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(We Could Be) Something Great

    by Anonymous

      Summary

      When Ilya Rozanov goes down on the ice, the Boston Bears are already moving to defend their captain. No one expects Shane Hollander, captain of the Montreal Voyageurs, to be the one who throws the first punch.

Or: the Boston Bears figure out Ilya and Shane's relationship first-and decide that instead of letting their captain move to Ottawa, they'll just kidnap his boyfriend instead. Shane Hollander would make a better Bear anyway.





  






      

  












      Chapter 1
  



    Chapter Notes

      Time is a sandbox, and none of the events of HR or TLG has officially happened here. So, let's delve into the idea that our boys are just as committed—but with a slightly healthier communication style. Also, there's CSS elements in this story, so hover/click on things and see if you find the hidden stuff!

Edit: I had a small accident where the fic got deleted, and I'd really rather we all pretend it didn't happen 😭 but if you left comments on the original, please know I read and appreciated every single one! Feel free to yell at me again.

Edit 2: There's been a small update to this chapter, which is currently the only one where you can hover over the words for the English translation. I'll get around to doing the other chapters eventually, but right now it's just Chapter 1 and 13.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      











  Chapter 1
Shane Hollander Verses The Voyageurs

...Err, The Bears?
Ilya Rozanov loved playing against Shane Hollander almost as much as he loved fucking him.
Not that anyone in the arena would ever guess it from the way he drove Shane shoulder-first into the boards. He followed through on the check a second later, crashing in behind him with enough force to rattle the plexiglass under their combined weight.
Shane’s mouth opened on a sound that never quite made it out, swallowed by the sudden roar of the crowd as they all surged to their feet. Twenty thousand people turned toward the collision, already cheering, but Ilya barely registered it. 
The arena blurred into noise and motion, everything narrowing down to the way Shane’s body went still beneath him. The way he tensed, ready to push back—only for the fight to ease out of him when he realised who, exactly, had him pinned to the boards.
For a second, Ilya thought he might actually groan when Shane pushed back into his chest. He was pretty sure he was panting in Shane’s ear—though he could probably blame that on the brutal shifts.
He honestly had no idea how Shane was managing to keep up when Pelletier kept putting him out for shifts easily two or three times longer than everyone else’s. But even when he was tired and sore and pushed to the absolute edge of his endurance, Shane Hollander was still the most dangerous player on the ice.
And he belonged to Ilya.
The thought made him almost dizzy. Because Shane had belonged to him from the moment he'd caught those pretty brown eyes watching him from across the ice in Saskatchewan. When he’d recognised the way they flicked away every time he caught him—until, slowly, Shane had started holding his gaze longer, something challenging settling in them that had nothing to do with hockey.
And maybe it was just the thrill of chasing something he already knew was his, but Ilya couldn’t help the way his grip tightened as he pressed in a little harder. Shane’s spine arched under his forearm, still trying to throw him off, though Ilya couldn’t help but wonder if he was doing it on purpose.
Because, sure, their gear kept them from being pressed skin to skin. But the sight of that familiar body yielding to him—fuck—he had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep his expression from slipping into something that would give them both away.
He knew, of course he fucking knew, that he absolutely should not be letting himself fantasise about fucking Shane against the wall in this position later, when they both made their own way back to Shane’s Montréal apartment. Or, at the very least, he shouldn’t be thinking about it in the middle of a fucking grudge match.
And yet, for a single heartbeat, it was all he could think about as the world narrowed to the familiar shape of Shane’s body trapped under his. And maybe he held Shane against the boards for a moment longer than he needed to—just to feel the subtle way Shane leaned into him.
Some that felt an awful lot like triumph flared in his chest. Because after chasing Shane across the ice during every shift they’d shared, Ilya had finally caught him—and an absolutely insane part of him never wanted to let him go.
But he knew the cameras were on them. Somewhere in the crowd—or high above it—their lenses were already zooming in to capture the moment for viewers at home, with no idea what was actually happening right in front of them.
Ilya could almost imagine the commentators leaning forward in their booths, already framing the collision as yet another brutal chapter in the rivalry between the captains of the Montréal Voyageurs and the Boston Bears.
“Rozanov’s been hunting for that matchup all night,” one of the commentators said into his microphone. “The captains of these two teams have a long history of rivalry on the ice. Hardly surprising to find them—”
“It’s a clean hit,” the other commentator cut in as the replay rolled across the screen. “Hollander’s not usually a guy who loses his cool, but Rozanov?” He laughed under his breath. “He’s got a talent for getting under even the most level-headed guy’s skin.”
“Yeah,” the first commentator agreed. “But, man—you can feel the tension every time these two are out there together. Neither one of them ever backs down.”
The second commentator gave a low hum. “It’s a hell of a show they’re putting on for us tonight.”

“Did you hear that?” Ilya asked as another whistle cut through the roar of the crowd.
He leaned in anyway, pressing his visor against the damp fabric at Shane’s shoulder, and felt the shiver that ran through him in response. “Are you putting on a show for them, Hollander?” He murmured, unable to keep the grin out of his voice when he felt the sharp inhale Shane tried to swallow down. “Or just for me?”
The crowd was still roaring, their voices a wall of sound that turned deafening as Shane got his skates back under him.
“Don’t be a dick,” Shane shot back, shoving at him hard enough to knock him off balance.
Ilya laughed when he stumbled, the sound swallowed almost instantly by the crowd. Their helmets knocked together as Shane turned, shrugging off Ilya’s forearm now that he wasn’t pinned anymore. And there it was—that look. Those dark eyes that always got under Ilya’s skin in ways he tried very hard not to think about during games.
Their visors scraped together as they fought for the puck, the sound absurdly intimate for what they usually allowed on the ice, and Ilya knew he should probably back off. They were trapped against the boards now, the puck jumping uselessly between their skates with no room for either of them to break free without giving up possession first.
He knew he was risking Montréal’s referees calling him out for interference or roughing or whatever else they decided to invent tonight. But Shane was still glaring at him like he wanted to start a fight, and Ilya had never once been smart around the things he wanted.
So instead, he leaned in closer and smiled where only Shane could see it. “You skate slow today, captain,” he murmured, his accent thicker than usual. “Maybe still tired from last night.” His hand tightened against Shane’s hip before he finally let go. “Should I take it easy on you?”
Shane huffed out a breathless laugh, his shoulders shifting as his eyes darted across the ice, searching for someone he could make a pass to. But there was no one close enough for that play to work.
There rarely was, Ilya thought. The Voyageurs had a bad habit of leaving a wide gap around their captain, leaving him open to cheap hits even when he was the only one generating an offence for them. Shane was often alone on the ice, and even if he kept trying to minimise it, Ilya knew that behaviour had started bleeding into their locker room as well.
“Fuck off, Rozanov,” Shane muttered, though the twitch of his lips betrayed his amusement.
Before Ilya could stop himself, his gloved hand slid back to Shane’s hip, pulling him in again. He felt the tremor in Shane’s breath and, for one stupid second, almost forgot where they were.
“Ah. You need reminding how to be a good boy, dayes?” Ilya said, his lips curving into a mocking smile. “You forget how to behave when you play against the Bears. So aggressive today, solnyshkosunshine.” His gaze flicked briefly to Shane’s mouth before returning to his eyes. “Is very attractive.”
“Ilya,” Shane warned, already flushed beneath the visor.
Ilya wondered, sometimes, how thousands of people could watch them circle each other like this every game and still never understand what they were seeing. “You should be told how pretty you are more often,” he murmured. “You're very pretty when you blush.”
“Ilya,” Shane repeated, though the warning in it softened when Ilya smiled at him again.
Ilya followed Shane’s gaze as it darted across the ice, and he frowned when he noticed the Voyageurs had left that same gap around their captain again. They’d drifted too far ahead on the rush instead of giving him any real support to work with, and it left Shane stranded with no passing lane.
It also, ironically, left him completely defenceless against Ilya’s flirting. None of the Voyageurs even realised what Ilya was doing, because none of them were close enough to fucking stop him.
“Your team should be playing with you,” he muttered, unable to keep the growl from his voice as he glared toward Olsson and Berkes. Both of them rolling their eyes at something Drapeau had just bitten out, mostly under his breath, but it was still loud enough for a few of the Voyageurs nearby to laugh.
The way they all looked at Shane after carried that same ugly, familiar edge as the rest of the bullshit Shane kept pretending didn’t bother him.
“Your shifts are longer than theirs,” Ilya continued, his gaze narrowing slightly, “but they look like they’re the ones struggling to keep up?” He exhaled sharply, the next words coming out in Russian. “Tvoya komanda—yobanaya shutka, solnyshko. Ty yedinstvennoye khorosheye, chto u nikh yest’, a oni etogo dazhe, blyad’, ne vidyatYour team is a fucking joke, sunshine. You are the only good thing they have, and they don’t even fucking see it.”
His jaw tightened as he watched them again, tracking the lazy positioning, the missed reads, the way they left Shane to cover for mistakes that should never have existed on a team that had won three Stanley Cups in the last ten years. It made something ugly coil in his chest, because they weren’t just failing Shane. They were acting like he was the problem, when they were the only ones who’d apparently forgotten what Shane had done for their fucking team.
Didn’t they understand what his name meant? Or how many teams would kill for the chance to steal him from Montréal?
“Works out better for the Bears if they keep acting like idiots,” Shane said, snorting when Ilya huffed under his breath.
His expression only twisted into something more annoyed when, somewhere in the lower bowl, someone let out a loud, piercing wolf whistle. The sound cut through the arena, sharp enough to drag Ilya’s attention outward.
Another whistle echoed it almost immediately, this time from one of the referees, who was already skating toward them. “Keep it moving!” He barked, his narrowed gaze flicking between the eighty-one and twenty-four stitched across their jerseys.
He looked unimpressed, but laughter rippled through the crowd as they cheered. No doubt thinking it might turn into a fight between the rival captains.
“Either separate or we’re resetting at the dot.”
Shane’s eyes narrowed at the referee, irritation flashing across his face. And Ilya’s grip tightened again, reluctant to let Shane go even with the warning. A dozen excuses flickered through his mind and burned out just as fast, because—fuck it—he wanted Shane closer. He wanted to lean in and kiss him against the glass. Wanted to let the world see exactly what it was cheering for.
“Rozanov!” The referee warned.
Ilya sighed in annoyance.
“You’re gonna get us both a penalty,” Shane muttered, knocking his shoulder into Ilya’s.
There was something in Shane’s expression that made Ilya’s pulse stutter in his throat, only to begin racing twice as fast immediately after. There was always something reckless about him on the ice, something that pushed back just as hard as Ilya did when anyone else would have backed down. And how could Ilya not want to—
Shane grunted as he tried to pin Ilya’s stick against the boards and kick the puck free. “Oh, c’mon,” he muttered when Ilya rolled his wrist, keeping the puck trapped between his stick and the boards no matter how Shane tried to pry it loose.
Ilya leaned harder into Shane’s shoulder, skates planted firmly against the ice as a grin pulled at his mouth. God, he was beautiful like this. Frustrated and flushed and glaring at him like he was also trying very hard to remember they were in the middle of a game.
“You are very pretty when you’re desperate, Hollander,” Ilya murmured, his voice low enough that no one else would hear it over the noise of the arena. “Is not bad thing to lose to the Bears. Many teams do.” He felt Shane shove harder against him in response and only smiled wider. “Do not worry, solnyshkosunshine. I will, ah—make it up to you later. DaYes?”
“Behave, Ilya,” Shane said, his eyes flicking toward the referee, who already had his whistle poised between his lips. “And fuck you. We’re in the fucking lead.”
Ilya followed the glance for half a second, then looked back at Shane. If they’d been anywhere else, he was pretty sure he would’ve dropped to his knees right there just to hear Shane say his name again.
“Hm,” he murmured, pressing his shoulder harder into Shane’s when Shane tried to dig the puck free again, refusing to give him even an inch. “Make me,” he said, right before he drove Shane straight back into the plexiglass.
The impact tore through both of them, skates biting into the ice as Shane’s breath hitched—and yes, maybe Ilya had timed it exactly for that. The puck was knocked loose somewhere between them, momentarily forgotten as their bodies pressed closer than the play strictly required.
“Ugh, fuck you,” Shane muttered, the sound dropping low in his throat.
And Ilya—fuck—how the fuck was he supposed to focus after hearing that? The only other time Shane’s voice sounded that wrecked was when Ilya was fucking into him. When Shane was already all flushed and shaking beneath him, making all those helpless little sounds like he couldn’t hold them back anymore.
The thought of anyone else hearing him like that made something possessive twist in Ilya’s chest. No one else was supposed to get that version of Shane. It was his. And the instinct to hoard it, to keep it locked away somewhere no one else could touch it, hit him hard enough that Ilya’s grip tightened around his stick for a second.
But it was swallowed almost immediately by the memory of the last time Ilya had heard that sound. Which had only been last night, but that just meant the memory was still fresh enough that he could almost feel Shane’s skin against his instead of the layers of gear separating them now.
For one perfect, agonising second, Ilya remembered having his hands on Shane’s hips instead of the stick clenched beneath his gloves. He could almost hear the way Shane’s voice had kept catching every time Ilya fucked his tongue into him. And, if he let himself think about it any longer, he’d start remembering the way Shane’s thighs had trembled beneath his hands. The way he’d thrown his head back with a sound so desperate that Ilya had nearly come right there on his knees.
Ilya swallowed hard, almost certain the ache still lingering in his throat came from the way Shane had fucked himself into it. It was—fuck—he was letting himself get distracted again, wasn’t he?
But it was difficult not to when Shane moved like that. When Ilya could still remember the way Shane had clung to him when Ilya finally fucked him, the way he’d arched into every thrust, impatient and demanding and so fucking beautiful about it that Ilya had barely been able to think straight then either.
“Ilya—fuck me, c’mon—just, please, just let me—”

The memory flashed behind Ilya’s eyes so vividly he nearly groaned out loud, barely managing to catch himself at the last second. “Later,” he muttered under his breath, only to get distracted all over again when Shane made another frustrated sound against the boards.
Fuck. He had to be doing it on purpose, right?
“I swear you do this on purpose,” Shane hissed through clenched teeth, looking as distracted as Ilya felt.
The crowd erupted into cheers a moment later, the sound crashing back into Ilya all at once. It hit almost as hard as the plexiglass still rattling beneath his shoulder and, for a split second, everything seemed to blur together.
He shook his head, trying to clear the ringing from his ears when Shane—who Ilya was becoming increasingly convinced had been put on this earth specifically to make him lose his fucking mind—used the opening to break free.
Ilya refused to be impressed by the move, but he couldn’t help thinking—of course he’d turn getting pinned into the boards into a fucking zone entry. He watched him twist away with a sharp roll of his hips, the puck hooked to his blade as he tore down the ice like Ilya had never had him pinned at all.
All Ilya could do was stare after him, briefly stunned by the sheer audacity of Shane getting him all worked up like this only to skate away like a fucking coward.
“BlyatFuck,” he groaned, already pushing off to chase after him.
He closed the gap in four hard strides, the muscles in his legs burning as he cut straight through the lane Shane had just opened up. There was barely enough room to slip his stick beneath Shane’s, but he still managed to steal the puck clean off his blade with a quick, arrogant little flick.
Their sticks cracked together when Shane tried to block the lift, the puck jumping loose between them. Satisfaction flared in Ilya’s chest as it slid directly into his path, and he saw the play unfold in his head before he’d even fully reached it.
Cliff was close enough to take the pass, which meant Ilya could use him to create some space between Shane and the puck and force Montréal back on the defensive. And maybe, finally, they’d break the suffocating pressure that had kept Boston down three to one.
His skates bit hard into the ice as he turned with the puck, already tracking the movement of everyone around him as he mapped out the ice. Victor was open near the far boards. And Luke was staying close to Brad by the net, trying to reinforce their defence before Montréal could collapse on them again. He could probably—
Shane slammed into him with a brutal pivot before the thought could finish forming. The hit went straight through him as Shane’s shoulder drove into his side, forcing him off balance while Shane stole the puck right off his stick.
The impact forced all the air straight out of Ilya’s lungs for one breathless second—and no, the hitch in his chest after had absolutely nothing to do with how fucking pretty Shane looked when he grinned at him.
“You’re getting slow, Rozanov,” Shane taunted, close enough now that the words seemed to press directly against the pulse in Ilya’s throat. “Maybe you’re the one who needs to take it easy after last night.”
And then he was gone again, before Ilya could even process what the fuck had just happened.
Shane still had that grin pulling at the corner of his mouth when he glanced back over his shoulder, his dark eyes bright beneath his visor. He was moving the puck back up the ice like he’d seen the play unfolding three moves ahead and had simply chosen the version where he won. Which—fuck—he probably had.
Ilya snarled under his breath and pushed off hard, his legs screaming in protest as he chased after him again. That look should have earned Shane a fucking penalty. There had to be a rule somewhere against deliberately distracting the opposing captain in the middle of a fucking game.
Though, Ilya admitted distantly, his team would probably laugh him out of the locker room if he ever said any of that out loud. But there was no other explanation for the calculated misuse of those eyelashes and that infuriating fucking mouth. All of it carefully folded beneath the near-perfect mask of Captain Hollander™ that the rest of the league apparently took at face value.
Probably, Ilya thought, because they were all fucking idiots.
The restraint Shane showed on the ice was almost a crime in itself. The way he kept his expression locked down, like nothing ever got to him, while his eyes still lit up the second someone actually challenged him instead of just trying to survive a shift against him. The fact that a part of Ilya could only admire that level of control only made it worse.
“Ugh, why is it always fucking Hollander?” Marcus groaned from behind him as the Bears tried to force the play.
Ice sprayed under their skates as the Voyageurs finally seemed to remember they were meant to be playing hockey, not just standing around watching their captain do everything himself. They moved to intercept the Bears so Shane could make a clean break through the neutral zone—but there were too many bodies scrambling to close the gap now.
Victor went down hard from an elbow to the jaw. And Luke, somehow, managed to trip both himself and Berkes as they collided trying to recover. It all collapsed into a mass pileup near the blue line, but Ilya refused to let any of that stop him.
He vaulted cleanly over Berkes, who was still sprawled on the ice beside a laughing Luke, and drove his shoulder straight into Drapeau on the way past. The hit sent him crashing sideways into Hayden Pike, hard enough that both of them slammed awkwardly into the boards.
Even the Jumbotron flashing Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander in giant block letters didn’t pull his focus away. Though somewhere, distantly, he registered that the screen was replaying their second hit against the boards from three different angles, and that the crowd was roaring loud enough to rattle the glass.
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All Ilya could see was the puck just ahead of Shane’s stick. The way his stride lengthened, edges biting into the ice as he cut around Marcus’s attempt to block him. He carried the momentum straight toward Brad in net without even glancing over his shoulder to check who was chasing him.
That, more than anything, made Ilya want to catch him. To drag his teeth over the tense muscle at the back of Shane’s neck and bite down hard enough to make him gasp. He probably would have last night, if Shane hadn’t been so worried about his team questioning the marks Ilya left behind.
And look—Ilya knew he’d been distracted for most, if not all, of the game. But he still should have noticed Cliff cutting straight toward them through the narrow gap in the Voyageurs’ defence, jaw clenched like he already knew this was going to be an ugly hit before he committed to it.
And Ilya definitely should have seen the way Gilbert Comeau’s eyes had locked onto Shane from the moment he stepped onto the ice. He’d only just come off the bench, taking over the shift from Olsson, but his blades were already biting hard as he drove straight toward them.
Fuck, Ilya thought, dragging the word out in his head as he realised all four of them were about to collide. Well—maybe it would just be three of them, actually. Cliff was still in the neutral zone, while Comeau was nearly on top of them by the time Ilya finally understood what was about to happen.
Ilya should have been bracing for the hit. He should have either stepped back to avoid it entirely or turned to take the impact on his shoulder, hoping his pads would take the worst of it. But there was something about the way Comeau’s eyes stayed locked on Shane instead of the puck that sent something cold down his spine.
There was no time to call out a warning by the time he finally realised that Comeau wasn’t aiming to intercept the play. No. He was heading straight for his own fucking captain.
And Ilya knew it wasn’t his place to interfere in another team’s internal bullshit, especially when it might give Boston the chance to even the scoreboard. Besides, Shane had taken worse checks before. Hell, he’d probably taken worse hits from Ilya himself.
He tried to tell himself it wasn’t his problem. It wasn’t his team. Shane wouldn’t even want him to—
Ah, fuck it.
Ilya moved without thinking, the muscles in his legs screaming as he forced himself to close the remaining distance between them. There was a split second where he thought he wouldn’t make it. Comeau was too close, too fast out of the gate compared to Ilya lagging at the end of his shift. But he refused to be outpaced by a second-rate asshole like Comeau.


He dropped his shoulder and drove his whole body into Shane from behind, the impact knocking them both off balance as the puck skidded toward the boards.
Shane managed to stay upright, shooting Ilya an annoyed look over his shoulder as Brad dove headfirst for the puck. Which was—great, actually. The Bears needed a goal badly enough that even Brad had apparently decided abandoning the net was preferable to facing another one of Shane’s impossible-to-read shots.
Ilya caught himself a moment later, his skates biting hard into the ice—
And everything was fine. It was.
—right up until Comeau hit him at full speed.
The boards cracked when they collided with them, and Ilya had just enough time to think—absurdly—that maybe the padding would still take the worst of it, even if he hadn’t had time to prepare properly. But he knew the second Comeau hit him that they hadn’t absorbed enough to stop the impact from going straight to his ribs.
Pain tore down his left side from where he’d hit the boards. It folded him in on himself, legs giving out beneath him before he could even try to catch himself. And maybe he would have groaned, but the air had been punched out of his lungs all at once. When he tried to drag it back in, there was nothing—just a soundless grunt where a curse of Comeau’s name should have been.
His lungs kept trying to inhale anyway. Panic followed fast when they failed, rising up from his chest until it caught at the back of his throat. He forced himself to focus, to think past the pain and remember that it was just the shock of the hit. He’d taken worse before. The adrenaline would kick in at any second now and have him back on his feet—he just needed to remember how to breathe first.
“And Rozanov is down,” one of the commentators said. “He just didn’t see that hit coming.”
The replay hadn’t even finished when the other commentator cut in. “Hm. That was a nasty hit by Comeau. Rozanov didn’t even have possession.”
“Yeah, and—Rozanov is still down. He’s not moving. Play’s been halted,” the first commentator continued. “Even Hollander looks concerned. Say what you will about their rivalry, but there’s a lot of admiration between these two players.” He paused as the crowd surged to its feet, a mix of confusion and outrage spilling down from the stands. “Uh, the crowd really doesn’t like that. And Hollander looks—actually, he looks furious.”
“He’s a regular recipient of the Lady Byng,” the other commentator added. “He’s known for playing a fair game. That hit isn’t going to sit well with him, especially coming from one of his own players. And—with all the rumoured tension coming out of the Montréal locker room? Yeah, this isn’t a good look for the Voyageurs.”
“Hm,” the first commentator nodded. “Wait—did you see that?” He asked suddenly, something shifting in his tone as the replay ran again. “Was Comeau heading for Hollander, or am I seeing things?”
“No,” the other commentator replied slowly. “There’s no reason for a player to go after his own captain. It was, uh—just bad timing. Things move fast on the ice. Rozanov moved before Comeau could adjust—”
“Which means he was heading for Hollander,” the first commentator cut in with a frown. “And that Rozanov just got caught in the middle.”

On the ice, Ilya’s lungs finally expanded as air rushed back in to fill them.
He groaned, maybe a little in relief, but mostly because he was annoyed that Comeau, of all fucking people, had managed to knock him flat on his ass. He pulled in another shallow breath through clenched teeth but didn’t try to move yet. Maybe the ice would numb the ache in his ribs long enough for him to figure out whether he’d broken them or just bruised them. Then he could—
“Fucking asshole,” Comeau’s voice came from somewhere above him.
Ilya rolled his eyes. He just knew that bastard was going to be smug about this.
He turned his head slightly as Comeau skated backward, probably just so he could keep staring down at Ilya sprawled out on the ice. Comeau’s smirk pulled awkwardly at the split in his lip, probably from the collision—there was blood staining his teeth right before he spat a mouthful of it onto the ice beside Ilya’s shoulder.
“Stay down there where you fucking belong,” Comeau sneered, before adding a mangled, mocking attempt at Russian. “Russkiy skuaRussian bird.”
And fuck—his accent was atrocious. He’d also just called Ilya a fucking bird when he was clearly aiming for sukabitch, which honestly wasn’t even close to the worst thing Ilya had ever been called, on or off the ice. Still, he opened his mouth to tell him to go fuck himself, but the only thing that came out was a rough, breathless laugh.
“Err—is that a good reaction?” One of the commentators asked.
“Well,” the other said, shrugging. “From Rozanov? It, uh—well, it probably just means he’s not hurt.”

Ilya kept laughing until the pain in his side forced it out of him. And even then, it didn’t stop completely, just broke into breathless chuckles as he wrapped an arm across his chest to hold his ribs. It didn’t help much, but it felt better than not holding them at all.
“Can’t win in a fair game, so you play dirty?” Ilya tsked softly. “When was the last time you scored, Comeau?” He added, even though they both knew the answer was a lucky shot Comeau had made two seasons ago. “Or even got an assist? No?”
Ilya blinked slowly, feigning surprise as a grin pulled at his mouth. “Ah, do not feel too bad, sukabitch. Many players spend their whole careers trying to keep up with me.”
“Man, fuck you!” Comeau snapped.
Ilya rolled his eyes again, ignoring the way it made the world spin. Comeau could lie to himself all he wanted, but the hit had been dirty. The Boston crowd certainly seemed to agree, their boos rolling down from the stands, while the Montréal fans laughed at the sight of Ilya Rozanov dropped by one of their own.
He couldn’t even be annoyed at them for it. It was an away game, and the referees might as well have been skating in Montréal colours instead of stripes. No one in this arena was calling anything in Boston’s favour unless they absolutely had to. So no, he wasn’t expecting a raised arm or a whistle calling a penalty on Comeau.
Montréal might like to pretend they were above that sort of bias, always talking about honour and leading by example—but everyone knew they played just as dirty as everyone else in the league once the puck dropped. Ilya might have been able to respect them more if they at least owned up to it, but the only thing worthy of respect on their piece-of-shit team was their captain.
Ilya closed his eyes at that thought and finally let the relief settle beneath the ache in his ribs, because at least it hadn’t been Shane who'd been hurt.
“Comeau, you fuckin’ bastard,” Cliff roared from somewhere behind him, still skating toward them. Fury had twisted his expression into something that might have been terrifying, if only Ilya hadn’t spent years watching him act like a lovesick fool around his, admittedly terrifying, wife.
Ilya turned his head to look at him, and maybe he would have called out to tell him Comeau wasn’t worth the fine, but he was distracted by the sight of Ryan Carmichael vaulting over the boards to join Victor in squaring up to JJ Boiziau against the boards. One of the rookies scrambled after them a second later, the rest of the Bears moving all stepping out onto ice too—all of them looking like they’d just been waiting for a reason to drop their gloves.
For half a second, Comeau went pale. But it vanished just as quickly, replaced by that same stubborn lift of his chin. Because everyone, Comeau included, expected someone to get hit after a play like that.
But no one expected it to come from Shane Hollander. Captain of the Montréal Voyageurs.
One second he was just standing there, jaw tight, dark eyes locked on Comeau. And then—his hand twisted into the front of Comeau’s jersey, yanking him forward with enough force to throw him off balance as he drove a punch straight into his jaw.
Comeau’s head snapped sideways, surprise wiping the smug look off his face as his skates went out from under him. Shane let go immediately, refusing to give him the dignity of holding him up after a hit like that. He watched him hit the ice with something like satisfaction in his eyes.
And Ilya found himself—well, stunned mostly. He searched Shane’s face for even the slightest flicker of regret or doubt, but there was none.
Oh, he thought, with the sudden, alarming realisation that—Shane was pissed. And not in the careful, controlled way he usually allowed himself to be, when he gave tight smiles and clipped answers to reporters who asked the same stupid questions in every post-game interview. No, this was more honest than anything else he’d ever allowed himself to show in public.
For a single, disorienting second, relief hit Ilya so hard it almost turned into laughter. Because Shane was finally angry. After months of holding it back when his teammates pushed too far in ways he pretended not to notice, he finally looked offended by it. No, he looked outraged. Like Comeau had crossed a line Shane had finally stopped trying to excuse.
It—probably shouldn’t have felt like a victory. But Ilya couldn’t stop the fierce, aching swell of affection that rose in his chest at the sight of Shane standing there, flushed with anger, glaring like he wanted to fight the entire world for daring to touch something that belonged to him.
“What the fuck is your problem, Comeau?” Shane snarled as Comeau stared up at him, eyes wide as he cupped his jaw.
“What the fuck,” one of the commentators said. “Did Hollander just hit one of his own players?”
There was a moment of stunned silence before the other commentator replied, voice strained. “I’m, ah—not sure we’re allowed to swear on air, Dave.”
“Who gives a fuck about that?” Dave snapped. “Shane Hollander just hit his own player!”

Hands grabbed at Shane from behind as the Voyageurs’ defensemen tried to pull him back. Ilya could see the surprise on their faces when Shane didn’t move, even with three of them holding onto his arms and the back of his jersey, the fabric pulled taut as they tried to drag him away.
Everyone always seemed to forget that Shane might choose not to fight, but he was still over six feet and could throw a punch as well as any other professional hockey player.
Ilya’s eyes flicked back to Shane’s face. He looked calm enough, but his chest was rising and falling hard, pulling in sharp breaths around the mouthguard clenched between his teeth. His hand was trembling slightly now, still clenched at his side, but his eyes never left Comeau—not even when Hayden Pike forced his way through the other players and grabbed Shane’s shoulder, shaking it like he was trying to snap him out of whatever fury had taken hold of him.
“Shane, man—c’mon,” Hayden said, almost pleading.
“No,” Shane said, still glaring at Comeau.
He spat his mouthguard into his hand, his top lip curling back into a snarl that showed off all of his perfect teeth that had never once been knocked out and replaced after a fight—unlike Ilya, who had four veneers and was fucking proud of it. If either of them should have been fighting right now, it was him. Shane’s face was too pretty for Comeau to ruin. Not that he was doing much damage sprawled out on the ice.
“That was a dirty hit,” Shane said, his voice barely loud enough to be heard over the noise pouring down from the stands. “What the fuck are you playing at?”
Comeau coughed, blood splattering onto the ice as he turned onto his side, groaning as a piece of enamel bounced against the surface before skittering off toward the boards.
And Ilya—should probably not have been as turned on as he currently was. But there was something very attractive about the way Shane looked standing over Comeau, willing to throw himself into a fight he barely knew how to finish just because someone had touched Ilya first.
His hair was damp with sweat beneath his helmet, curls sticking out at the edges, and his whole body was wound tight with adrenaline in a way Ilya recognised instantly. Shane looked dangerous like this, he thought. It wasn’t the carefully charming, media-trained version of him everyone knew. No, this was an angry, pissed-off version that had forgotten to worry about the consequences for one beautiful, stupid moment.
And fuck—Ilya loved him so much his chest didn’t feel big enough to hold it all.
“The fuck is wrong with you?” Comeau spat at Shane as he tried to get his feet under him. One glove was pressed flat to his mouth as he pushed himself upright, only for his blades to slip out from under him again. “You down that bad for Rozanov you’re throwing punches for him now? Too busy sitting on his dick to remember what fucking team you play for, Hollander?”
“The fuck is wrong with your team, Hollander?” Ilya snapped before he could stop himself, glaring at Comeau as he tried to sit up. “They can’t even come up with good enough insults, they have to—”
“Sit the fuck down,” Shane said.
He wasn’t even looking at him when he said it, but Ilya dropped back onto the ice immediately anyway, biting down on the grin threatening to break across his face. Because Shane Hollander had just told him to stay down like he expected to be listened to, and Ilya obeyed without thinking about it for even a second. It was, ah—it was maybe a problem, but not one he particularly cared about dealing with right now.
Shane turned back toward Comeau just as the Montréal players trying to restrain him loosened their grip. Ilya probably could have warned them that was a bad idea, but then he wouldn’t have gotten the satisfaction of watching Shane punch Comeau again.
Comeau hit the ice hard for a second time, sprawling backward while one of the Voyageurs nearby made a choking sound that was definitely a laugh, before slapping a gloved hand over his mouth like he could somehow take it back.
“You’re a fucking embarrassment,” Shane told Comeau, finally stepping away. His shoulders stayed tight, his gloved hands flexing like he wanted to swing again. “Stay the fuck down before I put you there again, connardasshole.”
Fuck. Ilya was going to be thinking about this moment for the rest of his life. He hoped one of the fans had managed to get a good angle of the ice so he could rewatch it later—just so he could see the way Shane’s eyes flashed as he shrugged off the hands still grabbing at him, even shoving past Hayden when he tried to steer him farther away from Comeau.
Ilya watched, half-stunned and half-deliriously in love, as Shane skated away from the Voyageurs players gathered around the fight. He ignored the referee shouting after him about penalties, even ignoring Coach Pelletier yelling from Montréal’s bench. Instead, Shane took a single deep breath and turned toward him, skating straight in Ilya’s direction like there had never been another possible decision he could have made in that moment.
The Bears didn’t even try to stop him. They looked almost as shocked as everyone else that it was Shane Hollander™ dropping his gloves for their captain. Which, Ilya thought, was fair. Shane was famous for not fighting, and almost equally famous for his rivalry with Ilya.
Their surprise made sense, but it still wasn’t going to stop Ilya from mocking them for it later.
The entire arena seemed to inhale at once as Shane dropped to one knee beside him on the ice. His hands were braced against his thighs to steady himself, and he was close enough now that Ilya was almost certain he could smell the adrenaline still clinging to him.
He watched Shane’s fingers curl tighter against his own thighs, digging in hard like he was stopping himself from reaching out. Ilya knew he wouldn’t, because there were twenty thousand people watching them and a dozen cameras pointed at them from every fucking angle. Only—fuck it—Ilya didn’t care about that anymore.
His gaze dragged slowly over Shane, even though he knew Shane hadn’t been caught in the collision. Just like he knew the only person who’d managed to bruise Shane tonight had been Ilya himself—but he still had the irrational urge to check him over anyway.
Shane was fine, thankfully, which should have been reassuring enough to keep Ilya’s attention where it belonged. Instead, his gaze drifted down to the way the muscles of Shane’s thighs flexed as he shifted his weight. The Montréal kit was offensively tight around his legs—not even in a flattering way, either. Montréal somehow managed to make every player look vaguely miserable, like the jerseys themselves were punishing them for historical success.
But Shane’s thighs still looked unfairly good in them. All strong lines and controlled power and—fuck—they were so fucking beautiful they should have been illegal, even when they were hidden beneath Montréal’s ugly excuse for a kit. Which Ilya was convinced was the worst in the league, second only to the monstrosity of the Ottawa Centaurs’ logo.
Ilya’s thoughts derailed immediately after that—all he could think about was how those thighs would look wrapped around his waist. How they’d feel trembling beneath his hands. How easy it would be to pull Shane over him, settle him into his lap, and hold onto him while he kissed him and told him just how fucking beautiful he’d looked defending him like that.
“You good, Rozanov?” Shane asked, oblivious to every thought in Ilya’s head as he tugged one glove off with his teeth, then the other, his eyes never leaving Ilya’s face.
Ilya felt his mouth finally give in to the grin he’d been fighting since Shane told him to sit down. “Ah,” he said, his gaze catching on Shane’s swollen knuckles. “M’fine.”
Over Shane’s shoulder, the medics were already grabbing a bag and hauling themselves over the Boston side of the boards, but Ilya shot them a quick look and shook his head. They frowned, lowering the bag slowly, though the concern didn’t leave their faces.
Ilya resisted the urge to snort. His ribs still ached with every inhale, but it hardly felt important enough to stall the game like this. Though, he thought, he’d happily play it up if it meant Shane would keep looking at him like that.
“IlyushaIlya,” Shane said softly. “Don’t lie to me.”
Ilya’s smile slipped into something crooked. “Did you miss me, solnyshkosunshine?” He asked, leaning into Shane’s space. “Ah. I know, is okay. I’m very irresistible.” His grin widened slightly. “Even your team misses me so much Comeau tried to pin me down.”
Shane’s eyes flicked between Ilya’s before he finally seemed to realise the game Ilya was playing. He exhaled through his nose, his mouth settling into that familiar, irritated line as he rolled his eyes. “You’re such an asshole,” he muttered, but his voice was relieved.
Ilya watched Shane’s shoulders finally drop, the concern he’d been wearing so openly a moment ago folding itself neatly back beneath the mask of Captain Hollander. That was okay, Ilya thought. What wasn’t okay was when Shane’s hands braced to push himself back up, his thighs tensing as all those thick, beautiful muscles prepared to stand.
Ilya’s hand shot out before he thought it through, closing around the ankle of Shane’s skate. “Ostan’sya so mnoyStay with me,” he said in Russian. “Khotya by na mgnoveniye, solnyshkoJust for a moment, sunshine,” he added pathetically. “Mne, ah—nuzhno perevesti dykhaniyeI, ah—need to catch my breath?”
“Your breathing’s fine,” Shane said.
“Is not true. I am dying, no?” Ilya said, tilting his head back against the ice with an exaggerated groan of pain. “You must defend me from all of those bloodthirsty Voyageurs. That is your job, isn’t it—captain?” He tugged lightly on Shane’s skate, smiling when Shane shook his head and let out a sound that was almost a laugh.
“You’re going to get us caught one of these days,” Shane murmured as he dropped down onto the ice beside him. He had one leg bent underneath him, so his left skate pressed against the outside of Ilya’s thigh, and Ilya smiled. Because maybe he still couldn’t convince Shane to hold his hand in public, but he would take this instead.
“Hm.” He let his eyes close. “DaYes. Much better.”
He distantly registered the noise from the crowd starting to pick up again, and realised with faint amusement how absurd this must look to them. He could hear the Montréal side becoming unsettled somewhere to his left, their angry voices too distant to make out clearly. But the Boston side was louder, laughing as they chanted Shane’s name like they’d decided Shane belonged to them instead.
“Your name sounds better in black and gold,” Ilya murmured.
“You’re in your away kit, Ilya,” Shane scoffed. “You’re wearing fucking white.”
Ilya opened one eye just in time to catch Shane glancing toward the crowd behind the glass. The Boston fans were openly grinning now, some of them pounding hard enough against the glass to make it rattle. And they were still chanting Shane’s name with the kind of uncomplicated affection they usually reserved for their own players.
Shane looked genuinely confused by it, like he didn’t know what to do with all that attention. Because Montréal had apparently spent so long teaching him how to survive being watched that he no longer recognised what it looked like to simply be wanted.
“Hey. Keep those eyes open, Rozanov,” Shane snapped, nudging Ilya’s thigh with his skate when he closed his eyes again. “You close them and they’ll call concussion protocol. They’ll probably end up benching you for the rest of the game, which—fine. I hear the bench is pretty comfortable this time of year. Lots of warm towels. No Voyageurs.”
Shane frowned then, turning toward the Boston bench with growing irritation. His gaze swept across it like he expected someone to appear out of nowhere with a flashlight and a concussion protocol clipboard. “Where the fuck are your medics?” He muttered under his breath.
For a second, Ilya couldn’t understand why Shane suddenly looked so furious with the entire Bears medical staff. But then it clicked—
“SolnyshkoSunshine,” he said carefully. “I didn’t hit my head.”
“You don’t know that,” Shane shot back immediately. “You just—”
“I’m fine,” Ilya interrupted. “Shane, look at me,” he added, waiting until Shane’s eyes actually settled on him instead of darting back toward the Boston bench. “I’m fine,” he repeated, slower this time.
Under different circumstances, Ilya might have laughed. Or teased him for the little crease forming between his eyebrows. He might even have let Shane fuss over him for a while, just to see how long it took him to realize Ilya was fine and only wanted his attention.
But he could hear the fear hidden underneath the sarcasm now. He’d grown up around enough of it to recognise the sound of someone pretending to be calm while panic clawed at their insides.
“I promise,” Ilya said. “I’m not concussed. Just sore.” He gestured vaguely toward his ribs, then instantly regretted it when the movement pulled at his side. He hissed through his teeth before forcing himself to relax again, and it was only then that his own words caught up with him. “Ah—do not tell the Voyageurs, solnyshkosunshine,” he added quickly, frowning. “They are filthy cheats who will try to steal the game from us.”
Shane arched a brow at him. “Uh—are you forgetting that we’re already ahead in points?”
Ilya snorted, despite knowing it was going to fucking hurt. “Hm. But Shane Hollander is the only person who can score on the Voyageurs. He already got three goals all by himself—and he will be stuck in the penalty box now.” He let himself grin fully then, teeth flashing. “I think this game is ours, Hollander.”
“You wish,” Shane muttered.
Some of the tension finally started to drain from his shoulders. But he still looked down at his hands instead of at Ilya’s face when he spoke again. “Sorry,” he said quietly. “I don’t—I know you can look after yourself, I just—” He shrugged awkwardly. “Worry, I guess.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “Mne tozheMe too,” he whispered.
The words slipped out before he could stop them, quiet enough that they should have disappeared beneath the noise of the arena. But Shane must have heard them anyway, because his eyes snapped back to Ilya immediately—open and searching in a way that made something ridiculously warm unfurl in Ilya’s chest.
For a second, he forgot how to breathe properly. But then he cleared his throat and forced himself to look away first. “Ah. Your punch was very good,” he said, because it was either that or accidentally confess his feelings in the middle of an NHL game, when they had both agreed, years ago, that coming out was a Bad Idea™.
It had been true at the time, and probably still was. But watching Shane throw a punch for him might have been one of the most romantic things Ilya had ever experienced.
Maybe one day, he thought, glancing back just in time to catch the slight tilt of Shane’s head.
“Which one?” Shane asked, his mouth pulling into a smile now. “I thought the second one was a bit sloppy.”
“Maybe,” Ilya admitted, before switching back into Russian. “No my mozhem porabotat’ nad etim etim letom na dacheBut we can work on that this summer at the cottage.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “You just want an excuse to get me under you again,” he muttered under his breath.
“DaYes,” Ilya replied immediately. “It is a stupid thing to even question, Hollander.”
Shane bit hard against the inside of his cheek, his shoulders shaking slightly as he tried not to laugh out loud, and Ilya found himself watching him instead of the ice. Which was stupid, probably. But it felt natural now, looking for Shane first. Like some part of him had quietly rearranged itself around the expectation of finding Shane looking back.
“Ty tam tak khorosho vyglyadelYou looked so good out there,” Ilya heard himself murmur, the words slipping into Russian halfway through without him meaning them to.
Shane blinked at him, visibly caught off guard by the comment. His face was still pink from the fight, his visor shoved crooked halfway up his helmet, breathing hard enough that Ilya kept getting distracted by the shape of his mouth every time he exhaled.
“Pravda, ah—Though, ah—” Ilya smiled helplessly. “Mozhet, tebye stoit ostavit’ draki mne, yesli khot’ odin iz nas khochet zavtra vybrat’sya iz posteliMaybe you should leave the fighting to me, if either of us wants to get out of bed tomorrow.”
Shane ducked his head slightly, his mouth twitching as the flush spread higher across his cheeks. “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to reinforce bad behavior,” he mumbled.
Ilya watched him glance away, still smiling despite himself, and a sudden, ridiculous rush of affection hit him so hard it nearly knocked the breath from his lungs all over again.
“You know,” Shane added as he looked back at him, “it’s really not fair when you talk in Russian to me.” He laughed quietly under his breath, shaking his head. “Especially when we’re in public and I can’t do a damn thing about it.”
Ilya laughed before he could stop himself.
“Oh, fuck you,” Shane said, though he was still grinning as he nudged Ilya’s thigh again with his skate. “I hope they do bench you.”
“You have no chance of benching me this season,” Ilya said. “Like fuck I’m letting you take the Stanley Cup home.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Or leaving you alone with those idiots you call teammates.”
“They’re not that bad,” Shane said, looking away from him again.
“SolnyshkoSunshine—”
“Hollander!” Cliff’s voice cut across him before Ilya could finish. He turned to watch him skating toward them, and Shane looked over too—but only when Cliff stopped beside them with a spray of ice. “Hey,” he said, grinning down at them. “You realise you’re not supposed to hit your own players, right?”
For a second, Ilya thought Shane might not answer him at all. His attention had already snapped toward the movement near the boards, where Hayden and JJ were dragging Comeau upright with matching looks of irritation. Neither of them looked especially concerned as they hauled him toward Montréal’s bench, where the medical staff were already moving out to meet them.
A flicker of relief moved through Ilya when he realised their anger seemed aimed at Comeau instead of Shane. But he still couldn’t stop the thought that followed. They were handling this like it wasn’t the first time they’d had to drag one of their own teammates away from Shane after things had gone too far. Maybe it was the first time Shane had fought back, but something about the way the Voyageurs had all reacted to the fight made Ilya doubt it.
“It was a dirty hit,” Shane said finally, his jaw tightening as he watched Comeau go.
“Oh, I dunno,” Victor said, sounding faintly amused as he came to a stop beside Cliff. “I thought that hit of yours was pretty good, actually.” His eyes dropped to Shane’s hand, which was already swelling at the knuckles. “Hm. Is that why you don’t get into brawls, Hollander? Been saving it for when it really counts?”
“No,” Shane said. “Just haven’t met anyone I wanted to punch before.”
Victor let out a startled laugh before turning to check on Ilya. “Hey—you good down there?”
“DaYes,” Ilya said, tightening his fingers around the ankle of Shane’s skate to stop him from moving away. “Hollander told me to sit down,” he added, grinning at their surprised looks, then laughing when Shane just rolled his eyes in response. “I am being very obedient.”
Cliff blinked at him. “Are you—” He hesitated, looking between them like he was trying to understand what the fuck he was actually looking at. “Roz,” he said slowly. “Are you waiting for fuckin’ permission to get up?”
“DaYes,” Ilya said again.
And it was ridiculous, maybe, how much he liked Shane fussing over him. The way he got bossy in that very particular way he did whenever he was worried. But it made Ilya smile every time—the way Shane cared for him so openly. The way he chose to do it again and again without hesitation, even when Ilya complained and acted like a little shit about it.
“Hollander is very scary when he’s mad,” he added. “He threatened to bite me if I tried to stand up again.”
“I did not,” Shane said, frowning at him. “Oh my god—you’re such a dick sometimes.”
Ilya smiled at him. “Hm. But you love when I am dick.”
Shane groaned. “Not right now I don’t.”
Cliff stared between them for another long second before groaning. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Are you two actually friends?”
Ilya wasn’t sure there was an answer to that that wouldn’t just make things worse, but before he could decide which lie would cause the least damage, Hayden came to a hard stop on their other side. His shoulders were already squared like he was preparing for a fight, and Ilya almost groaned out loud at the sight of him.
“What the fuck, Shane?” Hayden demanded, looking at Shane first, then at Ilya. “Are you forgetting that we hate him?”
Ilya’s glare was sharp enough that Hayden really should’ve had the sense to look away. Which, of course, he didn’t. From the corner of his eye, he caught the way Cliff’s broad shoulders had tensed too, the way Victor had shifted like he was preparing to step in—but Shane just shrugged.
“I’ve never hated him,” he said.
Hayden groaned. “Shane.”
“Hayd, c’mon. You know I don’t hate him,” Shane said. “I mean, I’ve known him since I was seventeen—”
“Eighteen,” Ilya corrected.
“I was seventeen,” Shane repeated, rolling his eyes. “Ilya was basically a senior citizen. If the three months between our birthdays actually count for anything, then he should’ve been sitting on the fucking bench with Scott Hunter.”
There was a brief, stunned silence—the same kind that always seemed to follow whenever Shane said something genuinely funny and caught people off guard with it—before Ilya let out a loud laugh.
“Look,” Shane said with a sigh. “I’ve known him since before we got drafted. We played against each other more times than I can count when we were still in juniors—hell, we even played in the same fucking Olympics.” He dragged a hand over the back of his neck, fingers catching in the damp hair beneath his helmet. “He’s probably my best friend—”
“Rude,” Hayden muttered.
Shane shot him a look that clearly meant shut the fuck up, his jaw clenching hard enough for the muscle beneath his skin to jump. It was a ridiculous thing for Ilya to notice in the middle of that conversation, maybe, but his brain immediately fixated on the idea of leaning over to bite it.
“We’ve been competing against each other for a decade,” Shane continued, still glaring at Hayden, who at least had the decency to look embarrassed for a full two seconds. “But everyone just—they bought into the rivalry the media and the league built for us. It’s like they all forgot that we’re allowed to be fucking friends.”
There was probably something funny about the phrase fucking friends, Ilya thought. But he got stuck on the word friends before he could find the joke in it.
It was just—it was such a small word for something that had changed his life so completely. But it wasn’t wrong, exactly. Because they were friends. They were just the kind who had fallen for each other far too quickly. The kind who’d spent too long hiding behind labels and not-labels, convincing themselves they could still walk away from this if they called it a situationship, or just sex.
The kind who’d spent years finding every excuse to come back to each other whenever their schedules and cities and locked hotel doors allowed it. Hiding behind fake names, late-night calls, and conversations neither of them ever seemed willing to end first. And Ilya still didn’t fully understand how they’d survived wanting each other too much, too young, and at exactly the wrong times.
He only knew that somewhere along the way, he’d found the courage to tell Shane he’d fallen in love with him. And, somehow, Shane loved him too. So while the world might never fully accept them—hockey had certainly done its best to make that feel impossible—the truth itself was painfully simple in a way nothing else ever seemed to be: nothing about loving Shane had ever felt wrong to him.
“To be fair,” Victor said, dragging Ilya out of the spiral his thoughts had been trying to disappear into, “you two spent, like, eight years trying to kill each other.”
“We were competing,” Ilya corrected.
“You high-sticked him in Stockholm,” Cliff pointed out.
“He tripped me first!” Ilya shot back immediately, pointing at Shane before he could deny it.
Shane rolled his eyes so hard Ilya thought he might actually injure himself worse than Ilya already was, and the thought landed badly enough that he had to force himself not to look at the blood near his shoulder. Because—fuck, he still couldn’t let himself think about what would’ve happened if Comeau had collided with Shane instead of Ilya.
“It’s just—it’s easier to just let people come to their own conclusions about us,” Shane said. “But it doesn’t change the fact that we’ve known each other longer than anyone else in the league.”
“DaYes,” Ilya said. “They will all be very jealous when they realise I had Shane Hollander before any of them.”
The shove Shane aimed at his hip lacked any real force behind it, but Ilya still grinned anyway. “Ah, see! I’ve been telling people for years that Shane Hollander is a massive asshole,” he said. “Maybe now they'll finally believe me, dayes?”
“Y’know, now that I’ve seen you two together when you’re not, like, playing up the rivalry bit—I can kind of see it,” Victor said, arching a brow. “But, ah—not that this isn’t fascinating—but are you two planning on staying down there for the rest of the game?”
“Hollander has not told me I can stand yet,” Ilya said seriously.
“Comeau just knocked you on your ass,” Shane said, already sounding tired about the argument they were apparently about to have. “You really should get checked over before you move—”
“Ugh,” Ilya groaned, dragging a hand over his face. “We have already gone over this, sol—uh, Hollander,” he corrected quickly, wincing at the near-slip. “I’m fine,” he added, before glaring toward the Montréal bench where Comeau was still surrounded by medics. “Comeau is—”
Shane’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Yeah, I know. He’s a fucking asshole,” he said, frowning. “And he’s not even that good at hockey—I still don’t get what the fuck Pelletier was thinking when he put him on the first line.”
Hayden snorted. “Oh, I never would’ve guessed you hated ‘im,” he cut in, rolling his eyes. “It’s not like I’ve spent all season trying to keep you two from fighting. Or trying to keep one of your fights from spilling out onto the ice.” His eyes flicked pointedly toward the red smear beside Ilya’s shoulder, faintly pink around the edges now where the blood had started melting into the ice.
“Fuck off,” Shane muttered, crossing his arms as he leaned further into Ilya’s hip.
“Donc les rumeurs sont vraies, alorsSo the rumours are true, then?” Victor said, switching to French as his attention settled more carefully on Shane. “À propos de la tension dans le vestiaire des VoyageursAbout the tension in the Voyageurs’ locker room,” he clarified, his eyes narrowing slightly at Shane’s panicked expression.
“Oh,” Shane mumbled. He looked away from Victor, biting into his bottom lip before giving a small, reluctant nod. “Ouais. J’imagine. Il y a eu beaucoup de transferts ces dernières années. Il ne reste, euh, plus beaucoup des joueurs d’origine. Le vestiaire estYeah. I guess. There’ve been a lot of trades in the last couple of years. There’s, uh—not a lot of the original players left anymore. The locker room is—” He hesitated, then shrugged. “C’est juste différent maintenantIt’s just different now.”
“It is not fair if you talk in French when I am not allowed to talk in Russian,” Ilya murmured to Shane. He didn’t need to understand the words to recognise the defensive tone, and he didn’t like the way Shane looked when he said it either.
“Eto chiterstvo, solnyshkoIt’s cheating, sunshine,” Ilya added in Russian, smiling helplessly when Shane glared at him—but at least he didn’t look so sad anymore.
“Roz,” Cliff said, frowning at Ilya while Victor nodded thoughtfully beside him. “C’mon, how the hell did you forget to tell us you’re friends with Shane Hollander?”
“I didn’t forget,” Ilya said. “I just didn’t tell you he is mine, ah—my friend?” His hand slid absently across Shane’s lower back, his thumb brushing once over the padding there even though he doubted Shane could actually feel it through all the gear. “Shane didn’t want the—how do you say? Boundaries? Lines?” He frowned slightly when the word still didn’t feel right. “Shane, what is the word?”
“Hum? Oh. Implications,” Shane said, frowning slightly. “And that’s not what I said. I just don’t want anyone thinking they get to take a run at one of us because of something we did, or said.” He hesitated, lips pressing thin for moment. “Or because they think they can get to me through you. Or you through me.”
Ilya watched him for a moment, trying to decide if Shane realised how much that confession sounded like fear disguised as something practical. “People are stupid,” he said. “They see something they do not understand and make up a reason for it. They see what they want to.”
Shane nodded slowly, still frowning.
“They think our rivalry is permission,” Ilya said, his thumb brushing over the padding at Shane’s back again. “Or—excuse? To cross lines they would not go near otherwise.”
“Permission?” Shane repeated, and for one brief, unpleasant second, Ilya wondered if he had chosen the wrong English word again. It happened more often when he was angry, or when Shane was watching him with those dark eyes of his. Or when Ilya got distracted counting the freckles scattered over his nose and cheekbones instead of paying attention to the actual conversation.
“Ilya,” Shane said slowly, “I think that sounded way more threatening than you meant it to.”
Ilya considered that for a moment, then shrugged with one shoulder so it wouldn’t pull at his ribs. “Is not that threatening,” he murmured, only to grin again when Shane shot him a look. “Okay. Maybe a little bit threatening.”
Victor barked out another laugh behind them.
“Err—well, it looks like the players are all checking on Rozanov right now,” one of the commentators said.
“It’s rare to see any of them together like this,” the second commentator added. “Especially looking so—friendly? Is that the right word?”
“Probably,” the first commentator said with an awkward laugh. “But it seems like this game is full of firsts.”

“There’s no way we’re making nice with the fucking Bears right now,” Hayden muttered as he dragged a hand over his face. “For fuck’s sake, Shane—we are not calling this—this—this blatant territorial bullshit professionalism.” He pointed accusingly at Ilya’s hand, which had settled into a slow path along Shane’s spine. “He’s a fucking Bear.”
“He’s also not your problem,” Shane said, but Ilya could feel how tight the muscles of his back were. He pressed his hand a little harder, trying to work the tension out without drawing attention to it.
Shane forced a smile as he watched Hayden roll his eyes at them. “Try focusing on the game instead.”
“The game?” Hayden repeated, arching a brow at Shane. “What—the fucking game you just stalled when you hit Comeau?”
Shane nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he said. “They’ll probably give me a major for it, and Pelletier’s petty enough to bench me as well,” he added with a shrug. “Which means you’ll have to take over at centre for me.”
“Oh, great,” Hayden said flatly. “Love that for me.”
“You’ll be fine,” Shane said, rolling his eyes. “Just don’t let Ilya get under your skin during the faceoff. He only does it so you’ll get distracted at the dot and lose track of the puck.” He huffed. “Ugh. Please don’t let him steal my fucking lead.”
“You’re giving away all of my secrets, solnyshkosunshine,” Ilya murmured, his voice low and amused.
Shane hummed, then let out a small laugh when Ilya’s thumb pressed slightly harder at the base of his spine, ducking his head like he could hide the way he was smiling. But the sound carried anyway, slipping out into the arena until the crowd shifted, curious, like they wanted to catch it before it disappeared.
It was rare, Ilya thought, to hear Shane laugh like that on the ice anymore. And for a moment, everything else—the shouting, the tension, the blood on the ice—felt distant. But then the sharp sound of a whistle cut through it as one of the referees skated over, glancing between them.
“You need medical?” He asked, eyeing Ilya suspiciously.
Ilya shook his head. “No,” he said. “Am just enjoying short break. Catching my breath.”
The referee stared at him, unimpressed, before snorting. “Get back to your bench, Rozanov,” he said, then turned to Shane and Hayden. “Hollander,” he added, frowning now. “You’re getting a five-minute major for fighting and a warning for game misconduct. You’ll be lucky if this doesn’t get you fined.”
Shane stared at him, his chin tilting up stubbornly as he met his gaze. “Is Comeau gonna get a penalty too?”
The referee’s eyes narrowed. “All of you,” he said, turning away from Shane. “Back to your benches. We’re resetting at the dot once the ice is cleared.” His gaze flicked briefly to the blood melting into the ice near Ilya’s shoulder, his mouth tightening. “Move.”
“Fuckin’ piece of shit,” Cliff muttered under his breath. “Ah, no offence, man—but I fuckin’ hate playing in Montréal.”
Shane nodded. “Yeah, me too,” he muttered, missing the look Cliff and Victor shared.
“Hey,” Hayden said, glancing at their coach over his shoulder. “Pelletier’s waiting for us.”
Shane didn’t move right away, his jaw tight as he avoided looking at the Montréal bench, who, ironically, were all staring at him now he’d turned away from them.
“C’mon, man,” Hayden pressed, reaching out like he might physically drag him up if he had to. “You can’t just stay here. And d’you really want to give the team another reason to be pissed at you? ’Cause sitting on the fucking ice with Rozanov, of all fucking people, isn’t exactly gonna—”
“Pretty sure they’re gonna be pissed anyway,” Shane cut him off.
“I mean—” Hayden hesitated, grimacing like he hated that Shane was probably right. “Yeah, probably,” he admitted, before turning back to glare at Ilya. “But him?” He groaned dramatically, dragging both hands down his face. “Shane, c’mon. He’s a Boston Bear,” he repeated slowly, like Shane might have forgotten in the last thirty seconds.
“And he is a Voyageur, but I don’t hold it against him,” Ilya said. “Ah—well, not much.”
“See!” Hayden snapped.
“Oh, c’mon. Since when are you professional?” Shane shot back. “And your wife’s from Boston. You don’t get to pretend you hate the whole city just because you don’t like the Bears.” He snorted at Hayden’s outraged expression, his mouth curving into something sly. “I’m telling Jackie you said that.”
Hayden winced immediately. “Please don’t,” he muttered, still glaring at where Ilya’s hand was moving along Shane’s spine. “Ugh. I thought we agreed not to acknowledge you were friends with him?”
Shane blinked at Hayden. “I don’t remember agreeing to that.”
“Shane,” Hayden groaned again.
Ilya watched Shane snort and turn away, only to sigh and look back a second later. “Fine,” he said, sounding reluctant even as he reached for Ilya’s forearm and pulled them both to their feet without asking first. Ilya let himself be hauled upright without complaint, for once, biting down hard on the inside of his cheek to keep the wince from showing when his ribs immediately protested.
“Your coach is probably gonna have a stroke if we stay here any longer,” Shane added with a sigh. “And, uh—we probably shouldn’t have—I mean, I really shouldn’t have—”
“No,” Ilya cut in firmly, steadying himself once he was upright. “I told you, it was a good punch. Do not apologise for—”
His gaze flicked to where Cliff and Victor were watching them with badly hidden amusement, while Hayden looked like he was seconds away from physically dragging them apart. Ilya decided he didn’t care enough about their opinions to stop himself.
“—it was very hot, Hollander,” he said, adding a quick wink just because he could. “You should play aggressive more often. Everyone will be so distracted they won’t even realise they lost the Cup. Too busy looking at how khoroshen’kiypretty you are.”
Shane stared at him for a second, his cheeks flushing faintly beneath the visor. “Shut up,” he muttered, though he kept a tight grip on Ilya’s arm until he seemed satisfied Ilya wasn’t about to fold in half on him again. “You good to play with those ribs?”
“DaYes,” Ilya said, clearing his throat as he straightened, forcing his spine into something closer to his usual composure. “Yes,” he repeated, before turning toward the Boston crowd and lifting one gloved hand above his head.
They answered immediately, his name rolling through the arena in a wave that hit the glass and seemed to came back even louder. It should have made him grin, or play to the cameras so they knew he was fine, but it only made him more aware that everyone was already waiting to see what this injury meant for Boston’s chances for the playoffs this year.
He let the noise wash over him for a second, then let his attention drift away from the crowd, pulled back to Shane—who was smiling like the sound of the arena chanting Ilya’s name belonged to him too.
“Good,” Shane said quietly. “It’s not as fun to beat the Bears if you’re stuck on the bench.” He glanced toward Cliff and Victor. “Try and keep him on his feet this time, yeah?”
Victor grinned. “Are you trying to tell us how to look after our own captain, Hollander?”
“I mean,” Shane shrugged, “you did let him get flattened by a second-rate asshole like Comeau.”
Cliff snorted, stepping in close enough to bump his shoulder against Ilya’s. “We’ve got him.”
Shane looked like he was about to say something else, but Hayden swore under his breath and grabbed the collar of his jersey, dragging him toward the Montréal bench like he was a misbehaving rookie instead of their captain.
“There’s no way you’re making friends with the fucking Bears when I struggled for two years just to get you to talk to me after practice,” Hayden muttered, tightening his grip. “I can’t believe you sometimes. I swear, whenever you and Rozanov are in the same room, you lose your fucking head.”
Shane snorted. “Pretty sure I lost it long before that, actually.”
Ilya watched them go, his expression settling into something neutral enough for the cameras. It held, even as irritation flared in his chest.
He didn’t like the way Shane’s shoulders had tightened, or how the easy line of his posture folded in on itself the closer he got to Montréal’s bench—where Coach Pelletier was already red-faced, veins standing out in his neck as he waited for them to get close enough to start shouting.
So Ilya did the thing he always did when something threatened to get under his skin—he made himself impossible to ignore.
“Don’t be jealous, Pike!” He called after them, cupping his hands around his mouth so his voice cut through the noise of the crowd. “Maybe someday you’ll find a man who fights for you too!”
Hayden glared at him from over his shoulder, his grip tightening in Shane’s collar when it looked like he might stop and turn back again. “Fuck off, Rozanov!” He called back, dragging Shane the rest of the way toward their bench.
But Ilya just grinned, because he saw the subtle shift in Shane’s shoulders, the way he hesitated like he might turn around anyway, might shrug Hayden’s hand off and do something completely un-Shane-like. Except maybe it wasn’t so un-Shane-like anymore. Because he’d already crossed the ice for Ilya once tonight—so why wouldn’t he do it again?
“What the fuck just happened?” Cliff muttered, still leaning into Ilya’s shoulder as they watched Coach Pelletier start shouting the second Shane and Hayden reached the boards.
Hayden’s shoulders tensed immediately as he snapped something back at Pelletier, but Shane just shrugged. He turned away from the Montréal bench mid-rant and headed for the penalty box without even looking back.
“Ah, mon dieuOh my god,” Victor muttered, half-laughing. “He just walked away from his coach like that?” He shook his head, still grinning as he glanced at Ilya. “Hollander doesn’t usually—” he trailed off, searching for the words, but Ilya knew what he meant.
Shane was the kind of player who never gave anyone the satisfaction of knowing they’d gotten under his skin. He took hits, took cheap shots, and answered them all in the only way that mattered—by putting the puck in the back of the net over and over again. And yet there was always something sharp underneath it all, something dry and wicked that flickered out just often enough to make people chase it, to try to drag it into the open.
Ilya snorted softly at the thought. “Hollander just doesn’t care enough about other people to correct them,” he murmured. Which wasn’t entirely true, because Ilya knew exactly what it cost Shane to let things go like that.
“Hollander!” Pelletier shouted. “Get your ass back here—”
A whistle cut through Pelletier’s shouting as the referees gathered briefly at centre ice, one of them raising his arm to signal the call before skating toward the scorer’s table. “Montréal's number twenty-four, five minutes for game misconduct,” he announced. “Montréal's number twenty-four, additional major for unsportsmanlike conduct.”
The arena seemed to pause for half a second, all of them waiting for Comeau’s number nineteen to be called next. When it didn’t come, the silence broke into a disbelieving roar as the crowd surged back to its feet. Boos rolled down from the stands, someone throwing an empty beer cup over the boards toward the referee.
But Ilya’s focus had already shifted back to Shane to watch the way he stepped into the box without argument. He acted like the injustice of it didn’t matter, even though Ilya knew that was the one thing he’d be struggling with right now.
Because Comeau deserved a fucking penalty as well. Not for what he’d done to Ilya, but for what he’d tried to do to Shane. Ilya could imagine it too easily if he let himself think about it for too long. The way Shane’s body would’ve gone slack as he dropped to the ice. The way Comeau would’ve skated away grinning.
He exhaled slowly through his nose, something tight and uncomfortable settling in his chest at the thought. “Of course that’s how they fucking called it,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else.
Victor looked like he wanted to say something but thought better of it. He nodded slowly instead, like he understood exactly why that kind of call made Ilya’s hands itch for the fight they all knew was coming, even if it hadn’t happened yet.
“The refs are blind half the time,” Cliff offered, shrugging.
“Hm,” Ilya agreed, before smiling almost sweetly. “Next time we’re back on the ice with Comeau, I’m going to put that pridurokidiot into the boards so hard he forgets what team he plays for.”
Cliff huffed out a laugh, already sold. “Yeah, yeah—just make sure it’s clean enough that the refs don’t call it,” he said, before sighing. “Eh, you’re shit at being subtle.”
Victor snorted, shaking his head as he leaned into his stick, arms crossed over the shaft, chin resting on the taped top. “Even your threats sound like Hollander’s now,” he added, lowering his voice into a terrible impression of Ilya’s Russian accent as he repeated Shane’s threat: “Stay the fuck down before I put you there again.”
Ilya smirked, knocking Victor’s stick aside with his own. “I don’t like to share,” he said, his gaze flicking briefly over to Shane. “Especially not Hollander. It took me a long time to earn his, ah—” he snorted softly. “Friendship.”
“Oh, so that’s why you didn’t tell us—‘cause you’re a jealous asshole,” Cliff said, rolling his eyes, though he was still grinning. “Jesus, Roz. You robbed us of being friends with Hollander this whole time!”
“You would’ve been weird about it,” Ilya said as they started skating toward their own bench.
Victor scoffed. “I would have been completely normal about it.”
“No, you wouldn’t have,” Cliff shot back immediately. “None of us would’ve been normal about it. Are you kidding me? Hollander just popping over from Montréal to say hi to Roz? Nah.” He laughed under his breath. “It would’ve been fun to watch the rookies lose their minds about it, though. Could you imagine Luke?” He added, already laughing at the thought. “Oh god. No one tell him. He’s gonna lose his fucking head.”
“Baby boy has a massive crush on Hollander,” Victor said sympathetically. “I’m surprised he even manages to skate straight when they’re on the ice together.” He tilted his head, considering. “Though I gotta admit—Hollander has no right looking that hot when he throws a punch. Someone needs to tell him this is hockey, not a fuckin’ GQ cover.”
Ilya’s stick snapped out, knocking Victor’s skates from under him.
“TabarnakHoly shit—” Victor swore, stumbling as he lost his balance, only to catch himself on the boards.
“You good there, Vic?” Ryan laughed.
“OuiYes,” Victor muttered as he pulled himself up. “Our captain is just trying to kill me.”
Ryan barked out another laugh. “Eh. At least that means he’s probably alright if he’s still being a dick.”
“Rozanov,” Coach LeClaire called out, already frowning by the time Ilya reached the boards. “Are you actually alright or just being stubborn about it?” He asked, his eyes fixed on Ilya.
“I’m fine,” Ilya said, bracing against the rubber kickplate for balance.
LeClaire’s expression didn’t change. “You went down hard.”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder to avoid moving the left side of his ribs. “Will be the highlight of Comeau’s career,” he muttered, grumbling when the whole bench laughed at his scowl. “I should send him flowers.”
“Oh yeah, I’m sure he’d love that,” Ryan said, his head tilting slightly as he looked toward the penalty box. “But fuck, man. That was one hell of a hit from Hollander.”
Ilya hummed softly as he followed Ryan’s line of sight. Shane still had his helmet on, his jaw locked in that stubborn angle Ilya knew too well. His dark eyes were bright, and even though he was sitting still, he looked restless with leftover adrenaline—like someone had tried to force lightning into a cage and done a piss-poor job of it.
Even the crowd around the penalty box wasn’t slamming the glass the way they usually did. Everyone was watching him carefully now, like maybe they could feel the anger coming off him too.
“DaYes,” Ilya said before frowning slightly. “But his backhand is still weak.”
Ryan snorted. “Good thing his right hook isn’t, then.” He whistled low under his breath. “Fuck, did you see how Comeau went down?” His grin widened. “Man, I hope it makes the highlight reels. TikTok’s gonna lose its fucking mind over this.”
“You’re weirdly obsessed with TikTok,” Luke muttered around his mouthguard.
Ryan shrugged. “Eh. It’s more fun than Instagram Reels.”
“DaYes,” Artos murmured. “Is, ah—why you are always speaking with Becky?”
“No,” Ryan said quickly. “I mean, she’s our PR rep. And we talk about, like, videos and stuff—”
“More like she keeps telling you nobody wants a thirst trap of you on the ice when they’ve already got all those videos of Ilya in tiny shirts,” Marcus muttered.
Ryan pointed at Ilya accusingly. “Those compression shirts are a hate crime.”
“Oh sure, that’s the reason you don’t wear them,” Cliff said, rolling his eyes.
“Not all of us have tits as big as Ilya’s!”
Ilya snorted at Ryan, but his gaze drifted back toward the penalty box. Because out of the two of them, Shane definitely had bigger tits. And if he ever gave in to the pressure from Montréal’s PR team, Ilya was sure there’d be a dozen TikTok videos for him to jerk off to whenever he was alone, either stuck in Boston or out on the road. It’d be better, surely, than relying on all those “artfully undressed” photos from the sponsorship deals Yuna had set Shane up with.
Because even after ten years together, Shane was still terrible at flirting. And he was even worse at sexting. Ilya had only managed to get him to send one slightly suggestive photo in all those years, and that had only come after weeks of dick pics and voice notes describing every filthy thing Ilya wanted to do to him the moment they were together again.
Though, Ilya thought, distracted, Shane was a vixen when they were face-to-face. Or when he was face-down, arching into Ilya’s hands like he knew exactly what he was doing, even when he pretended he didn’t. All sharp breaths and bitten-back sounds, rolling his hips just to laugh at the way it made Ilya lose his mind.
Sometimes Ilya thought Shane liked the way he got a little rough with him, the way he held Shane down until he went breathless beneath him. It was like some part of Shane needed to feel that lost control just to—
“—the refs aren’t going to wait for you to recover,” LeClaire was saying, with absolutely no idea he’d just interrupted Ilya’s drifting thoughts. The words blurred together into something mildly irritating at the edge of Ilya’s mind, his attention still split between his team and Shane.
“But, look—they’re resetting the ice right now. It’ll take the Zamboni a couple of passes to clear the blood, which buys us five, maybe ten minutes.” LeClaire frowned as he looked him over again, his gaze catching on the way Ilya was still holding his shoulder a little too stiffly.
“You good enough to play, Rozanov?” He asked. “Or do I need to actually listen when the medics tell me to sit your ass out for the rest of the game?”
“Comeau is not making me sit out of a game,” Ilya said, frowning.
“You sure?” LeClaire asked.
“DaYes,” Ilya said again, already rolling his shoulders and ignoring the way it pulled at his ribs.
“Okay,” LeClaire said with a sigh. “Pelletier’s gonna put Hollander back out there. There’s no way he’ll pass up using his best scorer tonight, not with tensions this fuckin’ high.” He paused, his eyes narrowing slightly as he looked Ilya over again. “You gonna be okay playing against him?”
Ilya nodded. “Never been a problem before.”
LeClaire paused at that, like he understood that Ilya was really saying, “It will not start being a problem now.”
“You know he’s not gonna go easy on you when he gets back out there, right?” LeClaire asked.
Ilya glanced toward the box. “He never does,” he said. “Neither do I.”
LeClaire huffed out a laugh. “Right. Well, we’re down by two points. But Hollander is stuck in the box for the next ten minutes,” he said, frowning like he didn’t like the ruling but would take advantage of it anyway. “That gives us exactly ten minutes to even the score when the game restarts.” He glanced toward the clock, grinning now. “And it only gives Hollander twenty minutes to try and claw those points back when he gets out there again.”
Terrance, his assistant coach, nodded slowly, his eyes darting across the empty ice like he was trying to keep up with the play LeClaire could already see unfolding. “But that’s only if Pelletier puts him straight back out.”
“He will,” LeClaire said without hesitation. “He’s barely given Hollander a chance to sit down all game. And his shifts are running longer each time,” he muttered, before turning back to Ilya with a smirk. “Ten minutes is enough time for you to score again, yeah? The Voyageurs are all shook up right now, but you know damn well Hollander’s coming back onto the ice rested and ready to take whatever points we get right back.”
He rolled his eyes then, adding under his breath, “Fucking Pelletier. I swear that asshole just loves making my life harder.” He sighed, half groaning. “Ugh. We should’ve snapped Hollander up when we had the chance. Kid’s fucking wasted on that team.”
“Fuck, could you imagine Rozanov and Hollander on the same team?” Terrance asked. “It’d be like the All-Stars all over again. You two were unstoppable in Tampa.”
“Pretty sure Hunter almost cried when he saw you two lining up against him, actually,” Victor murmured.
Ilya’s teeth flashed as he grinned. And maybe he shouldn’t have enjoyed hearing people talk about them like that, but he did. There was just something so satisfying about the way other people reacted to the idea of him and Shane sharing a line again. The immediate dread. The way no one ever seemed to know which of them would make the play that buried the other team first.
Shane moved through pressure like he expected it to bend to his will, and Ilya had spent years learning exactly how to force the ice into the play he wanted. He still remembered when people had mocked the All-Star lineup for putting them on the same team. Convinced there was too much ego between them. That they wouldn’t be able to work past their rivalry long enough to remember how to play offensively.
But he also remembered the way Shane had laughed breathlessly against his shoulder after their first goal. The way he’d looked at him with that bright, wild light in his eyes after every goal that followed. Ilya remembered thinking that feeling was probably the closest thing to flying he would ever get.
“Voyageurs will cry tonight,” Ilya said, still smiling at the sight of Shane Hollander sitting in the penalty box, counting down the seconds until he could come back onto the ice. Or maybe, Ilya thought, until he could come back to him.
“I will score two goals,” he added. “One for me, and one for Hollander.”
LeClaire snorted before he could stop himself. “Cocky bastard.”
“Well,” Cliff said when Ilya dropped onto the bench beside him, “at least the competitiveness is alive, even if the rivalry isn’t.” He barked out a loud laugh at Ilya’s glare, clapping a hand against his shoulder, careful not to jar his ribs too badly.
Ilya barely registered it, too busy staring at Shane. He’d finally leaned back against the wall behind him, one knee bouncing beneath all the pads and equipment. But then one of the medics stepped into his line of sight, crouching in front of him and blocking Shane from view.
“Any pain?” The medic asked, fingers pressing briefly along Ilya’s side, quick and impersonal, testing for a reaction Ilya refused to give.
Ilya shook his head, even though his ribs ached every time he breathed too deeply. But it was a mere annoyance compared to the anger still crackling beneath his skin. Every second the medic spent poking at him was another second Montréal thought they could get away with taking a run at one of the Bears without retaliation.
Or at Shane, who wasn’t a Bear, but maybe he should be if his own team had started treating him like something they wanted to break.
“What about dizziness?” The medic asked.
“No,” Ilya lied.
“Hm.” The medic very clearly didn’t believe him. “Follow my finger,” he said, forcing Ilya to track it across his field of vision. He nodded, satisfied, then motioned for Ilya to raise his arms, guiding him through a twisting motion that forced him to turn from side to side while he kept a palm pressed against Ilya’s ribs.
“Well, I can’t feel anything out of place, and there’s nothing sharp—which means you probably haven’t broken them.” He frowned before straightening with a sigh. “Come see me after the game,” he added, already turning away. “They’re probably bruised to hell, and it’ll only get worse as it settles. I’ll wrap them before you head back to the hotel.”
“SpasiboThank you,” Ilya muttered, even if he hated the thought of wasting more time before he could get his hands on Shane properly.
Across the ice, Shane still hadn’t looked at him again. His gaze was fixed on the ice instead, eyes slightly unfocused, like he was replaying the game in his head and trying to figure out where everything had gone wrong. Ilya knew that look too well. Shane always carried responsibility like it belonged to him alone, even when the damage had started long before he stepped onto the ice.
It was only the sound of the whistle that finally dragged Ilya out of his thoughts. He blinked, realising he must’ve been so lost staring at Shane that he’d missed the rest of the game resetting.
He pushed off with the rest of his line, stepping back out onto the ice with his ribs aching at every motion. It was barely enough of a reminder to keep him from looking back at Shane, already desperate for the moment he could face him at the dot again.
Instead, he had to put up with Hayden Pike for ten whole minutes.
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    Solnyshko (солнышко) — RussianSunshine / Little Sun — English
A tender, affectionate diminutive often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.

Russkiy skua (Русский поморник) — RussianRussian bird — English
A mangled slur that's meant to reflect Comeau’s ignorance and indifference toward Ilya's language. The insult is less about accuracy and more about throwing out something he thinks is demeaning.

Suka (Cука) — RussianBitch — English
A very common Russian insult.

Ilyusha (Илюша) — RussianIlya — English
A Russian diminutive or affectionate nickname of Ilya. The meaning remains the same, but the shift from Ilya to Ilyusha signals closeness and warmth—used in personal, familiar, or intimate contexts rather than formal address.

Da (да) — RussianYes / And / But — English
A flexible affirmative that Ilya uses instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.

Connard — FrenchAsshole / Idiot / Dickhead — English
An insult used to describe someone considered stupid, obnoxious, or arrogant. Common in everyday spoken French, it can range from playful irritation among friends to outright hostility depending on delivery and context.

Pridurok (придурок) — RussianIdiot / Jerk / Git — English
A common insult that implies stupidity, recklessness, or obnoxious behaviour. Less extreme than harsher Russian slurs but clearly contemptuous.

Tabarnak — Quebec FrenchHoly shit / Holy fuck / Goddammit — English
A profane oath derived from Catholic liturgical vocabulary. One of the most forceful Quebec French swear words used to express anger, frustration, or shock. Culturally rooted in Québec’s religious history, where sacred terms became secular profanity.

Concussion Protocol — English
A league-mandated medical evaluation and restriction process following a suspected head injury. Designed to prevent premature return to play and reduce the risk of further neurological harm. Commonly referenced in professional contact sports.
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  Chapter 2
Ilya Rozanov Nearly Always Loves A Good Fight
Shane Hollander watched the penalty clock with narrowed eyes.
The numbers glowed an aggressive red, ticking backward unevenly. He tracked them anyway, counting the rhythm in his head even as the timer skipped from 09:23 to 09:20, then from 08:19 to 08:15. The attendant kept glancing over at him, fidgeting like he expected Shane to make a scene at any moment.
He hated the assumption that one incident outweighed years of discipline, but he clenched his jaw and shoved the irritation down. Ten minutes had always sounded so abstract in theory. But here, in the box, it felt infinite.
His leg bounced, the heel of his skate tapping against the rubber floor in a pattern he couldn’t seem to stop. It felt like an echo of the clock counting down under his skin. The leather of his gloves creaked every time he flexed his hands, the resistance grounding him even as the sting in his knuckles refused to fade. The sensations layered until his skin felt too tight to contain them.
But he kept his hands to himself this time. He didn’t test the latch, didn’t gesture or argue, and he certainly didn’t give the Jumbotron anything it could spin into a spectacle. He had no interest in more airtime—especially not for this.
He knew the cameras would keep panning back to him every few minutes anyway, searching for a reaction they could clip and replay before the final horn even sounded. They could keep waiting, Shane thought, not unkindly. But he refused to give them anything they could use against him later.
Instead, he simply waited for the exact second he’d be allowed back onto the ice—the only place where the rules, however flawed, still made sense. At least they were clean and predictable. And easier to understand than most people.
He’d always believed that if he could calculate exactly when to speak or smile or laugh—if he timed it just right—then most of his interactions would go smoothly enough. He’d built his entire life around that structure, even knowing it wouldn’t protect him from people who ignored the rules entirely. His mind flicked, unhelpfully, to Ilya. Because yes, sometimes that crack opened his world to the love of his life. But something about tonight just felt—wrong.
Because Gilbert Comeau should have been in the box with him. The Voyageurs could’ve handled being down two players. And Shane would’ve survived sharing air with the man for ten minutes, if he needed to. At least then it wouldn’t have felt like Shane was the only one paying for it.
Something that sounded like Ilya’s voice rose in his head, muttering that this had nothing to do with consequences and everything to do with Comeau’s own inadequacy.
Shane’s hands tightened on his stick as anger flared. He closed his eyes, trying to breathe through it. But his mind was already replaying that moment in punishing clarity: the hit into the boards, Ilya’s punched-out breath as he hit the ice, Comeau spitting those hateful, familiar words—only this time, they were aimed at Ilya. Then the split-second decision. The impact. The grim, righteous satisfaction of his fist meeting Comeau’s jaw.
It had been an appropriate response to something absolutely foul. Shane believed that without any irony or self-deception. He knew exactly why his own actions had earned him a penalty. What he couldn’t understand was why Comeau’s hadn’t drawn the same consequence.
The unfairness of being the only one held accountable sat heavy in his chest—not hot enough to burn, just a steady reminder of how uneven the rules could be. And how often Shane Hollander, captain of the Montréal Voyageurs, was expected to absorb the fallout quietly to protect the franchise’s image.
Once, he’d believed the Voyageurs were better than this. He didn’t anymore. Now he saw how prejudice and cruelty were dressed up as tradition. As locker-room culture. Or how often the phrase it’s just men being men was used to wave it away.
The realisation didn’t make Shane as angry as it probably should have. But it hollowed him out, leaving something colder behind. It would have been easier if the whole organisation was corrupt, he thought. But some of the staff were genuinely among the best people he’d ever met. And it wasn’t as simple as just saying the Montréal Voyageurs were bigoted assholes as a whole.
Coach Pelletier was a dick, and there was no easy way for Shane to soften that, even in his own head. Their GM was frustratingly difficult to read. Their PR team was excellent at making unwanted distractions disappear. The legal team preferred tidy stories they could reference later. But the players were much harder to define.
They didn’t all think the same way, which made everything harder to navigate. The rookies came in soft and sincere, a little starstruck, but Shane had watched that softness get worn down over time. Or watched them leave when it became too much to stomach. Some of the older players were gruff but harmless. Some of them were like Hayden. And some of them were like Comeau.
And maybe—just a little—Shane was tired of pretending the Voyageurs weren’t exactly what they were, or defending them when none of them had looked at him the same since the start of the season.
Hayden rapped his knuckles against the glass as he skated past, flashing a quick grin. “Hang in there, Cap,” he mouthed, then added louder, “Someone needs to tell Rozanov to stop showing off.”
“Just win the faceoff,” Shane said, rolling his eyes. “Let Rozanov embarrass himself by getting cocky too early. He’s good at that.”
Across the rink, Ilya smirked as if he had heard the comment. Shane watched him roll his shoulders as he settled into position with lazy precision, then tip him a look that felt uncomfortably intimate—like a private joke no one else in the arena had been invited to share. Ilya had always had an infuriating talent for knowing exactly when Shane was thinking about him.
It was irritating, and far too distracting. What was worse, he thought, was that couldn’t even pretend he didn’t know why. Because he was an idiot who was so stupidly in love with him that it made him braver than he had any business being. Loving Ilya Rozanov had always been terrifying—and even a decade later, it was still a risk Shane refused to walk away from. Even knowing it might ruin him one day.
Shane snorted. “He already ruined me from the start,” he muttered, and the attendant shot him a sidelong look, clearly unsure whether Shane was on the verge of losing it.
Shane ignored him and turned back to the ice. There was an itch under his skin demanding he get back out there and meet Ilya at the dot. That was supposed to be their faceoff—he’d waited months to play against Ilya again, and it wasn’t fair that Hayden was stealing that from him. 
But he could do nothing except sit there and wait it out.
So he tracked the line change instead, followed Ilya as he lined up across from Hayden, studying how his skates bit into the ice before the puck even dropped, how his posture loosened into that infuriating calm that meant he was about to do something truly obscene.
“He’s gonna steal my fucking lead,” Shane muttered, and the attendant shot him another look.
Shane ignored him, eyes fixed on Ilya cutting the puck to his left. Marcus Johansson drove it forward before hammering a clean hit into Hayden, knocking him sideways just as Ilya accelerated past them.
Ilya overtook Olsson and Berkes in two brutal strides before stealing the puck back in a tight one-eighty off Drapeau’s hip that was downright filthy. The rest of the Boston Bears surged forward with him, coordinated and vicious, carving a lane toward the Montréal net with hits that weren’t accidental.
Shane recognised the setup immediately—it was the kind of play you run after your captain gets laid out and no one answers for it—and he felt it building before it happened. There was a tightening low in his gut, that warning prickle that always arrived half a second too late.
Ilya slipped the puck backward without looking. It was a no-look drop pass that had no business working. But of course it did. Shane watched Ilya celebrate another goal against the Voyageurs and felt the ridiculous, traitorous urge to smile.
The Bears were still celebrating at center ice, the Boston crowd screaming their names, when the flat, ugly sound of the penalty horn cut through the arena as the clock hit zero. The door clanged open, cold air rushing in as the attendant stepped back with a relieved sigh. And, finally—
“Hollander is officially back on the ice,” one of the commentators said. “After serving a major and watching Montréal give up two goals from the box. What should we expect from him in the final stretch of this game?”
“Hollander plays his best hockey when he’s challenged,” the other commentator replied without hesitation. “And right now, he looks like a man ready to drag this game back onto his shoulders.”
“Hm,” the first commentator mused. “And what do you think Coach Pelletier will have to say to his captain for hitting his own player?” 
“Probably not much on the record,” the second commentator said. “But privately? I imagine there will be words.”
“Hollander’s stepping back into this one angry.”
“Well,” the other commentator said, “no one has ever accused Ilya Rozanov of avoiding a challenge.”
On the ice, Shane let the roar of the crowd wash over him without really hearing it. His pulse was still running too hot. And for half a second, the grin at his mouth turned sharp and feral, then vanished, replaced by something harder. More disciplined.
But beneath it, the echo of that smile still lingered, because Ilya Rozanov had done exactly what he always did when he knew Shane Hollander was watching. He turned the game into a spectacle. A challenge meant for Shane alone.
And suddenly, all Shane wanted was to skate straight up to him and kiss him under the lights. To grab the front of his jersey and drag him close. To ruin that smug smile under his mouth. For Ilya to meet him without hesitation, the way he always did—never thinking twice before he gave in.
Maybe, Shane thought, he even just wanted to hear the laugh Ilya never gave to anyone else. And kiss him harder for it.
The impulse settled deep in his bones, stretching his stride until it felt too big for his body. “Fucking Rozanov,” he muttered, and JJ snorted as he skated past.
Shane shook his head and angled himself toward the Montréal bench, but his gaze found Ilya again as he looped back through the neutral zone. He looked untouchable—dangerous, like a problem Shane had never once wanted to solve, let alone be rid of.
“Hollander,” Coach Pelletier barked. “I should bench you for that fucking stunt.”
Shane skidded to a stop on the other side of the divider, ice spraying up around his skates. His breath fogged against his visor, lungs burning, pulse still hammering. But he forced his shoulders square anyway, posture clean and captain-perfect, even with adrenaline singing under his skin. He didn’t look at Pelletier right away.
“I did my job,” Shane said finally.
“You punched your own teammate,” Pelletier snapped.
“It was a dirty hit,” Shane snapped back. “Rozanov didn’t even have possession.”
Pelletier’s mouth twisted as he looked back out at the ice, where Boston was resetting after their third goal. Where Ilya carved a lazy arc through the neutral zone—right where Shane was trying, with real effort, not to stare.
“Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it,” Pelletier said.
I did, Shane wanted to say. He’d enjoyed protecting Ilya. He’d even enjoyed driving his fist into Comeau’s face, knowing exactly how Ilya would look at him after. But instead of saying any of that out loud, Shane forced himself to drag in a slow breath and exhale the angry burn in his chest. 
Shane’s gloves creaked as his grip tightened on his stick. He stared straight ahead, eyes burning, the crowd fading to a dull roar behind his pulse. “Comeau’s been flinging abusive shit my way all season,” he said at last. “The last time we spoke, you told me to man up.” 
Pelletier opened his mouth, but Shane didn’t let him cut in.
“I stopped Comeau before the Voyageurs took more heat than a simple misconduct fine,” Shane continued, his voice settling into the tone that made people listen whether they liked it or not. “Unless you want your guys thinking they can take cheap shots at the top players in the league and get away with it?”
Shane’s weight tipped forward. “You’re fucking lucky the refs didn’t call out Comeau for that high stick,” he added, snorting. “The Voyageurs love pretending they’re untouchable.” He rolled his eyes at the familiar PR line. “You really gonna let Comeau ruin that image in one game?”
“You’re fucking lucky none of your teammates have outed you to the fucking press,” Pelletier snarled.
“They won’t,” Shane said, and it took everything in him to keep his voice level. “It’s covered under the morality clause in their contracts.” His mouth twitched. “Funny, though—I’m locked under the same clause. So even I’m not allowed to say a word about it publicly.” 
“That clause protects the organisation,” Pelletier snapped. “It protects you.”
Shane let out a short, humourless breath. “It protects your image,” he said quietly. “It doesn’t protect the players.”
“Watch your tone,” Pelletier warned.
“Watch yours,” Shane shot back before he could stop himself. The words came out steady anyway, honed by years of press scrums and locker-room politics. “You keep telling me to lead, to set the standard, to carry this team on my back. Fine. I did that. I’ve been doing that for the last ten years.” He smiled, slow and mean. “You don’t get to punish me for doing exactly what you asked.”
Pelletier scoffed. “Leadership doesn’t mean throwing punches.”
“No,” Shane said. “It means not letting your guys think it’s an open fucking season out there.”
Pelletier studied him for a long moment. And for the first time in months, he actually looked at him—not at the C stitched to Shane’s chest or the twenty-four he’d worn for nearly a decade. He looked at his face. At the hard line of his jaw. At the way his body leaned toward the rink like he was already halfway back in the game.
Pelletier shook his head, already moving on. “No one cares about whatever shit Comeau says on the ice,” he said flatly. “But you’re still the captain of this fucking team.” The implication hung heavy between them, a silent for now neither of them voiced. “I needed you playing hockey, Hollander. Not whatever that was.”
Shane’s mouth pulled tight. Something brittle flickered in his eyes—but it was gone in the same moment as he folded it back into something unreadable. “I was playing the game,” he said through clenched teeth.
“You were playing emotions,” Pelletier snapped. “You let it get personal.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Didn’t realise we were still pretending this league doesn’t run on personal grudges.”
“Don’t be cute,” Pelletier warned. “You don’t get paid to be offended.” His voice dropped, almost swallowed entirely by the roar of the crowd. “You aren’t here to police anyone’s mouth. You’re here to play hockey. And you’re damn good at it, Hollander. Probably the best player we’ve got. Don’t fuck that up over some locker-room chirping.”
Shane went still as those words echoed in his head. Locker-room chirping. Homophobic shit that edged into something uglier. An open season in a league that tolerated it because it preferred its stars loud, straight, and easy to sell to Middle America. 
It wasn’t new. None of it was. But the thought settled cold in his chest anyway, something sour curling low in his stomach even as he laughed under his breath. “I kept my head,” he said quietly. “I stopped a guy who thought he could take a free run at Rozanov because he knew you wouldn’t do anything about it.”
“Rozanov can take care of himself,” Pelletier said, already waving it off. “He’s a fucking Bear anyway.” He rolled his eyes. “LeClaire’s boys give as good as they get.”
“That isn’t the point,” Shane said. “And you know it.”
“You’re letting this get in your head,” Pelletier replied more carefully. “I know this season’s been different. But whatever’s going on in your personal life, keep it the hell off my ice. I don’t care who you were defending or why. I care that you don’t cost us games.”
For a moment, Pelletier looked like he might say more. But then the whistle shrieked, sharp and impatient.
“Get back out there,” Pelletier said. “And I mean it, Hollander. Keep this shit off my ice. Don’t make me regret this.” His eyes hardened. “And if you even think about letting Rozanov score again, I’ll bench you for the rest of the fucking season.”
Shane turned away before his fury could show. But as he pushed off the divider, something else settled in his chest—the knowledge that he could have said, “Good luck winning another Cup without me,” and ended the argument right there. That he could have reminded Pelletier exactly what would happen at the end of this season, when his contract expired and he hit free agency.
But what would that change? It would only make things worse with the Voyageurs for the rest of the season. So Shane didn’t say it, but maybe it showed in his eyes anyway, because Pelletier’s eyes narrowed as if he knew exactly what Shane hadn’t said.
Shane shot him a small, mean smile and skated backward into the game, resisting the very Ilya-like instinct to throw up a middle finger and a wink. He’d studied Ilya long enough that he could probably pull it off. He resisted the temptation—barely—and let the familiar violence of the game close in around him instead. 
He spun, angling himself toward the play—right up until Ilya cut across his lane. Their shoulders barely brushed, a sound so small it shouldn’t have meant anything. But a familiar spark ran clean down Shane’s arm anyway. Ilya didn’t slow to meet him, but their eyes caught for a fraction of a second. A tilt of Ilya’s head. A look that was both quick and devastating, like the memory of a hand at Shane’s waist. 
You saw that, the look said. You always do.
Shane smiled as he slid his mouthguard back into place, chasing him down the ice.
“Hollander,” the referee snapped when Shane came to a stop at the line. “Don’t make me put you back in the box.”
Shane swallowed the urge to roll his eyes at the blatant favouritism. At the referee’s obvious reluctance to penalise the Voyageurs in their own rink, even when it was deserved. But he was Shane Hollander. Captain. Franchise face. Supposedly a generational talent. He had an image to maintain, even if the lie of it was starting to crack.
“Da,” Ilya said, lisping around his own mouthguard as he leaned low over the dot, posture loose and dangerous. “The Voyageurs can’t afford to lose their only decent player to sin bin.” His eyes flicked up, bright with unconcealed amusement. He winked. “Did you see how easy my goal was?”
Shane snorted, breath fogging his visor. “Which one?”
Ilya laughed, warm and unapologetic even through the cage of his visor. “Both, obviously.” His head tilted, gaze never leaving Shane’s. “Ah. Do not look so sad, Hollander. Maybe your team just still doesn’t know how to play without their captain holding their hand.” But then the amusement drained from his expression, even as the smile stayed fixed on his mouth. “Do you not get bored,” he asked softly, “playing alone?”
Shane rolled his eyes. “The Voyageurs are a good team—”
“You are the only good thing on that dyra of a team,” Ilya cut in, snorting. “Without you, they would be fighting for last place. You make them look better than they are, solnyshko.”
“You’re exhausting,” Shane muttered.
“Hm. But I promised to convince you to leave, didn’t I?” Ilya said lightly, smiling when Shane narrowed his eyes. “Am I not convincing enough tonight?” His gaze lingered, sharp and knowing. “Was my goal not pretty enough for you, Hollander?” He added, pouting theatrically, though Shane knew very little of it was fake.
Something tight flickered in Shane’s chest. “It’s not that simple,” he said quietly. “This is still my team—”
“Is it?” Ilya murmured, too quiet for anyone else to hear.
Shane snorted on instinct, flicking a glance at the referee, who looked personally offended by the mere suggestion that Shane Hollander might ever abandon the Voyageurs. Shane let his gaze sweep over the crowd screaming his name like it belonged to them, and his mouth pulled tight.
Montréal was supposed to be home. It was the city that had lifted his banners into the rafters and carved pressure and legacy into bones. Legacy, obligation—all of it stitched in red, white, and blue. He was celebrated on the ice and barely tolerated anywhere else. And maybe, at some point, Shane had finally learned how to hate the place that would never fully accept him. 
Or maybe he had just learned how to endure it.
“We’re in the middle of a game, Rozanov,” Shane said instead of voicing any of it, forcing a laugh that stuck in his throat. “You can try to convince me later.”
Ilya leaned in another fraction, close enough that Shane could almost feel the heat of him. “You will lose,” he murmured, low enough that the crowd couldn’t steal it. “I can be very convincing, da?”
“Rozanov!” The referee barked. “One more word from you and I’ll fine you for interference.”
But Ilya only grinned, sharp and unapologetic as he leaned back to give them the illusion of space again. His eyes remained locked on Shane’s like the referee’s warning meant nothing at all. Like nothing existed for him but the thin strip of ice between them and the puck waiting to fall.
“Plenty of chirping at the dot,” one of the commentators said, voice tight with anticipation. “These two never miss an opportunity to get under each other’s skin.”
“And after everything we’ve seen tonight,” the other commentator added, “you can feel the tension on the ice. This isn’t just rivalry—it’s personal.”
Shane knocked the puck clean to the left as it dropped, footwork quick and lethal as Hayden surged forward, cutting hard across Ilya’s lane. The play snapped into motion around them. Bodies collided. Sticks clashed. Ice exploded under their skates as Shane pushed off hard, carving a path toward the Boston net, putting distance between the Bears and the goal he still needed to earn back.
“Hollander wins it clean,” the first commentator cut in. “Beautiful timing.”
“Smart support there from the Voyageurs,” the other added. “They know Rozanov’s coming for another goal, and they’re not giving him an inch. Looks like Montréal’s finally back on form with their captain back on the ice.”
“And here comes Rozanov!” The first commentator cut in, voice climbing with the speed on the ice. “He’s accelerating—look at that stride! Rozanov is in full pursuit. But Hollander’s already pulling ahead! He’s heading for Boston’s net—God, Hollander’s footwork is unreal. Edge control in a turn like that is just insane—he’s creating separation—St-Simon and Hughes are trying to close the gap, but Rozanov’s already jumping the lane—”
Shane felt the shift in pressure at his back before he saw it.
Ilya cut hard along the boards, stole a step on Hayden, shrugged off a stick check with his shoulder, and forced Shane to pivot earlier than he wanted. The pass Shane threaded up the wall was sharp and smart—but the other Voyageurs were a step behind, the gap just wide enough for Boston to read it first.
A stick knocked it loose in the neutral zone. One touch, then two—and suddenly Ilya had it. Shane backchecked hard, legs burning as he turned back toward Montréal’s side of the rink, but the puck was already gone. Tape to tape through traffic. A hard feed into the slot. The Bears buried it with a snap shot before Montréal’s rookie goalie could even set his feet, and the arena roared as the scoreboard flipped.
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Shane slammed his stick once against the ice, hard enough to sting his palms, eyes snapping up in time to catch Ilya’s grin—wide, feral, and meant for him alone.
“Are you flirting with me on purpose, solnyshko?” Ilya murmured as they passed each other.
“The first goal’s free,” Shane said, breathless. “You won’t get another one.”
Ilya grinned. “Ah, worried about our bet?” He asked, head cocked slightly as the game reset for another faceoff.
The momentum swung hard after that. 
Montréal answered a power play with a brutal forecheck, forcing a turnover behind Boston’s net. Bodies crashed into the boards. Sweat and ice sprayed as sticks hacked at the puck. Shane was everywhere—lifting sticks, shoving a defenseman out of the crease, feeding the puck up the wall instead of forcing plays his team couldn’t keep up with. The tying shot came from the point. Low and ugly. Tipped once, then twice. The Bears didn’t see it coming until it hit the top shelf.
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Shane exhaled hard, chest heaving, and didn’t celebrate. Not with enough much time left on the clock for Boston to steal their lead back. Shane narrowed his eyes at Ilya as meet him at center ice, but his lips were already pulling up into a smile.
“Ah, so you are flirting with me,” Ilya murmured, leaning close again.
“This is why I hate playing the Bears,” Hayden muttered behind him, and Shane vaguely registered Cliff and Victor snorting as the game reset.
The game seemed to stalled after that, brutal checks and messy passes and two shifts that didn’t call either Shane or Ilya back onto the bench. The shifts stretched long and ugly, muscles burning and tempers shorter than they had any right to be. 
Boston pressed hard in the final minutes, pulling their goalie with them, desperation sharpened into every stride. Shane blocked a shot with his shin and barely felt it. Cleared the zone on one knee. Chased the puck down again. A final scramble broke loose at the crease—pads stacked, bodies piling in, the puck free for one terrible heartbeat—
And then the final horn tore through the arena just as the puck crossed the line.
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Shane bent over his stick, breath burning as it tore out of his lungs, the sound of the crowd finally crashed into him in a roar that felt almost physical. In the blur of bodies and raised arms, Ilya straightened and searched for him. Their eyes caught, just long enough to promise the night wasn’t over yet. Shane’s mouth curved, smug and winded, just a little feral—
—when something slammed into the back of his neck.
Shane hadn’t been bracing for the impact, but post-game collisions were muscle memory at this point. Celebrations always got a little messy. Adrenaline made idiots of all of them as teammates swarmed the center ice. Gloves thudded against helmets. Arms hooked around shoulders. Montréal had already started folding in around him, grinning like they could stitch themselves back into something uncomplicated.
But this wasn’t a celebration.
The hit came elbow-first from Shane’s blind side. It rode up over his neck guard, slipped under the edge of his helmet, and found the narrow strip of exposed skin the padding didn’t cover. For half a second, Shane registered the awful precision of it—and some detached, traitorous part of him admired the aim before his head snapped forward and the ice rushed up too fast to track.
Shane’s shoulder took the impact first, jarring him sideways. His jaw hit next, and then the side of his helmet cracked into the ice hard enough to echo inside his skull. The noise in the arena warped, stretched thin, then tore completely. What remained was a low, invasive ringing that swallowed everything else. Above him, the arena lights fractured into jagged halos behind his eyes. He blinked slowly, trying to figure out what the fuck had just happened.
Comeau’s face drifted in and out of focus above him with a grin. A flash of teeth. Spit hit the ice near his cheek, wet and ugly. Comeau’s lips kept moving—and maybe it was another slur, maybe just more shit about Shane being a disgrace to Montréal’s loyalty. It didn’t matter. The ringing drowned it all out.
Hayden reached Comeau first. He’d already been skating in Shane’s direction when the hit landed, and he didn’t even slow down when his fist connected with Comeau’s jaw in a dull, ugly thud. Ilya hit him a second later from the other side—harder, angrier. 
Cliff swore as blood poured from Comeau’s nose. Victor barked something sharp that might have been a laugh. JJ roared like he’d been waiting all night for the ice to finally break into the fight that had been brewing since Ilya went down in the first shift.
Both benches vaulted the divider, ignoring their coaches’ shouted warnings as they rushed in. Gloves hit the ice and skittered under their skates as their bodies crashed together in a blur of red and white. Around them, the crowd cheered like this was what they’d really paid to watch.
Whistles shrieked as the referees tried to shove their way into the fight, dragging players apart by pulling at their jerseys with sheer force. Shane’s name was shouted again and again as medics tried to carve a path toward him. Somewhere in the chaos, a referee stumbled back clutching his face after catching an elbow meant for someone else. 
Cliff drove Drapeau into the boards one more time before enough hands finally dragged them apart. Somewhere else, Ryan and Victor finally dragged Ilya off Comeau before his fists were completely slick with blood.
But none of it reached Shane. The world had already burned away into the white of the arena lights. Grey bled in at the edges. And everything went dark after that—but not silent, because somewhere deep inside of it, the ringing in his ears was the only thing left.
“—Shane?”
“Fuckin’ Hollander—”
“—Hollander?”
“Shane!”
Shane couldn’t tell if the sound had come back or if it had never left.
The world followed in soon after, but not all at once. It came back wrong. Unsteady. Bleeding in around the edges—shouting, sharp and overlapping, voices tearing through each other, rough and jagged, like skates hitting bad ice—loud enough to drown out the crowd beyond the plexiglass.
Shane sucked in a breath that felt like it caught on something broken inside him. The world lurched, and his stomach rolled with it. Light exploded behind his eyes, hard enough to drag a groan out of him. Cold pressed into his back—ice under him, leather digging in near his shoulder. The sharp, unmistakable stink of sweat and metal and blood.
There were hands on him now. Fingers braced under his chin while someone checked his pulse. Large hands pinned his helmet in place. Pressure bore down on his shoulders, firm and insistent, holding him still even as his body tried to fight it. Someone told him not to move. Someone else swore. The ringing in Shane’s ears throbbed in time with his pulse, drowning out almost everything—except that voice.
“Shane!”
It cut through the noise like it always did. And Shane’s fingers twitched uselessly inside his gloves as he tried to answer. His jaw clenched on instinct, pain flaring hot down his neck. “Ilya,” he tried to say. But it came out wrong—just air and ache and something broken.
“Don’t—no, don’t move him,” someone snapped, voice sharp with authority. “No—Pike! His helmet stays on—”
“Get the fuck off him,” Ilya roared from somewhere above and to the side, fury ripping through whatever restraint he usually wore. “I said get off him—blyat—”
A scuffle broke out—bodies colliding, the hard crack of pads on ice. Someone shouted Ilya’s last name, then another voice, louder, hauling him back. Shane felt the vibration of it through the ice beneath his back, through his ribs—too close, too hard.
“Easy! Hey, easy—Rozy, c’mon, man—”
“I will kill him,” Ilya snarled in Russian, the words raw and unfiltered. “Go fuck yourself, Comeau! You fucking pussy—”
Shane forced his eyes open. The world swam back into view, smeared at the edges. He found Ilya anyway. He was being held back by two linesmen and at least one Bear, chest heaving, eyes wild and burning as they locked onto Shane. His gloves were half off, swinging uselessly from his wrist, and there was blood on his knuckles—not his. Shane knew that. Even through the ringing.
Their eyes met, and something in Ilya’s face broke.
“Solnyshko,” Ilya said, suddenly quieter, the fury breaking into something bare and desperate. He leaned forward against the hands restraining him, straining like he might tear free. “Shan—Hollander. You keep your eyes open, da? Keep your eyes on me.”
Shane tried to smile. It probably came out wrong. “Y’look,” he slurred faintly, words blurring together, “real mad.”
A sound tore out of Ilya then—too sharp to be a laugh, but too wrecked to be anything else. His hands flexed like he wanted to touch him, just make sure he was still there, even with all these eyes on them. “Shut up,” he said hoarsely. “Just—shut up and stay awake.”
“Hey, man,” Hayden’s voice came from beside him.
Shane shifted his eyes toward the sound, unable to move anything else with the medic still bracing his head. The world spun anyway. Hayden’s nose sat crooked, and there was blood smeared at the corner of his mouth, with a nasty cut above his eyebrow to match.
“Rozanov’s a dick,” Hayden said, trying to smile as he pressed his hands more firmly to Shane’s chest, holding him still when he twitched at the name, like he might try to sit up. “But he’s right—just this once. Try and keep your eyes open, yeah?”
“Hm,” Shane groaned. “Thought you were ’sposed to keep the fight off the ice?” He muttered, eyes sliding shut anyway, even as multiple voices told him not to.
“Yeah,” Hayden said, and it almost sounded like a laugh. “Then Comeau decided to hit you in the back of the fucking neck.” His voice dropped, rough. “You went down hard, Shane. You gotta keep still while they check you, alright?”
“Oh,” Shane mumbled. “Jackie’s gonna be ’issed. She hates when you fight.”
“Nah,” Hayden said, smiling. There was blood on his teeth now, one of the front ones chipped where it hadn’t been before the final horn. “She thinks it’s hot.”
“Hm,” Shane snorted—or tried to. The world was still spinning. The voices were too loud. The lights overhead too bright. All he could do was wince. “Boston.”
“Yeah,” Hayden agreed, like it explained everything. “That Boston lot has a weird relationship with blood and, uh—”
“Fuckin’,” Shane slurred, grinning anyway.
“Oh my god,” someone muttered, sounding almost as dazed as Shane felt. “Shane Hollander just swore.”
“Shut up, Luke,” someone else muttered. 
A ripple of sound moved around Shane after that—laughter, sharp and relieved in places, a curse somewhere else. The noise felt distant and distorted, like it was coming through water. The hands stayed firm at his head, fingers braced along his jaw and helmet. Someone close kept talking, voice steady, telling him to stay with them. Shane tried to focus on that voice. On something solid.
A brighter light flared suddenly, stabbing into both of his eyes.
“Shane, can you hear me?” One of the medics asked, bringing a penlight closer. “Squeeze my hand.”
Shane frowned. The effort sent a sharp lance of pain through his temples as the light fractured behind his eyelids. The world swam. But he forced himself to drag in a breath and squeezed the hand holding his, grip weak but stubborn.
“Good,” the medic said immediately. “That’s good. Now squeeze the other one. No—don’t move your head. Just squeeze my hand. Good.” The light shifted away as the medic turned, voice dropping into rapid medical shorthand that meant absolutely nothing to Shane. Phrases like “total LOC” and “he’s gonna need a full neuro exam” drifted past him, disconnected and slippery.
“We’re gonna put a neck brace on to keep your head immobilised,” the medic said, turning back. “I need you to stay as still as you can, okay?”
“Ugh,” Shane muttered. His tongue felt thick. “Don’t need it.”
“You were out for about ten minutes,” the medic said, hands tightening when Shane tried to turn his head. “And you went down hard. Hit your head.”
Ten minutes. The number slid sideways in Shane’s mind and refused to settle.
“We’re taking you to the hospital to get checked,” the medic continued. “You’re slurring, and you likely have a concussion. We need to make sure you didn’t break anything.”
“Oh,” Shane said faintly. He blinked. Slow. “General?”
“Montréal General Hospital,” the medic confirmed. “Your coach already called ahead. He’ll contact your emergency contact as well.”
“No,” Shane said immediately, the word coming out fast and sharp. He winced as they lifted his head just enough to slide the brace into place, cold plastic pressing in around his throat. “They’re in Mexico. Don’t—don’t call ’em. They’ll worry.”
“Mexico?” The medic echoed.
“Shane’s parents are in Mexico,” Hayden explained from somewhere near his shoulder, voice steadier than Shane felt. “Vacation.” He hesitated, then added, quieter, “their signal’s pretty crap right now. They might not be able to pick up on the first call?”
Hayden’s hand stayed firm against Shane’s chest, grounding him when another wave of dizziness rolled through.
The medic hummed. “Alright. We’ll sort it.”
The velcro rasped loud in Shane’s ears as the brace was slipped under his head, and then his world shrank to the uncomfortable pressure tightening at his neck. The ache blooming there. The way breathing suddenly felt harder than it should.
“Okay,” the medic said. “You’re doing great, Shane. Just keep breathing.”
Shane did. In. Out. The ringing eased a fraction. And then—through the bodies, through the noise, through the hands keeping him still—he saw Ilya again. He was still fighting against the grip of the linesmen, chest heaving, eyes blown wide and frantic as they tracked every small movement around Shane’s body. 
Ilya’s mouth was moving, rapid and furious, arguing with someone Shane couldn’t see. His gloves were gone entirely now, and the blood smeared on his knuckles had dried into a dark stain.
Their eyes caught, and the world narrowed again. 
“I’m okay,” Shane tried to say, but it came out wrong. Soft. Blurred.
Ilya froze anyway. His shoulders sagged a fraction, like something inside him had finally unclenched. He leaned forward against the hands restraining him, eyes never leaving Shane’s face. The rage broke open, leaving something naked underneath—there was fear in it, then relief, and beneath both something so raw it almost hurt to look at.
“Did we—” Shane tried to continue, but he was suddenly so tired. “Did we win?”
Ilya let out a broken, wet sound that might have been a laugh if it had not been so close to something Shane had only ever heard in the dark. He shook his head, lips moving around words Shane felt more than heard. “You are unbelievable.”
Shane’s eyes fluttered. The lights overhead smeared into soft halos. The ringing surged again, threatening to drag him under.
“Only you would care about winning when Comeau nearly killed—”
“Hm,” Shane murmured, the word slipping sideways. “Coach put ’im back on the ice? That’s—” He frowned, losing hold of the sentence as it unraveled. “—bad call?” 
Shane frowned. No, that didn’t sound right. He tried to course-correct. Tried to sound coherent. But the thought wouldn’t sit still in his head. “No,” he muttered, frustration leaking through the ringing in his head. “S’not fair. He shouldn’t be back in.” His brow knit, like the injustice physically hurt. “The game’s not—isn’t—” 
He broke off, jaw tightening as he searched for the right shape of the words—and couldn’t find them.
“Put ’im in the bin,” Shane muttered.
Everything around him stalled. Shane felt it—the sudden hush, the way the air tightened around his ribs. The hands at his shoulders paused. Someone stopped mid-sentence. And as they lifted him onto the board, Shane groaned, pinned under the brace, under the weight of too many eyes waiting for him to make sense.
“Non,” JJ said suddenly, French accent thick with worry. “Comeau’s not—he’s not on the ice anymore. Drapeau and Berkes dragged him to the bench before the Bears could finish mauling him.” He hesitated. “Shane? Tu vois ce que je veux dire?”
Shane tried to open his eyes properly, but they felt glued shut. Weighted with exhaustion and pain. Like something slow and foggy that refused to lift. He forced them open anyway and caught the look JJ shared with Hayden. He knew that look. He’d worn it himself.
But Ilya had told him to keep his eyes on him. And Shane liked doing what Ilya told him to do. It felt safe. Like a hand at his back. Something steady when the rest of the world felt wrong. Or too loud, too big, too close to admitting he wasn’t—
“D’accord,” Shane slurred. “Should’a punched him harder,” he added. “It was a dirty hit, JJ.”
“What did he say?” One of the medics asked.
“Oh,” JJ winced. “That he—should’ve hit Comeau harder.”
One of the Bears laughed. Someone else snorted. Shane forced his eyes open to see who it was, lids heavy, and found a sea of white instead of red as Boston jerseys closed ranks around him. It wasn’t surprising the Voyageurs had stepped back—the medics had carved a clean path through the fight. But it still stung anyway, unexpected and a little ugly, that the Bears had stepped in where his own team had not.
They formed a loose ring around him now, bodies angled inward, creating a living shield from the crowd and the cameras. He was too scrambled to explain the nausea. The pounding in his skull. The ringing in his ears that kept swelling like feedback he couldn’t turn down—but he felt a flicker of gratitude toward the Bears anyway. 
Maybe, Shane thought, Ilya hadn’t been wrong when he said the Voyageurs weren’t built to protect him.
The board shifted beneath him then, and the world tipped with it—like the ice had turned to water. Floating. Unsteady. One of the medics walked beside him as they started to move, jotting notes on a clipboard.
“Is that normal for him?” He asked quietly. “Switching languages like that?”
“He’s bilingual,” JJ said, shrugging, though his jaw was tight. A few French curses slipped out under his breath. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “No idea how many languages he actually speaks. He drops French sometimes. Random words in the middle of sentences, y’know?” He hesitated, voice thinning. “But not often. And not—not like this.”
Hayden cut a look at him. “He’s fluent in English and French, but he doesn’t usually slip into French like this unless someone’s speaking it to him.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “He speaks four languages, durak,” he muttered, almost too quiet to catch.
Hayden narrowed his eyes at him, a warning flashing there.
“Shane,” one of the medics said, closer now. “Can you tell me the final score?”
Shane frowned, thinking hard enough that the effort dragged a pained sound out of him. “Oh—Ilya stole my lead,” he muttered, dazed, trying not to scowl. “Need t’get it back from the Bears. Ugh. I should—should get back on the ice, right? Coach’ll be mad.” His voice dipped, blurred. “He’s always s’mad now.”
The words landed heavier than he seemed to realise. Around him, someone swore under their breath.
“Okay,” the medic said gently. “And can you answer in English?”
“Hm,” Shane agreed.
“What did he say?” Hayden whispered to JJ.
“Rude,” Shane muttered. He’d already told them. It wasn’t his fault if they weren’t listening.
“That he needs to win his lead back from—uh—Rozanov, I guess?” JJ said slowly.
A sound tore out of Ilya then, something between a laugh and a sob, completely wrecked. It ripped through the air as he strained forward again, eyes burning, locked on Shane like looking away might break him. “Stay with me, Shane Hollander,” he said in Russian, voice cracking openly now. “Keep those eyes on me, yes?”
Shane’s mouth curved, faint and crooked. “Tryin’,” he murmured. “S’your fault. Stupid Russian head. S’too hard to get knocked out.” The insult came out fond, slurred into something almost affectionate. His eyes slid shut again—but when they fluttered open, they found Ilya first.
“Right,” the referee skated in, wearing the practiced calm of someone pretending this wasn’t a disaster being live broadcasted. The crowd was still roaring, chanting Shane’s name with a French lilt of Hol-lan-dair as he was lifted from the ice—hungry and worshipful and oblivious in equal measure. 
“Everyone off the ice,” the referee said. “The next person to throw a punch or even open their mouth is getting fined.”
“That’s bullshit,” Hayden said.
“Pike! Last warning,” the referee snapped. “You’re blocking the medical staff from doing their damn job. Back to your benches. Now.” His gaze hardened as it swung toward Ilya. “Not another word. I’m looking at you, Rozanov.”
“Then fucking fine me!” Ilya snapped. “What the fuck are you going to do about the asshole who hit his own captain after the fucking horn?” He lunged forward again, the hands on him barely holding him back. “What the fuck are you gonna do about that?”
“Roz, c’mon, man,” Cliff said, digging his blades into the ice as he threw his weight into the Bears struggling to hold Ilya back. “It’s not worth it—”
“Don’t tell me what’s fucking worth it,” Ilya snarled, teeth bared.
“That’s not what I meant,” Cliff said quickly, pitching his voice lower. “But we’re in Montréal, man. You know they’re gonna play by their own fuckin’ rules here.”
“Montréal will review the incident,” the ref said coldly, eyes flashing. “But it happened after the game. It doesn’t fall under league jurisdiction to penalise players for their conduct after play—”
“Oh yes, that’s very convenient,” Victor muttered darkly. He wasn’t holding Ilya nearly as tightly as Cliff was, his expression caught somewhere between fury and calculation. He looked, for a moment, like he might let Ilya go just to see what happened. “So Comeau walks, but Roz gets a warning?”
The linesman avoided eye contact.
“Incident,” Ilya repeated slowly. The word seemed to rot in his mouth, and something in him went rigid all at once. “That wasn’t even dirty hit,” he said, biting back the urge to bare his teeth again. “It was fucking attack.”
Across the ice, the Montréal bench was chaos. Medics crowded around Comeau, gloves red and shining under the lights as they worked on his face. Trainers barked instructions. Towels pressed hard against blood that kept seeping through anyway.
Ilya’s gaze found him instantly. And when Comeau flinched under it—actually flinched—something dark and vicious settled low in Ilya’s chest. “It was an attack on his own captain.” A humourless laugh tore out of him. “Comeau didn’t even have the balls to do it in play. He’s a—” 
The English words were stuck in his throat. A bitch was too simple. A dick didn’t begin to cover it. There weren’t enough variations of fucking asshole in this language to cover what Comeau had done.
Ilya’s jaw flexed hard enough to ache. “He is beskhrebetnyy trus,” he spat. “Who knew Voyageurs wouldn’t win without Hollander.” His voice rose despite himself. “He hit him from behind. Kak ssyklivaya suchka. After the horn, da? We all saw it. And you’re calling it a fucking incident?”
No one answered him. But the medics kept moving, and the stretcher slid forward on squeaky wheels. Shane’s name kept rolling down from the stands. And all Ilya could do was watch them take him away, chest heaving, hands shaking at his sides now that there was nothing left to hit. Something burned in him—an unshakable certainty that if Shane hadn’t opened his eyes when he did, no rule or referee in this building would have stopped him from burning the whole rink to the ground.
“Get back to your benches,” the referee snapped, already turning away. “Now.”
They watched him skate off in stunned silence, the dismissal ringing louder than any whistle.
“Khuy,” Ilya spat after him.
“What the fuck is wrong with your team?” Victor asked JJ, switching to French mid-sentence. “Ils ont blessé votre capitaine et vous n’en avez absolument rien à foutre?”
“Va te faire foutre,” JJ snapped back, before letting out a slow breath and sharing a look with Hayden—bloodied, bent slightly at the waist, one arm wrapped protectively around his ribs. “They’re all assholes,” he muttered with a bitter shrug. “Or maybe we all are. I dunno. This shit’s been going on for months.”
Ilya snapped toward him. “What?” He said, very softly. “This wasn’t the first time they’ve gone after him?”
JJ hesitated, eyes flicking away. But beside him, Hayden’s jaw tightened. His gaze stayed on the tunnel, like Shane might still be there if he stared long enough. “Not like this,” he said quietly. “But yeah. Cheap shots. Late hits. Guys running their mouths when they think no one’s listening.”
Victor exhaled through his teeth. “Tabarnak.”
“He did not tell me this,” Ilya said, Russian slipping sharp under his breath, something dark gathering behind his eyes. “He let me believe this was just—”
“Yeah, well what the fuck did he tell you?” Hayden snapped.
Ilya glared at him. “He told me the team wasn’t happy with—news,” he said, the word clipped, eyes flicking briefly to Cliff and Victor before snapping back to Hayden. “He made it sound like locker room tension. Small discomfort.” His jaw tightened. “He didn’t tell me they were trying to hurt him on purpose.”
“They’re not—”
“Did we not just watch your asshole teammate cheap-shot your captain, Boiziau?” Cliff cut in. “How the hell has no one pulled your guys up on this?”
“They don’t do it when refs are close,” JJ said, and it almost sounded defensive. “And Shane—” He stopped, scrubbing a hand down his face like he could physically wipe the rest of the sentence away. “Shane doesn’t complain. You know how he is. Well. Not you—” He hesitated, glancing at Ilya. “Or maybe you do? How long have you two even been friends? He never even said you two were—”
Ilya laughed once under his breath, humourless and jagged. “Da,” he said, voice flat. “I know Shane Hollander. He—” He cut himself off, jaw flexing, then started again. “Voyageurs have been hurting him,” he said instead. “And he’s been the one protecting them from fallout.”
“We’re not doing this right now,” Hayden muttered, glancing across the ice where the other Voyageurs kept stealing looks at them—curious, wary, pretending not to stare and failing anyway.
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. “They think he won’t hit back,” he said quietly. “Because he’s quiet. Because he waits until he understands what something means before he answers it.” His jaw tightened. “Or do they just think he’ll keep taking it?”
Cliff rubbed at his jaw. “Well,” he muttered, “he hit back tonight.”
Hayden let out a humorless snort. “Yeah. And look where it fucking got him.”
Ilya’s gaze drifted back to the tunnel. To the place Shane had vanished. To the stretch of ice that looked too clean for what it had just witnessed. His hands were shaking now. Not enough for anyone to call it out. Just a fine, contained tremor at his fingers—like violence being held on a leash.
“They will think tonight proves something about him,” Ilya murmured, voice low. “That he lost control. That he somehow deserved it.” He looked up then, eyes bright and furious and frighteningly calm. “They are wrong.”
“He’s always been so controlled,” JJ agreed quietly. “Which probably makes this worse. Because everyone knows he either meant it, or that we—pushed him too far.”
Cliff shifted his weight. “Comeau knew exactly what he was doing.”
“Da,” Ilya said.
Hayden rolled his eyes. “Are we done with this little post-match discussion?” he muttered dryly. “Or can I go check on my best friend?” He didn’t wait for an answer. Just turned and started toward the tunnel, shoulders still stiff, stride uneven, blood staining the collar of his jersey where he’d used it to wipe his crooked nose.
At the last second, he threw one more thing over his shoulder, voice sharp with a scowl that couldn’t quite hide the respect under it. “I still don’t like you, Rozanov—but that was one hell of a punch you gave Comeau!” And then he was gone—swallowed by concrete, fluorescent lights, and the quiet urgency of the aftermath. 
Ilya stayed where he was.
He breathed in through his nose. Out through his mouth. Slow and measured. The way he did before a faceoff, before a hit, before anything that required restraint instead of instinct. His chest still felt too tight, like the air wouldn’t quite reach all the way down. Because Hayden Pike could run after Shane Hollander and the world wouldn’t question it. They were best friends. Shane was the godfather to his many, many children. Everyone expected Hayden to rush to Shane’s side. 
Ilya wouldn’t get that same grace.
He would be expected to sit under hot press lights and answer careful questions. To apologise without admitting to his own guilt. To lie through the worst moment of his life while Shane was being loaded into an ambulance. While Shane—his Shane—was somewhere Ilya wasn’t allowed to be.
“C’mon,” Cliff said, firm now, one big hand closing around Ilya’s arm and pulling him back toward the Boston bench, where their coach was already arguing with one of their PR reps. “We’re not doing this here,” he added quietly, glancing at the cameras fixed on them from the crowd.
“Fucking hell, this is going to be everywhere.” Cliff sighed. “Why are you always so weird about Hollander? I swear every game with you two ends in a brawl.”
Ilya didn’t answer. He didn’t want to follow Cliff either, but Ryan and Victor were already pushing at his shoulders from behind, so he let himself be steered away, even as everything in him pulled the other way. He didn’t let himself look back at the tunnel either. If he did, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop himself from following Shane instead.






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.
Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Sin Bin/Bin — English (slang)
Short for “penalty box”; Informal term for temporary disciplinary confinement in sport; Casual, mildly mocking tone; Suggests playful trivialisation of punishment rather than formal sanction.
Non — French
Translates to “no”; Direct and firm; Not inherently rude, but tone determines whether it sounds neutral, sharp, or dismissive.
Tu vois ce que je veux dire — French
You see what I mean; Do you understand what I’m saying; Conversational clarifier; Often used to check comprehension or gently anchor someone’s attention; Carries informal, concerned tone in this context.
D’accord — French
Alright; Okay; Agreed; I understand; Conversational acknowledgment of understanding or acceptance; Neutral to mildly formal tone; Signals reluctant agreement or disorientation when slurred.
Durak (дурак) — Russian
Idiot; Fool; A blunt but flexible insult; Tone ranges from teasing exasperation to sharp contempt depending on context; Here used dismissively, with familiarity rather than pure hostility.
Blyat (блядь) — Russian
Literally translates to “whore,” but idiomatically functions as “fuck,” “shit,” “damn it”; A sharp, emotionally reactive expletive; Expresses frustration, disbelief, anger, shock, or emphasis; Common in colloquial Russian and often reflexive rather than directed.
Beskhrebetnyy trus (бесхребетный трус) — Russian
Spineless coward; Literally translates to “backboneless coward”; A cutting insult implying moral weakness and lack of courage; Strongly condemnatory, often used in heated confrontation.
Kak ssyklivaya suchka (Как ссыкливая сучка) — Russian
Like a pissy little bitch; Literally translates to “like a cowardly bitch”; Highly vulgar insult combining cowardice and gendered slur; Intensely aggressive, meant to humiliate.
Khuy (хуй) — Russian
Dick; Fuck; A coarse profanity used as an expletive; An extremely vulgar Russian term referring to male genitalia; Extremely informal and offensive; Often spat in anger to dismiss or curse someone.
Ils ont blessé votre capitaine et vous n’en avez absolument rien à foutre — French
Translates to “They injured your captain and you absolutely don’t give a fuck”; A direct accusatory statement; Contains vulgar phrasing (“rien à foutre”) indicating outrage and disbelief; Intensely confrontational tone.
Va te faire foutre — French
Go fuck yourself; A strong vulgar dismissal; Expresses anger or defiance; Common profanity in heated arguments.
Tabarnak — Quebec French
Holy shit; Holy fuck; Goddammit; A strong Quebecois swear word derived from religious terminology; Used to express anger, frustration, or emphasis; One of the traditional Quebec French “sacres.”
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  Chapter 3
Shane Hollander Is Somewhere He’s Not

And That Is...Not Okay, Actually
Ilya Rozanov sat alone at the press table.
His jersey was long gone, replaced with a team-issued hoodie that couldn’t quite hide the way his ribs pulled tight when he breathed too deep. The fabric brushed against bruised bone every time he shifted, a quiet reminder that he’d taken hits tonight too. The medic had suggested a scan, just in case, but Ilya had refused. The only reason he’d step into a hospital tonight was if Shane was there.
His knuckles had been quickly scrubbed clean before the PR rep pulled him into the press room, but the skin across his right ring finger had split where it met Gilbert Comeau’s face. He couldn’t help thinking Shane would hate it as he pressed his thumb into the cut, tracing the stiff ridge of tape the medic had wrapped around it.
He wondered, briefly, if Shane had a bruise in the same place. On his right hand too, where Orthodox Russians wore their wedding rings, the way his mother once had. Ilya knew this wasn’t a gold band, just swelling and split skin and the dull promise of purple by morning. But it sat where a ring might sit, one day—and at least they were both wearing something that matched.
He lingered on the thought for a second too long, only looking up when someone coughed politely.
Ilya refocused on the room, keeping his face carefully neutral. He could have hidden his hands in his lap. Brushed off the fight. Pretended it was just another hard game that had “gotten heated.” But he didn’t. He kept his hands loose on the table, angled so the reporters could see the bruises without it looking deliberate, and tried to keep the tremor in his fingers from showing too much. 
He smiled as the reporters leaned in, pens ready. If only so he wouldn’t stand up and do something stupid instead.
Shane would forgive him if he did. Probably.
Across the room, a Boston Bears PR rep hovered near the wall, headset on, clipboard hugged to her chest. She was trying to look casual. She was—not succeeding. Every time Ilya looked her way, she made small, frantic hand gestures: Slow down. Smile. Stop frowning. No, no, no. Safe answers only. Answer in English. Talk about the team. Do not mention Shane Hollander. Please stop flirting with the press.
The cameras whirred at the back of the room. Red lights blinked as the reporters watched him for any sign that his own fall on the ice might turn into a bigger story than Shane’s. It wouldn’t, Ilya already knew that already—even if he would have traded every headline in the room to keep Shane out of them.
“Rozanov,” one of the reporters said as he leaned forward, not bothering with an introduction. It hardly mattered, Ilya thought, when he could see the ESPN lanyard swinging against his chest as he spoke. “Can you walk us through what happened in the final minutes of regulation?”
“Da,” Ilya replied, voice almost bored. “It was an intense game. Montréal pushed hard. We responded.” He shrugged, the motion smooth with years of practice, even as it pulled a sharper ache through his ribs. Pain, at least, was manageable. Easier than sitting alone under fluorescent lights and hungry cameras, waiting for someone to catch a crack in his composure.
“But that is hockey, da?” Ilya added, resisting the urge to roll his eyes at how predictable his own answer was. Maybe he’d been watching too many of Shane’s interviews, because he was definitely starting to steal his lines. “High emotions. High stakes.”
A few pens scratched as reporters wrote the quote down. Only one person had a laptop open, balanced on their knees, the rapid click of keys somehow louder than anything else in the room. The cameras at the back whirred softly as they zoomed in, trying to catch a flicker of emotion. 
They would find none Ilya didn’t choose to give them.
“You say high emotions,” another reporter pressed, flipping through her notes like she didn’t know the script by heart, “but you were visibly restrained by your teammates after the finally horn. Can you comment on that?”
Ilya’s smile sharpened. “I am passionate player,” he said lightly. “Sometimes that passion looks loud on television.” A quiet ripple of laughter moved through the room. He let it settle, then tilted his head, accent slipping thicker on purpose. “And, you know,” he added, almost teasing, “the crowd in Montréal is very, ah—inspiring. Their home ice hits different.” A wink. A practiced beat. “They bring out the best in me.”
The next question came too fast, too blunt to sidestep.
“Can you walk us through the incident involving Shane Hollander after the final horn?”
Ilya wanted to glare at the reporter. Or maybe just at the word incident itself.
It sounded like the referee’s voice all over again. Like a neat little label slapped over something ugly so everyone could keep watching without guilt. Ilya’s jaw tightened until it ached. The pressure climbed into his molars, into the veneers where his knocked-out teeth had been replaced, porcelain whining under the strain as he fought the urge to grind them down. His own breathing sounded too loud inside his skull.
Ilya let out a small laugh anyway. The one that usually got him out of trouble.
This time, it came out thin.
“I think,” Ilya said slowly, “you mean attack.”
He felt the room shift. Pens paused mid-scratch. Across the room, the PR rep’s hands fluttered in a sharp, frantic no, no, no.
Ilya ignored her and looked straight into the nearest camera instead, a mean curl pulling at the corner of his mouth. “My understanding,” he continued, voice steady because he forced it to be, “is that Shane Hollander is going to the hospital. So maybe we do not call it incident. That word is—” He paused. Let the silence stretch until it tightened. Slipped into that exaggerated, careful English he never used off-camera. “—disrespectful.”
He took a single moment to catch his breath. Let himself feel the way his heart was racing—but he couldn’t take the words back now, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He was tired of pretending he didn’t care. Of being cast as the antagonist in a sport he loved. But he was his father’s son, and he knew exactly how the media worked. 
Maybe he should just—reshape the narrative before the first articles were even written. Because Shane wasn’t here to defend himself, and these reporters would jump at the chance to write the story for him. Ilya refused to let that happen. If they wanted a headline, he’d point them toward the one person who actually deserved their scrutiny.
He almost smiled. Instead, he shrugged.
“Fights happen,” Ilya said. “Boston and Montréal have old grudges, da? Things get heated. Always in good fun, mostly.” His tone smoothed into something almost media-safe. Then the edge crept back in. “But hitting a player when his back is turned. After the horn.” Ilya scoffed. “Maybe Comeau thinks he is a better player than he is,” he added lightly, “that it won’t matter because play was already dead.”
Ilya tilted his head, watching the reporters lean forward. “That would be a failure on the league’s part, da? To let something like that go unpunished.”
A murmur rippled across the room, and another reporter jumped in immediately.
“Rozanov,” she said, almost breathless, “are you alleging misconduct by Montréal’s coaching staff or the league itself?”
Ilya’s fingers flexed on the table. His thumb rubbed over the split skin along his ring finger, grounding himself in the sting. If he let himself, he could still feel the ice under his cheek. Still hear the sound Shane had made when he tried to speak and couldn’t.
“No,” he said slowly, and the word felt like something he had to force past his teeth. “I am saying he was hit from behind after the horn. That is dangerous for any player.” His voice softened despite himself. “Especially for a player of Shane Hollander’s, uh—calibre.”
Across the room, the PR rep nodded too quickly, relief flickering across her face. Enough, she seemed to say. Time to move on. She wanted distance from the mess the Voyageurs had created, but Ilya had no interest in giving anyone an easy way to forget it.
“Your teammates physically restrained you on the ice,” another reporter cut in. “There’s footage of you shouting. Can you clarify what you were saying in Russian?”
Ilya’s mouth went dry at the question. He could feel himself in that moment again. The way his body had tried to move through hands that were not strong enough to stop him, only slow him down. The way his vision had narrowed to one shape on the ice. One name punched into the air until it stopped sounding like a word.
“I was telling Voyageurs to get Comeau—etot beskhrebetnyy trus—off the ice.” Ilya lifted his shoulders in a careless shrug and breathed through the pain it pulled from his ribs. “Was, uh—encouraging them to give medics space.” He looked away from the cameras, frowning as if the question irritated him. “My Russian is very, ah—very dramatic when I am upset,” he added lightly. “My mother used to say I sound like I am auditioning for telenovela. Soap opera.”
A smile touched his mouth at the memory of her voice, lilting and warm, calling—gde ty, zvyozdochka moya?—from across an empty house.
“She would be very proud, I think,” Ilya said softly, “that I still remember my Russian. Even after living in America so long.”
The laughter that followed was more reflex than amusement. A few reporters smiled, grateful for the familiar version of him resurfacing—and for the soundbite of something private he so rarely offered. But some of them were watching him too closely, waiting for the flicker of emotion that would give him away.
It didn’t actually matter if they believed him, Ilya thought. The footage would hit the internet soon enough, where someone obsessed or curious enough would translate every word he’d shouted on the ice. And then everyone would know exactly what he’d told Comeau. What he’d told Shane.
Keep your eyes on me, solnyshko.

For a moment, Ilya wondered if he should worry about that particular reveal more than he currently was.
Across the room, the PR rep gave him a tiny, urgent chopping motion. But then a new voice cut in. She was younger than the other reporters, but her gaze was sharp. She smiled like she had been waiting her turn.
“You and Hollander have a long history,” she said, leaning forward. “Ten years of what the league likes to call a rivalry. Tonight, you seemed—on the ice and afterward—unusually invested. Some would call it admiration. Others might call it personal. How would you describe your relationship with Shane Hollander?”
The room stilled in a way press rooms rarely did. A held breath. Bodies leaning forward. Cameras waiting. Ilya’s pulse started racing hard enough to blur the edges of his vision. He felt every eye in the room on him. Felt the PR rep go very, very still across the room.
Ilya swallowed around the words he couldn’t say and reached instead for the only safe truth left. “Shane Hollander is a good player. The only one who has ever really challenged me on the ice.” He tilted his head, mouth twitching like it wanted to become a smile. “This is not an insult to other players,” he lied lightly. “But it is—fun, playing against him.”
“We have known each other a long time now. We are friendly. Friends.” The word tasted too small in Ilya’s mouth, but he forced it out anyway. “He is—a good person. He spoke to me after my father’s funeral. Helped me when English was hard to learn.” His voice softened despite himself. “He texts me after loss to remind me to drink water, so I do not wake up with a hangover.”
A few reporters exchanged glances. Their pens hesitated, then resumed.
He is the love of my life, Ilya thought. The only person I have ever loved. 
He drew in an unsteady breath and tried not to flinch at the memory of years of wanting. Of circling something they had both been too stubborn to name. Moments that had felt like everything—and the careful, fragile life they had only just begun to build afterward, when they could finally admit that all they had ever wanted was each other.
Across the room, the same reporter lifted her brows.
“Are you suggesting that you and Shane Hollander are friends?” She asked, voice sharp with interest. Murmurs rippled behind her. “You have a well-documented rivalry dating back to your rookie years. Many fans would say your relationship is—adversarial.”
“Da,” Ilya said, and for a moment he wondered if he could just leave it at that.
He knew he couldn’t.
The Montréal Voyageurs were busy having a public meltdown. The Bears’ PR team, in contrast, wanted the world to see what a functional organisation looked like—one that protected its players. And Ilya had to admit the few posts he’d seen from the Bears mentioning Shane were almost amusing. If only because they were trying to flirt with him online and had no idea how painful that particular learning curve had been the first time around.
Ilya tried not to let himself hope this would finally make Shane see he didn’t have to stay in Montréal just because they’d drafted him there. He would happily watch Shane play for any other team in the league and feel nothing but relief. He just needed to convince Shane first.
But Ilya, with a thin, dangerous curl of a smile, knew he was very, very good at being convincing.
“Shane Hollander and I are close,” Ilya found himself saying—then caught himself. He blinked, stunned by his own inability to keep Shane’s name out of his mouth. “Ah. I like to win, da? Against him especially. But I liked when game is—good. And fair.” His eyes narrowed, something sharper slipping through. “I like Shane Hollander,” he added more quietly. “He is good. And fair.”
Ilya breathed through his nose and tried not to sigh. “He is very good at hockey,” he said. “But bad at chirping. Terrible, actually.” A shrug, almost fond. “Throws a decent punch now, though. Because I taught him.”
He tried not to grin at the thought, turning back to the room and making a real effort not to think about how hot Shane had looked in that moment. Throwing a punch Ilya had taught him. Defending him without hesitation, not caring who was watching or what jerseys they were wearing.
I should’ve just kissed him then, Ilya thought, shifting in his chair. He hoped the room would assume the shift was to relieve his ribs—and not the other, far less convenient reaction he was trying to ignore. The last thing he needed was an article titled Rozanov Gets Hard Talking About Hollander in Postgame Scrum waiting for Shane when he got out of the hospital.
At any other time it might’ve been funny to watch Shane splutter and blush at that headline. But not tonight. Not while Shane was still in the hospital and Ilya was trapped here, in this room, smiling and lying pretty for the cameras when all he wanted was to walk out. He took a deep breath and tried to steady himself, because he knew Shane would hate it if he did that—and that was the only reason he was still sitting here.

Someone in the room cleared their throat, doing a terrible job of hiding what might have been a snort. Someone else hummed. A laugh was swallowed halfway. Pens scratched faster. The keyboard rattled like it was on fire. Ilya could pretty sure he could already see the
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And, unhelpfully, he imagined Shane reading it later. Half-lidded eyes. That crooked, disbelieving smile he got sometimes when Ilya had done something particularly stupid. The thought pulled a smile out of him before he could stop it—soft and private—and a camera shutter clicked from the back of the room. He registered it too late. He knew it would be everywhere by the time he left, but he couldn't seem to make himself regret it.
“Friends,” the reporter repeated slowly. “That’s interesting, Rozanov. Given how heated your rivalry has been over the years.”
Ilya’s smile tried to come back. “Is it unusual,” he asked, “to respect someone who makes you better?” He glanced briefly toward the back of the room, where the PR rep’s smile was frozen in place. She gave a tiny thumbs-up that felt more like a prayer.
“Everyone wants rivalry to be hatred,” Ilya added. “It is easier to understand, maybe. But real rivalry is—” He searched for the words English, distracted. “—ah, shared history. Young hockey players with no one else who understands pressure of world watching. Young captains who want to win. Who want to play best hockey for fans. But—if you want quote,” he said dryly, “you can write this: I still plan to beat him next time. Friendship does not change that.”
His jaw tightened, just barely. “It has not changed how we play in the ten years we’ve—” loved, he almost said, “—known each other. It won’t change anything now.”
Another reporter leaned in. “You mentioned your father’s funeral,” he said. “Hollander reached out then?”
Ilya’s breath stuttered. He cleared his throat before anyone could notice. He hadn’t meant to give them that, not when the pain of that loss was still so complicated. The realisation that you could hate and love the man who raised you might never fade, but standing over his coffin didn’t leave room for neat emotions.
“Da,” he said anyway, because walking it back now would be worse than the truth. “He did.”
“Care to elaborate?” the reporter pressed.
No, Ilya thought. Very clearly. Very calmly.
Instead, he lifted one shoulder in a shrug that cost him more than it should have. His ribs protested, a sharp reminder that his body remembered the game tonight even if the room wanted to turn it into a story. “He was kind,” he said. “He did not have to be. Most people—don’t know what to say in moments like that.” A pause. “Shane did.”
The words landed harder than anything else he’d said all night, and he wondered if any of them realised it was the first time he had said Shane’s name publicly without rushing to attach Hollander for distance. The room hummed around him, quiet but electric. The PR rep lowered her hand. She looked tired now. Resigned.
In front of him, a younger reporter—too young, too eager—couldn’t seem to help himself from asking, “Does that make tonight harder for you? Seeing someone you’ve known for so long get hurt by his own teammate?”
Something inside Ilya tilted at those words—someone you’ve known for so long—and he pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth. He grounded himself in the ache of it, in the familiar discipline of not reacting the way he wanted to. Then he let out a breath through his nose. Slow. Controlled.
“Hockey is hard,” Ilya said. “If you play long enough, you see bad hits. You see injuries. You see people you respect get hurt.” He paused, then added, very deliberately, “Tonight is not special because I know Shane Hollander. It is special because it should never have happened.”
A murmur. Approval, maybe. Or just the anticipation of another good soundbite.
Someone else jumped in before the silence could settle. “You’re clearly emotional about Comeau’s actions tonight,” she said. “But what about Hollander’s? He threw the first punch—two, in fact.”
“Da,” Ilya said. “He did.”
The reporter pressed, encouraged. “So why is Comeau’s hit being framed as the issue here?”
Ilya tilted his head a fraction. The gesture was familiar—it was the one that usually preceded a joke, a deflection, a smile that made people forget they were trying to corner him. But this time, the deflection didn’t come. “Because,” he said carefully, “a punch is response. A hit from behind after the horn is not.” He folded his hands tighter, fingers pressing into raw skin. “This is not complicated hockey logic. It is basic logic, da?”
The reporter frowned, just a little. “But Hollander escalated—”
“No,” Ilya cut in. “No,” he repeated, slower. He leaned forward an inch, elbows braced on the table now, posture still controlled but no longer distant. “Hollander reacted. There is a difference. He reacted to dirty hit. To months of words that never got written down. To knowing the referee would look the other way. That is not escalation.” His mouth tightened. “It is consequence.”
Someone inhaled sharply. Someone else muttered a curse under their breath.
“I am not referee,” Ilya continued. “I do not decide league punishment. But I do know this—” He paused, then looked straight at the reporter who had asked the question. “—when someone is hurt like that, after play is dead, you do not laugh. You do not celebrate. You make sure they are breathing.” He shrugged. “Is only decent, human thing to do, da?”
The reporter opened her mouth again, but Ilya kept going.
“You ask why I am emotional about that mudak—ah, Comeau,” he corrected himself, trying not to smile at the thought of them translating it later. 
“I am emotional because a player was down on the ice. Because a captain protected a player from the other team and is punished for it. Because the league likes clean stories more than clean play. Hollander is known for playing a clean game. For Comeau to act as he did—it is a betrayal, da? To Shane Hollander as his captain. To everything he stands for.”
Across the room, the PR rep lifted a hand halfway, then let it fall.
“So,” the same reporter swallowed loudly. “You don’t think Hollander bears any responsibility for his actions?”
“I think,” Ilya said slowly, his eyes meeting the camera head-on, “Shane Hollander has spent his whole career carrying responsibility. Tonight, he carried it with his fists because no one else would.”
“Do you worry the league might take action against you for your conduct on the ice tonight?” Someone asked.
“I look forward to their response,” Ilya answered. “I would rather pay fine than sit quietly when something wrong happens in front of me.”
The PR rep flinched. The chopping motion returned.
Ilya didn’t look at her.
She narrowed her eyes at him in warning. “Okay. Last question,” she said quickly, stepping forward before he could open his mouth again. Her voice was bright and professional—if just a little too fast. “Rozanov has a curfew to meet tonight, and the Bears are traveling back to Boston early tomorrow.” 
She smiled. “I’m sure even Rozanov will admit he needs his beauty sleep after tonight.”
Ilya huffed out an annoyed breath, then smoothed it into something that almost resembled a smile as the first reporter leaned back in. He was frowning at the sudden turn of the questions—or maybe at Ilya’s unexpected answers—but he didn’t look displeased with the direction it was heading.
“Last question, Rozanov,” he said, though Ilya doubted that very much. “If Shane Hollander is watching this right now, from a hospital bed, what would you want to say to him?”
Ilya hesitated, licking his lips as he considered his answer. He could feed them the usual rivalry line, but he’d already ruined that by admitting they were friends. He could give them bravado, or a joke that would turn into a viral clip before the night was over. 
Instead, he leaned in—just enough that the room leaned with him—and gave them something a little more honest instead. “I would tell him,” he began, his voice rough despite his efforts, “to get off his phone and follow doctor’s orders.”
A few reporters exchanged confused glances. Ilya smiled at that.
“I know I am very attractive, best player in the league,” he added, lips twitching, “but there are no phones allowed during concussion protocol. If he is watching this, he should turn the phone off and stop being so stubborn, da? He can see my face later,” he added, feeling a quiet thrill at being able to say it out loud.
“I know it is difficult for him, but he is—ugh—golden boy of hockey. Very good at following rules.” A faint, crooked smile tugged at Ilya’s mouth at the memory of just how good Shane Hollander was at following his rules. “He should remember that.”
He could have stopped there. He probably should have. But they never should have given him the chance to talk about Shane if they wanted him to behave. “And he should also remember,” he added, “that I am still ahead of him in points this season. So he better hurry back before I win our bet.”
“You have a bet with Hollander?” One of the reporters asked, surprised.
“Hm.” Ilya’s eyes flicked briefly to the PR rep. She gave him a tiny, frantic shake of her head. 
“Da,” Ilya said lightly. “We have a bet. Small one.”
“On what?” The reporter pressed.
“Points,” Ilya answered. “Wins. Pride.” Sex, he thought, one corner of his mouth lifting into a smirk. “Stupid things men with too much money and free time argue about.”
A few of chuckles moved through the room as the tension loosened again, hungry but appeased, convinced this was just harmless fodder for tomorrow’s headlines.
“And what happens if you lose?” Someone called from the back.
“I do not lose,” Ilya said, easy, almost lazy.
More laughter.
“And if Hollander loses?” Another voice asked.
“Then we all get to see how good Shane Hollander looks in black and gold once playoffs start,” Ilya said, tilting his head. “It will be a good day. I will drag him in front of every camera and make him smile like he does not hate losing to me.” 
A beat of silence followed, and then the room broke into laughter again. Reporters grinned. Pens scratched. Someone muttered “headline gold” under their breath.
Across the room, the PR rep visibly rolled her eyes.
Ilya let the laughter roll for half a second, then gave a small shrug. “He would look good in Boston colours,” he said, almost bored. “Poor Montréal. They should take better care of their captain. He might decide he prefers the Bears.” He added a wink for the camera, just for fun—or maybe because at his core Ilya was still an asshole who enjoyed causing a bit of chaos.
The PR rep was already moving across the room, guiding him up from his chair and ushering him toward the exit as reporters shouted more questions, each louder than the last. Cameras kept flashing even as he stood. But then the door finally swung shut behind them, cutting off the noise—though he could still hear them dissecting his every word.
“You,” the PR rep said through clenched teeth as she braced a hand against the door, “are a menace. Why does management still let you do interviews when you derail every single talking point we give you?”
Ilya snorted. That familiar rush of adrenaline was still buzzing in his veins, and it had, perhaps, made him a little more honest than usual. Or maybe just less careful. 
“Menace is very harsh word,” he said lightly. “I prefer charming liability.”
The PR rep dragged a hand down her face. “You just implied a rival team’s captain might defect on live television.”
“I only implied,” Ilya said, smug and unrepentant, “that Montréal should treat their star player better. If that scares them, it is not my problem.”
“You cannot joke about trading another team’s captain on live television,” she snapped, tapping her clipboard against her palm like she was trying to decide if it was worth hitting him with it. “Do you have any idea what kind of circus you just invited?”
“Yes,” Ilya said mildly. “A very profitable one.”
“This wasn’t in the brief,” she muttered.
Ilya grinned, because it was easier than letting the truth show on his face. “Relax. Media loves it. Fans love it. You love it.”
“I do not—”
“Ah, you love it,” Ilya insisted, already heading down the corridor toward Montréal guest changing rooms. He stuffed his hands into his pockets so she wouldn’t see him tracing the cut along his ring finger. The skin there was still tender, the swelling already darkening into a bruise. But he couldn’t stop thinking about how gold would feel pressed against that same spot. 
He’d play with it absentmindedly, he knew. Thumb rolling over the edge during interviews, during games, during long flights when Shane fell asleep against his shoulder. He thought he would enjoy it more if Shane’s name were engraved on the inside.
Ilya cleared his throat, as if that might keep his face from betraying him. He focused instead on not looking like he was about to run from the building. All he wanted to do was get to Montréal General Hospital. He’d heard them name it on the ice and was already mapping the route in his head. And maybe calculating how long it would take if he ignored a few speed limits.
But he had no idea how he was going to convince the hospital staff to let him in once he got there. There were visiting hours, right? Lists of approved visitors. And he was technically a rival captain, not family. It didn’t matter, he told himself. He’d figure it out when he got there.
He was so deep in that spiral he almost missed the television mounted on the wall. The screen showed Shane on the ice. Helmet still on. Neck braced. Eyes half-lidded but stubbornly refusing to close.
Ilya slowed without meaning to.
“Next time,” the PR rep was saying, “you stick to the script. You keep it light. You do not say black and gold. You do not imply a defection. God, the trade rumours this year are going to be insane. I swear, every time we put you in front of the cameras we end up with more damage control than we can, uh—Rozanov?”
Ilya didn’t hear her. He’d stopped fully in front of the television now. The screen caught Shane’s mouth moving. A medic’s hand at his jaw. Someone laughing nearby.
“He is fine,” Ilya murmured, more to himself than to her.
“What?”
“Nothing,” he said, straightening again. The smile came back, easier now, though still faintly cracked at the edges. “You are right. I am menace.” He shrugged. “Sorry.”
She huffed. “You’re lucky the Bears love chaos.”
“No,” Ilya said quietly, starting to walk again. “I am lucky Shane Hollander is stubborn.”
She blinked at him, caught off guard. “What does that have to do with anything?”
He didn’t answer.
The hallway narrowed as they walked, the arena’s post-game quiet settling in like dust. The crowd noise was gone now. No roar. No music. Just distant voices, a rolling cart somewhere, the low hum of fluorescent lights that made everything feel faintly unreal.
The PR rep watched him for a another moment, suspicious. “You’re being weird,” she said eventually.
“I am always weird,” Ilya replied easily. “You are just noticing now because I am not being charming for once.”
“You are being charming,” she said. “That’s the problem.” She studied him for a while, the concern in her voice softening the edge. “Are you okay? That got, uh—personal in there. You don’t usually like talking about that stuff publicly.”
Ilya shrugged, but it was a shallow motion. “Tonight was—messy,” he admitted, a thin smile pulling at his mouth when she snorted. “Messy games create messy questions.”
“That’s not an answer,” she said.
“Hm,” Ilya agreed.
He tried to straighten again, but another dull throb flared in his ribs, pulling a wince from him before it faded. But pain was simple. It made sense in a very simple way—something had been hit, and it needed time to heal. The other thing throbbing in his chest did not make sense. 
From the outside, Ilya thought he probably looked fine. Calm. Collected. If not for the tight line of his jaw. Or the tremor he couldn’t quite still in his hands, still buried deep in his pockets. But everything inside him felt like a bruise that had been pressed until it stopped being dull and turned sharp instead.
Memories of the ice had never felt like this before. Not after broken bones. Not after brutal hits. Not even after injuries that had stolen months of his life. All he could see was Shane falling. The sound of his head hitting the ice. The way his eyes hadn’t been able to focus when he finally opened them. The way ten minutes were still echoed in his skull like a countdown he couldn’t rewind.
“I am fine,” Ilya said again, quieter. “Just tired of pretending this is all—entertainment.”
They passed another TV. Another replay. Another angle of Shane going down.
This time, the sound was on.
“—Hollander? Shane!”

Ilya looked away faster than he needed to.
“Do you want me to get an update?” The PR rep asked, voice softer now.
Ilya hesitated, just for a second. He wanted to accept the kindness of her offer. Wanted to say yes without explaining it. Wanted it to be assumed—to be obvious and inevitable and totally unremarkable—that Ilya Rozanov would always want updates about Shane Hollander.
He regretted, suddenly and fiercely, every time they’d talked themselves out of going public. Every careful conversation about timing. About contracts and endorsements and visas and the quiet, exhausting calculus of trying to measure risk. Every time they’d chosen safety over certainty. Over honesty.
Maybe once, loving Shane Hollander could have cost him everything. Back when his passport tied him to Russia, where loving another man was not just dangerous but criminal. Even now, with the dual citizenship Shane’s mother had practically forced him to apply for, that fear still lived in his bones. But he was tired of acting like loving Shane was fragile and conditional instead of the most constant thing in his life.
“If it is not trouble,” Ilya said, almost casual. “If there is update, I would like to hear it.”
“Hm,” she said softly, already pulling out her phone. “Of course. I’ll text you the minute we hear anything. It’ll be good for us to have a heads-up before the media turns it into a headline anyway.”
Ilya nodded once and looked away before she could see how hard the relief hit him—how it loosened something tight that had been choking him, how close he came to pressing his fist to his mouth just to steady it.
“But next time,” she added, rolling her eyes as she typed, “we workshop your jokes before you go nuclear on live television.”
A faint curve tugged at the corner of Ilya’s mouth. It almost looked like his usual smile. “Next time,” he said lightly, “maybe Montréal will protect their captain better. Then I won’t need new material—or boring meetings about media training.”
She groaned. “You’re impossible.”
“Da,” Ilya agreed pleasantly as they split at the far end of the hallway, where Montréal’s guest locker room waited for him and she still had another flight of stairs to climb before reaching the office the PR team had been given to work out of for the game.
And finally, he was alone.
His hand wrapped around the door handle, knuckles white as he breathed through the ache in his ribs—and the sharper one in his chest. He waited for the sound of the stairwell door swinging shut behind the PR rep before he let his eyes slip closed. Then he pressed his forehead to the cool metal instead of opening it, trying to breathe through the tightness in his throat.
He hated that his heart still hurt when Shane was fine. His eyes had been open. And even if he’d been slurring, slipping into those pretty French words Ilya still couldn’t quite follow, he’d been fine.
Ilya snorted, because he could lie to the whole fucking world but he couldn’t seem to convince himself of the same thing. He swallowed hard and pressed his forehead harder into the door, letting himself feel the helplessness that had hollowed him out when they took Shane away. Then he exhaled slowly through his nose.
He wondered, briefly, what would have happened if he’d followed Shane off the ice. Would he have squeezed his hand in the ambulance? Would he have slipped into Russian instead of French? Would he have tried to smile in that way he did when he knew Ilya was coming apart at the seams but refusing to admit it?
Shane probably would have told him to behave. To not start a fight. To let it go.
Ilya had absolutely started a fight anyway.
And now he needed to explain himself to his team, because it hadn’t just been him fighting on the ice. They’d all jumped in without a second thought, even the rookies, and they deserved an answer from their captain. But Ilya had no idea how he was supposed to explain any of it without giving everything away.
He straightened slowly, rolling his shoulders once before pushing off the door. Knowing he was about to step into a room full of men who had no idea what they had just witnessed. 
They would want answers. Expect jokes. Maybe they’d even treat tonight like entertainment instead of the terror still beating inside his chest. And maybe Ilya agreed that the best part of the night had been getting to punch the Voyageurs. But the only moment that mattered was the one where Shane’s eyes had opened again.
He scrubbed a hand down his face and tried not to groan. He didn’t regret anything he’d said in the interview, and he regretted his actions on the ice even less, but he knew Shane would panic when he realised what had happened. Ilya tried to tell himself it was fine. That it would all work out. Shane would forgive him—eventually—and he could handle his pack of idiots for five minutes.
“Five minutes,” Ilya repeated, steeling himself as his hand tightened on the door handle.
He just had to grin and avoid any serious questions. Maybe he’d tell them to go fuck themselves with a laugh that would pass it off as a joke. But he could already imagine the looks. Victor’s knowing smirk. Cliff’s raised brow. Ryan asking, “Black and gold, huh?” with no idea what it actually meant. 
He just needed to get through this without looking like a man already halfway to a hospital bed that wasn’t his. Then he’d finally get to leave. Past the cameras waiting to catch a glimpse of the defeated Bears at the exit. Toward the hospital he wasn’t allowed into yet. 
His heart throbbed faintly at the thought. 
Ilya forced his grin back into place as he opened the door. But behind it, something fierce and devoted kept burning anyway.






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.
Etot beskhrebetnyy trus (этот бесхребетный трус) — Russian
That spineless coward; Literally “this backboneless coward”; A cutting insult implying moral weakness and lack of courage; Strongly condemnatory, often used in heated confrontation.
Telenovela — Spanish
Television soap opera; Melodramatic serialised drama; Often associated with exaggerated emotional expression; Here used self-deprecatingly to describe dramatic speech patterns.
Gde ty, zvyozdochka moya (где ты, звёздочка моя) — Russian
Translates to “Where are you, my little star?”
Zvyozdochka moya (звёздочка моя) — Russian
My Little Star; A tender phrase of endearment; “Zvyozdochka” is a diminutive of “star,” implying affection and warmth; Carries nostalgic, familial intimacy; Suggests someone precious, bright, and deeply cherished; Often used with a gentle or protective undertone.
Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Mudak (мудак) — Russian
Asshole; Jerk; A coarse insult implying stupidity or moral deficiency; Informal and confrontational, often used in anger.
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  Chapter 4
Shane Hollander Is Still Somewhere He’s Not

But Maybe He’s No Longer Alone
Ilya Rozanov stepped into the guest locker room of the Bell Centre with a grin fixed firmly on his face.
The noise hit him immediately. Raised voices. Sharp laughter. The scrape of skates tossed onto wooden benches. Someone swearing. Someone else snapping back. The metallic snap of tape being torn from a stick.
The entire team was still here. And the room felt overfull, overbright, like it hadn’t quite realised the game was already finished. Adrenaline still clung to the walls. Victory and loss and anger tangled together in the air like static. Ilya was already halfway across the room before he realised how many eyes had turned toward him, and it took him a moment too long to figure out why.
There was a television mounted on the far wall, muted but still playing footage from his post-game scrum. It wasn’t unusual for the team to watch each other’s interviews after a game, if only because it offered an easy excuse to find something to tease each other about, and maybe, more quietly, to offer support where it was needed. But Ilya frowned as his own face flickered across the screen. Clips of his mouth moving. Of his eyes flashing as he leaned forward. Of the faint smirk tugging at his lips as he considered the next question.
He wasn’t exactly unused to causing a stir when he entered a room, and maybe he always enjoyed causing a little chaos, especially if it was for a good cause. But as he moved toward the guest locker where he had stashed his bag before the game, he could feel the shift in his team’s usual energy. 
There was a reason they were still lingering in the locker room. 
Ilya could feel the questions in the space between them. The ugly, collective awareness that something had happened tonight. That there was more to what they had all witnessed on the ice. That there was a moment they hadn’t stopped, but maybe should have.
And Ilya admitted, if only to himself, that there were things his team might not want to examine too closely.
“Blyat,” he murmured, mostly to himself, as his gaze swept across his team. Because maybe this wouldn’t be as easy as he’d assumed.
Victor was leaning against one of the lockers, knuckles bruised and raw. Cliff’s arms were crossed, expression dark, a bruise already spreading across half his jaw. A couple of the younger guys sat frozen on the benches, wide-eyed, staring at their own busted knuckles instead of at him. Some of the players at the back looked guilty. Some looked defensive. Patrick Marleau looked like he might crack a joke and, for once, decided against it.
“—well,” Ryan said with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “If it isn’t our resident PR disaster.”
A weak chuckle came from somewhere. It died quickly.
Ilya exhaled through his nose. “You should thank me,” he said lightly. “I gave them something else to write about besides your terrible defensive coverage.”
“Jesus, Rozy,” Cliff muttered, shaking his head. “You’re unbelievable.”
“Da,” Ilya agreed. “This has already been established.”
He dropped onto the bench by his stall and reached for his bag, keeping his hands busy so no one would notice the tremor. The zipper rasped too loudly in the sudden hush, and he could feel the eyes of his entire team on him like a physical weight as he grabbed his phone from the inside pocket.
There were no messages from Shane, but a long thread of notifications were already crowding his lock screen. Twitter mentions. Instagram tags. Emails flagged urgent. Interview requests. Reaction threads. Hot takes. Armchair diagnoses. He scrolled past all of them without really seeing any of it. 
There was one missed call from Svetlana that he would answer later. A voice note from Rose in their group chat with Shane, followed by a dozen increasingly frantic messages. But there was nothing from Yuna. Nothing from David.
Ilya frowned as he typed a message into their group chat. Then another. And another. Before he knew it, he’d sent a series of them in quick succession.
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This Is A PR Nightmare Waiting To Happen

4 Members



Yesterday 16:23

The Favourite SonThere is strange man following me

L❤️I'm very scared.




D🧩ДэйвидDavid (most interesting Hollander, sorry Yuna!)Crazy fan or crazy reporters?




Y🧸мама ЮнаMama YunaDo I need to call someone?




L❤️The Favourite Son[image: description]🩷




Y🧸мама ЮнаMama YunaOh!




L❤️The Favourite SonMy stalker is very pretty, so I forgive him.🩷




мама ЮнаMama Yuna😂Y🧸




мама ЮнаMama YunaHe's a very handsome stalker ♥️🩷

Y🧸But don't stay up too late tonight, you both have a game tomorrow!😅




The Favourite Son👍L❤️




D🧩ДэйвидDavid (most interesting Hollander, sorry Yuna!)Please try and actually get some sleep this time.


Yesterday 23:57


J♥️Jane ♥️This from the guy who took his wife all the way to Mexico just to "get away from the kids."


Today 01:21


ДэйвидDavid (most interesting Hollander, sorry Yuna!)There are only so many times a man can accidentally walk in on the two of you before he flees the country.😭

So here I am. In Mexico. With my wife.

D🧩And a locked door.👍




L❤️The Favourite SonWe apolgised for that!👍




J♥️Jane ♥️Please don't ecourage him.😂




Y🧸мама ЮнаMama YunaWhich one?




Jane ♥️🙄J♥️


Today 21:41


The Favourite SonDo not watch game tonight.

They already took him to hospital.

They will not tell me anything.

But am going there now.

Will keep you updated.

 L❤️He'll be okay.
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There was no answer. Not even a change in status that told him the messages had been read.
Ilya locked his phone and stared at the dark screen, jaw tight, chest pulling thin around the ache that just wouldn’t settle. He looked up at last, forcing the familiar mask back into place like it was just another piece of gear.
“So,” someone said from the far side of the room, hesitant. “You—good?”
“I am fine,” Ilya said, setting his phone screen-down beside him.
It was an old habit, but hockey players were known to play pranks on each other. Cliff had created a Grindr profile for Brad when he’d joined the Bears, having guessed his password in just four attempts. And Brad was still getting guys coming up to him offering to “show him around the city” with a little too much enthusiasm.
It had been a laugh for everyone else. Ilya had laughed too. But some jokes landed differently when your entire life could become one. He’d learned the lesson—an unattended phone was just asking for someone to try and break into it and cause a little “good, harmless fun.”
Besides, Ilya had more secrets to keep than most.
“You sure?” Victor asked.
“Da,” Ilya said.
It was a lie. Everyone knew it. But no one called him on it as he hooked his fingers under the hem of the Boston hoodie and pulled it up over his head, tossing it aside before reaching for the compression top underneath. The fabric dragged stubbornly over his ribs, and he winced despite himself, breath catching at the pull in his left side as he lifted his arms.
The bruise was already starting to spread across his ribs, and Ilya’s mind betrayed him with the image of Shane noticing it. Shane frowning. Shane clicking his tongue in that quiet, fond way of his. Shane’s hand warm and careful at his side, thumb pressing in lightly as if he could coax the ache away by sheer stubbornness. Shane murmuring endearments under his breath in the dark.
The thought made the ache in his chest almost unbearable. 
Ilya had to force himself to look away before his eyes started burning again. 
He dragged his own worn-out top over his head instead, already reaching for the soft grey jumper at the bottom of his bag without thinking. The cotton was thin from overwashing, the collar stretched out, the cuffs frayed where his thumbs were always worrying at them.
It smelled like Shane’s laundry detergent.
“What the hell was that out there tonight?” Ryan blurted, unable to hold it back any longer. “I mean—what the hell is Montréal playing at?”
A few of the guys murmured their agreement. Someone swore under their breath as a stick clattered to the floor. Ilya closed his eyes for a moment and pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth, but even that couldn’t stop him from answering.
“They are playing exactly how they always do,” he said. “Hollander is the only reason they even matter. He carries that team every fucking season and they resent him for it.”
“Bunch of insecure assholes,” Patrick muttered. “Who the hell lets that happen when you’ve got Shane Hollander on your roster?”
Cliff shifted slightly, arms still crossed as he leaned against the lockers beside Victor. “They’ve let guys take runs at him all season.” He flicked a look at Ilya. “That’s not normal, right?”
“Da,” Ilya said quietly.
“Why?” Victor asked, frowning. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a bad thing about him. He’s never even seriously chirped at anyone.” He stared at his bruised knuckles. “What could he have possibly done for his entire team to turn on him like that?” He shook his head, cursing under his breath. “It doesn’t make sense. Maybe they just think they can get away with it because they know he’ll still be the perfect capitaine, even when they’re the ones failing him.”
Ilya snorted softly, distracted as he ran his thumb along the rough edge of the tape on his ring finger. “They think he’ll never leave,” he said quietly. “So they treat him like shit.”
A couple of the guys exchanged looks. They had seen Ilya angry before, but they had never seen this quiet, contained version of it. It was more terrifying than when he was shouting or throwing punches—because at least then they knew where the line was.
“He’s one of the best players in the league,” Ryan said more softly. “His team should be protecting him. Not leaving him exposed.” He frowned. “We all saw it, right? The way they left him open all game. I swear they were doing it on purpose.” He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong, Hollander played like a fucking beast tonight. But he’s going to get hurt if they keep leaving him alone out there.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. Because of course he’d noticed. He noticed everything about Shane. The way his own defensemen peeled away a half-second too early. The lazy backcheck. The hesitation on the boards that left him exposed just long enough for a hit to land.
They would never call it sabotage.
They would call it mistakes. Misreads. Chemistry issues.
But Ilya had watched Shane’s shoulders tighten every time he had to reset coverage alone. Watched him compensate. Watched him overextend because no one else was filling the gap.
“They do not like that he does not need them,” Ilya said finally.
“They need him,” Victor said.
“Da,” Ilya agreed. “But he does not need them.”
Luke Hughes, one of their rookies, let out a loud sigh. “Fucking hell, did you see Hollander on the ice, though?” He asked. “I didn’t even think edge control like that was possible.” His eyes were wide, still slightly breathless as he continued. “I used to have posters of him on my wall. But he’s somehow more impressive in person. It’s kinda—intimidating, y’know? I didn’t think you could look that calm while everyone’s gunning for you.”
A few of the guys chuckled.
“Careful,” Cliff said dryly. “Your crush is showing.”
“Fuck off,” Luke laughed. “He just—he doesn’t play like anyone else. He moves different. It’s like he’s seeing the game half a second before everyone else. Like he already knows what everyone else is about to do.”
“He does,” Ilya said. 
A couple of heads turned back toward him, but he kept his gaze on the floor, jaw tight. 
“He reads the ice before the play happens. Knows where people will be before they do.” A short, humourless huff left him. “And he’s stuck in fucking Montréal.”
The memory came back too easily. 
Of being eighteen and terrified. Fresh off the draft. Alone in a country that did not feel like his, trying to earn approval from a father who would never give it. A gym that smelled like disinfectant and sweat. Shane Hollander sitting across from him on the dirty floor—too kind, too bright, three months too young for all the things Ilya had already wanted to do to him.
He remembered asking—in careful, broken English—if Boston was a good place. He remembered Shane’s breathless smile. The way his eyes had lit up when he talked about it. The way he’d said, “Yeah, it’s a good place. The people are a little rough. But they’re good people. It’s not—it’s not Montréal.”
Years later, a low, bitter sound scraped out of Ilya’s chest. Maybe, he thought, he should have asked if Montréal was a good place, too.
“He was supposed to be somewhere better,” Ilya muttered, voice tight as he reached for his discarded skates, fingers shaking over the laces.
The tremor in his hands made the knots harder to pull free. Ilya exhaled sharply and gripped the leather instead, knuckles white before he forced them to loosen. He tied the laces together clumsily and shoved them into his bag harder than necessary. Reached for his trainers. Pulled them on. Avoided looking at anyone.
For a moment, no one said anything.
Finally, Cliff cleared his throat. “You sound like Luke with the posters.”
“Oi,” Luke said.
Victor glanced at Cliff, then back at Ilya. “You’re talking like this isn’t just about hockey.”
“It isn’t,” Ilya replied too fast, and the room stilled.
For half a second, Ilya froze—so brief it might have been imagined—and then he straightened. “We play each other ten times a season,” he said. “You get to know someone when you spend that much time trying to beat them—” He flicked a glance up, smirking. “Beating them,” he corrected.
“Sure,” Ryan said slowly, unconvinced. “We were beating them right up until Hollander got back on the ice.”
“Ah, do not feel so bad,” Ilya replied, a faint smirk tugging at his mouth. “Shane Hollander is a good challenge. There is no shame in losing to him.” He huffed out something that was almost a laugh. “Most teams do.”
“We’re pretty evenly matched in stats,” Artos Vishnevsky, another one of their rookies, said. “But—he is good player. This Hollander,” he added in Russian, glancing at Ilya to check his pronunciation, “his individual stats are impressive. Especially considering the rest of his team.”
“There is no shame in losing to a good player, bratishka,” Ilya replied in Russian, smiling helplessly at the blush that flooded the younger man’s face. “If you must lose,” he continued in English, “at least lose to someone worth respecting.”
Luke shifted on the bench, nervous. He hesitated. Then blurted out, “You ever think he’ll leave Montréal?”
The question landed too close to the thing Ilya was not allowed to want out loud. “He should,” he said before he could stop himself. “He deserves a team that doesn’t treat him like—” like he’s wrong for loving me, Ilya thought, “—like Montréal does.” 
His fingers curled briefly against his bag. “He is Shane Hollander,” he added, rolling his eyes. “The only person who ever forgets that is him. Any team in this league would fight to sign him.”
“Hm.” Cliff lifted a brow. “You recruiting from Montréal now?”
A ghost of a smile flickered over Ilya’s mouth. It didn’t reach his eyes. “If I was,” he said, “I would not need to try very hard.”
“Yeah?” Marcus Johansson chuckled weakly. “You gonna tell him that?”
Ilya zipped his bag shut with a decisive tug. “He already knows,” he said quietly. 
The room went still.
“Be straight with us, Roz,” Ryan said. “What’s really going on here?”
For a split second, Ilya had the absurd urge to laugh. 
Straight, he thought, almost snorting. 
But before he could turn it into a joke and smirk it away, the room suddenly felt like it was shrinking around him, like someone had quietly turned down the oxygen. He tried to breathe past the tightness in his chest anyway, unable to look at them. If he did, he might see the exact moment they realised how completely he’d just given himself away.
His eyes flickered to the television on the wall instead, where another replay of the hit looped in silence. “What’s going on,” he said eventually, voice low, “is Montréal nearly killed their captain tonight. And everyone keeps calling it a fucking incident instead of an attack.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Ryan said gently. “You and Hollander are—” He hesitated, licking his lips nervously. His hands fidgeted with the KT tape around his wrist as he avoided looking at Ilya. “What’s going on with you two?”
Ilya traced the edge of the tape on his finger again. “We’re not something I get to explain in a locker room,” he said quietly. “Someone I care about is hurt. He’s in hospital. And I’m here. Pretending to be fine.”
Victor shifted, suddenly uneasy. “You sound—kinda pissed?”
“I am pissed,” Ilya admitted as he finally looked up. His eyes were too bright, and something unguarded flashed there before he turned away again. “And I’m tired of pretending I’m not,” he said softly, before letting out a breath that shook more than he intended. “Enough,” he added suddenly. His voice had gone flat. “Blyat. I’m already tired of trying to explain this.”
“What does that mean?” Artos whispered to Luke.
“North American idioms,” Luke murmured. “None of it makes sense if you think about it for too long.”
Artos huffed through his nose. “English is stupid language.”
“Look. I know your boy got hurt tonight,” Cliff said quietly, watching Ilya a little too closely. His voice was casual, but there was nothing casual about the look in his eyes. “But, Roz—c’mon, man. You had to expect some questions after what happened out there tonight.”
“Yeah,” Patrick added with a snort. “You and Hollander have hated each other for years. Or—well. Publicly, at least.”
Ilya ignored him, eyes locked on Cliff. “My boy,” he repeated slowly. “Is that what you call it in this country?”
He snorted and leaned forward on the bench, forearms braced on his knees, hands hanging loose between them as he traced the rough edge of the tape on his ring finger. His eyes narrowed as he watched them share uneasy looks. Something in his expression shifted, and the room went quiet without anyone quite meaning it to.
“Cliff,” Victor warned. “Maybe this isn’t the time to—”
“Nah. Fuck that,” Cliff scoffed. “You seriously expect us to just ignore this? You turned round in the middle of a fuckin’ game and told us you and Hollander have been friends for years. And sure. Whatever. We’ll pretend that’s totally fuckin’ normal. But you reacted like it was fuckin’ personal when Comeau hit him.” 
“Don’t get me wrong,” Cliff added quickly. “The hit was fucking nasty, but you looked like—” he hesitated, then committed, “like you were actually gonna kill him, man.” He shrugged. “The asshole definitely deserves it. Just didn’t think you’d risk your visa over Hollander.”
Something hot roared in Ilya’s ears at those words. For a second, the room tilted, and he was on his feet before he realised he’d moved. The bench rattled behind him, metal legs scraping sharp against the floor. “You think this is joke?” He snapped, blue eyes flashing as his gaze cut across the room, never settling for long. 
His pulse thundered in his ears. The adrenaline from the game was still coiled beneath his skin, tightening into something dangerously close to panic. “Blyat. Fuck you,” he snarled, the words tangling between languages as his control started to fray. “You want me to pretend I don’t care? That would be the real lie.” 
Someone in the room sucked in a sharp, surprised breath, and Ilya’s jaw flexed as he tried to mimic them, but it barely filled his lungs. “I have spent ten years pretending not to care. Ten years measuring how I stand next to him. How I look at him. How I say his name. You think that is easy? You—”
“Hey,” Ryan cut in gently, hands lifting when Ilya’s glare snapped toward him. “Relax, man. We’re not trying to—We’re just saying—I mean—yeah, Hollander’s your friend. We get it.” He winced. “Shit. That came out wrong. I forgot he’s still hurt. In the hospital.” He paused. “And you’re clearly—not okay about that.”
Ilya’s lip curled. “Do not tell me to relax.”
Ryan hesitated, then tried again. Because they had all seen Ilya Rozanov angry, and it had never been an experience anyone wanted to repeat. “No one’s laughing, man. And we weren’t trying to make light of it,” he said, voice dropping into something more careful. “It’s—good, yeah? That you two managed to be friends. Especially with everything else going on.”
“Friends?” Ilya repeated. “You think I am upset because Shane Hollander is my friend?”
The word curdled in his mouth.
Because maybe, once, all Ilya would have wanted was for the world to believe he was friends with Shane Hollander. To live in a world where he could throw an arm around Shane’s shoulders without anyone caring. To say his name out loud without it turning into a risk. To love him somewhere that wasn’t just hotel rooms, locked doors, and careful silences.
Ilya dragged a hand down his face and let out a short, bitter laugh. 
“You think this is about friendship?” He asked. 
His hands trembled at his sides. He curled them into fists to hide it, and something in his chest loosened when the tape around his finger cut into his palm. “I’ve spent the last ten years building a rivalry so no one would look too closely,” he said quietly. “Ten years pretending my heart only tries to crawl out of my chest because I like to win.”
Cliff’s mouth opened, then closed.
“He is not my friend. He is—” Ilya stopped, jaw tightening. 
“So—they’re not just friends?” Artos whispered to Luke, both of them still staring at Ilya.
“You would not understand even if I said it,” Ilya murmured under his breath, a string of angry Russian curses slipping out before he could stop them. “I could fuck every woman in this country and no one would care,” he said bitterly. “I could bring a different girl to every game and you would all call me legend. But I love—”
The word caught in his throat.
For a split second, he almost swallowed it. There was still time to pull it back, he thought desperately. He could pretend it was all just adrenaline—just pride or ego—or a poorly timed joke, even though the thought of turning it into something to laugh at made his stomach turn.
But his voice broke loose before he could stop it.
“—I love Shane Hollander,” he said.
He was furious at himself for saying it out loud, here, like this. And terrified of what it might cost them as the room went completely silent. 
Even the television on the wall, still replaying the hit on mute, felt too loud.
His next breath tore into his lungs, burning all the way down to his bruised ribs. His chest rose and fell too fast. But his eyes stayed bright, unblinking and defiant. “I love him, and suddenly it’s a problem?” He let out a short, brittle laugh and almost flinched at how empty it sounded. 
He dragged a hand through his hair, pacing once, as if movement might help him outrun what he’d just said.
“The man I have loved for ten fucking years is hurt,” he said, voice rough, chest still heaving. “He’s in the hospital. And I am here—doing interviews, smiling, joking— pretending that this is still just some stupid rivalry. When all I’m doing is counting the minutes until I can get out of here. Trying not to think about what it would feel like if I lost him—”
A body slammed into Ilya, the impact knocking the breath halfway out of his chest.
He absorbed it with the instinct years on the ice had trained into him, remaining upright even as adrenaline flared sharp and hot beneath his skin. His jaw set as he braced for the familiar rhythm of confrontation. The spike of temper. The fist to his face. The slurs. The hate. The disgust.
That was usually how this went.
Instead, Victor stepped in and wrapped both arms around him, one hand settling at the back of his head to pull him closer. Ilya barely had time to register it before Victor turned him inward, pressing his forehead into his shoulder to block his view of the room—or maybe to shield him from the stunned silence of the men he considered friends.
Victor’s fingers brushed through Ilya’s hair, just once. He didn’t comment on the wet sheen in Ilya’s eyes or the dampness soaking into his shoulder. He just held him like this wasn’t the most exposed Ilya had ever been in front of them. And then he whispered, “Why the fuck didn’t you tell us?”
Ilya’s breath caught somewhere between a laugh and a sob. The anger that had carried him this far burned out just as quickly as it’d come, leaving only embarrassment and fear behind. And he knew, with a deep, sick certainty, that he couldn’t take those words back now. 
His hands hovered, useless for a long second, before settling against Victor’s back. His fingers curled into the fabric of his jumper, holding on tighter than he thought he would. “I wasn’t supposed to—” he managed when he could finally speak. “I wasn’t supposed to say that.”
Victor tightened his arms around him. “T’es un putain de crétin,” he murmured. “Of course you should have told us. We’re your fucking team. You think we wouldn’t have had your back?”
Across the room, someone cleared their throat. Someone else whispered his name, hesitant but not unkind. And then Cliff spoke, his voice stripped of its earlier bite. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “That, huh—” He paused, then huffed out a breath. “Yeah. That actually makes way more sense. I mean—” He shrugged. “You’ve always been kinda weird about Hollander.”
A couple of the guys snorted before they could stop themselves.
“I kinda just thought you hated him,” Marcus admitted.
“Same,” Luke said. “Enemies-to-lovers is crazy, though.”
Ryan shifted his weight like he might stand, then just looked back at Ilya, visibly unsure what to do with himself. “That’s—shit, man, that’s a lot,” he said, awkward but earnest. “But it’s not a problem.”
For a second, the silence turned ugly. The kind that came from men who had never rehearsed this moment, who were suddenly too aware of their own hands, their expressions, the weight of saying the wrong thing in the face of something this raw. Someone shifted their feet. A bench creaked. A stick tapped once against the floor, then stilled when the sound echoed across the quiet room.
Then Patrick snorted. “Honestly, I’m more offended you didn’t trust us enough to tell us sooner,” he said. “And maybe a little pissed you didn’t tell us you managed to pull Shane fuckin’ Hollander.”
Frank Kane leaned over and smacked Patrick in the arm. “Shut up,” he hissed under his breath, but it was drowned out by another voice from the back of the room.
“We just care that you’re alright,” Brad Hammersmith said quietly. “This doesn’t change anything, man.”
“Yeah,” Patrick added, ignoring Frank’s warning. “We’ve all ended up in the bin for less than defending our captain. Fuck anyone who’s got a problem with it.” He shrugged. “At least it’s Hollander and not—like—Barrett.” 
“Troy Barrett?” Luke asked, scandalised. 
“Ah, he is guy who is friends with Dallas Kent,” Artos muttered darkly. 
“Yeah,” Patrick nodded, wincing slightly. “Gotta admit, the guy’s attractive. And if Ilya was gonna fall for anyone, it had to be a stunner, right?” He shrugged again. “Troy’s pretty. He’s no Shane Hollander.”
Ryan made a face. “We are absolutely not playing smash or pass with the rest of the league again.”
Cliff scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “Also, maybe don’t name-drop known homophobes when we’re trying to be supportive.”
Patrick looked mildly affronted. “What? I’m making a point.”
Ilya risked a glance up from Victor’s shoulder and looked around at these men—his team, his friends—and suddenly realised none of them looked angry. None of them looked disgusted. No one looked like they were about to flinch or walk away. They looked a little stunned, maybe. Grinning in that careless, too-loud way that passed for support, even when it was clumsy.
They were being, Ilya realised, loudly and disastrously accepting in the most aggressively straight way imaginable. And somehow, that made the tightness against his ribs ease just enough to breathe again.
“It is okay to be upset,” Victor said, finally easing back so he could cup his hands on Ilya’s face instead. He squished Ilya’s cheeks slightly, smiling until his eyes crinkled at the sight of Ilya’s unwilling pout. “Your, ah—” He hesitated, searching for the right word. “Your boy is hurt. And we were all discussing it like idiots, non? We would not have been so—so very careless if we had known.”
He gave Ilya’s cheeks one last squeeze, snorting. But then his voice softened, and so did his smile.
“I’m sorry, Ilya.”
Ilya let out a breath that trembled on the way out. He stepped back, rubbing at his sore cheeks before dragging the heel of his hand across his eyes, as if he could wipe away the knot of embarrassment and gratitude that was still burning there. His eyes stung, but he blinked it back. “You are all terrible at being normal about this,” he muttered.
“Yeah,” Cliff said, wincing a little. “But we’re trying, man. You didn’t exactly give us a lot of warning.”
“Oh, I dunno,” Luke muttered. “That leopard shirt of his was always questionable. Y’know—the silk one he never bothers to button up.”
A few of the guys snorted. Someone groaned. And even Ilya found himself huffing a quiet laugh before he could stop himself.
“That shirt is fashion,” he muttered, sitting down heavily on the bench—because his knees were still shaking, and he wasn’t sure he could keep himself upright much longer. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and dragged both hands over his face as he let out a slow breath. “You have no vision for these things,” he said, voice rough but amused. “You still wear shirts your mama bought for you.”
“At least mine button up properly,” Luke said defensively, but he was grinning, eyes a little too bright at the sound of Ilya’s laugh.
“Ugh. Shut the fuck up,” Ilya groaned. “I am never speaking again. You will all forget this ever happened.”
“Oh, absolutely not,” Patrick snorted. “This is the highlight of my career.”
“Fuck your career,” Luke muttered. “This is the highlight of my fucking life.”
Someone threw a rolled-up sock at Luke. A few of the guys groaned. Someone else laughed a little too loudly. It was awkward and messy and so fucking accepting that Ilya almost cried again. But then one of the younger guys, still wide-eyed, blurted out, “So, uh—ten years?” and the near-tears evaporated on contact.
“Oi,” Cliff warned, though there was no real edge to it.
“It’s fine,” Ilya muttered. “Mock me. Get it out of your system. I deserve it.”
“We are not mocking you,” Victor murmured gently, giving his shoulder a brief squeeze. “We’re just—enjoying you being a disaster about Shane Hollander.” He snorted. “Especially after you loudly declared you would never fall in love with some boring American who doesn’t understand real hockey. Because you were destined for ‘a great, tragic Russian romance.’”
“He’s Canadian,” Ilya muttered.
“That’s worse,” Ryan said immediately.
“Hm,” Ilya mumbled. He scrubbed a hand over his mouth, almost sheepish. “But at least I am very good at being a disaster about him.”
“Like,” one of the guys ventured, tentative, “a—gay disaster?”
“Fuck, no,” Ilya snorted. “Like bisexual disaster. You’ve seen all the women I slept with.”
“Why is that the least surprising thing you’ve said today?” Luke muttered.
“Wait,” Cliff said slowly. “How the hell were you with Hollander—Shane—for ten years if you were whoring around like that?” He shook his head. “Cassie’s still convinced she gonna see you in the ER with an STD every time she goes on shift.”
Ilya rolled his eyes at the mention of Cliff’s wife, more out of reflex than irritation. Cassie was lovely, really. Kind in that blunt Boston way. And Cliff adored her openly, without hesitation, without fear. Like it had never once occurred to him that he might have to hide it from anyone. And yes, fine—maybe Ilya envied that.
“We weren’t exclusive at first,” Ilya said, shrugging like it didn’t matter. “It was supposed to make things easier. But it just made things—harder,” he admitted more quietly.
Cliff frowned. “Harder?”
“Hm. Realising I was in love with him. Waiting for him to stop being scared. Waiting for myself to stop pretending I didn’t care.” Ilya’s jaw tightened. “Both of us acting like it wasn’t real. Like it would be easier if we never said it out loud.” He shrugged. “We wasted a lot of time being stupid,” he muttered in Russian, and something about saying it in his own language made it easier to admit. “It was all very stupid.”
Ryan shifted, leaning forward so his arms rested on his knees. “So—you caught feelings?”
Ilya snorted, rolling his eyes. “Caught feelings,” he repeated flatly. “Yes. Like idiot. Blyat.” His jaw tightened, but there was a softness behind it he couldn’t quite hide. “Shane is just—he is very difficult not to care about.”
Luke exhaled, shaking his head. “Ten years is a long time,” he murmured. Then his brow furrowed as the timeline settled into place. “Oh my god. Isn’t that—that’s from before your rookie year, isn’t it?”
“Da. The summer before,” Ilya corrected, distracted by the memory. “In Saskatchewan, at World Junior Championships. Took me years to say that stupid name properly.” He huffed a quiet laugh. “But I knew of him before that. Coaches in Russia made us study other players, to make sure we knew our competition.”
Artos, who grew up in the same training camps Ilya had, nodded. “Watch their habits, find their weaknesses,” he murmured.
Ilya hummed, his mouth twisting fondly despite himself. “Even then, there was this pretty boy flying across the ice in that horrible Canadian sweater, with incredible footwork and a terrible backhand he still refuses to fix. Shane fucking Hollander.” He snorted. “Everyone in Russia kept saying he was overrated. Too pretty. Too soft.”
His lip curled faintly. “They were wrong. Obviously.” A breathy, almost embarrassed huff of laughter escaped him. “I thought he hated me at first—turns out he was just shy.” 
Cliff smiled. “Huh. It’s hard to imagine him being shy,” he muttered. “He always seems so put together.” 
“Hm. It was hard to believe,” Ilya admitted. “He was so fucking talented, even then. Not as good as me, obviously,” he added reflexively, like he needed the joke as armour for this kind of honesty. “But then we started talking. About hockey. About home. About how terrifying it is to want things you’re not supposed to.” His voice dipped lower. “And suddenly I was waiting for practice just to see him skate past me.”
Ilya looked down at his hands, fingers tracing the familiar edge of the tape. “Caught feelings,” he repeated more quietly. The words felt too small. Too casual. “No,” he murmured. “It felt like something I didn’t have words for.” 
Victor tilted his head. “You don’t sound like you regret it.”
Ilya hesitated. “I regret many things,” he said slowly. “That I had to pretend it meant nothing. Joke about it. Hide it. Lie about him.” His jaw firmed, resolve settling in. “But no. I do not regret him. Never.”
No one laughed at that, and Ilya was at least glad that they seemed to understand the weight of those words. 
He found himself looking at Artos instead of the rest of the room. He was another Russian boy far from home, and they were alike in all the ways that mattered—and impossibly different in the ones that didn’t. But he was, maybe, the only person in the room who truly understood how dangerous this secret was.
“In Russia,” Artos said quietly, in their shared language, “they would arrest you for this.” He hesitated. “It is not just shame now. It is a crime.”
He wasn’t wrong, Ilya thought sadly. Those laws had names now—the so-called “propaganda” bans. Quiet permissions given to the police to harass, fine, detain without cause. To make examples of anyone who refused to disappear. The way the news either hid the stories completely—raids on clubs, parents losing custody, careers ending before they ever began—or sneered through slurs on national television as if people like them were no longer human.
“Yes,” Ilya said, refusing to look away. Because maybe a part of him would always miss the Russia he’d once known. But he hated that it had learned to hate men like him.
“That is why you got dual citizenship?” Artos asked.
Ilya nodded.
Artos exhaled slowly. “Then it is a good thing we are not in Russia,” he said under his breath.
Ilya let out a breath that almost became a laugh. “It is a very good thing, bratishka.”
“Hey—wait,” Ryan suddenly blurted out, eyes narrowed with playful suspicion. “Oh my god, is Shane Hollander the reason you stopped being such a whore?”
Ilya shot him a look.
Ryan continued anyway. “Oh, come on. You don’t really think we didn’t notice when you stopped going home with random women? We just figured you were getting serious with someone. Like, maybe with that Montréal girl you keep texting. Jane Hol—”
He stopped mid-word, horror flickering across his face as he realised what he had just said.
Jane had always been this conveniently vague woman Ilya texted constantly but never explained. And sure, the mystery of his Montréal girl had fuelled an embarrassing amount of locker-room speculation for years. But there was something about the name—Jane Hollander—that made Ryan’s eyes widen as the syllables rearranged themselves in his head.
Recognition hit. Then horror. Then delight.
“Oh my god,” he breathed. “Please—please, please—tell me you didn’t save Shane Hollander’s number in your phone as Jane.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Ilya muttered weakly.
Cliff lit up instantly. “Oh no. Oh no. You did.”
Victor covered his mouth with his hand, shoulders shaking. “You absolutely did not.”
“Ilya,” Luke said, leaning forward, “please tell me his contact name is not Jane with a little heart next to it—”
“I do not use hearts,” Ilya snapped on reflex. “I am not twelve.”
Marcus snorted. “I thought you said she was a model?”
“He is a model,” Ilya muttered.
But then Cliff groaned, long and pained, and his eyes widened in a slow, dawning horror. “Have I been sitting next to you while you’ve been sexting Shane Hollander this whole time?” He asked, pointing at him. “Man, I’ve glanced at your phone so many times thinking you were flirting with some girl named Jane.” He dragged both hands down his face. “I’ve seen you promising her all nine inches and swearing you’d have her screaming your—”
“I told you not to look at my phone,” Ilya snapped, but it came out breathless. “You will all regret this conversation when Shane finds out. He will score such a beautiful goal against you that you will regret ever stepping onto the ice. And I will reward him very well after, da?”
Victor grinned. “Did you just threaten us with your boyfriend?”
It was the first time anyone had ever said that to Ilya who wasn’t Shane Hollander—or one of Shane’s parents. The circle of people who knew their secret was, in truth, uncomfortably small. So hearing it now, spoken so casually by a man who had been Ilya’s friend for years and his teammate for even longer, almost hurt. It felt like his ribs were too tight to hold the emotion pressing against them.
Ilya’s mouth tilted before he could stop it. And the grin that broke free was wide, unguarded, almost boyish.
“Yes,” he breathed. “I did.”
“Ah. Vengeful romance,” Victor sighed. “It’s beautiful, non?”
“Da,” Ilya agreed, because Shane was always beautiful. But never more so than when he was on the ice. Or when he was tangled in their sheets, breath breaking around Ilya’s name. Or when he glanced over his shoulder and murmured those soft Russian words Ilya had never dared to hope he would hear.
Or maybe he was simply always beautiful.
Maybe Ilya was just a fool in love.
“You all act like you would not do worse,” Ilya murmured, still faintly stunned by the simple fact that he could say these words out loud now. “If you had Shane Hollander smiling at you like you’re the only person in the world, you would fold immediately.”
“Bold of you to assume we could even get a text back,” Luke said dryly.
“Speak for yourself, rookie,” Ryan added. “I’m very charming.”
“You are very single,” Ilya shot back without missing a beat.
“Yeah, yeah,” Cliff said, shoulders dropping as he snorted. “We get it.” His voice softened, the teasing edge giving way to something more sincere. “You love the guy. We’re just—fuck, man. I’m having a minor crisis about what your pillow talk with Shane Hollander must be like. And some of the things I’ve accidentally seen you text Jane.”
He exhaled like he’d only just realised he’d been holding his breath. Then he froze.
“Am I a prude?” He asked suddenly. “Some of the things I’ve seen you text Jane—Shane—fuck,” he rolled his eyes. “Ugh. I suddenly feel like I need to apologise to Cassie, and that usually means I’ve done something wrong.”
“You are a prude,” Ilya said flatly. “Apologise to your wife. She deserves better than boring sex from a man who treats intimacy like a scheduled meeting. If you’re going to commit to monogamy, at least don’t commit to mediocrity.”
A few of the guys choked on their laughter.
“Oh my god,” Cliff muttered. “Did he teach you those words?” He laughed, then pointed at Ilya, delighted. “And fuck you! I’m not taking this from a guy who was in a situationship with Shane Hollander for years before he realised it was serious!”
“Was not a situation,” Ilya snapped, rolling his eyes. “Just took a long time to convince Shane to choose me.” The words landed heavier than he meant them to, warmth and defensiveness tangling tight in his chest. His posture firmed, chin lifting. “And do not act like we were reckless. We kept everything professional in public.”
“Yeah, maybe he did,” Ryan added with a smirk. “Before tonight’s game, anyway. But you? Fucking hell, Roz. You’ve always been so weird about him.” He laughed, shaking his head. “Like that time you stormed off the ice because Hollzy got a penalty. Fuck. We all thought you were mad about the call.”
“I was mad about the call,” Ilya muttered, jaw flexing.
“Sure,” Victor said lightly. “And not about the man.”
“Fuck off,” Ilya muttered, rolling his eyes.
And maybe that should’ve been the end of it. But Luke was still staring at Ilya with wide eyes, elbows braced on his knees, mouth hanging slightly open like he was watching history rewrite itself in real time. “How the hell are we supposed to chirp you ever again?” He asked, still staring.
“What?” Ilya frowned.
Luke shook his head in open disbelief. “That’s not fair. You don’t get to be Ilya Rozanov and also be dating Shane Hollander.” He sat up straighter, pointing accusingly. “How the hell did you even seduce him? ’Cause no offence—but you’re kind of a dick most of the time.”
“Seduce?” Ilya repeated. “What is seduce? He seduced me.” He snorted at their disbelief, shaking his head. “Ah. You all think he is good boy. No. Shane Hollander is vixen. Smiles all polite, plays all perfect—and then ruins you with one look.” He huffed out a self-mocking laugh. “I didn’t stand a chance. Was just a poor little Russian boy faced with all those krasivyy freckles.”
The confession slipped out before Ilya could stop it, and he exhaled like he’d been holding it in for years. Maybe he had. Something tight and aching loosened in his chest. But beneath the relief, dread started to creep in. It suddenly felt reckless, and the guilt followed a heartbeat later—sharp and unwelcome—at the thought that he’d dragged Shane into this without asking.
“It took me a long time to earn exclusive rights to him,” Ilya admitted quietly. Then he scoffed under his breath. “Ugh. He is going to make me sleep on the couch for a month for this.”
A couple of the guys laughed, delighted.
Victor snorted. “Yeah. Don’t be a dick, rookie.”
Luke flushed. “Shit. Sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“Was supposed to be insult?” Ilya cut in, brows lifting. His pulse was still skating too fast under his skin, adrenaline humming, but he let the smirk take over anyway. “Or are you just upset he chose me and now you know your little crush will stay one-sided forever?” He leaned back on the bench, all teeth and wicked satisfaction. “So sad.”
“You’ve been out for five minutes,” Luke muttered, scrubbing a hand over his mouth to hide his grin, “how the hell did you already get meaner?”
“He’s always been mean,” Cliff said. “It was the one thing the Bears didn’t have to teach him when we drafted him.”
“Idi nakhuy, pridurok,” Ilya snapped back, but there was no real bite in it now.
“Err—for the record,” Luke said, hesitant, cheeks flushed as he avoided Ilya’s eyes, “I don’t actually have a crush on Shane Hollander. I didn’t mean to make it weird for you by talking about him all the time. I just—” He exhaled, embarrassed. “Man. He’s like hockey royalty.”
“Shane Hollander is not royalty,” Ilya said instantly, defensive on reflex. “He is annoying.”
The words tumbled out faster than he could stop them. “He folds his clothes before sex. He never wears his glasses when I tell him to, then complains about headaches.” He crossed his arms, feeling oddly protective even as he listed the offences. “And he drinks those stupid green smoothies every morning and never lets me get McDonald’s—even when I give him really good head first.”
He grinned at their horrified laughter, then snorted. “He turns the AC up at night and somehow it’s my fault that he’s cold.” His eyes narrowed. “And he never lets me win an argument. Even when I’m right.”
“Oh yeah,” Ryan said, grinning. “He sounds awful.” Then he paused, head tilting, eyes sharpening with interest. “Wait—are you two living together?” He blurted. “Is that where you were last night?”
“No,” Ilya said too quickly. Then, through his teeth, “Sometimes. Yes.” He huffed out a sigh when they started laughing, growling out a low string of Russian curses under his breath. “Oh, fuck off already, khui,” he muttered, but he was laughing too now, shaking his head at just how ridiculous this team was being—and maybe at the way they were letting him talk about Shane without turning it into something ugly.
“I can’t believe we were so fuckin’ stupid,” Marcus muttered. “It’s so fucking obvious in hindsight. You and him, I mean.” He shook his head. “How the hell have you two kept this quiet?” His brows lifted as he studied Ilya. “What was the plan, Roz? Just keep it hidden until you both retire?”
Ilya shrugged. “Da,” he said quietly. 
Because that had been exactly the plan. To just wait it out and learn how to survive loving each other in the margins while pretending it was enough. 
“Maybe leave,” he admitted, and some of the heartbreak must have shown on his face, because the room went quiet. “Live in the same city. Sleep in the same bed. Join another team—maybe a divisional one. Ottawa is a good option. Less press. Less noise. Doesn’t worship hockey players the way Montréal does. Is closer to Yuna and David, too. Closer to where Shane grew up.” 
He shrugged, almost apologetic, and there was a moment of stunned silence, before—
“Nah,” Cliff muttered, already pulling out his phone. “Fuck that.”
“Yeah. Why the fuck would you leave?” Ryan said. “To Ottawa? Seriously?” He shook his head, gesturing sharply like the idea itself annoyed him. “You’re one of the best players in the league. Ottawa can’t even afford to say your fuckin’ name. And you think you’re leaving us for that piece of shit team?”
“Da,” Artos agreed quietly. “This is bad plan. Very bad, I think.”
“It’s like you forget we’re from Boston,” Cliff muttered, still texting furiously.
Because Cassie was beautiful and kind and terrifyingly competent. And maybe because, if he had to walk away from hockey to stay with her, he would. Without hesitation. But he also knew she would never ask that of him. Knew the way she worried when he came home bruised and limping while she was still in her nursing scrubs, exhaustion clinging to her as she patched him up with soft hands and a smile just for him.
He thought, briefly, of Shane Hollander, and wondered what he thought of this plan. If he even knew it existed.
Cliff scoffed under his breath, thinking of the quiet, infuriating competence with which Shane took a bad play on the ice and reshaped it into something that worked for him. No, he thought. The Shane Hollander he knew—which might just be the public version, if Cliff was being honest with himself—would have already torn Ilya’s plan apart and rebuilt it into something that didn’t require them running.
“Oi, Roz!” Cliff called, raising his voice so the whole room heard him. “We’re from Boston.” He pointed at himself, then at Ilya. Because fuck anyone who thought Ilya Rozanov hadn’t been claimed by the city that drafted him.
“Have you seen how many pride flags are on the streets in Boston? Like, all year round?” He gestured with his phone. “Or how management keeps shoving rainbow warmups and Pride merch in every interview? Or the fact that half the city would riot if anyone tried to run you out for loving Shane Hollander of all fuckin’ people?”
“Your boy might be Canadian,” Cliff said, shaking his head, “but everyone and their fuckin’ grandma loves him. He’s a fuckin’ nightmare to play against, and somehow you got him to fall in love with you.” Another scoff. “Overachieving asshole.”
“Which one?” Victor asked, smirking now.
“Both of them,” Cliff snapped, still glaring at Ilya.
“Cliff—” Ilya started.
“No,” Cliff cut him off. “Fuck you and this stupid fuckin’ plan of yours. You don’t get to run from us.” He jerked his chin toward the room. “We’ll figure out something better than whatever bullshit just came outta your mouth.”
For a second, Ilya just stared at him. Then he huffed out a breath that almost resembled a laugh. 
Cliff rolled his eyes and grabbed—stole, really—Ilya’s bag on his way to the door. “C’mon,” he said, already moving, Victor and Ryan rising to follow. “Cassie knows someone at Montréal General. They trained together. Nurses.” He snorted as he slung the bag over his shoulder. “I swear, they’re almost as weird as hockey players.”
He pointed at the rookies. “You lot cover for us if anyone asks. I don’t want LeClaire on our asses for missing curfew again.”
Luke and Artos nodded immediately.
“Cassie’s friend is gonna sneak us into Shane’s room,” Cliff added, like this was the most reasonable plan in the world. Then he turned back to Ilya, smirking with something fierce and fond shinning in his eyes. “C’mon, Roz. Let’s go get your boy the fuck out of Montréal.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Blyat (блядь) — Russian
Literally translates to “whore,” but idiomatically functions as “fuck,” “shit,” or “damn it”; A sharp, emotionally reactive expletive; Expresses frustration, disbelief, anger, shock, or emphasis; Common in colloquial Russian and often reflexive rather than directed.

Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.

Capitaine — French
Captain; Team captain; Standard French noun; Here used in a hockey context to reference leadership status; Used as a title or form of address, often carrying respect or dry irony depending on context.

Bratishka (братишка) — Russian
Little brother; Bro; An affectionate, informal Russian term used to address a (usually younger) male friend; Conveys warmth, familiarity, and protective fondness; Common among close male friends or teammates.

T’es un putain de crétin — French
You’re a fucking idiot; A vulgar but often affectionate insult; “Putain” intensifies the phrase; Tone can range from genuinely angry to bluntly fond depending on context; Here used with frustrated affection.

Non — French
Translates to “no”; Direct and firm; Not inherently rude, but tone determines whether it sounds neutral, sharp, or dismissive.

Krasivyy (красивый) — Russian
Beautiful; Handsome; Attractive; Standard adjective describing physical beauty; Here used admiringly and intimately, emphasising affectionate attraction.

Idi nakhuy, pridurok (Иди нахуй, придурок) — Russian
Go fuck yourself, idiot; “Idi nakhuy” literally “go to dick,” a strong dismissal; “Pridurok” means fool or moron; Highly informal, aggressive insult often used in heated banter.

Khui (хуй) — Russian
Dick; Fuck; A coarse profanity used as an expletive or insult; Extremely informal and offensive; Often muttered in frustration.
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  Chapter 5
Ilya Romanov Is Just Looking For The Excuse
 To Become A Kidnapper, Apparently
Shane Hollander stared at the ceiling of his hospital room and blinked slowly.
The room was quiet except for the distant sound of a nurse pushing a wheeled laptop down the corridor. His gaze drifted, settling on the empty chair beside his bed—the one Hayden had occupied for hours, stubbornly refusing to leave until the doctors were sure the hit to the back of Shane’s neck hadn’t done something worse than it first looked.
He’d only agreed to go after a combination of Shane insisting he was fine—which, admittedly, might’ve been the drugs talking—and the doctor’s reassurance that his scans were clear. But even then, he’d hovered at the edge of the room with worry written all over his face in a way he couldn’t quiet hide.
“I’ll bring Jackie with me tomorrow. We’ll drive you home as soon as they actually discharge you,” he’d promised before he’d finally left, leaving Shane’s phoned facedown and charging on the drawer across the room so he wouldn’t be tempted to use it. Which was probably for the best, honestly. Every few minutes the screen lit up with another missed call or message he didn’t have the energy to deal with right now, even if his fingers kept twitching toward it every time it vibrated.
Shane turned away from the chair with a quiet sigh—he was bored, maybe, or too tired to settle properly—only to still when pain shot down his spine at the movement. The doctors had taken off the neck brace after the last scan came back clear, but the relief he’d expected never came. Why would it, he thought, when his muscles ached in places they never had before—or when he could already feel the bruises creeping up toward his jaw?
Frustration bubbled up in his chest at how useless he felt, but he ignored it, pressing his hands into the mattress to push himself upright anyway, careful not to move his neck too much this time. The nurses had propped the hospital bed up to a “more comfortable” position, but he was still so fucking uncomfortable he couldn’t even sleep off the concussion in between them coming to check up on him every couple of hours.
Maybe it was that the mattress was too firm, or the sheets were too thin, or maybe it was the way the blanket felt faintly scratchy against his skin. The only thing he was actually grateful for was that the nurses had, somewhat reluctantly, left the side rails down so he could get up on his own if he needed to. He just—god, he hated everything about this room. He couldn’t even tell if the nausea came from his vision swimming or the antiseptic smell in the air anymore. 
“Ugh,” Shane muttered, closing his eyes as he let his head sink back into the pillows.
He tried to let his mind drift again, but it kept circling back to the same thing: that none of the other Voyageurs had come to see him. He could pretend he was surprised, but the truth was, he hadn’t expected anything better from them in months.
And that was—look, the team was fine, and he was managing the parts that weren’t. But even if things weren’t great between them right now, that shouldn’t have mattered once the game started. All they were supposed to do was show up, play, and not let the other team score. Why was that so hard?
He frowned, trying to figure out if the way he could still split things cleanly down the middle—personal on one side, hockey on the other—made him weird. He wasn’t sure anymore. But this was supposed to be about hockey, he thought. There wasn’t supposed to be anything personal in it. His mind flicked to Ilya for a moment, and he had to physically stop himself from shaking his head, like that might actually clear it.
Hockey had always been the one thing that made sense. Ever since his dad had taken him out onto the Rideau Canal Skateway as a kid, when he’d stood there watching a group of older boys laugh as they passed a puck between them, it had been all he’d ever wanted. And not even the injuries or the long shifts Pelletier had been piling on him could take that from him. But this? His own teammate putting him in the hospital? It left something bitter at the back of his throat that he didn’t quite know what to do with.
"Oh," he murmured, realising—quite suddenly—that it wasn’t about hockey anymore. It was about him. And what the fuck was he supposed to do with that?
Well. He was still their captain, so he guessed he was supposed to fix it—even if the problem wasn’t something he could skate harder or faster to solve. He sat with that thought for a moment, frowning into the dimness of the room. There was the faintest strip of light under the closed door, and his phone kept lighting up, which kept him from sitting in complete darkness as he turned that thought over and over in his head.
He’d loved being a Montréal Voyageur, even if he’d hated being drafted second. He’d loved representing the city, loved the way the crowd filled the Bell Centre with the roar of his name until it felt like the air itself was vibrating. He’d become Shane Hollander with the Voyageurs’ crest over his heart, and he’d given them everything in return. The three Stanley Cup banners hanging in the rafters after a sixteen-year drought. The ten years of sweat and blood carved into the ice. Every goal scored through the quiet, constant work of hiding who he loved without ever naming him out loud.
He’d always assumed he’d stay in Montréal until he retired. Maybe it was naive, but he’d thought that number twenty-four would end up in the rafters one day when he was finally done. His eyes stung as he admitted, quietly, just to himself—because even thinking it felt like a betrayal—that he didn’t want that anymore.
Shane had always known he didn’t read people the way everyone else seemed to. Social cues slipped past him more often than he liked to admit. He was fine in most situations, but he tended to take things at face value long after everyone else had moved on to subtext. But even he could see what had changed after he came out.
If he was being generous, he could admit the timing could’ve been better than the start of a new season. But it had just slipped out in a stupidly honest answer of, “No, I’ve never really liked being with girls.”
He was still dealing with the consequences of that moment months later. Still learning how to exist inside the distance his team had built around him. The smiles that didn’t quite reach their eyes. The pauses that lasted a second too long. The strained attempts at normalcy that had been bearable at first, then turned into slurs that weren’t even whispered anymore.
He thought the worst part might actually be the silence on the bench when he sat down, or the way hits from his own team came after the whistle—and that no one bothered to call them out anymore.
It was—fuck, he was exhausted. He was so, so tired of apologising to people he’d considered friends. Tired of trying to make things easier for everyone else and pretending none of it bothered him. And for what? For existing? For being honest? For being better than they were in every way they couldn’t ignore, even when they tried to bury it under longer shifts and just enough distance on the ice to leave him exposed to injuries?
And apparently, when that didn’t work, they’d just do the fucking job themselves—
“Hey,” a nurse said, leaning around the open door, eyes scanning the room like he still expected to catch Hayden hiding in the chair past visiting hours. “How are you feeling?”
“M’kay,” Shane mumbled, except the word slid sideways on him halfway out. He blinked, trying to keep the nurse’s face in focus instead of the way the room kept blurring at the edges. “I, uh—you said no more scans?” He added, doing his best not to grimace at the thought.
God, he hoped not. The CT scanner had been bad enough. Something about that mechanical whir had gone straight into his teeth, and he was almost certain he could still feel a phantom echo of it even hours later.
“No,” the nurse said, frowning slightly as he stepped fully into the room. His badge read ‘Charge Nurse James.’ Which Shane already knew, because he hadn’t forgotten his name since the last time he'd come to check up on him. Obviously.
“Your scans are all clear,” James said. “You’ll need to come back in a couple of weeks for another scan, just to check everything is still okay. But that can be done as an outpatient.” He paused, his eyes lingering on Shane’s face. “As long as you avoid any more head trauma in the meantime.”
“Hm,” Shane agreed, letting his eyes fall shut again.
They’d actually offered to discharge him earlier, after he’d pushed them hard enough about going home. Hayden had immediately volunteered to take him back with him, but—as much as Shane loved Hayden and Jackie, he couldn’t shake the image of their four kids spotting him. The sudden shouts of, “Uncle Shane!” The way their small hands would tug at his sleeves, their voices getting louder and louder as they tried to talk over each other, all while Hayden and Jackie tried, unsuccessfully, to quiet them down.
And how was that fair to anyone? So Shane had declined the offer with a small smile and told Hayden he just needed to sleep it off. That he’d be fine to go home in the morning. But the moment he’d left, Shane had tried convincing the nurses to discharge him again. It hadn’t worked—obviously—and they’d flat-out refused to let him go home unless he had someone willing to stay with him.
How was he supposed to explain that he did have someone who’d do that for him. That there was a man who would set alarms through the night without being asked. Who would wake him with a quiet solnyshko murmured against his ear. Who would drag him back to the hospital at the first hint of something wrong, even if it meant exposing everything they’d spent the last ten years keeping carefully hidden.
There was no easy way for him to admit that Ilya Rozanov was probably losing his mind somewhere across the city. That he was pacing, or smoking—it was probably both, actually, now that Shane thought about it—while he waited for news on Shane’s condition. That he was probably panicking and pretending he wasn’t, because that’s what he did when he couldn’t fix something.
“You sound like you’re still in pain,” James said, clicking his tongue softly. “I thought we agreed you’d stop lying about it?”
“Pain’s no different,” Shane murmured. “You only said to tell you if it changes.”
James let out a quiet laugh as he shook his head. “Alright, smart guy.” He stepped closer, reaching for the chart at the end of the bed. “I guess you don’t want some painkillers, then?”
Shane squinted at him, trying to read his expression. The effort sent a dull ache through his temples, radiating down toward his jaw. The light from the open door dug into his skull, and he looked away, fixing his gaze on the empty chair beside his bed instead, trying not to let any of it show on his face.
“It’s just—loud,” Shane admitted after a moment, then winced at how small his voice sounded.
James nodded. “Yeah. You’ve got a nasty concussion,” he said. “Everything probably feels a bit overstimulating right now. But you don’t get points for trying to tough this out—you have painkillers on your chart for a reason.”
“Hm,” Shane murmured again, and he refused to acknowledge that he was pouting. It felt, uncomfortably, like being told off by his mother. He kept his eyes on the empty chair beside the bed instead of James' narrowed eyes, waiting out another slow wave of pressure behind his eyes.
He imagined broad shoulders slouched into that chair. A knee bouncing. Restless hands that never quite knew where to land. Ilya would hate this room. Would complain about the lights. Would steal the extra blanket and then give it back ten minutes later, grumbling like it wasn’t worry making him do it. He would hover too close, careful not to touch anything sore and somehow still touching anyway.
Shane let the image linger and kept his eyes on the empty chair.
“Hockey players,” James said, shaking his head, but he was smiling now. There was something warmer in it, like he was letting Shane in on a private joke. “You’re all the same.” He tapped the chart lightly, then added, almost offhand, “I grew up in Boston, y'know? Watched the Bears religiously. Half my family still treats it like a personal betrayal that I moved to Montréal.”
James glanced at Shane, amused. “So please don’t make me explain to them that I let the golden boy of hockey suffer because he didn’t want to admit his head hurts.”
Shane huffed a breath that almost turned into a laugh and then didn’t, because even that felt like too much movement. The sound came out thin, strained. “Golden boy,” he repeated under his breath. The phrase sat awkwardly on his tongue. Compliments always did.
James arched a brow. “You’re telling me that’s not accurate?” He set the chart down and stepped closer, voice dropping into something more professional again. “Look at me for a second, yeah?”
Shane hesitated, then dragged his gaze up. The effort made the room spin. James’ face looked a touch too sharp, edges haloed by the light from the hallway.
“Can you tell me where you are?” James asked.
“Hospital,” Shane said. “Montréal General.”
“And what day is it?”
Shane’s mind stuttered, skipped. The answer was right there, but it felt buried under cotton. “Tuesday,” he said after a moment, not as certain as he should’ve been.
“And your full name?”
“Shane Hollander.”
James nodded, satisfied enough, and scribbled something on the chart. “Good. That’s good. We’re still in business.” He straightened and gave Shane a look that was half professional, half fond. “I’m going to bring you something for that headache.”
“Yeah,” Shane conceded quietly. “Okay.”
James paused at the door, glancing back over his shoulder. “Oh—before I forget. I got your TTOs filled,” he said, tapping the frame lightly. “Even if pharmacy was a nightmare about doing it at three in the morning.” He rolled his eyes. “It’ll be hell come day shift, and you’d probably end up waiting longer for your meds than you did to get admitted. Figured I’d spare you that particular misery.”
“Huh?” Shane asked, blinking at him.
“Sorry,” James said, shaking his head. “Medical jargon. TTO just means your meds to take home. Or, ah—out, I guess. They’ve prescribed you Vicodin—which’ll be strong enough to keep things manageable once you’re discharged.” He tilted his head at Shane then, the corner of his mouth lifting slightly, and there was something quietly knowing in his expression. “Hey, do me a personal favour?”
Shane watched his mouth move, trying to keep up with the explanation while his brain lagged a step behind. The words felt like they were arriving out of order, slow and slightly blurred at the edges—like he had to reach for each one and fit them into place before they slipped away again.
He blinked hard, dragging his focus back to James. “Yeah?”
“Take your medication on time,” James said, huffing out a small laugh. “Even if the pain starts to ease up. You’ve got two weeks’ worth, and your doctor can always write you another script if you need it. But it’s better to stay ahead of the pain than try to catch up once it comes back.”
His expression softened slightly. “Ah. You’re a bit opioid-naïve, so you might feel a little lightheaded while you’re taking it. Maybe some nausea.” He gave a small shrug. “Nothing unusual, but don’t try to push through it or act tougher than you need to. Rest, stay hydrated, and if anything feels worse than expected, come back to the ER to get checked out, alright?”
“Oh,” Shane said. “Yeah. Okay.”
He blinked again, frowning faintly. “Are you kicking me out?”
“Nah,” James replied, snorting in what looked suspiciously like amusement. “Not unless you’ve got someone who’ll wake you up every couple of hours—and bring you back if anything changes.” His eyebrows lifted, like he was checking if Shane’s answer had changed in the last couple of hours.
It hadn’t.
“S’just me here,” Shane said quietly.
James nodded once. “I’ll go get you those painkillers,” he said as he slipped out, leaving the door open behind him. The click it didn’t make felt strangely loud, like an absence that carried extra weight.
Shane watched the empty space where James had been standing, a slow frown settling over his face. The nurses had been meticulous about keeping his admission discreet. Curious glances were redirected. Voices dropped when they said his name. Doors were closed. Curtains were drawn.
He wasn’t even sure the other patients on the floor knew who had been tucked away in the room beside them. His world had narrowed to this bed, this room, this soft-lit space of isolation where time felt thick and unreal.
But James had left the door open.
And maybe if his mind hadn’t still been so scrambled, Shane would have been able to turn the faint warning at the back of his skull into something coherent. Instead, it drifted. Half-formed. Slipping away every time he reached for it. He decided, dimly, that he was too tired to care.
Shane let his lids slide shut, breath settling into a slow, uneven rhythm. The bruise along his jaw throbbed as he shifted, searching for a position that didn’t tug at anything sore. Beside him, the monitor kept its quiet beat beside him, and for one helpless moment, the world drifted with it.
“Shane,” a familiar voice whispered.
Something warm and urgent tightened beneath Shane’s ribs as he opened his eyes.
Ilya stood in the doorway, half swallowed by shadow, half caught in the spill of fluorescent light from the hallway. His expression was caught somewhere between restraint and ruin. Jaw set. Eyes too bright. And yet there was a softness there that had never existed on the ice.
“Hey,” Shane whispered, and it wasn’t even deliberate, the way his voice softened around the word. He lifted one arm toward Ilya in a small, unsteady invitation. The motion sparked a thin line of pain along his jaw, but it barely registered. “I’m okay.”
The shadows behind Ilya seemed to shift, but Shane couldn’t focus on anything except the way the fluorescent light caught on the sharp edge of his cheekbone. The tight line of his mouth. The tense flex of muscle along his jaw. His gaze felt heavy enough that Shane could almost feel it moving over him, quick and desperate.
“Ilyusha,” Shane breathed, helpless.
Ilya caught Shane’s hand the moment it wobbled, steadying it as his lips dragged a messy, reverent kiss across Shane’s swollen knuckles. His breath trembled against Shane’s skin, relief shivering through the contact.
For a heartbeat, it almost felt like Ilya might speak. Instead, he lowered himself onto the edge of the bed, close enough that their knees brushed, close enough that Shane could feel the heat radiating from him. Ilya’s other hand hovered, uncertain, afraid of brushing the bruises along Shane’s neck and jaw, before his fingertips finally traced beneath Shane’s tired eyes.
There was a faint tremor in his touch, like he was fighting the urge to grab, to hold tighter, to prove Shane was real. Then Ilya leaned in, folding into him, over him, tucking his head into the hollow of Shane’s shoulder. His shoulders rose. Fell. Rose again. His breath hitching before he could pull it back in.
“You scared me,” Ilya finally murmured, voice low and rough, like the words had been trapped in his chest for hours.
Guilt flared in Shane’s chest. His free hand twitched, then lifted, sinking into Ilya’s hair. His fingers curled through familiar curls with a quiet, shaky exhale. The texture grounded him. The warmth. The weight. The impossible fact that Ilya was here.
“I’m okay,” Shane whispered again, softer now.
Ilya nodded once against his shoulder, but didn’t lift his head right away.
Shane hummed under his breath. His hand slid down from Ilya’s curls, his other rising to join it, palms settling along Ilya’s jaw so he could coax him closer in the same quiet, deliberate way Ilya so often used on him. “Hi,” he whispered when those blue eyes finally blinked down at him.
His thumbs rested at the corners of Ilya’s mouth, feeling the tension there, the stubborn line of his jaw even as it trembled. Shane leaned in, ignoring the dull ache in his neck, and pressed their foreheads together. The edges of the world blurred, narrowing to this one familiar face. Ilya’s lashes fluttered. His gaze flickered between Shane’s eyes and his mouth, reluctant to settle, like he was afraid to look away and find Shane gone.
Shane pressed a soft kiss to Ilya’s lips that tasted like salt. “I’m fine,” he whispered. “Nothing broken, and there are no fractures either. It's just a nasty concussion.”
“You're not lying to me?” Ilya murmured, jaw flexing under Shane’s hands. His gaze searched Shane’s face like he was still trying to memorise every detail. “Ugh. Hollander, you are impossible,” he breathed, almost to himself. “You scared me. Who gets knocked unconscious from hit by man like Comeau? You—”
“You’re no better,” Shane said, trying for stern and landing somewhere impossibly fond instead. “You came in here like someone told you the fucking world ended. I thought something terrible happened—”
“It did,” Ilya growled, eyes flashing. “You were down on the ice, solnyshko. I could not get to you. I could not hit the svoloch who hurt you nearly enough before they dragged me off him.” His jaw trembled again. “They would not let me close. And you were slurring. Saying pretty French things like you—” He paused, and his mouth quirked despite himself. “You know you are not allowed to do that to me in public.”
Shane’s eyebrows lifted, faint amusement cutting through the ache in his skull. “But you’re allowed to talk Russian to me all you like?”
“Da,” Ilya said, and—oh, he was definitely pouting now.
Shane smiled before he could stop himself and leaned in to press another kiss to Ilya’s lips. For a brief, dizzy moment, he wanted to sink back into the bed and pull Ilya with him. To forget the very real risk of them getting caught. Fuck. For a brief moment, Shane didn’t even care if anyone walked in on them.
But his head was still throbbing, the world still ever so slightly off its axis, and it was not just the way Ilya bit at his lip that made him lightheaded.
This time, it was Ilya who pulled back first, breath unsteady.
“I love you,” Shane said, blinking slowly. “I just—I’m not sure if I say it enough, sometimes. But I love you, Ilya. Ya lyublyu tebya vsey dushoy.”
Behind them, in the doorway, the shadows shifted again. Someone eased the door shut with a soft, deliberate click. Shane didn’t notice. His vision was still too fogged, too slow, softened at the edges like the world had been wrapped in gauze. Everything beyond Ilya blurred into irrelevance.
“Ah,” Ilya murmured, clicking his tongue. But there was no real heat in it. His hand came up to cover Shane’s wrist, pressing Shane’s hand more firmly to his cheek, like he needed the contact anchored there. “I never should have let you learn Russian,” he muttered, turning his head to press a slow kiss into Shane’s palm. “Stupid Hollander with his stupid, perfect Russian accent.”
“Hm,” Shane agreed faintly. “’S taking longer than two weeks, though,” he slurred. Then he forced his eyes open again. “You promised me more lessons.”
Ilya’s expression softened instantly, something in him coming undone. He pressed another kiss to Shane’s palm before easing back against the mattress, still close, still watching him like he might disappear. His hand remained curled around Shane’s wrist, grip tightening without him realising.
“Oh,” Shane mumbled, turning Ilya’s hand over in his own, thumb brushing gently over the broken skin. A soft, helpless sound slipped out of him. “Are you okay?” He asked. “You—hurt your ribs?”
Ilya flexed his injured hand once, like the pain meant nothing. “I am Russian. Russians do not feel pain.”
“Hm,” Shane murmured weakly.
Ilya sighed. “My ribs are bruised. My hand will heal,” he said, pressing another kiss to Shane’s knuckles, lips lingering over the bruise spreading up his ring finger. Shane blinked at him slowly, dimly aware that Ilya had a matching bruise on his own right hand, and a nasty cut where the skin had split open. Someone had wrapped a thin strip of tape around it, and he found himself tracing the edge of it without thinking.
Ilya smiled at him helplessly, but then his voice dropped, eyes burning as they lifted back to Shane. “I am more angry that Comeau thought he could touch you like that. That you did not tell me what your team was doing.” He closed his eyes for a moment, jaw flexing. “It scared me,” he admitted quietly. “How much I wanted to kill him when I saw you go down.”
“Don’t be angry,” Shane murmured. “I’m—too tired to be angry right now.”
He fought to keep his eyes open. Fought the sting behind them. Fought the ache of Ilya being here when he’d half-expected him to be back in Boston before they got the chance to be alone again.
“Besides,” Shane added, a soft, breathless snort slipping free, “pretty sure I hit him first.”
The words sounded ridiculous now he'd said them out loud. Shane had never been a fighter. Conflict tended to cause something to freeze in his chest, turning his thoughts slippery and too loud all at once. He hated raised voices, hated the way adrenaline scrambled his already-fragile sense of timing, and how quickly he could lose track of what was being said when his emotions got the better of him.
Even with Ilya teaching him how to throw a punch, drilling footwork and balance and follow-through into muscle memory, it had never felt natural. Shane’s instinct was always to step back, to de-escalate, to retreat somewhere quiet. But tonight he hadn’t done any of that.
“I didn’t think,” Shane admitted, softer. “Everything got—loud. In my head.” His gaze drifted for a second, avoiding Ilya’s eyes before finding them again. “But then I saw you on the ice,” he said, voice thinning, “and I couldn’t just stand there and watch. My brain just, uh—shut off? It was like you were the only clear thing left.”
“Shane,” Ilya sighed. And then that familiar smile curved over his mouth, small and crooked and unbearably fond. “You are injured, da?” He murmured softly. “You should not be flirting with me like this.”
Shane huffed a quiet, breathy laugh that only hurt a little. “M’not flirting,” he muttered, but it came out weak, betrayed by the soft curve of his mouth. “Just—embarrassed. A little.” He tried to shrug and regretted it instantly when pain flared bright and sharp along his neck, radiating into his shoulder.
Shane inhaled carefully through his nose, blinking until the sting dulled to a manageable throb. “Everyone’s going to be talking about this,” he said, quieter now. “They’re going to slow it down frame by frame so they can judge it.” His jaw tightened. The thought tasted bitter. “And the team’s going to—” He swallowed, eyes flickering away before finding Ilya’s again.
“I don’t want to give them another reason to hate me,” Shane admitted, low and tired. “Not after everything else.”
For a moment, Ilya didn’t answer. But the warmth in his expression cooled, something sharper cutting through it. The muscles in his jaw flexed hard, like he was biting down on words that wanted to come out louder and uglier.
“Hate you?” Ilya repeated under his breath, like he was testing the phrase and rejecting it outright. His gaze dragged over Shane’s face again, slower this time. Lingering on the bruising. The strain around his eyes. The careful way Shane was holding himself.
“The Voyageurs have won three Stanley Cups because of you. They do not get to hate you,” Ilya said, shaking his head. “And the world will talk—they will always talk about us, da? Reporters. Fans. Your precious teammates.” The last word carried a faint, bitter curl. “Let them. You protected yourself. You protected me. That is not shame.”
Shane’s chest tightened at the word shame, at the weight of it, at how easily it lodged there.
“It doesn’t feel like shame,” he whispered. “I’m not ashamed of you, Ilya,” he corrected, even as his throat worked around the confession. “It just feels like I—like I proved them all right. That I’m the reason the team’s falling apart. That I can’t keep my head straight long enough to play the fucking game—”
“You got hurt,” Ilya interrupted. “You were blindsided. You were angry. Overwhelmed?” Something close to a laugh brushed past his lips. “You are allowed to lose control sometimes. You might be Shane Hollander, but you are still human.” His smile turned warm, teasing. “Even if rookies think you’re royalty.”
Shane frowned. “What rookies think that?”
“My rookies,” Ilya said, rolling his eyes. “They think you are some kind of hockey myth. Like if they look at you too long, they’ll be cursed with bad zone entries.”
Despite the ache in his skull, Shane let out a quiet, breathy laugh. It hurt a little, but it was worth it.
“You’re lying.”
“Only a little,” Ilya admitted, smirking. “But Luke did ask me if you actually sweat, or if you just—glisten under arena lights.”
Shane groaned weakly, heat creeping up his neck. “Please tell me you didn’t answer that.”
“I said you only sweat when you are carrying entire team on your back,” Ilya said.
Shane groaned as he flung one arm over his eyes, mortified but smiling anyway. “You’re insufferable,” he said, but behind his closed lids all he could see was Ilya being held back again, eyes wild with fury and fear as Shane went down. Unable to reach him. The helplessness. The rage. The hollow stretch of time while medics swarmed and Ilya had to stay where he was. Had to wait. Had to not know.
“M’sorry,” Shane said, the apology slipping out before he could stop it. “I didn’t—”
Ilya’s eyes flashed instantly. “No,” he said. “Do not apologise for this. This is not your fault.”
“I know,” Shane said softly. “I just—” His thoughts stuttered, scattered. He blinked, trying to herd them back into order. “Didn’t want you worrying. Didn’t want you to be alone right now.”
A corner of Ilya’s mouth twitched, sharp and humourless. “You make it very hard not to worry about you, Shane Hollander,” he murmured. “And I would rather worry than not know,” he added more quietly.
“Yeah,” another voice cut in. “And he’s hardly alone.”
It took Shane far too long to process those words. They landed, echoed, then sank in with a delay that made his skull throb. The lag made everything feel syrup-thick, like his brain was buffering. He blinked. His vision swam. And only then did he realise Ryan Carmichael was sitting in the chair beside his bed, leaning back with a smug, infuriating grin like he’d been there the entire time.
One leg was crossed over his knee, hands buried in the pockets of a black Bears hoodie, eyes flicking between Shane and Ilya with open, unapologetic curiosity. Victor St-Simon leaned over with his arms folded on the back of the chair, wearing a knowing smile he wasn’t bothering to hide.
Across the room, Cliff Marlow stood against the closed door, hands in his own pockets, brows lifted as his expression flickered somewhere between concern and poorly disguised amusement.
The room suddenly felt much, much smaller.
Shane became acutely aware of his hand still tangled in Ilya’s. Of the thumb resting too familiarly against his knuckles. Of how close they were. He tried to pull his hand back, a flustered heat crawling up his neck. 
Ilya’s grip tightened on his hand, and Shane blinked at him. It wasn’t enough to hurt, but enough to say, very clearly, no.
“If you are going to stay,” Ilya said to the other Bears, “you will behave.”
Ryan lifted his brows, tilting his head back so he could look at Victor. Victor met the look with a slow, loaded smirk. Cliff exhaled through his nose, shaking his head like this was exactly what he had expected and somehow still worse.
“Relax, Roz,” Ryan said. “We’ll be good. Besides—” He flicked a sharp grin at Shane. “Hollander’s your boy. We want him to like us, right?”
Ilya did not smile back.
His eyes narrowed, jaw setting as he glanced briefly at Shane before returning his focus to the others. There was something deliberate in the way he chose his words now. “No,” he said. “You can make friends later. Not when his head is still hurting.” 
Then Ilya shot Ryan and Victor a look that landed somewhere between warning and promise. “You will behave,” he repeated. It was not a question. “Or I will have you running bag skates until we play Admirals next week.”
Cliff let out a low whistle. Victor’s smirk deepened. Ryan groaned under his breath.
But none of them argued.
They only exchanged another one of those loaded looks Shane didn’t understand. He felt it like static in the air. Something obvious to everyone but him. Shane could see the silent conversation happening right in front of him. His brain reached for the meaning and came up with nothing but a dull ache. He wanted to ask. He almost did.
But then Ilya’s thumb resumed its slow path over Shane’s knuckles, like he was quietly refusing to let anyone else pull his focus away. The rhythm gave Shane something to hold onto. Something he could track when his thoughts started to slide.
Still, Shane couldn’t quite stop himself from asking. “How long have you been—?”
“Long enough,” Ryan cut in with a shrug. “Or maybe not long enough,” he added, which made absolutely no sense at all, except Victor and Cliff both snorted like it was the most coherent sentence in the world. Ryan shrugged again. “Somewhere in the middle. I guess.”
“Huh,” Shane mumbled.
“Damn, Hollander,” Ryan whistled softly. “How the hell did you get knocked out and still manage to look like the tragic lead in a sports drama? That’s—actually, that’s very on brand for you.”
Cliff snorted under his breath again.
But Victor’s gaze softened as it settled on Shane, humour gentling into something more sincere. “How you holding up?” He asked quietly.
Shane opened his mouth to answer and lost the words somewhere between thought and speech. They scattered before he could catch them. He blinked, pressed his lips together, and reached for something simpler instead. “M’fine,” he said, but it came out softer than he intended.
Shane cleared his throat, faintly annoyed at himself, at the way Ilya seemed to coax that gentler tone out of him without even trying. “I’m fine,” he repeated, voice deeper this time.
“Captain Hollander,” Ilya murmured under his breath, and Shane tried not to blush as he looked at him, tried not to think about how that title sounded different in Ilya’s mouth.
Victor hummed, unconvinced but not unkind. “Concussions are liars,” he said lightly. “They make very brave men bad at admitting they feel like shit.”
Shane groaned. “Fuck off,” he muttered without thinking, half expecting them to flinch. 
They didn’t.
If anything they grinned wider, entertained. Victor and Cliff exchanged a quick, satisfied look. And Ryan just tilted his head, studying him more carefully now. “You do look pale,” he said. “Hollzy—Shane,” he corrected himself quickly.
Which was odd, Shane thought. He wasn’t used to these people, or any people really, using his actual name instead of Hollander or Hollzy. Hockey culture loved its ridiculous nicknames, the kind that flattened everyone into something easier to shout across a rink. But there was something about the way Ryan said his name that felt different. More personal. And a little like he was being seen a little too clearly.
“Fucking Comeau,” Ryan muttered under his breath, irritation cutting through the casual tone as his eyes lingered on the bruising at Shane’s jaw. “That guy’s always been an asshole. Who the hell hits someone when their back is turned?” He scoffed. “Probably why he gets traded every other year, right?”
“Uh, sure,” Shane muttered, confused. “I mean—it’s fine,” he added automatically, though the word felt thin. “It’s hockey. Stuff happens.”
Cliff pushed off the door and ambled closer, squinting at Shane with blunt concern. “Cheap shots happen during a game, sure,” he said. “But you shouldn’t have to be watching your back from your own team.” His frown deepened, irritation flashing hot and unguarded behind his eyes. To Shane, it looked almost like anger. “They been doing that a lot?”
Shane exhaled, slow and careful. “Marlow,” he said, voice worn thin, “you’re making it really hard for me right now not to defend them. And that is—kind of the last thing I actually want to do.” A weak, crooked almost-smile flickered and faded. “So please don’t make me.”
He looked away from them before registering just how close everyone was standing, and how their attention had narrowed down to him. Shane blinked, disoriented, and added, more in confusion than irritation, “Also—why the hell are you all here?”
Cliff shot Ilya another one of those loaded looks, brow lifting in a silent question.
Ilya ignored him.
He turned fully toward Shane instead, attention narrowing until the rest of the room might as well not exist. The tension in his jaw didn’t fade, but his voice softened anyway, dropping into something private. “Your head is very bad, da?” He asked quietly.
Shane knew what Ilya was really saying. That he’d clocked the flicker of suspicion on Shane’s face and was deliberately steering around it. Shane didn’t have the energy to argue. And he trusted Ilya enough not to push—at least, not with the Bears listening to their every word.
“It’s—” Shane started, trying to drag the feeling into words.
“Hollander,” Ilya cut in, firmer this time.
Shane sighed and looked away. “They won’t let me go home,” he said, trying to convince himself that he wasn’t complaining. “I hate this room. These sheets. Everything about it.” His jaw tightened, frustration bleeding into the words. “It smells wrong. The lights are too bright. The mattress feels like it’s made of fucking cardboard.”
He swallowed, and it burned. “And you’re going back to Boston in the morning,” he added, quieter. He hated the heat behind his eyes, hated that he couldn’t say what he really wanted to with Ilya’s teammates in the room. “We didn’t even get to—to see each other before you have to go.”
For a split second, something naked crossed Ilya’s face. It was gone almost immediately, smoothed back into a careful, easy smile. But not before Shane felt the echo of it under his ribs.
“I thought you guys spent all of yesterday together?” Ryan asked, frowning.
Victor leaned over and smacked the back of Ryan’s head without a word. The sound made Shane flinch, but he was still irrationally grateful for the interruption as Ryan grumbled under his breath, rubbing the back of his skull. Victor shot Ryan a look that seemed to say shut up before you make this worse. 
The room settled into an uneasy quiet, attention drifting back toward Shane like a tide he didn’t have the energy to fight. But Ilya dragged the attention back to himself with an easy, “Da,” like it was the most ordinary thing in the world to admit. “And then Shane cooked me breakfast this morning,” he added, bragging, voice warm with quiet amusement. “Followed the recipe exactly and did not even consider it was meant for four people.”
The corner of Ilya’s mouth lifted, fond despite himself. “So we ate. And ate. And there are still leftovers waiting for us now.”
Heat crawled up Shane’s neck. His mouth opened on a protest that dissolved into a breathy huff instead. “The recipe said to use eight eggs—”
“So you half it,” Ilya said, far too easily. “We are two people, Hollander. You do not need to feed entire team.” His eyes flickered with wicked amusement. “What, all that high IQ and you can’t do math?”
“Fuck off,” Shane muttered, and he refused to acknowledge that he might be pouting.
Ilya’s gaze burned as he watched him, bright and intent, and Shane thought distantly that his eyes looked like blue fire. There was something hungry in the way he looked at him. Something warm. Something reckless.
“No,” Ilya said simply.
For one suspended moment, Shane wondered if Ilya was about to kiss him again.
“You two really are very, ah—vous êtes horriblement mignons,” Victor murmured, watching them with open amusement. He grinned, delighted with himself as heat climbed up Shane’s neck. “Ah. Disgustingly cute,” he translated for the rest of the room.
Then Victor turned back to Shane with a sigh. “It would be nice to have another French speaker around, non? The Bears are all aggressively English-speaking,” he added, flicking a glance at Ilya, “and a couple of Russians, I suppose.”
Shane tried to shrink into the pillows and failed. “There’s loads of French speakers in Montréal,” he mumbled. “Half the city switches between French and English without thinking.” He tried to offer a grin, but it collapsed into a wince he didn’t quite manage to hide. Pain sparked along his neck, sharp and bright, and he felt Ilya tense beside him before he even looked.
“But, uh—if you ever decided to leave the Bears,” Shane added, eyes slipping closed as he worked to keep his voice steady, “you’d fit right in.”
“To the Voyageurs?” Victor lifted an eyebrow. “No,” he said slowly. “I do not think their culture would be a good fit for me.” His voice dissolved back into a laugh, tone lightening. “Besides, Cliff has been quite firm that the Bears are for life. No more trades for us. We will simply keep adopting strays until we defeat every other team by sheer numbers, non?”
“The Voyageurs are a good team,” Shane mumbled, but the words dragged, soft at the edges. His eyelids kept dipping, vision tunneling in and out as exhaustion tugged him under. His head lolled slightly toward Ilya, like gravity had quietly recalibrated itself. “They’re just loud. And confusing. And stupid. Sometimes.”
“Some, maybe,” Victor allowed, smile gentling as he watched Shane. “But perhaps not all of them.”
“Hm,” Shane mumbled.
“Hey,” Ryan said suddenly, jerking a thumb toward Victor. “I get to hit him now, right?”
“What?” Victor said, affronted. “Why?”
“Well, you hit me,” Ryan argued. “If I don’t get to make comments, why do you?”
“Because,” Victor said, glancing between Shane and Ilya, at the soft, unguarded look on Ilya’s face as Shane fought to keep his eyes open, “if I didn’t say it, everyone else would just sit here thinking it silently. Like cowards.”
Ryan scoffed, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I kinda hate that you’re always fucking right,” he muttered.
“Please stop trying to overcompensate by being weird,” Cliff groaned, wincing as he looked between them. “I thought we promised not to be, err—like this about it?” He exhaled, rubbing a hand over his face. “We said we’d be normal,” he muttered. “Supportive. Chill. Not—whatever this is.”
Victor smiled, unapologetic. “We are being very normal.”
“Yeah,” Ryan nodded solemnly. “This is just how we process emotionally significant moments.” He glanced at Shane and Ilya, then looked away again. “We’re just—talking. Like teammates. Friends. Regular guys. Bros.”
Cliff groaned. “You’re a fucking idiot.”
“Why did you bring them?” Shane asked, in what he hoped was a whisper.
“Ah, no,” Ilya admitted. “They brought me. I was, uh—not doing well. Maybe. Possibly. After the game.”
Cliff, Victor, and Ryan all snorted at what was possibly the biggest understatement of the fucking century.
Shane squinted at them, then back at Ilya. The effort made his head throb. “But you’re okay now?”
Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand, just once. “I am better,” he said honestly.
Shane exhaled slowly, shoulders loosening like something tight in his chest had finally been given permission to ease. “Good,” he murmured. The word came out small, but it was sincere. He blinked slowly, then added, a little sheepish, “It’s nice—that you came to see me.” He tried to smile. It wobbled. “But it’s almost worse, you know?”
Ilya tilted his head, listening.
“Havin’ to say goodbye to you later,” Shane finished quietly.
For a second, Ilya looked like he might argue with the concept of later itself. 
“Actually,” Cliff said, unable to help himself, “we leave in an hour. That should be enough time for us to get back to the bus before LeClaire gets there.”
Shane exhaled a thin, unimpressed breath. “Yeah,” he said dryly. “That makes me feel loads better. Thanks, Marlow.”
Ryan muttered something under his breath that sounded like an apology and a joke at the same time. Victor rocked back on his heels, suddenly fascinated by the ceiling. The room seemed to settle into a softer quiet, like everyone had collectively agreed not to push their luck.
But Cliff, apparently, still had a fucking death wish.
“You know,” he said slowly, eyes narrowing in thought, “I remember reading this article about you last year.” He glanced toward Shane’s bag slumped against the far wall, head tilting. “Some fashion magazine trying to branch out into sports,” he continued, half-mocking. “You were styled like a sad little French boy. Big coat. Too much eyeliner. Terrible questions. I’m pretty sure they asked you what love means at some point.”
Shane winced faintly. “Oh. Flanelle.”
“But,” Cliff went on, turning back to him, grin sharpening, “I remember you said you always keep your documents with you during games. For emergencies. That true?”
Shane blinked, brain lagging behind the abrupt shift in topic. “Huh? Yeah. I mean—I guess.”
Ilya’s attention flicked briefly to Cliff, sharp and assessing, then returned to Shane without hesitation.
“Good,” Cliff said immediately. “That include your passport?”
Shane squinted at him, suspicion bleeding through the haze. He glanced sideways at Ilya like he was checking whether this was some elaborate setup. The league had a long, proud tradition of unhinged pranks. Fake trades. Fake fines. Fake call-ups. Entire fake press briefings, if the rumours were true. For a brief, foggy second, he wondered if he was about to walk straight into one of those pranks and not realise it until it was too late.
“You planning to steal my identity, Marlow?” Shane murmured. “Because I feel like I should be more concerned than I currently am.”
Cliff snorted. “Answer the question, Hollander.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Just in case my parents need me. Or Jackie goes into labour again when we’re traveling. It’s not—” His mouth twitched, embarrassed despite himself. “Okay, maybe it’s a little overcautious. Hayden can’t even get her pregnant anymore since she made him get a vasectomy—uh, never mind. Ignore that.”
He looked faintly mortified. “It’s just practical. It’s not weird.”
“Never said it was,” Cliff replied easily. “So,” he dragged the word out, grinning, “you got your passport with you tonight?”
Shane’s mind drifted to the emergency wallet tucked into the side pocket of his bag. The worn leather. The careful order. Copies of his work visas. Insurance papers. Passport. All zipped in like a talisman against worst-case scenarios. A small ritual of control in a life built on speed, collision, and risk.
“Yeah,” Shane admitted. “Why?”
Cliff’s grin turned feral. “Hollander, I could kiss you.”
Ilya’s expression shifted instantly. He angled closer to Shane, tension snapping tight across his shoulders. He bared his teeth, muttering something low and unmistakably threatening in Russian.
Cliff lifted both hands in surrender, still grinning. “Relax, Roz. I meant it figuratively.” He paused. “Mostly.”
Victor tilted his head, amused. “Cliff,” he said lightly, “you are doing that thing again where you reveal a plan in pieces like a supervillain.”
Ryan squinted. “So you do have a plan.”
“Obviously,” Cliff said. “Here’s the version that won’t give LeClaire a stroke: Hollander gets discharged. We get him dressed. We get him out of here as quietly as we can manage. Then we put him on our bus.”
Shane blinked. “Bus?”
“To Boston,” Cliff clarified, sounding far too pleased with himself. “C’mon, Hollander. I know your head’s all scrambled right now, but I literally just said—we’re leaving in an hour.”
Shane’s brow furrowed, the motion slow and careful. “You want me to get on your—team bus?” He repeated, turning his head slowly toward Ilya. “I—why would I—why Boston?” He stammered, words tripping over each other. “I don’t have any reason to go to Boston, and I don’t have a change of clothes with me, and I need to throw out the trash before tomorrow—”
“Shane,” Ilya whispered, voice gentler than the interruption deserved. “It is stupid plan, I know,” he admitted quietly. “Your life is here. And there will be consequences from game tonight. But Voyageurs have five days off before game against Seattle Rainiers, da? And you are not cleared to play anyway. You could come to Boston with us. Maybe get some space. From Montréal.”
He shrugged like the offer cost him nothing. Then lowered his voice so only Shane could hear.
“I am in Boston.”
Shane swallowed. His throat felt tight. “But—why—?”
“Because fuck Montréal,” Victor said brightly. “And I’m sure Ilya can offer you a couch to sleep on,” he added, glancing between them with a grin. “Besides, you two are friends, non? Ilya! You will offer your friend somewhere to sleep while he is in Boston, won’t you?”
“Da,” Ilya said simply, eyes never leaving Shane’s. “Come to Boston with us.”
The words were for the room. Shane heard the unspoken part anyway:
Come to Boston with me.

“You can text Pike to go take out trash,” Ilya added, like he was sweetening the deal with a practical afterthought.
Shane hesitated, brow knitting. “I’m not allowed to text. It’s against—”
“Concussion protocol,” all four Bears chorused at once.
They weren’t even coordinated. The timing was off. Cliff sounded smug, Ryan sounded amused, Victor sounded delighted with himself, and Ilya sounded like he had been personally victimised by the rule. They all snorted afterward, the sound echoing softly around the room.
“Yes, yes,” Ilya muttered, rolling his eyes. “Then I will text Pike for you. Tell him to use spare key under mat and throw out all food and trash before pickup tomorrow.” His head tilted, a soft, crooked smile curving at the corner of his mouth. “Is this good enough reason yet, Hollander? Or you want me to beg first?”
Shane let out a weak, breathy laugh. He swallowed it down, pulse fluttering under Ilya’s thumb.
“You don’t beg,” Shane murmured.
Ilya’s gaze warmed, something private flickering there. “For you,” he said quietly, “I would beg.”
The others exchanged looks.
Cliff cleared his throat. “Okay. So. We need to get your discharge paperwork sorted, and you need to get changed, man,” he added, flicking a glance over the sight of Shane Hollander in a hospital gown. “Unless you’re planning on going outside in that backless nightmare?”
“Oh,” Shane muttered, looking down at the dotted gown covering his chest. The pattern felt too busy, too bright against his already foggy head. He pressed his lips together, trying to line his thoughts up in the right order so he could explain it properly. “I asked Hayden to wash my clothes for me,” he said, distracted. “I, um—didn’t want the ones in my bag.”
He picked at the edge of the blanket with two fingers, worrying the fabric. “They’d been in there all day,” he added unnecessarily. “And I couldn’t—it’s hard to think when things smell wrong.”
Ilya’s voice dropped, instinctively softer. “Or when things feel wrong.”
“Yeah,” Shane breathed, relief loosening his shoulders.
Ilya’s mouth curved, fond and achingly familiar. “I have clothes,” he said, nodding toward his own discarded bag by the door. “Though they are not folded.”
And normally, that would have made Shane wince at the thought of wrinkled fabric and unfamiliar detergent. Or the wrong texture against his skin. Normally, he would have hesitated, asked too many questions, overthought seams and tags and scent until the decision calcified into something impossible to understand. 
But instead of trying to explain any of that, he just ducked his head slightly, a little embarrassed even as he admitted, “They’ll smell like you.” He tried to shrug and winced when it pulled at the stiffness in his neck. “They, ah—yours don’t count.”
“Ah,” Ilya said quietly, the smile he gave Shane small and warm. “Then I get to dress you in Bears hoodie and steal you away, da?”
Victor hummed softly, his eyes flicking between them with quiet amusement. “Ah, yes—you will be très chic, Hollander,” he said, drawing Shane’s name out with a French lilt of Hol-lan-dair. “Though I think this may be the first time anyone has ever wanted to wear Ilya’s clothes. He is, ah—not known for being the most fashionable?”
Then he paused, lips twitching faintly as he leaned further over the back of the chair. “I could always offer you one of my shirts instead?” He added, head tilting as his smile widened. “They are even folded. That would be much more comfortable for you, non?”
Ilya narrowed his eyes at Victor, something in them flashing with irritation, though the corner of his mouth still betrayed him. “Fuck off,” he muttered, before turning back to Shane. “He always looks good in my clothes.” He smiled when heat flooded Shane’s ears, then leaned closer, whispering in Russian so only Shane understood, “Ah—but you look even better in nothing, Hollander.”
Shane nudged him with his knee, heat creeping up the back of his neck despite the dull, pulsing ache in his skull. “Ilya,” he hissed, mortified, but there was no real bite to it. His mouth kept threatening a smile anyway, traitorous and helpless as something warm and unsteady settled under his ribs.
For a second, he let himself lean into the ease of it. Into the way Ilya looked at him like it really was this simple to flirt with him while no one else in the room knew what they were to each other. The quiet intimacy dulled the sharp edges of everything else—because the room really was too bright, too loud, too full. There were too many voices. Too many eyes. Too much movement. Too much everything. 
But Ilya was familiar, and the quiet pressure of his hand in Shane’s gave him something steady and real to hold onto while the rest of the world blurred at the edges. And he heard himself say, “Okay,” before he quite realised he meant it.
It felt, strangely, like he was agreeing to something far bigger than a borrowed hoodie. Maybe because he knew—god, even with a concussion he still fucking knew—that it was possibly the least practical decision he’d ever made. It was even more reckless than that first time he’d let Ilya into his room and kissed him—or been kissed? The details were foggy right now, but he remembered the feeling of it. The certainty. The way something had shifted in him that night and never quite shifted back.
He should have probably thought it through longer. Should have slowed down, asked better questions, made a plan, found a way to keep control of it before it spiralled into something he couldn’t take back. But looking at Ilya—at the careful way his thumb kept circling Shane’s bruised knuckles, at the tension he was barely holding back, and the soft, unguarded hope in his expression—Shane wasn’t sure he could convince himself to say no even if he tried.
Not when the word Boston sounded less like a city and more like stay with me.
Shane’s chest tightened, his breath catching faintly as the decision settled somewhere deep in his ribs. It was—terrifying, actually. How warm and inevitable it felt to want this. To want Ilya without immediately calculating the cost.
“Yeah,” he repeated softly. He couldn’t nod, not with the way his neck throbbed every time he tried, and he was afraid the room would tilt again if he looked away from Ilya for too long. So he tightened his grip on his hand instead. “Okay,” he added. “Let’s, ah—let’s go home.”
The door opened again before any of them could react to how absolutely insane it was that he’d just called Boston home. Which was unfair, Shane thought, because the word felt steady in a way nothing else did right now. And because Ilya was in Boston, so of course it was home.
But they all looked so surprised that Shane wondered if maybe he’d said all of that out loud without realising. He couldn’t bring himself to ask. So instead, he turned toward the door as James walked back into the room, a small paper tablet cup in one hand. There was a form tucked under his other arm, and he was holding a plastic pharmacy bag in the other hand—which he immediately pressed into Cliff’s chest without even looking at him.
“Did it all work out, then?” He asked, glancing nervously at Shane. “I was a little worried about letting a bunch of Bears in here, considering the, ah—concussion and potential blackmail material.”
“Hm,” Shane mumbled, blinking slowly. “The Bears aren’t s’bad.”
James sighed. “Please don’t let them talk you into giving a statement until you’re back to yourself,” he said, placing the cup on the bedside table and nodding toward the water already waiting beside it. “You promised to take your meds without complaining, remember?”
Shane’s lip curled slightly in annoyance, but he reached for it anyway. Ilya was already moving, picking up the water and pressing it into his hand with a small frown, watching closely as Shane swallowed the pills, grimacing faintly at the chalky residue it left behind.
“Drink more,” Ilya murmured, handing the cup back when Shane tried to give it back.
Shane rolled his eyes, groaning when the room tilted with a slow, nauseating sway that made his stomach turn—but he took another sip anyway. Then he leaned back into the bed with a quiet exhale and waited for the dizziness to pass, grateful when Ilya took the cup without comment this time.
“I didn’t complain,” Shane said when he opened his eyes again. “I just don’t like how the medication makes me feel.”
“Yeah, I get that,” James said. “But you weren’t admitting you were in pain. Which is worse, just so we’re clear.”
“Hm,” Shane muttered, not liking the way Ilya’s eyes narrowed at that.
He slumped further into the bed, feeling the dull ache behind his eyes settle a little deeper now. He knew it would take a while for the medication to kick in, and it was too soon for the side effects to hit—but suddenly, getting out of this bed felt like it might be the hardest thing he’d ever done. Even if the bed itself was still fucking horrible.
James glanced between them with something like surprise flickering across his face. But he didn’t comment on the fact that Ilya was sitting on the bed beside Shane, or that he was still holding his hand. He just muttered, “Huh,” before sighing again. “I didn’t think they’d manage it, but it looks like they actually talked you into going with them.”
His gaze sliding back to Cliff, and he frowned. “You really think this is a good idea?”
“Ah. It’ll be fine,” Cliff said, already rummaging through the pharmacy bag. “This his script?”
“Yeah. It’s just some Vicodin,” James said, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Label’s on the box. And for fuck’s sake, read the instructions this time,” he added, shooting Cliff a pointed look.
“That was one time,” Cliff muttered, the tips of his ears going red. He avoided eye contact with the rest of the room as he cleared his throat, making himself look busy by pulling out the small white box and checking the dosage on the label.
James gave him a dry, unimpressed look before sighing. “Look. Don’t let him double-dose or he’ll be back in the ER getting treated for an overdose with fucking naloxone,” he said, rolling his eyes. “And—oh my god—please don’t let him drink any alcohol while he’s taking it. And make sure someone wakes him up if he sleeps for too long.” 
“Oh,” he added suddenly, “and don’t let him look at any screens for longer than twenty minutes—which, I get, is gonna be fucking difficult with how public this kidnapping is about to get.”
Shane blinked at him, his reaction a half-second too slow as he let out a faintly amused huff. He wondered, vaguely, if he sounded like that when he was trying to get his team to follow a play that obviously made sense. If there was that same edge of frustration tucked under the explanation, the same expectation of being ignored.
He’d gotten used to the raised eyebrows by now—the skepticism, the way his voice sometimes got talked over—but at least he had Hayden to back him up. That, more often than not, was enough to get the team to follow the play he’d already suggested. And it might have been the only reason they were still in the playoff race at all. They’d tied more than they’d won this season, and they had more losses than he could account for.
A lot of that came down to the way his team didn’t quite trust him anymore. And it was strange, Shane thought, how quickly people decided they didn’t know you anymore the second you told them something real about yourself.
He was startled out of his thoughts when Ilya leaned forward slightly, listening closely to every word James had said. “Is there anything else Hollander should not do?” He asked, his accent slipping into that focused, controlled edge he got when something actually mattered.
James glanced at him, a flicker of mild surprise crossing his face—maybe because he’d assumed none of them were actually paying attention. Which might be why he’d been rushing through the instructions in the first place.
James nodded slowly, something like relief settling into his expression. “Yeah,” he said, his shoulders dropping. “Don’t let him back in the rink for at least forty-eight hours, if you can manage it. His coordination’s gonna be off, and his reaction times will be slower than usual. There’s a real risk he could hurt himself if he tries to get back on the ice too soon. But it should be fine after a couple of days—if it’s not, bring him back to the ER straight away.”
He paused, glancing between them like he was trying to decide how blunt to be.
“Look, Vicodin’s a good drug for managing pain, but for someone who hasn’t had opioids before it’s gonna make him drowsy—he’ll feel a little foggy, and he’ll probably be nauseous while he’s taking it,” he said. “Try to keep him hydrated, and make sure he eats—even if it’s only small bites when he can manage it. But mostly? He just needs rest.”
Ryan and Victor exchanged a look, something uneasy flickering between them before their gazes shifted, almost instinctively, toward Ilya. Across the room, Cliff just kept reading the label, his expression unchanged.
Shane suddenly remembered that Cliff’s wife worked in the ER. Maybe he’d simply heard worse from Cassie after one of her shifts—enough that this didn’t even register as something to be concerned about.
James scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Hey. I know that all sounds like a lot,” he said, his tone easing slightly. “But he’ll be fine in a couple of days. He’s got a nasty concussion, and yeah, it’s still a head injury—but he’s young and otherwise healthy. As long as he actually rests and follows instructions, he’ll recover without any issues and be back to making life miserable for Boston’s Cup run.”
Cliff finally glanced up from the label in his hand. “So,” he said, “no skating, no screens—basically, don’t let him do anything fun?”
“Pretty much,” James said. “Low stimulation. No physical exertion. He needs to actually rest,” he stressed, like he already expected that part to be ignored. “And someone’s gonna have to wake him up every couple of hours to check his pupils and make sure he’s responsive. Make him answer basic questions, track a finger, that kind of thing.”
A faint huff came from somewhere near the chair, but Shane didn’t turn to see if it had been Ryan or Victor. It hardly felt important when Ilya had gone completely still beside him, his entire focus locked on James like he was committing every word to memory—jaw tight with a kind of controlled intensity that made it very clear he wouldn’t be getting a single step of those instructions wrong.
Shane almost smiled at how serious he was being.
“Here,” James said, pulling the form from under his arm and laying it on Shane’s lap. “This is your copy. Your doctor will get an electronic version so they can follow up with any outpatient care you need.”
Shane squinted down at the form, frowning when the words blurred together. He couldn’t tell if that was because of the low light or the concussion. “M’not going AMA,” he said slowly. “You said I could leave if I had supervision.”
James huffed a quiet breath, shaking his head slightly. “It’s not an AMA form,” he said. “It’s your discharge paperwork.”
“Oh,” Shane said, still frowning down at the page, trying to piece together the blurred lines of text. He caught the words head injury and no long-term neurological effects expected before giving up. It would be enough to keep the league from accusing him of ignoring Concussion Protocol, which would have probably ended with a fine—or worse, getting benched.
“You sure you want to go with them?” James asked, glancing between Shane and Ilya. His tone was careful now. “You’re not really supposed to make life-changing decisions when you’re concussed.”
Shane hesitated, then glanced sideways at Ilya, his expression softening before he looked down again. “It’s not a life-changing decision,” he lied. “I just—uh—I want to sleep in my own bed. And I don’t want anyone waking me up with a flashlight every two hours unless they’re, ah—nice about it?”
He winced slightly. “Not that you haven’t been nice,” he added quickly. “But I can’t even tell if I feel sick because of the concussion, the meds, or the fucking disinfectant smell that’s on everything.”
James snorted despite himself, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You know you’re still gonna need to be woken up every couple of hours, right?”
Shane glanced at Ilya again, a little helpless, silently asking if he’d actually signed up for that.
Ilya nodded.
James watched them for a moment, then lifted an eyebrow. “You trust him to supervise you?” he asked, a little surprised. “He, uh—I mean, the Bears aren’t exactly known for being the most gentle. Or medically responsible.”
Beside him, Ilya shifted slightly closer. “He is coming home with me,” he said as his hand settled on Shane’s wrist again, his thumb finding the steady pulse there like it anchored him. “I will make sure he rests. And that he follows instructions.” He paused, then added, “I will set alarms and ask him questions about longest NHL game, or why pucks are frozen before game.” He glanced at James. “Hollander is nerd. He will answer those questions better than his own birthday.”
There was a brief pause, and Shane wondered if James was trying to decide whether it was worth arguing with Ilya Rozanov, or simply letting it go. Finally, he sighed through his nose and nodded once. 
“Alright,” James said. “But if anything feels worse—headache, nausea, confusion—you go straight back to the ER. No exceptions.”
Ilya nodded once. “Da.”
Victor snorted under his breath as he watched them, resting his chin on his folded arms while still leaning over the back of Ryan’s chair. “Ah. Even Bears’ fan does not trust our captain to look after Shane Hollander,” he said, amused.
Ryan huffed a quiet laugh, shaking his head as he glanced between them. “Oh, trust me,” he said. “Ilya’ll make sure Shane’s well looked after,” he added dryly, before letting out a muffled curse when Victor leaned over to hit him again.
James ignored them both, still arguing with Cliff. “I can’t believe you’re actually kidnapping the captain of the Voyageurs,” he muttered, scrubbing a hand down his face. “To fucking Boston. Of all the insane shit you’ve pulled over the years—”
“Eh. We’re not kidnapping him. It’s more like—uh—we’re temporarily relocating him,” Cliff corrected, distracted as he scrolled through his phone, frowning at something on the screen. “Very different vibe.”
And somehow, Shane had become the least invested person in his own abduction, watching the argument unfold with faint, tired amusement. All he wanted was to get into a comfortable bed and sleep. Preferably with Ilya right there beside him, so he knew everything was still okay.
He blinked slowly as the room buzzed with their overlapping voices. And maybe he’d lost the thread of the conversation for a moment, or maybe he’d just closed his eyes too long. But when he opened them again, Ilya was still watching him with that quiet concern, Cliff was insisting this “technically didn’t violate any actual rules,” with Ryan was egging him on. Victor seemed more amused than concerned, which was probably a bad sign. 
James, vaguely, looked like he was reconsidering every life choice that had led him here. “Is this going to be one of those stupid hockey pranks that ends up all over social media?” He asked, slightly incredulous.
“That might not be a bad idea, actually,” Cliff murmured, blinking slowly. “It could soften the, ah—the public reaction to Montréal’s captain suddenly appearing in Boston.”
James stared at him for a long second, before cursing softly. “Oh my god,” he muttered. “This is totally gonna end up on the news by the time I wake up for my next shift—isn’t it?” He groaned, then looked back at Shane. “It’s not too late to change your mind, y’know?”
“Huh?” Shane blinked at him, still trying to piece together where exactly the conversation had gone.
“Oi,” Cliff elbowed James just hard enough that James shot him an annoyed look. “Stop trying to convince him not to come with us.”
“Yeah,” Ryan added, grinning as he leaned back in his chair. “It took us ages to get him to agree in the first place. You don’t get to just walk in and undo all our hard work.” He gestured vaguely toward Shane. “Do you know how many times he almost said no before Ilya distracted him with—?”
Ilya shut him up with a single, sharp glare.
“—nothing,” Ryan finished quickly, raising his hands in surrender.
“I have a duty of care to ensure my patients are safe,” James explained patiently. “Which includes checking that they’re safe to be discharge from hospital with a concussion. He needs a responsible adult who—”
“Which would be more believable if you hadn’t already given him his discharge papers,” Cliff cut in, rolling his eyes. “Look. He’s responsive, and he’s sitting upright all by himself. If anything goes wrong, we’ll take him straight to the nearest hospital.” He glanced back at James. “You can text me for updates if it makes you feel better.”
Something in James’s shoulders finally relaxed. He let out a long breath and waved a hand. “Fine,” he said. “Ugh. Fine,” he repeated, groaning as he dragged a hand over his face. “But you better tell Cass she owes me a fucking call for this shit she’s landed me in.”
“Will do,” Cliff said, far too fondly.
“Huh?” Shane said again, blinking at them.
“What?” Cliff blinked like he had to work through the question before it made sense. “Oh. James went to nursing school with Cassie,” he explained, glancing briefly toward him. “They worked together in Boston for a bit, before he followed his girlfriend out here.”
There was a brief pause, and then something in his expression shifted, like he’d just realised he’d skipped a step. “Cassie’s my wife,” he added quickly. “Ah. You might not have known—”
“Marlow,” Shane cut in, frowning, “I’ve met your wife like—a dozen times. You bring her to every awards ceremony.”
Cliff scratched at the back of his neck, looking faintly sheepish for all of half a second before it melted into something softer as the corner of his mouth lifted. “Yeah. That’s her,” he said. “My little troublemaker in scrubs.”
“You know she hates it when you call her that,” Ilya muttered, not even bothering to look up.
“Yeah, well—she’s not here to shout at me for it,” Cliff shot back, completely undeterred. His grin widened as he leaned his shoulder against the wall. “It’s actually thanks to her that we managed to sneak in after hours. And—” he tipped his head toward James, clearly enjoying himself now—“she’s very good at keeping score of who owes her favours.”
“Don’t remind me,” James muttered.
“Oh, the real MVP has always been Cassie Marlow,” Ryan said, grinning. “We’ve been saying for years you’re just her husband.”
“And fuckin’ proud of it,” Cliff replied immediately, looking—well, Shane thought he looked rather smitten, actually. It was almost cute.
Beside him, James rolled his eyes, though there was a flicker of amusement there now as he looked between them. “Tell her I said she owes me coffee,” he said dryly. Then he paused, his gaze dragging slowly over the entire, deeply questionable situation in front of him, taking in every detail like he was committing it to memory so he could stress about it later.
“And an apology,” he added, sighing. “Fuck—I have no idea how I’m gonna explain this to fuckin’ management.”






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Ilyusha (Илюша) — Russian
A Russian diminutive or affectionate nickname of Ilya; The meaning remains the same, but the shift from Ilya to Ilyusha signals closeness and warmth—used in personal, familiar, or intimate contexts rather than formal address.
Svoloch (сволочь) — Russian
Bastard; Scoundrel; A sharp insult implying someone is contemptible or morally vile; Carries strong emotional bite without necessarily being obscene; Often used in anger toward someone who has wronged a loved one.
Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.
Ya lyublyu tebya vsey dushoy (Я люблю тебя всей душой) — Russian
I love you with all my whole soul; I love you with all my heart and soul; A deep declaration of love; “Vsey dushoy” intensifies the statement beyond casual affection; Conveys sincerity, emotional depth, and wholehearted devotion; Typically used between romantic partners; A more passionate and emotionally vulnerable variation of ya lyublyu tebya (Я люблю тебя), meaning “I love you.”
Très chic — French
Very stylish; Very elegant; A common French phrase used in fashion contexts; Carries playful sophistication; Often used teasingly to imply exaggerated elegance.
Vous êtes horriblement mignons — French
You are horribly cute; You are disgustingly adorable; “Horriblement” intensifies affection through mock severity; Playfully dramatic tone; Often used to express exaggerated fondness while pretending mild exasperation; Has the same effect as calling them disgustingly cute; With thanks to Syifrae for the translation help!
Non — French
Translates to “no”; Direct and firm; Not inherently rude, but tone determines whether it sounds neutral, sharp, or dismissive.
TTO — English (medical abbreviation)
To Take Out; To Take Home; A medical abbreviation referring to medications provided to a patient at hospital discharge.
Concussion Protocol — English (sports abbreviation)
A league-mandated medical evaluation and restriction process following a head injury; Designed to prevent premature return to play and reduce risk of further harm.
AMA — English (medical abbreviation)
Against Medical Advice; A formal hospital term used when a patient chooses to leave care without medical approval or against clinician recommendations; Carries clinical and legal implications; Suggests liability and documentation concerns in healthcare settings.
MVP — English (sports abbreviation)
Most Valuable Player; Award designation for the most outstanding contributor on a team or in a game; Used colloquially to praise someone’s importance or contribution in non-sport contexts.


  


      

  












      Chapter 6
  



    Chapter Notes

      I've put a placeholder image in this chapter until I figure out the CSS configuration, but I promise I'll change it later!
Edit: Try scrolling in the media post!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      











  Chapter 6
Shane Hollander Is Tired 

And He Has Opinions On Nothing Right Now
Ilya Rozanov felt a different kind of tension settle under his skin. 
It wasn’t nerves—not the kind he recognised, anyway. It didn’t carry the clean, electric anticipation that came before a game, or the familiar rush of anger he’d learned to use whenever hesitation threatened to slow him down. Those feelings had edges. They were predictable. He could usually see where they would take him and brace for the damage they left behind.
But this was something else entirely.
The adrenaline from the game still hadn’t fully left him. From the hit. From the ten long minutes where Shane hadn’t moved. From the hours afterward where he’d had to pretend his heart wasn’t still pounding in his ears. It lingered even now, settling in his chest from the moment they’d stepped out of the hospital, and it only grew worse with every step Shane took beside him.
Ilya had been avoiding the thought all night, pushing it aside with movement and irritation and the familiar habit of taking charge of a situation before anyone else could. Eventually, it forced its way through anyway.
This was a bad plan.

And it was. It was so fucking stupid. Reckless in a way that had nothing to do with the risks Ilya usually enjoyed taking. The kind that meant something had already shifted, and they were all simply pretending momentum would carry them across the gap. 
For the first time since Cliff’s ridiculous idea had taken shape, he allowed himself to feel the full weight of what they were actually doing.
“This is—” Ilya began.
“Ah, it’ll be fine,” Cliff said, waving a hand as though Shane wasn’t leaning half his weight into Ilya just to stay upright. Then he turned back to his phone where he was still texting Cassie, chuckling softly under his breath. 
Ilya clenched his jaw hard enough it ached as he let the unfinished words die in his throat. For one blissful second he considered stepping into traffic just to escape the helplessness clawing at his chest. He eyed the road for a moment. But instead, he tugged Shane a little closer and kept walking.
The sun had only just begun bleeding pale light into the Montréal skyline, and the streetlights were still on, carving hard white lines across the pavement. Shane’s hood was pulled low against the glare, his face pressed into the back of Ilya’s shoulder as they walked. 
Ilya could feel the way his breath hitched every time he stumbled over his own feet. He had one of his hands fisted loosely in the back of Ilya’s hoodie—like he’d forgotten how to let go—and the thought was almost comforting, in a way. Because Ilya couldn’t seem to let go of Shane’s sleeve either. 
He hesitated for half a breath. Then, because the Bears’ easy acceptance had given him a dangerous taste for being brave, he tugged on Shane’s sleeve until he was standing beside him, his arm sliding around Shane’s waist to keep him there.
A knot of tension he hadn’t known he was still carrying began to loosen at the contact. It left behind a fragile, startling thought. Because maybe it really could be this simple. Maybe nothing catastrophic waited on the other side of being seen. Maybe all they’d ever needed was the courage to take the first step and refuse to let go.
And maybe, Ilya thought as Shane’s grip tightened at his back, they were already past the point where turning back was even possible.
“We’re almost there, solnyshko,” he murmured—and it wasn’t even a lie. He could already see the bus parked at the front of the hotel, its exhaust fogging in the cold air. The engine idled with a soft vibration beneath the chassis, and the sight of it brought a quiet sense of relief. They were close enough now that he could finally get Shane somewhere warm.
“‘S fucking cold,” Shane murmured, shivering.
He turned toward Ilya and blinked slowly, still looking half asleep. His mouth tugged into a faint, stubborn pout as his head slipped down to rest against Ilya’s shoulder. “You’re cheating—somehow,” he said quietly. “Why’re you always s’warm?”
Ilya huffed a quiet breath, amused despite the tight knot still sitting in his chest. He shifted slightly, pulling Shane closer. “I am Russian,” he murmured as his hand slid higher along Shane’s back, rubbing once through the thick fabric of the hoodie. “I was born to far harsher weather than your soft Canadian winter.”
He smiled when Shane mumbled something half-grumbling back at him, and for a moment he actually forgot how to breathe when he looked at him. Because Shane was wearing his Bears hoodie, and the sight of him in Ilya’s clothes—out here in the open where anyone could see—was a dangerous kind of distraction. 
The black joggers Shane was wearing were Ilya’s too, riding low on his hips in a way that felt almost indecent. The sneakers were the only thing that actually belonged to him. Even the vest beneath the hoodie was Ilya’s. 
His eyes lingered on the sleeves shoved up over Shane’s forearms, on the flex of muscle and the faint bruises spreading across his knuckles. His ring finger was already turning purple, and Ilya couldn’t help the small smile tugging at his mouth as he glanced down at his own taped finger.
“Hm?” Shane mumbled as he looked back up at him.
His hair was still flattened in strange places from the hospital bed, stubborn cowlicks refusing to settle no matter how many times Ilya had tried to smooth them down with his fingers. The bruises along his jaw and neck were dark and ugly. His skin was too pale, making his freckles look like constellations scattered across it.
Shane looked tired, and honestly a little wrecked—but he was still, still so fucking beautiful.
He had no right to look that beautiful, Ilya thought, something warm and possessive flaring in his chest. “Krasivyy ty,” he murmured, because Shane never seemed to notice when he left him breathless.
And usually, Shane would have rolled his eyes and turned away to hide his blush whenever Ilya tried to compliment him. But he always listened. Especially when Ilya spoke in Russian. There was just something about it that felt more honest for both of them, when Ilya didn’t have to filter his thoughts first. 
He half expected Shane to react the way he always did. Maybe he’d pretend he hadn’t heard him. Or change the subject. Or suddenly become very interested in something else entirely. But eventually he’d whisper something soft and shy back, leaving Ilya smiling like an idiot. Or fighting the urge to kiss him. Or to fall to his knees and replace that shy smile with a moan and Shane’s hand fisted in his hair, desperate to pull him closer.
Ilya would let him, because he was so fucking gone for him that he’d give Shane anything he asked for. But he was self-indulgent too, and he loved watching Shane come undone under his hands, in his mouth, on his fingers. He could listen to him cry out for hours. Watch him writhe and arch his back and claw at the sheets—or the wall, or the floor, or wherever they’d fallen into each other that time. 
It was only when Shane was soft and wrung out, when his breath had fallen into that quiet hitching rhythm every time he tried to breathe, that Ilya finally relented and gave in to him.
He was so distracted by the way Shane’s mouth parted when he breathed that he nearly forgot they were standing in public. Ilya pulled himself back, his nose brushing Shane’s jaw as he fought the urge to kiss him right there. Part of him almost didn’t care if someone saw them. Another part of him just wanted Shane on the Bears’ bus so he could sit him down somewhere quiet and pretend this entire plan wasn’t completely insane.
“Hm?” Shane mumbled. He almost looked like he’d understood Ilya’s words, or at least the intent behind them. But maybe his head was still too sore to translate them properly, because he just looked at Ilya again, slow and a little confused.
Instead of answering, Ilya watched Shane frown. He looked frustrated, like the language he’d spent so long learning had slipped right out of his grasp. Or maybe like he’d simply forgotten how he’d ended up outside the Bears’ hotel in Montréal while the crowd beyond the bus watched them with something close to horror.
They’d all been pretending, very badly, not to be waiting for a glimpse of the defeated Boston Bears leaving their city. Their faces were too bright—with gleeful little smiles half-hidden behind their raised phones—and they were already recording before anything had even happened. But Ilya felt the exact moment their glee turned into disbelief when they recognised the captain of the Montréal Voyageurs in his hoodie. 
“Oh my god,” someone whispered. “Is that Shane Hollander?”
“Why the fuck is he with the Bears?”
“—is that Rozanov?”
A ripple moved through the crowd as their phones lifted higher, cameras flashing when the bus door hissed open. Ilya acknowledged the crowd only once, with a brief, icy glare at the bright flashes that made Shane flinch. His hand tightened instinctively at Shane’s waist, pulling him closer before Shane could even step away. Then he adjusted his grip, one hand firm at Shane’s waist as he guided him up the bus steps.
He shifted to block the crowd from catching the strip of skin visible between the hem of the hoodie and the waistband of those sweatpants as Shane climbed the first step. Ilya followed close behind, angling his body to shield the worst of the bruising along Shane’s jaw and neck from the cameras—even as his own eyes lingered on that tempting flash of skin. 
“I’ve got you,” he murmured in Shane’s ear, hands steady at Shane’s waist as they paused in the narrow aisle. His thumb pressed into the exposed skin at Shane’s hip as Cliff lingered outside with Ryan to distract the driver. Victor climbed up behind them, stumbling on the last step before catching himself. 
“M’kay,” Shane hummed softly, sounding oddly pleased as he let Ilya guide him down the row of empty seats. 
The aisle stretched ahead of them like a quiet tunnel, the overhead lights still off. Warm air sealed them away from the street and the noise outside, but Ilya could still hear the faint sounds of the crowd. He didn’t turn to look again, but he could tell by the way the flashes followed them through the windows that the crowd was still watching them, like they expected to find something worth capturing.
Maybe the sight of them together was enough. Maybe that was all anyone thought they were seeing—two rivals disappearing into the same bus after a fight on the ice, the Boston Bears dragging the captain of the Montréal Voyageurs across enemy lines for the night.
None of them seemed to realise that Ilya wasn’t kidnapping anyone.
He was simply taking Shane with him.
Ilya’s grip tightened slightly as they reached the middle of the bus. Even as the flashes kept reflecting off the glass, he refused to move his hand. He reminded himself what it meant to be seen by people who supported you—and what it meant to be brave after that moment had passed.
Let the crowd believe it was a stunt, he thought. Let them take their pictures and zoom in, looking for blurry proof that Shane Hollander was letting himself be taken. Ilya didn’t care. Or maybe he just couldn’t afford to care yet. 
Because Shane was concussed and clearly wasn’t thinking straight. And tomorrow, when the adrenaline drained away, Ilya might very well regret how impulsive he’d been. But right now the only thing that mattered was getting Shane to the back of the bus, where fewer eyes could reach them.
He heard Victor curse behind him and glanced back over his shoulder, frowning when he saw him peering out the window with a scowl. “The paparazzi are still out there. They must’ve followed us all the way from the hospital—” he said, shooting Ilya a sideways look. “You know this is going to be online before we even leave, right?”
“Da,” Ilya said, unsurprised as he turned back toward the aisle, guiding Shane toward the back of the bus. The flashes kept following them, but he ignored them. “They were already watching,” he added after a moment. “Better they see something we choose than invent something worse.”
Victor studied him for a second longer, then huffed quietly through his nose.
“Ah. World thinks you’re friends now, non?” He said, glancing between Ilya and Shane with a small, knowing smile. “Very convenient word, ‘friends.’ Means whatever people want it to mean.” His eyes flicked briefly to where Shane was leaning back into Ilya’s chest, then back to Ilya’s face. “Public thinks rivals suddenly admit they’re friends after fight,” he said. “It’s a nice story.”
“Most people prefer a good story to a complicated truth,” Ilya murmured. His mouth twitched faintly as Shane’s hands tightened in the fabric of his sleeves. Ilya steadied him automatically, keeping one hand firm at his waist as he steered him toward the last row.
“Hm. Your bus is nice,” Shane mumbled, the words slurring as his head dipped forward. “Why did you, uh—” He blinked slowly, like the thought had slipped sideways before it reached his mouth. “Not fly?”
“Because LeClaire is old man with vendetta,” Ilya said quietly. “Decided this season we need more team bonding. Especially for the rookies. So now, instead of ninety-minute flight—we all suffer through four-hour bus ride like prisoners on field trip.”
“Oh,” Shane said. “That’s—nice?”
Ilya huffed something that might have been a laugh. “You are the only person in North America who would call this nice.” His hand came up automatically to steady Shane as his head tipped further toward his shoulder. “You are only saying that because you are not trapped in here with twenty idiots arguing over music and gas station snacks. Ask me again in three hours when Ryan and Victor start debating which Fast and Furious movie is more culturally important.”
“Tokyo Drift,” Shane mumbled instantly.
Ilya paused. “You—didn’t even hesitate.”
“‘S best one.”
“You are not real person.”
Shane hummed, pleased. “M’very smart.”
“Da,” Ilya murmured, his voice softening. “Very smart. Very concussed. Very wrong.”
Shane smiled at him as Ilya turned him around, stumbling slightly over his own feet, and it was only the camera flashes outside that stopped Ilya from leaning down to kiss him. Instead, he gently guided him into the window seat before Shane could apologise or try to insist he was fine.
His hands hovered for a moment, ready to catch him if he tipped forward again. But Shane just sank into the seat with a tired exhale, his eyes already fluttering shut as Ilya pulled the blinds down to block the crowd from watching him struggle to stay awake.
Ilya hesitated, then reached over to close the blinds on the seats in front of them. He did the same across the aisle, building a small pocket of darkness around them that eased some of the tightness around Shane’s eyes. “Okay?” He asked softly, watching as Shane’s dark eyes struggled to focus before settling on him.
“Hm,” Shane mumbled, already sinking deeper into the seat. For a moment it seemed like he had to remember where he was before he could place Ilya inside it. Then he smiled, his fingers tightening reflexively in his lap like they missed the fabric of Ilya’s hoodie in his hand.
“S’okay, Ilya,” he murmured. “Stop worrying. M’just tired.”
Ilya nodded slowly, but he stayed right where he was, fighting the sudden urge to go find Gilbert Comeau and break something essential inside his chest. It would be easier, he thought, than standing here watching Shane struggle to keep his eyes open.
The thought settled into the back of his mind with unsettling clarity. Not just anger, but the details—how he could do it, how he could make it hurt, how he could get away with it. Svetlana would give him an alibi if he asked. She’d probably insist on helping. And if that failed, there were always other options. His father’s old contacts. Alexei’s even shadier ones—the ones in places that even the Russian government didn’t ask questions about.
Ilya hadn’t actually spoken to his brother since their father’s funeral. But he’d reopen that door if it meant making Comeau regret ever touching Shane. 
It would be almost disturbingly easy to make that impulse real. It might even be worth it. Maybe. Because this—Shane pale and blinking slowly, like the world kept slipping sideways beneath him—felt wrong in a way Ilya couldn’t laugh off or brush aside with a joke. And he hated how helpless it made him feel. Hated that all he could do was stand there, watching for any sign that something else might be wrong.
“Ilya,” Shane mumbled, and Ilya forced himself to breathe slowly through his nose.
Because choosing violence would be too simple. There were a hundred ways to make a man regret a moment like that. But revenge wouldn’t steady Shane’s hands or stop the faint tremor in his voice when he spoke. It wouldn’t bring the colour back to his face. 
So Ilya stayed where he was.
The anger didn’t fade. It simply settled deeper, sinking into the quiet space behind his ribs where he stored the things he couldn’t afford to act on. It lost some of its heat there, hardening into something colder and far more patient. One of the only useful things his father had taught him was that fury was only useful if you chose carefully when to spend it. And right now, Shane mattered more.
“Ilyusha,” Shane sighed, his lashes dipping again. “Come sit with me?”
Ilya’s nose scrunched in irritation, because he usually loved it when Shane begged. But everything about this felt wrong. Too soft. Too unguarded. Like Shane didn’t have the energy to hide how much he needed him.
He shrugged their bags off his shoulder and crouched in front of Shane, digging into his own with hands just unsteady enough to piss him off.
Ilya pulled out his over-ear headphones and settled them carefully over Shane’s ears, adjusting them until they fit just right. His thumbs brushed along the line of Shane’s jaw as he checked that the seal was snug, lingering a fraction longer than necessary before he pulled his hands away.
“It’s too loud, da?” Ilya muttered, more to himself than to Shane.
The headphones were synced to his phone, but he didn’t start any music. Shane didn’t need noise. He just needed the world to quiet down. And maybe, Ilya thought, the noise cancellation would be enough to dull the sharp edge of everything pressing in on him.
He watched as Shane’s eyes slipped half closed as soon as the headphones settled into place, the tension in his face easing by degrees. His shoulders dropped. The hard line between his brows softened, like someone had reached out and smoothed it away.
“Better?” Ilya asked quietly.
Shane nodded once, slow and heavy, like even that took effort. “That’s—yeah. That’s better,” he murmured. “Thanks,” he added softly. 
As soon as Ilya slid into the seat beside him, Shane turned into him, leaning close while Ilya nudged their bags under the row with his foot. Ilya let out a soft, helpless breath that turned into a quiet chuckle. He lifted the armrest between them and shifted until his shoulder settled firmly behind Shane’s, offering something solid for him to lean against. 
When Shane’s weight tipped fully into him, Ilya felt the tension finally begin to drain from his body in slow increments. He closed his eyes for a moment, imagining the tight line of Shane’s mouth softening, the stubborn set of his shoulders easing now that he didn’t have to hold himself upright alone. 
Then the sudden realisation hit him—because he didn’t have to imagine it anymore. Shane was right here. With him. Not half a city away. Not reduced to messages typed too carefully or the grainy glow of late-night FaceTime calls. He was pressed warm and solid against Ilya’s side.
And he was coming to Boston.
Something close to relief settled in his chest. But it felt deeper than that. Relief meant the danger had passed. This felt more like the moment after a risk had already been taken and the damage could no longer be undone. Because that was the other truth sitting beside it.
This plan was the kind of reckless that didn’t just flirt with consequences but invited them to stay. One photograph at the wrong angle, one headline written by someone who understood exactly what they were looking at, and ten years of careful distance could unravel instantly.
Careers had collapsed for less. And maybe the thought should have frightened Ilya more than it did. It should have made him pull back, put space between them, remember every reason they had spent a decade pretending they were nothing but rivals. Instead, Ilya only shifted slightly so Shane could settle more comfortably against him.
If the world wanted a scandal, it would find one eventually. For now, Shane was breathing steadily beside him. And that mattered more than whatever waited outside the bus windows.
“Hate me later, okay?” Ilya murmured, pressing a slow, absent kiss into Shane’s hair. His lips lingered there for a second before he lifted his head again, eyes flicking toward the closed blinds, where the occasional camera flash still scattered pale reflections across the glass.
“Hm?” Shane murmured without opening his eyes. “‘S too early for the alarm,” he slurred, lashes fluttering like he was trying to wake up anyway. “What time ’s it?”
“It’s far too early, solnyshko,” Ilya said, smiling helplessly. “I’ll wake you when it goes off later,” he promised, glancing briefly at his phone, where he’d already set an alarm for two hours from now, when he’d wake Shane to check his pupils again. “Go back to sleep,” he murmured. “I’ve got you.”
“Stayin’?” Shane asked softly.
“Da,” Ilya said. “I am staying right here.”
“I swear to god, I thought he was gonna hit me,” Luke said as he climbed the bus steps, half laughing as Artos shoved his shoulder from behind. “I’m never talking about Shane Hollander around him again. He’s fucking terrifying when he’s, uh—”
Ilya looked up, frowning.
“I—err—I wasn’t talking about you,” Luke blurted out immediately, then winced. “Shit. Sorry, Roz.”
“That didn’t help,” Artos muttered, rolling his eyes. But his gaze had already slid past Luke, sweeping across the mostly empty bus before it landed on Ilya. He blinked once. Then his face split into a slow, delighted grin. “Oh,” he said. “I thought Cliff was joking when he said you were getting him out of Montréal.”
Luke followed his line of sight. The confusion on his face drained almost instantly, replaced first by recognition, then by something closer to horror, or maybe awe, as his gaze found Shane. “Oh my god,” he breathed. “That’s actually Shane Hollander.”
He turned slowly toward Victor. “Why the fuck didn’t you warn me?” He asked, voice pitched higher than he’d meant it to, if the sudden flush creeping up his neck was any indication. 
Victor cracked one eye open from where he was slouched against the window, elbow propped on the armrest like he’d been waiting specifically for this moment. “You wouldn’t have believed me,” he said. “Consider it hazing for the rookies,” he added with a quiet snort as his gaze drifted toward the back row, settling briefly on Shane. “Ah, bien—he’s finally asleep then?”
Ilya’s eyes softened, just barely, as they dropped to Shane. “Almost,” he murmured, watching the weight of Shane’s lashes against his cheeks. The slow, even rhythm of his breathing. The way his fingers were still hooked loosely into the fabric of Ilya’s hoodie like he needed proof Ilya was still there.
Luke looked from Ilya to Shane, then to Artos, then back again. “I thought you meant, like, emotionally getting him out of Montréal,” he said slowly. “Not physically abducting the captain of the Voyageurs.”
Artos snorted. “This is so much better.”
Ilya ignored Luke’s increasingly frantic attempts to disguise the fact that he was quietly losing his mind. His arm remained wrapped around Shane’s waist, his hand slipping beneath the borrowed hoodie so his thumb could trace slow, absent circles along Shane’s hipbone. But his eyes remained on the aisle, tracking every movement with the focus of someone ready to intervene if anyone stepped too close.
Luke noticed, and his voice instinctively dropped into something quieter. “He okay?”
“Concussion,” Ilya said. “He is sensitive to noise right now,” he admitted, eyes narrowing slightly as he watched them. “If you are going to ask questions, you will do it quietly.” He frowned. “Or not at all.”
Shane shifted at the sound of his voice, pressing closer without opening his eyes. A small, tired sound slipped from him, more instinct than intention, displeased with the way the chest beneath him vibrated each time Ilya spoke. 
“Ty v poryadke, solnyshko,” Ilya murmured softly in Russian, the words meant only for him. He pressed another slow kiss to Shane’s hair, letting it linger just a fraction longer than necessary. When he looked up again, Luke and Artos were staring. Their expressions had gone very still.
Ilya’s gaze flicked between them in warning until both of them hurriedly looked elsewhere.
“I don’t have any questions,” Luke lied, seemingly unable to stop looking at them as his eyes darted helplessly between the two of them. Every time his gaze landed on Shane, he looked faintly starstruck all over again. “No, actually—I have so many questions. Is he wearing your hoodie?” 
Luke blinked again, like that detail had only just processed. He frowned. “How did you even—how the hell did you get him into Bears merch?” 
“He was cold,” Ilya said simply.
Luke stared at him. “That is not an answer.”
Victor’s faint smile widened. “It is, actually,” he said lazily. “You didn’t see them in the hospital.” His voice softened slightly, losing some of its usual dry amusement. “Have you ever watched two people look at each other and realised you were witnessing the sort of love most people spend their entire lives hoping for?”
He sighed faintly and leaned his head back against the seat. “It was so obvious it felt like we were intruding,” he added, a quiet chuckle slipping out under his breath. “Or maybe we’ve all just been idiots not to have seen it before. I mean, it was almost funny at first. Thinking Ilya was so gone for Shane Hollander that he’d accidentally come out to the team without even realising it. But—” He shook his head slightly. “Then we saw the way Shane looked at him.”
Victor shrugged, looking a little self-conscious under their attention. “It stopped being funny after that. It was impossible not to realise this isn’t some crush. Or some secret they’d been—uh, keeping hidden just for the thrill of hiding it.” His gaze softened as it drifted back to them. “It is very beautiful, non?”
“You are a poet,” Ilya said, his lips curving as he tried to hide the way something tight and pleased tugged at the corner of his mouth. “This is why your defence is so bad, da? Because all your skill is taken up by dramatic speeches.”
Luke blinked. “That’s cute,” he said faintly. “But none of that is helping me process the fact that Shane Hollander is asleep on our bus.” He huffed out a quiet, disbelieving laugh, but there was no bite left in it.
“I always thought you two actually hated each other,” he admitted. “Like, genuinely. The chirping. The fights. The way you look at each other on the ice.” He shook his head. “Man, I was so worried when I got drafted to the Bears that I’d have to pretend to hate him too,” he added, blushing to the tips of his ears.
“We do not fight on ice,” Ilya said.
“What—never?” Luke asked.
“That’s not true,” Victor said. “Boston and Montréal are always fighting,” he added, frowning. “You two must have fought at some point.”
Ilya shook his head, his lips pressing into a thin, amused line. “No,” he said. “We have never fought on the ice. Chirped maybe. Teased each other. But never fought.”
Luke blinked. “Seriously?”
“I would not raise my hand to him,” Ilya murmured.
The words came out quieter than the conversation around them deserved. For a second his gaze dropped, something old and sharp flickering across his expression before he smoothed it away again. The memory of his father’s bruised hands at the kitchen table. The way his mother wore long sleeves even in the middle of summer, and none of them had ever questioned it.
Ilya looked back up.
“And Shane does not fight,” he added. “Not like that.”
Luke frowned. “I mean—he literally punched his own defenseman last night.”
“That was different,” Victor said mildly, watching Ilya more carefully now.
Ilya nodded once. “We argue,” he admitted. “Sometimes loudly. Sometimes in front of cameras.” A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he glanced down at Shane leaning against him. “But that is not fighting.”
Luke rocked back on his heels, still staring like he was trying to reconcile ten years of highlight reels with the scene in front of him. “So all that rivalry stuff is just—what?” He asked slowly. “Like, performance art or something?”
Victor snorted.
“Is foreplay,” Artos said, grinning when Luke groaned and covered his face with both hands.
He clapped a hand on Luke’s shoulder before slipping past him to shove their bags into one of the overhead compartments. He closed it carefully, taking far more care than usual not to slam it as the latch clicked into place. His expression softened with something almost fond when he snuck another glance at Ilya and Shane—like he’d stumbled onto a story he hadn’t realised he’d been watching unfold for years.
Then he climbed into the seat backward, resting his chin on his crossed arms over the backrest. Luke mirrored him without thinking, both of them turning to stare at the quiet, impossible sight of the two hockey legends curled together like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.
“This is actually adorable,” Artos said quietly. “Ochen’ milo.”
Ilya looked up at him, unamused.
Artos lifted both hands. “Respectfully. It’s very, ah—terrifyingly adorable, da?”
Ilya’s thumb was still tracing the same slow path along Shane’s hip under the borrowed hoodie, where none of them could see it. He could feel the steadiness of Shane’s breathing now, the way his weight had settled fully into him, the way each exhale warmed the fabric at his chest.
“He will be very embarrassed when he wakes up,” Ilya murmured after a moment, almost to himself.
Victor smiled. “Probably,” he agreed, closing his eyes with a tired sigh. “But I also think he’s going to wake up and realise this is the first time he doesn’t have to perform for anyone. He’ll see where he is. Who he’s with. And for once, none of it will need explaining away.”
Ilya’s thumb slowed for half a second before finding its rhythm again. “He will not like—”
“Hm,” Victor interrupted, letting his eyes close again. His smile was still faint at the corner of his mouth. “You ever notice how some people don’t really look like themselves until they feel safe?”
Shane shifted slightly against Ilya, a small adjustment that pressed his face deeper into the fabric at his collarbone. His fingers flexed once where they were curled into Ilya’s hoodie, and Ilya lowered his chin a fraction, instinctive and protective.
“He looks different like this,” Artos muttered, watching them. “Not like the guy we play against. Or the one on TV.” His head tilted, eyes lingering on the bruises at Shane’s jaw. “Or the model.”
Victor smiled to himself. “He looks like someone who’s very tired of being brave.”
Ilya swallowed. “He has been brave for far too long,” he said quietly.
Luke leaned forward until he was nearly tipping over the back of the seat. “So what happens now?” he asked breathlessly, arms crossed over the seat to keep his balance. “Like, practically. You can’t exactly just put him back on a plane to Montréal and pretend this didn’t happen.”
Ilya’s thumb stilled briefly against Shane’s hip before resuming its slow, absent circle.
“We wait,” he said at last.
“That’s it?” Luke asked, surprised.
“Da,” Ilya replied. “He wakes up. He remembers where he is. Then we’ll decide what happens next.” He sighed softly. “He’s going to be very, ah—overwhelmed when the concussion clears,” he admitted quietly. “There will be the league, the press, his team, his parents—” he closed his eyes at the thought, shaking his head slightly. “Everything all at once.”
Luke’s expression sobered slightly.
“He’d go along with whatever plan I came up with if I asked him to,” Ilya continued, his voice lower now. “Especially right now, when he is tired and hurting and would rather let someone else think for him.” His hand paused again against Shane’s side. “But I will not decide something like that for him.”
Victor hummed softly under his breath but didn’t open his eyes. Luke shifted slightly, like he’d expected a different answer. Something bolder. Something more reckless. Artos, on the other hand, just nodded slowly, like that made sense. Then he sighed into his crossed arms, frowning slightly. “But what if he wants to go back?” 
Ilya’s gaze dropped again to Shane. A strand of dark hair had fallen across his forehead. Without thinking, Ilya brushed it back, his fingers careful not to wake him. Shane made a quiet sound at the contact and shifted closer, his hand tightening reflexively in the fabric of Ilya’s hoodie before settling again.
“Then I will put him on a plane,” Ilya said quietly. “And I will not make it harder than it already is.”
“You really love him, huh?” Luke murmured, leaning even farther over the seat. But his attention snapped away when the bus steps creaked again.
“—you know you don’t need to tell your wife everything,” Ryan muttered as he followed Cliff up the steps, their voices carrying ahead of them. “You’re allowed to have some self-control.”
Cliff didn’t even look up from his phone. “I have loads of self-control,” he said. “Just not about my wife.”
Ryan rolled his eyes, then grinned as he clocked the two rookies perched backward in their seats. He nudged Cliff as they approached, clapping Luke on the shoulder when they came to a stop beside them. 
“Ah,” he said dryly. “I see you’ve found our hostage.”
“Oh,” Luke snorted. “Should’a figured you’d have something to do with this.”
Cliff finally glanced up. “Fuckin’ hell,” he muttered. “How the hell did you two keep this quiet if you’re like this the moment you get alone?” He flicked a glance at the rookies. “Or almost alone,” he added, frowning. “What the hell are you lot doing?”
Luke straightened instinctively. “We’re ogling Shane Hollander,” he said. “Respectfully.”
Artos nodded. “Very respectfully.”
Ryan grinned. “Aw, you made them blush,” he said, pinching Luke’s cheek until he slapped his hand away. “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one. He’s so pretty, huh?” He snorted when Ilya glared at him. “Man, trust Ilya to pull someone like Shane Hollander as his secret boyfriend. Oh! But you should’ve seen Cliff’s face when he realised Hollander’s passport was in his bag. I thought he was actually gonna kiss him.”
Cliff rolled his eyes as he slipped past them to the seats in front of Ilya and Shane. “Fuck off,” he muttered.
Victor cracked one eye open. “You did look a little emotional,” he offered mildly.
Luke blinked between them. “Why would he have his passport in his bag?”
Cliff waved a hand without looking up. “Long story, rookie.”
Ryan laughed and gave Luke’s shoulder a little shake. “Because, apparently, the man travels like he’s expecting to be kidnapped at any moment.” He shot Cliff a sideways look. “And apparently Roz isn’t the only one obsessed with him. Did you know Cliff reads his interviews and actually remembers the shit in them?”
“Oh my god,” Luke breathed. “We’re actually kidnapping Shane Hollander, aren’t we?” He frowned. “Are we gonna get arrested for this? ’Cause my mum specifically said not to get caught if I did anything illegal.”
“It’s not kidnapping if he comes willingly,” Cliff said.
Victor shot him a look. “Ah. So that’s how you’re planning to adopt strays?”
Ilya, who hadn’t taken his eyes off the sleeping weight against him, said quietly, “You will all be quiet now.” His voice was calm, but it carried easily down the aisle, the kind of quiet authority that made people listen before they realised they had.
Luke froze mid-whisper.
Artos sighed and nudged him back down into their seats. “Luke,” he said gently. “You can, uh—freak out later, da?”
“I’m not freaking out,” Luke lied. “I’m being a supportive ally who is totally not freaking out that Shane Hollander is sitting at the back of our bus.”
Ilya closed his eyes briefly, the long-suffering patience of a captain settling over him. When he opened them again, Luke had the decency to look slightly ashamed. Ilya hoped that would be the end of it, but of course it wasn’t. Every few seconds one of them twisted in their seat to sneak another glance toward the back row, whispering to each other in voices that were trying very hard to be quiet and failing spectacularly. 
Ilya fixed them with a flat, unimpressed stare until they finally turned back around and behaved.
Behind them, more of the team filtered onto the bus in a slow, exhausted procession. Gear and bags thudded softly into overhead racks. The air filled with the quiet rustle of jackets and the low murmur of tired voices. But most of them fell silent halfway down the aisle, their eyes drifting toward the back row as the same slow realisation settled across their faces when they saw Shane asleep on Ilya’s shoulder.
Someone let out a low whistle.
Someone else muttered, “Holy shit,” under their breath.
A few of the veterans just shook their heads, faint smiles tugging at their mouths as they slid into their seats without comment. Until Patrick paused in the aisle. He took one look at the back row and let out a loud laugh, clapping a hand over his mouth when multiple voices hissed at him to be quiet.
“Jesus,” he muttered, looking around at them all before turning back to Ilya. “You sure you didn’t forget to tell us you got hitched sometime in the last ten years as well?”
“Fuck off,” Ilya muttered, not even looking up.
“What?” Patrick said, spreading his hands. “You rock up after going missing for the whole night looking like a scene from The fucking Notebook.” He snorted. “I swear to god, if you got married and didn’t tell us—”
“No one got married,” Ilya said, his eyes flicking down to Shane’s bruised knuckles.
“Yet,” Ryan muttered helpfully from beside Cliff.
Ilya didn’t even look at him as he said, “I will have you running bag skates until you forget what oxygen feels like.”
Ryan snorted. “Worth it.”
Patrick squinted at them for another second, clearly tempted to keep digging, before shaking his head. “Alright,” he said finally. “I’m not asking any questions I don’t actually want answers to.” He continued down the aisle and dropped into the seat beside Frank.
Frank took one glance over Patrick’s shoulder toward the back row, blinked slowly, and then quietly pulled his hood back up over his face and replaced his earbuds without a comment.
The simplicity of that reaction settled over Ilya with something dangerously close to awe. Because there had been the initial teasing, the raised eyebrows he’d expected—but there were no more questions. No staring. No whispered jokes. Just quiet acceptance, folded neatly into the rhythm of a team too tired to make a spectacle out of something that clearly mattered.
The bus itself was quieter than it usually was. Not silent, exactly. It never was with this many bodies crammed into such a narrow space. But it had settled into the kind of hush that formed when everyone understood, without being told, that something fragile was being protected.
Not that Shane was fragile, Ilya almost smiled at the thought. No. Shane was possibly the strongest person he’d ever met. But strength didn’t mean he never needed to be held. Or that he never needed to be looked after. Especially when he got too far into his own head. When he worked so hard to fold himself into the version of a man hockey expected him to be. When he hid every softer need behind “discipline,” so no one could accuse him of being anything less in a sport that treated softness like a flaw.
Ilya’s thumb brushed slowly over the bruises along Shane’s jaw with his free hand. Here, at least, Shane didn’t have to be that version of himself. There was no Captain Hollander. No Voyageurs number twenty-four. There was just Shane—Ilya’s Shane—who was quiet and soft and a little overwhelmed when the world got too loud.
Someone who forgot how to pretend when he was tired. Who leaned into Ilya’s touch without thinking. Who let himself be held without trying to make it look like strength. Someone who trusted Ilya enough to fall asleep in his arms without worrying about who might be watching.
“Are we actually kidnapping Shane Hollander?” Marcus asked as he stopped in the aisle.
“We’re not kidnapping him,” Cliff repeated, rolling his eyes.
“Yeah. I googled it,” Luke added helpfully. “As long as the person consents, it’s not illegal.”
“Of course you did,” Brad muttered.
“Fuck off, Brad,” the whole bus said in unison. 
A splatter of laughter followed as Brad rolled his eyes at the old joke, but it died almost as quickly as it started. Because Shane had frowned faintly in his sleep at the sudden noise, and Ilya’s glare snapped up so fast it was almost violent.
The Bears shrank back into their seats when they caught the look on his face—the sharp edge of it enough to remind everyone exactly why half the league called him The Russian Menace. It wasn’t because he chirped, or because he was damn good at getting under other peoples skin and in their heads. It was because when he decided someone had crossed a line, the consequences were rarely negotiable.
The bus went noticeably quieter.
A moment later, coach LeClaire climbed the steps, phone already in his hand as he drafted an email to the Bears’ PR team. He didn’t look up at first. He just started counting heads automatically as he moved down the aisle, his attention split between the screen and the familiar shapes of his players.
His gaze only lifted when someone made a low, startled sound and scrambled back into their seat. It swept lazily over the bus and snagged on Ilya for half a second. Long enough to register his captain sitting unusually still in the back row, but not long enough to clock the extra body tucked against his side.
Frank’s voice cut across the bus before LeClaire could look any closer. “We’re all here, coach,” he said. Then, with exhausted sincerity, he added, “Can we please just get the fuck out of Montréal?”
LeClaire grunted but kept counting anyway.
Halfway down the aisle, he slowed and frowned. “Why isn’t the music playing?” He asked. “You argued about that stupid playlist for three weeks when I said we were taking the coach. I’m pretty sure it’s the only reason you assholes didn’t riot.”
Someone coughed to cover a laugh. Someone else let out a breath that sounded too loud in the sudden quiet. Elbows nudged ribs as quick, guilty looks passed between them. A few of them glanced instinctively toward the back of the bus, all silently wondering how the hell they were supposed to keep Shane Hollander a secret in the back row.
But Cliff didn’t even lift his head from his phone. “Got a headache, coach,” he muttered, pitching his voice rougher than usual.
“Same,” Ryan added, far less convincingly.
“‘S too early,” Victor mumbled, half asleep.
“Game was brutal,” someone offered from the front. “Fucking Voyageurs, man. Always hate playing against them.”
Shane hummed in quiet, sleepy agreement from the back.
Luke made a small choking noise and immediately tried to pretend it was a cough. “Err, I had too much going on in my head after the game,” he said quickly, eyes wide. “Couldn’t get to sleep after.”
Artos nodded solemnly beside him. “Da. I couldn’t sleep in terrible hotel bed either. It was, ah—what is word?” He frowned, wrestling for the correct phrase in English. “Like waves,” he added, demonstrating the shape in the air with his hand. “Not flat. Is, how you say?”
“A piece of shit?” Patrick offered from the back.
“Da,” Artos said, pointing at him. “Is that.”
In the back row, Ilya barely moved, save for the slow, absent sweep of his thumb against Shane’s hip. His gaze stayed fixed on LeClaire, his shoulders tight. He realised what was happening about three seconds before the rest of the Bears did.
A few of them started to rise from their seats, like they could physically intercept the moment before it unfolded. But LeClaire had already taken another step down the aisle. Then another. He looked up—and stopped the moment his eyes locked onto the unmistakable sight of Shane asleep on Ilya’s shoulder.
Ilya very deliberately didn’t tighten his hand at Shane’s waist. Didn’t pull him closer. Didn’t do anything that might read as guilt, panic, or possession. He simply held LeClaire’s gaze and waited for the inevitable questions while Shane kept sleeping, his breathing slow and even where his face pressed into the fabric at Ilya’s collarbone. Every exhale was warm against his skin. Every inhale reminded Ilya, with painful clarity, that Shane was still here.
And that mattered more than whatever happened next.
“Coach,” Ryan said too loudly, jumping to his feet. He winced immediately and dropped into a frantic whisper. “Uh—before you say anything, please just listen to us first, okay? And inside voice,” he added desperately, hands raised like he was trying to talk someone down. “We’re using our inside voices right now. Shane’s, ah—he’s sensitive to noise right now. So no shouting,” he finished weakly. “Please.”
LeClaire blinked at him. 
Ilya registered, dimly, that half the team was now nodding with quiet, urgent intensity. A few of them even raised their hands slightly, looking like they were about to confess to something far worse than sneaking a Voyageur onto their bus, just to pull LeClaire’s attention away from the back row.
He felt a strange, sharp flicker of gratitude at that.
“Look. We can explain,” Cliff said quietly, watching as LeClaire’s gaze slid past him again. “Okay, yes,” he admitted with his own wince. “We may have accidentally acquired a very concussed Shane Hollander from Montréal General Hospital. But it’s not as bad as it sounds—” 
“Oh my god,” someone whispered.
“—he was cleared for discharge, so the league can’t penalise him for going AMA during concussion protocol,” Cliff rushed on. “And the hospital said he can travel as long as he’s monitored. We have the paperwork,” he added, patting his jacket pocket like he was prepared to produce evidence.
“He’s got a concussion,” Ilya added quietly. “But no, ah—no spinal damage. No fractures or broken bones.” His jaw tightened as he glanced down at Shane. “Someone needs to be with him. And the Voyageurs have already shown how well they protect their captain.” His hand tightened slightly at Shane’s hip, more out of instinct than intention. “He shouldn’t have to deal with them right now.”
LeClaire’s gaze dropped back to Shane. He took in the bruising, the pallor, the way Shane didn’t stir despite the low murmur filling the bus. His eyes lingered on the oversized hoodie, the sleeves pushed halfway up Shane’s forearms. Then his gaze shifted to the arm wrapped around Shane’s waist. To the slow, absent movement of Ilya’s thumb against his hip. To the fact that Ilya hadn’t looked away from him for more than a second since LeClaire had stepped onto the bus.
Some of the heat drained from his expression.
“And the clothes?” He asked.
“He was cold,” Ilya repeated.
A couple of Bears coughed to hide their laughter, but LeClaire didn’t smile. He just stared at Ilya, and for a long moment said nothing, his expression caught somewhere between disbelief and the slow, dawning realisation that this wasn’t a joke.
“And you thought,” he said slowly, “the best place for him to recover from a head injury was on my bus.”
“In Boston,” Ilya said, nodding. “Da.”
LeClaire’s left eye twitched. Then he looked past Ilya. Past Shane. Past the back row entirely, like he was counting to ten in his head and had lost track somewhere around four. He scrubbed a hand down his face and groaned quietly. “Tell me,” he said slowly, “that the Montréal coaching staff knows where their captain is.”
Ryan looked at Cliff.
Cliff looked at the ceiling.
LeClaire closed his eyes. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “You realise,” he continued, reopening them to fix Ilya with a flat, exhausted look, “that if Montréal realises their captain disappeared from the hospital and resurfaced on their rival’s bus, this is going to become my problem.”
No one on the bus seemed brave enough to answer that. Half the team had suddenly discovered an intense interest in their shoelaces, the floor, the ceiling—anything except their coach’s face.
“I already know I’m going to regret asking this,” LeClaire muttered, his eyes still on Ilya. “But does Hollander know where he is right now?”
Shane made a small sound at the mention of his name, his brow furrowing faintly against Ilya’s shoulder.
Ilya’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “Not really,” he admitted.
LeClaire closed his eyes again. “Of course he fuckin’ doesn’t.” He sighed heavily and dragged a hand down his face. “How the hell did you even get him here?” He muttered. Then his gaze sharpened again. “You know someone can’t consent when they’re concussed,” he said bluntly. “You’ve had concussions before, Rozanov. You know how foggy it gets. You barely remember half of what happens for the first few hours.”
Ilya didn’t look away. “I didn’t trick him,” he said quietly. “He wanted to come with me.”
“He’s concussed,” LeClaire repeated.
“Da.”
“That’s not helping your argument.”
Ilya inclined his head slightly, accepting that.
“In all fairness,” Ryan said, “the nurses said he’d been asking for Roz before the doctors even finished their exam.”
Cliff nodded. “Yeah. Like—specifically. You should’ve seen his face when Ilya walked into his room—” His eyes shifted, glancing briefly at Ilya and Shane before he turned back to LeClaire. He shrugged. “Hollander definitely wanted to come with Roz. And he’s not so scrambled that he doesn’t, like, recognise people or know what he wants.”
“You know it doesn’t work like that,” LeClaire said. “A concussion doesn’t mean someone forgets their own name. It means their judgment’s shot to hell.” He sighed through his nose and watched them through narrowed eyes. “Why the hell did none of you call literally anyone in Montréal to keep an eye on him?”
He looked around the bus, his gaze narrowing as he took in their guilty expressions. He inhaled slowly. The silence stretched just long enough for the team to start bracing for the moment he started shouting—about their stupidity, about how idiotic the plan to steal their rival’s captain was, or maybe just which one of them he was going to make an example of first.
But then, to everyone’s shock, he started laughing. It wasn’t his usual booming laugh, just a thin, disbelieving wheeze he tried and failed to smother with the back of his hand. “You absolute fucking idiots,” he muttered under his breath, wiping his mouth.
Louder, he asked, “Is he going to throw up on my bus?”
“No,” Ilya said immediately. Then, after a moment, “Uh. Probably not. Maybe.”
“He hasn’t yet,” Cliff said. “And Roz is keeping an eye on him. He’ll be alright. We all know how Ilya worries and tries to cover it up by being an asshole,” he added, grinning when a few of the Bears snorted in agreement. “Look. It’s just a bit of fun to mess with the Voyageurs. Like when the Rangers hid Crosby’s skates. Everyone laughed. No one filed a complaint.” He winced. “Err. Well—mostly.”
LeClaire shot him a look. “That was equipment theft. This is—” He gestured helplessly toward the back row. “Are you trying to tell me you’re attempting to steal another team’s captain as a prank?”
“No,” Ryan said immediately.
“Yes,” Luke said at the exact same time.
Cliff closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “Hollander didn’t want to be alone. Roz didn’t want him to be alone. And they’re, uh—friends. Like really good, close fuckin’ friends. His parents aren’t picking up the phone from fuckin’ Mexico, and he was miserable in that hospital all by himself.” He shrugged helplessly. “So yeah. We stole him.” He looked around the bus with narrowed eyes, like he was daring anyone to tell him it had been the wrong call. “Because fuck the Voyageurs, man.”
LeClaire’s eyebrows climbed toward his hairline.
“It was a group decision,” Ryan added far too quickly. “It was all very democratic. You’d have been so proud of us, coach. No one raised their voices or spoke over each other. And we’re being supportive. It’s, ah—a team-building exercise. Which you love,” he added. “You know, apart from the bit where we bullied Roz into it. And the part where we broke into the hospital to kidnap—”
LeClaire pointed at him. “You. Shut up. And stop panicking. You’re terrible at it.”
Ryan’s mouth clicked shut immediately, and he dropped back into his seat beside Cliff, looking vaguely relieved.
LeClaire opened his mouth to ask another question, but they all froze when Shane shifted again. They watched him press closer into Ilya’s side, his fingers tightening weakly in the fabric of Ilya’s hoodie as he frowned.
“Ilyusha,” he murmured sleepily. “You said—you said we were going t’ sleep,” he added in Russian. “Turn the noise off and come to bed.”
A few rows up, Artos choked, staring determinedly out the window.
Ilya lowered his head slightly. “I’m right here,” he murmured in Russian. “I’m sorry, solnyshko. I will turn the noise off soon.”
Shane hummed faintly and settled again.
LeClaire snorted despite himself. “He’s still not talking in English?” He murmured, scrubbing a hand over his face before walking the rest of the way down the aisle. He braced one hand on the back of Ilya’s seat and peered at them like the scene might vanish if he blinked too hard.
Fuck it, Ilya thought as he watched him. They could go to one of Shane’s many apartments in Montréal and hide there until the concussion eased enough for him to fly to Boston instead. Though he admitted, quietly to himself, that getting Shane to agree to this terrible plan a second time would probably require Ilya fucking every last scrap of common sense out of his head first.
Which, admittedly, was not the worst plan he’d ever had.
But maybe not a great one.
Or maybe a brilliant one.
“Hm,” LeClaire said, and Ilya saw the exact second the pieces rearranged themselves into something that made sense. “Friends, huh?” He murmured, his mouth twitching into a smile.
“I love him,” Ilya corrected softly.
A few heads snapped toward him with frantic little gestures of no, no, no, but Ilya ignored them, watching as LeClaire exhaled through his nose, long and slow. He didn’t look surprised. He didn’t even look offended. He just shook his head once, almost to himself.
“Does he know that?” LeClaire asked.
“Da,” Ilya said, still watching him carefully. “It’s been—a long time. I would be upset if he didn’t know.” His thumb moved once more against Shane’s hip, the motion slow and automatic. “We were eighteen the first time I kissed him,” he added quietly. “He pushed me into a penalty box and told me it was a terrible idea.”
A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “But he kissed me back anyway.”
“Please stop being cute,” Victor muttered from across the aisle, still half asleep.
LeClaire’s mouth twitched. “Okay,” he said eventually, leaning back slightly. “That’s a hell of a better fuckin’ reason than a prank,” he added quietly, glancing down the aisle before looking back again. “I caught your post-game interview, y’know? Thought you were just playing it up for the press.”
His gaze drifted to where Ilya’s hand rested at Shane’s hip. To the faint tremor still running through Ilya’s fingers now that the adrenaline was draining away. “But obviously not,” he said with a quiet sigh. Then, dry as ever, he added, “Please tell me you at least brought his fuckin’ passport. Because there’s no way we’re actually smuggling Shane Hollander across the border.”
Cliff’s voice answered, brandishing Shane’s passport like a prize, but Ilya didn’t hear the words over the relief flooding his veins. He was still watching LeClaire, trying to read the shape of this reaction, bracing for it to turn sharp or dismissive.
It didn’t.
Instead, LeClaire rubbed a hand over his face and groaned. “I don’t want any more information,” he said. “No. Nope. I’m not asking any questions that will make me legally responsible for whatever the hell this is, Marlow.” He glanced back down the aisle. “Is this why no one’s playing that horrible playlist?”
“Our music is not horrible,” Luke scoffed, crossing his arms as he sank deeper into his seat. “Cardi B is culturally important.”
“So,” Ryan said carefully, “we’re good?”
LeClaire looked at Shane again. Then at Ilya. Then at the entire bus of grown men trying very hard to act like this was completely normal instead of completely insane. A breath left him that almost sounded like a laugh. “If PR asks, I saw nothing. I know nothing,” he said. “And if the Voyageurs call about their missing captain, this bus broke down in Vermont for six hours and we know absolutely nothing about where Shane Hollander is.”
He pointed at Ilya. “You,” he said. “Keep him hydrated. And if he wakes up panicking because he doesn’t know where he is, keep him calm. You hear me? And if he so much as looks worse, you tell me immediately and we go straight to the nearest hospital. I don’t care where we are.”
Ilya nodded.
“Look, Rozanov—Ilya,” LeClaire corrected himself, softer now. “This isn’t Russia, kid. No one’s going to give you shit for this over here. Well, some people might, but they’re all assholes anyway.” His eyes flickered to Shane again. “He’s been through enough with fuckin’ Pelletier as his coach. He deserves something good. And you’re a good kid.”
Ilya wasn’t sure he was what anyone could call “good,” but he forced himself to nod anyway. Because he couldn’t answer that without saying too much. Without admitting what Shane had swallowed for years just to survive that locker room. The slurs passed off as jokes. The expectation to laugh them off. The careful way Shane had erased entire parts of himself until he was something inoffensive and marketable and safe.
LeClaire’s mouth curved into the faintest grin. “Make sure you give him a proper tour of Boston when we get home, yeah?”
Ilya nodded again, and when LeClaire turned and walked back up the aisle the tension drained out of him so abruptly it left him lightheaded. He looked down at Shane again, who was completely unaware that Ilya’s entire life had just, very quietly, been given permission to change.
Ilya bent his head and pressed his mouth gently into Shane’s hair.
“Okay,” he murmured, too soft for anyone else to hear.
CODA: CLIFF
Luke leaned toward Artos and whispered, “We absolutely kidnapped Shane Hollander.”
Artos nodded gravely. “Da.”
“Ugh, can we go now?” Marcus called from the middle rows. “Preferably before Hollander wakes up and Roz is free to try killing us all again. ’Cause, man, he looks pissed right now.”
“His boyfriend’s concussed,” Patrick said. “Leave him alone.”
A couple of the guys laughed, quiet and relieved.
LeClaire opened his mouth to respond, but his phone started ringing in his hand before he could speak. He glanced at the screen and groaned. “Fuckin’ PR,” he muttered, already turning toward the front. “I swear they never fuckin’ sleep. It’s five in the fuckin’ morning. What could be so important they couldn’t write it in a damn email?”
He kept grumbling as he moved up the aisle.
The driver had already climbed into his seat, and LeClaire dropped into the front row behind him to answer the call before it rang out. “Hello?” He said, jaw tight. “No, I haven’t seen social media yet. We’ve only just—” He sighed, rubbing his temples again. “Yes. No. Of course I know public perception is important.”
The bus doors hissed shut. The engine purred to life as they lurched forward, easing out of the lot while the crowd outside surged closer. Phones flashed. Jerseys pressed against the windows. Faces blurred into streaks of colour as they pulled away from the hotel.
A quiet, collective breath of relief moved through the bus.
“Well,” Cliff said into the quiet, “thank fuck for that.”
“I thought you said LeClaire would be cool about it,” Ryan muttered.
“I did,” Cliff said, nodding as he dropped into his seat like a man who’d just outrun a train. “But it was still fifty-fifty how he was actually gonna react.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Honestly, it’s probably only his rivalry with Pelletier that stopped him from ripping us a new one.”
“Hm.” Ryan said quietly. “You really think this is going to work?” 
“Yeah,” Cliff grinned, teeth flashing. “What’s the point of stealing Roz’s boy to Boston if no one knows he’s here? There’s no way we’re keeping Shane Hollander off the ice for long,” he added with a frown. “And there was no way we were going to keep it from LeClaire for the whole ride, either. No. He was going to find out eventually. Probably better it happened now.”
“Besides,” he added, “Hollander should get to enjoy the city, right?” He leaned back, warming to the idea. “You ever walk through the South End on a Sunday morning? Pride flags in every window. Couples holding hands like it’s the most boring thing in the world.” He grinned. “The way nobody even blinks if two guys kiss on the sidewalk. Boston’s so aggressively queer it’s almost stupid they’re still hiding.”
Ryan blinked at him. “You’re not just talking about stealing Shane for a couple of days, are you?”
Cliff sighed. “They’ve been hiding for ten fuckin’ years,” he said quietly. “Don’t you think that’s long enough? Roz has been in our locker room, at our weddings, at half these guys’ kids’ christenings—and he never felt safe enough to tell us.” He frowned. “I get why Roz’s boy was hiding in Montréal. They’re all bigoted fuckin’ arseholes. But us?” He shook his head. “Nah. I’m going to make it impossible for Roz to ever leave.”
Ryan frowned. “Cliff. That sounds awfully close to outing them.”
“I’m not gonna fuckin’ out them,” Cliff snapped. “I’m not an asshole. It’s their choice or whatever. I’m just giving them options. And maybe a soft launch.” His eyes narrowed as he considered it. “Maybe I’ll just make those options so aggressively appealing they won’t want to walk away.”
“They?” Ryan asked, eyebrow raised.
Cliff rolled his eyes. “Ugh, yes, them. Roz’s boy is a nightmare to play against, but—c’mon. You can’t tell me you’ve never wanted to play on the same team as Shane Hollander.”
Ryan stared at him. “Oh my god. You’re actually trying to recruit hi,.” He pointed at Cliff. “You laughed at Roz for doing the same thing last night, and now you’re actually doing it.”
“I’m just trying to create a welcoming environment,” Cliff huffed. “If that environment happens to include a conveniently open roster spot—” He lifted one shoulder in a loose shrug. “Well.”
“But we don’t have an open spot,” Ryan said, confused. 
“Our first line’s been shaky since Price left last season,” Cliff replied. “And yeah, Hollander plays centre right now. Roz would rather die than give that up, even to him. But between the two of them? Hollander’s the one who could shift positions without it rattling him.”
“Look. I’m not trying to be subtle here,” he continued, voice dropping into a near-whisper. “I’m being practical. If we want Shane to stay in Boston, we need to give him a reason to. And no offence to Roz, but hockey’s going to be a big part of that.”
Ryan scrubbed a hand over his face. “You do realise he’s still the captain of the Voyageurs, right?”
Cliff snorted. “When has Shane Hollander ever cared about doing what he’s supposed to?”
“Err—always?” Ryan said. “He’s Shane Hollander.”
“Yeah. Well. Shane Hollander has also been in a secret relationship with Roz for ten years. I think it’s a pretty safe bet he’s a little different than he lets people think.”
“You really think he’d actually leave Montréal?” Ryan asked quietly.
Cliff’s grin softened into something more thoughtful. “I think—a guy doesn’t spend ten years hiding the love of his life unless the place he’s in makes that feel necessary,” he said slowly. “And I think if someone shows him it doesn’t have to be like that, he might start asking himself some questions.”
“Hm,” Ryan said, smiling faintly. “Yeah. Roz isn’t exactly subtle about wanting him to stay.”
“No,” Cliff agreed softly. “He’s not.”
A pause stretched between them, filled only by the low hum of the engine and the occasional rattle from the overhead bins.
“Do you think Shane has figured it out yet?” Ryan asked.
Cliff huffed a quiet breath. “No fuckin’ chance. Look at him.” He tipped his chin toward the back row where Shane was still curled against Ilya’s shoulder, breathing slow and even while Ilya’s hand moved in quiet, absent circles at his hip.
“Roz is probably right to wait until his head’s clear before telling him,” Cliff admitted quietly. “That’s not a conversation you drop on someone with a concussion.”
Ryan followed his gaze. Shane barely stirred when the bus shifted into gear, his grip tightening briefly in the fabric of Ilya’s hoodie before settling again. Cliff watched the steady, absent movement of Ilya’s thumb for a moment longer.
“Though,” Cliff added more quietly, “Roz seems to know exactly how to handle him. You don’t get that comfortable with someone unless you’ve loved ‘em for a long time.”
Ryan glanced back too. “It’s almost sweet.”
“It’s fuckin’ tragic,” Cliff corrected. “Ten years is a long time to think you’re alone.”
The thought lingered with him far longer than he’d expected. It sat heavy in his chest as the bus hummed around them, and his thoughts inevitably began to thin into something quieter, more reflective. Almost without thinking, he angled his phone through the gap between the seats to steal a quick picture before anyone could pose or pull away.
Cliff hesitated, his gaze drifting past the screen to where Ilya sat with Shane folded into him.
Ilya’s eyes narrowed on him, instantly suspicious. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Cliff tilted the screen so he could see. It was a quiet photo, just the two of them in the back row of the bus. Shane half-curled into Ilya’s side. Ilya’s hand steady at his waist. But Ilya stared at it longer than Cliff expected.
Maybe, Cliff thought, because there just weren’t any pictures of them like that. Not anywhere. Maybe there were a few buried deep in their camera rolls, taken late at night and deleted before anyone could see. He wouldn’t be surprised if that was exactly what they’d done to keep their relationship hidden. 
He tried to imagine what it would feel like to have ten years of loving someone with no record of how you’d grown together. No milestones caught in bad lighting. No accidental candids. Nothing you could point to and say, “we were here, and we were so fucking happy.”
He thought of Cassie. Of the thousands of photos cluttering his phone. Her asleep on the couch. Her laughing with a drink in her hand. Her flipping him off from across a kitchen he’d renovated badly. A whole life documented without thinking twice about it. 
And these two had none of that.
Sure, there were photos of Rozanov and Hollander everywhere. Across rinks. Across seasons. Mid-chirp. Mid-glare. A thousand frozen moments of distance and carefully performed rivalry. But there was nothing that looked like this. Nothing that showed what they looked like when no one was watching.
“It’s a good picture,” Cliff said quietly, before hesitating. It would be easy enough to delete it. To pretend it had never happened. But something about that felt like helping the world pretend this part of their lives didn’t exist. “I could post it,” he offered, trying to keep his voice light. “That crowd’s probably already online talking about how we kidnapped their captain. We might as well, ah—confirm or deny?”
“Shit, man,” Ryan murmured as he glanced at the photo. “There’s no way in hell anyone can deny you’re friends if they saw that.” He let out a low whistle. “It’s cute,” he added, his nose scrunching up even as he grinned. “But it’s hardly fuckin’ platonic or whatever you’re trying to sell.”
Cliff rolled his eyes. “It’s a good picture.”
“Yeah,” Ryan agreed. 
Both of them watched as Ilya shifted up from where he’d been slouched in the seat, adjusting Shane more securely against his shoulder without waking him. For a moment he said nothing, simply staring at the image on Cliff’s screen.
Something about it made Ilya’s chest ache. Maybe it was how unapologetic and soft Shane looked in the photo. Or maybe it was the way he was folded into Ilya’s side, as if the years between them had finally collapsed into something uncomplicated for once.
Ilya looked tired beside him, half slumped in his seat with Shane leaning against him. Which wasn’t surprising after playing a full game and then staying up long enough to kidnap Shane first from the hospital and then from Montréal itself. The light caught his eyes at a strange angle, making them look bluer than he remembered them being. 
But there was something softer there too, something that never existed when cameras were pointed at him in public. 
And Ilya knew, with uncomfortable certainty, that Shane would hate it. Not the photo itself. Shane had never minded how Ilya looked at him. But once something like that existed out in the world, it couldn’t be taken back. Shane had spent ten years making sure the world never saw them like this—but he couldn’t even argue about it now, not when he was concussed and half asleep, barely aware of where he was.
Ilya knew all of that. 
He could list every reason it was a bad idea. Just like he knew that if Shane were clear-headed, he’d probably make Cliff delete the photo before the thought ever crossed his mind to post it. Even if Ilya would catch that familiar sadness in his eyes later, when he refused to look at his own phone where they’d erased a hundred pictures that looked exactly like this one. 
The thought made something tighten painfully in Ilya’s chest. Because he had spent ten years loving Shane and pretending it was something else. Ten years of cameras catching every glare, shove, and smirk between them on the ice while the truth never made it into a single frame.
Just this once, Ilya thought. Because surely just one picture wouldn’t hurt?
“He will hate it,” Ilya said quietly. His thumb moved once more against Shane’s hip, slow and absent. Then his mouth curved, small and stubborn. “Da,” he murmured. “Yes. Do it.”
Cliff posted it a second later, letting the internet glimpse two exhausted hockey players tangled together in the back of a team bus, without a hint of rivalry in sight.
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  Completely hypothetical, but which is more impressive? Stealing Crosby’s skates, or stealing Shane Hollander from the @Montréal_Voyageurs

Mia

Omg


James

What the fuck?


Mark

🚨Is that SHANE HOLLANDER?🚨


Lily

♥️♥️♥️


Lily

🥵


Theo

Are we just casually calling this a kidnapping now?


Noah

Nah, this crosses every possible line 😤


Matt

WTF 😳


Alex

LMAOOOOOO, Rozanov really said, “mine now” 😭


Amira

No, because “stealing Shane Hollander” sounds like a crime, and I need immediate clarification.


Johnny

Has anyone actually confirmed if he left willingly? 😭


James

Cliff, what the fuck did you do?!


Svetlana

😂😂😂


Hannah

I’m crying 😭 all those post-whistle conversations are finally starting to make sense now.


Zara

Cliff knew EXACTLY what he was doing by posting this 😌


Zara

I said what I said.


Ben

“Stealing Shane Hollander” is a CRAZY way to soft-launch their friendship.


Ethan

TU PENSES QUE C’EST DRÔLE? Ramène-le IMMÉDIATEMENT! 😡


Amelia

Yeah, but. We all saw that last game, right? I mean. SOMEONE needed to get Hollander away from Comeau. Just didn’t expect it to be Rozanov.


Ryan Price

👀


Jordan

You can’t just drop those eyes and disappear!


Mia

This man really came out of retirement just to witness the chaos of Hollanov.


Derek

Ugh. Who invited the fucking shippers? 🙄


Kayla

Cliff, apparently.


Jonas

I mean, did you actually look at that picture?


Trevor

Nah man, that’s just Hollander. He’s always been the pretty boy of hockey.


Peter

Pretty boy is all bruised up and he still looks like a fucking model.


Mia

Pretty sure he IS a model.


Derek

🙄


Ella

Is this what happens when two straight guys hate each other?


Conner

Honestly? Funniest thing I’ve seen all season.


Jules

Am I the only one who saw that interview where Ilya said they were FRIENDS? 😭


Elliot

Dude, what?


Oskar

No, because SAME. He literally said they respected each other off the ice?


Elliot

So what is THIS then?


Oskar

That interview honestly makes this so much weirder. Friends don’t kidnap their own friends 😭


Elliot

Pretty sure best friends do.


Oskar

Nah man, friends hang out 😭


Elliot

Maybe this is just an aggressive hangout? 🤔


Oskar

Bro.


Elliot

It could happen 😭


Jules

Sometimes “we’re friends” just means “we understand each other better than anyone else”


Elliot

Which might actually explain this 😭


Thomas

Nah, either that interview was PR or this is way deeper than it looks 😭


Jacob

This rivalry just turned into a psychological thriller.


Paige

Shane does NOT look distressed enough for the situation he’s in.


Ella

When does Shane Hollander EVER look stressed?


Josh

No, because HOW did the Voyageurs let the Bears just fucking kidnap him? 😭


Sam

Pretty sure Montreal’s just mad we stole their only decent player.


Sam

Like, how many Cups would you have without him?


Callum

This is what makes it worse. If it were anyone else, they’d be mad. But Shane Hollander?


Callum

Smh. Maybe we SHOULD keep him.


Josh

Don’t even joke about that.


Camille

T’as pris le seul joueur que tout le monde respecte 🙃


Harris

This comment section is one bad decision away from an actual line brawl.


Jasper

Right? The next Montreal vs Boston game is gonna have more fights than faceoffs 🤭


Adrian

Why does he look so comfortable, though?


Ethan

Stockholm syndrome: speedrun edition.


Clara

No, but genuinely…is there an adult supervising this situation?


Scott Hunter

🔥🔥🔥


Lila

Scott Hunter saying more with emojis than most people do with a 10-tweet thread.


Danny

Scott, blink twice if you know something!


Harry

The insider knowledge behind those flames is stressing me out.


Eli

Boston’s gonna be unbearable about this 🙄


Jay

Not even a hockey fan, but why is this kinda 💅


Nico

It’s not 🙄


Will

It is 😌


Owen

Someone explain to me why my entire timeline is just THAT photo.


Aria

Same! I thought they barely spoke 😭 what is THIS?


Mason

Nah, I’m gonna need someone to explain the HAND placement.


Dev

if my rival looked at me like that I’d simply retire.


Rory

All those people saying “they can’t stand each other” 🙄


Leah

The way half of you are joking, and the other half are genuinely concerned, is killing me 😂😂😂


Grant

Who else remembers that game last season where they wouldn’t leave each other alone for the full 60 minutes? I swear there was even clips of them chirping each other from the bench.


Grant

Shane lives in Ilya’s head rent free and y’all acting shocked like this isn’t the most predictable escalation possible.


Grant

Or like Ilya hasn’t been targeting him every single game since they were rookies.


Mikkel

😂😂😂


Grant

Go back and watch their shifts. This isn’t new.


Jonah

Shane’s been poking the bear for ten SEASONS now.


Sebastian

Looks like the bear finally did something about it.


Roman

I would PAY to hear what they’ve been saying to each other all this time!


Mason

My captain fraternising with the enemy was not on my bingo card.


Seb

If my captain did this, I’d have some serious questions.


Ivy

If BOTH captains are doing this, I’d have more questions 😭


Rose Landry

♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️


Chloe

Ohhh. So they’re fine-fine, huh?


Nadia

No, because if my ex posted hearts like that I’d pass out.


Erin

They said, “we’re still friends”, and actually MEANT IT?


Sophie

I need a timeline, like, WHEN was Shane last seen with his own team? Was it the game? The hospital? What happened?


Chris

Rivalry of the decade just dropped a new chapter, and y’all can’t handle it



Jane

♥️♥️♥️


Hayden Pike

Did you assholes actually kidnap Shane?


Sam

Oh no, Hayden found it


Chris

Cliff’s phone is probably overheating rn 💀


Nina

WAIT, was that Rose? I SWEAR I SAW HER HEARTS.


Dani

Anyone else from the “never watched hockey” gang but suddenly deeply invested 🤚


Hayden Pike

I left him alone for ONE NIGHT.


Tess

This is enemies-to-lovers propaganda, and I will not be silenced.


Hayden Pike

He has a fucking concussion.


Luca

He’s got a CONCUSSION?!


Luca

And the Bears are letting him get photographed like THIS?


Hayden Pike

I swear to god, if Rozanov is behind this, tell him I’m getting on the first fucking plane to Boston just so I can fight him in his own fucking city.


Harvey

If Hayden gets on a plane over this, I will actually 💀


Mila

I can already hear the league trying to explain this, but everyone’s already zooming in on those pixels like detectives.


Ben

the Boston merch is the real plot twist here.


Hayden Pike

Why is he wearing Boston merch?


Ben

That’s what I want to know!


Hayden Pike

Someone explain that part to me slowly.


Evan

For everyone new here, they’re “rivals” btw 😌


Evan

Just gonna leave that here.


Liam

Yeah rivals don’t look at each other like THAT I’m sorry


Felix

Montréal fans are about to file a missing person’s report at this rate


Anton

This is payback 😤


Louis

For what?


Kieran

Did you not see Hollander’s last goal before the horn?


André

Did you not see the fucking hit after it?


Hayden Pike

Actually, fuck all of that. If he asked to go with you, he deserves to be kidnapped.


Mateo

“deserves to be kidnapped”


Louis

😭😭😭


Theo

Don’t worry man, Boston’ll look after him!


Hayden Pike

Someone just tell me he’s at least fucking conscious.


Hayden Pike

And that you didn’t CARRY him onto that bus.


Iris

CARRIED? Oh my god, this keeps getting worse (better) ♥️


Jonah

I need confirmation immediately!


Alessia

Imagine trying to explain this to management with a straight face 😂


Jackie Pike

@Hayden Pike, stop threatening people in the comments.


Noah

If this is what rivalry looks like, I need everyone to start hating each other immediately.


Jackie Pike

Shane. Sweetheart. Just blink twice if you’re being held against your will.


Alessia

Montreal’s mad we stole their only decent player. Like, how many Cups would you have without him?


Jacob

This is what makes it worse. If it were anyone else, they’d be mad. But Shane Hollander?


Theo

Maybe we SHOULD keep him.


Anton

Don’t even joke about that.


Paul

T’as pris le seul joueur que tout le monde respecte 🙃


Quentin

This comment section is one bad decision away from an actual brawl.


Etienne

Right? The next Montreal vs Boston game is gonna have more fights than faceoffs 🤭


Jackie Pike

Also, if you’re reading this? Bring me back a cannoli from North End ♥️


Jackie Pike

The good ones, please!


Jackie Pike

NOT the tourist ones 😘



You have posted too many replies recently. Please take a short break and come back later.

😭☺️🙄😂🙃🤫♥️🥰👀🥺🥶😱😅🔥

Post your reply








There were already blue checks scattered through the thread. A couple were from other players, dropping strings of emojis—laughing, egging on whatever they thought was happening. A few came from celebrities who had clearly never watched a full hockey game in their lives but loved the aesthetic.
But most were from fans, split clean down the middle between losing their minds over the picture or trying to tear it apart. Cliff tilted his head, glancing back at the image. He supposed it was kind of incriminating. Soft lighting, Ilya’s too-blue eyes cutting through the shadows. And—were Shane’s eyelashes always that long? Huh. Yeah. If he hadn’t been watching it happen right in front of him, he’d probably be spiralling over that picture too.
The comments were coming in too fast to follow, but a few stuck long enough to register, and—god. Someone had already zoomed in on Ilya’s hand on Shane’s waist and drawn a red circle around it in the shape of a heart. Cliff thought he caught Rose Landry’s name flashing past with a string of hearts, but it vanished almost immediately beneath the flood of incoming replies before he could scroll back up to check.
Then former Bear Ryan Price dropped a single wide-eyed emoji. Scott Hunter followed it with three fire emojis and a private DM that just said, “What the fuck did Rozanov do this time?”
Cliff snorted, amused despite himself, as the Bears started pulling out their phones to watch the post go viral. A screen got shoved across the aisle, then another, Patrick nudging Frank awake to show him the post. In the row in front of him, Luke and Artos leaned into each other, pointing out their favourite comments as they scrolled. Somewhere, Brad was muttering under his breath about media training as the bus filled with quiet pockets of laughter.
And it was—it was fine. Loud and messy, sure, but he’d expected that. And maybe he’d be more worried if Ilya looked like he cared. But he didn’t. He just kept looking at Shane, who was half-slumped with Ilya’s headphones on, lashes resting against his cheekbones as he leaned into Ilya’s side.
Cliff glanced between them and the screen again, a strange, quiet understanding settling in his chest. He’d spent years misunderstanding one of his best friends. Watching him, without realising it, learn how to live with his heart skating for a different team. And now—now Shane was here. With him. 
That had to count for something. Right?
“You are going to yell at me, solnyshko,” Ilya murmured under his breath, fond and apologetic all at once.
But Shane only shifted in his sleep, pressing closer, and Ilya’s thumb moved in a slow, absent circle over the curve of his hip like it was the most natural thing in the world.
Cliff glanced back down at his phone. The comments were already splitting into more threads than he could follow, and there was a full-blown tampering discourse happening now, spiraling into arguments about whether the Boston Bears had crossed some invisible line by “kidnapping” Shane Hollander.
At least it meant feeding the idea that it was a prank was working.
He’d have to remember to thank James for the idea, even though he knew James would hate being credited for something like this.
And look—he had no doubt there’d still be panels of sports analysts dissecting Shane and Ilya’s body language like it meant anything but the ordinary intimacy of two people simply existing together. Just like he knew fans would take a few grainy frames and turn them into something they felt entitled to own.
Cliff huffed quietly, more tired than amused now, and locked his phone. Behind him, Ilya was still watching Shane like the rest of the world had narrowed down to that single point of contact. And maybe that was the only part of this whole thing that actually mattered.






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Krasivyy ty (красивый ты) — Russian
You are beautiful; You are handsome; A direct statement of admiration combining “krasivyy” (beautiful/handsome) with the pronoun “ty” (you); Intimate and personal in tone; Often used softly in romantic contexts where admiration is expressed without irony.
Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also function as emphasis (“indeed”), agreement (“right”), soft insistence, or conversational filler depending on tone; Ilya uses it rhythmically and instinctively, especially in emotionally charged or unguarded moments.
Ty v poryadke, solnyshko (Ты в порядке, солнышко) — Russian
You’re okay, sunshine; Are you alright, my sunshine; A reassuring phrase combining concern with a term of endearment; Conveys protective tenderness and calm reassurance; Spoken softly to soothe someone who is distressed or hurt.
Ah, bien — French
Translates to “Oh, good,” “Ah, well,” or “Alright then”; Can convey mild satisfaction, acknowledgment, or ironic acceptance depending on intonation.
Non — French
Translates to “no”; Direct and firm, but not inherently rude; Tone determines whether it sounds neutral, dismissive, or emphatic.
Ochen’ milo (очень мило) — Russian
Translates to “very cute” or “very sweet”; Often used sincerely to express fondness or affection, but can also be delivered dryly or sarcastically depending on context and tone.
Ilyusha (Илюша) — Russian
A Russian diminutive or affectionate nickname of Ilya; The meaning remains the same, but the shift from Ilya to Ilyusha signals closeness and warmth—used in personal, familiar, or intimate contexts rather than formal address.


  


      

  












      Chapter 7
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      











  Chapter 7
Ilya Rozanov Is A Great Boyfriend, Actually

But He’s Also An idiot, Sometimes
Shane Hollander took a long moment to realise he hadn’t been woken by gentle hands and warm lips at his ear.
Another moment passed before he registered the absence of the soft click of an alarm, silenced before it could properly begin. There was no quiet murmur of solnyshko, spoken like a secret meant only for him. No slow, practiced pull back into consciousness through touch and breath and low Russian murmurs that had come to shape the edges of his stolen mornings with Ilya.
Instead, there was that fractured memory again.
Bright lights. Voices layered over each other. Someone telling him not to move. Ilya’s voice—sharp and furious and terrified in a way Shane had never heard before. Hands at his jaw. Ice under his back. Floating. Ilya standing in a doorway with bright eyes. A bus that had felt both too crowded and too quiet at the same time. Metal steps. Cold air. A car. A bed that had felt familiar enough for him to stop asking questions.

Then the memory slipped away again, leaving behind the uncomfortable sense that this wasn’t the first time he’d tried and failed to hold onto it.
The first thing he really registered was the warmth pressed along his back. A solid chest. A heavy arm draped over his waist. Ilya’s fingers curled beneath the fabric of his vest top, splayed low on his stomach like he’d fallen asleep making sure Shane couldn’t roll away without him knowing.
Shane went very, very still.
He knew Ilya’s breathing even in his sleep. The exact rhythm of it. How it moved against the nape of his neck. The way Ilya’s face was tucked there, stubble scraping faintly against his skin. The way his entire body curved around him like a barrier between him and the rest of the world.
But something was off. A tension that lingered even in sleep. Shane could feel it in the way Ilya’s arm stayed locked around him, his fingers flexing slightly every few breaths, like he was checking Shane was still there.
He frowned, but kept his eyes closed and let himself listen. There was no crowd noise. No distant hum of traffic, which he’d almost expected. No muffled hotel hallway voices bleeding through thin walls. Just Ilya. The faint rustle of sheets when he shifted. The low, familiar rhythm of his breathing. The tiny hitch at the end of each exhale that Shane catalogued without ever meaning to.
He swallowed and almost immediately regretted it. His mouth felt dry, and his head felt wrong—tender enough that he didn’t want to move it at all. A slow, pulsing ache throbbed behind his eyes, and he groaned softly. Behind him, Ilya shifted in his sleep. His grip tightened reflexively, fingers curling more firmly into Shane’s stomach.
Shane opened his eyes, wincing at the soft light spilling through the gap in the curtains. It was too bright, but the room came into focus in pieces through his blurry vision.
He registered the familiar slant of the ceiling first. Then the dresser across from the bed. The chair in the corner with clothes thrown over the back in a way he recognised immediately, because Ilya always dropped them in the same place. A Bears hoodie lay on the floor beside the bed, next to a pair of crumpled sweatpants and two sets of socks, both half inside out.
This is Ilya’s house, Shane thought, dazed. 
In Boston.
He had no memory of how he’d gotten here, and he frowned faintly as that realisation settled in. His thoughts were still moving too slowly, like they had to push through something thick and sluggish just to get where they were going. It hurt too much to focus on them directly, so Shane traced the edges of the room instead, letting the details ground him while his head throbbed.
There was a new lamp on the bedside table, which made sense after they’d broken the old one. A shirt hung over the chair in the corner, and he was fairly sure it had been there the last time he’d been in Boston, too. The curtains were pulled to the exact height Ilya always left them—not quite closed, but enough that the thin line of light on the wall landed in the same place it always did.
“What the fuck?” Shane whispered.
Behind him, Ilya’s breathing shifted again—still not quite awake, but closer. The steady rhythm went uneven, then smoothed out again. His bare chest pressed more firmly into Shane’s back, and his arm tightened slightly around him.
Shane hummed softly as Ilya exhaled against the nape of his neck again. He waited until he thought Ilya had settled, then carefully lifted his arm, wincing when Ilya instinctively tried to pull him closer. He froze, breath held, until Ilya settled again, warm and solid at his back—only then did he risk a brief look over his shoulder.
Ilya’s eyelashes were pale gold in the dim room, fanned against his cheeks—long and absurdly delicate for someone with enough muscle to throw grown men into the boards without breaking a sweat. His brow was still faintly furrowed even in sleep, and his lips were slightly parted, pressed against Shane’s shoulder like he’d drifted off mid-breath.
Shane took him in—the quiet familiarity of seeing Ilya Rozanov in a way no one else ever had—before attempting to sit up. He didn’t make it far. The room lurched violently to the left, and Shane groaned, dropping back into the pillow and pressing his face into the fabric, mostly because the pressure helped his head stop feeling like it was drifting loose inside his skull.
“Hm,” Ilya murmured behind him. His arm slid back around Shane’s middle, and he pressed a sleepy, absent kiss into the back of Shane’s neck. “Solnyshko,” he said softly, his voice rough with sleep. “You woke up without me.”
The movement of Ilya’s mouth against his skin was warm and familiar, a sensation that made the rest of the room feel farther away instead of closer. But Shane couldn’t bring himself to turn around again, not when he didn’t trust what would happen if he tried to move his head.
He forced himself to exhale slowly, the sound catching halfway through when Ilya’s mouth brushed the back of his neck again. It wasn’t a kiss this time—just the warm drag of lips over bruised skin—but it still sent a familiar rush of heat through him, coiling low in his stomach under Ilya’s hand, as if it had only been waiting for permission to be acknowledged.
“You’re tired,” Shane said quietly, because Ilya had been waking him every two hours for longer than Shane could keep track of—pressing water and painkillers into his hands, guiding the glass to his mouth when his grip went slack, easing him back down when his head tipped and the world tilted with it.
“You’ve been awake every two hours,” Shane added, a small knot of guilt and something painfully fond tightening in his chest. “You should go back to sleep, Ilya. M’okay.”
A low, rough sound brushed against his skin as Ilya huffed a quiet laugh. “Hm. Already trying to get rid of me, Hollander?” He murmured, his accent slipping deeper as he shifted closer, until Shane could feel the full length of him along his back. “I’ve been so good to you, and you already want to send me away.”
Shane felt the curve of Ilya’s smile against his skin, and he almost tipped his head back against his shoulder before remembering—just in time—that it would probably make the ache in his head worse. He stilled instead, exhaling slowly, letting the warmth of Ilya’s body settle around him.
“This is the first time you’ve woken up without me,” Ilya whispered, his teeth catching lightly at Shane’s shoulder, careful to avoid the bruises along his neck. “And you’re already trying to get me to behave?” He huffed a quiet, amused breath. “You’re so mean to me, Hollander.”
Shane almost laughed at the near-pout in his voice, but the sound came out as a tired breath that snagged in his chest instead. “Shut up,” he mumbled, softer this time. It sounded fond, worn thin at the edges as he pressed his face deeper into the pillow and let his eyes close again. “My head feels like shit. I can’t deal with your flirting right now.”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured. His hand shifted slightly on Shane’s stomach, settling more deliberately. His thumb resumed its slow, steady path, like he was soothing something that hadn’t quite settled yet.
Shane noticed it. Of course he did. He always noticed the small repetitions—the way Ilya fell into rhythms when he was anxious, the way his touch turned careful when his mind wouldn’t stop moving. The way he repeated the same motion over and over, like if he kept it steady enough, nothing else would slip out of his control.
Ilya was quiet for a long moment, and Shane could feel the hesitation in the way he breathed—the way his mouth hovered against Shane’s skin without moving. “I missed you,” he finally whispered. “I missed you being awake and knowing what was going on around you. I missed your eyes looking at me and knowing me.”
Shane’s chest tightened at that, something soft and aching slipping past the fog of pain. He shifted slightly under Ilya’s hand, just enough to press back into the touch. “Pretty sure you’re stuck with me,” he murmured, his voice still rough with sleep. “You’d have to try a lot harder than that to get rid of me.”
Ilya’s arm tightened, just slightly. “You were hit hard,” he said, softer now. “It was very bad, da? You went down, and they had to take you off the ice on a stretcher.” His voice dipped lower, the words more controlled than calm. “You were unconscious. Kept those pretty eyes closed for ten minutes and left me all alone to make terrible decisions.”
He paused, breath catching as he hesitated, and Shane felt the way he licked his lips before continuing. “I did not want you to be alone when you woke up,” he murmured, pressing another kiss to the back of his neck.
“Hm,” Shane said slowly, trying to convince himself it wasn’t a moan as Ilya’s mouth brushed his bruised skin again. “I remember that bit. But that doesn’t explain why I’m in your bed. In Boston.”
“Ah,” Ilya mumbled, his lips brushing softly over the bruises on Shane’s neck, lingering there a moment longer than necessary before he added, quieter, “I brought you home.”
Shane closed his eyes as he breathed out Ilya’s name, and kept them closed—more out of self-preservation than avoidance. The room still felt faintly tilted, like it might shift if he trusted it too much, and Ilya’s voice, low and close, was doing absolutely nothing to help his balance.
“You can’t just—” He faltered, then tried again, slower this time. “You can’t just decide to, ah—to relocate me when—”
“Hm.” Ilya cut him off with a soft exhale against the back of his neck, something almost like a laugh caught in it. “You are very opinionated,” he murmured, “for someone who could not remember his own name two hours ago.”
“I remember my name,” Shane said, biting back the urge to roll his eyes. “I just don’t remember agreeing to cross the border from Montréal to Boston.” He groaned again as a spike of pain throbbed behind his eyes, because he definitely hadn’t caught that urge quickly enough. 
“We were in Montréal, right?” He asked, eyes still closed. “You were supposed to come to my house after the game so we could sleep for a few hours before you left.” 
There was a brief moment of silence as Ilya’s lips hovered over his skin, and Shane felt the exact instant his mouth began to curve into that familiar grin. “Sleep?” Ilya repeated, voice low. Because they both knew the last thing on their minds after a game—when adrenaline was still burning through their veins and the roar of the crowd hadn’t quite faded—was sleep.
Shane ignored him. Mostly because he couldn’t deal with the consequences of following that line of thought right now. “How the hell did we end up in Boston?” He asked instead.
“You did not object,” Ilya said, sounding infuriatingly reasonable. “You were asleep.”
“That’s not an answer, Ilya.”
Ilya’s thumb paused, then resumed its slow, deliberate path along Shane’s stomach. “You were hurt. You needed quiet. Hospital said no flights for days, but they also said no stress, no media, no strangers. Montréal has all of that. My house does not.” He hesitated, then added, softer, “And I needed you with me.”
Shane hummed, letting the words settle instead of pushing back immediately. He could feel how carefully Ilya was holding himself, how much of this explanation had been rehearsed—and how much hadn’t. “You should’ve told me,” he murmured, sighing. There was no annoyance in it this time. Just a fond sort of weariness. “When I woke up, you should’ve—”
“I tried, solnyshko,” Ilya murmured. “You fell asleep again halfway through. You snored.”
“I do not snore.”
“You absolutely do.”
Shane opened one eye, then closed it again when the world kept spinning. “I’m still mad,” he said, because not saying it felt like letting him get away with it. 
“I know.”
“And I’m not saying this is fine,” Shane sighed, annoyed and amused in equal measure, which somehow made it worse. “But I’m glad I’m here,” he whispered, the words slipping out before he could overthink them. He hesitated, then added more quietly, “I’m really glad I’m with you.”
Ilya’s arm tightened around him in response, pulling him in until Shane’s back was flush against his chest, leaving no space between them at all. Shane was acutely aware of him—of the weight, the heat, the way Ilya’s hand stayed firm against his stomach, fingers hooked just inside the waistband of his boxers like he had no intention of letting him drift even an inch too far away. 
But beneath the warmth curling low under Ilya’s touch—beneath the dull ache in his skull and the fog clouding his thoughts—something else surfaced. Because Ilya’s touch was tentative in a way it never was. Like he was still waiting to be pushed away. Like he didn’t quite trust that Shane was really here, or like some part of him was braced for this quiet moment to vanish before he could hold onto it.
“Hey,” Shane said softly. “I’m sorry I scared you.”
“Do not,” Ilya said as his nails bit into Shane’s stomach, like he didn’t like the direction his own thoughts were going. “Do not apologise to me for this.”
Shane’s hand coming up to rest lightly over Ilya’s wrist. “You hate hospitals,” he murmured, because he knew it as well as he knew the way Ilya played, the way he thought, the way he loved. He’d seen the way Ilya avoided them—the way his shoulders tightened at the sterile smell and the quiet beeping of machines.
Ilya hummed softly in response.
“You hate not being able to fix things,” Shane continued. “And you definitely hate when I’m unconscious and you can’t yell at me.”
A quiet, reluctant sound escaped Ilya that might have been a laugh. His mouth brushed Shane’s skin again, slower now. Less teasing. More like he was checking for the steady flutter of Shane’s pulse beneath it. “I did hate it,” he admitted. “I hated it very much.”
Something in Shane’s chest tightened, sharp and unfamiliar, like the feeling had nowhere to go now that it had been let out. “I’m okay,” he murmured. “My head’s fucking killing me, and I’m probably making even worse decisions than usual.” His mouth twitched faintly. “But I’m alright. I’m not gonna keel over or anything.”
Ilya shifted slightly behind him, his hand pressing more securely against Shane’s stomach, dragging him closer even though there was no space left between them. “You say that,” he said, “but you also tried to sit up thirty seconds ago and nearly fell over without moving.”
Shane made a small, annoyed sound into the pillow. 
“And you still sound like you swallowed gravel,” Ilya added.
“I swallowed a mouthguard for half a game,” Shane muttered. “And I just woke up. Give me a minute.” His voice came out rougher than he intended, but he lifted his head slightly anyway. “I’m fine.”
“You are terrible liar,” Ilya said.
“Leave me alone,” Shane grumbled, though there wasn’t much bite behind it. 
Ilya huffed softly, his breath warming the back of Shane’s neck with a smug edge. “Hm. I much prefer it when your voice is all rough like this from sucking my—”
Shane elbowed him on instinct, and felt an immediate flicker of satisfaction at the soft oof that followed—right up until Ilya hissed, low and pained, and the reality caught up to him.
“Oh—fuck, Ilya, sorry,” Shane said quickly, twisting around to check on him, concern tightening low in his chest before he could think it through. His hand came up without thinking, hovering near Ilya’s ribs before settling more carefully at his side. “I didn’t—are you okay?”
Ilya sucked in a slow breath through his teeth, his expression tightening for a moment before he exhaled. “It’s fine,” he said, though his voice was a little strained.
Shane didn’t believe him for a second. His hand shifted slightly, more deliberate now as he laid his palm flat against the warm skin at Ilya’s side, careful where he pressed. “That didn’t sound fine. Are you—”
Ilya caught his wrist lightly, stilling him. “Solnyshko,” he said, dragging Shane’s hand up to his mouth to press a slow, deliberate kiss against his palm. His thumb brushed over Shane’s knuckles, his lips following to trace the fading bruises there. “They’re just bruised,” he said quietly. “But much better when you don’t elbow them, da?”
Then his mouth curved faintly, something teasing slipping back into his expression. “Maybe you kiss it better now, hm?” He said, voice low, fingers tapping lightly against his side. “Would be good apology.” 
Shane narrowed his eyes at him, tracking the way Ilya leaned back into the pillows without a hint of shame, his bare chest rising slow and steady with each breath. He folded his arms behind his head with a faint, challenging lift of his brows, the corner of his mouth tugging like he already knew exactly what Shane was going to do next.
But, well—Shane had always loved a challenge. Especially when it came wrapped up in someone as insufferably confident as Ilya, who knew exactly how to provoke him and enjoyed it far too much. Who looked at him like this was a game they’d been playing for years—because it was—and neither of them had any intention of losing.
His vision swam slightly when he leaned over Ilya, but he ignored it as he pressed a kiss to the skin along his ribs. He hummed softly when Ilya hissed at the contact, his breath catching just enough to give him away, and Shane felt a flicker of satisfaction settle in his chest.
He let the moment stretch, unhurried, as he moved lower, pressing another kiss just beneath the curve of his ribs. His lips lingered there for a moment before continuing, tracing a slow, deliberate path across the sensitive skin just below Ilya’s navel. Then he paused—just to feel the way Ilya’s body reacted beneath him.
“Hm,” he murmured, pulling back slightly to glance up at him through his lashes. “Are you going to admit your ribs are hurt,” he asked, voice low, “or do you want me to keep going?”
Ilya’s head tipped back against the pillows, a strained laugh breaking out of him as he scrubbed a hand down his face. His blue eyes flicked down to Shane, dark and a little unfocused, like he was trying very hard to stay in control of himself.
“I definitely want you to keep going,” he groaned, before reaching out to pull Shane back up and settle him across his chest instead, wrapping both arms around him as he rolled them onto their side. “But you have a concussion,” he added, sounding equal parts reluctant and amused as he pressed a slow kiss to the corner of Shane’s mouth. “And my ribs still hurt,” he admitted. “Maybe just a little.”
Shane snorted softly, his hand flattening briefly against Ilya’s ribs before sliding around his side, fingers curling lightly at his back as he settled into his arms.
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, his thumb tracing a slow, grounding line along Shane’s spine. “We should behave,” he said, though the faint curve of his mouth suggested he didn’t believe that for a second. “You are very bad influence.”
“Me?” Shane said, tipping his head back just enough to look at him properly. “You’re the one who started all of this.”
“I made reasonable suggestion,” Ilya replied.
“Sure,” Shane murmured, shifting closer instead of pulling away, his knee sliding between Ilya’s legs as he settled in. His lips ghosted over Ilya’s once more, teasing, before he added under his breath, “Was that before or after you started talking about me sucking your cock?”
Ilya huffed as his hand tightened at Shane’s back. 
“Shane,” he warned, low and rough.
“Hm,” Shane hummed, entirely unconcerned, his mouth brushing Ilya’s again in a way that might have been innocent if not for how long he lingered. “Tell me to behave again.”
Ilya’s grip shifted, firmer now, fingers pressing into the fabric at Shane’s back to keep him exactly where he was. “You should behave,” he said, though there was nothing convincing about it.
Shane smiled faintly against his mouth, tilting his head just enough to almost kiss him again—and then stopped short. He felt the sharp exhale Ilya couldn’t quite hide, saw the way his forehead dipped briefly against his, like he was caught between instincts and couldn’t decided which one to follow.
“No one ever believes me when I tell them you are vixen,” Ilya said, his eyes narrowing. “You are enjoying this.” His thumb pressed a little harder into Shane’s hip. “You like seeing how far you can push me before I lose patience.”
Shane’s mouth curved slightly.
“Mm-hm,” he agreed, and then finally pulled him into another kiss.
Ilya made a low sound in his throat, his hand coming up to cradle the back of Shane’s head. His fingers curled into his hair, careful around the bruises at his neck where he would have usually held him tighter. He was so obviously holding himself back, stopping just short of tipping Shane’s head up the way he clearly wanted to.
His thumb brushed lightly at his nape as he kissed him, the heat between them catching somewhere low in Shane’s chest—right up until Ilya pulled back, just enough that his lips still brushed Shane’s as he murmured, “Behave now.”
“Absolutely not,” Shane mumbled, leaning in to kiss him again—only to pout when Ilya wrapped him so firmly in his arms that he couldn’t move. He tried to shift anyway, wincing when it sent a dull throb through his skull. He huffed out a quiet, frustrated breath.
“You know,” he said slowly, “sex is supposed to be good for a headache.”
Ilya snorted softly against his temple, his arms tightening just a fraction. “You are concussed,” he muttered. “Maybe later,” he added, his voice rougher now despite himself. “When you can stand without swaying.” He exhaled slowly. “Just let me take care of you for now. Please.”
Shane went still at that, the teasing slipping as he leaned into him instead, his forehead brushing lightly against Ilya’s shoulder. “M’not concussed anymore,” he said. “It’s just a headache.” He paused, then added more quietly, “I really am fine, you know.”
Ilya stilled slightly at that, his arms still wrapped around Shane like he didn’t quite trust himself to let go yet. “I know,” he said, his hand sliding up to settle more securely between his shoulder blades. “But you hit your head. I am allowed to worry.”
Shane huffed again, but this time there was no argument in it. After a moment, he tipped his head back just enough to look at him. “If I behave,” he said, voice softer now, “will you stop looking at me like that?”
Ilya’s fingers flexed lightly against his back as he considered that. “No,” he said, his arms tightening slightly around him. “Just stay here with me.”
“Hm?” Shane murmured, the sound barely more than a breath as his eyes drifted closed, his body settling into the slow rise and fall of Ilya’s chest. “‘Kay,” he mumbled, his fingers curling loosely against the warm skin at Ilya’s back.
He knew how rare it was for Ilya to let himself be vulnerable without trying to turn it into a joke first. And sure, they often fell into fucking first and talking it through later, but they’d spent years working toward the kind of honesty that let Ilya be open about what he needed from Shane.
And Shane wasn’t about to ruin that now. Not when Ilya had finally asked for something out loud.
His mind drifted back, almost unconsciously, to the quiet Russian endearments Ilya used whenever he couldn’t quite bring himself to say something in English. Shane had asked him every time what they meant, because he hadn’t learned the language yet, and Ilya had always just smiled and lied.
“It means you blush like tomato, Hollander,” he’d said once—when what he’d actually said was “fuck—I love you,” long before either of them had admitted it out loud. Sometimes Shane still wondered what other secrets Ilya had told him in those moments, long before he understood the words.
He sighed softly, leaning further into the warmth of Ilya’s body. The slow drag of Ilya’s thumb against his back made the room feel a little less like it was tilting, giving him something solid to focus on instead of the dull, persistent ache in his head.
And maybe, if Shane was being honest, he was guilty of deflecting too. But even if Ilya wouldn’t let them fuck the fear and adrenaline out of their systems—even if it really was just a headache at this point—Shane found he didn’t mind staying here like this a little longer. It was nice, being held in Ilya’s arms.
Maybe if they stayed here long enough, the world outside would quiet down into something he didn’t have to face just yet.
“Hm,” Shane murmured again, his eyes still closed. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Because he could feel how tightly Ilya was still holding him—like letting go was something he didn’t entirely trust himself to do yet. Like some part of him was still bracing for Shane to disappear if he loosened his grip even a little.
Ilya’s lips brushed lightly against his shoulder, his stubble scraping faintly against Shane’s skin. “You already tried,” he said quietly.
Shane blinked up at him. “Huh?”
“You tried to get up off the ice,” Ilya clarified. “Had to be held down.” He snorted softly, his arms tightening around him as he spoke. “You were very stubborn, solnyshko. It was very—ugh—it was very Captain Hollander of you.”
Shane huffed out a tired breath that almost passed for a laugh.
Then, softer, almost to himself, Ilya added, “You do not get to leave me like that again.” His voice dropped to a low whisper, edged with something raw and unguarded that made Shane’s stomach tighten painfully. 
“I am the one who gets into fights on the ice, da?” Ilya continued. “It was very hot to see you punch Comeau—you looked so good standing over him, I would have kissed you right there if my head wasn’t still spinning—but it was never supposed to be you who got hurt.”
Shane didn’t have the energy to unpack everything wrapped up in that, so he just nodded into the pillow, murmuring a quiet, “Okay,” as Ilya’s mouth pressed softly against his shoulder again.
He let out a slow breath as they settled back into the stillness of the room. It was quiet in a way that felt almost unfamiliar—unhurried, uninterrupted—and it made something in Shane’s chest ache. It had been months since waking up with Ilya hadn’t come with the immediate calculation of where they needed to be next, or who might be watching.
Mornings like this always felt borrowed, already half gone before they’d properly begun. And Shane found himself starting to hate the way he woke up alone in Montréal, when all he wanted was to be somewhere else entirely. Boston. The cottage. Anywhere that let them exist like this for a few hours without already planning the end of it.
And maybe that was the part that lingered most—not the distance itself, but the constant awareness that moments like this were temporary. That every quiet moment came with a countdown already ticking somewhere in the back of his mind. 
So Shane pressed his face deeper into the pillow, eyes half-closed, and let the world narrow to the slow rise and fall of Ilya’s chest. There was still an ache pulsing faintly behind his eyes, but it dulled into something manageable when he focused on the weight of Ilya’s arms, the firm line of his body against his, the thumb still tracing that same familiar path along his spine—
Ilya’s phone rattled harshly against the bedside table where it was charging. The sound was silenced, but the vibration loud enough to make Shane wince. He pressed his face harder into the pillow as Ilya hissed, “der’mo,” under his breath, reaching out for it blindly.
“Please make it stop,” Shane mumbled without lifting his head.
“I am trying,” Ilya muttered, shifting so he was half-braced over Shane, one arm planted against the mattress to keep his balance. He leaned over him, giving the cord a sharper tug than necessary until it finally came loose in his hand. “Ah,” he said as he fell back against the bed. “Is Yuna,” he added, tilting the phone just enough for Shane to see her name on the screen.
“Oh,” Shane murmured as the phone continued to vibrate in Ilya’s hand. Guilt rolled through him at the thought of his mother worrying from halfway across the world, trying to manage everything even without being here. “She’s probably been calling all morning,” he said, his eyes already slipping closed at the thought of her voice. “You should answer it. She won’t stop until she knows I’m okay.”
“Hello?” Ilya said, running a hand through his hair as he picked up.
“—Ilya,” Yuna said, and even through the phone her composure was unmistakable. “I’m sorry, darling. They warned us there would be no signal if a storm hit, but I didn’t think—” She exhaled quietly. “We should have warned you. I didn’t see your messages until an hour ago, and my inbox is already full of people asking for statements. There are so many interview requests I don’t even know where to start.”
She took a slow, controlled breath. “Is Shane okay? Is he with you? His phone’s off, and I can’t get through to him. But I saw the photo Cliff Marlow posted, and I—” She cut herself off, choosing her next words carefully. “He didn’t look like he should be alone,” she added, her voice shaking despite her effort to keep it steady.
“Da,” Ilya said immediately. “Yes. He is with me. I would not let him be alone.”
“Good,” Yuna said, the word leaving her in a long breath, as if she had been holding it in. “Where are you right now?”
“We are—” Ilya hesitated, wincing slightly. “We are in Boston.”
“Ah,” Yuna murmured, almost to herself. “I did wonder when I saw that picture,” she added, before her attention returned to him. “I’ve had Hayden Pike leave me six voicemails,” she continued. “Which is strange in itself. That man is notorious for never picking up his phone.”
She paused, then sighed again, quieter this time. “And I’ll admit it made me a little—well. Concerned, I suppose,” she said, like she wasn’t entirely convinced the word covered what she was feeling.
“Pike enjoys the sound of his own voice,” Ilya said dryly.
Yuna made a soft, thoughtful sound. “More than is strictly necessary,” she agreed, a faint thread of amusement in her voice. “And he does have a tendency to leave very dramatic voicemails. Several of them, in this case. He left the first one just after the game, I think. Then again when he left Shane at the hospital to let us know he was okay.”
Her voice softened slightly. “We got your text messages too, which were lovely—thank you, darling. But then Hayden suddenly started talking about Shane being kidnapped, and I didn’t quite know what to think.”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured. “Shane is famous enough that a stalker could try something like this,” he added dryly, his hand settling more firmly against Shane’s stomach as he shifted beside him, encouraging him onto his side so he could pull him closer against his chest. “But I am not sure even his fans are this, ah—” 
He paused, searching for the word. His mouth tightened slightly as if deranged felt both too accurate and not quite right. “Bold,” he finished instead. “But it was not a kidnapping,” he added quickly, a touch defensive despite his even tone. “No matter what Pike told you.” He adjusted his hold on Shane, more careful now. “Shane wanted to come with me.”
Yuna went quiet for a moment, then let out a slow breath. “Right,” she said. “Do I want to know what actually happened?” She asked carefully. “Hayden made it sound like someone broke into the hospital in the middle of the night and just—well. Like someone took Shane. None of the nurses would tell him anything, and then he started spiralling because Shane’s texts didn’t sound like him.”
Ilya snorted softly at that, remembering the messages he’d sent Hayden from Shane’s phone. He’d thought the wording was close enough to pass as Shane, but apparently it had been wrong in all the ways that mattered. And yes, maybe he’d found it quietly satisfying to mess with Hayden—even knowing it would come back to bite him in the ass later.
Maybe especially knowing that.
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Hayden
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Today 09:14

HaydenHow the fuck did you get your phone back?

I left it across the room for a reason.

H😎It's supposed to still be charging!👍




Hayden😤H😎


Today 10:57


S🤓ShaneIlyaYou ask unimportant questions.❓




HaydenHey!

Ngl, I can't wait to show you these messages later and watch you get all embarrassed about them 😂

But seriously, you've got a concussion.

H😎You should NOT be on your phone right now.




S🤓ShaneIlyaDid you take trash out.




Hayden🙄H😎




HaydenUgh. Yessssss.

I took the fucking trash out.👍

And I threw out all your food too.

Which I still think it's a bad idea, btw.

You're probably gonna get discharged today.

And then you'll come home to an empty house?👎

And THEN you're gonna get all stressed about having to go outside.

H😎And, like, having to dealing with people?




ShaneIlya🤷‍♂️S🤓




ShaneIlyaWe both know you're gonna hate that, man. Especially when your head is still hurting.

H😎Cause, y'know, you've still got a fucking conscussion.


Today 11:04


H😎Hayden???


Today 12:32


HaydenHey, Jackie's coming with me to see you.

Just need to drop off the kids first.

So we'll probably be there in a couple of hours?

Two max.

Promise I won't be late this time!

H😎And you'd better not still be on your phone when we get there!


Today 13:04


HaydenThe kids send their love!

They're kinda 💔 about not getting to see Uncle Shane in a hospital dress.

But they've made you a card.

H😎I'm pretty sure it's supposed to be you skating, but it kinda looks like an astronaut trying to swim?


Today 13:47


HaydenTry and be nice about it when you get it, yeah?

Thing's covered in fucking glitter.

Which we both know you'll love 😂

But maybe act surprised?

H😎Jackie wants to record your reaction for them.


Today 14:12


H😎HaydenSide note: she's making me sleep on the couch for fighting, which I'm blaming on you.




ShaneIlyaSo sad.

S🤓For you. Not wife.😭




HaydenI knew you were still on your phone!

Ugh. You're mean when you're high.

H😎Remind me (us?) not to do this again.


Today 14:42


H😎HaydenHey want me to bring you anything else beside a change of clothes?


Today 15:10


HaydenOkay, so my messages aren't going through anymore

I'm gonna assume one of the nurses finally took your phone away.

Which is a GOOD thing, btw!

H😎I'll see you soon 😄
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He could already picture Shane’s expression when he found out. The sharp, betrayed glare. The brief pause. The long-suffering exhale that meant Ilya had crossed a line he absolutely knew existed. 
The thought made him smile. 
Because of course he would let Shane scold him. He would stand there and take it with that same quiet patience he never offered anyone else. He would even agree, eventually. But it would still be worth it. Just knowing Hayden Pike was somewhere losing his mind over Shane’s disappearance from Montréal General was deeply satisfying. Ilya imagined him pacing in tight circles, trying to get ahead of a situation he had absolutely no control over, and grinned as—
“Ilya,” Yuna warned, her tone edged with suspicion.
Ilya cleared his throat softly, making a visible effort to keep the smile out of his voice. “Ah. He is the thirteenth-best player on the Voyageurs for a reason,” he muttered. “And Shane is not allowed to look at his phone anyway. Especially not for Aiden Pike—”
“Hayden,” she corrected automatically.
“Da. Is what I said,” Ilya lied, entirely unapologetic. “We turned Shane’s phone off yesterday. It kept, ah—buzzing every five seconds with notifications we did not want to deal with. He needs quiet, not journalists asking the same stupid questions.” He shrugged lightly. “If something is actually important, Farah will call me.”
He shifted the phone slightly against his ear, his expression sharpening just a fraction. “And if it is not important,” he added, his voice cooling, “then it can wait until Shane is better.”
There was a brief pause on the line, the kind that meant Yuna was deciding whether it was worth engaging with Ilya’s petty vendetta against Hayden or if it would be easier to simply ignore it. She sighed, something almost like a laugh escaping before her tone sharpened. 
“Is Shane awake?” She asked.
Ilya glanced down automatically, his hand tightening at Shane’s waist when Shane turned toward him. “Yes. He woke up a little while ago,” he said, his voice soft as he watched Shane’s expression for the slightest sign of discomfort. “He is sore,” he added quietly, “and unhappy about it, but he is being stubborn—keeps trying to pretend it is just a headache.”
His thumb moved absently against Shane’s side, a small, grounding motion that didn’t quite hide the tension in his shoulders. “He does not like being taken off the ice,” he added, almost to himself. “He’s been sleeping mostly, but he is not panicking. He is—” He snorted softly, pressing a kiss to Shane’s shoulder before continuing, “he is pretending he is fine, which is how I know he is not.”
Shane made a quiet, disgruntled noise at that.
“Shane,” Yuna said immediately, her voice changing as if she’d leaned closer to the phone. “Darling?”
Ilya clicked the phone onto speaker and angled it toward Shane from over his shoulder, wincing with him when the sudden volume crackled too loudly through the line. Shane tensed despite himself, then forced his shoulders to relax, grounding himself in the familiar weight at his back, the steady pressure of Ilya’s hand settling again on his stomach.
He managed a quiet, “Hey,” shifting slightly so Ilya could hold the phone more comfortably between them. “I’m okay,” he added, trying to sound steadier than he felt. “Don’t listen to Ilya. He’s just worrying when he doesn’t need to.”
“Oh, please,” she said. “If anything, he’s probably not worrying enough—”
“Please don’t tell him that,” Shane muttered with a groan. “He won’t let me do anything. I think he’s about five minutes away from putting me on bed rest.” He exhaled softly. “I’m fine, mum.”
“Fine is not a medical term,” Yuna said, and Shane could almost picture the frown that came with it.
“Mum—”
“Are you dizzy?” She asked, cutting him off before he could try to distract her again. “And don’t you dare lie to me, Shane. I’ve watched you play through injuries and pretend you were fine. I know exactly what it looks like when you’re trying to tough it out.”
Shane scrubbed a hand over his face, groaning again. “I’m a little dizzy,” he admitted. “It’s not constant. Just when I stand up too fast.”
She made a quiet sound of disapproval. “Ilya said you have a headache,” she said. “How bad is it? Do you have any nausea? Or sensitivity to light?” She paused briefly, then added under her breath, “or is it sound with headaches?”
“It’s not that dramatic—”
“Concussions never seem dramatic until they are,” Yuna said. “You know that. You’ve had concussions before, and you were just as determined to downplay it then, too.” She sighed softly. “You’ve always been terrible at admitting when something actually hurts.”
There was a pause, then her voice softened slightly. “Have you taken the medication they gave you? And are you actually resting, or are you bothering that poor boy in his own kitchen?”
“We’re not in the kitchen,” Shane mumbled.
There was a pause on the other end of the line, and Shane could practically see the way she was narrowing her eyes at the phone.
“Shane,” she said.
He stilled instinctively.
Which was ridiculous, because it was just his name. But he still felt himself straighten slightly. Muscle memory, he told himself. The reflex of someone who had spent his entire childhood being called like that when he was about to be caught doing something he absolutely should not have been.
“A bit of both,” he admitted, shooting Ilya an irritated look when he pressed his smirk into Shane’s shoulder, muffling the quiet sound of his laughter. “But I’m lying down, so it’s not so bad right now.”
“You’re lying down?” Yuna repeated, like she was checking she’d heard correctly. “It’s two in the afternoon. Are you still in bed?”
“Yes,” Shane said, slightly defensive. “I told you, Ilya has me on bed rest.”
There was another brief pause, the kind that usually meant she was thinking very carefully about what to say next. “Good,” she said after a moment, though the tension in her voice didn’t ease. “Now. Did the doctors discharge you properly, or did Ilya kidnap you before the paperwork was finished?”
“There was paperwork,” Ilya said.
“Ilya,” Yuna said flatly, and despite the headache pressing behind his eyes, Shane felt the corner of his mouth twitch. Because at least he wasn’t the only one being told off anymore.
“I’m fine, mum,” he said when Ilya just pouted at the phone. “Please stop worrying.”
“Hm,” she said, and Shane knew that particular sound meant she had several opinions she was choosing not to voice yet. “Are the Montréal medical staff even aware you’re in Boston?” She asked, and he could practically hear the sharp edge of her concern tucked neatly beneath the question. “I’m assuming they do now, with how public everything’s gotten. But did you even tell them you were planning to leave?”
Shane shifted slightly against the pillow, trying to bite back a sigh. He should have expected his mother to skip right past the headlines and go straight to the part where he’d done something reckless.
“They discharged me,” he said carefully.
“I’m pretty sure they assumed you would be staying in Montréal for your follow-up care,” she said. “And being monitored by someone slightly more medically qualified than your boyfriend. You realise travelling with a concussion is dangerous,” she added. “What if something had happened to you on the way?”
“James said it was fine as long as we didn’t fly,” Ilya said, his fingers pressing lightly into Shane’s stomach as he pulled him closer. His thumb traced a slow, absent line just above Shane’s hip as he pressed another soft kiss to his bruised neck, lingering there as if he could soothe the injury out of him by sheer stubbornness.
“James was my nurse,” Shane added helpfully, frowning slightly at Ilya’s expression. “And I didn’t go AMA. I was officially discharged, so you can stop worrying about the league using that as an excuse to suspend me.”
“Da. They discharged him into my care,” Ilya added, sounding far too pleased with himself. “I have been monitoring his symptoms very closely. I am keeping him safe, Yuna,” he said, answering the question she hadn’t yet asked. “I would not let him be alone when he is hurt.”
“Well,” Yuna said dryly. “At least he’s not alone.” She sighed, but the pause that followed wasn’t disapproving. If anything, it sounded faintly relieved. “Thank you, Ilya,” she added, her voice softening as the sharp edge eased out of it.
“Of course,” Ilya replied, his eyes lifting to Shane with something bright and unapologetic in them, the corner of his mouth tugging upward as if daring him to object when he pressed another kiss to Shane’s shoulder.
Shane groaned quietly and closed his eyes. The contact was grounding, loosening something painful and knotted in his chest, but the look in Ilya’s eyes was distracting—especially considering his mother was still on the phone.
“I’m sorry,” Shane found himself saying, the words slipping out before he could stop them. He wasn’t entirely sure who they were meant for. “I didn’t mean to ruin your holiday—”
“I know, darling,” Yuna said immediately. “Nothing’s ruined. Don’t worry about that.” Her voice softened just a little as she sighed. “You’ve been trying not to worry us your whole life,” she murmured. “As if we didn’t know, the minute you decided on hockey, that injuries would be part of it.”
She paused, then added, dry but fond, “You’ve been trying to hide injuries from us since you were eight and played through a broken wrist because you didn’t want to let your line down. If your game wasn’t all over the internet, I doubt you would’ve even told us.” She sighed again. “You’d have probably tried to convince yourself you were protecting us from worrying unnecessarily.”
There was a beat of silence, and Shane winced, because even he couldn’t deny that was exactly what he would have done. He shifted slightly when the movement pulled at the ache in his neck, but he was distracted from it when Yuna added, softer and more deliberate, “It’s okay to admit that you’re scared. Or that it hurts.”
Shane’s throat closed. He pressed his face into the pillow, nodding once even though she couldn’t see it. Behind him, Ilya lowered his head, his mouth brushing Shane’s hair, his voice quiet but steady. “Ya zdes’, solnyshko,” he murmured, and it was reassuring in a way Shane hadn’t realised he needed.
He exhaled, long and shaky, pressing his face deeper into the pillow. “I know,” he murmured.
“Are you safe where you are?” Yuna asked.
“Yes,” Shane said. Then, because it mattered, he added, “I’m with Ilya.”
There was another pause, more thoughtful this time. “Good,” she said finally. “Then listen to him—”
“Do I have to?” Shane asked.
“Yes,” Yuna said before he had even finished talking. “Drink your water and take your medication exactly as prescribed. And don’t you dare try to get back on the ice until a doctor officially clears you.” She huffed softly. “I don’t want to hear about you sneaking back onto a rink just because you’re bored.”
“I’m concussed, not stupid,” Shane muttered, smiling faintly despite himself.
The silence that followed made it clear that Yuna didn’t believe him, but she chose not to call him out on it. “Hm,” she murmured, which was somehow worse than the silence. “Let me and Farah deal with the league,” she continued. “And the press. And Pelletier, if he decides to be an idiot.” She gave a dry huff. “And no more social media posts unless you’re prepared to explain why a photo like that does not read as platonic.”
“What photo?” Shane mumbled as Ilya snorted again.
He cracked one eye open and glanced at him, the movement sending a dull spike through his head. But Ilya just grinned back at him, completely unapologetic. 
“Spasibo,” Ilya said to Yuna, before giving Shane a look that suggested he was already cataloguing which consequences he intended to enjoy later. “Ah. It is worry for later,” he added lightly. “No more talk of pictures yet.”
“Did someone catch a picture of us?” Shane asked again.
Yuna’s snort echoed through the line. “I swear you’re both as bad as each other,” she muttered with a sigh. “There was a crowd of fans outside when Ilya brought you onto the Bears’ bus,” she explained. “I’ve been sent far too many pictures and tagged in so many mentions that I’m fairly sure I’ve seen it from every possible angle at this point.”
“What—”
“It’s fine,” Yuna interrupted calmly. “Most of them just look like two hockey players helping each other after a bad game. The internet’s already decided it’s the world’s most dramatic rivalry truce.” She paused. “I’ve seen Ilya’s interview as well. You did very well, darling. And everyone seems so fixated on the idea of you two being friends that I haven’t heard even a whisper of you being anything more.”
Shane groaned under his breath as Ilya smiled.
“Thank you,” he said again.
Yuna hummed, sounding far more amused than concerned. Then she sighed. “If anything, people are so distracted by it that Comeau’s managed to slip past a lot of the backlash aimed at him,” she said. “But don’t worry about that. Stop trying to manage everything yourself and just relax while you can, okay?”
“I expect the Voyageurs will be in contact soon—either their PR or HR team. I’ve been copied into emails from both of them,” she continued. “They’ve made it very clear that the incident with Comeau happened outside play, so it’s outside their jurisdiction.” 
She snorted, the sound sharp with disbelief. “As if players haven’t been banned from the sport for less violent attacks than this.” There was a brief pause before she continued, her voice cooling into something far more deliberate. “The league will likely fine you for hitting Comeau during the game. I’m just waiting for them to officially declare that Comeau’s actions were outside regulation so I can kill him. Legally, of course.”
Shane winced. “Mum.”
“What?” Yuna said, completely innocent. “I won’t actually kill him. Maybe just financially.” She paused, considering. “Or I could ruin his next contract.”
“Da,” Ilya said immediately. “This is good plan.”
Shane sighed and let his eyes fall shut again, torn between fond exasperation and the quiet, unfamiliar comfort of knowing that at least two people in the world were firmly on his side. Three, he amended, including his father. Maybe eight, if he counted the entire Pike family.
“Good luck,” Shane murmured.
“I don’t need luck,” Yuna said, her voice as dry as ever. “I need coffee. And you need rest.” Then her tone softened. “Both of you do,” she added, and Shane caught himself smiling when Ilya blushed and angled the phone away, suddenly very interested in the bedside table.
“Okay. Your father sends his love. We’ll be home in three days. Until then, I trust Ilya to keep you safe. Call me later.”
“I will,” Shane said. “Love you.”
“I know,” Yuna replied, warm and certain. “Goodbye, darling.”
There were a few overlapping goodbyes, Ilya’s accented do svidaniya threading through Shane’s hoarse one, and then the line went dead. The quiet rushed back in to fill the space it left behind, and for a long moment neither of them spoke.
Then Shane let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding.
“She likes you,” he murmured. “Sometimes I think she likes you more than me.”
“Da,” Ilya said smugly. “I am her favourite son.”
Shane huffed weakly as Ilya pressed a slower kiss into the back of his neck, lingering just long enough to make him sink into it. Then he shifted carefully out of bed, the sudden cool air making Shane shiver and instinctively curl in on himself.
“Sleep,” Ilya murmured as he pulled on the discarded sweatpants from the floor without bothering with a shirt. “I am not finished worrying yet.”
The light from the window caught the lines of his back as he straightened—lean muscle still tight with tension he hadn’t quite let go of yet. The faint shadows of old scars stood out briefly against his skin before he leaned down to press another kiss to Shane’s shoulder.
“I will make you something to eat,” he added quietly. “James said no medication on an empty stomach.”
“Hm,” Shane mumbled into the pillow. “Do I get to call you my nurse now?
Ilya snorted, fond. “Only if you promise to be very bad patient.”
Shane smiled to himself as he listened to the quiet sounds of Ilya moving around the room before the door closed behind him. He sighed and let his eyes fall shut, drifting again.
He wasn’t sure how much time had passed before the smell of melted cheese and toasted bread reached him. It was rich enough to cut through the fog in his head and pull him slowly back toward the surface, whether he wanted to wake up or not.
He groaned faintly and rolled onto his back, blinking up at the ceiling.
Eating in bed would have been easier, Shane thought. Ilya would happily have brought the food upstairs, settled beside him, maybe even fed him if Shane let him. The thought alone made something soft and dangerous stir in his chest. But crumbs in the bed had always been a hard line. Even the idea of grease or bread flakes ground into the sheets made Shane’s skin itch.
“Of course he’s making fucking tuna melts,” Shane muttered to the empty room, trying not to laugh at the memory of the first time Ilya made them for him. The thought left him warm and a little embarrassed as he lay there, eyes slipping closed as he tried to will the room to stop tilting. It had been so much easier to ignore the dull ache in his head and the lingering dizziness when he had Ilya to focus on instead.
He scrubbed a hand down his face at that thought, dragging himself back into his body as he pushed himself upright slowly, carefully, pausing when his vision swam. He stayed there for a moment, keeping his eyes closed until the nausea settled into something he could ignore, telling himself that a few bites and some water would fix it the same way it always seemed to when the hunger of a missed meal finally caught up to him all at once.
“It’s fine,” he mumbled to himself, steadying with both feet planted firmly on the floor before reaching for the first clothes he could find. He was over six feet tall and a professional athlete—standing up shouldn’t be difficult.
Only doing it without Ilya there to steady him when the room tilted took more effort than he expected. Shane had to pause, breathing through the wave of dizziness before he finally took a step. Then another. The hallway felt longer than he remembered, and the wooden floor cold under his feet. He briefly considered looking for a pair of socks instead of walking around barefoot, but the idea of turning back now honestly felt worse than continuing.
So he kept going, one hand pressed against the wall as he took the stairs one at a time. He reached for the railing when he misjudged a step and tilted forward slightly, pausing there to catch his breath, waiting for the world to settle back into place before forcing himself to keep going. Ilya might have preferred he stay in bed, but Shane was determined to prove he was fine—even if he was starting to regret not listening to him.
By the time he reached the bottom he was breathing a little harder, but he was upright, which honestly felt like a win worthy of the Stanley Cup. There was no applause waiting for him this time. Just the kitchen, flooded with light from the large glass walls surrounding it.
The sudden brightness made the room tilt again after the dim hallway, but Ilya was right there—standing at the stove with his back to him, solid and steady in a way that made the dizziness easier to ignore. He was focused in a way Shane recognised instantly, like the rest of the world had narrowed down to whatever was right in front of him. 
That familiar, steady ache of affection stirred in Shane’s chest as he watched Ilya flip a sandwich with unnecessary seriousness. And he hesitated before pulling out one of the chairs at the island, still watching him. For a moment, he had the sudden urge to walk up behind Ilya and lean into his back, maybe wrap his arms around him and let Ilya hold them both up. But he wasn’t sure his legs would cooperate for much longer, even if he wanted it desperately.
So he settled for watching instead.
Ilya still hadn’t noticed him yet, which gave Shane time to admire the way the muscles in his back flexed with each movement. A faint sheen of sweat caught the morning sun across his shoulders. It probably had something to do with the heat from the stove, but Shane couldn’t help the way his eyes followed the slow shift of muscle beneath Ilya’s skin as he moved in that confident, slightly aggressive way he sometimes got when he decided something needed to be done properly.
It was annoyingly hot, Shane thought, watching Ilya adjust the heat as he pressed down on the sandwiches with the spatula, then tsk at the cheese leaking down the sides.
“Blyat,” Ilya hissed, glaring at the stove as oil splashed against his stomach when he flipped the sandwiches again. He wiped uselessly at the spot with the edge of the dish towel slung over his shoulder before tossing it onto the counter with a quiet huff.
Shane hummed softly, resisting the urge to snort or say something smug. He was always trying to get Ilya to wear a shirt when he stood next to an open flame, but he couldn’t deny the view made the argument feel almost pointless. “Smells good,” he murmured instead, still mostly distracted.
He found himself grinning when Ilya startled hard enough to nearly drop the spatula.
“Shane,” Ilya said, spinning around and pointing the spatula at him. “What are you doing out of bed? You should still be resting.”
Shane rested his chin on his palm where he leaned against the counter, watching him with lazy amusement. “Crumbs,” he said, because it made sense in his head, and he knew Ilya would understand exactly what he meant.
Ilya stared at him blankly for a moment. Then his mouth twitched. “Ah,” he said quietly, turning back to the stove. He shut it off quickly, slid the sandwiches onto a plate, then cut them neatly in half—and then again—before setting it in front of Shane. “Sit up,” he said, frowning down at the plate like something wasn’t quite right. “You will eat, then we will go back to bed.”
“Hm,” Shane murmured, because that sounded like a good plan even if it felt like it had taken all of his energy just to make it down to the kitchen. 
He obeyed without thinking, pushing himself upright even as the room wobbled. It settled slowly as he blinked down at the blurry outline of the plate in front of him. “Oh,” he said, staring at it—the edges perfectly aligned, nothing touching that shouldn’t—and fighting the sudden, ridiculous urge to cry. 
It was exactly the way he liked it, even if he had never once asked for it out loud.
“You, ah—” Shane’s voice caught slightly as he tried to steady it. “You cut them?”
“You take smaller bites when you’re dizzy,” Ilya replied, distracted. Then, suddenly, “Ah—medication,” he groaned, mostly to himself, already turning away.
He moved back toward the counter where he’d left the medication Shane had been discharged with, grabbing the blister pack to pop the pills out. Only he used a little too much force, and one of the pills nearly slipped from his fingers before he caught it again with a quiet curse.
“Is fine,” he said as he returned, setting the pills carefully beside the plate, along with a glass of water he’d just filled from the tap. “No ginger ale yet,” he added softly. “They said no fizzy drinks until the nausea is gone.”
Shane’s mouth curved, faint but fond as he glanced down at everything Ilya had set out for him. “I can’t believe people think you’re mean,” he said. “When you’re—” He gestured weakly with his free hand, taking in the plate, the water, the pills. The way Ilya was still hovering, his weight tipped forward like he might catch Shane if he leaned the wrong way. “When you’re like this at home.”
He expected Ilya to come back with something smug, or some ridiculous attempt to pretend he wasn’t doing anything unusual. Instead, Ilya just stared at him. 
And then something in his expression shifted. 
It was subtle at first, just a gradual easing of the lines between his brows as the frown left his face. Then his smile came, tentative at first—like it surprised him as much as it did Shane—before spreading into something wide and bright and almost disarming.
It was the kind of smile Ilya usually only forgot to hide when he was caught off guard. And Shane was as mesmerised by it as he always was, the sudden warmth of it catching low in his chest.
“What?” Shane asked, hoping it didn’t sound as breathless as he felt.
Ilya shook his head once, like he was clearing it. “Nothing,” he said, still smiling.
“No,” Shane said, narrowing his eyes at him. “That was a look. What was that look for?”
Ilya leaned closer, resting one hand on the back of the chair. His voice dropped, quieter now, and his smile softened as something steadier settled beneath it. “You just called this home.”
Shane blinked. “Well—yeah,” he said slowly. “Was I not supposed to?”
“We are in Boston,” Ilya said carefully, still failing to hide his smile.
“Yeah,” Shane repeated. “You know you’re still going to have to explain that part to me at some point, right?” He asked, because he definitely wasn’t letting it go that easily. 
He shrugged lightly, meaning to show it wasn’t a big deal, but he winced when the bruises along his neck pulled with the movement. His hand came up automatically, rubbing at the stiffness there before he added, “But you’re here. That’s always been home.”
The words seemed to land harder than Shane had intended. He paused, watching something unreadable flicker across Ilya’s face. Shane’s brow creased slightly. His thoughts still felt a step behind where they should have been, but they weren’t so slow that he missed the fact that Ilya should have already known that.
After all the years of stolen weekends and off-season visits. After the quiet mornings where they’d woken up tangled together in Ilya’s bed. After every time Shane had found himself booking flights to Boston without even thinking about it. Ilya should have known there had never been a single moment Shane doubted where he belonged when the two of them were together.
“Ilya,” Shane said slowly. “I thought you knew that?”
For a long moment, Ilya just looked at him, like the words had landed somewhere he hadn’t quite expected them to. His expression shifted gradually, something uncertain flickering across it before he pushed away from the counter and walked around the island. 
He settled beside Shane, close enough that their knees bumped lightly as he leaned his hip against the counter. “I did know,” he said after a moment, though the words came out quieter than usual. “But it is different,” he added quickly. “Hearing you say it in my clothes.”
Shane blinked at him, then glanced down at the Bears hoodie and the grey sweatpants he’d grabbed without thinking, both hanging off him in that familiar, borrowed way that always made his stomach flutter helplessly. “Oh,” he said slowly, the corner of his mouth twitching as the pieces clicked into place—sluggish, but unmistakable. He looked back up at Ilya, who was suddenly very interested in something across the room that definitely wasn’t Shane’s face. 
“You’re trying to distract me from—”
“I am doing no such thing,” Ilya lied, crossing his arms over his chest.
Which was, unfortunately, extremely distracting all on its own. Shane’s eyes dropped automatically to the broad line of Ilya’s shoulders, the flex of his biceps as they tightened, the faint sheen of sweat still lingering on his bare skin from the kitchen heat. He blinked once and dragged his attention back up to Ilya’s face when he started speaking again, only his voice was kind of distracting too—
“You have concussion,” Ilya added, frowning. “And no filter. You should not be encouraging me to misbehave right now,” he mumbled as he leaned forward slightly, one hand gripping the back of the chair beside Shane. The movement brought him closer again, close enough that Shane could feel the steady warmth of him, but he stopped just short of crowding him, like he was actively resisting the urge to step into Shane’s space completely.
“You are giving me terrible ideas, Shane Hollander,” he added softly.
“Everything about you is a terrible idea,” Shane muttered.
Ilya’s mouth twitched at that, the corner of it pulling upward in a way that suggested he took that as a compliment rather than a complaint. “Yet you keep making same mistake,” he said. “Don’t act like it is first time we have broken rules together.”
“Hm,” Shane mumbled. “Pretty sure it’s the only mistake I’ve ever enjoyed repeating.”
Ilya watched him for a second longer, then pushed himself upright again with a quiet huff, stepping back a pace like he was physically removing temptation to touch him. “Concussions make you dangerous,” he said, folding his arms again. “You are never usually this good at flirting.”
“Oh, so it’s the concussion’s fault?” Shane said, his voice shifting into a tone of exaggerated realisation. Then he snorted softly, only to immediately regret it when his head throbbed in protest. He pressed his lips together until it passed. 
“Did it also make me steal your clothes?” He asked when the pain finally eased. “Or is that just what happens when you leave things lying around and expect me not to get ideas?”
“Ah,” Ilya said, his eyes narrowing slightly, though the corner of his mouth betrayed him. “So now it is my fault you are thief.”
Shane laughed under his breath at that, the sound warm and quiet. “You didn’t seem to mind when I was wearing this hoodie and nothing else back in Montréal,” he said lightly.
“Shane,” Ilya warned, his voice dropping lower in a way that sounded less like a warning and much more like a promise.
“Ilya,” Shane said, mocking and sweet. 
Ilya huffed quietly through his nose, but he didn’t move away. If anything, he leaned his hip against the counter beside Shane’s chair, close enough that Shane could feel the warmth of him again. Close enough that Shane’s attention drifted right back to the waistband of his sweatpants that sat low on his hips.
He caught himself staring and didn’t even bother pretending otherwise. “I’m pretty sure you’re trying to distract me again,” he murmured as his gaze dipped again, slow and deliberate this time before he lifted it back to Ilya’s face. “You’re standing there half-dressed. How the hell am I supposed to focus on anything else?”
Ilya’s gaze flicked back to his face again, quick and sharp before he could stop himself. The reaction was small, but Shane caught it anyway. The way Ilya exhaled slowly through his nose, like he was trying very hard not to smile and failing a little. For a moment his fingers tightened against his arms, restless, like he didn’t quite know where to put the feeling that had just surfaced.
Then his expression softened in a way that made Shane’s chest ache all over again. “Solnyshko,” he said. “I thought your head was hurting too much to deal with flirting?”
He tilted his head slightly, studying Ilya with open amusement. “You’re the one who started this,” he said tipping his head back slightly, eyes still on Ilya. “I was perfectly happy to keep talking about how you’re trying to distract me with your extremely subtle attempts to change the subject.”
He let the silence sit there for a moment, watching the way Ilya’s shoulders tensed slightly. “Which,” he added mildly, “means you definitely don’t want to keep talking about the hell I ended up in Boston.”
Ilya’s mouth flattened immediately. “You are concussed,” he said again. “You should be resting. Not interrogating me like this.”
Shane hummed thoughtfully as he reached out to pick up the tablets Ilya had left out for him. He swallowed them with a grimace, the chalky coating leaving an unpleasant taste on his tongue. He chased it down with another mouthful of water before setting the glass back down carefully. There was no immediate relief, just the dull, persistent throb behind his eyes reminding him he was supposed to be taking it easy.
Which would have been sensible, Shane thought. But instead of listening to that small, reasonable voice in his head, he propped his chin back into his hand again and looked back at Ilya. 
“So,” he said, smiling slightly, “Boston.”
Ilya narrowed his eyes at him immediately, like he could see the trap closing and wasn’t entirely sure whether to admire it or refuse to step into it. He made a low sound in the back of his throat that could have meant several things. None of them sounded particularly cooperative.
“You are supposed to be eating,” he said instead of the answer Shane was looking for, nodding toward the plate that had been sitting patiently in front of Shane the entire time.
Shane glanced down at the sandwich, then back at Ilya. “That sounds suspiciously like a condition,” he said, lifting one eyebrow.
“It is,” Ilya said flatly. “You should not take pills on an empty stomach.” 
Shane’s mouth twitched. “You’re negotiating with a concussed person?”
“You are still very good at arguing,” Ilya replied. “Which means you are well enough to eat.”
Shane sighed as he reached for one of the neatly cut pieces. “Fine,” he said, taking a small bite. “But if this sandwich isn’t incredible, I’m going to be very difficult about it.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “You are already very difficult.”
“Untrue,” Shane said, leaning back into the chair with a quiet exhale. “I’m extremely charming.”
“Da,” Ilya said dryly. “Very charming. Eat.”
Shane rolled his eyes faintly but took another bite, slower this time, like he was actually paying attention to it now. His expression shifted almost immediately, something pleased and a little surprised flickering across his face before he could hide it.
“Okay,” he admitted, after a second. “This is actually really good.”
Ilya made a soft, satisfied sound under his breath as he watched him take another bite. Then he exhaled slowly through his nose and leaned his hip more firmly against the counter, crossing his arms again as his gaze drifted briefly toward the window before returning to Shane.
For a moment he looked like he was turning over several different ways to say something, discarding each one just as quickly. Then he leaned in and pressed a brief, careful kiss to Shane’s temple. “I will tell you how we ended up in Boston now,” he said. “But we go slowly, da? And you tell me if your head gets worse. Or if you want me to stop.” He winced faintly. “Or if you want to yell at me.”
“Hm,” Shane murmured. “That’s always a good backup option.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “I was—maybe not in a good way after the game,” he said. “I did not want you to wake up alone. And I did not want to leave you alone with a team that hurts you like Comeau did.” His jaw tightened briefly, anger flashing in his eyes before he forced it back under control. “None of them even looked worried when you were taken away.” 
He huffed, a short, annoyed breath. “Ah. Maybe Pike,” he admitted reluctantly. “Boiziau was, ah—more complicated? He seemed worried, but not—” He broke off, searching for the right words. “He seemed more worried about the fight with the Bears than about you,” he finished with a faint wince.
“I could not stand the thought of them coming to see you in the hospital when they were the reason you were there.” He paused, his gaze dropping briefly to the unfinished sandwich in Shane’s hands. “Or maybe I could not stand the thought of them being allowed to see you when I was questioned for even asking about you.”
“I hated that they looked at me like I had no right to be worried about you,” he admitted, his mouth tightening slightly. “We have been together for almost ten years. But I couldn’t even come to see you in the hospital like a normal person. Cliff’s friend snuck us in after visiting hours, and I had to pretend I was just another player asking about an injured opponent then, too.”
He exhaled quietly through his nose, some of the tension leaving his shoulders as he lifted his gaze back to Shane. “You were probably still a little out of it,” he said. “Do you remember?”
Shane’s expression softened despite himself. “Yeah,” he said. “I remember that part.”
Because he did remember some things. Like Ilya sitting beside him on the hospital bed. The weight of his hand. The way the world had steadied the moment Shane focused on the sound of his voice, how it had sounded low and controlled and terrified all at once.
He remembered their kiss. And maybe another one.
Or maybe there had been a thousand more he’d lost count of somewhere between Montréal and Boston.
It was just the rest of it that had blurred. A hazy stretch of time marked by alarms silenced too quickly, lights that felt too bright, Ilya’s hands moving him when he didn’t have the energy to object. Falling asleep before he could ask questions. Waking halfway through explanations and losing them again.
“Cliff suggested that maybe you could come with us instead of staying in Montréal,” Ilya said, lifting one shoulder in what was probably meant to look like a casual shrug. “So we took you with us,” he added quickly, wincing. “Temporarily. Maybe.”
The words came faster now, as if he couldn’t stop them once they’d started.
“You rode with us on the team bus. You slept most of the way. Victor snored the entire time. Luke tried to Google the legality of kidnapping you. Coach LeClaire had—uh—feelings.” He hesitated. “And maybe there were people with cameras outside who saw you in my clothes?” He grimaced. “It was not the most subtle plan.”
Shane placed the unfinished sandwich slice back on the plate, frowning slightly. He was so distracted that he didn’t even look for anything to clean the grease from his fingers, and he blinked in surprise when Ilya handed him the dish towel without being asked.
He wiped his hands absently, his eyes narrowing as the pieces of the story started lining up in his head.
“Ilya,” he said slowly. “Did you—please tell me your team didn’t actually kidnap me?”
He leaned back in the chair, searching Ilya’s face for any hint of how bad this actually was. “Is that where the picture came from?” He added, remembering their conversation with his mother earlier. “Wait,” he said as the rest of what Ilya had said finally caught up to him. He sat forward again, staring at him. “I was—was I on the Bears’ bus? Oh my god, did your entire team watch me—”
“No,” Ilya said immediately, before wincing. It was subtle, but Shane saw it anyway. The tiny pause. The way his shoulders squared as his mouth opened slightly, then closed again. “Well, yes,” he corrected himself, looking briefly past Shane as he rubbed the back of his neck. 
“You were on the bus with us. But they weren’t watching us. We were, ah—” Ilya hesitated, then added, quieter,  “We were at the back of the bus, so they couldn’t really see what you were doing. And you, ah—you slept through most of it?”
Shane stared at him. “Okay. Let me just make sure I have the timeline right,” he said after a moment. Mostly because his thoughts still felt like they were refusing to line up properly. “You came to the hospital. Found me concussed and probably high on meds. And your solution to that problem was to put me onto a bus with the Boston Bears and take me across the border?”
Ilya hesitated, before nodding slowly. 
“Oh my god,” Shane muttered, pressing his fingers against his temple as he groaned. He stared down at the island as he tried to catch up with the sheer scale of what had apparently happened while he’d been half-conscious. “You actually kidnapped me,” he mumbled, slightly dazed, before lowering his hands slowly so he could look at Ilya again. 
“Ilya,” he said faintly. “What the fuck were you thinking?”
“I was thinking that you were injured and I did not know if you were okay,” Ilya said. “Your team was useless. They let Comeau hurt you. And then they looked more annoyed about the fight than concerned with you.” His mouth twisted faintly. “None of them even tried to follow you when the medics carried you away.”
“That’s not—”
“And they didn’t even try to come and see you,” Ilya added, talking right over him. “Except Pike. Maybe.”
But Shane just looked away from him, jaw tight. “You don’t get to just—” He cut himself off, pressing his lips together as he pushed himself more upright despite the way his head protested. “Do you have any idea what this is going to look like if anyone finds out?”
“I do not care what it looks like,” Ilya said, sighing. “Solnyshko, your head is still—”
“Well, I do,” Shane snapped, the words coming faster, sharper. “Because I’m still under contract with Montréal, Ilya. And apparently I just fucking disappeared on them.” He dragged a hand through his hair, before stopping short when the room tilted. “There are league protocols when a player gets injured. People checking in. And—fuck—there are medical staff at Voyageurs who are going to notice that I’m not where I’m supposed to be.”
His pulse was starting to race now, thoughts spiralling too quickly for him to think clearly. “And if anyone connects you to this? That’s tampering at best. At worst it’s—” He broke off, shaking his head slightly. “This could blow back on both of us—Jesus Christ, Ilya—this isn’t something we can just—”
“You were not safe there,” Ilya cut in, voice low. “And everyone already knows you’re in Boston, remember? There were people outside with cameras when we got on the bus. But they all think it’s a prank,” he added with a small shrug. “Hockey players do stupid things all the time. So this is very, ah—very on brand?”
“What the fuck does that mean?” Shane demanded.
“Ah,” Ilya said, suddenly less certain. His gaze flicked away again. “Cliff, ah—he posted Instagram story,” he admitted quietly. “Small picture. But it was—” He exhaled. “He made it seem like rival team stole Montréal’s captain for few days.” 
He lifted one shoulder, defensive again. “It is not even strangest prank league has ever seen. But more impressive than Crosby’s skates, da? And I, ah—may have told press we are friends. So now they think I am just angry with Comeau and Voyageurs and took you with me to recover after attack.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Or maybe because I am petty man with vendetta.”
Shane just stared at him. “You—” he started, then stopped, pressing his lips together hard. He looked away, then back again, like he couldn’t quite decide which reaction to land on. “You told the press we’re friends,” he repeated slowly.
Ilya winced, just slightly.
Shane huffed, something caught between disbelief and reluctant amusement breaking through the panic. “Of course you fucking did,” he muttered, dragging a hand down his face. “That’s actually—” he paused, deliberately easing the edge out of his voice, “that’s not the worst cover story you could’ve come up with.”
“They think it is joke,” Ilya said again, a little more firmly this time.
Shane let out another breath, slower this time, the spiral easing just enough for him to think again. 
“That’s insane,” he said.
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Da.”
Shane looked at the stubborn set of Ilya’s jaw, the quiet certainty behind all of it, and exhaled slowly. There was still a tight coil of unease sitting in his chest, but it had stopped clawing its way up his throat. “Do I want to know about that picture?” He asked finally.
“Ah. Maybe later?” Ilya said, wincing again. “Yuna did not seem worried about it.”
“My mother would probably cover for you if you murdered someone,” Shane muttered, narrowing his eyes. He pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead, shaking his head slowly. “This is actually insane,” he said again, softer now. “You get that, right?”
Ilya huffed, annoyed. “You were safer with us.”
Shane groaned as he dragged a hand down his face, though he was definitely laughing now. The disbelief kept bubbling up no matter how hard he tried to look stern. And maybe there was something a little hysterical about it too, because this was so far outside anything he could have planned for that all he could do was laugh.
But the embarrassment arrived a moment later. The image of himself half-conscious—clinging to Ilya in front of an entire rival team, cameras catching every angle, every unguarded moment—flashed behind his eyes. The thought made his stomach drop, heat crawling up his neck.
“Ugh,” he groaned. “I can only imagine what the Bears had to say about me clinging to their captain.”
“You did not cling—”
“We both know what I’m like when I’m asleep,” Shane said. “If you let me anywhere near you, I was definitely fucking clinging.”
Ilya opened his mouth to argue again, then stopped. His expression shifted, some of the defensive edge draining out of it as he seemed to reconsider whatever he’d been about to say. “They said you looked tired,” he said simply.
Shane blinked at him.
“And,” Ilya added, quieter now, “that I looked like someone who would kill them if they joked about you.”
Something in Shane’s chest loosened at that. Not the embarrassment exactly, but the sharp edge of it. The part that expected ridicule by default. He let out a breath that shook despite his best efforts. “You always did have a good reputation,” he muttered.
Ilya huffed a soft, humourless laugh. “Ah, I am big scary Russian,” he said. “Da. It has been very effective in keeping, ah—pridúrki from asking too many questions.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “Jesus,” he murmured. “I really don’t remember any of this.”
“I know,” Ilya said gently. “You were not well, solnyshko.” His gaze stayed on Shane’s face, careful, like he was watching for cracks. “You would not let go of my hand. Even when you were half-asleep.” He hesitated, his voice softening. “Like you were afraid I’d leave.”
Shane’s fingers flexed uselessly against the arms of his chair. “I’m sorry,” he started, reflexive, the words slipping out before he could stop them. “I didn’t mean to—”
“No,” Ilya said, stepping closer, cutting him off like he could physically block the apology. “Stop trying to apologise for things that aren’t your fault.” He huffed a short, frustrated breath. “I watched you go down on the ice and had to wait hours before I could see you again,” he said, his voice low and controlled. “You think I did not cling to you, too?”
Shane swallowed, his throat tight. “I thought—” he started, then stopped, shaking his head once like he didn’t trust himself to finish it.
Ilya’s hand found his again, firm and grounding. “I know what I thought,” he said quietly. “And I know how it felt like to stand there and not be allowed to do anything when you were hurt.” His jaw flexed. “I do not ever want to feel that helpless again.”
Shane let out a shaky breath, his shoulders dropping a fraction. “Still,” he muttered, “kidnapping feels a bit extreme.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched despite himself. “Maybe,” he allowed. “There is, ah—more that I should tell you,” he added, already wincing.
“Hm?” Shane prompted, glancing up at him. “Well, it can’t be as bad as the kidnapping, can it?”
Only, Ilya didn’t smile or deflect this time. He went very still instead, his gaze dropping briefly to their joined hands before lifting again. “I may have—” he hesitated, dragging a hand over the back of his neck. “There was a situation in the locker room. And I—” He exhaled sharply, like the words refused to come out cleanly. 
Ilya groaned softly, his eyes slipping shut as he dragged a hand over his face. “I—may have accidentally come out to my team?” He said, the words rushed, his accent thickening around them as his grip on Shane’s hand tightened just slightly.
Shane looked up slowly, his breath catching somewhere between his ribs and his throat. “Ilyusha,” he breathed, staring at him helplessly. Because he knew how quickly a room could turn on you for something like that.
His chest tightened, his thoughts pulling in too many directions at once to settle into anything coherent. The edges of the room seemed to tilt inward, the light sharpening and blurring all at once, echoing the dull pressure pulsing at the base of his skull every time he tried to focus too hard.
But it was the fear that took hold, sharp and familiar, as Montréal’s locker room rose up uninvited in his mind. Jokes brushed off as nothing. Silences that lingered longer than shouting ever could. Coaches who looked away because it was easier. Or because they agreed. Or because acknowledging it would mean admitting the room itself was hostile.
Shane’s mouth opened, and he didn’t even know what he planned to say. Then he closed it again, the words slipping away as his gaze dropped, landing on the sandwich cut into careful triangles in front of him. It was a quiet, undeniable reminder of how much thought Ilya had already given him. Of a care that hadn’t been conditional, hadn’t waited to see if it would be safe before he’d decided to show it.
Shane wasn’t sure, after years of being together, how he could still be caught off guard by the depth of what Ilya felt for him. By the plain, unguarded way Ilya sometimes let it surface. Like it was the simplest thing in the world to say it out loud. Like it had never occurred to him to be afraid of it, even though he knew Ilya had more reasons than most to be.
And maybe there was a kind of quiet bravery in what he was doing right now, too. He could only imagine how long Ilya had agonised over the possibility of Shane shouting, or being upset, or angry that he’d taken that choice out of his hands. If he would pull away from him, or look at him differently for it.
Finally, he drew in a quiet breath and asked, “Were they good?”
Ilya blinked. “What?”
“Your team,” Shane clarified, his voice low. “Were they—how did they take it?” His fingers curled against Ilya’s, betraying the anxiety he was trying to keep out of his voice. “I didn’t—” He stopped, swallowing. “I never wanted this to make things harder for you, Ilya.”
“They were fine,” Ilya said immediately.
Shane frowned. “Fine?”
Ilya exhaled, something caught between a laugh and a sigh slipping out of him. “They were annoyingly normal about it,” he said. “Asked too many questions, maybe. Wanted details I did not feel like giving. Were upset, a little, that I hadn’t told them sooner. For me—for us,” he corrected quickly. “That we’d kept it secret for so long.” His mouth twitched faintly. “But none of them cared. Not in the way I expected.”
Shane blinked at him. “That’s it?” He asked. “They didn’t—”
“That’s it,” Ilya repeated, the words coming a little too quickly now, like he couldn’t quite stop once he’d started. “I mean, Luke freaked out when he realised you were on the bus with us. Artos called us cute and I considered throwing him off the bus,” he added, a hint of amusement slipping into his voice. “Then Patrick said we looked like something out of The Notebook and I almost threw him off the bus too,” he added dryly, his mouth twitching as he glanced at the tape on his finger.
“Cliff is, ah—well,” Ilya went on, a quiet snort slipping through his nose. “He is rather aggressively supportive of it, actually. And Ryan is—” he paused, frowning slightly as he searched for the word, “overexcited. Like puppy.”
Shane huffed softly, a faint smile tugging at his mouth as he listened to him.
“Victor slept most of the way, but he said we looked at each other with the kind of love people wait their whole lives for.” Ilya hesitated briefly, jaw tightening before he added, “But no one laughed. No one said anything cruel. No one made it a problem.”
He leaned closer, lowering his voice like the truth deserved to be handled carefully. “They were worried about you. And they were worried about me,” he said. “And when LeClaire asked why you were on the bus later, and why you were in my arms like that—” His mouth twitched, helpless and fond. “It felt wrong to lie when my team already knew.”
“Oh,” Shane said softly, mostly because his mind had gone strangely quiet, like everything that usually rushed in to fill the silence had stalled all at once. Something fragile and disbelieving flickered across his expression, like he didn’t quite trust any of it to be real. 
Ilya made a quiet sound in response, watching him more carefully now. Shane could feel it, the way his gaze tracked every small shift in his expression, like he was bracing for something that hadn’t happened yet. “You don’t seem angry,” he said eventually. “That I told them about us.”
Shane blinked, the words landing a moment too late. “Huh? Why would I—” he let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding and shook his head. “No. I—I’m not angry.” 
“I mean,” he added after a second, rubbing his thumb absently along Ilya’s wrist. “I’ll probably panic about the rest of it later. But you should be able to tell your team—your friends,” he corrected quickly. “Without worrying about my reaction.”
I know we’ve spoken about coming out before, but I never wanted you to feel like you had to wait for permission if you wanted to tell someone.” Shane’s voice softened slightly. “I’m, ah—I’m glad that you felt safe enough to do that.”
“I’m not sure if it was safety or stupidity that made me do it,” Ilya huffed, though there was no real regret in his voice, only a lingering edge of nerves.
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly. He squeezed Ilya’s wrist once, hoping it came across as reassuring. “I think part of me was waiting for you to tell me it went badly,” he admitted. “Or that someone made a joke. Or that it changed how they look at you.” His mouth twisted faintly. “That you were leaving, maybe, because of what they said.”
“No one said anything like that,” Ilya said, his voice low. “If they had, I would’ve dealt with it.” His expression hardened briefly, something bright and unyielding flashing in his eyes. But then he shook his head, forcing some of the tension out of his shoulders. 
“They really were fine,” he continued. “They were annoying. Asking too many questions when all I wanted was to get to you. But they were not cruel about it.” His expression softened as he watched Shane nod slowly. “Are you okay?” He asked, searching his face like he was trying to catch whatever Shane might not say out loud.
“I’m okay,” Shane said quickly, trying to head off Ilya’s worry before it could settle. Then, softer, like it was the part that mattered most, he added, “I’m happy for you.” His eyes closed before he could stop them, relief washing through him in a way that felt almost disorienting. He tipped his head down, focusing on the table as if it might help him keep the feeling contained. Or manageable.
“And I’m glad,” he said, his voice rough, “that it was a good experience for you, Ilya.” A faint, wry edge crept in. “And maybe a little jealous,” he admitted. “Which I don’t love about myself.”
Ilya’s mouth curved. “You are allowed to feel that, I think.”
Shane looked up at him again. “You don’t regret it?”
“No,” Ilya said immediately. “I regret many things. Like not standing on top of the Empire State Building and shouting about us for the whole world to hear, maybe.” His mouth curved. “But this?” He shook his head slightly, his thumb brushing once over Shane’s wrist. “No. This is not one of them. They are idiots, but good people. I am—” he hesitated, searching for the right word. “Relieved. Maybe that is the right word?”
Ilya watched him for a long moment. He recognised the relief in Shane’s expression, but he also saw the way Shane kept his head slightly lowered, his shoulders still half-braced. Like he was waiting for the good news to sour. Like acceptance was something fragile, something that might turn on him the moment Shane let himself trust it.
“I’m sorry,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane looked up at him, startled. “For what?”
“That this was not how it was for you when you came out to your team,” Ilya said honestly. “That you had to learn how to survive your own locker room. That even now, the first thing you worry about is whether I will be punished for being honest.”
Shane’s throat worked around Ilya’s name, but Ilya shook his head before he could finish.
“No,” Ilya said gently. “You will let me say this, da?” He licked his dry lips, his eyes darting between Shane’s like he was trying to judge how much of the truth Shane would actually let himself hear. “What happened to you—what is still happening to you in Montréal—it isn’t normal,” he said. “I know hockey is, ah—a masculine sport. Men who like to push each other to see who will break first. But the way they’ve been treating you—”
“You make it sound like I’ve been dealing with this kind of shit forever,” Shane cut him off, looking away before the expression on his face could give too much away. “You know that’s not true.”
“Da. You are the golden boy of hockey,” Ilya said, folding his arms as he studied him. “Everyone loves Shane Hollander. On the ice.” 
He frowned slightly, before finally admitting, “Pike said your team has been taking cheap shots at you for a while now. And I couldn’t figure out why you didn’t tell me about it.” He sighed softly. “So I started trying to figure out when things changed. But I couldn’t remember the last time you told me that you’d enjoyed being with them.” 
Ilya paused, clearly choosing his words with a care he rarely bothered with. “You used to mention them making comments you didn’t get, or that they were going to bars while you were with me. But you’ve hardly mentioned them unless I ask how practice was, or if something went wrong.” 
He shrugged lightly. “I used to think it was because you were with me that you were missing out on things with them. And I felt guilty about how selfish I was being, maybe. But I’m not so sure anymore if that was actually the reason.”
Shane groaned softly and ran a hand through his hair. It felt rough and a little tangled beneath his fingers, catching on knots he hadn’t bothered to work out yet. It was longer than he’d ever worn it before, and he usually liked the way it curled out from under the back of his helmet, but right now it was just annoying—falling into his eyes when all he wanted was to think.
“Hayden told you all that?” He asked, frowning up at Ilya. “Of course he fucking did,” he muttered under his breath. “Look. It’s not as bad as it was last night. Err—the other night?” He corrected himself before shaking his head. “You’re making it sound worse than it is.”
“I’m not sure I am,” Ilya said carefully. “You have a bad habit of brushing off things that matter, solnyshko,” he added, almost fond. “If you tell me it hasn’t been this bad, I’ll believe you. Maybe it was just one homophobic asshole with a chip on his shoulder—angry that he got knocked flat on his ass by a super gay man,” he said, a small flicker of amusement creeping into his voice.
“I’m a normal amount of gay,” Shane said automatically, because it was what he always responded with whenever Ilya called him super gay like it was some sort of measurable statistic.
“Maybe,” Ilya allowed, his mouth twitching faintly. “But I still think it’s been worse than you’ve admitted.” He paused, his gaze lingering on the tension in Shane’s shoulders, the way his fingers kept worrying at the edge of the counter. “You don’t have to protect me from the truth,” he added carefully, like he knew they were already standing on the edge of an argument they couldn’t avoid.
He watched Shane’s shoulders stiffen, the way his fingers stilled against the counter as he let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “Yeah,” he said, dark eyes flashing up at him. “And what’s that?”
“That Montréal’s locker room is, ah—toxic?” Ilya asked, nodding when Shane huffed but didn’t argue with the word. “And what they’re doing—what they’ve been doing to you—it’s not fair. And it’s not your fucking fault that they’re treating you like this. “I don’t—” He sighed through his nose, trying to pull his anger back, because it wasn’t Shane he was angry at. “I don’t get why you’re not angry at them.”
“Because it doesn’t change anything,” Shane said honestly. “You’re right. It’s not fine,” he admitted, but even as he said the words his shoulders lifted slightly, like he was bracing for the argument he knew was coming. “But I’m managing it,” he added. “The team is just adjusting to—”
“Da,” Ilya cut him off. “I have seen how long you’ve been waiting for your team to adjust.”
Shane’s heart kicking harder in his chest at the look in Ilya’s eyes. He dropped his gaze to the counter for a moment, buying himself a second to breathe. Because Ilya wasn’t wrong, and that somehow made it harder to say anything at all.
“It’s better than it used to be,” he said, still not looking at him.
“And what Comeau did on the ice,” Ilya said through gritted teeth, “is that getting better too?”
“Ilya—”
“He tried to kill you,” Ilya finally said, his blue eyes flashing as his voice dropped into a near growl. “Do you understand that? He hit you in the back of the neck. Even for a normal person, an injury like that can cause serious spinal damage. It could have ended your career, Shane. You would have never skated again if he’d used enough force.”
“He could have easily killed you,” Ilya repeated, his voice shaking now, though Shane recognised the stubborn tilt of his jaw, the one that meant Ilya was barely holding back his temper. “Did you not hear how often the nurses said you were lucky when you were in the hospital? Or how easily he could’ve broken your fucking neck?”
Shane dragged a hand over his face, the motion slow with exhaustion. “Of course I fucking heard them.”
Ilya’s hands curled slightly at his sides. “Then why are you acting like this is just—?”
“Because that’s how this works,” Shane snapped, cutting him off a little sharper than he’d meant to. “Players get hit all the time. We get hurt, and then we get up and keep playing anyway.”
“It wasn’t a fucking hit,” Ilya shot back. “It was a deliberate attempt to—”
“It doesn’t change anything, Ilya,” Shane said, before forcing his mouth shut when he heard the sharp edge in his own voice. He took a slow breath through his nose and tried again. “If I make a bigger deal out of this than it already is, what happens?” He asked, his voice still tight. “You think the league suddenly grows a spine? You think Montréal’s locker room will suddenly decide they’re all on my side?”
“Even the league will take a hit to the back of the neck seriously,” Ilya insisted. “Player Safety can’t just ignore something this dangerous, especially if it risks a player’s career.”
Shane snorted before he could stop himself. “How long have I been here? A day? Two?” He huffed a quiet breath when he saw the look in Ilya’s eyes, the way they flickered just slightly—like he already knew Shane was right and hated it. “It’s been at least forty-eight hours since the game, right? And what has the league done in that time? Probably issued a statement about player safety. But I bet Comeau is still on the fucking ice.”
He rubbed the heel of his hand against his eye. The room tilted faintly again when he dropped his hand, but he ignored it. “You already know how this works,” he said more quietly. “Maybe the league suspends Comeau for a few games if the video looks bad enough.” His mouth twisted. “Maybe they don’t.”
Ilya’s gaze didn’t move from him.
“Maybe they’ll just give him a fine in a couple of months when everyone’s forgotten what it was even for.” Shane shrugged faintly, like it didn’t matter. “They don’t care about Comeau. But they’ll care about the captain who hit his own player in the middle of the game. Especially when he’s a franchise player they’ve spent years pouring advertising money into.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “That isn’t—it’s not the same thing,” he said stubbornly.
Shane shrugged again, the movement small and tired. “Eh. It’s close enough. Comeau hit me after the horn, right? I remember that much. But not much after,” he admitted. “If anything happens after play, then it’s outside their jurisdiction. It’ll be a misconduct at best. You know that.”
“That doesn’t make it okay,” Ilya said, sharper than before.
Shane looked up at him, blinking slowly like the sound had caught him off guard. Ilya rarely raised his voice. When he did, it usually meant something—or someone—had pushed him too far.
“I’m not saying it is,” Shane said after a long moment where the silence stretched long and ugly. Then he rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “You’re missing the point. The league doesn’t care what actually happened, just what it looks like. And right now it looks like Montréal’s captain lost control and took a swing at his own teammate. Comeau’s actions will just be seen as a retaliation to the violence I started.”
His mouth twisted again.
“Which is a much bigger embarrassment for them than some fourth-line idiot trying to take my head off.”
Ilya stared at him like the words had physically offended him. “Stop being so dismissive,” he snapped. “You are allowed to be angry about this.”
“I know that,” Shane snapped. “I’m not the one who’s pretending this is normal. But being angry doesn’t fix it. It just makes everything worse.”
“And pretending it is fine makes it—what?” Ilya shot back. “Easier?”
Shane looked up then, meeting his eyes properly. “Yes,” he admitted. “Fucking—yes, okay? It makes it easier to survive when I don’t give them anything else to use against me.”
Ilya’s mouth pressed into a thin line, his shoulders still tight with the anger he was trying very hard not to unleash on the wrong person. “You should not have to survive your own team.”
Shane let out a tired breath, his gaze dropping back to the counter. “Yeah,” he said. “Well. Not everyone has a team like yours.”
The fight bled out of him in a way he hadn’t quite meant to allow, and he leaned back slightly, just enough for his shoulder to brush Ilya’s arm. He needed that contact more than he wanted to admit—the quiet reassurance that Ilya was still there, still his, even in the middle of a conversation that felt like it could turn into a fight at any moment.
“I don’t want to make this a thing,” Shane added. “I don’t—I don’t want it to be another problem everyone has to deal with. Pretending everything’s fine is the only way I know how to get through this season without everything blowing up.”
Ilya’s arms dropped to his sides, his eyes going wide. He reached out slowly, taking one of Shane’s hands in both of his, his fingers trailing carefully over the bruises on his ring finger. For one horrible second, Shane thought Ilya might actually cry when he felt the way his hands were trembling.
“That is lie,” Ilya said, his thumb still brushing gently over Shane’s bruised knuckles. “You are not a problem. And you are Shane Hollander, best hockey player in the league—”
“I thought you were the best hockey player in the league?” Shane asked, brow raised.
“Da,” Ilya agreed immediately. “But I also fuck best hockey player, so maybe that means I win twice.”
Shane huffed out a quiet laugh, shaking his head as warmth crept into his chest. “I’m not sure that’s how it works,” he muttered as some of the tension eased from his shoulders.
Ilya’s mouth twitched, pleased with himself, but the expression softened as he looked at Shane again. “I do not like the way you talk about yourself,” he admitted quietly. “Or the way you have learned to accept other people’s version of you like—ugh—like it is the only one that matters.”
“I don’t—”
“You do,” Ilya said. “You are very good at surviving rooms that were not built to accept you,” he added, pausing like he knew those words would land harder than Shane wanted to admit. “But that is not the same thing as being safe. And it is not the same thing as being treated the way you deserve.”
He stepped closer as he spoke, his voice quieter now, though the intensity in it hadn’t faded. “You are the bravest person I’ve ever met, solnyshko,” he said, holding Shane’s gaze. “But bravery is not the same thing as pretending someone didn’t deliberately try to hurt you.”
Ilya hesitated, his eyes darting between Shane’s like his thoughts were forming faster than he could voice them properly. “Ah. I am not explaining this well,” he said finally, sighing through his nose. “English is a stupid language,” he muttered.
Shane watched him for a moment. He knew that look. It showed up whenever Ilya was upset enough that his English started tangling itself into knots. The sharper the emotion, the harder he pushed for the exact word, like the language itself had become another opponent he refused to lose to.
“I think you’re doing fine,” Shane admitted softly. “Do you—” he hesitated, licking his lips slowly. “Do you want to tell me in Russian?” He asked in Russian, because sometimes it was easier for both of them that way.
For a second Ilya just looked at Shane, but then something in his shoulders loosened slightly. 
“Ty uveren?” He asked quietly. 
Shane nodded once, slow but certain. “Da.”
Ilya let out a breath that sounded almost like relief. His thumb brushed absently over Shane’s knuckles as he shifted closer, words coming easier now that he didn’t have to filter them into another language.
“I remember you at seventeen, when you were a menace at Juniors,” he started, his accent thickening, the words coming more easily now that he’d slipped back into Russian. “You walked into that locker room like you already knew exactly what kind of player you were going to be.” His thumb traced another slow pass across Shane’s knuckles, grounding himself as much as Shane.
“You did not shrink for anyone then. Not for older players, not for coaches, not even for the media when they tried to twist your words.” His gaze softened slightly as he studied Shane’s face. “You spoke like someone who believed he deserved to be there.” A small, crooked smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You were a little terror, actually. Always arguing with referees in three languages.”
“And now,” Ilya continued gently, “I watch you sit in rooms where your own team treats you like an inconvenience. Like you should be grateful they tolerate you at all.” His jaw tightened slightly. “And you let them.” He tilted his head, studying Shane with that same careful intensity. “I do not understand when that changed,” he admitted.
Shane let out a quiet breath that might have been a laugh, though there wasn’t much humour in it. He stared down at their hands for a moment, watching the slow movement of Ilya’s thumb across his knuckles like it might offer him an answer.
“It didn’t change all at once,” he said finally.
Ilya stayed silent, waiting.
“It’s just—gradual,” Shane went on, his voice thoughtful, almost detached, like he was narrating something that had happened to someone else. “You show up, and everyone already has an opinion about you. Then you say one wrong thing in an interview, or you celebrate a goal a little too much, or you don’t laugh at the right joke in the locker room.” His mouth twitched faintly. “You realise pretty quickly which version of you makes life easier for everyone else.”
Ilya made a low, dissatisfied sound in his throat. “That is bullshit,” he said. “You still meet me on the ice like you are ready to fight for every goal. You should hear what other players say about you.” A faint, almost incredulous smile touched his mouth. “They talk about you like you are something unreal. Like you see the ice differently from everyone else. I have heard grown men sound almost reverent describing a pass you made three seasons ago.” 
His thumb pressed a little more firmly against Shane’s knuckles, grounding the words. “There is awe when they say your name. Respect. Sometimes even fear.” His gaze softened, but the intensity didn’t fade. “And all I can think when I hear it,” he added, “is that they are talking about someone who belongs to me. That he is the best, but he doesn’t seem to remember it anymore.”
Shane huffed out a quiet laugh, shaking his head.  “It was just easier, I guess,” he admitted. “To let the room move around me instead of pushing back against it all the time.” His fingers curled faintly against Ilya’s hand. “I’m holding so many secrets, Ilya. I can never really be myself around them.” His gaze dropped again, voice softening as the words became harder to say out loud.
“And they hate you,” he continued, almost apologetically. “Oh my god, they hate you so much, Ilya. Every time your name comes up in Montréal it’s like—I don’t know. Like someone flipped a switch.” His mouth twisted faintly. “And I want to defend you. Every time. I still do.” His fingers tightened a little around Ilya’s knuckles. “But I can’t. Because no one knows about us.”
He paused there, the weight of that truth settling in the quiet kitchen. 
“When I came out,” Shane said slowly, almost like he was piecing the thought together as he spoke it. “I thought maybe it’d be better. That if I was honest about one thing, maybe the rest of it wouldn’t feel so heavy all the time. Like I wouldn’t have to keep pretending quite so much.” He let out a quiet breath. “But it didn’t really work like that. I realised pretty quickly that I wouldn’t be, ah—safe, I guess.”
“Shane,” Ilya said slowly. His voice had gone low and careful, the way it did when he was forcing himself to stay calm. “You think they would hurt you?”
Shane shrugged one shoulder, the motion small. “I think some of them would want to,” he admitted. “I mean, Comeau kind of proved that fucking point, right?”
Ilya’s jaw tightened. 
“They just—” Shane hesitated, searching for the right words. “They already resent you so much for being a Bear. Or maybe just because you get into their heads whenever we’re on the ice. No one seems to be able to figure out that you’re just fucking with them.” His mouth twitched faintly. “But if I admitted I was gay and in love with you?” He snorted. “It’s just easier to keep my head down and let them believe whatever version of me makes them comfortable.”
Ilya’s expression didn’t soften the way Shane expected it to. If anything, it seemed to grow more intent. “And what about what makes you comfortable?” He asked quietly, his fingers tightening slightly around Shane’s hand. “Does that not matter?”
Shane huffed a breath, like the question catching somewhere low in his ribs on the way out. “That’s not really—”
“You are choosing their comfort over your own,” Ilya cut in, not raising his voice, but not letting him dodge the question either. His thumb pressed once, deliberate, into the inside of Shane’s wrist. “Of course it fucking—”
“I’m choosing not to make things worse,” Shane shot back, sharper now, the edge slipping in before he could smooth it out. “There’s a fucking difference, Ilya. It’s just—I just need to get through this season,” he said. “My contract is up after this year. I just need to wait it out until my UFA status comes in, and then I can walk away on my own fucking terms.”
Ilya exhaled slowly through his nose. “Solnyshko,” he said, softer now. “There are still months left in the season. Teams are fighting for every point just to make the playoffs.” He shook his head slightly. “You are asking yourself to endure this for much longer than you should have to.”
Shane didn’t answer straight away. He simply watched as Ilya’s thumb finally started to move again, tracing another slow line across his knuckles as if reminding himself that Shane was here and not lying in a hospital bed with wires in his arms and a neck brace holding him still.
“I don’t have a choice,” he muttered eventually. “I can’t magically make them all less shitty.”
Ilya exhaled slowly through his nose, some of the tension bleeding out of his shoulders, but not all of it. Never all of it, not when it came to this. “I do not like the idea that loving me makes your life more dangerous,” he said quietly.
“The most dangerous thing I ever did was falling in love with you,” Shane said with a faint, tired smile. “And I don’t regret a single moment of it.”
“You could—” Ilya began in English, licking his lips slowly as his eyes darted briefly down to their joined hands before lifting back to Shane’s face. “You could leave before your contract is up,” he said slowly. “You should not have to keep putting yourself in a room full of men who would rather break you down than admit you belong there.”
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly. “Ilya—”
“You have no-trade clause, da?” Ilya asked. “Waive it. Tell them you want out.”
Shane let out a quiet breath, leaning back slightly against the counter. “I could do that,” he said as he studied marbled surface beneath their hands. “But that’s not exactly a quiet move. The second I waive it, every reporter in the league is going to ask why. Management will want answers. My teammates will want answers.” His mouth pulled to one side. “The fans too.”
Ilya’s brow furrowed. “So you say you want change.”
“You know it doesn’t work like that,” Shane said gently. “If I leave now, people’ll start connecting dots. They’ll assume it’s because of what Comeau did—”
“Good,” Ilya said. “Let him deal with the backlash of Montréal losing you.”
Shane huffed softly, more amused than offended. “If I waive it now, I lose the protection of my no-trade clause,” he said slowly, even though he knew Ilya already understood that perfectly well. “I go wherever they decide to send me. Could be somewhere better.” His lips twitched faintly. “Could also be somewhere worse.”
“Montréal is already worse,” Ilya muttered.
Shane smiled a little at that. “Maybe. But at least I know the ice there.” He squeezed Ilya’s hand gently. “If I ride out the rest of this season, I get to choose where I go next. It’ll be a clean break. No drama. No speculation about why.”
“And you think that will protect you?” Ilya asked.
Shane shrugged one shoulder again. “It might.”
Ilya was silent for a moment, thinking. Then his brow furrowed more deeply. “So we ask Farah to start pulling strings,” he said slowly. “She can make sure the next place you end up is somewhere safe. Somewhere with teammates who are not idiots.” His mouth tightened slightly. “Somewhere they will value you properly.”
Shane studied him for a moment then, really looking. It wasn’t just frustration sitting in Ilya’s expression. It was fear. Quiet and tightly contained, but unmistakable. The kind that came from watching someone you loved get hurt and realising you hadn’t been able to stop it. The realisation settled heavily in Shane’s chest, because Ilya wasn’t just arguing about strategy. He was trying to get Shane out of Montréal as quickly as possible.
“Hey,” he said softly.
Ilya’s gaze flicked back to his face immediately, sharp and searching, like he was bracing for another argument.
Shane shook his head a little. “We can talk to Farah,” he said. “That part’s not a bad idea.” 
Some of the tightness in Ilya’s shoulders eased, but only slightly.
“But I don’t like the idea of running away from this,” Shane added gently. 
Ilya’s jaw flexed. “It is not running to remove yourself from a bad situation.”
“Maybe,” Shane allowed, lifting one shoulder in a near shrug. “But if I disappear right after Comeau tried to take my head off, that becomes the story.”
“That is stupid narrative,” Ilya muttered. “Much better story is letting them cry about Shane Hollander abandoning abusive team right before playoffs and watching their Cup dreams shatter.”
Shane let out a soft laugh at that, the sound surprised out of him. “You’re incredibly vindictive for someone pretending this is about my safety.”
“I am capable of caring about two things at once,” Ilya said. His thumb was still moving over Shane’s knuckles, slow and restless, like he couldn’t quite stop checking that Shane was still there. “It would be good lesson for them,” he continued, his voice quieter but no less firm. “You carry that team all season and then you leave. Suddenly they realise what they lost.”
Shane tilted his head slightly, studying him. “You’ve thought about this a lot.”
Ilya nodded, not even pretend otherwise.
The honesty of it made something warm and heavy settle in Shane’s chest. “You’re really serious about getting me out of there?”
Ilya’s expression didn’t change, but his hand tightened around Shane’s just a fraction. “They already hurt you once.”
Shane opened his mouth to argue that hockey injuries happened all the time, that Comeau had just taken a bad shot, that the league would deal with it. But the words caught in his throat before they could even form, and found himself going quiet instead when he saw the look in Ilya’s eyes. It wasn’t anger this time. It was something quieter. Something stubborn and protective and a little bit frightened.
“I do not want to wait for second time,” Ilya said simply.
Shane held his gaze for a long moment, the quiet certainty in Ilya’s voice settling somewhere deep in his chest. He understood it. The instinct behind it. The fierce, stubborn need to remove the threat before it had another chance to hurt the person you loved. It was the same way Ilya played hockey. If something endangered the play, he eliminated it. But real life didn’t move quite that cleanly.
Shane let out a slow breath and tipped his head back slightly, staring at the ceiling for a moment before looking back at him. “I’ll think about it,” he said at last. It wasn’t agreement, and they both knew it. But it also wasn’t the flat refusal Ilya had been prepared for.
Ilya studied him carefully, then gave a single, small nod. 
Shane squeezed his hand once, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Hm. You’re bossy when you’re worried.”
The corner of Ilya’s mouth twitched, just barely. “I am always bossy,” he said, his gaze lingering on Shane’s face as his smile widened. “You knew this when you fell in love with me.”
“Yeah, well—I was young and easily influenced,” Shane muttered, the words softened by the way his mouth curved. Then he sighed quietly. “I don’t even know where the fuck I’d go if I did leave,” he admitted, picking at the sandwich Ilya had made for him. It was cold now, but he took a small bite anyway. “I’ve never—” He exhaled softly through his nose. “I thought I’d stay in Montréal until I retired.”
Ilya’s thumb stilled briefly against his knuckles.
Shane shrugged a little. “You sign your first contract somewhere, you build your life there. Your routines. Your people.” His mouth twitched faintly. “The same rink, the same streets, the same stupid pregame habits you never bother to change. It just—becomes yours after a while.” He glanced up at Ilya again. “I never really pictured starting over somewhere else.”
Ilya was quiet for a moment, watching him with that same steady intensity. “Any team would fight for the chance to sign you,” he said finally. “You change a game just by being on the ice.” His thumb resumed its slow movement against Shane’s knuckles. “You wouldn’t be just another player to them. You know that, da?”
Shane huffed softly, not quite dismissive, but not fully convinced either. He stared down at the plate again, turning one of the sandwich halves slightly like he needed something to do with his hands. “That’s not really the same thing as belonging somewhere,” he said after a moment.
Ilya tilted his head, something thoughtful flickering behind his eyes.
Shane’s eyes narrowed as he watched him, suspicion already sliding neatly into place. “What?” He asked, because he knew that look. It was the same one Ilya got right before he did something either reckless or deeply intentional, and usually both.
Ilya shrugged. “Was just thinking about teams you could trade to if you want to stay in Eastern Conference,” he said slowly, like he was testing the words before fully committing to them. “New York is good city—”
“You want me to play with Scott Hunter?” Shane asked, brow raised.
“No,” Ilya said immediately, shaking his head. “Not New York then. And not Toronto either,” he added, his expression tightening slightly at the thought of Shane sharing a locker room with Dallas Kent. “Hm. Buffalo’s team is terrible. Solnyshko, promise me you won’t consider them even if they make you an offer? Please. But—ah—Pittsburgh is okay. They have Casey, who is decent defenceman. And also not an idiot.”
He paused, clearly already running through rosters in his head. “Columbus has Pierce. He is tolerable as long as he keeps his mouth shut. New Jersey is still young team. They won’t win any Cups until they learn how to defend properly. You’d end up waiting years before getting a chance at playoffs again.” He glanced back at Shane briefly. “I would prefer you not waste your time like that.”
Shane blinked at him, momentarily overwhelmed. “Huh?”
But Ilya kept going, his gaze drifting slightly as he worked through it, then flicking back to Shane. “Tampa is constantly trading players, so you would not be only new one there. Florida is good city. And their team is—okay, I suppose.” He made a small, dismissive gesture with his hand, like Florida had barely earned even that much praise. “Boston is good city too,” he added, far too casually.
Shane blinked at him as Ilya’s real intentions clicked into place. “Oh, is it?” He asked dryly, holding his gaze for longer than necessary. “And this is coming from an entirely unbiased source, I’m sure.”
Ilya kept his expression carefully neutral, though there was a faint glint of something suspiciously pleased in his eyes. “Hm. It has very good hockey culture,” he said. “And Boston isn’t so, ah—they are not as complicated about things as Montréal is. There is strong team here. Passionate fans. Good organisation.” His mouth twitched faintly. “And I have heard the team has very handsome captain who lives all alone in big, empty house.”
Shane stared at him for a moment, then huffed out a quiet, disbelieving laugh.
“This is not the time to be laughing, solnyshko,” Ilya said, trying and failing to sound stern. “I am making very practical suggestion. You would be happy here. And I would also be happy with you here,” he added, like that was just a minor, irrelevant detail. “Boston would be even happier, da?”
Shane shook his head, but the fondness in his expression gave him away. What he’d planned to say dissolved somewhere between Ilya’s earnest delivery and the sheer absurdity of the pitch. He ended up laughing again, dragging a hand over his face. 
“Ugh,” he muttered. “You know what people would say if I ended up signing with the team you already play for, right?”
“Da,” Ilya nodded. “They would all say ‘we’re fucked,’ and it would not be in fun way.” 
“Ilya,” Shane groaned.
“What?” Ilya asked, lifting one shoulder in a small shrug that was entirely too innocent to be convincing. “It would solve several problems with very simple solution.”
Shane shook his head. “Yeah. And create about ten new ones,” he muttered, before exhaling softly as the humour faded from his expression. “The media would tear it apart,” he added, quieter now. “They’d want to know why I left, why Boston—why now. The Voyageurs will have opinions on it too. None of them are shy about talking to the press,” he winced slightly, “and none of them are going to be kind about it if I leave to join our the fucking Bears.”
“Management will probably put out some vague statement about my lack of leadership depth,” he muttered, jaw tightening at the thought. “It’s too risky,” he said, sighing. “We can barely keep our hands off each other when we play on separate teams. And you want us in the same locker room? We’re not really—uh—we’re not the most subtle people, Ilya.”
“We have kept it secret for ten years,” Ilya pointed out.
“That’s because we’ve lived in different cities for most of it,” Shane said, his mouth twisting faintly. “You know no one’s going to support us if we get caught. Crowell sure as fuck won’t rally the league behind us. The second anyone starts looking too closely—” He broke off, frustration flickering across his face.
“Team already knows,” Ilya said. “Coach knows. The organisation will not care as long as it does not affect the way we play.” He paused, hesitating. “And we are—not coming out yet,” he added carefully. “We are just not hiding so much.” 
“People’ll start asking questions—”
“Let them. They always ask wrong questions anyway,” Ilya interrupted him, shrugging. His gaze remained fixed on Shane even as he gestured vaguely toward the city just beyond the windows. 
“Boston is good place,” he said. “Ah. It is not perfect. But different in the ways that matter. The people here are all too interested in themselves to care what we do. But they are good. Loud. They don’t waste their time looking for reasons to tear someone apart. And the ones that do—” he shrugged lightly. “They do not matter as much. Most will not even care that two men are together.”
“Montréal isn’t the problem,” Shane said, shaking his head slightly. “And it’s so much gayer than—”
“Ah,” Ilya said again, dragging out the word to drown him out. “I do not care about Montréal,” he repeated, just as stubbornly. “Montréal let them hurt you.” His jaw tightened. “So Montréal can go fuck itself.”
Shane opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again, the words catching somewhere behind his teeth as Ilya gave another small shrug. Maybe it was the way Ilya glanced back at him, lips curving into something soft and quietly hopeful. Or maybe it was the way he said it—like Shane mattered more than any city ever could.
“Boston is very dramatic about very small things,” Ilya added suddenly. “They shout about it in the street, like whole world is ending. Then laugh about it five minutes later. Oh—and they hate New York here. I do not get it, but they are very committed to it. And the Yankees,” he added, like this was equally baffling but deeply important. “Or which Dunkin’ is best. They will fight about this like it is life or death.”
“This is—it is not Russia,” he said slowly. “But it is my home now, I think. And maybe—maybe it is the kind of place where we would not have to be brave every single day just to exist.” 
Shane studied him for another second, then huffed out a quiet breath. “You’re terrible at pretending this is a casual suggestion,” he murmured, because Ilya wasn’t pretending Boston was perfect—but he was making sure Shane knew it was safe.
“I am not pretending,” Ilya said simply. “Boston would not let our team treat you the way Montréal’s does.”
“What—because Boston would’ve stopped Comeau from being a dick?” Shane asked, a hint of incredulity slipping into his voice.
“They would have fucking rioted,” Ilya said, and the certainty of it made Shane blink in surprise. “And the Bears wouldn’t have let Comeau walk away after an attack like that,” he added, huffing slightly.
“You wouldn’t have even been in that situation if you were ours,” Ilya continued, something possessive slipping into the words before he could stop it. “Everyone knows the Bears love a good fight. Most minutes in the penalty box last season, and we enjoyed every fucking minute of it,” he added, a faint, unapologetic edge of pride in his voice.
“Solnyshko,” he said, more gently now. “Didn’t you hear how Boston fans chanted your name when you hit Comeau? They are just waiting for the excuse to love you—only reason they think they can’t is because you are Montréal’s captain. And—” his lips twitched, something wicked flashing in his eyes. “They will love you even more for giving them the chance to steal you and rub it in Montréal’s face.”
That, more than anything else, made Shane laugh again. Mostly because the idea of an entire arena full of Boston fans deciding they loved him overnight felt completely absurd—and also just plausible enough, when Ilya said it like that, to be a little bit dangerous.
Ilya grinned back at him, his expression softening almost immediately into something more earnest. “You would not be alone in my locker room,” he said. “And—we would be together.”
Shane’s laughter faded slowly, the warmth of it lingering for a moment before the weight of Ilya’s words settled in. He looked down at their hands again, turning the thought over carefully in his mind. “You—” he licked his lips. “You really want this, don’t you?”
“Da,” Ilya said. “I would like to stop pretending you are just another player I hate.” His gaze remained steady on Shane’s face. “I would also like to stop acting like I do not watch every one of your games.” His mouth twitched faintly. “And I would like to stop flying red-eye just to steal a few days with you.” He sighed. “We’ve spent all this time trying to convince everyone that we’re rivals—”
“We are rivals,” Shane said.
Ilya snorted. “We are,” he agreed. “But I am tired of pretending that is all we are.” He paused there, just for a moment, like the next thought had caught somewhere in his chest before he could say it properly. “I want to be able to talk about how good you are without people acting surprised,” he said finally. 
Shane huffed a quiet breath, something soft and startled flickering across his expression.
Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly. “Or how much I like the way your brain works. Or how you see plays before anyone else.” His thumb brushed slowly across Shane’s knuckles again. “I am tired of living in different cities when all I want is to wake up next to you in the morning and come home to you every night.”
Someone really should have warned him that Ilya Rozanov had the ability to say things that knocked the air straight out of his lungs, Shane thought. Because how was he supposed to keep pretending this was just another conversation about contracts and trades when Ilya looked at him like that? 
The bluntness of his words made his chest tighten a little, and he squeezed Ilya’s hand once, thoughtful, as he murmured, “You’d have to share a locker room with me every day.”
“Da,” Ilya said, still smiling.
Shane snorted, eyes narrowing. “I steal people’s tape.”
“You hate using anyone else’s tape,” Ilya shot back. “You get annoyed when the tension is wrong and always blame it on the brand being inferior.”
“I take the last coffee pod and pretend it wasn’t me,” Shane said, head tilting as he watched him.
“You hate coffee,” Ilya said. “And you are terrible liar.”
Shane’s mouth twitched. “I chirp defensemen when they get grumpy.”
“I’ve seen you chirp,” Ilya said dryly. “You are terrible at it.”
Shane shook his head again, though the smile was softer now. He leaned his arms a little more comfortably against the counter, holding Ilya’s hand between both of his now. For a moment he just looked at him, like he was memorising the expression on his face. Then he exhaled slowly, some of the tension easing out of his shoulders. 
“I’ll think about it,” he repeated, softer this time, like the idea had moved from impossible to something he could, maybe, start to imagine. “But if I end up in Boston, you are absolutely not allowed to act like this was your idea.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched immediately. “I would not,” he lied.
Shane narrowed his eyes at him. 
Ilya’s thumb brushed once more across Shane’s knuckles, slower now, like the tension that had been coiled through the entire conversation was finally loosening a little. “But maybe you could say you’ve always admired Boston’s defensive structure,” he suggested mildly. “And the historic franchise.”
Shane snorted. “I hate their defensive structure.”
“Hm,” Ilya agreed. “But it sounds convincing.”
Shane let out a quiet laugh at that, the sound warm and tired all at once. For a moment neither of them spoke. The city lights beyond the windows flickered softly in the glass, the kitchen still and warm around them. Shane squeezed his hand again, thoughtful. “Boston,” he said under his breath, like he was testing how the word felt.
Ilya didn’t respond, but the small, satisfied curve of his mouth said more than enough.
“It wouldn’t fix everything,” Shane said quietly. “You know that, right?”
He looked down at their hands again, thumb tracing the edge of Ilya’s knuckle like he was grounding himself in the contact. “A different city doesn’t suddenly make me a different person.” He exhaled softly. “I still don’t know how to walk into a room without already deciding how much of myself I’m allowed to—” he bit back the words, his mouth twisting. 
“I know,” Ilya said softly. “You still listen for footsteps when you kiss me in hallways. Even when we’re alone.”
“Oh.” Shane huffed, embarrassment and affection tangled together in the sound. “Yeah. That’s a, ah—a bad habit, I guess?”
“Hm. I don’t mind,” Ilya said quietly, his tone softening as he watched Shane. “But I notice how you always hold back, just a little, until we’re alone,” he added. “We have spent a long time pretending we are something we are not.” He hesitated slightly, his accent thickening as he searched for the words. “I, ah—I think I am guilty of it too. It is easier, sometimes, to play up the rivalry everyone expects than—than admitting I look for you in every room, or notice the second you are not there.”
“I guess we—” Shane licked his lips as his gaze drifted briefly to their hands before lifting back to Ilya’s face. “We’ve been hiding this for so long that it started feeling like—” His mouth twisted faintly. “It’s kinda fucked up, right?” He said suddenly, and Ilya let out a quiet, surprised snort.
“I kinda hate that I can’t tell anyone about us,” Shane admitted. “I watch everyone else being so obvious about who they want. And they get to go on dates, and post about stupid things online or talk about them in interviews, and I’m just—” He dragged a hand through his hair, fingers catching slightly as his frustration broke through.
“I’m in the most loving relationship I could’ve ever hoped for, with you, and I can’t even look at you the way I want to when other people are around. Like I’m supposed to keep it hidden instead of—” Shane broke off, shaking his head faintly. “Instead of it being something I get to be proud of.”
Ilya frowned slightly, something in his expression tightening as he nodded. “Da,” he said. “But it is not just you. I hate it too,” he admitted, the words coming slower now, more deliberate. “I hate pretending I do not know you. That I have to look away before someone notices me watching you. That I cannot touch you when I want to.”
He exhaled slowly, his grip on Shane’s hand tightening just slightly. “I hate that when you play well, I must act like I am annoyed instead of proud. And I hate that when you are hurt, I have to wait like everyone else to know if you are okay.” He hesitated as he looked back at Shane’s face, catching on the hitch in his breath, the shine in his eyes that made it clear he was fighting back tears.
“I think maybe we both learned bad habits in trying to, ah—protect our relationship,” Ilya said quietly. “And maybe it was necessary when it was still new. But now?” He exhaled slowly. “Maybe bad habits can be unlearned—not all at once,” he added quickly. “But maybe one day neither of us will be scared to be seen like that.”
“Maybe, one day, we will realise we have gone an entire afternoon without expecting something to be taken from us. Without waiting for the joke. Or the look. Or the moment when the room turns.” He tilted his head slightly, thinking it through as he spoke, and a small smile touched his mouth—quiet and hopeful in a way he didn’t often allow himself. 
“That will be a good day, I think.” He paused, then, seemingly unable to stop himself, added more lightly, “In Boston.”
Shane laughed weakly, blinking fast. Because even with the joke to soften it, the words still managed to land somewhere deep enough to ache—and it hurt, but in a way he didn’t want to let go of. For a second, he just breathed through the sudden tightness there, like the idea itself was almost too much to hold. It felt almost reckless to want it this much.
“—and if that never happens?” He asked, because maybe he still needed to hear the answer.
Ilya’s hand tightened just slightly around his. “Then I will still be here,” he said. “I know I have not always made things easy,” he added, wincing slightly. “But I love you. That part has always been easy. And I think, maybe—” He hesitated, licking his lips as he searched for the right words. “I would like to try being a little braver about that.”
He looked nervous, Shane thought, but he was also watching him with the same steady focus he brought to the ice when he was reading a play no one else had noticed yet, and Shane felt vaguely like he was the only thing Ilya could see in that moment.
“I love you,” Ilya said again, like it was the least complicated fact in the world. “The rest we can figure out.”
“God,” Shane muttered softly, scrubbing a hand over his face.
Because the truth was, Ilya saying it like that—so plainly, so easily—did something dangerous to him. It made the idea of a life where they didn’t have to hide feel almost unbearably possible for the first time, and he heard himself say, “I love you,” before he’d even fully decided to say it back.
And then Shane just laughed. Soft, breathless, a little disbelieving. At himself, mostly—but also at how utterly ridiculous the man in front of him was. Because who the hell just says something like that in the middle of what was probably a fight, even if neither of them had raised their voices or reached for the softer, more cutting insults they both knew how to use?
It had felt like they’d been tiptoeing around most of the painful parts of their entire conversation, and Shane got, suddenly, why Ilya had wanted to wait. His head was still foggy, a dull pressure lingering behind his eyes, the world just slightly out of focus at the edges—but it was overwhelmed by the thought of what it might feel like to stop hiding.
“God, you’re ridiculous,” Shane muttered as he reached out and curled his fingers into the waistband of Ilya’s sweatpants, grounding himself in the familiar heat of the gesture as he pushed himself onto unsteady feet. He leaned in, letting the kiss come to him instead of thinking it through.
“Most people,” he murmured against Ilya’s lips, “would probably build up to a speech like that.”
Ilya’s hands came up instinctively, thumbs digging into Shane’s hips as he pulled him closer. “I’m not most people.”
“Hm,” Shane agreed, a slow, dangerous edge slipping into his voice as his gaze flicked briefly back to Ilya’s mouth. “Don’t you dare start something you’re not ready to finish, Rozanov,” he murmured, the words barely more than a breath between them. “I’ve fought you for every single title we’ve ever won—” his hand curled behind Ilya’s neck, fingers threading lightly into the curls at his nape to pull him closer. “Like fuck I’m letting you be brave without me.”
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    Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.

Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also function as emphasis (“indeed”), agreement (“right”), soft insistence, or conversational filler depending on tone; Ilya uses it rhythmically and instinctively, especially in emotionally charged or unguarded moments.

Blyat (блядь) — Russian
Literally translates to “whore,” but idiomatically functions as “fuck,” “shit,” “damn it”; A sharp, emotionally reactive expletive; Expresses frustration, disbelief, anger, shock, or emphasis; Common in colloquial Russian and often reflexive rather than directed.

Der'mo (дерьмо) — Russian
Shit; Crap; Is often used as a more common, slightly less harsh term for "shit" while govno (говно) is generally considered slightly a more vulgar, crude, or intense term.

Spasibo (спасибо) — Russian
Thank you; Can carry understated sincerity, especially when spoken quietly or without embellishment

Do svidaniya (до свидания) — Russian
Goodbye; Until we meet again; Polite but can carry warmth depending on tone; Less casual than poka (пока), making it more appropriate for respectful or emotionally loaded farewells.

Ya zdes’ (я здесь) — Russian
I am here; I’m here; A reassuring statement of presence; Used to comfort someone; Conveys grounding, safety, and emotional availability.

AMA — English (medical abbreviation)
Against Medical Advice; A formal hospital term used when a patient chooses to leave care without medical approval or against clinician recommendations; Carries clinical and legal implications; Suggests liability and documentation concerns in healthcare settings.

Pridúrki (придурки) — Russian
Idiots; Morons; Plural of “pridurok” (придурки); Casual and dismissive rather than deeply offensive; Often used jokingly or with affectionate exasperation.

Ty uveren? (Ты уверен?) — Russian
Are you sure?; You certain?; A direct question; Can carry concern or gentle challenge; Often used to check emotional or situational readiness; Contextually can imply “are you ready to hear what I’m about to say?” before revealing something important; In this context, it functions as a quiet check that Shane is prepared for the emotional weight or consequences of what Ilya is about to say.

Red-eye — English
An overnight flight; Late-night travel that disrupts sleep; Common in North American; Often associated with exhaustion and short turnaround trips.
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  Chapter 8
Ilya Rozanov Is Obsessed With His Feet, Apparently
Shane Hollander was now absolutely certain he’d been kidnapped. Which was a ridiculous thought, and yet the alternative didn’t make much more sense for why he was still in Boston.
His head still ached faintly, the last of the concussion symptoms fading slowly instead of all at once, but it no longer throbbed with every movement. He could think clearly now. Mostly. Which meant there was nothing actually stopping him from calling a car, booking the next flight out, and going back to Montréal like he was supposed to.
His gear was still there. His clothes were there. So was his apartment. His team. Fuck—his entire fucking life was just waiting for him to step back into it like nothing had changed.
And yet he hadn’t left. He’d stayed. One day, then another, like he was waiting for something to push him out the door and back into the version of his life that made sense. But nothing had. Not the missed calls from his coach. Not the pressure from the league building in the media with each passing day. Not even his own sense of obligation, which had always been the loudest voice in his head.
Instead, there was just this quiet, stubborn stillness. And Ilya, moving through it like it was the most natural thing in the world to keep Shane there. 
He didn’t ask him to stay. It might have made it easier to leave if he had. Instead, he just made space for him in small ways they’d never gotten to experience before. He left a spare key on the counter like it had always belonged there. Stocked the fridge with ginger ale and enough fruit and protein powder for Shane to make a dozen low-calorie smoothies without commenting on it. Moved through his usual routines with an unspoken expectation that Shane would still be there the next morning.
And it was—it was nice. Maybe not in the loud, overwhelming way Shane was used to chasing on the ice, where everything was sharp and immediate and earned. This was quieter. Softer. The kind of nice that settled into the edges of his day without asking permission. A glass of water pressed into his hand before he even thought to want it. The way Ilya adjusted the thermostat without asking when Shane complained once about the cold. The steady, unspoken presence of someone who didn’t need anything from him except that he stay.
It felt dangerous in a way Shane couldn’t quite name. Not because it was bad—but because it wasn’t something he knew how to leave behind once he’d let himself have it. And maybe that was why he’d let Ilya wake him up at four in the morning and pull him out of bed without explanation.
He’d barely been awake when Ilya had bundled him into two extra layers of warm clothes, uncharacteristically quiet as he tugged another hoodie over Shane’s head and pressed a borrowed jacket into his arms. Then he’d steered him out the door and into the car, the city still dark and half-asleep around them.
Shane hadn’t bothered asking where they were going. He just watched the old buildings blur past in the dim pre-dawn light, streetlights flickering over brick and glass as the city slowly woke around them. Then Ilya pulled into the players’ entrance at TD Garden, and something in Shane’s chest had tightened at the sight of the Bears’ home rink—familiar and foreign all at once.
“Ilya,” he’d started to say, and he didn’t even know what he meant to ask. Maybe for an explanation. Or for Ilya to deny that they were about to break into his own arena before sunrise.
But Ilya had just leaned across the console, catching Shane’s mouth in a kiss that lingered just long enough to make his thoughts stutter.
Or maybe that was still the concussion.
“Trust me, solnyshko,” he’d said.
And it shouldn’t have worked. Because Shane knew that tone. It was the same one that could mean anything from Ilya starting a fight on the ice to him confessing something that stole Shane’s breath with how certain he sounded. It was reckless and impossible to refuse all at once. And yet, even knowing all of that, Shane found himself saying yes every time Ilya used it.
It was a character flaw. And Shane was—fuck—he was working on getting better at it, okay? He was. At least in theory. In practice, it was significantly harder to deny Ilya anything when he looked at him like that.
“—ah,” Ilya said now, grinning in triumph. “I did not buy the wrong skates.”
“Hm?” Shane blinked, dragged back into the present as Ilya leaned on the boards behind him, nudging Shane’s socked feet with the toe of his own skates, already laced and scuffed from years of use.
Shane looked down automatically at the weight in his hands, his thumb pressing along the stiff curve of the boot Ilya had apparently bought for him without asking—just pulled from the back of the car and handed over with a wink while Shane was still complaining about borrowing a pair from the equipment manager, who probably wouldn’t even be here this early anyway.
He turned the skates slightly, taking them in with a more practiced eye now.
They weren’t off-the-shelf. Whoever had sized them had known exactly what they were doing, and they’d been meticulous in accounting for the shape of his foot, the pressure points that would take the most strain, the way he liked his heel locked in place without sacrificing flex through the ankle. They’d been baked, set, and probably tweaked again until Ilya was satisfied with them.
People liked to assume Ilya was as reckless as he was on the ice. That everything he did was instinct and aggression. But no one ever seemed to notice when he slowed down like this—how intentional he was with every word, every choice. Or how stubborn he got about getting things exactly right.
It frustrated Shane sometimes, that people didn’t see how careful Ilya was. Or that they didn’t see him the way Shane did. But he was selfish enough to admit he liked that some parts of Ilya still belonged only to him.
“Ilya,” Shane murmured, slightly breathless as his gaze dragged across the familiar Bauer branding along the side of the skates.
The tongue had already been swapped for pro felt instead of the stock injected one, and the waxed laces were pulled tight through the forefoot but looser through the midfoot. The extra length of laces were wrapped loosely around the ankle so he could tension it himself.
His eyes lingered on the way the top two eyelets had been left open for flex, and at the top of the right boot, on the outside, where there was a single gold eyelet that stood out from the rest of the black. He turned it over in his hands before he could linger on the absurd thought that it looked almost like Ilya had given him a ring—and glanced down at the steel mounted in the holder instead, running his thumb lightly along the edge to check the profile.
“Tell me you didn’t,” he said quietly, biting back a smile as he sat back down on the bench. “Ilya, these are really fucking expensive—”
“Oh, are the Voyageurs not paying you enough?” Ilya asked, one brow lifting slightly. “Or maybe they cannot afford to put you in proper skates?” He clicked his tongue softly. “Ah. Do not worry, solnyshko. The Bears pay me very well. I will keep you as my much-kept boy, da?”
He tilted his head as he watched Shane closely. “I’ll dress you in every pretty thing I can get my hands on,” he added, his mouth curving faintly as he flashed him a wink. “And then I will watch you embarrass grown men on the ice—and tell you how good you are for me when I take you home after we win our next game.”
His gaze lingered, blue eyes darkening with quiet satisfaction, like he was fully aware of the effect he was having and had no intention of stopping. “In Boston,” he added—which had become a habit over the last few days, like he couldn’t help slipping the city into their conversations whenever he could.
It was a quiet, persistent reminder of the promise Shane had made to at least consider it. And, just like every other time Ilya brought it up, Shane found himself letting out a small, breathless laugh instead of shutting it down immediately.
“That’s not—” Shane cut himself off, shaking his head as heat crept up his neck.
His hand slid over the quarter again, testing the stiffness, grounding himself in something that wasn’t Ilya’s deliberate attempt to distract him. Because even if the way Ilya’s voice dipped made it near impossible for him not to react, Shane was determined not to give him the satisfaction of seeing just how much it was working.
“You, ah—” he licked his lips as he turned the skate slightly in his hands. “You had these profiled?”
“Hm,” Ilya nodded, leaning back against the boards with his arms loose at his sides, legs spread slightly to keep his balance on his skates. “They are the same radius as your last pair,” he said. “Forward pitch is slightly more aggressive. Gives you a little more bite when you lean into your edges.” He tilted his head. “Or when you’re showing off.”
Shane huffed out a quiet laugh, shaking his head, because of course Ilya had noticed the way he shifted his weight at the last second, the way he trusted his edges more than most players ever would. Of course he’d paid attention to something that specific, something that small, and decided it mattered enough to get exactly right.
But there was something in the way he said it that caught Shane off guard, too. Because it was teasing, sure—but it wasn’t edged in that familiar, dismissive humour Shane had learned to expect from other players. He said it like it was obvious that Shane’s edges were something to be admired.
Which they were, Shane admitted. Even he was vain enough to admit he’d put a lifetime of obsessive, deliberate practice into perfecting the way he moved on the ice. Every micro-adjustment of his weight, every shift in pressure through his blades, every fraction of a second where balance tipped into control. And yet—that didn’t stop other players from calling him a figure skater.
They’d been doing it since juniors, always with that same half-smile. Like it was harmless. Like it was funny. Like it didn’t mean anything at all. And he knew exactly what those words were standing in for—too soft, too pretty, too fucking delicate—things none of them would ever dare say outright. 
At seventeen, it might have gotten to him more. Back when he was just breaking into the league, and every offhand comment felt like it would expose something he wasn’t ready to admit yet. But the ice had always been the one place where nobody else got to decide what those things meant to him. And Shane had never been the kind of player to dull his edges just to make other people comfortable—no matter how much they might want him to.
“Oh,” he mumbled, frowning slightly, because even he could admit he’d been dulling himself off the ice—and it left him off-balance in a way he didn’t quite know how to fix. He looked back down at the skates in his hands instead of meeting Ilya’s eyes, turning the blade under the lights, watching the clean curve of it catch and reflect.
“I really wish you’d given these to me at home,” he said eventually, sighing.
Ilya glanced at him, frowning slightly. “Why?”
“Because,” Shane shrugged as he bent down to start pulling the skates on, his fingers working the laces with practiced ease, “I kinda really wish I could fuck you right now,” he said, voice low and entirely too casual for the way his pulse had just picked up.
He tried to play it off like it was nothing, the way Ilya had earlier. But the tension pulled tight between them when Ilya’s gaze dropped immediately to his mouth, then lower, like he was following the thread of the thought Shane had just handed him. Heat flared in his eyes, and Shane shifted slightly on the bench when he felt his attention linger on his hands, his thighs, his mouth—like he was already imagining every place he wanted to touch him. 
Shane adjusted his grip on the laces, deliberately casual, before glancing back up at Ilya with a faint, crooked smile. Maybe, he admitted, it was because he wanted to see Ilya lose that careful control he clung to so tightly. And maybe it was also because he had no intention of being the first one to give in this time.
“But even I’m not enough of an exhibitionist to risk your teammates walking in on us,” he added, because it was honestly the only thing stopping him from letting Ilya bend him over those boards and fuck into him.
He could almost imagine it—the way the rink would echo with every sharp breath, the way the empty arena would watch as Shane lost every sensible thought he had left under Ilya’s hands. And maybe that was an idea to return to, later, but not here. Not where anyone could walk out from the tunnel or down from the stands at any second, not where the glass would throw their reflections right back at them and Shane would have to, quite literally, face his bad decisions head-on.
“Ah,” Ilya said, a slow grin spreading across his face, his eyes still dragging over Shane in a way that made his stomach tighten. “Team is not due for practice for a while yet. We could—”
“No,” Shane cut in, laughing softly when Ilya’s mouth tightened in immediate, obvious disappointment. “You’re the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met. We are literally in your rink.” He snorted. “You’re just gonna have to control yourself for five minutes.”
“Shane,” Ilya groaned, his head tipping back as he dragged a hand through his hair.
Shane had to look away from the distracting line of his throat before he did something stupid. Like lean in and bite down just to see what kind of sound he could pull out of him next.
“You promised me ice time, remember?” He said instead, tapping his skate lightly against the rubber mat to seat the blade before reaching for the other. “And you, ah—” he cut himself off, a faint smile tugging at his mouth, “you really should’ve given these to me at home if you wanted me to thank you properly.”
“You are still concussed,” Ilya said, eyes narrowing.
“I’m not concussed anymore,” Shane replied, fingers pausing on the laces as he blinked up at him. “Just being honest.” 
“Da. You must be,” Ilya said, folding his arms. “You had no filter when you were injured. And you are terrible at flirting. Is the only excuse I can think of for why you’re saying things like this without getting shy halfway through.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “It is my favourite thing, watching you blush under those freckles. You are depriving me of it, Hollander.”
Shane laughed again. “Maybe I’m just too happy to be shy,” he admitted, shrugging. “Here, with you,” he paused, and he almost managed to bite the temptation back, but then he added, “in Boston,” and got to watch as Ilya threw his head back again and laughed.
He felt something in his chest loosen at the sound, like maybe this version of the future didn’t feel quite so impossible anymore. “I know we both earn a stupid amount of money,” he said as he finished tying the laces off, “but you can’t just buy me professional-grade skates like they’re—” he snorted, “like they’re fucking flowers.”
Ilya hummed thoughtfully. “Flowers die,” he said eventually. “These make you faster. And—” he shrugged slightly, “they are pretty, da? You deserve more pretty things.”
Shane shook his head, half exasperated but mostly just fond. It was such an Ilya solution—quietly making every extension of him more dangerous—and he looked like he’d absolutely keep doing it if Shane let him. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “But there are limits to how easily I can be seduced, y’know?”
Ilya’s mouth curved slowly as he stepped closer, the toe of his skate nudging lightly against Shane’s new one.
“Ah. But I like when you’re easy,” he said, his voice dropping. “I like when you are dangerous too.” His gaze lingered on Shane’s mouth before flicking back up to his eyes. “It’s very, ah—it’s addictive, watching you forget to think and just move.”
“Hm,” Shane said, his mouth twitching faintly. “That sounds like a you problem.”
“Da,” Ilya agreed softly. “Is very good problem to have.”
Shane’s gaze dropped briefly to where their skates were still touching, then lifted again. “I’m still not sure I want to be breaking in new skates at four in the morning,” he admitted with a sigh. “If these blister, it’s going to take weeks before I can skate properly again.”
“They have extra lining. They will not blister,” Ilya said, reaching out to steady Shane as he pushed up to his feet. He watched him flex into the unfamiliar stiffness, his gaze tracking the careful shift of weight with a pleased smile. “But if your, ah—” He frowned, searching for the word. “What is word for krasivyy?”
Shane tilted his head as he tested his balance, rocking slightly onto his edges on the rubber mat. “Huh? Oh—beautiful,” he said, distracted by the way the blades caught against the surface. “Or maybe pretty. Depends what you mean.”
“Da,” Ilya said, smiling wider. “If your beautiful feet blister, I will carry you off the ice myself.”
Shane snorted. “I’m over six foot tall. There’s no way you’re carrying me anywhere.”
“You’re five-nine,” Ilya said immediately.
“I’m six foot,” Shane shot back. “We’re the same fucking height, you liar.”
“Is not true,” Ilya said, looking almost offended as he glanced down at Shane’s skates. “You are shorter when you are not on skates.”
“Everyone’s shorter when they’re not on skates,” Shane muttered, only Ilya didn’t laugh. Which was almost more concerning than if he had. 
“Hm. But you forget that I have fought grown men on this ice,” he murmured. “It will be much easier when I carry you. Especially when you wrap those beautiful thighs around me.” He groaned softly. “Have I ever told you, it makes me feel like I’m fucking a king when I—”
“Ilya,” Shane warned.
Ilya hummed, clearly not listening. “Maybe we stop at a few walls on the way back to the locker room, da? Maybe we kiss. Maybe we see how long it takes you to start begging for my—”
“Oh my god,” Shane groaned, tipping his head forward to rest against Ilya’s shoulder. “Shut up. We are not actually going to fuck in your team’s rink. It’s freezing out here, and there’s no way either of us could even get—” But the sound of Ilya’s laughter cut him off and he straightened, narrowing his eyes at him. Heat crept up the back of his neck at how easily he’d walked into that setup.
“Ah. Was going to say ‘my attention,’” Ilya said, head tilting. “Why? What did you think I was going to say, Hollander?”
“You’re such a dick,” Shane muttered. “I have no idea why I love you sometimes.”
“Hm. I do,” Ilya said, his hands settling on Shane’s hips as he pulled him closer, lips brushing against his ear. “Because I fuck you against walls in empty arenas and—”
Shane’s hand shot out to cover Ilya’s mouth. “See, this is why I don’t flirt back with you,” he said, eyes narrowed. “I give you a fucking inch and you try to turn it into us fucking in your locker room.”
Ilya’s eyes crinkled instantly, delight written all over his face, even with his mouth muzzled. Then, just to be insufferable, he dragged his tongue slowly against Shane’s palm.
Shane recoiled with a disgusted noise, immediately wiping his hand on his sweatpants. “Ugh. You’re actually a child.”
“Is French kiss,” Ilya replied—and before Shane could retaliate, he leaned in and stole a real one.
His hand came up to cup Shane’s jaw, thumb brushing along his cheek as he tilted his head to deepen the kiss. Shane melted into it instantly, tension slipping from his shoulders as he leaned closer, one hand catching in the front of Ilya’s hoodie to keep himself steady.
A soft sound slipped from his throat, the kind he might have been embarrassed about if anyone else had been around to hear it. The kind he only let himself make when it was just them—when he knew he could be soft, or desperate, and Ilya would just hold him closer for it.
He found himself chasing Ilya’s mouth when he pulled back, only to sigh when Ilya pressed their foreheads together instead.
“And you love me,” Ilya added, slightly breathless, “because I kiss you like you are the only person in whole world.”
He smiled, softer now, something unguarded slipping through the teasing edge he’d been wearing all morning. Then he stepped back, offering his hand as he opened the gate toward the rink. “Don’t worry, solnyshko. I promise I’ll behave from now on.”
“I don’t believe that for a fucking second,” Shane muttered, eyes narrowing. But he still took Ilya’s hand. “I know you’ve been distracting me on purpose,” he added, not sounding nearly as annoyed as he meant to.
Ilya just hummed, holding his gaze as he guided him onto the ice.
“First time back after an injury can get in your head, if you let it,” he said softly. “I wanted to give you a better memory than your last time out here.” He shrugged lightly. “Maybe for me, too,” he admitted after a small pause. He cleared his throat and quickly added, “But, ah—my face is much more handsome than Comeau’s, da? You will remember me now instead of that asshole.”
For half a second, Shane’s stomach tightened at the name, the memory threatening to creep in where only muscle memory belonged. He shoved it down before it could take shape, forcing his focus back onto the way his new skates seemed to sing as they glided across the untouched ice.
“Your face is very distracting,” Shane said as they pushed into a slow lap along the boards.
“Hm. Then keep your eyes on me,” Ilya said, skating backward in front of him as he guided him through an easy warm-up.
The familiar rhythm settled into Shane’s body before he could overthink it—the clean bite of steel carving into the ice, the light spray kicking up as he leaned into the turn. His strides evened out, weight shifting automatically, ankles loosening as he rolled from inside edge to outside and back again.
“You make it sound like I was out for months,” Shane muttered. “It’s been three days since—”
“Ah,” Ilya cut in with a grin. “But you have been sighing and staring longingly at my skates by the door for days now. You looked like a heartbroken, ah—devochka-podrostok whenever I left for practice.”
Shane snorted. “Did you just call me a teenage girl?”
“Da,” Ilya said, grinning. “Hospital said no ice for two days and you acted like it was end of your career.”
“How are your ribs?” Shane asked instead of responding. “You’ve still been going to practice and then coming straight home to ice them.”
Ilya’s expression shifted, just slightly, as he rolled his shoulders. “They are fine,” he said. “Will heal much quicker if you stop fussing over them, solnyshko.”
Shane slowed, eyes flicking over him automatically. “Oh, so you get to worry about me but I can’t do the same?”
“I worry because your teammates are fucking idiots. You worry because you enjoy it,” Ilya said with a faint smile. “My ribs are fine.”
It didn’t sound like a lie, but Shane still narrowed his eyes anyway.
“Ah. They are just bruised. But we have a game in a few days, so I can’t rest them properly,” Ilya admitted. “After the game, I will let you fuss as much as you want.” He flashed him a crooked smile. “You like having excuse to look after me.”
“I don’t need an excuse,” Shane said, offended. “I fucking love you. Of course I want to look after you when you’re hurt.”
Then he blinked. Because he hadn’t actually meant to say it out loud this time. Not that it was the most embarrassing thing he’d ever said to Ilya—but still. 
He was just surprised, maybe, at how automatic it had been. And because he’d spent days brushing Ilya off—rolling his eyes at his fussing, acting like he was just being overprotective, or worrying about nothing—but he understood it, suddenly. How instinctive it was. How impossible it was to separate loving him from worrying about him.
“Oh,” he mumbled.
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, something smug flickering through his expression. “Then maybe I should stop being stubborn and just let you look after me.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”
“Da,” Ilya grinned.
Shane shook his head, groaning softly, before pulling Ilya with him into a faster lap around the rink. They circled once, then again, falling into an easy rhythm that felt like muscle memory. After a moment, Ilya eased them into something slower, their pace tapering off until they were gliding side by side.
“You are quiet,” he said, glancing at Shane.
Shane shrugged slightly. “Just thinking,” he said eventually. “You’re being suspiciously well-behaved right now. I half expected you to start chirping at me just so you’d have an excuse to watch me blush.”
“Hm. Maybe I just want to keep holding your hand,” Ilya said.
Something in Shane’s expression softened before he could hide it.
“Or maybe I’m just very good at getting Shane Hollander to do exactly what I want on the ice,” Ilya added, his mouth curving faintly. “Or off the ice,” he went on, his voice dipping just slightly. “I am very good at motivational techniques.”
“God, you’re actually insufferable,” Shane muttered.
“Is not true. My motivational techniques are extremely effective,” Ilya corrected. “I have very simple plan,” he added, his tone turning mock-serious in a way that didn’t quite hide the teasing underneath. “Is, ah—like three-step programme? But not alcohol for you, solnyshko,” he added quickly. “Step one is to hold Shane Hollander’s hand. Step two—”
“I swear to god,” Shane narrowed his eyes in warning, “if step two is another innuendo about pinning me to the boards—”
“Step two is telling Shane Hollander he is doing very good,” Ilya said. There wasn’t even a hint of teasing in his voice. “Ah. See?” he murmured, watching him closely. “Your body remembers ice before fear.”
“My body also remembers that fucking concussion,” Shane muttered.
“Da,” Ilya agreed easily. “But it remembers this more.”
“What’s step three?” Shane asked, unable to keep the curiosity out of his voice.
“Ah.” Ilya grinned, something sharper slipping back into his expression. He leaned in just enough for Shane to feel the heat of him, his voice dropping slightly. “Step three is reminding Shane Hollander that I am right here.” His lips twitched. “In Boston.”
Shane wobbled for half a second as he bent at the waist, laughing. He reached out to catch himself on Ilya’s forearms just as Ilya caught his waist to steady him. His grip tightened immediately, one hand sliding more firmly around Shane’s side, the other braced at his back.
“You’re okay,” Ilya murmured, his voice lower now.
“I’m fine, Ilya,” Shane said softly, though he didn’t pull away. “We’ve both taken more than a few tumbles on the ice,” he added, his mouth twitching faintly. “This is nothing.”
But Ilya didn’t look convinced. His hands lingered where they were, like he didn’t quite trust Shane not to sway again the second he let go of him. 
Which was vaguely annoying, Shane admitted—considering he was a professional athlete and not some rookie who hadn’t figured out how to keep his skates under him yet. But he forced himself to exhale slowly, reminding himself this wasn’t just Ilya being overbearing. It was the hit, the hospital, the way Shane had gone still on the ice. Ilya was still coming down from that just as much as Shane was.
So Shane let his hand slide once over Ilya’s wrist before stepping back from the solid line of his body, easing them into a more comfortable distance. “You know,” he murmured, the corner of his mouth lifting slightly, “I always knew you were a good captain.”
Ilya huffed quietly, but Shane pressed on.
“Hayden tried to convince me and JJ that you had, like, hazing rituals and made your team bag-skate every practice until they threw up,” he admitted, pulling them back into another easy glide. “But I always thought you must be doing something right, with the way your team jumps in to defend you.”
Ilya huffed again, like he didn’t quite believe he deserved to hear something like that out loud. “Bears are loyal,” he said. “And you are good captain too,” he added, though his grip on Shane’s hand tightened just slightly, betraying the quiet pride beneath the words.
“I dunno,” Shane murmured, testing the edge of his blade before pushing more confidently into the next stride. “I mean, I push my team to be better. I make sure we put the work in so we have a real shot at the Cup, and I sit with them in our losses. But I’m not sure if that makes a good captain.”
He glanced sideways at Ilya, a faint, self-conscious smile tugging at his mouth. “Half the time it just feels like I’m trying to hold everything together with what used to work,” he admitted. “But I don’t know if—” He exhaled quietly. “I don’t think I’ve ever done this for someone. But you? You make people believe in you. Even when you’re being an absolute nightmare about it.”
His mouth twitched faintly. “Your team trusts you. You—fuck.” He shrugged lightly, a little embarrassed by how much he meant those words. “Sorry. I guess I just keep thinking about what it’d be like if you were my captain.”
“Ah. You would hate it,” Ilya said, glancing at him briefly, the corner of his mouth tugging upward. “I would tell you what to do all the time.”
“You do that already,” Shane said after a moment, more thoughtful now. “But I’m serious, Ilya. The way you adjust everything around you without making it obvious—even if you’re a dick the minute you’re playing a game—I kinda get why your team would follow you anywhere.”
He snorted softly. “The Bears love you. They’d take a hit for you without even thinking about it. I never really figured out how to inspire that kind of loyalty.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “You are talking about yourself in a bad way again,” he said, eyes narrowing. “Montréal’s locker room is full of idiots. The rest of the league says your name like it is something too dangerous to ignore, and you choose to listen to a handful of loud assholes who do not know what they have. I do not like the way—”
Shane leaned forward and kissed him, cutting him off mid-sentence. He lingered just long enough to make the point, then pulled back with a faint grin. “Hm. You talk too much.” Then he pushed off from Ilya’s chest and skated in the opposite direction.
Which was mean, maybe, but also very necessary. 
Because if he let Ilya keep going, he’d say something Shane wouldn’t be able to brush aside. And right now—with the ice under his blades and Ilya looking at him like that—it was easier to turn it into a game than admit how badly he wanted to believe every word.
So he focused on the ice instead. Maybe because it felt like the one thing that hadn’t shifted under him while he’d been stuck in bed—the world tilting every time he tried to stand, or when he’d been too dizzy to even look at his phone. The ice was still his in a way nothing else quite was. It was the one place where everything still made sense, without him having to think too hard about what came next.
And he knew Ilya had been trying to ease him back onto the ice, but there was no pulling him back now that he’d remembered what it felt like to move like this. He began picking up speed almost immediately, drifting away from the relative safety of the boards now that he no longer had Ilya there to keep him from the centre ice. 
He exhaled slowly as the familiar burn in his legs sharpened into the clarity of clean, controlled movement. The new steel answered every shift of his weight like it had just been waiting for him to trust it enough to push harder. And he felt that tremor—the one that had been tucked beneath his ribs since his fall—finally settle into something cleaner, more focused.
Behind him, Ilya let out a startled laugh.
Shane glanced back when he reached the far blue line, just in time to see Ilya push off, matching his speed stride for stride as he cut cleanly across the faceoff circle to intercept his next pass. Shane snorted, amused, then leaned into the outside edge of his skates, angling just enough to slip past him at the last second. 
Their shoulders brushed as he cut a tight circle around Ilya and came to a sharp stop just behind him. He dodged Ilya’s hands with a smirk and a shake of his head, biting the inside of his cheek to stop himself from laughing when Ilya tried to pull him into another kiss. 
But he couldn’t quite help the quiet laugh that slipped out when Ilya just laughed right back when Shane cut him off once, then again, forcing him to pivot hard each time to avoid colliding with him. He knew Ilya wouldn’t risk checking him when he was this close to recovering from his concussion. And he was probably taking a little advantage of that. 
And it was fun to be on the ice like this, with Ilya—no pressure, no systems to follow, no one watching for mistakes. Just the familiar rhythm of their skates, the easy instinct of knowing exactly how the other would move before they did. It felt like slipping back into something that had always belonged to them, something uncomplicated and entirely their own.
“You are cheating,” Ilya said, easing back slightly, eyes bright as he gave him just enough space—only to follow again. Their blades carved tight, overlapping lines into the ice as they picked up speed once more, still laughing, still breathless with the thrill of it.
“Still think I’m cheating?” Shane asked, slightly breathless, when they finally slowed to catch their breath at the far side of the rink.
“Always,” Ilya murmured, his grin slow and unmistakably fond. “I should have known you would not be able to help yourself from showing off if I brought you here. Even concussion cannot stop Shane Hollander from being menace.”
Shane shot him a look over his shoulder, breath fogging in the cold air. “You’re the one who dragged me out here,” he said, skidding to a stop near the boards. Ice sprayed beneath his blades, soaking into the thin fabric of his sweatpants and melting almost instantly against his skin.
“And you bought me new skates,” he added, unable to hide the grin pulling at his mouth as he turned back toward Ilya. “What did you think was going to happen?”
Ilya just hummed, closing the distance with lazy, unhurried strides. His hands were tucked into the pockets of his jumper now, probably just as cold as Shane’s were, because neither of them were properly dressed to be out on the ice for long. No gear, no gloves—no helmets, which was probably the most important thing they were missing, all things considered.
“I thought,” Ilya said dryly, though his voice still carried easily across the ice, “that we both agreed to behave.” He tipped his head to the side, blue eyes glinting. “But I see now that was, ah—a very unrealistic expectation.”
“Hm. Probably,” Shane admitted, his blades cutting cleanly over the ice as he drifted toward Ilya. “Hey,” he added, leaning back slightly as he dug the inside edge of his skate into the ice.
Ilya mirrored him with a slight tilt of his head, his skates spraying ice toward Shane’s skates as he came to a sudden stop. “Hm?” he said, amusement threading through his voice. “Had enough fun being chased, solnyshko?”
“No. I mean, yes,” Shane corrected himself quickly. “Look—I know I scared you,” he murmured, his voice softening. “When I went down. When Comeau—uh—and I—” He frowned, searching for the words and coming up short.
“I know you’re still thinking about it,” he said instead. “And that you’re probably still pissed about everything that happened.” He exhaled slowly, choosing his words carefully instead of defaulting to their usual deflection. “I get it. I just—I don’t want that to be the only thing we focus on.”
“Shane—” Ilya began, only to be cut off by Shane fisting a hand in the front of his jumper and dragging him into another kiss.
Their skates knocked lightly together, throwing them a little off balance as they drifted sideways. But Ilya’s hand came up instinctively to steady them, fingers curling at Shane’s hip as the ice shifted beneath them.
“I’m still here,” Shane murmured against Ilya’s lips. “And I love you,” he added, because it was the simplest, most certain thing in his entire life. “But we’ve been talking absolutely everything to death the last couple of days,” he said with a soft groan.
“Which I get,” he added quickly, before Ilya could argue. “And we probably needed it. We’ve been avoiding it for a while,” he admitted, his voice quieter. “Things always just—worked out before. And maybe we let that stop us from being honest about what we—”
He hesitated, pulling in a slow breath. “About the fact that we were both tired of hiding,” he said slowly, frowning, “and scared that saying it out loud would change everything.” He shook his head slightly. “We should’ve probably talked about this sooner.”
“Shane,” Ilya said, his voice low, cutting cleanly through the rush of words. “Look at me, solnyshko.” He reached up, tilting Shane’s chin gently. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have been, ah—overprotective, maybe. It is easier to joke about it than admit—” His fingers tightened slightly where they held Shane, betraying how badly it was still affecting him.
His accent slipped thicker as he went on, his voice quieter. “It was nasty fall. And nasty reason for it.” He frowned. “But I did not mean to make you feel like I was—”
“I know,” Shane said quickly, his grip tightening in the front of Ilya’s jumper. “It’s fine. I mean—I don’t love that it took a head injury to get us here, but—” he huffed a small, self-conscious laugh. “I guess we’ve always had communication issues. I thought we’d got better at that, y’know—after it took us years just to get together instead of just, ah—”
“Ah,” Ilya echoed, nodding—because he loved watching Shane blush, but he could also tell when Shane was starting to spiral under his own thoughts.
He was quiet for a moment, his thumb brushing over Shane’s jaw before dropping to cover the hand pressed against his chest. “We are better,” he said finally. “You are talking now instead of pretending everything is fine. And I am not pushing you away every time things get difficult.”
“Yeah. Well. It took us a long time to get here,” Shane huffed softly, not entirely convinced he was explaining himself properly—but some of the tightness in his chest eased when he noticed the way Ilya was looking at him.
“You’re my favourite person in the world,” he admitted. “And I want to try to be more honest about that.” He shrugged lightly. “Maybe let other people realise they don’t even come close to how I feel about you,” he added with a small smile, his shoulders loosening as he looked around the empty rink. 
The rink stretched out around them, quiet except for the faint hum of the building. It felt strange—being here like this. Not hiding, exactly. But not fully seen either. Somewhere in between.
“You brought me to an empty rink,” Shane murmured. “And I kinda want to enjoy being with you somewhere that’s, ah—” he gestured vaguely toward the open ice, “somewhere that’s almost open. To, ah—to see how it feels to stop holding back every time you do something ridiculously attractive.” 
He smiled again, a little unsure, a little hopeful. “Is that—okay?”
Ilya nodded, slowly at first, then more firmly as he leaned in to kiss him again. “Razve ty ne znayesh', chto ya sdelayu dlya tebya vso chto ugodno?” He murmured against his lips.
“Yeah,” Shane hummed softly, his mouth brushing back against Ilya’s as his hand curled into the front of his jumper. “I’m starting to get that, I think.”  
He pulled back just enough to look at him, and the relief sitting in his chest felt almost too big, too quiet—but for once, it didn’t feel like something waiting to collapse in on him. It felt like maybe there was something new there. Something that didn’t have to be hidden or explained away before it even had a chance to exist.
“Okay,” he said, more to himself than anything.
Ilya nodded slowly, his smile softening—like he understood the shift in Shane without needing it explained. “Okay,” he echoed, shrugging like it really could be that simple.
“Okay,” Shane repeated, laughing under his breath as he nudged Ilya lightly—more mindful of his ribs than he’d been a couple of days ago.
“Hey,” he added suddenly, grinning as a thought hit him. “Race you to the blue line,” he said, jerking his chin toward the open stretch of ice in front of them, already shifting his weight as he drifted backward toward the boards. “Just, ah—try not to cry when I win.”
Ilya’s eyes flashed as he followed him. “You will lose.”
“In your dreams,” Shane said, snorting.
It probably shouldn’t have been so easy for them to slip back into that competitive edge—but it was the one thing that had never changed. Never needed translation. Never gotten tangled up in years of missed timing or things left unsaid.
And maybe that was the part people had always missed, or misread entirely. The quiet challenge in the way they lined up across from each other at the faceoff dot. The split-second reads. The push and counter-push. The way they chased the same puck like it meant something more than a game.
The maddening thrill of finding someone who pushed exactly as hard as you did. Who met you at your best and demanded more without ever having to say it out loud.
It was enough to feel like winning before the puck even dropped.
“Shall we put bet on it, Hollander?” Ilya said, his voice edged with that familiar, teasing challenge.
“Sure,” Shane snorted. “But rules first. I’m not dealing with you trying to fucking cheat again.”
Which meant, inevitably, that it turned into an argument about where the start and finish lines actually were. Because of course it fucking did. Ilya snorted when Shane suggested they start from centre ice, and Shane rolled his eyes so hard the rink tilted for a second when Ilya insisted they start from opposite blue lines.
In the end, Ilya took off early anyway—cheating by half a second, despite the ground rules they’d agreed on. Laughter trailed behind him as his edges bit cleanly into the ice, and he shouted over his shoulder for Shane to meet him at the far blue line instead. Which was, of course, on the opposite end of the fucking rink.
Shane swore under his breath as he pushed off hard to follow.
He was already hitting his stride by the time he caught up to Ilya, and the thrill of it sent something bright and electric through his chest. Maybe it was the way the cold air hit his lungs differently. Or the way that competitive edge between them snapped back into place like it always did.
Everything else just seemed to fall away in that moment. The headache. The tension. The league. Montréal. Boston. There was only the ice beneath his blades, and the way his body remembered what to do even when the rest of him still felt slightly off-balance.
They were neck and neck by the time they hit the neutral zone, and Shane refused to give him the satisfaction of winning when he’d fucking cheated. Again. So he dropped lower into his stride, driving through each push to steal inches with quick, powerful extensions. It felt like his edges really were singing under him now, the ice—or maybe just this ice—giving back everything he put into it.
By the time they tore across the far blue line, Shane’s legs were on fire. They stopped almost at the exact same moment, edges biting hard as ice sprayed up around them. It caught the overhead lights before drifting back down, and when it settled, they were shoulder to shoulder, breathing hard, grinning like idiots.
Neither of them had crossed first by more than the width of a blade.
“I won,” Ilya said immediately, already smug.
“You did not,” Shane shot back.
Ilya tapped the toe of his blade against the blue line like he was making a point, then turned to him with exaggerated innocence. “Is okay, solnyshko. You are still recovering from injury,” he said, his tone almost sympathetic, though he couldn’t quite hide the grin tugging at his mouth. “Maybe you’ll win next race, da? I know it is difficult for you to admit when—”
“You fucking cheated,” Shane cut in, rolling his eyes. “And we finished at the same time, you asshole. Which means I would’ve still been waiting for you to finish if you hadn’t jumped the start like a fucking child.”
Ilya snorted, shaking his head like Shane had just said something ridiculous. “Ah. This is lie, Hollander,” he said, his grin widening. “I won by at least this much,” he added, holding his hand up to pinch his forefinger and thumb together, one eye closing like he was measuring something only he could see.
“They’re literally touching,” Shane said, bending slightly at the waist so he could brace his hands on his thighs. The laughter ripping out of his chest left him more breathless than the race had. “You can’t fucking call that.”
Ilya laughed too, bright and unrestrained. “You are, ah—sore because you lost?” He asked, frowning faintly like he knew his phrasing had slipped.
“I’m not a sore loser,” Shane shot back, watching Ilya drift backward in a lazy half-circle around him. “I’ve won more Lady Byngs than you,” he added, because Ilya had never even come close—and because, fuck it, he was petty about their awards. 
“If either of us is more sportsmanlike, it’s me,” he added, huffing slightly. “And I can’t be sore because I didn’t fucking lose. You jumped the start.”
Ilya laughed again. “Then you should be faster.”
“Try not to cheat this time and we’ll see who loses,” Shane shot back, eyes narrowing as he shifted onto his inside edge to keep Ilya in sight—because the asshole was still skating in literal circles around him.
Ilya’s eyes lit up. “You want to lose twice in a row?”
“You know what? Yeah. Fine.” Shane huffed, straightening as he rocked onto his outside edge before pushing off toward the boards. “Blue line to far goal line this time. First touch wins. But you jump early again and I’m fucking calling it.”
Before he could get far, Ilya’s arms wrapped around him from behind, knocking them slightly off balance. Their skates carried them forward a few inches before Ilya dug his edges in to steady them both. His chest was pressed tight against Shane’s back, and even through the layers Ilya had bundled them in, Shane could feel the low rumble of his voice when he spoke.
“Next one you lose properly,” Ilya said, his breath warm against Shane’s ear. “There will be no excuses this time, solnyshko.”
The words sent heat curling through Shane’s chest, settling low and heavy in his stomach. It wasn’t just what Ilya said—it was the way he said it. Like a challenge he’d already decided Shane was going to accept, whether he agreed or not.
And suddenly everything—the scrape of their blades on the ice, the sharp hitch of his breath, the burn of cold air in his lungs—it all blurred at the edges for a moment, drowned out by the dizzying awareness of Ilya’s arms holding him close. Right there. Where anyone could wander in and see them.
God. He wanted to turn into it. Wanted to push back, just to see how far they could drag this game out. It made him want to win, just to make the waiting worse. Or maybe lose—just to find out what Ilya would do about it later.
He licked his lips, a slow smile pulling at his mouth as that heat settled deeper in his gut. He let his weight rest briefly against Ilya’s chest before tilting his head to look at him over his shoulder. Ilya’s grip tightened in response, his gaze dropping to Shane’s mouth like he’d forgotten what they were supposed to be doing—
“Oi!” A familiar voice cut across the rink. A laugh followed, along with the sharp clatter of a stick hitting the boards by the Bears’ bench. “Hollzy!”
Shane groaned under his breath, his eyes closing for half a second before he shifted his weight forward, putting just enough space between them that he was no longer pressed up against Ilya.
He waited for the embarrassment of being caught like this to catch up with him, for the heat to turn sharp and uncomfortable under someone else’s gaze—but it didn’t. Not all at once. It came slower, tangled up with something that felt almost like defiance.
Which was new.
Because usually Shane would have pulled away immediately. Laughed it off, maybe, or skated off in the other direction and pretended like nothing had happened until everyone else believed it too.
But Ilya’s team already knew about them. And he’d made a point of explaining, in that slow, careful way of his, that they hadn’t turned it into something ugly or small when they’d found out. They’d just—accepted it. Like it was normal. Or maybe like it didn’t change anything except the way Ilya looked at him.
So Shane stopped himself from pulling fully out of Ilya’s arms, even if he wasn’t leaning into him anymore. And instead, he watched as the rest of the team started filtering onto the ice, trailing out from the tunnel that led to the Bears’ changing room.
Ryan still had his hands cupped around his mouth, still grinning as he leaned halfway over the boards to call out to them. He was dressed just as badly as Shane and Ilya were—in thick sweatpants and two layers of sweatshirts, with a jacket thrown on over the top. But at least he had a helmet on. Even if it was only half-strapped.
A couple of the Bears players leaned on the boards beside Ryan, watching them with absolutely no attempt at subtlety. Brad lifted his chin in Shane’s direction from where he was still strapping on his leg pads, shifting awkwardly with that familiar goalie half-waddle.
Behind them, Cliff dropped one of the team’s equipment bags onto the bench with a huff. Victor swore under his breath as he bent to retie one of his skates. Off to the other side, Luke and Artos hesitated at the open gate before stepping out onto the ice.
Shane frowned as he caught the very unsubtle look the rookies shared—something like awe, but edged with embarrassment. Like they weren’t sure where to look now that their morning skate had a witness they hadn’t expected. 
But then Marcus clapped a hand on Artos’ shoulder and shoved him out onto the ice with a laugh, Patrick right behind with the hood of Luke’s jacket caught in his hand, dragging him a half-step behind him as Luke tried to twist free.
“Ugh—c’mon, don’t do this to me right now,” Luke groaned, half-tangled in the twisted layers of jumpers as he tried to escape Patrick’s grip.
“Awh. Your crush is showing again,” Patrick cooed, snorting as Luke dug his skates into the ice and tried to wrench himself loose.
“Oi! Leave off,” Marcus said, slapping Patrick’s hand away when he started pinching Luke’s cheeks instead. He sighed, then turned to hand the rookies a bucket of pucks and a tall stack of cones. “LeClaire’ll be here soon. Go set these up in the far end so we’re ready for drills,” he added, narrowing his eyes when they hesitated. “Now.”
They scattered quickly after that—Artos dumping pucks along the boards while Luke dragged cones into place for whatever drill they were about to pretend had been planned all along.
Shane didn’t buy it for a fucking second.
“I thought your team wasn’t getting here until later,” Shane muttered to Ilya, watching as Ryan skated toward them with a wide grin. “What the fuck did you do?”
“Me? I did nothing,” Ilya said, mildly offended. “And, ah—team practice is not until later. They were not supposed to get here this early.” He exhaled sharply, jaw tightening. “I was supposed to get you alone for longer than an hour,” he muttered, quieter now, like he didn’t quite want the rest of them hearing that part.
Shane snorted. “I’m pretty sure you’ve had me all to yourself for days now,” he muttered, before glancing pointedly at the growing number of people on the ice. “So this is—just a coincidence?”
Ilya huffed softly against his shoulder. “They are all nosy,” he admitted. “And idiots.” He watched them for a second, expression flattening into fond exasperation. But then his mouth did that guilty thing where it tried to look innocent and failed.
“I, ah—I may have mentioned there would be a very special guest skating at an unreasonable hour this morning. But only so they would leave us alone,” he added quickly. “They are incapable of minding their own business,” he muttered in Russian.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Well. Clearly that fucking worked.”
Ilya let out a loud, startled laugh behind him, and his arms, which had gone slack to give Shane space, tightened again as he pulled him back against his chest. “Ah, they are excited to meet Shane Hollander,” he murmured, amused. “Will you disappoint them?”
“Fuck off,” Shane muttered, just as Ryan skidded to a stop a fraction too close, his edges biting hard into the ice with a sharp spray of shavings across Shane’s skates.
Ryan’s hands lifted instinctively like he meant to clap Shane on the shoulder, then he visibly reconsidered and pulled back half a step, like someone had warned him not to startle him with any unexpected contact. His eyes scanned Shane instead, from skates to collarbone in one quick, assessing sweep.
“Wait—you brought him onto the ice?” Ryan demanded, turning on Ilya. “Were you fucking racing? At five in the morning? Without a helmet?” He punched Ilya’s shoulder. “He’s just had a concussion, you fucking idiot.”
“It was barely a race,” Shane said, too quickly.
“I won,” Ilya said immediately.
“You absolutely did not,” Shane shot back.
Ryan blinked. “That’s—not even the part I’m actually concerned about,” he said, shaking his head as he unclipped his helmet. He shook his hair out, running a hand through it before reaching over to settle the helmet onto Shane’s head instead. “Do it up,” he added. “I know it’s not what brand you’re currently sponsored by, but there’s no way I’m having anyone accuse us of not looking after our hostage.”
“Hostage?” Shane echoed, tilting his head slightly with a huff as Ilya readjusted the helmet before reaching over his shoulder to fasten the chin strap for him.
“Yeah. It’s fucking everywhere, man. ‘Bears kidnap rival captain, no ransom note issued yet,’” Ryan said, watching them with a grin. “Though I think the rookies might’ve made one, just for fun. Saw them cutting letters out of a magazine during video review the other day. I don’t think they posted it,” he added quickly.
Ilya made a low sound, one corner of his mouth pulling up despite himself. “They are idiots,” he said again, not sounding particularly displeased. His gaze flicked briefly to Shane, softer for a moment before flattening in that particular way that usually meant someone else was about to have a very bad day. “If they actually post it, I will make them regret it,” he added, voice low enough that only Shane heard.
“That’s, uh—” Shane started, glancing between them.
“Fucking insane?” Ryan offered, still grinning. “Yeah. But it’s all in good fun. Uh—mostly,” he corrected, shooting Ilya a quick look. “But, hey—you’re upright,” he added suddenly, like it was an achievement worthy of immediate praise. “And you’re actually back on the ice. Not all—y’know—concussed-looking.”
“I’m, uh—not sure if concussed-looking is a medical term?” Shane said, wincing at how uncertain he sounded.
“Eh.” Ryan waved a hand. “You know what I mean.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Oi—Cliff!” he called, raising a hand. “Roz forgot his fucking helmet!”
Cliff sighed from where he was halfway over the boards, one hand braced as he stepped onto the ice. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, already turning back to the bench. He grabbed a couple of spare helmets from the equipment bag before skating over.
Victor followed a second later, pushing off from the boards to glide up alongside him with obvious interest. “How’d you forget a helmet?” He asked when they reached them. “You were the one reminding everyone we couldn’t check him because of the head injury—”
“No one’s fucking checking him,” Cliff cut in quickly when Ilya narrowed his eyes, handing one helmet to Ilya and the other to Ryan.
“Why are you even here?” Ilya asked, already adjusting the chin strap with quick, practiced movements. He growled under his breath when he couldn’t get it to snap into place with one hand, and Shane could almost feel his pout when he had to step back to fix it properly.
“Well,” Ryan said, snapping his own helmet on, “there’s this thing called practice—”
“Practice is not for another hour,” Ilya said.
“Ah,” Victor said. “But we heard there was a very special guest here this morning, so we thought we’d come early.” He grinned, stuffing his hands into the pocket of his own Bears hoodie. “What time did you two even get here?”
“Four,” Shane and Ilya answered at the same time.
“What the fuck is wrong with you two?” Ryan demanded. “Four in the morning is a time for sleep. The Zamboni guy isn’t even awake yet.” He frowned. “Wait—how the fuck did you even get in? The rink’s usually locked till, what, five-thirty? How did you even—”
“Seriously, why are you here?” Ilya muttered again.
“You’re not gonna answer, are you?” Ryan said, sighing.
Shane leaned back when Ilya stepped up behind him again, watching the exchange with quiet disbelief. Maybe because he’d been bracing for something—he wasn’t even sure what. Tension. Suspicion. That familiar awkwardness when people started policing their words too carefully, or overcompensating in ways that felt just as loud.
Instead, this felt almost normal. Annoying and loud—but familiar in a way that caught him off guard.
“Hey,” Cliff said suddenly, his gaze drifting back to Shane as Ryan and Ilya kept bickering. “You look better,” he added, like he wasn’t entirely sure how to say it without making it sound like a bigger deal than Shane would want it to. “We were, uh—fuck, we were really worried about you.”
The words were so unexpected that Shane let out a quiet “Oh,” before he could stop it. “I’m fine,” he corrected himself quickly. “But, uh—maybe don’t try checking me just yet?”
Cliff huffed out a short laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah. Roz’ll probably kill us if we tried anyway,” he said, glancing sideways at Ilya. “You scared the shit out of him when you went down, y’know?” He added, a little quieter, like it wasn’t meant to carry.
Shane glanced at the mess of Ilya’s golden curls peeking out from under his helmet, frowning. “You don’t have any grey hairs?”
Ilya shot him a flat look, but there was a faint twitch at the corner of his mouth that gave him away. “I will,” he said. “Because of you.”
“Dramatic,” Shane muttered, trying to smile, though it came out a little crooked.
“Hm.” Cliff rubbed at his jaw, where his own bruise had faded into a patchwork of yellow and green beneath his stubble. “Hell of an excuse for a fight, though,” he said, obviously distracted. “Pretty sure we were all just waiting for one after Roz went down.”
“Ugh,” he added suddenly. “Still can’t fuckin’ believe Comeau hasn’t been suspended yet. That hit was dirty as hell.” His eyes flashed. “Shouldn’t matter what fuckin’ team you’re playing for. Err—” He flushed, his gaze flicking briefly toward Ilya as if he’d just realised how that might’ve sounded. “I mean—look. Even if you weren’t with Roz, it’d still be bullshit. That kind of hit could’a been really fuckin’ dangerous. People have died from hits like that before.”
Shane’s shoulders tensed slightly as he listened, something uneasy settling under his skin at how angry Cliff sounded on his behalf. “I’m, um—pretty sure I remember telling you I didn’t want to defend them,” he said, his voice a touch more careful than usual.
Cliff held his gaze for a second longer than necessary, then lifted his hands in a small, conceding gesture. “Yeah, that’s fair,” he said, softer now. “Can’t be easy wanting to defend them when they’re all fuckin’ idiots.” 
He shrugged. “Eh, don’t worry. I’m not gonna keep going on about it. I’m just saying—that wasn’t fuckin’ hockey. And everyone knows it. You should see the stuff people are saying about Comeau online, ah—what?” He asked, frowning when Ilya shot him a sharp look, like he was trying very hard to get him to stop talking.
Ilya sighed. “We are taking a break from social media,” he said, his accent slipping a little thicker as he stressed the words.
Ryan frowned. “Both of you?”
“I am being supportive,” Ilya said without looking at any of them.
“He’s struggling without his TikTok videos,” Shane said dryly, a faint smile tugging at his mouth. “But, ah—we agreed it probably wouldn’t help anything right now if we kept reading what people are saying.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “It just spirals.” He hesitated. “And I don’t really need a running commentary on whether I deserved to get my head taken off.”
“Ah,” Cliff said, sounding embarrassed all of a sudden. “So you know about the picture then?”
Shane narrowed his eyes at him. “I know about it,” he said slowly. “But I haven’t actually seen it yet,” he admitted, watching the sudden, awkward guilt flash across Cliff’s face.
Something uneasy flickered in his chest—but Ilya had said it was a nice picture, and his mother hadn’t sounded worried when she’d mentioned it—so Shane had made the conscious decision not to go digging for problems that weren’t there.
“Figured if it was bad, someone would’ve told me by now,” he murmured.
“Da. We agreed to worry about it later,” Ilya said, sighing as he dragged a hand over his face, clearly irritated but trying to hold himself back. “Right now he is resting. That is more important than whatever people are saying online.” His lip curled slightly. “And I don’t want to see him go down on ice again,” he muttered.
Shane’s chest tightened at that, the quiet fear in Ilya’s voice cutting through the irritation. He reached out without thinking, brushing his fingers briefly against Ilya’s wrist. “Hey,” he said softly. “Ilya, it’s alright—”
“It is not,” Ilya said, more sharply than he intended. “The clips are everywhere, solnyshko. I saw them on the bus before we got to Boston, and people were not always kind enough to put a warning before showing it.” His jaw tensed, eyes flashing as the memory caught up with him—too vivid, too immediate—like he was still watching it happen in real time.
“Hey,” Shane said again, a flicker of hesitation catching in his chest at the awareness of the eyes that might be watching them, of lines he usually kept firmly in place. But Ilya looked like he needed this more than Shane needed to be careful.
“I—” He paused, then switched to Russian, his voice softening. “I’m fine,” he said again, his thumb brushing lightly against Ilya’s wrist, grounding. “And we don’t have to watch it again if you don’t want to. But you’re making yourself upset right now, sweetheart,” he added gently. “Just breathe with me, okay?”
“Da,” Ilya said, uneven. “I know,” he added in English, dragging a hand over his face like he was trying to pull himself back together. “I just—” He exhaled slowly, shaking his head. “I do not like seeing you hurt and having to pretend it is normal.”
“Hm,” Shane murmured. “But that’s why we’re offline, right?”
“Ah,” Victor said, wincing slightly when the tension between them didn’t ease. His voice remained careful, like he wasn’t entirely sure if he should be interrupting. “Are you sure that is a good idea?” he asked, glancing between them. “People can get, uh—creative when there is no one around to stop them. Or to tell the truth.”
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly, though his shoulders stayed tense. “They’re creative either way,” he said.
Ilya glanced at Victor, shrugging. “And Farah is keeping a close eye on it for us,” he added. “She will let us know if it becomes a problem.”
“Huh,” Cliff said.
“Wait,” Ryan said suddenly. “Are we all seriously ignoring that Shane just spoke fuckin’ Russian?” He pointed at Ilya with a glare. “I’ve known this asshole for years, and the most I’ve picked up is blyat,” he said, with a horrible mispronunciation of bale-yad. “And I still can’t figure out if it means whore or fuck.”
Shane blinked. “Huh? Oh.” He shrugged lightly. “Yeah. Russian’s kind of a nightmare to learn. Everything changes depending on case or gender, and half the time the words don’t even look the same anymore.”
“How many languages do you actually speak?” Ryan asked. “You do half your post-game interviews in French, right?”
Shane hummed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah. Most of Montréal’s bilingual, so I ended up doing interviews in both. But I grew up speaking English and French, so it’s not really that impressive,” he said. “I’m still learning Russian, obviously. And, uh—mum tried to teach me some Japanese when I was younger, but I didn’t keep it up.”
He glanced sideways with a faint smile. “Ilya likes to say that I speak loon, too. But that’s mostly because he thinks he’s being, ah—cute.”
“What the fuck is a loon?” Cliff asked.
“Stupid Canadian wolf-bird,” Ilya muttered.
“Okay. That’s really fuckin’ cool,” Ryan said, before shaking his head. “I can’t even remember my French from high school.”
“Do you want to learn French?” Victor asked, genuinely curious.
“Fuck no,” Ryan said immediately. “That shit’s hard.”
Victor shook his head, laughing under his breath. “Ah, of course,” he said, before turning back to Shane. “So—you are staying offline, and your agent is keeping track of the situation?”
Shane shrugged. “Yeah. I can imagine it’s bad,” he said, wincing slightly. “Look. I know that’s kinda weird, ’cause I’m definitely gonna have to deal with it eventually. But I just—don’t want to yet.” He hesitated. “I’m kind of avoiding everything about Comeau and the game until I actually have to.”
He sighed, dragging a hand over the back of his neck. “Which might be the worst decision I’ve ever made, to be honest. But it’s working right now, so—” he trailed off with a small, helpless shrug.
“Da,” Ilya said, a hint of satisfaction creeping into his expression. “He is staying with me instead of being responsible Captain Hollander.” His smile sharpened when Shane shot him a look. “In Boston,” he added, clearly pleased with himself.
Victor nodded slowly, even if he didn’t quite get why they were both grinning, before exchanging a glance with Ryan that seemed to carry an entire silent conversation.
“Yeah,” Ryan said after a second, easy and unbothered. “That’s fair.”
Cliff huffed quietly, folding his arms. “You just got rabbit-punched by your own teammate,” he said, shrugging. “You’re allowed to take a minute before dealing with all the media shit.”
Shane glanced between them, something in his expression loosening slightly, like he hadn’t quite expected that level of uncomplicated understanding. “Thanks,” he said, a little quieter. “I think I just—needed a couple days where it’s not the first thing anyone brings up.”
“Hm. I am excellent host,” Ilya replied. “Boston is good place to escape the media noise.”
“You say that like I had a choice,” Shane muttered, but there was no real bite to it.
“So,” Ryan said slowly, rocking on his skates as he looked between them, “you staying in Boston then?”
Shane shrugged, looking away from the way they were all watching him with a quiet sort of anticipation. “I’m pretty sure I was kidnapped,” he said, which was the closest thing to an answer he actually had right now. “I’m not sure if I, uh—get to just walk away yet?”
Cliff rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah, you look real distressed about being held against your will,” he said dryly, watching as Shane huffed a quiet laugh, ducking his head a little as the tension eased out of his shoulders.
“Ugh,” Shane muttered, rolling his eyes. “Shut up.”
“You’re allowed to tell us to fuck off, y’know?” Cliff said, shrugging like the offer was normal. Maybe it was. “We heard you tell Roz to fuck off on the ice, and none of us are gonna get offended if you do. Don’t, ah—feel like you have to stop yourself from reacting normally around us, yeah?”
“Hm,” Victor murmured, nodding. “It’s basically every other word in Boston,” he added.
Shane snorted, glancing between them. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Sure.”
“Eh. Whatever makes you comfortable, Hollzy,” Cliff said, wincing slightly when he slipped into using Shane’s nickname. “We’ll tell you if you step on any toes. But it’ll be fine, yeah?”
“Yeah,” Ryan nodded. “And, uh—” he rubbed the back of his neck. “I know Cliff already said it, but I’m glad you’re okay. We all are.”
Shane nodded, a little awkward. “Thanks,” he said. “Yeah. Me too,” he added, shifting his weight slightly on his skates as he glanced between them. He gave a faint, crooked smile, laughing under his breath as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll take ‘not dead’ as a win for the week, honestly.”
“Not funny,” Ilya muttered, stepping closer until his skate nudged against the back of Shane’s. His hand came up briefly, brushing against Shane’s elbow like he was checking his balance without making it obvious.
“I’m fine,” Shane said again, firmer now.
Ilya sighed. “Shane—”
“Ilya,” Shane cut him off with a sharp look. His shoulders squared slightly, chin tipping up just enough to make it a challenge. For a second, it felt like the opening of a faceoff—quiet, tense, both of them waiting to see who would break first.
Ilya held his gaze for a long moment, something stubborn flashing in his eyes like he was deciding whether to push back or not. Shane saw the calculation, the restraint, the choice—but then the fight seemed to ease out of him as he exhaled slowly through his nose. He wasn’t backing down, not exactly, just choosing to trust Shane instead of arguing the point in front of everyone.
“Oh my god,” Ryan whispered. “Do it again.”
Shane blinked at the interruption, his focus snapping sideways as he tried to work out what Ryan was grinning about now. “Do what again?” He asked, frowning as he glanced between them.
“The thing you just did,” Ryan said, sounding delighted. “Where you told him to shut up and he actually listens? Oh my god—no one can ever get him to stop when he gets going,” he added, clearly thrilled by the discovery. Then he turned to Ilya. “Can we keep him for the rest of practice?”
“No,” Ilya said immediately.
“Pretty sure we weren’t asking you,” Victor said, snorting.
Ilya turned his head slightly, eyes narrowing. “Do you want to skate today, or do you want to keep talking?”
Ryan immediately straightened. “Right. Skating. Love skating.” He winced. “Love the bench a little less.”
Shane dragged a hand down his face as he listened to them bicker, acting like they weren’t aware their rival’s captain was standing right there, still trying to figure out how he’d ended up here at all. “I’m not—” he started, then stopped, because there was no version of that sentence that didn’t sound either defensive or ridiculous. “Uh—I mean, I’m not sure if I’m cleared for a full-on practice yet?”
Victor’s mouth twitched. “Ah, but you’re already back on the ice, non?” he said, sounding almost casual—if not for the way his eyes sharpened with interest. “Sure we can’t convince you to play some hockey before you go?” He tilted his head slightly. “We can play no-contact. Maybe four a-side?”
“Or,” Ryan said, dragging the word out, “we can play three-puck—”
“No,” everyone said at once, including Shane.
Because three-puck was chaos disguised as a drill—three pucks thrown onto the ice with no structure, no mercy, and absolutely no reason for it to exist beyond making everyone involved miserable. Especially the poor goalies who had to try and defend against three shots at once.
Ryan groaned in disappointment.
“No-contact might be okay,” Ilya said after a moment, glancing at Shane.
Shane caught the look and sighed softly, scrubbing a hand over the back of his neck. “Define ‘no-contact,’” he muttered, eyes narrowing in suspicion. Mostly because he had the distinct feeling that whatever unpredictable mix of chaos and control made Ilya who he was, it hadn’t developed on its own. Either someone had encouraged it, or he’d dragged the entire locker room into the same brand of unhinged nonsense with him.
Possibly both, Shane thought, eyeing them with something faintly amused despite himself.
“No touching. No high sticking. Someone keeps an eye on Ryan to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Cliff said, shrugging. His lips twitched. “Y’know. Our usual rules.”
“Fuck off,” Ryan said, laughing.
“Hey,” Victor said suddenly, “aren’t you sponsored by Bauer?”
“Huh?” Shane blinked at him, thrown by the abrupt shift. “Yeah, why?”
Victor let out a low whistle. “They must send you some really nice stuff,” he said, and Shane realised he was looking down at his skates. “Though, I admit—I thought you were wearing those blue winged ones this season,” he added. “The black and gold suits you, though. It, ah—” his lips twitched, “it’s always a good colour combination, non?”
Shane glanced down properly then, and for a second his brain didn’t quite catch up with what Victor was seeing. Because sure, the skates were matte black—but they weren’t—huh.
He paused. 
And maybe it had just been the light earlier, but he hadn’t actually noticed the fine gold threading along the seams. That single gold eyelet still stood out at the top of his right boot, and the combination was subtle enough that you wouldn’t notice it unless you were looking for it. But now that he was looking, it felt a little too deliberate to be accidental.
Ilya had put him in the fucking Bears colours. 
“Oh,” Shane said slowly, trying very hard not to look at Ilya. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or kiss him—it was much safer to just clear his throat and look back up instead of giving in to either of those urges. “No,” he added. “These are, uh—new.”
“Eh. You must be feeling better if you had time to buy new skates,” Cliff said, huffing out a quiet laugh.
Shane glanced at Ilya, who just sighed.
“You’re giving all my secrets away, Hollander,” he muttered, clearly amused, before turning back to the others. “Was gift,” he said, shrugging. “They are pretty, da?”
Ryan blinked, then immediately bent down to get a closer look at the fresh steel and pristine holders. Cliff let out a low, incredulous laugh beside him, his brows lifting slightly as his gaze flicked between them. But Victor’s grin just widened, something curious and entertained settling into his expression.
“I was just gonna suggest you break them in by playing a game with us,” he said, lips twitching. “They are very pretty,” he added. “Ilya gives good gifts, then?”
“Sometimes,” Shane muttered, crossing his arms.
“Da,” Ilya added before Shane could redirect their attention, pride clear in his expression. “They make for very pretty flowers.”
Shane glanced at him, trying not to frown as his fingers curled slightly against his arms. He instinctively braced for the fallout of those words—
But Cliff just nodded, looking impressed. “Hell of a fuckin’ gift,” he muttered, glancing at Shane again. “Y’know I used to think Roz was terrible at anything but one-night stands,” he said, then winced. “I mean—just, he never really let us know about stuff like this. It’s a bit weird, knowing he’s an attentive boyfriend as well as being a fuckin’ asshole.”
He sighed through his nose. “Fuck. I need to buy Cassie better gifts. When she finds out about this, she’s gonna lose her fuckin’ mind. Not in a bad way,” he added quickly. “But in a way that means I’m about to be compared very unfavourably.” He snorted. “To fuckin’ Roz.”
Shane blinked at him. “Ilya’s great at one-night stands,” he said before he could stop himself. He almost felt embarrassed about it—but then he had to bite the inside of his cheek when Cliff guffawed, raising a hand to try and muffle the snort that followed. 
“Technically,” Shane added. “We were having a one-night stand for four years, so—” he shrugged, like that explained everything. Because it kind of did.
“Oh my god,” Cliff said, still laughing. “I thought he just seduced you with his face or something—but you’re both the same kind of asshole, aren’t you?”
Victor snorted under his breath. “This explains so much,” he muttered.
“Da,” Ilya said, lips twitching. “Was only one-night stand I wanted to keep.”
“Hey,” Ryan cut in quickly, still bent slightly at the waist and staring at the skates with wide, impressed eyes. “Did you get these profiled?” He asked, before letting out a low whistle when Ilya just grinned. “‘Course you fucking did. And you got him Bauer skates,” he added, shaking his head. “These are like—expensive-expensive.”
“Hm. Shane cannot wear another brand while he is under contract with them,” Ilya said. “And he likes Bauer—was very excited when Yuna got him the contract. He used to complain all the time when he wore other brand.”
Ryan snorted. “Yeah, yeah—we all know Yuna fucking Hollander gets him insane brand deals every season,” he muttered, rolling his eyes and somehow still managing to sound impressed. “They’re beautiful—but you could’ve at least gotten them to put some actual fucking flowers on ’em.”
Ilya shrugged. “Shane would not use them if they did not fit regulation.”
“I would,” Shane muttered before he could stop himself—and the words surprised even him. He frowned slightly, trying to understand his own answer while Ilya glanced at him, head tilting with a smile.
Rules had always made sense in a way everything else sometimes didn’t. But Shane couldn’t ignore the quiet certainty settling in his chest, because if Ilya had given him the skates like that—bright and obvious and completely against regulation—he would’ve worn them anyway. Because it would mean carrying something of Ilya with him onto the ice.
And there was something almost dangerously appealing about that thought.
“Huh,” Shane muttered. “Yeah. I’d definitely still wear them if they were, ah—if they had flowers.”
Ryan hummed thoughtfully as he straightened, groaning as he stretched out his back. “You could do something subtle,” he suggested. “Like tonal embroidery. Or laser-etching,” he added, snapping his fingers. “Oh—you could do it on the blade, then swap ’em out for new flowers every time you need a new pair.”
Cliff just stared at him, baffled. “Why are you like this?”
“What?” Ryan said, offended. “It’s a good idea!”
“Everyone would probably just assume it was another brand deal,” Victor added, glancing back at Shane. “He’d probably get away with it, too.”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, watching Shane a little too closely. His head tilted, eyes narrowing slightly—and Shane was instantly suspicious of the way his expression shifted, like he’d just decided this was no longer hypothetical.
“Ilya,” Shane warned.
Ilya just winked back at him, already turning to wave Luke and Artos over, who’d been slowly edging closer along the boards, lingering near the half-wall like they thought they were being subtle about it.
“Get over here,” Ilya called, groaning softly. “Come meet very impressive guest, da?”
“Uh—hi,” Luke said when he finally worked up the nerve to skate over, nearly catching an edge as he came out of his turn. He recovered quickly, straightening up and coming to a stop a few feet away, but the tips of his ears were red when he said, “H-Hi. Captain Hollander. I mean—” he squeezed his eyes shut for a second, dragging in a quick breath, “not my captain. Obviously. But. I mean—”
Shane found himself smiling without quite meaning to as he watched the kid stammer. It wasn’t the first time someone had been nervous meeting him, but it always felt a little surreal when they acted like he was someone worth being nervous around.
He shot Ilya a look, and some of his own nerves loosened at the familiar curve of his mouth. “Is this one of the rookies who thinks I’m royalty?” He asked quietly.
“I do not—” Luke began, but Ilya spoke over him before he could finish.
“Da,” Ilya said, his tone amused. “This is one who has your face staring at him from his bedroom wall,” he added dryly. “Luke, his name is Shane—do not make him blush by calling him Captain Hollander,” he said, almost gentle—right up until he added, “Only I get to call him that.”
The group around them groaned in unison.
“Wait,” Ryan said, gasping as his head snapped toward Luke. “You didn’t tell us you have a shrine.”
“It is not a shrine!” Luke snapped back, completely mortified as he scrubbed a hand down his face, groaning into his palm. “I can’t believe you just told him about that.” He narrowed his eyes at Ilya, who just grinned at him from over Shane’s shoulder. “I’m never telling you anything again.”
“Lies,” Ilya said easily. “I’m your favourite.”
“I’m pretty sure we all know Shane’s his favourite, actually,” Cliff muttered.
Luke groaned again, staring up into the rafters. “You promised to be cool about this.”
“We are cool,” Ryan said, nudging him lightly.
Ilya ignored all of them, wrapping an arm back around Shane’s shoulders. “I tell him everything,” he said lightly. “He is very good at keeping secrets.”
“You don’t tell me everything,” Shane corrected quickly, before anyone could take that too literally. “I asked about your playoff strategy last month and you laughed at me.”
“Ah.” Ilya grinned. “Then I tell you almost everything,” he amended. Then, more quietly, “And we agreed teams do not count. You laughed at me too for trying to guess the Voyageurs’ power-play units, da?”
“Hm,” Shane murmured, lips twitching before he turned back to Luke, only— 
He was currently locked in a one-sided struggle under Cliff’s arm, who was trying to hold him still while Ryan reached over to pinch his cheeks. It should have looked mean, or at least a little rough, but Luke was laughing too hard for it to land that way, even as he twisted and tried to duck out of Cliff’s grip.
Shane frowned faintly as he watched them, the realisation coming to him slower than he would have liked. Luke wasn’t annoyed at their teasing—he was just embarrassed, maybe at himself for getting so flustered. And instead of leaving him to deal with it alone, Cliff and Ryan had turned it into something shared instead of something isolating.
Shane’s mouth twitched slightly.
That was—really nice, actually.
“He is very big fan of Shane Hollander,” Artos said quietly, watching him with a careful kind of focus that reminded Shane, vaguely, of the way Ilya had looked at him when they were still rookies.
“He, ah—talks about you all the time. Says you skate very clean. Very fast edges,” he added, glancing briefly toward Luke when he finally managed to escape from Cliff and Ryan. “He likes how you see plays before they happen. And your hands,” he finished, a little more awkwardly. “Very good hands.”
Shane blinked, caught off guard by that, then huffed a quiet breath through his nose. “Yeah?” he said, glancing back toward Luke before shifting his attention to Artos again. Then, more gently, he switched to Russian, the words coming a little slower but easier in a different way. “English is a hard language to learn if it’s not your first.”
Artos flashed a surprised look at Ilya, and Ilya shot him an unbearably smug grin back.
Artos’ shoulders eased almost immediately, something in his expression softening with relief as he spoke quickly, more fluid now, though a faint flush still crept up his neck.
“He says your edge work is very beautiful—uh, efficient,” he continued in Russian, more confident now. “He is always trying to copy the way you change direction without losing speed. And the way you read defensive coverage early—before the lanes close—so you always have options with the puck.”
He paused briefly. “He thinks your crossover acceleration is very good, especially on the power play. He wipes out every time he tries it, but he still keeps trying to get the timing right.”
Shane listened quietly, the corners of his mouth twitching as the praise got more specific, more technical than he’d expected.
When Artos finished, he ducked his head slightly, a little embarrassed now himself. “Ah,” he said in English. “He is a little intense about it, sometimes. But he cares very much about your opinion, I think.”
“Hm,” Shane mumbled. “Are you telling me to be nice to your friend?”
“Da,” Artos said, nodding.
“Hi,” Luke said, knocking into Artos’ side as he came to a stop beside him.
“Hey,” Shane said, a little awkward. “So, you, ah—you have my posters?” He added, trying not to embarrass Luke, but also very aware that he was rarely good with social interactions unless it was about hockey.
Thankfully, Luke nodded immediately. “Yeah, they’re signed,” he said quickly. “It was for a charity auction a couple of years back. My mum got it for me, ’cause I was still in juniors then. And I swear it wasn’t, like, creepy—but everyone thinks you’re fucking amazing, so the bids went insane, and it ended up being—”
“You’re rambling,” Artos said gently, nudging Luke’s shoulder.
Luke winced. “Sorry.”
“No, no,” Victor insisted, grinning. “Tell us more. I bet it does not hurt that your posters have Shane Hollander’s face all over them, does it?”
Luke buried his face in his gloves again, groaning.
“You don’t need to be embarrassed,” Artos added. “They are very good posters. Mama Hughes framed them and—”
“Artosha,” Luke hissed, elbowing him. “Don’t tell them that.”
Shane caught the way Artos’ expression softened at the name—which didn’t make sense, not really, because Artos didn’t actually translate into Russian like that. But even knowing that, Shane couldn’t really explain the way it made Artos smile, something quiet and a little helpless flickering there, like it meant more than just a nickname.
“You don’t have to apologise. For being nervous, I mean,” Shane said. “I’m pretty sure I was worse when I met Scott for the first time.”
Which might have been a slight exaggeration, but he was fairly certain he’d called him “Mr. Hunter,” at least once. The difference was, Shane hadn’t had a group of veterans willing to step in when his voice faltered. He’d only had himself—and the pressure that came with his name, the expectations it carried before he’d even opened his mouth.
Even then, they’d all been waiting to see if he’d live up to it.
Ryan perked up immediately. “Okay. I need that story, like—”
“You’re not getting it,” Shane said, not looking away from Luke. “You’re allowed to think someone’s good at what they do,” he added. “Just—don’t turn them into something they’re not.” He hesitated briefly. “Everyone was just some kid trying to make the team at some point. Same as you.”
“There’s no way that’s the same thing,” Luke said.
“Of course it is,” Shane replied. “You just don’t see it yet. But how many kids do you think have your posters up in their rooms right now?” He asked, smiling faintly when Luke just blinked at him. “Look. All of us were terrified of messing up when we started. No one wants to be the guy who fucks up. And all of us probably have at least one embarrassing story about meeting players we admired.”
He shrugged slightly. “Most of us are just people. Good ones, usually. And none of us are gonna bite your head off.” He paused, frowning. “Well. Mostly. Some of them are dicks—but if they don’t treat you with respect when you’re coming up, then you probably shouldn’t be looking up to them.”
Luke huffed out a quiet laugh, the tension in his shoulders easing as he ducked his head.
“Hm,” Ilya mumbled, his chin hooking over Shane’s shoulder. “Captain Hollander,” he said slowly, his voice dropping as he murmured against Shane’s ear, “are you trying to steal my rookie?”
Shane rolled his eyes. “If your ribs weren’t injured, I’d fucking elbow you right now,” he hissed.
“You’re—” Luke hesitated, then pushed through it. “You’re the reason I started working on my edgework properly,” he admitted. “I’ve watched all of your juniors games, like, a hundred times. And yeah, you’re insane on the ice—fuck, everyone knows that. But you do interviews and you talk about systems and teammates and reading a play like it’s something anyone can learn.”
He shrugged, awkward but sincere. “It made me feel like maybe I could do it too. So yeah,” he nodded, “I have your fucking poster on my wall. Because I think you’re amazing.”
Shane blinked at him, caught off guard, then let out a quiet huff of laughter. “Okay,” he said, because he honestly didn’t have anything better to answer with. “It’s, uh—it’s nice to meet you, Luke. Ilya’s told me a lot about you.”
“Oh god,” Luke groaned. “It’s all embarrassing, isn’t it?”
“No,” Shane lied, very carefully keeping his expression blank. “But he told me about your goal in the game against Buffalo last month.”
Artos grinned. “Da. That was very good goal.”
“It was,” Victor agreed. “He cut through two defenders and pulled the goalie completely out of position.” His mouth twitched faintly, his pride obvious. “Whole arena went quiet for a second, and then everyone lost their minds.”
Luke made a strangled noise, dragging both hands down his face. “You told him that?” He murmured, peeking out between his fingers at Ilya.
“What part of I tell him everything did you not understand?” Ilya said, lifting an eyebrow. “You score goal like that, of course I tell him about it.”
“You—”
“Oi!” Patrick’s voice echoed off the boards, loud enough to cut through everything. He had his gloves off and his hands cupped around his mouth, staring straight at them with the long-suffering expression of someone who had been waiting far too long already. “You lot done terrorising the rookies yet?” He shouted.
A few of the guys nearby snorted, and Patrick didn’t even bother to hide his grin. “Either give them back or get your asses over here so we can actually play some fucking hockey.” He paused. “Ugh. Before Coach shows up and ruins it for everyone.”
“I’m telling him you said that!” Ryan called back, before turning to Shane with a grin. “You in, Hollzy?”
Standing beside Patrick, Marcus was juggling a bundle of sticks in his arms, slightly off-balance as he tried to keep them from sliding loose and clattering onto the ice. “Yeah,” he added, nudging a puck lightly toward Shane with the toe of his blade. “We need someone who can actually score.”
Ilya snorted under his breath. “You already have best player in the league standing right here,” he shot back, nudging Shane’s skate with his own. “Why would you need second-best?” His mouth twitched faintly. “And you are already set up for drills,” he added before Shane could retaliate, pointing toward the cones Luke and Artos had carefully arranged across the ice, still perfectly spaced like they were waiting for LeClaire to appear out of nowhere and start barking orders.
Marcus glanced over his shoulder, then back at them with a shrug. “What, you can’t play a game around a couple of cones?” he shot back, grin widening. “I thought you were supposed to be creative, Roz.”
Ryan laughed as he pushed off hard, skating toward them with an easy, confident stride. He grabbed one of the outstretched sticks Patrick was holding, spinning it loosely in one hand. “We’re playing no-contact if Hollzy’s sticking around,” he called out, dragging the words just enough to make it sound like a challenge.
A couple of sticks tapped against the ice in approval, someone whooping from the far end as the loose cluster of players started shifting into something resembling teams. The cones were already being ignored, pucks sliding through them and around them like they’d never been carefully placed in the first place.
Victor followed after Ryan at a slower glide, Luke trailing close behind him, still looking half-distracted as he adjusted the straps of his helmet. Artos came last, bumping shoulders lightly with Cliff as they joined the group, all of them already talking over each other about who was taking which side.
Over in the goal, Brad rocked side to side in an exaggerated warm-up, tapping each post with his glove before dropping into a dramatic butterfly and popping back up again, rolling his shoulders like he was prepping for a playoff game instead of a casual skate. He swiped at imaginary shots, glove flashing, then shook his head at himself with a grin like he knew he was being ridiculous and was enjoying it anyway.
Shane glanced at Ilya, a familiar spark lighting in his chest as the noise picked up around them. “One game,” he said, eyes narrowing slightly as a slow, competitive grin pulled at his mouth. “Don’t worry,” he added as he kicked off, “I’ll try not to embarrass you in front of your own team.”
Ilya’s laughter followed him as they headed toward Patrick, both of them grabbing a stick and testing the flex automatically. Shane rolled his shoulders as he adjusted his grip, while Ilya spun his stick loosely in one hand, eyes already scanning the ice like he was mapping it out. Whatever softness had been in him earlier was gone now, replaced with something sharp and familiar.
“It’s been a long time since we played on the same team,” Ilya murmured, flashing him a smile. “Ready to show them why everyone fears a Hollander–Rozanov line?” He nudged Shane lightly with his shoulder. “Or are you worried you won’t be able to keep up with me?”
Shane huffed softly, shooting him a sideways look. “Keep up with you?” he echoed dryly. “Just try not to get too distracted watching me score now that you’ve finally got me on your line.”
For a second, Shane’s gaze dipped, catching on the way Ilya’s mouth carved into a grin, before snapping back up again. His own grin sharpened, something warmer slipping under the edge of it. He tapped the toe of his stick against the ice, like he could shake the thought loose with the motion alone.
“Focus, Rozanov,” he added lightly, though his voice had gone just a shade rougher. “I’ve still gotta thank you properly later, right?” His head tilted, watching the way Ilya’s eyes darkened, pupils blown just enough to notice. “Oh. But maybe try not to think about that while you’re on the ice,” he added, smiling innocently. “Could be dangerous if you’re too distracted.”
Ilya groaned low in his throat. “What am I going to do with you,” he muttered as he followed him across the ice, Shane skating backward just so he could watch him.
Behind them, Cliff had already grabbed Artos and dragged him into one of the teams. “Hollander’s with us—”
“Oi!” Ryan protested. “Why the fuck do you get him?”
Cliff pointed to his chest, right where the ‘A’ of Alternate Captain would have sat if he’d been wearing his jersey. He winked. “‘Cause I fuckin’ said so,” he grinned. “And ’cause we’ve got an uneven number—fuckin’ Frank probably slept through his alarm again,” he added, groaning softly.
“We’ll play a man down with Hollander until he gets here,” he said with a shrug. “He’s got new skates and half a concussion—that should make it fair.”
“Are you outta your fuckin’ mind?” Ryan shot back immediately. “Have you seen what that man does when he’s on the ice? And you’re putting him on the same side as Roz?” His gaze flicked between Shane and Ilya, narrowing. “That’s just asking for us to get walked.”
“Yeah,” Victor chimed in, snorting. “Feels like our captain and alt are stacking the teams against us.”
Cliff just grinned wider. “Sounds like you’re all scared.”
“Of course we fuckin’ are,” Ryan said flatly. He pushed his helmet back slightly, glaring at him. “Swap teams with me and we’ll see how brave you feel when you’re the one getting embarrassed in your own arena.” He jabbed a finger toward Shane and Ilya. “You’ve basically built a cheat code and called it fair.”
Cliff laughed, already backing toward centre ice. “Not happening,” he called over his shoulder.
Marcus, now free of the pile of spare gear he’d been hauling, rested his chin on the top of his stick, watching the whole exchange with a grin. “Feels like this should come with some kind of warning,” he said. “Or at least a mercy rule.”
“Ugh. You’re all wasting ice time,” Cliff called, clapping his hands once. “C’mon—get moving.”
“Da. I will drop puck,” Artos said, kicking a puck off the boards before skating toward the faceoff circle. He trapped it with his stick, then scooped it up easily, turning it over in his hands as he glanced between Shane and Ilya, both hesitating at the dot.
After ten years of lining up across from each other, it felt wrong not to be on opposite sides of the circle. Muscle memory kept pulling Shane forward, like he should square up across from Ilya instead of beside him—but Patrick was already set on the other side, tapping his stick impatiently on the ice, waiting for someone to take the draw.
Shane snorted softly, jerking his chin toward the dot. “Go on,” he muttered, already pushing off to drift back into position on the wing as Victor shifted to give him space. “You take it.”
Ilya glanced sideways at him, surprised first, then pleased in a way that softened his mouth before sharpening it again. “You want me to take it?” he asked, tilting his head slightly.
Shane kept his eyes fixed on him, tracking the set of his stance, the angle of his blade. “Yeah,” he said easily, already shifting his weight onto his inside edges. “I just want to win. I don’t really care about taking the faceoff.” He settled into position, knees bent and stick held steady in his hands, watching the play like it had already started. “Besides, I’d rather read it from out here.”
For a second, Ilya just watched him. “You don’t play wing,” he said. 
“It’s a pickup game,” Shane snorted. “What—you gonna fine me if I stop taking draws for five minutes?”
Ilya huffed a quiet laugh, shaking his head. Then he stepped in, rolling his shoulders once as he settled over the dot, his stick dropping to the ice as muscle memory finally caught up.
There was something unexpectedly freeing about not lining up at centre for once, Shane realised. About not being the one everyone was watching for that first touch that would set everything in motion.
In Montréal, everything ran through him—and that naturally meant he was targeted from the moment he stepped onto the ice. It made sense. If the other team could shut him down early, Montréal’s offence stalled before it even got going. But here, sliding onto Ilya’s line instead of driving it himself, he’d have a second to read the ice before the puck found him. 
Which could be fun, he thought, even if the idea of not having to force the play every shift was strange enough to feel almost foreign.
For a split second, Shane heard his mother’s voice in the back of his mind—sharp, proud, always pushing him to lead, to stand front and centre, to be the role model kids like him had never had growing up. But maybe he’d mistaken leading for standing alone.
The tension eased from his shoulders as he settled into position. It was familiar, even if it wasn’t his usual spot. And maybe that’s what made it easier—that no one here was waiting for him to carry everything. No one keeping score of who drove the play or what role he was supposed to fill. A pickup game wasn’t about systems or structure—it was just about reading the ice and making something out of it. And it might be fun to change the play when no one expected it, he thought quietly.
Patrick leaned in across from Ilya at the faceoff dot, his stick blade tapping lightly against the ice. “Try not to embarrass yourself in front of your boyfriend, Roz,” he murmured.
“Impossible,” Ilya replied calmly, eyes narrowed on the dot, something amused in the tilt of his mouth as he waited for the puck drop.
Shane exhaled slowly as the rink seemed to settle around them, the noise of the team dimming into something sharper, more focused. For a second, everything narrowed to the circle—the players set, the tension coiled tight between them. Then Artos dropped the puck, and Ilya won it clean, hitting it back to the left—
—and straight onto Shane’s blade.
He was already moving by the time it reached him, taking it off the draw without breaking stride, cutting wide immediately, selling the outside lane just enough to drag Ryan with him.
The steel sang under his skates as he shifted his weight, knees bending deeper, edges biting into the ice as he carved tight around a line of cones. He snapped into a quick transfer to his other edge, adding a subtle shoulder fake that sent Luke lunging in the wrong direction by half a stride.
“Holy shit—” Luke breathed as Shane slipped the puck cleanly through the gap he’d just created. “How is that even fair?”
Ilya laughed, low and delighted, already accelerating as he followed Shane up ice. He cut through the neutral zone with easy power, reading Shane’s movement without hesitation, angling himself into open ice like he already knew where the puck would go next.
Cliff received the puck along the boards and slid it back with a one-armed sweep, sending it spinning into open ice in front of Shane. Victor anticipated the play, but Shane knocked the puck wide and cut around him anyway, shoulders brushing just enough to register the contact without losing speed.
“This is supposed to be no-contact!” Ryan shouted from behind him.
Shane snorted under his breath but kept his eyes on the ice ahead, pulling the puck across his body in one smooth motion as he crossed the far blue line, keeping it just out of reach of Ryan and Marcus as they closed in behind him.
He could see Ilya slipping up along the weak side, uncovered, and Shane almost grinned as the rest of the play opened up in front of him.
“Oh, come on!” Brad groaned from his knees when Shane slipped a pass across the crease without looking. Ilya’s follow-up shot rang off the post with a hollow metallic crack that echoed into the rafters before snapping clean into the back of the net.
The team erupted in a mix of groans and laughter, sticks tapping against the ice and boards in loud, chaotic applause. Someone swore loudly from the far side of the zone, and Luke had already launched himself at Artos, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him while rambling something incoherent and vaguely awestruck.
But Shane just raised a brow at Ilya, slightly breathless, watching as his grin widened when he barrelled straight into him without slowing. His hands caught at Shane’s ribs as he crashed him into a hug that nearly knocked them both off balance—then pressed a loud, exaggerated kiss to Shane’s cheek, the sound echoing embarrassingly across the near-empty arena.
“Ah, you see?” Ilya called over his shoulder, grinning shamelessly at the rest of the team. “This is what happens when you leave Shane Hollander open. He is menace on ice,” he added proudly.
Shane’s breath fogged in the cold air as he laughed. “You were late on that pass.”
“I had perfect timing,” Ilya corrected, pulling back just enough to grin at him properly.
“Oh, fuck both of you!” Patrick said, pointing at them from the edge of the crease as he helped Brad back to his feet, his goalie pads making it more of a struggle than it should have been. “We’re definitely switching up teams.”
“No,” Ilya said immediately, one arm still hooked loosely around Shane’s waist. “I like winning,” he added, a wide grin spreading across his face—that familiar flash in his eyes that made Shane recognise exactly what was about to happen.
“Don’t say it—” Shane started to warn him.
But Ilya was already saying, “In Boston,” with a smug tilt to his voice as Shane groaned.
CODA: LECLAIRE
“Fuckin’ hell,” Frank said, tugging one of his earphones free as he kicked his gear bag under the bench before leaning his forearms on the boards beside LeClaire. “They’re kinda terrifying on the same line,” he added, nodding out at the ice where Ilya had just carried the puck over the blue line.
“Hm,” LeClaire agreed, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “They read each other well.”
They watched in silence for a moment as Shane chipped the puck to Artos off the outside edge of his blade before lengthening his stride to accelerate up the ice, Ilya matching him stride for stride through the neutral zone. Luke tried to step up on them, but Shane had already cut a tight turn around him, buying just enough space for Artos to slip the puck to Cliff, who sent it back up the boards with a sharp crack.
“I kinda always knew they would be,” Frank went on, shaking his head slowly. “I mean, after the way they played at All Stars? Sure. But this is—”
He trailed off, watching as Shane pivoted hard, collecting the puck mid-stride before knocking it wide, eyes flashing as he clocked Ilya planting himself squarely in Brad’s sightline.
Frank grinned as Shane snapped the shot through the narrow lane in front of him. For a split second, it looked like it would clip Ilya—but at the last moment Ilya jumped straight up, twisting so his skates lifted with just enough space for the puck to slide cleanly beneath his blades.
It slipped past Brad before he’d even realised he needed to seal the five-hole, and the net rippled behind him as the puck rang off the back bar. There was a moment of stunned silence, then—
“Can we please split them up now?” Ryan’s groan rang out across the rink. “There’s no way they should be allowed on the same fuckin’ line!”
Frank let out a low whistle. “Fuck, that’s disgusting.”
LeClaire hummed in agreement.
“Just look at ’em,” Frank added as the team pulled Ilya into a messy scrum along the boards, shoving and laughing at how insane that move had been as they dragged an embarrassed Shane in with them. Shane stumbled into it while trying, unsuccessfully, to look annoyed.
“Ugh. Imagine if this wasn’t just a shinny,” he said, shooting LeClaire a look. “Or if they’d actually been training together like this instead of, uh—” he winced slightly. “Well. Whatever the fuck they’ve been doing when they’re alone.”
Even LeClaire snorted at that. “Eh. I doubt whatever they’ve been doing is that productive,” he said, before jerking his chin toward the bench. “You’re already late. Get your skates on and get out there.”
“I’m half an hour early,” Frank said, offended.
“And the rest of these assholes got here at five-thirty, according to the equipment manager,” LeClaire said dryly. “And those two got here at four.”
“There was no way I was getting up that fuckin’ early,” Frank muttered. “No matter what Cliff and Victor kept saying in that stupid group chat—”
He kept grumbling under his breath as he headed to the bench along the boards, nudging his gear bag out from underneath it with his foot. He dropped down with a sigh, spreading out his gear at his feet as he started lacing up his skates.
By the time he was done, the game had already reset on the ice, and LeClaire was still watching with that narrowed look. Frank stomped both skates hard against the rubber mat to make sure the blades were seated properly in the holders before hopping over the boards onto the ice.
“Nice of you to join us,” LeClaire said dryly. “Go see if you can beat Hollander to a puck.”
“No way,” Frank snorted as he pushed off. “Pretty sure I’m on his team, coach!”
LeClaire watched as the team greeted Frank with jeers for being late—again—before he was folded into Rozanov’s group with minimal argument from the other side. He waited until the noise swelled thick enough to cover him before pulling his phone back out.
He turned the screen back on and replayed the video he’d taken earlier. The first goal. The seam pass through three sticks. The inside-edge cut and the read that had no business existing between two rival players. Then he rewatched it again, just to watch the way neither of them celebrated the goal itself—maybe because neither of them had doubted it would work—before Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane in a hug faintly reminiscent of their first All-Star goal.
He found himself watching it twice more after that, frowning slightly as he tried to figure out what it was that kept pulling him back to it. Maybe there was something in the timing of it. Something in the way they moved, like they’d both seen the play unfolding from the same impossible angle.
The video itself didn’t look much different from the usual stupid PR clips the organisation pushed out in the lead-up to a game—just stripped of the dramatic music and flashing graphics they usually leaned on to make it feel important.
On the surface, it was just the kind of throwaway moment no one would have thought twice about, if the arena had been full, or if they’d been in the middle of an actual game. It was just a clean play, a quick embrace between two players riding the rush of a brilliant goal—but somehow it felt like more. And he wondered, briefly, if it had always felt this inevitable to them. Like they’d always been meant to find each other on the ice, no matter what jerseys they wore.
He watched the video again, still frowning, before swiping back to Instagram. The Montréal Voyageurs’ latest post still sat at the top of his feed, beneath a photo of Centre Bell—blue spotlights turning the arena Voyageur-blue, the crowd frozen mid-roar as Shane buried another goal—everything composed like nothing messy had happened in that very same game.
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          Hockey is a physical and emotional game. During last night’s matchup, two separate incidents occurred
        
...read more
            
              involving members of our team that do not reflect the standardswe expect from our players.



Both situations are being reviewed internally and in consultation with league officials.



The Montréal Voyageurs remain committed to accountability, professionalism, and respect for the game.
            
          

Bee

“Two separate incidents,” just say what happened? Why are we being vague 😭


Henry

So are we addressing the hit or just pretending it didn’t happen?


Zoe

I don’t even support either team and this is messy as hell


Sam

Nah, this is insane. Your captain got laid out, and THIS is the statement?


Olivia

The fact the team said “two incidents” like we didn’t all watch the same game 💀


Sarah

They seriously said “emotional game” like, yeah, no kidding. Someone got punched by their own teammate?


Charlotte

WAIT, that was his OWN teammate? I thought it was Boston?


Sam

No, it was Shane Hollander who went for Comeau first when HE went after Rozanov, and then Camaeu hit him from behind after the final horn. The whole thing was a fucking mess.


Tyler

Rozanov was already skating toward him before the horn even fully went.


Jasper

I swear the Boston bench looked more concerned than Montréal.


Leo

Okay, that’s just not true.


Jasper

Go rewatch it then.


Mark

What are the “two incidents,” because I'm pretty sure everyone saw at least three?


Cal

Three? I thought there were just two.


Mark

The third one was the brawl on the ice while Hollander was laid out. The medics couldn’t even get to him because everyone was fighting.


Ben

Where the fuck is player safety?


Sophie

Why did it take so long for the medics to get to him?


Jules

Because everyone was literally fighting?


Sophie

Exactly? That’s the real problem here?


Dylan

I was literally at the game, and the energy shifted IMMEDIATELY after the first hit. Like you could feel something was off.


Harper

Everyone says that after the fact 😭


Dylan

No, I’m serious! The whole section went quiet before the fight even started.


Harry

The way they didn’t even name Shane is crazy.


Chris

SAY HIS FUCKING NAME!


Liam

SAY HIS FUCKING NAME!


Zara

SAY HIS FUCKING NAME!


Jacob

SAY HIS FUCKING NAME!


Antony

SAY HIS FUCKING NAME!


Hayden Pike

SAY HIS FUCKING NAME!


Elias

Respectfully, this says absolutely nothing.


Owen

Respectfully, your captain got kidnapped by the Bears. And your team is full of fucking idiots for how they handled this.


Ethan

I’m sorry, but if your own locker room is throwing punches mid-game, maybe there’s a bigger issue happening here?


Levi

THANK YOU.


Levi

I’ve been saying this for months. Like, everyone’s just been ignoring how the Voyageurs have been leaving their captain open to hits and leaving him defenceless on the ice. I’m more surprised that Comeau even attempted to intervene in that play tbh. feels like there’s zero structure lately. Hollander is the only reason they’re still in the playoff race.


Sam

Nah, because that’s exactly it. Watch the replay, no one even closes the gap until it’s too late. That’s not just “bad luck,” that’s a breakdown.


Riley

Y’all are focusing on the wrong thing, that hit from behind was dirty as hell.


Kai

This is why hockey culture needs to change.


Ethan

Oh, here we go 🙄


Nora

League needs to step in because this statement ain’t it.


Oli

Why does it feel like the Voyageurs are protecting someone?


Grace

They are.


Noah

His name is @Gilbert Comeau


Oli

Who the fuck protects a nobody defenseman over their own captain?


Noah

The Voyageurs, apparently.


Theo

Didn’t Comeau’s trade just get announced?


Grace

WHAT?


Oil

WHAT?


Noah

WHERE?


Cliff Marlow

Everyone shouting about “suspend Rozanov!” as if he wasn’t just reacting to his boy getting hurt.


Jasper

Dude, what are you doing here?


Cassie Marlow

♥️♥️♥️


Jordan

What the fuck are the Bears doing in the Voyageurs comments?


Victoria

@Cliff Marlow, reacting is one thing but dropping gloves immediately is another!


Elise

@Victoria, Rozanov literally looked panicked when Hollander went down. Like that wasn’t just anger, that was fear. Idk how people are ignoring that part.


James

Rozanov didn’t even drop his gloves, he just went for him 😭


Owen

Why did Rozanov look like he was about to kill someone? I’ve never seen him that mad. I’m 💀


Lena

Why is no one talking about how long Rozanov stayed next to him on the ice


Maya

Because that’s normal?


Lena

No, like, longer than normal 👀


Maya

Girl, it was a scary hit 😭


Jack

That clip of him hovering over Hollander on the ice? Yeah, that wasn’t just “rivalry”


William

Bro, what are you implying 😭


Jack

Idk man, but that didn’t look like normal “we hate each other” energy.


Elijah

People reaching so hard rn 🙄


Elijia

It’s fucking hockey, EVERYONE’S fought before. Even Hollander.


Connor

I feel like people are ignoring how bad that hit actually was.


Luca

They’re not ignoring it they’re just arguing about everything else instead 🙄


Daniel

This is what happens when you don’t give a clear explanation everyone starts making stuff up


Chloe

Can we talk about how long Shane stayed down? Because I’ve seen the clips circling on here and it looks so scary 😭


Jules

Exactly, and THIS is the statement we get?


Alex

Montréal PR working overtime to say nothing at all.


Evan

Y’all are missing the part where the ref just stood there?


Chris

The refs lost control of that game completely


Mason

They ALWAYS lose control when it’s Montréal vs Boston, be real.


Miles

“Internal review” aka we’ll handle it quietly.


Gabriel

If this was any other team people would be losing their minds.


Carter

They ARE losing their minds have you seen Twitter? 😭


Aiden

Honestly feels like something’s off behind the scenes.


Cooper

There always is with this team lately.


Mia

The silence from the Voyageurs players is louder than this statement.


Mia

Not a single teammate posted about him, btw. Just saying.


Joe

Even I’ll admit that’s weird.


Thomas

I know what you mean. Something about that whole fight felt wrong.


Seb

You’ve obviously not seen @Hayden Pike’s replies yet


Naomi

Man’s been going crazy about the whole thing on socials.


Naomi

Meanwhile, the Boston players are already joking about “kidnapping” him 😭


Mia

WAIT WHAT


Naomi

Yeah, go check @Cliff Marlow’s recent post.


Matti Jalo

This is turning into a soap opera, and I hate that I’m so invested.


Seb

Omg, even the Admiral players are here.


Matti Jalo

It’s SHANE HOLLANDER, of course I’m here.


Michael

All I’m saying is if he doesn’t play the next game, there’s gonna be questions.


Cliff Marlow

There are already questions 💀


Vic

This whole situation is honestly so weird.


Ben

I’ve watched hockey my whole life, and I’ve never seen a statement dodge this hard.


Toby

Watch them say more later and act like this didn’t happen.


Freya

These comments are more informative than the actual post at this point.


Oscar

Lowkey waiting for someone to leak locker room stuff.


Daniel

You KNOW it’s coming!


Luke Hudges

This post did the opposite of calming people down, btw.


Amari

Omg, hi Luke!


Lucy

♥️♥️♥️


Clara

♥️♥️♥️


Artos Vishnevsky

I thought we were not supposed to be posting anymore?


Luke Hudges

I’m not!


Charlie

Even @Artos Vishnevsky is here 😂


Noah

Is Shane okay?


Remi

Congrats @Montréal Voyageurs, you made it worse.


Arthur

“Respect for the game,” maybe start with protecting your own players?


Arman

I get it’s Shane Hollander or whatever, but why is everyone blaming Comeau when Hollander escalated first?


Riley

ESCALATE? He got hit from behind?


Arman

He went after someone first.


Riley

Yeah, but AFTER his friend got targeted?


Arman

Omg, don’t tell me you actually believe the PR bullshit of Hollander and Rozanov being friends? 🙄


Noah

I just want to know if he’s okay?


Isa

Same, like forget everything else—is he good?


Logan

This is gonna end in so many fines for both teams!


Benji

Lowkey feels like the team threw him under the bus with this statement.


Noah

Highkey not even lowkey.


Nolan

This is gonna blow up so bad.


Jude

Y’all had ONE job, and it was transparency 😭


Ryan Carmichael

They failed.



You have posted too many replies recently. Please take a short break and come back later.
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LeClaire’s gaze lingered on the words ‘two separate incidents,’ still just as stunned by the sheer audacity of it as he’d been the first time he’d read it.
Because of all the ways Montréal’s PR team could have handled this, he still couldn’t believe that this was what they’d gone with. Not the hit from behind. Not the way one of their own players had stayed down long enough that the entire Bell Centre had gone silent in shock—or maybe fear. They didn’t even make a vague mention that their own captain had taken a swing at a teammate.
Instead, they’d built this neat, polished paragraph that managed to sound official while avoiding the only thing that actually mattered.
He let out a slow breath through his nose—because the pettiness behind avoiding the actual issue had Pelletier written all over it, even if it had obviously been cleaned up by their PR team. The man was widely regarded as one of the best coaches of his generation for reasons LeClaire had never fully agreed with, but beneath the polished veneer he presented to the media was someone who knew exactly how to protect himself first.
His eyes flicked back up to the ice, catching the way Shane Hollander actually laughed when Ryan tripped over his own skates and immediately accused Cliff of tripping him. Beside him, Ilya was watching with a quiet, intent focus that softened just slightly whenever Shane looked at him.
LeClaire had no idea—absolutely none—how anyone thought those two weren’t in love.
But he also had no idea the last time he’d seen Shane look so happy to be on the ice. He was always so composed, giving quiet, careful answers in interviews while Pelletier stood in the background, ready to receive the praise for it. It grated on him more than he liked to admit. The way the narrative kept bending itself around the wrong people. The way talent like Shane’s got folded into someone else’s story while men like Pelletier built their reputations off the back of it.
“Oi, coach!” Ryan called out, waving his stick obnoxiously until he finally caught LeClaire’s attention. “You just gonna let them get away with this shit?” He added, pointing at where Ilya had pulled Shane in to demonstrate a bank shot to Artos. “This is cheating!”
He turned to watch as Ilya shifted Shane slightly by the shoulders, talking through his stance as Shane took the puck and snapped it forward. At the last second, he rolled his wrists and sent it skimming along the boards at an impossible angle, the puck rebounding off the kickplate and curling back toward the slot like it had changed its mind mid-flight.
Artos blinked as it landed neatly at his feet.
“That is how you manipulate a rebound,” Ilya said, grinning.
“Eh. You decided to start practice with a game against Hollander,” LeClaire said, one eyebrow raised. “Best you deal with the consequences.”
Ryan scoffed loudly, dragging a hand down his face as he turned in a slow circle on the ice, clearly expecting backup that wasn’t coming. “Unbelievable,” he muttered, jabbing his stick against the surface. “This is a hostile work environment, actually.”
LeClaire had already turned back to whatever was on his phone, utterly unsympathetic, as Cliff started chirping at Ryan from the opposite side of the ice. Victor jumped in almost immediately—despite being on the same side—offering exaggerated sympathy and entirely unhelpful suggestions.
He scrolled slowly through the comments underneath instead of paying them any attention, like he probably should have, only pausing when he noticed they were multiplying by the second. Fans from both Montréal and Boston were already jumping in—some furious, some defensive. Some were already breaking down the replay frame by frame, others throwing out half-baked theories no one had asked for.
He snorted at the all-caps debates about player safety, where complete strangers argued over intent versus impact. Then frowned at the handful of comments pointing out how devastated Ilya had looked when Shane went down—and how quickly that shock had turned into fury when he went after Comeau.
Some were already dissecting the interview Ilya had given after the game, sounding almost awed by the idea that the two of them were friends at all—like it didn’t quite fit the rivalry they’d built in their heads. But far more had apparently decided Ilya Rozanov should be suspended for simply existing within ten feet of Shane Hollander when the “incident” happened.
“Shit,” LeClaire muttered under his breath. 
Because he knew exactly what he wanted to do—
But his eyes flicked up, catching on the way Shane was laughing as Ryan tried to drag Luke away from where he and Ilya were still guiding Artos through the angle of his blade, arguing and laughing as they spoke over each other. He saw the way Shane’s dark eyes flashed when he grinned, the way he leaned in just slightly when Ilya murmured low in his ear.
—and he hesitated.
Whatever he’d wandered into this morning—and he still wasn’t entirely sure what it was—it wasn’t a version of Shane Hollander people got to see often. There was something almost disorienting about it. 
He found himself watching, quietly fascinated by how different Shane seemed on Boston ice. Maybe it was just that Shane was still here, even with every reason to pack up and go deal with the mess waiting for him in Montréal. Instead, there was something almost defiant in the way he stayed. Like he’d decided to ignore the world outside of this moment.
But the narrative was already shifting, whether Shane acknowledged it or not. And LeClaire suspected he did. It was obvious to anyone with even a little media training, the way coverage had started to tilt. Headlines were less certain now, more cautious. Even fan conversations had begun to drift into something more speculative the longer Shane stayed silent.
And Pelletier—LeClaire’s jaw tightened—Pelletier was going to have a fucking field day with it. He always did. He’d find a way to twist it, to make it Shane’s fault, or someone else’s, just like he always did.
Fuck—he hated that man. And he hated that he could already see his influence in the silence from the other Voyageurs players. Not a single one of them had posted anything about their captain’s hospital admission. But they’d been loud enough the second Cliff’s “kidnap” post went viral.
Except for Pike, LeClaire admitted, a flicker of reluctant amusement cutting through his irritation. Pike was so relentlessly chaotic it almost felt like he existed as a separate entity from the organisation he played for. Heaven forbid anyone try to control that man.
He’d even posted a blurry selfie just that morning—from what looked like a gas station parking lot, of all fucking places—with the caption: “Free My Captain!” Which had, somehow, already turned #FreeHostageHollander into a trending tag in just under two hours.
It was almost impressive. 
LeClaire swiped back to the video he’d just taken and watched it again. This time, what caught his attention wasn’t the effortless control, or the way Shane seemed to bend the pace of the game around himself without anyone noticing. It wasn’t even the way he anticipated Ilya’s movements before they happened, threading passes through spaces that didn’t exist yet.
It was the image. The familiar Bears players moving in loose, easy patterns around one another—and one lone Voyageur at the centre of it, faint bruising still visible along his neck. The stands behind them were empty. The lights dim enough that shadows pooled in the corners like ink.
And somehow, in the middle of all of that, Shane looked like he belonged there more than he had anywhere else LeClaire had ever seen him play. Or maybe he just looked more like himself.
Fuck—he didn’t know what to think anymore.
He stared at the frozen frame on his phone longer than he probably should have. He had no idea what the hell Shane was thinking. He was one of the best media-trained players he’d ever seen, and his mother was damn near terrifying by all accounts—surely he knew his silence wouldn’t protect him from the speculation already happening online.
Silence like that never stayed empty for long.
It just got filled by people who didn’t care if they got it right—or by people with their own fucking agendas twisting the narrative into something unrecognisable.
LeClaire exhaled slowly before tapping the screen to reopen Instagram. Because if Shane wasn’t going to tell the story himself, then someone else would have to. And maybe that wasn’t his place—maybe it was the wrong call entirely—but it had to be better than whatever the hell the league was building out of that silence.
And maybe it was petty—but LeClaire had no intention of letting Pelletier, of all fucking people, get there first.
Still, even as the decision settled into something solid in his chest, his thumb hovered over that damn post button. Hesitation crept back in. Maybe because—even with the little he actually knew of Shane Hollander—he had a feeling he’d hate this. Or maybe not. It was hard to tell, with the way Shane had been avoiding just about everything lately, with a level of commitment that felt almost deliberate.
LeClaire couldn’t exactly blame him for that. He wasn’t sure he’d want to deal with the outside world either if his partner had handed him a place where he could just—breathe? Exist? He wasn’t entirely sure what Ilya was doing that had Shane looking so at ease in his own skin, but whatever it was, it was damn good for him.
He groaned under his breath, dragging a hand through his hair. Because, sure—Shane was being looked after and actually looked happy for once in his career. Great. Fantastic. But none of that helped him right now. And it didn’t make what he was about to do any fucking easier.
He’d spent years—actual fucking years—warning his players about this exact thing. That once something hit the public domain, it was out there for good. There was no taking it back. No controlling how it spread or who twisted it into something else. He’d told them, time and time again, to stop. To think it through. To walk away and come back when their heads were clear.
Except—apparently, he was full of fucking shit.
Because he hit that damn “post” button before he could second-guess himself again. The caption had already been rewritten three times—then twice more—before he’d finally stripped it down to something that almost felt like a challenge.
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Hockey is a physical and emotional game.







Jasper

Nah, this is CRAZY timing 💀


Arden

You really saw @Montréal Voyageurs statement and said, “let me add some fuel” 🤣🤣🤣


Callan

LeClaire captioned it, “Hockey is a physical and emotional game.” Like, sir. We know what you’re doing 🙃


Arya

WAIT—he’s skating? Already?


Kian

I thought he was still recovering?


Nico

What the fuck is going on?


Brooks

♥️♥️♥️


Isaac

Why couldn’t Montréal just SAY he’s fine enough to be on the ice? 🙄


Evan

Maybe they don’t know?


Isaac

Why the fuck WOULDN’T they know?


Evan

Because he’s in Boston, not Montréal. And he’s been suspiciously quiet on his socials about the whole thing, so who knows.


Mason

Nah, that’s just how he is. Only times he post is about some new protein shake or thirst trap disguised as “photo shoots” 😂


Evan

Fair.


Isaac

But he ALWAYS posts after incidents like this.


Mason

What’s your bet Montréal makes him post and this time he said “fuck you?”


Isaac

Canada’s golden boy wouldn’t say fuck you.


Evan

You sure about that?


Hayden Pike

Can confirm. He swears all the fucking time.


Isaac

WHAT?


Hannah

This is the softest celly I’ve ever seen from two guys who are supposedly rivals.


David

Wait, why does Rozanov jump like that? 😭😭😭


Noah

🔥🔥🔥


Kit

Ngl, that's kinda hot 🥵


Nathan

I know there are more important things happening right now, but that didn’t look like a normal “good play” hug.


Hannah

And the way Rozanov is right there. Again? Yeah, I’m noticing patterns.


Noah

👀


Zara

This is literally the first footage we’ve seen of him since the hit 😭😭😭


Damian

Why does it feel like LeClaire knows something we don’t?


Joshua

This post did the opposite of reassuring me. So, yeah. Thanks for that.


Morgan

I mean. It reassured me he’s alive. It just made everything else worse.


Joshua

😭


Andrew

Ok wait, has anyone else noticed that he's literally SMILING?


Andrew

I’ve watched every Voyageurs game this season, and I’ve never seen him look like that 💔


Anya

This is starting to feel weird in a way I can’t explain.


Simon

I know everyone’s talking about the play, but I’m just glad he’s upright 😭


Nia

“Hockey is a physical and emotional game,” oh, so this is a RESPONSE-response 💀


Lena

The play is insane, but why does it look like they’ve practised together before?


Jamie

Omg, the way Rozanov trusted him enough to jump that puck like that? 🤯


Reese

Hollander to Boston!


Jackson

Never gonna happen.


Resse

And yet he’s on Boston ice rn 🤷


Jason

Not the Bear’s coach posting this like, “y’all sure about that statement?” 😭


Ayra

The way they didn’t even celebrate properly 😍


George

The way they just went straight into a hug?


Dean

Yeah, something’s off


Adam

But real talk, that play was disgusting.


Adam

Like, how do you even practice that? Who allowed them to have that amount of chemistry?


Sam

The @Montréal Voyageurs better be shaking in their fucking skates cause this looks like those promos teams lets out before they annouance a trade, lamo 😂


Jesse

Could you imagine if the Bears just refused to give him back?


Ashely

♥️♥️♥️


Lilah

🤣


Jesse

Wait, no! @Sam, don’t tag the Voyageurs!


Sam

Why?


Jesse

We need to keep them away from Shane! When was the last time you saw him laugh or even smile in any of the PR shit the Voyageurs make him do?


Sam

That’s a fair point, actually.


Tyler

I don’t care what anyone says, that is NOT normal rival behaviour.


Holly

this feels like when two players have insane synergy at All Stars, and everyone jokes about it for years afterwards. Except this doesn’t feel like a joke.


June

The irony that that’s literally what happened when Hollander and Rozanov’s were on the same All Star’s team lol 😂


Leon

I know people are focused on the drama, but can we talk about how CLEAN that was?


Caden

I’m still stuck on the hug 😍


Gavin

Why was Rozanov holding him like that though 😭


Colton

Lowkey looks like they’ve been playing together for years instead of against each other.


Robin

This is making the Montréal statement look even worse.


Zayne

Good.


Tessa

I’m confused. Like, are we mad at each other or best friends? Pick a lane 😭


Brandon

If this is what they look like in a SCRIMMAGE, imagine a full game 💀


Aidan

The way Hollander doesn’t even react like it’s surprising, like he EXPECTED that play?


Rob

The only surprising thing is that people are still surprised that Shane Hollander’s a playmaker


Aidan

Idk, man. I mean, sure. Hollander’s a beast. But that timing is TOO perfect. You don’t just “read” someone like that unless you know how they think.


Alexis

LeClaire knew EXACTLY what he was doing by posting this 💀


Harvey

This is either some elite hockey IQ or something else entirely, and I honestly don’t know which is scarier.


Theo

Okay, but didn’t Rozanov literally lose it when Hollander went down? And now the next time we see them is THIS clip?


Camden

And people saying “they’re just friends” like, bro. No.


Mike

Yeah, I’m side-eyeing this whole saga rn.


Louis

Love how everyone’s gone from “they hate each other” to “they’re just friends” 😅


Rebecca

This feels like soft-launching a trade, I’m not even kidding.


Dominic

Or they’ve been training together secretly because WHAT is that coordination?


Eric

The @Montréal Voyageurs said “two incidents” and this man said “here’s a highlight instead of that bullshit” 😭


Mel

I can’t decide if this is wholesome or suspicious


NHL Official

We’re pleased to see Shane Hollander skating comfortably following the recent incident during the Bears vs Montréal game 👍


Adam

👎


Pheobe

👎


Henry

👎


Nico

WHERE THE FUCK IS PLAYER SAFETY?


Xander

Why does Hollander look more relaxed here than he ever does in Montréal?


Matthew

I’m calling it now: this clip is gonna be in every sports debate show by tonight.


Becky Kinsey

This is either the best PR move or the worst one I’ve ever seen.


Denis

I swear, if they end up on the same team, the league is cooked.


Dom

This just made everything 10 times more confusing, btw.


Dom

Thanks, coach 👍


Nathaniel

I don’t even care about the rivalry anymore, I just want to know what’s actually going on.


Graham

Why does this feel like the lead up to a trade? 👀


Lara

If this is a trade hint the league is about to EXPLODE!


Nick

No, because why is he still in Boston?


Ezekiel

EXACTLY.


Ezekiel

Shouldn’t he be back with his team??


Zara

The longer this “kidnapping” thing goes on the weirder it gets.


Faye

Not the league commenting “pleased he’s skating comfortably” while this is all happening 💀


Austin

Ok, but serious question. Has anyone EVER seen Hollander celebrate like that before?


Lin

This is giving “we’re missing context” in the worst way.


Bailey

I came here for answers, and now I have more questions!


Jason

Nah, because why does this look like a reunion, not a rivalry?


Sam

If this is accidental chemistry, I don’t even want to see intentional.


Harrison

That’s not even a big celly and Hollander still went straight to Rozanov 🙃


Cassian

This is making the “they’re just friends” narrative very hard to believe I’m so sorry to every Hollanov believer I bashed over the last ten years!


Sylvie

The fact this was posted AFTER that statement is insane timing!


Dean

This post is pure shade, idc what anyone says.


Michelle

I don’t even support either team, and I’m so INVESTED now!


Matti Jalo

Me too.


Connor

Why do you always reply to people who don’t even know who you are?


Amir

Lamo, @Matti Jalo what are you doing?


Scott Hunter

I’ve been asking the same question for years.


Michelle

I just goggled who everyone is 😲


Conner

Welcome to hockey! I promise it's not always this crazy.


Liam

Liar.


Theo

Liar.


Alexis

Liar.


Zara

Liar.


Noah

Liar.


Eli

We’re not getting the full story, and this just proved it.


Eli

Anyway, glad he’s okay. But what the fuck is happening?



You have posted too many replies recently. Please take a short break and come back later.

😭☺️🙄😂🙃🤫♥️🥰👀🥺🥶😱😅🔥

Post your reply








He very carefully didn’t add the quotation marks he wanted to. And he didn’t tag Hollander, the league, or even the Voyageurs. He let the video speak for itself.
Then he stuck his phone back in his pocket, like it might undo what he’d just done.
He knew the Voyageurs would probably accuse the Bears of tampering. That someone in the league offices would already be drafting a politely threatening email, full of words like integrity and maintaining the standards of expected professionalism, the moment they saw the post. But the thought that, somewhere in Montréal, Pelletier’s face would be turning a dangerous shade of red when he saw it made the rest of the fallout feel almost worth it.
And yet—he couldn’t seem to bring himself to look back at the ice right away. Probably because he had no idea how he was going to explain any of this to Shane if he asked. When, he corrected himself. Because there was no way this wasn’t coming back to bite him in the ass later.
When he finally forced himself to look up again, Ilya was steering Shane straight toward him. Or, well—the bench behind him. Ilya had both hands planted firmly on Shane’s shoulders, clearly scolding him under his breath as the team let out a chorus of disappointed boos behind them.
“Hollander is not cleared for full practice,” Ilya called back. “And none of you are good enough to make him ignore that,” he added, lips twitching when their complaints got louder. “Hollander is going to wait on the bench until I can call him a car to take him home, da?” He finished, turning back to shoot Shane a pointed look.
Then he sighed. “Ah. I’m sorry, solnyshko. I meant to drive you back home before practice started—”
“It’s okay,” Shane said, cutting him off with a small shake of his head. “Should’ve probably expected we’d spend too long on the ice.”
“Da,” Ilya agreed, leaning toward him before seeming to remember where he was. He cleared his throat softly, dragging a hand over the back of his neck as his gaze flicked briefly toward LeClaire and then away again. “Did you have fun?” He asked quietly. “Bears were not too stupid?”
“They were fine,” Shane said slowly. “And it was, ah—I had fun,” he admitted, sounding almost awkward about it, like maybe he wasn’t used to saying that out loud. “Your team’s nice,” he added.
“They are idiots,” Ilya corrected, though his mouth twitched faintly as he glanced back toward the ice.
“Yeah, but they’re the nice kind of idiots,” Shane said, watching the way they chirped at each other across the rink. His expression softened slightly. “I get why you love them.”
In his pocket, LeClaire’s phone was still vibrating.
He ignored it for as long as he could manage, then, with a quiet sigh, pulled it back out. He’d expected the notifications—but the way the banners spilled over one another until they blurred into something unreadable was a bit overwhelming.
He swiped them all away with a frown. But when he reopened Instagram, it finally made sense. It wasn’t just fans commenting anymore. National reporters were also tagging him and the official Bears account with variations of “Statement incoming?” and “Is this a trade confirmation?”—which, in all honestly, he probably should have expected this close to the trade deadline.
A blue checkmark from the league office sat near the top of the rapidly updating comments, offering a carefully neutral comment about being “pleased to see Shane Hollander skating comfortably following the recent incident during the Bears vs Montréal game.” There was also, annoyingly, a missed call from PR lingering at the top of his screen. He didn’t even need to open the voicemail to know exactly how that conversation was going to go. 
So he just—turned his notifications off, locked the screen, and slipped his phone back into his pocket.
Let the internet do what it always did, he thought. They’d build an entire story out of a ten-second video, and run with it. But maybe this time they’d fill in the blanks instead of relying on Montréal’s version of events—where Shane’s silence, his refusal to correct anything, had been taken as proof that nothing had happened worth defending.
He sighed, admitting—if only to himself—that it wasn’t even the speculation that bothered him. That part was so predictable it barely registered. What got under his skin was how easily people skipped past what had actually happened on the ice, like it wasn’t enough on its own. Like a hit like that needed context or clarification. Like the way Shane had gone down hadn’t already said everything that mattered.
They were looking for a narrative when the truth had been right there the entire time. But maybe something about the sight of Shane Hollander on Boston ice—laughing in a way no one had seen in years, if ever—finally made people pause.
LeClaire could already see the shift happening in the comments. Because when had anyone last seen him look like that? Not the media-trained version of Shane Hollander, who offered just enough to satisfy a question and gave tight, practiced smiles in post-game interviews. But this version—bruised and sore, but laughing like he’d forgotten, for a second, that anyone was watching at all.
And suddenly everyone seemed to be asking the right question: Why hadn’t they ever seen him happy like that before?
LeClaire kept his eyes on the ice when Ilya brought Shane over to the bench—right up until he heard a quiet, “Hey,” behind him. Terrance, his assistant coach, stepped up beside him and handed over one of the two coffee cups he was carrying.
Terrance blinked, visibly bewildered, at the sight of Ilya leaning in close to Shane, saying something low and quick neither of them could make out.
One of Ilya’s hands came up briefly to brace the back of Shane’s neck as he adjusted the collar of his coat, his fingers lingering there for a fraction longer than necessary before he stepped back. Shane huffed a quiet breath as he started untying his laces, rolling his shoulders like he was annoyed—but he didn’t pull away.
“Uh—what’d I miss?” Terrance muttered.
“Not much,” LeClaire said, grinning into his coffee cup.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.

Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also function as emphasis (“indeed”), agreement (“right”), soft insistence, or conversational filler depending on tone; Ilya uses it rhythmically and instinctively, especially in emotionally charged or unguarded moments.

Krasivyy (красивый) — Russian
Beautiful; Handsome; Attractive (masculine form); Can refer to physical beauty but also carries undertones of admiration and aesthetic appreciation; When used possessively, it becomes intimate and lightly possessive.

Devochka-podrostok (девочка-подросток) — Russian
Teenage girl; Adolescent girl; Used teasingly; Suggests dramatic emotional reactions or visible longing; Tone is playful but can carry light mockery.

Razve ty ne znayesh', chto ya sdelayu dlya tebya vso chto ugodno? (Разве ты не знаешь, что я сделаю для тебя всё что угодно?) — Russian
Literally translates to “Don’t you know that I would do anything for you?”; Expression of deep devotion; Intimate and emotionally direct.

Artosha (Артёша) — Russian
An affectionate Russian diminutive of Artos (typically derived from Artyom / Артём); The meaning of the root name remains the same, but the shift to Artosha signals warmth, familiarity, and emotional closeness; Used in personal or intimate contexts rather than formal address; Often conveys fondness, teasing affection, or protective softness.

Note: Artos is a Celtic word for “bear” and one of the roots of “Arthur” and it not rooted in Russian. The closest cross-cultural parallel I found was Artyom, since Artyom and Arthur are sometimes treated as equivalents, though they don’t actually share the same meaning and it more of a transliteration. Artosha is (one of) the Russian diminutives of Artyom.

Shinny — English (hockey slang)
Informal pickup hockey game; Casual, unstructured play; Associated with fun, freedom, and lack of pressure compared to formal competition.
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  Chapter 9
Shane Hollander Is Terrifying When He’s Angry

Which Isn’t Hot, Obviously
Ilya Rozanov stared at his own face on the screen and tried not to flinch when he looked at Shane.
Maybe the camera angle was just unkind, but it caught the faint yellowing bruise along Shane’s jaw. The tightness in his mouth that he hadn’t been able to smooth away since unlocking his phone that morning. Ilya could still see it clearly—the way Shane’s shoulders had gone rigid when he’d read the first post. The way he’d gone completely still while scrolling through every viral search and thread with both their names in it.
But they were both sitting at the kitchen island now, their knees barely touching. Ilya’s laptop was open between them, the glow from Farah’s video call reflected in the countertop. She, at least, looked neat and composed in a home office so aggressively neutral it had to be intentional. Behind her, a framed abstract painting hung on the wall, all calm lines and muted colours.
“I thought the plan was for you not to come out yet,” Farah said.
“We’re not,” Shane said. His voice was calm, but Ilya heard the hesitation in it anyway. 
His jaw tightened as he watched Shane’s fingers flex against the countertop, and he made a vague sound of agreement—mostly because Shane was giving him that look again. The one that warned him to behave. Or maybe it was just because, even when he was angry, Shane was still unfairly beautiful first thing in the morning. 
It didn’t even make sense, Ilya thought. They were still in the same worn t-shirts and sweatpants they’d fallen asleep in. Shane had no right to be that fucking attractive wearing Ilya’s clothes. But there was just something so quietly addictive about seeing him in them—something domestic and unpolished that belonged just to him.
He was so distracted he actually jumped when Shane’s hand slid over and settled on his thigh under the table. It was progress from their earlier shouting. Probably. At least he hoped so. And in any other situation, it would’ve been distracting. Placed just a little too high to be innocent. But right now Shane’s hand was firm—clenched, his thumb digging into the muscle above Ilya’s knee hard enough that Ilya almost reached out and did the same.
“There’s been a series of posts that went viral since your so-called kidnapping,” Farah said, her eyes flicking to Ilya as she began tapping at her keyboard. Her screen split in half, and suddenly Ilya was staring at a series of very familiar posts, only now there were engagement graphs beside them.
“I’m assuming that was your idea?” She said, eyebrow raised.
“It was Cliff’s,” Ilya answered stiffly. Shane’s eyes tracked him through the small pop-up window in the corner of their screen, and his eyes were narrowed in warning. “Marlow,” he corrected automatically. “Someone mentioned it being a prank, and he, uh—sort of ran with it.”
It came out more like a question than he’d intended, and he winced.
“It’s been good cover,” he added, defensive.
“Well,” Farah said, and Ilya vaguely wondered if she was trying not to smile, “it certainly got the Boston fanbase on your side.”
Her manicured nails tapped lightly against her laptop as her eyes flicked between Ilya and Shane. It almost felt like she could see the argument her call had interrupted. She didn’t ask about it, and Ilya was grateful—right up until she clicked to the next slide and filled the screen with footage from the rink that LeClaire had posted. 
He watched as the now-infamous hug replay in slow motion for what felt like the hundredth time. Then came screenshots of the seam pass along the boards, freeze-frames circled in red by fans. One of them was circled in a lopsided heart, and Ilya had to bite his lip not to keep himself from smiling when Shane glared at him.
“Right now, it’s coming off as playful,” Farah said, shrugging lightly. “Which is fine. But we need to decide how much control we actually want before this thing starts moving without us.” She tilted her head. “Or we let it run and deal with whatever it turns into.”
She pulled a mug into frame and took a sip. “The complication actually comes from Montréal,” she said. “Their PR team has stayed frustratingly neutral in this whole thing. No public support for you. Not much reaction to the Bears kidnapping their captain. They haven’t even stepped in to defend Gilbert Comeau.” Her mouth thinned faintly. “It makes them look composed instead of complicit. Which is clever.”
“If I’m being honest, ‘complicit’ would’ve been much easier to work with,” Farah said, cradling the mug between her palms. “The other teams have been far less restrained. There’s been widespread outrage toward Comeau—and more applause than I expected for Shane starting and finishing his first NHL fight.” Her gaze lingered on him, unmistakably amused now. “You may have picked up a few new fans with that one.”
Ilya snorted, amused, but Shane didn’t. His mouth pressed into a thin line. He looked away from the screen as if the praise weighed more than it should.
Farah typed one-handed until a new post appeared up on the split screen. “Boston’s PR department has been especially proactive with the current narrative,” she said. “Or maybe they’re just well-trained. They’ve been engaging with you across multiple platforms, and your silence only seems to be encouraging them.”
Her gaze lingered on Ilya while he tried, very hard, not to grin as he read the post.
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  We’ve always admired how 8 + 1 = leadership. And it’s hard to overlook that 2 + 4 = legacy. But...legacy has always looked better in black and gold 😉

Carter

I’M SORRY? ARE WE RECRUITING OR ARE WE FLIRTING?


Emma

Whoever runs this account deserves a kiss on the mouth.


Becky Kinsey

😏


Liam

24 + 81 = a math problem for the entire league 🤣


James

Tampering, but make it romantic ♥️


Owen

Boston PR woke up and chose violence!


Alex

Ok, but real talk: if Hollander actually ends up in Boston, the rest of the league is fucked.


Cam

This feels like the beginning of one of those trades everyone hates at first and then pretends was inevitable.


Dylan

Smh. The way this started as a “kidnapping joke” and now it’s just open flirting.


Nora

Someone check on Montréal fans!


Ameila

As a Montréal fan I am NOT having a good time, actually.


Nora

Ohhhh, say it in French.


Ameila

🙄


Henry

YOU GUYS ARE NOT SUBTLE!


Remi

I’m pretty sure they’re not trying to be?


Harper

I love how the Bears aren’t even pretending this is about hockey anymore.


Dallas Kent

WTF.


Troy Barrett

Gotta admit they'd be kinda 🔥🔥🔥 together on the ice.


Sophie

People are joking, but this is actually SO messy.


Christian

Messy? This is ENTERTAINMENT.


Sophie

The Boston fans are taking this too far! I am asking politely: GET MY CAPTAIN'S NAME OUT OF YOUR MOUTH.


Daphne

🤣🤣🤣


Christian

🙃


Hayden Pike

@Sophie, THAT'S WHAT I'VE BEEN SAYING! #FREEHOLLANDER


Namoi

Montréal fans reading this like: No, actually we DO have a choice—and it’s not letting @Shane Hollander go when he's the only reason we won THREE cups, even though our team have been treating him horribly.


Isaiah

Does Boston even have the cap space, or are we just manifesting again?


Eli

It doesn’t even matter if Boston DID have the cap space because Hollander is literally under contract with Montréal!


Isaiah

Yeah, and contracts have famously never been broken in this league 🙄


Dante

Omg, why is no one talking about that photo? 🤤


Nathan

Lol, they couldn't find ONE photo of them together, so had to post a throwback from their Prospect Cup? 💀


Zara

My babies! They're so cute here 😍


Kyle

Ok, but if Hollander takes a pay cut to leave Montréal, even if it's not to Boston, that tells us EVERYTHING that been happening in that locker room!


Piper

Why are we assuming he wants out? Pretty boy Hollander gets into ONE fight and suddenly everyone's convinced he’s going?


Kyle

One fight where he punched HIS OWN TEAMMATE.


Piper

Now THAT part is still so insane, we’re definietly not talking about that enough.


Piper

Also, Hollander was kinda 🔥🔥🔥


Piper

Like, he's always been "pretty boy Hollander," or "Canada's golden boi," but in that moment? DAMN.


Kyle

🫢


Rome

Ok, but can we be serious for a second? Montréal is not trading their captain to Boston. That’s front office malpractice.


Riley

Not the Bears flirting with another team’s captain on main 💀


Matti Jalo

Yeah, that’s what your secret second account is for.


Hayden Pike

Pretty sure your second account needs to be a fucking SECRET for that to work, man. @imdefinietlynotmattijalo is literally the WORST secret second account you could have made.


Matti Jalo

@Hayden Pike, why would you call me out like that? I'm getting so many new followers now 😭


Conner

Seriously, I swear I’ve seen more players commenting during this whole kidnapping saga than during the playoffs.


Michelle

Hey, where’s Scott? Doesn't he usually appear whenever @Matti Jalo comments something stupid?


Scott Hunter

I’m hiding in my room and pretending like I don’t exist.


Theo

😂


Alexis

🤣🤣🤣


Zara

♥️


Noah

♥️


Jack

“Legacy looks better in black and gold,” is a filthy fucking way to flirt with @Shane Hollander 😲


Lily

I KNOW what @Becky Kinsey is doing, and I fully support it.


Becky Kinsey

😘


Benjamin

Are we—are we actually recruiting Shane Hollander through INSTAGRAM?


Amelia

NO!


Ryan Carmichael

YES!


Authur

Omg, can someone do a welfare check on the Montréal fans because I KNOW they’re not okay right now 😭


Mateo

This is either elite marketing or the beginning of a trade scandal, and I’m here for both.


Hayden Pike

I’m still trying to figure out HOW they made those numbers feel like they're flirting? Like, seriously—wtf?


Lily

Because they ARE flirting ♥️


Hayden Pike

🖕


Lily

😘


Jackie Pike

I will call Jane if you two don’t start behaving.


Hayden Pike

😭


Lily

🤣


Jacob

Dude, wtf is going on in his chat?


Chloe

Why does this feel like the Bears are publicly trying to steal @Shane Hollander like he's a raccoon with a fetish for shiny objects?


Chloe

They might as well have said, "Look, it's a black jersey with pretty gold writing on it!"


Chloe

Ngl, if this actually works I'm coming back to delete these comments 


Emily

Ok, but after THAT game? After THAT fight? Y’all telling me this is just a coincidence?


Emily

Nah. I know y’all saw the way Hollander looked at Rozanov on the ice. Don’t even pretend this is just “leadership math” 🙄


Parker

I don’t understand hockey, but I understand vibes, and the vibes are LOUD.


Emily

♥️


Morgan

Montréal locker room has to be awkward as hell right now.


Richard

This is the softest hard launch of a trade I’ve ever seen.


Grayson

Boston's social media (or their PR team) deserves a raise immediately!


Nia

@Sam, so we kidnapped him AND now we’re flirting? 😭


Sam

“Legacy looks better in black and gold,” ohhhh, we are flirting-flirting ♥️


Wyatt

Nah. This is getting dangerously close to, “blink twice if you want us to rescue you from Montréal.”


Ella

I’m crying. Why does this read like a situationship tweet?


Lucas

I swear if Hollander ends up in Boston because of a PR intern with too much confidence 😤


Jules

The Bears are acting like that one friend who’s like, “baby, you could so do better,” about someone else’s relationship.


Amari

Can someone explain the math, or am I supposed to just understand what the fuck is going on?


Lily

The math = their jersey numbers

The implication = immeadiate chaos


Jane

2 + 4 = 24, which is @Shane Hollander's jersey number. 8 + 1 = 81, which is @Ilya Rozanov's jersey number. They're basically calling them out without naming them so they can't be accused of tampering...but we all know what they're doing 🤣


Amari

Ohhhhh 🫢


Charlie

Montréal PR being silent while Boston is like this is actually insane 🤯


John

Idk man, after that hit + Hollander throwing hands? This is starting to feel kind of personal now.


Danny

I’ve never seen a team flirt this openly with another captain, and I watch a LOT of hockey.


Conner

This isn’t a recruitment, it’s a manifestation ♥️


William

The way the Bears are acting like he already belongs here 👀


Chris

Someone tell me why the comments are split between “trade incoming” and “are they dating” because BOTH feel correct?


Adrain

No, but genuinely, why did Hollander go that hard for Rozanov? Like, that wasn’t normal.


Chris

This is either about hockey or it is VERY not about hockey.


Adrian

I give it 24 hours before Hollander interacts with this post, and then we all lose our minds.


Chris

Bet.


Gabriel

He’s literally the captain of their biggest rival. Are we serious right now?


Theo

Montréal fans incoming!


Gabriel

🙄


Kira

Everyone is talking about cap space; meanwhile, I’m wondering if the league is about to step in?


Ellis

Ok, but all jokes aside—how do we even make this work cap-wise?


Copper

No chance Boston has the space unless they move at least two contracts.


Ben

Also, he’s a UFA soon. Why would they give up assets now unless they KNOW something?


Jordan

Everyone is laughing, but this is how tampering investigations start.


Cooper

Hollander would have to take a hell of a pay cut to transfer to Boston, though.


Ben

Yeah, but depends on how bad he wants out of Montréal after that game 👀


Ellis

Love how we’re talking about a pay cut, but if it’s a sign-and-trade situation that changes everything.


Ben

This is either nothing or the front office soft-launching negotiations, and there is no in-between.


Ben

You don’t post something like this unless you’ve at least made a call behind the scenes.


Xavier

Montréal PR being dead silent while Boston is doing THIS is wild.


Pheobe

I need Montréal fans to blink twice if you’re okay.


Aaron

If I’m Montréal, I’m not trading him to Boston under any circumstances. Idc what the supposed return is.


Oscar

Counterpoint: if he’s walking in free agency, you take the best package you can get.


Oscar

And Boston would absolutely overpay just to keep him from hitting July.


Aaron

This feels like leverage building more than an actual offer.


Oscar

Idk man, but after that hit + Hollander dropping Comeau? Montréal’s locker room might already be 💀💀💀


Oscar

That’s the real story, tbh. Not the “kidnapping” or the posts or whatever, but why the hell did Hollander go after his own guy for Rozanov?


Aaron

Yeah, that’s not normal “captain defending the game” behaviour, let’s be real.


Oscar

If your captain is fighting your own player, something’s already broken internally.


Simon

Y’all realise Hollander would have to waive his non-trade clause, right? It’d all hinge on whether he wants it or not.


Lena

This is either nothing or the start of the biggest storyline of the season.


Archer

Montréal fans in here acting like everything’s fine, meanwhile their captain is trending with a Bears tweet 😭


Molly

This would be the most toxic trade in the last decade if it actually happened.


Molly

Boston getting Hollander AND keeping Rozanov is literally unfair to the rest of the league


Michael

No way the league lets that happen without a cap crunch or half the roster getting moved. Also, chemistry matters. You can’t just stack stars and expect it to work.


Molly

Those two already have insane chemistry, and it’s obvious on the ice.


Archer

Uh. You’re talking about hockey, right?


Molly

I mean, yes. But also, no.


Lydia

If this is just a joke, it’s a VERY expensive joke considering the implications!


Raya

Either way, Montréal better lock him down FAST or this is gonna get ugly quick.


Josiah

@Shane Hollander hasn’t shut it down publicly yet.


Josiah

Just saying 🙃


Zara

Yeah, that’s the part that should worry Montréal fans.


Sophie

This post doesn’t actually mean anything.


Zara

Lol, but imagine if he actually replied to this?



You have posted too many replies recently. Please take a short break and come back later.
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“It’s nothing that would meet the threshold for formal tampering,” Farah explained. “But there have been a few subtle references to your number. Some carefully worded quotes about co-captaining a ship. It’s enough to fuel speculation, especially after your, ah—rather loud arrival in Boston.”
“That’s—” Shane frowned. “Isn’t that inappropriate?”
“It’s opportunistic,” Farah corrected. “And, if I’m honest, it’s effective marketing. Like I said, Boston’s PR team is very well trained. They’re not crossing the line. But they’re certainly positioning themselves very close to it.” She took another sip, watching them over the rim as she chose her next words. “I’ve also received an increase in inquiries about your plans for next season.”
Under the table, Shane’s hand tightened slightly against Ilya’s thigh.
“There was some interest last year when your upcoming UFA status was leaked,” she continued. “But everyone assumed you’d re-sign with Montréal, so most of it was cursory at best. Montréal’s, ah—actions, shall we call it?” She paused, then shook her head. “No. Their inaction has certainly shifted that assumption.”
“It’s redirected attention back to your contract in a way that isn’t necessarily bad,” Farah said, shifting slightly in her chair. “It just depends on whether you still plan to stay with the Voyageurs when your contract expires at the end of the season. We still have an open agreement for a contract with them, if you want it.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “I don’t want this to look like I’m using what happened in the game to open up negotiations for a trade.”
Ilya’s eyes closed as the meaning of those words settled in his chest. Because Shane hadn’t said no. He hadn’t dismissed it in the way he usually would. Ilya forced his eyes open again and concentrated on making his next breath slow and steady, on keeping his face neutral—even as something bright and dangerous lit up inside him at the thought of Shane in Boston colours. 
He wondered how it would feel to watch him in black and gold without it being a joke. Without it being temporary. 
“No one thinks you’re opportunistic,” Ilya murmured, shifting so his arm draped along the back of Shane’s chair. He left space for Shane to move away if he wanted to, aware of how quickly too much could make Shane retreat.
But Shane leaned into him instead—barely. Subtle enough the camera wouldn’t catch it, even if Farah was the last person who would care. He swallowed and forced his gaze back to the screen, and his breath hitched once before it steadied. “People will,” he said. “Especially if the timing lines up too neatly.”
Ilya hummed as his fingers slid just beneath the short sleeve of the t-shirt Shane had stolen from him that morning. “You are allowed to choose what makes you feel safe,” he said, because it was the closest he could come to saying what he really wanted.
Shane’s eyes softened as he looked at him. “Safety isn’t the only thing that matters.” 
“I don’t think anyone believes that,” Farah interrupted softly. “Not the ones who matter, anyway.” She cleared her throat softly. “Whatever you decide, we’ll build the narrative around it. Honestly, the current headlines are probably helping you more than any statement we could’ve released.”
Her gaze flicked briefly to the split screen, where a tweet from Boston’s PR team was still sitting at the top of the trending column, engagement climbing by the second.
“I know you hate the speculation,” she added, “right now those posts are showing everyone that you’re fine. Which makes it harder for Montréal to claim you’ve been silent because of the injury.” Her eyes narrowed, fingers still tapping against her mug as she looked at the fading bruises along Shane’s jaw. “Montréal’s going to have a tougher time sidelining this now—especially with Boston shoving the kidnapping angle in everyone’s face.”
She snorted softly, raising her mug back to her lips. “Honestly, Boston’s done most of the hard work for us here. At this rate, I’ll owe them a cut of my annual bonus.”
Ilya frowned as he listened to her. “I don’t care about narrative,” he said flatly.
Farah’s brows lifted. “You should.”
Ilya didn’t look at her. “I care about him.”
Farah studied him for a long moment. “I know,” she said. “Look, I’ll be honest. If you’re going to come out, this is about as good a moment as you’ll get. Engagement’s high, and public sentiment’s on your side. Right now everyone’s convinced you’ve just been hiding a friendship, not a relationship.” She glanced between them. “That gives us room to make it official without too much pushback.”
She tapped her fingernails lightly against her mug. “And I know we’ve talked about it before, but the league won’t risk looking retaliatory right now—not with the scrutiny already on player safety and optics. They won’t like it. But they won’t be able to do anything about it publicly.”
“There are no gay hockey players,” Shane said quietly.
“There are no out hockey players,” Farah corrected, holding his gaze. “Just because no one’s out right now doesn’t mean no one ever will.” 
Her mouth pressed thin for a second. “Look. Could this league use more representation? Sure. But that doesn’t mean it has to be you, Shane. You don’t owe them access to every part of your life just to prove a point.” She exhaled softly. “I’m saying there are options. Depending on how you want this to play out.”
Shane didn’t answer, but his fingers tightened unconsciously in the fabric of Ilya’s sweatpants, like he’d forgotten he was holding on at all. 
Ilya watched him for a long moment before humming softly, sliding his arm more firmly along the back of Shane’s chair as he leaned down to nudge his shoulder gently with his chin. The smile he offered was small and private. Meant only for him.
“I—” Shane swallowed. “I don’t know.”
Farah’s fingers paused in their tapping as she chose her next words carefully. “That’s okay,” she said. “We don’t have to figure that out today.” She tilted her head, offering a small smile. “Let’s focus on the hockey, hm?”
Shane nodded, and Ilya pressed a quiet kiss to his shoulder.
“Montréal will want to know if your loyalty is shifting. You’re still under contract with them until the end of this season, and you still have trade protection—which means they can’t move you without your approval first.”
Shane’s jaw tightened faintly.
“We could give up that protection and push for a trade,” Farah said slowly. “We’re close to the deadline, but there’s still time. If Montréal decides to move you before it hits, you’d still be eligible for the playoffs with whoever trades for you.” She tilted her head slightly. “Congratulations,” she added dryly. “You’ve just made yourself the biggest variable at this year’s trade deadline.”
“That’s not—”
Farah snorted, cutting him off before Shane could try to defend himself. “It is true,” she said calmly. “Every front office in the league is watching you right now. They’re all waiting to see what you’ll do. I imagine they’re already drafting offers to try and steal you out of Montréal, just in case you decided to go for this option.”
Shane huffed quietly.
“You’re Shane Hollander,” Farah said, like the point she was making should have been obvious. “And together? You’re two of the most dominant players on the ice. No general manager wants to try going up against both of you on the same line.” Her lips twitched into a smile, small and knowing. “Boston’s certainly happy to let people imagine that possibility—and if that gets the other teams riled up enough to part with more than they’d originally planned?” She shrugged. “Then that’s good for us.”
“Look,” she continued. “What this comes down to is simple. If you tell Montréal you’re committed long term, they’ll push for another Cup. Maybe they’re hoping this whole thing blows over, or that they can restructure the team to make things easier next year. But if you signal you won’t re-sign beyond your current deal—” she hesitated, then sighed. “Then trading you before the deadline becomes the smarter move. They’d rather have picks and prospects now than lose you for nothing when you hit free agency. Especially if they know you’re planning to walk in July.”
She leaned back slightly, folding her arms. “If we go for a trade now, it gets you out of Montréal a year early. And with everything happening with Comeau right now, the team’s vulnerable—they’re clinging to a playoff spot, and losing their best scorer could put that in real jeopardy. Everyone knows it.”
Her mouth tightened. “Montréal won’t let the guy who won them three Cups—two of them back to back—walk easily. Not after a ten-year drought where they barely made the playoffs outside a wild card spot. But it’s risky,” she warned. “If you give up your UFA leverage and open yourself up to a trade, there’ll be a bidding war. Montréal will take whatever deal benefits them the most. The media’s unlikely to be kind about it, and the narrative could tip in either your favour or Montréal’s depending on how they play it.”
“And there’s no guarantee you’ll land where you want.” Her eyes flicked briefly to Ilya. “I can pull a few strings behind the scenes, but once we start down this path, we can’t take it back.”
Ilya’s thumb slowed where it traced idle patterns along Shane’s arm. “But trading now gets him out of Montréal, da?”
Farah nodded. “Yes. But you should prepare yourselves—if you’re serious about this, it could happen before your next game.” She tapped something on her keyboard, muttering under her breath. “Boston’s sitting on a first-rounder in this year’s draft. If they’re willing to include it in a trade, it might be enough to sway Montréal—even if that means sending you to their arch-rival.”
She paused, eyes narrowing slightly. “There’s good talent in this year’s draft, and Montréal will want it if they’re forced to restructure after losing their captain.” She nodded slowly. “Yes. I can make this work.”
Shane didn’t answer immediately.
She looked back at Shane, her expression softening slightly. “Are you sure about this?”
“I—” Shane hesitated, licking his lips to buy time. “I’ve given the Voyageurs enough.”
Farah nodded. “You have.”
Shane didn’t answer immediately. His hand shifted on Ilya’s thigh, his thumb tracing an absent line back and forth. 
“I want to play somewhere I’m not just tolerated for the numbers I bring,” he said at last. “Or because of the jerseys I sell. Or because there’s a C stitched on my chest.” His mouth tightened faintly. “I want to play somewhere I can just—” He shrugged, looking away from the camera. “I just want to enjoy playing hockey again.”
Ilya’s chest tightened at that, but Farah didn’t look surprised.
“Then this isn’t about whether it’s good or bad,” Farah said, nodding. “It’s about whether you’re ready to stop pretending Montréal is the only team you could ever play for. And we need to decide how loud you’re willing to be.”
“Shane is only ever loud on ice,” Ilya said, mouth pressed into a firm line so he wouldn’t smile. “Or in bed,” he added, shrugging like he couldn’t quite help himself. 
He watched Shane through the camera, waiting to see if his jaw would tighten, if the anger would come flooding back. But Shane just elbowed him without looking, maybe a little harder than necessary, and Farah sighed. 
“This is why we stopped having three-way calls,” she said dryly.
“What?” Ilya said, feigning offence. “I did not lie.”
Farah snorted as she rolled her eyes, turning back to look at Shane, who was trying to meet her eyes without blushing. “It will be difficult to find a team with an open captaincy spot,” she said. “Especially before we’ve even started formal negotiations. Most of the time, if a captain is set to join a new team, things are already moving behind the scenes to keep that spot open. We don’t have that luxury.”
“I—” Shane looked away from the screen, and Ilya saw him bite the inside of his cheek before he spoke. “I don’t think I care about retaining my captaincy.”
Ilya’s head snapped toward Shane. He searched his face for any sign this was another act of self-sacrifice dressed up as pragmatism, but found none. “You do care,” he said, a crease forming between his brows. “Solnyshko,” he added without quite meaning to, “you’ve cared since the day they stitched that letter onto your chest.”
“I cared that you got it first,” Shane muttered, lips pulling into a faint pout.
“Shane,” Farah said, leaning forward to set her mug out of frame before sitting back, elbows resting on her desk as she frowned at the camera. “You’ve built your entire career on becoming one of the best players in this league. The captaincy isn’t just a letter. It’s leverage. It affects your contract value and your negotiating position. Walking away from it now changes things—”
“I have enough money,” Shane cut in. “And I don’t want to lead a team that doesn’t even want me—”
“Who wouldn’t want—” Farah tried to interrupt, but Shane didn’t let her.
“I just want to play hockey,” he repeated, glancing at Ilya for a moment before looking away. “Let someone else worry about leading. They’re probably better at it than I am.” He smiled, small and self-deprecating. “I’ve never been great with people. Most of my pre-game speeches were just the same lines about how we’d put in the hours. Or that we’d as long as nobody fucked it up.”
“You deserve to be paid what you’re worth,” Farah said.
Shane’s mouth tightened.
“He deserves to be happy, too,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane sighed. “I just want to play hockey.” 
“Okay,” Farah said slowly. She nodded once. “Alright.” She leaned back slightly. “It’ll certainly make a trade easier to negotiate if a team doesn’t have to shift their entire roster around you,” she mused, fingers tapping lightly against the keyboard as she typed out something neither of them could see.
“I’m still negotiating your pay, though,” she said. “There’s no way you’re taking a pay cut after everything Montréal put you through. They’ll act like they’ve won if you take less just to get away from them.” She huffed softly. “And I’m getting you a better contract—your current one was under-negotiated anyway.”
But Ilya was watching Shane instead of the screen, where Farah kept outlining contingencies and timelines they were only half listening to. His thumb traced a slow, absent line along Shane’s arm as his gaze followed the freckles along his nose and cheek, down his jaw. There was another one just above the collar of the t-shirt he’d stolen, and Ilya had the sudden, ridiculous urge to lean over and kiss it. Or count them again like he had the night before, pressing his mouth to each one as their quiet moans faded into the dark.
“—you don’t need to make any final decisions today,” Farah said. “But maybe just keep doing what you’re doing. Take some time to recover. Enjoy the paid time off. I hear the cannolis in Boston are to die for.” Her gaze flicked between them. “You can respond to the rumours online or not. A little engagement with teams you’re interested in wouldn’t hurt. And we’ll deal with any backlash if it comes.”
Then she snorted softly. “Montréal’s PR team has been trying to get you to be more active online for years,” she said, grinning. “So they can’t even complain about it.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “I bet Gilbert Comeau doesn’t have to deal with this shit.”
Ilya snorted before he could help himself. “Gilbert Comeau also doesn’t have half the league wanting to sign him,” he muttered, sharp enough that the edge was unmistakable.
Shane shot him a warning look, but the corner of his mouth twitched anyway.
“Hm,” Farah said faintly. “Yuna’s already emailed me a five-step plan for dealing with Comeau now that the league has made their official ruling,” she added, as if the promise of Comeau facing his mother’s wrath could soften the sting of the league’s ruling. “Honestly, a four-game suspension for that hit is a joke,” she muttered. 
“Aren’t you supposed to be unbiased?” Shane asked. 
“I’m a hockey fan, and he hit my client,” she said. “Both of them, actually. I can separate bias from business, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have opinions.”
“I am also a hockey fan,” Ilya added helpfully. “That mudak deserves to face Yuna for what he did.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Alright,” he said. “It sounds like we have a plan, right?”
“Hm,” Farah agreed, letting him steer the conversation back on track. “Email me a list of teams you’re interested in and I’ll send out some feelers,” she said. “There’s always an appetite for stealing a star player. But we’ll need to nudge them into acting like aggressive buyers if we want a serious offer in time for the trade deadline. Especially if we want one that’s worth pissing off Montréal.” She shrugged. “It’s going to be a delicate balance, but I think we can make it work for us.”
Ilya blinked at her. “You can do that?”
“I’m Shane Hollander’s and Ilya Rozanov’s agent,” she said, a little smug. “I have general managers who answer my calls over their own spouses. Of course I can do that.”
Shane huffed under his breath, but there was something steadier in his posture now. “Okay,” he nodded slowly. “Yeah. Let’s do that.”
“Spasibo,” Ilya murmured. “Do svidaniya.” He paused, realising too late he’d been distracted enough that he’d forgotten to speak in English. He cleared his throat. “Thank you,” he repeated. “We’re done now, da?”
Farah’s smile lingered for another second, assessing, as if she could see the decision forming before Shane could feel it settle. “Text me if you spiral,” she added lightly. “Both of you. And Shane?”
Shane lifted his gaze.
“I know you love Montréal, but you deserve better than the Voyageurs,” she said. “I’m glad you’re finally seeing that.” 
Then the screen went dark, and their little pop-up window expanded to fill the display. 
Neither of them spoke for a long moment. 
Shane kept staring at himself through the camera. And Ilya could see himself there too—the glass walls of the kitchen a faint outline behind them. His hair was still mussed from sleep. His arm rested across the back of Shane’s chair. And his eyes looked bluer than he remembered. Or maybe they only did when he was looking at Shane.
“I didn’t mean to say it like that,” Shane murmured suddenly. 
Ilya didn’t move his hand. “Like what?”
“I—” Shane swallowed. “I don’t think I’ve ever admitted that I want to leave. Even to you. I know I’ve joked about it before, maybe said things were hard. But I’ve never—” He broke off, looking away again. 
Ilya hummed softly, because he knew that Shane had never allowed himself to admit that Montréal might not be forever. He wondered if the thought was only just landing now. Not as a fantasy. Not as a late-night ache. Not as something whispered into Ilya’s collarbone in the dark.
“I was drafted under those banners,” Shane continued softly. “I used to count them like they were constellations.” His mouth tightened faintly. “I thought I was going to die there.”
“You will not die anywhere,” Ilya said flatly. “You are very dramatic.”
A weak breath escaped Shane that might have been a laugh, but it faded before it fully formed. Silence settled between them again as Ilya studied their reflection in the dark laptop screen instead of Shane’s face. It was easier, sometimes, to speak to a ghosted version of someone than the real one.
“You’re still angry with me,” he murmured.
Shane’s shoulders shifted under Ilya’s hand as he closed the laptop. “You’ve been posting about me.”
“Da,” Ilya said, cautious now. “We have not hidden.”
“We?” Shane repeated softly.
Ilya’s jaw tightened.
Shane finally looked at him, and it would have been easier if he were still angry, Ilya thought. Anger he could meet. Anger he could push back against. But Shane wasn’t upset—just tired.
“You posted a picture of us from your team bus,” Shane said.
“Cliff posted it,” Ilya corrected automatically. “It was good picture. We do not have many of them,” he admitted, softer. “And none that are out there for the whole world to see.”
“I know,” Shane said quietly. “But I didn’t know anyone was going to post about me being here.” He frowned, and Ilya could almost feel him choosing his next words carefully. “I saw the breakfast one too. The one Victor posted with your team’s order—there was a ginger ale in one of the cup holders.” His mouth pressed thin. “He didn’t tag me, but everyone in the comments knew it was for me.”
“And the video your coach posted,” Shane added. “The one where he re-quoted the Voyageurs’ shitty PR post—” He cut himself off, biting his words back with a sigh. 
Ilya said nothing.
“Should I just start expecting your team to follow us around with their phones out now?” Shane asked, voice tight.
“They didn’t mean—” Ilya cut himself off, a frustrated growl slipping out before he could stop it. “They are not like us,” he said instead. “They have never had to think about hiding something that makes them happy. To them, this is fun. Teasing fans. Taunting Voyageurs. They did not mean to take the choice away from you.”
“Maybe,” Shane allowed. “But you know better.”
Ilya’s hand remained where it was on the back of Shane’s chair, but his fingers stopped moving. The slow, absent tracing along Shane’s arm halted mid-motion, like he’d forgotten what it was doing. Because the truth was—he did know better. He just hadn’t wanted to think about it once Shane was finally here. In Boston. In his kitchen. Wearing his clothes. Drinking his coffee. 
It had felt unreal. Like something fragile and miraculous that deserved to be seen instead of hidden. And suddenly his teammates had been so loud and affectionate and wildly, idiotically supportive. Posting pictures. Making jokes. Acting like there was nothing shameful about any of it. And—
“I forgot,” Ilya said finally, and the words scraped on the way out. “For a minute, I forgot what it feels like to be scared.” He exhaled through his nose, sharp and controlled. “I forgot what it meant to—blyat—I forgot how to pretend I don’t love you.”
Shane’s mouth curved faintly, but it wasn’t amusement. “I never asked you to pretend you didn’t,” he said finally. “But I didn’t even get to decide how I feel about people seeing us like that. I just opened my phone and suddenly there were people tagging me with your name attached like we haven’t been hiding this—us—for the past ten years.”
“They were already talking,” Ilya muttered. “After the game. After the way I looked at you.” His gaze sharpened as it fixed on Shane. “After I watched you not move on the ice,” he continued, voice lower now. “So yes. I made a plan. I made three plans. In case you said no to the first.”
Shane stared at him.
“That’s not—” He stopped. Recalibrated. “That’s not how this works.”
“For me it is,” Ilya said. “I could not wait for you to come back to me, solnyshko.” The word was softer this time, stripped of teasing. “They were already writing their own version of what happened. And you would have woken up to something far worse if I did not give them something else to focus on.” 
He shrugged once, small and contained. “So I told them we were friends,” he said with a faint, humourless snort. “I thought if I acted like it was normal, then it would be normal. I thought—if I did not hide you, then no one could make you feel small.”
“You don’t make me feel small,” Shane said. “You make me feel—” He broke off, shaking his head. “That’s not the problem.”
Ilya held his gaze. “Then what is?”
“Ilya,” Shane whispered, eyes closed as he drew in a slow breath. “You pass for a straight man better than I ever have. You’ve been photographed with a dozen women. You’ve been name-dropped in gossip columns next to actresses and influencers. Half the league still thinks you’re out fucking puck bunnies every weekend.”
Ilya’s mouth tightened.
“I’ve never had that,” Shane continued. “I’ve always been ambiguous about my private life—”
Ilya snorted. “You dated Rose Landry.”
Shane shot him a sharp look. “Shut up. You promised to stop bringing that up,” he muttered, looking away to hide the blush creeping up his neck. “People had been speculating about me since I was sixteen. Of course they got fucking excited when they thought I had a girlfriend.”
The memory settled between them, heavier than the joke it had grown out of.
Shane, panicking when things between them stopped feeling like rivalry and started feeling inevitable. Pulling back first. Falling headfirst into a relationship with the most beautiful woman he could find. Trying so hard to want it the way he was supposed to. And the quiet, awful clarity of realising that he didn’t.
And Ilya—hurt and furious in a way he’d never quite admitted—had waited. Impatiently. Stubbornly. Refusing to chase him, but refusing to disappear either. Right up until they’d found each other again with a knock on that hotel room door in Tampa Bay. Where Shane had been standing on the other side with red eyes and no more lies left in him. Where Ilya had answered with his heart lodged somewhere in his throat, stepping aside without a word.
“You think I’m not careful?” Ilya asked quietly.
Shane’s brows drew together. “That’s not what I—”
“I know,” Ilya said. “But I learned that if I looked uncomplicated, people stopped asking complicated questions. You think I did not absorb hits?” He snorted. “I just absorbed different ones. I learned to give them half of me so they’d stop looking for the rest.”
The room felt smaller again.
Shane’s expression shifted. Surprise first, then something like understanding. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” Ilya repeated. He reached for Shane’s hand, threading their fingers together. “And you are right. I should have told the team to stop posting about us. Or at least asked you first. But I did not want to hide that you are here.” He shrugged. “That you chose me over Montréal. Even if you were concussed when you did it.”
He smiled when Shane’s gaze flicked to him.
“I was excited,” Ilya admitted. “Maybe too excited.” He gave a careless shrug, just to hear Shane’s laugh again. A faint, crooked smile tugged at his mouth. “But maybe it’s not so bad. To let people see us. And Boston—it is not like Montréal,” he said. “It’s safer here. For men like us.”
Shane snorted softly, smiling despite himself. “Ilya,” he breathed, shaking his head. “Montréal is, like, fifty times gayer than Boston could ever hope to be. We literally have the Village. I pass two male strip clubs and a sex shop every day when I go on my morning run.” He huffed out a breathless laugh. “Fucking hell, Ilya. There are rainbow crosswalks older than some of our rookies.”
But Ilya didn’t smile. 
“That is the city,” he said. “I am talking about locker room.”
Shane’s smile faded.
Ilya leaned forward, forearms resting on the table now. “Montréal is beautiful,” he said. “It has history. It has parades. It has flags in windows and politicians who show up for photographs.” He held Shane’s gaze. “But your locker room?” He asked quietly. “Is that safe?”
Shane looked down at the table, his thumb dragging absently over the tape wrapped around Ilya’s finger. “Montréal isn’t the problem,” he said carefully. “It’s—it’s fucking hockey. It’s all the unspoken stuff when someone says something that nobody calls it out.” He swallowed. “You say one honest thing and suddenly you’re not their captain anymore.”
“Hm,” Ilya agreed, deciding in the same moment not to mention the slip. 
“Boston might not have the history Montréal does,” he said slowly, choosing his words more carefully than usual. “But they’re not obsessed with hockey the same way. They do not build religion around us. We could walk down the street here holding hands and no one would care.” He paused, hesitating, because the truth was—
“It’s not perfect,” he admitted. “There are idiots everywhere. The world’s still full of assholes like Comeau. But it’s safer than before. I think. And in my locker room? Different type of assholes. They chirp. They swear. All of them are, ugh—pridúrki.” His lips twitched. “But they wouldn’t let someone take a run at you without answering.”
“And none of them flinched when you leaned into me at the rink yesterday,” Ilya added. “They haven’t been angry once since I told them.” He leaned forward, voice lowering. “They care about what you do on the ice. Less about who you go home to.” He met Shane’s gaze again, smiling softly. “We have tried to be quiet, solnyshko. It did not stop the world from seeing us anyway.”
Shane let out a slow breath. “It didn’t stop my own team from looking at me differently,” he admitted.
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “It did not protect you from being hit by your own team,” he corrected, shaking his head. “Hiding didn’t make them kinder. Or less cruel. But maybe they would have been if they knew to expect my, ah—reaction.”
“Is that a nice way of saying you’d punch Comeau again?” Shane asked, trying to bite back a smile.
Ilya blinked at him, surprised.
“I saw the footage from the game,” Shane admitted. “Someone posted it with Rasputin playing in the background.” He huffed softly. “It had a lot of likes.”
“Ah,” Ilya murmured, then snorted. “Hockey fans are strange.” He tilted his head slightly, smiling wider now. “I would punch all the assholes for you.”
“Please don’t punch any assholes for me,” Shane said, wincing. “And don’t say it like that again. It sounds like you’re talking about fisting.” He narrowed his eyes at him. “Don’t you dare try to turn this into a sex thing again,” he said, watching as Ilya tried and failed not to smile. 
“I would not,” Ilya lied.
“You absolutely would.” 
“Hm.” Ilya shrugged. “Maybe little.”
Shane exhaled through his nose, but his irritation was mostly performative now. It was easier to lean into their usual banter than to sit in what had just been said, or admit he was rattled. But then he let the humour fade. “I don’t want to lose Montréal,” he admitted, almost to himself, absently playing with the tape wrapped around Ilya’s finger again. 
The cut beneath it had healed enough that the skin wasn’t splitting open anymore, but Ilya still insisted on taping it every morning with a small smile he never explained.
“You might not,” Ilya replied, watching him with that same smile. “And if you do, you will not lose hockey.”
Shane’s mouth curved faintly. “I don’t think I get to keep you both.”
Ilya paused before closing his eyes. “I can take the pictures down,” he offered softly, trying to keep his voice steady. “It would make things easier, da? I’ll call LeClaire. Cliff and Victor will delete their posts. I’ll make Luke take down his livestream about your edges—” 
“Luke did what?” Shane interrupted him. 
“It was educational,” Ilya said, before sighing. “He is very excited you’re here.”
Shane huffed out a breath that might almost have been a laugh. “God,” he muttered, licking his lips as the sound thinned into something quieter. But Ilya could see it—the shift behind his eyes as Shane imagined the posts vanishing. The Boston hoodie erased from timelines. The bear emoji beside #24 replaced with a blank square.
“No,” Shane said, and the word wasn’t loud, but it landed hard. His jaw tightened, just slightly. “I don’t want to erase what we’ve had here.” 
Ilya’s eyes flashed. “I would not erase—”
“I know. That’s not what I mean,” Shane cut him off. “When I saw the pictures,” he said slowly. “I didn’t feel ashamed. I felt exposed, maybe, but not—not ashamed,” he said slowly, because that distinction mattered. “I just—I don’t want to feel like I’m catching up to my own life.” He shrugged helplessly. “I wanted it to be my choice too.”
“It is,” Ilya said, his voice thick. “There will be no more posts without asking. No more surprises. I will speak to the team about asking before they post anything. If they post anything.”
“Okay.” Shane nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” He exhaled, shoulders dropping as some of the tension drained out of him. “I’m sorry. The pictures are—they’re nice.” His mouth twitched faintly. “And you’re right. We don’t really have any. Apart from that god-awful one you took onstage in Las Vegas.”
He shook his head, fond and exasperated all at once. “They just surprised me, I guess.”
“You’re apologising for liking them?” Ilya asked, faintly incredulous.
“No,” Shane huffed. “I’m apologising for reacting like you did something wrong when you were just—” He gestured vaguely between them. “Being you.”
“I should have maybe asked first,” Ilya admitted, and the words sat heavier than he expected. Waiting had always felt like a vulnerability he couldn’t afford. And he’d never been good at standing still long enough to see if he would be chosen back.
“Maybe,” Shane conceded, staring out at the wall of windows toward a city that was not his. Not yet. “I love you,” he said instead, because that was the one thing he was sure of. “I’m sorry I shouted at you earlier. That wasn’t fair.”
“Hm,” Ilya replied. “I was a little bit of a dick too, da?”
They smiled at each other—small at first, tentative. Then helpless. The space between them shifted, something brittle easing at the edges until the air no longer felt like it might shatter if they spoke too loudly. Shane leaned closer, resting his forehead against Ilya’s shoulder. And Ilya let his hand slide up to the back of his neck, fingers warm and steady as they threaded through the hair at his nape.
It wasn’t a grand reconciliation. Just the quiet relief of being understood.
Then Shane’s phone vibrated against the table, the sound cutting straight through the moment. Both of them looked down to see the screen lit up with a name neither of them had expected to see this early in the day. Ilya’s spine straightened instinctively. Shane’s jaw clenched.
The phone kept ringing.
“Don’t,” Shane muttered as he sat upright, like Ilya might lunge for it.
“I’m not touching it,” Ilya said.
The knock at the door came a second later. They both froze as the fragile calm they’d just rebuilt shattered under the twin sounds—one insistent, one impatient. Ilya’s gaze flicked toward the hallway, then back again as Shane reached for the phone. He didn’t answer it yet, but his thumb hovered over the screen. 
When Shane looked back at Ilya, something wary had already settled into his eyes. “I should get this,” he murmured, nodding at the name of Montréal PR glowing on the screen.
Ilya nodded as the knock came again, louder this time—and growing more impatient with every second it went unanswered. 
“Da. I will get the door,” he said, already standing. He leaned down to kiss the crown of Shane’s head out of habit, but Shane caught him by the collar instead. The kiss shifted, landing properly against Shane’s parted lips. And Ilya’s hand cupped the side of his face without thinking, thumb brushing over the faint bruise along his jaw as the phone kept vibrating against Shane’s palm.
For a second, the world narrowed to warmth and breath and the quiet press of mouths that had learned each other by heart. Then Ilya pulled back, but only barely. His forehead rested against Shane’s for half a second.
“Whatever they say,” he murmured, voice low and steady, “you are not alone, solnyshko.”
Shane exhaled against his mouth. “I know.”
The knock came again.
Ilya straightened, smoothing his expression into something less openly lovesick. His hand lingered at Shane’s shoulder for a moment before he forced himself to step away. 
Behind him, Shane answered the call just as he reached the hallway. 
“Hello,” he said, voice already shifting into something measured and composed, pitched deeper than usual. It was the version of his voice he used for sponsors and reporters. The one that hid the softness Ilya knew by heart. That flattened the quick, wicked humour people assumed he was incapable of. Or the quiet lilt that crept in when he was tired or unguarded. 
He almost snorted at the thought of Shane believing Ilya was the only one who passed for straight, when he was the one who weaponised that voice whenever he wanted to sound professional. Which was—most of the time, actually. 
The smile tugging at Ilya’s mouth faded as he caught the shifting shadows through the frosted glass panel of the door. And for a brief, dangerously tempting second, he considered pretending they weren’t home.
“I don’t want to know why it took you so long to answer,” Ryan said, grinning when Ilya finally opened the door. He held up a tray of coffee and a single ginger ale like an offering. “We were in the neighbourhood.”
“You live forty minutes away,” Ilya said flatly.
“Details.”
“Is bad time,” Ilya added, frowning, already angling his body like he might physically block the doorway.
Cassie Marlow snorted and shoved a carrier bag straight into his chest. He was forced to grab it or risk whatever glass was clinking inside crashing onto his hardwood floor. “Nice try, Rozanov,” she said, brushing past him to kick off her Crocs by the door. “I’ve given you assholes four whole days. Like fuck am I letting you keep your secret boyfriend hidden from me any longer.” 
Behind her, Cliff shrugged helplessly. “We brought caffeine,” he offered, as if that excused the ambush.
“Emergency caffeine,” Ryan corrected as he followed them in. “And a ginger ale for the concussed hostage.”
“He is not concussed anymore,” Ilya muttered, shutting the door behind Victor with more force than necessary.
“The rookies wanted to come,” Victor said. “But Ryan sent them the wrong address.”
“It was totally an accident,” Ryan grinned. “Artos really needs to stop being so gullible,” he added as he kicked off his own shoes. “Besides,” he continued, a little more sincere, “I figured you could do without Luke being all earnest and hero-worshipping in your own home.”
“We’re gonna lose our rookies to Shane Hollander at this rate,” Cliff muttered, fingers tangling in the laces of his suede boots as he crouched by the door to pull them off. He grumbled under his breath before finally yanking them free with both hands.
Ilya groaned as he stared up at the ceiling, briefly considering whether he could move and simply never give out his address again. At least then his overly invested team wouldn’t keep showing up uninvited. “Blyat,” he muttered when he looked back at them. 
It was almost too late to intercept Cassie, who was already halfway down the hallway.
“Is he in the kitchen?” She asked when Ilya stepped in front of her.
“Da,” he said tightly. “He is on the phone.”
Cassie paused just long enough to glance back at him. “So?” She asked, brow raised. But then her expression shifted from gleeful into something sharp. “Wait. Is he on the phone with Montréal?”
Ilya hesitated before sighing. “Da,” he admitted. “Is private call. Do not interrupt.” He narrowed his eyes at them. “And you will keep your voices down, da?”
“Right,” Cassie breathed out. “Okay.” Her eyes narrowed. “I swear to God, if they try to spin this as a discipline issue instead of a safety one—”
“They will,” Cliff said flatly.
From the kitchen, Shane’s voice carried faintly down the hallway. “I understand,” he said slowly. “But no, I’m not making a public statement today.” 
Cassie muttered, “Fucking vultures,” under her breath and spun back toward the kitchen, her messy bun slipping from its clip. Ilya was so distracted by the sound of Shane’s voice that he realised too late that she’d already slipped past him. He followed, catching her elbow. 
“Cassie—”
“Oh, relax,” Cassie shot back quietly, taking the bag back from his hands. “I’m just putting the bag down.” She smiled innocently and shook it at him, the glass inside clinking beneath the rustle of plastic.
Ilya swore as he followed behind her, stepping into the doorway just in time to see Shane lift one eyebrow, like the interruption was mildly inconvenient rather than catastrophic. “Give me a moment,” he said into the phone, then lowered it to his chest and muted the call.
“Why,” Shane asked evenly, “is there an audience?”
Ilya stepped closer, lowering his voice as Cassie set the bag on the counter. “It is an invasion,” he said.
Shane’s mouth twitched as Ryan set the tray of coffee down and plucked the can of ginger ale from it. He placed it on the island in front of Shane before leaning back against the counter, arms crossed. “Okay, hear me out,” he said, jerking his chin toward the phone against Shane’s chest. “What if you just tell them you’ve been kidnapped and you’re under duress?”
“That is not helpful,” Ilya said.
“I’m pretty sure there’s some sort of legal language that means they can’t hold anything you say or do against you if you’re under duress,” Ryan replied.
Cassie snorted as she grabbed one of the coffee cups, tipping it straight into the sink. “He’s actually not wrong,” she said, reaching into the carrier bag and pulling out a bottle of wine with a grin. Ilya watched her open his drawers with the confidence of someone who had absolutely done it before.
“It’s eleven in the morning,” he said, one eyebrow lifting as she poured half the bottle into the empty cup.
“I just finished a night shift,” she replied. “It’s eleven at night for me.”
“Then you should be at home,” Ilya said. “Sleeping.”
Cassie shrugged. “I need to flip my sleep schedule before Wednesday,” she said, as if that explained why she was standing in his kitchen in blue scrubs and mismatched socks. “Also, I’ve been awake for twenty-six hours and watched a woman give birth on the ambulance ramp and a patient punch through a glass door trying to escape police custody.” She took a loud sip and sighed. “I deserve this.”
Victor made a soft, impressed noise. “Your wife is terrifying when she hasn’t slept.”
Cliff snorted, then wisely shut up when Cassie shot him a glare. She pointed her cup vaguely at them. “Come on. Leave Shane to his call,” she said, grabbing Ryan by the collar of his jumper and dragging him toward the living room. “Join us when you’re done,” she called over her shoulder. “And don’t you dare try to sneak off, Shane Hollander!”
Ilya hesitated as Shane looked up at him.
“Go,” Shane said with a soft, reluctant smile, tilting his head toward the living room. “I’ll be done soon.”
Ilya didn’t like the thought of leaving him again, but he nodded and retreated to the living room, where Ryan was already watching him.
“So,” Ryan said, dragging the word out, “is he actually arguing with Montréal? Can we eavesdrop?”
“No,” Cassie said, curling into one of Ilya’s oversized couches beside Cliff, tucking her toes under his thigh as she took another sip from her cup. “Stop being weird. You lot have caused enough chaos recently. I swear, I’ve never met a bunch of assholes with more money and less sense than when I met your lot in that bar.”
“You married one of those assholes,” Victor said.
“I married the least stupid one,” Cassie corrected, patting Cliff’s thigh without looking at him. “No offence, honey.”
“Some taken,” Cliff muttered dryly, though his hand slid automatically over hers, thumb brushing once over her wedding ring in quiet reassurance.
But Ilya was only half-listening to them. His attention was fixed on the cadence of Shane’s voice in the kitchen. He could feel the way the room kept tilting toward the hallway, the way all of them were pretending not to listen to the faint sound of Shane speaking beyond it. He had no idea the acoustics in this house were so good, but he was grateful for it when he caught a fragment of the call.
“Yes, I understand the league’s position.” There was a long pause. “I can’t control what any of the Boston Bears do,” Shane continued faintly, and Ilya wondered if his jaw had set in that stubborn way of his when he decided he wouldn’t yield to their demands. “I’m aware of the posts, yes.”
Ryan stopped grinning.
Victor’s posture shifted, more upright now, hands folded loosely but no longer relaxed. Cliff’s jaw tightened each time Shane paused longer than a breath. Cassie was frowning.
“No,” Shane said. “That’s not up for discussion.”
“I know I said we shouldn’t be listening,” Cassie said suddenly. “But damn.” She let out a low whistle. “That man just said ‘that’s not up for discussion’ to his own organisation. That is big dick energy.”
Ilya snorted before he could stop himself. “Please do not repeat that to him,” he said. “Shane is very shy.”
Ryan choked. “Shane Hollander is not shy.”
“He is,” Ilya insisted calmly. “He just hides it under his captain’s voice.”
“Huh.” Cassie tapped a finger against her cup as she studied him. Then she snorted. “Sit down,” she said. “I’m going to interrogate you, and I’ll behave.”
“I do not believe you,” Ilya replied, even as he sat on the empty couch by the window.
“Hm.” Cassie tilted her head. “Y’know, I totally get it. Shane Hollander was always hot.” She snorted when Cliff made a scandalised noise beside her. “But he’s so much hotter when he’s being assertive.”
“Cass.” Cliff scrubbed a hand down his face. “You can’t just say that to his insanely possessive boyfriend.”
“Oh, I absolutely can,” Cassie replied, unfazed. She took another sip of her wine, eyeing Ilya over the rim. “I’m well aware it’s rude to ask about sexual preferences, but I am deeply interested in who tops your relationship.”
Ryan made a noise that was equal parts delight and horror. “Oh my god.”
Ilya blinked at her. “That is—a very personal question,” he said carefully, choosing the least incriminating answer available. Mostly because it was the least likely to earn him a reproachful look from Shane later.
“Oh, I know,” she agreed easily. “That’s why I’m not expecting an answer.” She held out her coffee cup to him, shaking it slightly in offering. Ilya sighed, but took it. He had done worse things than drink caffeinated alcohol at eleven in the morning.
“You good?” Cassie asked eventually.
“Da,” Ilya murmured, though his attention was still tilted toward the kitchen.
She nodded, then leaned her head back against the cushions. “I can’t believe you kept a secret boyfriend from us for all these years,” she said. “Do you have any idea how robbed I feel? I could’ve been leaving devastatingly subtle hints for a decade, but you decided to hide the most interesting thing about you.”
Ryan pointed at her. “You absolutely would’ve made it worse.”
“Oh, absolutely,” she agreed. “But I’ve been denied the slow-burn reveal. I’m devastated.” But then her tone shifted. “I get why you idiots have been so loud about him being in Boston now,” she said, glancing around the room before settling on Ilya. “But why the hell did you let them frame it as a prank?”
“Have you ever tried to talk Cliff out of one of his ideas?” Ilya asked.
Cassie snorted.
Cliff leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Oi,” he murmured, lips twitching. “It was a good plan. And it let everyone know he’s in Boston without asking too many questions.”
“You’ve clearly not been lurking in the comments online if you think no one has questions,” Cassie said. “It was all anyone could talk about at the nurses’ desk last night.” 
She lowered her voice, mimicking an overly-conspiratorial tone of gossip. “Did you see the hoodie? Tell me our captain did not just soft-launch a trade for his rival. Oh my god, did we actually kidnapped the captain of the Montréal Voyageurs.” She snorted. “One of our student nurses genuinely said, ‘What if we just keep him?’ like he’s some sort of stray.”
Ilya closed his eyes and let their laughter roll over him, listening to the way they said Shane’s name like he already belonged to Boston. The way they talked about him and Shane like it was the most ordinary thing in the world—no discomfort, no edge of cruelty. It was nice, Ilya thought. He hadn’t realised how much he’d needed to hear that.
But then Cassie’s expression shifted again, humour draining away. “Look,” she said as she turned to him. “I get it. To everyone else, this is a rivalry-turned-kidnapping arc. But you’ve been hiding this for ten years, Ilya.” She frowned faintly. “I can’t imagine either of you enjoyed that.”
“Hm,” Ilya agreed. “It was not fun,” he said at last.
His voice was even, but his grip tightened slightly on the paper cup. “I don’t regret it,” he added quickly, lifting his eyes to meet hers. There was something almost defensive there. “At the time, it was necessary. But hiding him has been—” He paused, jaw flexing as he searched for something that wouldn’t cheapen it. “Hard,” he finished, though the word still felt insufficient.
“It is a strange thing,” he continued more slowly, his accent thickening at the edges the way it did when he was thinking too carefully. “When you hide something that long, you learn to separate it. Hockey here. Him there. Never allowing any overlap.” 
“Yeah, I see why that would’a been hard when him and hockey were synonymous,” Cassie murmured. “What about now?”
“And now my teammates post pictures of him and do not look at me like I have done something shameful,” Ilya said, shrugging as he looked at the cup in his hands. The paper had softened where his fingers kept rolling it back and forth. “Is, ah—nice,” he added. “To not have to hide all the time.”
Cliff leaned back slowly, exhaling through his nose. Victor’s hands were still folded neatly in his lap, but his thumb had started rubbing lightly over his bruised knuckles. Ryan had stopped slouching entirely.
Cassie nodded once. “That’s not a small thing.”
“No,” Ilya agreed. “But I have been careless. Maybe.”
“Hm?” She prompted, softer now.
“Shane values control,” Ilya said quietly, staring into the cup as if the answer might surface there. His thumb traced the rim in slow, absent circles. “He survives by staying one step ahead of everyone else, anticipating the hit before it comes.” He exhaled softly. “But I got too excited. Stopped thinking. Moved too fast, maybe.”
The admission sounded younger than he meant it to—too reckless and too honest all at once.
Ryan shifted, the teasing gone from his voice now. “But you didn’t mean to?”
“Doesn’t matter if I meant it,” Ilya said, trying to keep the bite out of his voice.
Cassie nudged his knee lightly with her foot. “Look at you,” she murmured. “Being emotionally literate at eleven in the morning.” Her smile softened, losing its usual bite. “Look. You two are allowed to take different approaches,” she continued gently. “You go loud. He goes measured. That doesn’t mean you’re not moving toward the same thing.”
“And it’s normal to fight about this kind of stuff,” she added. “Honestly? I think this might be the healthiest relationship conversation I’ve ever heard you participate in. I’m proud of you.”
The words sat uncomfortably in his chest, so Ilya huffed and handed her the cup back. “I just do not want him to feel pushed,” he said.
Cliff’s answer was simple. “Then don’t push him.”
Victor nodded. “From what I’ve seen, you’re both very good at meeting each other where you are,” he said. “You adjust. You listen. He lets you see the parts he hides from everyone else,” Victor said quietly. “That’s not nothing, Ilya.”
Ilya didn’t answer immediately. His jaw flexed once, like he was about to brush it off with something dry and deflecting. But he didn’t. His gaze drifted toward the hallway instead, to where Shane’s voice still carried in from the kitchen.
He huffed under his breath. “He does let me see him,” he said quietly. “I do not always know what to do with that.”
“Don’t look at me,” Ryan said, glancing between them with wide eyes. “Chronically single, remember? What the fuck do I know about relationships?”
Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly.
From the kitchen, there was the scrape of a chair, the sharp hiss of a can opening. Shane’s voice lowered, firmer now. “With respect, that’s not an accurate characterisation.”
Cassie followed Ilya’s gaze toward the hallway. “He’s good at that,” she said. “Definitely more polite that I would’a been.”
“Da,” Ilya said softly. “He’s always been good at that.”
“No. I’m not issuing a clarification today,” Shane said. “If that’s a problem, you can speak to my agent.”
Cliff let out a low whistle.
“It, ah—it sounds like he’s winning,” Victor murmured. 
“Shane Hollander always wins,” Ilya said under his breath. He still hadn’t looked away from the hallway. “And I am—I’m tired of pretending he isn’t mine,” he added. It wasn’t possessive, not in the way Cliff had implied earlier. But it was honest.
Cassie’s mouth curved faintly. “You know, I always thought he was such a sweetheart,” she admitted. “He’s always been so polite whenever I’ve met him. Takes things a little too literally sometimes, but he listens when I talk—and doesn’t stare at my breasts—so I can forgive that.”
She took a sip from the cup, looking at him from over the rim. “Sometimes I’d catch him with this look at events,” she continued. “Like he was somewhere else. And I used to think maybe he was lonely.” She shrugged lightly. “But then he’d drop these dry one-liners and I’d be so shocked he could be that funny I’d forget about it.”
Ilya did know. He had seen that look more times than he could count. The careful watchfulness. The way Shane catalogued rooms before settling into them. The way loneliness could sit in him without ever becoming visible.
Cassie tilted her head. “Being in love looks good on you.”
He blinked, caught off guard.
“It’s a much better look than your manwhore era,” she said dryly. “And I think maybe he needed someone who looks at him the way you do,” she added more quietly. “He probably needed someone to be proud of him out loud, even if he won’t admit it.”
“Maybe,” Ilya murmured, distracted as Shane appeared in the doorway a second later.
His phone was still in his hand, but the screen was dark now. The opened can of ginger ale rested in the other. His expression was composed—carefully so—but the tightness from the phone call had eased from his shoulders. Ilya watched as his eyes moved over the room, taking in the wine, the half-forgotten coffee, and the very obvious stillness of people who’d absolutely been discussing him.
“What did I miss?” Shane asked.
Ryan beamed. “Nothing.”
Cassie lifted her cup. “We were just complimenting your leadership skills.”
Shane narrowed his eyes faintly.
“Hi, Shane,” she added brightly.
“Oh—hi, Cassie,” Shane replied, blinking at her. “Did you just finish work? You’re still in scrubs.”
“Yep,” she said, toasting him with her cup. “But now I’m off until Wednesday, so I plan to sleep like the dead and drink irresponsibly in between.”
Shane nodded faintly, still processing the unexpected audience. His gaze drifted back to Ilya—hesitating when he met something soft and private flickering in his eyes. Ilya extended his hand toward him without hesitation, palm open and steady.
Shane wasn’t strong enough to deny himself that comfort after twenty minutes of being spoken about like a liability instead of a captain. So he crossed the room and sank onto the couch beside him, close enough that their knees knocked. Ilya’s hand settled at his waist like it had always belonged there, and Shane went still for half a breath, hyperaware of every pair of eyes in the room politely pretending not to watch them. 
That old instinct whispered at him to straighten up—to shift just far enough away to create the illusion of space. But he ignored it. He placed the can on the coffee table in front of them, and he let himself lean into Ilya instead.
“Was the call okay?” Ilya asked quietly.
“It was fine,” Shane said, his nose scrunching in the way it did when he lied.
Ilya tilted his head.
Shane sighed through his nose. “Lots of concern about optics,” he admitted. “Lots of very calm suggestions that deleting those posts would ‘de-escalate the current narrative.’” He snorted softly. “I think they were privately appreciative of the prank angle, though they’d never admit it. It gives them an easy excuse to explain why I’m in Boston.”
He hesitated. “The league released my fine,” he added. “That’s why they actually called.”
“Hm?” Ilya prompted, thumb brushing absently at his side.
“They categorised it as unnecessary force,” Shane muttered, turning his phone over in his hand.
Cliff swore under his breath before asking, “How much is it?”
“Five grand.”
Victor blinked. “That’s it?”
“It’s not about the money,” Ilya said flatly.
Shane’s hand tightened briefly around his phone. “Comeau’s four-game suspension was issued this morning—”
“Yeah, that’s why we came over,” Cassie cut in. “The press release dropped when I was leaving work. We figured you could do with some backup.”
“Oh.” Shane blinked, visibly thrown by that. “That’s, uh—thanks?” 
Ilya saw Cliff’s jaw tighten as he stared at them. “Your team must be full of assholes,” he said, mostly under his breath. But Ilya could tell Shane had caught it by the way his shoulders stiffened, like the insult had landed somewhere he didn’t want it to.
“Not all of them,” Shane said, frowning. “Some of them are like Comeau, sure. But Hayden’s still my best friend. And JJ—” He hesitated. “JJ’s getting better, I guess. But it’s just—” He scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “It’s different now. I don’t know if they’re looking at me because I fought or because I got hurt. Or because of this.” He gestured vaguely between himself and Ilya. “And I hate not knowing which one it is.”
“If they’re looking at you differently, that’s their issue,” Cassie said. 
Shane shook his head. “It’s more complicated than that.”
“No,” Victor said. “It is not.”
Cliff leaned forward slightly. “You think they’re confusing resentment with, uh—”
“Being a dick?” Ilya offered.
Cliff snorted.
“I think,” Shane said carefully, “if someone already resents you, they’ll use whatever’s easiest to justify it. I mean, I can deal someone having a problem with me,” he added quickly. “That’s not new. People tend to think I’m being difficult or arrogant when I don’t talk.” His mouth twisted faintly. “I just—I hate not knowing what the hell I’m being judged for. That kind of ambiguity—” He broke off, scrubbing at his neck again. “I’d rather they just say it to my face instead of leaving me guessing.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Ambiguity?” 
Shane glanced at him, some of the tightness in his shoulders easing at the question. “Oh, um—” He paused, searching for the right words. “It’s like uncertainty. When something can mean more than one thing.” He gestured faintly with his hand. “Neyasnost,” he tried in Russian. “Or is it dvusmyslennost.”
A faint, reluctant smile tugged at Ilya’s mouth. “Neyasnost,” he corrected gently. “Dvusmyslennost is more double meaning. Like when you say I am ‘rarely soft.’”
Ryan choked across the room.
Shane shot Ilya a look that would have melted weaker men. “That was an accident.”
“It was not,” Ilya said, thumb pressing into the bruises he’d left along Shane’s hip to give him something else to focus on besides the room. He smiled when their eyes met again. “I does not matter why they resent you, solnyshko. They will find reason to justify it. Whether it is the fight, the injury, or me. They’ll pick whatever hurts most.”
He shrugged lightly, his smile pulling into a grin. “But golden boy Shane Hollander got fined.” He hummed, low and appreciative. “That is much more interesting, da? And he earned double what ours was. Ah—I am very proud.”
“Fuck off,” Shane muttered, unlocking his phone and clenching his jaw like that might hide the heat creeping up his ears. But he didn’t pull away from the hand at his hip, so Ilya counted it as a win.
“Hm.” Ilya’s smile deepened. “Was that all they did?”
The shift in Shane’s posture was small, but he felt it immediately—the tension in his shoulders, the way his spine had gone a fraction straighter, like he was bracing for another hit.
“Huh?” Shane said, too casual as he glanced up from his phone. “Oh. No.”
He looked back down at the screen, flicking through his Twitter mentions before stopping at the post Farah had shown them earlier from the Boston Bears. He hesitated before clicking into it, thumb dragging slowly through the comments like he was delaying something inevitable.
“They gave me four-game suspension too,” Shane admitted, wincing.
The room stilled, and the words seemed to linger—long enough for Ilya to feel them land, twisting tight in his chest. But Shane was already scrolling again, like if he just kept moving, the room wouldn’t have time to react.
“They said something about achieving balance,” Shane added. “I, uh—I think they actually tried to call it proportional at one point.”
Across the room, Ryan’s grin vanished. “Wait. What?”
Cliff straightened. “Why the hell did they suspend you? Our team didn’t get anything more than a fine for the fight—and, no offence—but what we did was way worse than you hitting that fuckin’ asshole.”
“Hm.” Shane kept scrolling, jaw set. “Pretty sure they’d have to suspend half the league if they wanted to be fair about it,” he said. “They’re not going to gut two rosters and tank their ratings over one game.”
“So instead they gut your chances,” Ryan muttered. “How is that fair?” 
He froze mid-thought. 
“Wait,” he said slowly. “Did they give you and Comeau the same suspension?”
Shane didn’t answer, but Ilya went very still beside him. The slow movement of his thumb against Shane’s hip stopped mid-press, and it dug just enough into the bruise to make Shane hiss softly. Ilya didn’t apologise, and his touch didn’t soften. His jaw tightened instead, something cold settling behind his eyes as Ryan let out a sharp, incredulous laugh. 
“You’ve gotta be fuckin’ kidding me,” Ryan said.
Beside him, Victor pushed off the couch, pacing like he needed somewhere to put the heat building under his skin. “Comeau hit you from behind,” Victor said. “At least you had the decency to look him in the eye before you hit him.” He dragged a hand through his short hair, muttering in French. “Comment ça peut valoir la même sanction?”
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly despite everything. “Parce que l’image est plus importante que la justice,” he replied quietly. “Ils voulaient un équilibre, pas la vérité.”
Victor stilled at that, jaw tightening.
“The league is good at avoiding accountability,” Ilya said, and his voice was calm, which somehow only made it worse. He shook his head, forcing himself to exhale slowly. “They’ll run whatever, ah—” He looked away, glancing at Shane as he searched for the right word. But Shane wasn’t looking at him. 
He was staring down at his phone, thumb moving one-handed across the screen as he typed out something Ilya couldn’t make out. Distracting himself from the room and the anger crackling through it. His other hand reached out blindly and settled on Ilya’s thigh, and Ilya felt that silent I’m fine that Shane wouldn’t say. Not here. Not now. 
“They’ll run whatever headline makes the situation go away,” Ilya finished.  
Cliff shook his head. “That doesn’t make it right.”
“Da,” Ilya agreed. 
“It makes it predictable,” Shane said softly, biting his lip like he thought he was interrupting a conversation he hadn’t been invited to. Like he still wasn’t sure how much space he was allowed to take here. “Being angry won’t change anything.”
Cliff dragged a hand through his hair. “So what—they’ll just distract everyone with fines and suspensions until nobody remembers who was actually at fault?”
“Yes,” Shane said, voice steadier now. “That way no one has to admit there’s anything systemically wrong.”
Cassie huffed a quiet, bitter laugh. “God, you really are a captain.”
Shane’s mouth twitched as the room settled into a quieter kind of anger. 
Ilya found himself looking at Shane again, drawn there without meaning to. He frowned slightly. He could feel the tension still coiled beneath Shane’s skin. The careful way he was already filing this away to deal with later or not at all. Fine, he thought. If the league wanted to make this procedural, then he could be procedural too. 
“Montréal has four games in the next two weeks, da?” Ilya asked, even though he’d already memorised the gaps between their schedules for every possible moment they might be able to steal for themselves. “Guardians. Centaurs. Buffalo. Detroit,” he listed quietly, adjusting his grip as he turned toward Shane. 
His eyes were darker now. Focused. Protective in a way that had nothing to do with the league or their stupid fines. “Voyageurs need to win at least two to qualify for playoffs.”
Shane huffed softly beside him.
“They won’t,” Ilya said bluntly. “Because their best player is currently sitting on my couch.”
Cliff made a strangled noise that might have been a laugh.
“The Voyageurs have won more Stanley Cups than the Bears have in the last ten years,” Shane said, rolling his eyes. But he couldn’t quite hide the faint flush creeping up his neck. “You can’t just say that’s because of one player.”
“It is a statistical fact,” Ilya replied. “And if their season ends in the next two weeks,” he added, lowering his voice slightly, “then your contract is up, da?”
Shane tilted his head, studying him. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “It is.”
Cassie leaned back. “Jesus.” She blinked between them, then leaned toward Cliff and whispered, not nearly quietly enough, “You were right. They’re absolutely besotted with each other.”
Ilya narrowed his eyes at her. “No more wine for you.”
Shane let out a quiet laugh at that, but there was something sharper beneath it. “If the Voyageurs lose the next two,” he said, almost to himself, “my season ends early.”
He scrubbed a hand over his mouth like he could wipe the thought away. Like he hadn’t just said something that made the thought feel real. But then his eyes narrowed slightly as he turned toward Ilya. “I’d rather not get kicked out of the playoffs just so you can improve your odds,” he added dryly. “I know you’d love the Voyageurs out of the way, but try not to look quite so pleased about it, yeah?”
“Solnyshko—”
“No,” Shane cut in, sitting up straighter. “I’m not tanking my season just so you can have an easier final, Rozanov.”
Victor snorted, grinning openly now. “Ah, there it is,” he said. “The rivalry.” 
“Yeah,” Cliff said. “And there’s no way the Voyageurs won’t win a wildcard slot even if they get knocked out. The league’s too invested in keeping Boston and Montréal at each other’s throats.” He shrugged, mostly because it was true. “Roz is right though. The standings are tight as hell right now. Half the conference is separated by, like, three points.”
Ryan nodded. “Yeah, the Centaurs aren’t a fuckin’ threat to anyone, but Buffalo’s new forward is a fuckin’ beast—and those fucking Petrov brothers in Detroit are a nightmare to defend against. The Guardians could go either way, but it’s still fuckin’ tight.”
“If Montréal loses the next two in regulation,” Cliff continued, gesturing loosely toward Shane, “they could fall straight out of the wild card spots. Especially if Detroit or Buffalo picks up wins on the same nights.”
Victor added quietly, “Tiebreakers aren’t in anyone’s favour this year.”
Shane grimaced faintly. “Boston doesn’t have any better odds.”
“Yeah,” Cliff agreed, leaning back again. “We’re not exactly cruising either. But the margin for error is basically zero.” Then he snorted. “Fucking hell, the Voyageurs just screwed their playoff run.”
Ryan pointed at Shane. “Which means your team is about to discover how much they actually like playing without their captain.”
Ilya hummed beside him, eyes still fixed on Shane, but the curve of his mouth betrayed him. There was pride there. Not in the possibility of Montréal losing—but in the fire behind Shane’s words. “You are not tanking anything,” he said. “Is statistical fact. Voyageurs without you for four games?” He shrugged. “They will lose.”
He lowered his voice, whispering so only Shane could hear him. “If the trade goes through, you will not lose with them anymore.” His thumb brushed lightly along Shane’s hip. “And maybe you will not play alone anymore, da?”
“Stop being cute,” Shane shot back, though the corner of his mouth twitched. “Besides, my mum thinks the Admirals are going to win this year.”
“Scott Hunter’s team?” Ilya spluttered, scandalised. “You cannot be serious. Hunter needs fifteen minutes of stretching just to step onto the ice—his knees sound like old floorboards!”
Shane’s eyes gleamed. “My mum’s never wrong about playoffs.”
“No,” Ilya said firmly. “Yuna is wrong this time. I will tell her so.”
Shane leaned back into the couch, folding his arms. “Montréal’s not going to lose. You might not like them, but the Voyageurs are a good team. They’ve put the hours in. And for all his faults, Pelletier is still a good coach. He’ll drill them harder to cover for my absence.” His jaw tightened slightly. “It won’t affect their chances at the Cup.”
“You sure?” Cliff asked quietly.
Shane looked away before nodding. “Yeah.”
“Okay,” Victor said. “But humour us. What happens if they get knocked out early?”
Shane glanced sideways at Ilya. Then down at his phone, where the message he’d typed was still sitting—unsent. His thumb hovered over the screen, and his pulse started racing, fast enough to leave him lightheaded. 
“Then,” he said carefully, “I guess—I stop being their problem.” 
He bit his lip to stop himself from adding ‘early’ or ‘before the trade comes through’—but it hardly mattered, because he heard the words anyway. He wondered if they did to. 
It felt like it must have been obvious in his face, or maybe in his voice, because it felt even bigger than the talk of fines or suspensions, or even the possibility of a trade. It felt bigger than the thought of his mum’s reaction when she found out what he’d done without telling her.
For years, he’d waited for permission that never really came. The perfect timing. The right headline. A season that wouldn’t implode around him. There was always a reason to delay. Always a reason to hold himself back. And he realised, suddenly, that if he kept waiting for it to be safe, he’d be waiting forever.
His thumb hovered for half a breath. Then he pressed send.
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It was just math, he told himself as he closed the app and leaned back into the couch. But his heart was still racing as his phone began buzzing in his hand. He would have been content to ignore it entirely, to let it vibrate itself into silence. But then Ilya leaned closer, his shoulder brushing Shane’s as he murmured against his ear, low and warm—
“Open it.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but did. He’d expected the fans’ reactions—and there were already plenty—blue checkmarks, fire emojis, frantic math jokes. His first public comment since the game was already gaining traction at an almost ridiculous speed. But right at the top—
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Shane snorted before he could stop himself.
Across the room, Ryan made a strangled noise. Victor just stared at them with narrowed eyes, like he knew he was missing something but refused to ask. Then Cassie leaned forward to steal a quick glance at the screen. 
“Huh,” she said, before turning to Cliff. “Right. I can do complicated math in head even on no sleep, but this is—” She shook her head, eyes narrowing. “Explain it to me like I’m five.”
“Twenty-four is Shane’s number,” Cliff whispered. “Eighty-one is Roz’s.”
Cassie blinked once. “Oh.” Her face lit up, “Oh,” she repeated, delighted.
Ilya felt the grin he’d been trying to suppress break free entirely. He pressed his mouth into Shane’s shoulder, barely containing it. “You’re making it very hard to behave, solnyshko,” he murmured.
Shane shrugged lightly, though there was a flush high on his cheekbones now. “Farah said to interact with teams I’m interested in,” he said quietly.  Then, just for Ilya, he added. “I can’t let you be the only one flirting in public.”
Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him properly. But there was no panic in Shane’s expression. No spiralling second thoughts. Just calculation—and something almost playful barely hidden beneath it. Ilya felt his smile shift, because this wasn’t Shane being impulsive. This was him choosing to be seen. With him.
Ryan pointed between them. “You two are menaces.”
“Actually,” Cassie said, still grinning as she took another sip from her cup. “I’m pretty sure this is foreplay.”
“Cass.” Cliff groaned, scrubbing both hands over his face. “Please don’t encourage them. This is them being fuckin’ tame—you haven’t seen what they’re like on the ice together,” he muttered. “Last time they played on the same line at All-Stars, they nearly started a brawl because Rozanov smirked after stealing Shane’s puck in warmups.”
“I did not steal,” Ilya said immediately. “It was clean interception.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “He elbowed me in the ribs and had the nerve to call it ‘clean.’”
“It was gentle encouragement,” Ilya corrected.
Cassie raised her cup in salute. “Foreplay.”
Shane snorted as the Bears kept bickering, but he was distracted by his phone buzzing in his hand. Again. And again. And again. Until it stopped feeling like individual notifications and started feeling like one long, unbroken vibration.
He stared at the screen for a moment, slightly dazed, right up until the moment Ilya reached over and took it from him, slowly, watching him for any sign of resistance. There was none. Shane just leaned back instead, eyes tracking him with quiet amusement as Ilya logged him out of Twitter and signed into his own account with practiced ease. 
The thread was already trending, pinned to the top of his timeline like it had been waiting for him. Ilya typed quickly, tilting the phone just enough for Shane to read over his shoulder. 
“Da?” He asked, glancing sideways at him.
Shane bit his lip hard, failing miserably to suppress the grin stretching across his face. “Sure,” he said, shaking his head, something fond and exasperated in the sound of it. “Fuck, you’re impossible.”
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Shane was still laughing, head tipped forward, shoulders shaking in a way Ilya hadn’t seen all morning as the comments came flooding in beneath the post. Ilya leaned back into the couch beside him, thighs pressed together as he pulled Shane in tighter against his side.
“Feel better?” He asked quietly.
“Yeah,” Shane admitted.
There was still a small smile playing at his lips, but beneath it sat that stubborn tilt of his jaw Ilya knew so well. The one that meant he’d swallowed something unfair and decided to turn it into something useful instead of letting it hollow him out. The league’s response hadn’t rattled him, but it had lit something quietly dangerous behind his eyes.
“Fuck ‘em,” he muttered.
“That’s what we’ve been saying,” Ryan replied, grinning as Victor leaned over his shoulder to keep reading the thread on his phone. He laughed. “What a fuckin’ way to tell them, Hollzy.”






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.
Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Blyat (блядь) — Russian
Literally translates to “whore,” but idiomatically functions as “fuck,” “shit,” or “damn it”; A sharp, emotionally reactive expletive; Expresses frustration, disbelief, anger, shock, or emphasis; Common in colloquial Russian and often reflexive rather than directed.
Pridúrki (придурки) — Russian
Idiots; Morons; Plural of “pridurok” (придурки); Casual and dismissive rather than deeply offensive; Often used jokingly or with affectionate exasperation.
Mudak (мудак) — Russian
Asshole; Jerk; A coarse insult implying stupidity or moral deficiency; Informal and confrontational in tone; Often used in anger toward someone perceived as contemptible.
Spasibo (спасибо) — Russian
Thank you; An expression of gratitude; Standard polite form used in both formal and informal contexts; Conveys appreciation and warmth, often softened in intimate settings; Can carry understated sincerity, especially when spoken quietly or without embellishment
Do svidaniya (до свидания) — Russian
Goodbye; Until we meet again; A formal or semi-formal farewell; Carries a slightly ceremonious tone when used in casual conversation; Polite but can carry warmth depending on tone; Less casual than poka (пока), making it more appropriate for respectful or emotionally loaded farewells.
Neyasnost (неясность) — Russian
Uncertainty; Lack of clarity; Ambiguity in the sense of something being unclear; Used to describe situations where motives or meanings are uncertain; Neutral in tone but often carries emotional weight when describing social tension.
Dvusmyslennost (двусмысленность) — Russian
Double meaning; Ambiguity in the sense of suggestiveness or dual interpretation; Often used when language can be read in more than one way, especially with unintended innuendo; Here it carries subtle comedic or ironic nuance.
Comment ça peut valoir la même sanction? — French
Translates to “How can that be worth the same sanction?” or  How can that merit the same penalty?”; A rhetorical question expressing disbelief and indignation; Tone conveys frustration at perceived injustice; Common conversational French structure used in moments of heated debate.
Parce que l’image est plus importante que la justice — French
Translates to “Because the image is more important than justice”; A cynical statement implying optics matter more than fairness; Suggests institutional prioritisation of public perception over truth; Carries resigned, critical tone.
Ils voulaient un équilibre, pas la vérité — French
Translates to “They wanted balance, not the truth”; Implies authorities sought superficial fairness rather than actual justice; Tone is quietly accusatory and disillusioned; Reflects broader critique of institutional decision-making.
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  Chapter 10
lya Rozanov Is Having A Great Day, Actually

Thanks For Asking
Shane Hollander cupped both hands around his mug and tried very hard not to glare at the paparazzi clustered across the narrow street outside the small café his mother had dragged him into.
The tall windows reflected their movements whenever one of them shifted. Camera flashes flickered in Shane’s peripheral vision no matter how carefully he tried to ignore them. He’d noticed them from the moment he sat down, but it was rare for them to keep their distance like this.
In Montréal they would already be inside the café, firing off questions and snapping pictures the entire time. It was the reason Shane had started choosing more upscale restaurants—places where entry was limited to customers with confirmed reservations they’d already paid for.
The memory of Montréal twisted something sharp in his chest, but Shane forced himself to focus on his mother instead. She sat across from him, apparently completely comfortable in the narrow café chair. It was as if she’d lived in Boston her whole life, not flown in less than four hours earlier and immediately dragged her son out for coffee before he’d even had time to wake up properly.
Steam curled gently from the porcelain mug in her hands while she spoke, perfectly composed in a crisp white shirt and tailored trousers. Her posture was relaxed, elegant in that effortless way Shane had always associated with her. 
Shane, meanwhile, was drinking hot chocolate like he was twelve—mostly because it had been the only thing on the menu he’d managed to focus on long enough to order.
He shifted slightly in his chair and exhaled under his breath, careful not to make the movement obvious. A dull ache throbbed in his lower back when he moved, and he bit back a wince. It did nothing to improve his mood when the memory of warm sheets tangled around their legs flashed behind his eyes. Or the way Ilya’s hands had been steady and patient against his skin, the indulgent way he’d stretched Shane open before either of them had been fully awake.
Shane pressed his lips together as the memory lingered, lowering his gaze to the surface of his drink to hide his blush. The ache itself wasn’t unpleasant, which somehow only made the interruption worse. Because his parents had arrived roughly twenty minutes later. 
He strongly suspected the universe had done it on purpose. It had always been a bit of an asshole where Ilya was concerned.
He sighed, trying to hide the sound behind another sip of his drink before his mother realised he was distracted. He’d always hated it when he and Ilya fought. But the quiet reconciliation afterward had a way of making the conflict feel survivable. Apologies that didn’t require words. The ease of falling back into something familiar. And the quiet certainty that neither of them was going anywhere.
This time, though, he hadn’t even had the chance to enjoy the makeup sex. Just as things had slipped out of that lazy, half-asleep affection—building into that familiar, breathless edge where neither of them could quite think straight—the front door had opened. 
And then his parents had let themselves into Ilya’s house with their spare key, calling out their names like their arrival was a delightful surprise.
Shane took another slow sip of his hot chocolate, glaring faintly into the mug. They’d ended up tangled in the sheets with Ilya laughing helplessly against his shoulder. Shane had kissed him just to shut him up before scrambling for the clothes scattered across half the room. He was pretty sure he’d sworn at him in French at one point. 
But the worst part—the absolute worst part—was that neither of them had even gotten to finish before they’d had to greet Shane’s parents, all while desperately pretending they weren’t both painfully hard.
Shane was only grateful that Ilya had an island in his kitchen. At least they could hide the most obvious evidence before Yuna and David Hollander realised exactly what they had interrupted. Though, judging by the way his father had side-eyed them, Shane suspected he’d realised anyway.
A small muscle near Shane’s eye twitched, but he kept his expression carefully pleasant instead of glaring at his mother the way he very much wanted to. Years of interviews had trained the instinct into something nearly automatic. Smile. Relax your shoulders. Don’t give the cameras anything interesting. 
He lifted the mug back to his mouth and focused on her voice as she continued speaking, letting the familiar cadence anchor him somewhere steadier than the quiet intrusion gathering outside the café windows.
“—and then you replied to them again,” Yuna was saying, sounding mildly fascinated as she took a small sip of her coffee. “Which I thought was rather bold of you.”
Shane set the mug down carefully, frowning as he answered her. “It wasn’t bold,” he said. “It was math.”
Yuna tilted her head slightly. “Hm,” she hummed, clearly unconvinced. “You realise the entire internet now thinks you’re flirting with the Boston Bears.”
Shane’s mouth twitched. Across the street, another camera lifted. He forced himself not to look. “Farah told me to engage with teams I might be interested in,” he said instead. “The Bears seemed like an obvious choice.”
Yuna watched him over the rim of her coffee. “And are you?” She asked, raising an eyebrow. “Interested, I mean.”
Shane folded his hands around the mug again, using the warmth as an excuse to keep them still. Outside, someone shifted position to get a better angle through the glass. Inside, his mother continued sipping her coffee like none of it existed.
And Shane—who had faced down playoff crowds of thirty thousand people without blinking—smiled politely and tried very hard not to look like a man who had just been dragged into public by his mother less than an hour after being thoroughly fucked by the captain of the Boston Bears.
“I dunno,” he said, distracted as his eyes caught the faint impression of his own teeth in his forearm. He quickly tugged the sleeves of his blue shirt down before anyone could notice, the memory of groaning into his arm as Ilya’s hips met the curve of his ass flashing unbidden behind his eyes.
He vaguely remembered crawling on top of Ilya afterward, just so he could watch the long line of his neck flush red when he threw his head back and moaned. But he remembered clearly the way Ilya’s hands had gripped his thighs when he’d moved against him—slow and deliberate, chasing that same breathless rhythm they’d both been caught in moments earlier.
“I’m just, ah—exploring my options,” Shane said, coughing to clear his voice and desperately hoping she’d assume the heat in his cheeks was just because he was lying.
“You’re flirting with them,” Yuna corrected.
Shane rolled his eyes. “I’m not flirting,” he said. “You’re the one who’s always telling me to make more friends.”
“That is not what I said.” Yuna shot him a fond, exasperated look. “I said you need more friends than just Hayden and his wife,” she explained. “And no, his children don’t count as friends.”
“I’m insulted on Arty’s behalf,” Shane muttered. His eyes drifted unwillingly toward the window as another flash reflected off the glass. “And I’m friends with Rose, too,” he added, frowning slightly as he tilted his chin down so the cameras couldn’t capture his expression.
“I’m sure Hayden’s four-year-old son will forgive me,” Yuna said, amused. “And Rose is adorable. But stop avoiding the question.”
“I’m not,” Shane lied, taking a slow sip of his drink to buy himself time. “I don’t need any more friends.”
“Shane—”
“I don’t,” he interrupted. “People are stupid. And they never make any sense. Most of them are two-faced, and you only figure it out when it’s too late.” He sighed through his nose and traced the condensation on his mug with his thumb. “I thought the Voyageurs were my friends this time last year,” he admitted quietly.
Then he shrugged, unable to find the words to finish the thought.
Yuna didn’t answer immediately. She set her mug down on the small table between them and regarded him with the quiet attention Shane had always found impossible to avoid. It wasn’t confrontational. It never had been. His mother simply looked at people until they realised she’d noticed something they were still pretending didn’t matter.
“People are complicated,” she said gently. “But you shouldn’t let one group of assholes convince you that everyone is.”
He smiled faintly at that, though the expression didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You know it’s still weird when you swear like that, right?”
Yuna’s mouth twitched as a small, almost conspiratorial smile softened the line of her lips. “You’re almost thirty,” she said lightly. “Are we still pretending you don’t swear worse than this in your locker room?” She raised an eyebrow. “You called a referee a ‘statistical anomaly’ on live television last month.”
Shane snorted. 
“At least I didn’t swear at him,” he muttered, smiling as he watched the thin swirl of foam settle across the surface of his drink.
For a moment neither of them spoke. They simply sat there in a quiet, familiar silence that didn’t need filling. The café hummed softly around them. A grinder whirred behind the counter. Someone laughed at another table. Outside, a car rolled slowly down the narrow street before stopping at the light.
Then Yuna said, very carefully, “Are you really leaving Montréal?”
Shane didn’t look up right away. He hesitated, watching a drop of condensation slide slowly down the side of his mug. Then he sighed. “I emailed Farah last night and asked her to go ahead with waiving my no-trade clause,” he admitted softly, wincing. 
Then he leaned back in his chair and dragged a hand briefly through his hair. “I know you’ve supported the Voyageurs since before I was born,” he said. “I’ve tried to make it work there—I really have. And I know you’re going to be upset about—”
“Shane,” Yuna interrupted, frowning gently. “Yes, I’ve been a Voyageurs fan for a long time,” she admitted. “And when you were drafted by Montréal, it made sense to feel relieved. It was easier to think of you staying closer to home than travelling across the border where we wouldn’t see you as often.”
She sighed softly. “But in the last few years I’ve only supported them because my son played there. Not because of the Cups or the organisation.” Her mouth tightened slightly. “Quite frankly, they can all go fuck themselves.”
Shane’s eyes flicked up to hers.
“You’re allowed to want something different for yourself,” she continued. “Even if that means leaving.”
He studied her face like he was trying to catch the moment the words made sense. For years Montréal had felt tied to everything—the relief in his parents’ voices on draft night, the pride in his father’s quiet smile, the way Yuna had learned every line combination and playoff statistic as if the team had become part of their family. Leaving it behind had always felt like it would mean disappointing someone.
But she didn’t look disappointed now. 
If anything, she looked relieved.
“You—” Shane started, licking his dry lips, “you’ve always loved that team.”
“Yes,” she said simply. “And I’ve loved watching you love it.”
Across the street, a photographer shifted position again. Shane noticed the movement without really seeing it, rubbing his thumb along the edge of the mug, the motion slow.
“But loving something,” Yuna continued softly, “doesn’t mean you have to stay where you aren’t happy.” She reached across the table and rested her hand briefly over his wrist. “Do you really think I’ve spent thirty years raising you to stay somewhere that makes you miserable simply because it’s convenient for everyone else?”
Shane shook his head slightly. “I love Montréal,” he muttered, because a part of him felt like he had to separate the Voyageurs from the city he’d spent the last decade falling in love with. “I thought I’d retire there,” he added softly. “Don’t you think it’s—I mean, all of this—it’s abrupt, right?” 
He huffed out a breath through his nose, frustrated that the words kept catching before he could get them out. “Farah warned us it would happen quickly,” he continued. “But she keeps sending me updates and it’s kind of freaking me out.”
Yuna leaned back slightly in her chair, studying him with the same quiet attentiveness she’d always had. “Of course it is,” she said gently. “Your entire life might change in the space of a few phone calls. I would be more concerned if you weren’t overwhelmed.”
Shane huffed softly at that, rubbing a hand along the back of his neck. “It’s not just the trade stuff,” he admitted. “It’s everything around it.” His lip curled faintly. “The press. The speculation. Everyone suddenly acting like they know what I’m going to do before I’ve even figured it out myself.”
Yuna’s mouth twitched. “You’ve never liked change,” she said. “And things are moving quickly, but that might not be a bad thing. Sometimes when things move slowly, we stay somewhere simply because we’ve grown comfortable.” She shrugged lightly. “We convince ourselves that the path we started on is the only one we’re allowed to follow because it’s what we’ve always done.”
Shane frowned slightly. “You mean I don’t have time to talk myself out of it,” he said.
She smiled faintly. “From what I’ve seen, the moments you’ve been happiest were never the ones you planned carefully. They were the ones you ran toward before you had time to second-guess yourself.” She tilted her head. “Look at Ilya. Would you have started this relationship with him if you’d given yourself time to talk yourself out of it?”
“I tried to talk myself out of it every day for four years,” Shane muttered, frowning.
“Hm. And look how well that worked out,” she said.
He dropped his gaze back to his drink, watching the faint swirl of foam settle along the edges of the mug. “I just thought I’d have more time,” he admitted quietly. “I spoke to the PR team the other day, but I haven’t spoken to anyone from the Voyageurs management team.”
“I don’t know if I should call them and try to explain everything,” he admitted softly. “Or if they’d even pick up if they saw it was me calling.” He huffed. “I don’t even know if I want to talk to them—”
“Sometimes,” Yuna interrupted gently, “we don’t get the closure we want.”
Shane’s mouth twisted slightly.
“Yeah,” he said. “I know.”
“If you’re hoping for an apology, or a rationale for their actions,” she continued softly, “I don’t think that’s something they’re prepared to give you right now.” She studied him for a moment before going on. “Organisations rarely admit when they’ve mishandled something,” she said. “It would mean acknowledging a failure they’d rather pretend never happened.”
He stared down into his drink again. “I don’t even know what I’d say if they did pick up,” he admitted. “I just—I didn’t expect it to end like this.”
“You don’t owe them a perfect exit,” Yuna said gently. “You gave them ten years of loyalty. That’s more than most players ever offer a franchise.” She sighed softly, tilting her head slightly as she smiled at him. “You’ve always been very good at carrying things on your own. But sometimes,” she added, “you forget that the rest of us can see when something hasn’t been right for a long time.”
She hesitated, and Shane could almost feel her weighing her next words carefully.
“I thought when you told us—” she began, then paused.
“You mean when I came out?” He said, glancing instinctively around the café. The habit was automatic now, even when he knew it probably didn’t matter.
It was still early enough in the morning that most of the tables were only half occupied. A couple of girls at the next table were bent over a phone, whispering loudly about a boy who had apparently ghosted their friend. A college student nearby looked half asleep as he opened his laptop with a quiet groan. Across the room, an older man sat with two untouched coffees in front of him, glancing nervously at the door every few minutes like he was waiting for someone who was late.
No one was paying any attention to Shane or his mother. No one even seemed to notice the paparazzi outside the café, too absorbed in the small, private dramas unfolding in their own lives.
“Yes,” Yuna said, her voice softer now. “I thought that was the last time you would ever feel like you had to carry something like that alone.” She closed her eyes briefly. “You looked so relieved that night.”
Shane nodded, because he remembered that night too. The way his hands had been shaking before he said the words. The silence afterward stretching just long enough for him to think he had misjudged everything. Then his mother had stood up and pulled him into a hug so tight he’d forgotten how to breathe.
He stared down into his drink again. “I was relieved,” he said after a moment.
Yuna nodded.
“But it didn’t fix everything,” he added quietly.
“No,” she agreed. “Of course it didn’t. Not when there are still men like Comeau in the world.” Her eyes flashed briefly. “But I’m still proud of you,” she said, meeting his gaze steadily. “Not just for telling us. But for the way you’ve lived your life since. You’ve never hidden who you are from the people who matter.”
Shane exhaled slowly. “That’s—not entirely true.”
“You’ve been careful,” she corrected. “There’s a difference. And now,” she added gently, “there’s someone who makes you happy. Someone you’ve been in love with for a very long time.” She smiled faintly. “That’s not something to apologise for, sweetheart.”
“But—” Shane looked back at her, still frowning. “What if I leave,” he said slowly, “and it looks like I abandoned the team right before playoffs?”
Yuna leaned back slightly in her chair, studying him. “You’ve given that team almost a decade of your life,” she said gently. “You carried them through seasons they had no business winning. You stood in front of every microphone when things went wrong. You took responsibility for mistakes that weren’t yours.” Her voice softened. “No one who understands hockey will ever call that abandonment.”
Shane was quiet for a long moment. Then he sighed. “Do I want to know what you have planned for him?”
“For who?” Yuna asked innocently.
Shane shot her a look. “Comeau.”
“Ah,” she said calmly. “No. Probably not.” She took another sip of her drink. “You’ll only try to stop me.”
“I could make Farah tell me,” Shane said, tilting his head slightly. “I know you emailed her the plan.”
“Hm,” Yuna said, taking another sip of her coffee. Then, almost casually, she added, “Did you know he’s being traded to Toronto?”
Shane looked up, surprised.
“I don’t know if Montréal started the trade before or after the game,” she admitted. “But perhaps they think getting rid of him will solve the problem.” She shrugged lightly. “As if removing one unpleasant man suddenly repairs the entire culture that allowed him to behave that way in the first place.”
Shane let out a quiet breath through his nose. “Yeah,” he said. “That sounds like something they’d do.”
Yuna studied him for a moment, then asked, “Does it make things easier?” She asked softly. “Knowing you won’t have to see him again.”
Shane frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”
“If he’s gone,” she said. “Does that change your decision?”
Shane’s thumb traced the rim of his mug slowly. “No,” he admitted. “It doesn’t.”
Outside the café window, one of the photographers shifted position again, the faint click of a shutter barely audible through the glass. Shane watched the movement for a moment before looking back at his mother. “It’s not just him,” he said quietly. “It’s the way everyone reacted. The way the room went quiet. The way people suddenly stopped looking at me like they knew me.”
Yuna’s expression didn’t change, but her hand tightened slightly around her mug. “And Boston?” She asked softly.
His mind flickered briefly to Ilya. He cleared his throat before answering, suddenly aware of how many things were tangled up in that single question. “Boston feels—” he began, then hesitated.
Yuna waited.
Shane sighed softly. “Complicated,” he settled on. “Ilya has this insane idea that it’ll be more, ah—” he glanced around the café again, lowering his voice instinctively, “accepting. Of us, I mean.” He snorted softly and rolled his eyes, though the fondness in his expression was impossible to hide. “As if Montréal doesn’t have a longer Pride history,” he added.
“Hm,” Yuna said, lifting her mug again. “He might not be wrong,” she admitted. “Though maybe not in the way he meant.”
Shane frowned faintly. “What do you mean?”
“Haven’t you noticed?” She asked, gesturing lightly with her mug toward the room around them. “How no one in here is sneaking glances at you. Or how the paparazzi outside are still politely on the sidewalk instead of forcing their way through the door to interrogate you.”
Shane glanced toward the window despite himself. The photographers were still there, but they hadn’t tried to come inside. They hadn’t shouted questions. They were waiting, watching—but with a strange distance he hadn’t realised he’d been missing.
Yuna’s smile softened. “I can’t remember the last time your father and I were able to simply decide to get coffee with you without planning it three days in advance,” she said, shrugging lightly. “Here you’re just another man drinking hot chocolate with his mother.”
Shane looked down at the mug in his hands.
“And,” she added gently, “Ilya is here.”
Shane’s thumb stilled against the rim of the mug. “Hm,” he said finally, because he had no idea what he was supposed to do with that.
“That matters,” Yuna said simply.
“Because he plays for Boston?” Shane asked, his eyes narrowing slightly as he considered her words. “Have you been talking to him behind my back again?” He added, because it wouldn’t be the first time Ilya had decided the most efficient way to win an argument with Shane was to recruit his mother first.
“No,” Yuna lied, smiling serenely over the rim of her mug.
Shane squinted at her.
“Because you look happier when he’s nearby,” she continued, entirely unbothered. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.” She paused. “Even if it means I have to watch you in black and gold,” she added, the corner of her mouth twitching. “At least the colour palette will suit your skin tone.”
“I haven’t decided anything yet,” Shane muttered.
Yuna only snorted and took another sip of her drink. “Then maybe you should stop flirting with the Bears’ PR team,” she said. “You’ll give them the wrong idea.”
Outside, one of the photographers shifted position again, raising his camera as someone walked past the window. Inside, the café remained comfortably indifferent to the small drama unfolding at their table. Shane glanced around the room again, noticing for the first time how little anyone seemed to care that he was there. No whispers. No phones lifted discreetly beneath tables. Just people finishing their drinks and starting their mornings.
It felt strange.
And not entirely in a bad way.
For a moment he allowed himself to imagine what his life might look like if it stayed like this. Waking up beside Ilya in the morning. Going out for coffee or an early run without every passing stranger treating him like a public monument they felt entitled to judge.
Maybe, here, he could just be another man starting his day. 
Maybe Boston was the kind of place where hockey didn’t swallow the rest of your life whole. Where the game mattered, but it didn’t consume everything else.
Yuna’s phone vibrated softly against the table between them, pulling him abruptly from the thought. He watched as she glanced down at the screen, her expression brightening slightly as she read the notification. Then she set her mug neatly onto the saucer, slipping a folded bill underneath it before standing.
“Come on,” she said, already pulling her coat on.
Shane blinked up at her. “Huh?”
“Your father’s outside with the rental.”
Shane grabbed his coat with a quiet sigh and followed her out of the café. He held the door open for her as they stepped outside, shivering slightly as the cold Boston air rushed in.
Across the street, the photographers straightened immediately. Their cameras lifted in practiced unison, and the quiet clicking of shutters began again the moment Shane stepped onto the sidewalk. But just like before, no one approached them. No shouted questions. No microphones shoved into his face. They stayed exactly where they were, lenses trained on him while he pulled his coat tighter around himself and followed his mother down the short stretch of pavement.
It all felt strangely civilised as they headed toward the black rental SUV waiting at the curb.
David Hollander leaned across the driver’s seat to unlock the doors as they approached. “Well,” he said as Shane slid into the back seat behind the passenger seat, “at least you look more awake this time.”
Shane hummed in answer, but the moment he lowered himself onto the leather seat he sucked in a quiet breath before he could stop himself. A grimace crossed his face too quickly to fully hide as pain shot through his lower back. He shifted onto one hip almost immediately, trying to disguise the movement as he adjusted his coat.
Yuna paused mid-motion while fastening her seatbelt, turning slightly to look back at him. “Are you feeling sick?” She asked, frowning.
“Just, ah—a little nauseous,” Shane lied, forcing a small smile.
“You haven’t been carsick since you were eight,” she said, her eyes narrowing slightly as she studied him.
Shane tried very hard not to blush as he met his father’s eyes in the rearview mirror. David was watching him with a look that was equal parts understanding and quiet amusement. There was something far too knowing in his expression as he shifted the car out of park.
“Well,” David said, clearing his throat, “it’s a good thing you grew out of it, I suppose.” He started the engine, lips pressed into a firm line as he held back a smile. “With how much travelling you’ve had to do for hockey, that would’ve been a nightmare.”
Shane let out a small breath of relief.
David glanced at him once more in the mirror before adding casually, “I dropped Ilya off at practice on the way here,” he said, only half as an attempt to distract his wife from examining their son too closely. “Though I think he was still pouting that you left without him this morning.”
Shane blinked. “You did what?”
“Oh. That’s good timing,” Yuna said pleasantly, already scrolling through her emails as David pulled the car smoothly away from the curb.
“Why?” Shane asked, suspicion creeping into his voice as his eyes flicked between them. Because they both seemed far too calm about whatever was happening.
His father drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting loosely against the gearshift, while his mother scrolled through her phone with the quiet focus of someone who had already made several decisions Shane had yet to be informed about. That combination alone was enough to make the back of Shane’s neck prickle.
He narrowed his eyes slightly as he watched them. “You’re plotting something,” he said slowly.
David’s mouth twitched.
Yuna didn’t answer immediately. She finished reading something on her phone, typed a quick reply, and only then looked up.
“Nonsense,” she tutted lightly, glancing at him through the rearview mirror. “But we do have an appointment to visit the Boston Bears this morning,” she added calmly. “Aren’t you glad I brought your own clothes with us? It’s much easier to make a good first impression when you’re not drowning in Ilya’s wardrobe.”
Shane found himself sitting up straighter—and only half because of what she’d said. The rest came from the sudden realisation that his mother had absolutely planned this. Which explained her strange insistence that he wear the blue linen shirt before leaving the house, even though she knew perfectly well how much he hated the texture against his skin. He’d almost refused out of principle.
Now he realised she’d been dressing him for an audience.
He found himself suddenly missing the comfort of Ilya’s hoodie. Or the quiet familiarity of the shirts faintly scented with his cologne. The linen sat stiff against his shoulders instead. Still, every time he shifted in his seat he caught the faint trace of Ilya’s shampoo he’d used that morning. The scent lingered stubbornly in his hair, a small, private reminder that the intimacy of their morning hadn’t just been a dream.
But it did very little to calm the sudden spike of alarm building in his chest.
“What the—”
Yuna’s smile widened slightly. “I’ve been speaking to this lovely girl from the PR team. Her name’s Becky,” she said. “When she heard we were in town, she arranged a small tour of the facilities this morning.” She tilted her head, studying him with quiet satisfaction. “Apparently they’re very excited to meet you.”
“Why?” Shane asked again.
From the driver’s seat, David snorted.
Yuna didn’t even try to hide the glint of satisfaction in her eyes. “Well,” she said lightly as David turned onto the main road, “if my son is going to flirt with an entire hockey franchise on the internet, I think it’s only polite that we at least go say hello.”
Shane leaned back against the seat with a groan. “Please don’t do this to me,” he begged. “I’ve just had a concussion. I shouldn’t have to face the consequences of my own actions yet.”
David snorted. “You’re starting to sound like Ilya.”
Shane dragged a hand over his face and slumped deeper into the seat, staring out the window as the car merged into the slow flow of Boston’s morning traffic. Brick buildings slid past in quiet rows, sunlight catching on shop windows and narrow balconies.
It should have been calming.
It was not calming.
Because he was fairly certain he was about to walk unannounced into the practice facility of the team currently attempting to publicly recruit him on social media. Without warning. Without preparation. 
His hands tightened in the coarse fabric of his coat as he realised he hadn’t prepared for this. He hadn’t spoken to Farah about it. He hadn’t even decided what he wanted yet. Not really. The last thing he needed was to accidentally wander into a room full of Boston executives while still half-concussed and smelling faintly like their rival’s team captain.
Shane exhaled slowly through his nose. “This is a terrible idea,” he muttered. “You didn’t even tell me we were doing this.”
“That would’ve only given you time to overthink it,” Yuna said.
Shane stared at the back of her head. “I’m already overthinking it.”
“Ah. That’s because you’ve only had thirty seconds to digest it,” David said calmly, his eyes still on the road. “Give it a minute.”
Shane leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. “This is going to be humiliating,” he said. “They’re going to ask me questions I don’t have answers to. And they’re going to look at me like I’ve already made a decision when I haven’t.”
“You’re a professional athlete,” Yuna said. “Not a nervous rookie waiting for the draft. This isn’t going to be like the last time you toured a facility. The Voyageurs had no idea who you’d turn out to be.” 
She gestured lightly with her phone. “But the Bears already know exactly who you are. And they want you,” she said bluntly, glancing at him through the rearview mirror again. “The PR team assured me this would be very quiet. No media. No fuss. Just a quick tour and some introductions.”
Shane squinted at her. “You trust a hockey PR department to keep something quiet?”
Yuna smiled faintly and returned to her phone. “It’ll be fine. No one else even knows we’re coming.”
“Dad literally dropped Ilya there thirty minutes ago. The whole team will be there for an early morning practice,” Shane said. “Every single person in that building is probably there right now preparing for their game against the Admirals tonight. They don’t need to deal with us turning up unannounced when they should be focusing on—”
“Shane,” David interrupted gently. “Your mother isn’t planning to ambush the entire team. Relax. You’ve handled worse than this.”
Shane narrowed his eyes. “She just said they’re excited to meet me.”
“They are,” Yuna said.
“That implies people know,” Shane said flatly.
“It implies Becky knows,” Yuna corrected. “And she seemed very professional when we spoke on the phone.” She glanced at him in the mirror again. “Look. It’s a small tour and the chance to make some good connections. Which will be good for you, whether you decide you want to stay in Boston or not.” 
She shrugged lightly. “And then we’ll pick Ilya up and take him out for a meal before his game tonight.” She smiled at him through the mirror. “That’ll be nice, won’t it?”
“This isn’t a tour,” Shane muttered as he glared at the back of the front seats. “It’s a public humiliation ritual.”
“Hm,” Yuna murmured thoughtfully. “Maybe Ilya can suggest somewhere good to eat. Google just keeps directing me to the closest bar.”
David laughed under his breath, and Shane groaned softly in response.
But none of them said anything else after that. An uneasy silence settled over the rest of the drive, broken only by the low hum of traffic and the occasional tap of Yuna’s fingers against her phone. 
Shane spent most of the ride quietly spiralling. Still, he forced himself to exhale slowly as the car turned onto a familiar stretch of road. A few seconds later TD Garden came into view. He sat very still as David pulled smoothly into the parking lot, fighting the urge to cross his arms, or pout—or do something equally embarrassing, like asking his parents to turn the car around.
“Well,” David said cheerfully as he turned off the engine. “We’re here.”
Shane stared at the building for a long moment before sighing.
Yuna was already out of the car by the time he’d unfastened his seatbelt and reluctantly climbed from the back seat. The cold air hit his face as he stepped onto the pavement, and he shoved his hands into his coat pockets, shoulders tight as he followed behind his parents toward the entrance.
Just before they reached the doors, David slowed slightly and clapped a hand onto his shoulder. “Hey,” he murmured quietly, low enough that Yuna wouldn’t hear.
Shane glanced sideways.
David’s expression had softened in that quiet, familiar way it always did when he wasn’t pretending everything was fine for everyone else’s sake. “You know your mother only meddles when she’s worried.”
Shane huffed softly. “Yeah,” he said, his voice softening despite himself. “I know.” He hesitated for a moment, frowning. Then he sighed. “But I still kind of hate it,” he admitted. “I wish she’d let me do things at my own pace sometimes, you know?”
David’s mouth twitched. “That’s fair,” he said simply.
His hand squeezed Shane’s shoulder once before nudging him forward again. “Come on,” he added quietly as he pushed the glass doors open. “Let’s go see what kind of trouble your mother’s gotten us into this time.”
Inside, the reception area smelled faintly of fresh coffee and new rubber flooring.
A young woman straightened almost immediately from where she’d been speaking with the receptionist at the front desk. She was wearing jeans and a Bears hoodie, but Shane found himself blinking at her, momentarily thrown by the headband perched on top of her neatly styled hair.
Two oversized—were those teddy bear ears?—sat on either side.
“Oh!” She said brightly when she spotted them. “You’re right on time.”
“Uh—yes,” Shane said carefully, trying very hard not to stare.
She snorted, clearly catching the direction of his gaze, and her grin widened as she stepped forward to greet them. “Hi! I’m Becky from the PR team,” she said, reaching out to shake their hands. She lingered slightly when she reached Shane, grinning up at him. “I’ve actually been the one replying to your tweets. I majored in math before I got into public affairs. Long story,” she added with a quick wave of her hand. “But it’s been really fun for me. So thanks for that.”
Yuna smiled beside him. “Shane’s always loved a good statistic,” she said warmly. “Especially when it involves creative interpretations of league rules.”
Shane forced a polite smile as Becky laughed.
“Hi,” he said, glancing around the reception area in the vague hope she didn’t expect him to say anything else. He almost sighed in relief when Becky stepped back and turned toward Yuna, exchanging a few pleasantries that sailed right over Shane’s head. He nodded along automatically, only half listening as they spoke.
Instead, he found himself having a brief, treacherous flashback to the last time he’d been here. When Ilya had dragged him through a back entrance at five in the morning, half laughing as they snuck onto the empty practice rink with nothing but a pair of ridiculously expensive skates and a thermos of terrible coffee they’d forgotten in the car.
That memory felt infinitely preferable to whatever the hell this was.
Still, he forced himself to exhale slowly and followed behind his parents as Becky escorted them down the hallway with the easy confidence of someone who knew the building well enough to walk it backwards if she had to.
“So this whole level is mostly administrative,” she explained, unlocking the glass doors with her badge and gesturing around them as they passed glass-walled offices and a long corridor lined with framed photos. “PR, media relations, analytics staff. All the glamorous behind-the-scenes jobs that make hockey look organised. The fun stuff happens further in.”
Shane hummed politely, his hands tucked into the pockets of his coat as he walked.
The space felt familiar in the way all professional hockey facilities did. Clean lines. Neutral walls. Framed photos of playoff moments spaced evenly along the hallway like quiet reminders of legacy.
Except here most of the photos were black and gold.
“Most of the team is at morning skate right now,” Becky said casually. “We’ve got a game tonight, so it’s a lighter practice.” Her tone stayed neutral, but Shane could hear the deliberate hint underneath it.
His eyes drifted to a framed image showing a packed TD Garden in mid-playoff overtime, the crowd a blur of raised arms. Another captured the Bears lifting the Cup from a few years ago. That one caught Shane’s eye as they passed. The players were frozen mid-celebration, caught in that strange combination of exhaustion and triumph that only happened when a season ended exactly the way you wanted it to.
Becky noticed him looking at the photos and smiled. “We rotate those every year,” she said. “The archives downstairs are ridiculous. I think we have something like eighty thousand photos from the last forty years.”
Yuna paused briefly to examine one of them more closely. “This one’s from the 2014 finals, isn’t it?” she said, tilting her head slightly as she studied the photo of Ilya kissing the Stanley Cup with the Bears frozen in a roar of triumph behind him.
Becky’s face lit up. “Yes! That’s actually one of my favourites. And not just because I was in the crowd that night.”
Shane shifted his weight quietly, letting them talk as his eyes lingered on the picture.
Ilya looked impossibly young in it. His hair was longer than he wore it now, his face split open with the kind of unguarded joy Shane had only seen a handful of times since. Behind him, Roger Crowell was barely visible through the blur of teammates piling together in celebration.
Something bitter and faintly amused settled in Shane’s chest as he looked at it. He remembered watching that game on television and trying not to tear up as Hayden huffed in annoyance beside him. He remembered how proud he’d been—and how he hadn’t been able to tell a single person about it. He wondered, briefly, if that would be different when—
If, he corrected himself quickly. If he played for Boston.
“This way’s the training facilities,” Becky continued, swiping her badge again to open another door before motioning them through. “Gym, recovery rooms, physio.”
Shane walked half a step behind them, his hands still tucked into his coat pockets, trying very hard not to look like he was assessing everything automatically.
But years of visiting rinks had trained his eyes to catalogue details without thinking. Ceiling height. Corridor width. The way the building’s layout naturally channelled foot traffic between the locker rooms, training areas, and ice.
Professional curiosity, apparently, was harder to turn off than he’d expected.
“We’ve done a lot of renovations the past few years,” Becky said casually, though there was a faint note of pride in her voice as the hallway widened and the air cooled slightly when they stepped into a wide training space with polished floors, racks of weights, and rows of carefully maintained equipment.
“Does that mean your changing rooms have finally been updated for this season?” Shane heard himself ask. He blinked, just as surprised as everyone else when they all turned to look at him. “Oh. It’s just—” he shrugged awkwardly, resisting the urge to rub the back of his neck. “The guest locker room here is, ah—memorable,” he said, though it came out sounding more like a question.
Becky’s mouth twitched, but her eyes were bright as she watched him. Shane got the distinct impression she was quietly thrilled to have finally found something he’d engage with.
He exhaled through his nose and gave in.
“It’s freezing,” he admitted dryly. “I’m pretty sure it’s built directly against the ice wall. The air circulation is terrible, the benches are too close together, and the stalls are about half the size they should be.”
David glanced at him, amused. “You’ve clearly thought about this.”
Shane huffed. “Every visiting team has.” He gestured vaguely behind them. “It’s ranked, like, second worst in the league—which is impressive in itself considering the Hurricanes’ facilities.” He rolled his eyes at the memory of Carolina’s concrete floors, high hooks, and the infamous no-pump inflatable baths they’d left in the shower stalls during one particularly memorable season.
“You’ve got a beautiful facility here,” he continued, nodding to the room around them. “But the guest locker room? It looks like it was designed by someone who hates hockey players. It’s cramped, it’s cold, and there’s barely enough space for our equipment bags. Half the team ends up stepping over each other just to get dressed.”
He shrugged lightly. “I always assumed it was intentional. Like psychological warfare to make the visiting team uncomfortable enough that they’re annoyed before the puck even drops.” He snorted softly. “It’s certainly something Ilya would approve of. He loves getting into people’s heads.”
“Rozanov is certainly committed to the psychological side of the game,” Becky said, smiling so widely it was obvious she was enjoying this far more than she’d expected to. “But if you ever find yourself on the other side of the hallway, I promise the home locker room is significantly nicer.” She gestured down the corridor. “I’ll take you to see it later.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, amused despite himself. Beside him, Yuna watched the exchange with quiet amusement while David chuckled under his breath.
“We try to make sure our own players are taken care of,” Becky added, gesturing around the room. “Honestly, they probably spend more time here than they’d like. But our training staff are incredible. Half the guys swear they keep their careers going longer than their knees would normally allow.”
She smiled faintly. “And we’ve just installed a new hydrotherapy pool downstairs. It’s got submerged treadmills so players can run underwater for conditioning without putting the same strain on their joints. Everyone’s very excited about it.” She glanced sideways at Shane, casual but attentive. “I hear Montréal just put in a bid to install the same setup.”
“Hm,” Shane murmured. “Didn’t you beat Montréal to that bid by about two years?”
Becky laughed softly. “Something like that.”
“Thought so,” Shane said, his mouth twitching slightly. “Montréal’s medical staff has been lobbying for one since my second season.” He shrugged lightly. “Apparently it’s really good for post-season recovery. But the owners weren’t interested until they heard you’d beaten them to it.”
He sighed faintly, the humour draining from his expression. “They care more about optics than they do about the players most days,” he added, almost to himself. “It’s easier to approve something when it looks like they’re keeping up with someone else.”
“Hm,” Becky said, though she looked like she desperately wanted to ask a follow-up question. But she seemed to recognise that Shane had shut down that line of conversation. Her eyes lingered on the tension in his jaw for a moment before she nodded toward a door further down the hallway as she led them back out of the room. “Our pool is just through there. The physios are probably down there right now if you wanted to take a look.”
Shane glanced at the door more out of instinct than actual interest. His eyes lingered for half a second on the small plaque beside it before he continued walking.
“Maybe another day,” he murmured.
Becky’s smile widened slightly at that. And Shane heard it too—the way his answer hadn’t quite been a dismissal. If anything, it sounded suspiciously like someone already imagining a return visit.
“Oh,” she said lightly, recovering with the kind of professional composure that only barely hid her excitement. “Well, the invitation stands.”
“This is all very impressive,” David said, glancing around with open interest. “If your players complain about having to train here, they’ve clearly never seen the facilities my local gym offers.”
“There’s a family-and-friends pass to the gym,” Becky said, though her eyes flicked briefly toward Shane to gauge his reaction. “We’d love to have you anytime you’re in town.”
Shane turned his head slightly away before they could see the way he was pressing his lips together to keep from smiling.
Becky led them back through the hallway, pointing out a few more doors as they passed. “Coaches’ offices are down that corridor,” she said, gesturing left. “Video review rooms are through there. And the players’ lounge is just past the corner. They spend far too much time arguing over video games in there.”
She swiped her badge against another scanner. “These are our locker rooms,” she said as the door unlocked with a soft click. “They’re much nicer than our guest ones,” she added, amused, pushing the door open and gesturing them inside.
The space beyond was dominated by black and gold.
A roaring bear was painted across the far wall, its jaws frozen in a snarl. Beneath it, large gold letters spelled out: Let’s Go Bears!
Long polished benches ran through the centre of the room and beneath each row of stalls, their surfaces worn smooth by years of skates, tape rolls, and restless players tugging on equipment before games. Along the walls, tall wooden stalls stood in neat rows, each one lit softly from above.
Nameplates gleamed above every stall, and the team’s jerseys hung neatly on padded hangers, their numbers facing the room so the black-and-gold fabric caught the overhead lights. The stalls themselves, however, were a mess of lived-in gear. Spare sticks leaned against the walls, tape rolls were scattered across shelves, and extra gloves and helmets had been shoved into corners where the players had left them.
Someone had clearly made an effort to tidy things up for visitors. The towels were folded neatly, equipment bags lined the benches beneath each stall, even the shelves had been organised just enough to look deliberate. 
It was an impressive sight, Shane thought as he stepped inside, his eyes moving automatically across the room. He slowed slightly, almost certain the PR team had already taken a dozen photos for the game coverage later that night.
Becky was right.
This was a lot nicer than the guest locker room.
His gaze drifted across the stalls until it caught on one two down from the centre row. Ilya Rozanov’s. It sat exactly where Shane expected it would. His jersey hung there, the gold 81 bold across the back, the stall around it scattered with the small, controlled chaos of someone who regularly used the space to store gear that had been tossed aside after their last skate. But beside it—
Shane blinked. 
Another jersey hung neatly from the hook. It was new. Clearly never worn. The number 24 stood out in stark contrast against the black fabric. There was no name printed above the number. But the stall around it had been prepared. A fresh set of folded practice gear sat on the shelf. A neat row of tape rolls rested beside a pair of unused gloves. Even the hooks had been spaced wide enough for a full set of equipment.
Shane hesitated before stepping forward.
He’d never seen his number in black and gold before, and it was almost strange how natural it looked hanging beside 81. The only time he’d ever worn a black jersey was during All-Star Games. And even then he and Ilya had carefully chosen stalls on opposite ends of the locker room to avoid cameras catching them standing too close together.
But he’d never worn gold. And he’d never seen their numbers like this. Sure, they were spoken about together constantly. It was impossible not to notice how often they appeared side by side in stat columns and highlight reels. But this was different. This was here. In the Boston Bears’ locker room. Beneath a stall that had very clearly been prepared for him to notice.
And while it made absolutely no sense—because this was definitely pushing well past the tampering rules they were all pretending still mattered—Shane’s heart kicked hard at the sight of it anyway.
His fingers reached out, brushing the fabric lightly before he caught himself and dropped his hand back to his side, like he’d touched something he wasn’t supposed to. Even though it was his fucking number. He glanced at the stall beside it, where a small nameplate read: Rozanov — Captain.
Then his eyes drifted back to the jersey. And just above it—an empty metal strip waited patiently for a name that hadn’t been etched yet. Something in his chest tightened, quiet and unmistakable. He hadn’t planned to comment on it, but the words slipped out anyway.
“Subtle,” he said, which was possibly the worst lie he’d ever told. Because this was the least subtle thing he’d ever seen in his life.
“Damn,” David whispered. “You guys really don’t mess around, do you?”
Becky clasped her hands behind her back, her smile bright and entirely unapologetic. “We go after what we want,” she said sweetly.
The implication settled quietly in Shane’s chest as he looked at the locker, the jersey, the empty nameplate. Online, everything had felt abstract. Numbers. Jokes. A running bit that had spiralled into something much bigger than he’d intended. But this wasn’t a tweet. Or a headline. Or a rumour circulating through hockey media.
This was a locker.
Right beside Ilya’s.
Shane huffed under his breath. “You brought me into your locker room,” he pointed out mildly. “That’s a little more than welcoming.”
“I’m pretty sure you walked yourself in here,” Becky said from behind him, watching his reaction carefully. “I’ve always liked that number,” she added lightly. “But it looks even better in black and gold, don’t you think?”
Shane stared at the jersey for another second before slowly turning his head. Then his eyes narrowed. Because Becky was trying very hard not to look pleased with herself.
“You’re pretty confident,” Shane said slowly. “For a team who hasn’t even spoken to my agent yet.”
Behind him, Becky blinked. Then her grin slowly widened into something triumphant she was clearly trying very hard not to show. “Oh, I have Farah on speed dial,” she said. “I need to, with the amount of times Rozanov gets himself into trouble with the media.” She shrugged lightly. “We’ve become fast friends. I’m pretty sure she’d pick up if I called.”
Shane narrowed his eyes at her, watching the little bear ears on her headband wobble as she glanced down at her phone—even though there was a clock hanging just above the door. She hummed thoughtfully. “Practice should end in about twenty minutes,” she said. “Most of the guys will be back soon, if you’re interested.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly, because of course they would.
For one ridiculous second he imagined Ilya walking through the door with his helmet half off, hair still damp from practice, staring at him like someone had quietly rearranged their future without telling him first.
The thought sent a strange, unsettled feeling through his chest. Because he knew Ilya had been hoping Boston could somehow pull off the trade that would bring Shane onto his team. But Shane still wasn’t sure Montréal would be willing to let him go. Especially to their archrival. It didn’t make sense for them. Not strategically. Not politically.
Unless Boston offered something they couldn’t refuse. A player package. Prospects. Draft picks. Something big enough that Montréal’s front office could convince themselves they weren’t handing their captain to the enemy.
Then he imagined the rest of the Boston roster filing in behind Ilya before either of them had the chance to process what something like that would actually mean—and winced. He could only imagine the reaction if the entire team walked into their locker room right now and found him standing there with his parents and Becky from their PR department, all of them not-so-subtly pretending they weren’t skirting the league’s tampering rules.
His gaze flicked back to the jersey, and his heart started racing again. He wondered, briefly, if Ilya had any idea his organisation had rushed to get it made before this visit. Or if he would be just as surprised when he came back from practice and saw it hanging there beside his own stall.
For a moment Shane just stared at it. At the empty nameplate waiting beneath the hook. At the quiet implication stitched into the black-and-gold fabric. Then he exhaled slowly and dragged a hand through his hair. Because somehow the craziest part of the whole situation wasn’t the locker.
It was the very real possibility that Ilya would take one look at it and grin like the entire plan to kidnap him to Boston had worked exactly the way he wanted.
David leaned against the back of one of the benches, looking far too entertained by the entire situation. “I’m starting to understand why your mother wanted to come here this morning.”
“I did not plan this,” Yuna said, sounding mildly offended.
Shane turned slowly to look at her. “You absolutely did.”
“The TD Garden is very proud of its reputation for hospitality,” Becky said quickly, trying to defuse the tension before it could build into something awkward. “But it’s hardly the first time you’ve been here,” she added with a smile.
“I’ve been here during games, sure,” Shane said, frowning at her.
Becky hummed thoughtfully. Then she tilted her head, the ridiculously oversized bear ears wobbling dangerously as she did. “Oh,” she said lightly. “But I’d heard you’re already familiar with this building after hours, too.”
Shane’s ears warmed. “That was one time,” he muttered, looking away quickly.
Becky’s grin sharpened slightly. “Five a.m., right?”
Shane closed his eyes briefly. “I hate Boston,” he said under his breath.
Becky laughed outright this time, clearly delighted. “Oh, you say that now,” she said. “But give it a week and you’ll forget why you ever hesitated in the first place.”
Shane didn’t answer. His attention had already drifted back to the locker beside him, where the familiar clutter of Ilya’s stall pulled at his focus in a way that felt dangerously grounding.
His water bottle was still there. One glove tossed carelessly onto the shelf, the other hanging from the hook behind his jersey. A strip of tape draped over the sleeve, the roll swinging slightly where it hung. It was the quiet evidence of a man who would walk back into this room soon. And Shane had to drag his gaze away before that thought could settle too deeply.
Behind him, Yuna hummed softly as she studied the stalls along the wall like someone touring an art gallery rather than a professional locker room. “Very tidy,” she observed.
Becky laughed under her breath, the bear ears wobbling as she shook her head. “This is tidy,” she said. “You should see it after a playoff game.”
David snorted. “I’ve seen Shane’s locker enough times after they’ve won the Cup,” he said. “I’m guessing it’s about the same level of chaos.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “My locker is organised.”
David raised an eyebrow.
“Mostly,” Shane corrected.
Becky glanced between them with quiet amusement before her attention returned to the jersey beside Rozanov’s stall. “I’m supposed to take you to the viewing gallery so we can see the end of the team’s practice,” she said slowly, clearly thinking it over as she spoke. “But I’ve never met a hockey player who wasn’t desperate to get back out on the ice.”
She shrugged lightly, lowering her voice in a conspiratorial way. “I’m sure no one will mind if we sneak into the stands to watch the last few minutes.”
Shane’s head lifted automatically. He tried not to look too interested, and failed spectacularly.
“Morning skate usually wraps up with power-play drills,” Becky added, entirely innocent. “And I think Rozanov’s line was up next when I checked the schedule.”
Shane sighed quietly through his nose. “That seems like an unfair amount of temptation,” he muttered.
David grinned. “You say that like you weren’t hoping we’d end up near the rink.”
“I absolutely was not,” Shane said immediately.
Yuna hummed.
Shane ignored their amused looks as Becky swiped her badge again and gestured toward another hallway branching off toward the arena. 
“This way,” she said, already turning down the corridor.
The air shifted as they moved closer to the rink. The quiet office hum faded behind them, replaced gradually by something far more familiar to Shane’s ears: the dull rhythm of pucks striking boards, the hollow scrape of blades cutting across fresh ice, a whistle ringing sharply in the distance.
He felt the sound in his chest before they even reached the door. 
He slowed without meaning to as the echoes sharpened with every step. Somewhere along the way his shoulders had straightened. His hands had slipped out of his coat pockets. Becky seemed to notice the way his attention had already shifted. She didn’t say anything about it, but the corner of her mouth lifted slightly as she led them through the visitors’ tunnel that opened onto the rink.
From their position, the view stretched across the full length of the ice. Tall plexiglass panels rose along the boards in a complete circle around the rink. Security gates stood between the stands and the players’ bench, and beyond the bench the plexiglass gave way to the more familiar half-boards Shane was used to—the ones that gave players easy access to the ice in front of them.
Across the rink, directly opposite them, the Boston roster moved through familiar drills in tight formations, practice jerseys flashing black and gold beneath the bright rink lights. A whistle blew again, and the players rotated through the drill in clean, practiced lines.
Becky settled onto the wooden bench behind them, crossing one leg over the other. She looked only a little smug as Shane stepped forward to lean on the boards. He let her think the movement was instinctive. But in truth, it was mostly because it relieved the ache in his back and gave him an excuse to brace his weight against the boards without anyone noticing.
His eyes drifted across the team, taking in the faces he knew and the players he hadn’t met properly yet. Ilya kept insisting they were all good people, but time would tell, Shane supposed.
Artos was sitting on the half boards with Ryan and Victor, all three speaking in low voices that didn’t carry. Frank sat beside them, kicking his feet so his blades made sharp clicking sounds each time they struck the boards. Behind them, the rest of the players were catching their breath on the bench. Patrick was sprawled starfished across the rubber floor, gasping dramatically.
Shane turned as the next line jumped over the boards.
Ilya was the first one across the blue line. He cut through the neutral zone with the kind of smooth, predatory stride Shane had watched a thousand times before. He took the puck off the boards, shifted his weight once, and snapped a pass across the slot without even looking.
Cliff buried it top corner, laughing when the red light flashed briefly. The buzzer was obviously turned off, but Shane could easily imagine how it would echo through the arena tonight.
He found himself smiling, because even from across the rink he could hear the low rumble of approval from the bench.
“Jesus,” David muttered beside him. “I always forget how good he is right up until the moment I watch him on the ice again.” He leaned on the boards beside Shane. “He usually acts so gentle whenever he’s around you that it’s easy to forget he’s also The Russian Menace, y’know?”
Shane hummed in agreement, nodding slightly. But his eyes were still locked on the ice where Ilya circled back toward the line. He pulled his helmet off and pushed a hand through his hair as he waited for the next rep. He looked exactly the way he always did on the ice. Focused. Restless. Slightly impatient with everyone else’s timing.
For a moment Shane simply watched him move.
Then Becky spoke from behind him. 
“You know,” she said, almost conversationally, “he’s been unbearable all morning.”
Shane blinked, tearing his attention away just enough to glance at her. “What?”
Becky smiled. “Oh, the entire organisation knows you’re in Boston,” she said lightly. “It’d be kind of impossible not to, what with how public everything was after your last game.” She shrugged, her smile turning more openly smug. “But no one told him about the tour. We thought it might be more fun this way.”
“What do you—”
“Well I’ll be damned,” a new voice interrupted.
They all turned to see a tall man in a dark suit stepping out of the tunnel behind them. His expression carried the relaxed confidence of someone used to walking into rooms where everyone else already knew who he was. And he looked faintly amused as his gaze landed on Shane.
“Thought I’d come watch the morning skate before tonight’s game,” he said, glancing briefly at the ice before returning his attention to them. “Didn’t realise we had such important visitors hiding on the opposite bench.” He snorted. “You know this bench belongs to the Admirals tonight, right?”
 
The words were humorous enough, and they almost sounded believable. But Shane didn’t think for a moment he’d simply stumbled upon them. He’d spent too many years around Montréal’s front office not to recognise a carefully staged coincidence when he saw one.
“Oh—Mr. Hayes,” Becky said quickly, straightening when the man’s eyes flicked toward her. “I was just showing them around,” she explained, a little more nervously. “I’m sorry, I know we were supposed to go to the viewing gallery—”
He waved a dismissive hand with a laugh. “Nonsense,” he said easily. “Heaven forbid we keep Shane Hollander away from the ice.” His attention shifted back to Shane as he said his name, still wearing the easy confidence of someone who had negotiated with professional athletes for most of his career. 
“Mr. Hollander,” he said, extending a hand. “Trevor Hayes. General manager of the Boston Bears.” 
He smiled faintly. “Though I suspect you already knew that.”
Shane shook his hand automatically. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve heard the name.”
Trevor chuckled softly. “Hopefully not always in a negative context.”
“Depends which side of the conference you ask,” Shane replied, which earned him a more genuine laugh.
“Oh, I like him already,” Trevor said, glancing briefly at David and Yuna. “Quick answers. That’s always useful in this business.” He settled against the boards on Shane’s other side without waiting for an invitation, joining them in pretending to watch the Bears practicing on the ice.
“I’ve seen you in interviews, of course,” he continued conversationally. “One of the banes of my existence, frankly. The Voyageurs only get away with half the shit they do because you stand in front of a microphone and make everything sound perfectly reasonable.” He shrugged lightly. “But I can appreciate a man who knows how to control a narrative.”
Shane huffed softly. “That sounds suspiciously like a compliment.”
“It is,” Trevor said easily. “So long as you’re not planning to go back to Montréal with inside information about our power-play setup.”
“I—don’t think you have to worry about that,” Shane said slowly. 
He watched the way Trevor’s smile didn’t change, but his attention sharpened slightly, like a man who’d just heard something he’d been expecting. He had no doubt Trevor already knew he’d waived the no-trade clause in his contract with Montréal. And he wasn’t stupid—he knew this entire tour was a poorly disguised attempt to court him for the Bears. But suddenly the whole thing felt a lot less friendly and a lot more like the opening move in a negotiation.
Or maybe he’d just been fooling himself by pretending it hadn’t been that from the start. Farah had already warned him things would move very quickly once he waived the clause. And he knew front offices didn’t waste time once a player of his calibre was suddenly available.
Still, it felt strangely abrupt.
Beside him, Yuna stepped forward with the smooth confidence Shane had watched her deploy in business meetings for most of his life. “It’s lovely to finally meet you,” she said warmly, offering her hand. “Yuna Hollander. Shane’s mother,” she introduced herself with a pleasant smile. “Shane’s mentioned the organisation a few times over the years. He always enjoys playing against Boston.”
Shane pressed his lips together so he wouldn’t laugh. Because his mother wasn’t wrong. But it had nothing to do with the organisation or the arena or the crowd. None of that was the reason he enjoyed playing in Boston.
It was Ilya.
It had always been Ilya.
Trevor shook Yuna’s hand, smiling as he pushed himself upright from the boards. His elbows were dusty from the rubber kick plate running along the rink boards, but he ignored it, his attention fully focused. “All good things, I hope,” he said, smiling charmingly. 
“Of course,” Yuna replied. 
David made a quiet sound that might have been a suppressed laugh.
Trevor glanced between them, clearly amused. “Well,” he said lightly, “I should probably clarify before the league office starts sending me strongly worded emails. This is purely a social encounter.”
“Of course,” Yuna said again, perfectly composed.
“Absolutely no tampering happening here,” Trevor added, deadpan. “Just a casual conversation between a general manager and the captain of a rival franchise who happens to be touring our facilities on the same morning half the league is calling me.”
David raised an eyebrow. “Busy day?”
Trevor snorted. “Oh, you have no idea. Trade deadline week does something to people. My phone’s been ringing nonstop, and I’ve got agents calling every ten minutes.” He glanced at Shane again. “My assistant is manning the phones at the moment,” he added. “I have to admit, your agent is certainly persuasive.”
Shane nodded without thinking, then blinked when the words registered. “Yeah,” he said. “She’s great.” He tilted his head slightly as he watched Trevor. “You should know that already, though,” he added. “She manages Ilya as well.”
He refused to correct himself after using Ilya’s first name, even if it felt strange doing it in public.
Trevor noticed, and he smiled slowly. “Oh, I know exactly who she represents,” he said mildly. “Believe me, anyone who works in this league knows when Farah starts making calls.” His eyes flicked briefly toward the ice where Ilya was still skating through drills. “She’s very good at reminding people when an opportunity is about to appear,” he continued. “And she’s even better at making sure no one else gets there first.”
He turned back toward the rink, his eyes narrowing slightly as he watched the players moving through the final rotations of the drill. For a moment he looked less like the approachable host he’d been pretending to be and more like a general manager doing quiet arithmetic in his head. Line combinations. Power-play units. Faceoff matchups. The way two elite players might move across the same sheet of ice when they weren’t trying to outdo each other anymore.
Or perhaps, Shane thought wryly, he was simply imagining another Stanley Cup banner hanging from Boston’s rafters instead of Montréal’s.
“It’s always interesting when a franchise player throws a curveball this close to the deadline,” Trevor murmured. He folded his arms loosely as he watched Ilya cut across the ice again. “Especially one who decides to start publicly interacting with another organisation.” 
Trevor shook his head with quiet amusement. “Suddenly every GM in the league thinks they’ve got a shot at the Cup this year.”
Shane rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “In my defence,” he said, “that started as a math joke.”
Trevor laughed outright.
“Oh, trust me, I know exactly how it started,” he said. “Rozanov’s been an annoying little shit about it for the past week. And the rest of the players are no better, dropping little hints they think are subtle.” He paused, glancing back toward the ice where the drill was rotating again. “Still,” he added, “I’d be lying if I said the timing wasn’t interesting.”
He gestured vaguely toward the rink. “The whole league’s in a frenzy right now. Everyone trying to outmanoeuvre everyone else before the trade window closes. And Montréal playing hardball, which I get. They’re holding the card everyone wants right now.” 
His mouth twitched slightly. “But somehow, even in the middle of all that chaos, we ended up with Shane Hollander touring our facility.” He looked back at them, eyes glinting with dry humour. “From a purely organisational perspective,” he said, “it’s a hell of a good morning.”
“That, uh—” Shane shared a quiet look with his father, the kind that said this entire situation has gotten wildly out of hand. “That’s good?”
Before the silence could linger, Yuna stepped forward smoothly. “Well,” she said pleasantly, folding her hands together, “I think it simply means people are paying attention.”
Trevor’s eyebrows lifted slightly.
“My son has always attracted a certain amount of interest,” she continued calmly. “But attention doesn’t necessarily mean anything will change.”
“Of course,” Trevor said.
“Shane has a lot of responsibilities in Montréal,” Yuna went on, still smiling politely. “And decisions like that aren’t made lightly.”
Trevor nodded once, clearly recognising the careful line she was walking. “Understandable.”
Yuna turned her head slightly toward him. “But I do appreciate the hospitality your organisation has shown us this morning,” she added warmly. “You have a very impressive facility. I imagine any player would be glad to join you, if the right opportunity ever presented itself.”
Trevor smiled faintly. “We do try to take care of our players.”
Her eyes flicked briefly toward the ice. “Yes,” she said. “I can see that.” 
Then she sighed softly, and Shane could almost see the calculation in the slight tilt of her head. “I have to admit, it would be a relief,” she said. “Shane’s always been rather solitary. It would be nice to watch him with a team that might encourage him to have a bit more fun.”
She glanced back toward the rink again. “Hockey is so full of moments like that. It’s one of the things I’ve always loved about watching his games, especially during the playoffs.” Her smile softened slightly. “But sometimes I worry he doesn’t always get the chance to enjoy them.”
“Mum—” Shane started.
“Montréal is a good organisation,” Yuna said with a perfectly straight face. “But they’re very traditional when it comes to handling certain situations.”
“Mum,” Shane said again, rubbing a hand over his face.
But Trevor just snorted, still smiling as he looked out at the players again. “Well,” he said, “the Bears are certainly known for our fair share of unpredictability.”
“And kidnapping,” David muttered, pressing his lips together when Shane shot him a betrayed look.
Trevor laughed. 
“Well,” he said. “I don’t think anyone’s ever accused us of not having some fun—within the league’s rules, of course,” he said. “Makes the whole thing a bit more sustainable if our players are enjoying the game too.”
On the ice, Ilya drifted toward the boards, readjusting the strap of his visor as he circled back for the next rep. For half a second his eyes drifted toward the other side of the rink. And froze. Shane smiled helplessly, resisting the urge to react too obviously. But even without doing anything at all, he could see the exact moment recognition hit. Ilya’s stride shortened slightly, his shoulders straightening as his gaze locked onto him.
Trevor followed the shift in Shane’s posture and made a soft, approving sound. “Well,” he said quietly, the corner of his mouth lifting. “I suppose the surprise portion of the tour is officially over.”
On the ice, Ilya drifted closer to the boards, clearly no longer paying much attention to the drill unfolding around him.
Trevor snorted under his breath. “I need to speak to LeClaire anyway,” he said, already turning toward the gate leading into the stands. The only other way across the rink would have been straight over the ice, and Shane was quietly grateful no one expected him to walk directly through the middle of the Bears’ practice like that. “Why don’t I walk with you?”
Becky brightened immediately, already moving to join them as Trevor led them along the glass toward the Bears’ bench.
“You’re about to distract an entire NHL team from their practice,” David murmured under his breath.
“No, I’m not,” Shane said as they began heading toward the other side of the rink. “They’re professional athletes. They’ll be fine.”
He rolled his eyes when his father snorted, clapping a hand on his shoulder as they walked side by side while Trevor continued an easy conversation with Yuna ahead of them. 
Trevor had clearly already realised that Yuna was someone he’d need to win over if he wanted any chance of convincing Shane to move to Boston. And Shane was honestly relieved she’d taken over the conversation, because he could never seem to keep up with discussions full of sweet talk and polite bullshit. He usually ended up being unintentionally rude just to escape them.
And even he could admit this was the wrong situation for that.
Honestly, it was one problem he was perfectly happy to hand over for his mother to deal with. Partly because she was better at it, and partly because Shane hated talking to people before he’d figured out what they actually wanted from him.
He focused on the sounds of the Bears’ practice instead, letting the noise distract him from his thoughts. The scrape of skates carving into the ice. Sticks tapping against the boards. The low rumble of players shouting to each other over the drills.
Trevor pushed open the gate when they finally reached it, holding it open before stepping through himself. They ended up right beside the coaches’ bench, and he grinned as if this sort of interruption happened every day. “LeClaire,” he called. “I’ve brought some visitors. Thought we should clear up whatever just distracted Rozanov.”
Coach LeClaire turned at the sound of his name. He was leaning over an iPad with one of his assistants, reviewing what looked suspiciously like a power-play formation. The moment he looked up, his eyebrows lifted slightly. “Well,” he said dryly, “that explains why Rozanov just forgot he was in the middle of a fuckin’ drill.”
Becky chuckled. “Morning, Coach.”
He shot her an annoyed look before turning to Shane instead. His expression shifted from mild irritation to open amusement. “You starting to make a habit of sneaking onto our rink, Hollander?”
“Pretty sure I was invited both times,” Shane said, shrugging.
The coach blinked once before laughing. Beside him, the assistant coach leaned sideways to get a better look and let out a quiet whistle. “Did we trade for him already?” He murmured, probably intending it to be quiet.
“Not yet,” Trevor said mildly.
LeClaire snorted. “Well, that explains the sudden improvement in attendance.” He gestured vaguely toward the rink, where nearly the entire roster had turned up for an optional skate instead of sleeping in or pretending they’d forgotten what time practice started.
At the far end of the rink, Ryan nudged Victor from where they were sitting on the boards. He nodded toward the half boards when he spotted Shane leaning beside the coaches’ bench.
Victor squinted. Then his eyebrows shot up. “Is that—”
Ryan grinned as he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Oi, Roz!” He shouted, loud enough to draw the attention of the players around them. “Your boy’s here!”
Heads turned one by one as the ripple of attention moved down the bench. Players leaned forward. Someone laughed quietly. Another tapped the guy beside him with his stick. Within seconds, the entire line had noticed where Ilya’s attention had drifted.
They watched as their captain’s grin widened, his head tilting slightly as his eyes remained locked on Shane leaning against the boards. He was standing just in front of their coach and GM now, completely ignoring the conversation happening behind him.
Behind Ilya, Cliff yelled, “Roz!” as the puck slid past him untouched.
But Ilya ignored it completely, his skates cutting a clean arc toward the bench.
On the boards, Ryan leaned back with a delighted snort. “Oh, this is gonna be good,” he muttered.
Victor shook his head slowly. “LeClaire’s gonna kill him.”
Ryan shrugged. “Eh. It’ll probably be worth it. And LeClaire won’t kill him before the game tonight.” He nodded toward the clock at the far side of the rink. “He’ll wait until tomorrow.”
On Victor’s other side, Frank snorted under his breath as he watched Ilya glide toward the boards like the rest of practice had ceased to exist. “Roz hasn’t ignored a drill like that in years,” he said.
Victor followed Ilya’s line of sight again, watching the way Ilya’s grin widened as he reached the bench. “Can you blame him?” He said quietly, before snorting softly. “I swear to God, they’ve both got hearts in their eyes. How the hell did they manage to keep this a secret for so long?”
Ilya’s skates cut hard into the ice as he slammed to a stop against the boards, spraying ice around his blades. His gloves landed on the rubber kick plate as he leaned forward, a slow grin spreading across his face. “Hollander,” he said, his accent thick with laughter. “Missed me already?”
Shane folded his arms loosely against the boards, raising an eyebrow. “You left without a proper goodbye,” he replied with a shrug. “I think my mum was disappointed for me. It’s her fault I’m here.”
“I had practice,” Ilya said. “And you were late coming back from coffee with Yuna.”
“Tragic,” Shane said deadpan, though his lips twitched.
They stared at each other for a moment, both very aware the entire rink was watching them.
“Nice shirt,” Ilya added suddenly, his eyes flicking down briefly. “Did your mother pick it?”
Shane snorted. “Fuck off.”
Ryan laughed and cupped his hands around his mouth again. “Hollzy!” He shouted. “Finally come to join us for a proper game?” Artos elbowed him from beside him, muttering something in Russian that sounded suspiciously like shut up before you get us all killed.
But Ilya ignored all of them, leaning closer over the boards instead. He lowered his voice just enough that only Shane could hear. “You came to see me play,” he murmured.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Shane said, pushing away from the boards so he could lean back against them instead. It was easier focusing on the handful of people directly in front of him than acknowledging how the ice had gone suspiciously still behind Ilya.
“My mum organised a tour,” he admitted with a small shrug. “She’s networking,” he added, fighting the urge to roll his eyes as he watched her laugh at something LeClaire had said.
“Ah,” Ilya said, nodding like he understood. “Are you okay?”
“My back is fucking killing me and I kind of hate you for making me walk around this building while pretending I’m not fucking limping,” Shane muttered, keeping his voice low as he leaned against the boards. “So if that’s the question, then no.”
Ilya’s lips stretched into a wide grin as he caught the meaning immediately. “I mean with your mother,” he said slowly.
“Oh,” Shane mumbled. “Yeah.” He huffed a quiet breath. “I mean—no. That’s fine.”
He glanced past Ilya toward the stands where Yuna was laughing politely while LeClaire showed David something on his iPad. Trevor stood beside them, nodding along with the relaxed satisfaction of a man watching several carefully arranged pieces fall into place.
“It’s nothing new,” Shane added with a small shrug. “It’s annoying sometimes, but—”
“She loves you,” Ilya finished for him. “It’s easy to be annoyed when you have her here to solve problems for you.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be a dick about it,” Shane mumbled, the guilt hitting him almost immediately. “And I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” Ilya said, rolling his eyes playfully. “You apologise too much. Even for Canadian,” he mumbled quietly, and Shane wondered if he was even supposed to hear it.
Ilya tilted his head, studying him for a moment before he spoke again. “You’re not a dick,” he said finally. “Little entitled, maybe.”
Shane stared at him. “Wow,” he said, dragging the word out as he tried not to smile. “Whoever’s been teaching you all these words should probably be fired.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Da,” he agreed solemnly. “He is terrible teacher.”
Shane narrowed his eyes at him for a moment, then huffed out a quiet breath and let it go. He glanced back at where his parents were still talking with Trevor and LeClaire. 
“I know they mean well,” he said after a moment. “They just—” he paused, searching for the right word. “Commit.”
Ilya huffed a quiet laugh. “Da,” he agreed.
Shane leaned forward slightly, lowering his voice to a near whisper.
“She’s been like that my whole life. Once she decides something is a good idea, it just—happens.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Like today?”
“Exactly like today.”
Ilya considered that for a second. “Is good trait for general manager,” he said thoughtfully.
Shane snorted, but the smile tugging at the corner of his mouth never quite disappeared. “Please don’t encourage her.”
“Hm,” Ilya said, nudging him softly until Shane looked at him again. “Are you okay?” He asked again. And even though there was still something wicked in his eyes when he repeated the question, Shane could hear the sincerity underneath it.
He held Ilya’s gaze for a moment, studying the familiar lines of his face beneath the helmet, the damp curls pushed back from his forehead, the quiet steadiness behind the teasing. “Yeah,” he said after a second.
Ilya didn’t move.
Shane exhaled softly through his nose. “Just—it’s been a lot,” he admitted, shrugging one shoulder. “My mum’s networking with your coach. Your GM is acting like he just found a winning lottery ticket. Half the league is apparently calling Farah every ten minutes.”
He closed his eyes for a moment and forced himself to breathe slowly before the crawling tightness in his chest could turn into something worse. The edge of a panic attack hovered there for a second, familiar and unwelcome, but the cold boards against his back and Ilya standing right in front of him kept it from spiralling.
“I’m a bit overwhelmed, maybe,” he admitted quietly. “But I got to see your locker room,” he added, smiling as he looked at Ilya over his shoulder. He narrowed his eyes playfully. “I always knew the guest locker rooms were horrible on purpose.”
“Hm. The game starts before you ever step on the rink, da?” Ilya said, smiling as he let Shane change the subject. He studied him for another moment, his expression softening in that familiar way that always made Shane’s stomach flip. Then, apparently deciding something, he moved.
Shane barely had time to react before Ilya shifted forward and pressed his forehead briefly against Shane’s shoulder. One of his gloved hands tightened on the rubber kick plate beside him while the fingers of his other hand caught in the side of Shane’s coat.
It was the closest thing to a hug he could manage across the boards.
Shane felt his eyes close briefly as the quiet, grounding weight of it settled over him. The simple steadiness of Ilya’s presence cut cleanly through the noise in his head.
Then he let out an irritated huff as he felt Ilya’s damp jersey pressing against his back—even through his coat he could feel the cold seep of melting ice and sweat from the fabric. “You’re soaking wet,” he muttered.
Ilya didn’t move.
“Hm,” he agreed. “I missed you.”
Shane glanced sideways, painfully aware of the attention gathering behind them. The entire Boston bench was staring at them openly now. Still, he couldn’t quite stop the smile tugging at his mouth.
“Hollzy!” Ryan called again. “Put on your skates and get out here already!”
But from the goal crease, Brad lifted his visor as new recognition dawned. His eyes widened. “Holy shit,” he said suddenly. “Is that Yuna Hollander?”
Ilya snorted as the question echoed across the ice, ducking his head further into Shane’s shoulder as he tried to suppress a laugh. “They act like you’re the first family of Canada,” he muttered. “Poor David. No one ever shouts out his name like that,” he added, tutting.
“My dad lives a peaceful life and is fucking grateful for it,” Shane said with a sigh. “Honestly, I’m starting to think he’s the only sane one out of all of us.”
On the ice, Luke skated to a stop near the half boards where Ryan and Victor were still perched, staring at the scene unfolding in front of them. “What the fuck is actually happening right now?” He asked as he hopped up onto the boards beside Artos to get a better look.
It would have been fine if he hadn’t almost immediately lost his balance.
His arm shot out instinctively for support, grabbing a fistful of Artos’ jersey with wide eyes as his weight tipped backward. Artos yelped. Then Ryan tried to grab Artos. Victor reached for Ryan. Frank attempted to steady Victor. The entire line of them went over like a row of extremely tall, very athletic dominoes.
There was a spectacular crash of skates, pads, and deeply offended dignity as they disappeared behind the boards.
For a moment, the entire rink went silent.
Then Cliff leaned over the boards, peering down at them with wide eyes. “Did anyone die?” He asked cautiously.
“Someone please kill me,” Ryan muttered from the pile of bodies. He pushed himself upright, then leaned across a still-laughing Artos to smack Luke hard on the shoulder. “I can’t believe you embarrassed me like this in front of Yuna Hollander.”
Shane started laughing before he could help himself—and laughed even harder when he heard Ilya muttering in Russian about “actual fucking idiots” behind him.
“Let me go make sure none of my stupid players are injured before the game tonight,” Ilya said under his breath. “You will wait for me before you leave this time, da?”
Shane nodded, still smiling. “Mum wants you to take us somewhere for dinner before your game,” he said. “You don’t have to,” he added quickly. “She’ll understand if you want to rest. I think she’s just trying to be supportive of, ah—” he frowned faintly, searching for the right phrase. “The kidnapping thing?” He finished uncertainly.
It sounded even more bizarre out loud.
Ilya blinked once. Then he laughed, the sound low and helpless as he tipped his head back for a second. “Kidnapping,” he repeated, clearly delighted.
“Well, you did steal me from a hospital,” Shane pointed out.
“You were discharged,” Ilya said immediately.
“You put me on a rival team’s bus while I had a concussion.”
“You agreed.”
“I had a concussion,” Shane repeated, huffing a quiet laugh.
Ilya leaned back just enough to look at him properly. “Dinner with your parents before game,” he said thoughtfully. “Are you trying to take me on a date, Hollander?”
“Sure,” Shane said, rolling his eyes in an attempt to hide the way he couldn’t stop smiling. “I’m going to take you on a date with my parents. It’ll be very romantic—” He broke off with another laugh as Ilya’s fingers dug briefly into his ribs.
Then Ilya lifted his head from Shane’s shoulder and looked past him. “Yuna,” he called, cheerfully interrupting her conversation with LeClaire. “We are going for food?”
“Oh, that would be lovely,” Yuna said as she turned toward them, still smiling.
But Shane could see the calculation in her eyes as she smoothly paused the conversation between the Bears’ coach and general manager, redirecting the moment with the effortless precision of someone who had spent a lifetime navigating rooms full of powerful people.
It was the perfect opportunity to reinforce the idea that Shane and Ilya were close enough for his parents to know him well. And Shane could almost see the moment the idea settled into Trevor’s mind and quietly took root.
“Thank you, darling,” she said gently.
She was still pretending to be just another slightly overenthusiastic mother who liked to keep an eye on her son’s career from the sidelines—asking too many questions and fussing over the details. Shane hated that she felt like she needed to do that, but he understood that it meant no one in the room would feel threatened by her involvement in the conversation.
He almost felt sorry for them sometimes. By the time people realised she’d already taken control of the conversation, it was usually far too late to stop her.
Yuna sighed softly. “Every time I tried to find somewhere to eat, Google kept recommending restaurants that were either fully booked or apparently ‘very trendy.’ I’m too old to queue outside a building that serves food on wooden boards.”
“I thought you said it kept directing you to bars?” Shane asked, raising his eyebrows when she shot him a warning look.
Trevor’s smile deepened slightly as he watched Yuna, looking very much like a man who had just realised he wasn’t the only one in the room playing the long game. “I could give you a list of places to try while you’re in town,” he offered, sounding more amused than annoyed by the interruption.
Beside him, LeClaire pinched the bridge of his nose while his assistant coach looked like he was trying very hard not to laugh.
“You’ve got a game tonight,” LeClaire reminded Ilya.
“Da,” Ilya said easily.
“And you’re planning to take Hollander and his parents out for dinner beforehand.”
Ilya nodded. “Da.”
LeClaire stared at him for a long moment. Then he sighed, the sound vaguely reminiscent of a man who had already accepted that this was happening whether he approved of it or not. “Fine,” he muttered. “But if you get food poisoning and throw up on the bench tonight, I’m trading you to fucking Ottawa. You can explain it to them.”
Trevor laughed under his breath as Cliff cupped his hands and shouted from the middle of the ice. “Coach, we’re not allowed to mention Ottawa anymore, remember?” 
LeClaire sighed. “You never explained what the hell that was about,” he said, rubbing a hand down his face. “And frankly I’m not sure I want to know.”
“Ottawa is decent team,” Ilya muttered under his breath, slightly defensive. 
Shane frowned as he turned to look at him over his shoulder. Because Ilya was definitely pouting now, his chin resting on Shane’s shoulder with a rare flush high on his cheeks.
“They’re really not,” Shane said, and it was only partly because he enjoyed arguing with Ilya.
Mostly it was because the Centaurs were a lot of things. They had a reputation around the league for somehow managing to build one of the most supportive locker-room cultures in the sport. But they were also historically at the bottom of the league for a fucking reason.
Good vibes didn’t magically fix a defensive line that leaked goals. Or an ownership group that treated roster building like a hobby they occasionally remembered to participate in. Their front office seemed permanently convinced that next year would finally be the year everything came together, and somehow it never did.
“I’m a Centaurs fan myself,” David said, crossing his arms with a raised eyebrow. “And even I’ll tell you they’re at the bottom of the league for a reason, son.”
Cliff laughed, looking strangely vindicated as he pointed at Ilya. “See!” He said, before turning back to LeClaire. “Hey, if Roz screws up the game tonight because he wanted to impress Hollander’s parents, does that mean Shane has to sign with us as compensation?”
“Marlow,” LeClaire said without looking at him, “one more word and you’re skating suicides until midnight.”
Yuna smiled slowly, clearly pleased with the entire situation. “Well,” she said, “that settles it then. Where are you taking us, Ilya?”
Ilya looked back at Shane with a small, satisfied smile.
“Seafood,” he said simply.
Shane groaned quietly.
“Da,” Ilya said, his grin widening. “Boston is very proud of its seafood.”
Ryan perked up instantly. “Wait, if this is a team dinner—”
“It’s not team dinner,” Ilya said immediately.
“Rude.”
Ilya ignored him, his eyes still on Shane. “You will like it,” he said confidently.
“Behave,” Yuna said to him, before her eyes flickered meaningfully toward Shane. “Both of you,” she added. Then she turned back to LeClaire with a perfectly polite smile. “Now,” she said warmly, “you were telling me about how the organisation supports its players during the season. I imagine the travel schedule must be quite demanding.”
LeClaire blinked, momentarily thrown by the sudden pivot back into polite conversation.
David snorted quietly under his breath and threw Ilya a quick, conspiratorial wink. Ilya grinned back before turning to look at Shane again.
“Hm,” he said, leaning forward slightly before catching himself. “Ah. Maybe we do late lunch instead,” he decided. “Game starts at seven tonight, and LeClaire likes us to be here early.” His nose scrunched in annoyance as he let out a sigh. “Will need to be back here by five, probably.”
“We don’t have to—”
“No. I am looking forward to feeding you,” Ilya cut him off, his voice dropping as his eyes narrowed playfully. “And there will be no excuses about counting calories, solnyshko. You are still recovering. You need more protein in your stupid diet anyway.” He paused, considering. “Or maybe just more McDonald’s for breakfast.”
“Ilya,” Shane said, shooting him a look. He opened his mouth to argue further, but paused when Ilya leaned forward and knocked his helmet carefully against Shane’s forehead. He barely felt the pressure of it—just the cool curve of the plastic cage brushing his skin. But the gesture itself was oddly gentle.
Ilya smiled, satisfied.
“You will enjoy it,” he repeated. “And,” he added, voice dropping slightly, “if you behave, maybe later tonight I will make up for this morning.”
Shane’s ears turned pink immediately. “You’re unbelievable,” he muttered, glancing around to check if anyone had heard.
“Da,” Ilya agreed easily. “But David said he and Yuna are booked into a hotel for the next two nights, so I will have you all to myself tonight.” His grin softened briefly into something quieter as he pushed himself away from the boards. “Wait for me,” he said again.
Then he turned and skated back toward the chaos still unfolding at the bench, where Ryan was currently arguing that Luke had clearly attempted to murder him while Artos and Victor were still laughing too hard to stand up properly.
“It looks like you have a good team here,” Yuna said from behind Shane.
He turned just in time to see Trevor nod thoughtfully as he watched the players regroup.
“We’ve put a big focus on team chemistry the last few years,” Trevor said. “Talent’s important, of course. But talent without trust tends to collapse the first time things get difficult.” His gaze flicked briefly toward the ice, where Ilya had just rejoined the bench, already shoving Ryan back toward the drill with a sharp word and a light smack to the back of his helmet.
David’s mouth twitched. “Ilya’s a good captain.”
Trevor nodded, glancing sideways at Shane. “He is,” he agreed, before sighing softly. “Most of us around the league assumed whatever was happening between the two of you was just, ah—an especially heated rivalry, I suppose.”
His tone stayed casual, but there was something quietly deliberate in the next words.
“Look. I’ll be honest with you,” he said, leaning lightly against the boards beside Shane. “The biggest concern most organisations have right now isn’t about you two being friends. Most franchises are built on good chemistry between players.” He paused. “But you and Rozanov are two of the best players in the league. There’s always been a lot of attention on you.”
“The only thing that stopped Boston from actively bidding for you was the assumption there’d be tension if we tried to put you on the same line. But after that last game?” He shook his head slightly. “Everyone’s coming to terms with the fact that we were obviously wrong. And we’re not the only ones interested, of course. But the possibility of a Hollander–Rozanov lineup is scaring the shit out of most of the league.”
Shane frowned slightly. “What?”
“You should’ve heard some of the calls coming in this morning.” Trevor snorted, shaking his head. “Half the league is suddenly very concerned about maintaining competitive balance. And everyone’s asking hypothetical questions they’re desperately pretending aren’t all about you.”
“And the other half,” he continued, “are trying to figure out how quickly they can build a roster capable of surviving a playoff series against the two of you.” He paused. “If that were ever to actually happen, of course.”
David snorted quietly.
Trevor’s grin widened. “Rozanov’s been with this organisation a long time,” he said lightly. “Long enough that people tend to assume he’ll retire here.” His gaze drifted between them, something quietly assessing in his expression. “But players build lives too,” he continued. “And sometimes those lives influence where they play.”
He hesitated before adding, “I get the feeling he’s a big reason you’re even considering Boston in the first place.” His mouth twitched slightly. “I can’t say I wouldn’t be tempted to play on the same team as a friend who defended me like that.”
Then he chuckled under his breath, shaking his head again. “Alright,” he said. “Even I can hear when I’ve drifted into giving a pitch. I should probably let LeClaire finish running his practice before he decides to throw all of us out.” He nodded toward the rink. “And I imagine Rozanov is about done with practice anyway.”
David blinked. “How d’you know that?”
Trevor gestured casually toward the ice. “Watch him.”
They all turned to watch as Ilya took the puck at the blue line, cut around one defender, and buried a shot so cleanly into the top corner that the goalie barely moved. Then he peeled off toward the bench without waiting for the whistle.
Trevor smirked, only slightly smug, as LeClaire barked something across the rink that made Ryan groan dramatically. Then he pushed off the boards, already turning away by the time Shane noticed. “I’ll walk you back up,” he said lightly.
Yuna nodded politely, already falling into step beside him as they started toward the stairs again. David followed with an amused shake of his head, still glancing back toward the ice like he expected someone else to fall off the bench. But Shane lingered for half a second longer, watching as Ilya sat down and started untying his skates. 
He pushed a hand through his damp hair, shaking it back from his face before looking up again. His eyes found Shane’s almost immediately, and there was something quietly affectionate in the look Ilya gave him. Shane gave the smallest nod in return, his gaze flicking toward the rest of the bench as he silently told him to pay attention to the team who were pretending not to watch them.
Ilya’s grin flashed sharp and satisfied in reply—the kind that always made Shane’s chest tighten a little. Then he leaned sideways and barked something in rapid Russian at Ryan that made Artos immediately start laughing again.
Shane shook his head softly and finally turned away.
“Thank you,” he said quietly to LeClaire before heading for the stairs. “I know it’s not ideal having people wandering through practice, especially before a game.”
LeClaire waved a hand dismissively, though his expression was still faintly pinched with the exhaustion of a man managing far too many personalities. “It’s fine,” he muttered. “Practice was basically over anyway.”
Shane nodded once, then followed the others up the steps. 
Behind him, he heard LeClaire sigh. “I kinda hate how much I like him.”
His assistant coach made a choking noise beside him. “He’s Shane Hollander. How can you not like him?”
The noise of the rink faded behind them as the door closed, replaced by the quieter hum of the hallway outside. Trevor was already explaining something to Yuna about arena renovations while David asked a question about the training staff.
Shane let the conversation drift around him. He’d gotten very good at doing that over the years—standing in rooms where people talked about contracts and trades and the future of franchises while he smiled politely and pretended none of it made his stomach twist.
A few steps down the hallway, Becky slowed until she was walking beside him. She glanced ahead to make sure Trevor and his parents were far enough away before leaning slightly closer. “I have an offer for you,” she said quietly.
Shane frowned. “I’m pretty sure nothing’s been confirmed yet,” he said slowly, glancing around them. But no one was paying them any attention.
“Not that offer,” Becky said, grinning as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a thin envelope.
She held it out to him, giving it a small shake until he finally took it. Her grin widened when he looked inside, then back at her with wide eyes. She shrugged lightly. “Rozanov loves playing a good prank on people,” she said, her smile turning conspiratorial. “How do you feel about playing one back on him tonight?”






  
    Chapter End Notes

    Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.

Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
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  Chapter 11
lya Rozanov Might Actually Be The One Who's Concussed This Time
Shane Hollander could not—under any circumstances—admit to Ilya that part of him was actually grateful he’d been kidnapped.
The thought had been following him all afternoon, through their late lunch at the restaurant, lingering in the quiet stretch of the drive back to Ilya’s house. It kept circling stubbornly at the back of his mind, like if he just turned it over enough times, it might start to make sense. There had to be a version of it that didn’t sound completely absurd, right?
There wasn’t.
And maybe it would’ve been easier to be angry about it if Ilya had been wrong. Or if he hadn’t looked so damn pleased with himself every time it came up, like dragging Shane out of a situation he’d refused to leave on his own was just obvious. And even he had to admit—quietly, reluctantly, in the privacy of his own head—that maybe he’d needed someone to see how bad things had gotten and decide it wasn’t okay.
That was the part he couldn’t quite seem to shake. He was almost certain it was written all over his face, because his mother kept glancing at him from across the room like she was just waiting for him to give in and say it out loud. But Shane couldn’t bring himself to look back at her.
Because if Ilya ever got it into his head that forcibly removing Shane from bad situations was something he actually appreciated—fuck. There would be no stopping him.
He could already picture it. Coming home one day mid-argument, already halfway through saying something he’d regret—and the next thing he knew, he’d be tied to their bed while Ilya explained, very calmly, that this was for his own good. Or worse, he’d start doing it preemptively. Stealing him away whenever he started to get overwhelmed.
And then—
Shane’s grip tightened slightly where his fingers curled into the fabric of his sleeves.
—and then Ilya would fully commit to distracting him.
They’d probably end up not leaving the bed for hours. Until they either collapsed from exhaustion or completely forgot what they’d been arguing about in the first place. Until whatever had set him off didn’t seem as urgent anymore—or didn’t seem worth going back to at all. Which was—
Shane huffed out a quiet breath, dragging a hand over the back of his neck.
Which was a terrible idea.
Probably.
The sound of footsteps pulled his attention away before he could follow that thought any further.
He turned to find Ilya coming down the stairs, his hair still damp from the shower, curling slightly at the ends where it brushed his collar. He looked completely unbothered that Shane and his parents were sitting in his living room, or that their shoes were lined up by the door like they’d always been there.
Shane found himself glaring at how utterly distracting he was, even when he was doing something as mundane as walking down the stairs. It wasn’t fair, he thought. Because Ilya seemed, annoyingly, like none of the uncertainty in Shane’s head existed for him at all. Like this—being here, being seen, being part of Shane’s life in a way that wasn’t carefully hidden away—was the most natural thing in the world.
Maybe it was, but he didn’t have to make it look so fucking easy. 
The television flickered somewhere in the background, filling the room with low noise as his mother flipped through the channels, muttering softly under her breath at the lack of anything worth watching. Beside her, his father let out a quiet, uneven hum that sounded suspiciously like he was drifting off.
But Shane’s attention stayed fixed on Ilya. He watched as Ilya pulled his laces tight, then stood to grab his jacket from the hook on the wall. Then he paused—just long enough to turn back, step into the room, and lean over the back of the couch to press a brief kiss to Yuna’s cheek.
“Enjoy the game,” he told her, glancing up just long enough to meet Shane’s eyes over her shoulder.
Yuna smiled up at him, soft and fond. “We will,” she said, pausing as she landed on a sports panel, the commentators’ Boston accents spilling into the room almost immediately. “Ah. There we go,” she added, settling in to listen to them break down tonight’s Bears versus Admirals matchup, already nodding along like she had strong opinions about it.
Then she glanced back at Ilya again, her expression turning just a little more pointed. “You make sure you win tonight, hm?”
David made a vague noise of agreement beside her without opening his eyes.
Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly. “Da,” he replied automatically, already turning toward the door.
Shane stayed where he was for a moment, his teeth worrying at the inside of his cheek as he tried to figure out how to move through this uncertainty without overthinking it. Finally, he pushed himself up from the couch to follow Ilya out of the room.
“I’ll walk you out,” he said.
It was mostly for his parents’ benefit—but he still winced slightly as the awkwardness of walking Ilya out of his own house caught up to him. It felt backward in a way he couldn’t quite explain, like he was stepping into a version of his life he didn’t quite know how to move through yet.
But Ilya just smiled at him over his shoulder as they stepped into the hallway, his eyes flicking back to Shane when they reached the door.
“What?” Shane asked, his shoulder settling against the wall that separated them from the living room.
And, fuck it—he probably wouldn’t have heard anything Ilya said even if he had answered.
He was too distracted by watching the easy strength in the line of Ilya’s back, the shift of muscle beneath the black top he was wearing. It made it difficult to focus on anything else. Even the noise from the television faded into something indistinct as Ilya turned toward him slowly, his gaze already fixed on Shane—sharp and intent in a way that made it impossible to look anywhere else.
Shane didn’t even realise he’d pushed off the wall until Ilya met him there without hesitation.
Ilya reached for him with a hand that slid to the back of his neck, fingers curling into the hair at his nape as he closed the last inch of space between them. He pressed his mouth to Shane’s in a firm, impatient kiss that felt like it had been waiting all afternoon to be claimed.
Shane’s hand caught in Ilya’s jacket, pulling him closer as Ilya tilted his jaw just enough to deepen the kiss. It lingered a second longer than it probably should have, especially with his parents literally on the other side of the wall—but Shane found he didn’t particularly care.
“You will still be here when I get back?” Ilya murmured when he finally pulled back, his voice low.
Shane huffed a quiet breath, his forehead resting briefly against Ilya’s. “Of course I fucking will,” he mumbled. “Kidnapped, remember?” His hand tightened slightly in Ilya’s jacket, just enough to hold him there for a second longer. The hallway felt too small suddenly, like it couldn’t quite contain the completely unreasonable urge not to let Ilya walk out that door.
“I’ll still be here,” he added quietly.
“Good.” Ilya’s thumb brushed once along his jaw. “I like knowing you are waiting for me.”
Shane groaned softly, cutting the sound off at the last second as he stepped out of Ilya’s reach. He dragged a hand through his hair, exhaling hard as he tried to pull himself back together, even though he could still taste the warmth of Ilya’s mouth when he licked his bottom lip—which was not helping at all, considering he had to walk back into a room where both his parents were still waiting for him.
“Go,” he said softly. “Before you’re late to your own fucking game.”
“Hm. I am never late,” Ilya said, giving him a quick, self-assured smile.
Then he stepped forward anyway, completely ignoring Shane’s warning. He caught his jaw again, titling his head just enough to steal another kiss. His thumb brushed once along Shane’s cheek as he pulled back, lingering a second too long before letting go.
Shane huffed quietly when Ilya grinned at him before turning toward the door.
“I will score the first goal just for you, solnyshko,” Ilya promised, his hand settling on the handle. “And then I will win the game, so you can congratulate me properly when I come home.”
“What—like you won your last game?” Shane asked, one brow raised, his lips pulling into a teasing smile.
Ilya’s eyes narrowed in mock offence. “Doesn’t count,” he said, completely serious. “You were distracting me.”
“Fuck off,” Shane grinned, laughing as he leaned his shoulder back against the wall.
Ilya flashed him a wink before pulling the door open, and Shane watched him until it slid shut behind him, the quiet of the hallway settling in his absence.
It shouldn’t have felt so complicated, Shane thought. But he kind of hated how easy it was to be here. In Boston. To stand at the door and kiss Ilya goodbye. To sit in the kitchen arguing about their future like it was something they were actually allowed to plan for now. Or to just exist in a space that already felt lived in, like he could step into it and stay. Build something that looked exactly like this.
It made sense in every way that mattered, but there was still a thread of uncertainty running underneath it. Or maybe it was something quieter than doubt—the slow, uneasy recognition that Ilya had been offering him a version of their future all along, and it was something Shane had never really let himself picture.
Only now he was starting to want it.
Like—he was starting to really fucking want it.
And that felt almost cruel, in a way. Because they still hadn’t heard anything about the trade, and there was no guarantee he’d even end up in Boston when it came time to sign his next contract. But he wanted this. He wanted to stay right here, even knowing what it would take—the move, the adjustment, the anxiety of walking into a new locker room and starting over again.
At least he already knew most of the Bears. He’d played against them for years, traded words across the ice, shared quick conversations after games or during events. And the easy acceptance they’d greeted him with over the last week was something he was still trying to wrap his head around. It hadn’t felt cautious—more like they’d just made space for him without asking him to shrink first.
So what the hell was he supposed to do if he didn’t end up in Boston? Was he supposed to just go somewhere else instead? To a different team, a different city—and spend the next ten years building a life that didn’t include waking up to Ilya every morning?
The thought made something sharp twist under his ribs, because they’d spent the last decade pretending that was fine. And sure, most of that time had been spent sorting their own shit out. But Shane was so fucking tired of building a life that always had to leave space for that kind of absence. Not after he’d finally gotten a taste of what their life could be like if—
He groaned softly, staring at the closed door as he tried to forcibly shake those thoughts from his head.
After a second, he forced himself to move, stuffing his hands into his pockets so he wouldn’t keep tugging at his sleeves. But then he felt the folded paper of Becky’s envelope shift against his fingers as he stepped forward, and it suddenly felt heavier than it had any right to be.
He’d slipped it in there before anyone could question him about it at the rink, then sat through the late lunch at the restaurant Ilya had taken them to with it burning against his thigh the entire time. Only, it was impossible to ignore now that he was alone with it again.
Or—almost alone.
“Even the Boston panelists seem to think the Admirals will win tonight,” Yuna said as he stepped back into the living room.
“Hm?” Shane mumbled, dropping onto the opposite couch.
“They’re discussing how their defensive line looks stronger this year,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward the screen. “And that they’ve been playing much more aggressively—which is probably because of their new coach, to be honest. Everyone knows the Bears are still trying to replace Price’s depth.”
She tilted her head slightly. “I’ve been saying for years that the Admirals had the potential to win the Cup. Looks like they might actually have a real chance this year,” she hummed softly, her eyes still fixed on the screen. “Oh—I still hope Ilya’s team wins tonight, obviously,” she added with a quick, guilty smile. “Don’t tell him I said that.”
Shane huffed quietly, more amused than anything. “You know Ilya would rather die than give Scott Hunter the satisfaction of winning anything, right?”
Yuna snorted softly, tucking one leg beneath her as she settled more comfortably into the couch. “That’s because Ilya makes excellent life choices.”
“You’d defend him against anything,” Shane muttered, letting his head fall back against the cushions when she didn’t deny it. He stared up at the high ceiling for a moment before sighing. “He’s going to be insufferable if they lose.”
“He’s already insufferable,” David pointed out without opening his eyes.
“Hm.” Shane smiled faintly, his thumb absently tracing along his lower lip, the skin still tingling from Ilya’s parting kiss. “Yeah. That’s—ah—probably fair, actually.”
On the screen, the commentators shifted into a breakdown of the starting lines, their voices rising with that particular brand of pre-game excitement that always felt just a little manufactured. Shane’s gaze drifted back to it, unfocused, more out of habit than interest.
Then his gaze flicked to where his mother had settled comfortably into the other couch, his father still half-dozing beside her, listening with one ear like he might drift off at any moment. They both looked like they’d already decided to stay exactly where they were, and something about that made it harder for him to even suggest interrupting them.
“Uh,” Shane began slowly, wincing slightly at how awkward it already felt to start a conversation he had no idea how to bring up properly. “Do you, uh—maybe feel up to going out?”
His shoulders stiffened when his mother went a little too still in response. He watched her brows draw together in a faint frown and felt that familiar heat creep up the back of his neck as he realised exactly how that must have sounded.
“Uh, I just meant—”
“And miss the game?” Yuna asked, turning to him with an incredulous look.
David chuckled, clearly entertained by her reaction. His eyes opened slowly, a faint smile already tugging at his mouth as he glanced between them. “Now that’s a bold suggestion,” he said. “Where were you thinking, kid? Gonna show us around some of the Boston sights?”
He pushed himself upright on the couch, dragging a hand down his face to wake himself up before leaning forward, his eyes sharpening as he looked back at Shane. “Or are you finally taking me to a decent sports bar? Y’know, we never did find a good one in Montréal.”
“That’s because everyone kept coming up to Shane for a picture or an autograph,” Yuna said, crossing her arms with a huff. “Completely ignoring that he was trying to spend time with his dad.” She glanced back at Shane, her expression softening. “You know Ilya’s been looking forward to you watching his game tonight.”
“I always watch his games,” Shane said, rolling his eyes.
“Yes,” Yuna agreed, her lips curving faintly. “But not in Boston.”
“Oh, don’t you start,” he muttered.
“What?” she asked, blinking at him.
“Oh—ah—nothing, sorry,” Shane said quickly, heat creeping up the back of his neck as he ducked his head. “I don’t think I know this city well enough to show you around yet,” he admitted with a small shrug. “I was just wondering—I mean—” He trailed off, frowning when the words refused to line up properly.
Then he huffed, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck, already regretting the way he’d started this entire conversation. “Did you, uh—did you bring any formal clothes with you?” He tried instead, but from the way his parents frowned at him, that hadn’t actually been any better.
“I brought you two suitcases from Montréal,” Yuna said slowly, giving him a pointed look. “For what you keep describing as a ‘weekend visit,’” she added, a faintly amused smile tugging at her mouth. “You really think I didn’t pack myself enough clothes?”
Shane winced. “Right. Yeah,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “I just—ah—figured you packed for Mexico, not Boston,” he said, before glancing at her crisp white blouse and tailored trousers, which were definitely not beachwear. “I was just wondering if you brought anything for—uh—for going out?”
David snorted. “Your mother packs for every possible occasion,” he said, amused. “Including ones she hasn’t been invited to yet.”
Yuna lifted her chin slightly. “Being prepared is not a flaw.”
“Never said it was,” David murmured, leaning over to kiss her cheek, murmuring something low in her ear that made her smile.
Shane looked away, fairly certain he didn’t actually want to know what his father had said. Still, he found himself sneaking another glance at them, a quiet smile tugging at his mouth.
There had always been something easy in the way they fit together. He’d grown up with it, but it still caught him off guard sometimes. The way one of them would reach without looking and find the other already there. The way conversations folded naturally around shared understanding. Or maybe it was just the open affection of two people who had long since stopped pretending they didn’t adore each other.
He wondered, briefly, if they ever looked at him and Ilya and thought the same thing. Like they looked inevitable. Like two people who had been circling each other for so long that loving one another had become its own kind of gravity. He liked that idea. Of people seeing the shape of them together—even while he was still figuring out how to exist without second-guessing every glance, every touch, every moment that might give them away.
“Don’t worry,” David added, glancing back at Shane with a knowing look. “If there’s an event you suddenly need to attend, your mother is already prepared for it.”
“Is there an event you suddenly need to attend?” Yuna asked, turning to him with a raised brow.
“No,” Shane said.
He hesitated.
“Maybe,” he corrected himself, sighing as he dragged a hand through his hair. “I just—formal was probably the wrong word,” he admitted. “I just meant, like, nice clothes?” He winced. “For something where there might be cameras. Or people paying attention.”
His parents shared a look before turning back to him with identical, carefully neutral expressions.
“What do you mean?” Yuna asked slowly.
Shane hesitated, then reached into his pocket and pulled out the envelope, smoothing the fold along the middle before turning it over in his hands. “Becky gave me a couple of tickets to the game tonight,” he admitted quietly, still staring at it like he wasn’t entirely sure what he was supposed to do with it now that he’d said it out loud. “I thought we could maybe—” He shrugged. “Go watch Ilya play.”
David let out a startled laugh. “Oh god,” he said, his eyes widening as the realisation hit. “Does Ilya know?”
Shane winced. “Ah, no,” he admitted slowly. “It’s a surprise?” He added, though it came out more like a question than he’d intended. “He’s done a lot for me. Especially recently.” He frowned slightly, uncomfortable with how vulnerable those words sounded once he’d said them out loud. “And I don’t like the idea of him feeling like that’s one-sided.”
“Shane,” Yuna said gently. “You know he doesn’t think—”
“I know,” Shane cut in quickly, wincing when his voice came out sharper than he’d meant. He exhaled slowly. “Sorry.,” he said. “I just—I know that. I do. But he’s been really worried about me recently. Which I get. I kinda really fucking scared him, I think, and—”
“You scared a lot of people, Shane,” David said, his voice quieter now. “You went down hard out there. One second you were skating, and the next you were just—” He shook his head, his jaw tightening. “They left you on the ice for far too long before they brought the stretcher out. Everyone was just watching, and no one was saying a damn thing that was useful.”
He frowned. “We watched the footage as soon as we got Ilya’s texts,” he admitted. “He told us not to, but we couldn’t—” He cut himself off with a sharp exhale. “I don’t know what we would’ve done if he wasn’t here looking after you.”
Shane swallowed, his throat suddenly tight. He stared down at his hands for a second, like he could still feel the phantom impact of his knuckles hitting Comeau’s face—which, admittedly, made him feel a little better about the moment everything had gone dark later.
“Yeah, he’s been great,” he said quietly. “Bossy as hell, but—yeah, he’s been taking good care of me.” He exhaled slowly. “Wouldn’t really let me get away with much, even when I tried. But, uh—I’m sorry for worrying you. I didn’t—”
“Ah. It’s okay, kid,” David said gently, cutting him off. “That’s part of the job description. Comes with the whole ‘caring about you’ thing.” He shrugged, then added with a crooked grin, “Would’ve probably felt better ‘bout it if you’d hit Comeau again, though.”
Yuna snorted. “He already hit him twice,” she said, a hint of dry amusement in her voice. “Honestly, you’re lucky your endorsement partnerships didn’t panic,” she added, before sighing. “Though it seems there’s apparently a market for you being a little reckless,” she murmured, frowning like she was still deciding how she felt about that. “But that doesn’t mean you can start making a habit of it.”
“Hm,” David said, grinning at her. “But three’s a lucky number, right?”
“David,” Yuna said sharply.
Shane huffed a quiet laugh, some of the tension easing out of his shoulders as he listened to them bicker. It didn’t fix everything—the injury, the locker room, the quiet weight of everything he couldn’t quite bring himself to say yet—but having their support took some of the weight off, even if it didn’t change anything else.
“I just—” he hesitated, finally interrupting them, dragging a hand briefly over the back of his neck. “I want to do something to show Ilya I support him too,” he admitted quietly, lifting his shoulders in a small shrug. “Becky said it was a prank, but I’m not sure if—”
“Oh, it’s gonna be a great prank,” David said immediately. “That poor boy’s not gonna know what hit him. He’ll either be thrilled or have a full-on crisis right in the middle of the arena.” He paused, clearly pleased with the thought. “Possibly both.”
“Hm,” Yuna murmured, a smile pulling at her mouth. “He is rather dramatic.”
“He’s not—” Shane started, then faltered under her look. “He’s not always dramatic,” he corrected quickly. Then he hesitated, his fingers catching briefly against the seam of his trousers, picking at a loose thread that wasn’t really there. “Do you think it’s a bad idea?”
“No, darling,” Yuna said gently, her expression softening as she watched him. There was a quiet understanding in her eyes now, like she could see exactly what he was trying to do, even if he didn’t quite have the words for it himself. “I think that’s a lovely idea,” she added softly.
Shane ducked his head slightly. “I just want—” He caught himself before saying him, which felt a little too honest, even if it was true. “I want to show up for him,” he said instead. “I want to support him and not—uh—act like it’s something I have to keep hidden,” he added, avoiding her eyes.
Yuna smiled. “Do you know where the seats are?”
Shane hesitated, then flipped the envelope over to hand her the tickets. “They’re not, like, bad seats,” he said quietly.
Yuna let out a small, surprised laugh as soon as she saw ‘Lodge 7, Row 1’ printed beside each ticket’s seat number. “Shane,” she said, looking up at him with fond amusement. “These are VIP seats.”
“Yeah,” Shane admitted awkwardly. “Becky also gave us the option for a private suite, if I didn’t want it being so public,” he added. “Which is tempting, but it kind of defeats the purpose of going to support him, right?” He tried to smile, but it came out slightly crooked. “I’m pretty sure she said we’d have access to the club facilities either way. So, y’know—we might still find a decent bar, dad.”
That earned him a dry snort from David, but Yuna was still grinning as she looked back down at the tickets, shaking her head. “You do realise most people’s idea of ‘not bad seats’ is somewhere they can actually see the Jumbotron, right?”
“Yeah,” Shane repeated, heat creeping up the back of his neck as he rubbed at it awkwardly. “Ilya called me entitled earlier,” he admitted, his lip curling slightly. “Like he doesn’t have a dozen race cars in the garage he refuses to let anyone touch.”
“Hm,” Yuna said, still smiling. “I think you and Ilya may have slightly lost touch with what normal people consider reasonable.”
David snorted. “Says the woman currently holding front-row tickets like she’s not already thinking about what to wear for the kiss cam.”
Yuna laughed harder at that, leaning into him with a grin. Then she suddenly sat up straighter, her eyes widening. “The game starts in three hours—what are we going to wear?”
David let out a long-suffering sigh that still sounded unmistakably fond, already resigned.
Shane barely had time to exchange a look with him before Yuna’s expression shifted again.
“Oh,” she said, suddenly disappointed. “We don’t have enough time to go out and buy jerseys,” she murmured, glancing at the television, where the small white numbers in the corner of the screen were counting down toward the official puck drop.
Her mouth tightened slightly as she watched the timer, like the idea of showing up without something in Bears colours was genuinely distressing—even though she’d openly supported the Voyageurs for his entire life. Or, more likely, the thought of sitting there without visibly supporting Ilya was somehow worse.
“We’re not wearing jerseys,” Shane cut in.
Yuna’s head snapped back toward him. “We’ve attended every one of your games in your jersey,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “We need to show our support for the Bears if we’re going to sit in their seats.” She crossed her arms, already halfway offended by his resistance. “Shane, honestly.”
“We don’t need to support them by wearing Bears jerseys,” Shane shot back, dragging a hand over his face. “I’m still the captain of the Voyageurs, mum. I can’t just turn up to a game in Boston wearing their colours.” He frowned. “What the fuck would people think?”
“Ah,” David said with a grin. “I think you should do it.”
Shane turned to look at him.
But David only shrugged, leaning back against the couch, clearly enjoying himself. “It’d be funny as hell. And it’d add fuel to all those trade rumours,” he added with a wink.
“No,” Shane said firmly.
“Eh. At least think about it?” David pressed.
Yuna nodded immediately. “Ilya must have a spare jersey lying around here somewhere,” she added, glancing around as if Shane would ever leave either of their clothes lying around while his parents were visiting. “You could even wear it under a jumper,” she offered, like that somehow made it better.
“No,” he repeated.
“Shane—” Yuna frowned, but he was saved from having to make the same point all over again by the sharp buzz of his phone on the coffee table. All three of them looked toward it at once, and Shane pushed himself off the arm of the couch when he saw Hayden’s picture lighting up the screen.
He snatched it off the table and hit answer before either of them could drag him back into the argument. “Hey, Hayd,” he said, already gesturing vaguely with the phone as an excuse to step out of the room. His shoulders relaxed almost immediately as he headed toward the stairs, grateful for the interruption. “What’s up?”
“Oh,” Hayden said, dragging the word out. “Boston’s actually letting their hostage use his phone now?”
“Don’t be a dick. You already know I turned my phone back on,” Shane said, rolling his eyes as he started up the stairs. “You’ve been texting me non-stop.”
“I have to make sure you’re still alive,” Hayden said, laughing now. “Or not being impersonated by that—ugh—by that Russian stalker you’re apparently shacking up with in Boston.”
Shane snorted, faintly amused at Hayden’s attempt to insult Ilya. It was equal parts teasing and genuine irritation, something that had long since evolved into its own strange language between them. Shane had stopped trying to figure out whether Hayden genuinely disliked Ilya or just resented how thoroughly he’d worked his way into Shane’s life.
It was probably both.
But before he could come up with an answer that didn’t sound like he was taking sides, he heard Yuna’s voice calling out from the living room. “Get dressed for the game if you’re going up there!” She called. “And make sure it’s something nice!”
He groaned softly, pausing halfway up the stairs as he called back over his shoulder, “Yes, Mum.” He caught the faint sound of her humming from downstairs and had to bite back a smile as he lifted the phone back to his ear. “Sorry,” he muttered, continuing up the stairs. “What were you saying?”
“Shane,” Hayden said slowly. “Is your mum there with you?”
Shane huffed out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Yeah. They flew in this morning.”
“David’s there as well?” Hayden let out a low whistle. “Damn. Boston’s really stealing your whole fucking family from—”
“Don’t start,” Shane warned as he reached the top of the stairs, one hand still braced on the banister. “Whatever weird territorial thing you and Ilya have going on, leave me out of it.”
Hayden made a wounded sound. “You’re supposed to be on my side,” he said, huffing when Shane just snorted. “Look, I’m just saying—ugh—I bet the stalker fucking loves that. First he kidnaps you, and now he’s got your parents staying with him? What’s next—you moving in with him and getting a fucking dog?” He paused. “Oh my god, please tell me you’re not actually getting married to that asshole?”
“They’re not staying with us,” Shane corrected, completely ignoring the rest of Hayden’s rambling, mostly because engaging would only encourage him to keep going.
He pushed open the bedroom door with his shoulder, still pinning the phone awkwardly between his ear and shoulder.
“Dad booked them into a hotel near the West End. They just turned up this morning,” he added, hesitating at the suitcases his parents had brought with them—one black, one white—both pressed up against the far wall, right where he’d left them.
They were filled with Shane’s own clothes from Montréal, which meant he no longer had the excuse to—ah, he no longer had to wear Ilya’s clothes anymore. And yet he still found himself drifting automatically toward Ilya’s dresser, tugging open the top drawer with one hand while keeping the phone pinned in place.
“Yeah, that sounds like Yuna,” Hayden said, humming. “Shows up unannounced to reorganise your entire life and somehow makes every bad decision seem perfectly reasonable.” He let out a quiet laugh. “God. If I was twenty years older and didn’t love your dad—”
“Fuck off,” Shane said, snorting as he absently started rifling through the drawer. His fingers brushed over neatly folded t-shirts and a pair of sweatpants he knew he wouldn’t get away with wearing tonight—but found himself wanting to anyway. “I’m telling Jackie you said that,” he added, just to be petty.
Hayden snorted. “Pretty sure she’d agree with me, actually.”
Shane laughed under his breath and tugged open the next drawer, trying to focus on the very practical problem of finding something acceptable to wear before his mother decided to come and help him—probably by digging out one of Ilya’s practice jerseys to force him into.
Which was still a terrible idea.
Even if it left him feeling stupidly warm every time he thought about it.
Or maybe that was just because the room still smelled faintly like Ilya’s soap from after his shower, which was distracting enough all by itself. But all those warm, slightly unruly thoughts evaporated the moment Shane noticed the damp towel Ilya had left on the floor by the bed.
He huffed in annoyance, even as fondness tugged at the corner of his mouth as he bent to pick it up. He tried not to let the sight of Ilya everywhere soften his irritation as he carried it into the bathroom to toss it into the hamper, but it was impossible.
There was something about the razor left by the sink—the jar of curl cream with its lid half off, the cologne bottle beside it, the pair of trainers by the door that Ilya had clearly decided against wearing today—that made it impossible not to feel like he’d stepped straight into Ilya’s life. Like maybe he already belonged in Boston more than he was ready to admit.
“Hm. It was kind of embarrassing, actually,” Shane admitted as he returned to the dresser, still distracted. “We were kind of in the middle of—uh—I mean—” He shook his head quickly, blushing harder now. “We hadn’t even—”
Hayden cut in with a horrified laugh. “Nope. Absolutely not. I’ve walked in on you two assholes enough to know exactly what you mean. I do not need that amount of information about Rozanov, thanks.”
Shane let out a helpless, slightly breathless laugh. “I was going to say ‘woken up yet.’”
“Jesus Christ,” Hayden groaned. “I call to check if you’re alive and instead I get fucking relationship updates.”
That only made Shane laugh harder, the sound warm even as heat climbed all the way up his neck and into his face. He scrubbed a hand over his mouth, half hiding his smile, then glanced uselessly toward the closed bedroom door like Hayden could somehow see exactly how red he’d gone through the phone.
His ears were burning now, his pulse kicking faster with the sheer mortification of it, and he ducked his head as if that might somehow save him from the teasing. “Shut up,” he groaned, pressing the phone tighter to his ear as he started unbuttoning the blue linen shirt his mother had forced him into that morning.
He shrugged it carefully off his shoulders, folding it neatly and laying it across the end of the bed so he could pack it back into his suitcase later. “I am not discussing my love life with you while you’re enjoying this too much.”
“Enjoying?” Hayden repeated, sounding offended, even if Shane could hear the grin in his voice. “When have I ever enjoyed anything about Rozanov?”
Shane hummed. “Not even the way he makes me happy?” He asked, reaching for one of Ilya’s plainer t-shirts—a simple navy top with a tiny stitched bear logo at the left breast.
He held it up against his bare chest and immediately frowned. Why the hell did every single one of Ilya’s shirts seem two sizes too small for both of them?
“Ugh,” Hayden groaned dramatically. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?” Shane asked, distracted as he glanced toward the bed, wondering if he should just put the linen shirt back on instead. It was itchy and uncomfortable, but at least it was an easy fucking choice.
“Get all sincere and impossible to argue with,” Hayden shot back. “How the hell am I supposed to keep hating the guy when you say things like that?”
“Oh, don’t be a child,” Shane muttered, wincing at how much like his mother he sounded. He cleared his throat, still frowning at the clothes laid out in front of him. “What the fuck do you wear to a game if you’re not wearing a jersey?” He muttered, more to himself than anything.
“Why the fuck wouldn’t you wear a jersey?” Hayden demanded.
Before Shane could answer, there was a sudden burst of noise somewhere in the background of the call, Jade and Ruby’s voices carrying loud enough that Shane had to pull the phone slightly away from his ear for a moment.
“Daddy, Arthur won’t let us play with his iPad,” one of the girls cried, quickly followed by, “We want to watch Bluey!”
“Shit, sorry, Shane,” Hayden muttered, though he was laughing softly.
Shane could hear the rustle of fabric and the muffled shift in sound as Hayden pressed the phone to his chest, and he could almost picture him crouching down to their height, one hand already reaching out to smooth hair back from one of their flushed little faces.
“Hey, hey, no screaming,” Hayden’s voice came faintly through the phone, warm and patient now. “Arthur’s using it right now, remember? We’ll put Bluey on the telly at six. That’s the deal we agreed on, right? It’s Arty’s time to watch his dinosaurs first.”
There was a brief pause, then the unmistakable sound of tiny, suspicious sniffles.
“Are you talking to Uncle Shane?” Ruby suddenly asked, her small voice bright with curiosity.
“Yeah,” Hayden said, a faint, amused exhale slipping into his voice.
“Is his head better now?” Jade asked, suddenly much less tearful. “Does that mean he’ll come play with us?”
“Ah—maybe another time, sweetheart,” Hayden said gently. “His head’s doing better, but his mum’s with him to make sure he gets some rest. He’ll come see us when he’s feeling more like himself, alright?”
Shane couldn’t help smiling at that, the warmth of the interruption settling something soft in his chest as he stood there, still trying to figure out what the fuck he was supposed to wear. His fingers moved absently through folded shirts and hoodies without really seeing them—until they caught on something almost familiar.
He almost dismissed it, but then he stilled. Because he remembered it being black once—but years of wear had faded it into a washed-out grey. Across the front, the once-bright yellow lettering was now cracked and peeling, the ‘Boston Hockey, Est. Nineteen Twenty-Four’ barely clinging to the fabric.
His heart gave a strange thud as he pulled it from the drawer, turning it over in his hands as he pressed the phone between his ear and shoulder. “Fuck,” he whispered. Because right there, printed on the back, was ‘Rozanov 81’ in the same cracked lettering.
And—no, he already knew it was a terrible idea.
Which was probably why he couldn’t stop staring at it.
His pulse kicked harder as he pulled it over his head, the fabric fitting tighter than it used to across his shoulders and chest. It stretched slightly over his ribs now, the old cotton clinging in a way that made the choice feel even more deliberate. But—
“You should wear one of those anti-Bear tops,” Hayden said suddenly, apparently having sent the girls off to terrorize their mother instead. “You know, one of those black ones with big letters that say ‘No Bears Allowed’—so Rozanov can see it from across Boston.” He laughed softly. “Hell, half the Admirals fans will probably be wearing the same thing tonight.”
“Uh,” Shane muttered, his mind going blank as he stared down at the faded lettering on the t-shirt he was already wearing. He bit his lip. “Are the girls alright?” He asked instead—because he suddenly knew exactly what he was going to wear.
He tried to convince himself he could just throw a sweatshirt over it. He’d spotted a couple earlier, thin enough that he probably wouldn’t overheat in the arena, and he could wear a jacket while he was outside, right? And, he thought quietly, it meant he could carry something of Ilya with him into the arena tonight, even if no one else knew.
The thought settled his nerves more than he wanted to admit, even as heat crept back into his face. He was suddenly, acutely aware of the faded letters stretched across his chest, of the name pressed between his shoulder blades, of what it would mean if he actually walked into that rink wearing this t-shirt instead of the dozen better options he had waiting for him in this room.
“Huh? Oh. Yeah. They’re just grouchy from being in the car for too long,” Hayden said. “We’re just dropping them off now, so hopefully they’ll sleep it off by the time we get back.”
“Hm,” Shane agreed, then frowned. “Wait—you’re going out somewhere?”
Hayden hesitated for a second, then laughed. “It’s date night. I’m taking Jackie out,” he said. “Uh—actually, I think she’s taking me out?”
“I thought your date nights were on Fridays?” Shane said, arching an eyebrow slightly.
“Eh. We’re spicing things up,” Hayden said, a little too quickly. “Hey, so are you watching the game with your parents tonight, then?” he added, like he was deliberately steering the conversation somewhere safer. “Ready to watch the Bears lose again?”
Shane huffed softly, the corner of his mouth lifting despite himself. “We’re, uh—we’re actually going to see the game,” he admitted, tugging absently at the fabric of the t-shirt clinging to his stomach. “We were given some tickets,” he added, distracted as he turned toward his suitcase, digging through it in search of a pair of trousers and a sweatshirt that didn’t have any branding on them.
Hayden groaned, long and drawn out, and Shane could practically picture him throwing his head back in exaggerated despair. “Somehow I knew you were gonna be there,” he muttered. “Did Rozanov get you those fucking tickets just so he could—”
“No,” Shane cut him off quickly. “It wasn’t him.”
“Please tell me you’re sitting on the Admirals’ side of the arena?” Hayden asked, almost desperately.
“Sure,” Shane lied, laughing when Hayden immediately groaned again.
“I hate you sometimes,” Hayden muttered, before sighing softly. “Hey,” he added, his voice shifting as the teasing dropped out of it, “do you still have the Voyageurs’ group chat muted?”
Shane paused with one leg in a pair of black cuffed trousers, the fabric soft enough that he wouldn’t be shifting uncomfortably in them halfway through the game. He stayed like that for a second, balancing on one leg before pulling them the rest of the way up.
“Yeah,” he said eventually. “Why?”
Hayden sighed. “That’s, uh—probably a good thing, to be honest,” he admitted. There was a brief pause, like he was trying to decide how much to say. “Things got a little intense after the game. And, uh—not in a good way.”
Shane stilled slightly, his fingers tightening for a second where they rested at his waistband. “How bad is it?” He asked quietly.
“Bad enough that JJ told them to fuck off,” Hayden admitted, and Shane winced.
JJ had been hovering somewhere in the middle of the locker room for months now. Sure, he didn’t laugh along with the jokes that were always a little too pointed to be harmless—but he didn’t step in to shut anything down either. Like even now, months after Shane had come out, he was still waiting to see which way the room would tilt before fully committing to it.
The fact that he’d finally snapped meant something had shifted. And Shane wasn’t sure if he was allowed to feel annoyed that it had taken something this ugly to push him there.
“It’s—ah—it’s not everyone,” Hayden added quickly. “I think some of them were impressed when you hit Comeau, actually. But—” he sighed. “You know what it’s like. Once a few of them start, the rest don’t exactly shut it down. And there’s—ugh—look, there’s a lot of shit being said that you don’t need to hear right now.”
Shane was quiet for a moment, his grip tightening slightly around his phone. “Guess I’m not missing much, then,” he said finally, his voice even in a way that felt practiced, even to himself.
“Yeah. They’ve been arguing about everything since Comeau got suspended. Some of them are—” Hayden cut himself off, exhaling sharply. “It’s fucking messy, man. Coach is trying to keep a lid on it, but you know what Pelletier’s like. Oh, and the press is going insane about you being in Boston,” he admitted. “Even the guys who usually stay out of it are picking sides. It doesn’t—” he hesitated, then sighed. “It doesn’t feel like a team right now.”
“Ah,” Shane said, because what the hell was he supposed to say—or feel—when he got confirmation that his team was falling apart while he was off hiding in Boston like some sort of—
“Hey,” Hayden cut in suddenly, his voice firm. “Fuck ’em, yeah?”
He didn’t give Shane a chance to answer.
“It’s Montréal, man,” he added dryly. “Of course they’d turn a bruised ego into a national fucking crisis. But—look. I’m not telling you so you can fix it. I just figured you should know what’s going on. And maybe—” Hayden exhaled softly, his tone easing a fraction. “Just don’t open that chat for a bit, yeah?”
“So what—I should ignore it?” Shane shot back.
“Fuck yes,” Hayden said.
“That’s the most irresponsible thing I’ve ever heard,” Shane said, dragging a hand through his hair as he paced once before dropping down onto the edge of the bed, his elbows braced on his knees.
“Says the guy who got kidnapped to Boston and then fucking stayed there,” Hayden muttered, huffing quietly on the other end of the line. There was a brief shuffle of noise, like he’d adjusted the phone against his shoulder. “So,” he added, a little too casually, “have you heard anything about the trade yet?”
“No,” Shane sighed, letting him change the subject without calling him on it. “Farah said there’s been a lot of interest. But we haven’t heard anything yet.” He shrugged, even though Hayden couldn’t see it. “We might not until it’s announced by—ah—by Montréal or whoever signs me, I guess.”
“Hm. Well, it’s only been a few days. Still early yet,” Hayden said, before suddenly swearing under his breath. “I’m gonna fucking miss you, man. I can’t believe our last game together ended with you in the hospital,” he added with a sigh. “And fucking kidnapped.”
“You really need to stop tweeting about that,” Shane said, a faint, exasperated smile tugging at his mouth.
“Never,” Hayden said immediately. “Look, I, uh—need to go settle the kids in before we leave. I just wanted to check in,” he added, his voice softening slightly. “You’re sounding better, at least. So I guess I can’t keep dragging Rozanov for mistreating my captain.”
Shane snorted quietly at that, trading a few quick goodbyes before hanging up with a promise to talk again later, when they were both less busy.
Then he dropped his phone onto the bed beside him and reached for the charcoal sweatshirt he’d pulled out of his suitcase, dragging it over his head and tugging it down until it stopped catching on his shoulders. It still sat a little tight across his chest, but the sleeves were long enough to cover his wrists, and the collar was loose enough that it didn’t irritate the back of his neck—which was all he could really hope for, sometimes.
He glanced down at the edge of Ilya’s T-shirt just peeking past the collar, a small, private smile tugging at his mouth before he pushed himself up to head back downstairs.
“You look nice,” Yuna said when he walked back into the room. “No gold?” She added, watching him with narrowed eyes.
“Please don’t start,” he sighed, dropping back onto the couch across from them. “Ugh,” he muttered when she kept looking at him expectantly. “My jacket’s sort of a tan colour?” he added, absently tugging his sweatshirt down even though he knew there was no way the lettering underneath was going to peek through.
“David has his gold Rolex at the hotel,” she said helpfully.
“Mum,” Shane groaned.
David laughed under his breath, shaking his head as he leaned back against the couch. “You’re never going to win this one,” he said, shooting Shane a sympathetic grin. “Best to just accept defeat early.” He winked, still smiling. “So,” he added quickly, before Yuna could interrupt again, “ready to head to the hotel?”
Shane scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Right—yeah. We should probably get a cab,” he said. “Ilya probably wouldn’t mind if I used one of his cars. But I’ve got no idea where to park around the arena, and I really don’t want to get him a ticket.”
“You forgetting we got a rental?” David said, raising an eyebrow. “We can leave it parked at the hotel and walk to the arena from there,” he added, glancing over at Yuna before looking back at Shane. “It should only be a ten-minute walk. I checked while you were upstairs talking to Hayden.” His expression softened into something fond. “How is he?”
Shane leaned back into the couch, the tension in his shoulders easing just a fraction. “Hayden?” He echoed, glancing between them. “Worried, I think. He always gets loud when he’s scared and trying not to show it. He was the same every time Jackie went into labour,” he added, his mouth twitching faintly. “But, ah—Jackie’s taking him out on a date tonight, so hopefully that gets his mind off everything for a bit.”
He shifted slightly, hesitating as he tried to decide if it was worth telling them about the Voyageurs—about the messages that were apparently blowing up in the group chat he’d been avoiding since he’d turned his phone back on. 
His thumb dragged absently along the seam of his trousers as he considered it, then he shook his head. “He’s fine,” he said eventually, with a small shrug. “Ah—we should probably get going, right?”
Yuna glanced at the countdown on the television before switching it off, already pushing herself up from the couch. David followed her, stretching once before setting the remote neatly on the coffee table.
“Yeah,” he said. “Traffic’s going to be a nightmare if we wait any longer.”
“Then we should’ve left ten minutes ago,” Yuna called over her shoulder as she headed for the hallway.
They weren’t wrong, Shane found himself thinking as he shifted in the backseat of the car twenty minutes later, watching the line of brake lights stretch endlessly ahead of them. He stretched his legs out carefully and leaned his head back for a moment, closing his eyes against the low hum of the engine.
Boston seemed to move differently than Montréal. Faster, somehow—even when it was gridlocked. Horns cut through the air in impatient bursts, and the streets were already crowded with people in black and gold, jerseys layered over hoodies, scarves wrapped tight against the cold. TD Garden loomed somewhere ahead, just out of sight, but the energy of game night was already spilling out into the streets.
Which was almost nice, in a chaotic, familiar kind of way—apart from the fact that the car had barely inched forward since they turned onto the main intersection.
He could hear the steady tap of his father’s fingers against the steering wheel as he took another turn down a side street, grumbling quietly under his breath. Beside him, his mother distracted herself with her phone, likely making a deliberate effort not to comment on the route or try to take control. Her thumbs moved quickly across the screen, and there was a small, distracted smile tugging at her mouth that instinctively put him on edge—like she was answering a text or an email she’d been waiting for all day.
Which was probably concerning. 
But if Shane kept his eyes closed, he could pretend not to notice. 
Honestly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know who she was texting. Or worse, what she might be orchestrating behind the scenes. Because there was a version of this situation where she was being normal about everything—checking in, making plans, doing something harmless.
And then there was the version where she absolutely wasn’t.
And Shane wasn’t sure he had the energy to deal with more of her “gentle nudging” tonight.
By the time they finally pulled into the hotel driveway, a valet was already moving toward the car. David rolled down the window, and the cold air hit them almost immediately as he passed over the keys with a polite nod before stepping out.
Shane shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, his shoulders hunching as he followed his parents into the lobby. He barely had time to look around before Yuna turned back to him.
“We’ll just run up quickly and get changed,” she said, already glancing toward the elevators. “You should come with us.”
“What—and give you an excuse to get me in something gold?” Shane said, shaking his head at the way her eyes lit up a little too quickly. “No thanks.”
“You’re already halfway there,” she said, eyeing his outfit.
Shane sighed, barely stopping himself from dragging a hand through his hair as he felt the familiar pull of a conversation he didn’t have the energy to finish. It wasn’t even about the clothes, not really. It was the way everything felt like it was building toward something he wasn’t sure he was ready for.
He hesitated, shifting his weight as he glanced toward the lobby instead. “I’ll just wait down here,” he said. “We should be okay, right? We’ve still got, what—an hour before the game starts?” He added, glancing down at his bare wrist out of habit. 
He barely stopped himself from rolling his eyes when his mother gave him the same look she’d had earlier, when she’d tried to talk him into wearing his father’s Rolex.
“I don’t really want to get stuck queuing outside or trying to fight our way through the crowd,” he added instead, shifting his shoulders slightly as he felt the curious eyes of the other guests lingering on them, trying to figure out why he looked so familiar. 
David paused, glancing back at him. “When was the last time you went to a game you weren’t playing in?”
“I—” Shane hesitated, caught slightly off guard by the question. “I don’t actually know,” he admitted, his brow furrowing faintly as he tried to think of an answer and came up blank. Something almost amused slipped into his voice as his lips twitched. “It’s been a while, I guess.”
“Hm.” David nodded, his own lips twitching faintly. “You do realise you won’t be queuing, right?”
Shane frowned. “What?”
“You’ve got VIP tickets, kid,” David said, grinning. “There’s a separate entrance for that. We’ll walk straight in and skip all the waiting. Might get a few curious looks, though,” he added with a knowing smile.
“Oh.” Shane blinked, then let out a sheepish laugh. “Yeah. Right.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Guess it really has been a while since I just, ah—watched a game.” He shrugged. “Instead of playing in one.”
David huffed a quiet laugh as he placed a gentle hand on Yuna’s back, steering her toward the elevators. “We won’t be long,” he said, pulling her away before she could argue.
Shane nodded, half tempted to thank him, before drifting toward one of the armchairs as they stepped into the elevator. He watched the doors slide shut, his mother still mid-sentence as she turned to look at his father—then the quiet of the lobby settled back in around him.
He sank into one of the chairs, leaning forward as he scrubbed a hand over his face.
What the fuck was he actually doing?

The question settled heavy in his chest now that he didn’t have anything to distract himself with. Just time to think, which had never been his strongest skill when it came to spiralling into something he couldn’t find his way out of. “Fuck,” he whispered, staring down at the carpet like it might have an answer for him.
But of course it didn’t. It just stared back in a dull, geometric pattern, the lines too neat to mean anything at all.
It’s okay, he tried to tell himself, copying the slow cadence of Ilya’s voice in his head. Everything will be fine.
Then, immediately—
Yeah. Sure.
Only then did he finally give in to the urge to pull out his phone, the screen lighting up with the notifications that had been buzzing against his thigh for the last ten minutes. He ignored most of them, glancing briefly at the emails Farah had forwarded with interview requests, and the handful of headlines he didn’t want to read but had notifications set up to alert him anyway.
Then his eyes caught on Rose’s name as a new message banner slid across the top of his screen.
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Rose



R🌹RoseI have a very serious question for you.




S🤓ShaneWhy do I suddenly feel like I’m in trouble?😂




Rose♥️R🌹




RoseYou're not!

Yet.

R🌹But I NEED to know something.




S🤓ShaneWhat?




RoseShould I be buying a new jersey?

R🌹Maybe one in black and gold?




S🤓ShaneWhat?😂




RoseDon’t “what” me. It’s literally all anyone can talk about.

I had lunch with my brother yesterday and he spent the entire meal trying to interrogate me for information I DON'T HAVE.🙃

He kept going, “You’re his friend, surely YOU know what’s happening.”

And the worst part is...I don’t.

Because apparently you’ve been holding out on me.

R🌹Which, frankly, hurts my feelings.🙄




ShaneYou’re an awful person.

S🤓The tabloids are completely wrong about you.😂




RoseI know 😈👍

R🌹So?




S🤓ShaneSo what?🙄




RoseUgh.

Trade.👍

Yes?

R🌹No?




S🤓ShaneI'll let you know when I find out where I'm going.🩷




RoseOMG.

FUCKING FINALLY!👍

If I wasn’t about to record an interview, I’d be calling you for details right now!

But they’re literally about to drag me in 😭

R🌹I want to know EVERYTHING.




ShaneThere honestly isn’t much to tell.

S🤓I don't even know if I'm going anywhere yet.




RoseBut you want to, right?

Go, I mean.👍

Shane, that’s huge ♥️🩷

I know you keep pretending this doesn’t bother you, but you deserve better than Voyageurs. And you deserve to be somewhere you don’t have to worry about every little thing being turned into a "problem."

Plus, we both know I'm all about the fashion.

R🌹The black and gold jersey is gonna look so good on you!




ShaneI don't even know if I'm going to Boston yet.


Try not to get too excited, okay?🥳


Farah's only just started putting some feelers out.

S🤓I still don't know how the media found out about it so quickly.




RoseYou waived your no-trade clause.

AFTER your fight with Comeau.

And AFTER the Voyageurs didn't defend you.

(again, might I add!)

EVERYONE heard about it.

R🌹If you were hoping for a quiet trade, you went about it the wrong way, darling.




ShaneIn my defense, I didn't expect Comeau to start throwing punches when my back was turned.😭

S🤓The whole thing was very unprofessional tbh.😂




R🌹RoseTo be fair, I don't think HE expected YOU to throw the first punch.🤷‍♂️




S🤓ShaneWe all make mistakes.😂




R🌹RoseYou’re unintentionally the funniest person I know, and I mean that as the BIGGEST fucking compliment ♥️😅




Shane🙃S🤓




RoseBut, look. You used to sound exhausted all the time. But I've seen the posts about you in Boston. Shane, you look so happy there.

Which is probably because your giant Russian of a boyfriend keeps following you around like a guard dog with separation anxiety.

OMG, tell me the sex is amazing.🥵

Actually no, don't!

R🌹Ugh, you two make me feel so single I could cry 😭😂




S🤓ShaneDid you ever text Sevlana back?😅




RoseOMG, shut up!😂

Now give me details before I text Ilya instead 🤨

He’d fold instantly.

R🌹Still can't believe people think he's some sort of menace when he's so fucking soft (for you) lol.




ShaneAccusing my boyfriend of having emotions? 

S🤓Feels like a dangerous assumption. 




Rose😂R🌹




RoseShit, they're calling me in.

R🌹We'll finish this later, okay?




ShaneYeah.

S🤓I'll text you after Ilya's game. 
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Shane stared at the screen for a second longer, his thumb hovering uselessly over the keyboard. He could already picture exactly how this was going to go. Rose getting impatient, deciding she’d waited long enough, and immediately going to the one person who would absolutely give her too much information.
He exhaled slowly through his nose and dropped his head back against the chair behind him. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, only to startle at the sound of his father’s voice.
“Ready, kid?” he asked.
Shane looked over to see he’d only changed into a clean polo shirt and a thicker jacket, while his mother was now wearing a black skirt layered over a looser pair of black trousers. His eyes narrowed, because his mother was a lot of things, but she didn’t usually wear that much gold jewellery unless she intended to make a statement.
“Mum,” he groaned.
“What,” she asked, a touch defensive, her hands lifting to adjust the small gold hoops in her ears before fixing the simple gold necklace flat against her throat. The gold bracelet at her wrist caught the lobby’s light as she moved. “It’s understated,” she insisted.
Shane glanced down, noticing the gold buckle of the belt around her waist that was doing absolutely nothing to hold her trousers up, as well as the hint of gold eyeshadow she’d apparently had time to apply while he’d been sitting there lost in his own head. “It’s really not,” he muttered, but he, somehow, managed to let his father help him stand without rolling his eyes.
Yuna smoothed a hand down the front of her outfit, clearly pleased with herself, as they made their way out of the lobby and back onto the busy streets.
“You excited yet?” David asked, nudging him lightly as they followed the crowd of black and gold spilling toward the arena. “Or are you gonna keep pretending you don’t care until puck drop?”
Shane huffed a quiet breath, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jacket, using it to pull the open front closed around his chest like it might hide the words he knew were printed beneath his sweatshirt. “I’m, ah—kind of nervous, actually,” he admitted.
Yuna glanced over at him immediately. “About the game?”
Shane hesitated, letting the group in front of them run across the street as the crosswalk turned red. He stopped at the light instead of picking up their pace to follow them. “Yeah,” he said, because it was easier than admitting how much this actually meant.
David snorted softly. “You know Ilya’s gonna love seeing you there, right?”
“Maybe,” Shane muttered, ducking his head slightly. Because even though it was supposed to be a surprise, he couldn’t help worrying that he should’ve given Ilya some kind of warning. Or something to take the edge off the shock if—when, he corrected himself quickly—Ilya spotted him in the crowd.
He was pretty sure the burn at the back of his throat was nausea more than nerves at this point, and the only thing keeping him moving forward was the certainty that Ilya would love it once the shock wore off. And maybe, just a little, because he wanted to get back at him for convincing everyone the Bears had kidnapped him to Boston in the first fucking place.
Sue him. He was still petty when he wanted to be.
“I fucking hate Boston,” he muttered, wincing when some of the Admirals fans overheard him and started cheering, loud and unruly in a way the plexiglass usually protected him from. “Ugh,” he added under his breath as the noise swelled around them, the same fans picking it up like it was a chant they’d all been waiting for.
“Careful,” his dad said dryly. “Give this lot half an excuse and they’ll start a fight for the fun of it,” he added, steering Shane a little further away from where the crowd was already starting to surge and jostle as the excitement for the game built.
Shane shot him a look. “I’ve just had a concussion. I should be legally protected from the consequences of my own bad decisions.”
Yuna huffed a laugh as Shane reached out to steady her when the crowd pressed a little tighter around them. “You can’t keep using that as an excuse, you know?” she said, looking up at him with a mix of fondness and amusement. “At some point you’re going to have to admit you like it here.”
“No,” Shane said, far too quickly to be convincing.
They were halfway down Causeway Street when the crowd finally narrowed into the queue waiting to enter the arena. Shane might not have known Boston nearly well enough for the number of years he’d been visiting Ilya here, but he knew a long queue when he fucking saw one.
He blinked at it in mild surprise, letting his parents guide him around the metal barriers set up to keep people from spilling directly into the street. It didn’t stop people from leaning over them as they passed, phones already out, some recording the crowd, others pointed up at TD Garden itself.
“Oh my god,” someone whispered as they passed. “Is that Shane Hollander?”
“Why the fuck would Shane Hollander be here?” Someone else muttered, snorting dismissively.
David laughed under his breath as he steered them past the main line and toward a smaller, cordoned-off entrance near the side of the building. A staff member in a dark jacket glanced up as they approached, already clocking the tickets in David’s hand.
“Evening,” he said as David handed them over. He scanned them quickly, nodding when the device in his hand gave a soft chirp. “The VIP entrance is straight ahead, then up the escalators to your left,” he explained, tearing off the stubs before handing them back. “Enjoy the game,” he added with a polite smile, stepping aside to gesture them through.
“Thanks,” Shane murmured, sighing slightly when the attendant blinked at him in surprise. He could almost see the exact moment recognition hit, but thankfully Yuna just smiled politely and ushered them inside before they could draw too much attention.
Inside, the noise was still loud but more contained now—echoing up through the high ceilings instead of crashing in from all sides. Shane felt his shoulders loosen a fraction, the tension easing as the sound settled into something more manageable.
Another attendant stood just past the doors, offering them a quick smile as they passed. “Welcome to TD Garden,” she said with the ease of someone who’d said it a thousand times before, but still somehow made it sound genuine. “Do you know where your seats are?”
“Oh, we’re in Lodge 7,” Yuna answered, and Shane tried not to react to how much she clearly enjoyed the flicker of surprise on the attendant’s face.
He’d always known his parents supported him in every way they could. They’d been to every game they could manage to attend, and he knew they watched the ones they couldn’t travel to. But he’d never really seen this part of it before—this quiet, unguarded pride of being able to show up for someone they loved.
Something in his chest ached at the thought, because now they were here to see Ilya with that same pride shining in their eyes. Shane found himself wondering, not for the first time, if Ilya had any idea how much his parents loved him too.
“Oh,” the attendant said, before recovering quickly. She nodded brightly as she glanced at their tickets, then looked back at them with a smile.
“Your section is on the lodge level, just past the main concourse and up the short set of stairs to your left,” she said, gesturing toward the interior hallway branching off beside them. “There’s a club bar available upstairs with food and drinks if you’d like anything before the game or during intermission. You can take any of the elevators up to the club level, but you’ll need your tickets with you for entry.”
Shane barely heard the rest of it. He was far too aware of the way a few heads had turned to look at them in passing, only to quickly turn back again as recognition caught up. He fought off the urge to sigh, keeping his head up and his expression carefully blank as he turned to his father instead, trying to act like all of this—him here, in Boston, at Ilya’s game, with his parents—was completely normal.
“Want to grab a drink first?” He asked, shrugging when his father blinked at him in surprise. “I just thought maybe the bar here might, ah—be better than the one in Montréal,” he added, a little defensive.
“Do you actually want a drink?” David asked, one eyebrow raised. “I thought you hated the cheap beer they have in these places,” he added dryly.
“He’s not drinking while he’s still taking medication,” Yuna said, already stepping in front of them to lead the way.
“Uh, I think that’s just the normal bar,” Shane said to his father. “The club bar might be different?”
David snorted, then clapped a hand on Shane’s shoulder to steer him in the direction the attendant had pointed. “Ah. Out of the two of us, I’ve actually been to a club bar before,” he said, leaning forward so he wouldn’t be overheard by staff. “More than once.” His mouth twitched. “Trust me, the beer’s just as cheap. They just serve it in nicer glasses.”
“But you haven’t been to the club bar here,” Shane pointed out, a little too quickly. He dragged his thumb along the seam of his sleeve, already losing the thread of the argument as his gaze flicked toward the hallway ahead of them, then away again. “It could be different,” he added, though it didn’t sound convincing even to himself.
He went quiet as his mother laughed just ahead of them, the sound echoing faintly down the corridor.
David hummed. “You’re stalling, kid,” he said bluntly.
Shane huffed as he let himself be guided further along. “I am not,” he lied, wincing slightly as the noise from the arena grew louder the closer they got to the seating sections. The crowd’s voices bled together into a low, restless hum that made something tight settle uneasily in his chest. “I’m just—”
“Oh, you are absolutely stalling,” Yuna cut in, amused as she shot them a knowing look over her shoulder. “You’ve been picking at your sleeves for the last five minutes,” she added, slowing just enough to fall into step with them. “Shane,” she said gently, raising a brow when he finally looked at her.
“I’m just—” Shane exhaled, his shoulders hitching faintly. “Maybe a little,” he admitted, his gaze dropping again as his fingers resumed their restless fidgeting against the fabric.
“Hm,” David murmured as he watched him, his tone shifting into something a little less teasing now. He slowed, then stopped, and Shane was quietly grateful that this stretch of the corridor was empty enough that no one had to try and squeeze past them.
“You change your mind?” David asked, brows furrowing slightly. “Nothing wrong with it if you have. You’ve got no obligation to go in there,” he added, nodding toward the corridor up ahead, where the sound of the crowd had begun to sharpen into something more distinct. Laughter. Shouting. The occasional sharp cheer that carried even this far from the ice. “No one knows we’re here yet. We could just go back to—”
“No,” Shane said quickly. “It’s fine. I’m fine,” he corrected himself, shaking his head. “I’m just, ah—a little nervous, maybe. About walking in there and having half the section recognise me,” he admitted finally.
David’s grip on his shoulder tightened for a second, not enough to stop him, just enough to ground him. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “That part’s gonna suck—”
“I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to lie about that,” Shane muttered.
“—but,” David continued, “you won’t be doing it alone.”
Shane glanced over at him, the tightness in his chest easing just a fraction, though it didn’t quite go away. His pulse still felt a little too fast, like his body hadn’t quite caught up to the reassurance in those words yet. He shifted his weight, his fingers catching again at the cuff of his sleeve before he forced them still, his shoulders loosening slightly even as his gaze flicked briefly toward the doors again.
“And hey,” David said, nudging him lightly with his shoulder. “Fewer people than you think will probably recognise you. No one’s expecting to see you here tonight, so no one’s gonna be looking for you in the crowd,” he added. “And we’re right at the front, so the walk down will be the worst part. Plus—” his mouth twitched. “Your mum will also be judging them right back. Very harshly. You know how terrifying that is.”
Shane let out a soft laugh, the sound a little breathless, as the tension eased just enough for his shoulders to drop. “Yeah,” he said, glancing ahead as the noise swelled again. “Okay. So—” he paused, smiling a little shakily, “no drinks then?”
Yuna turned fully this time, her expression softening just a touch as she took him in. “No drinking,” she said again. “Come on,” she added, resting a hand between his shoulders as David stepped through the door to hold it open for them. “You’ve done much more impressive things than this, darling.”
Shane snorted. “Yeah, but that was different,” he muttered, scrubbing a hand briefly over the back of his neck. “No one was watching me like this. This feels—”
“Important?” She guessed.
“Yeah,” he admitted, exhaling slowly as he steadied himself. “I don’t want to get it wrong, mum,” he murmured under his breath.
Yuna’s mouth curved faintly. “You won’t,” she said simply. “Unless you decide to defect to Admiral’s side to watch Ilya’s game—though I think that he’d still just love that you came.”
She rubbed between his shoulders gently, her voice lowering just enough that it felt almost private amid the noise of the arena. “You’re not here to perform for anyone, Shane. You’re here because you were invited. And because you belong in rooms like this.” Her gaze flicked briefly toward the crowd, then back to him. “Just walk in, be yourself, and let them adjust to you for once.”
Shane nodded slowly, mostly to himself, before finally stepping over the threshold.
The sound of the lower bowl hit him all at once. The hum of the crowd stretched wide around them, layered with sharp bursts of laughter, the scrape of skates cutting across the ice below, the low thrum of arena music pulsing under it all. Light spilled down the steps in bright bands, catching on jerseys and glass and the restless movement of thousands of people shifting in their seats.
“Hey,” David said quietly, already a step ahead. “You good?”
“Yeah,” Shane lied, and followed him down the steps, his mother walking beside him with her arm locked through his under the pretence of keeping her balance in the ridiculous heels she was wearing. “Aren’t those shoes flat?” He whispered, steadying her as they started down the concrete steps.
“They have a small heel,” Yuna sniffed, her hand tightening around his bicep. “Shush, you’re going to make me trip,” she added, grinning as she leaned into him a little more.
A couple of people nearby glanced over reflexively as they made their way down, but Shane kept his head down just enough to avoid drawing attention. His pulse was racing hard enough that he could feel it in his throat, each beat slightly out of sync with the noise of the building as the rink opened up more with every step.
He let himself get distracted by watching a few of the arena staff moving along the boards, checking the glass stanchions or tapping at the mounts for the broadcast cameras. Somewhere off to the side, a puck rang off the boards. The sound cracked through the air, sharper from the stands than it ever felt from the bench.
One guy in a Bears jersey frowned when Shane bumped the arm of his seat, then did a visible double take when he realised who, exactly, he was looking at. “Hey, aren’t you Shane Hollander?” He said, blinking like he was trying to reconcile the Voyageurs captain with the man standing in front of him.
“Err—” Shane’s mind blanked for a full couple of seconds, and he found himself answering with, “Why the fuck would Shane Hollander be in Boston?”
The guy snorted, his lips already pulling into a grin when Yuna gently tugged Shane away, silently urging him to follow her down the remaining steps. But the murmur was already following them, and he could hear the whispers behind him carrying in that particular way arena noise always did.
“Didn’t he waive his no-trade clause?” Someone said, half-laughing.
“Oh my god, are we actually getting Shane Hollander?” Another voice murmured, the words catching and spreading, repeated in low voices down the row as more people started to realise who he was.
Someone a few rows back was very obviously pretending not to stare. Another guy leaned toward his friend, whispering something that made both of them glance over again, slower this time, trying to place him outside of his gear, or maybe just away from the ice.
It wasn’t loud enough to cause a scene in the way he’d feared, but it was enough that Shane could feel it. The weight of being noticed. Of being out of place in a building where he usually belonged on the ice, tracking plays and reading gaps, not navigating seat numbers and apologising as he squeezed past knees.
He hesitated as they reached the bottom of the section, glancing instinctively toward the ice. It was strange, he realised, seeing it from this side. It looked different from here. Smaller, somehow. The neutral zone compressed into a narrow strip between blue lines, the corners tighter than they ever felt at full speed. Without his skates under him, the rink felt almost contained, like something he could map out too easily if he tried.
“Not as bad as you thought, right?” David asked, pulling his attention back before he could get too lost in it.
Relief slipped through Shane as his father quietly nudged him to go into the aisle first. “Yeah,” he agreed, nodding automatically as they shuffled sideways past the row, quiet apologies trailing behind them.
And then he saw who was sitting in the seat next to his.
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Shane muttered under his breath as Cassie’s eyes lit up the second she spotted him.
“Hollander,” she said, grinning around the straw in her mouth, a large neon-blue arena cocktail sloshing slightly in the plastic cup she was holding in both hands. She was half-curled in her seat, wearing sweatpants and a hoodie so big it had to be Cliff’s. The sleeves swallowed her hands as she wiggled her fingers at him.
“You just lost me twenty bucks with Becky,” she added, reaching out to drag him into the seat next to her. “I was convinced you’d decide not to come.” She grinned. “Please tell me you didn’t tell Ilya?”
“It’s, uh—a surprise?” Shane muttered, his mouth pulling into something that tried for casual and landed just a little too tight as he ducked his head, like that might hide the warmth climbing up his neck. “Wait—you know Becky?” He asked, surprised enough that it cut through even the low, restless buzz of the crowd still murmuring around them.
Cassie snorted around her straw. “Everyone knows Becky,” she said, before turning toward his parents with a sweet, practiced smile that snapped into place so seamlessly it was almost impressive.
“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Hollander, it’s lovely to see you again,” she added warmly, leaning back against her seat to wave at them.
“Oh. Hello, Cassie,” Yuna said, smiling warmly at her as David leaned in to press a quick kiss to her cheek and drape his coat over her lap. “Are you here to watch Cliff?”
“Eh. Yeah, the team’s been really excited for this one,” Cassie said, shifting so she could see Yuna more clearly. “They’ve all got a bit of a point to prove after we lost that last game. Whole lot of them have been a little, ah—intense this week.” She took another sip of her drink. “No idea why,” she added, glancing at Shane over the rim of her cup.
“Hm. And you work in the cardiac unit, right?” Yuna asked, frowning slightly as she tried to place it. “You’re a nurse, or am I misremembering that?”
Cassie grinned. “Ah, I work in A&E now. It’s much more fun, and the hours are better,” she said, shrugging lightly. “And I still get enough cardiac cases to keep things interesting.”
Shane huffed quietly as he settled more comfortably into his seat, shifting his weight until the angle of his back stopped pulling unpleasantly. The arena air was colder than the concourse, but it was familiar in a way that made something in his chest loosen.
It didn’t stop the prickle at the back of his neck, though—the awareness of glances that lingered a second too long. A phone angled just slightly in his direction. The low, fractured murmur of his name carried through the section, not loud, but constant enough that he couldn’t quite tune it out.
Beside him, his father shifted in his seat like he was trying to escape the attention Shane was drawing without actually getting up. “I could really do with a drink right now,” he muttered.
Shane turned toward him slowly. “Seriously?”
David laughed under his breath, and Shane rolled his eyes as he shook his head. Even Yuna was smiling now, her expression soft with quiet amusement as she tucked her hands beneath David’s jacket to keep them warm.
“I swear you’re worse than Hayden at trolling people,” Shane muttered as he leaned back slightly, forcing his shoulders to loosen against the seat, grounding himself in the familiar rhythm of the rink. The sounds settled around him—pucks snapping off sticks, the hollow thud of shots hitting the boards, the scrape of blades carving tight turns into fresh ice.
Cassie turned to David with a bright smile. “Oh, Connor—Ryan’s brother—just went up to the club bar to grab the next round. I can text him to grab another beer if you want something?”
David perked up immediately. “You’re my favourite person in this building,” he said. “After my wife, obviously,” he added quickly.
“But before your son?” Cassie asked innocently, and Shane snorted under his breath as his mother laughed in response, but his attention was already drifting back to the ice.
Both teams were spread out on opposite ends, so they must have missed the player introductions—and probably the first few minutes of warmups—but the familiar structure was still there. The routine never really changed.
The Bears were in their home jerseys this time, black and gold catching under the arena lights in a way their white ones never quite managed. Shane had always preferred their home kit, personally. But the Admirals were in their road whites with blue trim, which made them look uncomfortably like the Voyageurs at a glance.
For a second, his brain tried to slot them into the wrong shape—the wrong team, the wrong night—and his stomach turned as the memory followed too quickly behind it. The hit. The ice rushing up. The way everything had gone bright, then distant all at once.
He exhaled slowly and forced his focus elsewhere.
The Bears were moving in loose, practiced patterns—small groups cycling pucks along the boards, others drifting into the slot to take quick-release shots. Luke and Artos were exchanging passes on the blue line, while Ryan hovered near the crease, tipping anything he could get a stick on.
Brad dropped into a butterfly, sealing the ice as a string of shots came in from the circles. He tracked each one cleanly, swallowing rebounds or kicking them safely to the corners before resetting, pushing back to his posts with sharp, efficient movements. The backup rotated in a moment later, stretching out in the crease before taking his own reps, his glove flashing as he snagged a rising shot clean out of the air.
Shane’s gaze followed the rhythm automatically, muscle memory filling in the details his body couldn’t act on right now. He could feel the timing of it—the weight of a good pass, the way a puck settled depending on how it was received. The tiny adjustments. Opening up along the boards. Shifting edges to change an angle. Reading a play half a second ahead of where it actually was.
It didn’t take him long to find Ilya.
The flash of blond curls peeking out from beneath his helmet made him nearly impossible to miss, even at a distance. He was running through a shooting drill now, picking up passes in stride and snapping them off cleanly, barely breaking his line. There was no wasted motion, and every touch was deliberate, like he was already playing at full pace while everyone else was still settling in.
Even from here, Shane could see the difference in the way Ilya adjusted his angle just slightly before each shot. The way he shifted his weight through his edges to open space that wasn’t really there. It was the kind of thing you didn’t notice unless you knew exactly what you were looking for.
Shane’s fingers twitched faintly against his knee as he watched. It felt wrong, suddenly, being on this side of the glass. To be watching instead of moving. The rhythm of warmups was so ingrained in him it almost pulled at him physically, like his body hadn’t quite accepted that it wasn’t part of it tonight. 
Cassie made a soft, appreciative sound beside him, and Shane glanced over, frowning slightly as he tried to figure out what exactly she was reacting to. 
“What?” She asked when she caught him looking, her face flushed. “You’re looking at me like I did something.”
“I mean—” Shane hesitated, glancing back out toward the ice for a second. “I’m kind of thinking maybe you did,” he admitted, lowering his voice slightly. “It’s a hell of a coincidence to be sitting beside you—and you know Becky,” he added quickly when she opened her mouth to answer, “which I’m starting to think is not a coincidence either.”
“Shane, sweetheart,” Cassie said, grabbing his forearm and leaning toward him as she dropped her voice, “this is the WAG section. We always sit here.”
Shane’s eye twitched. “What?”
Cassie bit her lip, clearly trying not to laugh, her shoulders shaking just a little. “Relax,” she said, barely holding it together. “Oh, you should see your face right now.” She leaned back in her seat, still grinning. “It’s actually the friends and family section. I just wanted to see your face,” she admitted, a little too pleased with herself.
“Every player gets a couple of assigned seats for every game. Ilya doesn’t usually—” She paused, looking away for a moment. “Uh—Svetlana uses one of them whenever she comes to visit, but mostly he doesn’t really have anyone come to watch him,” she said, her lips pressing thin. Then she sighed. “But yeah—this is where partners, parents, siblings, agents—whoever’s on the list, really—this is where they usually put us.”
She tipped her chin toward the ice. “Close enough to the bench to yell at them if they start being idiots. Not that it’s ever stopped them,” she added, rolling her eyes when another puck hit the glass a few feet away, making a couple of people flinch. Victor skated past right after, tapping his stick lightly against the boards in apology before looping back into the drill.
“Eh. But it’s still early. More people might show up,” Cassie went on, completely unfazed. “And if they don’t, the arena staff’ll start moving people down before puck drop. They hate empty seats in the lower bowl.” She snorted. “God forbid the broadcast catches a gap. Suddenly it’s all ‘is the franchise dying?’ for the next three days.”
Shane huffed quietly at that, amused despite himself. “Yeah,” he said, leaning forward slightly so his forearms rested on his thighs. “I think that’s pretty universal, actually. Franchises always seem to care more about how it looks on camera than what it actually feels like in the building.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Doesn’t matter if the upper bowl’s half empty—if the glass seats are full, suddenly it’s a ‘great atmosphere.’”
Cassie glanced sideways at him, smiling slightly. “Hey,” she said, nudging his knee lightly with hers. “At least you get to enjoy my favourite part of the game.” She leaned in a little. “Warmups,” she said, dragging the word out like it should mean something else to him.
Shane frowned as he looked out over the ice. A couple of players were already taking easy laps along the boards, pucks on their sticks, hands loose as they got a feel for the surface. “Why the hell is this your favourite part?” He asked. “Half these guys aren’t even paying attention yet. It’s not exactly the highlight of the night.”
Cassie snorted into her drink. “Oh my god. Don’t tell me you’ve never paid attention to warmups before.”
Shane scoffed. “Of course I’ve paid attention to warmups,” he said. “It’s your first touch on the puck. You get a feel for the ice, and you can see how your line’s connecting before, ah—” He cut himself off when he noticed the look on her face.
But she just stared at him for a second, then slowly lifted her hand and pointed out toward the ice. “That,” she said with exaggerated patience, “is the most sexual thing I have ever seen a group of mostly straight men do in public.”
“Huh?”
“Oh my god,” she muttered again. Then she reached out, took his chin in her hand, and physically turned his head. “Look.”
Shane followed her line of sight, frowning in confusion—and then, oh.
Matti Jalo from the Admirals was leaning over the boards to stretch his hamstrings, his jersey riding up just enough to expose the line of his lower back. Scott Hunter flicked a puck lazily toward Breezy and Gillis, laughing when it slipped right through them and left them both chasing after it. Carter Vaughan was parked between the hashmarks, snapping controlled shots against Tommy Andersson in the net, picking corners with casual precision like he had all the time in the world.
Over on the Bears’ side, Ryan and Victor were working through one-timers, the puck cracking cleanly off their sticks in a steady rhythm that echoed through the arena. Frank leaned against the boards behind them, dragging the hem of his jersey up to wipe sweat from his forehead—the brief flash of skin earning a low, appreciative whistle from somewhere behind Shane.
And Ilya—fuck. He was down on the ice now, working through a slow, deliberate stretch that dragged Shane’s focus in like everything else in the arena had just fallen out of frame. His fingers curled slightly against his own thighs as Ilya dropped into a deep lunge, one knee hovering just above the ice as his hips rolled forward in a slow, deliberate motion.
Then he shifted, rotating through it again—slower this time, like he was easing into the movement with quiet control. His stick rested loosely across his thighs, a puck abandoned a few feet away as he focused entirely on loosening up properly.
Shane’s fingers dug slightly harder into the muscles of his thighs, like it might stop his brain from helpfully supplying a dozen extremely unhelpful thoughts about flexibility. Did they—did they really look like that when they were working through warmups? He’d never really understood why the crowd was always so full before a game. Why whistles and low murmurs carried through the stands before the puck even dropped—
“Huh,” he said faintly, his voice a little thinner than usual as warmth crept further down his neck, settling low in his chest. “Er—no,” he muttered, dragging his gaze away from the slow—and very familiar—roll of Ilya’s hips.
He shifted in his seat, sliding down slightly and crossing one leg over the other in a subtle attempt to hide his reaction. “It’s, uh—it’s not something I ever noticed before,” he admitted, still faintly flushed.
“Seriously?” Cassie asked, her eyes flicking toward where Cliff was attempting a similar stretch, his version significantly less controlled. Her gaze lingered shamelessly on his ass as he wobbled slightly, nearly losing his balance before catching himself on his stick. “You’ve never snuck a quick look?”
Shane snorted. “No. I never saw it like—err, like that,” he muttered, gesturing vaguely toward the ice. “And I’ve never looked at anyone besides him like that anyway,” he added under his breath, lowering his voice so it wouldn’t carry.
A whistle came from somewhere on the ice, the players shifting automatically into a new drill at the sound, but Shane’s attention stubbornly refused to move away from Ilya’s hips. “Oh my god,” he muttered suddenly. “How the fuck am I ever supposed to watch him do this again?”
Cassie snorted, completely unbothered. “Oh, you’re not,” she said cheerfully. “You’re going to suffer through it every single time like the rest of us.” She bit her lip as she watched Cliff, her head tilting slightly. “Ah. I fuckin’ love hockey,” she breathed.
Shane dragged a hand down his face, already dreading the next time he had to sit through a full warmup without reacting like an absolute disaster. “This is going to ruin my entire career,” he muttered, though there was a helpless edge of amusement in his voice now.
“Oh, somehow I doubt that’s gonna affect your—” Cassie began, only to pause when a knock on the plexiglass startled them both.
They both looked up to find Luke right there on the other side, one gloved hand braced against the glass where he’d knocked, his stick tucked under his arm. His visor was pushed slightly askew from where he’d tipped his helmet back, and there was a faint flush high on his cheekbones from the cold.
A ripple moved through the crowd behind him. Hands lifted, people pressed closer to the glass, a few sharp whistles cutting through the noise as someone called his name. Phones flashed up, trying to catch his attention, but Luke barely seemed to notice. His wide eyes flicked toward them before settling back on Shane, his mouth curving just slightly.
Then he tapped the glass again, slower this time, mouthing something as he pointed to his own shoulder before jerking his chin back toward Ilya.
Shane felt his pulse spike in response. “Fuck,” he whispered, the word catching uselessly in his throat as he resisted the sudden, overwhelming urge to bury his face in his hands.
“What does that mean?” David asked, leaning in with a frown as he tried to follow the exchange through the glass.
Shane groaned, scrubbing his hands over his face anyway. “Ilya’s mic’d,” he muttered. “They’ve got him wired for the broadcast.” He exhaled sharply through his nose. “Who the fuck thought it was a good idea to mic him when he’s playing against Scott Hunter?” he added, already bracing for exactly how much damage that particular combination was going to do.
His eyes narrowed as the realisation clicked into place. “Ugh. Fucking Becky.”
Cassie made a delighted, scandalised noise under her breath. “Oh, you are so fucked,” she whispered, grinning.
On the other side of the glass, Luke’s grin widened as he opened his mouth to say something else—but before he could, another player barrelled into him along the boards. His skates carved into a sharp stop, spraying a fine mist of ice up against the glass as an arm hooked around Luke’s shoulders to steady himself, dragging him half a step sideways as Scott Hunter stepped forward to grin at Shane through the glass.
His helmet was still on, visor down—but Shane knew that expression anyway. Just like he knew the way Scott’s attention locked in and didn’t let go once he had something in his sights.
“Hollander!” He shouted, loud enough to carry over the scrape of skates and the low roar of the arena. A couple of the Bears players glanced over at the sound of Shane’s name, sticks pausing mid-motion as they tried to figure out where the shout had come from.
“What the hell are you doing in the stands?” Scott called over the glass. “You should be on the ice!”
Shane shot him a flat, unimpressed look, plucking at his sweatshirt and shrugging like he was saying, “I’m not exactly dressed for it.”
“Ah,” Scott said, nodding like that tracked perfectly. His grin widened as Matti came gliding in beside him, stopping with a sharp spray of ice that rattled lightly against the boards. “Hollander hasn’t got a jersey to play in,” Scott told him, jerking his chin toward Shane.
Matti leaned in, peering through the glass with open interest, his grin easy and immediate. “Hollzy!” He called, his accent thicker when he was shouting. “Why the fuck are you in Boston—still kidnapped?” He laughed. “You should come back with us to New York instead, yeah? We’ll take good care of you.” He winked. “You’d look good in red, I think.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but he could feel the heat creeping up the back of his neck anyway as the nearby fans started reacting—laughter, a few sharp whistles, someone a row back yelling, “Fuck off!” while another voice immediately joined in with, “Yeah, he’s stayin’ in fuckin’ Boston!”
“Yeah, you should come home with us,” Scott cut in, ignoring the jeers from the crowd as he nudged Matti with his shoulder. “We’ll even let you keep your number on the back.”
Matti nodded. “Yeah, man. That suspension was shit—what the fuck is the league playing at?” He shook his head, his expression tightening slightly. “They’re basically ignoring that Comeau tried to kill you?” He exhaled sharply. “Never really liked that guy.”
Shane lifted a hand in a vague, dismissive gesture, like he could wave the whole thing away if he didn’t look at it too directly. “I’ll be sure to bring it up in my next meeting with Player Safety,” he called back dryly, just loud enough to carry without sounding like he was actually inviting the conversation.
But before he could come up with something to steer things away from getting them all fined, Ryan came barreling in from Luke’s open side, catching the edge of the scrum with a sharp stop that sent a burst of ice over Scott’s skates.
“Oi! No one’s stealing our hostage mid-game,” he snapped, jabbing a glove into Scott’s ribs. “That’s tampering, you idiot.”
“You’re accusing us of tampering?” Scott shot back, both eyebrows raised.
Matti laughed loudly beside him. “You’ve been posting hostage memes on Twitter like it’s a full-time PR campaign,” he said, pointing at Ryan.
But Ryan just crossed his arms, a grin spreading slow and unapologetic across his face. “Eh,” he said, shrugging. “We prefer the term ‘creative recruitment strategy.’”
A ripple of laughter broke through the group, tension loosening just enough to turn the moment into something almost familiar. Sticks tapped lazily against the ice, skates shifting as bodies settled into the loose circle. It was the kind of mid-ice chaos that always hovered just on the edge of getting called out by the refs.
Shane’s fingers tightened slightly against his thighs as his gaze tracked the easy movement between them—the shove, the laugh, the way no one really pulled away. He caught himself leaning forward a second too late and sank back again, exhaling quietly as Cliff skated into view, pulling his attention away from the group.
“Ah, trust Hollander to cause a fuckin’ commotion when he’s not even playin’,” Cliff said as he cut a path into the group, nudging bodies apart with easy familiarity. He flashed a wink at a grinning Cassie when she wiggled her fingers at him from behind the glass.
“Pretty sure your lot are supposed to stay on your side of the ice until puck drop,” he added, turning back to Scott and Matti with narrowed eyes.
Scott opened his mouth to fire something back, but Luke suddenly disappeared sideways as a solid shoulder knocked Scott off balance—nothing penalty-worthy, but just enough to break his stance. Artos slid into the gap like he’d been there all along, one hand braced against Luke’s chest to steady him as he dragged him away.
Scott blinked once, then snorted as he straightened again. “Alright, alright. No more messing with your rookies,” he said, though he was still grinning when Artos didn’t budge. “Ah, come on. You’re as bad as Rozanov with him,” he added, tilting his chin toward Shane.
Cassie leaned in, lowering her voice. “You know the broadcasters are probably losing their minds right now, right?”
“Ugh. Please don’t remind me that this is all getting clipped for highlights,” Shane muttered, shifting his weight slightly as he sank further into his seat. He could already picture the slow-motion replays, the panel arguing over whether it was ‘harmless chirping’ or ‘evidence of locker room fractures,’ commentators dissecting their body language like it meant more than it did.
He sighed, already tired at the thought of the headlines that would inevitably follow. He vaguely heard his mother humming from a couple of seats down, his father snorting quietly as he watched the scrum unfold like it was better than the actual game.
The cluster along the boards had started to draw more attention now. Players circled closer under the pretence of chasing loose pucks or finishing their last shots, but really they were just watching to see if it would tip into something more aggressive. Shane dragged his attention back to the group instead of focusing on the way the crowd kept reacting behind him—laughter, sharp whistles, and shouted commentary all bleeding together into a constant roar. 
Ryan was still chirping at Scott, who was looking increasingly unimpressed with every passing second. Matti was still laughing loudly, and Artos stood at Luke’s side, watching quietly as Luke tried not to laugh at something Ryan had just said. A coach’s whistle chirped distantly from the far end, trying and failing to pull focus back to warmups.
And then—
Ilya shifted onto his inside edge and cut clean through the group, deliberately passing behind Scott and nudging him just enough to knock him off balance again. “Ah. You are getting slow, Hunter,” he said, his voice low but still carrying in that sharp, cutting way it always did on the ice.
Scott huffed, already rolling his eyes as he turned toward him. “I’m three years older than you.”
Ilya’s expression didn’t change, but something amused flickered behind it. “Da,” he said, nodding once. “Then this is even more embarrassing for you. When was the last time you won a race to the puck?”
A couple of players nearby snorted.
“Hm. Keep talking, Rozanov. We’ll see how fast you are in the third,” Scott scoffed, shoving lightly at Ilya’s shoulder as he pushed off, dragging Matti by his collar behind him—who shot Shane a wink and a little call me hand signal.
“Only if you make it that far without falling over,” Ilya shot back easily, not even looking at him now. He’d already turned back to his team, clearly unimpressed as he took in the way they were all glancing repeatedly over his shoulder with poorly hidden smirks.
“What?” He asked flatly.
Ryan just coughed into his glove to smother a laugh, his shoulders shaking with the effort, while Luke and Artos shared a look of open disbelief. Cliff, meanwhile, just kept grinning, crossing his arms as his eyes locked on Shane again.
“Hey,” he said suddenly, and Shane had to narrow his eyes to read the shape of his lips, because the sound barely carried over the crowd chanting Ro-za-nov, which was so loud it swallowed everything else whole. “I ever tell you I love it when Cass comes to watch me play?” He asked casually.
Ilya’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What,” he repeated.
“Just—y’know,” Ryan added, his voice suspiciously innocent, though his grin ruined it completely, “there’s somethin’ about having the right kind of motivation that really helps you focus, right?” His grin turned sharper. “Ah. And you always play better after you’ve been with your, uh—Montréal girl?” He added, frowning slightly like he wasn’t sure that was the right thing to call Shane where they might be overheard.
“I imagine it must be the same feeling when someone you care about is watching.” Ryan’s eyes flicked to Shane again, his eyebrows raised. “Even if they’re not wearing your colours.”
“You are chronically single,” Ilya said dryly. “My Montréal girl,” he echoed mockingly, “is at home, probably ignoring my messages and pretending she is not waiting for me.”
Luke snorted, then tried to cover it by adjusting his gloves. Beside him, Artos tilted his head, glancing not-so-subtly past Ilya’s shoulder toward the stands. “Is funny,” he mused. “Usually you can feel it, right? When someone, ah—important shows up for you.”
Cliff hummed in agreement. “Yeah. Like—completely hypothetically, of course—but if someone was sitting, I dunno, really fucking close with a good view of the ice—” his eyes flicked between Shane and Cassie, his grin widening slowly, “with really good company,” he added, smirking at Cassie. “Eh. You’d definitely notice, right?”
Ryan leaned in slightly. “Especially if they were sitting, like, directly behind you.”
Ilya didn’t turn, but his shoulders went so still Shane wasn’t sure if he was still breathing.
“What the hell are you idiots talking about,” Ilya said again, slower this time. He muttered something in Russian under his breath, half annoyed, half suspicious, before—finally—turning to look at the stands, still frowning. 
His eyes found Shane almost instantly, which maybe wasn’t so surprising, considering he was standing directly in front of where Shane was sitting. His mouth parted slightly. The frown slipped, forgotten. Whatever he’d been about to say didn’t come. For a moment, it looked like he’d lost track of everything else entirely, like the rest of the world had simply dropped away mid-thought.
Shane just shrugged, a little helpless, a little caught out.
He wasn’t entirely sure how he’d imagined this moment, but it definitely hadn’t been like this—right in the middle of warmups, with Ilya’s teammates grinning at them far too obviously, while the crowd was still chanting Ilya’s name loud enough for it to echo across the lower bowl. Or while he was still a little unsteady from the adrenaline of actually showing up in the first place.
But maybe this was better than Ilya catching a glimpse of him at the end of the game. Or worse—mid-shift, when he couldn’t afford the distraction.
Shane waited for the shock to fade, for the horror or the frown of recognition to appear. But instead, the tension in Ilya’s shoulders eased all at once, something bright and almost boyish breaking through the harder lines of his expression as he realised exactly who was watching him from behind the glass.
“Holy shit,” Ryan said under his breath somewhere to Ilya’s left, not even trying to be subtle.
Cliff just laughed, nudging Luke hard enough that he nearly lost an edge. 
Artos snorted beside them. “I thought you were more observant than this,” he said in Russian. “I thought you would miss him entirely for a moment there.”
But Ilya didn’t even glance back at them. 
Shane felt his own mouth pull into a matching smile, his chest tightening—aching with how badly he wanted to lean over the glass and kiss him, consequences be damned. For a second, the rest of the rink seemed to fall away as Ilya’s gaze dragged slowly over him, taking him in like he couldn’t quite believe his eyes. The noise dulled under the rush of blood in Shane’s ears, movement blurring at the edges as players skated past in streaks of colour and motion.
He had the strange, fleeting thought that Ilya could probably pick him out blindfolded—could feel him there the same way he always seemed to know where the puck was on the ice. And absurdly, irrationally, Shane wondered if Ilya could feel the number pressed against his back beneath the sweatshirt, the same way he could.
It almost felt like the fabric hiding it had burned away under Ilya’s eyes. Like there was no hiding it at all. Like maybe it was obvious to everyone in that moment that Ilya Rozanov had stamped his name across Shane’s heart too.
Ilya huffed a quiet laugh, shaking his head once like he’d just remembered where he was. He pushed off, carving a short arc closer to the glass. “Yuna!” He called suddenly, his voice carrying easily up into the stands as he grinned at her. “I knew I was your favourite son.”
A ripple of laughter broke out around them—on the ice, in the stands, even Cassie choking on a delighted sound beside Shane. But Shane just stared at Ilya, warmth blooming low and steady in his chest, because despite everything—he looked happy. And worse, he looked like he didn’t care who saw it.
His hand came up to rest against the glass as he leaned in to grin at Yuna, and it was a coincidence, surely, that his palm was pressed directly over where Shane was sitting. No one else would think anything of it. Though Shane was absolutely certain someone would write a piece about Ilya flirting with his mother right in front of him.
Still, his breath caught when Ilya turned his head slightly and looked at him—and winked.
“Come to see a proper game, Hollander?” He called out, his eyes fixed on him again.
Shane huffed a quiet laugh, leaning forward slightly despite himself. “Hm. Someone said there was a game tonight,” he shot back, his voice lighter than he felt. “Figured I’d come see if it was worth sticking around for.”
A few of the guys nearby let out sharp, delighted sounds at that—someone in the crowd whistling, someone else laughing outright. But Ilya just grinned, slow and sharp, his attention still fixed entirely on Shane like the rest of them were nothing more than background noise.
“Besides,” Shane added, his lips quirking at the corner, his gaze flicking deliberately to Ilya’s mouth before returning to his eyes, “someone promised me a goal.”
Ilya’s answering smile went sharper, something competitive snapping back into place. “Then you should watch more closely,” he called back with a wink—
—and right on cue, the officials’ whistle cut sharply through the rink, signalling the end of warmups. 
Ryan actually groaned, visibly disappointed, but he grabbed Luke and Artos anyway, dragging them back toward Coach LeClaire, who was already calling them in with a clap of his hands and a pointed look.
The rest of the players peeled out of their drills as well, drifting toward their benches as the whistle cut through the noise. But Ilya didn’t follow immediately. Instead, he drifted backward, his edges carving clean, controlled lines into the ice without ever looking away from Shane.
There was something in his expression, something threaded with promise instead of competitiveness, and it made Shane’s grin widen in response. Then, finally, Cliff rolled his eyes and dragged Ilya by his jersey into the cluster of players around him, a few already leaning in to say something, all of them grinning in a way that was impossible to miss even from a distance.
It probably should have worried Shane more than it did, especially with the mic stitched into Ilya’s jersey. But he stayed where he was, shaking his head slightly as his pulse kicked harder than it had any right to, watching the number on Ilya’s back disappear into the mess of black and gold spilling over the Bears’ bench.
“How the hell has no one figured you two out yet?” Cassie murmured as she leaned into him. “You’re basically flirting through reinforced glass on national television.”
Shane huffed softly, not bothering to answer. It wasn’t like they were being subtle. At least, not anymore. It was just that no one was looking for it. And there was something almost comforting about the idea that it really could be that simple. Pretending nothing unusual was happening until everyone else stopped paying attention.
He knew that was Ilya’s approach.
Maybe Shane just needed to relearn how to let the room move around him instead of trying to control how he fit into it. His eyes narrowed slightly at the thought, because he used to be good at that. Once.
He was pulled out of his thoughts by the rink staff stepping onto the ice. He watched as the final stragglers stepped off the ice so the linesman could prepare for the puck drop. One of them skated a slow arc through the neutral zone, scooping up the last few pucks that had been left behind, while another checked the nets with a quick, practiced tug.
The lights dipped a moment later, the warmup playlist cutting mid-song and bleeding into the low, cinematic swell of pre-game music. The shift in energy was immediate, the crowd rising with it, a restless hum building as spotlights swept across the stands.
Then the announcer’s voice rolled out overhead, names echoing through the rafters as the starting lineups were introduced. Each one landed differently—cheers for the home side, a chorus of boos when the visiting lineup was called.
“Hey, what’d I miss?” A guy in a Bears cap and a faded Pastrňák jersey said as he dropped into the empty seat beside Cassie. He leaned forward over the row, passing down a precarious lineup of plastic cups, nearly sloshing one onto Cassie’s head when she ducked too late to avoid it entirely.
“Jesus—careful,” she muttered, grabbing it from him before it tipped.
“Occupational hazard,” he said easily, flashing her a quick grin.
“Ugh. You didn’t miss much,” Cassie grumbled, settling back as the players re-emerged in tight lines from their tunnels, helmets on now, visors down. Sticks tapped in rhythm against the ice as they skated out for the official introductions. “Just warmups. Oh—this is Conner,” she added, helping pass a drink down to David. “Conner, this is Shane.” She tilted her head toward him. “He’s here to support Ilya.”
“Oh, cool,” Conner said, already leaning back in his stolen seat, one foot braced against the boards in front of him.
Shane gave a short nod in return, turning his attention back to the ice. All in all, it was probably the least weird introduction he’d had since he’d woken up in Boston.
They watched in silence as the players lined up along their respective blue lines for the anthem, the starting units clustered near centre while the rest of the roster stretched down toward the boards. The anthem singer stepped out to centre ice as the lights dimmed further, the crowd settling into something quieter.
Shane barely registered most of it.
His attention had already locked onto the far blue line, where Ilya stood just off-centre, shoulders squared. He tracked the small details without meaning to. The way Ilya shifted his weight onto his inside edge. The quick adjustment of his gloves behind his back. The small roll of his shoulders, like he was loosening something tight before the game began.
Beside him, David sighed as he took his first sip from his beer, looking at the cup with raised eyebrows.
“Is it better than Montréal’s?” Shane asked, glancing sideways, if only to give himself something else to focus on for a second.
David shrugged. “Eh. It’s just from tap. All tastes the same after a while,” he said. “This, though—” he added, gesturing to the arena around them, the noise already starting to build again as the anthem wound down, “this is different. I mean, Montréal’s louder when they love you. Boston’s louder when they don’t.” He tipped the cup slightly. “But at least here—if they hate you, it’s usually about hockey.”
Cassie snorted. “Nah,” she said. “If Roz scores, they’ll love him for it. But if he hits someone? They’ll love him more.” She leaned back in her seat, glancing between Shane and the ice. “And if he looks at you like that again,” she added under her breath, “I’m starting a betting pool for how long it takes Twitter to figure it out.”
Shane rolled his eyes at that, watching silently until the anthem ended, the last note hanging for half a second before the crowd roared back to life.
The lights snapped fully up, and the players peeled away toward their benches. The coaches leaned over the boards immediately, voices low and sharp as they made last-second adjustments that were absorbed without question and nodded through.
The officials skated into position as one of the linesmen took his place at centre ice, puck in hand, while both benches leaned forward in near unison. Sticks knocked against the boards in a rhythm that almost sounded like a roar as the Bears’ starting line stepped over, blades carving quick arcs into the fresh ice.
Ilya stepped out with them, hopping over the boards with an easy, practiced motion. He rolled his shoulders once as he took his position at centre, knees bent, his stick resting lightly on the ice inside the faceoff circle.
The visiting team answered in kind, their own starters hopping on. Helmets dipped as they adjusted their grips, and Scott leaned in from the other side of the dot, his jaw tight around his mouthguard.
Shane leaned forward in his seat without meaning to, his elbows braced against his knees, his eyes locked on Ilya.
The linesman glanced between the two captains—Ilya already grinning, Scott scowling as he muttered something around his mouthguard—then down at their skates, making sure both centres were set and the wingers were clear of the circle. He said something inaudible, probably a warning to keep it clean.
Ilya’s shoulders dipped just slightly, his stick blade flattening against the ice as he gave a brief nod.
Shane didn’t realise he’d stopped breathing until the puck dropped.
Ilya won it clean, snapping the puck back to his left in one smooth motion—same move every time, Shane thought distantly; he’d have to warn him about that—sending it straight to Cliff at the point.
Cliff immediately moved it up the boards to Artos, who was already accelerating through the neutral zone. He pushed wide along the right boards, trying to beat Breezy on the outside, but Matti closed the gap quickly, angling him off. The puck got chipped deep instead, rattling hard around the glass.
Gillis reached it first behind the net and turned to reverse it—but Ilya was already on him, checking him from behind and lifting his stick just enough to disrupt the play. The puck kicked loose off the boards, and Ilya pulled it onto his blade in one smooth motion, already pivoting up-ice.
Scott tried to track him through the middle, but Cliff stepped into his lane and tied him up just inside the blue line, sticks clashing as they collided and stalled each other out of the play.
That was all Ilya needed—he drove through the neutral zone with speed, cutting between lanes as Gillis scrambled to recover. At the blue line, he slipped a pass cleanly through Breezy’s legs, threading it perfectly to Victor, who picked up the puck in stride as he cut toward the slot.
Shane could see the play unfolding before anyone else reacted on the ice. Victor didn’t shoot. Instead, he tapped it right back to where Ilya had already circled behind the net, building speed as he came around the far post. The return pass met him on his backhand just above the goal line, and he snapped it across the crease in one fluid motion.
The puck rang off the inside of the far post and buried itself in the net before Tommy could push across. For a split second, everything stilled. Then the red light flared, the horn following. The crowd was already on its feet when the scoreboard flipped.
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Something sharp and electric settled low in Shane’s chest as the crowd roared. His father laughed beside him as Cassie let out a loud whistle, and even his mother looked impressed, clapping on his father’s other side with a wide grin. But out on the ice, Ilya turned his head, breathless and grinning—and looked straight at him.
Then his mouth curved into something satisfied, a little reckless, and he winked—mouthing, or maybe saying, I promised you a goal, solnyshko—right before the Bears crashed into him as the line swarmed in celebration.
Shane laughed helplessly.
It took a second for the noise to settle back into something he could actually hear over, the roar of the crowd breaking apart into pieces—chanting, laughter, the sharp whistle of a ref trying to regain control of the reset.
“Jesus,” his dad said beside him, still grinning. “He’s got a hell of a backhand.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, his eyes still fixed on the ice as Ilya got jostled by his teammates, half-laughing, half-shoving them off. “He does.”
Cassie bumped her shoulder into his. “You look way too pleased about that,” she said, grinning around her straw.
Shane didn’t even try to hide it. “Course I fucking am. It’s the only thing he’s ever beaten me in.”
On the ice, the officials were herding players back toward center, the celebration already dissolving into something sharper, tighter. The energy had shifted. Shane could feel it even from the stands—the way the Admirals’ bench had gone still, the way a couple of their players were watching Ilya with narrowed eyes.
They started playing heavier after that. Not outright dirty, but right on the edge of what the referees could call. Finishing every check a half second late, leaning a little extra into guys along the boards, sticks getting tied up just a little too long after the whistle. It was legal, technically. Just annoying as hell.
Midway through the next shift, it escalated when Artos took a pass along the wall near the hash marks, turning his back to shield the puck as he tried to cycle it down low. Then Carter stepped in and drove him hard into the boards from behind. The hit echoed, loud enough that there was a half-beat delay before the crowd reacted. A ripple of noise instead of a roar.
Shane felt his stomach drop as he watched Artos push himself up slower than usual, one hand braced against the boards as he rolled his shoulders like he was trying to shake the hit off.
He was already on his feet with the rest of the section, shouting at the referee to call the fucking penalty—before he remembered where he was. He dropped back into his seat with a sharp huff, arms crossing tight over his chest as he glared at Carter through the glass when he skated past.
It was only his father’s hand on his arm that stopped him from trying to vault the boards out of pure, stupid instinct.
“Let the kid earn his stripes,” David murmured, his eyes still on the ice.
“He doesn’t need to earn shit by getting hit like that,” Shane shot back, his voice low. “That should’ve been a fucking penalty.”
“Yeah, it should’ve been,” a new voice chimed in from behind him.
Shane twisted around to see a Luke look-alike dropping into the empty seat in the row behind them. Same jaw, same wide eyes—just a little less put-together and a lot more expressive. Or maybe just a little less starstruck.
“Ah, man. Luke’s not gonna like that,” he added, leaning forward immediately, elbows braced on his knees as his attention snapped back to the ice—then he did a double take as he properly registered Shane. “Wait—hang on.” His eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you supposed to be in Montréal?”
He groaned when Shane just blinked at him. “Ah, fuck—mum told Luke not to get caught doing anything illegal.”
“That’s Jack,” Cassie supplied from Shane’s side, not even looking up from her drink. “One of Luke’s brothers.”
“Right,” Shane said, a little blankly. “I don’t think anyone got caught doing anything illegal?”
Jack snorted. “I don’t think that makes it much better, man.”
“It does if it means we get Shane Hollander on the Bears,” Cassie muttered around her straw.
Shane huffed a quiet, reluctant laugh at that, but his attention snapped back to the ice as Boston sent their second line out early, probably to avoid Ilya starting something with a smirking Carter. Only, Shane wasn’t sure any of them had clocked the way Luke was already hopping the boards on the change, barely waiting for his line to clear.
His jaw tightened automatically at the timing. It wasn’t reckless, not exactly. But it was close enough that a coach would have something to say about it later.
The puck dropped back into play, and Scott snapped it to Gillis before Ryan could get a touch. It turned over just inside the neutral zone, clean enough to bounce free instead of settling, and Luke was on it immediately. Shane leaned forward as he tracked the play like he was back on the bench instead of in the stands.
Luke didn’t slow to set anything up. He didn’t regroup or wait for support. He cut straight through the neutral zone with more edge than control, stick-handling tight and aggressive as Breezy stepped up early at the blue line. He should have chipped it in. But instead, he dropped his shoulder and drove the line, cutting inside with a sharp edge that forced Breezy to pivot late.
Shane felt the split second where it could go wrong—the puck just a little too far out in front, the lane closing—
—and then Luke was through.
Carter stepped across to close the gap, trying to take the body instead of the puck. It was a bad choice. Luke slipped past him just enough that the contact came off-centre, Carter catching more hip than chest as his skates went out from under him. He hit the ice flat on his back, momentum carrying him uselessly out of the play as Luke stepped over him without even looking, pulling the puck cleanly onto his forehand.
His weight shifted just enough to open up the angle, and he snapped the shot low, far side.
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Shane felt the crowd’s cheer hit him in the chest like a second heartbeat this time, sharp and immediate, his body reacting before his brain caught up. It had been risky as hell. A clean release with almost no dusting of the puck, the goalie screened just enough by the trailing defender drifting through the lane. But worth it.
Luke didn’t celebrate right away. He just turned, his jaw tight, his eyes still sharp, like he was already scanning for Carter—still itching for the fight he obviously wanted. But then Artos came flying off the bench with a loud laugh, barreling straight into him and nearly knocking him off his skates in a rough hug.
That finally broke the tunnel vision in Luke’s eyes. He grinned, wide and bright, hugging Artos back with a laugh as the rest of the line piled in, sticks tapping against gloves and shoulders in a quick, messy celebration.
Shane exhaled slowly, his shoulders loosening as he leaned back a fraction, the tension he’d been holding bleeding out of him now that no gloves had actually hit the ice.
“Yeah,” Jack said from behind him, sounding smug. “He’s definitely gonna do that again.”
“LeClaire’ll bench him if he keeps that up,” Shane muttered automatically, even as something in his chest warmed at the goal. “You don’t get away with forcing the middle like that every shift.”
“But he scored,” Conner pointed out.
“Yeah,” Shane said, his eyes fixed on the replay cycling across the Jumbotron, tracking the exact moment Luke cut inside instead of chipping it deep. “This time,” he murmured, because that was the thing about plays like that. They worked right up until they didn’t.
Yuna smiled slightly, watching Luke and Artos laugh as they spun a little off-balance, still tangled up in the celebration with the rest of the Bears, who were knocking on Luke’s helmet affectionately. “You used to play like that,” she said as the players skated off for the intermission, the Zamboni already rolling out before they’d fully cleared the ice.
“You’d pull the most ridiculous moves,” she added, shaking her head fondly. “Used to make your coaches want to tear their hair out, and then you’d still somehow end up on the scoresheet.”
“Hm,” David nodded. “Used to look like you enjoyed it when they told you off, too,” he added, shooting Shane a sideways glance. “Always said if they were yelling, it meant you’d done something worth noticing.”
“Oh, I remember that,” Cassie murmured. “Cliff used to roll his eyes whenever they said you’d picked up another Lady Byng when you were out there starting half the scrums on the ice, even if you never actually fought.” She huffed a quiet laugh. “Think he was always a little impressed, though. Just didn’t want to admit it.”
Conner snorted. “Pretty sure most people just gave up trying to figure out how you managed half the shit you did after a while,” he said with a shrug. “Must come with being a generational talent, right?”
Shane shrugged, but it wasn’t as dismissive as he probably meant it to be. His gaze stayed on the ice, tracking the Zamboni as it made its slow passes, fresh lines re-emerging as the surface reset.
“It’s different,” he said after a moment, his attention drifting back to the conversation as the Jumbotron switched to crowd shots during the intermission. “You get away with that shit when you’re the best player on the ice, or when the coach trusts you to read an opening when it’s actually there.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Do it at the wrong time and you’re handing them an odd-man rush the other way. It’s not really about—”
He lost the thread of his thoughts when the crowd around him suddenly erupted, a couple of people letting out sharp whistles. It wasn’t the easy, scattered laughter that followed the Jumbotron as it picked out couples and kids trying too hard to look casual under the sudden attention.
This was different. A ripple that caught and spread, building fast enough to drag Shane’s attention back to the screen, a faint frown pulling at his mouth as he glanced up. 
There was no mascot. No kiss cam. No awkward fan dance-off. Just—
“Ah, fuck,” he muttered under his breath as his own face stared back at him from the screen overhead.
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For a second, he just blinked at it, caught off guard by how normal he looked. Relaxed, even. Shoulders loose, his mouth curved faintly from the conversation he’d been having. 
It looked, strangely, like he belonged there.
And then his eyes dropped, catching on the collar of Ilya’s t-shirt peeking out from beneath his sweatshirt on the screen. The fabric was visible in a way that felt suddenly, dangerously noticeable as the crowd noise swelled into a familiar chant of Hol-lan-dair. It rolled up in waves, a thousand voices catching and multiplying until it filled the arena, echoing off the rafters in a way that made something in Shane’s chest tighten unexpectedly.
He hadn’t heard it like that in a while.
“Holy shit,” Conner breathed, half-laughing.
Shane dragged a hand quickly over his mouth, trying to hide the way his expression had gone a little blank with surprise. He could try to hide, he thought. Maybe he should have. It was what he would’ve done if he’d been caught in the Bears section at one of Ilya’s games before today. But he just sighed, lifting his hand to give an awkward, slightly delayed wave up at the camera, his cheeks warming as the reaction only seemed to get louder.
From the bench, Ilya leaned forward and lifted two fingers to his mouth, letting out a sharp, piercing whistle that cut clean through the noise. Cliff barked out a laugh beside him, Ryan shoving at his shoulder as they both looked up at the screen, grinning.
Shane’s face flushed harder, the heat immediate and impossible to hide now that it was magnified ten times over above centre ice. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he muttered, dropping his head slightly as he laughed into his hand. The camera lingered just long enough to make it unbearable before finally cutting away, the roar fading into something more scattered.
“I’m gonna fucking kill him,” he added, narrowing his eyes at Ilya on the bench—even as he couldn’t quite stop the smile pulling at his mouth.

He groaned, rubbing the back of his neck as he leaned back into his seat.
He could already picture the reaction once the media got hold of that


  footage.
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There’d be clips circulating before the period was even over, and he had no doubt the commentators were already picking it apart from every angle.

He huffed a quiet breath. God, they’d probably freeze-frame it and zoom in to catch the exact moment he started blushing, speculating on everything from the color of his sweatshirt to the way he’d looked at the Bears’ bench afterward. Maybe someone would notice Ilya’s t-shirt, or maybe they wouldn’t. He—wasn’t actually sure which one he wanted?
“Awh, you’re cute,” Cassie said, still grinning up at the screen. “They never seem to want me up on the Jumbotron anymore.”
“That’s probably because you flipped them off the last time they put you on it,” Jack said.
“Oh yeah—he’s right handsome,” Corner added, taking a sip of his beer. “I’m pretty sure that’s the only reason all those fans are screaming your name. Nothing to do with all those trade rumours.” He took another sip, nearly snorting through it when he started laughing. “Or because everyone knows the Bears kidnapped you out from under Montréal’s noses.”
“Can we please just focus on the game,” Shane muttered into his hand, still trying to hide his smile—though there was no chance in hell he was hiding the blush creeping up the back of his neck at this point.
“Of course we can, darling,” Yuna said.
The calm smile she flashed at them was enough to shut everyone up immediately—though Jack kept snickering under his breath somewhere in the row behind. For all of five seconds, anyway. Then someone down the row made a loud, poorly disguised whisper about “franchise players being kidnapped right before the playoffs,” and the laughter started all over again.
But eventually, the noise of the crowd dulled into something more manageable, and Shane kept his attention on the ice until it stopped feeling like he was under a spotlight.
The humour of the Jumbotron faded quickly as the next period proved him right.
The Bears got caught mid-change, their timing just a fraction off. Luke was still two strides from the bench when the puck turned over at the red line—a bad touch under pressure that bounced straight onto Carter’s stick—and suddenly they were pushing back the other way with numbers.
Shane leaned forward slightly, already seeing the lane open up before the pass was even made. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath, watching as Marcus hesitated at the boards, caught between stepping up to challenge or sagging back to protect the blue line. Ryan jumped in early to close the gap through the neutral zone, but it pulled their line out of shape.
The Admirals attacked with speed through the neutral zone, forcing the defense to back in while Carter cut wide, dragging Prentice with him. Their late trailer slipped straight into the high slot, completely uncovered. There was no wind-up—just a quick, compact release that hit the back of the net before the Bears could recover.
The entire section groaned in unison as the scoreboard flipped.
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Shane leaned back slightly, exhaling through his nose. “That,” he said quietly, almost to himself, “is how you lose control of a game.”
Jack winced behind him. “Okay, yeah. Luke’s not gonna like that.”
“His coach is gonna like it even less,” Shane replied, glancing over at the Bears’ bench, where LeClaire stood watching the scoreboard with narrowed eyes—but at least he wasn’t openly fuming the way Pelletier would have been.
He turned to look at Ilya instead, who was already leaning forward on the bench, elbows braced against his knees as he watched the replay on the Jumbotron. His jaw tightened as the gap in coverage opened up again in slow motion. Shane followed his gaze, tracking the exact moment the defensive shape collapsed. One bad read. One late change. And suddenly no one owned the middle of the ice.
At this level, that was all it took.
Then Ilya reached down, tapped the blade of his stick twice against the rubber mat, and stood.
“Oh,” Shane murmured—because he knew that look. Of course he fucking did. He watched for it every time they played against each other.
It wasn’t frustration making Ilya’s eyes flash. It was calculation. The kind that meant he’d already replayed the last shift in his head and decided exactly how to make it everyone else’s problem.
Cassie leaned forward slightly, trying to follow his line of sight. “What?”
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly. “He’s about to be a massive asshole,” he said, amused, grinning when Ilya caught his eye for half a second as he stepped over the boards. There was something almost cocky flickering at the corner of his mouth—not quite a smirk, but close enough.
Shane huffed softly, almost fond despite himself, shifting forward in his seat as the line changed. “Go on, then,” he murmured under his breath. “Fucking prove it.”
Ilya won the faceoff against Scott again, but Gillis intercepted the pass to Victor, snapping it to Breezy, who settled the puck for half a second before pushing it up ice.
The Admirals had possession right up until they tried to reset their line through the neutral zone, their weak-side winger curling back to support. But Cliff read it early, stepping into the lane and stealing the puck before they could set up properly. He immediately turned up-ice, sending a quick pass to Ilya just inside the blue line.
Shane felt it in his gut the second Ilya started accelerating—the Admirals were still high in the offensive zone, and they’d left Ilya too much space to build speed through centre. Or maybe they’d just been caught flat-footed at the line, their gap blown open. Either way, they were scrambling now, pivoting too late as Ilya built speed straight down the middle lane.
Breezy was the only one close enough to even try to disrupt it, angling in hard from the side with a determined look on his face. But Ilya dropped his shoulder and cut inside on his edges, forcing Breezy to overcommit. His stick reached, overextended. His skates clipped awkwardly as he tried to recover, his shoulder slamming into the boards with a jarring thud that rattled the glass as the Admirals’ side of the crowd booed loudly.
Ilya was already half gone by the time any of the Admirals closed in on him.
He released the first shot low and quick, aiming for the far pad. Tommy made the save, his pad snapping out—but the rebound kicked straight into the slot, where Ilya had already followed through, knocking it high over Tommy’s blocker before the goalie could push across and seal the angle.
Shane actually laughed when the net rippled, the crowd exploding in a mix of groans and cheers.
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Ilya pushed off toward the corner, his shoulder clipping Scott’s on the way through the lane. It was just enough contact to disrupt his stride without drawing a call. Then Ilya leaned in, stepping close enough that his mouth barely moved as he murmured something under his breath, that same smile still pulling at his lips.
Scott fired something back instantly, his lip curling as he snapped an insult over his shoulder, grinning like he thought he’d landed it. But Ilya just tilted his head, amused, tapping his chest—twice, right over the mic pack stitched into the jersey—as he winked.
Shane huffed out a quiet, disbelieving laugh as Scott’s expression shifted from smug to confused to outright horrified as the realisation hit. “He didn’t warn them he’s mic’d,” he muttered under his breath, almost delighted. “Fuck, the Admirals are gonna lose their shit if they’ve been chirping through this entire game.”
“Hm,” Cassie said, leaning into his arm as she smiled slightly. “I like you like this,” she murmured. “You’re fun when you finally relax.” She nudged him lightly with her shoulder. “Should’ve known it’d take hockey to get you out of that good boy persona.”
“I am a good boy,” Shane muttered—and then immediately felt the words land wrong.
Heat climbed up the back of his neck, sudden and unavoidable, his brain helpfully replaying exactly how that had sounded out loud. He scrubbed a hand over his mouth like he could physically take it back, his shoulders hunching slightly as he stared down at the ice, very deliberately not looking at Cassie.
“Jesus,” he muttered under his breath, more to himself than anything. “That’s not—”
Cassie’s laugh didn’t help.
Shane exhaled hard through his nose, fighting a losing battle with the flush creeping up his face, and risked a glance back toward the ice instead—toward Ilya, who was already circling high through the neutral zone, looping back for support, still wearing that infuriating, knowing half-smile like he could feel Shane watching him from across the rink.
Which, honestly, he probably could.
“You can be a good boy and still have fun,” Cassie said lightly. “I think you probably need it after all that shit with the Voyageurs.” She bit her lip slightly, avoiding his eyes for a moment as she watched Cliff laugh with Ilya at the bench between shifts. “Cliff mentioned you didn’t want to talk about it. Which I get,” she added quickly. “I don’t think I’d want to talk about it either—but you know you deserve better than that, right?”
Shane didn’t answer right away.
On the ice, the puck cycled low to high, a clean breakout forming along the boards, but his attention drifted, snagging somewhere between her words and the echo of everything he’d been trying not to think about.
“Yeah,” he murmured finally. “It was never about what I thought I deserved. I just—” He shrugged slightly, his eyes still on the ice. “I dunno,” he admitted. “I built a life there. Made some really good friends. Found people who get me, which isn’t always the easiest thing for me to do.”
On the ice, the play turned over at the blue line—a forced entry with poor support. The Bears transitioned fast the other way, Ilya already pivoting into open ice before the puck even reached him.
“And it didn’t start out the way it is now,” Shane continued, wincing slightly when Scott checked Ilya from behind and kicked the puck loose back toward the other end of the rink. “It was like—I made one small concession because it was easier than admitting I didn’t like what they were saying, or doing, and then—”
He exhaled softly, shaking his head. “It just kept stacking. One thing after another, until it didn’t feel like a choice anymore.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I dunno. It felt small when I was in it. And now—” His mouth twisted faintly. “Now it just feels obvious in a way I don’t really know what to do with.”
A whistle cut through the ice as Ilya and Carter got tied up along the boards again, Cliff stepping in to separate them before it could turn into a fight. LeClaire made a gesture from the boards, signalling for another line change before things could escalate.
“Hm,” Cassie said, nodding, thoughtful rather than judgmental. “That’s kind of how it goes, isn’t it? It never starts as something big.”
She leaned back slightly in her seat, her eyes flicking to the ice as play reset in the neutral zone.
“Maybe my stupid husband was right about kidnapping you, then,” she added, her eyes narrowing as she watched a forward take a clean but heavy check into the boards. “It’s easier to see the shit you shouldn’t have to put up with when you’re not in the middle of it.”
Shane huffed quietly at that but didn’t argue.
She took a sip of her drink, tilting her head slightly as she thought. “It was the same for me in my old job,” she went on. “When I was still in cardiology. It’s—ah—it’s not the same, obviously. And I didn’t have, like, a million people watching and posting about it.”
“But the way my manager used to speak to me? Or when the consultants came in for rounds and just stood there shouting at us in the middle of the unit, in front of patients and colleagues—” She sighed. “They weren’t all like that, obviously. But it wasn’t until I left that I realised I deserved better than being treated like an inconvenience to someone else’s ego.”
She huffed out a quiet laugh beside him. “And don’t get me wrong, my manager now is an asshole too, but for completely different reasons. My colleagues are lovely, though, and the doctors are all terrified of pissing off our charge nurse, so they talk to us like colleagues instead of—uh—an inconvenience, I guess.” She nudged his arm again, lighter this time. “Environment matters more than people like to admit.”
Shane nodded faintly, his eyes still on the ice, though he couldn’t have said who actually had the puck anymore.
Cassie shook her cup slightly, watching the last of the blue liquid catch the arena lights. “Sorry, I’m rambling—I might’ve had too many of these,” she added, half-smiling. “I just wanted to say you deserve better.” 
Her expression shifted, something more amused creeping in. “And it’s really fun watching Ilya be so completely gone for you,” she added quietly. “I swear he nearly missed a line change earlier because he was too busy looking at you.”
Shane let out a quiet breath at that, something easing in his chest as his gaze flicked back to the ice, just in time to catch Ilya hopping the boards mid-change, timing his next shift cleanly with the trailing winger so they didn’t get caught with too many men.
He barely broke stride as he joined the rush, but his head turned, just slightly—like he was making sure Shane was still watching. Shane’s mouth twitched faintly before he could stop it, something warm and unfamiliar settling low in his chest as he held Ilya’s gaze for half a second longer than he probably should have.
“Yeah,” he murmured. “It’s nice—getting to be proud of him without worrying about what everyone else thinks.” He paused, reconsidering. “I mean, I still get anxious when I think about what they’re thinking, or saying, or—ugh—it’s fucking terrifying, actually.”
“Hm,” Cassie nodded. “Don’t worry,” she said suddenly. “The Bears are all assholes, but we’ll teach you how to tell people to go fuck themselves and actually mean it.” She nudged his arm again, about to say something else when both of them jumped slightly as the crowd let out a loud chorus of boos around them.
Shane turned back toward the ice just in time to see Carter finishing his lap along the boards, one glove raised as Scott and Gillis caught up to him at the bench. Sticks tapped against the boards in a sharp, rhythmic rattle as they leaned over the rubber kick plate, shouting something Shane couldn’t quite make out over the noise.
He watched the scoreboard flip instead.
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“Damn,” he muttered, his eyes flicking instinctively to the game clock—09:42 left in the third.
His brain did the math automatically, years of conditioning slotting the situation into place before he could stop it. One-goal game. Late third. The Admirals swapping their line out before the faceoff. Fresh legs against players who’d already been out on the ice too long.
“Think they’ll manage to even it up again?” Jack asked.
“It’s last-change advantage,” David murmured, his attention fixed squarely on the ice. “The Admirals have a fresh line out while Boston’s stuck finishing their shift—they’re likely trying to catch Ilya’s line while they’re tired.” 
On the ice, Ilya’s shoulders rose and fell heavier than before—not exhausted, not yet—but close enough that it showed in the small things. His stride lost a fraction of its bite coming out of the turn. His top hand slid a little lower on his stick, shortening his reach. 
Behind him, Cliff bent at the waist, tapping his stick twice against the ice as he reset his positioning, calling something under his breath. Victor’s jaw was clenched tight as he tracked the opposing line finishing their change, his eyes flicking between the puck and the far boards.
Boston didn’t have the luxury of changing. Not without giving up possession.
“The Admirals are playing smart,” Yuna murmured quietly, nodding toward the far blue line where they were keeping the Bears hemmed in just long enough to force their tired legs into mistakes.
They all watched in tense silence as Matti stepped up and separated Victor from the puck with a hard check on his blind side, angling him off along the boards. The puck kicked loose immediately, and Cameron was already there to collect it before Ilya could close the gap. It was a clean turnover, quick and controlled, and Cameron didn’t hesitate. He pushed it up ice in one smooth motion, transitioning from defense to attack before the Bears could reset.
The play cracked open straight up the middle.
“Shit,” Cassie breathed.
The puck was back on Matti’s stick in a heartbeat, fed through the neutral zone with speed. He hit the line with control, splitting the defense before the Bears could close the gap. One stride, two—threading between them as they pivoted too late to angle him off or disrupt the breakaway.
The crowd surged to its feet all at once, the noise in the stands spiking as the space opened in front of him.
Ilya pivoted hard, his edges biting as he pushed off to chase. He was a step behind—half a step, maybe—but it was enough for Matti to drive straight for the net. 
Brad squared up at the top of the crease, dropping slightly into his stance as he read the angle. Matti shifted left, then right, trying to pull him out of position. The first shot snapped high—caught clean off Brad’s glove. The rebound dropped dangerously into the slot.
Matti lunged for it, jamming a second attempt low, but Brad kicked it out with his right pad. It gave Ilya just enough time to close the gap and lean into Matti from behind, driving him off balance just as he tried to follow up again, disrupting the shot without taking a penalty.
Artos came crashing in next, his stick down, trying to shovel the loose puck through traffic, but it deflected off a tangle of skates and sticks, bouncing into a scramble in the low slot. Prentice and Cameron both dove for it, battling Victor for possession. The puck rebounded off Brad’s pad once, then twice—before clipping the post with a sharp, ringing clang that echoed through the arena.
For a second, everything seemed to hold its breath as the puck skittered loose again, wobbling dangerously across the crease—
And then the final horn sounded.
For a split second, no one moved, like the sound hadn’t quite registered. Then the Bears collapsed inward all at once—relief breaking through them in a messy, exhausted wave.
They’d held on against the draw.
Barely.
Brad stayed down on his knees for a beat longer, his head tipped back, before pushing himself upright.
On the other side of the net, Ilya straightened slowly, his chest heaving. He turned just enough to track the puck as it drifted harmlessly toward the far corner of the zone, then let his head tip forward for a second, his eyes closing as the noise of the crowd crashed back in around them.
Artos slammed a hand against his shoulder as he skated past, shouting something sharp and breathless in Russian that sounded like victory tangled up with disbelief. But across the ice, the Admirals peeled away, frustration written into every line of their bodies, while the Boston crowd roared loud enough to shake the rafters.
Ilya lifted his head slowly, still catching his breath, and looked straight at Shane through the press of bodies along the glass. His helmet was gone now, his hair damp and curling at his temples, sweat and melted ice catching under the arena lights. His visor hung crooked where it had been knocked loose, his chinstrap dangling.
He shot Shane a quick, crooked grin, lifting the collar of his jersey to his mouth as he shouted something Shane couldn’t quite make out over the roar of the crowd—something rough and breathless, and unmistakably meant for him. And Shane just—
He didn’t fucking care if it was something outrageous or too obvious when the mic strapped to Ilya’s jersey inevitably caught every word. He didn’t even care that the broadcast cameras were already swinging toward the glass, hunting for reactions, for anything they could spin into a headline before the night was over.
He was already on his feet with the rest of the crowd, still clapping as he grinned helplessly, pressed shoulder to shoulder with a wall of Boston supporters in black and gold. The final horn had already gone, but it felt like it was still ringing somewhere inside him.
The Bears’ bench spilled over the boards in a rush—sticks tossed aside, gloves dropped mid-stride, helmets flung without a second thought. Victor lost an edge in the scramble and took down Artos and Patrick with him, and it only made the whole thing louder, messier, more real.
Ilya got swallowed into it almost immediately as bodies collided around Brad at the net in a chaotic pile of black and gold, players shouting over each other, grabbing at jerseys, knocking into the officials who were already backing out of the way.
“Let’s go Bears!” Conner shouted, his hands cupped around his mouth as the entire section picked up the chant, the building practically shaking under the thunder of stomping feet and hands pounding against the glass.
Shane glanced sideways, catching sight of his parents—his dad laughing openly, his mum half crying as she grabbed his arm and pulled him into a quick kiss. The normalcy of it hit him just as hard as everything else, and he laughed too, breathless and a little unsteady, dragging a hand over his face even as the tears slipped through anyway.
The cameras could catch it, he thought distantly. The commentators could say whatever they fucking wanted. They could replay it, slow it down, speculate, pick it apart frame by frame—
For once, he just didn’t fucking care.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.

Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.


  


      

  












      Chapter 12
  



    Chapter Notes

      Hi! We’re all still politely pretending The Thing™ never happened, but thank you so much to everyone who’s left comments and kudos ♥️
Quick heads-up: I’ve updated the rating. I know that’s not what everyone signed up for, so if you’d rather skip it, go right ahead — it’s a very small scene at the end with zero plot impact, so you won’t miss anything.
That said, I may have temporarily blacked out while writing it, and at this point, I’m fairly certain I can’t be held accountable for whatever these two idiots get up to anymore.
Edit: I've removed the smut from the dropdown because people were having trouble downloading it, so it's all included in the chapter.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      











  Chapter 12
Shane Hollander Is Trying Really, Really Hard To Be Normal About This
Ilya Rozanov sat at his stall, elbows braced on his knees as he towelled his hair dry with more force than was probably necessary.
The room felt electric in the way it always did after a win. Loud and careless, full of bodies that had just spent sixty minutes trying to kill each other on the ice and now had nowhere to put the leftover energy. Across the room, Artos turned the music up. Ryan started singing along offbeat from the bench. Marcus tossed a roll of tape across the room, and Frank nearly dropped a skate trying to catch it.
Laughter broke out in pockets, spreading fast.
But Ilya was only half in it. The noise blurred at the edges, like it was happening a few feet too far away to matter. His body was still humming with the win, with adrenaline and muscle memory and the sharp satisfaction of a clean game where no one took a penalty or spent time in the sin bin, but his focus kept slipping, dragged somewhere else entirely. To a different kind of tension that hadn’t eased when the final buzzer sounded.
He reached for his phone where it sat face-down on the bench beside him. The screen lit up under his thumb as he unlocked it—but there were no new messages, and the typing bubble still hadn’t appeared when he opened the thread with Shane, scrolling back without really reading.
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            You Have No New Notifications
          
          Jane ♥️
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♥️

❤️


Jane ♥️




Yesterday 18:32

L❤️LilyAre you watching the game?🩷




Jane ♥️Of course I am.🩷

Mum wanted us to wear Bears jerseys.🥵

J🌹But I thought that would be too distracting for you.😭




L❤️LilyDon't lie, Hollander. You love distracting me.




J♥️Jane ♥️Maybe.




LilyThen keep watching, dayes?

L❤️I promised you a goal.🩷




Jane ♥️I'm sitting beside my parents.

Stop trying to sext me.

J🌹Or you can explain to them why I can't uncross my fucking legs.😂




Lily👋🍑😈

😜🍆💦

🍑👅🤯

L❤️👉👉👉👌💦🫦




Jane ♥️Ilya.

You're literally about to go on the ice.

J♥️Behave.🥵




LilyBoooooooring.

Wouldn't be the first time either of us played hard.

L❤️I saw that reaction, Hollander! You can't tell me to behave and then encourage me 😤😇




J♥️Jane ♥️Watch me.




L❤️Lily [image: image]🤔

  






Jane ♥️I'm not opening that.😭

Go beat the Admirals.

J♥️If you win, I'll let you choose your reward.🍆




Lily🔥L❤️




J♥️Jane ♥️But if you lose, I'm gonna make you watch instead.🥵




LilyIs hardly a punishment, Hollander.

Will still have you crying before you cum tonight.🩷

Fuck.

L❤️Okay ♥️


Today 21:47


LilyYou came to watch the game?

L❤️Are you still here?




iMessage
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Ilya’s thumb hovered over the keyboard for a moment before he shook his head and locked the screen again.
His eyes narrowed slightly, even though he knew Shane was likely either busy with his parents or caught up with the fans who were always too eager to talk to him, to touch his arm, to say they’d been watching him play since juniors like that meant something personal.
As if Ilya hadn’t been there before the draft. Before the spotlight sharpened into something relentless. Before Shane learned how to smile just enough to keep people satisfied and nothing more. Ilya had watched all of it, even when he wasn’t allowed to show it. And now, now that he finally could, even a little, he was still trying to match Shane’s pace, even when every instinct in him pushed for more.
“Blyat,” he muttered under his breath, pulling his shirt over his head instead of giving in to the restless energy building under his skin.
The fabric caught slightly on his damp shoulders before settling into place, and he bent to lace his boots, giving his hands something to do. The towel was flung into the hamper against the wall, and there was nothing in his expression that would give away that he was worried about how Shane was handling being seen in public—at his game, of all things—for the first time since his injury.
But maybe there was a sharper edge to his movements now that hadn’t been there earlier. A kind of contained urgency, like he was already halfway out the door.
He was pulled from his thoughts when Victor nudged his shoulder from the left. “He stayed the whole game,” he muttered, not looking up from where he was lacing his own boots.
Ilya went still for half a second as that settled deep in his chest. Because Shane had stayed—sat through all of the noise, the cameras, the attention. And he hadn’t left, even when he could have. Ilya had felt it, even without looking. That pull in the back of his mind, like something steady and bright had been holding him in place every time he stepped onto the ice.
“Da,” he said quietly.
“He looked nervous, though,” Victor added. “Not that I think anyone else noticed,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the room where music thumped low through a speaker. Patrick was shouting about a missed call that no longer mattered, and a few of the younger guys were still buzzing, replaying goals with too much volume and not enough accuracy. Luke was in the middle of them, his ears red as they praised his goal in the second half.
“But he kept rubbing his neck,” Victor said, frowning. “Which, ah—”
“He does that when he’s nervous,” Ilya said, already reaching for his jacket.
Victor tied off his laces and leaned back slightly, studying him. Then he smiled. “But he still came,” he pointed out. “You two have been hiding for a long time, non? It must have been scary for him.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “Da,” he repeated, barely stopping himself from saying more. Like how brave Shane had always been when people least expected it of him. “It was a very good surprise.”
“Hm.” Victor’s smile softened into something more knowing. “Thought you might have known, but then I saw your face—” He huffed out a quiet laugh. “You looked like someone had been hit with a puck. I almost felt bad for you.”
Ilya smiled faintly. “That is not something you need to feel sorry for,” he said.
But his mind flicked back to the moment he’d seen Shane sitting in his seats. The ones usually left empty or filled with strangers chosen for optics so the lower bowl didn’t look patchy on camera. People who clapped at the right moments and leaned forward when the puck came close, but didn’t know him. Didn’t matter to him.
But tonight, Shane had been there. Sitting beside his parents like that space had always belonged to him. And he had been nervous, yes. Careful in the way he held himself, his shoulders just a little too tight. But he had chosen to be seen in a place they’d never let themselves share before.
Something about that made Ilya’s chest feel full, like the win itself had shifted into something quieter and far more important.
Across the room, someone let out a loud whoop as Ryan climbed onto the bench in the middle of the room, cupping his hands over his mouth as he shouted, “Drinks at Conner’s!” A chorus of approval followed almost immediately, overlapping voices crashing into each other in a loud, incoherent mess of agreement. Even a few of the quieter guys looked up, grinning, already reaching for their things, shoving gear into their bags without much care.
Cliff was slowly buttoning up his shirt when he paused, laughing as Ryan tripped over an abandoned towel climbing down from the bench. His foot slid out from under him, and he went down hard, landing in Frank’s lap with a loud oof that knocked the air out of both of them.
“Jesus Christ,” Frank wheezed, shoving at him.
“Ugh. At least buy me dinner first,” Ryan shot back, already laughing as the room broke into fresh pockets of laughter around them.
The same towel went flying past Ilya’s shoulder as he stood, narrowly missing him on its way to the hamper. It was immediately followed by another burst of laughter as it missed entirely and hit Marcus in the face instead.
Ilya rolled his eyes, shaking his head slightly as he shrugged into his jacket.
Cliff shook his head, still grinning, but his gaze flicked up when Ilya pulled his worn leather bag over his shoulder and headed for the door. “Ah. You’re not even pretending to stay, are you?”
“No,” Ilya said simply. “I have somewhere to be.”
“What—” Ryan said, twisting around from where he was still half sprawled across Frank. “But we’re going to celebrate our win!”
“Next time,” Ilya said, already lifting the strap of his bag into place.
Ryan blinked at him. “You never say no to drinks.”
“Hm.” Ilya smiled, one hand already on the door. “I have something better waiting for me.”
Cliff’s mouth twitched. “Ah,” he said, like that answered everything.
Victor’s grin widened, but he said nothing.
“Bring him with you,” Luke called from across the room, already grinning as a few of the guys nodded at the idea. “We’ll make it a proper celebration.”
Ilya snorted. “Do not wait up,” he said, already walking through the door.
“Wasn’t planning on it!” Ryan shot back as the door closed behind him.
Ilya shook his head as he made his way down the corridor, his boots echoing softly against the concrete as the noise of the locker room faded behind him, replaced by the quieter hum of the arena settling into its post-game rhythm.
Staff voices carried faintly from somewhere down the hall. A cart rattled past an intersecting corridor. The sharp scent of ice and sweat lingered in the air. The low hum of too many conversations layered over the distant murmur of reporters still lingering nearby, waiting for a late comment or an offhand quote they could spin into something bigger.
Ilya barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes when one of them glanced up, clearly clocking him and already shifting like they were about to intercept his path.
Normally, he would’ve been one of the last to leave after a game. There were routines to follow, interviews to tolerate, expectations to meet. But the thought barely held his attention, because tonight he really did have somewhere better to be. 
Or, more specifically, he had someone to find who had, apparently, decided to attend his game and then stopped answering his texts. Because he was a filthy tease who loved riling him up when he was stuck on the ice and couldn’t do anything about it.
And people actually thought Shane Hollander was a good boy?
Ilya snorted under his breath at the thought, angling himself toward the stairwell just off to the side of the corridor to avoid getting caught by the worst of the press. All he could picture was the way Shane’s fingers had curled into his jacket before he’d left for the game. The way he’d said, “I’ll still be here,” like a promise Ilya hadn’t realised he needed until Shane had said it out loud.
His jaw tightened slightly as he adjusted the strap of his bag on his shoulder.
There were still so many ways that everything could go completely, catastrophically wrong—but this? Leaving, choosing Shane instead of celebrating with his team? That part felt simple.
He moved to slip through the door, already planning how he was going to cut through to the car park so he could find his wayward Canadian—hopefully before anyone decided to stop him by asking questions he didn’t care to answer. He was already halfway through when he paused, blinking in surprise. He was pretty sure his mouth had dropped open too, not that he’d ever admit it if anyone asked. Because—
Shane was standing halfway down the corridor.
He had a visitor’s pass hanging from his neck, his posture relaxed, a polite, neutral expression fixed in place as a small cluster of reporters gathered loosely around him. It wasn’t a formal scrum, but they were edging closer by the second, practically tripping over each other in their eagerness to get the next question in.
Shane was handling it with just enough charm to keep them satisfied without giving anything away. But Ilya knew that particular smile meant Shane had been caught off guard and was now carefully trying to talk his way out of something he hadn’t planned for. 
There was a small crease between Shane’s brows, barely visible unless you knew to look for it, as one of the reporters leaned in slightly—her posture open and curious in that practiced way meant to feel disarming. “So, Shane, you’ve been spotted in Boston all week,” she said, her voice warm but pointed. “After everything that’s happened, can you tell us what brought you here? Is this just personal time, or should fans be reading into it a little more?”
Shane’s smile didn’t falter. “I had the night off,” he said easily. “Thought I’d come watch the game.”
It was such a smooth deflection that it might have sounded convincing if you didn’t know him.
Ilya couldn’t hear every word over the noise, but he could see the way Shane’s mouth twitched faintly, the way his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He could see the way he shifted his weight slightly as he leaned his shoulder against the wall, answering in that careful, measured tone he used when he was already calculating how much of himself he was allowed to show.
Something sharp settled low in Ilya’s chest at the sight of it. Because he hadn’t seen that look from Shane since Montréal. Since the version of Shane that survived rooms by becoming exactly what they needed. And now it was back, sliding into place like it had never left.
Well.
That wasn’t fucking good enough. 
Another reporter leaned in to ask a question, and Shane’s shoulders lifted just slightly as he gave a careful answer. His laugh came a beat too late, light but practiced, and he tipped his head just enough to keep the cameras on his good side rather than on the faint bruising that still lingered along his jaw.
Ilya found himself changing direction mid-step without consciously deciding to, walking straight toward them, eyes narrowing.
“—don’t know anything about being kidnapped,” Shane was saying now, and Ilya could almost picture the way his fingers were fidgeting inside the pockets of his jacket.
It was actually ridiculous how attractive he was. 
Ilya’s attention snagged on the simple sweatshirt half-hidden under the tan jacket, the dark trousers cuffed just above his ankles—the fabric close enough to sweatpants that Yuna had almost certainly fought him on wearing them out in public. He wondered, briefly, if she’d decided against it for the sole fact that he looked so fucking good.
It was so easy to get lost in looking at him that Ilya missed the next question entirely. For a second, it felt like the rest of the world had dropped out around him. There was a sharp, fleeting thought—that he could close the distance in three steps. Could put a hand at the back of Shane’s neck, pull him in, and kiss him right there in the middle of the hallway with the cameras still rolling—
But it burned out just as fast as Ilya’s gaze flicked over the reporters, irritation settling in where that impulse had been. He watched the way they leaned into Shane’s space without asking. The way they watched—waited—for something to slip. The way Shane gave them exactly what they wanted in that careful, controlled way of his. 
For a second, Ilya hated how untouchable he seemed—or maybe he just hated how flawless the performance was. It was impressive, sure—but he wanted his shy boy back. The one who flushed when Ilya said something he shouldn’t. Who ducked his head and laughed under his breath like he couldn’t quite help it. The one who looked at just him—not this media-trained version handing the cameras an easy smile like it belonged to everyone.
A couple of reporters laughed at something Shane had just said, pens scratching as they jotted down a quote, cameras flashing as they tried to catch the exact shape of it before it disappeared.
“Right,” one of them said. “So you’re saying you just—what, took a vacation?”
Shane’s mouth twitched again. “Something like that.”
Ilya was close enough now that he could hear the tightness hidden under the ease in Shane’s voice. He could see the way his shoulders were held just a fraction too stiff, like he was braced for the next question before it even came.
“Oh, I think everyone knows how the Bears kidnapped the captain of the Voyageurs at this point,” one of the reporters said, voice indulgent.
“Hm,” Shane said, that perfect smile still in place. But Ilya was close enough now to hear the strain in the set of his jaw. 
“Is that why you haven’t publicly commented on the Voyageurs’ posts since you were discharged from hospital?” another reporter asked, leaning forward.
“No,” Shane said simply, still smiling. “I’ve been enjoying spending time with friends,” he added, teeth flashing slightly. “Attending a game, learning what a proper lobster roll is supposed to taste like.” He shrugged. “I hope Comeau’s enjoying his suspension too.”
“Ah, Comeau is moving to worst team in league,” Ilya cut in, draping an arm around Shane’s shoulders and making sure to grin wide for the cameras pointed straight at them. “Who cares what he does with suspension—”
“Toronto is not the worst team in the league,” Shane cut him off, rolling his eyes—but his smile had shifted now, pulling into something real. A helpless grin. Freckles warmer against his skin as he tried to bite back a blush.
“Solnyshko,” Ilya sighed under his breath.
And for a split second, he didn’t even register that he’d said it out loud. He was too busy looking at the way Shane’s eyes had gone darker up close. The faint flush caught high on his cheeks. His mouth curved like he was trying not to laugh. For a moment, the noise of the reporters and the cameras and the entire goddamn world fell away. There was just Shane—and the easy pull of something that had never felt like it needed to be hidden.
Then reality snapped back into place.
They both paused in something dangerously close to horror as the word hung there between them, lingering for half a second too long. Ilya felt the misstep land before the reporters even reacted. Saw the way their expressions sharpened, interest snapping into focus like a lens adjusting. And Shane—
Shane just huffed a quiet laugh. “Don’t ‘solnyshko’ me,” he said, rolling his eyes. “You can’t just insult a whole team because they traded one player.”
He didn’t look angry, Ilya thought. If anything, he looked more relaxed than he had a moment ago, like the interruption had knocked him out of the careful, polished version of himself he’d been holding in place.
Ilya snorted softly, the sound low and unapologetic as his arm tightened slightly around Shane’s shoulders. “Pretty sure I just did,” he said, winking. “And for the record,” he added, glancing back at the reporters as if the interruption had been entirely intentional, “if a team trades for a player like Comeau, they automatically become the bottom of the league.”
A couple of the reporters let out short, polite bursts of laughter that didn’t quite reach their eyes—the kind that came a beat too late to be real. Their smiles held, but their microphones edged closer, cameras clicking faster now that the two of them were standing shoulder to shoulder. 
Someone shifted to get a better angle, a lens dipping just slightly to catch the easy familiarity of Ilya’s arm rested over Shane’s shoulder. Another voice started to ask a question, then stopped, like they were deciding how far they could push without losing the opportunity to keep them both talking at once.
“Hollander,” one of them called, “you’ve been seen spending a lot of time with Rozanov since your arrival in Boston—” he gave a deliberate pause that was so obvious it was almost theatrical, “—would you say that’s had an impact on your recovery?”
Shane didn’t even blink. “Yeah,” he said easily. “He’s been incredibly annoying about stealing my phone so I can’t answer work calls.”
The reporters gave a few more laughs, this time quicker, more genuine.
Ilya huffed softly beside him, entirely unbothered. “Ah. He would be much worse without me,” he added, tipping his chin up slightly. “Who else would make sure he does not do something stupid the second no one is watching?”
Another reporter leaned in before either of them could redirect the conversation. 
“So is this just off-season camaraderie, or should fans be expecting something more permanent?” He asked, his eyes flicking between them. “There’s been a lot of speculation about your future in Montréal,” he added, looking at Shane. “Do you see yourself staying with the team long-term, or are there any potential moves in your future?”
Shane’s mouth twitched faintly, something dry flickering through his expression. “I’m still under contract with Montréal,” he replied. “And until that changes, I’m focused on playing hockey—not managing whatever theories everyone else is coming up with.” His smile didn’t falter, but there was something sharper in it now. Ilya wondered if the reporters even knew they were being played. “Last week everyone thought I was retiring.”
“And the week before that, you were apparently joining the KHL,” Ilya added dryly.
“I still might,” Shane said, glancing sideways at him. “I hear the company’s terrible, though.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, just barely.
“Rozanov,” the same reporter redirected, “you seem very comfortable with Hollander. Is that new?”
Ilya didn’t hesitate. “No,” he said simply. “We have known each other a long time. People just notice now.” His gaze slid sideways for just a second, meeting Shane’s before returning to the reporters. “Or maybe just because I finally said it out loud.”
“But when did this friendship start?” one of the reporters asked.
Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly. “It was always there,” he said.
“Huh,” the reporter said. “You mentioned you’ve known each other for a long time. Is there something about that situation you’d like to comment on?”
“I think he’s commented enough about that,” Shane said before Ilya could open his mouth again. “Or did you all miss his post-game interview after the hit?” He rolled his eyes slightly when Ilya huffed, but there was less of that careful distance he’d been holding himself with a moment ago.
“Ugh,” Ilya groaned. “Hollander is always so diplomatic.”
Shane shot him a sideways look, his mouth twitching. “Someone has to be,” he murmured.
“But you’re rivals,” one of the other reporters pressed. “There’s been no indication you were ever, ah—friendly.”
“I don’t know if I’d call it that,” Shane said lightly, glancing off to the side just as the locker room door swung open.
Ilya followed his gaze to find Ryan paused in the doorway, clearly mid-step, his gaze flicking between them and the cluster of reporters before he grinned and ducked back into the room like he’d just witnessed something he absolutely planned to bring up later.
Ilya’s mouth twitched faintly before he looked back at the microphones. “Da. We are still rivals,” he corrected, his tone dry.
“Right,” Shane agreed, nodding once. “We have a very serious rivalry.”
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly. “But rivalry does not mean we are not friends,” he said. “Not our fault if everyone assumed we hated each other.” He shrugged. “And we are still rivals for the Cup,” he added, glancing briefly at Shane, “so I do not see a problem.”
A few reporters exchanged looks, clearly unsatisfied with that answer.
Shane leaned into him slightly, frowning as he murmured under his breath, “Is this really how people start acting the moment they realise we’re friends?” It sounded casual, almost like a throwaway comment, but Ilya caught the sharp flicker of irritation in his eyes when he glanced sideways at the cluster of microphones being pushed closer.
Ilya snorted. “Da.”
Shane nodded slowly, turning back to the reporters with an expression that had gone cool and flat in a way Ilya recognised immediately. The same one he used in post-game interviews when he was done playing nice but not quite ready to start a fight.
“Huh,” he said, glancing briefly at the nearest camera. “Good to know all it takes for everyone to start losing their minds is to find out we’re friends.” He sighed softly. “Maybe we should’ve told everyone before the Cup last year. Would’ve messed with their heads for the playoffs.”
Ilya let out a sharp laugh at that. “Da,” he agreed, his eyes glinting. “Would have been much easier if everyone was this distracted.”
A few more cameras clicked, rushing to capture the moment they grinned at each other, something easy and unguarded slipping through the humour they’d been using to keep the questions at arm’s length.
“The two of you seem very close,” one of the reporters said, a little unsure of his own phrasing.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Yeah,” he said.
And then just—didn’t follow it up, even when the reporter was obviously waiting for more.
“Sorry,” Shane added, frowning. “Was that a question?”
A ripple of awkward laughter moved through the reporters before one of them leaned forward again. “Is it true you’ve been staying with Rozanov in Boston?”
Shane didn’t even hesitate. “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, he didn’t exactly give me a lot of choice.”
“Ah. I have big house,” Ilya said, completely unapologetic. “Would be waste not to use it.” His arm tightened around Shane’s shoulders, subtly pulling him more upright beside him as he straightened. “I’m stealing Hollander back now, or you’ll all keep him here until next season.”
“Final question,” one of them called, trying to catch them before they disappeared. “Hollander, any update on your return timeline?”
Shane exhaled lightly, his relief as the conversation shifted back to something safe and expected almost visible. “Oh,” he said, looking almost surprised at the question. “Uh—medical’s cleared me to return, so I’ll be back on the ice as soon as the suspension’s up.” He glanced sideways at Ilya, his mouth twitching faintly. “Though I’m going to have to work to catch up to you in points before playoffs.”
“Ah,” Ilya grinned. “But I am already ahead,” he said, entirely too pleased with himself. “And you are still suspended for three more games, da?” His gaze flicked down briefly, catching on the soft grey of Shane’s sweatshirt, lingering just a second too long on the worn collar beneath it. There was something almost familiar about it, and he let himself get distracted for a moment trying to place it.
Then he shook his head, his mouth curving into something a little sharper this time. “You should have come in black and gold tonight,” he added. “I might have considered it a forfeit.”
Shane snorted, rolling his eyes. “You’d take a forfeit over actually winning?”
“Da,” Ilya said easily, flashing him a quick wink. “Especially if you wore it in front of Yuna.”
“Ugh,” Shane muttered, rolling his eyes—but Ilya could see the way his shoulders loosened, the tension bleeding out of him like he could finally breathe again.
There was a brief shuffle as another reporter leaned forward. “And are we going to see more of this, uh—” he hesitated, frowning like he was still unsure if he was using the wrong word, “—this friendship going forward?”
Shane’s smile returned. “Depends how often we’re scheduled to play each other, I guess.”
“And if that changes?” One of the other reporters asked.
Ilya didn’t miss the way Shane’s eyes flicked toward him again before he answered. “I guess we’ll just have to deal with that when it happens,” he said.
Ilya huffed quietly beside him, the sound almost a laugh as he stepped in, his hand coming to Shane’s back. “You have your answers,” he said, already steering him away. “Hollander’s supposed to be enjoying Boston while he’s here, not doing interviews,” he added, his tone just playful enough to pass as teasing. “But we have somewhere to be now, da?”
“Hm.” Shane nodded. “Oh. Yeah, we do,” he said, letting himself be guided down the corridor as the reporters called after them—half-questions, half-jokes, none of them getting an answer this time.
The stairwell door shut behind them with a heavy click, muffling the noise. 
And Ilya—he’d been patient long enough, surely.
Shane barely had time to turn before Ilya pressed him back against the door, kissing him hard, all the restraint from the hallway snapping cleanly in half the second they were alone.
“Ilya,” Shane murmured, trying to pull back—but Ilya caught his mouth again before the word could fully form, swallowing it down like he’d been waiting to do exactly that since the hallway.
One of Ilya’s hands braced flat against the door beside Shane’s head, the other still at his back, fingers pressing in through the fabric of his jacket like he meant to keep him there, pinned in place even though Shane wasn’t really trying to get away anymore.
Shane’s hand came up between them, catching at Ilya’s shoulder, gripping hard at the fabric. “You—” he started, the word breaking uselessly against Ilya’s mouth as he shifted closer, pressing him fully into the door, the cold metal at Shane’s back pulling a quiet sound out of him.
“You came to my game,” Ilya muttered against his lips. “Couldn’t stay away?”
Shane huffed out a breath that might’ve been a laugh if it wasn’t so wrecked. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
“Liar,” Ilya repeated.
Shane turned his head just enough to break the kiss, breathing harder as Ilya dragged his lips down Shane’s jaw to the edge of his throat, where the collar of his sweatshirt dipped just enough for him to press his mouth against Shane’s pulse.
Ilya watched him swallow, his throat working, taking in the flush high on Shane’s cheeks—the way his eyes had gone dark and unfocused in that familiar, dangerous way that made Ilya’s pulse kick hard in his throat.
“You didn’t like it?” Shane muttered, dragging a hand through Ilya’s hair as he tilted his head to give him better access. “Was it too—”
“Fucking loved it,” Ilya growled, already leaning back in to prove it. “Couldn’t take my eyes off you,” he added, rougher now, his thumb catching at Shane’s jaw. “Sitting there like you belonged to me.” His mouth brushed Shane’s again, not quite a kiss but close enough to steal his breath. “Nearly lost my mind.”
Shane exhaled hard through his nose, his eyes flicking away for half a second before snapping back. “Me too,” he whispered. “I liked getting to be there for you. Even with everyone watching. It didn’t—” He hesitated, biting his lip. “I really wanted to just not care. Just for a second.”
Ilya groaned low in his throat. “You’re so fucking good for me, Hollander,” he murmured, leaning in to steal another kiss, his hands slipping under Shane’s sweatshirt to trace the lines of his hips before sliding lower.
But Shane stopped him with one hand braced against his chest, holding him there with dark eyes that were sharp even blown wide like this, freckles scattered high across his cheeks, flushed deeper now. “You’re gonna get us caught,” he whispered, breathless.
Ilya’s mouth curved, not even pretending to take the warning seriously—though he knew exactly how easy it would be for someone to take the wrong turn and find them like this. “Then move,” he said, his thumbs pressing in just barely.
Shane’s breath hitched again as his hand slid from Ilya’s chest to the hem of his T-shirt, fingers curling into it instead, pulling him in that last inch like he’d made the decision somewhere in the middle of saying no. “You make it so fucking difficult to think straight,” he muttered, before kissing him again.
Somewhere beyond the door, voices echoed faintly down the stairwell.
Neither of them moved until they heard a door on one of the floors above open, distant footsteps getting close enough that reality started pressing back in whether they liked it or not.
Shane pulled back, his breath still uneven, his forehead dropping briefly against Ilya’s shoulder like he needed a second to get himself under control. “Fuck,” he breathed. “I knew this was a bad idea.”
Ilya’s hands stayed firm at Shane’s hips, his thumb moving absently to hold him against him, not even close to ready to let the moment go. He nudged in again, crowding him just slightly, like he could ignore the sound of footsteps if he got close enough.
“Five seconds ago you didn’t care,” he murmured, his lips brushing Shane’s jaw, almost sulking in the way his mouth lingered.
“Five seconds ago no one was about to walk in on us,” Shane shot back, but the argument didn’t have any real bite behind it when they were still close enough that their chests brushed every time either of them breathed.
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, leaning in to steal one more quick, stubborn kiss, like he refused to leave it unfinished. “Let me take you home then, solnyshko. I’ll show you just how much I liked it.”
Shane made a low, frustrated sound, like he wanted to say yes and hated that he couldn’t. “Can’t,” he groaned. “Ugh. Cassie made me promise we’d go out to celebrate?” He winced slightly when Ilya shot him a narrowed look. “What?” He said, a little defensive now. “Don’t look at me like that. I don’t even know why I fucking agreed, but suddenly mum and dad were saying it was a great idea and Cassie was taking my phone to put the directions in.”
Ilya sighed as he stepped back, glancing at the stairs behind him before taking Shane’s hand and tugging him down the steps before those footsteps could get any closer. “Mama Yuna is still here?” He asked, licking the taste of Shane’s mouth from his bottom lip, distracted enough that he did it again. “Or did David take her up to the club bar to give you an excuse to slip away?”
“Huh? Oh. No—they went back to the hotel when Cassie started explaining why I couldn’t say no to drinks,” Shane said.
Ilya didn’t even have to look at him to know he was frowning. He did anyway, because he was too pretty not to. Shane’s mouth was still a little red, and his eyes were still—
Ilya looked away again, clearing his throat. “Is good,” he said, tightening his grip without thinking. “They had long flight, da? They should get rest.”
Shane snorted. “Oh, sure. That’s the reason you want them out of the way.”
Ilya’s grip tightened before he could stop it, heat climbing up the back of his neck in a way that had nothing to do with embarrassment and everything to do with how annoyingly right Shane was. It wasn’t just that he wanted Shane’s parents gone. It was that he couldn’t stop thinking about it now—about having Shane to himself without interruptions, without the polite restraint he’d been forcing on himself since the moment he’d seen him surrounded by reporters in the corridor.
His mind kept circling back to the way Shane had looked a few moments ago. The way he always looked at him when he thought Ilya wasn’t paying attention. It made something tight coil low in his stomach, and he cleared his throat again, shifting slightly like that might burn off the need to do something about it.
It didn’t help.
If anything, it made it worse, because now Shane was right there, close enough to touch, and Ilya had to pretend that all he wanted was for everyone to get a good night’s sleep.
Ilya forced out a quiet laugh. “Maybe a little bit,” he admitted easily. “Ah—can’t believe Cassie got you to agree to go out. Solnyshko, you are torturing me.” His thumb brushed absentmindedly along Shane’s wrist. “We could just go home instead, da? The team will forgive us for not showing our faces for one night.”
Shane’s mouth twitched again, like he was trying not to smile and losing. “I mean, it’s not like I’ve had a lot of practice saying no to her,” he said after a second. “And, y’know—I didn’t want to be the reason you miss another night out with your team. You should celebrate your win with them.”
He hesitated, then added quieter, “It was a brilliant game, Ilya. You were so good.”
Ilya paused with his hand on the door handle, then stopped. His fingers stayed curled around the metal, but he didn’t push. “Shane,” he started, turning his head—only to find Shane already looking at him. “That’s not—”
“I know,” Shane cut in quickly, his grip tightening slightly on Ilya’s hand like he didn’t realise he was doing it. “But I know you’ve been avoiding going out too,” he added, shrugging one shoulder, his eyes flicking away for half a second before coming back. “I don’t want to be the reason you stop doing the things you love.”
“The only thing I love doing is you,” Ilya murmured, his mouth pulling into a faint, crooked pout. He knew exactly how ridiculous it sounded. He just didn’t care enough to fix it.
His thumb dragged slow along Shane’s wrist again, deliberate now, like he was underlining it.
“Ilya,” Shane said, voice breaking into a laugh.
Ilya’s grip tightened on the handle. “It is not because of you that I do not go out,” he said finally. Then, softer—“I love you.”
He turned fully this time, facing him, his mouth pressed into something that wanted to be a smile and didn’t quite make it.
“I spent years only getting pieces of you,” he went on. “One night here, one night there. Always leaving before it feels like enough.” His thumb moved again against Shane’s wrist, slower this time. “Now you are here. In my city. In my home.” He huffed a quiet, almost self-conscious laugh. “I went out so much because it was easier not to be alone when I was not with you,” he said. “But now I have you here—why would I go anywhere else?”
Shane huffed out a breath, but it didn’t sound like a laugh this time. His head tipped back slightly, eyes closing for a moment like he needed a second to steady himself. “Christ,” he muttered. “You don’t have to—” he began, the words coming quicker now. “You can go out. I don’t—this isn’t—”
“I don’t want to,” Ilya said.
Shane’s mouth opened, then shut again.
“I want—” Ilya trailed off, shaking his head when the words wouldn’t line up in English. He frowned, impatient with himself. Then he switched, the Russian coming easier, cleaner. “I want this instead,” he said. “I want to wake up next to you. I want to see you in the stands when I play. I want to be on the ice with you. I want to come home and know you’re already there.” 
His grip tightened, just slightly. “Ah—solnyshko,” he murmured when he saw the way Shane’s eyes had gone too bright all at once, blinking hard like he could clear it before it settled. His jaw flexed, a muscle jumping there as he tried to lock it down.
Ilya’s expression softened. He reached out, catching the lanyard of Shane’s visitor pass between his fingers and tugging until Shane stumbled that half-step closer. He didn’t give him time to pull away—he kissed him instead. It was just a quick press at first, barely even there. Then firmer. His free hand came up to the side of Shane’s neck, thumb settling just under his jaw where it was still tense, feeling the way it shifted under his touch.
Shane made a small, uneven sound against his mouth, breath catching more than answering, and Ilya held him there a second longer than was probably safe.
“Is new for both of us,” he murmured against Shane’s lips, not quite pulling back. “I am not losing anything by getting to keep you.”
Shane’s hand came up between them, catching in the front of Ilya’s t-shirt—fisted tight. “Don’t,” he said, but it came out quiet, a little unsteady. Like he wasn’t sure if he meant stop or don’t let go.
“Shane—”
“I don’t want to get my hopes up,” Shane admitted quietly. “The trade hasn’t come through yet, and Montréal might not even want to let me go. I—” he looked away, jaw tightening as he dragged a hand back through his hair. “I kinda hate how much I want it—not because of you,” he added quickly, panic flickering. “You’re—fuck, Ilya—I’d do anything to stay here with you, but I can’t control what’s happening around us right now and that’s kind of freaking me out.”
He let out a sharp breath, like he was trying to laugh it off and failing. His grip loosened, then tightened again. “Everyone’s gonna be talking about tonight,” he added, looking almost sheepish now. “And a part of me’s kinda relieved, because—no one can take it back?”
His nose scrunched up, and Ilya felt something in his chest loosen at the sight of it—Shane thinking out loud, working through it piece by piece.
“I loved being here tonight, getting to watch you play,” Shane said. “It felt good.” He ducked his head a little after that, a faint flush creeping across his cheeks, catching in the scatter of freckles Ilya couldn’t stop looking at. “You look different out there,” he added quietly. “When you know I’m watching.”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, softer now. His hand slid from Shane’s wrist to his forearm, thumb pressing slow. “I liked knowing you were watching.”
Shane huffed, uneven. “Yeah, well. Don’t let it go to your head.”
Ilya’s mouth curved slightly. “Too late.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but the tension didn’t quite leave him. “Hey,” Ilya said gently. “I am not going anywhere. Trade or no trade. Montréal, Ottawa, even Buffalo—” his eye twitched slightly as he said it, “—wherever they send you. We figure it out, da?”
Shane’s jaw flexed. “I just—I don’t want to get lost in the idea of this before we even know if it’s possible,” he said quietly. “But I kinda want to feel like I’m making the choice too.” 
He shrugged one shoulder, then leaned in, pressing another quick kiss to Ilya’s mouth. “I want us to do the things we would normally do,” Shane said slowly. “And I want to spend time with your team. So we’re gonna go celebrate with your team and pretend I’m not freaking out about what everyone’s saying about tonight, okay?”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, his lips pulling up into a slow grin. “People will be saying, ‘ah, look—Hollander and Rozanov really are friends. Maybe we get used to seeing them together and stop paying attention to things we don’t understand.’”
Shane snorted. “Sure,” he said, a breathless laugh breaking through this time. “That’s definitely how it’ll work out.”
“Could happen,” Ilya said, like he fully believed it. His thumb brushed once more over Shane’s wrist before he finally let go. “Luke and Artos were hosted by Marcus last year—he has a big house too,” he added casually, already building the story in his head. “No one was surprised when they moved in together.”
Shane’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Luke and Artos live together?”
“Da. In a penthouse in Seaport,” Ilya nodded. “Bought a place ten minutes from the arena because both of them keep sleeping through alarms. Marcus used to complain about dragging them out of bed every morning,” he said with a small shrug. “Lots of people are hosted when their contract is still new. The team offers to help new guys while they settle into Boston. It’s, ah—not unusual.” He frowned slightly. “You do this in Montréal, too.”
Shane shook his head slowly. “Not really,” he said. “Montréal’s team isn’t like Boston. Most of the time the organisation will host a player in one of the complexes downtown until they sort out their own housing, usually just for the first year.” He rubbed the back of his neck, glancing off to the side. “It’s more, ah—hands-off, I guess.”
He hesitated, his nose scrunching slightly. “Me and Hayd actually shared a building when we were rookies,” he admitted. “Different units, but we were on the same floor. It made it easier to settle into the team.” His mouth twitched. “We still barely saw each other unless we were late for practice, but then he started inviting himself round and falling asleep on my couch.” He smiled, fond. “Just decided one day that we were gonna be friends and, ah—never looked back.”
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Ah,” he said dryly, not sounding particularly impressed. “Da. Very good friend. Falls asleep on your couch, makes himself at home, never leaves.”
Shane’s eyes flicked back to him immediately. “I know you like him really,” he said, his lips twitching.
“This is a lie,” Ilya said flatly, though his mouth still pulled faintly at the corner. “It is slander, Hollander. Who told you this?”
Shane huffed out a quiet laugh, shaking his head. “Ilya,” he said, softer now, like he was trying to keep it light and not quite managing. “You know that wouldn’t work, right? People still make jokes about me and Hayd being too close, and we’ve only ever been friends. Even when he married Jackie there were still fans who were convinced it was some sort of cover-up,” he added, frowning slightly. “Nothing about me and you is, ah—”
“Boring?” Ilya offered.
Shane sighed. “It wouldn’t just be people making jokes about me and you, Ilya. The media will blow everything between us out of proportion. They’d figure it out eventually.”
“Eh,” Ilya shrugged. “So we tell them you are very picky, Mr. Landlord,” he said, his tone turning teasing now. “House must be just right. Big windows, da? Lots of light. Clean lines. Space for all your trophies.”
Shane huffed, but there was a flush creeping up his neck now, visible even in the low light. “All my trophies are at the cottage,” he said, a smile pulling at his mouth like he was arguing just to argue.
“Da. Is my favourite room,” Ilya nodded seriously. “Full of Shane Hollander.” 
“Thought your favourite room was our bedroom?” Shane said, his head tilting.
And how could Ilya not kiss him again for that?
“Favourite room is kitchen,” he murmured, close enough now that the words brushed against Shane’s mouth. “Where I can watch you do yoga on dock, or read boring book by fire, or watch you whenever you forget I am looking.” His hand slid back to Shane’s wrist, slower this time. “Is good view from anywhere,” he added softly.
Shane’s mouth twitched again despite himself. “But—”
“But in Boston?” Ilya cut him off quickly, still grinning. “You have very handsome captain waiting for you in bed—”
“Okay, shut up,” Shane cut in, laughing now, a little sharper as he shoved lightly at Ilya’s shoulder. “So we’re just gonna tell people we’re roommates?”
“Da,” Ilya nodded, reaching behind him to push the door open before he could get lost in the way Shane was looking at him now, too open, too close to something he might not be able to ignore. He stepped out, still holding Shane’s wrist as he pulled him with him. “We will say I am hosting you, that you are looking for new place.”
They moved down into the lower level, the air cooler in the private hum of the players’ parking area.
“We keep it going for a few months,” he continued, glancing back at him, his eyes bright with something that looked a little too pleased. “Then we say we got comfortable. No good housing in Boston that Shane Hollander likes, so I keep him.”
Shane shook his head, but he was smiling now, softer at the edges. “Yeah,” he said, glancing over at him, something warm and quiet slipping into his voice. “Guess you’re stuck with me, then.”
Ilya only grinned as he pulled out his keys to unlock his car.
“Oh, fuck you,” Shane muttered. “Why the hell did you drive the Ferrari to a game night?” He asked, looking aghast at the bright red car Ilya had led him toward.
Ilya leaned his forearms on the roof, his chin resting on top, watching Shane instead of answering right away. “Good for distraction,” he said finally, his mouth curving. “Better than letting myself think about coming home to you all night.” His gaze dragged, slow and deliberate, taking in the flush already creeping up Shane’s neck, the way he refused to look at him directly. “Sure you don’t want to go home now?” He added, biting his lip to keep from grinning.
Shane glared at him. “You can take me home later.”
“Okay,” Ilya said, letting himself grin when Shane slipped into the passenger seat with a huff. “But, solnyshko—Bears are loud when drunk,” he added after he slid into the driver’s seat, glancing over as he started the engine. “You don’t like loud.”
“I know,” Shane agreed, a small breath slipping out of him as he glanced sideways. “But I can survive one night,” he said, nodding like he was trying to convince himself as much as Ilya.
He leaned a little further into the seat, his hand coming up to pull the visitor’s pass from his neck. He wrapped the lanyard around the badge before letting it rest there, his fingers lingering like he needed something to do with them.
“You played really well,” he said after a second, more certain now. “Brad was fucking insane,” he added, finally placing the pass in the glove box. “We’ve had a rookie as our goalie this season, and he’s good—but there’s something about a player who doesn’t panic when the pressure stacks up like that.” He shrugged. “Your whole team was good.”
“Da,” Ilya said, glancing over at him briefly.
“They deserve to celebrate with their captain,” Shane repeated slowly. “And I’ve, ah—” he looked embarrassed for a moment, “I’ve probably kept you away from them for too long,” he finished, his eyes fixed on the road ahead instead of on Ilya. “We should probably get used to socialising with other people. You know, when we’re not just at home or at the rink.”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured. “Would be more convincing if you weren’t grimacing.”
Shane let out a quiet laugh at that, his grip tightening briefly where his hand rested against his thigh before loosening again. “I’m not grimacing,” he lied.
“You are,” Ilya said easily. “A little bit here—” he lifted a hand briefly, tapping his own mouth in demonstration before letting it drop again. “Like you are about to argue with someone who is not even talking.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but it didn’t stick. “I just—” he stopped, exhaling slowly, his gaze flicking to the side before settling back ahead. “It’s loud. And people are going to be looking.”
“You are very pretty,” Ilya said. “Let them look.”
Shane snorted.
“It is true,” Ilya said, one shoulder lifting as he pulled out onto the road. “Also, you are with me. They will be too busy being jealous.”
Shane turned his head then, finally looking at him properly, something caught between exasperation and reluctant amusement flickering across his face.
“People are gonna notice what I did tonight,” he murmured after a second. “I knew that when I came, but it’s going to be a thing. That they talk about.” He huffed a short breath through his nose. “They’ll probably keep talking about it until—” he trailed off.
“Ah. They will be disappointed,” Ilya said finally. “We are very boring to look at.”
Shane’s mouth twitched. “You and me? Boring?”
Ilya nodded. “Very pretty. But very, very boring.”
That got a real laugh out of Shane—quick, surprised, gone almost as soon as it arrived, like he hadn’t meant to let it slip out at all. “Okay,” he said, settling back into the seat, a little less rigid now. “Will they mind?” He asked after a moment. “Your team, I mean,” he added when Ilya glanced at him. “That I’m coming with you? I mean, Cassie invited me, but I—”
“They like you,” Ilya said honestly. “And they’ll probably be grateful you are there,” he added, easing the car forward another few feet, his fingers drumming against the steering wheel as he eyed the red taillights stretching out in a long, unbroken line in front of them. “I am less—how do you say—” he tilted his head, considering, “—dangerous when I am distracted.”
His gaze flicked back to Shane before returning to the road. “Usually I make problems,” he admitted. “Too loud. Too many drinks. Say things I should not say.” His mouth curved. “Now I am thinking about you instead. Much better for team, da?”
Shane huffed under his breath, but there was a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth now. “I’m pretty sure you’re a problem no matter what you’re doing.”
“Is good problem, though?” Ilya asked, one brow lifting.
“Yeah,” Shane murmured, shifting in his seat, one knee knocking lightly against the console before settling again. “I don’t ever want that problem to ever go away.” There was something soft and almost distant about those words, like he was remembering them instead of just saying them. 
Then he cleared his throat, looking at the taillights outside the window instead. “But, ah—your team? They love you, Ilya. I’m pretty sure they’d follow you into anything. Even trouble.”
“Da,” Ilya nodded easily. “Even stealing secret boyfriend out of Montréal.”
Shane snorted. “Pretty sure that was kidnapping.”
“Eh. Pretty sure I said borrowing,” Ilya replied, one shoulder lifting as he pulled away from the traffic along the main road to turn down a side street, the noise of the crowd fading slightly behind them.
“You did not,” Shane said, turning toward him fully now.
“No, no—I definitely said burrowing,” Ilya insisted, glancing over just long enough to catch the way Shane’s mouth curved, the tension finally slipping from his shoulders. 
Shane shook his head, but he was smiling now, even if he was trying to hide it by avoiding Ilya’s eyes. “God, you’re actually insufferable,” he muttered, glancing out at the dark streets Ilya was cutting through with a faint frown. “Do you even know where we’re going?” He asked. “Cassie sent me the address if you—”
Ilya snorted. “Everyone knows Conner’s Bar. It is the only place Bears go for drinks, uh—unless we are going clubbing,” he said. “Fans there usually leave us alone. But it is still a sports bar, so—” he shrugged. “It is nice. You will like it. Has good beer. Food is not terrible. Big wall full of TVs. Weird fish tank beside the bar with, ah—what is called—” He frowned, searching for it. “Fish with legs? Pretty gills. Is pink.”
Shane blinked at him. “Huh?”
“Looks like he is smiling all the time?” Ilya said, glancing over with a small, hopeful lift of his brows. But Shane still looked confused, and Ilya frowned, dissatisfied with how badly he was explaining it.
Then Shane shifted in his seat, lifting his hips just enough to dig his phone out of his pocket. The movement pulled his sweatshirt tight across his stomach, his thighs flexing as he braced himself against the seat, and Ilya’s eyes dipped—quick, automatic—tracking the way he moved before snapping back up like he hadn’t noticed at all.
Shane’s screen lit up in a flood of notifications—texts, missed calls, a dozen headlines stacked on top of each other. His thumb hovered there for a second, like he was debating whether to check them or not. Then he swiped them all away and pulled up a search, already typing something into the bar. 
A second later—“Oh. An axolotl?” Shane said, turning the screen toward Ilya.
The picture matched perfectly.
“Da! Looks just like Lance,” Ilya said, brightening immediately.
Shane stared at him for a second. “Lance?” He echoed, glancing between him and the grinning axolotl on his screen. “Who the fuck named an axolotl Lance?”
Ilya’s grin widened, his eyes flicking back to the road. “Conner did a raffle a few years back,” he said. “Money went to a pet shelter in Southie. Team promised to double whatever they raised, but, ah—people went a little crazy. Shelter was very excited.”
“Is that when you did all that PR with those dogs?” Shane asked, something fond creeping into his expression now.
“Da. Had puppies everywhere,” Ilya said. “They were so small, Shane. I could hold them in one hand,” he added, his voice softening by the second. “This little one kept climbing into my hoodie. Would not leave. Just—” He huffed a quiet laugh, shaking his head. “Fell asleep right here.” He tapped his chest lightly. “Could not move for, like, twenty minutes.”
Shane huffed a quiet laugh. “Sounds horrible.”
“We should get a puppy,” Ilya said, grinning at the idea. “Something small at first. Or maybe not so small. One that runs to the door when we get home. Sleeps on your side of the bed until you complain, then comes to me. I will teach her tricks. She will be very smart. And very spoiled.”
Shane blinked. “We—” He stopped, then tried again, slower. “Who’s looking after it when we’re on the road?”
“Cassie could babysit,” Ilya said easily.
“I’m pretty sure it’s called dog sitting,” Shane muttered. “And doesn’t Cassie work, like, insane hours?”
“Then we hire someone to look after her,” Ilya said, already waving it off.
Shane glanced over at him, something unreadable flickering across his face at the way Ilya said we without hesitation. “You keep calling it ‘her’?” He mumbled, watching Ilya carefully.
“Da,” Ilya nodded. “Will be our little girl. Oh—with long hair and big ears.” He grinned, already picturing it. “She’ll be very fast after going on morning runs with you, and I will feed her only good food. And maybe carrots. They are good for teeth, the shelter told us when we went. Very serious about it. One woman gave me full lecture on how to brush teeth without hurting them.”
“Maybe,” Shane murmured, watching him quietly for a moment. “Why don’t we talk about it after the trade comes in?” He sighed softly when Ilya pouted at him, reaching over to steal his hand from the gearshift, turning his palm over, his thumb brushing slowly across it like he wasn’t thinking about it.
“It’ll be hard enough to leave you if the trade doesn’t come through,” he added, his voice quieter now. “Don’t ask me to picture something I might have to walk away from.”
“Will be something worth coming home to,” Ilya murmured, still pouting softly.
Shane smiled. “You’re already worth it,” he murmured. “You don’t have to tempt me into staying with a dog,” he said, glancing over at him, something a little shy flickering through before he ducked his head.
Ilya’s grip tightened just slightly around his hand. “Is not temptation,” he said, quieter now. “Is just addition. To family.”
Shane narrowed his eyes at him immediately. “We’re going to this stupid bar to spend time with your stupid friends,” he said firmly. “Stop trying to talk me into going home so you can—”
“Get you pregnant?” Ilya asked, his lips twitching up into a grin he’d been trying to hold back. “Ah, solnyshko. I will be very good father to our puppy. Will tell them how beautiful you looked when I got you—”
“Fuck off,” Shane snorted. “You can’t actually get me pregnant.”
“Lie,” Ilya shot back, pulling into the curb outside the bar.
The street was already packed. Familiar cars lined up tight along the pavement, a couple of SUVs he recognized from the team wedged in at questionable angles, headlights cutting across each other. Someone had left music playing too loud somewhere nearby, bass thudding faintly through the closed windows.
“Who has been feeding you these ideas?” Ilya went on, cutting the engine. “Is Pike?” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Do not listen to fifteenth-best player on Voyageurs. Wife got so fed up with him she had him cut off his dick—”
“He had a vasectomy, not a castration,” Shane cut in, already pushing his door open.
“She should have castrated him,” Ilya muttered, grabbing his keys as he climbed out after him.
Shane just shook his head, waiting for Ilya to circle around the front of the car. “Did he really name the bar after himself?” he asked, looking up at the sign above the open doors.
Ilya smiled, something in his chest going tight and bright at the casual way Shane leaned into his shoulder as they walked toward the bar. “Hm. He wanted to name it Carmichael’s, but there are a surprising number of Irish pubs with the same name,” he said. “So he just named it Conner’s instead. He was supposed to change it when he decided on something better, but never did.”
He shrugged. “It stuck, I guess.”
Shane nodded slowly, but Ilya noticed the way his gaze drifted, then snapped back, like he was reminding himself where he was. He resisted the urge to reach for him again, mostly because there were two guys smoking just off to the side of the bar doors.
One of them glanced up as they approached—and then immediately did a double take.
“Hey,” he said, straightening. “You’re Ilya Rozanov.”
Ilya exhaled slowly through his nose, already halfway into the version of himself people expected. “Depends who’s asking,” he said, stepping just slightly ahead of Shane without making it obvious. “You do not look like the women who usually shout my name across bars,” he added, glancing the guy over.
The guy laughed, a little too loud, like he wasn’t sure if it was a joke or not. “Yeah, well—guess I’m breaking new ground, huh?”
“Hm. Not really,” Ilya said.
The guy snorted, stubbing his cigarette out under his shoe as he stepped forward. “Man, you were unreal tonight,” he said. “I mean—you’re always good, but tonight?” He whistled, low and impressed. “That was something else.”
Ilya tilted his head. “Ah,” he said finally. “It is because I had a very important audience to impress.”
The second guy snorted. “Yeah? Looked more like you were trying to start a fight half the time,” he said, his grin crooked. “Ref was two seconds away from tossing you.”
“I did not even end up in the box, and we still won,” Ilya said, distracted as he watched the other guy’s attention shift, slipping past him to Shane. It happened slowly. Recognition clicking into place piece by piece as he took in the posture, the face, the way Shane stood like he was used to being watched and hated it just enough that it showed.
“Wait, you’re—” the other guy pointed, a little incredulous now. “You’re actually Shane Hollander?”
Shane’s gaze dropped for half a second, his jaw tightening before he looked back up again. “Uh—yeah,” he said, his expression smoothing into something more neutral as he shrugged. 
“Shit,” the first guy cut in, grinning. “What are you doing here, man? Thought you were still kidnapped—”
The other guy elbowed him. “Shut up, you can’t just say that to him,” he hissed under his breath, glancing quickly at Shane like he was trying to gauge how badly that landed.
“Why not?” The guy shot back, his hands coming up in defence, still half-laughing. “It’s true!”
Ilya’s mouth curved. “Da,” he said. “We keep him in the basement. Very secure.”
Shane shot him a look. “They let me out for good behaviour,” he said, rolling his eyes.
Both guys laughed at that, the tension breaking just enough to let the moment pass for normal. And Ilya had no idea why Shane thought he didn’t do well in situations like this, because people were always watching him like they’d been pulled a step closer without realising it. Like they were just waiting for him to say something else, do something else, give them one more thing that made it feel like they were being let in instead of kept out.
But there was a slight delay to his reactions that Ilya couldn’t help but notice. The way his hand kept drifting to the back of his neck, his thumb pressing in like he was trying to work out a knot that wasn’t there. His weight shifted once, then again, adjusting by inches, like he was trying to settle into a space that didn’t quite fit yet.
Ilya watched Shane laugh again, quieter this time, a beat late, but real enough that the guys didn’t notice the difference. His hand came up without thinking, settling low at Shane’s back, and he felt the way the tense muscles there eased under his palm.
“So,” the first guy said, glancing between them with open curiosity now. “Are you two actually, like—what—friends?”
“Sometimes,” Ilya said lightly. “When he is not trying to ruin my life.” His gaze slid back to Shane, deliberate in a way that passed for teasing if you weren’t looking for the way his eyes softened. “He likes to think I am the only problem on the ice,” he added. “But there is a very obvious reason we are friends.”
“Oh, yeah?” the first guy said, grinning. “What’s that, then?”
“Ah,” Ilya said, like he was considering whether to share it. “It is a big secret,” he added, his voice dropping slightly as he leaned in. “Shane Hollander is a massive asshole.”
Shane snorted. “Oh, fuck off,” he murmured, but he was grinning now, his shoulders looser as the two guys laughed again.
Ilya flashed him a quick wink when they weren’t looking, watching as Shane’s eyes flicked back to him—smiling like he’d forgotten where they were for half a second—before he looked away again.
“Did you watch the game?” The second guy asked, turning back to Shane like he couldn’t quite help himself.
Shane nodded, glancing briefly toward Ilya before looking back. “Huh? Oh. Yeah,” he said. “It was—” He hesitated. “It was good.”
“‘Good,’” Ilya echoed, offended on principle. “This is all I get after winning?”
Shane’s mouth twitched. “You’ll survive.”
“Is a lie, Hollander,” Ilya said, his mouth curving into a smirk. “It was an excellent game. You just do not want to admit it.”
The first guy grinned again, clearly amused, but then he rubbed the back of his neck like he was debating something. “Hey—uh, would it be weird if we grabbed a photo?” He asked, wincing slightly. “Like—with both of you? My—ah, fuck—look, man, my dad’s never gonna believe this if I don’t show him proof,” he said, glancing at Shane. “He’s been following you since you got drafted. Always said Montréal would be fucking wasted without you.”
Shane’s expression shifted at that, something almost thankful slipping in before he caught it. “Yeah?” he said, a little caught off guard. “That’s—” He cleared his throat, glancing down for a second before looking back up. “That’s nice,” he paused. “I think?”
“Da,” Ilya cut in before Shane could get stuck deciding whether he was allowed to take that as a compliment. “But tonight he is in Boston, so maybe your father should reconsider his loyalties.”
The second guy laughed, nudging his friend with a smirk. “Told you he’d say something like that.”
The first guy rolled his eyes, already pulling his phone out. “Uh, look. We don’t wanna—y’know—be weird.” He shrugged. “Especially with everything going on right now with Montréal and all the trade rumours.” He hesitated, clearly biting back a follow-up question. “We don’t know if you guys even want to be seen together right now.”
Shane’s mouth twitched at that. “Bit late for that,” he said, glancing sideways at Ilya. “It’s fine,” he added, offering a slight smile. “Besides, Ilya can add it to his diary as the day he finally got a compliment from me.”
Ilya snorted. “I will frame it,” he said dryly. “Very rare occasion.”
They stepped in without thinking about it. And Ilya, in a moment of absolute madness, decided it was the perfect time to wrap an arm around Shane’s waist and grin for the camera like it was a perfectly normal thing for either of them to do in public.
He felt the way Shane’s shoulders shook as he tried to bite back his laughter, the two guys too flustered with positioning themselves and fumbling with the phone to notice.
The first guy lifted the phone higher, squinting at the screen. “Uh—yeah, just—hold on—lighting’s kinda shit—” And then, finally, he snapped a series of pictures. “Shit, that’s—yeah, that’s perfect,” he said, already looking down at the screen, his grin spreading. “Thanks, seriously—this is gonna blow his mind.”
The second guy leaned in, laughing under his breath. “Yeah, your dad’s never shutting up about this.”
“Sorry,” the first guy added quickly, glancing back up at them. “Didn’t mean to—y’know—catch you guys in the middle of anything.”
Shane huffed out a quiet breath, rubbing the back of his neck again as Ilya’s arm dropped from his shoulder, his fingers trailing down Shane’s spine where the two guys couldn’t see it. “You didn’t,” he said, his voice slightly strained. “We were just—uh—heading in.”
“Oh, right,” the other guy said, glancing at the doors. “Yeah, I heard some of the Bears like to come here,” he murmured, before looking back at them. “Thanks for this,” he added, lifting the phone slightly.
“Da,” Ilya said. “Now you have proof the hostage is still alive,” he added with a wink, tugging lightly on Shane’s sleeve as they stepped inside. “You should share it with Montréal,” he called over his shoulder. “So they know their captain is still alive.”
“Ilya,” Shane warned as the noise of the bar hit them all at once—music, voices, laughter spilling over itself in waves.
There was that familiar heat of too many bodies packed close and the sharp bite of alcohol in the air.
But Ilya just smiled, his gaze sweeping across the bar automatically until it landed on the far corner.
Ryan had one hand clapped hard on Luke’s shoulder, shouting something over the noise that had a cheer rising up from the table. Luke’s face was bright red now, his head ducked like he wanted to disappear and absolutely wasn’t being allowed to.
Ilya huffed a quiet laugh under his breath. “Ah, we are just in time,” he said, already steering them in that direction. “Do you want something to drink?”
“Oh, I’m not drinking tonight,” Shane said after a second. “I, uh—I think mum might actually kill me if I have any alcohol while I’m still on medication,” he admitted, wincing slightly. “Besides, it means you can drink if you want. I’ll drive you home later.”
Ilya let out a surprised huff of laughter, glancing over at him. “You want to drive Ferrari?” He asked, something pleased slipping into his voice. “Hot.”
“Fuck off,” Shane said immediately, knocking his shoulder lightly into Ilya’s. “I’m not driving your stupid car just so you can get off on it.”
Ilya grinned wider. “Too late,” he said. “Already thinking about it.” 
But he barely got the words out before Ryan spotted them. “There he is!” He called, pushing through the crowd toward them, beer sloshing dangerously in his hand. He threw an arm around Ilya’s neck the second he was close enough, dragging him in. 
“Thought you said you had something better to go home to,” Ryan said, laughing as he shot Shane a wink. “Or did you just decide to bring it with you?”
Ilya snorted. “‘Something better’ decided the captain should celebrate with his team,” he said dryly, nudging Shane into the open seat in the booth beside Cassie. 
He slipped in next to him without really giving him a choice, keeping their shoulders pressed close. “We are staying for one drink,” he told them, already reaching for one of the unclaimed beers cluttering the middle of the table.
“Sure you’re gonna be able to last that long?” Cliff asked, grinning from Cassie’s other side as he watched Ilya’s arm go up along the back of the seat when he leaned back, his fingers brushing absentmindedly against Shane’s shoulder.
“Fuck off,” Ilya snorted, momentarily distracted by the lingering tension in Shane’s shoulders under his hand, like he hadn’t quite decided how to sit yet, still half-braced for something as the table greeted them with loud cheers, a couple of whistles cutting through the noise.
“One drink,” he told them again, his eyes narrowing. “Then I get to take my Montréal girl home, da?” He added, glancing at Shane. “My Jane is—”
“Ridiculously hot?” Cassie cut in sweetly, already grinning.
“—da, she is very pretty. More than any of you,” Ilya said, glancing around the table. “I will go home to her and we will have our own celebration,” he added, lifting his bottle in a lazy toast before taking a slow drink.
Shane blinked at him as laughter broke around the table. His shoulders tightened before he ducked his head, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck like he could hide the flush creeping up there. “Oh my god,” he muttered. “Did you tell them about Jane and Lily?”
Cliff frowned. “Who the fuck is Lily?”
“She is dating Jane,” Ilya said, taking another slow drink. “Very serious relationship. Lots of passion. They are getting a dog, maybe.”
“We’re not getting a dog,” Shane said under his breath.
“Wait,” Ryan muttered, dropping into the seat he’d just dragged up beside them. His eyes were bright as they flicked between Shane and Ilya. “Is Ilya Lily? Did you two really save each other’s numbers as Jane and—”
“No,” Shane said quickly, straightening a little.
“Da,” Ilya answered at the same time. Both of them paused to look at each other. “Uh—no?” He corrected, not sounding particularly convincing as his mouth twitched like he was about to grin.
Shane sighed. “I can’t believe you told them about that,” he muttered, defeated.
Ilya paused with his beer half-raised. “Was accident,” he said, shrugging one shoulder. “They ask too many questions. I give one small answer, suddenly it is whole story.” He clicked his tongue, unimpressed. “I told you, solnyshko. They are all nosy,” he added, glancing at the table, where they were all watching them with absolutely no subtlety.
“Accident,” Ryan echoed, dry.
Ilya lifted a shoulder again, unbothered. “Is very common problem,” he said. “Many people have this issue.”
“Name one,” Cliff shot back immediately.
Ilya didn’t even blink. “Me.”
Luke snorted into his drink as Shane muttered, “I fucking hate Boston.”
Ilya glanced at him, catching the flush still high on his cheekbones, the way he wouldn’t quite look up. “Do not worry,” he said, his mouth curving into a smirk when Shane’s eyes lifted to his. “I only tell them best parts.”
“He’s lying,” Cassie said quickly, leaning into Cliff’s side as his arm came easily around her waist. “He’s been refusing to tell us anything since we found out,” she added, tipping her head back slightly to look up at him. “Which I respect—but I also feel like I’ve earned at least one good detail.”
Cliff huffed a quiet laugh against her hair. “You haven’t earned shit,” he said, but his hand tightened at her hip anyway.
“I have,” Cassie insisted, her eyes flicking back to Ilya and Shane, bright with interest and not even pretending otherwise. “I sat through three hours of Ryan trying to explain defensive structure last week. I deserve compensation.”
“Hey,” Ryan said, offended.
“No, you don’t,” Patrick cut in. “You chose to sit through that.”
Ilya hummed, something softer tucked beneath the curl of his mouth now. “See?” He murmured quietly, his lips brushing Shane’s ear as he leaned in. “Everyone is very supportive.”
Shane huffed, his teeth catching his bottom lip as he glanced around the room, picking out the missing Bears in the crowd of the bar, half-drunk and loud as they shouted over each other. No one was really watching them anymore, not even the people who’d been staring when they walked in. There was a glance here, a passing smirk there, then attention slid elsewhere like it always did.
Ilya had already relaxed into the easy rhythm of it, but Shane still looked like he didn’t quite believe it. The colour hadn’t left his face, freckles still caught high across the flush on his cheekbones. His shoulders stayed tight, like he was still slightly out of step with the loose, careless rhythm of the bar.
Ilya’s smile slipped, and he found himself resenting where that tension had come from. How Shane’s own teammates had turned every look, every touch into a joke. How they’d made Shane watch himself too closely, measuring every movement like it might give something away if he wasn’t careful. 
It sat wrong with him that Shane had learned to expect that instead of this.
“Mm,” Ilya murmured, quieter now. “You will get used to this.”
Shane glanced at him, then nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he murmured, glancing out at the bar again. “Maybe.”
Something delighted flickered across Cassie’s face as she glanced between them. “Oh, we’re plenty supportive,” she said. “We’re just also extremely interested.” She tilted her head slightly. “I’ll be honest, though, I was sure we wouldn’t hear from you for a couple of days.”
Shane blinked at her. “Huh?” There was a single moment where he continued to look confused before it clicked. Then his entire face went red. “Cassie—” he started, already halfway to covering his face before he caught himself, his hand stalling awkwardly in the air.
Patrick choked on his drink.
“Oh my god,” Luke muttered, scrubbing a hand down his face like he regretted being part of this conversation at all.
Ilya, meanwhile, didn’t even try to hide it. His grin widened, slow and satisfied, his gaze dragging lazily over Shane’s expression like he was committing it to memory. “Is reasonable assumption,” he said, nodding.
“Shut up,” Shane shot back immediately, not even looking at him now, which only made Cassie grin wider.
Across the table, Victor hummed as he took another sip from his beer. “Ilya was very excited that you were there tonight,” he said. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen him shower so quickly after a game. He didn’t even argue with LeClaire when he scheduled a six a.m. practice for tomorrow,” he added, rolling his eyes. “I hate when he does that after a game. But watching Ilya try to sit still while he waited for you to text him back? That was something else.”
Ilya lifted one shoulder in a careless shrug that didn’t quite match the faint flush creeping up his neck.
Ryan nodded. “It was adorable.”
Shane huffed out a breath beside him, something between a laugh and resignation. His gaze dropped briefly to the table before flicking up again, and the hesitation that followed was small enough that anyone else would probably miss it. But Ilya didn’t. He felt the way Shane’s shoulders tightened just a fraction before he forced them to relax again.
“Was focused,” Ilya said, his knee pressing a little closer to Shane’s under the table.
“Hm,” Ryan added. “On what, exactly?”
“Bad reception,” Ilya said flatly, causing Victor to snort into his drink.
“Eh. They’ve gotta come up for air at some point,” Cassie murmured as she shifted over to make more room in the booth. “Glad you made it, though,” she added, her eyes flicking between them. “Here,” she said, sliding a glass of pale liquid toward Shane, grinning when he frowned down at it.
Shane turned it slightly with his fingers. “What is it?”
Cassie smiled at him. “You like ginger ale, right?”
“Oh—yeah,” Shane said, taking a tentative sip. “Thanks.”
“Don’t worry, Patrick doesn’t drink either,” she added, nodding toward him.
Ilya glanced over at Patrick, sitting in one of the chairs pulled up along the table, the booth so overcrowded they’d started stealing seats from nearby tables.
Patrick looked up at the sound of his name, lifting his glass of Diet Coke in mock salute.
“I can’t believe you actually came,” Luke said, leaning across the table. His ears were still flushed, but he was grinning now. “Did you watch the whole game?”
“Yeah,” Shane said slowly, looking a little thrown by the change of subject. “I, uh—I missed the second goal from the Admirals, but I caught the rest of it.” He smiled slightly, his fingers tracing the condensation on his glass. “Your goal was good.”
“Really?” Luke said, glancing up a little too quickly.
“Yeah,” Shane nodded, relaxing for the first time since they’d sat down. “Even my mum was impressed. I think she kind of misses when I made plays like that, though she’d never admit it. My coaches always hated it,” he added, watching the way Luke’s mouth pulled into a pleased smile. “Was LeClaire alright about it?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah,” Luke said, rubbing the back of his neck. “He thinks I should’ve passed it instead of forcing the lane, but I think he was mostly impressed. The—uh—the team’s been trying to get me to play more aggressively for a while now,” he admitted, staring down into his drink as he shrugged.
“He’s our little pacifist,” Patrick cut in, wrapping an arm across the back of Luke’s shoulders. “Doesn’t like hitting people. Thinks if he skates fast enough, he can just avoid the problem.”
“Is okay,” Ilya said, lifting his beer to his lips. “Shane doesn’t like to fight either. But the rest of us fight well enough that Luke doesn’t have to.” He shrugged. “Bears take care of our own.”
Patrick snorted into his drink. “Ah. Who knew all it’d take was for fuckin’ Carter to be a dick?”
“Think that might’ve had more to do with Artos, actually,” Victor murmured.
“Hm.” Patrick shook his head, a quiet, disbelieving laugh slipping out. “Ugh. I hate that guy. He’s always so fuckin’ smug about everything.” He tipped his glass back, then glanced over at Shane, something amused pulling at his mouth. “Sure you don’t feel like knocking his ass flat on the ice?”
“Are you forgetting I’m still suspended?” Shane said, one eyebrow lifting as he took a slow sip of his drink. “But, uh—he is a bit of a dick,” he added after a second, almost like he couldn’t help himself.
His shoulders shifted, settling a little as he leaned back. “He spent twenty minutes showing off the new sound system he’d had installed in his apartment when we were at some charity event in New York. Kept going on about the speakers like he expected me to be impressed.”
Ryan let out a low whistle.
Shane huffed faintly, staring into his glass. “Yeah. Hayden ended up coming over and dragging me out of it before I said something I probably shouldn’t have.” His mouth twitched, but it didn’t quite land as a smile. “He was—really weird about it, actually.”
Cliff glanced over. “Weird how?”
Shane shrugged. “Dunno. The whole thing was just—off, I guess.”
“Shane, sweetheart,” Cassie said, glancing pointedly at Ilya, “was he flirting with you?”
“No,” Shane said.
“Da,” Ilya answered at the same time. “It is a chronic problem,” he added, tipping his glass back before setting it down again. “Lots of people see how attractive Shane is and try to flirt with him.” He shrugged lightly. “No one realises he’s terrible at it. Can’t even tell when someone is flirting with him.”
Shane arched a brow at him. “That’s not what you said at the rink.”
Ilya grinned, entirely too pleased with himself. “At the rink, I was trying to encourage you,” he said. “Different situation.”
“‘Encourage me’ to what, exactly?” Shane shot back.
“To keep looking at me like that,” Ilya said easily.
“Wait—no, shut up,” Ryan cut in before Ilya could keep going, waving a hand between them like he was physically trying to separate their conversation. “You caught most of the game?” he continued, leaning forward with an exaggerated pout. “Does that mean you missed the part where I carried this team to victory?”
“You didn’t even score,” Ilya said, not looking at him, his tone flat with quiet dismissal.
“I got an assist,” Ryan shot back.
“Pretty sure I saw you fall over your own skates trying to get back over the boards,” Shane said, a hint of amusement slipping into his voice as the tension bled out of him in pieces.
“Ugh. Tell me Yuna didn’t see that,” Ryan said, dragging a hand down his face.
“What is it with you and my mum?” Shane asked, glancing over at him, his expression somewhere between incredulous and amused.
Ryan didn’t even have the decency to look ashamed. “She’s beautiful and terrifying,” he said, lifting one shoulder in an easy shrug. “I have a type. Don’t make this weird.”
“Is this a good time to tell you I got a selfie with Yuna and David?” Cassie cut in, grinning around the straw in her drink.
Ryan choked. Actually choked. He coughed hard enough that he had to thump his fist against his chest to clear his throat. “You did not.”
“Oh, I absolutely did,” she said, already digging her phone out of her pocket. “Your mum loves me, by the way.”
Shane let out a slow breath, tipping his head back slightly. “That’s, uh—vaguely concerning, actually.”
Ryan was already halfway across the table, nearly taking his glass with him as it tipped dangerously close to the edge when he leaned in. “Show me,” he said, already reaching for her phone. “Ah, Cass—c’mon,” he added, his voice tipping into a shameless whine when she pulled it just out of reach.
“Say something nice about me first,” she said, leaning back in her chair, tapping her phone against her chin. “Better make it good. I’ve only got, like, five percent left.”
“Did you forget to charge your phone?” Luke asked.
“No,” Cassie said, blinking innocently at him. “I was filming warm-ups.”
Shane let out a low groan beside him, and Ilya turned just in time to catch the look Cassie shot him—amused, and a little too pleased with herself. It lingered just long enough that it had to mean something. Ilya glanced back at Shane, watching as his eyes narrowed in response. Then he nudged his knee under the table, silently asking, “What was that?”
But Shane didn’t look at him. He just shook his head and kept his gaze fixed stubbornly on the table. Ilya might have let it go, except Shane’s ears had already gone red. The corner of Ilya’s mouth pulled faintly, because that reaction was always—interesting.
He leaned down, close enough that his mouth brushed Shane’s ear. “You’re blushing, solnyshko,” he murmured, his voice low.
Shane huffed a quiet laugh into his glass, his knee bumping into Ilya’s under the table. “You’re assuming it’s because of you,” he murmured, a faint smirk tugging at his mouth as he tipped his head just slightly toward him. “And you’ve been staring at me all night.”
He glanced down at his glass before setting it aside, his fingers lingering like he needed a second to let go. “You’re allowed to look away from me, y’know? I’m not going anywhere.”
“Can’t help it,” Ilya murmured, the corner of his mouth lifting faintly. “You are very difficult to look away from, Hollander.”
Shane’s mouth twitched again, but this time it didn’t quite make it to a smile. His fingers tapped once against the side of his glass, stilled, then curled tighter around it like he’d caught himself doing it.
“Hm,” he murmured, his foot pressing more firmly against Ilya’s ankle under the table. “Sounds like a you problem.”
It might have been teasing, if not for the way his eyes flicked across the room—too quick, too aware—like he wasn’t used to people watching him like this with no clean way to hide it. But still, even with how nervous he obviously was, he didn’t pull away.
Ilya felt something stupidly sharp and warm settle low in his chest at that, and he found himself smiling before he could stop it, slow and helpless.
Shane caught it, because of course he did, rolling his eyes as he ducked his head, the corner of his mouth betraying him anyway. “Finish your drink,” he said quietly, nodding toward the beer in Ilya’s hand. “Then you can take me home.”
“Could take you home now,” Ilya murmured, tilting his head slightly, his eyes still fixed on him. His thumb traced once, absentmindedly, along the side of his glass. “No one would stop me.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, but his gaze dropped for a second, catching on the table between them before lifting again. “We’re spending time with your friends,” he repeated, though he sounded less sure of himself this time. “You can wait half an hour.”
Ilya huffed a quiet breath, not quite a laugh, leaning back just enough to give them space—but not really. “Then we stay with our friends,” he said, the correction slipping in easily. He sighed, leaning back with exaggerated resignation, though the corner of his mouth betrayed him anyway. “But only for half an hour, da?”
Shane snorted under his breath.
“You’re my favourite person,” Ryan told Cassie, not even hesitating.
Cassie narrowed her eyes, her phone still pressed against her chin. “You said that to the bartender ten minutes ago.”
“Um.” Ryan paused, then adjusted with an impressive lack of dignity. “You’re my favourite person at this table?”
Cassie considered him for a long second, dragging it out just enough to make him squirm. Then—“Debatable,” she said, but finally relented and tilted her phone so Ryan could see.
“Oh my god,” Ryan murmured. “Are you actually smiling?”
“Fuck off, I smile all the time,” Cassie said, her foot reaching out to kick him under the table.
Shane looked over at the screen while Ryan groaned, clutching his ankle with a muttered curse. But Ilya’s gaze flicked to Shane instead of the phone, catching the way his mouth softened around the edge of his glass, the hint of a smile still lingering there like he couldn’t quite let it go now that he’d given in to it.
“At this rate, Ryan’s gonna propose to your mum before the end of the night,” Cliff said, leaning back in his seat with a grin.
“I’ve already got a speech prepared,” Ryan shot back immediately.
Shane shot him a flat look. “I will walk out of that door and never return,” he muttered, though the corner of his mouth betrayed him by twitching upward. He was amused, maybe, by Ryan’s antics—even if he wasn’t entirely sure how he was supposed to respond to it.
Ilya watched the hesitation, the almost-smile, the way Shane didn’t quite retreat from it. A few weeks ago—hell, a few days ago—he would’ve shut it down quicker. Now he stayed where he was, his shoulder angled into the table, letting the conversation move around him instead of trying to control his place inside it.
It did something strange to Ilya’s chest, seeing him hold his ground instead of slipping out of it. He wasn’t comfortable, exactly—not entirely—but he was closer to it.
“You’re just threatened,” Ryan scoffed. “I’d be an excellent stepfather.”
“You can barely take care of yourself,” Ilya cut in dryly, raising an eyebrow as he leaned back in his seat.
“Eh. That’s what I’ve got Vic for,” Ryan said, shrugging easily. He tipped his glass back, then added, “Delegation is a leadership skill. You wouldn’t understand.”
“Ilya’s a fantastic captain,” Shane said, like he couldn’t help defending him. He didn’t look embarrassed as he met Ryan’s gaze, but his fingers were still curled loosely around his glass, his thumb dragging along the rim like he needed something to do with his hands.
Ryan snorted. “He’s a puck hog.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, something warmer settling in as his knee knocked into Ilya’s under the table. “Everyone’s a puck hog,” he shot back. “It’s fucking hockey.”
“Yeah, but some of us pass occasionally,” Cliff added, glancing over the rim of his glass. “Just to keep up appearances.”
Ilya tilted his head, unimpressed. “It is not my fault you are always in the wrong place.”
“Coach says the exact same thing about you,” Ryan said, pointing at him.
“That is because LeClaire has no vision,” Ilya shot back, but his attention hadn’t really left Shane. “It is called confidence. You should try it sometime.”
Cliff snorted into his drink. “Oh yeah. Real confident. That why you ignore half your wingers?”
“Only the boring ones,” Ilya said, lifting one shoulder in a lazy shrug.
“Wow,” Ryan said flatly. “Can’t believe you’d say that about me.”
“You said it, not me—”
“—yeah, but you’re not supposed to fucking agree with it!”
Shane let out a quiet, reluctant laugh beside him, tipping his head back as he took a sip of his drink.
Ilya’s gaze slid sideways before he could stop it, catching the slight pull at the corner of Shane’s mouth, like he was still holding onto a smile he wouldn’t fully give. Ilya’s hand tightened against Shane’s shoulder before he forced it to loosen again, dragging his attention back to the table like it hadn’t strayed.
But—fuck it. He wanted to go home.
Shane, meanwhile, seemed oblivious to the extra half-second of attention the table gave him when he spoke. A part of Ilya didn’t like the way they were leaning in too close, the way their eyes lingered like they were trying to figure him out—but another part, quieter and harder to admit, liked watching it. Liked knowing everyone else was fighting to hold his attention.
Because Shane kept looking back at him with small, quick glances from the corner of his eye.
Ilya’s mouth pulled faintly at the corner when their eyes caught again. Still—he was done with this whole thing. But, well. Shane was the one who’d wanted to come out, which was absurd enough in itself. And Ilya refused to be the one to break first.
“Ryan,” he cut back in, his voice smooth like nothing had shifted, “you pass one time last game and now you think you are playmaker?”
Ryan barked out a laugh, already halfway through a response when Shane turned to Luke, who looked like he might vibrate right out of his seat if he didn’t find something to say to him.
“I didn’t know you and Artos lived together,” Shane said, leaning slightly into the conversation, like he was choosing to stay in it now.
Luke lit up instantly. “Oh—yeah. Marcus hosted us until the end of last season, but I think even he got annoyed with how many alarms we slept through,” he said, glancing around like Artos might somehow hear his name from across the bar. “We’ve got our own place now, which is wild. But also—” he shrugged, grinning a little helplessly, “it’s cool. Feels like we’re actually, y’know, settled in Boston.”
“Where is Artos?” Shane asked, glancing around.
“He’s playing pool with Frank,” Cliff said, nodding to the other side of the bar. “They’ve got a standing bet going. Loser buys breakfast after the next game.”
Luke groaned immediately. “He’s gonna lose,” he said. “He always loses.”
“Hey,” Cliff said, raising an eyebrow. “Have some confidence in your roommate, rookie.”
“He’s bad under pressure,” Luke shot back defensively. “Which is so insane, because he’s fine in games. But put a cue in his hand and suddenly he loses all his coordination and starts muttering in Russian, which I know I shouldn’t think means he wants to kill someone, but I can’t prove he doesn’t,” he said, glancing at Ilya like he might confirm it. “Hey,” he added suddenly, turning to Shane instead. “How long did it take you to learn Russian?”
“A couple of years,” Shane said, huffing a quiet laugh as he shook his head slightly. Beside him, Ilya’s fingers shifted again where they rested along the back of the booth, brushing just a little lower this time. “Started doing it in my spare time, but I only really got good enough to hold a conversation in the last, ah—two years, maybe.”
Ilya shook his head. “Is not true. You were very good much earlier.” His mouth curved slightly. “Was very cute when you tried, though. So serious. Like if you said one word wrong, the world would end.”
Shane narrowed his eyes at him. “Was less cute when Ilya kept giving me the wrong translations for things,” he said. “I went around thinking kotonok meant ‘idiot’ for, like, two months.”
“Doesn’t that mean kitten?” Luke asked, frowning.
Ryan choked on his drink. “No way.”
Ilya just smiled, completely unapologetic. “Is not my fault you believed me,” he said, smiling fondly at the memory of Shane trying to chirp him on the ice—how he’d leaned in too close, voice low and sharp, and dropped kotonok like it was an insult. Ilya had laughed outright, and then lost the face-off a second later because he couldn’t stop grinning at Shane calling him kitten in front of everyone like it meant nothing.
“It absolutely is your fault,” Shane shot back, but there was a laugh sitting under it now, his shoulder bumping lightly into Ilya’s as he shook his head.
“Hm. But you said it very nicely,” Ilya murmured, leaning just enough that the words brushed against Shane’s ear.
Shane’s mouth twitched, but he turned back to Luke instead of answering, his head tilting slightly as he studied him. “You sure you don’t know Russian?”
Luke blinked at him. “Huh?”
“Sorry, I just—” Shane shrugged. “Pretty sure neither of us said what kotonok means,” he said.
And Ilya was, for a second, completely distracted by the way it sounded coming out of Shane’s mouth. The soft ё landing exactly where it should, the word rounded and warm in his throat like he’d been saying it for years instead of learning it piece by piece in quiet moments Ilya hadn’t seen.
“No,” Luke said quickly. “I mean—I just, uh—” He rubbed a hand at the back of his neck, his ears going red almost instantly. “I picked up a few words, I guess. Um. Just, ah—the stuff I hear a lot?”
Ilya grinned, slow and sharp. “Heard kitten a lot, rookie?”
Luke made a strangled noise. “No—what? I mean—not like that, I just—people say things on the ice—”
“Who the hell’s been calling you kitten on the ice?” Patrick asked, squinting at him.
“I don’t know!” Luke said helplessly, his hands coming up like he could physically push the entire conversation away. “It just—guys chirp in different languages all the time—you hear stuff enough times and—” He trailed off, dragging a hand through his hair again. “I really wish you assholes would stop embarrassing me in front of him,” he muttered, avoiding looking at Shane entirely as he reached for his drink and took a long sip.
The table broke into easy laughter—low, overlapping, a few shoulders knocking together as Ryan leaned in to add another comment, Cliff shaking his head as he listened, grinning.
But beside him, Shane went just a fraction too still at Luke’s him. His fingers tightened around his glass, his knuckles pressing faintly white before he shifted, rolling his shoulders loose like he could shake it off.
Ilya’s gaze slid back to him, catching the flush creeping up the side of Shane’s neck, the quick flick of his eyes. That same instinct to sidestep. That quiet, practiced way of letting something almost land and then pushing it somewhere safer before anyone else could figure out how to use it.
“You sound very defensive for man who claims he is not being called kitten,” Ilya found himself saying.
Luke blinked at him, frowning like he was trying to decide if that was an insult or not, his mouth opening slightly—only, Shane didn’t give either of them the time to get into it.
“Ilya said you live in Seaport now?” He cut in smoothly, shooting Ilya a look that was meant to shut him up before turning back to Luke. “You like it there?”
Ilya’s grin lingered a second longer than it should have before he let it fade. He huffed a quiet laugh under his breath. “Mr. Landlord,” he murmured, just for Shane, grinning wider when Shane nudged him without even looking.
“Eh. It’s right on top of the arena,” Cliff said, taking a long pull from his beer, draining it in one go before placing the empty bottle on the table with a dull knock. “And yet the pair of them are still late for every practice.”
“We set, like, five alarms now,” Luke added quickly.
“Is it effective?” Ilya asked.
“For him, yeah,” Luke muttered, dragging a hand through his hair. “For me it just means I wake up angry five times instead of once. And then he just rolls over and turns them off like it’s nothing. Doesn’t even remember doing it.” He sighed, but there was a reluctant grin tugging at his mouth now. “We almost missed the morning skate—the one you crashed?—because he turned off my phone alarm in his sleep.” His eyes narrowed. “I swear he does it on purpose sometimes.”
“Hm. Is survival instinct,” Ilya said, sharing a look with Shane as they both caught it at the same time—the way Luke said we like it hadn’t even occurred to him to separate it. Ilya’s mouth twitched as Shane’s shoulder bumped lightly into his, not quite a warning, but close.
“Your alarms are violent,” Ilya said instead of pointing it out.
Luke scoffed. “They are not. They’re just—”
“They sound like building evacuation,” Ilya cut in, waving a hand. “Very stressful way to wake up. I would also turn them off.”
“That’s because you don’t wake up to alarms,” Luke shot back, his eyes narrowing slightly when Ilya raised an unimpressed eyebrow. “You don’t,” he added quickly. “You just, like, have some sort of internal clock that—”
“Is not true,” Ilya said, grinning. “I wake up to Shane. Much better system.” He tightened his arm around Shane to stop him from elbowing him again, laughing under his breath when Shane still managed to catch him in the ribs anyway. “Ah, solnyshko—I thought you wanted to look after my ribs?”
“Shut up,” Shane muttered, heat creeping up his neck again as he tried and failed to twist out of Ilya’s hold.
Ilya only held on a second longer than necessary before easing his grip, his thumb dragging once across Shane’s side like he couldn’t quite help himself.
Ryan leaned forward, grinning, elbows braced on the table. “Honestly, if I had to live with either of you, I’d probably start hiding your phone,” he said to Luke. “Or just unplug the Wi-Fi and watch you both panic.”
“That’s just cruel,” Luke said.
“—you realise you’re staring, right?” A voice murmured at Ilya’s shoulder.
Ilya didn’t startle, but his focus snapped as he found Marcus leaning in from behind the booth, one arm hooked over the backrest like he’d been there longer than Ilya had noticed.
“I am not,” Ilya said automatically, though he didn’t move his hand from Shane’s shoulder.
Marcus hummed, unconvinced, his gaze flicking briefly to Shane before coming back. “You look far too pleased with yourself for someone who said he wasn’t going to show up tonight.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Changed my mind.”
“Clearly.” Marcus’s eyes lingered a second longer. “He looks more relaxed,” he added, nodding faintly toward where Shane was leaning into the table now, shoulders loose, something easy in the way he laughed at whatever Cliff was saying. “Last time you tried to introduce him to us, he looked like he was about two seconds from bolting.”
Ilya exhaled softly through his nose, his gaze flicking back without thinking. “Still might,” he said.
Marcus shrugged, easy. “Maybe. But not right now,” he said. “And you look—” he hesitated, like he was choosing the word, “—happy?” 
He watched Ilya for a moment, like he was deciding whether to say anything else, then did it anyway. “Looks good on you,” he added before pushing off the back of the booth. “We’ll try not to scare him off,” he added lightly. “Or at least not until after playoffs.”
“Get lost,” Ilya muttered, but there was no heat in it.
Marcus only laughed, already moving away, getting pulled into something loud and chaotic near the other end of the table.
Ilya turned back just in time to catch Cassie’s voice dropping as she leaned into Shane’s shoulder. He let them think he was distracted, pulling Ryan into more teasing of Luke, who’d gone fully red with their attention fixed back on him, but he heard every word anyway, his attention splitting without effort.
“You doing okay?” Cassie asked.
“Yeah,” Shane said, glancing around. “Just, ah—loud.”
Cassie tipped her head, studying him for a second like she didn’t quite believe that was all of it. “It’s not usually this bad,” she said. “But after a win, it tends to get—yeah, it gets pretty loud,” she admitted. “If you need air or anything, just grab me. Or him,” she added, nodding slightly toward Ilya without making a big deal of it.
Shane huffed a small breath, something grateful flickering across his face before he ducked his head slightly. “I’m good,” he said. “Just getting used to it, I guess.”
“Hey,” Cliff said, leaning around Cassie to grin at Shane from her other side. “We’re not that bad, right?” He asked, like he could tell Shane was clocking everything at once.
Shane huffed a quiet laugh, glancing between them. “No,” he said. “Not really.”
Cliff grinned. “See? Knew we’d win you round,” he added with a wink. “Ah. But seriously—you’ve played in louder buildings than this,” he went on, shrugging one shoulder. “Half the league loses their minds every time you touch the puck. This is just a bunch of Bears getting too loud after a game.”
He reached for Cassie’s drink, about to steal a sip when she knocked his hand away with a playful scowl.
“Ah, man. It’s gonna take me ages to get back to the bar,” he said, glancing toward the now-empty bottles littering the middle of the table. “Oi, Roz! How are you still on your first drink?”
Ilya raised an eyebrow, lifting the bottle just slightly. “I’m pacing myself,” he said, his tone dry. “Also, I am maybe distracted. Hollander is very pretty.” He narrowed his eyes at Shane’s half-finished drink. “And slow drinker.”
Cliff followed his line of sight for half a second, then snorted. “You’re not even trying to be subtle about it anymore, are you?” he muttered, leaning back like he’d just confirmed something he already suspected.
Ilya didn’t look away from Shane. “Spent too long being subtle.”
Cliff nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed softly, his gaze flicking back to Shane, then to Ilya again. “I get that.”
He leaned back further, exhaling. “You two look—actually, you two look kind of unfairly good together,” he said, before turning to Cassie. “Do we look that good together?”
Cassie snorted. “Fuck no. I’m not a fuckin’ model, and you definitely don’t have the blonde curls to pull off Ilya’s aesthetic,” she said, grinning as she reached up to run her short nails through the stubble on his jaw. “Don’t worry, we can be the second-best couple on the team.”
“Ah, somehow I knew Roz was gonna show me up in this as well,” Cliff muttered, scrubbing a hand over his mouth like he was trying to hide the grin breaking through it.
His gaze lingered on Ilya for a second longer than the joke needed, something quieter sitting under it before he looked away again. “Used to just be this loud-mouthed rookie who didn’t know enough English to chirp properly, and now look at him.”
Ilya snorted as he took another sip of his beer. “You sound proud, Marly.”
Cliff scoffed, but his grin was still tugging at his mouth as he leaned back in his seat, knocking his shoulder lightly against Cassie’s. “Eh,” he said, like he didn’t want to make a big thing of it. “Kinda am.”
He looked at Shane again, his head tilting slightly. “Honestly, we’re just trying to act normal about the fact that you’re actually here,” he added, dropping his voice a fraction like it was a confession. “Which, for the record, we’re doing a pretty average job of.”
“Speak for yourself,” Ryan cut in. “I’m being extremely cool.”
“You’ve got a five-step plan on how to ask his mum to marry you,” Victor said flatly.
“I mean,” Shane shrugged, one shoulder lifting as he glanced around the table, a crooked smile pulling at his mouth, “my mum does like a good plan.”
Ryan leaned back in his chair as he grinned. “Thank you,” he said, one hand clutching the shirt over his chest in mock sincerity. “Finally, someone here recognises my genius—” He snorted when Victor let out a loud, unimpressed scoff beside him. “Oh, sure, you all laugh now. But when I show up with a ring, you’ll be begging to know how I won over Yuna Hollander.”
“God help the poor woman when you bring out your shitshow of a slideshow,” Victor muttered, dragging a hand down his face. “Please tell me there’s not actually a slideshow.”
Cliff just shook his head as they continued to bicker, turning to look at Shane instead. “Look. My point is—was, whatever—you’re good,” he said, softening a little, his tone turning more earnest beneath the teasing. “No one’s gonna make it weird.” His eyes cut toward Ilya again, and he snorted. “Plus, we’re kinda enjoying how much Roz looks like he really doesn’t want to be here.”
Ilya didn’t even bother to deny it. He just rolled his eyes and leaned back in his chair, long legs stretching out under the table. “I don’t want to be here,” he muttered. “I wanted to go straight home and have our own celebration,” he added, glancing sideways at Shane, his voice dipping just enough to make it sound like a private thought that had slipped out anyway. “But Shane wanted me to be good teammate.”
“Walk him like a dog,” Cassie sang under her breath, just loud enough for the table to hear, grinning when Shane choked on his drink.
“Jesus—” Shane coughed, spluttering mid-swallow as the table burst into laughter.
Ilya’s mouth curved slowly, his eyes flicking back to him. “Is fine,” he said, unbothered. “I go willingly.”
Shane shot him a look, that same helpless edge creeping back in as he shook his head. “I should buy you a fucking muzzle.”
“Ah, solnyshko,” Ilya’s teeth flashed. “Will you buy me collar too?”
Ryan made a choking sound, nearly upsetting his glass as he coughed into his hand, eyes wide as he pointed between them, still sputtering. “Okay—nope. Nope. I’m out. I did not need to hear any more of—”
“No, no—don’t stop now,” Cassie said, leaning forward, her eyes bright with delight. She propped her chin in her hand as she watched them with shameless interest. “Keep going.”
“Cass,” Cliff groaned. “Seriously. Please stop encouraging them.”
“Shh,” she waved him off without even looking in his direction. Her grin widened as she glanced between Shane and Ilya. “You could learn something from their flirting.”
“No one’s learning anything from us,” Shane said immediately, but he was laughing now, flushed all the way up his neck as he reached blindly for his drink again. “We’re literally the worst fucking example for anyone to model their lives after,” he added, glancing sideways at Ilya.
“Oh, I dunno,” Patrick said, grinning as he watched them. “You’re both the top players in the league, so—seems like you’re doing something right,” he added, shrugging as he took a sip of his Diet Coke. “Maybe there’s something in living your life and not caring about what other people want to say about it.”
He got distracted as Brad called his name from across the bar, standing with a crooked grin before disappearing into the crowd.
“Wait, don’t leave me with them—” Luke began, only to yelp in protest as Victor dragged him back into his seat with one hand fisted in the back of his hoodie.
“Sit down. You’re not escaping this,” Victor said dryly, amusement threading through his voice as he tightened his grip for emphasis. “We all suffer together.”
“They’re not suffering,” Luke said, pointing between Cassie, Cliff, and Ryan. “They’re fucking enjoying it. Look at them!”
“Eh,” Cliff shrugged. “He’s still better behaved than he usually is.”
“Seriously?” Shane asked, his eyebrows lifting as he glanced between them.
“Oh, yeah,” Ryan nodded. “Roz is way less of a menace when you’re around.”
“Is not true,” Ilya tried to cut in, only to get drowned out by the whole table scoffing.
“It’s absolutely true,” Victor said. “You’re unbearable. He’s a buffer.”
“Pretty sure that’s just because he focuses all his attention on him,” Luke muttered, still being held hostage by Victor’s hand in the back of his hoodie.
“Hm. Yeah,” Cliff said, nodding. “You’ve only insulted, like, three people since you got here. Pretty sure that’s some kind of record for you.”
“I am pacing myself,” Ilya repeated.
He watched Shane laugh into his drink, his shoulders shaking slightly as he ducked his head. The sound cut clean through the noise of the bar—easier now, less guarded—and something in Ilya finally relaxed at the sight.
“Okay, new plan,” Ryan said, clapping his hands together. “We get Shane drunk enough that he tells us all of Roz’s embarrassing stories.”
“I don’t drink alcohol during the season,” Shane said.
“Guess we’ll have to rely on sober embarrassment instead,” Cliff said, leaning back in his seat with a grin that promised trouble for everyone involved.
Ilya met Shane’s gaze, lips twitching. “Is tragedy,” he said solemnly. “Hollander is fun when he’s drunk.”
“No I’m not,” Shane shot back, but there was the faintest hint of a smile tugging at his mouth, like he already knew he was losing this argument.
“He is,” Ilya said, letting his gaze linger a fraction too long, the memory rising anyway. The way Shane got when he loosened up, when the careful edges slipped and something bright and unguarded took over. It wasn’t just that he was more fun. It was that he stopped holding himself back, all quick wit and reckless charm, laughing as he leaned into things instead of away from them.
God, he was—
Ilya dragged his attention back before his thoughts could spiral any further, but the feeling stayed there anyway, low and insistent, coiling tighter in his chest.
“Ah,” he said, trying to bite back the helpless grin and not quite managing it. “But we make do. Only ginger ale for Canadian golden boy tonight,” he added, nudging Shane lightly with his knee. “Besides, he is driving Ferrari back tonight,” he added with a wink.
“Ilya lets you touch his car?” Luke asked, blinking in surprise.
“Didn’t you make Frank park three spaces away from you last time you drove it to practice?” Ryan added immediately.
“That was different,” Ilya said, waving it off.
Shane huffed under his breath. “I said I’d drive him home,” he muttered, glancing down at his glass to avoid meeting their eyes. “So he could drink, if he wanted to. You guys won. He should be able to celebrate.” He shrugged one shoulder, like it wasn’t a big deal. “Figured someone should make sure he doesn’t end up trying to recreate an F1 race again.”
“I would win,” Ilya said immediately.
Shane snorted, shaking his head, but his knee pressed a little more firmly against Ilya’s under the table. “Sure,” he said. “But let’s just get you home in one piece tonight, okay?”
“Mm,” Ilya hummed softly, pretending to consider it, even though he’d already decided. His fingers shifted again along Shane’s shoulder, trailing down his arm. “Hollander is always very responsible,” he said.
“Don’t sound so surprised,” Shane muttered, but there was a faint flush creeping up his neck now.
“I am not surprised,” Ilya said quietly. “Just—” He paused, his thumb catching briefly at Shane’s wrist before easing again, like he hadn’t meant to stop. “I like when you take care of me,” he added in Russian, grinning when Shane’s breath hitched. “Even if you are bossy about it.”
“Behave,” Shane replied in Russian, his eyes narrowing in warning.
Then he turned back to the table like nothing had happened, lifting his glass and taking a longer sip than he needed, setting it down a little too carefully. He dragged his thumb through the condensation like he’d suddenly found it fascinating before clearing his throat.
“So, uh—are you the only ones married on the team then?” Shane asked, glancing between Cassie and Cliff, his voice just a fraction too casual.
Cassie snorted immediately. “God, no,” she said, leaning back into the booth. “I’m just the only one dumb enough to hang out with these idiots regularly.”
“You love us,” Cliff said, nudging her shoulder.
“Marcus is basically married to hockey,” Ryan added. “Pretty sure he’d bring a stick to bed if Amelia would let him.”
“That’s his wife,” Luke added helpfully. “And she absolutely would not,” he said. “She already complains he spends more time at the rink than at home.” He shrugged. “Last time me and Artos went round, she made us leave our phones in the kitchen so we wouldn’t check the game stats during dinner.”
Ryan snorted. “That’s because you two are always glued to your damn phones.”
“It was an important game,” Luke said.
“You say that about every game,” Cassie shot back, rolling her eyes. “God forbid you go two hours without refreshing something,” she added, snorting when Luke just shrugged again.
“Patrick’s been with Christina for years. They’re not married, but they’ve got, ah—three kids?” Cliff said, glancing toward the crowd like he was trying to spot him to double-check, squinting slightly when someone walked past and blocked his view.
“Four,” Cassie corrected immediately. “You always forget their youngest,” she added, nudging his leg under the table.
Cliff blinked. “Ah—see? This is why I don’t keep track.”
“Because you can’t count?” Ryan offered.
“Because none of you shut up long enough for me to,” Cliff shot back.
Cassie snorted, shaking her head as she took another sip of her drink. “They’re all boys,” she explained to Shane, before rolling her eyes, though there was something fond in it. “Seems to be a hockey curse for the wives to only have sons. Luke’s the youngest of his brothers as well.”
“Hey,” Luke said defensively. “We have a strong genetic line. Mum loves that she had all boys.”
“Oh, I’m sure she does,” Cassie said, flashing him a wink before turning back to the conversation. “Hm. Victor’s a serial dater and Ryan’s chronically single, so they’re out.” She glanced back at Luke. “You and Artos have never brought anyone around,” she added, like she’d only just clocked it. “But I heard him planning a date at that little place in the North End—Mamma Lucia’s? Candlelight, tiny tables, the whole thing.”
“Uh, yeah,” Luke mumbled. “He, uh—put a lot of planning into that.”
Ryan leaned forward, his grin sharp. “Artos? Romantic? I don’t buy it.”
“He literally Googled ‘best date spots Boston’ on his phone during practice,” Cliff added.
“Yeah, I bet. Sounded really romantic, which I did not expect from him,” Cassie admitted, turning to look out at the crowd in the bar, scanning for the rest of the team. “Brad’s been dating this girl for a few months. I swear she’s just as weird as him—but I’m pretty sure that’s a goalie thing, actually,” she went on, shaking her head. “Oh. And Frank’s been seeing someone on and off for a while,” she added, nodding toward the pool table where Frank was lining up a shot.
“Oh, Madison,” Victor said, nodding. “Yeah. She’s alright.” He paused, grimacing slightly. “But she doesn’t like hockey.”
Cassie made a face. “Hm. She’s a bit, uh—boujee.”
Ryan snorted. “You just don’t trust anyone who doesn’t yell at the TV.”
Shane hummed softly at that, like he was filing it away, his glass turning slowly between his fingers. “Sounds—lively,” he said after a second, glancing around the table again, like he was trying to map it all out. Where everyone fit. Where he might.
Ilya’s thumb pressed a little more firmly into Shane’s shoulder as he leaned down slightly, close enough that his mouth brushed the edge of Shane’s ear. “What does ‘boujee’ mean?” He asked quietly, even if he didn’t really care about the answer.
He watched the way Shane’s breath caught, just slightly, before he turned his head a fraction. Not quite pulling away, but blinking quickly, like it took him a second to come back.
“Uh, I don’t—actually know?” Shane admitted, glancing at Cassie, one corner of his mouth pulling up faintly.
“Eh, it just means she’s a bit posh. A little stuck up, maybe,” Cassie shrugged. “She’s fine, just doesn’t really get it. Always looks like she’d rather be anywhere else when she comes to games.” She rolled her eyes. “But she loves posing for the cameras, which Frank doesn’t seem to mind. But she’s not exactly sticking around when things get messy.”
Ryan snorted. “But how will he survive without her emotionally supportive Instagram posts?”
Ilya frowned slightly at that, his gaze flicking briefly toward the pool table. “Could not imagine having a partner who did not support career,” he murmured.
“Good thing you don’t have to, then,” Cassie said easily, a small, knowing smile tugging at her mouth before she leaned forward again, her eyes lighting up. “Hey—out of the two of you, who’d be the WAG?”
Ryan choked on his drink while Cliff laughed so loudly it made nearby people turn, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. Luke went still with his beer half-raised, and even Victor was grinning again.
Shane blinked. “Uh, I don’t—”
“Is you,” Ilya said before Shane could finish, a grin already spreading as he looked at him. He liked the way Shane’s face went a little blank, like he’d just been knocked off balance and hadn’t caught up yet.
“What—no,” Shane said. “Why is it me?”
“You are very pretty,” Ilya said, because—god—he was. Even now, a little flushed from the heat of the bar, his hair falling just slightly out of place where he’d pushed it back earlier, freckles standing out sharper across his nose. His mouth still curved from the last laugh, soft at the edges in a way that didn’t happen on the ice.
“What has that got to do with anything?” Shane shot back, his eyebrows pulling together.
“So you admit you’re pretty,” Ilya said, watching him closely. It was a familiar argument, one he’d been having for years. Shane always deflected, always shrugged it off like it didn’t matter, like it wasn’t something he wanted to hear. Ilya had never believed him. Not once.
Shane scoffed. “That’s not what I said—”
“Ah, I have been trying to convince him of this for years,” Ilya added, glancing at the others like he needed backup, completely ignoring the way Shane nudged him under the table. “He never lets me. Always saying no, like I am lying.” He huffed a quiet laugh, shaking his head. “Very stubborn. Will not accept obvious truth.” His thumb brushed once, absent and fond. “I tell him anyway.”
“Why don’t you ever call me pretty?” Cassie said, turning to look at Cliff.
“I call you beautiful every day,” Cliff shot back without missing a beat, leaning in like this was a ridiculous accusation. “Which is objectively better, by the way.”
“That’s not the same thing,” Cassie said immediately, though she was already smiling.
Shane huffed a laugh, shaking his head. “It’s kind of invalidating if you think a WAG is just someone pretty to look at,” he said, but there was a laugh tangled up in it now, even as he tried to sound serious.
“Hm,” Ilya hummed, considering that for all of half a second. “Okay,” he said as he leaned back into the booth, his arm still stretched along behind him, his fingers still brushing lightly at Shane’s shoulder. “Then I will be WAG.”
Shane blinked. “What?”
“I am better at gossip anyway,” Ilya continued, like he’d just won the argument. “Plus, I get to watch you play every night,” he added, glancing sideways at him, something warmer slipping into his voice. “Front row. See how you get that look right before you score. How you pretend you are not enjoying it when you are.”
Shane’s mouth opened, then shut again.
Ryan leaned back, pointing between them. “You realise we can all see this sexual tension, right?”
Ilya just smiled. “Da,” he said, watching the flush climb higher on Shane’s cheeks, stubborn and impossible to ignore. “Is free show.”
Shane dragged a hand down his face, groaning under his breath. “I kind of hate you all.”
“Eh,” Cliff grinned. “You’ll learn to love us.”
“We’re a delight,” Ryan added, before shoving himself up and climbing over Victor with a muttered apology that didn’t sound very apologetic at all. Victor didn’t even look up, just leaned back enough to let him pass, his drink still steady in his hand.
“I’ll get another round in,” Ryan called over his shoulder. “Same all round, yeah? You sure you don’t want another one, Roz?”
Ilya lifted his beer bottle slightly in response, tipping it once in an easy, dismissive gesture. “Will stick to just one tonight.”
Shane glanced at him then, his eyes flicking over Ilya’s face like he didn’t quite believe him at first. There was a crease between his brows that hadn’t been there a second ago. “You can have more than one,” he murmured softly, leaning just a fraction closer so it didn’t carry past the booth. “You don’t have to pretend you don’t want to.”
“I don’t want more,” Ilya said honestly. “I wanted to take you home from the game, solnyshko. You were the one who wanted to be social,” he added, something amused and fond slipping into his voice as his thumb pressed once, slow, against Shane’s shoulder. “Did we swap roles?” he asked, his tone teasing. “Am I the boring one now?”
Shane huffed under his breath, but his mouth twitched like he was trying not to smile again. “Yeah,” he said, nudging his knee a little more deliberately against Ilya’s under the table. “It’s an absolutely devastating personality shift. Maybe I’m not so attracted to you after all.”
He paused, his eyes flicking away almost immediately, like he hadn’t meant to let that slip out quite like that.
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, his gaze dipping deliberately to Shane’s mouth before lifting again. “And here I was thinking I was winning you over.” His knee pressed back, slower this time, not quite a nudge—more like a promise. “Maybe I should try harder,” he added, his voice dropping.
Shane’s fingers tightened slightly around his glass. “To Boston?”
Ilya tilted his head, watching him. “No,” he said quietly. “To taking you home.” His hand slid from Shane’s shoulder to the back of his neck, his thumb pressing slow and steady there. “Or are you going to make me work for it?”
“Dunno,” Shane murmured. “Kinda like it when you have to work for it.”
Ilya huffed a quiet breath, something almost like a laugh, but it didn’t quite make it out. His grip shifted just slightly, not pulling, just there, grounding. “Dangerous thing to say,” he murmured.
Shane glanced at him sideways. “Yeah?”
“Da.” Ilya’s mouth curved faintly. “I might take it as a challenge.”
Across the table, someone cheered loudly as Ryan reappeared with far too many beer bottles for him to carry alone. One of them tipped over as he tried to set them all down on the crowded table, liquid spilling as Cassie swore and shoved a handful of napkins toward it. The noise surged up for a second, loud and chaotic.
Ilya leaned in just slightly, enough that his shoulder brushed Shane’s again, his voice dropping lower, meant only for him. “I like this,” he admitted. “Getting to be with you like this,” he clarified. “I like that you are not even trying to pull away—”
“I told you,” Shane murmured, his voice quieter now, like he was choosing the words carefully instead of letting them fall out. “I want to not care what other people think.” He shrugged lightly, taking another slow sip of his drink, like he was buying himself a second to think. “And I want to be here, with you. And your team.” His mouth twitched faintly. “With the people who love you.”
His fingers dragged once around the rim of his glass, then stilled. “Everyone’s been—” he exhaled, shaking his head slightly. “Pushing, I guess. In their own ways. I mean, I still think the whole kidnapping thing was a bit extreme, and I kinda hate how it’s turned into—whatever everyone thinks it is now.” 
He glanced down briefly, then back up. “But it’s not all bad, either. Not really.” He huffed a quiet, breathless laugh. “Even Mum. I know she means well, but—” He shook his head again. “Even your organization has its own agenda. Which I should probably hate, but I kind of just respect the commitment.”
Ilya’s chest tightened, something sharp and uneasy settling low. He didn’t move his hand from the back of Shane’s neck, even as something in him went still. “Shane—”
“I got to watch you play tonight,” Shane said, shaking his head to cut him off before he could say anything else. “And I kept thinking about all the times I couldn’t tell anyone how proud of you I was.” His voice dipped, rougher now. “It makes me feel physically sick, honestly. I don’t think I can go back to that now.”
He drew in a slow breath. “And yeah, the world’s probably losing its mind about me being there. But I—” he hesitated, then pushed through it anyway, his voice steadier now, “I want the version of our life where we don’t have to hide like that anymore. At least—not all the time.”
The noise around them swelled again, someone laughing too loud, a chair scraping, but Shane just pressed his knee against Ilya’s and smiled. “I kinda like the idea of the world thinking we’re friends,” he admitted. “It gives us more room to figure out how we’re going to do this without everyone trying to define it for us.” His mouth curved faintly. “We get to decide what it looks like.”
Ilya swallowed, something tight catching in his chest. He hadn’t realised how much he’d been bracing for the opposite, for hesitation, for distance, for Shane pulling back, until it didn’t come.
“I don’t want you to feel like—” he started, the words catching, clumsy in a way they rarely were for him. “Like you are being pushed into something because of me.”
Shane blinked at him, then huffed a soft, incredulous laugh. “Do you really think I’d go along with any of this if I didn’t want it?” he asked, tilting his head slightly, something fond creeping into his expression now. “This is my choice, Ilya,” he said. “And I want you,” he added quietly. “I want the life we could have here.”
He sighed softly, his thumb brushing once over Ilya’s knuckles where their hands had found each other again without thinking. “It’s always been you, Ilyusha,” Shane said. “That’s the only thing I’ve ever really wanted.”
Ilya didn’t say anything right away, his pulse still kicking hard under his ribs, sharp and restless from how close Shane still was. He leaned in until his forehead almost brushed Shane’s temple, lingering for half a second—too brief for anyone else to catch.
“You will let me take you home now,” he murmured.
Shane let out a quiet breath that might’ve been a laugh. “Mm-hm,” he mumbled under his breath, nudging him lightly with his shoulder. “Finish your beer first,” he added, his eyes flicking to Ilya’s bottle on the table in front of them, then back to Ilya, something sharp and playful sparking there.
Ilya reached for the bottle. There was barely half left sloshing at the bottom. He raised it to his lips, watching that flicker of satisfaction in Shane’s expression sharpen as his gaze dropped briefly to his throat, following the movement until Ilya set the empty bottle back on the table.
“Home now, da?” Ilya said, already reaching for his jacket.
“Yeah,” Shane said, a little too quickly, like he didn’t trust himself to hesitate. “Alright.”
He reached for his own jacket, only to stall when Cassie nudged him from his other side.
She shifted slightly, then frowned. “Your phone is vibrating like crazy. I can feel it against my leg,” she said, half amused. “Do you still have your notifications on? I thought you were avoiding social media.”
“Shit, sorry,” Shane said, shifting until he could pull his phone back out of his pocket. “I’ve been leaving it on in case Farah—err, my agent—contacts me,” he added, frowning down at the screen.
He quickly unlocked it, moving into his settings to turn off the vibration, before hesitating as he opened Twitter. The light from the screen washed across his face, draining the warmth for a second. “Ugh, two seconds,” he murmured to Ilya, already scrolling, his thumb moving faster than he was really reading.
Ilya’s gaze dropped slightly, catching the reflection of the screen in the curve of Shane’s glass—just enough to see the flood of replies and tags flickering past too quickly to follow. Then Shane stopped scrolling, his thumb hovering as his attention snagged on something near the top of the thread.
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two while we were @Conner's Bar! Also, @Ilya Rozanov told me to tell the @Montréal Voyageurs that "the hostage is alive!" 😂

Nathan

Can we laugh at everyone saying they’re not friends now?


Sara

♥️♥️♥️


Ben

🔥🔥🔥


Jane

♥️


Lily

♥️♥️♥️


Thea

🤤


Rose Landry

♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️


Nina

Why can’t any of my ex’s treat me like this? 😭


Ivan

The way Shane is literally leaning into him like that is NOT friendship, I’m so sorry 😭


Piper

“We’re just friends,” meanwhile Ilya has him LOCKED IN like he’s about to be carried that 6-foot-something hockey player off over his shoulder 💀


Jason

Man, if I were a @Montréal Voyageurs fan, I wouldn’t know how to feel about this.


Ren

Well—as a Bears fan I’m NOT mad about it, but I sure as hell am confused as FUCK ☺️


Matti Jalo

Wait—you’re with HIM? 😭 ugh, you should’ve come get a drink with us instead! We’re @The Alley!


Daphne

I swear, Matti’s constantly shooting his shot.


Jane

Shame it never works ☺️


Cameron

Lol, but imagine if @Shane Hollander just rocked up like, “hi, guys 😇”


Kyle

Shane trying to act normal while Ilya is like, “Ah, yes, this is my emotional support rival captain. I will be taking no questions.”


Bee

I saw the pic before I read the comments and thought Hollanov girlies were overexaggerating again.


Bee

Turns out, they were NOT 😭


Danielle

This photo is sending me. They both look so comfortable, like this is NORMAL FOR THEM 😭


Roman

@Lyndon B., you cannot convince me that you didn’t IMMEDIATELY send this photo to a group chat called “WHAT IS ACTUALLY HAPPENING RIGHT NOW?”


Laydon B.

Faaaaaacts.


Jackson

Imagine being @Lyndon B.’s dad and opening your phone to see BOTH of them together like that 🤣


Zachary

Nah, the way Shane is clearly overwhelmed and Ilya just holds him every time? I’m unwell, actually.


Dean

I don’t know what’s going on but something is going on


Esther

“Hostage is still alive,” Ilya, please, you are not helping your case!


Addison

I love how the fans are like, “Are you friends?” Meanwhile, we are witnessing the most intense situationship of all time.


Vanessa

Did anyone catch what Rozanov called Hollander in the post-game interview tonight? [link]. It kinda sounded like “sun-yee-shka,” but I’m not sure—are there any Russian speakers who can translate?


Adam

I thought it was “soul-isk-kay”?


Jamie

I’m hearing “sol-nish-ka,” but Google says isn't coming back with anything for that? 😭


Theo

Ugh, closed captions just gave up entirely 🤣


Adam

I rewatched this 5 times, and I’m now convinced that he did, in fact, say something in Russian 😅


Harry

You're such a troll, lol 🤣


Vanessa

“Sunshka” ?

“Solishka” ?

Someone who speaks Russian, PLEASE HELP!


Nora

🙃 but why did Hollander react like he KNEW what it meant, though?


Alex

Yeah, that’s the part that’s getting me too. He didn’t even question it!


Kira

This picture hella cute though, ngl.


Matthew

Nah, because teammates of ten years don’t even stand that close in press photos 💀


Morgan

I’ve seen guys win the Cup together and they don’t look like that x


Svetlana Vetrova

They are very cute together, yes ♥️


Cole

You can tell who’s never been in a locker room by the way they’re calling this normal. NOTHING about this is “normal.”


Christian

I was defending this earlier, like “wdym, they’re just friends 🙃” but—I am no longer defending anything.


Ivan

Ooooh, there’s no way they meant for it to look like THAT 👀


Thomas

Yeah, this is muscle memory not PR training.


Cooper

That is NOT how you stand next to your “friend” for a photo 😭


Dylan

I feel like we just witnessed something we were not supposed to understand yet.


Ellis

I’ve been watching both these guys since juniors—this is definitely new.


Nat

Nah, it's not new—it's just the first time it’s been this obvious 🤷‍♂️


Anya

The way they look at each other is not helping their case rn.


Milo

So Hollander will punch his own teammate, but won’t even shove Rozanov away in a photo?


Milo

I repeat: HE PUNCHED HIS OWN TEAMMATE FOR HIM!


Rhea

Okay so I googled every possible spelling of “solnishka,” and got NOTHING 😭


Lyla

Try “solnyshka” maybe? Idk, the russian spelling is doing things to my dyslexic brain 😭


Lev

Hi, native Russian speaker here. He said solnyshko.


Vanessa

Oh?


Jamie

WHAT DOES IT MEAN 😭


Lev

It means “little sun” or “sunshine.” It’s affectionate. Like a nickname you’d give to someone you’re very close to?


Adam

I’m sorry, WHAT?


Theo

Wait, wait, wait.


Theo

Did @Ilya Rozanov just call @Shane Hollander sunshine? For real?


Rhea

Why is he calling his biggest rival SUNSHINE? 😭😭😭


Brooks

I thought they hated each other. Why is @Ilya Rozanov using PET NAMES? 🤯


Jordan

But the way Hollander didn’t even question it?


Jasper

I’m sorry, but if my rival called me “sunshine,” I would simply pass away.


Callan

Everyone’s talking about the punch, but I’m stuck on the Russian pet name mid-interview.


Gabriel

The reporters missed it, but the mics did NOT!


Remi

Apparently “solnyshko” is, like, affectionate-affectionate. As in, it’s not casual. I repeat: it’s NOT casual! 🫢


Eli

Hollander being called “sunshine” is actually kind of accurate 😂


Zara

Noooooo, why is it so cute? 😭😭😭


Anthony

Rozanov calls Shane Hollander sunshine one (1) time and suddenly I understand why people lose their minds over him 😭


Zara

But did you see the way Shane reacted to it? 😭


Anthony

It’s such a cute name for him as well, like, it suits him so much?


Michelle

Consider me officially invested ♥️


Thomas

No, but can someone explain why Shane smiled like that when Rozanov called him sunshine?


Remi

Because he hates him. Obviously.


Thomas

Lol, but they keep saying “friends,” like that explains anything?


Thomas

In the post-game interview, they said, “Oh, we’ve known each other a long time ☺️” like, okay—but since WHEN?


Eli

Yeah, ngl I'm gonna need a timeline because something is not adding up here


Eli

Like the way Hollander laughed it off instead of correcting him? 🤨


Mark

Love how everyone’s acting like this isn’t just Rozanov being his usual level of menace to Hollander 🙄


Hannah

If this ends with @Shane Hollander signing in Boston, I’m gonna pretend I always supported it.


Mason

This is either tampering or romance; there is NO in-between.


Evan

This is the kind of body language you see when two guys are REALLY comfortable together.


Scott Hunter

Hey, Rook. NY is still a good place to visit, even after you manage to get away from those kidnappers.


Shane Hollander

Tell @Carter Vaughan he needs to work on his timing.


Carter Vaughan

Never had any complaints before.


Shane Hollander

Maybe you need to ask the rookies before you go making statements like that.


Carter Vaughan

You realise they're not even your rookies, right?


Matti Jalo

@Shane Hollander, did I ever mention how much I love you? 😍


Scott Hunter

@Matti Jalo, I thought we agreed you'd keep these comments off your main account?


Matti Jalo

Whoops.


Imdefinitelynotmattijalo

Shane Hollander is so hot that I’d let him ruin my entire career and probably thank him for the honour. Just saying.


Carter Vaughan

@Matti Jalo, oh yeah—real subtle, man.


Shane Hollander

@Scott Hunter, I’m unfollowing all of you.


Shane Hollander

I’m pretty sure this counts as tampering.


Scott Hunter

Why is everyone accusing us of tampering when the @Boston Bears literally kidnapped their rival’s captain?


Matti Jalo

Hey, don’t summon the league! I swear if I have to sit through another meeting with Crowell I might actually orchestrate my OWN kidnapping just to avoid it.


Hayden Pike

@Shane Hollander, speak for yourself. Some of us are enjoying watching NY try to kidnap you.


Hayden Pike

Which team do you think will try to steal you next?


Carter Vaughan

Trust Hollander to start another viral trend.


Shane Hollander

@Hayden Pike, aren’t you supposed to be on a date?


Hayden Pike

I am.


Hayden Pike

Jackie says hi ♥️


Rhys

Omg, @Shane Hollander is actually replying to this post? 😱


Theo

Hi, Shane!


Zara

♥️♥️♥️


Jamie

Hi, sunshine 😂


Ameilia

WHY ARE YOU STILL IN BOSTON?


Theo

@Ameilia, the Bears went from kidnapping to adoption—obviously.


Arthur

If they’re actually just friends, I will eat my jersey.


Maya

If they’re NOT just friends, I will also eat my jersey but for completely different reasons ♥️


Ethan

Did anyone else notice Rozanov immediately stepping in when the reporters started pushing?


Isabella

And then started answering questions FOR him? 🫢


Aiden

Someone on Reddit said they’ve been “friends” since juniors? Is that confirmed? 😭


Sebastain

@Aiden, are you telling me we could have had cute Hollanov pics like this instead of the leagues' bullshit rivalry? 😭


Aiden

@Sebastain, 💔


Isabella

If this turns out to be a decade-long secret friendship, I’m going to lose it 🙃


Arthur

Not to be dramatic, but the league has been selling us enemies to lovers and didn’t tell us they skipped to lovers.


Arthur

The way they look at each other is not helping their case


Zara

This explains a lot, actually.


Jade

Montréal fans being real quiet about their captain being in Boston. Smh. If that was my guy I’d be in the trenches right now.


Andrea

I don’t even watch hockey, but why did that feel like I just interrupted something? Someone tell me their names, but that blonde guy looked at him (the model?) like he genuinely forgot there were cameras on them.


Theo

Because you did.


Tristan

You didn’t. This is normal rivalry stuff.


Andrea

Sir, I have seen enemies before, and that was not it. ♥️


Jade

@Theo, @Tristan—thank you both for proving my point


Lya

WHY IS NO ONE TALKING ABOUT THE WAY ROZANOV SAID SUNSHINE IN THAT SOFT VOICE?


Aaron

I slowed it down and you can literally SEE the moment Shane melts.


Zara

I’m sorry but if a man said that to me like that I’d fold immediately.


Mark

It’s literally just a Russian nickname? You guys clearly don’t watch enough hockey. Players chirp each other all the time, and Rozanov’s been getting under Hollander’s skin for YEARS. Not everything has to be a whole thing.


Lya

WHY IS NO ONE ASKING WHAT SHANE WAS DOING THERE?


Evie

I AM ASKING


Lya

@Evie ♥️♥️♥️


Lya

@Shane Hollander ANSWER ME 😭


Evie

🤣


Daniel

I don’t get why everyone’s freaking out about this? I totally call my bros soft nicknames and steal them in the middle of interviews. There’s nothing weird going on here at all.


Mark

Some of you have CLEARLY never watched a rivalry game in your lives.


Theo

I have. And they usually don’t look like they’re about to kiss.


Lya

Why do they look kind of good together?


Matti Jalo

Wait—I could have been calling him sunshine this whole time?!


Zara

You should call him sunshine during your next game against Montréal! (And see how Rozanov reacts ☺️)


Cass Marlow

I might actually pay to see Shane's reaction to that.


Scott Hunter

Please don’t.


Nora

Imagine being called sunshine in a Russian accent and surviving it. Couldn’t be me.


Cameron

WHY was Hollander just casually at Rozanov’s game like that?


James

Oh, the Bears kidnapped him outta Montréal. It’s a whole Thing™ 🤷‍♂️


Cameron

Wait, what?


Cameron

By why is he at a rival game?


Mark

Players go to games all the time.


Cameron

Yeah, but not looking like THAT 👀


Lyra

SHANE HOLLANDER WHAT ARE YOU STILL DOING IN BOSTON?


Elijah

After finding out what “solnyshko” means, this photo is 100 times worse ♥️


Calen

ESPN is gonna pretend this is just “mutual respect,” and I will NOT be gaslit by the media again!



You have posted too many replies recently. Please take a short break and come back later.

😭☺️🙄😂🙃🤫♥️🥰👀🥺🥶😱😅🔥

Post your reply








But then Shane’s thumb stilled, hovering over the screen, his brows furrowing as his eyes flicked over it.
Ilya watched the way Shane’s gaze slowed, then sharpened, catching on something that didn’t fit with the low scoffs and almost-smiles he’d been wearing a moment ago. The bar kept moving around them, glasses clinking, someone shouting near the pool table again, Ryan laughing too loud at something Victor said—but it all felt a step removed now, like it had slid out of focus.
Shane went very still. “What?” He breathed, barely there.
Ilya’s fingers pressed into the back of his neck, just enough to feel the tension that had come back all at once. But Shane didn’t look at him. Didn’t move, either. Just stared at the screen like it might change if he waited long enough.
Then, abruptly, he turned the phone face-down on the table. “I—” he started, his voice catching slightly before he cleared it. “I think we should go home now,” he muttered, a little dazed.
“I have been trying to take you home since we got here,” Ilya murmured, his gaze already tracking exactly what had shifted. The way Shane’s breathing had changed. The way his eyes had gone distant, like he’d been pulled somewhere else entirely.
“You actually kept to your one beer?” Cliff said, an eyebrow raised. “I’m kinda impressed, Roz.”
“Boo,” Ryan added, dragging the word out with a grin.
But across the bar, there was a low ripple—barely noticeable under the music—that was building as the crowd’s voices layered over each other, the tone changing just enough that it cut through the rest of the noise. The sound rose, sharper now, carrying across the room until someone near the bar shouted—
“We got Hollander!” he yelled, waving his phone in the air above his head.
One of his friends laughed loudly beside him. “Fuck off,” he said. “It’s probably just trade rumours or some fake account stirring shit.”
“No,” the guy said, dragging his phone back down and shoving it into his friend’s hands. “Look. It’s fucking ESPN, man. Montréal already posted a fuckin’ statement—”
A couple more people leaned in immediately, shoulders knocking together as they crowded around the screen. Across the bar, more hands reached for pockets, screens lighting up one after another. Conversations fractured mid-sentence, attention yanked sideways as more voices started overlapping.
“What the hell—”
“—is that actually real?”
“Wait, no way—”
“—we got Hollander?”

At the table, Cassie’s eyes kept flicking between Shane and the noise rising behind them, her mouth parting slightly. “Oh my god,” she murmured.
Conner leaned over the counter, shouting something about a free round—he was laughing, loud and half out of control, but his attention kept snapping back toward their table like he was trying not to stare and failing.
“Did your trade just get announced?” Luke asked, already halfway out of his seat like he didn’t know whether to celebrate or sit back down.
“Um,” Shane cleared his throat, the sound rough. “Yeah?”
Ryan blinked. “Wait—like, announced-announced?”
Victor leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his voice low. “You didn’t know it was happening tonight?”
Shane shook his head slowly.
“Holy shit,” Cliff breathed, looking between them, something like disbelief breaking through his grin.
“Is that a good thing?” Cassie asked, watching the way Shane had gone a little too still, like everything around him had suddenly dropped half a step out of sync.
“Yeah,” Shane mumbled. “Just, ah—surprising?”
“Damn, Boston must’ve been fucking quick if the announcement’s already hit the league feed,” Ryan said, dragging his own phone out, his thumb moving fast. “Fuck. It’s everywhere—TSN, socials—shit, they’ve got your picture up already—”
Someone behind them let out a sharp shout. A chair scraped hard against the floor. Glass clinked, voices rising, overlapping—
“—Hollander coming to fuckin’ Boston!”
“No fuckin’ way—”
“—check the timestamp!”

But Ilya wasn’t paying them any attention. He barely heard the sharp rise of voices behind them, the scrape of chairs, the way the energy in the bar tipped from curious to electric in the space of a few seconds. It all blurred into white noise—all he could see was Shane. 
The tight line of his jaw. The way his shoulders had gone rigid again, like he’d been bracing for this and still hadn’t been ready. The way his fingers hovered near his phone like it might burn him if he touched it again.
Their eyes caught, and the realisation hit Ilya hard and immediate—something bright and fierce punching through his chest before he could even try to catch it. He refused to acknowledge that his hand was shaking when he reached for the phone. Shane watched him flip it over silently, and the whole table seemed to hold its breath when the screen lit up under his hand, the email already open.
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Shane,
The league has approved your trade to Boston, and all organisations have now signed off. Montréal has already released their statement; Boston’s announcement will go live within the next few minutes.
This is a three-team trade between Montréal, Boston, and Toronto. Final structure is as follows:
	Boston acquires: Shane Hollander (effective immediately; existing suspension carries over)






	Montréal receives: C J. Pierce (from Toronto), 1st-round pick (unprotected, from Boston), D prospect L. Kovačević (from Boston)






	Toronto receives: 3rd-round pick (from Boston), D G. Comeau (from Montréal; existing suspension carries over), retains 25% of your salary (Montréal retains 25% prior to transfer)




This structure allows Boston to carry you at a reduced cap hit for the remainder of the season.
Your current contract transfers to Boston, with the suspension intact. They expect you to report immediately and be available for selection once eligible.
Boston has also agreed to terms on a contract extension, scheduled for Wednesday at 10:00 AM. I’ve attached the full agreement for review; it will take effect at the start of the next league year.
Key terms:
	5-year deal






	AAV: $12.2M






	Full NMC (Years 1-3), modified NTC thereafter




Overall, it’s a strong deal and aligns with the position you wanted long-term. Boston paid a significant price to bring you in, and the public framing will lean toward Montréal restructuring rather than performance-related concerns.
You’re walking into a room that knows exactly why you’re there and expects you to make an impact right away.
Call me when you can.
Kind regards,

Farah
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Farah,

              Thank you. I'll review the contract and get back to you tomorrow.
            

              Shane
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              Hi mum,
            

              Media's already got hold of it, but let me know what you think.
            








Ilya didn’t bother to read it twice. Every word was already burned into him.
His grip tightened slightly on the phone before he set it back down on the table, slower this time. When he looked up again, the noise hit him all at once. The bar was louder now, people turning, phones out, voices rising. But it all blurred again just as quickly.
Because Shane was still looking at him. Not at the room or the team or even at the phone. Just him. And for once, Ilya didn’t say anything clever. He didn’t even try for a smile when it felt like it might collapse into tears at any second. So he just reached for him again, his hand sliding back to the nape of Shane’s neck.
“You are Bear,” he said, low enough that it stayed between them.
He found himself staring at Shane like he was trying to fix him in place. Like if he looked long enough, hard enough, he could make it real in a way that wouldn’t disappear the second he blinked. Because he’d always wanted this. Shane here, in his city, in his space. Not in stolen nights or borrowed time. Not in quiet exits before morning.
Because he could keep him now. There would be no more counting hours backward from morning. No more half-finished conversations cut short at hotel doors. No more pretending it was enough just because it had to be. No more letting him go like it didn’t feel like losing something every time.
The thought hit him hard, almost dizzying, like the ground had shifted under his feet and he hadn’t caught up yet. God. He hated—hated—that he couldn’t just pull him in and kiss him like he wanted to, right there in the middle of all this noise and light and attention. He hated that he had to pretend not to want this so badly when he could feel his chest tightening, something sharp and overwhelming catching behind his ribs, too close to spilling over.
Instead, his hand tightened briefly against Shane’s neck, his thumb pressing into the tension he could feel there. “I should, ah—welcome you to Boston properly, da?” He said, his voice rougher than he meant it to be.
Shane let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh, but it caught somewhere on the way out. His eyes flicked down for half a second before coming back up to Ilya’s, steadier now. “Yeah?” He said quietly.
Ilya’s mouth pulled faintly at the corner, something softer than his usual confidence slipping through before he could stop it. “Da,” he murmured. “Should celebrate properly.”
Shane nodded slowly. “Yeah,” he said, his voice still a little rough. “Yeah, I—”
“Oh my god,” Cassie whispered again, half-laughing under her breath as she glanced over Ilya’s shoulder. “You’re gonna get mauled,” she muttered, nodding toward the bar where people were already turning toward them—heads angling, phones coming out, voices stacking over each other as the realization rippled outward.
The low murmur sharpened into something louder, brighter. A buzz building fast.
“Is that—?”
“No way—”
“Holy shit, that’s actually him—”
“I told you I saw him come in—”

A couple of guys near the bar were already pushing closer. Not aggressive, not really, but pulled in by the moment, curiosity tipping fast into excitement as their phones came up, flashes of light catching against glass and the awed faces of the crowd.
Ryan swore under his breath. “Yeah, okay, we’re not doing this here,” he said, already pushing back from the booth. “We’re fucking stoked, man. But you two have your own celebration to get to, right?” he added. It said something about the whole situation that he didn’t even try to twist it into a joke. “We’ll come steal you tomorrow for a team breakfast—”
“Parents are still here,” Ilya cut in. “We will have breakfast with them.”
“Ugh. Dinner then,” Ryan corrected, rolling his eyes. “We’ll crash Luke and Artos’ place, make them host like real teammates,” he added, a hint of a grin coming back as Victor stood too, circling around with Luke and Cliff—who had actually climbed over the table to reach them without disturbing Cassie—urging the pair of them toward the door.
“Fuck, is this the kind of reaction we should be getting used to?” Ryan asked, his grin widening just enough to make it clear he was teasing.
“Only when you kidnap rival captains,” Victor said dryly, steering them through the growing cluster of bodies.
“Borrow,” Ilya corrected automatically, one hand firm at the small of Shane’s back as he guided him forward.
The noise followed them out of the bar, spilling out in fragments as the door swung open—voices rising, someone calling Shane’s name, another shout swallowed by the street outside.
The cold air hit them instantly, and for a second everything snapped back into focus.
Shane blinked like he’d just surfaced, his breath leaving him in a quiet rush as he scrubbed a hand over his face. “Fuck,” he muttered, letting Ilya guide him toward the line of parked cars. “Of all the nights, why did they have to pick this one to announce it?”
“Hm,” Ilya said, his thumb pressing once at Shane’s back, like he could anchor himself there. “At least they did not announce it during the game?”
Shane let out a short, disbelieving breath. “Yeah,” he said, dragging his hand down over his mouth. “Fuck—that would’ve been a mess.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, but he was distracted when Ryan let out a low whistle as the Ferrari came into view under the streetlight. “Man, I always love your cars,” he said as Ilya reached into his pocket, already pulling out the keys. “Can I just—”
“No,” Ilya said. “You crashed last three cars you bought.” 
“That’s not—”
“He’s got a point,” Victor murmured, wrapping an arm around Ryan’s shoulders to drag him away from the car, laughing when Ryan dug his heels in and made a pathetic attempt to reach for the door handle. “There’s a reason why we take turns carpooling with you.”
“Just let me sit in it,” Ryan complained, twisting uselessly in Victor’s grip. “I don’t even have to turn it on—”
“That’s exactly how it always starts,” Victor said, steering him back another step as Ryan made a last, half-hearted move toward the car before giving up with a dramatic groan.
Ilya rolled his eyes at them, even if he was grateful for the distraction they were causing while he unlocked the car, buying himself a second to get his head straight. He was already opening the driver’s side door when Shane stepped up beside him, hand outstretched with one brow arched—there was none of that dazed edge in his eyes now, instead it had been fully replaced with something more focused.
“I’m driving,” Shane said, hand still outstretched.
Ilya blinked at him once. “You just found out you are traded and you still want to drive my car?”
“Yes,” Shane said.
Ilya sighed, murmuring under his breath. “Was just one drink, solnyshko. I will be fine to—”
“Ilya,” Shane said his name low and steady, like he wasn’t asking anymore. “Give me the keys.”
And that—honestly it was probably the way that Shane hadn’t taken his eyes off him that did it. Ilya hesitated for all of half a second—which still longer than he should have, but just long enough to really look at him. At the set of his shoulders, the way his hand hadn’t wavered, the way his eyes stayed locked on his with that same look from inside—Shane deciding something and holding it, even when everything else around him was shifting.
“Okay,” Ilya muttered, dropping the keys into Shane’s palm. 
Their fingers brushed as Shane’s hand closed around them, quick, like he didn’t want to give Ilya a chance to change his mind. And Ilya watched him slide into the driver’s seat, adjusting it like he’d done a hundred times before, closing the door behind him with a quiet, solid click. He found himself lingering for a second, just looking—at the way Shane settled, hands steady on the wheel, something about it grounding in a way Ilya couldn’t quite explain—before finally stepping back, circling around the car toward the passenger side.
Cliff clapped a hand on Ilya’s shoulder as he passed, stopping him mid-step. “Remember when I started dating Cassie and everyone gave me shit for being whipped?” He murmured, grinning.
Ilya snorted. “Cassie is terrifying,” he said flatly. “You deserved to be laughed at.”
Cliff barked a laugh. “Oh, yeah? And what’s your excuse?”
Ilya glanced toward the driver’s side, where Shane was already shifting in the seat, adjusting it like he’d done it a hundred times. “Is different,” he said, quieter now, something more settled threading through it. “He asks once and expects me to listen.” His mouth pulled faintly at the corner. “I like that.”
Cliff’s grin widened. “You tryin’ to convince me he’s not terrifying?”
“Hm,” Ilya considered it. “No. If I end up dead, is because he had enough of me,” he shrugged. “Shane would have perfect plan, too.” His eyes flicked back to the car, softer for a second. “Would not even see it coming.” Then, with a small, almost lazy smirk—“But unlike you, I don’t mind being whipped.”
“You realise we know that’s not a metaphorical statement, right?” Ryan said, grunting when Victor clapped a hand over his mouth, his arm still wrapped around Ryan’s shoulders.
“It’s been a busy day, non?” Victor said smoothly, glancing between Ilya and Shane as he smiled—acting for all the world like he didn’t have a six-foot-tall hockey player struggling under his arm. “Call us tomorrow, we’ll plan something with the team to celebrate Shane joining us.” His lips twitched. “But, ah—maybe warn him that half of this lot will be posting about it?” He added. “There’s no way they’ll be able to hold back now it’s official.” 
Ilya huffed a quiet laugh, nodding as he finally moved again, pulling the passenger door open.
“Try not to get arrested on the way home,” Ryan called after him, voice muffled.
Ilya shot him a middle finger above the car where Shane couldn’t see him, then slid into the seat. He closed the door behind him, cutting off the noise from outside, and for a second he didn’t say anything. He just looked at Shane—hands on the wheel, jaw set, something still flickering behind his eyes that hadn’t quite settled yet.
Ilya leaned back, exhaling slowly. “Hey,” he said again, softer this time. “You okay?”
Shane looked at him. There it was again—that flicker, that edge of overwhelm, of something too big hitting all at once.
“I’m fine,” he said, his eyes closing for a second before he turned on the engine. The car rumbled to life beneath them, low and smooth. Shane adjusted his grip on the wheel, exhaling through his nose like he was bracing himself for something, then pulled them out into the street. He hesitated at the first turn.
“Left,” Ilya said quietly, nodding toward the corner. “Then straight for two lights.”
Shane nodded once, focused, his eyes flicking between the road and the mirrors like he was mapping it out in real time. He drove carefully, and Ilya settled into the seat, watching the way his shoulders stayed tight for the first block, then loosened by degrees. The way his fingers shifted on the wheel, adjusting, settling. The faint crease between his brows that didn’t quite disappear, even when the street opened up in front of them.
“Next right,” Ilya added when they reached the light, smiling helplessly when Shane followed it without question.
The city slid past them in streaks of light, quieter here—away from the bar, away from the noise. Just the hum of the engine, the occasional rush of another car passing. Ilya couldn’t seem to look away from him. There was something about it—about Shane here, in his car, on his streets—felt unreal in a way that didn’t quite settle. Like if he blinked wrong, it might snap back into Shane being stolen to Boston rather than belonging to it.
Ilya swallowed, his gaze dropping briefly to Shane’s hands on the wheel, then lifting again. “Slow here,” he murmured. “Police like to sit at the end of the street.”
Shane huffed faintly, easing off the gas. “Good to know,” he said, letting out a quiet breath that almost sounded like a laugh. Ilya watched him shake his head slightly, like he was trying to get a handle on it, but it slipped anyway—a soft, disbelieving sound that kept bubbling up under his breath.
“Sorry,” Shane muttered when they rolled to a stop at a red light.
For a second, it was quiet again.
Then Shane laughed. It broke out of him all at once—sharp and bright and a little unsteady, like it had been building under his ribs and finally found a way out. His head tipped back slightly against the seat, one hand dropping from the wheel as he scrubbed it over his face, still laughing under his breath like he couldn’t quite stop.
“Fuck,” he said, his breath catching between it. “This is—” He shook his head again, glancing over at Ilya like he didn’t even know where to start. “This is so ridiculous,” he said, his voice still threaded with that laugh. 
“Like—one second I’m in Montréal and the team is—” he huffed, “it just sucks—and then I’m in fucking Boston with you, and your team is being weirdly fucking nice, and the next—” He let out another short, disbelieving breath. “I’m getting traded in the middle of a bar full of your teammates, and everyone’s yelling, and—” He cut himself off, pressing his lips together like he was trying to rein it back in.
He didn’t quite manage it. Another laugh slipped out. “But I’m—” he started, then paused, like he was actually letting himself feel it for the first time. “I’m relieved,” he admitted, quieter, more honest. “Which is kind of insane, considering I have no idea what the hell happens next.”
The light shifted from red to green, but Shane didn’t move right away. He just sat there for a second, looking at him. “I’m so fucking happy, Ilya,” he whispered. “And that makes me feel kind of bad. I should—I should feel bad about leaving Montréal, right?”
“No,” Ilya said quietly, one corner of his mouth lifting. “We get to be selfish about this.”
He glanced at the light as it turned yellow, then red again. He unbuckled his seatbelt with unsteady fingers, the click too loud in the small space, and leaned across the console before he could think better of it. His hand came up to catch Shane’s jaw, pulling him in.
The kiss landed messy—open-mouthed, a little off-angle, like neither of them had quite caught up to it yet. Shane made a soft, surprised sound against his mouth but didn’t pull back—if anything, he leaned into it for half a second before Ilya forced himself away.
“You—you are taking us home now, da?” Ilya murmured, his breath still a little uneven, his forehead brushing Shane’s for a beat too long. “Please. You have been killing me all night, solnyshko,” he added. “No more missing lights.”
He leaned back into his seat, dragging a hand through his hair as he tried to steady himself, his fingers catching slightly in the damp strands. “Drive,” he said, softer this time, still watching him.
Shane huffed a small laugh, licking his bottom lip as he glanced once at the light—green again—and finally pressed the gas, the car rolling forward. The streets stretched longer now, fewer cars, the glow of streetlights catching in the windshield in soft, passing bands. Shane drove slower, more deliberate, like he was giving himself time to think. Or maybe not think.
“Next left,” Ilya said eventually, his voice low, almost reluctant to break the quiet.
“I remember the way from here,” Shane murmured, his mouth twitching faintly. “I also remember the way you drove like an asshole the first time you brought me here.”
Ilya snorted. “I was trying to impress you.”
“Pretty sure you nearly killed us,” Shane murmured as he eased the car down the final stretch, slowing as Ilya pointed out the low, gated entrance ahead, the security light flicking on as they approached. “Media’s going to be fucking insane about this tomorrow,” he added under his breath as they were let through.
“Sounds like a problem for tomorrow,” Ilya said, one shoulder lifting in an easy shrug. His gaze flicked to Shane, lingering a second too long before drifting back to the road ahead. “Tonight is just ours.”
The gate slid shut behind them with a quiet mechanical hum, cutting off the street, the noise, the world they’d just stepped out of. The driveway stretched ahead, dark and familiar, lit only by the low glow from the house.
Shane guided the Ferrari through and into place outside the garage, pulling it to a smooth stop before hesitating. The engine idled for a second, low and steady, before he shut it off. “We can leave this here tonight, right?” He asked after a moment.
“Da,” Ilya said, his head tipping back against the headrest before he turned to watch Shane unbuckle his seatbelt. “It is fine.”
Shane nodded, but his hands stayed on the wheel for a second longer than necessary, his fingers flexing like he was grounding himself.
“Still sure you don’t like my fast cars?” Ilya asked lightly.
“They’re unnecessary,” Shane murmured. “I like my Jeep more.” He shrugged one shoulder, small, almost defensive. “It’s—I know how it handles. Nothing surprises me.”
“Hm. You like your control,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane glanced at him. “Sometimes,” he admitted.
“This—” Ilya gestured vaguely between them, the house, the night, everything that had shifted in the last few hours. “Is not, uh—not what you usually like,” he said carefully. “You don’t like change. It took a long time for you to even let me stay over without planning your exit.”
Shane huffed a quiet breath at that, something almost self-aware flickering across his face. “Yeah,” he admitted, softer now.
His eyes dropped for a second, like he was trying to map something that didn’t have edges yet, then lifted again—steady, clearer than before. “I don’t like not knowing what’s coming next. Or not having a way out.” His fingers shifted slightly against the steering wheel. “But I still chose it.”
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly, something warm and unsteady settling under his ribs. “Good,” he murmured. He let the word sit there for a second before adding, “I will make it worth it.”
Shane glanced at him, something softer slipping into his expression now, less guarded than it had been all night. “You don’t need to keep trying to convince me to stay, Ilya,” he murmured. “I’m here ‘cause I want to be.”
He licked his lips slowly, a small smile pulling at the corner of his mouth, something steadier behind it now. “And because we’re gonna win the Stanley Cup together this year,” he added, quieter, like he was letting himself believe it as he said it.
His fingers tapped once against the wheel before settling again. “Figure I might as well help you terrorise the rest of the league properly,” he went on, glancing over at him. “Make it a whole thing.”
Ilya’s mouth curved. “Hm,” he murmured, half a question.
Shane shrugged one shoulder, like it didn’t matter—but his eyes stayed fixed on his hands for a second too long. “And if that means I have to deal with you after every game—” he huffed out a quiet laugh, “—I’m not exactly complaining about getting to keep you around.”
Ilya huffed a soft laugh, shaking his head slightly. “Da,” he said. “Is good plan.”
Shane’s smile flickered, just a little sharper now. “Yeah,” he said. “Try not to ruin it, yeah?”
Ilya turned his head then, properly this time, something bright and dangerous settling back into his expression. “I never ruin anything,” he said lightly.
“Right,” Shane muttered, rolling his eyes.
But his shoulders had softened again, the tension bleeding out in small, quiet ways as he shook his head before climbing out of the car.
Ilya followed him out a second later. The night air had settled, cooler now, the city noise pulled back into a distant hum.
Shane locked the car with a soft click and headed up the steps, already reaching for his keys like it was instinct now. Ilya followed a step behind, watching the set of his shoulders, steadier than before but not quite settled.
The way he reached the door, unlocking it without hesitation—only, it wasn’t just Ilya’s anymore. It was theirs. Fuck. Ilya paused just behind him, something tightening low in his chest again as the thought hit him. Shane seemed oblivious as he pushed the door open and stepped inside, and Ilya lingered for half a second longer in the doorway before following him in.
Inside, the lights came on in a soft wash across the entryway. Shane was already shrugging off his jacket, hanging it up without looking—like he’d done it enough times to stop thinking about it.
“I, ah—” Ilya started, then shook his head slightly, trying to shake the feeling before it settled too deep. “There is enough space in the garage for the Jeep,” he said instead. “Or I can sell one of the others.”
“You love those stupid cars,” Shane said, frowning at him as he pushed his shoes off, nudging them into place with his foot. “You’re not selling them because of me,” he added, glancing back over his shoulder, something incredulous in the way his brow pulled together.
Ilya shrugged, like it was nothing. “Ah. I have too many anyway.”
“That’s not the point,” Shane said, turning properly now. 
“Da,” Ilya said simply.
“Then don’t,” Shane replied, a little firmer this time, like he was trying to pin it in place before Ilya could wave it off again. “I’m not—” He hesitated, exhaling through his nose as he dragged a hand back through his hair. “I’m not something you have to rearrange your life around.”
“Hm,” Ilya murmured, leaning back against the door once it clicked shut, watching Shane’s fingers twist in the hem of his sweatshirt, tugging at it absently like he needed something to do with his hands. “I am not rearranging,” he said after a second, smiling a little helplessly. “I am making space.”
Shane’s expression shifted slightly at that. “But you love those cars.”
Ilya shrugged. “I love you more,” he said quietly. “All the money in the world could not buy me Shane Hollander.”
Shane snorted as he dragged his sweatshirt over his head, folding it neatly to place it on the narrow console by the door. “Not true,” he said. “Montréal made a fucking killing off me. Didn’t you see what Boston gave them for my contract?”
Ilya’s mouth curved faintly. “Da,” he said. “But I got the better deal.”
Shane huffed a quiet laugh, but it didn’t quite land the same. It softened instead, catching somewhere on the way out. He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, glancing toward the kitchen like he’d forgotten what he’d been about to do there.
“Still feels a bit unreal,” he admitted after a second. “Like I’m gonna wake up tomorrow and Farah’s gonna call and say it fell through.”
“It won’t,” Ilya said quietly.
Shane glanced back at him, quick.
“It is done,” Ilya said with a small shrug. “The hard part is over. They cannot take it back because you are nervous.” He hesitated, then added, more quietly, “You’re mine now—” he stopped mid-thought, mid-breath, the words catching before they could fully land.
They didn’t even linger properly, just cut off. It felt, vaguely, like his mind had gone completely blank, heat rising fast through his chest and leaving him dizzy as he finally registered the ‘Boston Hockey, Est. Nineteen Twenty-Four’ on the shirt Shane was wearing.
His.
His.
Shane shifted, turning slightly as he set his phone and keys beside his sweatshirt on the console, and the back of the fabric pulled just enough to make the rest of it clear—Rozanov 81.
Ilya went completely still. And for a second, he couldn’t do anything but stare at it. He just stood there, motionless, as something hit him low and sharp, spreading fast through his chest, down his spine, settling heavy and bright somewhere he couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t clean. Wasn’t simple. It was—
“You wore my name?” He asked finally, his voice quieter than he meant it to be.
Shane stilled as his gaze dropped to his own chest, like he’d forgotten what he was wearing. The tips of his ears went pink, the colour creeping up the back of his neck, darkening by the second.
“Oh,” he muttered, avoiding Ilya’s eyes as he shrugged, one hand coming up to rub at the back of his neck again. “Yeah,” he admitted. “I, uh—couldn’t wear black and gold without everyone losing their minds,” he said, snorting softly. “Though that’s, ah—different now, I guess?”
He frowned slightly, then shook his head quickly, like it didn’t matter. “But I wanted to wear your name tonight.”
Ilya was pretty sure the only thing holding him up in that moment was the door behind him. He could seem to move, never mind say anything. He just looked at the way Shane wouldn’t quite meet his eyes now, at the flush still high on his cheekbones, at the shirt—his shirt—sitting there like it had always belonged to him.
“Shane,” he whispered, the name catching somewhere low in his throat, like it had weight now. Like saying it meant something different all of a sudden. His hand braced harder against the door behind him, like something in him had shifted just enough to throw him off balance.
Shane glanced up, just for a second, and Ilya closed the distance in two steps, his hand coming up to catch Shane’s jaw, pulling him in, tilting his head just enough that he had to meet his eyes. “Do you have any idea—” he started, then stopped, the words slipping again, his English suddenly useless. He huffed a breath, something unsteady in it. “No,” he said instead. “Of course you fucking don’t.”
His other hand came up, brushing over the front of the shirt, his fingertips catching lightly against the fabric, trembling just slightly as they traced the letters. It felt unreal. Wrong, almost. Like something that had only ever belonged in private had been dragged out into the light, made visible in a way he wasn’t prepared for.
“I’ve worn your number before,” Shane murmured, quieter now, like he wasn’t sure if that helped or made it worse, his hands hovering for a second before settling uncertainly at Ilya’s hips.
“Da,” Ilya nodded. “Always my favourite thing,” he admitted, his voice rougher now, because Shane would sometimes wear his jersey or his hoodie and nothing else, and that was—his. Just his. “But not in public,” he murmured. “Not outside of the bedroom. Or when you think no one is looking.”
Shane’s breath hitched, barely there. “Ilya—”
Ilya shook his head once, cutting him off, his gaze still fixed on him. “No,” he said again, his thumb pressing lightly at Shane’s jaw. “Say it properly.”
Shane blinked. “What?”
“Why you wore it.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, uncertain, like he wasn’t sure where this was going. But he didn’t pull away. “I told you,” he said quietly. “I wanted to.”
Ilya’s grip tightened slightly. “Not good enough.”
Shane exhaled slowly, something shifting in his expression—hesitation, maybe, or just the weight of saying it out loud. Then—“Because you were mine tonight,” he said, his voice low. “And I wanted—” He stopped, just for a second. Then said it anyway. “I wanted something of yours, too.”
Ilya’s breath caught, sharp and sudden, something in his chest going tight and bright all at once. It hit like something he’d been holding back without realising it had just been dragged out into the open.
“Fuck,” he whispered, the word barely there.
His hand slipped from Shane’s jaw to the back of his neck, pulling him in the rest of the way until there was barely enough space left between them to breathe properly, and then he kissed him. Not slow this time, but like something had finally snapped loose.
Shane made a soft, surprised sound against his mouth, his hands tightening instinctively at Ilya’s sides as the force of it knocked him back half a step, his shoulders brushing the wall before Ilya followed, crowding him in again without thinking.
Ilya’s grip tightened, his fingers curling at the base of Shane’s neck, angling him just enough to deepen it, like he was chasing something he couldn’t quite get hold of. Shane’s breath stuttered, breaking for a second before he leaned back in, just as unsteady, just as caught up in it. For a moment, it was just that—
Until Shane pushed at him, pulling back, his breath a little uneven as he tried to drag the moment back under control. His hand stayed firm on Ilya’s chest, walking him backward until his back pressed up against the door when he tried to lean forward to steal another kiss.
Ilya let his head fall back against the wood with a quiet thud, exhaling hard through his nose, his eyes still fixed on Shane as he licked his bottom lip, smiling when he said, “Behave,” with a warning edge that didn’t match the heat in his eyes.
“Solnyshko,” Ilya groaned, the word pulled out of him like it hurt, his head tipping back against the door again when Shane leaned in just enough to brush their mouths together before pulling away.
“You wore my fucking name,” he said, his voice rough, still not over it, like the thought kept hitting him in waves. “You wore my number.” His hands came up again, cupping Shane’s jaw, pulling him back in, this time the kiss catching on the edge of frustration, something almost disbelieving threaded through it. “Do not tell me to behave right now.”
Shane’s breath caught again, sharp this time, his hands tightening where they were still braced against Ilya’s chest like he wasn’t entirely sure whether he was holding him there or holding himself back.
“Ilya—” he started, but the sound came out rough, unfinished.
Ilya didn’t give him space to recover it. His thumbs pressed lightly at Shane’s jaw, holding him steady. “You wore it out there,” he said, quieter now, but no less intense. “In front of everyone.”
Shane swallowed, his gaze flicking between Ilya’s eyes and his mouth, like he couldn’t quite decide where to settle. “It was under my sweatshirt,” he said, a little breathless. His mouth twitched, something nervous and stubborn mixing together. “No one else saw it.”
Ilya let out a short, disbelieving breath, his forehead knocking lightly against Shane’s for a second. “Fuck,” he muttered again, quieter this time. “This is just mine, then?”
“Yes,” Shane said, his voice low.
“You’re blushing, solnyshko,” Ilya murmured fondly, his thumb brushing over the faint scatter of freckles across Shane’s cheek.
“Hm. I lied,” Shane murmured against his mouth. “I don’t want you to behave. I just want you to stay right there.”
Ilya frowned, about to ask what he meant, when Shane slipped out of his grasp and dropped to his knees in front of him. The words died in his throat as Shane glanced up through his lashes, his dark eyes flashing in a way that made something hot coil low in Ilya’s stomach.
“You talk too much,” Shane said softly as he reached for the button on Ilya’s jeans, his lips pulling into an amused smile. “Which is ironic, seeing as you used to be terrible about opening up to me.”
Ilya huffed out something that might have been a laugh, if it hadn’t been so completely undone by the look in Shane’s eyes. His hands hovered for a second before settling in Shane’s hair, fingers tightening instinctively as Shane finished lowering the zipper of his jeans.
Shane’s fingers hooked into the open waistband, dragging his jeans and boxers down his thighs until his aching cock was bared between them, already flushed and leaking. Ilya watched as Shane licked his lips, not even glancing up as he leaned in—drawing him into the wet heat of his mouth and pulling a low, involuntary sound from Ilya’s chest.
Shane rocked forward slightly, his hands tightening on Ilya’s thighs to hold him in place when he instinctively tried to thrust deeper into that heat. Ilya’s grip in his hair tightened in response, his breath catching as Shane pulled back.
“Stay,” Shane murmured, looking up at him with narrowed eyes—but there was something unmistakably pleased there as well—as he drew Ilya back into his mouth, his cheeks hollowing slightly as he set a deliberate, slow rhythm.
Ilya stilled, his chest rising sharply as his head tipped back for a second, his eyes squeezing shut as he tried to steady himself. It was useless. Everything about this—about him—made it impossible to think straight. When he looked down again, a low, helpless sound tore from his throat at the sight of Shane watching him with those dark, intent eyes.
“You want me to behave?” He murmured, his thumb pressing lightly at Shane’s throat, feeling the shift of muscle there each time Shane took him deeper. The way Shane held him exactly where he wanted him sent a sharp thrill through him, and he let out a shaky breath before forcing his eyes open again. He hadn’t even realised he’d closed them.
“Then stop looking at me like you’re begging me to fuck you,” he growled. “Shane—ahh—let me take you upstairs and fuck you properly. Please.”
But Shane just hummed softly, his eyes flashing as the sound sent a shiver straight through both of them. His lashes fluttered as he focused on taking him deeper, pulling back only to work him in again, one hand tightening on Ilya’s hip to keep him from moving too much.
“Shane,” Ilya breathed, his voice rough. It was overwhelming in the best, worst way possible. Every nerve felt lit, stretched tight with it, until all he could focus on was Shane and the way he held him there, right on the edge.
“Blyat,” he exhaled, his head tipping back against the door again, the word slipping out like he couldn’t quite hold onto it. His grip tightened in Shane’s hair, tension pulling through his shoulders as he tried and failed to stay still.
“Shane—” he moaned again, his eyes slipping closed before he forced them open. “We should—ahh, fuck—”
“I swear to god,” Shane muttered as he pulled back just enough to look up at him, sharp and a little breathless. His lips were flushed, freckles standing out more starkly against the heat in his face. “If you try to have another emotional conversation with me while I’m literally sucking your dick—”
Ilya threw his head back and laughed. “No,” he said, still chuckling as he pushed his jeans the rest of the way off, stepping out of them before leaning down to kiss him again, both hands cupping his cheeks as he chased the taste of himself from Shane’s mouth. “But we will go to the bedroom now, da?” He murmured, brushing his mouth once more against Shane’s. “Let me give you something nicer to kneel on.”
Shane narrowed his eyes at him. “Stop being cute,” he said, flicking his tongue against the tip of Ilya’s cock and grinning when Ilya groaned. “Ever stop to wonder if I like having bruised knees?” He asked—and before Ilya could come up with a response, he’d already taken him back into his mouth. His dark eyes watched him as he dragged his tongue slowly along the underside, swallowing around the length as his throat worked, taking him deeper inch by inch.
Ilya’s breath hitched, and he reached down without thinking, brushing the strands of hair falling into Shane’s eyes back from his face. His hand lingered, fingers curling and tightening into a fist at the back of his head as he watched Shane’s lips stretch around him. “You’re so fucking beautiful when you get like this,” he muttered, his voice rough. “So fucking desperate for it, aren’t you?”
Shane’s lips curled slightly, slow and wicked, like he’d been waiting to hear that.
“If you make me come here,” Ilya added, his eyelashes fluttering briefly as he tried to keep his voice steady, “I’m not going to be able to fuck you when I finally get you on a bed.” His lips pulled into a breathless, crooked grin. “And I’m planning on taking my time with you tonight, solnyshko,” he added—and he would absolutely deny later that his voice softened just slightly at the thought, edged with something almost reverent beneath the heat of those words.
Shane pulled back just enough that his lips were still pressed against the tip. “What,” he said, voice light and breathless. “Getting old, Rozanov? Can’t even get it up for your—ahh—” He broke off with a hiss when Ilya’s hand tightened in his hair, but his grin stayed sharp as he leaned into it instead of away.
“It—ahh, fuck—it’d hardly be the first time you’ve fucked me after coming,” Shane added, his eyes blown now. “Or are you really getting so old you can’t get it up again?”
“Such a fucking brat,” Ilya muttered under his breath. His thumb brushed absently along Shane’s jaw before tightening again in his hair. “Hm. You want me to be your good boy tonight?” His voice dropped, quieter now. “Or are you just trying to show me what a good boy you are?”
Shane’s breath caught at that, his eyes flicking up with a challenge that didn’t quite hide how much he wanted the answer. “Maybe both,” he admitted, voice a little rougher now. “Depends how much you think I deserve it.”
“Hm.” Ilya’s grip eased slightly, tilting Shane’s head back just enough to meet his gaze properly. “You know I’m going to make you regret teasing me,” he murmured, his voice low. His eyes were half-lidded now, his lips twitching when Shane’s eyelashes fluttered, a soft, unsteady sound slipping from him. “Will it be worth it, solnyshko?”
“Teasing you?” Shane breathed. “Yes,” he said, the word slipping out before he could soften it. Then he tilted his head just enough to press his tongue flat along the underside of his cock without breaking eye contact. “Besides,” he smirked against him, his eyes bright, “you’re not exactly encouraging me to stop.”
Ilya’s breath hitched, the sound caught somewhere between a laugh and a warning. His grip in Shane’s hair tightened, just enough to make a point, and for a moment they just watched each other—both of them caught in the heat coiling tighter between them, neither willing to give an inch.
Then Ilya’s grip loosened just enough, and Shane’s smile was all slow satisfaction as he shifted forward on his knees again. His own cock was still trapped, hard and leaking against his trousers, but his hands stayed firm on Ilya’s thighs, fingers digging in like he was fighting the urge to give in to his own pleasure as well. 
Ilya couldn’t do anything except watch him, his breath coming shorter now, words slipping out under his breath—half threat, half praise—as he watched the way Shane’s lips stretched and his throat flexed with every movement, every deliberate flick of his tongue meant to push him closer and closer to—
“Fuck,” he gasped as he came, his fingers tightening reflexively in Shane’s hair to hold him still. “Shane,” he breathed, his voice breaking on his name. And maybe he said something else too. Maybe it was a curse, or something equally wrecked that he’d never admit to. But he couldn’t hear anything above his own racing heart—and he was sure it was only Shane’s dark eyes watching him that kept him from buckling forward completely when his knees threatened to give out from under him.
“Mm-hm.” Shane swallowed around him again, lingering just enough to draw his orgasm out, to hold him there until Ilya groaned, oversensitive and shaking. Then he eased back slowly, still on his knees, his lips parted and eyes dark. “Fucking love watching you come for me,” he murmured, his voice wrecked.
There was a flicker of something possessive in Ilya’s chest at the knowledge that Shane’s voice sounded like that because of him. For a second, he just stood there, leaning heavily against the door as he tried to remember how to breathe. He used to do it unconsciously, once—but now every breath felt tied to Shane, dragged in and out of him like he didn’t quite belong to himself anymore.
“Do I get to take you upstairs now?” He asked, and his voice was wrecked too, the hand tangled in Shane’s hair the only thing keeping him upright.
Shane nodded slowly, his eyes a little unfocused now, like the world hadn’t quite caught up with him yet. He reached for his shirt, lifting the hem like he meant to remove it entirely instead of just giving him a teasing glimpse of the clenched muscles of his abs—but Ilya caught his wrist before he could pull it off.
“No,” he said, his eyes lingering on the cracked letters, then straying to his shoulder where he knew his name was pressed into the back of the fabric. “Leave it on.”
Shane blinked at him, dazed. “You—what?”
“I want to see it,” Ilya said, a faint, dangerous smile tugging at his mouth. “Want to see you in my name when I fuck you.”
“Oh.” Shane let out a quiet, uneven laugh, his forehead pressing against Ilya’s thigh as he tried to catch his breath. “Yeah, okay,” he muttered, his voice still rough. “I, ah—I don’t think I can actually walk right now,” he admitted, shifting slightly on his knees, still hard, his breath catching as he nuzzled unconsciously against Ilya’s hip, chasing the contact like he couldn’t help it.
“Ah. We will need to get carpet put in if you’re going to do this every time I win a game,” he murmured, his voice warm with amusement as he slid a hand under Shane’s arm to pull him upright. “I win a lot of games, solnyshko,” he added, eyes bright as he slid a hand to the back of Shane’s neck to keep him there. “Will you reward me like this every time?”
Shane huffed out another breathless laugh, colour rising high on his cheeks as he finally looked up at him. “Depends,” he said, still a little dazed. His hands slid up Ilya’s sides, fisting weakly in his t-shirt as he steadied himself. “Do you plan on keep scoring goals for me?” He asked, tilting his head slightly as he smiled.
Ilya huffed a soft laugh, his thumb brushing absently along Shane’s side as he leaned in to kiss him. It felt like he couldn’t get close enough, the taste of his come on Shane’s tongue only making him ache for more. Shane melted into it almost immediately, one hand sliding up to the back of Ilya’s neck, fingers curling there to hold him closer.
“Fuck,” Shane gasped as he pulled back with a quiet moan, lashes fluttering as his hard cock throbbed, trapped between them. “Ilya—” He bit the sound back with a sharp inhale that trembled on the edge of a whine, his mouth falling open on a shaky breath.
“Ugh. Tell me this isn’t the way you welcome all the new players to the Bears,” he said, trying to distract himself as Ilya pressed closer, slipping a thigh between his legs and guiding him through a slow roll of his hips, giving him just enough friction to draw a strained breath from his chest. “Fuck—”
Ilya snorted. “Da,” he said seriously, distracted by the way Shane’s head tipped back, the tension in his body unraveling under the steady rhythm he set. “Is initiation ritual to become a proper Bear,” he added, lips twitching. “But they must look as pretty as you do on their knees if they want their captain’s attention,” he murmured, leaning in to steal another kiss. 
“No,” Ilya added when he pulled back, breathless. “No one else gets this kind of welcome. Only you, solnyshko.”
Shane let out a shaky laugh as his grip tightened. “Good,” he said, his breath hitching sharply as another strained sound slipped from his throat. His fingers curled tighter in Ilya’s shirt as he struggled to keep himself upright through the slow grind Ilya’s hands were guiding him through against his thigh, leaving him unsteady and aching for more. 
“Please,” Shane breathed, the word slipping out before he could catch it.
Ilya watched him closely, heat curling low in his stomach at every reaction. He could end it now—could keep him right here, push him just a little further and watch him come undone in his hands. The thought flashed, and it was so fucking tempting, but he pushed it aside just as quickly. No. Not yet.
He wanted to take his time. Stretch this out until Shane was begging for something he couldn’t even put into words yet. Until every touch felt like too much and not nearly enough. He wanted Shane to feel that same aching fullness in his own chest—that overwhelming, almost unbearable swell of finally being able to keep the one thing he’d been missing for so long—that had buried itself deep under his skin.
He forced himself to pull back, pausing briefly to steady Shane when he let out a soft, needy sound. His thumb brushed along Shane’s jaw as he made sure he was balanced enough to stand without swaying. Then, grinning, he bent slightly, gripping the backs of Shane’s thighs, and lifted him straight off the floor.
Shane let out a startled laugh, his legs instinctively wrapping around Ilya’s waist as he clutched at his shoulders. “Show-off,” he muttered, slightly breathless, even as he leaned in closer.
“Mm-hm,” Ilya hummed, returning the kiss slow and deep, wanting to savour it this time.
He turned toward the stairs without looking, and even if Shane really was over six foot of solid muscle, he refused to show the way his thighs trembled on each step, or the way his heart was beating too fast in his chest as he carried Shane to their bedroom.
Because, finally, this was something they could keep. Shane was going to be a fucking Bear, and he’d be fucking a Bear every time he came home—he snorted softly at the thought, grinning when Shane bit his lip in retaliation when he felt the way his thoughts had drifted. Soon, Shane would have his own number in black and gold, and then no one could tell them they had to keep this hidden anymore.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Da (да) — Russian
Yes; A flexible affirmative that can also mean "and," "but," "indeed," or function as a conversational filler (similar to “well”), depending heavily on tone and context; Ilya uses it instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.
Solnyshko (солнышко) — Russian
Little sun; Sunshine; My sunshine; A tender, affectionate diminutive used for someone cherished; Conveys warmth, emotional safety, softness, and intimacy; Often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Blyat (блядь) — Russian
Literally translates to “whore,” but idiomatically functions as “fuck,” “shit,” “damn it”; A sharp, emotionally reactive expletive; Expresses frustration, disbelief, anger, shock, or emphasis; Common in colloquial Russian and often reflexive rather than directed.
Kotonok (котёнок) — Russian
Kitten; Little cat; A soft, affectionate diminutive used for someone perceived as cute, vulnerable, or endearing; Often used in romantic or nurturing contexts; Carries a gentle, protective tone with undertones of fondness and emotional closeness.
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      I’m blaming the blackouts for this entire chapter.
Also, there’s a genuinely stupid amount of code in this chapter, so the word count is wildly overinflated because of it 😭 But! You can hover over words for translations now. I’ll get around to updating the other chapters eventually, but for the moment it’s just Chapters 1 and 13.
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  Chapter 13
Ilya Rozanov Is Good With His Hands

Shane Will Be Taking No Further Comments On That Statement
Shane Hollander probably should’ve been more concerned about the entire internet calling him sunshine.
 He was, don’t get him wrong. Somewhere beneath the exhaustion, he knew he should care more about the edits and compilations he kept getting tagged in. But right now, most of his concentration was dedicated to not collapsing face-first into the yoga mat beneath him.
 A quiet groan slipped out as he tried to sink deeper into the crow pose. The strain in his shoulders made his arms tremble almost immediately, the burn spreading down into that familiar dull ache in his wrists. Usually, he liked that part. That discomfort forced his brain to shut up long enough for him to focus on breathing instead of spiralling into another anxiety attack.
But, unfortunately, his brain had apparently decided now was the perfect time to replay every stupid thing he’d said or done over the last forty-eight hours. Which meant instead of achieving inner peace, or whatever the hell yoga was supposed to do, Shane was balancing two inches above the floor while mentally reliving the exact moment he’d smiled when Ilya had called him solnyshkosunshine in front of a dozen reporters.
He wasn’t mad at Ilya. God, no. Ilya already felt guilty enough about the whole thing despite Shane repeatedly telling him it wasn’t his fault. The nickname had slipped out instinctively, and to literally everyone else, it had probably sounded harmless. Maybe affectionate, sure, but not enough to start whatever insanity the fans had apparently decided to build around them this time.
No. This was all Shane’s fault—because he’d reacted to it like a complete fucking idiot. And he knew it, fuck, he’d felt the smile happen the second it spread across his face, all soft and helpless and entirely too fucking fond for two people who were supposed to be rivals.
The fact that half the internet had already screenshotted the exact moment he’d practically melted under Ilya’s arm really wasn’t helping. And to make it worse, his phone was still vibrating against the floor beside him.
His balance wobbled as another notification lit up the screen—actually, there had to be at least a dozen more waiting underneath it, all from strangers quoting his name next to sunshine like they had any fucking right to it. The sight made something unpleasant twist low in his stomach, and even he was a little surprised by how bitter it felt.
Because, well, Shane could survive people talking about the trade. He hated the attention, obviously, but he understood why there was so much public interest. Even when the trade speculation had been at its worst, there had still been enough distance for Shane to pretend it was all contained to Hockey™—which had made it safe, right?
But every joke online about the way he’d smiled when Ilya called him solnyshkosunshine sent heat crawling uncomfortably up the back of his neck, because none of them knew how close they actually were to the truth. And worse than that, some reckless little part of him kept wondering how easy it would be to just let people figure it out for themselves.
No statement. No carefully rehearsed interview answers. No sitting under overheated studio lights, pretending this was somehow complicated when it felt so fucking obvious it shouldn’t even need explaining—
“Fuck,” Shane muttered when his arms finally gave out beneath him.
He barely caught himself before he fell face-first into the mat, though he still landed hard enough on his ass to send a sharp jolt up his spine. For a second he just sat there, glaring at his phone as it immediately buzzed again beside him.
“This is all your fucking fault,” he muttered under his breath.
“SolnyshkoSunshine,” Ilya called from the kitchen, the blender cutting off mid-whirr. “You fall again, or you just feeling dramatic today?”
Honestly, Shane was a little impressed he’d managed to stay quiet for this long.
Ilya had a ridiculous obsession with watching him do yoga, which was maybe something Shane had exploited once or twice when he wanted attention without having to ask for it outright.
Usually it ended with Ilya deciding halfway through a stretch that Shane looked too good bent in half to be left alone. But this morning he’d wandered off to the kitchen instead, still half asleep while Shane started his workout. It felt—almost weirdly domestic, actually.
Shane snorted softly at the thought and pushed himself back onto his knees. His shoulders were still aching from crow pose, but it barely registered when every muscle already carried the lingering exhaustion of Ilya fucking every coherent thought out of him the night before.
He bit down on his lip as the memory of Ilya’s hands pinning his wrists to the mattress flashed behind his eyes. He could still feel the scrape of teeth against his throat, still hear the low, wrecked sound of his voice murmuring moy Medvedmy Bear against Shane’s mouth. Followed by the filthy whisper of blyat, ty nakonets-to, blyat, moyfuck, you're finally fucking mine as he held Shane down and fucked him slow, every thrust melting into the next until Shane had completely lost track of where one sensation ended and the next began.
Which was probably why trying to hold proper form right now had nearly fucking killed him.
“Both,” Shane called back, trying very hard not to think about any of that as he eased himself into a wide frog pose, forearms braced against the mat. “Mind your own business.”
“My business is you,” Ilya answered with a laugh. “Come drink your stupid protein drink before you pass out on my floor, dayes?”
“Your floor?” Shane shot back.
“Our floor,” Ilya corrected a second later.
Shane could hear the grin in his voice, and his own mouth betrayed him with a helpless little smile in return. He had to bite the inside of his cheek before it could spread across his entire face, because Ilya had been doing that all morning. Our floor. Our kitchen. Like somewhere between collapsing into an exhausted sleep last night and waking up together this morning, Ilya had quietly stopped saying mine and started rebuilding his life around the shape of Shane’s presence in it.
“In a minute,” Shane called back, though the words nearly dissolved into a groan when he shifted his hips deeper into the stretch. The burn along the inside of his thighs made concentrating nearly impossible, and honestly, at this point he was pretty sure half his brain had been left behind in bed. “Just, ah—let me finish my routine first.”
“Hm.” Ilya’s voice sounded much closer this time. “You’re making me wait?”
“Uh-huh,” Shane replied, unable to stop the grin pulling at his mouth. “Patience is a good exercise for you.”
A low, unimpressed sound drifted out from the kitchen.
Shane didn’t look up, but he could hear Ilya muttering under his breath in Russian as a glass clinked onto the counter, followed immediately by the sound of the blender being disconnected from the stand, and it only made him grin wider against the mat.
At this point, though, he had to admit he wasn’t even pretending to focus anymore. His chest was flat against the mat now, both arms folded beneath his head so he could prop his chin on them—and he was pouting, just a little, as he reached for his phone. He dragged it closer with the tips of his fingers and, yes, he knew perfectly well he had absolutely no self-control left whatsoever. He also knew he’d promised himself he wouldn’t check his phone again.
Which apparently meant absolutely nothing, considering he unlocked the screen anyway.
The post was still exactly where he’d left it, except the engagement numbers underneath had climbed into genuinely absurd territory. Because, apparently, somewhere between leaving the arena and the trade announcement becoming official, the clip of Ilya calling him solnyshkosunshine had gone viral.
Which, honestly, Shane was probably the last person qualified to judge anyone for developing an unhealthy obsession with Ilya’s voice. Or the look he got whenever he knew he had someone’s full attention.
So, yeah. Shane understood why everyone was fascinated with him. There was just—there was something about that smug little smirk Ilya wore right before he started flirting, like he was already enjoying Shane’s reaction before it even happened. Half the time Shane’s brain short-circuited before Ilya had even opened his mouth.
It only took one glance across the room, those blue eyes settling on him with all that lazy confidence, and suddenly Shane forgot how to think properly. It was ridiculous, honestly. And maybe even slightly humiliating that after ten years, instead of building any kind of immunity to it, he’d somehow only managed to get worse.
But nobody else would ever understand what it did to him, watching one of the cockiest men in the league melt under the smallest amount of his attention. Because Shane had seen Ilya melt from nothing more than a hand around his wrist or a kiss pressed beneath his jaw. The way he’d get clingy sometimes, without even realising it, and—god—he’d lost count of how many times Ilya had buried his face against his neck and murmured a quiet little solnyshkosunshine directly into his ear.
But now half the internet was calling Shane sunshine like it belonged to them too, and—
No. Absolutely fucking not.
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Shane Hollander remains the subject of significant attention following his recent on-ice incident. The Montréal Voyageurs captain was recently seen in Boston attending 
...read more
the Bears’ game against the NYC Admirals, before later being photographed alongside Boston Bears captain Ilya Rozanov in an image credited to Landon B.



The appearance comes amid continued speculation surrounding Hollander’s future in Montréal. League sources indicate that several organisations have expressed interest in the captain, though no official transaction had been announced at the time the photo surfaced.



Neither Hollander nor representatives from the Voyageurs have issued a public statement regarding the ongoing speculation, though his presence in Boston continues to fuel discussion surrounding a potential move, particularly with the trade deadline fast approaching.



Edit: Hollander’s trade to Boston has now been officially confirmed. Official statements from both the Montréal Voyageurs and Boston Bears are linked below.



[Montréal] [Boston]



#Hockey #NHL #ShaneHollander #BostonBears #MontréalVoyageurs #IlyaRozanov #HockeyNews #TradeRumours #StealYourselfABear


Louis

Ugh. Boston somehow got even harder to play against defensively.


Maddie

Welcome to Boston, sunshine ☀️


Alex

I still can’t get over how much it suits him!


Jen

He’s going to hate this so much 😂


Jen

Imagine getting traded, and the first thing your new fanbase does is give you a nickname from another captain.


Maddie

@Jen, objectively, that only makes it funnier!


Alex

@Jen, also, respectfully? He totally caused this himself.


Nick

Boston traded for Shane Hollander, who’s a player entering his prime, so what did Montréal think they were getting back?!


Zack

Has anyone actually checked on the Montréal fans? They’re usually all over any post with Hollander in it, but they’re strangely quiet.


Matthew

I think they’re all still grieving.


Zack

Ah.


Lena

They really said “we’ve spent ten years obsessed with each other competitively” and expected us not to hear wedding bells.


Sophie

The trade announcement literally reads like the final chapter of an enemies-to-lovers fic 😭


Zara

Not “sunshine” immediately entering the hockey vocabulary against Shane Hollander’s will 😂


Jason

Bears fans are 100% going to call him sunshine for the rest of his career.


Jason

The Bears traded for Hollander and accidentally acquired a nickname at the same time!


Tyler

The nickname came free with the Russian emotional support centre.


Jason

😂😂😂


Dylan

Thinking about Hollander on the Bears power play is actually making me physically ill.


Harry

“SolnyshkoSunshine” is trending in both Canada and the US!


Nate

Not “solnyshkosunshine” trending globally because NHL players can’t act normal 😭


Mia

“Sunshine” becoming public knowledge right before they end up on the same team is ROMANCE!


Chris

Shane Hollander being traded to Boston after publicly defending Rozanov with his fists 👀


Josh

I just know @Ilya Rozanov is somewhere laughing himself sick right now.


Chris

Oh 1000%


Chris

This is probably the greatest day of his life.


Sam

Everyone’s making sunshine jokes while Bears fans are staring at projected line combinations like maniacs.


Nathan

Priorities 😭


Noah

The funniest part is they spent a decade trying to shut each other down and now everyone else has to deal with them together.


Erin

The funniest thing is that @Shane Hollander spent ten years building a terrifying captain image just for everyone to go ☀️🥰☀️


Claire

All because one man spoke Russian on live television.


Noah

To be fair if someone called me sunshine in that accent, I’d request a trade too.


Conner

Lol, the Bears really watched @Shane Hollander punch his own teammate for Rozanov and went, “yeah, that’s our guy.”


Cliff Marlow

Pretty much.


Luke Hughes

👍


Ivan

Boston basically said, “what if we gave Rozanov another Rozanov?”


Ren

And then they gave him SHANE FUCKING HOLLANDER.


Ivan

EXACTLY


Chloe

No, because imagine how smug @Ilya Rozanov must be acting right now.


Cameron

That man absolutely thinks this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened to him


Jason

I still can’t get over @Shane Hollander saying, “we’re friends.”


Daphne

I still can’t get over how he punched his own teammate.


Ben

FOR ILYA ROZANOV.


Daphne

Like that’s a crazy sentence to type.


Ben

Every replay from that game got 10x crazier after the trade.


Jason

Especially the skate grab.


Daphne

RIGHT?


Dean

I know everyone’s focused on the nickname thing but this trade might genuinely decide the cup


Addison

Boston’s transition game just got DISGUSTING.


Addison

Imagine trying to forecheck against a line with Hollander and Rozanov together 💀


Dean

You’d never touch the puck again.


Rachel

Everyone focused on the hockey implications, meanwhile, I’m over here thinking about shared flights, shared hotels, shared locker rooms.


Alex

Lol, I love how everyone is just joking about the nickname, meanwhile @Shane Hollander is probably considering deleting society.


Kira

“Sunshine gate” somehow becoming bigger than the actual trade is killing me.


Kira

The funniest thing is you KNOW @Ilya Rozanov is gonna keep saying it more now!


Alex

Oh, 1000%


Alex

That man lives to antagonise him.


Dylan

Hollander spent ten years cultivating an intimidating captain image just to become sunshine overnight.


Dylan

One Russian nickname ended his whole career aura.


Brian

Boston didn’t trade for Shane because of the drama. They traded for one of the smartest two-way players alive.


Richard

Exactly. People keep forgetting this guy has Selke-level defensive instincts AND elite playmaking.


Derek

@Ilya Rozanov finally getting a linemate who anticipates plays as fast as he does is scary as hell.


Mark

They’re either scoring five points a night or getting into a fight at practice.


Nat

People underestimate how much Hollander’s leadership matters too.


Jordan

Bears basically acquired a second franchise cornerstone.


Olivia

The way Shane looked at him during that game permanently altered my brain chemistry.


Hannah

And now they’re teammates 😭


Olivia

And now they’re TEAMMATES 😭


Theo

I don’t think any of us are talking about the smile Shane got after Ilya called him sunshine!


Evan

The media trying to keep calling it a rivalry while these two act like divorced dads at a youth hockey game.


Mason

😭😭😭


Zara

Does that make the rookies their kids?


Luke Hughes

Yes!


Artos Vishnevsky

No.


Adam

The funniest outcome would be if all the Bears started calling him sunshine too.


Rhea

The first person in that locker room to call him sunshine is either getting punched or becoming his best friend.


Lev

Omg, imagine if one of them slips and calls him sunshine in an interview? 😂


Jamie

If I was a Bear I’d ABSOLUTELY be calling him sunshine at practice!


Adam

If you have a death wish, maybe.


Rhea

Omg, but imagine if it’s @Ilya Rozanov again.


Lev

🔥🔥🔥


Adam

I just realised we’re about to get a whole load of PR clips about Boston Bear Shane Hollander 🥰


Rhea

♥️


Lev

♥️


Jamie

♥️


Christian

God, you just know that every single reporter in Boston is already drafting “so how do you feel about the nickname Sunshine” questions.


Mark

There’s no heterosexual explanation for publicly punching your own teammate over another captain sorry.


Christian

Man, there’s a time and place.


Mason

What scares me is that they already know each other’s habits instinctively.


Brad Hammersmith

Years of playing against each other will do that, honestly.


Tyler

The passing between those two is going to look telepathic by game three.


Evan

Playoff teams watching film like “how do we stop this” and the answer is probably “you don’t”


Julia

I just know @Ilya Rozanov is going to say “sunshine” constantly now that the whole world knows about it.


Jacob

Imagine being @Gilbert Comeau opening Instagram today.


Lily

He’s not even trending anymore!


Jacob

Brother got punched twice and traded out of the narrative entirely.


Ty

If Hollander moves to wing beside Rozanov, that top line might actually be impossible to defend.


Matt

The cycling alone would kill people.


Dylan

“we’re friends”


Ben

Sure, man.


Ben

Least convincing sentence ever spoken.


Jules

I think the funniest part is that Hollander probably hates the nickname because it sounds soft.


Mel

Meanwhile, every hockey fan alive immediately went, “oh yeah, that IS sunshine.”


Andrea

Omg, has anyone seen the sunshine tags on AO3 yet?


Mel

Ooooooh, I need that link!


Andrea

Here! [link]


Jake

Everyone is joking about sunshine, meanwhile, I’m thinking about two elite captains reading the ice together in the playoffs.


Remi

This trade already felt insane BEFORE the sunshine thing.


Mark

Now it just feels fake somehow.


Remi

WTF?


Mark

@Shane Hollander joining the Bears after THAT game genuinely feels like somebody edited Wikipedia for a joke.


Mark

Has he even commented on it yet?


Mark

Thought not.


Matti Jalo

I’d like to formally announce my retirement.


Matti Jalo

I’ve enjoyed playing for the @NYC Admirals for the last 6 years, but regret to inform everyone that I REFUSE to face a starting line up with @Ilya Rozanov AND @Shane Hollander on it.


Matti Jalo

Therefore, I will be sdfunyhbtgvrfced


Scott Hunter

Ignore all of that.


Scott Hunter

@Matti Jalo is in a timeout.


Elijah

😂


Conner

😂


Michelle

😂


Jamie

😂😂😂


Hayden Pike

I CAN’T DEAL WITH THIS LEAGUE BEING SO UNSERIOUS ANYMORE!


Lily

🙄


Thomas

Statistically speaking, this is the funniest possible trade destination.


Elis

Also statistically speaking, @Boston Bears are winning the cup this year ♥️


Adam

Somewhere, @Shane Hollander is muttering “for fuck’s sake” every five minutes today.


Rache

While @Ilya Rozanov calls him sunshine on purpose even more now.


Mike

Okay, but strictly hockey-wise? Hollander and Rozanov on the same line is terrifying.


Dan

Genuinely unfair puck possession numbers incoming.


Mike

😂😂😂


Mike

Boston basically traded for the only player in the league who can keep up with Rozanov’s pace every shift!


Dan

And they already have chemistry, which is the sick part.


Ethan

Welcome to Boston, @Shane Hollander!


Maya

Welcome to the Bears, @Shane Hollander.


Isabella

Welcome, @Shane Hollander.


Lily

Welcome to Boston, @Shane Hollander!


Jane

♥️


Lily

🥵


Jane

🙄


Theo

Welcome to Boston, @Shane Hollander.


Zara

Welcome to Boston, sunshine!


Theo

😂😂😂


Theo

Welcome to Boston, sunshine!


Sebastain

Welcome to Boston, sunshine!


Nora

Welcome to Boston, sunshine!


James

Welcome to Boston, sunshine!



You have posted too many replies recently. Please take a short break and come back later.
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Shane frowned faintly as he scrolled through the comments, even as that familiar uneasy feeling crept slowly into his chest. He was used to reporters dragging pieces of his private life into the spotlight, the way fans picked apart his interviews and took screenshots of his expressions—which were somehow always caught at the worst possible angle.
But that name had never belonged to any of them, and seeing it used so casually by strangers who acted like they knew him made him—fuck, it made him furious. Maybe because they’d only ever known Shane Hollander™. And honestly, that was easier in some ways.
It allowed him to keep their attention neatly trapped inside the media-friendly version of himself, gave people something to project onto without ever realising how much of it was fake. Which meant everyone won, right? They got their interviews and their headlines and Shane got to keep the rest of himself hidden so no one looked too closely at who he’d spent the last decade with. So why—
No. He couldn’t rationalise it. Couldn’t even fully untangle why it bothered him so much. Maybe, simply, it was because solnyshkosunshine was never meant to become public. It was supposed to stay tucked away in quiet mornings just like this one, or hotel rooms that all blurred together until Ilya was in them. It belonged to the way Ilya said it when no one else was listening, and the way Shane softened every single time he heard it.
But now it was trending beneath the viral headline of, 


  “Shane Hollander Traded to Rival Team Boston, And Just in Time for the Playoffs!”

  
    
      
        Boston Just Stole Shane Hollander—Did Montréal’s Playoff Hopes Go With Him?
      
      
        Shane Hollander Heads to Boston as Montréal’s Locker Room Faces It's Breaking Point.
      
    
  


    
      
        Without Shane Hollander, Who Steps Up for Montréal?
      
      
        The Hollander Trade Fallout Begins!
      
    
  
For a second, all Shane could hear was the rush of blood in his ears as another comment slid past, with more people acting like they’d uncovered some hidden secret when it had never really been hidden at all. It just hadn’t been meant for them.
And sure, he knew he should probably care more about the trade. But instead, he kept replaying the clip. Kept scrolling through the comments, even though every single one only made that feeling in his chest worse. Maybe because it was easier to be angry than to let himself actually think too hard about the trade. Or the hit. Or the endless discourse surrounding the whole “kidnapping” thing people online had somehow managed to convinced themselves was real.
But maybe there was also a smaller, more vindictive part of him that enjoyed watching Comeau’s name finally disappear from the trending list—only to be replaced by Shane’s and Ilya’s names in all three spots instead.
“Sol—blyatfuck,” Ilya’s voice broke off into a curse as he came to a stop in the doorway.
Shane startled so badly he nearly dropped his phone, fumbling with it awkwardly against the yoga mat before catching it. “Err,” he muttered, glancing over his shoulder.
Ilya stood barefoot in the doorway, wearing nothing but a pair of grey sweats and holding Shane’s green-only protein shake in one hand. His curls were still damp from his shower, sticking up in every direction like he’d run his fingers through them too many times already.
“Uh,” Shane managed weakly. “I was just—”
“You’re reading comments again, aren’t you?” Ilya asked, one eyebrow lifting.
“No,” Shane lied, before immediately grimacing. “Okay, maybe.”
“Shane,” Ilya sighed as he stepped into the room, “you promised no more doom-scrolling.”
“Doom-scrolling,” Shane repeated under his breath, scoffing as he locked his phone and tossed it beside him on the mat. “Who the hell keeps teaching you all these words anyway?”
When he didn’t get a response, Shane looked back up, only to find Ilya’s eyes moving shamelessly down his body, lingering on the way he was stretched across the mat, his back still arched from the pose he’d been barely holding.
Shane suddenly became hyperaware of every inch of exposed skin beneath the thin tank top and shorts he was currently wearing. “Ilya—”
Ilya groaned as he turned to set the shake down on the coffee table. “You are torturing me, Hollander.”
Shane let out a laugh against his folded arms. “I’m doing yoga.”
“DaYes,” Ilya said, dragging his tongue slowly across his bottom lip before grinning. “Always loved yoga,” he murmured appreciatively. “Fuck. And I’ve always loved you in those shorts.”
Shane ducked his head to hide the blush creeping across his cheeks, though he could feel it spreading farther down the back of his neck too. “They’re just my running shorts.”
Still, the way Ilya looked at him, openly hungry over a pair of stupid athletic shorts, sent a warm pulse of satisfaction through Shane’s chest. Because really, why shouldn’t he enjoy the attention from his own boyfriend? Shane would rather die than admit it out loud, mostly because Ilya would be absolutely insufferable about it, but they both knew he secretly liked it when Ilya looked at him like this.
“You go outside in these?” Ilya asked, sounding scandalised in the most theatrical way possible.
The couch creaked as Ilya sat down directly behind him, giving himself an even better view of the way the fabric had ridden up Shane’s thighs and now stretched tight across the curve of his ass.
“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, staring openly now. “You should not let other people see this.” He leaned forward, forearms braced on his knees as he frowned. “Only person who gets to watch you walk around in little botty shorts should be me, dayes?”
Shane glanced over his shoulder just so Ilya could see the full force of his eye roll. “They are not—” he started to protest, only to trail off as his gaze flicked downward and, well. Okay. Maybe they were slightly shorter than he remembered. And at some point during his workout, they’d ridden up so high that the loose fabric was now pulled tight across his thighs, outlining the muscle underneath in a way that suddenly made Ilya’s shameless staring feel almost justified.
“Jesus,” he muttered, pushing himself up onto his knees just so he could tug the fabric back down. “I usually wear compression shorts under these,” he added defensively. “I didn’t think I’d need them in my own home.”
Behind him, Ilya made a pleased sound at the word home, but his eyes were still tracking every annoyed adjustment Shane made. “You didn’t think anyone else would appreciate the view?” He asked. “Or maybe you only pretend to be modest so I keep reminding you how krasivyypretty you are?”
Shane let out a long breath through his nose as he sat back on his heels. “Ilya,” he warned, because he knew exactly where that look usually ended—and they absolutely did not have time for it this morning.
“Hm?” Ilya murmured, tilting his head innocently.
“We have to leave in, like, forty minutes,” Shane reminded him, biting the inside of his cheek to stop himself from smiling when Ilya’s lips pursed in exaggerated disappointment. “I have to be at breakfast,” he added, laughter slipping into his voice despite himself. “Mum made reservations, remember?”
“Ah, yes,” Ilya said dryly. “The very important breakfast where Mama Yuna promised you 'very good surprise.'” He rolled his eyes. “Perfect Hollander can never be late, dayes?” His gaze drifted over Shane again. “But Perfect Hollander is Bear now. Maybe he forgets how to keep schedule when distracted with—”
“And you have practice at eight,” Shane cut in quickly, glancing toward the clock on the far wall. “Which is in an hour.”
Ilya shrugged one shoulder. “They’ll wait.”
Shane let out a disbelieving laugh. “You can’t just skip practice because you’re sulking about missing breakfast.”
“Am not sulking,” Ilya said. “Am seducing you, Hollander. Different thing entirely.”
“Ilya,” Shane groaned. “It’s not an optional skate, c’mon. Coach LeClaire literally told you all not to be late—”
“Don’t care,” Ilya said, talking right over him. “You put on a show for me, I watch. Is very simple system.” His voice dropped lower as he added, “Fuck. You are very pretty. Always so pretty, solnyshkosunshine—ah, but especially like this.” He tsked softly when Shane tensed at the compliment. “One day you will let me call you pretty without looking like I insulted you.”
“Pretty sure captains aren’t supposed to sexually harass their teammates,” Shane muttered.
Ilya barked out a loud laugh at that, his head falling back against the couch cushions before he let out a dramatic sigh. “Ugh. Fine,” he said, waving a hand lazily. “Finish your routine then, if it’s so important.” His teeth flashed when he smirked. “Hm. Is captain’s orders,” he added with a wink. “You’ll be good rookie and listen to me, dayes?”
Shane stared at him in outrage. “Who the fuck are you calling a rookie?”
Ilya rolled his eyes, though the smirk tugging at his mouth ruined any attempt at seriousness. “Number one in your draft,” he said dryly, clearly delighted with himself. “Is sex thing, c’mon, Hollander. You know how to play roles. And you like when I tell you what to do—don’t start lying to me now.”
While Shane was still recovering from the sheer audacity of that statement—because seriously, who the fuck was Ilya calling a rookie?—Ilya leaned farther back into the couch, legs spread wide as one hand drifted lazily down his bare stomach. Then he smirked, right before slipping his hand beneath the waistband of his sweatpants.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Shane muttered when Ilya wrapped his hand around his cock.
But the complaint was weak from the start, more reflex than anything genuine, and whatever chance he’d had at sounding annoyed died the second Ilya shoved his sweatpants halfway down his thighs.
Shane was—actually, he was pretty sure his brain had stopped functioning somewhere in the last five seconds. It must have, because he couldn’t stop staring at the way Ilya was sprawled across the couch, one hand moving lazily over his cock while that smug little grin pulled at the corner of his mouth.
His gaze kept catching on the flex of muscle across Ilya’s stomach whenever his hand slid lower. The tension in his thighs every time his hips pushed up into his own hand. The way Ilya dragged his thumb slowly over the flushed head of his cock, gathering the faint sheen of precum there before stroking it back down again.
Ilya let out a low, satisfied hum, and when Shane finally managed to look up, he caught the way Ilya’s lashes lowered as he watched him. Fuck. Those blue eyes were dark and heavy with satisfaction, fixed on Shane like he already knew exactly what this was doing to him.
“Thought routine was very important?” Ilya asked, his voice hitching slightly as his fist tightened around the base of his cock. A rough little laugh slipped out of him before he muttered, “Fuck, you look like you want to climb into my lap already.”
Some distant, rapidly dying part of Shane’s brain kept trying to remind him this was a terrible idea. That they really didn’t have time for this right now. But, well. Shane had already lost that argument the second Ilya had looked at him like that.
“Oh, fuck you,” he muttered under his breath, because they both knew damn well he wasn’t leaving now. Not when every slow stroke of Ilya’s hand made something hot and impatient twist low in his stomach.
Ilya let out another groan. “DaYes. Wanted to. But you said there wasn’t enough time for—”
“There isn’t enough time,” Shane snapped back, pushing himself upright a little too quickly. The sudden rush of blood to his own cock hit him hard enough that he stumbled, but he shook the dizzy feeling off with an irritated huff. “We’re gonna be so fucking late,” he muttered. “You’re such a fucking asshole sometimes.”
But the insult only made Ilya look more pleased with himself, and his mouth curled with satisfaction when Shane stepped over his phone without even glancing at the notifications on the screen.
“Hm. So easily distracted, Hollander,” Ilya tsked, gripping the base of his cock again just to drag another low sound out of himself—because of course he knew exactly what it would do to Shane’s self-control. “Is very bad quality for athlete, no?” His breath hitched slightly as he watched Shane move closer. “Focus is, ahh, very important for rookie. Otherwise maybe he gets cut from tea—”
“God, shut up,” Shane growled, climbing straight into Ilya’s lap and kissing him hard enough to cut off whatever smug comment had been coming next.
Ilya’s free hand immediately caught Shane’s hip, fingers digging in as Shane settled over him. He kissed him back just as hard, dragging a moan out of Shane before smirking into the kiss like he’d been waiting to hear that tiny sound.
“Fuck,” he murmured against Shane’s mouth. “Knew I could get that sound out of you.”
“How—” Shane broke off with a groan when Ilya kissed him again, stealing the thought straight from his head. But he could still feel how hard Ilya was beneath him, and his breath caught when Ilya arched up, his cock dragging a damp line along his stomach through the thin fabric of his tank top.
“Fuck,” Shane gasped as he pulled back. “How are you already so hard?”
“Because you’re a fucking tease, Hollander,” Ilya growled.
“I’m a tease?” Shane repeated, genuinely offended as he looked down at Ilya sprawled across the couch, all flushed and smug and still gripping his own cock. His eyes narrowed slightly, and then he watched that smug smile slip right off Ilya’s face the second Shane dragged his thumb across the flushed head.
“You should see what you look like right now,” he whispered, shifting closer until they were almost chest to chest. He slid his hand together with Ilya’s, jerking him off in faster strokes that made Ilya immediately jerk his hips into his hand with a groan. “Fuck. Should buy you a mirror and make you watch yourself.”
“DaYes,” Ilya answered breathlessly. “Will put it above our bed so you can watch yourself when I fuck you.”
Shane snorted. “We’d need to actually make it to the bedroom first.”
“Will be special treat then,” Ilya murmured, letting go of his cock so he could drag Shane’s shorts down his thighs with both hands. “Or maybe I replace every glass wall in this house with mirrors and fuck you against every one of them.”
Shane’s answer broke off into a helpless, “MerdeShit,” when Ilya finally managed to drag the shorts down far enough to wrap his hand around both of them at once. They were too thick together for him to hold properly with one hand, but every rough stroke still sent sparks of pleasure shooting straight up Shane’s spine.
“Hm. I know that one,” Ilya murmured against his throat. “Means fuck, dayes?”
“Close enough,” Shane hissed, reaching down to cover Ilya’s hand with his own.
Their fingers tightened together around them both, the added pressure pulling a wrecked sound straight from Shane’s chest. His forehead dropped against Ilya’s shoulder as another shudder rolled through him. “Means shi-it,” he corrected weakly, the word breaking apart around another moan. “Like, ahh, like ‘fuck me’ or ‘holy shit’ when something’s too much.”
Ilya’s expression turned instantly smug, and Shane could practically hear the then say it again for me forming in his head, even before the words left his mouth.
So Shane kissed him before he could say it, swallowing Ilya’s laugh as they shifted awkwardly together against the couch cushions. Their cocks slid together with every movement, dry friction already maddeningly good even before it started becoming too much.
“Wait, wait,” Shane murmured, panting against his mouth as he pulled back just enough to ask, “where’s the fucking lube?”
“Huh?”
Shane rolled his eyes. “Ilya, c’mon. You keep lube in every room of this house.”
“Coffee table,” Ilya muttered breathlessly, his head tipping back for a second when Shane’s grip tightened again. “Uh, thought David was gonna find it when he was sitting here yesterday—”
Shane immediately dragged him into another kiss, cutting the sentence off with a disbelieving laugh against his mouth. “Don’t talk about my dad right now,” he mumbled before leaning sideways to yank open the coffee table drawer.
There was an entire box of lube packets tucked between tangled charger cables and a stack of unopened mail. Which was so like Ilya that Shane rolled his eyes before grabbing one of the foil packets and settling back into Ilya’s lap. He tore it open with his teeth while Ilya watched him with an increasingly self-satisfied smirk, still stroking himself slowly—right up until Shane wrapped his hand around both of them again.
A low, helpless sound escaped Ilya’s throat as Shane spread the lube over them on the next slow stroke. His fingers trembled slightly with the effort of not losing control immediately, and he nearly lost the rhythm entirely from the sensation alone.
His head dropped forward with a broken curse while Ilya swore under his breath in Russian beneath him, his hips jerking helplessly into their joined hands.
“BlyatFuck,” Ilya swore again, his grip tightening as he jerked them both off faster, the slick drag of each stroke pulling broken, breathless sounds from both of them.
“Yeah, fuck,” Shane breathed, brushing his thumb beneath the sensitive underside of Ilya’s cock just to hear the wrecked noise it tore from him. “Shit. This is such a bad idea,” he murmured.
“What is?” Ilya asked.
“This is,” Shane panted, tightening his grip over Ilya’s hand as he rolled his hips—dragging a rough, helpless sound from both of them. “Moving to Boston. Living together. Fuck. How the hell are we supposed to get anything done when we can’t stop doing this every fucking five sec—ahh—”
Ilya laughed softly when his words broke off into a helpless moan. “Is simple answer,” he murmured, his thumb brushing over the leaking head of Shane’s cock on the next stroke, grinning when Shane’s hips jerked forward. “We don’t. We stay right here and keep fucking until we’re old men who can’t get it up anymore.”
“Just stay here,” Shane repeated weakly. “Fuck. You’d love that.”
“DaYes,” Ilya murmured, grinning breathlessly against the flushed skin of Shane’s throat. “Fuck. We could retire right now. Both of us already have enough money, already won all the awards. We could—blyatfuck—”
“You, ahh, you don’t want to see me in black and gold?” Shane tried to joke, but all he could really manage was gripping the back of Ilya’s neck as he fought desperately not to cum first.
“BozheGod, Shane—” Ilya breathed, staring up at him with dark, wrecked eyes.
“Hm,” Shane hummed weakly, dragging his thumb along the damp line of Ilya’s jaw. “Couldn’t fucking wait for me, huh? Had to kidnap me straight out of Montréal.” He bit at his bottom lip, swallowing another broken sound. “Wanted this that bad, didn’t you?”
A crooked grin spread across Ilya’s flushed face. “DaYes,” he said hoarsely. “Wanted you from the second you opened your mouth. Pretty boy with all those freckles? Fucking ruined me before I even knew what to do about it. Didn’t—fuck—have the words back then. No English to flirt with you. Could only say—”
“Okay,” Shane answered for him, and the memory hit him so hard he actually laughed. “Jesus Christ. That was your entire vocabulary.”
Ilya barked out a rough laugh beneath him, the sound breaking into a groan when Shane rolled his hips again. “Okay,” he repeated in that same awful accent from years ago, grinning lazily up at him now. “Only thing I knew how to say to you.”
“Liar,” Shane shot back, breathless. “You also told me you were gonna win—”
“Did,” Ilya growled. “Won that fucking Cup while tripping over my own feet every time you looked at me.”
“Hm,” Shane mumbled against his lips, unable to stop smiling as he slid his fingers through the sweat-damp hair at the back of Ilya’s neck. “How many Cups do you think we’re gonna win together now?”
But Ilya just stared at him like the question had genuinely short-circuited his brain.
“What’s wrong?” Shane asked as he mouthed along his jaw. “You seem distracted, baby.”
The word had barely left his mouth before Ilya made a wrecked sound low in his throat. “Fuck,” he choked out, his lashes fluttering as pleasure twisted across his face. His hips snapped up with a growl, and Shane nearly laughed at how immediate the reaction was. He almost never called him baby, but judging by the way Ilya was reacting right now, maybe he should start using it more often.
“Gonna cum?” Shane asked softly, feeling the uneven hitch in Ilya’s breathing as he dragged him into another messy kiss. His hands were trembling now, his thighs shaking beneath Shane’s while his hips kept thrusting helplessly into their hands. “You’re shaking.”
“Your fault,” Ilya moaned against his mouth. “You keep fucking talking like—”
But Shane cut him off by brushing their lips together again. “It’s okay. Me too,” he whispered breathlessly, the words barely making it out between gasps. He could feel the tremor running through Ilya’s body beneath him, hear the strain in every breath he dragged in, and Shane got so lost in the look on his face that his own release completely blindsided him.
His whole body jerked forward as his orgasm tore through him. His fingers twisted tight in Ilya’s hair while his thighs trembled helplessly around him. Fuck. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even fucking think past the blinding rush of pleasure. All he could do was cling to Ilya and bury the sound of his sob against his throat.
But Ilya was still moving against him in desperate, uneven thrusts, dragging his cock against Shane’s with every snap of his hips. His hand kept jerking them both off, holding Shane’s hand tight beneath his own.
Every stroke dragged another helpless twitch from Shane’s oversensitive cock until he could barely keep himself upright anymore. “Ilya,” he moaned helplessly, his forehead falling against Ilya’s shoulder.
“Won’t be, ahh, long until, fuck, I—” Ilya moaned, the rough growl in his voice sending another tremor through Shane. “S-Shane,” he choked out before burying his face against Shane’s throat as he came hard.
His whole body was still shaking with the aftershocks when he dragged Shane tight against him, wrapping his arms around him and mouthing at the skin beneath his jaw. Shane could feel the uneven rise and fall of his breathing against his chest, the way his hands were clinging to him like he couldn’t bear to let go yet.
“Fuck,” Ilya murmured against his skin, pressing another lingering kiss beneath Shane’s jaw before letting out a shaky laugh. “You’re going to kill me one day, solnyshkosunshine.”
“Uh-huh,” Shane answered.
“Bozhe, prosti menyaGod, forgive me,” Ilya murmured in Russian, letting his head fall back against the couch with a breathless laugh. “I think you made me come so hard my brain is leaking out of my ears.” That crooked grin slowly returned when he looked back at Shane, and he looked soft and dazed in a way Shane didn’t think he’d ever get tired of seeing.
“Or maybe I just can’t believe we finally get to do this every day,” Ilya added, leaning up to steal another slow kiss from him. “In Boston. In this house. Like terrifyingly domestic gay couple.”
Shane huffed out a tired laugh against his mouth. “So we’re staying in Boston now?”
“DaYes.” Ilya nodded. “Your contract is for five years. Mine is up in two. Bears already offered me a new contract last year.” He shrugged one shoulder. “So I re-sign. Then you re-sign for another five years too. And in ten years we sit down together and complain about how our knees hurt, and maybe talk about retiring somewhere quiet where nobody asks me stupid questions after games.”
A smile tugged at Shane’s mouth at the careful way Ilya said it, like he was still trying not to sound too hopeful despite the fact he’d obviously already planned out the next decade of their lives in obsessive detail. “You already complain your knees hurt,” Shane said instead, because he absolutely refused to be the reason either of them started crying after sex.
“Because they do,” Ilya groaned dramatically. “I am ancient. Practically fossilised next to Scott Hunter. Soon I won’t even be able to fuck you against walls anymore, solnyshkosunshine.”
“You’re twenty-seven,” Shane muttered, laughing softly as he shifted against him. “Your knees are fine. But, y’know, if they do give out one day, then I guess we’ll just have to put up with me riding you instead.”
A low sound rumbled out of Ilya’s chest as he groaned, and his gaze dragged slowly over Shane like he was already picturing it. Judging by the way his pupils blew wide almost instantly, the mental image was obviously doing it for him.
“Ah,” Ilya murmured under his breath, his hands tightening on Shane’s hips. “So you are trying to kill me.”
“Maybe,” Shane admitted with a shrug. “We, ah—fuck,” he cursed suddenly as he glanced toward the clock across the room. He groaned loudly, dropping his forehead against Ilya’s shoulder, because he knew he’d been forgetting something. Fuck. He was supposed to leave in twenty minutes to meet his mother for breakfast.
Beneath him, Ilya’s chest shook with quiet laughter.
Shane immediately lifted his head to glare at him. “You’re such an asshole.”
“Hm,” Ilya agreed. “Was good distraction from phone, though.”
Shane rolled his eyes as he pushed himself carefully off Ilya’s lap. The movement earned him an exaggerated groan from Ilya, who let his head fall back dramatically against the couch cushions.
“SolnyshkoSunshine, we’re supposed to cuddle after sex,” he complained. “Is one of your rules, dayes?”
“Pretty sure my rule was actually ‘don’t make me late for breakfast with my mum,’” Shane snorted, gripping the edge of the couch for balance while trying very hard not to smile.
Ilya pouted at him. “Cruel. You use me and abandon me.”
“Pretty sure you used me, actually,” Shane said, but then he made the mistake of looking down.
Ilya was still sprawled across the couch with his sweatpants shoved halfway down his thighs, dark patches staining through the fabric where their cum had soaked through. His stomach was streaked with it too. Actually, both of their stomachs were. But somehow Ilya looked—
“Fuck,” Shane muttered under his breath, unable to stop staring.
Because Ilya looked completely wrecked. Curls sticking out in every direction from where Shane’s fingers had run through them, lips swollen pink from kissing, a faint flush that spread across his chest and throat.
And still, somehow, he looked so unbearably smug about the whole thing that Shane couldn’t help himself. He leaned down and kissed him again, unable not to smile when Ilya hummed happily into it. One of Ilya’s hands slid immediately back to Shane’s hip, fingers curling there as he tried to tug him right back into his lap.
“Ilya,” Shane groaned against his mouth, half laughing as he braced a hand against the back of the couch to stop himself from being dragged down again. “We really do have to go.”
“You’re ruining my very naked seduction plans,” Ilya complained with a grin pressed against Shane’s lips. “I had at least three more terrible ideas.”
Shane laughed against his mouth. “You literally just came.”
“DaYes,” Ilya replied. “And now I would like to recover with additional sex. Maybe put you on your back this time. Or keep you in my lap until you let me fuck you again.” He kissed the corner of Shane’s mouth with a low, satisfied hum that sent heat crawling instantly back through Shane’s body. “See how many times I can make you come before you forget your own name,” he murmured. “Just Ilya. Ilya, Ilya, Ilya—”
“Ilya,” Shane warned weakly, already feeling his stomach tighten at the thought.
“DaYes,” Ilya groaned immediately. “Just like that.”
“No,” Shane said firmly, though the word lost some of its conviction when he added, “later, maybe,” while forcing himself upright.
He ignored Ilya’s deeply offended noise as he looked down at the mess of his own shorts. But, well. At least the white fabric hid the stains slightly better than Ilya’s dark sweatpants had. Still, Shane grimaced as he stepped out of them completely—because there was absolutely no way he was putting those back on. Not even for the thirty seconds it would take to get upstairs.
“We both need a shower,” he muttered, clearing his throat as he tried to ignore the way Ilya was staring at him.
“Already had shower,” Ilya pointed out lazily.
Shane raised an eyebrow. “You turning down a shower with me?”
Ilya stood immediately, his sweatpants hitting the floor a second before he stepped close enough to hook his fingers beneath the hem of Shane’s tank top and pull it over his head. “There,” he murmured, tossing it onto the growing pile of discarded clothes. “Hm. DaYes. Much better.”
His knuckles drifted lazily over Shane’s hip, tracing across the freckles there while his eyes moved over him with slow, shameless appreciation that sent heat crawling straight back up Shane’s neck.
“Ready for shower now,” Ilya added, his voice lower this time, “but maybe we are late anyway. Could take our time.”
Shane narrowed his eyes immediately, refusing to acknowledge the humiliating little flip in his stomach. Or the fact that his knees were still unsteady. Or how badly he wanted to kiss that stupid expression off Ilya’s face. Because, fuck. Breakfast. His mother.
Right.
“We’re going to shower and be out of this house in the next twenty minutes,” Shane said.
Ilya’s mouth twitched into a grin. “We’ve done worse in less time.”
Shane felt his face go hot all over again and immediately turned before Ilya could see it. “Pick up the clothes, Rozanov,” he said, already heading toward the stairs. “And come shower with me.”
“SolnyshkoSunshine,” Ilya called after him, and Shane could hear him gathering clothes from the floor before following, “you are very pretty from this angle too.”
“Shut up,” Shane groaned, grabbing the banister as he climbed the stairs because, yes, his knees were still fucking shaking. And the fact that he could practically feel Ilya staring at him the entire way up did not help.
By the time Ilya finally stepped into the shower behind him, Shane had already spent nearly five minutes standing beneath the hot water with his forehead tipped forward, letting it hammer against the back of his neck while he tried to convince his body to start functioning like a normal human being again.
So far, the attempt was failing rather spectacularly. His legs still felt unreliable, his skin overheated and oversensitive everywhere Ilya had touched him, and every time he closed his eyes he could still feel the ghost of those hands dragging him closer. But the second Ilya’s arms slid around his waist and pulled him back against his damp chest, something inside Shane finally relaxed.
“Two showers in the same hour,” Ilya murmured, pressing a lazy kiss against the side of his throat. “You’re turning me into teenager again, Hollander.”
A tired laugh escaped Shane before he could stop it. “Pretty sure this one’s your fault.”
“No,” Ilya said immediately. “Was very innocent. Perfectly behaved.”
Shane snorted. “You started jerking off on the fucking couch.”
“You wore those shorts,” Ilya groaned, sounding so genuinely offended that Shane would forget such an important detail that Shane started laughing again. He felt Ilya’s grin curl against his throat before another kiss followed it.
“Hm. Tiny little things,” Ilya added. “Tight everywhere. What was I supposed to do?”
“Not jerk off on the couch,” Shane argued. “And they’re not fucking tight. They’re athletic shorts. They’re literally designed to be loose.” He groaned, dragging a wet hand down his face. “Fuck it. I’m throwing them away—”
“Nyet.” Ilya’s arms tightened around him immediately. “I will replace all your clothes with little booty shorts so I can watch you walk around like that every day.” He paused for a second, his mouth brushing slowly beneath Shane’s ear. “Then maybe you stop pretending you don’t know exactly what you do to me. You walk into room and my brain just—” He clicked his tongue softly. “You make me very weak man, Hollander.”
Shane tipped his head back against Ilya’s shoulder with a crooked grin, his fingers sliding over Ilya’s where they rested against his stomach. “Yeah?” He murmured. “Good. Shouldn’t just be me suffering.”
Ilya hummed against his neck before biting down on Shane’s shoulder.
“Oh, fuck you,” Shane breathed, his voice hitching.
Because of course Ilya couldn’t just leave him with a mark and be done with it. No. He had to make sure Shane would walk around all day thinking about him every time his shirt brushed against his skin.
Ilya hummed again, his lips brushing over the bite he’d just left. “Already did.” His grin pressed crookedly against Shane’s shoulder, smug enough that Shane could practically hear it. “Still think you can make breakfast in twenty minutes?”
Shane closed his eyes. “No.”
Ilya laughed softly. “Hm. I already texted Mama Yuna,” he murmured, his thumbs brushing lazily over Shane’s stomach beneath the spray. “Told her we woke up late. She sent picture of hotel spa and said reservation is until noon anyway. Didn’t think you’d make it on time after news last night—”
Shane snorted quietly. “Great. Glad everyone’s making assumptions about my sex life now.”
“Doubt she thinks about us having sex,” Ilya said, the amusement thick in his voice. “But she said to take our time and not rush.” He kissed the corner of Shane’s jaw again, softer this time. “So no more worrying, dayes?”
“Yeah,” Shane sighed. “Okay.”
So he let himself stay in Ilya’s arms a little longer, the hot water pour over both of them while Ilya’s thumbs kept tracing slow circles against his skin. But his mind wandered uselessly toward excuses for his mother anyway.
A hungover might work, except Shane had only been properly hungover a handful of times in his life and had gone out of his way to make sure neither of his parents ever found out about it. Besides, his mother had her own key and absolutely no issue letting herself into Ilya’s house.
Shane rolled his eyes at the thought, but he still laughed quietly as they finally shut the water off and climbed out into the cold bathroom.
Ilya immediately started grumbling in Russian about his hair while tugging on a pair of sweatpants, already reaching for his curl cream. And by the time Shane managed to wrestle his damp legs into jeans, he was too exhausted to bother digging through the half-unpacked suitcase he’d abandoned near the far wall. Without thinking much about it, he grabbed one of Ilya’s black sweatshirts from the dresser and pulled it over his head instead.
The sleeves were slightly too long, but it carried that faint, clean scent that always clung to Ilya no matter what detergent he used. But the stupid smile that spread across Ilya’s face when he saw him in it made Shane laugh helplessly, and maybe they lost another ten minutes kissing against the bedroom door before they finally made it downstairs.
“I can’t believe you made us late,” Shane grumbled as he shoved his feet into sneakers by the front door.
Ilya barked out a laugh from the kitchen. “Made us?” He repeated as he grabbed the keys off the counter. He snorted as he hooked an arm around Shane’s shoulders to steer him toward the door. “You started it, Hollander.”
Shane rolled his eyes but didn’t bother arguing again. There was absolutely no point once Ilya got into one of these moods anyway.
Besides, the second the front door opened, the cold morning air hit him hard enough to drag a miserable groan from his chest instead. He shoved his hands deeper into the sleeves of Ilya’s sweatshirt as they crossed toward the garage, blinking in surprise when he saw which car Ilya unlocked.
“You’re taking the Jeep?” Shane asked, glancing toward the Ferrari still parked in the driveway.
“DaYes.” Ilya shrugged as he opened the passenger door for him. “Less obvious than Ferrari. Easier to pick boyfriend up without whole city thinking captain is kidnapping his new teammate.”
Shane snorted as he climbed inside. “Pretty sure the kidnapping part stops being believable when I willingly get in the car.”
“Hm.” Ilya shut the door before circling around to the driver’s side. “Could still be Stockholm syndrome.”
The engine rumbled to life a second later, warm air blasting through the vents almost immediately. Shane practically melted into the seat while Ilya backed out of the driveway one-handed, passing him a travel mug without even glancing away from the mirrors as he reversed around the Ferrari.
Shane frowned down at the mug suspiciously. “What’s this?”
“Stupid protein shake,” Ilya said. “Otherwise you spend whole day grumpy because you missed your ‘carefully scheduled nutrients.’”
“I do not get grumpy,” Shane muttered as he lifted the mug to take a sip.
It tasted good—actually, it tasted really good. A little sweet, maybe. His eyes narrowed as he turned the mug slightly in his hands, because there was no way his usual protein drink tasted like this. Which meant Ilya had definitely added something to it again. Probably honey. Maybe some cinnamon too, judging by the faint warmth lingering on his tongue.
Shane was about to ask when his phone buzzed again in his pocket. “Oh, come on,” he groaned, shifting in his seat so he could pull it out of his jeans. “They can’t still be talking about it.”
“Don’t read comments,” Ilya said as he slowed at a red light, glancing over briefly.
“I said I wouldn’t,” Shane replied, already unlocking his screen anyway.
He ignored every app he knew better than to open and went straight to his messages instead. The second the screen loaded, notifications started pinging from numbers he didn’t recognise. “—what the hell?” He muttered, a small frown forming as he opened the thread.
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21 Members



VictorWho got added this time?

V😈I swear to god, if you added another delivery driver I'm taking admin rights off you!😂




Cliff🙄C🐻




CliffRelax.

I added Hollander.🤯

So the rest of you assholes better keep your thirsting off this chat.😭

Or Roz will murder all of you.

And I WILL help hide the fucking body.

C🐻So try and act normal for five fucking minutes.😂




LukeAND YOU DIDN’T EVEN WARN US?😂

HOW IS THAT FAIR?

I TOLD YOU I NEED 3 – 5 BUSINESS DAYS TO EMOTIONALLY PREPARE 😭

Oh, wait.

L🐸Does this mean we need to change the group name again?🤬




RyanNo!😂

He needs to know he's the reason the name was changed.

It’s important for his introduction to the chat.

R🖕He needs to understand the emotional significance.




V😈VictorYou make it sound like he's joining a cult.




LukeI mean.

He kinda is?😂

L🐸Or are we all forgetting we literally kidnapped him.




R🖕RyanIt's not kidnapping if he agreed to come with us!




FrankYou can't consent when you have a concussion.👍

F🫣It's important to me that you know that.




RyanOh, don't worry. Totally aware of how consent actually works.👍

R🖕But I'm ALSO aware of how consensual kink works, soooo 😉🙄




CliffPlease stop talking.

C🐻You’re gonna scare him away.




R🖕Ryan@Shane Hollander my love, come tell Cliff you appreciate our emotionally supportive workplace culture.




Victor😂V😈




B🙃BradAre we forgetting there's literal children in this chat?!




C🐻Cliff@Ryan Carmichael you know Roz is gonna kill you for that right?😏




Ryan🤷‍♂️R🖕




L🐸Luke@Brad Hammersmith who the fuck are YOU calling a child?




A🥵ArtosYou, котенокkitten.😂




L🐸Luke@Artos Vishnevsky WE’RE THE SAME FUCKING AGE!😂




PatrickTechnically.

P🤪But not emotionally.




L🐸LukeWOW.😂




B🙃BradWhat’s your bet @Luke Hughes and @Artos Vishnevsky are sitting next to each other texting right now?👍




MarcusI’m not taking that bet.

I hosted them, remember?

M🧐I’ve seen them post about missing each other while sitting on the same couch.😂




L🐸LukeWE’VE NEVER DONE THAT.




R🖕RyanCare to comment @Artos Vishnevsky?




A🥵ArtosNo.😂




P🤪PatrickWhat’s your bet @Shane Hollander’s gonna see all of these messages before anyone says anything normal?




RyanWell, there was only really one real way to introduce him to the chat 🤷‍♂️

Oi @Cliff Marlow!

R🖕How did you even get his number anyway?




VictorHe probably just asked Ilya?

V😈Seems like the obvious answer.




CliffFuck no.

Roz is down bad for Hollander.

Honestly terrifying even thinking about asking him for his number.

Nah, apparently he's friends with Cassie now?

Well.

She has his number and said they’re friends.

But even I'll admit she's terrifying.

C🐻And tbh, I’m not sure I actually want to know how she really got it.😭




PatrickHonestly, valid.

P🤪I wouldn't want to piss off your wife either.👍




L🐸LukeCassie collecting hockey captains like Pokémon cards.




RyanNo, seriously.

R🖕I think if Cassie wanted my social security number, she'd already have it.




V😈VictorShe probably does.👍




Ryan👍R🖕




A🥵ArtosДобро пожаловать в Бостон, @Shane Hollander.Welcome to Boston, @Shane Hollander.👍




ShaneСпасибо.Thank you.👍

S🤓Похоже, будет интересно.Looks like it'll be interesting.




A🥵ArtosОни не так уж плохи.They're not so bad.




L🐸Luke@Artos Vishnevsky YOU CAN'T JUST START SPEAKING RUSSIAN AT HIM.




A🥵ArtosBut he answered?🥹




V😈VictorDo we need to Google Translate again, or...?




A🥵ArtosJust welcome to team.




FrankShiiiiit.

Shown up by a fucking rookie.😂

F🫣Welcome to the Bears @Shane Hollander!




M🧐MarcusGlad to have you @Shane Hollander.




P🤪PatrickWelcome @Shane Hollander.




B🙃BradGood luck @Shane Hollander.❓




CliffFuck you @Brad Hammersmith, we’re a fucking delight.

C🐻Why the fuck does he need luck?




B🙃BradCause he needs to deal with @Ilya Rozanov being completely fucking insane about him?😂




CliffShit.

Sorry, man.

C🐻Good luck @Shane Hollander.😂




Brad😂B🙃




LukeHi @Shane Hollander, welcome to Boston!

To the Bears.

Welcome to the team.

L🐸Fuck, why is this so stressful?

👶




V😈Victor@Shane Hollander, hâte de t’avoir avec nous.@Shane Hollander, can't wait to have you with us.




P🤪Patrick@Victor St-Simon I’ve got no idea what you just said, but I’m pretty sure it was hot.😂




V😈VictorIt was.🔥




Marcus😂M🧐




RyanYeah, yeah.

Welcome @Shane Hollander.

Enough of all that polite shit. I have an important question!

R🖕@Shane Hollander how many times has @Ilya Rozanov gotten into fights because someone looked at you wrong?👀




S🤓ShaneI don't think I can answer that objectively.😂




V😈VictorOH MY GOD 😂




M🧐MarcusThis is already the worst group chat he's ever been added to.




ShaneHonestly?

S🤓Not even top five.




F🫣FrankJesus Christ, what kind of chats was Montréal running?




ShaneMostly just JJ sending memes and Hayden threatening violence.

But Rose added me to a chat with some actor friends a couple of years back.

It got really crazy.

I’m not sure I’ve ever fully recovered.😂

S🤓Plus, I have a chat with Ilya and Svetlana that would probably get all three of us arrested, so.👀




MarcusAh.

M🧐So you'll fit in perfectly here then.👍




C🐻CliffNobody send anything weird before practice.




R🖕RyanToo late.




V😈VictorWaaaaaaaaay too late.




LukeAlso someone tell @Ilya Rozanov we called dibs on bullying Hollander first.

L🐸Rookies' rights!




A🥵ArtosToo late for that, too.




RyanYeah, sorry.

R🖕Pretty sure Roz has been "bullying" him since juniors.😂




BradI still can’t believe @Shane Hollander punched Comeau.😂

B🙃I’m not sure if I told you how beautiful it was yet?




A🥵ArtosYou have mentioned it many times.




B🙃BradYeah, but not TO him!😂




L🐸LukeHonestly kinda romantic.




C🐻CliffDO NOT ENCOURAGE THEM.😂




RyanToo late.

R🖕I’m already planning the wedding seating chart.




S🤓ShanePlease never say that again.👌




RyanYou’re right.

MY wedding seating chart.

WITH YUNA HOLLANDER.🙄

R🖕MY ONE TRUE LOVE.




S🤓ShaneDoes he ever shut up?




V😈VictorNo.




P🤪PatrickNo.




M🧐MarcusNo.




L🐸LukeNo.




A🥵ArtosNo.




R🖕RyanNo one else say no!😂




C🐻CliffNo.




BBrad🙃No.




RyanSeriously?

@Frank Kane you’re my last chance at hope in this world.

R🖕Don’t do this to me man.




F🫣FrankNo.🩷




R🖕RyanFOR FUCK SAKE.




Victor😂V😈




Cliff@Shane Hollander Coach is asking where Roz is.

C🐻Guessing he’s still with you?




R🖕RyanOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH




L🐸LukeAre we allowed to do that now?




C🐻CliffI’m totally abusing Roz having a boyfriend if it gets Coach off my back about where he is constantly.




ShaneWe’re just in car.🩷

Sorry, he’s dropping me off on the way.

S🤓@Cliff Marlow tell Coach he’ll be there soon.👍




R🖕RyanHe said “we” ♥️🩷




V😈VictorEveryone stay calm before the rookie explodes.👎




L🐸LukeNO ONE IS STAYING CALM RIGHT NOW.




Victor🙄V😈



BradFuck.

B🙃New bet: Roz is gonna frame that message and put it in his locker.😂




M🧐MarcusHonestly surprised he hasn’t already stolen Shane’s phone and changed his contact name to “husband.”




F🫣FrankOr “Husband ♥️”😂




Bred😂B🙃




M🧐MarcusOr “HUSBAND ♥️”




F🫣FrankOr “MY HUSBAND ♥️”




ShanePlease stop.

You’ll give him ideas.

He already changed my GPS voice to Russian.😂

S🤓I still don’t know how to change it back.




L🐸LukeI think that might actually be the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.




V😈VictorThat says a lot of concerning things about your standards @Luke Hughes.😭




Luke🤷‍♂️L🐸




P🤪Patrick@Shane Hollander blink twice if Roz is holding you hostage right now.🙄




ShaneOh, don’t you start too.

Pretty sure that joke stops working when I voluntarily get into his car.

S🤓Repeatedly.




B🙃BradStockholm syndrome.🙄




C🐻CliffYou’re all unbelievable.




RyanAnd yet Coach still made YOU alternate captain instead of me.

R🖕Interesting.
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“What the hell is wrong with your team?” Shane asked with a snort as he scrolled through the messages.
Ilya glanced over again before a grin spread slowly across his face the moment he spotted the group chat open on Shane’s phone. “Ah,” he said as he turned onto the main road. “They could not even wait one day before adding Shane Hollander.” He snorted softly. “Very patient of them. They are, ah—very excited, dayes? To have you on our team.”
“Oh, sure,” Shane laughed under his breath, shaking his head as another notification appeared almost immediately after the last. The chat was moving so fast he could barely read half of it before three more messages shoved it upward. “Uh, Cliff said to tell you to hurry up,” he said, frowning at the screen. “I told you we were gonna—”
“DaYes,” Ilya said dryly, glancing toward the clock on the dashboard. “Whole ten minutes late. Organisation will never recover.” His mouth twitched into another grin. “Will still be earlier than Frank—he’s always late,” he murmured. “Eh. Coach will probably just make us film PR videos with Becky again. But, ah—still worth it,” he added, reaching over to squeeze Shane’s thigh. “Got to spend entire morning with beautiful man on my lap. Is very good trade for me.”
“Hm.” Shane leaned his head back against the headrest, watching the way Ilya looked absurdly pleased with himself. “Poor baby,” he murmured, grinning when Ilya’s hand tightened on his thigh. “Must’ve been so hard having me there all morning.”
“SolnyshkoSunshine,” Ilya warned. But the teasing faded when he caught Shane glancing away toward the window. “Ah.” His expression softened immediately. “Other people can call you sunshine,” he said after a second. “But SolnyshkoSunshine is still just mine, dayes?”
Shane hesitated before nodding slowly. “Okay. I mean—yeah. Sorry. I know I’m being stupid, it’s just—”
“Not stupid,” Ilya cut in, his thumb stroking once over Shane’s thigh. “Is my name for my Shane. Other people should not use it.” He frowned faintly. “I’m sorry for—”
“We’re gonna go around in circles if we start this again,” Shane murmured, smiling when Ilya let out a quiet, offended huff. “It’s okay. It’s kinda—” He sighed, searching for the right words to untangle the feeling in his chest. “I mean, it’s kinda nice. That people know about it. ’Cause it means they won’t be surprised when you call me that in public again. That part’s nice,” he explained slowly. “But I guess I just didn’t expect to feel so possessive over it.”
“DaYes,” Ilya said. “You should be as possessive as I am.”
Shane snorted as he leaned back in his seat. “Not sure that’s actually possible. You’re a jealous asshole.”
Ilya only hummed under his breath, the corner of his mouth lifting as they pulled up outside the restaurant. “Because everyone looks at my Shane and wants him,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “And he is too innocent to realise why they are all staring at him.”
“You really gonna call me innocent after everything we’ve done?” Shane asked, raising an eyebrow as he bit down on the straw of his drink.
Ilya snorted softly. “Different kind of innocent. You still think people are nice because they like you as person. But really, they are imagining filthy things every time you smile at them.”
“Uh-huh,” Shane said around another sip.
Ilya narrowed his eyes at him, his hand tightening around Shane’s thigh again. “You don’t believe me?”
“Not really,” Shane admitted with a shrug.
“SolnyshkoSunshine, you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen,” Ilya said. “And somehow you still have no fucking idea what you do to me.” A faint smirk tugged at his mouth. “And other people,” he added. “But that part is just annoying.”
Shane rolled his eyes and looked toward the restaurant entrance, his fingers tapping absently against the side of his travel mug. Sometimes it honestly felt impossible to tell whether Ilya genuinely believed every ridiculous thing that came out of his mouth or if he just enjoyed watching Shane get flustered by it.
Still, there was something deeply unfair about how easily Ilya could say things like that out loud when Shane still had to wrestle every feeling through three layers of overthinking before it made it anywhere near his mouth. Half the time, emotions sat too large and tangled in his chest, impossible to translate properly before the moment passed.
He wanted to try, though. Wanted Ilya to understand that none of this had ever felt casual to him, even if he didn’t always know how to say it in the right order.
“Feels a little surreal, right?” Shane said after a second. “Like—” He stopped, shrugging helplessly as he tried to compress ten years of hidden moments into something he could actually explain out loud.
Ten years of different teams. Different cities. Different apartments nobody stayed in long enough to call home. Ten years of sneaking around in hotel hallways and pretending not to stare too long during interviews. Ten years of carefully locking entire pieces of themselves away from everyone around them while constantly being terrified that someone would start asking the wrong questions.
And now they were in the same city. On the same team. And, fuck, the Bears roster already knew about them. Shane kind of suspected their management team knew too, even if they’d politely avoided saying it outright. But people had looked at them together and nothing terrible had happened afterward. The world hadn’t ended. No one died. And Shane was—fuck—he was really fucking happy.
And maybe a little embarrassed too by how easy everything had become once he’d finally given in to Ilya’s stupid plan.
“It feels like we spent so long acting like this could never happen,” Shane finished softly, glancing over at him. “And now it did. And somehow everything’s still okay.” His mouth twitched faintly before he looked down at his hands. “And I kinda don’t know what to do with how happy that makes me.”
Ilya’s expression softened instantly. “DaYes,” he said quietly. “Is good thing. But, ah—dayes. Is terrifying too.”
“Yeah,” Shane agreed.
Ilya looked like he was about to say something else, but then his attention flicked past Shane toward the street outside, and his entire posture shifted. A frown tugged at his mouth as he looked toward the far side of the road, where two paparazzi stood beside a parked SUV with cameras already pointed toward the car.
“BlyatFuck,” he muttered under his breath.
Shane followed his gaze and immediately spotted the flashes coming from across the street. He also felt the way Ilya’s hand tightened against his thigh again, like he wanted to drag Shane closer despite the cameras pointed straight at them through the windshield.
“It’s okay,” Shane murmured with a long sigh, leaning his head back against the seat for a second. “The trade just got announced. They’re probably all gonna be on the lookout today.” He glanced back toward the restaurant entrance with a frown. “They probably recognised my mum and followed her here. I should, uh—probably make sure she’s okay, actually.”
Ilya’s jaw flexed before he looked back at him, his eyes still sharp with irritation. “They can stare all they want,” he muttered darkly. “Does not change anything, dayes? Let them take their stupid pictures.”
Shane hummed absently, but then a terrible idea flickered through his mind.
Immediately, another part of him recoiled. No. Absolutely not. He couldn’t. There were photographers right there, and he could already picture tomorrow’s headlines, could already feel the mortification curling beneath his skin at the thought of it going wrong.
His brain stalled out in the familiar spiral. Should he do this? Was it too weird, too obvious, too much? Usually this was the point where he’d spend three weeks overthinking something and then decide against it entirely. But then he looked at Ilya again, still glaring out the windshield like he planned to fight every paparazzo across the street, and somewhere beneath the panic another thought surfaced.
Ah, fuck it.
Shane picked up his travel cup and held it out toward him, shaking it lightly until Ilya finally dragged his attention away from the cameras. “Can you put this in the door compartment for me?”
Ilya blinked at him, visibly confused by the request, but took the cup anyway and shoved it into the side compartment beside his seat. By the time he looked back, Shane had already unbuckled his seatbelt and was leaning across the console to reach for it again.
The movement gave him just enough cover to press a quick kiss against Ilya’s throat, hidden completely behind the broad line of his shoulders. To anyone watching, it probably looked like he’d just leaned over to grab something he’d dropped.
Then Shane pulled back like absolutely nothing had happened. “Thanks,” he said, though his heart was hammering hard enough to make his hands shake slightly. “You should, ah—” He cleared his throat as heat flooded the back of his neck. Jesus Christ. He’d actually done it. “Have a good practice,” he finished quickly, pushing the door open as Ilya stared at him for half a second in complete disbelief.
A rough laugh slipped out of Ilya as he watched him climb down from the car. “You become Bear and turn into sneaky little shit overnight,” he said, grinning so hard he looked moments away from climbing across the console after him. “One week in Boston and you’ll kill me, Hollander.”
Shane snorted as the door swung shut behind him, leaving Ilya laughing alone in the driver’s seat while camera flashes exploded wildly from across the street. Then, trying very hard not to look as completely insane as he felt, Shane shoved his hands into his pockets and walked toward the restaurant entrance, his pulse still hammering somewhere up near his throat.
Inside, the warmth hit him first—soft lighting, a low murmur of conversation, the clink of cutlery that felt almost too normal after the chaos outside. It felt like stepping into a different world, one where the cameras outside couldn’t reach him.
The hostess glanced up as he approached, her surprised expression smoothing quickly into a practiced smile. “Good morning,” she said once he reached the front desk. “Do you have a reservation?”
“Uh, yeah. It should be under Hollander?” Shane replied, already half-wincing. “I’m a bit late, but—”
“Yes, of course,” she said, tapping quickly at her screen, though the flicker of recognition in her eyes suggested she hadn’t needed the name at all. “The rest of your party only arrived about ten minutes ago, so you’re not that late,” she added, her tone reassuring.
Shane glanced down at his phone before slipping it back into his pocket again with a frown.
“Right,” he said slowly, even though that made absolutely no sense. He was definitely twenty minutes late, and his mum was never late for anything. But maybe traffic getting in from the hotel had been worse than she’d expected. It was the only explanation he could come up with that didn’t immediately make him worry something had gone wrong.
“I’ll take you to your table,” the hostess said, stepping out from behind the desk and gesturing for him to follow.
As Shane moved through the restaurant behind her, he felt the shift almost immediately. It was subtle, but a few heads turned as they passed, conversations dipping just slightly before resuming. It was early enough that no one seemed fully committed to recognising him. Just a few glances over coffee cups, the faint narrowing of eyes from people trying to place a face they thought they knew.
The uncertainty kept them seated, though, which Shane appreciated. No one approached him or reached for their phones to take the first picture of Boston’s newest Bear, and their curiosity seemed to stay contained to those brief glances, so he focused on following the hostess instead of worrying about it.
She slowed as they finally reached a table tucked toward the back. “I’ll let you get settled and come back for your order,” she said, offering another smile before stepping away.
But Shane stayed standing there, staring, because there was only one person sitting at the table, and it definitely wasn’t his mum. The guy looked way too young to be his dad either, his hair a mess of brown instead of peppered through with the familiar grey Shane had expected. For half a second, he genuinely thought the hostess had mixed something up. His gaze flicked around the restaurant, half expecting her to reappear and apologise before guiding him somewhere else.
Before he could turn or say anything, the man looked up with a wide, familiar grin. “You’re such a fucking asshole,” Hayden Pike said, already pushing his chair back as he stood.
The confusion of seeing Hayden here, in Boston, barely had time to land before Shane let out a startled laugh and stepped forward, just in time for Hayden to drag him into a hug. “What the fuck are you doing in Boston?” He demanded, the words coming out in a half-laugh muffled against Hayden’s shoulder.
Hayden snorted, still keeping a tight grip on his shoulders for another second before finally stepping back. “Eh, my best friend got kidnapped to fucking Bear country,” he said, rolling his eyes. “And my wife is amazing, for the record. Packed us up last night and drove us down here because apparently I was ‘moping around the house.’”
He threw air quotes around the last part before grinning again. “Eh. We’re staying with her sister out in Quincy. The kids are loving getting to see Aunt Jules, though they hated every second of the fucking drive,” he added with a grimace. “Honestly, I might just buy plane tickets for the trip back. I can get someone to bring the car over later, right?”
“Sure,” Shane said, shaking his head.
The shock of seeing Hayden in Boston still hadn’t completely worn off, but there was something stupidly comforting about seeing him here, like a piece of home had suddenly crash-landed into the middle of his completely insane life.
“Wait,” Shane said. “Are you the reason there are paps outside?”
Hayden winced. “Yeah, shit. Sorry. I would’ve warned you, but I didn’t want to ruin the surprise.” He dragged a hand down his face with a sigh. “I honestly don’t even know when they recognised me, but by the time I got here I realised they’d followed me.” He glanced toward the window with visible irritation before adding, “Man, your trade’s got everyone going completely insane, huh?”
Shane snorted despite himself. “Yeah,” he admitted, leaning back in his chair. “Pretty sure half the city’s still celebrating, though.” His mouth twitched faintly before he registered what Hayden had just said. “Wait. You’re staying with Jules?” A second later, his grin broke through properly. “Fuck. How’s Mike doing?”
“Ugh.” Hayden collapsed back into his chair with a groan. “I fucking hate that guy. Don’t know why Jules married him.”
“Well. He’s a doctor,” Shane pointed out. “Some people like that.”
“Oh yeah, and he never lets anyone forget it either. Mr. Brain Surgeon.” Hayden snorted loudly. “Swear to God, he still walks into every room acting like everyone else is stupid. But,” he added, his grin turning smug, “he absolutely hates that I make more money than him, so honestly? That keeps me going.”
Hayden laughed for a moment, still grinning when he shrugged a second later. “Eh. Pretty sure you’re not actually supposed to get along with your in-laws anyway, right?”
“Dunno,” Shane said with a small smile. “Ilya gets on with my parents fine.”
“Ugh,” Hayden groaned, dragging the sound out as he tipped his head back toward the ceiling. “Can we please not talk about your weirdly epic romance with the Russian stalker?”
“He’s not a stalker,” Shane scoffed.
“Shane.” Hayden lowered his head again to stare directly at him. “The guy’s been following you around since juniors. Every time you win a fucking award, he has to win it next. And I know he’s crazy enough to do it just so your names are next to each other in the fucking record books.”
Shane opened his mouth to argue, but the words stalled halfway there. Because when he actually thought about it, yeah, that absolutely sounded like something Ilya would do.
“Okay,” he admitted slowly. “That one might actually be true.”
“And he literally kidnapped you from the hospital,” Hayden added. “Who the fuck even does that?”
Shane paused again. “Yeah. That, uh—that sounds kind of bad when you put it like that.”
“Kind of?” Hayden repeated incredulously.
“Look,” Shane said, rubbing the back of his neck while unsuccessfully fighting down a grin, “he knows a guy. Or maybe a guy who knows a guy?”
“Right,” Hayden said. “So somehow, in just the last couple of weeks, Rozanov’s gone from—from—” He made a face, visibly searching for words before giving up entirely. “Ugh. From a fucking stalker to a kidnapper to, what? A fucking mob boss?”
A quiet laugh escaped him as he dragged a hand through his hair. “Fuck. How is that not even the most insane thing Rozanov’s ever been accused of?” He muttered, before narrowing his eyes at Shane again. “Why the hell did you have to choose him? You could’ve chosen anyone. There are nice guys in Montréal! I could introduce you to some nice people who aren’t Rozanov.”
“Fuck off,” Shane snorted, knocking Hayden’s foot under the table hard enough to earn himself a grin.
But the amusement faded into something softer almost immediately, and his expression shifted before he could really stop it. “I’m not even sure either of us chose this, to be honest,” he admitted. “It kinda just—I dunno. Felt inevitable or something. Like—”
The thought caught in his throat before he could finish it. He cleared it quickly and waved a hand before Hayden could latch onto whatever stupidly sincere thing had almost come out of his mouth. “But, I mean, I also went from being a Voyageur to a Bear in that same span of time, so honestly?” He huffed a quiet laugh. “I kinda feel like that’s the part you’re actually upset about.”
He expected Hayden to roll his eyes or tell him he was insane, but instead Hayden just stared at him for a long moment. The irritation slowly drained from his expression, replaced by something sadder. And Shane recognised that look immediately. Because it was the same ache sitting in his own chest whenever he remembered he wouldn’t be stepping onto the ice beside Hayden anymore.
“You know I’m still pissed at him, right?” Hayden said eventually. “Like, genuinely. I thought you were actually missing until I saw Marlow’s fucking post. And even then, nobody would tell us anything,” he continued. “Management was fucking useless. And then you were suddenly in Boston with your phone off.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “I was seriously considering getting on a plane to beat the Bears there and bring you back myself.”
Despite himself, Shane snorted. “Sounds like the plot to a bad film.”
Hayden sighed, though a quiet laugh escaped him anyway as he shook his head. “I’m glad you’re alright,” he said after a moment. Then his eyes narrowed slightly. “Actually, you look really good.”
Shane arched a brow at him. “Is that a bad thing?”
“No,” Hayden said quickly. “Just—” He sighed again, rubbing at his face. “It’s weird, right? Like, I knew the Voyageurs were treating you like shit. But you kept acting like none of it was affecting you, so I guess I convinced myself everything would eventually blow over.”
He hesitated briefly before continuing. “But, ah—I saw LeClaire’s post, y’know? Of the celly? It was—” He shook his head with a quiet laugh. “Fuck, man, I can’t even remember the last time you smiled on the ice. And then you were suddenly laughing with the Bears like you’d finally remembered hockey was supposed to be fun.”
“I guess it just took me a while to come to terms with the fact that I should’ve spoken up sooner.” He looked down at his hands for a second. “Or, like, told them all to go fuck themselves before things got this bad—”
“Hayd,” Shane interrupted gently, shaking his head. “You did loads, man. Seriously. The amount of fights you and Berks got into is insane, but I never actually wanted anyone fighting for me.” He huffed out a quiet laugh. “And I probably should’ve said something sooner instead of just punching Comeau—”
“That asshole fucking deserved it—”
“Yeah,” Shane cut in again, grinning despite himself. “But, uh, maybe not in the middle of a game,” he added with a sheepish laugh. “Look. I know things got messy, but none of that’s on you. It’s on the Voyageurs for being bigoted fucking idiots. And management for not stepping in or dealing with it sooner. And, uh, probably on me for not saying something sooner,” he admitted.
“I didn’t think it’d end up with me getting traded, but honestly?” He looked down for a second, the smile fading into something quieter. “I think part of me already knew I couldn’t stay there forever.”
Hayden studied him from across the table for a moment before sighing. “You really like it here, huh?”
Another smile tugged at the corner of Shane’s mouth before he could stop it. “Yeah,” he admitted. “The team’s nice, a little—” He shrugged. “I mean, they’re still the Bears. They’re not nice, but they’re good people. Come across a little overeager sometimes, but I kinda like them.”
It felt strange admitting it out loud. But the Bears had carved out space for him without demanding he shrink himself first, and Shane hadn’t felt any of the pressure around them that he’d gotten used to in Montréal’s locker room. There was no careful monitoring of his tone, no sidelong looks, no constant expectation that he needed to make himself smaller just to keep the peace. Just loud personalities, bad chirps, relentless group chats, and teammates who acted like wanting him there was the most natural thing in the world.
And Ilya.
That thought alone was enough to make him blush again, and Hayden noticed immediately, eyes narrowing. “Wait,” he said slowly. “Don’t tell me the reason you were late this morning was because you two were—”
“We woke up late,” Shane shot back defensively. “Fuck off.”
“Ugh, no. I don’t want to know anyway. You’re still a pure little virgin who’s never been seduced by stupid Russian men with terrifying jawlines,” Hayden muttered, dropping his head dramatically onto the table with a groan of fake despair.
Which, of course, was exactly when the hostess returned, pausing beside the table with a concerned frown as she looked between them.
“Um,” she said carefully, “I can come back?”
“He’s fine,” Shane told her quickly, smiling apologetically. “I think we’re still waiting for my mum to—”
“Nah, it’s just us,” Hayden said, sitting back up and immediately flashing the hostess a charming grin like he hadn’t just been groaning into the table. “It’s my turn to kidnap you this morning,” he added with a wink. “Yuna said she’d just enjoy the hotel spa or something, so—”
“Oh,” Shane mumbled, suddenly feeling stupid for not figuring it out sooner. “You’re the surprise she was talking about.”
“Duh,” Hayden said, turning back to the hostess with a grin. “We’ll have two plates of pancakes with everything on top.”
“No,” Shane cut in immediately. “I’ll just take an orange juice and some toast, please.”
“What? No, Shane. C’mon, diets don’t count if you’re not even playing,” Hayden argued. “Two plates of pancakes,” he repeated firmly to the hostess, who looked more amused than concerned now as her gaze flicked between them.
“Just toast,” Shane repeated. “Thank you.”
“Ugh, fine,” Hayden muttered. “But I’m getting extra chocolate sauce on mine.”
“Sure,” the hostess said, clearly trying not to laugh as she scribbled the order down. “It’ll be out soon.” She shot them one last amused look before weaving back through the crowded breakfast room.
“You’ve still got two games left on your suspension, right?” Hayden asked once she was gone.
Shane nodded, reaching automatically for the little packet of sugar beside the napkin holder just to have something to do with his hands. “Yeah. It transferred over to the Bears, but honestly, that might work out better.” He shrugged slightly. “Gives me some time to get used to playing with them before they throw me into an actual game.”
“Doubt that’s gonna be a problem,” Hayden said. “Shane, did you actually watch LeClaire’s post or did you just panic-blackout after seeing your own face?” He snorted before shaking his head. “Because you guys looked insane out there together.”
He let out a long sigh before admitting, “I’ve been getting messages from basically everyone on the other teams asking what the fuck the Voyageurs did to cause you to end up on the same starting line as Rozanov.”
“Who’s everyone?” Shane asked skeptically.
“Hm? Oh. Like Hunter, Jalo, Weibe, Casey, Harvey,” Hayden counted the names off on his fingers with a snort. “Hell, even Barrett messaged me.”
“Dallas Kent’s best friend?” Shane asked, disgust curling across his face.
“Eh, he’s not as bad as Kent,” Hayden said with a shrug.
“You’ve obviously never heard the racist shit he throws out on the ice then,” Shane muttered darkly.
Hayden grimaced and dragged a hand through his hair. “Right,” he sighed. “Every time I talk to him he seems alright. I keep forgetting there’s a reason he’s friends with Kent.” His face tightened immediately after. “Shit, sorry. I should know better than to—”
“It’s fine,” Shane said, shaking his head as the sugar packet in his hands split open beneath the pressure of his fingers, spilling white crystals across the table. He stared at the mess for a second before absentmindedly dragging his fingertip through the pile, gathering it into a crooked mound. “How are the Voyageurs reacting to it?”
Hayden winced. “Eh.” He glanced away for a moment, his jaw tightening. “JJ finally got his head outta his ass—but I think even he knows it’s too late to make up for how everything went down.” A small, bitter laugh escaped him. “It’s like I told you. Everyone’s picking sides now. Even the quiet guys like Mitty and Renaud.” He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “But, uh—everyone was pretty shocked when the trade announcement dropped.”
Shane gave a short nod, his eyes still fixed on the sugar beneath his fingers. He didn’t really know what reaction he’d expected, to be honest. Some part of him had imagined his old team would feel satisfied when they found out. After all, they’d spent months making it painfully obvious exactly where he stood with them. Instead, everything still felt strangely unfinished, like there was something unresolved sitting beneath all of it that nobody wanted to touch.
“I mean,” Hayden said, a grin tugging at his mouth now, “a few of them were making comments about Rozanov setting you straight.” He barked out a laugh. “Which might’ve actually been the funniest shit I’ve ever heard.”
Shane laughed before he could stop himself, the sound short and disbelieving as he finally looked up from the table.
“I’m serious,” Hayden insisted. “I had to walk outta the locker room before I lost it completely.” He shook his head, grinning. “Like, yeah, because the six-foot Russian guy who looks at Shane like he hung the moon is definitely the one turning him straight.”
Heat crawled instantly into Shane’s face, and he ducked his head, trying to hide the smile already threatening to break loose anyway. The worst part was that Hayden wasn’t even wrong. The way Ilya looked at him wasn’t subtle in the slightest, and Shane still hadn’t fully figured out what to do with that. Half the time it made his chest ache in ways he didn’t know how to explain.
“He’s gonna get us caught one day,” he muttered, though the words lacked the terror they would’ve carried a few months ago.
The fear was still there somewhere, but it didn’t feel all-consuming anymore. The idea of people finding out still made his stomach twist uncomfortably, but now it came tangled up with something else too. Exhaustion, maybe. Or the growing realisation that he was tired of treating every good thing in his life like it needed to stay hidden.
“Nah,” Hayden said. “Everyone’s either too straight or too damn stupid to realise what’s happening right in front of them.”
Shane shot him a flat look. “You literally didn’t even know until you walked in on us—”
Hayden slapped a hand over his mouth so fast Shane almost laughed. “We agreed never to talk about that again.”
Shane snorted into his hand, the sound slipping out even as heat rushed straight into his face at the memory. Because really, there were some things a person should never have to experience. And your best friend letting himself into your house only to discover your very secret boyfriend on his knees definitely ranked near the top of that list.
Still, enough time had passed now that the whole thing had somehow circled around from pure, soul-crushing mortification into something almost funny. Mostly because the memory came tangled up with the equally ridiculous image of Hayden and Ilya glaring at each other across Shane’s kitchen while all three of them awkwardly pretended Hayden hadn’t just walked in on them.
Shane had still been half dressed while trying to explain that yes, actually, he and Ilya were together. And yes, they were very much in love. And yes, he really needed Hayden to be okay with that.
To Hayden’s credit, he’d accepted it a lot faster than Shane had expected. The problem was that acceptance hadn’t translated into liking Ilya. Hayden seemed physically incapable of letting go of his hostility toward any of the Bears long enough to realise he and Ilya would probably get along fine if either of them stopped acting like stubborn assholes for more than five consecutive minutes.
“So,” Hayden said as he finally pulled his hand away from his mouth, his ears still faintly red as he hurried to change the subject, “how are the Bears actually treating you? Y’know, outside of just being ‘good people.’”
Shane blinked. “Uh.” He leaned back slightly, rubbing awkwardly at the back of his neck. “Good, actually. Like, really good. I mean, nobody’s been weird about anything. Everyone’s been fine. And management’s been, like, weirdly nice.”
Hayden snorted. “What the fuck does ‘weirdly nice’ mean?”
“No, seriously.” Shane pulled his phone from his pocket, unlocked it, and slid it across the table. “Look at this.”
Hayden raised a brow as Shane pulled up the saved voicemail from HR and hit play.
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TRANSCRIPTION



“Hi Shane, this is Richard from the Boston Bears HR department. We’ve emailed your agent with the details for our meeting on Wednesday, but I just wanted to reach out directly as well.



We’re meeting at 10am at TD Garden, in the general offices on the 4th floor. Reception will be expecting you, and Becky from our PR team will be there to meet you and bring you up.



It’ll mostly be a quick sit-down to go over the contract and get everything signed, and answer any questions you might have as you come in. Nothing too formal, just getting you settled in with the new team and making sure yu have any accommodation and transport you need.



If anything changes or you have trouble finding us on the day, feel free to give me a call. Otherwise, we’re looking forward to seeing you on Wednesday morning.”





But when the voicemail ended, Hayden just stared at him for a long moment. “Shane,” he said slowly, “you realise this is just what people act like when they actually respect you as a person, right?” He scoffed when Shane only blinked back blankly, then snatched the phone off the table before Shane could react.
“Fucking Voyageurs,” he muttered darkly, his thumbs already moving rapidly across the screen.
“What are you doing?” Shane asked immediately, leaning forward.
“Telling Rozanov I kidnapped you,” Hayden said absently, only to let out a curse when Shane kicked him under the table. “Jesus Christ. You vicious little shit,” he complained, rubbing at his shin with one hand while keeping the phone out of reach with the other. “Do the Bears know what you’re actually like yet?”
“Hayd—”
“Ugh. I’m deleting the Voyageurs group chat,” Hayden admitted, talking right over him as he leaned farther back in his chair. “After I tell them all to go fuck themselves,” he added. “Shit, stop kicking me. I’m telling them it was me! And that they can come shout at me face-to-face if they’ve got a fucking problem with it.”
His own phone lit up against the table almost immediately, buzzing nonstop with incoming messages. Hayden glanced down at the screen, the corner of his mouth twitching with grim satisfaction before he rolled his eyes at something he read. Then he handed Shane’s phone back and immediately picked up his own again to send another reply.
“Look,” he said when he realised Shane was still glaring at him. “You’re happy here. Which is honestly kind of insane, but whatever.” His mouth twitched faintly. “Don’t let a couple assholes ruin that for you. You don’t need to see the shit happening in that chat. You’ll just sit there rereading everything and spiral about it for the next three days, even though none of those idiots actually matter.”
He shrugged one shoulder. “They’re being assholes because they can. Let ’em do it somewhere that doesn’t affect you, yeah?”
“What if I wanted to reach out,” Shane muttered, turning his phone over in his hand. “Or, like, I dunno, tell them—”
“You don’t want to,” Hayden cut in immediately.
“I—”
“You don’t,” Hayden repeated firmly. “C’mon, what happened to that ‘fuck ’em’ attitude?”
Shane dragged his thumb across the dark screen of his phone again without unlocking it. “I still have it,” he muttered.
“Uh-huh.” Hayden reached out and nudged Shane’s foot with his own. “Start acting like it then.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but some of the tension in his shoulders loosened as he dragged his thumb across the dark screen of his phone again. “It’s just weird, y’know? Having people talk about you like they know shit.”
Hayden snorted. “People always think they know shit.”
“But they do,” Shane muttered. “The Voyageurs know I’m gay, and there’s no way one of them won’t—”
“None of them are gonna talk to the fucking press,” Hayden said. “It’s in their contract, remember? Under the stupid morality clause they made us sign.” He paused, then added dryly, “Right next to the bit where they pretend hockey players are role models for children.”
Shane snorted. “Right, ’cause no one’s ever given an anonymous interview before.”
“That’s not the point,” Hayden said, leaning farther into the couch cushions. “Look. If somebody leaks something, it’s not gonna be because you didn’t defend yourself in some stupid fucking group chat full of assholes who are too worried about measuring their dicks to remember how to be a decent fucking human being.” He pointed at Shane’s phone. “Deal with it if it happens. But otherwise?” He shrugged again. “Just enjoy getting away from that shitty team.”
Shane hummed softly. It was a painfully simple way of looking at it, but Hayden had never really needed to think about how one bad headline could turn an entire locker room against him overnight. Hayden just existed, loud and confident and without second-guessing himself every five seconds. Shane kind of envied that sometimes.
“Sure,” Shane said after a second, mostly because he really didn’t want to spend their entire visit spiralling through the same anxieties that had been chewing holes through his brain for weeks. “How long are you in Boston for anyway?”
“Why?” Hayden asked, already grinning. “Gonna take me on a date?”
Shane sighed, even as a laugh threatened to creep into his voice. “You know that’s why people think we’re secretly married, right?”
“If only they knew,” Hayden snorted. “Eh. I’m only here for four days. Got that game against the Centaurs on Saturday, so I’ve gotta get back for practice Thursday afternoon.” He dragged a hand down his face and let out an exaggerated groan. “Fuck, we need a win after that last game. The Guardians absolutely destroyed us. Did you see it?”
He groaned louder when Shane nodded with a wince. “Ugh. Five-two. It was fucking humiliating. I swear, Berkes and Olsson forgot how hockey works halfway through the second period.” He pointed accusingly at Shane. “And don’t laugh, asshole. You don’t even play for us anymore.”
“Exactly,” Shane said with a grin. “Getting the Voyageurs to the Cup isn’t my problem anymore.”
“Ugh,” Hayden muttered, though there wasn’t any real heat behind it. Then he narrowed his eyes. “Actually, no, fuck you a little bit for leaving me with that disaster of a power play.”
Shane snorted. “You’ll survive,” he said, laughing when Hayden groaned again. He hadn’t realised how much he’d missed this until Hayden showed up and immediately started bitching about hockey again. “Hey, has Pierce arrived yet?” He asked after a moment.
Hayden blinked at him before shaking his head. “Of course you fucking know who the Voyageurs traded you for,” he muttered. “Nah, he should be getting in this week, but I haven’t met him yet.”
Shane hesitated slightly before finally asking, “You okay with him taking the C?”
“No,” Hayden admitted. “But not because I wanted it, or think I should’ve gotten it or something.” He exhaled sharply, leaning further back into his chair. “It’s just—” He shook his head. “Fuck, man. It’s gonna be weird not playing with you as my captain.”
His eyes flicked back toward Shane, something frustrated and almost guilty twisting across his face. “Feels wrong even thinking about someone else wearing your C.”
Shane shrugged, even though the words lodged somewhere awkward beneath his ribs. “Maybe I’ll steal it off Ilya one day,” he said with a small smile. “You can see it back on me in black and gold.”
Hayden tipped his head back with a long sigh. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Maybe. But it’s still gonna piss me off seeing you in another jersey.”
Shane snorted. “You’ll survive.”
“Debatable.” Hayden huffed out a weak laugh before his expression faded again. “The locker room’s not gonna feel the same without you there.”
For a second, Shane didn’t answer. His gaze dropped toward the mound of sugar on the table, his thumb pushing at one side to straighten it.
“The locker room hasn’t really felt the same with me in it for a while now,” he admitted finally, then glanced over at Hayden with a faint, crooked smile. “Guess we were both pretending a little by the end.”
Hayden went quiet for a second after that, scrubbing a hand down his face with a long sigh. “Yeah,” he muttered at last, before visibly shoving the mood somewhere lighter. “But look, I’m only in Boston for a couple days, so Jackie told me I have to bring you back with me to see the kids before we leave.”
Shane snorted softly. “Have to?”
“Oh yeah,” Hayden nodded. “I’m pretty sure if I come home moping again she might actually kill me.”
“You sure that’s not because you used date night to drive to Boston?” Shane asked dryly.
“That was her idea! I didn’t even know until we were already in the car,” Hayden said defensively. “I thought we were going out for dinner, y’know? Like, candles and that sexy backless dress she wears sometimes. But then I’m suddenly crossing state lines with three kids arguing about fucking Bluey in the backseat.”
He sighed dramatically, but the grin pulling at his mouth returned when Shane laughed. “Funny though, isn’t it?” He added. “You move to Boston and suddenly everyone starts following you.”
“What, you moving to Boston too?” Shane asked.
“Fuck no,” Hayden said instantly. “Ugh. Jackie would probably love it, but there’s no way I’m becoming a Bear.”
The joke faded slightly as Hayden drummed his fingers against the table, frowning now. “But, uh—” He hesitated. “I mean, it won’t be this season obviously, but I don’t think I’m staying with Montréal after all this shit anyway.”
Shane’s brows lifted. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Hayden pulled a face. “Don’t know. The whole thing just feels weird now.”
“I thought you two didn’t want a trade while the kids are still so young?” Shane asked carefully, leaning back in his chair. “Didn’t Jackie say she wanted them settled somewhere for a while before you started bouncing around between contracts?”
“Yeah, we didn’t,” Hayden admitted. “But Jackie’s been trying to talk me into leaving for a while now, and after how everything’s gone down since you, ah—” He trailed off, glancing at Shane like he was searching desperately for the least terrible phrasing possible. “Since you came out, I guess?” He grimaced faintly. “Anyway, after all that, I don’t know. Feels kinda shitty pretending none of it changed anything.”
He looked down at the table for a second, picking absently at the edge of the tablecloth. “I mean, there’s no way we’re winning the Cup this year, but honestly? I’m not even sure I’d want to right now.”
“Sorry,” Shane said quietly.
Hayden immediately rolled his eyes. “What the fuck are you apologising for?” He asked, shaking his head. “You didn’t force the Voyageurs to act like assholes.” He snorted softly. “Honestly, if anything, this whole thing’s just exposed how weird some people are about shit that doesn't matter.”
Shane huffed out a laugh despite himself, his shoulders finally relaxing slightly.
“Anyway,” Hayden continued, “when are you taking me to whatever fancy house you bought down here?”
“Who says I have a house?” Shane asked.
Hayden stared at him for a second before barking out a laugh. “Shane, man, you own, like, an entire fucking building in Montréal. There’s absolutely no way you’re homeless.” Then his expression shifted suddenly. “Wait. When are you coming back to pack up your stuff anyway? We could make a whole day out of it—maybe get JJ over too, if you want.”
He grinned wider as the idea gained momentum in his head. “Seriously, it’d be great. We’ll grab beers, help you pack, and—”
“I already sold it,” Shane cut in before Hayden could get any more emotionally attached to the idea. “Uh. The house in Montréal, I mean.” He rubbed awkwardly at the back of his neck. “There’s not really any reason for me to keep it anymore. And I’ve still got the cottage if I want to visit my parents, so it just kinda feels—” He shrugged. “Pointless now, I guess.”
“You already sold it?” Hayden blinked at him.
Shane nodded. “I’ll probably sell the apartments too. Maybe actually use the money to do something here instead. But, uh, Mum’s been helping me organise one of those companies that packs everything up for you, so—”
“Wait,” Hayden interrupted, sounding genuinely startled now. “You’re finally selling the apartments?” He shook his head with a quiet laugh. “Man. I thought you’d keep those forever. After you fixed them up, I figured you’d rent them out or something, but you just left them empty for years.”
Shane bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to stop himself reacting. Because there was absolutely no way he could ever let Hayden find out those apartments had mostly existed as a discreet place to hook up with Ilya without the paparazzi catching them sneaking into each other’s hotels.
Or that, somehow, once Shane had finally let Ilya properly into his life, they’d almost immediately stopped using them because it became easier to just go home together like actual normal people. Which honestly felt way more embarrassing to admit.
“Uh.” Shane scratched at his jaw to hide the grin threatening to surface. “Yeah. Guess I just need a clean break from Montréal. Or what it represents.”
He shrugged one shoulder, his gaze drifting somewhere past Hayden for a second. “It kinda feels like every street there’s got some version of me I don’t really wanna run into anymore. Like I kept expecting to wake up there and still be—” He let out a quiet breath through his nose, unable to pin the feeling down into words.
Because it wasn’t just loneliness. It wasn’t even only the constant ache of watching everyone else build lives that seemed to fit together while his had always been left behind in Boston. Montréal had started to feel like a place where he was permanently stuck in survival mode, dragging himself from game to game, season to season, pretending exhaustion was the same thing as stability.
Somewhere along the line, he’d stopped looking forward to things.
“I know it’s still early,” Shane mumbled. “But I’ve felt better these last couple weeks than I have in years. And Boston, well—” He shrugged again, smaller this time. “I’m kinda stuck here for a while now, so maybe it’s good that it actually feels like somewhere I can, uh, settle down?”
“And you’re a fucking Bear now,” Hayden added dryly. “Which means of course everyone’s gonna fucking love you here.”
Heat climbed straight into Shane’s face before he could stop it. He ducked his head fast, rubbing at the back of his neck like that might somehow hide how hot his ears had suddenly gone.
His brain instantly flashed back to Ilya mouthing against his throat the night before, murmuring moy Medvedmy Bear over and over in that wrecked voice—until Shane could barely think straight anymore. Which was exactly why he immediately frowned. Because if Ilya had somehow managed to condition him into getting hard every single time somebody called him a Bear, then honestly, Shane was going to fucking kill him.
“Yeah,” Shane muttered. “MerdeShit. Guess I am.”
For a moment, Hayden just looked at him sadly. “So you’re not coming back?”
“I’ll come back for games,” Shane said. “But no. I don’t think I want to go back right now.”
“Fuck, man,” Hayden muttered, like he was still trying to untangle the answer in his head. He leaned back in his chair with a long exhale before narrowing his eyes suddenly at Shane. “Are we both gonna pretend you’re not completely spiralling about what a massive decision that is?”
Shane snorted and let his head fall back for a second. “Why d’you think I’m letting my mum handle it?”
“Uh, because Yuna’s terrifying and you’ve literally never learned how to say no to her?” Hayden shot back with a snort, and finally there was the faintest smile tugging at his mouth again.
Shane knew he was still worried, even if he was trying not to show it too much. They’d spent too many years watching each other implode in slightly different ways for either of them to miss the warning signs anymore.
“Y’know,” Hayden said more quietly, “at some point you’re gonna have to admit you’re still angry.”
Shane’s smile faded a little as he stared down at his hands. Because the annoying thing was that Hayden wasn’t wrong. Shane was angry. Angry at Montréal. Angry at management. Angry at the entire fucking organisation. Angry at himself for letting things get as bad as they had. Angry that he’d stayed miserable for so long because he thought enduring it was the same thing as loyalty.
Angry that it had taken leaving to realise just how exhausted he’d been the whole time. And maybe, most of all, he was angry that Boston had felt more like home after a few weeks than Montréal had in years.
“Yeah,” Shane admitted finally. “I know.”
Hayden studied him for another second before his expression seemed to give in. “I’m glad Boston’s working out for you, man,” he said. “Seriously.” Then his mouth twisted again. “I mean, don’t expect me to get along with any of the Bears. Uh, the other Bears,” he corrected quickly.
Shane barked out a laugh loud enough to earn a glance from a couple at the next table before they immediately went back to their own conversation.
“But maybe they’re exactly the right kind of assholes to remind you hockey’s supposed to actually be fun sometimes,” Hayden continued, shrugging one shoulder. “You know. That game we get paid a stupid amount of money to play professionally.” He snorted under his breath, shaking his head.
But then Hayden’s expression narrowed suddenly. “Hey. Wait—you did that thing again.” Hayden pointed at him accusingly. “You distracted me with emotional life decisions so I’d forget to interrogate you properly.”
“Maybe,” Shane admitted with a grin before finally relenting. “I’m staying with Ilya at the moment. It just doesn’t—”
“Staying with—are you actually shacking up with that Russian—”
“Hayden,” Shane hissed, glancing around the restaurant.
Thankfully, nobody seemed to be paying them any attention. The breakfast rush had started building around them, plates clattering somewhere near the kitchen while conversations overlapped into a steady wall of noise. A server squeezed past carrying a tray of coffees, and absolutely no one seemed to care about whatever was happening at their table. But Hayden lowered his voice anyway and leaned forward.
“Are you two actually living together?”
“Fuck off,” Shane groaned, dragging a hand down his face.
“Huh.” Hayden leaned back slowly, looking weirdly fascinated by this revelation. “I suppose ten years is long enough to stop doing it long distance, right?” But the second the words left his mouth, pure horror overtook his expression. “Oh my God,” he groaned, dropping his head straight into his hands. “Why the fuck did I say it like that?”
Which was, naturally, the exact moment the hostess arrived carrying their food.
She smiled brightly while setting the plates down in front of them. “Enjoy,” she said, very obviously trying not to laugh as she glanced at Hayden still groaning behind his hands. “Just call if you need anything else,” she added before escaping quickly back toward the front of the restaurant.
Hayden slowly lifted his head just enough to glare at Shane through his fingers. “I know you do this shit to me on purpose,” he muttered.
“Kind of,” Shane admitted, grinning as he reached for his drink.
“Ugh,” Hayden groaned again. “I can’t fucking wait for the Bears to figure out what kind of asshole they just let onto their team.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Solnyshko (солнышко) — RussianSunshine / Little Sun — English
A tender, affectionate diminutive often used toward a romantic partner in moments of vulnerability or fond teasing.
Ilyusha (Илюша) — RussianIlya — English
A Russian diminutive or affectionate nickname of Ilya. The meaning remains the same, but the shift from Ilya to Ilyusha signals closeness and warmth—used in personal, familiar, or intimate contexts rather than formal address.
Da (да) — RussianYes / And / But — English
A flexible affirmative that Ilya uses instinctively, especially in emotional or unguarded moments.


  






  










Afterword


    

        
          	Works inspired by this one


            	
              this golden thread to secret future by realisaonum
            

        

    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








img7.jpg





img8.jpg





img5.jpg





img6.jpg
Content not viewable
in your region





img3.jpg





img1.png





img4.png





img2.png





img9.jpg





img11.jpg





img10.jpg
- —
==
=

o ERkE






img13.png





img12.jpg





img15.jpg





img14.jpg





img17.png





img16.jpg





img19.jpg





img18.jpg





img20.png





