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The Butterfly's Mask

    by mango_jelly

      Summary

      A butterfly flapping its wings in one part of the world may cause a hurricane somewhere else.

A conversation with Rose Landry leads Shane Hollander to make a decision that he may ultimately live to regret. Far from the eye of the storm, he crashes along the waves, beaten down by wind and rain.

Ilya Rozanov lies in the eye of a hurricane. Sometimes he drifts just close enough to the horizon to get into trouble. Just dangerous enough to keep life interesting - enough to remind himself that he's still alive.

A safe harbor can be found for both, if they can only get there.

--

Or, Post Tuna-Meltdown but before All-Stars in Tampa, Shane comes out to the Metros and it does not go well. He comes up for air in Boston.




      
          	
            Inspired by Boston Boys by xpityx
          

      


  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Perfectly Imperfect
  


    Chapter Summary

    Deep down, Shane Hollander knows that he should be happy.

He knows that with the same surety of his own name – the surety he feels when he’s on the ice, with a stick in his hands, chasing down a puck. He should be having the time of his life right now.

Except, if he’s being honest with himself, he’s really fucking miserable.



    Chapter Notes

      I was so nervous to post something in this fandom, there are so many AMAZING works, but I read "Boston Boys" by xpityx and "(We Could Be) Something Great" by Anon and I felt so inspired (it looks like this work was taken down).

I watched the show first before I read the books, so all I can imagine in my head are the way the characters look in the show.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Deep down, Shane Hollander knows that he should be happy.
He knows that with the same surety of his own name – the surety he feels when he’s on the ice, with a stick in his hands, chasing down a puck. He should be having the time of his life right now.
He’s got everything he could ever want. He's a millionaire (not that he ever really cared about money, but it's important to some people). He’s Captain of the Montreal Metros. He’s won two MLH cups (back to back). He’s won Olympic gold for fuck’s sake. He’s got a beautiful girlfriend who was just named “The Most Beautiful Woman in the World.”
He should be happy.
Except, if he’s being honest with himself (and he's struggled to do that), he’s really fucking miserable.
And it’s not like it isn’t his own fault. He’s agonized over it enough times for it to keep him awake at night.
Shane.
Ilya Rozanov moaning his name as he tumbles over the edge of an orgasm has kept him up at night for weeks — months, really.
When he’s alone, really alone, he can still taste the salt and sweat of Rozanov’s skin on his tongue. He can still feel the other man’s breath on his neck, hear him gasping in his ear, feel the press of his hands gripping his ass tighter and squeezing, rocking them both together until they’re nothing but two bodies connected by mindless need.
He remembers the open and bare vulnerability of his blue eyes too, even if they were darkened by lust. The temporary bliss of Ilya under him, mouth parted and shaking
That haunts him every time he closes his eyes – whether he's alone or not. Forever seeing bright blue in the inky blackness of his mind.
Shane.
He could laugh if it wasn't so pathetic. He’s never been just Shane to anyone but his parents. He’s been Shane Hollander for as long as he can remember. His name doesn't even feel like his any more. It's become something larger than he is — something larger than he could ever hope to live up to. And yet, he tries. He tries so fucking hard because failure is not an option.
Rose had moaned his name, calling out Shane so sweetly, and prettily into his ears. He doesn't think she's faking — but if she is, he hopes she never tells him. The point is, when she does, never sounds right. It never feels right. Rose Landry calling his name never etches itself into the marrow of his bones like —
Shane.
The vocal register should be deeper, accented, and just on the edge of breaking into a thousand pieces.
Fuck, get a grip Hollander.
When he’s with Rose, he can imagine that this is the life he’s supposed to have. The future he could have. A life of movie premieres and red carpets, walking alongside Rose Landry in front of dozens of flashing lights. She'll come to his games and wear his jersey, and maybe join the WAGs group chat eventually. He can picture it – an engagement after a respectable dating period. A fairy-tale glamour wedding attended by the who's who of society. Houses in LA, New York, and Montreal. Maybe a kid eventually.
He would settle into the kind of domesticity that everyone, including himself, have come to expect.
That future is logical. It's practical. It's something he's planned out since the day they started dating.
And yet — putting it into motion — makes him want to vomit.
It's the life he expects…
…but it's not the life he wants.
For so long, he’s been conditioned to think that what he wants doesn’t matter. Because it doesn't matter. He takes the brand deals that are the best networking opportunities, or the most money. So what if he hates the way the clothes feel on his skin, or if he feels like an idiot in them.
So what if he hates being poked, prodded, twisted, and turned in a thousand different ways for hours until everyone else around him is satisfied and he's completely miserable and spent.
What Shane Hollander wants doesn't matter.
Except he does matter – to a lot of people.
The media calls him ‘the Prince of Hockey’, but Shane never wanted to mean anything more than a hockey player. He never asked for it — to be put on a pedestal as something greater than what he is. He shouldn't be a symbol.
He's just a hockey player.
But he gets fan mail from little kids, and these are the letters he reads. Sometimes, he writes something back — but not often. Usually Farah or his mom handle them, but he still reads them because he was them. And maybe if there had been someone like him on the hockey scene growing up…someone who looked like him, thought like him…then maybe he wouldn't be as scared.
And he is scared.
He's scared of too many things to name.
But he gets letters from kids as young as four – kids playing hockey in junior leagues that are only just starting to become more diverse. They tell him how much he inspires them — how much he means to them.
And ever since he started dating Rose, the image he (or more accurately, his mother) carefully cultivated has basically catapulted itself into the stratosphere.
He was popular before, but now?
An Olympian? A two-time NHL Cup Winner? Two MVP awards?
He’s been all but deified, and he hates it. The amount of eyes he's got on him is…suffocating. He’s got sponsors left, right, and center all clamoring for his attention. He’s got women (and a few men) sliding into his dms wondering when he’ll get tired of Rose and come to them instead.
He just lets his mom (and his PR team) handle those – and it’s only a little embarrassing that his mom has seen who knows how many pictures of boobs and dicks that people have sent him.
These were people who thrived under the anonymity of the internet, coupled with more audacity than he could ever dream of.
But back to Rose.
He isn't tired of Rose. He likes her. She’s funny, and genuine. She makes him laugh and treats him like a real person instead of who he’s supposed to be. She’s a great girlfriend. Even if he isn’t always the best boyfriend.
So yeah, Shane Hollander should be really fucking happy. Because he’s gotten what everyone else tells him he should want.
But before - months ago - he’d realized he wanted something else. Someone else. And he had no idea what to do with that.
Shane…
Stay…
I'm not done with you…
Rozanov had asked him to stay. Rozanov had called him Shane. Just when he’d settled into a routine with the two of them – just when he knew the parameters of their relationship, Rozanov, like he always did, pulled the rug out from under him.
You don’t ask a casual hookup to stay. To spend the night when the rules established that you don't do that.. You don’t call your casual hookup by their first name if you’ve literally never called him that before in your entire life the first time they come to your house.
It breaks every rule that Shane set up.
But…Shane had called him Ilya too.
And the worst part – was that he wanted to. He wanted all of it. He wanted to call him Ilya. He wanted to stay.
Something shifted between them that day, the second Rozanov asked him to stay. Something dangerous. Something unpredictable.
Something so tantalizing it roared inside him, just below the surface.
And then he'd gone and ruined it.
So, Shane Hollander is sitting here, on his couch, pretending to watch whatever movie that's been playing in the background until he has to meet Rose for dinner. Once she’d texted him this morning, he hadn’t really been able to think of anything else.
And it's not because he doesn't want to see her – he looks forward to it in fact – but he knows that it'll just become another evening where he has to perform. Where he commits to inhabiting and presenting all the social norms he’d drilled into himself since childhood in order to fit in with his peers.
He'll get a beer, or some wine. He'll eat something normal. He'll make pleasant conversation, and he'll avoid anything off limits. He'll try not to avoid her gaze and look her in the eye. He'll remember to blink at a reasonable rate.
And he'll try. He'll try so fucking hard to not seem as exhausted and miserable as he feels.
Shane didn’t have much experience doing the whole dating thing (with any level of seriousness), but…if you have to mask in front of the one person who you should feel the most relaxed around…was the relationship even real?
Maybe. Maybe not.
He's heard his dad say that people who love you should love all of you. Not masks. But Shane thinks (and his mother agrees, because the two of them are honestly ridiculously similar) that’s not how the world works.
Everything requires a mask.
Everything is a performance.
And yet… Ilya Rozanov never seemed to live that way.
Shane is almost envious of the way Ilya got to be so…open and free. Acting snarky and sarcastic for the cameras, chirping players with pinpoint accuracy, laughing boisterously and smiling freely, dropping gloves on the ice just for the fun of it, for the thrill of a fight. It all seemed so genuine – so unapologetically Ilya Rozanov.
Fuck being almost jealous. Shane is jealous.
BEEP BEEP
He jolts when the alarm on his phone goes off. The repetitive high pitched beeping breaks through his thoughts in a way that feels all too familiar.
Because alarms were always something he associated with Ilya Rozanov. They were a reminder of just how little time they had together before one of them had to leave again.
He had an alarm to wake up early if they were meeting before a Metros/Raiders game.
He had an alarm set for exactly when he needed to leave the Bell Centre in order to maximize the time they spent together while committing himself to all his post-game obligations – which was 23 minutes after game end, specifically.
He had an alarm to wake up so that either one of them could make the flight to whichever city they were headed to next. (He ignored that one sometimes, because being in Rozanov’s arms felt way better than being crammed with a bunch of hockey players on a plane). Still, he always left before he got too comfortable.
He had alarms to stagger the times they left or arrived to an event so that no one got suspicious.
Shane thinks that he’ll always associate the sound of his phone alarm with Ilya Rozanov.
And if that’s the only way he gets to have him now, other than his memories…then so be it.

Shane leaves his apartment later than he intends, thanks to his thoughts of Rozanov, so Rose is waiting for him at the restaurant by the time he arrives.
He makes pleasant conversation just as is expected of him – asking about her day, checking in on her parents, her brothers, and the latest reshoots of X-Squad. She’d been originally scheduled to head back to LA last night, but one of her cast-mates had terrible food poisoning, so they’d had to delay filming by a week.
By Shane's standards, the dinner goes well.
He orders food that supports his dietician-approved meal plan.
He answers her questions like he knows he’s supposed to, with just enough detail to show that he cares about her.
But then Rose pulls the rug out from under him (also like Rozanov), and sending him to an anxiety-ridden free-fall that makes him feel open and exposed and has him looking around the restaurant for anyone close enough to overhear.
Slowly, methodically, she gets him to talk about the parts of himself that have only barely begun to surface. She’s kind about it of course, because Rose Landry is a saint, and he wishes he felt the way he was supposed to about her because it would be so easy.
He does feel better when they’re done though – putting a name to the feelings have been swirling inside of him since he was 16 – since he’d gotten his first blowjob from his high school girlfriend and found the experience middling at best.
It’s later though, when they’re waiting for Rose’s Uber, Shane's hands shoved in his pockets and her leaning against him to shelter from the cold, that she asks him something else.
“Don’t you ever want to try…living more authentically?”
Rose asks this somewhat nonchalantly; her words dangle in the air, hovering between them like the snowflakes lightly falling from the sky.
The snow brushes Shane's cheeks, melting into his skin before he can even register the chill. Shane looks up – like he’s trying to see exactly where they come from in the dark clouds above.
After a moment, he looks back down at her. She’s not that much shorter than him, especially in heels, but the confidence that seems so innate to her – the confidence that he can never feel, makes Shane feel like she’s looming over him – crushing him with her authenticity and genuine care for him.
“It’s not really possible.” He says, turning his head away again. He can’t look at her eyes – it’s usually the case that he can’t, but right now it’s because they’re the wrong blue. “Not with the way things are. Not in hockey.”
“Maybe not… but I think you deserve to try.” Rose adds softly, her usual excitement dulled by the copious amount of wine. "You're a great guy, Shane. You deserve to be happy. To feel safe."
Shane inhales. He exhales.
The Uber driver honks on the horn, disturbing the quiet peace of the night air. Shane hadn’t even noticed the driver pull up.
"I do — feel safe with you that is." He says, genuinely meaning it. "Thanks for — being so — understanding about everything."
"Anytime, babe." She says, giggling. "So we're friends? Real friends?"
He nods once into her hair, where it tickles his cheeks. "Real friends."
They hug, and she kisses his cheek – and while Shane’s never liked hugs, but he knows she does – and maybe Rose needs the reassurance. Maybe she needs the hug as a way for him to say, 'We’ve broken up, but we’re still okay.'
Rose lets him go. "We'll talk?" Rose asks, almost uncertainly, stepping away just a bit.
"Of course." He says, smiling down at her. "Text me when you get back to your hotel. Just so I know you haven't been kidnapped."
"No promises." She giggles again, backing up towards her uber. "I'm pretty good at it by now."
Shane’s almost reluctant to have her leave him – being just Shane didn’t feel so scary when he was with her. Not like with Rozanov.
With him…being just Shane was a paralyzing electric shock to his system so powerful it hurt.
Rose scurries to the Uber, a luxury SUV, but before she climbs in, she waves to him, grinning so wide he can see the whites of her teeth gleaming in the streetlights.
He waves back, wanting her to know that he appreciates her – what she did for him.
Rose had looked at him during dinner like she can see through him - and maybe she can. Maybe she’s one of the few people that actually knows who he is. Someone who’s simultaneously more complicated and more simple than just Shane Hollander.
She sees Shane.
Then, Rose climbs in the rideshare, and it pulls away from the curb, heading towards a luxury hotel in downtown Montreal.
He’s alone. But solitude has never really bothered him before.
The streets are nearly deserted – the promise of a heavy January snow has caused the usual regulars of the bar and club scenes to stay indoors – only a few crazy (or brave) souls would be out right now.
He wonders which one he is. Crazy? Or Brave.
Shane finds that he likes the quiet – it gives him time to think — to determine which.
Maybe he’ll skip the Uber and walk to his apartment. It’s just a few blocks, after all.
He traverses the streets with hands shoved in his pockets, because he isn’t dressed nearly warm enough for the weather, choosing form over function instead (another way he’s changed since dating Rose), he thinks about who he is.
Who he really is.
And what he wants.
Who he wants.
He does think of Rose, of what she said, about living more ‘authentically’. But mostly he imagines what it would be like if he chose himself for once.
Ilya appears in his mind-eye; wholly unbidden, just crashing into him the way he always did, suddenly and without warning. The way he smirked, the way he chirped, the way he laughed. The way he sounded when he spoke Russian – beautiful and real, no longer pausing to translate his thoughts. Even if that Russian was colored by pain and worry.
The way he kissed.
The way Shane felt when he was with Ilya. Like he could be Just Shane.
Shane tries to push Ilya away, because who Shane authentically is has absolutely nothing to do with Ilya Rozanov.
Nothing at all.
It’s a lie though, and he knows it.
Because he isn’t perfect, even though he can't afford not to be.
Perfect people don't lie. Perfect people don't have to lie.
Perfect people don't have to grind their true selves away until all that remains is a smooth, diamond-edged surface.
Perfect people didn't fall in love with their rival, hook up for years with sporadic nights of mind-blowing sex and tactile connection that's more addictive than a drug.
Perfect people are so happy they don't even have to try.
So yeah, Shane Hollander isn't perfect - and he isn't happy either.
He also has no way of rectifying either of those problems.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thank you for reading!


  


      

  












      Chapter 2: Unexpectedly Rejected
  


    Chapter Summary

    The words escape his lips before he can really register that he’s saying them. Because Shane Hollander is a great hockey player, but a shit liar. He has too many tells - his eyes, his cheeks, his mouth, they all give away that he’s hiding something. Or he thinks they do. Maybe it’s the fact that he looks like he’s thinking about what gives him away that gives him away. 

He's usually guarded - keeps all his secrets, and his thoughts, close to his chest. But something about today, something about the team's energy just -

The air in the room is warm, and so is the overall atmosphere (Comeau aside). It leads Shane to be more loose-lipped than he ever would be otherwise. More than he ever thought he could be with these guys. 



    Chapter Notes

      Thank you everyone for the positive feedback on the last chapter!! See the bottom of the chapter for translations.

All the french in this is courtesy of google, I only started taking French a few months ago and I sound like a 2 year old. Actually, not even that good.
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  Shane Hollander doesn’t exactly know what sparked it — the sudden burst of spontaneous honesty that spills from him after practice. Maybe it’s because of his conversation with Rose (though that was a week ago and she’s already back in L.A.). Maybe it’s because his head’s been messed up ever since the afternoon at Rozanov’s house.
Maybe it’s because – for the first time in nearly ten years, since he was a 18-year-old rookie joining the Montreal Metros, he actually feels like he belongs here.
It's crazy, really, that it took two Cups to bring the team together like this. He's always felt…alone on the ice, and even more alone off of it. His team weren't bad, but the press and management have always made it clear that Shane Hollander was better than them. Shane could imagine how that stung — for all of the vets on his team to get shown up by a 20-something kid that never drank and knew hockey stats the way most people knew celebrity gossip.
Not that he'd helped himself…for a while, he fed into it. He had every expectation that the rest should be able to keep up with him — that they should have team plays memorized without needing to be reminded before every shift. They should see the way their opponents move and be able to react accordingly.
Was that too much to ask? They were professionals for fucks sake.
But trying to brute force synergy ever since he took over the captaincy pulling teeth or catching a moonbeam. Often disappointing, frequently aggravating, and ultimately leaving him wondering why they couldn’t just get it together.
They won two Cups. Two. All while having the coordination of a bunch of rowdy 8-year-olds. But they were getting better — their lines getting even tighter, and Shane was determined to drag the Metros, even kicking and screaming, to a third Cup — to a dynasty.
He wanted this organization to go down in fucking history. 
Sometimes, when he was alone on the ice, he looked up into the Bell Centre rafters and pictured his name and number hanging up there with Metro legends.
And slowly, incrementally, they were getting there.
Practice went great.
The team worked as one unit for the first time since November – first line had hardly a missed pass between them, and there was the kind of energy he’d only felt the barest traces of for six years. The second line was just as good – Comeau, Stedlund, and Wilson ran like a well-oiled machine. Mitty was magnetic — Drapeau too.
He knew everyone felt it too – because why else would you be grinning during a 7am mandatory practice? There was something in the air or on the ice with them that morning that sent Shane’s mind into a near euphoric state.
He loved hockey. Furthermore, he loved to play good hockey. Shane romantic woes aside, he hadn’t felt this good in months – since November, if he were being accurate. Ilya Rozanov induced dreams notwithstanding.
It’s why, perhaps, after practice when the team thunders back to their locker room from the showers, chattering raucously about weekend plans and clapping each other on the back, Shane feels the urge to laugh with them – and he does.
He feels like he belongs.
“Ey Hol-lan-daire!”
JJ’s Québecois accent pulls Shane’s last name in a familiar way, somehow elongating it out into four syllables instead of three, something Shane didn’t know he missed from the French-immersion schools he attended as a kid. JJ hangs back so he can walk in line with him and Hayden, trailing behind the rest. 
The defenseman swings an arm around Shane’s shoulders, still drenched from his shower and still laughing from whatever joke Lainey said. Shane tries not to frown at the feeling of wetness on his skin.
There's only one person who could do this and get away with it. He thinks before he can stop himself.
JJ's smiling down at him. “Mon Capitane, you got any plans before you head to All-Stars?”
“Uh — no — not really.” Shane says, which is the honest answer. But he knows JJ well enough by now to know that the look in his eyes means that JJ has plans for him.
They leave the showers and head into the locker room proper.  The rest, having walked ahead of them have already started getting dressed, or shoving gear into their stalls or packing their soaked outer-layers they woreduring practice into various duffel bags. Shane would follow suit, except J.J.’s still got his arm around his neck like a vice. 
He hates the feeling of damp skin on skin. Or well, he thought he did - because he didn't hate it when Rozanov's skin touched his after a shower - or in the shower. Actually, he rather liked it. 
But the weight of J.J.’s arm feels wrong, and water droplets continue to drip from his friend onto Shane's torso — he struggles not to shudder. Maybe he'll have to shower again when he gets home. No, he actually will shower.
“Well,” J.J. says, with a Cheshire cat grin on his face, “I started dating this girl —”
“Again?” snickers Andropov, which morphs into a full laugh when Koch thumps him on the arm. 
J.J rolls his eyes. “Va chier, connard. None of your girlfriends last more than a week.” 
A bubble of laughter escapes from Shane, echoed by everyone around them — because it’s true. For a second he thinks Andropov might get angry with the way his eyes narrow in on J.J., but then he’s laughing too. 
The other man shrugs. “At least I can admit it.” His green eyes shift left over to the far wall. “Unlike Comeau, eh?” He adds that last part under his breath, low enough that the man in question can’t hear. 
The levity in the room cracks just a bit — Comeau's divorce had been finalized last year, although according to Jackie, Rebecca Comeau neé Deluca was still in the WAGs groupchat.
J.J. doesn’t respond to Andropov's dig, he just makes a non-committal sound. But the smile still lingers on others in the room, so Shane doesn’t think the moment’s entirely ruined. 
“Comme je le disais…” J.J. turns his light brown eyes back to Shane. “I’m dating this girl. Elle est magnifique mais le hockey ne l'intéresse pas vraiment. ”
"I hate when you do that." Hayden mutters on Shane's other side. JJ winks.
“So how are you going to keep her interested in you?” Beaulier snickers, pulling on a shirt.
As if in answer, J.J. pulls Shane tighter against him, shaking his shoulders in an overly macho way. Too wet. Too warm. Shane has to fight not to cringe or shove his friend off. He schools his face into neutral — the same one he gives the press, complete with a false smile and everything.
‘Not the correct response’ flashes through his head like an exit sign.
Hayden’s blinking rapidly at him, trying to convey something like some biological version of morse code — too bad he can’t understand it.
Or maybe he's blinking at JJ — Shane can't really tell. 
“That’s where our Capitaine comes in!” JJ says enthusiastically, shaking Shane again.   Shane’s brow furrows — what exactly is J.J. asking him? JJ's grin looks mischevious. “Nanette doesn’t care about hockey, but she does love Rose Landry. She's seen all her movies, at least twice.”
“Who doesn’t love Rose Landry?” Comeau chimes in, and the other guys make various noises in agreement.
"Who doesn't love hockey? That's the correct question, mon ami." Drapeau says, dumping his stuff in his stall messily, elbows Comeau once his hands are free. “That’s Cap’s girl - shut it.”
Cap’s girl. As if the label of being his is enough to shield Rose from whatever disgustingly objectifying thing they’d say.
Shane’s not an idiot.
He’s spent enough time in locker rooms to know exactly what men say about women they find attractive. More specifically, he’s spent enough time in this locker room to know what these men say about women they find attractive. Older, younger, dating, casual, married and mothers…no woman is off limits — especially the ones who aren’t their wives.
The other guys give him and Hayden shit for not partaking too. Shane, because it always seemed so…dehumanizing, and he considers a lot of the WAGs his friends —  and Hayden — well Jackie might roast him over an open fire if word ever got out that Hayd was participating in “locker room talk”.
Besides, Shane’s best friend seemed really proud of his wife's open admission of pre-meditated murder planning (another thing that the guys gave him shit for). 
But above all else, he just loves how in love his friend is with his wife. It's beautiful. It's like, when theyre in a room together…they look…whole. It's something he wants. Something he craves. Something he can't have. 
Shane braces for something gross out of Comeau's mouth — something he doesn’t want to hear said about anyone, much less Rose, but nothing comes.
Comeau scoffs, but thankfully, doesn’t say anything else. 
Must be the power of being captain.
Captain.
It's a badge he’s always worn with honor, even if he knew he'd probably end up with it some day. He'd made Captain one year after Rozanov, something the other man had crowed about endlessly. But it wasn't Shane's fault that Taylor retired later than Johansson!
Furthermore, Shane knows he wasn’t chosen as Captain because he was popular with the team by any real measure. He had the best media sense (Shane wouldn’t trust any of these other guys with giving post-game interviews, especially when they lose).
He could also run a practice as well as any coach — even if everyone usually hates him for it. He loves guiding the rookies, he's always willing to stay late with them, because he wishes someone did that for him when he first started. And honestly he finds the paperwork that comes with the role sort of…meditative?
“Can you idiots let me finish?” The word is harsh, slightly exasperated but JJ’s still smiling, and it’s when he finally releases Shane that he can actually take a breath.
Finally freed from JJ’s grip, Shane starts reaching for his clothes, using his discarded towel to wipe away the droplets that dripped onto him from JJ's skin. Thinking about it too much is a sensory nightmare, and he rushes through getting dressed as quickly as possible. 
When Shane finally yanks his shirt over his head, JJ whirls on his captain, mirth glittering in his light eyes. “So, like I said, Nanette’s a huge Rose Landry fan. And I kind of told her that…Isortofknowher.” The last bit of his sentence comes out in one exhale.
“Shit JJ,” Drapeau looks thoroughly amused. “How hot is this chick?”
“You told her you knew Rose fucking Landry?” This from Lainey as he shakes his dirty blond hair out to get rid of that matted-down effect.
“But you don’t though.” Hayden wraps a towel tighter around his waist. He glances Shane's way, the ghost of a smile on his face. “Does he? Because I'm gonna be a little upset if JJ met your girlfriend before me, buddy.”
“He didn’t —” Shane starts to say, a little defensive, because he wouldn’t do that to Hayden (and Jackie might kill him too) but he gets interrupted.
“Don’t I?” JJ wiggles his eyes at Shane. He doesn’t really know how to interpret that. “Grâce à mon Capitaine? It’s the same thing non? I know her by association?”
Shane laughs now, finally realizing where JJ is going. He slips on his socks, a fresh pair because he can hardly stand walking on the locker room floor barefoot anymore. "I — uh — I don’t think Nanette would see it that way, J.J.”
“Come on man, you can introduce me - er - us.” JJ says from his stall. “We could go on double dates.”
Double dates? Shane didn’t want to go on a double date.
“Didn’t you say she was back in L.A. already?” Hayden asks him, looking at Shane for confirmation.
“Uh, yeah. Since last week.” Shane blinks, searching his head for an answer to get JJ off his back. “She’s got some promotional stuff to film there — I’m not sure when she’ll be back.”
Not a lie, not really.
“Oof, that’s rough.” Someone else, Laine maybe, says.
“How’s that rough?” Beaulier questions, leaning forward to shrug on his sweatpants. “Time spent apart is no different than a WAG.”
“She’s not just a WAG she’s-” 
“Rose Landry, we get it, Lainey.” Drapeau rolls his eyes, shrugging on a towel. “Fuck’s sake - get over your crush before Hollzy hits you.”
“Hollywood?” Comeau sneers from the corner, smirking, looking Shane up and down like he's evaluating him.
Shane had completely forgotten the other man was there — Comeau was never the type to lurk in the corners or sit off to the side. He liked to be in the center of the action - the first to throw a punch and the last to leave a fight. And ever since Rebecca left him…it made him worse. The behaviors that Shane convinced himself to ignore were coming to the front more and more lately.
Comeau has the potential to throw off the team's coordination — and cost them their shot at a third Cup.
Theirault said to get a handle on his locker room — but there's nothing Shane can do about what happens outside of it.
Even so, under Comeau's gaze, he has to fight the urge to retreat — to make himself smaller in Comeau's eyes. Less of a target.
He started calling Shane Hollywood, he got it not long after his and Rose's first promo-pic together. Which, coincidentally, was right around the time Rebecca apparently met a new guy.
Shane hates that name — but he can’t show it.
He’s the fucking Captain.
“Yeah. She's in Hollywood.” Shane says, ignoring Comeau's meaning entirely. “Besides, JJ, I don’t think we’ll be able to go on double dates, man. We — uh — we broke up.”
For a minute, there's silence. Until - 
“So what I’m hearing is that she’s single?” Laine blurts out.
"Like she'd go for you, Rook." Beaulier chirps. "Look at Hollzy — woman's got standards."
Shane mumbles. “I mean I assume she's single.”
He didn’t know, actually. And while he and Rose had talked throughout the week, romantic prospects were not a topic of conversation.
“She must have standards — she dumped Hollywood, after all.” He heard Comeau tease - and while Shane wasn’t the best at discerning inflection, he’d heard enough by now to tell the difference between a chirp, and an insult. “Can’t say I’m all that surprised.” 
“Fuck off, Comeau.” Hayden snaps, first to Shane’s defense as always.
Shane makes the strenuous effort to keep his voice decidedly neutral. “No, it was mutual.”
“Oh, I get it.” Beaulier says like he’s just discovered the wheel. “The time-zone thing — or her filming schedule.”
“I don’t care,” Laine says like it’s the simplest thing in the world while buttoning his jeans.  “I’d make it work for Rose Landry.”
“No, we uh — we just weren’t — compatible, I guess.” Shane says, shrugging on his sweats.
“Not compatible?” Laine freezes in place, mouth dropped open.
“With Rose Landry?” Drapeau just stares at him too.
Don’t fucking blush. Shane thinks to himself, feeling all the eyes of 20 men on him. Don’t.
“Performance anxiety?” Comeau offers up from off to the side.
Sort of. Shane thinks, but like hell he’d ever tell Comeau that. 
“No,  I —” Shane swallows. “I’m gay.” 
The words escape his lips before he can really register that he’s saying them. Because Shane Hollander is a great hockey player, but a shit liar. He has too many tells — his eyes, his cheeks, his mouth, they all give away that he’s hiding something.
Or he thinks they do.
Maybe it’s that he looks like he’s thinking about what gives him away that actually gives him away. 
He's usually guarded — keeps all his secrets, and his thoughts, close to his chest. But something about today, something about the team's energy, and something about Comeau's sneer just —
It slipped out. And he wishes he could claw it back.
The air in the room is warm, and so is the overall atmosphere — or it was until Shane opened his mouth. It leads Shane to be more loose-lipped than he ever would be otherwise. More than he ever thought he could be with these guys. 
He’d been to their weddings, held their hands (figuratively) through divorces, been to baby showers, and bachelor parties. He’d attended as their Captain — their teammate —  the first few times, because leaving him out would’ve been too obvious. But eventually, it became more than that. These were his friends. His family away from family. They were a team. A two-time MLH cup winning team. 
Fuck Shane, you’re spiraling. 
He really shouldn’t have said anything. 
And that’s confirmed because they’re all looking at him like he’s an alien. Or like he’s sprouted a third arm. 
And honestly?
It might have gone over better if he had sprouted a third arm.  That would’ve been entertaining, at least.

Les Trois Mousquetaires

Thursday, 12:07 PM
 
Hayd

Hey man, don’t let them get to you
You

I don’t even know why I said it.

It just came out.
 Hayd

It's okay, no one hates you or anything
You

Did you see their FACES Hayden?

Plus, you heard what Drapeau said to me when I left.

They've been saying shit like that for years

Now they actually MEAN it.




J.J.

Not like anyone stood up to that connard.
Hayden

Hey!
J.J.

I know you stood up for Shane, Hayd

I was there.
Hayden

Oh.

Yeah.

Hey Shane, you okay?
 J.J.

Shane?
Hayden

Fuck.
Thursday, 12:28 PM
Hayden

Is he answering his phone?
J.J.

Non



Hayden

Fuck gimme a sec




Thursday, 1:19 PM
J.J. 

Capitaine, go to All-stars

enjoy yourself
You

How am I supposed to do that JJ?
Hayden

Shane thank FUCK 
You

Represent my team?

A team that hates me?
Hayden

thought I was going to have to use my emergency key
J.J.

How do you go to All-Stars?

Because you’re Shane fucking Hollander

That’s why.
Hayden

YEAH YOU ARE BUDDY
You

When has that ever been enough?
Hayden

It's enough for the people who matter
You

...


J.J.

They don’t hate you

They’re just confused.
You

Not sure what’s so confusing about it

I'm gay

but whatever
 
Thursday, 1:53 PM
Hayden

You know… the girls wanted to see you

Before you go to Florida, I mean
You

I’ll be gone two days though?

I also just saw them on Sunday?
Hayden

What can I say?

They miss their Uncle Shane

Oh and Arthur learned to roll over yesterday
You

He did?
Hayden

And Jackie just so happened

to buy fresh salmon

And we just so happen

to have the ingredients for

that miso dressing you like
J.J.

What a coincidence



Hayden

Isn’t it just?
You

…

I’ll be there in 20
Hayden

Door will be unlocked
J.J. 

You really shouldn’t advertise that
Hayden

Are YOU going to break into my house dude?
J.J.

Non.
Hayden

Right. So…it doesn’t matter.
J.J.

T'es un imbécile
Hayden

I don’t need to know french to understand THAT ONE
 J.J.

I’m telling Jackie.
You

She already knows.
Hayden

About what?
 J.J.

Elle sait que t'es un imbécile
Hayden

I'm choosing to interpret that

as something nice
You

You've lived in Montreal for eight years

and you don't know French
Hayden

I'm from Toronto!
J.J.

pitoyable
Hayden

Va chier!



J.J.

You googled that, didn't you?



Hayden

😜 
You

I've tried teaching him JJ. Doesn't work.

Thanks guys, by the way. 
J.J.

Pas de problème, mon Capitaine
Hayden

No worries man, see you soon





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Va chier, connard - Fuck you, asshole

Comme je le disais... - As I was saying...

Elle est magnifique, mais le hockey ne l'intéresse pas vraiment” - She's gorgeous but she's not interested in hockey.

mon ami - my friend.

T'es un imbécile - You're an idiot

pitoyable - pitiful
Elle sait que t'es un imbécile - She already knows you're an idiot.

Pas de problème, mon Capitaine - No problem, my captain.
----

Next Chapter we head to all stars - and we see Ilya Rozanov again.

Updates will probably not be this frequent as I'm focused on my other fic. But I was in a writing mood today.

Also, I wasn't sure how much of the All-Stars you guys wanted to see?

Thank you for reading!!


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: Tell the Truth
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane fights the urge to drop his head into his chest. He can feel the air in the room shift. It somehow becomes thick, cloying, stuck in his lungs like he can’t fucking breathe. The world seems to narrow in until it’s just him - full of racing thoughts and not enough air.

Fuck. He shouldn’t have said anything.



    Chapter Notes

      For full transparency, I do not know what its like to come out to a group of people you trust and receive mixed–to–negative reactions. I’m writing from an amalgamation of anecdotes from friends, books I’ve read, and movies i’ve watched.  Also I’m not Canadian so I have no idea about growing up in Canada during the early–to–mid–2000s.

That being said: TW for homophobia, slurs

Take care of you please.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “No, I–” Shane says, “I’m gay.”
As soon as the words leave his mouth, Shane’s stomach drops into his shoes. He hadn’t realized he said it until he did – but he was being honest. Because the idea of lying – not merely deflecting, but lying outright, felt worse. After he’d admitted it out loud to Rose, the idea of crawling back into who he was before felt wrong, somehow.
He should’ve— 
He should've kept his fucking mouth shut.
But why should he have to?
The public and the media would still get the same Shane Hollander. Perfect – without flaws or foibles. But here, with his team, most of whom he’d known since he was a 19 year old rookie, he could be just Shane right? Let them in behind the mask?
Apparently not.
For about 23 seconds (yes, he counted), there’s nothing. Nobody blinks, nobody moves. If they weren’t obviously still alive and not turning purple from asphyxiation, Shane would have thought they weren’t breathing either. But they were – because then it comes. 
The laughter, the grinning, the sneers – all the usual reactions when someone makes a homophobic adjacent comment. Pansy, fairy, cocksucker, he’s heard it all before. Except he’d just exposed himself as the very thing they were talking about.
And he did feel like a thing under their gazes – something to be observed, studied, evaluated — something to be looked at with suspicion or derision. A sudden intruder, breaking into the peaceful locker room air to forcefully dismantle apart the camaraderie, except he's done it with a whisper rather than a thunderous crash. 
“That’s fucking funny Cap.” Beaulier, chuckling, rises from the bench and pulls on a hoodie. “People say you’re too calm but you’re a riot.”
Shane could respond, but he's frozen, staring at the back of his stall, the jacket in his hands almost forgotten.
Laine eyes him warily, an eyebrow half raised and one of his sneakers dangling by its laces in his hand – obviously forgotten in the moment. “...didn’t think you made those kinds of jokes, Cap.”
Laine's a rookie, but he's been on the team long enough to know that Shane didn't joke like that. He would never make a joke like that. There's ways to be funny without…dehumanizing people or treating them as other.
Other players echo that casual, joking retort, and resume their low conversations, occasionally glancing at Shane and chuckling.
"Hollzy's trying to sound like us, huh?" Someone says, he doesn't know who. Shane doesn't look — he can't.
The echo of his words still feel lodged in his throat, like he's trying to pull them back in with every short, crackling inhale. Static fills his ears — he knows he's frozen, standing just in front of his stall, bag and clothes and shoes forgotten as he tries to paper over the cracks that he can see in the locker room atmosphere.
No one believes him.
Good. That's good.
It's fine — he's fine right?
For the briefest of moments, Shane wonders if the others, the ones who hadn’t spoken, are okay with this — with seeing the honest truth of him, and not caring, not even trying to pick it apart like his mom, his coaches, the media, and the public all definitely would.  
But that hope is short lived, because there are three other people in the room that aren’t so amused by what Shane says. 
Behind Laine, Comeau’s face twists into an ugly, distorted thing, like he’s found a worm on the sidewalk after it rains. The worm emerges so it doesn’t drown, so it doesn’t suffocate in the soil.
Shane's suffocating too — the collar on his shirt is too tight, his sweats are too loose, and he thinks his hands are shaking. Just a tremble, but enough so that when he bends to pick up his sneakers he drops one. He sits on the bench, pulling them on and tying them quickly. Shane doesn't look up.
Because he's the worm in Comeau's eyes.
It’s only searching for safety, but Comeau looked like he’s just stepped on it – killing it with his boots.
When Shane's done tying his shoes, he stands, and turns, to put the last of his things in his bag, but he can't escape the weight of the eyes on him. He looks up now — just a quick glance at his surroundings — a momentary look.
But Comeau's moved. He's closer to Shane, still across the room, but directly in his line of sight. When Shane looks up, Gilbert Comeau is the first thing he sees, brown eyes fixed on him like a hawk.
He looks like he wants to scrape Shane off the bottom of his shoes too — just like the worm. 
Quickly, he turns his head, but he's met with the stunned faces of his friends.
J.J.’s just staring at him. Hayden too –they’d known each other for longer –and Hayd knows, somehow, that Shane’s not joking. Not about this.  Because Shane doesn’t joke like this. So it must be true.
His phone buzzes in his pocket. Shane grabs it, swiping the code to unlock it. It’s a text, from Farah, his agent.



Farah Jalali (Agent)

Thursday, 10:36am
Farah

Hey Shane, your All Star jersey will be

waiting for you in your hotel room.

I've scheduled you to do press from 10–11 on. Saturday.

Might start later, might end earlier.

You know how Allstar weekends can be.





He taps out a quick message in response, his urge to act unbothered by the chaos he'd unleashed upon himself.
 Normal, normal, this will go away. I can salvage this. I have to.

Farah Jalali (Agent)

Thursday, 10:36am
Farah

Hey Shane, your All Star jersey will be

waiting for you in your hotel room.

I've scheduled you to do press from 10–11 on. Saturday.

Might start later, might end earlier.

You know how Allstar weekends can be.
You

Anything after that?

She doesn’t respond immediately, so he shoves his phone back in his pocket and continues gathering the rest of his stuff. He tries not to look at anyone, even though the weight of Comeau, JJ and Hayden's stares grow heavier and heavier as the words he said circle around the room.
But the jovial atmosphere had shattered. The camaraderie, the joy he felt — gone.
Shane had broken it. It was irretrievable.
Eventually, no one’s talking at all. The jokes fade and the laughter dies like smoke in the breeze. He catches the tail end of a comment – Andropov.
“–can you even fucking imagine? The Metros having a gay Captain?”  Andropov shakes his head. “Insane.”
His thick Russian accent makes the words sound even more biting – he’s heard Rozanov say insults too, but it’s never sounded so…mean.
Rozanov goads, he teases, he mocks – but he’s never overtly cruel. He’s an asshole, but it’s always with a wink and a nudge. 
“Yeah. Insane.” The word rolls over Comeau’s tongue, slow and syrupy, full of speculation. His dark eyes focus on Shane, the corner of his pale lips pulled up in malicious intent.
It's predatory, and Shane feels suspiciously like a rabbit being eyed up for caloric value.
Comeau steps forward, slow and measured, leaning on a stall a few down from Shane’s. He realizes it’s Mitty’s.  Shane liked Mitty — he was weird, but weren’t all goalies? He's one of the few that never really engaged in ‘locker room talk’ like the others — he was also gone already, needing to prep for his son's birthday party.
“Insane.” Comeau repeats, tilting his head to the side questioningly, his eyes staring into Shane's. The knowing quirk of his mouth spreads into a full grin revealing teeth. “Right, Hollywood?”
“The fuck is that supposed to mean, Gil?” Hayden snaps.
Comeau shrugs, rolling his neck in a way that gives Shane the feeling of a hawk about to swoop. “It didn’t sound like a joke just now.” Then, as if to remind everyone, he says. “Hollywood said he’s gay.” 
“He’s not gay.” Beaulier says, though he chokes on the last word, making it sound weak. “He’s dating Rose Landry.” 
Comeau shakes his head, not taking an eye off of Shane. “Not. Anymore.” He almost spits the words out, but there’s a knowingly smug edge to it that makes Shane’s skin crawl.
Shane fights the urge to avert his eyes and drop his head into his chest — discomfort churns in his stomach and for a second Shane thinks he's going to be sick. He can feel the air in the room shift. It becomes thick, like steam — cloying and stuck in his lungs — he can’t fucking breathe. The roo. seems to narrow in until it’s just him and Comeau, surrounded on all sides by Shane's racing thoughts and not enough air. 
Fuck. He shouldn’t have said anything.
This wasn't going to be good. At all.
One by one, his mostly dressed teammates stop what they're doing to stare at both him and Comeau. Shane grips his jacket so tightly in his hands he might as well be tearing into it. He could deny it – fall back into old, familiar patterns he’s used for years. Deflect and protect himself – his brand – his identity. It would be easy.
Well, not easy…not with the sheer number of his teammates giving him their full, undivided attention…
But he could do it. 
Shane’s eyes dart around the locker room, searching for an ally — someone to help bolster the façade.
No one except Hayden — JJ just gapes like a fish.
Shit. Shit.
But before he can open his mouth, to spin some amalgamation of words into a lie good enough to be okay, Shane remembers what his mom said once.
You can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube.
Once something’s out, it’s out. You can apologize if it’s hurtful, play it off for laughs if it’s embarrassing, or whatever — but the words were still said.
…and some words, you can’t take back.
Shane turns to face Comeau, dropping his bag. It lands on the bench, forgotten next to his jacket. Shane’s never been a bulky guy, preferring speed and agility to brute strength and power, but he isn’t small by any means. What’s more – he’s very in tune with his body – knew how to move it well, even if anything he did right now wouldn’t translate off the ice in the same way as it would on it. He might not be able to take Comeau in a brawl if it came to that — and he really hopes it doesn't but Shane was pretty confident he could dodge an incoming hit.
But would it really come to that?
He’d known Comeau for two years. Comforted him (or tried to) after his divorce. Hugged him when they won the fucking cup. Twice. Was that really worth nothing?
The other man sneered. 
I guess that's my answer.
“Is there a problem, Gil?” Shane asks, raising an eyebrow trying to keep his voice even. His face goes decidedly neutral – just like with the media. He’ll panic later. He’ll crash later. Right now – he needs to be Shane Hollander. Captain Shane Hollander.
“Yeah.” Comeau smirks. “I think we —” He gestures around the room. “— deserve to know if the man who’s leading our fucking team would be willing to let the other score if they fucked him good enough." 
This is it. The last chance he has to walk it back. But he can’t. Nothing he could come up with would be good enough.
Shane doesn’t have to look around to know that they’re staring. All of them. He can feel Hayden and JJ’s gazes boring holes in the side of his head. But Shane’s eyes are locked on Comeau. Registering every breath, every twitch...every muscular indicator to signal the start of a punch being thrown.
He's seen it, the way guys would get right before they dropped gloves — the twitch in the hands, the widened stance, Shane's gotten himself out of the way before.
If Comeau did hit him, would any of them step in? With the way the rest of them are averting their eyes, or imitating deer in headlights, Shane would hazard a guess to say no.
Which, if he’s being honest, is fucking unbelievable. He’d cut his teeth with these men – some of whom he’d started with – back when they were just kids with more money than sense.
None of them look at him.
So this is how it’s going to be.
“I think the two cups I've led this team to speak for themselves, ” He says, feeling anything but brave. “I’m gay, Comeau. Is that a pr—” 
He doesn’t get to finish because Comeau storms over to him in a thunder. Shane dodges — not easily, but Comeau ends up bumping into into Berkes’ stall, rattling its contents and sending things crashing to the ground.
"Hey!" Berkes shouts, but it goes unacknowledged.
Shane's dodge has put him in the center of the locker room, everyone and everything swirling around him like a whirlpool.
Drapeau steadies him while also looking at Shane like he's something offensive — something dirty.
“You bet it's a problem, you weak ass pansy. A fucking fairy like you leading this team? Bullshit.”
Shane steps back, leaning just out of reach, but a darker hand just barely manage to grab onto the sleeve of Comeau’s sweatshirt.
“Tabarnak, connard?!” J.J. catches Comeau by the arm, shoving him back towards his own stall where he collides into Drapeau’s chest. “C'est ton capitaine!” J.J. spits.
If the others are stunned, Drapeau and Andropov seem the closest to Comeau’s level of agitation.
"What the fuck are you doing, Comeau?" Hayden steps forward, slightly in front of Shane.
“What do you mean what the fuck?” Andropov waves a hand in Shane’s direction – looking at him like he’s disgusting too. “What if he’s jerked off to us? Or watched us in the shower?"
“He's right. Who gives a shit if he’s our Captain?” Comeau sneers, struggling to right himself. “He’s a disgusting fucking fa—”
“Fuck you.” Hayden spits, cutting him off. “Fuck both of you.”
“Why so quick to defend him, Pike?” Drapeau adds, following her lead. “He bending you over? Nah, I bet Hollander takes it up the ass—is he your third?  Would explain why he's never dropping gloves on the ice. Leaves the real men to fight for him.?”
Hayden snipes back with something, but Shane doesn’t even register it. He doesn’t dignify Drapeau with a response, doesn't even look at him, because he knows that Comeau is the problem.
He’s the one the others will follow.
He craves leadership and a following like some people need diet coke.
He’s also insecure. Shane’s known this for a long time. Comeau's one of the newer players tot he Metros, relatively speaking.
He resents being second line center when he was first line wing in LA.. From trade after trade after trade to teams all around he country. He's desperate to prove himself. He only got here a few years ago, but he's got a short contract which is set to expire soon and he wants to remain a Metro.
He's greedy for more time on the ice, for more blood in a fight, more goals, more accolades, more adoration. 
Comeau wants the prestige ‘C’, but he hasn’t even got the ‘A’.
The other man's nostrils flare, his jaw is clenched and Drapeau’s only barely able to hold him back with a hand on his chest.
"Not here, man." Shane can hear Drapeau whisper furiously. "We have a game coming up. We can't —"
Comeau spits something back, too garbled in anger to understand.
Shane’s furious too — but he’s always been able to control himself — Comeau apparently lacks the ability.
You can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube.
At age 11, Shane Hollander learned that valuable lesson. Back when he was the age where his height outpaced his muscle mass, and he was swallowed by the hockey gear he almost never took off. He was skinnier than the other kids, all lean muscle even back then. His mom had wanted him to get fitted for custom gear, but he’d refused. Because what was more embarrassing than having your mommy get you custom gear rather than be like the other kids?
But he was an 11 year old twig, and the oversized clothes messed up his balance over his skates – he was weighed down, too much drag forcing him to slow clumsily into turns – so Yuna Hollander made the executive decision to get him fitted anyway.
The chirps started that first practice – little teasing comments based on his parent’s wealth, calling him a spoiled baby. Borderline racist chirps implying that the only reason why he was on the team was because of his eyes, because cutting out the japanese kid would look bad. They said he was too skinny, too tiny, too weird.
Shane tried to let his skills speak for himself. He didn’t know how to respond then — still doesn’t know how to now, not really, anyway. Hayden once said that his chirps sounded more like compliments, even if the words themselves were an insult.
But then, even as a kid Shane Hollander began to use the nonverbal skills he picked up on the ice to gather information — sorting it like a library in his mind. He studied his teammates. He learned.
He knew that Jackson used his older brother’s gear because his mom couldn’t afford a new set, and during the faceoff, it made him self conscious to have other people stare directly at his uniform. It made him more hesitant — slow, even.
He learned that Alan’s parents were getting a divorce, so any fight on the ice made him that much slower for the next few minutes after.
He discovered that Emmanuel was stuck with his younger sister’s My Little Pony lunchbox because he lost his and that sometimes when the teasing got to be too bad, he never ate lunch. It made him weaker, more prone to irrational decisions.
He gathered his information, and bided his time.
Then, on the ice—
He’d used it. Every little thing he’d gathered. He’d narrowed down the facts about his opponents until they became sharpened knives ready to poke and prod at their tender underbellies. He’d never done it to his own team, but the minute they were on the other side—
It worked. The same kids that had mocked him, suddenly lost their focus. They became sloppy — too consumed by embarrassment or rage to remember how to hold a stick properly.
It was the first and only time he’d ever been benched for unsportsmanlike conduct.
He was miserable. He watched his team run drills the rest of practice from the sidelines while sobbing into his sleeve and begging Coach Beauvais to give him another chance. Coach had said no — and to make matters worse, he called his mom.
When she’d picked him up, she didn’t say anything, even though his stomach was in his shoes and his heart was beating out of his chest. He’d wished she’d yelled at him – screamed, grounded him, anything. But she didn’t.
When they got home, Yuna Hollander had gotten him a tissue, dried his eyes, crouched down to his eye level, and told him,
You can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube.
Then she made him bake the entire team cookies (with no help), and go around to each individual house to apologize. To his entire team. He’d seen his enemies, (or who he thought were his enemies) at home — not on the ice. And he realized then, that everyone has parts of themselves that are wounded — or scarred. Bits and pieces they’d rather keep hidden.
Everyone wears a mask.
He’d learned that he should poke at what he could see. Not stab what he couldn’t. It was wrong, unkind and unfair.
Just because he was surrounded by assholes, doesn't mean he has to turn himself into one just to fit in.
Shane Hollander was never deliberately cruel again. But he's not a saint, either. 
Even exposed, open and vulnerable, Shane Hollander is still Shane Hollander.
Rose did suggest he should be more…authentic.
He feels the corner of his mouth pull up into an uncharacteristic smirk, “What, you want to know what I think of your dick, Comeau? Or maybe you want me? You seem to want everything else I have —”
He jerks a thumb to the ‘C’ on his practice jersey.
Comeau roars at him. 
Thought so.
Even as Andropov pushes at Comeau’s shoulders and Drapeau wraps arms around the other man's chest to get him away, Shane can’t help but grin, a sly, barely detectable smirk invisible to all except those who know him..
He thinks Rozanov would be proud of him for that dig.
Shane wishes he could tell him.
Everyone else, open-mouthed and sort of freaking out just stares at their typically mild–mannered captain who's definitely gotten his brain rewired. 
Shane Hollander.
Captain Shane Hollander.
The one who is so patient with rookies, and never gets angry at them for asking a thousand questions. The one who lets all the digs and complaints roll off his back — doesn’t even make them do extra bag skates as punishment for challenging his authority — Shane just insulted Comeau. His own teammate.
As if summoned, Theirault thunders into the room, with Laine following just a half step behind. The rookie’s eyes dart around, chest heaving with obvious anxiety, looking between Shane and Comeau and not quite knowing who to focus on.
Comeau, still struggling against Drapeau and Andropov, hurling filth and vitriol in Shane's direction — or Shane himself who presses his lips together, determined to project the image of cool, calm and collected — even if inside he's anything but. He wouldn’t react in front of his coach. He’s not that far gone, after all.
Theirault shoves himself between Shane and Comeau. Theirault is big — the burly sort of strong that would have been more at home with a more aggressive team, like Boston or Toronto. But he's a Metro, through and through. And though his edges had been somewhat softened thanks to a notable limp and prominent beer belly, when he was angry, Shane could see every bit the enforcer the Metro's Coach used to be.
His dark eyes zero in on Shane, and Shane alone. “Go home, Hollander.” He snaps, eyes full of fury. 
“Coach, Comeau swung first!” Hayden protested, a hand on Shane's shoulder. Maybe trying to hold him back in case he got it in his head to fight too. 
“I don't care.” Theirault all but hissed, spittle flying from his lips. He stood, face contorted in anger, his hands twitching like he's barely holding himself back from physically throwing Shane out himself. “Out. Now, Hollander.”

J.J. offers to stay behind–to try and smooth things over. It makes sense —JJ's always managed to straddle that line between him and the others. He claps Shane on the back once, muttering, “Ostie de criss de tabernacle, Capitaine.”
Shane can’t help but agree.
Hayden walks him out to his car. Maybe he thinks Shane needs the protection. Maybe he just wants to yell at him alone. But honestly, he doesn't know what to expect. Shane’s best friend isn’t even looking at him.
Which is maybe for the best — he’s never been good at reading faces. But he knows Hayden, his typically open and expressive best friend — this is unusual. But he doesn't know how to start. Should he apologize? But what for, specifically? For now, they walk in silence.



On his way out through the player’s entrance, his phone buzzes. He pulls it out and reads the incoming messages from his agent. Shane texts her back, just so he can spend time focusing on something else other than the looming storm clouds currently summoned by his best friend.

Farah Jalali

Thursday, 11:01 AM
Farah

The rest of the afternoon post—media is all yours.

Just need you to be at the arena by 1:45.
You 

Got it.
Farah

I'd remind you to network

instead of spending your downtime

alone in your room

but I remember who I'm talking to. 
You

I socialize.
Farah

Not nearly enough. 

For a moment he contemplates telling Farah what happened in the locker room. It would be the smart, cautious thing to do. But he doesn’t. Because it’s just one more rejection entirely.



He and Hayden are almost to Shane's car. He has a spot, reserved just for him as Captain. Hayden still hasn't said a word.
When they get there, Shane’s Jeep is covered with a light dusting of snow. He clicks the button to trigger the auto-start. Shane turns to say goodbye (because what else do you say), he sees that Hayden’s finally looking at him. 
The silence is still oppressive though — and to make matters worse, Hayden’s looking at him like he’s a stranger. 
Which is pretty accurate. Shane doesn’t really feel like himself right now either.
He wishes he could call Rose for support. He might try her on the way back home. He wishes he could call Rozanov — but that ship sailed three months ago.
Fuck it.
He wishes Rozanov were here, standing in front of him to him instead of Hayden. Rozanov who was unapologetic in his actions — who said what he meant and took the consequences of it on the chin. Rozanov, who would probably tell him, ‘So you’re gay, so what? Is no big deal Hollander.’
Except Rozanov might call him Shane again when he said it. 
And he’s terrified of it, but also wants it badly. Because when Rozanov said his name, it sounded enthralling, his deep voice smoothing over the ‘long a’ in his name to something…softer.
“Did I do something wrong?” Hayden mumbles. Shane blinks at him.
“What? No, Hayd—”
And then Hayden’s eyes turn pleading — like Rozanov’s had, which is really the worst thing because both of their eyes are blue. And like, a pretty blue too.
“If I did something I just want to know.” His best friend says, looking down. His shoulders are hunched, and he’s almost curled in on himself. “You could even text Jacks about it — she’ll say it in a way I’ll understand, I guess.”
Shane sighs, feeling more than a little exasperated. “Dude, I don’t understand what you mean—”
“Well what else am I supposed to think when my best friend that I’ve known for years, the godfather to my son, tells the whole fucking team that he’s gay, but won’t tell me.” 
Shane feels guilt twist inside him, because Hayden’s got this look on his face, the same face Ruby and Jade make when they ask for extra cookies before bed but get told no. 
Like he might cry, scream, or break something — maybe even all three.
Out of reflex, Shane checks the parking lot for anyone that might be close enough to overhear. It’s a small reminder of the person he still is — that the momentary bravado has faded into something more familiar. Whatever bravery he'd discovered in that locker room – whatever Rozanov inspired behavior that possessed him earlier has faded now, to be replaced by a rush of panic that starts in his gut and spreads to the rest of his limbs.
“It wasn’t supposed to happen like that.” Shane mutters, gesturing at the practice rink building.
Hayden crosses his arms over his chest, resting his weight on one leg and fixing Shane with a flat look.
“You mean you coming out?” He says, “I thought I was your best friend.”
“You are!” Shane holds his hands out in desperation. “I mean, I didn’t know I was gay until like…a week ago.”
Hayden just blinks at him like Arthur does when they play peek-a-boo. Mouth open like a fish, big blue eyes blinking at him like Shane's speaking another language. He'd laugh if he weren’t so — something. Scared? Frustrated? Worried?
If he loses Hayden, he’ll have no one.
Rose is in L.A. Rose doesn’t get hockey — she knows the game, has brothers who loved the fact that they were dating, and definitely had his stats memorized, but she doesn’t know what it’s like, day in and day out. The MLH is a far different landscape from the celebrity circuit in California.
He can't talk to Rozanov and Rozanov definitely won’t talk to him. Not after what he did. The way he left. Shane doesn’t even entertain the possibility for more than a second.
“What...What do you mean you didn’t know until a week ago?” Hayden sputters. “Isn’t that something people find out when they’re like…a teenager?”
The wind starts to pick up, cold and biting. Shane turns his face away from it, but his ears start to burn with the cold.  He sees a few more people exit the arena — but they’re far enough away to not hear what’s being said. No players — yet.
Shane shrugs, fighting through the discomfort of the cold. “You know me…I do things my own way.”
Like figuring out I'm gay by fucking my rival. Repeatedly. With unbridled enthusiasm. 
“Yeah you do.” Hayden chuckles, shaking his head. “I guess if you don’t want Rose Landry, you must be gay.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “Fuckin’ hell, man. Rose Landry. Crazy how you land one of the most beautiful women in the world and you weren’t even trying.”
Shane smirks, but it’s playful now. “I’m telling Jackie you said that.”
“Hey I said ‘one of’ the most beautiful. Jacks already knows — hell, she might fight me for the opportunity.”
The silence returns but it’s amicable. The way they always are with each other. Until Hayden breaks the silence — which is typical, really.
“By the way, what the fuck was that with Comeau?”
“You mean the part where he was homophobic?” Shane says sardonically.
Hayden snorts, shaking his head. “No I knew that. I mean, you said he wants the captaincy?”
“Of course he does.” Shane states plainly. It’s obvious — to him at least. He’d known it since day one when Comeau had walked into the locker room, introduced himself, and said 'You're the Captain?' with this incredulous look on his face. "He's always making comments about what I should do — giving Theirault suggestions about what he'd do in my place."
Hayden runs a hand through his hair, shuffling on his feet, trying to stay warm. He probably forgot his hat and his gloves in the locker room. Shane feels a little guilty. If Hayden got sick, Jackie might kill him and Shane.
“Shit…I don’t know, man.”
"He is, seriously." Shane says, as deadpan as he can manage.
Hayden gives him a look like he's not quite believing what Shane says — at least about Comeau. Shane's not sure where his friend stands on the whole, being gay thing.
Shane knows this is a conversation he needs to have with his friend, but the adrenaline dump is really making itself apparent right now, and all he wants is to go home and sleep.
That or press a pillow against his face and scream until his voice gives out. 
Shane can compartmentalize. He’s gotten pretty good at it after 26 years. He’s able to present the version of himself that people want to see, but when the exhaustion hits, when he’s frustrated and angry (or ever since he met Ilya Rozanov — horny), the mask slips, and everything and everyone become too much.
What version of himself does Hayden want?
He looks into the eyes of his best friend, at the man who openly welcomed him into his home with open arms for nearly eight years, who always kept food or snacks stocked that he could eat. Who’d let him be a groomsman at his wedding. The man who allowed Shane to be the first non-family member to hold each one of his children. Who'd made him the godfather of a little baby that seemed to analyze the world around him in a way that felt all too familiar.
And it's in those moments, in those memories, that Shane sees what Hayden wants.
Hayden wants him to be Shane.
Not Shane Hollander. Not Captain Hollander. Not the MVP or the two-time MLH Cup champion. 
Hayden, looking at Shane with his big blue eyes, simultaneously reaching out but hesitant to get close — who after finding out his friend was gay, his first instinct was to protect him, but swallowed his hurt feelings, wondering why Shane hadn’t trusted him enough to tell the truth.
Hayden wants him to live authentically too.
If his friend is reaching out with a hand, how on earth could Shane push that hand away?
He clears his throat, rolling his shoulders like he had in the locker room. For a second, Hayden blanches, but then relaxes.
“It’s true. I didn’t know I was gay until I started dating Rose.”
Whatever response Shane was expecting, Hayden breaking out into a full bellied laugh is not one of them. He shakes his head, almost bent at the waist. “Shane. That is a wild thing to say.” He’s speaking around giggles. “Rose fucking Landry turned you gay.”
Technically yes?
Shane can feel the heat rising to his cheeks, embarrassed. “She didn’t 'turn me gay', man. She just…helped me figure it out.”
“But I couldn’t?” Hayden says, still sounding upset.  Shane winces. “I’m trying not to blame you, Shane, but I gotta be honest. I’m feeling real fucking hurt over here.”
Hayden does sound hurt. He sounds really sad, and Shane loves Hayden and
want to hurt him at all.
“I…I know Hayd. And I’m sorry.”
“You were gay. The whole time?”
“In retrospect? Yeah, I was.”
“You let me set you up with all those women.” Hayden’s head falls in his hands, groaning. All Shane can see is how pale his fingers are. “Should have realized when you weren't interested in any of them, but I could have set you up with guys instead.”
Shane doesn’t tell him there’s only one guy he wants. The only one he can’t have. Not because Rozanov didn’t want Shane, but because Shane fucked up their relationship past the point of no return.
Then, as if his thoughts are trailing along the same line as Shane's, his head pops up. His brows narrow in suspicion. “Wait. So is Lily—?”
Shane nods, feeling a bit more brave now that he’s sure Hayden doesn’t hate him. “Yeah. Lily is…Laurence, I guess.”
Hayden grimaces, making a disgusted sort of sound. “Laurence?” He sputters. “That’s the name you go with? When Luke or Leonardo are right there? Ripe for the taking?”
Shane laughs–because he knows that he and Hayden are going to be okay.
“Fine, fine…Boston Lily is Boston Luke.” Shane chuckles, but sobers quickly. “But we broke up — it’s over.”
Not that Shane and Rozanov were ever in an actual relationship, but saying they broke up is better than ‘we were having sex on his couch and he called me Shane and I called him Ilya and I freaked out and ran away’.
“Boston Luke.”  Hayden narrows his eyes. “So when you left that day–”
“Yeah. I was seeing…him.” Shane admits that a bit reluctantly.
I was seeing him, had been seeing him, and enjoying it too, but I ran. I fucking ran.
“But that means you were seeing him since — 2012?” 
“Actually…” Shane’s cheeks get even redder–he’s choosing to believe that’s from the cold winter air, and not this conversation. “We’ve been seeing each other since our rookie season.”
The unmitigated shock on Hayden’s face should be studied by a behavioral scientist. Surely new levels have been reached.
“Since rookie season?!”

He’s lying in bed. Trying to sleep but it just won’t come. He’s got an early morning flight into Tampa International Airport so he can make it on time and get settled in.
But he hasn’t gotten a single text. Not from his team, not from the people who he thought were his friends. 
Call him naive, but he wanted something at least. Because then he knows how to react. He doesn't know what to do with nothing.
J.J. sent a message into their group chat around the time Shane had arrived at the Pikes’ house. His friend didn’t have any real news, just that the locker room atmosphere was awful, but he wouldn't elaborate when Hayden had asked what everyone specifically said.
Shane had replied, a brief text that just read, ‘I’m not surprised.’
He also got a text from Hayden.

Hayden

11:14 PM
Hayden

Thanks for letting me tell Jackie, man.
You

You tell Jackie everything anyway.

You shouldn’t keep secrets from your wife.
Hayden

I’d keep it a secret if you’d asked me to!
You

…
Hayden

Probably.

I’d try REALLY REALLY hard
You

I know, man. Thanks.
Hayden

I’ve also been informed by my

darling wife that it is VERY bad

manners to be hurt by

someone coming out.

Because she says

that you don’t owe me that.

And she’s right.

You didn’t owe me

that information,

and it was wrong

of me to act like you did.

I’m sorry.
You

It’s okay.
Hayden

I’m so sorry.
You

Your wife is a wise woman.
Hayden

Don’t I know it.
You

I would have told you eventually, I think.

Just…after I’d had time to really process it myself.
Hayden

I can understand that.

g’night Shane.

have fun at All-Stars

and try not to think about

this place too much, okay?
You

I’ll try.

He exits out of the conversation with Hayden. But doesn’t turn off his phone and try to go to sleep again – he just stares at the rest of the conversations in his messaging app, watching the minutes tick by on the clock. There’s the group one he has with Hayden and J.J., the one he has with his parents as a family, and then each of them individually, the Pikes (both Hayden and Jackie together and separate), as well as a general Montreal Metro’s team group chat.
Shane would at least have expected that one to be full of messages.
But no.
Nothing.
Shane’s thumb hovers over the Lily contact. It’s the one conversation he couldn’t bring himself to open, but he couldn’t bring himself to delete either. So it just stayed – a permanent mark on his psyche. A reminder that not only was Shane Hollander gay, but he was a lying, selfish, coward too.
You can't put the toothpaste back in the tube.
Once you hurt someone, it's always going to stay. You can apologize, try and make amends, but that hurt has irrevocably altered your relationship — you're starting from scratch.
And sometimes, even after all the ‘sorry’ and the ‘making amends’, some words couldn’t be taken back.
The last time he'd thought of that memory was on the walk home from dinner with Rose. Like most times when he was alone, his thoughts led him to Ilya Rozanov.
He hurt Ilya. Bad.
He wanted to apologize at a minimum. Maybe Rozanov would forgive him – maybe he wouldn't. 
But he had to try. 
Right?
With a deep exhale, Shane opens the contact and begins to type out a message.

 
Lily

11:23 PM
You

Hey. It’s me.

Jane.

He closes the app and drops his phone next to him like it burns to hold. Shane doesn’t expect an answer. Not really. The bridge with Rozanov is burned — no, worse than that. It’s been crashed into by a train carrying high powered explosives. No way he’s getting a response tonight.
But he does.
It comes minutes later. For an embarrassingly long moment, Shane wonders if Rozanov spent hours picking his text apart like Shane always seemed to do. He wonders if Rozanov agonized over what to send back. But Shane doesn’t care –because there’s a big fucking (1) next to Lily’s name in his phone, and that makes him more excited than he has any right to be.
He opens the app, and almost laughs because it feels so familiar that the panic of the day is replaced by a warm and fuzzy feeling that has nothing to do with the heated blanket he’s under.
Lily

1:27 AM
Lily

no shit.
You

How are you?
Lily

Fine.

What do you want Hollander?

Good fucking question, Rozanov. What exactly did Shane want out of this interaction? He wished he knew.
Hollander.
Maybe he didn’t want to be Hollander. Maybe he wanted to be Shane.
Wishful thinking at best.

You

Nothing.
Lily

Nothing.

So you wake me up

to want nothing

Is this Canadian thing?

I thought you all are

supposed to be nice 

Fuck. I woke him up.

You

Sorry.

Couldn’t sleep.
Lily

You could not sleep

So you make me not sleep as well?

Shane’s still trying to figure out how to respond when the next message comes in from Rozanov.

Lily

Ah I see.

You worry you

will fail at skills competition

You wake me up

so I am very tired.

Then you have

tiniest chance of beating me

Still no chance

But better than nothing.

Despite himself, and despite his nerves, Shane finds the corner of his mouth pulling up into a grin. This is familiar. This he can handle.

You

I could beat you blindfolded

asshole.
Lily

Blindfold? Is something you want to try? Did not know you were

like that Hollander.

No shame in responsible kink

What the fuck? No, Shane did not want to be blindfolded. Losing his senses never appealed to him before. But before he could formulate a response, Rozanov texts him again. Shane can imagine him. Also awake, lying down, maybe in pyjamas. Or…maybe shirtless and in boxers. Maybe…completely nude.
His dick twitches a little at the thought — at the memories.

Lily

Fuck. I did not mean it.

I know you do not

I know you do not want that.

I am sorry.
You

I want.

Not the blindfold I mean

but everything else.

It takes a while for Rozanov to reply after that, probably just minutes that feel like an eternity. Shane’s heart starts racing. Maybe he chased Rozanov away this time. Maybe he’s too hurt — too angry at Shane. Maybe he's already moved on — maybe with that girl from Russia? Maybe Shane ruined any chance of reconciliation — of them even being friends.



Lily

everything else?
You

Yes.
Lily

Oh.

I did not think you still

What about Landry?
You

Rose and I are friends.

Nothing more.

I did still want

I DO want.

I want you, that is.

Even just as friends.

That’s it. Shane left all his cards on the table. All that’s left to see is if Rozanov will pick them up. 

 
Lily

We were never friends Hollander
 

Shane doesn’t really know how to interpret that. Or respond to it. Because it’s true. Rivals, fuck-buddies, yes. But they weren’t friends. And then, 3 months ago, it felt like they could be. And that was terrifying and addictive at the same time. 
But fuck it. He misses Rozanov.

 
You

I know.

But I'd like to be.

I'm sorry I ran.

I'm sorry for everything.

Just

Can we talk?

In Tampa?

You'll be there?
Lily

Of course

How can there be All–Stars without best player in league?

but yes we can talk.
You

1st of all

Fuck you, asshole
Lily

No, I like yours better.

Shane’s traitorous dick twitches a little again. He’s half–hard just texting with Rozanov. And it wasn’t even that sexy. But Shane is weak... he’s always been weak when it comes to the man on the other side of these messages. 

You

2nd of all

Thanks.

For agreeing to talk
 Lily

Is no big deal

We will be two teammates

having conversation.

Is normal, yes?
You

Yeah. I guess it would be.
Lily

Exactly.
You

I’m going to bed.
Lily

Good.

You will need sleep to even

have dream of beating me.

If too easy, then is boring.

We cannot have you reach Hunter levels of boring

World could not handle it.




You

 Fuck you, Lily

 See you tomorrow.
Lily

Tomorrow, Jane

Shane falls asleep only minutes after he reads Rozanov’s last text. And if there’s a smile on his face and warmth in his chest…well that’s no one’s business but his and within the four walls of his bedroom. 
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      Chapter 4: Authentic Affection
  


    Chapter Summary

    Sveta sighs over the line, her obvious affection breaking through the static. “What are you worried about, Ilyusha?”

He blinks–not quite sure how to put his worry into words–even in his native language. “I–I don’t know. And that’s the worst part.”  He tells her, grabbing the phone  in his hand before collapsing on the bed.  



    Chapter Notes

      Edits made today, 4/15.

 Assume that Ilya and Svetlana are speaking Russian.

In this story (which is largely influenced by the show), Svetlana knows that Shane=Jane. That woman is smart and you can’t tell me that she wouldn’t have put together that (1) Ilya didn’t want to be involved with Sasha anymore, (2) He stopped hooking up with her, (3) He’s obsessed with Shane Hollander and his girlfriend for some reason? (4) he's in a permanently shitty mood from the time Rose and Shane got together?

Then he goes to Tampa, comes back and is his old self again?

I call shenaniganery.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Ilya Rozanov's not the type to get nervous. 
He's almost allergic to the word. Sure he gets concerned on occasion, and maybe, maybe on a bad day he might even get worried — but Ilya Rozanov doesn't get nervous. Or maybe he does, but it’s a foreign enough feeling that he refuses to acknowledge it's existence. 
He rolls with the punches, literally, brushing off what he can and figuring out or brute-forcing what he can't.
Ilya knows pain. He knows fear. He knows worry and stress, but nerves? That jittery, aching rush of adrenaline through his system that simultaneously heightens and dulls every sense he has?
As far as he's concerned, he's never been nervous a day in his life.
Except for one day in November — well, technically for the entire week leading up to it —  
— and then again this morning at 1:18am.
Because there's no other word for the electric shock that pulsed through his system the minute he saw the notification from ‘Jane’ pop up on his screen. He hadn't been asleep — couldn't sleep, more like — too busy thinking of seeing Hollander in Florida.
Of playing on the same line as Hollander in Florida. 
Because what the actual fuck?
What dumbass had the idea to put the two of them together and not expect it to end in disaster? 
Someone who wanted a show. Someone who wanted to see damn good hockey. 
Someone who wanted to see the two of them if the two could exist in the same room together without committing murder or brawling at the very least. Too bad they didn’t know that he’d never hurt Shane Hollander — well, more than he had already.
But then Shane had hurt him. So they’re even. Not like Ilya’s keeping score or anything.
He grimaces, thinking of what the media circus is saying about them. He didn’t care about what they were saying about him. That's what they want — what they always want.
Rozanov vs Hollander. 
Hollander vs Rozanov.
Circling each other for years and years, since before either of them had signed with any team. Pitted against each other before they were old enough to understand what such a thing meant. For their careers, for their futures, for their lives.
The media, the coaches, the teams — they all cemented the rivalry long before he and Hollander could be allowed to choose for themselves.
Not for the first time, Ilya wonders if they could've been friends under any other circumstances. 
Not fucking likely.
Ilya knows he’s too boisterous. Too in your face. He lives loudly and loves even louder. He allows the chaos of the ice, the media, the celebrity of it all to circle around him, riding it like a wave, always trying to twist it to his advantage in  a way that makes it seem like he's not truly bothered.
Growing up with a man like Grigori Mikhailovich Rozanov, you learned to disappear — or stand out.
Alexei had chosen the former, his own individuality disappearing to become a mirror of their father. Alexei became a policeman because having their father pull strings in government was easier than actually trying to carve out his own path and risk failure. But Ilya's brother had rebelled in other ways, sneakier ways…more self-destructive ways.
Outwardly, in all the ways expected of a Russian man, Alexei lived up to their father’s expectations — at least initially. He’d married, had Natalya, he was everything their father wanted. And by the time their father started to slip, Ilya was gone and Alexei could finally be who he wanted.
A greedy parasite apparently.
Ilya had chosen differently. He’d chosen to live as authentically as he could — and his brother hated him for it — would probably always hate him for it.
Hollander never had to make such a choice — and if he did, the choice did not come from his parents. Hollander was always calm and collected. Hollander was practiced, rehearsed, and the Prince of Hockey. 
He was perfect.
He's so perfect it hurts. Ilya thinks to himself. He's perfect in all the ways that matter, and even in all the ways that don't. 
It doesn't matter how they ended. That he pushed Hollander away — chased him away, more like. He doesn’t regret it. Shane Hollander could cut him open, step on his heart, toss it in the trash and burn it in an incinerator — and Ilya thinks he'd still feel the same. 
It's in his bones — the nervousness to see Shane Hollander again.
It would hurt — like everything did when it came to Hollander lately — but Ilya would gladly take it for the chance to see just a flicker of affection in those beautiful brown eyes. Even knowing it would never come.
But this way, with them being on the same line this year, Shane would have to acknowledge him — even if it's just to tell him to stay the fuck away.
But what if he brings Landry?
A wave of jealousy floods his system, jealousy he has no right to feel, it buries itself in his chest, coiling around his heart and his lungs, choking the air right out of him, making every breath feel like a fight.
I'm a fucking idiot.
“You're a fucking idiot.”
He's jolted from his thoughts by Svetlana, and he wonders, not for the first time if his best friend is a mind reader.  She usually is, when it comes to him.
Her melodic voice comes through the speaker where his phone rests on his hotel nightstand. She sounds all crackly and full of static, though he can't really tell if it's because of his connection to the hotel’s shitty wifi or because she's still half asleep. It's early for her, just after 7am, and Ilya's best friend doesn't get up early unless she has to.
“I — what?” He says, dumping his suitcase on the bed.
He won’t unpack. He’s only here for two days — he’s not a sociopath.
He bets Hollander probably would.
The room was small, standard — certainly not the most extravagant place he’d ever stayed — no that honor went to his Vegas penthouse (bit of a painful memory, really), but he supposed the hotel was acceptable for hosting 50-odd hockey players for three days straight.
“‘You’re an idiot’, I said.” He could picture Sveta, lying in bed, the phone dangling from her hand as she rolled her eyes. “You’re worrying over nothing Ilyushenka.”
Ilya sits on the bed heavily, jostling his bag of toiletries and sending his hairspray rolling.
He’s almost glad she’s not here, because then she’ll see his widened eyes and his slack lips and she’ll know how far gone he is. How nervous he really is.
As if she didn’t know already.
Sveta knows Ilya better than himself, sometimes.
He’s gesturing emphatically in the direction of the phone even though he knows she can’t see him. “He's here, Sveta. And he wants to talk to me.”
Maybe she can sense the desperation. Maybe she just knows him well. Maybe it’s both — because her tone turns soothing and soft, only a touch sarcastic. 
“I know, Ilyusha, I know.” She says kindly, but then, because it’s Sveta, she says, “How could I forget? You called me at 2:00am! And even today — I heard you the first time you told me — and the second — and the third — and the — ”
“Okay, okay I get it.” He cuts her off before she can keep going — and she will.
Sveta sighs over the line, her obvious affection breaking through the static. “What are you worried about? Really."
He blinks — not quite sure how to put his worry into words — even in his native language. “I — I don’t know. And that’s the worst part.”  He tells her, grabbing the phone in his hand before collapsing on the bed, falling into the pillows. At least it’s soft, he thinks. 
He frowns. Does he sound like he’s about to cry? There’s an ache in his chest and a burn behind his eyes but Ilya Rozanov hasn’t cried in years. Not since he won the Cup — he won’t cry over something as trivial as a meeting with Shane Hollander.
Trivial? Yeah right. His mind sneers.
He sighs. “I don’t know what he wants. So I don’t know what to be worried about.” His phone falls by his side, dropping with a bounce. There’s no other sound in the room except for his steady inhales and exhales of breath, but it feels like the air he’s taking in isn’t enough. Sveta doesn’t say anything, “What if he was lying? What if he didn’t mean what he said? What if — ?”
“Stop.” Svetlana cuts him off. 
Ilya doesn’t get nervous. Ilya doesn’t spiral. 
And yet — because of Shane Hollander, he’s so close to doing both of those things.
“Sorry.” He mutters, turning his head towards the black iphone lying next to him on the bed.
“Shut up.” Sveta chides, but her voice is full of affection. “Don’t apologize. Never to me.”
He wishes he could see her. He wishes she were here. But he doesn't switch to FaceTime. He didn’t want her to think he’s that desperate. No matter that she already knows that he already is.
“Listen — ” She continues on, seemingly oblivious to his emotional turmoil. “Is Hollander the type of person that would lie like that? Deliberately? Be honest.”
Ilya shakes his head, though she can’t see it.  “He’s a shit liar. His eyes get wide and he can’t decide where to look, but then his face goes all…robotic. Cold. He stammers and his voice breaks. It's kind of painful to watch.” 
He doesn’t bring up the fact that the last time he saw that face was when Hollander practically fled his apartment. That particular memory just sends a stabbing feeling through his gut and makes him feel like throwing up.
“ —Can you answer my question?” Svetlana sounds exasperated. "Without the dramatic description?"
Ilya nods, feeling guilty. Ilya's so messed up, who wouldn’t be exasperated after dealing with him? 
After a beat, he decides that simple is the best answer to go with.
“No. He wouldn’t lie like that.” Ilya murmurs, and deep inside, he knows its true. His former lover wouldn’t have lied like that — not intentionally, anyway — because it would hurt Ilya, and Ilya knows that Hollander doesn’t hurt people on purpose if he can help it.
Svetlana is silent for so long he half expects her to have gone back to sleep. Just when he’s about to end the call, he hears her voice again, soft and intentionally coaxing.
“Well then…you have your answer, Ilyusha.” she says. He makes a whimpering sound that could mean 'yes, no, and what the fuck?’. She sighs. “Just text him.”
“Okay.” He exhales, trying to get it all out of his lungs. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll text him.”
“Now. I’m not hanging up until you tell me you sent him something.” She orders, probably afraid he’ll back out of it. Shows what she knows, Ilya Rozanov doesn’t back down from any challenge. Even the ones that come from himself. "And you're going to read me what you sent."
“I could lie to you.” He points out.
“You could,” she agrees teasingly. “But you know I’d figure you out.”
She’s not wrong. And so, with a sigh, Ilya picks up his phone and swipes to his messages. The one from Jane is at the top, just under the name of his agent.

Jane
Friday, 7:22 AM
You
you still want to talk Hollander?


There. He did it. After he hits send, Ilya drops the phone like it’s a bomb.
“I sent it. Asked him if he still wanted to talk.” He tells Svetlana, and if he sounds a bit petulant, he doesn’t really give a shit. “Are you happy?”
“Are you happy?” She fires back immediately, even though she already knows the answer.
No. No I’m not.



Shane Hollander second guesses himself a lot — about everything, really. Except hockey. Hockey is the one thing in life he has where he has complete control.
There are two other things he hasn’t second guessed himself about — sort of.
The first? Giving Ilya Rozanov his room number when they were 19.
The second? Having Rose Landry as a friend. 
As far as exes go, she’s great. She could have been a lot worse — he’s heard enough stories in the locker room to swear himself off dating forever. Especially with the whole…being gay thing. The awkwardness between them has all but disintegrated once they’d ended their relationship, and most days he’s able to forget that she’s seen him naked — and he’s had his dick inside her — more than once.
It’s freeing to be able to confide in someone…the way he’s never been able to before. 
She sees just Shane. And she doesn’t hate him for it.
It’s why, when she texts him just 17 minutes after he’s checked into his hotel room, he answers her. Because she gets it — not everything, of course — but enough.



 
Rose🌹
Friday, 7:08 AM


Rose🌹
You okay?
You
I'm at a luxury hotel in Florida in January
Why wouldn't I be okay?
Also, isn’t it 4:30am for you?
Rose🌹
i’m in hair & makeup
and you KNOW why
dont avoid the question
still nothing?
You
No. Not from any of them.
Except JJ and Hayd of course.
Rose
i have tomorrow nd sunday free
i can be there
You
You really don’t have to.
Rose
srsly i’m pulling up flights rn
it’s literally just 2 days Shane
You
Exactly.
You have to prep for that audition on Tuesday
It could be your first leading role
Rose
i don’t mind
You
I know.
But I mind.
Rose
youre still the sweetest
ex boyfriend ive ever had
You
Thanks?
Rose
just…try to have fun, mkay?
don't think about montreal
You
I wasn’t, but now that
you've brought it up…
Rose  
sorry!!
You
I was kidding. Mostly.
Rose
i feel like
it's kinda my fault tho
You
It's not.
Technically it's JJ's fault.
Rose
…
You
JJ wanted me to use you 
to impress his girlfriend
Besides, you didn't force me
to come out to my team.


Rose
your “team” is full of homophobic assholes
You
Did you really
put team in air quotes?
Rose
seems fitting
You
It's hockey. I'm disappointed,
but not surprised.
I’m gay. They know.
It’s fine. 


Shane blanches as soon as he sends it — because while his team knows, it’s not fine. And he knows Rose knows that too.



Rose
if youre sure…
You
I'm sure.
I have to run.
Have to get all my gear
unpacked before interviews
Rose
im here if you need me
 You
I know. 

Nevermind that his stuff is already unpacked and put away in the hotel’s dresser drawers. Hayden always questioned it —
’Why are you even unpacking? We’ll only be here for a night, dude!’
Shane never explained that his clothes being in the travel bag made them feel all wrong when he put them on. Like the fabric didn’t have time to breathe. Which meant that Shane couldn't breathe. It only made him weirder.
He rubs a hand over his eyes, scrolling up to the top of their conversation again.
No matter how many times he reads Rose's words, reassurance never actually comes. If he knows his friend, and he likes to think he does, she's waiting on the other side of their exchange for him to tell her the truth.  
She doesn't believe that he's okay,  and she doesn't believe that he has a bunch of interviews (he does, but not for several hours), but because she's a good friend, she won't call him out on it.
And because he's a terrible friend, he does sort of blame her for the way things turned out in the locker room  — it's irrational, and he knows it, but it's how he feels. 
Emotions suck, he realizes.
Technically he realized that a while ago. He realized it the minute he chose to text Ilya Rozanov instead of celebrating his second Cup win because he wanted to share it with the one person who knew what it was like to chase it — to be so hungry for that win it it consumed all your thoughts and stole the breath from your lungs.
But even before then, he realized it when Ilya Rozanov won the MLH Cup and he couldn’t even be a little bit jealous. Did he want it to be him? Sure. But he wasn’t envious, and full of hatred like the other guys were. He was proud. Happy. And just a little bit in love with him. 
And before that? It was when Rozanov took him apart piece by piece and then put him back together again. The way he stared down at Shane like he held the answers to the world’s secrets. The way he held Shane — made sure he was comfortable, checked in because he knew he was scared without Shane having to say a word. He’d never experienced that before — with anyone.
It was in the kiss on the stairs afterwards.
If their first hookup after the CCM commercial made him want more physically, that made him want more emotionally.
And he couldn’t have it. He shouldn’t have it. Look what he’s done with it.
Shane wonders what it would be like if he never opened his mouth. If Rose’s gentle coaxing and the restaurant’s emptiness and warm lighting hadn’t led him to completely open himself to the worst thing imaginable. 
His team knew. 
They knew and they rejected him. Not explicitly, of course, but what else was he supposed to make of complete radio silence?
His phone buzzes in his hand, and for a second Shane thinks it's the group chat. But it’s not. 
It’s Lily.

Lily
Friday, 7:22am
Lily
did you still want to talk?



Groaning, he tosses his phone to the side before covering his face with his hands. Part of him feels embarrassed at the immediacy at which his heart starts trying to thump out of his chest when he sees the text.  
It's fine. He's fine. He can do this. 
Even though Ilya fucking Rozanov is somewhere in this hotel and Shane trying really hard not to freak out about that knowledge.
He takes a minute to remember how to breathe.
Shane picks up his phone and fires off one more text to Rose. She responds immediately.



Rose 🌹
Friday, 7:28 AM
You
Do you have any tips for
reconnecting with a former hookup?
hypothetically speaking, of course
Rose
WHAT
WHAT DO YOU MEAN
SHANE
ANSWER ME
 You
It’s a long story. 
Rose
condense it. NOW
You
No time.
Interviews, remember?
Rose
LIES
You
Truth.
Rose
you suck
 You
I thought I was your favorite ex boyfriend.
Rose
right now thats up for debate
You
Simply put, I asked
to meet an old...friend this weekend
I just got a message
asking if I still wanted that.
What do I say?
Rose
Do you want
to meet with him?
it’s a HIM right?
Is this the guy?
The one you were with?
The one that was better?
The peg to your hole?
 You
Gross.
How are you typing so fast?
And yes. I’m still gay, Rose.
Rose
just checking.
still didn’t answer my question
You
Yes. I want to meet with him.
Honestly, more than anything.
Rose
then tell him that
You
Maybe not all of that.
Okay. I will. Thanks.
Rose
good luck!
🥰😘
Lily
Friday, 7:37am
Lily
did you still want to talk?
You
Yes.

Another text comes in from Rose. ‘give him a time and place!’ it says. He replies his thanks before returning to the conversation with ‘Lily’.

Lily
Friday, 7:40am
Lily
did you still want to talk?
 You
Yes. 
 You
9:30?
Is the hotel restaurant okay?


Rozanov replies faster than Shane expects. 



Lily
Yes.
Is okay.
You sure they will have
bird food for you to eat?
 You
Fuck you
It’s not bird food. 
Lily
Really?
Could not tell difference.
You
You’re an asshole.
But maybe I should
bring something
Just in case.
Lily
🙄
They will not let you in restaurant
if they see your bird food

Shane grimaces. He’s probably right. But he won't tell Rozanov that. Shane's not that far gone. 


You
I’ll think of something.
Lily
We will get you food.
I make sure.  



I will make sure. God, even that little bit of affection makes him feel so good inside.  He’s in so much trouble.



Two hours later, Shane’s outside of the hotel’s restaurant, trying and failing to appear relaxed. There's an elderly couple sitting across from him, quietly chatting to each other. He doesn't think they recognize him, or if they do, they don't say anything. He wants to pace, but he can't, because that would be obvious, but he's uneasy in his seat — one of the many plush chairs decorating the lobby of the hotel. He crosses and uncrosses his legs more than once, picks invisible lint from his clothes (they're perfectly pressed and unwrinkled, so take that, Hayden).
Black jeans, a black shirt and white blazer. Inoffensive, but still put together. Shane thinks his stylist Charlotte would be proud. Rose sent him a ton of hear emojis when he sent her a picture.
But would Rozanov think he looked nice? Would he think Shane was trying too hard? Would he think Shane looked ridiculous?
He looked down at himself, spiraling just a little. Maybe he should change.
He checks his phone for the time, despite the Rolex on his arm. 9:28. Too late to go back and change — not if Shane still wants to be on time — which, if he’s being honest, is way more important than his shirt or his jacket. Shane didn't want Rozanov to think he didn't care by showing up late of all things.
He doesn't expect Rozanov to be on time though. Not that Shane assumes that he doesn't care, but Shane has only known Rozanov to be on time for something once. 
‘If I come to 1410 tonight at 9:00…’
Shane leans on the armrest, rubbing his brows. Fucking hell. This is stupid.
He runs his hands along his thighs, digging his fingers into the denim, just as a way to ground him — it works, sort of.
Inhale. Exhale.
I'm just talking to my Alternate Captain before we do press this afternoon. So what if he's my rival? He thinks, trying to calm himself down. He's just a man. A man I used to fuck — a lot. A man who made me feel like…me.
Shaking his head, Shane pulls his phone from his pocket to check the time again — 9:30 exactly. He also sees — what the fuck? — a text from Lily.



Lily
Friday, 9:30am
Lily
inside.


He — he's inside already? Was he early? Shane shoots to his feet like he’s been stung by a bee, avoiding the curious gaze of the elderly couple in the chairs opposite him. 
He heads to the restaurant entrance clumsily, his nerves making him ungainly as he would never be on the ice. He makes his way past the hostess stand, greeting her with a polite ‘hello’. She recognizes him, but must not care, since people are walking in and out of the poolside restaurant casually — he’s able to slip past her without anything more than a simple greeting
He finds Rozanov immediately. He’s surprisingly tucked away in the corner.  
Shane's eyes sweep the restaurant once, just a curious glance to see how many people are here. The restaurant is fairly empty with most patrons taking advantage of the sunshine and cool morning air to have breakfast on the patio and the around pool. Most of the people inside seem more preoccupied with wrangling their children or discussing travel plans than paying attention to the MLH Captain walking through the small crowd. 
There are a couple of fans, of course. Some families and kids recognize him immediately. A couple of players too. But they don't approach. Maybe they take in his nervous expression — or maybe they take in his single-minded focus on Ilya Rozanov — but they thankfully leave him alone.
Maybe they're watching him walk over. 
Shane tries to breathe. He tries to calm down.
It’s just like Rozanov said. Just two captains — two teammates — just having a chat. Nothing unusual about this at all.
Except it’s them.
Hollander and Rozanov. Rozanov and Hollander.
Like he can sense his approach, as soon as Shane steps over the threshold of the restaurant proper, Rozanov lifts his head from his phone. Shane almost stops in his tracks at the sight of the other man's bright blue eyes in the morning sun — they’re practically glowing. 
He's wearing a stupid Hawaiian shirt that's both horrifically on theme, but he's sonehow managing to pull off.
He's beautiful. He makes Shane's breath hitch with just one look in his direction.
Holy fuck.
Shane didn’t know what to expect when he sent that text. He was expecting Rozanov to be angry at him — to be thrown the same vitriolic glare his team gets during their face-offs. But there’s nothing. No anger, no sadness. Instead, Rozanov is just staring at him — evaluating. But it lasts for only second before Rozanov is smiling. It's hesitant — but a smile, nonetheless.
He doesn’t know what to do with that.
Eventually, his legs remember how to work again, and he makes his way over to the table, trying to act casual. Rozanov is sitting there, a plate of scrambled eggs covered in cheese, two slices of toast, sausage and a cup of a dark liquid he can only assume is coffee.
Shane wrinkles his nose.
“You’re late.” Rozanov says by way of greeting.
Startled, Shane pulls his phone out of his pocket. 9:31. He rolls his eyes.
“You can't be serious. One minute.” He mutters.
“Still late.” Rozanov sounds smug for a second, but then it fades, to be replaced by something all too familiar.
Discomfort.
“I ordered for you if that’s okay.” Rozanov says hesitantly, gesturing to the place opposite him.
It’s then that he notices what’s in front of his chair. 
Scrambled egg whites, with bits of dark green spinach running through like bands of green gold. There’s a slice of whole wheat toast, and a cup of a lighter, clearer liquid. The tea infuser inside of it lets him know that it’s a loose-leaf tea. Green tea if his nose isn’t lying to him.
“It-it’s fine. Great actually.” Shane stammers. “Thank you.”
Rozanov shrugs nonchalantly. He’s feigning relaxation, but Shane can tell he’s…uncomfortable. It’s in the set of his shoulders, the muscle twitching in his jaw, and the way he’s absently tapping his fingers on the table to a discordant rhythm.
Shane sits, eyeing the spread in front of him. “You remembered I like loose-leaf tea?” His gaze flits back up to Rozanov. "I don't even remember when I told you that."
Rozanov swallows, looking even more uncomfortable if that's even possible. Shane lifts the infuser from the cup, setting it off to the side. 
“It was…before. 2013 I think. When Pike brought you tea before but it was —"
"Lipton." He frowns at the memory.
"Yes. You hate Lipton."
"Still do." Shane admits, running a finger along the side of the cup.
"Yes, You like fancy tea. If I was wrong — ,” Rozanov starts, but Shane cuts him off.
“It’s perfect. Thanks. I mean it."
At that, Rozanov seems to relax. “Okay. You're welcome.”
Shane doesn’t really know how to start this conversation, which is annoying as hell. Shane had been giving media interviews since he was 14. He knew what to say here — didn’t he?
He was the one that asked for Rozanov to meet him. He picked the time and the place. And yet…now that this beautiful man is in front of him, a man he cares deeply for, Shane Hollander finds himself suddenly at a loss for words. 
So he eats instead. He takes a tentative bite, very much aware of Rozanov's eyes on him. He feels like he's watching every move he makes, every scrape of the fork, every bite of food that goes into his mouth.
"A-Are you going to eat?" Shane asks after a few moments. "Or are you just going to stare at me?"
Rozanov blinks, startled like he didn't know he was staring. "Oh. Yes.”
He starts to eat, but it's slow. Hesitant. It reminds Shane too much of November. Rozanov's every other bite is followed by an evaluating glance. Like he's checking if Shane is still here. Like he hasn't run again.
Rozanov starts making pleasant enough conversation, they talk about the weather and the upcoming practice and skills competition, who they think will end up in the playoffs (the both of them, obviously), and who will end up taking home the MLH Cup (again, both of them)
“You trying to catch up with me or something, Rozanov?” Shane jokes, but the look Rozanov gives him isn't one of laughter.
“Maybe.” He says, in a light tone of voice, but it turns heavy by the time it reaches Shane's ears. "I still got the cup first."
"We had a hurt goalie." Shane protests.
Rozanov raises an eyebrow. "What you had, are weak defenders."
Shane snorts, but doesn't reply. He was right.
They're quiet again. Again, Rozanov's the one to break the silence.
“You look…good today. Pretty.” 
A familiar buzz goes through them at Rozanov's words, and though he's been called pretty his entire life, mostly in a derogatory way, he's never got that feeling from Rozanov. Not even during the CCM commercial. Shane had been 18, defensive, ready for the innocent chirp to slip into something mean — hurtful even like it always did. But it hadn't. 
Rozanov had been completely, and utterly, sincere.
He was sincere now.
“Uh, thanks.” Shane says, willing himself not to blush — he's only moderately successful. “Rose's stylist picked it out.”
Rozanov nods thoughtfully, like he expected that answer. “So you and Rose Landry share stylists?”
Shane looks down at his mostly empty plate, fingers curled around the handle of his tea. “Sort of. When we went out in public — you know, for events and stuff, It was easier to just have her pick my outfits too — to coordinate.”
“So you not only steal moves on the ice, you steal stylists too?” Rozanov tsks, the ghost of a smile tugging at his lips.
“I don't steal moves.” And the glare he gives the other man is only sort of intentional. “And it was convenient for her to work with the both of us.”
That hint of a smile fades before Shane could get the chance to appreciate it. His eyes drift over Shane, studiously cautious. “So you and Rose Landry…coordinate?”
“We used to.” Shane mumbles, not really looking at Rozanov. “But not really anymore.”
“Ah.” The Russian says.
Shane can feel Rozanov's stare. He still doesn't look up. He doesn't want to see Rozanov's eyes as he talks. He doesn't want to see the potential rejection. 
“Rose and I just aren't…compatible." He half mumbles, taking a sip of tea just to give himself something to do.
"Compatible." Rozanov repeats, sounding out the word like he's testing it.
Oh. Shane blinks, looking up. He finds Rozanov, just looking at him. Shane stammers out a definition. "Um, yeah, it means to like —"
"I know what compatible means, Hollander." Rozanov interrupts.
"Oh. Um, okay,” Shane says with mild embarrassment and now he actually is blushing. “But I still ask her advice sometimes, when I have something important to do and I need to look a certain way.”
“I see.” Rozanov replies, sounding like he's come to a very important conclusion. “And do you have something important to do today?”
“Well yeah, Farah scheduled me for media at 11:00 — ” Shane immediately answers the question more literally than Rozanov was probably hoping for, and he can tell because Rozanov's eyes get wide and his lips part like he wants to interrupt before pulling up into smirk.
Shane clears his throat. Trying to appear casual.
He shrugs. “You know how one-on-one interviews are…I could wear sweats and they probably wouldn't care.”
“Not with you.” Rozanov disagrees. He gestures to himself. “Me? Probably. But you?”
Again, his eyes rake over Shane, stretching from his face, down his neck to his chest, and then where his hands are folded in his lap, partially hidden by the table. Shane hasn't felt this exposed since the first time Rozanov saw him naked.
“No, you will always look good. Professional, I mean.”
“I try.” Shane agrees.
He doesn't know how to say what he wants without being too obvious about it. He looks around the restaurant, distantly aware of the few people inside with them, the low hum of conversation, and the noise from the patio and the pool, would probably all drown out what he says next.
Live authentically, Shane.
Say what you want to say. 
“Right,” Shane repeats, the words getting a little stuck in his throat. “I don't have an issue dressing for the media. Not really, anyway. I'm used to that. But I uh, I called her this morning…specifically for what to wear when I came down to get breakfast.”
When I came to meet you.
It's what he doesn't say, but Shane thinks that Ilya understands anyway.  Because he’s looking at Shane in wonder. Like, completely dumbstruck. Eyes wide and his lips are pressed together like he’s trying not to smile.
There. Shane thinks. I’ve bared my soul. Or as much of it as I can right now.
Unfortunately, Shane doesn’t know how to continue this conversation — and apparently neither does Rozanov because he’s still just staring.  A hand comes to rest on his chin like he’s focusing on a really complicated math problem.
It’s apparent that neither of them know what to say in response to Shane's admission. Fortunately, they doesn’t have to wait long for a new topic of conversation.
Carter Vaughn, Alternate Captain of the New York Admirals comes up to the table with Tyler Hamilton, a player from New Jersey trailing behind. They’re shirtless, in swim shorts, with towels wrapped around their necks. 
“Hollander and Rozanov, eh?” Vaughn says, poking at Hamilton. “Having breakfast together? Never thought I’d see the day.”
Shane shrugs with practiced disinterest. “We’re just discussing practice tonight.”
“Practice?” Hamilton asks questioningly. “It’s optional, though?”
“Eh, you know me guys,” Shane tries to laugh it off. “Talking strategy to win on Sunday.”
“Strategy?” Vaughn says, interrupting whatever Hamilton was about to say next, chuckling from deep in his chest. But it's good-natured, and Shane finds that the smile on his face is genuine. He's liked Carter since Sochi. “Don’t tell me you’re actually taking this seriously, Hollander?” He elbows Hamilton playfully before grinning toothily at Shane. “It’s All-Stars man.”
Ilya takes a sip of his coffee. “Exactly. Is why he is talking, and I only pretend to listen.” He grins, wriggling his eyebrows at Shane and it takes him a few moments to remember he’s supposed to be annoyed. “Is like morning radio in car on way to stadium, yes?”
Shane scoffs. “Did you really just compare me to a traffic jam?”
Rozanov shakes his head before leaning in closer. “No no. I compare you to radio that we ignore during traffic jam. When you search trying to find station that is not just boring talking radio hosts. Is different.”
“It’s worse.” Shane scowls.
Rozanov shrugs jovially and Vaughn shakes his head. “I don’t know who thought putting you guys on a line together would be a good idea.”
“Should be interesting, at least.” Hamilton adds.
“Yeah,” Shane says quietly, glancing at Rozanov out of the corner of his eye. “Interesting.”
“Well, we’ll let you get back to strategizing.” Vaughn says the word like Shane just made it up. “If we hear paramedics getting called, we know two things. 1, The CCTV footage will be epic. And 2, Rozanov started it.” He counts each thing on his fingers
Rozanov looks jokingly insulted. “I am innocent Russian man that will be rudely stabbed with fork. I will be murder victim.”
“Why am I the one doing the stabbing?” Shane asks him, brows narrowing. “And why a fork?”
“Would you rather be stabbed, Hollander?” Rozanov offers like he’s doing Shane a favor. He might also have winked.
Shane ignores that part at least, even though it sends his heart thudding through his chest so quickly he thinks he’ll have an attack and die right here on the restaurant floor.
“No.” Shane scowls. “I’m just saying that a knife would be more practical — maybe not as readily available, but— ”
“You see gentlemen?” Rozanov has his trademark congenial smile on his face. The one he uses to charm every camera within 5 meters. Shane wants to kiss it off his face. Rozanov’s eyes flicker over to him like he can tell what Shane's thinking. “Hollander is already plotting my demise.”
“Demise? When did you even learn that word?” Shane plays it up for their audience.
“The New Yorker.” Rozanov smirks. Shane wills himself not to flush as Ilya grins widely."I know many words, Hollander."
He remembers.
Shane fights the urge to groan, but he's smiling so hard on the inside. “You know what? Yeah, actually I am plotting your demise.”
“We should go man,” Hamilton pulls Vaughn by the arm slightly, but it’s still jovial. “I don't want to lose our seats at the pool. And I don’t want to be an accessory to a murder — or a witness to one.”
"Oh, Vaughn," Shane stops them mid turn. "You seen Hunter around?" 
Carter turns, pulling his phone from the pocket of his trunks. "Uh, yeah, he's here, I think, but he's in his room." He shrugs. "Press have been hounding him a lot lately — I don't think he wants to give them another soundbite before he has to."
Ilya nods. "Good. Forcing Hunter to do media is elder abuse. I am glad he is setting boundaries in old age." 
Vaughn rolls his eyes, but he's smiling so clearly it's nothing he hasn't heard before. 
After a few more minutes of general conversation, Hamilton and Vaughn stumble away, headed towards the pool area, and Shane and Ilya are alone once more.
“We're probably going to get a lot of that this weekend.” Shane mutters, only slightly annoyed by the realization.
He starts eating again. Ilya picked this for him for him. It’s perfect, but Shane doesn’t know how he knows that. Once he finishes chewing, he meets Rozanov's eyes. “People are talking about us working together for once.”
“Is that bad thing?” Rozanov asks quietly, so low Shane almost can't hear it over the sound of the coffee grinder in the background. And for the briefest of moments, so quick he almost misses it, he sees…curiosity...and fear in Ilya Rozanov's. Genuine emotion — not whatever the talking heads spin to suit their narratives about Ilya on ESPN.
Shane swallows. Authenticity. Choosing himself. Choosing what he wants. 
“No. I really don't think it is a bad thing.” He answers quietly, looking down for a second.
The corner of Rozanov's lips pull up into a smirk. “You know they are expecting a show, yes?” He gestures with his hands, counting off all the interested parties. “Media, fans, even our teams. They all want to see us fight — maybe for real this time.”
Shane could see it now, he could see what the media wanted just as clearly as Rozanov could. Maybe they figured that Shane, as Captain, would run drills or practices in a way that would chafe against Rozanov's controlled chaotic style. Rozanov would be building up resentment towards Shane all weekend, especially when they still compete against each other in Skills.
The suppressed rage would build up in Rozanov and then finally, during the All Star Game on Sunday night, Rozanov would drop gloves and start swinging. But his target wouldn't be the other team, no, it would be Hollander.
Shane Hollander — the Prince of Hockey — ever the victim.
Ilya Rozanov — The Russian Menace — ever the villain.
He can tell from the way Rozanov is looking at him that he sees it too. And maybe, just maybe, for the first time in his life, Shane doesn't want to do what's expected of him. He doesn't want to fit into the box that's been built to confine him.
“We could give them a show, you know?” Shane muses, running his thumb along the handle of his coffee mug. He notices Rozanov’s eyes following the motion of his fingers, feels the flutter in his stomach under that focused gaze.
“Meaning?” The Russian’s expression is unreadable.
Shane's quiet.
Rozanov sips his coffee.
It had to be room temperature by now, but he still drinks it anyway. Maybe to give himself something to do while he waits for Shane’s answer.
"Meaning…we show them what real hockey looks like.” 
Rozanov's eyebrows raise in mock surprise. “Oh — were we not playing real hockey for past eight years? My mistake.”
“Don’t be a dick.” 
“But it is so massive, Hollander.”
"Gross. We're in public — have some decency."
"I do not know what that word means."
"Yeah, right."
Shane rolls his eyes and exhales a laugh. Rozanov’s not wrong. For all his boasting, he did have the skills to back it up. Not like he’d admit it here of all places.
“I know you know what I mean, Rozanov.” He leans forward, and Rozanov gets this look on his face, like when he's thinking up a really good insult. “They want to see if we can work together. They're hoping we don't. Let's show them otherwise.”
Rozanov fixes Shane with a suspicious — but familiar — glare. Shane’s seen it a hundred times over the years when they’re facing each other on center ice.
He’s observing. Calculating. 
Shane always hated when the press reduced the two of them down to brawn vs. brains — because Ilya Rozanov was really fucking smart. All they talked about Shane was his hockey IQ and not much else — because there was never anything else to Shane Hollander other than that. 
But Ilya Rozanov, not only did he navigate the ice just as well as Shane  did, he was an expert in the body language of his teammates and opponents. He could almost predict a check into the boards, or when teammates or opponents are nursing an injuries. He studies — and he adapts.
He was so accurate about reading the physicality of his opponents it borders on psychic. And it all starts from that look.
It was that same look that Shane is faced with now.
Rozanov leans back in his chair, and Shane can hear the soft taps of his sandaled feet on the stone tiles beneath them. When he speaks, Shane chokes on his tea.
“Who are you and what have you done with Shane Hollander?” Ilya asks flatly — so nondescript Shane can’t tell if he’s joking or not. “I warn you, I am big scary Russian. You will not wash my brain.”
"Do you mean brainwash?" Shane sputters. “You think — Rozanov — what the fuck?”
But Rozanov is smiling. No he’s laughing. A laugh that goes through his whole body and makes him bend over in his chair, laughing to himself. Shane resists the urge to check the restaurant for observers.
We’re teammates. He reminds himself. It's okay if we talk.
After he’s done, Rozanov sobers, and then his expression shifts — he’s looking at Shane with something unfamiliar...Something he’s only seen on Ilya Rozanov once before.
Three months ago, at his house in Boston. 
Rozanov looks nervous. 
Shane’s heart rate picks up as Rozanov quiets. The other man looks down at his plate, at his cold eggs and buttered toast, but he doesn’t look like he’s planning to eat. He looks soft. Vulnerable. 
It makes Shane’s heart ache and sends a rush of guilt through him.
He needs to apologize. But not now.
What if he never forgives me? What if I’ve read this all wrong?
The other man takes a slow, shaky breath before speaking, but it takes so long that Shane starts to get a bit panicked. But finally, finally, he speaks.
“And will we?” He asks softly. “Work together, Captain?”
Shane’s stomach drops. He's talking about more than hockey. Shane knows this. But he also knows that the middle of a crowded restaurant is not the time or the place to be having this conversation. This — the part where they discuss the two of them (whatever they are) — deserves something dedicated. Somewhere with time carved out for it.
Shane also leans back in his chair, looking deliberately casual. “I think we will.” He says, keeping his tone neutral. “Work well together, that is.”
English isn't Ilya Rozanov's first language, but Shane really hopes he's become familiar with subtext by now.
The anxiousness  is gone from Rozanov’s expression. It was only there for a split second, but Shane remembers it — he’ll always remember it.
But Rozanov smiles. He looks lighter. Shane’s lip twitches. If they both smile it’ll be suspicious. 
“Good.” He says.
They continue eating, making neutral conversation, all the while trying to stifle their grins.
An alarm rings on Shane’s phone. It’s the specific one — the Ilya Rozanov alarm. The only alarm he ever uses for Ilya Rozanov. And judging by the wide-eyed look on his face, Rozanov recognizes it too. 
Shane flips his phone over to check, although he knows what it says.
MEDIA
He shifts in his seat, uncomfortable needing to get to the press interview that Farah scheduled, but not wanting to leave this table. Thinking of Rozanov, sitting here, unclear where he stands makes his stomach hurt.
Rozanov jerks his chin in the direction of the phone. “You must have fancy press to do.”
Shane can feel heat rising to his cheats at the idea that Rozanov knows his alarm. “Yeah, I do.” he supplies reluctantly. “Agents, you know?”
“Is okay.” Rozanov says to him breezily, with that same neutral tone. “You are very popular man. I cannot claim all attention for myself.”
But I want you to.
He can’t say that though. Not here. Not now.
He stands, the chair jutting out behind him and making an awful scraping sound on the tiled floor. “I really would like to stay, but— ” He holds up his phone. Rozanov just nods, looking a little like a lost puppy.
“After practice tonight — ” Shane blurts out, unable to take the other man's dejected expression any more. "Are you going to hang out? With the team?”
Rozanov replies coolly, seemingly unaffected. “Maybe. Haven’t decided yet.”
“Maybe we could…strategize some more?” Shane asks, keeping his tone light and airy. No pressure.
He fucked up. He owes Rozanov a little effort, at a minimum.
Rozanov takes a second to consider it. Shane tries not to show how embarrassed he is waiting for an answer. But then the Russian's lips pull up in that familiar smarmy grin.
“Of course Hollander.” the Russian says genially, almost paternal. “Is only natural for second best hockey player to admire number one best player in league.” His smirk is so sharp it could cut glass. “Do not worry. I will assist. You will improve in no time at all. Even if you have much to learn to match me.”
Shane barks out a laugh, and this time he can see some nearby patrons turn their heads. A couple expressions of of recognition, but Shane doesn’t even care. Because he can’t take his eyes off Ilya.
“You’re an asshole.” He mutters before turning away, and he hopes Rozanov understands the subtext in that too. He takes a few steps away "Let me know if you need the cash to cover the bill — I'm not opposed to helping a teammate out — I give to charity pretty regularly."
With that, Shane turns on his heel.
As Shane leaves the restaurant, telling the hostess that his alternate will cover the bill, the sound of Rozanov's deep laughter follows him out the door. 
And Shane finally feels like he can breathe again.
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  Ilya had initially gone into the meeting with Hollander that morning trying to play it cool. But that had gone out the window almost instantly.
Because Hollander looked stunning—and Ilya considered himself a very hard man to impress.
He had more money than he knew what to do with, he’d stayed in penthouses, driven sports cars worth people’s life savings, had a mansion in Boston the size of an entire apartment building footprint, and owned more designer clothes than he could ever wear.
And yet, the stupidly basic outfit Hollander wore — a black crewneck t-shirt, black jeans and a white blazer —so boring, simple and perfectly tailored threatened to undo him entirely. He'd suddenly felt underdressed — sitting at the hotel restaurant in a dumb shirt that he thought looked good but made him feel stupid now because —
Shane Hollander always looked beautiful. It was almost unfair. But walking into that restaurant this morning…
He’d looked…
Sexy.
Who was he kidding? Shane Hollander always looked sexy too. And he never seems to realize it.
But there was something more than just that. He was…determined. Nervous, sure, but Hollander didn’t look like he was trapped in his own skin anymore. Ilya noticed (the way he always did when it came to Shane Hollander), that he never seemed comfortable in his own skin off the ice — like he was afraid of every shadow and what lurked beneath them.
But this morning, in the restaurant…
His shoulders were relaxed. His voice was more confident than Ilya had ever heaàrd him sound.
Hollander had his tells — ones he's only learned after nearly a decade of studying everything about Shane Hollander — the way his eyes would dart around, the way they’d go wide and focused when he was nervous, or the way they’d slightly pull back from his teeth in a fake smile when doing press.
The only times Ilya had ever seen Shane Hollander be truly comfortable is on the ice — the way his lips would press together when he was staring down an opposing center (and Ilya loved it when that opposing center was him).The laser focus he got as he weaved expertly around defensemen to make a shot no one thought possible.
Or…when he was writhing beneath Ilya as he took Hollander apart with his tongue, or his hands, or his cock.
Ilya had been replaying his interaction from that morning with Hollander over and over for most of the day, forgetting about his own media obligations until very late, pushing them off with increasingly weak texts to his agent, who’d finally had enough of Ilya’s shit and basically ordered him (very loud and in russian) to stand in front of a room full of cameras answering the most asinine questions known to man.
And so, Ilya was currently surrounded by nameless faces, reporters he’s only seen once or twice before, as they fired questions at him from behind blinding camera flashes.
“Are you nervous about your upcoming game against Toronto?” One of them, man, with a very nasally voice asks.
Ilya's response is simple and confident. “Not even little bit. Winner is obvious, no?”
A chorus of laughter rolls through the room, like he's said something incredibly funny, even though he’s definitely given that response before.
“Do you think the Raiders are headed to the finals?" Again, from the same man.
“Yes.”
He keeps his answers uninteresting, matter-of-fact in the way they’ve come to expect from the Raider’s captain, because “Russian Menace” Ilya Rozanov doesn’t give thoughtful answers. “Russian Menace” Ilya Rozanov is a foreign national who’s still “struggling” with English despite having lived in the United States for nearly a decade.
He’s not perfect — he knows he isn’t —but he isn’t stumbling either. Not like he used to as an 18-year-old newcomer.
But it’s still who they expect. And so, it’s who he must be.
Once the basic and boring questions were out of the way, the real inquiries started – to be accurate, the questions about Shane Hollander started. Ilya can feel the shift in the air — the way they all press in closer, shoving their cameras in his face while trying to maintain a respectful distance, and watching him for any break or crack in the facade. Ilya Rozanov knows how to play their game by now – he’d used it to his advantage on more than one occasion — so he grins and bares his teeth, offering the cameras the wolfishly cocky grin they’ve come to expect by now.
Always what they expect – regardless of how he really feels inside.
He does love the attention – the way the cameras make him feel like he’s worth something – someone that even Grigory Rozanov and cold winters of his home country couldn’t beat down.
But he hates the blinding lights. It's never the same as a singular spotlight where he can show off, or the calming gold streaming through his bedroom window, or the pulsing multi-colored ones of a club, or even the softly muted colors of a lounge, but these harsh ones. These reporter lights that try to expose every flaw. Every twitch he makes in the wrong direction.
“Are you disappointed you didn’t get the captaincy for the All Star game?” Someone else, a woman, asks. She’s familiar. He’s seen her at most of the Raider’s press events.
“No.” He replies, and he means it. Because sometimes he thinks Hollander is a better captain than he could ever be. But Ilya can’t let that show, of course. “Hollander is type of person who thinks paperwork is fun, yes? He can have awful paperwork and boring meetings. I just get to play hockey.”
“Will it be difficult – taking orders from someone you hate?”
He smirks at this. No, Ilya wouldn’t find it difficult at all. Not since breakfast. Not since Hollander made it clear that he still wanted Ilya. But then again–even if Hollander hadn’t said anything. Even if that text from days ago had never come through, Ilya honestly didn’t think he’d ever be able to even say no to Shane Hollander, much less hate him.
“No.” He answers again.
“Care to elaborate?”
He doesn’t want to. They aren't entitled to every part of him. Instead, he answers a different question entirely. Ilya allows himself to lazily grin, putting his full attention on her and her alone. He watches with a mild sense of satisfaction as the woman’s breath hitches and her pen stops moving – just for a second – but it’s enough. Her dark eyes widen and she looks like she’d do anything he asks.
Perfect.
Ilya leans forward on the table, hands splayed to look large and in control. He’s always dominated nearly every room he entered – except of course, the rooms in Russia. There, he was little more than a trophy – or a nuisance.
“Is All-Stars, Jenny.” The woman swallows thickly when he says her name, smooth like silk. “We are here to have fun and beat records. I am focusing on that, and not on Shane Hollander.”
He enjoys the way Hollander’s name rolls off his tongue.
A lie – he’d done nothing but focus on Shane Hollander since he won his first MVP in 2014. Fuck, ever since he was a 15 year old kid back in Russia.
And standing in the Tampa locker room he’s finding it really fucking difficult to not do just that.
Practice is optional, of course, because it’s fucking All-Stars and no one actually gives a shit, but Ilya goes anyway. Because Shane Hollander has never missed a practice in his life optional or not. Ilya’s willing to bet money that when he was a kid, if he got sick, Hollander probably begged his mama to let him watch from the bench at a minimum.
There are a few guys in here–a goalie from New Jersey, a defenseman from Washington, some others from their division. He recognizes all of their faces and most of their names, even if he doesn’t know every single one of them well.
He doesn’t care to learn about them.
Because he and Shane fucking Hollander are in a locker room together.
Hollander, whose All Star jersey and pads are neatly organized in his stall. Hollander, who is putting on his practice gear with a focused, methodological precision that somehow seems both high-strung and habitual at the same time.
His intensity would be annoying if it wasn’t adorable. If it didn’t make him who he was. The greatest hockey talent in a generation – not that Ilya would ever admit it aloud.
Even so, as they're getting dressed, Ilya can’t keep his eyes off of him. which is fucking dangerous. The compression shirt fits so tight to his body it's almost like a second skin — he's not as bulky as Ilya, but he's graceful, catlike, with the material stretching over Hollander’s thick thighs and pert ass and — fuck.
But then Hollander looks up as he’s lacing up his skates, his fingers moving in quick, practiced motions, and the memory of how dexterous those fingers really are goes straight to his dick – and it takes him a second to remember where the fuck he is and calm the fuck down.
But part of him wonders if Hollander is doing it on purpose. If he too is as affected by their close proximity.
So Ilya decides to test a theory. Ilya straightens, stretches, knowing the way the fabric will move over his shoulders, biceps and chest, and he can't help but smile in smug satisfaction. Hollander’s eyes roam over him for a split-second, it's too quick for anyone to notice who wasn't Ilya. His mouth parts, pink tongue darting out for a millisecond before he clamps shut again. Like he forgot where they are too.
It fills Ilya with more satisfaction than he hoped.
After a second (and it couldn't have been more than that), Hollander nods once, and stands and heads off towards the tunnel, exiting the locker room with a quiet, almost unnatural calm.
“Holy shit.” A voice says from next to him, and Ilya has to tear his eyes away from Hollander's muscled back just to focus on what the man says.
It’s Hamilton, the defenseman. He laughs and claps Ilya on the back.
“I thought the rivalry was played up for the media, you know?” Hamilton’s eyes follow Hollander’s trail the same way Ilya’s had — well, maybe not quite the same way. “Geez, man, you looked like you wanted to eat him alive.”
Ilya chuckles at that, something simmering in his gut that sends the first rush of adrenaline through his veins. “Maybe.” He says, and that gets another round of entertained murmuring from the men surrounding him.
Another guy, a forward from Tampa, Brady Ilya thinks, just gives him a commiserating look. “Heard you got moved to right wing because of him–that must suck, giving up your position. And playing on the same line as him.”
Little do they know, Ilya would have gladly played any position to be on the ice at the same time as Hollander. Especially after this morning. He would have played the role of the puck if that’s what it took.
He flashes the Tampa forward a cheeky grin – the same one he used on the media this afternoon. “Well, I am best player in league. Versatile.” He hears a scoff from behind him, not sure from who. “Hollander likes to stick with what he knows. Is why I’m better.”
He exits the locker room following Hollander’s path to (mostly) good-natured jeers. As the door swings closed behind him, he can hear Hamilton whisper, “You think they’re going to kill each other?”
Someone else answers, but he doesn’t know who.
“We’ll be lucky if they both have teeth by the time this weekend is over.”

Ilya catches up to Hollander near the gate. He’s chatting with Matt Thompson, the Raiders’ Assistant Coach who’d volunteered to be the coach for the Eastern Conference side of the All-Star team.
Rolling his shoulders, he sidles up to the pair with a cocky swagger, clapping Matty on the back and grinning at Hollander. For a second, Hollander tenses, looking stunned before narrowing his eyes slightly–a hint of that laser focus directed at him now.
Ilya would do anything to keep those eyes on him forever.
“Ah Hollander!” He says, grinning playfully. “Trying to charm team plays out of Matty? I am on to your game.”
Hollander rolls his eyes, lips pulling into something that could almost be considered a smirk. “As if we need to steal plays from the Raiders in order to beat you guys.”
Ilya shrugs lazily. “You already steal my moves Hollander –”
Hollander’s jaw drops and his shoulders tense. The prettiest hint of red colors his cheeks. Ilya wants to pinch them. He doesn’t, even though his fingers twitch at his side.
“I do not.” he protests, actually sounding insulted. Ilya snickers.
“Oh?” Ilya leans forward, smirking. “What was that I saw in the game against Seattle?”
“That was a month ago, Rozanov.”
Hollander looks annoyed, but Ilya can tell he’s enjoying this too. It’s in the crinkle in his eyes, the way he’s leaning against the railing like he belongs here –standing next to Ilya. Ilya can hear the others come into the rink proper, but he doesn’t pay attention to them. No, he only has eyes for Shane Hollander.
“Does not answer question, Hollander.”
Hollander rolls his eyes so hard he’s probably looking at his own brain. “I don’t need your moves, asshole. I think two Cup wins prove that – but good to know you’re studying me – maybe one day you’ll catch up.”
Ilya can’t help it. He laughs. Because Shane Hollander is here. In front of him. And is chirping at him like nothing happened between them at all, and Ilya’s heart doesn’t feel dead anymore, and it’s like he can finally fucking breathe.
He laughs so long that they’re all giving him weird looks when he straightens, especially Hollander, but the other man is grinning too, and–fuck if that doesn’t make him feel good. Like the foggy mirror that’s become his life is slowly, slowly, clearing away.
“Alright Rozanov,” Matty chuckles with him, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’ve moved you to right wing for the day – Hollander will center you — just to see how it goes.”
Matt says this a bit nervously, like he’s waiting for Ilya to explode or something. Shows how little he knows after seven years.
“Will that be a problem, Rozanov?” Hollander asks, and there’s a challenge in his eyes that sends a rush of desire straight to his dick.
He loves this new side of Hollander. He’d get on his knees for him right now in front of everyone just to show him how much.
“Not even a little.” He returns cockily instead.
Matty sighs wearily. “Just…be the team player I know is in there, somewhere, and let’s try and get through this practice with minimal bloodshed.” He looks up at the disparate group of hockey players who actually came to the arena instead of going to the beach. “It’s All Stars, people want a show. Let’s give them that.”
Hollander glances at him, just for a second, and the Metro Captain's words from this morning's breakfast resound in his head.
They want to see if we can work together. They're hoping we don't. Let's show them otherwise.
Ilya can’t resist. He winks at Hollander. The red in his cheeks deepens just a little, his freckles stark beneath the color. To anyone else, it would look like Hollander’s furious. But Ilya knows it's something more.
Matty shoots a nervous look between Ilya and Hollander. “Think you can manage that?”
“We’ll see.” And Ilya's lips pulling back over his canines feels delicious.
Hollander returns the intensity. There's the same hockey-based determination there, but also something more…carnal.
“I make no promises.”
“Fucking hell.” He hears someone mutter under their breath.

Ilya Rozanov honestly can't actually remember the last time he actually had fun at a practice. Not since his first one as a Raider, perhaps, when he was finally free from his father’s watchful eye and the (frankly abusive) tactics of his Russian coaches. But this?
Even at stupid All Stars, even at this dumb practice he doesn’t need to be at, when he could be at the beach or at the bar or dancing in the club —
He’s having fun.
The second Hollander skates up next to him during the first drill; it's like a switch flips. He feels him. Ilya doesn't even have to look. There’s something electric buzzing in the air when they line up together — it's only a little weird to see Hollander's side profile during the face-off instead of looking at him head-on, but when Hollander glances at him out of the corner of his eye, all confident and flushed with determination, Ilya wants to cry a little.
Because Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander are fucking magic on the ice together in a way he doesnt think anyone (other than themselves), could have predicted.
They don’t even have any concrete plays, and yet Ilya feels bad for every person out there on the ice with them, including their own teammates.
Because the others might as well not even exist.
Hollander wins almost every faceoff, even though this is supposed to be fun, it’s almost like he’s got something to prove, and Ilya’s right there alongside him, weaving in and out like everyone else is standing still.
They’re fast. They’re strong. They’re precise.
It’s a thing of beauty.
It’s euphoric.
Ilya feels drunk with the feeling of skating next to Hollander.
It's a sixth sense, that constant awareness, the hum of ShaneShaneShane constantly thrumming under his skin makes it so that he knows exactly where Hollander is going to send the puck. Ilya swipes it from between the feet of an opposing defender and shoots it forward — he doesn’t even think, he just knows that Hollander will be there, because Hollander knows him, and he's exactly where Ilya wanted, hooking the puck straight into the corner of the net through the tiniest gap left by the arm of the opposing goalie.
He can hear someone shout at him, “How'd you know he was going to do that?”
Ilya can’t answer. He just…knew.
They chirp at each other, Rozanov makes fun of Hollander’s weak backhand (it’s not that weak, still better than 95% of the league, but he’ll never admit it) and Hollander's laughing so hard he's doubled over when Ilya crashes into the boards all on his own coming out of a weird turn around the goal.
But still.
Everyone — everyone stares at them. Players, coaches, and support staff alike. Because Ilya knows that he and Hollander shouldn't work well together. Ilya's brash, aggressive style should clash with Shane Hollander’s more agile and cerebral method…but it works. And if they asked him to explain why he thought it worked, he'd have no concrete answer to give.
They were 17 when the ties that bound them both together were forged — Ilya should have realized that it would take more than Rose fucking Landry to break them.
At least where hockey is concerned.
When it came to the rest of it, when it came to whatever he was with Hollander, Ilya wasn’t so sure.
Hollander wanted Ilya. But that could mean any number of different things. Maybe he just wanted sex again. And that was — fine.
Maybe. He'd try at least.
Ilya could do no strings attached sex. He’d done it for years with dozens of nameless faces. Hell, he’d been doing it with Hollander for years. It could work.
Except…it had never really been no strings attached with him. Maybe not ever.
Except…watching Hollander leave again might actually kill him…send him fully into cardiac arrest or something.
Except…a piece of Ilya’s heart might break off every time he hears the door close. And he doesn’t know what he’ll do when it eventually crumbles into dust.

Later, they’re back in the locker room when Brady from Tampa, who's already dressed, calls out, “Hollander! Rozanov! We're heading to Yard House for some food—you guys coming with?”
Most of the others are already dressed, gear slung over their shoulders and chatting amongst themselves near the door. Ilya has lingered, putting on his clothing piece by piece, partially just to prolong existing in a neutral area with Hollander again, and partially just to watch him unfold his clothes as he gets dressed..
Hollander doesn’t even look at him when he replies, he just continues getting dressed, each smooth expanse of skin singing to Ilya like a siren song. “I don’t think they’d have anything on my approved—” But then he stops abruptly, thinking, before he shakes his head. “I don’t eat heavy this close to the playoffs.”
Hamilton groans. “It's All-Stars, Hollander! Live a little.”
Ilya doesn't miss the way Hollander's eyes tighten at the words. It's subtle, but Ilya notices — because he notices everything about Shane Hollander. He doesn’t know why Hollander’s reacting this way, but he is. It’s only there for a split second before Hollander’s eyes relax a bit — that hockey-induced lightness fades to dull, muted brown. The corners of his mouth turn up in that practiced, media interview smile.
“I’m good, guys. Thanks though.”
The men groan, lamenting Hollander’s rule-abiding, good boy nature. Hollander’s still shrugging on his clothes, buttoning his jeans. But there’s a jerkiness to his movements, a robotic restraint to it all.
Ilya chuckles, drawing their attention. Hollander looks up at the sound of his voice. Ilya tries to remain calm.
“Everyone knows Hollander does not disobey nutritionist-approved diet plan during season.” Ilya remarks casually, pulling on his shirt. He’s gotten dressed slower than everyone else, for obvious reasons, least of which is trying to not actively stare at his former lover. “He makes rest of us look bad, yes?”
Hollander’s not looking at him, but the corner of his mouth pulls up into a smile. “Don’t blame me because I care about the food I fuel myself with, Rozanov. Maybe if you didn’t eat like a toddler—”
“—Is not crime to want to eat food with flavor, Hollander.”
“My food has flavor.” Hollander does look up at him this time, lip curled back in something approximating a sneer. “It’s low carb — there’s a difference.”
Something warm flutters in Ilya’s chest—the light is back in Hollander’s beautiful brown eyes.
And that’s enough for Ilya.
“Ever heard of saying: fat equals flavor?”
“Who says that?” Hollander huffs a laugh.
“Literally everyone. Best chefs in world. Me.”
Hollander rolls his eyes again. “Wow, really empirical evidence you got there, Rozanov.”
He doesn’t know what empirical means, but before Ilya can respond, Hamilton cuts him off, laughing with a wave. “Okay okay Hollander. We get it. You’re perfect.”
Ilya’s close enough to the Metros Captain to hear him mutter, “I’m really not.”
Ilya vehemently disagreed with that stupid notion that just came out of Hollander’s mouth. But—no one else heard—so Ilya wouldn’t comment. Maybe not directly.
“Maybe I test this food out, see if it’s actually good as Hollander says.”
The way Hollander’s head jerks up and around to stare blankly at Ilya makes his heart skip a little faster. For the briefest of moments, Shane Hollander looks open and vulnerable in a way that Ilya’s only ever seen surrounded by dark bedsheets.
Brady groans. “Not you too, Rozanov!”
But now he just wants them to leave.
“Sorry boys, maybe Hollander is right—must be reason we will be in playoffs and you must watch us at home.” This is met by a chorus of jeers and chirps that never really register. "I make sure I score goal for each one of you, yes? Is fitting tribute."
He can hear one of the guys say from the back of the group. “Fuck you Rozanov."
“Go go,” Ilya’s laughing, trying not to signal how badly he wants them out of here and to leave him and Hollander alone. “Eat yummy, greasy food for me and Hollander.”
Ilya finds that he likes the sound of that. Rozanov and Hollander. Not versus.
Eventually, after a few more comments and chirps the guys leave, and Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander are alone. Not nearly as alone as Ilya would like of course, considering someone could just walk in at any moment, but it would be enough for now.
The two of them get dressed in silence, Hollander lingers even though he’s basically done, and Ilya’s pulling on his t-shirt. He can feel the weight of Hollander’s eyes on him from time to time, and it makes him speed up.
“Thanks.” Shane Hollander says quietly, eventually, “For before.”
Ilya’s head tilts in confusion. “For what?”
“For...agreeing to all of it. Meeting me this morning, moving to wing, saying yes to—” He cuts himself off, eyes darting to the door.
“Is fine, Hollander.” Ilya says as nonchalantly as he can manage. He’s throwing his stuff in his back like it offends him—a far cry from Hollander’s methodical packing style. “No big deal. This morning was enough. We don’t have to—” But the second he says that line, Hollander moves.
And Ilya can’t breathe.
Hollander’s next to him. Hollander’s so close to him he can smell that clean, minty hypoallergenic shampoo that he always uses. The one Ilya had bought three months ago for Hollander to use when he stayed over. The scent that became like home to him, the scent he wanted to carry with him always.
Which is something he could never say—something Hollander would never welcome because whatever this is, is just a return to form. Casual.
Just sex.
No. Strings. Attached.
But that doesn’t explain why Hollander is so close. Or why he's looking at him like that.
He can count every single one of Hollander’s freckles. He can see the gold swirling in the dark of his eyes. The last time they’d been this close, Hollander had run away from him. Ilya’s lips part, wanting to ask the other man what the fuck he was doing—especially here when Hollander stuns him into silence.
“What is your room number?” Hollander asks, mimicking the same inflection Ilya had from all those years ago. But it's not a cruel tone, it's confident — a low purr that lodges in Ilya's ears and goes straight to his dick, which gives a very interested twitch.
Unlike Hollander back then, it takes more than a second for Ilya’s brain to recognize what’s happening and respond. Hollander must think so too, because he looks almost…playful? There's a knowing sparkle in his eyes that's hot as hell and makes Ilya's mouth go dry.
“1217.” He says thickly, the numbers almost stuck in his throat.
Fuck, is this what Hollander felt back then?
Hollander swings his heavy practice bag onto his shoulder with an easy nonchalance. Ilya follows the movement of his bicep, watching the muscles bend and flex under the t-shirt he's wearing, remembering the feeling of his hands, the strength in them. Because Hollander was strong. He could push Ilya around if he wanted —he’d never done it, but — fuck.
“So if I come to 1217 tonight at…9:00?” Despite the projected confidence, there’s a nervous lilt to Hollander’s tone. His eyes are shifting by the end of the question and his fingers are twitching, like the anxious energy is going to spill out of him with whatever he says next. Does he think that Ilya will say no?
Never.
For all of Hollander’s newfound bravado, and Ilya was shocked (and very aroused) by it, he’s still Shane Hollander at his core.
“I’ll open.” He says with certainty, and he enjoys the way Hollander’s eyes widen in surprise. Like he really didn’t expect Ilya to say yes.
But how could Ilya have said anything else?
“Oh.” Hollander flushes beautifully, beaming beneath reddened cheeks and with a pleased smile on his face, and Ilya has to resist the urge to hold the other man’s chin — to force him to look up, knowing how pliant Hollander becomes when he does. “I'll see you later then — Rozanov.”
He’s too mesmerized by Shane’s beauty to control the absolutely sappy look that’s no doubt spreading across his face.
“Later, Hollander.” He murmurs, stepping into Hollander’s space just a little. Enough to make the other man’s breath hitch. Enough to see those long, pretty eyelashes flutter closed.
For a split second he thinks Hollander will kiss him — right here — in the Tampa Bay Stingrays locker room.
But no. It's far too risky — Ilya's not an idiot.
Hollander steps back. Clears his throat and rolls his shoulders, spins on his heels, and walks away.
Yes…Ilya thinks as he gathers the rest of his stuff. Later, Shane Hollander.

A part of Ilya doesn’t think that Hollander will actually show up. Meeting in public under the guise of strategizing between Captain and Alternate Captain — and meeting up with each other to fuck are two very different things.
He tries not to pace — again, Ilya Rozanov doesn’t get nervous — but he’ll never admit that his leg is shaking where it sits on the bed.
But the second the clock flips from 8:59 to 9:00, there’s a sharp rap on his door and a text buzzing into his phone.
I’m here. It reads.
Ilya tries to be cool, relaxed, even though his heart is racing, feeling like it's in overdrive. They’re going to be alone. Like really, alone. For the first time in months. For the first time since Hollander ran away to date Rose fucking Landry.
He only freezes for a second, a momentary jolt as his nervous system tries to catch up with the rest of him. Before he can think too hard about it, Ilya stomps over to the door and opens it.
Then Hollander steps inside and Ilya gets another whiff of that damn shampoo — it was probably expensive as hell. Probably designer. If he couldn’t have Hollander, would it be crazy if he carried shampoo with him just to smell?
Probably.
He watches Hollander from his place by the door.
Hollander must have been working out more in the time they’ve spent apart, because he’s so much more broad than Ilya remembers, And his thighs are thicker — Ilya would almost call them meaty. The kind of thighs he wants to sink his teeth into. He wants to sink himself into all of Hollander.
But he waits, remaining rigid by the door.
The last time he’d let his want show, Hollander had run. And Ilya couldn’t let that happen — not again.
So he waits.
Hollander turns sharply to face Ilya, his hands shoved nervously into his pockets. He’s swaying a bit, like he might tip over at any moment. He’s ungraceful, with sharp, nervous, and jerking movements that’s almost endearing.
Ilya might have laughed if he wasn’t so scared.
He’s not scared of Hollander rejecting him — not exactly. Because it's just sex. It's more like, he's worried everything he's ever thought about Hollander will spill from his lips the moment they connect in a kiss. Because Shane Hollander standing in his hotel room is enough to break him.
All of Hollander’s composure from earlier in the locker room seems to have been left on the ice. “Um—” He starts, but then cuts himself off, looking away.
Silence.
Hollander’s biting his lip, looking away now,worrying the pink flesh til it turns red. It might bleed if he keeps it up. Fucking hell.
That’s Ilya’s lip to bite.
“Hollander.” He says, in that even, steady tone that he used to use — the one that makes Hollander’s eyes go all glassy.
Like they are right now.
“I—” Hollander blinks at him, his doe-like eyes only slightly out of focus.
“Hi.” Ilya says, unable to stop the smile on his face.
“Hi.” Hollander returns the greeting, body visibly relaxing, and he must be blushing, Ilya can tell, even though the dim lighting makes it hard to see. He gestures to the bed—Ilya’s bed— “Can you sit? I have to—I have to tell you something.”
“Um, sure.” His brows are furrowed, because he expected Hollander to come here to fuck. To resume the no-strings-attached situationship they’d had for the better part of a decade. But what he didn’t expect was this.
With a few short steps, Ilya Rozanov is sitting on the bed in his mediocre hotel room, staring up at Shane Hollander. He looks unashamedly at the man in front of him, at the long lines of his torso and legs.
After a few moments, Hollander doesn’t say anything and Ilya’s eyes are drawn like a magnet to the way his pretty pink tongue runs over the bleeding cut on his bottom lip.
After a few more minutes of Hollander shifting, Ilya can’t take it anymore. If they’re going to fuck, let them fuck. If Hollander’s got second thoughts, let him just come out with it so Ilya can lick his wounds in peace.
“Hollan—”
“I’m gay.” He blurts out, hands wringing together.
“You are—” Ilya starts to say, but then his brain makes his mouth say something really fucking dumb. “What was first clue?”
Hollander's eyes narrow, his lips purse and his nose scrunches in that angry kitten and bunny way.
“Fuck you.” Hollander hisses. “That's really what you're going to say?”
“I just—” Ilya starts, “I know this already. Or maybe that you were not completely.”
“I am — completely.” Hollander shifts like he's trying to look anywhere but at Ilya.
Ilya blinks dumbly, the words not really connecting in his head. “But — Rose Landry?”
Hollander sighs. “She's great but—”
“Oh I'm sure—” Ilya mutters sarcastically, more than a little hurt, and more than a little willing to show how much.
“Ilya—” Hollander snaps, exasperated. “Rose and I are not together.”
And it's the use of his first name that snaps him back into reality just like it had all those months ago. Hollander's closer now, a few inches more and Ilya could reach out and touch him, but he won’t. Because his eyes are no less stormy, no less intense, and Ilya can't handle the rejection.
“You — you said —” Ilya’s mouth opens and closes like a fish. He must look stupid.
But Hollander doesn’t even seem like he heard Ilya speak at all. His thumb and forefinger come up to pinch the bridge of his nose as he sighs deeply.
“Can you quit being an asshole for five fucking minutes? I'm trying to tell you something important here.”
“Y-Yeah, sure.” Ilya stammers. “Sorry.”
“No, no.” Hollander looks up again, and his eyes shimmering, bordering on tears. “I’m sorry. This isn’t how I planned for this to go at all, Ilya."
There it is. His first name again.
“Hollander — Shane.” And he freezes. His eyes snap to Ilya’s face. Ilya tries to be soothing. “You are thinking too loud. Whatever it is… is okay. “ He pauses. “You say you are gay.”
“Um, yeah.” Shane exhales, shoulders sinking just a little bit. “I’m gay. And—I’m sorry. I’m really fucking sorry, Ilya.”
Every time Hollander says his name, Ilya’s brain short-circuits. “You are sorry — for being gay?”
Does Hollander think he’s homophobic? No — Hollander’s not stupid.
“No. No.” He looks away. “Well maybe a little — it’s complicated. But what I’m trying to say is — I’m sorry I ran away.”
Ah.
There it is.
There’s silence for a few seconds. Ilya watches Shane’s every movement, and Hollander shifts uncomfortably on his feet.
“Is fine.” Ilya eventually forces out through his teeth, though every word he says stabs into his gut like a knife. “We can go back to how it was.” He tries to sound nonchalant. “We get together to fuck, is simple.”
Whatever response Ilya was expecting, laughter wasn’t it. Shane laughs, and it sounds cold and cruel to Ilya’s ears, without any trace of humor.
“Simple went out the window a long fucking time ago, Rozanov.”
“Oh so I am back to Rozanov now?” He snaps, feeling a bit like he’s experiencing tonal whiplash.
“You are when you’re being a dick.” Hollander snaps instinctively, but then it’s like something shifts again. “Shit. I—” Hollander runs his hand through his hair in a way that Ilya knows will bother him in a minute. “What I’m trying to say is — what we had — it wasn’t simple for me. Not back then, and not for a long time.”
Ilya squeezes his eyes shut, because if he opens them, Hollander will see that he feels the exact same way. And he can't let that happen, at least, not until he has more detail. Not until he's sure his heart won't get broken again. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that being with you—in your house, it was — nice. So nice that I wanted more of it. But I was scared of what that meant. And when you said my name—” He winces. “I freaked out. I got scared. Scared of what it could mean.”
“It didn't mean anything.” Ilya responds almost automatically.
“Oh, bullshit.” Hollander says. The words are angry, but the tone isn't — not quite. “You and I both know that isn't true. Because that day you weren't just Rozanov, and I wasn't just Hollander. We were—”
He cuts himself off, and Ilya gathers the courage to look his former lover in the eyes.
“—we were just Ilya and Shane.” Rozanov finishes.
And again, like before, when Ilya says his name, Shane visibly relaxes, but his eyes are burning their mark onto Ilya's skin.
“Yeah.” Hollander murmurs almost too low for Ilya to pick up. He gestures to the spot next to Ilya on the bed. “Can I sit?”
Ilya shrugs, not really trusting his voice anymore, but he gestures to the spot next to him. Shane walks over awkwardly, settling on the bed with a thump. His hands are gripping his thighs like he doesn't know what to do with them.
“I’m sorry.” Shane says again, his voice even yet small. “I really liked being with you — that day. I regret leaving.”
“I understand.” Ilya replies, and he’s proud of himself for sounding almost normal. “Did you have to go and date most beautiful woman in world as rebound though? Wanted to prove you were better than me there too?”
He tries not to let the jealousy show, because he’s not exactly sure where they stand, but Ilya’s response gets a laugh from Shane. It’s short and sharp, but something inside of Ilya thaws when he hears it.
“I mean obviously I did.” Shane’s shoulder nudges Ilya’s. His skin burns at the contact. “But um, no, we’re just friends.”
“Just friends?”
“Yes.
“There’s something else, too.”
“Oh?”
“I told the team.”
Panic spikes in Ilya Rozanov’s chest. Anxiety swirls in his stomach, a feeling he isn’t used to, as nausea rises from his throat. Every happy moment he’d felt today — the memories of being on the ice with Hollander all fade to a black void as he tries to remember to inhale.
There goes everything.
There goes his visa.
There goes his freedom.
There goes his safety.
Because if anyone home finds out — hell, Alexei would sell him out to anyone who asked if they gave him even a little bit of money. Reporters, the politsiya, hell, even the cashier at the grocery store.
Fuck. 
His breath is coming in short, staccato bursts of inhales and exhales—but it doesn't feel like he's taking any air in at all. The world goes fuzzy at the edges, the anxious feeling in his gut is spreading outward to his limbs.
“Ilya? Hey, what is it?.” He vaguely hears Shane ask, but he sounds far away, because all that Ilya can see in his head are flashing lights screaming 'Ya v opasnosti!' — I'm in danger!
Ilya doesn’t even realize he’s shaking. Not until he feels Shane’s arms wrap around him and squeeze, holding him together where he's splintering apart. That shocks his system enough for him to realize that Shane is in his lap. There’s a hand under his chin pulling his face up and Shane’s eyes are boring into him, intense and focused the way they are on the ice — but Ilya’s never felt the weight of this stare from this close before.
He tries to pull away, deflating, curling into himself. But because he can’t resist touching Shane when he’s allowed — and he assumes he’s allowed to since the man is on top of him — Ilya wraps his arms around him in turn. Pulling him closer, one flush against the other, chest to chest.
He’s never fallen apart in front of Hollander before.
His chest feels tight and hollow, like a bottle of lotion you’re trying to get one last pump out of. But Hollander’s so close, and that pine shampoo he uses is flooding Ilya’s nose and reminds him that he’s not dead. Not yet.
“Ilya look at me.” Hollander tries again, and it’s because of his name that Ilya’s able to stammer out a response, not that it makes much sense.
“You—Russia—I will lose Visa—” He can’t finish saying it, the English translation of his fears coming out broken and twisted. Saying it aloud means the threat is real.
He’s close to the edges of the storm now, drifting away from the eye where he's had safety and into the chaos and danger he's tried to escape for 14 years. The Russian blizzard that awaits him brings many things, none of them comforting. The expectations, weight and pressure of his home country. A father who forgets everything about Ilya except that he hates him. A brother that leeches off of him and uses the niece Ilya loves as leverage to secure his money.
Ilya Rozanov does not get nervous. And he’s not.
He’s terrified.
And Hollander, to his credit, looks positively terrified right along with him.
“I don’t know what I said — was it that I told the team?” Ilya chokes out strangled breath of air. And the look of relief at the realization makes Ilya want to throw up. What about this merited relief? “Oh! Oh shit — oh no, Ilya — I told the team about me. I told them I was gay. I didn’t say anything about you. About us. You’re safe. You’re safe, Ilya.” He repeats the words again and again.
You’re safe.
You’re safe, Ilya.
The words ring over and over in his head, replacing the DANGER lights and warning sirens with Shane’s voice. Shane’s beautiful voice.
Fuck, he loves the way his name sounds rolling off of Hollander’s tongue. Il-ya. Two syllables instead of three like the North Americans say, butchering the beauty of his name — the one his mother gave him.
He wonders if his Mama would still love him, even if she found out who he really was.
He’d like to think she would.
“Is there even an us?” The question is pulled from Ilya’s throat all raw and ragged before he can yank it back inside of him.
He regrets asking instantly. Because surely this is the part where Hollander tells him that no, there is no us. There can never be an us. Because it would be the smart thing to do. That the only thing they can be is fuckbuddies who were never even buddies to begin with.
He can handle it. He'll force himself to.
“I’d like for there to be an us.” Shane whispers. “Could we?”
“We can’t.” Ilya wants to scream it, instead it comes out as a broken sob. And yet, he squeezes Shane tighter, inhales the scent of him, because he may never get this chance again.
They can’t be together. But he wants it. He wants it so badly he can feel it in his bones, the ache for Shane runs too deep to be located anywhere else. He’s never been able to stay away from Shane Hollander. Not when he was a lanky teenager, and certainly not now.
“What do you want, Hollander?” Ilya mumbles into the fabric of Shane’s ugly shirt, already stained with his tears. “What do you want from me?”
He sounds desperate — like he’s begging. His father would call him weak (and many other horrible things).
To his surprise, Shane pulls his chin up, so their eyes are locked together. Ilya's drift downward to his freckles, to the scattered constellations that have danced in his dreams for  nearly a decade.
I’ll give you anything. All you have to do is ask.
Shane does answer. But not with words— not at first.
He kisses Ilya, slow and sweet and tender. Just a peck, a quick brushing of his lips that results in Ilya taking a full, shuddering exhale that flows right from him into Shane. But Ilya doesn’t let him pull back far enough before he’s on him again, threading a hand through his short black hair to pull his mouth closer, desperate to chase the sorrow away.
It’s pure instinct. Pure desire. Pure need to have him close.
Shane lets Ilya pry his mouth open with his tongue. Hollander's tongue slides against Ilya's in a way that sends a shock through his system, numbing and electrifying at the same time. He can’t feel anything, not really anymore, everything painful within him is being chased away by the sensation of Shane’s lips on his, the feeling of Shane’s waist under his fingertips and his grounding weight on top of him like a blanket.
Shane moans above him, and it must not have been intentional because he can see a blush bloom under those beautiful freckles — Rozanov’s calmed enough to open his eyes for the briefest of seconds — before the pressure becomes too overwhelming and he shuts them again. He devours Shane, licking into his mouth with hunger, craving everything Shane’s willing to give him. To his surprise, Shane lets him take it.
Even if Ilya’s entitled to nothing at all.
Eventually though, they do need to break for air. Shane rests his forehead against Ilya’s with a quiet thunk.
It’s only when Shane's hand comes up to rub at Ilya’s face does he register the tears slipping down his cheeks. He’d been crying and hadn’t even felt it. Again, his father and brother's insults run through his mind — tears are weakness.
And maybe they have a point. But he’s calmer. The spiral has straightened out into something manageable. Something he can tame.
And it’s at this moment that Shane decides to answer his question.
“I want to be just Shane.” Hollander murmurs against Ilya’s lips, with dark brown eyes that stare into Ilya’s soul, close enough that their breath mingles. “I want you to be Ilya. And I want us—to be whatever we can.”
That hurts a little bit too, but it stings a hell of a lot less than before.
Whatever they can be. Even if its just sex.
If it’s all Ilya gets of the man he loves, it will have to do.
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"Because I like you Ilya."

"No. You don't." Ilya turns away from him, pushing Shane away, lifting him up and off his hips before he can react.

Shane stumbles for a second, but reflexes kick in and his feet hit the floor, and he's standing over Ilya Rozanov now, who's gone back to staring at the ugly paint on the hotel room wall.

But they're still touching, Shane at his shoulders, Ilya at his waist — neither of them willing to fully let the other go.
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  Shane Hollander knows Ilya Rozanov better than he does anyone else in his life, except maybe his parents. Better than Hayden, better than J.J., Rose, or anyone else.
Or he thinks he does.
He knows that Ilya Rozanov confidently owns whatever ice he steps foot on. In Boston, he cockily struts around like he owns the entire city — and maybe he does, metaphorically speaking. He's charismatic, able to charm reporters and fans alike with just a smirk and a clever quip.
He'd charmed Shane easily enough after all.
Russia turns him into…something else. Something almost unrecognizable. Subdued and cold — frigid in a way that drives the warmth from his crystal blue eyes and turns them to icy shards — cutting anyone who gets too close.
Shane's been cut before too.
Rozanov's able to throw an opponent off their game with a well timed chirp — and it's almost nonchalant the way he does it, never struggling to struggling for something witty to say the way Shane does. He skates circles around everyone — except maybe Shane himself. He plays hockey with the skill and drive of someone who would do nothing else even if he had another option, dancing on the ice filled with nothing but love for the game.
He's almost inhuman with it.
But this Ilya Rozanov—
A man trembling under his hands, who's digging his fingers so deeply into the skin of Shane's waist that he might just leave a bruise, who's only allowing himself to cry inaudibly into Shane's chest —
Who kisses him like he's desperate and searching, full of need — not for sex (for once), but for connection instead.
If what the public sees is Raiders Captain Ilya Rozanov, then the man who's trembling in his arms, must be just Ilya.
This is someone Shane does not know.
But he'd like to.
He needs to.
Shane needs to know this version of Ilya Rozanov more than he's needed anything.
So he would let Ilya take what he needed. For as much time as they could manage to steal tonight.
Whenever their lips separate, Shane whispers against his skin, You're safe. You're safe, Ilya. And the first time he spoke he thought the words did more harm than good, because Ilya's eyes squeezed shut, and then came the tears.
Shane doesn't comment on them, because he's been through enough panic attacks to know that he's words won't reach Ilya right now. Touch though, Ilya has always been more tactile, responding better to touches rather than words. So he does the only thing he can think of. He holds him —
Ilya cries in Shane's arms in stuttering, gasping sobs — like he can't hold them in any longer though he's desperately trying to — like the pressure from Shane's arms surrounding him is the only thing keeping him from shattering completely.
Shane wipes away the tear tracks under the guise of turning Ilya's face back to him, running his hands over the other's damp and heated skin. He leans down, pressing their lips together once, twice, then a third time. Ilya's lips part — Shane can taste salt on Ilya's tongue, and hear the crackle deep in his chest.
Shane's not sure how long they spend like that, Ilya rocking them back and forth while Shane presses their lips softly together again and again and again. It could have been minutes, it could have been an hour. He doesn't care — he doesn't even look at the clock on the end table.
They had a weekend — well, not quite a weekend, really just a night — a single night where no one would look for either of them.
It's All Stars. They could do what they want. Be who they want.
Eventually, Ilya's quiet cries soften, and he buries his face into Shane's chest, letting out a muffled, "I'm sorry."
It's a broken admission in a tone of voice that Shane's heard only once before.
'Hollander.' Ilya begs him, desperate to restore what they had — but he can't and they both know it. It's irretrievable. The shifting dynamics have thrown Shane into the abyss. Unable to control it, and unable to bear it, he flees.
"No." Shane murmurs into Ilya's curls. "I should have — I should have been more clear from the beginning."
Shane's not exactly sure which beginning he means, but he thinks the words apply to whichever one of their many hookups over the years. Maybe if they'd both just been a little clearer…
Rozanov pulls back, looking into Shane's eyes for barely a second before turning his head away to look at the wall. At the same time, the pressure of his fingers on Shane's hips eases, but he doesn't let go — not yet.
"You can go if you want." Rozanov says, low and somber, trying to control his voice. The typical musicality of his accent is dulled by the intensity of the moment they just shared, becoming monotone in an eerie sort of way that sets Shane's teeth on edge. "I — I know is not what you came for."
Shane blinks down at him from his perch in Ilya's lap. What he came for? He can't see Ilya's expression, not really, but he knows its not good. And he's suddenly struck — they're in the exact same position as 3 months ago—physically, at least. Emotionally…who the hell knows?
He came here to make things right between them — to atone for his November mistake — to let Ilya Rozanov know how much Shane Hollander wants him.
Rozanov exhales, his blue eyes now red and worried. "We can go back to the way we were — is simple."
"Hey." Shane says softly, a hand reaching to stroke the side of Ilya's face, "Hey, look at me."
Shane vaguely registers that he sounds very much like his mother talking to his 8 year old self in this moment, but he doesn't particularly care.
He hooks Ilya's chin with one finger, nothing like the lust-filled hold that's their normal behavior, but instead he's tender, turning his former(?) lover back to face him.
Ilya blinks up at Shane, looking just a little bit broken — and just a little bit afraid.
"Do you want me to go?" Shane asks, not really sure of the answer, and not wanting to leave him like this, but willing to abide all the way.
"…You would stay?" Ilya asks after a moment, voice cracked.
"I would." Shane says quietly — firmly. "If you wanted me to. But I'll go if that's what you want, too. I told you — simple went out the window a long time ago." Shane murmurs.
"Why?"
"Because—" Shane stops short, unsure how to put his feelings into words.
Authentic. Be authentic.
"Because I like you Ilya."
"No. You don't." Ilya turns away from him, pushing Shane away, lifting him up and off his lap before he can react.
Shane stumbles for a second, but reflexes kick in and his feet hit the floor, and he's standing over Ilya Rozanov, who's gone back to staring at the ugly paint on the hotel room wall.
But they're still touching, Shane at Ilya's shoulders, Ilya at Shane's waist — neither of them willing to fully let the other go.
"Yes, I do. I like you." Shane says, and the intensity of those words might have sent him running once. Because this isn't just sex. He knows that now. It hadn't been just sex back in November, but he hadn't known that. Or maybe he had , and that freaked him out too.
Back when he thought he wasn't gay.
Except he is, and more specifically, the only man he wants is the man right in front of him. Even if he can't have him.
"You don't mean it. I'm not—" Ilya sniffles again, another tear rolls down his cheek.
Fuck, he's crying again. I've fucked this up. What do I do? How do I fix this?
Shane doesn't move closer — he doesn't want to spook Ilya — but he doesn't want to run either. He can't run. Not from this. Not now. Maybe not ever. His hands trail down from Ilya's shoulders to just under his arms, feeling his ribs under his hands.
'I'm not—', Ilya says again, sniffling.
He's not what?
Shane wishes Ilya would tell him. "You are. Let me—" Shane breaks off, feeling suddenly self-conscious. He knows he's flushed red from his cheeks to his sternum. "Let me show you how much? Please."
Ilya inhales so deeply Shane can feel his lungs expanding under his hands. Then, he exhales slowly — forcefully through pursed lips, thinking it over. Shane's body tenses and his heart pounds uncontrollably. If Ilya tells him to leave he will — even if it kills him in the process.
Then, a whisper—
"Okay." Ilya still isn't looking at him, his eyes are averted, but Shane can't help but grin, the smile taking over his face with just that one word.
"Okay?" Shane asks again, just to be sure.
Then Ilya looks up, after what feels like endless consideration. The intensity in his blue Shane's heart beats faster in his chest.
"Yes." Ilya says, stronger, more confident this time. He digs his fingers deeper into Shane's hips and pulls him closer. Shane lets out an undignified yelp as he scrambles back on top, holding onto Ilya's broad shoulders for stability. They're flush against each other now, but the iron grip of Ilya's hands feels more like a release than a restraint.
"Let me make you feel good." Shane mumbles, pressing his face into Ilya's neck, inhaling deeply, smelling sweat and salt and hockey and cologne and everything he associates with him. The heady scent acts like a drug, making his mouth go slack and his dick swell in his shorts. Instincts take over and Shane's hips buck just once, and then start to roll, grinding in slow circles. "Please, Ilya. Let me —"
Ilya groans low his throat at the sound of his name, pulling Shane closer so his legs are somehow split wider across his lap. He can feel Ilya's half-hard cock through the thin material of his sweats, knows he's not that far behind, knows that Ilya will be able to feel his desire soon enough.
"So flexible, malysh." Ilya mutters, breaking their kiss to speak into the space between Shane's shoulder and neck. He sucks and nibbles at the flesh there, not hard, just enough for Shane to feel it and Shane really wishes they had more than just this weekend to be together.
He wants Ilya to leave a mark. Wants to remember this moment every time he looks in a mirror, wants to feel the bruise pulsing under his skin with every movement
But they can't.
He smirks. "I told you, yoga is very beneficial to your long-term hea—ah fuck."
He breaks off as Rozanov starts directing his hips in a slow circle, moving Shane the way he wants him — directing the tempo of their grind until it gets harder to think straight as blood rushes south.
"You can have me, Shane." Ilya says intentionally, lips finding his again, and this kiss is long and deep, forcing them both to breathe through their noses. "If I get to have you. Is enough. This is enough."
No it's not. It will never be enough.
They kiss again, but they're not as desperate for each other this time, not like before — it's more like coming home. An exhale after a breath held for far too long.
If he had the option, he'd never not kiss Ilya Rozanov.
Maybe because of the kiss — or maybe he just wants to — he falls forward and now Ilya's falling backwards, lying on the hotel bed with Shane straddling his hips. It would be the perfect position if there weren't clothes in the way.
Like he can read Shane's mind, Ilya reaches down to unbutton Shane's Hawaiian shirt — something Hayden had given him as a joke when he found out where All Stars would be, making some joke about a show called Miami Vice that he didn't get — and it was something Shane had thrown on because it reminded him of what Ilya wore this morning, even though the loud pattern made his eyes hurt and made him feel like a spectacle as he walked through the hotel.
Ilya only manages to unbutton it just enough to feel Shane's abs through the fabric of the thin undershirt he's wearing. But it's not enough. Up, up goes that too and then—
The touch of Ilya's fingers on his skin almost burns him. He could almost sob at the gentle scrape of his calluses on Shane's stomach. But what burns worse (or better, depending on how you look at it) is the way pleasure courses through him at Ilya's contented sigh the second Ilya makes contact. Like the tension in his body has eased just simply from touching Shane again.
Shane wonders if he'll ever get tired of the way Ilya looks at him, kisses him, and touches him. He hopes not.
Once he's touched all of Shane's abdomen, Rozanov's hands drift downward, towards the button of his shorts, opening them with a deft precision borne from 7 years of practice. He pushes the fabric just far enough down (a difficult task with how far Shane's legs are spread) to slide his hands along the curve of Shane's ass, massaging him there, spreading his cheeks and squeezing.
"I missed this." Ilya says, more sure of himself now. "I missed this pretty ass."
Shane moans low in his throat — fuck, how could he have ever wanted to give this up? It's like coming home to a hot bath at the end of practice — ice water on a sweltering day — or taking a breath after holding it for god knows how long.
Wait, I had a plan. His inner voice reminds him.
Shut up.
He stills on top of Rozanov for just a moment as the realization hits him, but it doesn't last long — his hips still grind in languid motions, with just enough pressure to relieve some of the ache — but not really enough to do anything significant about it.
Fuck the plan. Shane thinks, and that really is his latest clue of how well and truly gone he is. This is the plan.
Shane inhales again, thinking he could live forever right here, breathing the spiced bouquet that he will always associate with Ilya Rozanov.
No no, remember what you said. Make it good.
So, with great effort, he sticks to the plan. He pulls away from Ilya, though it feels impossible to do. He stares down at the other, who's blinking back up at him with bleary, lust—filled, almost relieved eyes, like Shane has all the answers in the world. Lingering tears gather at the corners and it takes everything in Shane not to sink back in to his mouth, to kiss Ilya until he forgets the pain — November, or Russia, or his visa, or whatever else is bothering him.
Shane swallows thickly as he sits up fully, trailing his fingers down Ilya's front, feeling the muscles bunch and flex under his hands without stopping the steady roll of his hips. While he loves giving up control, he also likes this too. Likes knowing the effect he has on him. Ilya stares, raising himself up on his elbows, seemingly transfixed by Shane's cyclical movements, even though Shane doesn't think he's doing anything particularly alluring.
"You will kill me Hollander." Ilya groans, head dropping back.
"Hush." Shane murmurs, "I want to make this good."
He leans over Ilya, bending down for one more kiss, entirely chaste by comparison to their usual. Their lips and tongues meet with a single wet smack that echoes in the quiet hotel room.
When they separate, Ilya looks back up at him, eyebrow raised, and a challenge in his eyes. The lingering sadness is gone and replaced by lust and Shane couldn't stop himself from smiling even if he wanted to.
"And how do you plan to do that?" Ilya asks, the ghost of a smirk on his salt streaked face.
This is the Ilya Rozanov he remembers.
This is their return to normal. Or rather, as next to normal as they can get, because Shane knows, deep down, that something will shift in them tonight. Something has shifted. And it will never be like it used to — with random hotel rooms, and quick and dirty hookups, and trying to pretend like they don't care.
Shane can feel his own grin turn wicked in response.
He scrambles off of Ilya before the other has time to react and Ilya looks like he's going to cry again.
"You are going in opposite direction, Hollander." Ilya grumbles, but the look in his eyes is heated.
Shane stands up, putting his feet firmly on the floor again. He takes a deep breath and issues his first instruction.
“Sit back.” Shane says, jerking his chin to the headboard along the wall, and Rozanov raises a blond, skeptical eyebrow. Shane tries to let a bit of the Captain come through. “Seriously.”
Rozanov snorts out a breathy laugh, but does as he asks, shifting up the bed towards the headboard. More than once he looks like he wants to drop a snarky comment, but something in Shane's expression must influence him not to.
“So?” Ilya says once he's in position, his hands splayed outwards in a ‘what now’ gesture.
“Off.” Shane makes a vague hand gesture to Rozanov's body. “Your clothes — off.”
A smile tugs at Rozanov's face. “This would be easier standing, I think.”
Shane flushes, embarrassed. He’s already fucking this up. And he wants it to be good – so good – for Ilya.
But even as he says it, Ilya's pulling his tank top over his head and tossing it over the front of the bed, right at Shane.
He looks downright giddy when it hits Shane in the calves.
Shane rolls his eyes, but doesn't speak — he just concentrates on getting undressed himself. He's slow but methodical, partially because he's thinking over the next steps in his head, and partially because he's nervous of what Rozanov sees when he looks at him.
Shane knows he's changed a bit — he's become bulkier, more muscled since the the last time they were together. He's not like the women at the club in Montréal, or the one's he's been seen with — all soft and sweet and typical. He's changed.
It really is all Rose's fault.
Shane spent the nights after meeting up with Rose in the gym, trying to work out the feelings of complete and utter wrongness through extra weight and extra reps, hoping that if he pushed himself enough physically, he could push himself mentally into liking her the way he was supposed to.
With each article of clothing shed, he sneaks a glance at Ilya, hoping that maybe, just maybe, he still likes what he sees. It's very reminiscent of their first time — a comparison that makes him shiver with anticipation.
He was scared then — nervous about the beautiful boy in his bed— and what it might mean.
He's still scared now — because he's had Ilya, and lost Ilya, and he can't go through that again.
And if he does have to lose Ilya again, he hopes it's far enough in the future that they'll never have to see each other again.
But when he looks up, Rozanov, just like back then, watches Shane open-mouthed and hungry, raking his eyes over his mostly naked body as he folds his shorts and stands there in his boxer briefs.
“Not going to dance for me, Hollander?” Rozanov says lightly, his calm and even tone belied by the rapid rise and fall of his chest and the panting breaths escaping his mouth.
Shane laughs. "In your dreams, Rozanov."
"Yes, in my dreams. In all of my dreams." Ilya says eagerly, eyes hungry and heated.
Shane sputters, and he knows his cheeks must be bright pink, and he hopes that the dim lighting in the hotel room covers his blush — but judging by the delighted look on Rozanov's face, he doesn't think so.
"Maybe next time." Shane mumbles, self consciously.
His heart thuds just a bit faster as he takes in the look on Ilya's face at the words 'next time'.
Slack-jawed for just a moment, Rozanov recovers quickly, and then is raising his hips off the bed with pulling off his sweatpants and boxers in one singular motion and discarding them carelessly the same way he had the black tank top — by throwing them both at Shane, which hit him in the chest this time and he chuckles at the accuracy.
Shane looks at the pile at his feet, at the boxers on top. Would it be weird if he sniffs Rozanov's underwear?
That's weird, right, even for them?
But he doesn't spend too much time contemplating the possibility, because Ilya Rozanov looks good. He's leaning against the headboard like Shane had in Vegas, watching him with an almost reverent expression — just like their first night together — back when they were just teenagers who didn't know any better. Ilya's hard cock bobs at the apex of his thighs, foreskin pulled back, the exposed head flushed red, glistening with moisture at the tip.
Shane's mouth waters.
It's like a siren song. He wants to taste him now, feel the heavy weight of Ilya's cock in his mouth and suck every drop from him. He takes a step forward without thinking about it, until his feet kick into the messy pile on the floor. He wrinkles his nose at it, which makes Ilya laugh again. It's still a small one, but it's louder, more free, and it fills Shane with warmth. The last time Ilya laughed was the day of the tuna melt and Shane wants to just erase everything from that day – replace it all with new memories.
Better memories…
Before Shane gets completely distracted, he reaches into the pocket of his shorts to pull out a travel esize bottle of lube and a couple of condoms. He tosses both items onto the bed where they land by Rozanov's knee.
Ilya looks down, and smirks. "You come here hoping to have your way with me tonight, Hollander?"
Shane lets out a choked laugh. "I mean…" he gestures to Ilya naked on the bed, and then to himself. "I hoped, of course, but I never wanted to hope too much — I just wanted to be prepared, just in case."
"Just in case…" Ilya repeats, brows furrowing.
Clothes folded and fully naked, Shane makes his way back to Ilya, still seated on the bed, watching every movement like a hawk. He crawls up towards Ilya, kissing every inch of him as he does, his ankles, his calves, his thighs, all the while, he's cataloguing what gets the breathiest response — places he didn't know could be sensitive and trying to look into his eyes the entire time, so the other man knows how much he wants this — wants him.
When he reaches the apex of Ilya's thighs, he breathes lightly, watching with hooded eyes as Ilya's dick jerks from the rush of air.
"Bozhe moy…" There's a sharp exhale as Ilya mutters an oath in Russian that makes Shane wish he started learning years ago.
On his way up, Shane pauses right over Ilya's dick, and with one last look up at the other man's expression, he dips down to suckle at the head, moaning softly at the familiar taste, the size of him stretching Shane's mouth in the best kind of way.
He's out of practice, and initially he's afraid he has to learn how to do this again.
Sucking his dildo or his fingers just isn't the same.
But he doesn't have to worry for long, because cherishing Ilya Rozanov's cock is as familiar as hockey, and maybe just as instinctive.
"Fuck Hollander…" Ilya groans as Shane circles the head with his with his tongue before sinking down slowly, reacquainting himself with the way his jaw has to stretch to accommodate him, to the weight of him on his tongue, and to the gentle push at the back of his throat.
Ilya's hands find their way into his hair, not really pulling or pushing, just holding him, and there's something so gentle and tender about it that makes Shane's heart stutter.
Right. The plan.
He pulls off with a pop, and Ilya's hips jerk off the bed, cock chasing the the return of his mouth. But Shane's hand is on Rozanov's pelvis, pressing him back down into the bed. His lips hover just an inch away from Ilya's cock, all spit-slicked and leaking steadily and Shane wants nothing more than to take him in his mouth again but he's got a plan.
"Hollander." Ilya groans.
"Shane." He responds, and Ilya's brow furrows.
"What?"
"You want me to suck you off, you call me Shane." He says with more confidence than he actually feels. Because now he's the one changing their dynamic.
And he's hesitant — not quite sure how Ilya's going to take it. But judging by the aroused and hazy look in the other man's eyes, he doesn't hate it — in fact, he might even be enjoying it.
"You want me to —" Ilya starts, then stops himself.
So Shane lowers himself, just above Ilya's leaking cock, looking up at him through his lashes in a way he hopes is seductive. "Call me Shane, Ilya."
His breath runs over Ilya's cock again and it twitches strongly, smearing precome over Ilya's abdomen.
"I will call you whatever you want if you suck my dick — Shane." Ilya says roughly, giving Shane's hair a gentle tug as he says his name, dragging him closer to where he wants.
Shane whimpers a little bit because the firm pull at his scalp feels so good, tingles down the base of his spine — his aloof demeanor shatters as he's pressed so close to the precome smeared on Ilya's stomach — Shane wants to lick him clean, but straight from the source is infinitely better.
He dives back down with the intent to make Ilya lose his mind. He moans as his lips stretch around Ilya's cock, relaxing his throat so he can take more, more, more of him until his nose is buried in the patch of hair at the base. He can feel the tears start to gather in the corner of his eyes. He breathes through his nose.
Ilya guides him now, steady in his movements — like he doesn't want to be too fast, or too aggressive — like he doesn't want to scare Shane away.
Shane doesn't care. Use me. Use me however you want.
Because Ilya keeps talking. Now that he can call him by his first name, he uses it in nearly every sentence.
'You remember how to suck my cock, Shane? Been a long time — was thinking you forgot.'
'No you didn't forget, Shane, you still remember how to be good for me.'
'Like that, Shane, exactly like that."
'Yes, so fucking good, Shane'
Every word of praise, every utterance of 'good' of his name, makes him shudder, a continuous vibration that starts in his chest and trail down his body to his toes and makes his cock ache. It would be almost too much — if it wasn't exactly what he wanted in the first place.
So Shane starts to move a bit faster on his own, wanting Ilya to fuck his mouth properly, and it doesn't take long for him to get the hint, dragging Shane up and down his cock like it's the only thing he's good for — and with each rise Shane swirls his tongue just under the head and the English fades and Ilya's reduced to grunting out a string of curses in Russian.
Note to self: When I get back to Montreal, download Russian language learning apps.
They probably wouldn't teach him the type of oaths that Ilya is making under his breath, but it will be something and maybe just enough to keep the other man close, even when they're across borders and time zones.
Besides, there's always the internet.
That thought preserved for future Shane, he focuses in on his task with a level of devotion only found in church — the noises coming from the man below him are sinful — Shane's using everything he knows about Ilya Rozanov to drive him crazy. He reaches underneath and fondles Ilya's sac a bit, just barely there touches and tugs to his balls that make him shudder and moan and get so so close to falling apart.
And it works.
Ilya's begging.
"Fuck, please."
Ignoring his own aching cock between his legs, Shane hollows his cheeks and swallows, going deeper and deeper until he forgets how to breathe, until tears fall from his eyes and onto his cheeks, until the memory of November is completely erased for the both of them. It's so tempting to rut along the bed, to try and get some friction, but tonight isn't about him. The only sounds in the room are the obscenities coming from Shane's mouth and the profanities slipping from Ilya's.
"Hollander." Ilya groans, and Shane taps him on the thigh to remind him of the rule. Ilya's eyes shut. "Shane."
He can feel Ilya's balls tighten under his fingers — he's so close — and Shane works double—time, wanting to feel Ilya come down his throat.
"Fuck, Shane. Stop."
Strong hands pull him by the shoulders up and off of the cock he's currently devouring. And he whines around it, resisting, suctioning his lips as he's dragged upwards until he releases it with an obscenely long suck at the tip and tonguing his slit, like he doesn't want to let go.
Because he doesn't.
He looks up at Ilya, hand clutching Shane's shoulders, a few curls plastered to his forehead. His chest is heaving, flushed red and glistening with sweat that Shane can see even in the dim lighting. He looks awestruck.
Fuck, he's gorgeous.
"Did I…" Shane looks down, his voice a little raspy from how deep Ilya's cock was buried in his throat. He coughs once, even as he hovers over Ilya's stomach. He can't help how hesitant he sounds. "Did I do something wrong?"
Ilya takes a few gulping breaths before shooting him a look that could only be described as 'what the fuck?'
"No — No I was too close." He inhales shakily, like he's trying to calm himself down. After a moment, he opens his eyes — slightly less glassy, slightly more present. "I want to look at you when I come. I want to see that pretty face smiling up at me."
Shane tries again. "Are you sure? I can —"
But Ilya's pulling him again, bringing him up so that they're face-to-face, only inches apart. Shane lets out a bitten-off moan when his aching cock drags over Ilya's stomach, the soft hairs there sending shocks running quickly through his system. Ilya swallows his moan with a kiss while shifting up to do it again.
Shane shudders in Ilya's arms, and the other man waits until it passes before stretching his neck upwards for another kiss. Shane surrenders to it, open—mouthed and lips pliant, tongue pressing deliciously against Ilya's because after months of not kissing this man, he'll never turn it down.
After a moment, Ilya pulls back. "Hollander — Shane — if I did not want, I would say." And the sincerity in his eyes makes Shane want to cry a little bit. But it's only for a second before Ilya gives him one of his trademark smirks. "Now do you want me to fuck you? Yes or no?"
Shane can't help it — his empty hole clenches around nothing, dick twitching, smearing more precome to mix with Ilya's on his stomach. The man in question looks down, and with a self-satisfied grin says, "I think I know the answer, but why don't you tell me?"
It doesn't even take a second.
"Yes." He lets out before he can stop himself, and then Ilya is back down again, kissing him and sucking on his tongue while flipping them over, rolling them so that Shane's on his back, with Ilya leaning over him, golden cross glinting in the lamplight. They both groan into each other's mouths when thier dicks slide against each other, leaking and aching.
"Please fuck me."
Shane could have resisted, he's just as strong as Ilya (well, mostly), but there's a not-so-insignificant part of him that likes when Ilya throws him around. It's okay, because Ilya wouldn't hurt him. Not like that, anyway.
But…you had a plan…His brain reminds him.
Shane frowns immediately, but tries to school his face into something approaching lust-filled neutral. Ilya notices (because of course he does…the man notices fucking everything), and pulls back, sitting on his heels between Shane's spread thighs.
"What? What is it?" Ilya asks, looking down at him. Shane looks away.
"Nothing."
"Tell me."
Shane looks away, his voice high and maybe just a little shaky. "I just — I didn't want you to worry about me tonight, okay?"
Ilya blinks down at him, thoroughly confused. "Worry about you?"
He's blushing now. "Yeah, I mean, tonight — I wanted tonight to be all about you."
"All about me?" Ilya repeats flatly, sounding out each word like he's trying to pronounce them right.
"I mean I want this to be good for you." Shane replies, feeling a bit like if Ilya doesn't kiss him again he might die. "I didn't care if I came or not…I would've…I would've taken care of it later."
Why does Ilya look like that? I owe him. 
"Taken…care of it…so this is what?" Ilya says, the lustful haze clearing just a bit and replaced by a simmering frustration that Shane really doesn't know how to deal with — Rose hadn't mentioned this part of the reunion. "I am pity fuck for you?"
"What? No." Shane's brow furrows just a bit as he sits up on his elbows, because this is not what Rose talked about at all. His heart starts to pound just a little bit, but beneath the shock, is a fluttering of anger. "I'd never — I'd never pity fuck you, Rozanov. What kind of question is that?"
What kind of person do you think I am?
"What am I supposed to think?" Ilya says, and it's kind of pissing Shane off that he's questioning his intentions, especially when he looks this hot while doing it. "You flirt with me at arena —"
"I was playing hockey."
"Watching you play excellent hockey is flirting, Hollander. Is practically foreplay." Ilya says pointedly, leaning forward, making his cross dangle just off his chest. "You corner me after game. You come in here, make me cry, and then try to suck my soul out my dick. What should I think?"
"Did you or did you not hear the part where I said I liked you?" Shane snaps back at him. "That somehow got lost in translation?"
"You don't actually like me." Ilya says vehemently, with a speed that surprises Shane.
"Yeah I fucking do." Shane almost laughs at the absurdity of their positions. Ilya Rozanov, naked and beautiful, looking like a Greek statue, hovering over him with eyes darkened by anger and lust. Well fuck him, Shane's angry too. "I told you I did." He says forcefully. "I told you I liked you, and you know I'm a shitty liar — although now I'm actually kind of pissed at you."
Fuck, he feels like crying. He hates that too.
"You…really like me?" Ilya asks breathily. Shane can only blink up at him. Ilya looks vulnerable…scared almost.
"Obviously."
"Say it again." Ilya says, irritation giving way to a slow grin. He does, and Ilya's grin grows wider, splitting his face. "Again."
"I like you." Shane repeats, "You asshole." But the word has no bite to it, and sounds more like a pet name than anything else.
Ilya hums, leaning down to press his lips to Shane's again in a heated kiss. "You say such beautiful things to me, malysh."
"What does that mean?" Shane asks him quizzically.
Ilya pauses, lips spreading in a wicked grin. "It means 'my good little slut'."
Shane knows he's lying, but the way his cock jumps and his head gets a little dizzy from the rush of arousal means that he's too horny to care or question it right now. Of course Ilya notices, smirking down Shane.
"You like it? You like being my good slut?"
Shane grimaces, shifting under Ilya. "You know I do." He mutters, and although it should feel degrading, right now he's too horny to care about feeling ashamed.
"I will take care of you, malysh." And although Shane knows the word doesn't mean what Ilya said it did, the russian language rolls over him like a wave, making his whole body tingle with desire. Ilya leans back, eyes roaming all around Shane beneath him, flushed and wanting. "You look so good under me."
Ilya reaches down and gives a singular stroke to Shane's poor, neglected cock and Shane practically folds in on himself, a guttural groan from somewhere deep in his chest releasing into the quiet of the hotel room.
"This poor cock, so pretty, must have missed me so much." Ilya says, giving Shane another stroke that makes him turn his head and whine into the pillow.
"Yes," he whines, "Yes I — oh fuck."
"Ah ah ah, malysh. Look at me."
Shane forces himself to turn and open his eyes, even though the pleasure and the pressure threatens to overwhelm him.
Ilya keeps stroking him until Shane's babbling incoherently, and he's leaking precome all over Ilya's hand. Fuck it feels so good — he feels so good.
"I know something else that missed me. I don't think we will even need lube — you are leaking so much. " Ilya says slyly, trailing a come-slick finger down past Shane's balls, to his hole — twitching, clenching and needing to be filled. "You are so wet for me malysh."
But whatever Ilya planned to say gets cut off as his finger slips into Shane easily. Shane moans lightly, it's not enough — not even a little, but the warmth of Ilya's single finger is so much better than cold silicone. Ilya blinks at down at him, stunned.
"You — prepared for this?" Ilya asks, somewhat in shock.
Shane twists away, cheeks red, and he's pretty sure the rest of him is too. "No — I mean, not really. I mean, kind of." Ilya's finger is still inside of Shane, unmoving, and it takes all of his willpower not to fuck himself back on Ilya's finger. Shane chuckles nervously. "I got this plan in my head, and by the time I'd finished thinking it all through, I —" He cuts off, embarrassed.
"You were hard?" Ilya looks positively delighted by this revelation. "You got hard just thinking about sucking my dick? You got yourself off? With sparkly green dildo?"
"Shut up." Shane scowls, still not looking at him, more than a little embarrassed. "And it's not green. Or sparkly."
But it wasn't a denial either.
"No no, is perfect." Resting on his heels, with one finger still inside of Shane, Ilya cups his jaw in a way that might almost be considered tender, pulling his face around to look him in the eyes. "Is just as good as you getting dressed up in nice suit to meet me for breakfast."
"I…" Shane tries to deny it, but he can't. Because he did get hard just thinking about Ilya's dick. He did dress up with the intent to look nice for their reunion. "It wasn't a full suit." Shane mutters under his breath.
Shane decides there and then that he will take the one time he actually wore a full suit while prepping for their first hookup to his grave. He could never live it down — if Ilya ever found out he might as well walk into the ocean.
"You looked very sexy this morning, malysh." Ilya kisses him again, sweet and deep. "So sexy. I almost forgot how to eat."
"And now?" Shane asks breathlessly.
"Now?"
Ilya resumes his the motion of his fingers, adding a second one with ease, even as Shane wriggles beneath him, searching for something thicker, for more friction, for everything. Ilya gives it to him, easily slipping in a second finger, and then a third, pumping them slowly in and out of Shane's stretched hole. And there's something so hot about Ilya using Shane's own precome as lube, combined with Ilya looking down at Shane with something akin to reverence.
Then his fingers brush against his prostate, just lightly enough for him to feel it and a coil of pleasure tightens deep inside. Then he moves a bit more deliberately, alternating the pressure of his thrusts so he's slipping right past where Shane needs him most.
"Oh fuck," Shane moans, "Fuck, Ilya. I—"
Ilya swallows thickly, staring down at where his finger disappears inside of Shane. "I do not know word in English…you look…bozhestvennyy."
Shane might make a mental note to look up that word specifically. He'll never admit it though. That might just be for his own edification.
Ilya continues like that for a few minutes until the gentle roll of Shane's hips becomes something more akin to him fucking himself on Ilya's fingers, grunting 'yes', 'please' and 'more',
"More, more Ilya." He's incoherent now, "I need — "
"Yes, Shane, moy khoroshiy mal'chik, tell me what you need." Ilya's fingers move faster inside of him, but it's still not enough.
"I need you," He begs, eyes squeezed shut, all other senses are muted except for the pleasure gathering at the base of his spine. He's so far gone he doesn't care how desperate he sounds, how needy, how Ilya might not even want him. He doesn't care. "I need your cock, please, please, I need, I need you."
"You will have it." Ilya murmurs, pulling his fingers out of Shane . "You will have me. For as long as you want."
If he was any less lust-driven, he might have considered the utter sincerity in Ilya's eyes.
"I want — I want." Shane says again and again, and he knows he's not making sense.
Shane's delierious now, time slipping away as he clenches on nothing, his cock flagging a bit. He tries to reach down to stroke himself but his hands are pushed away by Ilya.
"Mine." He says harshly, slipping a condom over his own cock. "Your cock is mine. Your hole is mine. You come when I say."
"Yes…yes…yours." Shane moans when Ilya's cock lines up with his entrance.
In one single, smooth thrust, Ilya bottoms out inside Shane, hitting his prostate directly, like it's a fucking homing beacon, and the sudden pressure and pleasure makes Shane's eyes roll to the back of his head as he lets out a long keen that's so, so loud in the quiet hotel.
"Fuck, holy shit, you — you feel so good."
"Shh, malysh, you have to be quiet." Ilya slides his fingers into Shane's mouth, his tongue instantly wrapping around the digits, swirling again like it's Ilya's cock, almost in time to the thrusts. And if Shane was in a more coherent state of mind, he might just freak out that these were the fingers that were just inside of him, and that Ilya was right, that he was being too loud, but right now, he doesn't give a shit.
He's slurring his words with bitten off groans and half-understandable utterances that are mostly cut off by grunts from Ilya's thrusts. He feels drunk — the world narrows to just IlyaIlyaIlya, and the mounting pressure at the base of his cock —
Fuck, he's going to come. He needs to come.
But he wants Ilya to come first.
So he bears down like it's a fucking competition. He braces his feet against the bed and returns Ilya's thrusts, the slap of skin echo in the night air, and he's never wanted anything more than to see Ilya Rozanov lose his mind.
But there's a wicked smirk on Ilya's face, like he knows what Shane wants, so he shifts, lifting Shane's hips up and ruining his leverage so he can't bear down on the mattress and fuck himself on Ilya's cock. The new position does wonderful things to his insides, turns them all syrupy and smooth, and making him feel like Ilya's cock is in his fucking stomach.
"Cheater." Shane says, the word muffled around Ilya's fingers, and Ilya just grins in return, thrusting harder, each roll of his hips punching a gasp out of Shane.
But Ilya's not as unaffected as he appears. Every so often, the rhythm of his hips stutters, and that happens more and more as Shane clenches down on Rozanov's cock — because he also knows how to be a menace. "Fuck — ah, Shane —"
Rozanov curls over, pulling his fingers from Shane's mouth, and bracing it on the bed for support, while keeping the other curled around Shane's hips, driving into him with precise, fast strokes, hitting his prostate every time.
Shane just lets out these little puffs of air, reminding himself that he needs to be quiet. Sure he told his whole team that he was gay, but he really doesn't need the entire hotel figuring it out as well. So all Rozanov gets are these little ahs that sound like he's trying to sound out letters for a toddler.
Shane's close — they both are, so he clenches down on Rozanov's cock, constricting him in a vice grip that will make Ilya unravel even faster.
"You — you are cruel, Hollander." Ilya chokes out, folding over and scambling for leverage, groaning into Shane's chest.
"What — fucking hell, Ilya — was that?" Shane asks like a brat, squeezing his dick again. "What name did you just call me?"
"Shane —" Ilya whines, his thrusts growing more and more erratic by the second. He curls in to himself, burying his head in the space between Shane's shoulder and neck. "Malysh  I'm — I'm going to come."
"Come for me, Ilya." Shane whispers in Ilya's ear, and the other man looks up with wild eyes and blown out pupils, like he can't even believe Shane is real before capturing his lips in a kiss — it's a messy one, full of teeth and tongue and spit.
And that's what send them both over the edge.
Shane cries out into Ilya's mouth as his orgasm rolls through him like thunder. His poor neglected cock spurts come on his and Ilya's stomach and chest, ropes of pearly white decorating them both. He can feel Ilya pulse inside him as he moans long and deep against the side of Shane's mouth and — not for the first time — he wishes llya wasn't wearing a condom.
The thought of Ilya filling him up, of Shane leaking Ilya's come, maybe even wearing a plug to keep it inside him sends a second wave rolling through him again as he shudders, practically vibrating through the aftershocks. Either way, it feels like Shane comes forever.
Ilya collapses on top of him, still wedged inside of Shane but not quite crushing him, breathing heavily into his mouth like it's the only thing he has the energy for.
"Fuck." Ilya exhales against his lips. "I missed you."
Shane kind of can't remember how to speak anymore, he feels dizzy with the buzz of an orgasm running through him, the most powerful one he's had in months. He hadn't even gotten off with Rose, and his hand hadn't felt like this — nothing compared to Ilya.
"Mm." Is all he feels capable of at the moment, but he thinks Ilya understands him anyway.
I missed you. So much.
I love you. So much.
Fuck, he can't say that. Besides, it's probably just afterglow or something. But it doesn't feel like it. It feels like something more. It feels like the truth.
But he pushes those thoughts away, and focuses on the floaty feeling coursing through him, and kissing Ilya. With tongue, without — he just loves kissing Ilya.
When their breathing levels out, Ilya pulls out of him leaving him and Shane whines as he does, mumbling something that sounds like 'no'. He involuntarily squeezes Ilya's dick making the other man hiss from oversensitivity. Just like Shane thought, both of their chests are smeared with come —
Gross.
Ilya stands, but leans back over to Shane to kiss him one more time. "I will be right back, yes?" Ilya says against his lips. "I will get cloth."
"Nooo," Shane protests, reaching for him like a grabby baby. If he were even a little more coherent he'd be embarrassed, but as it stands, with his head in the clouds, he's not. "Don't go."
"Oh solnyshko." Ilya murmurs a different word against his lips, kissing him again. "I need to clean you up — you will complain in few minutes about feeling of come drying on your skin."
Now, coming back to himself just a little bit, Shane knows that Ilya's right. So, bleary-eyed, he nods.
To his credit, Ilya is quick. He disposes of the condom and returns to Shane's side, holding one of the hotel washcloths soaked in warm water and running it gently along Shane's sweaty chest and stomach and then his own.
He drops the washcloth on the floor by the side of the bed, making Shane frown.
"I will take care of it later." Ilya says, crawling back into the bed and reaching for Shane again, who is all loose and sated, happy to curl into Ilya's arms which wrap around his waist.. "Right now, this is more important."
It's what he doesn't say that Shane hears.
Right now, you are more important.
And fuck if that doesn't do something wonderful to his head — and his heart — and other places.
For a few minutes, they just lay there, basking in the post-orgasm glow like they never used to be able to. Every inch of them is touching, and Ilya's got his face buried in Shane's hair. For the first time since November, Shane doesn't have anywhere to be. No roommate, no coach looking for him, no teammates wanting to go out and drink (well, they did try, but still).
As if his mind is on the same train of thought, Ilya asks, "How late can you stay?"
He's rubbing a circular pattern into Shane's hip that sort of makes it hard to think.
Shane thinks it over — really thinks it over. "For a few hours at least. I should probably get going around 6am or so."
"6?" Ilya sounds surprised. His eyes dart past Shane to the clock on the end-table, where it reads just a little after 10:30.
"Well yeah — " Shane looked up. "I figure that anyone who went out to a club or bar would be back around 3ish, so they'll probably sleep until 9? Maybe 10? But just in case I've got more stuff to do early, I should probably come out of my room in the morning, not yours so — yeah. 6:00. Is that too —"
Halfway through his explanation, Shane notices that Ilya's just looking at him with this semi-bewildered look on his face.
"What?" Shane asks.
"I thought you would —" He makes a vague gesture towards the door. "I thought you would leave."
"Oh." Shane blinks up at him. "No I — I wasn't planning on leaving so soon." A spike of anxiety rushes through him. "Did you want me to leave?"
Shit shit shit did I assume too much?
He starts to sit up, only to be pulled back down to the mattress as Ilya rolls on top of him, covering him with his body and capturing his lips in a sweet but filthy kiss.
"No." Ilya says hotly, each sentence punctuated by a kiss. "Stay. Stay the night. Stay until 6. Please? For whole night."
"Yes." Shane says immediately when Ilya gives him space to breathe. "I'll stay. I'll stay until 6."

It's later, after they've showered (which quickly turned into Ilya sucking him off followed by Shane returning the favor), and gotten back in bed that Ilya speaks again.
"You say you tell them. Your team. About you."
They're facing each other in the dark, the light coming in from the window turns Ilya's beautiful blue eyes silver in its glow.
"Yeah. I did."
"You did not deny it?"
"It just sort of — slipped out. And you can't put the toothpaste back in the tube."
"What is this saying? Toothpaste in tube?" Ilya looks adorably bemused.
Shane chuckles a bit. "It means you can't take something back once it's out there. Like…you can't put the toothpaste back in the tube."
Rozanov nods like he's giving the phrase serious consideration. "Ah. I see." He says. "Is like you cannot put shit back in horse."
Shane makes a disgusted noise, rolling away, but Ilya never let's him get that far. "Oh my god you're so gross."
Ilya shrugs jovially, his chest shaking with laughter. "Is same thing, no?"
"It is not the same thing." Shane protests, that disgusted look back on his face until Ilya kisses it away.
"So? What did they say?" Ilya waits, his expression intentionally neutral, Shane determines.
He sighs. "It went about as well as you'd expect."
"Was anyone—" Ilya pauses. Tries again. "—was anyone cruel?"
Shane lets out a puff of air through his nostrils. "If you don't count a couple of slurs thrown my way, Comeau lunging at me and barely getting held back, and a dead silent group chat then yeah, everything went fine."
Shane half expects some snarky comment from Ilya, but instead he's met by silence. Not the silence of quiet contemplation, but the silence of a blizzard, when nothing, not man nor animal dares to breach the storm. He looks up to Ilya's face, his eyes are icy and cold in the pale light coming through the window.
"Ilya?" Shane asks hesitantly, shifting so he's facing the other man fully.
Ilya looks down at him, icy expression melting instantly. He presses his lips to Shane's in a quick kiss.
"Do not worry, solnyshko." He says, "I will kill them for you."
Ilya sounds so matter of fact about it Shane isn't really sure if he's being serious or not.
"You…you're joking, right?"
To his slight horror, Ilya shrugs. "No, not really." Whatever horrified look is on Shane's face makes him reconsider his words. "Fine. I won't kill them. Just knock out a few teeth, yes? Is simple."
"Simple?" Shane pulls back, staring at Ilya with a critical eye. "Do you really expect me to believe you'll 'just knock out a few teeth'?" He mimics Ilya's Russian accent terribly, which makes Ilya laugh.
He dips down, pressing their lips together once, twice, and then a third time on Shane's brow. "Eh...broken teeth, broken jaw, broken arm, same thing, no?"
Shane mouth falls open. "I can't knowingly let you hurt my team, Ilya. And, I won't let you put yourself into the penalty box for my sake."
"Not really team if they don't support their captain." Ilya points out. "Besides, they will swing first. I make sure."
Though Shane knows Ilya's words are true deep down (at least the part about his team's support), he clings to the hope that his team will reach out eventually — they just need time.
But he doesn't want to think about that right now. He doesn't want dwell on what's waiting for him in Montréal. Doesn't want to think about walking into that locker room knowing they all see him differently now. Not only is he one of the youngest captains in the MLH, but the youngest Asian Captain in its entire history, but he's also the first gay captain too. Not openly, but still…
Fuck.
What have I done?
Just one more thing that marks me as different.
I should have kept my mouth shut.
Shit Shit Shit.
It's too late now. He can't control his breathing. Shane sits up, leaving the relative warmth and safety of Ilya's arms. He's spiraling.
There's still nothing.
Not a single text from any of them except Hayd and JJ.
Two out of twenty-three.
Nothing from Theirault either.
What. The. Fuck.
"Hey."
Ilya's deep voice rolls over him like a wave hitting the beach — washing over him and settling into all the cracks where he's started to break apart.
"Shane." Ilya sits up — a hand on his jaw, moving his head and forcing him to look into the bright eyes of his rival-turned-fuckbuddy-turned-something more. "Breathe for me, solnyshko."
He blinks rapidly, trying to focus on the soothing steadiness of Ilya's voice. Inhale. Exhale. He barely hears Ilya murmur, Again. But he does as he's told. Trying to breathe. Trying to not to freak out anymore than he already has.
"What if they tell , Ilya?" Shane sputters. "What if they go to the news? What if they go to my parents? Oh god, my parents— "
"Then you will handle it." Ilya says, so simply that it sounds like universal truth. Like two-plus-two is four. Like coming back to Ilya Rozanov means coming home. "You will handle it because you are Shane Hollander, and Shane Hollander is every hockey player's favorite hockey player."
Shane can't help but laugh, it's loose and breathy, and not a real laugh, but it breaks the tension in his body anyway. "Really? Not you?"
Ilya presses his lips to Shane's just once, resting their foreheads together. "Just for this weekend — Captain."
And fuck if Ilya Rozanov calling him Captain didn't make his dick twitch a little. Okay, a lot. Ilya continues, punctuating each sentence with a kiss while looking Shane in the eyes and a hand curled around his jaw.
"You earned two cups. Back to back. If you are kicked out of league there will be riots. Rest of your team is useless without you." He wraps his arms around Shane, pulling him tighter. "Might as well be uh — what is green outdoor rows of bushes?"
"Green…outdoor....rows of…?" Shane's brow furrows at the question, "Oh you mean hedges?"
"Da. That." Ilya points at him. "Hedges. Stupid hockey hedges in stupid shapes, only good for children to run around — looking good, but doing nothing."
Shane laughs again, this time more solid feeling. "Thanks." He whispers against Ilya's shoulder.
"You will be fine, solnyshko." Ilya murmurs against his skin, and they fall back to the mattress together, not letting go. "I will make sure of it."
Shane doesn't know how that's even remotely possible, but lying here in Ilya's arms, he can almost believe it's true.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Russian Translations
Bozhe moy - My God
Solnyshko - Sunshine (endearment)
moy khoroshiy mal'chik - my good boy
bozhestvennyy - divine

-
Why did no one warn me that writing smut with bits I don't have would be this hard??? (heh - hard)

I really don't know how you guys do it. I'm exhausted.

I don't think other smut scenes will be this detailed, but I felt like I had to make their reunion special.

The phrase "Shane Hollander is your favorite hockey player's favorite hockey player" is something I think comes from ohhiclare

ohhiclare 

Or it might have been from the heated rivalry book, i honestly can't remember.

You honestly ever read so much fanfiction your brain can't tell what's canon and what's not anymore? I feel like I'm in that place. So for any inaccuracies, please let me know.

regarding the toothpaste in tube/shit in the horse metaphor, I've heard people use both. I've also heard unring the bell.

Thank you for reading!!!

solnyshko - sunshine

malysh - baby


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: Keep Me Close
  



    Chapter Notes

      I do not know how to chirp!! I'm more of a self-deprecating type of jokester. If you have any ideas, let me know!

Every chapter from 1-7 was edited to fix typos, sentences that went nowhere and to add more detail. I can't believe I forgot that Scott fucking Hunter would be at All Stars. So, I fixed that. He's here, but on the periphery.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Ilya doesn't go to sleep right away.
Even though the hotel mattress is nice, and his limbs protest for rest, his eyes close in ever increasingly languid blinks and his breath comes heavy and slow, Ilya can't bring himself to waste a moment of it. The wallpaper is still shit though.
Not a single second.
Because Shane Hollander is in his arms, and Ilya never thought he'd get to experience such a feeling again.
He remembers once, maybe in 2015, on the way to a game in Chicago, Connors had pulled out his speaker, and him, Carmichael and Hammersmith belted out lyrics with great enthusiasm, but very off-key. Marleau, next to Ilya on the back of the bus had sung too, just under his breath. Ilya'd heard the song before, of course he had, but didn't quite trust his English enough to sing along with them.
I don't want to close my eyes, 
I don't want to fall asleep, 'cause I'd miss you baby…
And I don't want to miss a thing…
At the time, he remembered thinking it was cheesy as hell, not just because Carm, Hammy and Condor had their arms around each others shoulders, swaying to the beat like awkward teenagers at a school dance. Furthermore, he couldn't understand the idea of being so obsessed with another person you'd lay awake just to watch them sleep. But now…he's never related to song lyrics more.
He's never seen anyone look so peaceful when they're asleep — so in the spirit of the song, Ilya spends the night cataloguing everything.
Hollander's back is pressed solid and flush against Ilya's front, with their legs so intertwined there's no distinction between the two of them. Ilya's arm rests along the curve of Shane's waist, draped over his midsection. He has the urge to wrap himself tighter around Shane, squeeze him, to hold him here forever, not just until 6am. He'll take what he can get, though.
Ilya whispers his name once more lips parting around the syllable, a single exhale of air released soundlessly into the night.
Shane.
He'd insisted on being called that, looking up at Ilya with those warm, beautiful, and brown eyes, his mouth hovering just inches from Ilya's cock. Ilya's breath had stopped, but the moment was seared into his memory with shocking clarity.
The scent of Ilya's body wash lingering on Shane's skin wafts over him, and makes him want to press his face against the muscular planes in his back just to breathe him in. He does, pressing his nose against the back of Shane's neck and inhaling deeply, kissing between his shoulder blades. His arms tighten ever so slightly around Shane's trim waist — maybe a little involuntarily because he can't fucking help himself, and because he loves the feeling of firm muscle twitching beneath his fingers. He wishes he could squeeze tighter — just enough to reassure Ilya that he's still here.
Maybe it's irrational, but maybe he wants to make sure Hollander can't run away again.
And of course…Shane's ass rests right up against Ilya's dick, now (disappointingly) clothed in boxers, also makes him want to do other things that definitely aren't conducive to sleeping. He almost congratulates himself on the sheer amount of will it takes not to roll his hips against the perky temptation pressed against him.
But more than sex, more than his scent, the sound of Shane's rhythmic breathing in sleep is like a lullaby to his senses. Sweet and soothing, like a balm for his psyche.
On some level, Ilya knows Shane's behavior last night was an attempt to soothe the hurt from last time. Maybe even a bit of an over-correction on his part. Ilya didn't need some grand overture — he never did. Just Shane saying he wanted him was enough. It would always be enough until Shane decided he wasn't.
"Shane." He whispers the name again, barely loud enough to hear, but just because he can, although the sound is buried in the the press of Ilya's lips against Shane's skin. He didn't want to wake Shane up, just testing out the feel of it on his tongue now that the word isn't coated in lust. It feels different — it feels more. More definitive, more ethereal, more…
"Ilya." A rough voice responds.
Shit.
"You are awake." Ilya says softly, more a statement than a question.
"It's hard to sleep," Shane groans, yawning, his words half muffled by the pillow pressed against his face. "What with you pawing me and calling my name every minute."
"I did not paw you." Ilya protests, and Shane rotates just a bit to look Ilya in the eyes, amusement sparkling in eyes so dark they're nearly black. "And for me saying your name — I was just following instructions — Shane. You like the way I say your name."
"Mm…" Hollander hums sleepily (happily?), taking hold of Ilya's hand where it rests around his waist. He tugs lightly, shifting Ilya forward, so they're pressed closer if possible — there isn't a place where they aren't connected, and Ilya wonders if Shane can feel his heart through his chest. To Ilya's delight, Shane keeps their fingers intertwined where they rest against his stomach. "Maybe you're right. Maybe I do like the sound of my name coming from you."
"I usually am right, yes.." Ilya says, with another inhale at the base of Shane's hair. This time, he follows it up with a kiss.
Shane lets out a breathy laugh. "As if, Rozanov — hah — that tickles."
Ilya eyes the clock just over Shane's shoulder: 1:37 am.
They still have time together.
It makes Ilya happier than he's willing to admit it out loud. He also knows that returning back to their lives, back to only seeing each other a few times a year might just kill him.
But they have no other choice.
What a way to go though.
But he buries that worry down — buries it along with the rest of what ails him — his father, his brother, his team…his own mind. He tries to focus on the here and now.
But because Shane Hollander doesn't know this (and mostly because Ilya is terrified to tell him), he doesn't know not to push.
"Can I ask you a question?" The words come slowly, like Shane is testing out each syllable on his tongue before he speaks. There's a barely visible tinge of pink on Shane's cheeks. "You can say no, if you want."
Ilya tenses instantly. Because really, this could be anything. But Shane had been honest with him — he was more than entitled to a little honestly in return.
"Or I can say yes." Ilya forces out, aiming for casual, though he tries not to bite the words back instantly. "So…yes."
Another pause.
"Before…" Shane says softly. "When you thought I told my team about…us…you kind of…freaked. Why?"
"You would not also do the same?" Ilya counters, because he remembers after their very first encounter, Shane's nervous, insistent questioning of whether of not Ilya would tell anyone.
But Shane rotates in Ilya's arms now, turning to face him, and he's no longer that scared teenager. But Ilya is still the same, so ruined by those eyes looking up at him in the dark, too sweet and sincere to put into words.
"No I-I know that, and I would, it's just…" The man who holds the keys to Ilya's soul lifts his hand to stroke a finger gently along Ilya's jaw — and he tries not to shudder at the care in such a simple gesture. Shane visibly swallows. "It seemed like more than that. Like…you didn't think you'd be safe because of it."
"Because I would not be." Ilya says matter of factly, but the words are muffled against the crown of Shane's hair, so they sound weaker than they be intends. "…Russia is not kind to…people like me."
"I um, I did some research after Sochi." Shane mumbles quietly. "I wanted to…" he trails off, and Ilya's never been one to press, so whatever Shane intended to say is lost. "It seems…dangerous there."
Ilya hums in agreement. "It was bad then. Worse now. And getting worse, still." He sighs, a long exhale that forces all the air from his lungs. "With my Visa…I could not go home again if it got out. And I need to go home again."
For my father, even though he hates me, because he's dying.
For Natasha…because she carries her grandmother's eyes, and her heart.
For my mother, lying cold and alone in Novodevichy.
Maybe it's the desperation in his voice that clues Shane in. Maybe it's the moonlight streaming through the window casting long shadows on his face. Maybe it's All Star weekend itself, the lack of pressure surrounding them both that makes them both more honest than they ever intended to be. Maybe it's something else entirely.
"You said you need to go back…Is everything okay at home?" Shane asks, looking genuinely concerned and Ilya has to look away in order to not too much of himself show again.
No. Nothing is okay at home.
"I…" Ilya doesn't know how to say it. He clamps his mouth shut — and he has to fight the instinct to shift the conversation to a different topic entirely as he's done so many times before.
Shane grimaces, looking pained. "Shit — sorry, sorry. You don't like it when I ask. I-I know that now. I'm sorry — again."
Ilya snorts, an amused chuckle rumbling in his chest. "Is terrible Canadian habit. This apologizing thing you do."
"We're born like that. Like how Russian babies are nursed on vodka." Shane replies, pressing his cool lips against the warm skin of Ilya's chest. His lips are cold, but Ilya still feels heat radiating through him where they connect. It feels real, grounding when all Ilya wants to do is run. And again, he's struck by the sincerity of the affection from this beautiful man pressed against him.
He can also be sincere too.
"Is how Russian babies become strong, yes." That gets a chuckle out of both of them. Ilya swallows thickly, tongue feeling heavy in his mouth. "My father is…was…Generál-Leytenánt Politsii…before."
Before he forgot his oldest son's name. Before he forgot they lived in their big house in the suburbs, not the small 2 bedroom apparent from when Mama was still alive.
He's unsure if the rank has a similar title in its English translation, but the way Shane nods at him in understanding makes Ilya think he gets it anyway.
He can see Shane's brow furrow at the mention of 'before', so he rushes to speak before Shane can ask.
Ilya clears his throat. "Is high position in Russian Police. He retired, but was not happy about it. So he pushed Alexei into being police too. But Alexei hated it, so he quit."
Ilya doesn't mention the fact that his father "retired" after a rather embarrassing moment where he called the Colonel General of the Police Force by the name of his predecessor for 15 minutes straight. Ilya also leaves out that Alexei quit being a police officer the minute it became abundantly clear that their father's mind was slipping.
Shane frowns against him. "Your father wasn't upset?"
Ilya's not looking at Shane now, the words coming a little easier, like a breath he didn't even realize you were holding until you can exhale it. "He was upset, yes, because he had used favors to get Alexei a high rank."
When he actually remembered, of course.
Screaming, throwing things, and endless, endless comparison's to Ilya. Funny how the only time Grigori Rozanov seemed to be proud of his youngest son, was when he used him as a metaphorical hammer to beat the older son with.
"Your brother is only 20 and he can support his family! What can you do Alexei?"
"Ilya will meet the Minister of Internal Affairs at the Olympics, Alexei! What have you done to bring your family honor?"
Of course, that had all gone out the window once Russia was absolutely trounced at the Olympics, but for the briefest of moments, Grigori Rozanov seemed almost…proud of his son leading the national team. Didn't last long though.
"At least Alexei has never brought country shame like this. You would never have been successful in KHL Ilya."
It wasn't pride, Ilya later realized, it was shame disguised as pride.
Shame that he plays in America and not Russia. Shame that he'd lost so badly to Latvia (because America had ruined him, obviously). Shame that it took too long for him to become Captain of the Raiders, even though he was the youngest in Boston history. Shame that it took him 4 years to win the Cup despite it being 9 years since they'd won at all. Shame that he hadn't won another since.
"It's disgusting, Ilya. You are soft — like your mother. America has made you this way."
"I have not changed, Papa."
"No? Then why do you shame me? Shame Russia?"
No matter what answer he gave, it was never good enough. And when Grigori Rozanov couldn't 'toughen' Ilya up with his words, he used his fists. Or his belt. Or his boots. Or whatever object happened to be nearest at the time. All while Alexei watched, enjoying every second of it.
It was almost funny, in the what-the-fuck sort of way. The dementia had stolen his father's strength, his memories, his mind, and any semblance of affection and generosity that Grigori Rozanov ever possessed, even for his granddaughter, but had left one concrete thing intact.
Grigori Rozanov would never actually be proud of his youngest son. And that was the worst fucking part of it all.
"But um…" Shane says hesitantly, breaking him out of memories that could crush Ilya if he let them.
Oh. Right.
"As I said, Russia is not kind to people like me. People who like both."
"Both?"
"Men and women. Or just men. Women can hide it better I think."
"Oh." Shane mumbles, brows creasing in concern. "Right. What, um, what would happen?"
Memories of people being dragged off the streets — not knowing why. Neighbors moving away an never returning. Of his mother covering his eyes, whispering 'don't look' in his ears as she hurried him along snow-covered streets while dragging his hockey gear behind them.
"I don't know, and I don't want to find out." Ilya says after a minute too long, when the weight of Shane's gaze gets to be too much.
Shane's lips part, like he wants to ask another question, but then the expression fades into a blank mask and it's like the curiosity was never there.
After a second, Shane nods. "Okay."
It's a simple acknowledgement, one that says more than just the word 'okay' could ever possibly mean. It's an I won't push sort of 'okay'.
It's the first time Hollander has chosen this, and it makes Ilya's stomach do a little flip.
He can't tell Shane about his father — not yet. Not when he just got him back. Not when there's the chance that every divulged secret might be too much. Might scare him away.
Just another thing buried down — another thing added to the list of the worst parts of Ilya Rozanov. Maybe…eventually…by the time he feels safe enough to let Shane Hollander in, the worst parts of Ilya Rozanov will be too far down to reach. He can be someone worthy of Shane's affection by then — or he can pretend to be at least.
It's just another mask. Another one added to the pile.
Hollander doesn't speak again for a long while. When he does, it's in a small, hesitant tone.
"I'm nervous." He says whispers, soft and breathy. He's almost trembling now, under Ilya's hands little twitches of the muscle under Ilya's hands like he can't quite contain himself. "I almost don't want to go back. I wish I knew what was going on. I shouldn't have said anything — it just slipped out. They kept asking me about Rose and I —"
"Is dangerous thing." Ilya acknowledges, watching as Shane's eyes go wide. "Mentioning Rose Landry when you are in my bed."
Shane snorts, distracted for the moment. "It's the hotel's bed, asshole."
His hands roam down Hollander's back, hovering just above the round swell of Hollander's ass.
"I paid for it." Ilya's hands move down, squeezing the round globes of Shane's ass just a touch. Shane lets out a bit of a whimper, and Ilya cant resist grinning wolfishly. It's a shitty distraction, but there's been too many feelings tonight already, and he's not sure he can handle any more.
He can feel the bandages once wrapped tightly around what's left of his soul starting to peel back, leaving him vulnerable and raw and all too exposed for Shane to see. Its a process that began with freckles and a handshake in Saskatchewan, unraveling faster in a mediocre hotel in Tampa.
"No you didn't. We got these rooms assigned to us." Shane pushes against him lightly. "And I'm being serious here."
"I know you are, solnyshko." Ilya acknowledges, dipping his head down to press his lips against Hollander's kissing him until the crinkle of worry between his brows smooths away. "But worrying now will not stop them from reacting how they will, yes?"
Shane looks down, considering. "I guess." But then he narrows in on Ilya. "One day you're going to tell me what that means."
Ilya shrugs as best as he can manage with 190 pounds of hockey player in his arms. "The only thing you know for certain is that you are in bed right now — with me — and I can make you come two more times before 6:00am." He says, easing back into familiar territory.
The physical has always been easier.
"You cannot make me come twice before 6:00am, Rozanov." Shane almost sputters, craning his head around to look at the clock on the end table. "That's four orgasms. We've never done four in one night. Three maybe — and only if we've gotten sleep. And we need to sleep."
"Well now it's a challenge, Hollander." Ilya snickers, running a hand along the other man's thigh. Shane's eyes close just a bit too slowly to be a blink. Ilya nips at Shane's lips. "Also, Hollander, you learn to add two and two. This is called character development, I think. I must tell media immediately."
"Fuck off." Shane rolls his eyes, but he's laughing too. "Character development? You're such an asshole."
"No no, this will shock hockey world. I must make big announcement." Ilya releases Shane, as much as it pains him to do so (he's always going to commit to the bit), he rolls over like he's getting out of bed.
Almost as soon as he does, Shane snakes an arm around his waist, practically yanking him backwards against him, so Ilya's the little spoon. He lands on the mattress with an 'oof' (that he might have exaggerated), but he's unable to smother the grin on his face when Shane leans over him, bracketing his arms on both sides of Ilya's torso. "Where do you think your going, Rozanov? I was promised four orgasms."
And again, Ilya is lost to the power of this beautiful man hovering over him. But more than that, he's happy here, cocooned in Shane's arms.
"Ty dazhe ne predstavlyayesh, chto so mnoy delayesh.Ya by otdal tebe ves mir, yesli by ty poprosila."
He whispers the words in Russian, because for all of his complicated feelings about his home country, the beauty of his native tongue is something he never questioned his love for. English is too rough and limited a language to describe the surge of emotion rolling through his chest like thunder.
"I have no idea what you said — but I'm choosing to assume it's something nice."
"Is nice, yes." Ilya says lowly, "Is terrible too."
Terrible because if you even knew a little bit of how much I've fallen for you, you would run out the door again.
Shane doesn't respond right away, a hand coming up to stroke along the curve of Ilya's jaw before leaning down and kissing him, soft and sweet. "I don't think that's true."
Ilya gingerly places his hands on Shane's shoulders, his thumbs sweep over the smooth skin there in indistinguishable patterns, connecting the freckles he can see, and even the ones he can't.
"So, compromise?" Ilya asks, leaning upwards to initiate a kiss. Shane lowers his head, their lips meeting with a wet smack in the space between them, and when they separate, barely a centimeter apart, Shane is already lowering his head for another — Ilya's always struck by the way Shane chases after him. His touch, his kiss...It makes him feel so…wanted.
Ilya's used to being desired, but not like this — everything feels different with Shane.
"Three then?"
Shane playfully presses him back down to the bed. Shane's heavy, anyone as built as he is would be, but to Ilya he's light as a feather. He always would be. "Compromise?" Shane questions, raising an eyebrow.
But Ilya's struck dumb just looking at him. His eyes sparkle in the moonlight.
He recovers after a second too long. "Compromise, compatible, genetic, I know many words in this stupid language of yours, Hollander."
There's a flicker of something unspoken in Shane's eyes, something terrifying and beautiful all in the same measure. Ilya loves it. He hates it.
Because Shane Hollander makes him soft — can reduce him to a pining, lovestruck fool — and he doesn't even seem aware of it — of the power he holds over Ilya.
"I um, I know that." Shane whispers from on top of him, no longer teasing but painfully sincere. "You're a lot smarter than people give you credit for."
Ilya's throat burns. His eyes burn. Fuck. He turns away, facing the door, because this is the second time in one night that Shane Hollander has made him cry by virtue of just being himself, by caring about Ilya more than he deserves.
Maybe Shane can tell. He hopes not.
Shane clears his throat. "And about Rose —"
"Again you mention her." He groans, thankful for the switch in topic, though he pushes down the rush of jealousy. He throws his arms out to the sides, flopping onto the mattress again before rolling away, but not so far that he can't still feel Shane's legs brushing against his
"You should be thanking her, you jerk." Shane grumbles, pulling him back around. "I wouldn't have been brave enough to text you without her."
As annoyed as he is, Ilya's intrigued now. "What do you mean?"
"She sort of…" And Ilya imagines, from the way Shane's face is crinkled, there's a pretty flush along Shane's cheekbones, and he's sorely tempted to turn the lamp on just to see it for himself. "…helped me figure out I was gay."
Ilya blinks up at him.
"Don't laugh."
"I'm not laughing." And he isn’t. He wouldn't, about something like this. Not when he's seen the lengths Shane was willing to go to bury his sexuality altogether.
…But it's a little funny. He can't help but snicker. Because it's so cute.
"Hayden said that if I wasn't attracted to her then I must be gay." Shane grumbles, looking anywhere but at Ilya's face.
"…I agree with Pike." Ilya says, grimacing like he's tasted something sour. "And yes, I am trying not to throw up after saying that I agree with Montreal's 15th best player. "
"You're such an asshole." Shane shoves him just a little, but there's no force behind it. He's chuckling to himself letting out low huffs of air while pressing a closed fist against his mouth like that will stifle the sound, but his eyes are narrowed in annoyance like he doesn't want to give Ilya the satisfaction.
"You know this, but you like me anyway." Ilya shrugs, trying his best to sound nonchalant. But he just has to confirm it — just one more time.
The corner of Shane's mouth twitches. But he doesn't speak, looking away from Ilya and out towards the window.
"You do…" Ilya says cheekily. He's teasing, but maybe a part of him really really wants to make sure.
"Obviously." Shane grumbles. "Don't look so smug about it."
Ilya feels smug about it.
"I might need you to say it again. And again. And again."
"Fuck you, I'm not repeating myself again." Shane huffs, but he's kissing Ilya back, so the annoyed expression on his face is more cute than intimidating.
"Say it." Ilya presses, his arms curled tightly around Shane Hollander. "You like me."
"No." Shane grumbles, face scrunching up adorably. "I actually kind of hate you right now."
Instead of responding, Ilya takes the opportunity to flip them both over, with Shane letting out a undignified squeak in the process.
Even though it took barely any effort, Ilya's breathing like he's just run a mile. Shane's stunned face is just inches away, his pretty pink lips parted in an 'o', and his deep brown eyes are wide in surprise.
"I owe you third orgasm, Shane Hollander." Ilya says with deliberate slowness into Shane's ear, his tongue curling deliciously around the syllables of his lover's name. Shane shudders under his touch, a soft whimper escaping out of him. "Will you like me again if I do?"
Shane deserves this — the one comfort he knows how to give.
The surprise in Shane's eyes is fading, being quickly replaced by raw want, and his clothed dick twitches interestedly against Ilya's thigh.
Shane smirks up at him, breathing just a little bit harder now. "Maybe. You think you're that good, Rozanov?"
"You know I'm that good." Ilya whispers hotly before capturing Shane's lips with his own, and the kiss quickly turns filthy, a mashing of tongue and spit as they rut against each other. It's quick, it's rough, it's perfect. Ilya dips a finger below the waistband of Shane's boxers, pulling them down just enough to free Shane's already leaking cock.
"So wet already," He thumbs lightly over the head while Shane pulls him back down to lick into his mouth.
"Fuck, Ilya."

They do end up going to sleep eventually, and Shane does ends up staying for an extra 13 minutes past 6:00am, and Ilya can't help but think of it as a little victory that he got him to stay, even as he watches the love of his life walk out the door again. Ilya's eyes immediately go to the empty ginger ale can on the end table next to Shane's side of the bed — the only reminder that Shane was here at all.
Shane's side of the bed.
He hates how good that sounds.
He wants it to happen again. He wants him to have a permanent side of the bed.
Gospodi, he is fucked.
And yet he can't bring himself to throw the can away. Not yet.
Because Shane left it behind and the leaving did hurt just a little, and maybe he wants the reminder. Of the pain, of the affection.
But it's okay this time — because he'll be back. He will. Although…after the door closes behind Shane with the softest 'click', something mean in the back of Ilya's mind tells him not to expect anything more, to brace himself for the moment Shane will inevitably leave forever, that he's going back to Rose fucking Landry —
But, looking at the ginger ale can on his nightstand, Ilya pushes his doubts aside, sliding over to Shane's side, relishing in the residual warmth of the man he loves, and finally, finally, getting some sleep.
What follows is the best fucking weekend of Ilya Rozanov's life.
Well, maybe not the best, but certainly the most memorable.
He hangs out by the pool in the morning, playing some volleyball in the water with Vaughney and Hill, and a couple of other guys he's cordial with. He (unsuccessfully), tries to get Shane in the pool with him, playing it off to the others like he's going to pull him in, and when that doesn't work, he resorts to being an absolute menace.
He might splash Hollander accidentally, once, twice or three times…or maybe he sends the ball flying just a little too close to where Shane's lounging on a deck chair. But it's worth it, because Hollander will sit up, glare at him cutely and shout "What, Rozanov?" To which Ilya will laugh, nudge Vaughn the other guys about it, and do it all over again a few minutes later.
And still, Shane doesn't leave.
When they get to the rink, it's even better. The skills competition is more fun than he's ever had at All Stars (except maybe his first), both he and Shane push each other, trying to one up each other for every event they enter. Accuracy, power, fastest skate. Ilya's got more power, but Shane's faster. He's also 0.03 seconds faster than Ilya for the accuracy competition — and Shane practically glows, and Ilya can't even find it in himself to be annoyed.
As Hollander skates by him sitting on the bench, he pauses in front of Ilya.
"Guess we finally figured out who's better, huh, Rozanov?"
Mindful of their audience (which includes Scott fucking Hunter, Vaughn and that defenseman from Jersey), he doesn't say what he really wants to —
So he says, "Eh, you still have weak backhand, Hollander. Shame there's no competition for that. We both know where you rank then."
"Go fuck yourself, Rozanov."
Shane doesn't even let him respond before he's skating away and Ilya thinks he must look crazy, because he's grinning so wide his cheeks hurt.
The game though — the game is fucking magic. A thing of beauty. If practice yesterday gave everyone who attended a preview of what Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov are like on the ice together, the game itself sends the arena into a frenzy.
Because it should be impossible. They shouldn't work well together. But they do — and no one knows how to handle it. Not the players who didn't show up yesterday, not the press, and especially not the fans. Shane charges down the ice like a man on a mission, Ilya right on his heels, acting as a winger and defenseman at the same time.
With him there, no one even gets close to Shane.
The puck zips back and forth between the two of them at breakneck speeds, and just like at practice, it's like everyone else is standing still. Ilya would feel bad for Scott Hunter, who's on Shane's left wing too, if it wasn't so fun to watch him chase after the two of them to keep up.
For a second, Ilya feels guilty --he's never been one to commit crimes against the elderly.
After Shane's second goal of the night off another assist from Ilya, he can't help but crash into his All Star Captain, kissing the side of his helmet, because Shane Hollander in his element is just irresistible.
Mindful of the literally thousands of eyes on them, Shane shoves him off, but his dark eyes are shining as they stare into Ilya's. Shane's lips part — and suddenly Hamilton, who'd been right on Ilya's heels, thuds into Ilya before Shane can speak.
"You two are nasty, Rozanov." Hamilton says between breaths when Shane reaches out a hand to steady him. Somehow he's wedged himself between Shane and Ilya and Ilya's only mildly pissed off about it. Hamilton elbows Ilya jokingly. "Guess the two of you are using your rivalry powers for good."
"Guess so." Shane says, meeting Ilya's eyes as he speaks.
By now a couple of the other guys have swarmed them, Carter Vaughn for one.
"No no," Ilya explains to the new arrivals, "What Hollander feels is admiration."
"It was a half-decent assist, Rozanov." Shane grins, lips pulled back in the largest, smuggest, cocksure grin he's ever seen Shane have on the ice. "Don't get a big head about it."
God, Ilya just wants to eat him.
"Is polite to say 'you're welcome' Hollander." Rozanov chirps, flinging an arm around Shane's shoulders as they make their way over to the bench for shift change. Shane has the presence of mind to look mildly uncomfortable, being surrounded by half a dozen other men, but Ilya's too euphoric to care.
"You wish." Shane rolls his eyes — they're both having too much fun with this. "I'm not thanking you for doing your job."
"Did you forget Canadian manners when you cross border?" Ilya asks, positively giddy. He should probably tone it down but — nah.
Vaughn whistles. "It's good for the rest of us that you guys hate each other…holy shit."
Ilya catches Shane's eyes on the other side of Hamilton as he skates between them over to the bench. Shane's skin is flushed a beautiful pink from exertion, and his eyes are bright with enthusiasm. Even on the ice, in their hockey gear, the heat in Shane's eyes as he stares back at Ilya over Hamilton's shoulders makes Ilya want to pin the man down and lick the sweat off his skin, onlookers be damned.
The Eastern Conference wins, because of course they fucking do.
That night, he takes Shane apart in his hotel room, slow and sweet as a thank you for the gift he's been given. Shane's affection, great hockey, and the knowledge that he's not entirely alone in his feelings. Ilya swallows Shane, down hungrily, hollowing his cheeks running his tongue just under the head of his cock where he's the most sensitive, and fucking him with his fingers until Shane's eyes squeeze shut, and he's coming down Ilya's throat with a muffled groan.
Ilya's so happy that he doesn't even care if he gets off — but Shane won't let a task go unfinished. He presses Ilya down on the bed, that same single-minded focus from earlier tonight on the ice now redirected towards making Ilya come so hard he sees stars. And he does, pulling Shane up before he can swallow all his release, licking into his mouth with a desperation bordering on madness.
Later, after they've come down from their respective highs, and they've had water and ginger-ale and a few more kisses, Shane does eventually leave. Ilya's not actually upset about it — for one thing, they both have obnoxiously early flights in the morning and Ilya's not even packed yet.
"You can't just throw your shit in your suitcase, Ilya."
"Why not?"
"Be-Because everything will get wrinkled!" Shane looks adorably outraged, and Ilya presses a kiss to his lips.
"That is what irons are for, Shane."
"Ugh." He groans, glaring at Ilya's open suitcase like it personally offends him. But then, his face softens, turning more contemplative. "I could…pack it for you?"
Ilya closes his eyes and tries not to look too delighted at the prospect of something so…domestic. "As much as I would love it, solnyshko, if I walk into hotel room with neatly packed suitcase, team will wonder if I have been replaced with alien."
"Oh."
So Shane didn't pack his suitcase for Ilya, but did watch with emphatic disapproval at Ilya's method of 'shoving shit' into his suitcase, and looking downright disgusted when Ilya had to sit on it just to get it to close fully.
"You're unbelievable." Shane says, looking absolutely displeased.
"But you like me anyway." Ilya says, putting the entirety of his weight on the suitcase to force it down.
"Shut up." Shane looks exasperated and fond at the same time.
But with the rising sun comes the return to normal, and with a final goodbye kiss, Shane makes his way to his own room just shortly after midnight. Ilya still hates to see him walk out the door, but they knew this was inevitable — the bubble and lax atmosphere of All Stars wouldn't last forever — still, they both had a tacit understanding that they're going back to Montreal and Boston maybe a little bit more whole than they were when they arrived in Florida only days ago.
Ilya rides that high all the way to Toronto, exchanging periodic texts with Shane as he boards his flight and lands at Toronto Pearson International Airport. He taxis to the arena through the snow-covered city,feeling like he's brought some of the Florida sun with him, and walks into the Visitor's locker room to the resounding cheers of his teammates as they're getting ready for practice.
"Welcome back Rozy!" Sebbin, who's the closest, thumps Ilya on the back as he makes his way over to his assigned stall.
Miranov and Koslov both greet him with privet, but are similarly focused on their pre-practice rituals.
"We didn't miss you!" St. Simon calls from across the room, his French accent only a little noticeable now after so many years in Boston.
"Yeah right, St. Vicky! " Cadyn, the 20 year old rookie chirps from a few feet away, pushing shaggy blond hair off his forehead. "You cried when he said goodbye. You and Carmy."
"Pics or it didn't happen." Carmichael fires back, throwing his sneakers into the stall.
"Wow. Good job, Cad." Ilya speaks like he's giving out an award. "You learn to chirp — maybe one day you become real boy hockey player. Like — Pinocchio."
"Fuck off, Roz." The rookie groans to the chorus of laughter from other members of the team.
Marleau looks up from where he's seated on the bench, phone in hand. When he sees Ilya, the widest grin breaks out onto his face. "Thank fuck you're back." Marleau bumps Ilya once he's seated. "I never want to be responsible for wrangling these idiots again."
"It was two days, Marley!" Connors says.
"Worst step-dad ever." Cadyn rolls his eyes as he shrugs on his jersey.
Marleau snorts. "I need therapy for the plane ride I endured."
"On n'est pas si mauvais que ça.."
"Hard disagree, St. Vicky, you were no help my fellow alternate"
Ilya stands, beginning to pull his pads out of his bag. "You can fight over who is more annoying later." Ilya tells them, eyeing them all critically. "We must check to see none of you have fallen terribly behind without me as example, yes?"
"It was 2 fucking days." Hammy mutters under his breath.
Ilya opens his mouth to reply, but it stopswhen the locker room door swings open once again.
LeClaire walks in, carrying a tablet and a water bottle, taking in the team in their varying stages of readiness, from standing in their boxers (rookies) to fully dressed with practice pads on (Koslov).
"I thought you guys said 10 more minutes. That was 23 minutes ago. Get moving or you'll be doing bag skates until game time." LeClaire says sternly before making his way over to Ilya. "Rozanov, saw the game yesterday. You keep doing shit like that and there's no way the Raiders aren't taking home the Cup this year."
More cheers echo around the locker room, but Ilya can feel the smile drain from his face.
How can Ilya explain to Coach LeClaire that the only reason he gave such an outstanding performance was because he was playing on the same line as Shane Hollander? That he didn't think he could replicate the telepathic way he knew where Shane was on the ice with anyone else here? Not that he didn't trust his team, and not like they didn't work well together, but playing with Hollander was just…different. Extraordinary. Rare. One of a kind.
But he can't say that. He can't tell anyone that. So he just nods, offering one of his charming grins that he uses on the reporters. "Sure Coach."
LeClaire moves on to speak to another player, and Ilya focuses on getting ready. But he can feel the focused stare of his alternate captain boring holes into the side of his head.
Ilya rolls his head around casually. "Something on my face, Marley?"
Marleau blinks, looking like he didn't expect to be caught — which is stupid because Cliff is many things, but subtle is not one of them. But why the fuck does Marleau look like he's about to cry?
"No man," Marleau leans over, just so his words aren't picked up by their teammates. "You just — you look good. Like you got some rest."
Ilya does his best to feign nonchalance. "I was in warm and sunny Florida during Boston winter, Marley. Of course I got rest."
"Fuck off, you know what I mean." He inches closer on the bench. Ilya has to fight the urge to scoot away — Marleau is one of the few people he's let in, and he knows Ilya well. Too well, in fact.
Ilya frowns. "Hm..no, no I don't think I do."
Come on, Marley, stop pushing.
"Come on, the last time you looked this happy was back in November — when you said your Montréal girl was coming into town."
"I said nothing." Ilya knows he must sound defensive as hell, but he doesn't care.
The look Marleau gives him is decidedly unimpressed. "And then after that, you looked like you swallowed glass for 3 months straight. Now — you've got your Montreal girl smile again." The corner of Marleau's mouth lifts in a delighted smirk. "Did something happen in Tampa?"
Fuck.
Fuck.
What should he say?
He and his 'Montréal girl' are sort of together… they don't exactly have a future, but they're both willing to try and make their crazy lives work… just for a little bit longer. Could he tell Cliff? What would be the harm in that? There's no way Cliff would ever guess that his 'Montreal Jane' is Shane Hollander.
Ilya clears his throat, lowering his voice to the point where it's nearly drowned out by the idle chatter of a pre practice locker room. "My Jane she — she was there, in Florida and — we are going to try again."
Marleau's face split into a grin, so wide that Ilya thinks it must hurt, and for a second, Ilya thinks he might cry. Marleau flings an arm around his shoulder, pressing their bodies together in a sideways hug.
"Fuck, man I'm so — I'm so happy for you."
Ilya doesn't really know how to react to that. But he's happy too, damn it.
"Thanks." Ilya says, genuinely meaning it, and the warmth in Cliff's eyes reignites the smoldering embers of his excitement from the weekend — from Shane.
That warm, fuzzy, feeling rushing in his system pushes him through practice, and into some meetings with the coaching staff about getting past Toronto's defensive line.
When he finally gets to his locker coming out of practice, he picks up his phone from his bag to see if there are any new messages from 'Jane'. Ilya doesn't expect it, knowing how Shane gets right before a game — that the prep is what allows him to play 'right' as he calls it.
But, shockingly, he does get his wish granted, there's a text from Shane sitting in his messages app sent roughly 20 minutes ago. But instead of being flirty, clinical, awkward, or some amalgamation of the three is a message that sends his stomach into free-fall and nearly makes him drop the phone altogether.
Jane (11:46 am): Theirault benched me.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    "Ty dazhe ne predstavlyayesh', chto so mnoy delayesh'. Ya by otdal tebe ves' mir, yesli by ty poprosila. " -  You have no idea what you do to me. I would give you the whole world if you asked.

Novodevichy - Cemetery in Russia

I apologize for my hockey descriptions. I know they are terrible.


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: Suffering in Silence
  



    Chapter Notes

      Hello!! I'm back!

Sorry I've been MIA. Had work stuff, which turned into life stuff, which turned into mental health stuff. But I'm better now! Yay therapy!

Here's a long chapter as an apology, lovelies.

I also want to give a sincere thank you to everyone who offered hockey advice and just general constructive criticism.❤️

TW: General homophobia, 1 f-slur use, anxiety and depression. Please take care of YOU.

Shane is going through it in this chapter, but it has to be bad enough for him to leave. But we're getting there!

It's 2am so I will edit in the morning.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  For the first time in nearly twenty-seven years, Shane Hollander nearly misses his flight.
It's not really his fault — it's mostly Ilya's. Or at least, that's what he tells himself when he's hurrying through Tampa International.
It's Ilya's fault that his head's too floaty to properly pack his suitcase — he's still riding the adrenaline of winning a game with Ilya on his team, of winning Ilya back as well. He's too busy reliving the memory of Ilya's lips on his to pay attention to how he organizes his skincare in its case. He nearly forgets to put the cap on his moisturizer before putting it in the bag and that would have been a nightmare at 30,000 feet.
He puts things in the wrong spot — he absentmindedly puts his toiletries in the same bag as his underwear, his shirts are folded completely sloppy, and his media-ready suit will absolutely be wrinkled if he leaves it as-is.
Throughout packing (and repacking), Shane drifts, deliciously haunted by the ghostly touch of Ilya's skin against his, the warmth of him, his taste, his cock — the way Shane had finally felt whole again the instant Ilya had bottomed out inside him.
And the sex — it had always been explosive between them, mindless and easy in a way that words never are. But last night felt less like pure sensation and more like a surrender… a surrender to something more — an amplification of his feelings a hundred-fold, and what's more, Shane had admitted them to more than just his reflection in the mirror.
It was a return to form. Picking up right where they'd left off, but also…not.
They'd crossed a threshold into something different. Something more. And he knew Ilya felt t too.
It felt dangerous. It felt right. 
Shane didn't name it, whatever this new sensation building within him was. He didn't want to. Because assigning labels meant putting whatever he as with Rozanov into mental filing cabinet in his brain and in his life, which inevitably leads to expectations and checklists and goalsettting—
And he doesn't want that.
Whatever he is with Ilya Rozanov is too big, too unnameable, too important to be simplified.
But he spends so much time thinking about Ilya Rozanov, about not doing that, that he almost runs late for his taxi. But he makes it. The car service picks him up at 6:34, drives him to Tampa International, and he's sitting at gate C38 with a couple of hours to spare.
Well…'a couple' might be a bit of exaggeration — he still arrives with over an hour til his flight starts to board, which, in reality, leaves him a lot of time.
Time to think.
Time to spiral.
And maybe if he can calm himself down enough…time to plan.
Because what the fuck is waiting for him back with his team?
Three days of nothing. Three days of a dead silent group chat. Three days of checking his phone to see if someone, anyone beyond Hayden and JJ would talk to him. He almost wish they'd just curse him out instead, even if it's through text.
Even outright hatred would be something.
And suddenly, it presses in on him from all sides, immediate and crushing, a torture device of his own making. It halts his breath, makes the cacophony of a crowded air terminal disappear under the buzzing in his ears. He's surrounded by "normal" people, doing "normal" things — getting coffee, casually chatting on their way to wherever, none the wiser to the fact that his heart is going to explode and he's going to die here on this dirty airport floor—
I can't die here. I can't make the cleaning staff responsible for my body. That's inconsiderate.
The glowing red letters displayed above his gate scream the time at him in red, neon letters.
He still has 44 minutes before his flight.
Time to figure out how to calm down. But it feels impossible. Insurmountable, really.
He leans forward, head cradled in his hands, elbows resting on his knees.
Think of something. Anything.
He could call his mom — or his dad. But they wouldn't get it. Sure, they might get the other stuff, but not the 'gay thing', and the 'gay thing' was the root of it all.
He's handed his team a grenade — they could blow up his entire career.
But he could get ahead of the disaster — if he just manned up and told his parents and Farah—
They'll want to issue a statement, and mom and then the world will know I —
Fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK.
I can't spiral in public. Not now. Not here. There could be witnesses, a camera, anything.
Shane's phone buzzes in his hand.
The simple beeping of the notification comes through the speaker at full volume, cutting through the panic and through the fear. He'd put the volume all the way up so he didn't miss any potential changes to his flight information. But it's not a notification from Southwest at all.
It's his Lily ringtone.
It's a series of delicate chimes, a custom setting that had seemed so contradictory to Ilya "The Russian Menace" Rozanov in the beginning, when all Shane knew of him was brazen confidence — both on and off the ice. Rozanov had, of course, thought it was hilarious and deliciously ironic.
But now Shane knows there's a delicateness to him too — someone who, maybe, is just a little breakable.
He looks down.

Lily
Monday, 7:40am
Lily
did you make your flight?

.
Such a simple question. But it breaks through the spiral. Shane almost smiles. Almost. He latches onto the conversation, clutching as a distraction like it's the last life preserver on a sinking ship. Shane turns the volume down on his phone — better to avoid prying ears and the eyes that come with them.
Focus on Ilya.
Despite his panic, it's easy to do. Paying attention to Ilya Rozanov is as easy as breathing, something he's well practiced at. He's been doing it for as long as he could remember.

Lily
Monday 7:41am
Lily
did you make your flight?
You

Barely. You?
Lily

Still on plane. Helpful flight tracker say we are above Ohio river.
I do not believe it. I see nothing but clouds.
 

He collapses in his seat with a heavy thud, the adrenaline leaving his body the longer he types. It's slow, but it's something.

Lily
Monday, 7:43am
You
You shouldn't be texting then! Your phone should be on airplane mode.
Lily
i will be fine.
You
The signal can interfere with the plane's sensors.
Lily
well if i die in crash because of tiny little texts you may say "i told you so" to my ghost
You
Can we not talk about your plane crashing please?
Lily
You were one who brought it up
You
I didn't!
Lily  
relax. i am connected to plane's wi-fi. i will be fine. and so will you if remember to breathe.
Then—
Lily
breathe, solnyshko

Shane inhales on command, before he realizes he's doing it, keeping the air inside for a second before exhaling it all through pursed lips — it's still out of control. He's out of control. He looks down at the words, reads them over and over with each gulp he takes in.
The first breaths are difficult.
The next are easier.
And even though Shane knows that Ilya Rozanov isn't psychic, and obviously there's no way he could know that Shane was in the middle of a complete doom loop when he texted — it works. Shane stares at the word relax, tries to picture the way Ilya's mouth would curve around each syllable if he were here to say it in person. He tries to imagine the sound of Ilya's voice, the tone and timbre of his words, smooth, deep, and soothing…
And against all odds…it really does help. Shane's expression smooths out into something approaching media-ready neutral. His pulse still races, but it's slowing. His fingers loosen their death-grip on his phone.
Ilya Rozanov had calmed him down — again, and he didn't even know he'd done it.
His phone buzzes again.

Lily
Monday, 7:41am
Lily
you say you barely made it to airport. so you arrived 3 hrs early to gate instead of 4?
Lily
how could you

Shane laughs. It's shaky and weak, but he's not screaming so…progress? He types a response out with shaking hands.

You
Shut up. I only got here with a little over an hour to spare. Not even, actually. Getting through TSA was a nightmare.
Lily
an hour? oh no
Lily
the horror
Lily
how will you survive?

Shane tries to think of a comeback. But he's never been good at chirping — on or off the ice. He always feel like he's doing it wrong and it never comes easy and he can't stand that, so he just never does
Sometimes what he thinks of is more cruel than funny — and he'd learned his lesson about that along time ago. But he wants to say something teasing to Ilya, something maybe a little flirty, something to knock Ilya Rozanov off his axis — something to leave him as unsteady as Shane feels now that they're no longer occupying the same 50-mile radius.
But he can't think of anything. So he falls back on the tried, and true:

Lily
Monday, 7:54am
You
dick
Lily
took you that long to come up with that?
Lily
 easy for me. freckles

Shane stares down at the phone, thoroughly confused.

You
What? What are you talking about?
Lily
I thought we were saying our favorite body part about the other.
Lily
so…freckles
Lily
but if I get second option I pick asshole.

Shane sputters out a laugh, this one louder, more relaxed, right in the middle of the airport terminal. A woman on the bench opposite him looks up from her novel with (very) naked men on the cover, and gives him a curious glance. Shane curbs his enthusiasm, but can't keep the smile off his face as he texts Ilya back. God, he's such a dork.

You
I was calling you a dick
You jerk.
Lily
I am on plane. many people around.
You
What does that have to do with anything?
Lily
 Is very rude to make me hard in public.
You
you're that easy?
Lily
I am when you tell me what you want me to do to you
Lily
 like a good boy

I never—
Shane scrolls back up the chain. It hits him 3 seconds later. But he can't help but smile. It's soft, fond, and completely out of place for someone about to experience the drudgery of air travel. His dick also twitches, but that's besides the point and completely unrelated.

You
oh my god you're impossible.
Lily
 but you like me anyway
You
  Yeah. I guess I do. For some reason.
Lily
i can think of a few 😏
Lily
 besides, mile high club is not worth it, trust me

Shane feels the smile start to drift, fade away into something else. Tension slowly drips down his spine — enough to signal distress, but not enough to trigger fight, flight or freeze — not yet, anyway. Shane doesn't respond to Ilya's text because he can't really tell if he's being serious or if he's joking. He takes so long debating whether or not to respond that the screen goes black.
His fingers tap tap on his phone, drumming up a discordant rhythm that Shane thinks he can feel in his teeth.
Would Ilya think he's ridiculous? After all, Shane's admitted he liked Ilya, and based on his, um, enthusiastic reaction, perhaps it can be safely assumed that Ilya liked him too. But despite the forward steps in their relationship, they haven't said what it all means. What happens next.

You
 How do you know what the mile high club even is, anyway?

What he wants to say is 'did you already join it? With who?', and he starts typing that but ultimately deletes it. Starts typing something else — something similar, but deletes that too. He's thinking how to word his question without being too obvious he's fishing for information…typing then erasing and typing again before giving up entirely.
It's the kind of question that would lead to the clarity Shane would ordinarily crave — but he doesn't ask Ilya that. He can't.
'I like girls…but I also like you.'
But what if that's changed? What if Ilya has to figure out if he likes Shane again? Sure, yeah he likes to fuck, but does he like him?
Ilya had said they can't be together — because of the passport. Because of what he stands to lose. Because of his family. Because of Russia.
'…Svetlana…she is old friend from Russia…sometimes we fuck…'
There's a knot of tension forming at the base of Shane neck. And he suddenly, desperately wants to cry.
Ilya doesn't belong to him. He has no right to get jealous. Shane told Ilya he liked him but…Ilya hadn't done the same. Maybe he's not ready. Maybe he's still hurt.
Another vibration.

Lily
not me
Lily
was connors
Lily
trip back to boston after Cup win.
light attendants were VERY angry.
did not give him cookies for snack.

Shane can't help the sigh of relief that escapes him at Ilya's words. And…is he reading too much into Ilya sounding a little panicked? No…no he's not jealous or anything. He's just amused at the idea of Connors getting chewed out by a flight attendant.
Is it wrong to feel so relieved that Ilya hadn't?
Maybe. Maybe not. But he needs to play it cool. He can't push Ilya more then he already has this weekend — keep it surface level. Shane can't risk Ilya shutting down again.
But he also notices that Ilya doesn't ask him the same question. How does he know what it is? While Shane Hollander is chronically offline, he's not completely unaware of certain things — mostly because Andropov is an idiot and he just listens when people talk.
But maybe Ilya knows Shane wouldn't be the type. Maybe Ilya doesn't care at all.
But maybe, hopefully, Shane's wrong about that too.

You
And you want the airplane cookies?
Lily
yes. obviously. 🙄
You
 Is that the only reason you wouldn't do it?
Lily
😘
Lily
i am even respectful to flight attendants
who are bringing me food that is NOT cookies.
You
Good. Enjoy.
Lily impossible. steak will be so tough we could use as puck in Toronto.
You
Hm. Maybe the Raiders offensive line might
actually be able to find it if that were the case.
Lily
rude
You
Oh also, if I had to pick my favorite thing
about you it wouldn't be your dick.
Lily
wow. you are so mean.
lady byng trophy last year was lie.
big lie. huge lie.
You
I've won 4 out of my last 5 nominations
You
Do you want to know my answer or not?

Rozanov takes longer to answer this time, Shane watches the clock to see the minutes go by. First 8:19, then 8:20, 8:21, then 8:22 and finally 8:23. By that point, Shane doesn't think he'll answer at all. But he does —  which,  despite the delay, Shane interprets to be a good thing.


Lily
Monday, 8:23 am
Lily
yes.

Shane bites his lip when he responds, tapping out each letter with the same considerate focus he uses to slot a puck where no one can reach.
And once he starts, he can't really stop. But he makes himself — to gush over Ilya so much is embarrassing.

Lily
Monday, 8:25 am
Lily
yes.
You
 Your eyes. They’re beautiful.

He sends that text, then tries to steady his breathing — to will away the blush that is spreading across his cheeks and up to his ears, heating his skin in this chilly A/C filled airport.
For good measure, Shane immediately mutes the conversation and locks the phone so he can't see the notifications. He also turns the phone face down; but even that isn't enough — he shoves it into the front pocket of his carry-on.
But he still feels the vibration where the bag rests against his calf — a faint buzz that makes his stomach drop.
He's only able to resist for another 3 minutes after that. Resigned, he pulls the phone out of his bag, unlocks it and opens to see a new message from Lily.

Lily
Monday, 8:28 am
Lily
oh.
Lily
thank you
Lily
i take back what i said. you are nice.
soooooo nice to me. 🥰
You
Glad you think so.
You
Crap, I think I have to go.
They're calling me for boarding.
Lily
travel safe
You
🫡

Shane has to disguise it as a cough, a smile so wide his cheeks hurt.
He's still smiling when the gate attendant calls the boarding for first class. While he's waiting for the rest of the plane to board after him, he spends the next few minutes going through other texts he'd received while talking to Ilya earlier.
He's gotten a message from just about everyone in his life — everyone that gives a shit about him, anyway.
Farah texts him to say that the press coming out of All-Stars was excellent, that the online traffic about him in the wake of this weekend was overwhelmingly positive. Shane feels bad reading her messages — he's probably about to make her job significantly harder.
His mom reminds him that the newest shipment of Reeboks he'll be promoting next month is scheduled to be delivered in a few days. Every brand item he gets is delivered to his parents house first — they're the ones with the consistent schedule after all, and Shane can use picking up the items as an excuse to see them. He sends a reply that he'll pick them up after the game in Ottawa next week.
But ultimately he's able to spend most of the 2 hour and 10 minute flight not spiraling too much. He's putting in his headphones almost immediately and connecting to some relaxing low-fi beats, pulling out a hockey book he'd barely even cracked on the flight into Tampa (he'd been too nervous to even make the attempt), and trying, trying, to relax.
His heartbeat spikes a little when he gets a text from Rose that's just '👀'. He chuckles at her message, responds that it's simply too much to type, and he'll call her later tonight.
Shane lands in Columbus, Ohio intending to head straight to practice. It's nothing he hasn't done before, the game isn't until tomorrow afternoon anyway — he'll still have time to rest. To collect himself. To figure his shit out.
Either way, he walks through the airport with a lighter heart, the memory of kiss-swollen lips, and a dead silent group chat on a phone that slowly starts to feel like lead in his pocket as he walks down the jet bridge.
Hayden texted him midway through his flight that he'd be picking Shane up from the airport.
The wind whips into his face almost mockingly when the automatic doors open — the city feels unwelcoming. Like with every step he takes, there's another, incorporeal voice telling him to 'go home'.
Shane's fingers twitch — he wants to text Ilya again, just once, but…
He doesn't want to be needy.
He's fine.
Come on. Just make it out the door. 
Make it to Hayden's car.
He spots Hayden's rental relatively quickly, making his way over without looking around much.
The first thing Shane notices after stowing his suitcase in the trunk and sliding into the passenger's is his friend's expression.
Hayden is usually open-booked and free with his emotions in a way that means Shane doesn't have to work to decipher anything. It's one of his favorite qualities about him. Jackie likes to say that Hayden's face has subtitles — basically the opposite of a poker face.
It's not that version he gets now.
Instead, Hayden barely greets him with a mumbled, "Hey, buddy."
Shane feels himself wilt even further, his anxiety creeping in like the winter chill, icing him from the inside out even though the heater in the car is blasting.
Hayden deftly maneuvers them out of the parking lot — the Arena's address is already plugged into the GPS. It's supposed to take 14 minutes to get there in light traffic.
But even the first 3 minutes feel torturous. His best friend is inexplicably closed off, jaw locked and eyes focused squarely on the road.
Shane leans his head on the cool window and inhales, shallowly, trying to make himself as unobtrusive as possible in the small car.
Hayden still stares straight ahead.
By minute 5, he can't take it anymore.
"Hayd — come on, man — talk to me at least."
Hayden's head swivels to him in an instant, eyes wide and panicked. "Oh fuck, Shane I — I thought you wouldn't want me to say anything about it."
"But talking about anything is better than silence, dude." Shane chokes out a breathy, pained laugh. "All I've gotten this weekend is silence. Nothing but fucking silence."
Hayden, still wide-eyed, sputters out, "I didn't want to bother you! Jackie said I shouldn't push." His mouth opens and closes like a fish before settling on chagrin. "Footage from All Stars was — I mean you — you looked like you were having fun so I just, you know, left it alone."
"I did. Have fun, I mean." Shane admits, and he can't help the smile at the memories. Sitting across from Ilya at the restaurant like it's nothing. Falling into his arms like it was that first time all over again… and playing with him on the same line was easy as breathing.
"Good." Hayden breathes a sigh of relief, but he does a double take when he sees the undoubtedly fond smile on Shane's face. "That's…good, man. I'm glad you were able to forget. At least a little bit."
"What's been going on? Seriously. What are you not telling me?"
Hayden takes a big, careful breath."So the reason there's been radio silence is because…there's a separate group chat." His voice shifts, becoming sheepish. "One without you or me."
"Oh."
Hayden shrugs as best he can while keeping his hands on the wheel. "Guess I'm guilty by association."
"Shit, Hayd I—" Shane feels immediately apologetic. More guilt and shame flood through him immediately.
Hayden pulls up to a red light and fixes Shane with a sharp glare, one clearly intended to keep tiny hands out of unsuspecting cookie jars. "If you apologize to me, I'm going to pull this car over and punch you in the nose."
Shane laughs, despite the way he can't really feel air going into his lungs. "Really?"
"No, probably not, but I'll do something and it's going to be really fucking annoying."
"Okay, okay, I believe you." Shane chuckles again, but the joy fades fast. "What else?"
Hayden shakes his head in disbelief. "Somehow, JJ managed to convince the rookies to add him in — said he was initially loyal to you because he didn't 'get it' but he does now, and he's on their side."
Shane's…stunned for lack of better words.
Their side.
Their side?
They weren't supposed to have sides. They're a team; a back-to-back Cup winning, milestone-celebrating, once-in-a-generation team. A dynasty. A brotherhood. He's gone to their weddings, and their baby showers.
He led Montréal to their first cup in sixteen fucking years! They barely made the playoffs before he came along. He's stayed late to help rookies for hours, never turning down extra ice-time with them. He's accepted advice from veterans — and always with a lot more grace than his scoring percentages really required him to be.
He never thought his team — people he considered family — men he'd seen more often than his own parents, men he'd stood up for at weddings, birthdays, baby showers…men he'd trusted could be capable of such cruelty.
What else could he have done to earn their loyalty? How much more of himself could he give them?
"I don't know if Comeau believes JJ, but Drapeau is a dumbass so…yeah he probably does."
Shane bites down on his lip, knowing what he wants to ask, but he's afraid to — he's afraid to make it real. "Is it…is it really everyone?"
That makes Hayden pause. "Everyone?" He blinks at Shane. "Oh, oh in the group chat?" He winces. "Yeah, kinda. There were a few holdouts — but I guess they felt like they had to join — eventually, I mean."
Shane nods, sinking against the seat again, processing the information and what it means.
"That…that makes sense."
Shane's response is clinical, bordering on emotionless.
"'That makes—" Hayden chokes out, "—dude, you're the fucking captain!"
"Apparently that doesn't mean much anymore." Shane mutters, still looking out the window, sounding very bitter about it all.
One of Hayden's hands leaves the steering wheel to wave a frantic 'no' back and forth.
"No, no, it does to some of them. There's a few guys who think like me and JJ — or at least, they don't like, hate you. It's just so much pressure from the vets, JJ says, and he's the one who's been telling me what they've been saying. He doesn't actually think like them either — he's like a spy I swear!" Hayden's rambling, getting a little panicky at the end.
Do I know that for sure? Shane thinks to himself, staring at the city as it passes them by. I thought I knew a lot of things.
Who can I trust?
"What else are they saying?" Shane asks in a low voice, so soft it barely feels like his.
He's tense, hand on his thighs like he's bracing himself for a hit. For the vitriol. He's played in this macho, hyper-masculine sport since he was 4. He's not an idiot. Though he wonders if the slurs would sound better or worse coming from his best friend's mouth.
Hayden frowns like he's tasted something sour. "I don't…I don't think I can tell you."
Shane sighs. "It's fine, Hayd."
"No it's not." Hayden says vehemently. "Look, man. Whatever you're imagining, they've said it and worse…you know how locker rooms are. It was bad enough hearing it from JJ — and for the record, he didn't want to say it either — but please don't make me say it too."
Shane swallows thickly.
"I won't Hayd."
They pull into the parking lot of the Arena, Hayden finding a spot not too far from the players' entrance. He turns off the car, and the sudden silence slams into Shane like a enforcer hitting him full in the chest.
Hayden exhales, obviously frazzled. He runs a hand through his sandy brown hair anxiously, his eyes dart between the door and Shane's face.
Shane stares at the glass doors too. It's not his locker room, not his territory, not Montréal. It's not safe. He can't run if things get dicey. He's got to be the captain. He's got to get them all through this game. And the next. Which in Boston.
The door to Columbus' Arena is only a few feet away but it could be miles for all he cares.
The world tilts, and Shane tilts with it.
"Listen Shane, I just want you to know what you're walking into." Hayden says eventually, but he's not looking at Shane when does, and he's jittery, his fingers tap on the steering wheel nervously.
"Right." Shane says, or he thinks he does, but no sound leaves his lips so he can't really tell.
"It's probably going to be bad. Comeau's probably going to say some shit to you. "
"Probably." Shane whispers, faint and barely there. The world starts to twist further, his vision goes a bit blurry at the edges. Hayden, meanwhile continues on, unaware of Shane's distress.
"No rumors from the front office — doubt they even know, but Coach will probably be a dick about it for sure. He's such a—Shane, fuck, dude—breathe!" 
The next thing Shane feels is a clumsy hand hitting his shoulder with a heavy 'smack'.
It jump starts something in him, and Shane inhales sharply, a gasping, shuddering intake of oxygen that burns his lungs like they're angry he's denied them oxygen for so long. His hand slips clumsily on the car door handle as he pushes it open.
The cold air helps, but not much. Nothing calms his racing heart or make him feel like any less like a ticking time bomb.
I need…
Ilya…
Shane shoves the door further open, unbuckling his seatbelt and placing his head between his legs. He needs to breathe — he needs to be a Captain — but it's hard. It's always been hard — but he's pushed through.
Don't make waves.
Suffer in silence.
Hayden's hand moves to his upper back, rubbing soothing circles like he's one of his kids. It feels embarrassing, but it helps.
"Shane, should I call Jackie?" Hayden offers, "Your mom and dad?"
Shane whirls around in his seat. Hayden's starting to dig in his pockets for his phone, pawing at the thick material of his sweats to try and find it before turning to his duffel bag, hastily thrown into the backseat.
"Don't."
Hayden freezes like he's been caught by the cops, looking down at his hand, just inches from the zipper. Shane had grabbed his wrist without even thinking about it.
"Okay...okay man…" Hayden whispers in a tone Shane's heard used on Ruby and Jade before. "No Jackie, no 'rents, I got it."
Shane lets go of Hayden's wrist like it burns him to keep holding on.
"Sorry, I—" Shane's hands fall to his lap. He meets Hayden's eyes in defeat. "They don't know. No one does."
"You told the team before you told your parents?" Hayden looks terribly upset.
"It's not like I intended to do that, you know." Shane snaps, just a little biting, because why would it have been a choice?
Hayden groans. "Jeezus, man, of all the times you could have had a Freudian slip."
Except it wasn't really a slip, was it? On some level, Shane knows, he wanted to tell the truth. Wanted to talk about Ilya, the same way they talk about their girlfriends and wives and hookups. He'd fully felt like part of the a team during the last practice, still riding the camaraderie and bonding high of their last Cup win.
But wallowing won't help him now.
Identify the problem. Evaluate. Plan. Execute.
Shane exhales, long and slow.
Be the Captain.
And it's like a switch gets flipped. One minute he's struggling, shaking from the fear, and the next — he's Shane Hollander. He's Captain of the Montréal Metros. One of the most decorated athletes in the last twenty years.
He can do this.
"Okay." He huffs, pushing the car door fully open and swinging his legs over to step out. "Let's go."
Hayden grins, getting out too. "It's okay man, just make it through practice and you'll have like, 16 hours before game time. Enough time to decompress — hell, I'll even let you put on that weird meditation music you like when we get back to the hotel."
Shane gives Hayden a glare he doesn't really mean when they're both outside. "Fuck off, it's relaxing."
"For my 78 year old grandma, maybe." Hayden snorts, pointing at Shane's practice duffel on the backseat of the rental alongside Hayden's own.
"I thought Jason would have brought it." Shane muses offhandedly, referring to the Metro's equipment manager that always traveled with them on away games.
"Eh, I didn't wanna risk it one of the others fucking with it." Hayden says casually, swinging his bag over his shoulder. At Shane's shocked look, he bumps Shane's arm like he's done so many times before. "C'mon man, you know I've always got your back — no matter what."
Shane stomach twists at the affection, and his throat starts to close up, like he might actually cry this time.
Would you still feel the same if you knew who Boston Lily really was? Or would you hate me too?
But Hayden can't hear Shane's thoughts. So he can't answer that question. Instead, Shane's best friend flashes him a cocky grin.
They start to walk towards the player's entrance, and the conversation flows smoothly, the way it usually did, with Hayden doing most of the talking, and Shane doing most of the listening.
Hayden manages to distract Shane most of the way through the stadium and into the player tunnels, but when they're just outside the double doors leading into the Visitor's locker room, there's one more obstacle.
The visiting coach's office.
And Shane suddenly feels small. Like he's a little kid being called to the principal's office. There's no way to get to the locker room without going past Theriault's office.
"Maybe he's not in there?" Hayden offers weakly, but his voice echoes in the empty hallway, bouncing off the concrete floor and walls.
"Pike."
Theriault's voice spits out Hayden's name from beyond the open door, an irritated drawl that cuts through the tentative ease Shane's managed to claw back for himself.
Shane and Hayden walk forward like men being led to their executions. Shane rolls his shoulders once — Theriault is his coach. As Captain, speaking to his coach often is an inescapable part of his job…but Shane's got a terrible feeling about all of this.
He's never been chummy with Theriault, he never really is with most people, and especially those he meets in a professional setting. Hayden had been the one person able to look past his media-training and just see the real him.
The room is spartan with its decoration all metal cabinets, tables and chairs, useful only for other coaches that were merely passing through for just a day or two.
Theriault looks up when they enter, dragging his eyes from a notepad clutched in his hands, and when he sets it down, Shane can see penciled in lines and circles decorating the grid.
Hayden stammers a defense as soon as he and Shane enter, "Coach, I thought it was a good idea to—"
"I know what you thought." Theriault interrupts coldly. "Go get changed, Pike. 15 minutes and not one more."
Despite his discomfort, and the pressure of their coach, Hayden looks to Shane first — questioning if he really wants to be left alone, but it's more than that. Hayden looks scared for him.
Shane gives a nod, one that he tries to keep imperceptible. Hayden returns the gesture, albeit much less subtly.
Theriault's face, souring even further. Because Hayden had looked to Shane first — ignoring Theriault. But he leaves eventually.
"Hollander. A word, if you will?" Though Theriault phrases it as an invitation, Shane knows its anything but.
"Of course, Coach." Shane replies, going immediately to media-readiness. That politely pleasant expression, the kind of smile that says 'I'm really interested in what you're telling me' even though it couldn't be further from the truth.
Eyes calm, chin up.
No teeth, no happiness.
No personality.
Not for the first time, he's grateful to his mom for making him take those classes when he was first starting to be scouted. It's easier to go numb like this, to swallow down the anxiety and terror for later when he can truly break down.
"Sit." Theriault orders, scowling and pointing at the other set of chairs.
He does, wincing when the metal shrieks against the tile as he pulls the chair back. He's seated across from Theriault, the man's black beady eyes stare at Shane like he's trying to see straight into his captain's brain.
Shane gives him nothing. His heart is racing internally, but he focuses on outwardly neutral. On being the Captain. He has no choice.
"Let me be perfectly clear—" Theriault starts, his Quebecois accent heavy with irritation.
Shane usually associates the language with familiarity, memories from spending time with his dad's side of the family as a kid. But now, here, it feels like it scratches menacingly against his brain — signaling danger. Signaling for Shane to run. 
"—What you've done, Hollander—" his coach continues, "—is throw a fucking grenade into my locker room."
"I didn't mean to, Coach." His voice is too high, too tentative, too weak. Shane clears his throat, attempting to project the confidence he can't find within himself. "But fundamentally, nothing's changed."
Theriault leans back in his seat, leveling Shane with a cold, tense glare.
"It better not have. We are this close—" His fingers pinch tightly together. "—to a third Cup, and I refuse to let any distractions fuck this up. I refuse to let you fuck this up."
Shane's mouth opens in his own defense, but there's a knot in his throat preventing him from speaking at all.
But Theriault isn't interested in whatever Shane has to say. No, Shane is only here to listen — to obey orders.
"So when the team gets out on that ice in a few minutes, I want to see that same level of play I saw last week, and the week before that, and the week before that."
Theriault's eyes focus in on him, jaw clenched, looking like the table is the only thing stopping him from clawing at Shane's throat.
"I want to see every pass connect. I want to see Mitty and Drapeau blocking everything we throw at them. I don't want any issues on my lines. None."
Shane just stares, unblinking.
As Captain, sure, you're responsible for choosing plays alongside your coaches, working with your team to consistently improve — identify the weak spots, iron them out, and keep everything running smoothly.
But he's only one person.
And this is a team sport.
And this…this is a lot of pressure.
He's never really minded before — planning is kind of his thing, and Shane's always been the type to rise under pressure, not buckle. After all, there's always been extra eyes on him ever since he was a kid, then more when he got drafted, and more still when he became youngest Metros Captain in franchise history—
The pressure never lets up.
The expectations never lower.
He knows perfection is impossible. And yet, he has to be. Because of who he is. Because of what he represents.
And here Theriault is again, asking for the impossible. Asking for Shane to give them another Cup win. As if the first two were so easy. As if was easy to drag this team of disparate draft picks through season after season, inching closer and closer to the goal?
Like it was easy to get the veterans to actually put in work after years of coasting on Metros legacy?
Like it was easy to shape the rookies into the best versions of themselves, guiding them through the overwhelming feelings of playing for such a historic franchise.
Shane Hollander had been the face of the Montréal Metros since he was 18 years old.
And now he was the issue?
Seriously?
But what else could he say? What was he supposed to do? Tell his Coach to go fuck himself?
He loved hockey too much to do that. And when it comes down to it, the truth is, hockey wins. It would always win. Hockey beats out his personal comfort any day of the week, and by any measure. He'd tear himself apart, suffer through any injury just to play.
So if Shane has to hide again, has to bury the pieces of himself he's only just realized existed in the first place, he would.
He can't lose hockey.
He's nothing without it. Useless. Worthless.
Then, the question comes into his head, unbidden and without warning, slamming into his psyche like a ton of bricks.
Does he give up Ilya too?
The answer though, is immediate and searing, instant in a way that feels as intuitive as breathing. He feels it in his bones, that staunch refusal like it's his soul singing out the answer. Because there's maybe one thing — one person — more important than hockey.
Not Ilya.
I won't give him up. Not again.
Shane realizes too late that Theriault is waiting for an answer.
Shane opens his mouth. Closes it again.
The warmth he felt back in Tampa, with Ilya, is long gone. It's nothing but a distant memory trapped on friendlier ice.
"I mean it Hollander." his coach says with finality. "One slip — one hint of the team being distracted ahead of the game tomorrow, and you're benched."
Shane straightens, standing up with a jolt. "It won't happen, Coach."
He'll get the Metros that 3rd Cup…or he'll die trying.
"Now," Theriault grins like a Cheshire cat, looking smug and satisfied. Like he's won some game that Shane never knew the rules of and never agreed to play. Shane barely manages to repress a shiver. "I've managed to keep this from upper management so far —"
Threat detected.
"Thank you, sir."
"—really, Hollander, I'm doing you a favor."
"I know."
Theriault shrugs, seemingly delighted by Shane's quiet responses. The older man's voice takes on a sing-song tone that makes Shane want to hurl.
"But I can't promise I can keep it away from management forever."
Shane swallows, feeling his words all stuck in his throat.
"Understood."
And with that, Shane is summarily dismissed.
And Practice is a fucking shit show.
And it starts in the locker room.
He knows, logically, based on everything that Hayden said, that things would be awkward. Stilted. But there's a difference between hearing about it, imagining it, and living it for yourself.
He didn't expect a warm welcome, but if the silent group chat was distressing, this is downright devastating.
Locker rooms only go quiet for a few reasons — a devastating loss after a game that was too close to call, where the anger just simmers instead of explodes, or in the seconds before a coach gives a speech to rile the team up, or worse — an injury, one that's a coin-flip, too tentative to risk a jinx. A superstitious bunch, pro-athletes are.
But a locker room, entirely devoid of conversation, jokes, or even the ambient sounds of getting dressed (showers, the rustling of clothes, the clatter of a gear bag), 20-something grown men should not produce a library-like environment.
And what noise there was, was oddly muffled. The TVs on the wall are even turned off. It's like everyone's deliberately trying to be unnoticed. Unseen.
But by whom?
For the briefest of moments, Shane has the delusional hope that with everyone so focused on getting changed, he'll be able to slip in and head to his stall unnoticed. JJ gives him an encouraging nod as he walks in, and Hayden fist-bumps him as he passes. One or two of the rookies give him hesitant, fearful smiles which he returns in kind — but only when he's sure the others aren't looking.
It's not their fault. They're just kids starting their careers.
But it's clear.
In the Metros locker room, there's a clear divide between 'us' and 'them'. Hayden is the only one who actually comes near him while he dresses, the others just act like he doesn't exist.
Shane pulls on his compression clothes wordlessly and then his practice jersey. He keeps his expression flat, not wanting to give them anything. Not yet.
"Hey Hollywood."
Comeau spits Shane's hated nickname.
Shane doesn't respond. He won't answer to that.
"Hollander." From Drapeau this time, just as derisive, like even saying Shane's name is beneath him. "Fuck's sake, are you deaf? Hollander."
Now Shane does look up, but only briefly, just long enough to to catch the sneer on Comeau's face.
"The guys and I were thinking, and we have an idea." Comeau says, his voice low but carrying far in the quiet. Everyone's stopped moving, so even the low hum is gone.
But Comeau doesn't seem to mind. He sounds playful, happy even.
Shane tenses, lifting his head up from lacing up his skates to see Comeau, already dressed, flanked by several of the others, including Drapeau, Beaulier and Andropov.
"Always happy to hear the team's thoughts, Comeau." Shane says in his best 'Captain' voice.
Drapeau laughs like Shane's said something hilarious.
Bury the anxiety. Bury the fear.
Comeau smirks, slow and cruel. "We were thinking we'll offer you up as a consolation prize to Columbus after we kick their asses tomorrow."
"What the fuck?" Hayden squeaks from the other side of Shane, but Shane doesn't turn to acknowledge his friend's outrage. Just like last week, he's focused on Comeau, the ring-leader.
"Not sure what you mean." Shane says flatly.
"Yeah, we can loan you out for the night, right?" Drapeau snickers, equally as mean. Equally as cruel. "I mean you fags'll do anything for dick right? So we figure, if we offer you up, game'll go much faster. Hell, you'll probably enjoy it"
"So really you should say thanks." Beaulier finishes, like an asshole.
Shane chooses not to lower himself to directly respond to the stereotype. He chooses, like he always does, to rise above it. To be better.
"I hope you aren't trying to disrespect your teammates' hard work by implying that Columbus would throw the game because of me, right?" Shane asks casually, bending down to resume fixing his laces. He ties the right one once, and the left one twice. "Or that I'm the one person on this team that can decide if we win or lose?"
Shane finishes that task and then straightens, running his hands along his thighs so no one can see them shake.
"—Because as a member of this team, I'd find that pretty insulting." He finishes, and prides himself on keeping his tone even.
"You think you're better than us just because you're captain?" Beaulier jumps to his feet, fists clenched.
No, I know I'm better than you because it's objectively true. Shane thinks, but doesn't say. There's a reason you get put in as a last resort.
"It's a team sport, Beau." Shane says diplomatically, getting to his feet. And with his skates and pads on, he feels more like himself than he has all morning. "And frankly, I'm surprised that you all are thinking more about me having sex than about beating Columbus tomorrow."
A look goes between them all, most of them wide-eyed and uncomfortable. Laine, in particular just looks sad. Shane's stomach turns. He's just a kid. The other vets on the team are stern, set in their ways, and who knows what's been said on that other group chat. There are a few others who look unsure of what to do, but not many.
Shane sighs, running a hand over his face in exhaustion. He feels like he's run a full sprint, but the day's only just begun.
Shane knows there's no way he's going to keep practice together. But fuck it, he has to try.
"Look, I know you all want a third Cup. And we have a good shot of getting it this year." He looks around the room, leveling each of them with his 'Captain' look. Some are focused on him, some aren't. He steels himself.
"Put whatever you feel about me aside, and let's focus on winning this game."
Shane can feel Hayden at his back. JJ, at least, looks conflicted from where he sits on the other side of the room.
No one moves. No one speaks. Silence is his answer, thick and suffocating.
The doors swing open, breaking the tense atmosphere. Theriault strides into the room, tablet and clipboard in hand, walking straight past Shane to stand in the middle. He too looks at the team, all of whom are giving Coach their undivided attention. A pang of hurt stabs him in the stomach.
"On the ice. Now." Their coach orders, jerking his thumb behind him into the tunnel.
It's only then that everyone starts to move towards the rink, it's slow, like dragging their feet through molasses. It's completely unlike the normal ruckus of a professional hockey team, instead more like a funeral march. Hayden and JJ move slower than the others, but with Theriault watching everyone go with a stern eye, they too shuffle past him and leave Shane alone.
When they get far enough away from Shane, the conversation starts back up again, and it sounds cruel to Shane's ears, even if he can't hear the words.
Shane rounds up the line, meeting Theriault's eyes as he walks past, though his stomach twists as he does so. Head up, Shane. You belong here.
"Remember what I said, Hollander. No fuck ups, or you're out." Theriault reminds him in a low voice.
Shane nods curtly moving past him towards the ice. Towards home.
But he gets benched 36 minutes later.
Theriault has them running drills in a 5v5, passing back and forth a few times before firing at nets guarded by Mitty and Drapeau.
And for some reason, somehow, Comeau is on his ass like a fucking tail. Comeau fights him for the puck, intercepting a pass from JJ and skating away before Shane can recover from the shock. Laine attempts to pass to him next, but that too gets intercepted by Beaulier.
He tries to talk to the guys, tries to patch holes he's noticed in their defensive line, but it's like he's talking to himself. It's an immediate and overt rejection.
Sometimes, Theriault or another coach will say the exact same thing, and then — only then — will that person make the change that Shane had originally recommended.
The team is acting like he doesn't exist.
Theriault is acting like he doesn't exist.
If he'd suspected it before in Theriault's office, it's only confirmed now.
He's been set up to fail.
His team doesn't want him here. Hayden and JJ aren't enough. The rookies can't help him either — and Shane would never ask anyone to jeopardize their career for him.
His chest hurts in a way that has nothing to do with exhaustion. His hands feel useless and clumsy, and unsteady on his feet. The conversations around him go staticky and muffled, and there's a buzzing in his brain that promises a headache. Shane skates forward, adrift, towards a puck off in the corner, alone and unnoticed by the rest of the team — just like him.
He slaps it towards Mitty's net — aiming to send it over Mitty's left shoulder, but it's off — he's off. It hits the metal cage with a ringing twang that echoes in the empty arena before bouncing off the boards with a noisy thwack and hitting the ice at a shit angle. The sound lingers for what feels like forever, piercing the silence and stopping his teammates in their tracks.
Humiliation rushes through him. It was an easy shot. He shouldn't have missed.
Fuck.
"Hollander." Theriault grunts out, beckoning him over.
Shane closes his eyes, taking in a deep breath for what he knows is coming. And even though he's expecting it, it still stings.
"Hollander." Theriault says again, clearly waiting for Shane to look at him. When he does, Theriault taps his clipboard once. "You're benched."
It hits like a check and Shane stumbles, but doesn't fall. He won't lose all his dignity here. Instead, he squares his shoulders, and proceeds off the ice, moving past men he'd trusted with his life, once. Comeau lingers at his back when he passes, hissing out, "Get off the ice. You don't belong here."
Shane doesn't respond. Nothing would change even if he did.
He goes to the locker room and pulls off his practice gear, shoving it into his bag without caring where it goes. He's so pissed. 8 years of his life he's given to — he'd rescued them from being relegated to obscurity — prevented them from joining sports history's list of 'has-been" franchises and "teams who were great at some point a long time ago".
He doesn't know why he picks up his phone.
He can't explain why Lily is the name he searches for. Not his parents, not his agent… he wants Ilya. 
He wants to feel good again, and right now, hockey doesn't make him feel good at all.
But with Ilya, he always does.
He sends off the text before he can think twice about it and then shoves his phone in his bag.
Lily
Monday, 11:46 am
You
Theriault benched me
Lily
what?
You
long story.
You
Can I call you tonight? After your game?
Lily
yes

Feeling slightly less terrible just from the promise of talking to Ilya, Shane finishes getting dressed and makes his way out back to the rink.
He watches the rest of practice, trying not to call out at things he knows are obviously wrong — he itches to correct some of the rookies' bad habits before they get cemented. He wants to tell Taylor not to grip his stick at that odd angle on his backshot — he'll strain the muscles in his wrist otherwise. Laine consistently skates too wide when he's turning to the left — he assumes he's got more ice than he actually does which throws off their turns.
But he doesn't. He knows they won't listen. He knows they won't care. And for those that do, he doesn't want them to get into trouble.
The lines are still messy. Theriault's rearranged everyone, planning new configurations of shifts on the fly, using plays that they've never even tried. It's an absolute shitshow. No one's working together. Everyone is operating on muscle memory, defaulting to where they were before, and not where they are now.
Because all their plays revolve around Shane in some way, shape or form. Every line center is Shane-like, trained to emulate his style. Every wing is there to support it. It's more clear now than it ever was, now that he's no longer out there with them.
It makes him sick.
Comeau's been moved up to first line left wing because Hayden's been moved to Center. It's a position his friend hasn't played in years, but Theriault doesn't give anyone ztime to adjust.
Another drill.
Stedlund goes right when he's supposed to head left, slamming into Koch who's now in his original place. Olsson passes to Couillard accidentally, forgetting that he's on the opposing team for this practice.
Nothing's connecting, and Shane realizes very quickly that their only hope of winning tonight is if JJ and the rest of the defensive guys can stop Columbus from getting through, and barring that, if Mitty and Drapeau can block enough of Columbus' shots to give someone on the Metros time to score — hopefully more than once.
When your entire play strategy relies on defense alone…you've already lost.
It's so terrible it would make Shane laugh if it didn't make him want to cry.
He can feel the chances of a third cup slip away with every pass missed and every uttered curse.
He could just go back to the locker room, after all, it's not like anyone gives a shit if he's here or not. But he's the captain — and that means something to him, even if no one else cares.
By the end of practice, the Metros managed to pull somewhat together. It's not smooth, not by a long shot, and a far cry from where they were only a few weeks ago, but it's passable. If Columbus isn't paying attention, they might just make it.
When they get back to the hotel, Hayden gives him a wide berth in their room. Shane could have roomed alone, as Captain he was allowed, but he's been so isolated lately, he can't take any more of it.
He keeps an eye on the Raiders/Guardians game that night, watching the live on his phone, obsessively tracking Ilya across the ice. It's easy enough, the camera loves him.
Toronto is as equally an aggressive team as Boston, but not as precise with their shots. However, their goaltending is better, so it's ultimately an even match. Shane watches as Ilya checks a Toronto player against the boards so hard the entire wall rattles. The crowd roars in enthusiasm.
His dick gives an interested twitch when the camera zooms in on Ilya's predatory smile, all glistening teeth and wolfish glee. Whatever hi-def camera they're using captures the sweat trailing down his hairline and onto his neck, and Shane's very interested in seeing where it goes, dipping down into his shirt and over his pecs.
The game gets more and more aggressive as time goes on, with players from both teams spending just as much time in the penalty box as out of it.
Eventually, Boston wins with a score of 5-4, and it's a hard fought game that Shane knows will probably have the entire Raider locker room on fire. They're definitely going out after this.
Ilya might not even remember he wanted to call. And that's okay. He deserves to celebrate. He deserves to cut loose with his team.
So Shane cracks open his book again, trying not to think about whether he has the right to bother Ilya now.
Hayden offers to get room service for the two of them, to which he agrees, and the whole time they wait for its arrival, Shane's cell phone burns a hole in his pocket.
Bzz-bzz
Shane gingerly fishes his phone out.

Lily
Monday 8:07 pm
Lily
are you free?

For Ilya Rozanov, the answer, Shane knows, will always be yes.
"I'm gonna make a call." He says jerkily, swinging his legs over the bed and standing up making towards the hallway.
Hayden nods, offering him a sympathetic look — it feels like pity, which he hates. He's probably assuming Shane's calling his parents — it's not an unfair assumption, but it still rankles him a little bit.
He makes his way to the empty stairwell at the end of the hall, checking to see if anyone's there before sitting on the steps and pressing 'call'.
"Jane?" Ilya's voice comes through the speakers and Shane's relief is instant, like the pieces of himself that he'd left behind in Tampa are slowly making their way back to him.
The next thing he realizes is that wherever Ilya is, is loud. There's music thumping in the background and the sound of excited conversation in the background.
"Hey." Shane says, soft like he's trying to avoid the echo that could give him away — it doesn't really work. "Where are you?"
"Ah — at club." Ilya sounds embarrassed by the admission. "Whole team wanted to go out after game. Was Cadyn's first goal tonight. Would not let me say no."
"Oh." Shane mumbles, guilt burrowing its way from his chest and across his skin. "We can talk another time then. I don't want to interrupt—"
Ilya tuts at him. "No, malysh, I will always have time for you." There's a pause as Ilya's attention is drawn away. "Hang on — Marley get the rookies before they start dancing on the table! They will fall — and I am not paying for what they break!"
Shane's so curious about what it's like on this team…one that's always been touted as the Metros' opposite in every way, shape, and form.
'I got it, Roz!' The voice of Cliff Marleau comes through the phone speaker, sounding far away. 'Cadyn, get down or I'm calling your mom.'
'So what?' The unfamiliar voice of Cadyn says, sounding slurred and d. 'Call her! I just scored my first goal tonight! She's all the way in Nebraska so she can't even get me! So take that, mom!'
Ilya scolds Cadyn but he doesn't sound angry at all.
"No, but I can kick your ass for your kind mama! And she will say 'thank you Ilya for teaching my idiot son manners!'" The chorus of laughter in response has Shane beaming so wide his cheeks hurt.
A groan from the rookie. "C'mon Rozy!"
"No. If you fall, hit your head, and forget how to play hockey, you will do bag skates until you die."
Shane laughs aloud, barely remembering to mute himself before he does.
There's rustling through the speaker, the sound of laughter, a loud thump, followed by complaints that Shane can't quite make out, but one of them is just 'Booooooo', and then more static.
Then Ilya comes back, just a little breathless, like he's been running. "Sorry I—"
'Oh shit, is that Jane?!' 
Shane gasps, and anxiety floods his system before he remembers that the phone is still muted.
"No, now go away." Ilya says gruffly.
'No, no way, that's totally Jane!' Then louder, like the person is shouting, trying to be heard over the music, conversation and Ilya. 'Hi Jane! We love you! Ow, Roz don't hit me! Anyway, please don't break up with our Captain again, we need him for the playoffs!'
Shane's heart jumps a little at the mention of their 'break up'. Can you really break up if you were never together in the first place? He saw his ex Jessica way more than he met up with Ilya, and then when their relationship ended all he felt was — relief.
Really, that should have been his first clue, but at the time he'd chalked it up to eliminating distractions right before the draft.
Huh. Distractions.
Being with Ilya never felt like a distraction. It felt — feels — like a perk. Or a benefit. Or…a need. Like water or air or electrolytes. Something he can't live without and has been denying himself for far too long.
Then Cliff Marleau's voice comes through again. 'Yeah, he was a real dick without you, so if you're going to dump him can you give us 3-5 business days before to find a new Captain?'
'Or to acquire a new pair of legs, at least?' Someone else chimes in, and this person has a distinctly French accent. "I thought I was going to lose them at last week's practice. Gabrielle says — Victor, I send you to practice with legs, and you come home without them. And I tell her — it is my Captain, ma cherie, he suffers and we all must suffer too."
Ilya groans. "Yes, yes I am surrounded by idiot comedians, now go away and let me talk to my Jane in peace."
The music and loud conversation starts to get further and further away, and the last thing Shane hears of the party is the sound of good-natured cheers and wolf whistles from the other players.
My Jane.
Shane closes his eyes, breathing deeply, and leans against the wall. Would be quite easy to turn that into 'My Shane.'
How sweet would that sound instead?
And Shane realizes that he wants to hear it. He can't ask for that though. Look where being honest has got him. Ostracized and sidelined at the peak of his career.
Hearing the sound of the Boston team interact is like a soothing balm to Shane's bruised ego. It's a complete 180 from what he'd experienced today. It makes his eyes prick and his throat close because he used to have that — but he'd destroyed it with his own hands. By sharing too much. By being too much.
Ilya mutters a muffled 'excuse me' a few times — he must be making his way outside, Shane realizes. After a few more moments, Ilya's back, sounding a little out of breath, but much clearer.
"Sorry, malysh, the rookies are taking advantage of being able to drink in Canada."
"And you're not?"
"No, I must take care of them. And…I did not want to risk missing your call." Shane's stomach flips. The affection is obvious in his tone, for both the rookies…and Shane.
God, Ilya could be an asshole sometimes, but other times, he could be really fucking sweet.
"That's…really nice of you." Shane pauses, the memories and insecurities creeping in at the edges, all the ways in which he's failed as a captain, his brain supplying him with memories dirty looks and harsh words, of being ignored and looked over, of failing at his job. It's a brand on his skin. It's an insult to his entire being.
"I am usually very nice person."
"I think there are some people who might disagree with you —"
"Like who?"
"Try half the league, Ilya."
"So…unimportant people then."
"Do they…" Shane asks in a small voice, curiosity winning over the fear. "Do they know about me?"
Ilya's voice is firm. "No. They know about Jane though. My fault. I get stupid look on my face whenever I get text from her."
"You get a stupid look on your face?" Shane hears the uptick in his own voice, giddy in a way that reminds him of a childhood crush. He feels the insecurity melt away, warmth spreading up into his limbs from his heart, slow and syrupy sweet. He feels giddy with it.
"Mm, yes, very stupid. Marley says that I am blushing when I do this, but I do not blush."
Shane grins. "I think I need to see this for myself."
"Too bad it has never happened ,and will never, ever happen."
"Hm?" Shane huffs out a playful chuckle. Ilya just sounds so petulant it's adorable. "I wonder if I could change that?"
"You can try." Ilya teases right back.
The silence that lingers between them in the wake of Shane's laugh isn't uncomfortable in the slightest. It's a gentle release, a break from the cacophony of the club where Ilya is, and Shane's own mind, which is determined to scream out all the ways he's ruined everything.
"You okay?" Ilya's voice is gentle but probing.
What Shane wants to say is, No, I'm not okay.
What Shane says instead is, "Sure."
"You are terrible liar malysh, I have told you this before."
"Will you tell me what that one means, at least?" He asks. "You keep using it."
"Of course," Ilya says smoothly, "It means lying liar who lies."
"No it doesn't."
"No. It doesn't." Ilya agrees, inhaling deeply. His change of the subject isn't smooth, but Shane lets it happen. "So. All is not well with Metros?"
"Trying to get secrets out of me, Lily?" Shane's deflecting. He knows Ilya isn't talking about the game, but it's instinctual — protecting himself by pretending everything is fine.
Shane closes his eyes, because the care in Ilya's tone is just on the edge of too much and he doesn't think he can handle it. Maybe Ilya will take the bait.
He doesn't, of course, because he's an asshole. A secretly sweet, annoying, and determined asshole.
"No, I am trying to understand how Metros can be dumbest team in entire MLH. More stupid than Toronto." Ilya sounds more angry than he does about it — fuck, even Hayden sounded more pissed off about it before than he did.
Shane is furious. Or is he? Maybe it was inevitable. Maybe he was holding on to the hope that
"Montréal is…Montréal." Shane mumbles weakly, knowing how it sounds.
"Shitty. Yes, is true." Ilya says knowingly, his words half-joking but Shane knows there's a part of Ilya that means it with the utmost seriousness. "Are you okay?"
Shane's first instinct is to defend the franchise he's given his life to. "It's just some new formations."
The lie tastes wrong on his tongue. It feels wrong leaving his mouth too.
"And these 'new formations' are missing the best player in league for some reason?"
"Best player?" Shane quips, feeling the corner of his lip pull up in a smirk.
"For now." Ilya's smarminess is palpable, it's steadying. "We will see in next Boston-Montréal game if is still accurate."
Shane doesn't tell Ilya that he might not even play in the next Boston-Montréal game. If this reaches the front office, he might never play hockey again.
He's been quiet for too long.
"Jane?"
"Oh, you know, just suffering in silence. But it's fine." Shane tries to say, tries to sound convincing. "I'm fine."
"Malysh, please do not lie. Not about this. Suffering in silence does not make you strong. There are no points for pain." Ilya murmurs, tone softly coaxing even through the static. "Is because you tell them, yes?"
The question hangs on a wire, tightly wound up around Shane's entire body, choking him with the truth.
"…Yeah." Shane finally admits it to himself, bringing his knees up to his chest with his arms wrapped around them, like the act could keep him from flying apart into a million pieces.
He hates touch.
But he wants Ilya's right now more than anything.
"I just—" Shane sighs, feeling distinctly separate from his own body. He wraps his arms tighter around himself — trying to keep himself from breaking into pieces. "Can we not? Please?"
"Of course." Ilya agrees instantly, and Shane feels guilty — so guilty. He's ruining Ilya's night, his win, with his shit.
He's being too much again. Ilya will realize it and push him away like he's done so many times before.
Shane can keep it casual. He can force himself to be casual.
"Are you with me?" Ilya's voice comes through the speaker.
"Huh? Oh, yeah, I'm here."
"What do you want to talk about?" Ilya asks, there's the sound of a car passing in the background that reminds Shane that Ilya's standing outside in Toronto, in January, just to talk to Shane.
Shane grimaces. "Ilya, go back inside, I'm making you miss the party." Shane tries to convince him, the guilt near a boiling point, any more and he's going to explode from the shame of it all.
He lost control of his team. He's a failure. He doesn't deserve to ruin Ilya's joy because he can't get a fucking grip.
But Ilya's unperturbed. "What am I missing? Terrible dancing? Mediocre drinks?"
"Mediocre?" Shane sputters.
"Yes, I read in The New Yorker this morning."
No he didn't. But he remembers, and that's a beautiful thing.
Ilya keeps talking, Shane keeps breathing, inhale by inhale, until the wire that's constricting him loosens around his neck.
"It's January, Ilya. You should go in. It's cold outside."
"I am Russian."
Shane sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. "That has nothing to do with—"
Ilya interrupts him, his voice coming through the phone again, soothing and serene.
"I promise you, malysh, I am exactly where I want to be."
Shane's breath hitches. The steady reassurance, the way Rozanov says it like he actually means it, cuts straight to his core.
"Okay." Shane says, touched. His insides feel gooey in a way he hadn't felt since that night in Shane's condo, when they'd kissed on the stairs, so deliciously addictive that the memory itself held him through six months of stony silence. "Can you…um…talk to me? I just…don't want to think about hockey for a minute."
There's quiet — if it weren't for the sound of the street in the background, of cars and general Toronto nightlife, Shane would think the call had dropped.
When Ilya comes back, he's quieter. Tentative. "What do you want to talk about?"
"Anything." Shane supplies, running a hand through his hair before wrapping it around himself again. "If you want."
Another beat of quiet. "Um...Carmichael has new puppy."
"He does?" When Ilya confirms, Shane asks, "What's — What's it's name?"
"Penelope."
A shocked, chuffing laugh forces itself through Shane's guilt and shame. He holds onto that little bit of joy, keeping it close. "Penelope? That's weird."
Ilya sounds positively offended. "How can you be so mean to cute baby Penelope?"
"Aren't dogs supposed to have, you know, dog names?"
"His daughter Julia named her."
"Oh."
"Yes." The delight is obvious in Ilya's voice. "Do you feel terrible now?"
"Maybe a little."
"Good. Is very cute puppy. I will send you pictures."
And so, Shane spends the next 10 or so minutes like that, listening to Ilya talk about his team, their antics, and the 'field trip' to see Penelope the week before. He's a great storyteller, a great Captain, and Shane wishes people got to see more of this version of him. That someone else is beyond the 'Russian Menace' — the mask he wears.
But as soon as that thought settles, a wave of possessiveness rushes through Shane hot and lethal, clawing at him with irrational jealousy — this version of Ilya should only be for people that matter, his innermost self says, clutching all of Ilya's words and keeping them in his heart under lock and key.
Eventually, Shane feels calm enough to leave the stairwell behind, but it's hard to do the same to Ilya.
"Two days until we play each other." Shane says quietly, barely speaking the words out.
I miss you.
"Two days until you lose, yes?" Ilya chuckles, low and deep.
I really miss you.
"Yeah, right." He says automatically, but a sickening thought swirls within him that, that actually might be the case.
You're the only person who's never asked me to be perfect — to do the impossible.
"Two days until I have you under me, begging for my cock."
"Hm, we'll see."
"Yes, we will." Rozanov sounds sly, as smug as Theriault had earlier, but the shiver that runs down Shane's spine is the opposite of cold — no, it's all heat and burgeoning desire.
Ask me to stay again. Shane wants to say — to beg.. Ask me to stay again, and I'll say yes — no hesitation.
But he doesn't say that. He doesn't want to assume. He just says, "Have a good night, Lily."
"You too…Jane."
The next day, the Metros are gearing up for their early morning game, but Shane isn't in the locker room with the rest of the team. No, he's waiting in the tunnel with the Assistant Coaches and support staff. He'd arrived to the Arena with Hayden, only to be stopped by Theriault again.
"You're staying out here, Hollander. The team doesn't need the distraction."
"I'm—"
"A distraction."
Shane leans against the wall, resigned to his fate. He pulls his phone from his pocket.
A message from his parents. Good luck, honey! ❤️
He doesn't have the heart to tell them.
A text from Rose. You never called me with details 😭 . Shane Tomohiro Hollander you owe me lunch!
He's tempted to ask how she knows his middle name, but then remembers that he has a fucking Wikipedia page.
Wonder what it'll say about me after today?
Trying his best to appear supportive, Shane puts his phone away and focuses his attention on the team. He can feel the weight of Theriault's stare. Shane chooses not to acknowledge him — it's a little act of rebellion, one he knows won't mean anything in the long run, but he's clinging to all the same.
Hayden's been designated as acting captain this time. And while he's happy for his friend finally getting a chance to shine, Shane knows that it should be him in that locker room and on the ice — he's earned it through his blood, sweat, and tears.
But he's got no choice. This is a nightmare of his own making.
When it's nearly time for the game to start, Shane makes his way to the half wall by the player's entrance onto the ice. He watches one by one as his team takes the ice without him. Only a few of them bother to glance in his direction. It's still early, so fans are milling around, finding their seats, still waiting on lines at the concession stands or the bathrooms. But the media are like vultures. It won't be long before someone notices that he's not out there with the rest of his team.
Before someone notices that the Montréal Metros have left him behind.
He watches the team warm up, making mental notes just like he did yesterday. If the guys or Theriault won't listen to him directly, he'll take his advice to the assistant coaches, who are younger, and (hopefully) more open minded.
Toronto's just getting into their warm-ups when he spots it.
Shane waves Hayden over.
"Look at the Columbus captain." Is the first thing Shane says when Hayden’s close enough. "—no, be subtle, dude." Shane instructs when Hayden's head whips all the way around to stare blatantly.
"Okay…" Hayden's head bobs in a circular motion. "Why am I looking at him, exactly?"
"Columbus' center. Caleb Alexander. He's being really careful with his stretches, especially on the right side. I'm guessing he pulled something. Maybe a muscle in his calf or his knee. And his grip is off. Might have hurt his wrist too."
It's not the kind of thing that's unusual, playing through injuries like the ones that Alexander's got. But when they start to stack, when the risk outweighs the reward…it can be dangerous.
Hayden grins conspiratorially. "So what you're saying is, we take him out entirely."
Shane rolls his eyes. "No, what I'm saying is —" He cuts himself off as a player on Columbus' side of the rink, skates by, close enough to overhear.
Shane waits, watching the Columbus captain like a hawk, taking in his stride on the ice, the crossovers and change ups — the way he wobbles slightly heading into a turn. He recovers quickly, but the initial push into the angle is just a hair unsteady. A fraction. Unnoticeable unless you'd made it your entire life to notice the little things.
Hayden follows his gaze. "What is it?"
"Look at his left leg. He putting all his weight on that leg and barely any on his right, especially going into his turns — it's subtle. I wouldn't be surprised if the coaching staff doesn't even know about it."
"Right."
"If you're trying to score on him, keep on his right side — he won't be able to recover fast enough to pivot."
Shane can see the gears turn in Hayden's head now. "Yeah. Yeah that makes sense." He pauses, looking a bit uncertain. "But what do we do if they realize we figured him out? If they swap him out with another line center?"
Shane shakes his head, mind working as he surveys their opponents. Some are stretching, some are talking, some are watching the team or the fans, but others — others are watching him.
Maybe they're wondering why he's not on the ice.
Maybe they're wondering who's taking his place tonight.
Shane turns back to Hayden, talking quickly, trying to convey everything he knows to get them this win, but he has a sinking feeling that if they lose he'll be blamed regardless.
"Third line is good, but new I think." Shane tells his friend, "And the second line isn't putting points on the board like that. Not consistently, anyway. If I had to guess, I think they're just going to run out the clock long enough to give Alexander time to rest before his next shift."
Hayden grimaces. "Fuck this is intense. Haven't had to make these calls in like 10 years."
"You got this." Shane claps Hayden on the shoulder, bringing his face close.
"Yeah." Hayden exhales. "Yeah, I got this."
They separate, Hayden's about to turn away but Shane grabs his arm to hold him back.
"Oh by the way, Captains are the only ones allowed to argue with refs about calls — so pick your fights wisely, Hayd. If you complain about everything they'll start ignoring you."
Hayden nods, still looking a little unsure, but he grins at Shane gratefully before looking back out on the ice. Only a few minutes left before game start. Hayden opens his mouth to say something else. "I'm sorry, man. It should be you out h—"
"Hollander! Pike!" He hears from behind him. Shane, reluctantly, turns to face his coach.
Theriault is eyeing him critically, arms crossed, his game day suit stretched over thick arms and a broad chest.
"Are you distracting our Alternate Captain?"
Hayden goes a little pale.
"Not at all, sir." Shane says, stepping back from his friend, and the ice where he should be. He feels the ache of it in his bones.
"Good." Then with a jut of his chin to the middle of the rink, Theriault points to rest of the team doing warmups. There's a half-hearted energy in the atmosphere, Shane thinks, one that's turned the crisp, clean scent of ice sour. "Rally your team, Pike."
"Sure, Coach." Hayden says, and with a last, sad look at Shane, skates away.
And what follows is the worst 2.5 hours of Shane's life.

Ilya hates waiting for most things.
Most of the Raiders are in Brad Hammersmith's room, waiting the few hours until the bus leaves to take them to the airport. Those not here are either packing, getting breakfast, or doing who knows what. Ilya trusts his team to remember to get on the bus at the right time — or they'll be making their own way home.
Bzz-Bzz
Ilya flips his phone over. Alexei. He silences the call immediately, resting his head on the back of the couch.
He doesn't have the energy or the willpower to deal with his brother.
He can't deal with him — and their father — right now. Eventually, of course he will. But he just — he's earned a break, right? Earned a little time before having to yell at Alexei for not doing the bare minimum. Or calming down his father, when all he wants to do is scream that he never gave his wife the kindness he now expects.
Poprobuy pozzhe, mudak. He thinks.
"Yo, you good Cap?" Cliff Marleau breaks through his thoughts, which have started to spiral into a listing of all his obligations — and all the ways Ilya hasn't fulfilled them — his brain is an asshole, and Ilya thinks that's bullshit.
"I'm good, Marley." Ilya gives his signature smile, the affable one reserved for his friends, when he's trying to project 'I'm totally fine now leave me alone' energy.
Unfortunately, Marley has taken a course in Seeing Through Ilya Rozanov's Bullshit 101, so it doesn't quite work like he's intended.
"Uh-huh." His friend says, pure skepticism written all over his face. Marley rubs his beard, considering.
Ilya's the first to turn away.
"I'm fine. Let's find a movie, yes?" He says the last bit louder, addressing it to Connor Connors and Ryan Carmichael, who are currently arguing over the remote.
"Bro, you have shit taste in movies." Carmichael grumbles, attempting to pry Connors' hands off the remote controller.
"Me? You made us sit through all the Transformers movies."
"Those are classics." Connors protests. "And it was my birthday."
"That's the only reason why I kept my mouth shut."
"For all of like, 5 seconds you mean."
The two of them devolve into more arguing and Hammersmith looks up at Ilya from his position on the floor between him and Marleau, reminding Ilya of a kicked puppy.
"Why exactly are you all in my room again?" Hammersmith asks, obviously torn between being irritated and being amused. He's got one of the hotel pillows on his lap and is curled up around it, squeezing it like it's a security blanket.
Marleau leans forward to clap their defenseman on the shoulder. "Because we know you paid for the TV upgrade, motherfucker."
"You're all literally millionaires." Hammy replies, rolling his eyes. "You could have done the same thing. Not like you don't have the money."
"Yeah but we knew you would anyway." Connors grunts, finally tearing the remote out of Carmichael's hands. "Why do extra work?" He says, starting to flick through the channels.
"Or spend extra cash?"
"I hate all of you." Hammersmith grumbles, burrowing deeper into his pillow. "My toddler isn't as annoying as you."
"We hate you too." Carmichael snickers, apparently giving up at getting the remote back and deciding to make his way over to the mini-bar.
Connors, meanwhile, is giving his opinion on the channels he's passing, them only appearing on screen for a second.
"Boring…shit script…saw that last year…action looks fake in that one…" Each comment is accompanied by a press of a button taking them to the next channel.
He's going so fast Ilya barely has a minute to process the images. And sound isn't much better, he's barely able to catch snippets of words, or an explosion, or shitty commercials advertising unnecessarily complicated cleaning products.
"Can you give us 10 seconds to see what shows you're saying no to?" Marleau asks, sounding on the verge of begging.
"I have the remote." Connors says jovially, waving it in his hand. "Executive decision-making powers…now let's see..next, next, next. " He continues to flick through the channels at warp speed
Carmichael comes back with a bag of pretzels from the mini-bar, flopping onto the couch on the opposite side of Connors — he sends a few pretzels flying as he does.
"He's a tyrant."
"Should have been faster Ry." The taunt is said jovially, accompanied by even faster channel flicking.
"Okay you know they are not unlimited, oui? You're going to run out eventually." St-Simon points out, his French accent curling around the words smoothly.
"Then I'll just have to start over."
"Oh my god, make it stop. He's doing this on purpose."
Something familiar catches Ilya's eye for the split second Connors lingers on the channel, a lightning-quick flash of familiar blue.
"Wait, stop!" Ilya calls out, and he doesn't realize he's shouted until most of the room is staring at him. But the channels already gone. "Go back." Ilya orders.
"Dude, we just got finished playing a full game, you want to watch more hockey?" Connors' complaint is echoed by a couple of the other guys lounging around the room.
"If i were in charge of the remote this wouldn't be happening." Carmichael says smugly.
"Just do it one of you. I don't care who."
Ilya's chilly tone must signal something to the rest of them, because Connors flips back to the channel Ilya wanted immediately and without question, though he and Carmichael share a concerned look.
It's clearly intermission of the Montréal-Columbus game, and the sports network's commentators appear to be in the middle of a heated but cordial conversation.
"…and where is Shane Hollander — and I mean that literally, Mark." The first commentator, a man with a thick, well groomed beard says. He looks at his fellow panelist with overt confusion.
The other man, Mark, nods in agreement. "I know Jim. Hollander gave a spectacular performance at All-Stars over the weekend, setting records in nearly every category — Montréal fans must have been looking forward to seeing him carrying that momentum forward into his next few games."
Jim leans forward, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. "But he's not on the ice at all. It makes you wonder why."
Mark gives a nervous laugh. "Now now, we shouldn't speculate—"
"Why not? The rest of the league is going to!"
The conversation then shifts to discussing the Metros' next few games in their away series, ultimately culminating in Boston.
"If Hollander's not on the ice by the time the Metros get to Boston, Ilya Rozanov and the Raiders are going to walk all over them — especially if they're giving a performance like tonight."
"Putain de merde, Hollander is not on the ice?" Victor St. Simon, like the rest of the Raiders, looks absolutely dumbfounded.
"Did he get hurt at All-Stars, Roz?" Marleau asks, and Ilya can feel the weight of his alternate captain's stare on his face.
He doesn't answer. He can't.
"Maybe they want to test some stuff out? Give some of the other guys a chance?" Carmichael offers as a potential explanation, but Shane had already given Ilya that excuse last night — and it hadn't sounded any more believable then.
Carmichael snorts, reaching into Carmichael's bag to steal a few pretzels, despite the other man's protesting. He shovels a few into his mouth.
"Yeah right, like the Metros have any plan that doesn't boil down to 'give Hollander the puck'.
Connors nods in agreement. "True, their strategic thinking starts there.".
"I mean…it's not like your strategic thinking ever starts."
"Wow, okay, that's rude as fuck, Carm."
"But you're not wrong about the Metros."
Connors points a thumbs up at Ryan. "Which means I'm right."
"I'm not saying that out loud." Carmichael rolls his eyes, shaking his head.
"It's basic logic." Connors actually pouts. "If I'm not wrong, I'm…" He trails off, palms up, indicating he wants Ryan to finish the sentence.
Carmichael looks around absently, like Connors isn't even in the room. "Do you guys hear something?"
"Rude."
The two men devolve into chuckles and Ilya wants to scream. How can they be laughing when Shane fucking Hollander not being allowed to play hockey is a crime against the sport itself? A crime against the entire country of Canada?
Ilya feels sick, he can feel the saliva gather on his tongue like he's going to vomit any second. The complete and utter wrongness gathers in the pit of his stomach, churning and terrible. Marley's eyes are still on him. He doesn't look — has to force himself not to turn, because one look, and he might actually give himself away.
Ilya's fingers grip the armrest of the couch, fighting for stability he can't find.
On the TV, the rolling ticker on the bottom of the screen flashes back from general sports news back to the Montréal-Columbus score.
5-1
Highlights roll, showing check after check, block after block, gloves dropping and punches thrown, with goal after goal after goal straight to the back of Montréal's net.
"Holy shit they're getting slaughtered." Hammersmith breathes out.
"Fucking hell…" Someone else says, but Ilya doesn't pay attention to see who.
Because every so often, the camera cuts to Shane, who looked so wound up and tense Ilya half expected him to combust. A couple of times he's standing on his toes, looking like he's one bad play away from jumping over the boards himself. Sometimes, Pike will come over to Shane, and they'll talk for a few seconds before Pike races off, maybe to implement whatever Shane's recommendation is.
The Metro's only goal comes from Pike's first line. He has to (begrudgingly) give credit that the goal is good, passable by his standards, but for the Metros? Pike might actually be the best one, and that feels annoying as fuck.
"They made Pike acting captain for this?"
"Hollander doesn't look hurt to me."
"Me neither."
"It's Columbus. Not like they're too tough to beat — but still, fuck."
The conversations swirl around him, the other members of the Raiders equally as stunned as he is. But they don't understand the devastation. They don't understand that this is killing the man Ilya loves.
Shane Hollander loves hockey the way other people love their pets, or their children. He eats, sleeps and lives hockey. He pushes himself into brutal fitness regimens to hone his body to perfection (a side benefit Ilya loved), restricted his diet to only the most macro-nutrient rich foods, eschewing all other ingredients he considered unnecessary, like joy.
No one else dedicates themselves so fully. No one else even comes close.
Ilya was equally in awe and horrified — in more ways than one.
On the screen, the highlights have stopped, returning now to commentators Mark and Jim.
"Yes, we've just received word that Shane Hollander will be taking the ice again for the third period."
"If Hollander is injured like so many suspect, is it wise to be putting him in now? Wouldn't you want to avoid risking further injury?"
The other commentator shakes his head. "I don't know Mark, it might be that Shane Hollander is the Metro's only chance of pulling out a win at all."
"It would take a miracle."
"Let's see what he can do."
For all of the complaining about having just played a hockey game and not wanting to watch even more hockey, the Raiders watching the game on the TV have no intention to change the channel.
"And there he goes! Shane Hollander takes the ice like a bat out of hell, and he's opposite Caleb Alexander for the face-off."
His eyes glued to the TV, Ilya follows Shane as he takes control of the puck. Ilya's eyes are glued to Shane, tracking him across the ice and through the neutral zone. He's weaving around Columbus defenders easily, to shoot the puck straight to the back of the net. It looks like he's caught everyone off guard, like Columbus' goalie wasn't even expecting it, evidently he'd gotten complacent with the Metro's lackluster offensive lines.
5-2
But he should have known better.
Because this is Shane Hollander.
It reminds him of one of his earliest face offs with Shane, when Ilya was being a cocky little shit and asked: 'Will you disappoint them?'.
Shane Hollander, all of 18 years old had replied 'No' in a shaky voice. Maybe he'd been a bit nervous to face Ilya, (probably very nervous actually, especially knowing what he knows now), but then the ref had blown the whistle and Shane's eyes had gotten this eerie sort of calm to them. A a confident serenity that was so out of place in a game this aggressively charged.
Over the years, he'd seen that haunting tranquility loosen just a bit. Maybe it had been the Cup wins, maybe it was a renewed love for the game, but Shane smiled on the ice now. Somewhere along the line, hockey had become more than just Shane Hollander's identity.
Ilya knew he couldn't claim all the credit (although if asked, he sure as hell would)
It's that determined grit he sees now. Shane's eyes look up, off to the side where the game clock must be, and Ilya sees his shoulder sag — just a hair, just recognizable for someone who knows what to look for.
Play resets, and again, Shane wins the face-off, hooking around the opposing center's right side, just as he had the last time. But Columbus was better prepared, and their defenders went straight for Shane. But Shane's fast, and agile, though Ilya swears that Dagenais is the only one who looks like he gives a shit, blocking the single defender who'd managed to catch up to Shane. But Shane doesn't seem to know he was almost caught, shooting a goal right through the gap to the upper-right corner of the net.
5-3
One of the commentators muses, "Maybe Hollander can pull it off?"
The other one responds, but Ilya doesn't care to hear it. They don't know anything.
Then the lines shift, players head to the bench while others take the ice instead. But not Shane. No, Shane doesn't move. He stays out on the ice, talking briefly to the guys that come to relieve the others. They nod, but the camera isn't close enough for Ilya to make out their expressions.
And then Shane bends down for the face-off again.
"Still?" Carmichael gasps.
Shane loses the face-off, and he tears off after the Columbus second line center who'd stolen the puck from him. But it doesn't matter. Montréal's defensive lines are still dogshit, leaving a gap so wide you could drive a zamboni through it. The center manages to score easily, Shane and another Montréal player catching up a second too late.
6-3
Then the same thing happens again. Another goal for Columbus.
7-3
Shane's goals were neutralized in what felt like an instant.
Shane manages another goal in the last few seconds, but it doesn't even matter. He'd had a hat trick, and it meant nothing.
The final buzzer goes off. Columbus wins. Montréal loses. And Ilya's heart breaks.
"And that's it! With an astonishing 7-4 score, the Columbus Cardinals score a victory over defending MLH Champions the Montréal Metros. You know, for a second there, I thought Hollander was going to force the game into overtime."
"I thought so too…Yeah, this game did not go like how we expected."
"I don't think anyone could have expected this, Jim."
The camera is more focused on Columbus, but Ilya can see Pike do the customary fist bumps at the end of the game, with Shane as the last player. Ilya watches in barely concealed horror as Shane drifts aimlessly, like he's not consciously deciding where to go, just letting his skates and the ice drag him along.
When Pike reaches for Shane for the bump, the minute their hands touch, Shane Hollander deflates like a puppet with their strings cut — or that golden bear from the video game with talking animatronics. He's limping off the ice, leaning against Pike like if it weren't for the other man holding him up he'd collapse.
Shane's not suffering in silence, he's screaming.
He's screaming at the top of his lungs the only way he knows how. By trying his best to be perfect. To push himself to unnatural and unattainable heights just because someone else said he can't or he shouldn't.
Ilya's tempted to fly to Montréal that night and punch every Metro he sees. The rage is rolling within him, and he's glaring at the blue jerseys on his screen, promising brutal and bloody murder to each one of them at their next game.
Maybe he'll spare Pike — if only for Shane's sake.
The cameras cut back to the studio, but Ilya isn't paying attention at all. He isn't interested in their half-baked theories of why Shane fucking Hollander was only put on the ice like he's a last resort. Not when he knows the truth. Not when he knows that the Montréal Metros are a team of homophobic assholes that will easily sideline the best player their franchise has ever had because he likes dick.
In the hotel room, conversation resumes, but it's stilted. Like everyone is still trying to put together the pieces of what they just saw. Marleau for instance, had been silent the entire time while watching, and he's the one speaks first.
"What the fuck did we just watch?" He says, staring disbelievingly at the screen, showing highlights of Columbus' victories.
"That was painful." Connors groans, resting his head on his hand as it leans on the arm of the couch.
"Did Drapeau forget what his fucking job is?" Carmichael leans forward, looking around at all of them.
"Their lines were messy as shit."
"No seriously, if they do that shit for the rest of the season there's no way we aren't taking home the Cup."
Ilya can feel it boiling within him, the rage that reminds him of his father. He knows he is like his mother, maybe too much like her, but their are pieces of Grigory Rozanov in him as well — aspects of himself that he'd tried to carve out with a dull knife.
Ilya inhales, slowly.
The other members of the team are eyeing him warily, he knows he needs to school his expression into something approaching normal, but he's so fucking angry. The conversation resumes slowly, haltingly, Connors and Carmichael are arguing over the remote again, and Hammersmith and St. Simon are talking strategy that he should probably be paying attention to, but everything feels strangely muffled, drowned out beneath the sound of blood rushing through his ears.
Ilya's catatonically still, watching the channels go by as buttons get pushed and the conversation swells louder, but he can't make out any words.
His promise to Shane in Tampa echoes in his mind.
"Do not worry, solnyshko. I will kill them for you." He says, as Shane looks up at him questioningly. He would do anything to take away the pain in those beautiful eyes.
He'd laughed when Shane had looked scandalized, telling him not to do that, but he didn't realize that Ilya Rozanov was deadly serious about it.
"Eh...broken teeth, broken jaw, broken arm, same thing, no?" He'd tried to offer his love a compromise. 
But Shane had told him not to get sent to the penalty box for his sake. 
That's fine.
He could work with that.
Having worked out a loophole that gives him plausible deniability, Ilya exhales through his nose, but his teeth are still clenched so tightly his jaw aches.
Marleau is still watching him.
"When Montréal comes to Boston in two days…" Ilya starts carefully, and the conversation quickly dies around him. Every player in the room is giving him their full attention, the remote wars on the opposite couch is left unfinished.
"When Montréal comes to Boston…" He says again, "I want them to suffer. I mean it. I want more than their tears. I want their blood on the ice."
"Uh…" Carmichael gives Ilya a cautious glance, though his eyes drift over to Marley to see if he's on board. Of course not. This isn't about the cup. Or winning. This is about revenge. "Sure, Roz."
"Yeah." Connors adds, but he too looks uncertain. "We'll show 'em a good time."
"Good." Ilya nods, satisfied.
He itches to reach into is pocket for his phone though, to call Shane — he needs to check in. Needs to make sure he's okay, and put the pieces of him back together if he isn't. Whether Shane wants him or not, Ilya isn't going away. Not about this — not when his relationship with Ilya is part of the reason he's being ostracized n the first place.
Ilya knows Shane's post-game game routine well enough to know that he has at least 37 minutes before he's free for a call. Ilya's restless the entire time, leg shaking in impatience as the rest of the team.
Marleau's stopped watching him like a hawk, joining in conversation with Carmichael and Hammersmith about some movie they wanted to see — but Ilya will catch his eye every so often, like he's checking to make sure Ilya won't get up and start punching people.
If it were any other group of people in the room with him, it might actually be a question that needed answering.
But no, Ilya is doing his best to remain calm while he waits for Shane to be available.
His phone rings 18 minutes later.
He pulls his phone from his pocket, staring down with wide eyes at the name flashing across his screen. Because Shane has a routine. A critical routine. He doesn't break it. Shane Hollander's routines are non-negotiable.
But the name lit up on his phone means he's getting a call from only one person. Jane.
Shane





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Poprobuy pozzhe, mudak - try again later, asshole

"Suffering in silence does not make you strong" - Ilya Rozanov you absolute hypocrite.

I also should get that put up on my desk at work because HOLY SHIT I am a hypocrite too.

I also don't know what Columbus' team is called in the world of heated rivalry so I called them the Cardinals since that's the state bird (and I liked the alliteration).

Let me know what you think!

Guys I swear I tried to code this chapter (and the others) to turn the texting into a workskin and the translations into those ones you can hover over, but I tried for like an hour and gave up.

Please take care of YOU when reading. This world is better with you in it.

I also tried to respond to everyone's comment, I'm sorry if I missed yours!
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  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








