the earth to get back to Mars faster than a new shuttle could be built. In the end, Marly was rescued, the team bought all of Zad’s drinks after the game, and Johansson somehow ended up with the cousin’s number for the next time they played down in Florida.
 
In November, on a roadie through the Midwest, Cap announced that Ilya was a cosmonaut on a failing space station about to be hit by a ton of solar radiation. After an hour of arguing over superior Russian space mechanics and how sexy Ilya would look in a flight suit, without anyone coming up with a solution that let Ilya live through this particular space disaster, he hid his phone behind his hand to text Shane for suggestions. Shane took fifteen minutes to do an internet search on the layout of the newly completed ISS and came back with a plan to move water bladders to block the radiation, which could possibly be completed by one motivated man in a cut-rate Russian space suit before the solar storm hit. Ilya won that round.
 
(When he called Shane later that night to explain, his boyfriend had asked how this was any different from the bus games his own team played, like asking what cheese you bring to a deserted island. Ilya argued it was different because the Raiders were better, which as far as he was concerned was a complete answer. Shane was not convinced. He also insisted Ilya was never allowed to go to space unless Shane was there with him, just to be safe. Ilya immediately agreed while promising to fuck him in zero gravity if they ever got the chance, which unlocked a new fantasy that become useful on some of those lonely nights between games against Montreal.)
 
The first week after David’s visit in Boston was comfortable in a way Ilya hadn’t expected. Every day for a week felt like those rare afternoons where Ilya had no game or practice scheduled, but still took a mid-day nap to stay in the habit. He’d wake after, too warm in his familiar bed, sunlight streaming in through his half-closed curtains. His body would come back to him in pieces, bruises and sore muscles appearing first on bad days. On good days, he’d stretch slowly like a cat, enjoying the way his muscles lengthened and compressed, rolling over to arch his back into it, toes pointing because it felt good. He’d blink his eyes open slowly, watch the dust floating in the light. There were no pressing deadlines, no reason to rush out of bed, no exhaustion weighing him down. He got these days maybe half a dozen times a year and savored every one.
 
The truly great days were once or twice a year, like at Christmas, when he got to lay in a comfortable bed waking from a nap with Shane nestled against his side. Then, it wasn’t the dust in the sunlight he watched but the way the sun brought out the gold in Shane’s skin, the soft way Shane breathed when he was finally relaxed. He’d take those memories into space if he had to, and they’d give him the strength to survive whatever happened next.
 
Ilya sighed, sitting in the airport lounge waiting on their flight to Washington, thinking about it all.
 
“You good?” Marly asked as he sat down next to him, a cup of bad airport coffee in each hand.
 
Ilya nodded. He hadn’t told Cliff yet that David Hollander had basically given his blessing for Ilya’s relationship with the only Hollander son, hockey prodigy and Canada’s Golden Boy. It was a precious thing, and Ilya was afraid to hand it over, like he was passing his friend a family heirloom the big man couldn’t be trusted not to drop on the hard floor. It wasn’t a perfect analogy but Ilya was Russian. All of their analogies involved hard things.
 
“You look good,” Marly said next. “Sleeping okay?”
 
Ilya scoffed at the question but it was half-way through March. The team was pushing hard toward playoffs, like everyone else in the MLH this time of year. Sleep would get put aside for extra reps in the gym and protein loading at every meal as players tried to survive the three-a-week late season game schedule with no more breaks between now and end of April. End of May, if you’re lucky enough to make a run at the Cup, which eight teams would be. In a few more weeks, they’d know for sure if the Raiders would be on that list.
 
Ilya needed something concrete to bring back to Russia with him. A win of some kind, that Grigori could brag about, to keep his father supportive of his MLH career for at least one more summer. He needed to be sure he’d be allowed to come back to the States afterward. The Cup would give him that. Ilya hoped that even making the playoffs would be enough. He had plans for this summer, things he needed from his father’s flat in Moscow, and he needed to come home to Shane at the end of it.
 
“Enough,” Ilya said, bobbing his head a little. “Could be worse.”
 
“Amen to that, brother,” Marly said, nudging Ilya’s coffee cup with his own. “Only a month or two until Hollander’s sorted out, right?”
 
Ilya looked at him then, narrowing his eyes. There was something about the way his friend spoke that sounded false, but wasn’t setting off warning bells. Ilya felt a suspicion he couldn’t quite place. He completely believed Marly meant the question well. He knew the man supported his relationship with Hollander, now that he finally understood it was happening – Marly had been mentioning his lesbian cousin in the locker room lately, and was one of the few players who talked about the “LGBT” night that fish team did in California last year as if it was something the Raiders should consider doing too. Unhelpful in the long run, probably, but supportive.
 
The tone in Marly’s voice reminded Ilya of the time Vic was tasked with getting Connors to a bar where most of the team would be waiting to surprise him for his birthday, without giving away the surprise part. Vic failed, gloriously, when Connors tried three separate times to bow out of the evening, before Vic put the smaller man over his shoulder and carried him out to the car, with Ilya and Seb following behind, cackling hysterically.
 
“You know something,” Ilya said slowly.
 
“I don’t know what you mean,” Marly replied, looking away.
 
“Hah!” Ilya exclaimed, sitting up straighter. “Fucking tell me.”
 
“Nothing to tell,” Marly said, his voice pitching up. “Just making conversation.”
 
“Liar,” Ilya said, but there was no heat in it. “Sveta told you something.”
 
“It’s possible I know a thing,” Marly admitted. He took a drink from his cup.
 
“Are you gonna tell me?”
 
Marly licked the coffee from his lips. “Thought you didn’t want to know.”
 
“I don’t,” Ilya said sullenly. He checked his watch, then his phone, then drank more of the terrible coffee. It needed about 12 more sugars than it currently had in it, and also needed to not taste like burnt leather. He took another drink. “Fine. What is it I don’t want to know?”
 
“I couldn’t say, buddy.” Marly was fighting a grin that threatened to break containment and spread across his face.
 
“I hate you,” Ilya grumbled.
 
“I know, Roz,” Marly said, the grin finally escaping.
 
“This is why you came to New York?” Ilya asked quietly, hating himself for not being able to leave the subject alone. “To meet Hollander’s new team?”
 
“I came to New York for you.” Marly finished his coffee, crushed the paper cup, and tossed it into a nearby trashcan. Their flight was called then, interrupting whatever Marly would have said next, which Ilya thanked and cursed at the same time. He didn’t want to know, not really, because he’d told several people – and most importantly, told Shane – he was going to stay out of it.
 
He also wanted to know very fucking much. Two months, he told himself. I have survived harder things. Which was both true and useless at the same time.
 
But the Admirals would take care of Shane, and New York was better for him than Montreal had been, so there was a part of Ilya that felt comforted, now, understanding what Marly had been trying to say. At least in New York, Shane would be safer than whatever the fuck he was happening with his current team.
 
The real problem started, Ilya would decide later, because they couldn’t play their bus games on the airplane. They could gather everyone into the middle of the bus, often in the middle of the night, twenty grown men squished together. Sometimes in even fewer seats because they’d laughingly decide that sitting on top of each other was perfectly normal. One time he had Carmy on his lap while Connors was on Marly’s, and Vic tried – but failed – to figure out how to lay across all of them at the same time. Vic and Carmy ended up on the floor, laughing hysterically. Other guys laughed too, or tossed trash at them, or bitched when Carmicheal decided that staying on the floor was simpler than getting up just then even if it meant he was blocking anyone who wanted to get down the aisle.
 
Coach Reilly just said, “Up, idiots,” in a tired voice, without mentioning the rest of it.
 
There were days Shane was more anxious than usual, worrying in their texts about the secrets they were keeping, everything that might be discovered, and what might happen to their careers when it did. On those days Ilya thought of all the dumb shit straight players got away with. He wondered sometimes if there was anything short of fucking in public that would really give him and Shane away. Other times he thought their love for each other was so obvious anyone who looked their way would immediately figure it out. On those days, he was very glad Shane was safely in Canada. Ilya would be relieved he wouldn’t fuck this all up for them one second, then be hit with a wave of loneliness and guilt that he wanted – even for that one second – to be anywhere other than nestled up under Shane’s ribcage, making a home next to his beating heart.
 
Russians are complex and tragic figures. Fuck anyone who says otherwise.
 
On the team plane, everyone had assigned seating. Rule of flying was different than bus rules: in the air you had to stay in your seat. If you got lucky and the guy sitting next to you wanted to, you might get a small game of cards going. Mostly you put in headphones to watch a movie on your tablet. Maybe you put in earplugs, tried to get some sleep.
 
Or, the worst possible other option: you could scroll on Twitter for hours.
 
Which is how, in an airplane somewhere over the Dakotas, the Boston Raiders found out about the hockey ship war of 2012.
 
“Hey, you guys?” Cadyn announced loudly. Too loud; Ilya had finished his movie and was trying to sleep. “Hollander is fucking a guy on his team!”
 
Ilya, who suddenly found he was very much awake now, pushed himself upright in his seat. Other guys were already crowding around Cadyn, trying to see what he’d pulled up on his phone.
 
“No, man,” Feller was saying from the next row up, “that’s a ship thing.”
 
“What does a boat have to do with it?” Carmy asked, but Feller smacked the side of his head.
 
“It’s mashing two dolls together,” Feller said. “Puck bunnies are hella into it.”
 
“None of those words make sense in that order,” Vicky said, reaching for Cayd’s phone. They slapped at each other’s hands for a minute.
 
"Fucking idiots!" Ilya swore loudly in Russian. That got their attention. Switching to English he said, “What is this about Hollander?”
 
“It’s nothing,” Feller said, just as Cayd said, “No they’re fucking, look!”
 
“This says Hollander is fucking our baby Cap too,” Vicky said, frowning. “And Hunter is, wait – why is this all about Hollander?”
 
Ilya’s stomach lurched. What do they have? Photos? Were they hacked? Did someone have the texts from Shane’s phone? The photos from his little plastic cheese? He tried to stand, got stuck, then realized he still had his seat belt on. His hands shook as he tried to undo the buckle.
 
Marly got there first. He moved up three aisles like he was chasing the puck, snagging the phone from Vic’s hand. He scrolled a bit, using his thumb to swipe up as he read.
 
“Is that Twitter?” a few of the guys asked, opening their own phones.
 
Ilya managed to get out of his seat belt, but the aisle was too crowded for him to get any closer. “What’s happening?”
 
“Wait, Roz,” Marly said, holding his hand up. “I don’t think this is real.”
 
“It totally is,” Cayd said, pointing at the screen. “Look, there’s proof and everything.”
 
“It’s not real,” Feller groaned. “You’re so stupid.”
 
“You’re stupid,” Cayd shot back.
 
“There’s enough stupid to go around,” Coach LeClaire said, sounding tired again. “Everybody back in your seats.”
 
Once his teammates were mostly back where they belonged, Ilya moved up the aisle to stand next to Marly, who was still reading Cadyn’s phone. The other man was trying to get it back, but Marly had one of his big hands on Cayd’s head, keeping him down.
 
“Is internet thing?” Ilya asked hopefully. “Like meme?”
 
“Kind of, I think?” Marly didn’t seem too sure. “More like people arguing on Twitter over who they think Hollander should hook up with.”
 
“Yes, thank you,” Feller said, throwing his hands in the air. “It’s all fans posting weird shit about how a guy on the Metros has the same gloves as a guy on the Hammerheads so oh no they must be fucking.”
 
Ilya leaned over, trying to see the screen. Marly angled it toward him slightly.
 
“There’s proof though,” Cayd was saying. “Look there’s pictures of Hollander and Pike wearing the same pants.”
 
“Yeah here’s one that says Hollander was wearing one of Roz’s team shirts while on a coffee run in Ottawa,” someone else added. “But the photo is too blurry to be sure.”
 
Okay that one might actually be true, Ilya thought, biting his lip.
 
“You really think Roz is fucking a second line center in Canada?” Feller said with a laugh. “I believe Hollander’s a faggot but if he’s with anybody it’s Hunter, right?”
 
“Don’t fucking say that word,” Ilya growled, lunging at Feller, but Marly pushed him back.
 
“Language,” LeClaire barked. “Feller, don’t be a jackass.”
 
“Geez, sorry,” Feller mumbled as he took his seat. “Just saying, kid’s got a vibe okay? Seems like he’s into the daddy type.”
 
“What the fuck does that mean?” Ilya asked, just as Vic said, “Fuck off, Feller,” and a couple of the other guys booed loudly.
 
“Okay, quiet down,” Marly said loudly. “I figured this out.”
 
Ilya stared at him, waiting while the plane settled.
 
“First off, this is bullshit, nobody’s fucking anybody else,” Marly announced. “But apparently it’s real popular online to match players they think would be sexy together if they were fucking. People just pair ‘em up in their heads.” He frowned, looking at something on Cayd’s phone. “I guess everyone thinks Hollander is the hottest player in the league right now so they want to see him with other players the most. Oh.. there’s a poll.”
 
“Like a survey?” Connors asked. He liked organized data collection.
 
Marly nodded. “Yeah, the internet voted on who they thought could lock that down.”
 
“Voted for fake relationship with Hollander?” Ilya held out his hand, motioning Marly to give him the phone.
 
“Man,” Cayd whined. “Give it back.”
 
Marly ignored both of them. Then he laughed, a short barking noise. A wide grin filled up his face. “Uh, sorry brother, you lost.”
 
“What? Says who? I am sexiest player in the league!” It occurred to Ilya, right after the words left his mouth, that he should maybe not be arguing about the very real relationship he and Shane Hollander were actually in and actively trying to keep secret.
 
“I found it,” Hammy called from somewhere behind him. “You came in 5th.”
 
Connors laughed next. “So there are four other players sexy enough to bag Hollander before baby Cap even gets a chance? That’s discrimination!”
 
“Yeah,” Marly agreed. “It says Carter Vaughn is 4th, Hunter is 3rd.”
 
Ilya turned to look back at Hammy. “And?”
 
“Uh, the new kid from Toronto is 2nd, Barrett.”
 
“Roz is not going to like who came in first place,” Carmy said, laughing.
 
Marly handed the phone back to Cadyn and moved toward his own seat. He slapped a hand onto Ilya’s back, making a less than sincere face when he said, “Sorry to break your heart, brother.”
 
“What?” Ilya asked, but Marly just pushed past him and sat down. “Who is it?”
 
Hammy laughed, leaning over across the aisle to show someone else his phone.
 
“Someone tell me!” Ilya snapped.
 
“Hayden Pike,” Vic called out. “The winger from Hollander’s line. Hey didn’t we meet him at dinner last fall?”
 
“Hayden fucking Pike is married,” Ilya said, crossing his arms. “He has beautiful lady Pike. I sent wedding gift.”
 
“The internet says they’re the ship most likely to be real,” Hammy said. “This post says Mrs. Pike is a beard so Hollander and Pike can be together in secret.”
 
Ilya’s jaw tensed. “The internet is wrong.”
 
“Sit down, Rozanov,” LeClaire yelled. “You can argue with the internet after your seat belt is back on.”
 
Ilya stomped back to his seat, grabbing his phone and another bland protein bar from his backpack. Fuck whoever thought Hayden Pike was good enough for his Shane. There were two hours left in this flight and Ilya was going to spend them both fighting with strangers on Twitter.
 
By the time the plane landed, he knew three things he hadn’t known before the plane took off:
 
First, the ship name for him and Shane was Hollanov, which was obviously better than “Shayden”. He liked the sound of it, and had immediately created a burner account for the sole purpose of arguing why he and Shane were better together than Shane and any of the other options.
 
Second, the Shayden shippers were a lot more invested in the whole thing than Ilya expected. There were teenagers in Iowa who were very loud about their theories. There were posts from married women in Quebec detailing every time the two of them were spotted out in the world, with or without other Metros players. There were anonymous accounts which only existed to track whether the two men wore items of clothing the internet declared part of a shared wardrobe. Ilya found videos in both English and French dissecting whether Pike or Shane was the “man” in their relationship. Some people claimed being Japanese meant Shane was more likely to be submissive, while most Shaydens looked at the height difference and decided Shane had to be the top because he was taller.
 
It was all so stupid and wrong. Ilya almost drew blood biting his lip hard enough to keep @Lily1410 from posting that Shane was both a sweaty, muscular jock and a demanding, greedy little bottom. That specific information was not for anyone but them to know.
 
And third, Ilya was certain he could never let Shane find out about any of this. He sighed when the flight attendants came around to clean up trash and nudge tray tables closed, logging out of Twitter. He resisted the urge to post three more carefully-worded arguments about Pike’s shot accuracy record disqualifying him from Hollander’s affections as he stood at the luggage carousel waiting for his suitcase. He absolutely wasn’t going to send Shane screenshots of his best arguments, even though he was doing the difficult work of chirping in his second language. (There were at least five posts Ilya wanted to print out and tape to his bathroom mirror so he could see them every day. He was allowed to be proud of himself, he thought. The rest of his life was already Russian enough.)
 
Luckily, the locker room moved on before they were fully dressed for their game, though Ilya might have accidentally knocked Feller into the tunnel wall when he pushed past him to get to his usual spot at the top of the line before they went out.
 
The game itself was barely worth remembering. Ilya got through it, earning two more points in assists – one quick snap to Marly because he had the lane at the end of the first period, and a long drive to Carmy in the third because no one expected Boston’s Russian Menace to give up the puck to a kid who maybe scored 6 goals a season, so none of Washington’s d-men were guarding Carmichael at all. His team won, even without Ilya scoring any goals of his own. Captain Anderson gave everyone a fist bump and a good job, I love you as they filed off the ice, which mattered.
 
Ilya begged off at the end of the night, heading to his room straight from arena. He stripped without thinking about it, crawling under the blankets while the rest of his team was still drinking in the hotel bar. A quick text to Shane, just call you tomorrow <3 and tired but good when Shane replied to ask if everything was okay.
 
He stared at the ceiling.
 
He thought about going to sleep.
 
He thought about getting up, getting dressed again, going downstairs and telling the guys that he’d rallied, ready to go out or get food or whatever they had planned for the night.
 
He thought about jerking off. Pictured Shane on his knees in the Boston apartment, moaning around Ilya’s cock. When that did nothing, he thought about Shane on his back, hands gripping the navy sheets in Montreal, hips bucking up as he squeezed his brown eyes closed and whimpered Ilya’s name.
 
Ilya sighed, unaffected.
 
He imagined the shower in Toronto, after the CCM shoot, only this time Shane didn’t panic and run away. In his fantasy, Shane trails a hand down his chest to find his own hard dick, stroking slowing to match Ilya’s movements.
 
They meet in the middle, nervous but wanting, until their chests are pressed together and they were sharing the same breath, hands bumping against each other.
 
Shane’s head dropping to Ilya’s shoulder.
 
Ilya’s other hand finding the back of Shane’s neck...
 
Nothing happened. Ilya groaned quietly and rolled over onto his stomach, one arm around the stiff hotel pillow.
 
Two days before, standing on his balcony smoking in the dark while his sleepy boyfriend listened from 500 kilometers away, he told Shane about finding his mama when he was twelve. About the accident and how she’d accidentally swallowed a whole bottle of pills. He’d needed the distance to get the words out at all.
 
Shane, his beautiful perfect Shane, promised that he believed Ilya when he said his mama wasn’t weak. Said Ilya was the strongest person he knew. Then asked, Hollander careful, have you thought about talking to someone? As if that wasn’t exactly what Ilya was doing in that moment, having this conversation outside in the middle of the night while he shivered in his bare feet and their cashmere hoodie that was too thin for March in Massachusetts.
 
A professional, Ilyusha, Shane had said softly. You don’t have to carry it all alone anymore.
 
Shane’s voice was always soft in Ilya’s memories. That’s what became of the past. It happened to you, around you, despite you, until it became yesterday then became memory then became a ghost when you realized you'd stopped looking at it head on.
 
Ilya had grown up in the presence of ghosts. Would he feel more alive or more empty if he let what haunted him fade away?
 
Alone in a hotel room on the other side of the country from the question, his damp cheek pressed against a pillow that didn’t smell like seaweed shampoo, Ilya started to wonder if, maybe, there was someone who could help him figure that out.
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    The reference to oatmeal on the bus is a shoutout to Kozzy from First Three, No Flash by frenetic_muse, which you absolute should be reading.

Captain Anderson read the Martian when it first came out earlier in the year and was very excited to steal the plot for their game, certain no one else on the team had read it yet. Coach Reilly knew exactly where it came from but said nothing, because when the Raiders are busy doing shit like this they are a lot less likely to do something that will get then whole team kicked off the bus (again).

The cosmonaut on the space station with the solar storm is a reference to OpalApparitions "Apogee". This was written before the evidence came to light that OA used AI in a number of their works; I don't want to rewrite the chapter but at the same time I do feel very differently about referencing their work after finding that out :/


  


      

  












      Chapter 32: How hard can it be?
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane and Ilya try to survive the rest of March. The trade deal goes sideways; the internet finds out before anyone else does. Ilya leans on his friends. Shane is alone on the ice. The last few weeks of the season grind away at everyone.

SFW chapter.








  March 2012
 
It was raining outside of his apartment and Ilya wanted to throw up. He was sitting sideways on his long couch, back pressed into one corner with his long legs stretched out in front of him. His ears were ringing slightly. He was too warm to be under the blanket he’d dragged out to the living room with him but too cold for the clothes he was wearing: a loose sleeveless shirt, a faded pair of comfortable jeans. Something in his chest felt wrong, compressed, pushing against his bones. The light coming in through his windows was the same as it would be just before sunset, but greener, as if the sunlight was filtered through grass instead of storm clouds. It made him tired, looking at that dark light, telling his brain it was too late to stay up much longer. It was barely 3 PM.
 
His heart rate was 84, according to his fitness band, which would make sense if he were lifting in the gym, but he’d been sitting on the couch for the last hour so he was currently waiting for it to either get better or worse.
 
He’d already eaten. He drank enough water to make him feel waterlogged, his belly sloshing around inside of him. He’d put on music to try to get his energy up; it made him feel worse as the buzzing noise in his ears got louder while his shoulders got colder, so he turned it off. He read the same page in his USCIS civics textbook four times but the Principles of American Democracy kept sliding out of his brain.
 
The Raiders had practice that morning, with an hour in the gym and tape review after. On the ice, he felt great. Powerful. He was faster than anyone else on the team, faster than maybe anyone else in the league right now except for Shane. In games he sometimes had to slow himself down so he wasn’t half a second in front of where his guys expected him to be, but in practice he let himself go. He chirped louder, laughed faster, skated literal circles around some of his teammates. They weren’t yet a team that could go all the way to the Cup but they were so far ahead of where they’d been last year that the mood in the locker room was still good, even running full steam into the end of the season. Getting into the first round of playoffs seemed certain, and the whole team was riding the high of having that to look forward to.
 
It should be enough for Ilya to take that feeling home with him after practice was over. It wasn’t.
 
He wasn’t sure why.
 
The free time was a problem. Ilya loved when the days were so busy they blurred together – practice, review, game, gym, dinner with the guys, even studying his English and working through the sample questions for the citizenship exam he hoped to eventually take – some weeks the only time he remembered to look at the calendar was to count the days he had left before he could see Shane again. This time of year should be busy enough that his brain could go somewhere quiet and let his body take over. Physically, he could feel the work grinding him down. His muscles were getting leaner, losing bulk in the struggle to eat enough to fuel the three-a-week game schedule and extra practice time in between. He was spending an hour a week in the ice baths at the arena, eight or ten minutes at a time, then coming home to soak in Epsom salts and water so hot it filled his bathroom with steam before he could gingerly lower himself into the tub. He was running as much he could, hitting the gym in his building or the one at their practice arena; he was in danger of burning himself out if he did any more.
 
In between, his fucking brain wouldn’t shut up.
 
He read but couldn’t retain anything. He watched television but lost track in the middle. Afternoon naps stopped being refreshing and started being the reason he laid in bed at 2 AM staring at the ceiling. Music made him restless, led to him pacing back and forth in his apartment trying to remember why he’d even gotten up off the couch. His teammates texted invitations to family dinners and late night clubs, but he didn’t want to go. The dinners reminded him that he’d have to show up alone. The clubs reminded him that he’d be leaving alone too.
 
He picked up his phone again. The little black rectangle held his entire life. He put in his password, thumbed open the messages app, then hesitated.
 
Yuna had texted about his Porsche ad – he’d have to go to Germany for three days before going to Russia, which meant at least three days more of his summer he wouldn’t be spending with Shane. Which he agreed to immediately, because Porsche, and he wasn’t going to say no to Shane’s mother, not now when he was still working his way into her life.
 
David had texted about the Raider’s game against Minnesota – the LeMaire kid that had been circling around him and Shane since last year had scored on him after a hard check into the boards. He’d left the arena with a bruise big enough that David said I could feel that from Ottawa so Ilya said okay is yours now I don’t want it and David sent a laughing emoji back. David was easy. They didn’t talk every day and it was usually only a few sentences at a time, but it was nice to have someone checking up on him that didn’t seem to want anything in return.
 
Marly texted because Yuna had signed him onto a print ad for a local pickle company and the entire team was losing their minds over it. The pickle people had started out in Boston three or four years before, selling out of a wooden cart downtown until they built up a cult following. They were bigger now, selling out of grocery stores, but the ad with Marly would go out to the whole Northeast as the company expanded. Who’s your pickle daddy now? Marly had texted the group chat the minute he was allowed to announce it. A few of the guys were planning to celebrate tonight at a bar that made pickle martinis they swore were good. Ilya was happy for once to remind them he was underage in America; he didn’t love a martini on a good day and couldn’t imagine adding pickle brine was going to make it better.
 
He shuddered and exited out of that chat.
 
Shane had texted before getting on the Metros plane just after noon. They’d had a game last night in Tampa and were on their way to Ottawa now so it’d be another hour before he landed. The last thing Shane said was do you want me to help you research therapists in Boston? and Ilya wasn’t sure how to change the subject from him maybe having trouble with his brain some days to how much happier he’d be if Shane was on his couch right now, falling apart under him as Ilya sucked his cock.
 
He closed those messages too.
 
The ringing in his ears hadn’t gone away. His heart was moving too fast still, but not fast enough to worry anyone on a professional level. (He’d Googled it, to be safe.) He stood, shook his arms out and rolled his neck.
 
It was too early to eat dinner. He was still full from the late lunch he’d eaten standing up in his kitchen. Between that and the giant tumbler of water he could feel his full stomach weighing on him, pulling his belly forward and tilting his hips back. It was a tiny thing, probably no one else would notice.
 
Shane would notice.
 
Ilya called Sveta.
 
“Are you dying?” she asked, in Russian, instead of saying hello.
 
“Yes, it’s terrible, please save me,” he told her, also in Russian. Svetlana always spoke to him in their language unless there was an English speaker around, and even though she only used their language half the time.
 
“What small inconvenience has you dramatically dying this time?”
 
Ilya sighed. “You are so mean to me, Sveta. I am alone in my apartment and everything is boring and I need you.”
 
“Call Shane,” she replied.
 
“He’s on plane to Ottawa.”
 
“Right, they play there tomorrow. Okay so call Cliff.”
 
Ilya sighed again, louder. “He is drinking pickle martinis tonight.”
 
“Ew. Never mind. You have other friends on your team, yes?”
 
“Vicky is having team dinner at his house but I don’t want to go alone.”
 
Sveta made a soft grunting noise like she was moving something heavy. “If you went there you would not be alone.”
 
“You know what I mean,” Ilya whined. “They will ask me who I am dating and I cannot say I have beautiful Canadian man who drops to his knees in my hallway because my bed is too far away and he cannot stay off of my dick.”
 
“You should not say that to me either, Ilyusha, but good for you.” There was a clanging sound, metal on metal. “Tell them your Jane is on business trip.”
 
“I think…” He paused, the words heavy on his tongue. “I think the more I say Jane, the worse it will be when I say Shane.”
 
“Is that something you want? To tell your team about him?” When Ilya didn’t answer right away, Sveta went on, her voice quieter. “Is that something he wants?”
 
“I do not know.” Ilya rubbed the back of his neck. “You know how it is. Of course we cannot say anything. We cannot be anything!” He took a deep breath, feeling the air filling his lungs, cutting off the words he wanted to say instead. “But we are something so I don’t know what to do.”
 
On the other side of the phone, a low voice murmured something he couldn’t hear, and Sveta said shhh baby you’re okay in English but she wasn’t talking to Ilya. “Listen,” she said to him in Russian a few seconds later, “you have three more minutes to fall apart then I am hanging up.”
 
“If you are busy I can fall apart another time,” Ilya snapped back, annoyed.
 
“I know you will, but you are clearly having moment so I am here now.”
 
Ilya swore under his breath. “I am lonely, okay? Hockey is hard. Shane is far away. I don’t know.”
 
“I am not used to you in love,” Sveta admitted. “My advice is not helpful to you these days. Maybe we are not the kind of friends who survive you being monogamous and stupid happy.”
 
“Fuck you, you will be my friend forever.” Ilya sighed. “You know that, yes? You cannot leave me Sveta. And I am not even stupid happy yet. So.” He shrugged his shoulders, knowing she couldn’t see him. “You have to stay until that happens, at least.”
 
“You are not happy with Shane?”
 
“I have never been happier than when he’s in the room,” he replied immediately, then paused, sorrow seeping back into him. “But I have him five times a year, and in between I rot in my bed alone. And do not say I should fuck someone else in between, I tried before and I don’t want anyone else. My cock only works for him now. It’s a fucking nightmare.”
 
“You love it.”
 
“Yes, fine.” He stood then, looking around for his cigarettes. “I love him. I wish I did the smart thing, only fucked him after games and didn’t talk to him between because I could have survived that I think. I don’t know how to survive this. Belonging to someone I never see.” He found the half-empty pack then, grabbed his lighter from his jacket pocket, and stepped out onto his balcony, leaving the door open behind him. “I could have spent years that way. Until we were ready. I am not ready to be in love at twenty years old, Sveta. My mother did that and it killed her.”
 
He lit a cigarette with trembling hands.
 
“Your mother was never in love, she was only married,” Svetlana said softly. “You know this. And maybe yes you could have fucked him without loving him. Would you have been happier?”
 
Ilya blew out the smoke from his lungs in one long exhale. “I don’t know. He is… He drives me crazy, how much I want him. I don’t know. Maybe I was fucked the first time I kissed him, and there is never a universe where I could have kept him away.” He took another drag. “My three minutes are up, I think.”
 
“Yes, five minutes ago. But I am a very good friend. You will take me to lunch next week to thank me.”
 
She hung up then, after he promised to make reservations, which he would do as soon as he looked at the game schedule he only mostly had memorized.
 
He was too much in his head and had been for weeks. Months? That felt too long but might be accurate. Ilya was good with time when he could see it coming. He didn’t miss games or workouts, or anything that was written on the calendar he kept in the kitchen, because it had to be somewhere he’d see it every day. Appointments, he kept. If it was written down it was real and that meant it had to be done so he’d do it. It was the in between that was the problem.
 
There were moments he would remember for the rest of his life. Certain games. Shane, after the shoot in Toronto. Their room in Vegas. In his apartment in Montreal, or Ilya’s bed in Boston. Everything in between was like a little boat meant to be tied up at a dock but set free, so it drifted out across the lake. The boat was real. The lake was real. The dock was real. Time was real. The things Ilya had done all existed in his brain but like the boat and the dock, they weren’t connected to each other. He was a series of memories he couldn’t quite place on specific dates. The in between things blurred together.
 
He finished his second cigarette, then went back inside to hide the pack somewhere new. He was trying to quit, probably. The best he could do right now was make it a little harder for himself to smoke when he wanted to. Once in a while the effort of remembering where they were kept him from smoking at all, which was close to progress.
 
It was barely 4 PM and the empty apartment was going to kill him.
 
Lily: hope your flight was good
[message not delivered]
 
So Shane’s flight was still in the air. He always turned his phone off until he got out of the plane.
 
Ilya’s hands shook, just a little. He needed to move his body, to run it into exhaustion. His body argued immediately – his muscles already too tired from gym and practice earlier in the day. He could find the energy to fuck maybe, spend the effort he’d put into building this body on someone else’s skin, but the one person he wanted to do that with wasn’t here.
 
Svet had suggested, months ago when Ilya was complaining yet again, that he ask Shane for an open relationship, where they could agree to fuck other people in between each other. Ilya considered it for the five seconds it took him to realize this would mean Shane, his Shane, would be bent over some other man’s couch, and then no thank you but no, never. He knew from experience that he could take a girl back to her place and it would mean nothing more than exercise with an orgasm or two at the end of it. Shane didn’t seem capable of separating the physical from his feelings, and Ilya was never going to be okay with him finding out for sure.
 
“If I am being honest,” he said in Russian to the empty room, “and why not, no one else is here, I do not want him to fuck people he doesn’t care about either.” Ilya laughed at himself. “Oh my god, I have become possessive.”
 
Well. If today was a day to accept ridiculous things about himself, he might as well open Twitter.
 
@Lily1410 had 45 notifications waiting.
 
He was forty minutes in to arguing about how Shane’s shots per game stats proved without a doubt that Pike would never be a worthy boyfriend when he realized he was stumbling into “Huntander” territory. The idiots who argued Shane was secretly hooking up with Scott Hunter were even more blind and out of touch than the ones who lobbied for Pike, which was already disgusting enough. Thinking about his beautiful Shane getting on his hands and knees for old man Hunter threatened to bring up the lunch he’d only just forgotten about. He usually didn’t even bother to correct them – sending dinosaur memes was as much energy as he wanted to spend on them. But one post stood out from the others:
 
@admrlsadmingirly shared two photos with the caption “Hollander and Hunter breakup! Admirals trade for Hollander but are pushing him out to soothe Hunter’s broken heart!!”
 
Ilya clicked on the pictures. Both were camera phone snaps; the room wasn’t bright enough, the pages at an angle across a desk like the person who took them didn’t have time to make the pictures better. Still, you could read enough to make out that the Admirals agreed to a trade with the Metros then were working a separate deal to trade Shane to an unnamed team somewhere else in the league.
 
The shaking in his hands came back.
 
If this was real… If, and Ilya wanted to believe it wasn’t but it sure as hell looked real, then Shane wasn’t going to New York after all.
 
Without the limited trade deal he’d worked out with Montreal, would Shane have any say in where the Admirals sent him? Would he – fuck – could he end up in California or Nevada or some other faraway place, without any protections at all?
 
NY 2
 
Ilya: what do you know about this?
Ilya: [link]
Dinosaur: not dating Shane
Ilya: focus old man
Vaugny: we traded for Hollander?
Ilya: you don’t know?
Hunter: why would we know?
Ilya: fucking find out
Dinosaur: did you ask your boy?
Ilya: team is on plane
Vaughny: I know a girl in the front office let me ask
Ilya: thank you Raiders will not target you next game
Dinosaur: what about me?
Ilya: you know what you did
 
He called Marly next. His words were out of his mouth before his friend could even speak. “When you said you knew something was it that Shane was being traded to New York, or that New York is trading him somewhere else?”
 
“Woah, what? Hold on.” Ilya heard muffled voices, then Marly came back on the line. “Say that again.”
 
“Internet is saying Admirals take Shane in trade to send him to other team for different trade.” He was pacing around his apartment, a small circuit that took him through the kitchen, around into the living room, through that then back to the kitchen again, with the island and the coffee table in the middle of his loop.
 
“Are you sure it’s not a rumor, like the ship thing?”
 
“Nyet, there are pictures of contract.”
 
“Damn, okay. I heard he was going to the Admirals, figured you were okay with that. Didn’t hear about them passing him on though.” Marly swore at someone in the background; Ilya heard laughter and multiple people talking. “I’m assuming Hollander doesn’t know either or you wouldn’t call me. Hey, I’m at Saint Vic’s, can I tell the guys?”
 
“Fine, yes, ask what they know, I will wait.” Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes for a moment while Marly had a conversation he couldn’t quite hear.
 
“No one here knows anything but Cap’s gonna call Coach. Try not to worry, brother.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, rolling his eyes. Not worry? What else was he supposed to do?
 
Lily: call me
[message delivered]
 
Shane’s plane had to be on the ground now, so it was just his future that was still up in the air. Ilya stared at his phone and waited for someone to tell him what the hell was happening.
 
Dinosaur: ESPN has it, just gave a quote
 
Ilya didn’t bother to reply. He found ESPN’s website on his phone, clicking play as soon as he found the video.
 
Sources are reporting that Montreal Metros rookie center Shane Hollander to be part of four-way trade that includes the Metros and the New York Admirals. No word yet on where Hollander will end up, but Admirals Captain Scott Hunter had this to say: “Hollander has a lot of potential and I look forward to seeing him on the ice wherever he goes.” This just in: Janmark, a forward for the Admirals, is confirming on Twitter that he’s part of the trade and will be joining the Metros next season. We’ll keep you updated.
 
His phone vibrated; Jane was calling.
 
“Are you alone?” he asked.
 
“Did you see it?” Shane sounded breathless, his voice wavering.
 
“I did,” Ilya said. “Where are you?”
 
“Christ, hold on a minute!” Ilya tensed, but heard more words muffled by the phone. “Sorry, I wasn’t talking to you,” Shane whispered. “Had to get the guys to back off for like two fucking seconds.” He breathed out loudly. “I’m still at the airport.”
 
“What do you need?”
 
Shane laughed, a small and humorless sound. “I’m so tired of this.”
 
Ilya didn’t want to say it. It wasn’t the right time to say it. He had to say it. As gently as he could, he asked, “Tired of us?”
 
“No, absolutely not,” Shane said immediately, his voice firmer now. “You don’t get to do that.”
 
“I am not… Shane, I…” Ilya paused. “You are having hard time and I do not want to make it worse.”
 
“You want to break up with me?”
 
“No, fuck. No.” Ilya pressed the phone against his forehead.
 
“Good, glad that’s settled for the hundredth fucking time.” Shane moved the phone away from his mouth again, arguing with someone Ilya couldn’t hear. When he returned, his voice was soft again. “I really thought I had this sorted out. It’s been so much, you don’t even know… but I thought we could make New York work. And I was gonna tell you but I hadn’t signed anything yet and my agent said until I did things could still get moved around but I thought… I really thought this was going to be okay.”
 
“Hey, listen to me,” Ilya said. “We make it work, yes? You go where they send you and I maybe… find team near you.” He bit his lip as soon as he said it. They hadn’t talked about Ilya changing teams before.
 
“Yeah? What if I go to Anaheim?”
 
“Then I go to LA.”
 
“If I go to Florida?”
 
“Then I go to Tampa.”
 
Shane’s voice got brighter. It sounded like he was smiling now. “Colorado? They don’t have another team in the same state.”
 
“Then I become very hot ski instructor.” Ilya smiled too.
 
“Do you even know how to ski?”
 
“How hard can it be? I am already hot, hard part is done. I don’t care where we go, Shane. We will be okay.”
 
He heard Shane on the other end of the phone, the noises that meant he was straightening up, putting his Shane Hollander face back on before having to face the rest of the world. “You’re an idiot and I love you,” he said.
 
“What do you need?”
 
“Can we just focus on the rest of the season? I think I need to accept that I can’t do anything else about the rest of it. Let’s just play as hard as we can.”
 
“Oh you want to play hard now?” Ilya grinned. “I will think of you hard every game, yes?”
 
“Such an asshole,” Shane said fondly. “I have to go.”
 
“I love you,” Ilya said.
 
“I know,” and then, “bye.”
 
He went to the calendar in his kitchen, tapping each game as he counted them out: two home games were coming up as they played against Philly here on Saturday, Toronto on Monday, then flying out Wednesday to San Jose for a three-game stretch that included Los Angeles the Saturday after and Anaheim on Sunday. Home for three games in Boston to finish the month: Tampa, Washington, and New York. Four games in one week at the beginning of April, and then… playoffs. Less than a month to finish out the regular season.
 
He pulled up the Metros schedule on his phone, looking for places they overlapped or had days off together. Shane was back in Montreal to play Jersey day before Ilya was in Philly, then Buffalo. He’d have the weekend off while Ilya was in California, too far away to be helpful, and he’d be in Pittsburgh the day the Raiders were flying back to Boston. They both had games on the 27th, Ilya played on the 29th at home and Shane was in New York on the 30th then DC the next day. Shane had three games to wrap up the first week of April, but none of them were close enough to meet up.
 
Ilya leaned his head against the wall. Playoffs would start on the 11th of April so, maybe, they might get a chance to see each other for a few days after the season ended, assuming both teams made it… Except he already knew Montreal wasn’t going to have the points. Boston did, they were right below the Admirals this year and a big part of that was Ilya but he had a whole team behind him. They weren’t great yet, but they would probably be playoff contenders for the first time in years, after only two seasons with Ilya on the bench. The Metros could have been there too – Shane had even more points than Ilya did this year, and was by far the best player on their team – but they’d left him alone on the ice too often and it cost them.
 
So they might be able to see each other the second week of April. Or Shane could be on his way to his new team on the other side of the country, and at this point, they wouldn’t know until it happened.
 
“Okay,” he said to the empty room. “Twelve more games. How hard can it be?”
 
They beat Philly 3 to 2 with Ilya scoring one goal and getting an assist on one of the others. The ice was smooth, the game was straightforward, and after he texted 11 more to go to Jane before the team crowded into an all-night diner for fat stacks of pancakes and crispy bacon.
 
The Metros had lost 3 – 2 to the Admirals; Shane scored both of their goals, but it wasn’t enough and Ilya knew he’d been feeling the loss the way he always did. He kept his phone face down on the table, in case it vibrated with a message back.
 
“Coach said the thing with Hollander isn’t over,” Cap told him as he reached past Ilya to grab a bottle of maple syrup. “But players get traded all the time, you can’t let it mess you up. We’ve all got buddies on different teams.”
 
“Yeah, maybe I go to other team too,” Ilya said around a mouthful of pancake. “We will see.”
 
“You’d do that for him?” Cap asked quietly. “You just signed for five more years.”
 
Ilya shrugged, and stole one of Feller’s sausages while the other man wasn’t looking.
 
Sunday he woke up to a missed call and two texts from Shane. They kept trying and failing to reach each other throughout the day as Ilya did laundry and prepped for his upcoming run through California, while Shane juggled a team meeting and practice time with a dinner he’d promised to his parents. Every time one of them had a free moment, the other was in the middle of something they couldn’t step away from.
 
David had asked, a few weeks before, if he could be the one to talk to Shane about what happened after the All-Star game, since Shane hadn’t yet come out to his parents on his own. Ilya agreed, selfishly and cowardly he thought, because it let him off the hook. He tensed up every time Shane mentioned his parents, wondering when it was coming, but none of the Hollanders mentioned it yet.
 
Ilya went to bed with their cashmere hoodie next to his pillow. The next morning he boxed it up and shipped it to Shane before heading to the arena.
 
The game against Toronto was fucking glorious. The Raiders crushed them, 8 – 0, with Ilya scoring one hat trick and Anderson scoring a second one. Marly, Vicky, and Seb each tangled with Kent, leaving him limping by the end of the game, and Ilya managed to knock Barrett into the boards so hard he bruised his own arm doing it.
 
He got back to his apartment sometime after 1 AM, after two beers with the team and an hour on the dance floor with two women he introduced to Carmy and Hammersmith as he was walking out the door. He’d enjoyed getting out of his head for a bit, but that’s all it was these days, and the realization that he didn’t even mind going home alone for once had him smiling all the way back to his apartment.
 
When he opened the door to find Shane sitting on his couch, reading a book in nothing but a pair of boxers and those fucking glasses, Ilya thanked gods he didn’t believe in and tore off his clothes right there in the hallway.
 
His boyfriend was gone by the time he woke up, and the hours in between felt like a dream, but he found three dark purple marks on his chest when he saw himself in the bathroom mirror.
 
Lily: thank you for bruises
Lily: sorry for long drive
Jane: worth it <3
 
On Wednesday he kept opening the picture Shane had sent that morning (him from the neck down wearing the hoodie, half zipped, with nothing under it but Shane’s bare chest) while they sat in the airport lounge waiting for the plane to be ready. Connors and Marly leaned into each other, very obviously talking about the smile on Ilya’s face, but he sunk lower in his seat and ignored them.
 
Lily: 9 more games
Jane: 10 for you
Lily: you can do this
Jane: yeah but will anyone else on this team do it with me?
 
Montreal lost at Buffalo while Ilya’s plane was landing in San Jose. Ilya sent a bathroom selfie before the left the airport, and tried not to think about a life where Shane played in a different conference.
 
The Raiders lost to those fuckers with their fucking fish head. Ilya didn’t even score. He kicked Feller out of their shared room after they got back to the hotel, and sent Shane a video call request instead. They both came hard and fast into their own hands across the country from each other, neither of them having the energy to draw it out into anything more.
 
Ilya took a quick shower and passed out asleep on top of the blankets before Feller got back.
 
He watched the Montreal vs Ottawa game in the hotel bar in Los Angeles, drinking a Coke because the only TV was behind the bar and the bartender actually tried to card him for once. David texted after the second period when Shane had two goals in the net already, just he looks good tonight. Ilya wrote back he always does, and ordered a basket of hot wings. By the time they arrived he’d already politely turned down a good looking older woman in a very tight dress; Anderson slid onto the bar stool the woman had been in and took one of Ilya’s wings without asking. They watched the rest of the game that way, neither of them saying a word that wasn’t ordering something from the bar. When it was over, Montreal had won 5 – 1, Anderson clapped a hand to Ilya’s shoulder as a way to say goodbye, and Ilya found himself back in his room to watch Shane’s post-game media alone.
 
On Saturday Ilya sat in the visitor’s locker room watching the end of Shane’s game in Philly, which had started earlier due to the time difference. Shane had managed one goal at the beginning of the second but wasn’t able to score again the rest of the game. None of the other Metros scored either.
 
It was easier to see, in games like this, why the Metros had been at the bottom of the league when they drafted Shane. Both of their teams were, at the time, the worst teams in the MLH the year they got the top draft picks, but Boston had been steadily improving with Ilya on their roster. The coaching team was invested in not only their wins but building a solid team around their young Russian center. They made a few small trades over the last two years, keeping space under the salary cap for a chance at some bigger moves in the next year or so. The team itself had a comfortable, family vibe, and their Captain wasn’t expected to either carry the whole team or sit back and watch it fall apart.
 
The Metros couldn’t say the same. Not about any of it, Ilya was pretty sure. They seemed to have pinned all of their hopes on Shane Hollander without making sure he had a team to back him up.
 
The fact they were willing to burn him up on the ice then trade him off to another team made Ilya think thoughts that would definitely screw up his chances for citizenship if he ever acted on them.
 
“See the hit Comeau took in the first?” Marly said, looking at Ilya’s phone over his shoulder.
 
“He is out for three games,” Ilya muttered unhappily. “Not enough.”
 
“Yeah, but it’s a start.” Marly winked as a wide smile spread over his face. “Liam Casey is a friend.”
 
Casey was the big defenseman who’d knocked Comeau into the wall so hard he dislocated the man’s shoulder. Ilya grinned as he realized the implication. “Remind me to send Casey a thank you card,” he said as Marly laughed.
 
It was nice to have friends.
 
The Raiders did better in LA, winning 4 – 2 after being tied up at one each through the second period. Marly had kicked them off with a short handed goal while Ilya sat in the bin after tangling with one of LA’s wingers after the other man mentioned Ilya’s mother; the refs blamed him for the second punch and gave LA the power play. Luckily the other team couldn’t turn it around, and it took them eight more minutes – on a pass that included two different assists – before LA scored their first goal. It was a brutal game, with plenty of bruises as both teams chased the win, but in the third period the Raiders pulled ahead. Connors and Anderson both scored, with Ilya closing them out on an empty net goal literally one second before the end of the game.
 
He was elated and exhausted at the same time. He did a quick round of questions for the reporters camped outside the locker room, then let LeClaire pull him out for half a hour with their PTs. He ended up with six minutes in an ice bath and tape in two places.
 
No one from the team went out that night.
 
Ilya ended up scratched from playing against Anaheim the next night after the bruise around his left eye – thanks to LA’s winger – swollen up into a puffy mess that left him unable to see properly out of it. He sat on the bench though, kitted out with an ice pack to his face, just in case they needed him. The Raiders won, barely, but it was enough.
 
He kept his phone on during the flight home that Sunday. Jane texted him frequently, checking on Ilya’s eye (the swelling had gone down), his ribs (still fine), Connors’ ankle (just a little bit twisted, he’d be okay to skate on it by the time they played Tampa at home on Tuesday).
 
He barely remembered the cab home from the airport, passing out on top of his bed with his limbs splayed out like a starfish as soon as he’d managed to get his clothes off.
 
Monday was a mandatory rest day, and Ilya was hoping to meet Shane halfway between their cities for a few hours together, but Shane had been threatened with a hefty fine if he skipped practice so they settled for ending their night with phone sex instead.
 
Shane passed out two minutes after he came, quietly, alone in his Montreal apartment. Ilya listened to him breathing softly on the other end of the line while he cleaned himself up and got under his blankets. He left the phone on speaker, resting against the pillow Shane always claimed when he was in Boston, and let the sounds of the other man’s breath lull him to sleep.
 
“It’s you I love, my beautiful boy,” he’d whispered in Russian when he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer. Shane had made a small sound at the back of his throat, a rustling movement as his hand moved across his sheets, then went silent again.
 
Jane: 7 more then playoffs for you
Jane: you can do this <3
Lily: you too <3
 
Tuesday come in under his skin with the rest of the bruises. He crawled out of bed unsteadily, rising to stand on legs that felt too thin to hold his body up. He was down seven pounds in the last month, a number the med team was monitoring but not surprised by. Marly with his bigger frame, had lost almost ten.
 
He hadn’t asked Shane for his number yet. Something about it put a cold kind of tension behind his neck, a worry that settled in and pressed up the back of his skull.
 
Boston beat Florida in their Garden while Montreal lost to Tampa at Bell Center. Ilya went home with two dislocated fingers on his left hand and a promise to keep them taped together between games. Shane had two days off, Ilya had one.
 
Neither of them pretended they could have taken that time to see each other.
 
Thursday night, the Raiders lost to DC at home but the goals they’d managed put them over the edge to secure a spot in the playoffs. Ilya listened to the voicemail Shane had left while he was doing post-game press, just “I wanted you to hear me when I tell you that I love you,” and “I knew you could do it” before it cut out.
 
Ilya stood under the hot water in the locker room, aching so hard it was a physical thing, a want he could not claw out of his chest, letting his tears fall where no one could see them.
 
The Metros lost to the Admirals in New York on Friday, with Ilya watching alone in his apartment. Shane scored their one goal, minute 17 in the third, but Hunter had two on his own that period and the Admirals had racked up two other goals before then, so there was nothing Shane could have done.
 
Ilya watched him fight for every pass and slip from the ice like a ghost when it was over. He texted a few times but Shane didn’t reply that night. There was no way, now, for the Metros to make the playoffs. He could feel Shane’s unspoken disappointment all the way from Montreal.
 
The next night Ilya faced off against Hunter and Vaughn and the rest of the Admirals in Boston while Shane battled it out against Washington in their arena in DC. The Raiders pulled off a win they didn’t really need while the Metros racked up another loss that didn’t change their divisional standing but stung anyway.
 
Later, Ilya would watch the Montreal v Washington game again, fast-forwarding through the parts where Shane was on the bench, watching Hollander breaking himself open on ice that didn’t want him the way Ilya wanted him, every moment of the day. He wrapped one hand around his own bruised torso as the Shane on his screen chased the puck from teammates that didn’t seem to see him even when he was skating right through their lane.
 
He watched the other man take every hit, every high stick and too-wide knock into the boards, but shake it off and get back up. He saw the way Shane shook his head to keep trainers back, the way his coaches pointed at him with disappointed faces none of the other guys seemed to get. His teeth ground together in the back of his mouth.
 
“You are tired, sweetheart,” Ilya whispered that night. He wore his suit pants but had managed to get out of his shoes and the rest of his clothes. His back was against the front of the couch, where he’d let himself sink to the floor with his legs splayed out in front of him, one knee against a leg of the coffee table. Somewhere in DC, Shane Hollander had locked himself in his hotel bathroom to sneak a five minute phone call while his teammate ordered room service on the other side of the door. “Is not a weak thing. I am tired too.”
 
“I know, Ilya.”
 
“You are strong, okay? The season will be over in a week.” Ilya rubbed his eyes, willing himself to sound optimistic. “You can do this,” he said, when what he meant was you can survive this, please survive this.
 
Shane’s breath was soft against his side of the call. “One more week.”
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  April 1 – April 8, 2012
 
“I’m so tired of eating,” Shane mumbled around a mouthful of food. His voice was coming out of Ilya’s phone speaker, lying on top of the bedspread so Ilya could eat alongside him.
 
“What do you have tonight?” Ilya asked. “Mine is chicken and the orange potatoes.” He was sitting in his hotel room in Brooklyn; the Raiders were staying overnight after beating the Scouts 2 to 1. A few of the third line guys and bench warmers were going out but most of the team – the ones who’d seen real time on the ice tonight – had quietly shuffled off to their rooms instead. Their coaches had arranged for meal delivery, and Ilya’s had arrived ten minutes ago.
 
Without discussing it, Shane had waited to eat his own dinner at the same time. “Sweet potatoes?” he asked. “Those are a better carbs for you than regular potatoes.”
 
Ilya grunted, taking another forkful. “Yes, is why I am eating even though everything tastes the same now.”
 
“Exactly. I have brown rice and salmon with a glaze on it, I don’t know anymore.” Shane groaned. “Miso? Maple? It all fucking tastes like the oatmeal I have for breakfast and the rice I have for lunch and the protein bars and the shakes and…” He sighed. “They need to invent a better way to get 5000 calories on game days. My stomach’s going to explode.”
 
“They gave us, uh, protein bombs today. For snacks.” Ilya shoved another bite into his mouth, chicken thigh and sweet potato on the same fork. “Is peanut butter with chocolate outside. Many calories in very small bite. Is good.” He didn’t say that it was the only thing he’d eaten today that stood out, as a flavor. He didn’t say because Shane and every other active player in the MLH was in the same place right now, fighting to stay on top of his calories while their game and practice schedules leeched the muscle and fat from his bones.
 
End of season Ilya was cut in a way that had women offering to lick the sweat from his abs while he laid back and did nothing, which was maybe all the energy he could spare. He looked fantastic, if you ignored the dark circles under his eyes, but he felt dehydrated and was probably too tired to get it up. He’d try though, if Shane wanted. He also knew Shane was too tired to ask.
 
“Who gave it to you?” Shane was saying, over the phone. “They’re good?”
 
“Yes, taste not like candy but healthy candy? Not sweet. I don’t know, maybe tongue is too tired to taste anymore. Nutritionist gave to us, Pamela. She made for whole team, everyone took a box after practice today, before game. You have that?” Ilya crushed his now-empty bottle of water, grabbed another from the night table, and twisted off the lid.
 
“No.” Shane sounded thoughtful. “Send me the recipe or the macros or something? I can probably order it somewhere.”
 
“If you order will you get before week is over?” At the end of the week, the regular season would be finished and Shane would no longer be a Montreal Metro.
 
“Mm, maybe not but after the season I need to build muscle back up again. Plus, you know. If you like it.”
 
This was a new thing Ilya had noticed since Christmas when Shane ate breaded chicken and pasta salad, meals so unusual that his father and Hayden both commented on it. He watched Shane strictly control his diet for almost two years now – he got his enormous calorie requirement from only a dozen of the same foods, over and over, every day – but once in a while he was willing to try something different now, just because Ilya wanted to eat it. He wasn’t too worried about Shane eating enough, most of the time, but he definitely worried that Shane didn’t enjoy anything he was eating. Watching Shane put food in his mouth was watching another repetitive movement that happened because his job required it, the same as running on the treadmill or lifting weights. Ilya wanted Shane to enjoy it too, to take pleasure from anything he could, inside of his regimented hockey-focused life.
 
Ilya couldn’t wait to enjoy food again, once the season was over.
 
“Yes, you should try then. I think you will like.” Ilya drank more water as he listened to Shane chew his own food. “I will get more in Boston, keep them in fridge for you when you visit.”
 
“Oh yeah, if they have chocolate they probably need to be kept cold. Is it mixed in or a coating?”
 
“Coating? What is this, like jacket for little peanut butter balls?” Ilya grinned at the mental picture.
 
“No, it means uh… if they take the ball and dip it in chocolate, so the chocolate is only on the outside.”
 
“Yes, this,” Ilya agreed. “Not on inside. Is not much chocolate, only for a little taste. Is nice, to have good flavor for balls in your mouth.”
 
Shane groaned. “Dude,” he sighed.
 
“What? You like when I have your balls in my mouth,” Ilya teased. Shane liked it very much actually, now that Ilya was thinking about it. He mentally reminded himself to do it more often. He sometimes forgot, in his rush to get Shane’s heavy cock on his tongue, that Shane’s body was so responsive he had many other places that benefited from Ilya’s tongue.
 
“I can’t, Ilya.”
 
“Can’t what, sweetheart?”
 
Shane groaned again. “I can’t even think about jerking off tonight. I’m sorry.”
 
“No, no,” Ilya said softly. “I am not starting. Ah, little tease, nothing more. Am too tired also. Tomorrow, after bus home? We do not play until Tuesday.” We, meaning the both of them – Shane didn’t have a game tomorrow either, though the Metros had a morning skate on the calendar.
 
“Yeah, sounds great,” Shane said, his voice slower than before. “Only other day we have off together this week is Friday, but my parents are coming to help me get stuff squared away for the move.”
 
“No news yet?” Ilya asked, trying to keep the fear out of his voice.
 
“Mmm-nn,” Shane mumbled. “It’s gonna be okay though…”
 
“Yes, we are okay,” Ilya said right away, so Shane knew he meant it. “Moy mal'chik, is time for sleep now.”
 
“I like that,” Shane said, quiet in a specific way that meant he was already half asleep. “I like being your boy.”
 
“Such a good boy you are, too,” Ilya cooed. “Time to get up and get into bed now, please.”
 
“Gonna sleep here,” Shane said. “For one minute.”
 
“You are at kitchen table? Not good place for sleeping.”
 
“Living room. I’ll lay down for a minute, then bed.” There was a rustling noise, Shane losing the fight with gravity and settling onto his long couch. At least Ilya knew from experience that it was comfortable enough for a nap.
 
“You have blanket?” he asked, as he closed up his dinner container and set it on the night table. He took one last drink of water, then flipped off the lamp.
 
Shane grunted something. There was another soft fabric sound, probably the quilt Shane kept on the back of the couch being pulled down to cover him. Ilya could see it in his head, as he got under the hotel blankets. Shane lying face down, one leg threatening to fall off the couch, half covered in a blanket that didn’t reach his legs. Strands of black hair falling into his face, longer than they were a few months ago, with no time to get it cut lately. Ilya’s curls were longer than they should be; he’d have to take care of his own hair once they were out of the playoffs. If he was in Montreal, he could pick Shane up and take him to bed. Or lie on top of him, 200 pounds of Russian to keep him warm and safe so Shane could rest.
 
They were both asleep before either of them thought to end the call.
 
The bus ride home on Monday was the same as usual until they’d gotten past Hartford, two hours from home. Then O'Regan and Kane were wrestling in the back of the bus and Cap was yelling at them to knock it off and then suddenly he was calling out the rules for another game of Impossible. Ilya groaned. He pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his curls, pulling the drawstrings tight, and tried to pretend he was already asleep.
 
“Okay boys,” Captain Anderson said loudly. “Today’s problem you’re gonna solve without any outside help!”
 
Several members of the team grumbled complaints.
 
“You only have each other, and things you can prove are on this bus right now.”
 
Ilya opened one eye. This wasn’t how they usually played the game.
 
Cap was standing in the middle of the aisle, near the front. “Your mission is to get everyone on this bus from the arena to a safe place, with no phones or internet. Your problem? The world is coming to an end.”
 
“What kind of end, Cap?” Feller shouted.
 
“I’m so glad you asked, kid.” Cap smiled wide. “Today’s apocalypse? Zombies!”
 
Ilya jumped to his feet, entirely awake now. “I win, bitches!” he yelled.
 
“What the fuck, Rozy?” Marly asked from his seat two rows up.
 
Ilya fished his wallet from his pants and pulled Shane’s laminated card from where it was tucked behind his license. “I have directions to a safe house in Canada!” He grinned.
 
“Let’s see that, Rozanov,” Anderson said, holding his hand out. Ilya passed it to Marly, who passed it to Connors, who held it up. “Wow, laminated.” Cap looked it over, reading both sides carefully. “What kind of safe house is this?”
 
“Family cottage in Ottawa. Lake has fish, not many neighbors, my Jane says middle of nowhere. Very safe. Has uh, step by step.”
 
“Hmm, okay. This looks legit.” Cap handed it to Connors, who passed it back to Marly, who stared at it for long enough that Ilya leaned over Sebby to try to grab it out of Marly’s hand. While he did that, Anderson went on. “Yeah, I’ll allow it. You all still have to figure out how to get there safely.”
 
“My part is done, yes? I have – fuck give it Marly – have given us place to go. I trust you now, fight zombies while I rest.” He snatched the card back and settled back into his seat.
 
“Why does your girl have a zombie plan?” Kane asked from behind him.
 
“Jane is genius,” Ilya mumbled. “Go away now.” Around him, the rest of his team argued about fast versus slow and whether you could take a head off with a hockey stick. Ilya leaned his head against the bus window, fingers wrapped tightly around the little white card, and slept until Boston.
 
Shane called late that night. “I finished packing this morning,” was the first thing he said.
 
“Hello to you too,” Ilya laughed.
 
“I was thinking… I want to come there, to Boston, after my last game,” Shane went on. “It would be the morning after, I couldn’t fly out that night, we’re playing Toronto on Saturday while Buffalo is in your house. But Sunday morning, I can catch the first flight. I won’t…” He sighed. “I won’t need to be in Montreal after that.
 
“Fuck, yes, Hollander, do this. I will buy your ticket myself.” Sunday morning flight meant he could have Shane in his arms again by noon on the 8th which was… he did the math, and for once the math was not against him. “That’s four days, sweetheart. Fuck, malysh, that’s only four days. Slava Bogu.” Thank god. Any of them. Whichever god was listening.
 
“You desperate to get me to Boston, Ilya?” Shane asked, his voice soft and teasing.
 
“Boston, Montreal, fucking Florida, I want you anywhere I can get you,” Ilya answered, more honest than he knew what to do with. “Everywhere, dorogoy. I will be so good to you.” He palmed his hard cock through his sweatpants. The friction of his briefs against sensitive skin was the perfect amount of painful and electric. His English was slipping but for once Shane wasn’t commenting on it.
 
“You already are, Ilya. I would never have got through the last year without you.”
 
“Even if we barely see each other?”
 
“Even then.” Shane sighed. “Is it… Is it too hard for you? The distance?”
 
Ilya closed his eyes. “It fucking kills me,” he whispered. “Letting you go is worse.”
 
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Exactly.” A moment later, he added, “The trade should be announced then too. Probably as soon as my last game is over.”
 
“I want to talk about this too but also I need to fuck you so bad right now,” Ilya whined. “Fuck, Shane, how do you do this to me?” He slid his hand inside of his underwear, gripping his own thick length tightly. “I am so fucking hard.”
 
“Where are you right now?” Shane said.
 
“Walking into bedroom. You?”
 
“Already here. I’m, uh… naked, too.”
 
“Fuck, Shane, are you touching yourself?” Ilya stripped out of his clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor.
 
“A little bit,” Shane said, but his voice was breathy.
 
“You are touching yourself right now,” Ilya said as he grabbed the lube from his night table drawer and laid down on the bed. It wasn’t a question this time.
 
“Maybe…”
 
“Tell me.”
 
“I’ve been naked the whole time we’ve been on the phone.” Ilya could hear the smile in Shane’s voice.
 
“Fuck,” Ilya groaned. “What do you need from me tonight?”
 
“Talk to me,” Shane said. “Tell me what you want to do to me.”
 
Well, Ilya thought, there is one thing I keep thinking about... “Do you have any, uh,” he paused, looking for the English word, finally settling on, “sex things you want but you don’t want?”
 
Shane paused his hand. Ilya couldn’t see it but he heard the way Shane’s breath evened out and his voice went from breaking with pleasure to… confused. “I don’t know what that means.”
 
Of course not. Why the fuck would anyone know what that meant? “If you have idea of something you like but maybe would not like to do for real,” Ilya said. “I don’t know the word in English. In Russian maybe would be fantaziya.”
 
“Oh that’s easy actually, in English it’s fantasy. When you imagine sex, in your head.”
 
Ilya hummed, turning the word over in his mouth. Fantasy. It wasn’t so different from the Russian after all. “Yes but when the picture in your head is very good, so maybe to do it would not be good.” He took a deep breath. “Or maybe not as good. Or maybe the other person does not want the, uh, thing you think about. So the fantasy is good for… when you are alone.”
 
“Ilya do you have something you want to ask me?” Shane’s voice was soft again, and a little nervous now. “I know I haven’t done a lot but we could try it if you wanted.”
 
“I am not asking you to do anything,” Ilya said quickly.
 
“Yeah but if you’re bored of me or whatever, I want to fix it.”
 
“No, is not that, I promise. You are very good for me, Shane, okay? I could never be bored. Not of sex with you.”
 
“Okay,” Shane said, small the way he sounded when he was curling in on himself.
 
“Shane, listen to me,” Ilya said, rolling onto his stomach so he could prop himself up in his elbows. “You are very best sex I have ever had. No one compares to you. You know this, yes? You can make me come over the phone just from listening to you moan. I have waited months to fuck you and thanked you after. This is… not about that.”
 
“Really?”
 
“Yes, really, Shane. Tell me you know this.”
 
“I mean, I know we have… it’s good, for me. Really good. I just thought… it was the same for you, with everyone else.”
 
“Oh my god,” Ilya laughed, “if having sex was like this with everyone people would drop dead. I think only reason you have not killed me is I am professional athlete, yes? If I was accountant I am already dead from your mouth.”
 
“Shut up, asshole,” Shane said. The soft thump after immediately made Ilya picture Shane, cheeks pink with embarrassment, dropping his head onto his pillow so no one could see him blushing, even alone in his apartment.
 
“Sweetheart,” Ilya said, soft and serious, “You are made for me. And I am made for you also? No one else can fuck you like I do?”
 
“No one else,” Shane mumbled.
 
“Okay. So tell me your fantasy, Shane Hollander.”
 
“Aren’t you supposed to tell me yours?”
 
“Um, no, I ask you first. Maybe if your fantasy is good, I will tell you mine.”
 
“There’s a dream I have sometimes,” Shane whispered. “Fuck, this is stupid. You’re going to laugh at me.”




“I promise I will not.”
 
“You’re not going to tell me I’m boring or whatever?”
 
“Shane you are very boring, but not about sex. I would not say this.”
 
“Fine, okay, but you can’t laugh.” Shane took a deep breath; Ilya could hear it through the phone. “I had a dream that you were fucking me.”
 
“Okay…” Ilya waited.




“We were in the arena.” Ilya heard the wet smack of Shane licking his lips. “We were… You pulled my pants down and you were sucking my dick, and then you turned me over and fucked me.”
 
“In the arena?” It suddenly dawned on him, what Shane was saying. “Woah, Shane, were we on the ice?”
 
“Fuck you, you’re not supposed to make fun of me.”
 
“I am not making fun of you!” Ilya grinned so wide it hurt his face. “You are thinking of me fucking you when we are in the middle of a game?”
 
“No, asshole, in the dream we’re the only ones on the ice.”
 
“But you think about it? When we meet for face off, you are thinking about me bending you over right there and fucking you?” He laughed incredulously, more a quick exhale of breath than sound. “You are hard when we play, Shane? How long? Every game?”
 
“Fuck you, this is why I didn’t want to tell you.” Shane groaned into his pillow.
 
“You say team is not on ice, in dream – are they watching you?”
 
Shane’s breath caught.
 
Ilya heard it. “Oh,” he said softly. “They are watching you take my cock, yes? Watching how good you are for me?”
 
Shane moaned.
 
“Touch yourself,” Ilya ordered. “Right now, hand on your dick Hollander.”
 
“Yeah,” Shane sighed. “I am.”
 
“Okay, good boy.” Ilya moved his hips back as he came off the bed, onto his knees. The angle was awkward, so he put the phone on speaker, reaching one hand underneath himself so he could grip his cock while he talked. “I am on my bed, naked, I am bent over you, okay? I am so fucking hard for you.”
 
“God, me too, Ilya.”
 
“No, on ice I am Rozanov.”




“Fuck, yes,” Shane moaned. “Fuck me, Rozanov.”
 
Ilya stroked himself in time with Shane’s panting breaths. “You want to show everyone, Hollander? Show them how good you are at taking my big fucking cock?”
 
“Mmm, yes, Rozanov, make me take it,” Shane whined.
 
“Yeah, you like that, dorogoy? The way your ass swallows me up, inch by inch, fuck.” Ilya felt the heat growing in his hips, quicker than he expected. He reached down and grabbed his shirt off the floor, spreading it underneath him so he didn’t ruin his clean sheets. “Close your eyes, Shane.”
 
“They’re closed,” Shane panted. “Rozanov, fuck. I’m close.”
 
“It’s dark in the arena, okay? There is only light on center ice, on us. Your jersey pushed up on your back, mine pulled up enough to see my dick in your ass, Hollander. Everyone knows us. They can see our names.”
 
“Oh, god, yes,” Shane moaned, whatever else he was going to say lost in the sounds that came just before his orgasm. Ilya could picture it: Shane’s hand moving fast, his back arching off the bed, head thrown back against the pillows.
 
“Are you going to come for me, Hollander? Show them how good you are?”
 
Shane moaned louder, turning into a high whining sound broken up by fast, panting breaths. “Fuck, Rozanov!” he cried out.
 
Ilya came, grunting, into his hand like it was wrenched out of his body. His legs collapsed out from under him. “Shane,” he whispered, one arm trapped under his body, his face turned toward his phone.
 
“Ilya,” whispered back, the other end of the invisible thread that always tied them together, Montreal to Boston. Shane to Ilya, wherever they were.
 
Later, when they’d come back to themselves and cleaned up, Shane remembered the question Ilya hadn’t answered, and asked again.
 
“I, uh… you still want to know?” Ilya asked back, speakerphone off now, his phone cradled against his ear.
 
“Of course. I mean, is it bad?”
 
“No,” Ilya said, mostly meaning it. “Not bad. Is like your fantasy, good to talk about maybe, not something to do.”
 
“Okay,” Shane replied cautiously. “This fantasy, am I in it?”
 
“Yes, of course.”




There was a long pause. “Are we the only ones in it?” Shane asked quietly.
 
“Shane, what? Yes, it is you and I and no one else.” Ilya swore in Russian then. He rubbed his face tiredly. “Okay another day we talk more but Shane I do not want anyone else to touch you. You must know this.”
 
“I guess. I want that too, you know. Just us.”
 
“Just us.” Ilya sighed. “I have given you wrong idea of my fantasy. Is not… I have a hard time with the words but is not because of you.”
 
“We could start with the easy part. If you think of what you want in pieces, like one part of it is who’s in it, that’s just us, okay we know that already. So other pieces are where we are, what are we wearing, what are we doing… you can say the parts of it that are easier first.”
 
“Okay. This I can do. Um, easy part is just us, yes. We are in bed, at home,” Ilya said. His mouth was suddenly dry. “Saying this is not asking you to do it, Shane.”
 
“I know, Ilya. It’s just a fantasy. Sexy thoughts in your brain.”
 
“Yes.” He took a deep breath. “Sometimes, not many times, okay, a few, I think about… you fucking me.”
 
“Okay.”
 
Ilya let him have the moment.
 
“I hear you,” Shane said. “You think about me fucking you, how exactly?”
 
“Your dick in my ass, Shane.”
 
“Yeah, okay, that’s… what I thought you meant. Okay. Wow. Um.”
 
“Is not real. I am not asking.”
 
“I get that. It’s just,” Shane paused again. “We don’t do that. I mean, I didn’t think you wanted me to do that. You, uh, you have a vibe.”
 
“What vibe?” Ilya pushed the blankets down to his hips, suddenly uncomfortable in his own bed. “You have had your fingers and your tongue in my ass, Hollander.”
 
“I know, but you’re very… you. Confident. Russian. And you never said that was an option.”
 
Russian men do not do this. “Is not, really. I do not, I don’t know.” Ilya pressed the phone against his forehead for a moment, before returning it to his ear. “I do not think you want.”
 
“I have to be honest, I think I’d be terrible at it.” Shane laughed dryly. “Previous attempt did not go well.”
 
Ilya remembered the woman Shane had gone home with, almost two years ago, and the way Shane described it later, how he’d struggled to get through it. Ilya was certain that was not about Shane’s skill or passion, but more about the fact that he was – Ilya was increasingly sure – very, very gay. “You would be amazing,” Ilya said sincerely. “Five stars.”
 
“Do you even… I mean, have you. Ever?” Shane took a moment to sort his words out. “Is it more of a fantasy because you haven’t or because you did it before and you didn’t like it?”
 
Ilya thought, for two seconds, about telling the truth.
 
No, nope, not now.
 
“Is very late, Hollander.” Ilya faked a yawn. “I answered your questions. We have busy week. Tomorrow Pittsburgh here, then Thursday I go to Ottawa. Need sleep to impress Yuna and David so I can be number one son.”
 
“Fuck you, they’re my parents,” Shane laughed, but let Ilya end the call a few minutes later.
 
He stared at the ceiling for a long time that night.
 
On Tuesday, the Raiders lost to Pittsburgh.
 
They were battling hard from the first period. The Puffins scored twice in the first fifteen minutes, both aggressive twisting plays that had the puck ricocheting from player to player until they slipped past Boston’s defenses and into Koslov’s net. Ilya couldn’t keep the puck on his stick – it was stolen from him twice, and a third time he’d been knocked off his feet by one of Pittsburgh’s wingers and couldn’t get righted in time. Liam Casey, who’d wrecked Gilbert Comeau on a request from Marleau, didn’t hold back from slamming into the Raiders every chance he got. By the end of the first he’d already tangled with Miranov, catching him with an elbow that got up under Mira’s arm and crushed his ribs. The refs paused play long enough to get Mira to the bench, where he was pulled from the game, but didn’t call a penalty on Casey (despite a lot of yelling from the Raider’s bench).
 
In a weird bit of luck, Big Ivan actually scored the one goal the Raiders got that period, grabbing the puck off Marly’s stick after the other man collected it from Ilya’s long drive through traffic to their side of the ice. Marly pivoted to fake out the Puffins who were chasing the puck in his direction, and Ivan dropped the goal from five feet in front of the net. It was his 8th goal of the year, and the Raiders celebrated it like a playoff win.
 
They evened it up at the beginning of the second with Ilya’s only goal of the night. It was the last time he scored.
 
The season had been grinding on them for weeks. Months. They’d won the last two games and gotten cocky with it, maybe. The Puffins had an incredibly aggressive offensive game, charging after the puck like it owed them money or fucked their sisters. Every hit the Raiders took was harder than it needed to be, and anyone who so much as looked at the puck got their shit rocked. Halfway through the second period, the Raiders had given up on a clean win and started punching back. Ilya dropped his gloves twice, ending up in the penalty box both times. Marly, St. Vic, and Feller all joined him before the period was over. The Puffins spent most of the last half of the game in power plays and scored two more goals. By the time the game was over, the score was Puffins 5, Raiders 3, and enough penalties that the Boston coaches ordered everyone to go home at the end of the night instead of going out. No one argued. They were all too tired anyway.
 
Ilya ate, he was sure of it. After the game, the next morning before going to the airport. He couldn’t remember what. None of it mattered anymore. It was all just fuel for the game.
 
On Wednesday the Raiders flew to Ottawa. They arrived in time to check into their hotel before the Montreal v Tampa game started. Ilya spent the night in his room watching Shane fight for every minutes on the ice and still lose by three points anyway. He wanted to rent a car and drive to Montreal but Shane had made him promise that morning that he wouldn’t do it.
 
“I know it’s going to suck,” Shane had said, resigned to it. “I have no coverage, half the guys don’t even look at me in the room anymore. Most of the rest of them… I don’t want even want to go there right now. Even Hayd and JJ act like me leaving was something I chose because I didn’t want to try harder here. I have to do my best anyway, and I can’t do that if I think you’re going to drive all night when you should be resting up for your game.”
 
“Shane, it’s Ottawa,” Ilya had replied, trying to convince him. “We’d win if I was exhausted and closed one eye the whole game.”
 
“You’re already exhausted.”
 
“Yes but I have two eyes, so who needs sleep?”
 
They’d agreed to a call after the game instead.
 
Shane did his best. Ilya could see that, two hours away and through a television screen. When the game was over and Shane texted that he was too tired, I’ll text you in the morning, Ilya didn’t argue.
 
Lily: 4 more days
Jane: <3
 
They could survive this. Two more games for each of them. They both played Thursday, then again on Saturday. Sunday, Shane would fly to Boston. They’d figure the rest out after that.
 
Ilya finished his pre-game warmups with a lap around Ottawa’s rink, his eyes on the crowd as he skated slowly by. He found Shane’s parents sitting in good seats, close to the ice, near the other team’s bench. Yuna was wearing one of Shane’s old Team Canada shirts, from the year they met. David had on a black ringer tee, with just a stripe of yellow around the neck and sleeves. Not a Boston jersey, not yet, but his team’s colors. Not the Metros’ colors either. He waved at them as he passed. Yuna nodded stiffly, but David smiled and waved back.
 
Ilya scored a hat trick that night, one for each of the Hollanders. He didn’t point at the ones in the stands after each goal, but he tapped his chest, just over his heart, the way Shane had done in New York. He knew the cameras would pick it up. Not now, not while Shane was in Raleigh playing against Carolina, but at some point he’d see the recaps of Ilya’s night. He’d know what it meant.
 
The Raiders flew out immediately after the game, so he didn’t have a chance to see Shane’s parents again, but Yuna had texted that was beautiful Ilya by the time he got into the locker room so he wore a grin all the way to the airport.
 
Lily: YUNA LOVES ME
Lily: David wore black and gold to game
Jane: stop stealing my parents
Lily: Yuna has birthed perfect Russian son
Lily: they were lonely before I came so sad
Jane: my parents weren’t lonely they had me
Lily: is ok I share
Lily: we say you are distant cousin of family
Jane: not how any of this works dude
 
The Metros had lost, 2 to 1. Shane hadn’t scored at all. Neither of them mentioned it.
 
Ilya slept for fourteen hours, waking at noon in his too-warm apartment in Boston. He grabbed his phone before his eyes were entirely open, but there was nothing from Shane. He knew Shane’s parents would be in Montreal by now, had planned to drive out first thing this morning. There were, however, two missed calls from Grigori. Worse, there was one voicemail.
 
Ilya ignored it for almost three hours.
 
He cleaned his living room, then the en suite bathroom, then the closet with the stackable washer and dryer.
 
He changed the sheets in the guest bedroom, even though they hadn’t been used in months.
 
He texted Shane to ask which items were which kind of recycling, then sorted out his bin based on a colorful chart Shane texted back.
 
He looked at his father’s voicemail again. Almost seven minutes long.
 
He deleted it, and put his phone back on the charger.
 
Saturday, April 7th. Last game of the regular season. Buffalo, in the Raiders’ arena, on Boston ice. They won, somehow. Ilya remembered throwing up during the intermission before third period. He scored a goal at one point, but couldn’t have said which period that was in. There had been a moment where Feller had looked over at him, across the bench, and with all seriousness said, “You know we could just not eat anything tomorrow,” and Hammy had leaned over on Ilya’s other side and said, “Bro I might not eat on Monday either. Gonna play it by ear.”
 
By the time the game was over, Ilya couldn’t remember anything else that had happened.
 
In the locker room afterward, Ilya looked up to see Anderson sitting down on the bench beside him. “You look like you’re over it,” Cap said, his voice low so no one else could hear.
 
“Long season,” Ilya admitted. “Good game. Need a break.”
 
“I think it’s more than that.”
 
Ilya shrugged, leaning forward to unlace his skates.
 
“You’ve done real good this year, kid. I see you. I know… You don’t need to leave it all out on the ice.”
 
Ilya glanced up then. Cap looked tired too, as tired as they all did, but maybe something else? “Hockey is life, right?” he asked. “They tell me this in Russia, but it is in America too.”
 
“Yeah, it can be,” Cap said. “But that’s how you end up beat down and alone at the end of your career.” He put one hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “Not gonna tell you how to live your life, but if I had someone to go home to at your age, even if it was hard, I’d hold on to it.” He stood then, and Ilya saw him for a moment, one man standing with his back to the room while everyone else moved on behind him.
 
“You can keep things separate from hockey, Rozanov. There’s a difference between secret and private.”
 
Ilya opened his mouth to speak, but Anderson turned away before he could say anything. “Connors!” Cap yelled across the room. “Talk to me about pho…”
 
What the fuck?
 
Shane led the Metros to a 4 to 1 victory that night, while Ilya was half-awake on the ice. He heard the score on the radio in the cab on the way home; he hadn’t driven himself out of fear he wouldn’t have been able to safely get himself back. On any other night he might have risked it. But tonight was the last night before Shane was back in his arms, and he wasn’t going to fuck that up for anything.
 
Lily: you did so good
Jane: you too
Lily: home now miss you
Jane: tomorrow <3
 
Ilya woke up late, his alarm ringing loudly. He swore, a mix of Russian and English, as he fumbled for his phone. He managed to get the noise shut off around the same time he remembered he had a mandatory skate that morning, the last one before the team got three days of mandatory rest before they started prepping for the playoffs.
 
Jane: at the airport
Jane: can’t wait to see you
Jane: fuck my flight is delayed
Jane: youre prob still asleep
Jane: boarded now, takeoff moved to 9:15
Jane: still sleeping? Is poor tired jock all worn out from playing sport?
Jane: great phone is blowing up and the stewardess wants phones off
Jane: omg ilya
 
Ilya hit the call button but it went straight to voicemail.
 
Lily: up now you are on flight?
Lily: if omg is plane turning around pls text or call
Lily: going to practice but home around 1:15 or so
Lily: pls be ok and not omg bc plane has gremlin on wing
Lily: I learned about this from Sebbin
 
Just to be safe, Ilya turned on ESPN, letting it play while he ran around the apartment getting himself ready enough to head out. If Shane’s plane had crashed, he wasn’t sure which news station it would be on, but ESPN would definitely mention it, right?
 
He heard Shane’s name as he was walking out the door, stopping in his entryway to listen a woman he couldn’t see from where he was standing, while his heart raced.
 
“Yes, that was a great set of goals to close out Shane Hollander’s season in Montreal. Speaking of Hollander: news from the MLH today is that a four-way trade deal will be announced this afternoon. While we don’t have specifics yet, we know this includes players from the Montreal Metros and the New York Admirals, as well as two other unnamed teams. Fans are especially excited to see where Shane Hollander, number two draft pick in his year, will end up. Terry, over to you…”
 
Well. Fuck. He’d known it was coming. Knew, from Shane, that it was happening today. He still wasn’t ready for what they had to be over. Ilya drove himself to the Raiders’ practice arena, more awake than yesterday, and less willing to wait on a cab when Shane would be waiting at home. Shane is on his way. He was supposed to be taking the 8:25 Air Canada out of Montreal, should have been in Boston at 10 AM and to at the apartment around 11 AM. Plane didn’t leave until 9:15, which gets him to Boston at 10:45. Fifteen minutes to get off the plane before Ilya had to be on the ice. An hour to get from Logan to home.
 
Ilya did the math over and over again. Shane should be in Boston now. He should be on his way to Ilya’s apartment now. There should be a text, a call, something to let him know his boyfriend has arrived, is safe, and ideally knows where he’s about to be traded because Ilya’s heart was moving faster than was probably safe for a guy who was about to move at a high speed on a slippery surface with knives strapped to his feet. He kept an eye on the text thread with Shane as he walked into the building, but it was the same as before: his flight was delayed, he was on the plane, he wasn’t replying yet. He geared up as quick as he could, checking his phone between layers, between shoulders and knees and chest pads being strapped on, between each one of his skates being laced up.
 
Each time, there was nothing new.
 
He set his phone to only vibrate if Shane tried to reach him, and put it away. Ilya was halfway out of the room when he heard the buzzing sound of his phone vibrating against the shelf in his stall. He turned to grab it.
 
“Leave it, Rozy,” Captain Anderson said. “No phones on the ice.”
 
The buzzing was louder now, with the rest of the team headed out the door. “Okay but is important,” Ilya said, reaching toward his stall.
 
“Jesus, Rozanov, your phone can wait for 90 minutes,” Anderson said, waving his hand toward the locker room door. “Out, out.”
 
Ilya swore under his breath. He could get through one practice, and then Shane would be here in Boston, in his apartment, telling him what he needed to know. 
 
One more practice.
 
His phone vibrated again, the sound loud in the almost-empty room. Cap looked at him sternly. Ilya pressed his lips together, and walked out of the room.
 
With everyone on the ice it was easier to count heads. Marly caught him doing it, slowly skidding to a stop next to him. “Everyone is here,” Ilya said quietly.
 
“Yeah, of course, mandatory skate,” Marly replied.
 
“No, you don’t understand,” Ilya said, shaking his head. “If everyone is here, no one from Boston is traded today.”
 
It hit the big man’s face a moment later. “Right. No one leaving Boston means no one’s coming here either. Shit, sorry man.”
 
“Is okay,” Ilya said, straightening his shoulders. “We knew it would not be Boston. I was not…” He rubbed his face. “We are second years. We do not have say.”
 
“Buddy, it’s okay to be sad about this,” Marly said as he leaned in, nudging Ilya’s shoulder with his own.
 
Ilya nodded, took a deep breath, then skated over to where the lines were forming for a passing drill.
 
Ninety minutes passed. Ilya counted every one of them. The universe hated him, he knew, but the truth of that, the miserable fucking truth of it, was painfully obvious to him now, and he couldn’t keep the disappointment of it out off his face.
 
“You good?” Sebby asked, as they grabbed water after a round of relay skates.
 
Ilya nodded, swallowing his feelings with a mouthful of water.
 
Vic caught him after his turn at shooting pucks into the net; every one of Ilya’s shots was crisp, precise, and 20% harder than it needed to be. “Koslov piss you off?” Vic asked.
 
Their goalie was rubbing at his arm, where one of Ilya’s pucks had definitely left a bruise. “Everyone needs to stop fucking asking about me today,” Ilya growled as he skated away.
 
They got through it. Ilya got through it, anyway. He didn’t know or care how anyone else felt about practice. He needed to finish up and go home. His feelings about all of this didn’t belong to anyone but Shane, and Shane wasn’t here at the rink. He was waiting for Ilya at home. Ilya didn’t know how much time they’d have before Shane’s new team called up him up. He needed to their time together to start as quickly as possible. “We done, Coach?” he called out after the guys had cleaned up the practice equipment. “Need to go.”
 
Captain Anderson looked up at LeClaire, who was on his phone, a few rows up into the stands. Coach put his hand up and mouthed five minutes.
 
“Okay, listen up!” Anderson yelled. “Coach is giving me a few minutes here so I can share some news with you all.” The rest of the team quieted down. “Guys, this is it for me. After the playoffs, I’m done.”
 
The team immediately got loud, with multiple people shouting questions at once.
 
“Quiet the fuck down!” Vic shouted. “Let the man talk.”
 
“My retirement will officially start at the end of the season but I wanted to tell you now, while we still had a few more games to play together, and before some other news you’re going to hear about in a minute,” Anderson said. “I have loved every minute of playing with you, but there are so many things we put off for our time on the ice. Things we tell ourselves we can live without until we’ve won enough trophies or made enough money.”
 
The rest of the team went silent at that.
 
“You all know it’s true. How many of you have missed out your kids’ birthdays, or a vacation with your friends, because we had a game? How many of you won’t even start a family until your game days are over?” Anderson sighed.
 
“You gonna have kids?” Connors asked.
 
Anderson smiled. “If I do, I don’t want to spend 9 months out of every 12 wishing I was there with them.”
 
“That’s real fucking poetic, Cap,” Hammy said.
 
“I’m not saying it’s not worth it, right? I don’t regret any of it. For some of you, hockey is the dream. It’s okay that you put everything else aside for it. There’s no judgment here, none at all. But maybe I could have tried harder to have everything I wanted. That’s just me.” Anderson smiled. “I don’t have to wait anymore.”
 
“What are we going to do without you, Cap?” Vic asked. It might have been rhetorical.
 
To Ilya, whose whole life was spinning around a man that might be in his apartment right now, or might still be on a plane that left Montreal late, or might be stuck at an airport in Canada, or, and this was the fear talking, might be here for a few hours then back on a plane to wherever he was being traded to, which could be anywhere in the country – the question didn’t sound rhetorical at all. What are we going to do? Ilya thought, trying not to let his face show how he felt. What am I going to do? What if Shane is already gone? He thought about Shane playing on the other side of the country and wondered how long it would take him to get out of his contract with Boston.
 
He thought about going to bed and never getting back out. He wouldn’t, not while Shane was visiting. Maybe after he left.
 
“Well, I tell you what you’re not gonna do – you’re not going to embarrass me. I expect to see a Cup out of this team next year! And I expect you fuckers to invite me to barbecues and shit.” Anderson laughed. “Weddings, christenings, I’m your first call, okay?”
 
The guys piled onto him quickly after that, passing Anderson from one hug to another until everyone but Ilya had their chance to shake his hand, or say something private. Finally, Ilya was the only one left.
 
“Who’s gonna replace you, Cap?” Big Ivan asked, off to the side. The other guys spoke over each other then, as if they’d all suddenly done the math none of them had considered until then.
 
Anderson ignored them to pull Ilya in for a hug, gripping his jersey hard. “I will miss you, old man,” Ilya said, trying not to choke on the tears he didn’t want to fall in front of his teammates.
 
Anderson hugged him back just as tightly. “I meant it, okay? Don’t give up what you love for hockey unless you’re sure you love hockey more.”
 
“Okay,” Ilya said, sniffling.
 
Anderson pushed Ilya back just enough to look him in the eyes. “The team is going to be okay, Roz,” he said gently. “You’re gonna make sure of it.”
 
"Am I going to be okay?" Ilya asked, meaning the question, but Cap chuckled. 
 
“Oh, fuck,” Marly said from somewhere off to Ilya’s left. Ilya looked at him, pulling back from his Captain.
 
“Rozy,” Connors said, grabbing his shoulder, “turn around.”
 
Ilya looked at them both, stepping back to take in the rest of his team. No one was looking at him. Feller’s eyes were wide open. Sebby’s mouth was hanging open slightly, as if he were about to say something but forgot what it was before any of the words came out.
 
Marly was pointing at the stands.
 
“Uh, sorry I’m late,” someone said behind him. “I didn’t actually know I’d be coming in today.”
 
Ilya knew that voice.
 
He turned around slowly. 
 
Oh.
 
Standing next to Coach LeClaire, giving an awkward little penguin wave while wearing a brand new Raiders jersey, was Shane fucking Hollander.
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  Shane fucking Hollander. Ilya’s brain stumbled over the words in his head, unable to hold on to them. The idea was there. He could see, with his own two eyes, that Shane was right there in front of him. He was so fucking beautiful, his Shane, with those soft brown eyes staring back across the ice. His cheeks were pink but his eyes were open too wide – not excited but frightened, which was obvious to Ilya but masked by Shane’s stiff posture and careful media face. No one else would see it because no one knew Shane like Ilya did because Shane was his. Shane was here.
 
Wearing a Boston Raiders jersey.
 
Shane Hollander was in Boston, and he was wearing a Raiders jersey.
 
Shane Hollander was the stands in Ilya’s practice arena, next to Ilya’s coach, wearing a Boston Raiders jersey. Because he was part of Ilya’s team now. Shane fucking Hollander was a Boston Raider and Ilya would get to play on the same team as the love of his life and there was no fucking way they weren’t winning the Cup now, there was no more having to say goodbye to Shane after a game in Montreal, no more worrying about anyone seeing them grab coffee together before a practice because they were on the same team now and of course they would be friends and be seen together in public and they could wake up in the same bed and his ears were hot and there was a roaring sound but he didn’t know where it was coming from and
 
Wait why are my hands shaking?
 
Ilya groaned, leaning over to put his hands on his thighs as he tried to catch his breath. Distantly, he was aware that someone was talking to him, but he wasn’t sure who.
 
Bent in half was suddenly too far away from the ground so he stopped fighting gravity and sat down, hard, on the ice. This made it so Ilya no longer had to put effort into keeping his knees from collapsing which meant he could spend that energy on making sure his lungs still worked. The loud sound in his ears didn’t make sense because this wasn’t a game day. There was no crowd screaming at him. There was just his guys, two dozen teammates, plus a couple of trainers and Coach LeClaire and
 
oh
 
right
 
Shane Hollander.
 
Ilya looked up then.
 
Marly had crouched down next to him, saying something Ilya couldn’t hear. There were hands on him, on his back, and some other other guys were leaning over him. None of that mattered because Shane had walked out onto the ice in his sneakers and was kneeling in front of Ilya now. His lips were moving. They were pink and perfect and did this mean that Ilya was never going to have to kiss them goodbye again? Shane spoke again, but Ilya’s brain let the sound slip over him like water until he could breathe again.
 
“What?” he finally managed to croak out.
 
“Are you mad I’m here?” Shane asked. His eyebrows were squished together; his eyes were glassy like he might cry but was holding himself back.
 
It was very quiet just then in the Raiders practice arena with Shane Hollander kneeling on the ice in front of him. Ilya thought, immediately and vividly, about Shane’s fantasy, the one they’d shared on the phone the week before, which helped because it meant the blood rushing through his ears was now rushing further south in a way that made Ilya very glad his dick was hidden under his pads and compression shorts at that moment. His brain fluttered through all the things he wanted to say, looking for one that he could say with everyone else watching them both.
 
“We are going to win so many Cups,” Ilya whispered.
 
Shane’s face did the thing, the slow motion grin, the one that started slowly as his brain understood what Ilya had said and then spread over his skin until his whole face was shining with it.
 
The other guys were cheering, slapping them both on the back and then dragging them to their feet. “So many Cups!” someone yelled, then more, then it was a chant, a call, repeating until they were all screaming it, Ilya and Shane and Marly and Connors and Vic and everyone, everyone, bouncing up and down on their skates and yelling until they’d all managed to sync up and say it as one: “SO MANY CUPS!” And yeah, they cracked up after, laughing harder than maybe the moment deserved, but fuck it, Shane Hollander was a Boston Raider now so the moment was exactly what it needed to be.
 
“All right,” Marly said a few minutes later, once everyone had started to calm down again. “We got a new trade! Obviously we need to celebrate this. Where are we going?”
 
“Oh, uh,” Shane said, his fingers picking at the hem of his new jersey. “I just got off a plane so I thought…”
 
“No way man,” Connors interrupted. “First day on the team means we own you until midnight.” A few of the other guys nodded; this was how they made mid-season trades feel welcome, when guys came in wobbly from the sudden shift to a new team and needed to get their feet under them.
 
Shane looked at Ilya then, who nodded. “Tradition,” he said with a shrug, though what he meant was I will tell these idiots to leave it alone if you want and what he wanted to say was tell them no so I can take you home and fuck you until you cry but this was Shane’s day and he wasn’t going to take that away from him.
 
“Yeah, okay,” Shane said.
 
He had a black backpack slung over one shoulder, Ilya realized. Even when he’d knelt on the ice he hadn’t let go of it. Somewhere there was probably luggage too, if Shane had come straight from the airport. “I take you to drop things off then we meet up?”
 
“Great plan!” Marly answered before Shane could. “We’ll take my car. Conny, Seb, you’re with me.”
 
“Someone’s angling to be New Cap!” Anderson said with a laugh, grabbing the taller man’s shoulders with both hands and shaking Marleau playfully. “Coach, are we done here?”
 
LeClaire nodded. “Hollander, we need you a for a few more minutes. Everyone else, get the fuck off my ice. You got two days, and I don’t want to see anyone hung over on Wednesday!”
 
A handful of guys begged off, clapping Shane on the back or shaking his hand as they welcomed him to the team before heading to the locker room. It was Easter Sunday after all, and they’d only had practice today because the playoffs were coming up, but no one was actually expected to spend the whole day away their families if they had kids and grandmas waiting for them.
 
“We scheduled practice to start after church for Carmichael, O'Regan, and Cadyn,” Anderson told Shane, one arm casually slung around Shane’s shoulder. “Our Russians all have their Easter next weekend, but Miranov’s mom isn’t doing great so he’s got to go home to call her.”
 
“Oh, okay,” Shane said. “That’s, uh, too bad. Is she in Russia?”
 
“Yes,” Ilya said, making the word into something final because Russia was the last thing he wanted to think about today. “Cap, you are coming out with us?”
 
“Yeah, shit, I gotta change too. See you in a minute, Hollander!” Anderson ruffled Shane’s hair before skating toward the tunnel.
 
“I texted you,” Shane blurted out.
 
“Ah, my phone is…” Ilya waved his hand in the direction of the locker room.
 
“I didn’t mean to surprise you.” Shane bit his lip for a second and then added, “I’m sorry.”
 
“Shane, this is best surprise.” Ilya grinned.
 
“Really?” Shane’s face lit up then, small smile and hopeful eyes. “Really?”
 
Ilya leaned forward, lowering his voice so only Shane could hear. “Yes, really, now can I go change so I can take you home with me?”
 
“Hollander, let’s go!” LeClaire called out.
 
“Fuck, yes,” Shane whispered to Ilya, then, much louder, “Yes, Coach!” He bit his lip again to hide his smile before waving at Ilya, then turning to run up the stairs.
 
Ilya laughed as he skated backwards for a moment, memorizing the sight of Hollander spelled out across the back of a Raiders jersey.
 
In the locker room, he reached for his phone before anything else. The texts from Shane were there, just as he’d said, text after text as Shane got off the plane, confirmed the trade with his agent, and made his way to the arena. His sweet boyfriend, nervously hoping that Ilya would be okay with the news, even though he was sure Ilya was already at practice, having to make the decision to say yes before being able to get Ilya’s confirmation but he struggled with it… I love you please want this, Shane had texted, as if Ilya could want anything more.
 
“Did you know?” someone asked. “Rozy, hey!”
 
Ilya looked up then, found a sea of faces staring back at him.
 
“Did you know about Hollander?” Hammersmith asked.
 
“No,” Ilya admitted. “I knew he wanted, but we thought he was going somewhere else.”
 
“You guys cool yeah?” Big Ivan asked, his Russian accent coming out thick despite living in America for years. “Good team up, no drama?”
 
“He is my best friend,” Ilya said, which got an immediate groan out of Marly, who was getting naked next to him.
 
“Fuck that, I’m your best friend.”
 
“Uh, no, you were best friend on team,” Ilya said with a smirk. “Now Hollander is on team, so… sorry.”
 
“Jackass,” Marly said fondly, smacking Ilya on the shoulder. “I’m not afraid to fight for your love, Roz.”
 
“Don’t worry, Clifford, my love for you is still the same as it was yesterday,” Ilya said as he started stripping his own gear off.
 
“Still not my name!” Marly called out as he headed into the showers.
 
By the time they were ready to go, Shane was waiting in the tunnel with his suitcase. Ilya had his own bag over one shoulder but reached out for the handle of Shane’s case anyway; the other man slapped Ilya’s hand away and rolled his eyes, but Ilya saw the corner of his mouth twitch the way it always did when Shane was fighting a smile. “I can get my own bag, asshole.”
 
“I am helpful!” Ilya cried out playfully. “Connors, tell Hollander how helpful I am.”
 
“Uh, yeah dude, you’re very helpful?” Connors replied with a shrug.
 
“See?” Ilya said, bumping Shane’s shoulder with his own. “Stick with me, I show you the ropes.”
 
“You know I’ve been playing hockey just as long as you have, right?”
 
“Ah yes but you were on worst team so you do not know how to be on good team. But I will teach you.”
 
“Fuck off,” Shane said, grinning as he bumped Ilya’s shoulder.
 
“You guys sure you’re friends?” Sebbin asked.
 
“You don’t even know,” Marly said with a laugh. “Hollander, this is me,” he added, pointing at a large black SUV. He pushed a button on his key fob and the trunk opened up automatically. Ilya grabbed Shane’s suitcase and put it in the back.
 
There was a little scrabble over who would sit where but Ilya glared at Sebbin until the other man relented, then offered the front seat to Shane, who shook his head. Marly grabbed him before he could join Shane in the back though, shoving him into the passenger seat with a look that probably meant the bigger man assumed Ilya would try something if not properly supervised. It wasn’t Ilya’s fault that his incredibly sexy boyfriend who he hadn’t seen in weeks was currently close enough to touch while also wearing the hottest jersey known to man. There was only so much self-control a person could be expected to have under the circumstances. So, okay, Marly’s seating arrangement was fair, but still. Rude.
 
“Can it wait?” Marly was asking when Ilya realized the conversation had gone somewhere he hadn’t followed.
 
“I’d be worried about leaving this stuff if I didn’t have it,” Shane said. “I already ordered it though, we just have to stop by and pick it up.”
 
“What is this?” Ilya asked, looking over his shoulder at the men in the back.
 
“I ordered a safe,” Shane said, squirming a little. “For your place.”
 
“Why?”
 
“You don’t have a safe at your apartment,” Shane replied, as if that were the obvious answer. “I didn’t get a big one.”
 
“Okay, yes, safe is fine. We will go get it,” Ilya agreed with a shrug. He didn’t care either way, but he was curious now. “Why do you need one?”
 
Shane hugged his backpack tighter to his chest. “I just need it.”
 
Ilya stared for a moment, watching Shane’s fingers twitch against the black fabric. “Shane…” Ilya asked slowly, “what is in your bag?”
 
“Stuff,” Shane said. His ears went pink.
 
“Expensive stuff?” Sebbin asked.
 
Shane nodded. “Yeah,” he sighed. “Just, you know. Important things. Paperwork, my passport, that kind of thing.”
 
“And?” Ilya asked.
 
“Fine, also some jewelry and cash.”
 
“How much we talking?” Connors asked.
 
Shane mumbled something.
 
“What was that?” Connors asked, leaning toward Shane.
 
“One hundred and seventeen thousand dollars,” Shane said quietly.
 
There was half a second’s worth of quiet before everyone starting shouting at once.
 
“Shut up!” Ilya yelled finally, which got their attention. “Shane,” he said, in his careful calm-down-Shane-Hollander voice, “my English is not good. Please tell me you did not bring over a hundred thousand dollars to Boston in a little backpack.”
 
“It’s not all cash,” Shane replied defensively. “I have my Rolex because I have to wear it for some social media stuff this week, and… other things. And it’s not all American dollars.”
 
“Okay but how much of it is American dollars?”
 
“If you bring more than $10,000 US on an airplane you have to fill out a form,” Shane said, his voice smaller than before.
 
“Did you fill out the form?” Sebbin asked after a moment.
 
Shane pressed his lips together before answering. “Yes.”
 
“Right, first stop is Staples to pick up a safe,” Marly said, changing lanes. “Then Rozanov’s place because I’m not going to be responsible for keeping an eye on Hollander’s vast fortune for the rest of the night. And then,” he added, “I’m calling your mother about my brand deals.”
 
Five professional hockey players standing in the ‘pickup’ line at the Staples might not have drawn too much attention on their own but they’d all forgotten that Shane was still wearing his new Raiders jersey. Shane Hollander in Boston was already a little bit newsworthy; Shane Hollander in a black and gold had customers lining up for selfies by the time the guy behind the counter found Shane’s order.
 
Twitter had the news before they made it to Ilya’s apartment. The Raiders’ official account posted about it five minutes later, with the Admirals following immediately. ESPN had more details; Connors read from his phone as the guys got the car unloaded and headed up. “Looks like the Metros got a couple of trades from New York, and… oh.”
 
“Oh, what?” Ilya asked, punching in the code for the door.
 
Sebbin grabbed Conny’s phone. “This says Hollander almost went to Colorado, but we gave up our first and second round picks, plus we’re paying back part of his salary for the last year. Huh. Good for us.”
 
“Colorado,” Shane said. His face was pale.
 
Ilya pushed the door open and nudged everyone inside. Marly put the safe down on the kitchen island and immediately started rummaging through Ilya’s fridge. Connors and Sebbin found spots on the couch, putting the television on. Ilya dropped his gear bag on the floor. He motioned for Shane to follow him.
 
Shane looked toward the other Raiders, but they weren’t looking back.
 
“Is fine, Hollander,” Ilya said quietly. “Come on.” He snagged the bottom of Shane’s jersey with one finger, leading him into the bedroom.
 
Shane left his suitcase just inside the bedroom door and sat down on the bed, still clutching the backpack to his chest. “I almost went to Colorado.”
 
“Yes, probably,” Ilya agreed, “but you are here.”
 
“What the fuck would we have done?”
 
Ilya sat next to him. “We had a plan, Shane. I change teams. Maybe learn to ski. It does not matter because you came to Boston.”
 
“It would have been so hard.” Shane let his head drop to rest on Ilya’s shoulder.
 
“Are you sure you are…okay to be here?”
 
Shane put one hand on Ilya’s cheek and nudged him until they were looking into each other’s eyes. “I get hockey and you at the same time.”
 
“So that is a yes?” Ilya grabbed a fistful of Shane’s shirt, pulling him close until their faces were touching.
 
“Yes, that is a big fucking yes, Ilya.” Shane smiled. Ilya could feel the changing shape of it against his own lips. Shane’s breath warm against his skin. “Biggest fucking yes.”
 
They kissed for a long time after that.
 
Eventually someone banged on the bedroom door. Ilya adjusted his clothes as best he could, stole one more kiss before Shane headed into the en suite to shower, and ran his fingers through his hair.
 
“What?” he asked as he opened the door.
 
Marly thrust the safe at him. Ilya took the box and stepped back, letting Marly into the room.
 
“Have you seen the team chat?”
 
Ilya put the safe on the bed and grabbed his phone. As he scrolled through his texts, Marly kept talking. “Lot of places are closed and some of the guys are begging off,” he said. “Today might not be the best day for it, but, you know.”
 
“Tradition,” Ilya said, because yes, he did know. “Hollander would not hate if we kept it small today.”
 
“Sure, kid didn’t even know he was coming here until this morning. Pretty lucky he was able to get a flight that fast.”
 
Ilya shrugged. “What if we invite everyone here for food and do touristy shit tomorrow?”
 
“Yeah, I can dig it,” Marly said. “Spirit of the law or some shit. Text the boys. Also Lana says you’re ignoring your phone, you’re the luckiest motherfucker on the planet, and if you don’t call her tomorrow she’s going to show up at a time designed to ruin your day.”
 
Ilya groaned, but mentally added text Svet to the list in his brain. It ranked slightly lower than kiss Shane, make sure Shane is happy, and fuck Shane so hard he sees God, but it was important enough that he didn’t want to forget. He also didn’t want to deal with her gloating, which is why it was tomorrow’s problem and not today’s.
 
He thumbed open the Raiders group chat instead. By the time Shane was out of the shower – one of Ilya’s better towels wrapped about Shane’s waist – Marly had gone back out to the living room to start setting up.
 
“Change of plans,” Ilya said, before Shane could start to worry about what to wear or having to be out in the world while the news of his trade was on everyone’s lips. “Everyone who can make it is coming here to eat and drink and celebrate our new teammate. Tomorrow we will show you Boston instead. Is okay?”
 
Shane visibly relaxed. “Okay,” he said happily. “That sounds really great, actually.”
 
Ilya settled back against the headboard to watch Shane get dressed. “I like it better when you take clothes off but this is not bad view.” Shane flung his towel toward Ilya’s head with a snort. Ilya bit his lip and moaned at the sight of Shane’s bare body but then his boyfriend was wearing skin-tight black boxer briefs that absolutely did not hide the shape of his half-hard cock and that view was pretty good too. “No, Hollander,” he whined when Shane put on pants and a soft brown Henley. “I was wrong,” he said, waving his hand, “take back off. Too many clothes.”
 
“You want your teammates to see me naked in your apartment?” Shane asked with a smirk.
 
“No, never, is only for me,” Ilya replied immediately. “I will ask Coach to get us new locker room for changing.”
 
“You’d make me change alone, asshole?”
 
“Not alone,” Ilya said, jumping up from the bed to pull Shane into his arms. “You and me. We can get dressed together, shower together, maybe blowjobs before games? This is wonderful plan, Shane. You will thank me.”
 
“Oh, will I?” Shane asked, but he was melting against Ilya’s body. “Wait, wait,” he said as Ilya started to lick up the side of his throat. “Hold on.” He pushed Ilya away, but just far enough to skirt around him and grab his backpack off the floor. “Come here for a minute?”
 
They both sat down on bed. “There’s paperwork and stuff, emergency plans, I don’t want to go over it all today but we will, okay? I’ve been working on some things… well, it doesn’t matter now, it’s not bad or anything, but it can wait.” Shane took a deep breath. “I wanted to give you something though.” He reached into the bag and pulled out a large wooden box. He paused for a moment, then handed it over.
 
“Shane, what is this?” Ilya asked nervously. It was dark green, with a ripple pattern across the top and a small gold crown. He recognized the symbol from Shane’s watch ads. “Is this yours?”
 
“No,” Shane said. “They gave me one in white gold because the pictures were black and white, I guess it looked the best on me. I bought this for you.”
 
Ilya opened the box. Inside was a gold Rolex with a black face. His breath caught in his chest.
 
“I wanted you to have Raiders colors,” Shane went on. “It’s rated to 300 meters. Underwater, I mean. It’s a Submariner. Sorry,” he added, rubbing the back of his neck. “I should have mentioned that.”
 
“What the fuck, Shane?”
 
“Do you not like it?”
 
“Sweetheart, it’s a fucking Rolex,” Ilya said. He swallowed, hard, then tore his eyes away from the watch to look at Shane. “These are $30,000.”
 
“Actually this one is more because, you know what, never mind. I know you probably won’t wear it most of the time but we do the awards show, or if you do a charity event or something where we’re dressing up, I thought you could wear it then.”
 
“You bought me a Rolex,” Ilya said, because he needed to hear himself say it out loud again, to be sure.
 
“Yes,” Shane replied.
 
“You bought me a Rolex, in Raiders black and gold, in case I want to wear it a couple of times a year?”
 
“You can wear it more,” Shane said, shrugging. “You just don’t have to.”
 
“It’s too much,” Ilya said, shoving the box toward Shane, but the other man crossed his arms, refusing to take it.
 
“I can’t return it, I already had it engraved.”
 
Ilya felt the tears forming in his eyes but blinked them away. He took the watch out of the box, more carefully than he handled almost anything (except Shane himself) and turned it over. Engraved on the back was four numbers.
 
1410
 
“Why?” he asked. “You thought the iPod I got you for Christmas was too expensive.”
 
Shane put his hand on Ilya’s leg. “You took your team to the playoffs,” he said. “And… I know you’ve been sending most of your money to your family. You told me you wanted to be able to show off your success so people could see how hard you work, but I know you don’t do it because you give up most of your paycheck to support people who don’t deserve it.”
 
“Sweetheart,” Ilya started to object, but Shane wasn’t finished.
 
“You want a list?” he asked. “You’re Ilya fucking Rozanov. There. End of list.”
 
Ilya turned his head so Shane wouldn’t see the tears slide down his cheeks. Shane must have seen them anyway; he climbed onto Ilya’s lap and wrapped his arms around Ilya’s neck. Ilya’s own arms came up around Shane’s back and pulled him tight.
 
They might have stayed like that for the rest of the night but the doorbell rang. They broke apart, laughing wetly. Ilya felt Shane start to move from his lap and stopped him, just for a moment longer.
 
“New plan,” Ilya said as he wiped his face with the back of his hand. “We put up with the rest of our idiot team until midnight, then I bring you back in here and I will wear this watch,” he said, holding up the box, “and you will wear your new jersey, and I will fuck you until we pass out.”
 
“I like this plan,” Shane said slowly as he kissed one of Ilya’s eyelids, then the other.
 
“And tomorrow you will wake up in my bed, because you are on my team, and I do not have to let you leave again.”
 
“Our team,” Shane said, kissing Ilya’s cheek.
 
“My bed,” Ilya repeated.
 
Shane kissed his other cheek. “Our bed. And I don’t have to leave you again.”
 
“Our bed,” Ilya whispered against Shane’s lips. “And I am never letting you go again.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    After the end of this story, a few people mentioned they felt it wasn't a true happy ending. It was more of a cliff hanger, they said, and after reading about Ilya's internal struggles for 33 chapters, they wanted more of a romance wrap up. A happier happy ending. So you can read this as an epilogue if you want, leave Ch 33 as the "real" ending and see this as a sappy little encore, or this can be the real ending if you like it better. I love these characters either way, love this book either way.

Thank you for all of your support for my writing, and for wanting as much of it as you can get. That means the world to me. <3
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  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








