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I give up, I surrender

    by LiliAlhena

      Summary

      Ilya is no ordinary Russian: he hates his family, is desperate to leave his country, is attracted to both men and women, and believes in soulmates.
When he meets Shane Hollander and his hypnotising freckles, he knows his life will never be the same again. Maybe, at last, he could finally be happy.

(Aka : What would happen if Ilya and Shane had gotten together at 18? How would they have managed their secret relationship?)



      Notes

        Hello there!

This January, I fell hard for the Game Changer series. I’ve read five of the books so far (sorry, Troy…) and loved each of them. I also watched the TV series with my best friend - it was hot and fun. I really enjoyed Connor Storrie’s portrayal of Ilya. I can’t wait for season two and the adaptation of The Long Game. It’s my favourite book in the series.

I started writing last week, telling myself it would be just for my own eyes, that I wouldn’t post this time so I wouldn’t be disappointed by the reception. But it seems I’m a bit of a masochist… So here I am with this new project I’m completely obsessed with (as usual…). I’ve written 22k so far just for the 2007–2008 season, and it’s only the beginning. The last time I started a project like this, it turned into a 315k monster… so be prepared!
I more or less know where I want to go, but knowing myself, I’ll need to stay flexible…

English is not my mother tongue. I usually write in French first, then translate using my dear friends WordReference and  other translating tools for corrections. I’m a bit of a perfectionist - I hate making mistakes in any language, and since speaking a language, even fluently, and writing in it as if it were your mother tongue are two very different things, I need these tools to help me.

Also, I don’t know much about hockey or figure skating. In France, national sports are more about football than hockey… poor me! Fortunately, my husband doesn’t like sports - any of them - so there’s no football on TV at home. Yay!
I did my research, though. But I’m not perfect, so if there are any inconsistencies, please bear with me or let me know so I can fix them.

Enjoy reading! Don’t hesitate to leave a kudo or a comment - they’re always greatly appreciated.
See you soon!

PS : Posted this on Wenesday then deleted it instead of another work... Typical me. I took the opportunity to correct the remaining mistakes I spotted and to adjust the tags that didn’t reflect the overall tone of the story.




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: 2007/2008 Season - Part I
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya finaly give in to Sasha



    Chapter Notes

      TW for this season:
- Sexual content (because Ilya)
- Non-Graphic underage content (because Ilya)
- Casual sex (mentioned, because Ilya's unhealthy coping mechanism)
- Explicit langage (because Ilya)
- Homophobic slurs (because Russia and hockey culture)
- Domestic violence (mentioned, because Grigory Rozanov)
- Drug use (because Andrei Rozanov)
- Risk-taking behaviour (because Ilya)
- Underage drinking and smoking (mentioned, because Ilya's self-destructive tendencies)

I know it’s a lot, but I’m just trying to stick to Ilya’s character and his messy, complicated past.

You’ve been warned! I won’t entertain any complaints about these triggers. If it’s not your cup of tea, please just step away - kindly.







  November 2007, Moscow
When Ilya emerged from the corridor leading to the hockey team’s locker room, his duffel slung over his shoulder, Sasha was still practising his free programme. He slowly approached the boards and leaned against them, his elbows resting on the ledge. His eyes were immediately drawn to Sasha’s smooth, graceful movements.
The skating rink had been a wasteland for almost an hour now. After the practice, all Ilya’s teammates went home to do their homework, but he stayed to perfect his shooting and improve his speed on one half of the ice while Sasha was occupying the other half. With the regional competition of Moscow Oblast just around the corner, it was common for them to share.
This year, Sasha had been chosen to represent their club, with the hope that he would qualify for the nationals. He was no prodigy like Ilya, but he wasn’t bad at all; he was actually quite good for someone who had returned to skating at thirteen after years of classical dance. He was considered an outsider, with a still irregular technique but a captivating presence and programmes that commanded attention by their grace and sensuality. His triple jumps didn’t always land, but on the ice, Sasha always managed to make people forget his mistakes through the sheer force of his interpretation.
(Yes, Ilya might have watched all the competitions he took part in in Saint Petersburg. He might have watched them more than once–because he was fucking beautiful when he skated. And he might also have spent a lot of time researching figure skating, to the point of learning how to erase his browsing history on the family computer.)
Sasha had an undeniable artistic talent–he needed it, given his unconventional background–but above all he was devoted to his sport, unlike Ilya, for whom it was only an escape. Each minute he spent there, at the rink, moving as one with his stick, was a minute he spent away from home.
While Sasha attempted a new triple Axel, Ilya glanced at the digital clock above one of the goals: a quarter to eight. A good time to head home. He would arrive just on time for dinner then go up to his room to study his still limited English. He had, of course, mastered the technical jargon of hockey–and an impressive amount of slurs, the basics!–but otherwise, he struggled to understand what he read and heard. As for his pronunciation, it was terrible. His accent was too pronounced, and he still stumbled over relatively simple sounds.
Sasha did a series of sidesteps, spirals and some other arabesques Ilya had forgotten the names of to do a full lap of the ice before launching a triple toe loop. Nice execution but the landing was still imperfect. Ilya watched him repeat this sequence several times, captivated by his body.
Eleven minutes to eight. He really should head home. And yet, he was staying. Every day, he delayed the moment of going home a little longer. Since his mother had died…
“She had an accident, Ilya. You understand, yes? An accident!” His father’s voice entered his thoughts.
Who the fuck dies by accident after swallowing a full bottle of pills? No one! But that was what he hammered into him, again and again, until he repeated those absurd words. Until “dead” and “by accident” were inextricably bound together in his mind.
Since his mother had killed herself by accident, the atmosphere at home had deteriorated sharply. His father had always had this need to dominate others, to have power over them, an ascendency. It had begun with the dog, a Belgian shepherd–an adorable ball of fur that four-year-old Ilya had grown attached to–whom he ended up killing in a fit of rage. “This dirty cur” had dared to bare his fangs at him when he raised his voice against Ilya.
Then he began constantly belittling his mother, so young and so sweet. Every move she made, every word she spoke, was a source of criticism and insults of every kind. She always did everything wrong, never behaved as she should. He terrorised her.
And now, he was his new target. Why? Probably because he resembled her more than he would admit to himself.
He was not afraid of him but he never revolted. Why bother? It would only stir up his anger and only God knew what he would be capable of. Besides, it wouldn’t last: one day, he would get out of here.
Just like her, he endured in silence, obediently. It was better that way, even if it was destroying him a bit more each day.
Since his childhood, his father had been exacting, demanding more of him than he could give–more than any child, even the most brilliant, could give. Now, he was intransigent: Ilya had to be perfect, all the time, in everything he did. But especially at hockey, where he could not fail. Ever.
His father never touched him–no, this would leave marks that would affect his game–he disciplined him. With firmness, a lot of firmness, as he probably did with his subordinates and the prisoners at the station.
Depending on the gravity of his “crime”, he could simply be ignored by all his family members for days, have to apologise for a fault he didn’t even know he had committed, or watch them eat before being granted permission–or not–to do so. When his father was especially irritated, he would make him stay in the garden, in the cold, waiting for his authorisation to come back in, or wake him up at dawn to run outside, regardless of the weather, until he collapsed from exhaustion.
But the worst were the words. Always the same, as sharp as a knife, designed to hurt not the flesh but the soul itself.
“You’re lazy, Ilya.”
“You’re weak, Ilya.”
“It’s your fault you lost, Ilya. Because you are a poor captain.”
“I gave you everything, Ilya, everything! And that’s how you thank me? By humiliating me publicly? You should be ashamed!”
Polina, his stepmother–whom his father had married only a few months after his mother’s death–was absolutely indifferent to his fate. In her eyes, he was only the goose that laid the golden eggs who would bring her wealth and fame.
She did not treat badly, but she did not treat him well either. She simply ensured that he didn’t dishonour their family and that his basic needs were satisfied. He always had clean clothes that fit him, healthy meals adapted to his energy expenditure. She made sure that he received the best care–so he could return sooner to the ice, not because she cared about his health. She ensured his schooling didn’t encroach on hockey, signed every leave of absence he presented her.
But never ever did she have a kind word for him–not that Ilya expected one from her, he had renounced any form of maternal love the day he lost his mother.
As for Andreï, his brother, four years older than him, he simply did not like him. He was jealous of him–had always been. Of the attention their father gave him, attention Ilya could have done without. Of the smiles their mother reserved only for him, the tenderness in her voice, the warmth she had never shown Andrei. Of their close bond–light-years away from the cold, distant relationship she had with her eldest. And now, of his growing fame in the junior hockey world, of this international career that was taking shape a little more each month.
When he was younger, Andrei had also played hockey, but he had no talent–and he certainly never invested as much as Ilya. Perhaps because he had never seen that pride in their mother’s eyes when she watched his practices. Perhaps because he had always seen it only as a way to attract their father’s attention. Perhaps simply because he didn’t enjoy it.
Anyway, their father didn’t want him to continue. Not with Ilya being far more promising than him at only eight. And also, he had always had another plan for him: the Interior Ministry Academy–the police.
Andreï and he were made of the same wood, had that same darkness in the bottom of their hearts. Their father saw it instantly and didn’t want to waste his potential.
What potential? The one to report every single move and word of Ilya and their mother? What a potential! It was because of him that he always yelled at her. That he reproached her for overprotecting him, for loving him too much, for making him weak. That he accused her of cheating on him or wanting to run away with Ilya.
Fucking Andreï! He sure knew how to open his mouth…
Ilya had also realised, from a very young age, the monster that lurked in his brother. He had always been quite attentive, able to gauge people and their intentions.
He had never been good at school–he hadn’t tried to be either: he could have, he had the ability, but it wasn’t by studying that he would get out of here. Instead, he made it a point of honour to develop this emotional intelligence, which served him every day. At home, with his family, to survive and protect himself and his secret. At hockey, with his teammates, to know what to say, how to motivate them. At school, with his classmates, to charm them when they were pretty or intimidate them when they smelled trouble.
Ilya had always known that Andreï was a Grigory Rozanov in the making. It was no doubt for this reason that he had never tried to close the distance that had grown between them over the years. That, and the fact that he had more than contributed to their mother’s personal hell. Ilya would never forgive him. Never!
Well, Andreï never loved him. It must be said that Ilya did nothing to be loved by him either. And sleeping with his girlfriend hadn’t made things any better. But he loved taking risks, he felt more alive that way.
To his credit, he hadn’t been the one to go after her–he demonstrated a minimum of decency and manners towards his brother, even if he didn’t deserve them–but the other way around. Dasha had shown up at the door of their house one day when Ilya was enjoying a rare afternoon off.
She had said that she found him handsome-more handsome than Andreï. Taller, more muscular, more masculine too. Everything his brother could never be, since he didn’t take care of his body as Ilya did. She said that she had noticed his eyes on her generous curves, strangely well highlighted, and that she appreciated it more than she should. That she wanted to feel his big hands on her, his impressive body over hers.
And above all, she wanted to be his first. She found that exciting. Dasha loved the danger too.
He should have said no, he was much too young to have sex–he had only turned fourteen a few months ago–but he liked her. Very much. He had dreamed of her, of what it would be like to taste her, to be inside her, to make her come. Andreï and she were not very discreet when they fucked. From his room, he heard them and her moans were erotic. He wanted to make her scream harder, longer–to the point where it became indecent. He had even hoped that this would make her leave Andreï; she was far too good for him–but she didn’t.
He should have. His whole mind had revolted against the idea, but he had given in to temptation and to the risk she represented. He hadn’t regretted: that lay–and the ones that followed–had been among the most passionate he had had until then. And since then, he had slept with a lot of girls.
Ilya was perfectly aware that he shouldn’t have had so many partners but sex had become a drug. When he was sleeping with them, his mind went blank. He only thought of their pleasure and his own, not of what his life would be if he wasn’t drafted into the NHL.
But Ilya wanted to leave Russia more than anything else. To put as much distance as possible between himself and this father he could never satisfy as well as to escape a regime that did not tolerate who he was, nor who he loved. And maybe also, in the process, to cut the ties with this brother who wouldn’t hesitate to ask him for money to pay for his fucking drug.
He didn’t think of his mother either, of that grief that he wasn’t allowed to express and that was eating him away from the inside. She was dead, and he had been forbidden to mourn her. Suicide was a sin for their church and a sign of weakness for his father. They had erased her from his life as if she had never existed. From her, all he had left was the Orthodox crucifix that never left his neck and his faith–even if it had been deeply shaken.
Ilya lived every single day with a gaping hole in his chest. A hole that would never close up. Not because there was no hope of healing–there was someone out there, somewhere, who would soothe his bleeding heart, who would love him more than he could imagine; she promised him and he believed her–but because he was forced to deny it.
So, since he wasn’t allowed to hurt, he was angry. At God, for condemning her to that life. At his father, who made her suffer so much. At his brother, for pushing her over the edge. At all those people who judged her without knowing that for all those years she had fought so bravely the sadness that consumed her. They said she abandoned him, that she failed as a mother, and that Ilya should be angry with her, that he had the right to. That he even had to be.
Except, he didn’t want to. He couldn’t. She fought all that time for him, because she loved him more than anything in the world. But she was only human, and had her limits-limits she had reached long ago. So she had set herself free, and Ilya refused to be angry with her. He understood her. He, too, too longed for freedom.
The dull slam of a stainless steel blade hitting the ice, followed by a shout of joy, pulled him out of his thoughts. Sasha was jubilant, probably because he landed his triple Axel perfectly. A small smirk came onto his lips. He was even more beautiful when he was exulting like this.
As Sasha resumed his training, gliding over the ice with ease and lightness, Ilya couldn’t look away from his slender, graceful body.
He should leave. He would end up late, and Andreï wouldn’t fail to report him to their father.
He should, yes…
But the dark leggings clung perfectly to Sasha’s slim, athletic legs, highlighting his firm, round ass far too well.
Damn, that ass was insane. And those hips…
Ilya was already imagining placing his hand on them, pressing his body against his, slipping one hand on his flat stomach while the other one slowly moved to his groin, his mouth would devour his neck with kisses.
He shouldn’t be having these thoughts. They were in Russia, for fuck’s sake, and he was a hockey player.
Yet he had never managed to push them away. To be honest, he had never really tried since the first day he had laid his eyes on Sasha.
It was only desire. Nothing sick, nothing immoral. Not in his eyes, at least. It wasn’t elsewhere in the world, so why should it be here? People here were so narrow-minded.
Ilya knew he was supposed to be ashamed of wanting to kiss a guy-and even more of wanting to sleep with him. That was what Russian society expected of him. But he refused to be. It was natural. Since the dawn of time, men loved other men. Homosexual behaviour had always existed in nature. Why would the human species be the only exception?
No, Ilya wasn’t ashamed at all. If anything, he considered himself rather evolved compared to his fellow Russians. And besides, why deprive himself of half of his potential sexual partners? It was stupid.
Sasha skated past the board where he was still leaning and flashed him a charming smile.
Those fucking lips… Pink and full. He wanted to taste them, to slip between them.
Just imagining the feel of Sasha’s lips on his own, Ilya was already getting hard. He really should leave before doing something stupid.
This dangerous little game had been going on for far too long. It had all started in June, when his father, Ilya’s new coach, had introduced them. At first, there had only been timid glances, thrown when they were thinking the other wasn’t looking. Then they had grown more lingering, more suggestive. Then came staying to watch the other train-not long, just a few minutes, enough to drink in the sight of the other’s body. And now, they exchanged knowing looks when they crossed paths on the ice, smiles heavy with innuendo.
They were lucky no one had noticed anything yet. They weren’t discreet–far from it. But that was precisely what made their game so exciting.
This past few weeks, however, Sasha had clearly decided to turn up the heat. He was no longer content with looks and smiles–he wanted more. Much more.
Ilya could feel it; he himself was close to giving in. Just imagining his fingers in Sasha’s stubble, his chest pressed against his, his cock rubbing against his…
Fuck.
He was already waking up at night, rock hard, fantasising about Sasha’s mouth on his dick–or his on Sasha’s. Jerking off wasn’t enough anymore.
The only thing still holding him back was hockey. His way out. His only chance to escape this fucking life. But Sasha did everything to make him break. And God, he was so hard to resist.
Sasha skated past him again, devouring him with his eyes, slowly licking his lips. Ilya felt his insides clench. He had a wild urge to pin him against the boards and devour his mouth until he couldn’t get enough.
No. Not here. Not with his coach’s son. If someone saw them…
He refused to go through that thought any further.
He turned away abruptly and walked along the rink, his heart hammering in his chest. He could feel Sasha’s eyes on his back–hot, frustrated, disappointed.
Not tonight.
Not while hockey was his only way out.
Tomorrow… maybe.
* * *
Tomorrow turned out to be a week later.
Ilya had stayed again to train, sharing the ice with Sasha who was still working on his triple Axel. When he paused to catch his breath between attempts, Ilya could feel his dark blue eyes devouring him.
He was tired, exhausted from fighting the frustration. Jerking off while thinking about him, imagining everything he would do to him, wasn’t enough anymore. Not at all.
A small voice in his head kept repeating that it was stupid, risky, that he was his coach’s son, and that everything could fall apart in a second.
But he couldn’t anymore.
He dropped his stick.
He skated towards Sasha in long strides, like a predator finally giving in to his instincts. Sasha didn’t step back. He stayed still, a satisfied smile on his lips, as if he had always known that this moment would come…
“Fuck you, Sasha,” he growled.
And he crashed into his lips, a hand on his cheek, the other at his neck. The kiss was aggressive, hungry. He bit those lips that still refused to open, pressed into the hollow of his neck, tugged at his mid-length hair tied in a low bun.
Fuck, it felt so good. Better than with any girl. He could be himself: fierce, sharp, demanding. And that stubble under his fingertips… so manly, so normal. Yes, everything was suddenly more in place.
He was getting hard like crazy and had to hold himself back from grinding against Sasha. No way he was letting him think he had already won this.
Sasha laughed against his lips.
“What?” he hissed, irritated.
Couldn’t he open his fucking mouth? He wanted to play with his tongue.
“If I’d known you kissed like a god, I would have teased you this way sooner.”
Ilya pulled harder on his hair, tilting his head back and exposing his throat. He licked his lips to the thought of devouring it. Later.
“Shut up and let me kiss you properly,” he ordered, his voice rough with desire, his fingers tightening on Sasha’s jaw.
Sasha only laughed more.
“Make up your mind: should I open it or keep it closed?”
“Both”
And he claimed his lips again, taking advantage of his surprise to slip his tongue past his teeth, searching for his. When he found it, he started a slow, deep, almost insolent ballet.
Sasha moaned into his mouth and the sound went straight to Ilya’s crotch. He got even harder, his dick straining against the thin fabric of his joggers. He hadn’t put his gear back on after the training. Thank God. With the cup, it would have been torture.
Sasha grabbed his ass and pressed their bodies together. He was hard too–and impressively so. Ilya was dying to touch him, to feel his weight in his hand. He had never been so turned on in his life.
He deepened the kiss and Sasha started grinding against him.
Fucking hell…
It felt too good. Way too good. If they kept going like this, Ilya knew he would be able to stop. He would end up on his knees in front of him, pulling down his leggings and briefs in seconds and taking him greedily in his mouth. He couldn’t stop thinking about it-about that, and everything else he wanted to do to him.
He pushed Sasha back with one hand, but the latter immediately tried to chase the kiss. When Ilya caught his face between his fingers to pull their mouths apart, Sasha pouted.
“I thought you liked danger?”
Ilya shot him a dark look.
“You really want I fuck you here?”
Sasha snickered.
“Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? Who says I wouldn’t be the one fucking you?”
Ilya considered it for a brief moment–tempting as hell–then the reality caught up with him. They were on the ice, in the middle of the rink and…
“Fuck, Sasha… the watchman!”
Sasha raised an eyebrow, puzzled.
“He does his rounds much later. We’ve got time.”
Ilya knew he was trying to reassure him, but he couldn’t. There were too many entrances, too many blind spot. He couldn’t watch them all.
“You’re serious?”
Sasha met his gaze, a smirk tugging at his lips.
“What? Don’t you think that makes it more exciting?”
Ilya felt the anger rise suddenly. Was he messing with him?
“I can’t lose hockey,” he snapped. “I don’t want to stay here. I can’t”
Sasha shoved him, both palms flat against his chest.
“Fuck, Ilya, do you think I do? I’m not like you. I only like men! And I can’t do that here. I don’t want to spend my life hiding.”
Ilya clenched his jaw and took a few deep breath, giving Sasha time to calm down too. Then he held out his hands, palm open.
“I know, Sasha. I know… Just… not here. It’s too risky.”
“Okay, okay,” Sasha said, still agitated. “Not here, you’re right.”
He sighed heavily.
“I don’t know what came over me. It’s all this sexual tension… it drives me insane.”
Ilya nodded silently. He felt it too, to the point of recklessness. He shouldn’t have kissing him here, on the ice. He should have waited: the locker room, somewhere they could lock the door, or even outside, in the alley behind the rink. At this hour, no one went there.
He ran a hand through his hair, messing it up even more, then offered it to Sasha.
“You still want…?”
“Fucking yes!” Sasha grabbed it. “Your locker or mine?”
“Mine locks.”
A wide grin spread across his lips.
“Let’s go!”
He let go of his hand and headed to the board, towards the corridor leading to the locker rooms. Ilya skated quickly to his stick, grabbed it, and caught up with him in a few powerful strides.
Just before reaching the barrier, Sasha nudged him and murmured hotly in his ear, “I’ll die if you don’t touch me. Even jerking off thinking of you lips around my dick isn’t enough anymore.”
Ilya snorted.
“I will suck you. Don’t worry.”
It would even be the first thing he did.
“Can’t wait!” Sasha snarled.
They stepped over the board, pulled off their skates, tied the laces together. They tried to walk normally… then broke into a run like idiots toward the locker room.
They were starving. Both of them.
Once the door was locked, Ilya did exactly what he had promised. He pinned Sasha against the wall, kissed him deeply, then dropped to his knees in front of him
 
Bend over his head, his hand gripping desperately at his light brown curls, Sasha was slowly catching this breath while Ilya kissed the inside of his tight and stroked his left cheek with his fingertips.
“Jesus…”
“My name is Ilya”, he teased him with a crooked smile.
He pressed one last kiss to the hollow of his groin before straightening up. Sasha followed the movement and pulled him into a slow, languid kiss. He seemed to enjoy tasting himself on Ilya’s lips. Ilya wondered fleetingly if he would like that too. So far, he had liked everything they had done.
“Let me recover from that orgasm, and I’ll return the favour,” Sasha murmured, resting his forehead against his shoulder.
Ilya toyed with the short hairs at the nape of his neck while nibbling at this earlobe.
“Take your time. I want to savour. If you sucked me now, I’d come in less than two minutes.”
Sasha laughed softly.
“It’s better than a cunnilingus, isn’t it?”
Ilya pondered for a moment.
“Ten times better”, he replied. He still couldn’t decide whether it was ten or a hundred. “But I’m not going to stop liking women, though.”
“What do you like about them? Their boobs? Their pussy?” Sasha asked, a hint of disgust in his voice.
“Both, I guess… I never really thought about it. I just like them, that’s all.”
“But you prefer men?”
Ilya shrugged.
“Seems like it. Unless it’s just you?” he threw out, even though he knew very well it wasn’t.
Sasha was not the first guy to catch his interest. Some of his teammates were attractive, but he didn’t feel any desire for them. And anyway, he could not allow himself to.
“I’d like to believe that,” Sasha sighed, “but trust me, it’s men. If it were just me, you wouldn’t have enjoyed sucking me that much. You wouldn’t even have suggested it. You’d have just taken me from behind.”
Ilya raised an eyebrow.
“You know what you are talking about?”
The answer was evasive.
“Sort of.”
They hadn’t really talked before today. Their attraction had been purely physical, sharpened by the danger of their situation.
“So I’m not your first?” Ilya said, feigning disappointment
“Sorry, but no. And you won’t be my last either.”
Well, that was crystal clear.
Sasha probably already knew the nationality of his soulmate. He had turned seventeen in September. Maybe they would talk about it one day? They would probably kept hooking up until one of them left Russia. They would have the time to get to know each other… and maybe even become friends.
“At least, we agree on one thing : this is just sex,” Ilya summed up.
“Talking about that…” Sasha lifted his head, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Do I have carte blanche for you first time with a guy?”
Ilya hesitated for a moment.
“You’ll stop if I ask you to?”
Sasha looked offended.
“I do have some self-preservation instinct, you know.”
“Oh really? You wanted me to fuck you on the ice!”
He punched gently him in the elbow.
“I told you, I’d be the one to fuck you first. Now let me give you the best blowjob of your life!”
“A bit presumptuous, don’t you think?”
It wasn’t. Sasha was good. Fucking good. He brought him right to the edge several times before finally letting him come, playing with his balls, his head of his cock and even his ass, finding his prostate with almost irritating precision. It was as electrifying as everything Ilya had ever read about.
* * *
For the next two weeks, Ilya and Sasha met up almost every day in the hockey team’s locker room. They still trained after everyone had left, but they spent a bit less time on the ice to pleasure each other.
Discovering this new side of his sexuality was exhilarating for Ilya.
Being jerked off by another guy was nothing like anything he had known before. Sasha knew exactly how to handle him, what movements to use, what rhythm to set. His touch was firmer, more confident, more masculine. He knew when to stop just before it was too late, and when to keep going to drive him mad.
But what Ilya liked most was taking both of them in his large palm. The sensation of their two cocks pressed together, sliding against each other, was almost magical. He loved watching what he was doing: it was obscene, crude, but so incredibly arousing. Sasha would rest his forehead against his shoulder, nibbling at his lips, letting out rough moans that made everything more intense.
There were also the blowjobs, still just so good, and the fingering, which was becoming more and more devastating. Ilya had quickly found Sasha’s prostate and took a wicked pleasure in tormenting him until he begged to be allowed to come.
They hadn’t yet talked seriously about anal sex. He had mentioned it jokingly once or twice, but hadn’t pushed it. For now, he was satisfied with what they were doing. He knew, however, that it wouldn’t last. He had always loved to explore, to push his limits. He simply didn’t want their first time to happen against a locker room wall. It wasn’t the ideal position, nor the right moment. And above all, he didn’t have condoms on him.
The competition Sasha had been training so hard for was taking place next Saturday. His father, seemingly pleased about their recent closeness, had invited Ilya. That gave them the perfect opportunity to exchange numbers without raising suspicion.
Since then, they had been sexting regularly as a form of foreplay. Ilya deleted the messages whenever he could and changed his password almost every day. With Andreï going through his things as if they were his own, he couldn’t take any risks.
When Ilya got home that night, after fucking Sasha’s thighs in the shower, the heat of pleasure was only just beginning to fade. He had the unpleasant surprise of finding his brother on the porch. He was sitting on the top step, wearing a thick coat and a scarf wrapped tightly around his neck.
“You come home later and later these days,” Andreï remarked, rising slowly
Ilya didn’t reply immediately. He kept climbing the steps, as if the remark wasn’t directed at him. It had been weeks since they had only been seeing each other at dinner. It came from nowhere.
“So?” Andreï insisted, his voice drawling. “Who are you fucking after training?”
Ilya froze for a fraction of second. His heart skipped a beat. Andreï couldn’t know about Sasha… He was not clever enough for that. Right?
“Some teammate’s girlfriend? Mine wasn’t enough?”
A cold relief washed over Ilya. He let out a quit sight and replied, sharply, “Dasha is still with you if I’m not mistaken, yes?”
He wondered why, by the way. What could she find him?
Andreï looked daggers at him.
“She’s not staying for me, stupid bastard!”
Ilya swallowed back his instinctive “Bastard yourself” and shoved him slightly to pass under the canopy.
“She wants your money. She’s convinced you’ll be drafted into the KHL and make millions.”
So, that was the reason…
It didn’t even surprise him. She was not the first to see him only as a future paycheck.
Deep down, Andreï and she were well suited to each other: two opportunists ready to live off him, to demand the money he would earn through the sweat of his brow.
Ilya set his bag down and sat on the porch wall. The cold bit through the fabric of his sweatpants, but he knew they weren’t done yet.
“Why are you staying with her if you know she’s mercenary?”
Andreï wasn’t exactly a genius, but he had at least a bit of pride, right? He couldn’t knowingly stay with a woman who didn’t love him, could he?
His brother frowned.
“Mercenary?”
Ilya rolled his eyes. It was impossible to have such a small vocabulary at his age!
“Interested in money,” he clarified patiently.
Andreï snickered.
“Where did you learn that word?”
Seriously?
“I read, Andreï. Every flight, I pull out a book. Just because I play hockey doesn’t mean I have to be an idiot. You should try it too.”
Andreï ignored the jab, but his gaze turned sharper.
“Mr. Hockey is talented… and smart too.”
A crooked smile stretched his lips.
“Is that how you got her into your bed? By flaunting your knowledge?”
Ilya sighed, long and heavy. They weren’t going to have this conversation again, were they?
“I didn’t put her in my bed. She invited herself. I’ve told you already.”
“That’s not what she’s saying!”
Ilya clenched his jaw.
“And what exactly is she saying? That I forced her legs open?”
His voice snapped, harsher than he intended.
“I might be a bastard, but I’m not a rapist!”
“Doesn’t matter, you slept with her for weeks!”
Ilya felt anger surge up the back of his neck. Too fast. Too strong.
He needed a cigarette.
His fingers trembled slightly with irritation as he pulled the pack from his jacket. He tucked one between his lips, lit it, and inhaled deeply. The smoke burned his throat and filled his lungs. He held it for a moment, as if to smother what was rising, then exhaled slowly.
“Why are you staying with her? You know perfectly well she doesn’t love you and that all she wants is the money I’ll earn. Find yourself another girl.”
“I’m not going to tell you that she’s a very good lay” Andreï shot back with a wicked smile.
Ilya took another drag. He wasn’t going to let this go, damn it!
“There are plenty of other pretty girls who fuck just as well, if that’s all you care about. You don’t have to stay with her.”
He took another puff from his cigarette. They were really having this conversation?
“I know!” Andrei snapped. “But Dad likes her.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. As if that was a reason.
“He wants me to marry her and give her beautiful grandchildren. Polina could never have kids; he wants her to look after them.”
Better and better…
“Because you honestly think she’ll care about your kids? She’s just as after the money I’ll earn!”
Andreï didn’t answer. Of course he knew.
“You know I can’t say no to him, Ilya…”
Ilya waved off the argument with a hand. He could say no. He just didn’t have the balls to.
“Do as you like, Andreï. But don’t come whining when she has a kid behind your back.”
“Anyway. Stop dodging the question. Where were you?”
Ilya tapped his cigarette before taking a long drag. Getting angry would only prolong this conversation. And he was freezing. His hair still damp, the cold air bit at the back of his neck. He was hungry too.
What did Andreï actually want from him? He hadn’t cared about Ilya’s comings and goings for a long time.
“I’m not dodging anything. You’re the one who brought her up. And I was at the rink. Where else did you expect me to be?”
His brother snickered. Ilya’s fingers clenched around his cigarette.
“Right, of course! Have you seen the time? Your training finished over three hours ago. I took you there for months; I know when it starts and when it ends!”
Ilya inhaled deeply. He had to stay calm at all costs. Even if Andreï was openly mocking him. His schedule had changed ages ago, every time he moved up a division. But his brother didn’t know that.
“I stayed after practice. I can’t afford to lose!”
“Poor Ilya, who has to be so perfect!” Andreï jeered.
Ilya slammed his cigarette against the porch wall in frustration–it had been useless–and jerked his head up sharply.
“Fuck you, Andrei! You know nothing about my life, about the pressure they put on my shoulders…”
“I don’t give a fuck about your bloody pressure!” his brother cut in. “Dad only talks about you, all the time. It’s me who busts my ass at the academy while you run after your puck, waving your stick around!”
Ilya let out a humourless laugh.
Andreï was truly their father’s son… Always needing to crush someone else to exist. As if they couldn’t coexist in the same house. As if there wasn’t enough room for both of them.
And… did they even need their father’s attention?
“What do you want, Andreï?”
Because he did want something. It showed. In the way he spoke, in his attacks.
“If it’s money, I gave you everything I earned last month. They haven’t even given me my new bonus yet.”
“But they’re going to soon, right?” Andrei pressed. “When?”
“The week after next. Why?”
Ilya didn’t wait for the answer. He already knew it.
“You’ve already sniffed it all, haven’t you?”
Andreï’s face went dark. He had already railed every bit of the coke he had bought last week. Of course. Fuck… At this rate, Ilya would end up finding him in a hovel with a syringe in his arm.
“What the fuck does it matter to you?” His brother barked.
That was it.
Ilya straightened up abruptly and stepped forward, towering over him, trying to crush him in return.
Andreï flinched back. Good. He still had a shred of self-preservation instinct. Maybe all wasn’t lost.
“Because it’s my money you’re buying it with!”
And it was driving Ilya crazy. Couldn’t he buy something else? Anything else but this shit?
“I’m your brother, you have to help me!”
And now, the blackmail.
Andreï knew perfectly well that, for Ilya, no matter what, he would remain his brother. His family. And that he wasn’t the kind to abandon his own–even if he thought about it more and more often.
“To snort lines of coke? Do you have any idea what Dad will say when he finds out?”
Maybe Ilya was fooling himself. Maybe bringing up their father wouldn’t change anything. Maybe Andreï was already too far gone.
“He doesn’t give a shit about me. I could be high at the table and he wouldn’t even notice!”
Ilya froze. What? He must have misheard. Surely.
“You’ve been high during a dinner? At home?”
“Yeah. I need it to cope with this bloody life.”
Ilya ran a hand over his face. He understood. Too well. He also had his way of coping. It was just… different.
“I’ll give you your bloody money, Andreï,” he finally relented. He didn’t really have a choice anyway. If he refused, Andrei would turn his room upside down until he found it. “But promise me you won’t be high at the table anymore!”
He could at least ask for that. Couldn’t he?
“You’re really going to give it?”
His voice dripped with hope. It was almost pathetic.
“Yes.”
A smile immediately spread across his face.
“Alright then,” he agreed too quickly. Then, as if nothing had happened, “I’ll get high after!”
Ilya closed his eyes for a second. Of course. Too good to be true. Andreï was a junkie. He was going to have to get used to it.
“Fuck, Andreï …”
His brother opened the front door.
“Come eat. Polina’s waiting. Dad won’t be back tonight.”
And he disappeared inside. He had got what he wanted. No need to pretend anymore. 
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  Moscow, December 2007
Saturday arrived faster than expected, to Ilya’s great delight. He was looking forward to watching Sasha skate, and even more to spending the night at his place.
His coach, Petrov, had suggested that he sleep at home so as not to inconvenience his parents, since they would be coming back late in the evening. Sasha had immediately taken advantage of this to tell him, with a predatory smile, that they would finally have their first anal sex that night. Who would take whom would depend on his performance on the ice. Ilya had promised him, as a reward, that he would let him take him if he won.
Would he be lying if he said he was not a little stressed?
With girls, he had always been the one who penetrated. He loved that feeling of tight warmth around his cock, the friction with every thrust, and above all the way they would clench around him violently when they came.
From various blogs and forums he had consulted during his research, Ilya had read that the sensation was not necessarily pleasant at first, and could even be painful if things moved too quickly. But if the partner got it right, it could become incredibly good.
Some, however, did not enjoy it at all, and he wondered if he would be the same.
But that was not the only thing worrying him. No, what concerned him most was being caught. Sasha’s room and his father’s were separated by a floor and were each at opposite ends of the house, but there was no guarantee he would not come upstairs in the middle of the night to check that everything was alright.
Paradoxically, that risk was also terribly exciting.
Ilya met up with Sasha and his father in front of the rink two hours before the start of the competition. His father and Coach Viktorov, Sasha’s trainer, both wanted him to give himself the best possible chance, and that meant yet another run-through. They had both placed great hopes in him: the first, because he dreamed of seeing his son shine as his late wife once had; the second, because this was his last chance to take one of his students to the Nationals.
Indeed, the club where Ilya and Sasha both trained was not particularly well known for the standard of its figure skating team. Sasha’s move to Moscow had been a godsend for the team, which had never managed to qualify any of its young skaters before.
Ilya followed Sasha to his changing room and, as soon as the door closed, he crashed his lips against his–Sasha had been turning him on all afternoon over text messages. Sasha responded with equal intensity and immediately slid his hands under his clothes.
“Fuck, I can’t wait for tonight,” he growled between kisses. “I can’t think about anything else except my cock in your tight little arse.”
Ilya burst out laughing. It was the first time anyone had ever spoken about his arse like that.
“Start by qualifying, and then we’ll discuss it again,” he teased.
Sasha immediately pouted. He took offence so quickly, and Ilya loved it.
“Discuss it again? No, you promised! You’re not going to back out, are you? I swear no one has ever complained about my performance in bed.”
Ilya laughed even harder.
“That’s what you say!” Then, more seriously, “That’s not it. Just don’t put the cart before the horses, that’s all.”
Secretly, he was hoping he would be the one to fuck him.
“The cart before the horses, seriously? How old are you? Seventy?”
“Fuck off!” Ilya snapped back.
What was everyone’s problem with his vocabulary?
“Oh, I fully intend to. Soon.”
Ilya could not help smiling at the idea. But this was not the time to get distracted by thoughts like that. Not with their respective coaches only a few metres away.
He gave Sasha a slap on the ass.
“Go and get changed before you get us into trouble!”
And he left the locker room. He did not trust himself enough not to jump on him.
 
Ilya spent the next hour sitting between his coach and Sasha’s, both of whom scrutinised his performance in great detail. They were particularly strict, but Ilya knew that this discipline was necessary to reach the level required for the ISU Junior Grand Prix.
Sasha had briefly mentioned it after one of their post-orgasmic moments of tenderness. It was his way out: the means to be able to live his sexuality openly.
“Does he really have to be that sensual?” Coach Petrov muttered, frowning as Sasha ran through a step sequence. “He looks like a real fag…”
Ilya tensed in his seat. It was not the first time he had heard that kind of insult from his coach’s mouth. His teammates and he were regularly called “faggots” or “cock-suckers” when they were not aggressive enough on the ice. And yet, every time, he felt personally targeted, as though his sexuality had any impact on how he played, on his worth as a man. He was no less capable. No less masculine.
“It’s just how the sport is, Sergei. It doesn’t mean anything,” Coach Viktorov replied, trying to calm him.
Coach Petrov shook his head without taking his eyes off the ice.
“I know…” he sighed. “I just don’t want people thinking he likes cock. That’s not how I raised him.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. Upbringing had nothing to do with it. It was not something you could correct–nor something that needed correcting. You did not choose who you loved. You simply loved.
Coach Viktorov laughed.
“Oh, don’t worry about that! Your son’s a real heartbreaker. He never misses a chance to flirt with the girls.”
Ilya laughed to himself. As if that meant anything…
“He hasn’t introduced me to any…” Coach Petrov said, a worried crease between his brows.
“He’s probably just waiting for the right one. You know what young people are like these days, with all this soulmate business.”
“It’s not just a business…”
When he had been told that Coach Petrov would be joining them, Ilya had immediately looked him up. He liked knowing who would be coaching him, what level they had reached, what their career had been like. He wanted to learn from the best; only then could he get noticed at the World Junior Championships.
He had been surprised by what he found. Coach Petrov had been one of the first Russian hockey players to play in the NHL in the 1990s. After a brief stint in a European league, he had joined the Boston Bears in 1994. He had played there for three seasons before abruptly ending his career after the death of his wife, taken by a sudden cancer, and returning to Russia with Sasha, then eight years old, to raise him alone.
His decision had been both praised and criticised, but Coach Petrov had always told journalists the same thing: he had no regrets. His wife, Elena Dmitrievna Sokolova, had been his childhood love and his soulmate. And Sasha was all that remained of her. He refused to let a nanny raise him.
“I forget who I’m talking to…” Coach Viktorov said dryly.
Ilya gritted his teeth. In Russia, soulmates were not taken seriously. They were seen as a fantasy for naive, romantic girls. Most men barely acknowledged the words tattooed on their wrists. They hid them or had them covered entirely.
Ilya did not see it that way. He wanted to believe that the God his mother had devoutly believed in had chosen someone for him. Someone who would complete him, make him better. He wanted to believe in that kind of love, in the happiness his mother had been denied. And so he was counting down the days until his seventeenth birthday, when he would finally read the first words his soulmate would say to him, and discover their gender.
Coach Petrov said nothing. He was probably long used to such jibes. He knew his worth, and it had nothing to do with having loved his soulmate more than anything.
In a way, he reminded Ilya of his own mother: loving, devoted. He was just homophobic.
 
After a final debrief with his coach, Sasha went back to the changing room to shower and get changed for the competition. They were then due to head straight to the other competitors at the rink in Khimki, where the regional qualifiers were being held this year. Twenty minutes by car. Twenty minutes during which Ilya fully intended to pay Sasha back in this own coin.
For the journey, they would be taking one of the club minibuses. At the back, the seats were sufficiently isolated that you could not really see much from the front. Ilya fully intended to take advantage of that. He knew perfectly well he was taking an insane risk, but the adrenaline was making him feel dependent on it.
When Sasha came out of the locker room, he was already wearing his costume: black leggings that perfectly hugged his slim, muscular legs, and a black costume decorated with fine touches of red and deep violet that caught the light with every movement and accentuated his sculpted torso. He had put the club’s white jacket over it, left slightly open.
He was devastatingly handsome. Almost indecent.
They headed to the car park and got into the vehicle. Sasha sat right at the very back of his own accord. Knowing him, he had probably planned to play with fire as well.
Barely had Coach Viktorov started the engine than Ilya deliberately pressed his thigh against Sasha’s and locked eyes with him. Sasha did not move away. He simply turned his head towards the window, a faint smile on his lips. The message was clear: he was challenging him.
Fine.
Ilya placed his hand on his thigh, just above the knee. Sasha looked down at the hand but did not push it away. On the contrary, he subtly spread his legs.
Ilya slid his hand slowly higher, brushing the sensitive inside of his thigh. He felt Sasha’s muscles tense under his fingers. Sasha bit his lip to hold back a sound, but did nothing to stop him.
They both liked danger far too much.
When his hand reached his groin, Sasha finally placed his own over it, squeezing lightly.
“Don’t,” he murmured, his voice rough.
Ilya leaned in a little closer, a predatory smile on his lips.
“Make me.”
 
The competition was long, but not as boring as Ilya had expected. He even found himself enjoying watching the other competitors’ programmes. Not for the spectacle itself, but to analyse the precision of their movements, the fluidity of their gestures, their technique and their charisma on the ice.
According to Coach Petrov, the level was quite high this year. Ilya could only agree; he did not have enough experience to judge with certainty, but Sasha was clearly among the best. His performance had impressed the commentators, who were astonished at the level he had reached in just one year. They had no idea how much time he had spent training, over and over again, often to exhaustion.
As the results began to be announced, Ilya prepared himself mentally to lose his virginity a second time. Sasha would be selected, there was no doubt about that. The only question remaining was: what place would he take on the podium?
When only three competitors were left to be called, Coach Petrov was tapping his foot frantically.
“Come on, my boy, come on! That first place is yours!”
Ilya found his impatience almost touching. Sasha was very lucky to have a father so invested in his career. His own did not attend any of his matches before the national finals, which his team reached every year. Perhaps he would come to the World Junior Championships? Ilya knew it was a vain hope, but they were talking about representing Russia on the world stage, after all…
The bronze medallist was not Sasha. The silver was. The disappointment was intense, given how close the fight for first place had been. Coach Viktorov explained that he had landed his final triple axel poorly. Ilya, however, knew the other skater had simply been better: more experienced, with a more conventional path. That did not take anything away from Sasha’s achievement: being selected for the Nationals only four years after taking up skating again was not something everyone could manage.
Ilya would make sure to reward him properly that evening.
 
Sasha slowly pulled away, pressed a kiss between his shoulder blades, then let himself fall down beside him, still slightly breathless. Ilya, still lost in pleasure, did not move. His face remained buried in the pillow that had proved essential to muffle his sounds of pleasure. He could not form a single coherent thought. Only “Wow…” and “Bloody hell!” circled endlessly in his mind.
After what felt like a few minutes, Sasha brushed his side with his fingers.
“Ilya?” he called, a hint of worry in his voice.
Ilya finally moved, rolling onto his side to face him.
“What?” he muttered, hoarse and a little sharper than he had intended.
Sasha tensed and asked, “Are you okay?”
Ilya could see the genuine concern in his deep blue eyes, his need to be reassured. But true to himself, he chose to tease him instead.
“Do I look like I’m okay?”
Sasha studied him closely, searching his expression for something Ilya did not want to give him. Not yet.
“Did I hurt you? If I did, I’m sorry. Really. I thought I was careful…”
Ilya burst out laughing at his seriousness. It took Sasha a moment to realise he had been fooled, then he punched him lightly in the shoulder.
“You’re such an idiot, Ilya!”
And Sasha laughed too.
When they had calmed down, Sasha spoke again, his voice tense with apprehension.
“So?”
Ilya crossed his arms behind his head and took a moment to think before answering.
“Honestly, that was one of the best orgasms of my life, but I don’t think I want to do it again. I… I…”
He struggled to find the right words. He had genuinely enjoyed every moment, but he knew it was mainly due to the novelty, the context itself. Something was missing. Or rather, something had been taken away from him, and he did not know what.
“You like being in control.”
He considered it for a moment.
“Yeah… I think that’s it.”
“It showed. In everything we did. In everything you said.”
Ilya nodded. Except for his very first blowjob, he had always, in one way or another, set the rhythm, imposed his desires.
“I knew, you know…”
Sasha looked disappointed. Ilya hoped this would not mark the end of their arrangement. He still had plenty to discover, to learn. And he wanted it to be with Sasha. Even if it was risky, he knew he could trust him, both to respect his limits and to keep his secret. They both had just as much to lose.
“…but it doesn’t matter. I prefer receiving anyway.”
Ilya let out an amused, impatient smile; the prospect of burying himself deep inside him already made him shiver.
“At least I can say I took your virginity!”
 
Ilya went home at first light. Sasha had offered for him to stay a little longer: his father usually slept in on Sundays, they still had time. But Ilya knew he would not be able to resist the urge to take him. He had already taken enough risks the night before.
He went straight into the shower, feeling uncomfortably sticky from the night before. Once he was done, he put on a tracksuit and went for a one-hour run before heading to the rink. He had no training scheduled, but with the World Junior Championship camp starting in a few days, he needed to be ready. Being the best was not an option.
On site, he met Nikita, the main goaltender of their team, who had also been selected. Nikita and he had known each other since they first started–at six years old–and were close friends. They often talked about sex, although lately Nikita seemed to be in a serious relationship with a slightly older girl.
From what Ilya had understood, she was a friend of his older sister and also a big hockey fan. She attended almost all their matches and could talk about them for hours. Nikita loved sharing his passion with her and was even thinking of marrying her once his career was properly underway. Ilya could only encourage him: she was a lovely girl who genuinely cared about him.
They spent the morning working on their respective saves and shots. Given their level, they challenged each other constantly, which Ilya greatly enjoyed. He sincerely hoped Nikita would be selected for the KHL, as he had dreamed since childhood. He deserved it. Not just because he was excellent–he was–but because he was a good person. Ilya had never heard him say a single homophobic slur, nor even joke about one.
Ilya had thought about telling him about his bisexuality. It was a heavy secret to carry, and it prevented him from being fully himself. He felt dishonest with his friend, and that seemed unfair.
Once, when the guilt had become too strong, he had nearly revealed himself. But then, he had thought about what Nikita would do for him–how he would get angry, defend him–and he could not impose that on him. Not at the cost of him becoming a joke within the team. Not at the cost of his dream. No, this was his problem, and his alone.
Around one in the afternoon, Ilya and Nikita mutually agreed they were done for the day. His friend went to meet up with his girlfriend to have lunch at her parents’ place, while Ilya had no choice but to go home. He reheated the meal Polina had prepared and ate it quickly. The less time he spent downstairs, the fewer chances his father had to criticise him. He was not in the mood.
Once his meal was finished, he spent the rest of the day working on his English–bloody language!–and reading alone in his room.
* * *
As he had been selected for the Nationals, Ilya did not see Sasha for almost a week. He had to make do with his left hand, something he was no longer used to. The frustration was starting to build dangerously when he received a message from him.
[19:57 - Home. Tonight, 21:30. My father is out with friends.]
He spat out his mouthful of water. What? Did Sasha seriously think he could just sneak out like that?
Ilya quickly typed back.
[Can’t. My father will kill me if he catches me sneaking out.]
The reply came almost immediately.
[19:58 - You just have to not get caught!]
Sasha’s sharp humour did not amuse him at all.
[Fuck you.]
[19:58 - Take it or leave it. You won’t be able to fuck me before the next stages of Nationals. No way we’re doing it in the changing rooms. I’m not a slut.]
Ilya groaned. Nationals were not until early January. And with the training camp, then the World Junior Championship, he might not even be able to attend…
He sighed. No choice. He would not make it until then.
[So what, I’m supposed to just knock on your door?]
[19:59 - No, my neighbour’s a real gossip. You’ll have to come in through the back balcony. It leads straight to my room. I’ll leave the window door open.]
So now he had to climb into the house… Sasha was really taking the piss.
[This better be worth it!]
[19:59 - Don’t worry, I’m a very good lay!]
During training, Ilya worked out a plan to slip out unnoticed. He could pretend he was going for a night run, but that would look suspicious: he never did that. The only option left was to go through the back door and climb over the neighbour’s wall…
Bloody hell, it was exciting.
 
Living it turned him on even more than imagining it. He arrived already hard, and threw himself at Sasha like a starving man. They undressed at lightning speed before collapsing onto the bed.
 
Ilya came into the condom with a string of curses. He had made Sasha come first, relentlessly thrusting against his prostate, and it was the contractions of his body that had made him finish.
He collapsed onto Sasha, crushing him under his weight, and buried his face in the crook of his neck. Sasha’s mid-length hair brushed his temples.
“Fuck, Ilya, you’re even better at fucking than you are at sucking!”
Ilya smiled, satisfied. He had always been a generous lover with girls and was very proud of it.
“And you’ve got the best arse I’ve ever fucked!”
“It’s the first one you’ve fucked,” Sasha teased.
Ilya sat up and shot him a glare. He had only meant to be polite, no need to be annoying about it.
“Would you have preferred ‘hole’?”
Sasha pulled a disgusted face.
“No, thanks.”
“We’re agreed on that,” Ilya concluded, letting himself fall back down beside him.
Sasha turned slightly onto his side, inviting Ilya to settle behind him. They quickly ended up spooning, one of his arms draped across Sasha’s chest. It was tender, but not uncomfortable. With girls, Ilya never stayed after. He knew it gave them hope, and he did not want that. He was not looking for anything serious, just casual hook ups.
“So? Fancy doing that again?” Sasha asked, lightly tracing the inside of his arm with his fingers.
“Absolutely,” Ilya confirmed. “I’ve never felt this good.”
He kissed the hollow of Sasha’s neck, wanting to thank him for the pleasure he had given him, without really knowing how. Tenderness was not his strong suit, but maybe he could learn it for Sasha. He was no longer just a one-night thing.
“It’s tighter than a woman’s pussy,” Sasha explained.
“Yeah, but it doesn’t glide as easily either,” Ilya corrected.
The amount of lubricant needed to prepare him had been impressive, and even more had been needed before penetration. But it had not been enough to last the whole encounter: the friction came back quickly–not that it was unwelcome, quite the opposite.
“But that’s not it. I just prefer it. I feel less… restricted.”
“You’re wild, that’s for sure!” Sasha agreed. “But I love it.”
He had been more than vocal about it. Ilya enjoyed hearing that. The girls he had slept with had never been very talkative, which had frustrated him. He liked dirty talk.
“Then we’re made for each other.”
* * *
Sasha returned to training at the rink the following Monday, but focused on building a new free programme for Nationals. As a result, they barely saw each other in the changing rooms, except when they were far too worked up to wait until evening for Ilya to join him in his room.
Ilya used the time to train harder. He wanted to be chosen as captain of the Russian junior national team for the championship. It would be an asset for his NHL draft next season. And it would make his father proud. Maybe he would even get a compliment…
Even though Ilya hated him, part of him was still a little boy who longed to see pride in his father’s eyes. He hated himself for it, but he could not silence that child inside him. He was starving for love and recognition, and only that hope allowed him to endure the criticism and reproaches.
Recently, Ilya’s team had dominated every regular season match, scoring an average of three goals per game–most of them his–and yet all he had received from his father was a grunt. Even his selection for the national team had meant nothing to him. He had only been told, “Don’t disappoint me,” heavy with the implication of what would happen if he did.
Ilya was tired. Sometimes he wanted to numb his heart so he would feel nothing at all. Especially not this constant feeling of being a disappointment. Every glance, every word, every silence felt like a knife to the chest. And it was constant.
He dreaded every dinner and usually got through them in a dazed state, as if detached from his own body. He only returned to himself when he left the house to slip into Sasha’s bed.
* * *
Mid-December arrived quickly. Nikita and he left for the Novogorsk training centre in Khimki, where they would stay for two weeks. Coach Petrov had announced they would be sharing the same room. That suited Ilya perfectly: he planned to slip out on certain nights to go and fuck. His friend knew exactly how high his libido was and would cover for him. He would also be able to call his girlfriend and have phone sex.
Ilya was putting his things away in his half of the wardrobe when Nikita suddenly asked, “Are you okay, Ilyukha?”
The question caught him off guard, but he managed to answer a “Why?” without stuttering.
“I don’t know… you seem different. More withdrawn than before. Is everything alright at home?”
Nikita was one of the few teammates he had told anything about his father. The others suspected things were not good between them, or with his family in general–their absence at his matches made that obvious enough–but they never asked questions. Ilya would not have answered anyway; he did not trust them enough to show vulnerability.
In truth, Nikita was an exception, the only person with whom he felt comfortable enough not to play the role of the untouchable, arrogant captain.
“Nothing’s changed, Nikit.”
Ilya heard him take a deep breath.
“Did he at least congratulate you on your selection for the junior national team?”
He gave a bitter smirk.
“‘Congratulations’ isn’t in his vocabulary…”
“Bloody hell, Ilyukha… I didn’t think it was that bad…”
He turned around, a jacket in his hand.
“Why do you think I want to get out of here?”
Nikita hesitated, uncomfortable.
“I thought it was because of… you know…”
Of course, he had noticed.
Ilya pretended not to understand.
“No, I don’t.”
Maybe Nikita would drop it. Ilya did not want to lie to him, but bringing him into the secret would be a complete mistake.
“I’ve seen the way you look at him…”
Right. He could not deny it now. Not without risking his respect and friendship. So he chose silence. That was the safest option. If Nikita wanted to back out, he still could. They would both pretend this conversation had never happened.
But Nikita pushed on.
“Sasha. The skater. There’s something between you two, isn’t there?”
Ilya considered his answer carefully. As long as he did not confirm anything, Nikita was not at risk.
“What makes you say that?”
Nikita sighed.
“I’m a goalie, Ilyukha. I spend my life watching people…” He paused, then added more softly, “You know, I don’t care what you do with your dick. If you like boys, it doesn’t bother me.”
There it was. Said out loud. Nikita had chosen to take that risk, and Ilya could not let him think it was meaningless.
“I like girls too.”
“Oh…”
There was a silence that tightened his throat. Had he misjudged him? Were his earlier words empty?
“Alright… I didn’t know that was possible… I thought you only slept with them so nobody would think you were… you know.”
Nikita’s discomfort amused him internally.
“I’m not gay. I’m bi,” he corrected.
“Bi?” Nikita repeated, puzzled.
“Bisexual. I like both.”
It was not a term widely known in Russia. Ilya had only discovered it himself by reading forums.
“Right…”
Nikita thought for a moment.
“And do you have… a preference?”
Ilya knew he should say “girls”, so Nikita could pretend this conversation had never happened. But he wanted to be honest.
“Boys.”
“Ah… okay.” Nikita nodded, then went on, more steady, “I don’t care, you know. You’re still my friend. And my captain.”
Ilya looked away. He appreciated the support, but felt uneasy. Uneasy about not having proved him wrong, about making him share the weight of his secret, about exposing him to unnecessary risk.
“You shouldn’t have asked…”
“Why?”
Ilya suddenly felt the need to do something with his hands and folded his jacket, even though it did not matter–it would end up hung beside the others anyway.
“Now that you know, you’ll be careful. About what people say. You shouldn’t do anything, alright? Let them insult me.”
“Maybe if they knew…”
“No, Nikita!” His voice cracked louder than he intended. “They mustn’t know. Ever. Not about you, not about me. This is hockey. You can’t change that.”
He shoved his jacket into the shelf and sat on the edge of the bed. His legs were trembling, his heart racing. Even the idea of coming out made him feel faint.
Nikita gave him a few minutes to calm down before speaking again.
“And in the NHL?”
“It’s the same.”
“Then why do you want to go?”
Ilya stayed silent for a moment. How could he explain something that barely made sense to him either?
“Maybe I just hope someone will have the courage to change it… They’re more open there. In America. Gays can even get married in Canada.”
“Wow…” Nikita exhaled, a little lost. “That’s… good, I guess?”
“Yes. It is. It’s more… fair.”
A silence settled.
“Is that where you want to go?”
Ilya shrugged.
“I don’t know. Maybe. For now, I just want to get out of here.” He stood up abruptly and hung the jacket up. “Far away from them.”
* * *
During the training camp, Ilya went out three times to a student bar in the city centre and slept with three different girls. The sex was great, partly because of the risk he was taking by breaking curfew. He still really enjoyed sleeping with them, but compared to what it had been like with Sasha, it was slightly disappointing and frustrating. Maybe they were simply not compatible in bed? Maybe he was overthinking things since his conversation with Nikita and not listening enough to what he actually felt?
It did not matter. He had loved every single second of playing. The level was very high, much higher than in his Moscow team–probably what happened when you brought together the best players in the country. He was challenged exactly as he needed to be and pushed himself to the limit. He had to be the best of the best if he wanted to get noticed by an NHL scout.
The NHL… A North American hockey league, and yet no more open-minded than the KHL. What did Ilya really hope to find there? Would there be a player brave enough to openly declare himself gay?
He did not know. All he knew was that he had to go there, that there was something waiting for him. What exactly? He could not say, but something he could not get by staying in Russia, that much was certain.
For his last night in Khimki, Ilya did something insane.
There was a young man in the bar who kept looking in his direction. Ilya was drinking with a real goddess, and he felt that gaze on him constantly. At first, he thought the man was jealous of the attention he was getting from the girl. But on closer inspection, he realised it was desire. He was not as handsome as Sasha, but he had his own charm, and Ilya was not indifferent to it.
Needing his dose of adrenaline–especially tonight–he ordered him another drink of what he was having and asked the bartender to slip a small piece of paper in with it. Ilya let him believe it was a joke, but in reality, it was his number.
He made sure to catch his eye when he received his drink and winked. The young man flushed. To the bartender it probably looked like embarrassment, but Ilya was not mistaken: he had read it right.
Five minutes later, he received a message from an unknown number.
[In five minutes. In the alley to the right when you leave the bar. I’ve got a car and a flat to myself.]
Ilya licked his lips. That promised to be a very good time. He replied, “I don’t bottom.”, and closed his phone.
“Who was that?” asked the goddess.
“Someone.”
“Your girlfriend?” she pressed.
At that moment, his phone vibrated in his hand. He did not even need to read the message; he already knew its content.
All that was left was to get rid of the girl. He was going to look like an arsehole, but so be it.
“Would you like to?”
She stared at him, eyes wide, lips trembling with rage.
“Are you serious?!”
She raised her hand to slap him, but Ilya caught her wrist.
“Yeah, it turns her on when I flirt with other girls,” he added.
The reaction was instant. She yanked her hand back with a strength he had not expected and spat, “You’re an arsehole!”
Then she turned on her heel and left.
Ilya finished his drink in one go and walked out of the bar, cigarette packet in hand. He had time for a smoke before his hook-up arrived.
 
When he returned to his room, Ilya had a satisfied smile on his face. Nikita looked up from his book and scanned him from head to toe.
“Was he good?” he asked.
Ilya froze. How had he known?
“A goalie sees everything,” Nikita added.
“I hate you.”
Ilya took off his T-shirt and flopped onto his bed. Despite their imminent return to Moscow, he was going to sleep like a baby: he was high on endorphins. The sex had been steamy. Mikhail had been particularly grateful that Ilya had ditched that beauty for him.
“So?” Nikita insisted. “Was he a good lay or not?”
“What do you think?”
* * *
Liberec, January 2008
The championship had been long and gruelling.
They had dominated their first three group-stage games, then the scores had tightened when they faced Norway and Finland. However, they did not need overtime and finished top of their group.
Their quarter-final against Slovakia had been a completely different story. The score remained unchanged after overtime, and everything came down to Nikita. Despite accumulated fatigue and pressure, he stopped every shot. Ilya expected nothing less from him: his friend had always had an iron will.
The shock came in the semi-final. The United States team was on another level and made life extremely difficult for them across all three periods. They conceded a goal within the first few minutes, which hit them hard mentally. Ilya did his best to lift his teammates and gave everything on the ice. He scored two goals, but it was not enough. They lost 4–3 after a missed chance in the final face-off.
In the locker room, disappointment hung heavily in the air. Many of his teammates had their heads down, replaying their mistakes. Nikita, meanwhile, was completely crushed. He had isolated himself as soon as they returned, a towel over his head. Ilya knew him well: he was already blaming himself for that first goal out of nowhere.
Ilya felt awful too–his father would not forgive this failure–but he swallowed it down. This was not the time.
He stepped into the centre of the room. His voice cracked out, hard and cutting, “So that’s it? That’s how it ends for you? One loss and you fall apart?” His gaze moved from one teammate to the next, not giving them a chance to look away. “We’re better than this. We didn’t come all this way just to leave with nothing. There’s still a medal to win.” He paused briefly, then continued more quietly, but just as firmly, “So pull yourselves together… and let’s go get it.”
The room stayed silent for a moment. Then someone nodded. Another straightened their shoulders.
“He’s right.”
The voice was rough, exhausted, but certain.
Gradually, heads lifted. The exhaustion was still there, but something else began to mix into it. Pride. Anger.
Nikita slowly lowered his towel. His eyes were red but determined. He briefly searched for Ilya’s gaze, then nodded.
That was enough.
 
They won the bronze medal game.
Objectively, they could be proud of themselves. The American players were far more experienced: for most of them, this was their second or third World Junior Championship. They knew each other almost perfectly and had several rising hockey stars, such as Scott Hunter, their first-line centre.
The Russian selectors had chosen to build a team of young talents with an average age of barely seventeen, compared to almost nineteen for the Americans. And that mattered: their forwards were more composed, more patient, able to wait for the perfect opening before striking. Their wingers did the unseen work, supporting their centre with almost mechanical precision.
Their game was cleaner, more disciplined. Fewer unnecessary moves, fewer penalties. Where the Russians played on instinct, they played with structure.
Yet Ilya did not see it that way. Or rather… he did. The rational part of his brain knew it. But that part was not in control now. It was the little boy. And he was terrified.
In a dazed state, he watched the final between the United States and Canada. The plays blurred together without really sticking, until one player caught his attention. The Canadian assistant captain and first-line centre. A certain Hollander.
His game was almost unreal in its cleanliness. Every movement, every pass, every shot seemed calculated in advance. Nothing overstepped. Not a hesitation. Not a trace of impulsiveness.
It was… unsettling. And fascinating. Ilya could not take his eyes off him. He found himself regretting not having played against him. He would have been a formidable opponent. And Ilya would have loved to get under his skin.
* * *
Moscow, January 2008
After eleven days of competition in the Czech Republic, the return to Russia was brutal. Andreï was the one who came to pick him up at the airport, and he did not waste a second before telling him, “Dad is furious about your semi-final defeat.”
The lump in Ilya’s throat tightened so much it made him nauseous. His brother did not notice and kept talking about their father, his shouting during the broadcasts, his insults. In his eyes, Ilya was responsible –he always was, even when he could not possibly have done anything about it. As if he should have seen that shot coming and stopped it. As if he could have…
When Andreï parked, Ilya did not get out immediately. He held his duffel tightly against his chest as if his life depended on it. He knew exactly what was waiting for him, and he was not ready. Not at all. He was exhausted–by the games, by the pressure, by the damn time difference. He had not managed to sleep the night before, nor on the plane.
“Come on, get out, loser,” his brother spat as he reopened the driver’s door. “I’ve got better things to do!”
Ilya shot him a glare but did not reply. It would only have amused him too much.
He pulled himself out of the passenger seat of the red Lada Samara–he promised himself the first thing he would buy with his first salary would be a proper sports car, just to make him jealous–and went to get his suitcase from the boot. He dragged his feet up to the front door and took a deep breath before stepping inside.
He found his father in the living room, sitting in his armchair with a cigar in hand. When he saw him, he fixed him with a stare, black eyes like daggers striking straight into his chest. He radiated anger and disappointment. Ilya knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth.
“You are a disgrace, Ilya.”
He tried to retreat into a corner of his mind, but some of the words still reached him, hitting like hammer blows.
“It’s entirely your fault…”
“They shouldn’t have made you captain…”
“I don’t know what they ever saw in you…”
When his father finally dismissed him after what felt like hours, Ilya went up to his room without a word and locked himself in. He had had enough. He would not let Andrei come and twist the knife further.
He dropped his duffel and suitcase in a corner of the room. He did not even have the strength to start a wash. Then he collapsed onto his bed and stared at the ceiling, his eyes empty but his mind spinning with his father’s words. He tried once again to step out of his body–the pain was too much and he did not want to feel it–but he could not.
Suddenly his vision blurred, and he wiped angrily at the tears at the corners of his eyes. He had sworn never to cry again–not because of him, anyway–but they came anyway.
It was just too much…
He cried silently until exhaustion finally took over.
 
He had been given a few days off before going back to regular-season play. His teammates from the national team were probably using it to sleep in and play video games. If Ilya could, he would have done the same, but apart from books, he owned nothing. His phone and subscription had been paid for by the club. As for the few hundred roubles he earned each month, Andreï took them from him. He barely managed to keep enough to buy cigarettes and books.
He had nothing to unwind with in this room except his fantasies and his left hand. He dreamed of buying so many things once he was drafted into the NHL: a PlayStation and countless games, a hi-fi system, an iPod and headphones. Money would no longer be a problem, even if he had to give billions of roubles to Andrei.
Not wanting to stay at home, Ilya went for a long run once he woke up, then escaped to the rink. Coach Petrov was surprised to see him but let him train with the others. It helped. It forced him to focus on their next goal: the playoffs.
In the locker room, as soon as the coaches left, his teammates surrounded him and congratulated him.
“Those goals against the Americans were insane, man!” Dmitri, the second-line centre, exclaimed with an arm around his neck.
“Yeah, you were on fire on Friday!” Alexei, one of his wingers, added, slapping him on the back.
“Shame about that first-period goal,” Igor, their backup goalie, said. “I’m sure you would’ve destroyed them in overtime!”
They kept praising him and Nikita to the point where Ilya wondered if they were talking about the same game. After last night, he probably was not in a very objective state, but still… really?
When everyone left, Ilya was still partially in his gear. Sitting on the bench in his stall, he stared at the wall opposite him. All this noise. All this pride in his teammates’ voices. It had almost broken him. And he did not want to cry again. That would give him more importance than he deserved.
“Ah, I thought I’d find you here!” his coach exclaimed.
Ilya jumped–he had not heard him arrive–and quickly started removing his shoulder pads. He looked ridiculous with half his gear still on.
“You are lazy, Ilya!” his father’s voice echoed in his mind.
“Don’t tell me you’re still torturing yourself over that goal?”
Ilya gave a strained smile. Coach Petrov was starting to know him a little too well…
The coach sat beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“You are not responsible. No one saw it coming.”
“Try telling that to my father…” Ilya muttered, loosening the straps of his leg pads.
“Your father is an idiot.”
Ilya froze. It was the first time one of his coaches had taken such a clear stance.
“You’ve got gold in your hands, Ilya,” Coach Petrov said.
Ilya wanted to believe him so badly, but that was not what his father said. Was he not the shame of Russia?
“You’ve more than earned your place on the national team.”
Maybe. Maybe not. Ilya did not know anymore.
“You were their captain, but you couldn’t play for them. Their mistakes are theirs, not yours. You didn’t miss that face-off, he did.”
He gave a bitter laugh. That “face-off” was just an excuse to put him down. If it had not been that, it would have been something else. Anything.
Coach Petrov squeezed his shoulder.
“You played very well, Ilya. I am proud of you.”
It warmed him. It almost brought tears to his eyes again, but he swallowed them down.
“Thank you, coach.”
 
He was heading toward school for his morning classes when his phone vibrated in his jacket. It was Nikita.
[9:47 - Igor told me you came in this morning. Things aren’t good at home, are they?]
Still on edge, Ilya typed angrily.
[Things are never good. I’m never enough.]
The reply came quickly, pulling him back before he could spiral further.
[9:48 - It’s not your fault, Ilyukha. You know that, right?]
His fingers tightened around the phone. He knew it, that was the problem. He knew it, but he could not make himself believe it. All rational thought was drowned out by his father’s voice.
He replied,
[It always is my fault.]
This time he had to wait a few minutes. He had briefly thought Nikita would not know what to say, but he did.
[9:52 - It wasn’t. If he’s too stupid to understand that nobody could’ve stopped that shot, let him think what he wants. You’re an excellent player, Ilyukha. The best in Russia. They wouldn’t have made you captain or put you on the first line otherwise.]
 
Sasha curled against him, back pressed to his chest, Ilya lazily traced his torso with his fingers, still floating in the afterglow of their orgasm. It had been almost two weeks since they last saw each other, and Sasha had suggested meeting at his place after training. Despite the lingering fatigue from the championship, Ilya had not refused. He had not been able to sleep with anyone in Czeck Republic–between the language barrier and constant supervision from coaches. He had been starving. For sex… and for whatever this thing between them was.
It was not love–they had made that clear from the start. No feelings, no attachment. But it was something. Maybe affection?
He kissed Sasha’s shoulder and asked without thinking, “Why did you quit skating? Because of your mother?”
Sasha stiffened in his arms.
“We don’t have to talk about that.” Ilya pressed another kiss into his neck, softer, almost an apology. “You don’t have to answer. I don’t need to know.”
He wanted, of course, but he did not want to push him. He knew how painful it was to talk about a lost mother.
Sasha took his hand and pressed it against his chest, over his heart. Under Ilya’s palm, his heartbeat was fast.
“She’s the one who taught me everything,” Sasha said quietly, hesitating.
Ilya encouraged him with a kiss to his neck, hoping to make him feel safe.
“I tried, you know… but I saw her everywhere. On the ice. In the locker rooms. Sometimes it felt like she was still there.”
His voice trembled with pain. Ilya held him tighter. I’m here, he wanted to say. I’ve got you.
“My father thought it would be better if I did another sport. Ballet is the closest thing to skating, so he enrolled me in it.”
Ilya nodded slowly against his hair. That made sense.
Sasha said nothing else. Silence settled between them, heavy but not uncomfortable. Ilya kept kissing his neck slowly, then murmured, “My mother… I think she’s still with me. Watching over me.”
“I didn’t know you were religious,” Sasha said, surprised. “I mean… I saw the cross, but I thought it didn’t mean anything.”
Ilya sighed softly. Of course he would think that : the Church did not accept people like them. They were sinners, deviants…
“It was hers. That’s all I have left of her,” he said.
He suddenly felt too exposed and shifted away from the topic.
“And no, I don’t believe anymore. Not in that sense. I haven’t been to church since she died.”
“What did she die of?”
Ilya did not answer. His throat tightened. He was not ready. Not yet. Maybe not even with Sasha. Some wounds were meant for his soulmate, the person who was supposed to understand everything.
He simply held Sasha closer, saying nothing.
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  Kingston, May 2008
It was exactly 7:03 a.m. when Shane noticed the words on his wrist–well, the word. He was brushing his teeth, as he did every morning before going downstairs for breakfast. Yes, it was pointless since he would have to do it again afterwards, but he couldn’t stand the thought of possibly having bad breath when kissing his parents good morning.
At first, Shane thought it was a mirage. It was so small… and it didn’t resemble any alphabet he knew. He told himself he wasn’t fully awake yet and moved on. But when he raised his hand to drink his bowl of tea, the symbols were still there.
Stunned, he remained there for several minutes, staring at his wrist, his hand frozen mid-air. There had to be some mistake. They couldn’t be emerald green. No, impossible. Shane liked girls.
Well… he appreciated them. He could find them nice, funny, intelligent, attentive… but beautiful? That, he had no idea about.
In any case, he couldn’t like a guy. So there had to be a mistake. A monumental mistake.
“Shane, honey, is everything alright?” his mother asked, watching him anxiously.
He turned to his father and saw the same concern in his eyes.
“Son, you alright?”
Was he alright? Yes, nothing had changed since he had woken up. Well… except for the word appearing. But that didn’t necessarily mean anything. After all, not everyone met their soulmate.
And yet, he lied, “Yes, yes, I was just thinking about Jessica’s party.”
Jessica had been his girlfriend since the start of high school. Well… something like that. They had held hands, gone to the cinema together, and shared a few chaste kisses. Kisses that had left him completely unmoved. But that didn’t mean anything. They were just quick pecks, nothing more.
His mother didn’t seem convinced but didn’t press the matter. Instead, she gently reminded him, “You don’t have to go, you know.”
He had thought about it. He had never liked crowds, noise, people in general. They were too complicated to understand, with their subtext and their humour. Too illogical as well.
And there would be a lot of people at that party. Jessica had gone all out for their seventeenth birthday–they shared the same date–and had invited at least half the school. She was popular, far too popular for someone like him, who was quiet and reserved. And with that many people came noise. A lot of noise.
No, he really didn’t want to go, but…
“Jessica will be disappointed…”
His mother didn’t approve.
“Well, she shouldn’t have invited so many people,” she replied, annoyed. “She knows perfectly well you would have preferred to celebrate at home with your friends.”
That was exactly what he would have wanted. Him and a few teammates. They could have watched a replay of a hockey match–one of the Stanley Cup Finals, for instance. The Toronto Guardians had qualified again this year.
Or they could have played video games–a hockey one, of course. Everyone on his team was passionate and dreamed of the NHL. Or they could even have gone to the rink and played hockey themselves.
Yes, that would have been perfect. But Jessica had suggested the party, and he had never known how to say no.
“It’ll prepare me for the NHL.”
He wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince more–himself or his parents.
“I can’t keep being this unsociable.”
His mother sighed.
“Shane, honey…” She placed her hand over his and squeezed it gently. “You don’t have to get prepared to anything.”
His father took his other hand.
“Your mum’s right, son. Not all hockey players go out partying after every win. Some have families and prefer to go home to them.”
Yes, sure. But what about the others?
“And if you don’t have a wife? Or children?”
What were their excuses then? Because there had to be one, right?
“It doesn’t change anything. You’re paid to play hockey and attend official events organised by the communications team–not to go drinking or clubbing.”
Shane nodded. He agreed, in theory. But that wasn’t how the hockey world worked. Not according to his club coaches, at least.
“It’s true that it can help to go out from time to time to fit in, especially at the start,” his father admitted, “but nothing obliges you to. As long as you do your job on the ice, no one will bother you.”
If his father said so, then it must be true. After all, he had played for McGill University for several seasons. He knew what he was talking about.
“Alright.”
He squeezed his parents’ hands one last time, then picked up his bowl of tea again. The tattoo was still there, but he decided to ignore it for now. It was his birthday, and he didn’t want to overthink things. He already did that far too often, usually for nothing. As far back as he could remember, he had always been like that.
He thought that was the end of it, but his mother insisted, “Shane, be honest–do you really want to go to that party?”
He paused to think. He didn’t want to lie to her–she would see through it immediately; she had always been able to read him like an open book–but he didn’t want to hurt Jessica either.
In the end, he chose honesty.
“No. Not at all.”
His mother nodded, satisfied.
“Do you want me to call her?”
“And what would you tell her?”
She already reproached him for not spending enough time with her and for putting hockey before everything else. Why would he do otherwise? It was his passion. What he wanted to do with his life. And besides… it wasn’t as though he was going to spend his life with her.
If he cancelled at the last minute, she would make a scene again. They would argue. Shane didn’t have time for that. He just wanted to play hockey.
Maybe they would be better off breaking up. She would find someone else easily enough. Shane wasn’t anything special–apart from being the best junior player in Canada.
No. She would cry if he suggested that. And he hated seeing her cry. It made him uncomfortable; he never knew how to react.
“I’ll sort something out,” his mother assured him. “Don’t worry.”
Oh, he wasn’t worried. Not really. His mother knew how to talk to people. She was the one managing his career for now–his sponsors as well.
“We’ll stay in, just the three of us. The season has been intense–you made it all the way through the playoffs. You need to rest.”
Maybe they could play cards. His parents loved that. And he would much rather make them happy… than please Jessica.
At least they understood him.
* * *
Shane hadn’t thought about the word tattooed on his right wrist all week. And it might have gone on like that for quite some time–he was very good at burying his head in the sand–if his mother hadn’t brought it up.
As he did every Saturday morning between seasons, he was driving them back from the supermarket.
“By the way, you never told me…” she began, as he stopped at a red light, “what are your soulmate’s first words?”
His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. He had not planned on having this conversation today–let alone while driving. But he had known the question would come eventually. His parents were soulmates–which wasn’t the case for every couple.
Some people refused to accept that a higher power–God or Fate–chose the person they were meant to love, and paid no attention to the words inked on their wrist. If the person they fell in love with happened to have spoken them, all the better. If not… well, so be it. They weren’t about to deny their feelings for someone they might never even meet.
His parents, on the other hand, had not particularly tried to find their soulmate, but the fact that they had found each other and fallen in love at first sight had convinced them that whatever force brought people together did not make mistakes.
Shane didn’t know what they would have thought if those words had to be spoken by someone of the same sex. Would they have said the same? They had never said anything to suggest they were homophobic, but whenever they spoke about couples, it was always a man and a woman. Probably because that was their own frame of reference.
In any case, Shane had no intention of telling them that his words were the same colour as his mother’s. He didn’t want to disappoint them.
“Shane?” his mother prompted, pulling him from his thoughts.
He had to answer–and quickly.
“Well… there’s only one.”
It was the first thing that came to mind, and thankfully it was true.
“Oh,” his mother said, surprised. “Is it at least distinctive enough?”
The light turned green, and he pulled away.
“I don’t know… I can’t read it.”
He could have, if he had actually tried to figure out which alphabet it was written in. There were only three symbols–it couldn’t be that hard to work out.
He didn’t like the little “Oh…” she let out. Was it a problem if it wasn’t in English? He hoped not, given her Japanese background…
In fact, he had always wondered whether his father’s words were in Japanese or English. His mother had been born in Canada and English was her native language, even though both her parents were Japanese. Did that make a difference?
“If it’s Japanese, I still remember a bit.”
He cast a quick glance at the word. It didn’t look like kanji or hiragana.
“I don’t think it is…”
“Are you sure?”
He was fairly sure, yes, but he let her continue. He had never quite known when–or how–to interrupt someone.
“You could copy it down when we get home,” she suggested.
He appreciated it, he really did. He might even have agreed if the symbols hadn’t been emerald green. But they were–and he knew she would end up asking about it, and he wouldn’t be able not to answer. So he cut it short, “Look, Mum… I know you and Dad think Fate does things for a reason, but… I don’t really believe in it.”
In truth, he had believed in it… until last Sunday. He had told himself that if his relationship with Jessica felt so strange–almost unnatural–it was because she wasn’t the one. But that “one” had turned out to be a man, and for Shane that was simply unthinkable. He couldn’t be gay–not as a hockey player.
“Oh. Alright…”
Shane panicked and forgot to signal. He shouldn’t have said that. It only made things more suspicious.
“I mean… I’m still young, and I don’t really have time for a relationship. Look at things with Jessica…”
“Jessica,” she repeated, as if it were an insult.
Shane tensed. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what came next.
“You know, Shane, I like her very much. I really do. She’s a very lovely young woman–polite and intelligent–but… how can I put it…”
She paused to think. Shane swallowed hard. If she asked him to break up with her…
“I get the feeling she only likes part of you. And not the most important part.”
“She’s not that into hockey,” he said in her defence.
“That’s exactly the problem, Shane. Hockey is part of who you are. You want to make a career out of it–and you will. You’ll think hockey, live hockey, even breathe hockey. If she can’t accept that in her life, then… I’m sorry to say it, but she’s not right for you.”
“I know…” he admitted. “I just don’t want to hurt her…”
“She’ll get over it.”
 
After that conversation with his mother, Shane could no longer ignore the word tattooed on his wrist. Being unable to read it–and even more so to understand it–irritated him to no end. He was perfectly bilingual; he wasn’t about to let three letters make a fool of him.
So he opened his laptop, typed “alphabet Wikipedia” into Google, and clicked on the first link. He scrolled down until he reached the list of writing systems in the world. There were a lot of them.
He rolled up the sleeves of his T-shirt and began comparing the symbols to each alphabet–until he came across the Cyrillic one.
He froze. Russian.
Wait. What? Russian?
His stomach tightened. His soulmate was… Russian? A Russian man? A gay Russian man?
No. No, that was ridiculous. Fate had obviously made a mistake. Where on earth was he supposed to meet a gay Russian man, honestly?
He pushed the thought aside and focused on the letters. Right. “Что?” was read “Chto?”. Now he just had to figure out what it meant.
He opened Google Translate, carefully copied the symbols one by one, and ran the translation.
Shane burst out laughing when he saw the result, “What?”
Brilliant. As if any Russian who didn’t speak a word of English couldn’t say that to him…
There. That settled it. Fate had made a mistake.
* * *
Moscow, June 2008
Ilya was woken at dawn by the first rays of sunlight. When he had come back from Sasha’s the night before, very late, he had forgotten to close the shutters. Too tired to get up, he draped his left arm over his eyes and tried to fall back asleep.
Since he didn’t have any physical training today, he could lie in if he wanted before getting back to studying history. That was the option his father had chosen for his final exams. He had decided Ilya could manage it on his own–no need, in his view, to hire a third tutor.
And that was just as well. His father already made it more than clear how much he was investing in his future career. Ilya had no desire to feel even more indebted than he already did. He knew he would have to repay every last rouble–and more–one way or another.
Besides, Andreï already made him pay dearly for that difference in treatment. If their father spent even more on him while refusing to give Andreï money, his jealousy would only get worse. His brother wouldn’t just extort his bonuses–he would make his life hell.
No, not having a third tutor was perfect. It gave him a semblance of freedom, and that mattered more than anything. He would never have tolerated having his brother constantly hovering over him, waiting for the slightest mistake to report back to their father and prove he wasn’t worth the time or money. He refused even to think about it.
Ilya hadn’t been pleased with the decision–he had no desire to learn the history of a regime that despised him–but he had said nothing. It would have been far more useful to learn English. However, his father had never even considered that option: there was no point in learning it, since he would play in the KHL and nowhere else.
What a surprise it would be when Ilya accepted an offer from an NHL team–any team…
He already knew what awaited him. For his father, it wouldn’t be a choice; it would be a betrayal. But he would endure his rage without flinching. He had worked his entire adolescence for this. He wouldn’t give in–not when his freedom was at stake.
The thought alone was enough to tighten his throat. His heart began to race–too fast, too hard. Even though he had been preparing for it ever since his agent had registered him with NHL Central Scouting, the moment terrified him.
He rubbed his chest, trying to ease the discomfort. It didn’t help.
He sighed. If he didn’t get up and occupy his mind somehow, he would start hearing his father’s voice, his insults. And today, more than any other day, he didn’t want him to have any hold over him. This was his day. He was seventeen.
His eyes snapped open. He was seventeen. Finally. He looked at his wrist, but it was too close and his vision was still blurred. Still–there was definitely something there.
He pulled his arm back. And at last, he saw it clearly. His tattoo. The first words of his soulmate. Words only he would see until they were spoken.
Just as he had hoped, they were in English.
“You’re supposed to smoke over there.”
An amused smile spread across Ilya’s lips. His English wasn’t very good yet–he would study more now, harder, more regularly, yes, every day, even if he was exhausted–but he understood. His soulmate was going to lecture him the very first time they met. Of course. How could it be otherwise? He smoked anywhere and everywhere, often where he shouldn’t.
Well, that promised to be entertaining. The person meant to complete him was clearly a stickler for rules–particularly about smoking areas. And probably about many other things.
Perfect. He was going to enjoy teasing him.
 
Later that morning, after finishing his daily run, Ilya received a message from Nikita:
[9:17 - Happy birthday, Ilyukha! Want to come over this afternoon? We can play FlatOut 2.]
A small smile appeared on his lips. Nikita had never forgotten his birthday–not once in eleven years.
[Thanks, Nikit! Three o’clock alright? I still need to do the maths exercises my tutor gave me.]
Maths had never been a problem for him, but with all the classes he missed each year, his level had dropped. He would manage–and would almost certainly pass the subject in his finals–but that wasn’t what his father expected.
[9:19 - Who even came up with this subject? I don’t get any of it…]
Ilya laughed. Maths had always been Nikita’s bête noire, and he never missed a chance to complain about it. Unfortunately, it was one of their two compulsory subjects, and they had to pass it to graduate. And graduating was mandatory in Russia–even for hockey players like them.
[Hang in there. One more year and you’re free.<]
 
Ilya arrived just in time for dinner. He hadn’t seen the time pass at Nikita’s and had had to rush off at 7:45 p.m., practically running the whole way home. Even if they weren’t celebrating his birthday, his father expected him to be on time today. Especially today.
When he reached the front steps, Andreï was waiting for him, leaning against the front door.
“Where the hell have you been, little shit?”
Ilya clenched his fists–he wanted to punch him–but answered calmly.
“At Nikita’s. We were doing maths.”
His brother snorted.
“Yeah, right.”
“Believe what you like, Andreï. I don’t care.”
Andreï laughed even harder, then spat, “Oh, I couldn’t care less where you were, who you were with, or what you were doing. Dad, on the other hand…”
There was a clear threat in his tone, and Ilya didn’t like it. He shot him a dark look.
“What have you told him this time?”
“Nothing.”
Strangely, Ilya didn’t believe him. Andreï seized every opportunity to make his life harder–as if it would earn him their father’s approval.
“He went up to your room after his nap and you weren’t there. He’s not thrilled you sneaked out without telling anyone. You were supposed to be studying.”
“I didn’t sneak out,” Ilya sighed, irritated. “I told Polina I was going to Nikita’s to study.”
He hadn’t planned to tell anyone–he never had to before–but since he had run into her on the stairs, he had mentioned it. She had simply said “Alright”, which he had–foolishly–taken to mean she would pass it on.
“She must have forgotten,” Andreï mocked.
Of course… As if dealing with Andreï wasn’t enough, she had to join in too.
Ilya stepped forward to open the door, but his brother placed his palm flat against it.
“I’m warning you: he’s furious.”
“When isn’t he?”
 
He didn’t eat dinner that evening. His father barked at him while eating, slamming his fork against the table after every bite. He shouted about the fortune he was spending on his education, about expecting more respect from him, about tolerating no failure. A sharp “You’re lazy, Ilya” was thrown in, along with a threat to take away his phone.
Ilya didn’t try to defend himself. There was no point–when he was in that state, his father didn’t listen to a word anyone said.
When he was dismissed, he headed for the stairs. He still had one last small exercise to finish for Kirill. He was the first tutor Ilya actually liked: young, recently graduated from Lomonossov Moscow State University, and above all, kind. He never raised his voice, never put him down, and always explained things patiently.
Ilya was about to climb the first step when his stepmother called after him.
“What?” he snapped.
“I told him, Ilya.”
Her gaze wavered, as if she had something to feel guilty about. Did she really expect him to believe her?
“Oh yeah?”
His sharp, sarcastic tone seemed to sting her. She met his eyes, suddenly much more certain of herself.
“I have no reason to get you into trouble.”
A small, contemptuous laugh escaped Ilya.
“Of course. You might risk not getting any money from me…”
And he turned away, heading upstairs to his room. Behind him, Polina repeated, “I told him, Ilya!”
* * *
Kingston, June 2008
The end of the school year was fast approaching, and with it his return to Ottawa for the summer. Shane would be going back to the house where he had grown up, his childhood bedroom, the rink where his father had taught him to skate–and, above all, his routines. Even though he had spent the past four years living with his host family in Kingston during the week and in the flat his parents had bought there at weekends, he had never truly felt at home. It wasn’t his bed, his mattress, his walls covered in posters of hockey players.
He went downstairs and joined his mother in the kitchen. She was finishing breakfast and motioned for him to sit in his usual place, between her and his father, where a bowl of miso soup and grilled salmon were already waiting for him.
“Where’s Dad?”
“Gone to buy his paper,” she said, whisking the eggs.
Shane smiled softly. His father and his newspaper–a true love story.
“Did you sleep well?”
“Like a baby.”
Since breaking up with Jessica, he felt better. Much better. He had never realised how much the relationship had weighed on him. He wouldn’t go so far as to say it had made him anxious–but almost. With her, he had constantly felt that something was off. But since he had stopped seeing her, that feeling had disappeared. Completely. They simply weren’t meant to be together, not even temporarily. With another girl, things would be different. At least, he hoped so.
“You needed it.”
His mother turned off the heat, served them each a portion of omelette, then sat down.
“I was wondering… have you managed to decipher your tattoo?”
He rolled his eyes. Why did she have to bring that up again?
“Mum!”
“What?! I’m allowed to be curious, aren’t I?”
Of course she was. It was in both their natures. He couldn’t blame her–but thinking about his tattoo, and even more so talking about it, made him uncomfortable. He still couldn’t accept the idea that his soulmate was a man. That he might, in any way, end up being attracted to a man. Not because the idea disgusted him–everyone was free to love whoever they wanted–but because he couldn’t be gay. He would disappoint his parents, as well as his future team.
No, he couldn’t afford to be. Not as an Asian hockey player. Maybe if he had been just another high school student, white, he might have considered it. But as things stood…
“Doesn’t it intrigue you?”
“What doesn’t intrigue him?” his father asked, walking into the kitchen.
He kissed his mother on the forehead.
“His tattoo. It’s not in English.”
“Really?” he said, surprised, as he sat down beside him.
Shane shot his mother a dark look.
“Mum, stop!”
“What? We can talk about it, can’t we?”
“Actually, no, we can’t. I thought I’d made myself clear: I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Ever.”
That word was a mistake. This whole soulmate thing was a mistake.
His father gave his mother a questioning look.
“He doesn’t believe in soulmates anymore,” she explained.
Shane sighed. Why wouldn’t she stop? What did he have to say to make her understand he didn’t want to talk about any of this?
“What do you mean?” his father exclaimed, clearly taken aback, then turned to him. “You still believed in it last month… what happened?”
“Nothing!” Shane snapped.
“Are you disappointed with your words?” his father pressed.
“His word,” his mother corrected.
Shane felt like burying his head in his hands. Couldn’t they see how uncomfortable this was making him? How uncomfortable that tattoo made him? Why did they want him to think about it so badly? About what it might actually mean?
“Ouch… not easy,” his father commented.
Shane held back a dry laugh. His “What?” was hardly a rare phrase…
“But there’ll be others.”
He looked up.
“What do you mean, others?”
Despite himself, he was intrigued. Maybe–just maybe–he had a chance of recognising that Russian?
He shook the thought away. Ridiculous. As if a gay Russian man even existed. It was almost a contradiction in terms.
“One of my friends had a single word, like you,” his father explained. “And when her soulmate said it… more appeared. From their second meeting.”
“Oh…”
Strangely, he liked the idea. At least he wouldn’t be stuck with that ridiculous “Что?” forever.
“Is that why you stopped believing? You thought you wouldn’t recognise her?”
“Dad!”
Honestly–would this conversation never end?
“My friend stopped believing too, you know,” his father went on, unfazed. “She thought God was making fun of her.”
Shane smiled inwardly. That was exactly how he felt. Well… almost. He didn’t believe in God, but in Fate–yes. And he didn’t appreciate its sense of humour.
“But when the others appeared, she thanked Him for putting her husband in her path.”
Good for her, Shane thought. He wasn’t about to meet his soulmate any time soon.
“Can we talk about something else? Please?” he tried.
He couldn’t be any clearer.
“Shane, darling…”
His mother placed a hand on his arm.
“You’re allowed to be disappointed, you know. We understand perfectly. But that’s no reason to stop believing…”
“I’m not disappointed!”
Now he was getting annoyed. Not good. He was going to end up saying something about the tattoo.
“Then what is it? What made you suddenly stop believing?”
They really weren’t going to let it go…
“Can’t I just think it’s stupid?” he shot back.
Too sharply, because his mother snapped, “Shane Hollander! Don’t take us for idiots!”
“Talk to us, son,” his father said more calmly. “Whatever the issue with your word is, we can discuss it.”
Shane sighed. That was just it–they couldn’t discuss it. And that was the problem. He had always been able to talk to them about everything. But not this. Not at all.
“There’s no problem. It’s just that… I will never meet them.”
His father raised an eyebrow, puzzled.
“Why would you say that?”
“The language it’s written in doesn’t mean much,” his mother tried to reassure him. “Look at your father’s–it’s in Japanese, and yet we met.”
“Exactly,” his father agreed, a little too eagerly. “With the level of social mixing in North America—”
No. That argument didn’t work.
“It’s Russian. That’s why!” he blurted out.
“Oh…” they both said.
At last, they understood.
Shane felt his chest tighten, his stomach knotting. No matter how hard he tried to push it away, those three bloody letters kept coming back to him. And that emerald green…
He stood up and muttered under his breath, “As if I’m ever going to run into a Russian man, honestly…”
* * * 
Moscow, July 2008
Ilya hadn’t seen Sasha since the day before his birthday. Sasha and his father had gone to Saint Petersburg to spend two weeks with his mother’s family. Sasha had told him he was very close to his maternal grandmother, and that moving to Moscow had been painful for both of them. He had been so eager to see her again that he had talked about her at length that evening. Listening had been difficult–all that love and tenderness she gave him reminded Ilya of what he had lost–and he had perhaps been rougher than usual when they had slept together. But Sasha hadn’t complained–he rarely did.
Ilya wouldn’t go so far as to say he had missed him, but almost. He had grown attached to him, in a way he never had with any of his previous hook-ups. And that was starting to bother him. He didn’t want to leave anyone behind when he went to America–especially not someone he cared about. He had already broken his rule by not pushing Nikita away; he couldn’t make the same mistake with Sasha. Whatever this thing was between them was taking up too much space in his heart. He needed to put an end to it.
In any case, their little secret meetings were no longer exciting. He knew exactly which route to take to avoid being seen, what time to leave, which floorboards creaked in Sasha’s room. In trying to preserve their secret, he had lost the thrill and danger of it. There was too much intimacy now, and that wasn’t what Ilya was looking for–not with Sasha, at least.
Tonight, he intended to end it. He didn’t yet know how, but he would. He just hoped he wouldn’t come across as the bastard who had used him. They had been clear from the start–it was just sex, nothing more–but Sasha wasn’t Ilya. He didn’t know how to stay emotionally distant, not over that long a time.
 
When Ilya stepped onto the balcony, Sasha was waiting for him, leaning against the French window, wearing nothing but boxer shorts and a short-sleeved T-shirt. Ilya’s eyes were immediately drawn to his long, slender legs–he was already imagining them wrapped around his hips. Sasha noticed and said with an amused smile, “Did you miss me?”
“Maybe,” Ilya replied evasively.
He didn’t quite know the answer himself.
Sasha stepped closer, placed his hands against his chest, and said softly, “Well, I missed you…”
Ilya froze. He couldn’t have said that.
“Sasha…”
Sasha looked up at him, studying him for a long moment as if searching for something, then let out a small amused laugh.
“Not like that, idiot. I like sleeping with you. A lot. But I’m not in love with you. You’re just a friend.”
“You’re sure?” Ilya asked, taking a slight step back.
He needed to be certain. If Sasha felt anything more–even the faintest trace–he wouldn’t be able to end things the way he had planned.
“Yes, Ilya. I am. Aren’t you?”
He was–that wasn’t the issue. He just didn’t know if he was making the right decision. Ending things was safer: he didn’t know how long he could remain as cold and detached as he had been. It was getting harder every time they saw each other. Sasha was easy to like, sincere, and had taught him so much.
And yet, being with him had become a real breath of fresh air. Andreï kept asking him for money more and more often, his father talked about the KHL more and more, and his stepmother… well, that was strange. So strange he didn’t want to think about it.
Yes, it was better to end things tonight. But seeing Sasha waiting for him stirred a warmth in him he didn’t want to lose. Not while he was still in Russia.
Sasha cupped his cheek, concerned.
“Ilya?”
Ilya bit his lip, hesitated, then said, “I think we should stop.”
“Oh…”
Sasha let his arm fall to his side.
“Why?” he asked, surprised–almost hurt. “We’re pretty compatible in bed, I think. Don’t you?”
“The sex is good. Very good,” Ilya admitted.
“Then what’s the problem?”
Ilya hesitated again. He had only ever been truly honest with two people: his mother, and Nikita. Could he be with Sasha, when he was about to reject him? Wouldn’t that be cruel?
He looked away, uncomfortable, and admitted, “I’ve grown attached to you…” He paused. The words cost him more than he would have liked, but Sasha deserved them. “And that shouldn’t have happened.”
There was a moment of silence. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sasha sit down on the edge of the bed, looking a little lost.
“Why? Is it a problem to get attached to your friends?”
“It could be.”
If he ever found the courage to be fully himself, Sasha and Nikita–if they were still around by then–would pay the price. People made connections quickly. Far too quickly. And things could spiral out of control for nothing. Being gay was already exposing yourself. Being close to someone gay could make you a target. He had no right to put them at risk.
“I’m not going to use you, you know. I don’t need money. My father has plenty.”
Ilya might have briefly mentioned his brother’s and his stepmother’s greed during a moment of intimacy. He shouldn’t have.
“He won’t give you any if you come out,” Ilya pointed out, trying to steer the conversation away from himself.
If he could avoid talking about his own feelings, he would.
“Well, by then I’ll have earned my own money and won’t depend on anyone.”
“You’ve clearly thought about it,” Ilya said, sitting down beside him.
“Haven’t you?”
Oh, he had. How could he not?
“I’m a hockey player, Sasha. If I come out, it’ll be hell. I’ll be a target. On the ice, in the locker room–everywhere.”
“I thought they were more open in North America…”
“People are. The hockey world isn’t.”
Sasha gave him a sad look.
“So you’re going to stay in the closet your whole life?”
Ilya didn’t like it either, but he had no choice. Being a hockey player and openly loving men didn’t go together. Maybe one day it would. He hoped so–even if he knew it was unlikely.
“Until I retire, yes.”
“And your soulmate? Have you thought about him? He’ll never accept being hidden like some dirty little secret.”
Ilya let out a startled breath.
“What makes you think it’s a man?”
“I just know.”
Sasha knew a little too much about him, in fact. Another reason to end things. He might infect him with his optimism, push him to do things he couldn’t afford to do.
Enough. This conversation had gone on long enough.
“What if we fucked?” he said with a wide grin.
Sasha shot him a dark look, though there was still a spark of desire in it.
“You said you missed me?”
“Your dick, yes. Not your shitty personality.”
Ilya kissed him deeply, sliding his hand into Sasha’s boxers to grab one of his buttocks. Sasha moaned against his lips and hardened immediately against his stomach.
 
Later, Sasha laid against him, his head resting on his shoulder, tracing lazy patterns over his chest, playing with the hair there. Ilya let him for a while, enjoying this intimacy one last time–something he had, in the end, come to appreciate–then placed a hand on his arm.
“Stop.”
Sasha went still, sighed, then rolled onto his back.
“So that’s how it’s going to be now? You come, we fuck, and then you leave?”
“It’s better this way.”
He didn’t owe him an explanation–Sasha was just a regular hook-up. And yet, he felt the need to give one. He didn’t want Sasha to think he was the problem. It was Ilya. It was hockey.
“For whom? You or me?” Sasha shot back, sharp. “Because my feelings are very clear.”
“So are mine.”
“Doesn’t look like it…”
Ilya clenched his jaw. What was the point of explaining? Sasha couldn’t understand. He didn’t live in the same world.
“What on earth made me sleep with a hockey player,” Sasha muttered as he pulled on his boxers. “When it comes to arseholes, there’s no one better…”
Ilya didn’t reply. He sat up and got out of bed, looking for his clothes.
“I’m sorry…”
Sasha waved it off impatiently.
“Yeah, sure.”
He grabbed Ilya’s things and shoved them into his arms.
“Go on–get out.”
Ilya took them without a word. He had always known it would end like this. Sasha’s feelings might be clear but they were nothing like his.
Once dressed, he opened the French window, hesitated for a fraction of a second.
“I’m sorry…”
“Not as much as I am.”
 
Later that night, as Ilya was about to go to bed, he received a message from Sasha. That didn’t surprise him.
It read,
[ 23:12 - By the way, you never told me–what are your words?]
Ilya stared at the screen for a moment, surprised, then replied.
[Why? Interested?]
He expected to be told to get lost. Instead,
[23:13 - No. But you know mine, so you owe me yours.]
Fair enough.
[You’re supposed to smoke over there.]
Ilya knew Sasha had studied French, not English. Still, he added nothing.
[23:13 - What does it mean?]
Ilya smiled faintly. Sasha was so predictable…
[You asked me to tell you, not to translate.]
The reply came almost immediately,
[23:14 - Arsehole.]
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    Chapter Summary

    In which they meet.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there !

Here is the next chapter. New season, a bit shorter than the last one but not less intense. Shane is now a regular narrator-enjoy ! I'm updating sooner than expected because I've written a lot this week, so I can post without stressing myself out. So, happy reading !
Don't hesistate to tell me what you think :)
Thanks for the kudos ! They are highly appreciated;

 

TW for this season :
- Non-Graphic underage content (mentioned, because Ilya)
- Casual sex (because Ilya's unhealthy coping mechanism)
- Explicit langage (because Ilya)
- Domestic violence (mentionned, because Grigory Rozanov)
- Emotional and educationnal neglect (because Grigory Rozanov)
- Underage smoking (because Ilya's self-destructive tendencies)

And I think that's all. If I forget something, I will add it later.







  Moscow, October 2008
As he had every evening for the past month, Ilya was watching a North American junior league match. He focused mainly on the centres–particularly those expected to be drafted into the NHL the following June.
Well… one in particular: Shane Hollander.
Ever since his coach had mentioned him at the very start of the season, Ilya had become completely obsessed. Hollander was the star of junior hockey, sensed to go either first or second in the draft alongside Ilya. Which made him, officially, his rival–even though they had yet to play against each other.
So Ilya studied him, dissecting every game. His zone entries, his passes, his feints, the way he positioned himself before a face-off–anything that might help him crush him.
Because, yes, this year there was no way the Canadians were winning the Junior Championship. Gold was for Russia, for Ilya. Just like the first overall draft pick. It was the only way to appease his father: excellence. Perhaps it would make it easier for him to accept Ilya’s decision to go to the NHL. Hope kept you going.
On the screen, Hollander delivered yet another perfect pass. Ilya muttered a curse under his breath. Bloody hell. The guy was good. Seriously good. His style was deadly dull, but ruthlessly effective. Ilya couldn’t wait to face him–to throw him off during face-offs, to disrupt his rhythm. It was going to be the most exciting match of his entire season.
The game ended in another Kingston victory. Ilya stared at the screen a moment longer, hesitating to start another video. Then he glanced at the time.
22:45
Training tomorrow would be brutal if he didn’t get some sleep.
He switched everything off, clearing his browsing history out of habit, then went upstairs to bed.
And yet, once there, sleep wouldn’t come. He grabbed his phone from the bedside table and opened a web page. Normally, he preferred to save his data for arranging his next one-night stands. But tonight, he couldn’t help himself. He needed to know more about this Hollander.
Ilya found very few articles in Russian. Not surprising–he wasn’t a future KHL prospect. He searched again in English. This time, there were far more results, including a Wikipedia page.
He let out a low whistle. Classy. Not even drafted yet, and already he had a page. Did he have one too?
Out of curiosity, he googled himself. He burst out laughing. There was indeed a page in his name–in Russian… and in English as well. With his national and international statistics. A short, inaccurate biography–Polina was not his mother…–and glowing praise.
“Breakout star of the 2007 World Junior Championship.”

“Rising prodigy of Russian hockey.”
Right. Enough of that.
He went back to Hollander’s page. His biography was a little more detailed than his own. His mother was a second-generation Japanese-Canadian, and his father of Anglo-European descent. It seemed important, though Ilya couldn’t quite say why. He would have to look into it.
He scrolled back to the top of the page. No photo without a helmet. Same in Google Images. Shame. He would have liked to see his face–just to know what the man who was supposed to outdraft him actually looked like.
* * *
Kingston, October 2008
In his bedroom, in his parents’ flat, Shane was watching a recording of a Russian junior team practice match. With his selection for the World Championships all but secured, he wanted to study the young man the press kept presenting as his rival. One Ilya Rozanov.
He was… unsettling.
At first glance, his play seemed almost chaotic. Too fast, too instinctive, as if he were improvising every move. And yet, nothing was left to chance. Every gesture was clean, precise, calculated–just in a different way.
Shane frowned slightly.
Rozanov read the game differently. Where others anticipated, he reacted–but faster than anyone else. As if he saw things a fraction of a second ahead. He took risks Shane would never have considered… and more often than not, they paid off. It was irritating.
On the screen, Rozanov retrieved the puck, shifted his angle without warning and shot… the other way.
Shane straightened slightly. Left-handed, but able to shoot both ways. Interesting. Rare. Dangerous.
He let the video play on, eyes fixed on the screen.
He hated that kind of player. And yet… he couldn’t stop watching him.
There was something disturbing about that freedom. As if he played without constraints. Without a system. As if he had nothing to lose.
* * *
Ufa, November 2008
“You should go fuck,” Nikita suggested, sprawled on his single bed, already in his pyjamas.
Once again, they were sharing a hotel room–and frankly, that suited Ilya just fine. He didn’t have the patience to deal with anyone else. He was far too on edge.
“Tried that already,” Ilya replied, vigorously rubbing his hair with a small towel.
Since July, he had gone through girl after girl–quick, rough hook-ups for the most part–but it had never calmed him. No matter what he did, he couldn’t forget his last night with Sasha. He wished things had ended differently between them. That they could have one last reckless night together, then part ways after a final kiss–no bitterness, no disappointment. A clean, sharp break.
But Sasha had decided otherwise. He had never contacted him again, and Ilya had respected his silence, even though a faint ache tightened in his chest every time he saw his name in his message threads. Sasha avoided him like the plague at the rink as well–so much so that Coach Petrov had questioned Ilya about it. Thankfully, he had accepted his flimsy explanation about an argument over his future move to North America, which Sasha had taken as a personal betrayal.
Nikita hadn’t believed a word of it, of course, and hadn’t let it go until he had dragged the truth out of him. He had noticed how tense Ilya was on the ice, more aggressive too–and that wasn’t like him.
“A guy,” Nikita clarified. “You should go sleep with a guy.”
Ilya laughed.
“I don’t just find them on demand, you know.”
“And your one-night stand back in March? That did you good.”
A faint smirk tugged at his lips. He had indeed had a very good time with Pavel. Almost as good as with Sasha.
He tossed the towel onto his bed and rummaged through his bag for a T-shirt.
“Yeah, he was a very good lay,” he admitted.
Nikita shot him an insistent look.
“So what are you waiting for? You need it, seriously, Ilyukha.”
Ilya paused for a moment. He had nothing to lose by trying, did he?
“You’re right!”
He threw himself onto the bed and scrolled through his contacts until he found Pavel’s number. He sent a short, simple message,
>Fancy seeing each other tonight?
The reply came quickly,
[20:47 - Fifteen minutes. Podval.]
His heart kicked into overdrive. The adrenaline was back.
With a grin, he got ready quickly, pulling on a leather jacket and a padded coat.
Before leaving the room, he called out to Nikita:
“Cover for me, yeah?”
“Always.”
 
As agreed, Ilya met Pavel at Podval, the student bar in the city centre. Still just as gorgeous. They had a drink, talked a little–about his studies, about Ilya’s latest matches–then Pavel took him back to his studio.
The sex was intense. Ilya had forgotten what risk and taboo felt like.
He lay beside Pavel afterwards, still breathless. His body was finally relaxing, his mind no longer running in circles. He savoured the feeling. Nikita had been right–he needed this.
Without thinking–or perhaps out of sheer reflex–he tried to pull him closer, just slightly. He slipped an arm around him. Pavel looked up at him, surprised but not resistant, then rested his head on his shoulder.
Ilya froze. What the hell was he doing?
As if the contact had burned him, he jumped out of bed, got dressed at lightning speed–without a word, without even a glance at Pavel–and left the flat.
Outside, the freezing air hit his face.
He started walking, not knowing where he was going. He just needed to get away. Put as much distance as possible between himself and Pavel. Between himself and that bloody need for intimacy.
All of this–it was Sasha’s fault. He was the one who had put that damn softness into his head.
* * *
Kingston, November 2008
Sitting cross-legged on his bed, Shane stared at his phone, throat dry and fingers clenched tight around it, fixed on Jessica’s message. It had come out of nowhere after months of silence.
[9:23 p.m. – You were right, Shane: we had no business being together. I was too deep in denial to see it at the time, but now I see it clearly. You didn’t make me happy, and I simply didn’t interest you. I spent a long time wondering why, you know. What I was doing wrong. What I was lacking. I thought I was the problem–but I wasn’t. Now I know what it feels like to be with someone who really looks at you… and that’s not what we had. It was always you who were the problem, Shane. Maybe I’m wrong, but I think you might have been mistaken about your sexuality. Maybe it’s not girls you’re attracted to, but boys.]
His heart began to hammer wildly in his chest. What was she talking about? What did she mean, mistaken about his sexuality? He was straight–he had to be.
With trembling fingers, he typed.
[What makes you say that?]
Despite the anxiety rising in him, he needed to understand. What in his behaviour could possibly have made her think he might be interested in boys? What could he have said or done to plant such an absurd idea in her mind?
He was a hockey player, for God’s sake. A hockey player of Asian descent in Canada. He wasn’t stupid enough to paint a target on his own back.
Was he?
The reply came a few minutes later.
[9:47 p.m. – I never saw you look at a single girl. Boys, though… it was subtle, just a glance before you looked away. But I saw that spark of interest in your eyes. I thought I was imagining it, that it was your competitive side coming out–like you were comparing yourself to other guys to reassure yourself. But no. It was clearly something else. And then there’s the fact you never wanted to touch me. Even kissing me seemed to put you off. I’m not unattractive, you know…]
Shane’s throat tightened. His breathing quickened. That was it–he was panicking.
He couldn’t have looked at boys like that. He couldn’t have thought about them like that. He couldn’t be… gay.
And yet, when he did think about it–rarely, but often enough that he pushed it down into some corner of his mind–kissing a boy seemed more… natural. Unlike with girls, he had always been able to tell whether they were good-looking or not. He paid attention to their bodies, their build, their body hair. He liked what he saw in his teammates. Without feeling any desire–at least, that was what he told himself–he could easily say who was more attractive than whom.
Did that mean that…?
No. He refused to even consider it. It was impossible.
He typed furiously.
[I’m not gay!]
Then he dropped his phone onto the bed, screen face down. He never should have read that message. He could smell trouble a mile off, and Shane didn’t like problems–especially the kind he couldn’t solve.
He let himself fall back and closed his eyes. He needed to calm down or he would never get to sleep. He took several deep breaths.
His heart had just about settled when his phone buzzed again. He stared at it for a long moment. He knew exactly who it was. Jessica had never been the sort of girl to leave a conversation unfinished. She liked to see things through. Proof of that: she had clearly twisted her mind in knots trying to make sense of their break-up, as if that would change anything. They had split up, she had found someone else who seemed to make her happy, and Shane–well, he had found his peace of mind again.
He stared at his phone for a few minutes, wrestling with the rational part of his brain that was trying to put a name to the strange feeling that had lingered ever since that damned Russian word had appeared on his wrist. He didn’t want to know what she had replied. This conversation made no sense. It shouldn’t even be happening…
And yet, he gave in.
What he read shattered something inside him.
[9:53 p.m. – You know, you’re allowed to be, Shane. Even if you’re a hockey player. Even if you’re Asian. No one has to know. It’s only between you and the person you’ll love. But please… don’t deny yourself the chance to love someone because of hockey. You’re a really good person. You deserve to be happy.]
* * *
Regina, December 2008
They had arrived in Canada the day before after an eighteen-hour journey, including a two-hour stopover in Montreal. Ilya had spent the entire flight alternating between short naps and films–he hadn’t managed to read over the drone of the engines. It was the first time in his life he had spent so long stuck to a seat–and not the most comfortable one–and he wasn’t looking forward to doing it again in three weeks’ time. He just hoped he would have forgotten how endless it had felt by then.
The province of Saskatchewan, of which Regina was the capital, was deeply devoted to hockey, so it hadn’t felt much different from Moscow. Nor had the weather–cold and dry.
The hotel where they were staying for the duration of the championship was fairly luxurious–at least compared to what they were used to. Nikita and he were sharing a room again, much to Ilya’s satisfaction. He didn’t particularly get along with the rest of the team, and he couldn’t imagine spending any more time with them than he already would have to.
Wrapped in a thick red-and-white parka emblazoned with Team Russia, Ilya trudged towards the team bus. It wasn’t that he wasn’t eager to get to the rink–on the contrary, he was keen to train for the championship–he simply wasn’t fully awake. The brutal jet lag had prevented him from getting any proper rest.
The journey to the rink was fairly short. They arrived just in time to watch the Canadian team finishing their practice. Along with a few teammates, Ilya stopped by the boards to observe them. He searched for Hollander, trying to pick out a centre–a player around whom the play seemed to revolve. But without names on the jerseys, it was impossible to be sure.
“Rozanov, get your butt!” his assistant coach shouted.
The practice schedule was tight. They would only have time to change while the Zamboni cleaned the ice.
When he stepped onto it, Ilya couldn’t help feeling a flicker of disappointment. The rink was small, a bit shabby–nothing like the large arena downtown they had visited, where the matches would be held.
His gaze swept across the stands. There were a few people–scouts, most likely, and the families of some of his teammates who had made the trip from Russia. His father was not among them, of course. There were probably also a handful of die-hard hockey fans who simply wanted to watch players train, no matter the team.
Midway through practice, as he skated past the penalty box, Ilya noticed a young man sitting a few rows up between a man and a woman–his parents, probably. He was wearing a Team Canada cap and jacket. Ilya hoped it was Hollander. If he was that obsessed with him, perhaps the feeling was mutual? After all, everyone already spoke of them as rivals, even though they had never faced each other. At the very least, he would have taken the opportunity to study him in person rather than through a computer screen.
“Care to join us, Rozanov?” his coach bellowed from the other side of the ice.
Ilya turned. The rest of his teammates were gathered around the coach, waiting for him.
 
After practice, Ilya hurried to shower and get dressed. Maybe Hollander was still in the stands and he could finally get a proper look at him.
He went back out into the rink and scanned the seats–he was gone. Pity. But it was only a matter of time. They would see each other soon enough at the face-offs. Though he would have his helmet on.
He cast a quick glance at the ice: the Slovak team was practising now. Nothing particularly interesting.
On his way back towards the changing rooms, he noticed a vending machine. He wouldn’t mind a can of soda. And a cigarette, too. He checked his watch–he still had a bit of time before the bus left.
With a bottle of cola in hand and his Team Russia parka zipped up to his chin, he pushed through the side door. He stepped out into the freezing air, then leaned back against the brick wall of the building. He slipped the soda into his pocket and fished in the other for his lighter and cigarettes.
He was struggling to light one when a voice said, “You’re supposed to smoke over there.”
Ilya froze. Despite the accent, he recognised the words. His words. The faint tingling at his wrist confirmed it.
He turned a little too quickly. The moment his eyes landed on the speaker, his breath caught in his chest.
Standing in front of him was a young man with short, jet-black hair and eyes as dark as obsidian. His eyes were slightly almond-shaped, and his skin was flawlesss–mooth and sun-kissed, with dark freckles scattered across his nose and cheekbones, utterly hypnotic. Ilya couldn’t look away.
He stared at Shane Hollander–it had to be him–for a long moment before managing to reply in a rough voice, “What?”
He had understood perfectly, but his brain had simply stopped working. It was the only English word that had come to him, and he felt incredibly stupid, especially with his thick accent.
“The smoking area’s over there.”
Hollander gestured towards the far end of the car park, near a snowbank. The wind was stronger there.
Ilya raised an eyebrow, sceptical. Did he really expect him to stand in the snow? And how exactly was he supposed to light his cigarette in that wind?
Bloody hell, what kind of country was this?
He stayed where he was, leaning against the wall, and finally managed to light his cigarette.
“I’m surprised you smoke,” Hollander said.
It took Ilya a moment to process. He shrugged and exhaled a long stream of smoke. He probably never should have started–it was bad for his lungs, and his future team would almost certainly make him quit–but it was a bad habit he had picked up, a quick and easy way to unwind.
Since he had no idea how to say all that in English, he simply replied, “Okay.”
An awkward silence settled between them before Hollander tried again. Ilya appreciated the effort.
“I wanted to meet you,” Hollander said, holding out his hand. “Shane Hollander.”
Ilya stared at him again, his gaze drawn irresistibly to those freckles. He wanted to say he knew exactly who he was, but he couldn’t, so he simply replied, “Yes.”
Then he tucked his cigarette between his lips and shook his hand.
“You’re an incredible player to watch.”
And you’re incredibly good-looking, he wanted to say–but the only thing that came out was, “I know.”
He sounded like a complete arse, and it bothered him, but he still couldn’t quite believe that Shane Hollander was his soulmate. God couldn’t possibly have placed someone so perfect in his path. Ilya didn’t deserve that.
Since he didn’t say anything else–his brain still completely overwhelmed by those freckled cheekbones–Hollander changed the subject.
“Are your parents here with you?”
Ilya swallowed a bitter laugh.
“No.”
Hollander looked apologetic. Ilya wanted to tell him not to be–that he preferred his father not being there. Less pressure. No criticism before the tournament was even over.
“Oh. That must be hard. With Christmas and everything.”
This time, it took him longer to understand–too many words at once for his exhausted brain.
“It’s good,” he replied.
They didn’t celebrate Christmas in Russia–not the way Hollander meant. The closest equivalent was New Year’s, and for Ilya, being here was a relief.
Hollander shivered, stuffing his hands into his pockets.
“Cold, isn’t it?”
Ilya laughed softly.
“Yes.”
He didn’t want to offend him by saying he had known worse. He was already not making the best impression–no need to add to it.
Hollander leaned back against the wall beside him. Ilya liked that far more than he should have.
Bloody hell–it was him. This was insane.
When Hollander fell silent, Ilya tilted his head towards him, glancing down to study him–he was a good ten centimetres shorter. He tried not to get lost in those freckles again. His gaze drifted over his cheeks–flushed from the cold–to his lips, pink, his breath escaping in pale clouds. He had a sudden urge to taste them…
Maybe they tasted different. Like happiness, perhaps.
Ilya shook his head. What was he thinking? As if someone like him could ever be interested in someone like Ilya–a Russian who barely spoke English and behaved like a complete idiot.
“Next year, it’ll be held in Ottawa. My hometown,” Hollander said.
Ilya finished his cigarette and dropped the butt to the ground.
Next year, they would probably face each other again. Maybe by then, something would have started between them.
“You’re being stupid, Ilya”, his father’s voice snapped in his head.
Maybe he was. But he couldn’t help hoping that God wasn’t mocking him.
“Is Ottawa more exciting?” he asked, genuinely curious.
Hollander laughed. Ilya fell a little in love with that sound. He wanted to hear it again.
“More than here? I don’t know. A bit. It’s just as cold.”
Silence settled between them again. Afraid the conversation might end, Ilya said, “Your parents are here.”
“For this? Yeah. They are. They always try to come and watch me play, wherever I am.”
A small ache tightened in Ilya’s chest. His mother used to come and watch all his practice games too. Maybe she would have come to all his matches. Maybe she would even have come to Canada to see him play.
Yes, she would have. She had been so proud of him…
“That’s good for you.”
And he meant it–without a trace of jealousy.
“Yeah, I know. They’re great.”
Ilya had nothing to add. It was simply a fact they both understood, so he stayed quiet.
“I should probably go. They’re waiting for me,” Hollander said after a moment.
Already? Ilya thought.
Hollander pushed himself off the wall and turned towards him. Bloody hell, those freckles… they were going to be the death of him.
“Good luck for the tournament,” he said, holding out his hand.
Ilya took it and smiled.
“You won’t be so friendly when we beat you.”
He didn’t want him to be. He liked that Hollander was his rival. Even if his style was dull, he was an excellent player–almost as good as him.
“That won’t happen,” Hollander promised.
Then he walked away.
Ilya watched him disappear behind the building. This couldn’t be real, could it? It couldn’t be him.
“One day,” his mother’s voice echoed softly in his mind, “you’ll meet your soulmate, Ilyusha. The person who completes you best. Whatever you may think that day, don’t let them slip away–they are meant for you. God has decided it so.”
“I hope you were right, Mama,” he murmured quietly.
 
When Shane slid into the back seat of his parents’ car, he couldn’t help running his thumb over his wrist. The word had etched itself into his skin the very moment Ilya Rozanov had spoken it. He had felt it.
And yet, he refused to believe it. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be him. Not him–his future number one rival.
After Jessica’s messages, Shane had thought about it. A lot. If he really was gay–which was still far from proven–he didn’t have to come out. He could see a man–one, or several? –in secret. It would be complicated, probably mentally exhausting, but it was possible.
Logically speaking, if you looked at the numbers–yes, he had actually looked up the percentage of homosexual men in the Canadian and American populations–there had to be at least five per cent of hockey players who liked men. And just as many high-level athletes, regardless of their sport. They lived with it. They must have found ways to be with someone. Maybe some of them were even secretly married. No one liked being alone–not even him.
So if they could do it, why not him?
If he was gay–and that was still a hypothesis, not a confirmed fact–he could have someone in his life. Someone who would love him enough to accept staying hidden, but happy. Someone who would understand that he had no other choice.
Even a Russian, if it came to that. Even a Russian hockey player, why not. Where else was he supposed to meet a Russian, after all? A Russian who would complete him better than anyone else?
If he was gay, he could have imagined anyone. But not Ilya Rozanov. That was madness, even to consider. Two rivals? A Russian and a Canadian of Asian descent? No. It was completely absurd.
And yet…
And yet, Shane had felt drawn to him. Rozanov had a certain charm. All right… he was seriously attractive, with his light brown–almost blond–curls, hazel eyes, slightly crooked nose and lopsided smile.
Did that mean he was gay?
He shook his head. No, it didn’t mean anything. Nothing at all. There was nothing strange about finding another boy good-looking. Was there?
“So?” his mother asked, pulling him out of his thoughts.
She was watching him in the rear-view mirror. He immediately pulled his thumb away from his wrist. They hadn’t spoken about it since June–no need to give her an excuse to start again.
“So what?”
“Did you meet him?”
He froze. His heart skipped. She couldn’t have guessed, could she?
“Meet who?”
“Ilya Rozanov.”
Right. Of course. He had told them he wanted to introduce himself to Rozanov–just to speak to him once off the ice and get a sense of what he was like.
“Yes.”
He didn’t add anything. He was still too shaken by the encounter. If he said more, his mother would notice immediately that something was wrong–and he had no desire to untangle any of this right now.
“And?” she pressed.
Shane shrugged.
“He doesn’t speak very good English. I’m not sure he understood everything I said… but he seems… nice.”
He couldn’t exactly say he had come across like a complete idiot. If Rozanov really was his soulmate, he didn’t want his parents forming a bad impression. And besides… maybe he had simply struggled to express himself in English.
“Everything all right, son?” his father asked.
He had turned around in his seat and was watching him, concerned. Shane noticed his gaze flick towards his wrist.
Damn. He had started rubbing it again.
He quickly shoved his hands into his pockets.
“Yes. Why?”
He was chewing on his lip. Suspicious, he knew–but he couldn’t stop.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his parents exchange a glance.
“You’ve been touching your tattoo for a while now,” his father pointed out.
There was a pause, then his mother–always more direct–added, “Have you, by any chance… met your soulmate?”
Shane tensed. God, how he hated his mother’s perceptiveness right now.
“Where would I even meet a Russian girl? At the rink?”
She didn’t answer straight away. She exchanged another look with his father. He nodded, and she turned back to Shane through the mirror.
“Who said anything about a Russian girl?”
Shane’s heart skipped again. Had she really just implied…?
“I…” he began, hesitating, then stopped himself.
No. He couldn’t. The idea of saying the words out loud terrified him.
“Shane.”
Her tone was gentle, but firm. She wasn’t going to let him escape this time.
“Is there something you’d like to tell us?”
He swallowed. His fingers curled into fists in his pockets. He looked at his mother, then his father.
Could he really tell them?
“If…”
He trailed off. There would be no going back if he finished that sentence. Was he ready for that?
“If it was…”
He closed his eyes briefly. Be brave, Shane. They’re your parents. They won’t reject you.
“If my soulmate were a man…”
His voice almost broke.
“Would that be a problem?”
His mother seemed to think for a moment. Was she choosing her words, or simply taking in what he had said?
Finally, she asked, “Would it be a problem for you?”
Shane was speechless. He looked at his father–slightly tense, but not closed off–then at his mother–calm, almost reassuring.
Maybe it was time to stop lying to himself…
“Maybe… no. I don’t know,” he admitted, lowering his head.
“It wouldn’t be a problem for us, you know,” his father said.
Shane looked up sharply–had he heard that right? –then at his mother. She was smiling.
“All that matters to us is your happiness,” she added. “Whether that’s with a woman or a man doesn’t change anything. We love you as you are.”
His gaze moved from one to the other. Had they really accepted it… just like that?
“Mum, Dad… I don’t even know if I like boys yet.”
A brief silence followed, then his mother simply said, “You’ve got time to find out.”
And just like that, the conversation drifted back to the championship.
 
On the drive back to their hotel, Shane sank into his seat and pushed his sleeve up slightly. More words had appeared beneath что:
“Увидимся на драфте.”
A smile slipped onto his lips. What would he say to him next?
* * *
Regina, January 2009
Shane didn’t see Rozanov again until the final. With Russia and Canada in different groups, they hadn’t faced each other in the round-robin stage.
And yet, he couldn’t get him out of his head. Every time he watched him play from the stands, he saw those unruly curls, those bright eyes sparkling with mischief, that crooked smile. His tall, muscular frame, his large hands around his lighter, his long fingers curled around his cigarette. He could hear his voice–his terrible but almost endearing accent, his quiet but genuine laugh.
He could no longer deny that he was attracted to Rozanov. Not after that conversation with his parents. He still couldn’t quite believe how easily they had accepted his potential homosexuality. It was unbelievable… and yet it had relieved him like nothing else. A huge weight had lifted from his shoulders that day–a pressure that, perhaps, had never truly existed.
There was still hockey, of course. Always hockey. But he no longer had to hide from them.
He didn’t know whether this attraction was purely physical or something deeper towards men–towards Rozanov. He hadn’t tried to answer that question. Not in the middle of a championship. Not when he could bring another gold medal home to his country. Later, he would sit down and do what he did best: search for answers, analyse, understand.
That evening was the final: Canada versus Russia.
This year, the Russian team had played a more physical game than the previous one. The selectors had kept several players from 2008, including Rozanov, another centre, and their goaltender Nikita Sokolov–a towering presence, calm, massive, immovable in front of the net.
The wingers were more aggressive, constantly pushing the limits. They hooked whenever they could, interfered off the puck, slowed everything down. They took penalties, yes–but above all, they drained time and energy. It wasn’t exactly dirty, but it was exhausting to play against.
Thankfully, Rozanov played differently. He was sharp, fast, unpredictable–but clean. He committed very few fouls and even had a tendency to draw them, thanks to his pace and constant pressure.
From what the American and Swedish centres Shane had spoken to had said, he was also extremely provocative at face-offs. Not through illegal moves, but through the way he positioned himself, the way he stared down his opponent, winning the mental battle before the puck even dropped. He also had the bad habit of talking–low, cutting remarks, never outright insults, but just sharp enough to irritate, to throw off focus for a split second. At this level, that was all it took.
Right now, Shane was skating towards centre ice for their very first face-off. He had prepared himself mentally for Rozanov and was determined to win the draw at all costs. He couldn’t be worse than the Americans and their constant trash talk.
Shane had always been unshakable. And he would remain so. Even against Ilya Rozanov. Especially against him. He might be his… soulmate–but he was also one of the best junior hockey players of their generation. And Shane did not like to lose.
Rozanov took his place opposite him. His helmet hid his blond curls, but not his smile. It was wider than it had been three weeks ago. Shane could even see that one of his front teeth had been fixed. What had happened to him?
Rozanov looked delighted, like a child on Christmas morning discovering presents under the tree. Was it this–playing against him–that made him so happy?
(It was the same for Shane. He had been waiting for this match all tournament. The fact that it was the final only made it better. But he wouldn’t show it.)
The referee signalled them to get ready. Shane lowered his stick. Rozanov did the same. He flashed him that irresistible crooked smile again–slightly insolent this time.
“Ready to lose, Hollander?”
Shane didn’t reply. He fixed his gaze on the puck.
They were going to win.
 
Shane struggled to swallow the tears of frustration. He was leaving for Kingston with silver. They had played well–but the Russians had been better. Especially Rozanov, and of course Sokolov. The latter had let nothing through. Shane’s two goals had been dragged out of chaotic scrambles in front of the net after long, gruelling seconds.
They were asked to line up for the traditional handshakes. Shane complied reluctantly. He had no desire to show sportsmanship towards most of those players–they had played far too rough that night.
When he reached Rozanov, camera flashes erupted all around them. Shane let out a quiet groan. The press would have a field day turning this into an official rivalry–as if it wasn’t already.
Why did they do that? They were just playing hockey.
Rozanov held out his hand, a proud smile on his lips. He had every reason to be proud. He deserved that medal–even if it had come at Shane’s expense.
Shane looked him straight in the eye. He had nothing to be ashamed of. He had given everything in that match–and had relished every duel with Rozanov. He was a hell of a player. One he would love facing again and again.
“Congratulations,” he said simply.
Not because it cost him anything, but because he didn’t want to overwhelm him with words he might not understand. He didn’t want to make him uncomfortable in front of everyone.
“See you at the draft,” Rozanov replied.
Shane’s wrist tingled. He smiled.






      

  












      Chapter 5: 2008/2009 Season - Part II
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane shares news that isn’t really news — at least not to his parents.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there,

I wanted to post this chapter yesterday but I was too tired to reread it in English. Now it's done :) Happy reading !
As usual, thanks for the kudos and the bookmarks - they are greatly appreciated. Don't hesitate to tell me what you think of this chapter; I like to have feedback even if it's just a few words. I don't bite, I promise.

Some news of my progress : 2009/2010 season is finished (32k words, 5 chapters) and I'm currently at October of 2010/2011 season (9k words for now, but I have some scenes in mind). Including the last part of this season, I have at least 7 chapters ahead. I will try to update twice next week but I don't promise anything - I will have less time to write during May and June; I have a 6-week intership.

Another piece of news: I discovered that my town's hockey team is the French champions. I didn't know they were that good. Let alone we had one.







  Moscow, January 2009
Bringing home the gold hadn’t been enough for his father. Ilya should have scored more goals, missed fewer face-offs. He was never good enough, anyway…
Even though he knew perfectly well he could never satisfy him, it still hurt deeply. The first few evenings after his return were particularly difficult. Being in the same room as him, eating with him, and listening to him go over every missed opportunity and every mistake was torture. Most of the time, Ilya couldn’t even manage more than three bites.
Fortunately, Coach Petrov had given him–or rather, imposed on him–four days of rest before resuming the regular season. He would have been a complete wreck at training, both mentally and physically exhausted.
Five days after his return, Ilya went back to the rink. When he arrived in the locker room, Nikita pulled him aside.
“Are you alright? You didn’t reply to my messages…”
Ilya looked at him for a moment, hesitating to tell him the truth. He could. He really needed to talk to someone, but he knew that if he did, he would fall apart. And that was even more unbearable than all his father’s reproaches.
“Sorry, I lost my phone.”
Nikita gave him a sceptical look.
“Let’s go with that…”
His friend wasn’t stupid–not at all. He understood what Ilya wasn’t saying. No, it’s not fine. The gold wasn’t enough. He still wants more, and I can’t give it to him.
Nikita placed a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it gently, his gaze full of compassion and sadness, then spoke again.
“Come over this weekend. It’s been a while since we had a video game afternoon. I bought the new NHL, we can try it together.”
Ilya smiled, genuinely.
“That could be cool!”
* * *
At the end of the evening practice, Ilya stayed at the rink. He didn’t train; he simply sat in the stands, eyes fixed on the ice, as if he could replay his last match in front of him.
He had had so much fun that day.
Hollander was the perfect opponent: excellent at face-offs, fast on the attack, and above all, unshakable. Ilya had loved playing against him; he had never felt so challenged in his life. He hoped they would meet again soon. Next year, at the championship, probably. He would make sure to reach the final.
Of course, there was Hollander the player. But there was also Hollander the man. And what a man. A walking fantasy. Ilya burned with impatience to take him apart, slowly, until he completely surrendered. He would be absolutely magnificent with his flushed cheeks dusted with freckles, his chest rising and falling with ragged breaths, his body completely undone, still trembling, marked by the pleasure Ilya would have given him.
Ilya had jerked off every day in the shower thinking about it.
One day it would happen, Ilya made himself a promise. Not just to fuck him. To make love to him. With Hollander, that was what he wanted. He didn’t know him yet, but he wanted that. If they complemented each other so well on the ice, what would it be like off it? In private? In bed?
Ilya was fucked. Irrevocably fucked. He had fallen in love with Shane Hollander the moment he had laid eyes on him. And the fact that he was his soulmate only made it more obvious. It was completely insane, but it was the truth.
Did it scare him? Yes, absolutely. He had lost the only person he had ever loved and had been living with a broken heart ever since.
Would it stop him from chasing Shane Hollander? Of course not! Okay… maybe not chase. But court him, yes. Slowly. Properly. Like someone who didn’t want to lose him. Because he wasn’t a hook-up. He never would be. He was his. He wouldn’t let him slip away. He had made himself a promise: one day, he would be happier than he had ever been.
Someone sat down beside him, not too far, but close enough for Ilya to know it wasn’t a stranger.
“Are you alright?”
Ilya immediately recognised the voice: it was Sasha’s. What was he doing here? What did he want?
He turned his head.
“Do you care?”
Sasha stiffened slightly.
“I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”
Ilya let out a grunt.
“What do you care if I’m alright or not? You’re the one who cut contact.”
Sasha sighed, irritated.
“I was hurt, Ilya. Sorry I can’t live in your little emotionless world.”
Ilya clenched his fists in his pockets. It hurt, but it was true. He refused to feel that kind of thing for anyone. Especially affection–it never ended well.
He gave him a cold look.
“So why are you here? I’m not going to change.”
Sasha gave a short, humourless laugh.
“You’re still as charming as ever…”
He paused, then looked back at the ice. Ilya did the same. It was easier not to look at him. He was still too beautiful and too tempting.
“Didn’t you miss it?”
He tensed. If he had missed it–well, perhaps at first. Less so now. Hollander occupied his thoughts, his dreams, and for now, that was enough.
“Miss what?”
“What we had…”
“The sex was good,” he admitted.
The best so far. With other guys, it had been excellent, but not like with Sasha. There had been no real chemistry between them.
Out of the corner of his eye, Ilya saw Sasha nervously twisting his fingers.
“We could do it again…”
Ilya decided to cut him off immediately. They couldn’t do anything again. It was too dangerous. Sasha would start expecting more, and he would end up hurting him badly. And this time, Sasha might not keep it to himself.
“Did you miss my cock that much?” he said with a dry laugh.
He hoped Sasha would snap, get angry, and leave, calling him a bastard. But Sasha stayed.
“Maybe… Didn’t you miss my ass?”
When Ilya didn’t respond, Sasha went on, sharper, “My father said you’ve been more aggressive on the ice. Not getting much out of shagging girls these days, are you?”
“You can be so crude…”
“You can talk,” Sasha snapped. “You started it!”
Ilya let out a low laugh.
“Are we really doing this? Because the one who started wanting more wasn’t me—it was you.”
He felt Sasha’s gaze on him again.
“Ilya… please…”
He turned to him. Big mistake. His eyes were sad, full of regret. Sasha couldn’t regret him.
“What? Don’t like hearing it’s your fault?”
“Not any more than you do. Especially when we’re both at fault. You were the one who started getting soft.”
That stung. A bit too much.
“I shouldn’t have,” he murmured. “I’m sorry if I made you think you were anything more than a regular hook-up.”
“How long are you going to keep lying to yourself?”
As long as it took, yes. Until Sasha was nothing more than a colourless, meaningless memory.
“What do you want, for God’s sake, Sasha?” he snapped.
“I miss my friend,” Sasha said.
Ilya took the blow. He didn’t want to be missed. He knew that feeling too well.
“We were never friends. Lovers, if you want. Not friends.”
Sasha darkened.
“Fine. Then I miss my lover…”
Ilya rolled his eyes. Why was he insisting so much?
“This is a very bad idea, Sasha. I’m going to hurt you again. That’s not what I want.”
Something flickered in Sasha’s eyes.
“So I was more than a regular hook-up if you don’t want to hurt me?”
Fuck, he was good at exposing his flaws. Ilya decided to be honest.
“Maybe. I don’t know… I never knew what we were.”
“What if we didn’t define it?” Sasha said, almost tempting. “What if we just had a good time like before?”
He took Ilya’s left hand and slid his sleeve down slightly. His tattoo appeared.
Ilya froze for a fraction of a second, then quickly pulled away and tugged his jacket back into place. He prayed Sasha hadn’t noticed.
“I’m not interested anymore.”
Sasha stared at him for a moment, surprised. Then his eyes dropped to Ilya’s wrist, which he had just turned away. A flash of understanding crossed his face. Ilya knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth.
“You met him, didn’t you? During the championship—you met him?”
Ilya stood up abruptly. He didn’t want to talk about Hollander with Sasha.
“That’s none of your business.”
He had to leave before Sasha said something that would push him over the edge. He could ruin his casual flings with girls, but not Hollander.
Sasha grabbed his wrist.
“You met him. That’s why you don’t want this anymore.”
“Let go of me, Sasha.”
Ilya pulled free easily and started walking away. Behind him, Sasha called out sharply, “Did you shag him?”
“Go fuck yourself!”
* * *
Moscow, February 2009
That evening, after training, Coach Petrov called him and Nikita into his office. Ilya knew exactly why, and it put him in a state of tension he couldn’t even hide.
His anxiety only increased when the coach handed each of them a thick envelope filled with banknotes. There were at least two hundred thousand roubles in there. Ilya had never earned that much since he started playing for his club.
Sensing his hesitation, Coach Petrov placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a brief squeeze.
“You’ve more than earned this, Ilya.”
“I know,” he murmured. “It’s just… it’s a lot.”
And yet, it wouldn’t last. Barely a few weeks. Andreï was consuming more and more drugs and had also started gambling. He was losing most of the time and piling up debts—debts Ilya had to cover with the bulk of his monthly bonus.
“The club can easily afford it,” the coach added.
“I know,” Ilya repeated.
Their club was one of the strongest in the junior championship. A real machine for producing KHL and European players. And above all, it was affiliated with a highly reputable KHL club. For them, four hundred and fifty thousand roubles meant nothing–barely a drop in the tens of millions they spent on player contracts.
Ilya knew that. He wasn’t stealing from anyone. But he also knew exactly what that money would become the moment it crossed the threshold of his home. And he didn’t want to keep feeding the vicious circle his brother was trapped in.
He hated him, but he didn’t want to see him sink further. And above all… who would take care of their father when he left for America? Polina? She was just as trapped in that marriage as his mother had been…
 
Later, in the locker room, Ilya walked over to Nikita, who was packing his sports bag, his envelope half-empty in his hand. He had thought about it a lot–it was the only solution.
“Nikit… can you do me a favour?”
His friend turned around. His gaze flicked from Ilya’s face to the envelope.
“Yes, of course.”
Ilya hesitated for a second.
“Could you… keep it for me?”
He immediately saw the questions forming in his friend’s eyes.
“I know I’m asking a lot. But I can’t keep it all at home. Don’t ask me why. I just… can’t. It’s not safe, you see?”
Nikita studied him for a moment, then smiled.
“Alright. Do you want me to keep it at mine, or put it in a bank account? I could even put it in a savings account if you want. Make it grow a bit.”
Ilya shrugged. He hadn’t thought that far.
“Do whatever’s easiest for you. I don’t need it right now.”
Nikita’s eyes lit up with interest, and before he could ask anything else, Ilya added, “I want to get a tattoo when I’m eighteen.”
“Really? Where?”
He pulled slightly at his shirt and pointed to his left pectoral.
“Here.”
“And what would it be?”
A very faint smile appeared on his lips.
“A bear.”
Nikita looked at him, then slowly nodded.
“For Russia?”
“Yes… for Russia.”
Ilya was proud of his country–his language, his culture. But he was even more proud of his mother, who had fought depression for so long without ever fully breaking. And the bear was her favourite animal.
 
Someone knocked on his bedroom door. Lost in his laundry, Ilya replied without thinking, “Come in.”
The door creaked slightly and Polina appeared in the doorway. Strange…
“Do you have a minute, Ilya?” she asked in an unusually soft voice.
“Depends what for,” he replied curtly.
“It’s about your father.”
Ilya tensed immediately.
“Am I supposed to watch you eat tonight or something? What have I done this time?”
Lately, his father always punished him for the same things–made-up mistakes.
“Nothing, Ilya. Nothing at all,” his stepmother assured him.
Even more suspicious. If she wasn’t here to deliver his punishment, what did she want?
“Then what?”
She hesitated for a long time, nervously shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Really strange… what was putting her in this state?
After a moment, and under Ilya’s insistent gaze, she finally said, “Don’t you think he’s forgetting things more and more often lately?”
He brushed her concern aside.
“He’s old, Polina.”
But she shook her head.
“Not like that. Things from the past… He called me Irina today…”
Ilya tightened his grip on a dirty tracksuit he was holding. His father hadn’t said his mother’s name in years.
“Maybe he was thinking about her,” he said. “And it just slipped out.”
Who was he trying to convince? Even he didn’t believe it.
“He never thinks about her, Ilya. You know that.”
Yes, he knew. And that was the most worrying part. His father’s memory was starting to fail him, and that didn’t bode well…
“I’ll… I’ll keep an eye on him. And you, tell me if he has any more… episodes like that, alright?”
“Alright,” she promised, as she began to close the door.
He went back to gathering his dirty clothes.
Those memory lapses… those confusions… It sounded like what he had read about. Was it Alzheimer’s? Some form of brain degeneration… dementia?
He shook his head to push the horrible thought away. Not that.
The door suddenly reopened, making him jump, and Polina added, “You should keep that money somewhere other than your room if you don’t want Andreï to find it.”
No kidding, Sherlock! As if I hadn’t thought of that!
Ilya held back the sharp retort, but remained sarcastic.
“Oh yeah? Where then? In yours?”
“My office locks,” she suggested.
That was surprisingly… kind of her. But Ilya wasn’t fooled–she wanted his money as much as his brother did.
“Fine. I’ll think about it. Thanks.”
Ilya didn’t even have time to find a hiding place for his bonus. Andreï had emptied the envelope he had stupidly left on his bed while going downstairs to start his washing machine. There were ninety thousand roubles…
* * *
Kingston, May 2009
A few days shy of a year since his tattoo had appeared. If at first Shane had rejected its meaning, he had now fully accepted it. Yes, he was gay. And yes, Ilya Rozanov appealed to him very much.
He had spent the past four months reading everything he could find on male homosexuality. LGBT organisations’ websites, forums, health and psychology pages, blogs, Wikipedia… He had gone through it all. Every line, every article. And above all, a staggering number of personal testimonies. More than the scientific and psychological explanations, it was those that reassured him the most. That convinced him his attraction to boys was not incompatible with sport–any sport, for that matter.
Of course, it would be difficult and exhausting. Some days, even draining. He would have to hide constantly, from everyone. Pretend to be someone he wasn’t. Watch everything–his behaviour, his reactions, his words. Endure remarks, jokes, and homophobic insults without letting anything show. It would take a lot of work on himself, but he wouldn’t have a choice anyway. He would never be able to change the world of hockey.
He would have to spend the next fifteen to twenty years hiding. Keeping an entire part of his life to himself alone. Never being able to talk about his partner, his happiness. Lying to his teammates.
Yes, it would be hard and exhausting. But it would be a hundred times worse to deny who he was, to fight against his sexuality. Many had tried. Men from various professions, religions, and backgrounds. Elite athletes like him. All spoke of the homophobia they had faced, whether casual or deeply ingrained in those around them. And almost all described the same daily discomfort, the same fatigue, the same frustration, the same occasional loss of control. Some had even come close to being irreparably destroyed.
But all of them, without exception, said they only truly felt at peace when they stopped fighting who they really were. They all described feeling as if a huge weight had been lifted, as if they had been freed from a cage they had locked themselves into. And they wondered why they had put themselves through it, for whom. It no longer made sense to them, and they regretted every second spent living someone else’s life.
Very few had come out. Most out of fear of losing their job, their friends, their family. Others because they risked their lives. But all of them had eventually started seeing men. They had found a form of balance in secret relationships–fleeting or more lasting. Some had even found someone to share their life with. It seemed that for love, people were capable of many sacrifices.
There were those men who had prevented themselves from living fully, and there were those who refused to let society, their family, or their sport dictate their lives. They were few, but they existed. Most of them were young, not from the same generation as the others. A generation that believed in equality for all–women and men, people of colour and white people, homosexuals and bisexuals as well as heterosexuals. One that believed love had no gender, religion, or nationality.
Shane had spoken at length with one of them. Baseline24, a 25-year-old NBA basketball player who had refused to sacrifice his long-term boyfriend–and soulmate–for the sake of his career. He had wanted both and had managed to have them. Officially, they were best friends and flatmates because his boyfriend was still studying. Unofficially, they were engaged and about to get married. Massachusetts, where they lived, had legalised same-sex marriage five years earlier.
Talking to J–as he now signed each of his private messages–had done Shane a lot of good. He answered all his questions, even the stupidest ones, with kindness and honesty. He didn’t sugar-coat anything, and that was exactly what Shane needed: raw truth. It was very hard for them both day to day, but according to J, it was well worth it. He was happy to be loved by someone as wonderful as his fiancé, to have someone to go home to every evening, to talk to, to confide in, in whose arms he could cry when everything simply became too much.
Shane wanted that. Later, with someone. With Ilya Rozanov, perhaps…
He finished his message, signed it with an S, and sent it. He had said it to J; now he just had to act on it. He knew it would go well. His parents had assured him of their support last December. But he couldn’t help feeling nervous. He was going to say it out loud for the first time–this was no small thing.
With determined steps, he went downstairs to join his parents in the kitchen of their apartment. His mother was cooking tuna tataki, which would go perfectly with the bowl of vinegared rice and seaweed salad already on the table. His father, as usual, was reading The New Yorker, already seated at his place, his chair turned slightly towards the stove. They were talking about hockey. Or rather, his mother was discussing the latest play-off games, while his father nodded occasionally. A perfectly ordinary lunch at the Hollanders’.
Shane sat down just as his mother turned off the heat. He watched her transfer the freshly cooked tuna to a plate and take a long sharp knife from the drawer on the left of the stove. As she began slicing the first pieces, Shane took a deep breath.
“Dad, Mum… I have something to tell you.”
His father folded his newspaper. His mother briefly looked up, assuring him of her full attention.
Shane hesitated for a moment. Was he really doing this? Yes. Yes, he was.
“I’m gay,” he said.
His mother smiled with quiet satisfaction. His father placed his folded paper next to his plate and looked at him with pride.
“Alright. We still love you. That doesn’t change anything for us,” he assured him.
His mother nodded in approval. Shane had expected nothing less from them.
“I know. I just wanted to say it clearly. So it’s no longer an assumption on your part.”
“Alright, Shane,” she said, putting the knife down.
His father handed him his plate, and she served him several slices of tuna, adding, “It hasn’t been for me for quite some time, but at least you’ve said it.”
Shane had expected that too. Mothers tended to sense it before their own children did. That was what he had read in numerous coming-out accounts.
She held out her hand to him. Shane quickly passed her his plate. He was starving, and it had been a while since they had had tuna tataki.
“Did it do you good?” she asked.
Shane thought for a moment before blurting out, “Yes. Bloody hell, yes!”
His father gave him a disapproving look. His mother was more vocal.
“Shane, your language.”
“Sorry.”
And he stuffed a piece of tuna into his mouth. Delicious, as always.
His mother sat opposite his father, unfolded her cotton napkin and placed it on her lap, exchanging a knowing glance with him before turning back to Shane.
“Is there… anything else you want to tell us?”
“No,” Shane said quickly, then corrected himself. “Well… maybe.”
He could tell them this too, couldn’t he?
“Actually, yes.”
“Alright. We’re listening,” his father said, putting down his cutlery.
Shane’s heart rate picked up slightly. Were they not going to eat?
“My soulmate… well… he’s another hockey player.”
“Oh…” his father murmured, taking a sip of water.
Shane noticed his mother cutting herself a piece of tuna.
He sighed in relief. Good. This was going to be a normal meal. As normal as it could be.
“He’s part of the Russian junior hockey team,” he added.
“Oh. Is he at least a good player?” his mother asked.
Shane laughed softly. That was her priority?
“Otherwise I wouldn’t let him into our home. At the Hollanders’, there are only good hockey players, right darling?”
“Absolutely!” his father agreed a little too enthusiastically.
Shane understood immediately what they meant: it didn’t matter if he was good or not, as long as he loved and respected him.
“Yes, he’s very good, don’t worry. One of the best.”
He knew he was saying too much, but as long as he didn’t say the name, he hadn’t really said anything, right? And it would also help them get used to the idea that Ilya Rozanov might one day become part of their family.
(Yes, Shane might have been getting ahead of himself–very ahead. But it would be a lie to say he hadn’t seriously thought about it. Him and Rozanov. He wanted to give them a chance.)
“Oh. Good then.”
His mother gave him a warm knowing smile.
“Can we meet him?” his father asked.
Caught off guard, Shane stammered, “Oh… uh… when we’re together, I suppose. For now, I’m not even sure I’ll see him again. Or even if he wants to.”
He certainly wanted to. Very much. A bit too much. He often thought about Rozanov and his chestnut curls, his crooked smile and adorable accent. He was eagerly waiting for the draft results. He knew perfectly well that Ilya would go second or first pick. There was no doubt about his level. The question was whether he would accept the offer. He would be leaving everything behind for hockey: his family, his friends, his country. That could be terrifying for a young man of barely twenty.
Shane knew he couldn’t. He could hardly imagine being drafted to a team more than three hours away from his parents’ home, let alone thousands of kilometres…
“Oh, he will,” his mother said confidently. “Who wouldn’t want to see you again, Shane? You’re perfect!”
“Mum, please…”
“What? It’s true!”
He rolled his eyes. No, he was far from perfect.
He suddenly thought of something. His parents had taken his coming out well. He considered himself lucky. But what about Rozanov?
“I suppose it must be complicated for him, being gay in Russia,” he said aloud.
“Yes, probably. It’s not exactly known for being open-minded,” his mother confirmed. “And it doesn’t seem to be getting any better.”
Shane went pale. What did she mean by that? That it was dangerous for him? That he might not give him a chance? That he might give up on what they could be?
“But if he’s as good as you say, he’ll get drafted into the NHL. He’ll play in a league team, and you’ll be able to see each other without it being a risk for him.”
Shane nodded quickly. Yes, Rozanov would play in the NHL. There was no other possibility. But that didn’t solve everything…
“There will always be risks, Mum. We’re hockey players. We can’t be gay.”
“Well, they can all go to hell. You are, and you’re the best player in the junior league!”
His father gave a sad smile.
“That’s not how it works, Yuna.”
It was the sad truth, unfortunately. Homophobia was so normalised in locker rooms and on the ice. Insulting someone as a “faggot” and other equally charming terms came as naturally as calling him a bastard. Shane had heard those slurs before. A lot. They had contributed to his internalised homophobia–yes, he had even looked into that.
“And why not?”
“You know why, darling…”
“So what, they’re going to hide their entire careers?”
“Yes,” his father said darkly.
Shane hadn’t planned on doing anything else anyway. He had taken to heart the old saying: to live happily, live hidden.
“Unless someone is completely insane enough to come out publicly. An excellent player, for example. That might open the door for others.”
Shane rolled his eyes. As if that were possible…
“Shane is.”
He froze. His heart skipped a beat. She didn’t mean that, did she?
“He’ll be a rookie, Yuna,” his father countered.
Shane nodded quickly.
“No one will want him if he comes out. He’ll be a massive problem–one that would cost them too much.”
“That’s stupid!” his mother snapped.
“I know. But that’s how the hockey world works. You don’t stand out. You’re like them…”
“Dull and homophobic, you mean?”
Shane let out a small laugh. It was a rather crude caricature, but not entirely inaccurate.
“At least pretend not to support the gay cause,” his father corrected.
Shane nodded. He didn’t want to be like those players. And anyway, they didn’t represent the whole population. There must be some for whom those ideas were just as outdated.
“Well, that’s exactly what I mean: it’s completely stupid. If they weren’t all following a minority… Because you’re not going to tell me every player in the league is straight or only has straight friends. That’s statistically unlikely.”
Shane completely agreed. According to recent studies, between four and six percent of Canadians were gay. So the same proportion of elite athletes. There was no reason sport should be “exempt”.
“If they weren’t all terrified sheep afraid to express an opinion, being gay wouldn’t be a problem for anyone. Loving men doesn’t make you less capable…”
“I know, darling. You don’t need to convince me. If I could, I’d tell him not to hide who he loves, but his career would be over before it even began. And that’s not what we want. So if we have to support them in the shadows until they can come out, we will…”
Wow. His father was getting a bit too invested. Nothing was decided yet. Maybe nothing would happen at all. He didn’t even know if Rozanov was interested in him. Though… he seemed to be, in hindsight. Shane remembered how transfixed he had seemed by his freckles. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, but Shane wanted to believe it.
“Mum, Dad… I…”
But his mother took his right hand and cut him off.
“We love you, Shane. So much. I’m so sorry you have to go through this… It’s so unfair…”
“I know, Mum. I’ve accepted it. It’s going to be hard, but it’ll be worth it.”
He sincerely hoped to reassure her. Maybe he was still young and naïve, but deep down he believed he could handle it.
“I hope he deserves all the sacrifices you’ll make for him.”
Shane didn’t like what she was implying. As he saw it, the one taking the biggest risk wasn’t him, but Rozanov. Canada was one of the most gay-friendly countries in the world. One of the first to legalise same-sex marriage. Yes, hockey was still behind, but no one risked their life for being gay. It wasn’t a crime, nor a mental illness. Elsewhere, it still was.
“Dad wouldn’t deserve them?”
“He would, of course.”
“Then he will. Because I’m sure he’ll make the same for me. That’s what soulmates do, right?”
His mother gently traced his face with her fingers, eyes teary but full of pride.
“Look at you, Shane… So brave, so sure of yourself… I’m so proud of you. I was so afraid you would reject this part of you, this man who will love you like no one ever has–not even me.”
“I just needed time,” he admitted. “To understand what being gay meant for me. To learn I could be, even if I play hockey. Now I know, and I don’t want to run anymore. But that doesn’t mean I’m not terrified.”
His father placed a hand on his arm and squeezed gently.
“We’ll always be here for you, Shane,” he assured him.
Shane had never felt more supported and loved than in that moment. His parents were amazing. He was so lucky to have them.
He just hoped Rozanov would like them too.
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  Moscow, June 2009
Ilya had turned eighteen last week. The only gift he had received came from Nikita: an appointment with a renowned tattoo artist in Moscow, which he had somehow managed to book–and the design as well. He had drawn it himself, and it was absolutely perfect. Exactly what he wanted.
The appointment was approaching, and Nikita still hadn’t arrived. Ilya didn’t want to do this alone. Not because he was afraid it would hurt–it would, especially given the size, level of detail and colouring–but because it was no longer just his tattoo, the one he was getting for his mother. It was theirs.
Whatever happened in July, wherever he was drafted, whether in America or Canada, he would never forget Nikita. He couldn’t anymore, not after everything that had happened between them. Nikita was more than a friend: he was the brother he had never had. The one who cared about you for who you were, not what you could bring him. Who accepted you fully, without judgement. Who supported you, reassured you, comforted you.
Ilya hoped that, despite the thousands of kilometres that would separate them next year, Nikita would always remain part of his life. That they would write, call each other regularly. That they would visit whenever their schedules allowed it. Ilya was leaving Russia–but he wasn’t leaving him. He wouldn’t end their friendship the way he had once planned. It was impossible now.
Just as he took his phone out of his pocket to check the time, Nikita came running in, a backpack half-slipped over one shoulder, bouncing with every step.
Ilya burst out laughing. Had he rushed here in a panic or what?
Nikita stopped in front of him, hands on his knees, breathless.
“Sorry, I lost track of time.”
“I’m keeping that in mind. I matter less than your console…”
Nikita rolled his eyes.
“No, idiot, I was sketching a design.”
“For what?”
“A tattoo.”
Ilya took a moment to process that.
“You’re getting a tattoo, seriously?”
“Yes. Today,” Nikita replied calmly, as if it were obvious.
“Like, now? Right now?” Ilya insisted.
This came out of nowhere.
“Yeah. Did you think I booked this appointment just for you?”
“Well… yes,” I admitted, slightly awkward.
He shouldn’t have assumed.
“You’ve never mentioned getting a tattoo before.”
“I just didn’t have a friend to do it with.”
“Right… And what are you getting?”
“Something simple,” Nikita said, mysteriously.
 
The “something simple” turned out to be three bear claw marks on his left pectoral, exactly in the same place as Ilya’s tattoo.
Ilya stared at the marks.
“One for each championship,” Nikita explained.
Ilya gave a vague nod.
He looked at the inscriptions above two of the claws: a date–the final–and the medal won.
“Why three?” Ilya asked, tracing the last one with his finger.
“Had to plan ahead!”
Ilya burst out laughing. The guy was insane. Their qualification for next season was almost guaranteed–and he had already inked it into his skin. Who did that, apart from Nikita?
“You’re an idiot, you know that?”
“Yeah. But you love it.”
 
The first round of the draft came very quickly after that memorable day. Ilya was completely wired all day and kept checking whether he had received a message or a call from his agent. It was stupid, since the first results wouldn’t be announced until six p.m. Montreal time. But he couldn’t help it. He had been waiting for this day since he was twelve.
Unable to sleep, he lay in bed with his worn copy of Crime and Punishment, his phone on vibrate on the bedside table. At the slightest sound, he would reach out and answer.
Eleven o’clock passed. Then midnight, and one. At ten to two, he started fidgeting again. At five to two, he was pacing his room like a caged lion. At three minutes to two, his phone rang. He rushed to answer it, nearly tripping over his desk chair.
 “So?” he asked impatiently.
He no longer bothered with greetings with his agent. He was always rushed, sharp, abrasive. It was his father who had chosen him. Ilya would have preferred his younger colleague, who had fewer clients but seemed far more pleasant and attentive.
“You’ve been drafted by the Boston Bears.”
Where was Boston again? No, that could wait. He needed to hurry before the idiot hung up.
“What pick?”
“First over all.”
Ilya exulted inwardly. Fuck yes. He had done it.
“And Hollander?”
If he was first, Hollander had to be second. But who had drafted him? A Canadian team, probably. Which one? Was it close to Boston?
“How would I know?” his agent snapped. “And why do you even care?”
“He was my rival for first place,” Ilya said simply.
He didn’t need to say more. The reason didn’t matter anyway. The agent wouldn’t listen.
And that was exactly what happened.
“Right. I’ll call you later.”
 
The next morning, when he told his father the news, Ilya was surprised by his reaction. Not positive, but less explosive than expected.
His first overall pick seemed to flatter his parental ego, but that was all. No congratulations, not even a word. Just a grunt that could barely be called approval.
When Ilya mentioned the team, his father became more vocal.
“Boston, huh? You really want to go there that badly?”
Ilya was surprised by the question, but didn’t show it.
“It’s a very good team in the Atlantic division of the NHL.”
That seemed to satisfy him. Ilya had hoped it would. Even if he despised Americans, his father had always respected their hockey level.
“And do they pay well?”
Ilya rolled his eyes. Of course–money, always money.
“I don’t know. Probably. I haven’t received my contract yet.”
“You’d better send money to your brother. Without him, you’d be nothing.”
As if Andreï had ever done anything for him…
“If that’s what you want, Father…”
“You’d better not come back thinking like them. I don’t want some fucking American under my roof. You are Russian. Act like it.”
 
Back in his room, Ilya sent Nikita a message. The reaction was completely different. Nikita called him immediately and yelled in his ear about how proud he was and how lucky the Boston Bears were to have him. And so many other things that Ilya felt overwhelmed by the praise.
Finally, he arranged to meet him at the student bar in central Moscow. They had to celebrate properly–and that meant vodka, now that they were both of age.
* * *
Los Angeles, July 2009
For the first time in his junior hockey career, his father accompanied him on an official trip. Like all players drafted into the NHL that season, Ilya had been invited to Los Angeles for a ceremony held in their honour. It would be an opportunity to meet the General Manager of the Boston Bears, who was also present and insisted on welcoming him personally.
The evening began early, around six p.m. He was immediately cornered by photographers for a picture of the top three draft picks. When he saw Hollander on the stage set up for the occasion, his heart skipped a beat. Or two. Or maybe it stopped altogether.
Hollander was… No. There were no words for him. His black suit fitted him perfectly–his shoulders, his waist, his hips. Too perfectly. Far too perfectly.
Ilya felt his mind derail in a fraction of a second. He had spent the past six months imagining what was under those shapeless tracksuits and that oversized winter coat he wore in Regina. He had fantasised about it every night. Without exception. And now, that suit revealed everything. And he liked it. Too much. Far too much. To the point where there was only one thing he wanted, right now: to take it off him and devour him with his eyes. To devour him, full stop.
Ilya clenched his teeth. Stop thinking about him. You can’t get an erection here, in front of photographers. Have you lost your mind? Do you want them to label you “gay” straight away?
That calmed him. Slightly. Not enough. He had never wanted someone like this before. Not even Sasha, and he had wanted him. It was terrifying–but fuck, it felt good. He had never felt so alive.
He was handed his jersey in his future club’s colours: black, with the number 81. His mind spiralled again. Black, like Hollander’s perfectly styled hair he wanted to run his hands through. Black, like his eyes fixed on him, eyes he wanted to see clouded with desire. Desire… Wasn’t that what was there right now? Yes. Exactly that. Mixed with relief and pride.
Ilya felt his stomach tighten violently. Hollander wanted him. His soulmate. And if he wanted him, that meant…
He shook his head. Calm down, Ilya. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. Maybe he doesn’t even believe in soulmates and just wants  you to fuck him. Or to fuck you… He wouldn’t say no, anyway, if it made him stay…
Stop. Photo session. Focus on the photo session.
He was placed between Hollander and a certain Sullivan, asked to hold up their jerseys. Ilya complied with a wide smile. He was so proud to be there, at the top as he had always dreamed. But above all, he was happy–almost euphoric. Because finally, he was about to be free. No more father demanding more every single day. No more brother turning his room upside down looking for every last bill.
Hollander brushed his forearm with his shoulder. A simple contact, probably accidental. Nothing to make a fuss about. And yet a shiver ran down Ilya’s spine–sharp, uncontrollable. Fuck. Hollander had touched him. He had felt the warmth of his body for a brief moment. He still felt it now, and it was already not enough. He wanted to feel his skin under his fingers, his softness under his lips. He wanted him. Naked. Under him.
Ilya turned his head and met his gaze. His eyes–fuck… Two magnificent onyx stones, full of something he couldn’t quite read. Amusement, hope, desire. Oh yes. Want me. I’m yours. Completely yours.
His gaze drifted to his lips. Pink, thin, so tempting. Ilya was fighting not to collapse onto them. He wanted them against his own, to claim them, ruin them so no one else could ever touch them. They were his. He was his.
Shane gave a shy smile. That was it. Ilya was done for. He fell even more hopelessly in love than before. How was he supposed to survive six months before seeing him again?
“Boys, look at the camera,” someone called.
It pulled him violently back to reality. Ilya looked away–too fast, too sharply. Please let no one have noticed. With difficulty, he refocused on the photographers. Flashbulbs cracked. Instinctively, he gave his brightest smile, raised his index finger when asked to indicate his draft position.
He was physically there, but his mind was elsewhere–already devising a plan to speak to Hollander before returning to Russia. To get a phone number, an email, an address–anything to stay in contact with him. He wouldn’t survive waiting for the next championship just to talk to him. He wanted to know everything about him. Everything.
After the photoshoot, they were led into a vast reception hall with a large mezzanine. A pyramid of glasses stood in the centre of a massive table covered in assorted canapés.
Someone gave a long, pompous speech he barely understood–too many complicated words at once–before they were told to enjoy the rest of the evening.
Ilya took two flutes of what was probably absurdly expensive champagne and found his father. Even though he was used to such events through his police position, he seemed slightly lost at times–as if he couldn’t quite remember where he was or why he was there. Ilya hoped it was just age, not something worse.
The evening dragged on slowly. Far too slowly for his taste. All this socialising, this luxury–it wasn’t for him. They weren’t poor, but they weren’t rich either. Still, he would have to get used to it. Soon, he would be earning millions of dollars a year. Millions he wouldn’t know what to do with, and which he would have to protect from his brother’s and stepmother’s greed. How, he didn’t know yet–but he would find a way.
Midway through the evening, they were taken upstairs and introduced to the General Manager of the Bears. Ilya couldn’t quite catch his name; he spoke too fast. But also–perhaps above all–because his attention was fixed entirely on Hollander and his parents downstairs, speaking with with the Voyageurs’ counterpart to the Bears’ general manager.
His mother was a very beautiful woman, with an elegant bearing and a confident gaze. She spoke effortlessly with the Voyageurs’ General Manager. It was from her that Hollander had inherited his looks.
His father, on the other hand, stood slightly apart, observing the scene. He didn’t seem entirely at ease–at least not as much as his wife. Perhaps he, too, wasn’t used to such opulence.
Hollander, too, didn’t look comfortable. Not at all. He was restless, nervous, unable to focus on the conversation–probably because he could feel Ilya’s gaze on him, glancing up regularly to meet it.
The General Manager of the Bears raised his voice slightly to cut through the noise, bringing Ilya back into the conversation. He spoke more slowly this time.
“We’re not passing on a kid this strong with those hands, not in Boston, Mr Rozanov. He’s a very natural number one pick. Congratulations again, Ilya.”
Ilya gave a shy but sincere smile. He wasn’t used to being spoken about like that–especially not in front of his father, and with such conviction.
“He is strong,” his father agreed, “but…”
His heart tightened painfully. There was always a but with his father. Even in front of his future employer, he couldn’t help himself.
“…he needs discipline. He can be… how you say… lazy.”
Of course he had to use that word. He always did…
“I find it hard to believe the way he plays.”
Ilya silently thanked him.
“I promise to work very hard for you.”
His father shot him a heavy, reproachful look, but before he could reprimand him, the General Manager of the Bears spoke again.
“I have no doubt you will soon.”
Immediately after, his father cut in.
“You listen. Don’t speak. You understand?”
Ilya swallowed hard.
“Yes.”
The rest of the evening passed in a complete blur. After that humiliation, his mind shut down entirely. He didn’t want to see anything, hear anything, feel anything.
When the evening finally ended, he went straight up to his room without saying goodbye to his father. He just wanted to put as much distance as possible between them, even if it was only a few floors of the hotel.
 
Shane couldn’t sleep. Eyes fixed on the ceiling, he kept replaying Rozanov’s beautiful smile during the photoshoot–so proud and so happy. That look, full of desire, that Shane had felt all evening. As if Rozanov couldn’t think of anything else but him. He shouldn’t have. Not when his dream was probably finally coming true. So many people had come to congratulate him, praising his performances, his talent. He should have been focusing on that, on the Bears’ General Manager.
But no. Rozanov desired him so much he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off him for more than a few minutes. And it was Shane who did that to him. Shane, the man–not Shane, the player. And that was simply unthinkable… And yet, it was true. He had that power over him. And God, how he loved it. He wondered what else he might be able to make him do. What state of excitement he could put him in. Whether he could make him lose control.
His sex stirred in his boxers as images flickered through his mind. Him kissing Rozanov deeply, fingers tangled in his light-brown curls, their bodies pressed together. He could even hear his moans dying in his mouth.
Stop it, Shane! You’re going too far, way too far… Start by speaking to each other for more than five minutes, and then we’ll see.
He sighed. It was true–he was projecting far too much. They hadn’t even admitted their mutual attraction, hadn’t even discussed what they were to each other, what they could be.
He closed his eyes, but the images came back. He needed to occupy his body; it was the only way to silence his mind and its overactive imagination. He reached for his phone on the bedside table and checked the time. 00:45. The hotel gym would probably still be open.
He threw off the heavy duvet, got out of bed, then made it again meticulously–smoothing the duvet, straightening the pillow, smoothing the duvet again just to be sure it was perfect. Yes, he was a bit obsessive. He couldn’t help it.
He went to his extremely orderly suitcase, took out a pair of jogging bottoms and a long-sleeved white sports top, light and breathable, both folded square, and got dressed. After one last look around the room to make sure everything was in order, he went down to the gym.
It was thankfully empty: he wasn’t in any state to make conversation. He got onto one of the two treadmills and began running at a slow pace. He wasn’t there for cardio, just to focus on his stride.
A minute passed. Maybe ten, or more. Time became a vague notion; the only rhythm was the steady hum of the machine. The door opened, but Shane didn’t pay attention. He kept running. The person stepped onto the treadmill beside him. A man, probably. Much taller than him. An insomniac or a gym obsessive who even while travelling still needed his session.
Out of curiosity, Shane turned his head–and nearly stumbled when he recognised him.
It was Rozanov, in shorts and a black top. Fuck, he was gorgeous. All perfectly carved muscle that his short clothes made impossible not to admire.
Rozanov gave him a devastating smile that made his heart explode in his chest. He had come here to stop thinking about him, and now he was here, reigniting all his fantasies. Someone up there–if there was anyone–was testing him. Or sending him a sign. This is your chance. Take it.
But he couldn’t. He had far too many thoughts about Rozanov. If he opened his mouth, he would say something stupid. Come across as some obsessed idiot who only wanted his body. In a way, he was–but he didn’t want their first real interaction to be sexual. He wanted to get to know him first, to understand just how perfect he was for him. If the universe hadn’t made a mistake, then he was. His parents were for each other.
He looked straight ahead and kept running.
A minute passed, then two. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ilya increase his treadmill speed, shooting him a challenging look. Shane, who had never been able to resist a challenge–especially not from someone like Rozanov–increased his own speed… just above his.
Within the next minute, Rozanov did the same, an amused smile on his face. He seemed to enjoy the competition. Good–they would meet often on the ice, and Shane had no intention of letting him win just because he was his soulmate.
They continued like that, silently battling, both of them smiling. Soon they were pushing their machines to the limit, sprinting. Minutes passed, neither giving in. Shane’s whole body was protesting, his muscles burning, his lungs too, but he refused to stop. Rozanov was smoking, bloody hell, Shane could beat him.
But Rozanov didn’t seem ready to give up either. Fuck.
Shane held on for another minute before slamming the emergency stop button. He got off, stumbling, his legs rebelling with every step. He braced himself against the wall before sliding down to the floor. Rozanov joined him seconds later, hair damp with sweat, breath heavy, legs unsteady.
You asked for it, Shane thought, unable to accept defeat.
Then Rozanov ran a hand through his chestnut curls, and Shane instantly forgot his frustration. Bloody hell, the man was attractive–with that stubble along his jaw, his huge hands, long fingers. Shane wondered what they would feel like on his cheek, his hips, and everywhere else on his body.
His sex stirred again.
“Fuck!” he groaned.
He stared at the floor, trying to calm himself. He couldn’t get an erection in front of Rozanov–it was disrespectful. He deserved better than that–even if, honestly, he was doing nothing to stop himself from wanting him. He was so virile, so solidly built. It must feel incredible to be in his arms… safe, cared for. He swore again. Rozanov burst out laughing.
“Rough day, huh?”
Oh my God. Shut up, Rozanov.
That voice. That rough, sexy accent. Did he want to kill him or something?
“Yes. Absolutely.”
He sounded completely ridiculous, but Rozanov had short-circuited his brain.
“All you ever dreamed of?”
Shane looked him straight in the eyes, searching his gaze for a clue as to what he really meant by that question. All? What exactly did he mean by that?
In the end, he chose honesty.
“Almost.”
He hadn’t had him–not yet. But that would come soon enough, wouldn’t it? They were going to talk about their tattoos, about themselves… weren’t they?
“Sorry I ruined your big day!”
So that’s how he wanted to play it? Throwing out nonsense just to avoid talking about what was actually going on between them? Shane wasn’t particularly good at reading human emotions, but he could clearly see the desire in Rozanov’s gaze. He was practically devouring him with his eyes, letting them roam over his body with an appreciative smile.
“Fuck off.”
Rozanov laughed. God, that laugh. He had missed it. He had only heard it once, but he had missed it.
Silence fell, then Rozanov asked, “Is Boston a nice city?”
Shane was taken aback for a moment. Was he teasing him again? If so, he was clearly very pleased with his draft. He had always dreamed of playing for the Voyageurs.
“Probably, yes. I’ve only been twice.”
“Is it far from Montreal?”
Shane smiled. Now that immediately for was more interesting.
“Five to six hours by car. An hour and a half by plane, though you really have to allow more like four to five hours once you factor in check-in and customs.”
Rozanov frowned, seeming to think hard. Shit–Shane must have spoken too quickly… He had forgotten that Rozanov wasn’t a native speaker.
“The plane’s a bit faster than the car,” he rephrased.
Rozanov nodded in acknolegement.
“Sound like you did research.”
He had, in fact. It was even the first thing he had looked up after hearing about Rozanov’s draft. With their respective schedules, they wouldn’t see each other often. If they were also too far apart geographically, they’d only manage to meet maybe a dozen times a year at most, not counting summer. So little…
(Yes, he had a tendency to plan a bit too much—he got that from his mother. But it reassured him. It had prepared him for what it would mean to date another hockey player living in a different country.)
“Not you?” he shot back, the hope just a little too audible in his voice.
Ilya gave him one of his crooked smiles.
“Maybe. Would you like that?”
He didn’t like to open up. Fine. Shane would do everything he could to make Rozanov feel physically, emotionally–and even intimately–comfortable with him.
“Maybe,” he replied anyway.
He could be enigmatic too, couldn’t he?
Silence fell. Shane started to panic. It couldn’t end like this, on something so stupid… He searched for a new topic, something light but not impersonal, to resart the conversation, but his brain refused to cooperate.
Then Rozanov tapped his ankle with his foot.
“Four to five hours by plane, huh?”
Shane nodded, his throat tight with anticipation.
“It’s… how you say?”
He muttered something in Russian. Shane would have to learn that language.
“…doable, right?”
“Yes, that’s right. It is. We would just have to budget for ticket and taxi.”
Rozanov nodded, then added with a smile, “We’re going to make millions. That shouldn’t be a problem.”
No, it wouldn’t. But the rest…
“You would do it?” Shane asked, anxious.
Rozanov raised an eyebrow, puzzled.
“What?”
Shane bristled inwardly. Why was he pretending not to understand? Why did Shane always have to say things outright, while he just hinted?
“Those hours of travel,” he clarified.
Rozanov seemed to think it over. Please say yes.
“I could.”
“Me too.”
Ilya took a long drink of water. Shane tried not to watch the movement of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed, or the way his lips wrapped around the bottle’s mouthpiece. How could a man look that sexy doing something so ordinary?
Ilya held the bottle out to him.
“Want some?”
Shane took it. Their fingers brushed as it changed hands. No–they didn’t just brush. Rozanov let his fingers linger against his, sliding along them with a smile that said everything.
Shane drank several mouthfuls in turn. And each time, he felt Rozanov’s burning gaze on his lips. Were they going to keep doing this for much longer?
Shane wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and handed the bottle back. But Rozanov didn’t take it. Instead, he gently grabbed his right wrist and ran his thumb over his tattoo. There were two phrases now–well, one word and one sentence.
“They’re mine, yes?”
Shane hesitated, looking for Ilya’s tattoo on his right wrist. But there was nothing there… Had he been mistaken? Then it clicked: Rozanov was left-handed. His gaze shifted–and there they were. Beautiful black lettering: You’re supposed to smoke over there.
Was that really the first thing he had ever said to him?
“They are, yes?” Rozanov repeated.
His voice cracked slightly. And Shane found it absolutely adorable. That fragility he hid beneath his bravado. He liked it. A lot.
“You know perfectly well.”
Rozanov let go of his wrist and shrugged.
“Wanted to be sure, you know.”
Oh no. Don’t act like it doesn’t matter. You’re dying for me to say it.
But Shane waited. He watched Rozanov bring his hand back to his left wrist and trace the words there again and again.
His heart melted. Those words meant as much to him as his own–maybe even more, judging by the way he was staring at the Cyrillic letters on his skin.
Shane finally confirmed, “They are yours.”
Rozanov didn’t say anything in return. He didn’t need to. He had made it loud and clear without saying a single word.
“So… what do we do?” he asked, a hint of anxiety in his voice.
He didn’t seriously think Shane was going to reject him?
“What do you want to do?”
“Want you,” he said simply.
Shane was struck by the intensity of those two words. Raw. Honest. And… perfect.
“Me too.”
Rozanov gave him a wide smile. Wider than the one from the photoshoot. Shane’s heart melted even more. His mouth might not say much–but his body said everything.
“So… boyfriends, then?” Rozanov suggested.
“Yes…” It came out before he could properly think. Of course he wanted it. But he didn’t want to seem desperate, so he added, “I mean… only if you want. But we’ve got time if you would rather get to know each other first.”
“Can do both, yes?”
Of course. They could–and they would.
“We can.”
“Okay. Give me your phone.”
Shane quickly fumbled in the pocket of his tracksuit bottoms, searching for his phone. His fingers were trembling with excitement. Finally, he would have a way to talk to him! He unlocked it and opened a new contact page before handing it over. Ilya took it delicately, his fingertips brushing his in passing.
Bloody hell, that kind of sensuality–Shane was never going to get used to it. He was going to crack sooner or later.
Rozanov–no, Ilya? Not yet, that was still too soon–studied the phone for a moment, the latest iPhone 3GS, letting out a low whistle that was equal parts admiration and mockery.
 “My parents bought it for my birthday,” Shane explained.
He didn’t want him thinking he was materialistic or obsessed with the latest tech. To him, a phone was a phone. As long as it could call and text, it was enough. But his parents–specially his mother–had insisted he adapt to the lifestyle he was heading towards, and that meant a top-of-the-range phone.
Something flickered briefly in Rozanov’s eyes. So quickly Shane couldn’t quite read it. But he felt it mattered. He would need to pay more attention to Rozanov’s body language.
“They are very kind. Must love you a lot.”
Oh. There it was. And Shane did not like what that implied.
“They’re my parents. Of course they love me!”
Rozanov didn’t respond. He entered his number, then paused before adding his name. What had he written? Some stupid joke?
Then he handed the phone back. Shane immediately checked the contact.
He let out a soft laugh when he saw the name he had chosen. Seriously?
“Lily?”
“To avoid being found,” Rozanov replied as if it were obvious.
What exactly was he afraid of?
“My parents know, you know.”
Rozanov froze and shot him a look full of panic. Right–his parents didn’t know. Maybe they should never know. Shane would have to look into Russian culture. And Russia. And the government’s stance on homosexuality.
“They know about me. That I’m gay,” he clarified, though it seemed obvious.
“Okay.”
Rozanov still didn’t look fully reassured. So Shane added, “I think they probably suspect… about you too.”
That made him tense again. Definitely something going on here, and Shane didn’t know what.
“But I haven’t told them anything. Not explicitly.”
That seemed to calm him slightly.
“They don’t mind?”
Shane blinked. What exactly were they supposed to mind?
“What?”
“That I am Russian? That I play hockey? That I am Russian and I play hockey?”
He laughed softly. As if that could be an issue…
“Well, they think your junior teammates play dirty. But you’re fine.”
“Fine?” Rozanov repeated, offended.
Shane smirked and kept teasing him, “They think you’re… good.”
“Good? Am best! Finish first, I beat you!”
Shane rolled his eyes. There it was again–his arrogant, provocative side. As if it were a role he slipped into. Yes, that was probably it. He had just shown a more vulnerable version of himself. One Shane wanted to know better.
“You really have to remind me?” he grumbled, more for form than anger.
That seemed to amuse Rozanov greatly, and he carried on winding him up, a faint smile playing on his lips
“What? Don’t like losing? Or just losing to me?”
“Both. But I’ll have other chances to beat you. The Bears and the Voyagers play each other often.”
“More chances to see each other then…”
Shane felt his chest tighten. Rozanov had thought it through as well. He had considered when they might see each other again. It was sweet.
Shane took another sip of water. All these emotions had left his throat dry.
“Lily, really?” he asked again, holding out his bottle to Rozanov.
This time, he took it. But not without lightly brushing his fingers against Shane’s as he did. Rozanov was clearly a tactile person. Shane had never been particularly physical with Jessica, but with him, he thought he could be. Those brief touches set his whole body alight–and he loved it.
“Told you,” Rozanov replied. “So we don’t get found.”
Yes, he had said that. But if his parents knew about them, what was the danger?
“By who?”
“Your teammates. Your friends. Anyone who can takes your phone.”
Shane pulled a sceptical face. With his friends, there was an unspoken agreement: nothing was off-limits, but if someone didn’t want to answer a question, no one pushed. Phones were never hidden, but no one looked at anyone else’s. And if by accident they did, they kept it to themselves.
No one else would ever get access to his phone.
“I’ll be careful,” he promised anyway.
“You are never careful enough…”
There was probably a personal story behind that mistrust, but Shane didn’t try to dig into it–not today, at least.
“Alright. And who would I be?”
“Jane,” Rozanov replied immediately.
“Jane?” he repeated, rolling the name around his tongue more than asking for confirmation.
Rozanov nodded, a satisfied smile on his lips.
“Lily and Jane… that sounds good,” Shane said.
“Of course!”
Shane let out a soft laugh.
“You’re not exactly the type to get a big head easily, are you?”
Rozanov stared at him, confused.
“What?”
Note to self: avoid idioms.
 “Nothing. Forget it.”
Shane had never been particularly good at explaining things.
“No, say it again,” Rozanov insisted, his gaze suddenly sharp.
Shane swallowed. Damn, he would probably made him think he was an idiot…
“Slower.”
“Getting a big head. It’s an idiom.”
“Idiom?”
He really needed to learn Russian. And fast.
“An expression specific to a language.”
Rozanov said something in Russian. Probably the equivalent of “idiom”. Shane tried to memorise it, but the pronunciation was completely different…
“It means you have a high opinion of yourself and you don’t hide it.”
“Am a hockey player. The best of my generation.”
“That’s exactly it!”
They both burst out laughing.
When they finally calmed down, Rozanov suddenly grew serious.
“You should hide it.”
“What?”
“Your tattoo.”
Oh? He wasn’t planning on showing it off in public, but hiding it? That was a bit extreme, wasn’t it?
“Why?”
“Am not the only Russian in NHL. When they see it, they understand.”
Fair enough. That made sense.
“Alright.”
There was a brief silence, then Shane asked, “Are you going to hide yours?”
“No. Never,” Rozanov replied, locking eyes with him.
Something burned deep in his hazel eyes. But what, Shane couldn’t tell.
“Aren’t you worried that…?”
“No. Anyone can say it. Not just hockey player.”
Shane nodded.
Since they were talking seriously, they might as well continue.
“You know… we’re going to have to keep this hidden.”
“I know.”
He looked so calm. Shane, on the other hand, couldn’t help wondering whether he would be able to handle the weight of the secret long-term. Whether it would end up destroying them.
“Aren’t you scared?”
“No. We will share the secret.”
“You’re right.”
They were both hockey players; they both knew the risks if anyone found out about them. They both had just as much to lose. That would make them stronger.
“Am always right!”
Shane rolled his eyes, a smile tugging at his lips. Honestly, this guy…
“Get lost.”
“One day. With you.”
He swallowed hard. That was very direct. A bit too much for now. He hadn’t even addressed the sexual side of a gay relationship yet. He wanted to take things step by step.
“Are you always like this?”
“Like what?”
“Provocative.”
“You will see.”
A yawn escaped Shane. It was probably getting late now.
“Right, I’m going to bed,” he said, clapping his hands against his thighs. “We’ve got an early flight tomorrow.”
He stood up and held out a hand to Rozanov.
“And you?”
Rozanov gently pushed it away. He didn’t seem like he wanted to get up just yet.
“Same.”
“You’ll text me to let me know you’ve arrived safely?”
“Only if you do the same.”
Of course.
He took one last look at Rozanov’s body before leaving. He wouldn’t see him again until December. That already felt unbearable. Maybe they could Skype?
Rozanov wiped his face with the hem of his black top, revealing the perfectly carved V of his abs. Bloody hell, he was built like a god. Desire surged through Shane’s body and he quickly excused himself.
Back in his room, he decided to take a shower to wash off the sweat and calm himself down. The sweat went down the drain with the body wash; the erection, however, did not. And even when he tried to think about something else, he couldn’t get Rozanov’s red lips around the bottle cap of his water bottle out of his head, or his hazel eyes burning with desire, or that perfectly sculpted torso.
He eventually gave in and masturbated, imagining everything he could have done in that gym–kissing him, touching him, running his hands over him–and hadn’t dared to. Next time, he wouldn’t hold back. Not when Rozanov seemed like he was waiting for exactly the same thing.
 
Two days later, when he woke up, Shane had a message from Lily.
[1:32 a.m. – Arrived safely in Moscow. Can’t wait for the championship!]
If Shane had calculated correctly, it was just after two in the afternoon in Moscow. If he replied now, he wouldn’t wake him.
[Can’t wait to see you too!]






      

  












      Chapter 7: 2009/2010 Season - Part I
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya is trying to break free form his father's control.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there,

Here is the beginning of a 2009/2010 season. Enjoy reading.
As usual, thanks for the kudos and the bookmarks. They are highly appreciated.

TW for this season :
- Explicit langage (because Ilya)
- Sexual content (because Ilya and Shane)
- One (1) instance of cheating (mentionned, because Ilya's unhealthy coping mechanisms and tendencey to self-sabotage).

- Domestic violence (mentionned, because Grigory Rozanov)
- Emotional and educationnal neglect (mentionned, because Grigory Rozanov)
- Panic attack

And I think, that's all.

PS : I changed the title because words tattooed on their wrists aren’t the main focus of the story; what matters is how Ilya falls completely and hopelessly in love with Shane. The title is taken from the song Surrender by Kygo, specifically this part:

"I’m weak
And you don’t even say a word
But your eyes speak
I feel so endless
I’m so helpless

Got my hands in the sky, baby, I, I give up, I surrender
I got used to the thought that I’d probably love you forever."







  Ottawa, July 2009
Shane was making himself a strawberry and banana smoothie after his morning run when his mother walked into the kitchen.
“Shane, honey, your phone’s been vibrating for the past five minutes.”
He smiled. It was probably Rozanov texting him. He tended to send short but frequent messages. Shane wondered how much that was costing him. For his part, every text he sent to Russia was one Canadian dollar less in his plan. At this rate, he would end up with a hefty bill in overage charges–not that it bothered him much, but still…
He kept hulling strawberries while his mother came over, his phone in hand. He had left it on the dining table before going upstairs to shower and had forgotten to take it back. He often left it lying around without worrying that his parents might unlock it and read his messages.
“Lily?” his mother said, surprised. “Is that a new friend of yours?”
Shane let out a quiet laugh. Rozanov hadn’t been especially imaginative with his alias, but it seemed to work.
“No, she’s not a friend. It’s him.”
His mother came and leaned against the kitchen counter beside him, her back resting against it.
“Him as in your Russian hockey player soulmate whose name I’m not supposed to say?” she asked, amusement threading her voice.
“It’s not like that, Mum…”
From the corner of his eye, he saw her sceptical eyebrow rise.
“Oh really? Because we both know exactly who it is, and yet neither of us has ever said his name–not even his first name. He’s going to become the new Voldemort in this house, is he?”
Shane paused mid-chop, startled by the comparison, then considered it. When he realised what she meant, he put the knife down and turned to her.
“No, absolutely not! We can talk about him. It’s just…”
He bit his lip. It was just that he still didn’t quite know how to interpret I… Rozanov’s fears. But how was he supposed to explain that without betraying his trust?
“It’s… complicated.”
His mother sighed.
“It shouldn’t be, not between us. Your secret is our secret too.”
He trusted them completely with it. That wasn’t the issue. Really.
“I mean… you know we support you, don’t you?”
“I know!” he snapped, a little sharper than intended.
He really did want to be honest with her, but Ilya… no, Rozanov had seemed almost terrified at the idea of his parents knowing. As if he needed to keep his identity hidden at all costs…
“Then maybe we could stop pretending he’s some dirty little secret?”
Ilya wasn’t that to him. He wasn’t even Rozanov anymore in his mind. Just Ilya – his boyfriend, in the early stages of a long-distance relationship.
When he didn’t answer, his mother went on, “So, if I’ve got this right–correct me if I’m wrong–you spoke in Los Angeles and decided to give it a proper try, yes?”
Shane nodded, continuing to slice strawberries. He always needed to keep his hands busy when talking about anything personal.
“He suggested that we be… boyfriends.”
He still sometimes struggled to believe it. They were together. He, Shane Hollander, Canadian junior hockey star, was dating Ilya Rozanov, Russian hockey prodigy.
“Even better!” his mother said brightly. “He’s serious about it. I already like him.”
Shane did too. Ilya had texted him every single day since returning to Russia. His first message was always, “Good morning, Mr Freckles :) Ready for your morning run?” and his last, “Dream about me!” Shane knew he was probably teasing, but he loved both of them anyway–it meant Ilya was thinking about him all day.
“He’s really nice. He asks a lot of questions, like he wants to know everything about me.”
“Because you don’t?”
“Yes, of course I do! But he doesn’t always answer.”
It was a bit frustrating, but Shane didn’t push–in case it drove him away.
“It’ll come,” his mother promised. “Your relationship is still very new–barely ten days! Give him time to learn to trust you.”
Trust. That had to be it. Shane tended to trust people too quickly–especially people like Ilya, who made it so easy to relax around them.
“I know. It just feels a bit unfair…”
He gave a short laugh.
“He already knows my entire schedule, and I don’t even know what time he wakes up.”
“He’s probably up at the same time as you,” his mother suggested. “He wouldn’t have reached that level so young if he didn’t take care of his body.”
“True.”
He tipped the chopped strawberries into the blender and grabbed two bananas.
He hesitated for a moment. Could he bring this up?
He weighed it quickly. Ilya had never explicitly asked him not to talk about him to his parents. And Shane hadn’t exactly confirmed anything about him either–not properly. He spoke about him without really speaking about him.
So he could, right?
Oh, sod it. He needed to say it. It was too strange not to.
“He’s been asking quite a lot about you lot as well.”
Not that Shane minded–he liked talking about his parents–but it still felt odd. Like Ilya was looking for something, though Shane couldn’t quite work out what.
“What sort of questions?”
Peeling his banana, Shane replayed the recent conversations in his head. There was definitely a pattern…
“The sort that make me wonder whether his own parents might…”
He hesitated. It was a serious implication, but not an unfounded one. Still, he really hoped he was wrong. Because if he wasn’t, then it was serious.
“You know… hurt him if they found out he’s gay.”
His mother fell silent.
Shane’s throat tightened. He must have got it wrong. Ilya couldn’t have put himself at risk like that. Not for him. Not for someone he barely knew. Soulmate or not.
Anxiously, Shane turned to look at her. She was still holding his phone, her expression complicated–almost guilty.
Oh no. She hadn’t done it, had she?
“I know I shouldn’t have…”
She had. Of course she had. She always did things like that.
“…but I did look into him a little…”
“Mum!” Shane blurted, slamming the blender lid down a bit too hard.
“What? He’s potentially my future son-in-law. I wasn’t going to stop at just his name…”
His future son-in-law? His mother had really gone far ahead with that one… Shane hadn’t even thought that far yet. He was far too young to be thinking about marriage, but the idea didn’t bother him. If they really were made for each other, it was the logical end point, wasn’t it?
Anyway, he was getting distracted. They were talking about Ilya, and about his near-panic at the idea that Shane’s parents knew about them. And also about his mother’s tendency to conduct deep-dive research into absolutely everything.
“And what about getting to know him yourself?” Shane shot back. “What do you do with that?”
Wasn’t that what she always told him? Not that he had ever been interested in sports gossip magazines…
“I only read reputable Russian sports magazines,” she defended herself.
Of course she had gone straight to the source. Why wasn’t he surprised?
“You’re impossible…” he sighed.
“Turns out it was very informative!”
Of course it had been. Otherwise she wouldn’t look half as awkward admitting it.
“And what exactly did you learn that was so interesting?”
He tried not to sound too interested, but he was. Ilya always skillfully dodged questions about his family.
She let out a small amused laugh. He hadn’t fooled her–had he ever?
“His father had him very late, at fifty-three.”
That was late. Maybe a second marriage?
“He’s also a high-ranking officer in the Moscow police.”
Shane’s heart skipped a beat. His hands hovered over the blender for a second.
A high-ranking officer? In Russia? 
Shit…
He placed his hands flat on the counter, trying to steady the tremor in them.
“He could really hurt him, then…”
His voice wavered. Ilya wasn’t just risking his career. He was risking his life. All of this… for him?
Bloody hell. When he had said “Want you”, he hadn’t been exaggerating.
“I hope not. He is his son, after all,” his mother said carefully, “but with men like that, you never really know…”
What wouldn’t a hardened Russian cop do if he found out his hockey-playing son was a “fucking cock-sucker”?
Shane didn’t want to imagine it. His heart wouldn’t take it. His mind even less so.
Everything suddenly clicked into place. All those questions… about parents… about reactions… about tolerance… That hadn’t been curiosity. It had been a test.
“Bloody hell, Mum! That’s why he seemed so terrified when he found out you knew about him…”
He just wanted to make sure he wasn’t in danger. And that Shane wasn’t either. It was terrifying and… kind of adorable. He was worried about him–about his safety, physical and emotional. And to think, at their very first meeting, Shane had taken him for an arrogant arsehole. An incredibly attractive one, but still an arsehole.
It had been a façade.
“Probably,” his mother agreed gravely. “He must not have grown up in a very open family. And hockey probably didn’t help either.”
That was an understatement. Maybe hockey was exactly why he had built that persona–so no one would suspect a thing.
“I’m surprised he didn’t reject your connexion.”
So was Shane… He was Canadian and had almost ignored him. Ilya was Russian. He should have ignored him. And yet he hadn’t. How much did he want him? Would Shane be enough?
“He’s really taking a risk being with me…?”
He needed his mother to reassure him. This intensity, this desire–it was suddenly too much to carry. He was just Shane, for God’s sake. Nothing special. Nothing worth that kind of risk.
“I don’t know, Shane,” she admitted.
And he believed her. She rarely said she didn’t know.
“I hope not. But it’s not something we can ignore.”
Of course. He wouldn’t ignore it. It was far too big for that.
“So what do I do?” he asked, lost.
“You reassure him about us.”
“How? I already told him you know about me sexuality and that it doesn’t bother you that he is… who he is.”
“There’s a difference between not being bothered and accept. A big one.”
Right. He hadn’t been clear enough. To him it was obvious, but Ilya didn’t know his parents–not yet.
“Tell him his secret is safe with us, that we will never contact him without his permission. And that he is welcome here.”
“You think that’ll be enough? I don’t want him to be scared of you…”
More than that, he wanted him to see them as substitutes for loving and caring parents.
“If what I suspect is true, it’ll take him time to trust us,” his mother said quietly.
Her phone buzzed in her hand.
“It’s him again,” she said. “He’s worried you’re not replying.”
“Really?”
She handed it to him, and Shane unlocked the screen quickly. Ten unread messages from Ilya. He went back to the first one.
[7:03 a.m. – Good morning, Mr Freckles :) Ready for your morning run?]
Shane frowned. He was sure he had replied to that one. Oh no–he had forgotten to send it. Damn.
[8:35 a.m. – So, how many km you run this morning?]
He laughed softly. Ilya had made the same mistake again. Shane had corrected him every time too–maybe too subtly. He didn’t want to upset him. He could see the effort Ilya was making, writing only in English.
Shane had offered to text in Russian when he struggled, but Ilya had refused. He said he would be speaking English all the time next year and wanted to improve. He had even insisted Shane didn’t simplify anything for him.
[8:37 a.m. – Me, 11.85 km. I feel good today.]
He had been  indeed in good shape this morning. Shane had done 10.5 km, same route as always, same rough time. He didn’t run for performance–just to stay fit. The opposite of Ilya, who always seemed to need to push himself further.
[9:02 a.m. – Why you not answer? You mad because I win?]
[9:03 a.m. – Hey, is okay. Second place is good too :)]
Shane burst out laughing. This was going to end up becoming a running gag, this second place thing. He had moved on from it since late June. Especially since Ilya deserved his first overall pick spot.
[9:45 a.m. – By the way, I get my contract today. I almost fall when I see the money.]
Shane had probably received his too. Maybe even signed it without reading it. He trusted his mother completely with his finances–though that wouldn’t last much longer. She had recently interviewed a young agent she was impressed by. Shane was meeting her next week.
[9:48 a.m. – They want pay me 850,000 per year, no bonus. What I do with all this money?]
850k was huge. Or… maybe normal for a player like Ilya. Shane had no idea what top young prospects earned. And honestly, he didn’t care much. He didn’t play for money. He played because hockey was his passion. He would probably give part of his money to charity; the rest… well, he would see, in time, what he did with it.
[9:51 a.m. – And wait, not all. I also get 3 million signing bonus. They give me 1 million in few days. Can you believe?? 3 fucking million!]
Three million dollars as a signing bonus. Bloody hell… how much had he been offered?
“Mum?” he called.
She was already on her way out of the room–probably to give him a bit of privacy–and turned back to face him.
“Yes, honey?”
“How much was my signing bonus?”
She wrinkled her nose. Shane knew exactly what bothered her: him talking about money.
“2.8 million. Why?”
Oh, that’s quite something!
“Ilya got 3 million.”
“It’s deserved,” she replied without hesitation.
Shane gave a short nod.
When he didn’t add anything, his mother asked, “Do you need anything else regarding your contract?”
“No, I was just curious. That’s all.”
“We can go through it in more detail if you want,” she offered.
“I’m fine, thanks.”
“As you wish, honey,” she laughed softly.
And she left the kitchen. Shane watched her disappear down the hallway before returning to his reading.
[9:53 a.m. – I need open bank account!]
What did he mean, he needed to open a bank account? Didn’t he already have one? That was the first thing his parents had taken him to do when he was fourteen and started earning a bit of money…
[And… how you say… account to make money from money?]
A savings account, Ilya.
[10:15 a.m. – You still alive? Or I call ambulance for you? :)]
He replied,
[No need for an ambulance, I didn’t pass out. Sorry, I was talking with my mum. Don’t panic, okay?]
He paused. That was exactly the sort of thing that would make him panic, wasn’t it?
He added,
[Everything’s fine. We were just talking about you. She looked you up – sorry, she does that all the time. She’s curious and… a bit too protective sometimes. But I love her. Anyway. She told me about your father. He’s in the police, right? A high-ranking officer?]
He stopped again. Would Ilya take it badly that he knew? He had been so secretive about them.
No. He needed to be clear. Very clear.
He continued,
[I think I wasn’t clear enough, but they won’t say anything. Not about you, not about us. They’ll protect your secret for as long as you need. My dad played hockey in college, he knows what it’s like in locker rooms and on the ice. He won’t say anything. And my mom won’t either. She wanted you to know that. And also that they will never try to contact you. It will be whenever you want, wherever you want, and however you want. I get the feeling that matters to you. Being the one who decides.]
There. Done.
He hoped that had been reassuring.
He continued,
[Anyway, I ran my usual 10.5 km this morning. 58 minutes 37 seconds, if you want the details. But it’s not a competition, okay? I think the word you’re looking for is ‘savings account’, but I can’t really help you with that. My mum handles my accounts for now. Administration and I… don’t really get on.]
He typed, deleted, typed again. How did he even phrase this? He finally wrote,
[Do you seriously not have a checking account? Where did you put your junior bonuses?]
There. 1,148 characters. Eight texts, the counter showed. A lot, but never mind. It needed saying.
He hit send and kept his phone in his hand for a moment before setting it down and finishing his smoothie.
He was pouring it into a larger glass when his phone vibrated. He swallowed quickly and rushed to check the notification. It had to be Ilya.
It was. And the message began with something reassuring. He swiped to read on.
[10:40 a.m. – It’s okay. Also looked you up on Google. Was interesting. Have question though. Why your mother origin so important? Don’t understand why people always talk about it.]
He had noticed. Why wasn’t Shane surprised?
He was still thinking how to reply without going into everything when another message came through.
[10:42 a.m. – You can talk about me with your mother. Not a problem. She seems… how you say… okay with people different? So it’s fine. Really. Sorry if you think you cannot.]
Before he was buried under more messages, Shane replied,
[Yeah, it’s a bit complicated. I’ll explain properly one day, but basically… it’s history stuff. World War Two, Japan, that sort of thing. Some people still bring it up. She is very open-minded. They both are. It’s not an issue. It’s just that you looked really terrified when I told you they knew about you. And then you kept asking questions. I didn’t understand why, but I think I do now. Are you sure? I don’t want to do anything that makes you uncomfortable.]
As he sent it, another message appeared.
[10:44 a.m. – Am okay to meet them. Not now. Later. Is too early, no? We haven’t even kissed.]
Shane only just managed to blush before another message came in.
[10:45 a.m. – 10.5 km in 58 mins? Slow. Need run faster if you want run with me. Won’t wait for you :P]
So he wanted to meet them… probably when things between them were more serious–no, not more serious, further along. That was better. For now, they were just talking. And even if Ilya teased him with his “Dream of me” messages, there was nothing sexual in it. Not yet. It was still platonic. They hadn’t even kissed in LA, even though they both desperately wanted to.
He took a long sip of his smoothie, rereading the messages. Then something struck him: Ilya had still avoided the subject of his family. Or rather, his father. And Shane didn’t like that. It meant far too much.
But should he push, or pretend he hadn’t noticed?
He was still debating it when another message came through.
[10:50 a.m. – No, no bank account. No need before. Bonus were not big, I keep at home.]
Shane frowned. Not big? His endorsements and bonuses already amounted to tens of thousands of Canadian dollars a year, and his club wasn't even the richest in junior hockey. Was he really keeping it in a shoebox under his bed?
[Where should I open one? USA or Russia? Don’t know which is best.]
Shane hesitated, fingers hovering over the keyboard.
[Do you want me to ask my mum?]
He stayed for a moment with his fingers hovering over the touchscreen keyboard. He really did want to ask him, but how could he do it without him shutting down like a clam?
After a moment of intense thought, he added,
[You don’t have to answer now. Or even ever. What did you do with your bonuses? The way you looked at my phone, I don’t think you spent them on yourself. Or spent them at all, really. I might be wrong. And if what I said hurt you in any way, I’m sorry.]
A few seconds later, a reply came through. Very short. Just: “Yes. Ask her.”
Shane let out a breath through his nose. Ilya still hadn’t answered properly. It stung a little, considering how much he himself had shared, but he understood. Ilya needed time to trust. And given whatever was going on in his life, it made sense.
He slipped his phone into his back pocket, grabbed his smoothie, and went to find his mother. Ilya was secretive, yes–but he was also asking for help, even if only indirectly. That counted as trust, didn’t it? Just not in the way Shane would have preferred. Rome hadn’t been built in a day, after all.
His phone vibrated while his mother and he were looking into the conditions for a non-American citizen opening a bank account in the United States.
Shane resisted for a moment the urge to look at what it was—he hoped Ilya had simply taken his time to answer the question. What he was doing was important, even if it was incomprehensible to him. Ilya had asked him for advice, and he wanted to give him an answer.
In vain, he gave in.
And of course, it was a message from Ilya. Shane couldn’t help but smile. He had replied. He had finally opened up a bit.
The smile lingered for a second… then faded as he read it.
[11:27 a.m. – You are right. I didn’t spend them. Gave them to my brother. He has problems. Bad habits.]
* * *
Moscow, July 2009
After returning from Los Angeles, Ilya had made two major changes in his life.
The first: he had changed agent. Finally. He didn’t want that old fart handling his international career. He was already snowed under with his clients in Russia–where was he supposed to find the time to manage an NHL contract with the eight time difference between Moscow and Boston?
Besides, when he had registered him with the NHL Scouting Centre the previous year, under Coach Petrov’s insistence, he had admitted himself that his English wasn’t very good and had brought in his young colleague. The very same colleague with whom Ilya had signed, and who had handled his contract with the Bears with ruthless efficiency.
Ilya had feared his former agent would demand compensation for the sudden break–his father had secured him years of KHL prospects, and now he was leaving before even signing a professional deal. But nothing came. If anything, the man had seemed relieved. Not as relieved as Ilya, of course, to escape his father’s grip on his career.
The second change: he had taken over control of his phone contract.
He knew himself too well. He was going to message Hollander constantly. He already had so many questions. And he had never been good at writing long messages–he preferred short bursts, rapid-fire texts, the way he used to communicate with Nikita.
And it was just as well. He had already sent more than a hundred messages to Hollander–maybe two hundred. He had stopped counting. And it had only been twelve days…
His July bill would be enormous. He didn’t even want to think about it. But he didn’t regret a single rouble. Hollander was perfect. Naive, sincere, funny in his own quiet way—but above all, patient. Whether with Ilya’s broken English or his constant detours and silences, he never tried to pry. And Ilya could only love him more for that.
It wasn’t that Ilya didn’t trust him–he knew he could–but he feared his reaction. He wasn’t like him, with his perfect family, his quiet adolescence, his inexperience. What would he think of him when he discovered the truth? The power he had given his father and brother? The debauchery that had been his adolescence? He had been surprised that he smoked–he was going to be utterly shocked when he learned the age at which he had lost his virginity, or the number of conquests he had had.
No, he wasn’t going to think anything good–that much was certain. And even if he didn’t judge him–and he wouldn’t–Ilya didn’t want his pity. And even less for him to try to offer him what he hadn’t known for years.
Yet he had answered his question about his bonuses. He had given him a piece of himself–an embedded truth, wrapped in implication, but he knew Hollander would understand and draw his own conclusions. And worst case, he would talk to his mother, who would do it for him.
Even though it was difficult for him, he tried to be vulnerable with Hollander. Because deep down, he knew that was the only way they could build something solid. Something that could withstand the weight of secrecy. If Ilya gave him even the slightest reason to doubt him, how could he trust him to keep their secret?
Today, he was making a third major change. He was just waiting for Nikita to arrive.
He reread Mrs Hollander’s recommendations one last time–the ones Sha… Hollander had forwarded him. There was a lot of technical jargon, which Ilya had had to look up the translation for, but he knew exactly what he needed to ask for. For the rest, he would trust Nikita. He had been familiar with the system for several years now, and he had complete confidence in him to explain it to him.
Nikita finally arrived, his ever-present backpack slung over one shoulder. He greeted Ilya with a manly hug. They had not seen each other since their appointment at the tattooist’s, Ilya being too busy with his draft and his friend having gone on holiday with his girlfriend. As he had so often dreamed, Nikita had been recruited by the Volkov Moscow, the KHL club associated with their junior team.
“Everything’s going to be fine,” Nikita assured him.
The worried looks Ilya kept casting towards the front of the building had not gone unnoticed.
“Are you sure they can see us without an appointment?”
The idea of opening this account in Russia, where his brother could potentially access it, already made his stomach knot. If, on top of that, they were asked to go back home, he would never dare set foot in a bank again. He had no control over any of this–and he hated it.
Nikita rolled his eyes and sighed, “We’re just opening you a bank account, Ilyukha. You don’t need an appointment for that.”
If he said so…
“And besides, you’re Ilya Rozanov, for God’s sake! It’ll be an honour for them to have you as a client.”
Playing with his name… Ilya clenched his jaw. It made him uncomfortable just thinking about it. But he was going to have to do it, unfortunately…
“Even if the account is in dollars?” he insisted.
“Yes! It’s common in Moscow.”
Ilya remained sceptical. It seemed too simple. With him, nothing ever was.
“Let’s go then.”
They went into the bank where Nikita and his entire family held their accounts and introduced themselves at reception. The receptionist immediately recognised his friend and they exchanged a few words before he introduced Ilya and asked to see his adviser.
 
Ilya and Mr Fedorov, his new banking adviser, had just finalised the last details of his accounts. It had taken less time than expected, and he had managed to clearly explain what he required from them.
He now held two current accounts. One in US dollars, where he would store his money until his account in the United States was activated with the help of his club. The other in roubles, for everyday expenses. He had negotiated favourable exchange fees and maximum security for all external transfers.
He didn’t know how far Andreï would be willing to go for his next fix or to repay his gambling debts. But at least here, even with a forged power of attorney, nothing could be transferred without Ilya’s verbal approval. At least, in theory…
Ilya initialed the contract, then added his signature before sliding it back towards the banker.
“I’ll be receiving my signing bonus in a few days,” he informed him.
Not all of it–just the first instalment. He had asked the Bears to send only 25% of the first million dollars he would receive. The rest would sit safely in his pre-opened account in Boston. Secure. In any case, he didn’t intend to buy anything for himself until he was settled in the US. Andreï would be capable of selling anything for cash.
“What do I need to give them to transfer it into my dollar account?”
“You just need to send them your account details, Mr Rozanov,” the banker replied calmly. “Their bank will contact ours, and you’ll have access to the funds the following day.”
“That’s it?” Ilya asked, surprised. “It’s that simple?”
He heard Nikita laugh quietly beside him and shot him a sharp look. He had no right to mock him. Bank accounts, transfers, withdrawals–all of it was new to him.
“Yes, sir.”
“Alright.”
The banker filed away the documents Ilya had just signed, then turned to Nikita.
“While you’re here, Mr Sokolov, do you need anything?”
“Actually, yes,” Nikita replied. “Could you transfer 112,500 roubles from my savings account into his rouble account?”
112,500 roubles? What did that even correspond to again? Ah yes–the remainder of his bonus.
“You’re very generous with your friend, sir,” the banker commented.
Ilya didn’t correct him. It was better he thought that than know Ilya had asked him to keep it.
“I’m just repaying a loan,” Nikita explained.
He exchanged a knowing smile with Ilya.
 
Once outside the bank, they stopped at a bar to celebrate his financial independence with a small glass of ice-cold vodka, then went back to Nikita’s place.
They settled in his bedroom, sitting on the bed with Nikita’s laptop resting on Ilya’s lap. Now that his account was open, he needed to inform his club where to send the money. Nikita helped him download his bank details from his online account and draft the email to the club. He had always been good with languages and had taken English as an option. His friend was a big fan of American blockbusters and liked watching them in the original version.
Maybe Ilya could suggest a film night one day. He could work on his listening comprehension and his accent.
Now that he had a contract with an MHL team, his father considered him a fully independent adult and no longer required anything from him. At least on the surface–because Ilya knew he still expected him to shoulder his share of expenses, if not more. Ilya hadn’t yet calculated how much he would give him each month. It was on his to-do list after opening his accounts.
“You staying for dinner?” Nikita asked as he reread his email.
The idea was tempting, but evenings were the only time he and Hollander could talk properly. For Shane, it was early afternoon and he had nothing scheduled. Ilya used that time to wish him good morning and exchange a few messages before his jog.
“Not tonight, Nikit. Sorry.”
And he meant it. But right now, everything revolved around Hollander. Maybe that wasn’t normal–but he didn’t care. He needed it.
“I see,” Nikita said with an amused smile. “Man or woman?”
Ilya laughed softly. A few weeks ago, that would have been exactly his answer. In fact, it had been his answer every summer until now.
Not anymore.
Hollander was in his life. Ilya had let him in. And even if he didn’t believe in infidelity, he no longer wanted to touch anyone who wasn’t him. It would be sexually frustrating, but he was confident he could handle it. He had to.
“I’m not sleeping with anyone tonight.”
Nikita laughed.
“Oh really? So what are you doing?”
“Reading. I’ve got some reading to catch up on.”
And in a way, it was true. He would read Hollander’s messages. The ones he had already sent that afternoon. And the ones he would send later, after lunch with his parents.
“You and your books…”
* * *
That morning, Ilya entered the kitchen where his father was still eating, his signed cheque already in hand.
He had eaten first, then gone for his morning run, making sure he was in the best possible state. He couldn’t back down. Under no circumstances.
The amount written on the cheque was probably an overestimate of their household’s monthly expenses, but he had preferred to err on the side of caution. He placed it beside his father.
“For next month. I won’t give more. But I can help in case of problems.”
His father set down his bowl of black tea and took the cheque between his fingers. He studied it in silence for a long moment.
Ilya swallowed hard, bracing for judgement. When it came, he couldn’t help but feel a wave of relief.
“A reasonable estimate, given your brother’s bad habits and Polina’s latest obsession with watercolours.”
It wasn’t his stepmother who spent the most. Far from it. She hadn’t even asked him for a single rouble since learning the amount of his signing bonus.
His father set the cheque down and began buttering a slice of dark bread.
“Are you giving anything to your brother as well?”
Ilya stiffened. Why should he give him anything? He would only lose it at poker or trade it for bags of weed. Andreï had stopped hard drugs, and now smoked cannabis regularly with his young officer friends and Dasha.
“No,” he replied, then justified himself. “He’s working now. He needs to learn to manage his own money.”
Obviously, his father did not approve and insisted, “You could help him get established.”
Ilya clenched his fists. Of course. Why not support him for life while he was at it?
“With the amount you got from your signing bonus, you could at least help him get decent accommodation.”
Yes, he could. But Andreï wouldn’t stop there. He would ask for more, and Ilya didn’t want to fall back into that pattern.
“Something functional, nothing fancy. For him and Dasha. They’re getting married, haven’t they told you?”
Married. An idea formed instantly.
“I could pay for the wedding.”
He was willing to agree to that.
“A flat and the wedding!” his father exclaimed. “Your brother will be delighted.”
“No, just the wedding, Father,” Ilya corrected.
“You disappoint me, Ilya.”
The words stuck in his throat, but he didn’t give in. His eyes burned as he continued to hold his ground.
“That wouldn’t be helping him.”
“I know, but it will take him years to afford something decent. Do you want your nieces and nephews growing up in a dump?”
Ilya wanted to cry. What was he supposed to say to that? Even if his family had given him nothing positive, it was still his family. And the future children of his brother didn’t deserve to pay for him.
“Alright. But Polina chooses.”
She didn’t like his brother any more than he did, and would show no sympathy. She would pick something simple for two adults and two children. That was all his brother needed.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya lets Nikita in on Shane.








  Moscow, August 2009
Sitting at Nikita’s desk, his friend perched on a stool and Ilya in the desk chair, they had just finished placing his order on Amazon UK.
“Have you got everything you want?” Nikita asked, very serious all of a sudden.
“Yes, I think so. If not, I’ll order again. I’ll manage it this time.”
“Go on then. Confirm the basket.”
Ilya complied and the browser window changed. He entered his delivery address, selected the shipping option, then clicked Pay. Another page loaded.
“You need to enter your card number here… expiry date here… and then your security code here.”
Each time, Nikita pointed at the dialogue boxes he needed to fill in. The ones for his card number and expiry date were simple enough, but when it came to the CVV, he got stuck. He looked on the front of his card but couldn’t find anything.
Nikita laughed and turned the card over, pointing to three digits.
“That’s your security code.”
Ilya typed it in.
“And now?”
“Confirm it, and you’re done.”
“That’s it?” Ilya asked, surprised.
Nikita nudged him with a laugh.
“Yes, Ilyukha. That’s it. It’s child’s play. I told you you’d manage without me.”
Ilya nodded. It had been far simpler than he had expected.
“I just wanted to make sure I didn’t mess it up.”
Nikita closed the laptop lid, folded his arms, and fixed him with a look.
“Right. And now perhaps you can tell me why you’ve ordered English versions of all your favourite books?”
Of course he wasn’t going to let that slide. Ilya had given him a perfect opening to pick at the recent changes in him. They were small, barely noticeable, but Nikita had seen them. He hadn’t said anything yet, but Ilya had felt the questioning looks.
Ilya wanted to talk about Shane. But without his permission, that was out of the question.
“To learn vocabulary,” he tried.
It was even true.
Nikita rolled his eyes.
“You do know the best way to learn vocabulary is to talk to a native speaker?”
“I know. I’m just tired of always searching for words…”
Damn, another clue he had slipped. It really gnawed at him, keeping him at a distance from his relationship with Shane. Nikita was the person he trusted most in Russia–the one he would entrust his life to without hesitation. He would never betray him.
And besides, he had promised himself he would be more honest with those close to him…
“With whom?”
Ilya wrinkled his nose. Maybe he could talk about it without actually saying it? Shane had done exactly that with his parents until July.
“Someone.”
Nikita sighed.
“Oh come on, Ilyukha! Give me something to work with!”
I wish I could, trust me. But I’m scared I’ll say too much…
“You’ve been smiling to yourself lately, checking your phone every five minutes, and you’re not sleeping around anymore,” Nikita listed.
Ilya could only nod silently.
“You met someone in LA, didn’t you?”
“Nikit, please…”
Nikita gave him a sad look, almost disappointed.
“I’ve told you already, I don’t care if it’s a guy. I’d actually be happy, because it would mean you’ve finally found a guy you can think about beyond a one-night stand.”
Ilya did think long-term with Shane. Far too long-term, sometimes. It frightened him, but he couldn’t stop it. He wanted him. For months. For years. For life.
Nikita held his gaze, saying everything he couldn’t put into words. Talk to me. I’m your best mate. I’ve always had your back. You can’t shut me out.
No, he couldn’t. And that was the problem. If he spoke, he risked revealing Shane. If he didn’t, he risked losing Nikita.
Even if he never said it aloud, Nikita would read his silence as mistrust. As proof their friendship didn’t matter as much to Ilya as it did to him. And that wasn’t true.
Ilya sighed, for appearance’s sake.
“You’re not going to let this go, are you?”
“No.”
Nikita punctuated it with an emphatic nod.
Ilya considered his words carefully. He had to be clear without actually saying anything. Nikita was good at reading between the lines–he would have to rely on that.
“It’s… complicated,” he began.
He was about to continue when Nikita stopped him with a hand.
“Alright, I get it. Answer yes or no. If you can’t or won’t, just say pass. Deal?”
Brilliant. Typical Nikita.
Ilya nodded.
“Right. I’ll start easy…is it a guy?”
“Yes.”
It didn’t seem to surprise Nikita in the slightest. Then again, Ilya had never exactly been subtle about it. When it came to long-term relationships, he saw himself with a man rather than a woman.
Nikita thought for a moment before asking, carefully.
“Does he live in the US?”
“No.”
“In Canada then?” he followed up immediately.
Ilya didn’t answer straight away. Could he even say it? Then he realised his hesitation was answer enough, so he nodded.
For a long moment, Nikita didn’t ask anything else. He kept frowning, clearly thinking hard. Ilya could almost hear the gears turning.
Then Nikita’s eyes drifted to Ilya’s tattoo, the one he never bothered to hide with the leather bracelet he had suggested Shane wear whenever he was with teammates or on the ice.
Nikita placed his fingers lightly on the inside of Ilya’s wrist and finally asked, “Is it him who told you that?”
“Yes.”
His friend shifted on his seat.
“Oh bloody hell, Ilyukha… you’ve really met your soulmate?”
They had talked about this, once or twice… all right, more than that, when they were younger, sharing hotel rooms during tournaments. They had discovered a shared belief, even if one believed in God and the other in fate. And Nikita had once confessed, through tears, that his girlfriend wasn’t his soulmate–but he wasn’t ready to let her go.
The memory tightened something in Ilya’s chest. He simply nodded.
“At LA?”
That question was more complicated than it sounded. Technically, he had met Shane in Regina, but for him, what mattered was that moment in the gym.
“Yeah… sort of.”
Nikita went a little pale.
“He’s a player?” he asked, more quietly.
“Pass.”
He couldn’t answer, but his silence would be answer enough.
Nikita brushed it off with a wave of his hand.
“Right, right. Simpler.”
Ilya heard what he didn’t say: less dangerous.
“Are you going to see him soon?”
He shrugged.
“Probably. Depends on him.”
They hadn’t talked about it again since LA, but if everything went according to plan, they would see each other again at the Championship in Ottawa. It was his hometown; maybe they could meet before the matches started in another hotel or… at his place. Ilya was prepared to take any risks for that, at least. He wanted to kiss him, at the very least. And do other things to him if he was comfortable enough–he didn’t seem to be at all. But he had time to talk about that before December.
Nikita suddenly stood up, too energised to sit still.
“This is mental. I leave you alone in the States for a day and you come back with a soulmate you’re seriously considering settling down for. He must be ridiculously good-looking for you to be happy with just your right hand.”
“It’s my left, actually,” Ilya corrected with a faint, amused smile.
Nikita shot him a glare.
“Oh, shut up, Mr Lefty. Just be like everyone else and use your right.”
“Go to hell,” Ilya shot back.
And they both burst out laughing.
Breathless, Nikita came back to sit on the stool and resumed, more seriously.
“Is he hot?”
“Fuck yes. You have no idea.”
“Better looking than Sasha?”
“Oh yeah.”
And by a long shot!
“You hit the jackpot, man!”
Ilya nodded in agreement.
“I hope it works out between you two, with the distance and everything.”
He was going to do everything for it. He would fight tooth and nail for that happiness; he had promised her.
“So far, it’s okay,” he answered honestly.
“If you ever need my computer to do Skype, just ask.”
Ilya didn’t dare ask what Skype was. Anyway, he didn’t have a laptop, so the question was quickly settled.
“We’re just sticking to texts for now,” he explained.
“That must be costing you a fortune…”
Ilya shrugged. He had racked up several thousand roubles in overage charges, but he honestly didn’t care.
“A bit, but money isn’t an issue anymore.”
“That’s true, but there are cheaper ways to talk. Like MSN.”
The name rang a bell. His teammates must have mentioned it at some point on the road.
“MSN?”
“An instant messaging service. Free.”
Now that was interesting. Very interesting.
“On the phone?”
“No, on a computer.”
Shit…
“You just need an internet connection.”
“Okay.”
 
That evening, when he got home, the first thing he did after dinner, once he was in his room, was send a message to Shane.
[Have question. One very close friend maybe understand about us. Not us, us. He doesn’t know your name, but he knows you are player and Canadian. I should have asked you before, sorry. I don’t want to lie to him. Can I tell him? That we are boyfriends. If you say no, I understand. You want only your parents to know.]
He tried not to wait for the reply. He tried to read while waiting for it to arrive, but couldn’t focus on the words in front of him. The moment he gave in and checked how much time had passed since he had sent it, his phone vibrated in his hand. He quickly read Shane’s reply.
[20:44 – If you think he won’t say anything about us, then go ahead. I trust you. You seem to care about him a lot. And it wouldn’t be fair if I had someone to talk about you with, and you didn’t.]
Ilya felt his chest tighten.
Shane had understood everything, even though Ilya hadn’t really said anything.
He typed back almost immediately.
[Thank you <3 He is like brother to me. Good one. I trust him a lot. With my life… Is this how you say it?]
 
Not knowing how to bring it up with Nikita, Ilya waited until the next morning. The night was supposed to bring clarity, or so people said.
It didn’t.
He still didn’t know when he woke up, or even after his post-jog shower. So he simply opened the conversation and let the words come.
[Shane is okay for me to talk to you about him.]
A few minutes later, while he was reading a grammar lesson on past tenses, Nikita’s reply came through.
[10:17 – Shane? As in Shane Hollander? Your bloody NHL draft rival?]
Ilya let out a short laugh as he read it.
[Who else?]
He waited.
[10:19 – Bloody hell, mate, you don’t do things by halves. But I’ll give you that… he’s got something. Not the kind of guy you see around here often.]
* * *
Ottawa, August 2009

Shane closed his laptop with a sigh. He really needed to do something about his phone plan. He couldn’t possibly rack up more than three hundred dollars in roaming charges every month.
Well… he could. Money wasn’t an issue anymore–if it had ever truly been one–but he wanted to spend it differently. On his first car, maybe. Or on that trip to Japan his parents had always dreamed of but kept putting off so they could afford this apartment in Kingston.
Oh, of course, they were fairly well-off. Both his parents earned a decent living, but they spent a huge amount on Shane–on his equipment, on travelling to see him play every match. Between the hotel, the flights and the car rental, they easily spent 1,200 dollars per trip. And they made dozens of those trips a year, without ever really counting…
Shane headed towards his mother’s office. At this hour, she would be going through her various inboxes. She was on holiday, technically, but she never really stopped working. A real workaholic. But that was how she had climbed the ranks at the Bank of Canada, all the way to Senior Policy Advisor.
Her office door was ajar, and he poked his head through the gap. She was indeed there, her rectangular reading glasses perched on her nos
“Mom, can I steal you for five minutes?”
She gestured for him to come in.
“I’m just finishing an email and I’m all yours.”
Shane went and sat in the armchair by the window where his father used to sit to keep her company–well, more to make sure she wasn’t working too much. But he himself was at work, so it was Shane’s turn to keep an eye on her. He had to admit he was doing a rather poor job of it, completely absorbed by his Russian lessons on Rosetta Stone. He had bought it on something of a whim after yet another message where Ilya was searching for his words.
His mother closed her laptop, pushed her glasses up onto her head, and asked, “Shane, honey, what can I do for you?”
“I just saw my phone bill…” he began, slightly sheepish.
“It’s fine!” she reassured him immediately, a genuine smile on her face. “I was already prepared to pay that sort of amount.”
When had his mother not already anticipated everything? Never. Of course.
“Well, speaking of which, maybe I could start paying for my phone plan now, couldn’t I?”
He was going to earn far more than the two of them combined now–a great deal more. It was about time he became fully independent, at least financially; morally, he would probably still need his parents for a while yet.
“Alright, I’ll sort out the paperwork to change the direct debit account.”
God bless you, Mum–even if I don’t believe in Him.
“And maybe I could change my plan too?”
“Already done,” she said, pleased with herself.
“…What?”
She rolled her eyes affectionately.
“I’ve been young and in love, Shane. I know what it’s like to want to talk to someone all the time.”
She shrugged.
“Text messages are convenient… but not exactly designed for transcontinental relationships.”
No, they really weren’t. Especially not when you were dating Ilya Rozanov, who had a thousand questions a day. Shane had never met anyone so relentlessly curious. Not just curious–hungry for knowledge.
His mother smiled faintly.
“So I got you an international add-on. Calls and texts to Russia included. It’s not standard, but it exists.”
“And how much is that going to cost?” he asked, immediately concerned.
Russia probably wasn’t included in many plans.
“Less than the three hundred and fifty-four dollars in excess charges last month. And the one hundred and fifty-two you’ve already accumulated this month.”
One hundred and fifty-two already?
Yeah. It was definitely time to take this add-on.
“You two are absolute chatterboxes.”
“Mom!”
“What? I’m allowed to tease you a little, aren’t I? You were never this invested with Jessica. Ilya makes you happy.”
Everything was simpler with Ilya. As if everything just made sense. They had the same passions, the same dreams, the same expectations. The same beliefs too–at least when it came to soulmates.
They both thought they complemented each other perfectly, and for now, that was more true than ever. Ilya was impulsive, social, funny, emotionally intelligent–and intelligent full stop–whereas Shane was thoughtful, reserved, coldly serious, and a bit–very much–clueless when it came to human relationships.
Even on the ice, their play styles were opposites, but complementary. It was a shame they would spend at least the next three years facing each other; they would have had so much to learn from one another.
Thank you, Mum, for pointing that out!
Yes, Shane felt very good in this relationship, even if he had to admit that the distance was starting to weigh on him a little. With their eight-hour time difference, they only had a small two-hour window where they could talk without being interrupted by their respective activities. They might be in the off-season, but they couldn’t relax. Not with the NHL camp coming up in early September. They both knew they would be sent back to their league–like most drafted juniors–but they wanted to give their absolute best…
“Shane?”
He started slightly. He had drifted off again.
“Sorry, I was thinking.”
“Mmhmm. I’ll pretend I believe you, even though we both know you were thinking about him.”
He pretended to be offended at being seen through, before announcing, a hint of pride in his voice, “He’s starting to talk a bit more about himself.”
It wasn’t much. But with Ilya, every detail counted as a victory.
Shane knew a little more about his father–a cold, demanding man he didn’t like–, his brother–a future parasite he liked even less– and his stepmother–a strange woman he found hard to read, and Ilya did too. They never really spoke about them properly, but Ilya dropped hints here and there, most of them in the form of insinuations that, luckily, Shane understood–or more likely, that Ilya made sure he understood.
“There you go!” his mother exclaimed, delighted for him.
She knew how much it hurt him that Ilya constantly redirected any conversation that didn’t revolve around hockey or Shane. He felt like he was giving so much of himself, while Ilya remained so secretive. But still, they were making progress! And Shane was probably a little too pleased about it. But everything always felt more intense when it came to Ilya.
“You just needed a bit of patience. He must have learned very early on to keep everything to himself–it’s a hard habit to unlearn.”
Yes–but Ilya was making the effort for him. And that was worth all the waiting in the world.
* * *
Boston, September 2009
Lying on his single bed in the room he now shared with Jameson, the veteran first-line centre, Ilya was texting Shane.
[Good day? How are your teammates? Mine are nice, very excited to play with me. Staff is a bit too protective, don't like that. I can't make a step outside without someone. Am not a child. Can go to small market (?) alone.
Then, as he had forgotten something, he sent another message.
[Oh, and they want me stop smoking. Quickly. Will be hard. Especially in Russia.]
Ilya waited a moment, scrolling aimlessly through the hotel Wi-Fi. Not looking for anything in particular–just passing time. And, mostly, not to look like a lovestruck idiot waiting on his boyfriend… which, unfortunately, he was.
Since the announcement in mid-August of the September NHL camp dates, their respective schedules had become much more demanding. Their coaches had wanted to prepare them both physically and mentally for this first experience in the world of professional hockey. Between early morning training sessions, weight room work, recovery drills, and the long hours spent watching games from their new team to understand its systems and dynamics, Shane and he had only been able to talk through messages. And there had been fewer of themreally-far fewer…
After weeks of constant exchange, Ilya was struggling with it. He missed their conversations, his subtle, innocent questions… he simply missed Shane.
When his phone finally vibrated and Shane’s name appeared, he couldn’t stop the small smile forming on his lips.
“Your girlfriend in Russia?” asked his roommate, also lying on his bed, book in hand.
Caught off guard, Ilya replied, “Yes.”
He knew lying wasn’t a long-term solution–he would slip up eventually–but his brain had panicked and run off without him.
“She’s an early riser, then! What is it, like a seven- or eight-hour time difference with Moscow?”
“Eight. She has… hmm… trouble sleeping.”
The exact word didn’t come. He had worked on his English all August with his books and… Shane, of course. But everyday vocabulary still escaped him. Nikita and Shane had both told him it would come with time, once he was fully immersed in Boston next season. Still, Ilya found it frustrating. He had put so much time and effort into improving, and yet he still felt inadequate. He didn’t want the Bears to think he wasn’t trying.
“She’s insomniac?”
Ilya frowned, searching for the meaning, before realising Jameson had just given him the word.
“Yes, that. Thank you.”
He gave his roommate a grateful smile, then, thinking they were done, turned his attention back to his phone. He was unlocking it when Jameson called out to him, “Hey, Rozanov?”
Ilya looked up.
“Don’t hesitate to ask if you’re missing a word. We all know how frustrating it can be when you can’t quite say what you want. Strömberg and Heikkinen have been here for several years, and they still find themselves searching for words from time to time.”
The veteran centre had made sure to speak slowly and enunciate clearly. Ilya was grateful for that. He was tired after his first day with the whole team, and his brain was having a harder time keeping up with the translation.
“Okay. If I don’t know how to say, I will ask you. Is okay, yes?”
“Me, or anyone on the team.”
Ilya thanked him with a nod and a sincere smile. It was very kind of them. He hadn’t expected them to be so understanding.
“We’re all really glad to have you here, you know. It’s been a long time since the Bears had a Russian player, and even less a prodigy like you.”
There was no mockery in his voice, only a raw sincerity that gave Ilya the courage to be just as honest in return.
“It is honour to play for you. Couldn’t dream of better team.”
Ilya had taken a while to understand the NHL draft system. To be honest, he had only really grasped it recently thanks to Daniil, his new agent, who had taken the time to explain everything to him.
The Bears weren’t as good as he had thought. They weren’t bad either–just average. They had been going through a rough patch for several years, consistently missing out on the playoffs. Their defence was fairly strong–which explained the low number of goals they conceded per game–but their forward lines weren’t scoring enough.
Due to the fluctuations of the draft lottery, they had rarely picked early in recent years and had had to settle for average players. This year, luck had been on their side. They had had the first overall pick–and they had chosen him.
So even if they weren’t one of the best teams in their conference, Ilya was still satisfied with his draft position. He liked challenges, and bringing this team to the top was one he would love to overcome.
“I don’t know if I should be telling you this…” Jameson began, biting his lip, “but the GM is counting on you a lot for the coming seasons.”
That much, he had already understood. Even before the first team meeting that morning. At the very moment Daniil had laid out the club’s situation before he signed his contract. He had wanted to make sure he knew what he was getting into.
“I suppose you know we haven’t qualified for the playoffs in years.
“I know, yes. Is okay.”
He finished his sentence with a reassuring smile. He genuinely couldn’t care less about the past seasons. What mattered was what they would do in a year’s time, and in all the years after that.
“Well, I’m glad you’re taking it so well. The guys and I were worried you would be disappointed with your draft.”
He wasn’t. He wouldn’t have been, even if they were the worst NHL team. Any of them was better than a KHL career with his father constantly breathing down his neck. But Ilya couldn’t tell him that. So he simply gave a small nod.
“We did a bit of research, we know it doesn’t work like that in the KHL. Teams just recruit you directly, right?”
His teammates had looked into how the KHL worked? Really? Ilya hadn’t expected that. But it showed how much they had prepared for his arrival–and it made him want to give everything he had for these guys.
 “Yes. Is right.”
“We were worried that with your record, you would think you would win the Stanley Cup in your rookie season,” Jameson said with a soft laugh.
Ilya let out a laugh too, because the idea was so absurd. He knew very well that a single player didn’t win the Cup on their own. It took time for a team’s system to reorganise and for everyone to learn how to play together. It took more than one season.
“Is stupid. Am not that good!”
 “Oh, yes you are! But not everything should … your shoulders. We don’t want you … hurt trying to carry the … game by yourself. That’s not … expect from you. It wouldn’t even be … in the long term. If we…”
The rest sounded more like a mix of incomprehensible words spoken far too quickly for his tired brain to process than anything else. Jameson seemed to notice, because he stopped before asking again, much more slowly.
“Okay, I lost you there, didn’t I?”
“Sorry. Too fast.”
He waved away Ilya’s excuse with a dismissive gesture.
“No, it’s me. As soon as I start talking about hockey, I get carried away and end up tripping over my words.”
He gave a soft laugh.
“What I meant was that we’re not going to build our entire game around you. You’re not our saviour, but a member of the team. Alright?”
Ilya nodded and replied:
 “Hockey is team sport, yes. I can only play for one. Can’t shoot alone, need wingmen, yes?”
“That’s exactly the spirit of this team! We’re going to combine your talent with ours, not depend on it.”
“Seems very good plan,” Ilya approved with a smile.
“Well, that's not mine, but coach LeClaire.”
LeClaire? That sounded very French as a surname.
“Is Canadian, yes?”
“Yeah. Those damn Canadians are insane at hockey,” Jameson laughed.
If all Canadian players were as good as Shane, then yes, they were truly talented.
“We’re an American team and yet 60% of the players are Canadian,” Jameson lamented, a smile playing on his lips.
“Well, number two of this season’s draft is Canadian, so…”
He couldn’t resist bringing Shane into the conversation. He was proud of him–what boyfriend wouldn’t be?–but he was also curious to hear Jameson’s opinion.
“Oh, you mean Hollander? The kid’s a genius! But I prefer you–you’re more instinctive and unpredictable, which is exactly what we need.”
Ilya accepted the compliment with an embarrassed smile. That was exactly what he was, but would he live up to their expectations? He didn’t want to disappoint his future team and end up back in Russia once his ELC was over.
Jameson glanced at his watch. Ilya did the same on his phone. 20:53 already? Please let Shane not be asleep waiting for his reply.
“Sorry, I keep talking and talking and you still haven’t replied to your girlfriend… I’ll leave you alone now, I promise.”
Ilya waited until Jameson was absorbed in his book before opening Shane’s message. He knew perfectly well he was going to end up grinning like an idiot. He really needed to work on his poker face. Fast. At this rate, people would end up asking him to introduce his imaginary girlfriend, and he would be stuck trying to explain why he couldn’t.
He began reading, more slowly than usual, his brain reluctant to keep translating English. When he didn’t understand a word, he looked up the Russian translation online.
[8:31 p.m. – My day was excellent. A bit tiring with the start of training camp, but we knew what we were signing up for. And you, how are you? My teammates are cool. I’ve been well received, even if they’re going a bit overboard with this whole cultural diversity thing. It’s the beginning, so I’ll let it slide, but if it keeps going like this, it’s going to start annoying me fast. We’ve got it: I’m Asian and that’s not exactly common in hockey. Now let’s move on, yeah!]
Ilya let out a short, genuine laugh before quietly chuckling to himself. Shane had no idea how funny he could be sometimes.
Ilya felt Jameson’s amused look on him and tried to act like he hadn’t noticed. He wanted to talk to Shane now.
[And you, do they not make a big deal about you being Russian? Anyway, remember Pike, the winger I told you about? Yeah, he's been sent back to junior league. Now, I'm sharing with a veteran centre. I guess you’ve got one too? Sorry-the staff are sticking to you like that. They probably don’t realise your English is this good yet. Give them time to see how you cope and they’ll leave you alone. I can only approve their request anyway. You’re going to damage your lungs if you keep going like that, and I don’t want to see you die of cancer. You know there are nicotine patches or nicotine gum over the counter at the pharmacy, right? ]
Despite the growing fatigue, he forced his brain to keep thinking in English.
He wrote,

[Very tiring day, too. Will go to sleep sooner than usual. So don't worry if I stop responding.]
Then,

[Yes, we knew what was going to be like. Very exciting to play with veteran player. The level is higher than junior league. Is challenging. Like that.]
And,

[Sorry they can't stop thinking first about you being part Japanese. You are player first, your skin colour not important. Hope they will stop their stupid things (sorry, can't find the word you taught me) soon. If not, I will have to remind them who they are talking about. No one say bad things about my boyfriend!]
And also,

[No, they did not say a thing about me being Russian. Is not as rare as being Japanese. There are Russians in NHL, but only one Hollander :)]
And then,

[Am with a veteran centre too. Jameson. Is nice, a little old–could be retiring soon–but nice. All Bears are. For now. I will take someone place next year, this person will not like me after.

We have talked a bit. That is why I reply only now. He say I should not put everything on me. Not do all alone. Something about my shoulder. I didn't understand the verb he said. Can you tell me?]
And again,

[I listen a lot. To understand their stupid accent. Like yours better. Will talk more in a few days, I think. Don't want to shock them with my Russian accent.]
And finally,

[Won't die before you, I promise. I will go to drugstore tomorrow. I can buy things in America now, with my American card! You think they have strawberry taste? Don't like mint.]
When he finished sending his last message and lifted his eyes from his phone, Jameson exclaimed in a teasing tone, “Well, that’s quite a lot of messages! You’ve got an international plan at least?”
“Yes.”
A proud smile slipped out. He had even gone further: he had bought a US SIM card and a plan, with Shane’s number saved as his favourite. Now that they were in the same time zone, they would be able to talk more than in recent weeks.
Ilya yawned. All this switching between English and Russian, and back again, was exhausting. He would have to learn to think in English.
He reopened the internet and went back to his reading. Thankfully, it was Russian.
After a few minutes, maybe five or ten, his phone vibrated in his hands. Shane was still awake and replying:
[9:11 p.m. – You’re adorable :) But don’t do anything that might make them think you’re interested in me, alright? I’m going to quickly prove to them that I’m first and foremost a hockey player. And a good one, I’m still the number 2 of our generation!]
You’re actually the best junior player, Japanese or not, he thought.
“Did you say something, Rozanov?”
Ilya bit his lip, embarrassed. Oh no, he had said that out loud…
“I was answering my girlfriend, sorry.”
“It would be nice if we could dictate our messages, wouldn’t it? Touchscreens are handy, but with our big fingers it’s not exactly easy.”
He showed him his phone, an old black Nokia far from the iPhones most of his teammates had. He would buy one once he moved to Boston next summer.
“No problem with that!”
“My God, what is that relic? Don’t you have anything even older, Mr Dinosaur?”
“Fuck you, Mister Soon-To-Be-Retired!”
Ilya immediately regretted it. He couldn’t speak like that to a veteran, it was disrespectful. And it wasn’t the image he wanted to give–at least not to his teammates. On the ice, it was different. He had a reputation to uphold.
“That stings, Rozanov!”
“Sorry. Was too much?”
“No, I love it!”
Jameson grinned widely.
“Right, that’s enough for tonight. I’m going to bed. Don’t stay up too late, tomorrow’s going to be even more intense.”
He switched off his bedside lamp and turned over, wishing him goodnight.
“Goodnight Jameson!” he replied, also switching off his lamp.
He didn’t even need it to read Shane’s message.
He picked up where he left off.
[You’re not going to take anyone’s place, except your own. And if a Bears centre is moved down a line, it just means they weren’t as good as you. That’s all!]
Shane and his flawless logic…
[I think he said “to carry over your shoulder”. If you want, I could teach you the most common expressions. I could even make you a little notebook that I’ll give you in December. I’m counting on you to be selected for the junior team this year too.]
How adorable…
[Your accent is perfect. I like it very much too. I wish I could hear you right now…]
Ilya read the last sentence several times, just to be sure he understood correctly.
“I wish I could hear you too…” he murmured to himself.
[Maybe we could try calling one evening? I don’t know when, but as soon as I’m alone, I’ll text you and you can call me. What do you think?]
What did he think? That it was a bloody brilliant idea. One he had considered several times but always pushed away–too complicated from Russia, the time difference, his brother who tended to burst into his room at any moment, and the thin walls of the house.
[Yes, probably. I have to admit I’ve never bought any before.]
Ilya yawned so widely his jaw nearly cracked. Right. He would finish replying and go to sleep as well. No point being behind tomorrow because he hadn’t slept enough. Jameson might let slip that he had been talking to his “girlfriend” all night, and the little lie would grow bigger and harder to control.
He simply typed,
[Would like that very much. Miss your sexy canadian accent !]
He had finally understood how the verb miss worked.






      

  












      Chapter 9: 2009/20010 Season - Part III
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which a simple Skype call reveals how fragile Ilya’s world really is.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there!

Sorry for the delay. I meant to post yesterday, but I was tired and a bit down. I didn’t feel like dealing with AO3 or HTML code.

I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep up my current posting schedule. I still have quite a few chapters ahead, but I’ve been struggling a bit more with words lately, and I’m feeling a bit down about my writing because I can’t quite manage to make it what I want it to be. I’m at the 2012/2013 season with already 12k words written and ideas in place, I just need to stop feeling like I’m writing rubbish.

Anyway, I won’t bore you with my life story—it’s not very interesting.

So here is the next part of the season. I hope you enjoy it. I’ve made sure you won’t need to check endnotes for translations of the French and Russian I’ve used.

As always, thank you for the kudos and bookmarks, they’re very much appreciated. Feel free to let me know what you think, although I can see some of you are silent readers like me—and that’s absolutely fine.

Happy reading!

See you on Tuesday, technically. I just haven’t translated that part of the chapter yet.







  Montréal, October 2009

Shane was going to lose his mind if Ilya didn’t get here soon. They had planned this three days earlier, after learning that a preseason game had been arranged between their two teams. They both wanted to test their pick, and who better than the team that had drafted his rival?
They had faced each other on the ice a few hours earlier, in the early afternoon. The game had been intense. No–Ilya had been intense, looking for every possible excuse to get close to him, challenging him like never before. His teammates had found him irritating–almost bloody annoying–but Shane had loved every duel for the puck, every rush, every shoulder check. Playing against Ilya was mentally and physically exhilarating. Thank God his gear and pads had hidden his early erections…
Since they had talked about those few stolen hours before Ilya’s curfew, Shane hadn’t stopped imagining what they would do once the door was closed. First, a long, lingering kiss. No–wild and desperate, then lingering. After that, he would touch him everywhere, learning that body he fantasised about.
There was a saying: out of sight, out of mind. It was completely wrong. Distance had made everything more intense. They couldn’t see each other, but they could imagine. And Shane had imagined a lot. Nothing too sexual–just masturbation, and maybe blow jobs. Nothing more. He wasn’t ready. He was barely ready for that much, so anything beyond that…
He hadn’t taken the time to look anything up, preferring to wait and see how comfortable he felt with that level of intimacy first. He didn’t doubt he would like it. He had already pleasured himself thinking about Ilya’s unruly chestnut curls and his hazel eyes burning with desire. And it had been intoxicating. Proof–if any more was needed–that this wasn’t just attraction, but desire.
Yes, he would like it. But would he be able to handle everything he would feel? That, he had no idea about. And that was what scared him.
There was a knock at the door. Shane’s heart started pounding violently. He smoothed his T-shirt, fixed his hair, took a deep breath, then opened it.
Ilya slipped in quickly, shutting the door behind him with the flat of his hand. Shane couldn’t tear his eyes away. He was wearing dark blue jeans that clung to his powerful thighs and muscular arse, a light leather jacket that emphasised his broad frame, and a fitted T-shirt that did nothing to hide his sculpted torso. A proper feast for the eyes–and his body certainly reacted.
He wanted to put his hands on his chest, trace the outline of those muscles with his fingers…
He licked his lips. Bloody hell, he wanted it badly, but he was terrified of coming across as sex-starved–something he possibly was, even without ever having done any of this before.
“Love what you see, Hollander?”
A shiver ran down his spine. That hoarse voice, that adorable accent…
He looked up and was completely caught by his face–those lips, red and full and far too tempting, that slightly crooked nose, unbearably endearing, those already flushed cheekbones, those eyes devouring him.
Ilya parted his lips slightly to take a breath. Shane gave in and kissed him, gripping the front of his jacket to keep his hands from wandering further.
Ilya froze for a moment, then let out a deep groan before placing his hands on Shane’s cheeks and taking control of the kiss. Shane let him.
The kiss was even better than he had imagined. Ilya kissed divinely, his mouth demanding exactly what Shane was willing to give.
When they finally broke apart, both breathless, Shane was so hard his cheeks burned with embarrassment. It had only been a kiss–a very heated kiss, but still just a kiss–and he was already like this. How was that even possible? Was it the anticipation? Or simply Ilya?
He rested his forehead against Ilya’s shoulder and felt a hand slide to the back of his neck, stroking gently.
“That was quite a kiss, Hollander!”
Shane knew he was teasing him–this was how he coped–but he still blushed harder.
“Sorry. I don’t know what came over me…”
He shook his head. No, it wasn’t true. He couldn’t say that–not when Ilya was trying so hard to open up.
“Well… I do. I’ve been dreaming about it since July,” he admitted quietly, “and I didn’t want to back out again.”
If they were still staring each other down like they had in the hotel gym, he would have been mortified. They were boyfriends–they couldn’t not kiss after two and a half months without seeing each other or even hearing each other’s voices.
Ilya gently pressed the base of his neck, laughing softly.
“Oh, kiss me like that whenever you want. That was… so sexy!”
Shane buried his face deeper into the jacket. Ilya laughed louder, then leaned into his ear and whispered, “Where did you learn to kiss like that?”
“Please, Ilya…”
He couldn’t possibly be that good, could he? Not with his handful of pecks as experience.
Ilya nipped his earlobe.
“What? Can’t say you kiss like a god?”
Like a god, seriously?
“I’ve never kissed anyone like that before…”
Ilya released his ear, straightened, and asked, surprised, “Really? That was your first kiss?”
“No,” he replied a little too quickly.
He didn’t want Ilya to think he was inexperienced–well, he was, but he didn’t want him to know.
He corrected himself anyway, “With a man, yes.”
He risked a glance at Ilya’s mouth. A satisfied smile lingered there. He shouldn’t have said that–now Ilya would enjoy being his first far too much.
“Had a girlfriend before?”
Shane hesitated. Had Jessica really been his girlfriend? Not really…
Feeling bold enough, he turned his head while still leaning into Ilya’s shoulder.
“Kind of. I wasn’t invested in the relationship at all,” he explained, “because… you know…”
Ilya raised a teasing eyebrow.
“Because you only thought about hockey?”
Shane laughed softly. Ilya already knew him too well.
“Well, that too, but that wasn’t the main reason.”
Understanding flickered in Ilya’s eyes.
“Oh… you didn’t know you were gay when you said yes?”
Shane shook his head slightly.
“Let’s just say my brain didn’t want to consider it.”
Ilya tensed, his fingers tightening slightly at his neck.
“Because of hockey? Or because of… men?”
Shane straightened quickly.
“Hockey, definitely hockey. I’m not ashamed of loving guys!”
Not ashamed of loving you, he hoped he understood.
“But can we stop talking about me and my sexuality and just… kiss?”
Ilya smirked.
“Like really much talking about you. Want to know everything.”
Shane rolled his eyes.
“I know, but right now I seriously need you to kiss me.”
Ilya’s smile widened.
“I will kiss you then… Shane.”
Shane shivered. Hearing his name like that was unfairly sexy.
Ilya tilted his head back slightly with his fingers and pressed his warm, wet lips against his. The kiss started slow and gentle, then Ilya bit his lower lip, asking for entrance–and everything changed.
It was an explosion of sensations, each more intense than the last. If he had been aroused before, now he was on the verge of burning up. He had never been this hard in his life, not even after fantasising about Ilya’s lips on his body.
Ilya slowly slid a hand down his back, stopping at the small of it before pulling their bodies closer together. Shane could feel his erection against his stomach and smiled against his lips. Ilya noticed it and paused for a moment, teasing him
“Do you like knowing what you do to me?”
“More than like it. I love it,” he admitted shyly.
Ilya gave a short laugh, then kissed him harder, pushing him back towards the wall. Shane didn’t resist. He needed support; his legs were already shaking.
When his back hit the wall, he arched his hips to stay pressed against Ilya. Ilya braced an arm against the wall, keeping a hand on his neck, pinning him there while sliding one leg between his, pressing his thigh against his crotch. Shane let out a moan of pure pleasure that Ilya swallowed immediately.
Lost in it, Shane started grinding against him. He needed more friction, and Ilya didn’t seem in a hurry to give it. Ilya chuckled against his lips.
“So eager, Shane… Don’t worry, I will touch you there.”
And he pressed himself a little more firmly against him.
“Fuck, Ilya!”
Shane lost all control of his hands. He placed them on hiss chest, slowly sliding them up to his shoulders. Ilya let out a soft moan when his fingers brushed over his nipples. Interesting… but that could wait. For now, he just wanted to get rid of that damn jacket and let his fingers run over the muscles in his arms.
He let it fall to the floor and took his time exploring the newly exposed skin. Ilya seemed to enjoy the attention, kissing him with even more intensity.
When Shane reached his large hands, Ilya took the left one back and placed it on his ass, squeezing. Shane loved the sensation and became noticeably more vocal.
He played with his long fingers, interlacing them with his own, when Ilya left his mouth for his neck, biting down just enough to make him tense. He closed his eyes, savouring the warmth of his breath against his skin, the soft pressure of his lips. Wait, bite? He tensed.
Ilya noticed instantly and stopped.
“Won’t leave mark, I promise.”
That was enough to calm Shane, who completely surrendered to his kisses. He slipped a hand under Ilya’s T-shirt, stroking his side, then the small of his back. Fuck, it felt good to feel his skin–warm and soft
Ilya found a particularly sensitive spot on his neck that nearly made him collapse. He let out an even louder moan, mumbling incoherent words. He had no control over his mouth anymore, and even less over his mind.
“Louder,” Ilya ordered. “Want to hear you.”
And Shane stopped holding back, letting out “Fuck, Ilya!”, “Oh my God”, “Don’t stop!”
Suddenly, he wanted more. His hands were trembling with desire and impatience as he undid the button of Ilya’s jeans and pulled down the zip. He barely hesitated before slipping his hand into his boxer briefs, closing his palm around his painfully hard length.
Ilya swore in Russian–which one, Shane couldn’t quite tell anymore, but it definitely was one–and tightened his grip on his ass. Shane began to stroke him gently, discovering the ridges of his veins along his length. He found a slow, steady rhythm that seemed to drive Ilya wild, as he pressed his forehead against the wall, biting down on his lower lip.
Shane loved seeing him like this. It was him making him feel that good. Him slowly bringing him towards release
He sped up–and Ilya stopped him.
“What? Is it not good?”
“Is good. Too good actually. Will come if you continue.”
“You don’t want to?”
“Not now. Want to touch you before. Everywhere.”
And to prove it, he took his hand and led him towards the bed.
 
His cheek against Ilya’s chest, his fingers idly playing with his body hair, Shane stared at the strange cross hanging from the long gold chain around his neck. It rested against his skin, still, almost reassuring. It wasn’t the first time he had noticed it. In fact, he had never seen him without it–not since he had started really paying attention to him.
A dozen questions pressed against his mind, but none of them dared make it past his lips. Ilya seemed attached to that cross, and he didn’t want to ruin this perfect moment.
They had spent the past hour discovering each other’s bodies, all soft touches and tender kisses. Ilya had brought him off, leading him to a pleasure he hadn’t thought possible. Then Shane had returned the favour, much more clumsily, with a certain hesitation.
It was obvious he wasn’t Ilya’s first–and nowhere near. He knew exactly what he was doing, where to touch him, how, with how much pressure, at what rhythm. As if he already knew his body, even though he had never touched it before. Shane felt slightly uneasy: would he be enough for him? Would he eventually grow tired of his shyness?
Ilya brushed his shoulder with his fingertips.
“What are you thinking?”
Shane bit his lip, hesitating, then said, “Earlier, you seemed to always know what you were doing. It’s not the first time you’ve done this, is it?”
Ilya stopped his caresses for a split second.
“Slept with other men before, sorry… Not many, four, I think, but it was just sex.”
Shane wanted to tell him so many things. Like “It’s fine” or “No, don’t apologise. You’re allowed to have had a life before me.” But all he could focus on was that number.
“Four?” he repeated, a little shocked.
It wasn’t that many, honestly, but it was still four more than Shane…
“Yes. Sasha, my son's coach for almost a year and three hook-ups.”
A year? Oh, right… That explained why he was so comfortable. That Sasha and him mustn’t have limited themselves to just kisses and slightly daring touches.
Shane tried not to panic and focused on something else.
“Your son’s coach, seriously?”
“Yes, I liked troubles,” Ilya replied, with a proud smile.
Shane ignored that, focusing only on the past tense. Ilya rarely used it–mostly because he forgot. But he had used it, so it must have mattered. To be sure, he asked, “Not anymore?”
Ilya shook his head firmly and gently squeezed his shoulder.
“You are not trouble,” he assured him, very serious. “Am really serious with you. For the first time in my life actually.”
Shane swallowed hard, deeply moved.
“I do think too that we are in a committed relationship.”
“Committed?” Ilya echoed, as he did every time he didn’t understand a word. “Another way to say you are with one person and only one, yes?”
“That’s it.”
“So now I will say we are in a committed relationship.”
Shane heard the satisfied smile in his voice more than he saw it. His gaze was still drawn to the thin gold crucifix.
“Boyfriend is not strong enough to describe what I think we are.”
Ilya could be so intense when he spoke seriously about his feelings…
“You’re so sweet, Ilya. My mother thinks it too, and she has not met you…”
Ilya didn’t tense up when Shane mentioned his mother. Shane was deeply relieved–his message had clearly gone through.
“You talk about me a lot with her?”
“Yes. I’m very close to her. She is like a confidante.”
“Someone you can say what you think and feel without fear of judgement and bad reaction?”
“Yes.”
He finally managed to lift his eyes from the cross and looked at Ilya. He needed to see him for the rest of the conversation.
“You have someone like that in Russia?”
“Nikita. The friend I told you about.”
There was so much tenderness and gratitude in his voice that Shane understood this young man was extremely important to Ilya–probably as much as his mother was to him.
“That’s nice. I would like to meet him one day.”
He didn’t know if that would ever happen, but he wanted Ilya to know he was open to it.
Ilya wrinkled his nose.
“Could be possible. Think he will come help me… how you say… when you change house and bring all your things.”
“He will help you move this summer?”
“Yes, that! He loves America, big fan of American action movies. Speaks very good English. You will like him. Unless you don’t like Russian goalies.”
“Goalies?” he repeated, confused.
Then suddenly everything clicked. Nikita was a player–a player he knew.
“Your friend is Nikita Sokolov, the goalie of your junior team?”
“Yes. We are in same team since twelve years now.”
“For twelve years,” he corrected out of habit, then added in surprise, “Really? That’s a lot!”
A quick calculation made him realise they had probably started together and always played for the same club.
“You not have that in Kingston?”
Ilya looked particularly surprised–probably because of the cultural difference between their countries. Shane had discovered many of those while talking with him. It was far more enriching than any Google search.
“No, I played for a house league in Ottawa when I was a kid before being scouted by my coach in Kingston,” he explained.
“House league?”
“They’re local teams with a volunteer coach—a hockey-loving parent or a former player. The goal is to learn to play while having fun, even if many parents are very invested. My mother, for example.”
Ilya chuckled softly at the mention of his mother. Shane had told him about her passion for hockey and the Montreal Voyageurs. And how she had taken his career so seriously that even after no longer being his agent, she still knew his schedule and contract details by heart.
“Sound fun. We don’t have that in Russia.”
Shane heard the regret in his voice but didn’t push further. He already knew it was linked to his father. From what he understood, Ilya probably hadn’t had much choice about hockey.
“That’s a shame, really. It makes such great memories.”
A silence settled between them. Ilya continued stroking his shoulder gently, then said quietly, “Have some. With my mother.”
His voice was thick with emotion, which alarmed Shane. The subject of his mother was clearly not trivial–possibly even painful.
“Polina?” he tried.
It was the name he had seen in several articles, though the sources didn’t seem reliable.
“No, she’s my mother in law,” Ilya corrected, in a cold, harsh voice.
Another warning bell rang in Shane’s mind, and to be sure, he asked, “Are your parents divorced?”
The reaction was immediate: Ilya stiffened–really stiffened. He gripped his shoulder so tightly Shane thought he might leave nail marks.
“I don't want to talk about that.”
He leaned down to kiss his forehead.
“Sorry. Another day.”
In response, Shane pressed his lips to his shoulder and said against his skin, “I understand, Ilya, don’t worry. You’ll tell me about her when you’re ready.”
They spent the next hour talking about other rookies, teammates, the training camp, and the friendly matches they had played. With the intense pace of the past two weeks, they had barely texted–certainly less than they would have liked.
When midnight approached, Shane was half-asleep on Ilya’s chest. Ilya gently slipped out of his embrace and got dressed without a sound. Then he scribbled something on the hotel notepad and left after a final kiss on his forehead.
Shane only read the message around three in the morning when he woke up abruptly.
“Next time I will give you the best blowjob of your life.”
He laughed. It sounded almost like a challenge, and Shane promised himself he would do better than that Sasha.
* * * 
Kingston, November 2009
Shane was working through his Russian lesson on his laptop when his phone vibrated on his desk, making the cutlery in his empty plate clink.
Since he had bought Rosetta Stone, he spent about ten to fifteen minutes a day on it, now that he had learned to read and write Cyrillic. He could have picked it up gradually through the platform’s short immersive lessons, but he had quickly become frustrated at not being able to read the words or write down what he was hearing. That was fixed now, and he was making much better progress this way–even if his Russian was still extremely basic and nowhere near enough to say what he actually wanted to Ilya.
Usually, he would eat quietly in the kitchen without any screens before starting, but today he had planned a short nap before heading back to the rink for his weight session. He hadn’t slept well the night before, thinking about the way Ilya had shut down when he mentioned his parents potentially divorced. The more he turned it over in his mind, the more unlikely it seemed. There had been too much pain in his voice…
Still absorbed in his oral repetition exercise, he grabbed his phone and unlocked it without looking. It was probably one of his teammates. Ilya didn’t text him before half past twelve, sometimes even one, once he had eaten with his family. Given their respective schedules, they could only really talk during the end of Shane’s lunch break, when Ilya was getting ready for the night. It didn’t stop them from messaging in between, but it wasn’t what either of them preferred.
Seeing Lily’s name at the top of his screen, he dropped everything and rushed to read the message.
[11:53 - Bought a laptop today. Nikita helped me choose after afternoon training. We can Skype and MSN now.]
Shane’s heart skipped a beat. Skype and MSN. Was he serious? Being able to talk instantly would be incredible. And even more, to hear and see each other. They had never called before because it had been too complicated to find a time that worked.
With slightly trembling fingers, he replied,
[That's great ! Anytime you want. I'm usually alone during my breaks. My teammates all go see their girlfriends or play video games together.]
Knowing Ilya wouldn’t take long to respond, he waited, leaning back comfortably in his office chair. A few dozen seconds later, he received,
[11:55 - Why do you always stay alone?]
Then immediately after,
[11:55 - Is it because you're so bad at video games? Don't like losing even against them? :)]
He let out a quiet laugh, amused by the teasing. Ever since he had taken one badly at the beginning of their exchanges, Ilya always added a smiling emoji so he wouldn’t misread it. Shane really appreciated the effort. Usually people just stopped altogether, even his teammates had, years ago–or only very rarely.
He typed,
[Oh, believe it or not, I’m actually very good at video games, I win almost all the time in the NHL! I join them sometimes, but you know I prefer quiet. It recharges me more than anything else. And you, what do you do during your breaks?]
Ilya replied quite quickly–his reading comprehension had improved a lot lately.
[11:57 - Hockey games, of course! You are so passionate. (This is the right word, yes?)]
Then,
[11:57 - Calm is good too. Read a lot on bus and plane when we play away games.]
Oh. So Ilya was a big reader. Interesting. That gave him a few more Christmas gift ideas.
[Helps me get ready for games. Other players like to provoke me a lot because they want to beat me. Russians are very proud people. Maybe too proud.]
Not really. He had known Canadian and American players who would literally lose it when the game didn’t go their way–some even taking stupid penalties and hurting their own team. Usually, he wouldn’t see them again for a few games, long enough for them to learn their lesson.
[Need stay focused on game. Don't like penalty box.]
Shane smiled. That didn’t surprise him, given Ilya’s style of play–sharp but clean.
Ilya added in another message,
[11:59 - Spend most of my breaks with Nikit. We talk a lot, play video games sometimes. But most of the time I read while he draws. He is calm person like you.]
Shane was starting to think Ilya naturally gravitated towards people who balanced him—his friend Nikita, and now him.
When no other message came through, he started typing his reply.
[We play other games too, but those are our favourites. My teammates are just as into it as I am. (And yeah, ‘passionate’ works, but it sounds a bit formal – I think ‘really into it’ fits better for what you mean.). And you? What do you and Nikita play together? It’s the same for me. The other centres are always trying to throw me off. I feel like it’s a competition, like who can get me to crack first. Tough luck for them–I’m unshakable on the ice. All that matters is the game. Sometimes I don’t even hear what they’re saying because I’m so focused. The more you talk about your friend Nikita, the more I want to meet him.]
He sent it, then got up and moved to his bed. The conversation was likely to last a while, and even if the chair was comfortable, his mattress and pillow were better.
By the time he had adjusted his orthopedic pillow and settled in, Ilya had already replied three times.
[12:02 - Nikita likes racing games. Can't beat him at FlatOut 2. Is frustrating.]
Shane would love to see that.
[12:02 - Where do we sign? Want to participate. I swear I’ll be first one to make you lose control. :)]
Even though he knew it was a joke, Shane promised himself that wouldn’t happen. Not because he wouldn’t like seeing Ilya try–and succeed–but because it might risk their secret. If he reacted only to him, people might start asking questions.
[12:03 - Same for him. Wants me give him your email so he can write to you. Says he has lot to tell about me because he knows me best. Said no. Don't want you like him more than me.]
Shane laughed, amused by the increasingly childlike side he was showing.
He typed:
[Don’t worry, you’ll always be my favourite Russian no matter what. On a more serious note, you can give him my email address. I’d love to talk to him - I think we’d have a lot to say to each other. Actually, now that I think about it, do you even have it? I can’t remember. Just in case, I’ll send it again: shane.hollander@gmail.com. Anyway, how’s your day going?]
They kept talking for about an hour. Shane didn’t regret skipping his nap. Ilya talked a lot about his club, his coach—a certain Petrov who had played for the Bears in the mid-90s—his teammates, and Nikita. Mostly Nikita, actually.
He was very proud of his friend, of his recruitment by the Moscow Volkov – the KHL club affiliated with their junior team and a very strong one. Like them, he had been sent back down to junior because the coaches felt he still needed to develop. Next year, he would likely be a depth player until they deemed him ready for a bigger role.
When it was time for Shane to get ready for the afternoon session, he concluded,
[Shall we talk tomorrow on Skype then? I really want to see you.]
Ilya replied immediately.
[13:19 - No, sorry. Can't Skype tomorrow, but MSN definitely. Next week, I promise. Just let me get organised.]
Shane was disappointed. He had been so hoping to see him, or at least hear his voice. Those few hours they had spent together in Montréal had made the distance harder to bear.
He didn’t push. He knew perfectly well it wasn’t that Ilya didn’t want to–it was that he couldn’t. His home life wasn’t as safe as Shane’s.
[It’s alright. MSN is great too. Can’t wait! Sleep well, Ilya <3]
 
On the short drive to the rink, Shane replayed the beginning of their exchange. Something struck him then: Ilya had bought a laptop. With Nikita.
It wasn’t the first time his friend had helped him. He had gone to the bank with him to open his accounts, assisted him with his club paperwork regarding the transfer of his signing bonus, sorted out his American phone plan. What else might he have done for him that he hadn’t mentioned? Things a parent should have done with him… and that he had never had.
Was it because his father neglected him that much? Or simply because he thought him too old to need help with that sort of thing? And what about his stepmother in all this?
* * *
As he had promised the week before, Ilya arranged to meet him for a Skype call at lunchtime–12:15, Montréal time. Shane was excited about it and wasn’t quite as sharp on the ice as usual. No one commented on it, though–everyone could have an off day
After practice, he hurried to shower and get dressed. François, one of his wingers and longtime friend, called out:
"Putain, t'as le feu aux fesses aujourd'hui, Shane. T'as rendez-vous avec une fille ou quoi ? Bloody hell, you’ve got ants in your pants today, Shane. Got a date with a girl or something? "
Shane froze mid-motion, stopping dead as he closed his bag. He needed something. Quickly.
“Je dois rejoindre mes parents au restoI’m meeting my parents at a restaurant,” he lied, heart pounding.
“Cool !”
He could breathe again. He would thank his parents later for being such a convenient alibi when he called them that evening.
“Passe leur le bonjour de ma part. Say hi to them from me.”
“Ca sera fait !Will do!” he promised.
And he slung his bag over his shoulder.
In his car, he thought about lunch and what he would say to Ilya the moment his face appeared on screen. He was still unsure when he unlocked the door to his parents’ apartment. Now that he was an adult and had finished secondary school, they had agreed he could live there full-time. More privacy. More quiet too. The Jonhsons, his foster family, had two young children who were particularly energetic.
He quickly made himself something to eat. Nothing fancy–no time to cook. Pasta bolognese with parmesan.
Once he had finished his lunch, he put his dishes in the sink, resisting the urge to wash them straight away before giving in anyway. Even for Ilya, he couldn’t leave the kitchen with anything dirty behind him.
When everything was clean–table and worktop included–he went upstairs to his room and turned on his computer. While it booted, he checked that nothing was lying on the floor–everything perfectly tidy–and that no books were sticking out of the shelves. No chance Ilya would think he was messy.
He had only just sat down at his desk when Ilya started the call. After fixing his hair, he accepted.
Ilya appeared, head turned to the right, speaking to someone in Russian before looking at the camera. Shane’s breath caught. His heart skipped a beat–or several. Fuck, he was beautiful. His curls were even more unruly, and his hazel eyes sparkled. And his lips…
“Fuck Shane! Where do those glasses come from?”
Shane touched the frames of his reading glasses, which he only wore for reading or working on the computer.
“Is it weird?” he asked, suddenly anxious.
God, they were only glasses. Why was he panicking like this? Ilya wouldn’t love him any less. Right?
“No. Not at all. I love them!”
Ilya backed it up with a wide smile.
Shane relaxed immediately and explained, “You’ll see me with them often. My eyes get tired quickly with screens.”
“Okay. How was morning skate?”
Ilya sounded a little nervous. Shane wondered why. How was this any different from their usual texts? It wasn’t–except that they could see and hear each other.
He gave him a reassuring smile before answering, “It went well. We trained for tonight’s game.”
“Against Toronto. At home, yes ?”
Ilya had recently told him he watched every clip he could find of his games and listened to radio broadcasts whenever possible. He seemed very invested in his career–and impressively resourceful in finding content. Shane, meanwhile, struggled to find highlight reels of Ilya on YouTube. His Russian was nowhere near as good as Ilya’s English–not even close. Maybe he could ask Nikita?
“Yes. And you, your next game is tomorrow?”
“Yes. We go to Kazan.”
Kazan? Where was that again? East of Moscow, on the Volga River, about an hour and a half by plane. Ilya had mentioned it the day before.
Silence settled briefly. Shane studied Ilya more closely. There were dark circles under his eyes. He immediately worried, “Are you okay? You look tired…”
“A little bit. Didn't sleep well last night,” Ilya admitted, then gave him a teasing smile. “Was very excited to see you today. Couldn't stop thinking about your beautiful freckles.”
He laughed softly.
“You really like them, don’t you…”
“I like everything about you. Your eyes, your nose, your cheeks, your lips. Can't wait to kiss them again.”
Shane blushed. He would never get used to Ilya’s bluntness.
“Me too,” he replied, then more shyly: “I dream about it every night.”
“Only kissing me?”
“And touching you too.” He blushed even harder but continued, “I like feeling your skin under my fingers, its warmth, and your heart beating underneath.”
Ilya was so open with him about that. Shane could do the same, even if he still wasn’t entirely comfortable with his own desires. At least not with expressing them.
A small smug smile appeared on Ilya’s lips. He was clearly pleased to have managed to get him to say it.
“I like your skin too. So soft, so smooth…”
Shane rolled his eyes. People teased him far too often about his near-total lack of body hair, and he was self-conscious about it. He knew Ilya didn’t care, but he couldn’t help it.
“I wish I had more body hair. I feel like a kid sometimes…”
 “You are perfect like you are,” Ilya assured him seriously. “No need more hair.”
“Tell that to my teammates…” Shane sighed.
Ilya grumbled.
“They are stupid Canadians, that's all!”
Shane didn’t bother reminding him that he was Canadian too–he knew Ilya didn’t mean him. Curious, he asked,“You don’t have any insecurities?”
“No.”
“Ilya, please, I’m serious…”
Ilya rolled his eyes.
“Okay. I think my accent is stupid. Makes me nervous when I have to talk to someone else. I know they will mock me in their head.”
Shane had suspected it, but not to that extent…
“Well, screw them. You learned English alone, just from books! And you’ve done brilliantly. Your English is very fluent and perfectly understandable. Let them try learning Russian and we’ll talk again.”
It was true–aside from sometimes dropping subjects and forgetting the occasional article or particle, which Shane now knew was due to Russian, Ilya spoke English remarkably well. Especially for someone who had only been speaking it properly for four months. His vocabulary was still limited in places, but never enough to stop him from making himself understood.
“Like when you get angry like that. Makes you sexier… or more sexy? Not sure, seems a bit strange.”
“No, that’s right. And I’m not angry, it just annoys me that people criticise you when they know nothing about the effort you’ve put into reaching this level of English.”
“Is okay, Shane. Let them talk. Don’t get angry for me. They could… make assumptions about us.”
Shane was stunned — both by the expression he had used and by what he was asking of him. Without even being close to fluent himself, Shane had every right to be offended by that kind of criticism towards a non-native speaker. Most people who had never genuinely tried to master a second language had no idea how difficult that kind of learning process really was.
Ilya raised an eyebrow and asked with a hint of worry,
“What? Wasn't the right word?”
Shane found him utterly adorable in that brief moment of vulnerability and hurried to reassure him.
“No, no, it was. It’s just that you’ve improved a lot again.”
“Read books and watch films in English to… how you say… learn more words?”
“Expand your vocabulary.”
“Yes, that. Want to say so many things to you but don’t have the right words. It’s frustrating.”
Shane’s heart melted. If all of this was only part of what he wanted to tell him, what could the rest possibly be like?
“I know.”
He understood perfectly. He had felt that same frustration while learning French, and was feeling it again now with Russian. He knew how to say things, just not the things he actually wanted to say.
“But you can always ask me.”
“Nikita gave me good vocabulary books. Help me a lot.”
Nikita again… Honestly, that guy really was a gem. Shane had only exchanged two emails with him so far, but he could already tell Nikita was going to become his greatest ally.
“He is a very good friend, helping you with all these things.”
“Yes, is a very dear friend. The brother I never had.”
Shane thought back to the first few seconds of the call. He was fairly sure he had recognised a few words: a “Спасибо”Thank you and a “Пока”Bye.
“Was it him you were talking to earlier?”
Ilya looked surprised for a fraction of a second, then nodded with a wide smile.
“Yes. Was checking I still remember how to call you.”
Of course.
“Is he still at your place?”
“No. I’m not home.”
Then where was he?
“It is his room.”
Nikita’s? But why?
“He invited me over so I could call you.”
“Oh…”
Shane hesitated for a moment, then, preferring not to assume why Nikita had done that, said, “I’m sorry for ruining your evening together.”
Ilya frowned.
“You ruin nothing,” he growled.
Shane immediately regretted saying it.
Ilya must have noticed his discomfort because he added more gently, “He has gone to see his girlfriend. Will come back later.”
Shane took a moment to process all of it. Ilya was in his best friend’s bedroom, while said best friend had deliberately left so he could Skype his boyfriend. Completely normal. Nothing remotely shocking about that at all…
Except it absolutely was, and Ilya didn’t seem to realise it–unless he was simply refusing to show it. Yes, that had to be it.
Even if he risked derailing the conversation again, Shane had to ask him the question. So he went for it, “Ilya… I know you don’t really like talking about it… but I’m worried.”
He saw Ilya swallow, though he remained calm. How did he do that? Shane would already have been panicking in his place.
“Would you be in danger at home if someone in your family found out about us?”
There was a silence. Shane thought Ilya was trying to come up with a way to dodge the conversation, but he wasn’t.
“They will never know,” he assured him with alarming certainty. “Nikita won’t say a word to them. And I am extra careful at home.”
Extra careful? He was extra careful? What the fuck did that mean?
Shane tried not to panic.
“What do you mean?”
“I delete all your texts… and my browsing history.”
What? He couldn’t seriously be doing that. Who did that besides paranoid people convinced the government was spying on them?
Pushing down the anxiety rising in his chest, he pressed on, “Would they hurt you if you forgot one day?”
“I won’t forget. I never have.”
That did not reassure him. Quite the opposite.
“So they really would hurt you…”
Ilya went pale for a second before pulling himself together again.
“They won’t, Shane, because they will never know.”
“But they could…”
Shane ran a hand through his hair, tugging lightly at the strands.
“Please, Shane, don’t think about that anymore. I will soon live in Boston most of the year. And when I come back to Russia, I will have my own house. I will only give the keys to Nikita.”
If Ilya thought that would calm him down, he was very wrong. It did the exact opposite.
His anxiety burst out.
“You’ve already planned all of this out? Ilya, for fuck’s sake, this isn’t normal! None of this is normal! You should be able to take this call in your own bedroom, not your best friend’s…”
“Shane, stop,” Ilya cut in sharply, before softening again. “Is okay. Really.”
Shane shook his head, tears in his eyes.
“It’s not okay…”
He saw Ilya open his mouth, but spoke before he could. He wasn’t the one who was supposed to be reassured, for fuck’s sake!
“I’m so sorry you don’t feel safe enough in your own house to call your boyfriend in your own damn room! That’s insane. Completely insane.” He sighed and continued, “I was disappointed we couldn’t do this sooner when… when you… Oh fuck, I’m such a complete arsehole…”
“Shane, sunshine, stop!”
And Shane stopped, utterly stunned. Had he heard that right?
“What did you call me?”
“Sunshine,” Ilya repeated.
And it sounded like the sweetest melody.
Seeing that he had managed to stop him spiralling any further, he continued in a voice so full of tenderness Shane had never heard from him before.
“Because that’s what you are. You make my days brighter and my life happier. So please stop saying bad things… awful things about yourself. I asked you to be in a committed relationship with me. I knew the risks… and I asked you anyway. So don’t think about them, it is my problem, okay?”
No, it wasn’t okay. It couldn’t be okay.
“I can’t just forget about them! You can’t ask me to do that!”
“I can and… you will. Because it’s only for a few more months. Did this once, can do it again.”
Shane buried his face in his hands and murmured, “I don’t deserve you…”
And Ilya, as always, found exactly the right thing to say.
“Of course you do! You are my soulmate. We agree on that, yes?”
Shane looked back up.
“Yes, but…”
“No but, Shane. I want you. Told you this in July. It didn’t change. Actually, I want you even more now that I know you…”
Fuck, this man was going to kill him by being this perfect…
Shane let out a long sigh.
“I wish you were here so I could kiss you…”
Ilya gave him a crooked smile.
“I wish you were here so I could suck you off and make you forget all this.”
Shane rolled his eyes while blushing furiously.
“Ilya…”
“You don’t want me to suck you off? I’m very good. Very, very good.”
Oh, he absolutely did. He had had erotic dreams about it and jerked off in the shower thinking about it afterwards.
“That’s not the problem…”
The problem was that Ilya was derailing the conversation again, and Shane had no idea how to stop him.
“Then what? Afraid I’ll be better at sucking than you?”
“You know you will!”
And there it was. Over. They were no longer talking about the danger in his own home, the threat posed by his own family, the insane risks he was taking for him…
“At first, yes. But I will teach you everything I know. You will become a sex god like me.”
Shane couldn’t stop himself from bursting out laughing. A sex god, seriously?
“Still as modest as ever, I see…”
“Don’t watch porn, okay? They are bad. Really, really bad. They will scare you.”
And now he was talking about porn. Fuck, he was good at changing the subject. A true master at it…
“Ilya, be serious…” he asked.
But it was a lost cause, he knew it.
“I am. Really serious. Promise me you won’t watch porn.”
Shane gave him a desperate look.
“Promise,” Ilya insisted, widening his eyes at him.
And Shane gave in.
“I promise, okay. Happy now?”
“Yes, very. Now talk to me about your match against Toronto. Who are their centres? Are they good?”






      

  












      Chapter 10: 2009/2010 Season - Part IV
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya cannot hold it together anymore.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there,

Here is the new chapter. Enjoy :)







  Moscow, December 2009
His hands slightly trembling above his keyboard, Ilya re-read Shane’s suggestion for the third time.
<[SH said,
I was wondering… Since you’re arriving in Ottawa on the 22nd, why don’t you spend Christmas Eve with us? I know we haven’t talked about it since last time, but my parents hear so much about you they’d really like to finally meet you.]
Indeed, since July, Shane had never brought up an official meeting again. And all the better, because Ilya still couldn’t explain why he would say no again. He couldn’t even explain it to himself. He was simply afraid. Not of Shane’s parents–they were perfect–but of everything else.
Ottawa was Shane’s city, the one that had seen him grow up and become the great player he was. His name was everywhere; he was a real star there without even having played a single NHL match. Everyone must know where he lived. What if someone saw him on his doorstep? What would they think of him? That he was getting friendly with his number one rival?
And then Christmas was a family holiday. Even if Shane wasn’t religious, he had never stopped talking about it. The decorations his mother had put up all over the house. The presents he was planning to buy for them. The meal they would all prepare together. How could Ilya possibly fit into that small world full of love and kindness? It had been years since he had known anything like it.
No, he couldn’t go. Not now. It was still too early. And yet he wanted to say yes. It was so tempting. And Shane seemed to really care about it–he wouldn’t have brought it up otherwise. And so did his parents.
But no, he couldn’t. It was too… dangerous.
There was a soft beep indicating a new instant message.
[SH said,
Ilya? Are you still there?]
Ilya replied, his fingers still trembling.
[IR81 said,
Yes. Was thinking.]
[SH said,
And?]
Ilya took a moment to think about his reply.
[IR81 said,
We don’t celebrate Christmas in Russia. But I know it is a very important day in North America. A family day. Don’t want to take that from you.]
He hoped Shane would understand. It almost worked.
[SH said,
You know you wouldn’t be a bother, right?]
Of course he knew. More than that, even. His parents would welcome him with open arm–of that, Ilya was certain. And perhaps that was exactly what frightened him so much. The idea of finding a normal family again. Loving, and above all, open.
[IR81 said,
I know. I appreciate your offer. Really, but it is still too soon. Next year, I promise.]
Yes, next year. That was perfect. He would have left Moscow and his dysfunctional family. He would feel more at ease, more able to bear the gap between them.
[SH said,
OK Ilya, no worries :) I understand. But what about the 31st? No way I’m leaving you alone in your hotel room!]
Ilya smiled like a man possessed. The 31st with Shane? That would be wonderful. The most beautiful New Year’s Eve in eight years. All that was left was to tell Nikita and ask him for a bit of help. Maybe they could arrange to have separate rooms? He was one of the oldest on the team; he could at least ask for that small privilege.
[IR81 said,
Won’t be alone. Nikita and I always share a room. But I will try to negotiate a solo room. It will be better to be with you that night. Could suck you off as I promised. It will be your late Christmas gift.]
After the championship dates were announced, they had planned to see each other on the first of January, during their only day off when they were free to do whatever they wanted. Ilya had been counting the days since then, imagining in detail everything he would do to him. And in particular that blowjob. The first time is always the one you remember most, and he wanted it to be exceptional.
[SH said,
Spending a whole night with you is already the best gift I could ask for.]
* * * 
Ottawa, December 2009
Shane knocked on his door at 20:59. Right on time, as they had agreed. He would very likely have arrived fifteen minutes early, as he did for all his appointments, if Ilya hadn’t sent him a message telling him not to. Some of his teammates were still in his room ten minutes early, trying to persuade him to go down to the hotel lobby for the New Year’s Eve party to watch the Black Eyed Peas concert. Fortunately, with Nikita’s support, he had managed to convince them that he was exhausted from the matches and had the beginnings of a migraine.
Ilya opened the door and immediately went into the bedroom, to avoid throwing himself at him as soon as the door closed. He knew himself well enough to know he wouldn’t be able to resist those adorable freckles and those pink lips that were always slightly damp. As if he reapplied lip balm every five minutes.
Shane gently closed the door and made his way down the corridor.
“Ilya?” he called, a mix of concern and disappointment in his voice.
Ilya smiled. Apparently, he had expected to be kissed as soon as he arrived. Good to know–next time, he wouldn’t hold himself back so much.
“Here.”
He heard him quicken his pace and was amused by his impatience. He was clearly not the only one feeling that unbearable sense of longing.
When he saw him, Shane paused for a moment, devouring him with his eyes before rushing over and kissing him full on the mouth. The kiss was as clumsy as it was intense, just like him.
Ilya slid one hand into the hollow of his neck and the other to the small of his back, pulling him closer and pressing their bodies together. He needed that closeness to ease the ache and stop himself from rushing too quickly, as he had always tended to do with Sasha. He wanted him, but he also wanted to do things properly. He was Shane’s first–for everything.
They kissed for a long time, silently telling each other how much they had missed one another. Shane asked for access to his mouth and Ilya granted it, burning with the desire to play with his tongue.
When their thirst had been somewhat quenched, Shane let go of his lips without stepping away, catching his breath. Ilya saw him smile.
“I’ve never had days feel this long since the 22nd…” he admitted.
Ilya couldn’t agree more. The past nine days had felt like an eternity. He whispered into his ear, “Was fucking torture… seeing you and not touching you…”
In response, Shane stroked his chest, brushing his thumbs over his nipples. A shiver of pleasure ran up Ilya’s spine and straight down to his sex. He had always been so sensitive there… He couldn’t wait for Shane to play with them–but that would come with time, once inexperience faded.
“I’m here now.”
Shane pressed a kiss to the crook of his neck, then to the shoulder exposed by his wide V-neck.
“And I’m all yours.”
Ilya bit his lip. Shane was a threat to his self-control.
“Fuck, Shane. Don’t say things like that. Could be dangerous. Might not be able to control myself.”
“Then don’t.”
And Shane pressed himself against him in a particularly sexy movement. That was definitely the end of Ilya’s self-control.
Still kissing him hungrily, he pulled off his denim jacket and then his long-sleeved T-shirt. Shane did the same with his, leaving them bare-chested against one another, savouring each other’s warmth.
After a moment, their hands slowly left each other’s faces and necks to slide over their shoulders and explore the rest of their bodies. Shane lingered on his left pectoral, stroking the bear tattoo there, while Ilya teased his sides. He continued over his abs, tracing their lines, while Ilya savoured the hollow of his lower back under his palm.
They were both just as hungry for each other’s bodies, yet they took their time to enjoy the sensation of skin beneath fingertips, the shivers they caused. They took their time rediscovering each other–it was only the second time, after all.
But soon, Shane became bolder, undoing the button of his jeans and lowering the zip, running his hand along his length through the fabric. Ilya growled his approval against his lips and decided to take back control of their embrace.
Slowly, he guided them backwards towards the bed, fighting at every step against the overwhelming pleasure of Shane’s fingers slipping under the waistband of his boxers. Ilya had had many partners, but none had ever made him feel like this. And certainly not with such simple touches. How could Shane make everything feel so good?
With a gentle push, he made him fall back onto the mattress, following him down so as not to break the kiss. He couldn’t–not when Shane’s lips were so exquisite and addictive.
Yet he forced himself to. He had promised Shane the best blowjob of his life, and he was going to give it to him. Right now. Because he was dying to, and because he didn’t want to come before Shane. And if he kept letting himself be touched like this, that was exactly what would happen. Ilya was only human. A desperately aroused one.
He pulled back slightly and sat astride Shane’s thighs without crushing him under his weight. With a look, he asked permission to continue. If he could speak, he would have–probably in a very naughty way. But his mind was overwhelmed by pleasure, and he was barely capable of stringing two English words together.
Timidly, Shane nodded before admitting, almost shyly, “I’ve been dreaming about it almost every night for weeks.”
Ilya’s heart pounded even harder. Shane dreamed about him. Shane dreamed about him doing things to him. Indecent things.
With a huge effort of concentration, Ilya promised, “Will not disappoint you.”
He would live up to the most intense of his dreams. He would make him feel so good he would forget his own name and only repeat his, again and again.
He took a deep breath to steady the slight tremble in his fingers, then set about removing his trousers and underwear. With one fluid movement, Shane was left naked beneath him. Ilya drank in the sight–absolutely divine. No man had ever been so beautiful, so tempting, so…
“Perfect.”
Shane blushed with embarrassment and Ilya quickly kissed the freckles on his cheeks. Then he reaffirmed, “You are perfect. Want to kiss you everywhere.”
And that was exactly what he did. First the nose, then the corner of his lips, his chin. Then his throat, the hollow of his neck, and the base of his collarbone, which he followed down to his sternum. There, he briefly focused on his nipples before descending centimetre by centimetre to his firm, toned stomach. He teased the V of his abs until he reached his head, red and glistening with a drop of pre-ejaculate.
Ilya gathered it, and Shane let out a small sound, muffled by his hand. Ilya pulled it away and placed it on his head.
“Want to hear you.”
He looked up at him one last time, then took him into his mouth.
 
The night was well advanced when Shane slipped out of his arms.
After coming in his mouth, he had asked to catch his breath before taking care of him. Ilya had told him he didn’t have to suck him off, that he didn’t need to force himself, that they had all the time in the world–but Shane had insisted. He wanted to, even if he didn’t yet know how. He had asked to be guided, since Ilya had forbidden him from watching porn.
And that’s what he had done, with a great deal of patience and tenderness despite the desire gnawing at his loins. Shane had been an excellent student, very docile, determined to give him as much pleasure as possible. And pleasure–he had had it. A lot of it. More than ever before. Even with Sasha, who had been very good at it.
Then, because Ilya wanted to reward him, he had taken care of him again. With his hands only.
They had ended up out of breath, covered in sweat and come. Shane had asked to go shower, but Ilya had refused, cleaning them with a washcloth before offering him his shoulder and wrapping him in his arms.
Shane had managed to last a good half hour before apologising and promising him, “I’ll be right back.”
Ilya watched him leave the bed, stark naked, then pick up his things. His gaze was mainly fixed on his soft, rounded ass that almost fit entirely in his palm. He wondered if Shane would let him play with it. Not today, but later. This summer, when they had a bit more time. He planned to stay in Boston for a week or two after moving in and wanted to invite Shane to stay with him. No one there knew him; Ilya hadn’t yet played there long enough to be recognised in the street–apart from hardcore fans.
Ilya’s phone vibrated on the bedside table and he rolled onto his side to grab it. It was Andreï calling. Fuck, what did he want now? Money, probably. The flat hadn’t been enough, and Ilya hadn’t managed to say no. He didn’t want anyone coming to collect those debts one way or another–he would never forgive himself.
Not wanting to ruin the night with Shane, he let the call ring out without answering. Whatever his arsehole of a brother wanted, it could wait until tomorrow. When the call ended, Ilya noticed a missed call notification. No–several missed calls. All from his father.
He put his phone down on the sheets, took several deep breaths, found his clothes and got dressed quickly. He sat on the edge of the bed, inhaled deeply again, then–just as he was about to call his father back–he received another call from Andreï. Fucking hell, he wasn’t going to leave him alone. He sighed and answered.
“What the fuck is going on? Why is Dad calling me?”
No need for pleasantries; everything was hypocrisy anyway, even a simple hello.
“Good morning to you, Ilyuskha… Or is it good evening? It’s still the night of the first, isn’t it? By the way, Happy New Year!”
Curiously, Ilya checked the time on his phone. 00:04. The new year had begun, and he hadn’t even wished Shane a happy new year…
Because he wasn’t an arsehole, he replied, “Yeah, yeah, Happy New Year, Andreï, but…”
“How’s it going, little brother?” Andreï cut him off.
Ilya ground his teeth. What was he playing at, suddenly asking for news?
He got up and started pacing the room. If he didn’t move, he would lose his temper, and he didn’t want Shane to see him like that.
Inhale. Exhale. Calm down, Ilya. Try to find out what he wants and get rid of him.
“What is going on with Dad?”
On the other end of the line, his brother bristled.
“What the fuck are you talking about? Dad is fine!”
Ilya rolled his eyes. No, he wasn’t fine. He was starting to lose his memory!
“He keeps calling me…”
“’Cause you lost a fucking hockey game, idiot!” Andreï reminded him mockingly.
Then he burst out laughing. Behind him, Ilya could hear others enjoying his defeat. Probably his brother’s friends, the ones he had been drinking and smoking weed with all night while playing poker…
“Tell him, guys–he lost against those shitty Czechs.”
He tried to stay calm. That was all Andreï wanted–humiliation. Nothing new.
But tonight, it was too much.
“What the fuck do you want from me, Andreï?”
“Let me think about it!”
Andreï pretended to consider it, testing his nerves.
“Can I have more money? Please…”
Ilya sighed.
“I have no more money, Andreï.”
It was a lie–he still had a little under half of the first million left. But he wouldn’t give him a single rouble tonight. Not after already transferring the equivalent of ten thousand dollars at the start of the month.
“Come on… don’t be like that. I’m your brother.”
Laughter erupted again. More of those idiots getting high off his money.
Ilya held firm.
“Brother or not, my bonus is gone. You snorted most of it.”
Andreï sniggered.
“Don’t be so dramatic, whiny faggot.”
His hand tightened around the phone, knuckles whitening with tension. No. He was not going to be called a faggot by his brother. Not when he was a fucking parasite living off him.
“Go fuck yourself, Andreï.”
And he hung up.
Barely had he done so when the phone rang again. It was his father, again…
He sat down on the edge of the bed, wrestling with his conscience. He didn’t want to answer–he really didn’t–but he had to. Otherwise, he would keep calling him again and again, and Ilya wouldn’t be able to think about anything else.
He stared at his phone, hoping the name would disappear. That this call was just an illusion created by his brain, unwilling to accept the happiness he was experiencing here, with Shane, far from Moscow and his toxic family.
But it didn’t disappear. So, with a final sigh, he answered.
“Hello, Father.”
His voice came out colder than he intended–or maybe exactly as it should have.
“And so he answers!” his father mocked.
A part of him wanted to hang up immediately. Yes, I have a life outside you. Teammates, a friend, a boyfriend! he thought–but instead he said, “Sorry, Father.”
He wasn’t sorry–he never truly was. He had played as well as he could, but their defence hadn’t been enough, and Nikita wasn’t God. He couldn’t stop unstoppable shots.
“Apologise to Russia.”
He didn’t give a damn about Russia!
“Losing to the Czechs. Disgusting.”
It wasn’t. They had very good opponents. Better than them this year.
He sighed, then promised, “We will beat Sweden, Father.”
Not to please him, but so he could play against Shane.
“Beat Sweden?” his father growled. “You will have to! Otherwise you will–”
“Not play for gold. I know, Father.”
They had already discussed it on the night of the match when he had called him to call him lazy, useless, stupid, and many other names Ilya was still trying to forget.
“We are all trying–”
“I don’t care about ‘we’! You will not lose to him.”
I’ve already lost, Father. I’ve given him my heart…
Just as he was about to reply, he saw Shane leaning against the bathroom door, looking at him sadly. He didn’t need to ask–Shane had heard everything. And even if he didn’t speak Russian, Ilya’s tone and reactions were enough to understand.
Shane walked over. His father was still speaking on the phone, but the words faded away. His entire attention was on Shane. He stopped in front of him and took the phone from his hands. He looked at it for a moment, then, without a word, ended the call.
Shane had hung up on his father. For him. Fuck…
He placed the phone on the TV stand, then slid onto his lap, grounding him immediately. Gently, as if afraid of scaring him, he took his hands and massaged them softly. Only then did Ilya realise how tightly he had been gripping the phone.
When Shane was satisfied that his hands had relaxed, he placed them on his hips and cupped his face. Still in shock, Ilya let him, forced to look him straight in the eyes when all he wanted was to flee. Right now, he wasn’t the confident Ilya everyone knew, but something younger, more vulnerable.
A small smile appeared on Shane’s lips–the kind used to reassure, to soothe. He finally spoke, gently and affectionately, with a hint of firmness too.
“Don’t let them get to you. Ты очень хорошо играл… Ты лучший.You played very well… You’re the best. You hear me? Лучший!The best!”
Ilya’s heart stopped. Literally. Shane had just spoken Russian, hadn’t he?
He stammered, “Shane… you… Russian… when?”
“Since August. I wanted to be able to help you when you were looking for a word.”
Overwhelmed by the rush of love and gratitude flooding through him, Ilya pulled him into his arms and buried his face in the crook of his neck.
A tear rolled down his cheek and landed on Shane’s shoulder. Then another. And he didn’t even try to stop them.
* * * 
Okms, March 2010
Ilya was desperately trying to open the door to his hotel room, but the key kept slipping against the lock without ever going in. His fingers were shaking too much.
He tried again. He absolutely had to get back to his room–coaches would soon be doing their rounds in the corridors. If they caught him, they would make an example of him–especially since they were due to play an important match tomorrow for playoff qualification. And right now, Ilya would probably not have the emotional strength to endure such humiliation. Not after this.
The door suddenly swung open. Someone grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him inside–Nikita, probably. Ilya was still staring at the floor.
“Fuck, Ilya! What the…?”
The door slammed behind him. He flinched violently.
“Oh, shit!”
Nikita gently lifted his head. His gaze froze for a second when he saw his face. His eyes were red, still wet, and his skin pale, slightly bluish.
“Ilyukha? What’s wrong?”
Ilya choked back a sob. What was wrong? Everything. Everything was wrong. Or maybe nothing at all.
He never should have gone out…
Nikita slipped an arm around his shoulders and guided him to the bed. Ilya let him, completely unable to resist his friend’s gentle but firm grip. Besides, his trembling legs would not have held him much longer. It was a miracle they had even brought him back here.
“I’m here, Ilyukha. I’ve got you.”
Ilya’s throat tightened. Would he still be there when he found out?
The mattress creaked under their weight as they sat on the edge of the bed. He felt Nikita’s hands on him, removing the padded jacket Ilya hadn’t managed to zip up. He set it aside before taking his freezing hands in his and rubbing them gently. Ilya didn’t know where they had been during the walk. In his hair, pulling at it without realising? Or clinging to his T-shirt against his chest? Not in his pockets, in any case.
“Fuck, Ilya, how long were you out there like this?”
He tried to think, but he had no idea how long he had been walking. He only knew he had walked after running away from the room.
“I don’t know…”
His voice broke.
“I don’t know!”
And that terrified him. He was no longer in control of anything, didn’t know anything anymore. Except one thing–and it terrified him.
Nikita tightened his grip slightly.
“It’s alright, Ilya, we’ll just warm you up, okay?”
He nodded. Yes, that was a good idea. He was freezing.
Nikita stood up and took a step towards the wardrobe. Ilya’s heart immediately sped up. No, no, he couldn’t leave. He grabbed his wrist.
“Stay…”
His friend squeezed his hand and reassured him, “I’ll be right back, I’m just going to get a fleece, okay? You’re freezing, it’ll help.”
He said it with a smile that calmed Ilya down. He let go, but watched him closely. He needed to focus on something so he wouldn’t fall apart. He didn’t want to fall apart. Not now. Not for this.
With slightly abrupt movements, Nikita opened the wardrobe and grabbed one of his fleeces from the hanger before coming back in a few quick strides. He draped it over Ilya’s shoulders and sat back down beside him, a hand on his back, rubbing gently.
With nothing left to look at, Ilya stared at the carpet. His gaze was empty, but his mind was chaos. The same thoughts kept looping, screaming a truth he didn’t want to hear. And there it was again–he was falling apart…
“Ilyukha, talk to me. Anything. Just talk. I can see it’s a mess in your head right now, but don’t let it swallow you. I’m here, you’re not alone.”
He turned his head and looked into his eyes, searching for something. What, he didn’t know–but something.
“Whatever happened, whatever you’ve done, I won’t leave you.”
But it wasn’t there. And that was good. It had to be.
He took a breath and said, “I can’t fuck anymore.”
Nikita blinked.
“I’m not sure I’m following, Ilyukha. I thought you went out for a walk to call Shane…”
 “I called him.”
They had only managed to talk for fifteen minutes because one of his teammates had arrived unexpectedly. The call had ended so abruptly Ilya had nearly cried. His fingers clenched in the fleece. It wasn’t enough. He was supposed to have an hour…
“But?”
“His voice, his accent… it drives me insane. I want him so badly…”
He closed his eyes briefly. It hurt so much. He wanted him and couldn’t have him. Not until June, and that was three months away. Three fucking months before he could touch him again… It was torture.
Nikita squeezed his shoulder, his expression sympathetic.
“I get it, Ilyukha. I’d miss my girlfriend like crazy if I couldn’t see her for months. But it’s almost over.”
Ilya pulled away sharply.
“No, you don’t get it!”
Time wasn’t the problem. It was the frustration building up with no release. Not even his fantasies or his left hand helped anymore. And when he was frustrated…
“Then explain it to me,” Nikita said softly.
“It’s affecting my game. Coach Petrov told me to sort it out…”
He looked away.
If his game changed… people would start asking questions. Questions Ilya didn’t want to answer. Couldn’t answer.
And if the Bears didn’t want him anymore because his performance dropped this season? How would he see Shane then? He wouldn’t survive a long-distance relationship…
Nikita swallowed, his voice strained.
“Sort it out… how?”
“With sex, Nikita!”
With what else was he supposed to relieve the frustration?
“Wait, Ilyukha. Coach Petrov told you to go sleep with a girl?”
“It wasn’t a girl!”
Maybe it should have been. Maybe he wouldn’t be falling apart like this. But it had to be a guy. It had always worked better for him than with girls–especially when he was this tense.
“Okay. Okay. It was a guy. That doesn’t change anything. Why did you do it?”
“I needed to fuck, Nikita! So I could keep playing. So I could go back to how I was.”
“And did it work?”
“No!”
And that was the problem. It should have. It always had before.
“And now it’s worse?”
“Yes, fuck.”
He had never felt this bad. Like he had made the biggest mistake of his life. And he didn’t understand why.
It was just sex! He hadn’t cheated on Shane. He didn’t even remember the guy’s name, let alone his face. Just that he had wanted a quick, rough fuck too, and his hockey-player build was exactly what he had been looking for. It should have worked for both of them. It hadn’t. The frustration had gone away for a few seconds, then come back twice as strong, leaving him nauseous…
“It’s because it wasn’t him.”
Ilya froze.
“This has nothing to do with Shane! It was just sex!”
“If it were just that, you wouldn’t have come back like this…”
“Fuck, Nikita, I can’t fuck anymore! How am I supposed to play tomorrow?!”
He had to play. That was all he had here. Hockey.
“Because you think you can play tomorrow? Have you seen yourself? You’ve been out there for God knows how long! It’s -17°C, fuck! You’re still shaking like a leaf. Tonight you’re going to collapse…”
He suddenly stood up, pushing Nikita away. No, he couldn’t collapse. Not tonight. Especially not tonight.
“I have to play, Nikit!”
His friend also stood and placed his hands on his shoulders, locking his gaze onto his.
“You need to calm down first, Ilyukha. You’re having a fucking panic attack because of Shane…”
He shoved him harder.
“It’s not Shane that’s problem!”
“Indirectly, he is. Now that you sleep with him…”
No–not that word! It was dirty, and what they had with Shane wasn’t dirty.
“I don’t sleep with him, we make love!”
Nikita let out a short laugh, shaking his head.
“Fuck, Ilyukha, do you hear yourself? ‘We make love’… and you’re surprised sleeping with someone else doesn’t help? You miss him, Ilya. You miss him so much. And sex won’t change that.”
Ilya stepped back.
“That’s nonsense…”
He refused to accept it. He couldn’t have associated sex with Shane. Not after everything from before.
“Oh yeah? Did sleeping with that guy help you?”
“No. Not at all.”
He had so wanted it to work. At least it would have made sense.
“Because it wasn’t Shane!”
Ilya froze.
“You’re completely in love with him, Ilyukha.”
He couldn’t deny it. He loved him like crazy. Exactly as his mother had said. A love like nothing he had ever known.
“The only thing that will ease the lack and frustration is him. Just him.”
He stayed still for a moment. Fuck… he had cheated on Shane.
His knees gave way. Nikita caught him just in time and lowered him onto the bed.
“I cheated on him… I cheated on Shane.”
“No, it was just sex. Nothing else,” Nikita corrected firmly, then added more lightly,,“Besides, you don’t believe in cheating anyway.”
“I asked him to have a serious, exclusive relationship with me…”
“That was emotional exclusivity. Now you’re physically exclusive too.”
“I cheated…”
“Stop thinking about it, Ilyukha. It’s over, alright? You didn’t know…”
He buried his face in his hands.
“What am I going to do?”
Nikita sighed. Then he took his hands in one of his, and with the other forced him to look at him. There was a faint amused smile on his lips.
“You’re going to do what every long-distance couple does: you’ll find ways to make love from a distance. There are plenty.”
Ilya didn’t answer. He didn’t have the strength to argue anymore. Nikita was right. About everything.
Exhaustion hit him all at once. He slumped against Nikita and rested his head on his shoulder.
“I’m tired, Nikit,” he murmured.
“I know. It’s the crash. It won’t feel good, but I’m here.”
He held him for a moment, then helped him lie down and covered him with the heavy blanket.
A few minutes passed before unpleasant shivers ran through his body.
“I’m cold.”
“It’s your fever coming on. You’ll be alright,” Nikita reassured him.
It didn’t get better. His fever rose and rose until Nikita had to go wake Coach Petrov and the team doctor. When they took his temperature, it was over 39.5°C.
* * * 
Kingston, March 2010, the same day
When Shane returned to the locker room after his physiotherapy session, he had a message from an unknown number. The dialling code was Russian. Shane didn’t panic–well, not too much. There was only one other Russian who could have his number: Nikita. And if he had it, it meant Ilya had given it to him.
Until now, they had only communicated by email, slowly getting to know each other while preparing for Ilya’s nineteenth birthday, which they would celebrate in Boston, and teaching each other their languages. Or rather… Nikita was teaching Shane Russian, and Shane was helping him improve his English. They had never talked about texting, even though the idea had crossed Shane’s mind several times. So why this message? Why at this time? It was past midnight in Russia… Had something happened to Ilya?
His fingers trembling, he unlocked his screen and read the message.
[6:34 p.m. – Hi Shane, it’s Nikita. I took your number from Ilyukha’s phone. He got very high fever spike.]
His heart sped up. What did he mean, a very high fever spike? Caused by what?
[Nothing dramatic, but he is completely exhausted. He’s been delirious on and off for two hours now…]
What? He reread the line. Ilya was delirious? Fuck, how high was his temperature exactly?
[...and he keeps calling your name.]
His fingers tightened around his phone. Ilya was calling him… and he wasn’t there. Fucking distance!
[I think lately he needs you more than he wants to admit.]
His throat tightened. He should have sent François home. Ilya had sounded a bit off on the phone. And it wasn’t even the first time this month…
Without paying attention to his spelling, he typed,
[How high is his fever? Is the doctor still there? Does he know what’s wrong with him?]
He stayed sitting on the bench in his stall, phone in hand. He was incapable of doing anything–just waiting for the reply, trying not to panic. It came a few minutes later.
[6:50 p.m. – It went up to 40.2°C, but now it’s 39.3°C.]
Shane panicked–properly this time. Fuck, over 39°C of fever… What was making him so ill? Had he already had a temperature when they spoke? Was Ilya coming down with something he hadn’t told him about?
[He vomited the Tylenol before it had time to work.]
What?
In a rush of panic, he typed without thinking,
[What do you mean, vomited? Is he allergic? Doesn’t the doctor know his medical file or something?]
Barely sent, his phone vibrated in his hand.
[6:51 p.m. – Shane, calm down! Everything is fine, okay?]
Shane let out a sharp laugh. Calm down? How was he supposed to calm down when Ilya had such a high fever, was delirious and calling for him?
Nikita replied right after,
[6:51 p.m. – He just didn’t tolerate it well.]
Shane let out a breath of relief. Thank God–it wasn’t an allergic reaction…
[He didn’t eat much tonight.]
The worry came back. Ilya wasn’t eating properly? What the hell was going on?
[His stomach didn’t take it well. We’ll try again in few hours.]
Shane’s stomach tightened. We? Who was “we”?
His fingers shaking badly, he typed,
[We? Is the doctor still there?]
Of course he is still there, idiot, he scolded himself internally. He’s delirious! What do you think, that they’re just leaving him in Nikita’s care?
But… maybe he could? Nikita had said from the start that it wasn’t serious. And it was normal in teams to look after each other. His own father had spent nights by teammates’ bedsides. Okay, Nikita had only just turned nineteen, he was young, but he was mature and responsible…
Is your little secret more important than his health? his mind snapped back.
No! Of course not. But if the doctor heard his name, he would immediately realise Ilya was calling a boy. And then…
He shook his head. No, don’t think about that, Shane.
His phone vibrated, pulling him out of his spiral.
[6:53 p.m. – No. He left half an hour ago, once he was sure he wouldn’t throw up again.]
Maybe he could call Nikita then… He needed more than a few messages. Too many questions were piling up in his mind. And without answers, the worry would only keep rising.
He asked,
[So you’re alone with him? Are you the one staying with him, or will the doctor come back to take over?]
They had an important match tomorrow night. Nikita couldn’t play after being up all night…
The reply came quickly.
<[6:54 p.m. – Yes. Coach Petrov knows how Ilyukha is. He knows if doctor stayed with him tonight, Ilyukha would never go to him again. You know how much he hates looking vulnerable…]
A wave of sadness washed over Shane. He thought back to New Year’s Eve, when Ilya had cried in his arms. He was so fragile… And yet he constantly had to pretend to be strong…
[It’ll be okay, Shane. Don’t worry too much. He’ll fall asleep sooner or later.]
But in how long? How many more minutes of him calling out in vain? Shane had to do something to help.
[Coach already excused me from training. I’ll sleep in the morning.]
Without even realising it, Shane typed,
[Can I call you?]
Only when he received Nikita’s reply did he realise what he had done.
[6:55 p.m. – I wanted to suggest that actually.]
Shane’s heart raced. He was going to be able to talk to Ilya. To tell him he was there, despite the thousands of kilometres between them.
He typed quickly:
[I’m going to my car and I’ll call you. Give me two minutes.]
He changed quickly, skipping the shower, and headed straight to his car in the rink parking lot. Almost everyone had already left.
Once inside, he pressed the call button. After one ring, Nikita’s hoarse, tired voice answered.
“Hey, Shane.”
“Hi, Nikita. How are you?”
Nikita gave a soft laugh.
“Better than Ilyukha at least. It’s the first time I’ve seen him this sick…”
“What happened? He was fine earlier…”
“Mr Invincible thought he didn’t need to zip up his jacket…” Nikita grumbled fondly.
“We only spoke for fifteen minutes…”
How could someone get sick in such a short time? And why the hell hadn’t he closed his coat properly? It was freezing in Siberia at nightfall…
“He needed to get out for bit. Season’s been harder this year. We lost some good wingers,” Nikita explained.
Shane could tell from his voice there was more to it, but he didn’t push. If Nikita didn’t want to talk about it, he wouldn’t force him. No risk was worth their friendship. Ilya would tell him when he was ready.
“Yes, he told me. I suppose he’s trying to compensate…”
It wasn’t really a supposition. Ilya had told him a lot about his new line. He was frustrated not to click with his new wingers. There was no chemistry like with his former teammates who had gone to the KHL.
“Yeah, then you know how he is. He pressures himself too much.…”
Shane gripped the steering wheel.
“Because of his father?”
He hated that man. Ilya rarely spoke about him, but the phone call on New Year’s Eve had been enough for Shane to understand the extent of it. Ilya’s father was toxic–slowly destroying him with his demands.
“Yes,” Nikita said sadly. “But I also think he’s scared they send him back to juniors next year.”
“That won’t happen!”
Ilya was too good to be sent back a second year. Even if his team performed worse this season. Even if he hadn’t won gold at the championship.
“I know,” Nikita sighed, “but he doesn’t…”
His father had destroyed his confidence so much…
Shane shook his head. He didn’t want to think about that man. Ilya had to come first.
“How is he now?”
There was a pause–Nikita likely assessing him.
“Little calmer than before. He’s delirious on and off.”
Good. He needed sleep. That was the only thing that would help him recover.
“Does he still call for me?” he asked quietly.
“Yes,” Nikita replied with a smile in his voice. “And before you panic, I corrected doctor. He thought he was calling Jane. Which is true in way, no?”
“Yes. That’s the nickname he chose for me.”
But Nikita probably already knew that.
“It sounds similar. Easy to mistake if you don’t speak English.”
“He thinks of everything…”
Shane hadn’t reached that level of caution yet. Not yet. He needed to learn–if he wanted to protect their secret long-term.
“He wants to protect you.”
It was Ilya who needed protecting, not the other way around. He was the one taking all the risks–for him.
“You’re really important to him.”
Shane stiffened.
“I love him. A lot. Really a lot.”
“I know, Shane. I didn’t mean as criticism…”
Maybe not. But Shane was painfully aware of the imbalance, and he didn’t know how to fix it.
“Do you think I could talk to him?”
“Hearing your voice would probably help him,” Nikita agreed.
Shane heard rustling sheets. Nikita was likely getting up to go to Ilya’s bed.
In the distance, he heard muffled, incomprehensible murmurs–likely Ilya. Shane’s heart clenched painfully. He would give anything to be lying next to him.
“Putting you on speaker now… wait… okay…”
Shane took a deep breath.
“I’m here, Ilya. I’m here, right next to you. Even if you can’t see me or feel me, I’m here.”
There was a soft whimper, then, “Шейн…Shane"
Shane gripped the steering wheel so tightly it hurt. Fuck, this was hard…
“I’m here… I’m here, okay?”
He called him again, and Shane struggled not to cry.
To keep himself together, he suggested, “What if I told you about my afternoon, yeah?”
And he talked, and talked, until soft snoring finally answered him.
Quietly, he asked, “Is he asleep?”
He heard Nikita take the phone back and switch off speaker.
“Yeah. Thanks, Shane.”
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    Chapter Notes
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  Moscow, March 2010, four days later
Ilya had been staring at his laptop screen for several minutes now. Shane was probably waiting for his reply, but he didn’t know what to write. The question was simple, though: did he feel better?
Physically, yes. Still a bit weak, his muscles aching and his throat dry, but no longer completely drained like he had been once the fever broke. Then again, he had slept for almost thirty-six hours straight before sleeping through another full night. If he were still exhausted, that would have been worrying.
The doctor had said he had most likely caught the flu going around the locker room. He wasn’t the first on the team to fall ill; several other players had shown similar symptoms in the previous days. He had, however, been the only one whose temperature had climbed that high and who had become delirious like that.
The others had probably not spent over an hour outside with their jacket unzipped. And they probably hadn’t had a panic attack beforehand either…
Ilya had felt overwhelmed by his emotions before, but never like this. It had been terrifyingly intense–proportionate to what he felt for Shane. He didn’t remember everything, but enough to know he had realised something important.
Shane had got under his skin, and it had changed him. For the better, but in a way he had never imagined. Maybe that was exactly what had frightened him so much: not being able to live the way he used to anymore. Not being able to separate Shane from everything else. Hockey. Sex. His plans. His future.
Without really noticing, he had made him the most important person in his life.
And he had betrayed him.
He reread Shane’s question once more, waiting for an answer to finally come.
Nothing. He was still hesitating.
He wanted to tell him. He had promised himself he would always be honest with him. But if he told him, Shane would leave. And Ilya would never recover from that.
And if he didn’t tell him… then everything they built would be founded on a lie. And Shane would never forgive that.
He had to tell him. But how?
He typed something, then erased it in one long press of backspace. No, not like that. Too brutal.
He wrote something else and deleted it again. No, that was worse.
So what? No, I’m not better, my head’s a complete mess? Shane would worry, and that was the exact opposite of what Ilya wanted. This MSN session was supposed to reassure him after three days without news.
Oh, Nikita had probably kept him updated, but that didn’t count. It had to come from him. It wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted to write–he simply hadn’t been able to. His brain refused to provide a single word of English. And every time he tried to think, he ended up back in that night.
An instant message appeared.
[SH said,
Ilya? You still there?]
Ilya rushed to reply before realising that apart from “yes”, he still didn’t know what to say.
Fuck, what was he doing? Was he really going to sit there making Shane worry when all he had to do was be honest? Opening his heart to him couldn’t be that hard, could it?
He inhaled, rested his hands above the keyboard and finally typed.
[IR81 said,
Yes. And no, I don't feel better. Still miss you terribly.]
There.
Strangely, he felt relieved.
A few seconds passed before Shane replied.
<[SH said,
I miss you too. Three months away from you feels long.]
Ilya’s chest tightened. It was long. Far too long. He didn’t know how he was going to survive another three months…
Automatically, he started typing that it would be over soon, that they would try to talk more on Skype. But he realised before sending it that it wasn’t what he wanted to say at all.
So he erased it once more and admitted instead, fingers trembling slightly.
[IR81 said,
Want to hold you in my arms right now.]
Shane didn’t reply straight away. Ilya tried not to let his thoughts spiral, but it was hard. What if he became too much for Shane? What if he scared him away? What if…
[SH said,
I love you, Ilya.]
Ilya blinked. What? He reread it to make sure.
[SH said,
I love you, Ilya. I should’ve told you sooner, but it never felt like the right moment. I don’t think there ever is one, actually.]
Ilya nodded faintly. No, there never was. He had waited too, but somehow never seen one.
[So, I’ll say it again: I love you. In a way I never thought I could love someone. Not because you’re my soulmate, but because you’re you.]
Ilya stared at the screen without moving. A tear rolled down his cheek and dropped onto the keyboard before he thought to wipe it away.
Shane loved him the way he loved Shane. And what had Ilya done? He had slept with someone else for a fucking hockey match he hadn’t even played.
Driven by an impulse he couldn’t explain, he typed.
[IR81 said,
Would you still love me if I slept with someone recently?]
He regretted it immediately. That wasn’t how he wanted to tell him. Not without explanation, not without context. Shane was going to think he had been so frustrated he had just gone out to get laid. When that wasn’t what had happened…
Seconds passed. Slowly. One after another. Ilya felt like he was dying inch by inch. His still-clouded, fragile mind imagined Shane in every possible state. Crying, devastated by the question. Angry and determined to cut him out of his life. Stunned, unable to understand how they had ended up here.
After what felt like forever, Shane replied.
[SH said,
Can I call you?]
Ilya panicked. Call him? To say what?
[IR81 said,
No. My father is here.]
It was both true and an excuse. He didn’t think he could bear hearing Shane tell him it was over. Because in his head, it was already over. He had slept with someone else. Shane was going to leave.
And it was entirely his fault. He should have been stronger. He should have pushed the idea away. He should have stuck to what he had promised himself.
Shane replied quickly.
[SH said,
Okay. I would’ve preferred to do this in person, but that’s alright.]
After all, he had just told him he had cheated. Shane had no reason to give him anything better than a breakup over a screen.
Ilya waited for the rest, throat tight, tears ready to spill.
Then,
[SH said,
Before anything else, I want you to know I still love you.]
Ilya swallowed a sob.
[I’m not going to pretend it doesn’t hurt, because it does-a lot-but I think I understand why.]
Understand? How could anyone understand that?
[Stop me if I’m wrong, alright?]
[IR81 said,]
[Okay.]
He could do that. He could hear what Shane has to tell. This wasn’t a break-up. This was Shane trying to understand.
He took several deep breaths before reading the next message.
[SH said,
You like sex, Ilya. And there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that. I like it too now that you’ve shown me what it can feel like.]
A small, satisfied smile escaped him, but he said nothing.
[SH said,
I’m frustrated and it’s getting harder and harder to deal with. So I imagine for you it’s even harder.]
Ilya shrugged. The frustration itself, he could have endured much longer. He knew it deep down. What had been difficult–and what had made him crack–was that his coach had noticed something was wrong. And if he had noticed it, then so would the Bears…
[SH said,
I suppose you were so frustrated you just wanted it to stop. And that, I can understand. It’s human.]
He swallowed hard. Maybe it was human. Maybe it was understandable. But it wasn’t what had happened. He wanted to correct him, like Shane had asked–but before he could find the words, another message appeared.
<[SH said,
You know what hurts me most? Not that you slept with that guy. It’s that you never told me how difficult things had become for you. We could’ve found another way. A solution that wouldn’t have left you in this state…]
A solution like the one Nikita had talked about? Finding ways to make love over the phone? He wasn’t sure he wanted that now. It still felt too soon.
[IR81 said,
Am sorry. Am not used tell what I feel.]
He hadn’t always been this closed off. With his mother, he used to talk a lot.
[SH said,
Don’t apologise, Ilya. I know this is difficult for you and you’re already making a huge effort for me.]
It was still not enough.
[IR81 said,
Want be better for you.]
Not perfect. But someone Shane could always rely on. Someone who would love him the way he deserved. Someone who would make him happy.
And right now, Ilya was none of those things.
[SH said,
Ilya, I love you as you are. You don’t need to change for me. Or for anyone else.]
Ilya waited for another message. None came. Now it was his turn to speak. And once again, he didn’t know what to say.
So he reread the conversation. Once. Twice. Three times.
Shane hadn’t said he forgave him. He had only said he still loved him and that he understood. But that made no sense to Ilya. If he were in Shane’s place, he wouldn’t love him anymore. Because if he had cheated once, he could do it again. And maybe even do something worse
[IR81 said,
You really still love me after what I've done?]
[SH said,
Yeah. I still love you. That hasn't changed.]
It should, though. Shane just couldn't see it yet. He was still so innocent and naïve.
[IR81 said,
But I cheated on you!]
Didn’t that matter? Wasn’t that incompatible with a serious, exclusive relationship?
[SH said,
I don’t think you wanted to cheat on me. I think you were just trying to stop hurting.]
[IR81 said,
Want to explain. But don't have words in English. Is Russian okay?]
[SH said,
Yes, Ilya. It always has been.]
He switched his keyboard to Cyrillic and let his fingers write everything he had been carrying in his heart. Shane deserved no less.
Kingston, March 2010, at the same time.
Shane waited for Ilya’s message, his heart beating a little faster than usual. So far, he had managed to stay calm: Ilya still wasn’t back to his normal self and needed reassurance.
His low self-esteem had already made him say terrible things about himself, and that was probably only the tip of the iceberg. Shane preferred not to imagine what he might really think of himself. Most likely that he had done something awful and didn’t deserve forgiveness.
Shane still didn't know whether he wanted to forgive him, or even whether he could. He was deeply hurt by what Ilya had done, yet he still loved him and didn't want to lose him because he'd made a bad decision. Who hadn't made one?
On top of that, he had been honest with him. He'd admitted that he'd been unfaithful. Many people would have kept quiet out of fear of losing the person they loved, but not Ilya. He took full responsibility for what he'd done without trying to justify himself or shift the blame onto anyone else. He'd confessed without hesitation and waited for Shane to judge him. Only once Shane had finished trying to make sense of his infidelity had Ilya asked for the chance to explain himself.
For now, Shane had no idea what had actually gone through Ilya’s mind that night. He had only made a guess based on what he knew of him. Ilya was impulsive, proud, and sometimes a bit stubborn, but he would never deliberately do something to hurt someone. If anything, he tended to hurt himself instead.
So he waited for his explanation, hoping he was wrong. He knew there was more to it, that it wasn’t just a matter of sexual frustration. But he didn’t want to jump further ahead than he already had. That would mean taking Ilya’s voice away from him, and right now, it felt like he needed it.
Since they had got together, Ilya had never openly talked about his feelings, good or bad. He seemed to keep everything to himself, as though he were afraid of something. But what?
And yet today, he seemed more open. For the first time, he had told him that he missed him, whereas usually it was something about Shane that he missed. And then there had been that confession about wanting to hold him… It had been so unexpected that Shane had completely frozen.
The first message came through and Shane was surprised by how long it was. Especially the sentences. He recognised a few words here and there, but not enough to understand the overall meaning.
So he copied the text into Prompt–much better at translating Russian, according to Nikita. The translation came quickly. Shane’s heart missed a bit when he discovered it.
[After your call, I wanted to cry. It was too short. I felt like something had been stolen from me.]
Shane’s throat tightened. He never should have hung up. He had felt that something was wrong, but Ilya had said again that it was nothing serious, when clearly it had been…
[I wanted to go back to the hotel, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you, your voice, your sexy accent. I missed you. I wanted you with me, in my arms, but I couldn’t have you. It was frustrating, even more than before. I was going to lose my mind if I didn’t do something.]
Oh God… Did he really miss him that much? Shane had never imagined it.
But then why hadn’t he said anything? Why hadn’t he asked him to stay? Shane would have understood that he needed him.
But would Ilya actually have said it? Probably not.
The next message arrived and Shane translated it. He had barely started reading when another came through. Well. Ilya clearly had a lot to say. It was good–very good, even. Shane wanted to understand.
[Before you, I had never gone this long without fucking.]
Shane’s chest tightened. Were they fucking together too?
[My coach said something wasn’t right with my game. That I needed to sort it out quickly. We had an important match.]
Oh… So the frustration had been affecting his performance. That made a bit more sense. Ilya had had a problem and looked for a solution. Shane wouldn’t have chosen that one, but he and Ilya clearly didn’t relate to sex in the same way.
[I thought fucking with someone would help. But it didn’t, it was worse. I felt even worse afterwards, and I missed you even more. I thought I was going to lose my mind…]
Shane couldn’t stop himself from feeling relieved. Someone else couldn’t replace him. Couldn’t ease the frustration he caused. Did that mean sex with him was different? That it wasn’t just “fucking”? For Shane, it wasn’t. They made love because they had feelings for each other. For him, sex and love were inseparable. Apparently not for Ilya.
He hurried to translate the next message.
[I didn’t understand what was happening to me, why I felt so awful. It was just sex.]
Strangely, Shane didn’t feel as though Ilya had been unfaithful to him in the way he had first imagined. Ilya hadn’t gone looking for someone else. He hadn’t wanted someone else. He had been trying to relieve a frustration he had believed was purely sexual, and had made a terrible decision in the process.
[But I was wrong. It wasn’t sex I needed. It was you.]
And he hadn’t been there. Fucking distance…
Last message. This time, he recognised far more words, and it brought tears to his eyes. He had it translated so he could understand it in full.
[I love you so much, Shane. More than any word in Russian or English could describe. I love you so much it scares me.]
Shane’s vision blurred. It was a beautiful declaration – more beautiful than his own.
He typed a few words so Ilya wouldn’t worry.
[SH said,
Give me a few minutes to recover emotionally and I’ll reply.]
Shane set the laptop down beside him on the bed and went downstairs to get a glass of water. Not because he was thirsty, he just needed to move. It was too much emotion at once.
He filled a glass and left it on the counter before splashing cold water on his face. That usually helped. When he closed his eyes, he saw Ilya’s last words again and cried even harder.
God, he was emotional. But, fuck, it was Ilya telling him he loved him.
He took several deep breaths before finally regaining some composure. He drank the water and went back upstairs. Sitting cross-legged on his bed again, he opened the laptop. The screen had gone dark. He unlocked it and saw that Ilya had replied.
[IR81 said,
Take all the time you need. Am staying here.]
Shane gave a sad smile. Even now, Ilya was waiting for his verdict.
He placed his trembling fingers on the keyboard.
[SH said,
Thank you for explaining. I understand better now. It wasn’t the frustration that was the problem, but its consequences.]
Ilya replied quickly.
[IR81 said,
Yes. Was not playing as usual. Was scared Bears wouldn’t want me anymore.]
Shane sighed. That low self-esteem again…
[SH said,
Of course they’ll still want you. You won silver at the World Championship and you’re having a good season with your team. Maybe not as good as you wanted, but you’re going to make the play-offs. That matters.]
[IR81 said,
Am sorry, Shane. Should not have let fear get better of me.]
Shane rolled his eyes. He was apologising for being human again
<[SH said,
I know. You did the best you could.]
[IR81 said,
But I cheated on you…]
Shane stared at the screen for a moment. 
[SH said,
You did and it hurts. I'm not sure I could ever forgive you. But I understand why you feel you had to fuck.]
Ilya replied immediately.
[IR81 said,
Don’t want to fuck with anyone anymore.]
Shane frowned. What did that mean?
[SH said,
Not even with me?]
[IR81 said,
I don’t fuck with you.
I make love to you.
And now I only want to make love.]
Shane reread the three lines several times. Tears gathered in the corners of his eyes. Ilya really was good with words. In English as well as Russian.
A small smile tugged at his lips as he typed.
[SH said,
That’s convenient. I only want to make love with you too.]
He hesitated, reread the sentence, then added,
[And in case it wasn’t obvious, I still want us. But you have to promise me not to ever hide anything from me. I know talking about your feelings is hard for you, but if you feel like you're falling apart again, you have to tell me.]
[IR said,
I promise.]
Boston, June 2010
After one last rough, masculine hug, Nikita, his eternal backpack slung over one shoulder, took a step back.
Together with Shane, they had spent the evening in his half-furnished new flat testing all the different video games they had bought him for his birthday, along with the latest console and four controllers. A great present for future evenings with his teammates–and with Shane when he came to stay, obviously.
Nikita took a deep breath and checked in a slightly shaky voice,
“So… see you in Moscow in two weeks?”
Two weeks. That was all the time Ilya had allowed himself that summer to move and settle into Boston with Shane’s help. He had managed to gently turn down his teammates, many of whom had offered.
At the beginning of July, he would go back to Russia to move into his flat in Moscow. A kind of freedom he was giving himself, even though he knew perfectly well that as long as his father and brother remained part of his life, he would never truly be free.
“Yeah. You’re still picking me up from the airport?”
Nikita was helping him with that move too. They had bought that enormous two-storey flat they would share during the summer months. It was more of an investment than an actual need. For nine months away from his father, he could survive three close to him. Maybe with time he could even reduce that to two months. Or one.
“Obviously!”
Nikita turned to Shane and offered his hand. Shane ignored it and pulled him into a hug instead. Ilya found himself unexpectedly moved by how close they had become. The months they had spent exchanging emails had turned them into friends–even if Nikita still occasionally struggled to get used to the idea.
“It was really lovely meeting you properly!”
“Same, Shane! We can see each other whenever you want.”
They parted ways and Nikita stepped through the door.
“Alright, I’ll leave you two to it! Have fun,” he said, giving them a knowing wink.
Shane blushed and Ilya burst out laughing.
“Oh, don’t worry, we will.”
“I don’t doubt it, knowing you!”
Nikita glanced briefly at his watch.
“Right, I really have to go now.”
Pulling his suitcase behind him, he walked down the corridor, the lights switching on as he passed.
Ilya had offered to drive him to the airport in the hire car, but his friend had insisted he would manage. He knew how badly Ilya had been waiting to finally be alone with Shane. Having him in bed that night without being able to touch him had been genuine torture. Not that Shane had forbidden it, but Ilya knew he would have been embarrassed if someone could hear them.
Nikita gave one final wave before disappearing into the lift. Ilya stayed standing in the corridor for a while, as though expecting him to come back.
In a few hours, he would be completely alone in the United States. Alone with Shane–but without the only person he truly considered family. It was both exciting and frightening. A strange mix for a freedom he had wanted for so long.
Of course, he would finally have a place of his own, where he wouldn’t have to worry about someone searching his room or selling his belongings. But he would also be alone there most of the time, with no one waiting for him–even badly. And above all, without Polina managing everything else: food, laundry, cleaning.
Since signing his contract, his stepmother had pleasantly surprised him, proving he might have judged her unfairly. She had asked for nothing, not even indirectly, content with the money he transferred every month straight into his father’s account. And at home she had been more supportive, without becoming maternal.
Ilya had appreciated the way she had tried to redirect his father’s anger after his “failure” in the final. Not that it had worked, but the intention had been there. It was as though, since their conversation about his father’s memory the previous year, something had shifted between them. A kind of unspoken ceasefire to supporte one another through whatever was coming.
In short, he had relied on her far more than he realised, even though he probably could have pushed himself to gain this last bit of independence. But the regular season had exhausted him. The play-offs even more.
Maybe he could talk to Shane about organisation and routines. He was king of that sort of thing. But not today. Today, he just wanted him.
He looked once more at the lift before going back inside. He found Shane washing up breakfast dishes. An amused smile escaped him and he teased,
“You know I have a dishwasher, yes?”
Shane shrugged.
“It’s only three bowls and a few bits of cutlery.”
Ilya watched him rinse a bowl. He looked good standing there at his sink. No–more than good. He looked like he belonged there – at home, inside the intimacy they were beginning to build together. And suddenly all the anxiety disappeared. Because Shane was there. Because, for now, that was enough.
Slowly, he walked over and pressed himself against his back before slipping his hands under his T-shirt.That morning Shane hadn’t made much effort with clothes, pulling on joggers and a loose top. And yet he was no less attractive. Maybe even more so because he looked natural.
With one hand, Ilya stroked his stomach, tracing his abs. With the other, he explored his chest, playing with the few hairs there and teasing his nipples. His mouth, meanwhile, occupied itself with kissing and grazing the back of his neck.
Shane let out a soft sound when Ilya bit lightly at the hollow of his throat harder than he meant to. Ilya apologised with a kiss before moving down towards his shoulders. Shane let go of the knife he was washing and tilted his head back against Ilya’s shoulder.
“Oh fuck, Ilya… I love the feeling of your beard against my throat.”
Ilya smiled against his skin.
“And against the inside of your thigh?”
Instead of answering, Shane pressed back against him. Slowly. Deliberately.
 
After the kitchen, where Ilya had made Shane come, they had moved into the bedroom to finally be together properly. Since then, they had showered and put on underwear–a pair of boxer briefs for Ilya and briefs for Shane, because he didn’t like boxers–before lying back down to enjoy the warmth and softness of each other’s skin.
Shane, lying against his side with his head on his shoulder and his hand over his heart, suddenly suggested,
“What if we went to buy you some furniture?”
That sentence alone was enough to stir his body despite being thoroughly satisfied. How could something so ordinary turn him on? Unless it was the idea of sharing that ordinariness with Shane.
He kissed his forehead.
“Like what?”
Shane looked up at him and smiled.
“A bookcase for your books. A wardrobe for your clothes. A chest of drawers for…”
As he paused to think, Ilya took the opportunity to tease him.
“Your future sex toys?”
Shane blushed. Fuck, he was disarming like that.
“Maybe. But first let me find out what it feels like to have you inside me.”
Ilya tensed. He couldn’t have suggested that. Not already.
He pulled him closer.
“Was kidding. We have time for that.”
Shane kissed his chest just above one of his nipples. Ilya shivered.
“I know… but I’d like to try.”
Ilya tipped his chin up and held his gaze.
“No. I want to see how you fall apart first.”
Shane blushed again but didn’t look away.
“Then make me fall apart.”
And he kissed him.
Ilya let himself sink into it for a moment before gently pushing him back, his hands resting on his shoulders.
“Shane…”
But Shane pressed a finger to his lips, asking for silence.
“I’m serious, Ilya. I want to discover that with you. I feel ready.”
Ilya laughed softly. Ready, he said. And with Shane, ready only ever meant one thing.
“You did research?”
Shane lowered his eyes slightly.
“Yes. But no porn, promise!”
“Good boy!”
 
Shane, his Bears cap pulled low to blend in with the Bostonians, took him to Ikea. They came back with far more furniture than expected – and several hours of assembly ahead of them.
Once back at the gated residence, they monopolised the lift for a while. But in an organised and optimised way–thanks to Shane, who had come up with a system. Ilya carried the boxes from the hire car to the lift while Shane received them upstairs.
A few residents offered to help. Ilya refused immediately, almost on instinct, with a polite smile. He didn’t like it. That feeling that people might think he wasn’t capable. They were his boxes. He could handle them.
Once everything was inside the flat, Shane suggested assembling the bookcase first–“To see what kind of reader you actually are.”
Even though it wasn’t what he would have built first, Ilya agreed. Deep down, he liked indulging Shane’s innocent curiosity.
The assembly itself wasn’t difficult. The diagrams were fairly clear. No, what caused problems was communication.
Right now, for example, he needed a screw, a washer, a nut and an Allen key–but he didn’t know how to say half of those words.
So he stopped, frowned, and tried,
“Shane… pass me a screw… the round thing… there… no, not that one… the other round thing… and the little bit that tightens it… and… the hex tool…”
A silence.
Then, “Wow,” Shane said.
Ilya looked up.
“What?”
Shane was already searching through the fittings.
“That was… impressive.”
Without hesitation, he handed him exactly the right parts one after another.
“The screw. The washer. The nut.”
Then he placed the last one in his palm.
“And the Allen key.”
Ilya smiled faintly, quietly pleased with himself.
“I’m really going to make you that little notebook,” Shane added.
“Already have vocabulary lists,” Ilya murmured, starting to assemble the pieces. “Just haven’t learned DIY words yet… that’s the right word, yes?”
“Yes. Or ‘home improvement’.”
Ilya clicked his tongue.
“DIY is simpler. Prefer that one.”
Shane nodded.
“Both work.”
A brief silence settled between them, broken only by the sounds of assembly.
Then Shane added, almost absent-mindedly, “But I like when you struggle.”
Ilya stopped.
“What?”
Shane shrugged, focused on one of the plank.
“You make up your own words. It’s cute.”
Ilya stared at him for a second in disbelief.
Then he picked up a washer and threw it at him.
“Not cute.”
Shane dodged it, laughing.
“Very cute.”
 
Once the bookcase was assembled, Ilya moved on to the chest of drawers while Shane unpacked his boxes of books. Every now and then, he went over to check on him, until he found him sitting on the floor, staring at each spine before placing the book onto a very specific pile.
“What are you doing, Shane?”
Too focused, Shane didn’t even look up.
“I’m sorting them alphabetically. Why?”
Ilya rolled his eyes. Seriously?
“Just put them on the shelves. Nobody cares.”
“No!” Shane protested immediately, sounding almost offended. “It’s more organised this way.”
Ilya sighed. Why did everything have to be organised? A bit of mess was nice too. It felt more natural, less rigid.
“Of course it is… And what are you going to do with the English ones?”
Shane finally looked up, completely serious.
“I was going to include them in the system. Or I can separate them if you’d prefer.”
Ilya felt temptation creep in. He smiled faintly.
“Yes. Do that.”
He waited for a reaction. Nothing. Shane simply started moving the English books into another pile.
Ilya blinked.
“Wait… Shane. I was kidding. It’s fine like that.”
Shane shot him a dark look. Then grabbed a book and threw it at him. Ilya caught it mid-air.
“Don’t throw my books! They’re precious…”
“Precious?” Shane raised an eyebrow. “Have you seen the state of some of these?”
“Read them a lot.”
* * *
Second time waking up in the same bed as Ilya, and already the second-best morning of his life.
Ilya was lying on his back, softly snoring, one arm over his eyes and the other resting on his stomach. Shane couldn’t resist the pull of his shoulder and curled up against him, resting his head on his chest. At night, he preferred sleeping on his side, alone, without anyone warming him up or getting in the way of his movements. But mornings… The best place in the world was here. Against him. In his arms.
As though he had sensed him, Ilya slid an arm behind his shoulders and pulled him closer. Shane took advantage of it to slip one leg between his and bury his nose in the hollow of his neck. He closed his eyes, lulled by the slow rhythm of his breathing.
These last two days felt like a waking dream. There was no other explanation. Everything couldn’t possibly fit together this perfectly–and especially not him in a flat he didn’t know at all. He was a creature of habit who struggled to sleep anywhere but his own bed, with sheets soft enough for his skin, a mattress firm exactly the way he liked it, and a pillow shaped perfectly to the curve of his neck. It had taken him over a month to adjust to his room at the Johnsons’. And here, within a few hours, he had felt at home, completely safe.
Thinking back on it, it had already been like that in December. Maybe it wasn’t the place. Maybe it was just… Ilya.
Ilya turned his head and rested his chin against Shane’s hair. Shane almost purred. Fuck, this was paradise–or something dangerously close to it.
He glanced at the wall clock opposite the bed. Shane had suggested a digital clock that projected the time onto the ceiling, but Ilya had insisted on this mechanical one shaped like a blazing sun. Shane hadn’t even argued, even though ticking clocks tended to drive him mad. After all, it was his home. Thankfully, the ticking was discreet.
It was 6:47. In less than fifteen minutes, his alarm would go off and he would have to leave the warmth of Ilya’s arms. Oh, he would join him in the shower soon enough. But right now, he wanted this moment to last forever. This soft intimacy was addictive–even more addictive than scoring a winning goal.
Absent-mindedly, he let his fingers drift across Ilya’s chest, playing with the hair there, until they brushed against a piece of cold metal. Ilya’s Russian Orthodox cross. He took it carefully between his fingers and traced its shape with his thumb. One extra bar compared with a Catholic cross.The slanted lower beam representing Christ’s footrest. Yes, Shane had looked it up. He would have preferred hearing it from Ilya, but this crucifix had become a mystery he couldn’t resist.
And yet the mystery still wasn’t completely solved. Who had it belonged to? Why did he wear it all the time? Even in the shower. Even on the ice. Like a lucky charm, or a memory. Shane’s theory was that it had belonged to his mother. But since Ilya had never spoken about her again after October, he had never had the chance to confirm it.
Lost in thought, Shane barely noticed the kiss Ilya pressed to the top of his head. Only when Ilya laid his hand over Shane’s–the one holding the cross–did he realise he was awake.
Shane tried to pull away, but Ilya closed his fingers around his.
“It was my mother’s,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.
Shane’s heart tightened.
“She’s…?”
Ilya’s arm slid further across his back, pulling him closer.
“Yes. When I was twelve.”
Oh God… At that age, Shane had still needed his mother for everything.
Not knowing how to express what he felt, he kissed Ilya’s shoulder softly. He hoped Ilya would understand how sorry he was for him. That he couldn’t even imagine the grief he must have felt… and probably still did.
Ilya tightened his hold slightly.
“She killed herself by accident. By swallowing a whole bottle of pills.”
The words landed cleanly, almost without emotion. As though he had repeated them too many times.
Shane froze for a moment, then murmured, “I’m so sorry…”
Ilya kissed his forehead again.
“It’s okay. She is in a better place now.”
Shane hesitated before asking quietly, “In Paradise?”
He was atheist, not ignorant. He knew Christians believed in life after death.
Ilya shook his head slightly.
“No. It’s a sin. You don’t go there.”
Oh… Then…?
Shane shook his head faintly. No, Ilya couldn’t mean…
“I’m not sure Hell is a better place,” he murmured against his skin.
Ilya laughed softly.
“No. Not Hell. She’s with me.”
His hand stroked absently across Shane’s lower back.
“I feel her… sometimes.”
It made no sense to Shane. Souls didn’t continue after death. But if they did, then maybe that was a beautiful way to keep living. To stay with the people you loved.
“Well… you’re definitely a better place than either of those.”
He felt Ilya’s amused breath against his hair.
“I don’t really believe in that either.”
Shane lifted his head slightly, confused.
“So… you don’t believe in God anymore?”
“I still do. I just… stopped going to church after I found her.”
This time Shane went rigid. He had found her. That was worse than anything he had imagined.
“Oh God… Ilya…”
His voice broke.
“I’m so sorry.”
Ilya intertwined their fingers, gently making him let go of the cross.
“Don’t be. She was very sad. I think she had undiagnosed depression.”
His hand continued its slow movement across Shane’s back.
“She fought for a long time.”
Then he added more quietly:
“Now she’s at peace. Free.”
 
When Shane’s alarm went off a few minutes later, Ilya let out a long sigh and tightened his arms around him like a bear around a honey pot.
“Don’t want to go run. Want to stay in bed with you.”
Shane laughed, but didn’t move. He was too comfortable there, curled up against that warm body, close enough to kiss.
The alarm kept ringing while they kissed, slowly, lazily. Until Ilya growled against his mouth, “Turn that fucking thing off before I throw it out the window.”
“Hey, it was expensive!”
“I’ll buy you another. Just make it stop.”
Shane let himself fall onto his back and reached under his pillow. Without even looking at the screen, he silenced the alarm.
“There, done.”
“It won’t ring again?”
“In fifteen minutes.”
Ilya seemed to think about it very seriously, then a crooked smile tugged at his lips.
“Just enough time to suck you off.”
He shifted over him, careful not to crush him. Shane let out a surprised laugh that quickly turned into a sigh when Ilya’s hands slid down his body, followed by a trail of kisses.
Ilya always wanted him, no matter what he was doing or wearing. They had only been alone in the flat for a day, and they had already made love several times, in almost every room. Ilya wanted to break them all in. Shane had no intention of telling him no.
Sex with Ilya was really good. Very good. Shane had never thought it could be like this. When his teammates talked about it, it had never appealed to him–probably because he had always imagined it with a girl. But now that he knew what it was like with the right person, he finally understood.
Ilya’s fingers paused at the waistband of his briefs. Shane grabbed the sheets in anticipation. He desperately wanted to feel Ilya’s lips around him… and at the same time, he wanted him in his mouth, wanted to feel his hand on his head, his fingers tugging his hair when pleasure took over.
His underwear slid down his thighs. Ilya’s mouth followed, down to his balls. Shane shivered when his beard brushed against the sensitive skin of his inner thighs. Ilya chuckled softly against his leg before moving back up and taking him into his mouth.
“Fuck, Ilya…”
Shane gripped the sheets tighter as Ilya started teasing his tip. That morning, he wanted more. He had asked, but Ilya had held him back with almost tender restraint. Shane had found it adorable. Ilya was careful not to rush him.
And yet Shane felt ready. Well… almost ready. He still wasn’t entirely sure how Ilya was going to fit inside him, but apparently it was possible, with enough relaxation and caresses. And from what he had read, it was meant to be even better than anything they had done so far.
Ilya let a finger trail along his perineum, slowly approaching his entrance. Shane moaned and whispered, “Please… do it.”
* * *
Three days later, after several very simple and decidedly unhealthy meals, Shane announced that they were going to the supermarket to properly stock his fridge. Ilya didn’t argue. If there was one thing he had understood, it was that Shane took nutrition very seriously.
So he drove them to the biggest supermarket in town so Shane would have plenty of choice– and, incidentally, so he could finally find him a bloody blender. He had been fairly vocal about his ultra-healthy fruit smoothies and Ilya was curious to try one.
When they got to the car park, Ilya put his hands on the trolley with obvious satisfaction.
“I drive. You choose.”
Shane gave him a suspicious look.
“Why do I feel like this is a bad idea?”
“You prefer I choose?”
“No. Thank you very much.”
“Then I drive.”
Several aisles later–after Ilya had once again driven the trolley far too fast–Shane exclaimed, “You’re worse than a child!”
“Could be worse. Could buy whatever I want.”
“No, I’m the one choosing. That was the deal.”
“Then stop complaining about my driving.”
Shane sighed.
“Next time, I choose and I drive.”
“Dream on.”
In the World Foods aisle, Ilya picked up a box of Asian noodles and started reading the ingredients. He understood very few of them and made a mental note to learn that vocabulary too. If Shane ever sent him shopping with a list he only half understood, he would feel ridiculous having to ask employees where everything was.
He was trying to decipher one last ingredient when Shane gently took the box from his hands and put it back on the shelf.
“My mother would make you better ones.”
Then he lightly tugged the front of the trolley to make him follow.
“What was that?”
“Instant ramen.”
Ilya frowned.
“Ramen?”
“Rice noodles in broth,” Shane explained.
It sounded good. Next time, he would get some.
“And curry? What is that?”
“A spice.”
 
Once they had finished the food shopping, Ilya wandered through the shop looking for the home appliances section.
Shane sighed behind him.
“It would be a lot easier if you told me what you’re looking for.”
After several aisles, Ilya stopped dead in front of the blenders.
Shane followed his gaze.
“Okay…” he said slowly. “Why are we looking at blenders?”
Ilya looked at him.
“I want one.”
“Since when?”
“Now.”
Shane blinked.
“You don’t just decide that in a supermarket.”
Ilya shrugged.
“I just did. Choose one.”
Shane sighed.
“What exactly for?”
“For your stupid smoothies,” Ilya replied as though it were obvious. “You complain too much about having to buy them outside.”
* * *
A week had passed and Ilya had had to return his hire car. Seeing how much he hated being driven around, Shane suggested they go round the dealerships.
What on earth had he been thinking?
Ilya was worse than a child in a toy shop. He sat in every car, tested the comfort of the seats, the ergonomics of the gear stick, the feel of the steering wheel in his hands. He somehow seemed to know exactly what he wanted… while also wanting nothing except whatever he was currently touching.
Three dealerships later, he finally seemed to find his perfect match.
A BMW M3 E92, naturally aspirated V8, 420 horsepower — “no turbo lag, pure response”, the salesman had said enthusiastically. Shane thought it was far too powerful for what Ilya was actually going to use it for. Ilya, meanwhile, already had that look: the one people got when they stopped listening after the word V8.
“Zero to sixty in just under five seconds,” the salesman added.
Shane mostly heard potential danger in rain, extortionate insurance, and terrible idea in capital letters. Ilya, on the other hand, looked delighted.
When the salesman offered a test drive, Ilya nearly started bouncing on the spot. Shane hesitated, then got in anyway. To make him happy, obviously. And maybe because he wanted to understand what he could see in his eyes.
As soon as the key turned, the engine woke with a deep growl. Ilya’s first instinct was to rev it. The sound filled the cabin–raw, almost violent. Shane flinched despite himself. Ilya burst out laughing.
“Holy shit. You hear that, Shane?”
“I heard it,” Shane replied, gripping his seat. “Now can we please drive normally?”
Ilya glanced sideways, clearly unconvinced, then shifted into first. And that was when Shane understood. No warning necessary.
The car launched.
Shane grabbed the handle above the door as though his life depended on a piece of plastic and mentally decided that praying–to anyone–wasn’t the worst idea.
For the entire drive, Ilya chatted with the salesman about the car’s features. Shane focused on the speedometer and tried to make time move faster through sheer force of will. Ilya never went over the speed limit. But he never stayed under it either. He tested the grip, the chassis response, the precision of the steering.
By the time the test drive ended, Shane already knew Ilya was going to buy it.
So when they sat down for the paperwork and Ilya looked discreetly at him, Shane answered with a small nod. He wasn’t going to deny him this. And besides… he was going to be careful. Wasn’t he?
 
The next day, the car was ready.
They took a taxi to the dealership and drove back in Ilya’s brand-new car.
Once they were far enough from the dealership, Ilya rested a hand on Shane’s thigh. Shane looked at him with equal parts concern and satisfaction. He loved when Ilya got a little possessive.
“You’re going to kill us,” he murmured, threading their fingers together.
Ilya smiled.
“Not today.”
* * *
Shane was an absolute sobbing mess. But he was his mess. Those were his fingers driving him mad, his mouth bringing him to the edge. Shane had asked to be taken apart. And Ilya was carrying out the task with care.
Shane begged again, tears of pleasure and frustration gathering at the corners of his eyes.
“Please, Ilya… Please, take me.”
Ilya slowly withdrew his fingers from that oversensitive bundle of nerves and replied with a satisfied, almost cruel smile.
“No. Promised I would make you come with just my fingers. And I keep my promises.”
He kissed the inside of his thigh, deliberately brushing his rough cheek against sensitive skin. Shane arched sharply, hands twisting in the sheets.
“Fuck, Ilya…”
“Will fuck you next time. Promise.”
And Ilya resumed exactly where he had stopped.
Today was his last morning with Shane before he had to return to Russia, and he was determined to make sure he would not be forgotten. He wanted Shane to dream of him every single night. To wake up aching and hard in his underwear. To stroke himself while remembering Ilya’s fingers deep inside him, coming at the mere thought that next time, it would be something much thicker, much bigger.
He brought him right back to the edge again, savouring every broken moan and tremble. Then Ilya nearly came himself when a trembling hand settled on the back of his head. Shane didn’t just caress his hair: at first he pressed down gently, almost shyly, before growing bolder, guiding the rhythm with increasing confidence.
Ilya understood immediately what he wanted. Instead of resisting, he surrendered completely, letting out a low, guttural groan of pleasure. He yielded without hesitation, allowing Shane to set the pace, the depth, the rhythm. It was rare for him to relinquish control like this, but for Shane, he did so willingly.
Shane came hard into his mouth in long, hot, powerful spurts. Ilya swallowed every drop as though it were the most precious nectar, then slowly withdrew his fingers from Shane’s heated core. He wrapped them around his own cock and stroked himself fast and firm, never breaking eye contact.
Shane looked utterly breathtaking–lost in the haze of pleasure, breathing ragged, cheeks flushed. When their eyes met, Ilya came with a deep, rough groan, spilling across Shane’s chest in thick ropes.
They remained still for a long moment, panting, bodies pressed together. Eventually, Ilya slid back up along Shane’s body and collapsed beside him, immediately pulling him close against his chest.
Shane buried his face in the crook of his neck, still trembling. Ilya stroked his back in lazy, soothing circles, his gaze fixed on the ceiling as their breathing gradually slowed.
 “I don’t want to go back,” he admitted suddenly, his voice low and rough. “I want to stay here. With you.”
He knew it was impossible. But he wanted it anyway. He hadn’t felt this happy since his mother died–maybe not even then. Going back to Moscow and back to his family was going to be harder than he had expected. Much harder.
Shane curled closer and wrapped his arms around him.
“I know… Me too.”
He kissed his left pectoral, right above his heart.
“But you have to go back to Moscow. You have to move in with Nikita and…”
His voice shook. Ilya held him tighter. Shane was trying to be the reasonable one again, like he had been these past two weeks, but it was clearly costing him. And Ilya hated seeing what all of this was doing to him.
“And if you didn’t go back this summer, when you haven’t even started playing in the NHL yet, your father could…”
His voice caught. Without knowing very much at all, Shane thought Ilya’s father was dangerous. And Ilya didn’t correct him. Because it was true. If he found out he liked boys, insults would be the least of his worries.
“I don’t want anything to happen to you…”
Ilya kissed the top of his head.
“Nothing’s going to happen to me, okay? He suspects nothing. He has never suspected anything. Trust me.”
It would be easier now. He would have his own flat. His own room. He hadn’t given the keys to anyone. The only other people who could get in were Nikita and his girlfriend–and neither of them would say anything about Shane.
“I trust you. It’s just… I’m scared. I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want to lose what we are.”
“You won’t lose anything, because we’re going to protect this bloody secret for as long as we need to, okay?”
More than the secret, it was their happiness–their lives–that Ilya was prepared to protect. He wouldn’t let anyone put them in danger. Not even himself.
“Okay… Okay.”
“Good. Now kiss me.”
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  Moscow, July 2010
A few seconds after the call connected, Shane’s face appeared on screen. He was wearing his black rectangular glasses–the ones that made him look like a top student and made Ilya melt.
“Hey, Ilya!”
Shane gave him one of his bright little smiles and Ilya completely lost it. God, he was sexy.
“Hi, Sunshine! You done eating?”
Ilya had waited until nine p.m. to call, giving the Hollanders time to have lunch without rushing. After Boston, Shane had gone back to his flat in Kingston to prepare for his own move to Montreal. While his parents finished their last week of work, he had been spending his days packing so everything would be ready for moving day.
“Yeah. We kept it quick before loading everything into the cars.”
Ilya chuckled softly. Shane’s version of quick was probably already more elaborate than anything Ilya would call a meal. Shane didn’t eat ready meals–“too much fat, sugar and salt,” according to him. Ilya thought they were incredibly practical when you had neither the time nor the desire to cook.
“How many boxes? Sorted alphabetically, I hope? Folded into perfect squares?”
He had discovered Shane’s obsession with order in Boston. His bookcase, chest of drawers and wardrobe could all testify to that. The first would probably stay untouched. The other two, much less so.
Shane rolled his eyes.
“Laugh all you want, it actually saved space.”
“Like you even need that,” Ilya shot back. “You’ve got three cars for one room. That should be enough, no?”
Just like him, Shane’s club had provided him with a semi-furnished flat. They were only taking the essentials and would buy the rest once they got there. Ilya hated that he couldn’t be there to choose furniture with him and put it together.
“Two,” Shane corrected, as though it were vitally important. “My dad’s broke down yesterday.”
Ilya couldn’t resist teasing him again.
“Still enough. Fold the back seats down. Problem solved.”
Shane gave him a dark look–with a smile. Ilya found him unbearably adorable.
“I’ve already moved before, you know!”
“Then you’ll end up with same number of boxes. Unless you’ve been hoarding for five years.”
Which was unlikely. Shane was a minimalist. He only bought things he genuinely thought he needed. Ilya was convinced he wouldn’t own more than one set of plates, glasses and cutlery–just enough for his parents and a few teammates.
“I’d rather still be able to see through the rear-view mirror,” Shane explained.
“Side mirrors work too,” Ilya replied with an easy smile.
Shane hesitated.
“I know, but…”
Ilya cut him off before another perfectly sensible argument emerged. Shane always had dozens of them. But Ilya loved that–it balanced out his impulsiveness perfectly.
“Is going to be fine, okay? You’re Mr Safety. Sure your mum’s same.”
A woman’s voice drifted from somewhere off-screen, “Tell him that’s not true, Shane!”
Shane turned towards the half-open door.
“He can hear you, Mum!”
Mrs Hollander repeated, amusement in her voice, “Not true, Ilya! He gets that from his father!”
Ilya burst out laughing.
“Alright, Mrs Hollander!”
Shane sighed.
“She’s already gone. She loves doing that. Says something and disappears.”
Ilya hesitated for a moment before asking more quietly, “They still want to meet me?”
“Of course they do,” Shane replied, sounding almost offended. “They can’t wait for December.”
Ever since his birthday dinner, Ilya had found himself thinking regularly about that Christmas he had promised to spend with them. Even though he still felt like he didn’t quite belong there, he wanted it. He just wanted to meet them properly first. Christmas felt too familial, too emotionally loaded for a first meeting.
“Maybe if we both get few days off before that… I could invite them over.”
It had been Nikita who suggested the idea when Ilya talked to him about it. And it was an excellent one.
“Would that make you feel better?”
Ilya thought for a moment. Would it  make him feel better ? Probably. He would be at home, somewhere familiar where he and Shane had built an intimacy in every sense of the word. Somewhere he would feel safe enough not to let his father’s words get inside his head.
“Maybe.”
And before Shane could ask another question he wouldn’t know how to answer, he added, “Want to thank them. For letting you stay with me.”
This time, he wasn’t joking. He was still surprised they had let Shane go more than five hours away to stay with someone they barely knew. Alright, he wasn’t a stranger, but still.
“Hey, I’m an adult. I don’t need permission to sleep over.”
Ilya smiled.
“Oh yeah? Sure about that?”
“Fuck you,” Shane replied, half laughing.
“With you, anytime!”
The opportunity had been too good.
Shane rolled his eyes and sighed.
“You’re impossible.”
“Yeah. And you like it.”
A smile tugged at Shane’s lips.
“Maybe.”
Then he continued, more serious, “Alright. Show me your flat.”
“Okay. Don’t move.”
Ilya unplugged his charger and got up from the bed, carrying his laptop slightly crooked.
“I’m not moving. Sitting right here, promise.”
* * *
Kingston, July 2010, the same day.
After the flat tour, Shane concluded, “It’s really modern… and really big.”
The flat was spread over two floors and had two bathrooms–one on each level–and four bedrooms. Ilya had his downstairs and Nikita had his upstairs. They each had a guest room and shared everything else: a huge open-plan living and dining room with a large corner sofa and a coffee table facing a gigantic television–Nikita’s little indulgence, Ilya had explained–and a fully equipped kitchen with a central island and induction hob. Shane would love cooking there.
“Are you sure you even need that much space?”
Ilya burst out laughing.
“It’s for Mila. She loves hosting girls’ nights. And she has a lot of friends.”
Mila… Shane had heard that name somewhere before. He might even have read it. But he wasn’t entirely sure who she actually was.
“That’s Nikita’s girlfriend, right?”
“Fiancée,” Ilya corrected with a faint, sad smile. “They’re getting married in October.”
Shane nodded. Ilya was probably disappointed he wouldn’t be there.
“How long have they been together?”
Shane couldn’t remember whether Nikita had mentioned it. Probably in passing, buried somewhere between all the Russian he had been teaching him.
“Almost three years.”
Three years. Mila was his first love, then. Maybe even his soulmate. Shane made a mental note to ask in his next email.
“Are they there? I didn’t see them…”
After all, Ilya had shown him every room. Maybe they just didn’t want to disturb them… Shane hoped that was it.
“No, went to the cinema.”
Probably to watch the latest American action film. In the original version, obviously.
“You wanted to see him?”
Shane raised an eyebrow, confused.
“Why wouldn’t I? He’s my friend too.”
Ilya muttered something in Russian that Shane didn’t catch, then explained, “They’re… kind of inseparable.”
Shane still didn’t see the problem.
“It’s fine. He would’ve introduced us.”
Ilya looked at him for a moment, then asked, slightly hesitant, “You sure? I mean… she doesn’t have to know.”
Shane froze. What? What did he mean, she doesn’t have to know? Nikita hadn’t told her? She was his fiancée. How could he hide something like that from her? And Ilya–why hadn’t he told her? He wasn’t going to hide from her as well, was he?
Despite the confusion building in his chest, he asked as calmly as possible, “She doesn’t know we’re together?”
“No. Nikita wouldn’t tell her without your consent.”
And his consent? Why should that only depend on him?
“I don’t want you to have to hide again. Not in your own home.”
Ilya finally had a place of his own. He wasn’t going to go back to calculating when he could call or write.
“Am not hiding, Shane.”
He stepped aside to show the living room behind him.
“See? Am in the living room.”
Shane gave him a sceptical look. Yes, but it was empty.
“You didn’t wait for them to leave before calling me, did you?”
“No!” Ilya answered a little too quickly.
“Then why didn’t you tell her? Can’t we trust her or something?”
“Of course we can! Her best friend is lesbian. And…”
He hesitated.
“And?”
Ilya pressed his lips together.
“Think she maybe suspects. About me.”
Shane frowned slightly.
“About you…?”
Ilya seemed to search for the words.
“Have been with girls before. Just… prefer guys.”
It took Shane a second to process that. Ilya liked girls too. But he preferred boys. So he was bi, then? That was the term, right?
Then again… who cared? Why hadn’t he told him? Because he was ashamed? No–he was far too comfortable with his sexuality for that. So what? Had he been afraid Shane would take it badly? Question their relationship? What difference did it even make? None. So why hadn’t he said anything? He still didn’t trust him, was that it?
Fuck, none of this made sense…
Ilya’s voice pulled him back. Shane looked up a little too abruptly.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Ilya shrugged, as if it were nothing.
“Didn’t think it mattered.”
Of course it mattered. It was part of who he was. He didn’t have to hide it–or hide himself–from him.
“Am with you. That’s what matters.”
Shane felt something loosen inside him. He was still hurt, but he thought he understood. Or at least… he was trying to. Ilya could be so complicated sometimes.
“…yeah. Yeah, it does.”
Ilya searched for his eyes.
“I love you, Shane.”
“I know. Me too.”
* * *
Moscow, August 2010
Ilya slammed the door behind him and kicked off his shoes in the hallway.
“Fucking Andrei! Fucking Dasha!”
From the living room, he heard Nikita and Mila exchange a few quiet words before Nikita called out, “What happened, Ilyukha?”
Ilya threw his jacket over the back of a chair. It toppled over. Fuck. Everything had decided to piss him off today.
“My chairs didn’t do anything to you, Ilya…” Mila complained gently.
Ilya bent down to pick it up.
“Sorry, Mila. Didn’t think it’d fall over…”
She dismissed it with a wave of her hand, smiling.
“I know.”
She patted the sofa between her and Nikita.
“Come on. Sit down and tell us.”
Ilya hesitated. He didn’t want to burden them with his family drama. Besides, they had been gaming together…
“Come here, Ilyukha,” Nikita insisted in a tone that left no room for argument, then added more softly, “We’ve been playing for hours. We need a break. Right, Mílachka?”
Mila shot him a stern look and pointed at him.
“You need a break. You’re the one getting worked up, not me!”
Ilya glanced at the giant screen and recognised Ezio’s red-and-white robes. Nikita was playing Assassin’s Creed II again. His latest obsession ever since watching a clip on YouTube. When he wasn’t playing, he was sketching the characters, environments, weapons.
As he walked over, the couple kept bickering.
“A minor detail.”
“One of vital importance!”
“Alright, I need a break. Happy?”
“Very!”
Mila kissed Nikita’s cheek.
“I’ll make coffee. Back in a minute!”
She brushed past Ilya and squeezed his arm before disappearing into the kitchen.
Nikita saved his game and switched off the console while Ilya sat down–or rather collapsed–onto the sofa. Seeing his brother and sister-in-law had drained him. Mentally and physically.
“So? Tell me.”
Ilya sighed. Where was he even supposed to start?
“I was supposed to have lunch with my father and Polina today. Remember?”
“Yes, very clearly. You barely finished your dinner yesterday because you were so stressed…”
Ilya rolled his eyes. Couldn’t he be a little less observant sometimes…
“Nikita, please…”
“Okay, no commentary,” he promised, raising his hands. “Go on.”
Ilya continued, already agitated, “My brother was there. And Dasha too. She’s pregnant. Five months. They found out last week…”
Mila called from the kitchen, “Black coffee with a bit of milk, Ilya?”
He turned his head.
“Yeah, please!”
“Got it!”
“Thanks, you’re an angel!”
Nikita gave him a pointed look–mostly for appearances–then returned to the subject.
“How did they only find out last week?”
“She says her cycles are irregular. Apparently it’s not the first time she’s gone months without a period…”
Ilya shrugged. He knew nothing about any of that. He was willing to believe her. Even if… five months sounded huge.
Nikita frowned.
“And no nausea? No vomiting? That’s pretty common early on…”
Ilya stared.
“How do you know that? Is Mila pregnant too?”
“No!” Nikita answered far too quickly. “No, we don’t want kids right now.”
“That would be really early,” Ilya agreed.
“Yes. But that’s not the point. So… your sister-in-law’s pregnant. That’s good, isn’t it? You’re going to be an uncle.”
Ilya sat upright.
“No, it’s not good. She smoked and drank through the beginning of the pregnancy. The baby could have problems.”
“What kind?” Nikita asked, concerned.
“Birth defects… growth issues… brain problems…” Ilya said. “They mentioned Down syndrome too…”
He hadn’t retained everything. He had been too angry and panicked. Fuck, it wasn’t possible to be that stupid and irresponsible! If they wanted to wreck their health with their shit, fine–let them. But they shouldn’t be ruining a child’s life…
“Did they do a scan for malformations?”
“Yes, they didn’t detect anything. For now. But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing wrong with her…”
“Her?” Nikita repeated. “You’re having a niece?”
“Yes. And she could end up ill because of their stupidity…”
Ilya buried his face in his hands.
“Fuck… I never should’ve given him that money…”
If he had played a part in screwing up his niece’s life… he would never forgive himself.
Nikita put a steady hand on his shoulder.
“Hey. This isn’t your fault, Ilyukha.”
Ilya shook his head. It was. Without that money, Andrei wouldn’t have bought his crap and Dasha wouldn’t have smoked it.
“You weren’t the one putting cigarettes in her mouth and a bottle in her hands.”
“Fuck, Nikita… what am I supposed to do if she’s got a problem? Andrei will never take responsibility…”
“We don’t know yet,” Nikita replied, calmly and steady as always. “No point panicking now. Did they talk about testing?”
“Yeah… an amnio… I don’t know what it’s called.”
“An amniocentesis. A test of the amniotic fluid. It lets them look at the baby’s chromosomes.”
Ilya looked up.
“Fuck, Nikita… where the hell do you even get all these words from?”
Nikita shrugged vaguely.
“I did a bit of research…”
“That’s not ‘a bit’. That’s a full-on investigation. Something happen you didn’t tell me about?”
Nikita glanced over his shoulder. Ilya followed his gaze. Mila had come back with the tray of coffee and a few snacks. It felt like they were having a silent conversation.
She set the cups down, sat calmly, and simply said, “I had a miscarriage at the end of June. Just before the end of the first trimester.”
Ilya took the news in. End of June–he had been spending the best moments of his life with Shane. And they had been losing a baby. A baby he hadn’t even known existed… Why didn’t they told him? Had he really been that out of it that he hadn’t noticed anything?
He felt their eyes on him. Fuck, Ilya, say something.
 “I… I thought you didn’t want children yet?”
Not that. Idiot.
Mila smiled softly. Nikita nodded before explaining, “It was an accident. She got food poisoning in late March. We didn’t know… that could be enough.”
Mila squeezed her fiancé’s hand over Ilya’s knee; he still looked deeply guilty. She added, “Even though it was far too early… we decided to keep it. In my family, we have fertility problems.”
“You don’t need to justify yourself, Mila…” Ilya murmured.
Not in front of him. Not when he hadn’t even been there.
“I know. But I wanted you to know. For later, you know, when we actually try.”
Ilya nodded. Yes, he knew. Well… no, not really. But he would, eventually.
“Okay. I’ll be here this time,” he promised.
Nikita slipped an arm around his neck.
“Oh no, you’re not going to start blaming yourself, are you?”
Ilya looked away. Too late–he already did. He should have been there. To look for it with him, to reassure him.
Nikita made him look at him.
“If I didn’t tell you, it’s just because… I didn’t have time. By the time I’d processed it and made sense of it, it was already gone”
“I could’ve been there for you when it happened…”
Mila put a hand on his arm.
“You know, Ilya, we didn’t really have time to get attached. We panicked a lot before we even got used to the idea that we might become parents. And when I had the miscarriage… well, we were actually relieved in the end.”
He probably would have been too. Becoming a father at nineteen was far too soon…
“Right. But are you okay?”
“Yes,” Nikita replied, giving him a small shake. “We’re fine.”
“Great…”
Ilya looked between them again, just to make sure, then gave a faint smile.
“You’ve really done your homework, haven’t you?”
Nikita went red while Mila burst out laughing.
“You know what he’s like, he always goes overboard!”
Ilya echoed her laugh. His friend really was like that.
Nikita crossed his arms, annoyed
“Laugh all you want! But it’s going to be useful.”
There was a pause, then Mila spoke again, a hint of anger in her voice, “It’s really irresponsible what your sister-in-law did. Smoking weed and drinking while they were trying for a baby…”
Ilya shrugged.
“You know, I’m not even sure she even wants this baby…”
“Why do you say that?” Nikita asked.
“She looked… terrified.”
“Maybe she’s just worried,” Mila suggested.
“Maybe…”
“Whatever happens, we’ll be here,” Nikita said firmly
Ilya nodded.
“Thanks…”
His phone buzzed in his pocket. On instinct, he pulled it out. It was Andreï…
“Fuck. He’s not going to leave me alone…”
Nikita took the phone from him without hesitation.
“Let me handle this, okay?”
Ilya hesitated for a split second, then nodded.
Nikita walked off into the corridor. Good idea.
“Hello, Andreï.”
His voice was so cold it made Ilya shiver.
“No. He can’t talk to you.”
Not without exploding, anyway. And he didn’t want Mila and Nikita seeing him like that.
“You’ve just told him he’s going to be an uncle and that something could be wrong with the baby. Give him time to process it…”
He wouldn’t stop thinking about his niece until he was sure she was okay. And that… could take months. Maybe even years.
“What do you want, Andrei? … You mean his money?”
Ilya tensed. Nikita had always known about Andrei, but he had respected his silence. Until now. Hearing him say that hurt. Being reduced to a bank account. But that was exactly what he was to Andreï…
“I told you no. Today you deal with me… If you’re planning to wind me up with your insults, don’t bother. I’ve faced worse than you on the ice.”
Ilya tried to get up, but Mila gently closed her fingers around his arm.
“Trust him. He knows what he’s doing.”
It wasn’t Nikita he didn’t trust–it was his brother. He always knew exactly where to push to hurt him, to make him give in.
“It’s still no. If you’ve got something to ask, you ask me…”
A short laugh escaped Ilya. Andreï would absolutely be capable of asking him for money too. He had never backed down from anything–especially not his own stupidity.
“Like you said, she’s your wife. Your problem… Just stop buying your weed and you’ll have the money… So what? How does this concern Ilyukha?”
Oh, but with Andreï everything concerned Ilya. His ridiculous bills, his car payments, the gambling debts he kept piling up. Ilya always had to pay because he was his brother and he owed him… Always the same guilt-tripping speech that hit him right in the chest.
“You did this to yourself, Andreï. Deal with it… No.”
The tension in the room rose. Ilya hesitated to step in.
“He doesn’t owe you anything. He got where he is on his own… And what are you going to do? Come knocking until we open the door? Try it.”
Then he saw Mila’s frightened look. He had to stop this before Andreï followed through on his threats.
He stood up.
“You’re a pathetic man, you know that? You’ve treated him like dirt since he was a kid and you still expect him to save you every time…”
Nikita didn’t see him coming. Ilya took the phone from him easily, keeping it at arm’s length.
“I’m going to pay your bloody bills, Andreï. All the medical care. For Dasha. For the baby. But you don’t call me again asking for money. Is that clear?”
He knew perfectly well that threatening Andrei was pointless–the pull of money was stronger than anything. But he had to try. Maybe this time it would be different.
“Ilya…”
“Is that clear?” he growled.
There was a silence on the other end—long enough to give him hope—before Andreï spat, “Fuck you!”
And hung up.
Nikita was staring at him, eyes dark with anger.
“Why didn’t you let me handle it?”
Ilya sighed.
“Because he would’ve come…”
“Let him come. I’m not scared of him!”
Maybe, but Mila was. This was her home, she needed to feel safe here.
“He just wants my money, Nikita. Might as well give it to him and get some peace. It’s not like I’m going to run out of it.”
“Ilyukha, this can’t go on…”
“I know.”
His voice almost broke.
“But if I stop… he’ll start digging into my life and…”
He looked up at him.
“I can’t lose him, Nikita. I can’t.”
* * *
Toronto, August 2010
The elevator was alarmingly slow. Or maybe it was just Ilya who was too impatient.
After several fits of laughter, they had finally finished shooting the CCM commercial–one of the biggest hockey equipment brands. The company had contacted him at the beginning of July, right after he got back from Boston. When they told him he would be filming with Shane, he had accepted immediately. It meant he could return to the States earlier, and most importantly, see Shane before the NHL camp started.
The shower after the shoot had been absolute torture. Having Shane naked and hard right next to him, without being able to touch… Ilya had never showered so fast in his life. In the locker room, he had thrown his clothes on in record time, stomach tight with anticipation, then headed up to his room to drop off his bag. His flight had been delayed from Moscow, and he had arrived just in time.
Still, he walked slowly down the hallway toward Shane’s room, trying to calm himself. Tonight was the night. The night he would finally sink into him and show him new pleasures. Ever since he had learned the shooting date, he had imagined every single detail. He wanted Shane’s first time to be perfect–like him.
He took a deep breath–don’t go too fast, Ilya, remember you’re his first–then knocked on room 1410. The door opened a few seconds later, revealing Shane in loose sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt–the same comfortable clothes he had worn that first morning in Boston. Simple clothes, practical, easy to take off. Clearly, Shane had also been thinking about this moment in detail. Ilya knew he had to live up to it.
He stepped inside and closed the door gently behind him. His hand was trembling with excitement. They looked at each other for a moment–don’t jump on him, let him come to you–then Shane surged forward and kissed him fiercely.
Ilya was caught off guard for a split second–Holy shit, Shane. What have I done to you?–before kissing him back with the same hunger. He had missed him so, so much. Even more than before Boston. Would it keep getting worse every time?
Their shirts hit the floor quickly, followed by Ilya’s half-unbuttoned jeans.
“Fuck, Shane…” he murmured against his lips, both amused and incredibly turned on. “You want me that badly?”
Shane slid his hand into Ilya’s boxers without hesitation and gripped him.
“I’ve been dreaming about having you inside me since I heard about the commercial.”
Ilya let out a low, rough laugh. Fuck, Shane had become so bold, so erotic. He was going to kill him.
“Don’t worry, you’ll get it. I’m going to fuck you like I’ve never fucked anyone.”
He lifted Shane off the ground effortlessly. Shane wrapped his legs around his waist–finally right where they belong–and let himself be carried to the bed without breaking the kiss.
Once they reached the edge of the mattress, Ilya tossed him onto it and quickly stripped off the rest of his clothes, throwing them across the room without caring where they landed. That was future Ilya’s problem. Right now, all he could think about was getting to Shane.
When he knelt on the bed, Shane had already moved to the center. The sight stole Ilya’s breath–such sensuality, such perfection. And tonight, this man would be entirely his…
Ilya leaned over him, kissing his neck, nibbling at his nape, then slowly worked his way down, leaving a trail of kisses. He pulled off Shane’s sweatpants and underwear in one smooth motion but left his socks on. The guy always had cold feet.
Once Shane was completely naked beneath him, Ilya took a moment to admire him, running his hands slowly over his body while Shane desperately tried to touch him back. He looked gorgeous like this–impatient, almost begging. Ilya loved seeing him lose control.
“Please, Ilya… Come here. I want to feel you on me.”
Ilya moved back up like a cat and pressed their bodies together, careful not to crush him. Shane immediately wrapped his arms around him, caressing his shoulders, then his back, the dip of his spine, and finally his ass, tracing it with his fingertips.
“They’re perfect… I love them,” Shane murmured.
Ilya smiled and kissed the corner of his mouth.
“You know what else is perfect? My cock. It’s going to fill you so well you won’t want anything else.”
Shane claimed his mouth again and started grinding against him. Ilya groaned. That’s it, my love. Use my body to feel good. It’s all yours.
He let Shane rub against his stomach for a moment, then lined up their cocks and slid them together. Shane grabbed his ass with a muffled cry and tried to speed up.
To Ilya’s great pleasure, Shane had lost his shyness in Boston. Watching him grow confident, ask for what he wanted, and take what he desired had been so hot that Ilya had let him take control more than once. Not always, and never for too long–but he had.
“No,” Ilya suddenly said, his voice hoarse. “You’re going to come on my cock.”
Shane groaned in frustration.
“Then get me ready. I want you so bad.”
Ilya kissed him one last time and sat up.
“Turn over onto your stomach.”
Shane obeyed, a little nervous. Ilya pressed against his back and kissed his shoulders. It’s going to be okay, my love. I’m going to make you feel so good you’ll forget all your fears.
With his fingertips, he traced his spine, slowly moving down between his cheeks. Shane started to relax. Ilya rewarded him by teasing his hole, drawing deep moans from him as he clutched the sheets.
When he felt Shane was relaxed enough, he whispered in his ear, “Where’s the lube?”
“Under the pillow.”
Ilya reached under and grabbed the tube. It was brand new… and strawberry flavored. A small amused smile tugged at his lips.
“And condoms?”
Shane tensed slightly.
“I didn’t buy any. I want…”
He hesitated. Ilya gently nibbled his earlobe.
“What do you want?”
“To feel you come inside me.”
Ilya froze for a second, then rested his head on Shane’s shoulder to look at him.
“You sure? You don’t like mess…”
Shane turned his head and gave him a small, nervous but determined smile.
“I’m sure. I don’t want anything between us.”
Ilya studied him for another moment, then nodded.
“Alright. I’m going to mark you then. So everyone knows who you belong to.”
He gently bit Shane’s shoulder as he slid in the first finger.
“Fuck… I want this so badly.”
Ilya prepared him carefully, taking his time, paying attention to every sigh and every shiver. When he was sure Shane was ready, he laid him on his side and positioned himself behind him.
This wasn’t his favorite position, but it would be perfect for their first time. He wanted Shane to feel a lot of pleasure, and that meant going slow, with tenderness and plenty of touches.
As he pressed against his entrance, Shane tensed a little. Ilya immediately kissed his shoulder.
“We can stop if you want. If you’re tense, it’s going to hurt.”
Shane grabbed the hand Ilya had on his stomach and squeezed it.
“No. I want this. It’s just…”
Ilya nibbled his earlobe again.
“Shane, sunshine… tell me what you want.”
Shane turned his head, eyes bright.
“I want to see you.”
Ilya thought for a second, then smiled.
“Okay. We’ll do it differently.”
He lay down on his back and pulled Shane on top of him.
“Come on. Ride me. You can control everything, and we won’t have to look away from each other.”
Shane looked nervous again.
“You’re sure?”
More sure than he had ever been. For Shane’s pleasure, he was willing to give up anything–even his need for control.
He slid a hand behind Shane’s neck and pulled him down for a kiss.
“I want what you want.”
Shane smiled shyly and asked softly, “You’ll guide me?”
“If that’s what you want, yes.”
Shane nodded, then said with that tone only he could pull off, “Guide me. Show me what to do.”
And that’s exactly what Ilya did.
 
Shane was slowly catching his breath, lying on top of him, his fingers lazily tracing lines across Ilya’s shoulder blades. Ilya, for his part, was gently coming down from heaven. He had just had the best orgasm of his entire life. Okay… he had said that before. But this time, it was true. Watching Shane impale himself on him while moaning in pleasure had intensified his own. Seeing him jerk off desperately and come all over his chest had been even better. He was already looking forward to doing it again. But not tonight.
No, tonight they were just going to enjoy each other tenderly. Fall asleep in each other’s arms–even if Shane would eventually roll away to his own side later in the night. And tomorrow, they would wake up slowly, say goodbye, and wait until the next time. Probably late September, when their teams would face each other in a friendly match.
It felt so far away. Way too far… But there was nothing they could do about it. With careful planning, they would manage to see each other once or twice a month–sometimes three times when their teams played against each other. But no more than that.
Shane slid down beside him and pressed a soft kiss to his shoulder.
“From now on, we’re doing this every single time!”
Ilya let out a low chuckle.
“This? You riding me? Or me fucking you? Because I can fuck you in so many ways…”
Shane lifted his head and looked him straight in the eyes, serious.
“You inside me. Any way you want. I want to try everything.”
Fuck, he loved this man.
“You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, Shane…”
Ilya could be even more dominant than he had shown so far. Much more. He had so many fantasies he wanted to explore with him. Shane bent over a table with his pants still around his thighs. Shane on the bed, ass up, naked and exposed. Shane pressed against the wall, still fully dressed. Sometimes the intensity of his own desire scared him.
Shane didn’t look away.
“Oh, I know exactly what I’m getting into. And I’m going to surrender myself completely to you, because I know you’ll always take care of me.”
Of course he would. He loved dominating him, but he loved even more watching him lose himself in pleasure. That was what turned him on the most–seeing what he could do to him. How far he could push him. How much he could make him beg.
“I trust you, Ilya. You can do whatever you want with me.”
Ilya grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him into a deep, lingering kiss. No one had ever trusted him like this… It made him want to open up completely too. Even if it was hard and scary, he would do it. For Shane. For them.
“Next time, you won’t have a voice left when I’m done with you,” he promised against his lips.
Shane smiled, not a trace of hesitation on his face.
“I can’t wait.”
 
In the morning, they parted at dawn. Ilya had an early flight back to Boston. He had to meet his new teammates for brunch at Jameson’s. It was an important event he hadn’t had the heart to miss. He really wanted to fit in with this team. Maybe if they saw him as a brother, he could eventually tell them. Not about Shane–what they had was too precious for that–but about himself.
At the door, Shane hesitated.
“Call me tonight?”
Ilya smiled right away.
“Of course. And tomorrow, and the day after. Every day if you want. We’re in the same time zone now, it’s so much easier.”
Shane laughed softly.
“Yeah! I just hope I can get my own room during road trips…”
“Doubt it. But we’ll find a way to talk,” Ilya assured him.
He would do anything to make it work. He couldn’t live without him anymore. He needed to see him or at least hear his voice every day. Or at least every other day. Yeah, two days was his absolute limit.
“If we can’t talk, then we’ll text.”
Shane nodded, then corrected himself.
“Let’s just pray we don’t get a nosy roommate.”
Ilya shrugged. It was unlikely, but not impossible. They had taken precautions.
“Am Lily, so we’re good!”
His eyes fell on Shane’s watch. 5:21. Shit. His taxi would be waiting if he didn’t leave now. He still had to go back to his room, grab his suitcase, and return his key at the front desk.
“Have to go.”
He kissed him quickly.
“Talk tonight. Love you.”
Shane nodded.
“Love you too. Text me when you land.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Here is the complete conversation between Nikita and Andrei :

“Hello, Andrei.”
“Put Ilya on.”
“No. He can’t talk to you.”
“What’s wrong with the little idiot now?”
“You’ve just told him he’s going to be an uncle and that something could be wrong with the baby. Give him time to process it…”
“I don’t have time for his feelings.”
“What do you want, Andrei?”
“His help.”
“You mean his money?”
“Same thing. Put him on.”
“I told you no. Today you deal with me.”
“Why don’t you worry about your career instead, sieve?”
“If you’re trying to wind me up with insults, don’t bother. I’ve faced worse than you on the ice.”
“Put my brother on, Nikita.”
“It's still no. If you’ve got something to ask, you ask me.”
“Pay my wife’s hospital bills.”
“Like you said, she’s your wife. Your problem.”
“I can’t afford it.”
“Just stop buying your weed and you’ll have the money”
“Not enough for what my father’s demanding.”
“So what? How does this concern Ilyukha?”
“It’s his niece. He can’t just leave me in the shit.”
“You did this to yourself, Andreï. Deal with it.”
“Stop being a pain in the arse, Nikita, and put Ilya on.”
“No.”
“Fuck, are you deaf? Put my fucking brother on. He owes me that money! Without me he wouldn’t be playing in the NHL, the prick.”
“He doesn’t owe you anything. He got where he is on his own.”
“I know where you live, Nikita.”
“And what are you going to do? Come knocking until we open the door? Try it.”
“And what are you going to do to stop me, huh? Call the police? I am the police.”
“You’re a pathetic man, you know that? You’ve treated him like dirt since he was a kid and you still expect him to save you every time…”


  


      

  












      Chapter 13: 2010/2011 Season Part II
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Hayden and Cliff quickly become suspicious.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there,

Here is the new chapter. Enjoy !

I have less time to write with my internship, so I will return to my weekly update. I will now post on the weekend. Sorry...

As usual, thanks for the kudos and the bookmark, they are highly appreciated.







  Brossard, September 2010.
For this second rookie camp, Shane was once again sharing a room with Hayden Pike, the winger he had gotten along with last year.
This first real day of camp had been long and exhausting. Even though he had stayed in shape, the return to training was always tough, with the stress of medical exams and physical tests. But this year, it felt even harder. Shane could already feel the weight of their secret–and this was only the beginning of his career…
At lunch, all his teammates had once again talked about their girlfriends–or their recent one-night stands for those who didn’t have one. Between crude jokes and stories of sexual exploits, Shane had eaten mechanically, laughing when he was supposed to.
No way was he going to stand out. He was already going to be labeled as the weird, overly serious guy. He didn’t need to add “the uptight one” to the list. He knew the conversation topics would eventually change–they had last year. He just had to grin and bear it for a few more meals.
Unfortunately, the collective obsession with sex hadn’t been the worst part. No, the worst had been having to deny Ilya when they asked about him. He was everything to him, and Shane had to act like he was just some vague idea he didn’t want to think about…
It had been pure torture and had completely killed his appetite. Luckily, no one had noticed the food he had left on his plate.
He and Pike had gone up to their room to shower before dinner. Shane was just coming out of the bathroom, already dressed with a towel over his damp hair.
“Hey Hollander,” Pike called out, “your phone hasn’t stopped vibrating while you were in the shower. I don’t know who’s texting you, but she clearly has a lot to say.”
Shane forced himself not to rush for his phone. He and Ilya had only managed to exchange a few texts yesterday before collapsing from exhaustion. Tonight, he hoped he would be able to call him. He would pretend to go for a nighttime walk so Pike wouldn’t suspect anything. It could even become a habit no one would question–needing to clear his head before bed, or thinking about the day alone.
“It’s just a friend,” he replied as he walked toward his bed.
He grabbed his phone and unlocked it. He had changed his passcode to 8124 to mirror Ilya’s 2481. They couldn’t have a photo of each other as their wallpaper, but they could do this.
He already had seven unread messages from Ilya. Quick little messages, probably. Now that he had permanently switched to his American number, Ilya was even less careful about the length of his texts. Sometimes one or two sentences. Sometimes just a few words.
Shane sat on the edge of the bed and started reading.
[6:39 p.m. – How was your day?]
[6:40 p.m. – Mine was fun. Had a scrimmage this morning with all rookies and a few vets.]
Shane smiled. They had probably had very similar days. All NHL camps were pretty much the same; only the players and staff changed. He had also played a game, but earlier that afternoon. It had been followed by a team meeting that dragged on longer than he would have liked–mostly because it stole time he could have spent talking to Ilya.
[6:40 p.m. – Did I tell you about Marlow, my roommate for camp?]
Vaguely, yes. They had spent a few hours together after settling in, and Ilya had gotten a good feeling about him.
[6:41 p.m. – Think so. Was pretty wiped out yesterday, sorry I didn’t reply…]
Shane frowned. Why was he apologizing? He had probably been the first one to fall asleep with the phone in his hand.
[6:42 p.m. – Anyway, coaches put him on my line We had really good chemistry. Hope it lasts.]
He hoped so too. Ilya was an excellent center with incredible vision. He created chances where there were none. With the right linemates, he could be a beast.
[6:43 p.m. – Miss playing with a good line…]
Shane’s heart tightened a little. Ilya had had a very rough last season in Russia. A lot of tension with his wingers. It had drained him both physically and mentally.
[6:43 p.m. – What about you? Still getting along with Pike? They put him back on your line?]
That was the last message. Ilya had sent it five minutes ago.
Shane wrote back,
[My day went well. Exhausting but interesting. We had a scrimmage too. Not very long, just to see who fit best with who. For now, they’ve put me on a line with Pike. If we play the same way tomorrow, they should keep us together. We work well as a duo, less so with the right winger. I think they’ll send him back to junior. He was drafted this year. Yeah, you told me about him. That’s cool if you can build good chemistry. You have so much to bring to a line. Your game is so rich, way more than mine. I never understood why they left you with those two guys… Anyway, that’s all behind you now. You’re on a new team with new teammates. From what you told me about the brunch, they seem nice! So… do you think we can call tonight? I miss you…]
Shane kept his phone in his hands. Knowing Ilya, he was probably keeping his close by.
Sure enough, the reply came quickly.
[6:52 p.m. – Nice about Pike! Sounds like you like him. Maybe you two can become friends?]
Maybe. Even if he sometimes had trouble understanding them, Shane had enjoyed being around his friends in Kingston. He was still in touch with all of them for now. Time would tell what would happen in a few months.
A few seconds later, Ilya added,
[6:53 p.m. – Was worse with the others. They hated that I scored more than them…]
And right after,
[6:53 p.m. – But yeah, like you said, it’s over. We’re playing in the NHL now. So classy.]
Shane nodded to himself. It was true: they were professional players now, closely followed by the sports media. A bit too closely, actually…
He really didn’t like the way they were portrayed. They weren’t rivals–just two excellent junior players who had been drafted by rival teams for years. They could face each other without trying to outshine one another. And that’s exactly what they were going to do: give their best in every game, no matter the opponent.
His phone vibrated again. Twice in a row.
Shane was about to read the new messages when Pike spoke up in a mocking tone, “A friend, huh? No one replies that fast to their friends…”
Irritated, Shane snapped back, “Well, he does. He’s my best friend, okay?”
Seriously, who did Pike think he was?
Pike chuckled softly and raised his hands in surrender.
“No need to get so defensive, Hollander!”
Yes, there was. He had no right to pry into his private life. It was private, damn it! And Shane wanted to keep it that way.
“You’re allowed to have a girl and not want to talk about her,” Pike continued.
Shane rolled his eyes. How generous of him.
“I get it, you know,” Pike assured him. “The guys can be pretty crude at the table.”
Crude was an understatement. The way they talked about their girlfriends was downright degrading.
“I wouldn’t want anyone talking about my girlfriend like that. If I had one, obviously!”
Shane had nothing to say to that. He wouldn’t want anyone talking about Ilya that way either. The idea of discussing their sex life would never even cross his mind.
Still, he was relieved to know Pike felt the same way. It calmed him down–only a little, though. Pike had still allowed himself to judge him when he barely knew him. And that, Shane couldn’t let slide.
Pike sighed.
“Look, Hollander, I can tell you’re a very private person. But we’re stuck sharing this room for three weeks. So could we maybe stop pretending we’re idiots?”
“I’m not treating you like an idiot!” Shane protested.
Pike let out a short laugh.
“Yes, you are. Maybe not consciously, and that’s fine. But don’t pretend you don’t have someone. I’ve been in love too…”
Shane decided to cut him off before panic took over. Right now he was mostly angry, but once Pike started pointing out all the signs that he was clearly in love, that anger would vanish in seconds.
“Pike, I’m telling you : he’s my best friend,” he said in a calm, steady voice. “We’re just really close, that’s all.”
And it wasn’t even a lie. Ilya was that for him too.
Pike didn’t look fully convinced, but he didn’t push.
“Alright, if you say so… But if you ever want to talk about your girlfriend, I’m here.”
Shane chose not to reply. Let Pike think what he wanted. It wasn’t his problem.
He went back to his messages.
[6:54 p.m. – Think I can slip away without Marlow getting suspicious.]
Shane let out a defeated laugh. Both of them had been spotted in barely forty-eight hours. Sure, it was their roommates, but still. Two days. And they wanted to hide for years–maybe even their entire careers…
[6:54 p.m. – Shall we say 9? Think we’ll be done eating by then.]
Shane typed back,
[What kind of suspicions? Pike is convinced I’m texting my girlfriend. I told him you’re my best friend, but he didn’t buy it. I hope he drops it soon…Sounds good. I’ll go for a walk. Pike will understand I need some time alone after what just happened.]
Ilya replied almost instantly.
[7:07 p.m. – He keeps giving me weird looks every time I’m on my phone. Hasn’t said anything yet, but I can tell it’s bothering him…]
[7:08 p.m. – So what exactly happened with Pike?]
Shane told him everything. Ilya concluded,
[7:13 p.m. – He’s pretty straightforward, I like him.]
[7:14 p.m. – Doesn’t sound like he wants to cause you trouble anyway. Is giving you the chance to bring it up when you want, which is nice. Maybe once you’re friends, you could tell him it’s not a girl but a guy.]
Shane tensed.
[Are you serious?]
Ilya answered,
[7:15 p.m. – Nikita knew about me before we even met. Having a teammate you can trust can really help. It helped me. A lot. Don’t regret telling him.]
He didn’t regret Nikita knowing about them either. Nikita was Ilya’s childhood friend and confidant. Pike, for now, was still basically a stranger. Shane couldn’t see beyond that.
[I’ll see when the time comes.]
* * *
Montreal, October 2010
Ilya rushed through his shower and got dressed as quickly as possible, earning increasingly suspicious looks from Marlow. So far, he had managed to dodge the questions, but he could feel them burning hotter by the day. Give it a few more days and they would finally come. At least he had had time to prepare himself for that.
When he stepped out of the locker room, a crowd of journalists was waiting for him.
What the fuck was this ambush?
The team manager walked over with an apologetic smile on his face. Ilya wanted to punch it right off him. Nobody had mentioned speaking to the press tonight. Especially not tonight. He had a boyfriend to get back to and thoroughly wreck in bed.
“Sorry, Rozanov. There was a bit of a communication mix-up. You got five minutes? They’d like your thoughts on tonight’s game.”
Ilya clenched his jaw. It was a fucking pre-season game. Why the hell did they care so much about his “thoughts”?
“Yeah, but no more than that. Am exhausted…”
The team manager patted him on the arm.
“Thanks, Rozanov. Don’t worry, it won’t take long!”
 
It took forever. Absolutely fucking forever.
By the time he had finished answering their idiotic questions for that stupid article about the rivalry they kept trying to force onto them, it was past ten. And he still hadn’t eaten.
There was no way he would have time to grab food and get to Shane before eleven. Curfew was midnight and he couldn’t risk missing it. Not when he was sharing a room with Jameson.
Fuck. He never should have agreed to this. It wasn’t his problem if nobody had passed the information on to him. Next time, he wouldn’t even bother listening. It would just be no.
He stormed out of the arena, tense and agitated. For fuck’s sake. Because of this bullshit, he wouldn’t see Shane again for another three weeks, not until the Voyageurs came to Boston.
His phone vibrated in the pocket of his jacket. He pulled it out immediately while hailing a taxi with his free hand.
A message from Shane.
[10:07 p.m. — Just finished with the press, sorry. I wanted to see you so badly… I’m going to look at our schedules and try to figure out a way for us to meet before the 28th.]
Ilya typed furiously.
[Your communications team “forgot” to tell you about the interview too? Great trust there…]
[Thought the journalists were never going to stop with their stupid questions. Talking so fast I barely caught half of it. Had to make them repeat themselves three times…]
[Will look too. Not surviving that long without touching you. Need my Shane fix...]
He climbed into the taxi and gave the driver the hotel address.
Shane replied while they were on the road.
[10:10 p.m. – Looks like we got the exact same treatment. Didn’t think they’d even bother showing up for a pre-season friendly… This rivalry thing is going to do my head in quickly. They never obsessed this much over previous draft picks. We just want to play hockey, for fuck’s sake. That game was torture. I wanted to kiss you so badly.]
Ilya laughed softly. Shane rarely got angry, and when he did, it was always restrained. A few extra fucks and shits here and there, more exclamation marks, slightly rougher wording–but never more than that. Compared to him, Ilya was basically a walking explosion of insults and profanity.
He replied,
[And I wanted to do all the things I promised you…]
He had spent nights fantasising about it before the game, frustration building higher and higher because the shower walls were far too thin. And now he was going back to his room ten times more frustrated than before.
 
When Ilya returned to his hotel room, the door slipped from his hand and slammed shut.
Jameson looked him up and down before asking, “Something happen with your girlfriend?”
Ilya stared at him, completely thrown.
“What? What girlfriend?”
“Your girlfriend back in Russia. The one from September. The one with insomnia.”
Ilya took a moment to think about how to phrase his answer. It had to sound believable.
“No. We broke up when I moved to Boston. Distance was too much for her.”
Jameson looked genuinely disappointed for him.
“That’s a shame… You seemed crazy about her.”
He was still crazy about Shane. Even more than before.
Ilya shrugged.
“Better this way. Can focus on hockey.”
And it gave him the perfect excuse not to show interest in women.
Jameson laughed, though it sounded slightly forced.
“Not too much, mate. You’ve got to enjoy yourself at your age!”
Ilya tensed slightly.
“One-night stands aren’t really my thing…”
Not anymore.
Jameson nodded.
“Fair enough. Wasn’t really mine either.”
Relief spread quietly through Ilya. One less teammate trying to set him up with girls.
“So,” Jameson continued, “what got you so worked up?”
He sounded genuinely interested.
Ilya decided to be honest. Well… as honest as he could be.
“Journalists.”
Jameson rolled his eyes.
“Yeah, they’re a pain. But you can’t avoid them. It’s part of the job. We all get used to it eventually.”
That was exactly what Ilya didn’t want. He wanted people to forget about him. Forget about both of them. They really needed to figure out a way to stop feeding this fake rivalry narrative.
“Yeah…”
* * *
Boston, October 2010
[Boarding now.]
Ilya switched his phone to airplane mode and joined the line of passengers. He and Shane had arranged to meet in New York after Shane’s away game. A few days earlier, Ilya had booked a flight as well as a room in the same hotel as Shane.
It was insane–they both knew that–but they needed to see each other, to touch each other. Two months was far too long…
 
The flight felt endless, even though it only lasted about an hour. As soon as he landed at JFK, the first thing he did was check his phone. He had a message from Shane.
[9:57 a.m. – Have a good flight. Let me know when you land. Love you.]
Ilya smiled. Shane and his anxieties… He wasn’t afraid of flying itself, but of something happening to him. Ilya had even gone through plane crash statistics with him once, but it hadn’t reassured him. He hadn’t pushed it and had simply got into the habit of texting him before take-off and after landing instead.
He typed,
[Landed safely. Heading to the hotel now. See you on ice. If you play well, I will reward you.]
Ilya slipped his phone back into his pocket. At this hour, Shane was probably resting before the game and had his phone on silent. He was a light sleeper and even a notification could wake him up.
Outside the airport, Ilya grabbed a taxi to Shane’s hotel so he could pick up his room key–and, more importantly, get the room number to send him. He hoped his floor would be above Shane’s. Less chance of being spotted by one of Shane’s teammates. Knowing Shane, there was little risk of running into anyone in the lift anyway–he preferred taking the stairs. Still, it was better to be too careful than not careful enough. Coming to watch him play was already risky enough.
 
When he left the arena, Ilya walked back to his hotel to calm down after seeing his boyfriend play in person. Shane had been incredible, holding his own against Scott Hunter, the Admirals’ star player. The Voyageurs had unfortunately lost, but the two teams had stayed tied for most of the third period.
Every time Shane touched the puck, Ilya had felt proud–so fucking proud. That was his man on the ice. His man people cheered for after every goal. His man everyone wanted taking face-offs.
Even as an NHL rookie, Shane was already becoming a star. His first regular season games had been highly anticipated and endlessly analysed. He had even been interviewed after every match despite not yet playing on the top line.
Ilya had received the same treatment and still struggled to get used to it. He liked standing out, but not being shoved in front of a crowd of journalists all talking over one another and making him feel like a complete idiot. He understood English perfectly and spoke it fluently, yet in front of those men and women he completely lost his footing, forgetting everything he had learned over the past few years.
But the hardest thing to deal with was the constant comparisons—their ice time, the number of face-offs they'd won, the goals they'd scored. Everything became another excuse to keep feeding the rivalry the media insisted on creating between them.
Neither Shane nor Ilya commented on it publicly and they dodged questions about each other as much as possible without looking suspicious. They had agreed on that strategy together, with help from Mr and Mrs Hollander. It was difficult, but they were managing.
The cool mid-October air had calmed him a little by the time he reached the hotel. To pass the time and stop pacing around his room like a caged lion, he turned on the television and stretched out on the bed. He flicked through the channels until he landed on ESPN and the NHL highlights of the night.
When one of Shane’s goals appeared in the top five plays of the day, Ilya’s chest nearly burst with pride.
“That’s my man!”
There was an interview with Hunter afterwards, praising Shane’s play and wishing him a great rookie season. Ilya appreciated the sportsmanship and promised himself he would be nice to him during their match-up in November.
Once the programme ended, he switched the television off. It was only winding him up more.
He ordered room service, tipped the waiter generously to keep his presence discreet, and ate dinner. He didn’t finish everything. Tonight, his hunger was elsewhere–for a very different kind of meal.
He called room service again and went to shower while they cleared the tray away. By seven-thirty, he was ready to welcome Shane and reward him properly.
The next hour was torture. Every minute felt longer than the last. He tried to go back to the book he had started on the plane, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, recommended by the bookseller he had recently discovered. Normally, he would have fallen straight into it, but tonight the words blurred in front of his eyes and he couldn’t focus. He abandoned it on the bedside table and ended up scrolling through YouTube instead, listening to whatever songs the algorithm suggested.
At 8:33 p.m., someone knocked on the door.
It was probably Shane, but Ilya didn’t rush to open it–that would look suspicious.
He checked through the peephole before opening the door just enough. Shane slipped inside and quickly shut it behind him. Ilya immediately asked, “Was someone in the corridor?”
Shane shook his head and crashed into his lips.
 
Starved for each other, they made love without restraint. Then, once that first hunger had been satisfied, they loved each other again slowly, tenderly, passionately, each trying to give the other as much pleasure as possible.
Afterwards, they showered, came again with the help of Ilya’s hand, then lay down on the bed in their underwear, slowly beginning to say goodbye.
Curled up in his arms, Shane absent-mindedly traced patterns over Ilya’s chest while Ilya stroked his fingers across Shane’s shoulder blades. They would see each other again in fourteen days after another Voyageurs away game, then around ten days later for Ilya’s first meeting with Shane’s parents.
It was their first shared day off of the season and, by sheer luck, it fell on a Saturday. Shane would travel to Ottawa the afternoon before and then drive to Boston with his parents. They would drop him off at his flat before heading to their hotel. The four of them would have lunch together before Shane flew back to Montreal later that afternoon. An organisation plan worthy of a CEO–all thanks to Shane and Mrs Hollander.
Ilya pressed a kiss to Shane’s shoulder and asked, “What time’s your curfew?”
“Midnight. But I’d like to be back by eleven.”
An alarm immediately went off in Ilya’s head.
“Pike?”
Shane shook his head and laughed softly.
“No. He won’t say anything. He told me he’d cover for me.”
Ilya liked Pike. He reminded him of Nikita, just a little rougher around the edges.
“Still thinks you’ve got a girlfriend?”
“I’m not even trying to convince him otherwise anymore. He’s not stupid–he can tell I don’t answer all my messages at the same speed.”
Ilya nodded. No matter how careful they were, they couldn’t control everything. The stupid smiles, random laughter, sudden mood swings that made no sense. The kind of tiny details only a roommate would notice.
He and Shane had imposed strict times for texting and calling each other–during breaks and in the evenings when they didn’t have games. That way, no teammate would grow suspicious.
Ilya tightened his arms around him.
“Think he could say something?”
“No. He promised to respect my privacy and I trust him. He’s actually really nice. What about Marlow?”
Ilya burst out laughing. Marlow was definitely… something. But Ilya thought they could become friends. He was always in a good mood, had a great sense of humour and excellent banter, and most importantly, their chemistry on the ice was still there. Off the ice he was a bit odd, but the sort of odd that made him oddly endearing.
“He asked me your name on Thursday.”
Shane tensed slightly and squeezed his arm for a second.
“What did you tell him?”
“Nikita. My best friend.”
“Do you think he believed you?”
“No. But he didn’t push it.”
Ilya felt him relax again as his fingers resumed brushing over his bicep.
“He is not stupid. Knows he'd lose my trust.”
Shane turned to look at him, eyes bright with curiosity. Ilya found him adorable and kissed the corner of his mouth.
“What do you mean?”
“Started leaving my phone in room when I shower now.”
Shane blinked.
“Weren’t you worried that’d look suspicious?”
Ilya shrugged.
“Maybe it did, but I couldn’t. Don’t want to take any risks.”
Not when Shane’s career–and life–could be affected by it.
Shane lifted Ilya’s hand to his lips and kissed it.
“I don’t want to lose what we have either.”
Then he intertwined their fingers and rested their joined hands over his heart.
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  Boston, November 2010
During their post-jog shower, Ilya finally told him about the meal he was planning for his parents. Since he was out of practice when it came to cooking, he had decided to keep things simple: a cucumber and tomato salad with dill and a touch of sour cream to start, followed by pelmeni, traditional meat-filled dumplings. Shane’s mouth was already watering just listening to him.
The moment they stepped out of the shower, Ilya threw himself into preparing the dough, his hair still damp. Shane knew he was nervous and made no attempt to stop him. If being ready an hour early helped calm him down, then they would be ready an hour early.
While the dough rested, Ilya prepared the filling–a mixture of beef and pork with onion and black pepper. Leaning against the kitchen island, Shane watched him combine the ingredients in one of the melamine bowls they had bought together at IKEA.
“Are you going to cook it first?” he asked curiously.
“No. It cooks with the dough. Otherwise it's dry. And disgusting,” Ilya explained without looking up.
He was deeply focused. It was the first time Shane had seen him like this.
“Right. Are you sure you don't need any help?”
He had offered before, but Ilya had said no. Preparing these pelmeni by himself seemed to be very important to him. Shane didn't dare ask why. He was afraid it might have something to do with his mother and that Ilya would shut down, as he always did whenever Shane brought her up.
“Not for that. But you can make salad.”
“Tell me what to do.”
Ilya thought for a moment.
“Cut tomatoes and cucumbers into small cubes.”
“Got it.”
Shane moved around the kitchen with complete ease, collecting everything he needed–the vegetables from the fridge, the chopping board beside the sink, and the ceramic knife from the drawer near the hob. He had organised the kitchen himself, and Ilya always made sure everything found its way back to the right place.
They worked in silence until Ilya finished preparing the filling. Then he asked, “Do your parents drink alcohol?”
“My mum, not much. My dad, on the other hand, is a huge wine enthusiast.”
“Think he'd like vodka?”
“He's quite curious, so he'd definitely try it. Why?”
Ilya kept a small bar in the living room stocked with all sorts of spirits for the gathering he planned to host for his teammates during the December break. Shane, however, hadn’t seen a bottle of vodka there. No more buying it anywhere outside Russia.
“Nikita sent me a bottle. Very good quality. Wanted to open it for occasion.”
“My dad would be very honoured. But you don't have to, you know. He'll be perfectly happy with…”
Before he could finish, Ilya had already left the kitchen. Shane hesitated for a moment, wondering what had suddenly got into him, then hurried after him. He found him in the hallway pulling on his trainers.
“Where are you going?”
Ilya grabbed his coat and started putting it on.
“Going to buy wine. Few bottles. Then he can choose whichever he likes.”
Shane caught him by the wrist.
“No, Ilya. The vodka is perfect. It'll go brilliantly with the pelmeni.”
Ilya turned around, concern written all over his face.
“You sure?”
Shane hated seeing him like this. It was only lunch with his parents, not even a proper introduction. They already knew each other without ever having met. And everything was going to be fine. They already liked him a great deal, and they would like him even more after spending a few hours together.
He cupped Ilya’s cheek and held his gaze.
“Positive.”
Then he started helping him out of his coat, his hands sliding down his shoulders.
“Come on, take this off. We’ve still got a salad to finish.”
“You’re really sure it’ll be alright?” Ilya insisted as he shrugged out of the coat and hung it on the overcrowded coat rack already sagging under the weight of his jackets.
“Yes, Ilya. I promise he'll be delighted to try proper Russian vodka.”
Shane punctuated the tease with a smile.
“That vodka was an insult to the Russian people!”
Shane rolled his eyes. What a saga that bottle of vodka was! Ilya had been so outraged that night by the harsh burn and the metallic aftertaste of his sip that he had even lost his English.
“It was cheap vodka,” Shane reminded him with an amused smile.
“How was I supposed to know? For that price in Moscow, you get very good bottle!”
Shane sighed.
“That bottle doesn't even exist anymore. You poured it down the sink, remember?”
“Should've taken it back to shop and demanded refund!”
He laughed softly. The incident had happened in June, and Ilya clearly still hadn't recovered from it.
“As if you needed nineteen dollars...”
“It's matter of principle. You can't sell something like that and call it vodka. Should be illegal!”
“You're right. Absolutely right,” Shane said under his breath.
He never should have mentioned that bottle. The subject was still far too sensitive. At least Ilya no longer seemed determined to rush out and buy half a dozen bottles of wine.
“Now that we've settled that, can we finish the salad?”
“Yes, yes, we'll make your salad,” Ilya grumbled as he headed back towards the kitchen.
Shane followed him with a smile.
“You're the one who chose the menu, not me.”
“You'd complain if there weren't vegetables.”
“It's important to eat a balanced diet.”
“You and your stupid vegetables...” Ilya muttered, though there was a smile in his voice.
Much better.
They returned to preparing the starter. Shane finished dicing the tomatoes while Ilya dealt with the cucumbers. Once the vegetables had been tipped into a large bowl, Ilya finely chopped the fresh dill and added it to the salad.
“Can you mix it? Need to cut dough.”
“Will you need help?”
Shane already knew the answer would be no, but he asked anyway. If Ilya did all of this himself, it would take him the better part of an hour. Shane couldn't imagine just standing around the whole time.
“No. Want to do this myself.”
“Alright. Then I'll watch.”
A few minutes later, Shane found himself staring at Ilya's skilled fingers as they folded and sealed the pelmeni. He was mesmerised by how effortlessly he worked. You would have thought he had been doing it his entire life, despite claiming he had largely stopped cooking when his father married Polina–she hadn't liked “having a kid under her feet”.
Silence settled between them until Shane's phone vibrated in his pocket. It was a message from his mum. He read it quickly.
“My mum wants to know if you have any preferences for the cake.”
“Whatever they feel like having.”
“They want to know what you would like. They want to make you happy.”
Ilya didn't answer immediately, probably arguing with himself over whether he should admit what he actually wanted. Shane knew how badly he wanted to make a good impression, and apparently that meant letting his guests choose the dessert since he was already deciding the rest of the menu.
“Fresh strawberries aren't in season, are they?”
Shane smiled. Ilya had a genuine weakness for strawberries. He liked eating them plain or with the sour cream whose name Shane still couldn't quite caught.
“No. Much too early.”
“Then something with chocolate.”
“Greedy bugger.”
 
Shane’s parents arrived a little early. Shane was the one who answered the intercom because Ilya was far too agitated to do it himself. He kept pacing around the living room, checking that the table was properly set and that nothing was missing from the drinks laid out on the coffee table.
After the umpteenth lap, Shane caught his hands and gently forced him to stop.
“Everything’s going to be fine, my love. You don’t need to be perfect. Just be yourself.”
Ilya nodded, then pressed a quick kiss to his lips.
“Love you, Shane.”
“Love you too, Ilya. And they’re going to adore you. You make me happy–that’s all that matters to them.”
A knock sounded at the door. Ilya immediately tensed again. Shane released one of his hands, laced their fingers together with the other and guided him towards the hallway.
“I’ll do the introductions, alright?”
Ilya nodded silently. Shane kissed him one last time before opening the door and ushering his parents inside.
“Mum, Dad, this is Ilya. Ilya, these are my parents.”
Ilya smiled shyly and held out his hand.
“Nice to meet you, Mrs Hollander. Mr Hollander.”
His mother laughed softly.
“None of that between us, Ilya. Call us David and Yuna.”
Ilya took their coats and hung them on the now-empty coat rack. He suggested they move into the living room. His father followed him, but his mother insisted on accompanying Shane into the kitchen.
Once they were out of Ilya’s earshot, she asked quietly, “Is he alright? Not too nervous?”
“A bit,” Shane admitted as he put the dessert in the fridge.
“Just tell us if we do or say anything that makes him uncomfortable.”
They rejoined his father and Ilya in the living room. They were sitting in an armchair and on the sofa respectively, discussing books. His father must have spotted the latest Stieg Larsson novel on the coffee table. It was his favourite author; he had devoured every one of his books. His mother joined the conversation while Shane simply listened, watching Ilya.
To a stranger, he looked perfectly at ease, confidently sharing his thoughts on Larsson’s prose and the way he had constructed the thriller. But Shane knew him well enough to notice that he was analysing every gesture his parents made, every word they said. He wasn't entirely sure what he was looking for-he still knew far too little about Ilya's childhood-but he was certain of one thing: Ilya wouldn't find anything.
Every now and then, Ilya would glance at him briefly, silently asking whether his pronunciation was alright, whether he had used the right word. As fluent as he was, his English was still a source of insecurity. He worried that his Russian accent stood out too much and that people wouldn’t understand him.
After a while, the conversation drifted towards hockey.
“Great game against Tampa Bay,” his mother told him. “You and Marlow make a really good line. He’s a rookie too, isn’t he?”
“Yeah. We share room on road trips. Helps people get to know each other.”
“Of course. It’s important for line chemistry. And what about the other winger? Are things going well with him too?”
Ilya stiffened slightly. Saint-Simon, the winger she was referring to, seemed rather intimidated by him. He stumbled over his words whenever he spoke to him, which made him difficult to understand.
“It’s alright. He’s pretty quiet, so haven’t talked much. But we play well together.”
“The three of you have great chemistry,” his mother agreed. “You’re very enjoyable to watch.”
Ilya looked away slightly, embarrassed. Shane knew that Ilya’s father had been extremely sparing with praise. He hoped that, in time, Ilya would grow used to hearing it from his parents–they always meant it sincerely.
“Thank you, Mrs... Yuna.”
His mother rewarded him with a broad smile before turning towards Shane. He thanked her silently
“You’re playing against each other soon, aren’t you?”
“Yeah. Eight days from now, in Montreal.”
Since the match was in the early afternoon, they would be able to see each other afterwards at his flat.
“Do you think you could get us tickets? We’d love to come and watch both of you play. Television is nice, but I prefer the atmosphere at the rink.”
“Yeah, of course.”
Since his parents attended nearly every home game, Shane had got into the habit of requesting two tickets.
“I won’t be able to have dinner with you afterwards, though.”
He felt it was worth pointing out, even if it was obvious.
“You two will be seeing each other, yes. If you ever need... cover, we’re here.”
Ilya immediately tensed beside him. Shane knew exactly what he was about to say before he even opened his mouth and let him answer.
“We’d rather not lie.”
“Of course, Ilya. That’s probably for the best. But we know some players can be persistent.”
So far, his teammates had mostly left him alone. They had quickly realised he was there to play hockey, not to discuss their latest conquest or bedroom exploits. The only one who had really taken an interest in him was Jean-Jacques Boiziau, a Québécois defenceman Shane found genuinely likeable.
“Pike isn’t,” Ilya replied a little sharply, without really looking at her.
“Pike isn’t Shane’s only teammate,” she countered gently.
Shane shot her a warning look. This was not the day to have that conversation.
“Mum, I’ve got it under control, okay?”
“I know, honey, but I worry about you both.” She sighed. “With the pressure of games, one moment of carelessness can happen so quickly...”
Ilya gripped Shane’s thigh so hard he was fairly sure there would be marks tomorrow.
“I would never risk Shane’s career.”
His tone was sharp and defensive, as though his mother had accused him of wanting to hurt Shane.
Shane turned towards him, trying to catch his eye.
“Ilya...”
But Ilya wasn’t listening. His full attention was fixed on his mother, who looked just as confused as Shane felt.
“I never suggested anything of the sort, Ilya. We know how much you love him... and...”
His father took her hand and gently took over.
“Son, what my wife is trying to say is that you're both very young to be carrying such a heavy secret. And if Shane ever finds himself in a situation where the two of you could be compromised, we're perfectly happy to provide an alibi.”
Ilya seemed to retreat into himself and lowered his gaze to the floorboards. Shane’s heart tightened painfully in his chest. He looked so much like a frightened child waiting for a scolding that would never come.
“Sorry. Didn't mean to offend you...”
His mother’s voice softened even further.
“You haven’t offended anyone, sweetheart. I just worry a little too much, that’s all.”
Ilya looked up.
“You are... a very good mother.”
There was so much pain in those words… Shane wrapped his fingers around Ilya’s and stroked his hand with his thumb. I'm here. You're not alone with your grief anymore. At least, that was what he hoped he was saying.
His mother laughed softly, looking slightly embarrassed.
“Well, I try to be. Though I know I can be a little overprotective at times, and I apologise for that.”
Ilya gave her a small nod to show he accepted the apology.
“I just wish you could love each other without having to hide like this. You’re not doing anything wrong...”
Ilya shrugged.
“It's hockey.”
“And that's terribly sad,” his mother replied. “But we're not here to talk about that, are we?”
They both shook their heads. No. They were here to reassure Ilya that he was already part of the family and that he was welcome in it.
“So, what delicious things have you made for us? Shane told me we were getting a Russian menu.”
“Nothing fancy,” Ilya replied, offering them a plate of small blini topped with spreads. “Just salad and pasta...”
Shane rolled his eyes. Why was he downplaying the amount of work he had put into this?
“Not just any pasta! Pelmeni. Meat dumplings that Ilya made himself,” he said proudly.
His mother looked at Ilya with interest.
“Really? Do you enjoy cooking, Ilya?”
“Used to.”
The words landed like a stone in Shane’s stomach. Suddenly, everything clicked into place. Ilya used to cook with his mother. This dish was probably one they had made together. He had prepared it for his parents so that, in a way, she could be there with them.
“Oh? What happened?”
“Stopped... because of hockey.”
Shane swallowed hard. Ilya was hiding from his parents. It hurt–more than he would have expected–but he knew it was inevitable. It had taken months for Ilya to tell him his mother had died. He wasn't going to tell his parents during their first meeting.
“Shane didn't have much time for cooking either between school, training and games,” his mother commented.
“But I do now,” Shane added.
“Shane is very demanding about food,” Ilya teased.
Shane nudged him lightly with his shoulder.
“You can't live on ready meals every day! They're full of...”
“Fat, salt and sugar. I know. But they're quick and I can read before bed.”
“If you ever need ideas for future books, don't hesitate to ask David. He'd be delighted to help.”
“I doubt he needs me, Yuna.”
“Actually, I could do with some recommendations.”
 
Lunch continued in a lighter atmosphere than it had begun. Shane finally learned the name of that sour cream Ilya was so fond of–smetana. The salad was thoroughly enjoyed. His mother asked for the recipe. His father helped himself to a second serving. He loved vegetables almost as much as Shane did.
When the main course arrived, his mother exclaimed, “That looks absolutely delicious! What was it called again?”
“пельмени. My mother used to make them for me after practice.”
Shane was surprised he had brought her up.
“Polina, right?”
Ilya’s hand paused for a fraction of a second before he answered.
“No. She's my stepmother.”
Shane tried to silently signal to his mother not to ask any more questions, but she wasn't looking at him.
“I didn't realise your parents were divorced.”
“They aren't.”
Shane waited tensely for one of his parents to respond, but an overly sharp silence settled over the table while Ilya finished serving the food, interrupted only by the sound of plates being moved.
“If you need pepper or salt, can get some,” he offered before sitting down.
The silence lingered for another moment before his mother declared, “This is really wonderful, Ilya. I'd love that recipe as well.”
Ilya accepted the compliment without looking away. His discomfort seemed to exist only when hockey was involved.
“Only if you give me recipe for your ramen. Shane said they're best in all of Canada.”
Shane rolled his eyes. Ilya had a tendency to exaggerate everything he said.
“I said they were much better than the instant ramen you wanted to buy,” he corrected.
His parents laughed softly.
“I'll make them for you next time you come over,” his mother announced.
Interest immediately lit up Ilya's face.
“For Christmas, yes?”
“Or before that, if you have time,” she suggested. “I'd love the four of us to play belote together.”
“Belote?”
“A card game that only works with four players,” Shane explained. “Dad can teach you the rules. They're not very complicated. Right, Dad?”
His father nodded.
“Absolutely. Unless there's another card game you'd rather play?”
“Been years since I played cards. But I'd like that. With you.”
 
When dessert arrived, Shane offered to fetch it. His mother took the opportunity to accompany him, leaving his father and Ilya discussing the various card games he could teach him.
“You never told me about his mother...”
Shane stiffened.
“Sorry. It just never came up.”
“Was it a long time ago?”
He considered what he could tell her without betraying Ilya's trust.
“He was twelve.”
His mother covered her mouth with one hand.
“Oh my God... Did he tell you what happened?”
“Yeah. But I'd rather he tell you himself.”
 
On the drive to the airport, Shane asked, “So? My parents?”
Behind the wheel, Ilya gave a small smile.
“They’re... very nice.”
“And?”
There was no way Shane was settling for that.
“Your mum talks a lot. More than your dad, anyway.”
Ilya laughed softly. Shane did the same. It was true that his father seemed quiet next to his mother, but he and Ilya had actually talked quite a bit. Shane was delighted about that. He had been worried Ilya might be guarded around him–even more than around his mother. But he hadn’t been.
“She’s funny. I like her. Would like her to teach me a few Japanese dishes.”
“You couldn’t make her happier!”
She would love cooking with him, exchanging recipes from their respective countries. It would give them moments of their own.
“And my dad?”
“Knows lots of card games. And dice games. Hope he'll teach me all of them.”
Shane smiled. That didn’t surprise him. Ilya was always hungry to learn. He was certain he would master them in no time.
“Used to like playing when I was little...”
Shane hesitated for a moment.
“With your mum?”
“Yeah. She was...”
Ilya bit his lip. Talking about his childhood with her still seemed incredibly difficult.
Shane rested a hand on his thigh and gave it a gentle squeeze.
“If it’s too much, don’t force yourself. We’ve got time.”
Ilya shook his head.
“Want to tell you about her. It’s just...”
When the words failed him, Shane offered quietly, “It still hurts that much?”
“Yeah...”
Ilya’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel.
“Loved her so much...”
Shane tightened his grip on his thigh. One of Ilya’s hands left the wheel and covered his. Shane let him.
“She must have loved you just as much.”
“She did. Used to play with me after training. Durak. She was... unbeatable.”
Ilya had never shown him any photographs of her. Shane wasn’t even sure he still had any. He tried to picture her, without really knowing what parts of Ilya to borrow. Maybe his chestnut curls. Or that crooked little smile.
After a moment, Shane spoke again.
“Maybe you could teach us how to play?”
“It’s more of a children’s game. But could try to finding rules for Preferans.”
“We can look them up together. It’ll help me practise my Russian.”
He was improving. Not as quickly as he would have liked, but he was improving. He could understand a good portion of the messages Nikita sent him now. He hadn’t really spoken Russian with Ilya since New Year’s Eve. Not because he lacked opportunities–he had picked up quite a bit of vocabulary–but because he wanted his Russian to be as good as Ilya’s English.
“Could speak Russian to you sometimes... if you want,” Ilya offered.
“I’d like that very much, yeah.”
* * *
Montreal, December 2010
Shane and Ilya had arrived back in Montreal early in the evening, a little after seven o’clock. They had spent the afternoon in Ottawa with Shane’s parents playing belote–Shane partnered with his mother, while Ilya played with his father.
Ilya had struggled a bit with David’s bids at first, but after a few rounds and some whispered explanations, he had eventually got the hang of it. Yuna and her husband were fiercely competitive when it came to cards and never went easy on each other. Ilya had thoroughly enjoyed their good-natured rivalry and had quickly become caught up in the game himself, gently teasing both mother and son whenever he was dealt a particularly strong hand.
The afternoon had passed far too quickly for his liking, and he had left the Hollanders with a pang in his chest. As absurd as it still felt, the couple had already made a place for him within their family. Ilya was trying to accept it, but he still felt as though he didn’t deserve it, as though he wasn’t good enough for their perfect son.
The drive back to Montreal had been spent in silence. Not because they had nothing to say, but because Ilya had fallen asleep almost immediately. He had caught a very early flight that morning to join Shane in Montreal before heading straight to Ottawa. He had been awake since three in the morning and hadn’t managed to rest either on the plane or during the journey there.
Once they reached the secure car park of the residence, Shane had woken him and suggested he get some sleep while he prepared dinner. Ilya had accepted without argument. He had barely been awake enough to stand.
He had assumed Shane would wake him when dinner was ready so they could eat together. Instead, Shane had simply let him sleep and eventually climbed into bed beside him.
Since then, neither of them had left it. They had made love. Ilya had taken control exactly the way Shane had asked him to. Shane on all fours at the edge of the bed, Ilya behind him, hands gripping his hips to guide every thrust. They had come only seconds apart after a build-up so intense that Ilya had never experienced anything quite like it.
Every time they were together, everything felt stronger, more obvious. They fitted together so perfectly in every aspect of their lives.
Every day, Ilya thanked God for putting Shane in his path. Even if the distance was sometimes hard to bear and their secret weighed heavily on both of them, he was happier than he had ever been. Shane loved him without reservation. Without conditions. For everything he was and everything he wasn’t. For his strengths and his flaws. And in return, Ilya loved him more deeply than he had ever loved anyone. Even his mother.
That was terrifying. What if one day he lost this? What if he lost him? He couldn’t imagine it. Didn’t want to. Losing his mother had shattered him. Losing Shane would be worse than any torture he could conceive of.
“Ilya?” Shane called softly.
Ilya tilted his head slightly until it rested against the top of Shane’s.
He needed more contact.
Shane was already half sprawled across him, one leg between his and his head resting over his heart.
But it still wasn’t enough.
“Shane,” he replied.
“I can hear you thinking. What are you thinking about?”
“ты. Thinking about you.”
Shane pressed a kiss to his chest.
“Hopefully good things.”
“да. Was thinking about how perfect you are.”
“I’m not. You’re the perfect one.”
“Then we are two perfect people who fit together perfectly. Better?”
Shane lifted his head until his lips were within reach.
“That’s perfect.”
They met halfway and kissed softly.
They had only just pulled apart when his phone vibrated on the bedside table. Ilya stretched out an arm to grab it and immediately groaned when he saw the caller ID.
“Fuck.”
“Who is it?”
“My brother...”
“Are you going to answer?”
“I don’t have choice.”
He climbed out of bed, picked up his joggers from the floor and pulled them on. He started moving away to take the call, but Shane objected.
“Stay. I want to be with you.”
It was a terrible idea. He was almost certainly going to lose his temper. But when Shane wanted something, Shane got it. So he sat down on the edge of the bed and answered.
“What the fuck do you want, Andrei? It’s eleven p.m. in Boston. People sleep.”
“Hello to you too, little brother. How are you?”
Ilya rolled his eyes. God, he was sick of this hypocrisy.
“Tell me what you want so we can get this over with.”
Shane moved behind him, pressed his legs against his and wrapped his arms around him. Some of the tension eased.
“Nothing. Just wanted to tell you your niece was born.”
Already ? He quickly counted the months in his head. Nine months, give or take a few days. The past few months had gone by so quickly. Between NHL camp, the start of the regular season and all the stolen moments with Shane, he had barely had time to think about his niece.
“Is she alright?”
“As alright as a baby can be...”
What enthusiasm… It was his daughter, for fuck’s sake.
“How much does she weigh?”
“2.8 kilos. Something like that. Why?”
Why? Was he seriously asking that? Had he paid even less attention than Ilya had to what the obstetrician said about cannabis use during pregnancy?
Of course he hadn’t. Andreï only ever thought about himself.
“Are you going to send us one of those ridiculous cushions with all her birth details?”
“What do the doctors say?”
“Nothing.”
Ilya clenched his fist against his thigh. Shane rested a hand over it and stroked it gently with his thumb.
“What do you mean, nothing? She’s a small baby, isn’t she?”
“How do you know that?” his brother snorted.
“I looked it up, Andreï! Did you think I was just going to pay the bills?”
“That’s all I asked you to do...”
Ilya took the blow in silence. Shane must have felt the tension in his muscles because he pressed a kiss to his shoulder and held him even closer.
“You may have fucked up her life with your stupidity. I wasn’t going to…”
“Yeah, and?” Andrei cut in. “How is that your problem? Are you going to look after her if she turns out retard?”
Ilya fought to keep his temper. Shane’s presence helped a loy.
“If I had to, yes,” he answered calmly.
She was his niece. Of course he would.
“Obviously. What wouldn’t you do for family, eh? Mister Perfect...” Andreï mocked.
“You want money. Is that it?”
It was a rhetorical question. He already knew the answer. His brother never called for any other reason. He didn’t care what time it was. Or even what day.
“What else could I possibly want from you, Ilyushka?”
Ilya clenched his jaw. That nickname... He had no right to use it.
“I gave you ten thousand dollars in August. What the fuck happened to it?”
“I used it to pay the hospital bills and buy things for the baby.”
Of course he had. Unless the baby’s clothes were made of silk and her furniture of gold, there was no way he had spent that much money so quickly. He had probably used most of it to cover his debts.
“How much?”
“Twenty thousand dollars?”
Ilya nearly sprang off the bed. Even Shane loosened his hold in surprise.
“Twenty thousand dollars?! Are you taking the piss?”
“I need it, Ilya. You promised you’d help me with the baby... or did I imagine that?”
He didn’t even bother arguing. He gave in.
“Okay. I’ll send it.”
If one tenth of it actually went towards the baby, it would already be a miracle. Ilya wanted her to have a good life. He wanted her to want for nothing. Well... nothing material, anyway. For the rest, there was little he could do. He would love her. He would help take care of her whenever he was back in Russia. But he could never replace a loving, attentive father. A father she would probably never have.
“Tonight?”
“No. Not tonight. Tomorrow morning.”
“First thing?”
Ilya preferred not to know what kind of debt required money the moment the banks opened. He couldn’t save his brother. All he could do was limit the damage.
“Yes,” he confirmed.
Andrei hung up.
Ilya wanted to throw his phone at the wall. He felt so bloody pathetic for falling back into the same cycle.
After his brother’s call in August, he had promised himself he would only pay for things related to Dasha and the baby. He hadn’t even lasted a day. He had been so afraid Andrei would spend the money on something else that he had transferred a huge sum immediately. He had convinced himself his brother would finally take fatherhood seriously and keep it for his daughter. But no.
Then again, what had he expected? His brother was addicted to gambling. Even if his life depended on it, he wouldn’t stop betting.
Shane gently took the phone from his hands and set it back on the bedside table. Then he climbed onto his lap. Instinctively, Ilya settled his hands on Shane’s waist. Shane cupped his face between both hands, forcing him to look at him.
“I wish I could say this in Russian, but the words won’t come to me right now. I’m sorry.”
Ilya kissed him, then murmured against his lips, “It’s okay.”
Shane leaned back slightly and spoke in a low voice.
“You’re an incredible person, Ilya. But your family...”
He searched for the right words.
“Your family know exactly where to press to make you give in. And you know it too.”
Ilya didn’t argue.
“You could walk away. You could cut contact and stop all of this. But you won’t. Not yet.”
Maybe one day. When he was no longer afraid of losing him.
“Because part of you feels like you owe them something. And they do everything they can to make sure you keep believing that.”
Ilya nodded. He knew he was trapped. He knew it perfectly well. He just didn’t know how to escape their web, how to stop their words from affecting him so deeply.
Shane paused, holding his gaze a little longer before continuing.
“What they’re doing is ugly. It’s unfair. And it hurts you so much.” One of his hands slid into the back of Ilya’s neck, drawing him closer. “But it doesn’t make you stupid. And it doesn’t make you weak.” His forehead brushed Ilya’s. “It makes you deeply human.”
His hand tightened gently at the nape of Ilya’s neck.
“And I love you like that. Exactly like that.”
* * *
Ottawa, December 2010
“Ilyukha? Are you alright?” Nikita asked, his voice still thick with sleep on the phone.
No, he wasn’t. Not at all…
“It’s too perfect, Nikit. It can’t be real. I can’t be this happy…”
Ilya heard rustling sheets. What the hell was he doing? It was past one in the morning in Moscow…
“Okay. You’re panicking, aren’t you?”
He should hang up. It wasn't the right time. But he couldn't. He needed to talk to him, needed him to calm him down. Shane would eventually come upstairs and see him like this…
“It can’t be real…” he repeated, pain edging his voice.
“Where are you?”
“At Shane’s parents’ place. In his room.”
He was pacing it for five minutes because he was far too restless to sit anywhere.
“Is he with you?”
“No. He’s still downstairs with them. I couldn’t stay anymore. It was too much.”
He had made up an excuse–he couldn’t even remember what–to go upstairs before completely falling apart in front of them. He couldn’t let them see how broken he was.
“What was too much?”
Everything. He tried to explain it, “Their kindness, their warmth, their love. I don’t deserve it…”
“Of course you do, Ilyukha. More than anyone!”
Ilya shook his head. No, it wasn’t true. He didn’t deserve any of it. Not from them. Especially not from them.
“Tell me what happened,” Nikita suggested softly.
“They’re so… perfect. And I’m not. I’m going to disappoint them…”
“No one’s perfect, Ilyukha.”
Shane was. His parents were. Nikita too. He was listening to his nonsense in the middle of the night with endless patience. Anyone else would have hung up. Not him.
“I don’t want to disappoint them, Nikit…”
He couldn’t handle it.
Nikita took a moment before replying. And when he did, his words hit Ilya square in the chest.
“You can’t disappoint them, because they don’t expect anything from you. They’re not your father.”
Ilya sank down against Shane’s double bedframe. The weight of those words–of that truth–crushed him.
“They treat me like I’m their son. They bought me a bloody Christmas present…”
Nothing extravagant. Just a Japanese cookbook annotated by Yuna.
“You’ve been seeing their son for eighteen months, Ilyukha. You’re his soulmate. Of course they were going to get you something.”
He ran a hand through his curls and tugged. No. Not of course. You buy gifts for people close to you, not someone you’ve met three times.
“You did, didn’t you?”
“They invited me, I wasn’t going to show up empty-handed!” He exclaimed.
Even if he was a completely different person on the ice, his mother had raised him well.
“You could’ve brought a bunch of flowers and a bottle of wine…” Nikita teased, smiling in his voice.
Ilya clicked his tongue against his palate. He hated when he was right like that.
“They wanted us to spend Christmas together!”
“Together, yes. With you. Not next to you.”
Ilya buried his face in his knees and swallowed a sob.
“It’s too much, Nikit… All of this is too much…”
“No, it isn't. This is normal. What wasn't enough was the way things were at home.”
Those words broke something in him. An old truth, buried too deep, suddenly no longer holding.
Tears spilled over and he admitted quietly, “I’m scared, Nikit…”
He wasn’t afraid of much–losing Shane, being outed, not being able to play–but this… this was worse. He had lost his only family at twelve, with no hope of ever having another. And the Hollanders were giving him one. Unconditionally. Just because he loved Shane.
Nikita exhaled slowly.
“I know. I understand. But you’ve got no reason to be scared. Not with those people. Not with Shane.”
“I don’t know how to handle this…”
“You don’t anymore,” Nikita corrected him, drawing another sob from Ilya. “But it’ll come back. Don’t let him ruin these moments with Shane and his family. You’re perfect as you are.”
Ilya’s fingers tightened around the phone–how did he always find the right words?
“I thought no one was perfect, Nikit…”
He could hear him roll his eyes.
“You know exactly what I mean,” Nikita scloded gently, then continued, more serious now, calm and final, “You’re enough. You don’t need to be more. Or better. Just yourself.”
Ilya let out a small, shaky laugh.
“Shane said that too.”
“Then listen to him. He’s a sensible man.”
There was a silence. Ilya wiped his tears with his sleeve and sniffed. He hated crying, but it felt so good.
“Do you feel better?” Nikita asked gently.
“Yes. Thank you. You’re the best.”
“Good then. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going back to bed.”
Ilya glanced at Shane’s digital alarm clock. It was nearly two in the morning in Moscow…
“I’m sorry…”
“You don’t need to be. I told you I’d always be there for you. No matter the time. And I meant it. I’m glad you called me.”
He was glad he had too. He would never have gotten through this crisis alone.
He leaned his head back, taking a deep breath, and his gaze fell on Shane’s mattress. It was as comfortable as he had said it would be.
“I wish I had you as a brother…”
“I am. Just not in the way you thought.”
A new silence settled in. Nikita was probably giving him time to process what he had just said, before adding with a yawn, “Right, I’m off. Enjoy the rest of your stay, alright?”
“Goodnight, Nikit.”
Ilya stayed sitting on the floor for a moment, staring at the ceiling. Shane had kept the glow-in-the-dark stars–though they barely glowed anymore–forming several constellations whose names he had not retained.
When he felt calm enough to go back downstairs, he left the room and headed down the stairs.
Shane was just coming up. He stopped when he saw him, his gaze locking onto Ilya’s.
“Everything alright?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.
Ilya felt something warm spread through his chest. It felt good. So good.
He stepped up onto the first stair and pressed a quick kiss to his lips.
“Yeah,” he murmured. “Just… a bit of stomach ache. Your vegetables are going to kill me.”
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    In which Shane makes some plans for the future
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Here is the new and final chapter of this season. I hope you’ll enjoy it :)

Some bad news: I’m trying to write the 2013/2014 season, but for now it’s a complete failure. I have the ideas, I’ve written some parts, then erased everything because I didn’t like it at all. I’m not in a very good mood lately, and when I’m not, I’m very hard on myself. I’m giving myself five more weeks to succeed, and if not, I will end it at the 2012/2013 season. The last chapter is an ending one, but not the one I originally planned in my head.
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  Nashville, January 2011
It was All-Star Week. Both Shane and Ilya had been invited. And, strangely enough, for the first time, the league had abandoned its usual format: it was no longer the Western Conference versus the Eastern Conference, but European players against North American players. Ilya versus Shane. Again.
To kick off the week of competition, the event's communications team had organised a joint press conference. A press conference that irritated Ilya to no end.
A journalist called out to him.
“Ilya, at the start of the season you said you'd score fifty goals before the end of February.”
Ilya bit the inside of his cheek. He had thrown that out there without ever imagining anyone would take him seriously. And now it was following him everywhere.
“You've already scored thirty-eight. Do you think you'll keep your promise?”
He took a moment to answer.
Could he do it? Probably. His line with Marlow and Saint Simon was strong; they worked well together on the ice.
Would he do everything he could to make it happen? Most likely. It was a challenge he had set himself, and he wasn't the sort to back down from one.
But since he had no desire to tell them any of that, he simply replied, “Yes.”
A small smile tugged at Shane's lips as laughter rippled through the room.
Another journalist jumped in.
“Shane, you've scored forty-one goals. Do you think you'll reach fifty before Rozanov?”
Shane's expression tightened for a moment, as it always did whenever people compared them, before settling back into perfect neutrality.
“I don't think about things like that. It's a team sport. I'm happy when my team plays well. I'm just trying to do my part.”
Ilya pressed his foot against Shane's beneath the table. It was all he could do to support him. Later, when they met up in his room, he would tell him how brilliantly he had handled that question. For now, that would have to be enough.
A new journalist spoke up.
“Ilya, what's it like playing on an all-European team for this All-Star Game?”
Ilya wanted to tell them how disappointed he was. How badly he had wanted to play alongside Shane. But he couldn't. So he lied and gave them exactly what they wanted.
“It's perfect. The dressing room finally looks like a proper one.”
The room laughed again. Ilya clenched his jaw. They had taken away his only chance all year to be on the same team as the man he loved. And they found it amusing.
The questions kept coming. Ilya answered them mechanically and briefly. He still wasn't comfortable speaking in public. His accent became noticeable very quickly.
Shane kept shooting him encouraging glances and nodding whenever Ilya hesitated for even a fraction of a second.
“Shane?” a journalist called.
His attention snapped back to the crowd of vultures a little too quickly. Ilya prayed no one had noticed. It was the first time they had sat side by side in front of reporters, and it was far harder to manage than facing each other at a face-off.
“Sorry. What was the question?
“Just a quick one for the Toronto Star. Would you ever like to be on the same team as Ilya in an All-Star Game?”
“Yes. Of course,” he replied instinctively, a hint of impatience in his voice.
Ilya wanted to laugh, but managed to stop himself. He would tease him about it tonight, in private, after they had made love.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shane bite his lip before continuing in a more neutral tone.
“I mean... he's a very good player.”
Ilya nodded in agreement. If they ever played on the same team, they would be unstoppable on the ice. He was certain of it.
“And you, Ilya?”
“Same.”
Shane brushed his shoulder lightly against his. Under the table, Ilya hooked his foot around Shane's.
“Montreal and Boston haven't reached the playoffs for several seasons now. Do you feel any pressure to restore your teams' legacy so early in your careers?”
They exchanged a glance. Then Shane placed a hand on his thigh and gave it a gentle squeeze. Ilya nodded discreetly and let him answer for both of them. Yuna had anticipated this question, and the four of them had worked on an appropriate response.
“Feel free to interrupt me if I'm wrong, Rozanov...”
Shane cast him a brief glance. Ilya nodded again, more visibly this time.
“...but I think we're both fully aware of the expectations the fans had when we signed with our respective teams. We're doing everything we can to live up to the faith they've placed in us. We give our best every game and hope that will be enough to help our teams reach the playoffs.”
Every eye turned towards him.
“Ilya, what do you think?”
Ilya leaned towards his microphone, his hand clasping Shane's. He swept his gaze across the journalists before answering, “I have nothing to add.”
The press conference came to an end. Ilya finally let out a breath. The torture session was over. In a few hours, he would be back with Shane. And that would be enough.
* * *
Outaouais, May 2011
Both the Bears and the Voyageurs had made the play-offs as the seventh and eighth seeds in their conference. But they had both been eliminated in the first round, which left them free by the end of April.
They could have met up in Ottawa the day after their elimination, but some of Shane's teammates were beginning to get suspicious. For the time being, it was nothing more than a few casual questions tossed around in the dressing room after the bus ride from the hotel to the rink. "Who's making you smile like that?" or "What's her name?" or "This is pretty recent, isn't it?" Nothing he couldn't handle. He didn't have a girlfriend, just a best friend he was very close to who also happened to be a hockey player.
That had settled them down, but, as a precaution, he had decided to stay in Montreal. He had even made the effort to go out with them twice–bars, not nightclubs. Those were completely out of the question. Too much noise, too many people. And, more importantly, he couldn't dance.
Ilya, meanwhile, had taken advantage of those few days to invite teammates over and spend time with Marlow, whose company he genuinely enjoyed. He had gone to several nightclubs because, unlike Shane, he was perfectly comfortable being surrounded by that many people. According to him–and Shane believed him–several very attractive young women had flirted with him. It hadn't done a thing for him, and he had turned them down politely. Shane had never doubted it, but Ilya had insisted on making that point very clear.
Shane pulled into the driveway of his parents' cottage, parking beside his father's SUV, and switched off the engine. He turned towards Ilya, who was still asleep against the passenger-side window. He had caught an early flight that morning so they could arrive in time for lunch and had fallen asleep almost as soon as they reached the motorway. Afraid of waking him, Shane hadn't even dared turn on the radio and had driven the entire four-hour journey in silence.
He watched him for another moment. He looked so peaceful that waking him felt almost cruel. But it had to be done. Gently, he brushed a strand of hair from his forehead and called his name. Ilya grumbled something in Russian that sounded suspiciously like, "Five more minutes, Shane." Shane smiled and gave him a gentle shake. Ilya blinked a few times before his gaze settled on the single-storey house in front of them.
"We're here already?" he asked, his voice still thick with sleep.
"Already?" Shane laughed. "We've been driving for four hours and fifteen minutes."
Ilya frowned.
"Why didn't you wake me?  Told you I'd take over at ten."
"You needed the sleep, Ilya. You were out cold the moment we got onto the motorway..."
"So what?" he snapped. "You drove the whole way. That wasn't the plan."
Shane rolled his eyes. There hadn't been a plan at all. Ilya had suggested it, and Shane had said they would see.
"It doesn't matter, Ilya. It's fine."
Ilya looked almost offended. Apparently, it mattered to him. Shane couldn't understand why, but in an attempt to calm him down, he offered, "If you want, you can drive the whole way back."
"We'll do that, then."
Ilya stretched, the muscles in his neck cracking audibly. Shane made a mental note to massage them later.
They got out of the car. Ilya stretched again, this time from head to toe, before going to collect their suitcases. He probably still had a few belongings in his room, but he had decided to pack for every possibility. He didn't yet know whether he would be going back to Ottawa afterwards.
When they reached the porch, Shane let himself in without knocking, and Ilya followed, automatically taking off his shoes.
"You can keep them on. We'll be eating out on the terrace."
Ilya shrugged.
"Barefoot is good too."
Shane headed down the hallway, intending to take them upstairs so they could drop off their bags, when his mother emerged from the kitchen carrying a large tray of raw vegetables and a small bowl of herb yoghurt dip.
"Hello, boys! Did you have a good journey?"
"Hi, Mum." He kissed her cheek. "Very good. Traffic was pretty light leaving Montreal this morning."
Ilya stepped around him and took the tray from Yuna's hands, looking at it with exaggerated dismay.
"Vegetables. Missed them so much..." he sighed before adding more cheerfully, "Hello, Yuna. Where should I take this?"
"Out to the terrace, sweetheart. Shane will show you. I'll bring the drinks and join you in a minute."
Shane led him through the large open-plan living room, then out through the huge patio doors overlooking the garden. Ilya stopped dead the moment he stepped onto the terrace. Shane turned to him and caught the look of wonder on his face. He followed his gaze. It was fixed on the lake at the far end of the garden.
"You actually have a lake all to yourselves?"
"We share it with the neighbouring properties, but yes, we've got our own pontoon."
A spark of interest lit up Ilya's eyes. Shane guessed exactly what he was thinking and continued, "Mum likes sitting out there to read in summer. It stays cool by the lake."
Ilya already seemed to be imagining himself there. So was Shane, if he was honest. Very much so.
He added, "We can swim there as well. It gets deep quite quickly."
"We can dive?"
"I'd rather you didn't. It's not that deep."
Ilya pulled a disappointed face before turning his attention back to the horizon. He seemed genuinely captivated by the view. Maybe Shane could build a cottage of his own by this lake. Surely there were still plots of land available nearby.
His mother appeared behind Ilya, carrying two bottles.
"It's beautiful, isn't it?"
"Very," Ilya agreed.
"I fell in love with this house the moment I walked through those doors," she said. "I was standing exactly where you are now when I told David we were buying it."
"I would've bought it too," Ilya declared without taking his eyes off the lake.
By the end of lunch, Shane was going to check the property listings. He was definitely going to build a cottage here. For himself and Ilya.
His mother turned towards him with a smile and, as though she had read his mind, added, "I think there are a few plots for sale not too far from here. You could build something of your own. It would give you a place that's just yours, somewhere to recharge during the off-season."
 
His parents left in the late afternoon after a game of Belote, which Ilya and his father had once again won. They both had work the next day, but they would be back the following weekend for Shane's birthday.
Shane and Ilya said goodbye to them from the porch and waited until their car had disappeared into the distance before throwing themselves at each other like starving men. With the end of the regular season and the start of the playoffs, they hadn't seen each other in person for more than six weeks. Far too long.
Without breaking the kiss, Shane guided him up to his bedroom on the first floor, their clothes falling one by one along the way. By the time Ilya pushed him down onto the bed, they were wearing nothing but their underwear. Shane quickly rid him of those before pulling him close and coaxing him to lie on top of him. He loved feeling Ilya's weight against him. It was intoxicating.
They rubbed against each other until they were nothing more than two bodies trembling with pleasure. Feeling his orgasm approaching, Shane pushed him back and demanded, "I want you inside me."
Ilya kissed the hollow of his throat and asked against his skin, "How do you want me to take you?"
"However you want."
He trailed a line of burning kisses up to his ear before whispering, "I want you on all fours, arse up."
Shane obeyed and lost himself in the pleasure.
 
Later, after showering and getting changed, Shane lit a fire on the terrace and settled back onto the outdoor sofa. Ilya reclaimed his place on his lap, his face turned towards the fire pit, his hands absent-mindedly tracing patterns over his legs. Shane played with his brown curls as he watched his profile. He looked so peaceful that Shane finally dared to ask, "Can I ask you something about your mother?"
Ilya's fingers tightened around his knee. Shane regretted it immediately. Maybe this wasn't the right moment. Or the right place. Maybe it was still too soon. Maybe it always would be.
He was about to tell him it didn't matter, that they had plenty of time, when Ilya answered, "Да. Anything you want, солнышко."
Shane's heart melted at the nickname. Sunshine. Ilya had started calling him that in English and had carried on using it in Russian.
Shane hesitated, searching for the right words before finally asking, "How old was she when she died?"
"Thirty-five."
Shane's hand froze. Thirty-five. That meant she had been twenty-three when Ilya was born. And... nearly thirty years younger than his father.
That was enormous. Far too much of an age gap to be insignificant.
"She had you very young..."
Ilya let out a short, bitter laugh.
"She was even younger when she had my brother..."
Shane's chest tightened painfully.
"It wasn't... a marriage for love, was it?"
"Нет."
"I'm sorry..."
He resumed stroking his hair, slowly, with the tips of his fingers. To keep Ilya anchored here, with him, in the present. To stop him from being swallowed by the painful memories Shane had stirred up.
Silence returned. Heavier this time. Then, quietly, Ilya confessed, "He made her so miserable. Always belittling her. Terrorising her..."
Shane swallowed hard. His hand never stopped moving, but his touch grew firmer, more deliberate.
"I think he refused to let her get help."
He closed his eyes. It was so horrific. That man truly was a monster.
"Maybe she wouldn't have died if she'd seen a doctor..."
The maybe rang false to Shane's ears.
"What did she take?"
He hoped she had gone peacefully. After so many years of suffering...
"Sleeping pills, I think. I can't remember the name on the bottle."
* * *
Two days later, on the eve of his birthday, Shane and Ilya were curled up in each other's arms watching a documentary about humpback whales when Shane received a call from Farah, his agent. Ilya immediately muted the television while Shane answered, his arm still wrapped around Shane's waist.
“Hello, Shane. Am I interrupting anything?” she asked.
“Hi, Farah. Not at all. What can I do for you?”
“I've just got off the phone with the league.”
He raised an eyebrow, intrigued. What could the league possibly want with her?
“You've been nominated for the NHL Awards in the Rookie of the Year category.”
He and Ilya exchanged a surprised look.
“Really?!”
“Yes, Shane. You had an excellent first season. It would have been very surprising if you hadn't made the final three after scoring sixty-seven goals.”
Sixty-seven ? He knew he had ended up somewhere around that number, but hearing it out loud somehow made it feel more extraordinary.
“Did they tell you who the other two are?”
“No, but I asked. You're up against Ilya Rozanov and Vincent Lemaire.”
Shane had to make a conscious effort not to beam with pride.
“Do you know when the ceremony is?”
He had always followed the NHL, but not that side of it.
“June nineteenth, I think. Hang on, let me check.”
June nineteenth? That meant Ilya wouldn't be returning to Russia before then. Which meant even more time together.
Ilya must have reached the same conclusion because he pressed a kiss to the hollow of Shane's neck, right on the spot that sent electricity through his entire body. Shane forced himself to remain perfectly still and focus on Farah's voice.
“Sorry, I can't find the email.”
“That's alright. Just send me a message when you do?”
“Yes, of course, Shane.”
For a moment he thought Farah was finished and that he could finally give in, but she continued.
“Anyway, how are you?”
Farah was a brilliant agent–attentive, thoughtful and genuinely kind. She always took the time to check in on him. Shane thought he might tell her about him and Ilya soon–well, part of it, at least.
“Very well, thanks. How about you?”
Ilya manoeuvred him onto his lap and began stroking his back, then his sides. Shane inhaled slowly and clung to the conversation.
“I'm alright. Quite busy at the moment, but managing. You're at your parents' cottage, right? Your mother showed me some photos. It looks beautiful.”
“Yeah. I needed somewhere quiet to recharge.”
Ilya's hands slid down to his arse. Shane bit the inside of his cheek, his expression hardening for a moment–more at himself than at Ilya. Ilya answered ith a crooked smile, perfectly aware of the effect he was having on him.
“You're absolutely right. That's important. Mine will be this summer, after the wedding.”
“That's at the end of July, isn't it?”
“Yes, that's right,” Farah confirmed, a hint of impatience creeping into her voice. “I've nearly finished all the preparations.”
“That's great. One less thing to worry about.”
“Exactly.”
Just as Ilya's fingers slipped beneath the waistband of his underwear, Farah finally announced, “Well, I'll let you go. I need to prepare a press release for you. I'll see you at the awards ceremony.”
“Sounds good.”
Then she hung up. Shane tossed his phone onto the sofa and kissed Ilya full on the mouth.
 
Later, as they caught their breath, with his forehead resting against Ilya's shoulder and Ilya's hands still on his hips, Shane found himself thinking about Farah's phone call.
“We're both nominated. You heard that, right?”
“I heard.”
He lifted his head and found a worried look in Ilya's eyes.
“What is it?”
“Press are going to turn it into another rivalry.”
Shane sighed. They would have a field day with it, no question. Despite all their efforts, journalists kept feeding that supposed rivalry, twisting their words and over-analysing everything they did–on the ice and off it.
Ilya was taking it harder than he was, becoming increasingly curt during interviews. Naturally, the press took it as further proof of his competitive nature, when in fact he was simply frustrated that no one was hearing what he was trying to say.
“I know... But we'll figure out a way to redirect it, alright?”
Ilya shrugged.
“Yeah. Is just... exhausting. I'd like us to be something else in their eyes.”
Shane tensed. Surely he wasn't thinking about...?
“What do you mean?”
Ilya traced the small of his back with his fingertips.
“Friends.”
Shane quietly released the breath he had been holding.
“We can be that, yes?” Ilya asked more softly.
“Yeah. I think so.”
It would certainly make things easier. And perhaps the press would finally stop treating them like enemies.
“We'll talk to Mum about it. She always has good ideas when it comes to things like that.”
* * *
The next day, they celebrated his twentieth birthday with his parents. He blew out the candles on a magnificent strawberry cake that Ilya nearly devoured single-handedly. His parents gave him an envelope full of photographs of him and Ilya that his mother had secretly taken over the previous months. Shane would never be able to display them in his home, but perhaps he could start an album and keep it in his bedside table.
As for Ilya, he gave him a silver pendant depicting two crossed hockey sticks hanging from a long chain–so he would always be with him. Shane immediately resolved to have their names engraved on it. The shafts of the sticks were thick enough for that.
* * *
The days flew by in a comfortable, soothing routine.
Their mornings were devoted to maintaining their fitness–mostly weight training. It was all they could really do with the equipment Shane's parents had set up in the gym on the ground floor. Since the weather was beautiful, they also went running outdoors along a small trail Shane had discovered during his first summer in the Outaouais. With his long legs, Ilya was naturally a little faster, but he always slowed down so they could stay side by side and talk. Sometimes, when he was feeling particularly mischievous, he would turn around and jog backwards until Shane caught up with him.
Afterwards, they would ease their muscles in the still-chilly lake before heading back inside to shower and ending up in bed for the first time that day.
After lunch, they checked their work emails. Well, Shane actually checked his, reading every message carefully, while Ilya merely glanced at the subject lines before closing his laptop and coming over to bother him.
Then they made time for themselves. Video games, where Ilya inevitably ended up grumbling. Nature documentaries, during which he invariably fell asleep. Football matches in the garden that he won almost every time. And, of course, plenty of sex. Ilya was insatiable, and Shane was becoming much the same.
* * *
Two weekends later, Shane travelled to Belleville alone to meet up with two former teammates and close friends: François and Andrew. They were the only two people from their old group he had stayed in touch with after the regular season began. The others had abruptly cut contact, probably frustrated by seeing him thrive in the NHL while they remained in the minor leagues.
Shane had wanted to decline the invitation–there was no way he wanted to leave Ilya on his own–but Ilya had insisted. He had books to read, and Shane's parents would be there. He would cook with Yuna and do a puzzle with David.
Shane pulled up outside the address Andrew had given him. It was a small gated residential complex where the Senators kept a few apartments. François lived there as well with his girlfriend–or future fiancée, if Shane had understood correctly.
He quickly sent Ilya a text message before getting out of the car and making his way towards the entrance. He was a bit nervous. Because he intended to come out.
He had spent a great deal of time thinking about it lately–who to tell, when to tell them, and how. He knew he couldn't hide being gay forever. His teammates would eventually figure it out. The journalists would too. A player who never dated anyone—not even a casual fling—was bound to attract attention. So he might as well say something before people started taking too much interest in his private life. And besides, Andrew and François had been his friends for six years. They were who he wanted to tell first. After that, he would tell Hayden. In any case, he had never been particularly convincing when denying that he was seeing someone.
He took a deep breath. Come on, Shane. This will be fine. You've known them long enough to know they're not homophobic.
He rang the bell. Andrew opened the door a few seconds later and pointed him towards the correct floor and apartment number. His friend greeted him on the doorstep with a huge grin.
"Hey, superstar! Long time no see!" he exclaimed, pulling him into a bear hug.
"Hi, Andrew. Yeah, way too long!"
Then François appeared and slung an arm around his neck.
"Alors, le futur Rookie de l'année, ça gaze ?" So, future Rookie of the Year, how's it hanging ?
Shane laughed softly and allowed himself to be ushered inside.
 
Later, while they were playing the latest NHL game, Shane finally took the plunge.
“I'm gay.”
The game continued for a few seconds, then Andrew set down his controller. François rested his between his thighs. They exchanged a quick glance, as though silently agreeing on something, before Andrew paused the game.
“Okay...”
The silence that followed made Shane's heart beat a little too fast. François shrugged slightly.
“We'd kind of guessed, to be honest.”
Shane stared at them in turn, caught completely off guard. They had guessed?
“Oh?” he managed, his voice a little too tight. “I... Did I do something that...?”
François burst out laughing and nudged him with his shoulder.
“Shane, seriously. You had an absolutely gorgeous girlfriend and then dumped her out of nowhere. Did you really think we weren't going to start asking questions?”
A fresh wave of anxiety crashed over him. His hands started trembling around the controller.
“The others... did they...?”
Andrew placed a reassuring hand on his arm.
“No. Just us.”
Shane could breathe again.
“They never thought about it that much,” Andrew continued. “As far as they're concerned, you two broke up because of hockey.”
What if they thought about it more? What if they started talking? They had always been a little jealous of him. Things could get worse.
François added his hand on him. Shane almost flinched. That was when he realised just how much he was shaking.
“Hey, Shane. Everything's fine. We made sure they stuck to that version of events. We'd never have let them hurt you. You're our mate. We couldn't care less that you're gay.”
Shane nodded. Andrew, François and him had always been closer than the rest of the team. They had spent their entire junior careers together: Andrew and Shane on the same line, François on defence.
Andrew leaned forward slightly, holding his gaze.
“François talks a lot of rubbish—”
“Oi!” François protested.
“—but on this, I completely agree with him. You're still our friend, whether you like women or not. And friends look out for each other.”
Shane looked from one to the other. His friends were incredible. And he...
He swallowed hard.
“What if I told you I've been seeing someone for nearly two years?”
François raised his eyebrows.
“Two years? Seriously?”
“Since July 2009.”
His friend snorted.
“That's suspiciously precise. You got a date and time as well?”
Shane rolled his eyes. The worst part was that he did. 5 July 2009, at 1:37 a.m. The moment Ilya had entered his number into Shane's phone.
Andrew sighed.
“Can you not just tell him we don't care and that it changes absolutely nothing?”
“It seemed so obvious to me...”
Well, it wasn’t obvious to Shane. He wasn’t sure he would have shown the same understanding if the roles had been reversed. He would probably have felt betrayed–or simply not good enough to deserve their trust.
“Really?” he asked.
François lightly punched his shoulder.
“Yeah, you daft idiot.” Then he added more seriously, “I'm not going to lie. I'm a bit offended you're only telling us now. But I understand.”
Shane lowered his eyes slightly. His hands were shaking less, but his eyes stung. He had always been a little too emotional. And right now, he felt overwhelmingly relieved that he hadn't lost either of them.
“It's... complicated,” he explained. “It has to stay secret.”
Andrew frowned.
“Why? Is it another player?”
Shane nodded. Something changed in Andrew's expression–not rejection, but something else. Shane couldn't quite identify it.
“Ah... okay. I see.”
Shane was about to ask what he meant when François spoke up.
“Couldn't you have picked something... simpler?”
Shane shrugged, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
“It just happened. I wasn't exactly planning to fall in love with another hockey player.”
“And does it work? Do you actually get to see each other?” François asked.
“Once or twice a month during the season.”
François shook his head.
“I could never do that. Three days without Maude is already too much. A month? Fair play, mate.”
Shane waved away the compliment. If anyone deserved praise, it was Ilya. He was the one who had made most of the journeys. Shane had already promised himself that would change next season.
“We spent Christmas together with my parents. And since the start of this month, we've been...”
He stopped. Andrew hadn't taken his eyes off him once. It was starting to make him uneasy.
“Andrew?”
“Do you trust him that much?”
Shane stared at him, bewildered.
“Of course.”
“I mean...”
Andrew bit his lip, clearly uncomfortable. Shane suspected he wasn't going to like what came next.
“Are you sure he won't betray you?”
He stared at his friend. Ilya? Betray him? The very idea seemed absurd.
“Never,” he replied sharply. “He's my soulmate. He's taking a lot of risks just by being with me...”
Andrew raised a placating hand.
“Alright, Shane. I just wanted to make sure. You've always dreamed of playing in the NHL. I'd hate for someone to ruin your career.”
“He won't do anything that could harm me,” Shane assured him.
Andrew offered him a sincere smile.
“Then everything's fine.” He paused briefly. “I'm happy for you. Truly. And I promise nothing leaves this room.”
“Not a word,” François added, miming zipping his lips shut. “Although are we ever going to meet him?”
“Probably.”
He just didn't know when. In a year. In ten. Only when Ilya no longer risked losing everything.
 
That night, lying in Andrew's spare bedroom, Shane couldn't resist sending Ilya a message. He was probably already asleep, but Shane needed to share it with him.
[It's done. I told them. They already had their suspicions. And do you know why? Because I broke up with my girlfriend at the time. Mad, isn't it? Anyway, they took it really well. Just like you said they would. Although they do want to meet you.]
He set his phone on the bedside table while he changed into his pyjamas. He had barely settled into bed when the screen lit up.
It was Ilya.
[1:57 a.m. – With pleasure. One day.]
Shane smiled and typed back.
[That's exactly what I told them. Why are you still awake?]
The reply came almost immediately.
[1:58 a.m. – My father called me. He wanted me to bring him some bread. I think he has Alzheimer's...]
Shane sat motionless for a moment, his fingers hovering above the keyboard.
Then he typed,
[I'm sorry. If you need anything, just tell me.]
[2:01 a.m. – I love you <3]
Shane stared at the screen for a few seconds before replying.
[I love you too.]
* * *
Las Vegas, June 2011
Ilya brought his cigarette to his lips and took a long drag. He hadn't smoked in nearly two years–since his first rookie camp with the Bears–but right now, he needed it. Really needed it.
Shane had won Rookie of the Year.
That wasn't the problem. He was incredibly proud of his boyfriend. More than proud, even. Shane had had an outstanding season, scored spectacular goals and carried his team all the way to the playoffs. He deserved the award. More than Ilya did. And he wasn't saying that because he loved him. He was saying it because Shane was one hell of a player.
No, the problem was the journalists who had interviewed him afterwards. Those vultures had not stopped interrupting him. They never respected his silences. He needed time to answer, to choose his words–more than most people did. And they hadn't given him any. He hadn't managed to say even a quarter of what he and Yuna had prepared. And it frustrated him. Immensely. It had been the perfect opportunity to make himself heard. To tell their story. And it had been taken from him. Again.  How many more opportunities would disappear like that? How many times would people twist his words into something else? He just wanted to be heard, for fuck's sake. Was that really too much to ask?
A hand settled against the small of his back. He straightened sharply, ready to tell off whoever thought they could be that familiar with him, only to find himself staring at Shane.
“Fuck, Shane! Warn me next time you sneak up behind me like that.”
“I thought you'd heard me. Sorry...”
Ilya kissed him briefly before leaning back against the rooftop safety rail.
“You're smoking,” Shane observed.
“This'll be the only one tonight. Promise.”
Shane moved to stand beside him, their shoulders only millimetres apart.
There was no one in this corner of the roof–Ilya had chosen it for exactly that reason–so they could afford a little closeness.
“Did it go badly?”
Ilya hesitated.
“It couldn't have gone much worse. I'm probably going to come across as the sorest loser in hockey history.”
Shane laughed softly.
“Aren't you exaggerating a little?”
“Just a little. Those arseholes wouldn't stop cutting me off.”
“I'm sorry...”
Ilya pressed his shoulder against Shane's.
“It's not your fault, солнышко.”
Shane slid his hand towards his and intertwined their fingers on the railing.
“It mattered to you.”
It had. But not to the press. All they cared about was pushing their own narrative. And he was tired of it.
“There'll be other opportunities,” he said.
Not opportunities quite this good. But there would be others. And next time, Ilya would make himself heard. He spoke faster now. Louder.
“Yes,” Shane agreed.
Silence settled between them, broken only by the sound of their breathing.
Ilya stubbed out his cigarette, then turned towards him with a teasing smile.
“Your room or mine?”
“Mine.”
“I'll be there in five minutes.”
 
That night, Ilya made love to him differently. With nothing but gentleness and tenderness, almost with desperation. As though it might be the last time. Shane already missed him, and he hadn't even left yet. The next ten weeks were going to be hell. He had no idea how he was going to survive them.
At first light, Ilya left the room without waking him, despite Shane's request. He didn't have the strength for goodbyes.
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  Moscow, June 2011
They were having their fourth dinner together since his return to Moscow when Ilya announced, without preamble, “Maybe I should move out.”
The thought had been nagging at him ever since Nikita and Mila's wedding. Even if it was only for a month or two each year, he couldn't keep living with them, sharing their private life. It was strange, wasn't it?
His two friends exchanged a long, startled glance before Nikita asked, “And why exactly?”
Ilya shrugged.
“You’re married now.”
Nikita gave him a puzzled look.
“I don't see what difference that makes.”
“You might want a place of your own, without a friend constantly under your feet.”
His friend turned to his wife and exchanged another glance with her. Mila spoke up.
“We have an entire floor to ourselves if we want some privacy, Ilya.”
“I know, but the kitchen and the sitting room are shared.”
“So what? I honestly don't see the problem, Ilyukha. I thought this was what you wanted-a familiar place to come back to.”
Ilya's fingers tightened around his cutlery.
“You didn't buy that flat with me… for that reason, did you?”
“Of course not!” Nikita exclaimed, almost offended.
Ilya tensed even more. Nikita must have noticed, because he continued more gently.
“I bought it because I liked the idea of spending those months with you.”
“We love having you at home, Ilya,” Mila added. “Really. We don't mind sharing meals or evenings with you.”
Ilya looked from one to the other, searching their eyes for the slightest trace of dishonesty. He found none. Relaxing slightly, he explained, “I don't think I could do the same if our roles were reversed. I like having Shane all to myself.”
“I understand. And that's alright. We're happy with things as they are.”
He nodded. If they were happy, then everything was fine. He felt good here, with them. His thoughts never had time to spiral out of control; all he had to do was call them and they were right there next door. With his family close by and Shane on the other side of the world, that was essential.
“You'll tell me when you want that to change?”
“Of course, Ilyukha. But there's no rush. Soon enough, you'll only be coming back for a few weeks, and it'll be like having a friend staying with us for a while.”
He nodded again. Even with his father ill, he had no intention of continuing to spend so much time in Moscow. He was perfectly willing to pay whatever was necessary for him to be looked after. Taking care of him himself, however... No. Never. He had escaped one hell, and there was no way he was walking into another.
And besides, he had Shane now. They saw each other so little during the season, he wanted them to have a normal life together for the rest of the year.
He smiled at the memory of those weeks spent at his parents' cottage, and of what they had talked about.
“One day, you'll be coming to stay with us on holiday,” he declared.
Nikita nearly choked in surprise. Mila patted his back gently while Ilya filled his glass with water.
“What do you mean, with you? You and Shane are going to buy something together?”
“He's looking for a plot of land in the Outaouais.”
Ilya smiled. In fact, Shane had already found one. He was just waiting for the estate agent to confirm that his offer had been accepted. Given the price he had offered, there shouldn't be any problems, but Shane didn't want to get ahead of himself.
“He wants to build a cottage. It would become our holiday home.”
Yuna and Ilya had already started looking for an architect before his departure. They were supposed to keep each other updated.
“Outaouais… that's where you were in May, isn't it?” Mila asked uncertainly. “The place with the lake at the bottom of the garden and the forest nearby?”
Ilya had taken a few photos of the cottage–and of Shane too, mostly of Shane, really–and had sent some of them to Nikita. The others were stored in a secure folder and had also been sent to Yuna for safekeeping, in case anything happened to his phone. He didn't keep them on his computer. Too risky.
“Yes, that's the place. It's very peaceful. Except when the loons start screaming.”
He shuddered at the memory of the cry that had shattered the evening while they had been sitting outside by the fire pit. It had made him jump out of his skin. What sort of birds made noises like that?
“Loons?” Nikita repeated.
Ilya chuckled softly. Even his friend didn't know about those ridiculous birds.
“Canadian birds that scream like wolves. Terrifying.”
* * *
Moscow, July 2011
With his niece Elena perched on one knee, happily chewing on a small round plastic toy whose name Ilya could never remember but which was apparently supposed to soothe her swollen gums while a tooth came through, Ilya started his Skype call with Shane. Since returning to Moscow, they had spoken almost every day, when it was late afternoon for Ilya. Sometimes just to see each other and tell one another how much they missed each other. Other times, to talk about everything and nothing for an hour or even two.
Recently, they had discussed Farah, Shane's agent, and the fact that Shane was considering letting her in on the secret so she could help them change the public image people had of them. It had been Yuna's idea, and Ilya fully agreed. From what little he knew of her, she seemed trustworthy and open-minded.
She had also done an excellent job after the NHL Awards, tactfully dismissing rumours of tension between him and Shane following Shane's victory. The press had once again twisted their every move, turning his simple "I didn't see him all evening" into "I've been avoiding him all night"...
Ilya let out a quiet sigh at the memory.
The pale blue background disappeared, and Shane's beautiful face appeared on the screen. He looked surprised for a moment-probably by the sight of his niece-before asking with a broad smile, “And who might this lovely young lady be?”
“Elena, my niece,” Ilya replied proudly.
She was the most beautiful baby imaginable. Calm and, above all, incredibly cuddly.
“How old is she now?”
“She turned seven months yesterday.”
“Already?!” Shane exclaimed. “Time flies…”
Ilya nodded. Dasha had sent him photos over the past few months, so he had watched her grow. But seeing her in person had still come as a shock. She was much bigger than he had imagined–and far more alert as well.
“Did you do anything special?”
“Polina invited Andreï and Dasha over for lunch.”
His stepmother absolutely doted on the little girl but had never actually been allowed to hold her. Andreï flatly refused–he still hadn't forgiven her for choosing that flat. So she showed her affection in other ways.
Ilya intended to have a serious conversation with his brother about it. Another one.
“How did things go with your father?” Shane asked, a hint of tension in his voice.
Ilya hesitated for a fraction of a second.
“It was alright… He asked same questions many times.”
For the time being, he could still pass as normal. Which didn't help matters at all. Andreï would once again say that Ilya was worrying over nothing, that their father was simply old and that it was normal. Except none of it was normal. People didn't forget that their first wife had died or that their son had moved to another country.
“Have you talked to your brother?”
“Not yet. He says he is on some big case…”
He immediately sensed Shane's scepticism through the screen. He shared it. Andreï was only a field agent. He didn't actually lead investigations.
“You don't believe him,” Shane stated.
“No. Not at all,” Ilya confirmed, a trace of irritation in his voice.
Andreï always had a good excuse. Always something that came up at the wrong moment. Even when their father had specifically asked him to pick Ilya up from the rink. Eventually, Ilya had stopped waiting and simply walked home on his own.
“But I don't want to fight with him…”
He just wanted to enjoy his summer, take care of his niece and spend time with Nikita and Mila. And he wanted to do it with peace of mind–or as much peace as he could manage under the circumstances.
He exhaled.
“Anyway, even if I force him, he will not listen…”
It would be like talking to a wall, insults included.
Shane watched him for a moment, a sympathetic smile on his lips.
“And what does your stepmother think?”
“That he refuse to see obvious… and that I should stop asking his opinion.”
Ilya knew perfectly well that she was right. There was nothing to expect from him. Andreï was a selfish bastard who didn't want to burden himself with anyone else's problems–not even his father's illness. But his conscience told him to involve him. Polina was there for now, but she wouldn't stay forever. Not once his father started confusing her with his mother more and more often and made her live through the same hell. She had no reason to accept that–not even the little affection she still had for him.
And if Polina left, only his brother would remain to take care of him–or at least visit wherever Ilya eventually placed him. His father would slowly but inevitably lose both his memory and his independence. It would be ugly. Very ugly. Eventually, he would no longer recognise anyone or remember what he had done two minutes earlier. As much as Ilya hated him, he had never wished that on him.
“Maybe she's right. You don't need your brother's permission to get him treated.”
“No, but it's better this way. He's his son too.”
Ilya saw in Shane's eyes that he disagreed, but he didn't push the matter. Ilya silently thanked him. He didn't want to argue about his brother.
“Alright, Ilya.”
There was a moment of silence before Shane brightened.
“So, are you babysitting tonight?”
“Yeah. Dasha dropped her an hour ago.”
Dropped off was putting it generously. She had thrust her nice and her changing bag into his arms and left without so much as a glance at her daughter, promising she would be back soon. Ilya hadn't had time to say no. Not that he would have.
Seeing the question already forming in Shane's eyes, he explained,
“She feels suffocated at home. Andreï doesn't want her going back to work until little one starts school.”
Another one of those sexist–and utterly stupid–ideas he had inherited from their father. Dasha might not have gone to university, but she loved her job. He had no right to take that away from her. Still, Ilya had no intention of interfering. It was their business.
Shane's face hardened.
“He doesn't have enough money, with everything you send him, to hire a nanny?”
Ilya clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. His brother talked enough about money already. Shane didn't need to join in.
“I don't know what he does with my money. And honestly, I don't care. As long as I pay, he leaves me alone.”
It was cowardly. But Ilya clung to that strange balance. It had always been part of his life. That permanence had become familiar. Almost reassuring.
Shane frowned.
“This isn't healthy, Ilya…”
“I know, Shane! I know!”
Silence fell again.
Barely a second later, Elena dropped her toy on the floor and burst into tears. Ilya bounced her gently in his arms and whispered, “Прости, моя принцесса. Sorry, my princess” He kissed her cheek.“Дядя больше не будет злиться. Обещаю.Uncle won't get angry anymore. Promise”
He bent down to retrieve the plastic ring and wiped it on his jeans before handing it back. When her chubby little fingers brushed against his, Ilya took them and stroked them softly. God, he loved this little girl. And she had only truly been part of his life for three weeks.
He gazed at her for a moment before looking back at Shane. Shane was watching him with an affectionate smile, almost mesmerised by the way he interacted with his niece. Ilya forgot his anger and smiled back. They simply looked at each other for a moment before he continued,
“I know, Shane. I shouldn't let him take this money from me, but you don't know him. You don't know what he's capable of. He could investigate me and…”
He stopped.
He didn't even want to think about what would happen if Andreï discovered the truth about him and Shane.
“No. Believe me, this is better.”
Shane looked at him sadly.
“It wasn't criticism, you know.”
Ilya nodded. Shane never criticised. He simply had a very strong sense of justice.
“I can see that you don't have many options, but one day it won't be enough. He'll ask for even more. What will you do then? Keep paying?”
What else could he do? Say no and risk both their careers?
“I earn hundreds of thousands, Shane, even without bonuses. What is ten thousand to me?”
He knew perfectly well that, for Shane, that wasn't the point. The amount wasn't the problem. The problem was that Ilya felt obliged to pay. That his brother manipulated him, and that Ilya let him. It infuriated Shane. More than that–it drove him mad. But there was nothing left to do. Andreï had won the day Ilya had said yes for the first time.
Shane sighed.
“You could do something else with that money. Give it to causes you care about, like you told me.”
Ilya closed his eyes. Shane always knew exactly where to press to make him see reason. And sometimes that hurt. Too much.
He smiled and replied lightly, “I have more than enough money.”
Shane held his gaze for a moment.
“Alright, Ilya.”
* * *
Ottawa, July 2011
Several minutes had passed since Shane had started the video call, and he could tell that Ilya was struggling to stay seated. He was restless, and Shane had no idea why. From everything Ilya had told him about his day so far, there seemed to be no reason for it.
He had trained with Nikita at the rink for part of the morning, eaten a greasy pizza just the way he liked it, and then spent the whole afternoon looking after his niece.
Lately, he had been spending a lot of time with her. His sister-in-law had got into the habit of dropping her off shortly after lunch so she could have some time to herself. Ilya was delighted by the arrangement. Shane, rather less so. Not because Ilya spent time with her–he looked after her wonderfully and clearly enjoyed it–but because people were taking advantage of him again, of his kindness, of his sense of duty. And that drove Shane mad.
What drove him even madder was that Ilya was perfectly aware of it and accepted it almost with a smile. As though it were normal. As though he deserved it…
Ilya was proudly explaining that Elena had crawled for the first time that day to retrieve the little fabric book he had accidentally placed too far away. Shane probably ought to be marvelling at it too, but all he could think about was the mountain of things Ilya had bought for her without a second thought. Things he would probably leave with his sister-in-law before returning to Boston, because he had noticed that his niece didn't even have a play mat at home.
Again, it wasn't that Ilya spent money on her that bothered him–he wouldn't have expected anything less from him–but that those things should already have been there, at her parents' house. Ilya sent his brother ten thousand dollars every month. How could he not spend some of it on his own daughter? She was his child. She should come before everything else. Was Andreï really the selfish monster Shane had imagined?
Ilya shifted again in his chair. This time, he wasn't even trying to hide his discomfort.
Shane waited until he had finished speaking before gently offering,
“You don't have to stay in front of the screen. You can move around if you want.”
Ilya stiffened.
“Why you say that?” he asked, slightly defensive.
“Because you're nervous. And sitting still isn't helping.”
Ilya shrugged. He often did that when he was about to downplay something.
“Is nothing. Will pass.”
But Shane wasn't fooled anymore. He knew exactly what that meant.
“Something happened.”
Ilya hesitated before sighing.
“We'll end up arguing again if I tell you.”
“Arguing?” Shane frowned. “We've never argued.”
At least not to his knowledge, and certainly not by his definition.
“Yes, we did. Last week.”
Shane raised an eyebrow.
“When?”
“Tuesday. When Elena was here. I raised my voice and… she cried.”
Shane let out a small, incredulous laugh.
“Ilya… love, that wasn't an argument.”
Ilya looked genuinely confused.
“Then what was it?”
“A difference of opinion.”
He stared at him sceptically.
“And what's the difference exactly?”
Shane searched for the right words.
“I didn't force anything on you. I told you what I thought. Calmly. You listened. And that was the end of it.”
Ilya tensed.
“I heard you, Shane. It is just that…”
Shane interrupted softly.
“You don't have a choice. I know. And I respect your decision.”
Ilya relaxed slightly. Shane immediately regretted that he had ever doubted that.
“But I can't help worrying,” he continued. “Your brother's greed seems to know no bounds…”
Ilya gave a short, bitter laugh.
“Neither does his stupidity…”
Shane exhaled.
“Why don't you tell me what happened?”
Ilya studied him carefully. Shane smiled, hoping to reassure him that he could say anything without being judged.
After a moment, Ilya said, “He was the one who came to pick Elena up.”
When he didn't add anything else, Shane prompted, “And you tried talking to him, didn't you?”
Ilya nodded.
“He won't listen.”
The tone of his voice told Shane he was barely containing his anger. He let him continue at his own pace, bracing himself for him to snap at any moment.
“I told him about Polina. About the call in May. About the one yesterday. But he just laughed…”
Ilya shot to his feet.
“Fucking Andreï! Our father is fucking losing his mind, and…”
His chair flew backwards and crashed into the bed, the noise briefly drowning him out. When Shane heard him again, he had switched languages.
Shane only caught fragments here and there. He was speaking far too quickly, and sometimes pacing too far from the microphone for the words to be audible.
Shane simply let him pace around the room and say to his brother everything he hadn't been able to say earlier.
Eventually, the torrent subsided. Ilya stopped in the middle of the room, glanced at the screen, then returned to his chair, pulling it back into place as gently as possible.
“Sorry,” he apologised, eyes lowered.
“It needed to come out. Feel any better?”
“Not really…”
He buried his face in his hands.
“I don’t know what to do, Shane.”
Neither did Shane.
“What if you took him to see a doctor?”
At least someone could advise him and point him towards the right care.
Ilya shook his head.
“He’d never agree…”
Silence settled. Too heavy for Shane. He could feel Ilya's distress, and there was nothing he could do to ease it.
“I wish I could help you…”
Ilya lifted his head, his expression soft and affectionate.
“You are helping me, солнышко. You're here. That's enough.”
It wasn't. Not in Shane's eyes. He wished he could do more for him. But he knew nothing about the disease or how it was managed. If he had looked into it as he should have, perhaps he could have offered solutions. But were there really any? Ilya had surely done his research, and he didn't seem to know much more. Maybe what he needed wasn't answers, but something simpler.
“I wish I could be there and hold you while you let yourself fall apart,” Shane said quietly.
Ilya looked at him with so much love that Shane wondered whether his body was big enough to contain it all.
“I wish you were here too. I want to kiss you so badly…” He gave him a crooked smile and added, “And make love to you as well.”
Shane rolled his eyes. Insatiable man. Though he wanted him just as much. Not right now, but later, in his bed that had become far too big and far too cold.
“You're coming back at the end of August, before camp, right?”
“Yes. The twenty-eighth.”
“Then I'll be there on the twenty-ninth,” Shane promised. “I don't want to wait until October.”
Ilya nodded slightly, never taking his eyes off him.
“Neither do I.”
* * *
Ottawa, August 2011
They were discussing the first draft the architect his mother and Ilya had chosen had sent them when Ilya suddenly announced, “I saw Sasha today.”
Shane stiffened.
“Sasha, your ex?”
Ilya laughed, as though the idea itself were ridiculous.
“No, not my ex. We were never together.”
Shane gave him a sceptical look.
“But you were with him for nearly a year…”
“We only fucked, Shane!”
He looked away. Even though Ilya had told him a little about his wild teenage years, he still struggled to picture him shagging girls and boys without any feelings involved. He was so passionate, so gentle, so attentive. It couldn't have been just sex…
Maybe it was with other people? And maybe with you, it's different? his mind suggested.
Maybe…
Ilya called softly, “Hey, Shane, солнышко. Look at me.”
Shane obeyed. Ilya locked eyes with him and didn't look away.
“I didn't love him. Not the way I love you.”
“But you did love him…?”
Ilya sighed.
“I cared about him, yes. He was my first guy. He taught me everything I know.”
Of course it had to be Sasha.
“You aren't jealous, are you?”
“No!” Shane replied too quickly.
“Yes, you are. Why?” Ilya asked, perplexed.
Alright, maybe he was. Maybe he wished he had been Ilya's first–and his only one, too, the way Ilya was his. Maybe part of him was still afraid of being compared. But he wasn't going to tell him that. Those were his insecurities, and he knew they were silly. But he couldn't help them.
Shane shrugged.
“I don't know. I just didn't expect you to see him again. What did he want?”
“To apologise.”
“What for?”
Ilya hesitated. Shane hoped he wasn't afraid to tell him. He could tell him anything, he knew it, right?
“He acted like an arsehole the last time we spoke. He talked about you in a degrading way.”
Shane was curious to know what he had actually said, and when. Ilya had never specified when they had been involved or when they had stopped. In general, he had remained rather vague about his past. As though he were ashamed of it. As though Shane might love him less if he knew.
“I told him to fuck off.”
Shane smiled. That sounded exactly like Ilya.
“We never spoke again after that…”
Something in his voice told Shane that the silence had hurt him. He disliked Sasha even more for it.
“Was that all he wanted?”
Because if that was it, it seemed ridiculous. Emails existed precisely for that sort of thing. Saying something to someone without forcing them to listen. Or at worst, if he was as paranoid about being hacked as Ilya, a text message.
A small smile spread across Ilya's lips.
“No. He also told me about his life. He moved to France two years ago, to Paris, I think. He always wanted to go there. He was convinced he would meet his soulmate there.”
“And?” Shane asked, a hint of curiosity in his voice.
Shane was a romantic at heart. He found the idea of leaving your country to search for your soulmate adorable. Even if he didn't particularly like Sasha, he hoped he had found him.
“One of the skaters from his club. They've been together for a year.”
Good for him. But why did that require seeing Ilya? Why did it concern him at all?
“And he couldn't just have written to you?” Shane grumbled.
“How? I cancelled my Russian number last year, and my agent handles my social media.”
That was true. It did make things more complicated.
“Do you think he wants something from you…?”
“What?!” Ilya exclaimed, bewildered. “No, he doesn't want anything at all.”
“Then why come back like this? Why now?”
What could he possibly want after all those years of silence? Just to wave his happiness in his face?
“What worries you, солнышко?”
What worried him? He didn't really know. It was just a vague feeling, a little warning in the back of his mind that whispered ex equals danger–even though, according to Ilya, Sasha wasn't an ex.
“Nothing. I just don't understand. It doesn't make any sense…”
“Most people are irrational.”
“I know. It's just that… are you sure he'd never say anything about you?”
“If he did, he'd expose himself too.”
Perhaps, but he wasn't taking the same risks. He was a figure skater, not a hockey player.
Still, Shane didn't press the matter. If Ilya trusted him, then he deserved that trust.
“Alright.” Then, a few seconds later, “Are you going to stay in touch with him?”
Ilya seemed thoughtful.
“I don't know. Maybe. He gave me his new number. I haven't saved it yet.”
“Why not?”
He still cared about Sasha, didn't he?
“I don't know, Shane. It surprised me just as much as it surprised you. I haven't decided yet whether I want him back in my life.”
* * *
Montreal, September 2011
Leaning against the headboard, Shane was reading Ilya’s latest messages when Hayden, propped up against his own headboard, teased him gently.
“Good thing you don’t reply to your messages in the dressing room. Anyone can tell you’re madly in love with your girlfriend.”
Shane blushed, more embarrassed than anything else. He was perfectly aware that he wasn’t subtle at all, but hearing someone say it out loud made it feel more real.
Not that he was really trying to be subtle–not in this room, anyway. Over the course of the season and countless road trips, he and Hayden had become friends. During the summer, they had met up several times for video games or a drink, either at one another’s place.
Sometimes J.J. joined them, but it was mostly just Hayden and Shane. He was calmer, less outgoing, and more open-minded too. Shane had never heard him make a homophobic joke or slur, or even laugh at one.
That was why he had been waiting since the beginning of training camp for the right moment to tell him he was gay. Well… inform him, rather. He wasn’t planning some grand coming-out. Just putting the information out there, like he had with François and Andrew, and seeing what happened. And the right moment had just arrived.
Shane took a breath, locked his phone and turned towards Hayden. Even though it made him more nervous, he wanted to see his face.
“It’s not my girlfriend,” he announced, “It’s my partner.”
Hayden set his phone on his lap and stared at him for a moment, puzzled.
“Oh… I didn’t realise it was that serious.”
Shane smiled.
“Well, it is. We’ve been together for over two years.”
A satisfied smile spread across Hayden’s face.
“So I was right last year: you were seeing a girl.”
“No.”
Shane saw the confusion on his friend’s face. He enjoyed it for a moment before adding, “A guy.”
Hayden fell silent and stared at him in disbelief. Shane waited, trying to remain as calm as possible. It was just the shock of the revelation, not disgust setting in.
The seconds ticked by and Shane’s anxiety slowly began to rise. Had he misjudged him? Was he only tolerant as long as it wasn’t close to home?
He was about to laugh it off and say he was winding him up when Hayden finally blurted out, “Wow… wasn’t really expecting that, but alright… Shane Hollander likes men. Noted.”
Now it was Shane’s turn to be thrown off. Was it really that simple? No awkward questions about how he knew? No “Are you sure?” Just “Alright, noted”?
It must have shown because Hayden asked uncertainly, “Unless you’re bi? That’s the term, right?”
Shane shook his head, clearing away the thoughts crowding it.
“Yeah, that’s the term. But no, I’m definitely gay.”
“Okay. Is your… partner gay too?”
Shane appreciated that he had used the same word he had. A little less his hesitation. Trying to put him at ease, he said, “You can say boyfriend, you know.”
Hayden looked slightly embarrassed. Shane hoped it wasn’t because of the word.
“You called him your partner, so I thought…”
He interrupted him gently.
“I just don’t think ‘boyfriend’ really covers what we are. But it works too.”
“What do you prefer?”
“Partner.”
Definitely partner. Until they became something more. But they had time.
“Partner it is, then!” Hayden said cheerfully.
Shane thanked him with a nod.
“It’s more neutral, too,” Hayden added with a grin. “Less chance of me accidentally dropping a bomb.”
Shane tensed slightly.
“If you could avoid that, I’d appreciate it… I’m not planning on telling the others.”
Hayden frowned.
“Not even J.J.?”
J.J. was complicated. Shane didn’t spend nearly as much time with him as he did with Hayden. Most of the time, he only knew him surrounded by teammates, not in the privacy of a hotel room where masks slipped away.
“Maybe later. I still don’t know if he’s… an ally, you know?”
Hayden thought for a moment.
“I don’t think he’s homophobic. He just laughed at the jokes to fit in with everyone else.”
And that was exactly what held Shane back. That, and the fact that their friendship still felt a bit too superficial.
“Maybe. But that doesn’t mean he’d accept me.”
Hayden nodded.
“I get it. I won’t say a word. Promise.”
Shane had no doubts about that. Not anymore.
“So, you still haven’t told me. Is he gay too?”
Shane weighed the pros and cons of answering honestly.
“No. Bi.”
“Okay. Doesn’t it scare you, though… that he likes women too?”
Ilya’s bisexuality had surprised him for a few seconds, and then he had simply accepted it. It was part of who he was, and it had never frightened him. He trusted him completely, trusted his faithfulness–even if Ilya didn’t entirely believe that.
“No… He stopped looking at them when we got together.”
Hayden let out an impressed whistle.
“Bloody hell, he really loves you, doesn’t he?”
“He’s my soulmate.”
It wasn’t a justification, merely a fact. They had been drawn to each other immediately, and being soulmates had only strengthened that attraction. But it was by getting to know each other that they had truly fallen in love.
Hayden looked surprised again–less than before, but surprised all the same.
“Oh… I didn’t know you believed in God.”
“I don’t,” Shane corrected immediately. “I just think Fate doesn’t do anything by accident. Don’t you believe in soulmates?”
Hayden shrugged.
“Not really. Higher powers aren’t really my thing. But I’m happy for you. He seems to make you happy, and that’s all that matters.”
“Very happy,” Shane confirmed.
Happier than he had ever been. So happy that he sometimes wondered whether the last two years had been one long waking dream.
“So how did you meet, if you don’t mind me asking?”
He didn’t mind. Shane had never intended to keep that part secret. Ilya’s identity, yes, but not the rest. Besides, it would help Hayden understand the situation.
“Through hockey.”
Hayden reacted immediately.
“He’s another player, isn’t he? Is that why you’re always hiding your tattoo?”
He really had noticed everything… Though, after eight months, he had had plenty of time.
“Yeah. His words could give us away.”
“Oh yeah? What do they say?”
An amused smile escaped Shane. Hayden was awfully curious for someone who didn’t believe in soulmates.
“See you at the draft.”
“Oh!” Hayden burst out laughing. “Yeah, that’s a bit obvious.”
Even more obvious was the Cyrillic. There weren’t exactly dozens of Russian hockey players Shane could have met at the draft. In fact, there had only been one.
“Anyway,” Hayden continued, “I take my hat off to you.”
Shane looked at him questioningly.
“I don’t know if I’d have had the courage to tell you I was gay if our roles had been reversed.”
Shane shook his head.
“I wasn’t brave. I just took a calculated risk. I knew I could trust you.”
“And I appreciate that. I hope I can live up to your trust.”
“You already have. And you will.”
“Thanks, Shane. Really.”
 
When they both went back to their phones, Shane sent a message to Ilya.
[I told him. It went well.]
A few seconds later, the reply came.
[9:47 p.m. – Told you so!]
Shane smiled and typed,
[What about you? Are you going to tell Marlow?]
It took Ilya a little longer to answer.
[9:50 p.m. – Not yet. Not sure how he’d react. He seems fine, but I can’t take any risks. Don’t want to be sent back to Russia. Want to stay with you.]
Shane’s heart tightened. If Marlow reacted badly and word got out… No. He didn’t even want to think about it. That couldn’t be allowed to happen.
He typed,
[You’re right to be careful. I don’t want to lose you.]
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  Boston, November 2011
Ilya clenched his jaw as he pulled on his T-shirt. His ribs still hurt like hell. He had taken a painkiller just before the game, but Zullo, one of the Admirals' defencemen, had crushed him against the boards–right on his injured side, of course. It had knocked the wind out of him for a few seconds before he had carried on playing as though nothing had happened. There was no way he was coming off the ice–not when he was playing against Hunter.
Marlow stopped in front of him and lifted the hem of his shirt.
“You should get that looked at, Rozy.”
More out of instinct than genuine surprise, Ilya brushed his hand away and quickly pulled his shirt back down. What the hell was he doing, exposing him in front of everyone like that? Jameson would drag him straight to the team doctor again, who would end up sending him for X-rays. He didn't have time for that nonsense. He just wanted to get home and call Shane.
“It's nothing. Just bruised.”
Marlow looked at him sceptically.
“I saw you struggling to breathe after Zullo hit you. At the very least you've cracked a few ribs…”
More likely broken, but it wasn't the first time it had happened–or the first time he had played through it. He could handle it.
“You doctor now?” he shot back, more sharply than he had intended.
Marlow looked hurt.
“No. Just your mate… and someone who's sick of watching you act tough.”
A very good mate. Maybe even a friend. But there was still no way Ilya was spending hours in A&E just to be told what he already knew. He had bought everything he needed from the chemist's and had been taking it easy at home.
He gave him a reassuring smile–as reassuring as the dull ache in his chest allowed.
“I'm fine, Marlow, alright?”
“I still think you should get checked out,” his winger insisted. “I don't fancy seeing you coughing up blood on the ice because one of your ribs punctured a lung.”
Ilya rolled his eyes and snorted.
“You've watched too many medical dramas…”
He barely managed to suppress a groan of pain. Alright. Bad idea.
“They help me unwind.”
“You know what helps even more? Sex!”
Marlow shot him a sideways grin.
“Oh yeah? And you'd know all about that?”
“Just because I want to focus on hockey doesn't mean I don't take care of myself.”
The thought of Shane–his hands, his mouth–flashed through his mind. Distracting. And dangerously effective.
“Not getting bored with your right hand?” Marlow teased.
It wasn't the first time he had joked about Ilya's supposedly non-existent sex life. If only he knew. Just last week, Ilya had seen Shane on his day off, and they had made love more than once.
“Fuck off!”
 
Ilya lowered himself into the driver's seat with a pained grunt. He couldn't wait to get home and strap his bloody ribs up. He knew he wasn't supposed to, but he simply couldn't sleep without the bandages. He had tried during the first few days–he just couldn't find a position that eased the pain.
His phone buzzed in the pocket of his coat. Grimacing, he pulled it out and glanced at the notification. It was a message from Yuna about the game.
He swiped across the lock screen and opened their conversation. They had been messaging each other more and more since the start of the season, mostly about his games, his attempts at Japanese cooking, and the cottage he and Shane were planning to build together.
When she had messaged him after watching his first game of the season, Ilya had been deeply moved. They had lost, yet she had congratulated him–not only on the goals he had scored. She had simply thought he had played well, and that had been enough for her. It hadn't been enough for anyone else in years.
Her latest message read,
[10:47 p.m. – Great game tonight, and two more brilliant goals this season. At this rate, you're going to beat last year's record. But you really shouldn't be playing with broken ribs, sweetheart. Nobody would blame you for missing a few games.]
His eyes filled with tears, and he angrily wiped them away with his sleeve. He wasn't going to cry over something so small. It was only a bloody message from his boyfriend's mother. And yet the tears kept coming. Someone was worried about him. Not about his performances, not about his statistics, but about him. Just him. Someone was telling him to look after himself, as though his pain finally mattered. It felt so good.
Tonight, though, it was too much. He was exhausted, and he no longer had the strength to pretend it didn't hurt quite this much.
He cried for a long time in his car, staring at the message until the words dissolved into a blur.
When he finally calmed down, he replied with a sad smile.
[Shane is so lucky to have you.]
Then he slid the key into the ignition.
 
By the time he got home, his phone hadn't stopped vibrating in his pocket. Ilya knew exactly who was calling, yet he didn't answer. Shane would ask about the game. About Zullo's hit. About those few seconds when he hadn't moved. And tonight, Ilya didn't want to lie to him. Shane already had far too many things to worry about. His ribs didn't need to become another.
When the call finally went to voicemail, Ilya simply typed,
[Not tonight, solnyshko. I'm really tired. I'll call you tomorrow, promise :)]
 
The next morning, when his alarm went off and he tried to get up, he couldn't. By the time the room stopped spinning and the pain eased slightly, he managed to roll painfully onto his side, climb out of bed, and slump back against it. He fumbled for his phone on the bedside table and held it in his hand for a long time, the contact page open, before finally pressing the call button.
After three long, endless rings–during each of which Ilya came close to hanging up–a voice still rough with sleep answered, “Rozy, it's half six in the morning. Can't people sleep in peace?”
Needing courage, Ilya took a deep breath that ended in a groan of pain.
“Rozy? You alright?”
“Can you take me to hospital?”
 
After a chest X-ray and a CT scan confirmed two broken ribs with no displacement, he was sent home with a prescription for anti-inflammatory medication and strict instructions not to play for at least six weeks, to give the fractures time to heal. Ilya pretended to agree, if only to avoid another lecture. But there was absolutely no way he was staying off the ice for that long. Missing a few games, maybe. Six weeks? No.
On the way home, Marlow stopped at the chemist's to pick up his medication and a few reusable ice packs. Ilya would have gone in himself if the painkillers hadn't already been wearing off and getting out of the car hadn't been torture in itself.
The first thing he did once he got home was swallow another tablet and wrap his ribs. Marlow, who had followed him into the bathroom, watched with a disapproving look but, to his credit, didn't say a word. Ilya was grateful for that. He had already made a considerable effort to be as cooperative as possible with the junior doctor who had treated him.
When they returned to the living room and Ilya carefully lowered himself onto the sofa, Marlow sat beside him, propped his feet up on the coffee table and asked, “You alright if I order us something for tonight? I can't cook.”
Ilya stared at him, caught off guard.
“You're not going home?”
Marlow chuckled.
“So you can ring me again at half six in the morning in full panic mode? Nope. I'm staying here.”
Ilya fixed him with a stern look. Since when did he get to invite himself over like that?
Marlow either didn't notice or didn't care.
“You've got a spare room, haven't you?”
Ilya nodded automatically.
“Right then, that's sorted. So, what are we having? Pizza? Chinese? Haven't had a decent Chinese in ages. Sound good?”
Was he joking? Was he really staying the night? In his spare room?
Taking Ilya's silence as agreement, Marlow pulled out his phone and started looking for a takeaway nearby. Ilya simply watched him, still dumbfounded. He was actually inviting himself into his flat...
“Oh, by the way, I put the ice packs in your freezer. They should be ready in a couple of hours.”
It took Ilya a moment to answer.
“Okay.”
A few seconds later, he added, “Didn't make the bed.”
After Nikita had left, he had washed them but never put them back on the bed. They were still lying in a heap on the mattress. It wasn't as though anyone ever stayed over. Well... until today.
Marlow shrugged without looking up from his phone.
“I'll sort it. Just tell me where they are.”
“On bed.”
Ilya watched him scroll through a restaurant's website. He still couldn't quite believe what was happening. Marlow wanted to stay the night at his flat... for what? To make sure he was alright? To help him get out of bed?
“How about beef with broccoli and egg rolls?”
Ilya rolled his eyes.
“Seriously? Broccoli?”
“What? You don't like vegetables?” Marlow asked with a teasing grin.
“I do. But broccoli...”
There wasn't much worse.
“Alright then. Chicken fried rice?”
“Okay.”
“Right, I'll get you that then.”
Just as Marlow was about to ring the restaurant, Ilya asked again, “You're really staying here?”
“Yeah.”
Marlow turned towards him.
“That bother you?”
“No,” Ilya answered too quickly.
Then he stopped to think. Did it bother him? Strangely... no. In fact, it was rather comforting to know he wouldn't be alone tonight. He had genuinely frightened himself that morning. For a moment, he had thought he was going to stay trapped in bed.
“No,” he repeated, this time with more conviction. “But you don't have to.”
“I know.” A small smile appeared on Marlow's face. “But I'm staying.”
A few moments later, he added with a smile, “You heard what the doctor said. Rest. And no stupid ideas while you're home alone tonight. So you're stuck with me, Rozy. Unless you'd rather I rang Jameson?”
“No!”
Absolutely not. Jameson would switch straight into full captain mode. Ilya didn't need another speech about how unbelievably stupid it was to play with two broken ribs.
He already knew.
“Thought so.”
And Marlow pressed the call button.
 
Later, while Marlow was in the shower, Ilya finally rang Shane. The conversation unfolded exactly as he had expected. His boyfriend worried, then suggested he spend his recovery at his parents' place in Ottawa. Ilya politely declined. He could look after himself. There was no need to impose on Yuna and David. Besides, Marlow was here and didn't seem remotely inclined to leave him on his own. He had even talked about coming back after training tomorrow. Ilya had refused, of course. One evening was already more than enough. There was no reason for Marlow to turn his life upside down for him.
Fortunately, they never mentioned how long he would be out. By now, Shane knew him well enough to realise he would be back on the ice the moment he regained enough mobility. He would simply ask for extra protection on his left side.
The call ended with Shane promising to ring after his game the following day, and Ilya promising to message Yuna so she wouldn't worry.
After one last "Я тебя люблюI love you," Ilya hung up.
“Your mum?”
Ilya jumped and turned to find Marlow standing there.
“Yes.”
The lie came out automatically.
It cost him far more than he cared to admit.
* * *
Ottawa, December 2011
After lunch, while Shane was setting up their upcoming game of Yahtzee with his mother, Ilya slipped away to their bedroom, promising he would be back in a minute. Shane felt his parents' questioning eyes turn towards him, but he had absolutely no idea what Ilya had gone to fetch. Hopefully not another present for them... They still felt awkward that he had paid for half of the trip to Japan he and Shane had organised for them that summer.
When Ilya returned a few minutes later, he walked hesitantly over to the coffee table with a rather thick folder in his hands. Documents of various sizes stuck out from it, along with several X-rays. Shane's heart skipped a beat. Surely it wasn't...?
Ilya sat down beside him and placed the folder on the table, keeping his hands resting on it for a moment. He stared at it hesitantly before sliding it towards his mother.
"My medical file," he announced, avoiding her eyes. "From my team in Russia. In case something happens to me when I'm with you."
Shane was stunned. He had actually done it? He had really entrusted his parents with his entire medical history? Every injury, everything hockey had done to his body?
Shane blinked. The folder was still there, right in front of his mother. Oh God. He had actually done it. It was a huge step forward. A level of trust Shane hadn't thought possible yet, considering how guarded Ilya still was around his parents.
His parents remained speechless for a moment, just as surprised as he was. Then his mother asked gently, "Would you like me to make a copy?"
Ilya lifted his head slightly.
"No. It's already copy. I used translation service."
"It'll certainly make things easier for the medical staff," his mother agreed.
A brief silence followed before she continued carefully, "Do you simply want us to keep it safe, or would you like us to read it as well?"
Shane appreciated his mother's sensitivity. She had quickly realised that Ilya completely shut down whenever he lost control, especially over personal matters.
"You can read it."
Shane couldn't believe his ears. His mother frowned slightly.
"Ilya, sweetheart... you do know that unless we're listed as one of your emergency contacts, there's very little we can actually do?"
"I know."
Ilya looked to him, and Shane realised he was asking for his approval. So he gave it, even though Ilya didn't need it. But it clearly mattered to him, and that made it matter to Shane too.
Ilya turned back to his parents, took a deep breath, then explained, "Right now my emergency contact is my friend Nikita. But he's hockey player too, and with time difference, sometimes difficult to reach."
Shane's chest tightened. Of course it was Nikita, not his father or his brother...
"So... I was wondering if I could add one of you as my secondary contact. I wanted it to be Shane, but people might ask questions."
Shane couldn't help feeling a small pang in his chest. After two and a half years together, he should have been one of the first people contacted if anything happened to Ilya. But Ilya was right. His parents were the safer choice, in every possible way.
His parents exchanged a knowing glance before his father answered warmly, "Of course you can add one of us. To be honest, we've wanted to suggest it for quite some time, but we weren't sure whether you'd want us to."
"I do. We're family... yes?"
Shane noticed his father stopping himself from placing a hand on Ilya's arm. With Shane, Ilya was naturally affectionate, but around his parents he still held himself back, tensing almost instinctively whenever they touched him. As though he expected to be hurt.
When Shane had asked about it, Ilya had insisted he had never been physically abused. Yet Shane still wondered what he was so afraid of.
His father simply smiled warmly and held his gaze.
"Yes, Ilya. We are. You're like a son to us."
"So..."
Ilya hesitated again, once more seeking Shane's approval with his eyes. Shane smiled broadly.
"Can I ask for more?"
His mother also had to stop herself from reaching for him–though it was visibly harder for her.
"Of course, sweetheart. Anything you want."
Ilya lowered his eyes to his hands for a moment before continuing.
"I'd like doctors to be able tell you everything. I don't want you left in dark. You'll worry. Can I add you to that list too? You... and Shane?"
Shane's stomach tightened. He had never even thought about it. But now that Ilya mentioned it, the idea of not being allowed to know how he was doing suddenly felt unbearable. He was his partner. He should have the right to know, without a piece of paper deciding otherwise.
Shane rested a hand on Ilya's arm.
"Ilya, my love, you don't need our permission. Like you said... we're family. And in a family, we have the right to know how the people we love are doing."
Ilya looked down at Shane's hand, then placed his own over it, gently stroking it with his thumb.
"Thank you," he whispered.
* * *
Montréal, January 2012
After practice, Shane invited Hayden over for lunch. He had seemed particularly restless on the ice that morning, and Shane thought he might need someone to talk to.
While he cooked, Hayden settled onto one of the high stools at the kitchen island and told him, in greater detail, about the night out he had had two days earlier with J.J. and a few of their other teammates–a night Shane hadn't been invited to, once again. Not that he would have gone. He had been in Boston with Ilya. Still, they didn't have to keep making him feel like he was the boring bloke who didn't know how to have fun–even if that was exactly who he was. It still hurt.
Then, out of nowhere, Hayden said, "I think I've met her."
It took Shane a moment to catch up.
"Who? Your soulmate?"
"No. The love of my life."
To Shane, they were one and the same. At least, that's what Ilya was to him. The love of his life. No–his one and only love.
"Oh..."
He wished he had something better to say, but nothing came to mind. Hayden didn't seem to mind.
"Her name's Jackie, and she's gorgeous. Funny. Clever. And an absolutely incredible dancer!"
So he had met her at the nightclub. On the dance floor, by the sound of it.
"Are you going to see her again?" Shane asked, tossing the vegetables in the wok.
It was a silly question, but he had never been particularly good at conversations like this.
"Obviously, Shane! Tomorrow night. I'm taking her out for dinner."
"Where?"
"Haven't decided yet. Got any ideas?"
Shane tightened his grip on the wok handle.
"I can't really go out to restaurants..."
Not with Ilya, anyway. He wished he could. He had been to cafés with Jessica several times, usually before or after going to the cinema, and he had enjoyed it. He dreamed of having those little dates with Ilya–that sense of normality.
Ever since their rookie season, they had only ever seen each other within the four walls of a hotel room or a flat, like lovers caught up in a clandestine affair. Even his parents' cottage, with its huge garden and the lake, had felt that way.
Hayden immediately looked apologetic.
"Sorry..."
"It's alright," Shane assured him before steering the conversation back. "What sort of food does she like?"
"No idea. Forgot to ask."
Shane chuckled.
"You were too dazzled by how beautiful she was?"
"Yeah. She's honestly stunning..."
"Have you got a picture?"
Probably not. Asking for one would have seemed a bit creepy. Still, it couldn't hurt to ask. Maybe Jackie was the sort of person who liked taking selfies and had snapped one with Hayden's phone.
"No. But I can describe her, if you want."
"Go on."
"She's got long black hair, slightly wavy. Amazing green eyes that sparkle. A straight nose that..."
Hayden carried on for another five minutes at least. Shane only listened with half an ear. He had never been very good at picturing people from descriptions. The image he formed in his head was always miles away from reality–and that was even more true when it came to women.
One thing, however, was absolutely certain. Hayden was already completely smitten with her.
* * *
Boston, March 2012
Shane turned the key in the lock of Ilya’s apartment, his heart hammering in his chest. Five weeks. Five long weeks without seeing him because of that bloody snowstorm in Montreal. The frustration had been unbearable. He had even suggested they have sex over Skype, but Ilya had refused–still terrified of being hacked despite the solid antivirus he had installed. So they had made do with phone calls… and what an experience that had been.
The moment he pushed the door open, he spotted Ilya in the living room, shirtless, jeans riding low on his hips. Their eyes met. The air seemed to crackle between them.
Shane didn’t wait a second longer. He dropped his bag and rushed towards him. Ilya caught him before he even reached him fully, pulling him hard against his body for a hungry, almost violent kiss. Their mouths devoured each other, as if they could make up for five weeks in a single second.
His shirt hit the floor quickly. His hands slid over Ilya’s chest before moving to his flies–he could undo them with his eyes closed now–while Ilya’s fingers buried themselves in his hair, holding him exactly the way he liked.
When they broke apart to catch their breath, Ilya placed his hands on his shoulders and pressed down gently, his voice low and commanding.
“On your knees.”
Shane’s underwear suddenly felt far too tight. He loved it when Ilya used that tone. It was intoxicating to surrender to him like this.
“Suck me. I want to see those gorgeous lips around my cock.”
Shane obeyed without hesitation. He loved having Ilya in his mouth. He loved the weight on his tongue, the heat, the way he filled his throat. Most of all, he loved Ilya’s burning gaze on him, the hand at the back of his head guiding him, and the other gently stroking his nape.
Ilya didn’t last long. He came down Shane’s throat with a raw groan, swearing in Russian through gritted teeth.
“Блять… Шейн… ты слишком хорош…Fuck… Shane… you’re too good…"
Then he pulled him up almost immediately to kiss him, tasting himself on his lips, before guiding him to the bedroom and pushing him onto the bed.
He undressed him with almost brutal urgency, then returned the favour with devilish skill. Shane quickly lost all control of his voice and his body. Just as he felt himself tipping over the edge, Ilya stopped dead.
Shane let out a frustrated moan, his body trembling.
“Fuck, Ilya! I was so close…”
Ilya smiled against his thigh, his eyes gleaming with mischief.
“I know.”
He crawled back up his body like a predator and whispered in his ear, his voice low and full of promise, “I want to feel you clench around my cock.”
Shane nipped at his shoulder, breathing hard.
“Yes… Take me.”
“How?”
Shane hesitated for a fraction of a second, then whispered, “However you want.”
Unsurprisingly, Ilya asked him to get on all fours. That suited him perfectly–Shane was desperate to feel those big hands on his lower back and Ilya’s hot breath against his nape.
Ilya prepared him agonisingly slowly, opening him with his long, patient fingers. When he finally positioned himself at his entrance, Shane gripped the sheets in anticipation.
Ilya entered him in one long, slow thrust, then leant down to kiss him tenderly between his shoulder blades.
“You take me so well… As if you were made for me.”
Shane moaned in pleasure and rocked his hips back, seeking more. Ilya straightened up, leaving a trail of kisses down his back, then pulled out almost completely before driving back in with a sharp, precise thrust that made Shane see stars.
Soon the rhythm became almost punishing, hitting his prostate with devastating accuracy and pushing his orgasm closer at breakneck speed. Ilya lost his English again, punctuating every thrust with “Блять, ШейнFuck Shane”, ”ты такой тесныйYou’re so tight” and “Мой… ты мой…Mine… you’re mine” .
Shane’s arms gave out under the overwhelming pleasure. He moaned into the pillow, repeating like a mantra, “Don’t stop… Please don’t stop…”
Ilya didn’t stop. He tightened his grip on his hips and drove even deeper, with an almost possessive intensity.
“Oh God, Ilya… Yes… Just like that…”
Ilya picked up the pace, slamming into his prostate at a frantic rhythm. Shane’s orgasm crashed over him, leaving him panting and shaking. A few moments later, Ilya came too with a low grunt, buried as deep as he could go.
 
Three hours later, in the hallway, Ilya and Shane were struggling to say goodbye. They kept kissing again and again, as if each delayed separation could steal a few extra seconds from time.
“You should go,” Ilya murmured against his lips.
“I know…”
Shane kissed him one last time before burying himself against him, his forehead resting in the crook of his neck.
“I wish I could stay tonight…”
And the next night. And the one after that. This season felt longer than the last. He was already counting the weeks until summer, until they were back in Outaouais.
Ilya kissed the top of his head.
“Me too… But you need to get back to the hotel. You’re leaving really early.”
The Voyageurs were in the middle of a road trip and still had three away games to play: New York, New Jersey and Pittsburgh. Then it would be Ilya’s turn to head off on an even longer road trip–fourteen days away for six games in California and the Midwest.
They wouldn’t see each other again for a month, until their last shared day off before the end of the regular season–and the final match between their two teams.
Shane pressed himself even closer and let out a weary sigh.
“Three hours… it’s so little.”
Ilya tightened his embrace.
“We’ll have all of June and the beginning of July together. Maybe even May. I doubt we’ll go far in the playoffs this year.”
Shane nodded softly.
Even though they were currently fifth in the conference, the Bears had been struggling to string wins together lately. If they carried on like this, they had slip down the standings. And they both knew that finishing seventh or eighth would give them very slim chances of advancing.
As for Shane, he probably wouldn’t make the playoffs this year. His team was too far behind to have any realistic hope of qualifying. And although the thought squeezed his heart–as it would any player who dreamed of the Stanley Cup one day–there was a strange sense of relief in that certainty.
Because their schedules matched up far less this season. Even once a month was becoming rare. Christmas and the All-Star break had been far too short.
Ilya slid a hand into his hair and murmured, “Cолнышко, you really have to go now.”
Shane closed his eyes for a second, as if to hold on to the moment a little longer, then reluctantly pulled away. He rose slightly onto his tiptoes and gave him one final kiss before opening the door.
He turned back one last time.
“Я люблю тебя, Илья.I love you, Ilya”
“Я тоже тебя люблю, Шейн.I love you too, Shane”
* * *
Montréal, April 2012
Ilya was woken in the middle of the night by his phone vibrating on the bedside table. Careful not to disturb Shane, who was asleep with his head tucked against his side, he reached over and picked it up. The moment he saw the name on the screen, he was wide awake.
He slipped out of bed and crept out of the bedroom before answering.
“Dad, what's wrong?” he asked, gently closing the door behind him.
“Where are you? Why didn't you come home?”
Ilya sighed, already weary.
“I live in Boston now, Dad. Remember?”
“Since when?” his father asked, as though they had never had this conversation before.
“Almost two years now.”
“Why did you go there?”
Ilya leaned against the hallway wall and rubbed a hand over his face. How many times had they had this conversation already? Ten? Fifteen? More? He no longer knew. These days, he simply repeated the same information patiently. Getting angry would only make his father more confused and distressed. And from thousands of miles away, there was nothing Ilya could do to calm him down.
“I signed with Boston, Dad. I play for the Bears.”
“Boston...” his father repeated, as though the word itself meant nothing to him. Then, after a few seconds, “Why didn't you stay and play for the Volkov?”
“It was always my dream to play in the NHL.”
There was a pause before his father asked, “When are you coming home?”
Ilya had long since stopped being surprised by how little sense the questions made one after another. They drifted in and out of his father's mind. The past became the present, only to slip back into the past again.
“Mid-July.”
“The season ends in June...”
Ilya absorbed the reproach without a word. It barely affected him anymore, after hearing it so many times. He repeated the same lie, word for word.
“I want to keep training there, with my teammates.”
Then he waited for the next question.
This time, his father remained silent. Ilya was relieved. He was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to get back into bed with Shane.
“I'm going to hang up now, Dad, alright? It's four in morning here.”
He gave him a few seconds to reply, even though he knew perfectly well he wouldn't say anything. He was probably only just beginning, in fragments, to realise what had happened. Then Ilya ended the call.
He stood for a while in the cold, dark hallway, his phone still in his hand, before returning to the bedroom.
Shane was awake now, his bedside lamp switched on. He had been waiting for him.
Ilya quickly slipped back under the duvet and curled up against him, resting his head on Shane's chest, right over his heart. He let the steady beat beneath his ear and the gentle hand stroking his hair soothe him.
“Was it your dad?”
Ilya gave a small nod.
“How many times is that this month?”
“Three...”
Shane kissed the top of his head, then reached over to switch off the light. Ilya shifted to move back to his own side of the bed, but Shane's hand settled possessively against the small of his back.
“Stay.”
Ilya settled against his side again and pressed a kiss to his chest before closing his eyes. He felt safe there, in Shane's arms. There, at least, nothing could reach him.
* * *
Outaouais, June 2012
May had flown by in a blur: weekdays spent alone with Shane, cooking, relaxing and making love, and weekends with Yuna and David, doing puzzles or playing cards. The four of them had gone to see how the building work was progressing, and discussed whether or not Shane should add Ilya to the deed, since he had funded half the construction. They had made an appointment with the lawyer to sort it out, and signed the papers two weeks later. And, above all, they had debated the best moment to finally let Farah in on the secret.
And now, on Wednesday 6th June at 1:59 p.m., they were sitting in front of Shane's laptop, waiting for his agent's video call.
Ilya was perfectly calm. She had taken Shane's sexuality so well that he saw no reason why she would react badly to their relationship.
Shane, on the other hand, was tense. His foot tapped restlessly against the decking. Ilya had suggested they sit out on the terrace instead of inside the house, hoping the open space would stop him from feeling boxed in by four walls.
He rested a hand on Shane's thigh and gave it a gentle squeeze.
"Everything will be alright, солнышкоSunshine." 
Shane's leg stopped bouncing immediately.
"I know..." he sighed. "I just can't help it. What if...?"
Ilya placed a finger against his lips.
"No. Stay in present."
Shane kissed his fingertip and whispered, "Я тебя люблю.I love you"
Ilya was about to answer when Farah called.
He settled back in his chair, neither too close nor too far from the screen. She already knew they had known each other since Regina, and over the past few months she had worked hard to stop the press fuelling their supposed rivalry. Publicly, they still weren't friends–not even two athletes who occasionally spent time together off the ice–but at least they were no longer portrayed as sworn enemies.
Ilya had been relieved. People still compared them–they probably always would–but reporters no longer asked him to comment on everything Shane said or every game he played, or expected him to measure himself against him. He was finally just Ilya Rozanov, second-line centre for the Boston Bears, and nothing more.
Shane accepted the call with a slightly trembling finger.
Farah's smiling face appeared on screen. Ilya was mildly surprised by how beautiful she was. Shane's descriptions hadn't done her justice.
"Hello, Shane. Hello, Mr Rozanov."
"Ilya, please."
"Hello then, Ilya. What can I do for you two?"
They exchanged a hesitant glance, unsure who should speak first. Eventually, Shane took a breath.
"Do you remember when I told you I was seeing someone?"
Farah nodded with a small smile.
"Yes. Another player. For nearly three years, wasn't it?"
"Yeah."
Shane stopped there. Ilya waited for him to continue, but he remained silent, staring down at his hands as they nervously toyed with the cuff of his sleeve.
Gently, Ilya laid his hand over Shane's and stroked his fingers with his thumb.
The gesture seemed to worry Farah.
"Have you broken up? Are you afraid he'll say something to the press?"
Shane looked up at once.
"No! He'd never do that."
A quiet laugh escaped Ilya, touched by the indignation in his voice. Farah looked at him more closely now, studying him.
He simply returned a calm smile.
"Oh..." she said at last. "You and Ilya are...?"
Shane intertwined their fingers.
"Yeah. It's him."
Silence settled over the call.
Ilya immediately felt Shane tense beside him. He tightened his grip on his hand.
He still didn't know which possibility frightened Shane more: that she would know, or that she would react badly. Yet there was no real reason to fear either. She was a professional. She wouldn't betray their confidence, even if she decided Shane had become too complicated a client.
"I see," Farah said. "That explains your request. Would you like me to prepare a press release?"
Shane stiffened.
"No!"
Ilya's heart tightened, though he wasn't entirely sure why. Well... perhaps he was. Sometimes he had the unsettling impression that Shane was ashamed of him. Ashamed of what he was. A bisexual Russian. A relationship that had to stay hidden.
But it made no sense. Shane wore one of his sticks around his neck, with Ilya's name engraved on it. He had insisted their future cottage belonged to both of them.
If it wasn't shame...what was it?
As Shane was trembling slightly, Ilya stepped in.
"We're not planning to come out now."
Later. In a few years, most likely. Once Ilya had found a way to make sure he could stay with Shane, whatever happened.
"Alright, Shane. No press release. This stays between us."
Farah smiled warmly.
"So what would you like me to do instead?"
Shane shrugged.
"Nothing, really. We just thought you should know. So you can... you know..."
He trailed off, hesitating.
"Start laying the groundwork for when you're ready?" Farah suggested.
As Shane was still struggling to find the words, Ilya spoke again.
"Among other things, yes. I think we wouldn't say no to advice about how to keep protecting our relationship."
That was, in truth, the main reason Yuna had encouraged Shane to tell her. Yuna thought of many things–but not everything. And public image management wasn't her profession.
"For now, only his parents, my best friend and his wife know. But Shane wants to tell his friend Hayden Pike, and I..."
He paused. For now it was only the beginning of an idea, but he had been thinking about it more and more.
"And you?" Farah prompted.
"I'm thinking maybe to come out to Cliff Marlow."
A smile spread across Shane's face.
Ilya knew Shane thought he was a bit too paranoid, especially when it came to his phone and laptop, but he would always rather be overly cautious than not cautious enough. They had already talked about Marlow-he was a good bloke, someone Ilya genuinely liked-but whenever Shane had suggested confiding in him, Ilya had always replied, "Later." "Later" had gradually become "maybe", and Shane probably saw that as a huge step forward. It probably was.
Farah fell silent, considering her answer.
Shane was still visibly tense, squeezing Ilya's fingers so tightly that he would probably leave marks.
For Shane, telling Hayden mattered. He was one of the very few teammates who genuinely accepted him, whereas the others only saw him as a serious, boring player–which he wasn't. Those idiots never looked beyond the surface, incapable of seeing just how wonderful Shane really was. Ilya knew he wasn't exactly objective, but even so, Shane didn't deserve to be left on the sidelines.
After a moment, Farah cleared her throat.
"Well... I think you're already doing an excellent job," she said with a smile. "I'd never have guessed if you hadn't told me."
She laughed softly. Shane visibly relaxed. Silently, Ilya thanked her for knowing exactly what Shane needed to hear.
She became serious again.
"As Shane never posts anything personal on social media, we won't have any issues there."
Ilya smiled.
Shane's Twitter was painfully dull, but he knew it wasn't because of strategy–it simply didn't interest him. Shane had shown him the photo album he had started keeping instead, complete with handwritten notes on the back of every picture. It was utterly adorable. And funny. Just like Shane.
"I can have a look through yours too, if you'd like, Ilya," Farah offered.
Ilya shook his head.
"No need. My agent in Russia manages them for now."
Not for much longer. He intended to take control of his accounts again and start posting little things that meant nothing to anyone else–but everything to him.
Farah nodded.
"Good. That's one less thing to worry about." She paused briefly. "As for telling your teammates, I probably don't need to tell you to think very carefully before you do."
They both nodded immediately. On that point, they were in complete agreement. Only teammates they trusted completely.
"I assume you trust them enough to tell them about your relationship, but I'd still keep the number of people who know as small as possible." Her eyes settled on Ilya. "Especially you, Ilya."
She had no idea just how right she was.
The climate in Russia was becoming increasingly hostile towards LGBT people, and Ilya was already afraid of what the coming years might bring.
"Pike and Marlow will be only two people who know," he assured her. "If I tell Marlow."
"That sounds like a sensible decision," Farah agreed. "Now... what else..." She tapped her chin thoughtfully. "Oh. Don't make any career decisions based on the other person's career."
"Of course," they both answered together.
That went without saying. Neither of them wanted their private life to influence their careers. They both cared a great deal about it—Shane more than he did.
Farah thought for another moment before asking,
"Oh, and this cottage you're having built, Shane... whose name is it in?"
They exchanged puzzled looks. Why did that matter?
"Both ours," Shane answered quietly.
"Then don't mention it to the press, and don't post any photos that might suggest it exists."
Shane tensed again. Ilya's stomach tightened. He should have said no. But Shane had insisted. So had Yuna and David. It was supposed to be their home.
Farah seemed to notice their discomfort and immediately softened her tone.
"It's alright, okay? It's simply that land registry records are public. Anyone who knows where to look could find the deed and expose you. But if you never mention it, nobody will think to look."
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Here is the new chapter! It's a bit shorter because I could put the next scene in it (it's 7k). Hope you will like it.
Since I don't know when I will be able to write the next season, I decided to stop for now at the end of this season. I have ideas, but every time I write something, I'm not satisfied. At all. Maybe I'm too hard with myself - I know I always am. Maybe I think I am done with this story. I don't know.
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  Moscow, July 2012
The day after he arrived in Moscow, Dasha invited him over for lunch while Andreï was at the station. She knew things between them were strained and that Ilya preferred to spend as little time as possible in his brother's company. Over the past few months, they had done little but argue, then hurl insults at each other over the phone because Andreï continued to bury his head in the sand despite the unmistakable progression of their father's symptoms.
More than a moment with his sister-in-law, the lunch was an opportunity to get to know his niece all over again. Although Dasha had regularly sent him photos and updates about Elena, he had never managed to fit in a single Skype call with her, despite her many suggestions. Their schedules had simply never lined up, much to his frustration, not even during the off-season.
After a year apart, his niece had had more than enough time to forget him, especially at her age. He knew that was perfectly normal, yet it saddened him all the same. He had looked after her almost every day for two and a half months. That was probably more time than Andreï had spent with her over the entire year.
Truth be told, his brother hardly ever took care of her, even on his days off. He would rather sit in front of the television or spend the day at the casino gambling than be with his daughter. In that respect, he was very much like their own father, except that their father had spent his time working long hours at the police station.
After countless fruitless discussions–and even a threat of divorce that had barely made Andreï blink–Dasha had stopped expecting anything from him and simply got on with raising her daughter as she saw fit. She had recently gone back to work part-time and now left Elena with Polina, despite Andreï's objections.
To support her, Ilya transferred two thousand dollars into her account at the beginning of every month to make up for her reduced salary and help pay for everything Elena needed. When Andreï found out, he accused him of encouraging Dasha's fantasy of being an independent woman. Ilya had responded by threatening to stop sending him his own ten thousand dollars a month. Strangely enough, Andreï had fallen silent and left his wife alone after that.
Ilya knew he probably should not have interfered, but he had been terrified Dasha might sink into depression like his mother had. Elena could not lose the only parent who loved her and truly cared for her. Ilya had suffered far too much because of that–and, in many ways, still did.
When he rang the doorbell of his brother and sister-in-law's flat, a bouquet of flowers in hand, Dasha opened the door with Elena perched on her hip and a tea towel slung over her shoulder.
"Ah, Ilyusha! Your timing couldn't be better. I was just about to feed her."
Before he had a chance to reply, she disappeared back into the sitting room.
Ilya stepped inside, closed the door behind him and slipped off his shoes before following her. By the time he entered the room, she was fastening Elena into the high chair she had been able to buy with his money and which, according to her, had "completely transformed mealtimes". She turned to him, kissed his cheek and took the flowers from his hands with a broad smile.
"Thank you! They're beautiful."
Then she guided him to the chair beside Elena and sat him down.
"Can I leave you in charge for a few minutes? I need to finish getting lunch ready."
Ilya barely had time to nod before she disappeared into the kitchen. That left him with a steaming bowl of baby food, a bright pink plastic spoon, a freshly washed muslin cloth... and an eighteen-month-old little girl staring at him suspiciously.
Good Lord. She was even more beautiful than before, with her blonde curls and green eyes. That tiny button nose, those irresistibly chubby cheeks, and those little rosy lips...
Ilya gave her a broad smile.
"Hey there, my princess. It's been a while, hasn't it?"
Naturally, Elena said nothing and simply kept staring at him.
"You probably don't remember me, but I'm Ilya, your Uncle Ilya. We spent last summer together."
Something seemed to spark in her eyes when she heard his name. Dasha had told him she often talked about him while showing Elena the photos she had taken of the two of them. Perhaps hearing his voice had stirred a memory.
"Would you let me feed you?"
She gave a timid little nod. Ilya pulled the bowl onto the tray of the high chair and picked up the spoon. Elena opened her mouth before he had even brought the first spoonful anywhere near her lips. Food had always worked miracles.
With each spoonful and every little aeroplane he flew through the air, he earned more smiles–and eventually little giggles. By the time they reached dessert, she was beaming and babbling something that sounded remarkably like "More!" every time he pretended to stop.
Dasha returned to the sitting room just as he finished wiping Elena's mouth. Leaning against the back of the high chair, she smiled.
"So? How did it go?"
"Very well. We ate everything without making a mess. Didn't we, my princess?"
Elena answered with a delighted little squeal. Ilya resisted the urge to stroke her cheek affectionately–she was just so adorable–but it was still too soon. Perhaps after her nap, once they had had a chance to play together for a few hours.
"I'm going to put her down for her nap. Would you like to come with us?"
Ilya hesitated.
"Won't it unsettle her?"
"No."
Dasha lifted her daughter into her arms and settled her on her hip.
"Besides, you could read her a story. She loves that."
Ilya set the muslin cloth down on the table and followed them into Elena's bedroom. He watched Dasha change her nappy with the ease of long practice before pulling her little cotton leggings back on.
For a brief moment, he pictured Shane in her place, and the thought was incredibly tempting. One day, perhaps. When they could live their love openly, and at least one of them had left hockey behind.
Dasha handed him a little board book.
"It's her favourite."
She laid Elena down in her cot, bent to kiss her forehead and wished her sweet dreams before leaving them with a smile.
"Take your time."
For a moment, Ilya simply stood there, unsure what to do. Then he stepped closer to the cot and let instinct take over.
* * *
Sitting on the floor with his back against the living room sofa, only a few feet from Elena, Ilya watched her stack her little wooden blocks into a tower that leaned like the Leaning Tower of Pisa before gleefully knocking it down again. The blocks landed with dull thuds on the foam play mat he had recently bought.
Elena toddled over to collect them one by one, her steps still slightly unsteady, before stopping in front of the one lying beside Ilya's hand. Despite all the hours they had spent together over the past fortnight, she still moved with that slight hesitation around him.
Ilya picked up the block and held it out with a smile.
"Here you go, my princess."
Elena hesitated for a second before taking it and toddling back to her little pile.
She had just started building another tower when Nikita came to sit beside him, one knee drawn up, the other stretched out in front of him.
"Makes you want one, doesn't it?"
Ilya didn't answer straight away.
A family with Shane. He had thought about it a great deal over the past few days. It was something he wanted one day, but he did not even know whether they would legally be allowed to have one. As far as he knew, they would not–but perhaps things were different over there, in North America. Perhaps Shane had already looked into it. He looked into everything.
In three years together, they had never really had the chance to talk about children. They were still young, after all. And in their situation, how could they possibly raise one? What sort of life would a child have if they had to stay hidden too?
He shook his head. No. He did not want that for a child–or for either of them.
"We can't," he said at last.
"Actually, you can. Surrogacy and adoption are both open to same-sex couples in Canada. I checked."
Ilya turned to him, stunned.
"You... checked?"
An amused smile spread across Nikita's face.
"Of course I did. I wanted to know what your options were."
Ilya smiled back before turning his attention once more to his niece, who was still painstakingly stacking her little blocks, her tongue poking out in concentration. The tower had reached her waist now and looked ready to collapse under its own weight.
So they could have a child. It was no longer just a dream. It was a possibility. And that relieved him far more than he had expected.
"Thank you for looking into it, Nikita. I didn't think it was possible."
More than anything, he had thought they simply were not allowed. Not when you shared your life with another man.
"Well, it is. It has been for years," Nikita replied.
Ilya nodded. He was beginning to like that country. Perhaps one day he could even play there. For a team close to Shane's.
"All right. But first our relationship would have to exist somewhere other than behind closed doors."
He knew they had no real choice. Their careers were still far too new to drop a bombshell like that. Even so, the secrecy weighed heavily on him. All the planning, all the stolen moments, all the hiding. Every time he went to see Shane, he felt as though he were doing something shameful...
And he hated it.
"It does exist," Nikita assured him. "The whole world doesn't need to know. Look at Mila and me. Apart from our families and a few teammates, nobody knows about us. And yet we still exist."
Ilya took a moment to think.
Nikita was right. They existed in the eyes of the people who mattered to them, and perhaps that should have been enough. Everyone else mattered very little.
Even so, they still weren't free to love each other the way everyone else could. Not when, in their world, they were seen as an insult to every hockey player's masculinity.
"You're... normal," he said quietly. "You're allowed to love each other here. And on the ice. We... we aren't."
Nikita had almost certainly not forgotten that. But Ilya needed to say it aloud–to remind himself why they hid so carefully.
Across from them, Elena's tower collapsed once more with a soft crash. The blocks scattered across the mat. Without taking his eyes off Ilya, Nikita leaned over to pick up the one that had rolled beside his foot.
"Normal?" he repeated softly.
He turned the block over in his fingers for a few moments before handing it back to Elena.
"There's nothing abnormal about your love. The only thing that's abnormal is that people judge it."
Ilya looked away.
"I wish I could tell people I love him..."
Not the whole world. Just the people who refused to let them exist. So they would know that, despite everything they believed, a man could be a damned good hockey player and still love cock.
"And what's stopping you?"
"Hockey. Russia."
His family, too. But Nikita wouldn’t hear that part.
"What does Russia still have to offer you, Ilyukha?"
Nothing.
It had had nothing left to offer him for a long time. No love. No safety. He was one of those so-called "deviants" accused of corrupting children, as though loving Shane somehow made him a danger.
But Russia itself was not really the problem. The problem was the people he would have to leave behind.
"I wouldn't be able to see any of you again..."
"What if I told you I'd rather never see you again than watch you throw away your life with Shane?"
Ilya's chest tightened. How could Nikita say that when he was one of the very few people in this country whom Ilya truly loved? How could he give him permission to choose himself over their friendship? Did Ilya even deserve that kind of happiness? 
"There'll still be hockey..." he said after a long silence.
"I reckon it could get used to it."
A humourless breath escaped Ilya.
It was true enough. Spend long enough around something and eventually you grew used to it. He was living proof of that. So perhaps the same could happen for everyone else. Or perhaps not… Homophobic slurs came so naturally to hockey players, as though they were no different from saying hello when they walked into the dressing room.
He shrugged.
"I don't know..."
"Maybe you could start with your teammates," Nikita suggested. "See how they react."
That had been the plan when he joined the Bears. He had watched them—almost studied them—every chance he goy. For the most part, they didn't seem particularly homophobic and appeared to value him for what he brought to the team. But it had remained nothing more than a plan. He had far more to lose than to gain. He had far more to lose than to gain.
"And risk losing my contract? If I don't have a team anymore, I can't stay in the States..."
For Shane, he could accept losing hockey. Shane gave him so much–love, stability, happiness. But he could never accept losing Shane himself. These fifteen days apart had been torture in their own right. A lifetime... No. Impossible.
"And what if we found a way for you to stay? I'm almost certain there must be one."
"Then maybe... maybe I could finally stop being afraid."
 
After several hours of research, once Elena had gone home, they did indeed find a solution: a special Green Card application for elite athletes like him. All he had to do was ask his club's HR department to help him with the paperwork.
The bureaucratic English already made him uneasy.
* * *
Ottawa, 21 August 2012
Shane had to be dreaming. There was simply no way Ilya could be standing in his parents' hallway, his suitcase resting behind him and a rucksack slung over one shoulder. Ilya was still supposed to be in Russia for another week. They had spoken only yesterday, and he had never once mentioned coming home early, let alone to Ottawa.
And yet there he was, calmly hanging his jacket on the coat hook before slipping off his trainers and putting on the slippers Shane's mum had bought him. Behind him, she quietly closed the front door, a bag of takeaway balanced in one hand.
Ilya walked towards him, a tired smile playing on his lips, and opened his arms.
"Aren't you going to say hello?" he asked, his voice rough.
Still reeling, Shane stammered, "When... how?"
Ilya exchanged a conspiratorial glance with his mum.
"Your mum picked me up from the airport. I sent her my flight details this morning. Well... last night for you."
Shane couldn't hold back any longer. He threw himself into Ilya's arms. Ilya hugged him tightly, burying his face in Shane's hair.
"My God, I've missed you so much..." he murmured.
Shane held him even tighter, as though he feared Ilya might disappear.
"I've missed you too. The house felt empty without you."
Ilya leaned back slightly, one eyebrow raised.
"Really?"
Shane looked up at him, his eyes shining.
"Really."
The corner of Ilya's mouth lifted.
"Then prove it."
Shane cast a quick glance towards the kitchen. His mum had already slipped away. He was infinitely grateful. Even after all this time, he was still shy about kissing Ilya in front of his parents, especially after five weeks apart.
He rose onto his toes.
Their lips met, soft at first, then hungry. The kiss deepened dangerously quickly. Ilya's hand slid possessively to the back of his neck. A few more seconds and Shane would have forgotten where they were. Reluctantly, they drew apart, both slightly out of breath.
Tonight, if Ilya wasn't too exhausted, they would finally be able to give in to the desire that had been burning through them for weeks.
Shane took a step back, his hands resting on Ilya's arms as if to make sure he was really there.
"You're really here?"
It was a stupid question, and he knew it. He could still taste Ilya on his lips, still feel the warmth of his hand against his neck. But everything had happened so suddenly. When had he booked the flight? What time had he left?
Ilya chuckled softly.
"Yes. In the flesh. Were you still having doubts after that kiss?"
Shane shook his head quickly.
"No... It's just that I wasn't expecting you until the twenty-eighth."
Ilya shrugged, his expression gentle.
"I had to come home. I had to see you. Are you happy to see me?"
Shane rolled his eyes.
"What kind of question is that?"
Of course he was. Far more than he could ever put into words. Ilya had crossed an entire continent just to see him a week sooner.
Shane stepped close again and murmured into his ear, "I'll show you just how happy tonight."
Ilya's low laugh vibrated against his skin.
"Look what I've turned you into, Shane. A proper sex machine."
Shane blushed but couldn't stop himself from smiling.
"Yeah... But yours."
Ilya kissed the side of his neck before taking his hand and leading him towards the sitting room.
"We stopped at a Russian takeaway on the way back. I picked out a few things for you all."
 
Later, after Ilya had gone upstairs for a shower, Shane stayed behind to help his mum clear the table.
"So... did he really book his flight on a whim?"
She smiled, amused.
"I think he'd been thinking about it for a while, but your phone call yesterday was what finally pushed him to do it."
They had struggled to end the call the night before, despite Shane having plans with Hayden and Jackie. He had actually ended up arriving late–or, rather, exactly on time, which for him already counted as being late.
So it only half surprised him that Ilya had booked a flight to Ottawa just minutes after they had hung up. He himself had briefly considered booking a ticket to Moscow after the call.
"Don't worry," his mum added, "he still asked whether we'd mind."
Shane rolled his eyes. As if they ever would…
Ilya had become their second son. They followed his career just as closely as Shane's and went to watch him play in person whenever his team came to Ottawa, proudly wearing his club's colours.
"I'd have been surprised if he hadn't," Shane sighed. "He still hasn't quite accepted that he's part of the family."
Even though Shane had told him over and over again…
"Give him time, Shane. The fact that he asked me to pick him up instead of taking a taxi is already a huge step forward."
* * *
Boston, September 2012
He had just slipped the key into the ignition when his phone began to vibrate. At first, Ilya assumed it was a text message, but the buzzing continued. He pulled the phone from his pocket and smiled when he saw the name on the screen.
He answered and switched the call to speaker.
"Evening, Nikit."
"Morning, Ilyukha. Am I catching you at a bad time?"
"Not at all."
He leaned over towards the glove compartment.
"Just give me a second to find my hands-free kit."
"You're not driving, are you?"
Ilya rolled his eyes. Nikita was even worse than Shane when it came to road safety.
"No. I haven't even started the engine."
"Tell me when you're all set."
Ilya rummaged through the glove compartment. The headset was wedged somewhere between the car manual, the insurance papers and several almost-empty packets of nicotine chewing gum.
If Shane ever saw the state of it, he would probably have a heart attack.
"Five more seconds," he muttered as he finally plugged the cable into the headphone jack.
He put the earphones in before starting the engine.
"Right, all done."
"Both hands on the wheel?"
"Yes, Nikit," he sighed as he shifted into reverse.
"I know I'm a pain. But I'd rather you stayed alive..."
"I didn't say anything..."
"But you thought it!"
Ilya shook his head, smiling to himself.
"You and Shane really are two of a kind."
He shifted into first gear and slowly pulled out of the club's car park.
"You're not complaining that we love you, are you?"
"No," he replied more quietly before adding, "But why don't you tell me why you're calling?"
"Your meeting with HR was today, wasn't it?"
He had only just come out of it. Requesting that meeting had been the very first thing he had done after getting back to Boston.
He wanted to stop being afraid.
"Yeah."
"So? How did it go?"
Ilya turned onto the main road.
"She's going to put me in touch with the immigration solicitor the club works with."
From what the HR manager had explained, his application would be fairly substantial given everything he had achieved in his career, so he would need help putting it together. Apparently, that was actually a good thing–it meant his case was strong. And the stronger it was, the better his chances of being approved without having to explain to the solicitor why that Green Card mattered quite so much to him.
He still wasn't ready to talk about Shane to strangers, even ones bound by professional confidentiality. At least not until he knew for certain he wasn't going to be sent back to Russia.
"That's brilliant!" Nikita said enthusiastically. "Things are really moving forward. I'm so pleased for you."
Ilya felt a weight lift from his chest. For the first time in years, he finally felt free. If everything worked out, Russia would no longer be the only country he could return to. He could finally begin to imagine, without fear, a future where he no longer had to hide his relationship with Shane. They could live openly as a couple–go out together, hold hands, go on holiday. Simply exist beyond the four walls of their flat or the cottage.
"Have you told Shane yet?"
"Not yet."
He wanted to wait until he actually had the Green Card in his hands before giving Shane hope. Shane would be capable of planning everything down to the smallest detail. He wanted to live their love openly one day too–and preferably not fifteen years from now, when hockey was no longer standing in their way.
"He could help you with the application."
"He hates paperwork. It stresses him out."
"And it doesn't stress you out?"
"It does. But someone's got to do it."
* * *
Montreal, October 2012
Sitting opposite him in his living room, Hayden was enthusiastically working his way through the lunch Shane had cooked for them. Shane, meanwhile, had barely managed a few mouthfuls, his throat too tight to swallow much of anything. He had invited his friend over because it was finally time to tell him the truth. Even though he knew it would be a relief, the fear was still there, lodged deep in his chest, dull but crushing.
He was about to expose Ilya. It was an enormous risk for his career, and an even greater one for his status in the United States. If Hayden ever let something slip, Ilya could lose his contract. Along with it, his right to remain in the country. And if he was sent back to Russia...
No. Hayden would never do that. Not deliberately, anyway. But if one day he wasn't entirely in control of himself, of what he said, and he spoke in the wrong place to the wrong person...
Shane tightened his grip on his fork without realising it.
Wouldn't it be better not to say anything at all? To keep protecting their secret on his own? He had managed perfectly well so far. Hayden had never needed to cover for him whenever they were in Boston. And Ilya... Ilya was always careful, making sure Shane got home before curfew, even when Shane refused to leave.
"You're not eating, Shane?" Hayden asked, taking another mouthful of the vegetable stir-fry.
Shane looked up and studied him for a moment. For God's sake, it was Hayden. One of his closest friends. One of only three people h ha'd ever come out to. If he couldn't tell Hayden about Ilya, then who could he tell?
Hayden set down his cutlery, concern filling his eyes.
"Shane, mate... what's wrong?"
Shane drew a breath. The fear was still there. But so was the weight of the secret. And it was crushing him. He wanted, if only in one person's eyes, for his relationship to exist. For Ilya to exist.
"It's Ilya."
Hayden blinked.
"...What?"
Shane felt his stomach twist but forced himself to continue.
"My partner... is Ilya."
Hayden stared at him in disbelief.
"Ilya? As in Ilya Rozanov?"
"Yeah."
"Right."
Hayden leaned back slightly, as though instinctively putting a little distance between himself and the confession. Shane fought the urge to panic. He wasn't about to leave. He was simply shocked. Which was understandable, wasn't it?
"Right... So your partner is Rozanov, the Bears' star centre. And, incidentally... your sworn enemy."
Shane immediately rolled his eyes.
"We've never been rivals. The media made all that up."
His voice rose despite himself.
He hadn't played a single NHL game without already being in love with Ilya. Not one. Yet that bloody rivalry was still going to follow them for years.
"We were already together before our rookie season even started."
"I know," Hayden cut in. "I can count to three, Shane."
Shane stiffened. Why was Hayden getting annoyed? He was the one who had taken the conversation in that direction.
Hayden sighed and rubbed a hand over his face.
"Rozanov... seriously, Shane? Are you two trying to start a scandal? He's Russian, and you're half Japanese..."
Shane straightened, stung.
"So what?"
The words came out sharper than he had intended. Hayden didn't mean any harm, but it was far too sensitive a subject.
"We love each other. Why should that be a problem?"
"It isn't! Not for me..."
Well, thank God for that.
But Hayden hesitated.
"That's not what I mean. It's just... imagine if people found out. What are they going to say about the two of you? About you? About... him?"
Oh, Shane could imagine it all too well. That was exactly why they were hiding. And why they would probably go on hiding for a very long time. Maybe for years. Maybe until the end of their careers.
But Shane couldn't imagine surviving that long. These first two NHL seasons had already been hard enough. Fifteen more...
No. He would never survive it.
He swallowed.
"That's why you can never tell anyone. Ever."
"Of course, Shane! I'm not an idiot. I'm not going to ruin your careers." Hayden paused before adding more quietly, "Least of all his life."
Shane lowered his eyes. He could cope with losing hockey. But Ilya...
"I don't know much about Russia... but I know enough to know it's not a place where you want to be gay."
His heart tightened. Hayden was probably referring to Madonna's concerts in Russia that summer and the so-called "anti-gay propaganda" law she had publicly denounced in St Petersburg.
That was only the tip of the iceberg.
Over the previous months, Shane had read so many horrifying things in newspapers and on Russian LGBT forums and blogs: frequent homophobic attacks that often went unpunished, protesters arrested simply for holding a placard, people terrified by the direction the Russian government was taking.
He hadn't known a moment's peace all summer. He had only started breathing properly again once Ilya was back in his arms.
"Promise me, Hayden. I can't lose him."
Hayden held his gaze for a moment before nodding.
"I promise, Shane. I won't tell a soul. Not unless you tell me I can."
* * *
Boston, November 2012
Ilya set his laptop further along the sofa before leaning his head back with a sigh. Negotiating his contract extension was turning into a genuine headache. Between what the Bears were offering, what he actually wanted, and what would attract the least attention from the press, he no longer knew what to choose. Well... That wasn't entirely true. He did know. But Daniil had strongly advised him against taking a bridge deal.
Yes, it would stop him from being tied to the Bears for the next six or eight years. Yes, he could still increase his market value. But he would remain a restricted free agent for another two years, with the Bears still holding his rights. And if he rejected another long-term contract, the press would eventually start taking a much closer interest in his situation.
Which was exactly what he wanted to avoid. Especially since, if he continued insisting on a bridge deal, people would inevitably start asking why. His agent had come up with believable explanations–strong enough to quieten most speculation–but it was still a risk he wasn't sure he wanted to take.
He sighed again.
Accepting the long-term offer seemed the safest option. Especially as Daniil had told him the club was sparing no expense to keep him, with an opening proposal of around seven million dollars a year over seven years. They wanted him to become the face of the franchise. And God, that terrified him. Even more money. Even more attention.
Oh, he could certainly find ways to spend the extra millions. Donate to charities in both America and Russia. Fund Alzheimer's research. Set up a trust fund for his niece. Pay for more holidays for David and Yuna. Buy himself another car–perhaps two. And buy Shane a proper one, because that ridiculous black SUV of his hardly counted.
The media attention, on the other hand... He wasn't sure he would be able to cope with that. If the Voyageurs made Shane their franchise player as well, it would reignite their "epic rivalry", and everything Farah had tried to do to "reshape the narrative" would have been for nothing. He was going to lose his mind if he had to keep denying Shane.
But what he truly couldn't bear was the thought of another seven years of a long-distance relationship. Seven more years of secret meetings and stolen moments. Of military-precision planning and constant improvisation. Of longing. Of frustration. He endured it because he loved Shane more than anything, and because giving him up had never been an option. Even if every goodbye hurt more than the last. Even if, at times, he felt as though the distance was slowly wearing him away.
Thank God they still had the summer. A few precious weeks when they could spend more than a handful of hours together and enjoy something close to a normal life.As normal as it could be, anyway. The only outings they dared risk were grocery shopping at carefully chosen times or walks along quiet trails. Better than being trapped inside their flat. But still so little compared with what everyone else took for granted. He would have killed to go out for dinner or visit a bloody museum. Perhaps they could try travelling to the other side of the world next summer.
He shook his head. No. Not before he had his Green Card. Besides, that wasn't what mattered right now. What mattered was this contract extension. He knew perfectly well that accepting the Bears' offer was the safest option. And yet... A bridge deal remained incredibly tempting.
A thought suddenly occurred to him. Yes. Perhaps that could work. He picked up his phone and drafted an email to Daniil. He reread it carefully before pressing send.
Thanks for the advice, Daniil.
I think I will accept the Bears' offer, but before that I wanted to clarify how trades work.
Is there any way to be moved during a contract if I ask for it? What would that mean going forward? Can they still keep me?
As I already wrote in a previous email, I am in a serious relationship with someone from Montreal, and I would like to be closer to that place. I understand you think it's strange that I link my career to this, but I love this person and I can't imagine continuing like this for another seven years.






      

  












      Chapter 19: 2012/2013 Season - Part II
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya is sick and don't tell anyone until he can't
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  Ottawa, December 2012
That night, Ilya woke with a dull ache around his navel. Indigestion, probably. He shouldn't have helped himself to a second serving at dinner, but Yuna's ramen had been far too good, and he was starving.
So he didn't worry. He would feel better in a few hours. After lying awake for about an hour, soothed by Shane's steady breathing and the warmth of his body pressed against his own, he eventually drifted back to sleep.
By the time Shane's alarm went off the following morning, he wasn't feeling any better. If anything, the pain had grown worse. Still, it was manageable.
While Shane brushed his teeth in the en-suite bathroom, Ilya cautiously pressed a hand to his stomach and was startled by the sharp stab of pain when his fingers reached the right side. Perhaps it wasn't indigestion after all. Maybe it was one of those stomach bugs he had occasionally had as a child.
He closed his eyes and waited for the pain to ease before lingering in bed for another few minutes. It was wonderfully warm beneath the duvet. He certainly wouldn't have said no to another hour's sleep. Instead, he forced himself up and took a shower, hoping the hot water would soothe his stomach.
When he came downstairs, Shane had already made him a mug of coffee and two slices of buttered toast. He wasn't remotely hungry, but he made himself eat them anyway. If he didn't, Shane would worry. And the last thing Ilya wanted was another conversation about going to the doctor–not on a Sunday, and certainly not over Christmas.
While they were doing the washing-up–Shane washing, Ilya drying–Shane glanced at him.
"You look a bit pale, Ilya. Are you all right?"
Ilya's fingers tightened around the tea towel. Why did Shane have to notice everything?
"Is nothing. Just a bit tired."
"Didn't sleep well?"
"Not really. You kept me too warm," he teased.
Or at least he hoped it sounded like teasing, because Shane immediately looked guilty.
"Sorry... I'll stay on my side tonight."
Ilya pulled him closer and kissed his forehead.
"No. I like having you next to me. Haven't you got a lighter duvet?"
"I think so, yeah. I'll change it later."
Once the kitchen was tidy, they joined David in the sitting room and helped him with the five-thousand-piece puzzle he had started at the beginning of the season and was determined to finish before New Year's Eve–his latest challenge. Ilya was nowhere near as good as usual. The pain kept growing, steadily shifting further towards his right side and making it difficult to concentrate.
Around midday, David disappeared into the kitchen to make his famous chicken parm, one of Ilya's favourite meals. Shane and Ilya stayed behind to lay the table. Ilya had just put down the last plate when Shane asked quietly, "Are you sure you're okay?"
Ilya rolled his eyes.
"Yes, Shane. Just tired. I'll have a nap after lunch."
Shane nodded before heading into the kitchen to see whether his father needed a hand.
At lunch, Ilya merely picked at his food. His appetite had disappeared completely. The three members of the Hollander family exchanged worried looks before Yuna finally asked, "Everything all right, sweetheart?"
Ilya smiled at her, still not entirely used to her endless kindness and concern.
"I think I ate too much yesterday."
"Then don't force yourself, son."
Even so, he managed a few more forkfuls. David had cooked the meal especially for him.
After they had cleared the table, Yuna suggested a game of mahjong. Ilya couldn't bring himself to refuse. He watched her happily set out the tiles.
Shane leaned towards him.
"You know you could've said no."
And wipe that wonderful smile off her face? No. Yuna adored the game, and Ilya thought it was beautiful, with its flowers, bamboo, circles and intricate Chinese characters.
"I know. But I wanted to play."
Shane kissed him gently before studying his own tiles in search of an opening move. Ilya just hoped Shane wouldn't catch whatever bug he thought he had.
As the afternoon wore on, the pain in his right side became steadily worse. He did everything he could not to let it show. There was no way he was going to stop the game when everyone else seemed to be enjoying themselves.
By five o'clock, after Yuna's crushing victory, Shane suggested watching a film before he and his mum started making dinner. Ilya let Shane choose. Given how exhausted he felt, he would probably fall asleep before long anyway.
David and Yuna settled into the armchairs, leaving the sofa for the two of them. Once Shane had put the DVD on and joined him, Ilya lay down with his head in Shane's lap, facing the television. Just as he had expected, he drifted off only a few minutes into the film, one of Shane's hands stroking his hair while the other rested lightly on his waist.
When he woke, Shane had gone. A cushion had appeared beneath his head, and someone had tucked a blanket around him. David was still in his armchair, absorbed in the crime novel he had been reading.
The pain was worse than ever. It drew an involuntary groan from him as he pushed himself upright.
"Everything all right, son?" David asked, noticing the hand pressed against Ilya's right side.
"Just a stomach ache. That's all."
David didn't look convinced.
"Are you sure? Shane said you've got a bit of a temperature."
A temperature? He certainly didn't feel feverish. Just nauseous. And weak.
"Shane always worries too much..."
David let the matter drop. Ilya was grateful. He hated lying to him. Or to Yuna. They were both so kind and thoughtful towards him.
He didn't eat anything at dinner, earning more worried glances from David and Yuna. Before either of them could say anything, he spoke first.
"Think I've caught something. Going to bed. I'll feel better tomorrow."
He couldn't keep pretending much longer. The pain had become so intense that simply standing upright took considerable effort.
Shane promised he would come up soon, but Ilya assured him there was no need. He would be asleep in no time.
He wasn't. Or only in short bursts. The pain throbbed relentlessly, giving him a pounding headache. He felt cold. And immediately regretted asking Shane to change the duvet.
At around eleven o'clock, he heard Shane come upstairs and pretended to be asleep. If he spoke, Shane would realise something was wrong. He would mention hospital. And this time, Ilya would have no choice but to agree. It was clearly not a stomach bug.
Shane's hand settled gently against his forehead, and his tongue clicked softly against the roof of his mouth–probably because of the fever. Then he lay down beside him, wrapped an arm around him and rested a hand on his stomach. The coolness of Shane's palm brought welcome relief. The warmth of his breath against Ilya's neck slowly lulled him back to sleep.
At around two in the morning, Ilya woke with a violent urge to be sick. Getting out of bed was agony. Walking was torture. He reached the toilet just in time before bringing up nothing but burning, bitter bile that scorched his throat.
When his stomach had finally stopped heaving, he felt utterly wretched, slumped over the toilet bowl, breathing hard as quiet groans escaped his raw throat. If Shane saw him like this... So weak... What would he think?
He had no idea how long he remained there in the darkness. He simply no longer had the strength to stand. The pain had become unbearable. He probably ought to wake Shane. Beg him to take him to A&E. But his father's voice kept echoing through his head, telling him to pull himself together. That it was nothing. That he was only looking for attention.
At some point he must have drifted off–or perhaps simply blacked out from the pain. Because when he next became aware of anything, it was Shane's anxious voice calling his name. Ilya opened one eye before immediately squeezing it shut again, blinded by the bathroom light.
"Sorry," Shane said. "I'll be right back. Don't move."
As if he could. He hurt far too much.
Shane got to his feet and walked away. Ilya heard him flick a switch-probably dimming the lights. A few moments later he returned and knelt beside him again.
"I've turned the brightness down. That should be a bit better."
Ilya opened his eyes once more. It was. Though his head still felt as though it were splitting in two.
Shane was kneeling on the cold tiles in nothing but a T-shirt and boxers. Ilya wanted to tell him to go back to bed before he caught cold. To tell him it was nothing. But the English words simply wouldn't come.
"Does your head hurt?" Shane asked.
Ilya gave a slight nod.
"Do you think it's a migraine?"
He shook his head.
"Can you show me where it hurts?"
Somehow, he managed to point to his right side. Shane's expression darkened immediately.
"Since when?"
Ilya searched for the words. His brain refused to cooperate. So he answered in Russian.
"Last night."
Shane frowned.
"This could be appendicitis. We need to get you to A&E."
Ilya closed his eyes in resignation. He wasn't entirely sure what appendicitis was. But whatever it was, it clearly couldn't wait any longer.
"It's nothing serious. Just three tiny incisions," Shane reassured him. "You'll probably be home in a day or two."
Ilya's throat tightened.
"I don't like... being put to sleep. I get... strange afterwards."
"I'll be there. I'll stay with you the whole time, all right?"
Ilya nodded. Shane would be able to tell him what was real... And what wasn't.
 
As Shane stepped out of his bedroom, he came face to face with his mum coming back upstairs from the kitchen, a small bottle of water in her hand. Over the past few days, she had been waking in the middle of the night with a dry throat. Something to do with the radiator humidifier.
The timing couldn't have been better. He had been about to wake his parents anyway. There was no way he could get Ilya to hospital on his own. He was far too anxious to drive safely, let alone deal with the paperwork once they arrived.
His mum must have seen immediately that something was wrong.
"Is something the matter with Ilya?"
"I think it's appendicitis..."
As always, she reacted without wasting a second.
"Leave your dad to me. We'll drive you."
Shane watched her disappear down the corridor before hurrying back into the bedroom. He glanced into the bathroom–Ilya had barely moved–then quickly searched through his suitcase for a pair of joggers and a clean T-shirt. He laid them at the foot of the bed before returning to Ilya.
Curled against the toilet with his eyes closed, Ilya looked even paler than before. A fine sheen of sweat clung to the hair at his temples.
Shane should have insisted sooner.
He knelt beside him.
"Ilya... we have to go now, all right?"
Ilya forced his eyes open and gave a faint nod.
Shane slipped an arm around his waist to help him up, only to feel Ilya's whole body tense against him. The moment he was on his feet, he doubled over with a strangled sound that made Shane's heart ache.
He hated seeing him like this.
"It's all right. I've got you."
He helped him over to the edge of the bed and dressed him as gently as he could, trying not to make him move any more than necessary. Even so, every time Ilya had to lift an arm or straighten up a little, a painful breath or muffled groan escaped him.
They made their way downstairs afterwards. Slowly. Very slowly. Every single step looked like agony.
His parents were already waiting in the hall. His dad had the car keys in one hand and Ilya's medical file tucked under his arm.
Shane settled Ilya into the back seat behind the driver's seat before climbing in beside him. As soon as the car pulled away, he gently drew Ilya against him to steady him through the bends. Ilya immediately rested his head on Shane's shoulder with a weary sigh.
Shane laced their fingers together and absent-mindedly stroked the back of his hand with his thumb. It was ridiculous. Completely useless against the pain Ilya was probably in. But he needed to do something.
The drive to Ottawa Hospital passed almost entirely in silence. Every now and then, his parents exchanged a glance in the rear-view mirror, discreetly checking on Ilya.
When they finally parked outside A&E, his mum opened the glove compartment before turning around and handing Shane a surgical mask.
"Put this on. And pull your hood up as well."
Shane looked at her blankly.
"In case a fan recognises you."
He rolled his eyes. Couldn't people just respect his privacy? Was that really too much to ask?
"I know, Shane. It'll only be for the waiting room. After that, the staff are bound by medical confidentiality."
With a sigh, Shane took the mask and put it on.
 
As soon as they walked through the automatic doors into the triage area and a few heads turned towards him, Shane became painfully aware of where he was–and who he was with. He pulled his hood lower over his face and kept his eyes down, like a fugitive. He hated himself for it. He wasn't doing anything wrong, for God's sake. He was simply taking his partner to A&E because he was in pain. And yet it felt as though everything could come crashing down. Their lives. Their careers. Their relationship.
Fortunately, the department was quiet that night, and a triage nurse saw them almost immediately. She didn't react in the slightest when Shane gave their names, which was an immense relief. He couldn't have dealt with that on top of everything else.
While taking Ilya's vital signs, she calmly worked through her questions. Where did it hurt? Since when? Had he had a fever? Any nausea? Vomiting? When had he last eaten? Did he have any known allergies?
English had become too difficult for Ilya in his condition, so he answered in Russian while Shane translated everything, occasionally adding details of his own.
When the nurse asked Ilya to rate his pain out of ten, Shane was both surprised and worried that he didn't play it down. Just to be safe, he added, "He has an exceptionally high pain tolerance. He played with two broken ribs last season."
"Is he an athlete?"
"A professional ice hockey player. NHL."
The nurse simply noted it down in his chart, although a brief flicker of recognition crossed her face. Shane appreciated her professionalism.
As Ilya's symptoms were strongly suggestive of appendicitis, she marked him as a priority case and quickly showed them into an examination room. Shane helped Ilya onto the examination bed and pulled the blanket up around him when he noticed him shivering slightly.
The nurse clipped the observation chart to the end of the bed.
"One of my colleagues will take over from here."
Then, before leaving, she walked around the bed and rested a reassuring hand on Ilya's arm.
"We're going to take good care of you, Ilya. A few more hours and this will all be over."
Ilya didn't reply.
His eyes were already closed again, utterly exhausted by the pain and the effort of getting there.
Once the door closed behind her, Shane pulled off his mask and lowered his hood. He had felt as though he couldn't breathe since they had arrived.
He dragged over a stool and sat down beside the bed on Ilya's left. His hand immediately found Ilya's again while the other gently stroked the damp hair back from his forehead.
"Shane," Ilya murmured without opening his eyes.
Shane leaned down and kissed his forehead.
"I'm here, my love."
His mum stayed quietly in the corner, sitting in one of the chairs. She was tapping away at her phone, exchanging messages with his dad while he dealt with Ilya's admission paperwork. He was Ilya's next of kin now.
When she lowered her phone again, Shane asked quietly, "Do you think they'll contact Nikita?"
"I don't think so. Your dad's here, and Ilya isn't critically ill. But you should let him know anyway."
Shane nodded and pulled his phone from his jacket pocket.
Using his left hand, he typed,
[Hi Nikita. I'm at the hospital with Ilya. They think it's appendicitis and he'll most likely have surgery tonight. Mum, Dad and I have everything under control, so don't worry. Call if you need.]
He slipped the phone back into his pocket and resumed absent-mindedly running his fingers through Ilya's hair. That was when the new nurse came in. He was a young man, only a little older than they were. He paused for a moment in the doorway as he took in the scene: Shane sitting close beside the bed, holding Ilya's hand.
Shane felt his whole body tense immediately.
Damn. He didn't have the energy to deal with a homophobic healthcare worker.
He exchanged an anxious glance with his mum.
"Is there a problem?" she asked calmly.
The nurse looked surprised by the question.
"No, ma'am."
"So I can count on you to treat my son-in-law with the same respect you give every other patient?"
"Yes, ma'am. Of course."
He gently closed the door behind him.
"I just wasn't expecting Ilya Rozanov to be my patient tonight."
 
Ilya was taken down to theatre at around five in the morning after spending two hours in the examination room. The painkillers had eased the pain enough for him to drift off to sleep. He was still asleep when the surgical team came to collect him. Even so, Shane had to prise his fingers from Ilya's hand–or perhaps it had been the other way round.
He knew it was a routine operation, that the surgeons probably performed several every week. But there was no such thing as zero risk. There was always the tiniest chance that something could go wrong. And Shane wasn't ready for that.
Then there was what Ilya had said about the anaesthetic making him feel strange afterwards. What if he woke up disoriented? Panicking? Surrounded by people he didn't know, people he might no longer understand-and who wouldn't understand him either...
Shane had promised he wouldn't leave him.
The nurse who had been looking after Ilya showed them into a small private waiting room instead of sending them back to triage. Shane was instantly grateful. It already felt as though a huge weight was pressing on his chest, stopping him from breathing properly. Having to put his mask back on and sit among all those strangers again would probably have been enough to break him.
His parents sat down on either side of him without saying a word. His mum took his left hand. His dad took his right. And Shane waited.
The minutes crawled by. Before long, he felt himself starting to unravel. The questions kept circling, over and over again, until they became almost deafening.
When it all became too much, the words burst out.
"Why did he lie to us? He was obviously unwell. We all saw it... What was he so afraid of? Why can't he trust us? What am I doing wrong? What am I..."
His mum gently cupped his face, making him look at her.
"Stop that, Shane."
Her voice was firm. Exactly what he needed.
"You're only hurting yourself. You can't answer those questions for him."
He lowered his eyes. She was right. He did this far too often. Especially when it sometimes took Ilya months to open up.
"For now," she continued, "the only thing that matters is that he's being looked after."
Shane gave a faint nod. Ilya was going to stop hurting. That was all that mattered.
His mum brushed her fingertips across his cheek.
"Try to get some sleep, all right? Your father and I will wake you."
Utterly exhausted, drained by the past few hours, Shane finally gave in.
His mum slipped an arm around his shoulders, and he let himself lean against her just as he had when he was a child.
 
As promised, she woke him when the surgeon came into the room a little over an hour later. He was a middle-aged man, somewhere in his forties, who got straight to the point.
The operation had gone well. The appendix hadn't ruptured, but they had come dangerously close to that stage. A few more hours would probably have made all the difference.
Ilya was being taken to recovery, where he would remain for one to two hours while they monitored how he responded to the anaesthetic. Longer, if waking up proved more difficult. Afterwards, he would be transferred to his room, where he could finally have visitors.
He would most likely be discharged the following morning, with strict instructions to rest and, above all, stay off the ice for at least three weeks.
The moment the surgeon left, Shane let his head fall back against his chair.
"He's never going to agree to that..."
Last year, the only reason he had accepted staying off the ice for a week was because Marlow had been unbelievably stubborn. And because his broken ribs had been, in his own words, hurting like hell. But this time? Once the appendix was gone, what would stop him? Certainly not the pain.
His mum let out a tired little laugh.
"Oh, he will."
His dad nodded solemnly.
"Even if we have to keep an eye on him twenty-four hours a day."
Shane could already picture him standing in the hallway with his suitcase packed and his backpack over one shoulder, insisting he felt perfectly fine and that they could all go back to work.
"He's going to be impossible..."
"Most likely," his mum admitted. "But that won't stop us from looking after him."
Shane had never doubted that. He only hoped that, for a few days at least, Ilya would allow himself not to be quite as strong as he always pretended to be.
 
Half an hour later, a nurse came to fetch Shane.
"Ilya's just woken up, but he's confused. We're hoping your presence will help settle him."
He followed her immediately, his throat tight. She led him to the recovery unit entrance, where she asked him to wash his hands thoroughly before handing him a disposable gown.
As he stepped inside, Shane was struck by the atmosphere. The lights were dimmed, and an unusual calm hung over the room, broken only by the steady beeping of monitors and the quiet murmurs of the medical staff.
There weren't many patients that morning. Few enough that they had made an exception and allowed him in. The nurse guided him between several curtained bays before stopping beside Ilya's bed. Then she quietly slipped away, giving them a little privacy.
Ilya lay on his back, still as pale as ever–perhaps even paler beneath the cold fluorescent lighting–but he was no longer in pain. His brow was no longer furrowed, and his hair no longer clung to sweat-damp skin.
An IV line ran into his right arm. A pulse oximeter blinked on the tip of his index finger, and the blood pressure cuff inflated around his forearm at regular intervals. Yet despite all the equipment surrounding him, Shane could only see one thing. How vulnerable he looked.
He gently took Ilya's hand and stroked it with his thumb. Ilya opened his eyes immediately and turned his head towards him. He stared for a moment before recognition dawned.
His eyes filled with tears.
"Tell me... she's not here, Shane."
Shane felt his stomach tighten.
"Who?"
"My mother..."
His fingers tightened slightly around Ilya's. He searched for the words in Russian.
"It was a nurse, my love. You were still drowsy."
Ilya frowned in confusion.
"But she was here..." he whispered. His voice trembled. "When I woke up... she was there... I can't lose her again," he sobbed. "I can't... It hurts too much..."
It felt as though someone had driven a knife straight through Shane's heart. Ilya looked so lost. So heartbroken. And Shane had no idea how to ease it.
He gently cupped his cheek.
"I'm here, Ilya. You're not alone anymore."
 
By the time they settled him into his room, Ilya was half asleep. The nurse who would be looking after him during the day assured Shane that it was perfectly normal. His body needed time to recover, not only from the anaesthetic but also from the constant pain he had endured the previous day.
She checked his IV one last time before looking up at Shane, who was still standing beside the bed, absent-mindedly running a hand through Ilya's hair.
"You should get some sleep as well. You look like you could do with it."
Shane nodded. He was exhausted. Without some rest, he wouldn't last much longer.
"I've sent your parents home. They asked me to tell you they'll be back this afternoon during visiting hours."
"Thank you."
She smiled.
"I really mean it, though–get some rest. From what I've gathered, he's quite a handful."
A sad smile crossed Shane's face. He still couldn't understand why Ilya hadn't said anything.
"You've no idea..."
She left, quietly closing the door behind her.
Shane looked around the room and noticed the armchair in the corner. It was much too far away. He silently dragged it over to the bedside before sitting down close enough to keep holding Ilya's hand. Ilya was sleeping deeply now, his face finally peaceful.
Shane rested his head against the mattress without letting go of either Ilya's hand or his gaze. When his eyelids finally became too heavy to keep open, he let sleep claim him.
 
When he opened his eyes again, Ilya's hand was no longer in his. Instead, warm, gentle fingers were stroking his hair. He turned towards him and found him awake. His eyes still looked tired, but they were clear now. A tender smile curved his lips.
"You stayed."
A sharp ache tugged at Shane's heart. How could Ilya have believed, even for a moment, that he would leave?
"I promised you I would."
Ilya's fingertips drifted across his face, brushing his skin and sending little shivers through him. Shane caught his hand, pressed it briefly against his cheek, then lifted it to his lips without taking his eyes off him.
They were lost in one another's gaze when the door opened rather too abruptly, making them both jump. In the space of a heartbeat, Ilya's expression closed off. Shane watched the man journalists loved to describe return: calm, composed, almost untouchable.
"It's good to see you awake, Ilya," the nurse said as she walked in. "Are you feeling better?"
"Yes."
She approached the bed.
"And how's the pain?"
"Okay."
Shane grimaced. What exactly did okay mean? Okay as in bearable? Or okay as in it doesn't hurt?
The nurse waited for him to elaborate before chuckling softly.
"You're not much of a talker, are you?"
"Sorry. English is still hard," Ilya apologised, his accent even stronger than usual.
Shane hoped it was genuinely the lingering effects of the anaesthetic making English more difficult–not that ridiculous fear that she would laugh at him. Even after three and a half years in North America speaking English every day, Ilya was still terribly self-conscious about his accent.
"I understand," the nurse assured him with a smile as she checked the monitor. "You can speak Russian if it's easier. I gather your friend speaks it very well."
Shane blushed. He didn't speak Russian very well. He simply managed well enough to have natural conversations with Ilya without making a complete fool of himself.
"No. English is fine."
"And the pain? Still just 'okay'?"
"Is fine, really. My side only hurts when I move."
"That's to be expected for a little while. I'm just going to check your blood pressure and your IV now, all right?"
Ilya nodded but tensed as soon as she touched him. Shane discreetly slipped his hand into Ilya's and felt relieved when Ilya didn't pull away. It was the first time since he had fallen ill that he had truly accepted Shane's help.
When she had finished recording his observations, she looked back at him.
"If you feel up to it, try taking a few steps before lunch. It'll help get your bowels moving again."
"All right."
Then she turned to Shane.
"I'm counting on you to stop him doing anything foolish."
With that, she left.
The door had barely closed before Ilya tried to sit up.
"What are you doing?" Shane asked, alarmed.
A crooked smile tugged at Ilya's lips.
"You heard what the pretty nurse said. I need to walk. So I'm going to walk."
Shane rolled his eyes. And he was supposedly the one who took everything literally.
"She said if you feel up to it."
"I do feel up to it."
Shane looked at him sceptically. Judging by the way he winced every time he moved, he doubted it. It would be a miracle if he even managed to sit on the edge of the bed.
Knowing Ilya wouldn't accept his help, Shane stepped back but stayed close enough to catch him if necessary.
Purely through force of will, Ilya managed to shuffle onto the edge of the bed, muttering Russian swear words under his breath while clutching his right side. He had gone pale again. He was trembling slightly. His breathing had quickened.
"You should lie back down," Shane advised. "You're in no state..."
"No. I can do it," Ilya insisted.
"I don't doubt that. But you don't have to."
"I'll be fine," he said stubbornly.
Shane didn't argue. When Ilya dug his heels in, he was as stubborn as a mule. Instead, he simply made sure he was close enough to catch him if his legs gave way. Because they were going to give way. He was certain of it.
Ilya lowered one foot to the floor. Then the other. He pushed himself upright with both hands. He stayed standing for only a few seconds before dropping heavily back onto the edge of the bed, even paler than before, one hand pressed tightly against his right side.
"All right. We'll try again later..."
Shane couldn't stop the small, satisfied smile that spread across his face.
"After you've eaten," he agreed.
He helped Ilya settle back into a semi-reclined position and pulled the sheet back over his legs. Then he sat down beside him again, his hand naturally finding Ilya's once more.
After a moment of silence, Ilya asked, "Do you think your parents could bring me some clothes? I'm not walking down the corridor wearing this... thing. Whatever it's called."
Shane laughed softly.
"I'll ask them to bring something when they come this afternoon."
Ilya gave his hand a gentle squeeze.
"They brought me here, yes?"
Shane nodded.
"I didn't feel capable of handling it on my own. And honestly... they'd have come anyway. They were worried."
Ilya closed his eyes briefly.
"I really thought it wasn't anything serious."
Shane stroked his fingers with his thumb.
"I know, Ilya."
* * *
The front door opened a little too abruptly, making Ilya jump. Sitting on the sofa with a book in his hand, he winced as pain shot through his side.
It had been five days since his operation. His incisions were healing slowly but surely–Yuna and David made sure of that every day, despite his initial protests. They were still extremely tender, though. Even with the painkillers the couple made certain he took religiously, the slightest movement involving his abdominal muscles pulled painfully at the stitches.
“It's me!” Yuna called from the hallway.
Ilya smiled. Even though it was her own house, she always announced herself when she came home. The one time she hadn't, the day after he had been discharged from hospital, he had startled so violently that he had spilled his freshly made coffee over his hand. No serious burns, thankfully, but it had given both of them quite a fright.
He laid his book face down on the sofa to mark his place–he would probably be back to it in a few minutes–and slowly got to his feet. Taking careful little steps, he made his way through the hallway and out onto the drive. Yuna's SUV was parked in front of the house with the boot open. She had gone out earlier to buy groceries for New Year's Eve.
Shane didn't have a game that evening, nor mandatory training the following morning. He would be joining them in the middle of the afternoon to celebrate the New Year. The thought warmed Ilya. It would be his first New Year's Eve with the Hollanders, and his first proper family New Year's celebration in nine years.
He was just about to lift one of the shopping bags out of the boot when Yuna's voice rang out from the porch.
“Young man, what exactly do you think you're doing?”
Ilya turned around, wearing a sheepish smile.
“Helping you carry the shopping?”
“I can see that. But unless I'm mistaken, the doctor was perfectly clear: no heavy lifting. And those bags definitely count.”
Ilya rolled his eyes.
“They're not exactly barbells...”
“They weigh more than two kilos, so the answer's no.”
He sighed in defeat. Every time he tried to make himself useful, she told him no. Never unkindly–simply because it went against the doctor's orders, which she had apparently committed to memory, much to Ilya's despair.
He hadn't been allowed to help take down the Christmas decorations–too much strain on his core. Nor climb up to the loft–the ladder was too steep. Nor clear the table, empty the dishwasher, or even lay the table.
Apparently, his abdominal muscles were involved in absolutely everything.
As a result, he had been confined to the sitting room. More specifically, to the sofa. He was supposed to rest so he would be fully recovered by the time of his appointment with the team doctor.
So he had spent his days reading or watching television while Yuna and David bustled around him. And with each passing day, he felt more and more as though he were living off their kindness without giving anything back.
“So what can I do?”
He stepped aside to let her pick up two shopping bags, which she lifted effortlessly.
“Rest, and let us take care of you.”
Ilya lowered his gaze slightly. Since leaving hospital, that was all he had been doing: receiving.
“I really want to help...”
He followed her into the kitchen, empty-handed, much to his pride's dismay.
“But you are going to help,” she replied gently. “We're going to prepare tonight's meal together.”
It was the only thing she had allowed him to do over the past two days: cook alongside her or David. But it felt so little compared with everything they had done for him. They had dealt with everything at his club during his absence–contacting the right people, sending off the necessary paperwork, arranging his medical appointments. Even with all the goodwill in the world, Ilya wouldn't have been capable of doing any of it himself. The painkillers had left him so groggy that he had barely managed to string two coherent sentences together. He hadn't even managed to say goodbye to Shane properly.
“I wish I could do more...”
Yuna set the shopping bags down on the kitchen table and turned to face him. Her eyes were full of understanding and deep affection.
“I know. But you need to look after those stitches. If you push yourself too hard, you could end up being sidelined for even longer, and we both know that's the last thing you want.”
Ilya lowered his eyes, defeated. The doctor had indeed warned him about the risk of tearing something if he exerted himself too soon.
“Can I at least put the shopping away?” he asked, twisting his fingers together.
“All right. But you stop the moment it starts pulling too much, promise?”
A broad smile lit up Ilya's face.
“I promise!”
Yuna rested a hand on his arm and gave it a gentle squeeze.
“I'm really happy to have you both here for New Year's.”
* * *
Settled at the dining table, Ilya was making steady progress on the three-thousand-piece puzzle David had bought the previous Saturday to keep him occupied during the final two weeks of his recovery.
It was already the following Saturday, and he had made good headway. He hoped to finish it before leaving for Boston. That was why he spent much of his mornings working on it after his walk, along with part of his afternoons–until the couple came home from work.
He was about to fit another piece into place when David walked into the sitting room, wearing his coat and carrying Ilya's over one arm.
“Put this on, son. We're going for a walk.”
Ilya looked at him questioningly.
“A walk? Where to?”
David answered with a knowing smile.
“You'll see.”
Ilya straightened the sorted piles of puzzle pieces on the table before joining David. He put on his coat and followed him out to his SUV.
The journey passed in comfortable silence. David had never been much of a talker, and Ilya, wondering where they could possibly be going, watched the road carefully in search of some clue.
He found none. It was only when they pulled up outside a large sports complex that he finally realised where they were: the ice rink. His eyes lit up immediately. He hadn't skated in two weeks, and he was beginning to miss it.
David turned towards him, looking quietly pleased.
“The Peewee team's coach is a friend of mine.”
Ilya frowned slightly. What age group were Peewees again?
He searched his memory. He and Shane had talked several times about the Canadian junior hockey system. There were so many different categories... In Russia, coaches mostly referred to birth years.
Ah, yes. Peewees were eleven-and twelve-year-olds.
“He's happy for you to have a little skate after training. He just asked me for a small favour in return.”
Ilya raised an intrigued eyebrow.
“What kind of favour?”
David's smile broadened.
“That you help coach the session.”
Ilya was speechless for a moment. Help coach? Him? But why?
David rested a hand on his shoulder.
“You can say no.”
Ilya shook his head at once. Back in Russia, he had occasionally worked as an assistant coach with very young players during the school holidays. He remembered it fondly.
“No, I don't mind. But... are you sure the kids will actually want me there?”
David looked at him as though he had asked the most ridiculous question imaginable.
“Of course they will!”
Ilya lowered his gaze.
“But this is Shane's city...”
“Ilya, son, you're worth every bit as much as Shane,” David said softly, a trace of sadness in his voice.
He waited until Ilya looked back up before continuing.
“You're one of the NHL's best centres, and an inspiration to a great many young hockey players.”
Ilya looked away again. An inspiration? How? He was just a Russian who had used hockey as a way to leave his country behind. He didn't have Shane's passion for the game.
David's hand tightened gently on his shoulder.
“Hey, Ilya. Look at me.”
Ilya forced himself to meet his eyes.
“I don't know who made you doubt yourself this much, but you deserve your place in the NHL. You've worked incredibly hard to get where you are. Nobody handed it to you. It's recognition of your excellence. Do you understand?”
Ilya nodded, his eyes stinging.
He already knew it was true, but hearing it from a father's lips–David's, of all people–moved him far more than he would have expected.
David went on.
“You probably don't realise it, but you're extraordinary on the ice. Your game is creative and intelligent, you take risks when they're needed, and you make the right pass at exactly the right moment. You play for your team, not for your own glory.”
Ilya shrugged. He was only doing the job he was paid to do.
“And that's what young players see when they watch you. Our Peewees aren't going to think, 'He's not Shane.' They're going to think, 'Ilya Rozanov is on our ice today.'”
Ilya blinked.
“You really think so?”
David chuckled.
“Trust me. They'll be thrilled to meet you in person and learn from you. And yes, Shane's a bit of a local star–but I'd bet at least one of those kids has a poster of you on his bedroom wall. Probably more than one.”
Ilya found that difficult to believe, but David sounded so certain that he neither wanted to contradict him nor disappoint him.
David smiled.
“You'll see. It's going to be a great morning. Who knows? It might even give you a few ideas for later, once you retire.”
Ilya had never really thought about life after hockey. It felt far too distant. He was only just beginning to imagine a future with Shane. But coaching... Perhaps he would enjoy that.
David opened the driver's door.
“So? Shall we?”
Ilya took a deep breath–there was no reason this should go badly, was there?–and reached for the door handle.
“Let's go.”
 
David had been right.
He had had a wonderful time with the Peewees.
When they first spotted him on the ice beside their coach, several of them assumed it was some sort of joke. Then excitement erupted. Some thrust their jerseys towards him for an autograph, while others bombarded him with questions all at once. Ilya answered as many as he could until the coach quickly restored order: training had to begin, and they were already running late.
Throughout the session, every child he offered advice to listened with complete attention, eyes wide with concentration. And those he praised sometimes blushed for several minutes afterwards, their faces turning bright red.
As he watched them head back towards the changing rooms, Ilya realised David had been right. Not one of them seemed disappointed that he wasn't Shane. If anything, they seemed genuinely delighted that it was him.
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  Boston, January 2013
The immigration solicitor–whose name Ilya still hadn't managed to remember–patted the thick file containing his EB-1A petition.
“We're all set. It's ready to go!” she announced with a smile.
Relief washed over Ilya. He had spent the past three months gathering paperwork from every conceivable source, both in America and Russia. He had juggled countless emails between his agent, his former coach and the translation agency. And he had done it all without Shane having the slightest idea. He was glad to finally see the end of it.
“That's... a lot of paperwork.”
He still couldn't believe everything he had had to provide. His statistics, his junior national team selections, certificates for his medals, newspaper clippings, his contract... His entire career laid out on paper.
The solicitor had told him every document mattered, that they were what made his case so strong. Ilya had taken her at her word; she clearly knew what she was talking about.
“Well, you're hardly just anybody, Mr Rozanov.”
Ilya chuckled.
It was true enough that he wasn't just another NHL player. Ever since the draft, he had generated a great deal of coverage in the sports press–rather more than he would have liked, but for once it worked in his favour. It demonstrated how significant he was in the world of hockey.
“So... what happens now?”
“I send all this to Immigration, and then we wait.”
That was more or less what he had expected.
“How long will it take?” he asked, more out of curiosity than anything else.
He wasn't in a particular hurry, but the sooner the better. Especially with that blasted bill having just passed its first reading in the Duma. If Shane found out about it, he would worry himself sick and become even more paranoid than Ilya already was.
“Expect several months,” the solicitor replied with a weary smile.
Ilya shrugged. Bureaucracy.
“But,” she continued, “we could ask the Bears to pay for premium processing. It depends how quickly you need the green card.”
He shook his head. He didn't want the Bears getting involved. They might start asking why it mattered so much to him, and he had no desire to invent excuses. He already lied often enough by omission.
“I can wait a few months,” he replied rather too quickly.
He wasn't planning to come out any time soon anyway.
The solicitor frowned.
“It won't count against you, you know...”
“I'd rather be treated like everyone else.”
There was no point giving the press another reason to start digging. Besides, the less attention he attracted, the better.
“I understand. In your circumstances, it's better to be overly cautious than not cautious enough.”
Ilya stiffened. She couldn't possibly have worked it out... could she?
“My circumstances?” he asked, unable to keep the tension out of his voice.
The solicitor sighed before offering him what was probably meant to be a reassuring smile. It had quite the opposite effect.
She knew.
“You know, Mr Rozanov, I've been doing this for several years now. You're not the first Russian to walk into my office looking for a way to remain in the United States.”
Of course. He just hoped she wouldn't assume it was because of that. There were plenty of other reasons someone might apply.
“Russia's recent stance towards people like you is fairly clear...”
Ilya swallowed. He hadn't expected her to bring it up–not at their final meeting. Then again, perhaps it made sense. A conclusion to three months of working together.
Out of habit, he carried on pretending not to understand.
“People like me?”
The solicitor waved the question aside with an amused smile.
“Oh, please, Mr Rozanov. Don't insult my intelligence.”
Ilya shrank slightly into his chair. That had never been his intention.
“You haven't said a word, and I'm not going to ask you to confirm anything.”
He thanked her with a small nod.
“But I want you to know that I would never tell anyone–professional confidentiality or not. If I were in your position, I wouldn't want to go home either.”
They exchanged a look of mutual understanding.
“With that said,” she concluded, “I'll speak to you again soon, over the phone. And if you have any questions, don't hesitate to get in touch.”
She stood, straightened the skirt of her suit, and held out her hand. Ilya rose as well, studied her for a brief moment, then shook it. She walked him to the reception area of the offices she shared with her colleagues, wished him well one last time with genuine warmth, then headed back to her office.
 
In the lift, Ilya sent Nikita the message they had agreed on beforehand.
[It's been submitted. Now we just wait.]
As soon as he reached the ground floor, the reply came through.
[2:45 p.m. – When will you hear back?]
[In a few months. Probably June.]
[2:46 p.m. – Then all that's left is for you to win the Stanley Cup. That way I'll have twice as many reasons to come and visit you both.]
Ilya burst out laughing. Typical Nikita...
[Count on it!]
* * *
Halifax, February 2012
“Shane, are you alright?”
Shane lifted his head from between his knees and found Hayden kneeling in front of him, his expression tight with concern. He quickly wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his suit jacket, then forced a smile.
“I’m fine, Hayd. Go back with the others.”
He couldn’t let him ruin his day. Not over problems that didn’t have any viable solution.
“What?! No!” Hayden shook his head emphatically, as though the idea itself was absurd. “I’m not leaving my best mate crying in my teenage bedroom while I’m having the time of my life downstairs.”
After just over a year together, Hayden and Jackie had married that morning on the vast estate belonging to his friend’s parents. Hayden had asked him to be his best man only a few days after he had told him about Ilya. Shane had been deeply moved by it, and had of course agreed to let him confide in his future wife.
Along with Jackie’s older sister, they had spent the past few months organising the wedding. It wasn’t a large one–just the families of the bride and groom and their closest friends, including him and J.J.–but there had still been plenty to do.
Shane had managed to get through the ceremony and the meal, but this was too much. He couldn’t watch J.J. dance with his girlfriend of three months when he hadn’t even been able to bring his partner of over three and a half years. It wasn’t fair, and it hurt so much…
He curled in on himself a little more, arms wrapped tightly around his knees.
“Hayden, please…”
In his state, he wasn’t sure he could keep himself together much longer. He didn’t want to snap at Hayden–or anyone, really, but especially not Hayden. This man had accepted them, him and his relationship with Ilya, with such kindness. He couldn’t make him pay the price for their secret…
“No, sorry. I’m not leaving you here on your own.”
Hayden sat down beside him, close enough to offer comfort, but not so close that he would feel overwhelmed. Shane felt his throat tighten. He didn’t deserve a friend like him. Feeling the tears rise again, he dropped his forehead back onto his knees.
“I don’t want to ruin your wedding…”
Not that he wasn’t already doing a good job of it. Hayden should be downstairs dancing and celebrating with the guests, not up here comforting him.
Hayden let out a warm, genuine laugh.
“I married the woman of my life today. Nothing’s going to ruin that!”
Shane clutched his knees tighter, taking the blow as best he could–badly. It felt like a knife to the chest, a reminder of what he wasn’t allowed to have. And Hayden didn’t even realise.
“At least you can…” he spat before he could stop himself.
Hayden choked, then smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand.
“Bloody hell, I’m a complete idiot… I really need to think before I open my mouth.”
Shane turned his head towards him, a sad smile on his lips.
“That’s just the truth…”
“Yeah, but I didn’t need to shove it in your face like that. I’m really sorry, Shane…”
He let out a short, humourless laugh.
“Don’t be. I put myself in this situation…”
Well, hockey and Russia had created the situation. All he had done was fall in love with his soulmate, like millions of people on this planet.
A heavy silence settled between them.
Eventually, Hayden lowered his voice, hesitant.
“Do you regret it?”
Shane went still, gripping his knees even tighter.
“What?”
“I don’t know. All of it…”
“Which ‘all of it’, Hayd? Be more specific.”
His friend bit his lip.
“You and Rozanov… do you regret it?”
Shane jolted upright.
“What? What did you just say?”
Hayden tensed, swallowing hard before repeating himself.
“You and Rozanov. Do you regret it?”
“How can you even ask me that?!” Shane snapped.
Hayden opened his mouth, then closed it again. He ran a hand over the back of his neck.
“Bloody hell, Shane… look at what this is doing to you…”
Shane took a slow breath. He needed to calm down, to make Hayden understand just how wrong he was. He couldn’t let him think Ilya made him unhappy. Because it was the exact opposite.
He exhaled. Inhaled again. Then let it out slowly.
“It’s Russia that does this to me. It’s hockey. It’s the homophobic insults thrown around in the dressing room like they’re nothing. It’s my teammates who can’t stand the idea of what I am. It’s J.J. dancing with his girlfriend when I can’t even bring Ilya.”
He drew in another breath, struggling to keep his voice steady.
“That’s the problem, Hayden. Not Ilya. Not what I feel for him.”
Hayden dropped his gaze, visibly chastened.
“I’m sorry…”
Shane couldn’t even be angry at him. He couldn’t understand it; he wasn’t living it every day.
“It’s just… it looks like it’s hurting you so much…”
He exhaled.
“Wouldn’t it hurt you… to see your best mate marry the woman he’s been seeing for a year… when you can’t even love your partner of three and a half years freely?”
Hayden winced.
“Yes… of course it would.”
He looked so embarrassed that, even though it seemed perfectly obvious to him, Shane added, “I’m really happy for you, Hayd. Honestly.” He paused, searching for his words. “It’s just… it got too hard to stay with you lot. Your happiness hurt. Your normality hurt. My own presence hurt. Everyone showed up with someone and me…” He swallowed a sob. “And me, I didn’t even get to come with my partner. I had to lie to everyone I spoke to and deny my own soulmate. I know you don’t believe it, but Ilya… he’s my Jackie, you know…” He wiped at his eyes as they started to fill again. “And right now, I just want to get a flight to Boston, get down on one knee and ask him to marry me. But I can’t!”
Hayden stayed silent for a moment, thoughtful. Shane hoped he wasn’t trying to figure out a way to make that happen. Not the proposal, but the trip to Boston. It wasn’t too late to catch the last flight of the day–Shane had checked before remembering it was impossible; Ilya was leaving early the next morning for a road trip.
After a moment long enough for Shane to start calming down again, Hayden said, “I might be about to say something stupid, but…”
He hesitated. Shane braced himself for the worst.
“Technically, nothing’s stopping you from getting married.”
He burst out laughing. Had Hayden lost his mind? Him and Ilya getting married? When he hadn’t even come out yet?
“Oh yeah? And what about hockey? If I turn up with a wedding ring, the press will start digging…”
Shane didn’t want to give them anything to ruin their lives with. They were already trying, dragging up their rivalry again while Farah was doing everything she could to make their story heard. And Ilya was taking more and more of it on himself in interviews, becoming this cold, distant version of himself–nothing like the man he really was.
“And they won’t find anything,” Hayden insisted.
Shane stared at him, dumbfounded.
“What do you mean, they won’t find anything?”
Hayden gave a small, satisfied smile.
“No one’s going to go digging into that, Shane. Marriage certificates aren’t publicly displayed.”
Oh. That was interesting. But…
“And the registration of the marriage?”
Hayden smiled again.
“It’s not that easy to get hold of. First, you need to make an official request and pay.”
Nothing that would stop a determined journalist…
“After that, if you never talk about it, no one’s going to think to look.”
Shane studied him sceptically.
“So what, you’re suggesting we get married in secret and never wear our rings? What’s the point?”
“You don’t have to wear it on your finger,” Hayden said. “I’ll wear mine around my neck during matches.”
Shane shrugged, not entirely convinced. The idea was tempting, but…
“I’d still feel like I had to hide it…”
And that was what he wanted to stop doing. Except with what was happening in Russia, with that law potentially passing at a national level, he couldn’t afford a mistake. If Ilya came out, it would have to be with the certainty that he could stay in the US. And for now, they didn’t have that. So no marriage.
But Hayden wasn’t having any of it.
“He’d be your husband in the eyes of the state.”
For a second, Shane allowed himself to imagine what it would feel like to hear Ilya introduced as his husband.
“You could apply for sponsorship and help him get permanent residency in Canada. Then you could come out without worrying about him being forced back to Russia.”
Shane was silent for a long moment. It sounded like a solid plan. A plan that gave him a sliver of hope. Maybe everything wasn’t as bleak as he thought. Maybe that freedom he had been dreaming of wasn’t out of reach.
“Bloody hell, Hayden, have you really thought all that through?” he finally said.
“Not me–Jackie,” his friend corrected with a proud smile. “She thinks it’s completely unfair that you and Rozanov have to hide like this.”
That didn’t surprise Shane at all. She asked after Ilya regularly, and got excited every time Shane showed her the rare photos he had of them. She found them “adorable” and “perfectly matched”.
“And you?”
Hayden looked surprised.
“Me?”
“Do you think it’s unfair too?”
Shane already thought he knew the answer, but he needed to hear it.
Hayden looked genuinely affronted.
“Seriously, Shane? You think I’m fine with you hiding who you are, who you love, while everyone else gets to spill their entire lives in the locker room? You think I’d rather hear Comeau telling us how he fucked his new girlfriend than listen to you talk about weekends with Rozanov? I’m your number one supporter!”
Shane let out a soft laugh.
“Even though it’s Ilya and you still can’t bring yourself to call him by his first name?”
Hayden scowled.
“I’ve never met him anywhere other than on the ice, so yeah, sorry–right now he’s still Rozanov.”
An idea sparked in Shane’s mind.
“What if you met him off the ice?”
He could, right? As long as they didn’t do anything public, it would be fine… wouldn’t it?
Hayden’s eyes widened, surprised but clearly intrigued.
“You mean invite us to dinner with Jackie one night when he’s here?”
“Would that be a problem?” Shane teased.
“No! Not at all!” Hayden laughed, a little nervously. “It’s just… it’s going to be weird. That guy’s a proper pain in the arse on the ice.”
* * *
Ottawa, April 2013
That year again, Shane’s team hadn’t made the playoffs. It had to be said that he hadn’t exactly been much help over the past few months either…
Ever since he had learned about that “anti-propaganda” law that was very likely to be adopted across Russia, his mind hadn’t stopped racing. Scenarios had followed one another without pause, each more detailed than the last.
An innocent photo sent to the wrong person.

His phone hacked and their private pictures dumped online.

The land registry website breached, their ownership documents made public.

An overly curious journalist.

Friends getting too drunk and saying the wrong thing to the wrong person.

An ex one-night stand deciding to make some money out of it.
They all led to the same outcome: Ilya outed, the Bears terminating his contract, and a forced return to Russia.
A worst-case scenario Shane couldn’t stop replaying. Much to the distress of his parents and Ilya himself, who didn’t seem to grasp the seriousness of the situation–or were simply trying to reassure him.
But Shane hadn’t been rational for weeks. He was living in apnoea, waiting for the moment everything would fall apart. He had tried not to let his anxious mind take control, but he couldn’t fight it. Not when it came to Ilya’s life. Not when Ilya had become his whole life, and the thought of losing him was now unbearable.
He was so afraid it was starting to make him dangerous. In a moment of panic, he had tried to get Hayden and Jackie to sign a non-disclosure agreement. Ilya had been firmly against it. You didn’t ask that of your friends. You trusted them. And if they slipped up, you dealt with it–if there even was a problem.
Shane wished he could be that calm. Maybe he wasn’t, really. Maybe he was just trying to compensate for his own paranoia. Probably, even…
He shouldn’t be panicking like this – he knew that. The risks hadn’t increased since January. But they were still there, and now he could see nothing else. To the point where, lately, he couldn’t even enjoy the rare moments they had together.
He still tried. Tried not to think and to focus on the present. On Ilya in his arms–or rather, him in Ilya’s, clinging to him as though terrified he might be taken away.
He tried. He really did. But the fear was always there, lurking in the shadows, waiting for the right moment to resurface. And the “what ifs” ready to start looping endlessly through his mind again.
And he hated himself for it.
The night before, after Ilya had left, he had broken down on the phone to his mother. He was going far away from him, somewhere he couldn’t keep him safe.
She had told him to see someone, to unload all that anxiety before it consumed him. He couldn’t go on living in constant fear of his life falling apart. It wasn’t healthy. It was even dangerous, with the pressure of the NHL. He was going to end up breaking down, on or off the ice.
It was, in itself, a miracle–and extremely worrying–that no one at the Voyageurs had noticed anything. Shane’s performances hadn’t dropped dramatically, but to a sufficiently trained eye, he wasn’t himself.
And she was entirely right. Most of the time, he was there, in the game, functional. But it only took a single homophobic insult to send him spiralling into that infernal loop he was finding harder and harder to escape. Everything brought him back to Ilya, to what he was risking, to what he could lose.
He had considered seeing the team doctor to get something prescribed. Just to sleep properly again. To silence the ruminations that kept him awake. But he had quickly abandoned the idea: Gauthier would question him and wouldn’t be fooled by half-truths. And more importantly, it was absolutely out of the question to bring another person into the secret–not even a doctor bound by confidentiality.
Today, he had been relieved not to have to go to the rink. He no longer had the strength to play, nor to pretend he was fine. He had even gone back to his parents’ house that morning so he wouldn’t be alone with his thoughts.
When his mother had seen him arrive at midday, pale and with dark circles from yet another sleepless night, she had immediately taken the afternoon off. They hadn’t done anything special, just watched a documentary in the living room, his head on her shoulder and her hand in his hair. But it was exactly what he needed. She had always had a way of calming him.
The anxiety had receded, becoming a background noise he could ignore. In that newfound calm, he had managed to think of a way to protect Ilya. There had to be one.
He thought, and thought. Until something rose to the surface: the conversation he had had with Hayden on his wedding day.
That was it. That was the solution. How had he forgotten it when it was so perfect?
He suddenly sat up, grabbed his phone, and opened a browser. He felt his mother’s questioning gaze as he typed “spousal sponsorship” into the search bar.
“Shane?”
But he ignored her and focused on his search. Very quickly, he found the sponsorship requirements–no issue on his side–and the eligibility criteria for being sponsored–Ilya ticked every box. He moved on to residency requirements–730 days over five years, manageable, they would just need to be more organised. And maybe Ilya could request a trade before becoming a free agent and play in Ottawa, only two hours away from him. Maybe they could even find a way to live together.
The immense weight in his chest lifted. He could protect Ilya, give him a safe place to return to, a home.
He looked up and turned to his mother.
“I’m going to ask him to marry me.”
Silence met his declaration. Stunned, his mother blinked once, then twice, before recovering her composure.
“Shane…”
She took the phone from his hands and placed it on the coffee table.
“I know you love him. A lot. And I know you’ve been worried about his safety for months. But right now, you’re panicking.”
He opened his mouth to reply–he wasn’t panicking anymore!–but she raised a hand slightly.
“Let me finish.”
She cupped his face and held his gaze.
“This isn’t a bad idea on paper… But I doubt it’s what you want for your relationship, right now. You can’t make a decision like that while you’re driven by fear.”
Shane shook his head.
“I’m not afraid anymore now that I know I can protect him.”
She gently stroked his cheek.
“Shane, honey, right now you’re seeing marriage as a solution, not as a declaration of love.”
He froze, struck by the words.
“But I do love him… I wouldn’t propose if I didn’t love him.”
“I know. But that’s not the only reason you want to marry him. And it should be.”
His throat tightened.
“I don’t have another solution…”
His mother sighed.
“Right now, no. But you’ve only looked for five minutes. Marriage shouldn’t be the only route to spousal sponsorship.”
“You think?” he asked, hope creeping into his voice.
“I can’t promise you anything. But I can’t let you do this. You’ll regret it. Not because you’ll realise you don’t love him, but because you’ll realise you took away his choice: to say yes simply because he loves you.”
Shane looked down, ashamed. He had been so consumed by the need to protect him that he hadn’t considered his feelings at all…
His mother continued, “Don’t you think we’ve already decided enough for him? Imposed enough on him?”
“Yes… but I just wanted to protect him.”
“I know. And we’ll find another way to do that, alright?”
Shane nodded. He truly hoped there was one. He wouldn’t be able to live with this fear much longer…
A faint amused smile touched his mother’s lips.
“And when you do ask him to marry you, it should be because you love him and want to build a life with him.”
“I already want that without it.”
They had already started, in a way. Ilya had left a few things at his place, and he had done the same at Ilya’s apartment. There were two toothbrushes in the bathroom, his favourite coffee in the cupboards, his crossword puzzles on the coffee table, and countless other pieces of him everywhere.
She gave an affectionate laugh.
“I know. But it changes something, knowing the person sleeping next to you is your husband. Trust me.”
* * *
Boston, May 2013
Ilya slipped in behind Shane and wrapped an arm around his waist. He rested his chin on his shoulder, peering over to see what he was cooking for their first summer breakfast together. His season had ended two days earlier with their elimination in the third round of the playoffs, and Shane had arrived the previous afternoon to spend a few days in Boston before they headed to their cottage.
“Pancakes?”
Shane nodded, expertly flipping the small pancakes in the pan.
“With cream cheese, yes.”
“Syrniki?”
“Yes. I gathered you love them.”
A tender smile spread across Ilya’s face.
“You’re spoiling me,” he said, before kissing him on the neck.
Shane lifted his shoulder with a quiet laugh.
“Stop, you’re tickling me.”
Ilya straightened and rubbed his cheek against Shane’s. He was in a very playful mood that morning. After the intense night they had shared followed by a gentle awakening, it was hardly surprising.
“I thought you liked my playoff beard.”
He wasn’t superstitious like some of his teammates, but many of them were–they didn’t shave until they were eliminated. So he had started doing the same. His father would probably say he was turning into one of those “damn Americans”, but he wasn’t there, and those kinds of remarks no longer affected him–or at least, less so.
Shane nudged him away affectionately with the back of his hand.
“Yes, but not when I’m cooking. Go sit down, I’m nearly done.”
Ilya kissed his temple and went to sit on one of the stools at the kitchen island. Shane had already laid out all the toppings: smetana–essential–, various little pots of jam– also essential –, honey, and a few freshly washed berries. A breakfast exactly the way Ilya liked it.
Shane had been cooking more and more Russian dishes since he had asked Nikita to send him a cookbook from Moscow that he and Mila had annotated. And it wasn’t just that–Shane was also speaking more Russian. Not for long, and not beyond everyday topics, but it was already more than Ilya had ever expected.
To be honest, he had never expected more than what Shane was willing to give him. All that mattered was that he loved him as he was, and accepted every part of him without distinction. Nikita said that was the bare minimum when you wanted to build a life with someone, but for Ilya it had always felt impossible that anyone would do that for him. Not when even his own family only loved the version of him they had in their heads–or not even that.
Ilya watched Shane fondly as he poured the batter into the blini pan he had recently bought. His mother and he had helped him rediscover cooking. He now tried to make himself breakfast, lunch and dinner as often as his schedule allowed. And when they were together at the apartment or the cottage, they cooked constantly. It had become one of those habits that gave them a sense of normality.
On that note, Shane had been much calmer in recent weeks. He no longer talked about hacked phones, government websites breached, paparazzi hiding in their garage, or even confidentiality agreements for his friends. Yuna had told him they had had a serious conversation just after the end of his season, and that Shane had finally accepted that their world wasn’t going to fall apart overnight.
She hadn’t wanted to go into details about that conversation–“Shane will talk to you when he’s ready”–but Ilya didn’t mind. He had got the man he loved back, no longer afraid of collapsing in his arms–or anywhere else. Shane had genuinely worried him, to the point where he had considered dragging him to a doctor to get something prescribed before his mind gave out. He had already lost his mother to depression; he wasn’t going to lose Shane to anxiety.
Maybe he still should take him to see a psychiatrist or psychologist. There was something different about Shane. In the way he interacted with people, in how he saw the world, in how he reacted to unexpected situations. Things that seemed obvious to others appeared to require enormous effort from him.
Ilya wasn’t sure what that meant, or even whether it needed a label, but perhaps a professional could help him understand himself better. Help him accept some of those differences too. His teammates were a bunch of idiots, but their judgement still seemed to matter to Shane.
Shane turned off the heat, transferred the last syrniki onto a plate already overflowing, and came to join him at the island. Ilya reached out with his fingers, but Shane smacked the back of his hand lightly with a fork.
“Not with your dirty hands. You did wash them, didn’t you?”
Ilya rolled his eyes.
“Yes, солнышко. You’re getting more and more obsessive, you know that?”
Shane frowned.
“Sorry. I know I’ve been a bit annoying lately.”
Ilya laughed softly. A bit annoying was an understatement, but he understood his fears–even if they were exaggerated. He himself wasn’t entirely calm, but he knew that if something happened, there were always solutions.
He placed his hand at the back of Shane’s neck and stroked it with his thumb.
“You were just a little too worried. But I love you like this.”
Shane turned his head to kiss his forearm before serving them both two pancakes. They ate in silence for a while, simply enjoying each other’s presence. Shane finished his second syrniki before putting his fork down.
He suddenly looked nervous.
“I’ve been thinking about something,” he said eventually.
Ilya grimaced.
“That sounds dangerous…”
Shane rolled his eyes, not quite smiling. He absentmindedly rubbed his thumb along the handle of his fork before continuing, “You know… for this summer. And after.”
Ilya felt his stomach tighten instantly. Over the past few months, “after” usually meant catastrophe, being outed, Russia, and the end of the world.
“Shane…”
But Shane carried on before he could stop him.
“Even if our relationship isn’t public, I can probably prove to Canadian immigration that you’re my common-law partner.”
Ilya blinked.
“Your what?”
“Common-law partner,” Shane repeated seriously. “It’s a legal category. For couples who can’t easily live together or get married.”
He was speaking faster now, the words almost tripping over each other.
“I could apply for sponsorship for you. It would take time and a lot of paperwork, but… if anything ever happened, you could stay here with me. Legally.”
Ilya stared at him for a few seconds without replying. My God. Shane had really spent time thinking about this.
“My mum thinks it could work,” Shane added quickly. “She asked a lawyer friend and…”
Ilya ran a hand over his face. So that was it. That “serious conversation”.
Undeterred, Shane continued.
“Then you’d have to spend 730 days in Canada over five years but…”
“Shane, stop. Stop!”
This was getting far too technical for him.
Shane froze, surprised.
“It’s not necessary.”
Shane shot him an indignant look.
“Of course it is! You wouldn’t have to go back to Russia anymore, if anything ever happened… you know what I mean.”
Yes, he knew perfectly well. It was all he had talked about for the past three months.
“Shane, солнышко. I’m not going to be outed, and I’m not going to lose my contract…”
“You don’t know that!” Shane cut in.
Ilya frowned deeply.
“And neither do you.”
He gave him a gentle smile before continuing.
“What I do know, though, is that I applied for a green card through a slightly unusual route, and technically I was meant to receive a positive answer next month.”
Shane looked stunned.
“Really?! Why didn’t you tell me?”
It sounded almost like a reproach, but Ilya didn’t take it badly. In hindsight, he should have told him. Nikita had insisted as well. But he had been afraid Shane would start building castles in the air only to come crashing down again, more anxious than before. He had wanted to give him certainty.
“I didn’t want you to get your hopes up…”
“Ilya, for fuck’s sake! Do you know how terrified I’ve been that you’d be sent back to Russia…?”
Oh, he knew. Shane had never been more tactile–almost clingy–than in recent months. As though every reunion might be their last. As though Ilya might disintegrate in front of him.
“I even considered asking you to marry me!”
Ilya’s brain short-circuited. What?  What did he just say?
“My mum told me it was ridiculous, that I couldn’t turn our marriage into a tool, but…”
“Wait, Shane. You were really going to propose to me?”
Shane stared at him as though he had said something utterly stupid.
“Well, yes!” he said, as if it were obvious.
It wasn’t. Ilya wasn’t good enough to be proposed to… was he?
“To protect you. And because I love you, obviously. I want to build my life with you. Have a family with you.”
Ilya was silent for a long moment. It couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be happening to him.
And yet it was. He wasn’t dreaming – he’d even pinched himself to check.
Fuck. Fuck. It felt unreal. His wildest dream, his deepest desire, coming true. A home. A family with Shane.
“I want that too. But…”
He hesitated. No, he couldn’t say that. He couldn’t ask if he was sure. Not when Shane was looking at him like that.
“But?” Shane prompted, worry creeping into his voice.
“Your mum’s right, solnyshko. That proposal would’ve sucked! I want something more romantic. Candles, flowers. And you getting down on one knee with a box in your hand.”
He was talking nonsense. Or maybe not. Maybe that was what he would do. Maybe he would light up their jetty with thousands of candles, scatter rose petals everywhere. Maybe he would be the one down on one knee, asking if he wanted to make him the happiest man in the world.
No, not maybe. He would. He didn’t know when yet, but he would.
“Alright. I’ll do that. I’ll do anything if you say yes.”
“I say yes.”
* * * 
Outaouais, June 2013
Lying on the pontoon, Shane and Ilya were enjoying the beautiful weather, drying off in the sun before going to prepare lunch when his phone rang. He stretched out his arm to grab it and held it above his head to check the caller ID. He sighed, then answered.
“Has he come after me again?”
At his words, Shane nestled closer against him and kissed his shoulder. It was the third time since their arrival at the cottage that he had received this call. And far more over the past few months…
Ilya placed a hand in his dark hair and stroked it. It would calm them both.
“Yes, Mr Rozanov,” confirmed the guard from his former rink. “I tried to get him to go home, but he wouldn’t listen. I had to handcuff him in the stands. He was threatening to trash the locker room…”
As if that would make Ilya appear by magic…
Although for his father, it probably made sense. Where else would Ilya have been late in the evening in 2007 if not at the rink, training, instead of going home?
“You did the right thing. I’ll talk to him, see if I can calm him down. Can you pass him to me?”
“Yes, sir.”
Ilya heard him approach his father, who was calling out and demanding that he come home immediately. He had his homework to do. His father had never taken any interest in it, but since his memory had begun to fail, he had started reinventing himself in the role of a parent he had never truly wanted to play.
On the other end of the line, the guard announced, “Mr Rozanov, your son would like to speak to you.”
“What do you mean, speak to me? Where is he?”
The guard didn’t bother arguing. He knew how to deal with his father by now.
“Take the phone, sir…”
The phone changed hands, and his father’s hesitant voice came through.
“Hello?”
“Dad, it’s me.”
“Where are you, Ilya?”
The tone had immediately become harsher, more clipped.
“At home, in America. I live there now, don’t you remember?”
Silence followed. His father was probably trying to make sense of the information, as he did every time Ilya pulled him back into the present.
He waited a moment, then repeated the same explanation like an automaton, almost word for word, compressing five or six years of his life into a summary his father could barely follow.
When he finished, he added, “I’m going to call Polina so she can come and get you, alright?”
Instead of answering, his father asked, “When are you coming back?”
“In August, Dad.”
“Why so late?”
Ilya tensed. He hesitated for a long moment over what to say. Then he looked at Shane, curled up against him, absentmindedly tracing his tattoo. Shane, who had been part of his life for four years. Shane, who had asked him to marry him…
He decided to be brave.
“I’ve met someone, Dad.”
Shane lifted his head and looked at him questioningly. Ilya took his hand and squeezed it.
“It’s alright,” he said silently. As long as he didn’t reveal Shane’s gender, he wasn’t taking any risks. And anyway, his father would forget the next time they spoke. But at least he would have said it once.
“We don’t see each other much during the season, so I’m staying to spend time together.”
Ilya counted the seconds, waiting for a reaction, though he wasn’t sure what kind. His father’s moods were never stable.
“An American woman?”
“No.”
He couldn’t say more. Not in Russian, at least.
“Good. I don’t want you turning into one of them…”
Ilya rolled his eyes. His father might not want it, but he was gradually absorbing their culture, and he liked the changes it brought to his life.
“I’m going to hang up now, Dad,” he warned. “Polina will be there soon.”
And he hung up before calling his stepmother back immediately. He got straight to the point; there was no other reason to call her at that hour.
“He stormed off like a maniac when he couldn’t find you in your room,” she said. “I’m not even sure he noticed it was empty…”
She sounded exhausted. More so than the last time he had spoken to her.
“So it’s getting worse?”
“Yes. It’s getting worse and worse…”
And it would continue to do so…
Ilya sighed. It was long past time to get help. Polina was going to burn herself out, and he didn’t want another woman to die because of his father.
“I’ll find a home nurse tomorrow. I’ll keep you updated.”
Polina seemed to hold back a sob.
“I’m sorry, Ilya. I thought I could manage but… I can’t anymore. It’s too hard. He’s shouting at me constantly…”
“You don’t need to apologise, Polina. I asked a lot of you, I know that.”
Too much, perhaps. But who else could he have asked? His brother? He wouldn’t have taken it seriously even if he had paid him.
“Was he really like this with your mother?”
“Worse…”
“I’m sorry… If I’d known, I would have…”
“Goodbye, Polina,” he cut in.
It was too late for regrets.
Shane held him gently, kissing his chest. Ilya understood what he wasn’t saying. I’m proud of you, proud that you don’t let them affect you anymore. But there was nothing to be proud of. Without Shane, Ilya would probably have let him say that she would have treated him differently. And he would have believed it.
“I’ll help you look,” Shane promised.
* * *
Today was an important day for Ilya. Not only because he was turning twenty-two, but because his… no, their friends, Nikita and Mila, were arriving to spend around ten days with them.
Nikita and he had started talking about this visit months earlier, when Ilya was still recovering at his parents’ house. His friend had mentioned wanting to thank them in person for taking care of his precious brother in all but name. Shane had told him it wasn’t necessary, that they loved having him over and taking care of him, but Nikita had insisted–he had even been ready to fly back and forth over a couple of days during the All-Star break.
Not wanting him to exhaust himself during the season, Shane had instead suggested they come after their respective play-offs. That way they would have more time together and could spend it at the cottage, away from Boston or Montreal. The couple had been delighted at the idea, eager to see their home and experience the calm of Outaouais.
It was only recently that the dates had been finalised, and by a happy coincidence their arrival now fell on Ilya’s birthday. And as luck would have it, 15 June also happened to be a Saturday. Ilya would be celebrating his birthday surrounded by his entire family.
Shane was excited about it all, and he clearly wasn’t the only one: Ilya had left far earlier than planned to go and pick them up from the airport, while his parents had arrived just minutes after he had left to help prepare everything.
They hadn’t needed to start so early. Shane had already prepared the guest room the night before, and the meal wasn’t anything extravagant–just Ilya’s favourite dishes, an elegant mix of Russian and Japanese food. But Shane hadn’t had the heart to send them home. Like him, they wanted this day to be memorable for Ilya.
To pass the time, they cleaned the house thoroughly, then decorated and set the table. After that, they prepared what they could, following to the letter the bilingual cookbook Nikita had sent him, annotated by him and his wife.
By ten o’clock, they had finished everything they could do. His father suggested they play a game of Yahtzee while waiting for Ilya and their friends to return. But Shane was a bundle of energy and couldn’t focus.
He wasn’t worried at all. Everything was going to go perfectly. Their time together as four, as well as the meeting with his parents. He was certain of it.
His parents were welcoming and always knew how to put people at ease – especially his mother. Nikita and Mila were lovely and would get along with them effortlessly.
As for the four of them together, they already knew each other fairly well now. Or rather… he knew Nikita very well, given the sheer number of emails and messages they had exchanged over the years, particularly since December. He had been an excellent advisor for dealing with a sick Ilya who had been forced to accept being taken care of.
Mila, however, he knew much less well. Mostly through Ilya and Nikita, and also from the few Skype calls Ilya had included her in. She had never spoken much, not being very comfortable with English, but enough for Shane to like her and want to meet her in person.
He hoped to put her at ease quickly by speaking as much Russian as possible and translating everything his parents said. Ilya had promised to help him if he ever struggled for words.
Shane checked the table one last time before heading back onto the terrace. His father was sitting at the large garden table, working on the 9,000-piece puzzle he and Ilya had chosen as their new challenge. His mother, meanwhile, was practising her Russian on Rosetta Stone. She had started after their hospital visit, deciding that at least one of them should be able to speak Russian in case something similar ever happened again and Shane wasn’t there.
He sat beside his father and tried, unsuccessfully, to fit a few pieces together. He gave up and pulled out his phone, rereading Nikita’s latest messages. They had been sent the night before, just before boarding. Judging by the number of emojis, he was even more excited than they were about meeting his parents. Without even having met them, he already thought they were wonderful. In his eyes, they had given Ilya the loving home he had lost, and that alone earned them his respect and affection.
Shane finally checked their flight details again. They had left Moscow at one in the morning local time and were due to arrive around eight in Montreal. With disembarkation and customs, they would leave the airport around half past nine and be here at about eleven. It was ten fifty-seven.
Time to go and wait.
He went back inside, crossed the decorated living room and hallway, and sat on the front steps. He only had to wait a few minutes before a black SUV pulled into the driveway. Ilya hated driving it, but Shane had insisted. It was far less conspicuous than his sports car, and much more practical with its large boot for their luggage. They were only staying ten days, but Nikita had brought two suitcases: one for clothes, one for gifts–mostly local products, including an excellent bottle of vodka they would open at the first meal.
Ilya parked beside his parents’ car. Shane stood up, his heart racing. Ilya got out, followed by Nikita.
As during their very first meeting, Shane still found him imposing, with his broad shoulders and his six-foot-one frame. He had grown his black hair and tied it into a small top knot. He was wearing dark blue jeans and a beige shirt, holding a light jumper in his hand, likely removed after landing in Ottawa. It was quite warm that morning; the day promised to be hot but pleasant.
While Ilya went to the boot, Nikita opened the rear passenger door and offered his hand to help his wife out. Shane assumed it was simply politeness, but when he saw her, he understood why: she was pregnant, probably nearing the end of her second trimester.
Mila hadn’t changed much since the last time he had seen her on Skype. Her long dark brown hair was braided, with a few loose wavy strands framing her slightly thinner face. She was wearing jeans like Nikita, but lighter and flared at the ankles. Her short-sleeved purple T-shirt suited her well, though her silhouette looked slightly different from his memory – likely because of the pregnancy.
He stood still for a moment on the steps, staring at Mila’s rounded stomach. Their friends were going to be parents soon, and they hadn’t told them…
Shane shook his head. No, this wasn’t the time to feel disappointed. They must have had their reasons. And they would tell them in due course.
He moved forward and went to meet them. Nikita had an arm around his wife’s back, holding her firmly against him, one hand resting on her waist. Shane assumed she must be nervous. He would probably feel the same if the roles were reversed. Perhaps he would never have dared to cross an ocean to visit people in Ilya’s family in a country whose language he barely spoke. He found her very brave.
Nikita and he met a few steps from the porch. There was a brief moment of hesitation as they all wondered who should make the introductions, before Nikita spoke.
“Hey Shane! Good to see you again!”
He wrapped his free arm around him and gave him a brief hug. Shane did the same.
“It’s really good to see you too, Nikita,” he replied with a broad smile.
When they pulled apart, he turned to Mila.
“In case it isn’t obvious, this is my wife, Mila.”
Shane hesitated for a moment before offering his hand and replying in Russian.
“Nice to meet you properly, Mila.”
She took his hand timidly and shook it gently.
“Likewise, Shane.”
She gave him a sincere smile.
“I’m really looking forward to spending these few days with you.”
“So are we!”
She seemed to relax slightly. Shane was relieved. He really wanted her to feel comfortable and enjoy her stay.
Nikita leaned towards her.
“Can I leave you here?”
“Yes, go on,” she murmured. “Go help Ilya before he breaks his back with our luggage!”
Shane turned towards Ilya and noticed he was struggling a bit to pull both suitcases at once. They seemed much heavier than they should have been.
Once Nikita had moved off, Mila sighed with a smile.
“It’s the first and last time I let him pack…”
Shane chuckled softly.
“They do look a bit heavy.”
“A bit?” Mila rolled her eyes. “We paid a fortune in excess baggage…”
“Too many clothes?”
Mila laughed.
“No, we kept it minimal. It’s the food that did it…”
“He didn’t plan to cook, did he?”
Mila grinned.
“Oh he did. Several times. Good luck trying to talk him out of it.”
Nikita and Ilya arrived before Shane could reply. Ilya kissed him on the lips before announcing with a bright smile, “We’re going to be uncles!”
“You knew?”
“No, that idiot wanted to tell us in person.”
Nikita scratched the back of his neck, embarrassed. Mila shot him a pointed look before turning back to them.
“It’s not for lack of me telling him my stomach would give it away before he did…”
Ilya smiled and nudged Nikita with his shoulder.
“Don’t worry, Mila. We all know that once he’s got an idea in his head, there’s no talking him out of it.”
Nikita grumbled into his beard.
“Go on, deny it!”
“Oh, come on, Ilyukha. Sorry if I think it’s a bit impersonal to announce you’re going to be an uncle over the phone…”
It was, in a way, but given the distance, it had been the only viable option. Still, Nikita looked disappointed it hadn’t gone the way he wanted. And everyone could see it.
There was a slightly awkward silence before Shane suggested, “Shall we get you settled in?”
The couple agreed. Shane opened the door and led them upstairs. Together with Ilya, they quickly showed them around the first floor and explained how the shower and blinds worked. When they came back downstairs, they stopped in the kitchen to unpack Nikita’s food suitcase. Shane felt slightly faint at the sheer amount of things inside. Mila really hadn’t been exaggerating.
Finally, Ilya led them out onto the terrace. His parents stood up to greet them. Ilya stepped forward, briefly placing a hand on Nikita’s back, and announced,
“David, Yuna, this is my family: my brother Nikita and his wife Mila.”
* * *
When Ilya returned to the terrace after stepping away to take his lawyer’s call, Shane, David and Yuna were all hanging on his every word. Still shaken by emotion, he took a deep breath before announcing,  “My application was approved this morning. I’ve been granted ‘extraordinary talent’ status.”
The Hollanders erupted in joy and relief. The passing of the anti-propaganda law by the Duma at the beginning of June had reignited their concerns–especially Shane’s, who had been waiting for this call with even more urgency than Ilya himself.
Yuna and David were the first to regain their composure. Shane, however, was still crying.
“So what now?” Yuna asked.
“More paperwork…” Ilya murmured, his voice slightly hollow.
Everything was finally moving in the right direction, but the thought of diving back into forms, medical appointments and immigration procedures already made him feel overwhelmed.
“I need to adjust my status.”
“How?” David asked.
“She told me, but I think I’ve already forgotten half of it,” he admitted with a tired breath. “I just know I need a medical exam with an approved doctor, and an appointment for fingerprints at the USCIS centre. She’ll explain it all again by email.”
“We can go through it with you if you want,” Yuna offered.
“I’d like that.”
They exchanged a small smile. Then Ilya turned to Shane.
He still had wet eyes and looked like he was holding himself back from throwing himself into his arms.
“солнышко, come here,” Ilya said softly, opening his arms.
Shane didn’t hesitate. He stood abruptly and came to press himself against him. Ilya wrapped him up as he started crying again.
“You’re really going to be a permanent US resident?”
“Yes, my love.”
Shane buried his face in his neck.
“Oh my God, Ilya… it’s…”
“I know, Shane. I know.”
Ilya pressed a kiss to his hair.
“You can stop worrying now. The hardest part is done.”
Shane struggled to breathe in a steady way.
“I love you.”
“So do I. And soon… if you want… we won’t have to hide anymore.”
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    Chapter Summary

    In which a marriage is discussed.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there,

Here's the new chapter. I hope you'll enjoy it.

I really struggled to write this season (it took me two bloody months!). I rewrote several scenes over and over again, deleted countless passages, and in the end, the final version bears absolutely no resemblance to my first draft. Which is probably for the best, because it didn't feel like either Ilya or Shane. I genuinely thought this would be a short season-one or two chapters at most-but it ended up being just over 21,000 words.

I'm gradually making my way through the 2015–2016 season, which I think will be the second to last. At some point, the story has to come to an end.

This season and the next will focus heavily on how Ilya and Shane finally end up playing for the same team, and I keep wondering whether that's actually something you'll enjoy reading. To be honest, I'm posting earlier because I'd really like to know what would make you lose interest, so I can get a better idea of which scenes are worth writing and which ones aren't. What would you find boring? What kind of resolution are you hoping for?

I do have an ending in mind, but I spend so much time arguing with myself about it that I don't always make much progress. So I'm turning to you instead. Tell me what you think-it would really help. :) And if anyone would be interested in beta-reading, I'd love to hear from you.

I've also reread a large part of the earlier chapters, corrected a few details that weren't realistic enough, reworked the translation of some paragraphs, and reformatted the text messages in the first few chapters. Nothing major, just lots of little details that I wanted to tidy up.

I've also added two new tags. The "Autistic Shane Hollander" tag is mainly there because I've never explicitly stated it in the story. Ilya suspects that Shane is neurodivergent, but he doesn't want to put a label on it, and Shane isn't interested in pursuing a diagnosis either. Hopefully he doesn't come across as a stereotype, since I'm drawing heavily on my own experience as someone with Asperger's autism. If you do feel that I've fallen into caricature at any point, please let me know-I genuinely don't want that, and I'll happily revise it.

I was also wondering: if there are any French-speaking readers here, would you be interested in a French version? I'd have to rework all of Shane and Ilya's early dialogue, because I originally wrote a lot of it in English, and I spent a great deal of time developing Ilya's English as the story progressed.

As always, thank you so much for the hits, kudos, bookmarks, and comments. I truly appreciate every single one of them.

TW for this season :
- Sexual content (because Ilya and Shane)







  Moscow, August 2013
After their jogging, Nikita stopped to pick up the post and flicked through it as they climbed the stairs. Lost in thought, Ilya almost missed the note of surprise in his friend's voice.
"Well, you've got a letter from France."
It was probably from Sasha.
He took the large brown envelope Nikita handed him and turned it over to look at the sender's name. It was indeed from Sasha. Then again, there was no one else over there who would have written to him.
"So, who's it from?" Nikita asked, unable to hide his curiosity.
"Sasha."
"Sasha?" his friend exclaimed as they reached their landing. "Since when have you two been back in touch?"
"Since January."
Nikita unlocked the front door and stepped inside.
"What changed your mind?"
A small smile appeared on Ilya's lips as he followed him into the flat.
"Yuna."
And he couldn't have been more grateful to her.
"Care to tell me about it?" Nikita asked, nodding towards the kitchen.
"Are there any blini left?"
Mila had made some the day before, and he couldn't remember them finishing them all.
"In the fridge."
After leaving the letter in his usual place, Ilya headed over to the fridge and took out the plate of blinis and the jar of jam while Nikita fetched a couple of small plates and poured them each a large glass of water. They settled around the kitchen island for a well-earned snack.
"Shane would say this isn't exactly healthy," Ilya said with a quiet laugh.
"Shane's obsessed with his fruit smoothies, that's all," Nikita replied with a smile.
He rolled up a blini spread with jam and stuffed it into his mouth.
"So good!"
Ilya nodded, copying him. They really were delicious. Though he had to admit he was rather fond of Shane's red berry smoothies as well.
"So," Nikita continued, "Sasha wrote to you, and Yuna's the reason why?"
"Yeah. She caught me in her sitting room watching a replay of a french figure skating championships."
He had wanted to do it for months but had never quite found either the time or the courage. He had always found Sasha fascinating, so full of grace and sensuality. Part of him had been afraid of feeling that same physical attraction that had made him fall for him years before. It was ridiculous, because he hadn't looked at anyone that way since Shane had come into his life, but the fear had still been there.
"You wanted to know how he was doing?"
"Yeah."
"And?"
Ilya spread jam over another blini before taking a bite.
"He's just as talented as ever."
He lowered his eyes slightly.
"I couldn't take my eyes off the screen..."
And he felt a little guilty about that. Yet, he hadn't felt any physical attraction. Just the overwhelming sense that Sasha was finally free–and he probably was, over there in France, free to be himself and to love his soulmate openly.
"I see."
"When she asked me who it was, I panicked and snapped my laptop shut."
To be completely honest, he had jumped as well, his heart suddenly racing. He hadn't heard her come in, and for the briefest moment he had felt as though he were back in another house, in another country.
"Not suspicious at all," Nikita commented with an amused smile.
"It was just a stupid reflex, I know."
One he wished he could get rid of, especially with Yuna and David treating him like their own son. But he had spent so many years living in fear that it wasn't something he could simply switch off. It would take a great deal of work. A long journey of healing that he would probably need help with one day. He just wasn't ready to ask for that help yet. For now, he was coping.
"That's not something you can control, Ilyukha..."
"I know. Doesn't make it any less stupid."
Nikita didn't press the point–he knew perfectly well that Ilya would never budge on something so deeply rooted. Instead, he gently steered the conversation back.
"So what happened next?"
Ilya took a sip of water.
"Well... she apologised for frightening me, then sat down beside me. We watched the rest together and talked. About skating, about Sasha, about the past. She said she could hear in my voice how much I'd missed him, and that I was an idiot for waiting so long to get back in touch."
Nikita gave him a puzzled look.
"That's it? If I'd known, I'd have told you that ages ago..."
Ilya let out a quiet laugh.
"We talked for ages, but that was basically the conclusion."
He hadn't realised how much time had passed. They had talked for the best part of an hour. Yuna had asked countless questions–she wanted to understand the whole story before forming an opinion–and he had had so much to tell her, so many worries to put into words. Shane's reaction alone had kept them talking for quite a while.
"So you wrote to him then?"
"An email, yeah."
He had found Sasha's address through social media. Sending a text would have felt a little too direct, especially a year and a half after they had last spoken.
"And? How did he react?"
"He rang me. He was really moved. I don't think he was expecting to hear from me ever again."
"I'm not surprised!"
"Since then, we've been messaging each other regularly."
At first, they had talked about anything and everything: their respective clubs, life in Paris and Boston, their new countries–Sasha loved France and was planning to apply for French citizenship. Then the conversation had turned to their private lives. They both had plenty to catch up on after five years apart.
"That's brilliant!"
It was. Talking about Shane with someone other than Nikita and Mila did him a world of good.
"So what's the letter about, then?"
Ilya glanced briefly at the envelope, still unopened. He already knew exactly what was inside. It had been one of the main things they had been talking about over the past few weeks.
"He's getting married in January. It's my invitation."
Same-sex marriage had recently been legalised in France. Sasha and his partner had even marched in support of it.
"Seriously?! To who?"
"Another skater from his club."
His name was Alexandre, though he had insisted Ilya call him Alex when Sasha had introduced them over Skype. He was a genuinely nice bloke who couldn't have been more different from Ilya–and that was probably for the best. He was shorter than Shane, slim but athletic, with blond hair, green eyes and a smile that never seemed to leave his face.
"They've been together for three years now," Ilya added.
Three years of pure happiness, if Sasha was to be believed. Alex seemed to give him everything he had always dreamed of. Ilya couldn't have been happier for them, even if a small part of him envied how free they were to love each other.
Soon, he reminded himself. In a few years' time. Once their careers would be more secure and they had both come out to their teams. Over the summer, Shane and Farah had worked out a plan. All they had to do now was stick to it.
"I suppose you'll be going?"
"If the date hasn't changed, yeah. It falls during All-Star Week."
"Are you going to ask Shane to come with you?"
"Yeah. It'll be our first trip together."
Perhaps Ilya was even more excited by that thought than by Sasha's wedding itself. For one weekend, they would finally be able to go out like any other couple. Visit museums and monuments, eat out, share a hotel room without having to hide, or simply walk hand in hand through the streets. Everything they had always wanted, but had never been allowed to have.
Nikita swallowed another blini.
"And Coach Petrov? Will he be there?"
"No. Sasha didn't invite him. He thinks he'd say no."
Ilya wasn't so sure. If Coach Petrov had been willing to sacrifice his career for him, perhaps he might also be able to accept his sexuality. But he understood why Sasha didn't want to risk losing the only parent he had left–and the one he loved so dearly.
"So he's getting married without any of his family there?" Nikita asked sadly.
"He told me he was thinking about sending an invitation to his grandmother... but he still hasn't made up his mind."
* * *
The following afternoon, after putting his niece to bed in the guest room, he found his sister-in-law in the kitchen. Sitting in the same chair he had occupied the day before, she was studying what looked like an invitation card with a slight frown. He paid it little attention and walked over to the coffee machine.
"Would you like one?" he offered.
"No, thank you, Ilyusha."
He searched the cupboards for the coffee pods and slipped one into the machine. He was just about to press the button when Dasha asked,
"Who's Sasha?"
Ilya froze. Damn. The invitation she was holding was for Sasha and Alexandre's wedding. He had completely forgotten to put it away in his study after talking to Nikita.
"A friend."
"Alexandre is a man's name, isn't it?"
He turned to face her. He needed to see her face to make sure her voice matched what he thought he was hearing.
"Yes," he replied.
She held up the invitation.
"Are you going to go?" she asked, sounding genuinely curious.
They had never talked about where either of them stood on homosexuality. It simply wasn't something people discussed in Russia, not even within families.
"I haven't confirmed anything yet, but yes."
"Oh..." she murmured, clearly surprised.
She looked away before asking hesitantly, "Doesn't... doesn't it bother you?"
Ilya wasn't offended by the question. Given the things all the men around her said, it was a perfectly understandable assumption. He simply folded his arms and asked in return, "Should it?"
Dasha hesitated.
"I suppose it could have. You know... with hockey."
Ilya let out a quiet sigh. Sometimes he truly hated the world of hockey.
"Well, it doesn't bother me at all."
A small, proud smile spread across her face.
"You're really something, Ilyusha. You know that?"
Ilya shrugged.
"If you say so."
He turned back to the machine and pressed the button for a small coffee.
"I do say so, and I mean it. You're so different from your brother and his friends..."
He pulled a face. He hated being compared with them.
"They're complete idiots."
And that was putting it politely.
"You mean a bunch of macho men who think the world owes them everything?"
Ilya let out a quiet laugh.
"That too."
He dropped the used coffee pod into the bin before sitting down beside her, his mug of coffee warm between his hands.
"You should divorce him."
"And you should stop giving him money."
Touché.
But it wasn't as though he really had a choice. Or perhaps he did. He wasn't entirely sure any more. He was ready to accept his bisexuality openly and his relationship with Shane. But he wasn't the only one who would bear the consequences. If Andreï decided to take revenge, Shane could end up paying the price for it. And Ilya would never allow that.
But that wasn't the point.
He placed his hand over his sister-in-law's and gave it a gentle squeeze.
"I'm serious, Dasha. I'll help you. I'll pay for a good solicitor to handle Elena's custody case."
Because that was what she was truly afraid of. That Andreï would do everything he could to take Elena away from her simply to punish her–for leaving him, for humiliating him.
"I know... but no."
She placed her free hand against his cheek and stroked it gently with her thumb.
"You already do far too much for me..."
In Ilya's eyes, it still wasn't enough. She deserved far better than this.
"You're not happy."
"I'm not unhappy."
"But you're not happy. And I want you to be."
He covered the hand resting against his cheek with his own for a few moments before letting it fall back to the table, without releasing the one he was already holding.
"I know you're frightened, Dasha, but think about Elena. Is this really the example you want to set for her? Because believe me, however hard you try to pretend everything's fine, she'll know. And it'll hurt her."
Ilya still carried that wound himself. The memory of watching his mother suffer without being able to do anything to help her had never left him. This time, he could do something. And he refused to stand by and do nothing.
Dasha sighed. She looked so resigned. Yet she wasn't nearly as trapped as she believed she was. Unlike his mother, she had people willing to help her. Polina. Nikita. Mila. Him.
"He's a police officer, Ilyusha. They'll believe him before they believe me."
"I'll testify."
And if that wasn't enough, he would give Andreï more money. That was all his brother seemed to care about these days.
Dasha looked away.
"I can't ask you to do that..."
Ilya waited patiently until she looked back at him. When she finally did, he held her gaze.
"You're not asking me. I'm offering."
She bit her lower lip.
"I don't know, Ilyusha."
Ilya squeezed her hand.
"I'm not asking you to make a decision now. Just think about it."
"All right."
Dasha withdrew her hand and picked up the invitation again, reading it over once more.
"Paris... It's a beautiful city."
Ilya took a sip of his coffee.
"So I've heard. I've never been."
He had travelled through the stories of his teammates rather than through places themselves. Perhaps, if everything went well in Paris, Shane would be willing to try another trip somewhere else.
"It'll be a good opportunity. Is someone going with you?"
"Hopefully."
He hadn't asked Shane yet. In fact, he still hadn't told him about Sasha. He had put it off again and again, afraid of spoiling the time they had together.
"Jane?" Dasha suggested with a knowing smile.
Ilya stared at her in surprise.
"How do you know...?"
"Oh, Ilyusha, you're not nearly as discreet as you think," Dasha said with a soft laugh. "Every time you get a message from her, your whole face lights up."
He hesitated for a moment. This was his chance to tell her, wasn't it?
"Actually...she's called Shane."
"Oh..."
Dasha fell silent for a few seconds, her eyes lowered to the invitation she was absent-mindedly turning between her fingers.
When she finally spoke again, she asked quietly, "Does he know what he means to you?"
A broad smile spread across Ilya's face.
"Oh yes. He knows very well."
"So... you're together?"
"For a little over four years, yes."
Dasha gave him a stern look.
"And it never crossed your mind to tell me?"
"I was... a little afraid of how you'd react," he admitted, looking faintly embarrassed. "You and Elena mean a great deal to me. I didn't want to lose you."
"You won't lose us. Certainly not because someone makes you happy."
* * *
Montreal, August 2013
That morning, Shane got up much later than usual–around nine o'clock. The previous day, he hadn't got home until late after spending the whole day, and most of the evening, at Hayden and Jackie's.
With the twins–who also happened to be his goddaughters–due at the beginning of November, his friends had quite a bit of work to do around the house to turn two of their guest rooms into nurseries. Shane had immediately offered to help. He needed to keep both his hands and his mind busy if he was going to stop his worries from taking over.
Even with Ilya's Green Card application well underway–and all but approved–Shane still found it difficult to feel completely at ease knowing he was in Russia. Had he listened to his heart, he would have asked Ilya to stay at home, in Outaouais. But he knew how important it was for him to spend time with his sister-in-law and niece. So he had kept his irrational fears to himself and let him go.
Shane quickly made himself some breakfast before pulling on a tracksuit and going out for an hour's run, listening to the playlist Ilya had made for him back in July while they were in Outaouais. It was wonderfully eclectic–rock, pop, metal and even a little electronic music–but every single song was a love song.
When he got home, he took a shower before changing back into the same clothes he had been wearing the day before: an old pair of ripped jeans splattered with pale lavender and pearl-grey paint, along with a T-shirt he had sacrificed for the occasion. In a few minutes, he would be heading back to Hayden and Jackie's, where a second coat of paint was waiting for him.
When he picked up his phone from the bedside table, he saw he had a message from Ilya.
[10:27 a.m. – Hey, solnyshko. Would you be free at the beginning of the afternoon for a call? I miss hearing your voice.]
He missed Ilya's too. It had been almost a week since they had last spoken. Ever since Ilya's father had injured the nurse covering his regular night nurse's holiday during one of his confused episodes.
From what Ilya had told him–and what he had managed to piece together from the young nurse herself–his father had violently shoved her away while she was trying to give him his medication, convinced she was attempting to poison him. She had fallen and broken her wrist. As he now needed constant supervision, and with Polina already looking after him during the day, Ilya had taken over from early evening until mid-morning while they desperately searched for another night nurse–or, more likely, waited for his usual nurse to return from holiday. Finding someone in the middle of August seemed almost impossible.
So they had settled for exchanging messages, often at times when Ilya should have been asleep. Contrary to Shane's fears, Ilya had opened up straight away about those exhausting nights. Some evenings, his father would wake in the middle of the night in a blind panic, recognising neither the room he was in nor his own wife. He would scream and scream, and Ilya would struggle to calm him down. On other nights, he became completely lost in the past, and Ilya found himself reliving old family dinners, complete with the usual humiliation and belittling.
None of it showed in Ilya's messages–he simply described what had happened–but Shane knew those nights affected him more than he admitted. And the only reason Shane stopped himself from telling him to come home, to leave behind the man who had hurt him for so many years–and who was still hurting him–was because he knew they would only end up arguing. That man didn't deserve him. He didn't deserve Ilya, nor everything Ilya was doing for him.
Shane replied as he headed towards the front door to put on his trainers and jacket.
[I'll be at Hayden and Jackie's, but call whenever you like. I'll find somewhere quiet.]
Then he added,
[>Everything all right?]
He was locking the flat door behind him when Ilya's reply came through.
[10:39 a.m. – Yeah, everything's fine. Don't worry. There's just something I want to ask you, and I don't want to do it over text.]
Shane tapped away,
[Okay. Are you at your dad's?]
[10:40 a.m. – No. His usual nurse heard what happened and cut her holiday short. She's back at work tonight.]
The message relieved Shane far more than it probably should have.
He suggested,
[You can call now if you want.]
[10:40 a.m. – We're about to have diner and watch a film. I'll call you when we're finished.]
[Sounds good. Love you.]
[10:41 a.m. – Love you too. Can't wait until the 29th so I can hold you in my arms.]
 
Ilya called shortly after two o'clock, just as they were finishing the second coat of paint in Jade's room–or Ruby's, Jackie still hadn't made up her mind. Shane slipped into Jackie's study before answering. He quietly closed the door behind him and leaned against it for a moment. Even around his friends, he preferred to keep his conversations with Ilya private.
"Good evening, my love."
"Cолнышко! I'm so happy to hear your voice."
"Me too."
Despite the thousands of miles between them, Shane recognised the exhaustion in Ilya's voice immediately. It was rougher than usual, the words slightly drawn out, as though each one took effort.
He bit the inside of his cheek. Part of him wanted to tell Ilya to come home, to leave everything behind and return to Outaouais. But he knew exactly how that conversation would end.
So he simply asked, "So, how was the film?"
"I don't know. I fell asleep halfway through..."
Hardly surprising after the week he had had. Whenever he wasn't looking after his father, he was spending time with his niece, Elena. Shane doubted Ilya had sat down once in the past seven days. He didn't even think he had explained the whole situation to his sister-in-law. He didn't know Dasha personally, but from everything Ilya had told him, she cared deeply about him. She would never have let him look after Elena if she had known what his nights had been like.
"Then let's not keep this call too long. You need to sleep. At least one proper night's sleep. And tomorrow, I want you to have a lie-in... then a nap."
"All right. I'll have the lie-in," Ilya agreed a little too quickly.
So quickly that Shane heard the “but” coming before Ilya even said it.
"But the nap's going to be difficult. Dasha, Elena and I are supposed to go to the zoo."
Shane closed his eyes for a second. Damn. The zoo. That was this weekend...
"Ilya, my love... you've slept about twenty hours in the past week. Wouldn't you rather catch up on some sleep?"
"I promised Elena I'd be there."
"I know."
Shane rubbed a hand over his forehead.
"But you need to sleep. They'll understand."
"I don't want to disappoint her..."
"And she'll be just as disappointed if you're barely awake the whole time. Couldn't you postpone it until next weekend?"
If he remembered correctly, Dasha never worked weekends.
"Isn't it a bit late to cancel?"
Shane pressed his lips together. Perhaps it was. But he could already picture Ilya smiling at Elena while struggling to keep his eyes open.
"Please, Ilya."
The silence that followed lasted several long seconds.
Shane heard nothing except slow, weary breathing. He could easily imagine what was happening on the other end of the line: Ilya caught between his heart, which always put everyone else first, and the voice of reason–the one Shane and his parents had slowly taught him to listen to.
At last, after a long sigh, Ilya relented.
"All right. I'll send her a message."
Shane let out a quiet breath through his nose.
"Thank you, my love."
A few moments passed. Then, as though refusing to let the conversation linger on him any longer, Ilya changed the subject.
"Have you finished painting the twins' rooms?"
"Yeah. Hayden managed to get paint absolutely everywhere. He's hopeless with a paintbrush."
He had somehow ended up with paint on his nose and even in his hair.
A tired little laugh came through the phone.
"And you?"
"What about me?"
"Did you get paint everywhere too?"
"A little less."
Ilya yawned.
Shane immediately straightened. If Ilya let him carry on talking about his day, he would fall asleep on the phone.
"So... why don't you tell me what you wanted to ask me?"
Ilya hesitated for a few moments.
"I've been invited to a wedding."
"A wedding? Whose?"
"Sasha's."
"Sasha?" Shane repeated, his fingers tightening around the phone.
Ilya had only ever mentioned one Sasha to him, and as far as Shane knew, they hadn't spoken in two years.
"You mean Sasha your definitely-not-an-ex? Or another Sasha from hockey?"
"My definitely-not-an-ex," Ilya replied, amusement evident in his voice.
Knowing him, he probably found it hilarious that Shane still called Sasha that. Shane wasn't laughing. In fact, he grimaced. He didn't dislike Sasha because he was jealous–not anymore, at least–of what he and Ilya had once shared. He disliked him because he had always remained someone Shane had never quite understood, and anything he didn't understand had a habit of making him anxious.
"Oh... I didn't know you'd got back in touch with him."
"Well... actually..." Ilya began, sounding slightly embarrassed.
He went on to explain when and how they had reconnected. Apparently, Shane had his mum to thank for it. Something about a french figure skating championships that they had ended up watching together after she had come home from work, which had led to a conversation about his definitely-not-a-relationship with his former coach's son.
Shane didn't ask for any more details. That moment belonged to the two of them. Instead, he asked, "Why didn't you tell me?"
"The last time we talked about him, it didn't go very well. I was afraid you'd feel insecure about him coming back into my life.”"
"Oh, Ilya..."
Shane shook his head gently. Insecure? How could he possibly feel insecure when he was probably the most loved man in the world? All right, perhaps that was a slight exaggeration. But he simply couldn't doubt Ilya's love or his faithfulness–not when Ilya showed him, every chance he got, just how deeply he cared.
"I know exactly where your heart belongs. Besides, you made that perfectly clear the last time we talked about him."
"There's only you."
"And there's only you for me."
He let a second pass before asking, "Are you going to go?"
There was a brief pause.
"Huh?"
"To the wedding," Shane clarified. "Are you going?"
"Yeah. And I'd like you to come with me."
Shane fell silent, stunned. Had Ilya really just asked him to go with him? Did he mean what Shane thought he meant?
"As... a friend?"
"No, солнышко. As my partner. It's in Paris, in January, during All-Star Week."
"Are you sure?"
It wasn't that Shane didn't want to go–quite the opposite. It was the perfect opportunity to experience a few days of normality, even if it happened to be at Sasha's wedding. But Sasha's father, Ilya's former coach, would be there. What would he say if he saw them together? What would he do once he returned to Russia?
Ever since Ilya had known his Green Card would soon be approved, it was as though he had stopped being afraid. He had even come out to his sister-in-law. Shane, on the other hand, still saw danger where there was probably none. Except this time... surely there really was danger. Wasn't there?
"I'm sure, Shane. I want you there, by my side, that day."
Shane's heart skipped a beat.
“I want to be able to introduce you as the man I love, even if it's only to people I'll never see again.”
Shane felt his eyes sting.
“And besides... it'll be the first time we've ever gone anywhere together. And I don't want to do it unless it's as a couple. Will you come with me?”
He wiped away the tears gathering at the corners of his eyes.
“Of course I will, Ilya! But your former coach will be there, won't he? And maybe people from back then as well. They could…”
“Shane,” Ilya interrupted gently. “Sasha's marrying a man. Do you really think a homophobe would travel all the way from Russia to France just to attend their wedding?”
“No... I don't.”
In fact, it seemed highly unlikely. You would have to be seriously unhinged to do something like that.
“Then everything will be fine.”
“All right.”
A smile finally spread across Shane's face.
“I'll come. But only because they're getting married in Paris.”
Ilya laughed softly.
“I suppose you'll want to book the flights and the hotel?”
“Obviously. Otherwise we might end up in some dodgy arrondissement.”
More likely, they would end up in a five-star hotel. Not because Ilya cared about luxury, but because he would probably want to make the weekend as special as possible. Shane didn't want that, though. He wanted something simple. Something intimate. Something that truly felt like them.
“Do you like Paris?” Ilya asked after a moment of silence.
What romantic didn't? It was the City of Love. There was so much to see, so much to do.
“I really do.”
“What if... what if we stayed a few extra days? To do some sightseeing.”
This conversation was becoming more unbelievable by the minute. First an invitation to a wedding as Ilya's partner, and now a holiday together. He had to be dreaming. There was no other explanation. Things like this couldn't suddenly happen now.
“Like... a holiday?”
“Yes, Shane. A holiday.”
“I'd love that.”
It would be their first one–and, he hoped, far from their last. He made a mental note to pick up a guidebook on the way home and start planning the trip. It had to be perfect.
“So would I.”
 
After they hung up, Shane returned to the living room, where Hayden and Jackie were waiting with the starter–served cold, fortunately. Since none of them had known when they would finish painting, they had opted for a rather makeshift picnic, and it suited the occasion perfectly.
As Shane took his seat, Jackie asked how Ilya was doing. He answered honestly, without going into too much detail. Even though Ilya no longer wanted him to hide or lie about their relationship with their friends, Shane still believed some things were Ilya's to share, and Ilya's alone.
“Did you ask about his schedule?”
The three of them had been trying to arrange a dinner–or lunch, or even both if they could manage it–with Ilya before Jackie's due date. But everything would depend on Ilya's schedule. Last year, his schedule hadn't lined up with Shane's either-at least, not as much as he would have liked.
Shane froze, his fork halfway to his mouth.
“Oh, damn... I completely forgot...”
He immediately set his fork down, pulled out his phone and opened their conversation. Hopefully Ilya wasn't asleep already. Otherwise, they would sort it out tomorrow.
“It's not like you to forget something,” Hayden remarked with an amused smile.
Shane looked up briefly from his screen.
“Let's just say Ilya distracted me a little.”
Jackie raised an eyebrow.
“Oh?”
Shane struggled to contain his excitement.
“He asked me to go with him to one of his friend's weddings. In Paris.”
Jackie's face lit up.
“Paris? Seriously? Please tell me you said yes.”
A broad smile spread across Shane's face.
“Of course I said yes.”
He locked his phone and set it down beside his plate.
“But you know... I'd have said yes no matter where it was. We've never been away together.”
Jackie's brow furrowed.
“Not even for a weekend?”
“No. We were afraid of being recognised.”
Perhaps a little too much. And for no rational reason whatsoever. Maybe it was time for that to stop. Maybe it was finally time for them to start living.
“Then we'll have to do something about that!”
 
Later, as they began assembling one of the twins' beds, Hayden broke the silence in a hesitant voice.
“We don't have to talk about this, but I was wondering...”
He bit his lip. Shane's fingers tightened slightly around the Allen key.
“How many more seasons did you sign for with the Voyageurs?”
Shane discreetly relaxed his grip on the tool. That was all it was. For a second, he had thought Hayden was going to bring up the conversation they had had in his childhood bedroom on his wedding day.
“I negotiated a four-year bridge deal.”
He secured a screw into the bed frame before continuing.
The Voyageurs had wanted eight years. They had opened their chequebook to convince him, but he had refused. Eight years was four too many. He didn't really feel at home in Montréal. He did his job, got along well enough with his teammates, but nothing more. This wasn't the club where he saw himself ending his career–not anymore.
Hayden slowly nodded.
“And Rozanov?”
“The Bears didn't want to go below five years...”
Two fewer than their original offer. His agent–a certain Daniil–had managed to convince them it was the best compromise. For them. And above all, for Ilya.
Hayden stared at the various pieces scattered across the floor for a few seconds before speaking again.
“And where will you go during that year?”
Shane stopped assembling the bed. It was a question that often came up in his own thoughts.
“I don't know, Hayd.”
He shrugged slightly before picking up the Allen key again.
“But we have time to figure it out.”
They had four years to find a team willing to take them both. Both he and Ilya were prepared to sign for less than their actual worth if it meant being able to come home to the same house every night. Farah had called them idiots when they had told her about it, but she had never tried to change their minds.
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    Chapter Summary

    In which Ilya meet Hayden and Jackie



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there !

Here is the new chapter. I hope you will enjoy it :) It was fun to write, especially Jackie.

I've just realised that when I posted Chapter 21, I forgot to change the publication date, so it ended up being backdated... I'm not going to make the same mistake this time.

I've made good progress on the 2015–2016 season, and it's almost finished. I only have one short scene left with Farah and the boys in July 2016, and that'll be it. I think I'll write it this evening. That should make another three chapters.

After that, I'll be starting the final season. I think it'll end up being another two or three chapters as well, and then this project will finally be finished. Strangely enough, the closer I get to the end, the less I want to write it. I don't really want to say goodbye to them , but they deserve a proper ending–even though plenty of good things still happen to them in the chapters you have left to read. You'll see what I mean when you get there.

I'm going to try to speed up the posting schedule until I go on holiday at the end of July. You can expect to finish the 2013–2014 season before then, and after that I'll be taking a break. My husband will complain if I start posting from Greece–he already thinks I spend far too much time obsessing over tiny details. I'll tell you more about that in the end notes, otherwise I'll spoil the story.

As always, thank you so much for the hits, kudos, comments, and bookmarks. Every single one of them is greatly appreciated.

P.S. If you have the time, could you please answer the question I asked in my previous author's note? It'll be the only time I ask anything of you, I promise. :)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Boston, 29 August 2013
His taxi dropped him off in front of Ilya’s building just after eleven o’clock. Shane was going to stay with him for thirteen days before heading back to Montreal and reporting for training camp the following day. Now that they were no longer rookies, they weren’t required to attend the first few days with the new recruits. And this year, for the first time, they had both asked to be excused so they could have these extra few days together before the start of the season.
Dragging his small suitcase behind him, Shane headed for the secure entrance and swiped Ilya’s spare key card. He took the lift rather than the stairs, eager to see him. With every minute that had brought him closer, the longing had grown–and the desire too. After two months of making love every day, sometimes several times a day, not seeing or touching him for four weeks had been torture. But for nothing in the world would he give up these summers. They were their breath of fresh air, what kept them going through the whole season.
When he reached the landing, he took a deep breath–don’t jump on him, Shane–then slid the key into the lock. The door opened silently. Shane was slightly disappointed not to find Ilya in the hallway. He was usually the more insatiable of the two–though Shane was almost as bad.
He hung up his coat on the hook, kicked off his shoes, and stepped into the flat. The living room was empty. So was the kitchen. Maybe he was still asleep. He had only got back the day before, and with the time difference, he must still be completely jet-lagged.
When he entered the bedroom, Ilya wasn’t in bed but in the bathroom, having a shower. As usual, he had left the door open. Shane took it as a silent invitation–and it certainly was one.
He undressed quickly, folding his clothes neatly before laying them on his side of the bed. Then he slipped quietly into the large walk-in shower.
The sight took his breath away. Ilya’s broad, muscular back, his tapered waist, his firm arse, his powerful thighs… A body he never tired of admiring.
In a few steps, he was behind him, chest pressed against his damp back, his already hard cock nestled against his arse. He placed a kiss on his shoulder, then another, trailing a line all the way up to the hollow of his neck as his hand slid over his stomach.
Ilya’s reaction was immediate: he tilted his head back with a low, erotic groan of Shane’s name that made him even harder.
“Shane…”
He placed his hand over Shane’s, pressing it a little more firmly against his stomach, and arched slightly against him. Shane could feel every defined muscle beneath his fingertips and the firm curve of his arse teasing his cock. God, he wanted him so badly. But he wanted to take his time, to show him just how much he had missed him.
With Ilya’s hand weighing on his and his mouth against the tender skin of his neck, Shane traced slow patterns across his stomach, moving ever lower, carefully avoiding his cock, which he knew was already as hard as his own. Ilya let him for a moment, his breathing growing shorter, before he began to grow impatient. His other hand moved to one of Shane’s arse cheeks, squeezing and kneading it gently, drawing a moan from him.
When Shane finally brushed his cock with his index finger, Ilya breathed out, almost pleading, “Jerk me off, Shane.”
Shane smiled against his neck.
“Why do you always have to be so vulgar?”
Ilya chuckled softly.
“You like it when I talk dirty to you.”
Shane nipped his shoulder.
“I know. But right now… I want a bit of poetry.”
“Very well. I’ll give you poetry.”
Ilya turned his head to kiss him tenderly, slowly, before murmuring against his lips in a low, husky voice, “I want to feel your fingers around me… I want to feel your hand gripping me, stroking me slowly, as if you want to keep me all to yourself. I want you to touch me as if you’re rediscovering every inch of me… as if you want to drive me out of my mind.”
He gently nipped Shane’s lower lip.
“Will you give me that, солнышко?”
And Shane gave him exactly that, and more. Because it was Ilya, and he was madly in love with him. His fingers slid slowly around his cock, stroking him with deliberate slowness. Ilya’s moans were a true symphony to his ears, his undulations waves of pleasure, his kisses silent promises.
When Ilya seemed on the verge of coming, he stopped everything, turned around, and pinned Shane against the tiled wall of the shower.
“Sorry, солнышко… I want you too much right now.”
He kissed him again and again, with ravenous hunger, grinding against him. For a moment Shane feared he wouldn’t last, the sensation of Ilya’s cock sliding against his own was so exquisite, but Ilya knew him so well and stopped–again.
Shane took the chance to catch his breath and rest his forehead against his shoulder. Four years together and the sex was still just as intense, if not more so. They knew each other’s bodies and limits. They played with them–especially Ilya. Shane still struggled a little with that game, but he was learning.
When Ilya had also caught his breath, he murmured in his ear, a smile in his voice, “Do you still want poetry?”
Shane let out a soft laugh.
“That’ll do for today. We shouldn’t wear out the good stuff.”
Ilya tilted his head up and stared into his eyes, burning with desire.
“I want to fuck you in this shower, Shane. May I?”
Shane shivered with anticipation.
“What are you waiting for?”
Ilya slid his hands under his arse and lifted him effortlessly. Instinctively, Shane wrapped his legs around his waist and kissed him deeply. He wanted so badly to feel him inside, to feel him move, hitting his prostate again and again until he saw stars. Maybe he should have prepared himself in advance. He would think about that for next time.
One of Ilya’s hands moved up his back, while the other reached towards his entrance. Ilya teased him for a while, caressing him with two fingers while continuing to kiss him.
“Tell me if it’s too much,” he breathed as he slid his long fingers inside.
Shane nodded, eyes bright.
Ilya prepared him carefully, slowly, adding a third finger when Shane began to moan and push back against him. When he was ready, relaxed and pleading, he lined up and entered him with a slow, deliberate thrust, inch by inch, until he was fully inside.
Shane let out a deep moan, halfway between pleasure and discomfort. Why did he always forget every summer what several weeks of abstinence did to his body? Next time, he would arrive ready for him for sure.
Ilya froze at once, forehead against his.
“Breathe, солнышко…”
He stayed still until Shane relaxed around him, then began to move–deep, powerful but measured thrusts. Each one drew a moan from Shane, who clung to his shoulders, nails digging into his skin. It felt so good… So incredibly good.
“Ilya… Fuck, Ilya… I love you… I love you.”
And as always when he was completely lost in desire, Ilya answered in Russian.
“Шейн… мой Шейн… Я весь твой. Только твой.Shane… My Shane… I’m all yours. Only yours."
He continued to take him like that, against the wall, deeper and more intensely. And as he hit his prostate once again, Shane came between their stomachs, Ilya’s name on his lips. Ilya followed a few seconds later, buried deep inside him, with a low, guttural groan.
 
Later, while Ilya was drying his hair in the living room, Shane blurted out, “We're leaving tuesday.”
He immediately winced. It had sounded better in his head, less like a unilateral decision.
Ilya's hands stopped moving through his hair.
“What do you mean?”
“We're going on a road trip along the New England coast.”
He had planned everything.
Just under 1,000 kilometres over five days. Three states crossed. Four stops: Newburyport, Portsmouth, Portland, then Acadia National Park before heading home.
Ilya remained silent for a moment.
“Are you sure?”
Shane smiled before he could stop himself.
“As sure as I am about going on holiday to Paris with you.”
And God only knew how much he was looking forward to that. He had already started planning everything. The museums. The restaurants. The walks. He wanted to see the Eiffel Tower, wander around Montmartre, spend an evening on a bateau-mouche, walk along the banks of the Seine... And then there were all those slightly ridiculous things he would probably never admit to Ilya until they were actually there. Like putting a padlock on the Pont des Arts.
Well... if Ilya agreed. They hadn't really talked about it again since that last conversation. Ilya had simply given him the exact dates and location of the wedding so he could book whatever he wanted. Maybe he was planning far too early. Or maybe Ilya simply wasn't interested in sightseeing?
Oh God, what if that was it? He had organised the whole trip without even asking him, without knowing what he liked. What if he didn't want to go? What if he only agreed to make him happy? What if driving all that way annoyed him? What if he hated everything Shane had planned?
Stop. Remember what Jackie said.
And what if she was wrong? What if….
Stop. Let him answer before you start spiralling.
Ilya resumed his movements, gently massaging his scalp as though he had somehow guessed the path of his thoughts.
“And you decided this, like... right now?” he asked, amusement in his voice.
Shane shook his head.
“No.”
He might have had the idea, yes, but he would never have left without a plan. Too many unknowns.
“Jackie helped me organise everything last week.”
The memory brought a smile to his face.
She had shown up one lunchtime with takeaway and several travel guides about the United States–one or two of which she had bought the day before. She had declared that she wasn't leaving until they had planned a little trip just for the two of them.
She had said, “America is huge, Shane. And there aren't as many hockey fans capable of recognising both of you in the street as you think.”
And she had added, “Don't you think you've spent enough time stopping yourself from living?”
Of course, that had made him cry, because it was true. Because he was tired of not being able to do the things other couples could do. No, correction. He was tired of stopping himself because of something that might, possibly, potentially happen–or might not happen at all.
So they had gone through the guides, done additional research online, compared routes, booked hotels, chosen restaurants. Everything was in his suitcase, freshly printed that morning. It was the last thing he had put inside before closing it, just to make sure he wouldn't forget.
Ilya laughed softly.
“Jackie, huh? I think I already like this woman. When do I get to meet her?”
Shane searched his memory. Sometimes he got a little lost between his own games and Ilya's.
“Late October. The 26th, I think. It was the only weekend we had free at the same time before her due date.”
“We'll have to get her something.”
Shane looked up. He met Ilya's warm, shining gaze.
“Flowers?” he suggested.
Women liked flowers, didn't they?
“A huge bouquet,” Ilya confirmed.
They exchanged a smile, then Shane asked, almost shyly, “So... are we going?”
Ilya placed the damp towel over the back of the sofa before walking around it and sitting down beside him.
“Yes, we're going, Shane.”
He took his hand and gently stroked it.
“I'll drive you wherever you want. Even California.”
He gave a small laugh.
“All I want is to spend time with you. And if, on top of that, I can hold your hand in the street, have dinner with you without looking around every few seconds, and sleep in the same hotel room without having to sneak in afterwards... then it'll probably be the best holiday of my life.”
Shane squeezed his hand a little tighter. That was all he needed to hear. That he wanted the same thing. Exactly as Jackie had said.
 
The trip wasn't perfect. At least, not as perfect as Shane had wanted it to be.
They sometimes had to change their route because of roadworks. They couldn't eat at the restaurant he had chosen because it was exceptionally closed–he should have called before–and they couldn't stay at the B&B he had booked because there had been a problem with his reservation - bloody internet! But, just as Jackie had said, nobody recognised them–or if they did, they had the decency not to approach them.
On the first day, while they were walking along the beaches of Plum Island, their fingers brushed against each other several times. Shane hadn't dared to reach for him–although God, how much he had wanted to–but then Ilya had simply intertwined their fingers. And because Shane was Shane, his heart had started hammering in his chest, equal parts fear and excitement. His eyes had immediately swept across the beach, searching for any stare that lingered too long, any phone pulled out a little too quickly.
But strangely-or rather, completely normally-nothing happened. Absolutely nothing. Nobody paid any attention to them. Not to them, not to their hands. The world simply kept moving around them. He had cried with relief in Ilya's arms.
After that, everything became easier. A hand slipping against his back. A stolen kiss in front of the ocean. Ilya's name spoken a little too loudly in the street. And, above all, nobody paying them any attention. They were just an ordinary couple. And Shane no longer really understood why he had been so afraid all those years. Or even what–or who–he had been afraid of.
Well... yes. He knew exactly who he had been afraid of: the hockey world. But the hockey world wasn't the whole world. And for four years, he had let it make his decisions for him.
Never again.
* * *
Boston, 10 September 2013
Ilya was opening two beers fresh from the fridge when Cliff, probably already settled on his sofa, said in surprise, “I didn’t know you spoke French, Rozy.”
Ilya frowned. What had made him think that?
“I don’t.”
“Then why is there a French novel on your coffee table?”
Oh. So that was where it was. Shane wasn’t even sure where he had left it. They had left in a bit of a rush that morning because they hadn’t been able to resist each other in the shower.
“Well…”
Ilya hesitated for a moment. This wasn’t how he had planned to tell Cliff about him and Shane, but the situation was actually rather convenient. Better than sitting down over a beer with a speech he had more or less prepared.
He put the bottle opener back in the right drawer instead of the first one his hand landed on. Shane liked everything to be put back in its place; otherwise it stressed him out and he could spend the next hour rearranging everything. They had much better things to do when they were together, especially when the incident happened while they were making dinner.
He left the kitchen, the two opened beers in his hands, and continued, “It’s Shane’s.”
Cliff turned towards him, surprised and intrigued.
“Shane?”
Ilya handed him his beer.
“My partner.”
Shane was much more than his partner in Ilya’s eyes. He was his soulmate, the love of his life, his other half. But he couldn’t say that to Cliff; he would probably think he was making fun of him.
His friend followed him with his eyes as he walked around the sofa and sat down beside him. He had planned to play Mario Kart before joining his teammates at Jameson’s for the traditional pre-camp brunch. Ilya doubted that was going to happen now.
“Your… partner?” Cliff repeated, as if the word made no sense.
“Yes, my partner. The person I share my life with. My boyfriend, if you prefer.”
Ilya took a sip of his beer. It was cold. Perfect.
He would have to remember to buy some Ginger Ale. Shane had finished the last one the night before.
Cliff stared at him, unconvinced, for a few seconds. Then he gave a smile somewhere between awkwardness and amusement.
“You’re messing with me, right?”
Ilya sighed. Of course that was the first thing that came to his mind. What hockey player would tell one of his teammates that he was dating another man, right?
He took another sip of beer and answered calmly but firmly.
“No.” 
“But… what about Nikita?” Cliff stammered.
Ilya frowned. What did his best friend have to do with this?
“Nikita?”
“Yeah, your secret Russian girlfriend. The one you’re always talking to.”
He burst out laughing. Cliff and his ridiculous theories.
“I was texting Shane. And Nikita is a boy’s name.”
The silence that followed was almost comical.
“Oh…”
His friend looked down, embarrassed.
“So she’s not your girl then?”
“No, he’s my best friend. We’ve played together for twelve years. He’s a goaltender for the Moscow Volkovs. Wait…”
He pulled his phone out of the back pocket of his jeans and unlocked it under Cliff’s attentive gaze. He had probably seen his passcode, but still didn’t seem to have made the connection. Ilya searched through his conversation with Nikita and found the selfie they had taken by the dock with Shane and Mila during their little trip to Canada that summer.
“This is him. With his wife Mila. And Shane.”
The latter was looking at him rather than the camera. There was so much love in his eyes that Ilya wanted to call him right then and tell him how much he loved him.
Cliff gently took the phone from his hands and studied the picture carefully.
“Fuck, that smile, Rozy! Why do we never get to see that?”
Ilya sank back into the sofa, a smile on his lips.
“It was my birthday. I was surrounded by all the people who matter to me.”
A shame Yuna and David hadn’t wanted to join them. They had said it was a picture between friends, not with the in-laws. Thankfully, Nikita had managed to get another photo of them later that day, while they were playing tarot.
“Where was it?”
“In the Outaouais. Shane and I had a cottage built there.”
Silence settled between them. Ilya didn’t try to break it. Cliff probably needed a moment to process the news. Especially after the life he had imagined for him.
“That’s really Hollander in the picture?”
“Yes, Marly.”
Cliff handed his phone back and leaned over to pick up his bottle of Leffe from the coffee table. He took a long drink before sinking back into his sofa.
“Fuck. I still can’t believe it… Hollander and you, you’re… That’s fucking insane! To think everyone sees you as rivals…”
Ilya tensed slightly. Despite all of Farah’s efforts, the press was still pitting them against each other. Much less than before, admittedly, but still far too much for his liking. He couldn’t make himself heard–and, to be honest, he had somewhat stopped trying. He already had more than enough to deal with his father and his illness, which was getting a little worse every month. He hoped journalists would eventually get tired of his lack of response whenever Shane was involved. But he knew it was somewhat pointless; their rivalry was simply too lucrative, both for the media and for the NHL…
Ilya shook his head, pushing those negative thoughts away. One day, all of this would come to an end. Either because there would be two new Hollander and Rozanov. Or because they would finally come out. Shane didn’t feel ready yet; he had talked about next season. Ilya, on the other hand, didn’t want to lie for another year. He wanted to do it this year. He still didn’t know when or how, but he would.
“Ilya?” Cliff asked, concerned.
“We never were, you know.”
Cliff frowned, confused.
“What do you mean?”
Ilya gave a small, amused smile. He was probably about to surprise him again.
“We’ve been together for a little over four years.”
“Four years?” Cliff repeated.
Ilya nodded enthusiastically, his smile growing even wider.
“Holy shit!”
And just as he had expected from his friend, Cliff immediately bombarded him with questions. How had they met? Where? When? Did he really believe in soulmates? Did Shane believe in them too? Were those his words on his wrist? How did they manage to see each other? How did they even cope with only seeing each other for a few hours once a month? And so many other questions.
Ilya answered with a smile, sharing his memories without ever going too deeply into their private life–not that Cliff had tried to ask who did what, or how exactly their relationship worked. Talking about Shane was liberating. Almost as much as being able to hold Shane’s hand or kiss him in the street.
The last question, however, was the hardest one. In fact, Cliff hesitated for a long time before asking it, stumbling over his words.
“You don’t have to answer…”
“Marly…”
“Actually, maybe I shouldn’t even ask. I know you consider me a friend. At least, I hope you do. Do you? No, don’t answer, I’m not sure I want to know. Anyway… why now?”
Ilya played with his empty bottle for a moment–his second beer; talking had made him thirsty, and he really liked that brand. He ran his fingers over the neck of the bottle several times before answering.
“It might sound stupid, but… I was afraid I’d lose my contract if people found out. I didn’t want to go back to Russia and lose Shane.”
Cliff sighed, rolling his eyes.
“Seriously, Rozy? As if the Bears would ever get rid of you. After everything you’ve done for this club.”
Ilya shrugged.
“No one keeps a player who becomes a problem in the locker room. Even if he’s good.”
“The guys won’t care that you’re gay!”
Ilya didn’t correct him. If he told Cliff he was bi, he would have another mountain of questions, and Ilya didn’t have enough time to answer all of them.
“Probably, yeah.”
And he truly believed it. Since arriving in Boston, he had never had any reason to think his teammates would reject him.
The Bears were not perfect. There were still old dressing-room habits, « that's so gay » comments thrown around about a piece of clothing or a ridiculous situation, jokes about each other's masculinity. But he had never seen anyone let things go too far. When a remark crossed the line, it was always called out sooner or later. The message was clear: they could take the piss out of each other, but they did not turn on one of their own.
The coaches, on the other hand, had never given him any reason to think that his bisexuality or his relationship would make him a less respected or less reliable player in their eyes. He had never heard them use that kind of insult or turn a blind eye to behaviour that could have made him think otherwise.
“But I didn’t want to take the risk.”
Cliff slowly nodded.
“Okay. I understand.”
Ilya closed his eyes for a moment. Cliff couldn’t truly understand. He didn’t know what it was like to be a bisexual Russian hockey player. He didn’t know what it was like to always be afraid of being discovered and watching everything he had worked so hard for fall apart. He didn’t know what it was like to love Shane. And Ilya sincerely hoped he never would.
“What changed?”
Everything. And nothing at the same time. Russia was still Russia. Hockey was still hockey. But the fear was gone. Shane’s fear too–or at least partly; he was still very anxious, but he had decided to live.
“I started the process of getting a green card.”
“And you got it?”
“I should. In a few months. Once the administration changes my status.”
“We’ll have to celebrate then!” Cliff said excitedly, before adding more hesitantly,“Maybe one night when Shane is there?”
Ilya smiled slightly. Why not? After all, he was going to meet Pike and his wife soon. Why couldn’t Cliff also become part of this new life they were building?
“I’ll see with him.”
Cliff took his last sip of beer.
“And the others, are you going to tell them?”
“Soon.”
* * *
Boston, 25 October 2013
With a towel wrapped around his waist, Ilya made his way back to his locker to get dressed quickly. That afternoon’s training session had lasted longer than expected, and he was only just on time to catch his flight. He wouldn’t be able to go back to his flat to pick up his bag, though. Never mind. He would just wear what he had left at Shane’s.
He was finishing buttoning up his jeans when Jameson gently grabbed his left forearm. There had been a time when Ilya’s first instinct would have been to pull away from his grip, but he had grown used to his captain being very tactile. So he let him turn his arm this way and that so he could see the tattoo just below his shoulder properly.
“It’s new, isn’t it?”
Ilya nodded. He had got it that summer, just before returning to Boston. Nikita had managed to get him an appointment with the same tattoo artist who had done his bear.
“What kind of bird is it?” Jameson asked, carefully studying the colourful tattoo.
“A common loon.”
The tattoo artist had done an incredible job, vividly recreating the loon he had caught spreading its wings wide near their dock. Ilya had thought it was beautiful, even if its call still made him jump every single time.
Jameson looked at him questioningly, the words A what? What is this unknown bird you’re talking about? practically written across his face.
Ilya hesitated for a moment before answering. It would only lead to more questions, and he had reached the point where he refused to lie anymore. Was this the right place to come out? Shouldn’t he do it during a team dinner after an away game?
Oh, fuck it. It was a good opportunity. Almost as good as the French novel Shane had left on his coffee table had been. It was still better to answer questions than to gather everyone together and make an announcement like: “Hey, by the way guys, I’m bi. But don’t worry about your precious asses, there’s only one man who makes me hard.” Right?
“It’s a stupid Canadian bird that screams like a wolf. Terrifying.”
Jameson burst out laughing.
“Why did you get it tattooed then?”
Ilya swallowed. Right. Now.
“For my partner.”
Jameson’s laughter stopped.
Around them, a few conversations continued, but several people turned to look at them.
“Your partner?”
Ilya simply nodded.
“Yes.”
Jameson blinked.
“I didn’t know you were seeing someone.”
He sounded almost hurt. Ilya felt a small pang of guilt in his chest. Jameson had been a great captain to him, almost a friend despite the ten-year age gap between them. He should have told him sooner, but he simply hadn’t been ready yet. Now he was, and he hoped Jameson would give him the chance to explain. That all of them would give him that chance. He wanted the next few years to be like the previous three: filled with good humour and mutual support. He wanted to win a Stanley Cup with them, not beside them.
“I haven’t told anyone,” Ilya admitted. “It’s… complicated.”
Jameson frowned.
“Complicated how?” He paused before adding hesitantly, “She’s married?”
Before Ilya could answer, Connors interrupted from the locker beside him.
“That doesn’t sound like Rozy.” He nodded towards the cross Ilya still wore around his neck. “I’m betting on an actress.”
“A singer,” Hammersmith suggested.
“A model,” Saint-Simon added.
Very quickly, everyone had their own theory.
Ilya couldn’t help smiling. What an exciting life they had invented for him! Cliff’s theory looked painfully ordinary next to theirs.
Sitting opposite him, Cliff rolled his eyes. They exchanged a knowing look. Yes, they are ridiculous.
Once every possibility had been exhausted, Jameson turned towards Cliff.
“And you, Marly? What do you think?”
Cliff shrugged, a smile playing on his lips.
“That you’re all completely wrong.” His gaze shifted towards Ilya. “Isn’t that right, Rozy?”
Ilya took a deep breath.
“I’ll admit you haven’t lacked imagination, but my partner is none of those things.”
He paused briefly and looked at Cliff. The other man gave him a reassuring smile. Ilya thanked him with a small nod before turning his attention back to Jameson and the others. They seemed completely focused on him. They were going to be disappointed–no world-famous singer, no gorgeous model, no secret agent. Just a man.
“Actually, she isn’t even a woman.”
The locker room suddenly seemed much quieter. Not completely silent. The showers were still running, some people were still talking. But for Ilya, everything seemed to slow down for a few seconds.
He grabbed his T-shirt from his locker and pulled it on.
A voice–Saint-Simon’s, he thought, though he wasn’t completely sure–eventually asked, “So, you’re… gay?”
Ilya smiled slightly. Of course. That was the conclusion they all reached. Bisexuality was still so poorly understood.
“No, I’m bisexual.” He grabbed his jacket from its hanger and turned back towards them. “But I’ve shared my life with a man for four years, so I suppose that’s all the same to you.”
No one answered.
Ilya put on his jacket and grabbed his sports bag before heading towards the door. As he placed his hand on the handle, he turned around and couldn’t help adding, “Just in case some of you are wondering… no, I’ve never checked out your arses, or drooled over your dicks.”
A few nervous laughs.
“Only his interest me. Sorry.”
And he left.
When he closed the car door behind him, he finally allowed himself to breathe out.
Well, that could have gone better. He hadn’t expected the silence. He had thought they would be more curious. But they were probably too stunned to react. After all, he had just dropped one hell of a bombshell on them. Maybe tonight he would get a dozen messages. Or maybe they would pretend nothing had happened.
Either way… that was a problem for Monday. Right now, he had a plane to catch.
* * *
The next morning, as they got back into Shane’s car with a huge bouquet of white and purple flowers whose name he still hadn’t understood–yet another vocabulary list he hadn’t found the time to learn–his phone vibrated in his back pocket. He had kept it there so he wouldn’t miss Nikita’s message. Mila had gone into labour that morning. It was only a matter of time before he received a picture of his nephew in his mother’s or father’s arms. Knowing them, they would probably fight over who got the honour of holding him first.
He was both disappointed and surprised to see that the message was from Jameson. His fingers hovered over the screen for a few moments. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know what Jameson had to say. He was already nervous enough about meeting Pike–or perhaps he should call him Hayden now?–and Jackie. He didn’t need another thing to worry about.
Shane noticed.
“Who is it?”
“Jameson.”
“You should open it.”
Ilya had told him how he had come out to part of his team-the others had probably found out by now as well. Shane had taken it rather well, and had even laughed at the joke he had made before leaving the dressing room. Typical Ilya.
Ilya stared at his screen for a moment longer before tapping on Jameson’s notification. It opened directly onto their conversation. The message read,
[11:39 a.m. – Hey Rozy, I stopped by your place this morning but no one answered. I’m guessing you went to Canada to see your partner for the weekend. Maybe you prefer your man? Or your boyfriend?]
A small laugh escaped him. Partner would be perfect, although “your man” wasn’t bad either.
[Maybe you’re engaged, or even married.]
Maybe they would be soon. He had been thinking about it more and more since Shane had mentioned it.
[I don’t even know… I’m not blaming you. I think I understand why you didn’t tell us. I just regret that you never felt like you could trust us enough to do it.]
Ilya smiled sadly. It wasn’t about trust. It was about the risks he had or hadn’t been willing to take.
[I’m sorry if some of us, myself included, made stupid jokes about gays (or should I say homosexuals? You tell me).]
Both were fine.
[We’ll all be more careful about it from now on. And when I say all, I mean everyone. You left so quickly yesterday…]
His plane wouldn’t have waited for him. Besides, even if he had had more time, he probably would have left anyway. To give them time to talk among themselves, maybe even argue. If he had been in their position, he would have wanted that time too. Time to avoid hurting someone who had just made himself vulnerable in front of them.
[It took us a few minutes to process it. We’re hockey players, we’re not exactly known for our intelligence.]
He shook his head. Ridiculous! Jameson had gone to university and had a master’s degree. And he wasn’t the only one; several of his teammates had played in university before being spotted by an NHL scout. Ilya, on the other hand, only had his school-leaving exam.
[We don’t care, you know, that you like men (and women too, apparently, if I understood correctly). You’re still our Rozy, the guy who always finds opportunities where there aren’t any, who makes incredible passes, and who sees the game like no one else.]
What was everyone’s obsession with that? He was just doing his job as a centre…
[It really doesn’t matter. So enjoy your weekend and come back with a smile. And not the one you usually give us–a real one. The smile of a man who feels free from a secret. Okay?]
“So?” Shane asked when he finally looked up from his screen.
“So he’s an idiot.”
He shook his head softly.
“But I love him. Shame he’s retiring soon…”
Jameson had said it was probably going to be his last season. He wanted to spend more time with his children, especially his youngest, who had been born that winter.
“And the others?”
“I think it’s going to be okay, Shane.”
“Good. I’m happy for you.”
 
They arrived ten minutes early at the Pikes’ house. When Shane rang the doorbell, Ilya unconsciously tightened his grip on the enormous bouquet of flowers. Fortunately, the stems were protected by a thick layer of absorbent paper soaked with water.
He felt so ridiculous for being this nervous. They were Shane’s friends. He had nothing to prove. Besides, he had always been decent to Pike on the ice… well, relatively.
They didn’t have to wait long–and thankfully so. Jackie quickly came to open the door. She was beautiful–not his type at all, if he even had one anymore–but still, genuinely beautiful. Pike was very lucky. She had an enormous belly. Even more impressive than Mila’s had been a few weeks earlier. Then again… she was expecting twins. It was probably normal. He knew nothing about pregnancy.
Shane was the first to step inside and kissed her on the cheek before asking how she was feeling today. She was getting close to her due date, which was why they were having lunch at the Pikes’ rather than at Shane’s.
“Big and tired,” she replied with an exaggerated sigh. “I can’t wait for them to come out! But they seem very comfortable in my belly. Although it’s not like we haven’t tried to get labour started…”
Shane’s cheeks immediately turned a lovely shade of red. Ilya had to bite the inside of his cheek to stop himself from laughing. He had rarely seen him blush that much since the beginning of their relationship. It was still adorable.
“Jackie, we can do without the details, thank you.”
Jackie rolled her eyes, a smile playing on her lips.
“It’s impossible to be that prudish, I swear! I hope you’re not like that in bed with Ilya.”
“Jackie!”
Ilya burst out laughing.
“Okay, okay, I’ll stop. Hayden is in the living room.”
Since he didn’t seem to understand the implication, she pushed him gently towards the hallway.
“Go on, shoo. Let me get to know your Ilya.”
Shane and Ilya exchanged a look.
Will it be okay? Shane asked silently.
I already love her, Ilya answered with a smile.
Shane gave the smallest nod, kissed him quickly on the lips, then disappeared down the hallway, probably towards the living room.
Jackie immediately exploded, “Oh my God! You two are so adorable! And you, Ilya… you’re even better-looking in person! And so much more… huge too! What are you, 6’1? No, wait, I know… 6’3, right?”
Caught off guard, Ilya simply nodded.
“No, seriously, look at you! Muscular and powerful. I’m sure Shane loves curling up in your arms. And those curls! Don’t tell me they’re natural, because I’m struggling to get mine to behave. Seriously, what is wrong with those curling irons that never work? And your eyes. The colour is gorgeous. Oh, and that little smirk. Shane must melt every time he sees it… He really does have excellent taste, you know. You’re adorable!”
Ilya remained speechless for a moment.
It wasn’t the first time a woman had complimented him on his appearance. Even last week, when he had gone to their usual bar with Cliff, a woman in her thirties had approached him and had practically thrown herself at him. He was attractive to women–and to men too, even if fewer of them were willing to show it. But this was different. She said it with such complete naturalness, without the slightest ulterior motive. Like she was simply listing facts one after another.
Jackie cleared her throat, as if trying to regain her composure. But she still had a huge smile on her face when she continued, “Anyway, I’m Jackie–in case that wasn’t obvious–and I’m really happy to finally meet you, Ilya.”
Ilya couldn’t stop himself from smiling.
“Likewise, Jackie. And I already love your sense of humour.”
“We’ll see if you say that in a few hours, okay?”
“I doubt that will change anything.”
He finally handed her the bouquet.
“What’s the occasion?” she asked, bringing the flowers closer to smell them. “They smell amazing! What are they? I need to give Hayden some ideas for Valentine’s Day.” She placed her hand beside her mouth and added in a lower voice, “Red roses are a bit cliché, don’t you think?”
Ilya shrugged. Shane would probably find them romantic. He, however, wouldn’t be able to keep them alive for more than two days anyway, so there was no point buying him any.
“I’ve never given Shane flowers.”
“Oh, come on! I’m really going to have to redo your entire education! You at least get each other something for Valentine’s Day, right?”
“Yes, Jackie. And his gifts are perfect.”
They had never actually been together on Valentine’s Day, but they always celebrated it late, the next time they saw each other. Usually with a candlelit dinner at one of their flats and a simple gift that felt like them. Last year, Shane had given him a cashmere scarf because he always forgot his whenever he came to Montreal. Ilya, meanwhile, had bought him a small Polaroid camera. Shane loved that kind of photo format. He said he could keep them in his wallet and carry him with him everywhere.
She let out an exaggerated sigh.
“Phew! All is not lost then! Sorry, I talk and talk, and I still don’t know why you gave me this gorgeous bouquet. It’s huge! Are you sure there wasn’t an even bigger one? Hayden is going to be so jealous…”
Ilya hoped he wouldn’t take it the wrong way. He only wanted to thank Jackie properly. To her, it might have just been a romantic road trip, but to them it had been so, so much more.
“It’s for the New England road trip. Those were the five best days of my life.”
And for once, he wasn’t exaggerating.
“Oh, but you’re welcome. You needed it.”
More than she could ever imagine. Shane had changed since then, and it was thanks to her.
“Right, come on, shall we go join our men? Just so you know, mine has been panicking since yesterday. Don’t hold it against him if he’s a bit weird, okay?”
Ilya smiled slightly. Strangely enough, that reassured him. If Pike was as nervous as he was, they would probably have a very good lunch.
They stopped by the kitchen, where she filled a vase and arranged the flowers inside. She asked Ilya to carry it to the living room because, with her belly, she had trouble seeing where she was stepping. Ilya followed her through the house until they reached what he assumed was the largest room, which served as both a living room and a dining room.
Shane and Pike were standing by the bar, choosing the bottle they would open with the main course. To be honest, they seemed to be in complete disagreement about the colour of the wine.
“It’s impossible to be this stubborn,” Shane complained. “This white will go much better with your fish than your rosé.”
“Since when did you become a wine expert? You never drink a drop!”
“Take the bloody white, Hayd!”
Faced with Shane’s slightly sharp tone, Pike gave in and put the bottle he was holding back on the bar.
“Okay, okay. Don’t get worked up.”
He took the bottle Shane handed him, then gave him a pat on the back.
“Relax. It’s going to be fine, don’t worry.”
Shane gave him a stern look.
“You’re saying that to me? Seriously? Who was the one who told me he couldn’t do this?”
“It’s Rozanov, Shane!”
“And? What are you afraid of?”
“I don’t know. It’s just… weird, okay? Him at my table. With you. I’m afraid I’ll say or do something that makes you uncomfortable. You’re the only gay guy I know, and I’ve always seen you on your own…”
Jackie chose that moment to clear her throat. Pike and Shane turned towards them at the same time. When he saw Ilya standing beside his wife, Pike’s face fell.
“Oh my God… You weren’t supposed to hear that, Rozanov.”
Ilya stepped forward and placed the vase on the dining table.
“Well, I did hear it. And if it makes you feel better, it feels strange to me too. But we both love Shane, so we’ll take the time to get to know each other, okay?”
Pike nodded. Seeing how embarrassed he looked, Ilya couldn’t help adding, “And don’t worry, Shane has trained me well. I don’t bite!”
Shane rolled his eyes while Jackie burst out laughing.
 
After this slightly embarrassing start, the atmosphere gradually relaxed. They moved to the sofas and coffee table to have drinks and snacks before the meal. Jackie wanted to know everything about their trip along the New England coast. Shane showed them the photos they had taken, commenting on them as he usually did. Pike initially only glanced at them awkwardly before becoming genuinely interested and starting to ask his own questions.
Around one o'clock, they moved to the table. Shane helped Pike bring the starters, leaving Ilya alone with Jackie once again.
“If you ever need help organising another road trip, don't hesitate. I love doing that!”
“With pleasure.”
Maybe they could explore Canada next time. And who better to help him than a local who loved travelling? Especially if that person was Jackie.
“But it’s going to be a bit far from Boston…”
Jackie shrugged.
“You have Skype, don't you? Shane told me you use it a lot when you're in Moscow.”
“We can do that, yes.”
It would require a bit of organisation with her twins and her own schedule, but to see Shane this free and happy, he would do anything.
“Great! I have loads of ideas to suggest to you.”
Shane and Pike came back with the starters–mostly vegetables, much to Ilya’s disappointment. Pike seemed to pay as much attention to his diet as Shane did–unless they had prepared all of this specifically for him?
The cold salads were passed around, everyone served themselves, and the conversation resumed, mostly thanks to Jackie. This woman was a real gem, even if she was rather curious. They talked about their upcoming trip to Paris. Or rather… mostly Shane talked about it, since he had already planned almost everything. Ilya did not have any particular wishes; he simply wanted to make Shane happy. Maybe he should still do some research and suggest a few places to visit. Shane might think he was not interested otherwise.
When silence threatened to settle after the enormous list of monuments and places Shane wanted to see–would they really have time to do all of that?–Jackie brought up another subject, “Shane told us you have a niece. Elena, right?”
Ilya happily launched into talking about her, showing them pictures of her– alone, with her mother, with him, at the playground, at the zoo. He received almost tender smiles from Pike. Yeah, Pike. I’m not just Rozanov, the guy who gives you a hard time on the ice. I’m also a slightly ridiculous, doting uncle.
They had just started on the main course, an excellent fish baked in foil, when Ilya received a message from Nikita. It simply said,
[1:47 p.m. – 3.2 kg, 49 cm and one hell of a first cry.]
It was followed by a photo of them on a hospital bed: Mila holding their son in her arms, and Nikita kissing her hair. In the end, they had both won.
He immediately showed the message and photo to Shane, who handed the phone to Jackie and Pike with a huge smile.
“This is our nephew, Mikhail. He was just born.”
Pike looked at them in surprise.
“I thought you only had one brother, Rozanov.”
“Nikita isn’t really my brother, but he’s just like one. We’ve known each other since we were six.”
“So he’s your childhood friend?” Jackie asked as she handed his phone back.
“Yes, and my best friend. We played for the same team for twelve years.”
“Twelve years! Wow… You start really young in Russia,” Pike said, surprised.
“It’s kind of the iconic sport there, Pike. The KHL is still the second biggest hockey league in the world.”
“But you chose the NHL,” he pointed out.
“Yes. I wanted to leave Russia. And then…”
He turned towards Shane, a probably ridiculous smile on his face and his eyes shining with love. That was the effect Shane had on him.
“I never would have been able to be with Shane otherwise.”
“He never told us how you met,” Pike said.
Ilya raised an eyebrow.
“Really, солнышко? That's a shame. Our meeting was rather epic, actually.”
“It wasn't epic at all. I just wanted to introduce myself.”
“You mostly took my breath away.”
“We want to hear everything!” Jackie demanded enthusiastically.
Ilya wasn't going to refuse a pregnant woman's request, after all.
So he told them everything: their meeting in Regina, their reunion in Los Angeles, the year they had spent separated by thousands of miles, his move to Boston, the last three years. Shane corrected him whenever he exaggerated a little too much, Jackie asked plenty of questions, and Pike… well, he listened, but his face spoke for him. Ilya liked what he saw there.
By three o'clock, they had both reached the end of their story. Since they were having such a good time, Jackie suggested they stay for dinner, and Pike asked Ilya if he wanted to play a game of poker. While he went upstairs to fetch his case with the chips and cards, Jackie warned them, “He’s lucky on every hand. It’s ridiculous.”
“Ilya is pretty lucky at card games too.”
Jackie smiled.
“Then maybe Hayden will finally lose.”
After refreshing their memories on the ranking of hands, Pike started the game with a small blind of one and a big blind of two. Much to Jackie and Shane’s despair–they were sick of folding straight away every time–Pike won the first few hands. Ilya’s own stack was getting dangerously low. He knew his hand was terrible, but he kept raising anyway, just to enjoy the annoyed look on Pike’s face.
Then his luck changed and Ilya built his stack back up. Pike and he engaged in battles of willpower until Pike went all-in before the final river card and lost everything.
Ilya threw his arms into the air in victory.
“I told you to fold, Pike.”
Shane rolled his eyes.
“Couldn’t you have won quietly?”
“Where would be the fun in that?”
Ilya winked at Jackie, who seemed delighted by the situation, then looked back at Pike.
“Rematch next time?”
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Maybe it isn't realistic enough (what do you think?), but I eventually decided that, dressed in civilian clothes, outside the holiday season, and taking a few precautions like wearing caps and sunglasses, they had very little chance of being recognised. Personally, I think I'd be completely incapable of recognising a celebrity while I'm on holiday, simply because I'm not looking for one. Most of the time I'm too busy trying not to lose my children, who insist on running off in every direction.

And besides, if you're genuinely a fan of someone, I like to think you'd leave them alone when they're on holiday... because they're on holiday.

If Ilya or Shane had been recognised, I figured they'd simply make sure never to appear together in the same photo and never be photographed in the same town. And even if a photo of them had somehow made its way into the press or on social medias, they were prepared to say they were very close friends who had simply gone on holiday together. After all, they'd spent the past four years refusing to fuel the rivalry between them and showing each other nothing but respect during interviews.

So yes, I really did spend far, far too much time worrying about it. But I didn't want to take that road trip away from them. They needed it.
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  Somewhere over Pennsylvania, December 2013
To pass the time during their flight to Montreal, Ilya was watching Fast & Furious 5, his favourite one. A couple of seats away, Price seemed particularly nervous. He was gripping the armrests and kept tapping his foot against the floor. Even with his headphones on and the volume turned up high enough to drown out the sound of the engines, Ilya could hear him. And it was starting to worry him.
He paused the film and took off his headphones, placing them on the tray table. Then he lifted the armrest and moved into the seat next to Price. That was when he noticed the open book resting on his thigh, dangerously close to falling. If this continued, he was going to lose his page.
“Price,” he called. “Your book.”
But Price didn’t answer.
“Price.”
Still no response. Ilya hesitated for a moment. He didn’t know Price very well. Actually, nobody really did. He had joined the team at the beginning of the season and would probably leave at the end of it, like every season since he had made it to the NHL. Not because he caused any problems in any of his clubs; he was simply one of those players who got traded every season because it suited both teams.
On top of that, he had a particularly thankless role on the ice: that of an enforcer. He wasn’t there for his technique or his speed, just his size. He was huge, even more so than Ilya, and his job was to stop their opponents from interfering with Ilya and the other forwards’ game. He also took the hits when one of them said something stupid on the ice–which Ilya perhaps still did a little too often and really needed to stop. Even if he was never insulting, just annoying.
Okay, maybe Ilya had done a little homework. Ever since he had been named alternate captain the month before–a huge surprise! Especially after he had come out, but the guys trusted him and supported him, even if they were still trying way too hard to figure out who “his mysterious boyfriend” was. In short, ever since he had been named assistant captain, he had made it a point to get to know his teammates better. And Price, even if he unfortunately wouldn’t be staying with them for long–what a shitty situation, really–was still one of them. The problem was that he didn’t talk to anyone. He didn’t even try to fit in. Probably because he didn’t want to get attached and then lose his friends once he was sent to the other side of the country, or even to Canada.
Anyway, all of that was to say that he didn’t know Price well enough, and he didn’t want to do anything that might make him feel even worse than he already did. Ilya looked again at his bouncing leg and the book threatening to fall. He sighed and finally decided to give him a small tap on the arm.
“Price, are you okay?”
Price opened his eyes and jumped, making his book fall. The page was obviously lost. Damn it…
“Sorry,” Price apologised.
Ilya stopped himself from telling him that he was the one who should be apologising. He was afraid that if he interrupted him, Price would stop talking altogether.
“Was I tapping my foot?”
“Yes.”
“Sorry,” Price said again.
Ilya held back the “Stop apologising, fuck. You didn’t do anything wrong!” that threatened to leave his mouth. Price probably wouldn’t appreciate it, and it wouldn’t help at all.
“I’m… uh… a little nervous. Sometimes.”
Ilya raised his eyebrows, sceptical. A little, really? What was he like when it was a lot? And nervous because of what? The plane? A huge guy like him who terrified everyone on the ice?
And why not? his conscience protested. You have your loons…
Their calls are terrifying, okay?
And being 36,000 feet above the ground without being able to control anything maybe isn’t?
Shut up!
He leaned down to pick up the book. It was a copy of Anne of Green Gables. What the hell was Price doing with a children’s book meant for little girls?
“You lost your page,” Ilya said as he handed the book back to him.
Price gave him a faint smile.
“It’s okay. I’ve already read it. It’s just… I bring it on planes to comfort myself.”
Oh… So he really was afraid of flying.
“Like a good luck charm?”
Price nodded shyly.
“Is it because of the red hair?”
Price stared at him as if he had no idea what he was talking about. But it was obvious, wasn’t it? The little girl on the cover–Anne, probably–was as red-haired as he was. Okay, she didn’t have a beard that made her look like a member of a biker gang, but her hair was just as red as Price’s. His was actually rather long, almost as long as Nikita’s. But Nikita always tied his back in a bun, whereas Price wore his loose, falling over his shoulders.
Since Price didn’t seem capable of making the connection between himself and his children’s-book lucky charm, Ilya made it for him.
“Oh,” Price replied. “Maybe.”
“You’re like this on every flight?” Ilya asked.
He must have something to calm his anxiety. He couldn’t take planes this often and have nothing to help him. That was just awful.
Price shook his head.
“Not every flight. I mean, yes, I’m always nervous, but not always this bad.”
His cheeks turned red, as if he was embarrassed to admit that this flight had scared him more than the others. Yet, considering the slightly rough take-off in Raleigh, there was probably a reason. But Price clearly didn't want to talk about it, so Ilya didn't press the issue. Instead, he started talking about Shane.
“My partner gets anxious too. To calm down, he listens to relaxing music. I have one of his playlists on my phone. Wanna try?”
Price looked at him in surprise. As if nobody had ever taken his fear seriously. Or even noticed.
After a moment of silence, Price answered, “I forgot my headphones at home.”
Ilya smiled.
“I have mine.”
He set everything up and placed his phone on Price’s tray table.
“I trust you not to go through my phone. Not that you’d find anything anyway. I’m a little paranoid.”
He laughed softly and was pleased to see a small amused smile appear on Price’s lips.
“I’d be too, if I were you,” he said as he took the phone. “Thanks, Rozanov.”
Then he put on the headphones, pressed play, and sank further into his seat. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths.
Ilya watched him for a moment. Shane hadn’t needed this playlist very often, but it had always been very effective. Ilya hoped Price would eventually fall asleep, or at least doze off. There was still some time before they reached Montreal. If Price could be relaxed before landing, that would be perfect.
When Ilya was satisfied that his leg had not started bouncing again, he returned to his film. However, reading the subtitles quickly made his eyes ache, and he found himself staring out at the sky through the window instead. It was dark outside. They had left shortly after their late-afternoon game and would arrive at the hotel late in the evening. Probably after 11 p.m., once they had gone through customs. Shane would certainly already be asleep. Another night without being able to call him. God, how he hated these cross-country road trips.
Fuck, he missed him. The last time they had seen each other had been at the end of October, six weeks earlier. And even though they had made love over the phone several times–and even once over FaceTime, though the quality had been terrible–he was still just as frustrated that he couldn’t touch him, kiss him, or simply hold him in his arms. Tomorrow night, they would probably jump each other before they even reached the bedroom. It was going to be amazing. Ilya would make sure to make him scream with pleasure. But sometimes, he wished those stolen hours could be something completely different. A restaurant. A cinema. Or just a quiet meal before curling up together on the sofa in front of a film.
Four more seasons…
“Hey, Rozy, are you asleep?” Cliff pulled him out of his thoughts.
Ilya looked up to find his friend’s head poking above the seat in front of him. He didn’t want to be sitting anywhere other than by the window so he could look outside. Ilya was the same. So they were never seated next to each other.
“Do I look like I’m asleep?” he replied dryly.
“You looked like you were… somewhere else. Were you thinking about you-know-who?”
Who else could he be thinking about while they were flying to Montreal? Even without that, Shane was constantly on his mind.
“If I say yes, will you leave me alone?”
“That depends. Do you need to talk about it or not? Because I’m all ears.”
“I’m fine. You don’t want to know what I’m thinking about right now.”
“Probably the same thing I am.”
Ilya grimaced. Even though he knew it was a joke, the idea of someone else touching Shane disgusted him.
“Sorry, I don’t share.”
“Haha, very funny. No, I was talking about this girl I’ve been chatting with on Instagram for the past few weeks.”
Instagram. Daniil had signed him up for it and had asked-ordered, rather-that he use it from now on whenever he posted on social media. Ilya was still getting used to it. Maybe he should ask Cliff for some advice. He would quite like to post a few personal photos to share with his family. That had to be possible, hadn't it? And Shane could follow him. Nobody would know.
Since Ilya didn’t answer, Cliff continued, “You know, the really hot girl I showed you a picture of.”
A little too hot, actually. Maybe it was an edited photo.
“Yeah, and?”
“She wants to meet up at a bar after the game tomorrow night. She likes hockey. She even told me she’d come watch me play.”
Ilya stayed silent for a moment. A meeting, huh? At least Cliff would know where he stood. Maybe he would even move on to someone else. Long-distance relationships were just too complicated and painful. Even if he would never end his own.
“Okay. But be back before curfew. We have an early flight the next morning.”
Cliff sighed.
“Have I ever told you that you’ve become boring since you became alternate captain?”
“It’s my job to make sure everyone gets on the bus. It would suck to leave you behind there. Who would annoy me on the plane?”
Ilya would never tell him that he preferred this a thousand times over staring out of the window.
“You know what, Rozy? I'm going to be honest with you. I'm breaking this bloody curfew because I really like this girl.”
“Then try not to fuck her on the first night.”
That was a little too much what Cliff tended to do. And it wasn’t good. He deserved better than jumping from one one-night stand to another. He deserved a woman who loved him for who he was, not his body or his salary.
“Because that’s not what you and you-know-who are going to do? Fuck?”
Ilya shot him a glare. They didn’t fuck. They made love.
“Go fuck yourself, Marly. Just be back on time for the bus. I’m not carrying your bag.”
* * *
Montreal, the following day
“I’m telling you right now,” J.J. said beside him, “if that fucking Rozanov starts giving you shit tonight, I’ll take him out of there.”
Keeping his calm–this was not the time to lose it–Shane pulled his shoulder pads over his head and started fastening them into place. Ilya had never given him shit. He challenged him. Like no one else did. And that was precisely why he had to let that comment slide. Because tonight he was playing against Ilya, and he wanted to give him an incredible game.
“If you go after Rozanov, Ryan Price will come after you,” Shane warned.
“I don’t give a damn about Price,” J.J. replied, clearly not the least bit intimidated. “I’ll send that asshole back where he came from.”
Shane clenched his jaw. And another asshole… Would it ever stop?
“Do you have to be that vulgar, J.J.?” Hayden growled beside him.
“Oh, come on. It’s not like he’s a fag or anything.”
Maybe he was. Maybe someone else in that dressing room was too. Someone who, like Shane, felt attacked by that word. Insulted. Degraded. Why did J.J. always have to use words like that? What did he have against gay people, anyway?
He bit his lip. He wanted so badly to tell him that there was a “fag” standing right next to him, and that this “fag” was one of the best players in the NHL–and that wasn’t just Shane saying it, it was what the press said too. But he couldn’t. Not now. Not tonight.
So instead, he simply said, “I’m really starting to think you’re homophobic.”
J.J. stared at him, surprised.
“What? No. I’ve got nothing against fags. If they like taking dicks up their asses, that’s their problem.”
“Are you sure? Because what you just said is insulting.”
“It’s just a way of speaking, Shane,” J.J. defended himself.
A strange way of speaking. Had he ever heard a gay man say that, to use J.J.’s own vocabulary, “if straight guys liked sticking their dicks into wet pussies, that was their problem”? No. Did people call straight men “pussy eaters” as an insult? No, either. There wasn’t even an equivalent. As if sleeping with women was naturally respectable, while sleeping with men automatically turned you into something shameful.
Shane looked at him sternly.
“Then change the way you speak, because I’m tired of hearing you say things like that.”
“What’s wrong with you tonight, Shane?” J.J. asked, confused.
Nothing was wrong with him. Nothing more than usual. Nothing more than every other day. He was just tired of all of this. And tonight, he didn’t want to stay silent anymore. Tonight, those insults were the last straw.
“If playing against Rozanov is what’s got you like this, don’t worry. I’ll deal with him. He won’t come near you.”
Shane fought the urge to explode. He had to stick to the plan. First the coming out, then Ilya. Not both at the same time. And especially not tonight.
“I don’t need you to deal with him.”
“He’s always on your back, for fuck’s sake!”
Shane shook his head.
“And I’m always on his. We’re playing hockey. It’s a fucking contact sport.”
J.J. snorted like an idiot.
“Wow. You’re really fired up tonight!”
He wasn’t fired up. He was exhausted by this act. They weren’t sworn enemies. They weren’t even rivals. They were just hockey players on two different teams who faced each other regularly. Like plenty of other players in their conference. And there were plenty of other centres. Ones who insulted him and pushed the boundaries a little too far. And J.J. never said anything about them.
“Yeah, I’m tired of your bullshit with I—Rozanov.”
Holding back Ilya’s name was getting harder and harder…
“My… bullshit?”
“Yeah, your bullshit!”
And before he could say anything else, Hayden placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Shane, you need to calm down.”
Shane turned towards him and shot him a dark look. Calm down? Why was it always him who had to calm down? He was the one being insulted every day. His partner was the one no one respected. And he wasn’t allowed to be angry? To finally say, once and for all, that he had had enough of everyone’s bullshit?
“No. I’m tired of keeping my mouth shut, Hayd. I’m tired of hearing all of them insult him and make him out to be the villain. I’m tired of them believing the fucking media instead of asking me what I think, what I feel. I’m tired, you understand?”
Hayden gently squeezed his shoulder and looked him straight in the eyes. Shane didn’t know what he must have looked like at that exact moment. Certainly not the calm, quiet player he had always been. Nor the smiling friend, hopelessly in love, that he was allowing himself to be more and more with him and Jackie. To be honest, he didn't really care. Not about the shocked looks from some of their teammates, nor about the silence that had fallen the moment he had raised his voice. He wanted to be heard. But more than anything, he wanted J.J. to stop. Because if he really was homophobic, then Shane didn't want him in his life anymore.
“Yes, I understand, Shane, but be careful what you say, okay?”
Shane grunted. He wasn’t stupid enough to say that Ilya was his partner. He was going to follow this damn plan, even if it hurt.
“Uh, guys… what’s going on?”
J.J. had moved closer to them and was looking between them, completely lost.
Shane took a deep breath before turning back to J.J.
“I don’t need you to ‘deal with’ Rozanov. I don’t need any of you to do it, because he would never try to hurt me. He’s my friend. He always has been.”
“Oh bah celle-là, je l'avais pas vu venir…Well, that’s one I didn’t see coming…”
A few laughs broke out.
Shane ignored them and continued.
“I like our games. I like playing against him. A lot. He challenges me. And I challenge him. So stop with your bullshit, alright? Let us play.”
* * *
The following evening, while he was on the phone with Ilya, someone knocked at his door. It was almost eight p.m., and he wasn’t expecting anyone. So who could it be?
Assuming he could simply send the unwanted visitor away, he went to open the door while continuing his conversation with Ilya. He was more than surprised when he looked through the peephole and found J.J. standing on his doorstep. What did he want?
“I’ll call you back,” he told Ilya before undoing the lock.
He opened the door and greeted J.J.
“Can I come in?”
Shane stepped aside to let him in and followed him into the kitchen.
“Do you want something to drink?” he offered as he started boiling some water.
He had a feeling J.J. wasn’t going to stay only a few minutes. And if they were going to talk about whatever he had come here to discuss, Shane wanted to do it with a cup of tea in his hands. Having something warm to hold always calmed him down.
“Do you have beer?” J.J. asked.
Shane checked mentally what he had chilled in his fridge.
“Leffe. Is that okay?”
“Perfect.”
“Inside the fridge door,” he said as he picked out his tea. “The bottle opener is in the drawer on the right.”
While he filled his tea ball with white tea and got himself a large mug, J.J. grabbed his beer and opened it before sitting down at the kitchen island. That annoyed Shane, but he didn’t say anything. He simply put the bottle opener back where it belonged and threw away the cap. When the water started boiling, he poured it into his mug, dropped the tea ball inside, and finally sat down across from J.J. The latter still hadn’t said a word.
When he remained silent, Shane asked, “Did you have a good Saturday?”
“I thought a lot about what you said yesterday.”
Why did he already have the feeling this conversation was going to end badly?
“Oh?”
“You know you’re my friend, right?”
Even though he knew they didn’t put the same meaning behind the word friendship, he answered, “I know.”
“You also know I never meant to hurt you?”
Not consciously, at least. Because he had hurt him many times over the past three years. Every time he laughed at Comeau or Drapeau’s jokes. Every time he called another player an asshole. Every time he used the word fag. Every time he insulted Ilya.
“I hope so.”
J.J. swallowed, took a sip of his beer, and continued.
“I’m sorry for calling Price an asshole and a fag. It was stupid.”
“And insulting.”
“And insulting,” J.J. repeated.
“And degrading.”
“And degrading,” he conceded as well.
Shane nodded and waited for him to continue. J.J. was the one who had come here to talk, not him.
“I’m not really sure why it made you so angry, but… I promise I’ll be careful with my language.”
“If it’s just so you can keep thinking it in your head, then it’s pointless.”
“I really don’t have anything against f— against gay people, Shane, I swear.”
“Yet you almost said fag again.”
J.J. looked genuinely embarrassed. Good. It meant he wasn’t completely lost.
“You know it’s an insult?”
“Yes.”
“Do you even know what it actually means?” Shane insisted.
“No.”
“When you call someone a fag, you’re saying they’re worth less than another man. That they’re weak. That they deserve to be looked down on.”
Yes, he had looked up the origins of every homophobic insult he could find, both in English and French. To understand. And maybe, just a little, for this moment.
Deep down, he knew J.J. wasn’t homophobic. He was repeating what he had probably heard throughout his adolescence and still heard now without understanding the weight of it. Not because he was stupid. Just because he was malleable. Like so many young players entering the hockey world.
“Is that what you mean when you say it?”
“No, Shane. You know that’s not what I mean.”
“And yet it comes out of your mouth so easily. Like it’s normal…”
J.J. looked away.
“I guess I’m just stupidly repeating what I heard all through my teenage years.”
“And that’s a shame,” Shane said sadly. “Because you’re better than that. Better than them.”
“Maybe.”
No. Not maybe. But Shane wasn’t going to fight him on that.
They stayed there for a while without exchanging a single word. Shane drank his tea quietly, while J.J. did little more than play with his bottle. Shane waited, even though every minute that passed was one less minute he had with Ilya before he left again on a road trip for three more away games. J.J. had chosen not to ignore what had happened the day before. He had thought about it. He had started questioning himself. Shane could give him that time, couldn’t he?
After a while, J.J. spoke again.
“Is there something I should know?”
Shane’s heart skipped a beat. Could he have figured it out? About him and Ilya? No. Probably not. Shane had been careful with his words.
“What do you mean?”
“I went to see Hayden and Jackie this morning to check on the twins,” J.J. explained.
Oh...
“They weren’t very happy. Especially Jackie.”
Hayden had probably told her everything.
“She told me I was hanging around Comeau and Drapeau too much, and that it was making me stupid.”
Maybe a little.
“She said I was going to lose you if I kept saying that kind of shit.”
He could have.
“When I asked her why, she told me she couldn’t tell me. That it was something you had to tell me yourself.”
Of course she had said that. She had this ability to read people, to see who they really were.
“So I’m asking you, Shane… is there something I should know about you? Something you’re afraid to tell me?”
Shane slowly exhaled.
“It’s not about fear, J.J. It’s about trust.”
J.J.’s lips trembled slightly.
“Did I do or say something that could have made you doubt my friendship?”
Shane watched him for a moment. Was it reasonable to do this? Couldn’t he start with him and take things step by step, teammate by teammate?
“Yes. Every day since we’ve known each other.”
J.J. lowered his head and started playing with his bottle again.
“Is it… is it because of Rozanov? Because I didn’t know you two were friends. Nobody knew…”
Shane shook his head.
“That wouldn’t have changed anything, J.J…” He paused. “You would have kept reducing a gay man to what he does in bed. To ‘taking dicks up the ass’ or ‘sucking cocks’. You would have kept reducing me to that. Maybe that’s something I do, but it’s not who I am.”
It took J.J. a moment to react. And when he finally opened his mouth, it was French that came out.
“Oh, putain de bordel de merde ! Tu es gay ?Oh, holy fucking shit! You’re gay?”
“Oui, J.J”
J.J. froze for several seconds.
“Putain… Mais que je suis con, c'est pas possible. Sérieux… Plus con que moi, tu meurs. C'est tellement évident maintenant que tu le dis. Tu étais toujours mal à l'aise quand on parlait de sexe. Tu as toujours refusé que je te présente des filles. Pourquoi tu ne m'as pas mis un pain la première fois que j'ai dit un truc pareil ? J'aurais compris.Fuck… I’m such an idiot, it’s unbelievable. Seriously… Nobody’s dumber than me. It’s so obvious now that you say it.You were always uncomfortable when we talked about sex. You always refused when I tried to introduce you to girls. Why didn’t you punch me the first time I said something like that? I would have understood."
Shane gave him a sceptical look.
“Tu crois ?You think?”
J.J. gave a small laugh.
“Okay, peut-être pas, mais je n'aurais pas recommencé. Putain, je suis vraiment un idiot de première…Okay, maybe not. But I wouldn’t have done it again. Fuck, I’m really an idiot…”
He rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze slightly avoiding Shane’s.
“Je suis vraiment désolé, Shane. Je n'ai jamais voulu t'insulter. C'est juste…I’m really sorry, Shane. I never meant to insult you. It’s just…”
“Une façon de parler, je sais.A way of speaking, I know.”
“Une très mauvaise manière de parler.A really shitty way of speaking.”
They exchanged an amused smile, then J.J. finally took a sip of his beer. Then another. Then he finished the bottle.
“I wouldn’t have stolen it from you, you know,” Shane joked, trying to lighten the mood.
But J.J. didn’t laugh. He looked at him, then his eyes drifted towards Shane’s neck, where he stared. Shane looked down and saw that his pendant had slipped out from beneath his T-shirt. He quickly tucked it back under the fabric. J.J. couldn’t read the names engraved on the sticks, but he did it nonetheless. Ilya had given it to him. He didn’t like people staring at it like that.
“You have someone, don’t you?”
Shane nodded.
“For a long time?”
“Four and a half years.”
“That pendant… he gave it to you?”
Shane nodded again.
“Is it… another player?”
This time, he hesitated for a long moment before answering.
“Yes. But don’t ask me who it is.”
“Just tell me it isn’t Price.”
“It isn’t Price.”
* * * 
Paris, January 2014
They were chatting with David and Vincent, two of Sasha and Alexandre's teammates, both huge hockey fans who followed the NHL religiously, while they waited for the mayor and the registrar to arrive, when Ilya stopped mid-sentence, his expression darkening. Shane followed his gaze and spotted a broad-shouldered man in his fifties, judging by the grey in his hair. He looked completely out of place.
Even though he already knew the answer, Shane asked, “Who is that?”
“My old coach. I'll be back.”
Ilya excused himself and headed towards Sasha's father.
Shane caught him saying,
“What are you doing here? I swear, if you…”
The rest was drowned out by Vincent's voice.
“Est-ce que c'est… le père de Sasha ?Is that... Sasha's dad?”
Shane turned back to them.
“Oui.”
“Qu'est-ce qu'il fout là ? Il est pas homophobe ?What's he doing here? Isn't he homophobic?” David asked.
“Il faut croire que non,Apparently not” Shane replied.
Otherwise, he wouldn't have flown all the way to Paris. It was at least a three-or four-hour flight. He probably hadn't come just to object halfway through the ceremony—assuming you could even do that in France. Their weddings worked so differently from Canadian ones.
Besides, Ilya had always had doubts about his former coach being homophobic. More accurately, he had once said the man loved his son far more than he could ever hate gay people. That he would rather see Sasha happy with another man than never see him again at all.
Now they could only hope his presence would be welcomed.
“Mais qui l’a invité ?But who invited him?”
“Alors elle est arrivée à temps…So it arrived in time after all...”
Out of the corner of his eye, Shane saw Ilya and his former coach leave the room together.
“De quoi tu parles Vincent ?What are you talking about, Vincent?”
Before Vincent could answer, Sasha shouted, “Putain, Alex ! Pourquoi tu as fais ça ?Fuck, Alex! Why did you do that?”
Shane turned towards the grooms-to-be. Dressed in a grey suit, Sasha was glaring at Alexandre.
“C'est ton père, Sasha, je n'allais pas te laisser te marier sans lui…He's your father, Sasha. I wasn't going to let you get married without him...”
It had been a gamble, but Shane understood it. He had been saddened himself when he had learnt that none of Sasha's family would be there.
“C'était mon choix, Alex ! Je ne voulais pas voir le dégoût dans ses yeux quand je te dirais oui…That was my choice, Alex! I didn't want to see the disgust in his eyes when I said yes to you...”
“Je suis désolé, bébé. Je pensais que…I'm sorry, baby. I thought…”
“Je sais très bien ce que tu pensais. Mais c'est le seul parent qui me reste, je ne veux pas le perdre. Je ne le supporterai pas…I know exactly what you thought. But he's the only parent I've got left. I don't want to lose him. I couldn't bear it...”
Sasha looked away, struggling to breathe.
“Ce jour était supposé être parfait. Et maintenant je ne sais même pas si j'aurais encore un père…This day was supposed to be perfect. And now I don't even know if I'll still have a father afterwards...”
There were tears in Sasha's eyes. Alexandre stepped towards him and wrapped him in his arms. For a moment, Shane thought Sasha would pull away, but instead he melted into the embrace and began sobbing, his face buried in the crook of Alexandre's neck as he kept repeating that he didn't want to lose his father.
“Tu ne le perdras, bébé. Tu ne le perdras pas. Il est venu. Il n'était pas obligé, mais il est venu. Pour toi. Parce qu'il t'aime et que tu es son fils.You won't, baby. You won't lose him. He came. He didn't have to, but he came. For you. Because he loves you, and you're his son.”
Sasha's sobs only grew stronger. Alexandre held him even tighter.
“Tout va bien se passer, bébé. Cette journée sera aussi parfaite que tu l'as rêvé, okay ?Everything's going to be alright, baby. This day's going to be every bit as perfect as you dreamed it would be, okay?”
Sasha gave a faint nod.
“Je vais aller lui parler. Je reviens.I'm going to go and talk to him. I'll be back.”
Alexandre kissed the top of his head before leaving him in the care of a woman in her thirties who looked remarkably like him–his sister, probably. Then he left the room.
When he returned a few minutes later, Ilya was with him, alongside Sasha's father. Shane let out a quiet sigh of relief. He had no idea what the three men had said to each other–and perhaps he never would–but he knew Ilya would never have allowed the man to attend the wedding if he had had the slightest doubt about his intentions. He was fiercely protective of his friends, and Sasha wasn't just any friend.
While Alexandre escorted his future father-in-law to the row of seats reserved for family and witnesses, Ilya made his way back to Shane at the back of the room. David and Vincent were still there, chatting away as if Alexandre had never left. Shane learnt that Alexandre had spent a long time debating whether to send an invitation to Sasha's father at all. It was only after hearing Sasha crying following a phone call with him barely two weeks earlier that he had finally decided to do it. Even though his future husband insisted it was better this way, Alexandre knew that, deep down, Sasha wanted his father to be there.
How did Vincent know all that? He had helped Alexandre track down Sasha's father's address and go over the English translation of the letter he had sent with the invitation, correcting it where needed. Alexandre knew exactly what he wanted to say; he just wasn't bilingual like Vincent.
Sasha was still with his sister-in-law when the mayor and the registrar entered the room. She had wiped away his tears, dabbed at his reddened eyes with a damp handkerchief and straightened the rose tucked into his jacket pocket.
“Mesdames, Messieurs, bien le bonjour !Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon!”
 
The ceremony was much shorter than Shane had expected. After confirming the couple's identities, reading several articles from the Civil Code and receiving Sasha's and Alexandre's consent, the mayor declared them married. There were no vows, not even a lingering kiss–just a brief, tender one. Shane hoped they weren't holding back because of Sasha's father. You only got married once.
The thought must have shown on his face because Ilya leaned over and murmured in his ear,
“Alexandre's shy.”
Oh... That was a relief then. Would Shane be like that when they got married? Or would he kiss Ilya like he never had before?
He gave a small shake of his head. No. This wasn't the time to think about that. Today was about Alexandre and Sasha.
Ilya laced their fingers together a little more tightly. He had taken Shane's hand as soon as the ceremony had begun, even though his former coach was only a few seats away, sitting beside Alexandre's parents.
The newlyweds signed the marriage register before the mayor called the witnesses forward: Alexandre's younger sister and one of Sasha's teammates–Nathanael, if Shane had heard correctly. Sasha had wanted Ilya to be his witness, but French law required witnesses to meet certain eligibility requirements that he didn't. So instead, Ilya would give a speech during the wedding dinner. Naturally, he hadn't prepared it. He wanted it to sound like him–completely spontaneous.
The mayor offered the newlyweds his congratulations and best wishes one final time before taking his leave. Everyone rose to congratulate Sasha and Alexandre. The first to reach them, however, was Sasha's father. He walked slowly towards his son. They looked at each other for a long moment before Sasha's eyes filled with tears. His father opened his arms, and Sasha stepped into them.
“I'm so glad you're here...”
His father kissed the top of his head.
“I wouldn't have missed this for the world, Sachenka.”
 
Later, during the drinks reception–an excellent champagne that Shane sampled from Ilya's flute–Sasha's father approached them with hesitant steps. Ilya watched him warily.
On the drive to the reception venue Sasha and Alexandre had hired, he had briefly told Shane what Alexandre and Sasha's father had said to each other–Ilya had acted as interpreter because Alexandre wanted to make sure nothing was misunderstood. There had been no threats, not even a single raised voice. Alexandre had simply explained how important that day was to both of them, and especially to Sasha. Then he had asked why he was there, and who he had come for. His future father-in-law had answered that he was there for Sasha–to watch him marry his soulmate, even if that soulmate happened to be a man. That all that mattered to him was seeing his son happy.
He hadn't made any promises. He would still need time to come to terms with the fact that he would have a son-in-law instead of a daughter-in-law. But he didn't want to lose his son. And then, in his own words–or perhaps with a little embellishment from Ilya, which was entirely possible– "Alexandre had one hell of a pair of balls to risk his wedding for a man he didn't even know."
When Sasha's father finally reached them, a half-empty champagne flute in his hand, he asked in English, “Would you... introduce me to your friend, Ilya?”
Ilya slid a possessive arm around Shane's waist.
A small amused smile tugged at Shane's lips.
“He's not my friend. He's my partner. Shane. Shane Hollander.”
“Oh...” Sasha's father breathed.
For a moment, Shane thought he was going to turn around and walk away. Perhaps it was all too much for him. First his son, and now one of his former players–a young man he had once thought of almost as a son himself. But he didn't. He simply looked down at their hands.
“Are you... married?”
Ilya pulled Shane even closer.
“Not yet.”
“Oh...”
A rather uncomfortable silence settled between them. Unsure what to do with his hands, Shane found himself fidgeting with his fingers.
“I'll come,” Sasha's father said quietly. “If you invite me.”
Ilya let out a soft laugh.
“Then I'll make sure you don't receive the invitation only two days beforehand.”
 
Throughout dinner, between courses, Ilya kept his arm draped across the back of his chair, close against his shoulders. And every now and then, in the middle of a conversation, he would steal a quick kiss from the corner of Shane's lips.
 
When it came time for the first slow dance, Ilya led him onto the dance floor, wrapped Shane’s arms around his neck, slipped his own around his waist, and gently guided him across the floor.
 
When they returned to their hotel around three in the morning, Ilya barely waited for the door to close before kissing him and leading him to the bed, where he made love to him slowly and tenderly.
Ilya fell asleep soon afterwards. Shane spent a long time simply watching him sleep, stretched out on his back in the king-size bed. He couldn't stop thinking about the day. About the wedding. He kept seeing Alexandre and Sasha saying I do, exchanging rings and kissing in front of their family and friends. He could still hear everyone's speeches over dinner, some full of humour, others deeply heartfelt. And he kept wondering: What about us? When will it be our turn?
One day, Ilya had said.
Shane wanted that day to come soon. He wanted all of it, even if theirs would inevitably be different. Even if it wasn't part of the plan.
He didn't care about having fifty guests, or a grand reception, or a caterer, or a dance floor. He just needed Ilya. His parents. Nikita and Mila. Hayden and Jackie. Marlow. He just wanted to become Ilya's husband. And for Ilya to become his. He wanted to wear his wedding band around his neck and see Ilya wearing his around his own. He wanted to be able to sign Shane Hollander-Rozanov. Or Rozanov-Hollander. The order didn't matter, so long as both their names were together.
Then ask him again, his conscience whispered.
When? How? Where?
You already know the answers.
It was true. Ilya had asked for flowers and candles... and for Shane to get down on one knee with a ring box in his hands. And that was exactly what Shane would do on 5 July, on their pontoon, to celebrate five years together.
* * *
The padlock marked with both their names in his hand, Ilya followed Shane along the Pont des Arts, looking for somewhere to attach it. There were thousands of them fastened to the railings on either side of the bridge. Couples from all over the world had left them there. Shane had explained that they symbolised their commitment and the strength of their relationship–a tradition inspired by a Chinese custom that had made its way to Europe in the 2000s. And of course, because he was a hopeless romantic and they apparently hadn't done enough cheesy things already, he had wanted to add theirs as well. As if there weren't already enough hanging from the poor bridge. One day it's going to collapse...
Just like the kiss at the top of the Eiffel Tower or the sunset cruise on the Seine, Shane hadn't mentioned it until the last minute. He had stopped at a street vendor's stall to buy an absurdly plain padlock for the modest sum of ten euros. Yeah. Ten bloody euros for a lump of metal that probably cost two in a supermarket. Not that Ilya was stingy. He had paid without a word. He would have paid thirty if he had had to. It wasn't about the money. He had far too many dollars sitting in his bank account and nowhere near enough ideas for how to spend them. No, the problem was that if Shane had told him beforehand, he would have ordered the most romantic padlock in existence and had their names engraved on it instead of scribbling them on with an old permanent marker...
Anyway. Shane was grinning from ear to ear and seemed genuinely delighted to be searching for the perfect spot. That was all that mattered.
“I've found one!” Shane exclaimed a few minutes later.
Ilya handed him the padlock, and Shane clipped it onto the railing before turning back to him, his eyes shining with happiness.
“And now?”
“We can kiss. Or we could…”
Ilya silenced him with a deep, passionate kiss.
* * *
Lying completely naked on his stomach, with Shane sitting astride his thighs, Ilya was enjoying one of his massages with sweet almond oil, meant to relax his muscles and moisturise his skin. They had been traipsing about all day following Shane’s programme. They had spent the day wandering around Montmartre, deliberately getting lost in its alleyways, climbing up to the Sacré-Cœur, crossing the Jardin du Luxembourg, and then walking to the Latin Quarter. Shane had even managed to drag him into three different bookshops on the pretext that each one had “a unique atmosphere”. For his part, Ilya mainly remembered that he had probably walked fifteen kilometres and that the bag on his back had grown heavier as the day went on.
Shane’s hands slowly moved down to the small of his back and then to his arse, which he caressed absent-mindedly with his fingertips. Every time they passed near the cleft of his arse, Ilya shivered with anticipation. Since Sasha, no one had ever touched him there. Not because he hadn’t had the opportunity, but because to him it was far too intimate for a one-night stand. And with Shane, he had thought the question would come up one day.
But Shane had never asked, and he himself hadn’t dared. Yet he wanted to rediscover the sensation of fingers inside him, that way of losing himself completely. He was even ready to surrender entirely to him. Because it was Shane, and he wanted to give him everything.
Maybe he wasn’t ready for that yet? Maybe he wasn’t interested? Maybe he thought Ilya didn’t like it? He didn’t know. He didn’t want to tarnish what they had with these selfish desires. If Shane had never suggested it, it was probably for a good reason.
And as if to prove him wrong, Shane ran a finger along the cleft of his arse all the way to his hole. Ilya couldn’t hold back a moan of pleasure.
Shane lingered there for a few seconds, right against his entrance, before moving back up.
“You know you can ask me for anything, my love.”
“I know.”
“Then ask.”
And with those words, he slid back down. Slowly. Very slowly. Ilya bit his lip in frustration. He wanted it so badly, but he felt as though he would be forcing him. It was stupid, because Shane was literally asking him to ask, but it wasn’t Shane who had suggested it.
“I won’t do anything unless you ask me explicitly.”
Shane moved down again. Ilya cracked.
“Do you want to?”
“To show you what it feels like to have my fingers inside you? Yes. But this isn’t about me, Ilya, it’s about you. Do you want it?”
“Yes, солнышко. I do.”
Shane was only a few millimetres away.
“Then ask me.”
“Fuck, Shane… Play with my arse.”
His finger brushed over the wrinkled skin and began making small circles. God, it felt good.
“Tell me how to do it. Tell me what you like. I want you to ask me again tomorrow. And the day after.”
Oh, he would ask again. If only for this anticipation.
“You know how to do it, Shane. You know what I like. I’ve already shown you. I’ve shown you everything.”
Shane leant down to kiss the small of his back and breathed against his skin.
“I’ll be right back. I’m going to get the lube.”
The minutes that followed were pure bliss. Shane took his time discovering him, exploring him. Exactly as Ilya had done the first time he had played with him. And Ilya could only moan into the pillow, his hands gripping the sheets, as Shane’s fingers became more precise.
When he finally came, tears in his eyes, it wasn’t just from the pleasure. It was also, and above all, because he knew their love would be even stronger. And God, he had thought that was impossible.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Since the hover translation didn't seem to work for everyone, here is the translation of the French dialogue

With J.J. in the dressing room:

- Oh bah celle-là, je l'avais pas vu venir… => Well, that’s one I didn’t see coming…

With J.J. at Shane's:

- Oh, putain de bordel de merde ! Tu es gay ? => Oh, holy fucking shit! You’re gay?

- Putain… Mais que je suis con, c'est pas possible. Sérieux… Plus con que moi, tu meurs. C'est tellement évident maintenant que tu le dis. Tu étais toujours mal à l'aise quand on parlait de sexe. Tu as toujours refusé que je te présente des filles. Pourquoi tu ne m'as pas mis un pain la première fois que j'ai dit un truc pareil ? J'aurais compris. =>Fuck… I’m such an idiot, it’s unbelievable. Seriously… Nobody’s dumber than me. It’s so obvious now that you say it.You were always uncomfortable when we talked about sex. You always refused when I tried to introduce you to girls. Why didn’t you punch me the first time I said something like that? I would have understood.

- Tu crois ? => You think?

- Okay, peut-être pas, mais je n'aurais pas recommencé. Putain, je suis vraiment un idiot de première… => Okay, maybe not. But I wouldn’t have done it again. Fuck, I’m really an idiot…

- Je suis vraiment désolé, Shane. Je n'ai jamais voulu t'insulter. C'est juste… => I’m really sorry, Shane. I never meant to insult you. It’s just…

- Une façon de parler, je sais. => A way of speaking, I know.

- Une très mauvaise manière de parler. =>A really shitty way of speaking.

At Sasha and Alexandre's wedding:

- Est-ce que c'est… le père de Sasha ? => Is that... Sasha's dad?

- Qu'est-ce qu'il fout là ? Il est pas homophobe ? => What's he doing here? Isn't he homophobic?

- Mais qui l’a invité ? => But who invited him?

- Alors elle est arrivée à temps… =>So it arrived in time after all...

- C'est ton père, Sasha, je n'allais pas te laisser te marier sans lui… => He's your father, Sasha. I wasn't going to let you get married without him...

- C'était mon choix, Alex ! Je ne voulais pas voir le dégoût dans ses yeux quand je te dirais oui…That was my choice, Alex! I didn't want to see the disgust in his eyes when I said yes to you...

- Je suis désolé, bébé. Je pensais que… =>I'm sorry, baby. I thought…

- Je sais très bien ce que tu pensais. Mais c'est le seul parent qui me reste, je ne veux pas le perdre. Je ne le supporterai pas… => I know exactly what you thought. But he's the only parent I've got left. I don't want to lose him. I couldn't bear it...

- Ce jour était supposé être parfait. Et maintenant je ne sais même pas si j'aurais encore un père… => This day was supposed to be perfect. And now I don't even know if I'll still have a father afterwards...

- Tu ne le perdras, bébé. Tu ne le perdras pas. Il est venu. Il n'était pas obligé, mais il est venu. Pour toi. Parce qu'il t'aime et que tu es son fils. => You won't, baby. You won't lose him. He came. He didn't have to, but he came. For you. Because he loves you, and you're his son.

- Tout va bien se passer, bébé. Cette journée sera aussi parfaite que tu l'as rêvé, okay ? => Everything's going to be alright, baby. This day's going to be every bit as perfect as you dreamed it would be, okay?”

- Je vais aller lui parler. Je reviens. => I'm going to go and talk to him. I'll be back.

- Mesdames, Messieurs, bien le bonjour ! => Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon!


  


      

  












      Chapter 24: 2013/2014 Season - Part IV
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which one proposes, the other says yes (but I won't tell who did which)



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there !

Since I'm leaving tomorrow, here is the last part of the 2013/2014 Season. It could be an end-an opening one-but as you know, there is three more seasons. Hope you will like this chapter :)

As usual, thanks for the hits, the kudos, the bookmarks and the comments, they are all greatly appreciated.







  Sochi, February 2014
The Olympic Games. Shane was there. As a player, not a spectator. He had been selected for Team Canada. Ilya for Team Russia. They had both dreamed of this, and now an Olympic medal was within reach.
That was about the only positive thing about these Games, though. Everything else left a lot to be desired. The travel arrangements? A complete mess. Even Ilya could have organised them better, and he hated dealing with that sort of thing. The Russian welcome? Ice-cold. The border officers hadn't even bothered speaking English. The woman who had processed Shane had simply barked, "Passport." Not a single “please”, not even a “have a good stay”.
And the accommodation? A nightmare. They were sleeping three to a room in very uncomfortable twin beds that were clearly not built for men of their size–well, his teammate’s size. J.J. kept complaining they were too narrow and that his feet hung over the end. Ilya's probably did too, since he always slept so low down the bed. Then again, it probably didn't bother him much. He was always too warm and usually slept half outside the covers anyway.
His parents had offered to come and support them, but Shane had told them they would be much better off at home, watching from the sofa. Ilya, who had been with him during the call, had immediately added that they would be much safer in Canada. That he would much rather know they were there than here. Shane hadn't asked why. He already knew better than to. Just knowing Ilya was back in Russia made him anxious enough.
Since their respective arrivals in Sochi, they had only seen each other three times, during their free afternoons. They had meet on the beach, walk along the shoreline side by side while keeping what looked like a perfectly respectable distance–not quite Plum Island distance–and tell each other about their day. Once they had run out of things to say, they had simply sit down–still at that same respectable distance–and enjoy each other's company. It was torture being so close and not even being able to touch. Sometimes their little fingers brushed against one another. That was all.
Perhaps they were being a little paranoid. Between the Olympic Village, the fan zones, and the chilly weather, the beach was never particularly busy. Only the occasional jogger ventured this far along the shore. But neither of them wanted to take the slightest risk. Shane couldn’t wait for the Games to be over and for them to go home. After having tasted freedom in Paris, this situation was fucking torture.
Today, Shane was walking along the beach alone. He had the rest of the afternoon and the entire evening free. He would probably walk all the way to their stretch of beach before heading back to rest. Perhaps he would do some reading first - he had found a few interesting books in Paris bookshops. Whatever happened, he intended to go to bed early. He still hadn't recovered from the jet lag. How did Ilya manage to be full of energy the very next morning?
He was making his way back towards the Olympic Village when someone shouted his name while waving an arm enthusiastically. Whoever it was had company, though the second person stayed quiet. It took Shane a moment to recognise them through the wind that stung his eyes. It was Carter Vaughan and Scott Hunter of the New York Admirals, both of whom had been selected for Team USA. Hunter was even their captain. Shane couldn't think of anyone better suited to the role. He was an outstanding player, remarkably humble and down-to-earth. Besides, he was already captain of the Admirals.
"How's it going, guys?" he asked as they met halfway. "You off for a walk along the beach as well?"
"We're actually heading back," Vaughan replied. "Quite a beach, isn't it? Who would've thought there'd be palm trees in Russia?"
Shane laughed. Vaughan had a point-it was rather unexpected.
"Is it nicer further that way?" Hunter asked.
"I'm not sure. I always walk in this direction."
"We were thinking of grabbing something at the Village McDonald's. Fancy joining us?" Vaughan suggested.
Shane glanced at his watch. Nearly five o'clock. A bit too early to head back to his room.
"Okay."
He had never actually been to a McDonald's before. He hoped they served tea and had a fruit salad. The fizzy drinks were packed with sugar, just like the cookies and all the other desserts
They headed back towards the Village, Shane walking between them. At five foot nine, he felt rather small beside these two giants. And ordinary, despite his Japanese features. Hunter was strikingly handsome with his blond hair, blue eyes, and the build of a Navy SEAL. Vaughan wasn't exactly lacking either, with his dark skin and warm brown eyes. Of course, Ilya was far more handsome. But Shane couldn't pretend these two men weren't attractive. Did either of them have someone? Or, like J.J., were they still looking for the right person? Shane honestly had no idea. Perhaps everyone else knew. Maybe there had been articles, interviews, photographs. He simply didn't read celebrity magazines.
After a few steps in silence, Hunter congratulated him on his game. Shane couldn’t help but blush. It was Hunter, after all!
"Thanks," he mumbled. "It was an easy game, but I'll take it."
"These opening matches usually are," Vaughan said. "Who've we got next, Scotty? Fiji?"
Hunter frowned.
"Denmark. And I don't want to hear anyone getting cocky about it."
Hunter really was remarkably humble. And respectful towards his opponents. Shane had never once heard him insult another player.
"Yes, sir," Vaughan replied teasingly.
They walked a little further.
“So, what do you make of the accommodation?” Shane asked.
It probably wasn't the most inspired conversation starter, but it was the first thing that had come to mind. He didn't want Hunter and Vaughan to think he wasn't interested in talking to them.
“You've got to be joking,” Vaughan scoffed. “I'm sleeping on what feels like a bloody camp bed...”
Shane was about to correct him, but Hunter beat him to it.
“They're twin beds.”
“Same difference. I'm cramped in there, and if I don't want my feet hanging off the end, I have to curl up. And there's barely enough room to move between the beds. Sully and I keep bumping into each other. But the worst part is your snoring.”
“I don't snore,” Hunter muttered.
“Right. You just breathe very loudly. Honestly, we've had better. I miss my bed, I miss my room, I miss my house.”
“And what about Gloria?”
Gloria? Was that his girlfriend? Or perhaps his fiancée?
“Of course I miss her, but we talk every day.”
“Why don't you just Skype your bed?”
“Very funny, Scotty. But don't tell me you don't miss your flat. You're always hiding away in it.”
“I like the peace and quiet.”
Shane understood that all too well. He joined the others at the bar after a win from time to time, but it exhausted him. Too much noise, too many people. And he struggled to keep up with the conversations. Most of the time he simply nodded along and hoped nobody asked him a question, because he would have to ask them to repeat it.
“You should come out with us once in a while. Gloria's got loads of friends. I could introduce you.”
“I've already told you I'm not interested.”
Shane felt as though he were listening to himself. And to J.J. His friend had tried exactly the same thing, constantly trying to set him up with whichever friends his current girlfriend happened to have. Perhaps Hunter already had someone and simply wanted to keep them private? But Vaughan and he seemed close enough that surely he would have told him. Or perhaps he was asexual?
Or gay? his conscience suggested.
Shane hadn't wanted to assume. But that was just as much of a possibility.
“They're lovely, you know. And absolutely gorgeous.”
“Carter, please...”
“Just think about it, alright? It makes me sad knowing you're always on your own at home. Anyway, enough about you. What are you up to tonight, Hollander?”
“I was planning to read for a bit and have an early night.”
“Ah, you like peace and quiet too? It’s a shame not to make the most of the Olympics. There are speed skating events tonight.”
Hunter's face immediately lit up.
“Is it?”
Vaughan rolled his eyes with a sigh.
“Scotty, you're hopeless. I sent you the Olympic schedule last week. Didn't you check your emails?”
“I changed phones just before we left. I can't remember the password to my email account anymore...”
“Don't tell me you used another randomly generated password.”
“It's more secure.”
Well, that sounds familiar.
Very much so. Ilya did exactly the same thing–except he somehow managed to remember his. The first time Shane had seen one, he had genuinely wondered how: it was nothing but a jumble of letters, numbers and special characters with no discernible pattern whatsoever. Upper and lower case mixed together for good measure.
“The men's figure skating free programme is on as well,” Vaughan went on. “Honestly, those guys have got guts coming here. With everything that's going on in Russia at the moment, some of them are practically risking their lives.”
“What do you mean?”
“Honestly, Scotty, do you ever leave your cave?”
“Russia passed a nationwide law against so-called homosexual propaganda last June,” Shane explained.
“Foreigners have even been arrested just for holding their partner's hand in public,” Vaughan added.
Hunter went pale.
Okay, he's gay.
Very probably.
Not probably. Definitely.
* * *
These Olympic Games were definitely a disaster. And not because they had played like shit–  that was what happened when you put together a “dream team” made up of players with oversized egos who had no idea how to play together. Ilya had done his best, but when he was the only one thinking about team play, there wasn't much he could do. And of course, because they had made him captain–he hadn't fucking asked for it!–he was the one who had to answer the press and explain their pathetic performances. They were at home–even if it hadn't been Ilya's home for years–and they hadn't even made it past the qualifying round. They had suffered a humiliating defeat against Latvia.
But Ilya didn't care about any of that. Canada had reached the quarter-finals and were strong contenders for a medal. Shane deserved gold. He had played admirably despite everything. Ilya knew he was worried–horribly anxious, even–and yet he managed. He held himself together despite the pressure. And nothing was making things easier for him. Ilya was regularly invited to socialise with government officials and smile at people who blindly followed men and women who passed laws that terrified a part of the Russian population.
Tonight was no exception. He was going to meet the Minister of Internal Affairs, his father's former boss. A man whose anti-gay statements regularly made the headlines. A man who admired him. If he only knew...
To reassure Shane, who had nearly had a panic attack when Ilya had told him about the meeting during their walk that afternoon, Ilya had left him his phone. It was the only thing that could incriminate him, despite the encrypted folders where he kept his photos. Not that the FSB was going to hack his phone-that was mostly Shane's imagination running wild. But it had calmed him down. And besides, Ilya didn't need it.
It wasn't the Minister who worried him the most. It was his father's presence. His condition had deteriorated again. He probably wouldn't be able to keep pretending for very long. Ilya planned to follow him everywhere he went, even to the toilets, just to make sure he didn't end up wandering around the gala reception room without knowing where he was or why he was there.
Before going there, Ilya had to collect his father from his hotel room. Polina had dropped him off earlier and was supposed to stay with him until Ilya arrived. Truthfully, he had already arrived. He had been standing in front of the door for five minutes but still hadn't managed to gather the courage to knock. Not because he was afraid. Because he wasn't sure he could handle what was waiting for him.
Despite his increasingly advanced Alzheimer's, his father had been perfectly capable of picking up his phone, calling him, and telling him how disappointed he was. That those fucking Americans had made him soft and stupid. That he should have stopped him from leaving. Ilya had taken it all, alone in his room, before locking himself in the bathroom and crying. Those words had hurt. But what hurt even more was the thought that had crossed his mind at that moment. He would rather have been dead than playing in the KHL.
He closed his eyes, breathed in, breathed out. Just like Shane when he tried to calm his anxious thoughts. It's only a few hours.
He knocked. The door opened and Grigory Rozanov appeared in all his former glory, wearing his full police uniform. He frowned sternly, his lips pulled into an irritated grimace.
“You're late,” he growled.
Instinctively, Ilya lowered his head and apologised.
Satisfied, his father stepped aside to let him in. Ilya had the unpleasant surprise of not finding Polina in the room.
“Where's Polina?”
“Who?”
“Your wife. Polina.”
“I told her to go home. I don't need someone watching over me.”
Ilya didn't answer, but he thought plenty. His stepmother had probably had to remind him at least three or four times that he was attending a gala with Ilya and that they were meeting the Minister of Internal Affairs.
They stood there for a moment without speaking, simply looking at each other. Ilya could see it in his eyes. He had already forgotten. Not everything. But probably a lot. So Ilya reminded him why they were standing in that hotel room.
A flash of recognition crossed his father's eyes, then he grunted.
“You should be honoured that he wants to meet you. After last night.”
Ilya bit the inside of his cheek. He didn't feel honoured at all. It was humiliating. Having to shake the hand of a man who said that queers deserved to end up in the gulag.
“Losing against Latvia,” his father continued. “How could you let that happen? How can you not be ashamed?”
“I am ashamed, Father.”
He hoped that would calm him down. He didn't have the strength to listen to more tonight. Unfortunately, it didn't work.
“That is far from enough. They don't teach you discipline in the American league. You're careless now. It's a shame, because you were so promising when you were younger.”
I'm twenty-two and I'm one of the best players in the NHL.
“The team didn't know how to work together.”
That probably wasn't the right thing to say, but he didn't want to take responsibility for everyone else's failures. He had scored goals. He had made great passes. He had created opportunities. If they hadn't been able to take them, that was their problem.
“And? You're captain, aren't you? Whose fault is it if they couldn't work together?”
Theirs. And the coach's. But certainly not mine.
His father walked over to the small bar and poured himself a glass of vodka. Ilya could have used one. Or five or six. But he drank very moderately now. Shane didn't like the taste of alcohol on his lips.
His father turned around and looked him up and down.
“You need a haircut.”
Ilya had let his hair grow a little longer. Shane loved running his fingers through his curls and playing with them in front of the fire pit on their terrace–and when he took him into his mouth. But this was not the time for thoughts like that. Not when he couldn't touch him, or even relieve his frustration in the shower with walls as thin as paper.
“Ah, look at that tie! Who tied it for you? Your mother? She never knew how to do it properly.”
Ilya clenched his fists. Even dead, she still wasn't safe from his criticism...
“No, Father. Mom died ten years ago. Do you remember?”
His father froze, fingers tightening around his tie. For a moment, he looked deeply confused, then he regained his composure.
“Yes, of course. I meant your stepmother.”
He continued adjusting his ti e, then placed a hand over his chest, his gaze suddenly distant. The forgetting again. Ilya placed his hand over his and squeezed gently.
“We should go.”
His father's brows furrowed.
“Yes...”
“To the gala,” Ilya clarified. “For the Olympics. You're going to introduce me to the Minister.”
His father looked up, his eyes suddenly bright with anger and fear.
“I know.”
No, you didn’t remember anymore. And in ten minutes, you wouldn’t remember again.
Maybe it was time to start thinking about putting him in a care home
* * *
Boston, June 2014
The Boston Arena was electric. The fans all around him were screaming with joy and relief. After a hard-fought battle against the San Francisco team, the Bears had won the game thanks to Ilya's decisive goal just seconds before the final whistle. But more than the game, it was the Stanley Cup they had won. The first one in more than ten years.
On the ice, Ilya's teammates who weren't busy throwing him into the air were hugging each other and patting each other on the back. Soon, Jameson and Ilya would lift the Cup. Jameson as captain, and Ilya as his replacement starting next season.
The Olympics hadn't gone the way Ilya had hoped, but this season was his crowning achievement. Shane was incredibly proud of him. He was even crying. And he wasn’t the only one. His parents, who had travelled all this way, were crying too.
The Cup was brought onto the ice. Ilya was finally able to put his feet back on the ground. One of his skates slipped and Marlow caught him, steadying him. Then Ilya searched through the crowd for them, and when he found them, his lips moved.
He said, “I love you.” and “Thank you for being here.”
Not entirely sure she had translated correctly, his mother asked what he had said. Shane repeated it for them, and they answered in turn, “We love you too, Ilya.” and “We are so proud of you.”
Jameson put an arm around Ilya's neck and guided him towards the Cup. They each took one end–Ilya with his left hand, Jameson with his right–and lifted it above their heads. The crowd erupted once again.
Shane's tears flowed even harder. Ilya had pulled out his chain and was kissing his mother's cross.
 
Later, after Ilya had declined his teammates' invitation to celebrate their victory at a bar, after they had dropped his parents off at their hotel, after they had closed the door of Ilya's flat behind them, after they had eaten a little something, they didn't make love. Not because they didn't want to. Not because they were too tired. Simply because, in that moment, Ilya finally fully understood what he had done. And he broke down in Shane's arms, crying as he repeated, “I did it.”
Shane held him tightly, ran his fingers through his hair and whispered against his ear, “You did it. And wherever she is, she is so proud of you. We all are. The four of us. And we love you so much.”
* * * 
Outaouais, July 2014
Ilya was about to go back and get the last bags of shopping from the car when he noticed a trail of rose petals leading from the living room. He froze. Shane wasn’t going to do this. Not today. Not before him.
He shook his head and walked back towards the driveway. There were still two bags left in the boot and the fresh food needed to go in the fridge. Especially all the fruit he had bought for Shane’s smoothies.
Ilya grabbed the last bags, closed the boot with his elbow, then went into the kitchen and put the shopping away. All of it. He emptied the dishwasher. Threw away the used Nespresso capsules. Set the plates and cutlery out for lunch. Were they even going to have lunch here?
And then he couldn’t find anything else to do. He had to go. He couldn’t reasonably keep Shane waiting any longer. The candles were going to melt and set fire to the pontoon, and Shane’s marriage proposal was going to be ruined. Because that was what he was going to do, wasn’t it? Ask him to marry him. And Ilya was going to say yes.
Of course he was going to say yes. It was Shane, the love of his life, his soulmate.
But how dare he beat him to it? He was the one who was supposed to scatter red and white rose petals around the house. He was the one who was supposed to light up their pontoon with dozens–no, hundreds–of candles. He was the one who was supposed to kneel in front of him. He was the one who was supposed to recite a beautiful speech and ask him at the end, “Will you make me the happiest man alive by saying yes?”
He was the one who was supposed to do all those romantic things to make Shane cry, not the other way around.
Okay, Ilya. Follow the fucking flowers and let him do this for you. He must have spent weeks preparing this. He must have written his proposal God knew how many times before finding the right words. He must have… Actually, just: get your arse out of this kitchen!
And Ilya got his arse out of the kitchen. He followed the trail of petals, placed at regular intervals–a little too regularly, actually. Had he measured the distance between them or something? He crossed the living room, stepped over the frame of the patio doors and… Oh, fuck, it was beautiful. Even more beautiful than what he had imagined doing himself. Now there were whole roses creating a path all the way to the dock. Was he supposed to pick them up?
He carefully picked up the first one and burst out laughing. He had removed all the thorns…
Oh, Mum, I don’t know what I could have done in my life to deserve a man like this. But thank you. Thank you for putting him in my path. Thank you for giving me something you never had. I love you. I love you. And I miss you… Oh God, I miss you so much. But I’m sure you’re here and you’re watching me. Yes, look at me picking up these roses and walking towards this incredible man who is going to become my husband. Look at me saying yes to him and probably crying, because all this happiness is simply too much for me.
When he reached the potoon, five red roses and far too many white ones in his hands, Shane had his back turned to him, watching the lake. There was a pair of loons with their chicks. Fuck, even they’re part of the plan!
“Shane,” he called softly.
Shane turned around, closed the distance between them and dropped to one knee. Ilya barely stopped himself from saying, “Marry me.”
Don’t you dare interrupt him. Don’t even think about anything else. Just listen.
“Ilya, my love, accept these five red roses, symbolising the five years I have spent loving you, and these white roses for all the years I want to spend loving you still. (Sorry, the florist didn’t have any more.)”
Ilya mouthed, “It’s okay, there are already more than enough.”
“Today marks exactly five years since you gave me the chance to get to know you and to love you. Some days have been harder than others, but every single day I have loved you a little more, and today I would like us to begin a new chapter in our story.”
He paused, probably searching for the rest of his speech in that mind overflowing with romance. And holy fucking shit, he had said all of that in Russian?
Shut the fuck up!
“Nothing is really going to change for another three or four years. (God, sometimes I hate our sport, even though it’s the thing that brought us together.) But I want to be able to call you my fiancé, and then my husband. And when we finally find that club willing to accept a couple of hockey players playing for them (I was thinking Ottawa, what do you think?), I want you to be the first thing I see when I open my eyes and the last person I say goodnight to. I want to build a family with you, raise our children with you, grow old beside you and die in your arms. So, Ilya Grigoryevich Rozanov, would you make me the happiest man alive and say yes?”
Ilya dropped to his knees as well, placed the flowers on the pontoon and took Shane’s hands in his. He gently brushed his thumb over the back of his hand and, with the biggest smile on his face, replied, “I’m going to do better than just say yes. I’m going to say I give up. I surrender. I can’t resist you anymore, or your love. But I think you forgot the ring, Shane.”
“Fuck!”
Shane let go of his hands and hurriedly searched through the front pocket of his trousers, pulling out a small box which he opened. Inside were one fairly wide silver band. Simple, but perfect.
“There. It should fit you.”
“You measured my finger while I was asleep?”
Shane went red.
“Will you put it on me?”
He picked up the ring between his fingers and asked hesitantly, “Your right hand, isn’t it?”
Ilya completely melted. The proposal in Russian, and now this…
“Yes, Shane. The right one.”
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  Outaouais, July 2014
Ilya was woken in the middle of the night by a Shane who seemed far too alert for someone who was supposed to be asleep. He was gently shaking his shoulder, whispering, “Ilya, my love?”
As Ilya was still half asleep and had only just been dreaming about their wedding night, he mumbled that he was too tired to make love, pulled the sheet tighter around himself, and tried to drift back into his dream. But Shane insisted, so he turned slightly and found himself against his chest, Shane propped up on one elbow.
“What? What's wrong?” he asked, his voice thick with sleep.
“I've been thinking about Daniil's email.”
Ilya sighed. It was far too early to be thinking about his agent's reply regarding their marriage and the years ahead. Besides, Daniil had sent it late that afternoon, at an hour when he should have been asleep as well. At least Daniil had an excuse: he had a three-month-old baby who still didn't sleep through the night, and far too much work to cram into a single day. What was Shane's excuse, hmm? Other than his habit of tying his brain in knots in the middle of the night over something that could easily wait until morning.
“Cолнышко, nights are for sleeping, not thinking…”
Shane rested his forehead against his shoulder and breathed, “I know… But it just kept going round and round in my head…”
Ilya rolled onto his back and invited him to snuggle closer.
“Okay. I'm listening. But simple words and slowly. Is…” He reached for his phone, which was charging on the edge of the bed, and checked the time. “Two thirty-seven. My brain is not equipped for anything more right now.”
Shane nodded eagerly and curled against his side, his head on his shoulder and his hand over his heart. Ilya wrapped an arm around him and kissed the top of his hair. Shane took a deep breath.
“I know he said he was willing to stand by you despite everything that's happening in Russia, and despite the fact that we planned to come out gradually over the next few years, but... I started thinking that maybe someone else should represent you instead.” He nibbled on his lower lip. “I mean, I know you trust him and that he’s been representing you since you entered the NHL, but it’s going to be a hell of a lot of extra work for him to handle everything that’s going to happen at that point. I don’t want him to burn himself out because of us, you know?”
He drew another breath. Ilya assumed he had finished, but Shane continued.
“And besides, let's be realistic. Supporting you from inside Russia could end up ruining his career. I'd rather not imagine what could happen if someone decided to make an example of him because of that law. Actually... I did imagine it... and it sent me into a panic.”
At last Shane fell silent, breathing a little faster. Throughout the whole monologue, Ilya hadn't even tried to think. His brain simply wasn't awake enough to process his own thoughts and keep listening at the same time.
He waited for a few moments, just in case Shane wanted to add anything else, before clearing his throat.
“So... let me make sure I've got this right, Shane.”
Even though he was fully awake by now, he still took a moment to find the right words.
“So you want me to tell Daniil, who knows perfectly well what risks he’s taking, that I’m going to fire him as my agent because you’re worried he’ll end up in a gulag, is that what you’re saying?”
Shane lifted his head, his eyes wide with concern.
“They could send him to the gulag?”
Ilya blinked. Well… apparently he had forgotten that it was two forty in the morning for Shane too. It probably wasn’t the best time for dark humour–or any humour at all.
“No, Shane. I was joking…”
“But they could arrest him and send him to prison?”
Ilya laid his hand over Shane's and gave it a gentle squeeze.
“No, cолнышко.”
At least, he didn't think so. That seemed excessive and difficult to justify. On the other hand...
“But they could demand a hefty penalty and pressure him into dropping me as a client.”
Shane’s expression was a complicated mix of horror and indignation. Ilya had a pretty good idea of what had just crossed his mind.
“And you'd let him take that risk?”
A small amused smile escaped him. Shane was so predictable. Though, to be fair, all Ilya had done was read the email and decide to reply the following morning, given what time it was in Russia. Daniil would have been able to reply straight away and try to make him change his mind. That way, he wouldn’t assume it was an impulsive decision and would be more likely to accept it.
“No. I was planning to tell him it would be better for him if we ended things here. I'd never forgive myself if anything happened to him because of me.”
Shane seemed relieved by his answer. Ilya didn’t take offence; if anything, he found it sweet. He had spent half the night worrying about Daniil, a man he didn’t even know.
“So you're going to find a new agent?”
“If I had the choice, I'd keep Daniil. But... with the scandal our relationship is going to cause, it would be better if I found someone who can handle everything from North America.”
“What about Farah?” Shane suggested.
The idea had crossed Ilya’s mind too, but he hadn’t wanted to dwell on it. For obvious reasons of practicality–and perhaps because of a possible conflict of interest, though he wasn’t entirely sure about that.
“I don't know... wouldn't it make things even more complicated for her if she represented both of us?”
Shane shook his head, his expression certain. He had obviously thought this through as well.
“Quite the opposite. It'll make things easier.”
“How?”
“Because she'll only have to build one communications strategy. Otherwise, you'd have two different agents trying to agree on every press release, every interview, every response. It would be a nightmare.”
When Shane put it like that, it suddenly seemed obvious that Farah was the right choice.
“And besides, she likes you,” Shane added with a smile.
And Ilya liked her too. Besides, he knew how she worked, having sat in on several meetings about them.
“Okay, Shane. I'll ask her.”
* * *
Moscow, August 2014
With his half-asleep nephew nestled against his chest, his little head resting on a muslin cloth draped over Ilya's shoulder and his tiny hands clutching at his T-shirt, Ilya made his way slowly towards the front door. They were in the middle of trying to burp him–even though it probably wasn't going to happen–when someone knocked. He wasn't expecting anyone and had no desire to be disturbed, but he decided to answer it anyway. Just in case it was important.
Balancing Mikhail with one arm, he unlocked the door and pulled it open to find Dasha and Elena standing on the doorstep. Slung over his sister-in-law's shoulder was a cheap fabric travel bag, crammed so full of hastily thrown-in belongings that she hadn't even managed to zip it shut. Clutched against Elena's chest were her favourite soft toys, held tightly under one arm while her other hand gripped her mother's. Her eyes were red and puffy from tears she couldn't have shed very long ago.
But what struck Ilya the most was his sister-in-law’s red cheek and swollen lip. Injuries he had seen far too many times on his mother’s face and that should never have been on hers. But they were there, and this time Ilya wasn’t going to hold himself back. He was really going to punch his brother in the face. Maybe two or three more times after that. He deserved them. Every single one of them.
Not tonight, though. Tonight, he was going to take care of his family. But tomorrow… tomorrow, he would do it.
“Dasha…”
It was all he managed to say. He was so angry–no, furious. How the fuck could that brainless bastard he called his brother have dared lay a hand on her?
Dasha tightened her grip on the bag straps and looked away. Oh no, gorgeous. You don't have anything to be ashamed of for coming to me.
“Good evening, Ilyusha. Could... could we stay here tonight?”
Ilya didn't ask why. He already knew why. What he didn't know was how it had happened. Or what had started it. And he wasn't going to ask. Not yet. First he would get them safely inside. Then he would put Mikhail and Elena to bed. After that he would take care of Dasha's injuries. Only then would he ask.
He gently lifted the bag from her shoulder– it must have been heavy, and the straps were probably digging into her delicate skin. His heart clenched when she flinched. He stepped aside to let them in, then quietly shut the door behind them. He led them into the sitting room before taking the bag to his own bedroom. He would sleep on the sofa.
When he came back in the room, the two of them were curled up together on the sofa. He rummaged through the basket where they kept the remote controls and handed Dasha the television and DVD player remotes.
“I think Frozen is still in the DVD player.”
It was Elena's favourite Disney film. They had started watching it again the previous evening after spending the afternoon at the playground while they waited for Dasha to pick her up. She had had an appointment with her solicitor about the divorce.
He adjusted Mikhail's head, which had started to droop to one side. His neck wasn't nearly as fragile now that he was ten months old, but it still couldn't have been comfortable.
“I'll put him to bed. I won't be long.”
He carried his nephew upstairs, settled him into his cot, switched on the baby monitor and took the receiver back downstairs with him. He left the nursery door slightly ajar, though. More often than not, he heard Mikhail crying before the monitor did.
Then he went back downstairs and placed the receiver on the living room table before heading to the kitchen to wrap some ice cubes in a tea towel for Dasha. He sat down beside her and gently held it against her cheek. She flinched again.
“It should help keep the swelling down.”
His sister-in-law lowered her eyes to Elena, who had fallen asleep across her lap, and brushed a strand of hair away from her forehead.
“He only slapped me,” she whispered. “I bit my lip myself.”
Ilya's gaze shifted to his niece.
“She saw it?”
Dasha nodded. Ilya clenched his fists until his nails dug into his palms.
“He'll never come near either of you again. I promise. I'll ring your solicitor, and he'll apply for a protection order.”
“It'll never go through, Ilyusha... He's a police officer.”
“And I've got money.”
There were corrupt policemen. Why not corrupt judges?
His conscience echoed inside his head. It sounded remarkably like Shane. Maybe. But that's not what you really want. You're just angry. You're not thinking straight. Sleep on it. Decide tomorrow.
Okay.
They watched the rest of the film in silence. Ilya's anger didn't fade, but he managed to push it into a corner of his heart. Only until tomorrow. He wasn't going to let this go. Not after everything Andreï had already done.
When the credits began to roll, Ilya stood and carried Elena to the guest room. He tucked her into bed without even changing her clothes, pulled the duvet up around her and kissed her forehead.
You're never going back to that house, my princess. Neither is your mum. He'll never come near either of you again. I promise.
When he returned to the sitting room, Dasha had switched off the television and put the DVD back in its case.
“When are your friends getting back, Ilyusha?”
Ilya glanced briefly at his watch.
“They must still be at the cinema. I told them to go to a restaurant before they went in.”
He had arrived the previous week, and the very first thing he had told Nikita and Mila was that, once he and Mikhail had properly got to know each other–because Skype was all very well, but it couldn't replace touch or smell–he was throwing them out for the evening, and he didn't want to see them again before eleven o'clock. They were going to have a night entirely to themselves.
He had also offered to give Mikhail his morning bottle, but Mila had refused. That time belonged to the three of them.
Ilya sat back down beside Dasha and waited. Of course he wanted to ask why Andreï had slapped her. Whether it had been because of the divorce. Whether he had discovered she was seeking sole custody of Elena. But perhaps it was better to let her go at her own pace. She would tell him. He knew she would. When she was ready. When she wanted to revisit it. Right now, she probably wanted to think about something else. If she wanted to talk at all.
She remained silent for a long time.
“You know you'll make an amazing dad one day, don't you, Ilyusha?”
All right, Dasha. Let's talk about that.
“Shane will be the best one. He'll have read every book and watched every video.”
His bedside table would be buried beneath parenting books, and his YouTube history would be nothing but childcare videos. Ilya could already picture him practising every possible baby sling carry–because apparently there was more than one; Mila had shown him the basic one, and he had thought it looked ridiculously complicated–and experimenting with homemade baby food recipes.
Yes, that was exactly the sort of thing Shane would do. Because it was more natural. Healthier. He could practically hear him explaining that shop-bought baby food was full of... what were they called again?
Flavour enhancers, preservatives, gelling agents...
Yes, those things!
Dasha gave him a sad little smile.
“You know, no one learns how to be a parent from books. You become one, little by little, day after day. And you already are one. You've taken such good care of Elena. To her... you're her dad.”
Ilya didn't answer. That had never been the place he had wanted to take. He had only ever wanted to be the person Elena could always rely on. Because... wasn't that what uncles were supposed to be?
Dasha went on, “Andreï... he received the court papers today. He was furious. He told me to cancel everything, but I said no. That just made him even angrier, and he slapped me.”
Andreï had never been able to manage his emotions. How many times had Ilya heard him fly into a rage, even as a teenager? But he had never thought Andreï capable of doing something like that, of raising a hand against a woman, let alone his own wife. Like Ilya, he had witnessed far too many of their father's violent outbursts. And no matter how often he claimed their mother had always favoured him, he had loved her.
Maybe the drink and the drugs had something to do with it.
“I think it shocked him just as much as it shocked me, you know. He looked at me as though he were seeing someone else.”
Our mother. He was seeing our mother.
“But he didn't apologise. He said it was my fault, that I'd pushed him too far, that I had no right to do this to him, that she was his daughter.”
Of course he hadn't apologised. Nothing had ever been his fault. How many times had he blamed Ilya for something he had done- or hadn't done?
“I don't know what came over me, but I laughed, Ilyusha. He's never looked after her, and now suddenly she's his daughter.”
It was laughable, really. But it sounded exactly like him. He had always been possessive. About everything. Even his bloody jam.
“He tried to slap me again, but I kicked him in the balls and left.”
Obviously she had left. She had only stayed because they had been living together peacefully while waiting for the divorce to go through–Ilya had maybe offered to give him another five thousand dollars a month to make things easier. But now violence had entered the picture, and that was something she couldn't accept.
“I grabbed whatever I could lay my hands on and walked out. He was screaming at me to come back, on his knees on the floor, holding his balls, when I walked out the door.”
Ilya would have paid to see that. His proud, macho brother brought to his knees by his own wife. But he couldn't stop worrying about tomorrow. Dasha had humiliated him twice over...
“I wanted to go to a hotel, but I'd forgotten my purse. So I came here.”
She should never even have considered a hotel, but Ilya knew why she had.
“I'll go back and get it tomorrow.”
Absolutely not. First he had to make sure Andreï would leave her alone.
“No. I'll go and get it. And the rest of your things as well. You're both staying here until we find you somewhere else to live.”
“Ilyusha...”
Ilya silenced her with a finger.
“No. I don't want to hear you say you're going to manage on your own. I promised I'd support you through this, and I meant it.”
He was the one who had encouraged her to see that solicitor in the first place. He wanted her to be happy, and she was never going to be happy with Andreï. Besides, she hadn't loved him for years. She had admitted that herself.
“Tomorrow we'll look through the estate agents' websites and arrange some viewings.”
She opened her mouth to protest again.
“And don't even mention money. I've got far too much of it. It may as well be spent on my family instead of sitting in my bank account.”
Her shoulders began to shake. That's it, gorgeous. Let it out. I'm here. I'll protect you. 
Ilya drew her against his chest and simply let her cry into him.
* * *
The following morning, Ilya was woken by pounding on the front door and someone shouting.
“Dasha! Get out here right now, you bitch!”
Ilya pulled on the tracksuit bottoms he had thrown over the back of the sofa the night before.
His brother hammered on the door again.
“I know you're in there, Dasha. Don't make me kick this bloody door in!”
Go on then, you bastard.
After Andreï's threats four years earlier, Nikita had replaced the front door with a reinforced security door. More to reassure Mila than because he had ever taken Andreï seriously.
Elena's bedroom door opened, followed by Dasha's.
“Go to your mum, my princess.”
She ran over and clung to her mother's bare legs, trembling. Dasha was frightened too, but she seemed determined not to let her daughter see it.
Ilya gave her a reassuring smile.
“I'll deal with him. Go back into the bedroom, okay?”
His sister-in-law picked Elena up and closed the door again.
“Dasha, I swear, if you don't get your arse back here, I'll have you arrested for kidnapping!”
Ilya heard footsteps thundering down the stairs. It was probably Nikita, ready to rip into Andreï. When he and Mila had come back from the cinema the previous evening, Ilya had told them Dasha and Elena were staying with them, without explaining why in front of Mila. It was only after she had gone upstairs to bed that he had told Nikita everything. He had been furious.
Over the years, he and Mila had grown close to Dasha. They had even taken her and Elena away for a long weekend by the sea in July. Hurting Dasha was like hurting one of their own. So if Andreï had come here to threaten her on his doorstep, there was no way Nikita was going to let it slide.
Ilya stopped him.
“I'll handle him. Go and reassure your wife.”
Nikita shoved his arm aside rather roughly.
“No chance. I'm not leaving you alone with him. He's perfectly capable of arresting you and accusing you of God knows what.”
“He's not that stupid.”
“So you say!”
Andreï started battering the door again.
“Dasha! I'm not joking. I'm on the phone with one of my colleagues.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. Yeah, right. And how exactly are you going to explain the bruise on her cheek?
“Will he shut his bloody mouth already?” Nikita growled, unlocking the door.
He pulled it open.
“Threaten your wife one more time in front of me and I promise you'll need dentures to eat.”
Andreï tried to force his way into the flat, but Nikita shoved him back into the corridor while Ilya closed the door behind them. He surprised himself with how calm he felt. Maybe because he knew at least one of them had to stay level-headed. Or maybe because he had spent a good part of the night thinking and had realised there was another way to make his brother back off and leave his wife and daughter alone. One that didn't involve violence. Because there was no way he was going to become like them.
“You know I could arrest you, Nikita?”
“Oh yeah? And for what? You're the one trying to break into my flat.”
“My bitch of a wife is in there and…”
Nikita slammed him against the wall, his forearm pressed across Andreï's throat.
“Listen carefully, you bastard. My wife called the police the moment you started hammering on my door like a lunatic. So I'd suggest you go quietly back home and never set foot in my building again.”
Andreï burst out laughing.
“The police? She called the police? I am the police!”
Nikita shot him a look of utter contempt.
“At the moment, you're just a police officer abusing your authority to terrorise your wife, and I'm not sure your superiors would appreciate that.”
His brother laughed even harder.
“Abusing my authority? She kidnapped my daughter!”
Ilya saw Nikita's arm trembling with rage. He laid a hand on his shoulder and said, “Let me handle this.”
His friend released Andreï and took a few steps back. Andreï straightened his police uniform and shot him a filthy look before turning his attention to Ilya.
“Ilyushka... Why am I not surprised you're sticking your nose into my business again?”
Maybe because you hit your wife and she came to my place for safety?
“Go home, Andreï.”
“Not without my daughter.”
Oh, really?
Ilya met his gaze, his expression hard, but answered in a calm, icy voice.
“You lost any right to her the day you chose to snort a line of coke instead of looking after her.”
“A line I could afford thanks to your money.”
As always, he was blaming someone else.
“You really want to play that game, Andreï? Because believe me, I know exactly how you spend my money. I know what drugs you buy and who you buy them from. I know who you share them with, where, and when. I know the names of your bookmakers and how much you bet. I know when you go to the casino and which games you play. I even know when you fold at poker, and what kind of hand you're holding.”
He owed all of that to the private investigator he had hired after Dasha had decided to file for divorce. He had wanted his solicitor to have a few extra cards to play if witness testimony wasn't enough. Ilya hadn't liked what the investigator had uncovered. Not one bit.
Andreï swallowed hard but stood his ground.
“Give me back my daughter and I'll piss off. I'll even let you screw my wife.”
Ilya clenched his fists. Stay calm. You're the one holding all the cards. He just doesn't know it yet.
“I'd never sink as low as adultery. Unlike you.”
Because yes, Andreï had been seeing other women. No–shagging other women, and rarely in a bedroom. The latest had been in a filthy alley behind a bar. The one before that in the disgusting toilets of a nightclub. He was an absolute pig.
“But you'd like to screw her, wouldn't you? You've been sniffing around her for years.”
“You're completely delusional...”
The drugs had genuinely rotted his brain.
“Oh, come on, Ilya. I know you're dying to. You've got my blessing–go ahead. Though you'll be disappointed. She's not as good as she used to be.”
Nikita raised a fist, ready to hit him, but Ilya stopped him. His friend merely spat, “You're a filthy pig.”
A smug grin spread across Andreï's face.
“You can screw her too, Nikita, if you want. Unless you've already done it?”
His fist came up again. This time, Ilya didn't stop him. He had earned that one.
While his brother rubbed his aching jaw, Ilya asked, “How much do you want, Andreï?”
Andreï gave a mocking laugh.
“You think you can buy me this time, Ilyushka?”
“You've already been bought, Andreï. You're a bloody crooked cop taking bribes to pay off your gambling debts and fund your next fix.”
Yes, there was that too. And that was what had disgusted Ilya the most. He couldn't have sunk any lower. If their father had known–and had still been in full possession of his faculties–he couldn't have been more disappointed. He would probably have reported him himself before disowning him.
“So yes, I think I can buy you. Just tell me your price.”
His brother hesitated for a moment.
“Thirty thousand dollars.”
Ilya smiled to himself, satisfied. That was reasonable. He had expected far more.
“Fine. It's not as though I'll miss them.”
Andreï's face fell.
“You're a fucking bastard, Ilya!”
Well, it had been a while since he had called him a bastard. He had almost missed it.
“Yeah, but I'm a bastard who earns seven million a year. So, are you taking the thirty grand, or would you rather I have a chat with the Minister? You know, the one I met in Sochi. He remembers me perfectly.”
He had liked Ilya's Instagram post about winning the Stanley Cup and even congratulated him.
“And you think he'll just take your word for it?”
Ilya looked him straight in the eye.
“I don't think so. I know he will.”
Andreï shook his head and stammered, “Y-You won't do it. I know you. You hate politicians.”
He hated men who tried to intimidate their wives even more. Especially when the woman had children and was his sister-in-law. When that child was his niece. You didn’t threaten his family.
“You want to find out?”
Andreï went pale.
“Fine... I'll take them.”
Ilya patted him lightly on the shoulder.
“Good. Now get lost.”
And he did, tail between his legs.
When he had disappeared from sight, Nikita muttered, “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”
Ilya smiled.
“You've got nothing to worry about.”
* * *
Ilya spent the rest of August viewing flats that were available immediately, packing and unpacking boxes, redecorating, and assembling furniture. Nikita helped, of course, because he wanted Dasha and Elena to be just as comfortably settled as Ilya did. He even offered to pay for some of everything Ilya had bought, but Ilya refused. Not because he wanted to pay for everything himself, but because he knew it would make his sister-in-law deeply uncomfortable. She was already struggling to accept everything Ilya was doing for them, and had even talked about repaying him every last rouble, even if it took the rest of her life.
No matter how many times Ilya told her that those bills meant nothing to him–that he had spent barely twenty per cent of what he had earned over the past five years–she still compared the prices of everything and always chose the option with the best value for money rather than the one she genuinely liked.
But Ilya wasn't fooled. He always picked the one that had truly caught her eye. He would rather spend a few thousand extra roubles on the paint colour that had made her eyes light up for Elena's bedroom than buy a similar shade just because it was cheaper. He would rather buy a sturdy solid-wood bed than the one on special offer that wouldn't even last two years. He would rather pay for a reliable fridge or vacuum cleaner than settle for entry-level models simply because they were "only" a fridge or a vacuum cleaner.
At the end of the day, it was only money. He wasn't going to be buried with it. Besides, his financial adviser looked after his investments and made sure he would have more than enough to live on once his career was over. Not that Ilya had ever been extravagant–collecting luxury cars held no appeal for him, nor did buying a new Rolex every month or splashing out on holidays that cost two hundred thousand dollars–but his adviser knew far better than he did how much it was sensible to donate to charities or medical research, and how best to do it. He also knew when to pay his taxes, his accountant, his agent, and all the other expenses Ilya barely even thought about.
The point was, Ilya couldn’t accept Nikita’s offer. Even though he knew it came straight from the heart.
By the 27th of August, the day before his departure, Dasha and Elena were completely settled into their new flat a few streets away from the duplex shared by Nikita and Ilya. It was registered solely in Dasha's name, not his, unlike the flat Andreï was still living in. He might have been only eighteen when his father had forced him to buy that property, but he hadn't been naïve. Andreï would have mortgaged it without a second thought to pay off his gambling debts.
Even so, Ilya wasn't entirely satisfied. Oh, the girls were happy enough, but he couldn't stop worrying about Andreï getting his revenge. If he were intelligent and rational, he wouldn't try anything. But his brother was every bit as unpredictable as he was stupid. And drugs only made him worse. What would he be capable of under the influence?
The same thought kept circling in Ilya's mind. He knew Dasha would refuse, but wouldn't they be safer closer to him? There had to be some way of helping them immigrate to the United States once he had received his Green Card. He would have to speak to the solicitor who had handled his immigration case and explain the situation.
Yes. That was what he would do. And he would hire a bodyguard as well. The most discreet one he could find. Realistically, Andreï would probably forget all about them within a few weeks. But all it would take was one evening, one dose too many, one stupid idea... and Ilya would never forgive himself if anything happened to them.






      

  












      Chapter 26: 2014/2015 Season - Part II
  


    Chapter Summary

    In which Shane stands for himself



    Chapter Notes

      Hello there!

I hope this new chapter finds you well. Maybe I'll change my update schedule to twice a week. Not because I've finished the 2016/2017 season-I haven't even begun writing it. I'm not even sure I will, because I'm no longer confident in my writing anymore. I have a lot of ideas, but I don't know which one to choose, and since I have no one to talk to about this story, I'm a bit stuck... I really want to put an end to it, but I don't want to disappoint anyone.

Anyway, here is the new chapter. I hope you'll like it! Tell me what you think about it; it would mean the world to me :)

As usual, thanks for the hits, kudos, comments (even the negative ones that I don't delete, despite what some people seem to think) and bookmarks. They are all truly appreciated.

PS: Following a negative comment about the last two parts of the 2009/2010 season, I slightly revised Part V. Someone reproached me for making Shane a bigger bird than he already was in the show, because I still wanted him to stay with Ilya after his (only) cheating in Okms. Apparently, he was too forgiving too soon, so I made him less forgiving, but still in love and understanding. Maybe I'm not normal for thinking that someone who is genuinely sorry for his mistakes deserves a second chance. Maybe I shouldn't have made Ilya so afraid of losing hockey (and his NHL contract, and therefore Shane) that he made such a terrible mistake. I don't know. I don't know much these days...







  Brossard, September 2014
First training session of the season. First time back in the dressing room. Shane had spent a good part of August imagining how this moment would unfold.
He knew one of his teammates would notice his engagement ring–it hung proudly beside his hockey sticks. He knew someone would ask what it was. He knew he would reply that it was his engagement ring. He knew dozens of eyes would turn towards him. He knew the questions would come thick and fast afterwards. He knew he would wait until the room had gone quiet again before simply saying that he was getting married that summer to his partner of five years. And when someone asked for his name, he would say it was a man. After that... Well, he hadn't let himself think that far ahead.
What he hadn't anticipated, however, was that, with all the arrivals and departures over the summer, the lockers would be completely rearranged, and that Comeau–his new locker neighbour–would be the one to notice the ring. And that changed everything because he answered, more quietly than he had intended, “My future husband gave it to me.”
And because it was Comeau, he laughed until tears came to his eyes.
“That was a good one, Hollander. You should crack jokes more often.”
And that was it. Shane could have cried with frustration.
 
Later that day, after dinner in the common dining hall, just as he was about to head outside to ring Ilya, Roy and Wilson called out to him.
“Mind if we come for a walk with you?”
Not wanting to seem rude, Shane agreed.
Twenty minutes later, he felt as though he had found himself back on the beach in Sochi, with his two teammates as the new giants towering over him. Roy was a third-line winger and Wilson a second-pair defenceman. They were both over six foot two. Then again, almost every player was taller than Shane.
“Have a good summer, Holly?” Roy asked. “Go anywhere?”
“No. I stayed in Canada.”
He didn't add that he had spent it planning his wedding with his parents and Ilya. What had happened in the dressing room that morning had hurt far more than he had expected. Even if it had been Comeau, and even if Comeau was openly homophobic. He simply didn't have the strength to be laughed at again.
“And you?”
Roy told him all about his holiday in Brazil with Kate, his long-term girlfriend, complete with photos and selfies. She looked tiny beside him–she couldn't have been much taller than five foot five. Shane couldn't really judge whether someone was attractive, but she had a lovely smile and beautiful eyes.
When Roy finished, Shane turned to Wilson and invited him to talk about his holiday too. He had spent six days hiking through British Columbia with his younger brother. The photos he showed were stunning, and they made Shane want to suggest the same trail to Ilya. Although perhaps they ought to try a shorter one first, just to see whether they wouldd enjoy it.
They had already walked several laps of the trails around Parc de la Frayère when silence settled between them for the first time. His phone had vibrated several times inside his jacket pocket, but Shane hadn't dared take it out. He had the horrible feeling he had been thrown back years, to a time when he had done everything he could to hide his relationship with Ilya from his teammates. What was wrong with him? Why had what Comeau said affected him so much? It was Comeau, for God's sake. What had he expected? That he would actually take him seriously?
“Hey, Holly, fancy sitting down for a bit?” Wilson suggested, nodding towards a bench a few metres away.
They sat down. His phone buzzed again. Ilya was probably starting to worry. Roy must have heard it because he asked, “Your fiancé?”
Shane turned towards him, but before he could answer, Wilson spoke first.
“We heard what you said to Comeau.”
“Oh...”
So they hadn't taken it as a joke?
“So...” Roy continued. “You're really getting married?”
Shane looked from one to the other. They had taken him seriously. And they didn't look disgusted. If anything, they looked curious. He opened his mouth, closed it again, then tried once more.
“My little brother's gay, Holly,” Wilson said.
“And my best mate is,” Roy added. “So you can talk to us. We're not going to laugh in your face like that prick Comeau.”
Shane looked at them again.
“I... I didn't know.”
Perhaps he would have if he had spent more time with them. Instead, he had assumed that because they never said anything, they agreed with Comeau and Drapeau. Looking back, it was a stupid assumption. Hayden had never said much either, and yet he had supported him from the very beginning. He had even offered to officiate their wedding–because yes, he and Jackie had actually looked into how weddings worked in Quebec. God, he loved his friends. Maybe Roy and Wilson kept quiet simply because they didn't want to waste their energy arguing with Drapeau and Comeau.
“Not exactly easy to speak up with the sort of things people say in that dressing room,” Wilson said. “Is it?”
“Not really, no...” Shane admitted.
“But you know,” Wilson went on, “not everyone thinks like Drapeau and Comeau.”
Really? He had other allies on the team?
“Mitty, Olson and Renaud are sick to death of their bullshit.”
“Isn't Mitty's sister a lesbian?” Roy asked.
“I think so.”
“Did they hear me too?” Shane asked.
“No. But we've all suspected it for a few months...”
A few months? Since when? How?
Thinking Shane hadn't understood the implication, Roy added, “You know... that you're gay.”
“What made you think that?”
“What you said to Boiziau back in December.”
Of course. Someone who wasn't personally affected by homophobia wouldn't have challenged a teammate for making homophobic remarks. Had the others thought he might be gay too?
“And also the fact that you’ve always been very secretive about your private life”
“That too,” Roy agreed.
There was a brief silence before Shane finally nodded.
“I am gay. And I really am getting married.”
“Congratulations, Holly!”
“How long have you two been together?” Wilson asked.
“Just over five years.”
“We should celebrate with the lads. And Hayden and J.J., obviously.”
They had already celebrated at Hayden and Jackie's in August. But they could celebrate again. Roy and Wilson certainly seemed enthusiastic. Besides, wasn't that what people usually did?
“They already know, don't they?”
“They do.”
“I know a nice bar not far from here,” Wilson said. “It's never too busy, and they make brilliant alcohol-free cocktails.”
It sounded nice. Maybe he could finally hear what people were saying to him. And drink something other than ginger ale. His wedding deserved a proper cocktail to toast with his teammates, didn’t it? Even if it wasn’t champagne.
* * *
Boston, November 2014
It was two in the morning, and his phone wouldn't stop vibrating. Ilya knew perfectly well who it was. He had checked the first time, just in case it was Polina or the care home looking after his father. It wasn't either of them, and he had no intention of answering. He had a game tomorrow–well, later today–and he wanted to sleep.
His phone buzzed again. For a moment, Ilya considered throwing it into the toilet, but then he would lose all his photos and the messages he had saved–the ones he liked to reread from time to time. He could always put it on silent, of course, but then he wouldn't hear his alarm and would end up late for morning skate.
A message notification appeared. Voicemail, probably. Or a text full of insults. He couldn't be bothered checking. It could wait until tomorrow. Or the day after. Or never. He had nothing to say to him.
Even so, he picked up his phone.
[2:11 a.m. — Answer your fucking phone, Ilya. We need to talk.]
They had nothing to say to each other. They had never had anything to say to each other. He only ever came to ask for money. More and more money. He had given him the $30,000 he had promised him. He and Shane had argued because of it, because of him. Not for long, but they had argued.
His phone vibrated in his hand. He was calling him again, for the fifth time. Ilya gripped the phone tightly between his fingers. It was probably to ask for more. He must have taken too much, or been too greedy at poker. Ilya couldn’t give him any more. It was already far too much–even if his sister-in-law’s peace of mind was priceless. He should have offered 20,000, or nothing at all. With what he knew about him, he had been in a position of power. But Dasha, Elena and Mila had been in the flat, terrified. He had just wanted him gone.
It had been stupid. He had been stupid. And now he felt guilty. And frightened. Frightened that one day someone would ring to tell him Andreï was dead because of drugs... or gambling debts. He hated him, despised him even, but he wouldn't be able to live with himself if he were somehow responsible for his death. He already carried enough guilt.
Another call. Ilya watched Andreï's name appear on the screen... linger... Then, just before what must have been the final ring, he answered.
There was no ridiculous "Hello, Ilyushka." No hypocritical “How are you, little brother?” Just, “So you dumped Dad in a fucking nursing home?”
Ilya took a moment to respond. Money, he could handle, but this… this was different. Anything concerning his father’s condition was difficult.
“He couldn't stay at home anymore.”
His illness had progressed far too much and the house was no longer safe. Not even with live-in nurses. More importantly, Polina had started showing signs of depression. Watching him disappear day by day... enduring his outbursts... his paranoia... It had simply become too much.
“Then Polina can look after him. She’s his fucking wife.”
“What do you think she's been doing all these years?”
“Then she can just keep doing it. It can’t be that hard…”
Andreï had always minimised everything. From the very beginning. Probably because pretending nothing was wrong was easier than admitting their father was slowly going to forget everything. Forget him, Andreï Rozanov. Ilya had fought for a while, trying to make him see reason, before finally giving up. He was wasting his time and his energy. If Andreï didn’t want to face the truth, then so be it. Ilya would. But he couldn’t let him minimise it now. It was unfair to Polina, to the nurses who were taking care of his father. It wasn’t easy; it was a daily battle.
“Shut your mouth, Andreï!” he snapped. “You have no idea what it’s like to take care of him…”
His brother laughed.
"Oh yeah? And you do?"
"Yes."
He might have been in Boston, but he had never abandoned him.
“I do, because I was the one he called when he couldn't remember what day it was... or even what year. I was the one the rink watchman phoned whenever he turned up at the arena. I was the one the police rang whenever they found him wandering the streets.”
And it had happened so many times, despite Polina and the nurses keeping an eye on him.
“I know because I checked on him every single week. I know because I read every one of the nurses' reports.”
"Oh, poor little Ilyushka, paying other people to look after his father for him."
Of course. That was all Andreï heard. Money. Always money. And where had he been? What had he done?
“Oh, fuck you, Andreï. You did nothing for him. Nothing. I told you he was ill, but you kept insisting he was just getting old. You refused to see what was right in front of you, and when you finally realised... you just stopped coming.”
He had run away like the coward he was. And Ilya hadn’t even been hurt by it. He had stopped expecting anything from him a long time ago.
“So don't you dare tell me how I should look after my father.”
“He's my father too! You should've asked me!”
Ilya pressed the phone harder against his ear.
“But I did. Dozens of times. I tried to involve you. You refused.”
A heavy silence followed, then Andreï said, “I want to pay.”
“Pay? And with what money? Mine?”
“Tell me how much it costs and I’ll pay half. I’ll find the money.”
Ilya’s throat tightened.
“Where, Andreï?”
“I don’t know, but I’ll find it. He’s my father, I have to pay.”
Oh, so now he wanted to pay? Fine.
“Then pay me back half of the nurses’ wages. Pay me back for the specialists’ appointments.”
Ilya didn’t want his money; he could pay, that wasn’t the issue. He just wanted him to stop with this bullshit. It was two in the morning, for fuck’s sake.
Andreï stayed silent for a long moment. Ilya thought he was going to tell him to fuck off, that he couldn’t afford to pay for all of that. But he didn’t.
“Okay. Just tell me how much.”
Fuck, what the hell was going on? What had gotten into him?
“What are you trying to prove, Andreï?”
“I’m sick of looking like a piece of shit next to you. I’m a police officer while you spend your time playing around with your stick. I’m the one people should respect, not you! I’m worth just as much as you are!”
And there it was again, his fucking jealousy…
“Andreï...”
“I did everything he wanted. I quit hockey. I went to police academy. I married the woman he wanted me to marry. I even gave him a granddaughter. But it was always you. He only ever talked about you. Always you.”
Ilya said nothing. Andreï knew perfectly well that their father's pride had come at a price. He had simply chosen to forget it.
“You took my wife and my daughter. I'm not letting you take my father as well.”
Did he honestly believe that? What did he think Ilya was doing all this for? Recognition? Affection? It wasn't either. Not even close. He wasn't doing it out of love. Or because he wanted something in return. He was doing it because it was his responsibility.
“I didn't take anything from you. They left because they were unhappy, and because you never looked after them.”
“Just tell me how much I owe, Ilya.”
Ilya sighed to himself. Drugs really had managed to make his brother even more stupid than he had already been. It was too late now. Their father forgot everything almost as soon as it happened. Everything people told him. Everything he did. Andreï would never get what he had spent his whole life chasing.
“Are you planning to take even more bribes?”
“Tell me how much, Ilya!” Andreï barked.
“I don't know. I haven't got the invoice in front of me.”
“Then go and get it.”
“I'll email it to you.”
Andreï hung up.
* * *
Montreal, December 2014
Shane couldn't believe it. Coach Thériault couldn't have said that. He couldn't seriously be asking him to do that. Not after what had happened in the dressing room yesterday after the game.
"I'm sorry, Coach, but I can't do that."
Sitting behind his desk, Thériault looked at him with obvious surprise.
"Do what, Hollander?"
"Stay quiet when people insult me. I don't want to accept that anymore."
Thériault sighed and rubbed his forehead. Shane knew the situation was a little… “exceptional”, but it was the coach’s job to prevent it from happening in the first place. And he had done nothing. Nothing.
Shane hoped he had realise that. Instead, he had the nerve to defend them.
"You know what they're like. You know how they talk. They weren't trying to insult you."
No. Of course not. Not at all.
“Telling me I play like a poof when I'm actually gay isn't insulting me, then?”
"It's just a figure of speech, Hollander."
Shane clenched his fists. God, he was sick of hearing that. Sick of that excuse. That's just the way we've always spoken, so there's no problem. Except there was. A huge one.
"It's not an acceptable way to speak if you claim to respect the person you're talking to."
Respect him. At least, that's what Drapeau claimed to do but Shane struggled to see where the respect was when the man hadn't even tried, for a single second, to watch what he said around him. He wasn't asking him to accept him, just to show the bare minimum of decency. He could make every homophobic joke he wanted. He could throw every slur he wanted. He could at least wait until Shane had left the room.
"You didn't have to confront him. You could've ignored him. As captain, it's your job to deal with everyone's personalities."
Oh, he dealt with them. That was practically all he did. He never complained when some of them refused to shower at the same time as him. He ignored the suspicious looks people threw his way. He had even stopped Wilson and Mitty from coming to blows with Comeau and Drapeau more than once.
"Would you put up with someone insulting you?"
"This isn't about me, Hollander. It's about you. You should never have let the situation escalate like that," Thériault replied sternly.
What? Was this some kind of joke? Who was expecting tensions to disappear by magic? Who had made him captain while offering him absolutely no support?
"Because of you, I've got one player with a black eye and another with a boxer's fracture. Do you honestly think the press won't put two and two together?"
As if the club would let that happen…
The communications director would come up with a convincing story. He was good at that. Comeau had stepped in to save a young woman in distress. Wilson had spent a little too long punching his heavy bag.
Yes. Shane hated that man. He had given him a whole lecture about protecting his private life and, above all else, never mentioning his sexuality in any way whatsoever–least of all his marriage. Worst of all, he had strongly implied that the club wouldn't stand by him if he were outed. That they would deny ever knowing anything.
Anyway. Back to Thériault.
Apparently, this was all Shane's fault. How? He wasn't God. He couldn't read his teammates' minds. He couldn't possibly have known that Wilson had just learned his younger brother had been the victim of a homophobic assault, or that Comeau's comments would push him over the edge.
"I didn't ask Wilson to hit Comeau."
"No. But you're the one who brought all this into my dressing room."
All this. What exactly was this? Homophobia? Violence? The assaults? Or his sexuality? His marriage?
"I didn't bring anything that wasn't already here."
Thériault held his gaze. As much as he disliked it, Shane refused to look away.
"Listen, Hollander. I understand it upset you. But don't come fighting your battles here."
"I'm not fighting any battles, Coach. I'm simply asking to be treated with respect."
Apparently, even that was asking too much.
"And you are. For your talent."
"I'm not just a hockey player. I'm also a man. And I'm not doing anything wrong by loving my fiancé."
Thériault shook his head.
"That's not what I said."
That was the problem: what he hadn’t said. But what had Shane expected? The coach was just as homophobic as Comeau and Drapeau. And on top of that, he was old. Shane hadn’t believed his ears when he had named him captain in October. But it probably hadn’t been his decision. The general manager had most likely forced it on him.
"But it's what you think. Otherwise, you never would've tolerated what's been happening in the dressing room."
To his credit, Thériault didn't deny it.
"I don't want to lose them, and I don't want to lose you. But if I have to choose between keeping peace in my dressing room and keeping the player who's disturbing it... I'll make my choice."
There they were. The barely disguised threats. But Shane wasn't afraid–not anymore.
"You couldn't do me a bigger favour than getting rid of me."
If nothing changed, he couldn't see himself spending another two seasons in that environment. He was done enduring it.
Thériault frowned.
"Watch what you're saying, Hollander."
"Why? You know as well as I do that you need me more than I need this team."
He stepped closer to the desk.
"Trade me. Terminate my contract. Do whatever you like. There are twenty-nine other teams that'll answer the phone."
He had won Olympic gold. His captaincy had been praised throughout the league. His value was even higher now. Maybe the Bears would even offer him a contract.
"You think it's that simple?"
No. It could become very complicated very quickly. The press would start asking questions. People would talk. And Shane wouldn't let himself be walked over. If he had to come out publicly, he would. If he had to fight it in court, he would. He wasn't in the wrong. Not in the slightest.
"No. But I know what I'm worth."
Thériault was silent for a long moment. Then he sighed again.
"Just focus on playing hockey, Hollander."
Shane let out a humourless laugh.
"Then do your job as a coach."
 
That evening, when Shane told Ilya about his confrontation with Coach Thériault, Ilya was outraged. He slipped into Russian more than once as he swore, then told Shane he should speak to Farah.
He also said he was proud of him. And of course the Bears would want him. Although, if he had the choice, he would rather see Shane sign with Ottawa. His parents lived there. Hayden, Jackie and the twins were only a couple of hours away. And, after all, Canada was his home.
 
The following day, Coach Thériault didn't make a grand speech in the dressing room. He simply called Comeau and Drapeau into his office. There were hushed conversations around the dressing room, along with “About bloody time!” and “Don’t get your hopes up, lads.” Shane quickly put a stop to them with a, “Trust the coach.” Even though he didn’t believe a word of it.
Comeau and Drapeau never apologised. After that, however, they paid more attention to their language and their jokes. The atmosphere in the dressing room eased. Shane had no idea how long it would last before old habits returned, but he appreciated no longer having to hear “fag”, “faggot”, “cocksucker”, and every other homophobic slur every other sentence.
For his part, he rarely spoke about Ilya or about their wedding. If someone asked what he had done on a day off, he would answer, but only in a sentence or two. Jackie said he was censoring himself. Shane preferred to think that if they were making an effort, the least he could do was not force his private life on them. Besides... they were there to play hockey.
* * *
Boston, February 2015
Shane was helping Ilya put on his brace when someone knocked at the door of his flat.
“Go on, I’ll finish. It’s probably Marlow.”
Shane and Ilya had arranged for him to drive Ilya to his rehabilitation sessions at the training centre. Shane would have liked to do it himself, but Ilya had pointed out that, with his injury, there were probably journalists waiting outside to try and get a statement from him. If they took a photo of him in Boston with Shane, it would be online within the hour.
The Voyageurs had reluctantly allowed him to take two weeks of emergency leave. If they found out he was in the United States, looking after him, they could be certain they would call him back immediately. And that was exactly what they wanted to avoid.
Shane hesitated for a moment before leaving. Ilya winced as he slipped his left arm into the brace. Zullo had dislocated his shoulder by driving him into the boards during the game they had played against the Admirals three days earlier. Despite the painkillers Shane kept making him take, Ilya was in pain whenever he moved it, even slightly. The doctor who had discharged him had said at least two weeks of immobilisation, possibly three if the physiotherapist wasn't satisfied with how his injury was progressing.
“It’s fine, Shane. I can manage. Go.”
Shane took a few steps towards the door, turned around, stopped himself from going back to help adjust the Velcro strap, then went to answer without looking through the peephole. He immediately closed the door again when he saw who was standing outside Ilya’s flat. It was terribly rude, but he had panicked, okay?
Jameson knocked softly on the door, and Shane heard him say just as quietly through it, “Open up, Hollander. I’m not here to judge.”
Shane took a deep breath–it was Jameson, the guy who had written Ilya an amazing message after he had come out. What did he have to be afraid of?–then he opened the door again and apologised awkwardly.
“It’s alright, Hollander. I probably would’ve done the same thing in your place,” Jameson replied as he stepped inside.
He took off his shoes and held up several bags of pastries.
“I got these. I didn’t know if you’d had time to eat breakfast beforehand. They make him come in at the crack of dawn, it’s ridiculous.”
It was true that an appointment at half past eight was early, especially for an athlete recovering from an injury. And even more so for Ilya, who wasn’t sleeping properly because of the brace.
Shane took the greasy brown paper bags from Jameson’s hands. What on earth had he bought?
“Ilya’s almost ready. You can wait in the living room if you want.”
With his arm in a sling, Ilya couldn’t get dressed by himself. Shane helped him, but he didn’t do everything for him. He let him button his own jeans or pull his own T-shirt down.
While Jameson went to sit in the living room, Shane headed into the kitchen to put the probably greasy and sugar-filled things he had bought onto a plate. He had just taken out a small plate when Ilya joined him in the kitchen, his arm absolutely not raised higher than his elbow like he had been instructed.
Shane immediately stopped what he was doing and carefully adjusted his brace. Ilya let him and thanked him with a tender, gentle kiss.
“Where’s Marlow?” he asked against his lips.
Shane lowered his eyes.
“Well…”
Jameson appeared at that exact moment, carrying their empty mugs from that morning that Shane had forgotten to clear from the coffee table.
Ilya had woken up at five in the morning, annoyed that he couldn’t fall back asleep, and had moved to the sofa to read–well, attempt to read, because “the words refused to make sense that early”. Shane had joined him a few minutes later, and they had watched a documentary about a wildlife rescue centre for marsupials in Australia. Around six, Shane had gone to make himself tea and brew a black coffee with a splash of cream for Ilya.
Ilya’s reaction was almost as polite as Shane’s had been.
“What the hell are you doing here, Jameson?”
Jameson wasn’t offended by his slightly abrupt tone and simply explained, “Marlow called me in a panic half an hour ago because his car wouldn’t start. He told me to come pick you up and take you to the centre. So here I am.”
He looked at them both before continuing with a smile, “So the wedding is still happening this summer?”
Shane and Ilya exchanged a surprised look. Was Jameson really going to take it that naturally? Not that they minded. Actually, it was much better. They just hadn’t expected it.
“Uh… yes,” Ilya said.
“I hope I’ll find an invitation in my mailbox now that I know who your man is.”
“We haven’t finalised the guest list yet,” Shane informed him.
“Well, don’t forget me! It’ll be an honour to see the two ‘greatest rivals’ in the NHL get married.”
“We were never that,” they both sighed at the same time.
“Of course not! You were lovers all along,” Jameson replied with a teasing smile.
Ilya grumbled something in Russian about how they had never been lovers, that it hadn’t just been about sex. Shane knew Jameson hadn’t meant it that way. He knew he was only joking because of all the attention their so-called “rivalry” had received over the years. But Ilya sometimes had a tendency to latch onto words and miss the nuances.
“What did he say?” Jameson asked worriedly.
“Avoid the word ‘lovers’ in the future,” Shane advised him.
Jameson’s face turned bright red.
“Oh… I never meant to imply that…” He bit his lip before suddenly starting to ramble. “I mean, at your age, you probably have a very active sex life–and I don’t want any details. Not that I have a problem with it, obviously. I just don’t want to know, it’s your private life. Anyway, what I mean is that yes, there’s sex–as there is in every relationship. Well, except asexual people, I suppose. That’s the right term, isn’t it? Anyway, I’m making this worse, aren’t I?”
Ilya struggled not to laugh. Shane, meanwhile, found Jameson’s awkwardness absolutely adorable. He replied with a smile, “A little, yes. But I think we understand what you mean.”
Jameson sighed in relief.
“Good! Because I didn’t want you to think I was reducing your love to sex.”
“Alright, are we going, Jameson?”
“Yes, of course.”
Ilya kissed Shane on the cheek.
“See you later, cолнышко.”
“You know you can kiss him on the mouth, right?”
“I know.”
If Ilya hadn’t done it, it was only because Shane was shy. If it had been up to him, Shane knew he would have kissed him properly just to embarrass Jameson.
* * *
Chicago, June 2015
And there it was, Shane had won his Cup. Ilya watched him lift it from the stands of the Chicago Arena. In the family section, David and Yuna were probably crying tears of joy and pride. He himself had tears in his eyes. Not because Shane had won–he had never doubted he would–but because this Cup proved once and for all that the problem had never been him. Not his sexuality. Not their marriage. A man who truly divided his team did not lead it all the way to a Stanley Cup.
This season had been incredibly difficult for Shane. Between the tensions among his players, Coach Thériault’s lack of support, and the attitude of some of them… Things had improved for a while after the incident in December, but with the pressure of the playoffs, Drapeau and Comeau had become the homophobic assholes they had never stopped being.
If there hadn’t been any more fights, it was only because Shane had put the team before himself. Even when he was hurt, even when he thought it was unfair, he had defused every argument before it could escalate. And he had always done it alone. Thériault had never stepped in again.
Ilya had lost count of how many times Shane had eventually broken down on the phone with him, or how many times he had cried in his arms because it had all become too much. Maybe it was selfish, but Ilya had prayed more than once that the Voyageurs would terminate Shane’s contract. He wasn’t happy there. He wasn’t being respected the way he deserved to be.
Of course, he had allies, more than Shane had ever imagined, but there were still too few compared to those who preferred to close their eyes and their ears. And in the dresing room, unlike the outside world, it was the minority that made the most noise.
The Cup changed hands, and Shane’s gaze swept over the crowd. He found his parents first and gave them a magnificent smile. Then he found Ilya and silently mouthed,
“I love you.”
Ilya smiled and answered the same way.
“Me too, cолнышко.”
 
Because Ilya had strongly encouraged him to celebrate his victory with his team, Shane didn’t join them at the Airbnb that Yuna and David had rented–a charming little house on the outskirts of the city. He only arrived late in the morning, after completing his final duties as captain.
The club had arranged the return flight for those who wanted it, but Shane was one of the few who had refused. Yuna and David had planned to stay a few more days to visit Chicago before returning to Montreal. Maybe Ilya and Shane would join them. Or maybe they would simply stay quietly at the house. It would depend on how Shane was feeling.
David and Ilya were preparing lunch when Yuna went to answer the door. Ilya heard her congratulate her son again before telling him where they were.
Shane kissed his father before coming to curl up against Ilya. Ilya pulled him against his chest, regularly kissing his hair. They didn’t exchange a single word. They didn’t need to.
They ate while talking about the game, then played several rounds of koi-koi–a variation of Hanafuda–as couples. Yuna and David had brought the card game back from their second trip to Japan. Each of the twelve months was represented by a tree, and there were four cards for each month: a plain card, a bright card, a “ribbon” card, and an “animal” card. The aim was to create combinations using the cards in the river. Yuna and David spent the entire time arguing over which card to play. Ilya, meanwhile, simply placed the cards Shane pointed out to him. He was unbeatable at that game.
Around three in the afternoon, Shane started showing signs of tiredness, and by four he had fallen asleep against Ilya’s shoulder–the aftermath of the night before catching up with him. Ilya carried him to their room. He hadn’t planned on staying with him–he still had a few things to finalise for their wedding–but Shane grabbed onto his T-shirt and asked him to stay. So he lay down beside him and invited him to curl up against him.
Shane slept until Yuna came to wake him for dinner, before going back to bed afterwards. He would probably sleep through a good part of the following day too.
* * *
Outaouais, July 2015
Ilya was getting married today. In the garden of their cottage. Surrounded by his entire family and his friends.
Shane and he had finalised the decorations yesterday with Nikita and Yuna so that Shane wouldn’t stress that morning. Well, it hadn’t really changed much because he had spent the night waking up in a panic–and waking Ilya up with him–because he thought he had forgotten something. And that morning, he had already been up at five, going through the guest list and checking his messages and emails to make sure he hadn’t forgotten any chairs. They had counted them all three times the day before.
It was a small wedding.
Of course, there was David and Yuna, David’s parents, and Yuna’s father.
Nikita and Mila, with their little Mikhail, who was walking perfectly now.
Dasha and Elena, the two women in his life. Dasha had paid for her own plane tickets because, “It’s your wedding, Ilyusha!” Honestly, who could understand her logic?
Sasha and his husband Alex, who would use the opportunity to discover Canada.
Marlow and his girlfriend from Montreal, who didn’t actually live in Montreal anymore because she had moved in with him at the beginning of the year.
Pike, their officiant–because, “I want to do this at least once in my life. And besides, I’m your number one fan!”.
His wife Jackie, their twins, Jade and Ruby, who would be carrying their rings, and their three-month-old son, Arthur.
Jameson and his wife, representing all the Bears even though the Bears themselves had no idea. He had said, “You’re their Rozy. They wouldn’t care that your man is Hollander. Besides, it’s not like you’d ever fix games.” Idiot.
Andrew and François, accompanied by their respective wives, Shane’s two friends from his Kingston years, whom Ilya had met a few weeks earlier. “It was about time!” they had said.
Farah, along with her husband and their daughter, whom they would be meeting for the first time after hearing so much about them both.
And that was it. They didn’t need more. It was perfect like this.
Right now, he was in the guest bedroom where Nikita and Mila had slept, fighting with his tie because he couldn’t tie it properly with his fingers refusing to stop trembling. He had sent Nikita away because he seemed even more nervous than him. Who knew why? It wasn’t like he was preparing something emotional, was it? Because Ilya had promised himself he wouldn’t cry. In front of Shane and Nikita, he was willing to show some vulnerability. But in front of everyone else, he had a reputation to maintain.
Fuck. He was getting married today. In just a few minutes, and he still hadn’t managed to tie this damn tie. Or put on his cufflinks. Shane was going to look incredible in his midnight blue and ivory suit, with his perfectly straight and flawlessly tied tie, his symmetrical and perfectly positioned cufflinks. And him…
He really needed to calm down. He inhaled. Exhaled. Inhaled again.
Nope. It wasn’t working.
You tried for three seconds…
Okay. Again. Breathe in. Breathe out. And again.
He couldn’t screw this up today. It was probably the most beautiful day of both their lives–until they had a child. And he had to be perfect. For Shane.
The bedroom door opened behind him.
“Knock, knock,” said a deep voice.
Ilya turned around and saw David poking his head through the doorway.
“Can I come in?”
Ilya nodded. David stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
“I thought you might need some help,” he said as he walked towards him until he was standing a few steps away. He looked him up and down before stopping on his tie.
“Come here, son. Let’s fix that tie.”
Ilya closed the distance between them and let him do it.
“Is Yuna with Shane?”
David smiled as he undid the miserable knot Ilya had managed to make.
“Where else would she be? She’s been talking about this wedding since last year. I’m sure she’s going to drive him mad before taking him down to the dock.”
That was where they were going to say their vows. In the exact spot where Shane had proposed to him-give or take a few centimetres; Ilya had been a little distracted that day.
“It’s good that she’s with him.”
“I’m sorry your mother can’t be here today.”
Ilya took out his necklace.
“She’s right here.”
David looked at his cross for a moment.
“Were you able to get your rings blessed?”
“We never went to the church.”
Shane had insisted, though. He had said he had heard that the Orthodox priest at the church in Ottawa was open-minded. But Ilya knew the answer would be no. It went against the vows he had taken. And besides, he didn’t need that. The fact that Shane had even thought about it was enough.
David adjusted the tie against his collar and began tying it properly.
“Maybe I’ve already told you this, but Shane is the only child we could have had.”
Yuna had briefly mentioned her fertility problems to Mila two years earlier. It had taken her eight years to become pregnant with Shane, when she was thirty-one.
“We considered adoption before eventually deciding to focus entirely on Shane. We wanted to make him the best person we could, and I think we did a pretty good job.”
“He’s the best,” Ilya confirmed.
“We couldn’t be prouder of the person he has become.”
And Ilya couldn’t be prouder to have him as his husband.
“I may not have a Stanley Cup ring like the two of you, but I have Shane.”
“I’ll cherish him with all my heart.”
“I know.”
David tucked the end of the tie behind his suit jacket.
“What I’m trying to say–and Yuna probably would have done a much better job saying it–is that I never thought I’d have the chance to have another son as wonderful as Shane. And then you came into his life, and then into ours, and since then I have two sons I couldn’t be prouder of, and they’re getting married today.”
Ilya was so moved that he couldn’t think anymore. So, as he often did in those situations, he made a joke, “That sounds a bit incestuous when you put it like that.”
David gave him a small tap on the arm.
“Give me your cufflinks instead of saying stupid things.”
And instead of giving them to him, Ilya pulled him into a hug for the first time since they had met.
“Thank you, David. I hope I’ll continue to make you proud.”
David placed a hand on the back of his neck.
“I’ll always be proud of you, son. Whether you win or lose. It’s not the player who makes me proud, but the man behind him.”
Ilya tried not to cry. And failed.
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    In which Ilya has definitly a great coach
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Since I don't know when I'll find my words again (or whether the 2016/2017 season is really needed), I'm posting the last three chapters today. It's a sort of open ending, so I think it works. If it doesn't work for you, then I'm sorry, but it makes me too sad to keep thinking that the idea I had was a really bad one and that every scene I wrote was shit. I’m not saying I'll never write what I had planned, but for now, I'm just going to leave myself alone.

Anyway, here is the final season. I hope it won't disappoint you.
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  Moscow, August 2015
Ilya pulled into the car park of his father's care home. On the flight back to Russia, he had decided to visit him at least once a week–maybe twice, if he could bear it. Or perhaps this would be the only visit. He wasn't sure he was strong enough to face the man his father had become: completely dependent, and now even incontinent.
His Alzheimer's had reached the severe stage. He couldn't retain anything anymore; everything vanished within minutes. He was becoming increasingly lost in what little remained of his memories. Polina, who visited him daily, had told Ilya that one day he might recognise her immediately, only to ask who she was the next. Little by little, he was beginning to forget them too. Soon, there would be nothing left...
She had also added that if Ilya had anything he wanted to tell him, now was the time, while he was still capable of understanding and holding a coherent conversation. Ilya hadn't asked why she had suggested that. She had almost certainly realised that he had always kept part of his life hidden from them. Perhaps she even knew he was married to a man. Even if Dasha had explained why she mustn't tell anyone, Elena might have let it slip to her grandmother simply because she was her grandmother and she trusted her.
Years ago, Ilya would probably have wanted to tell his father about Shane–he had even tried. But now, after everything that had happened, he no longer felt the need for his father to know who he really was, or that he had finally found everything he had always dreamed of. His father already knew. And it wasn't Grigori Rozanov.
Ilya got out of the car and headed towards the entrance, his heart heavy with apprehension. He hadn't seen his father for a year, not even in a photograph. He knew it was going to be a shock, and he wondered whether it would be too much to bear.
He introduced himself at reception, where they told him which floor his father's room was on. Polina had already told him, and he had even written it down somewhere, but at that moment his brain refused to remember. It was entirely focused on what was about to happen. He probably shouldn't try to imagine it. With this illness, you had to accept that it was a bit like playing roulette: you never knew what year he would think he was in, or what he would remember at that particular moment. Yet Ilya couldn't help himself. Perhaps he wanted to prepare himself for the possibility that his father would look at him like a stranger. Or perhaps he wanted to reassure the little boy he had once been that he had nothing left to fear from him.
On the second floor, he stopped by the nurses' station. The nurse looking after his father told him he was in his room. He had refused to take part in the afternoon activity because he was waiting for someone. When the nurse had asked who, his father hadn't been able to answer. He only knew that someone was coming to see him because his wife had told him so.
When Ilya reached his father's door, it was open. Most of the rooms he had passed had been closed. Perhaps it was a way for the staff to know who was in their room and who wasn't. Or perhaps his father simply didn't like feeling shut in.
He was sitting in an armchair facing the window overlooking the car park. He seemed to be watching the people coming and going.
Ilya knocked softly on the open door. His father slowly turned his head towards him. His gaze settled on him, as though he were trying to put a name to a face. Then he asked hesitantly, "Ilyushka... is that you?"
Ilya let out a breath he hadn't realised he had been holding.
"Yes, Dad. It's me."
His father frowned.
"What are you doing here? Don't you have school today?"
 
As he made his way down the stairs towards reception, Ilya realised that this first visit had gone rather well. They had drifted from one year to another, following wherever his father's memory led them. Just as Polina had advised, Ilya had never tried to correct him, so as not to upset him. He had found himself back at high school, when he was still playing for the junior Volkov team. Then, a few years later, during his first season with the Bears, before returning to the 2009 World Junior Championship, where he had won the silver medal.
None of their conversations had lasted more than a few minutes, but that hadn't stopped his father from criticising him now and then. Even so, the criticism had been gentler than it used to be. His father was probably having a good day.
He had just stepped through the sliding doors when he came face to face with Andreï. Ilya hadn't received a single call from him since December. Every month, however, half the monthly fees for their father's care home had appeared in his bank account. Ilya didn't want to know where the money came from–most likely bribes, or whatever other shady business his brother had got himself involved in, but certainly not honest work. In any case, it never stayed in his account for more than a few minutes: as soon as it arrived, it was transferred to Alzheimer's research. Ilya didn't want that money.
"What the fuck are you doing here, Ilya?" his brother snapped.
Ilya remained calm.
"The same thing as you."
His brother looked him up and down before his gaze settled on his right hand. Ilya knew perfectly well what he had noticed, but made no attempt to hide it.
Andreï stared at his wedding ring for a few seconds.
"So, you're married now?"
Ilya simply nodded.
"And I'm just supposed to be a mug?"
He stopped himself from laughing in his face. Even if he had married a woman, he would never have invited him.
"We've never been brothers, Andreï," he replied coldly.
And he walked past him towards his car.
* * *
Boston, September 2015
The first thing Ilya did when he arrived at the training camp was ask for a meeting with Coach LeClaire. Now that he was married to Shane, there were certain things that needed to be said.
LeClaire suggested he come to his office after lunch. He had given them the afternoon off so they could all catch up and talk about their holidays. With Jameson retired, no one had taken over his pre-camp brunch tradition. Not because nobody wanted to, but because it had been his tradition. They would have to come up with a new one.
Ilya knocked on LeClaire's door shortly after two o'clock. The guys had all gathered in the games room, carrying on their conversations over table football and poker. The coach invited him in.
"Take a seat, Rozanov."
Ilya wasn't particularly keen on sitting down. It would immediately make the conversation feel more formal, but he did it anyway. LeClaire didn't like having his players standing in front of his desk; he thought it felt a little too old-fashioned. His approach with them was very human, and he had never believed himself superior simply because he was their coach.
As soon as Ilya sat down, LeClaire got to his feet and walked over to his coffee machine. It looked new.
"I'm making myself a coffee. Would you like one?" he offered.
"I only drink one in the morning."
"I can make you a tea or a hot chocolate instead, if you'd like."
"I'm fine, Coach."
While the coffee was brewing, LeClaire told him about his new Nespresso machine. His wife had had it delivered to his office after finding out that some of the players didn't drink coffee. She had considered it unacceptable that her husband should have nothing else to offer them when they came to see him.
With a steaming mug of coffee in hand, the coach returned to his seat.
"So, Rozanov, what did you want to talk to me about?"
Ilya took a moment to remember what he had planned to say–yes, this time he had prepared what he was going to reveal. This was his coach, and he was about to out Shane. He wanted to do it properly.
"You know I got married this summer?"
"Yes. To your partner of six years."
Ilya's eyebrows drew together slightly. Had he deliberately chosen the word partner to remain neutral? Or because it was the word Ilya had always used?
"You know it's a man, yes?"
The coach blew gently on his coffee before taking a sip.
"I had, in fact, gathered that you were bisexual."
Ilya gave him a faint smile. He appreciated that the coach had described his sexuality correctly. Even though the guys never meant any harm, they often referred to him as gay.
"What I'm about to tell you mustn't leave this room, Coach."
"You have my discretion, Rozanov," LeClaire assured him.
Ilya had never doubted it, but he wanted everything to be perfectly clear. Shane wasn't ready for the Bears to know he was gay. Not because he didn't believe Ilya when he said they would take it well, but because what had happened with his own team had hurt him deeply.
"My husband is another player."
Ilya had decided to take it one step at a time, so he could gauge LeClaire's reaction and stop before saying too much if necessary. It probably wouldn't be. But once again, it was Shane–and only Shane–whom he was exposing.
LeClaire calmly took another sip of coffee. He didn't seem in the least surprised.
"That was the conclusion I'd come to."
Ilya didn't ask how. As a player, it was probably what he would have assumed. So as a coach...
"He plays for a team in our conference," he carried on. "A team that isn't as open-minded as ours."
"There are still far too many of them, unfortunately..." LeClaire said with a sigh. "Though perhaps I'm not entirely objective on the subject."
Ilya's curiosity was piqued. Was someone in his family gay? A friend? A former teammate?
All of the players knew about LeClaire's career: a great centre for the Toronto Guardians, captain for eight years, winner of two Stanley Cups and Olympic gold with Team Canada at the Salt Lake City Games before retiring. He had joined the Bears two years before Ilya after spending several years as an assistant coach in Canada.
Very little was known about his private life, however. He adored his wife, and his son had just begun his junior hockey career. That was about it.
"What do you mean?"
"Well, my best friend is gay. He spent his entire career hiding his relationship with his childhood sweetheart."
Sadness filled LeClaire's eyes.
"He laughed at homophobic jokes because he was afraid of being found out. He invented girlfriends so he could spend the night with him after certain matches. He even hired escorts to accompany him to weddings so he could maintain his reputation as a ladies' man."
Ilya's heart tightened. It was heartbreaking that someone had been driven to that... His partner must have suffered terribly because of it.
"I was the only person who knew about them. I saw with my own eyes the damage a secret like that could do."
There had probably been arguments. Perhaps even break-ups.
"Are they still together?"
He hoped they were.
LeClaire smiled.
"They split up more times than I can count, but they never really managed to stay apart. They loved each other deeply and didn't want anyone else in their lives. They got married as soon as it became legal in Ontario. My friend had only just retired."
After fifteen or twenty years of hiding, Ilya thought he would probably have done exactly the same.
"Are they out?"
"Not publicly, no. My friend didn't want to be the first openly gay hockey player in history. I don't think he knows how to live any other way anymore."
Nobody wanted to be. It was far too heavy a burden to carry, especially alone. But Ilya and Shane had no intention of hiding for years to come. Perhaps they would be the first. Or perhaps someone else would take on that role. They were giving themselves another two years. Shane wanted to sign with his new team–Ottawa, most likely–as Shane Hollander-Rozanov.
"I understand."
"I know. These past five years can't have been easy for the two of you."
Ilya shook his head.
"It took a lot of planning for us to see each other, but we always made sure we spoke every day."
"That's what got you through it, wasn't it?"
He nodded. That, along with the summers at the cottage and their Skype calls.
"At first, my friend and his husband spent their time leaving messages on hotel answering machines or waiting for calls on the telephones in their rooms. When they were finally able to ring each other directly without going through the hotels, it changed their lives."
LeClaire sighed.
"Anyway, all that's behind them now. Let's get back to you, Rozanov. Does your husband have a name you'd like to share with me?"
"Hollander. Shane Hollander, Coach."
"Oh... The press certainly didn't make life easy for you."
Ilya let out a small, bitter laugh.
"Our 'rivalry' is far too profitable."
Silence settled between them. LeClaire continued sipping his coffee while Ilya gathered his thoughts. The coach's story had completely thrown off what he had planned to say.
After a moment, Ilya spoke again.
"I'm Shane's emergency contact now. So if he ever gets injured..."
"I'd send you straight to him, Rozanov, of course," LeClaire interrupted. "I would never keep you away from your husband when he needs you."
"Thank you, Coach."
"It's the least I can do."
"No, really, Coach," Ilya insisted. "Thank you. For everything."
For his trust. For his understanding. For his kindness. For his empathy. He had never expected to find that in an NHL coach. Indifference, perhaps. But not all of that.
* * * 
Brossard, September 2015, a few days later
"So, what did Thériault want with you?" Shane asked as he finished his second lap of Parc de la Frayère.
That was usually when he headed back to the hotel, but since Ilya had only just called him, he would probably do another lap or two.
"To talk about us."
Shane stopped walking, his heart suddenly beating a little too fast.
"Us? What do you mean? I thought he supported you..."
"He still does," Ilya reassured him immediately. "He just thinks it'd be better if I told the GM about our marriage."
The Bears' GM? Really? Ilya didn't know the man at all... and his coach wanted him to tell him his biggest secret–their biggest secret.
"Why?" Shane asked quietly after a brief silence.
His tone was probably a little suspicious. In his defence, he was still struggling to accept that Coach LeClaire was now in on the secret when even his friend J.J. wasn't. He understood Ilya's reasoning, but this man was a complete stranger to him.
"In case we're outed and he suddenly has to deal with it. LeClaire doesn't want the league thinking the Bears aren't behind me and accusing me... accusing us of throwing games."
Shane felt his stomach tighten. Throwing games? Them? Anyone who had ever seen them play against each other would find the idea ridiculous. But if Cromwell could twist the revelation of their marriage to his own advantage, he would.
Even so, Farah would be handling that. She had already planned everything, complete with photographs and witness statements if Cromwell ever called them in. Did another stranger really need to know they were married?
"What did you tell him?" Shane asked, even though he already knew the answer.
Whenever it came to exposing their relationship, they always discussed it together before making a decision.
"That I needed to talk to you first. And probably Farah as well."
Definitely Farah. She would know far better than either of them what to do.
"And what do you think?" he asked, starting to walk again.
Ilya took a moment before replying.
"LeClaire caught me a bit off guard, but I think he's right. I mean... Farah already has an entire battle plan ready. I'm sure she's even written all our press statements already–you know what she's like..."
Oh yes, he knew exactly what she was like. She wouldn't have written just one version of their statements, but probably several, so they could choose the one they liked best. She had almost certainly tailored them as well. Shane and Ilya communicated very differently on social media.
"But maybe having a bit more support wouldn't be a bad thing. We wouldn't just be the gay hockey couple shaking up the league anymore. We'd be two players backed by their clubs."
"By your club," Shane couldn't help correcting him. "Mine will deny they ever knew I was gay..."
He wasn't expecting any support from the Voyageurs. Their director of communications had been very clear about that. That was why he and Farah had decided not to tell anyone apart from Hayden. On the other hand, if the Centaurs wanted him, Shane wouldn't sign with them without explaining exactly what they would be taking on. There was no way he was playing another season wearing a Hollander jersey. Besides, they either signed both of them or neither of them. They were a package deal now.
Ilya sighed.
"Shane, солнышко, even if they're complete bastards, they aren't going to abandon their star player in the middle of a conflict-of-interest scandal. It would be terrible for the Voyageurs' image."
Shane let out a small laugh.
"Since when did you become such an expert in public relations? You still post cryptic photos on Instagram..."
Not to him, or to the people close to them, of course. To them, Ilya's Instagram was a love letter.
"They're not cryptic," Ilya protested, amusement colouring his voice. "They just reflect how I'm feeling in that moment."
"Last time you posted the origami crane my mum taught you to fold."
Yes, Ilya only ever posted objects and landscapes. The faces, gestures and moments he wanted to keep for himself stayed in the photo album on his phone. And God, it had become enormous. Shane had even sent several of the photos to himself so he could have them printed and add them to his photo album–or rather, his albums by now.
"I had fun making it with my mother-in-law. I wanted to share it."
"To ninety-nine per cent of the people following you, it was just another random photo with no caption."
That was Ilya's speciality. Farah had burst out laughing when she had discovered his Instagram and told him it was a miracle his fans didn't think he was completely mad. Then she had started reading the comments and laughed even harder. Some of his fans really, really had vivid imaginations. Fortunately for them, they were always heading in entirely the wrong direction.
"I don't care about them. The important thing is that Yuna saw it. She sent me loads of heart emojis and promised she'd teach me some more origami the next time we visit."
His mother had recently become obsessed with origami. She had bought several books and watched a ridiculous number of tutorials on YouTube. And of course, Ilya had thought it was extraordinary that she could create something so beautiful from a simple square sheet of paper and had wanted to learn. Naturally, she had been delighted to teach him.
"She's going to end up loving you more than me..." Shane grumbled, only pretending to be put out.
"You shouldn't have rage-quit just because your folds weren't perfect."
To be fair, Shane had been fascinated too and had followed her instructions diligently. His fingers had simply refused to produce anything as elegant as hers.
"Can we get back to what LeClaire said?"
"You're the one who started talking about my Instagram."
And Shane pleaded guilty. He did have a tendency to steer conversations towards subjects he understood and that made him feel safe. But he couldn't keep talking about origami and social media. If he didn't sort out the problem Coach LeClaire had raised, he would spend the entire night brooding over it.
"Ilya, please, concentrate."
"I am concentrating. Very hard, actually. I even know you're scared because you don't know Mr Callahan."
"I didn't even know his surname..."
Which only proved he really was a complete stranger–even more so than LeClaire.
"Well, now you do. And me too. I've always called him Mr The Bears in my head."
Shane rolled his eyes–Ilya and his ridiculous nicknames–before turning serious again.
"Doesn't it scare you? Him knowing?"
Because it terrified Shane. Mr Callahan wouldn't keep the information to himself. He would inevitably tell the owner and the DC so they could work out a strategy. Perhaps Farah could be involved as well? That would reassure him. A lot.
"I trust LeClaire. He always knows what he's doing. Besides, he's Canadian. Canadians are insane about hockey."
Shane wished he had as much faith in his coach as Ilya did in his. Then again, his had never given him any reason to trust him. Thériault was worlds apart from LeClaire. Ilya was incredibly lucky to be surrounded by such kind, open-minded people. And no, Shane wasn't jealous. Or perhaps just a little. But he knew his next team would be more like the Bears. He would rather give up hockey altogether than spend the rest of his career with another version of the Voyageurs.
"Does he at least know you're in a relationship with a man?"
"I don't think so. The guys promised they'd keep it to themselves. The WAGs probably don't even know."
A fond smile spread across Shane's face.
"Ilya, my love, you're so adorable when you're this naïve. Some of your teammates have definitely told their wives, simply because they're their wives and they tell them absolutely everything."
"Really?" Ilya asked, genuinely surprised. "But Hayden asked your permission before telling Jackie."
"Honestly, I doubt he'd have managed to keep it from her. He's always putting his foot in it."
"Yeah, it's a miracle he hasn't outed us yet with one of his family photos!"
Ilya and Hayden had gradually become friends through the meals Jackie and Shane organised. But Ilya never missed an opportunity to tease Hayden, even when he wasn't there.
"He always checks them three times before posting them."
Jackie had confessed to Shane that Hayden was terrified of accidentally outing them and even checked reflections in mirrors, just in case someone was twisted enough to look there.
"I know, солнышко. He's a very good friend. Very careful... even if he always catches me in compromising positions with the twins and Arthur."
Ilya almost always had one of the three children on his lap or in his arms–sometimes two at once whenever Ruby and Jade both wanted their Uncle Ilya at the same time.
"You love looking after them."
"I enjoy it a bit less when Hayden immortalises his son throwing up all over me."
Shane laughed softly at the memory. If Hayden had pressed the button a few seconds earlier, the photo would have been perfect, but Jade had grabbed hold of his jeans and thrown him off balance.
"You had a muslin over your shoulder," Shane reminded him. "And you were both absolutely adorable."
So adorable that, that very evening, Shane had started looking into their options for having a child of their own one day. He wanted to see their son or daughter in Ilya's arms and take hundreds of photographs of them. So he would never forget those moments.
"Shane, concentrate."
Shane bit his lip. Damn it. He had drifted off the subject again. It was almost as if he didn't want to get any sleep that night.
"Sorry."
"I'm teasing you, солнышко."
"I know."
Ilya cleared his throat. Shane knew they were about to return to the original subject and, strangely enough, he felt much calmer about Mr Callahan knowing they were married.
"So... should I talk to Farah about it or not?"
What kind of question was that?
"Obviously."
She would defend their interests like a lioness defending her cubs.
"Do you want me to ask her to arrange a meeting with both of us, or will an email do?"
Shane thought for a moment about what would be most practical with their respective schedules over the next few days.
"An email will be perfect. Just copy me in."
"I'll send it to you first so you can add anything that's worrying you, then I'll sign it in both our names."
Shane probably wouldn't have anything to add. Ilya knew him by heart.
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  New York, January 2016
“I have to go back to Russia,” Ilya said to Cliff, his phone still clutched in his hand.
They were sitting at the departure gate with the rest of the team and were due to board their flight any minute.
“Is it your niece? Has something happened to her?” his friend asked, concern written across his face.
“No, thank God. It's my father... He's dying.”
And Ilya needed to be there.
Cliff placed a hand on his forearm and gave it a gentle squeeze.
“Okay, Rozy. We'll find Coach and get you on the first flight to Moscow.”
His friend went off to find the coach, who was probably making the rounds of the players. Still reeling from the news, Ilya remained seated, clinging to his phone like a sailor to a lifebuoy in a stormy sea.
When Cliff came back, he was holding a ticket to Moscow.
“You're flying at half past ten with a stopover in London. Gate 17.”
Ilya took the ticket.
“Do you want me to stay with you? I can catch the next flight. I'll go and buy some perfume for Becka in the duty-free.”
Ilya searched for the words.
“Is okay.”
He wanted to say more, but with his English slipping away from him, nothing he said would have made any sense.
Their flight was called. The guys got to their feet and headed towards the gate, but Cliff stayed where he was. He rested a hand on Ilya's shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze.
“Rozy, if you need anything, call me. Any time, day or night.”
Ilya managed a faint smile.
“Thank you.”
Cliff squeezed his shoulder once more before joining the others. In the distance, Ilya heard their questions and felt their sympathetic glances on him. He wanted to tell them it wasn't a big deal, that he didn't love him, that he even hated him, and that he was only going back because someone had to arrange the funeral–and, more importantly, pay for it–and that someone was him. But speaking English was far too difficult at that moment. Besides, those weren't the sort of things you said.
Ilya didn't move from his seat for quite some time. He watched the plane to Boston taxi away, then the one at the neighbouring gate do the same. People sat down around him, then got up again.
It wasn't until a passenger was called for a flight to Madrid departing at 10:15 that Ilya looked for his own gate. Mechanically, he handed his ticket and passport to the flight attendant, boarded the plane and took his seat.
After that, everything became a blur. Physically, Ilya was there, sitting on the aircraft between two Russians on their way home, but his mind was completely elsewhere.
His father was dying.
Ilya had always known this moment would come. He was old, ill, and little more than a shadow of the man he had once been. He hadn't really been living for months. He spent more time asleep than awake, no longer spoke, and didn't even recognise Polina anymore. He could no longer walk or even sit up.
Then there had been the repeated lung infections. His doctors had managed to treat them until now, but this time the antibiotics hadn't been enough. There was nothing more they could do. Not without making him suffer. Polina wanted him to pass away peacefully. Ilya wanted whatever the doctors believed was best for everyone. So the two of them had agreed that he should receive no invasive treatment and that no attempt should be made to resuscitate him.
And Andreï... Andreï had agreed. Ilya had expected shouting, insults, a fight, but all he had said was, “Okay. It's probably for the best.”
Ilya had been relieved not to have to fight him over that.
His father was dying. And Ilya was thousands of miles away. He probably wouldn't make it in time. The doctor had said it could happen at any moment. He had offered to have a nurse call him from the room and put the phone on speaker so he could say goodbye. It was a very kind offer, but Ilya had already done that during his last visit that summer. He had had the feeling that, when he came back the following year, he wouldn't have to go there anymore. And that feeling had only grown stronger with every phone call from the nurses, with every infection.
For weeks, he had been expecting that final call. He had received it today. He had thought he had prepared himself for the news. For his father's death. It would be a release for everyone. And yet he was afraid. He just didn't know of what.
He spent the entire flight in a daze, his stomach knotted with that inexplicable fear.
Nikita met him at the airport and drove him to the hospital. Ilya let him take care of everything because, with every step that brought him closer to his father, the fear only grew stronger.
When they reached his room, Polina was just coming out. Her eyes were red. Ilya knew immediately that he was already gone.
“Andreï's still with him.”
Polina's voice broke, and tears welled up in her eyes. Under any other circumstances, Ilya would probably have wrapped his arms around her and told her he was here now, that he would take care of everything. But this time, he remained rooted to the spot. Fortunately, Nikita was there. He slipped an arm around her shoulders.
“Come with me, Mrs Rozanova,” he said gently, leading her down the corridor. “Let's go and get some fresh air.”
Ilya found himself alone outside the door. He stood there for a long time, preparing himself to... He didn't even know what he was preparing himself for. He was simply preparing himself.
When he finally felt ready, he pushed the door open.
His father was lying on the bed, his eyes closed, his face peaceful. As though he were asleep. He should have had an oxygen mask over his nose, but it had already been removed, along with the pulse oximeter, which now rested on the bedside table. The IV line was still in place, though the drip had been stopped.
His brother was sitting beside the bed, holding his father's right hand in his own. His eyes were red too. Perhaps even redder than his stepmother's. Ilya found it almost ironic that Andrei should be crying over a man who had never truly been a father to them.
The door clicked softly shut behind him. His brother turned his head, looked straight at him, and glared.
“He asked for you... and you weren't here.”
* * * 
Montreal, January 2016 – Later that day
Shane wasn’t sleeping. He simply couldn't. Ilya hadn't texted after landing in Boston. He hadn't called that evening either, and he hadn't replied to any of Shane's messages. It was two in the morning, and he still hadn't heard a word from him.
He tried not to panic, to stay rational. His plane hadn't crashed–that had been the first thing he had checked. He hadn't been in a car accident–they would have called him. He hadn't been kidnapped or attacked and left somewhere to die alone. He had simply forgotten to press send. Then, once he had got home, he'd fallen asleep on the sofa in front of the television. Yes. It was as simple as that.
His phone buzzed with a message notification, and Shane snatched it from the bedside table. It was Ilya.
2:21 a.m. – Are you asleep?
Instead of replying, Shane called him immediately. He didn't stop to think whether Ilya was alone, or even wanted to talk. He just needed to hear his voice.
Ilya answered straight away. Before he had even had the chance to say a word, Shane blurted out, “Oh, fuck, Ilya, I was so worried! You fell asleep in front of that weird series with the dragons, didn't you? And when you woke up, you didn't reply because you thought I'd be asleep? But that's okay, you know. I'd much rather be woken up than lie here awake imagining the worst...”
“Shane...”
Ilya's voice trembled. It sounded almost fragile. Shane's worry shot straight back up.
“My love, what's happened?”
“He's dead, Shane.”
“Your father?”
Of course Shane knew who he meant–Ilya had told him everything–but he still had to ask. Just in case.
“Yes. This morning.”
Shane frowned. This morning? What did he mean, this morning? It was the middle of the night. Unless...
“Where are you?”
“Moscow.”
Where it was just after ten in the morning.
“When did you get there?”
Ilya took a moment before answering.
“Couple of hours ago. Sorry... English is so hard right now.”
Shane switched to Russian without another thought. He wasn't bilingual like Ilya, but he had become fluent.
“Okay, my love. Tell me everything.”
He settled back against the headboard, pillows supporting his back, the duvet pulled up over his thighs. It was far more comfortable than propping himself up on one arm.
Ilya drew a breath.
“The hospital called just before boarding. It was the end. They couldn't treat his latest infection. I had to come back, Shane. I had to be here.”
Shane hated it whenever Ilya used the words had to. Especially when he was talking about his family. He was a man driven by duty, and Shane admired him for it, but sometimes he wished he would allow himself to be just a little more selfish.
“Were you able to... say goodbye?”
The day his mother had taken her own life, Ilya had woken up late and hadn't kissed her goodbye before leaving for school. He had thought he would do it when he got home. He never got the chance. It still haunted him. Shane didn't want him carrying any more regrets.
“I was still on the plane when he died.”
Oh, fuck...
“But it's okay,” Ilya reassured him, as though he had guessed what Shane was thinking. “I said goodbye months ago. Maybe even years ago.”
“Okay, Ilya. That's what matters. You said goodbye.”
“I never actually said it. It was only in my head. Is that... weird?”
Ilya sounded unsettled. That wasn't like him. He had never cared what other people thought of him, or of the things he said or did. He was always saying it didn't matter whether people understood him or not. What mattered was being able to live with his own conscience.
“No. No, not at all.”
“The doctor I spoke to on the phone thought it was strange.”
That was odd.
“Did he actually say that?”
“No... but his tone of voice...”
Ilya had always paid attention to people's tone. That was how he understood the things they left unsaid. This time, though, he had almost certainly read too much into it.
“That was probably just how he speaks. He's a doctor, not someone who's there to judge you. Besides, there are so many different ways to grieve...”
“You looked it up, didn't you?”
Shane heard the fond smile in his voice.
“I wanted to be able to help you.”
For once, he hadn't read books. He had read people's stories instead. Who better to talk about grief than those who had lived through it?
Silence settled between them. Shane didn't try to fill it. When Ilya opened up, he always did it slowly.
“I still haven't cried.”
He had said it as though he expected Shane to tell him that wasn't normal.
“That doesn't mean you're not grieving...”
“But I'm not sad–that's the problem!” Ilya cut in. “I'm relieved. No more weekly updates. No more phone calls. No more waiting. It's over... It's all over...”
Shane was relieved too. He could even admit he had wished for that man's death. For four years, Ilya had devoted himself to his father, with both his time and his money. He had shown extraordinary patience and compassion. It had worn him down. Especially over the past few weeks. There were limits to what a person could endure, and Shane knew Ilya had been getting dangerously close to his.
“You're allowed to feel relieved, Ilya.”
“No, I should be sad. Polina is sad. Andreï is sad. Even Nikita is sad, and he hated him as much as I did. So why am I not sad?”
Ilya probably was sad. He just wasn't allowing himself to feel it yet. Maybe it would come tomorrow. Maybe in a few weeks. Maybe in a year's time. When his heart and his mind finally reached the same conclusion.
“I don't think Nikita's grieving for your father. I think he's grieving for you. Because you've just lost the last parent you had left.”
“I've only ever had one parent,” Ilya replied coldly, “and she died when I was twelve.”
“That... was your father.”
“No. David is my father.”
Shane bit the inside of his cheek. He should have chosen his words more carefully.
“I know. I meant biologically. Even though you hated him, you made sure he received every bit of care he needed. You followed the progression of his illness. You looked after him.”
And nobody did everything Ilya had done without having at least a tiny fragment of love left somewhere inside them. It was there. Buried deep in Ilya's heart.
“Only because it was my duty, Shane.”
Shane didn't argue. Ilya would realise it himself one day. When he was ready.
“I know. And I admire you for that. I could never have done all that for someone who'd hurt me so badly.”
He never could have set his hatred aside. Or perhaps he could. You never truly knew what you were capable of until you were faced with illness and death.
“In the end, it didn't change anything.” Ilya gave a humourless laugh. “He died knowing I wasn't there.”
“You did everything you could to be there.”
“I should have left when the care home called.”
Shane sighed. How could Ilya possibly have known that, this time, the doctors wouldn't be able to treat the infection?
“Ilya, my love, you don't have to feel guilty. You were there every time he needed you.”
And there had been many such times–far too many.
 “I should have been there this time too...”
“Even if you had been, he would've forgotten you were there a few minutes later.”
“I know, Shane,” Ilya whispered. “I know. But I still feel guilty. I know it doesn't make sense, but it's there.”
It shouldn't. And yet Shane understood. Well... he didn't understand the logic behind it, because there wasn't any. But he understood the feeling. Right now, Ilya's heart was in control. Not his reason.
“What can I do, my love?”
“What do you mean?”
“What do you need right now?”
Ilya hesitated for a long time before asking,
“Could you... could you stay on the line a little longer? Even if we don't talk?”
“Of course.”
A few moments passed before Shane thought of something that might help.
“Are you still at the hospital?”
“No. Nikita brought me back to his place.”
Shane silently promised himself he would thank Nikita for being there when he couldn't.
“Are you in your room?”
“Yes. I'm sitting on the edge of the bed.”
Perfect.
“Lie down and put me on speaker.”
He heard the sheets rustle.
“Are you going to lie down too?”
“Yes. It'll be like we're in our own bed, getting ready to go to sleep.”
Ilya answered with a quiet hum.
“Close your eyes and just listen. I'll probably fall asleep soon, but I'm here.”
And that was exactly what happened. Shane drifted off to the sound of Ilya's breathing.
When the buzzing of his phone woke him later, the call was still connected. Ilya was softly snoring.
* * *
Moscow, January 2016 – A few days later
Ilya stared at the glass of vodka left for his father in the middle of the table, as tradition dictated. If he could, he would get up, knock it back in one go and hope it got him drunk enough to forget this pominki. But he couldn't.
Well... he could. He simply refused to make a spectacle of himself in any way. His brother was already doing enough of that for the both of them, going on about what a wonderful, loving, caring man their father had been, or showering him with any number of other flattering adjectives that bore absolutely no resemblance to the man he had really been.
Focusing on the glass and the slice of bread resting on top of it drowned out the conversations around him and made this farce of a memorial meal bearable. Without that–even with Nikita's calming presence beside him–he would already have exploded, stormed out of the restaurant, driven straight to the airport and exchanged his ticket for the first flight to Montreal. That was already where he was headed, but the sooner he arrived, the sooner he would be back with Shane, and God knew how desperately he had needed his husband these past few days.
He just had to hold on for a few more hours. Then he could finally go home.
Ilya gripped his glass of water so tightly he feared it might shatter in his hand. Andreï had launched into yet another wonderful childhood memory with their father. A memory that existed nowhere except in his own head. Wasn't he tired of pretending to be the grieving son and inventing the perfect childhood he had never had?
A hand settled gently over his wrist.
“You should go outside for five minutes,” Nikita murmured.
Ilya was about to refuse when Andrei praised their father once again. His best friend was right. He needed to cool off. If he stayed at that table one minute longer listening to that mountain of bullshit, he was going to do something he would regret.
He stood up rather abruptly, nearly knocking his chair over. Nikita caught it before it hit the floor. Every head turned towards him. Most looked surprised. His brother looked irritated. His stepmother looked worried.
“If you'll excuse me for five minutes,” he said politely before making his way towards the emergency exit.
It opened onto a small terrace where the staff went for a cigarette. It had been the owner himself–one of Andreï's "friends", who was almost certainly involved in some sort of criminal business–who had pointed it out while giving him a tour of the premises.
Polina had wanted to hold the pominki at their childhood home, with only close family present after the grand funeral. But Andreï had insisted... No. He had screamed that it was disgraceful, that Colonel Grigori Rozanov deserved far better than that, and had very forcefully suggested this luxury restaurant, with some of his father's former colleagues and several of his own. Since neither Polina nor Ilya had the strength for another battle with him–the funeral had been more than enough–they had given in. Or rather, Polina had sighed, “Do whatever you want, Andreï...” And Ilya had paid the bill without even looking at the total. The two of them simply wanted it all to be over. They wanted to close the Grigori Rozanov chapter of their lives.
He took a few steps across the small paved courtyard before leaning against the wall where he could keep the entrance in sight. He had no desire to be caught off guard by anyone.
The cold January air made him shiver. He turned up the collar of his long coat before burying his hands in his pockets. His fingers brushed against his phone in the right one and instinctively curled around it. Shane had probably sent him messages. So had Yuna and David. Quite possibly Cliff as well. He hadn't counted the notifications, but he knew there was more than one.
He hesitated before reading them, afraid he wouldn't want to go back inside afterwards. As long as he kept himself away from their love, he could bear the guilt Andreï had been relentlessly trying to force onto him. It had started at the hospital. It hadn't stopped since. Every time they found themselves in the same room–and there had been far too many of those moments these past few days–his brother blamed him for their father's death. He should have found the best doctor in all of Russia. He should have enrolled him in this or that clinical trial. He should have continued home care. He should have found him a better care home. He should have agreed to have him intubated and given stronger antibiotics.
The phone vibrated softly in his hand. Ilya resisted for one more second before pulling it out. He needed Shane. He needed Yuna. He needed David. He needed all the people who had become his second family.
When he unlocked the screen, he was stunned by the sheer number of message notifications. The one he had just received was from Jackie. He tapped on it and was taken to their conversation thread.
8:21 p.m. – Shane's just told us about your father. Hayden and I are thinking of you during this difficult time. If you need anything at all, don't hesitate.
Too overwhelmed to reply, he backed out and opened his conversation with Shane instead. Three new messages.
8:17 p.m. – I think you're about to get a message from Jackie. She was worried about not seeing you play and kept asking me questions.
6:55 p.m. – I know this pominki wasn't...
The emergency door swung open. Andreï stood there, staring at him with a hard expression.
“I hope you're not texting your gigolo on the day of our dad's funeral...”
Ilya's fingers tightened around his phone. For one second, he remained perfectly still. Perhaps he had misheard. Perhaps Andrei was about to correct himself.
Slowly, he locked the screen and slipped the phone back into his pocket before lifting his gaze.
“What did you just say?”
Andreï gave a smug little laugh.
“Have you gone deaf as well as turned into a fag?”
Ilya drew a slow breath. Once. Twice.
“I'm giving you one chance to rephrase that.”
Andreï let out a nasty laugh.
“I said I hope you're not texting your gigolo...”
Ilya didn't even think. In two strides, he was on him. He grabbed him roughly by the collar of his suit and slammed him against the wall. The impact echoed through the courtyard.
“If you ever insult my husband again...” His voice was low. Dangerously low. “...I'll destroy you.”
Andreï merely looked up at him. There was no fear in his eyes. Only contempt.
“Oh... I'm so scared, Ilyushka. All you ever do is bark.”
“I'm not joking.”
“Fuck... he must have one hell of an arse...”
Ilya's fist shot forward before he even realised what he was doing. It smashed into the wall just inches from his brother's face. Plaster exploded under the impact, and a sharp pain shot through his wrist.
“Next time,” Ilya warned, “it'll be your fucking homophobic face.”
Andreï hadn't even flinched. As though he still didn't believe him. But Ilya meant every word. Andreï could say whatever he wanted about him. But not about Shane.
“My God, that Canadian's really fucked with your head! At least does he suck your cock properly?”
This time he really was going to hit him. Someone caught his fist before it landed. Ilya didn't even need to turn around. There was only one person at that table with a grip like that.
“Let me smash his face in, Nikit,” he growled.
“No,” his friend replied, firm but gentle. “I can only imagine what he must've said to make you react like this, but Shane wouldn't want you to do it.”
Ilya clenched his fist so tightly his nails dug into his palm before finally lowering it and stepping away from his brother. He still wanted to beat the living daylights out of him. But Nikita was right. Shane would have put himself between them. Not to protect his worthless brother. To stop Ilya from hitting his own brother. From hitting anyone at all. Because Ilya would have instinctively held back.
Andreï straightened his collar before looking at Nikita as though he had lost his mind.
“How can you be friends with him? He fucks blokes!”
Nikita met his gaze without blinking.
“He fucks no bloke. He makes love to his husband.”
His brother snorted.
“Fuck... they've converted you as well? How does that work? You fuck one while the other one fucks you?”
Ilya thought of Shane to stop himself from losing control. Andreï was only trying to provoke him. There was no way he was going to give him the satisfaction again. He had to be above all of this, above whatever Andrei might think about his sexuality. He was the depraved one.
Nikita remained just as calm, even though he was probably boiling inside. Shane was his friend, a very good friend, and he was fiercely protective of him–like he was with all his friends, but especially with him.
 “Andreï... you're revolting. Then again, considering the people you choose to associate with, I shouldn't be surprised.”
Andreï's smile disappeared for a fraction of a second before he spat, “You disgust me.”
Nikita rolled his eyes with a sigh.
“If only you knew how much we don’t give a fuck.”
Silence fell. Ilya hoped his brother would finally back down. He had underestimated his stupidity.
“You won’t be saying you don’t give a fuck when I give all of this to the press.”
Ilya laughed softly.
“Do it.”
Andreï frowned.
“What?”
“Do it.”
Ilya took one step towards him.
“I'm done with this fucking country.”
His entire life here had been one enormous lie. He was tired of hiding. And besides, what was the worst that could happen? He would never be allowed back into Russia. So what? Shane didn't live here. He never intended to. Elena and Dasha could visit him in Canada. Nikita and Mila already had, and were happy to come back every year.
“You think that won't make its way to America?”
“Let it. We're ready.”
For the first time, Andreï looked genuinely unsettled. He had probably paid someone to investigate Ilya. Whoever it was had done a terrible job. Most likely because they hadn't been paid enough.
“Those Americans have really turned you into an idiot, Ilya...”
“And the drugs have rotted your brain if you think I'll let you do anything that could hurt my husband.” Ilya closed the remaining distance between them and towered over him. His stare was ice cold. “If I find out you've contacted a single journalist,” he said in a cold, deadly voice, “I won't hesitate to use my reputation and my money to make the rest of your life a living hell.”
Andrei swallowed. His eyes flickered briefly towards Nikita before returning to Ilya.
“Maybe... maybe we could negotiate?”
Ilya would have burst out laughing, but he had to keep up the act until the end. He allowed himself a smile, though.
“Oh no. I'm done negotiating with you, Andreï. You're not getting another penny from me to fund your pathetic lifestyle or pay off your debt. You could die in a gutter tomorrow, and I wouldn't even come to identify your body.”
Andreï shivered. It wasn't from the cold.
“You can't do that, Ilya...”
Oh yes, he could. And he would. He should never have threatened Shane.
“I told you this summer, Andreï. We've never been brothers. The only thing I'll still do for you...”
Ilya drew a deep breath.
“...is transfer the flat into your name. Mortgage it. Sell it. Trash the place if you like. I don't care.”
He turned away. Nikita followed. When they reached the door, Ilya stopped without looking back.
“From today onwards... you're dead to me.”
* * *
Montreal, January 2016, the following day
Shane carefully lifted Ilya's head from his lap and replaced it with a cushion before getting up from the sofa. He had fallen asleep about half an hour earlier after crying against Shane's stomach for what had felt like hours, though it had probably only been a dozen of minutes before exhaustion finally caught up with him. It was still just as hard to see him hurting so much and be unable to do anything about it. Shane had simply stroked his hair while Ilya let out everything he had kept buried for years, everything his father's death had brought back to the surface.
Ilya wasn't grieving his father. He was grieving everything he would never be able to receive from him now that he was gone. For the past seven years, he had convinced himself that he expected nothing from him anymore, that he didn't need him, that what his second family gave him was enough. And perhaps it had been, while Grigory Rozanov had still been alive, because Ilya had still been able to hope. But that hope had vanished with his father's final breath, and the heart of the little boy–and the teenager–Ilya had once been had shattered into a thousand pieces. He had somehow held himself together in Russia, Shane had no idea how, but the moment he got into his car, Shane had watched him fall apart a little more with every passing minute.
Shane picked up the fleece blanket they always used when watching films and draped it over him. After making sure he was still fast asleep, he headed towards the front door. Someone had rung the bell and, fortunately, it hadn't woken Ilya. But if whoever it was rang again, it might. And right now, sleep was what Ilya needed more than anything.
Before opening the door, he looked through the peephole. It was J.J. What was he doing here? Shane had told him he was picking his husband up from the airport and would be staying with him for a few days.
He unlocked the door, opened it just enough to step out into the corridor, then quietly closed it behind him. J.J. looked slightly put out by that but said nothing.
"Hi, J.J. What can I do for you?"
"Sorry to bother you, Shane..."
He reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out a silver chain, with its crossed hockey sticks pendant and silver ring. His pendant. His wedding ring.
"...but I thought you might be looking for these."
Shane took them between his fingers and gently ran his thumb over them.
"I never thought I'd see them again," he said, his eyes glistening.
He had realised they were no longer around his neck when he had gone to put his wedding ring back on at the airport.
"It must have come undone while you were getting changed earlier. You were in a bit of a rush..."
Coach Thériault had kept them on the ice for a speech Shane hadn't listened to, his attention fixed entirely on the minutes ticking away on the digital clock. A clock that had first screamed, You're going to be late, Shane, and then, You're already late, Shane. So he had rushed, and had probably been a little too rough pulling his hair free from beneath his T-shirt. Ever since he had started growing it out, it had had an annoying habit of catching on the clasp.
"Were you the one who found it?"
J.J. nodded awkwardly. He had probably seen the engravings and understood.
"Thank you. They mean a great deal to me."
"I can imagine..."
Shane slipped his wedding ring back onto his finger before fastening the chain around his neck again, making no attempt to tuck the pendant beneath his T-shirt.
J.J. watched him do it with an expression Shane couldn't quite decipher. One thing, however, was certain: there was no anger in his eyes.
His gaze lingered briefly on Shane's wedding ring before returning to his face. He looked as though there was a question burning on the tip of his tongue.
"You can ask, you know," Shane said with a smile.
J.J. chewed his lower lip before finally asking, "Your husband really is Rozanov?"
"Yes, J.J."
J.J. rubbed a hand over his face before his eyes flickered briefly towards the door behind Shane.
"You do realise if this gets out, it's going to cause one hell of a scandal?"
Shane sighed.
"I know. And I don't care. We're not doing anything wrong."
"No, Shane. But the league could accuse you of throwing games. You could be suspended. You could lose your contracts."
Shane and Ilya knew perfectly well where Commissioner Cromwell stood on homosexuality. He would probably have an aneurysm if he discovered that two of his players had secretly been married and together for years.
But they also knew exactly what their rights and obligations towards the league were. Farah had reminded them often enough that any sanction would be extremely difficult to justify. They hadn't broken a single rule. They had never thrown a game, never allowed their relationship to influence the way they played. And if the NHL tried to punish them simply because they were two married men, the scandal would extend far beyond their own story. Associations, players, and a large part of the public would probably refuse to let it slide. Cromwell would have far more to lose than they would.
"We've never played a single game without being in love with each other."
"I know, but they could..." J.J. insisted.
Shane appreciated his concern, but it wasn't necessary. Besides, they were standing out on his landing, hardly the place for a conversation like this, even if it had been his own choice not to invite him in. Any other day, he probably would have. They would have talked it through with Ilya over a beer and a cup of tea. Just not today. Especially not today.
"J.J.," he interrupted gently, "I know exactly what they could do, and we've prepared for it. The Bears' GM knows we're married. And as for me, I'm ready to fight if the club tries to get rid of me one way or another. I'm not afraid of coming out anymore."
J.J. lowered his eyes to Shane's wedding ring again for a few seconds before looking back up, his expression still unreadable.
"You love him that much?"
"More than you can imagine."
A heavy silence settled between them. Shane didn't try to break it. J.J. would speak when he was ready. A few moments later, he indeed did.
“Is it because he doesn't want to meet me that you didn't invite me in?”
Shane let out a quiet laugh.
"No, J.J. It has nothing to do with you." He hesitated for a second before adding, "He got back from Russia today after burying his father."
"Is he... alright?"
"He will be in a few days."
"Would you pass on my condolences?"
"Of course."
Another silence followed. A shorter one this time.
"See you at training tomorrow?"
Shane nodded, although he wasn't certain he would actually be there. It would depend entirely on Ilya’s emotional state.
"Have a good day, Shane."
"You too, J.J." He rested a hand on the door handle. "And thank you again for bringing my chain back."
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  Boston, April 2016
According to the sun-shaped wall clock in the bedroom–the one they had bought together at Ikea years earlier and that Ilya had never changed–it was past nine in the morning. Normally, at this hour, they should have been on their excercice mats in his living room, doing yoga. Or rather, Shane would have been doing yoga while Ilya tried to copy him, making jokes about the names of the poses and teasing him the whole time.
But that morning, Shane had woken up before his alarm and cancelled it after checking that Ilya had switched his off as well. Then he had simply stayed lying in bed, watching him sleep. The season was always exhausting with its road trips and matches every two or three days, yet Ilya seemed even more tired than usual. It wasn’t physical–he wasn’t sleeping less (if anything, he went to bed a little earlier) or more poorly–it was something else. Something Shane couldn’t quite put a name to.
He had started noticing small changes a few weeks earlier. Brief moments of absence, silences that lasted a little longer, certain jokes he no longer made, fewer smiles and less laughter, and an increased need for contact. It was as if he were carrying a weight that was slowly absorbing some of his joy. He wasn’t depressed–Shane would have recognised the signs after all the hours of research he had done on the subject–just sometimes a little sad.
The worst part was that Ilya didn’t seem to notice it himself–or else he didn’t want to talk about it, in which case Shane would have to remind him of their marriage vows. Perhaps it was a step backwards in the grieving process for his father. Or perhaps it had nothing to do with him at all…
After his breakdown on returning from Moscow, Ilya had never cried again, nor spoken of his father. It was almost as if that moment had been cathartic and had allowed him to move through his grief rather quickly. Perhaps too quickly?
Ilya’s eyelids fluttered. Shane watched him wake slowly, his eyes slightly damp and a sad smile on his lips. When he began staring at the ceiling for too long, Shane grew worried.
“Ilya?”
Ilya turned his head towards him, then rolled onto his side to press himself against him, burying his face in his chest. Propped up on his elbow, Shane caught hold of the sheet that had slipped down to Ilya’s waist so as not to fall off his side of the bed. Once he had regained his balance, he wrapped his arms around Ilya, kissed his hair, and rested his head back on the pillow.
They stayed like that for a long time in silence. Then Ilya kissed his right pectoral, a few centimetres from his nipple, making him shiver, and murmured against his skin, “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
He kissed him again, closer this time. Shane shivered more strongly. How sensitive he was… and reactive.
Ilya teased him once more, brushing his lips over the nipple before taking it into his mouth and playing with it. Instinctively, Shane slid a hand into his hair and gripped it as the pleasure rose.
He tried to resist–he wanted to talk about what had just happened–but he was far too weak when it came to Ilya. So he surrendered to that expert mouth and everything it promised.
 
Later, after making love tenderly, Shane and Ilya remained in bed for a while longer. They were curled up against each other, Shane’s back pressed against Ilya’s chest, their legs tangled together, Ilya’s arm draped around him with his hand resting over his heart. As he traced random patterns on his skin with his fingertips, Shane began softly, “Earlier, when you woke up…”
He bit his lip, hesitating. Ilya looked so peaceful now, as if it had never happened. Was Shane simply spending too much time watching him? Was he just paying too much attention to insignificant details?
Ilya kissed the hollow of his neck.
“Earlier, when I woke up…?”
“You looked… sad.”
Ilya pulled him a little closer.
“Not sad. Nostalgic, I think that’s the word. I dreamed about my mother.”
His mother, of course. Why hadn’t he thought of that? He had read that grief could resurface after losing someone close. Especially when the grief over that person was complicated.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Ilya breathed against his skin.
“I don’t remember it… I just remember being with her somewhere, and she was smiling at me.”
Shane gently squeezed his arm, running his thumb along the inside of his forearm. Was it the memory that had made him nostalgic? Or was it his mother’s smile?
“Was… Was that rare?”
He had read that some depressions were described as “smiling depressions”. Had that been the case with his mother? Over the years, Ilya had talked about her more and more, but never about her illness.
“I don’t know. I think she was already depressed back then. I’m not sure I ever knew her before that.”
It saddened Shane, and at the same time it almost made sense. At only nineteen years old, she had been forced to marry Grigori Rozanov, a man more than thirty years her senior who, according to Ilya, had never loved her. He had simply “needed a wife and children to carry on his bloodline”. She had probably held on all those years for her children. For Ilya.
Another silence settled between them.
Shane thought about the folder sitting in his office with a question mark on it. Was this the right time to bring it up? It had been there for months, sitting untouched. His mother had told him it could remain that way for many more months, but every week that passed made him feel as though he was betraying Irina’s memory. It was stupid because he already donated a great deal to charities supporting mental health and suicide prevention. But he could do something himself, and he wasn’t doing it.
The idea had come to him after Ilya had once again worried about his stepmother’s mental health. He was especially attentive to the wellbeing of all the women around him. As if he had made it his mission that none of them would ever follow the same path as his mother. And Shane had thought: why couldn’t this become their fight?
So he had talked to his mother about it. She had thought it was a beautiful tribute to Irina and a clever way to change the narrative surrounding their “rivalry”. Besides, people did not talk enough about mental health, especially in sport. It was time someone did. Two NHL stars like them were probably the best people to become spokespeople, especially with Ilya’s personal history–and their own. She had finished by saying that Hunter had his children’s hospitals; they could have their helplines.
After that, Shane had worked on the project whenever he could, and their hockey school had been born–it just did not have a name yet. They had found the charities they wanted to support and contacted them. They had thought about how to organise the summer camps, the values they wanted to pass on to the children, and who they wanted to invite to coach them. Shane had a few names in mind; Ilya would probably have others. When they eventually talked about it publicly, some people would probably volunteer themselves.
His mother had handled all the administrative and legal aspects. She had asked two of her friends, one a lawyer and one a legal adviser, to help her. Shane had not understood everything–and honestly, he had not tried very hard to, because he was already busy enough with the season and Ilya to work on that as well–but he trusted her completely. Their charity would not just be “two NHL superstars signing a cheque”; it would be a real foundation, with all the people needed to make it run properly.
Everything was ready–or at least everything that could be prepared beforehand. All that remained was telling Ilya. Shane knew he probably would not say no. The cause mattered too much to him. And besides, he adored children. But would Ilya be willing to join something that had already been underway for so long? Would he even want to start this with him?
Ilya kissed his shoulder.
“I can hear you thinking, Shane. What are you thinking about?”
The Irina Foundation, he stopped himself from saying. Instead, he answered with perhaps a little too much seriousness.
“In two weeks, I’d like to show you something.”
“Okay…”
When Ilya seemed worried–or perhaps simply surprised, Shane was not entirely sure–he quickly reassured him.
“It’s something good, I promise. Well… I think it is.”
“You think?”
“It is, really! It’s just that…”
Shane bit his lip. It was really difficult talking about something without actually talking about it. How had they managed to do this with their relationship?
“Just that?”
“You’ll see in two weeks. It’s better if I show you at the same time.”
“Okay… But you know I’m not going to stop asking questions, right? I’m not a patient man.”
He was, actually. Extremely so. But probably not about everything, that was true.
“Well, you’ll have to be. Because I’m not telling you anything.”
“Is this a challenge you’re giving me, солнышко?”
* * *
Montreal, June 2016
A little over six weeks after saying yes to Shane’s idea for the Irina Foundation–as if he could have said no when Shane had done all of this for him and his mother?–they were finally going to announce it to the world. Meaning: the various media outlets that Farah and Yuna, the brand-new director and treasurer of their charity, had decided were worth inviting. But to Ilya, it was more or less the same thing. There would be far too many journalists, all wanting to talk at once, each with their own accent. There would also be French-speaking journalists because the press conference was being held in Montreal.
They had agreed that Shane would handle the French part–because he absolutely wanted the conference to be bilingual–and Ilya would handle the English part, even though now that he was about to find himself in front of all those people, he was afraid he would stumble over his words or forget part of his speech. Yes, he had prepared it, and rehearsed it, and rehearsed it again because bloody hell, it was his mother’s foundation and he absolutely could not mess it up.
Shane entered the toilets, where he had retreated so he could panic in peace, away from Hayden and Jackie’s watchful eyes who had insisted on being there. His husband found him standing in front of the sink, gripping the edge and staring at the water running from the tap. Ilya had turned it on to splash some water on his face before realising he risked getting his suit wet and everyone would then know that even the cold and intimidating Ilya Rozanov was a human being like everyone else. Was that a bad thing? Not really. He was tired of that image. But he would still rather keep that one than become known as something like “Ilya the bear is actually a huge softie”. Yes, he was sentimental, but he only wanted to be that way in front of Shane and their parents.
Shane walked over slowly and placed a hand on his back.
“Ilya, my love, it’s going to be fine.”
Ilya let out a small, nervous laugh.
“No press conference involving us has ever gone well…”
“That’s not true. The one at our first All-Star Game went very well.”
Ilya turned off the tap and turned to face him, a small amused smile on his lips.
“I think we have a different definition of ‘going well’, солнышко. I answered every question with one-word replies that day. Today, I have an entire speech to give…”
Shane cut him off by placing a finger against his lips.
“A speech we wrote together and that you know by heart.”
After all the time they had spent working on it, choosing every single word carefully, there was no other possibility. But Ilya appreciated what Shane was trying to do and kissed his finger in thanks. Then, with his crooked smile, he pointed out, “Normally, I’m the one who reassures you, not the other way around.”
Shane laughed softly.
“Next time, let me have the exclusive rights to panicking.”
There was absolutely no problem with that! Everything else, he could handle, but this foundation was far too important for him to make even the slightest mistake.
“The next press conference will probably be the one where we come out as a couple. You’re definitely going to panic.”
Shane paled slightly.
“Probably, yes. But we’ll have had time to prepare.”
“You’re forgetting the questions.”
The journalists were going to have plenty of them–and not all of them would be kind. They wouldn’t be able to predict every single one. Not like today. And even then, they weren’t sure they had managed to think of everything, even with five brains working on it.
“As long as they…” Shane stopped halfway through his sentence. A smile escaped him as he gently shook his head. “I know exactly what you’re trying to do, but it’s not going to work. Let me be the one who reassures you sometimes, alright?”
Hayden chose that exact moment to knock on the door.
“Guys, I don’t know what you’re doing in there and I don’t want to know, but you’re going to have to stop.”
Ilya rolled his eyes while Shane let out a long sigh.
“You know, Pike, we’re reasonably civilised. We don’t jump each other the moment we’re locked somewhere together.”
“Shane, no. You? I’m not so sure.”
“You’d be surprised to know…”
Shane immediately covered his mouth with his hand and gave him a look that clearly meant if you finish that sentence, I’m banning you from sex for a week.
“Alright, Hayd, we’re coming. And for the record, we weren’t doing anything at all.”
Ilya ran the tip of his tongue across Shane’s palm, making him shiver. He pulled his hand away and took a few steps back–good idea–but continued threatening him with his dark eyes. Ilya wasn’t worried in the slightest. Shane would be the first one to crack.
“Yeah, right!”
Shane rolled his eyes. Ilya, meanwhile, couldn’t help laughing. Pike was genuinely ridiculous when he got like this. As if Shane would ever agree to have sex, or even let someone give him a blowjob, in a toilet. The floor was far too disgusting for him to put a knee down on it, even fully clothed. Ilya might have turned him into a proper sex machine, but he still had standards.
“Anyway, they fixed the sound issue, so you can start whenever you’re ready.”
“Thanks, Pike.”
“I’ll stay outside the door, just in case.”
Shane’s expression turned into one of pure exasperation. Ilya laughed even harder. This man was really something.
“Fuck, Hayd, go back to the room,” Shane said, annoyed. “We know how to behave, okay?”
Hayden hesitated for a moment, then Ilya heard his footsteps disappear down the corridor.
“He needs to stop with that, seriously,” Shane grumbled as he adjusted his tie in the mirror and straightened his sleeves. “You come here.”
Ilya closed the distance he had, quite sensibly, put between them and fixed Shane’s tie, then his hair.
“This is really going to go well, Ilya, I promise. You’re going to be perfect. And even if you stumble over a word, or forget one, it will still be perfect because we’re doing something incredibly important. For you, and for us.”
When he had finished arranging his curls to his liking, Shane placed a hand over Ilya’s chest, right above his heart. Ilya intertwined their fingers.
“I think my mother would be proud of us.”
You’re here, aren’t you, Mum? Even if I’m happy, you’re still here, right?
“Of course she would be. You’re doing all of this for her.”
Ilya lifted Shane’s face with his other hand and looked straight into his eyes.
“We, Shane. Not me. We’re doing this for her. Even though I haven’t really done much.”
Shane pulled a displeased face.
“I knew you’d be annoyed that I didn’t tell you sooner.”
“Not at all, солнышко. I would never have come up with all these ideas. Look, until now, I was content with donating to charities in her memory, whereas you dedicated an entire bloody charity to her. It’s the greatest gift you could have given me.”
Shane’s eyes filled with tears.
“Please, Ilya, don’t make me cry.”
As he reached up to wipe away the tears gathering at the corners of his eyes with the back of his sleeve, Ilya stopped him. He caught them with his lips before gently kissing his eyelids, then his forehead.
“Right, shall we go? Hayden’s going to have a heart attack if he doesn’t see us come back.”
“Do you really have to always call him Pike?” Shane complained with a smile.
“He likes it.”
And besides, he still called him Rozanov half the time. So until he managed to say his first name all the time, he was going to keep calling him Pike. Was it childish? Maybe. But he loved teasing Hayden. He always reacted instantly.
“You’re impossible, you know that?”
Ilya grabbed Shane around the waist and kissed him deeply.
“Right now, I am.”
 
The room was packed with people, far more than Ilya had expected. Farah and Yuna had really gone all out, hadn’t they? Not that their foundation didn’t deserve that kind of attention, but he had to admit that he suddenly felt very small in front of all those people.
He tried not to think about all the cameras pointed at them, all the microphones on their table, all the notebooks that were about to be filled. It was nothing he hadn’t already experienced with the NHL, the Olympics, and the Stanley Cup.
Besides, Shane had won his second Cup a few days earlier, which was why they were holding the conference so late. Well late, although parents would still have six weeks to register their children for their two-weeks camp sessions. This year was a test, or rather a warm-up before the following summer, when Shane had already planned three camps.
Ilya wondered whether it would be as successful as Yuna and Shane hoped. The camp wasn’t free–although they had set up scholarships for some disadvantaged children, which they were currently funding themselves, and adjusted prices for lower-income families (yes, Shane really had thought of everything and everyone)–but it wasn’t excessively expensive either. Still, it represented a significant amount of money. An amount his father probably would never have paid, even if he had been able to afford it.
Then again, his father was probably an exception. David had told him that he and Yuna would have paid for it. They would have even saved all year to give Shane the opportunity. Because it was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to be coached for a few days by NHL players–active or retired–and on top of that, it was for a good cause.
Anyway, the cameras, the microphones, the notepads, he was used to those. But these ones were different, and he wasn’t sure he would know how to handle them.
Under the table, his leg started bouncing. It made him think of Price, who had agreed to coach the young defencemen who would be joining their camp.
His thoughts didn’t get any further because Shane placed a hand on his thigh.
“It’s going to be alright, Ilya,” he whispered.
Ilya squeezed his hand. God, he loved his husband.
Yuna stepped onto their small stage and came to crouch between them. She saw their hands, gave them a warning look, then said, “Whenever you’re ready, boys.” She placed her hand over theirs and added, “David and I are very proud of you.”
Then she removed her hand and stood back up. She looked over the crowd before leaning towards them once more.
“Don’t forget that the entire conference is being recorded. If anyone tries to twist your story, they’ll have to deal with Cathy, okay?”
Cathy was Yuna’s friend, the lawyer who had agreed to represent the foundation. Shane and Ilya couldn’t have felt safer knowing she was there to defend their interests.
Ilya watched Yuna return to Farah and David. The latter gave him a smile and two thumbs up. Ilya thanked him with a nod before turning his attention back to the crowd.
He breathed in, breathed out, and began in a voice far more confident than he had felt capable of producing, “Shane and I have generated a lot of headlines since we first entered the NHL, and perhaps even since the 2008 Junior Championship in Regina for some of you.”
He saw a few faces nod in the crowd.
“We were presented as rivals and competitors, and although it’s true that we are in some ways, we have always been, first and foremost, friends who happened to play for two teams whose rivalry is almost legendary.”
The statement caused a wave of murmurs in the room.
Shane ignored them and began translating faithfully into French. Or at least, that was what he had promised him. Ilya had no choice but to trust him because his own French was limited to “Bonjour”, “Au revoir” and “Je t’aime”–the essentials, really.
He continued, “For the record–and I promise I won’t take too long–Shane introduced himself to me behind the Regina arena after my practice. I had gone outside for a cigarette before getting back on the bus to the hotel. Yes, I smoked back then. I was young and stupid…”
A few laughs came from the audience.
“…but don’t worry, I’ve only had one cigarette in the last eight years, and I don’t even think I finished it. We talked. Well… mostly he talked. My English was nowhere near what it is today. I don’t know what he saw in me, but we exchanged numbers, and from that day on, we never stopped talking.”
There were more murmurs, and once again Shane ignored them to translate.
He added a sentence at the end, then repeated it in English, “I simply thought it wouldn’t hurt you to talk to a native speaker before entering the NHL.”
The laughter was louder this time.
“I have to admit your grammar and conjugation lessons helped me a lot. He’s a very good teacher, you know? Very patient. I made the same mistakes dozens of times.”
A woman’s voice called out, “What kind of mistakes?”
Ilya should have ignored her. It wasn’t time for questions yet. But he answered anyway, “I’ll let the teacher answer that one.”
“He often forgot auxiliary verbs in questions. And he would sometimes leave out the subject, articles, or prepositions. But he already spoke very good English for someone who had taught himself with books.”
There was a question in French which Shane answered quickly before indicating in English, “If you don’t mind, we won’t be taking any more questions until the time we’ve set aside for them.”
The crowd of journalists seemed to accept that.
Ilya picked up where he had left off, “It has been almost eight years now since we became friends, and after six years of NHL careers, and three Stanley Cups between the two of us–I’ll win mine next year, Shane, so we’ll be tied…”
“I have no doubt you will, Ilya.”
“As I was saying, after six years in the NHL and three Stanley Cups between us, we decided to use our reputation to support something that matters deeply to both of us.”
Ilya paused to give Shane time to translate. The next part was going to be harder, but it needed to be said–even if it tightened his throat or brought tears to his eyes. The journalists would understand.
“You all probably know that my father died at the beginning of the year, but what you don’t know…” He swallowed. “…is that my mother died when I was twelve after fighting alone against depression for years.”
He saw all kinds of emotions pass across the journalists’ faces–surprise, sadness, empathy, and, in some of them, a kind of discomfort–but what affected him most was what he saw on Jackie and Hayden’s faces.
Jackie had brought a hand to her mouth and her eyes were filled with tears. Hayden, on the other hand, didn’t look away like many others did. It was as if he was telling him: I’m here, buddy. I’m here, I’m not going anywhere. You can focus on me if you need to.
And that was exactly what he did when he added, “I like to believe that she would still be here if she had received the care and support she needed.”
He paused again and sniffed. His eyes burned and his throat was so tight that he wasn’t sure he would be able to continue.
Shane placed a hand on his arm and squeezed gently while he translated. Ilya would have preferred to have his fingers intertwined with his and feel his wedding ring against his skin. But they couldn’t afford that gesture. Besides, their rings were around their necks, hidden from the journalists’ eyes.
There was a rather heavy silence that Shane didn’t allow to last long.
“Thank you, Ilya, for sharing that with us today.” Then he added more quietly, “Do you want me to continue?”
Ilya shook his head. No, he could do this, and he would do this. For his mother.
“In her honour, and in honour of all the people who didn’t win their fight, Shane and I have decided to create the Irina Foundation. It will raise funds and raise awareness for organisations that provide support, guidance and help to people suffering from depression and other mental health conditions that can lead to suicide.”
Shane translated again, giving Ilya time to gather his thoughts and remember what he still had left to say. The camps and the website. Yes, that was it. A few more sentences, and he would be done.
“This summer, at the beginning of August, we are organising a two-weeks camp in Ottawa. All profits will go directly to the foundation, which Yuna Hollander, our director and treasurer–thank you, Yuna, for everything you have done to help the Irina Foundation come to life and everything you will continue to do for it–will be responsible for distributing among the different organisations we support.”
Ilya saw the questions in the journalists’ eyes and hoped they all had the same one. He didn’t feel capable of answering them. Not in such perfect English. Truthfully, he was still able to speak because he had memorised his speech by heart, but he was certain that if he opened his mouth to say anything else, Russian would come out instead. Shane and Yuna–even though her Russian was a little more limited than Shane’s–had taught him that he could always switch back whenever he needed to.
“We have also created–well, the web designer we hired created it, thank you, Steven, for your fantastic work–a website where you will be able to find all the information about the foundation and, if you wish, make donations.”
Shane translated one last time. When he finished, Ilya turned towards him.
“And I think I’m done. I didn’t forget anything, did I, Shane?”
“No, Ilya. It was perfect.”
“In that case, ladies and gentlemen, if you have any questions, we are all yours.”
They came flooding in, and Ilya let Shane handle everything. He wanted to leave this room that had suddenly become suffocating and disappear somewhere with Shane, where he could hold him and kiss him. Yes, he needed Shane’s lips against his own so he could breathe again.
When the questions finally stopped, Shane led Ilya out of the room and towards the toilets. On the way, he seemed to type a message to someone–probably Hayden, asking him to guard the door.
Shane led him inside and, after making sure they were alone, said, “Come here, my love.”
Ilya didn’t need to be told twice. He stepped forward, wrapped his arms around him as tightly as he could, and let the tears he had held back in the room finally fall.
For the past few months, he had been on edge whenever he talked about or thought of his mother. The previous week, he had started crying when he walked into the Yuna and David’s kitchen and saw her making pelmeni.
When he had calmed down, Shane wiped his tears away with his thumbs and whispered, “I’m so proud of you, Ilya. I’m proud to be your husband. And I swear that in a year, everyone will know just how much I love you.”
He rose onto his tiptoes and kissed him tenderly.
* * *
Outaouais, July 2016
“Hello, Farah.”
“Oh, Ilya, it’s you,” their agent said calmly at the other end of the line.
She was no longer surprised when Ilya answered Shane’s phone and vice versa; it happened quite often. Especially in the summer, when their iPhones were left next to each other, impossible to tell apart without turning on the lock screen.
“Is Shane nearby?” she asked.
“He’s cooking.”
Ilya had taken care of cleaning the terrace and setting the table outside. They had arrived the day before after spending two weeks in Montreal to enjoy some time with the twins and Arthur before the Pike family left for their holiday. And, incidentally, to do the interviews with the Montreal media who had contacted them after their press conference.
“I’ll put you on speaker. Don’t move.”
Ilya placed the phone on the kitchen counter and turned on the speaker.
“Done.”
“Hello, Shane.”
“Hi, Farah. Is everything okay?” Shane immediately asked, concerned.
Farah let out an exaggerated sigh.
“Why does there always have to be something wrong straight away?”
“Farah, in Shane’s world, there is always a reason for something bad to happen.”
Shane shot him a look that clearly said That’s not true!
Ilya answered silently by rolling his eyes: Go on, tell me it isn’t.
Farah, meanwhile, laughed softly.
“Well, this time, it’s good news. You’re going to like this.”
“We’re listening,” Ilya assured her.
“I’ve just finished speaking with Daniel Mercer.”
Daniel Mercer was the GM of the Ottawa Centaurs. Farah had approached him a few days earlier on behalf of both of them.
“The Centaurs have already got back to you?” Shane asked in surprise as he turned their steaks over.
Lunch today was homemade burgers with vegetable fries.
“Shane, you’re an Olympic hockey champion and you’ve won two Stanley Cups. Of course they were going to be interested in your situation quickly.”
Ilya nodded. Which team wouldn’t want Shane?
“Did they look at Ilya’s situation too?”
“Yes… and no.”
Ilya immediately felt his expression close. He was about to tell Shane to let Farah finish before jumping to conclusions, but she beat him to it.
“But listen to me before you tell me you’re no longer interested.”
“Farah…” Shane protested anyway.
“Shane, I promise you, this really is excellent news. What they're offering is probably better than anything you could hope for elsewhere.”
That seemed to reassure Shane, but Ilya preferred to stay cautious.
“Tell us everything, Farah,” he said. “I’ll make sure this idiot stops interrupting you.”
Shane gave him another dark look. Try stopping me and you’ll end up sleeping on the sofa, it threatened.
Ilya simply raised his shoulders with a crooked smile.
“Okay. So, I approached them like we agreed. The two of you as an inseparable package, with your full surname on your jerseys.”
Ilya watched him open his mouth and asked instead, “And?”
“He discussed it with the owners, the Callister siblings. And they are absolutely thrilled by the idea of signing both of you as Shane and Ilya Hollander-Rozanov.”
Ilya immediately looked for Shane’s reaction. Shane’s eyes were fixed on the steaks and he didn’t seem as happy about the news as he should have been. Yet this was everything he had wanted: to play together, on the same team, as husbands. And the Centaurs were willing to take the risk of bringing them in. So what was still bothering him?
“But…?”
“But several things.”
Oh… But that was to be expected, wasn’t it? This was part of negotiations. They couldn’t get exactly everything they wanted on the first try. Everyone would have to make small compromises.
“First, they won’t be able to offer you contracts at the same level as Montreal or Boston,” Farah explained. “Not with your current values.”
Yes, of course. The Centaurs didn’t have the reputation of the Bears or the Voyageurs. Not even close. They were actually considered the worst team in the NHL.
“How much of a difference are we talking about?” Shane asked suspiciously.
“What does it matter, Shane? We’re not exactly short a few million, are we? What matters is that we can play together and come home to the same house every night.”
Shane turned off the hob and looked at him.
“I don’t care about the money, Ilya. You know that. I don’t want our marriage to become a reason for them to offer us less than what we’re worth.”
“They would not paying us less because we’re married. They would paying us what they can afford. There’s a difference.”
“Guys, I'm going to stop you there,” Farah cut in before Shane could retort. “For one thing, the difference probably won't be huge. From what Mercer has let me know, I'd expect something in the region of one million, maybe one and a half million less per season.”
In other words, an amount that wouldn't make the slightest difference to their lives.
“But that's still just an estimate. We won't actually negotiate the figures until you're in a position to sign. What you need to remember is that they're very interested in both of you, but they also have to think about the future. With the money they could save on your contracts, they could afford to bring in some young talent.”
Of course. And with those young talents, they could raise the team’s level. They would sell more tickets, jerseys and other merchandise, attract new sponsors. Then they would be able to pay their players better or bring in other talented players. Everyone would benefit. At least, that was how Ilya saw it. He wasn’t a GM.
“Besides, you know the values they stand for…”
Inclusion, tolerance, mental health, the wellbeing of their players, and the idea that a successful team was first and foremost a team where everyone could truly be themselves.
“...you asked me to approach them for that very reason. Your marriage will never be a factor in the negotiations. Not as a disadvantage, anyway.”
Shane picked up the phone and leaned back against the counter beside him.
“I’m sorry, Farah. I was worried they would offer us less because we’re married…”
“That won't be the case,” she reassured him.
“Okay, so we’ll earn a little less,” Ilya summed up. “That’s not a problem. What else?”
“They can’t guarantee one hundred per cent that they’ll be able to sign you at the end of your contract.”
Shane was not going to like that.
“Farah, that’s not…”
“Shane, let me finish, okay?”
“Sorry…”
Ilya slipped an arm around his back and pulled him closer.
“It’s not that they don’t want to. It’s that they can’t project that far ahead. Ilya could get injured this season and end up on LTIR. Or he could be offered a better deal. We know he wouldn’t accept it, but they’re taking a risk by saying yes now. Do you understand?”
Shane lowered his eyes for a moment.
“I understand.”
Ilya did too. He hadn’t expected them to say yes two seasons in advance anyway. For him, a promise was more than enough.
And if, worst case scenario, the Centaurs said no next year, he was ready to stop playing hockey. Between hockey and Shane, there was no hesitation. He would choose Shane. And besides, it would mean he could have children sooner. Because if they both kept playing, they wouldn’t be able to have any before retirement.
“However…” Farah continued. “I did get a preliminary agreement from the Callisters. And that’s huge!”
Shane finally seemed to relax and rested his head on Ilya’s shoulder.
“Great!” Ilya exclaimed. “Anything else?”
“They want to meet you to discuss your coming out. They’re willing to support you.”
Ilya smiled slightly. The Bears and now the Centaurs… They were going to have plenty of support around them. Cromwell would just have to deal with it.
“Okay. Did they suggest a date?”
“Several, actually. They know you’ll be very busy organising the camps in August.”
They weren’t that busy. Shane had done most of the work beforehand. There were only small technical details left, like finalising the schedules or choosing between the players who had volunteered to come and coach their camps. A lot of people had volunteered. Far more than they needed for fourteen days.
“I don’t have them in front of me, but I’ll send everything over by email.”
“Are they really interested? In both of us?”
Ilya’s smile widened. There it was. Shane was finally beginning to realise everything Farah had just told them.
“Yes, Shane. Both of you. They understood that you’re a package deal.”
Ilya had no doubt she had made that very clear.
“Okay… Okay… That’s great… Really great.”
“He’s panicking, isn’t he, Ilya?”
Shane turned towards him and noticed his eyes were wet.
“Let’s say he’s just realised that our dream is about to come true and he’s very emotional.”
“I’ll leave you to handle him. I’m already late picking up my daughter.”
“No problem, Farah.”
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