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The Benefits of Consequences

    by BethanyAPG

      Summary

      The video opens with an air of domesticity and almost innocence to it that foreshadowed nothing of what would follow. A quick sweeping shot of a bedroom, lights low, before the camera settles on a man standing in front of a mirror. The atmosphere is intimate and cozy. Ilya Rozanov is just finishing pulling the jersey over his head, abs and a trail of hair disappearing under a sea of blue.  He turns to look in the mirror. His black boxer briefs visible where the jersey ends. HOLLANDER spelled across the back with 24 in the center

--------------------------------------------------------

Well it's yet another Hollanov getting outted Pre-Tuna melt fic because this one is haunting my brain.
How will the boys handle it when a stupid video they decided to make gets posted at the start of the 2016 season? Before they've ever had a chance to establish what they want with each other. What will the consequences be in a era before Scott Hunter kissing on the ice and Ilya's still the captain in Boston.



      Notes

        
          See the end of the work for notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Home Movies
  


    Chapter Summary

    The video.



    Chapter Notes

      Thank you for reading! Full disclosure this is my first time writing anything at all in like four and a half years so I apologize when it's rough I'm getting back to it. Thank you all.

28.07.2026.

These earlier chapters have now all been beta read and edited a couple times so I hope they now reflect a better quality of writing.







  The video opens with an air of domesticity and almost innocence to it that foreshadowed nothing of what would follow. A quick sweeping shot of a bedroom, lights low, before the camera settles on a man standing in front of a mirror. The atmosphere is intimate and cozy. Ilya Rozanov is just finishing pulling the jersey over his head, abs and a trail of hair disappearing under a sea of blue.  He is facing a large mirror, his black boxer briefs visible where the jersey ends. HOLLANDER is spelled across the back with 24 in the center.
“I can’t believe I have to do this,” he snarls, turning toward the camera but his eyes land away from the lens on whoever is holding it.  His face is angry but there is no heat in it, more performative than anything else.
“Is that anyway to treat a two-time Stanley Cup Champion. I deserve a reward.” It's a damning piece of information for anyone who can’t recognize Shane’s voice or put two and two together from the jersey Ilya begrudgingly wears. “If I remember correctly when you won the cup and MVP you got something special from me in Vegas. Besides, you look great in Montreal colours.  The camera agrees.”
“You found the part where I said we film it much less enticing when you thought it would be you on camera,” Ilya taunts.
“I’ll delete it,”  Shane says quickly.  “And for the record I never thought it would be me.  I always knew I’d win.”
“Oh delete it?  But then what will keep you warm all summer when you’re all alone with Montreal’s 15th best player,” Ilya smirks.
“Fuck you, don’t talk about Hayden that way. He’s my best friend.”
“I didn’t mention Pike, you hear me mention Montreal’s 15th best player. You assume I mean him, is not my fault,” Ilya shrugs.
Shane's laugh, loud and genuine, comes from off camera.  “I shouldn’t keep the video though it’s dangerous.  Even if I want to see the evidence of you losing this bet.”
Rozanov doesn’t reply, just glares and looks at himself in the mirror again. “We will be doing another bet next season and I will win the next one.” He sniffs.
“You sound confident for someone who just lost.”
“I will not lose again.”  The delicious enticement of another bet hangs in the air between them for a beat.  The camera slips slightly off kilter but Rozanov’s face, eyebrow quirked in challenge, remains in the frame.
“We will play each other again in the fall.  Maybe we'll do another one then.  I don’t want to wait entire year before I get to see you in my jersey.”
“Fuck you, that’s not happening,” Shane objects.
Ilya stalks a few steps towards the camera, his gaze shifting easily from amused to predatory, a lion looking at his next meal. He’s close enough now he’s within touching distance of the person filming; though the camera doesn’t capture it, anyone would assume he is based on the way their breath hitches.
“Maybe something a bit less…tall stakes-”
“High stakes.”
“Is what I said," Ilya snaps. "Maybe, we say, whoever scores first goal between us.”
“Against each other or just in general?”
“Against each other obviously.  What is point of winning if it is not against you?  A goal against fucking Buffalo is meaningless.”
Shane hums off camera. “I would love to see you in blue again. Soon you’ll basically be a part of the team. You gonna call me captain?”  His voice dips into something seductive. Ilya looks affronted.
“I would fall upon my hockey stick before I join the fucking Metros. Now get on the bed.”
“Well, I feel the same about Boston,” Shane’s voice fires back over the camera. The view finally shifts as the filmographer moves to sit down and pulls themselves up a bed seemingly coming to rest at the headboard. Rozanov follows, crawling up the bed over the legs now visible in the frame.
“Please, you would have best time in Boston. We are fun. Not uptight and fucking boring like Montreal. Marlow and Connors would invite you to nights out and you and Saint Vicky can talk about…stats or whatever.” He finishes with a hand wave that happens out of sight of the camera.


“Fuck you, none of that is true,” Shane’s voice argues.
Ilya’s face leaves the frame and there’s the sound of kissing that isn’t visible on camera.  The shot hovers over their lower bodies pressed against each other, legs tangled together.  The kissing lasts roughly twenty seconds during which the camera slowly drifts lower as interest in keeping it framed slips away.  Their lower halves are still visible though, catching the way Ilya grinds down against Shane and the low moan that escapes Shane’s throat.
“Of course I’m lying. Why would Boston want second best hockey player? They all hate winning and Stanley Cups, they told me that today, said thank god Hollander is on the Metros, we all love watching him drag that team of idiots to the cup all by himself.”
“Second best! Shut up.” The camera operator doesn’t sound like he means it. “Don’t talk about my team that way, they're a good team even without me, and I’m sure they’d love to have you too.”
Ilya stares for a long beat at the person holding the camera, his eyebrows quirked with disbelief. “Don’t lie to me Kotehok. Your team would sooner execute me on center ice than sign me. Which is why I won’t be wearing this terrible jersey again.  Is awful colour too.”
Only half of Ilya's face is visible in the shot, as the camera remains forgotten. The frame captures the hand that comes up to cup Ilya’s cheek, thumb stroking gently along the sensitive skin there just under his eye.
“I like it…the blue brings out your eyes,” Shane says softly and with more affection than anyone who knows him has ever heard.
There’s another long beat as Ilya is staring off camera, the energy clearly having shifted and they’re just staring at each other. The sound of kissing returns as his face leaves the frame and his hand begins to climb up Shane’s legs.
“I think black and gold would bring out your eyes too,” Ilya tries to tease but it comes out more like a groan as their lower halves return to grinding against each other.
“Shut up,” Shane huffs.
“Mmmm yes, no more talking, I believe I must…satisfy my part of the bet,” Ilya grins and begins kissing down Shane’s body. The camera is steady on his actions now, not wanting to miss a thing as his kisses over chest, abs and down onto the waist band Shane's underwear just above his bulging erection.
He teases Shane, mouthing at the hard-on through his underwear, despite clear protests and demands for more, before pulling him free from the prison of his briefs, his entire cock clearly visible to the camera. Ilya takes a moment to stroke his hand up and down the length of him running his tongue over the head to the sounds of Shane moaning. He teases him that way for a moment before finally deciding they've both had enough and Ilya swallows him down completely in one smooth motion.
“Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck Roz,” Shane groans. The camera catches his free hand gripping Ilya's curls.
For a minute or more, the camera films Rozanov sucking Shane’s dick, capturing all the groans and slurping sounds with it, until the pleasure seems to take precedence over cinematography and it’s dropped onto the bed and forgotten. The last minute of the video is only audio with a still shot of the ceiling. But no one could confuse the clear sounds of Shane coming down Ilya's throat while saying his name over and over between bitten off moans.


Like it’s a prayer.

Like it’s a promise.

Like it’s a prison sentence and they’re both found guilty.






      

  












      Chapter 2: Shane Hollander's No Good Very Bad Day
  


    Chapter Summary

    It's the first game of the season against Boston, in Boston.



    Chapter Notes

      TW: Use of homophobic slurs
I don't know how to write them playing hockey so please forgive me.
If anyone noticed things they think I should tag my work with please feel free to comment, I haven't really done this in a very long time so I'm just adding things as I think of them or see them tagged on other works.

Thank you for reading!!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Whoever hacked Shane’s phone and stole the video knew exactly what they had.  They must have.  There was no way it was a coincidence when they decided to release it.
The first game between Montreal and Boston the following season is in Boston. Shane is vibrating, for a lot of reasons; not the least of which is the bet hanging over his head like a tantalizing promise, or like an arousing death sentence.  He’d packed an extra jersey, the same one he’d made Rozanov wear all those months ago.  Truthfully, he hadn’t worn it for a game again, hadn’t wanted to lose the scent of Rozanov off of it any faster than it would already go.  He could never admit that, not even to himself, but there had been nights he’d slept in it just to enjoy that waning scent of his rival's cologne.
As Shane does his final prep before going out for warm ups his phone starts pinging on the cubby behind him and he knows immediately who it is going to be.

Lily: Can’t wait to see you in my jersey tonight after I win.  I’m going to give you the jersey I’m wearing right now.

Jane: Absolutely not, you’re not winning anything and I won’t be wearing any sweaty disgusting jerseys.

Lily: We’ll see.
Shane lets that text hang there and slams his phone face down in the cubby.  Hayden glances up at him from where he sits still lacing his skates.
“Settle down, man, don’t let Boston Lily get you all excited before the game even starts.”
“There is no Lily,”  Shane states in his flat media voice.
“Sure man,” Hayden just shakes his head and lets the conversation drop.
They go out for warm ups and Shane scans the section he knows his parents are sitting in.  They’d insisted on coming to the game even though he told them not to, claiming they were planning a trip anyway. He’d have to come up with an excuse not to see them after the game.  He’d already told them earlier that he would probably be too worn out.
Too soon, Shane is at center ice waiting for Rozanov to join him.  He can’t bring himself to look him in the eye; it’ll break his concentration if he does.  They both bend, sticks on the ice, ready for the puck drop.
“Lovely to see you again, Hollander.  Are you excited to watch me score first goal?”  Rozanov drawls, while chewing his mouth guard.
Shane feels his face fighting to get hot despite himself.  His brain eagerly conjures images of what it would mean if he did.  “Not happening.”
Rozanov just smirks as if he can see the cracked resolve in Shane.  Like he knows the thoughts in his head.  The truth is, that as much as he loves the idea of winning the bet again, a deeper, darker part of his brain wants Rozanov to score first, so he can see that possessive gaze when Shane wears his jersey into bed.  Shane likely wouldn’t be wearing the Boston jersey just to suck his dick-he knows Rozanov would want to turn him over and see his name across Shane’s back as he fucks him.
Rozanov wins the face off cleanly, snapping the puck to Marlow and Shane is forced to give chase.  He flies down the ice after them but realizes quickly that they’ve been practicing for this moment.  A trick play clearly done with intention, the kind of thing that only works once, since teams won't fall for it again. But Rozanov only needs it to work once.
Before Shane can get close to Marlow he fires the puck away to where no one is, but a half a beat before the puck is lost down the ice. Rozanov is there,  capturing the puck back and making for Montreal’s goal.  He’s so much faster than everyone else, except Shane, who has already wasted his time chasing Marlow. No one from Montreal is even close to him.  It’s only been seven seconds and Ilya is skating left but shooting for the upper right corner.
Shane feels time slow as the puck sails past Drapeau into the net.  His body collapses, hands coming to rest on his knees, face aimed squarely at the ice. He can’t bear to see whatever expression is dancing in Rozanov’s eyes when he loops past.  It feels like the worst case scenario. Rozanov scores off the face off, in their first game of the season.  When his parents are somewhere in the stands watching.  It feels like the worst thing that could happen because Shane has no idea what’s coming.
The game is just starting the third period when the video is posted.  Montreal is trailing 3 - 1 and Shane hasn’t been helping.  Since Rozanov's goal less than ten seconds in, Shane has felt like he’s been skating through a fog.  His body vibrates with equal parts anticipation and dread and Rozanov is a nightmare to meet at every face off.
“Did you see my goal, Hollander?  Looked very nice, da? Any idea how I should celebrate it?” Rozanov is leering at him.
“Fuck you, Rozanov,”  Shane snaps, but he feels his face go hot.
He just hums, the unsaid joke hanging between them.  Shane grits his teeth so hard they feel like they’re going to crack under the pressure, but he manages to win the face off.  Boston’s defence is relentless, though, and Hayden gives up the puck sooner than he wanted to, sending it towards Shane in a desperate bid to keep control.  The moment the puck settles on his stick, Ilya crushes him against the boards and Shane feels the air leave his lungs. He sends the puck away towards J.J. before it’s lost and Rozanov tosses him one last smirk before skating off.
When the game ends in a 3-2 loss, Shane is filled with too many emotions and schooling his face is becoming increasingly difficult.  He refuses to look up towards the stands to find his mother and father looking disappointed.
When they’re in the handshake line, the Boston captain squeezes his hand hard and lets his fingers drag over Shane’s palm.  The sensation is infuriating and exhilarating.
Back in the visitor locker room, the Metros are quiet, moving slowly, digesting the loss. With the notable exception of Shane, who is stripping off his gear fast and with more anger than he knows what to do with.  He can hear his phone vibrating repeatedly in the cubby in front of him but he’s not ready to read the taunts.  They’ll still be waiting for him after a cold shower.
“Hey man, it’s just one game,”  Hayden’s voice is soft.  “We’ll get the next one.”
“Yeah, of course. Just one game, it's early in the season.” Shane nods mechanically like he’s talking to the press and not his closest friend.
He hurries to the shower, desperate to get out of the stifling atmosphere of the locker room. He wants to lie to himself but he’s desperate to see Rozanov.  His blood sings through his veins in anticipation even as he’s angry about what happened to get him there.
He alternates from hot to cold in the shower, to soothe his aching body and then to try to cool off his white hot libido.  Shane is surprised no one else has made it to the shower but he doesn’t have time to care about that right now.  He wraps his towel around his waist and returns to the locker room where it falls dead silent.  When he walks in, all eyes turn to him. Shane's stomach lurches.
“What the hell is going on?  Why is everyone being so weird?”
The faces of his teammates display a mix of shock and disgust, except for Hayden who just looks hurt.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Hayden asks, breaking the silence.
“Tell you what?”  Shane shifts from foot to foot. He can feel his stomach dropping away, they know something. They all know something and they’re disgusted with me.
As if waiting for his cue, Comeau hits a button on his phone and audio fills the room from where he stands in the middle of a circle of Shane’s teammates, many of them craning their necks to see the phone screen.
“Is that anyway to treat a two time Stanley Cup Champion? I deserve a reward.  If I remember correctly, when you won the cup and MVP you got something special from me in Vegas. Besides, you look great in Montreal colours.  The camera agrees.”
Shane feels like he might be sick or maybe faint.  All the blood seems to leave his head and drain from his body through his feet.
“Wha…what where did you?  How did you…” he can't get a sentence out.  The video continues.
“Oh, delete it?  But then what will keep you warm all summer when you’re all alone with Montreal’s 15th best player?”
Shane is suddenly painfully aware of his state of undress.  He wants to get more clothes on, but he can’t bear to remove his towel now.  Knowing they’re all watching the video where he’s hard and getting his dick sucked by someone they all hate. Someone they thought he hated, too.  He wants to flee but he can’t stand the idea of them watching this video without him either.  His face feels hot and his eyes are starting to burn.  Oh god, don't fucking cry here, he tells himself.
“Shane.  Tell me it’s not real,”  Hayden pleads, as if he could actually believe that now.  As if Shane’s reaction is not already confirmation of the truth, of his guilt.
“I…I…I…”  Shane’s brain is on fire.  His parents are here.  They came to watch him lose, humiliating enough without the release of a sex tape.  Have they seen the video?  Did they watch the whole thing?  Did they listen to the sounds of Shane's moans, Shane chanting Ilya’s name as he came?
“You gonna call me captain?” Shane cringes.
“Did you fucking let him win tonight?”  Drapeau demands, tone stony.
“No, of course not. We’d never do that," Shane says. It's the first full sentence he’s able to string together and he realizes too late what an admission it is.  He can see it on Hayden’s face, though.
“Oh my god.  Oh my god.”  Shane feels like he can’t breathe but his body moves on autopilot. He needs his phone.  “When was that posted?”
“Like 40 minutes ago, during the third period.”  J.J. informs him.  Shane can’t look at him.  Can’t bear to see another disappointed or disgusted face.  There’s already been too many of those, and there will only be more.  There will be so many more.
“And it's…I mean it’s…” Shane isn’t even sure what he is trying to ask, his breath is still coming hard and fast, and his hands are shaking as he tries to use his phone. He can’t seem to get his body under control.
“It’s everywhere man,” Hayden confirms apologetically, understanding what Shane’s brain is trying to articulate even if he can’t.
His phone is buzzing over and over, messages, phone calls, social media alerts. Farah. His mom. Farah again. A news article with his name in it. A text message. Another call from his mom. He ignores all of them and scrolls looking for Lily.

Lily:  You’re going to look so good in Boston colours.  Come over immediately, don't go back to hotel.
There is nothing else.  If Ilya has seen the video, he hasn’t messaged Shane.

Jane:  Are you okay?

Jane: I didn’t post it.

Jane: Please message me back.
“Boston Lily.  Jesus, I’m so fucking stupid. No wonder you refused to introduce me.” Hayden’s voice is too close behind him, it makes Shane jump. Hayden had been watching over his shoulder.
“I can explain,”  Shane whispers, but the words feel weak even to him.  The magnitude of the lie feels beyond any explanation he could try to make.
“Fucking can you?  Because from where I’m sitting, all I see is a fag who lets his boyfriend win against us,” Comeau sneers.
The slur hits him harder than any check he's ever received, he barely stops himself from flinching when it lands.  He’s heard it so many times before in the locker room but never directed at him so pointedly, so knowingly.
“Go fuck yourself, Comeau. Shane would never let Rozanov win,”  Hayden shouts.
Shane’s chest feels lighter knowing even in this awful moment that Hayden would still defend him.  Hayden knows him better than to think he would throw a game. At least someone doesn’t think so little of him. He remembers his parents then. Would his mother ask him these same questions?  Accuse him of cheating for Ilya?


“Of course, we wouldn’t,”  Shane assures them, wincing at the second admission, the damning 'we' of it all. But what does it matter anyway?  Everyone has seen.  How could they possibly deny it now?  Rozanov’s face, Shane’s voice, the conversation, the jersey.  They couldn’t deny it, even if they want to. Did they want to? What did they want? Shane has no idea.
Their relationship was so defined by frantic stolen hook ups, avoiding any sort of conversation or suggestion of more, because it could only end with hurt. They couldn’t have more.  The league, their titles as Captains, the rivalry-it was impossible. But now everyone knows.  Shane had allowed himself only the tiniest of moments of intimacy with someone he knew he liked more than he should, desperate to hide himself away, and it had been wasted effort, they were found out anyway.
“I don’t want to share a locker room with a cocksucker who’s probably checking us out in the shower,”  Drapeau spits at him.
Shane just shakes his head, unable to bring himself to form words.  His brain is shouting so many thoughts down at him at once that it’s impossible to focus on any in particular.
Shane’s phone begins to buzz in his hand. He looks down hoping to see Lily, only to see his mom is calling again.  He already has several missed calls from her he’s ignored, but he rejects the call anyway.  Shane can’t stomach that conversation now.  It’s too much.
He needs to see Ilya first.  He can’t answer any more questions until they’ve talked.  He’s already done enough damage speaking to the Metros alone, already admitted more than he needed to. If only he were better at lying.
The call slips to voicemail, and only a moment later Farah is calling again, too.  Another impossible conversation he can’t put off forever.  He doesn’t even know what he should say to them. He lets the call ring out to voicemail.
“I need…I need to...”  Shane grabs his clothes from his cubby, phone still clutched in his hand and heads out of the locker room.  He quickly finds a bathroom stall to change in and almost runs headlong into Hayden and J.J. when he tries to leave.
“Where are you going?”  Hayden demands.
“I can’t do this Hayden," Shane replies, his voice dangerously close to breaking. "I can’t do anything, I can’t answer any more fucking questions till I’ve talked to Ilya.  I’ve already said too much because I’m the one that’s bad at lying. The nicknames were his idea for fuck's sake! We never…we didn’t have a plan for this. People aren’t supposed to know about us!”
Shane can see J.J. and Hayden’s faces shifting as he starts to spiral, each trying to take in the revelation that Shane is actually involved with Rozanov. Shane needs to stop talking, stop confessing things. He can’t make himself stop, though.  “Ilya’s fucking Russian! Jesus, Russia. Oh my god, he’ll never be able to go home again.  I’m worried about what fucking Comeau and Drapeau and the team think when Ilya can’t ever go home again.  What the fuck is happening? It’s not happening, this is a nightmare, am I gonna wake up soon?”
Shane’s voice finally cracks on the last sentence and he has to stop and take several shuddering breaths.  His hand is braced on the wall to help support him.  J.J. and Hayden look unsure whether they should touch him.  “I need to get to Boston’s locker room.  Right now.  I need to talk to him.”
“Okay. Okay man. Let’s go do that,” Hayden’s voice is reassuring but his huge eyes reveal more panic than he's letting on.


He's a better friend than you deserve, Shane thinks.
“You don’t have to come with me,” Shane asserts. His back is already turned to them, feet carrying him towards the other end of the arena. 
“We will not let you go to the Raiders locker room alone, Capitaine,” J.J. says.
Shane looks at his two closest friends, the expanse of the years of lying sitting like a crevasse between them, but still they’re willing to come with him. They haven't even showered yet, standing there covered in sweat and smelling awful, still willing to follow Shane into enemy territory. Shane nods his appreciation and has to look away, his eyes starting to burn again but for a different reason this time. They're both better friends than he deserves.
Shane lets himself pick up speed, then, until they're all moving at a run towards the other locker rooms. Shane ignores his mother's persistent calls and the stares of anyone they run by.  Seeing Rozanov is the only thing that matters and everyone else will have to wait.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I'm planning to publish fairly consistently at least for the next week or so. I already have about 10 chapters written so I won't be delaying by much.
Thank you all again for reading, this is my most excited I've been about a new writing project in a long time and I'm glad to be able to share it with other people that are excited too.


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: You Can Never Go Home Again.
  


    Chapter Summary

    The Raider's locker room sees the news after the game.



    Chapter Notes

      Thanks for reading!!

Please assume anything written inside the {{}} brackets is meant to be in Cyrillic but some everyone's ease I decided to just leave them in English. Additional notes at the end.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Ilya was flying.  Scoring the first goal had sent his blood roaring through his veins and he’d been high on it for the rest of the game. Playing like a monster and beating Montreal only made it better.  Hollander had looked pissed and red faced in the handshake line, but Ilya knew the second he pushed him against the wall and kissed him he’d melt like he always did.
The Raiders' locker room feels like a party, like they’d taken the cup instead of a game.  “Let’s fucking GO, BOYS!”  Ilya shouts as he walks in last.  Everyone whoops and shouts back.
Ilya drops his helmet on the bench and picks up his phone.  He has text messages from his brother but he ignores him and finds Jane instead.
Lily:  You’re going to look so good in Boston colours.  Come over immediately, don't go back to hotel.
As he presses send on the message, a new text comes through from his agent.
We are finished. Find a new agent.
Ilya reads over the text twice trying to process it. A thick feeling is clogging up his throat. He opens the texts he’s been ignoring from Alexei.
Alexei: {{You stupid prick. Couldn’t keep to just putting your dick in women.}}

Alexei: {{You always were a selfish piece of shit. Doing this when Father needs you.}}

Alexei: {{Never come back to Russia. Do not try to contact us.}}
Ilya can’t stop staring at the screen trying to make sense of the words. The text message disappears when a phone call comes through from Svetlana but Ilya lets it ring out. He can’t seem to make his fingers work to press any button.  A moment later, a text from her comes through, but he closes his eyes; he can’t bring himself to read any more message of disappointment from the people he cares about.
Someone is breathing loud and fast close to Ilya, and he realizes that it’s his own breath he can hear. His hands are shaking so badly he can barely keep his phone steady as he tries to type his own name into Google.  Something has happened, something is out there. What did people know?
“Roz, you okay?” Marlow asks. “Christ, man, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Ilya opens and closes his mouth several times, trying to find words, an excuse, a joke, or to just tell him to fuck off, but the clog in this throat has become so thick he can barely breath around it. His hands are shaking so badly there is no way Marley would buy whatever he says.
“Holy shit!”  A rookie across the room shouts and Ilya can feel the moment coming towards him. He knows what is going to happen next before it is happening.  Time feels like its slowing down to let him truly savour the moment his life caught fire. Every second slams relentlessly into the next, taking Ilya with it, inexorably into a future where his life would be irrevocably changed.  “Roz, you’re fucking Shane Hollander!”
The declaration silences the party in the room. Ilya closes his eyes again, like if he just doesn’t look at things they can’t find him. He's a child playing hide and seek but the thing seeking him is a shapeless monster that will take everything from him once he's found, and from Hollander too, probably. He is grateful that he’d been staring into his cubby and has his back to most of the team. He’d known when he saw the texts that something must have been discovered but he’d hoped it wasn’t that. He’d hoped it wasn’t him and Hollander together.
Ilya white knuckles his phone so hard he is afraid it might shatter from the force. Had they been seen together? What did people know? The only course of action for now was obvious. Deny. Deny. Deny.
“Why would you say that?” Ilya asks. He is aiming to sound casual, flippant like it is a silly rumour, but instead his voice sounds strangled and desperate.  Marlow hasn’t taken his eyes off him. Ilya wouldn’t be able to hide the truth from him now even if he could spin a lie to his team.
“Because I’m watching a fucking video of you two hooking up,” the rookie announces without flourish.
Marlow reacts with a lightning quick tenacity he’d usually save for the ice, closing the gap in two strides and snatching the phone from the rookie’s hands. “The fuck you are, you little perv! We don’t watch sex tapes of our Captain. Especially ones he clearly didn’t want released.”
Ilya can’t help but snort at the implication that he might choose to release one, and that one would be okay to watch.
“Of course I wasn’t trying to…I mean… it’s all over the internet. I’m not the only one watching,” the rookie defends helplessly, eyes flitting between Marlow and Ilya like he isn't sure who to be more afraid of, but Ilya can't be bothered with him. He has more important things to do.
Ilya finally gathers the strength to Google his own name.  He wants to crumble into himself when he sees what the video is, but somehow manages to stay standing. The video is everywhere, being posted and reposted in full on Twitter as quickly as it’s taken down for being against community guidelines and sitting without removal on Reddit. Likely the original post, under a clearly throw away name. Whoever had posted it didn’t even go to a news outlet for money. They did it just to ruin their fucking lives.
There’s already gifs being made of it, including particularly salacious ones of Ilya taking Shane to the root. God, they’d been so stupid; why did Ilya say they should film it? He asks himself the question mostly rhetorically; He knows why. He thought he'd win, and he’d wanted that video of Hollander.  Instead it is of him, even if Shane’s voice is in it, and now that video is everywhere.
Ilya can’t stop himself from looking, like a person watching a car accident in slow motion, but somehow he’s also the person driving the car. He’s struck by the realization that he has never actually watched the video. They’d filmed it on Shane’s phone and he’d never asked to see it. He needs to know what it looks like, what the world is seeing. He presses play and doesn’t turn down his phone volume when it starts.  Fuck it, he thinks. The team will probably at minimum see parts of it anyway. It will be impossible to avoid completely given how much it’s being clipped.
Despite his previous arguments about watching it, Marlow approaches slowly, waiting for Ilya to stop him, but wanting to see the video for himself if he’s allowed.
“I can’t believe I have to do this.” Ilya watches himself putting on the blue jersey.  Marlow startles next to him at the sight of it.
“Is that anyway to treat a two time Stanley Cup Champion? I deserve a reward,” Shane’s voice rings out across the locker room. A few of the Raiders choke on their gasps, clearly not fully believing till this moment the truth of it.“If I remember correctly, when you won the cup and MVP, you got something special from me in Vegas. Besides, you look great in Montreal colours.  The camera agrees.”
“You wore his jersey,” Marlow says low and incredulously, just to Ilya, as if the room isn’t deathly silent, the whole team catching every word.
Ilya rubs his forehead and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Da, yes. He won bet. But I won tonight so now he has to wear miiine.” The last word comes out almost like he's singing it and Ilya finds a laugh escaping him; it sounds manic even to his own ears.
“Holy shit,” Someone whispers at the admission Ilya should not have just made.
“Can we see photos of that after, or is it too soon?” Connors mutters loudly.
“Obviously it's too fucking soon man! What are you doing?” Saint Vicky reaches across the bench to smack the back of Connors's head.
“I’m sorry!" Connors cries leaning out of reach. "But, like, not something you see everyday.”
“Is not for anyone else to see at all,” Ilya growls. “Would be for me!”
Some of the guys look startled. Fuck, he shouldn’t have said that either. He sounds so possessive and desperate. Shane is going to kill him.
“Please, you would have best time in Boston. We are fun. Not uptight and fucking boring like Montreal. Marlow and Connors would invite you to nights out and you and Saint Vicky can talk about…stats or whatever.”
Enough of the guys around the room laugh at that, including Vicky and Connors, that it diffuses some of the tension. Ilya smiles slightly at the memory, at his strong, genuine belief that the Raiders would be kind to Shane. Now he just feels sick.
"Fuck, what were we thinking?" He whispers to himself. Ilya feels two firm hands on his shoulders and raises his eyes to Marlow.
“Listen to me. You’re safe here. No one cares that you’re dating a Metro.”
“Calling Shane Hollander ‘a Metro’ is diabolical,” Connors laughs.
“Whatever! No one cares you’re dating Shane fucking Hollander.  It’s not a big deal. I mean, obviously it's a huge fucking deal, but it doesn’t change anything.  You’re still our Captain.”  Marlow is looking at Ilya but his words are for the whole room, meant both to comfort and to threaten.  “Although I think some of us, myself included, are wondering how that came to be. Maybe not tonight, but at some point you’re going to have to tell us that story.”
Ilya glances around the room. Mostly his team is shocked; a few of the older guys look closer to angry or disgusted but they won’t say anything to that effect. Not with Marlow here, when he's just made his own loyalties clear and he stands a good half a head taller than almost everyone else.
"I probably will need to have some vodka first before we get into that story," Ilya admits, managing a little laugh.
"If we give you enough vodka will you tell us about the special thing he did for you in Vegas?" Connors prods.
"My brother in Christ, stop speaking," St-Simon snaps. "But also like...how much do you think we'd need to give him because I'd also like to know." He says the next part out of the side of his mouth.
"Would need to be enough to kill me."
“I’m confused though. You’re dating Shane Hollander? Don’t take this the wrong way Roz but don’t you sleep with like…a lot of women?”
“I am bisexual and we are not…dating,” Ilya waves dismissively. “Is just casual. We cannot be more.  Is too complicated, too big of secret-”
Someone snorts, “Maybe not so secret now.”
“I don’t usually fondly stroke the faces of women I casually fuck and talk to them about their eyes,” Hammersmith notes from beside him. Ilya realizes he’d wandered closer to see some of the video for himself.
“Or tell them how much I’d like them to live in the same place as me and play on my team,” Saint Vicky points out.
“Was just joke. We didn’t…mean it…that way.”  Ilya’s voice loses strength as he speaks. Or did he mean it that way? What had the unspoken things they’d been dancing around really mean? You’d have the best time in Boston. I know you would. Come to my city. Sign with my team. Play on my line. Sleep in my bed. Make it our bed. Make it our team. Make it our life.
“Okay, just casual, that's fine," Marley assures him. "I’ll admit it doesn't look super casual in this video the way you’re looking at him at points, but maybe you guys can discuss that now that you’re both…uh…out.”
“Unless the Metros have beaten him to death by now,” St-Simon mutters.
Ilya’s eyes snap to him, his expression somewhere between rage and panic.
“I mean, I’m sure they haven’t!”  He back peddles waving his hands in front of him.
Ilya can feel himself losing control of his breathing again. The video still playing on his phone has slipped completely into pornographic; the sounds now filling the locker room are mainly moans and Shane chanting Ilya’s name over and over.
“Jesus Christ,” someone utters.
Marlow turns it off for him because Ilya can't seem to do so, too busy picturing the Metros taking turns stomping Shane into the locker room floor with their skates still on. He forces himself to check his messages. “I need to get to Metros' locker room right now.  Shane hasn’t answered any of my texts.”
“I’ll go with you.”  Marlow gives his shoulders a firm squeeze.  “But maybe at least take your skates off.”
“I’m coming too! I'd also like to see what happens,” Connors interjects.
Marlow throws him a scathing look but doesn’t say anything.  Ilya isn’t paying attention anymore, too busy trying to strip out of his gear as fast as he can.  He’s down to base layers and he pulls his joggers over his compression pants. He doesn’t bother to tie the laces of his sneakers before he heads for the door.  His phone is still chiming away behind him but he leaves it. It doesn’t contain anything he’s interested in right now.
Marlow and Connors are at his heels, potentially following their captain into a brawl even though he’s been lying to them the whole time he’s known them.  It’s a level of friendship and trust he doesn’t know if he deserves, but he won’t tell them that now, when he might need them to throw a punch in defense of his…they’d have to figure that out later.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    -- Is this characterization of the Raiders accurate? I honestly have no idea. I’ve made Connors a bit of a doofus because I think it suits him, everyone else I’m kind making up as I go. If you’ve got any opinions please LMK in the comments.

--- I've gotta be honest when I went with "bet" as a term they were using I hadn't fully decided to explore the "sports gambling" aspect of that and now after a good two hours of research and waffling I think I'd rather ignore that as a issue.
Is that lazy writing, in that I wrote myself into a corner I don't feel like writing myself out of? Maybe but as I said off the top I haven't written in 4 years so give me some grace. If everyone hates it too much I might circle back and edit some of the dialogue in chapter one to make it more grey because trying to change it at this point will delay things a bit and I just don't feel like any of us want to read a protracted court room drama written by someone who doesn't know anything about it.
I was sort of more focused on the "out these boys and torture them" aspect of it than the sports betting drama that was my bad.

--- I hope you can all forgive me. As always thank you again, comments are appreciated I know I'm bad at replying to them but I love reading them.


  


      

  












      Chapter 4: Yuna Does Not Have A Spreadsheet For This
  


    Chapter Summary

    Yuna and David watch the video of their son and Ilya Rozanov. And try to deal with it.



    Chapter Notes

      We've arrived at the parents chapter guys!
I hope you all like it. I've done my best to balance good mom Yuna with Momager Yuna. and my personal love of David knows no bounds.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Yuna swore she could feel the shift in the air when it started.  The noise around them in the stands changed slightly as the final period came to a tragic end.  People leaning in close together, showing each other something on their phones.
“Shane fucking Hollander, can you believe it? Who knew he was the type,” She hears someone close to her say.
“David, what’s going on?” Yuna asks her husband as if he’d have the answers.
“I’m not sure,” David mutters.
“I thought more of our Captain than this! This is fucking disgusting,” a man snaps to his group of friends, all donning Raiders jerseys.  Is he talking about Rozanov?
Yuna sits back in her seat and pulls out her phone.  Something is happening and she can’t take another moment of not knowing what it is. She should wait until they’re somewhere less public but she can’t.  David sits down beside her looking at her phone too. She types Shane’s name into Google and nearly drops her phone to the ground at the first headline from TMZ.
RIVAL CAPTAINS OUTED IN LEAKED SEX TAPE!!!
“Wha…what?”  Yuna can’t process the headline.
“It’s obviously fake, Yuna. When has Shane ever been the type to do something like that?” David assures her. “Just a look-alike probably.”
“Of course, I’m sure you’re right.” Yuna agrees, nodding, but there’s a feeling in her chest she can’t explain.


She doesn’t click the link. She scrolls further down instead, past similar headlines, each one more overwhelming, each one adding to the compounding dread that this is real. She scrolls until she finds what must be the original Reddit post made on some burner account.  6.2 Million hits.
HOLLANDER AND ROZANOV GAY SEX TAPE!  The title reads in huge letters and underneath it is a video that is three minutes long.  A three minute video, probably of her son, that 6.2 million people have already watched, and the post is barely forty minutes old.
“Yuna, maybe we should wait until-”  David warns, but she doesn’t listen. She cuts off his words by clicking the video and turning up the sound on her phone.
The camera pans across a bedroom as whoever holds it gets their bearings.
“That’s Shane’s bedroom,” She whispers, voice tinged with terror, as the camera settles on a figure. The feeling of dread in her chest cements itself. Oh no.
She watches Rozanov, her son's hated career rival, pull a blue jersey over his head.  Yuna and David both startle at the sight of their son's jersey on the Raider’s captain. Neither of them speaks as they watch the start of the video play out.
“If I remember correctly, when you won the cup and MVP, you got something special from me in Vegas. Besides, you look great in Montreal colours.  The camera agrees.”
Yuna gasps. It’s clearly Shane’s voice behind the camera. Part of her had been clinging to a small thread of hope that somehow someone else had filmed this video in his bedroom.
She struggles to process his words. Rozanov won the cup years ago, all the way back in 2014; she’d been so angry he’d gotten it before Shane. The Shane who's coming out of her phone speakers doesn't seem angry about it at all; rather he seems to be fondly remembering it as time they’d spent together. Had they really been together all this time? Had their son been hiding this from them for years?
“Oh, delete it?  But then what will keep you warm all summer when you’re all alone with Montreal’s 15th best player.”

“Fuck you, don’t talk about Hayden that way. He’s my best friend.”

“I didn’t mention Pike, you hear me mention Montreal’s 15th best player. You assume I mean him, is not my fault.”
Shane’s laugh is loud, and filled with real joy, a laugh Yuna doesn’t hear very often.  The sound of it makes her eyes start to swim.  “I shouldn’t keep the video, though. It’s dangerous.  Even if I want to see the evidence of you losing this bet.”
“He seems really happy.”  David remarks, putting to words why Yuna feels like she's been hit by a truck. He does seem really happy; it's Rozanov making their son happy, and Shane hid that happiness away from them.  He didn’t think he could trust them with it. Maybe he was right to think that. What would she have said if he had told them?
“He does,” Yuna croaks. They let the video keep playing.  She knows it’s a huge invasion of Shane’s privacy. He didn’t want this shared, he had said he would delete it to avoid this very thing, but she can’t make herself stop watching.  She feels like she’s seeing a side of Shane she didn’t even know existed. Has she ever known her son at all?
“Against each other or just in general?”

“Against each other, obviously.  What is point of winning if it is not against you?  A goal against fucking Buffalo is meaningless.”

“I would love to see you in blue again. Soon you’ll basically be a part of the team. You gonna call me captain?”
Yuna does her best to ignore the flirty lilt of Shane’s voice. Rozanov’s words make her feel something though. The way he acknowledges how much more it means to win against Shane, because Shane is the best and Rozanov knows it too.
“That game they’re talking about was tonight,”  David points out, voice full of a terrible recognition.
“God, it was,” Yuna exhales. “Rozanov scored right out of the face off, that stupid trick play that was pointless because you could only really get away with something like that…once.”
He’d only wanted it to work once, only cared about scoring so he could win his bet against Shane.  To get Shane into his jersey.  Yuna forces that thought from her mind because it’s going to make her sick.
They watch the camera shift as Shane appears to be pulling himself up a bed, his legs enter the shot and it becomes clear he’s only in his underwear.  Rozanov follows him onto the bed crawling over her son's body.
“Yuna…”  David warns when it becomes clear the tone of the video is shifting into something they definitely shouldn't watch.  It’s apparent that they’re kissing even if it can’t be seen in the video.  Ilya Rozanov, the Russian terror, is kissing her baby boy.  Grinding his body against Shane’s in a way that clearly suggests the types of things they do when there is less clothing separating them.  She feels sick knowing millions of other people have watched this too, and will continue to watch it, save it, share it. Yuna moves to turn it off when Rozanov pulls back and they’re talking again.
“Of course I’m lying. Why would Boston want second best hockey player? They all hate winning and Stanley Cups, they told me that today, said thank god Hollander is on the Metros we all love watching him drag that team of idiots to the cup all by himself.”
“Second best!”  Yuna exclaims at the same time as Shane in the video.
David chuckles a little despite himself.
They are back to watching. Yuna can’t bring herself to turn it off as long as they’re still speaking, sharing things they never meant anyone else to know; Yuna is starving for each morsel of truth about her son. This veritable stranger, a version of Shane who laughs at jokes made at Hayden’s expense, and flirts with his biggest career rival. This Shane in the video was hidden away, only for Rozanov to know, it would seem. Except, now, everyone knows. Yuna’s heart is breaking for her sweet, quiet boy who is clearly so happy, but didn't feel safe to tell anyone.
Then she watches her son's hand cup Rozanov’s face, stroking his cheek, a gesture of deep affection that doesn’t come from two people who are just sleeping together.
“I like it…the blue brings out your eyes.”  His voice is so full of warmth, of something approaching love.  Yuna can’t let herself think about that either. It’s too much. It’s all been too much from the first moment. They’re kissing again and Rozanov begins to kiss down Shane’s body.
“Yuna, turn it off.” David’s voice is firm and she listens this time, closing out everything.
They sit in silence for a moment, both just trying to take in the video they’d watched together while grappling with the fact that they should not have watched it at all. That they’d have to look Shane in the eyes later and admit they’d seen it.
“Why did he keep this from us?” Yuna finally asks. “Did he think he couldn’t trust us?  Did he think we’d…that we wouldn’t…”
“I mean, hockey is not exactly an accepting sport. Are there any out hockey players?" David asks, Yuna shakes her head. "And it wouldn’t just be Shane’s secret to share. Rozanov has just as much to lose. The reason doesn’t matter right now though.”
Yuna tries to call Shane but it rings out. She immediately tries again only to get the same outcome.
“He isn’t answering his phone. Oh my god, David. What if he’s freaking out? You know he isn’t great with this type of thing. We need to get to the locker room.”
“He might not even know yet. He’ll be getting changed, showering, probably not checking his phone.” David assures her.
“Right, yes, you’re probably right," Yuna agrees reluctantly. She is suddenly aware of prying eyes around them. "We should get moving, we can’t stay here.”
They make their way through the thick crowd of people still swarming the stadium. Everyone seems to be talking about the video. Yuna is trying her best to block it out, but can't help catching snippets.
“Can’t believe guys like this are taking over hockey.”

“They should both be cut from their teams, we obviously can’t trust them. Rozanov probably helped his boyfriend get that cup. No way they’d go back to back otherwise.”
“God, isn't it so romantic? Two team captains forced apart by a false rivalry their teams pushed on them. It’s like Romeo and Juliet!" “Romeo and Romeo more like.”
“What the hell were they thinking making that video, David? It’s going to ruin them,” Yuna gasps against her rising panic. She's usually very good at staying calm but she wasn’t prepared for something like this; she didn’t think she had to be. Shane is so quiet and reserved. He never even dated anyone. He wasn’t the type of hockey player that left her worrying about a plan for the leak of sex tape or illicit photos. The lack of dates made more sense now, though.
“I’m assuming they were thinking they wanted to do something that normal people do everyday.” David’s voice is sad, sounding heartbroken for his isolated, closeted son who wanted one thing for himself and had it taken and shared with the world without his permission. Yuna understands his feelings, but she isn't ready to let go of her own frustration.
“But they aren’t normal people, David. Neither of them are!" Yuna is scolding the air around them as they walk. "Shane has responsibilities. People who look up to him and-”
“Yuna,” David’s voice is firm again when he rounds to look at her. He’s not angry exactly; David has never been the type to get angry, but he’s clearly got a point to make and he plans to make it. “Shane is well aware of all the responsibilities that sit on his shoulders. He’s been carrying them since he was a boy. Why else would he have kept so much of himself hidden away? He doesn’t need you mentioning that to him now. Let’s just focus on talking to our son, and hopefully finding out more about this secret…relationship. I would like to know our son, not encourage all the things that made him push us away in the first place.”
Yuna nods, feeling chastened, and looks away. “Of course I know that, I didn’t mean…I’m just scared.”
“I’m willing to bet Shane is scared too, so let’s focus on that for now and everything else can come later,” David responds soothingly.
Before she can reply, Yuna feels her phone chiming in her hand and looks down, hoping for Shane. Instead, it's Farah. She wipes to answer.
“Farah. Oh my god,” Yuna breaths.
“So you’re aware of it then,” Farah deadpans. The question might be rhetorical but Yuna answers it anyway.
“Yes, we saw…some of it,” Yuna grimaces.
“Yes, well. Needless to say, we are going to need to make a plan. Shane’s not exactly the type of client where I had a statement prepared for this sort of thing. I can’t get ahold of him, though.”
“Neither can we," Yuna echoes, tying to tamp down the panicked feeling clawing up her throat. "The game just ended, though. He’s probably in the locker room, still getting changed.”
“I’ll keep trying," Farah says. "You should, too. Tell him not to talk to anyone until he’s talked to us. Depending on what they want to do, we should talk to Rozanov and his agent too.”
Yuna nods against the phone before remembering Farah can’t see her.  “Right, of course, we’ll see what they both want.” It’s a crazy thought, the idea that they’ll need to sit down with Rozanov and his agent because he’s their son’s…boyfriend? Secret affair? Love of his life? Yuna shakes her head clear of the last thought because surely that can’t be right.
“Do you…know what happens in the video?” Farah asks as delicately as possible.
“We stopped watching when the kissing started,” Yuna explains.
“Ah, well...” Farah’s voice goes quiet on the other end of the phone.
“Tell me the broad strokes of it, just no details.” Yuna grimaces, she'd rather hear it from Farah instead of reading it in the news tomorrow.
“The video does capture Shane's entire-you know what I’m trying to say. And Rozanov is, uhm, going down on him. By some miracle, Shane drops the camera before it ends, so you don’t see-the back third of the video is only audio, but you can still hear pretty clearly them, uhm….”
“Yeah, I get it,” Yuna cringes. “So everyone’s seen Shane’s….”
“Everyone who watches the video, yes. Or anyone who opens Twitter currently. I’d recommend avoiding it at least until I can get the right people to get some of these gifs taken down. I’m working on it now, but I wish it wasn’t nearly ten at night.”
“Oh my god,” Yuna wants to vomit. Her baby boy is being violated by the internet for the entertainment of the masses. She knew it was likely the video would go on to have nudity but she’d hoped it would somehow never make it on camera. That they’d all be spared that.
“Why don’t we focus on trying to get Shane on the phone?” Farah advises. Yuna takes a deep breathe.
“Yes, you’re right. We will talk soon.”
Yuna hangs up the phone and takes a minute to calm down before she can start trying to contact Shane again.
“Can’t believe this win is tainted by the fact that Hollander probably let Rozanov score that goal,” She hears a voice close to her sneering as they walk past. She turns to David.
“You don’t think he let Rozanov win, do you?” Yuna can’t help but ask.
David pats her shoulder. “Another great example of something we aren’t going to say to Shane when we see him."
Yuna keeps trying Shane but he doesn’t answer. At one point, she’s sure he must have sent her call to voicemail himself. The staff of the Raiders and TD Garden are uninterested in her demands to get to the locker room and unmoved by her shouting that she needs to see her son. David keeps telling her to lower her voice, reminding her they shouldn’t draw attention, while typing on his own phone. A short time later, her phone finally buzzes with a text message from Shane.
Shane: Mom I’m fine. I’m safe. I’m just going to focus on getting out of The Garden without being seen if I can. I’ll call you when I’m not in the arena anymore. Please just leave with Dad and don’t talk to anyone.
“He’s right, we should get out of here,” David grabs Yuna’s hand and they move for the nearest exit.  “We need to let him call us. If we force our way in now when he doesn’t want us to, we’ll never be able to take it back.”
“But he needs us, he’s all alone.” Yuna protests. David's mouth quirks up at the corners.
“Something tells me he’s not alone. We’re in Boston, remember?”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Would they actually be refused entry the back area of TD Garden? I've no idea but it is Boston so Imma say Maybe?

Next chapter in a couple days and our boys are finally going to face to face!


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: Many Meetings
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya and Shane meet up, both desperate for each to be the first person they talk to since the video got posted. Unfortunately they do still have an audience.



    Chapter Notes

      They're finally meeting up! Not really anything else to say off the top more notes at the end.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Two desperate men and their most loyal friends sprint through TD Garden, their chosen paths through side corridors and back tunnels meant to help them avoid as many people as possible. When they finally round a corner and find themselves only a short distance away from each other they're all breathless from the exertion so soon after an already exhausting game.
“Ah,” Ilya says when they all stop short after seeing each other down the hallway. He's trying for casual, but his heart is thudding so loudly that he’s sure they can all hear it.  “I see we have same idea.”
“We thought the Metros might be beating you to death,” Connors supplies, earning an elbow from Marlow.
“You and I are gonna have a conversation about inside thoughts later,” Marlow hisses.
“I wouldn’t let them do that,”  Hayden Pike retorts.
“Forgive me if I would not stake Shane’s safety of fighting prowess of Montreal’s 15th best player,” Ilya quips. Pike gives him a nasty look in return. Ilya realizes too late that he doesn't think he's ever called Hollander by his first name before, but he can't take it back now.
“I was also there to help,” J.J. adds defensively.
“Oh, so Montreal’s 15th and 11th best players then.”
“What the fuck? Why are you higher up than me,” Hayden grumbles.
It’s a testament to how broken Hollander is that he doesn’t even acknowledge the back and forth, or Ilya saying his first name.
“Did you see my texts?” Shane asks, as if no one had spoken at all.
“Uhm…no.  I left my phone behind because it was…doing a lot and you had said nothing.” Ilya gestures back towards the locker room where his phone is, feeling stupid.
Hollander nods and looks away like he’s trying to find the right words.  They’re still standing far enough away from each other as to make the conversation awkwardly loud.  “It wasn’t me.  I didn’t post it…I wouldn’t do that to you, to us,” Shane pleads, his voice too high, too thin.
Ilya starts moving to close the gap between them and Shane follows his lead. None of their friends do the same, keeping their distance as if to give them privacy while they openly stare.  “Obviously not, Hollander. I never thought you did.”
Hollander nods again, his eyes filled with tears.  They’re close enough now that Ilya could touch him even as all his instincts are telling him that he shouldn’t. There are witnesses, his brain won’t stop reminding him, but he fights against it to put his hand on Shane’s cheek.  What's the point anyway?  If they haven’t all seen it in full before the end of the night, they’ll probably all see at least a gif of Ilya taking Hollander’s dick in his mouth. They’re all over the internet. A bit of face touching won’t be much by comparison.
“Is okay, Shane. We are going to be okay. We will figure this out,” Ilya reassures him even though he doesn’t believe it himself. He let's himself say the name again though. Shane doesn't acknowledge it one way or the other.
“My fucking mom has seen it,”  Shane chokes out. Ilya's stomach drops.
“She tell you that?”
“No, but she won’t stop calling me.” Shane says it like it's confirmation enough, and Ilya supposes it is.
“Maybe she wants to tell you she’s sad for big lame loss to best hockey player in world.”  Ilya grins and Shane laughs despite himself.
“Fuck you,” He retorts, but there's not heat in it. They pause, Ilya keeps his hand on Shane’s cheek gently caressing the freckles there, while Shane’s phone continues to chime.
“Maybe you should at least text her. Let her know Metros haven’t beaten you to death. Is a concern going around.” Ilya says it like it's a joke and not something that almost sent him into a spiral not five minutes ago.
*
Shane snorts a sarcastic laugh, but nods in agreement still. He has to take a steadying breathe before he can force himself to open his phone. He has a sea of texts from maybe everyone who has his number but he focuses on reading the ones from his parents.
Dad: Hey bud, I know there’s probably a lot happening for you right now but if you could just answer your mother’s calls so she knows you're okay we would really appreciate it.
Shane sighs and opens a text to his mom, ignoring everything she’s already said he just types out his own quick message.
Shane: Mom I’m fine.  I’m safe.  I’m just going to focus on getting out of The Garden without being seen if I can.  I’ll call you when I’m not in the arena anymore.  Please just leave with dad and don’t talk to anyone.
He knows he needs to text Farah too, she’s been calling nearly as much. He swipes and scrolls until he finds Farah and types out a text to her too.
Shane:  Hi Farah, sorry, I’m aware of the situation. I know this is a PR nightmare and you're just trying to do your job but I’ll have to call you back when I can. Once I've dealt with the personal stuff. We won't release a statement tonight anyways.  I won’t talk to any media about it till we’ve spoken.
Shane doesn’t wait for any replies or read any of the other messages waiting for him, of which there are many. He just returns his gaze to Ilya, tamping down the desire to cry, thinking of his own family has reminded him of how much less he has to lose.
“You can never go back to Russia.”
Ilya’s breathe hitches his eyes don't leave Shane's. His face a mix of too many emotions to properly track.
*
Ilya has to practice deep breathing to keep his emotions under control. His heart is doing something complicated in his chest that's making it difficult to think. Shane is worried about him. He is thinking about what this all means not just for himself, but for Ilya also.
“Who cares? You know I fucking hate going there anyway.” He’s trying for flippant, but his voice keeps betraying him tonight, cracking as he tries to speak. 
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." A few tears slip from his eyes, his voice is thick with the threat of a full blown sob. "I should have deleted it."
"Shh,  moy lyubymyy," Ilya murmurs. "You have nothing to be sorry for, you did nothing wrong. I cannot blame you for wanting to keep such sexy video of me, would be crazy of you to delete it." Ilya grins.
There's so much more to say between them but it seems neither of them wants to say it with their friends still watching. They've already shared enough of themselves.
“You can stay in Boston during the breaks, right? I don't know how your visa works. Or I have a cottage in Ottawa, you could-,”  Shane's voice cuts off abruptly with a sharp intake of breathe. Ilya's surprised by what he was about to say, to offer.  It seems Shane thought better of it, though; it is perhaps too much too quickly for him in the midst of so much chaos. He wants to let Shane know where he stands though.
Ilya smiles his winningest smile. “We will see if you still want to have me after we get you into my jersey, da?”
“Fuck off.” Shane makes to pull away from Ilya’s hand but Ilya doesn’t let him; instead he turns his grip to stone, grabs Shane's hip with his other hand and drags him into a kiss. He’s never kissed Shane openly before. It feels electric and sinful and fucking right.
“Ew.” He hears Pike and J.J. mutter behind him. “That it’s Rozanov, not that it’s gay, to be clear.”  Pike follows it up with.  Shane laughs into Ilya’s mouth.
“Woo! Go Cap!” Connors shouts.
“Bro, you’re being so weird tonight. Stop it,” Marlow snaps.
“I just want to be more supportive than the Metros. We gotta one up them.”
“You’re completely right! Yaaas kings! Fuck in this hallway!” Marlow cat calls and claps his hands.
“Go fuck yourselves! We are super supportive,” Hayden protests.
"We do not care who our Capitaine fucks, we always support him, even if it is asshole Raiders Captain," J.J. shouts down the hallway.
Ilya’s laughing now too. “Our fucking friends are ruining our romantic moment, Hollander. Let’s go get your stuff and get the hell out of this place before the press finds us.”
“I can get Shane’s stuff," Hayden offers. "I’ll come back here.”  He turns back the way he came and disappears down the hall. J.J. stays firmly planted where he is.
“I can’t just leave. I'm supposed to do media, I’ll get in shit with Theriault," Shane groans. "God I have to talk to him too.” Shane scrubs his hands over his face in frustrated exhaustion.
“I think maybe your coach being angry at you for not doing press is least of our worries right now? And probably, also, neither of us should be fielding any questions even about hockey, until we’ve talked to our agents.” Ilya winces as he says it, recalling that he doesn’t have an agent to talk too.
“God, my parents are here somewhere I have to…talk to them.  Face them.  Or maybe block my mom's number. I was literally planning to blow them off tonight but now I feel like I can’t do that.  God, they know exactly why I tried so hard to convince them not to come to Boston now too.”
Regret flicks across Shane's face at his third too public admission of the night as he sees the way Marlow and Connors look at each other, the reason he’d be blowing off his parents a shared thought between them.


“Would your parents be…good?”  Ilya asks carefully. The messages from his brother telling him never to come home burn a hole in his soul as he speaks.
“I…I think so. At least with the gay thing, but it’s all a lot.  There's the you of it all, the video, my mom's gonna freak out about the media frenzy. She'll wanna talk about damage control and shit I’m sure.  And that’s just a lot for tonight when I already feel….”
“Maybe we can do only half those things.  Talk to your parents about secret gay lover but deal with media stuff tomorrow.”
“Ew, Ilya, don’t call yourself my lover to my parents, that's gross,” Shane shudders.
“You said they’ve probably seen video of us being lovers,” Ilya retorts with a chuckle.
Shane blanches and shakes his head.  “I fucking hope they didn’t watch it all.”
“To be fair, the last minute or so is mostly audio.”  J.J. cuts in, eyes going wide when he realizes his mistake.   Shane pales, his mouth drops open in horror.
Ilya's grip on Shane's hip tightens. “You watched whole video, Boiziau?  Jeez, did not realize you were so horny for me. Or is it Shane?” His words are teasing but his voice is icy.
“Shut up, I just, I…it was playing in the locker room,” J.J. stammers out.
Ilya turns his gaze back to Shane and feels his expression soften when their eyes meet.
“I was in the shower.  I was…hurrying to leave…I didn’t realize till I got back that they’d…I actually didn’t realize till now that they’d all watched it in full. I guess that shouldn’t surprise me, I’m sure they’re fucking watching it now.”  Saying the words seems to make a damn break inside Shane.  “Fuck Ilya, they’ve all seen it. They’re all watching it, they’re all watching us, and everyone knows. Everyone knows about us. What are we gonna do? What are we gonna do?” His hands shake as he grabs at Ilya's arm and squeezes hard.
“Maybe we just focus on one hour at a time, da? Small decisions now and big ones later,” Ilya suggests gently. Shane hiccups a little, but when he speaks again he voice is a little steadier.
“How are you so calm?”
“Only one of us is allowed to freak out at a time. So, you get to freak out now and then I get later.  I’ll let you know when my turn starts,” Ilya jokes.
Shane laughs and the sound of it makes Ilya’s chest warm knowing he made Shane laugh despite everything. Shane takes his hands back to wipe at his damp cheeks.
Hayden returns with Shane’s bag, clearly having run both ways, his face red with the exertion.
“How’s the team?” Shane asks him, accepting the bag.
Hayden won’t look him in the eye when he mumbles, “Maybe we’ll worry about that later, man.”
Shane nods like he's unsurprised and Ilya grimaces.
“They’ll calm down, they're just surprised,” Hayden sounds like he's trying to reassure himself as much as Shane.
“Fuck the Metros! I will break them all into the boards next game. Marley will help," Ilya declares and he means it.
"Got your back, Cap!" Marley calls from down the hall, it makes Shane and Ilya both smile.
"What do you want to do now? Do you want to talk to your parents?” Ilya coaxes.
*
Shane looks away and stares in the middle distance for a long beat. “Well, the arena exploding doesn’t seem to be an option, so I guess I have no choice.”
“You could lay ground rules for conversation. Tell your mother you don’t want to talk about media questions and optics till tomorrow. We will have all day tomorrow to deal with the fall out. You said you don’t have another game for few days.”  Ilya says it like it’s the easiest thing in the world to simply tell his mother she can’t discuss media and sponsors. She's probably back the hotel now making a damage control themed spreadsheet that she'll make them all look at.
Shane doesn't tell Ilya that though, he just nods weakly. “I think I should do that.”
Ilya grabs Shane’s hand and begins to haul him towards the Raiders locker room. “Alright, I will get changed and you can message your parents my address if you’d like to talk to them there.”
Marlow raises his eyebrows in surprise at the offer but says nothing.
“SHANE!” Hayden shouts after him, not about to let his friend wander off with, at least until about 20 minutes ago, their sworn enemies.
“I need a minute, Ilya,”  Shane says and nods for him to go to his own friends. Shane drops his hockey bag at their feet, and goes to Hayden and J.J..
“You’re going to be okay, Capitaine?  Going with him?” J.J. seems to have more he’d like to say, but the events he's seen unfold both on video and in front of him silence him, at least for the moment.
“Yeah, I’ll be fine," Shane answers, slapping on a brave smile. "I’ll text you guys proof of life if you’d like and I’ll talk to you tomorrow once we’ve figured out…some stuff.”
“I gotta be honest with you.  Theriault is pissed,” Hayden admits, now that they can't be overheard by Raiders. “Demanded to know where you went, I told him you’d left to find your parents, that you said you needed to talk to them first. I didn't think the truth would be ideal to share this time.”
Shane knew it was coming but it still sucks to hear. “Thank you, for helping me, for saying that.  I just can’t deal with him tonight, or the team or whatever.  I do have to talk to my parents, that wasn't a lie. I have to figure out what…I can’t talk to them till I know what I even want to say.” 
Shane can’t admit more than this to them, can’t say it to anyone but Ilya and maybe not even him.  They need to talk, really talk, just the two of them, decide what they even want and Shane doesn't want a PR team in their ear when they make that decision. 
Until a half hour ago they’d never have considered any real relationship possible except fuck buddies, or whatever they were, but now, outed with a video so damning.  What did they say?  What did they call their…situation?  He couldn’t talk to anyone until he knew what they wanted to be.
“Of course, man.  He can still be pissed later,” Hayden laughs sardonically.
“I’m sure he will be,” Shane sighs. “I’ll text you guys okay, but I really promise I’ll be fine.”
Hayden and J.J. nod in unison; Shane can feel they’re going to discuss him once he’s left, but he can’t worry about that right now.  At least with them, he knows they won’t be calling him any slurs.  Not like the rest of his team.
Shane rejoins Rozanov with Marlow and Connors. Ilya is now carrying his bag.
“I can carry that,” Shane protests.
“Of course you can, Hollander,”  Ilya deadpans.  He does not relinquish the bag, instead he turns and starts walking back towards the Raiders' locker room.
Shane just shakes his head and speed walks to catch up.  “We need to talk. Like alone,” He says low, hoping only Ilya can hear it.
“Da, I know, let’s just get out of here. We can talk in car or at my place before your parents arrive,”  Ilya murmurs.
Shane nods and says nothing, just focuses on forcing his feet forward because the whole walk towards the Raiders locker room feels like he’s walking toward something and he can’t tell if it’s bad or good.
“Ma…maybe I’ll just wait out here, or around the corner,” Shane suggests when they get close to the doors.
Ilya looks at Shane like he’s grown a second head. “Hollander, I’m not going to leave you outside waiting for me like you’re my valet.”
“Valet, fancy word,” Shane teases, stalling.
“Yes, more big words from the New Yorker.”
“Perfect, now my dad will have someone to talk to about it,” Shane snorts, but they both startle into silence. The joke hanging in the air bears a suggestion of a future they’ve both so long avoided even considering. The idea that Shane would to introduce Ilya to his parents.  That Ilya would talk to Shane’s dad about their shared interests.
“You’re not staying in the hall,” Ilya reaffirms.
Shane stares at him, deciding something, before finally conceding. “Fine.”
And with that, he lets Ilya usher him into the Raiders locker room and Shane is left with the distinct feeling that he’s gone from the frying pan to the fire.
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      Chapter 6: The Welcome Wagon
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane finds himself in the Raider's home locker room after Ilya dragged him there and he's meeting the team.



    Chapter Notes
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So with that out of the way I hope you enjoy the latest chapter.
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  The room falls silent when they all walk in, but Ilya refuses to let it become awkward. “Everyone this is Shane Hollander, someone who happens to play for Metros.  Probably you have never heard of him, but we are all going to be nice to him now while he waits for me to shower and change.”
“Hi,”  Shane greets a little wave and immediately hates himself for it. He knows he must look like an idiot.
Someone across the room gets up and approaches. Shane tenses in preparation for violence or at least verbal abuse. When he makes eye contact with Ilya for a beat he can tell his reaction hasn't been missed.
“Victor St-Simon, but everyone calls me Saint Vicky.  I believe Roz mentioned we both love talking about stats.”  He holds out his hand for Shane to take.
Shane does take it, more out of muscle memory than a clear decision, the entire interaction is taking him by surprise. Shane forces himself not to linger on the casual mention of knowledge he strongly suspects he gleaned from the video. He will have to get used to that.
“Could be nice-the only stats Rozanov understands are goals scored,” Shane quips. This earns Shane a laugh from several of the men around the room.
“Hey, is not fair,” Ilya argues. “I also understand stats about how I am faster than you.”
“Fuck off, you’re not faster than me,” Shane lobs back, feeling more himself. This, at least, is well-charted territory.
“I was last year at All Stars,” Ilya counters.
“You won’t be this year. You’re getting old, Rozanov.”
“Old? Me? ME! OLD! You are older than me, Hollander!” Ilya voice gets louder with each word.
“Yeah, but you drink too much and you smoke. Your body is, like, at least ten years older than mine at this point. You and Hunter will have to share his walker as you both shuffle around the ice together.” Shane smirks.
Ilya barks out a loud laugh.  “We will fucking see, Hollander. I will beat you by more than a fraction of a second this time." He promises. "I am glad you’re making it clear to everyone you are the asshole.”
"No, still you," Shane retorts, shaking his head.


“Okay, so, the rivalry is very real,”  A rookie Shane doesn’t know interrupts and then immediately shrinks like he regrets speaking.
Shane and Ilya make eye contact for a beat before Ilya speaks.  “We are both…very competitive.”
“Anyone with eyes would be able to see that.”  An older voice joins the locker room and Shane swings around to find himself looking at the head coach of the Boston Raiders. Shane stills, his grin slipping.
If Ilya, on the other hand, is thrown by the arrival of LeClaire, he refuses to show it.  “Hey coach, what brings you here?”
LeClaire snorts.  “Oh, you know, just checking in. Seeing how everyone is doing after a big win.  Nothing out of the ordinary," he says, voice level. He turns his curious gaze to Shane. "I was not expecting to see you here, however.”
“Yeah, well…it’s been a...weird night,” Shane mutters.
“Is this a problem?”  Ilya asks.  He seems tense like he’s ready for yelling and to yell back if necessary.  He clearly knows the question is loaded, that he’s not just asking if it's a problem that Shane Hollander is standing in their locker room.
LeClaire meets Ilya's eyes and slowly shakes his head.  “I trust that you’re both professionals. I think anyone who’s ever read your stats knows you’ve never gone easy on each other on the ice.”  Something about the way he says it makes Shane think Coach LeClaire had been doing exactly that before coming to the locker room. He continues with a touch of levity in his voice. “Didn’t love seeing you in that jersey though, that might be a problem. Maybe do me a favour and don't do that again."
"Don't worry, that won't be a problem, I will never wear that horrible jersey again," Ilya vows.
“I thought it looked nice,”  Shane mumbles to no one in particular, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. He knows no one will back him up here.
Ilya’s eyes darken to something too dangerous to be in this shared space as he looks at Shane.  “I guess we will see if Boston colours look nice on you when we get home, da, kotenok?”
Shane feels his face getting very hot and he knows it must be red. He cements his gaze to the floor. A few people chuckle, including Coach LeClaire, and Shane can't tell if it's in good fun or at his expense.
“I'm thinking we avoid the press, at least for tonight. I'm assuming you guys need to sometime," LeClaire suggests.
“Uhm, yes, we need…time to discuss our options.”  Ilya stares at Shane as he slowly forms the sentence.
LeClaire nods like he was expecting as much. He lifts one arm in a beckoning motion. “Carmy, come talk to the press.”
“Why me!” Carmy whines as he gets up.
“They love your cute baby boy face,” Marlow coos.
“Fuck you.  Just because they hate your ugly mug,” Carmy grumbles as he ambles by, following Coach LeClaire, who gives Ilya one last nod before leaving.
All and all, Shane found the interaction shockingly civil.  He knew his own conversation with Theriault later would probably involve more raised voices. Perhaps it helped that the Raiders had won tonight. Made it easier to swallow than with his own team, who'd watched Shane play like shit.
With Coach LeClaire gone, everyone begins taking turns coming up to introduce themselves to Shane. He knew who many of them were already but they’d never actually spoken outside of games before. It’s a shockingly welcoming atmosphere for being the locker room of his team’s most hated rivals.
*
Ilya takes advantage of the free moment when Shane is distracted by an overly excited rookie to find the strength to look at his phone.  He has more texts than he knows what to do with; it’s tempting to just start deleting them without even opening any, but he does click on one thread in particular.


Sveta: Your relationship with Jane is going viral.  Don’t come back to Russia, I’ll be on the next flight I can get. Please call me back and tell me you’re safe.

Ilyusha: Text me when you land back in Boston. I’m fine, we played Montreal so Jane is in Boston. We are both fine.
Ilya interrupts Shane’s introductions with a rookie. “I need to go shower, I will be quick.  Everyone will continue to be very nice, I promise.”  Ilya’s voice rises on the final sentence to make it clear it's an order as much as an assurance.  Shane nods up at Ilya and continues his line of introductions.
*
Shane greets the last Raider and takes a seat on the bench in front of Ilya's cubby.  The choice feels oddly intimate, but he doesn’t know where else to sit and his legs feel like jelly.
Everyone around him continues going about their post game routine as if the world isn’t completely shifting, exploding and reshaping in front of them. Shane looks at the floor and hopes Ilya is fast in the shower.
“So, Hollander, I have to ask,”  Hammersmith calls from across the room.  Shane tenses, again bracing himself for whatever blow is about to land.  “How long did you, Pike, and Boz have to practice that play you did in game six?  Because that shit was beautiful.”
Shane needs a beat to fully process what he’s actually been asked and then a smile widens across his face because hockey, hockey is easy.  Talking about hockey is second nature and a comfortable space for him to be in.
“Longer than we should have, to be honest. We could not get the timing right on the second pass once we introduced defenders. I almost told Coach we needed to scrap the play, but I’m glad we kept at it.”
“I’ll say.  It was awesome to watch.”
Shane is still smiling.  “Thanks, I uh-it was really exciting being there again, winning again. It felt like something I must have wished for when I was a kid,”  Shane admits.
Hammersmith and the other guys that are openly listening nod along as he talks.
“That other play in game seven when you-”
“Pssh, why are we discussing boring Stanley Cup everyone already forgets? Yawn,”  Ilya interrupts as his struts in from showering wrapped only in a towel.  Shane immediately has to look down again; he can't gawk at Rozanov here.
“I feel like you should remember it pretty well, Roz,”  Marlow says under his breath and purses his lips into a hard line trying to fight off a smile.
Shane is struggling to keep the smile off his own face and has to look down to keep it from showing across the room.
“Hmmm, I do not.”  Ilya narrows his eyes at Marlow daring him to elaborate more, but Marlow just laughs.
Ilya pulls his clothes on quickly, not wasting any time. His tone is apologetic when his gaze finally meets Shane's. “We can take my car.  There will probably be cameras, people waiting, but…I don’t know how we avoid that.”
Shane nods.  He still can’t say more when they aren’t alone; he can't ask more than he should, demand to know exactly what Ilya wants, if he wants to be seen publicly with Shane. For them to leave together now after everything has come out is as good as confirming their relationship. Whatever that relationship is.
Ilya stares at Shane and gives the impression he wants to ask Shane all the same questions.  There is a beat where they each seem to be asking the other if they want to back out but neither does. Each giving the other a chance to balk, but instead it's clear they're both going to follow through.
“Did you guys want me to come?”  Marlow offers.
“Uhm, we do not need chaperone Marley, we have spent fair amount of time alone,”  Ilya chuckles, and Shane feels his face getting hot again.
“I meant to your car, you asshole," Marley snaps. "So you have another body between yourselves and the reporters or whatever vultures will be out there.  You don’t exactly drive a subtle car, I’m sure everyone knows where to wait.”
Shane looks at Ilya.  “It would probably be nice.”
Ilya nods, he knows if Shane was saying it then he must really mean it.  It will be far more complicated for Shane to be seen leaving with a legion of Raiders than Ilya.
“We will also come,” Hammersmith says, standing up to join Marlow and bringing St-Simon with him.
“We could-” Two rookies start standing up.
“No, I think probably three is enough, god forbid we draw even more of a crowd by being a huge group leaving together.”  Ilya waves for them to sit and they immediately obey.  “I will see you all tomorrow at practice.”
“Bye Captain,” different voices around the room call.  Shane is again reminded of the disgusted silence he left his own locker room behind in.
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      Chapter 7: "It is only after we have lost everything, that we are free to do anything." - Chuck Palahniuk.
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya and Shane leave TD Garden and finally find themselves alone together for the first time since the video was posted.



    Chapter Notes
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  The group of five make their way down the back hallway of TD Garden. Shane tries his hand at braving his inbox again while they walk; unsurprisingly he has even more texts than he did last time he checked, many from his mom demanding to know where he was going and saying that she and his can father meet him at his hotel. He sighs, knowing they'll head there if he doesn't reply and he can't risk the team seeing them.
Shane: I’m not going back to my hotel.  I’m going to text you an address to come to soon. Okay?
The three dots to show Shane’s mom was typing hang there for a long time before eventually a simple ‘Ok, Shane, we love you’ arrives. Shane has a strong feeling his dad had a hand in composing that short message that doesn’t ask more questions.
He still feels his eyes sting reading the affirmation of their love. They still love him. That, at least, hadn’t changed.
As they walk, Ilya continuously digs through the pockets of his hockey bag until he produces a packet of cigarettes, shoving one into his mouth.
“You shouldn’t be smoking,”  chastises Shane. Shane is almost relieved to have something to talk about other than the video, but his distaste for cigarettes—and his displeasure that Ilya smokes—is real. 

“Please, Hollander, can we argue about this when entire world is not watching me suck your dick?” Ilya groans in frustration. Fair enough.
“You get two days and then I’m going to start telling you to stop again,” Shane concedes with a smile. It’s warm and soft and filled with a lot of emotions they’ve both been dancing around for longer than just tonight. Ilya returns it easily.
“This is it," Ilya informs Shane unnecessarily as they approach a set of metal double doors. "My car is parked close but there will probably be people waiting.  Are you ready?”
“Fuck no," Shane admits. "But if we all stand here waiting till I am, we’ll all be dead of starvation before it comes, so let's just do it.”
Ilya nods and pushes open the door with his hip, bringing a lighter to the smoke hanging from his lip before he even gets the door completely open.  He is right about the people; within feet of the door is a swarm of reporters, or maybe just anyone with a camera phone. They move as a mass when it's revealed to be Rozanov and Hollander leaving together.
“Hollander, Rozanov, do you have any comments on the video that was leaked of you two?”
“Don’t you people have anything better to do with your time,” St-Simon snaps, using his large frame to get in people’s way as they try to get close.
“How long have you guys been together? There's a lot of timeline speculation online.”
Ilya settles a hand on Shane’s back, pushing him in the direction of his car.  Shane feels his hand like a brand and momentarily considers making him remove it; helpfully, his brain supplies him with a flash of the moment in the video when Ilya wraps that same hand around his cock and decides to not bother.
“Is the decision to leave together a message to the league?”

“Do you have anything to say to people questioning your integrity as players?”
 The hand that isn't guiding Shane curls into a fist at Ilya's side. Shane feels it too, the urge to swing is overwhelming, but he knows acting on it would only make things worse for them both. Ilya seems to think the same since he just squeezes until his knuckles blanche white but says nothing.


“Hey, back the fuck off," Marley snaps. "You guys are vultures. Go find real jobs and stop harassing people.”  Marley puts his palm over someone’s camera lens and gives it a hard shove.
Roz unlocks a black Bentley with windows tinted darker than is probably street legal, but Shane is grateful for it today.
“Get in,” Ilya orders.
Marlow, Hammersmith, and St-Simon stay behind to contend with the press while Ilya peels out the parking lot.  Driving down the road, finally alone with Ilya, Shane takes the first real breath he’s managed in what feels like hours.
Ilya looks over at him while he drives, hesitating a beat before laying his free hand on Shane’s leg.  Shane lays his hand over top and squeezes.
“Videos of that are probably already on Twitter,” Shane acknowledges after a beat of silence.
“Yes, probably. I am sorry,” Ilya responds regretfully.
“No I…I don’t think I care," Shane clarifies surprising himself. "Or maybe I do but I know it’s stupid to. People already have seen more than that.” Shane can feel himself starting to ramble.
Ilya nods, not taking his eyes off the road. Ilya doesn't move to turn on music and Shane is glad for it. They drive like that for some time.
“What are we gonna do?”  Shane whispers into the silence. 
“What do you want to do?”  Ilya entreats.
That is the real question.  What do they each want to do? What do they want from each other? The silence in the car lingers; it’s not uncomfortable, just complicated. Even after everything that has happened, neither dares show their cards first.


“I don’t know,” Shane replies, he's only half lying. He knows it’s a weak answer but he can’t bring himself to give a stronger one, a more honest one. “I mean we never…we can’t be…”
*
Ilya laughs, but it’s angry or maybe broken. He is angry but not with Shane. He’s angry with everything else. The person who stole their video and posted it when they knew it would cause the most damage. With Russia for being what it is. With his family for being who they are. With the Metros for how they will continue to show their true colors to Shane even if Pike wants to pretend they just need time. Knowing they watched the full video in the locker room while Shane showered makes Ilya see red, and he can tell by the way Shane has held himself all night that something bad happened in that locker room after the game. He just can’t bring himself to ask specifics yet. It will have to wait on the list of impossible topics.
“Da, of course we can’t. If you’d asked me three hours ago all the reasons we can't, I could have given you long list. So we are nothing. We are just casual, but casual has not stopped all of this from blowing up in my face. Spent years hiding, and I will still never be able to set foot in my home country again.”
Ilya’s knuckles are white on the steering wheel. “We can deny it. Or we can try. If that is what you want, I understand. We never wanted this, but…denying it would not change anything for me. It will still never be safe for me to go home again.” If Russia even if my home anymore, he thinks but doesn't say.
They’re quiet for a long time after that, making their way into the richer suburbs of Boston.
“Have you spoken to them?” Shane asks. “Your family, I mean.”
Ilya shakes his head a little and shrugs. He wants to act emotionally detached from this conversation, but whatever denial high he was riding earlier is crashing down on him. All his nerves feel exposed. “My brother texted. Told me never to come home again, said some other things that weren’t surprising but still were….” He doesn’t finish the sentence.
“So they aren’t like...supportive of you,” Shane asks, blinking his huge innocent eyes at him as he does.
Ilya wants to laugh in his face but Shane looks so genuine he stops himself, instead he does a few calming breathes as he pulls into his driveway, so grateful to finally be home. He throws the car in park before continuing.
“My father is police. My brother is police.” He doesn’t elaborate further. There’s another long pause as Shane digests what that means and Ilya can feel the next question coming even before he asks it.
“What about your mother?”
“Dead,” He keeps his tone forcibly neutral.
The look Shane gives him is surprised and then stricken as if the grief is his own. “I’m so sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry. Is not your fault, and it was long time ago.” Ilya white knuckles the steering wheel again even though they’re parked. He stares hard at the front door ahead of him trying to fight off the way his vision wants to blur, but he is losing. “Sorry.”
Ilya struggles to undo his seat belt. It feels like it takes him ages to find the button. Suddenly he can’t breathe correctly-there isn’t enough air in the car, and he's choking. He doesn’t even grab the car keys as he forces the door open and stumbles out.
Shane grabs the car keys and follows behind him. “Ilya,” He calls after him. Ilya can’t reply, if he talks now he's going to lose it. He’s fumbling with the keypad at the door, but his hands are shaking badly and his eyes are burning. He’s struggling to get it right.


Shane comes up behind and covers Ilya's shaking hand with his own. “Let me help. What’s the code?” Shane asks softly.
“Uhm…1410.” Ilya hates that he's giving away another piece of himself tonight. Even if it is to Shane. He watches Shane's hand still over the keypad and he can see his brain working, can practically hear what he's thinking. It's only for a moment before Shane is moving again punching in the code but the air is charged with their shared knowledge of what Ilya's revealed.
Ilya doesn't look at Shane's face as they walk in, he can't bear to see what it might be doing. He can only handle so much vulnerability in one night. He can see Shane reaching out for him, but he ignores him; already walking further into the house without bothering to remove his shoes.
“Hey….heeeey,” Shane's voice is pleading, as he trips out of his own shoes. Ilya can't look back, he stumbles to the living room and collapses on the couch. Shane finds him there, furiously wiping at the tears on his cheeks and plants himself down next to him. Without speaking, strong arms pull Ilya to Shane's chest. They half fall together against the arm of the couch with Ilya cradled in Shane's embrace. Ilya clutches at Shane's shirt as the tears continue to come despite his best efforts to stop them.
The breakdown Ilya had been fighting to keep at bay, until he wasn’t in the locker room, until he knew Shane was safe, until he was somewhere he wouldn’t be seen, had caught up to him. And it was so much worse than he was ready for. They sit together on the couch, Shane holding Ilya, combing his fingers gently through his curls, the only noise the strangled sobs Ilya can’t hold in.
He keeps his head on Shane’s chest and his face turned carefully away. He wants to talk, but he also can’t look Shane in the eye while he does it. It would be too much. His tears gather on Shane’s shirt and leave a growing wet mark and that already feels like too much evidence of his weakness.
“My father is…very sick, probably dying I think.  He calls me often, he is confused, and asks me when I’ll be home from school, doesn’t know what year it is. Tells me to pick up bread. I avoid his calls more than I should, sometimes waiting until the fifth before I even answer. And now I don’t think he will ever call again. I will never see him again.  He is a terrible man, terrible father, terrible husband.  Is his fault my mother is dead but-”
“He killed her?”  Shane gasps. Ilya grimaces; he can see how his words give that impression. But maybe it's not wrong. 'It was a murder' feels closer to the truth than 'it was an accident' ever did.
“Didn't murder her like that. Just wore her down until she swallowed a whole bottle of pills." Ilya feels Shane jerk a little and then still like he's trying not to react.
“How old were you?”
“Twelve.  I found her." The revelation hangs between them for several beats of silence. "I don’t want you to think she was weak.”
“I don’t,” Shane assures him but his voice felt thick. Ilya knows it awful, a loss Shane probably cannot even fathom when his own parents came to Boston just to watch him play tonight.
“She was so wonderful, and beautiful and kind, and he was so hard on her. He is hard on everyone. Everything about me is disappointment to him so maybe it is fitting he dies knowing I am also disappointment in this way too. Sometimes I think he hated me for being too much like her." They're quiet for a long time. Ilya's throat has grown too thick to speak without completely sobbing and Shane doesn't break the silence. He just keeps combing his fingers through Ilya's curls. 
"But I am still sad I will not see him again. I won’t be able to attend his funeral when he dies. Or see my mother’s grave again. I don’t even know if my father or Alexei go there. There’s never flowers when I go. I am only person who lays them, I think. And now her grave will always be bare.” The last words come out strangled as Ilya loses control and sobs against Shane's chest. Shane’s shirt continues to get wetter with tears and drool and snot and Ilya hates himself for it, but he can't stop either. Eventually, he calms down enough to speak again.
“I always knew I’d probably stop going there one day but I thought I’d get a chance to decide when it was the last time. That I would know it was because it would be my choice.  Now this summer was the last time and I didn’t even know it. I Spent as much time drinking as with my family because I fucking hate them but they’re still only family I have and now I will never see them again.”
Ilya rubs at his face and chances a look at Shane. His eyes are swimming and the moment their gaze locks a few slip free. “I’m sorry," Shane's voice cracks. "I’m so sorry, Ilya. I'm sorry I didn’t delete it. I told you I would but I kept it. I was selfish and I liked having it. I liked having that little piece of us, watching us together. I’m sorry I took your home from you. I'm so sorry, please forgive me.” Shane's crying hard enough he's shaking Ilya slightly as he clutches him against his chest. He's squeezing Ilya like he's scared he'll let go and never get him back.
“No, solynshko, is not your fault, video was my idea. If it had been you I would not have deleted it either,"  Ilya soothes. "But I’m scared, Shane, and I’m so alone. I don’t want to get sent back there to go to prison or to be-” He can’t name it, the more likely outcome if he ever returned to Russia.
“I won’t let them send you back there." Shane vows so confidently Ilya almost believes it. "We’ll figure it out. You’re not alone, you have me, you’ll always have me, I promise. You can come to Canada, we can get-we’ll do something.” Ilya wants to ask Shane what he was going to say but he lets it go. They can discuss his work visa more when he isn't sobbing into Shane's chest.
Ilya nods against Shane and they sit a long time in the quiet while Shane strokes Ilya’s hair until he calms down enough that his breathing is steady and he doesn’t think Shane's shirt is getting any wetter.
“In case it was unclear this has been my turn for freaking out,” Ilya jokes softly.
They both manage to laugh, even if it’s sad and wet. “I’m glad I could be here for you,” Shane sniffles, and leans down to press a kiss to Ilya's hair.
“Me too,” Ilya whispers. He reaches to find Shane’s hand and they lace their fingers together. “You should probably text your parents. They're going to start thinking I murdered you.”
 "I haven't told them yet that I'm with you," Shane admits.
"They have probably seen videos of us leaving The Garden, if they have Twitter," Ilya points out.
“Are you still okay with them coming here?” Shane is picking at his thumbnail where their hands are still intertwined. Ilya hates himself then. Of course he had to make everything awkward before Shane's parents arrive but sobbing about his own fucked up family. Now Shane feels guilty for wanting his parents to come here.
“Of course, one of us should have a family.” Ilya wants it to be a joke, to lighten to mood, but comes out broken and lands with a thud.
“I’ll text them. You go wash your face.” Shane squeezes Ilya’s hand.
“Okay.” Ilya avoids looking at Shane as he leaves.
When Ilya returns, he finds Shane still on the couch. “They said twenty five minutes.”
Ilya nods. He hands Shane a soft black t-shirt he'd been holding. "I brought you a new shirt, so you don't have to wear yours with the..."
"Oh thanks, yeah, probably better since my parents are coming," Shane replies, taking the offered shirt gratefully.
Ilya watches Shane pull off his shirt and fold it carefully before placing it on the coffee table. He wanted to watch that seemingly unconscious ritual under different circumstances tonight; he wants to be kissing Shane's chest and squeezing his pecs and listening to those sweet little noises Shane makes. Instead, he puts a cigarette in his mouth. “I would like to smoke again.”
“Can I come with you? Do you smoke in your back garden?” Shane asks, already standing up.
“Yes, that would be nice I think,” Ilya's eyes still feel close to tears, too emotionally volatile to properly calm down.
They sit outside on the step even though there are chairs. The night is cooling rapidly but neither of them mentions it.
“I don’t really sleep with anyone other than you,” Shane confesses, seemingly apropo of nothing.
Ilya is quiet for a moment, trying to process the words. “What?”
“When we aren’t together, I mean. I don’t really…see anyone else.” Shane's eyes meet his when he says it but it seems to take a great deal of effort.
Ilya looks Shane over like he's trying to solve a puzzle. “Why not?”
“I don’t know, I guess I don’t really like to. I tried a couple times with other men. I slept with someone this summer in Mexico but I didn’t like it.”  Ilya tries to ignore the immediate and overwhelming wave of jealousy and possessiveness that hits him, tries to silence the angry, proprietary voice in his mind that screams mine. He knows he has no right to be angry with Shane or anyone he has sex with, but knowing and feeling are two different things entirely. 

“Was he…bad to you?” Ilya asks carefully.
“No he just…" Shane looks away before he continues. "He wasn’t you.”
Ilya is worried his heart is going to explode. Shane is leaping into the void and hoping Ilya is there with him, his admission of devotion, is too much for Ilya. His eyes start to betray him again, he tries to blink the tears back but they slide down his face instead. This night has been a rollercoaster of emotions that has brought Ilya as low as he’s been in many years and so high he fears his wax wings will melt in the sun. Ilya shifts his cigarette to his other hand and he laces his fingers with Shane’s.  He feels the need to give him something in return. A truth of his own. Something of equal weight to Shane's admission. He deserves that.
“I know bet was my idea, getting you to wear my jersey. I wanted it so bad because I thought seeing you in my jersey with my name across your back, being able to read it as I fucked you. I thought it would probably be the closest I could ever get to you being mine.”
*
Shane inhales sharply. His eyes want to tear up now, too, but beneath all that emotion is a raw churning swirl of desire.  Isn’t that exactly what Shane had secretly wanted too? To feel possessed by Ilya in a way he wasn’t allowed to name. In a way they were so close to naming now.
“I think part of the reason I’m never with anyone else is because I don’t really like to do the casual thing. Except with you. And I think maybe I was just pretending to myself that I’m okay with us…being casual or that I didn’t want anything else.”
Ilya stubs out his cigarette even though it’s only half done, and he turns his body more fully to Shane.
“I do not want to be casual with you.  I don’t think I have wanted that for a long time, maybe ever, but everything was too complicated.  And now all the complicated has found us anyway. Pretending has gotten me nothing and has maybe cost me years of time instead.”
Shane rubs his thumb over Ilya’s fingers, staring down at their joined hands. “So what, we announce that we’re…together?”
“Is what you want? To be together?” Ilya sounds like he needs to hear it, as much as Shane needs to say it out loud.
 He looks back up at Ilya. “Yes. I want to try, I want to be able to try. The idea of doing that, of being out, with you, I guess, terrifies me. But it will probably be easier to face it all if I know that I have…that I have you. I don’t think I can take it, going out there again if everyone knows and…and I don’t even get to be with you at the end of it. And if we don’t just do it now, we’ll never be able to try again unless we wait till we are both retired.”
“Well, that might be next week,” Ilya shrugs.
Shane ignores the joke, doesn’t let it steer them away from what he wants to say even if it smacks of a scary possibility he will have to face soon. Shane knows he’s saying so much more than he would be able to if they hadn’t been outed. But they were, so maybe he needs to start saying things before he loses even more.
“We could say we’re…” He lets the sentence hang, hoping Ilya will finish it.
“Boyfriends?” Ilya offers.
Shane feels the most genuinely smile he’s had in hours come across his face. “Boyfriends?” He repeats, his voice an octave higher than usual.
“I mean, I think so, probably yes,” Ilya confirms.
Shane leans in to kiss him and Ilya meets him halfway. “Da, boyfriends is good. Is my understanding WAGs wear their boyfriend's jerseys.” Ilya grins against the kiss.
“Oh, is that what you’re thinking about right now?" Shane challenges.
“I’ve barely stopped thinking about it, Hollander! Even when everything is fucking disaster, in back of my mind, I’m still picturing my name on you.”
The kiss turns heated quickly after that. Shane can’t stop himself from climbing into Ilya’s lap and grinding into him. They moan into each other’s mouths, so much pent up tension finally leaving their bodies. Ilya grabs at Shane’s hips to keep the movement going. Shane’s fingers are in Ilya’s hair, pulling it hard enough to make Ilya groan. The sounds they make are loud enough to feel salacious in the exposure of the yard.
Shane forces himself to break the kiss. “Fuck, I missed you so much. I want you so bad but my parents will be here any minute.”
Ilya stills and pulls away, stroking Shane’s neck and face with a small smile on his face.  “I missed you too.” His voice is barely above a whisper.
Shane feels a flush creeping up his face, but Ilya doesn’t let him stew in his embarrassment, pulling him into another kiss.  “I think you only need one minute with me,” Ilya growls against Shane’s mouth, his hand coming down to palm at his erection through his pants.
“Fuck, no, we can’t.  I don’t want to have to rush." Shane leans his forehead to Ilya's and strokes his hair. "We’ll chase my parents out after an hour and we can…take our time.  If you want to, I mean.”
“Obviously, I want that, Hollander," Ilya snorts. He pats Shane's hip and Shane begrudgingly slides off his lap and allows him to stand up. Ilya offers his hand to Shane. "Come, I can’t sit here like this with you if we aren’t going to fuck or I’ll be hard when your parents arrive.”  It's a tough case to argue with. 
Ilya drags Shane to the kitchen. Shane settles himself at the expansive kitchen island and Ilya continues around to the other side to keep some distance between them.
“This place is amazing, by the way. Did you have this built?”
Ilya laughs. “No, I am not as good at interior design as you. Mr. Real Estate.” His grin is wicked, but Shane’s phone chimes and steals the moment from them. Shane grabs it expecting his parents to announce their arrival, but it's only more texts from people who've seen the news. He scrolls through them, reading names but not messages. One gives him pause.
“Scott Hunter texted me.”
“Why is world record holder for Oldest Hockey Player texting you? Maybe he didn’t have his special glasses on while watching the video and thinks we were sharing a really delicious ice cream,” Ilya scoffs.
Shane laughs but clears his throat to try to be serious.
“He’s sending us his…support. Says he wants both of us to know he-'has our backs' whatever that means. But he didn’t want to post anything publicly till we’ve made our own statement.” Shane falters.
“Ah, so we can be alternates on the Admirals if both our teams cut us?” Ilya jokes but it falls flat in the silence. It's too close to a possibility for them both.
“What’s gonna happen to you if Boston cuts you?” Shane asks.
“They won’t,” Ilya affirms.
“But what if they do?” Shane demands.
“They won’t. They can’t. Would be…whatever it’s called, not valid to fire me.”
“Wrongful termination,” Shane tells him.
“Da.”
“But what would happen if they did?”
Ilya scrubs his hands over his face, seemingly accepting that Shane isn't letting this go. “I don’t know. I could probably claim asylum. My lawyer would fight the firing as discrimination. Delay any sort of…next steps.”
Another long silence hangs over the kitchen. Both of them trying to avoid thinking about what exactly those ‘next steps’ would be. Shane’s phone chimes again. This time it's his parents.
“They’re three minutes away," He states it frankly before the panic sets in. "Oh my god. Oh god, what do I do? Do you want to, like…be here, I mean?”
Ilya looks surprised. “Oh I just assumed you wanted me to be, but I can go upstairs or-” Shane lurches forward as if to physically prevent Ilya from leaving but stops short. He needs to give Ilya the ability to say no, even if he really wants him there.
 
“No! Don’t do that. I do want you here, I mean, if you want to be. I know that’s maybe…a lot to ask.”
“No, it’s not. Not for you. Not if you want me to be.” Ilya leans against the island and toys with his cross necklace.
Shane’s whole body is tingling and he can feel his face doing several complicated things but Ilya just turns and digs in the fridge before turning back to give Shane a ginger ale.
“You keep ginger ale in your house?” Shane asks.
“Is my boyfriend's favourite drink. I should keep it in my fridge,” Ilya says casually with a shrug.
 There’s too much there for Shane to even begin to unpack, so instead he busies himself with his phone.
“I should text Hunter back. It’ll be important to have support or friends whatever. Might help with everything.”
Ilya nods. “Is important to have friends even if they are fossils.”
Scott Hunter: Hey Rook, I saw the news, I didn’t watch the video. But I wanted you and Rozanov to know you guys have my support. I don’t want to say anything publically till you’ve made your own statements but I’ll have your back. Both of you.

Shane: Thanks Scott that means a lot we both really appreciate it.

Scott Hunter: Reach out anytime you need anything.
“Why is he being so nice?” Ilya demands, tone suspicious.
“He’s a nice guy,” Shane defends.
“Mr Captain America,” Ilya grumbles.
Shane laughs, but it’s cut off by the sound of the doorbell.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    -Sooooo how's everyone doing? I made myself cry while editing this one wow! I hope you like it and it works well emotionally.
- Also OMG Scott Hunter has entered the chat. We can't leave that man out when we know he's still inside his own hell closet watching these two blow up their lives.
- I apologize for the cliff hanger but I'm hoping to get the next chapter up early tomorrow!
- I think that's everything? As always I appreciate all of you for reading this has been an amazing journey so far and we've got a LONG way to go Imma tell you right now I'd be shook if there's not 50+ chapters.


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: Meet The Hollanders
  


    Chapter Summary

    David and Yuna arrive at the place Shane texted them ready to meet the version of their son they didn't know existed.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! Thank you for returning! This update is coming the fastest yet but I felt guilty about the cliffhanger ending.
It’s finally happening! The long awaited worlds most awkward family meeting! Nothing like trying to introduce your new boyfriend when they've already watched your sex tape.
I once again managed to make myself sad at one point while writing this one so please let me know if you tear up at any point because I’d love to know but I don’t wanna say when and affect your opinions.

I hope its worth the wait!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “Fuck. Which one of us answers the door? Is it weird if I answer the door to your house? I’m already over-thinking this,” Shane sputters.
“Maybe, we can go together and you open door. I’ll hang back a little, let them come in before we’re doing introductions,” Ilya suggests.
Shane nods rapidly, grateful to be given clear instructions for something. He moves to the door slowly; everything feels a bit hazy, like he's in one of those nightmares where he has to take diploma exams again, but he didn't study and he's naked and every coach he's ever had is there. Except he doesn't wake up Shane opens the door to his deeply concerned looking mom and dad while Ilya hangs back a few feet inside the entryway.
“Uh, hi. Come in,” Shane says, stepping back and gesturing them forward. They join him in the foyer in awkward silence.
Shane watches his parents' gazes fall on Rozanov where he leans against the wall, toying with his crucifix. His mom and dad don’t seem surprised to see him there. His mom’s face still slips into barely disguised hate for a moment before she can school it back to politely neutral.
“Uhm, this is Ilya…Rozanov…but you already know that.”  Shane feels like an idiot.  Why hadn’t he rehearsed what he wanted to say? There hadn’t been time. Everything is happening so much faster than he usually liked major life changes to occur. “This is his house, as I’m sure you…assumed.”
“Farah sent us the video of you guys leaving The Garden together, so when we got the address, we figured it would probably be Rozanov’s house,” David concedes.
“Thank you for coming, Mr. and Mrs. Hollander.” Ilya's tone is polite and oddly formal, one Shane is unfamiliar with.
“Call me David, please." They take their shoes off and head further inside. "This is a gorgeous house. Did you get this built?” Ilya’s laugh is shockingly loud in the otherwise silent space and it takes them all by surprise.
“Sorry, I am just seeing where Shane gets it from, I think. His real estate obsession,” Ilya looks down at the floor, suddenly shy, but he forces himself to look back up and makes eye contact with Shane. Shane smiles softly back at him.
“Yuna,” Shane’s mom volunteers, speaking for the first time since they'd entered the house.  “You should call me Yuna.”
Ilya nods.  “Of course.  We should all sit. I can make tea or…” Ilya starts to guide them towards the dining table.
“Maybe something stronger,” David suggests after no one else says anything. Ilya offers a wry smile.
“Ah, that I also have.”
The Hollanders seat themselves at Ilya’s obnoxiously large dining table. Ilya leaves to go find vodka and give them a moment alone.  Shane is grateful for it, and also hates it.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Shane forces his voice not to falter.
“Tell us what, exactly?” Yuna asks carefully.
“That I’m gay," Shane admits and then realizes it's the first time he's said it out loud. "Or at least, I’m pretty sure I am.  I don’t really like being with girls. I always figured I’d try with a girl at some point, try to be…" He shakes his head. "But that’s pointless now. I would probably have told you eventually, I'm pretty sure, I just…”
“You didn’t have to tell us anything until you were ready, son,”  David reassures him.
“I thought I had more time. I didn’t think we were going to be…found out.” Shane shakes his head again. "None of this is happening the way I wanted it too."
*
Ilya takes his time finding the bottle of vodka in the freezer. Partly to give Shane a minute alone with his parents and partly because he needs a minute to breathe. He stops stalling, pulls out the icy bottle and gathers some glasses. At the last moment, he opens the fridge and grabs a ginger ale for Shane.
He interrupts whatever they were discussing when he arrives.  He plants the four glasses and fills a few fingers’ worth for everyone. He removes the ginger ale from under his arm last and slides it to Shane. Ilya takes the seat next to Shane across from his parents.
Yuna stares hard at the can like it holds all the secrets in the world and the answers to every question she's burning to ask. “You keep ginger ale in your house?”
“Uhm, yes,” Ilya allows.
Yuna nods like that’s enough before deciding she wants more confirmation. “Do you know anyone else that drinks it?”
 Ilya hesitates. He hates that this night has been so full of confessions and emotions. He hates even more than this stupid ginger ale has started to feel like a confession, too, a part of himself that he wasn't yet willing to share but is forced to by circumstance. He's been baring too much of his soul to too many people. More than he ever intended to share. His eyes still itch from the tears he hates himself for shedding in front of Shane.  He wants to stop it and just go to bed, preferably with Shane. But this meeting of the parents has barely started, and he knows he will likely owe them more access to parts of himself even he avoids knowing before the night is over.
“No, I do not,” Ilya admits and takes a pull of his vodka.
*
The confession settles into something warm in Shane's stomach, but there are more pressing topics of conversation. Besides, he's fairly certain Ilya would rather talk about anything else based on the way he's squirming beside him. 
“Did you watch it?” Shane breaks in. It’s an awful thing to ask, he feels ill at the idea they have but they can’t continue talking until he knows what they’ve seen.
“We watched the start, before it got-" David grimaces, and Shane feels his own face contort at all the possible array of omitted adjectives. "I’m sorry, we shouldn’t have done that.” 
“It was my fault,” Yuna confesses. “I should have turned it off. David told me to. It's just, I hadn’t heard you sounding that carefree in such a long time. You both seemed so happy, and I just…liked seeing you that happy.”
“Okay,” Shane replies because he can't bear to say anything else. His mother’s confession breaks his own heart, even if he’s angry at them for watching it. More silence hangs between them. Everyone seems scared to speak.
“Just ask what you want to ask,” Shane finally sighs, his voice sounds as exhausted and broken as he feels.
“I’m just so confused. You hate him,” Yuna demurs, sounding like she'd been holding her breathe.
Ilya curls his fingers around his cup and starts rubbing at the glass with his thumb. He stares into the vodka, seemingly refusing to look at anyone around the table.  Shane both knows this will be what everyone says, over and over, maybe for the rest of their lives, but it doesn’t make it easier to hear,  and he's pretty sure Ilya is thinking the same thing. Shane lightly strokes Ilya's thigh with his thumb and hopes the gesture quiets that voice inside Ilya's head the same way it does for Shane.
“I don’t. I never have," Shane admits. "It was just easier to let people think that. So they wouldn’t…suspect the truth.”
“So, you’re together? A couple?” David asks it delicately, like he isn’t sure what word to use.
“I mean…”  Shane doesn’t say anything else; he’s chewing his bottom lip in the way that will draw blood if it goes on for long enough. He can't seem to make his mouth say the word 'boyfriend' to his parents.
“We think so, yeah.”  Ilya helpfully supplies for him.
“I mean, if you both think so, there really isn’t anyone else who gets to have an opinion,”  David concludes with a smile that's probably meant to be reassuring.
Shane and Ilya exchange a glance, the sentiment of, if only that were true, passing between them.
“How long have you been…together?”  Yuna prods. Ilya meets Shane's gaze.
“Since rookie season,” Shane finally confesses. He knows he's fudging the timeline a bit but figures it's close enough.
“Since your rookie season!”  Yuna’s voice rises a bit higher than is polite.  David, for his part, stays quiet, but his eyebrows fly up and his mouth opens in surprise.
“It was summer before,” Ilya corrects, he's looking at Shane like he's offended by Shane getting it wrong. Shane tries to give him a look that he hope's conveys that he remembers the exact day; he couldn't get the image of a nineteen-year-old Ilya Rozanov touching himself in an otherwise empty communal shower out of his head if he tried. 
“That’s not helping, Ilya,” Shane chides, but it's useless. The damage is done.
“The summer before,”  Yuna repeats to herself trying to digest that information. “The CCM shoot.”
Shane and Ilya both refuse to speak, but it’s clear enough in their silence that she’s found the right answer.
“So you guys have been together all this time?” She presses.
“It’s complicated…I mean we can’t exactly, like, go on dates, being who we are, so we tried to keep it-I mean we acted like it was…we weren’t exclusive." Shane is fumbling through an explanation of their six year situationship that doesn't involve telling his parents about getting dicked down quarterly in an assortment of hotels across North America. He desperately wants to stop talking. "We couldn’t be if we needed to hide, but now everyone knows anyway.”
“Rozanov-” David starts.
“Ilya.”
“Ilya, I’m sorry.  I have to say I’m surprised, you have such a reputation as a ladies man,” David notes. Shane momentarily hates his father for reminding him of all the people Ilya has had in his bed that weren't Shane.
“Is not untrue,”  Ilya acknowledges.
“Ilya likes both,”  Shane explains when his parents look confused.
Ilya glances between Shane, a look of acceptance crossing his face. "Is true, I have been with many people, but I did not feel about those people the way I feel about Shane. He's only one." Shane feels warm and he knows he's beaming at Ilya, though Ilya still looks like he'd prefer to be having this conversation privately.
"Me too, just the one," Shane adds softly. 
They're all quiet for a moment.
“So, a joint statement acknowledging your relationship while condemning the release of the video.  Is that what you want to do here?” Yuna plows on, now ready to talk logistics.
“I don’t know, we need to talk to Farah. We didn’t have a plan for this,” Shane admits. He feels exhausted, and daunted at the prospect of handling the fallout of this. He rubs at his face with both hands. His skin is still crawling at the idea of making that statement. He knows it’s stupid now to care, but it scares him to think of sharing some post revealing the parts of himself he’d kept in the darkest corners of his life. He suddenly feels like even the quiet house is too loud, or maybe it is his brain is making the noise. Maybe his brain is screaming.
He leans his head between his outstretched arms, hands braced to table. His lungs feel like they’re too small in his chest, refusing to take in the amount of air he needs.
“Shane?” It’s Ilya’s voice.
“Yeah, just freaking out," Shane manages. "One minute.”
Shane feels Ilya’s hand on his thigh and this time when he speaks his voice is closer, quieter, right by his ear. “It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay. Your family is here and your boyfriend is here. We’ll figure it out but we are safe here right now, moy lyubymyy.”
“Boyfriend.” There's that word again, Shane thinks. He smiles and glances sideways at Ilya.
“Yes, is what we agreed,” Ilya says, like it’s the simplest thing in the entire world.
They sit in silence for a few beats.


“Since their rookie season,” Shane hears his mom say quietly.
“The summer before,” David corrects.
Eventually, Shane drags himself up again and takes a long drink of vodka from the glass he’s been ignoring. It burns but he convinces himself that it's helping. They’re quiet for a few minutes after that, Shane's parents allowing him a moments respite before they continue. As much as Shane would like this to end, he knows they’re not done.
“We could do a group call with your agent, Ilya,”  Yuna suggests. Ilya grimaces.
“Ah, that will be…difficult.  My agent was Russian so I’m going to need to find a new one.”
“Farah can help you, too,”  Shane hears himself say. He leaps to clarify. “I mean, you don’t have to work with her if you don’t want to, but at least she’d help with this. We don’t exactly have time on our side.”
“You’re right, we should probably plan to have a statement ready for tomorrow. Once we know how things are going to land, we’ll be able to figure out what comes next with the league and everyone else," Yuna agrees. As his mom talks, Shane can feel his brain getting loud again. "I expect I’ll hear from sponsors after that. They’ll likely be silent, waiting for what you have to say. I'm sure this would make some brands even more interested. Maybe we could-”
“Jesus, mom, can we wait until we know if I’m getting cut from the Metros before we think about what a big, rainbow-coloured opportunity our outing could be?”  Shane snaps.  The silence that follows is stifling, but no one moves to fill it. Shane runs his hands over his face and into his hair, leaving it standing upright. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t fair. It’s just been a really hard day.”
“No, I'm sorry. Of course none of that matters. I didn’t mean to make it about that, I was just talking. Do you think you’ll be...have you talked to your coaches?  Your teams?”
When Shane doesn’t say anything, Ilya leans forward slightly to field the question first.
“Da, I spoke to LeClaire. He was surprisingly okay, some of the Raiders will definitely be good but Marley did sort of threaten everyone to fall in line so probably they would not have said anything, even if they have problem.”
Shane looks at Ilya in surprise. He hadn't known the second part. He feels relieved knowing Ilya has such a good friend.
“And Shane?" Yuna prods again. "What happened with the Metros?” He knows she won't let this go. Shane sighs.
Shane stares down at the table, his arms folded across his body like a shield.  “It was maybe a bit less...accepting than that," He understates. "Really bad from some of the guys who accused me of taking a dive for Ilya." When he says that, his dad gives a pointed look to his mother that she seems to be trying to ignore. "And no one but Hayden even cared to defend me.”  
Shane laughs mirthlessly.  “And even he didn’t really seem to fully take in some of what they said to me. Not for what it was anyways.”
“What does that mean? What did they say to you?” Yuna's voice is carefully neutral, but it seems to suggest an undercurrent of rage she's struggling to hide.
“Doesn’t matter. Let’s not get into it now,” Shane insists, shaking his head.
Yuna’s eyes make it clear she thinks it matters quite a lot what a room full of jocks told her son but she nods instead, choosing not to push it. Shane is grateful for it; even as he feels guilty that it's probably because she's getting more candid access to his life than she’s had, maybe ever.
Shane can tell by the look on Ilya's face that he wants more information about the Metros too, but he will wait till they are alone. Shane knows he has to tell him more or he'll probably try to corner Hayden next chance to gets. He might end up doing that anyways, he makes a mental note to send Hayden a warning text.
“What did Theriault say?” Yuna drops the team talk and presses a different bruise instead.
“I haven’t spoken to him," Shane admits with a grimace. "I’d already left the locker room by the time he showed up.  Hayden told me he was pissed though. There will probably be some yelling whenever we talk next.”
“We shouldn’t release anything until you’ve spoken to him,” Yuna ventures.
“Of course, I know, I just…whenever he calls, I’ll answer. I just couldn’t talk to him until I’d talked to you guys.” Shane doesn’t look at him when he speaks but Ilya is included in the 'you guys'.
*
Ilya takes advantage of Shane and Yuna's conversation and the silence that follows to drink his vodka and take a few steadying breathes. When he looks up again, he realizes Yuna is looking directly at him.
“Have you spoken to your family Ilya?” Yuna barrels on to the next painful conversation.
Ilya tenses. Of course they’d ask that. He doesn’t know how to tell the Hollanders his family would rather he’d been found in bed dead than with a man. He needs to find a better way to start answering this question because it’s going to keep coming up and he can’t continue freezing every time it does. He's already aware he's taking too long to respond, and decides to give less details rather than more.
“Is Russia," Ilya replies simply, "I will not be able to return there now. I will probably never see any of them again.” Ilya worries at his glass with his thumb again.
“Oh,” David and Yuna speak in unison, barely louder than an exhale.
Next to Ilya, Shane's eyes are huge as he looks between his parents, shaking his head the tiniest amount. Ilya politely pretends not to notice the gesture, though it makes his heart feel warm. He returns his gaze to his vodka. They're all struggling to navigate this conversation and instead find themselves stepping on enough landmines to take down the house. 
It's silent for a few long moments as Yuna and David digest what Ilya has told them; Ilya understands the need. Having only recently learned about their own son, he does not expect them to consider the scope of Ilya's situation. He did not expect them to consider it now, if he's being honest with himself. It isn't their problem. 
“If something happens with Boston, we can help you claim asylum," Yuna declares decisively. "You wouldn’t have to stay in Boston if you didn’t want to, you could come to Ottawa. We know people who’d be able to help you.” Yuna's speaking quickly now, like she's relieved to be faced with a problem she's actually equipped to help with.
Ilya is blown away by the offer. From these people he barely knows, who only knew him as their son's hated rival until they watched a video of him donning Shane's jersey to suck his dick, and now they are offering to help shield him from Russia.  Maybe it shouldn’t surprise Ilya, when he thinks about Shane’s similar promises. We'll do something, the words echo in Ilya’s head. Ilya finds he is shaking his head, though.
“That is very kind, but I can’t do that,” He replies quietly.
“We didn’t mean to be pushy-” Yuna backtracks.
“You’re not! No, is not that. I just can't come to Ottawa because I, uhm...I still have Russian passport. It is likely they will cancel it, probably have already. If I try to travel internationally with it now I could be deported back there. Which I would like to...avoid.” Ilya shudders. "I cannot risk trying to leave the US now."
“Oh god, I didn’t even think of that,” Shane whispers.
Ilya turns to look at Shane, and those beautiful brown eyes meet his with so much affection that it takes his breath away. 
“Is not for you to think about. It's my problem,” Ilya consoles him, rubbing a reassuring hand on Shane’s leg.
“Your problems are my problems,” Shane replies easily. They hold each other's gaze and Ilya remembers all the topics, the sentiments they’d been dancing around in the video. Make it our problem. Make it our life. “What can we do?”
“I’ll have to claim asylum if I want to be able to cross the border any time soon. There is type of document they can give me that will let me do that after my claim is approved. That can take months, maybe a year. But is possible Raiders would help expedite it, so I would be safe to travel with team. Assuming they do not cut me.”
“And if they do? Cut you, I mean.” David asks.
“I can still claim asylum," Ilya shrugs. "People still know who I am. Would probably take longer than if Raiders owners were putting pressure on them, but I would be surprised if it’s rejected." Ilya explains. "If it is rejected…I don’t know. I don’t have Plan C. I had hoped to never need Plan A.”
“You did make a plan though,” Yuna says approvingly.
“I am a Russian man who likes other men," Ilya replies with a shrug and a small smile. "I would be stupid to have had no plan at all. I will talk to LeClaire and my lawyer about it tomorrow.”
“I can start working on Plan C,” Yuna assures him with a smile of her own. Ilya smiles back. It’s more kindness than he deserves, considering what he’s done to their son, but he won’t argue with the offer. Not when he’s scared he may need it.
*
Yuna watches as Shane's mind wanders elsewhere, to his own Plan C. He holds his hands together, rubbing the thumb of his right hand against the ring finger on his left.  He looks thoughtful and far away as he does it and even though he hasn’t said anything Yuna knows what he’s thinking. Can tell he's already come up with his own Plan C. The weight of that revelation, of what her son is prepared to do for a man she didn't even know he could stand to talk to, is suddenly too much.
“I’m so sorry, I just need a minute,”  Yuna stands up from the table and makes her way to what she’s confident is a patio door, and steps out into the cold fall night. She spends a minute breathing and trying to slow her mind. Tries not to think about all the things her son never felt safe to tell her.
Yuna inhales sharply when she hears the door slide closed behind her. Here goes, she thinks. 


“Mom. I…I’m sorry.  I didn’t want you to find out this way, and I’m sorry about how difficult it’s going to be with the sponsors and everything,” Shane pleads.
“Oh god no, fuck the sponsors," Yuna dismisses the idea. "I shouldn’t have brought that up." She rubs her son's arms soothingly. "I’m so sorry I made you feel like you had to hide, like you couldn’t tell us you found someone you cared about and who cares for you. I’m sorry I made you think sponsors, or hockey, or anything else is more important than that.”
“I swear, I really did try,” Shane’s voice cracks. “I would have tried more I think if we hadn’t been-”
“Oh, honey.”  Yuna gathers him into a hug, Shane hunching over to nestle himself in her arms. “You don’t need to try. I love you so much. We both do, and I can tell Ilya does, too.”
“We haven’t…said that yet. We’re kind of moving at break-neck speed all the sudden.” Shane admits wetly into her shoulder. Yuna breaks the embrace to look at him.
“Break-neck speed? Didn’t I just hear you tell us you’ve been together for six years,” Yuna challenges.
Shane laughs and Yuna is so grateful for the sound. “Yeah, well, we spent most of that pretending we didn’t actually want to be together so you know…lot of wasted time.”
Yuna rubs the tear tracks off Shane’s cheeks. “Well, you don’t have to waste any more of it. I promise you, I’ll fight tooth and claw to make sure you can be together and still play, both of you. If that’s what you want.”
“I do,” Shane nods. “I still want to play. Thank you for being nice to him.  For accepting him and for making this easier.”
“He makes it easy also. He keeps ginger ale in his house for you,” Yuna recalls.
Shane smiles besottedly. “When I asked him about the ginger ale, he told me it was his boyfriend’s favourite drink, so of course he had it. Hearing him say that was…kind of thrilling. I never thought I’d have that, that I'd have…someone. Not until after I retired anyways.”
Yuna forces herself to ignore that devastating last sentence, because if she dwells on it now, she may not be able to stop crying. She can think about it later, back at the hotel when she can break without making it Shane's problem. He's been through enough for one day. Instead, she smiles softly. “He is…very different with you from the person he is on the ice.”
“He puts on an act on the ice, and for the media. I think it’s just easier than being…vulnerable, or whatever.”  Shane winces, like he regrets what he's shared.
“I understand," Yuna acknowledges. "I’m realizing he’s got a lot more to hide than most people would assume.”
“We both did. I…I’m really sorry about the video. I didn’t want other people to see it. I should have deleted it. I just wanted to have a piece of us. We don’t even have photos together." Shane’s voice is strained and it threatens to break the levee Yuna has been trying so valiantly to preserve to ward against the flood of her own emotions. Tears sting the backs of her eyes in warning, almost breaching her defenses. "Never took any because it felt like too much of a risk. We're apart for huge amounts of time and I never even have anything to look at. I like the beginning, the part you guys watched when we're just talking. I would watch it at night sometimes before going to sleep, like he was with me.” 
Shane looks devastated, but Yuna watches him fight his expression back to neutral and refuses to let any of the tears escape. She feels her heart break open at it, her soft, beautiful baby, forced to keep a stiff upper lip. Somehow, she's able to blink away her tears for his sake. Instead, she turns her focus to another critical matter that is less likely to make them both cry.
“We’ll start taking some now, but maybe keep your home movies off the cloud, please.” It’s as close as Yuna dares get to reprimanding Shane for the video. She knows David is right; Shane doesn’t need to hear about pressure and expectations from them. Not when he’s just revealed he’d been planning to spend his entire career alone. He looks both annoyed and amused; it's more familiar territory for Yuna.
“Jesus, mom," Shane groans. "Yeah, I get it. Trust me we won’t do it again.” Good, Yuna thinks.
“I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make it easier, that he was the one wearing your jersey instead of the other way around,” Yuna jokes although it is the truth. Shane looks scandalized, scrunching up his nose, suddenly looking impossibly young. Yuna wants to wrap him up in a blanket and give him hot cocoa and protect him from the world, but she can't do that anymore.
Unaware of her inner monologue, Shane replies, “Oh my god, mom, don’t say that.”
Yuna smiles despite herself. “I’m sorry! It’s just true.”
Shane is quiet for a moment. “He’s going to get a lot of shit for that. From more than just his team. The fans won’t be happy.”
Yuna squeezes Shane’s shoulder. “I know, honey. There’s going to be a lot of things that people will expect you both to answer for. But you don’t owe them anything. You boys don’t have to share a single part of yourselves you don’t want to. Fuck them.”
“Jesus, mom.” Shane repeats, more softly this time. Yuna puts on her most intimidating tone.
“I mean it. You don’t owe them anything. Not your team, not Theriault or the media, or anyone else in the league, or even us. Fuck. Them." Yuna's voice is firm and her gaze never leaves Shane. "You deserve to be happy as much as anyone else in this stupid sport and no one ever asks Hayden to explain himself when he keeps getting his wife pregnant.”
Shane’s second laugh is even louder and Yuna feels far too happy for being able to get it from him. “They have so many kids! I feel like one to two is the correct amount,” He tells her like it's a secret.
“Is that how many you guys want?” Yuna asks before she can stop herself.
Shane looks away, flushing a prety shade of pink. “Maybe we’ll come back to that one. Get past about ten other hurdles and huge conversations first.”
Yuna smiles and nods and doesn't ask for more. Shane looks down at his feet, and when he speaks, his tone is once again more serious. 
“I really am sorry I never told you about any of it. I just…it just felt impossible. It still does kind of, but also now we have no choice, so…”
“We know," Yuna reaffirms, saving him from further explanation. "You don’t need to apologize to us.  We love you so much.”
Yuna holds her son in a tight embrace on the patio for longer than they’ve hugged in years before they both dry their eyes and head back inside.
*
The patio door shutting behind Yuna seems to echo around the house. They sit in silence sipping at their vodka.
"This is really nice vodka." David's voice is quiet, as if he's trying at a normal conversation.
"Thank you, I have it shipped specially. Can't get anything as good at normal stores here." He feels ridiculous talking about how he gets his vodka when Shane's mom, presumably spiraling, but he doesn't know what else to do.
“I’ll be right back.”  Shane says, abruptly standing and leaving the table.


"They'll be fine," David offers Ilya reassuringly when they hear the patio door snap shut behind Shane. Ilya nods but doesn't feel convinced. "It's just a lot for her to take in. A lot for both of us, really. This realization that we've missed so much of our son's life because he didn't think he could tell us. Shane didn't owe us anything of course, before he was ready, but it's still hard knowing you've been together for six years and we didn't even know." 
Ilya doesn't fill the silence that follows. He feels too awkward with a dad that seems so loving. He doesn't know what to do with it. 
"We didn't know him at all, I think, actually," David sighs and sips more of his vodka. "A week ago or so, Yuna was trying to set him up with a princess from Scotland or something like that. I can't remember. I told her not, but she wanted to help."
Ilya visibly bristles at the idea of Shane going on date with a princess. "I am sure he hated that," He says instead of what he wants to say.
"He did openly hate it. Which makes sense and wasn't really a surprise. He'd never showed any interest in girls, that aspect of this isn't really that much of a shock. He'd never told us any different though, we didn't want to assume. Yuna just wanted to help. We were...doing our best. We didn't know he had you," David utters into his glass.
Ilya looks up at David then, he can see Shane's dad dropping the facade of calm acceptance and allowing himself to look as sad as he's been all night. "Was...complicated for a long time, because hockey and because Russia, but both those things are maybe fucked," Ilya grimaces at the curse he's let slip. "Sorry. But Russia at least is, for me. So still complicated, but maybe like...what is point of pretending to be casual now?" Ilya can't believe he's said that aloud to Shane's father of all people. David is easy to talk to, easier still when they're alone. He knows David will probably tell Yuna everything he's said but it still feels comfortable.
"So, that's what you guys were doing before this...pretending?" Ilya wonders if David was sent as the one to work Ilya for information or if this conversation is an accident.
"Yes...for me anyway, I wanted more but felt like we couldn't. I think was the same for Shane, also."
David nods and they're interrupted by the sound of Shane laughing outside. Ilya smiles and when he glances back to David he's smiling too. "See, just like I said. They're fine," David says, and Ilya finds he is surprisingly comforted by the sentiment.
"I am glad he has you both to be here for him," Ilya replies.
"We'll be here for you too." David's voice is quiet. 
Ilya just nods and looks down at his vodka. He can't force himself to say more words because the gesture from David is too much. He's saved from needing to try when only a moment later the patio door opens again. Yuna and Shane return to the table without fanfare from either party.
When Shane resettles next to him, Ilya puts his hand on Shane’s thigh and Shane threads their fingers together.  They stare into each other’s eyes for a moment and Shane gives a small nod. Ilya smiles gently and squeezes his hand. Yuna and David's eyes don't leave them, they watch all this pass between Shane and Ilya. Ilya wonders if they can sense it for themselves, the expanse of how long they’d been in this hidden relationship. How easily they seem to share a silent language now.
They sit like that for a while. Ilya pours everyone more vodka that they sip quietly.  No one is unhappy with this chance to think through the day, and what destruction it will leave in its wake that they will all have to face in the morning.
“Can we just…leave this here for tonight? I’m so tired. Today has been three years long somehow. We’ll talk to Coach and Farah tomorrow when my brain isn’t sludge.” Shane rubs his forehead.
“Yeah, of course,” David reassures and Yuna nods along.
“Thank you,” Shane sighs.
“We should go anyway, it’s getting late. Call us in the morning okay?” Yuna confirms, rising from the table and sliding her chair back into place.
“I will, mom,” Shane promises.
“You should have our numbers too, Ilya,” Yuna offers, turning to him as they pull on their jackets.
“I…I should?”  Ilya can’t take this final surprise today. The Hollanders' kindness is having the effect of pouring water on his nerves of flayed wire. Any more gestures will have him electrocuting them all.
“Of course you should. You can call us anytime you need anything.” Yuna tells him.
Fuck, Ilya’s eyes are betraying him again as he thinks about his own family that will never call him again. He can’t open his mouth to speak or he’ll say too much, or worse, his voice will crack, so he just nods his head and passes his unlocked phone to Yuna.
Ilya says his goodbyes to Shane's parents in the kitchen and lets Shane walk his parents out alone. It's good to give them another moment of privacy, he tells himself. When Shane returns, Ilya is loading empty vodka glasses into the dishwasher. His eyes flick over to Shane's face; Ilya closes the dishwasher and watches as Shane's face flashes with excitement at the realization that it blends seamlessly into the cabinets around it. He opens and closes his mouth repeatedly like a very cute fish, seemingly fighting off the urge to comment on the detail. Finally, his expression settles into something more neutral.
“How are you?” Shane asks instead.
Ilya shrugs. “Why don’t you go upstairs? We are both tired. I’m just going to clean up a bit. I’ll be right there.”
Shane nods. “Okay.” With that, he disappears up the stairs.
Ilya waits for the sound of Shane's footsteps to recede before he lets himself release a shaky breath and then another. He forces them to not become full-on hyperventilating sobs. He stays that way for several minutes, gasping out ragged breaths as he tries to process everything this night has taken from him, and also everything it’s given him.
At the start of the night, he’d had one clear focus: Score a goal before Shane. Get him to come to his house, then fuck him until neither of them could walk. Enjoy the possessive feeling his name on Shane’s back would give as he takes him. Then, when it's all over, convince Shane to stay the night, to fall asleep wrapped up in each other's arms. Wake up and have him again in the morning, preferably still in his jersey. Make him his stupid healthy bird breakfast and give him one of the ginger ales he’d made sure to purchase and chill in the fridge. Hopefully spend some time together before his afternoon flight back to Montreal.
And that plan had been completely foiled, leaving an even more intense series of events to playout. Consequently, things had occurred that were beyond his wildest imaginings. They’d said the word boyfriends, agreeing that would be to each other now. They said it in front of Shane’s parents. Other people knew them as boyfriends. Ilya had wanted to find out if Shane was with other people; he'd hoped to encourage their relationship in the direction of exclusivity, and, one day, slowly coax Shane into something more. But now they’ve arrived there faster than he imagined possible and he’d found out Shane was never really with other people anyway.
It likely wouldn’t have happened, maybe ever, if they hadn’t been forced out and together by the video. Probably Shane would have refused to stay the night and nothing would have changed. But they had been forced out, and a little part of Ilya felt giddy. So many awful things have happened in the hours since the video was posted. More will continue to happen in the days to come. But one huge bright spot shines amongst all the awful. That bright spot is Shane, his boyfriend, upstairs in Ilya’s bed. Where he will be sleeping tonight.
He feels the weight of Russia like lead in his gut. His father is still sick, has been calling him more and more lately, asking Ilya when he’d be home from practice or school, or where his mother is. And now what would happen? Did he know about Ilya? Has Alexei told him? If he has, his father will almost certainly forget. Ilya knows his father might never call him again, or he might call him tomorrow with no knowledge of what happened. Asking him when he will be home, not knowing he will never be home again. Ilya can’t decide which option he hates more. Both make his stomach twist and threaten more tears to come spilling out of his eyes.
He still feels embarrassed and angry with himself for how he’d sobbed in Shane’s arms. He shouldn’t have done that, a horrible display of weakness that Shane shouldn’t have to deal with. But Shane had been so kind, stroking his hair and even after it was over Shane still wanted him, still climbed into his lap and kissed him like maybe he wasn’t repulsive for being sad. Like his weakness didn't render him unlovable.
And then there were The Hollanders. David and Yuna had been so much kinder than he deserved. It is his fault that the video exists; making it had been his idea. They offered to help him, Yuna said they’d come up with a Plan C for him. They even gave him their numbers, said he could call. It had all been such a stark contrast to his own family he could barely swallow it.
Ilya allowed himself one more minute of breathing before he slammed the rest of the vodka growing warm in his glass. He started for the stairs after Shane. If everything else has gone up in smoke today, if he’s never going to see Russia again, to lay flowers at his Mother’s headstone, and care for his Father-If they take hockey from him and he becomes a citizen of nowhere-if every other part of Ilya's life is irrevocably fucked, at least he gets to fall asleep wrapped around Shane Hollander.
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    - Well that's the meeting of the parents! I hope you all liked it and feel like I gave the characters of David and Yuna the correct characterization. Like I said I'm a David lover.

- I know I write way more notes than I used to but it's kind of surprising to me how many people actually enjoy the story and want to interact with me. Thank you all again this has been really exciting for me and really fulfilling.

- Full transparency it might be a few days this time for another update. The beginning of the week is always a busy time for me but I'm shooting for Wednesday at the absolute latest.

- Real talk, do I grossly overuse the “...” I feel like I do but I also want to communicate when people are fading off and when they’re pausing while speaking. If its out of control and annoying please LMK.

-THANK YOU ALL AGAIN!


  


      

  












      Chapter 9: Getting Reacquainted
  


    Chapter Summary

    Ilya and Shane are finally home alone for the night.



    Chapter Notes

      Well folks this is by far our longest chapter and that’s because they’re finally alone at Ilya’s for the night. And the smut tag is finally paying off. I hope you enjoy it. I’m sorry for the long wait.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane leads his parents to the door alone.  “Thank you both for coming.  I know this has been a lot of new stuff in one day, and I really appreciate you both being so…being here.”
“Of course, Shane. We’ll always be here for you," Yuna assures him. "And for Ilya.” Shane's throat feels thick at the addition.
“Thank you, that means a lot. We are going to need some friends I think. Luckily, his team is good, and Scott Hunter actually sent me a message of support.”
“Really? Hunter?” Yuna looks surprised.
“Yeah, I was kind of surprised too, that he messaged so quickly after the video and everything," Shane admits. "But I guess he’s just a really good guy.” 
“He’s been in the league a long time. Could be good to have him in your corner,” Yuna suggests.
“Yeah, hopefully." Shane really does hope so; they need all the help they can get. "I’ll call in the morning, okay?”
“Sounds good, kiddo.” David replies.
They each take turns hugging him once more.  “We love you.”
When the door is shut behind them Shane returns to Ilya in the kitchen.  He looks like he’s aged a decade over the course of the day but like he’s trying to hide it, fussing around cleaning the kitchen, avoiding eye contact with Shane.  When Ilya dismisses him to go upstairs alone, claiming he’ll be right up. Shane doesn’t argue.
He moves up the stairs normally until he’s sure his footsteps can’t be heard then picks speed until he's close to running. He finds Ilya’s bedroom and hurries inside half closing the door behind him. Despite the need to rush, Shane stands shocked for a second when he realizes he’s never been in Ilya’s bedroom before.
The bed is huge with dark sheets and way more lamps surrounding it than Shane thinks is strictly necessary. Across from it, one whole wall is devoted to the closet. He knows time is precious so he resists the urge to spend any longer taking in the space.
Rozanov's closet is more organized than he expected it to be. Athletic gear is separated from clothes he’s seen photos of Ilya wearing when leaving clubs. Photos that usually included him leaving with a woman. Shane had always been very level-headed about those photos. At the right side of the closet, suits lead into all his hockey gear.  Shane can’t help but admire the pristine organization that makes it easy to find what he wants-A Raiders jersey with Rozanov scrawled across the shoulders and 81 in the middle.
Shane is achingly aware that this is by far the most time he and Ilya have ever spent together without having sex. They haven’t even been together since last season. Shane feels cold when it occurs to him they haven’t had sex since they made the video. He refuses to let the though linger, though. They’ve been in Ilya’s house for hours already and only kissed. It is so unlike their usual routine it's starting to make Shane crazy. As important as all the talking and sharing, all the acknowledgment of feelings has been, Shane is done talking. He is not interested in hearing Ilya speak again for the rest of the night unless it is to say something filthy. And he plans to ensure he gets what he wants. Shane will not allow his parents' arrival to spoil the mood that had been set when they sat outside together.
Shane hurries to get out of his clothes and pulls the jersey over his head while straining to hear the sound of footsteps on the stairs. He keeps his socks on, but folds everything else and leaves it on the dresser. Once dressed, he’s faced with the decision of how he should be posed when Ilya walks in. Shane sits on the bed against the headboard, then decides that’s too lazy. He thinks about getting on his hands and knees but that feels simultaneously too vulnerable, to be exposed like that, and too aggressive when he wants them to kiss.
He settles on kneeling in the center of the bed, his ass resting on his heels; He spreads his legs slightly with the jersey carefully arranged to cover that he is already naked underneath. Shane doesn’t have to wait long before he hears footsteps. Ilya walks in still looking exhausted, but stops in his tracks when his eyes land on Shane waiting for him.
“Hi,” Shane purrs with his most seductive smile. Faintly, absurdly, it occurs to him that he is nervous. How is it possible to still be nervous with him? After all this time? He can feel his face getting hot. He suddenly feels shy and like maybe this was a mistake.  “How does it look?”
Ilya’s eyes darken, and he does not look exhausted anymore as he stalks closer to the bed.
“Turn around,”  Ilya orders, ignoring Shane’s question completely.
Shane does so without speaking, turning so Ilya can see his own name written across Shane’s back.
“Fuuuuck,” Ilya groans. Shane feels the bed shift with Ilya’s weight and then a possessive hand grabs the back of his neck.  Ilya buries his face there, sucking on the sensitive skin.
“Marks,” Shane gasps against the feeling. Ilya had removed his shirt between the door and the bed and Shane can feel the heat of him through the thin material of the jersey.
“Oh, you’re already marked moy lyubymyy. My name is marked across your back because ty moy.”
Shane doesn’t ask for a translation. He has a feeling he already knows.
*
“So, do you like it?” Shane pants, as Ilya continues his path, pulling at the jersey to suck on the sensitive skin where his neck meets his shoulder. Ilya assumes the question is rhetorical but answers it anyway.
“Do I like it? I hope you got dressed up like this because you wanted to get fucked, because that’s what is going to happen,” Ilya growls, his voice sounds desperate, even to his own ears. Ilya’s hands move across Shane's chest, squeezing hard on his pecs.
“Fuck yes, please, I want you so bad,” Shane babbles. There he is, Ilya thinks.
Shane turns his head just so and Ilya greedily catches his mouth in a kiss as his hands continue their journey down Shane’s body and find him bare under the jersey. Ilya's stomach swoops low.
“Oh, what’s this? My little slut is so eager and easy for me,”  Ilya taunts. He moves his hand to Shane’s ass, just ghosting his fingers over his hole.
“I want you so bad.  This is all I could think about the rest of the game, from the moment you scored that fucking goal. I want you to fuck me like this. So you can see your name. So you can know I belong to you.” Shane is panting the words into Ilya’s open mouth. Ilya worries his dick will explode before he can even get inside him.
“Fuuuck, Shane," Ilya groans, then begrudgingly removes his hands to reach across the bed and dig in the night stand, coming back with lube and condoms.
“Wait,” Shane sits up putting his hand over the condoms Ilya is holding.  “I was thinking maybe we could skip the condoms. If you want to, I mean. I got tested at the start of the season and I haven’t…I mean, like I said, I don’t like to be with other people, so I don't have anything if we wanted to go without. Have you been…tested recently?”
“Da, I got tested a month ago, haven’t been with anyone since," Ilya replies. He feels dizzy and exceptionally aroused; every cell in his body wants to leap at the opportunity to be bare inside Shane, but he couldn't live with himself if Shane did this without being 100% positive it's what he wanted. "But Shane, are you sure is what you want? It will be messy.”
“What’s wrong Rozanov, scared you’ll get me pregnant?" Shane laughs coyly. "I promise I’m on the pill.”
It’s meant to be a joke, but the combination of the jersey with his name on it and that idea Ilya could get him pregnant makes Ilya’s brain short circuit.
“I should get you pregnant. Our babies would be perfect hockey champions,” Ilya groans and pulls Shane in for a desperate kiss.
“But I’m not ready. I’ve still got a lot of good hockey years left,” Shane protests.
“No, I think it’s time for you to retire. You can spend your days raising my babies and sitting on my cock.”
Ilya grabs Shane by the neck again and forces him face down onto the bed.  The jersey falls forward to display his perfect ass and waiting hole. “Oh god, Ilya, fuck whatever you want,” Shane moans against the pillows.
All the emotions and stress Ilya tried to unpack in the kitchen are blanked away by the sight of Shane Hollander, in his jersey, bent over and begging for him. He can't believe he wasted time feeling bad for himself when this was waiting for him upstairs.
Ilya releases his hold on Shane’s throat, knowing he’ll stay there like the good boy he is, and shifts both hands down to Shane’s hips.
“Remember kotehok. I want to hear you, we aren’t in hotel room tonight,” Ilya commands before licking a stripe between Shane’s cheeks.
Shane doesn't hold back his moans as Ilya works him over with his tongue.
“Oh fuck. Oh god, Ilya,” he gasps.
Ilya's dick responds to the sound of his name and he starts to lose patience with this slow foreplay. He lubes up his fingers and plunges one in up to the knuckle in a swift thrust, eliciting even louder moans. He doesn't wait long before pushing in another. Shane's always so tight and the thought reminds Ilya that no one else but him ever fucks Shane. And now he's his boyfriend no one else will again. Shane is only his to have like this.
“Jesus, I’m ready, just fuck me,” Shane whines. 
“We’ve barely gotten started, kotehok, and I want to enjoy my time with you,” Ilya says with more patience than he actually feels. He slows his fingers down until they’re barely moving before introducing a third. “And it’s been such a long time since you’ve had me. Don’t want to hurt you with my huge cock.”
“Fuck off,” Shane snaps.  Ilya feels a smirk settle across his face, though no one will see it.
“Mmm, I think no.”
Ilya finds Shane’s prostate and strokes it with each pass. Whatever fight Shane had leaves him then. His chest collapses more onto the bed in front of him with a moan. He’s rocking his hips back now to meet Ilya’s fingers. In response, Ilya pulls them out completely, eliciting a desperate whine from the man under him. Ilya leans his body over Shane’s back, his mouth pressed against Shane’s ear. “You need more patience. But you don’t have any, do you?" Shane lets out a thready whine. "You’re such a desperate slut for it.”
“Yes, please hurry up,” Shane groans.
Ilya would like to drag this out for hours until Shane is a whimpering, shaking mess but he can't take the wait either. He wants to feel the tight heat of Shane without the barrier of a condom and watch the jersey shift on his back with each thrust. Ilya shoves his joggers down and puts more lube on his cock before he lines himself up with Shane’s hole. He keeps his grip on Shane’s hips hard to keep him in place; he will be the one deciding the pace, both because they both like it when he is in control and because he's pretty sure if Shane took it upon himself to meet his thrusts, he would come embarrassingly quickly. Ilya takes one last breath to steady himself before he’s pushing the head of his cock into Shane.
“Oooh fuuuuck,” Shane moans into the pillows drool pooling where his mouth hangs open.
“Oh Shane. You always feel so amazing.” Ilya has to inch his way in or he’s going to be done in seconds. The taut heat of Shane, with no barrier between them, is making him insane.


Ilya bottoms out and they both take a moment, gasping, to recover. It’s Shane who gets sick of the stillness first. He starts trying to rock himself back onto Ilya’s cock, fighting against Ilya’s grip on him.
“Oh, Ilya, please,” Shane whines into the pillows.
Ilya groans, running his hands up Shane’s back and squeezing his neck again. He holds Shane down and starts rocking into him with shallow thrusts, he has to start slow or this is going to be over in less than a minute.
“Oh god that feels so good. Harder,” Shane demands, refusing to allow Ilya to pace himself.
“Even with me inside you, is still not enough. You’re so fucking desperate for it. Moaning like the puck bunny whore you are," Ilya says. He knows he's toeing the line between kinky degradation and something Shane will get angry at. Still, he tests that line. "Show up in my jersey. Beg me to fuck you. Sounds like a puck bunny to me.”
Shane doesn’t reply. His eyes have that glassy far away look they get anytime they have sex like this and Ilya knows he’s close to floating. He leans his body over Shane’s and gets close to his ear. “You’re my puck bunny whore, aren’t you, Hollander? Why else would you be wearing my jersey?” Shane moans but doesn’t form a coherent response. Ilya is pretty sure he's walking the line perfectly.
“Say it,” Ilya snarls and bites hard at his neck. Maybe hard enough to leave a mark but Shane doesn't complain. It's just another thing that doesn't matter anymore now that everyone knows.
“I’m your puck bunny whore,” Shane moans seemingly too gone to care about embarrassment now.
“You were made to be fucked by me. Your hole was made for me,” Ilya continues.
“Made for you. Only yours," Shane repeats without being told to. 
Ilya groans like he’s in pain. Maybe he is-his chest feels like it’s being ripped open. 
"I’m your puck bunny. Wear your jersey, wait for you after games, get fucked by you every night.” Shane doesn't seem to be aware of what he's saying, he's in the floating place that sends his filter out the window, which is exactly where Ilya likes him.
Ilya forces himself to slow his pace completely because he’s on the precipice of coming, pushed over the edge by Hollander's words, and he refuses to let this end already. The pace is torturously slow for both of them.
“Nooo, Ilya what are you doing?” Shane is writhing underneath him, trying desperately to rock back into where they’re joined. But Ilya holds him in place, squeezing hard on his hips. He sounds overwhelmed, close to tears. “Please, I was so close.”
Ilya pulls himself back up and away from Shane and grabs the back of Shane’s neck again, dragging him up onto his knees until they’re pressed flush against each other again. Shane’s hands immediately find Ilya’s hair and his grip is a vice on the curls.
“Is this why you can’t fuck anyone but me? Why you wear my name and beg for me to take you? No one else can make you come like this. Just from this,” Ilya hisses.
Shane releases a noise close to a sob against Ilya’s lips. “You ruined me for anyone else from the first night. No one can compare now. Just you.”
“Because you’re mine,” A statement not a question.
“Yours. I’m yours. Everyone knows it now, too. Everyone knows I’m yours.” Bozhe moy, this man is trying to kill me, Ilya thinks.  
“Oh fuck. This is what the video should have been, Shane. So everyone could see how desperate for me you are. How you beg for me and only me.”
He is pretty sure that the coherent part of Shane's brain is horrified by the idea, but he's also fairly certain that part of his brain is taking a little break right now. To Ilya's immense pleasure, Shane continues. “Everyone should know, only want you. Only beg for you.”
“Because you’re mine,” Ilya affirms with a growl. He can't stop saying it, wants to say it every day, every second.
Shane lays his hand over Ilya’s where he’s holding Shane’s hips steady and they lace their fingers together. Ilya finally picks up his speed, maneuvering Shane’s hip until the angle is rubbing perfectly against his prostate with every thrust.
“Mine. Mine. Mine,” Ilya chants without having consciously decided to do so.
“Yes, Ilya. I’m yours,” Shane gasps. “Oh fuck, I’m gonna come.”
“Oh god, Shane, come for me,” Ilya holds Shane tight against him, wants to feel the way his body trembles.
Shane’s whole body clenches as he starts to come and Ilya can’t hold on any longer. He’s shaking as he empties himself inside Shane and can’t seem to stop the shaking even when it’s over. They both pant in the silence for a long time. Ilya is still inside Shane leaning his head against the shoulder of the sweat soaked jersey.
“That was incredible,” Shane finally supplies between gasps.
“You need to wear my jersey more,” Ilya chuckles.
“Ha," Shane gasps. "Fuck you.”
Ilya carefully pulls out and shifts them both sideways until they are lying down next to each other, Ilya spooning Shane against his chest.
“Comfy?”
“Very.”
Ilya wonders how long he has before the feeling of his cum dripping out of Shane and turning tacky against his ass becomes unbearable to him; he knows it can't be long, so he tries to enjoy every moment Shane is pressed against him.
Ilya peppers a few soft kisses down Shane’s neck.  “You’re so perfect.” Shane hums contentedly in Ilya’s arms.
“Just perfect for you,” He whispers, turning his head so Ilya can kiss him on the mouth. They kiss lazily like that for a while, Ilya’s hands skating over Shane’s chest and down to his thighs.
“This is real right?” Shane whispers and Ilya can hear the ghost of what he’s really asking, what they are both still avoiding.
“Yes, Shane," Ilya says, answering both questions. "This is real.”
They continue to kiss and stroke at anywhere their hands can reach until Ilya starts getting hard against Shane’s ass again.
“Oh sorry, I can-” Ilya starts to pull away.
“No,” Shane seizes his hip. “Don’t move. Please fuck me. Just like this.”
Ilya is already sweaty and red faced from the round they just finished when he plants a hand on Shane’s knee to hold him in place and slowly slides into him again.
“Oh, fuck. Oh my god,” Shane moans and leans his head back into the pillows, never releasing the iron grip he has on a fistful of Ilya’s curls.
The second time they have sex is slow and languid and gentler than the first. Ilya's never felt so connected to another person. The raw emotions they’ve shared today, the knowledge they can’t go back, and that it may be them against the league now. All coming to a head in so much overwhelming sex. What started as frantically possessive, a desperation to capture and own, has slipped into something more certain, and more powerful. 
Ilya’s brain feels foggy and he can’t filter the words in his brain from finding their way out of his mouth. He says them in Russian, to hide behind the language barrier. "Stay with me. I will keep your ginger ale and bird food in the fridge. Stay. Stay.”
Shane turns his head so they can kiss. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Ilya hadn’t meant for the last word to slip out in English, but he doesn’t acknowledge the mistake. Instead, he distracts Shane by gripping his cock and stroking him in time with his thrusts. They're quieter this time. Neither of them speaks as they both close in on their orgasms, both too afraid to say something that may be too much for the other. Ilya empties himself inside of Shane for the second time in an hour. When it’s over, he doesn’t pull out right away.
“I can’t get you pregnant if I’m running down your thighs, Hollander,” Ilya taunts against his ear.
“You’re gross," Shane chides, landing a light smack on Ilya's shoulder. "We are getting up to shower right after I catch my breath.” 
“Of course, solynshko.” His voice is barely above a murmur and by the time Shane’s breath has evened out it’s deepened too. The day finally catching up with him all at once, too exhausted to even care about the mess.
Despite his own exhaustion, Ilya stays awake for as long as he can, watching Shane’s chest rise and fall and counting the freckles on his cheeks. When Ilya begins to drift, he groggily recalls that he didn’t even ask Shane to stay. Shane chose to do that on his own.
***

They both jolt awake to the sound of a phone ringing.
Shane sits up and looks around, momentarily confused by his surroundings. He’s still wearing the jersey and Ilya’s cock is immediately stirring with interest.
“Fuck,” Shane groans, scrambling across the bed to find his phone.
“Come back to bed, moy lyubymyy.  Want to remind you how good you look in my number.”
“I need to see who’s calling first. We can’t hide from the world forever, even if that sounds like the better option.” Shane grabs his phone off the nightstand and feels cold when he sees Coach Theriault is the one calling.
“Fuck, alright. I guess we’re doing this..." Shane steels himself. "Hey Coach.” Shane forces his voice to sound neutral.


“About goddamn time, Hollander!”  His coach yells down the phone loud enough that Ilya can hear it too.  “Too busy with your boyfriend to talk to me!  After the shitstorm you started last night?”
Shane bristles at the implication that they’re to blame for the video, like they’d personally posted it. He lets it go, though; he needs to pick his battles. “I’m sorry I left, I just needed to speak to my parent. They were at the game.”  Shane moves off the bed and away from Ilya. He doesn’t want him to listen to whatever dressing down Shane is about to receive. Ilya isn’t looking at him anyway; he’s distracted by his own phone, fingers moving quickly across the screen.
Shane desperately wants to know who he’s talking to and what they’re saying but he isn’t sure if he can look at his screen. That feels like it’s taking liberties they haven’t agreed upon yet.
Even though last night they’d called themselves boyfriends and panted declarations of ‘yours’ and ‘mine’ into each other’s mouths as they fucked, it all still felt breakable. Like one wrong move from either of them would shatter whatever precarious joy they had found.
“Well, are you done talking to them now? Because we’ve got shit to deal with!” Theriault barks.
Ilya’s own phone begins to ring in his hands allowing Shane to use it as an excuse to keep retreating towards the living room.
“Yeah, of course,” Shane replies, tone level. Even if Theriault isn't going to be an adult about this, he is.
“Needless to say, you're benched.” It’s a deadpan statement. Theriault delivers the blow with no emotion at all.
Shane feels cold suddenly and his throat is getting tight. He loses all his resolve about being mature and level-headed. “Benched? That…that’s such bullshit! Lots of guys have friends on other teams.”
“Friends! You didn’t look like friends to me, Hollander!”  Theriault is yelling again. Shane winces at the confirmation of another person he knows who’s watched the video.
“I would have benched you anyway but this isn’t coming from me. Crowell ordered it, wants you both benched at least until it’s been decided how to handle this,” Theriault informs him.
Shane’s hands are shaking. “Handle this? What’s that supposed to mean? This is ridiculous! Ilya and I didn’t ask to-”
“Oh, it’s Ilya now, is it!" Theriault snorts loudly, he says Ilya's name like it's a playground taunt. "Real bitter rivals, you two proved to be. I wouldn’t be in such a rush to return to the locker room, Hollander. I don’t know what you’re going to say the team now that you’ve betrayed them by fucking the enemy Captain.”
“Anyone who knows me at all would know I always played hard. Who I’m with doesn’t change that,” Shane objects.
Theriault snorts again on his end of the line. “I don’t think any of us know you at all, Hollander.  You’ve clearly had divided loyalty for a long time. Rozanov won the cup two years ago, didn’t he?  You mention being with him then in your little video. Did you make it easy on him? Help him get there? Did he do that for you last year?”
Shane feels like his knees are going to give out under him. There were so many damning lines in that one video. So much they couldn’t deny. People knew what was going on between them had been happening for years.
“I would never do that.” Shane’s voice is shakier than he wishes it was. He wants to be strong. "I'd never betray the team."
“You already did,” Theriault states.
Shane is shaking his head even though Theriault can’t see him. His throat is so tight he couldn’t get a sentence out if he tried. He doesn’t even feel like he can argue. You did betray the team, his brain tells him. He knows the voice is right, too. He’s standing in his rival captain’s house, wearing his jersey and he can feel Ilya’s cum dried disgustingly against the inside of his ass cheeks.
“You won’t be flying back with us. Crowell wants to see you both. He’s flying into Boston himself right now,” Theriault informs him, oblivious to the breakdown Shane is currently having. 
“Oh,” It’s all Shane can get out, he can’t process any more bombs being dropped in his life.
“We’ll be in touch after everything is decided.” The line goes dead. Shane pulls his phone back from his cheek and stares at the screen as if preparing to call someone else, but can’t think of anyone he can stomach telling the news to.
Instead, because Shane has always been the type to press on bruises, he opens the Metros group chat. He wants to know what they were saying about him, needs to know if they see betrayal too.
However bad he thought it would be, it's worse. Comeau had messaged at one point last night doubling down on the slurs and saying Shane ‘hadn’t come back to the hotel because he was busy on his knees’. A few of the other guys liked the message.
A rookie Shane barely knows since he was drafted at the start of the year wrote about how Shane was ‘probably going to spend his whole summer on his back since Rozanov won’t be allowed back in Russia’. That one made Shane want to throw a punch.
Hayden and J.J. have messages mixed in telling the others to ‘shut the fuck up’ and ‘not talk about their Captain that way’, but it’s clear they’re fighting a losing battle. It makes Shane smile to see it anyway.
Peppered amongst the messages, there are gifs from the video. Images of Ilya they have no right to. Wilson commented on ‘Rozanov’s throat game’ and it made Shane’s skin crawl. He felt disgusted with them, and angry. They had no right to see Ilya like that. To make and share gifs of it in the group chat. That moment had been for Shane. It was private. He couldn’t imagine the uproar if he did something like that to one of their wives or girlfriends. Shane mutes the group chat and archives it so he won’t see anymore messages. He’ll ask Hayden and J.J. to tell him if anything important comes up.
How can he ever bear to look at these guys again let alone lead them? Knowing what they thought of him, and what they'd said about Ilya. The version of Shane who could Captain the Metros felt lost now. 
Shane Hollander: Metros Captain, was replaced forever in their eyes by Shane Hollander: Gay Man. Shane Hollander: Bottom. Shane Hollander: Rozanov's Boyfriend. 
Shane feels weirdly calm thinking about it; it helps that it isn’t really a surprise. He's always known people finding out about him, especially him and Rozanov, would cost him his team, would probably cost him everything before this was over. The events were simply unfolding as he has always foreseen.
“LeClaire called me,” Ilya’s voice is quiet behind Shane. “Said Crowell ordered us to be benched. That he was fighting it but it would last at least a few days."
Shane doesn't speak, he keeps his back to Ilya and just shakes his head. "What did Theriault say to you?” Ilya prods when it becomes clear Shane isn't going to volunteer anything.
“He said he would have benched me himself,” Shane rasps.
“Fuck,” Ilya exhales.
“What are we gonna do, Ilya?” Shane sounds broken, even to his own ears, both weary and wary.
“We are gonna call your agent and then probably your mom,” He explains.
“Crowell is coming here.” Shane says it like it might be news to Ilya.
“I know,” Ilya replies, with a resigned nod.
“Jesus, we have to face Crowell," Shane shudders. "Maybe he’s going to tear up both our contracts in front of us.”
“Maybe he wants to tell us he thinks we both looked very sexy in video.” Shane smiles despite himself at the remark, Ilya grabs his hips and pulls him into a hug. They hold each other like that for a while before Shane’s phone starts vibrating in his hand again.
“It’s Farah,” Shane says, then answers on speaker phone. “Hi Farah, uh…what’s new?”
Farah laughs down the line.  “Well, I’m glad you’ve kept your sense of humour.”
“Gotta laugh to keep from screaming, right?” Shane half-jokes. 
“Have you guys spoken to your teams? What have you both been told?” Farah questions, getting right to business.
“We just got off the phone with our coaches. Benched. Both of us. And Crowell is flying here to end both of our careers himself, I’m assuming,” Shane explains.
“Okay. Okay.” Shane can hear Farah processing that. “They can’t cut you both for being together or for being gay. They may want to, but it can't look like that's what they're doing. They’ll probably try to bury you in other ways. Or force you both to deny it, call it a deep fake. That’ll be difficult given the coverage of you both leaving together last night, though.”
“Yeah, we haven’t made it easy for them,” Shane laughs.
“What do you both want your line to be? What’s your stance?”  Farah is trying to avoid asking what she’s actually asking, but Shane hears her real question anyway: Are you together? Do you want to tell everyone that?
“Yeah, we want to say we are, like, uhm…together and-” Shane stutters.
“Boyfriends,” Ilya supplies.
Shane’s eyes soften as he looks at him. He’s still getting used to that label and to this version of Ilya who’s willing to say it.
“Okay, boyfriends. And that’s what you’ll be telling people?” Farah asks, seeking additional confirmation the same way your computer does when you try to wipe its memory. It highlights that, after this, there is no turning around or backing down. 
 
“I think everyone’s already inferred that,” Shane says, referring to both their sex tape, and the video of them leaving TD Garden.
“I mean, denial is still an option, whether people will believe it is the question. But if you do want to keep seeing each other, I wouldn’t recommend that,” Farah replies.
“No, I don’t want to do that," Shane says quickly. "I just…all the lying is exhausting anyways. My parents found out I’m gay and with Ilya by watching our sex tape. I can’t go back to lying now.”
*
“Alright," Farah relents. They can hear her shaky exhale on the other end. "Rozanov, we should probably get your agent on the line and get a statement together. We won’t release anything until after you’ve spoken to Crowell, but we should be ready.”
“That will be difficult. My agent was Russian so I am going to need to find a new one,” Ilya clarifies.
“Okay. I can help you with this for now, if you’re comfortable with that," Farah offers. "You don’t have to sign anything and you can find someone else if you’d prefer.” Beside him, Ilya looks relieved.
“Da," Ilya responds simply. "I would like your help with this now, thank you.”
*
Ilya is becoming keenly aware of how much he is allowing himself to be enveloped into Shane’s life. It seems like with every passing hour, more of Shane’s people are offering themselves up to be ‘Ilya’s People’ as well. If he lets it continue he knows he won’t want or be able to extract himself from it. Maybe that would be okay though, he thinks. Maybe he doesn’t want to put a stop to Shane completely enmeshing their lives together until it looks like one big mess of inextricable links.
“Alright, I’ll start working on a statement to the extent of ‘we condemn the release of our private video, blah blah blah, we have been in a committed relationship for some time and reject any speculation that it affects our play, blah blah blah, we are requesting privacy at this time’.”
Shane laughs and it sounds genuine. Ilya warms at it. “Yeah, get 'blah blah blah' in there. I want it to be clear we are annoyed with everyone and for having to make the statement at all.”
“Very formal," Ilya remarks. "Suits us, I think.” Farah offers her own quiet chuckle at the absurdity of it all.
“Alright, I’ll send you what I finalize shortly," Farah tells them. "You let me know once you have a meeting time with Crowell." Farah is quiet for a moment and they can hear her typing something. "Do you want me to fly there? I might not get there in time depending on what he says but I can try,” She offers.
“No, it’s okay, Farah. I think we need to face the music alone. I’ll tell you everything he says…” Shane looks far away for a moment like he’s lost in thought.
“What is 'facing the music'?” Ilya asks.
“Oh, like, uhm, dealing with the consequences of something,” Shane explains.
“Ah. We are facing the music indeed.”
*
“Farah I wait there’s one more thing…” Shane hesitates deciding what he wants to say. He glances to Ilya for a beat, selfishly wishing he wasn’t in the room. He turns away from him instead, he doesn’t want to look him in the eye when he says this. “I need you to start looking through my contract. Assuming I’m not benched forever or cut from the team or forced into early retirement by Crowell. I need us to start figuring out what options I have if I have to…if I have to get out of Montreal.”
Farah’s quiet for a long time. “I’ll do that. You have a no trade clause but if you waive it you also have final say on teams they can trade you too. I’m assuming you don’t want your mother to know you're telling me this. Would you like to tell me what’s spurring this decision already?”
“Uh yeah that would be correct, I want this to stay between us. I can’t get into the details now. Maybe I won’t even need to worry about this but I think…we should be ready with a plan if I do.” Shane explains while dancing around giving any real details.
“Okay Shane. That’s the next thing I’ll do after we have a statement.”


Shane hangs up the call but stays facing away from Ilya. He can’t bear to look at him and he can feel Ilya working up the nerve to ask Shane the big question.
“Shane…what did they say to you in the locker room before you left?” Ilya asks, his voice barely above a whisper.
Shane just shakes his head. “The usual stuff.”
“I am going to need more information than that because to me the usual stuff is Marly telling me that it doesn’t change anything.” Ilya spits the words.
Shane flinches at the anger in Ilya’s voice even if he knows it’s not directed at him.
“Usual for Montreal I guess, it’s just the words aren’t usually directed so pointedly at me.” Shane doesn’t have to say more, Ilya knows what he means. 
Shane snorts a little as he recalls the details of the Montreal locker room. “Drapeau had the audacity to imply I’m checking him out in the shower. Can you imagine? As if I’d be eating from the dumpster when I have steak at home.”
Ilya laughs despite how horrible it is. “Oh, am I the steak you have at home solynshko?" Ilya wraps his arms around Shane and holds him from behind. "That is very sweet.”
“The group chat is…really bad too. I ended up muting it, I couldn’t look anymore," Shane admits, now that he's starting confessing things he can't seem to stop. "Theriault said I betrayed the team. I think they all hate me.”
“15th and 11th best players didn’t seem to hate you,” Ilya reminds him.
“No J.J. and Hayden were nice, probably nicer than I deserved.”
“No,” Ilya turns Shane forcibly so he can’t avoid his eyes any longer. “Do not say this Shane. You’re not deserving of cruelty because of who you are with. They’re in the wrong. Not you.”
Shane nods and tries to look down but Ilya grabs his chin and forces it up. “You deserve nice,” His voice is soft.
“You’re nice,” Shane’s smile is small but genuine. Ilya returns it and pulls Shane in for a soft kiss, more sensual than they usually let themselves have when every moment is so frantic. Shane wants to kiss like that for hours but their phones give them no peace and they can’t keep shutting out the world.
Hayden: Coach just told us you aren’t flying back with us. What’s happening?

Shane: We’ve both been benched. And Crowell is coming here to talk to us. Whatever that means.

Hayden: Shit man. Tell me everything that he says, and please call me when you get back to Montreal we can get beers. I still want to know how this even started. I reserve the right to ask some questions.

Shane: I’ll text you, thanks man. Can you leave my bag at hotel reception I’ll get my parents to pick it up?

Hayden: Already done.

Shane: How’s J.J.?

Hayden: He’s shocked but he wants to be supportive. You should text him.

Shane: I will.

Hayden: There’s video online of you guys leaving TD Garden together. People keep making smash zooms to his hand on your back.

Shane: Didn’t think it would be that exciting considering the other places his hand is in the video.

Hayden: Ha! I like out of the closet Shane, he’s funny. I’m glad the Raiders helped you get past the press. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. We should have been.

Shane: No you don’t need to be sorry it’s good you and J.J. were with the team. You’d have gotten shit if you had been there. I don’t want that for you guys.

Hayden: Fuck the rest of the team if they have a problem. I’m not scared of them.


Next to him Ilya was hammering away at his own screen.
*
Marly: Coach just called. Told me I’ll be taking over Captain duties for the next couple days because you’ve been benched. Said it wasn’t his decision. What the hell is going on man?

Rozzy: Orders from Crowell apparently. He is coming here to ream us out himself. Shane isn’t flying out with his team.

Marly: Jesus. Do you think it’s gonna be bad?

Rozzy: I think I’m lucky you and LeClaire have been so good. How was the rest of the team after I left?

Marly: They were mostly good. A few of the old guys looked like they might want to make it a problem but I couldn’t tell if it was the bisexual thing or Hollander that they wanted to get angry about.

Rozzy: You guys are very good to me. I do not think Shane’s team is going to protect him the same way. Other than Pike and Boznaui. The others have been saying very bad things to him. He wouldn’t tell me everything I think he is hiding the worst stuff from me.

Marly: Fuck those guys he doesn’t need them or that team. He can play anywhere. 
The dots appear and disappear a few times like Marly can’t decide what he wants to say before the text finally comes through.
Marly: You did tell him he’d have fun in Boston.
Ilya can’t let himself think about that right now even if the idea of it is making his head feel all light and his skin warm.
Rozzy: What having best hockey player in world is not good enough for you?  Need to get second best also?

Marly: Hey man we need to protect your boy. And I do like winning.
Ilya’s heart felt warm now too. He didn’t think he’d ever properly appreciated Marly as a friend before that. He wanted to help protect Shane, he wanted him to come to Boston. Ilya is so lost in the idea of it he didn’t notice Shane has been talking on the phone.
“Thanks mom, thanks dad I really appreciate you guys doing that," Shane says, his phone is pressed against his ear again. "I can call to let them know to expect you. I just think I’d rather avoid being out in public…okay I’ll see to you soon I love you too, bye.”
Shane turns back to Ilya.  “I hope it's okay that my parents are coming again. They’re going to pick up my bag from the hotel for me.”
“Of course that’s okay," Ilya affirms. "I can make breakfast.”


“They offered to pick something up for us and I said yes, figured it would be nice to maybe…relax.”


Ilya looks down at the jersey Shane is still wearing.  “Maybe shower first.”


“Yeah that would be nice," Shane nods. "I feel disgusting.”


Ilya threads his fingers through Shane’s and pulls him to the master bedroom and then into the connected bathroom. He turns on the shower and feels the temperature.
When he turns back Shane is standing awkwardly behind him rubbing at his arms and looking very unhappy.
“What’s wrong?”
“My mouth feels disgusting, but I don’t have my toothbrush here yet.”
“Oh uhm, yes you do.” Ilya kicks off the water stream and moves to the sink. He opens a drawer on the left side and pulls out a navy blue toothbrush still in its plastic prison. 
“You bought me a toothbrush.” Shane can't keep the grin off his face.


Ilya shrugs and tries to act noncommittal. “Is good to have spares.”
"A spare that just happens to be the same type of toothbrush I keep at my house?" Shane points out still grinning.
"Oh is it? How odd life is so funny sometimes." 
*
Shane doesn’t fight him on it, but his smile is bright as he applies toothpaste to the brand new brush. They stand next to each other, brushing their teeth and stealing glances at each other in the mirrors reflection. Ilya doesn’t stop himself from palming at Shane’s bare ass and they both enjoy the domestic feel of a morning any normal couple would get to have.
“Feel better?” Ilya asks once they’re done.
Shane nods. “Yes thank you.”
“Good. Take off my jersey,” Ilya commands.
Shane does as he’s told and Ilya’s dick immediately responds to his obedience. He turns back on the water and once free of his own clothes, follows Shane under the warm spray. The desire to be clean is forgotten, instead kissing takes precedence.


Ilya crowds Shane against the wall and grinds against him. Grabbing at his ass and massaging the muscles there.
“Maybe you need help getting clean. I will do the soaping,” Ilya murmurs in his ear. He uses the excuse of the soap to let his hands drift between Shane’s cheeks and swipe experimentally at his hole. Shane doesn’t protest, he’s panting into Ilya’s mouth as they kiss. Feeling confident, Ilya presses against him, testing how open he is. Shane moans in response.
“Always so desperate for me,” He chuckles.
“I want you again.” 
Ilya forces Shane to turn around so he can press himself against Shane’s back. He pulls apart his cheeks to allow the head of his cock to nudge at Shane’s still swollen hole.
“You want?” Ilya asks.
“I want,” Shane whimpers.
Ilya fumbles in the rack beside him and comes back with his fingers lubricated.
“You keep lube in your shower?” Shane questions, his arousal momentarily dampened by his confusion.
“I thought I might need it,” Ilya plays off. It embarrasses him how obvious it is that he had intricately planned for Shane to stay over, before the video had changed everything.
To distract Hollander from these questions he slowly teases two fingers into him without warning and is rewarded with a loud moan.
“God Shane,” Ilya groans into his neck, working his fingers in and out.
“That’s enough, I’m ready. Please just fuck me,” Shane begs.
Ilya complies immediately, slicking more lube up his cock before sliding to the root in one slow thrust. Shane must be making noise but Ilya’s own groans drown it out.
“I’ll never tire of this. Fucking your perfect ass. Made just for me. Now I can have you raw.”
“Always,” Shane pants. “Always have me like this. Fuck me every day. Pin me down. Fuck my throat.”
“Oh, Hollander,” Ilya groans and the rhythm of his thrusts stutter. The illicit things Shane’s beautiful mind conjures will never stop driving Ilya insane. He could come just from hearing about the things Shane's perfect brain conjures for them to do. His thrusts pick up pace, getting frantic. He knows he won’t last, so he reaches around with his lube slicked hand and clutches Shane’s weeping dick. He starts to stroke him in time with his thrusts. Words are lost to both of them and the shower fills with sounds of moans and gasps and slapping skin.
Ilya just barely holds on until Shane starts to pulse in his hand. His muscles turn to a vice around him and then he lets himself follow Shane over the edge.
They stand under the spray panting, trying to catch their breath. Shane shifts slightly and Ilya slowly pulls out, drawing soft groans from both of them. Shane turns to face Ilya and recaptures his mouth in a kiss.
They take turns rubbing soap on each other, connecting frequently to kiss more. Eventually Ilya turns off the water and steps out to get them both a towel.


Back in Ilya’s bedroom he provides Shane with a pair of sweatpants and a tee shirt.
“My parents will be here in ten with breakfast," Shane informs him, reading a text off him phone.
“Oh they’re life savers I am starving, fucking you makes me hungry,” Ilya purrs in Shane’s ear, squeezing his ass hard. God he’s already ready to go again, having Shane around all the time like this is going to cause his dick to break from over use.
“Please don’t say stuff like that when they’re here,” Shane warns.
“I think they might know we fuck.”
“Yeah but let’s not like…remind them.”
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    Shane and Ilya have an entire day together now while they wait to hear about when they're meeting Crowell. It's more time together than they've ever had, how will they fill it?
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  The second arrival of Yuna and David is more comfortable than the first. “Hello again boys!" Yuna smiles when they are welcomed in. They seem at ease in Ilya's house, carrying bags of food and a tray of coffees to the kitchen island without being directed.
"Ilya, Shane told me you don’t keep quite as strict of a diet as him, so we got you a bacon and egg breakfast sandwich. I hope that’s okay.” Yuna informs him while digging items from the take out bag.
“Is perfect thank you so much." Ilya smiles, his chest is doing something complicated again. "I could not eat bird food diet like Shane.”
“It’s a good diet,” Shane argues.
“No it is not," Ilya replies curtly. "You’re a hockey player, you can eat a steak.”
“We are not discussing this again,” Shane commands while accepting a green smoothie from his mom.
His parents exchange a glance that Shane chooses to ignore.
“So…you said, on the phone, you’d tell us what’s happening when we got here.” Yuna prompts, clearing having run out of patience.
“Yeah I did,” Shane looks away, his jaw working overtime.
“We are benched,” Ilya reveals for him.
“What!” Yuna shouts.
“Both of you?” David asks.
“Yes both of us, it was uh…the word came down from Crowell apparently,” Shane confesses.
“Crowell ordered you both to be benched,” Yuna says the news slowly, like she’s trying to make sense of it.
“He is flying here to Boston," Ilya continues. "He wants to see us both.” 
“When does he get here?” David asks the obvious next question.
“No idea." Shane admits with a shrug. "I’m assuming we’ll receive a phone call at some point telling us what to do.”
“What do you think he’s going to say?” David asks the room.
“That’s they’ve found the place they’re going to bury our careers I’m assuming,” Shane quips, but it’s clear he isn’t trying to be funny.
“That’s not going to happen,” Yuna’s voice is firm.
“We talked to Farah,” Shane informs them, changing the topic. “She’s working on a statement but we can’t say anything till after we’ve talked to Crowell.”
Both of his parents nod. They stare at each other for a beat, clearly debating asking something.
“And what will the…content of that statement be?” David seems to be the one chosen to ask.
Shane crosses his arms and leans against the kitchen cabinets. He rubs his upper arms like he’s cold, but he’s just trying to soothe himself. “That we didn’t approve the release of our…private video, that we refute any claims our relationship has affected how we play against each other, but that we are in…a relationship.”
“So you definitely want to be...out?” Yuna asks.
“We’re already out,” Shane scoffs.
“Yes I know I just mean…” Yuna seems to be struggling to know what to say.
“It’s already out there mom. Everyone knows about us. They all fucking watched it over and over, made gifs of it, using sound clips in other videos. If everyone’s going to know anyways I’d rather be with Ilya. Because what’s the fucking point of enduring any of this just to end up on the other side without him.” Shane gesturing wildly as he speaks, each sentence spoken comes out louder than the one before it.
"I'm not trying to convince you not to." Yuna rushes to assure them. "I'm sorry, this isn't coming out right. I just...I'm just worried for both of you."
"It's not ideal," Shane admits. "Nothing about this is exactly. But we want to be together, and this is how we do that now. At least, we don't have to face all the shit people are going to say alone."
Yuna nods.  “Have you been looking at it? Things people are saying online I mean.”
“I mostly avoided it, I wasn’t good at social media before this, but some of the guys on the Metros mentioned the gifs.” Shane avoids admitting they’d been the ones sending them.
“The discourse online is a lot on both sides. You do have people who are on your side. I’ve seen just as many posts in support as I have…” Yuna fades off like she can't pick the right word.
“Blatant homophobia,” Ilya offers.
“I’ve seen a lot of positive things, especially from women hockey fans but not just them also," Yuna rushes to say. "You don’t need to feel like it’s just you two against everyone. Plenty of fans still love you both, and still want you both to play.”
Shane rubs at his face and says nothing. He doesn't want to talk about any of this, but he also can't escape the conversation.
“Have you spoken to them? Your team? Theriault?"
“Only Hayden and Coach." Shane discloses. "I need to message J.J. I don’t expect to hear from anyone else. I would guess they’re waiting to see if I ever put a skate on the ice again. As a Metro anyways.”
Ilya makes eye contact with Shane. Both of them clearly remembering what Shane had said to Farah early that morning. Neither mention it though.
“You will,” Yuna says firmly. “They’re not going to cut you just for this. You’re the best hockey player in the league.”
“Uhm,” Ilya cuts in, looking offended, but Yuna ignores him.
“They won’t cut you just for this,” she reasons.
“I don’t think this is a ‘just’ situation," Shane disputes. "If they’ll cut me for anything it will be this. I think they’d have preferred I committed vehicular manslaughter.”
"What did Theriault say when he called?" David asks. 
Shane is quiet for a moment. Trying to calculate how much to share and how much to hide. "That he would have benched me, even if Crowell hadn't ordered it, because I betrayed the team. That my loyalty is divided. Asked me out right if I helped Ilya get the cup or if he made it easy on us....so you know...not great."
No one speaks, Yuna seems ready to start throwing punches or maybe law suits at people and David just looks sad. "What did your coach say?" He asks Ilya, trying to move the conversation on.
"Was...better." Ilya looks at Shane with guilt in his eyes. "Told me he was fighting it, but that I would have to be benched for at least a couple games. Boston is less...traditional, I think, than Montreal."
"Montreal is considered the gay capital of Canada," Shane cuts in.
"The city, yes. We are talking about our teams," Ilya counters.
Shane rubs at his face again, certain he's leaving angry red marks. “I guess we’ll see if any of this even matters-”
They all stop. His sentence was interrupted by the chiming of his phone on the counter. It rings twice before Shane can find his feet to pick up his phone.
“Hello?”
“Hi, this is Rebecca calling, Crowell’s assistant. Is this Shane Hollander?” The voice on the other end of the line is far too chipper for someone who’s bringing them their death warrants.
“Uh yes it is,” Shane moves closer to Ilya so they can listen to the call together.
“Fantastic, he just wanted me to call you regarding meeting him at TD Garden tomorrow. The location is not idle but we are making due under the circumstances. You are still in Boston, correct?”
“Yes I am still in Boston,” Shane confirms.
“Very good," the far too chipper assistant declares. "I’m going to write that you and Ilya Rozanov will meet him in the board room at nine tomorrow morning.”
“Okay, we will be there.”
“Can I assume Mr. Rozanov will receive this information from you or should I call him as well.” The phrasing is innocent, but the implication is clear and they both know whatever Shane says will make its way back to Crowell.
“No, I, uh, I can tell him,” he stammers.
“Very good," She repeats what Shane suspects is her catchphrase. "I’ve also just been asked to remind you both to please not make any statements regarding the recently released video or the nature of yours and Mr. Rozanov’s relationship until after the meeting.”
“Right, of course,” Shane agrees.
“Very good, we will see you both tomorrow.” Shane ends the call.
“When is it?” Yuna asks.
“Tomorrow morning.”
“Do you want me to go with you?” The way she asks it Shane knows she wants the answer to be yes.
“No, I think it’s better if you don’t. We can meet after and I’ll tell you everything,” Shane asserts. He can't have his mother there, for whatever he's going to decide to do.
“Okay,” Yuna doesn’t push it even though it’s clear she wants to. “So where does that leave us now?”
“I mean we aren’t exactly going to go anywhere we could be seen so you know…stay here. Order delivery…" Shane fades off with a look of dawning horror when he remembers something. "Wash my hockey bag. I just remembered we left both our bags in the car, shit.”
“My car is going to smell for weeks,” Ilya grimaces.
“It already smelled like cigarettes,” Shane rebuffs.
“I still have thirty eight hours until you’re allowed to talk about smoking again," Shane grins at Ilya.
“I know I have a reminder set on my phone.”
Ilya laughs. “Of course you do. In that case I will be going to have one now while I have a hot coffee.” Ilya picks up his paper cup of coffee and heads toward the backyard.
“Alright, but brush your teeth after," Shane shouts after him.
“You’ll still kiss me whether I do or not!” Ilya calls over his shoulder.
Shane flushes and avoids looking at either of his parents for a moment. He listens for the sound of the door closing behind Ilya before he rounds on his parents.
“Uh…mom, dad, I need to ask you guys for something. It’s kinda awkward.”
“What do you need?” They both look concerned.
“After breakfast, would you guys…uh…leave please? Please leave.” Shane twists his hands in front of himself.
“You don’t want us around?” David asks, voice quiet with sadness.
"Shane I'm so sorry," Yuna sniffles. "I know, I was pushy about whether or not to make a statement. I just want you to be safe. I don't want to push you away." Yuna looks devastated.
“It’s not like that. I mean, thank you for apologizing. It's just…we’ve never had this much time before." Shane admits. "Everything about our relationship has always been so…rushed. We've always gone out of our way to not talk about anything real, and now everything is so different now. We’re talking about being out together and saying things we never said before, stuff I, sort of, thought we’d never say, at all,” Shane stops talking abruptly when he realizes he's rambling.
“I just want more time alone with him, before we’re facing Crowell and, probably, being forced to decide if we’re willing to let him force us apart for hockey.”
Both of his parents are staring at him. “Okay, son, we understand," David says for them both. "We’ll make up a reason to leave after breakfast.”
“And we aren’t going to let Crowell do that to you," Yuna repeats. "For one thing, that’s absolutely illegal. He can’t break up your personal relationship. It would be a crime for him to try to do that.”
Shane nods along with her words, but he’s thinking about something else. “Thank you, I’m sorry. I appreciate you being here. I just…want to have this time. I think we both need it.”
The conversation comes to an end when Ilya returns from his smoke and joins them again in the kitchen.
“I’ll brush my teeth after we eat, solynshko,” He promises with a smile that does things in Shane's chest.
Shane smiles back. “I’ll be holding you to that, Rozanov.”
They settle at the table to eat breakfast during which they mostly dance around the ten elephants that crowd the room. Talking about other team's hockey games, David asks Ilya about his favourite things to do in Boston. Shane’s parents help tidy everything away and then they do as Shane asked.
“We should get a move on, we’re going to take a walk and enjoy the city while the weather’s so nice today. Check out that bakery you recommended,” David says. It sounds stupid even to Shane’s ears, but Ilya just nods.
“Thank you for coming again and for bringing food,” Ilya says courteously.
“Of course, call us if you hear anything else," Yuna says with a tone that makes Shane think she's hoping for a call. "We’ll be back tomorrow after the meeting.”
“Thanks mom, love you guys.”


Once they’re gone, Shane can feel the tension in the air.
“Did something happen…with your parents? Why did they want to leave so suddenly?”
“No! No, they’re fine. They’re great!” Shane exclaims.
“Why would they want to walk around Boston?" Ilya grills, looking incredulous. "Are they angry at you for getting benched? Because of me?”
“No, of course not, they know that’s not our fault, they’re angry at Crowell.” Shane shakes his head frantically.
“Then why did they leave so suddenly?" Ilya presses again. "I thought they would want to be with you all day."
“They left because I asked them too,” Shane blurts. He feels embarrassed admitting it, but he doesn't think Ilya would let him avoid it now.
“You asked them to leave,” Ilya stares at him.
“I mean…yeah, I did. Okay? We never get this much time together and I just wanted to be alone, together, with you. And we can…relax or something.”
Ilya spends a moment taking that in. His smile is soft and his eyes filled with affection. “Okay. Relaxing sounds nice,” Ilya murmurs. He takes a few steps closer to Shane. “I’m very good at relaxing.”
“You haven’t brushed your teeth,” Shane grimaces when he gets close.
“Shut up,” Ilya commands and grabs his chin.
They’re kissing again, because anytime they’re alone it’s like their lips are each a north and south magnetic pole and they can’t help but be drawn together. Ilya’s mouth tastes like cigarettes, and his breakfast sandwich, Shane hates it, but he isn't going to stop the kiss either. When Ilya tries to guide him towards the couch Shane finds the strength to pull away.
“I’m sorry I can’t stop thinking about our hockey stuff rotting in your car. Can we please go get it and get it washed?" Shane pleads. "Who can say the next time we’ll be wearing any of it we should clean all of it. We can soak our pads in your huge bathtub.”
“Oh my god, Hollander, that is, like, the opposite of relaxing,” Ilya grouses.
“You’ll need to do it eventually," Shane tries to reason with him.
“No I won’t. I pay nice people very good money, so that I don’t have to do these things. I saw the post about your contract. Why aren’t you doing that also?”
“No, I'm very…specific about how I like my gear cleaned," Shane fumbles through his embarrassed explanations. "I prefer to do it myself.”
Ilya laughs and leans his forehead onto Shane’s. “Of course, you do. I should have known better than to ask.”
“Please. It’ll be so quick. No pads, that was too far. We can just wash the base layers and stuff in the machine. I would love to wash everything, since who knows when we’ll wear any of it again, and it would be good to soak it all-” Rozanov groans loudly at that so Shane hurries on. “Just base layers and I’ll get your stuff in the wash too.”
“Fine. I will have to do that part myself, anyways. But you’re not doing my laundry. When I said I was going to make you my house wife, I didn’t mean it.” Ilya laughs. Shane’s face gets hot at the reminder of the things they’d said in bed the night before. The things Shane is willing to let fall out of his mouth when he is getting fucked do not bear repeating once the light of day has returned. Ilya takes his red faced silence as an invitation to start kissing again.
“It’ll start to make your whole car smell,” Shane gasps, pulling away.
“You said my car smelled like cigarettes anyway," He holds Shane's gaze for a beat, before smiling softly. "Oh my god, you are so boring. Alright Shane, let’s go get our gear and we can do laundry together like boring normal couple.”
Shane walks ahead of Ilya towards the door so that he can hide the face he’s making at Ilya using the term ‘couple’.
 
***

 
“Oh my god, Hollander! We can wash our jerseys together. I promise machine will not explode.” Ilya is standing in front of an open washing machine door repeatedly throwing his jersey in while Shane snatches it out again.
“No, we can’t!" Shane huffs, repeating his line in the argument they've already had twice. "Mine is our away whites and yours is the dark one. What if the colours run?”
“Why would the colours run? Is Metros uniforms as weak as their defensive strategy?" Ilya taunts.


Shane glares at him. “We have lots of time we can do multiple loads.”
“Fine, oh my gosh, we will wash your stuff first, then I can just leave my things in the dryer until I need them again,” Ilya sighs. He takes the jersey back from Shane, and drops it in a black fabric hamper behind him.
Shane avoids mentioning that his things will wrinkle if he leaves them in the dryer. He suspects Ilya isn't interested in hearing about that. “Thank you,” He says instead. He opens a cupboard to the left of the laundry machine. “Why do you have so many soaps?”
“I don’t like when my sheets smell the same as my hockey gear. Makes it hard to relax.”
Shane stares at Ilya. “Now who’s being odd?”
“Shut up.”
“Which ones for hockey stuff then?” Shane asks. “Actually no…” He hesitates trying to decide if this is too blatant a show of affection. “Which one is for your sheets?” He finally whispers.
Ilya leans close over Shane, letting his lips brush his neck as he reaches past him into the cupboard. “This one,” He murmurs against Shane's neck.
Shane tosses the laundry pod into the machine and starts it without saying anything. Ilya hasn't taken his eyes off of Shane.
“Should we uhm…” Shane gestures towards the door.
“No more speaking,” Ilya commands. They spend the whole of the laundry cycle taking turns getting each other off against the machine.
 
***

 
They flip the laundry over and Ilya wanders off. “I need to find my phone,” he tells Shane as he disappears upstairs. 
Shane makes his way to the bathroom, to clean the sticky feeling off his stomach and dick. After, he hunts down his own phone and replies to a few of the messages that aren’t outright hateful or mean, including from J.J. and another message from Hunter. He continues to ignore everything else.
“What are you doing?” Shane asks when he finds Ilya in the kitchen. He's tapping away at his phone screen, while opening different cabinets and the fridge repeatedly.
“Just ordering some groceries to be delivered. We are going to make something nice for dinner.”
“Will it-”
“No," Ilya cuts Shane off. "It will actually not fit in your bird food diet, but since we are facing Crowell tomorrow, I think, maybe, you are allowed to eat a carb.”
“I eat carbs,” Shane retorts.
“Sure you do,” Ilya looks doubtful.
“What is it?”
“Solyanka, is a delicious soup,” Ilya beams at him.
“I shouldn't stray from my diet. What if the Metros-”
“We’ll save that argument for a little later maybe?" Ilya interrupts again. "I want to lay on couch and watch movie and avoid thinking about anything that relates to the Metros, or hockey or Crowell.”
“I do love avoiding thinking,” Shane grins.
“Oh I know your preferred method of avoiding thinking,” Ilya smirks and plants a solitary kiss on Shane's throat.
“A movie sounds nice though,” Shane doesn't want them to just spend the entire day having sex. Well actually, he does, he just knows that is not the sort of spending time together they should be doing. It would be easier if they could leave the house, but he'll have to be strong.
“What’s your favourite movie?” Ilya quizzes.
Shane is quiet, refusing to answer. “You’re going to make fun of me.”
“Well, now you definitely have to tell me,” Ilya grins.
“It’s like a…chick flick or whatever.”
“Your favourite movie is girl on girl porn,” Ilya's grin has somehow managed to get even bigger and his eyes are devious.
“NO! Jesus, that’s not what that term means. It’s like a romantic comedy, a type of movie that's usually marketed more at women.”
“Okay, that makes way more sense," Ilya acquiesces, his devious grin softening. "Well, if you tell me we can watch your favourite movie. I’ll make you watch mine later, maybe, after dinner.”
“You want to watch it?”
“I want to see your favourite movie with you, would be nice way to…know you more.”
“Okay. It’s called When Harry Met Sally,” Shane reveals, expecting some kind of recognition to flash in Ilya's eyes, but there is none.
“Okay, we will find this movie, yes. We can rent it maybe through one of the services. I think I pay for all of them.” Ilya is moving them towards the living room.
“You don’t keep track of what streaming services you pay for,” Shane demands.
Ilya looks at him like he has two heads. “No, does not feel like good use of my time. I make a lot of money and Svetlana likes to use them too. Someday, when we live in same place, you can keep track of all our streaming services and make a spreadsheet for me, I’m sure.”
Shane's whole body feels floaty when Ilya talks about the idea of them living in the same place. He wants to start kissing him again, instead he forces himself to sit calmly on the couch. He squeezes his hand into a tight fist to hide how it’s shaking.
“Svetlana?” Shane asks, despite his happiness he can’t help but latch onto that feminine name.
“She is old childhood friend from Russia, her father played for Boston. Sergei Vetrova. She and I are still very close, she is my best friend,” Ilya explains. Shane suspects there's more to it but, he doesn't press, probably he doesn't want to know.
“Oh, is she here now?”
“She was in Russia when video was posted, she texted me last night to say she was on her way. Her flight lands late tonight. So, probably, you will meet her tomorrow.” Ilya explains while flicking through different streaming services searching for the movie.
“I'm going to meet her?” Shane questions.
“Do you not want to meet her? She is my…my only person, that is not also a Raider. I thought, since I met your parents, you’d want to meet her.” Ilya’s voice is shrinking in confidence as he speaks. He’s stopped searching for the movie entirely to look fully at Shane.
“No, of course I want to meet her, I want to know your people,” Shane assures him with a smile.
Ilya smiles back and they let the conversation drop. Ilya returns to searching for the movie on his various streaming services. He does not manage to find it on any of them and they end up purchasing it digitally.
“I don’t want to be inconvenient,” Shane protests, as Ilya types in his credit card information with the remote.
“I am sure we will watch it more than once. Would be good for me to own my boyfriend's favourite movie, da?”
Shane’s smile is so big it makes his cheeks ache. “You’re enjoying saying that word, aren’t you?”
“Which word?” Ilya asks, feigning obliviousness.
“Next time you’re in Montreal we’ll have to do this for you. I should own my boyfriend’s favourite movie, too.” Shane closes the gap between them on the couch as he talks so they’re touching.
Ilya leans their foreheads together. “Yes, I do enjoy that word, I think.”
“Me too,” Shane whispers, he feels his eyes start to swim. He's struck by how far away all this used to be from him. Now, suddenly, he's having it like it's easy. He's watching a movie with his boyfriend on the couch, the way any normal couple can.
"What is wrong, solynshko? Why are you sad?" Ilya strokes his cheek.
"Sorry, no. I'm not sad, exactly, I just...this is all so fucking normal. Like, normal people get to have boyfriends that they watch movies on the couch with."
Ilya runs his fingers up through Shane's hair, as if he can't help but keep touching Shane. "I like being normal with you," he murmurs softly.
"Yeah, I like it too. I thought I'd never have this," Shane confesses.
They sit together for a moment, not saying anything, just enjoying being together. No time limit, no flight to catch, no false narrative of casual forcing one of them to leave quickly, just being together. “Now let’s watch your favourite chick flick and you can tell me all your favourite parts.”
Shane leans his head against Ilya’s bare chest and finds tears gathering in his eyes. He can't shake the wave of emotion from the realization of how impossible all these things used to be. Shane knows, with absolute certainty, that he can’t give this up. No matter what Crowell says tomorrow. If he tries to go back to immediate good-byes and rushed sex without talking, or god forbid if they just stop speaking entirely, the loss might kill him.
 
***

 
“Is she…” Ilya lets the question hang without finishing it.
“She’s making a point,” Shane explains.
“She is pretending to have orgasm in the middle of restaurant,” Ilya observes.
“Yeah, because she needs to make a point,” Shane reiterates.
“This is kind of porn then,” Ilya laughs.
“Shut up.”
“Any woman who is being this over the top is-”
"Shut up!" Shane interrupts, he is not interested in hearing how much Ilya knows about having sex with women. "My favourite line is coming up.” Shane swats his arm playfully.
“I’ll have what she’s having,” Shane says in time with the woman on the screen and laughs softly.
Ilya smiles to himself. The warmth of Shane sharing this little part of himself is overwhelming. Ilya leans down to kiss the top of his head, smiling against his hair.
“Thank you for sharing your favourite movie with me,” he murmurs.
“Thank you for wanting to watch it with me.”
They watch the whole movie tangled up together. Ilya doesn’t even complain when the laundry sounds and Shane makes them pause the film so it can be flipped. When it’s over they don’t move. They stay together on the couch just enjoying being able to languidly kiss without worrying about time and neither make a move to push things further.
“You should call your lawyer,” Shane instructs when they break apart.
“But, that is boring and this is fun," Ilya grins and plants another kiss on Shane's throat. "Stop thinking of boring things for us to do, Hollander. Laundry this. Lawyer that. Maybe you’ll talk about less boring things if my dick is in your mouth.” Ilya leans in again.
Shane pushes Ilya’s chest away forcing distance between them. “It’s important. You need to get a citizenship.”
Ilya makes a show of throwing his head back and groaning as he rises off the couch. “Fine, I will call them. Groceries will be here any minute so I’ll make it your job to put everything away, since you like doing boring things so much.” He makes a point of stomping a little as he makes his way upstairs.
*
Shane smiles wider than he should. He’s thrilled by the simplicity of it. Putting away groceries, in Ilya’s house, for a dinner they’ll eat together later. After laying on the couch watching a movie. It's all the things he used to resent his teammates for having, a quiet easy domesticity of two people who are comfortable. He wonders if he'll ever stop getting stupidly excited by every small thing they do together. He's okay with it if he doesn't.
“I’ll do that,” He calls after Ilya.
Ilya's footsteps fade and Shane makes his way to the kitchen. While he waits for the delivery, he pulls out his phone. He has some research of his own to do.
 
***

 
When Ilya returns later, Shane has put all the groceries away. He left out on the kitchen island anything that didn’t need refrigerated that he was pretty sure was for the dinner. Ilya sits close to him at the counter and Shane puts down his phone to give him his full attention.
“How did it go?” Shane asks.
“Went fine," Ilya shrugs. "He is going to start paperwork for me. I will have to fill out and sign some things, but I will get him to bring them here when they’re ready. Tomorrow after we speak to Crowell, I will call LeClaire, tell him about situation. See if he thinks Raiders will want to…help me.”
“Okay, that's good, things are moving in the right direction,” Shane affirms.
“Yes, I think so. Will be easier if Raiders will help, but we will worry about that after tomorrow,” Ilya deflects. He doesn't want to think about hockey today.
“Farah called while you were upstairs.”
“What did she want?”
“Just wanted to update me that the original post of our video has been removed and they’ve been working to remove all the duplicate posts of it. It’s not as prevalent on Twitter, as it was last night, she says. So, you know, that’s…something. I’m not sure what it’s worth, at this point, but at least it’s slightly harder now to watch a video of…”
“Of me sucking your cock,” Ilya finishes for him.
“Yeah…that." Shane feels ill at the reminder. "I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry it's you in the video.”
“Everyone has seen your dick, Shane,” Ilya reminds him.
“I know!" Shane shouts, and then realizes the lie. "God, I haven't really thought about that. Is that stupid? I’ve been so focused on the fact that it’s us together and the fall out of us being outed, I haven’t even really considered you can see my dick. Oh god everyone on earth has seen my dick.”
“Probably not everyone on earth,” Ilya smiles. He grabs at Shane’s hip, giving it a playful squeeze. “It's okay, it’s a good dick. Probably second best in the world, just like man it’s attached to.”
“Fuck off,” Shane says but he doesn’t mean it. “I can’t focus on that right now, or I’ll never leave this house.”
Ilya is wearing a look that makes Shane think he is okay with that idea, but he doesn't say it. Instead, he gives Shane's hip another playful squeeze. “Farah is getting it taken down, soon it will be harder for everyone to see your dick. I am hungry, let's focus on that.”
“Hungry for what?” Shane murmurs, feeling laser-focused on the heat of Ilya's hand on him.
“For food pervert,” Ilya smirks, but still steals a kiss from Shane as he stands up. “I will start dinner, but I can make us snack while we wait, if you’re too hungry. Doesn’t take long, maybe half hour forty five minutes.”
“I can wait,” Shane informs him. “You want to eat it now? It’s early.”
“We will figure out what to have for dinner later. I want to eat this now. Is good for lunch, is meant to be a sort of lunch dish.” Ilya digs in the fridge while he talks, taking out everything he needs. He hands Shane a cold ginger-ale and starts sorting his ingredients into little groups on the counter.
“Do you want help?” Shane asks. He makes his way around the counter to stand next to Ilya. He’s feigning usefulness, but mostly he just wants an excuse to maintain a close proximity. He's still a little high on the electricity of getting to be this close to Ilya for this long. Not needing to stop himself when he wants to reach out and touch him.
“I will delegate jobs to you, if I think you can be useful. I know your Canadian hands might struggle with these complex Russian dishes,” Ilya chides.
“Fuck off. I know how to cook.”
Ilya gives him a look that says he disagrees.
“That’s a lot of different types of fish. Is it all for this?”
“Da, yes. Solyanka is not usually with fish, but I thought you would like it better that way with your bird food diet,” Ilya explains as he digs out the kitchen tools he needs.
Shane is so bowled over by the thoughtfulness of it that he doesn’t even bother to get angry at Ilya’s comment about his diet.  Ilya opens three different packets of fish and slaps them down on a huge cutting board. He slides it over to Shane with a large knife.
“Cut these up into bite size pieces,” He instructs.
“What will you be doing?” Shane asks.
“I thought you wanted to help,” Ilya laughs.
“I do! I’m just curious.”
“I’ll chop the vegetables. Size is more...fiddly...for these. I do not know English word, but I will do them.”
They work in comfortable silence and Shane watches as Ilya finishes chopping up the carrots, onions, and mini cucumbers, before he sautés them all in a pot. Eventually, adding a small spoon of tomato puree, some black peppercorns and a bay leaf.
“What does that little leaf even do?” Shane asks. “I feel like we all put in everything and I have no idea what it does.”
“It just likes to be there, too,” Ilya smiles. “Can’t let it feel left out.”
Shane laughs. "It wants to be with its friends in the pot.”
"Da, correct, and, maybe, it offers some of its own fancy smells." 
"Aromas," Shane provides.
Ilya just shrugs and hums a tuneless melody, as he stirs the ingredients and starts pouring in the pot of fish stock. He turns the heat lower until it's a simmer. “That needs ten minutes, then I add more things. You can probably sit.”
“Where did you learn to make this?” Shane asks, ignoring the last sentence. He has no intention of moving out of Ilya's personal space a minute before he has too.
“Is very popular dish in Russia, my mother made it before. I looked up recipes myself after coming to Boston. Is not…how I remember. Like how she would make it, but I don't know what to change to make it like hers. Is still nice to have it.”
“Thank you for making it for me,” Shane’s voice is soft. He's scared if he tries to talk louder it'll crack and betray him. Seeming to sense his heightened emotions, Ilya strokes Shane's cheek and kisses him softly on the lips. The type of kiss they don't usually take the time to indulge in.
When the simmer is done, Ilya tosses in the fish Shane chopped, and a bunch of olives, some capers and some lemon juice. It doesn’t take long to cook, after that, and he finishes it with a small amount of smetana. “To add a little creaminess,” He explains even though Shane didn't ask.
“There is afternoon game between Tampa and Detroit we can watch while we eat.”
“We can’t eat soup on the couch, we’ll make a mess,” Shane is horrified by the very suggestion.
Ilya laughs. “Fine, we eat here, and we will not miss anything in the game while we do.”
They don’t bother filling the silence while they eat, both of them happy to enjoy the hot home cooked meal. “This is delicious.”
“I thought you would like it. When I have more time I need to make you pelmeni, but it is…too many steps for today. I’m glad I could make you this."
“What’s pelmeni?”
“Like dumplings." Ilya explains. "I love that every culture has their own dumpling. We all just want to wrap meat in dough and fry it.”
“Alright, that definitely sounds like something I can’t eat.”
“We’ll see. I am breaking your resolve slowly. In a month, we will get McGriddles.”
“Absolutely not,” Shane’s voice is firm.
“Mmmm, we will see.” Ilya leans over to steal a kiss. “Should we watch terrible afternoon game?”
“Yeah absolutely.” Shane stands up to follow Ilya into the living room. He stops to pick up his phone because it's chiming again. He’d taken the time to mute about half his contacts to make it easier to tell when people he actually wants to speak to are messaging him.
When he sees the text he stops dead in his tracks his whole body feels frozen.
Scott Hunter: Are you staying with Rozanov?
Why is he asking Shane that? Why does he want to know? What will he do with that information once he has it? 


Shane: No.

Shane: Yes.

Shane: Why are you asking me?

Shane: Are you excited we'll both be out of the league soon?

Shane: Yes. 



Shane offers no further information and he waits for whatever that answer will bring. He doesn’t have to wait long for another message to appear.
“Oh…my god,” Shane stares for a long time at his phone. He’s still rooted to the spot when Ilya comes to find him.
“Why are you just standing there? What’s wrong? Did a second sex tape hit the internet?” Ilya jokes, but he is mentally tabulating if they somehow did have a second video he’d forgotten about.
“Scott Hunter wants too…come here?”
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    Scott Hunter hears the news and reacts super normal to it.
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  Scott knew he couldn’t be the only gay player, but his gaydar was awful, so he’d never been sure of anyone else. And certainly never dared to ask or imply anything. But he had his suspicions. One player he had theories about was Shane Hollander; he’d always reminded Scott a lot of himself. Maybe too much of himself. Quiet, always giving those media perfect answers; if he was asked about women and dating, he’d parrot something clearly rehearsed about just being focused on hockey. He was never photographed with women. Not even leaving clubs or bars. He was terminally a bachelor and showed no inclination to change that. 
Yes, Scott had his suspicions but even with those suspicions Scott still always assumed he would end up as the first out NHL player. He didn’t have an actual concrete plan to come out, but he didn’t think anyone else would be beating him to it. He figured at some point he’d find the guts to come out with Kip, maybe before he retires, though probably not. He worries often that he is too much of a coward to do it before. Still, he assumed he’d one day be the first one out the gate even if he waited till he was in his forties.
Scott Hunter was wrong.
The Admirals didn’t have a game that night. He and Kip had spent the evening relaxing, cooking dinner together and eventually settling on the couch, each of them scrolling on their phones in the comfortable silence. The Boston Montreal game was on the TV but he had muted the audio. Scott hated listening to the talking heads pick apart plays from the comfort of a booth.
“Holy shit,” Kip gasps, sitting up abruptly from where he'd been lounging with his head in Scott's lap. He turns to look at him.
“What’s wrong? What happened?”
“A sex tape of two hockey players got leaked online.”
Scott doesn’t speak for a moment. His brain is trying to process the news but can’t seem to connect the dots. Maybe Kip means women, tons of female hockey players are gay and it’s not a big deal; at least not to anyone but the players themselves. He immediately feels guilty for not considering how the invasion alone would feel, even without the outing.
“Two men? Two male hockey players had a sex tape leaked?” He asks, seeking clarification.
Kip nods vigorously. Scott blinks in confusion. There’s two hockey players in the league that are a couple? Two players he's likely met and played against, and Scott hadn’t even noticed. Jesus, my gaydar is bad.
“Who? Does it say who?”
“Uhm, Shane Hollander is one of them, it says here.” Kip’s scrolling on his phone, eyes darting around an article or post.
Scott lets his head fall back against the couch with a quiet groan. Oh god, that poor kid, of course it was him. Always so awkward at league events and never flirted with the women there. Scott is surprised he is the type to make a sex tape, but not that surprised it was with another man.
“And Ilya Rozanov is the other guy, am I saying that right?”
Scott must not have heard Kip correctly. “Sorry, who was it?”
Kip repeats himself.
“Babe, you must be confused,” Scott laughs.
“That’s what the posts say!”
“Then the posts are confused,” Scott argues.
“Alright, well, we can watch a bit of the video and you tell me who they are.”
“We can’t watch someone’s leaked sex tape! That’s wrong!”
“It seems like based on what I’m reading that the first minute or so is just them talking and some kissing, so we’ll watch that part.” Kip has already begun screen sharing from his phone onto the TV. Scott feels all the air leave the room as he watches that Russian terror, who’s always chirping at Scott on the ice about his age, pull a Hollander jersey over his head.
“Which one is he?” Kip asks.
“Uhhh–ummm.” Scott's brain is short circuiting, his mouth opening and closing like a goldfish as his brain tries to form a sentence. “That’s-uh…that’s…Ilya Rozanov.”
They can both hear Hollander speaking behind the camera, confirming details of a relationship that seems to be shockingly long term. Of course it’s Hollander though, why else would Rozanov put on the jersey?
“Whose voice is that? Do you recognize it?”
“Yep, that's-uh…that’s definitely Shane Hollander.” Scott is transfixed by the images on the screen, his eyes huge and unblinking.
“So I was right?” Kip asks, looking pleased with himself despite the circumstances. Kip loves being right.
“Yes, you were right,” Scott concedes, offering a half smile. “Sorry, this is just very surprising. These two kind of famously hate each other.”
“Well, they don’t look like they hate each other,” Kip chuckles wryly. It's a wild understatement.
Scott shakes his head but doesn’t move his eyes from watching probably the two most famous faces of the NHL rag on Buffalo and flirt. “No, they do not.”
“He’s hot,” Kip says casually about Rozanov.
Scott whips his head around at Kip. It’s the first time he’s looked away from the screen since the video started. “No he is not. He’s an asshole, never call him hot again.”
“You cannot call him an asshole! He was literally just outed with another player. You should be trying to help them,” Kip argues.
“I should,” Scott agrees reluctantly.
They watch Hollander’s legs climb up a bed as Rozanov follows after him, pressing himself onto Hollander’s body with the easy familiarity of someone who’s done it countless times before. He listens to Rozanov's words as he seemingly tries to convince Hollander to come play for Boston. God, how serious are these two? Rozanov wants Hollander to come to his city? He’s telling him about how much fun they would have?
The camera shifts as they start kissing, their visible lower halves grinding together as Rozanov makes it quite clear, for any viewer who may still be confused, what exactly he’d like to be doing to Hollander.
“Did the posts say what happens in this video? Do you see them have sex?” Scott asks, suddenly feeling sick.
“No, apparently it’s just a blow job, which isn’t great still but better than it could have been,” Kip explains.
Scott nods but doesn’t form any words. His brain is still struggling to process that these two would be doing any of this together even while watching it unfold.
“This is hot. Maybe we should make a sex tape,” Kip muses. Scott stares at Kip across the couch.
“But like on a DVD or something. Nothing hackable online,” Kip clarifies quickly. Scott shudders anyway.
“Bring this up again in a few months or maybe years, whenever my skin stops crawling.”
They fall back into silence, watching Hollander's hand stroke over Rozanov’s cheek. Rozanov is gazing off camera with a look that can only be described as fond. Far too fond for someone Scott has seen beat other players bloody on the ice.
‘I like it…the blue brings out your eyes.’ Hollander’s voice can be heard from off camera.
“Jesus Christ, they look like they’re in love,” Kip whispers.
Scott bursts out laughing before he can stop himself.
“What’s funny!”
“Sorry, nothing. Obviously none of this is funny, it's all horrific for them. But if you knew these two you’d understand how insane this is. I actually can’t think of any two players I’d be more shocked to find out are having sex. Except maybe Kent and Barrett, because they’re the most homophobic scumbags in the league. Jesus, speaking of sex, turn it off. We can’t watch this.”
Scott gestures to the TV where Rozanov is pressing his mouth against the bulge in Hollander’s underwear while Hollander’s voice can be heard loudly begging for more. Kip turns off the TV.
“Not just having sex. In love, they’re clearly in love. And they’ve just been outed. They are going to need help, Scott. People who will be on their side,” Kip explains. When Scott doesn’t reply, he continues. “I’m not asking you to tell them you also fuck men. Just tell them they have your support.” Scott grimaces. He knows Kip is right.
“God, okay. I will text them. Say something…supportive. Let them know they’re not alone. I can’t post anything, if I do, until after they have. Until they’ve chosen their narrative,” Scott exhales.
“I think it might be a bit tough to go with anything other than 'yes, we are in love,’ considering the video,” Kip muses.
“God, they’re still on the fucking ice right now. Against each other! Neither of them probably even knows the video is out there yet.” Scott rubs his face. They’re going to leave the ice, go to their separate locker rooms, and find out the whole world is watching them have sex. Scott wants to puke. He resists the urge to turn the game back on but uses The Score on his phone to know the moment it ends.
They don’t say anything for a while as Kip scrolls through what people are saying on Twitter. Scott avoids doing the same, he won’t be able to stomach the slurs and insinuations people are making. It will make him want to weld the closet door closed. The minutes since the game ended tick by. Scott can’t think properly. He’s too horrified for them. The magnitude of what’s going to happen to them feels overwhelming.
“Oh my god,” Kip says.
“Oh, god, what now? Did they kiss at center ice when the game ended?” Scott feels dizzy at the possibility.
“No, but still extremely juicy and crazy brazen, I think. They left the stadium together.”
Kip turns his phone to show him a badly filmed video that must have been taken on someone's phone. The details cannot be confused though. It is definitely Rozanov and Hollander leaving together. They are flanked by a couple of Rozanov’s teammates from the Raiders who can be heard shouting at the reporters. It does give Scott some relief to see there are guys in the league who are supporting them. They climb into the same car, which is shocking enough to see, but perhaps what strikes Scott most is Rozanov’s hand low on Hollander’s back, guiding him as they walk.
It shouldn’t feel as crazy as it does considering they just had a sex tape leak, but that possessive hand reads like a different kind of admission altogether. There is only one way to read it at all, the leaving, the hand, the car. They are together. A couple. And it looks like the first thing they’d done after being outed was find each other. They made the decision to leave together, knowing they’d be seen.
“Wow…my god,” Scott huffs out a laugh of disbelief. “They’re really together. Like, not just fucking, but like together.” Kip takes Scott's hand and runs his thumb over his knuckles.
“You should text them,” Kip suggests gently.
“I don’t have Rozanov’s number, but I’ll text Hollander. I’m going to guess he will probably get to read it, too.” Scott sighs.
Kip watches over Scott’s shoulder as he forms the text. “I can’t believe you’re lying and pretending we didn’t watch it.”
“Neither of them needs to know I’ve got the image of Rozanov pressing his mouth against Hollander’s dick burned into my retinas forever. I may need to bleach my eyes,” Scott groans.
“If you think that’s too much then do not open Twitter,” Kip chuckles darkly. “People have been making gifs.”
“Jesus Christ.” Scott curls his body forward, face in his hands. “I feel sick for them. I can’t even imagine.” Scott feels sick for himself in a way also, because despite he words he in fact can imagine it. A video of himself climbing on top of Kip to swallow him down going viral. Taken and posted and reposted and clipped and made into a meme until everyone on earth had seen it.
“That’s why you’re good to text them,” Kip prods, nodding. “You can help them. Tell me when he texts back. I am going to clean up the kitchen.”
They return to that slightly tense silence, Scott listening to Kip load dishes into the dishwasher. Scott can’t bring himself to open any social media on his phone to see what people are saying, but the Admirals group chat has started pinging.
Scott exhales slowly to prepare himself and clicks into it.
Vaughn: Holy Shit!!! Have you guys seen the news about Hollander and Rozanov?

Breezy: No, what now?

Burke: They finally kill each other?

Vaughn: Literally the exact opposite of that.

Bennett: No way! I just googled it. This can’t be real.

Huff: I think it is!!

Burke: I just saw a Twitter video of them leaving the Boston game together.

Vaughn: This is maybe the craziest thing to ever happen in hockey.

Hunter: I expect all of us to respect their privacy. I’m sure they didn’t want that video leaked and I don’t want anyone treating them differently on the ice.
Scott exhales slowly as he sends the message to his team. It’s his responsibility as Captain to prevent guys from stepping out of line but he can still feel his heart beat in his throat as he waits for a reply.
Vaughn: Of course Cap. I’ll still treat Rozanov like the asshole he is. Him being gay won’t change that.

Burke: K but are we sure about gay? He’s pretty famously slept with all of the women in Boston.

Huff: Bisexual, I think, is the word we are looking for.
Scott’s next breath comes out closer to a laugh. They’re joking around but it doesn’t feel like it’s at the guys’ expense. He would take it.
Hunter: Thank you guys, that’s all I ask.
Worrying about the group chat is interrupted when a reply finally comes through from Hollander.
“Holy shit.”
“What! What did he say?” Kip demands, scrambling over to the couch to read it. “Uhm, babe this is just super boring and formal.”
“Yeah I mean that’s just Hollander, poor kid’s had media training beaten into him so hard he doesn’t know how to turn it off. But it’s the subtext of it. ‘Thanks, we appreciate it,’ so he’s confirming it. The video is real, not some deep fake like actually real and they are actually together. He didn’t deny it to me.”
“I mean, he can’t deny it now, can he? They literally left together.”
“Yeah you’re right, who would believe it? It just feels shocking, I guess, reading it as a text. Knowing he typed ‘we’ because he probably discussed what to say with Rozanov…” Scott leans his head back, closing his eyes. “My god, the league is going to eat them alive.”
“They can’t do that, can they?” Kip’s voice sounds small as he asks the question. Scott shakes his head without opening his eyes.
“I think it might surprise both of us what the league will try.”
***

When the next wave of news breaks, he’s at morning practice. “Benched. That’s what I heard,” he catches from the end of a conversation between his teammates as he’s skating past. He loops back.
“Who’s benched?” Scott asks, though he’s certain he already knows.
“Rozanov and Hollander.”
“Oh wow, that’s…”
“Yeah I heard Hollander didn’t even fly back to Montreal. Someone I know on the team told me,” his teammate continues.
“Why not?” He's genuinely confused. Did he choose to stay in Boston, or did the Metros ask him not to fly back with the team?
He shrugs. “I mean if they’re both benched. Might as well stay with your boyfriend.” Scott can’t tell from his delivery if it’s a mean spirited joke or just a normal observation. He decides to let it slide.
“God, that’s terrible,” Scott sighs.
“Is it? They have divided loyalty. Can’t be trusted,” his other teammate sneers.
Scott’s blood feels hot in his veins, like he’s just spent the last hour in a steaming shower. He doesn't consciously decide to speak but hears his own voice anyway. “Doesn’t your little brother play for Tampa? Maybe we should question your loyalty too. We lost to them last week. Was that because of you? Wanted your little bro to get a victory? Maybe we need to look into your stats, run the numbers the way everyone’s doing for them right now.”
“Jesus, man I get it. Fuck. I’d never let Kyle beat me at anything. You gotta know that?”
Scott skates away, his whole body taut as a violin string ready to snap. He can’t shake the heavy weight of responsibility hanging over him. He should be helping them. They’re younger than him, in a far worse situation than he would be if he were ever found out. And if someone doesn’t get involved, the league will try to bury them both with the story of their failed rivalry.
Back in the locker room, he doesn’t bother showering before getting his phone to text Hollander again.
Scott Hunter: I heard you were both benched, that’s bullshit man. Are you still in Boston?

Shane Hollander: Yeah, Crowell’s flying out here to hammer our coffins closed himself I think.

Scott Hunter: You think it’ll be that bad?

Shane Hollander: Well I don’t think he’s coming to tell us he approves.
Scott doesn’t reply. A plan is taking shape in his mind and step one is get back home and talk to Kip.
***

“Sorry, can you repeat that?” Kip sounds incredulous.
Kip and Scott stand on opposite sides of their kitchen island. Kip had been making food when Scott returned home and he couldn’t wait an extra minute to have this conversation.
“I want to go to Boston and talk to them. See them, and, I don’t know, try to find a way to help them,” Scott explains, shrugging helplessly. Kip's eyes soften.
“What will you say?” Scott pauses a long moment to consider, but comes up blank.
“Honestly? I have no idea,” Scott admits. “Will you come with me? Would you be okay with that, I mean? And can you maybe take a few days off work?”
“You want me to come? You want me to fly with you to Boston? You want me to meet them too?” Kip speaks slowly with a lot of stress on every few words, like he’s trying to format the questions clearly to ensure no confusion.
“I mean...yeah, I think I do. I know I’m being insane, but I have to do something. I have to help them if I can.”
“Why do you want to do all this?” Kip doesn’t sound doubtful, more like he just wants to understand.
Scott runs his hands through his hair, and the way it is standing suggests he’s clearly been doing it for a while. “They got benched! The commissioner ordered for them both to be benched! And they're the fucking captains! If the league buries them both, tries to throw away everything they’ve accomplished—send them to some nothing team to rot, or somehow find a loophole in their contracts to send them both packing, then that’ll be it. The precedent will be set and no other player can ever come out. Not for a long time. And I don’t want that for anyone else or for us. They’ll act like it’s about the rivalry but it will always be about them both being men too.”
They’re both quiet for a moment, Kip clearly waiting for Scott to gather his thoughts and continue. “And it’s not right. No one else in this league has to answer for the people they love. Some of the guys are barely expected to answer for the partners they abuse. I can’t just leave them to be hung out to dry, not when I’ll always know I could have done more to help. Maybe it won’t matter, maybe I’ll do everything I can and the league will still fuck them, but… But if instead I chose to be a coward and do nothing, let them face it all alone, I would never forgive myself. How could I ever forgive myself if I let that kid, who was clearly so excited to meet me that he called me Mr. Hunter, get raked over the coals for who he loves?”
“And also the other guy right? We want to help him too?” Kip laughs a little.
“Yeah, sure, we can also help Rozanov, even if he’s always chirping at me for being old,” Scott agrees, smiling wryly. He shakes his head. “I just can’t let the league turn them into  ‘the two gay players’ when I know that isn’t true.” Kip rolls his eyes.
“Oh, so you want to be their, like, gay saviour?”
Scott laughs. “I know this is maybe a lot to ask but I am prepared to introduce you to them and then…I don’t know, I don’t know what after that. I’m sort of making this up as I go. I’m acting a little crazy.”
“Are you sure you want to be traveling through the airport with me?” Kip asks, remembering their attempt to buy art. “People could see us.”
“I mean, yeah, it scares the hell out of me. But we won’t draw attention to ourselves and also I kind of think unless we have sex in the middle of the airport we won’t make any sports new cycles right now.”
“Okay, as long as you’re okay.” Kip nods. “What about hockey?”
“I have morning practice again tomorrow but I’ll say I’m sick or something and then we fly out after for a game in Vancouver the next day. I’ll be able to do both. I just might bring my hockey stuff and plan to fly directly from Boston to Vancouver.”
“Alright, it seems like you’ve given this a lot of thought,” Kip sighs.
“I have,” Scott reaffirms. “Are you okay with coming to meet these guys? I know it's a lot to ask.”
“I’m not the one in the closet,” Kip shrugs, then his eyes go wide. “Sorry, no, I didn’t mean it that way. I just mean I’m not the one with a secret to protect. This isn’t a risk for me, not like it is for you. I’m happy to go meet these stupid gay hockey boys who should have known better than to film a sex tape.”
Scott laughs. “I love you so much.”
“I love you too. You and your big heart,” Kip replies, pressing a finger into the center of Scott's chest playfully. “I guess we’ll need plane tickets. There is a flight that leaves in two hours,” Kip continues, looking at his phone.
“I’m so lucky to have you,” Scott observes. Kip offers him a peck on the cheek and finishes the booking before continuing.
“Yes, you absolutely are. Now let’s go pack.”
Scott Hunter: Are you staying with Rozanov?
Scott watches the three dots appear and disappear repeatedly. Hollander is clearly torn about what he wants to admit. Scott feels sick for the kid, still trying to protect this secret.
Shane Hollander: Yes

Scott Hunter: Cool, text me the address. I’ll be there in about 4 hours.

Shane Hollander: What?

Scott Hunter: See you both soon. Don’t forget the address.
The address does eventually come through after what he assumes is a long conversation between Hollander and Rozanov.
***

After an eternity and also far too soon, it’s just after 8:00pm and Scott is knocking on the enormously ostentatious front door of Ilya Rozanov’s house.
“I have to say, Kip, this is certainly a house I never thought I’d be stepping foot in,” Scott muses. Kip offers him a grin.
“These are unprecedented times.”
The door swings open and Ilya Rozanov is standing there. “Hello, Scott Hunter...Scott Hunter’s pretty nurse. I assume you were sent by care home they’ve allowed Hunter to wander out of for the day.”
“Fuck off, Rozanov, you’re already making me regret this and I haven’t even stepped inside yet. Where is your better half?”
Rozanov turns to face mostly away from them but looks back over his shoulder, clearly bringing attention to his pristinely round ass under his black joggers. “Is right here.”
“Ilya! Stop showing them your ass and bring them inside!” Scott can hear Hollander yelling from farther in the house. Even after everything he’s already seen and knows, he’s still surprised to hear that Hollander’s really in this house with Rozanov.
“How did you know I was doing that?” Rozanov whines as he gestures them further into the massive home.
“Because I’ve known you for far too fucking long,” Hollander replies, sounding aggrieved.
Scott rounds the corner with Kip and sees Hollander sitting at the large kitchen island holding a steaming mug. He looks exhausted.
“Hey Scott,” Shane greets him with a sad smile. Scott returns his own.
“Hey, kid."
“Well, thank you for coming," Rosanov has that same cocky look on his face Scott knows from the ice. "Did you get confused, think my house is museum for you to retire in or would you just like to watch the train wreck that is the end of our careers?” Scott is vaguely relieved that this entire fiasco hasn't broken his spirit.
“Jesus, Ilya, please don’t fucking say that,” Hollander groans and leans his head into his hands. Scott's stomach drops out to see the way he holds himself, like he's waiting for another blow.
“Can I interest you in some warm milk before bed or maybe tea for the pretty nurse?” Rozanov grins at Kip in a way Scott doesn’t like since learning he likes men. He’s clearly relishing playing the part of host.
“Man, I’m trying so hard to be a good person right now, can you please not make it as difficult as possible?” Scott can't tell if he's angry about the jokes regarding his age or the fact that Rosanov has called Kip pretty twice.
“Please forgive him, it's a defense mechanism and we are feeling particularly…defensive. We appreciate you taking the risk to come here, both of you,” Shane offers, far more courteously.  “Sorry, I don’t think we’ve met. I'm Shane. Are you…with the Admirals?” Shane Hollander is now staring directly at Kip. Scott tries to fight down the bile rising up this throat about what he's going to do.
“Oh, uh, I’m Kip,” he hesitates and glances to Scott, waiting for him to decide how much to divulge.
“Sorry, yeah that’s why I came actually–”
“To bring us a third? We’ve already got our hands full with just the two of us,” Ilya quips, placing a steaming mug of tea in front of each of them.
“He’s my boyfriend, actually,” Scott blurts before he can back out.
Rozanov and Hollander both take a long beat to process that revelation.
“Holy shit,” Hollander exclaims. “Well…that’s…congratulations?”
“Uhm, thanks, yeah. Sorry, this is awkward, we’ve just never…told anyone that before,” Scott admits.
“Yeah, we understand. We’d certainly never told anyone either before someone stole that video.” Shane nods.
“Yes, is very exciting. Soon we will have enough people for a club,” Rozanov volunteers. His eyes don’t leave the counter top he’s been staring down at with a furrowed brow since Scott’s revelation. Scott can’t reason why he seems so angry, he’d think he is about to say something homophobic, but that doesn’t make sense since he’s seen the gif of him sucking Hollander’s dick like it contains the elixir of life. Still, the thought nags at him.
When Rozanov finally looks up, his annoyed gaze is focused on Hollander. “So you could have let me fuck you at All Star Game, would not have been big deal.”
Hollander groans. “Jesus, Ilya, you cannot seriously be thinking about a time you were deprived of sex right now. When Hunter is literally, like, coming out to us.”
“‘Nooo, Ilya nooo. Don’t fuck me with your big dick in this hotel room. What if Scott Hunter hears? What if he senses our gay activities through the wall and outs us both? What if he hates me?’” Rozanov mocks in an over the top Canadian accent, the kind Hollander doesn’t even have.
“I did not say all those things. Especially about your dick,” Hollander snaps, a blush climbing up his neck. He looks like he’d rather leave than endure another second of this conversation.
“I’m confused, when was I in a hotel with you while you were fucking?” Scott cuts in. Kip, for his part, remains silent, but he looks thrilled to be there to witness it.
“No, I said we were not fucking, which is exact problem,” Rozanov clarifies, gesticulating wildly as he talks. “At All Star Game. Keep up.”
“Ilya, I was never gonna have sex with you there no matter who’d been in the next room! It was our first All Star Game. I was way too high strung, it would have been awful.” Hollander sounds more annoyed than anything else, and not at all like he just revealed a piece of information that will permanently alter Scott's image of them. He might as well have told him that they were from Mars.
“Your f…your first All Star Game? You guys were already together back then. During your rookie seasons?” Scott knew it must have been a while, based on what they’d said in the video, but this was a shock to his system.
“The summer before,” Shane corrects.
This draws a real smile out of Rozanov unguarded and soft. Scott realizes it’s maybe the only real smile he’s ever seen the man give, and it’s directed exclusively at Hollander. Hollander smiles at him just as warmly. God, these poor kids, hiding their relationship for their entire careers trying to protect themselves, just to be outed with a sex tape and forced to face having it all taken away.
“We should go to table, maybe? More comfortable,” Rozanov suggests, his abrasive shell seeming to have softened slightly.
They settle around the end of the huge dining table. It must fit at least twelve people. It's ridiculous.
“Compensating for anything?” Scott asks, smirking.
“I host team parties a lot. Encourages bonding, you know like good Captain,” Rozanov leans back in his chair. “Which is lucky considering how much I need them to like me now.” Hollander makes a small noise and looks down at his hands. “Shane, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean-”
“Where did you guys meet?” Hollander talks over Rozanov, his voice too loud, too forcibly friendly. He has slapped back on his media friendly veneer. The fakeness of it makes Scott’s hair stand on end.  Whatever conversation he is avoiding has Scott wondering if things may not be so smooth with Montreal. He remembers there hadn’t been any Metros in that video of them leaving the arena.
“Uhm, I work at a smoothie place, in New York, obviously, and Scott came in after a run. We started talking,” Kip babbles. “Actually, the first time he came in, he caught me sleeping, which was embarrassing. I didn’t actually know who he was until some guy came in and got excited to see him.” It comes out in an affectionate rush.
Rozanov and Hollander laugh.
“I uh…kept going back for a smoothie,” Scott admits. He feels embarrassed but also elated to actually be discussing Kip with other people.
“Scott did go on to mention serial killers, like, a bit more than you should to someone you’re trying to flirt, with but I did still find him extremely charming,” Kip continues. Everyone laughs at that too.
“And now here we are,” Scott says simply, a dopey smile on his face directed solely at Kip.
“That’s very sweet,” Rozanov replies with a grin. “I am not surprised Hunter would be so excited about serial killers; some of the most famous ones are from when he was born in the 1960s.”
“Oh my god, Rozanov,” Scott groans, but next to him Kip is laughing. Scott snaps his eyes over to him. “No, no. Don’t laugh at his jokes. We don’t think he’s funny.”
“It was kinda funny,” Kip shrugs. “There were a lot of famous serial killers then, Actually there were a lot of famous serial killers in the 80s too, which I think is when you were born? I wouldn't know I was born the 90s.” Scott rubs his eyes with the heels of his hands until he sees stars.
“Jesus, my worries about coming here were actually completely misplaced. I wasn’t expecting Rozanov to immediately get so buddy-buddy with my boyfriend.”
Rozanov smiles like a jackal. “He deserves to have younger influences around him. I'm sure you’re always making him watch that show where old people try to sell their crap.”
“Antiques Roadshow,” Hollander supplies. He has a smile that suggests he’s happy to help Rozanov make fun of him.
“Da, that one,” Rozanov agrees, snapping and pointing at no one in particular.
“How did you guys get together?” Scott asks, tone forcibly neutral, he desperately wants more information but he's worried he'll scare them if he seems too eager. The summer before their rookie reason. So, the rivalry has always been a lie? Something they hid behind to conceal the truth of their relationship? People are going to lose their minds if they ever get all the information.
“Uhm…we did a photoshoot for CCM together, just before our rookie season started and just ended up…talking,” Hollander explains, seeming to be picking his words delicately.
Beside him, Rozanov snorts. “Yes, we have very good talk in the showers after the shoot.”
“Ilya,” Hollander scolds, his face getting even redder.
Scott is surprised, and suddenly embarrassed too. He’s never talked about having sex with men with—well, really anyone other than the men he's had sex with, of whom there aren’t many.
“They’re gay, is fine,” Rozanov argues. Hollander rolls his eyes, but has a fond expression when his gaze lands back on Rozanov.
“Ilya, we need to settle on a PG story to tell people when they ask. And it won’t involve mentioning the showers,” Shane says, his voice low as if to make the conversation private when Scott and Kip sit one foot away.
“Okay, I think we get it,” Scott says, waving him off. “We don’t need more details.” Kip looks affronted.
“Uhm, hard disagree, I would love as many details as you’ll give.”
Rozanov barks out a loud laugh. “I like you, Kip, you're fun. Why are you picking up boyfriends from the retirement community?”
Scott opens his mouth to tell Rozanov to go fuck himself, but Kip is faster. “He’s sweet, and kind, and funny. And he’s hot.” Kip tacks on the last part with a shrug. Rozanov blinks.
“Okay, old man is your type, I guess.”
“You called Scott hot before,” Hollander cuts in.
Rozanov whips his head around to glare at his boyfriend. “That doesn’t sound like something I would say.” The words are gritted out between clenched teeth.
Scott can’t keep the smile off his face. This is way more fun than he was expecting. Hollander is smiling now, too, realizing he’s got something to taunt Rozanov with.
“Don’t you remember? At the All Star Game, you were so whiny about ten minutes ago. You said he was hot and we should just let him listen to us have sex. You also kind of implied we could have a threesome with him.”
“Holy shit,” Kip laughs. “You’re the old gay siren of MLH.”
“Do not start calling me old too,” Scott groans.
“I was joking, I think, about Scott being hot,” Rozanov helplessly argues. “And I was definitely  not trying to suggest a threesome. If I remember correctly, I said we could let him listen. Thought you might like it.”
“Oh, wow,” Scott is laughing openly now. “Coming here was worth it just for this.”
“Isn’t it time for your nap, Grandpa Hunter?” Rozanov snaps.
“Stop flirting with my boyfriend in front of me,” Kip chides.
“Oh my god! I am leaving. You can keep the house in the divorce, Hollander.” Rozanov slaps both his hands on the table and stands up like he's making to leave.
“Sit down, you enormous baby,” Hollander demands, pulling at Rozanov's arm. “Don't dish it out if you can’t take it.”
“No, taking it is your job,” Rozanov responds, leering at Hollander.
Impossibly, Hollander’s face gets redder. “Jesus fucking Christ. See, you’re fine. Sit.”
There’s a beat where they all settle again.
“I was shocked when I found out about you two but sitting here now it actually makes more sense than I thought,” Scott observes.
“Were you? Shocked, I mean,” Hollander asks, brow furrowed.
“Yeah, of course. Wasn’t everyone?”
“Oh.” Shane looks away towards the windows. “I, sort of, thought you knew.”
“You…what? How would I know? Because of the All Star Game?”
Hollander shrugs. “I wasn’t sure. I just thought you did because of…something you said to me.”
“What did I say?” Scott asks. Rozanov is looking hard at Hollander and Scott has a feeling he hadn’t shared this concern with him.
“That day on the ice. When we kind of…fought. The Admirals had lost to the Metros and I went up to you after it was over and said ‘hope you try next time’ or something like that. I don’t know, it was stupid.”
Scott nods for him to continue but Rozanov’s big, genuine smile has returned. “Oh my god, Shane, you went out of your way to chirp at Hunter and I didn’t even get to see it. This is devastating. We are finding YouTube video of the fight after they leave and you can tell me what you said.” He’s shoving at Hollander’s shoulder like a giddy child.
“Shut up, it doesn’t matter.” Hollander elbows Rozanov away and rubs at his forehead with the heels of both hands. “But after, you said ‘you’re starting to sound like him.’ God I remember this so clearly still. I asked you to elaborate and you said ‘you fucking heard me, Hollander'.”
Rozanov’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise.
“Oh, I didn’t…” Scott tries but trails off, uncertain what to say.
Hollander ignores it anyway. “I honestly thought I was gonna puke on the ice. I assumed you must know about us. That you’d found out somehow and you’d chosen that moment to taunt me with it. Right there on the ice where anyone could hear it. It felt like a threat, honestly. That was maybe the most scared I’ve ever been. I thought for sure the next thing you said would be even worse.”
“That’s why you escalated it?” Scott clarifies, the piece of information slotting into place like a missing puzzle piece.
“Yeah, in retrospect, not actually the smart move, considering I thought you were threatening to out us. But like I said, I was scared.”
Rozanov is quiet next to him. “You never told me that.”
“I didn’t want to scare you, too, with Russia and everything. I also was worried you’d end up showing up at Scott’s house to beat the shit out of him and you actually throw punches on a regular basis.”
Rozanov looks like he can't disagree with Hollander’s assessment of his potential actions. Scott is momentarily grateful Hollander never said anything.
“I barely slept the next three days waiting for something to happen, constantly checking online to see if there was a story. And then when nothing happened, I just convinced myself I’d misunderstood you. It was always in the back of my mind though. Anytime we played after that, I was waiting for you to say something else.”
“I didn’t…I didn’t know. I was comparing you to Rozanov because I thought it would piss you off. Because I thought you hated each other.” Scott feels cold with the horrific knowledge that he made another closeted player feel threatened. That he made Hollander think he would out them. All because he’d been pissed off about losing a game.
“We’ve never hated each other,” Hollander admits, his voice soft. Scott can tell Rozanov is rubbing his thigh under the table. There is so much affection between them; it’s startling to see, though he supposes it’s not surprising given their apparent six years of shared history.
“It’s fine,” Hollander finally says with a shrug. “It wasn’t your fault, you didn’t know.”
“I mean, I did have my suspicions about you,” Scott admits, then turns to look at Rozanov squarely. “You, on the other hand, obviously have a reputation as kind of a womanizer, so there's a bit more shock there.”
“Yes, people keep telling me this,” Rozanov replies with a glare.
Hollander ignores the tension between them to prod Scott for information. “What made you suspicious about me? What do you mean? Like you thought I was gay. Why? What was I doing?” The questions seem to pour out of him in a frantic rush.
“Shane, moy lyubymyy, I think we are maybe past the point where you need to worry about what to do to seem less gay,” Rozanov suggests gently.
Hollander nods, looking sheepish. “Right yeah, it’s dumb to care at this point it’s just…a reflex.”
Rozanov’s voice is low like he’s trying to speak only to Hollander. “We don’t really need to worry about hiding now, we have lost that luxury.”
“Was it a luxury? Sneaking around. Never getting any real time together. Lying to everyone we know.” Hollander and Rozanov are gazing at each other, both of their eyes sad. Scott has the distinct feeling that, at least for the moment, he and Kip are forgotten.
“Maybe not…but it doesn’t matter anymore anyway. We will never be able to be together and hide again," Rozanov's voice is barely above a whisper. "Too many people will be watching us now.”
Hollander nods and they continue to gaze at each other for a beat before he clears his throat and looks at Scott like he wants Scott to continue.
“It wasn’t…I didn’t think that because of anything you’d said exactly. I wasn’t like it was anything anyone else would have seen anyway. Just things you did reminded me a lot of myself. You were never seen out with women. You always had these media perfect answers about focusing on the game if people tried to ask you about dating. It just reminded me of what I would say,” Scott admits, voice wistful.
“Right yeah that…makes sense.”
“So okay…” Kip sits forward. “You guys have been together since your rookie season which was…?”
“Six years ago,” Hollander supplies.
“Right, six years, wow. So you’ve been pretending to be rivals the entire time when actually, you’re, like, a couple,” Kip states like he’s trying to lock down the full story.
Rozanov and Hollander stare at each other for a moment.
“More or less,” Rozanov finally says. Kip looks gobsmacked.
“Wow. That’s either romantic as hell or sad as hell.”
They both nod without speaking and Scott has a feeling it’s the latter. They’re all quiet for a moment until Scott clears his throat. “As…enlightening as this has been. I didn’t come just to learn about Rozanov’s been flirting with me for years–”
“That is not what was happening,” Rozanov interrupts, but Scott continues on without acknowledging him. “Or to find out I once committed closet-on-closet crime against Hollander.”
Kip snorts next to him and Hollander cracks a smile that gives Scott some relief from his guilt.
“Okay, so why did you?” Shane asks.
“I just…I want to help you guys. Somehow, I don’t fucking know how. I know I should have a plan, but I don't. I just needed to come. I can’t let the league hang you both out to dry for being gay.”
“It’s not just about liking men,” says Rozanov steadily. “It’s because of who we are. Hollander and Rozanov. We are supposed to be rivals. League has been cramming that narrative down everyone’s throats since we were 17. In the locker room after video was posted, I knew something had come out but I didn’t know what it was yet. I just saw texts on my phone and knew I must have been caught with a man. I hoped so much it wasn’t us together. I didn’t want that for Shane and I always knew we’d be punished more for being together than just for liking men.”
“I think the Metros would have been homophobic to me regardless, but that they can hide behind the excuse of saying it’s about Ilya. It’s my own fault, I’m not even really surprised,” Hollander explains.
“It’s not your fault other people are homophobic,” Kip reassures him.
“No, it is. They’ve always said shit in the locker room. I’m the Captain, I should have put a stop to it, but I was always so fucking scared of drawing attention to myself. Like if I said something they’d ask me why I cared or what my problem was and I don’t have some laundry list of women I’ve been with to protect me.” Shane exhales hard before carrying on. “So yeah, it is my fault. They’ve always said a lot of slurs, it’s just now they’re directed very pointedly at me.”
“Jesus.” Scott doesn’t know what to say. It’s too horrible. It’s his own worst fears happening to someone else.
“So yeah, people will hide behind the rivalry, but they’ll use it as an excuse for what they really want to say. An easy cover.” Hollander finishes, sounding defeated. Scott can't have that. He puts on his best elder statesman voice and sits up straighter.
“Then, we need to change the narrative.” Scott sounds more confident than he feels.
“To what? Isn’t it nice actually if two competing captains are boyfriends,” Rozanov laughs mirthlessly. Scott inhales sharply. Here goes, he thinks.
“I’ve been thinking about…maybe…coming out, also.”
They’re all quiet after he says it. He hadn’t even told Kip he’d been considering it, hadn’t fully decided he would do it until now, and even now he wants to back out. Reach out, pluck the words from the air and shove them back into his mouth.
“I’m sorry. Are you really offering to come out just to help us? To what, draw some attention away?” Hollander looks like he thinks it’s a terrible idea and also like he desperately wants to tell Scott to do it.
Scott sighs and rubs at his face. “I guess kind of, in some ways, yes. It would give them something else to talk about, and it would help with the narrative thing. Make it about gay hockey players in general instead of just you two drawing all the ire.”
Shane nods thoughtfully, but his face reads as downtrodden. “I don’t know if you want to be standing close to us, Hunter. I mean I appreciate the offer, but there’s going to be a lot of shit slinging and anyone close to us will get hit. You’ve made it through a lot of your career safe from any of this.”
“Safe. Hiding. I’m sure you guys understand that feeling. If I don’t do anything now and they do try to ruin both of your careers…it’s never gonna be safe for any gay player again. Not for a long time anyway. And I can’t let my fucking legacy be that I saw two kids’ lives be destroyed for doing nothing wrong, and I didn’t even lift a finger to help them. I’ll never sleep at night again if I do that to you guys.”
They’re all quiet for a bit again. The weight of Scott’s words seem to hang heavy in the air around them. Across the table Hollander reaches over to squeeze Rozanov’s hands and they gaze at each other for a long time as if having an entire silent conversation. Both their eyes look so tired and broken. Scott knows that, no matter what they say to him now, he will do this to help them.
“We had no choice, we’d still be hiding now, maybe forever if it wasn’t for that video,” Hollander confesses. Scott shakes his head, furious and indignant on their behalf and his own.
“Well, fuck that. It’s such bullshit, no one else has to hide. And half the guys in the sport are out there doing some truly heinous shit instead of just loving their career rivals.”
Scott pauses when he sees how they both shift uncomfortably at the mention of love. Jesus, these idiots have been together since they were basically kids and they’ve never said I love you. Whatever, not his problem, not right now anyway. One dumpster fire at a time. Instead of probing further, he pivots.
“When are you meeting Crowell?”
“First thing tomorrow,” Hollander replies. “Apparently he arrived today but he was meeting with other people first. I’m sure they had a ten-hour damage control meeting.”
Scott nods. “I assume you’re planning to wait until after the meeting to make any kind of statement.”
“Yeah. We got our agent to draw up the statement to more or less say what we want and hopefully that’ll be what we end up saying,” Hollander says. “I can’t imagine what else we can do but acknowledge our relationship. The video is uh…doesn’t leave a lot of room for confusion.”  He shrugs one shoulder and offers a small, wry smile.
“They might try to strong arm you into never seeing each other again. Outside of games obviously. Try to have you make some kind of statement about a previous involvement that was the result of a ‘lapse in judgement’ and that it was no longer happening at the time of the video’s release.” Scott winces at the panicked expressions on each of their young faces.
“But there’s footage of us leaving The Garden together,” Hollander protests.
“They’ll explain that away. Forced to reunite to deal with the scandal.”
Rozanov and Hollander stare at each other for a long time and Scott can tell they’ll be having a long conversation after he and Kip leave.
“Are you flying back tonight?” Shane seems apprehensive, and Scott isn't sure what he wants the answer to be.
“I put in a request for a personal day. I’ll meet the team in Vancouver. I never take any time away and it’s early in the season so they didn’t push it. Also I yelled at a bunch of guys at practice this morning so I think they were glad to be rid of me. We leave late tomorrow afternoon so we can come back after the meeting. Discuss what he says. What he tries to do.”
Hollander nods but doesn’t say anything, looking far away. Scott doesn’t blame him for seeming detached. The kid has worked his entire life for this, won back to back Stanley Cups for a team he devoted everything to, a team that seems to hate him now. And they want to take it all away. Say it wasn’t good enough because of who he is with.
“Sorry not to be indelicate, but I feel like this is maybe important…you’re Russian.” Kip is looking at Rozanov. Scott stills, suddenly brought back to that little cafe table in Sochi listening to Carter Vaughn. ‘Russia is not safe for guys like that.’ It occurs to Scott that Hollander and Rozanov would already have been together when the they sat in that cafe discussing Hollander's figure skating friend. He wonders how those words landed for Shane back then, knowing the threat that lived in his boyfriend's home country.
“Yes,” Ilya responds tightly.
“Do you have U.S. citizenship? A green card?”
“No, I am still here on visa through the Raiders. If they cut me, if Crowell forces them to, it will be problem.”
“Fuck,” Scott and Kip say almost in tandem, slumping helplessly in their chairs. The scope of their crisis seems endless.
“We’re working on it,” Hollander remarks, like he’s trying to reassure them. “My parents have been surprisingly…helpful.”
“Okay, that’s good,” Scott finds himself nodding. He’s glad there’s other people helping who have more experience in that area. Scott doesn’t know the first thing about the U.S. immigration system.
“Even if Raiders do cut me, I would be surprised if I can’t get approved asylum for the U.S.,” Rozanov notes.
“Worst case scenario, you can always get married.” Kip shrugs like that’s a super chill thing to say.
“Kip,” Scott murmurs sharply. His eyes widen and he rushes to do damage control.
“Oh, I didn’t mean, like–”
“Uhm, yeah, that option had crossed my mind as well,” Hollander cuts him off to admit. He tries to keep his tone light like the implications of that aren’t life changing.
And based on the look Rozanov is giving him, he did not know about any thoughts of marriage and the attempted non-chalance has not worked. “It has? You thought about that? About getting married?”
“Of course,” Hollander replies simply. “We need to keep you safe.”
Good lord, these two are a mess, they seemingly haven’t even said I love you but Hollander’s ready to get married. The pair stares at each other for a long time again but the energy is charged in a different way. Scott suspects the tone of the conversation they’ll be having later has changed.
As if sensing they need space for that talk, Kip clears his throat.  “Since we are here for the night do you have any suggestions for where we should go? I want to eat something delicious before bed. I know it’s late but the airport dinner was kinda shit.” Rozanov grins, seemingly pleased to talk about something other than his life crumbling in around him and his immigration status.
“Does Hunter eat like normal person or does he have insane bird diet like Shane?”
“It’s not an insane diet!” Hollander protests.
“I eat normal. Mostly,” Scott informs them.
“Good,” Rozanov claps his hands. “Then I have many ideas.”
Scott smiles as Rozanov starts listing pubs and late night diners he frequents. They’re more fun to hang out with than he thought they would be. Scott thinks for a moment that it will be nice to have another gay couple to spend time with, especially other hockey players. The idea of it settles warmly in his chest, going out for drinks, being able to be out on a double date, not needing to hide. It wouldn’t be easy, not right away. But maybe it could be possible.
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    Shane and Ilya call it an early night before their meeting tomorrow, but they didn't realize they weren't done accepting company.
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  Shane and Ilya walk Scott and Kip to the door together and say their goodbyes. Scott tells them he will come over after the meeting and they decide to accept it; it seems they have found themselves with two more people they are now obligated to see tomorrow, much to Shane's chagrin.  Shane would prefer to limit how many times he has to explain whatever happens. He feels drained by the heavy press of conversations—so many he’s already had to have, and there’s still more in his future. Crowell tomorrow, then sharing that conversation with Farah, Hunter, Kip, and his parents. He still needs to talk to Hayden and JJ, not to mention the rest of this team. He selfishly hopes he is not here by the time the Raiders show up looking for information of their own.
“Can we go to bed?” Shane sighs wearily, “I know it’s kinda early, but I’m fucking exhausted. It somehow has barely been 24 hours since the video leaked, but so much has happened. I just want to get some sleep.”
Ilya cups Shane’s face and pulls him in for a kiss. “Yes, let’s do that.”
***

They lie down together for a long time but neither of them sleeps; instead, they enjoy the silence, finding comfort in each other, despite it all. Shane’s back is pressed against Ilya’s chest, and they hold each other for a long time, each trapped in their own heads.
“What would we do if Crowell wants what Hunter said?” Ilya asks. He's scared to do so, but he needs to make sure they still want the same things.
“I’m not going to let them bully us. Fuck that,” Shane squeezes Ilya’s hand in his own. “It won’t give you back your family, your country. It won’t make my team stop looking at me the way they did in the locker room. And it certainly won’t stop people from saying shit about us online. Scott’s on our side…that could help. It’ll make it harder for the league at least. They can’t sweep us under the rug as easily as they want. If he really does come out.”
Ilya nods into the back of Shane’s neck and gives his peck a squeeze.
“So no matter what Crowell says in this meeting, we still confirm our relationship, announce ourselves as boyfriends? Is that what we want to do?” Ilya hopes his voice doesn't give away how desperately he wants Shane to say yes.
“Yes…yes I think so,” Shane reaffirms. Ilya feels some of the tension leave his body, but there's another question that he’s been more desperate to ask, something he can't plausibly walk back.
“And you’ve been thinking about…marrying me?” Ilya’s voice is small; saying it feels like it’s going to make Shane change his mind. Shane doesn't miss a beat.
“Yeah, I thought about it. It’s an option, I mean. It would make it easier for you to get asylum and permanent residency. You’d be Canadian, but, you know…still better than the other option.” Ilya can’t seem to force out any reply. His throat feels thick and his eyes are starting to burn. He has to close his eyes and focus on breathing.
*
They’re both quiet for a long moment after that. Shane has a sinking feeling in his gut that he’s said too much. He’s being too pushy and he’s going to scare Ilya off again. Just like Sochi, Shane thinks when Ilya doesn’t reply. I’ve completely freaked him out by behaving like a psycho.’
Shane breaks the silence, forcing himself to keep his voice level. “Obviously it’s not, like…a big deal or whatever, it wouldn’t be serious, it could just be for citizenship,” he back pedals. “Just to keep you safe and it can be a last resort.” Shane hates himself a little for walking it back like a coward, but this peace is so fragile and new. He’s scared he’s going to chase Ilya off with rushed proposals.
*
Whatever feeling has been rising in Ilya’s chest is immediately extinguished, Shane’s words a cold bucket of water.
“Just for citizenship,” He forces out quietly around the knot in his throat. Last resort, Ilya’s brain supplies unhelpfully.
“Yeah, of course. We wouldn’t even have to do, like, a big ceremony or whatever, it would just be…simple,” Shane fades off.
“You’re kind,” Ilya swallows around the feeling in his throat, “to be willing to do that for me.”
“Of course I’d do it for you,” Shane affirms, and squeezes Ilya’s hand with his own.
Shane’s words should be reassuring, but instead they make the back of Ilya’s eyes burn. He’d do it for him. He’d marry Ilya to protect him from big, scary Russia. Not because he actually wants to. A last resort, his brain keeps repeating. He doesn’t deserve Shane’s offer. All of this is his fault, the video was his idea.
“Would make your life harder if we did that, harder with Metros,” Ilya argues. He suddenly feels like he wants to fight, wants to make Shane realize this is a bad idea, that he is a bad idea.
“A bunch of them just seemed horrified to share a locker room with a fag anyways,” Shane spits out the word and it makes Ilya flinch. “So what’s the fucking point of doing anything for them. I’d rather do things for you.”
He’s going to lose his team and that’s your fault too, Ilya can’t make his brain stop. The Metros will never treat him the same again and he’s so selfless he’ll still marry you.
“We will find you a better team.” Ilya pulls Shane closer to his body. He fights desperately against the tears that want to fall. He can help Shane too, he can, he knows he can. He’ll bring him to Boston, he’ll fix it.
Shane is quiet for a moment, but Ilya can see his jaw working and he wishes he could see his face. When he finally speaks it his voice is rough and watery. “We’ll figure it out.”
“Maybe we can both go play for Buffalo. Or Ottawa to be in Canada. They’re both so fucking shit they’d probably take on Crowell to have us both,” Ilya says the offer flippantly but there’s so much more he wants to say. I’ll follow you to any terrible team they try to send you to, I’ll move for you too, I’d go anywhere for you.
“You don’t need to leave Boston just because of me, especially not if they’re going to be good to you,” Shane counters. “Don’t do anything that would risk your asylum claim. Besides, no team can afford us both.”
Ilya laughs a little, but not because he finds anything particularly funny. “Something tells me our value is dropping by the second.”
“No,” Shane’s voice is firm. He turns so they’re face to face now. Ilya can see his eyes are wet but now he looks angry. “Fuck that. Being together doesn’t make us less. Being gay doesn’t make me less of a hockey player. I was always so scared of that, so scared of being the gay asian hockey player. I won’t let them do that to us, tell us our value has diminished. We are worth the same as four days ago and worth more together.” Something in his tone makes Ilya believe him. In another life, Ilya Rozanov would have followed Shane Hollander into war.
“Yes, Hollander,” Ilya’s voice is thick again. “We are worth more together.”
They stare at each other for a long time. The air is charged with all the things they aren’t saying. Things they both want to ask, to say but neither can make the leap. Instead they just lean their foreheads together and breathe the same air in the silence.
“We should get some rest,” Shane finally whispers.
“Yes, tomorrow will be a long day,” Ilya reminds him like either could forget.
“We’ll be together, though,” It almost sounds like a question, like Shane still wants to confirm.
“Yes, we will be,” Ilya promises.
They fall asleep on top of the blankets still holding each other.
***

It’s just after two in the morning when they’re both awoken to the sound of someone coming in the front door.
“What the fuck? Who is that?” Shane grumbles, his eyes feel like they’re cemented shut.
“Ilyusha! You didn’t answer my calls and I am worried! Are you here!” Svetlana’s voice is bouncing off the walls of the house, a mix of Russian and English. She’s talking just above a normal speaking voice but the echo around the silent house makes it shockingly loud.
“Oh fuck, it’s Svetlana,” Ilya sighs. “She has door code, I should have assumed she would come straight here.”
“Why did she come here in the middle of the night?” Shane groans in exhaustion.
“Because I was worried about him obviously,” Svetlana says, much closer than Shane anticipated. When he looks up, she’s standing in the doorway of Ilya’s bedroom.
“I see you both were having very nice sleep,” Svetlana makes her way into the room as they separate themselves, moving through the space as if she owns it. “I hope you went to bed early, Ilya, because I want some information.”  Shane is embarrassed to be caught cuddling, but reminds himself Ilya’s technically his boyfriend now and they’re allowed to sleep together in his bed.
“What information do you need? You saw video, da?” Ilya groans.
Shane reddens when he says it. He hopes he hasn’t watched the whole video. “Hello, Shane Hollander. I am not surprised to see you here.” Svetlana walks farther into the room as they separate on the bed. “Svetlana Vetrova.”  Shane knows he should be ashamed for the jealous feelings twisting in his gut. He can’t help it, though; she’s beautiful, she has Ilya’s door code, and she looks entirely too comfortable in his bedroom.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Shane forces his voice to sound genuine. He cannot act like a jealous asshole when this is the one person Ilya said he wanted Shane to meet. “I mean, of course you’re not surprised, right? You saw the video.”
“I don’t think I would have been surprised before the video, either,” Svetlana grins at him and settles herself on the bed. “Jane,” she delivers the name with a wink.
It startles Shane to hear it. He feels a flare of panic that he is aware is stupid, but the name activates the same fear he’s been carrying since he was eighteen.
“You told her?” Shane demands.
“He tells me nothing,” Svetlana waves the accusation away. “But he is also not subtle and I am not stupid.”
“I am extremely subtle,” Ilya protests weakly.
“You wasted half of a night we could have spent at the club watching that stupid TV episode about Shane and his cottage,” Svetlana reveals. Ilya’s eyes go wide, and Shane feels a tiny bit of warmth towards her. Svetlana hadn’t been there five minutes and she was already airing Ilya's dirty laundry to his new boyfriend.
“You watched that?” Shane is thrilled.
“No,” Ilya snaps, a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I needed something to fall asleep too.”
Svetlana smiles at Shane in a way that makes him feel they’re on a team, and, despite his jealousy, he knows he will like to grow her.
Ilya drags himself off the bed. “I will make tea and we can talk for a little bit. We have long day tomorrow though.”
Shane stands up to follow. “I’ll be right down, I just need to splash some water on my face and brush my teeth.”
“You can go back to sleep, solynshko,” Ilya tells him.
“What? No, Svetlana is here,” Shane objects, gesturing towards her as if Ilya may have forgotten, “and you met my parents, remember?”
Ilya doesn’t reply for a moment, and Shane can't be sure, but he thinks he sees his eyes getting glossy again. “Okee, I’ll make enough tea for three.”
*
Ilya and Svetlana make their way downstairs without Shane and have a few minutes just to two of them.
“So,” Svetlana starts when she’s sure Shane is out of ear shot. “Hollander is little spoon?”
“He likes to be held,” Ilya shrugs, but his grin is huge. “He came here after video came out.  Actually, he came with me to Raiders’ locker room.”
“He went in the Raiders’ locker room? Shane Hollander went into the Raiders’ locker room? Was your team good to him?”
“My team was,” Ilya confirms. It answers more than she asked and Svetlana doesn’t press for more information.
“I am glad you had each other.”
“It would seem we are going to have each other quite a lot from now on.” Ilya smiles slightly as he measures loose tea leaves into a pot.
“You seem happy?” Svetlana raises an eyebrow. Ilya sighs.
“Is…complicated. I am feeling so many things, I think I am going to go crazy. But Shane called me his boyfriend and he introduced me to his parents and I made him solyanka and he showed me his favourite movie. So, maybe…is like not everything is awful. Or maybe I am just trying not to focus on the awful, there will be time for that tomorrow.”
“You made him solyanka? Ilyusha, you’re in love with this man,” Svetlana declares.
“We are not saying that word,” Ilya hisses quietly, scared Shane will hear her. She’s quiet for a moment watching him make the tea.
“You look good in blue,” Svetlana taunts.
Ilya groans and presses his forehead to the cold stainless steel of his refrigerator. “You came here just to torment me?”
“I came here because I was worried about you,” Svetlana clarifies. “I was worried you would be alone. I didn’t realize you would have Canada’s Golden Boy in your bed still after the video came out.”
“I’m not sure I’m Canada’s Golden Boy anymore,” Shane corrects coming down the stairs. He's pulled on one of Ilya’s hoodies and the sight makes Ilya's heart flip. “Not in Montreal anyway.”
“Then fuck them,” Svetlana says firmly. “They never deserved you in the first place.”
Shane smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. He takes a counter seat across from where Ilya is making tea and Svetlana joins him.
“I’m sorry for barging in here so late, my flight only landed an hour ago and I was worried about you,” Svetlana admits.
“I understand, Sveta. You’re a good friend.”
“There is so much I want to ask as a friend who wants to know everything about your relationship, but also I know this may be a bad time? I saw you were both benched,” Svetlana grimaces.
“Crowell is coming here,” Ilya tells her. “Tomorrow morning we are meeting with him.”
“What are you guys going to tell him?” She asks.
Ilya is surprised by the question. No one else had asked it that way; everyone else wanted to know what they thought Crowell would say. She is the first one to ask what they will be telling him. It makes him feel like they have more control over the situation than he’d considered before. Shane looks equally wrong-footed, so Ilya answers for them.
“Probably that we are together, like boyfriends, and that we intend to still play even with that being public knowledge now,” Ilya explains.
“Boyfriends, I love hearing this. Good,” Svetlana’s smile is huge. “If that old prick has a problem with it, we will make it an even bigger problem for him. We will worry about other awful things another time. I want to talk about fun things now.”
“I made tea, but I am starting to suspect you want conversation that is more fitting of vodka,” Ilya smirks.
“We can double fist,” Svetlana claps her hands like she’s a queen commanding something. Ilya pulls the vodka from the freezer and fills three glasses. Then he pours three small mugs of tea and hands those out too. He remains standing on the other side of the counter where he can face Shane and Svetlana. It feels surreal to see them in the same space.
“Well, it has been maybe a weird few days, but cheers to both of you finally being out, and being boyfriends. Now I don’t have to watch Ilya yearn at the club like loser.” She holds up her glass of vodka.
“I do not do that,” Ilya counters, but he can feel a smile threatening at the corners of his lips and a blush climbing his neck.
“And fuck anyone who has a problem with it,” Svetlana finishes ignoring Ilya’s interruption. They clink their glasses together and each take a long pull. “Alright, now we can get down to business,” she declares once their glasses are back on the counter.
“Well…ask away,” Shane chuckles. Ilya smiles; it is getting easier for each of them to talk about their relationship each time it happens. Maybe it’s good they’ve gotten so much practice before tomorrow.
“When did this start?” Svetlana always knew how to get to the good stuff.
“The summer before our rookie season,” Ilya explains.
“Wow,” Svetlana nods, clearly trying to take that in. “Okay, so, the whole time. I knew it had been a long time, but oh my god.”
“What can I say? How can you not fall for a guy who arranges an entire photoshoot just to get you alone,” Shane laughs.
“You did that?” Svetlana turns to Ilya.
“I am capable of romance for special Canadian Boys who are second best hockey player,” Ilya grins. He receives a glare from Shane in return.
“Don’t listen to him. You’re his favourite hockey player, and you’re mine too, Shane Hollander,” Svetlana reassures him with a wink.
“I should be your favourite hockey player! I am your best friend,” Ilya gripes.
“But now you’ve brought me your boyfriend, Shane Hollander, and soon he can be my best friend, too.” Svetlana laughs.
Ilya takes a long drink of his vodka and mutters something he hopes no one else catches.
“So you’re serious about each other, boyfriends you said,” Svetlana turns to Shane. “You’re going to tell people that?” She keeps her tone light but the question is serious. Shane still looks like he might puke. Ilya has seen lesser men panic under her gaze, but those men weren't generally gay.
“Yeah, I mean that’s the plan. My, uh…my agent, who is kind of being Ilya’s agent, I don’t know, he hasn’t signed anything, it’s only been like 27 hours—” Shane rambles, rubbing at his tired eyes. “Whatever, she’s writing something up for us to the extent of, ‘yes we are together, no it doesn’t affect our game, please stop watching porn of us, fuck off.’”
“I hope the ‘fuck off’ is in there,” Ilya chuckles into his vodka.
“We will add it at the end before we post,” Shane suggests.
“But you haven’t posted anything yet?” Svetlana seeks confirmation.
“No, not till after the meeting.”
Svetlana takes a long sip of vodka and shakes her head in disbelief as she sets it back down on the counter.
“Rozanov and Hollander,” she muses, tone light. “I come home, and suddenly you have locked down the hockey boyfriend."
“I don’t think six years counts as suddenly,” Shane points out.
“Yes yes, our relationship is very interesting, but you know what’s more interesting,” Ilya smiles conspiratorially. “You missed quite the day by choosing to stay longer in Moscow, Sveta. Scott Hunter was here.” Her wide eyes go impossibly wider.
“Hunter came here? Why? Just to show support?”
“Well, yes, but not just that,” Ilya leans forward conspiratorially and Svetlana immediately joins leaning forward too. “He brought his boyfriend.”
“Are you serious,” Svetlana gasps. “Hunter is gay?”
“Extremely gay,” Ilya confirms.
“I think he’s a normal amount of gay,” Shane cuts in.
“This is big secret, for now, you can meet them both tomorrow though. They’re coming here again,” Ilya explains.
“Okay I am so glad to hear this, and he brought his boyfriend here! Is he a player too?”
“No, he works in smoothie shop that Scott apparently pestered him at until he agreed to date him,” Ilya continues. “He has big muscles though, bigger than Scott’s.”
“Makes sense,” Svetlana concedes. “Gay men love the gym, not just you hockey types.”
“And he is, like, a little bit younger than him, probably five years if I had to guess, but he has kind of baby face, so it was hard to tell,” Ilya gossips between sips.
“Oh my gosh, that’s so juicy,” Svetlana gushes. “I can’t believe Scott Hunter has secret boyfriend and you got to meet him.”
“I know! I could not wait for you to get here so I could see your face when I told you. We haven’t even gotten to important part yet.”
“There is more important part than meeting Scott Hunter’s secret boyfriend?” Svetlana looks incredulous.
*
Shane has never seen Ilya like this before, laughing and sharing gossip he learned with his closest friend. He’s sporting a wicked smile, it’s not mean exactly, more delighted to be telling her. It’s the comfortable, easy going version of Ilya he hasn’t seen when other people visited. Shane is very happy Svetlana ended up coming tonight.
“He did come for a reason,” Shane interjects, finally finding his voice in this conversation.
Svetlana turns her gaze to him. “And what reason was that?”
“He said he wants to come out also, offered to, really. Said it would help distract from us, and also make it harder for the league to bury us.”
“Wow…okay. That’s good, it is easier for you guys if we can spread the attention out a little. Give you both some space to breathe. It also means you won’t have to wear the mantles of ‘gay hockey players’ by yourselves.”
“Yes, those were our thoughts also,” Ilya agrees. “I would not normally have told you about secret boyfriend, but they’re coming out anyway so I figure you can know ahead of time. Insider information.” Ilya winks.
“Hurtful to think you wouldn’t have told me but I get it.” Svetlana seems to remember a new topic of conversation she’d rather focus on. “What are you going to do about your work visa?”
“We are working on it,” Shane says. “My mom is helping, my parents know the right people.”
Svetlana looks at Shane in a different way this time. “Ilya said he met them. They are supportive?”
“They are, and he did. They were here last night and again this morning to bring food and my bag.”
“Have you spoken to your father?” Svetlana asks, directing her gaze back at Ilya.
*
Ilya shakes his head, his gaze turned down to the counter where he’s running his thumb over a chip in the side of his mug. He misses forty seconds ago when he was having fun talking about Scott Hunter. Why were they suddenly discussing his family now? “I do not expect to. Alexei texted me, said what you can imagine he said. I’m assuming Alexei told him about the video.”
“I am so sorry, Ilya," Svetlana starts, before switching from English to Russian. "They never deserved you. Do not mourn them now. This boy with big pleading eyes deserves you. And he loves you, leave the others behind."
Ilya nods and looks away to rub at his eyes. He continues the conversation in Russian, to hide what he wants to say from Shane. “I feel stupid being sad for of any of them. You know what kind of man my father is, but I can't help it."
“You are sad because you are a good person with a big heart.” Svetlana reaches across the counter to squeeze his hand.
“When you return to Moscow, could you put flowers on my mother's grave, please,” Ilya pleads, his voice cracks.
“Da, every time I go," Svetlana promises.
Ilya can’t stop more tears from escaping so he scrubs furiously at his face until he feels a hand on his back. It’s Shane’s hand.
“Sorry, I just need a second.” Ilya moves away from the kitchen to the downstairs bathroom where he splashes water on his face and tries to stop the tears.
*
Shane and Svetlana wait for Ilya to return. Shane desperately wants to know what was said between them but he also wants to respect Ilya’s right to have some privacy with his friend. He forces himself not to ask; he sips the vodka and washes it down with the tea to distract himself. Shane feels guilty about breaking his personal rule against drinking during the season, but tries to let it go; he may never play again anyways.
“Your parents love you? Support you? And they want to help Ilya?” Svetlana asks, breaking him from his thoughts. The questions come rapid fire like a very friendly interrogation.
“They do, and they like Ilya, even if they were a bit surprised,” Shane answers honestly. “They will welcome him, I think. My mom even insisted Ilya should have their phone numbers. They’ll probably be around tomorrow after the Crowell meeting. I’m pretty sure it’s gonna be a full house here, actually.” The thought of so many people around to support them both touches and overwhelms him.
“I may need to send you to pick up groceries for us, Sveta, or if you could set up a delivery, whatever you like better. If there’s going to be a bunch of people here, we will need things.”  Ilya says, as he joins them again in the kitchen, seemingly trying to move the conversation away from himself. “I don’t have enough coffee here right now for everyone, or really any snacks. Raiders leave for two weeks on the road the day after tomorrow, so I was kind of letting my fridge empty.”
“I’ll handle that tomorrow,” Svetlana agrees, rising to her feet. “For tonight, I will go find a guest bedroom. I need to get the travel off of me and get some sleep before tomorrow and you both need that too.”
She pushes in her counter stool and Ilya moves to embrace her.
“Thank you for coming here,” Ilya whispers into her hair.
“Of course I came. You’re my best friend and I love you and you’re not alone.”
“No…no it would seem I have never been less alone, actually,” Ilya smiles slightly as he says it.
“Good. This at least, makes me very happy,” Svetlana squeezes his arm and looks at Shane. “It has been very exciting to finally meet you, Jane. I look forward to getting to know you better.”
Shane nods, but looks down at the counter, embarrassed to be reminded of their code names. “You too, thanks for coming.”
Svetlana makes her way back upstairs and Ilya crosses over to Shane. He grabs Shane by the hips and gives him a sleepy smile. Even with his eyes ringed red from crying, he’s still the hottest man Shane has ever seen. “We should go to bed too,” Ilya whispers close to his ear.
“Yeah I’d like that,” Shane kisses him, and it feels so domestic he could burst. “You have me, you know that right?”
Ilya presses his forehead to Shane’s. “I know.”
“And nothing Crowell says tomorrow can change that,” Shane says it like it’s an oath.
Ilya nods once. “Okee,” he whispers like he wants to believe it, Shane can only hope he does.
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      Chapter 13: In A Crowellian Nightmare
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane and Ilya finally sit down for their meeting with Crowell.
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  Shane and Ilya arrive fifteen minutes early and are shown the meeting room, where they’re left alone to wait for Crowell. The table is enormous, and they seat themselves next to each other three down from the end, leaving Crowell to sit across from them without giving him the head of the table.
“Are you ready?” Ilya asks as they wait, he wants to reach out and hold Shane’s hand but doesn’t think physical touch would be welcome here.
“As I’ll ever be, probably,”  Shane exhales slowly. “You?”
“Same, I think I just want this to be over with,” Ilya admits, he doesn’t elaborate on why.
Shane nods. “Yeah, me too.”
They sit in silence after that, each lost in their own heads, until Crowell walks in. He sits himself across from them without greeting, Shane and Ilya don’t offer any sort of ‘hello’ either. They both just wait for Crowell to speak. It’s up to him to set the tone of this meeting, after all.
“Well,” Crowell finally breaks the silence, his jaw working overtime. It becomes immediately clear the tone of the meeting would be unbridled rage. “Needless to say, the two of you have created an absolute shit show.”
Neither of them makes a move to reply. Ilya knows he won’t say the right thing and he’s sure Shane thinks the same.
“I don’t like to think I’m an angry man, but there are things that make me angry. Like surprises, and liars, and disloyalty.” Shane winces on the last weird and Ilya has to clench his fist against the urge to reach out for him. Crowell probably wouldn’t appreciate any shows of affection either.
“We haven’t been disloyal to anyone, or our teams,” he snaps instead. Shane glances over at him, his face a look between annoyance and affection.
Crowell barrels on like Ilya hadn’t spoken. “But mostly, I hate when the league is embarrassed. So you can imagine what I think of the two of you.”
Ilya clenches his teeth to keep his mouth shut, he didn’t want to say anything he’d regret later. He doesn’t want to ruin this for Shane.
“Obviously, your actions have made things difficult—”
“Our actions? We didn’t release the video, someone else outed us,” Shane argues, his voice a decibel too loud for someone who usually prefers to be in control.
“The results are the same regardless of how it got out there,” Crowell shrugs. “You two made the video.” The way Crowell says it makes it clear he considers that the greater crime. “You two are the biggest stars in the league, Montreal just took home back to back Stanley Cups and Boston won before that. Your teams are important, and your rivalry is important, too. Your celebrity makes this matter more…complex.”
Crowell pauses like he’s waiting for them to speak now but neither of them knows what to say; instead, they sit in silence for thirty suffocating seconds.
“Needless to say, your behaviour has been completely unacceptable and cannot be allowed to continue.”
“Can’t be allowed,” Shane says slowly, like he is trying to understand what Crowell means.
Crowell glares between them. “I should think that would be obvious. We cannot have the two most recognizable faces in the league doing…that.” He looks embarrassed for a moment, like he finds the contents of the video too unsavory to be more specific. “This league has spent years putting both of your faces front and center, making you stars.”
“Marketing us, “Shane snaps. “Don’t act like you were doing us a favour when we all know it benefited the league, too.” It takes Ilya by surprise, how ready Shane is to argue.
“You both benefited from the narrative, and now you’re distracting from it. Changing it. And taking attention away from what’s important. The hockey.” Crowell is a vibrant red now, a vein popping out at his temple.
“Hockey is important to us too,” Shane cuts in again.
“Good, I love hearing that,” Crowell grins, but his eyes look cruel. “Then you shouldn’t have a problem agreeing to this statement.”
Crowell slides them a piece of paper with a league letterhead and ornate type face.
For the last six years, Shane Hollander and Ilya Rosanov have been elite players for their respective teams in the NHL. 
Their skills and performance on the ice demonstrates a rare level of talent that thrills hockey fans everywhere. A few days 
ago a video was shared without their knowledge that seemingly depicts a relationship between the two players.
 The video was made using look-alikes and deep fake technology by outside parties looking to damage the reputation of
 both men, their respective teams, and the league. They are horrified by the video and the implications it makes about
 themselves and their reputations as players. They both regret any confusion or unhappiness this may cause people. 
They want to assure fans they would never engage in that type of behaviour, in the past or future. 
They regret needing to step away to deal with these attacks on their persons, and will both be returning to play for their teams next scheduled game.

“I’m sorry. Are you asking us to deny our relationship,” Ilya scoffs.
“No, I’m telling you there is no relationship to deny,” Crowell states with cold indifference. You should never have been together. Whatever phase you’re both going through is over.”
“But we are together,” Shane affirms and Ilya’s heart soars.
“I don’t care what you think you are. It’s done. I won’t have two Captains on original six teams fawning over each other on the ice.”
“We’ve been playing against each other for years,” Shane retorts. “We never fawn, that’s ridiculous.” Ilya might disagree in a different setting; he's pretty sure some of the noises he's elicited from Shane in bed (or shower, or on a couch, or…) count as fawning, but he knows that objecting wouldn't help their case, besides that was never on the ice.
“Well, I’d rather not take the risk,” Crowell replies.
“We are together, though. We’ve already planned a statement confirming as much,” Shane explains.
Crowell’s eyebrows shoot up.  “That will absolutely not be happening. Not if either of you wants to play hockey in this league again.”
“Really?” Ilya demands. His hands have begun to shake so badly he has to squeeze the table to keep them still. He wants to flip it over. “You are going to kick us out?”
“You won’t get away with that, we’d sue the shit out of the league,” Shane says, and it sounds like a threat, or maybe a promise.
Ilya is shocked. He’s been waiting for Shane to acquiesce to the demands since the meeting started. To realize Ilya wasn’t worth risking his career and sign anything they put in front of him. Even after they talked the last time, he still spent the morning preparing himself for Shane to choose hockey.
“So sue,” Crowell challenges. “No team will take either of you by the time it’s over. Either way, I’ll wash my hands of both of you, and the disaster you’ve created for this league.”
“We are the best players in the league,” Ilya protests. “Teams will always want to sign us, even if you try to convince them not to.” Ilya keeps his white knuckle grip on the table’s edge and forces his voice to stay even.
Crowell's laugh is mocking. “Like who? Poverty franchises like Buffalo or Ottawa? Fine, sure, go play there, bury your careers in a completely different way. Maybe that’s solving my problems for me.”
Shane is breathing hard next to him and Ilya can see his hands shaking under the table. His shoulders are slumped forward like he’s defeated. They’d both given everything to this sport. Years of their lives they could have spent together if they both weren’t trapped in a homophobic hellhole.
Without speaking, Shane pulls the contract closer to him as if he’s trying to read it better. Ilya can feel his heart hammering in his throat. He waits without speaking for Shane to sign. It’s the blow he’s been steeling himself for a long time. Maybe since before the video even posted. The moment when Shane realizes he’s done with him.
Ilya understands, too; Shane shouldn’t give up anything for him. Not hockey or his team. It’s not a fair exchange. Maybe Ilya should make a move to sign it first. To be strong for Shane, so he doesn’t have to feel guilty about wanting it. His fingers twitch as he tries to make them move, but before he can reach for the pen, Shane’s phone starts chiming.
“Oh god, of course. It’s my alarm, I’ll turn that off.” He spends a moment digging in his pocket, and fumbling with his phone tapping at the screen before laying it down on the table.
The strength Ilya had previously garnered to force himself to sign first and give up Shane, to give up the new and nascent sweetness and domesticity he's found with him, slips away. The greedy part of him that wants Shane to stay with him has taken hold again. He lets his hand rest back in his lap and waits for whatever is going to happen next. If he wants to sign I won’t make him feel bad, Ilya tells himself. I’ll just let him go.
“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Crowell folds his hands and leans closer to them across the table. He speaks with the confidence of a man who can sense waning resolve. “You're going to sign this statement. Anyone you’ve failed to deny your relationship to will also be silenced. No more scandal. You both keep playing, and before long, everyone moves on. The fans will believe it because they will want to believe it. You’re certainly not going to announce yourselves as a couple and if I ever find out you’re seeing each other outside of games and league events again I’ll have both your contracts destroyed myself.”
“You’re telling us we need to end a personal relationship, and if we don’t do that you’re going to try to use your power as Commissioner to bully and strong arm our teams into cutting us?” Shane repeats slowly. Ilya winces and readies himself for the blow. No matter what happens, he won’t let himself be upset about it until he’s back home alone. Would Shane send his kind parents, who’d offered Ilya so much, to pick up bags? Would they look him in the eye as he handed back that last evidence of Shane and remember how he'd confessed to wanting more? Would they remember how fucking pathetic he had been?
“I’m glad we are on the same page,” Crowell smiles.
Ilya doesn’t speak, he just waits for Shane to agree. He won’t fight him when he does, won’t ask him to reconsider. Won’t beg him to stay even though he will want to. He will force himself to be understanding; he knows he can’t expect Shane to give up hockey for him. He just holds his breath and fights to keep his reaction even when it comes. Ilya’s tempted to close his eyes so he doesn’t have to see Shane’s face when he agrees.
Instead Shane laughs, it sounds manic and scarily loud in the quiet room. “Well, obviously, we won’t be doing that. No one will really believe it anyways, we’ll never escape this story. This just lets the league wash their hands of it while forcing us apart because it’s better for you.”
“I’m trying to help you,” Crowell counsels sternly.
“You’re trying to make your life easier,” Shane snarls. “And I won’t help you with that. Whatever our teams decide will be their choice. If they want to be stupid then they can tell us that, but I won’t let you bully us. We’re not two stupid rookies, fresh out of the draft, we know how valuable we are to this league, whether we’re together or not. You said it yourself, we’re the biggest stars in the league, the winners of the last three Stanley Cups.”
Crowell’s face contorts and gets impossibly redder. “You both think too much of your own celebrity if you think you’ll stay as popular as you are without the backing of the league. You are who you are because of how we’ve marketed you.”
Shane laughs again. “No, you’ve marketed us because of who we are.”
“You will grow to regret this once you’re out of your little experimental phase,” Crowell hisses.
Shane stands. “Well, we’ve been in this experimental phase since we were seventeen, so don’t hold your breath for it to end. Come on, Ilya, we are leaving.”
Ilya’s head feels light as he grabs his jacket and follows after Shane towards the exit.  His heart is hammering out of his chest. It hasn’t been two full days since the story broke and Ilya stood in the locker room staring at his phone thinking about how he was about to lose everything, Shane included. Instead, Shane told Crowell they were both too big to be bullied. He had refused to sign the statement.
They make it around the corner away from prying eyes before they start talking. “Ilya, I’m so sorry I shouldn’t have—”
Ilya cuts off his apology, pushing him against the wall, kissing him with all the passion that his body can’t bear to hold any longer. He can’t contain in his chest how much love he feels; he needs to pour it directly into Shane’s mouth from his own, before he does something stupid and says it out loud. When he thinks he's safe from any unwanted declarations, he pulls away, immediately missing the contact.
“No, sorry, that was amazing. I did not expect you to…you could have taken his deal and gone back to normal,” Ilya pants.
“No, I couldn’t have, I…” Shane pulls Ilya toward the closest door. “Can we talk in here?”
“Da, is the physio room.”
They enter the room and close the door behind themselves. Ilya resists the urge to crowd Shane against it again.
“Things wouldn’t have gone back to normal for us even if we had taken the deal. Since the video, the Metros group chat has been… pretty clear about what they think of me, of us,” Shane grimaces. “And even if I did think I could go back to normal, I wouldn’t want that. I wouldn’t want to take the deal. Even though the last two days have been such a shit show of epic proportions, it’s also been really nice. Like, some of the best days of my life.” Shane’s voice gets small like he’s trying to keep talking without getting upset, like admitting that cost him something.
“I’ve loved doing fucking laundry with you. And watching hockey and cooking Russian food I can barely pronounce. It’s been so nice being with you, like really being with you. Not carving a few hours every few months to barely get enough of you before we go back to silence and distance. And if we take that deal, we’d never be able to go back.”
Ilya has tears in his eyes and he wants to speak but Shane keeps talking.
“And I can’t go back to before. I was so much fucking lonelier than I even I realized I was. And I knew I missed you, but, oh my god, did I miss you. And it’s not fucking fair!” Shane’s voice warbles. “It’s not fair that I have to miss you and we have to hide when the first night Hayden and Jackie met I watched them making out on the dance floor.”
“Oh, so you’re even bigger pervert than I thought,” Ilya laughs through the tears streaking down his own face. Shane swats him lightly.
“Not like that, I just saw them,” he objects. “But it isn’t fair. We should get to have that!”
“You want to go to night club and make out on the dance floor?” Ilya raises an eyebrow at him.
“No! Or, I don’t know. Maybe?” Shane rakes a hand through his hair and it comes away sticking erratically in all directions. It's so endearing it makes Ilya feel ill. “I want to have the option! We deserve to have the option. Break our fucking backs for this league just be called embarrassments for being together, and we’re not. We are not fucking embarrassments.” Shane rubs the tears off Ilya’s face with his jacket sleeve before wiping his own.
Ilya laces their fingers together. “I also want that option.”
“The worst thing I always thought could ever happen to me has already happened. I’ve spent my entire career being terrified of being outed and what it would mean, and how it would mean I’m not worth as much,” Shane admits, he looks defeated again, the same way he did for those moments in the meeting.
Ilya drops one of his hands to grab the side of Shane’s neck. “You’re not worth any less, you’re Shane fucking Hollander. Two-time Stanley Cup champion,” Ilya tells him; as ludicrous as it is for him to forget, it seems he needs reminding.
Shane nods. “I am trying to tell myself that, really,” he hiccups. “So fuck what Crowell tries. I’m not scared of him. Or maybe I am, but I’m not going to let it drive us apart.” Shane leans forward until his forehead is pressed against Ilya’s shoulder. “We aren’t going to let Crowell bully us.”
“Might be difficult to stop him,” Ilya admits, and then wants to kick himself. Why is he arguing when he should be grateful to still have Shane?
“We have options. I think we should let Hunter do what he offered, and so what if we end up in fucking Ottawa? They’ll be great because we’ll be there! And we could play together.” Ilya's stomach flutters at the thought, the two of them on a line together, or even just the power play; they'd be unstoppable.
“We could play together,” Ilya repeats, needing to hear the words aloud again.
“I may have also taken a photo of the document Crowell was trying to get us to sign.” Shane confesses with a small, mischievous smile. “I had a feeling he’d have some kind of statement he’d want us to agree too so I used my watch to make my phone go off so I’d have an excuse to use it.” Ilya feels his eyes widen.
“Oh…shit, Shane.”
“I mean, it’s not quite the cut and dry evidence I would like. It sadly doesn’t say in big writing ‘sign this or we will destroy your careers.’ But I figure it’s better than nothing, some of the language they used is suspect at best and could be seen as outright homophobia at worst, and it’ll be time stamped to show it was taken during the meeting.” Shane explains.
Ilya runs his hand along the side of Shane’s neck. “Should we go home and figure out our statement? We don’t have a picture to use, but we could use screenshot from video.” Shane looks briefly horrified, but his expression settles into one of fond annoyance.
“Don’t even joke about that. We’ll take a photo. We’ll take a bunch, so many it’s disgusting,” Shane promises. It's heady to think about having evidence of their time together when for so long it's been a handful of selfies taken during an awards ceremony and an ill-conceived sex tape. Ilya slaps on a suggestive grin to conceal his embarrassing level of excitement at something as innocuous as having photos together.
“Hopefully lots of naked ones,” Ilya growls, leering at his boyfriend. “I will need those when you go back to Montreal.”
“Shut up,” Shane replies predictably, but it seems like his gambit worked as intended. “Let’s get out of here, I want a drink.”
“Shane Hollander wants to drink alcohol? At barely ten am? This has been a monumental week.”
Ilya is happy as he squeezes Shane’s hand in his own on the way out of TD Garden. He forces himself to not even notice the nagging feeling taking hold in his heart telling him Shane is giving up too much for him. He ignores the voice that tells him Shane is only doing this because he blames himself for the video’s release. He ignores the echoes of Shane’s voice, ‘the worst thing that could ever happen to me.’ He really, really tries to ignore them even as they follow him all the way back home.
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      Chapter 14: Circling the Wagons into the Drain
  


    Chapter Summary

    The gang all gathers at Ilya's after the meeting to discuss what the next steps are.
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  The meeting with Crowell leaves them both feeling the odd combination of drained and a bit giddy. Shane lets Ilya talk him into doing a shot of vodka.
“You said you needed a drink Hollander!” Ilya goads him. Shane doesn’t argue that hard; he needs something to steel his nerves for the conversation he is going to have with his mother. He doesn’t know how she’ll take it when he has to tell her he’d been offered an out and instead of taking it he’d thrown his own celebrity in the commissioner’s face and basically dared him to try to come after them.
He did need to face that conversation, though, and many others. They have a legion of people to discuss things with and a bombshell social media post to make. The first thing they do upon returning to Ilya’s after doing the vodka shot is settle on the couch to call Farah. Svetlana politely retreats to the guest room to give them privacy. Together they fill Farah in on the details and Shane girds himself for the onslaught of questions that will surely follow.
“But you got a photo of the statement?” She double checks.
“Yeah, and it’s pretty clear they’re asking us to lie, or hide our relationship or whatever,” Shane affirms. “Plus, one of the sentences reads as pretty homophobic.”
“Good, please send it to me. I’ll forward it to your lawyers. You guys still want to go ahead with your statement?”
“Yeah we do,” Shane looks to Ilya for confirmation, he nods back at him. “We can’t put the toothpaste back in the tube or whatever, so let’s do it.”
“I’ll email you what I wrote up and you can make any changes you see fit,” Farah says, before seemingly thinking better of it. “Within reason,” She clarifies.
“Sounds good,” they say in unison.
They hang up and stare at each other from either side of the couch. Neither speaks for a moment.
“So…” Ilya finally says. “Are you sure you want to do this? Once we make post, there is no going back.”
“I think there was probably no going back from the moment I made you shake my hand in Saskatchewan," Shane admits with a shy smile.
“Twice,” Ilya reminds him, returning the smile. “Okee. We should take a photo to go with others.”
“You have photos?” Shane feels a ridiculous tinge of jealousy at the thought that Ilya has been holding out on him.
“I put together a few I thought might be good” Ilya relays with a shrug. “There’s one from our CCM shoot, and this one from draft day we can cut Mr. Number 3 out of. I also like these ones I took from when we presented that stupid award.” Ilya flicks through the pictures he’d put together in an album.
“You’ve been giving this a lot of thought,” Shane looks at him.
Ilya shrugs noncommittally. “Small amount of thought.”
“I like all of those. Let’s take one now, too.”
Ilya turns his phone camera into selfie mode. “What kind of photo? Maybe kissing, I’ll slip you some tongue.”
“What, no. Just smiling, no, ILYA.” Shane protests as Ilya drags Shane’s face close to his and plants kisses on his cheek while snapping away. They wrestle like that for a minute with Ilya planting kisses anywhere he can reach while Shane struggles against him.
“We can’t post those,” Shane states when he finally successfully extracts himself from Ilya’s grasp.
“Alright, just for me, then,” Ilya concedes happily. “I have different idea.”
He turns the camera back around and makes Shane place his socked feet up on the coffee table in front of them, pressed slightly against Ilya’s. Then, he loops their hands together and rests them between their hips where the camera can see.
“I think is nice,” Ilya opines quietly. Shane's heart does a funny flip-flop in his chest. “And is pretty clear. Bonus, we don't have to worry about what our faces are doing.”
Shane continues to be taken aback by Ilya’s thoughtfulness. The way he knows the things Shane is anxious about without him even having to say. “Perfect.”
They formatted identical posts on their instagrams with a carousel of photos and their joint statement.

Two days ago, we were horrified by the sharing of a private video that was never meant to be seen by other people. We are deeply upset that it was posted without our consent or knowledge and we understand it may have confused or surprised many people.
However, we are choosing to be open about the fact that we are together, and will continue to be, while playing for our respective teams. Who we are as a couple has never affected how we play on the ice. We realize our teams and fans always expect us to give a hundred percent.  We always have, and that will never change.
We ask for everyone to respect our privacy as a couple, and we will not be discussing the video or our relationship with the media going forward. The focus has always been hockey for us and our personal life was never meant to be a story. We both look forward to getting back on the ice and playing hockey openly as boyfriends.

“Jesus,” Shane sighs. The statement still makes him feel panicked. “Fuck, I need to text Hayden and J.J. and tell them I’m doing this first. One sec.”
Shane: Hey guys. This is kind of a lot but me and Ilya are about to make a post confirming our relationship. I just wanted to tell you guys before it goes out there.

Hayden: Wow. Congrats? Is that the right thing to say? We support you. What happened with Crowell?

Shane: I’ll tell you guys everything after I get back. Probably leaving tomorrow depending on what I hear from Thériault.

Hayden: I can’t believe we have to play tonight without you.

Shane: You better still win for me.
The text is a lie; Shane actually hopes the Metros get trounced brutally, reminded that they need him. He can’t say that to J.J. and Hayden, though.
J.J.: We can hang out when you get back.

Shane: I’d like that. I’ll text you guys once I know more.
At the same time Shane messages his friends, Ilya is on his phone, sending a quick message to the Raiders group chat informing them to expect to see an interesting social media post from him. Shane leans to read over his shoulder, feeling a bit more confident to do that now.
“They want your number,” Ilya says, pointing his thumb at the messages.
Shane pauses, contemplating that a beat. “You can give it to them.”
Ilya’s grin is huge, but he just nods once in response, seemingly trying to keep an even reaction. “If they bother you, you tell me and I will deal with them.”
“I will,” Shane smiles.
Ilya closes out the chat and goes back to his Instagram.
“Okay, I guess we’re really doing this.” Shane feels more scared than he has since first seeing Ilya standing fifteen feet away in the hallway of TD Garden.
“You’re sure about this?” Ilya asks, voice small, like he can’t help but ask one more time. “Crowell will probably still let you sign the statement.”
Shane shakes his head, and swallows against the knot in his throat. “I am. I really am, I promise. I don’t want to sign that fucking statement. It’s still kind of scary. Which is stupid, because of the video and everything we do in the video and everything we say but…announcing it feels so intense. Everyone’s going to know we’re boyfriends.”
“Good, I want everyone to know you’re taken,” Ilya purrs. He leans in to bite softly at Shane’s neck, his face getting that same dark possessive look it had when Shane was wearing his jersey. Shane can feel them both getting distracted.
“I want that too, I think,” Shane smiles softly and leans forward to kiss him.
When they break apart, Ilya is grinning. “Maybe we should do another vodka shot first? Liquid courage?”
“I already shouldn’t have done the first one!" Shane protests. “It’s barely eleven in the morning.”
“Perfect time to really get the party going, it’s our coming out day,” Ilya goads.
“I think our coming out day was Wednesday,” Shane counters and shakes his head. “We can’t, everyone will be here soon. I don’t want my parents to see me drunk.”
“Is two vodka shots. What kind of lightweight does your bird food diet make you?”
“Shut up! I want to do it now before everyone’s here,” Shane changes the subject. “And then maybe turn off my phone, I think? Or maybe I shouldn’t, in case Farah calls. I just feel like I don’t want to see all the messages rolling in.”
“You don’t want to see what people say?” Ilya asks, losing the playfulness he’d had a moment before.
“Not really,” Shane admits. “They’re going to have their opinions and I can’t really do anything about it. If I try, I’ll make myself insane. Whatever people text me will still be waiting there after everyone leaves later.” Shane sighs and rubs at his face. “My fifteen missed calls from Theriault.”
Ilya squeezes Shane’s hand. “I will keep my phone on if Farah wants she can call me. I am not as worried about messages from people I know. Team has been good and my brother isn’t exactly going to send me any more angry messages.”
“Well…once more into the breach?” Shane says hovering his thumb over the post button.
“I don’t know this movie,” Ilya confesses.
“Me either, I just know that line.” Shane admits with a shrug.
They hit post at the same time.
Less than five minutes after posting, they hear the first knock at the door and Svetlana trails down the stairs to sit at the kitchen island.
“You’re the first ones here. Come in,” Shane says as he answers the door to Hunter and Kip.
“Thanks for having us back. Just your parents and Marlow, you said?” Scott checks.
“Marlow?” Shane wrinkles his brow in confusion. Scott and Kip kick off their shoes and follow Shane further in.
“Yeah…I mean you said Rozanov’s best friend was here, I sort of just assumed.”
“Marlow!” Svetlana shouts. They round the corner to join Ilya and Svetlana. “I am clearly not in your life enough if people think Cliff is your best friend over me, Ilyusha.” Svetlana sounds offended. “Hello Scott Hunter, Scott Hunter’s boyfriend, I am Ilyusha’s actual best friend, Svetlana.”
“Uh hi, yeah, this is Kip,” Scott looks suddenly like he’s on the back foot.
“We told her about your boyfriend, I hope that’s okay,” Shane offers, feeling vaguely sheepish. “I mean…we knew you were both coming.”
“No, of course it’s okay,” Scott rushes to assure them. “I’m just still getting used to it. It’s nice to meet you.”
“It is very nice to meet you both,” Svetlana says with a gracious smile.
“I’m sorry I thought you were Marlow,” Scott replies with a polite nod.
“I understand,” Svetlana concedes, then turns her gaze to Ilya's. “I should be around more, I spend too much time in Russia. Not so much time that your sex tape was a surprise, but still.”
“You didn’t know anything,” Ilya reaffirms, circling back to the argument they had the night before. “You’re using hindsight twenty-twenty to act smarter than you are.”
“Yes, totally, I knew nothing,” She nods. “Just that you’re always being secretive about Montreal Jane and you love watching Hollander’s house show.” Svetlana clicks her tongue. “Let’s just say I had some theories.”
Everyone but Ilya is laughing.
“Stop sharing my business with league dinosaur,” Ilya snaps in Russian.
“Stop undermining my intelligence to league dinosaur,” Svetlana counters.
"Maybe you should sit outside for this?"
“Anyways!” Shane continues over them. “Do you guys want some coffee?”
“Right, yes. You drink coffee, Hunter? We just made a fresh pot,” Ilya asks them from his side of the counter. He slides a cup to Kip without waiting for his answer. “There is tea too, if you’re weird about caffeine like Shane.”
“Uhm…not weird about caffeine, coffee is good.” Scott nods. “Thanks, sorry I’m still trying to get my head around this version of you that offers me drinks and plays host for my boyfriend.”
“Is easy enough,” Ilya says with a smirk and a shrug. “Your boyfriend is fun and funny. Not boring like fossil.”
“Okay, that’s better. Now I feel normal again,” Scott sighs. “Just you flirting with me about my age.”
“Is not fucking flirting,” Ilya snaps, rounding on Shane. “Hollander, I will never forgive you for this.”
“Mmmm, I think you’ll get over it.” Shane smiles and comes around the counter to kiss him.
Ilya grabs his hip hard. “Make me,” Ilya murmurs against the kiss, and starts to slip his tongue into Shane’s mouth.
“There are still people here, you horny freaks,” Svetlana interrupts.
“No, you do you, boys,” Kip laughs and joins Svetlana at the counter. Scott sidles up to him and leans onto the counter.
“Did you enjoy restaurant I sent you to?” Ilya asks him to change the conversation.
“It was great! We took some take out back to our hotel room,” Kip tells them. “Scott needed to spend, like, way too long on the phone with his agent, so it was easier to just eat in the room.”
“How did that go?” Shane asks.
Another knock at the door followed by the sound of someone letting themselves in interrupts the conversation. “Hey, it’s us!” Yuna’s voice calls into the house.
Shane makes his way over to greet them. “How was your day?” He asks.
“It was great. We’d rather hear about your morning though,” Yuna says as she walks past him for the kitchen. “Oh,” she stops short when she sees the crowd. “Hi everyone.”
“Hi,” Several voices reply.
“Hunter, you’re here?” Yuna looks surprised.
“Yeah, sorry, I should have mentioned that. There’s just been a lot on my mind,” Shane cringes.
“Lovely to see you, Mrs. Hollander, Mr. Hollander,” Scott greets them, the words coming out stilted and formal.
“David and Yuna, please,” David offers. “It’s nice to see you too. It’s kind of you to be so…supportive of Shane and Ilya.”
“Uhm, yeah, well…like I told them when we got here last night, this is Kip, my boyfriend,” Scott explains.
Their eyebrows fly up and there’s a beat while they process that. “Oh,” They both say in unison like the puzzle pieces are finally falling into place.
“It’s very nice to meet you, Kip. Thanks for coming,” David welcomes them like it’s his own home rather than Ilya's, but when Shane glances at Ilya he's smiling.
“We appreciate the risk you’re taking coming here.” Yuna nods. “Given your own, uhm…circumstances.”
“Yeah, we can discuss my situation, later,” Hunter replies, waving her off. "Maybe we should talk about the meeting first.” It’s clear he doesn’t want the focus to be on them anymore.
“Great idea,” Svetlana agrees.
“Oh, I’m sorry, we haven’t met either,” Yuna apologizes.
“Svetlana Vetrova. Ilya’s best friend,” She declares.
“Vetrova like…”
“Like Sergei, yes. He is my father.”
“Oh! You live in Boston? Is your father still here?” Yuna is immediately engrossed in talking about hockey in the way Shane knew would happen.
“I live here part of the time. My father is back in Russia now.”
As they talk, everyone settles around the table and the conversation peters out. Shane takes a moment to look around at everyone gathered there.
“Jesus,” He says after a moment. “We are an odd group.”
Ilya smiles, “You think so? Shane Hollander’s parents and a dinosaur are in my house!”
Shane laughs, “You can’t keep bullying him about his age, he’s here to help us.”
“No, it’s fine. Now that I know this is all flirting, it’s really recontextualized things for me,” Hunter chirps.
“We are not flirting!” Ilya snaps.
“I mean we aren’t, but you are,” Scott laughs.
Ilya glares at him like he wants to drop the gloves they aren’t wearing.
“Maybe we should focus.” Svetlana interrupts wisely; this bickering could last forever. They all look at Shane and Ilya waiting for the reason they came. Neither of them seems particularly excited to start speaking, though. Shane would rather go back to the bickering.
“So…what did he say?” Yuna prompts.
“Ah, well, you know…that we embarrassed the league because they’d spent years marketing a rivalry everyone knows is fake now, and that we were a distraction,” Shane starts.
“Said our relationship couldn’t be allowed to continue and he gave us some statement to sign that claimed the video was a fake. Threatened to ruin both of our careers if we didn’t,” Ilya finishes for him.
“No one would believe that. You were seen leaving the stadium together,” Svetlana cuts in.
Ilya shrugs, “I don’t think he really cared. Said people would believe it because they wanted to and if he found out we were seeing each other outside of hockey he’d have our contracts destroyed.”
“Holy shit,” Kip says. Shane feels bad for Kip, who didn’t really sign up for any of this.
“Is…not surprising exactly, but is still not what we would have liked to hear,” Ilya says when Shane is quiet next to him. He can’t bring himself to look around the table and risk seeing anyone’s face.
“What did you say? When he asked you to sign the statement?” Yuna asks.
Shane’s throat clicks. “I told him we wouldn’t be doing that. Said our teams can cut us if they want, but I wouldn’t let him bully us into denying being together. Then we kind of…left. I just sort of stood up, told Ilya we were leaving, and walked out.”
No one speaks for a moment and Shane forces himself to look around the table. The first person his eyes land on is Svetlana, a smile is playing on her lips as she looks at him, it makes Shane feel some relief. Scott and Kip look surprised, but not unhappy. The last people he looks at are his parents. He has been stressed since the moment he walked out of that conference room about having to reveal to his mother that he’d lightly torpedoed his career in twenty minutes.
David, for his part, is smiling like he’s never been more proud. His mom looks worried, though. “This isn’t what I’d hoped for obviously. But I’m glad you didn’t sign that statement. You don’t need to lie to play hockey.” Relief blooms in Shane’s chest.
“He did take a picture of it though,” Ilya informs them. “The statement he wanted us to sign.”
Everyone looks shocked by that.
“You got a picture of it?” Hunter asks.
“Yeah, I had to be slightly sneaky but I did take one,” Shane confirms, unlocking his phone and sliding it out for everyone to see.
“Well, I’m glad you got this,” Yuna says as she scans the statement. “We can tell the lawyers about it and see how we want to use it.”
“I already sent it to Farah,” Shane assures her.
“‘Engage in that type of behaviour’ Jesus Christ, what does that mean?” Hunter sneers. “Being gay is filed under the same umbrella as a player apologizing for a DUI.”
“I can’t believe they expected you to sign this,” Svetlana scowls at the photo.
“They greatly underestimated who would win in a dick measuring contest with Shane Hollander, I think.” Ilya grins. He looks like he can barely contain himself at the memory of the way Shane talked to Crowell. “Told them they couldn’t bully the biggest stars in the league.”
“Don’t say it like that, Ilya, that’s gross,” Shane cringes.
“Feels like it’s not an inaccurate depiction of what happened though,” Svetlana smiles.
“It’s very accurate, it was hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” Ilya tells everyone. Shane feels his face flush.
“Did you actually say that?” Yuna asks, undeterred. “About bullying the biggest stars in the league.”
Shane feels the twang of dread, the shock in his mom’s tone pushing closer to the type of reaction he was expecting her to have. He finds himself feeling the need to defend his choices. “I was not about to let him bully us like we’re two stupid rookies, when we’re actually the captains of the teams that won the last three Stanley Cups.” Shane seethes like he’s back in the room with Crowell. “Like it’s somehow our fault that they’ve been marketing us as rivals since before our seasons started.”
“To be fair, is little bit my fault,” Ilya shrugs, grinning at Shane. Shane shoots him a confused look. “That CCM shoot was my idea.”
Shane can feel a flush of heat start to climb his neck. “They would have done it anyway, they already were before we even had that shoot,” He argues with a quick wave.
“Have you guys finalized your statement?” Scott asks, changing the topic.
Ilya and Shane look at each other. “Yep,” Shane tells them, popping the ‘p’ when he says it.
“Can I read it?” Yuna asks.
“Yeah, for sure, just, uhm…open your Instagram,” Shane stammers, then gestures towards their phones.
Everyone but Svetlana looks surprised.
“You already posted it? I wanted to read it first.” Yuna is frantically digging in her bag for her phone.
Kip has his phone open and is looking intently at the screen with Scott leaning close next to him to read it. David is waiting patiently for Yuna to get her own phone out so they can read it together.
“Farah already approved and I needed to…we needed to just do it. It’s already been way too long since the fucking video went out, and we’ll probably all be talking here for a while. I just wanted it posted,” Shane explains. “Then I can deal with the fallout later.”
“What have people been saying?” David asks.
“I don’t know, I turned off my phone,” Shane admits.
Yuna again looks horrified. Shane is aware he’s dropping a lot of definitively ‘un-Shane’ behaviour on her these past few days, but he also doesn’t plan to stop. He’s already fucked his Golden Boy of Canada image, and he doesn’t have the energy anymore to bend over backwards just for people to judge him anyway.
“My phone is on,” Ilya assures her quickly. “If anything happens that Farah wants us to know about, she can call me.”
They all sit in silence for a moment while everyone reads the statement.
“These photos are very honest about the timeline of your relationship,” David observes.
“Yes, well…they’re also some of the only photos we have together,” Shane admits. He has to look away when he speaks because of the sadness of it. “All league promo bullshit.”
“We should take more pictures,” Scott says quietly to Kip.
“We can start taking more,” Kip smiles softly.
Shane is relieved they’re not the only couple who hasn’t documented their life enough, but then he’s just sad for Scott and Kip too. Another small thing they didn’t get to have because of the big thing they’re hiding. What a tragedy, he thinks. What a fucking waste.
“It’s a very nice statement,” Yuna concedes.
“Thank you, Farah did a good job. Now it’s just time to see how everyone reacts.” Shane shrugs like he couldn’t care less what people think when actually he cares so much it’s smothering.
“You’ll have to turn back on your phone for that,” Yuna informs him.
“Maybe later,” Shane deflects. He doesn’t want his mother to see whatever texts he may receive.
“Our statement will be different than this,” Scott assures Kip.
“We won’t have to talk about our sex tape quite as much,” Kip quips, and then looks embarrassed. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine,” Ilya replies, waving his concerns away.
“You’re planning to make a statement too? As a couple?” Yuna asks. Scott and Kip both nod in unison. “You’re planning to come out?”
“Yes, that was part of why I came. Since you guys released your statement today, I’ll probably plan for maybe tomorrow night or the following morning. I don’t want to immediately crowd your guys announcement with ours,” Scott explains his reasoning. “And I figure it’ll give them something new to jump onto.”
“What will your statement be?” It’s Svetlana speaking this time.
“I don’t know yet. We haven’t really had a chance to talk about it, exactly how we want it to look,” Scott explains, looking over at Kip for a moment. “It’s on the to-do list for later today since I’ll end up posting it while we’re on the road. I’ll probably tell my team first. I think tonight, maybe.”
“It would be nice for them to know ahead of time if you think they’ll be good,” Ilya agrees. Shane knows he’s right but also can’t shake the feeling his team could scare him away from coming out publicly. He cringes when he realizes how selfish that thought is.
“Yeah, I think they will be and I think it would be in my best interests not to blindside my coach or the head office if I can avoid it,” Scott muses, then seems to reconsider. “Or maybe I shouldn’t tell them in case they want to talk me out of saying anything, I honestly don’t know. This is kind of uncharted territory for me.”
“For all of us,” Shane acknowledges. “We weren’t exactly planning to become the poster boys for being queer in hockey, and you’re already doing more than you should for us, to be honest.”
“It’s not just about you guys, or about me, it’s about this whole stupid awful sport,” Scott declares. “There’s an out NBA player, Jason Collins. He came out in 2013 and got signed again in 2014. He was the first guy in any major sport to come out, and he wore a special jersey number and-,” Scott is spiraling into a full blown rant.
“Scott Hunter’s pretty nurse taught him how to use Google,” Ilya whispers loudly to Shane. Shane can’t stifle the laugh that bubbles up.
“Shut up, Rozanov,” Scott groans, but the sound is vaguely fond. “Okay, yes, I am spiraling. I just mean…Jason Collins stood for something, he risked a lot to do it and he did it completely alone, and he shouldn’t have had to. There should be more than one out queer player across the big four, there should be more than just you two in hockey. I won’t let them scare us back into hiding, like it’s the fucking Reagan Administration. Sorry,” Scott looks at Yuna and David apologetically. “There are other gay players, not just in hockey, in all sports. I want things to be different. I want to take fucking pictures,” Scott’s voice breaks a little on the last word and he leans away from the table into the back of his chair, clutching the table's edge with his arms ramrod straight. Kip rubs at his leg under the table. “Sorry, I’m getting heated.” Scott apologizes with a wave of his hand.
“You don’t need to be sorry for giving a shit about something that directly affects you,” Ilya asserts in a quiet voice.
“No, no you do not,” Yuna affirms.
*
They all take a beat, sipping their respective coffees and Ilya gets up from the table to try to force snacks on everyone. “I got a little fruit tray, and crackers and cheese, please eat everything,” He tells them while placing out tiny plates.
“You really didn’t have to do all this,” Yuna protests while eating a strawberry.
“I did not really have much food here so I wanted to get something,” Ilya admits. “I wasn’t sure how long everyone would want to stay, but I don’t want people to starve.” It’s as close as Ilya can get to confessing he wants his weird found family to be comfortable in his home. That he wants them to want to stay.
Once things are settled again and Scott’s face has returned to its normal colour, the conversation resumes.
“So, what are the next steps?” Yuna asks.
“Currently, we wait to see what the immediate fallout of the post is over the next twenty-four hours,” Shane explains. “If I don’t hear from my team by the end of the day, I’ll probably call them tomorrow morning. Beyond that, I have no idea. The ball is sort of in our teams’ court, I think. Once we know if they plan to keep us on the bench, we can go from there.”
“Do you think they will do that?” David asks.
“I don’t know anything anymore,” Shane huffs and looks away from the table. “I’d be shocked if they don’t take my C, even if they do let me off the bench.”
“The optics of that would be terrible,” Yuna argues. “They can’t strip you of your captaincy for being gay.”
“For maintaining an ongoing affair with a divisional rival captain that puts my loyalty and integrity as a player to question, then.” Shane’s using his media voice again, the mask slipping back into place. The ease Shane is able to ramble off the type of media language the Metros would try to use against him makes Ilya’s skin feel cold.
Yuna exhales sharply, her voice barely above a whisper, “Did they say that to you already?”
“No,” Shane shrugs. “But they don’t have to. I already know it’s how they’d spin it if they want to cut me.”
“Affair,” Ilya spits the word. “We aren’t cheating on anyone.”
“I think, as far as the Metros are concerned, I’m cheating on them.”
No one has a reply to that.
“What about the Raiders?” Scott prompts.
“I think it will probably be…different. Raiders coach is-,” Ilya is cut off when his phone starts vibrating across the table, he flips it over to read the screen. “Calling me right now.”
“Oh, shit,” Shane’s eyes go huge.
Ilya stands up from the table, taking his phone with him. If this conversation goes badly he doesn’t want to have to look anyone in the eye while he’s having it. “I’ll be right back,” he informs them, and heads towards his bedroom.
“Hey, Coach.” He answers on the third ring before it goes to voicemail.
“Hello Roz, how are you doing?” He asks.
“Doing alright,” Ilya replies, but he doesn't sound especially convincing, even to his own ears. “I’m assuming you saw the post.”
“We have,” another voice says. It makes Ilya jump a little. “Forgive the intrusion, I hope you don’t feel blindsided. I just wanted us to all be on the same page.” It’s Tim Daniels, the GM of the Raiders.
Ilya nods before remembering they can’t see him. “Of course, not blindsided at all,” He lies.
“Crowell left here quite unhappy,” Tim acknowledges.
“Yes, well…we maybe did not agree to the things he wanted us to,” Ilya admits. Fuck, I should have Farah on this call, Ilya thinks. He wonders if it’s too late to add in her now.
“He was unhappy with us also,” LeClaire shares.
“Oh…” Ilya doesn’t know what else to say. He feels like this conversation is full of landmines and one wrong move will blow the whole thing up. “Why?” He finally asks when neither of them seems interested in continuing until he does.
“He said some things, we said some things. I told him we weren’t about to throw away our first overall draft pick, a generational talent, because of who he spends his time with outside of games,” Tim explains.
Ilya is quiet for a moment trying to properly process all those English words. “Wha…you’re not going to cut me?” His voice is so much smaller than he wants it to be. He immediately regrets his words, as if maybe he’s put the idea in their heads.
“Of course, we’re not going to cut you!” Tim sounds almost offended. “You were instrumental to bringing us home a cup three years ago and we’ve seen the playoffs every year since we drafted you,” Tim explains, like Ilya is stupid for expecting anything else. Ilya is speechless on his end of the call. “Can I ask you a question?”
Ilya is again quiet for too long. “Da, I mean, yes.”
“You’ve been involved with Hollander for a long time, right? He mentions being with you in 2014 when we won the cup,” Tim presses.
Fuck, Farah should really be on this call. “Yes, has been…long time,” he admits against his better judgement.
“As far as I’m concerned, that’s proof enough it isn’t affecting your game. If you’ve both been…together,” Tim seems to be picking his words carefully now. “All this time, you clearly haven't been throwing games for each other or anything like that.”
“Of course it’s not,” Ilya leaps in to defend them both. “And we would never. Hockey is very important to us both. I don’t think Shane would ever speak to me again if he thought I let him win.”
LeClaire laughs at that.
“Good, then we are excited to have you coming on the road trip with us. We fly out tomorrow morning, and I expect you to be on the team plane,” LeClaire informs him.
Ilya’s head is swimming. The relief is almost overwhelming. They aren’t going to cut him. They want him to still play. The feeling is slightly ruined by the notion of needing to travel. “Uhm…yes, but there is, maybe a problem. I still have Russian passport, probably it is already canceled. I cannot risk trying to fly with it, so I cannot cross the border now. I also cannot risk leaving America in case I couldn’t get back in.”
This revelation silences the two men on the line for a moment. “So, what does this mean? What’s the next step?” Tim asks.
“I have already talked to my lawyer, he is going to set up an asylum claim. If it is approved I can be given special type of document that would let me travel internationally again, it could take time to get approved unless, uhm…” Ilya fades off.
“Unless the Raiders organization can help put pressure on the right people to make it happen faster,” Tim finishes for him.
“Yes, that is an option,” Ilya agrees, like he isn’t desperately hoping they will.
“I’ll talk to the owners,” Tim says. “We can’t have you missing all the games we play in Canada.”
Ilya blows out a long breath. “Okay, thank you.”
“You can still fly in America?” LeClaire checks.
“Yes, I can fly with my American driver’s license.”
“Alright, well this road trip is Chicago, Buffalo, and New York so you can come with us,” LeClaire states.
“Of course, Coach. I will be at the airport with the team tomorrow to fly to Chicago,” Ilya replies quickly. He feels scared somehow that they might still take this away from him.
“Alright Rozanov, I think that’s everything settled,” Tim declares.
“Okay, thank you for…all of it,” Ilya falters.
“You don’t need to thank us, just get us another cup this year. I don’t like that the Metros went back-to-back.”
“I won’t disappoint you,” Ilya promises. The line clicks.
“You still there, Roz?” LeClaire asks.
“Yes, Coach.”
“Good, I hope you’re okay with how that conversation went. You have the team and the franchise's support. Any players who have a problem with you will be for us to deal with.”
“Why are you doing all this?” Ilya asks before he can stop himself.
LeClaire is quiet for a moment. “For all the reasons Tim said, you were the first pick in the draft, this team is completely different now than it was before you got here. We aren’t going to cut you because of Hollander. I know it doesn’t affect your game, I know you. We’re going to help push through your asylum claim because it’s what's best for the team, and because it’s the right thing to do.”
“Oh,” Ilya whispers. He can’t get any other words out, the relief too overwhelming.
“Of course, the guys made it easy too. Made it pretty clear after you left that they were still loyal to you regardless. They were shocked, of course, I think even more so, that you brought Hollander around to the locker room like a lost duckling.”
Ilya’s laugh is loud. “I will be changing his name in my phone to that.”
“The point is, you still have the respect of the room,” LeClaire states decisively. “That’s more important than anything else. They don’t doubt you, so why would I?”
Ilya makes a mental note to plan a party for the team. Lots of free booze. “Thank you,” he repeats.
“We’ll see you at the airport in the morning,” LeClaire affirms.
“Yes, Coach,” Ilya says and the line clicks again. Ilya sits on his bed in the quiet for several minutes trying to calm down.
That conversation went better than he could have hoped for; it went so perfectly he feels like he dreamt it. They should have benched him permanently, cut him, ripped up his contract and had him shipped out of the country. Instead, they reaffirmed that he is their guy, and that they won’t let him go. Ilya blows out a long steady breath and stands up. There are still people waiting for him in the kitchen.
*
When Ilya returns everyone stops talking. “Were you this dead silent the whole time I was gone trying to listen in,” Ilya quips as he pulls out the chair next to Shane to take his seat.
“I tried to put a cup to the wall, but Mom got mad,” Shane jokes, smiling sheepishly.
“What did he say?” Svetlana demands, less interested in soothing banter.
“That he will see me at the airport tomorrow morning for the road trip games.” Ilya seems incapable of keeping the smile of relief off his face.
“Holy shit,” Shane gasps. “They want you to travel with the team? They want you to play?”
“Uhm…yes. The GM, Tim, was also on the call. He made it very clear they weren’t going to throw away the first pick of the draft, Stanley Cup winner because of who he’s with.”
Everyone looks shocked at that.
“The GM was on the call?” Yuna repeats, seeking confirmation.
“Yes. I probably should have had Farah there, but I was already in it by the time I knew he was there and by then it felt too late,” Ilya cringes. “Also helped that he immediately told me they won’t be cutting me.”
“So you’re going to fly out with the team tomorrow morning?” Shane asks. He knows it’s selfish but the thought makes him unhappy. He’d planned to keep staying here until he was summoned back to Montreal. It hadn’t occurred to him that Ilya would end up being the one to leave with his own team. Because his team still wants him, his brain supplies.
“Yes, is 8AM flight, early because we play tomorrow night in Chicago, but not too early,” Ilya looks at Shane like he’s reading his thoughts. “You have door code, you do not have to leave just because I am.”
Shane shakes his head; he’s not going to discuss this with so many people around.
“You cannot seriously be planning to get on a plane,” Svetlana demands sharply. Her voice is full of anger, but under it fear. She’s scared for Ilya in a way that makes Shane’s own fears bubble up too.
“I can fly within America using my driver’s license,” Ilya assures her. “Everything will be fine. Team is going to help with the rest.”
“Can someone catch me up?” Kip interjects. “Why can’t you fly?”
“My passport is Russian, so I cannot fly with it anymore. Would be one-way ticket to Siberian labour camp,” Ilya jokes darkly.
“You and I both know you’d never make it to see the inside of any camp, Ilya.” Svetlana states flatly.
“Jesus,” Scott exhales.
 The confirmation of the worst possibility from another Russian knocks the wind out of everyone at the table. Everything feels suddenly extremely loud even though Shane is pretty sure no one is speaking. The noise is coming from inside his own head again. He can’t tell if he’s breathing. They’re going to fucking kill him, his brain is screaming it over and over like an air raid siren.
Ilya and Svetlana have begun exchanging rapid Russian that Shane barely perceives. Their voices sound like they’re coming from underwater, or maybe Shane is one underwater because he can’t seem to get any air.
“Sveta, maybe let’s refrain from mentioning the Russian government having me killed” Ilya hisses.
“They should know how much danger you’re in. You have more to lose than anyone else here,” Svetlana argues.
“Shane looks like he is going to pass out so maybe let’s not. He’s already probably going to lose his team he doesn’t need to think I’m going to die.”
Shane feels Ilya’s hand on his leg, squeezing hard. “That’s not going to happen, moy lyubymyy.”
“No, of course not, I’d never let that happen to you,” Shane says mechanically; he feels like his whole body is cold, or maybe hot because he’s sweating. They’re going to kill him and it’ll be because of you, you and that stupid video you couldn’t bring yourself to delete, he hears his brain tell him, changing up the previous refrain.
“‘’m jus’ gonna get s’me water,” Shane slurs, standing up from his chair so violently it screeches on the floor. He starts walking away towards the living room, where he is aware water is not, but probably no one at the table was going to buy that anyway. He just needs to be where people can’t see him.
Ilya is a half a step behind him, immediately pulling Shane into a hug and rubbing his back once they're out of sight and earshot. Ilya leans his mouth close to Shane’s ear. “Listen to me,” he murmurs. “That’s not going to happen. Raiders told me they would help with my asylum claim so I can travel with the team, they want it for their own reasons but it’ll benefit me too. I won’t even have my Russian passport with me. I’ll lock it away here where they can’t use it against me.” Ilya never stops rubbing Shane’s back as he whispers soft reassurances to him.
“They would kill you,” Shane’s voice cracks.
“They are not going to, I will never be there again,” Ilya continues to comfort him.
“But they would. They would, right?” Shane demands. Why does he want to know so bad? But he does, he needs to know, and he wants Ilya to say it.
Ilya’s quiet for a moment, before seeming to accept what Shane is asking for. “Yes, probably, they would. Would not do it openly, would say I died of some disease or they would hang me in my cell and call it suicide.” Ilya stiffens. “I should not have said that to you, I was just-”
“You’re allowed to talk about it,” Shane interrupts. “I know it must scare you too,” Shane shudders into Ilya’s neck.
“I don’t want you to be scared,” Ilya counters.
“It’s not the same, I…my fear for you is not more important than you being allowed to be scared for yourself,” Shane pries his hands from where they were trapped against his chest and wraps them around Ilya, squeezing him hard against his own body. “I want you to be safe, but I want you to tell me what you’re feeling too.”
They’re both quiet for a bit after that. “I am scared,” Ilya finally admits and it makes Shane feel a weird combination of relief and guilt. “I am so scared they will somehow find a reason for me to be deported and that I will be dragged back there to die. Even though I know that doesn’t make any sense and they won’t. Would be too public, too obvious and would cause international incident. Especially now that the Raiders are going to keep me. But it scares me anyway.”
Shane squeezes Ilya again; he doesn’t have anything helpful to say, so he chooses silence.
“It won’t happen,” Ilya affirms to him instead, and Shane feels a wave of guilt. He should be the one making Ilya feel better, not the other way around.
“I know it won’t. I’m scared too, though,” Shane confesses. Ilya pulls back so he can look at his face.
“The Raiders are going to help, I will be American citizen in no time.” Ilya smiles. “Fourth of July and all that.”
“Are you sure it’s safe to get on a plane?” Shane asks.
“I won’t even bring my passport, I promise.”
“Okay,” Shane nods, as reassured as he thinks he can be. “We should go back to the table, we are making it awkward.”
“Probably, but they can all get over it if they think it’s weird I need to comfort my boyfriend when he is worried I am going to die,” Ilya smiles playfully and leans in to kiss Shane.
They rejoin the table to more stilted silence.
“You okay, honey?” Yuna asks gently.
“Totally fine, turns out Ilya doesn’t keep water in his living room,” Shane answers with a wry half-smile, hoping his eyes don't look too wet. “What an asshole.”
Scott and Kip both laugh at that and it helps dissipate some of the tension.
“I will get mini fridge of water put in for you, kotenok.” Ilya grins at him.
“Good, I’ll expect it by the time I’m here again,” Shane replies, nodding seriously.
“Do you expect to hear from your coach soon?” Scott asks Shane, trying to move the conversation along.
“I have no idea. My desire to avoid that conversation may have played into my phone being off,” Shane sighs, and rubs his face. These conversations are starting to feel suffocating even when everyone involved means well and is on their side.
“He shouldn’t be surprised, he called me your boyfriend on the phone yesterday,” Ilya points out.
“He didn’t mean that with any positive connotation,” Shane disagrees.
“Doesn’t mean he wasn’t right.”
“Whatever, it doesn’t matter, I've already made my choice and I can’t control his reaction so I’ll just deal with it when I have to,” Shane dismisses, waving the thought away like it doesn’t matter. Like he isn’t talking about the team he thought he’d spend the rest of his career with maybe tossing him aside.
Ilya could die and you care about your team, he reminds himself. He cringes at the thought. God, I'm so selfish.
Shane groans and stands up again to grab his phone where he’d left it powered off on the kitchen counter. He returns to the table and holds down the button until it starts to turn back on. After thirty seconds, it lights up to the lockscreen and immediately begins to buzz frantically around the table.
Texts, missed calls, news and social media alerts. The buzzing is insistent and grating and unfathomably loud in the quiet room.
“Wow,” Kip deadpans. “I understand why it was off now.”
“It wouldn’t be this much all at once if you’d left it on,” Yuna counters and receives a glare from Shane in return. She holds her hands up in surrender.
After a minute, the buzzing slows and Shane unlocks his phone and flicks through the different apps. None of the missed calls or texts are from Theriault or anyone else tied to the Metros’ management.”
“Nothing,” Shane relays and places his phone face down. “Nothing from Theriault or management.”
“Has anyone on the team-” Yuna starts.
“Mom,” Shane interrupts her, and then releases a shaky breath. “There’s nothing important.”
Yuna nods curtly and presses her lips into a firm line but doesn’t say anything else.
“The Metros have a game tonight,” Svetlana points out, trying to redirect the conversation, which Shane appreciates.
Shane nods and laughs bitterly. “Sure do, Toronto at home. Maybe I’m glad to miss it. Kent and Barrett are unbearably homophobic even when I haven’t just been outed.”
Neither of his parents speaks but they both look extremely unhappy.
“If the Raiders play them again before you do, Marley and I will crack both their skulls into the ice so you won’t have to hear shit from either of them,” Ilya promises.
“Stop threatening everyone who has a problem with me with violence, Ilya.” Shane argues weakly.
“I think of it more as the promise of violence,” Ilya shrugs, smirking.
“I’ve been so concerned with everything else I completely forgot the Metros even play tonight,” Yuna laughs in a slightly hysterical way. “Can you imagine?”
“Toronto will walk all over them without you,” Ilya declares.
“Maybe,” Shane shrugs, but he wants so badly for that to be true. He wants to sit down on Ilya’s couch and watch the Metros get dog-walked up and down the ice without him there.
“We can watch it here and cheer for both teams to lose somehow,” Svetlana suggests with a mischievous grin.
“I don’t think that’s possible, but maybe this will be the first game ever where they pull it off.” Shane laughs, and there’s real joy in it.
“Tell me as soon as you hear anything, please,” Yuna pleads.
“I will, of course, I will,” Shane assures her.
“This feels weirdly…I don’t know, frustrating,” Kips says after a beat of silence. “I wanted to believe we’d all sit here and end up with some kind of concrete plan, and instead it just feels like everyone is making moves and stuck waiting to see how people react.”
“Yeah,” Shane nods. “Unfortunately that is all we can do right now.”
“It’s not as passive as all that,” Yuna argues. “We have that picture, we know what to expect from Crowell which means we can be ready to act accordingly. The Raiders have already reached out to Ilya.”
“It does just feel like there’s nothing we can do now and we’re just retreading the same ground over and over,” Shane admits. He says it not just because he’s frustrated with the situation, but also because he’s exhausted from talking, every conversation full of so much weight. Shane would give anything to talk about the damn weather.
“Maybe we can find new things to discuss,” Ilya smiles softly at him.
They all sit in silence after he says that, suddenly painfully aware of what an odd group they make, just a bunch of people who have nothing in common other than hockey or sexual orientation.
“See any good movies lately,” Kip asks the room.
Shane glances over at Ilya and a flash of something teasing dancing in Ilya’s eyes for half a second but he doesn’t say anything. He’s clearly thinking about watching When Harry Met Sally with Shane but he doesn’t mention it. That was just for them.
“I mean, we all spend a lot of time on planes, so I don’t know about you guys, but I watch a lot of airplane-caliber movies,” Shane finally answers.
“You watch the movies the airplane has on the little TV?” Ilya looks incredulous. “Shane, you can get an iPad and download things you actually want to watch.”
“I like watching the movies the airplane has!” Shane defends. “It sort of feels like the airplane has selected them as if to say ‘yes these movies are of a level of quality that should be watched on a plane on a tiny TV’.”
Ilya laughs and can’t stop smiling at him. “Of course you think that.”
“What! Is that stupid?” Shane feels embarrassed; he thinks his logic is sound, though.
“Would be stupid if it was anyone else.” Ilya smiles warmly at him and Shane’s chest flutters.
“What’s the last airplane recommended film you saw?” Kip asks, he seems as happy to continue moving the conversation away from all the serious talk as Shane is.
“Under Dark, it was not great, but Rose Landry is great in it,” Shane tells him. “I really like her.”
“She has amazing style, I am obsessed with everything she wears,” Svetlana cuts in.
Kip immediately starts agreeing with her and Shane leans away from the table and lets the conversation wash over him. At some point, he feels Ilya’s hand on his leg and he reaches down to lace their fingers together. When he looks up Ilya is staring hard at him.
‘You okay?’ He mouths to Shane. Shane nods and squeezes his hand in response. Ilya smiles softly and squeezes back.
***

When everyone parts ways, Ilya insists on exchanging numbers with Kip.
“We are going to be in New York in like a week, I want to go out to your gay bar,” Ilya tells him.
“It’s not my gay bar,” Kip laughs. Ilya waves him off.
“Whatever, we can still drink there.”
Ilya begrudgingly accepts Scott’s number too. “I will text you reminders to take your fiber pills and wear your life alert,” He grins.
“I can’t fucking believe the first gay friends I make includes Rozanov,” Scott muses. “This is a goddamn Shakespearean tragedy.”
“That’s like maybe, just,” Kip holds up two fingers close to each other. “The littlest bit dramatic, don’t you think, babe?”
“Nope, I think it’s accurate,” Scott informs them and turns to head out the door.
“You should keep close to him in case he falls,” Ilya whispers loudly to Kip.
“Are you sure you aren’t the one that wants to be close to him,” Kip laughs, making Scott laugh too.
Ilya turns to glare at Shane. “I will never forgive you for this.”
***

An hour after everyone leaves, Shane’s phone buzzes with the text he’s been waiting for.
Coach Theriault: I expect you at afternoon practice tomorrow.
“Fuck,” Shane sighs and leans his head back into the couch where they had settled after everyone left.
“He’s such a fucking asshole,” Ilya curses.
“I knew I’d have to go home eventually,” Shane replies, pointedly not agreeing with Ilya aloud. Shane doesn’t know why he’s speaking defensively about his coach. Ilya’s right, of course, but Shane feels the need to defend him.
“I wanted one more night,” Ilya sighs, and leans his face into Shane’s neck to suck the sensitive skin there.
“I did too,” Shane whispers, he’s scared that if he tries to speak any louder his voice will crack. The urge to cry is quickly replaced by the urge for something else when Ilya finds the particularly sensitive spot near Shane’s ear.
“Marks,” Shane rasps.
“I thought we agreed to not care about marks now that everyone knows,” Ilya remarks and seals his mouth back to the spot.
“We didn’t agree to that,” Shane squirms as if to get away, at the same time letting his head fall farther back to give Ilya more access.
“I don’t think you remember what you agreed to, I think you were floating somewhere else while you begged for my cock like puck bunny whore,” Ilya growls.
“Don’t call me that,” Shane snaps, feeling his face flushing. He does not appreciate the reminder of the things he let Ilya call him during sex. It was fine then, when Shane felt all light and lost in pleasure; now, it feels embarrassing.
“You liked it last time,” Ilya reminds him with a possessive squeeze of his ass.
“You were inside me last time,” Shane counters, and immediately cringes at how weak that argument is.
Ilya starts to pull at his jeans while sucking turns to biting on his neck. “I can be inside you again.”
“I need to book a flight,” Shane protests weakly.
Ilya gets Shane’s jeans undone and shoves him hand down the front to squeeze his achingly hard dick. “You want to book flight when you’re like this?”
“Svetlana is here somewhere,” Shane gasps, as Ilya works his hand over him.
Ilya doesn’t respond, he just stands up off the couch and drags Shane with him. Shane stops arguing when they make it to the bedroom and Ilya closes the door.
“I need to feel your skin,” Ilya rasps, tugging at the hem of Shane’s shirt until he gets the idea and pulls it off.
Their hands scramble desperately across each other’s body, tugging to get clothes off. There’s a frantic desperation in the room that hasn’t been there for any of the sex they’ve had since being outed. The kind that only comes from both of them knowing that they’re running out of time together.
When they climb onto the bed, Shane moves to turn onto his stomach.
“No, no,” Ilya grabs his hip hard and holds him down. “I want to see your face.”
Shane moves back to settle on the pillows and something in Ilya’s face makes his own chest ache. He feels like he can’t breathe when he looks at him, the flood of emotions taking up too much space in his chest to make room for air.
Shane skates his hand up to cup Ilya’s face. “Kiss me,” he commands, and Ilya does.
They barely stop kissing the entire time. They stay connected, having the sort of slow, intimate sex Shane would associate with the concept of ‘making love’. When it’s over, they stay together for a long time after, holding each other on the bed, Shane doing his best to ignore the mess.
“We were made for each other,” Shane finds himself saying against Ilya’s hair. “Never believe anything else.”
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  “I’m going to miss you,” Shane whispers into Ilya’s shoulder. It’s not a bold confession, not in the scope of things already said, but it still feels like a weighty admission to both of them. Another string of words they wouldn’t have said to each other in the before. They've been at the front door for ten minutes already, refusing to let each subsequent goodbye be the last. “And also, I’m going to fucking murder you for giving me a hickey.”
Ilya pulls back from their embrace to stroke the spot just under Shane’s ear where he left the mark. “I don’t want you to forget me while you’re back in Montreal,” Ilya purrs. Shane gives him a scathing look in return. Ilya pointedly ignores it and continues speaking. “We will see each other soon, as soon as we can find space in our schedules, and we will text, we can even call. You can call me when you get home.”
“I’ll be home late and I’m probably going to see J.J. and Hayden after,” Shane demurs, shaking his head. “I don’t want to disturb your sleep.” Call me tomorrow night after your game.”
“Oooh,” Ilya hums into his neck, interest piqued. “Sexy video call in hotel room.”
“Shut up,” Shane shoves him away, scared of ending up with another hickey. “Maybe, yeah.”
They can’t drag out the good-bye any longer; Shane has to catch his flight, so they kiss once more and Ilya lets Shane go. Shane can’t remember them ever having a harder good-bye. He can barely force his legs to move down the driveway to his waiting cab.
*
The door swings closed behind Shane, leaving Ilya alone in the silent entryway. He stands there for a long time even after the car pulls away, like he can’t bear to turn back into his house now that he knows Shane no longer occupies it too.
He feels the air shift with Svetlana’s presence before she makes herself known. “Are you going to stand there all night? Or are you going to hang out with me?” She finally asks.
Ilya turns away from the door to look at her and shrugs one shoulder helplessly. He’s sadder than he should be, than he wants to admit. “I thought you might be leaving soon,” he answers.
“I would not leave you alone,” Svetlana argues.
Ilya wants to laugh at that. “I haven’t been alone for one second since that video came out,” he reminds her.
“Da, I know, but I also know your family cut you off, and, despite the very brave face you wear and your refusal to talk about it, that you are hurting.”
“My family is pack of assholes,” Ilya deflects with a wave of his hand. He moves past her into the kitchen, trying to distance himself from whatever conversation Svetlana is trying to have, but she follows him.
“We both know this, but that doesn’t mean you’re not hurting that you will not see them again,” Svetlana insists. Ilya can’t take it; he knows Svetlana is trying to be a good friend, but he can’t handle any more serious conversations or emotional fragility. He’s feeling cracked open in a way he cannot handle.
“Sveta!” The name comes out too loud and he regrets it immediately; he can hear his father in his own echo and it makes him feel ill. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” the next words come out sounding broken, which might be even worse. “I just can’t fucking do this. I can’t talk about any more things, I can’t spend one more second discussing Russia, or my family or this fucking league or what they’re all trying to take from me and from Shane. I can’t do this tonight, or maybe not even this week. I need another shower, and probably some sleep.”
“Is there anything you would like to talk about?” Svetlana asks him, softly lobbing him the opportunity to open up if he needs to.
Ilya picks at his eyelashes, avoiding eye contact with Svetlana. After a beat, he shakes his head; he doesn’t trust himself to give a verbal response, scared that it will come out sounding too much like either of his parents.
“We do not need to talk, then,” Svetlana assures him. She closes the gap between them and takes Ilya’s hand in both of her own. “We do not need to talk about anything,” She repeats. “We can order food, and watch terrible Metros lose without your boyfriend there to score goals, and we can have some tea, no vodka. You have to be up early, and we don’t need to talk about anything serious.”
“Okee,” Ilya whispers with a small nod, feeling tears gathering again. Ten seconds ago he’d been desperate for Svetlana to leave, and now he’s so thankful she ignored him. Her offer does sound nice. “I want to shower, would you order us something for dinner?”
“Of course,” Svetlana squeezes his forearm once.
Ilya makes for the stairs but hesitates for half a beat. “Sveta, if I could ask you for one favour. I’m sorry, I know I have no right to now. I just…tell me when he…when it happens. Please. I want to know when it does, and I think, probably, you will hear about it from your father.”
Svetlana doesn’t reply at first, and Ilya wonders if she’s going to say no. “I’ll call you the second I hear,” she assures him instead.
Ilya nods once, unable to bring himself to speak, and heads upstairs to shower.
By the time Ilya makes it out the shower, the Raiders group chat has become an untenable source of pinging that he knows he must face. He wraps his towel tightly around his waist, sits down on his bed, and opens the chat.
Baby B: Hollander and Cap Boyfriends confirmed!
Ilya scrolls past the texts discussing his post, only half reading to see if any are rude. If he reads through everything, he’ll be sitting here for twenty minutes.
Marley: Just got confirmation from Coach that we can expect Roz on the team plane tomorrow!

Connors: CAP!

Saint Vicky: Did Roz tell you what happened?

Marley: He isn’t answering. I might go over there after practice if he doesn’t start.

Roz: Do not do that. I will see all of you tomorrow.

Carmy: CAP!

Baby A: CAP!

Marley: What happened?

Roz: Long story. I’m not typing it all in English. I’m not benched anymore and LeClaire wants me to travel with the team.

Connors: We want more info tomorrow.

Roz: What you can’t read? Instagram post has all the info.

Saint Vicky: You’re out of your mind if you think you get to announce SHANE HOLLANDER as your boyfriend and not tell us more.

Roz: What more do you need? He is very pretty, has eyes like forest animal. He plays hockey, is kind of okay at it, not as good as me obviously.

Marley: We will be asking questions.

Connors: And we will be plying you with vodka to get answers.

Roz: Saint Vicky you’re in charge of hitting Connors.

Saint Vicky: Got it, Cap!

Connors: WTF! I haven’t even asked anything yet.

Marley: We can all sense what you want to ask through the phone. 
Ilya’s phone vibrates in his hands and another text drops down.
Jane: I’m on the plane. I’ll text you when I land.

Lily: Have a good flight, enjoy watching Metros lose.

Jane: Oh I will.
Ilya smiles down at his phone and is glad no one else is in the room to see the way his cheeks are flushing.
***

Shane told his parents they could fly separately from him; he didn’t want to deal with talking to his parents the whole flight home. He was sure his mother was itching to talk about sponsors and next steps and he doesn’t want to do any of that now. It is both a relief, and horribly painful to be alone. He’s gotten used to having Ilya around all the time far too easily.
He keeps his head down, a ball cap he took from Ilya pulled low, the whole way through Boston airport and onto the plane. The last night thing he needs is to be recognized, and by some miracle he makes it to his seat without interacting with anyone unnecessarily. He keeps track of the Montreal/Toronto game on his phone while he waits for take off. It is, as expected, not going well for Montreal, and he wishes he were on Ilya’s couch enjoying that fact with him instead of sitting on the tarmac. You should be wishing you were playing in the game, he reminds himself.
While he waits for take off he texts his parents and Ilya letting them all know he will text when he lands. He turns his phone to airplane mode and stares at the dozens of unread text messages waiting for him. At least no more can come through with his phone like this.
Shane exhales slowly and leans his head against the window. He finally decides to steel himself and do the thing he’s been avoiding for days: read his messages, and compose responses to them. Shane opens the messages on his phone and starts going through them.
Many of the latest messages are from the Raiders. Shane politely types out replies to all of them, to be sent when he lands, and finds by the time he gets to the end he’s glad he decided to let Ilya share his number. Their support is almost overwhelming. He doesn’t have any messages from his teammates outside of Hayden and J.J., who he’d exchanged good luck messages with just before they went out on the ice after informing them of his flight was scheduled to land. Shane assumes the rest of the team’s vitriol is kept to the group chat now, but he won’t be opening it to look.
In the end, most of the messages are nice; a few are shock and thinly veiled judgement posed as politeness. Shane’s happy when he sees Carter Vaughn from the Admirals had sent him a kind message telling him it was fucked up what happened to him and he hopes they’re both doing okay. Then, later, he sent a ‘congratulations’ message, presumably in response to their post. Shane types out a ‘thank you’ and informs him they’re both doing as well as can be expected. Shane is happy for Scott that he has him on his team. Yes, Shane is just feeling happy for Scott and not at all angry about his own team. He reminds himself it’s only one Admiral, that he does have Hayden and J.J.; Or at least I hope I do, he thinks. He swallows against the knot in his throat at the thought that, if they do want to see him tonight, that they might stop being so understanding.
***

“Your boyfriend's team is losing,” Svetlana informs Ilya when he enters the living room carrying a stack of too many take out boxes.
“Of course they are, my boyfriend isn’t there,” Ilya grins and passes her a fork.
She accepts it while giving him an appraising look. “Are we going to talk about it?” She asks.
“The game? Probably, I’m sure the Metros will give us much to discuss, can’t even tie their skates without Hollander's guidance,” Ilya quips.
“We don’t have too,” Svetlana assures him, clearly recalling their previous conversation. “But I do want to ask you if he makes you happy.”
It takes Ilya a moment to decide if he wants to answer. “He does,” he finally assures her. “I…before video came out I had wanted to try to…move our relationship into something that looks more like relationship. I wanted more, didn’t really think we could have it, but I wanted it anyway because I am greedy,” He’s looking down at the couch while he talks, rubbing his thumb over a part of the fabric that has begun to fray.
“He clearly cares about you a lot, he looked like he was dying when we mentioned the Russia situation,” Svetlana points out.
“He offered to marry me,” Ilya reveals before he can stop himself. Part of him had been desperate to discuss, but he wouldn’t bring it up in front of Shane’s parents and Scott Hunter.
That makes Svetlana sit up straight. “He asked you to marry him?”
“No, he offered to marry me,” Ilya clarifies. The difference between the two feels enormous to him.
“I don’t understand the difference,” Svetlana admits uncertainly, looking as though she doesn’t know how to react.
“He only offered because of Russia, said we could get married as last resort so I won’t be deported. I do not think he will do it again, not now that the Raiders are keeping me,” He explains.
“Oh,” Svetlana says quietly. “What did you say?”
Ilya sniffs and rubs his nose. “Told him it was kind to offer, I think.”
“Shane Hollander asked you to marry him and you said, ‘that’s nice of you’,” Svetlana grimaces.
“I told you he was not asking anything,” Ilya disputes. “There was no ring, or candles, or declarations of forever. He was offering me a solution for Russia.” The words come out in a rush of more anger than even Ilya realized he was feeling, his feelings perhaps having been more hurt by the half-hearted marriage proposal than he wanted to acknowledge at the time. “He would not have done it if I already had green card.”
“Yes, probably you are right,” Svetlana concedes. “If you had green card he would not be trying to offer you a safety marriage, but that does not mean would not still choose to marry you one day. Not for safety, but for love.”
Ilya winces. “We are not saying that word.”
Svetlana looks like she can’t decide if she wants to laugh or cry. “Blyat,” she laughs sadly. “He goes to Raiders’ locker room, he tells Crowell to go fuck himself, he offers to marry you, and you’re not saying I love you? You two are fucking disasters.”
“Is that news to you, Sveta? We are literally only boyfriends because we got outed with sex tape. Disaster will be the wedding theme,” Ilya snorts. Svetlana's face lights up like she caught him admitting something.
“Ah, but we agree there will be a wedding,” Svetlana grins.
Ilya refuses to look at her, and uses his own fork to gesture at the take out box she’s been ignoring. “Eat your noodles.” She concedes, seeming to accept that she’s gotten as much as he’s going to give and starts opening the boxes of takeout.
Ilya knows he can’t tell her what he really thinks—that Shane only did those things because of the video. That he would never have done them if that hadn’t happened. Only did it now because he was out of options, because Ilya sobbed pathetically in his arms about his family and Russia and made Shane feel guilty. He can’t tell her any of those things. He can barely swallow them himself. Instead, he forces himself to eat, and watches the Metros give up another turnover at the center line.
***

The Metros game is in the third period when Shane’s flight lands, Montreal trailing 3 - 1. Shane is thrilled to see it even though he knows it’s wrong. He picks up his luggage and heads off to find his car that’s been sitting in the airport parking lot for two days too long.
Shane opens the group chat of just him, J.J., and Hayden, and types out a message.
Shane: Sorry about the game. Looked rough. I’m just getting off the plane, I understand if you guys don’t want to come over anymore. We can plan something for another time.
Shane makes it to his car just as the replies start coming through.
Hayden: Respectfully, a 10 - 1 loss couldn’t keep me away from your house tonight.

J.J.: We will be there within the hour.

Hayden: With beer!

J.J.: And Vodka.
Shane is exhausted at the idea of seeing more people today, but he does smile with relief that they still want to come. They still want to be his friend.
Shane: Vodka? It’s my boyfriend that’s Russian, not me.

Hayden: Still not used to that idea.

J.J.: I thought you liked Russian things.
Shane laughs softly and makes his way home. It’s a relief to finally be back in his own home, but he doesn’t take the time to bask in it. He quickly showers the airport off his body, keeping his phone close by in case they arrive. Once he’s out and dry, Shane heads to the living room to wait for them.
Jane: I’m home, sorry I should have texted sooner. Hayden and J.J. are coming over. It’s been all I can think about since landing.

Lily: That is good though right?

Jane: I think so. I hope so. I’ll let you know how it goes.

Lily: Call me after they’re gone.

Jane: It’ll be late, you should go to sleep.

Lily: Call me.
Shane waits impatiently for J.J. and Hayden to arrive. He isn’t even waiting long, but it feels like he spends hours pacing up and down the living room, trying to fight off the anxiety he can feel clawing up his throat. He turns on and off the TV three times in a desperate attempt to figure out what the right choice is before settling on leaving a hockey game playing with the volume muted. Maybe it will give him something to look at when he can’t bear to make eye contact with them.
The knock at the door sets Shane’s heart racing like a gun shot. He forces himself to move towards it and feels like his legs are moving through molasses. “Hey guys,” he greets, when he opens the door. He gestures to them to come inside, feeling more aware of his body than he would like.
“Thanks for hosting, not usually your style,” Hayden notes with a smile. He hesitates for half a second before pulling Shane into a hug. After they separate, J.J. does the same. It all feels painfully awkward.
Hayden shows himself into the kitchen to put the beer in the fridge. J.J. shoves the bottle of vodka into the freezer and the sight of it makes Shane miss Ilya so much it aches.
Shane clears his throat like he’s about to make a speech and cringes at himself. “Thanks for coming, should we, uhm, sit?” Shane accepts the beer from Hayden and they all settle in the living room. Shane cracks the beer and immediately takes two long drinks of it. Jesus I am really just throwing this season in the garbage, maybe I should get McGriddles with Ilya, he scolds himself.
“Wow, buddy, talking to us really freaks you out that much?” Hayden jokes, but there’s hurt in his voice too.
“I’m sorry, I just…” Shane fiddles with the tab of his beer, and chews painfully on his bottom lip. “Are you angry with me?” He blurts and then cringes. He hadn’t meant to ask that, but it had also been burning a hole in his chest since separating from them at TD Garden. He needed to get it over with.
“No! No, I’m not. We’re not,” Hayden assures him quickly. “I think I was going to be. I had wanted to freak out more, I was so ready to get angry in the locker room. When you were in the shower and we…watched the video and you were laughing when Rozanov called me Montreal’s 15th Best Player.”
“Hayden…I-I mean that wasn’t-” Shane stutters. Shane thinks it would actually be easier if the video had just been a wide shot of them fucking. The conversation before has proven worse than the blowjob.
Hayden doesn’t let him talk, though. “But then, the others guys were so fucking awful and you looked…devasted. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you that upset. Then you went to your phone and texted Lily! Lily! I guess I knew from the video that you’d been involved with Rozanov for a long time but the realization that Rozanov was Lily was also…revealing. You’re always smiling at your phone when you’re texting Lily.”
Shane nods, his throat feels tight again. “It has been…a long time,” he admits.
Hayden continues like he hasn’t spoken. Shane suspects the whole thing is a bit of a rehearsed speech that Jackie probably helped him with. “The things the team said to you were so fucking terrible, man. I would never talk about you that way, I swear, no matter who you’re with, and after that I just couldn’t bring myself to get angry at all. Not then anyways, not that night. Then, the messages they sent in the group chat later were disgusting and I…I knew I wasn’t going to be like them. I wouldn’t ever treat you that way, and I wouldn’t treat who you’re with that way either. Even if it’s Rozanov, those gifs were…fucking awful. I couldn’t imagine if they did something like that with a video of Jackie.” Hayden’s body shudders when he says it.
“It is easy to be better than the team when the bar is in hell,” J.J. jokes, but he looks sad. “I think it was, also, kind of…eye opening seeing you with him, before we left the stadium that night. He was so different with you, it was like seeing someone else.”
“Yeah, well…a lot of the stuff on the ice is just an act for the media,” Shane explains.
“Well, it tends to be a pretty convincing act,” Hayden remarks.
“A lot of people will say I used to run a pretty convincing act too. Convincing straight man, convincing Golden Boy," Shane snorts into his beer as he thinks of one more. "Convincing hockey captain.”
“You’re still the captain,” Hayden argues.
“For now,” Shane speculates. “We’ll see what practice tomorrow brings.”
J.J. and Hayden exchange a look that Shane interprets as trying to decide how much to tell him.
“Things have been bad in the locker room,” Hayden reveals.
Shane was expecting this. “I’m not surprised. I saw the group chat, at least at first.”
“The way Theriault talks, you’d think you guided Boston to the cup these last two years instead of us. He seems convinced you can’t play for the Metros and date Rozanov without it directly affecting your game.”
“It doesn’t,” Shane says quickly. “It never has.”
“We know that,” Hayden is quick to reassure him. “I’m just telling you what everyone else thinks.”
“What has the rest of the team been saying?” Shane asks. Another look is exchanged between Hayden and J.J..
“Some of the guys have been okay,” Hayden deflects.
“Some of them have been bad,” J.J. confesses for them both.
“I figured, the group chat was…I don’t know what to do with it,” Shane admits; he looks down at his beer can and resumes fiddling with the pull tab. “How do you play with a team that shared leaked sex tape footage of you and the person you…of you and your boyfriend?” If Hayden or J.J. notice the aborted declaration they have the tact not to mention it.
“I’m so sorry,” Hayden whispers. “About them, about the group chat. Have you still been checking it?”
“No, fuck no. You guys can tell me if anything important happens,” Shane wiggles the beer tab more aggressively. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter, I don’t want to talk about this shit. It’s not just them anyways, if it’s not the team it’s going to be Theriault and when it’s not Theriault it’s Crowell. The rot in this league goes all the way to the head.”
“What did Crowell say to you?” Hayden asks, jumping on to the next topic.
Shane takes another long drink of his beer before he answers. He’s not quite as nervous as he felt earlier with his mother. God, was that just today? That feels like it was weeks ago, he thinks. Shane still feels anxious revealing how he acted to Hayden and J.J..
“Oh, you know, what you’d expect.” Shane sighs, puts down his beer on the coffee table and leans his elbows onto his knees. “That we are embarrassments. That we are distracting from hockey. That we were hurting the narrative of us being rivals, like we invented the fucking narrative!” Shane laughs, suddenly remembering part of the meeting. “That we’re going through a phase! He actually used those words. I’ve been going through this phase since I was seventeen, but sure, whatever. Crazy thing to say to two men in their mid-twenties. Then he ended it by telling us to sign a statement claiming the video was a deep fake and told us we could not continue to see each other. He threatened to destroy both of our careers if we came out as a couple.”
J.J. and Hayden sit in shocked silence for a beat at the end of Shane’s rant. “Merde,” J.J. finally manages to gasp.
“He told you that you had to stop seeing Rozanov?” Hayden asks. Shane nods in confirmation.
“But, you did come out,” J.J. says in case anyone forgot. “You both made that post. So what happened?"
“Yeah, we, uhm-or, me actually, I did most of the talking. I sort of bulldozed the conversation. I…I shouldn’t have. I basically made the decision for Ilya too, and now I’m terrified that it was a huge mistake.” Shane doesn’t mean to say the last part out loud, but the thought has been haunting him since the moment he told Ilya they were leaving that meeting.
“A mistake not signing the statement?” Hayden asks.
“No! God no,” Shane affirms quickly. “Not that part, a mistake not letting Ilya decide for himself. I mean, we’d already agreed what we wanted beforehand, but he did offer us the out, and I didn’t even let him talk really. I just got so angry.”
“What did you say?” J.J. asks.
“Uhm,” Shane rubs his face and picks up his beer to take another drink. “I may have laughed in his face. I didn’t mean to!” He adds the last part hurriedly when he sees the look they’re giving him. “It just kind of came out. Then I maybe said something to the effect of ‘we’re the biggest stars in the league and our teams won the last three Stanley Cups so I’m not worried’.”
“Jesus, Shane,” Hayden laughs. Who are you?”
“I know! I felt insane, I still feel insane. I think I’m actually going crazy to be honest. I just couldn’t believe we were being asked to prove our integrity after everything we’ve accomplished. So fucking stupid! We told him if our teams wanted to cut us that we weren’t worried about finding another that would sign us. I think Ilya said that, actually.”
“The Metros won’t cut you,” Hayden insists.
Shane doesn’t even bother to reply. “I just knew I couldn’t sign that stupid statement. No one would believe it anyway, it wouldn’t have changed anything with the team, and I knew it wouldn’t change anything for Ilya.”
“With the Raiders?” JJ asks. Shane shakes his head absently.
“No, the Raiders have been fine, actually,” Shane clarifies. He tries not to let his resentment of that fact show in his voice. “With Russia. It will never be safe for him to go back there again, even if we deny it. He told me as much, and his family texted him telling him never to come home. He probably won’t ever see them again.”
“Jesus,” Hayden exhales. He looks devastated and Shane finds himself appreciating the display of compassion.
“I don’t know exactly what was said, he never told me, I just know it was bad.” Shane is picking at the tab of his beer again, moving it repeatedly, until it starts to give. “It’s my fault the video is even out there. I told him I would delete it, but I kept. It was a selfish thing to do. I couldn’t sign that statement. I couldn’t do that to him, take his home away and then throw him out like garbage, and for what? So I can come back here and spend the rest of the season listening to bullshit from half the team anyways?”
Shane had been moving the beer tab faster and faster as he spoke until it finally gave in and snapped off in his hand. He immediately regrets having done it; now the sharp metal will touch his lip every time he drinks. “Play next to guys who I know watched a video of my boyfriend sucking my dick.”
J.J. and Hayden both look away at the reminder of the video. There’s an awkward beat of silence.
“I’m sorry, Shane,” Hayden whispers. “I’m so sorry we let that video play in the locker room. I regret it so much, I really do. I wish I could go back and make them stop. I should have told them to turn it off, but it also…didn’t feel real. Not really, it was too…insane. I was sort of convinced it had to be fake until after you came back from the shower and I saw how you reacted,” Hayden admits.
“It’s okay, Hayd. We don’t need to talk about it,” Shane says with a shake of his head. He doesn’t want to hear it; he understands why it happened, he forgives them for doing it, but he can’t hear about it.
They all pause for a beat, before Hayden takes the reins to steer the conversation back.
“Did Rozanov say that to you? That you took his home away?” Hayden seems hesitant to ask, but also at the edge of anger if Shane were to say yes.
“No, he’d never say something like that to me,” Shane assures them. “He told me the video was his fault because it was his idea.” Shane pauses for a moment trying to decide how to continue. “I’d know it, though, and I can’t do that to him. I can’t do that to myself anymore, either. We both deserve better than that now, better than how things were for us before. We’ve given up enough of ourselves for this league already.”
They’re quiet for a minute after that. “How long was the…the before?” J.J. asks.
Shane looks between them trying to decide what to say, before realizing he can only tell the truth now; lying went out the window with the video. “Since the summer before our rookie season.”
“What!” They both shout.
“The whole time,” Hayden gasps. “The whole time I’ve known you!”
Shane nods and can’t help but laugh at the insanity of it all. “I’m afraid Ilya Rozanov has indeed been in my life longer than you, Hayd.”
“I can’t believe Rozanov gets to say he’s known you longer than me,” Hayden almost sounds angry but he’s laughing too.
“Yeah, that did kind of add to the complexity of it. We’d already been keeping the secret before we were close, and you guys hated him,” Shane reiterates. “And everyone just assumed I did too. I was pretending to hate him, because it seemed like an easy cover for what was actually going on,” Shane sighs and downs the rest of his beer so he doesn’t have to endure the sharp broken piece. “It would have been a difficult thing to tell you, even if I’d wanted to. Which I honestly didn't.”
J.J. takes a moment to go get another round from the kitchen. Shane gratefully accepts his, immediately abandoning the old can he’s mangled and opening the new one to take a drink. Once J.J. is settled, they return to talking.
“You could have told us,” Hayden emphasizes.
“I mean…I don’t want to sound ungrateful. You guys have been nicer than I deserve, but let’s be real with each other. How would that conversation have gone? ‘Hey man, great game tonight here in Boston. I’m just gonna head out though, I’ve been dying to suck Rozanov’s dick’,” Shane reddens when he realizes he probably should have phrased that better. He has had too much beer and not enough food. He pushes on, though. “How would you guys have reacted to that?”
“I mean, the phrase ‘dying to suck Rozanov’s dick’ might have stopped me in my tracks. I don’t recommend putting it that way,” Hayden concedes, grimacing.
“Also pretty sure he was the one dying to suck your dick,” J.J. quips and then blanches a little, clearly regretting mentioning the video.
Shane can't help but chuckle though. “It’s okay, that was funny. I, uhm…I don’t like that you guys watched the video, but even my parents admitted to watching the start of it. The Raiders definitely saw at least some of it too, I just…I hate it.” A shiver wracks Shane’s body. “I hate it so fucking much that it makes me wanna tear my skin off.” Everyone’s quiet for a moment, Shane lets out a long sigh. “I also know I have to accept that most people have seen at least some of it.”
Neither of them seem to know what to say to that, and Shane understands. He doesn’t really know what to say anymore, either. There is no blueprint for apologizing to your friend for watching their sex tape.
Hayden makes the decision for the group to move on. “It would have been weird. To hear you tell us that you were with Rozanov, I mean. But you still could have told us. You’re our best friend. We’ll always have your back,” Hayden vows, seemingly determined to repeat the assurance until Shane believes it. Shane can’t fully believe it, but he doesn’t argue anymore. It would be pointless, and he knows he’s lucky to have them, no sense pushing them away by arguing over ‘what ifs’.
“We weren’t really anything to tell anyways,” Shane shrugs, keeping his gaze on his beer. “We were just…fucking, I guess. We couldn’t be anything else, not with the league and Russia. Neither of us ever brought it up because it was impossible. I always, sort of, believed that at some point I’d meet a girl I liked and Ilya and I would just…go our separate ways. Then we got outed and that changed everything.” Even the idea of that previously believed inevitability makes Shane feel sick now.
“Did you want to go your separate ways?” Hayden coaxes. “Before the video?”
Shane shakes his head and takes another sip of his beer. “No, fuck no, I pretended to myself that I could end it eventually. But I wanted to be with him so much it actually hurt sometimes. That was just what I thought I’d have to do. To be…like people expected, or whatever.” He doesn’t want to say normal, but it’s on the tip of his tongue.
They’re all quiet for a moment. Shane takes another sip of his beer. He feels like he’s bringing a real sad energy to guys’ night, but he also doesn’t want to lie anymore either, and it feels good to finally be honest.
“How did this start?” J.J. questions, moving on to the obvious next topic.
Shane doesn’t even try to fight off the smile that rises on his face as he brings the memory to the forefront of his mind. “I approached him at the World Juniors. I basically went looking for him as soon as I got there,” Shane laughs. J.J. and Hayden both look surprised but riveted by the story, neither of them moving to interrupt. “Found him smoking directly under a non-smoking sign, like an asshole,” They all laugh at the familiarity of the declaration. “And I decided my flirting technique would be to give him shit for that. I made him shake my hand twice in the span of, like, sixty seconds. I was talking his ear off about how much I liked watching him play hockey. The poor guy barely spoke English and I was trying to force him to make conversation with me.”
“Sounds like standard awkward teenager stuff.” Hayden smiles and it makes Shane’s chest bloom as he smiles back. Just two friends sharing a story. Shane didn’t realize how much he’d been missing out on. He’s momentarily so relieved he decided to see Hayden and J.J. tonight and that they agreed to come.
“I just can’t believe you approached him first,” J.J. admits.
“I can’t believe it either, honestly. I told myself the reason I wanted to meet him was because he was good at hockey. I absolutely had a crush on him, though, I just didn’t know it,” Shane confesses. “We met again, at the draft and there was sort of a really…charged vibe between us, when we ran into each other at the hotel gym. I don’t know, that sounds stupid,” Shane adds, grimacing, and takes another drink. “I’ve never really talked about this before. Even with my parents we sort of just offered a rough timeline, and only because my mom wouldn’t let it go.”
“I’m glad you’re talking about it with us now,” Hayden states, offering a small smile.
“Yeah, me too.” Shane smiles back; he can feel his eyes getting wet and he looks down at his beer until he can blink the feeling away. Shane realizes it is possible he had been lonely in more ways than even he realized.
“Didn’t want to give your parents a blow-by-blow?” J.J. quips.
“No, I think they were already far too familiar with one blow,” Shane chuckles.
“Jesus Christ, where has the version of you been hiding!” J.J. declares, waving with his arms and laughing.
“Literally in the closet,” Shane chuckles wryly. He wants it to be a joke but it falls a little flat. The naked honesty of it is too real for comedy.
Instead of replying, J.J. stands up again and goes to the kitchen. There’s the sound of dishes clattering and after a minute he returns with three small glasses all filled with a few ounces of vodka.
“I’m driving,” Hayden says with a wave of his hands.
“Our best friend is coming out to us, you can take a fucking Uber home and get your car tomorrow,” J.J. snaps, forcing the glass of vodka into Hayden’s hand.
Hayden accepts it with a nod and Shane accepts his too.
“Cheers, to you finally coming out of the closet and being able to be real with us,” J.J. declares seriously. “Please never stop.” J.J. says it firmly, never letting his gaze on Shane waver. “I want to know you.”
Shane has to look down and start blinking hard again. “Thanks,” he says, his voice cracks but he forces himself to keep speaking. “I want you guys to know me, too.”
“Does this mean we can finally talk about the real elephant in the room, which is the giant fucking hickey you have?” Hayden laughs, breaking the tension.
Shane lets out an embarrassed laugh, hand flying to his neck. “Yeah, I’m, uhm, not super happy he gave me this but I think he got excited that he could.”
“Okay, that’s enough details,” Hayden waves his hands frantically.
“You brought it up man,” Shane points out defensively.
They all take the shot and put their glasses down on the coffee table. Shane takes a second to even out his breathing and blink a few more times before he can go on.
“Anyways,” Shane says, when he no longer feels close to a sob. “Then we did that CCM shoot together and during the shoot Ilya told me that it was his idea, he arranged the entire photo shoot so he could see me.” Shane finds himself smiling at the memory. “He kept telling me I looked pretty.”
“Wow, that's so…romantic. I think?” J.J. looks surprised. “Certainly, a very aggressive play for your attention.”
Shane laughs. “You have no idea. He did, sort of, pursue me, at first at least. I don’t think I would have done anything if he hadn’t pushed it. I was too freaked out. I hadn’t done anything like that before,” Shane feels suddenly embarrassed admitting that, but he’s also filled with joy to be talking to his friends about it. He drinks more of his beer in an attempt to relax.
“So what, Rozanov was, like, your…gay awakening?” Hayden jokes.
Shane hears himself laugh; it's a surprised, delighted sound, so unlike his usual restrained laughter. “I mean…kind of, I think. I didn’t even really think of myself as gay before. It wasn’t until the night the video came out that I was even honest with myself about that. I was still planning to find a girl eventually, and just..I don’t know, force myself to be with her.” Shane looks up at Hayden and J.J. and only then does he fully process how insane that idea had been. They both look devastated and horrified in equal measure. Shane plows on, trying to skip past the sad thing he shouldn’t have said. “It probably would have taken me a long time to do anything with a man if he hadn’t pursued me. I mean, even when we were casual, I wasn’t very interested in other men… Sometimes I think I’m actually just Ilya-Sexual and it doesn’t matter if it’s a man or woman, he’s just kind of it for me.”
“Ilya-Sexual,” Hayden repeats, raising an eyebrow at him.
“God,” Shane laughs, fully processing his own lightly tipsy declarations. “Never tell him I said that, he won’t let it go. It’s not untrue though, he was the first guy I was with and then I basically haven’t looked back since.”
“Haven’t looked back since the summer before your rookie season,” Hayden clarifies.
Shane nods without looking up from his beer can. He feels embarrassed and ridiculous and a little stupid admitting he’s only wanted one person since he was eighteen and they’ve only just become exclusive.
“So, you hook up with Rozanov at like eighteen and that’s it for you. There were no nice men in Montreal?” J.J. asks. His tone makes it sound like a joke, but it still hits a nerve for Shane.
“I don’t know, man, maybe? Probably, yeah. But I wasn’t exactly looking. For one thing, I literally couldn’t. I wasn’t trying to get outed, it's not like I could go on dates,” Shane rubs his face, feeling somewhere between frustrated and sad. “I live in the gay capital of Canada and I’ve never set foot in a gay bar in my life.”
“That would be funny if it wasn’t the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” J.J. says sympathetically. Shane mentally adds ‘never been to a gay bar’ to the list of sad things he needs to stop telling people.
“It’s just surprising,” Hayden acknowledges. “Rozanov is kind of an asshole. He’s always chirping at you.”
“Not the way other guys do,” Shane refutes. “He’s never said anything to me that was racist or homophobic.”
“Imagine the guy you’re having sex with saying homophobic things to you, that would be crazy.” J.J. laughs and Shane laughs too.
“Look, he is an asshole, a lot of the time, but he’s not an asshole to me. He’s funny and he’s thoughtful and he’s also really super crazy good at sex,” Shane says quickly before he can change his mind. He’s feeling buzzy and high off his three drinks, and the lightness of being able to share parts of his life.
“Jesus Christ,” Hayden takes a big swig of his beer. “No, thank you.”
“Didn’t you literally watch our sex tape,” Shane jokes. He regrets it immediately when he sees the way they both pale. He pushes on. “I have never had a chance to talk about these things, with anyone other than Ilya, anyway,” Shane continues more seriously. “You guys talk about girls all the time, I guess I figured if I’m going to be horribly outed at least I can enjoy talking about my life now. I’m pretty sure you guys know we fuck.”
“Of course, I didn’t mean to make you feel like you can’t talk about it with us.” Hayden’s tone carries the note of an apology. “It just may take some time to get used to it. Especially if you’re going to be talking about how good you think Rozanov is in bed, that’s gonna be a little tough.”
“I understand. I appreciate everything you guys have done,” Shane nods. “I..it’s…it’s more than I deserve.”
“Don’t say that,” Hayden whispers. “That’s not true.”
They’re all quiet for a beat, pretending to watch the muted hockey game. Shane finishes his beer and places the empty can on the coffee table, balancing it on the can that is already there.
“So, you’re boyfriends,” J.J. prods, clearly having had enough of the silence. “And you’ve been together since your rookie season, so this is serious?”
Shane does a big nod that moves his whole upper body. Christ, I’m kind of drunk, he thinks. “Yeah, it’s serious.”
“Like, maybe this is it for you? You told Crowell to fuck off for him,” J.J. reminds him.
“I don’t know…I think it could be, or at least, I want to give it a chance to be,” Shane admits. “If everything else is going to go to shit anyway, I would at least like the chance to enjoy having a boyfriend the way everyone else can.”
JJ stands up and walks around the room, pacing like he needs to release pent up energy. “Like a week ago you seemed perpetually single and didn’t even show an interest in anyone and now you’re like…locked down for life.”
“Yeah, sorry. To be fair, it’s kind of a lot for us too. Until the night of the video dropping, we sort of acted like we were casual. It was too difficult not to be, but after we got outed it just seemed like…like what’s the point? Pretending to be casual and deny ourselves more…it didn’t save us any pain. If anything, it just made me horribly lonely for years, while I pretended I was fine with the idea of being alone for my entire career.”
“Oh,” Hayden utters, voice quiet. “I didn’t realize…”
Shane knows, distantly, that he’s stumbled into a sad topic again but he also wants to talk about it and the alcohol is making it easier. “The night we won the cup again last year, everyone was celebrating, champagne everywhere, and I was texting Ilya. I couldn’t wait to text him, almost ruined my phone. He was the only person I wanted to celebrate with and also the only person I couldn’t. It was…kind of awful, even when I was supposed to be the happiest I’d ever been.”
There’s another beat of silence. “So…we’ll probably need to meet him properly then, I guess.” Hayden offers.
“You want to do that?”
“It would be wrong not to, I think. He’s your boyfriend, right?” Shane nods in response to the question and Hayden continues. “I think the least we can do is get drinks with him, and if he’s nice, we will be too.”
“He will probably still be an asshole, but I also kind of like that about him,” Shane lets out an embarrassed laugh. “I mean, you can chirp him back, just don’t say anything shitty about how we shouldn’t be together, please. When we play the Raiders again, we could all…go out after. Ilya can bring some of the Raiders,” Shane suggests. He feels floaty at the idea of all of them going out together.
“We’ll have to spend time with multiple Raiders?” Hayden looks perturbed.
“Yes, well…I’d imagine he’ll bring them. Maybe it’ll be easier that way, we can get all of the ‘meeting the friends’ out of the way at once. Rip the bandaid off.”
“You already met some of the Raiders, I think,” J.J. points out.
“Yeah, kind of, it was sort of a weird night at the time. Or maybe all nights are going to be weird forever. I just would rather do it again in a less strange context.”
“Alright. We will help you rip off the band aid,” Hayden assures him.
Shane smiles. “Thank you guys for coming here. For still being my friends. I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you I’ve sort of been…waiting for you to stop being my friends. I’ve honestly sort of avoided thinking about you guys as much as possible because I just felt sad. I was so sure you wouldn’t forgive me, and I know that’s shitty because you defended me in the group chat and everything but…it just felt like what I’d done was too unforgivable.”
“We’ll always be your friends,” Hayden repeats. “And being in love with someone who other people think is the wrong person is not unforgivable.”
Shane tries to smile but he can also feel his face contort into something like a cringe. Everyone else keeps saying that word for them. Shane wasn't brave enough to do it before he left Boston, and now they won’t see each other for a month.
“The next little while is going to be…very hard, I think,” Shane admits. “But it makes me feel better knowing you both have my back. Crowell will try to come after us. We have a plan if he does, but it’ll be easier if we have people in our corner. I’m not asking either of you to put your careers on the line or speak out publicly or anything, I don’t mean that,” Shane cringes; he feels like he’s going about this all wrong. “It’s just nice knowing you’re still my friends. Hockey might get hard, but I’m not willing to give it up without a fight.”
“You’d give up hockey for him?” J.J. asks.
“I’m not planning to give up hockey. Neither of us plan to.” Shane knows he’s dodging the question because he can’t even really answer it for himself. “Crowell just might try to force us.” They both look horrified again. “I just mean…I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I know I’m very lucky you’re both my friends.”
“Always have us, Capitaine. Fuck everyone who has a problem with it. Including the team. They can fall in line or fuck off somewhere else.”
Shane nods with a smile that he knows looks forced. He doesn’t want to tell them he suspects he will be the one expected to fuck off somewhere else.
***

When Hayden and J.J. leave, Shane collapses onto his bed feeling exhausted, but that is tempered by a great deal of happiness and relief. Lying in bed alone for the first time in days, Shane is struck by how deeply he misses Ilya. He knows it’s late but he can’t resist the urge to text him.
Jane: Hayden and J.J. just left. They’re not angry at me.
The reply is almost instant for how late it is and Shane wonders if Ilya has been waiting up for him.
Lily: Was that a concern?

Jane: No. Yes. Kind of. I thought they might be.

Lily: They were not though right?

Jane: No they were good. They want to hang out with you next time we play.

Lily: I will be best boyfriend and hang out with Montreal’s 15th and 11th best players for you.

Jane: Wow you sacrifice so much, how ever can I make it up to you?

Lily: I have some ideas.

Jane: Well I know what your ideas are, and my text was sarcastic.

Lily: I still think you should hear my ideas.

Jane: Goodnight Ilya.

Lily: I cannot have a good night if you’re not in my bed.

Lily: I miss having you in it.
“Fuck,” Shane whispers to himself and hovers his thumbs over the keyboard for a beat, chewing hard on the string of his hoodie.
Jane: Okay, let’s video call but we can’t stay up late, you have an early fight.
The video call request from ‘Lily’ is almost instantaneous.
***

When Scott finally lands in Vancouver, the rest of the team has already been there for hours. As he makes his way through the airport, he opens the group chat.
Hunter: Hey guys, I just got to Van. I’d really like to meet up as a team if we can, maybe at the hotel bar?

Vaughn: He lives! We were worried. We can all be at the hotel bar whenever.

Hunter: I need to get there and get checked in, can we all meet in an hour?

Bennett: I’ll be there.
Everyone else likes Scott’s message to communicate their presence. Scott tries to keep his breath even as he makes his way through the airport.
“No going back now,” He whispers to himself.
The hotel bar is busy, being a Friday night, but the staff are accommodating and get them a private room with a server coming in and out occasionally. He’s pretty sure it’s some kind of banquet hall or wedding venue that they happened to have open but he’ll take it. Scott is not about to say no to the extra privacy this affords him. Before long, they’re all settled in with drinks and the team is looking at him expectantly.
“So, Cap,” Vaughn prompts him. “What’s going on? You miss practice, you don’t fly with the team, you’ve been really quiet in the group chat. We’ve been worried.”
Scott scratches at the back of his head. “I know, I’m sorry about that. A lot has happened in the last couple days that has…needed my attention.”
“Does this have to do with Hollander and Rozanov?” Bennett asks.
“Uhm,” Scott's taken aback; he didn’t expect them to make the connection. “Yes, I actually went to Boston. To see them both.”
“You went to Boston?” Vaughn presses.
“Yeah…I, uhm, okay,” Scott exhales. “I went to Boston because I wanted to talk to them to let them know they have my support, and I’d like to believe they have this team’s support too, and I also went because…I brought my boyfriend with me, Kip. I also wanted them to know they weren’t the only queer hockey players…” The table is silent waiting for Scott to continue. “And now I want you guys to know that too. That I am…gay, I mean, and I have a boyfriend.”
“Thank you for telling us, I’m glad you did.” Bennett says, finding his voice first.
“Yes, I’m glad you told us. We all support you of course a hundred percent,” Vaughn says, speaking for the group in a way that doesn’t give anyone room to argue. “I hope we can all meet Kip when we’re back in New York.”
Scott nods and smiles a little. “Yeah, of course, he’d like that.”
There’s a moment of stilted silence, like no one can decide what the right thing to say is.
“How did you guys meet?” Vaughn lands on.
“We, uhm, I went into this place to get a smoothie and he was working there. Actually, he was sleeping behind the counter with a college textbook in his lap.” Some of the guys around the table laugh. “And we just got talking, and then I kept going back for smoothies.”
“That’s very sweet,” Bennett tells him with a soft smile.
“Yeah, it’s…he’s very important to me, so I’d really like you guys to meet him. I’d like to start having him around more, or at all I guess,” Scott continues.
“We’d all like to meet him,” Burke reaffirms.
“We’ll plan something,” Scott smiles down at his beer, feeling lighter than he has, maybe ever.
“So you went to Boston and you saw Rozanov and Hollander?” Breezy prompts.
Scott nods, “Yes, I went to see them.”
“And you were in Rozanov’s house? Why? How? What was that like? Was Hollander staying there?” Burke’s questions come rapid fire.
“I was there because I told them…I told them I’m going to come out, probably tomorrow night after I’ve given their post a little space to breathe. My hope is maybe if I come out too it’ll make it harder for the league to destroy both of their careers.”
“Is that what the league wants to do?” Breezy asks with a sharp exhale. “Destroy both their careers?”
Scott winces when he realizes he maybe shouldn’t have phrased it that way. He can’t disclose the things Rozanov and Hollander told him, so he avoids the question. “I think it’s something they would try. That’s the reason I went there, and I don’t want that to happen.”
Everyone is nodding sagely at Scott’s words.
“Okay, so you saw them and they’re like together? Like a couple? You went to Rozanov’s house and they were there together like Hollander stayed there?” Vaughn babbles.
Scott laughs louder than he means too and he’s grateful again for the private room. “I love that I’m literally coming out to you guys, telling you all I’m planning to come out publicly, but you are all clearly more interested in Hollander and Rozanov’s relationship.”
“I know! We’re sorry!” Vaughn again speaks for the group; at least he has the awareness to look embarrassed. “That is crazy though, like cats and dogs!”
“You know, I’ve always thought that metaphor was stupid. Cats and dogs live in the same household all the time and can be perfectly happy,” Bennett points out. Vaughn shrugs one shoulder in response while lifting his beer to drink.
“What do they act like together?” A rookie asks loudly from down the table, trying to get the conversation back to what the group wants to be discussing.
Scott can’t contain his laughter for the second time. “Christ, this is going so much more stupidly than I pictured.”
“Look, man, obviously, we all support you, right?” Carter looks around to get nods from the entire table. “I’m glad you told us, and I’m glad you felt safe to tell us and I think it’s really brave that you want to come out to help them, but…” Carter fades off for a moment. “But I also really, really, really want to hear about what happened when you were in Boston. Please, I’m begging you, I’m dying. What do you mean, the biggest rivals in the league are boyfriends! What are they like together?”
Maybe this is good, Scott thinks, with a smile. Maybe easy acceptance without too many questions is better than being expected to explain myself.
“Well, they sort of beak at each other when they’re together, just as much as they do on the ice, but being there recontextualized it,” Scott laughs at the memory. “Made me realize they’ve actually been flirting this entire time and we just didn’t know it.”
“God, that makes total sense,” Vaughn says with a laugh.
Scott remembers something else. “I feel like maybe I shouldn’t tell you guys this, but I also kind of really want to tell you this, and to be honest their coming out post makes it kind of clear anyway, so maybe it doesn’t matter. I don’t know, to me this was insane.” Scott is aware he is rambling.
“You absolutely have to tell us now,” Vaughn leans forward to get closer to Scott.
“Or, at least tell us and we’ll make the kids go stand in the corner for a few minutes,” Bennett adds, leaning in close to join them.
“Hey!” One of the rookies shouts, sounding hurt.
“Shut up, kids, the adults are speaking,” Bennett shouts back.
The older guys, the ones Scott’s closest with all shuffle in closer, pulling their chairs until they’re a tighter knit group.
“Okay,” Scott leans in over the table, so only they can hear him. The rookies and younger guys all look pissed to be excluded, but they have the awareness to lean away and pretend to have their own conversation. “They’ve been together the entire time.”
“The entire time of what?” Vaughn asks. Scott would think he’s an idiot, but honestly the revelation is so insane he can’t blame him for not getting it.
“Their entire careers! They got together before their rookie seasons started,” Scott tells them.
“No fucking way!” Bennett shouts, making the rookies turn to look. “Fuck off, go back to your colouring,” He chides them.
“That’s insane,” Vaughn agrees, leaning back in his chair. “Wow.”
“Yeah, I was shocked! They didn’t even really tell me at first, they were just arguing back and forth about their first All Star game, and then, when I asked, they confirmed it.”
“I can’t believe they managed to keep it hidden all this time,” Breezy says. Everyone nods along in agreement but Scott just shrugs.
“You’d be surprised how easy it can be to hide something that no one is looking for,” Scott reveals.
That stops the fun energy of the team like someone pulling the plug on an amp at a concert. “You don’t have to hide it anymore though,” Vaughn assures him; he seems to hesitate for a beat before reaching out to give Scott’s shoulder a squeeze.
“Yeah, but for tonight, this stays with the team. I’m probably going to make the post tomorrow after the game so I don’t have to deal with the press immediately after.”
“Understood, Cap,” Bennett replies. They all nod.
Scott releases a long, shaky breath, feeling tension leave his body in places he didn’t even know he’d been holding it. The slow release of a quietly crushing weight from a secret he’d been carrying his entire life.
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  Ilya makes his way across the black tarmac, squinting through his sunglasses against the sunrise. His luggage makes a terrible grinding noise as he drags it behind him. As he gets closer to the plane, he can make out the faces of the people milling around outside, a combination of plane staff and players. Unsurprisingly, Marley is loitering outside the plane, clearly looking for him.
“ROZ!” Marley shouts when Ilya gets close. He trots over to intercept Ilya’s path and claps him on the shoulder. “Fuck, am I glad to see you, brother.”
“Marley, it has been like one practice,” Ilya exasperates, even though it feels like it’s been an eternity for him too. “I did not even miss a game and you animals were blowing up my phone with the group chat the entire time.”
“Don’t act like this hasn’t been a very messed up few days,” Marley argues. Ilya tries to move around Marley’s hulking frame to keep moving towards the plane. Marley falls in step beside him, not letting Ilya get away.
“You’re sitting next to me,” Marley demands. We need to talk.”
“Fuck that,” Connors objects, giving Marley a shove that doesn’t move him an inch. He loops around to get on Ilya’s other side. “You aren’t cornering Roz to get the secret scoop ahead of the rest of us.”
“There will be no secret scooping,” Ilya retorts. He hands off his things to the two men waiting there to load them.
“Of course there will be,” Marley refutes. “Look, I wasn’t about to pry when you were having a panic attack. Then, we brought Shane Hollander back to the locker room, so I wasn’t going to ask questions at that point. But you’ve had your time, so I’ll be prying now.”
“I was not having a panic attack at any point. Russians do not do this. We are strong and stoic and very handsome,” Ilya argues. “I don’t know what you expect me to tell you anyway.” He starts up the stairs onto the plane, trying to avoid the conversation.
“Uhm, I’d say we want the usual stuff. How did you meet? When did this start? How long was it casual for?” Marley counts on his fingers as he asks.
“What did he do for you in Vegas?” Connors tacks on. Ilya gives him a nasty look in return. “Fine! Not that one…yet,” he murmurs the last word under his breath and Ilya chooses to ignore it. He finds it easier to deal with that. The more Connors focuses on the gossip he wants, the less time they all spend questioning things Ilya doesn’t want them to think about.
The team shouts a chorus of greetings and exclamations when Ilya walks on the plane. He finds a seat against the window hoping for peace, only to find Marlow immediately shoving in next to him and Connors kneeling on the seat in front to lean over the headrest. In a flash, the team is crowding over him, like he’s brought french fries to a seagull’s picnic. But the french fries in question are pieces of information about Shane Hollander.
They’re all talking at once, some to him, some about him; the noise is grating in a way that Ilya would usually relate to a hangover. “I am not answering any of your fucking questions,” he barks, and the anger in his voice makes the team quiet down.
Ilya feels guilty again; he’s always yelling at the people that care about him. The team that has been more understanding than he deserves. He thinks of Shane back in Montreal and realizes maybe he owes his team for their kindness. “I don’t want to discuss it on the plane,” he explains in a calmer tone. “This is not the place for it. We have to play Chicago in their barn tonight. I want us to focus on that. After we have secured a win, then maybe, we go out to bar and maybe I will tell you vultures what I decide to tell you.”
Everyone seems a bit let down, but no one argues. People slowly return to their seats, after a slew of welcoming ‘good to have you back’ declarations and a borderline comedic number of claps on the shoulder.
“Alright, fine,” Marley acquiesces. They sit in silence for a few minutes waiting for the plane to be ready for take off. The peace is temporary, though, and they haven’t even shut the cabin door before Marley turns to him again.
“Hey, uhm, speaking of you being a stoic Russian,” Marley starts in a low voice. Ilya freezes and looks up from his phone where he’s been texting Shane.
“I believe I also said handsome,” Ilya quips, trying to deflect from what he can feel Marlow wants to say next.
“What’s going on with that?” Marley asks, in the most Marley fashion possible. It would almost make Ilya laugh, if he didn’t hate the question so much.
He shrugs and forces his face into the passive non-chalance he always used with his family, and now he will spend the rest of his life using it when asked about them. “Raiders are going to help me with visa stuff. I can’t leave the U.S. for a while, so travel with team will be limited. But hopefully, before playoffs, I will have some things figured out.”
Ilya can’t bring himself to tell Marley that he has to claim asylum. He hates how the term makes him feel. The fact that his home country has tossed him out and now he has to beg another to please, please let him stay.
“Okay,” Marley nods. “That’s good about the visa stuff. What about your family, though?”
“What family?” Ilya deadpans, turning his gaze to the window so Marlow can’t see his face.
Marley does not take the hint—or, if he does, he chooses to ignore it. “The one you go back to see every summer. You’re always so busy the whole time you’re gone.”
“They’re not my problem anymore,” Ilya states coldly. “And I am not theirs, either.”
This time, Marley does let it drop, and they sit in silence for a minute. Ilya can feel guilt clawing at the back of his throat. He can tell Marley just wants to talk about everything that’s happened. But his choice of topics is too much when Ilya already feels flayed open from the past few days.
Ilya decides to move the conversation to safer ground. “I just want to focus on the game, Marley. I will probably have to punch at least one of the stupid Blackhawks in the face. They will say something about me, or my boyfriend, or our fucking sex tape. So, can we please just get through this game? And win, so people can’t say my relationship with Shane is a distraction that makes us lose games.”
Marlow claps him on the shoulder again. Ilya is starting to worry he’s going to get a bruise there. “Understood, Cap,” Marley agrees with a nod. “We will win tonight, and if any of the Hawks have something to say to you, I’ll punch them myself.”
“Don’t worry, Marley,” Ilya assures him with a grim smile. “I think there will be plenty of people for each of us to punch before this season is over.”
***

Shane’s alarm drags him from sleep, bleary eyed and confused. It takes Shane a minute to remember where he is. It shouldn’t be confusing—he’s in his own home, his own bed. But his sleep-addled brain is still expecting to be in Ilya’s bed, looking at his too-many lamps.
Shane hauls himself from the bed and hunts for his phone, lost in the sheets where he’d left it after his video call with Ilya. When he finds it, he has a text from Ilya waiting for him. He’s smiling before he can even get it open to read it.
Lily: Good morning, котёнок. I am just arriving at the airplane. I hope you had a nice sleep after I got you off. Have a good practice with terrible Metros. Text me when it’s over to tell me how it goes. Send a list of names for anyone who says something shitty to you, so Marley and I know who to hurt next game.

Jane: You won’t need to hurt anyone. 15 and 11 will be there and I’m feeling better after our drinks.

Lily: 15 and 11! Don’t dirty text me like that when on airplane stuck sitting next to Marley. It makes me so hard.

Jane: NEVER tell them I called them that. I just wanted to make you smile before your flight with the team.

Lily: Sorry can’t talk, busy screenshotting and sharing on my Twitter.

Jane: I hate you.

Lily: No you don’t.

Jane: No I don’t.
Shane forces himself to stop flirting with his boyfriend and go through his prepractice routine. He does his yoga and stretches, drinks his smoothie, and showers. He wishes Ilya wasn’t on a flight so he could ask for a pep talk before he has to walk into his team’s practice. But then, he’s also grateful for the plane, because it would be deeply embarrassing to ask for one when he’s been his team's captain for years. He should be the one giving pep talks.
Instead, he scrubs out his fridge for no reason to try to do something with the anxiety that’s making his body feel like it’s vibrating, and, before he can go completely insane, it’s time for him to leave. He keeps his breathing steady as he loads his gear into his car and makes the drive to the arena.
Shane spends several minutes sitting in his car after parking, taking steady breaths. Last time he had been in the locker room with his team, he’d been close to tears and they’d been loudly playing his sex tape with Ilya. There’s a different feeling welling in his chest now, though. One that’s been slowly growing since the morning after the video dropped. When he was on the phone with Theriault being told he was disloyal, when he saw those horrible gifs of Ilya being shared by his teammates. It’s a feeling Shane has had a hard time keeping in check.
The locker room falls silent when he walks in, but Shane had been expecting that, so he doesn’t even mention it. He just walks to his cubby and drops his stuff down.
It’s J.J. who breaks the silence by approaching Shane first. “Good to have you back with us, Capitaine,” he declares.
“Glad to be back,” Shane smiles a little, but it feels forced. He’d actually rather be back in Boston, in Ilya’s bed. He just hopes his voice doesn’t convey how much of a lie it is.
“I’m surprised they let you back in here,” Comeau says from behind him.
“I’m the captain of this team,” Shane seethes, that feeling in the parking lot taking a more concrete shape in his chest. How am I going to do this for the whole season? He asks himself.
“For now,” someone scoffs.
“I’m sorry, you’re so angry that a gay man helped get this team the cup two years in a row,” Shane retorts. He forces himself to turn around and face the room. “MVP both times, by the way, if anyone’s confused about my contributions.”
“It’s not just about the gay thing,” Wilson argues.
Shane snorts loudly, and the feeling in his chest grows stronger. “The gay thing,” He repeats with an inflection of disgust. “Are you guys planning to make that my name in your phones?” Shane doesn’t mean to, but he can feel that he’s glaring at all of them.
He knows he needs to rein it in, but he’s spent the last fifty hours having to face almost everyone he knows and defend his choices, his boyfriend, his sexuality, his life. He can’t seem to be calm about it any longer, not in this room, not for these men. This is his team, he’s the captain, and he should have their support; instead, all he sees is disgust, and all he hears is judgement. He can’t stop remembering that they watched the entire video while he showered. Shane thinks about the Raiders’ unwavering support, and it only makes him angrier. He feels hot with it and he can’t control the way it’s been forming inside him, becoming stronger with every snide comment he’s heard since he walked into the room.
“Gee, should I have set up a conference call for the whole team to get your approval on my choice of boyfriend?” Shane goads them.
“Dude,” Hayden whispers, looking at him with wide-eyed shock.
“Don’t dude me,” Shane snaps. “No one else is expected to answer for who they date on this team.”
“No one else is dating Ilya fucking Rozanov,” Drapeau snarls.
“We have never thrown a game for each other. We always give a hundred percent to beat each other on the ice. Beyond that, it’s not your business,” Shane states. “I am not going to spend anymore time explaining myself to this team.”
“Not our business? You have a fucking hickey on your neck,” Comeau sounds somewhere between disgusted and outraged. “Obviously given to you by the captain of the Raiders! And you want to convince us you can still be rivals on the ice. How can we trust our Captain if he spends his weekend sucking Rozanov’s-”
“HOW I SPEND MY WEEKENDS-” Shane yells. His voice is shockingly loud in the small space. He can’t contain the white hot anger in his chest, he can feel his heart hammering at his ribs. He’s suddenly aware that he’s never really yelled in the locker room. Not like this. He schools his voice down into something calmer, or at least less ear-splitting. The anger inside him is overwhelming. “Is none of your fucking business.”
No one speaks for a moment and Shane can’t contain the loud laugh that escapes him. “I didn’t realize you were so devoted to believing the rivalry was real outside of games. Wait until you find out about professional wrestling, you’re gonna be pissed.”
He turns back to his cubby for a moment to dig in his bag for his pads. It’s just an excuse to look  away from the room to try to clear his head. I’m being insane, Shane thinks. I’ve gone insane. He can’t stop, though; worse, he doesn’t want to. He knows none of these guys are going to accept him anyway.
The Metros might try to get rid of him regardless of how he behaves now. Who cares if they think he’s an asshole? Shane can’t bring himself to plead and apologize for the “crime” of liking a man—liking a man they all consider to be the wrong one. He knows the Metros might cut him for being gay, or for dating Ilya, or for being an asshole to his team. He knows he doesn’t have their support in the locker room, but he also knows acting sorry and pleading won’t get him that support back. He won’t endure that humiliation.
I need to rein it in, Shane thinks. Instead he finds himself whirling around to face the room. “Anyone else?” He demands.
Mitty seems to decide they are, in fact, not done and it almost makes Shane excited, like he wants to keep fighting. “We all saw the footage of you leaving The Garden with, like, half the Raiders.”
Shane scoffs. “They were helping us avoid the press.”
“Oh, was that all? We had bets that, maybe, you let the entire team run a train on you,” Comeau leers at Shane when he says it.
Shane squeezes his fist so tight his knuckles blanch white. He wants to hit him so badly that he has to lock up his elbow against the urge to raise his fist. But then, he remembers something Comeau said and he feels a smirk play on his lips. “You said it yourself, Comeau, no one else is dating Ilya fucking Rozanov. Why the hell would I be interested in anyone else?”
There’s a beat of silence after he says it. “You sound like him,” Mitty deadpans.
You’re starting to sound like him, the words bounce around Shane’s head. He remembers the pure panic he felt when he heard them then. This time, he doesn’t feel that panic.
“Yes, I do,” Shane huffs. “And maybe that’s a good thing. Ilya doesn’t take any shit.”
Shane feels completely untethered. His worst fear had always been being outed, and he’d spent his whole career being so careful to ensure it never happened. But now that he’s out, Shane is starting to suspect the closet was also the place he’d kept all his self-control, because he can’t seem to find any now.
The night the video dropped, he had felt trapped in the locker room with his team. Stood there in nothing but a towel, while they watched porn of him and Ilya. He had wanted to curl into himself. He wanted to collapse in, and in, and in, until he folded away into nothingness, like a dying star. He wanted to disappear completely into that nothing; but then, the strangest thing happened. Instead of collapsing until he was gone, all his anger at his circumstances, his frustration at how he’d lived his life exploded out of him like a supernova.
Shane feels like he is made entirely of waves of pure unbridled rage that he can’t keep from rolling off of him. He finds himself leaning into that rage—it feels good to lean into it. Like drinking water after going too hard in a work out.
More. He hears Ilya’s breathing whisper in his head every time he thinks he’s gone too far. So he lashes out. At his team, at his mom, at Crowell, all with reckless abandon. And while he does it, Shane tries not to think about what becomes of supernovas after the explosion stops.
Or maybe that would be fine too, Shane thinks, the anger settling into something colder. I’ll swallow the Metros whole.
The rest of the time spent getting ready is done in either awkward silence, or with the air filled with stilted conversation. Shane doesn’t bother to try to talk to anyone. He doesn’t let himself look at anyone because he doesn’t want to hear what they’d have to say if they thought he was checking them out.
Hayden seems to decide he’s had enough of the silence. “How are you feeling?” He asks, turning to Shane while he laces his skates.
Shane can’t decide which one of the many things Hayden could be referring to when he asks, so Shane goes with the safest option. “I’m not hungover, just tired. Thanks again for coming, both of you.” Shane shifts slightly to include J.J. “I know you must have been tired after the game.”
“Of course,” J.J. smiles warmly. “We could not go another day without hearing the story.” Shane winces, wishing too late that J.J. had stopped talking sooner.
“Are the rest of us going to get the whole story?” Mitty demands.
“I don’t know, are you going to be assholes about it the entire time?” Hayden snaps. Shane can’t help but smile at him.
“The whole story doesn’t matter,” Shane maintains, as he finishes lacing his skates. “We’re together now, and we’re still going to beat the Raiders when we meet them on the ice again.”
“We didn’t beat them three days ago,” someone reminds them.
“Did you look good in Boston colours, Hollander?” Drapeau smirks at him as he passes to head for the ice.
Shane gives him a scathing look in return, but he can feel the heat climbing up his neck again. Not because he’s embarrassed, but because his mind conjures up the feeling of Ilya’s hand on the back of his neck, holding him down, as his hips snapped relentlessly against his ass. He doesn’t speak to anyone else as the rest of the team filter out of the room.
“You didn’t actually wear his jersey did you?” Hayden asks once they’re alone in the locker room.
Shane looks at Hayden. He can feel his expression is landing somewhere between amusement and warning. “So, you do want to know about the sex, Hayd?” Shane jokes. “You were so against it last night.” He can feel the heat in his face now, but Hayden flushes even redder.
“Jesus Christ,” Hayden whispers, before turning on his skate and heading for the ice.
Out on the ice, Shane has to face Theriault for the first time since before the video dropped. Shane suspects it was not an accident that the coach kept himself out of the locker room for Shane’s arrival.
“Nice of you to join us, Hollander. We needed you at last night’s game,” Theriault chides, like it was Shane’s choice not to be there.
“Of course, Coach,” Shane nods. “Glad to be back.”
He can’t take the bait with Theriault the way he has with the team. He doesn’t want to end up on the bench for half the season. He does want to play hockey, so badly. Theriault doesn’t say anything; instead, he just gives Shane a hard look that Shane tries to return as neutrally as he can.
“Let’s start!” Theriault calls over the ice.
Practice is grueling. They won’t pass him the puck during drills. Only Hayden and J.J. will speak to him more than absolutely necessary. Shane manages to struggle through it, until a scrimmage when he gets the puck from Hayden and is immediately slammed against the boards. Shane hadn’t been expecting it; they don’t usually make contact like that during practice. He crumbles to ice on one knee when the air is crushed from his lungs.
“Jesus, Comeau! What the fuck are you doing?” Hayden shouts as Shane tries to gasp the air back into his lungs and climbs to his feet.
“It’s hockey,” Comeau snaps. “People get hit. Maybe he shouldn’t be such a bitch!”
“I’m fine, Hayden,” Shane grimaces once his breath will let him speak. “Just wasn’t expecting it.”
“Yes, well, we’re all getting hit with things we weren’t expecting lately,” Comeau sneers while skating away.
“You sure you’re okay?” Hayden asks.
“I’m fine,” Shane assures him. “I was just…surprised.”
“Hollander! Get it together!” Theriault shouts at him.
“Maybe you should yell at Comeau!” Hayden shouts back.
“It’s fine, Hayd. Don’t stick your neck out for me,” Shane reprimands. Hayden looks at Shane like he just shot him.
“You’re my best friend,” Hayden rasps. “I’m not going to let them treat you this way.”
“You have a family,” Shane reminds him. “You shouldn’t do anything that would threaten your position on the team.”
“What about your spot on the team?” Hayden demands and it feels like an accusation.
Shane looks away; he can’t let Hayden see whatever his face is doing. It hurts being here more than he thought it would. He forces his shoulders to shrug. “I’ve already sealed my fate. I appreciate you defending me. I just don’t want you to tie your fate to mine.”
“LADIES! Are we here to gossip or are we here to play hockey?” Theriault screams at them across the ice.
Shane skates away, not waiting for whatever Hayden was going to say next.
When practice ends, Shane skates a few laps around the ice by himself. “I need the extra time after missing last night's game. I’ll be like five minutes,” He tells Hayden when he’s reluctant to leave Shane alone.
It’s a lie, of course; Shane is hiding on the ice because he doesn’t want to shower with the rest of the team. He doesn’t want to hear what they’ll say about having to share the shower with him. He doubly doesn’t want any of them to see the fading finger bruises on each of his hips from Ilya holding him in place while they fucked. The hickey is bad enough, the bruises might actually get him hate-crimed.
When he finally decides enough time has passed, he skates off the ice and returns to the locker room. He finds Hayden sitting on the bench, still wearing half his gear like he was waiting for him, and J.J. slowly pulling his clothes back on. Everyone else trickles out when he arrives without acknowledging him. He waits until they’re alone before he speaks to them.
“You didn’t have to wait for me,” Shane tells them.
“We wouldn’t leave you alone here,” J.J. says firmly. All the unsaid reasons why hang heavy over the statement.
Shane nods once. “I appreciate that.” Shane goes to his stall and starts stripping off his gear. No one speaks for a minute as Shane pulls off his skates and pads.
“It’ll get better,” Hayden promises him in a quiet voice.
Shane lets out an angry laugh before he can stop himself. “I won’t be holding my breath. I…you guys should have seen the fucking Raiders locker room after. It was like night and day. When Ilya took me there, everyone came over and shook my hand, asked me about plays we did during the finals last year.” The more Shane talks the more he’s taken by a horrible sadness, and exhaustion. “Marley told Ilya that it didn’t change anything. Apparently, he lightly threatened everyone in the room with violence if they made it a problem.”
“I’m sorry I’m not as scary as Marlow,” Hayden jokes, but it sounds sad.
“I’m not asking you to be, I didn’t mean that either. I’m fucking this all up.” Shane’s eyes feel hot again, and he has to blink repeatedly to try to make the feeling fade. “I’m not surprised by any of it. The guys have always been like this. I never said anything before, even when they were calling each other and the other teams slurs.”
“Why didn’t you?” Hayden asks. It’s an innocent question, but Shane hears it as an accusation of blame. He can’t help the anger that immediately grips his chest again.
“Because I was fucking scared! Obviously!” Shane’s voice is once again too loud for the locker room. Is this who I am now, he wonders. Someone who’s always yelling. “I’m sorry.”
“No, I’m sorry,” Hayden rushes to say. “Obviously you were scared of getting…found out or whatever, I’m not blaming you.”
No one speaks and Shane isn’t sure if they’re waiting for him. “I should go shower. I don’t want to be in this building anymore.” Shane starts stripping off his gear. Hesitates when he remembers the bruises. Christ, I’m going to kill Ilya, as if the hickey wasn’t bad enough.
“I’ll go with you,” Hayden announces, pulling off his own shirt.
“You don’t have to do that,” Shane argues.
“I’m not going to be weird around you now, just because I know you’re gay. It doesn’t change anything,” Hayden tells him.
Shane realises Hayden waited for him as a show of support. “Thanks,” he whispers. He toys for a moment with the hem of his shirt, before finally pulling it off. The bruises from the first night after the video was posted, when Shane wore Ilya’s jersey, have faded to a yellowish green. They won’t even notice, Shane thinks as he pulls off his compression pants.
When he’s done getting undressed Shane wraps his towel around his waist and turns back to Hayden and J.J. He can see in both their faces that they have, in fact, noticed.
“Jesus Christ, man, what are those?” Hayden gestures to the front of his hip bones where the fading marks are most prevalent.
Several deep finger bruises mark the spot where Ilya held him still as Shane tried to fuck himself back onto him. God, it had been so hot at the time, and in Ilya’s shower the next morning the bruises were hot then as well. But now, Shane is having some regrets about how rough they’d been.
“Oh…uhm…you know,” Shane stammers, racking his brain for a lie but coming up blank. “He won the bet,” he hears himself say instead. Shane immediately wants to take it back, he feels his entire body flushing red.
“So he got to hurt you!” It’s Hayden’s turn to be too loud.
“What! No!” Shane shouts back. “Of course not, you moron! I know you both, like, don’t know him at all outside who he is on the ice, but he wouldn’t hurt me! Jesus.” Hayden has the wherewithal to look embarrassed and it makes Shane remember what he’d said to get them there. He feels his own face flush even redder, with embarrassment instead of anger. “We were just…” He fades off with a little wave of his hand and hopes they get the point.
“I can’t believe I used to spend so much time trying to hook you up with girls, only to find out you’ve been having rough kinky sex with the Russian menace of hockey,” J.J. laughs loudly.
“We have normal sex!” Shane is definitely getting way too red.
“I don’t think normal sex leaves bruises,” Hayden disagrees, gesturing to Shane’s hips.
“Well, maybe you’re both just boring,” Shane mumbles at the ground, adjusting his towel for something to do with his hands.
“Holy shit,” J.J. is cackling now. “I feel like you’ve been activated, you were a Russian sleeper agent this entire time. Now, suddenly we are boring.”
“Russian fucker agent,” Hayden quips.
“If you all are done having fun,” Theriault’s angry voice snaps them out of their laughter. “I want you in my office, Hollander.”
Shane inhales slowly. Jesus, how much of that did Theriault hear, he thinks. “Of course, Coach. I’ll finish getting cleaned up.”
Theriault gives him a curt nod and leaves without saying anything else.
“Another conversation you’ll have to tell us everything about,” Hayden tells him.
“I don’t think I’m ever going to be done telling people things,” Shane cringes. He heads for the showers.
“That’s your life now, I think, conversations and then conversations about those conversations,” Hayden laughs, trailing after him.
“Yeah, between you guys, my parents, Hunter, and Ilya, I may need to just start a newsletter,” Shane jokes, but silently thinks it’s not the worst idea.
“Hunter? Scott Hunter?” Shane’s hands still on their path of rubbing soap on his chest when he realizes what he’s said. “Uh…yeah. He reached out a bit, offered support, said to let him know how things go with the team.”
“Oh…” Hayden looks at Shane like he doesn’t believe him, but he doesn’t want to pry. “Well, that’s nice of him.”
Shane nods, happy to let the conversation drop and finishes his shower. He doesn’t want to keep Theriault waiting and give him any more reason to be angry.
Shane takes a few deep breaths before knocking on Theriault’s office door and stepping inside.
“Sit,” Theriault orders. Shane does so without speaking. They sit in silence like that for a full minute. Theriault's gaze on him is filled with a quiet rage. Shane wonders if Theriault is going to wait for him to speak first. Shane isn’t sure what he’d even say to his coach.
“Announcing your relationship without clearing that decision with the team first was the wrong choice,” Theriault scolds.
“Would you have told me not to do it?” Shane asks and it comes out sounding like an accusation. It’s not the right thing to say and it's a useless question anyway. Of course, he would have.
“You’re lucky you’re not benched,” Theriault fumes, ignoring Shane’s question entirely.
“You’re not benching me?” Shane is shocked; he’d assumed they’d drag him out to be tormented at practice while not letting him play any games.
“As long as we still have to pay your salary, I expect you to play in games,” Theriault retorts.
Shane doesn’t know how to respond to that. His contract stipulates he must be paid eighty percent of his salary if he’s benched. It’s an enormous sum to spend on an inactive player. Shane bristles at the idea that the only thing keeping him in the games is the money they’d burn on him staying home. The Metros are probably regretting agreeing to the provision now, but teams don’t usually plan to bench their star centers.
“It’s messing with the dynamic of the team,” Theriault continues scolding Shane. “The room has lost faith in you.”
“They won the cup with me last year,” Shane defends. They wouldn’t have won it without me, he wants to add. He barely manages to keep his tongue in check.
“And the first thing you did was invite Rozanov into your bed,” Theriault snarls. The look he gives Shane is one of utter disgust.
“That’s not true,” Shane snaps. “And also, a completely inappropriate thing for you to say to me.”
“Maybe, but I happen to think it’s completely inappropriate to have my captain be the boyfriend of another’s team’s captain,” Theriault sneers. He says the word ‘boyfriend’ the way another person might say ‘cockroach infestation’.
“It has never affected how we play on the ice,” Shane states firmly.
“I can’t know that for certain.”
“Of course you can! Read our stats!” Shane’s voice is getting loud again. Fuck, I used to have more control than this, he thinks. Or maybe, I just didn’t have to spend so much time defending myself before.
“Starting from when exactly?” Theriault demands with a raised eyebrow.
Shane stiffens when he realizes the answer will not work in his favour. “I don’t think that’s an appropriate question for you to be asking me,” He deflects instead.
Theriault’s face stretches into a grin that seems to imply he’s won something. “How can it not have affected your play?” He reiterates with a wave of his hands that makes it clear the idea is ridiculous to him.
“We’ve never stopped being competitive with each other,” Shane maintains, fighting to keep his voice even.
“I guess we’ll see if I believe that the next time we meet them on the ice. I expect us to win that game,” Theriault informs him. “Until then, it’s your job to convince the team they can trust you. I don’t want your personal drama ruining the dynamic on the ice. Now, leave. I’m done here.”
“You’re not taking my C,” Shane blurts and cringes wishing he could take it back. As if Theriault may have simply forgotten to do it.
“Not yet,” Theriault’s voice is icy. “It’s like I said Hollander, convince the team they can trust you.” The threat is clear; if Shane loses the room, he’s done. So basically I’m done. Shane nods stiffly, holding his media mask in place to give Theriault nothing, and rises to leave. He heads for the door without another word.
“And Hollander,” Theriault calls to his back when he reaches the door. “No more surprises.”
“Yes, Coach,” Shane concedes and he leaves the office.
It doesn’t surprise Shane at all to find Hayden and J.J. loitering near his car when he gets out of the building.
“What did Theriault say?” Hayden asks when he gets close.
“That I need to convince the room to trust me or they’re stripping my C,” Shane reports. “But I’m not benched, so that’s something.” Shane doesn’t share that he would be benched if they could afford it.
“He threatened to take your C,” J.J. looks sickened.
“I’m still the captain for now, those were Theriault’s words,” Shane sighs and loads his gear into the back of his car. “I think the only reason he didn’t take it from me today is because he’s scared of how it would look. They need to put a bit of distance between my outing and them stripping it, so it’s not quite so obvious I’m being knocked down for being gay.”
“Merde,” J.J. inhales sharply.
Shane shrugs like it doesn’t matter, when he’s actually heartbroken. “I kind of knew it was coming. So, it’s not surprising, but it still sucks.”
“It’s bullshit,” Hayden blusters.
“They all hate me, guys,” Shane scoffs, his voice fracturing before he can control it. “I can’t lead this team anyway, even if Theriault wanted me to. You’ll be a better captain to the Metros than I can be now,” he claims, looking at Hayden.
“No,” Hayden maintains firmly. “Besides, the captain can’t be the team's 15th best player.”
He is clearly trying to joke, but the words make Shane feel sick. “Hayd, I don’t think that,” Shane asserts. “I would never think that, it’s not true. You led the league in assists last year. I’m sorry I laughed when Ilya called you that, I don’t believe that.”
Hayden nods solemnly. “Of course, man. I wasn’t trying to make you feel…” he pauses, clearly picking his words. “Thanks for saying that. We still need you as our captain though, this isn’t about my bruised ego.”
“It’ll get better after the game tomorrow,” J.J. sounds like he’s trying to convince himself. “They’ll forget all of this once we have a win, as a team.”
Shane shakes his head and laughs softly. “You know, somehow I don’t think anyone will ever forget this for the rest of our lives,” Shane sighs. “But something is happening tonight that will hopefully help take the heat off us.”
“Insanely foreboding thing to say, man,” Hayden comments. “We are going to need more information.”
“I shouldn’t, not until after it happens.” Part of Shane is still prepared for Hunter to change his mind; he wouldn’t blame him if he did. “But the second it does, we’ll all chat,” Shane affirms.
“Merde, Hayden.” J.J. grabs Hayden’s arm, eyes huge with mock panic. “Capitaine and his new boyfriend are planning to blow up Bell Center.”
Shane laughs and it feels genuine, it feels good. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure neither of you are inside.”
“Ah, but you plan for other people to be inside?” Hayden chuckles with a wry smile.
“Maybe some people who think I let the Raiders ‘run a train on me’ would deserve to be there,” Shane sneers as he repeats the taunts from earlier.
“You gonna watch his game tonight?” Hayden asks. He doesn’t need to specify who he means.
“Of course,” Shane nods. “Even if he weren't my boyfriend now, it's good to keep an eye on the competition.” He offers his friend a half smile.
“I would offer to watch it with you, but Jackie would be pissed. Her morning sickness has been 24/7 and I already left her alone with the girls all day yesterday,” Hayden says.
“No, it’s fine, I think I’d rather watch it alone,” Shane admits.
They both nod like they understand, though Shane knows it doesn’t make any sense, even to himself.
By the time Shane makes it home, he has a text from Ilya.
Lily: How was practice?

Jane: It went fine.

Lily: Okay.

Lily: How was it actually?

Jane: Fine! I swear, it was how I expected.

Lily: What did they say to you?

Jane: How was your flight with the team?

Lily: I’m not letting this go.

Jane: Well I am so enjoy this one sided conversation. Good luck with your game!

Lily: Shane.

Lily: What did they say?

Jane: I need to make lunch. Text you later.

Lily: I will be calling you after the game.
***

Being back in an arena with the familiar smell of the ice is more relaxing than Ilya was expecting. It’s comforting to be back in the locker room, a place he thought he might never be allowed to return to. He is going to play a game tonight. They haven’t taken that from him. Not yet. He does regret not being able to practice with the team again before returning, but it doesn’t feel like anything has changed with the team. They all seem to be the same with him now as they were at the Montreal-Boston game, before everything. Surely, it would be the same on the ice.
After warm ups, while they wait to be brought back out for the start of the game, Ilya clears his throat and stands up, determined to say something to his team.
“Okay, listen up!” He shouts, commanding the attention of the room. “I am aware it has been, kind of, fucked up week.” This gets a laugh and it puts Ilya at ease before he continues. “But I really, really want this fucking win tonight. I’m going to be honest, they’re probably going to have some nasty shit to say to us, to me, specifically. And it will make me want to punch them, but I want to win more than I want to fight. Especially because, I am going to be honest, there will be other teams that will be more deserving of the violence,” Ilya doesn’t mention the Metros but the implication hangs there. “I want to fucking win. So, no getting in stupid fights. Keep your hits clean. If anyone is going to make stupid choices tonight it will be them, not us. We are not giving away easy wins to every bigot who watched my sex tape, or we will literally never get within spitting distance of the cup again. We are all on same page?” The room nods in understanding, a few players calling their agreement. “Good! Now let’s fucking GO!”
Ilya can’t say this to the team—it’s not a good rallying cry to send them out onto the ice with—but he’s worried about what Crowell will do if they make every game a blood sport. It would be far too easy to run a smear campaign that the Raiders as led by Ilya are a violent team that can’t be let to continue on their terror spree. He can’t make it easy for him.
Chicago behaves roughly, as Ilya expected. “I’m surprised you’re playing here and not with the Metros,” Chicago’s center, Caleb Warner, sneers when they meet for the first face off.
“Really,” Ilya drawls in return. “I’m surprised you’re here and not in the minors.”
Warner’s face contorts in rage, but before he gets a chance to find a reply the ref skates up. Ilya wins the face off.
Unfortunately, the center also learns nothing. If anything, he seems to find more vitriol as the game progresses. They meet again for the face off at the start of the second period and Warner is eager to continue the exchanging of barbs. “Are you going to get on your knees for me too?” Warner snarls. “When I win tonight.”
“I don’t put small things in my mouth, is choking hazard,” Ilya chuckles. He revels in the way Warner’s face slips from arrogance to anger in a second. “And perhaps you haven’t heard, I am actually dating Shane Hollander. You should find someone single who enjoys being disappointed.”
“That’s enough,” The ref snaps before either of them can say anything else.
Most of the close interactions with the Blackhawks carry a similar rhythm to them. A snide comment about sucking dick here, a question about where his boyfriend is there. Ilya refuses to let them get a rise out of him that would hurt the team’s chance at a win. He does slam the Chicago center so hard into the boards that the glass rattles, but that’s just hockey. “Look at that, seems you’re the one on your knees,” Ilya chuckles as the center picks himself up. “And game isn’t even over yet.”
“Fuck you, you fucking fa-”
Marlow’s fist connects with his nose, making a sickening crunch, before he can get the whole word out. The Blackhawks center collapses onto one knee clutching his face, blood begins to run out between his fingers dripping in bright contrast onto the ice.
“Marley!” Ilya snaps. “What the fuck did I say?” They both let themselves be dragged backwards away from the scene while Chicago’s team doctor holds a branded towel to Warner’s face.
“I heard what he was gonna call you. I know you wanna win, but we aren’t putting up with that.” Marley’s voice is firm. If Ilya weren’t so pissed about the five minute major they’re about to be slapped with, he’d be proud to have Marley as his friend.
“We can’t start suckerpunching every player who has a problem with me or we will never be finished,” Ilya tells him.
“Every time we do it, the next guy knows he won’t get away with it,” Marley emphasizes. “If you swallow bullshit they’ll keep serving it to you, so we don’t fucking do it. We serve it back to them.”
Alright, maybe I’m not pissed at all, Ilya thinks.
“We better still win this game or the first three rounds are on you, Marlow,” Ilya calls as Marley is taken to the bad boy aquarium.
“It would be worth it!” Marley calls back.
***

They do manage to hold it together for the win; the Chicago center and his broken nose never make it back onto the ice, and that certainly works to Boston's advantage. It’s not a clean win, a scraped together 2 - 1, but it’s a win.
“I’d like to thank you all for ensuring we get this win tonight,” Ilya said when they arrived back in the locker room. “Even you, Marley, despite you doing exactly what I asked you not to do.”
“He got what a fucking deserved!” Marley calls back, garnering the cheers of the room.
Ilya doesn’t reply. He knows Marley’s right, but he won’t give him the satisfaction of saying it, especially in front of the others. He doesn't need any more heroes. He peels his jersey off and starts to sit down to work on his skates.
“No fucking way,” Connors gasps from across the room.
Ilya grins down at the skates he’d been in the process of unlacing. “Something exciting happening on the internet tonight?”
“You knew,” Connors looks incredulous.
Ilya shrugs non-committally. “Whole story of what I may or may not know will be available once I know what has been posted on Instagram.”
The room waits on the edge of their benches for the latest Rozanov revelation. No one even bothers to go for their own phones because the shared drama of the reveal in the locker room is too exciting.
Connors smiles when he realizes he has everyone’s attention. “Oh, just standard Saturday night stuff, hockey games, celebrity drama, Scott Hunter posting a photo of his boyfriend with a coming out message that reads like a fucking threat.”
The room immediately goes into an uproar. Most of the guys finally scramble for their own phones to see for themselves.
“You knew?” Marley asks, turning to him.
“League dinosaur came to my house,” Ilya shares. He can’t hold back his cackle at the look on Marlow’s face.
“How the fuck did he know where your live?” Marlow demands, like that’s the most insane part of the situation.
Ilya waves the question away. “He texted Shane, asked for my address, and said he’d be there soon. He showed up with his boyfriend and told us he wanted to come out to help us.”
“Holy shit, that’s actually like…really good of him,” Marlow says with the upward inflection of a question, though there isn’t really one there.
“I know, it’s extremely annoying, my friend group is becoming very strange. I have Scott Hunter’s phone number now. Next time we play the Metros we’ll probably all have to be nice to Pike and Boiziau.”
“Did you know what the post was going to say?” Connors questions.
“Not really,” Ilya admits. He reaches for his own phone at the top of his cubby.
The photo is a simple one, Scott and Kip smiling together at the camera. The caption underneath reads:

I wasn’t sure if this was a post I would ever make, but recent events have changed a lot for me. I’ve been with my boyfriend, Kip, for years now and we’ve spent all of those years hiding our relationship from everyone. It has always taken a huge emotional and physical toll, to spend your life hiding. In light of my close friends, Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov, having their relationship shared, without their consent, I’ve felt inspired to be honest about my own. It’s important to me that they, and anyone else in the league who is still in the closet, know they’re not alone as queer hockey players. I am hopeful that the three of us can work with the NHL going forward to make the league a more accepting place for all the queer players who still may not feel safe to come out.

“You’re his close friend?” Marlow quirks an eyebrow in question, while reading over Ilya’s shoulder.
“He is, at best, my favourite grandparent,” Ilya argues. “It reads better this way, though,”
“It also reads like a threat. He looks forward to working with the league to make it a more accepting place,” Connors reads off his phone in a loud voice. “That’s a challenge, if I’ve ever read one.”
Ilya smiles down at his phone. He has to admit, he’d underestimated Scott Hunter. “Alright, well, as exciting as it is to sit in filthy locker room discussing league dinosaur’s sex life, we don’t have to fly to Buffalo till tomorrow afternoon, and I want to celebrate about ten different things. Let’s find a fucking bar!”
Everyone whoops and hollers in celebration, rushing to strip off their gear and shower.
“Marley!” LeClaire pokes his head into the room. “We need you to come do media.”
“Why meee,” Marlow whines, slumping down in his seat like a child that doesn’t want to go to school.
“Because they asked for Rozanov and I’m not giving him to them,” LeClaire explains.
“You don’t need to protect me from them, coach,” Ilya smiles at the idea of fielding questions.
“It’s not you I’m protecting,” LeClaire refutes. “I don’t want to hear from the GM after you tell the media to go fuck themselves.”
“That is fair,” Ilya acknowledges. Marlow leaves without further protest. Ilya digs for his phone to text Hunter.
Russian Migraine: Saw your post. We are close friends now? How exciting for me.

Grandpa: Don’t push it. You’re lucky I like Hollander.

Russian Migraine: I’ll remind him.

Russian Migraine: Thanks for making the post, hell of a way to challenge the league to a fight.

Grandpa: We aren’t going to let them chase us out of hockey.
Ilya smiles at the sentiment and starts to type a reply when a text comes in from Shane. He swipes away, his focus pulled there instead.
***

Ilya’s game seems to go well for him; the dynamic of the team, at least from far away on a TV screen, seems mostly unchanged. He can’t hear it but he can tell the Chicago center is mouthing off to Ilya every chance he gets. During a break in play, after Ilya rocked him with a clean hit, he seems to be saying something to Ilya when Marlow skates in from his right and punches him without warning.
“Holy shit,” Shane gasps out loud to himself. He desperately wants to know what the idiot said to deserve that. Marlow is dragged to the penalty box, still exchanging words with Ilya, and he’s given a five-minute major. Ilya looks angry, but Shane can’t tell with whom.
Even with the major, they still pull out a win, Chicago’s center having left the ice clutching his bloody nose and never returning.
On the screen after the game ends, Shane watches Marlow come out to field questions from the press. Shane wonders whose decision it was to keep Ilya away from them. There is no way the press wasn’t trying to get Rozanov in front of the cameras.
“That was quite a heated game you guys played tonight.”
“They’re all heated games when we play them,” Marlow replies with an easy smile.
“The team seemed to have good chemistry, even with recent events.”
“I can’t think of any recent events that would negatively affect our chemistry.” Shane doesn’t try to keep the smile off his face while he listens to Marlow.
“Would you care to elaborate on what led to the punch you threw at Caleb Warner in the third period?”
“He knows what led to it,” Marlow's voice is cold. “And anyone else who has similar words in their mouth would do well to remember that Warner left the game with a broken nose.”
Shane digs out his phone to text Ilya.
Jane: Why did Marlow punch Warner?

Lily: He had been mouthy all night, he was going to say something Marley found to be too far.

Jane: You must be proud.

Lily: I was a little pissed, I told him I wanted to win not fight.

Jane: You got both.

Lily: Yes, and I am ashamed to admit I think maybe Marley was right about punching people who need to learn some things.

Jane: I’m sure Marley was thrilled to hear you say that.

Lily: I would never tell Marley that. Are you insane?

Lily: Who do you want Marley to punch when we play Metros again next month?

Jane: No one!

Lily: We’ll see.

Lily: Did you see Hunter’s post?

Jane: Shit no. One sec.
Shane flicks away from their chat to open Instagram. He ignores everything that pops up alerting him to likes, comments, and messages, opting to go directly to Scott Hunter’s profile. It’s a nice post, even if Shane can’t help but laugh at Scott referring to them as his close friends. His breath catches on the last line, the final sentence a shockingly brave claim to make.
Jane: Wow, he really threw down the gauntlet against the NHL.

Lily: Raiders were all very surprised also. I think it will be good for us, makes league look worse if they make things hard for us too openly.

Jane: They’ll find less open ways.

Lily: We will deal with those too. I should stop texting and shower. Team wants to go out, they’re a bunch of gossiping hens and want to know all about our relationship. Connors won’t stop asking about Vegas.

Jane: DO NOT tell them anything about Vegas or I will never sleep with you again.

Lily: You’re punishing us both!

Jane: I can take it.

Jane: …

Jane: DON’T fucking say it. Go have fun.


***

It turns out Marlow is something of a planner and had called around for a place with a private room they could rent out. “I figured if we wanted all the dirty details about your boy we’d be more likely to get it at a place where the next table over can’t listen,” Marley explains as they make their way to the private back area.
“Is very considerate while also being sneaky way of trying to get me to talk about Shane,” Ilya chuckles.
“Hey man, I’m just trying to make you comfortable so you can tell us about how the fuck you ended up boyfriend to the First Son of Canada,” Marley confirms.
“I want a drink,” Ilya grunts. He knows he’ll end up talking about Shane; it’s actually very possible, if the guys are all good about it, that he’ll end up talking about Shane too much.
They feed him two shots of subpar vodka in quick succession and someone shoves a pint glass in his hand. Ilya is aware, in the back of his mind, that they’re getting him drunk on purpose, but he lets it happen anyway. Do not under any circumstances mention Vegas or Shane wearing your jersey, he tells himself. And do not act like possessive bear guarding food if asked about either.
Ilya lets himself be steered to a large table. Marley, Connors, Hammersmith, Saint Vicky, Carmichael all surround him in the closest seats with the rest of the team stuck sitting farther away. Ilya watches as they all settle and turn their attention towards him like he’s about to give a speech. The silence stretches across the table. Maybe they are expecting one, Ilya thinks.
“Thank you all for coming,” he declares, spreading his arms wide for a moment. “How would you all like to begin? Should we treat this like press conference? You all fire questions at me, until I get angry and say something I’ll be fined for.”
“It doesn’t need to be like that,” Saint Vicky protests. He sounds hurt. “We just want to know the story.”
“Yes, fine, I know.” Ilya waves off his previous comment. You’re lucky to have them, he reminds himself. “Alright, where do I start?”
“How did you meet?” Marley leaps to ask.
“The World Juniors. He approached me to bother me about smoking. I was immediately charmed by his complete lack of charisma and his pretty freckles,” Ilya smiles at the memory of young Shane grinning at him. He takes a drink in an attempt to conceal it.
“When did you start hooking up, though?” Connors asks.
“Summer before rookie season,” Ilya answers gamely. He knew this one would be a bombshell and had prepared for it as such.
This is followed by the beat of shocked silence. The one Ilya has come to expect it from that particular piece of information.
“Holy fuck,”  Baby B gasps, the first to find his voice in the group.
“You guys have been hooking up your whole careers?” Hammersmith questions, a shocked, blank look on his face.
“Da.” Ilya knows he should say more, but he doesn’t know what else to add.
“Who came onto who?” Someone calls from farther down the table.
“Uhm, well. I may have arranged the CCM shoot to get him alone,” Ilya reveals. Marley wolf whistles. In a quieter voice, so only those closest can hear, Ilya continues, “and then maybe in the shower after things were clearly…” Fuck, you can’t tell them you jacked off at Shane after he got hard. Shane will kill you. “We were both interested. I asked for his hotel room number." Ilya raises his voice louder for the rest of the table to hear. "So, me, kind of. I don’t think Shane would have done anything if I hadn’t.”
“In the showers,” Marley repeats for clarity with a devious grin, having clearly started connecting some dots that Ilya didn’t for him.
“I am not sharing any more about that night, Shane will murder me.” Ilya cringes when he realizes even saying that feels like sharing too much.
“I’m sorry,” Saint Vicky cuts in. “I’m actually still stuck on you arranging an entire photoshoot just to see Hollander.”
“I believe the phrase he used was ‘get him alone’, Vicky,” Hammersmith chuckles.
“Well, it worked, didn’t it?” Ilya shouts a little too loud, indignant.
The bartender chooses that moment to come around, and Ilya is immediately grateful for it.
“We want another round of shots, and a round of beers, please,” Marley tells her with a smile Ilya knows he uses when he’s trying to be charming. They wait for her to leave before continuing.
“Now he’s your boyfriend,” Saint Vicky states. Not a question exactly, but something that needs answering anyway.
“We are boyfriends now, yes, is all very serious,” He says jokingly, but his brain reminds him of a detail that makes his heart flip. “I have his parents’ numbers in my phone.”
“Wow,” Marlow looks to the ceiling as if asking the heavens themselves how all this is possible.
“I know, is very exciting for me.” Ilya grins. He can’t seem to help how giddy talking about Shane makes him. He can’t stop smiling.
“You guys were just casual before, though. You said it was too complicated,” Carmy blurts, clearly remembering Ilya’s own words from the locker room.
“Yes, well…” Ilya rubs his thumbs over the condensation building on his beer glass. The conversation is beginning to stray too close to things that aren’t fun to talk about. “All the things that were complicated sort of blew up in our face with the video anyway. We couldn’t deny it. No one would really believe it, and I…Russia would still be fucked for me. We would not be together like this if not for video, but video did happen, so we both thought, might as well actually be together.”
“I’m sorry, Roz,” Saint Vicky says quietly enough that it’s clear he’s trying to keep part of the table out of it. “About all the…Russia stuff.”
Ilya shrugs it off, acting as though it doesn’t make his throat feel tight to think about, and takes a pull of his beer. “We don’t need to talk about it.” The bartender returns and breaks the tension that was settling over the table by handing out shots and pints. Everyone calls thanks to her and they settle again.
“Well,” Marley says loudly to the table. “Cheers to getting something good out of something bad?” It’s said like a question. He’s looking at Ilya like he wants permission.
Ilya smiles at him and lifts his own shot glass. “To getting something good out of something bad,” he calls and they all take the shot.
“He spent the last two days at your house,” Connors says, moving the conversation to safer waters. Ilya smiles without meaning to, just happy his friends know him well enough to let the topic go. Even if it’s Connors trying to get more information. “He didn’t stay at his hotel?”
“He is my boyfriend, of course he stayed at my house!” Ilya doesn’t know why he feels vaguely defensive. He’s too aware of how precious and impossible the idea of Shane staying at his house, or either of them staying longer than forty minutes after they’ve come, was only a few days ago. “We spent time together,” Ilya gushes and realizes that might sound stupid to a table of men who aren’t schooled in every detail of their messy history. “We watched his favourite movie, washed our gear together, and I made him delicious Russian food,” He grins. He can’t help himself from adding one more thing. “Had sex 100 times.”
That makes everyone laugh. “It might take me a while to get used to that,” Saint Vicky admits. “That he’s your boyfriend.”
“Yeah, for me too,” Ilya smiles into his beer. “Why do you think I keep saying it?”
“What’s Shane Hollander’s favourite movie?” A rookie calls out.
“That is special knowledge for his very important boyfriend to know and is none of your business,” Ilya replies. His answer receives a chorus of boos from everyone.
“Okay, but can we agree, in a weird way, it makes total sense,” Connors declares. Everyone looks incredulous, even Ilya, even the rookies. “I mean, Rozanov and Hollander, your names have been next to each other since before the draft. Of course you’d end up together, who else would either of you be with?”
“Maybe that is true,” Ilya utters.
We were made for each other, never believe anything else. His face must be doing something, because everyone is staring at him.
Connors grins in a particularly devious way and there’s a glint in his eye Ilya doesn’t like. “I’m getting another round of shots.”
“I’m not talking about fucking VEGAS!” Ilya shouts after him. Connors just throws his head back and laughs.
“He’s sensing weakness on you, Roz,” Marlow chuckles.
“He is fucking wrong,” Ilya snaps and everyone laughs again.
“What happened with Crowell?” St-Simon leans close and asks instead. He’s clearly trying to cut out half the table to make this particular information exclusive.
“Ah,” Ilya should have known they’d ask. He should have known Marley would tell them, or maybe LeClaire told the team. He leans close too and drops his voice low. The guys farther down the table look annoyed to be left out but they don’t fight it. “He wanted us to sign something saying the video was fake, and threatened to destroy our lives if we didn’t. He also called us ‘embarrassments to the league’ because of our ‘phase’.”
“And you told him to go fuck himself?” Marley assumes, while accepting a shot glass spilling over with something amber coloured from Connors.
“Honestly, I barely told him anything at all,” Ilya admits. “Shane told him we weren’t two stupid rookies he could bully. It’s kind of a blur, he basically told him we’d do whatever we wanted and he couldn’t stop us. Then he stood up and told me we were leaving.” There’s a beat while they all look too shocked to find their voice. “I know! It was, like, probably the hottest thing I have ever seen.”
“Shane Hollander told the commissioner he to go fuck himself,” Saint Vicky repeats incredulously, loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Seriously!” Baby A shouts.
Ilya gives St-Simon a scathing look. “Sorry,” he mutters.
“Not in those exact words,” Ilya says loudly to the table. “But the intent was clear,” he adds more quietly.
“Wow,” Hammersmith nods. “So, you guys really like each other then, like, enough to fight Crowell over it.”
“We have been together in one way another since we were basically kids,” Ilya recounts. “I will not let him take that from us.”
“Cheers to that,” Connors declares with a smile. Ilya isn’t sure if he’s smiling at what Ilya’s said or just at the fact that he’s finally found a point to make a cheers. “To defending your boy.”
“He was defending me mostly,” Ilya acknowledges.
“Even better,” Marley chuckles and they take the shot.
“Okay, can we circle back to what I want to talk about?” Connors demands loudly. Once again bringing the whole table into the conversation. Ilya levels a nasty glare at him. “How the fuck did Scott Hunter get involved in all this?”
The question makes Ilya laugh. Partly at the ridiculousness of Scott Hunter’s involvement and partly with relief that Connors isn’t asking about Vegas.
“Okay, that is crazy story.” Ilya relaxes into his chair. “Hunter texted Shane, demanding my address, then shows up at my house dragging a man with him. I assume, obviously, that this is his pretty nurse he needs when he is let out of his care home,” Everyone laughs and Ilya is enjoying the feeling of the team eating out of the palm of his hand with a story that doesn’t make his chest feel ripped open. “We let them in, and Hunter blurts out that he has boyfriend, Kip, and he’s come to be supportive and try to help.”
“He offered to come out for you guys?” Carmey asks.
“Not at first, we talked for a while. He told us he met Kip by being very embarrassing at Kip’s job and discussing murderers too much. We told him about how Shane and I first got together. It was kind of fun swapping stories. Although, I wasn’t expecting to be doing it with oldest player ever,” Ilya tells them. He is trying to remember the important things without sharing too much. “His boyfriend was fun, we got along. I think, probably, I will see them when we are in New York.”
“Can we agree that the most insane thing to happen in the past three days is actually Roz and Hunter becoming friends?” Carmey ribs with a laugh.
“I thought same thing, so yes, we can agree,” Ilya chuckles. “Anyway, we started discussing less fun stuff. I talked about how it will probably be harder because of who we are. Because we embarrass the league that’s been selling a rivalry that loses its…shine,” Ilya says the last word in Russian, furrowing his brow in thought. “Or whatever, I can’t think of English word, if it’s between boyfriends. Hunter said we needed to put the focus on something else and offered to come out for us. He did not discuss this idea with Kip first, I think, because he looked very surprised.”
“That’s…wow,” Saint Vicky sputters. “So, Hunter actually said he’d come out just to distract from everything else.”
“Da, he ended up becoming quite passionate about it by the end. I hope he is right, I hope it does help.” Ilya dances his fingers along the edge of the table feeling nervous. The next words come out quieter so only those closest can hear. “I don’t want this to be any harder for us, for Shane.”
“How is your boy doing?” Marley asks, keeping his voice low.
Ilya feels his face shift into a murderous glare as he looks down at the table. “I don’t know exactly, I am worried it is bad in Montreal. I ask him how practice went and he avoids answering me. He tells me it’s what he expected, but I think what he expected was bad. He already admitted to me he thought Pike and Boiziau were going to be angry with him. If he was expecting anger from his closest friends, what was he expecting from the team that watched our sex tape while he showered after the game?” Ilya blurts it all in an angry rush; it occurs to him too late that he maybe shouldn’t have said all that, but he’s too heated to stop himself.
“The Metros watched the video in the locker room?” St-Simon fumes.
Before Ilya can move to answer, Marley cuts in with his own question. “Were they angry at him? Pike and Boiziau, I mean.”
“No, I think they were good,” Ilya assures them. “We talked on the phone after he saw them last night. He seemed happy, kind of bubbly, a little drunk.” Ilya doesn’t disclose that Shane had let Ilya talk him into using his dildo on himself while Ilya watched, but his brain reminds him of it just the same and it brings out a stirring heat low in his stomach.
“Alright, so, when we’re cracking skulls in Montreal, we leave them out of it,” Hammersmith confirms with a decisive nod.
“Da, I need to be nice to them now or Shane will be angry at me,” Ilya sighs theatrically at the notion of being friendly with any Metros player other than Shane. “I am hoping I can get a better list of who is most deserving before our next game against Montreal.”
“You know, Roz,” Marley grins. “Something tells me if they’re being shitty to their own captain they won’t be able to resist having something to say to you, and we’ll know exactly who needs handling.”
Ilya meets his eyes with a grin of his own. “You’re getting very smart in your old age, Marley,” he jokes.
“Fuck off,” Marlow snaps and signals the bartender for another round.
“What’s Shane Hollander’s favourite breakfast cereal?” Baby B shouts across the table. Everyone starts laughing, but he looks unperturbed. “I wanna know,” he shrugs.
“Okay, Nyet,” Ilya barks. “The rookies are not allowed to ask anymore questions.”
***

Shane wakes up the morning of his first game with the Metros since the video leaked with a pit in his stomach like a lead weight. He wants to be excited, or happy to be back, but he only feels stress. His phone is face down on his nightstand where he left it the night before.
Ilya had called him drunk after the night out with his teammates and they’d talked in quiet sleepy voices until Ilya was starting to fall asleep. Shane had danced around Ilya’s questions about the Metros’ behaviour. He couldn’t bring himself to outright lie to Ilya, but he didn’t want to tell him the truth either.
He checks his phone and finds multiple text messages from Hayden. The first is a screen shot of Scott Hunter’s Instagram post before the texts start.
Hayden: Did you know about this? Is that what you were being cryptic about yesterday?

Shane: Why are you up so early? Yes, I knew it was probably going to happen. I didn’t want to mention it, just in case.

Hayden: I am up early because I have two children and Jackie needs some rest. We need to discuss this though, I’m coming over before the game.

Shane: That’s really not necessary.
Shane goes through his morning yoga and shower before he checks his phone again. There are more messages waiting for him.
Hayden: It is very necessary, and we need to discuss this and I can’t come after the game.

J.J.: WHAT! I am with Hayden. We will come over.

Shane: There is nothing to discuss, he came to Boston and told us he wanted to come out to help us. He introduced us to his boyfriend. That’s it.

Hayden: THAT’S IT! We were at your house for hours the other night and you quietly sat on this story! We are coming over.

J.J.: Did Hunter go to Rozanov's house?

Shane: Fine! 30mins that’s it! We can meet early in the parking lot.
They both like his message to confirm they’ll be coming, and Shane lets out a slow exhale. “Another fucking conversation,” He sighs out loud to himself in the silence of his home.
***

Shane is ten minutes early for their meeting. He sits in his car, hands still tight on the steering wheel while he waits. They all want to win, he tells himself. The important thing is we all want to win. He’s jolted from his thoughts when his passenger door swings open, immediately followed by the back door behind him. J.J. and Hayden both unceremoniously pile into his car.
“Well, hi,” Shane laughs. “I feel like I’m being cornered by my bullies.”
“You are being cornered,” J.J. affirms.
“So, is there, like, a secret network of gay players who all know each other, or what?” Hayden speculates, diving in immediately.
“Of course not,” Shane snorts. “I didn’t know Hunter was gay until he showed up in Boston and told us.”
“I can’t believe Scott Hunter flew all the way to Boston to see you and Rozanov, with his secret boyfriend and you didn’t tell us,” Hayden emphasizes.
“I didn’t want to say anything till after the post went out,” Shane explains. “Just in case.”
“Well, the post is out now, Capitaine,” J.J. responds. “So, get to telling.”
Shane walks them through the text message exchange that led to Scott Hunter knocking on Ilya’s door.
“How did that meeting go?” Hayden asks with a chuckle.
“Ilya was…himself,” They both laugh and accept that answer as an explanation. “But things were actually pretty friendly, by the end. Ilya and Kip were pretty fast friends, much to Scott’s dismay.”
“You guys all got along?” J.J. says it as a question. “I’m just surprised, because Scott Hunter is one of the few dudes I’ve seen you get heated with on the ice.”
Shane twists his hands awkwardly over the steering wheel. “Yeah, I know. We did clear the air about that. That only happened because he said something to me about Ilya on the ice, and I thought he was implying he knew about us.”
“Merde,” J.J. exclaims. “I cannot believe how much secret gay drama you’ve been enduring that we didn’t even know about.”
“It wasn’t gay drama,” Shane sputters.
“I mean, respectfully, it literally was gay men having drama,” Hayden disagrees.
Shane laughs despite himself. “Scott called it closet-on-closet crime.”
They all laugh at that for a long moment. Shane hadn’t fully appreciated the stupidity of it when Scott said it. The mood was too dour then, but now it feels like the funniest thing Shane has ever heard. It takes them a minute to recover.
“It’s all in the past now though,” Shane clarifies. “ Ilya told me last night he’ll probably see Scott and Kip when they’re in New York.”
“Wow, Rozanov and Hunter are friends. Hockey is becoming very strange.”
“I mean, to be fair, what he actually said was he would see Kip and his collection of ancient fossils,” Shane confesses.
“Still an asshole, then,” Hayden laughs.
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Shane admits with a shy smile.
“So what, your and Rozanov’s outing inspired Hunter to come out?” J.J. asks, trying to steer the conversation back.
“More like…he offered to come out because it might help us,” Shane explains. “In the hopes that it’s harder for the league to push us out if there’s more than just us.”
“That makes sense,” Hayden nods. “That post he wrote was pretty, uhm, it felt like he was daring the league to do something to you guys.”
“I think he was,” Shane admits.
“Maybe other guys will come out too,” J.J. suggests.
“Do you think they’ll also be captains?” Hayden asks them both. “Will the pattern continue?”
“Fuck,” Shane laughs. “We are all captains, aren’t we? I’m gonna start telling people in interviews the secret to being good at hockey is sucking dick.”
The joke gets shocked laughter from both J.J. and Hayden. “You really are going crazy,” Hayden remarks.
“I wouldn’t actually say that,” Shane assures them. “I think Crowell would come to my house and kill me if I did.”
They laugh again, but it feels off this time, the mention of Crowell sucking the air from the joke. Shane is ready for this to be over.
“We should get inside,” Shane suggests.
Hayden nods. “We really missed you against Toronto. It’ll be good to have you back.”
Shane knows the right thing is for him to say it’s good to be back. But he can’t make himself say the words. Instead, he just nods without making eye contact and opens his door. Shane feels ashamed to admit he’s dreading getting on the ice. He’s dreading playing with his own team, he’s dreading the comments from the other team, he’s dreading what everyone will say if he loses.
Everyone just wants to win, he tells himself again.
In the locker room, Shane gets ready slowly, his lack of passion to play translating into taking way too long to tie his skates. Of course, this shift in mood is not lost on his best friend.
“It’s going to be fine, we’ll win tonight and things will get better,” Hayden assures him quietly.
Shane nods. He can’t bring himself to agree verbally, but he doesn’t want to hurt Hayden by disagreeing either. Every time he looks at the team he sees the gif of Ilya they shared in the group chat. He’s sure there’s even worse shit in the group chat now, especially if they know he isn’t checking it.
“Hey, Holly,” Wilson calls from across the room. The nickname isn’t lost on Shane, but it doesn’t  feel playful in its use. “I saw Scott Hunter’s Instagram post.”
Shane doesn’t know what to say; he hasn't been rude, yet, but it feels like a baited trap, all of them hoping Shane will say something they can use against him. “Yeah, me too,” Shane deadpans.
“Did you know?” A rookie asks.
“Yes, I knew,” Shane admits.
“He and Rozanov ever share you?” Comeau goads.
It’s the blow Shane was waiting for. There’s a strange relief when it finally lands, the way it frees him from needing to keep bracing himself for it.
“What is with you and all these group sex ideas?” Shane demands. “You got a fantasy you’re trying to live out or something?”
“No! That’s disgusting!” Comeau gives an exaggerated gag. “It’s just a question.”
“Well, shut the fuck up with your questions,” Hayden barks.
“It’s disgusting, but you can’t stop asking for more details?” The waves of white hot rage are back, exploding off of Shane into the locker room and Shane isn’t interested in controlling them. “Sure, sounds like actually you’re hoping to imagine it better when you get home to your hand tonight.”
“What the fuck did you just say to me?” Comeau stands up like he wants to fight.
“You fucking heard me,” Shane stands up too, doubling down. Maybe he wants to fight, maybe it would feel good to throw a punch.
Comeau has murder in his eyes when Drapeau grabs his arms. “Hey, man, calm your shit. This isn’t what we’re doing.”
“What the hell is going on in this locker room,” Theriault shouts as he enters. “Save it for the other team!”
There’s a chorus of agreement; Shane, for his part, says nothing.
“Hollander!” Theriault snaps, Shane forces himself to look away from Comeau to Theriault. “Get your team under control.”
“Yes, Coach,” Shane forces out between gritted teeth.
He leaves with a curt nod and everyone heads out onto the ice. Shane waits to leave last.
“Really, Hollander?” Mitty asks as he passes him. “You had more than one gay captain to choose from and you still ended up with Rozanov?”
There’s so much Shane wants to say to that. But all possible retorts die in his throat. It feels pointless, instead he finds himself half-heartedly mumbling, “Ilya’s bisexual,” and he hates himself for it.
Shane skates onto the ice and desperately tries to believe this game will go well. He wants this win more than he should, more than he knows the Metros deserve. This is what he was born to do. He can do this. If nothing else, he can win a hockey game. He won’t have everyone saying he lost his edge after being outed. He skates up the center ice and meets Winnipeg’s center who’s already standing there. He doesn’t say anything, just waits for what he might say.
“So,” The center grins at him across the circle. “Your boyfriend here in your jersey watching you play or what?”
“Are you jealous or something?” Shane smiles slightly at the ice. “I assume you can’t get anyone to wear your jersey with a scoring percentage of three.”
“Hey, man, how do you even know that?” He sounds pissed. Shane doesn’t share that he makes it a point to know everyone’s worst stats for their position.
The puck drops and Shane wins the face off.
***

“I want to watch the gaaaaame,” Ilya whines, dragging out the ‘a’ in a high pitched whine, while gesturing at the hotel TV. They’d landed in Buffalo in the late afternoon and Ilya has modeled his entire evening around watching the Metros game. He suspects he’ll learn more about how things are with the team by watching them on the ice than by trying to ask Shane.
“It’s a sports bar, Roz,” Marlow exasperates. “We can watch your boyfriend’s game there.”
“They will not play the sound,” Ilya pouts.
“Why the fuck do you want the sound on?” Marley looks flummoxed. “This argument is over. Get off your ass and get on a shirt.”
Ilya groans loudly the entire time he climbs off the bed and pulls back on his jeans. Thirty minutes later, they’re settled in the booth of some random Buffalo sports bar Ilya didn’t catch the name of.
“This is their first game with Hollander since…” St-Simon fades off.
“Da.” Ilya presses his lips into a thin line, and can feel his forehead wrinkle up with a glare.
“Well…” St-Simon pauses, giving Ilya a long look. Ilya suspects he’s remembering Shane's appearance when Ilya first dragged him into the Boston locker room and Ilya’s reveal about the Metros watching the video. “Let’s hope it goes well.”
Ilya doesn’t say anything; instead, he takes a long swig from his bottle of beer.
By the second period, it’s clear things are decidedly not going well. The defenders don’t protect Shane and any time he receives the puck his summarily leveled by a Winnipeg defense man. One particularly large player slams Shane into the boards so hard it makes Ilya flinch like he is the one taking the hit.
“They’re going to let him die out there,” Marlow predicts.
Ilya rubs his face, desperate to rub off whatever expression he must have. He can’t spend the entire night glaring at everyone and everything.
“I can’t believe he didn’t tell you it was this bad,” St-Simon sighs.
“I can. I’m not sure if I would have told Shane either if it were me,” Ilya admits. “Is difficult thing to be captain of a team, give them everything, only for them to turn on you.”
“A team he brought home back-to-back cups for,” Connors reminds them, like anyone could forget. Ilya waves away the idea, though.
“They all think it is team sport, I’m sure,” Ilya gripes. “Those idiots probably think they could have made it without him and that they don’t owe Hollander anything.”
“They wouldn’t have been there if he wasn’t on the team,” Marlow defends.
“We know that,” Ilya says quietly. “They don’t, or probably they do, but they don’t want to admit it.”
They all sit in silence for a moment watching Shane somehow manage to get the puck in the net. Ilya doesn’t care though; he can’t stop looking at the way Shane puts his hands to his ribs as he skates to the bench.
“Christ, well, it’s bad,” Marlow stresses. “It’s really fucking bad. What are we gonna do?”
“We are going to help the Metros work on their blood donation next time we see them.”
Marlow laughs at the joke, but immediately becomes serious again. “I mean, obviously. But no, man, I mean, he can’t fucking stay there. Does he think it’s going to get better?”
“I don’t know what he thinks,” Ilya shrugs, refusing to look at any of them. He feels embarrassed that Shane hasn’t talked to him more about the Metros. Ilya hopes after tonight he will say more. “I know this is team that drafted him, he is loyal to the idea of them. He liked the idea of spending his whole career there, retiring there. He is the Captain, he will not let himself be chased off by one bad game.”
“And if the bad games stack up?” St-Simon asks.
“I still don’t know, then maybe we try to…help him move away from them,” Ilya cringes at how stupid he sounds.
“They’ll be in Boston again soon, we can bring him out with us, he’ll see how much fun he could be having,” Marley declares with a slap of his huge, meaty hand on the wooden table. “I believe you once told him Connors and I would invite him on nights out.”
“Shut up,” Ilya snaps at the quote from the tape that got them here, but he can’t fight the smile off his face. “Marley, you're very aggressive with your plan to bring Shane to Boston.”
“I mean first of all, he’s Shane fucking Hollander obviously I want him on our team, and for that matter, second first of all-”
“You aren’t getting a second first of all!”
“Shut the fuck up,” Marley shouts back. “Second, first of all, it is not my plan, it’s your plan. You were just pretending to be joking.”
Ilya can feel his face getting hot. “It was joke, sexy talk, leave me alone.” Ilya picks up his beer and takes a long drink to have something to do.
“Yeah, totally sexy, nothing gets a man's dick hard quite like the idea of discussing stats,” St-Simon laughs.
“You do not know Shane, he loves hockey.” Ilya quips. I could probably make him come by listing all the awards he’s won and records he’s broken, Ilya thinks.
The conversation is interrupted by the table getting distracted when Shane is momentarily laid out on the ice. He once again had puck possession, with no defenders interested in keeping the other team off him. Ilya inhales sharply. He is burning to get back to the hotel and call Shane.
“Marlow, when we get back to hotel I need you to hang out with St-Simon and Connors for a while,” Ilya tells him.
“Man, what the fuck,” Marlow groans. “Your boy isn’t even here and you’re sending me to be big spoon with Connors.”
“Literally no one said you had to be big spoon,” Saint Vicky points out with a laugh.
“But I like to be the little spoon,” Connors whines.
“Why the fuck are either of you spoons!” Ilya shouts he can’t keep in his laugh. “Jesus, I thought I was bisexual one on this team. You can sleep on the little couch.”
“That’s bad for my back,” Marlow grumbles.
“Fine, be spoons!” Ilya throws his hands up. “I do not care what you do. I just need to call Shane, and I want to be alone when I do it,” Ilya explains. He pauses for a half second before adding on, “please.”
Marlow lets out an exaggerated sigh. “Christ, you’re lucky you’re my best friend.”
“I’ll text you as soon as we hang up,” Ilya assures him. “I just want to talk to him about the game.”
***

Between the second and third periods, Shane’s breath feels like a wheeze as he drops his helmet on the bench beside him.
“Hey man, you okay?” Hayden asks. Shane finds he’s getting really sick of that question.
“Why wouldn’t I be? Is something weird happening?” Shane gasps against the pain in his ribs. He presses at them, not broken. Just sore from being crunched against the boards more than usual. Jesus, I don’t want to do another period of this, He thinks.
Hayden doesn’t reply; apparently he’s not in the mood to deliver his new go -to ‘it’ll get better, they just need time’ speech, which is good because Shane isn’t in the mood to hear it. He knows he’s probably already got texts waiting, from his parents, from Ilya, maybe from Scott Hunter. He isn’t sure who he dreads speaking to the most.
Shane’s chest starts to ache in a different way. He knew it would be bad; he came in hot and ready to fight with his own team because of it. He’d hoped stupidly that it would stay in the locker room and once they were in a game, it would be normal. Surely, the most important thing to everyone was winning? He’d told himself that over and over. Shane knows it's his fault for being so hostile in the locker room, but he isn’t about to walk it back now. Not when the pain in his ribs is going to linger for days and the supernova of anger still has a hold of him.
When the game finally ends and Shane collapses onto the bench, he doesn’t have anything to say to the team. The win doesn’t feel earned. If anything, he wishes the other team had won to teach them a lesson. His whole body aches in a way it usually doesn’t until playoffs and he just wants to lie down and close his eyes.
He slowly strips down to his base layers and rests his head back into his cubby, closing his eyes for a minute. He rests there, waiting for most of the team to be done in the showers.
“You okay?” Hayden repeats for the ninth time since the game started.
Shane exhales a slow breath, calming himself to try not to say what he wants to. “You’ve got to stop asking me that, man. I can’t spend the next six months answering that question.”
“I’m sorry, I’m just worried about you,” Hayden admits.
“Worry about the team,” Shane snaps. “I know I am.”
“What are you doing after practice tomorrow?” Hayden keeps his voice low, trying a new tactic to make Shane feel better.
“I’m meeting my parents for lunch,” Shane replies quietly. “It’s actually my first time really being out of the house, since the…everything. I’ve basically only left for hockey and to get on a plane. I’m kind of dreading it, being in a restaurant and seeing my parents.”
“I thought your parents were good,” Hayden’s brows are pulled close with concern.
“They are great! They are great with Ilya, and about me being gay,” Shane acknowledges. “I just know my mom is going to want to talk about sponsors. She started to mention it the night…everything happened,” Shane sighs, scrubbing his hand over his face trying to alleviate the gross feeling of dried sweat. “But I, sort of, got angry at her and now I’m dreading needing to go back to it. I think the only reason she’s held back for so long is because of what I said.”
Hayden nods. “What kind of sponsorship things?”
“I just know I can’t-” Shane starts to speak.
“Hollander!” Theriault's bark startles Shane and Hayden from their conversation. “You’re wanted to do media.”
“Seriously,” Hayden sneers, reading Shane’s own mind.
Theriault gives Hayden a scathing glare. “Yes, seriously. He’s the captain.”
Shane pushes his sweat wet hair off his face and heads into the hallway to deal with the media. It’s not lost on Shane that they were kept out there, maybe the Metros are worried about what the team might say, or what the journalists might ask them. Shane slams his media face on and steels himself for the questions.
“Seemed like a tough game out there tonight.”
Shane waits for a moment. “Is there a question in there?”
“Do you agree it was a tough game?”
“They're all tough in different ways, the important thing is we secured the win as a team.”
“Are you hopeful for another playoff run this year after going back-to-back?” 
A softball question, maybe asked because the journalist is a good person, or maybe because they want him to get comfortable before springing something on him. “The playoffs are the goal of every team every season, I know that’s where we want to be in the spring.”
“Has the team dynamic changed since you came out as being in a relationship with Raiders Captain, Ilya Rozanov?”
Shane hopes his neutral face doesn’t betray him when he hears the inevitable question. He’d been expecting it, of course they’d ask about Ilya. It still leaves him a little breathless to be asked about Ilya by the press after a game. “We all just want to win and that’s what matters.”
“I know you said you wouldn’t be commenting on your relationship anymore, but-”
“Yes, I did say that, and I meant it. We’re done here.” Shane turns on his heel and heads back into the locker room. At least when his team wants to hound him about his relationship, no one is hiding behind media-speak and false politeness.
***

Ilya makes it back to his hotel room alone and throws the chain to keep Marlow out. Once he’s settled against the pillows, he opens his phone to his conversation thread with Shane.
Lily: Call me when you get back home.

Jane: I just want to go to bed. Aren’t you out with the team?

Lily: No, it was just quiet night, I am alone in my hotel room. 
Ilya doesn’t mention he kicked Marlow out to, apparently, go be Connors’s big spoon in order to be alone.
Lily: Please call me.

Jane: I don’t want to talk about it.

Lily: Talk about what? What would we need to talk about Shane? Maybe I just want to say goodnight and see my pretty boyfriend’s freckles.

Jane: You’re impossible.
The video call request makes Ilya jump when it finally comes through. He’d started to drift off a bit as he lie stretched out on the hotel bed, phone on his chest, half convinced Shane would not call.
“Hello, moy lyubymyy,” Ilya coos when he picks up the phone.
“Hi,” Shane sighs. “How’s it going?” He’s leaning back against his pillows, looking exhausted and too defeated for coming off a win.
“Probably better for me than it is for you,” Ilya prods.
“It wasn’t as bad as it looked,” Shane affirms, leaping to defend a team that let him spend an hour on the ice getting rocked.
“You don’t know how bad it looked,” Ilya counters. “Are you hurt?”
“Well…it wasn’t that bad,” Shane rubs at his chest and looks away from the camera, like he can’t even bear to look at the video image of Ilya. “My ribs hurt,” he finally admits, returning his gaze to the screen. “They could be bruised, I think.”
“They’re not protecting you, they’re going to let you get hurt. Why?” Ilya demands. Shane just shakes his head and doesn’t say anything so Ilya continues. “Because of me? Because of us?”
“No. Yes. Maybe? I don’t know. They don’t like any of it, the tape, the us, ‘the gay thing’.” The way Shane says the last words makes Ilya suspect he’s quoting the team now. “I’m not good for team dynamics anymore and our play is going to suffer as a result.”
“Don’t use fucking media speak on me, Hollander.” Ilya snaps.
“It’s the truth!” Shane sighs with an angry wave of his hands. “Everyone but Hayden and J.J. hate having me in the locker room, or maybe they love having me so they can talk shit. Asking me about Scott Hunter.”
“It’s not the truth, team dynamics would be fine if Metros weren’t a bunch of assholes. They’re the problem, not you,” Ilya aggressively assures him. Shane just shrugs, keeping his eyes turned away from his screen. “What are they saying to you about Hunter?”
Shane’s face goes through a few emotions, clearly thinking through what he wants to say, before settling on a coy smile. “Oh, they just mentioned him in passing. Asked me why I wasn’t with him if there’s a wealth of queer captains to choose from.”
It’s clear Shane is aiming for it to be a flirty taunt. The idea that Shane might be interested in Hunter, something to make him jealous. But Ilya can’t hear the flirting over the potentially horrible truth underneath it. They spend a moment in strained silence as Ilya tries to find the right words. He can see from the way Shane’s face is falling that he knows he made a mistake.
“Do you think that would be easier for you,” Ilya asks quietly. “If you were with him and not me?”
“What? No,” Shane blurts in a rush, his eyes are wide with panic. “Besides, that doesn’t matter. I don’t want to be with a dinosaur. I want to be with you,” Shane assures him, the joke clearly intended to make Ilya feel better. “The Metros don’t know what the fuck they’re talking about. They are just assholes. They don’t want me around and it’s too much of the team. I’m worried that I’ll be the easier one to remove.”
Ilya is surprised Shane would admit he thinks the team wants to cut him, but maybe he hopes it’ll distract him from Scott Hunter. He probably had Hunter’s poster in his bedroom growing up, his brain conjures up for him. What the fuck are you doing? Acting jealous of old men.
He shakes the thought away and focuses back on Shane. “Then they’re fucking morons and you will find far better team.” Ilya worries his lip between his teeth, trying to decide if what he wants to say is a good idea. “Just tonight, Marlow was saying you’d never get hung out to dry like that in Boston.”
“Yes, I know, your team still has your back,” Shane rubs his face, making the camera jiggle.
“They’d have your back too,” Ilya affirms, trying to subtly get the point across to Shane before deciding to be more direct. “If you played with them. With me.”
Shane pauses and a long silence hangs between them but this time Ilya refuses to fill it. Finally, Shane responds, his tone guarded and voice soft. “We can’t do that, what would people say?”
“Who the fuck cares?” Ilya demands slightly louder than is polite in this thin-walled hotel room. “What are they saying now? If anything, it would shut up some of what they say. We can’t throw games for each other if we are on the same team.”
Shane looks away from the camera, but there’s the ghost of a smile playing at his lips. “They’d probably write articles about how we’re fucking in the locker room, making team dynamics weird.”
“Oh my god, Shane,” Ilya groans, throwing his head back against the pillows. “We definitely need to fuck in the locker room and make the team dynamics weird!”
“Ilya,” Shane scolds.
“Shane,” Ilya deadpans in return, an unstoppable force meeting an unmovable object. Shane is trying to look angry, but Ilya knows Shane too well for that.
“I think you’d like it,” Ilya taunts. “I can put you in my jersey and bend you over the bench, or fuck you in the showers like I wanted too at the CCM shoot.”
Shane is chewing at the string of his hoodie. “I wanted to suck your dick so badly in that shower, having you in my mouth was all I could think about.” Even through the phone, he sounds a little breathless.
Ilya’s grin turns wicked. “Take off your pants.”
***

When they hang up, Ilya finishes wiping off his stomach and unlocks his phone again to text Marley. He’s just about to open the chat when his phone screen shifts with another phone call coming through. Ilya’s stomach drops away; he clicks accept and brings the shaking phone to his ear.
“Father,” the Russian words scrape out of his throat like sandpaper. He can’t seem to raise his voice above a whisper. “You’re calling me.”
“Ilya! Of course I’m calling you! I can’t find your mother anywhere.” Hearing his father speaking Russian in his usual gruff manor makes Ilya's throat constrict. “Did she stay to watch you practice? I told her to go to the store before dinner. Are you going now?”
“Father…I…” Ilya can’t find any words. His voice is cracking and he’s scared his father can hear, but he will do anything to keep this phone call going. “Yes, we are going to the grocery store. Mama wants me to ask you what you wanted for dinner again.” He normally wouldn’t play along like this, with his father’s dementia-born fantasies, but he can’t help himself this time. The normalcy of the phone call is making him feel desperate and insane.
“I told her I wanted-”
“Who are you speaking to!” The voice on the other line is far, but loud enough to be clear. “Father! Who is that?”
“Ilya,” His father says plainly, with no understanding of the gravity of his statement. “He and your mother are at the grocery store.”
“Mother is dead!” The shouted proclamation makes Ilya wince. “I told you not to call him again. I told you what he did! He brought shame upon our family.” Alexei’s voice grows closer with each sentence.
“Father,” Ilya begs weakly. He just wants to hear his name one more time. Just once more, to give him something to hold onto.
“I need to delete his number since you’re so brainless now,” Alexei’s voice gets even closer and it sounds like he’s trying to take the phone.
“Father, I…I’m still here.” Ilya can hear that his own words come out fractured, forced through the thick knot choking his throat. “What did you want from-” the link clicks, cutting off the call without ceremony.
Ilya sits for a long time holding the phone to his ear, like maybe the call will reconnect somehow, and he’ll hear his father’s voice again. He tries to remember the last words he heard his father say to him, but he can’t. I wasn’t listening hard enough.
Ilya’s whole body heaves with the sob he can’t seem to shove back as it forces its way up. He’s struck with the overwhelming urge to call Shane. He needs to see his face, hear his voice, listen to his reassuring words. He knows he’s crying though, sobbing actually, like a child. He can feel the tears running down his face unbidden, and his breath is coming out in ragged gasps.
He can’t ask Shane to comfort him, not after everything. Ilya knows he’s already asked too much of him. From Shane, who has so willingly shared his own family with Ilya. Shane, whose team hates him now, tormenting him in the locker room, letting him get hit on the ice over and over. All because of Ilya. Ilya’s brain provides him with image of Shane's body crumpled on the ice after taking hit after hit. That’s your fault, they wouldn’t be half as bad if Shane was with Hunter, a nasty voice in his head tells him.
Shane said he was tired, that he wanted to go to sleep. Shane deserves to rest after the night he’s endured. Ilya can’t bother him with any more of his shit. He can’t inflict any more of his problems onto Shane. Not when he’s already sobbed in his arms and Svetlana told everyone he’d be killed. Shane has dealt with enough.
You’re going to scare him off with how pathetic you are, his brain taunts him in a voice that sounds almost like his father’s, or maybe his brother’s. He won’t want you anymore, if you keep sobbing about your family like a child.
He contemplates calling Svetlana. He hovers his thumb over her name ready to press the little phone symbol. Then, he remembers how she’d tried to talk to him and he’d yelled at her for her efforts. He has no right to call her now, not after the way he behaved.
Ilya knows Marlow will be pissed at him in the morning, for leaving him to room with Connors, but he can’t face him either. He tosses his phone far away where it can’t tempt him. He can’t talk to Shane, he can’t talk to Svetlana, and he can’t talk to Marley.
Ilya can’t bear the thought of being weak in front of any more people. He cringes when he remembers how he begged his father to just say one more word to him. Alexei probably heard the way his voice was cracking. He’s probably laughing at Ilya for it at this very moment.
Crying like a child again, Alexei’s voice is in his head. Just like you did when mother died. You’ve always been so fucking weak.
No, Ilya thinks, trying to silence Alexei’s voice. Enough people have already seen me being pathetic and weak tonight.
Instead of calling anyone, Ilya slowly collapses sideways on the hotel bed, until his face is pressed into the pillows. He lays like that for a long time, muffling his sobs against the fabric as it grows soggier. He tries to imagine he can feel Shane’s hand in his hair, the way it was that day on his couch.
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    Chapter Summary

    Ilya's road trip continues to Buffalo and New York, while Shane has to face his parents alone before starting his own road trip.



    Chapter Notes

      Welcome back!!

I'm really excited to finally be posting the second part of this. I know it's not as long as the first part but I couldn't post one 30,000 word chapter and I liked ending the last chapter by putting Ilya through the torment nexus (sorry not sorry). It was amazing reading all the reactions to the last chapter thank you all for your comments and support and all that. It was really great in the way that so many of you were sad hahaha.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Marley pushes his way through the door the moment Ilya takes the chain off. He’s almost stomping as he moves past Ilya into the main part of the hotel room. “What the fuck, man? You really left me to share a queen with Connors, while you had phone sex with your boy all night,” Marley demands. He is as pissed as Ilya expected him to be. Even though Ilya knows he deserves it, he can’t bring himself to apologize. He barely slept last night, keeping his phone close, the ringer turned loud, in case his father called again.
“Fuck off, Marley,” Ilya snaps. “Besides, from the sounds of it, you and Connors could share a king and you’d still be acting like it’s a twin.” He’s being an asshole, but he’d rather Marley think he’s an asshole than know the truth. His friend gives him an assessing look that Ilya does his best to avoid. He can’t hide the dark circles under red rimmed eyes though and Marley’s expression quickly shifts from anger to concern.
“You look like shit, Roz,” Marley observes. “What the hell happened last night? Did you and Hollander get in a fight?”
“No,” Ilya asserts hastily. “We didn’t fight. Shane is fine. We are fine.”
“Then what happened?” Marley asks again. “You look like you barely slept.” The concern in Marlow’s voice is going to send Ilya over the edge again.
“Fucking nothing, Marley,” he snaps. “Stop asking me questions.”
“Fuck, man.” Marley exasperates, throwing his hands up in frustration. He doesn’t ask anything else though, just heads to the bathroom. Ilya hears the shower kick on.
“Hey,” Marley says, popping his head out of the bathroom. “We’re all going down for breakfast in fifteen.”
Ilya nods his acceptance and Marley shuts the door. Ilya closes his eyes against the feeling that follows, equal parts relief and regret.
***

Shane has been dreading this lunch for days. Since the leak, he has only gone out in public for practice and games. Eating at a restaurant feels like an invitation to harassment. But his parents don’t seem to care or understand. They book lunch at their usual spot and Shane doesn’t have the energy to explain it. He can’t look his parents in the eye and say he’s scared to sit in a restaurant for fear that someone will shout a slur at him, or say something shitty about Ilya.
To make matters worse, he knows his mom will want to talk about sponsors. He doesn’t doubt there have already been changes happening, but he’s ignored any emails about it. Shane basically left all the PR, after the coming out post, to Farah and his mother. They’d turned down interview requests on his behalf, that much he did know. But his mother hadn’t mentioned sponsors yet. Shane appreciated that she’d given him time, but he had no doubts that Yuna Hollander was done waiting. She probably had a list of potential new sponsors at the ready, as well as a list of those who were dropping him. She would not be so easily swayed from discussing them forever, and they were likely to be the focus of this lunch his parents had refused to let him avoid.
He wants to cancel; he stays in bed for a long time before morning practice, contemplating skipping both practice and lunch. In the end, he forces himself to go to both. His body still sore from the game, he drags himself to practice. His mind full of insults sneered at him by his teammates, he drags himself to the restaurant. Shane wonders if everything is going to take this much effort for the rest of his career.
When he arrives for lunch, his parents are already waiting, seated at their usual table. Shane made sure to be late, not wanting to spend one second at the table alone. It’s also easy to be late when you have to wait for your team to finish showering before you can bear to do it. He forces himself not to look around as he walks to their table. If he sees people looking at him and talking he might turn and run. He’s painfully aware of how much of this restaurant is made up of windows in a way he wasn’t before.
“Hi mom, Hi dad,” Shane greets as he pulls out a chair.
The waiter is on them before Shane is even fully seated; it makes him wonder if he’d been waiting for Shane’s arrival. Shane orders a ginger ale and forces himself to look at the waiter's face when he does, searching for some sort of indication, one way or the other: Have you watched my sex tape? Have you seen my dick? Shane can almost feel the question and answer game passing between them.
Is this going to be the rest of my life, Shane thinks. Every interaction spent wondering if someone has watched leaked porn of me and Ilya?
The waiter has perfected a mask of his own though, no doubt from years of customer service, and Shane can’t tell anything from his eyes. “I’ll be right back with that,” he says neutrally and leaves the table.
“It’s good to see you,” David says cheerfully.
“Yeah, you guys too,” Shane offers with a small smile and a nod. His eyes flit between his parents’ perfectly pleasant, expectant expressions for a beat too long before he realizes they are waiting for him to say more. “Thanks again for, uh, staying in Boston and helping with all that.” Shane starts to adjust the angles of the fork and knife on the napkin to his right, for no reason other than to have something to do with his hands. “Sorry, again, that you had to.”
“You don’t need to be sorry,” Yuna stresses. “We will always help you with anything we can.”
“Thanks,” Shane replies flatly. He doesn’t know what else to say. He feels strangely uncomfortable around his parents now, worse than he did before the season started, when they were trying to set him up with women. The transparency in their relationship now has left him feeling too exposed.
Luckily, or maybe unluckily for Shane, Yuna gets right to business.
“Rolex is still interested,” she assures him. Of course she would lead with the heavy hitters.
“Lucky me,” Shane deadpans, before he can stop himself. He cringes internally; he hadn’t wanted to be like this at lunch today. He knew he let his parents down and he wanted to be better. “I mean, what did they say?”
They’re interrupted by the return of the waiter with Shane’s drink and their conversation is paused so they can order their food. They wait until the waiter is out of earshot before continuing.
“There’s a watch, Daytona, something something. It’s a rainbow design, they really want you to be the model for it,” Yuna tells him excitedly while trying to find a photo on her phone.
Shane wants to tell her he’d rather go back in the closet forever than become the face of Gay Rolex, but he has a feeling he needs to pick his battles. When she shows him the watch it’s actually fairly tasteful. Shane’s thoughts must show on his face though, because the mood around the table shifts. His father coughs performatively into his water glass and loudly clears his throat in a way that makes Shane think he’s trying to tell his mother something.
“Let’s not worry about that now,” Yuna concedes suddenly. “I’ll keep the email and you can let me know another time, if you’re interested.”
“Okay,” Shane acquiesces, letting her take back her phone he’d been holding to look at the watch. He waits for the next thing on her list, but nothing comes. Instead, they all sit in stretched out silence, until Shane can’t take it anymore.
“Is everyone else dropping me?” Shane asks. The idea of it is both horribly upsetting and a strange relief.
“No! No,” Yuna quickly denies. “No one is planning to drop you.” The 'yet' hangs unsaid, but they all feel it.
“Then what’s going on? I was expecting…I don’t know, more plans. A campaign or something,” Shane cringes at the thought.
“I can forward any offers that come through, if you’re interested in seeing them. You can look at them and figure out what you want.” Yuna is fiddling with the empty wine glass that had been on the table when they sat. “I just didn’t want to bombard you if you’re not…”
Shane looks down at his hands. He doesn’t want to talk about sponsors; he’s been avoiding talking to his own mother for that reason. His parents had been trying to see him again since he landed back in Montreal. He’d been dodging his mom’s calls with half-baked excuses about practice and being tired. Despite his eagerness to avoid it, now that his mom didn’t want to talk about it either, he could feel the guilt settling in his gut.
“This is about what I said, isn’t it?” Shane queries in a soft voice.
“I don’t want you to think that I see what happened to you as…as an opportunity,” Yuna reveals. Shane appreciates the way she avoids mentioning the term ‘rainbow-coloured’ which he’d spit at her as well.
“I’m sorry I said that,” Shane repeats the apology he knows he’s already given.
“You don’t need to be sorry,” Yuna jumps to assure him. She looks at David for a moment, their eyes clearly communicating something. Shane is left with the impression that he is once again in the middle of a rehearsed conversation.
Is this going to be my life now too? Shane wonders. Everybody rehearsing what they have to say to me like it’s a performance.
“I don’t want you to feel like I’m…making you, or like you have to do any of them,” she finally finishes.
Shane nods, carefully looking away from the table and out the big windows, trying to keep his face impassive.
“Of course, if you are interested I can send you feelers to-”
“No!” Shane interrupts her quickly. He flushes, but forces himself to go on. “I mean, no. Don’t do that. I think it would be…better for me, with hockey, if I didn't do anything overly…” This time, the word ‘gay’ hangs over the conversation. Shane feels guilty saying it, thinking it, but he can’t imagine what he’d hear in the Metros locker room if he was photographed in rainbow Adidas. Maybe he owes other gay athletes more, but he can’t do it. Let Ilya do it, let Hunter do it. Let the guys whose teams don’t hate them do it.
“How have things been with the team?” Yuna prods.
Shane shrugs, “fine.”
“We saw the game,” Yuna adds.
God, I just should have just acted more excited about Gay Rolex, Shane thinks.
“They’ll come around,” Shane says, parroting the line Hayden’s been feeding him for the last four days.
“I hope so,” Yuna nods. “But how are they now?”
Shane can’t decide what to say. He can’t tell them everything, but he can’t say nothing or they’ll know he’s lying. “They’re…unhappy, with the lying,” I never owed them the truth. “And the fact that it’s Ilya who's…who is my boyfriend.” The phrase almost catches in his throat. He still struggles to say it, especially out loud, in a restaurant, to his parents, but he manages to get it out. “I hope if we can win games things will get back to normal.” Maybe if I’m useful to them in this one way, they won’t treat me like shit.
Both his parents nod along as Shane talks. “Hopefully,” David says quietly.
“Any other sponsor things?” Shane asks. He’d rather not, but at least it’s slightly less emotionally fraught than discussing his team.
“None of them are dropping you, it’s more just…” Yuna fades off and grimaces.
“They probably won’t renew,” Shane finishes for her. He rubs his brow. He doesn’t care, at least for the most part. He hates filming all those stupid ads that eat into his already thin rations of personal time. But he also hates knowing it’s because he’s gay, or because the whole world saw his dick on a sex tape.
“I think they’re waiting to see…what happens,” Yuna admits.
“Ah,” Shane nods. He takes a sip of his ginger ale for something to do. “Waiting for the Metros to cut me, so no one is looking when they pull out too.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Yuna says firmly.
Shane presses his lips into a thin line to keep his mouth shut. He wants to tell her she needs to be prepared for if it does happen. He wants to tell her he thinks part of him will be relieved when it does, because he hates being in that locker room with his teammates. That he thinks he might hate his team, and they hate him too. He wants to say the same men he won a cup with seven months ago wanted to punch him before their first game back after the video came out. He wants to tell her that he wanted to punch them back, that he wanted to fight. He wants to tell them that Ilya keeps bringing up Shane playing in Boston and the idea of it makes his heart feel weird.
Shane doesn’t say any of that, though, because he can’t, of course he can’t. His mom would never forgive him if he went to Boston. He can only disappoint them in so many ways at once. So he just nods his head, like he’s agreeing, and lets the conversation move on.
“We watched the Raiders-Chicago game,” David mentions. Clearly trying to steer the conversation to safer waters.
“You watched a Boston game? Wow, you guys are serious about giving him a chance,” Shane laughs, but even he can hear how performative it is. It’s his media laugh, and he’s using it on his parents.
“He’s your boyfriend,” Yuna says, like that explains everything and Shane supposes it does. “They seemed okay, though. The team, I mean. Cliff Marlow did suckerpunch the Chicago center, which was a bit nasty–”
“He had it coming,” Shane cuts in before he can stop himself. He can see the surprise on both his parents’ faces, but he won’t listen to them say anything negative about Marlow’s actions when he was defending Ilya.
“What did he do?” David asks.
Shane waves the question away. “I don’t know exactly. Ilya just said he’d had something to say all night and Marley had heard enough.”
“Did the other players have things to say to you too? During the Winnipeg game?”
“Guys usually do, they love to chirp at each other,” Shane shrugs.
“About Ilya, though, or about…” Or about the sex tape we made, Shane’s brain finishes when Yuna lets the sentence drop.
“About… as much as I expected,” Shane says with a shrug, responding as though she were asking about the quantity of the chirps rather than the subject matter of them. He doesn’t elaborate further. “But it might be easier for me than for Ilya because he’s the one that…” It’s Shane’s turn to fade off. He’s the one sucking my dick, he thinks, but doesn't say. His parents both nod in understanding.
Shane lets them think he has to deal with less than Ilya, because he doesn’t want to tell them that the worst of the abuse is coming from inside his own locker room. He can’t tell them he’s not a good enough leader to stop it.
I can only disappoint them in so many ways at once.
***

When Ilya skates onto the ice in Buffalo for warm ups, he’s already feeling worn out and the game hasn’t even started yet. He doesn’t want to spend the night punching guys for what they’ll say about his personal life, but he can’t argue with what Marlow had said. He also has a small pit of dread for this game specifically, because he’s been remembering a particular line from their ill-fated sex tape.
‘A goal against fucking Buffalo means nothing.’
Ilya doesn’t doubt the Sabres might want to make a problem for him tonight for that line alone. He skates a circle across the ice, close to the center line, looking over the Buffalo Sabres trying to decide who he will most likely have to fight, only to see Ryan Price skating over to meet him at the center line.
“Hey Roz,” Ryan greets him quietly. “How are you?”
“Price, good to see you. I’m doing fine,” Ilya sighs out, relieved to see a relatively friendly face. “Sorry about your terrible team,” Ilya jokes.
Ryan laughs. “Yeah, well, I’m sorry about the video. That was really fucked up what happened to you guys,” He hesitates for a moment. “How’s Hollander?”
“He’s fine too,” Ilya answers stiffly.
“I saw his game last night,” Price acknowledges, the shared recollection of how the game went hanging between them for a beat.
“Then why did you ask?” Ilya challenges, and then cringes at his own tone. Price was never an asshole and he isn’t being one now. Ilya just can’t help but enter every interaction with his back up.
Price nods and looks embarrassed which makes Ilya feel worse. “Fair, I’m sorry.” Ilya can’t tell if he’s apologizing for the question, or the game, or the situation in general. “But you guys aren’t alone.”
Ilya waves his gloved hand. “Yes, Scott Hunter made big show of trying to steal our thunder.”
Price laughs softly. “How dare he,” he jokes. “But no I, uh, I meant me. I’m gay, I mean.”
Ilya thinks he might have whiplash from what he was getting ready to deal with when he skated onto the ice to what’s happening now. “You’re gay,” Ilya repeats.
“Yeah,” Price confirms. “I’m not really in the closet, but no one ever asks me about myself, so I don’t really tell people very often either.”
Ilya glances away towards the crowd and then immediately regrets it, he is trying to avoid reading the signs fans are holding. He feels ashamed though and doesn't want to look at Price over it. He’d played with Ryan, won a cup with him even. But Ilya knows he is also one of the people who didn’t ask Ryan about himself. He’d been so trapped in his own head then, so worried about winning, about Russia and the Olympics, about ignoring his feelings for Shane. He barely talked to Ryan at all.
“I’m sorry,” Ilya winces.
“You’re sorry I’m gay?” Ryan jokes with almost a smile.
“No,” Ilya objects. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask.”
Price shrugs like he doesn’t care, or maybe he just isn’t surprised. “Well I’m telling you now anyway. You, Hollander and Hunter aren’t the only queer players.”
“Are you going to try to steal our thunder too, Price?” Ilya smiles. “Make big public post with your boyfriend.”
“No,” Price shakes his head. “I don’t have a boyfriend, so you don’t need to worry about that.”
“Oh I…” I am absolutely failing this conversation, Ilya thinks.
“I should actually go warm up,” Price says, saving Ilya from whatever he was going to stumble into saying wrong next.
“Always good talking to you, Price,” Ilya calls after him. “Maybe we should do it more,” he adds too quietly for anyone else to hear.
“What did he say to you?” Marlow demands when Ilya skates back to the group.
“Said he was sorry about what happened to us,” Ilya shares with a shrug. “Then he told me he was gay so you know…very exciting two minutes.”
It takes Marley a beat to properly process what Ilya said. “He came out to you just now on the ice?” Marley asks.
“I mean…not really,” Ilya admits. “He told me he wasn’t really in the closet in the first place, but no one ever asks him about his personal life. So he doesn’t tell very many people.”
“Oh…that sucks. He used to play this us,” Marlow murmurs, like Ilya may have forgotten.
“I know Marley,” Ilya sighs and rubs his brow. “I never asked him anything either. Let’s just focus on the fact that you don’t need to punch the biggest guy in the ice and worry about the rest later.”
“Thank god for that,” Marley laughs. “I didn’t want to punch him.”
“I understand, you’re just…being good friend,” Ilya admits, allowing a small smile to show. “I will check if I still have Price’s number. Maybe next time we play Buffalo we will hang out. Ask him more questions about himself.” Try to be a good captain to him, even if it's in retrospect, Ilya thinks.
“You are getting soft, Roz,” Marley chuckles and starts to skate away.
“Fuck you, Marley,” Ilya shouts after him. “You’re going to be the first person I punch tonight if you keep talking like this.”
Ilya scores the first goal of the game five minutes into the first period. He gives Marlow a quick embrace enjoying the boos of the arena. “Fuck yeah,” Marley grins.
“Hey now, none of that,” a veteran Buffalo defender shouts over at them. “You’re not allowed to celebrate goals that mean nothing.”
It’s a call out that could lead to a fight, but he’s got a knowing smirk on his face when he says it. Too seasoned to have any delusions about the state of his team.
“Hey!” A young winger skates in, looking angry. “Don’t joke with them. They talked shit about our team.”
The defender just shrugs. “At least, we got a mention.”
The winger with too much perceived brawn and not enough actualized brain gets hurt feelings after that. He starts to mouth off to Ilya more pointedly when Price skates past.
“Any fights you pick you’ll be settling on your own, rook,” he warns without ceremony and keeps moving. His words seem to make the rookie second guess his choices. Ilya can’t help but grin at his retreating back and then he finds Price’s eyes. They smile at each other for a moment before Price skates off. Ilya reminds himself to make sure he has Price’s number before they leave.
***

The game ends in an easy win for Boston, but Ilya’s still exhausted. He doesn’t want to drag his weary body to the airport to climb onto Boston’s team plane for the flight over to New York City. It’s a short flight, but Ilya would rather be collapsing into a hotel bed. Plus, the late flight is ruining his ability to Facetime Shane. It’s a routine he’s been growing quite fond of since Shane left Boston. Ilya feels drunk on the sheer amount of access he suddenly has to Shane that he didn’t before.
By the time they make it to their New York hotel, it’s late enough that Ilya just sends a goodnight text with the promise of a video call tomorrow.
Ilya sleeps late and wakes up with a text from Shane.
Jane: Good morning! My flight is at 11:30, I’ll text you when I land.

Lily: Have a good flight.
There's also another text he’d been expecting, but it still feels weird to see it on his phone.
Grandpa: I heard you’re in my city. Kip says you promised him a trip to the Kingfisher while you're here, you and your team want to come tonight?

Russian Migraine: Trying to get us all drunk so we are too hungover for tomorrow? Very bad sportsmanship.

Grandpa: Nevermind. I forgot I hate you.

Russian Migraine: No, no. We will be there, I would never disappoint Kip. What time?

Grandpa: I’ll get back to you.
Ilya swipes back to his text thread with Shane.
Lily: Scott Hunter invited the team out to Kingfisher while we are in New York.

Jane: The Raiders are going to a gay bar?

Lily: Not all of them, I will only invite some. I think probably a huge team of hockey players might be a bit much for tiny gay sports bar.

Jane: How very considerate of you. Tell me everything when you get back?

Lily: Keep your ringer on, you can expect a drunk phone call from your boyfriend.
Marley exits the bathroom and chucks his wet towel at Ilya’s head. Ilya peels it off his, making a noise of disgust and tosses it back. “Good, you’re awake,” Marley grins, catching the towel and letting it drop on the floor. “I want breakfast. Get up.”
“With who?”
“The usual suspects. Get in the shower.” Marley’s tone does not leave room for argument.
Ilya gets himself in the shower and dressed in record time. He’s starving, he realizes, and some sort of huge American breakfast sounds fantastic. When they make it to the breakfast place around the corner from the hotel, St-Simon and Connors are already waiting. Ilya doesn’t wait long before giving them the rundown on their plans for the night.
“So, we are hanging out with Hunter now,” Connors says, looking incredulous.
“The queer players need to stick together,” Ilya declares. “And you will like his boyfriend, he is fun.”
“Just the two of them?” St-Simon asks.
“No, I think some of the Admirals will be there. So we will have to play nice with all of them,” Ilya admits.
“We have to play nice with the Admirals now and two Metros,” Marlow sighs. “I’m having a weird week.”
“You’re having a weird week,” Ilya shouts. “Are you kidding me? Go sit at the next table over!”
***

The flight down to Tampa is blessedly without incident. Shane takes a window and Hayden sits down next to him. Shane is silently grateful for the small barrier of Hayden between himself and the rest of the team.
“Thanks for rooming with me still,” Shane tells Hayden when they make it to their shared hotel room.
Hayden looks at Shane like he’s grown a second head. “Of course I’m still going to room with you. Unless you’re going to have a bunch of phone sex with Rozanov, now that I know about you guys.”
Shane laughs loudly in surprise. “No, no phone sex tonight,” he assures him. “Ilya’s going to meet up with Hunter and Kip, actually.”
“Wow, Rozanov and Hunter are hanging out,” Hayden states.
“Yeah they’re going to this gay bar Kip works at or…likes, or something…I actually don’t remember,” Shane admits.
“Are you sad you can’t go?” Hayden asks.
Shane shrugs, pointedly avoiding eye contact with Hayden while unzipping his suitcase to dig out his toiletries. “Kind of, I thought about it. Moving my flight around to make it work with the game tomorrow but I thought that would be a bad idea.”
“Didn’t want to play hungover,” Hayden jokes.
“I didn’t think the team would take very kindly to me flying separate so I could see my boyfriend,” Shane theorizes.
“Oh,” Hayden murmurs.
Shane just nods stiffly. “I should shower,” he blurts and heads for the bathroom to escape whatever Hayden will want to say next. It would have been stupid to fly to New York just to go out with Hunter and Ilya, but Shane had contemplated it. Even looking up flights. He felt stupid for how much he missed Ilya when they’d only been apart a few days, and he felt jealous too. He was so stupidly, painfully jealous that Ilya and Hunter were going out to a gay bar together with their teammates. Meanwhile, J.J. and Hayden never left Shane alone in the locker room, the reason why hanging over them like a guillotine blade.
***

“I can’t believe we have to hang out with a bunch of Raiders now,” Carter Vaughn groans as they wait to cross the street.
“It’s not a bunch of Raiders,” Scott corrects. “Rozanov said he was only bringing a few of them.”
“The worst few,” Bennett supplies. They group does a half jog across the road between cars to get to The Kingfisher.
“Probably,” Scott laughs. “Look, I really do appreciate you guys doing this with me, for me. It means a lot.”
“Of course, man,” Carter smiles. “It means a lot to us that you want to introduce us to Kip. I just can’t believe we have to share meeting your boyfriend with Rozanov.”
“I feel like saying his name that way is hate crime-adjacent," Breezy quips.
“Shut up,” Carter laughs.
“Also, technically you’re not,” Scott points out. “Rozanov and Kip have already met.” He pulls open the door to The Kingfisher and holds it for everyone else to go in.
“That’s even worse!” Carter shouts on his way through the door.
Inside the low-ceilinged dark sports bar, Kip is seated at the bartop with his friends while the bartender stands directly across from them.
“Hey there, cuties,” the bartender calls to the group with a flirty smile as they make their way across the room.
“Scott!” Kip calls. His smile is so big and happy that it makes Scott’s heart twist just to see it. He feels in that moment that everything scary about coming out is worth it, just to see Kip look that happy.
“Hey babe. I brought the team,” Scott offers, smiling back. “My team,” he adds, feeling the need to clarify that he doesn’t have Rozanov with him.
“Hi,” Kip greets the men, his smile softening to something more tentative. He clearly feels unsure; it’s one thing, Scott supposes, to meet the two players that had just been outed, but meeting several of Scott’s friends at the same time would certainly have to be more intimidating.
Scott decides to take control. “This is Carter, Bennett, Breezy, and Burke,” Scott lists pointing at each man in succession.
“Wow, that is quite a lot of alliteration,” Kip laughs as he shakes all of their hands in turn.
“You can call me Eric, if that’s easier,” Bennett offers as he shakes Kip’s hand. “Either is fine really.”
“Well, Eric-If-That’s-Easier and crew, these are my friends,” Kip offers, taking a page from Scott’s book to point at them as he says their names. “Shawn, Maria, Elena, and Kyle.”
There is another round of exchanged hellos. “I feel like everyone needs a drink,” Kyle offers with a smile.
“Absolutely, great idea Kyle,” Bennett agrees and slaps his hand on the bar. They smile at each other for a beat before Bennett continues. “Does everyone like beer?” There’s a mixed chorus of yeses and nos.
While drinks are passed out, Scott takes the time to peel off his coat and hang it on the rickety coat rack near the bar. When he turns back, he finds Kip right at his heels, having followed him over.
“Hi,” Kip says softly.
“Hi,” Scott murmurs back. “You good?”
“I came to ask you that,” Kip counters.
“I think so, I-it’s definitely weird. This isn’t something I ever planned to do. Not anytime soon anyway,” Scott admits. “But it’s good. I’m glad we’re doing it now.”
“Me too,” Kip smiles. “Can we kiss? Or would you rather not?”
It does send a prickle of panic up his spine at first, but he ignores it, and, instead of answering, he leans forward to press his mouth to Kip’s. It’s a quick kiss, almost chaste, but when they separate Kip’s smile is huge again. “I don’t think we’ve ever kissed in public before,” he says, as if his happiness requires explanation.
“We can start doing that more,” Scott affirms.
They return to the bar and Scott accepts a pint of beer from Bennett.
“So Kip, you were history major, Scott was telling us,” Vaughn says.
“Uhm, yeah. My degree is in history. I'd love to, like, work in a museum, but it’s a difficult field to get into. Once people get jobs like that, they usually don’t give them up,” Kip explains. “The younger people are basically stuck waiting for the older people to retire, which they all seem determined not to do.”
Scott takes a moment to thank all the powers in all the universes that Rozanov is not here to hear Kip say that.
“That’s really rough, so many fields have that problem,” Bennett nods sagely, as though he is a man of the people and not a highly compensated professional athlete. Scott isn't sure how he would know anything about the industries everyday people work in. Maybe he reads The New Yorker or something. Or maybe, he’s just bullshitting his way through the conversation to bond with Scott's boyfriend.
“Yeah I shouldn’t complain too much, I’ve got more work than a lot of people in my position and-”
“And you live pretty much exclusively in your boyfriend’s beautiful penthouse,” Elena cuts in.
Scott feels a flush creep up his neck at the reminder of how quick he was to move Kip into his life. Kip doesn’t look embarrassed, though; he looks pleased, and he laughs happily. “Yes, that certainly makes my life easier.” He directs his perfect smile back at Scott and it feels like looking directly at the sun. “I’m very lucky.”
Scott can only nod because suddenly this all feels overwhelming in the best way. “I’m lucky too,” he finally forces out.
“Okay, so can we finally acknowledge that Kip was trying to gaslight us into believing Scott was coming into Straw+Berry for the smoothies,” Maria says.
“I was not gaslighting you,” Kip retorts, rolling his eyes. “You’re so dramatic.”
“He was literally only there to flirt with you,” Maria exclaims. “And you were in total denial about it.”
“I mean, I was only in denial at first, and then…” Kip trails off.
“Gaslighting!” Maria declares.
“You’re not using that word right,” Kip snaps.
“I really feel like she is,” Shawn leans across the distance to cut in.
“Don’t take her side,” Kip protests.
“I’m on the side of the truth and gay love always,” Shawn laughs.
“I mean, I did come in for the smoothie the first time,” Scott interjects.
“Yeah, the first time,” Maria laughs. “No one learns the first name of smoothie boys unless they wanna-”
“Maria,” Kip yelps, affronted. “Also don’t call me a smoothie boy. I don’t like the connotation of that.”
Scott feels embarrassed, but the guys are laughing. “I am so excited to find out about this secret version of Hunter who goes to smoothie shops to be awkward to men he likes, I want to know more,” Carter leans in close like they’re sharing a secret.
“He was so awkward,” Kip laughs. “But, like, in the best way,” he adds quickly when he sees Scott’s face. “It was extremely charming.”
“Yes, I hear I’m extremely charming,” Scott jokes.
“Of course you are. That's why all the hockey boys want to fuck you,” Kip’s grin is wicked.
“What does that mean?” Bennett raises his eyebrows at them.
“Nothing,” Scott says firmly. “Kip’s just giving me a hard time.”
The conversation flows naturally, and Scott is overwhelmed with equal parts wonder and relief at how easily Kip and his lives are actually fitting into each other. Beside him, Carter peels off and circles around to stand next to where Elena is sitting on a bar stool.
“So, Elena right?” He asks with a smile.
“Yeah, and it’s Carter, I think,” she replies.
“Yes, so, uh, what do you do?” He asks, leaning both his forearms on the bar so they’re closer to eye level.
Kip turns and raises both his eyebrows at Scott asking a silent question. Scott just shrugs in return.
“He’s a good guy,” Scott assures him.
“Oh I am not worried about Elena,” Kip chuckles. “Carter, however, should be worried,”
“Should I warn him?”
“No, god, no,” Kip laughs. “Although, I might need to warn Kyle that your teammate over there is straight.” Kip directs his gaze to where Kyle is leaning on the bar having a conversation with Bennett.
“And married,” Scott adds after looking at them for a second. “Bennett’s just really friendly.”
“I’ll warn him,” Kip notes.
Behind them, the door swings open again and yet another gaggle of hockey players enters the bar. Only this time, it’s a group of Raiders. “This is not what I was expecting,” Scott hears Cliff Marlow say.
“What were you expecting?” Rozanov asks.
“I don’t know, flashing lights, dancing, louder music,” Marlow shrugs, surveying the room.
Rozanov’s grin is wicked. “Marley, if you wanted to go to gay club all you had to do was ask. We can find one later.”
“I just meant-”
“Ilya!” Kip shouts from his place at the bar, waving with a huge smile. Scott hates it.
“Kip!” Ilya calls back and starts heading over, his own face sporting a matching grin, arms out in welcome like they might hug. Kip moves to meet Rozanov.
“Your boyfriend is on a first name basis with Rozanov?” Carter leans over to ask him.
“I don’t wanna talk about it, man,” Scott groans and rubs at his forehead.
Scott and the other Admirals are ignored in favour of Kip introducing Rozanov to his friends.
“So nice to meet you all,” Rozanov says in a polite voice that Hunter isn’t familiar with. “These are my teammates, Marley, Connors, and St-Simon. Thank you for hosting us. Let me know if they’re causing problems. Specifically Marley and Connors.”
“Hey, what the fuck?” Marlow shouts, throwing up his arms in offence.
“Nah, he’s right, you guys are problems,” St-Simon chuckles.
“We won’t let them cause problems,” Hunter assures Kyle quickly.
“Hunter, lovely to see you,” Ilya deadpans as if he’s just noticing Scott for the first time. “Other Admirals, always a pleasure.”
“Yeah,” Carter snorts. “You sound stoked to see us.”
Rozanov’s grin widens into something more genuine. “Vaughn, I am always happy to see you.”
“You have a boyfriend,” Scott reminds him. “Don’t flirt with my friends.”
“Can I flirt with any of your friends?” Shawn asks, glancing between Scott and Rozanov. His tone suggests he's joking, but Scott suspects he hopes the answer is yes.
“You can flirt, but I cannot promise you’ll get anywhere,” Rozanov replies with a shrug. “I am only bisexual one, at least that I’m aware of. There have been some spoon-based revelations lately that are causing me to ask questions.”
“Hey man,” Marlow calls from a few feet away. “Don’t fucking share our business.”
“What, now you’re ashamed of me?” Connors demands.
Marlow drops his voice lower as if to make the conversation private. “You know that’s not what I meant, don’t be like that.”
“Christ now, they’re going to have a domestic,” St-Simon snorts.
Scott finds himself looking between the four of them trying to figure out if this is some kind of joke or if Marlow and Connors are actually together. I really, really need to work on my gaydar, Scott tells himself.
Rozanov laughs. “All of that is to say, nothing is confirmed. They're just being supportive friends.”
“That’s nice,” Kip smiles. “That they’re being supportive, I mean.”
“Yes, I think probably I need to buy them shots, and you guys too, and I guess the Admirals since also here.” Rozanov tallies them off on his fingers. “You too, Kyle. Don’t pretend you don’t drink on shift.”
“If you’re buying I’m drinking, babe,” Kyle laughs and starts lining up plastic shot glasses on the bar top.
“Good,” Rozanov turns his devious grin on Scott. “Does your gay bar sell good vodka, Hunter? You need loosening up.”
“It’s not my gay bar,” Scott argues. “And I don’t need loosening up.”
“Oh, you don’t?” Rozanov raises his eyebrows at Scott in a look that can only be characterized as sassy and leans closer to Scott. He drops his voice low, so only they can hear it. “You came out to gay bar already prepped?”
Scott can feel his face is somewhere between embarrassment and rage. “I hate that you’re one of the incredibly few gay hockey friends in my life.”
“I am bisexual,” Ilya corrects.
“We know!” The Raiders shout in unison. Rozanov picks a shot glass up off the bar and passes it to Hunter.
“Don’t let your much younger boyfriend see how boring you are.”
“I’m not much younger,” Kip corrects.
“I wish your handler was here,” Scott grumbles, staring down at the shot of clear liquid like it offends him.
“We’re here!” Marlow declares loudly from Rozanov’s other side, where he has moved to help pass out the shot glasses.
“That’s the opposite,” Bennett laughs.
Connors looks confused. “Who’s his handler, then?”
“Hollander, obviously.” Vaughn sighs, plucking two shot glasses from the bar and handing one to Elena with a smile.
“I do not need handling,” Rozanov snaps. “Anyway, cheers to being queer and sucking dick!”
“Jesus Christ,” Hunter snorts and holds up his glass to cheers.
“Just don’t let anyone film you doing it,” Ilya finishes before taking his own shot. Farther down the bar Scott can hear someone choke on their shot, but he isn’t sure who it is. He’s too busy fighting to keep his own shot down.
Carter slams down his own shot glass upside down onto the bar. “Well, I’m glad to see you haven’t changed, Rozanov,” he gasps, shaking his head to clear the shot away.
“And disappoint all my fans? I could never,” Rozanov laughs.
“You have no fans,” Scott counters.
Rozanov smirks at the bar top like he’s thinking of something. “Mmm, I know some people who like to wear my jersey,” he quips. A half-second later his face is one of pained regret. Connors is whooping, though, making his way to Rozanov’s side.
“Fuck yes. Tonight. Is. The. NIGHT!” He claps his hands to punctuate each word. “We need another round of vodka shots, please.”
“I should not have said that, more vodka shots will not get you more information,” Rozanov argues quickly.
Connors is grinning from ear to ear. “We’ll see,” he shrugs, looking unconcerned.
Rozanov looks pissed. “Kyle, give him nothing if it’s ordered with bad intentions.”
“What are the rest of us missing?” Vaughn asks. He’s half leaning across Elena to be closer to the conversation, but she doesn’t look bothered by the intrusion into her personal space.
Rozanov says nothing. After a moment Marlow leans forward apparently deciding to not give his captain any peace. “Hollander wore Roz’s jersey.”
Scott feels his eyes get huge and can see with a quick sweep that the rest of the Admirals have a similar reaction.
“Marley,” Rozanov spits. “There is no proof of that, and stop bringing up things you only know about because of my sex tape.”
“And because you literally said it in the locker room,” Connors reminds him. He begins handing out the next round of shots of vodka that Kyle poured, who's seemingly chosen to ignore Rozanov’s request to not let Connors order shots.
“You cannot hold things against me from that night,” Rozanov argues. “I was having panic attack.”
“You said Russians can’t have panic attacks,” Marlow chuckles.
“What the fuck is this? I brought you here so you could help bully Hunter, not me.”
“But we’re so close,” Connors argues.
“You’re all fucking banned from discussing any more things you only know about because of sex tape,” Rozanov orders in what Hunter suspects is his captain voice based on the way Connors and Marlow immediately drop it. The smirks drop away, leaving them both nodding seriously.
“Can we still do the shot?” Connors asks.
“Obviously we are still doing the shot,” Rozanov sighs.
Rozanov doesn’t see it, but when his back is turned Marlow and Connors exchange a look that can only be described as ‘conspiratorial’. Maybe they are together, Scott thinks.
More drinks are ordered and divvied up. They all break away into easy conversations around the bar. It’s all going relatively smoothly now that the Raiders have settled in. Scott is pleasantly surprised.
Vaughn gives an excuse to Elena with promises to return, though Scott doesn’t think she looks too fussed, and moves positioning himself to be beside Rozanov with Scott and Kip.
“So this ban on sex tape talk,” Vaughn asks, looking at Rozanov. “Does that include asking about Hollander?”
Rozanov gives Vaughn that same genuine smile he had for him earlier. “No, that is fine to ask,” he says. “Besides, maybe you only know about us because you saw our very lovely announcement confirming our relationship.”
“I really am sorry, though,” Carter offers. “About what happened to you and Hollander. That was fucked up.”
“Thanks, Vaughny,” Rozanov nods. “Was certainly not in our ten-year plan to be outed via sex tape.”
“You guys had a ten-year plan?” Vaughn looks surprised.
“God no, we didn’t have a ten-minute plan,” Rozanov laughs at the same time as Vaughn.
“How's Hollander doing, by the way?” Scott asks. He knows he should just text Shane and ask him directly, but he suspects he’ll get more honesty from Rozanov. Rozanov takes a step away from the bar he's been leaning on and facing, making it easier to address the group without swinging his head back and forth.
“He’s as good as can be expected,” he shrugs, seemingly holding back a good deal.
“I saw his game,” Scott probes.
“Ah,” Ilya grunts. Annoyance flashes across his face before he can school it back to neutral. He takes a drink of his beer before going on. “Then you already know how he is doing.”
“Did he say anything to you? About the Metros? About the game?” Scott asks in quick succession.
Rozanov tilts his head and looks thoughtful. Scott gets the impression he’s trying to decide how candid to be.
“He said his ribs hurt, which makes sense. He was clutching them during the game. He says that he’s ‘bad for team chemistry,’ which is bullshit. I think…I think that he doesn’t tell me everything,” Rozanov sniffs, and rubs at his nose. “I think he hides things because he doesn’t want me to know how bad it is, because he doesn’t want me to know what they’re saying.”
“What do you think they say to him?” Scott inquires seriously, his voice having lost all the humour and levity of only a minute ago.
“I think they are probably calling him the types of things you and I would expect,” Rozanov tells him while holding Scott’s gaze. Neither of them says it, but they both know what Rozanov means and the idea of it makes Scott feel ill.
“Is it the whole team?” Vaughn asks.
“No, Pike and Boiziau are good,” Rozanov acknowledges. “They have been good to him, and are still his friends.”
“Oh,” Scott replies, then realizes his shock that there are two Metros players who are not irredeemably homophobic isn't especially charitable. “He just never mentioned them, when we were there, I mean.”
Ilya shrugs. “He was, I think, waiting for that to not be true. I think he was expecting them to stop being so understanding when he got back to Montreal.”
“But they were good,” Scott reiterates, his tone more of a statement than a question.
“Yes, yes. I mean, I didn’t listen in on conversation or anything, but he told me they were when he saw them,” Rozanov explains. “He is still sharing road hotel room with Pike. Which he seemed happy about, even though that sounds like fucking nightmare to me.”
“Why is it a good thing to share a road hotel?” Marlow snorts. Rozanov’s face does something complicated, but he doesn’t move to answer. Scott jumps in instead.
“I would guess it's because he was scared no one would want to room with anymore. Once they knew he was gay,” Scott speculates aloud. He avoids mentioning he knows that because it is his own fear.
“Oh,” Marlow says softly. Clearly the idea has never even occurred to him, which is both insanely naïve and incredibly endearing.
“What are we going to do?” Scott holds Rozanov’s gaze again. Rozanov looks surprised by the question and takes him a moment to answer.
“I am going to corner Hayden Pike the next time we play Montreal to get all the information Shane won’t tell me,” Ilya admits. The smile on his face turns wicked at the thought of it. Hunter is glad to not be Hayden Pike. “Hopefully before the game so I know who I need to…focus my attention on.” He doesn’t elaborate, but he doesn’t need to.
“Do you think they’ll bench Hollander?” Connors cuts in to ask. Hunter didn’t even realize he was listening to the conversation.
“Nyet.” Rozanov's eyes are dark and filled with rage. “I think they will beat him down for as long as they have to until he waives his no movement clause, so they can ship off to some nothing team they will hope can never make cup contention,” Rozanov rants. He looks like he regrets saying as much when he stops speaking.
“They’re going to trade him just because he’s gay?” Kyle sounds disgusted. Rozanov’s head jerks up and he looks around the group. It’s clear he hadn't realized how much of the attention of the room he’s managed to hold. Indeed, everyone is focused entirely on this conversation now, all of them having moved in close when they realized Rozanov was talking about Hollander.
“No, or…maybe? Maybe they would have done this anyway, we can never know,” Rozanov shrugs. “I think maybe is not just about that, though. I think it is worse because he is with me. I think if he was with someone the team deemed more acceptable that he would have less problems. Instead he is being punished for liking the wrong captain.” Rozanov seems to be avoiding looking at anyone as he talks now.
“Oh,” Kyle’s voice is quiet enough to barely be heard above the music.
“Christ, and I thought the gay bar was supposed to be fun,” Marlow slaps the bar. Some of the group look perturbed by Marlow’s intrusion and attempt to end the conversation, but Rozanov looks so relieved that Scott is happy to let it drop.
“Bartender-” Marlow starts, but is interrupted by said bartender.
“Kyle.”
“Kyle, sorry, we need another round of shots, tequila this time.”
A chorus of groans rises up from the group.
“Shut the fuck up,” Marlow shouts over their heads. “When you buy the round, you can pick the shot.”
“You don’t have to do the shot if it’s too much for you,” Scott overhears Carter telling Elena.
She laughs and it’s somewhere between charmed and annoyed. “I’ll be fine, but you let me know if you need me to take yours.”
Kip turns to Scott again. “Like I said, she’s going to destroy him,” Kip murmurs. Scott laughs loudly enough to draw some attention but he ducks his head back down to smile just at Kip. For a moment, Scott has the completely insane thought that this may be one of the best nights of his life.
They all slam back yet another shot and put their glasses back on the bar. The alcohol must be working because Rozanov has that same wicked grin on his face again. “To be fair, is little bit my fault,” he laughs. “I, probably, should not have sent Shane back to Montreal with a hickey on his neck.”
Scott’s eyes go wide and Kip laughs loudly.
“Jesus Christ, Roz!” Marlow shouts with a laugh. “You gave him a hickey? What are you, sixteen?”
“I felt like I might as well! Everyone already knows, so why are we still hiding?” Rozanov declares with a big sweeping gesture.
“Oh my god, first jersey confirmed and now we find out about a hickey,” Connors cackles. He turns to address Marlow and St-Simon. “We are absolutely getting information on Vegas tonight.”
If Rozanov hears whatever that’s about he chooses to ignore them. He seems to be lost in his own head. “I should change his name in my phone actually, that might be nice.”
Scott feels his face go on a journey of confusion. “What’s his name in your phone right now?”
Rozanov refuses to answer. Instead, he takes a long drink of his beer and avoids eye contact with anyone. Marlow seems to catch on for the rest of them though, and starts laughing, loud and excited.
“HOLY SHIT!” He shouts, “Montreal Jane!”
Rozanov shrugs, finally looking up at them. His face has a giddy little grin, like a child caught eating dessert before dinner. Scott can’t help but understand the sort of childlike excitement of finally discussing things you’ve always kept hidden.
“Montreal Jane was Shane Hollander the whole time! MONTREAL SHANE!”
“You’re being loud, Marley, inside voice,” Rozanov shushes him.
“I feel like you’re never going to stop dumping these insane revelations on us,” Marlow sighs.
“Maybe that is good thing. I can't be queer and boring. Then what does Hunter have?” Rozanov smirks at Scott when he says it.
“A level head on my shoulders?” Scott quips.
“Mmmm, sounds boring,” Rozanov sing-songs.
This time it’s Scott’s turn to lean close and drop his voice, so only the two of them can hear. “Are you really going to flirt with me in front of everyone, Roz?”
He receives a nasty glare for his joke, but he doesn’t care.
“Old gay siren of the NHL,” Kit murmurs into his drink.
“We talked about you calling me old,” Scott groans, and, to his great frustration, Rozanov starts laughing with Kip. It's the worst thing Scott can imagine. It’s the best night of his life. He didn’t know he could feel this much freedom. He didn’t know how trapped he’d been.
***

Shane arrives at Tampa Bay’s visitor locker room last. He’s hoping to avoid spending any more time around the team than is absolutely necessary.
“Hollzy,” Mitty calls when Shane drops his bag in his cubby. Shane feels his shoulders jump up to ears, but he forces them back down.
“Mitty,” he deadpans in return.
“We saw photos of your boyfriend out last night,” he says, like it’s an accusation. “With Scott Hunter.”
“Right, because you just all go home and comb Twitter, desperate for more about us,” Shane snorts.
“Why so cranky?” Comeau asks. “You and Rozanov break up or something? Is that why he’s out with Hunter?”
“Are you guys seriously prying at me for gossip?” Shane demands. “No, we didn’t break up. It’s called having friends. You guys should try it sometime.”
“Whatever you need to tell yourself, Hollander,” Comeau laughs cruelly.
“Man, fuck off, maybe just try to focus on the game,” Hayden scowls.
No one says anything else to Shane after that as they get ready for their game. Shane spends the whole time wondering how the Boston-Admirals game is going. Part of him wishing he was there instead of here.
 
***

 
Scott has been slightly dreading this game since everything, or maybe everyone, came out. He knows any interactions he and Rozanov share on the ice tonight will be picked apart with the utmost scrutiny. He also knows Rozanov is not the type of man to care about said scrutiny and he will probably be his usual self regardless. Scott is excited for that, though; he feels more ready for Rozanov’s banter than ever.
He’s loitering near center ice waiting for warm ups to end when Rozanov skates over. He’s already sporting a grin like a jackal before he even speaks.
“Oh, I did not realize it was Old Timers’ night! So exciting to have you on the ice with us, Grandpa. I can’t promise not to break your hip if things get rough though,” he says the last part with a wink.
Scott can feel that the grin on his own face is just as wicked. “You want to fuck me so bad it makes you look stupid.”
Ilya loses the smirk off his face like he’s been punched, and Scott feels his own get wider in return. Maybe this is going to be a fun night, actually, he thinks while watching Rozanov school his face back into a scowl.
“Your pretty nurse is not allowed to help you come up with chirps, that is cheating.”
“My boyfriend doesn’t have to help me come up with anything,” Scott laughs. “You’re just a lot easier to handle, now that I know you think I’m hot.”
“You are not the one that would be doing the handling-” Rozanov spits quickly and then seems to think better of it. He inhales slow like he’s trying to stay calm. “We can’t be seen fighting on the ice,” he says steadily. Scott feels it is a victory, Rozanov hiding behind propriety when he’s losing a chirp battle.
“And here I thought we were flirting on the ice,” Scott chuckles and begins skating backwards.
“We are not!” Rozanov shouts back. “I have very pretty boyfriend who is second best hockey player with eyes like baby deer!”
Scott laughs louder than he means to, but his smile is genuine and less malicious now. There’s something startlingly amazing about hearing Rozanov talk openly about Shane Hollander that way. It makes Scott want to do it too.
“My boyfriend's pretty too,” he calls back. “We’ll have to all hang out sometime.”
Rozanov shakes his head, a face like he’s trying to look furious, but he can’t control his own laugh. “I need to get my volunteer hours with the elderly in, so why not?”
***

“I have eyes like a baby deer!” Shane shouts down the phone at Ilya.
“Hello, to you too, moy lyubymyy,” Ilya purrs.
“Why would you say that?” Shane demands.
“Because I love talking about how pretty and amazing my boyfriend is,” Ilya states. There’s silence on the other end of the line and Ilya doesn’t need to see Shane to know he’s using his angry kitten face.
“I’m the first best hockey player,” Shane finally says petulantly.
Ilya laughs. “We will see at All Star Game this year, I think. We can do all the same competitions and I will win and you will be sad.”
“Who has two cups?” Shane challenges.
“Who got there first?” Ilya reminds him.
“Oh my god, I can’t believe we didn’t realize you guys were fucking the whole time. You’re so clearly flirting it makes me wanna barf,” Marlow groans into the mountain of pillows he’s lying under in the next bed across from Ilya’s.
Shane and Ilya both laugh before falling quiet again, but it’s more comfortable and less angry this time.
“I miss you,” Shane murmurs down the line.
“I miss you too,” Ilya agrees. “I want to see you.”
“I want to see you too. I hate this. Can we share our calendars somehow? Set up a shared Google calendar so we can coordinate times to see each other,” Shane suggests.
Ilya wants to laugh, but the idea of Shane frantically creating a calendar so they can maximize their time together makes his heart squeeze painfully. “I’d like that. We will set that up.”
“I’m putting it on my to do list,” Shane’s voice is slightly far from the phone like he’s typing on it while talking.
“I want to see you now though,” Ilya smiles. “Maybe we could Facetime and you can take your pants off.”
“We can’t do that, I'm sharing a room with Hayden,” Shane sighs.
“Please don’t have phone sex while I’m in the room,” Pike calls from somewhere in the distance.
“Ask him to leave,” Ilya commands.
“I’m not doing that,” Shane says firmly.
“Pike will get over it,” Ilya waves Shane’s protests away. “I made Marley cuddle Connors so we could have phone sex the other night,” Ilya grins.
“That doesn’t sound like an acceptable thing for you to be doing as a captain,” Shane points out. “Potential sexual harassment. Hostile work environment—”
“They loved it,” Ilya says, he isn’t sure if he’s lying or not. He ignores Marlow’s annoyed groans of protest.
“We can…talk as soon as I'm back in Montreal,” Shane assures him tactfully.
“Ew,” Hayden’s voice comes from far away again.
“Tell Pike to stop being homophobic,” Ilya snaps.
“He’s not. He’s allowed to not want to listen to us plan phone sex, that’s not homophobic.”
“He’s calling me homophobic!” Pike shouts. “Give me the phone.” Pike’s voice is closer this time.
Ilya can hear what sounds like wrestling. “No, stop that, Hayden, you don’t need to talk to him. I can defend you myself.”
“Rozanov! I’m not homophobic!” Hayden is shouting. It sounds like he’s trying to get as close to the phone as possible.
“Then let us have phone sex!” Ilya shouts back.
“Man, I don’t want to listen to that either,” Marlow sighs from under his mountain.
“I’m sorry, Marley.” Ilya laughs.
“See, Marlow doesn’t want to deal with this either, stop trying to have phone sex with me,” Shane sounds furious. Ilya pictures his kitten face again. “It’s terrible.”
“I could go to the bathroom, turn the shower on to drown out the noise.”
“Please don’t,” Marlow says. He raises his voice loud enough for the phone to catch it. “I’ve been quiet for long enough during this phone call. Pike and I are about to become a united front against phone sex in hotel rooms.”
“Marley and I are united!” Pike shouts down the line.
“Go sit down,” Shane orders on his end of the phone, voice far like he’s holding it away from himself. After a moment, his voice returns closer this time. “Well, I’m glad our friends are getting along.”
Ilya smiles, huge and dopey. When he looks over and sees Marlow staring at him with a little grin of his own he turns his back away so he can’t be seen. “Me too,” he says quietly.<
“Text me in the morning?” Shane asks.
“I will.”
“Goodnight, Ilya,” Shane whispers.
Ilya has the insane urge to say I love you before they hang up. He can’t do that for the first time over the phone though, especially when Pike and Marlow can overhear. That would be a mistake.
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Ilya whispers back.
“What’s that mean?” Shane’s question is so quiet he barely hears it.
“Goodnight, Shane.”
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  October blurred into November in a smear of practices and games that Shane endured rather than enjoyed while counting the days till he could be back in Boston. Seeing Ilya in front of him rather than through a screen.
In the weeks since the video dropped, things have fallen into a somewhat sustainable pattern. After a series of bad road games brought the Metros to a losing record, things changed. The team went back to at least playing like Shane is on the ice, a shift that occurred, Shane suspects,  after a meeting he wasn’t present for but was the subject of. The team certainly isn’t happy to have Shane around but they have accepted his presence during games.
Everybody just wants to win.
Things are still bad in the locker room. Shane lingers after every practice and every game to avoid showering with the team. Hayden lingers too, both he and J.J. seemingly bent on never leaving Shane in the locker room alone with anyone else. The sweetness of the gesture almost covers up the bitter taste of the reason they feel the need to do so.
Things have been quiet with Crowell, though; maybe suspiciously quiet, eerily quiet, like walking into an empty house where you expected to find a party. The kind of quiet that leaves Shane able to hear the buzz of electricity.
Behind him on the dresser, Shane’s phone lights up and starts buzzing across the dark wood. Shane glances at the screen before answering the call.
“What’s up?”
“Capitaine,” J.J.’s voice is loud down the phone. “What are you doing?”
“Laundry.” Shane picks back up the shorts he’d been folding, fixing the line before putting them in a drawer. “Why?”
“Come out!” J.J. declares. “I am at Le Tambour, my buddies place I told you about, he’s doing an after hours thing. You need to be here.”
“I’m good, Ilya’s game ends soon and he’s got a big meeting tomorrow,” Shane explains. As he talks Shane makes his way to the living room to see what’s happening in the Boston game. Naturally it’s showing commercials. “So I want to talk to him tonight.”
“I promise we will get you home in time to talk to Rozanov,” J.J. assures him.
Shane unmutes the TV and clicks up the volume so he can hear when it goes back to the game. “I don’t want to go out to a bar, J.J.,” Shane sighs and rubs his face. He returns to his bedroom to continue putting away laundry.
The other end of the line gets quieter like J.J. has gone outside. “You can’t hide in your house forever, Capitaine,” J.J. tells him gently.
Shane has spent all his time either at the rink, or at home. He’s met his parents a few more times for lunch, but always at their usual spot. He has avoided going in public as much as possible. For the most part, Hayden and J.J. have seemed happy to accommodate his increased willingness to have them come over. A benefit of everyone knowing about him and Ilya now has been finding that he enjoys spending time with them more. It’s so different now he doesn’t have to hide half himself in a box, and now that they aren’t bringing up women they think he might like.
“Why not?” Shane whines, selecting a shirt to hang in his closet. “I like my house. I keep all my stuff here.”
I don’t have to look at strangers and wonder if they’ve seen my boyfriend sucking my dick here, he thinks but doesn’t add.
J.J. laughs, but he isn’t put off from his mission. “I promise you will have fun. The entire cast of X-Squad is here, it’s just me and my buddy François, the chef, no other Metros.”
Shane hates that he needs to be reassured his team isn’t there, but J.J. is right that it makes him more likely to come.
“The entire cast?” Shane asks. In the living room he hears the sports commentators’ chatter pick up again. He heads towards the sound to check the score.
“Like, basically, I don’t know everyone from those movies,” J.J. hedges, seeming to sense Shane’s weakening resolve. “Come on, Shane. Don’t let the assholes keep you in your house forever. Come have fun with me, talk to some people that aren’t Hayden and me, or your parents, or Rozanov.”
“Scott Hunter texts me sometimes,” Shane counters defensively.
“Wow, six whole people. You’re a regular personne très sociable,” J.J. snorts. Shane is quiet on his end of the call, so J.J. continues. “Please, come. Don’t let them scare you off. Besides, we play in Boston again next week and we’re going out with the Raiders after the game. Do you really want your first time in a bar, since everything, to be in Boston with the Raiders?”
Shane doesn’t reply as he watches Ilya win the face off for the start of the third period and send the puck to Connors. “Alright, I’ll come,” Shane acquiesces.
“C’est top! You won’t regret this,” J.J. promises.
“If you say so,” Shane sighs. They hang up and Shane stays standing in his living room. He watches Marley score, giving the Raiders the lead. The whole team celebrates, hugging on the ice. Shane feels a pang of something in his chest watching it. He turns off the TV and goes to get ready.
Shane wants to change his mind and go back home the second he opens the door to the bar. He doesn’t see J.J. at first, so he wanders over to the bar to get a drink. He’s only standing there for a moment when the bartender approaches.
“Hi,” the bartender greets him with a wide grin. He is, Shane registers on some level, attractive; his dark hair is closely cropped and his skin is bronze under the low light of the restaurant. His eyes linger on Shane's in a way that instantaneously makes him uncomfortable.
“Uhm, hi,” Shane smiles politely back.
“Can I get you something to drink?” He prompts after Shane doesn’t take the initiative.
“Yeah, do you have ginger ale?” Shane asks.
The bartender gives him a vaguely amused look. “I mean, we do, but…”
Shane feels suddenly embarrassed, like the man is laughing at his expense. “I mean, a beer,” he corrects hastily.
“Shane Hollander can have whatever he wants here,” the bartender says with a grin and a wink. He turns to pour a pint.
Well, Shane Hollander wanted a ginger ale, Shane thinks resentfully.
The bartender places the pint of beer in front of him and waves off Shane’s attempts to give him money, leaning onto the bar in a way that makes his white button up shirt pull across his shoulders and arms. He’s still got that same grin pointed directly at Shane even though there are other people waiting to be served.
“So, I wanted to ask,” he keeps his voice low. “You and Rozanov still together?”
Shane stiffens. That question almost always precedes the threat of violence or at least a chirp, granted it’s usually asked on the ice. “Yes,” Shane nods. “Still together.”
“Ah, well, if that ever changes, you should come by. I’m here every weekend.”
It takes Shane a moment to properly process what is being said to him and when he does he feels that claw of panic at a man flirting with him in public. Then he flushes, embarrassed by his own panic; everyone knows he’s gay, it’s not a secret any more. He’s probably seen it, Shane thinks and that thought makes the flush burn hotter.
“Oh,” Shane mumbles, desperate to be anywhere but here. “Uh, thanks, but hopefully that doesn’t change.”
“Right, of course.” The bartender grins wider, looking unfazed by the rebuff, or maybe encouraged by misunderstanding Shane’s embarrassment. “Just something to keep in mind.”
Shane nods and turns to walk away because if he lingers he'll tell this overstepping bartender about how his boyfriend keeps ginger ale in his home for him and would never mock Shane for wanting one. Shane regrets coming out, he wants to be at home, he wants to be with Ilya.
“Capitaine,” J.J.’s friendly call brings Shane out of his spiral. He’s waving Shane over from a side room inside the bar. “Come meet everyone.”
Shane loses track of time being introduced to a sizable chunk of the cast of X-Squad. They’re all extremely polite in that they don’t mention his sex tape or say anything even mildly homophobic. After barely an hour of casual conversation, though, Shane slinks away. Is it possible he’s gotten worse at small talk? He finds an empty booth and collapses into the seat, giving himself a moment away from the noise.
“I’m so glad you showed up,” a woman’s voice says from the other side of the booth. Shane hadn’t been paying attention and had joined someone at their table. He turns in the seat to find himself sitting across from Rose Landry. “This is way too many fries and I could use some help finishing them because they’re amazing and I will eat them all.”
“Sorry,” he says stupidly. “I didn’t see you.”
“It’s fine, I won’t say no to the company,” Rose Landry smiles at him, and pushes the basket of fries towards the center of the table. “Have a fry, Shane Hollander.”
“You know who I am?” Shane questions and immediately regrets it. As if anyone doesn’t know who he is now.
“I’m a Michigan girl raised with three brothers, so I’ve watched a lot of hockey.”
“Ah, of course.” Shane nods with a smile growing on his face. He feels warm towards her for choosing to mention hockey rather than the more glaring reason she’d probably heard his name in the news recently. It sits at the table with them though, a conversational landmine that Shane would rather not set off. He decides they need to move the topic away from him.
“I’m a huge fan of yours,” he admits instead.
“Sure,” Rose laughs like it’s a joke.
“No, I am,” Shane rushes to argue. “I’ve seen a ton of your movies. Or wait, maybe that’s coming off as weird and creepy now that I say it out loud.”
“No, it’s fine,” Rose assures him. “As a rule, I’m not usually creeped out by gay men with boyfriends.”
Shane feels his face flush. “Well…you got me there.”
“I’m sorry about what happened to you,” Rose murmurs. “And to Rozanov.”
“Oh, uh, yeah, thanks,” Shane stammers.
“That had to have been awful,” Rose continues.
“Yeah, it, uh, it wasn't my favourite day,” he confesses, rubbing at the back of his head.
Shane wants to ask her if she’s seen it, if she watched it to the end, if she listened to him moan his boyfriend’s name at a time when they still only used last names. He’s always torn between needing to know everything someone has seen and not wanting it mentioned at all. He knows that’s a rude question anyway, so instead he just scratches at the perfectly varnished wood of the table with his thumb nail and says nothing. His question must show on his face though.
“I didn’t watch it,” she assures him. She reaches across the table to place her hand over his, stopping his relentless scratching as it starts to make a mark in the wood. She squeezes once before withdrawing it. “I’d never do something like that to another person.”
Shane’s more touched by that than he should be. He wants to tell her that his own parents did something like that to their own son. But he doesn't think they're really there yet. “Thanks.” Shane forces his hands to stop moving and takes a sip of his beer instead. He offers her a playful half smile. “It’s easier to be friends with people once I know they haven’t watched my boyfriend suck my dick.”
Rose laughs loudly and gives him a challenging eye brow raise in return. “Oh, so we’re friends now.”
“Oh, I didn’t mean to-”
“No, no,” Rose interrupts whatever spiral Shane was about to enter. “I’m agreeing with you. We are friends now, Shane Hollander.”
“Okay…Rose Landry.”
“Are you excited to be back in Boston next week?” Rose asks, somehow managing to make the conversation both comfortably about hockey and uncomfortably about his relationship.
Shane’s eyebrows shoot up. “You know my schedule?”
“Like I said, three brothers, and every sports news outlet can’t stop talking about it,” Rose points out.
“Right, yeah.” Shane sucks his teeth. “I think ESPN is one quiet news day away from a full blown think piece.”
“They’re all just very excited to see the First Boyfriends of Hockey play each other again,” Rose muses with a grin.
Shane laughs, looking at his lap and shaking his head. “No one is calling us that.”
“You’re not looking in the right places,” Rose disputes. “I see lots of people online calling you that.”
Shane cringes at the idea. He wants to ask her if it’s a good thing or a bad thing and what else people say about them. Sometimes he wishes he had someone to comb the internet just to give some highlights of the not-awful things people say about him and Ilya, but he’ll sooner release a second sex tape than ask his mother for that.
"What else do people say?" Shane blurts before he can stop himself.
If Rose is surprised by the question her acting skills prevent her from showing it. "Oh, lots of things," she says coyly. "People say you're the hottest man in hockey and Rozanov is lucky to have bagged you."
"Okay, Sure," Shane snorts. "Ilya is, like, the hottest guy I've ever seen so that's not true. Those people must be blind."
Rose laughs. "Don't worry, people say Rozanov is hot also, I'm not trying to disrespect your boyfriend."
"Just don't tell him that," Shane affirms. "His ego is big enough."
"You know, something tells me you like his big...ego," Rose grins conspiratorially. 


"Yeah, well," Shane chuckles wryly and takes a sip of his beer. Maybe it's the beer, or the low lighting, or the excitement of chatting like this with Rose Landry, but Shane is feeling kind of crazy. "I've managed to make it fit into my...life."
Rose's next laugh is so loud that people turn to look, they shush each other and lean in closer across the table like they're worried other people are listening. "You are very surprising, Shane Hollander," Rose tells him.
"This is a very...surprising time in my life," Shane admits. "I used to be a lot more boring."
"Mmm, I suspect you were just good at hiding it," Rose disagrees. 
Shane can't help but laugh and agree with her, because she isn't wrong.


“So you didn't answer my question. Are you excited to go to Boston?" Rose questions again. "Getting to visit your boyfriend and his big ego."
“Yeah, I mean, of course. We haven’t seen each other in like a month, hockey schedules are shit and he can’t leave the states right now,” Shane spills more than he means to. “We talk on the phone and stuff, but it’s not really the same. I just want to actually see him and…sorry, I, I’m rambling.”
“You’re allowed to ramble about your boyfriend,” Rose affirms gently.
Shane smiles and nods, because he does want to keep rambling. Rose is easy to talk with; in another life where Shane wasn’t out with Ilya, he’d probably have tried to go out with her. “I don’t have any games for like three days after. We have a little break and then our next game is in Detroit, so I’m going to stay for a few extra days. I wouldn’t have been able to do that before the…before we were…public. So, it’s going to be really nice.”
“That sounds really nice,” Rose agrees.
Shane nods and takes another sip of his beer silently, consciously deciding he's taken up too much of the conversation.  Rose doesn’t seem put off though.
“How’s it been for you guys? Since you guys started being public together,” Rose asks, clearly using his chosen word from earlier.
Shane is surprised by the boldness of the question, but it’s not posed with any malice or even a hint of nosiness. It just feels like she genuinely cares what the answer is. Shane is suddenly very happy he came to this bar and sat down in this booth.
“It’s had its ups and downs,” Shane says, vaguely. “There’s things that are…harder, but it’s nice to not have to hide. If we weren’t out together, I wouldn’t be able to stay. It’s nice to be able to…do that.”
If she wants to ask more, she doesn’t. Shane decides he’s talked about himself enough for one social interaction.
“Are you staying in Montreal long?” He asks instead.
“Yeah, couple months, I’m here filming,” she explains.
“Oh, nice. I always love watching your movies,” Shane adds with a smile.
“I’ve been in some bad ones.” Rose cringes.
“I love the bad ones too,” Shane counters. “You’re always great in them.”
“Why are you watching my bad movies?” Rose demands with a laugh.
Shane shrugs. “I fly on airplanes a lot and I like watching the movies the airplane recommends. That’s how I ended up watching Under Dark.”
“Ooof,” Rose groans. “Another classic kidnapping flick.”
“You were great in it though,” Shane repeats.
Rose just laughs again and shakes her head. She pauses for a beat like she’s considering something. “Let’s hang out, while I’m here.”
“Oh…really? But I’m…” Shane stammers.
“Yes, I remember the part where you’re in a relationship with a man,” Rose clarifies. “I just mean let’s be friends, you’re fun and I get the feeling you aren’t given a lot of chances to be fun.”
Shane rubs at the condensation on his beer glass. “That sounds nice,” he acknowledges, because it does sound nice, having someone else to talk with.
“Good, we will schedule a hang out,” Rose smiles with a decisive nod. “We are friends, Shane Hollander.”
“Whatever you say, Rose Landry.”
***

The office is beige, the floors, the ceiling, the walls, the furniture. All beige. The lack of colour is starting to make Ilya feel insane; in combination with the questions, he might start screaming soon.
“Can I ask why you never applied for a green card or permanent residency sooner?” The immigration worker asks. She’s already asked this same question about four times. She just keeps phrasing it slightly differently like she’s trying to catch Ilya in a lie.
“I thought I had more time,” Ilya tells her simply. It’s the same answer he gave every other time she asked. “My whole family is back in Russia. My father is very sick. I had intended to wait until after he passed away before I started the process.”
“Would your father want to move to America, if you became a full citizen?” The immigration worker asks. That question is new and it takes Ilya by surprise. It also makes him want to burst out laughing, but Ilya suspects that would go badly. He probably shouldn’t laugh in the face of any government workers he needs to like him so he isn’t deported to Russia.
“No,” he says. “My family is very…Russian. I do not plan to see any of them again.”
If the woman is affected by that answer she doesn’t show it; instead, she just gives one decisive nod and types something on her screen that Ilya can’t see.
“Asylum claims are easier in some ways than citizenship,” she explains. “You won’t need to take an exam the way you will if you pursue citizenship, and it won't take as long. It’s just a matter of timing and decisions.”
“What decisions?” Ilya asks.
“It’s usually a question of how valid the claim for asylum is. Now, obviously you’re a very…” She looks embarrassed for a moment. “High profile figure, so, I think, that won’t be as difficult to answer.”
Ilya nods and glances at his lawyer who’s been sitting next to him throughout this whole interrogation. He seems to have nothing to say, so the interview continues.
“Have you ever had any dealings with the police for crimes committed on American soil?” She asks. It’s another rephrasing of a question she’s already asked four times.
Ilya's head hurts under the fluorescence and the beige. He just wants to go home. He thinks about his bed in Boston, but when he pictures it as home Shane is there waiting for him. He tries to shake off the implications of that and focus on the questions.
When they finally escape the beige themed immigration hellscape to be outside, Ilya feels like he can breathe. It’s cold, but at least the sky is blue and the trees are green.
“I need a favour,” Ilya tells his lawyer.
“Okay.”
“I had wanted to…I mean before everything, I had wanted to set up a trust for my niece. Something only she can access once she’s eighteen.” Ilya feels so angry at himself. Another thing he’d been meaning to do, but had assumed he’d get to it later. Now there was no later and maybe she’d never see the money. “I’m not sure if I can do that now. But can you look into it? If there’s a way to set it up for her, and be sure she’ll get it and not anyone else.”
“We can probably get something set up, we’ll just need a third party to route the money through.”
“I have a friend. She can still return to Russia, she will help,” Ilya explains. He has not cleared this with Svetlana, but he assumes he can count on her. “Can you be sure the money won’t get taken somehow? Look into if there’s any weird laws, please.”
“That’s what you pay me for,” his lawyer reminds him. They go their separate ways with the intention of seeing each other for the next round of immigration meetings.
Ilya decides to walk a bit, because the cold is bearable and he could use the fresh air. He digs his phone from his pocket to text Svetlana.
Ilyusha: I need to ask you for a favour, can we talk soon?

Sveta: I’m in Russia until next week but I will be back for your next game against Shane.

Ilyusha: I won’t have time then, Shane is staying with me, but we will meet after.

Sveta: You can’t ask me for this favour in front of Shane.

Ilyusha: Da, that is correct.
Svetlana takes long enough to reply that he flicks away from the conversation back to his messages, hoping to see a blue dot beside Shane's name, Only to find a dozen messages waiting in the Raiders group chat. He clicks on the thread just as another comes through.
Connors: I don’t want to, but I will punch Hollander for you if I have to Cap.
Ilya feels his eyes get huge. What the fuck is going on in this group chat?
Cap: Anyone who threatens physical harm on Shane will be doing bag skates only until they puke.

Connors: I’m defending you!

Cap: Against my boyfriend?

Cap: Bag. Skates.

Marley: Okay so the photos are a misunderstanding? Old?

Cap: What photos?

Baby B: Oh no, he doesn’t even know yet. This is heartbreaking guys.

Connors: I’m not doing bag skates then. You didn’t even know.

Cap: What am I not knowing?
He’s texting furiously, his hands feel cold and clammy around the large plastic of his phone case. This walk is feeling like a terrible idea. What are they talking about? What photo?
Marley: Just look up Shane Hollander and Rose Landry.
Ilya does what Marlow says and types their names into Google.
Trouble in Paradise? A TMZ headline reads. The article goes on.
Spotted last night in a local Montreal bar, Shane Hollander getting a bit TOO cozy with X-Squad actress Rose Landry. Hollander has until now had quite a public relationship with long time rival and fellow hockey captain Ilya Rozanov. No split has been announced, but these photos certainly have us asking questions.
Ilya scrolls down in the article to see the photo they’re referring to. It’s taken from a short distance, probably by a fan; they’re sitting in a booth opposite each other. Shane’s face looks serious, borderline unhappy and Rose Landry is reaching across the table with her hand in his.
Ilya is tempted to burst out laughing. The horrible feeling that had been rising in his chest is completely gone. Rose Landry is beautiful, extraordinarily so. But then, so is Svetlana and Shane didn’t seem even the slightest bit fazed by her beauty when meeting her. If anything, he seemed angry and jealous when she let herself into Ilya’s house. Ilya doesn’t think he needs to feel threatened by women trying to hold Shane’s hand.
Cap: I can’t stress enough how much I’m not worried about this.

Saint Vicky: I told you guys that and you still all lost your minds.

Connors: I’m not doing bag skates.
Ilya starts typing a reply when a message from Shane appears.
Montreal Shane: Call me when you’re out of your meeting and tell me how it goes.

Boston Ilya: I’ll call you when I get home.
Ilya doesn’t even have his front door closed when he hits the phone symbol and presses it to his ear.
“Hey.”
“Well if it isn’t my two-timing boyfriend,” Ilya chides.
“What? What’s that mean?” Shane sounds upset on his end of the line. Ilya slowly wanders farther inside, making his way to his bedroom to collapse on the bed while they talk.
“You’re still avoiding social media? Internet is bursting with revelations that you’re stepping out on me with Rose Landry. Very scandalous photos of her touching your hand, while you look extremely unhappy,” Ilya explains. “I assume you are unhappy a woman is touching you, but other people seem to think differently.”
He avoids mentioning the Raiders were threatening to punch him. That might interfere with his whole Shane, please come to Boston plan he’s been working on.
“What, no! Oh my god, no! She was reassuring me that she didn’t watch our sex tape,” Shane rushes to tell him. “I’m not interested in her like that. I’m not interested in anyone else like that.”
Ilya laughs. “I know you’re not, kotenok. Must have been very exciting for you to turn down the advances of famous movie star.”
“It wasn’t like that,” Shane counters. “She was nice, she wants to be friends. She already knew about me, us, as soon as we started talking.”
“I am happy for you,” Ilya chuckles. “You need more friends that aren’t just Pike and Boiziau.”
“Why does everyone keep telling me I don’t have enough friends?” Shane exasperates.
“I just think you need friends that aren’t 15 and 11,” Ilya banters.
“Shut up,” Shane groans. “Please, don’t call them that when we all hang out.”
“No promises,” Ilya replies, a grin pulling at his cheeks. He would give up a lot of things for Shane, but chirping Metros isn't one of them.
“How was your meeting?” Shane asks, clearly angling for a topic change.
“Went fine.” Ilya shrugs even though Shane can’t see him. “Answered the same question twenty different ways and eventually she told me some aspects of my case would be easier since I’m a high-profile figure,” He says her words sarcastically, getting angry at the memory. “Polite government speak for, whole world watched me suck dick and now Russia wants to hang me for my crimes.”
Ilya hears Shane’s sharp intake of breath and regrets his words immediately. He’d lost himself in his own frustration and hadn’t been thinking. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs into the phone. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
“It’s fine…I…” Shane clears his throat. “That’s probably good, right? Being high profile, I mean.”
“I think so,” Ilya assures him; he actually isn’t sure but he wants to say something comforting after freaking out Shane. “I’ll be flying to fuck you into your mattress before you know it.”
“I guess we’ll just have to settle for your mattress.” Shane’s voice sounds husky now.
“Are you at home?” Ilya demands, sitting up straight.
“I have to leave for practice in a half hour,” informs Shane, already knowing what Ilya is thinking.
“Half hour is tons of time.” Ilya pulls the phone away from his ear and hits the Facetime button. His grin gets even wider when the image of Shane comes through and he’s already sitting on his own bed.
“You wear glasses,” Ilya gasps breathlessly. How had they been doing this for weeks and Ilya hadn’t seen those glasses yet?
“Only for reading,” Shane says and hastily removes them, his face starting to flush.
Ah, that’s why, Ilya thinks. Shane is embarrassed of them.
“No, put them back on,” Ilya instructs.
“I’m not reading anymore, I’m talking to you,” Shane dismisses the idea.
“I will have more fun talking to you if I can see you in your glasses again.”
Shane sighs, looks away for a moment and then puts them back on. “Happy?”
“Extremely,” Ilya grins. “Now take off your shirt, and keep your glasses on. Underwear stays on too. I will tell you when you can take them off.”
“Fuck,” Shane breaths and starts to comply.
“Good boy.”
***

The Metros have an afternoon practice the day before they fly out to play Boston. Shane has been dreading it all week, and even before that. Practice is normal; unfortunately, that means almost everyone has something snide to say to Shane at some point. Shane alternates between firing his own words back at them and ignoring them completely.
When everyone starts to leave the ice, Shane begins his usual routine of lingering.
“Hollander!” Theriault barks across the ice. “Team meeting in the locker room.”
Shane exhales slowly and nods before following Theriault off the ice and into the locker room where the rest of the team is already waiting. Shane collapses next to Hayden and starts taking off his skates and pads.
“Tomorrow night is an important game,” Theriault reminds them. “I don’t like that we’re on the back foot coming off a flight, but I still expect us to come away with a win.”
“We better leave Hollander here then,” Drapeau sneers.
“Oh, you planning to start scoring goals?” Hayden snaps before Shane can say anything.
“That’s not my job,” he snarls back.
“Remind me again what your job is, then, because I think there’s some room for improvement.” Hayden is almost standing up now.
“ENOUGH!” Theriault hollers. “I won’t have any in-fighting and distractions costing us another game. Right, Hollander?”
“I didn’t even say anything,” Shane retorts as calmly as he can.
Theriault ignores him. “I’ll see you all at the airport tomorrow morning. No distractions.”
Shane wants to groan and put his head in his hands, but he can’t do that in front of the team. He opens and closes his fists repeatedly trying to focus on the motion and the dig of his fingernails into his palms.
“Ignore them,” Hayden instructs.
“You think they’re insufferable now,” Shane laughs, but he keeps his voice soft. “Wait until they find out I’m staying at Ilya’s for an extra three days.”
Hayden gives a laugh of his own in return. “Wait until they see the photos of us out with the Raiders after the game.”
***

Shane and Ilya haven’t had another chance to see each other since that first game in Boston. It took Shane by surprise just how much he missed Ilya. They had always done this, the distance, the waiting, the long gaps without seeing each other. In fact, it used to be worse; since coming out, they have texted constantly and video called every chance they got. It feels different now though, the distance less manageable now that they are really together instead of pretending to be casual.
The wait to get back to Boston has felt painfully long. Shane is so relieved to finally be packing his suitcase and getting ready for the flight in the morning. He has his phone pressed between his shoulder and ear, talking to Ilya while he packs.
“What time does your flight land?” Ilya asks for what feels like the millionth time.
“I land at 11, but I won’t be able to see you until after the game. We won’t have a lot of time after check in and everything so I’ll come over after,” Shane explains. He digs in his drawer until he finds his favourite sweatpants and packs them in his suitcase.
“Check in? Why the fuck are you going to the hotel,” Ilya demanded. “Come straight here from airport.”
“I can’t do that,” Shane falters. “Coach’ll be pissed if I don’t go with the team to the hotel.”
“You’re literally staying in Boston for days after and not flying out with your team,” Ilya points out. “I think they know we are together, Shane.”
Shane sighs and rubs at his face. “I just don’t want to do anything that will make things with the team…” Shane lets the sentence hang. He realizes he was going to say worse, but he’s scared Ilya will ask what worse is in relation to.
“How are things with the Metros?” Ilya queries.
“Fine,” Shane states flatly. “Better in games now. We’ve been winning.”
“And outside of games,” Ilya presses. “In practice, in the locker room. How are things then?”
“They’re fine, it’s all…” Shane hesitates for too long. “I’ll come straight to your place when my flight lands.” He hopes giving in will steer Ilya away from asking any more about the Metros.
He hears Ilya sigh loudly on his end of the line, clearly aware of Shane's gambit. “You can talk to me, solynshko,” he murmurs.
“I know. I know I can,” Shane says quietly. “There’s just nothing to talk about. It’s just hockey  anyway, it doesn’t matter.”
As if it’s ever been just hockey for one moment of Shane’s entire life, as if hockey isn’t Shane’s entire life. He busies himself from that painful thought by grabbing his toiletries bag and taking it to the bathroom, leaving it on the counter to be packed with his toothbrush and necessities the following morning.
“Okee,” Ilya acquiesces. “Come straight here, we can eat lunch together, before the game.”
“But-”
“It’ll be good for your bird food diet, don't worry,” Ilya interrupts.
Shane smiles into the phone. “If we show up to the game together everyone will lose their minds.”
“Wait until we leave the game together,” Ilya laughs. “Then they’ll really go crazy.”
Shane groans and collapses back onto his bed, abandoning all attempts at packing. “Is it going to be like this forever?” He asks.
Ilya is quiet for a long time, so long that Shane thinks he isn’t going to answer. “I do not think so,” he murmurs, finally. “They will get bored of us eventually. Someone else will do something crazier and we will be left alone. It will probably get worse any time we play each other or if one of us wins the cup. But it will be less…with time.”
Shane nods before remembering this isn’t a video call and Ilya can’t see him. “Yeah…yeah, you’re probably right. I just wish that time was now.”
“Me too,” Ilya agrees. “But we don’t need to worry about any of them. Just focus on flight and coming here, there will be good diet-approved food waiting for you before the game.”
“Thank you,” Shane whispers, because he can’t say what he wants to say. “For doing that for me.”
“Of course I’d do that for you,” Ilya whispers back and it feels like they’re both saying the thing they’re not. Like always, they both let deeper confessions hang unsaid. Maybe this time, in Boston, Shane can be braver.
“I’ll text you when my flight leaves and as soon as we land,” assures Shane.
“Good, I’ll be waiting for you.” Ilya’s smile is audible through the phone. “Marley and Connors can’t wait to take you out after the game.”
“Going out to the bar together after the game with our friends,” Shane sighs.
“I know,” Ilya murmurs. “We will have fun though.”
“I’m not doing shots,” Shane avows quickly.
“I literally just said we were going to have fun, Hollander. Don't ruin it immediately.”
***

When the team lands, Shane collects his bags hurriedly and opens his phone to start ordering a car.
“What are you doing?” Hayden asks, watching Shane select an airport exit for pick up.
“I’m going straight to Ilya’s. There’s no point in me taking my stuff to a hotel room. I’ll just need to get it back later,” Shane explains. “It’s a waste of time.”
“Coach will lose it if you go there before the game,” Hayden blanches.
“He’ll probably lose it anyways,” Shane sighs and rubs his face. There’s an exhaustion settling in his body that feels bone deep. “I don’t know. I can’t win with the team no matter what I do. So, I might as well do what I want to do, and what I want is to see my boyfriend.”
Hayden nods. He doesn’t look happy with Shane’s choice, but he doesn’t fight him on it. “I’ll see you in the locker room before the game, then?”
“Of course, I’ll message you when we’re on our way over,” Shane smiles.
“We, holy fuck.” Hayden snorts. “Sorry, I guess it just didn’t occur to me you’d show up to the game together.”
“Got to give them something new to talk about,” Shane jokes.
“Do you?” Hayden laughs.
Shane just grins in return. Turning on his heel, he makes his way off the tarmac. Rushing away before Theriault can notice him not getting on the bus. He’s almost vibrating out of his seat in excitement the whole way to Ilya’s house.
Ilya’s front door swings open before Shane has a chance to knock.
“Hi,” Shane smiles. He’s clutching a bag in each hand waiting to be invited inside. Ilya does not say ‘hi’ back, opting instead to grab the front of Shane’s shirt and haul him inside. Ilya shuts the door and shoves Shane against it, capturing his mouth in the kiss they’ve both been desperate for since the last one ended in this same entryway.
“Oh, fuck,” Shane gasps into Ilya’s mouth. He drops his bags so he can get his hands into Ilya’s hair.
Ilya's mouth leaves his, cutting a path across his jaw and down his neck. “I missed you so much,” Ilya groans, lips pressed against Shane’s neck while he grabs a handful of his ass.
“Oh, Ilya,” Shane pants. “Oh, fuck, I missed you too.”
Ilya doesn’t waste another second, bending to grab Shane by the back of his thighs and lift him up. Shane moans at the show of strength and starts trailing biting kisses along Ilya’s neck while he’s carried across the house and set down on the dining table.
“I know you prefer it if we eat at the table,” Ilya groans.
“What are we eating?” Shane tries to ask but it comes out as a groan.
Ilya doesn’t answer; instead, he just smiles and starts undoing Shane’s pants. Shane lifts his hips so Ilya can slide them down past his ass before Ilya rips them off completely. He immediately slips a hand into Shane’s underwear and wraps a hand around his achingly hard cock.
“Oh fuck, I’m not going to last,” Shane pants.
“What else is new?” Ilya grins. He starts lowering himself, trailing kisses down Shane’s body along his path.
“Fuck you,” Shane sighs, without meaning it. Ilya is on his knees in front of Shane, having freed his erection from the underwear. He starts licking up the length of him in soft teasing strokes. Shane threads his fingers back into Ilya’s curls and tugs at them. “Please, Ilya.”
Ilya finally wraps his mouth around Shane and starts sucking his dick in earnest. Shane collapses back onto the table, completely overwhelmed by the mouth he’s been missing for a month. The only sounds are the wet noises of Ilya’s mouth on him and Shane moaning like a whore. It doesn’t take long before Shane’s breath starts coming fast and uneven.
“Oh, fuck I’m gonna come,” Shane moans. It’s a warning he knows Ilya doesn’t care to heed, but he gives it anyway and moments later his hips are jerking up of their own volition as he comes into Ilya’s mouth. It takes Shane a moment to recover and come back to his body. When he finally does he sees Ilya is looking far too pleased with himself. Shane immediately wants to make that look disappear.
He slides off the table, gives Ilya one filthy kiss and starts to slide down to his knees. Ilya hooks his arm around Shane’s waist to stop him. “No,” he rasps.
“You don’t…want…” Shane stammers, somewhere between confused and embarrassed.
“I want something else,” Ilya tells him breathlessly and he turns Shane around, so he can press him against the edge of the table.
“We can’t have sex before the game, Ilya,” Shane protests weakly, as Ilya fumbles in the pocket of his jeans. In actuality, if Ilya wanted to fuck now, Shane would let him. He’d probably let Ilya do anything.
“Don’t worry, your ass will be fine for the game.”
Shane watches Ilya pull out a packet of travel lube and start to slick up his dick. “You put lube in your pocket?”
“I needed it, didn’t I,” Ilya grins and runs his hand up Shane’s back.
Ilya forces his legs back together, making Shane flush when he realizes he’d spread them even while pretending to protest against having sex. Ilya slides his hands up Shane’s shirt, holding him upright while squeezing at his pec. Shane cranes his head to capture Ilya’s mouth when he feels the lubed head of Ilya’s cock press against him, just under the curve of his ass.
“What are you-” Shane starts, it comes out slurred from how turned on he is. His brain is not fully functional.
“Shhh,” Ilya groans, pressing forward to slip himself completely between Shane’s thighs. “Let me fuck you like this, and your ass can wait for later tonight.”
“Oh fuck,” Shane groans. It wasn’t exactly stimulating being fucked like this, but it made Shane feel foggy with arousal. Having Ilya use him any way he can. “I’m so glad you convinced me to come straight here.”
Ilya laughs against Shane’s neck as he moves roughly between his legs. More roughly than he would if he were actually inside him. The skin-slapping noises his thrusts are making sound vulgar in the quiet house. Shane isn’t sure how much time they spend in that position, Shane swallowing all Ilya’s moans into his own mouth, until he feels Ilya’s thrusts lose their pace, the hand on his pec squeezing hard as his orgasm closes in.
“Oh god, Hollander,” Ilya groans against his neck, slipping back into using Shane’s last name when he comes, splattering the inside of Shane’s thighs with his sticky mess. They take a moment, recovering their breath together. Shane moves his hands up into Ilya’s hair so he can pull him into another kiss.
“The table is filthy now,” Shane gripes eventually.
“It can be cleaned,” Ilya snorts and pulls away from Shane, giving his bare ass a playful smack.
“I’ll always know,” Shane grimaces, accepting a handful of kleenexes to wipe his thighs. He quickly cleans himself up and pulls up his pants. Ilya stays inches away from him the entire time. When he finally straightens up, Ilya starts leaning into him again.
“Mmmm good,” Ilya whispers, caging Shane back against the table. “Then later when the team is here and we are sitting together you can remember how I sucked you and fucked you over this table and after they leave I will do it again.”
“The team is coming here?” Shane asks, probably focusing on the wrong thing.
“Tomorrow afternoon,” informs Ilya. “Little bit of team bonding, you will like it.”
Shane doesn’t feel so sure, but he can’t hurt Ilya by telling him that so he nods instead. “For sure,” he says unconvincingly. Ilya lets it go though.
“Come,” Ilya smiles and takes Shane’s hand to lead him to the kitchen. “I’ll make lunch.”
“So you actually do want to eat?” Shane quips and Ilya shoves him playfully in return.
***

Ilya and Shane take the same black Bentley with tinted windows that Shane remembers leaving in the last time they were at The Garden together. Reporters and fans alike can be seen lingering at the players entrance from where they’re parked. Shane can feel himself starting to sweat, even though his skin feels cold. His bravado earlier, when he’d told Hayden they needed to give the people something to talk about, had been false. He had been clinging to a foolish hope that they’d slip in unnoticed.
“There isn’t really anything new they can say about us,” Ilya smiles, seeming to read Shane’s anxious thoughts.
Shane laughs. “Yeah, they’ve covered most of their bases at this point. Let’s just go. I want to get this game over with.” Shane hates hearing himself say that. He’s always loved playing against Ilya. It was better than playing any other team—faster, harder, more exciting. Now, all he feels is dread at the idea of what sharing the ice with him again will bring. In the media, and in the locker room.
“Can’t wait to go hang out with my team, da?” Ilya jokes.
“You better be nice to Hayden and J.J.,” Shane counters.
“You mean 15 and 11? I’ll be nice to them,” Ilya grins and receives a glare in return. “And the rest of your team, they’ll get what they deserve too.”
“No,” Shane orders, turning in his seat to look at Ilya. “Don’t do that.”
“Don’t do what?” Ilya cocks his head to the side. “Treat your team how they deserve?”
“Don’t cause a problem, Ilya,” Shane corrects.
“I am not the one—we are not the ones causing problems here, Shane,” Ilya reminds him through barely contained anger. “Your team treats you like shit and thinks they can get away with it.”
“They don’t treat me like shit,” Shane argues.
“They can’t get away with it,” Ilya reiterates, ignoring Shane’s words entirely. “I won’t let them.”
“Just…please don’t start anything,” Shane begs. “We can’t give them, the team, the league, fucking Crowell, a reason to make things worse for us.”
“Fine,” Ilya agrees. “I won’t start anything.” Before Shane can interpret that fully, Ilya swings open his door and gets out.
“Wait, no, that’s not what I meant,” Shane tries to say, but the door is shut in his face. “Fuck,” Shane exhales to himself. He gets out to follow Ilya to the back of the car.
They grab their equipment and start to make their way to the door. Unsurprisingly, the crowd shifts in excitement when they’re spotted, pushing excitedly against the barrier gates and security that have been stationed there.
“This is more security than usual,” Shane notes.
“Da, well, the GM, Daniels, had a feeling we would need it. Being it’s you and me again,” Ilya explains.
“That’s…nice of him,” Shane nods. Shane hasn’t really spoken to the Metros GM since everything with Ilya. Theriault seemingly has been left to be the mouthpiece of all the office’s thoughts and anger. Privately Shane thinks that might be a bad sign, considering Ilya seems to speak to his GM with some regularity.
The conversation drops when they get close enough for the crowd to hear them.
“Rozanov, Hollander, any thoughts going into playing each other for the first time tonight since coming out as a couple?”
“Do you expect to share ice time tonight?”
“Hollander, are you staying with Rozanov while you’re in Boston?”
They ignore everything that’s asked even though Shane has replies he’d like to give to all of them, largely made up of profanity.
“I’ll see you on the ice,” Ilya says quietly when they reach the point where they have to part ways.
“Yeah,” Shane nods awkwardly. “See you out there.”
There’s a long moment where the pull to kiss is overwhelming; Shane can tell Ilya feels it too, but they don’t act on it. If they were seen kissing in the stadium tonight, Shane is pretty sure he’d be on the bench for the game, if not the season. They part ways with a heated glance and Shane starts towards the visitor locker room.
Without Ilya beside him, Shane feels his walking slow, every move made difficult by his overwhelming desire to not be in that locker room again. The same visiting locker room where his team watched the entire leaked sex tape. Where they watched it in front of Shane while he stood there almost naked. Shane wishes they would have benched him for this game so he wouldn’t have to be here. But Shane suspects the refusal to bench him is a form of punishment in itself. They want him to have to wear whatever happens tonight, especially if it’s bad.
“Look who finally showed up,” Wilson declares loudly when Shane walks in.
“This is literally the time I always arrive before games,” Shane counters. He heads straight to  the spot beside Hayden and starts digging out his gear.
“You didn’t come with us to the hotel,” Drapeau observes.
“You tracking my movements now?” Shane demands. He can feel it again, the swelling heat of anger in his chest. He feels it almost every time he’s in the locker room now.
“When we’re in Boston? Absolutely.”
“What I do outside of team mandated hours is none of your guys’ business,” Shane affirms.
“So desperate for your boyfriend’s dick you had to see him before the game,” Comeau mocks.
“None of your business,” Shane repeats, even though he’s absolutely right. Shane had in fact been extremely desperate for Ilya’s dick. He can’t joke about that though, not here, this isn’t the Boston locker room where they’d find it funny. That thought has him clenching his fists inside his hockey bag where the team can’t see, trying to fight off the urge to start yelling.
“I want to know what’s at stake for tonight's game,” Comeau taunts.
“What?” Shane spins around to look at the room.
“I mean, what did you two bet this time? Whoever wins gets to fuck the other one, is that how those things are decided?”
“Those…things,” Shane repeats slowly.
“I just think we deserve to know,” Comeau sneers. “I feel like that dynamic must affect play on the ice and we deserve to know what you’ll be doing after the game.”
God, I wanna fight, he thinks. The feeling in his chest is white hot. The days leading up to the Boston game, the team has gotten even worse again, the way they were in the days immediately after the leak. He can’t stop thinking about the things they’ll probably say to Ilya during the game and how much harder it will be to lie to Ilya going forward as a result.
More, Ilya’s breathy voice returns in his head and Shane obeys.
“How do you make your wife come?” His voice is icy.
“Wha…what did you just say to me,” Comeau stammers, his eyes are huge like he can’t believe what he just heard.
“I mean, if you want to take turns asking wildly inappropriate questions about people's sex lives with their partners, I feel like you should go first,” Shane says calmly, like they’re friends having a chat. “So, how do you make your wife come? What positions work best?”
Comeau seems to be vibrating with rage; his face is firetruck red and the fist clenched at his side is blanched almost entirely white against the force he’s using to hold it. When he can’t manage a reply Shane doesn’t try to fight the smile that makes its way onto his face.
“Oh…I’m so sorry,” he mocks. “Is this a sensitive topic? Something you guys struggle with, maybe. I didn’t mean to embarrass you with my inappropriate questions.”
“I’m GONNA FUCKING-” Comeau steps forward.
“ENOUGH!” Theriault shouts over the room. “You’d all do well to save it for the ice. I expect this team to come away tonight with a win. Anything less and you can all expect to feel the consequences.”
The locker room is a chorus of acknowledgement.
“Now finish getting ready, warm ups and stretches start in ten minutes,” Theriault informs them before turning to leave. The locker room is quiet for a moment, but not nearly long enough.
“You going to make a trip to the Raiders locker room before the game starts, Hollander,” Drapeau asks.
“Why would I do that,” Shane sighs, exasperated. He’s aware he’s setting them up for something, but he’d rather just let it happen.
“Gotta stretch out your throat, I assume.” Comeau’s laugh is mean and some of the team laugh with him. Too many.
“Or maybe it’s Rozanov that needs the stretching,” Wilson speculates.
“I mean we all saw the video, he clearly-”
“Don’t you fucking dare talk about that video to me,” Shane snarls. It’s nothing short of a miracle he stops himself from yelling, but he doesn’t want to summon Theriault again. “You guys sure are eager to act like you’re disgusted by it when you couldn’t resist watching it over and over.”
“It wasn’t like that,” Mitty defends.
Shane snorts in derision and turns back to his bag to get his helmet. He can feel another wave of anger rolling out of him. “Perhaps you’d like to go to the Raiders locker room yourself, Comeau,” Shane prompts.
“Why the fuck would I do that?”
“I mean, Ilya likes both,” Shane reminds them with a shrug. “Maybe he could give you some advice on how to use your tongue, help you keep your wife happy.”
There’s a beat of silence and Shane can see Comeau deciding what he wants to do. In the end he decides against punching Shane, he just picks up his gear and leaves. The rest of the team starts to follow.
“We can’t fight everyone forever, Shane,” Hayden tells him. Shane isn’t even sure what he’s trying to say. That he should make nice with the team that hates him? That he should realize he needs to leave?
“I know we can’t,” Shane admits. “But I don’t know what else to do. Maybe I never did.”
Shane is the last one out of the locker room for warm ups and when he rounds the corner to go down the hallway he finds Theriault waiting for him. Shane stops and holds his gaze, waiting for whatever is coming.
“This is your only chance, Hollander,” Theriault warns him. “If we don’t win tonight, you’ll spend every game we play against Boston for the rest of the season on the bench.”
“And when we face them in the play offs?” Shane asks.
Theriault pins him with a heated glare, working his jaw against all the things he probably wants to say, but for whatever reason, is stopping himself. “I guess we’ll deal with that when we get to it.”
“I guess we will,” Shane agrees and he turns to go to warm ups.
*
LeClaire joins the team in the locker room while they’re getting dressed for warm ups.
“I have some things I’d like to say before we step out to share the ice with Montreal again,” he announces and the locker room quiets. “I know this game is going to be…heated. I’m aware things are more personal than they used to be. But I don’t want that to translate to stupid decisions being made on the ice.”
There’s a beat of silence, as if LeClaire is waiting for an argument. When none comes he continues. “This might feel unfair to say because largely you guys have been smart on the ice when it comes to the extra vitriol the team has received, especially our Captain. However I think we also all know that tonight will probably be more intense than usual.”
There’s a quiet chorus of agreement around the room. Ilya can’t decide where he wants to look. He feels equal parts embarrassed to have put the team in this position and grateful that they want to defend him. He knows Shane doesn’t have this, even if he won’t admit it.
“I don’t want to see stupid choices out there. We beat them once already, we can do it again. Let them be focused on chatting shit and causing problems. And if any gloves do hit the ice I expect to see the Metros drop them first. We do not initiate fights. Not tonight. I know that’s not what anyone wants, I suspect you want to paint the ice red.” LeClaire holds Ilya’s gaze as he talks. “But we can’t do that and focus on winning and I want us to focus on winning. Agreed?”
An array of ‘yes coach’ and ‘understood’ come up around the room and LeClaire nods and leaves. They don’t go back to getting ready; instead, everyone turns to look at Ilya, clearly waiting for him to speak. Ilya exhales slowly. He doesn’t stand up, he already has everyone’s eyes and it’s better if it doesn’t look like he’s giving a team speech should LeClaire return.
“I want to win tonight,” he states, echoing LeClaire’s words. “But I also want other things too. I think you should all listen to Coach, he’s right we can’t play a dirty game. I also can’t promise I won’t do things that go against what LeClaire has asked. Winning is important to me, this team means everything to me. But there will be men on that ice with us tonight who’ve said and done terrible things to someone who is also important to me and if I have a chance to make them answer for those things…they will.”
“Aye, Cap,” Marlow calls.
“No one else needs to do anything,” Ilya stresses, looking at Marlow. “I am just being honest with you all about what I am going to do.”
“We’re going to make them remember that we’re the fucking Raiders,” Marlow says evenly. The threat of it is clear.
“We’re the fucking Raiders,” Ilya agrees with a steady nod.
Out on the ice for warm ups, Ilya forces himself not to succumb to the urge to approach Shane. He wants to so badly; he can’t stop staring at him, watching the stilted way he interacts with the team. The way the team ignores him unless forced to speak to him. He can’t hear, but he watches Comeau skates close to Shane and says something. Shane rounds on him, looking angry, and snaps something back.
Ilya wishes he'd been close enough to hear, but it couldn't have been good. He knows he won’t make it through the game without trying to hurt someone. He’ll just have to do his best not to let it cost them the game.
Ilya is relieved when it’s finally time for the game to start. He can’t tell what to make of both he and Shane being sent out for the opening face off.
“Well this is nice and…normal,” Shane notes.
“Is it nice or is it a trap?” Ilya questions, he can’t help looking at the Metros’ bench as they bend over the dot. None of them look friendly, but at least the two friendly faces always share the ice with Shane.
Shane exhales hard through his nose. “Everything is a trap,” he deadpans.
“Even drinks tonight with the team?” Ilya jokes, hoping to get a smile.
“Especially drinks tonight with the team,” Shane counters. He doesn’t smile back, but he does win the face off.
*
It doesn’t surprise Shane when the game is dirty on both sides. The hits are all harder than they need to be, and more frequent. The chirps sent between the teams are filled with a level of personal hatred that is even more intense than usual.
When Comeau skates past Ilya with something to say, Shane is standing close enough to hear it. “Heard Hollander went straight to your place, Rozanov. He’s been just gagging to see you.”
“You’re going to be choking to see me if you talk about Shane again,” Ilya snarls. Shane doesn’t get involved, not then. It actually annoys him slightly that the joke is funny if not made from a place of pure hatred.
“Say something to Comeau about his wife,” Shane tells Ilya when they meet for the face off again. “Next time he says something to you.”
“What?” Ilya asks, head jerking in surprise.
“Just something about not satisfying his wife,” Shane explains more loudly to Ilya like he’s stupid.
“Jesus, Shane,” Hayden huffs out a laugh from close by. “You’re going to get someone punched.”
“Who are you and what have you done with Shane Hollander?” Ilya’s smile is huge.
“He’s unavailable until further notice,” Shane deadpans without smiling back, because it doesn’t feel like a joke. This time he loses the face off.
*
Ilya scores the first goal of the game; the noise in The Garden makes his teeth rattle. He knew he needed to do this, for the fans and for his team. He needs to still be the guy. The first pick of the draft that they are all counting on, and playing Shane tonight doesn’t change that. It’s selfish to have something to prove, made worse when he knows how things are for Shane, but he can’t help it. If he’s going to punch some Metros in the face tonight, he needs a hat trick to cushion the blow.
“Goals mean nothing when your boyfriend is letting you win,” Drapeau spits at Ilya as he skates past after scoring.
Ilya rounds back at Drapeau with murder in his eyes. “Perhaps, I am confused. English is after all, not my first language. But last time I checked, Shane is my boyfriend and you are the one letting me score on your net.”
“I’m not letting you do anything,” Drapeau snarls back at him.
“Oh wow, so this is you trying your best?” Ilya grins, gesturing at Drapeau’s whole person. “That’s super embarrassing.”
“Break it up, get back to your positions,” the ref cuts in.
*
When Ilya scores in the first period, Shane feels like he can’t breathe. The sound of the horn sucks the air from Shane’s lungs. If I lose this game, I’ll lose everything, he tells himself and he knows with absolute certainty that it’s the truth. Guaranteed salary or not if they can’t win tonight the Metros will bench him.
The stadium is loud for the goal too, the kind of noise that feels like it’s going to cause structural damage. Montreal is never that loud anymore, not when Shane scores. Like no goal is an achievement worth celebrating, but actually a payment he’s making towards a debt owed. A debt that will never be paid in full.
Then, before Ilya can skate off, Shane watches Drapeau say something to Ilya and they have what is clearly a heated exchange. Shane wishes he knew what was being said but he’s too far away to hear. He forces himself not to skate over. He’s certain that will only make it worse. It’s not like Ilya is going to fight with the goalie anyway and Shane can’t risk putting any more of a target on his back than he already has.
“Don’t want to go defend your boy?” One of the rookies asks and Shane can’t tell if it’s meant to be goading or not. He hears a taunt in every sentence these days.
“He can defend himself just fine,” Shane replies flatly. Shane skates off to get ready for the next play.
“Hollander!” Theriault barks, summoning him over. Shane doesn’t say anything as he waits for whatever the next blow is. “If they get another unanswered goal, I’m going to make it your problem.”
Maybe tell Drapeau that, Shane thinks he bites his tongue hard against saying it. Instead he just nods and goes to meet Ilya for the face off again.
“What did he say to you?” Ilya asks when they bend over the dot.
“I could ask you the same thing,” Shane points out.
“Maybe,” Ilya nods. “I asked first though.”
Shane shakes his head, trying to clear it of everything except the game. “I can’t do this here, not now.”
“After?”
“Maybe,” Shane deflects, which they both know means no.
Shane doesn’t want to think about talking to Ilya now. He’s already been struggling through the whole first period. He knew logistically that the Raiders had been operating better as a unit than the Metros. But seeing it in his face during a game, being on the ice with them, did something in his chest that made it feel caved in.
When Shane scores with forty seconds left in the first period he finally feels like he can breathe again. He doesn’t even celebrate, just takes desperate gasping breaths trying to fight down the choking feeling in his throat. Hayden hugs him anyways and Shane manages to lift one arm to return it.
“We’re winning this,” Hayden assures him.
“I fucking hope so,” Shane rasps.
*
Ilya can see Shane deflating in real time as the game goes on. Part of him wonders if team drinks after is a mistake. He’d rather take Shane home and wrap him in blankets. The game has been dirty since the first play, between both teams.The Raiders have managed to keep their gloves on thus far, though, even if Ilya feels the ever growing itch to flick his off.
It’s no surprise to Ilya that when Shane scores, the Metros all want to come find him hoping to chirp.
“So whoever wins gets to come first, is that it?” Comeau asks, looping in a circle around Ilya.
“Maybe your wife should swing by,” Ilya suggests without bothering to look at him. “I’m sure she’d enjoy the chance to come at all.”
Comeau jerks to a stop like Ilya checked him. “Did Hollander tell you to say that?” Comeau demands, his voice so low Ilya almost doesn’t catch it.
Ilya can feel his smile is too happy for the angry near-fight he’s in. What the hell has Shane been saying to his team in the locker room?
“Shane tells me nothing. It doesn’t take a genius to know a man named Gilbert can’t get a woman off.”
Comeau moves like he wants to get his gloves off and Ilya feels his smile get wider.. “I’m gonna break your fucking-” Comeau starts, but he’s interupted.
“COMEAU!” Theriault’s voice startles him out of his motion. “Get in position!”
Ilya doesn’t let his smile slip as he watches Comeau skate back, increasingly confident he’ll get a chance to punch him before the game ends.
When Ilya scores in the second period, he immediately looks for Shane. H, he can’t help it. Shane looks like he is hoping the ice will open up and swallow him whole. The teams are getting reset when Ilya watches Comeau skate close to Shane. This time, Ilya is close enough to hear.
“Do you have a bend over for Rozanov in every way? Some of us want to win,” He snarls at Shane.
Shane doesn’t even react to the insult, which is even more telling. Ilya tries to remember what LeClaire said about focusing, but he feels his vision tunneling with rage. They haven’t resumed play, Ilya could be thrown out of the game, but he doesn’t care. God, he doesn’t care.
He drops his stick and skates to meet Comeau. He isn’t paying attention, he’s too busy looking back to smirk at Shane. Good, Ilya thinks. He drops his shoulder and slams into Comeau with enough force to send him into the boards, the glass rattling against the impact.
Ilya knows he’s about to get a five minute major, at best, or tossed, at worst, but it will be worth it. He managed two points for his team and he’d lose a hundred hockey games before he stands back and does nothing while Shane’s team talks to him that way.
The crowd has no context, but they’re still screaming with excitement for what is clearly the start of a fight. Ilya stops a few feet away from Comeau, watching him pick himself up off the ice.
“Perhaps you’d like to repeat yourself to me,” Ilya snarls. “I think you need to spend a bit more time dealing with people who like to fight.”
“Of course, you’re here to defend your fucking bitch,” Comeau spits. “Or are you just mad that not every player on this team is willing to take a dive for you.”
“Oh, is this you guys trying your best? You could have fooled me,” Ilya mocks back. He is itching to shake his gloves off and start swinging, but he needs Comeau to do it first. He can’t piss off LeClaire any more than he already has. “Your goalie over there appears to be made of holes.”
“Your arrogant piece of shit, you think you’re so much better than the rest of us,” Comeau drops his stick and Ilya feels his chest swell in excitement. He’s going to do it.
“I do not think anything,” Ilya retorts. “I know how to read stats.”
Before Comeau can drop his gloves, Shane materializes and plants himself between them. He  puts his bare hand on Ilya’s chest, having removed his own gloves. “Don’t do this,” Shane’s voice is quiet, pleading. He’s pushing on Ilya’s chest like he wants to move him away.
“He fucking deserves it, Shane,” Ilya argues, throwing his hands angrily in Comeau’s direction. “I heard what he said to you.”
“Maybe he does-”
“Maybe I do?! Are you fucking kidding me, Hollander?” Comeau is moving towards them on the ice. Hayden Pike intercepts him in a flash, making himself another body separating a fight.
“Comeau, go back to the bench,” Pike orders flatly.
“Really? You’re on their side too,” Comeau demands.
Marley skates in to join them. “I just kind of thought the Raiders-to-Metros balance was off,” he admits, shrugging at Ilya with a cheeky grin.
“I’m on the side of winning, you idiot,” Pike snaps, ignoring Marley’s appearance completely. “If you guys get into a fight it's a problem for both teams and I’m here to win.”
“He’s on the side of alienating the only person on this team that’s worth shit,” Ilya sneers.
“Hey, man,” Pike says quietly. Shane gives him an apologetic look, but Ilya ignores them both.
“You wouldn’t be allowed to so much as look at the fucking cup if it wasn’t for him and this is how you act?”
Comeau squares his shoulders, clearly ready to fight. “You both think you’re so much better than the rest of us and I’m fucking sick of it.” He shakes his hands vigorously, until his gloves hit the ice. “I’m so fucking sick of hearing about Shane Hollander is the back bone of the Metros dynasty.”
It occurs to Ilya that whatever problem Comeau has with Shane seems to run far deeper than him being gay or with Ilya. He doesn't know what the root cause is but right now he doesn't care. Ilya can feel a wicked grin spreading across his face. Shane’s hand presses more firmly to his chest, trying to force him backwards.
“Don’t give them a reason,” Shane entreats.
“He’s giving me a reason,” Ilya barks, gesturing at Comeau. He keeps his gloves on though, and tactfully so does Marley.
“Please,” Shane begs, he uses more force and Ilya lets himself be guided backwards. “We can’t do this, everyone is watching us.”
“Of course everyone is watching us,” Ilya snorts. “We’re in the middle of a fucking game.”
“You know that’s not what I mean,” Shane exasperates.
Ilya looks at Shane’s huge pleading eyes for a long moment and decides to let it go. He can’t fight Shane on this, not when his eyes already look so defeated. “I guess tonight is not your night, Comeau,” Ilya calls. “Next time maybe.”
Marley follows them both as they back away from Pike and Comeau.
Comeau’s face contorts in rage. “I assumed Hollander was your bitch, but it turns out he’s got you on a fucking leash.”
Ilya moves his hands struggling to get his gloves off. Shane grabs them immediately.
“No,” Shane orders. “That’s what he wants.”
“And he’s gonna fucking get it,” Ilya declares.
“No,” Shane affirms. “Let him take the penalty for dropping his gloves, you’re already going to get one for boarding outside of play. I don’t want to worry about you getting in shit with your team.”
“I don’t need to worry about my team, Shane. How much should we worry about yours?”
Shane doesn’t answer, he just keeps pushing Ilya towards his bench. Shane leaves Ilya and Marlow at the Raiders bench where Ilya waits to be taken to the sin bin. Ilya’s lucky Comeau initiated a fight after the hit and wasn’t hurt. If he had been, Ilya would probably have been kicked out of the game.
“Rozanov,” LeClaire barks. “What did I say about making stupid choices?”
“I didn’t fight him,” Ilya sighs. “I let him drop his gloves instead.”
“Yeah, you’re lucky you did. Something tells me that has more to do with Hollander getting involved than your self control, though.”
Ilya doesn’t reply because obviously LeClaire is right and they both know it. He lets himself be taken to the penalty box for a five minute major. The sting softened slightly by watching Comeau be taken for his own sit.
From inside the sin bin, he watches Shane score and is met with a strange combination of happiness and frustration. He watches Boiziau and Pike embrace Shane in celebration, while the rest of the team look closer to angry. Ilya has a sinking feeling his near fight with Comeau will not make Shane’s life any easier.
*
When the Metros managed to pull together a 3-2 win, Shane wanted to sob with relief. The team doesn’t even celebrate, but then, they never celebrate wins anymore. Or if they do, it’s not in front of him. Shane leaves the ice with the rest of the team and returns to the locker room. He strips off his pads and undoes his skates. Tonight, he’s doing something he never does anymore: showering with the team.
“Hey,” Hayden says softly. “It was a good game.”
“We won,” he states flatly. “I just want to get out of here, we’re meeting everyone in like an hour.”
“Hollander,” Theriault barks, leaning his head in the room. “You’re wanted to do media.”
Shane nods. He knew he would be. He pulls his joggers over his compression pants and follows Theriault out, still covered in sweat, wearing his dark blue compression shirt. The handful of reporters waiting to ask him questions look elated when he walks in, as if Theriault has spared him their media barrage for even one second since this whole thing started.
“Big win tonight. Are you happy with the outcome of the game?”
Shane can hear the undercurrent of the question they really want to be asking. Are you sad your boyfriend lost? “I’m always happy with a win.”
“Tonight was an important game, do you agree?”
“Every game is important, and we play like it, thinking some games don’t matter is how teams never make the play offs.”
“How did it feel to be playing against Rozanov again?”
Shane grits his teeth against what he wants to say and keeps his face plain. “The same way it feels every other time we’ve ever played against each other. Ily–Rozanov is a great hockey player and it’s always exciting to play against him on the ice.”
“There was an altercation on the ice that led to penalties for both teams. Would you like to elaborate on what happened out there?”
No. “Things can always get heated during a game. Nothing more than that.”
"Do you have anything to say about the rumours circulating that you're involved romantically with actress Rose Landry?"
Christ, I hate this place and everyone in it. "Rose and I are just friends."
"Will you be seeing Rozanov while you’re back in Boston?”
“Okay, we’re done here.”
Back in the locker room, Shane goes to his cubby beside Hayden and peels off his shirt immediately.
“I’m going to shower,” Shane explains, knowing Hayden will be confused. “I don’t want to be late.”
Hayden hurries to finish undressing himself, clearly planning to go to the shower with Shane. After a shared look that Shane does his best to ignore, J.J. does the same. No one says anything to him about Shane showering while the other guys are, but Shane doesn’t miss the few disgusted looks he gets no matter how much he keeps his eyes glued to the water taps in front of him. He goes through the shower mechanically, feeling far too aware of his body. He realizes he has also been avoiding being in the shower with the team for his own comfort. He can’t stand to be naked around the same men he knows watched Ilya suck his dick.
“Where are we going?” Hayden asks, while they get dressed in their game suits.
“Uhm, some place they go to a lot apparently, I can’t remember the name. I’ll get Ilya to send you guys the info,” Shane explains.
“He has our numbers,” J.J. replies, looking taken aback.
“I’ll make sure he does,” Shane nods. “I mean, he probably should...right? I gave his friends mine.”
“You guys are seriously going out with a bunch of Raiders?” Mitty demands.
“No,” Shane states. “We’re going out with my boyfriend and his friends. You need to work on separating your personal feelings from the game.”
“That’s a bit rich coming from you of all people,” Wilson points out.
Shane laughs loudly, before he can stop himself, because Wilson isn’t wrong even if he is trying to be an asshole. “Maybe you’re right. But we’re both more than capable of competing on the ice without needing to hate each other.”
Shane’s laugh seems to take everyone by surprise, so much so that no one else has anything to say in response. Shane finishes getting dressed and turns to J.J. and Hayden. “I’m going to go back to Ilya’s and change, I don’t want to wear this…obviously. Meet us there? I’ll text you, Ilya will text you.”
“Of course, bud,” Hayden nods.
“We will see you soon, Capitaine,” J.J. smiles.
Shane nods back and grabs his stuff to leave. He all but sprints from the choking atmosphere of the locker room. The same locker room he’ll forever remember being where he found out the world knew about him and Ilya. The same locker room where he lost his team.





  
    Chapter End Notes
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- So sorry to any Gilberts out there catching strays.
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    Chapter Summary

    The two friend groups finally collide for night out drinks.
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      I know what your thinking. A new chapter already? Yes! I managed to get this one together way faster than usual. Don't expect the next one to be this quick a turn around but I figured if it's ready why wait!
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  Ilya stands at the same door where he and Shane had previously parted ways, waiting for Shane to meet him. He feels anxious about their decision to go for team drinks in light of how much less fun this game had been than it usually is to play against each other.
“Hey loser,” Shane goads, drawing Ilya’s attention away from his phone screen.
“Hi.” Ilya can feel the concern must be clear all over his face, but he can’t hide it. He’s been doing it for hours already. He’s too exhausted to do it anymore. “How are you?”
“Doing a lot better than you, I’d imagine, since we won,” Shane says with a grin. Ilya studies his face for a long moment, trying to find the truth. He can tell Shane is trying to hide behind the banter.
“Winner has to buy the first round,” Ilya concedes, instead of all the things he wants to say. He knows he can’t push Shane for more when the night is still far from over. He turns to start for the car.
“We didn’t agree to that,” Shane challenges. “And if anything it should be the loser who buys the first round.”
“Wow, you’d make your boyfriend buy drinks after he just had a tough loss,” Ilya taunts with a smile. “That is not very good boyfriend-ing on your part.”
“Shut up,” Shane laughs. Ilya is sure he actually means it because they’re about to be in earshot of the people waiting to see them. Whether it’s the same crowd that had been there hours before when they arrived is impossible to say since neither Shane nor Ilya look at anyone. They pass without speaking through the crowd and Ilya puts his hand on Shane’s back to move him towards the car without meaning to. It still gives him a thrill, touching Shane in public. He knows he doesn’t need to stake a claim, but it excites him to do it just the same. Maybe he enjoys reminding everyone that Shane is most certainly not moving on to Rose Landry.
“I told Hayden and J.J. you’d text them the place we’re going to,” Shane informs him when they climb into Ilya’s car together.
“Ugh, I’m texting Metros now,” Ilya groans theatrically. He starts the car and immediately whips out of his spot to get Shane the hell away from this place.
“They’re Hayden and J.J., not Metros,” Shane says emphatically and it’s not lost on Ilya that he says Metros with the same disdain that Ilya did himself. “I have, like, every Raiders number in my phone, the least you can do is be nice to Hayden and J.J. when they’re the only ones that-” Shane cuts himself off. A face of pained regret crosses his face, for where he’d let that sentence go.
“Okee,” Ilya murmurs. He digs in his pocket for a moment before passing Shane his phone. “Put their numbers in my contacts for me.”
Shane looks so pleased that Ilya decides he’d text them both all day everyday if it would keep the silly little smile on Shane’s lips. When Ilya gets his phone back, he sees they have been saved as Hayden Pike and J.J. Boiziau.
Ilya laughs, “no, we will be changing that immediately.”
“Don’t name them something mean,” Shane huffs.
“They will never know,” Ilya says, waving his hand as if to wave away the concerns.
Inside Ilya’s house, they dump off their gear at the laundry room door and head to Ilya’s bedroom together to change.
“I’m going to brush my teeth,” Shane informs him, taking his toiletry bag from his suitcase and heading to Ilya’s primary bathroom.
“I’ll go with you,” Ilya says, moving to follow.
“No, you won’t,” Shane commands and shuts the door in Ilya’s face. Ilya hears the lock snick and his heart sinks. He knows it was a tough game and he shouldn’t be surprised that Shane wants to be alone for a minute, but he still doesn’t like it.
After five minutes, Shane comes back out and neither says anything. Ilya watches Shane shake out a folded black t-shirt, his face scrunched up in thought.
“It’s going to be good,” Ilya assures him.
“No, yeah, for sure,” Shane replies mechanically. It doesn’t sound like he’s listening.
Ilya closes the gap between them and slowly runs his hands over Shane’s hips until they’re wrapped behind his back, partly to be comforting and partly because he just wants to touch Shane’s bare skin. He glides one hand over Shane’s arm and shoulder until it’s at his neck, angling his face to look at Ilya’s, forcing him to pay attention. “We need to celebrate your big win, remember?”
Shane laughs, but it sounds broken. “I don’t think I have big wins anymore.”
“You do,” Ilya argues. “Just because no one else on that terrible team wants you to know it doesn’t mean it’s not true.”
Shane nods, but says nothing. He slowly shifts his face down and away from Ilya, making Ilya drag it back up to see him properly again. Shane’s eyes are fraught with so many emotions, but none of them are good.
“Have you spoken to Farah at all about…” Ilya prompts.
“No,” Shane sighs, he pulls away from Ilya to rub at his face. “I can’t do that, not now, not…” ‘Yet’ they both hear it even though Shane doesn’t say it.
“Is it always like tonight? Is it always this bad?”
“We’re gonna be late,” Shane deflects, pulling himself from Ilya’s grasp to get his t-shirt on. “We need to get ready. Did you text Hayden and J.J.?”
Ilya lets Shane change the topic without a fight. He has days to pry more and he wants Shane to have fun tonight.
“Da, I sent them location,” Ilya says. “We are all meeting there in about a half hour.”
“Sounds good,” Shane responds, his voice now too chipper like he’s trying to hide behind it. “We should get going.”
*
The bar isn’t even that loud, not compared to other bars Shane had been dragged to, but the noises of the people seemed to be combining in Shane’s head with the memory of how loud The Garden had been to become even louder. They make their way through the slightly crowded bar towards a table where the Raiders are already waiting. People look at them when they pass, but no one stops them and no one says anything.
Shane doesn’t know what the hell he was thinking when he agreed to these plans. Or maybe he does know and that only makes it even more upsetting. At the time that Ilya had asked about the teams meeting up after the game, he’d just made Shane come after a round of phone sex that involved so much edging that Shane had lost all concept of anything except Ilya, Ilya, Ilya. He’d been blissed out after, only remembering how playing against Ilya used to make him feel. The rush of competition and the excitement of knowing he’d get to see him had always made Shane happy.
Now, after tonight’s game, Shane feels more like he’s been emptied out. He’s physically and mentally tired in a way he isn’t usually, and he can’t stop replaying every mistake he made on ice. Knowing he’ll be expected to answer for them later. Shane decides then that he will be drinking tonight. He needs it, and what is he holding back for now, anyway? Who am I doing any of this for?
All the thoughts circling in his head must show on his face because when Ilya looks at Shane, his face flashes with concern. Wordlessly, he reaches back and laces his fingers through Shane’s. They smile momentarily at each other before they continue weaving through the crowd. It should make him feel more anxious, holding hands in a bar where people were already looking at them, but instead, Ilya’s hand in his feels like an anchor. Shane squeezes Ilya’s palm, hoping those thoughts translate through.
“Roz,” Marlow calls when he sees them. “Hollzy!”
Marlow, Connors, and St-Simon are sitting in a booth shaped like a large C, the kind where the person sitting in the middle is trapped. As if reading his mind, Marlow and Connors stand up when they get close and all but force Shane into the center of the booth between St-Simon and Ilya, before seating themselves next to Ilya.
“Pike and Boz with you guys?” Connors asks, looking past where they came in from towards the door, as they settle in.
“Uh, no, but they texted me just as we were getting here saying they’re, like, five minutes away,” Shane explains. He feels awkward being around these guys again. He can’t stop thinking about the last time he saw any of them when he was in their locker room. After being dragged there by Ilya minutes after being outed.
Shane fights against the urge to check his phone and just hopes J.J. and Hayden will arrive soon.
“I hope you don’t mind, we ordered you a beer.” Marlow gestures to the sweating pint in front of where Shane is sitting. The foamy head depleted to nothing in the time since being poured, marking just how long they’ve been sitting there. Shane wonders if they met ahead of everyone else to discuss them, discuss him.
“Oh, that’s great, thanks,” Shane smiles and immediately takes two slugs of his beer. There’s a beat of silence during which everyone takes a drink. No one mentions the game they all just played against each other. Shane suspects that Ilya told them not to bring it up. He can’t decide if that makes him feel relieved or embarrassed.
“We’re excited to have you for team bonding tomorrow, Hollzy,” Marlow pipes up, picking up the conversational baton for everyone.
“Oh,” Shane says, putting down the pint glass and letting his hands fall into his lap. “Yeah, uhm, thanks for letting me tag along.”
“Letting you,” St-Simon snorts. “I think the rookies would try to mutiny if they found out you were staying in Boston and they didn’t get to see you.”
“Uh…oh,” Shane stammers, trying to dissect if that’s a good thing or not.
“They’re excited to meet you,” Ilya clarifies. “Will probably ask you a hundred stupid questions. You can tell them to fuck off.”
“I’m not going to tell your rookies to fuck off,” Shane exclaims.
“They’d love it if you did, probably,” Connors laughs and the rest of the Raiders laugh with him. “They’d probably think they’re having the uncensored Shane Hollander experience.”
“I think The Uncensored Shane Hollander Experience was actually what we called our sex tape,” Shane jokes before he can think better of it.
The table roars with laughter in a way that makes him smile. The stupid part of his brain, the part he can’t shut off and is constantly measuring his performance in social interactions, tells him he’s getting a ‘good score in friendship’.
“Holy fuck Hollzy,” Marlow says wiping a tear from his eye. “I can’t believe we’ve been missing out on you for the last six years.”
Shane smiles, and when he looks up, Ilya is grinning at him. “I was hogging him, didn’t want anyone else to know he was secretly funny.”
“Well, the cat’s outta the bag on that one,” Connors chirps.
Shane laughs softly, but suddenly feels pressure to continue being funny and finds he’s fresh out of jokes.
“Seriously though,” St-Simon asserts when the table settles. “They will ask you stupid questions and you can tell them to go away if you want.”
“Last week, Baby A asked Roz if he could get a picture of how you keep your locker room cubby. Like he thinks he can copy your set up and somehow channel you via tape positioning,” Marlow recounts.
Shane looks down at his hands for a second because he doesn’t want anyone to see what his face is doing. “That’s, uh, really sweet actually.”
Ilya rolls his eyes. “God, they’re going to love you and you’re going to be way too nice to them.”
“I mean, it sounds like they got me invited to a team bonding, so maybe I should be,” Shane challenges.
“They got you invited? I am your boyfriend,” Ilya stresses, affronted.
“We are due for a bonding regardless, since getting rid of Stevenson for Anders,” Marlow explains, interrupting whatever argument they were about to start.
“Why did you guys trade Stevenson?” Shane asks.
There’s an awkward beat of silence that leaves Shane wishing he’d just let the conversation flow around him rather than asking questions. Next to him, Ilya clears his throat and fiddles with his crucifix.
“He had a problem with me, us,” IIya discloses, continuing to fiddle with his necklace while stumbling through the explanation. “He did not like us…being together. Apparently he asked to be traded.”
“Oh,” Shanes falters.
Stevenson wasn’t really a crucial player, being slightly past his prime as a defender. But he is solid at his position. It still surprises Shane that they’d trade him for Ilya, but maybe Shane’s confusing Boston with Montreal again. Sometimes Shane thinks Montreal would trade him for a lotto scratch ticket.
“Pike! Boz!” Marlow calls, waving his hand over his head. They join the table seating themselves beside St-Simon. It annoys Shane that he isn’t sitting next to them. He hopes whenever someone wants to stand up he can try to shuffle over to them.
“Thanks for hosting us,” J.J. says, cordially, giving the Raiders a polite but tight smile.
“We aren’t going to get beat up by Boston fans while we’re here are we?” Hayden chuckles, scanning the bar.
“Nyet, that would require people to know who you are,” Ilya ribs, slapping his signature cocky smile into place.
“Hey! Fuck off, people recognize me,” Hayden blusters.
“I assume that’s because you’re usually standing next to Shane.”
Shane huffs a laugh into his beer before he can stifle it fully and Hayden looks at Shane like he just shot him.
“Come on, man,” he almost pleads. “Don’t laugh at me with Rozanov.”
“I’m not laughing at you with Rozanov.” Shane is quick to assure him, before thinking better of it. “I’m laughing at you with my boyfriend.”
Ilya’s smile shifts to being huge and delighted. “You’re going to fit right in with us at team bonding, moy lyubymyy.”
“You’re going to their team bonding,” Hayden demands, and it feels like an accusation.
“Well…I mean…it kind of just happened,” Shane stammers.
“Thanks for letting us borrow your captain for a few days,” Connors beams, all charm.
Hayden’s annoyance softens slightly, though there’s still a crease to his brow. “Just as long as you give him back to us in one piece,” he jokes.
“I think he will have an easier time staying in one piece here than with the Metros,” Ilya postulates, angrily. Shane turns to give Ilya a scathing look, but he's smart enough to be paying attention to his beer while looking chagrined.
There’s another awkward pause and Shane’s about to apologize for Ilya when Hayden clears his throat.
“Um, yeah,” Hayden heaves with a large sigh.  “I suppose you’re probably.”
“Guys, I’m sorry, it’s-” Shane starts his apology again.
“We should get beers,” J.J. interrupts him. “We are going to be dealing with Raiders all night.”
“I’ll go with you. We can get another round,” Shane volunteers, quickly. He forces St-Simon to get up and let him out. Before leaving the booth he turns to Ilya. “Stop being an asshole.”
“So you’re really going to do some sort of bonding thing with all the Raiders?” Hayden badgers, repeating his previous question once they’re out of ear shot. He seems to have lost all his shocked irritation, leaving only a sort of resigned sadness that Shane finds worse.
“I mean, yeah, but it’s not, like, a big deal or anything,” Shane answers. “Ilya told me about it earlier. It’s tomorrow, I guess.”
He doesn’t know why he feels guilty about hanging out with the Raiders. Isn’t that literally what they’re doing now? But something about Hayden’s reaction makes him wish they hadn’t been told. He wants to tell them it’s not a big deal that he’s been invited to spend time with Ilya’s entire team, but Shane’s pretty sure that would actually be a lie. He hasn’t spent any time with his own team, other than Hayden and J.J., since the season started, and that comparison alone feels like a huge deal. Shane really can’t tell them he suspects it’s not happenstance that this bonding was planned for when he would be here to attend. No matter how nonchalant Ilya tries to act about it.
“What are the Raiders doing?” J.J. asks.
“I’m not sure,” Shane answers, making a mental note to ask that himself. “I think Ilya is hosting after practice. Apparently the rookies are excited to meet me.” He smiles slightly when he says it.
They’re momentarily interrupted by the bartender arriving. “Can I get seven beers,” J.J. leans across the bar to order. “Gotta be friendlier than the Raiders, buying a round feels like a good start.”
“Well,” Hayden huffs, turning back to Shane. He cringes before changing his tone to something clearly meant to sound happy. “I hope you have fun! You’ll have to let us know how it goes.”
“I will, for sure,” Shane promises, though he suspects he’ll end up toning down any fun stories he has to share. “Thanks for coming tonight. I know Ilya likes to rag on you guys, but this is really important to me.”
“Of course, we aren’t going to let the Raiders chase us off.” Hayden claps him on the shoulder and they make their way back to the table.
*
“Stop being an asshole,” Shane scolds as he follows Pike and Boiziau out of the booth.
“Someone’s gonna be sleeping on the couch,” Connors taunts.
Ilya waves off the taunt. “He’ll forgive me.” Though he probably does need to come at them less hot or Shane will be angry.
“I understand it’s hard to play nice with any Metros after that game,” St-Simon says, acknowledging the thing they’d all been avoiding when Shane was at the table.
“Did you talk to Hollander about the game,” Marley asks. “Or about the almost fight with Comeau?”
“Not really.” Ilya shakes his head while taking a pull of his beer. “I didn’t want to push too much when I knew we were coming here and he wasn’t very receptive to my first few questions.”
“What did Comeau say to you?” Connors asks.
“It wasn’t about what he said to me,” Ilya fumes, answering the question without actually answering it.
“Do you think he wants to leave Montreal?” St-Simon queries.
“I can’t tell,” Ilya admits, almost slamming down his beer. He’s frustrated with his own lack of knowledge about what’s going on inside Shane’s head. “When the video first came out, he talked to his agent about being traded. But I think he is hesitant now because he is still playing. I think he hopes the team will go back to being what it was at the start of the season as long as they can win.”
“As long as he can win enough to earn it,” Marley corrects. Ilya nods solemnly at that.
“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Connors predicts, with a bitter smile.
“Neither do I,” Ilya scoffs. “In a little bit, Vicky, you’re going to initiate getting another round of beers. Bring Shane with you; tell him you want to talk about his Lacrosse goal against Edmonton.”
“Why?” St-Simon asks, looking hesitant.
“Because the rest of us are going to spend some time with Pike and Boiziau and talk about what’s going on in Montreal,” Ilya explains.
“Oh, I see,” St-Simon laughs. “And I’m being sent to talk stats, per your promise.”
“You’re distracting Shane. Don’t fuck it up.” Ilya commands. “This is extremely important job. I need as much time with them as you can give me.”
“I got you, Cap,” St-Simon assures him. “We’ll get the info, I just expect you guys to tell me everything they tell you later.”
“Don’t want to be left out?” Marley taunts with a smirk.
“Shut up.”
The group of three return with a tray of beers to pass out which excites the rest of the table. St-Simon stands to let Shane slide back into the booth next to Ilya and before he can sit again both Pike and Boiziau follow Shane in, leaving St-Simon to sit himself at the end.
“So, Raiders’ season is going good,” Pike offers, an olive branch that Ilya knows he can’t smack out of his hand, as tempting as that is.
“Yes, it’s as good of a start to the season as we can hope for,” Ilya agrees. He hesitates because he can’t really ask them how their season is going in return. Not without bringing up the thing they’re all still avoiding.
“Where are you guys flying to next?” Boiziau asks instead, continuing this safe line of Boston hockey conversation.
“We play Carolina here the day after tomorrow and then we fly out for Toronto and Ottawa,” Marlow explains.
“I mean, you guys do, I’ll be here,” Ilya gripes and regrets how miserable he sounds. “I’ll be learning how to drive the zamboni.”
“The ice better look fucking beautiful when we get back,” Marley exclaims.
“I didn’t say I was going to actually do any ice cleaning,” Ilya counters. “Just going to drive that huge thing around because it looks fun.”
“Roz’s next sports car is about to be a lime green zamboni,” Connors laughs.
“Oh my god, don’t even joke about that,” Shane groans, throwing his head back dramatically. “He’ll actually do it and the stupid thing won’t fit in the garage. It'll just be parked out front looking obnoxious as hell.”
This makes everyone at the table laugh. Ilya isn’t even really annoyed by the jokes at his expense because it’s better than them knowing what he’ll actually be doing while the team travels without him. The same thing he did the previous times they were gone. Sit on the couch, watch the games while thinking about how he could have changed the outcome, and drink. All while feeling miserable for himself.
“It would look amazing out front,” Ilya argues, jabbing his pointer finger down onto the table for emphasis.
“Amazingly bad," Shane counters. “I’m not letting you do that.”
“Letting me,” Ilya repeats, incredulously. “It is my house, Hollander. I will do what I want.”
“Not if I’m going to be staying there all the time,” Shane protests.
This makes Ilya smile and not in a taunting way. “You’re planning to stay with me all the time, now, are you? Well, I guess I will have to get eighty pillows for the bed to make you comfortable.”
“Fuck off,” Shane says, but he’s laughing as he swats at Ilya’s arm.
They laugh for a moment and fall back into silence.
“How’s, uh,” Pike starts, looking slightly uncomfortable. “How’s all that going by the way? The, uh, asylum, Russia, getting on a plane…stuff.”
Ilya bites his tongue hard to contain the reply he wants to say. He’s aware Pike is trying to be a good person by asking him about it. Even if it makes him angry to talk about it. “Is going fine,” he offers with a shrug. “I probably won’t be able to fly to Canada with the team until after the new year at the soonest, which sucks.”
“At least the All Stars is in Tampa this year,” Marley offers.
Ilya and Shane share a look and Ilya knows Shane is thinking it also. Crowell won’t want them at the All Stars if he can avoid it. Maybe that would be nice, though; Shane could come to Boston again. They could get a break for once.
“But it’s going to work out or whatever though, and you’ll be, like, American,” Pike clarifies.
“I would be very surprised at this point if they don’t approve it,” Ilya verifies. “Citizenship is different issue, I wouldn’t be American. More like… they’re just letting me sleep on their couch long term without having my name on the house contract.”
“Mortgage,” Shane supplies.
“Okay, Mr. Real Estate,” Ilya teases. He receives a scowl in return.
“Are you planning to become a full citizen?” Boiziau asks this time. Ilya wonders when this line of questioning will end.
“Da,” he shrugs. “I still play here, still live here and I need to be a citizen of somewhere. So I might as well be American.”
Both Pike and Boiziau are nodding in unison now. Ilya has to bite his tongue, until he’s worried he’ll taste blood, to stop from telling them they look like their stupid bobbleheads. The ones he’s seen in the shop of Bell Center.
“It has been tragic not going through our usual routine of drawing straws to see who has to room with Roz,” Marley ribs, while offering a change of subject.
“Please, I am a delight to room with,” Ilya rebuffs with a wave of his hands.
“I find that hard to believe,” Pike chirps, taking a sip of his beer.
“You don’t always room with Marlow,” Shane interrupts before Ilya can double down on this war of words.
Ilya shakes his head and takes a drink of beer.
“I just assumed you did,” Shane continues. “I always room with Hayden.”
“A fact that is not lost on me, Capitaine,” J.J. notes. “Very hurtful.”
“It’s because I never try to get him to go out,” Hayden explains. “Or, at least, I do it less.”
“Yeah, he’s the guy always making us go out,” Connors reveals, pointing his thumb at Ilya. “I had to abandon my room service once because of him. By the time we got back it had gotten cold.”
“And you still ate it,” Ilya reminds him. “Drunk, sitting on the floor.”
“Spends way too much time getting ready for nights out, as well,” Marley adds. “Hogs the bathroom and doesn’t share the mirror.”
“You spend just as long in the bathroom, Marley. Don’t bullshit me. I thought that was part of the fun. We always listen to music and have drinks from the mini bar,” Ilya sniffs, feeling more hurt than he should.
Marley does look chastened by Ilya’s slightly pathetic sounding reminder of fun nights out. “We do have fun,” he acknowledges, softening Ilya’s annoyance at him.
“Prone to mood swings like a teenager, that one is,” St-Simon piles on. “You never know which Roz you’re going to get on any given morning.”
“Fuck you,” Ilya snaps, he can feel a flush climbing up his neck. “What is happening right now? Everyone has bone to choose with me all the sudden?
“It’s bone to pick,” Shane corrects.
“That is literally what I said.”
“Not pick as in choose, pick as in, like, dig at,” Shane explains. “I mean…I think that’s what it is, anyway. I’ve never really thought about it.”
“Your language is stupid,” Ilya grunts. “I am exhausted by it.”
“It has been nice that your phone isn’t ringing at all hours of the night anymore,” Connors laughs loudly.
*
Shane watches the smile slip off Ilya’s face so quickly it’s like it was never there. He suddenly becomes very focused on a divot in the table, picking at it with his thumb. His eyes get that far away look, like he’s trying to be somewhere else.
“No,” Ilya agrees, voice coming out flat. “No, it is not.”
The air around the table shifts as everyone else catches on to what Shane already knows.
“Connors,” Marlow chastises.
“Oh, fuck man, I-I wasn’t-” Connors stammers.
“Ilya,” Shane interrupts. “We should go get another round.” He shoves at Hayden, aggressively encouraging him out of the booth.
“Everyone has half a beer,” Ilya points out.
“Of shots,” Shane clarifies, hastily. “Let’s do shots.”
“You want to do shots,” J.J. repeats, looking incredulously.
“Read the room, man,” Hayden murmurs as he slips out of the booth.
Ilya follows Shane out and Shane pushes him towards the bar. As they walk away, he can hear the table start talking again.
“OW!” Connors cries. “Jesus, Vicky, stop fucking hitting me. I thought it was always girls calling. I wasn't thinking about his…his family.”
“You’re an idiot,” St-Simon declares.
“Leave me alone.” Connors sounds like he’s pouting. “I want that shot.”
Shane hopes Ilya isn’t listening to them talk as they make it out of earshot. They stand at the bar together and Ilya pointedly refuses to make eye contact with Shane while they wait for the bartender to notice them.
“You okay?” Shane asks gently.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Ilya sniffs, still refusing to look at him.
“You can talk to me,” Shane reminds him. He reaches out into the space between their hips where Ilya’s hand is hanging limp at his side. He threads their fingers together and squeezes, hoping it feels grounding for him the way it did earlier for Shane. “I’m sorry about what Connors said and about your family. About the fact that they don’t…I mean, I want to be here for you. You can talk to me.”
“No, I can’t…not–not here…not with all our friends around,” Ilya shakes his head. “Not in public where everyone is watching every move we make together.”
“Okay…later?”
“No promises. Can we have seven shots of vodka, please?” Ilya leans across to the bartender when she approaches. “The good stuff up there, not fucking Grey Goose.”
“I’m pretty sure Grey Goose is considered a good vodka here.”
“People here are idiots,” Ilya dismisses. “As if the fucking French should be making vodka.”
“Can we get seven beers also,” Shane adds when the bartender returns. He glances at Ilya and shrugs one shoulder. “Might as well, while we’re up.”
“You’re becoming wild man, Shane Hollander,” Ilya grins and squeezes his hand.
Shane laughs. “Yeah, I think I am.”
“Wild enough you told me to tell Comeau I was going to fuck his wife,” Ilya reminds him
Shane can feel his face get hot. “Okay, I didn’t tell you to say that,” he emphasizes.
“You told me to mention his wife,” Ilya recalls. “What did you want from me? Gee, her hair is looking lovely.” He says the last sentence in a mocking overly nice tone.
Shane laughs and accepts the new beer from the bartender. “I did sort of imply in the locker room that he can’t make his wife come.”
Ilya coughs hard, choking on his beer. “Jesus, Shane, you said fucking WHAT!”
His voice is loud enough that some people turn and look. Shane shushes him hastily.
“He was being an asshole,” Shane whispers furiously.
“I do not doubt that one second, solynshko,” Ilya affirms. “I’m just surprised you would say that.”
“I’ve been pretty…out of line a lot of the time with the team lately,” Shane admits, feeling embarrassed. “I just…can’t help it. They say shit and I feel so fucking angry all the time lately, I just…” Shane fades off because he doesn’t even know where that sentence was going.
“You don’t owe them anything, certainly not kindness if they have none for you. Fuck them.”
“I need to be better, they’re going to bench me,” Shane sighs. He doesn’t admit that if they’d lost tonight he thinks they would have.
“Who cares about the fucking Metros? Call Farah, waive the No Trade Clause. Any team will be thrilled to have you. Especially now, so early in the season when you could literally change a team’s playoff prospects.”
Shane doesn’t reply; his chest has that ache in it again and he’s worried his voice will betray him. He just starts shaking his head.
“It’s true. Any team would want you,” Ilya argues, misunderstanding what Shane’s saying no to.
“I can’t...I can't leave Montreal,” Shane croaks out around the feeling in his throat. “Not…it’s too much. There’s too much, it’s just…” Shane laughs and it comes out manic. “I brought you over here so I could help you feel better. Why the fuck are we talking about me?”
“Talking about you is my favourite way to feel better.” Ilya gives him a flirty grin.
“Shut up,” Shane shoves him and motions to the two trays of beers and drinks. “Let’s go back to the table. They’re probably talking about us.”
“Who isn’t?” Ilya quips. Shane ignores him.
“Shots and beers, you are a changed man, Hollander,” J.J. laughs. Instead of getting up, Shane forces them to move to the middle of the booth so he and Ilya can sit on the end. When he does it, a look passes between Marlow and Ilya that he doesn’t understand. He lets it go without comment.
“I just think this is a very…monumental day and we should celebrate…or something,” Shane explains.
“What are we cheers-ing too,” Connors asks as Shane hands out the shots off the tray.
“Oh, uhm…” Shane hesitates. He doesn’t know any cheers.
Ilya picks up his shot glass and holds it up, encouraging everyone else to do the same. “To Comeau not being able to make his wife come,” he declares.
“Fucking what,” St-Simon sputters with a laugh.
“You told him about that,” J.J. whisper yells.
“Kind of,” Shane admits. “It’s a long story, let’s just do the shot.”
They clink their glasses and take the shot.
“Okay, we’ve done the shot, time to hear the story,” Marlow declares with a decisive clap of his big hands.
“I didn’t say that,” Shane argues.
“Yeah, I did,” Marlow nods, his smile wolfish. “Why can’t Comeau make his wife come?”
“Second question,” Connors adds. “How does he have a wife, if that’s the case?”
"It would shock you what straight women will put up with," St-Simon counsels.
"Yeah, I mean, just look at-"
"Ilya," Shane snaps, sensing where that sentence was going.
Ilya holds Shane's gaze there's a challenge in his eyes. "Alright, Shane, would you like to start or should I?”
“I…oh my god,” Shane flushes, angry with himself for how he got here. “Comeau said something to me in the locker room before the game-”
“What did he say,” Marlow jumps in.
“Doesn’t matter.” Shane waves off the question, even though every Raider at the table shares a look that seems to communicate that it does very much matter to them. “He just had something to say and I got angry and asked him how he made his wife come.” He’s met with the sound of gasps and choking laughs from the Raiders. He continues, “then, when he didn’t answer, I sort of…implied he can’t. Then I maybe told him he should go ask Ilya for advice on the matter.”
St-Simon whistles. “Holy shit, Hollzy.”
“It was maybe not my…best captaining,” Shane admits, rubbing his chin. He should probably feel worse about talking to his team the way he does. But telling the Raiders about it now and listening to their reactions is actually kind of fun.
“I don’t know, I think he deserved it,” Hayden says out the corner of his mouth.
“So you told me to say something to Comeau about letting his wife down because you knew I was pouring salt on a wound,” Ilya laughs.
“I mean…yeah,” Shane shrugs.
“Can we hear more crazy shit you’ve told your team, please?” Connors asks, leaning in conspiratorially.
“No! No,” Shane blurts, unsure what they would think if he told them everything. “Whatever, anyway, it doesn't matter. I don’t wanna talk about the fucking Metros.” Shane spits the word with more vitriol than he means to and it makes Hayden and J.J. both flinch.
“Maybe we shouldn’t talk about hockey,” St-Simon offers. Everyone nods and then falls silent for a moment.
“Hmmm,” Ilya hums. “I am realizing, maybe, that is the main thing we all have in common.”
“Okay, I know this is still hockey adjacent,” Connors states. “But can we talk about that video that got leaked of Troy Barrett punching Dallas Kent, because what the fuck was that?”
“Merde, yes, that was crazy,” J.J. jumps in.
“The video had sound, didn't it?” Marlow recalls. “What did he say again?”
Ilya puts down his beer after taking a drink. “He called him a ‘piece of shit’, I believe.”
“Worst person you know makes a good point,” Hayden quips.
“Apparently all’s forgiven though,” St-Simon muses.
“How do you know that?”
“I mean, if it wasn’t, surely one of them would be traded or benched or something,” St-Simon speculates. “They can’t just play on the same team if they hate each other.”
Shane snorts before he can stop himself and covers it up by drinking from his beer, chugging half of it without meaning to.
“Da, I supposed that would be difficult for team chemistry,” Ilya agrees without taking his eyes off Shane. Shane refuses to look at Ilya, opting to stare hard into the table.
“I mean, they’re both such fucking assholes I’m sure it’s not the first time they’ve punched each other,” Shane says, trying to steer the conversation back on track.
“Literally the worst dudes in the league,” Hayden agrees. “What are they always calling you guys again?” He’s looking at Shane and J.J..
“Rush Hour,” Shane recalls.
Marlow sucks his teeth. “Fucking Christ.”
“What is this? I don’t get it,” Ilya asks, looking around the table.
“Rush Hour is a movie from, like, the late nineties I think,” Connors explains.
Ilya nods along but says nothing, clearly waiting for more context.
“The leads are Jackie Chan and Chris Tucker, so, you know,” Shane gestures between himself and J.J. there's another pause before he decides to just be blunt. “It’s a racist joke.”
“Ah.” Ilya grinds his teeth. “I will have to keep this in mind next time we play them.”
“We play them in less than a week and you won’t be there,” Connors reminds him.
“Right…maybe you can all keep it in mind for me, then,” Ilya suggests, tone loaded.
“Always, Cap,” Marlow nods.
“Don’t do that,” Shane jumps in, looking imploringly at Marlow.
“You can’t tell my alternate what to do, Shane,” Ilya leans close and drops his voice. “Not unless you want to share his mantle."
A flush is definitely creeping up Shane’s neck, but he doesn’t drop his glare. “I can if he’s planning to start a fight because of me,” he counters.
“Maybe this is about J.J., don’t be so self involved, Hollander,” Ilya chides.
“How exciting for me to have Raiders defending my honour,” J.J. deadpans.
“I assume this will be a whole entry in your diary later,” Ilya laughs.
“I mean, probably not a whole entry, but you’ll get a mention,” J.J. banters with an easy smile.
“Dear diary, today Cliff punched a racist for me, he’s sooooo dreamy,” Marley gushes in a high pitched voice, while miming writing on the table.
“Do you think he like likes me?” J.J. continues in a similar voice. He too picks up the imaginary pen to play at writing something. “Maybe all the Raiders are Metro-sexual.”
Shane barks out a loud, shocked laugh at that and everyone around the table dissolves into laughter.
*
Ilya feels almost giddy with how well this hang out is going, especially considering how defeated Shane had looked at the start. Ilya has every intention of taking advantage of the easy comradery the group has fallen into by hating on Comeau, Kent, and Barrett together. Ilya sees Shane’s third beer fall below half full and he immediately slams back what's left of his own.
“I need another drink,” Ilya declares, making pointed eye contact with St-Simon when he says it.
St-Simon takes his cue and jumps to his feet. “Hollzy, come with me to grab the next round. I want to ask you about your lacrosse goal you scored against Edmonton.”
“Oh, sure,” Shane looks surprised, but clearly happy about the topic being offered.
Ilya stands to let Shane up and quickly slides back in, crowding closer than necessary into Pike and Boiziau’s space. Marley crosses his arms on the table leaning close over J.J.’s shoulder, leaving both men sandwiched between them in a way they don’t need to be, given the space available.
“Whaaat’s happening?” Pike asks slowly, looking between them.
“What’s happening is you’re making moves on someone else’s mans,” Connors emphasizes with a snap of his fingers. He’s crowding beside Marlow with a face like thunder if it told knock-knock jokes.
“No, that fucking isn’t what’s happening,” Marlow disputes hastily, his face one of startled amusement. “Besides, Boz is a Metro, we’d never be worrying about hotel room arrangements with him.”
“What? Who’s doing what? Hotel rooms, why?” Boiziau sputters, looking between everyone at the table.
Connors opens his mouth to elaborate, but Ilya gets there faster. “Connors,” Ilya barks. As fun as it would be to continue to explore this ‘will they, won’t they’ dynamic, Ilya can practically hear the clock ticking before Shane returns to the table. “Would you like a road map to this conversation or do you need to go outside while the adults talk?”
Connors works his jaw looking annoyed. “Fine.”
“Anyway, ignore him. We just want friendly talk between me and my boyfriend’s teammates,” Ilya smiles in a way that’s more a show of teeth than anything else. He hopes the threatening vibe he was hoping for isn’t too undercut by Connors being Connors.
“How's it going with that team, by the way?” Marley asks over J.J.’s shoulder, tone an effective combination of friendly and threatening.
“Uhm, it’s going,” Hayden mumbles.
“Oh, now, I’d like more information than that, Pike,” Ilya scowls. “We’re all getting along so well, surely you want to share with us.”
“Share what?”
“What did Comeau say to Hollander in the locker room?” Marley demands. “Let’s start there.”
“Shane clearly didn’t want to say, though,” Pike hesitates.
“Shane's opinions on this team and their actions can’t be trusted. He hides things to protect Metros from consequences of their own shitty behaviour.” Ilya spits the word Metros like it’s poison. “That is why we are asking you both now, while Shane isn’t here. What the fuck is going on in Montreal?”
Pike and Boiziau share a long look, seemingly trying to silently agree on how much to divulge.
“What are you even going to do if we tell you?” Pike queries.
“I am going to help my boyfriend because he appears to be trapped on a team filled with assholes who treat him like garbage. Even though he helped drag their gangly asses to two cups.”
There’s a flash of anger in both their eyes, but neither man mentions the dig.
“Shane can’t know what we tell you,” Boiziau says finally.
“It’ll be our secret,” Connors assures.
“It’s been…shitty. Some of the guys are really bad, with the things they say. Some of them, I think, don’t care to pick a side and they’re waiting to see how things play out. Either way, they make it super obvious they don’t want him around,” Pike spills, each successive sentence makes Ilya angrier. “They say things to him that are…horrible, and they call him things-”
“What things?” Ilya interrupts.
“Things I won’t repeat,” Pike tells him solemnly.
“And your coach just lets it happen?” Marley demands, incredulous.
“I think Theriault would have Shane out by now if he could,” Hayden admits. “He immediately threatened to take his captaincy and Shane seemed to just be…resigned to it. I think he expected it. I know he said something to Shane before tonight’s game, but I don’t know what it was and he wouldn’t tell me.”
“I suspect the only reason we know as much as we do is because we’re in the same locker room,” Boiziau surmises. “I think if we weren’t, Shane wouldn’t tell us anything either.”
“He never showers with the team anymore. He hasn’t, like, said that he’s avoiding it. But he lingers always after practice and games,” Pike reveals, with the cadence of a man who can’t stop talking now that he’s started. Like he’s desperate to share the weight of it all with someone else. Which works perfectly for Ilya.
“So what, he’s just left by himself all the time,” Marley asks. The idea of it devastates Ilya. Shane slowly removing his skates in an empty locker room after helping lead the team to a win that no one cares to celebrate.
“No!” Both Metros jump in.
“We wouldn’t do that,” Pike explains. There’s so much panic in the way he says it that Ilya feels like he’s missing something.
“Wouldn’t do what?”
They share another look, another silent conversation of how much to say.
“We wouldn’t leave him alone in the locker room,” Boiziau concludes. Ilya would think it’s just them being good friends, but the way they say it and the way they’d look at each other, he knows there’s a worse reason there.
“Because they’d do something to him,” Ilya rasps.
Pike shrugs and fiddles with his beer glass. “I don’t know,” he admits. “I honestly don’t know, which is crazy, because I’ve played with most of these guys for years. Shane has played with most of these guys for years. But there’s been a handful of times since the video that the locker room almost came to blows, so…”
“So we don’t want to take the chance,” Boiziau finishes. “At least one of us always waits for him, usually both if we can, because we aren’t exactly the biggest guys on the team.”
Ilya is so angry he can’t form a coherent sentence. He wants to kill everyone who made Shane feel this way and then burn down the Metros’ shitty arena. He hates that he’ll probably never know everything. Pike and Boiziau admitted they don’t even know everything, but what they’ve seen is enough to never leave their captain alone in the locker room.
“What did Comeau say to him tonight?” Marlow says, repeating his earlier question. “Before the game.”
Pike clears his throat like he’s going to speak, but ends up staring into his nearly empty pint glass, looking uncomfortable
“Comeau keeps insinuating that…everyone, like, I mean…” Boiziau starts stumbling through the explanation when it becomes clear Pike isn’t going to talk. “He keeps saying all the Raiders, uhm, must, uhm, fuck him.” Boiziau’s voice is strained and high by the time he gets to the end.
“What?” Marley blurts, looking stunned.
“I believe the exact words he used at one point were asking if you guys ‘run a train on him’,” Pike recalls, sounding disgusted as he quotes the words. “That was right after the video came out and things kind of quieted a bit. But since we’ve gotten closer to tonight’s game things have gotten bad again.”
“Comeau said that to him?” Connors asks, seeking clarity on something that feels too insane to be true.
Pike nods mutely, looking unwell about needing to share these revelations with the table and clears his throat again.
“And what did you two say when this piece of shit was talking like that to your fucking captain and your best friend,” Ilya snarls. He’s even angrier now that Shane wouldn’t let him punch the guy.
“Less than we should have,” Pike admits, at least having the awareness to look ashamed.
“Shane has been pretty good at defending himself. He’s a lot more…aggressive than he used to be,” Boiziau explains.
“He is because he has to be,” Pike laments.
“Tonight before the game everyone was going for stretches when Comeau asked Shane if he was going to make a trip to the Raiders locker room. So he could, uh, stretch his throat,” Boiziau seems embarrassed even to be repeating what was said to Shane. Ilya can empathize with how awkward it must be for them to have to share these things with him now.
Ilya deeply regrets cornering 15 and 11 here, where Shane would be back any minute and Ilya would have to act like he didn’t just learn that Shane gets asked regularly if he enjoys getting gangbanged.
“That was when Shane asked if he wanted to go, to get advice from you on how to make his wife come,” Pike finishes.
Ilya should try to focus on how much he loves that Shane is fighting back against these assholes. But he can’t focus on any of that, can’t see anything past how angry he is. He squeezes hard on the empty pint glass in his hands.
“Roz,” Marley murmurs before getting louder. “Roz! Loosen your grip, you’re going to shatter that glass and we can’t win in two days if your hand is cut to shit."
“Marley,” Ilya exhales. The single word is heavy with so many other things he wants to say.
“I know, man,” Marley acknowledges with a nod, like he hears all of it. “Me too.”
“Back to my earlier question,” Pike prods. “What do we do?”
Ilya wants to point out that he and Boiziau aren’t really doing anything at all, but he knows that's wrong and would be unfair to say. He also doesn’t want to admit to either of these men what his plan actually is, because at the end of the day they're still Metros. Marley, however, does not share his wariness.
“Obviously we are going to remind him of what Roz promised him months ago,” he announces.
“Oh?” Pike and Boiziau both are slow on the uptake.
“That he’d have so much fun in Boston,” Connors mimics in a horrible approximation of Russian accent that sounds more like if Ilya was pretending to be a pirate.
“I do not sound like that,” Ilya reprimands.
“Hang on,” Pike cuts in. “That’s the real reason for this team bonding thing, isn’t it? You guys are trying to take Shane from us.”
“We are just…” Ilya makes a sweeping gesture with his hands over the table like he’s offering something. “Letting Shane know he has options.”
“Even if he did waive his No Trade Clause, the Metros wouldn’t let him go to Boston, they’d probably try to send him to Ottawa or something,” Boiziau argues.
Ilya waves his hands dismissively. “Shane has final say on any teams he's traded to, it’s in his contract.”
“Weird thing to be in a contract,” Marley points out.
“I’m pretty sure it would have been Yuna’s idea,” Ilya supplies, enjoying the reaction the name drop gets from Pike. “And the Metros probably agreed to it assuming they’d never trade him.”
“How do you know it says that?” Pike demands.
“I heard him discussing it with his agent, obviously,” Ilya shrugs.
This information shifts the atmosphere between Pike and Boiziau in an instant. Ilya realizes too late that he probably shouldn’t have revealed that.
“Shane was talking to his agent about waiving his No Trade Clause,” Pike whispers. He looks devastated and Ilya actually feels bad for the guy.
“It was a long time ago,” Ilya confesses, only to realize that probably doesn’t help. “Before he knew the Metros weren’t benching him completely.”
“Oh,” both men murmur in almost unison.
“You can’t tell him I told you this,” Ilya insists desperately.
“Trust me, none of this conversation leaves this table,” Boiziau assures them.
“And we aren’t losing Shane to the Raiders,” Pike bickers petulantly.
“He’s already halfway here,” Ilya snarls.
“WOW! Well, that really was so awesome,” St-Simon’s voice carries over the crowd, shouting louder than he needs to be. A warning call that they’re returning to the table, interrupting whatever Pike had opened his mouth to say.
“This isn’t over,” Pike hisses at Ilya instead.
“Yes, you should hope not, because you won’t like the ending,” Ilya whispers back.
“We brought beers,” St-Simon declares, placing the tray on the table.
“How’s it going,” Shane inquires while sliding in next to Ilya. He looks over everyone at the table, clearly suspecting that something occurred in his absence.
“So good, Pike was just boring us all with stories about his one thousand children,” Ilya lies, giving Pike his best ‘play along’ smile.
“I told you, you asshole, it’s not a thousand, it’s three, and one on the way,” Hayden rebukes, with what Ilya suspects is helpful information for their cover story.
“Sounds like a thousand to me,” Ilya quips.
Shane smiles in a way that makes it clear he believes the lie they’re spinning up for him and it makes Ilya feel kind of guilty.
They make it through their entire next round listening to Hayden talk about his one thousand children, and Ilya can’t even be annoyed because it’s his fault. He would secretly like to meet these kids too. He likes kids and doesn’t get many chances to spend time with them.
“I suppose I will have to meet these children next time I’m in Montreal,” Ilya suggests without mentioning that none of them know when that will be.
“Really,” Hayden bleats, eyebrows flying up. “You want to meet my kids?”
“I mean, you said he is Uncle Shane,” Ilya says, pointing at his boyfriend. “So, I think I’ll meet them eventually.”
Hayden nods. “Yeah well, Jackie wants to meet you too. I think she would have flown down here herself if we could find a babysitter to stay overnight.”
“Da, I will have to meet Jackie.” Ilya starts laughing at his own joke before he can even make it. “I need to sit her down and find out what she sees in Montreal’s 15th best player.”
“Come on, Rozanov,” Pike groans and leans his head back against the booth top. “We were, like, actually being cordial for a minute there.”
“Exactly, was making me anxious. We needed to get back on track,” Ilya explains.
To his credit, Pike’s laugh sounds genuine. Ilya is immediately distracted by the feeling of Shane’s fingers ghosting along his thigh. Ilya turns to look at him and the knowledge that they’re sharing this booth with other people is immediately blanked away by the look Shane is giving him.
“Maybe we could go...soon,” Shane murmurs for only Ilya to hear.
“Da, yes, we go right now,” Ilya agrees, nodding furiously because he can still feel Shane’s fingers running up and down his thigh. “It’s late, we are leaving,” he tells the table abruptly.
“No, Ilya, that’s rude,” Shane argues. “And you still have half a beer.”
“I don’t care about this alcohol or our friends,” Ilya disputes. He starts patting Shane’s leg as if to make him get up.
“Okay, hurtful,” Connors cuts in.
“We should go too, anyway,” Pike agrees and Ilya decides he will bring gifts for his wife and children when he comes to meet them.
“See, not rude at all,” Ilya grins. Shane gives him an annoyed look, but Ilya knows he’s won. He opens his phone to summon a ride share, because whatever put that look in Shane’s eyes needs to be taken advantage of immediately.
The required polite goodbyes and the wait for the car takes an eternity. The ride back to Ilya’s even longer. Ilya is pretty sure he’s done bag skates practices that moved faster than this. The door to Ilya’s home isn’t even fully closed before he’s dragging Shane into a heated kiss. Shane moans into his mouth and Ilya starts pushing him forcefully in the direction of his bedroom.
“What’s gotten into you,” Shane gasps between kisses as they stumble their way upstairs.
“What’s gotten into me,” Ilya demands, incredulous. “You were the one looking at me with ‘fuck me’ eyes while asking if we could leave. You are what’s gotten into me.” He continues shoving Shane in the direction of his bedroom and Shane goes willingly.
“I did not have ‘fuck me’ eyes,” he sputters, while continuing to look at Ilya with his ‘fuck me’ eyes between kisses.
Ilya doesn’t even bother to acknowledge his protests. “What was it that made you so desperate for me? You just like watching me bully Pike, is that it?” Ilya huffs a laugh into Shane’s mouth. “Because that’s a kink that will work for both of us.”
“Shut up, that wasn’t it.” Shane shoves at Ilya’s chest like he wants him to move away, but immediately undercuts the gesture by skating his hands down towards Ilya’s belt.
“Ah, but there was something,” Ilya badgers. He is not going to let this escalate further until he knows. He starts ghosting his hands around the hem of Shane’s jeans while refusing to touch anywhere he wants. Instead he torments Shane was barely there touches along the soft skin of his abs.
“Fuck, seriously,” Shane whines, pushing his hips into Ilya's hand seeking more friction. In response Ilya withdraws his hand completely.
“What got you so excited? Is simple question,” Ilya grins and trails his lips up Shane’s neck without putting any pressure.
“You’re going to think it’s stupid,” Shane mumbles.
Ilya pulls away, moving his hand up to Shane’s chin so he can force him to make eye contact. “I would never think that,” Ilya assures him seriously, not looking away. They’re both quiet for a moment just looking at each other.
“Okay,” Shane breathes. “I just…liked listening to you talk about coming to Montreal and meeting Hayden’s family. I started imagining, like, us playing with Ruby and Jade and Arthur and I just…liked that. The idea of us…doing that.”
Shane drops his eyes from Ilya’s as he talks, clearly embarrassed. Ilya, in contrast, feels like he just got knocked over the head. He is going to pass out if he doesn't get inside Shane in the next thirty seconds.
“That’s not stupid,” he rasps, and immediately kisses him.
It’s hard and aggressive and loaded. Ilya just wants to take and take and take everything Shane is willing to give. Because he’s so selfish. He’s so selfish and he can’t help himself, not when it comes to Shane. Never when it comes to Shane. Shane who gets turned on by the idea of Ilya being in his life and spending time with his people.
He pushes Shane down onto the bed with more force than is strictly necessary, but he feels frantic with need. He stays standing while he undoes Shane’s pants and pulls them off with his underwear in one smooth motion, while Shane pulls off his own shirt. Shane’s already so hard he’s leaking onto his stomach and Ilya bends forward to lick it off his abs. Shane moans, grabbing a fistful of Ilya’s hair. He tries to pull Ilya down on top of him but Ilya swats his hand off, pausing to pull his own clothes off before blanketing his body on top of Shane.
“Oh, fuck, Ilya,” Shane pants when their cocks rub together.
“Fuck, I need to fuck you right now,” Ilya groans. He has to force himself to pull away to grab the lube. He sits back on his heels between Shane’s legs and Shane slowly drags his legs up and apart. Only then, when Ilya looks down while reaching out with lubed up fingers does he realize he can’t actually see Shane’s hole.
Ilya’s brain short circuits. “Hollander, you’re trying to fucking kill me.”
“What’s wrong?” Shane asks with an innocent lilt in his voice.
“Are you wearing a fucking plug?” Ilya demands. He finally regains control of his fingers and reaches down to tap at the flat blue base he can see of the plug nestled inside Shane’s ass.
“Oh fuck,” Shane groans at the contact, throwing his head back into the pillows.
“I asked you a question.” Ilya reminds him coolly, while continuing to play with the plug inside Shane, doing his best to regain control of the situation.
“Yes, yes,” Shane cries when Ilya pulls it half way out before shoving it back in. “I wanted to be ready for when we got back home.”
“Fuuuuck,” Ilya groans. He can’t figure out which part of that sentence to focus on. He chooses to focus on tormenting Shane with the bright blue plug he’s still slipping in and out of him.
“Oh fuck, come on, I want you inside me,” Shane demands between punched out moans.
“Clearly,” Ilya taunts with a smirk. “So desperate for my cock you can’t even wait five minutes for us to do prep.”
“Ilya,” Shane moans, it’s a warning as well as a plea. Ilya obeys, sliding the plug free and slicking up his cock.
“Don’t worry, moy lyubymyy, you know I’ll always take care of you,” Ilya whispers quietly enough he isn’t even sure if Shane hears it.
He leans over him and Shane wraps his legs high up around Ilya’s back. Ilya pushes inside slower than is necessary, but he needs to take his time because he’s feeling entirely too overwhelmed. Shane is already moaning like he’s putting on a show and Ilya can’t handle any of it. It’s not even just the perfectly tight heat of being inside Shane and or the way Shane is moving his hips trying to fuck himself up onto Ilya. It’s also the way Shane called Ilya’s house home and the way Shane looks at him between kisses.
He can’t look at that face anymore. He buries his face into Shane’s neck and leaves biting kisses there while he starts to move slowly inside him. Shallow thrusts to warm them both up, the kind Shane hates because he’d rather be getting fucked up the bed.
“Oh god, Ilya,” Shane moans and bites down on his shoulder. “You always feel so amazing. You’re so fucking big.”
“Need to be big to satisfy a whore like you, if you’re going to wear plug for me all night,” Ilya groans. His heart isn’t in the dirty talk, though, he’s too lost in other feelings. One’s that are harder to communicate.
“‘’M so glad we get to do this f’r days,” Shane’s words come out slightly slurred together. “Fuck, I missed you.”
Ilya can’t take it, it’s too much, it's all too much and he thinks he might be crying, but he can’t be sure. His eyes are definitely burning. He picks up his pace until they’re fucking in earnest.
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” he pants into the side of Shane’s neck. He’s hiding behind the language barrier, letting this soul-splitting confession be lost in translation. It’s overwhelming how much he wants to say it, but he’s so scared. He’s so scared he won’t hear it back that he can’t say it for real, not in any language Shane would understand. “Ya tebya lyublyu.”
“What does that mean?” Shane asks, each word punched out of him between thrusts that Ilya refuses to slow down. When Ilya doesn’t answer, he hears Shane repeat himself. “You’ve said that to me before. What does that mean?”
Ilya just shakes his head no and keeps moving inside Shane. Focusing on the intoxicating heat of being inside him, picking up his pace instead until his hips are slapping against the back of Shane’s thighs on every thrust. He doesn’t even realize he’s still shaking his head until Shane gets a hand on each side of his face and forces him up so they can see each other.
Ilya’s pace finally slows until he’s just barely fucking into Shane, every inch staying as closely connected as possible.
“Say it again,” Shane instructs, his voice coming out shaky. “More slowly. Teach it to me.”
Ilya slowly repeats himself, his voice warbling the whole time—an absolute betrayal, despite his best efforts to keep it steady. His heart is hammering so hard in his chest he’s sure Shane must feel it against his own.
“Ya…tebya…lyublyu,” Shane carefully pronounces each syllable, never breaking eye contact with Ilya while he does it.
Ilya feels insane, he can’t tell if Shane understands what he’s saying or not. His face is so open and there’s so much in it, but Ilya doesn’t trust himself. He knows there are tears swimming in his eyes, but he blinks them back.
“That is…almost okay,” he concedes. The words sound hoarse even to his own ears.
“I’ll get better,” Shane promises, looking overwhelmed himself.
He pulls Ilya down into a kiss and Ilya slides his tongue into Shane’s mouth, hoping to prevent any more stupid confessions if his mouth is busy. But he also wants to hear Shane say it again. Because he’s greedy, greedy, greedy. He starts moving again, trying to pay attention to how Shane feels rather than how his chest feels. Shane breaks the kiss to look at Ilya, he has tears in his eyes and it makes Ilya want to start crying too.
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Shane repeats and it comes out clearer than the first time.
Ilya kisses him hard and breaks only for a moment keeping their lips pressed together as he breathes the declaration back directly into Shane’s mouth.
“Harder,” Shane pants and Ilya obliges. Desperate to lose himself inside Shane and avoiding thinking about these frantic half-confessions that may or may not be understood.
He tries to focus on the way Shane feels and not the way Shane had been looking at him when he’d said I love you in Russian. He tries to hear the noises Shane makes when Ilya moves his hips how he likes and not all the things Shane seems to be offering him. Ilya has no family, none he’ll ever see again, talk to again. But Shane is here, offering to be his family, to take him in to his own. If he’s Uncle Shane then I’m Uncle Ilya. The idea is more intoxicating than all the beers and shots. Ilya can’t get out of his own head and he ends up needing to force Shane onto his stomach so he can fuck him without worrying about whatever his face is doing. His brain is loud and every thought makes his eyes swim.
It’s too much. It’s not enough. It’s everything. It’s not enough.
I love him and he loves me.
I love him.
And he loves me?







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thank you all for reading!

- Soooo how are we all feeling about the end of this chapter?

- Shout out to Shane and Ilya who both have their masters in You Can Talk To Me, But I Won't Talk To You from Dumbass University.

- Credit to TourmalineFolkSongs for the MetroSexual joke. They commented it awhile back and I never forgot it.

- Credit to https://www.tumblr.com/deja-b00/814902691725819904/somehow-it-comes-up-that-troy-had-a-crush-on-shane?source=share this tumblr post for the "Rush Hour" dig that I borrowed from them. Because goddamn is it good and I firmly believe it's the kind of thing Toronto Troy would say.

Sorry to everyone but Barrett is not my favourite little guy. My hold on his library book has finally come through though so maybe I'll learn to like him after I read it. But currently I'm not a huge fan of his and I'm sorry to anyone who is, but you'll never convince that guy didn't say some racist ass shit to Shane and he kinda skates on it, at least currently.

- I hope you all enjoyed this latest chapter! I apologize in advance for the next one being this fast.


  


      

  












      Chapter 20: One of Us! One of Us! Ducks Fly Together!!
  


    Chapter Summary

    It's Day 2 of Shane's short stay in Boston and the Raiders are banging down the door.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello and Thank you for returning!!

IMPORTANT ANNOUCEMENT!

I'm skipping posting next week so I can take a short break, catch up on some personal things and try to get one chapter ahead of myself. Please forgive me, I need to deal with some stuff I've been neglecting because this story owns my ass and then we'll be away for three days for a family trip. But my intention is to have the next chapter out for the 20th.

I hope you all enjoy this chapter while I'm away!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Ilya is awake for a long time in the morning watching Shane sleep, gently playing with the ends of Shane's hair that he can tell he has let grow longer than usual. At some point overnight, Shane tucked himself up against Ilya’s side, pinning Ilya’s arm under his head. It's slightly painful and he never wants it to stop. He doesn’t want to leave this bed ever. He hates that he has to waste part of his time with Shane at practice. But he already pissed off LeClaire by checking Comeau last night, so he can’t cut practice on top of that or he’ll really be in shit.

After some time spent watching the steady rise and fall of Shane’s chest, he starts to stir and Ilya finally lets himself dip his fingers completely into Shane’s hair, rubbing at his scalp.

“Mmmm,” Shane moans at the contact and pushes his face up into Ilya’s neck.

“I have practice at ten,” Ilya murmurs against Shane’s hair.

“What time is it now?” Shane questions, the words coming out with a tired groan.

“Seven thirty.”

“Mmmm, time then,” Shane mumbles and bites down hard on the skin of Ilya’s neck.

“Fuck!” Ilya yelps. “That hurt.”

“This time I’m sending you to your team with marks,” Shane threatens and sinks his teeth even deeper.

*

Morning sex is followed by separate showers, in the interest of not getting distracted. Shane goes looking for Ilya after getting dried off and finds him in the kitchen.

“You like smoothie for breakfast, da?” Ilya asks him.

“Oh, uhm, yeah.” Shane watches him toss ingredients into a blender; it’s not Shane’s smoothie exactly as he’d make it at home. But it makes him feel tingly watching Ilya put in the effort. “Thank you.”

Ilya smiles across the counter at him and starts the blender, drowning out any chance at conversation over the grinding noise. Shane settles himself at a barstool while he waits for Ilya to finish.

“What are you going to do while I’m at practice?” He asks when the noise stops.

Shane shrugs. “I’ll find something to pass the time. Probably snoop through all your stuff.”

“Ah, I can come back to find you in my jersey again then,” Ilya purrs, and it makes Shane flush.

“Don’t count on it. That’s only for winners,” he protests but he knows it’s weak. In actuality, he’s feeling a flush creep up his neck as he replays the evening he wore Ilya’s jersey and he wouldn't mind repeating it. This time he could be on top, and—no; Shane cuts off that train of thought before it leads him off a cliff.

“Well, then,” Ilya pours the smoothie into two different cups and passes one to Shane. “I guess I’ll have to wait until after my game tomorrow night? You can wear my jersey to the game and wait for me after.”

Shane flushes at the idea. “I’m not doing that.”

“Mmmm, we’ll see.” Ilya smiles.

“Is the team coming straight here after practice?” Shane asks, vying for a subject change.

Ilya shakes his head. “We’ll have a couple hours in between.” He puts down his smoothie and crosses over to Shane, turning him in his chair. “So we will have…time, as you put it.”

“Time for what, exactly?” Shane questions, with a quirk of his eyebrow.

“Time for me to make you come at least twice,” Ilya smirks. He seems to lose interest in their flirty game, moving to kiss Shane’s neck instead.

“At least twice! Someone’s cocky.”

“I’m just aware of my many talents,” Ilya taunts, sucking a new hickey into Shane’s neck.

“Well, now that you mention it. I am going to be alone in this big, big house for such a long time. Maybe I’ll get impatient and have to make myself come twice while you’re gone.”

Ilya’s hands tighten around Shane’s waist. “Then you will have very fucked out day, kotenok, because I won’t be done with you when I get home.”

Shane’s breathe quickens at the idea of Ilya returning, half hard, ready to fuck him again when he’s already overstimulated. “I guess we’ll see,” Shane laughs and kisses Ilya.

“You could come to practice,” Ilya blurts when they separate.

“Wha-uh, what?” Shane stammers, confused about how Ilya could even imagine something so far outside the realm of possibility and how they went from kissing to this. “You know I can’t do that.”

“You could,” Ilya asserts.

“I’m the captain of your division rival team,” Shane reminds him.

“It’s open practice and I’m inviting you,” Ilya states.

“You can’t do that,” Shane disputes, feeling angry.

“Why not? You’re not coming as Metros captain, you're coming as my boyfriend,” Ilya retorts.

Shane slaps his hand on the counter, angrier than he should be, than he wants to be. “That’s not how this works,” he almost yells. “You wouldn’t invite fucking–” Shane waves his hands angrily. “–Carolina’s captain to practice.”

“Carolina’s captain is not my boyfriend,” Ilya points out.

“But I’m still the Metros captain, at least for now, for whatever that counts for, which, granted, we all know isn’t shit, because everyone but Hayden and J.J. hates me.” Shane takes huge heaving breaths, trying to calm down. “But I’m still the captain.”

Ilya’s face softens and reaches up towards Shane but hesitates like he’s trying to decide if his touch is welcome. Shane leans forward until his forehead comes to rest in the center of Ilya’s chest. He feels Ilya’s hand wrap firmly around the back of his neck.

“’M sorry,” Shane murmurs.

“No sorries,” Ilya dismisses firmly. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Shane rolls his forehead into Ilya’s chest, something akin to a nuzzling cat, he forces himself to stop when he realizes he’s being a kotenok.

“I would like to go,” Shane admits. “I just can’t. I can’t give the Metros any more reasons than they already have to…be that way.”

Ilya pulls away and shifts his hand to the side of Shane’s neck, forcing Shane’s eyes up.

“Shane, you don’t need to stay there. I heard what Comeau said to you,” Ilya mentions. “You could be happier somewhere else.”

“I…I can’t leave, I just…” Shane stammers, trying to put to words all the difficult things his brain is doing. He tries to settle on just one of the things that make his chest feel there’s a weight crushing down on it. The way it would feel like a failure and he’s scared his mother would see it that way too, everyone would probably see it that way. The slightly pathetic hope that it’ll still get better, and the rage of knowing it never will, the fucking unfairness that he shouldn’t have to be the one to go.

“You’re just, what? Waiting for it to get worse?” Ilya demands.

Shane isn’t sure what exactly he’s waiting for. Maybe he's waiting to cross some sort of invisible milestone into bad enough that he feels okay about leaving, something that will make leaving the team with which he was meant to retire not feel like a personal failure.

Shane laughs, a sad wet sound. “Yeah, maybe. I’m not sure anymore. I guess, I just…it’s not fair that I’m the one that has to leave. Shouldn’t they want to keep me? Shouldn’t they trade other guys away for me? Like they did for you?”

Shane is aware of how petulant and childish he sounds. He can’t help it.

“Yes, yes, they should want to keep you,” Ilya tells him firmly, his thumb gently stroking over Shane’s jaw. “They should trade everyone on that team for you. They should execute Comeau in the town square just to make you smile. But they’re too stupid or stubborn to know that. That is their failing, not yours.”

Shane shakes his head and tries to drop back to Ilya’s chest, but Ilya just tightens his grip and forces his gaze up.

“No, malysh, not yours.”

Shane searches Ilya’s eyes for something. He isn’t even sure what he’s hoping to see in them. After a long moment he nods, mutely, and Ilya releases his chin.

Shane clears his throat and tries for a new topic. “I should call my mom anyway. She’s been texting me since the game last night.”

Ilya is looking carefully at Shane now. “You are avoiding her?”

Shane cringes, realizing his error. This isn't a subject he is ready to broach with Ilya. “No…or, not exactly. It’s just hard, it’s…” He fades off.

“Metros are her favourite team, right?” Ilya prods.

“You know that?” Shane is surprised.

Ilya shrugs it off. “I think you mentioned it in an interview or something.”

“Probably, well…yeah, they are,” he acknowledges, rubbing at the back of his head.

“Must be tough to talk to her then. About things that are going badly,” Ilya prompts.

“She doesn’t need to know everything,” Shane sighs. It’s an admission of sorts.

Ilya looks conflicted about what he wants to say next and Shane decides to not give him the chance to ask any more questions. “I want to watch the highlights from last night's other games. Can we watch it in the living room?”

“Of course you do,” Ilya snorts, but Shane sees his eyes soften. “I’ll make coffee to have while we watch.”
***

Ilya arrives to practice to find ninety percent of the team loitering in the locker room. Everyone turns to look at him when he walks in, gazes falling behind him like they expected he’d arrive with Shane in tow.

“I didn’t bring him,” Ilya deadpans like they’re stupid to expect him. Like Ilya wasn’t almost begging for him to come.

“I told you guys he wouldn’t be here,” Marley laughs. “You’re all idiots.”

“What time is the party tonight?” Baby A asks.

“It starts at four,” Ilya sighs.

“If I were to bring something for Shane to sign–” Baby B starts, but Ilya interrupts him.

“Do not do that,” he commands. “Do not be weird to my boyfriend or you’ll both be in time out for the next team bonding.”

They both look angry with him, but neither opens his mouth to argue.

“Is there going to be a barbecue?” Hammersmith asks.

“You know I don’t own a fucking grill, Smithy,” Ilya answers, sounding annoyed. “Stop asking me that every time I host.”

“I’m hoping if I ask enough you’ll get one,” Hammersmith sighs in a performatively melancholy manner.

“We can just get one and bring it over,” Carmichael suggests. “Once it’s there he’ll never bother to move it.”

Hammersmith snaps his fingers excitedly, pointing at Carmichael. “Fantastic idea, we’ll be doing that for the next one.”

“Someone else has to use it,” Ilya instructs. “I am not standing in front of hot grill for two hours managing cooking meat.”

“Especially since you prefer your meat raw as it is,” Connors snorts.

Ilya grabs a roll of tape out of his stall, whipping it at Connors. Unfortunately for Ilya, Connors manages to lean out of the way and the tape bounces off the cubby behind him. Unfortunately for Connors, the lean puts him within range of St-Simon’s arms.

“OW!” Connors yelps, rubbing the back of his head. “I’ve had about enough of you people.”

“Good! We can trade you for picks we need to cap space,” Ilya informs him.

“Oh? Who do we need the cap space for?” Hammersmith asks but with a face that says he can already guess

Ilya waves his hands at himself with an air of cockiness. “Me, obviously! I deserve more money. Who else would it be?”

“I can make some guesses,” Marley snorts. "Maybe whoever gave you that mark on your neck."

Ilya gives him a scathing look but he just laughs.
***

Shane presses the phone to his ear, listening to the abrasive ringing and hoping his mom doesn’t answer. Despite the much dreaded sponsors talk dropping off to nothing except to manage his bare contractual requirements, Shane has still found himself avoiding his parents. He doesn’t know how many more ways to answer the question ‘how are things with the Metros’ and he hates the pitying but hopeful look in his moms eyes every time she asks. His dad has started taking the opposite approach, constantly asking about Ilya, about Hayden’s kids, about the books he’s reading. Anything other than hockey or the Metros. Somehow both feel grating now.

“Hi!” His mom finally answers, too chipper, performative so.

“Hey, mom, how’s it going?” Shane asks.

“It’s good here. How are you?” Yuna replies.

Shane picks at his nails. “I’m good. Ilya’s at practice so I’ve got the house to myself. How’s dad?” Shane wonders if his deflection attempts are as obvious to his mother as they are to him.

“I’m good, kiddo!” He hears his dad call.

“You’re on speaker,” Yuna explains. Shane stands and wanders through Ilya’s house as they talk, trying to find an outlet for his nervous energy.

“Right,” Shane responds. “Well, I’m glad you guys are good.”

“We watched the game,” Yuna informs him. They’re both aware of everything that implies.

“Yeah, it was, uh, intense,” Shane hesitates. He wanders into Ilya’s bedroom.

“Did Comeau say something to him?” She asks, skipping any pretense now.

“Uhm, something like that,” Shane acquiesces.

“Shane,” Yuna sighs, and it’s filled with a lot that Shane doesn’t want to face. All he hears is her disappointment, frustration, maybe sadness, but he isn’t sure about which part of it has her feeling that way. Shane opens Ilya’s enormous closet and distracts himself from how that tone makes him feel by idly touching Ilya’s clothes.

“It’s fine, mom, it’s hockey. Guys say bullshit and sometimes it gets out of hand.”

“You can tell us, you don’t need to…” Yuna trails off.

Shane knows what she wants to say though. Lie. Hide. Pretend. But he also knows that’s not true. He knows she’d be disappointed to see him leave the Metros now. She cried when he won the second cup last year. Got wine drunk and gushed about how amazing it was watching her son create a dynasty on her favourite team.

He’s already put her through enough. Getting outed with that stupid video and making things harder for her. Fucking up the sponsorships she worked so hard to get. That she cares so much about. And then yelling at her for daring to care.

How could he tell her he thinks he needs to go find somewhere else to build a dynasty? Or worse, if he were to waive his NTC and find himself somewhere where being great wouldn’t matter. Somewhere he’d never see the playoffs again. Final say in trades doesn’t mean shit if no team wants to touch him. Theriault has made it clear over the last month that Shane is a PR nightmare now.

“We’re on your side, bud,” his dad promises, closer to the line now.

Shane opens his mouth and closes it. He’s glad this is a phone call because he isn’t sure what his face is doing.

Shane’s wandering hands land on one of Ilya’s jerseys and he shifts it so he can see the bright yellow canon logo on the front. He traces his fingers over the design down to 'R' on the cannon wheel and wonders what his mother would say if he wore that jersey instead.

“It’s fine,” he repeats, knowing it sounds like a lie. “It’ll get better,” he tries instead. “Things will calm down with time.”

Shane thinks about the absolutely hideous logo of the Ottawa Centaurs and how secretly endeared to it he’s always been. They’re his favourite team, his hometown team. They’d probably take him in an instant. He’d never touch the cup again, but he’d still play hockey.

Yuna doesn’t speak for a long time on the other line and Shane wishes he could see how she looked. Or maybe he’s grateful he doesn’t have to know. Shane wonders if she’d ever wear something that isn’t a Metros jersey. Maybe if it had his name on it.

“Okay, Shane,” she whispers, finally. “You can talk to us, though. If you need.”

“I know, mom. I… I should get some rest, we had a late night and Ilya’s team is coming over later.”

“The whole team?” She asks, voice high, suddenly interested.

Fuck. “Uhh, some. The rookies wanted to meet me,” Shane says. It’s close enough to the truth that Shane hopes she’ll accept it. He can’t explain to any other Metros lifers that the Raiders are happier to spend time with him than his own team.

“Oh…well, that’s nice,” she acknowledges, seeming to buy it, or at least to choose not to press the issue.

“Yeah, I’m sure it will be, anyway I’ll text you before my flight on Sunday,” Shane says, trying to end the call.

“Okay, you know we love you,” Yuna affirms.

“I know, mom, I love you guys too,” Shane sighs.

The line clicks and Shane bangs his phone several times against his forehead, groaning loudly. He hates that he’s still lying to them, even after everything, but he can’t make himself tell the truth. Because he knows you can love someone and still be disappointed with them.

Shane throws his phone onto Ilya’s bed and continues to thumb through his clothes. He decides since he’s already started he might as well continue to snoop around Ilya’s house. He told him he would, anyway.

Shane wanders aimlessly through Ilya’s bedroom, not opening any drawers, just looking at the items sprawled across the night stands and dresser. A ratty phone charger, half empty bottles of cologne, a pile of change left abandoned, a water bottle on the night stand that probably needs washed. He enjoys assessing everything, trying to know Ilya more from all these intimate little details that exist without people even knowing.

He leaves the bedroom and wanders to the living room, looking over the art on the walls as he walks. He finds a bookshelf and inspects every book there. Most of them are written in Cyrillic and he can’t tell what they are. He continues to thumb through them, unperturbed. Some are older than others, the pages shifting from white to yellow with age and sun damage. He selects an older looking one and pulls it from the shelf. He isn’t sure why he bothers; he can't understand the words, but he starts flipping through it. Shane is both alarmed and endeared to see that Ilya is the type to write in his books. Almost every page contains underlined passages, or a smattering of handwritten Cyrillic in the margins, some in pen, others in pencil, indicating new notes added over multiple reads.

Shane runs his finger gently over a block of Cyrillic scrawled in black pen at the chapter end of a page. He wants to feel some kind of connection between himself and the Ilya that wrote the note however long ago. He wishes he knew what Ilya had written, what thoughts felt so important to put down forever, but it feels like a strange invasion of privacy to translate it without Ilya here.

He returns the book to its spot instead and continues to look through the shelf. He finds a puck on a stand, labeled to indicate it as being from Ilya’s first goal in the NHL. There’s also Ilya’s MVP trophy slotted higher up. Shane’s surprised he doesn’t keep all his awards and accolades together in one place, but maybe he likes leaving them peppered around the house.

It occurs to Shane as he wanders around the house looking at things, touching random items, that there are no photos of Ilya’s family. Not even of his mother who Ilya had spoken of with so much love. Shane wonders if it’s because they’re all still back in Russia, where Ilya can never return to retrieve them.

Shane lets out a heavy breath and collapses onto Ilya’s couch, he stews in that thought for a long time before turning on the TV, desperate to find something else to listen to instead.
***

Ilya shuts the door loudly behind himself when he gets back home and walks his hockey bag to the laundry room, chucking it in and shutting the door. He smiles when he sees Shane’s hockey bag sitting on the floor laundry, the dryer in the back half of its cycle now. Ilya is making more noise than is necessary because a little part of him is hoping Shane has another sexy surprise waiting for him and he wants to announce his arrival. He doesn’t hear Shane, though; he doesn’t really hear anything.

He wanders deeper into the house through the kitchen and into the living room. He finds the TV on, but muted, and Shane is sprawled out on the couch, half on his stomach with his arm hanging down to the floor. His breathing is deep and slow, face slack, the kind of sleep that’s clearly been going on for a while.

Ilya weighs his options for a minute before deciding against bothering Shane. Instead, he opts to head for the storage room, intent on setting up the team activities, so that whenever Shane wakes, they can maximize their time together. Ilya moves bins until he finds the one labeled TARGET PRACTICE. He pulls the bin free from the pile and heads back towards the kitchen.

When Shane materializes Ilya is trying to find the red Solo cups he swore he purchased but can’t remember where he put them.

“Hi,” Shane says quietly, still looking sleepy.

“Good morning, my sleepy kotenok,” Ilya coos with a smile, abandoning his setting up for Shane. His teammates can drink out their cupped hands for all he cares.

“I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” Shane claims, looking embarrassed. “I just…didn’t realize how tired I was.”

“Now you’re well rested for team bonding,” Ilya assures him. He grabs Shane’s hip and brings his face to Shane’s neck. “And we still have time before they get here.”

“Time for what?” Shane asks, demurely. As if his breath isn’t already coming out in heaving pants.

“Mmmm, maybe we should eat something,” Ilya taunts. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” Shane confirms and drops to his knees.

*

He barely gets three passes over Ilya’s cock with his tongue when he’s being dragged up again and Ilya’s kissing him hard, while forcing him backward.

“We have company coming to eat at this table,” Shane protests, well aware of what Ilya is moving him towards.

“Da, and when they’re here I want you to remember that I had you spread out on this table just before they arrived.” Ilya chuckles and lifts Shane up onto the table.

“Oh, fuck,” Shane gasps when he’s deposited down. Despite his protests, he wraps his legs around Ilya’s waist and rolls their hips together. He feels Ilya smile against his mouth but he tactfully says nothing, just focusing on getting Shane out of his shirt and pants.

“How much time do we have?” Shane asks while watching Ilya pull off his own shirt. Fuck, even after all this time, it still makes his breath catch to see Ilya shirtless.

“Little over an hour till everyone gets here. Like I said, plenty of time,” he says, grabbing Shane’s hips and pulling him to the edge of the table.

“Do you have lube in your pocket again?” Shane tries to joke but it comes out sounding like he’s begging for it to be true. Ilya grins and reaches past him across the table to grab a bottle of lube he’d left sitting out by the TARGET PRACTICE bin.

“Jesus, Ilya,” Shane gasps, horrified. “You just left that there? What if we’d forgotten it?”

“You think I’d forget to fuck you,” Ilya chastises, rubbing a generous amount of lube over his fingers to warm it. “Never.”

“The table is going to be dirty again,” Shane protests, as if he isn’t moving his hips down to meet Ilya’s finger when it breaches him.

“And it can be cleaned again,” Ilya promises, as he slips a second finger in and scissors them open.

“Fuck,” Shane moans, losing all pretense of stopping. Instead, he lets himself fall onto his back, looking up at Ilya as he works him open. “More.”

Ilya adds another finger, looking as gone as Shane feels now. “I’m ready. That’s enough, just please fuck me,” Shane begs.

Ilya hooks Shane’s leg up high over his hip and pushes the other one towards his chest.

“Hold this for me, will you?” He asks, indicating Shane’s own knee.

Shane obediently grabs behind his knee and holds it up as Ilya slowly pushes into him, working his way in a shallow rocking of his hips, until the only sounds Shane can hear are his own loud moans and their skin making contact.

“Oh, Ilya, just like that,” Shane moans, arching his back off the table and using his leg to pull Ilya closer. He should care more about the lube that is almost certainly dripping on the table but this angle feels amazing. “Fuck, that feels amazing.”

He loses the ability to care, as thoughts take a back seat to the way Ilya feels moving inside him. He loosens his grip on his own knee and extends his leg, his foot coming to rest against the front of Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya hooks his hand around Shane’s ankle and peppers gentle kisses along his leg, a sharp contrast to how hard he’s fucking into him.

“Fuck, Shane,” Ilya groans, groping at Shane’s pecs. The way he’s looking down at him makes Shane feel both self-conscious and powerful. “You should spend all your time laid out on my table like this. You were made for it. Made to be fucked.”

“I was made for you,” Shane whines.

Shane hears him make a choking noise in response and realizes Ilya’s coming inside him. Ilya pumps lube onto his hand and stays inside Shane when he starts stroking him fast, twisting his wrist repeatedly, until he comes. They spend a minute after just trying to catch their breath together.

Shane sits up onto his elbows so he can see Ilya’s face better. “So, uh, that works for you, does it?”

“Shut up,” Ilya laughs, pinching Shane’s thigh. “We should shower.”
***

Shane is wiping down the table for what Ilya believes to be at least the third time when the doorbell rings. “Oh, shit the table’s still dirty,” Shane inhales and starts wiping faster.

“I promise it isn’t, but you do that, I’ll get the door,” Ilya laughs.

Ilya opens the door to see Baby A and Baby B almost vibrating with excitement while clutching bags of chips. “We didn’t want to come empty handed but we can’t buy alcohol here,” Baby A explains, indicating their armfuls of snacks.

“Thank you for bringing chips. Come in, children.” Ilya waves them inside.

He’s about to close the door when he sees Marley coming up the walkway with a twenty-four case of beer in each hand.

“You trying to get everyone hammered, Marley? We have a game tomorrow,” Ilya chides.

“This gives us like…two beers per person, Roz,” Marley counters, gesturing with the cases. “Don’t be boring.”

Ilya makes a face of mock horror. “Oh no, Shane is turning me into him,” he wails.

“Oh, so soon you’ll be a better hockey player,” Shane calls from the kitchen.

Marley laughs, kicks off his shoes with reckless abandon and makes his way ahead of Ilya into the dining room. “Hollzy! Good to see you!” Marley shouts.

“Good to see you too, Marley, even if it has only been, like, eighteen hours since we last saw each other,” Shane points out.

“And yet, it’s still good to see you. Children, I see you arrived fashionably on time,” Marley chuckles.

“We just…wanted to be polite,” Baby B exclaims, glancing at Shane repeatedly and flushing a dark shade of red.

“Well, on time people, you can help me finish putting snacks out,” Ilya chuckles and pushes empty bowls into his rookie’s hands. “Put your chips in these.”

Half of the dining table is filled with carefully arranged snacks, while the bar is set as a mecca for drinks. Marley manages to find the red Solo cups shoved in a corner cupboard Ilya doesn’t remember putting them in.

The rest of the team arrives as they work, and, before long, pretty much everyone has arrived and they’re laying out the Nerf Guns and extra bullets across the other half of the table. Ilya had already set up the figures for round one while Shane was still asleep.

Through all of it, Ilya keeps half an eye on Shane trying to ensure he always looks, at minimum, content with his circumstances.

He looks relaxed now, holding his ginger ale and talking with Carmichael and St-Simon. Ilya feels like he’s glowing when he sees it. Shane would slot in here so easily. Why can’t he see that? It would be the simplest thing in the world. Shane must sense Ilya’s eyes on him because he turns his head to make eye contact and a soft smile plays at his lips. They hold each other's gaze for a beat before Shane is excusing himself and walking over.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” He asks.

“Like what?” Ilya beams, aware he’s still looking at Shane like that.

Shane flushes. “Nevermind.”

“The main event starts right away,” Ilya informs him. “Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” Shane nods and glances away, like he can’t bear to hold Ilya’s heated stare for one more second.

*

Ilya had been refusing to tell Shane anything about what they would be doing and now he’s telling Shane it’s about to start. Shane makes his way over the table to see the vibrant green and orange toy guns laid out alongside bright red rubber-tipped bullets.

“What are those?” Shane asks stupidly.

“Nerf guns,” Baby A explains, seriously.

“Okay, but why Nerf guns?”

“Because when we used real guns, Roz’s neighbours complained,” Connors quips with a grin.

Shane actually can’t tell if he’s joking or not. This is America, after all. He looks between the spread of Nerf guns towards the set up on a folding table in front of the huge bay windows. Green army men, tiny plastic animals, and an array of Funko Pops for most of the team are lined up carefully on the table, sitting at different levels on stacked books.

“So…target shooting,” Shane infers.

“Correct!” Ilya praises with a grin.

“How do the points work?” Shane queries, already locking in on the goal of the evening: defeat Ilya in spectacular fashion.

“You get as many bullets as there are targets,” Marlow starts explaining, before turning to let his voice carry over the room. “The number you can knock down at the end of each round is your points. Every person gets two chances to shoot per round. Top fifteen shooters go on to round two. Followed by ten, five, and finally the top three. With each successive round, the targets will get harder to hit. Ties will be broken in sudden death match ups, one target, least bullets used to hit it moves on.”

“Alright, motherfuckers, you heard the rules. Everyone shoots in the order they’re assigned,” Ilya calls over the crowd, gesturing to the whiteboard of names propped up against the wall. “Look at the board if you get confused.”

“What’s the difference between guns?” Shane asks, touching the two different styles on the table.

“Mainly just the number of bullets they hold, but you’ll probably find a preferred style before the game is over,” Connors explains.

“If you make it that far,” Ilya chirps.

“Oh, I’ll make it,” Shane assures him. “I’m just sorry you put all this effort in, just to lose to me in this brand new way.”

*

Ilya is thrilled. Shane falling into competitive chirping is exactly what he was hoping for when he decided to make this the team bonding activity Shane would attend. Nothing makes Shane feel more at home than a chance to show off for a crowd and a chance to compete with him while doing it.

“You’re awfully cocky for someone doing this for first time when I'm the defending champion,” Ilya smirks.

“Only because I wasn’t here last time,” Shane retorts. “That crown is mine!”

“Aww, sick! Is there gonna be a crown?” Baby B asks, excitedly.

“Of course not,” St-Simon laughs.

“I’ll get one made,” Ilya promises not taking his eyes off Shane.

“Oh? Good,” Shane leans close enough that Ilya can feel he breathe as he whispers in his ear. “I can wear it when I’m riding you.”

Ilya’s throat clicks, but he schools his face back to neutral arrogance and smirks at Shane. He feels suddenly overwhelmed by the growing need to take Shane right there on the table again. “Oh, yes, malysh,” he purrs, quietly. “You’ll be wearing it the same way you wore my jersey when I win.”

Shane looks equal parts angry and aroused, Ilya’s favourite state for him to be in. “That’s not gonna happen,” he promises.

Marlow snorts, snapping Ilya out of whatever haze he’d been in that had him feeling like they were the only ones in the room. Judging by the way Shane flushes, he’d gotten lost in it as well. “I know we’ve said this before but I’m SAYING IT AGAIN! I can’t fucking believe the entire rivalry was just foreplay this whole time–” Marley claps his hands twice like punctuation. “–and you guys are both just freaks.”

Shane’s face flushes. “It isn’t foreplay,” he rushes to argue.

“Well, tell Roz that, because he looks like he’s going to eat you.”

Shane flushes even redder and Ilya wonders if he’s remembering being laid out on the kitchen table twice already. Ilya smiles again. “Alright, Hollander, you’re up first.”

“I am? You did that on purpose,” Shane accuses.

“What happened to being so full of yourself a minute ago?” Ilya chuckles.

“I’m not full of myself,” Shane sputters, looking annoyed. “I just give an accurate assessment of my abilities based on previous data.”

“Christ,” Ilya rolls his eyes. “You’re using big English words to try to throw me off.”

“I don’t need to do anything to throw you off,” Shane asserts. “I’ll win without it, just fine.”

Ilya turns and picks one of each Nerf gun up off the table. “Let’s see you back up these claims,” he challenges, pushing the guns against Shane’s chest.

If Shane feels nervous he isn’t letting it show. He just returns Ilya’s gaze with a smirk of his own.

“What other children's games do you think we can get them to take way too seriously?” Hammersmith asks the room, spurring a wave of laughter.

“Let’s just get through this one without violence and then we’ll bust out Chutes and Ladders,” St-Simon ribs.

*

Shane spends what he suspects is longer than normal trying to line up his shot. He regrets the minutes of fussing when his first shot goes wide by a good two feet of any target and he hears Ilya laugh.

“I’m just getting used to the feel,” Shane defends before he can say anything. “Some of us haven’t shot a Nerf Gun since we were children.”

Ilya clicks his tongue. “My my, already coming up with excuses for when you lose.”

“I don’t need excuses and I’m not going to lose,” Shane argues. “Stop speaking to me, you’re trying to cheat.”

His second shot still hits nothing but it does manage to sail within inches of the table. His third finally makes contact with the plastic giraffe that had been sitting on a stack of books sending it careening to the floor.

“Fuck yeah,” Shane whoops.

“One down, nineteen to go and you’ve only got seventeen shots left,” Ilya chuckles.

“I’ll make them count,” Shane promises and he stops himself from celebrating again when he manages to take out Marlow’s Funko Pop with his next shot.

“Rude,” Marlow snorts derisively when the beady-eyed rectangle-head version of him clatters over.

“Sorry,” Shane grins, not sorry at all.

In the end, Shane manages to take out twelve targets, which isn’t as many as he wanted, but he spent half his bullets getting fully comfortable with how the guns shoot. He reminds himself that he has another chance and he’ll do better. He can’t lose out in the first round or Ilya will never let him hear the end of it.

“Didn’t want to hit me, I see,” Ilya smirks, indicating the creepy Funko Pop version of himself still standing tall on a stack of five books.

“I’m just saving you for later,” Shane promises.

“Don’t worry, Hollzy,” Marlow assures him, with a clap on the shoulder. “Hammersmith can’t hit the broadside of a barn.”

“I made it to round two that one time,” Hammersmith says defensively.

“That’s because half of us were blind drunk when we started,” St-Simon recalls.

Shane laughs with everyone else and the targets reset. Connors steps up to take his turn.

Shane is unsurprised but annoyed when Ilya takes out fifteen of the targets without even blinking.

“Don’t be too upset about it,” Ilya taunts in a way that makes Shane think he’d love if Shane were too upset. “We can’t all be me.”

“Guess I’ll settle for me, then. Soon to be winner of this game,” he challenges.

Shane's second attempt does go better and he manages fourteen targets which he thinks is enough to secure him a spot in round two. But it annoys him that it's still one worse than Ilya.

*

“Ten minute break while we organize round two, anyone who advances will receive little star next to their name and we will set up next targets,” Ilya explains and waves them off. Marlow follows him to help get things set up.

“Roz, what are we doing, man?” He asks, quietly, once they’re far enough away from the group. “We know he’s miserable in Montreal, just get him here.”

“I can’t just abduct him, Marley,” Ilya snaps and then leads Marlow farther from the party by the arm. “Hollander is like…stray cat. If I just pick him up and drag him inside he’ll get scared and fight to leave. We must slowly giving him little treats and pieces of chicken and saucers of milk-”

“You shouldn’t give cats milk.”

“Shut the fuck up, Marley,” Ilya barks before continuing. “And then once he feels safe and his belly is full, he will want to come into the house and stay.”

“What’s the house in the metaphor? The team, or Boston, or your bed?”

“He’s already in my bed.”

“Not every night. Which I suspect you’d prefer,” Marlow points out with a far too knowing grin. Ilya just grumbles into his can of beer and refuses to look at him.

“So what? This is all a little piece of chicken? You offering Hollander a little treat. A little team bonding and hope he’ll feel comfortable enough to come inside forever.”

“Maybe,” Ilya shrugs, even though Marlow is exactly right, because it’s making him feel stupid to hear it. He also feels a little overwhelmed by the forever. “Maybe he will enjoy spending time with us and think Boston is good place to go when he finally accepts that he needs to leave Montreal.”

“Then we should all be telling him how much we want him to play here,” Marley counsels.

“No, too aggressive. Remember, stray cat,” Ilya emphasizes. “Maybe, just tell him you think he could have nice shiny coat if he always enjoyed team bonding instead of team tormenting.”

“The cat metaphor is starting to get out of hand. I’m going to get confused and check if Hollander has a wet nose,” Marlow laughs.

“Me too, honestly,” Ilya snorts. “Too much alcohol and not enough sleep in the last twenty-four hours.”

“Alright, well, I’ll tell Hollander I think he’d feel better if he was collared,” Marlow declares, clapping Ilya on the shoulder.

Ilya coughs into his beer and has to turn away, towards the windows, to hide how red his face is. “Marley, just go fucking math up the scores and I’ll set up the targets,” Ilya orders.

Marley laughs too loudly and grabs the black marker to write on the whiteboard.

*

As promised, the rookies find and corner Shane while everyone else is taking their turns shooting in the next round. Shane is elated he made it through to round two and managed thirteen targets on his first shooting attempt. Half of the Funko Pops have been removed and replaced with more of the small army men to make shooting harder.

“How’s being in Boston?” Baby B asks, going for what Shane suspects to be an easy in.

“It’s good, I haven’t really…seen much of it yet. I probably should. Maybe once it’s warmer I’ll go tour around,” Shane explains.

“Would you want to do a tour?” Baby B asks.

At the same time, Baby A asks a question of his own. “Would you want to walk The Freedom Trail?”

“Would I—Would I want to do what?” Shane stammers trying to parse the mashed together questions.

“Bro, he doesn’t know what that is, you think Shane Hollander plays video games,” Baby B scoffs.

“The Freedom Trail is a thing outside of video games, kids. Our school systems are failing us,” St-Simon chides. The rookies both give him a dirty look in return.

“We knew that! Shut up!” Baby B shouts back.

“I’m Canadian, I don’t know your guys’ shit,” Baby A defends himself. They both sound even younger than their eighteen years.

“I do, sometimes,” Shane corrects because these rookies are making him feel strangely old and out of touch, in a way he doesn’t like, when he’s only twenty-six. “Play video games, I mean.”

“What do you play?”

“Uhm, I’ve played like a lot of like NHL 2016 with Hayden and sometimes I play-”

“You unwind from hockey by playing more hockey,” Ilya interrupts in a mocking jest. “Of course you do. You probably play the mode where you can pretend to manage a team and watch the games play out.”

“It’s interesting to build your roster and-”

This time it’s Ilya’s loud laugh that interrupts him and Shane feels himself get red. He’s thinking about the times he subverted the in-game salary cap to create a team both he and Ilya played on—although, in his fantasy league, they play together on the Metros.

“Shut up,” Shane scoffs, shoving him. “Go away.”

“So you’ve never played Fallout?” Baby A asks.

“Uhm…no, I don’t know what that is,” Shane admits.

“There’s a new one, just came out, I’ve already got like fifty hours in it,” Baby A explains.

“Wow, that's…a lot?” Shane questions. He’s starting to understand why everyone told him he’d need to tell the rookies to fuck off.

“It’s too many,” Ilya chides, giving them what Shane suspects to be his captain’s glare. “This game came out like five days ago and you should be focusing on hockey.”

“I’m playing fine, Cap” Baby A whines.

“Fine?” Shane emphasizes with a judgemental eyebrow.

The rookie turns beat red. “Uhm, I mean, more than fine, I promise. I attend every practice, even optional ones, and I always focus on my regimen. I’m always doing my best, Mr. Hollander. I wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”

“You wouldn’t want to disappoint him. I am your captain,” Ilya reminds them, voice dripping with incredulity. “Jesus, they’re more concerned about what you think of them than me, Mr. Hollander.”

“He has two Stanley cups!” Baby B exclaims. “In a row!”

“I got there first!” Ilya yells. “Holy fuck, no. Why am I getting upset with these children? I’m walking away. It’s almost my turn to shoot.”

“Anyways.” Baby A rounds on Shane again when Ilya leaves and Shane wishes he’d stayed.  “There’s a new game in the series and it’s actually set in Boston. Which is so cool!”

“Oh? Isn’t that kind of, like, boring?” Shane rebuts, only to feel like an asshole. “I just mean because you live here.”

“Oh, well, it’s actually a post-apocalyptic future so, like, not exactly the same,” Baby B explains.

“Right,” Shane nods. He can feel his eyes starting to glaze over.

“So in the game you can do this thing where you walk The Freedom Trail and I really want to go do it in real life like the game,” Baby A prattles quickly, almost frantic, like he can sense he’s losing Shane’s interest..

“And you should come with us,” Baby B interrupts.

“You want me to go for a walk with you,” Shane clarifies, skeptically.

“The Freedom Trail,” Baby A nods. “It’s a real life thing, like Saint Vicky so rudely said,” he turns to half shout the sentence at St-Simon. “It’s just also in this game. It’ll be really fun. We can take pictures together at all the landmarks!”

Will it? Shane wants to ask but he can’t bear to be rude to these young players.

“Oh, uh,” he stammers. He wants to say no, but it also makes his chest feel weird that these rookies want to take him somewhere. They want to go out in public with him and they don’t seem the slightest bit concerned about being seen doing it. “Sure, we can find time for that.”

Both of the rookies cheer and Shane feels himself flush at their excitement. “Oh my gosh! This is going to be great. We can go next time you're here.”

“We already have your number, so we can text and make a plan,” Baby B gushes.

“Cap told us we aren’t allowed to bother you with dumb things but now that we have plans together it’s not bothering,” Baby A proclaims with a huge smile on his face.

“Oh, uh, yeah…sure,” Shane stumbles, feeling like he got caught in a trap he should have seen coming. “Maybe we wait until the weather warms up.”

“Totally,” Baby A agrees. “We don’t want snow all over the place or we won’t be able to see the sidewalk signs.”

“Right,” Shane nods as if he has any idea what that means.

“HOLLY!” Marlow shouts. “You're up again.”

*

Shane and Ilya both make it to the penultimate round with Baby B, Baby A, and Connors. The trash talk between them has gone from slightly heated to fully on fire. They find each other just outside the bathroom and Ilya crowds Shane against the wall.

“I can’t wait to go buy a crown after this,” Ilya growls into Shane’s neck.

“Good, I can’t wait to wear it and you can remember you’re being ridden by the best,” Shane taunts, but the macho facade is slightly undercut by how heavily he’s already breathing.

“Oh no, malysh,” Ilya chuckles and presses closer to Shane. “I’m going to wear it while I lay you out the table again and take you as my prize-" Ilya pauses to suck on Shane's neck. "-and you can remember you’re getting fucked by a king. Maybe you can even wear my jersey while I remind you.”

“Absolutely not, ''m not a prize,” Shane insists, but his words come out almost slurred with arousal. “I’m winning this.”

They’re fully dry humping against the wall now, Ilya licking his tongue into Shane’s mouth and Shane moaning around it. Ilya is aware he needs to pull away and stop this before someone catches them. Shane would hate that, but he’s also lost in how good it feels. An outlet for all their competitive horniness that doesn’t involve the fucking Metros. Finally he forces himself to step back, wiping his mouth as he goes.

“Well,” he says, clearing his throat. “I suppose the important thing is either way I’m going to fuck you later.”

Shane inhales sharply and then seems to be making an effort to stabilize his breathing. “I suppose it is,” he agrees.

“Roz! Hollzy!” Marley shouts across the house. “Stop fucking, we need to finish!” Ilya can hear the team laughing.

“Yeah! Well, so do we!” Ilya shouts back to even more laughter. Shane smacks his arm but Ilya just grins and kisses him once more before they return to the party.

 

Ilya can’t tell Shane this, but he’s beyond happy when it’s the two of them with Baby B in the final round. He wants to win; specifically, he wants to beat Shane in the final round. They let Baby B shoot first so they can focus on trash talking and glaring daggers at each other.

The final round is only ten targets, ten shots and they’re all the tiny green army men that are the most difficult to hit.

“Ready for silver medal, Hollander,” Ilya chides.

“Awe, don’t you know me at all, Rozanov?” Shane smirks. “I only wear gold.”

“Well that’s about to change,” Ilya promises. Shane doesn’t reply.

Ilya takes out seven of the tiny army men with his first round of shooting and annoyingly Shane gets eight.

“Oh no,” Shane goads, while Baby B does his second round of shooting. “Your defeat is looming.”

“Absolutely not,” Ilya denounces. “I will get all ten with my next shots.”

“Unlikely.”

Ilya does manage eight the next time but he’s worried it won’t be enough.

*

“Alright, Holly,” Marlow declares with a wicked smile. “Final shots of the tournament. How you feeling?”

“Ready to win,” Shane says seriously and Marlow’s smile gets wider.

Shane won't admit this to Ilya, but whether he wins or not, he's had even more fun than he expected with the Raiders. Everyone has been very kind to him and it feels a bit like stepping into a warm house after spending too long out in the cold. Privately, he hopes they'll invite him to the next one.

Shane forces himself to focus on the shooting, he still wants to win and he manages eight. When the last shot takes out an army man Shane feels a rush of excitement. He turns to celebrate but he’s cut off by shouting that isn’t coming from himself or Ilya.

“YES!! HOLY SHIT!!” Baby B screams, throwing both arms up. He starts leaping into the air and Baby A joins him in a jumping hug.

“GLORY!!" Baby B hollers, pumping his fist in the air in celebration.

“Uhm, fucking WHAT!” Ilya shouts.

“Whaaat is he talking about?” Shane demands, looking to the rest of the team.

“Oh, yeah. Did you guys not know?” Marley says in a false innocent voice with that same wicked grin. “Baby B there has actually been trouncing you guys score-wise the entire time.” Marlow gestures to the whiteboard. “You both were just too focused on each other to notice.”

Shane stares at the whiteboard where next to Baby B’s name all through the game is a spray of seventeens to twenties and on the final round, a nine and a ten. Shane and Ilya never had a fucking chance against this kid.

“My friends and I used to shoot Nerf guns all the time back in high school,” he explains with a huge smile.

"You should stand in front of the whiteboard with your scores I'll get a photo," Baby A tells him, waving him towards the proof of his victory.

Shane blanches and turns to look at Ilya who is opening and closing his mouth repeatedly, his face a cartoonish combination of shock and rage.

“Do you guys want to know who got second?” Marley asks, in a taunting voice.

“No!” They both shout looking angry.

“I can’t believe I beat Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov,” Baby B crows, still punching the air even as Baby A tries to line up photos.

“This is meaningless team bonding activity, who wins doesn’t matter,” Ilya denounces with a wave.

“Roz, don’t be a sore loser,” Marley reprimands. “He’s just a kid.”

“Not to mention that is literally the exact opposite of the vibe you both had about sixty seconds ago,” St-Simon remarks. “I seem to remember an argument about a crown.”

“Is there going to be a crown?” Baby B asks, turning his huge innocent eyes on them.

“NO!” Ilya and Shane shout in unison, faces getting red.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thank you all again for reading!

I hope this nice fluffy chapter makes my 13 day break sting a bit less. I really enjoyed having Baby B mop the floor with them but they're both too laser focused on how obsessed with each other they are to even notice.

As always comments and kudos are appreciated but just the fact that you're here with me reading this at all is truly magic enough. I love you all!


  


      

  












      Chapter 21: Tricks of the Trade
  



    Chapter Notes

      Welcome back! Thank you for returning after the delay!

I hope this chapter was worth the wait. I'd love to lie to you all and say I got super ahead of myself and have lots of chapters ready to rock but instead I yapped a solid 14,000 words into this chapter because I can't help myself. I hope this baby is worth the wait. I can't thank you all enough for your kind words and support about me taking a break!

I will save additional rambles for the end.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The morning of Shane’s last full day in Boston arrives too quickly, with both of them refusing to mention it. They linger for a long time in bed just holding each other and kissing lazily, neither making any moves to push it further. Ilya has an afternoon game, which is nice because it means they’ll have more time together after. But, also awful because it means they need to leave the bed sooner. Ilya needs to start his routine—he knows he’s been slacking since Shane arrived. But Shane’s body is so warm against him and his skin is so soft as Ilya strokes over the expanse of his back that he can’t bear to leave. Not when Shane’s head is cradled so perfectly against his chest where Ilya can smell his shampoo.
“Can I ask you a question?” Shane says, quietly, breaking the silence with something other than a moan or a whispered declaration of affection for the first time since they both woke up.
“Of course,” Ilya replies, keeping his voice quiet, like talking too loud might ruin their peaceful morning.
“You don’t have any pictures of your family,” Shane observes, voice going up at the end like it’s a question, or maybe it’s just getting higher in panic.
Nevermind, peace ruined, Ilya thinks. There’s a long beat of silence.
“Is there a question in there?” Ilya demands, voice sharper than he means for it to be and he regrets it immediately. He tries to counter the harshness by petting over Shane’s hair.
“No, I guess not, I’m sorry I just–I guess I was curious if you…”
“If I had any,” Ilya finishes for him after another pause.
“Yeah, sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything, this was stupid.” Shane feels like he is going to pull away for a second and Ilya shifts his hands around Shane’s back and tightens his hold, not letting him leave.
“I do have some,” Ilya admits, once Shane is settled again. “A handful of photos of my mother I stole from our few photo albums this past summer. By some miracle I finally got brave enough to take them or maybe my papa just got sick enough that I knew he wouldn’t notice they were gone.”
“Oh…” Shane mumbles and Ilya waits in silence for the next question he knows is coming. “Where are they?”
“In a box…in my closet,” Ilya confesses, feeling like a piece of shit as he says it. “I found it hard…trying to imagine putting them out. I didn’t know where to put them and I didn’t like the idea of people seeing them and asking about her. I wouldn’t know what to say, how to answer. So, instead I just packed them away in the dark.” Just like my papa did to her when she was alive.
“You could keep them in here,” Shane suggests, gently.
Ilya nods weakly and moves his hand up so he can stroke Shane’s perfectly soft hair.
“Maybe…maybe,” Ilya agrees, voice thin. “I need to get frames for them, I just…haven’t yet.”
“Are they big?”
“No, just normal photo size, whatever that is. I looked for frames for a bit, when I first brought them home, but every frame felt wrong, they looked loud, too much going on, or sort of cheap and tacky. I ended up leaving without getting anything,” Ilya rambles, feeling stupid by the time he gets to the end.
“I understand,” Shane affirms, because of course he does. Shane is perfect. “I’ll keep an eye out for some nice frames.”
Ilya feels his eyes get hot; it’s such a simple offer, but it feels huge. He will look for nice frames, nice frames to keep Ilya’s mother in so Ilya can look at her face every day instead of locking her memory away.
“Thank you,” Ilya murmurs, the words coming out thick.
Shane wraps his arms more firmly around Ilya and squeezes him slightly. Ilya pulls Shane close enough he’s almost on top of Ilya and returns to rubbing his back.
“What was her name?” Shane asks.
Ilya swallows to try to clear the lump in his throat. “Irina.”
Shane nods against his chest. “Irina. Sorry, I just realized I never asked and I should have.”
“You didn’t need to,” Ilya disputes. “But you’re asking now.”
“What are the photos of?” Shane prompts, gently.
Ilya thinks for a moment before answering. “There is one I really like of her and I together, I am seven in the photo and she is on the ice with me celebrating a win. We both look very happy in the photo, it is…nice memory.”
“That sounds nice, we should have that memory out where you can see it,” Shane encourages. “We will get frames.”
“There is another one,” Ilya continues without being asked. “Is just her, she has her hair down and it looks so beautiful. She is wearing this big sun hat I can remember her having. It is a great photo.”
Shane moves so he can kiss Ilya first on the cheek then the mouth and finally the forehead. “We’ll get a frame for that one too,” he promises.
Ilya nods against him. “Okee.”
They’re quiet for a time after that. Shane settles himself with his head back on Ilya’s chest. Ilya tries to parse out how he feels having Shane ask about his mother. Ask for her name. It makes his throat feel thick and his tongue feel slow and his eyes burn. But it feels something like relief, to talk about her, to say her name aloud to someone. He runs his hands up to Shane’s neck and kisses the top of his head.
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” he whispers into Shane’s hair.
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Shane whispers back.
Neither of them elaborates on or question what exactly is being said. They just lie in the bed holding each other, maybe saying I love you in a way that’s going to make Ilya crazy. He can’t think about that, or about Shane offering to help him find a nice frame for his mother. A home to keep her memory cherished in, for Ilya to always see. He distracts himself by letting his hand slip lower on Shane’s body and listening to Shane’s breathing change. Because if nothing else, this is easy with Shane and Ilya doesn’t have to think.
They take turns getting each other off with their mouths because Shane protested he was too sore to fuck again, and then went to shower together. Under the warm flow of water, soaping each other turned into groping and Shane decided he actually wasn’t too sore after all. So they connect again in the shower. Ilya peppering soft kisses along Shane’s neck while fucking into him as slow as he can bear. Shane moaning and grabbing a fistful of Ilya’s curls and making Ilya want to stay there forever.
They finally make it out of the shower and Ilya starts getting dressed, he can’t ignore his pregame routine any longer.
“Do you want to come on my run with me?” Ilya asks.
Shane looks surprised for a moment but then smiles. “Yeah, absolutely.”
Ilya smiles back and resists the urge to make it a competition, still stinging from what happened yesterday with Baby B.
Shane must be thinking the same thing, because neither of them bring up racing through the entire run. When they round the final corner to Ilya’s house they both slowly pick up speed until they’re in a full sprint, racing for the front door. But even when it’s over, when Shane gets to the door a half second before Ilya, they don’t mention it. Instead, they just stand together in the entryway, gasping for breath and smiling at each other.
*
Shane watches Ilya make them post run smoothies. Ilya’s chewing at his bottom lip the entire time he measures ingredients into the blender. Shane can sense that he is trying to build up to asking him something and he suspects he already knows what it is. Shane is also pretty sure he  knows while Ilya is nervous to ask and it makes guilt twist up in Shane’s gut.
“I was thinking,” Shane starts, before Ilya can chew a hole through to his perfect mouth. “Maybe I’d…come to your game.”
Ilya’s face lights up and the whole room gets brighter with it. “You want to come to my game?”
“I was thinking I’d go,” Shane offers timidly. “I mean, I know I wasn’t very…chill, yesterday when you asked me to come to your practice.” Ilya opens his mouth like he wants to interrupt but Shane hurries on. “But I figure a game is different, and everyone knows I’m here. So, why shouldn’t I go watch you play?”
Ilya’s smile is so bright now it’s almost hard to look directly at, like the sun has joined him in the kitchen.
“You want to come to my game?” He repeats.
“Yeah, I do. I want to go to your game today,” Shane restates, clearly. He can feel how badly Ilya needs to hear it. “I haven’t watched you play live since, probably, the world juniors, I think. It’ll be fun.”
“You will wear my jersey?” Ilya asks, smile changing into something more lascivious.
“Absolutely not.”
“You wound me, Shane,” Ilya cries, clutching at his chest.
“You’ll live, it’s only an ego wound. Those aren’t fatal,” Shane quips.
“This one will be, I can feel it,” Ilya groans like he’s in pain, making like he might collapse to the kitchen floor.
“I’ll remember you always,” Shane tuts, drinking from the smoothie Ilya made for them.
Ilya seems to lose interest in his own bit and straightens up again. “I was going to tell you,” Ilya starts. “Svetlana is here, she will be at game also. You could both sit in my seats together…if you wanted.”
Shane feels his heart rate pick up. He’d planned to buy a ticket off the resale market, but of course Ilya would offer him his seats. He feels a bit dizzy at the idea of sitting with the WAGs and families, even though it had been his idea.
“I think that sounds nice,” he hears himself say without consciously deciding to do so.
“I’ll text her. She will be very happy,” Ilya grins and starts fumbling around looking for his phone.
Shane takes a deep breath to steady himself. There’s no way his presence at the game isn’t going to end up trending on Twitter before the third period, but he tries not to let himself care about that. Maybe he’ll ask Rose to send him whatever nice things people are saying, to make himself feel better about whatever his team will say when he sees them in Detroit.
“Uhm," Ilya hesitates, staring at his phone. "Marley posted photos from yesterday.”
“Am I in them?” Shane asks.
Ilya doesn’t answer right away, instead sliding his phone over for Shane to look at. It’s a carousel of ten photos: The group photo of the whole team that Shane took during the games, a wide shot of the party as it’s happening, photos of different people shooting and Baby B celebrating his win leaping in the arms of Baby A. Buried amongst all those precious team memories is a photo of just Ilya and Shane. Neither of them is looking at the camera, which makes sense because Shane doesn’t remember the photo being taken. Photo Shane is holding a Nerf gun limply at his side while he and Ilya stand inches apart. They’re both smiling but in a way that looks taunting.
Shane stomach swoops as he stares at that posted photo of them. He reads through the caption. Another great gathering in the books. Really lucky to have Roz’s boy join us for this one, he’s kind of okay at sports I learned.
“Alright asshole,” Shane mutters with a grin. Under the caption, he sees a comment he wants to read more of and against his better judgement opens all of them. Shane avoids looking at any of the public comments although there aren't really many shitty ones. Probably because the post has only reached Boston fans and teammates so far. He tries to focus on the comments from the players.
JEscalators710: Beating Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov will always be the achievement of my life. No cup victory will ever match this.
Shane wonders what the J stands for, or maybe it's unrelated to Baby B's name. His name seems like an in joke that Shane doesn't understand. He should really learn those poor kids’ names if he’s going to go on a walking trail with them or whatever it was they said.
ConSquared: Nothing funnier than watching those two almost tear each other apart in competitive rage only to lose to our rookie.

CliffordTheBigRedRaider: I’ll be getting some of these printed to hang on the fridge and treasure forever.
He stares at Marley’s message for a long beat, brain working overtime.
“Are you okay?” Ilya asks, clearly misunderstanding his silence.
“Totally fine,” Shane assures him hurriedly. “The team knew I was here anyways. It's just a few pictures, we've had worst shit posted on the internet.”
Ilya doesn't laugh or even smile at Shane's attempt to dissolve the tension. His brow is furrowed and his mouth is a tight grimace. “Will they say anything to you about…being with the whole team?” Ilya seems like he’s picking his words carefully.
Shane shrugs. “I mean, probably, they’ve always got something to say and they won’t like that I’m hanging out with the Raiders. I’m sure they’ll have something to say about the whole team being here.”
Ilya is worrying his lip between his teeth and staring hard at Shane. Shane can tell he has more he wants to say but he looks torn. Shane decides to try to move them both on from this topic.
“It’s really fine,” Shane reaffirms, for himself as much as Ilya. “This is, like, the least scandalous thing to be posted about us online in months.”
Ilya finally laughs softly at that and Shane feels some of the tension dissolve. Shane hands Ilya back his phone and grabs his own phone off the counter. He'd mean to text Marlow but he finds himself opening Instagram and looking up Marlow's name. Against his better judgement he's typing out a comment on the post.
TheRealShaneHollander: This 'okay at sports' guy beat you out of the tournament @cliffordthebigredraider
The reply is so fast Shane thinks he might be hovering over his own post watching them come in.
CliffordTheBigRedRaider: Sorry, who did you lose to again? I can't remember, help me out.
"This fucking guy," Shane mumbles with a laugh. He can feel Ilya looking at him but he's already typing furiously on his phone again.
TheRealShaneHollander: Who did the Raiders lose to in their last game again? I can't remember, help me out.
"You're flirting with Marley on Instagram," Ilya declares, reading the messages on his own phone.
Shane snorts. "Absolutely not, I'm letting Marley know what's up is all."
Ilya doesn't reply, just gives Shane a smile that makes his own heart flutter. Shane returns to his phone, trying to finally do the thing he'd actually opened his phone to do in the first place. He opens his messages, selecting Marley’s name.
Hollzy: Hey Marley, is there any chance you’ve got any more photos of me and Ilya from yesterday that you didn’t post?
*
Ilyusha: Shane is going to attend my game today with you.

Sveta: Is this your way of asking me to come to your game?

Ilyusha: Don’t act like you weren’t going to. Now you can sit with Shane.

Sveta: Obviously I will be there. Tell Shane I will come pick him up before the game.
“Sveta will be here to get you for the game,” Ilya tells Shane as he packs his hockey bag.
“Oh, cool,” Shane nods, fiddling with the strings on his hoodie and avoiding eye contact with Ilya.
Ilya pauses his task to give Shane his full attention. “You do not have to come,” he offers. “I will not be angry at you. I would understand.”
“No, no,” Shane rushes to argue. “I do want to come. I’m just nervous.”
“About which part?” Ilya asks. He moves to sit next to Shane on the bed, where he’d set himself up to watch Ilya pack his gear.
“All of it, I guess,” Shane laughs, looking embarrassed. “I’m worried about what Boston fans might say when they see me and I’m also worried about the media and then later with the team. But the media and the Metros are both fucking insufferable anyway so, like…what’s the point?”
“All of those things are valid concerns,” Ilya concedes. “I do not believe Boston fans will be shitty to you. Not if you’re there to support me and all the team seats are together so you’ll be the other players'…partners.”
“I’m sitting with the WAGs,” Shane exclaims, slightly too loud.
“I find that term to be uninclusive and exclusive,” Ilya chides, with a false air of wisdom.
“Exclusionary,” Shane corrects. “At least, I think that’s what you mean.”
“Is not all partners, the rookies’ parents come, Marlow’s sister, but Hammersmith’s wife is at almost every game. They’re all good people.”
“I’m sure they are,” Shane acknowledges, thinking of how welcoming the Raiders have always been.
“It’ll be good,” Ilya assures him, hoping it sounds like a promise. “Svetlana is fun. You will be best friends soon.”
Shane smiles at his lap, he still looks nervous, but less like he wants to fall through the floor. “Best friends,” he repeats, with a soft smile. “Unlikely, since you’re my best friend.”
“Oh,” Ilya grins and kisses Shane, greedily. “I need to call Pike right now to tell him this.”
“Fuck off,” Shane laughs and kisses Ilya again.
***

“You’re not wearing a jersey?” Svetlana asks when Shane climbs into her car.
“Neither are you,” Shane counters, gesturing to her all black ensemble.
“Yes, well, I wasn’t sure it would be my place to wear Ilya’s jersey when I’m sitting next to his boyfriend,” Svetlana chuckles and gives Shane a cheeky smile.
Shane reddens. “I wouldn’t have minded,” he says, even though he isn’t absolutely sure that’s the truth.
“It’s fine, Ilyusha doesn’t need either of us giving him a big head,” Svetlana grins.
Shane coughs, choking on the joke he wants to make but doesn’t feel fully comfortable making.
“No, no he does not,” he agrees instead once he’s regained control of himself.
“I am surprised that you’re going to this game,” Svetlana tests, clearly trying to figure out what’s okay to say.
“Yeah, I think I surprised myself,” Shane admits. “They’ll probably have a field day with this, but I wanted to come anyway.”
“The press or your team,” Svetlana questions. Shane isn’t sure if Ilya has told Svetlana about Shane’s issues with the Metros or if her hockey knowledge is enough that she can see bad chemistry on the ice.
“Both,” he admits. “So Ilya better win for us.” He wants the joke to lighten the mood to move away from other things. Svetlana’s face remains serious, though, so he decides to default to his preferred tactic: Asking people about themselves. “Do you mainly live in Boston?”
“Most of the time,” Svetlana tells him. “I go back to Russia every few months to see my father.”
“Are your dad and Ilya’s dad friends?” Shane blurts before he can stop himself and then immediately regrets it. “Sorry, I…I don’t know why I–”
“They are, or they used to be,” Svetlana interrupts Shane’s sputtered apology. “Ilya’s father spends less time out now that he is sick, especially if Ilya is not there to help him.”
“Oh,” Shane whispers. “Ilya’s brother doesn’t help?”
Svetlana gives Shane a look that he can’t fully parse out. “Ilya’s brother is an asshole,” she explains.
Shane nods; he knew that, more or less. Ilya has only mentioned his brother a few times but he’s made it clear he isn’t a good guy.
“Even to his father?” Shane inquires.
“The Rozanov men don’t take kindly to weakness,” Svetlana states in a way that makes Shane think this isn’t a new thought to her. “And what is a slow mental decline but weakness.” She says it sarcastically, but it still hurts to hear.
“Even Ilya,” Shane asks, weakly.
Svetlana looks at him with surprise and something like anger, but when she sees whatever his face is doing, hers softens. “Ilya can’t stand his own weakness.”
“Ilya’s not weak,” Shane argues.
“No,” Svetlana agrees. “But, he sees things in himself that he shouldn’t as weakness—needing other people, needing affection, asking for it. He punishes things in himself that he never would in another person and he doesn’t see the issue.”
Shane is quiet for a long time, thinking about Ilya speaking those Russian words to him over and over. He contemplates asking Svetlana what they mean.
“I’m only telling you this because you need to know and he’ll never tell you. He can’t tell you because he isn’t self aware enough to know it,” Svetlana explains. “But you do need to know. He hides things because he’s very used to relying on only himself.”
“I know,” Shane replies. “Or, at least, I knew, like, in my subconscious. He was scared about Russia but didn’t want to tell me. He doesn’t really talk about his family, not after the first night with the video. He told me what his brother said was shitty, but never said exactly what it was.” Shane pauses for a moment and Svetlana doesn’t reach to fill the silence, like she can sense he wants to say more. “I asked him about his mother today. We talked about her a bit.”
“Oh.” Svetlana sounds genuinely surprised.
“Yeah, I, uh, I think it was good, hopefully,” Shane claims.
“It’s always good for Ilya to talk about his mom,” Svetlana says, so softly Shane almost misses it.
Svetlana turns into the TD Garden parking lot. Shane tenses when he sees the crowd slowly filing into the arena. Svetlana seems to sense his hesitation.
“Did Ilya not tell you?” She asks.
“That people attend their games?” Shane quips. “He didn’t mention it, but I assumed. The Raiders are an okay team.”
Svetlana laughs. “No, he made a call. We’re going to go in through the side exit. Someone will open the door for us, I just need to make a call.”
“Oh…” At some point, Shane needs to stop being surprised by Ilya being nice and thoughtful to him.
“Shall we?” Svetlana asks, not moving to open her door until Shane nods.
“Don’t want to disappoint Ilya,” he smiles.
They manage to make it through a side door and into the arena without anyone noticing them. But Shane supposes people probably aren’t looking for him the same way they were last time he was here.
“How about we go to our seats and I’ll go get us drinks after,” Svetlana offers.
“Oh, you don’t have to-”
Shane is silenced with a look that makes it pretty clear she won’t accept his protests. “Thank you,” he utters.
Shane keeps his baseball cap on the whole way across the main floor of the arena and avoids looking anyone in the eye. He keeps his eyeline low to the floor, meaning he’s looking at the exact right height to make eye contact with a little boy standing next to his father.
“Oh my gosh!” The boy gasps, eyes big as saucers. “Are you Shane Hollander?”
When he says it the boy’s father whips his head around to look at Shane who has stopped walking for some reason, his ‘be a good role model’ training overriding the urge to be safely in his seat.
“Hi there,” he smiles at both stunned faces. “Yes, I am.”
“Are you here to watch the game?” The boy continues his questions.
Shane feels himself being taken over by Shane Hollander, the version of himself he wears for other people, and his knees bend of their own accord so he can be eye level with the child. “I am. Are you a Raiders fan?”
“We are!” The child declares.
“Yeah, yeah big fans of the Raiders, but you also,” the dad says, finding his voice finally. Shane can’t tell if what the dad is saying is true or if he’s just being polite.
“Well that’s very nice of you, thank you,” Shane smiles, his voice lighter than he feels. “Can I tell you a secret?” He asks the child, who nods aggressively in return, eyes still not having returned to their normal size. “I’m also a Raiders fan.”
“You are!” The boy gasps. “But you play for the Metros.”
“Well, I cheer for them anytime they’re playing a team that I’m not on,” Shane explains.
“Do you think we’ll win today?”
“With Ilya Rozanov on the ice? We can’t lose,” Shane promises, trying for a genuine smile. “I should get to my seat, but thank you for talking with me.”
“Could I take a picture of you together?” The dad questions. Shane wants to say no because he’s worried if people see them getting a photo more people will recognize him, but he isn’t going to say no.
“Of course,” he nods. “Come here.”
He tries really hard not to have his ‘media smile’ that Ilya always gives him a hard time for. He hates knowing kids see that smile in photos with him.
“Thank you so much for this, really, it’s…thank you,” the dad says before they part ways.
Shane can feel his smile is genuine. Okay maybe the dad was being honest when he’d said they were fans. “Always nice to meet a fellow Raiders fan,” Shane jokes.
He joins Svetlana where she’d been standing, watching the entire thing unfold from a safe distance. She gives him a look but doesn’t mention anything as they head towards their seats. The seat next to Shane is taken by a woman with a mass of red curls and a huge belly indicating a pregnancy in its final stages. She’s chatting idly with a brunette woman beside her but does a double take as Shane moves to sit down.
“Holy shit,” she gasps. “You’re actually here.”
“Uh, yeah, I actually am,” Shane replies. He’s pretty sure this must be a player’s wife but he isn’t sure who. “Are you…”
“Oh my god, I’m just gawping and saying nothing. I’m so rude. I’m Abigail, I’m Brad’s wife,” She introduces herself, offering a hand.
“Br-Brad, right, for sure,” Shane stammers, trying to picture every player's first name.
“She’s talking about Hammersmith,” the woman on her other side explains. She turns her gaze to Abigail. “None of these guys ever know each other’s first names.”
Abigail laughs and it’s a loud boisterous sound, the kind that fills a room. “I forget that. I’m sorry I’m not used to meeting new partners who are also other players. I’m sure everyone calls him Hammy.”
“I think I’ve heard Ilya call him Smithy,” Shane shares with a smile. “It’s nice to meet you, I’m Shane.”
Shane leans back in his seat so Svetlana can be seen better. “Svetlana,” she offers with a smile and her hand to shake.
“I’m Courtney, St-Simon’s girlfriend,” the other woman offers.
“You’ll probably meet a few more WAGs today, we try to attend most of the home games when we can,” Abigail explains with an aura that makes Shane think she’s the head WAG.
“I heard Marlow’s got a new girl that’s coming today,” Courtney whispers conspiratorially, loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Oh my gosh, so many new faces, this is so fun!” Abigail has a big toothy smile.
Another woman joins the group. “Bitches! I got beers, non-alcoholic for you, babe, obviously.” She holds out the cans, clutched in a triangle between her hands and the other women each take one.
“Only for seven more weeks,” Abigail sighs, rubbing her stomach.
“You say that now, most first time moms usually go past their due date,” the new arrival informs her.
“Stop saying mean shit to me,” Abigail snaps, but she’s laughing. She gestures the hand not holding a non-alcoholic beer towards Shane and Svetlana. “Sophia, we made new friends.”
“Oh, fuck,” Sophia blurts when she leans out to see Shane before recovering herself. “I mean, I’m sorry. I’m Sophia, I’m Ryan Carmichael’s wife.”
“See, first and last, much clearer,” Courtney chides, looking at Abigail.
“I’m sorry for feeling weird giving my husband's full government name when I introduce myself,” she exclaims. “Sue me!”
“Uhm, it’s really nice to meet you, I’m Shane. I’m…Rozanov’s boyfriend,” Shane mumbles, feeling stupider by the second.
“Oh honey,” Courtney laughs. “No one is confused about that, don't worry.”
Shane feels his face flush. “This is, uhm,” he starts, gesturing at Svetlana, desperate for her to take the attention off of him.
“Svetlana,” she smiles.
“Totally, you’ve been to games before right?” Sophia asks.
“I have, Ilyusha and I are old friends,” Svetlana explains.
“Right, yeah, totally,” she nods. “Well, I’m very happy you both came today. This is going to be great.”
“I’ll go get us drinks,” Svetlana says, standing up. “What would you like?
Shane wants to beg her not to, but he suspects that would be both rude and humiliating, so instead he just asks for a ginger ale and frowns at her back as she leaves.
“Is this your first Boston game?” Abigail asks, dragging Shane’s attention back to her.
“Yeah, I mean.” Shane thinks for a minute. “This might be my first time sitting in the stands for an NHL game since I was drafted. We don’t really attend each other’s games and players are always flying around or busy with their own games, so…yeah, don’t really see any.”
“Oh, wow, that’s so crazy,” Sophia says. “It’s exciting you could make this one.”
“Tell her,” Abigail says, looking at Courtney.
Courtney looks confused for a second before turning to Sophia. “I heard Marlow has someone new coming.”
“No way, seriously? Another stripper? They’re always the best time, I was pissed when he stopped seeing Natasha, like bro, don’t be so selfish,” Sophia jokes with a laugh.
“I’ve no idea, he just told Vic he had someone coming and that we needed to be nice to her,” Courtney explains.
“When the hell have we ever been anything, but nice?” Abigail demands, looking genuinely angry now.
“Apparently, we’ve developed a reputation after bullying Connors’s ex,” Courtney explains.
Shane is more enraptured with their conversation than he should be. He doesn’t usually get to be present for WAG talk like this, he’s expected to be with the players.
“That’s such bullshit, she was a terrible person and super mean to Connors about everything, but sure, we’re the bad guys for helping get him away from her, sure,” Sophia scoffs, clearly very angry.
“Let’s not dwell on it. We’ve got so many new WAGs joining us today! I want to focus on that,” Abigail interrupts.
“You joining the WAGs group, Shane Hollander?” Sophia leans out to ask.
“Oh…uhm,” Shane stammers. It hadn’t occurred to him that the Boston WAGs would want to envelope him into the group.
“We could be the Wives and Partners,” Courtney supplies.
“The WAGs and Shane,” Sophia laughs.
“I mean, shouldn’t we be trying to be more inclusive? What if one of the rookies is gay?”
“You really don’t have to rename your whole group just for me,” Shane assures them with a frantic wave of his hands.
“We’ll think of something good,” Abigail promises, ignoring his protests, or maybe assuming they are because he’s worried they won’t come up with a good enough name.
A woman arrives in the row behind them, clearly trying to find her own seat. She has a purse slung over her shoulder and a vodka seltzer clutched in her hand. Judging by the way the three WAGs round on her, Shane assumes she must be with them as well. The woman settles in and looks up, jerking a little when she sees the three women all craning their necks around to look at her.
“Uhm,” she starts, looking between them.
“Hi,” Abigail says with an inviting smile.
“Uhm…hi.” The woman looks unsure of the now four people looking at her. “Are you guys all…with the team?”
“We are,” Courtney confirms and initiates introductions.
They all take turns giving their names and explaining who they’re with. When the new arrival’s eyes fall to Shane, her face doesn’t shift at all, maintaining the same impassive neutrality she held with everyone else. There’s an awkward beat of silence while everyone waits for Shane to get with the program and introduce himself.
“I’m Shane, uh, Hollander, I’m, uhm, Ilya Rozanov’s…boyfriend,” Shane stammers out each successive part of the introduction. He is waiting for each new word to finally turn on the light of recognition in her eyes. None comes initially, though, as she accepts his offered hand and shakes it.
“Oh, that’s nice,” she says, with a polite smile and then something shifts in her face.
There it is, Shane thinks
“Right, yeah, I remember that name,” Rachel reveals, with a knowing smile. “I think Cliff said he and your boyfriend are close, right?”
That isn’t what Shane had been expecting. “Yeah, they’re, like, best friends,” he confirms. “Although, maybe don’t tell Svetlana I said that.”
The woman gives a confused look at the comment she doesn’t understand, but doesn’t ask for more information. “I’m Rachel,” she says instead. Her words directed to the group at large. “Cliff invited me.”
Abigail looks between Shane and Rachel, not having missed what happened. “Do you watch much hockey?” Abigail asks her, with a tone that suggests she already knows the answer.
“No, not really,” Rachel reveals with a shrug. “I went to a few games when I was young but I don’t get a lot of free time to keep up with sports. It’s hard enough to stay current on TV shows I like.”
“But you came to one today,” Sophia prompts, fishing for more info about her relationship to Marley. At the same time Courtney leans around Abigail to get closer to Shane.
"Okay, so I lied to you turns out so people are confused about who you are," she mutters just for him.
Shane stifles his laugh and gives her a small shrug.
“Yeah, I mean, Cliff really wanted me to come and he’s visited me at my job so it would be rude not to return the favour,” Rachel is saying behind them when Shane focuses in again. She laughs like there’s a joke in her words, though no one else gets it.
“What do you do?” Sophia asks. All three women are turned half way around in their chairs looking at the new arrival. Shane pushes up the drink holder between himself and Abigail to make more space for her belly.
“Thank you,” she whispers with a smile that Shane returns easily.
“I’m an orthopedic surgeon. I spend most of my time working directly with the emergency room. That’s where I met Cliff.”
“Oh, shit, that’s, like, super cool,” Courtney exclaims. “You basically break people’s bones for a living, right?”
Rachel laughs loudly. “Sorry, it’s just…when we met Cliff told me he and I basically have the same job, breaking bones, so we’d get along great.”
They all laugh at that and Shane finds himself feeling more settled in the group with each passing second.
“Cliff came in with, uhm, oh god I forget his name…but he had a broken wrist.”
“Freeman,” Abigail supplies.
“Yeah, that sounds right,” Rachel agrees.
If she was going to divulge more it’s interrupted by the return of Svetlana carrying a beer for herself and a ginger ale for Shane.
“Thank you,” Shane says quietly, accepting the ginger ale and then more loudly he continues. “Svetlana, this is Rachel. She’s Marley’s…Marley invited her.”
“Svetlana.”
“It’s so nice to meet you,” Rachel says with a polite smile. “Are you…with one of the players?”
Svetlana barks out a laugh. “No, I am Ilya’s best friend.”
“Right,” Rachel nods thoughtfully, her brain seeming to click at remembering Shane’s earlier words. “Right, yes, Ilya Rozanov, who is your boyfriend?” She’s looking at Shane.
Shane nods. “Same man, yes.”
Svetlana watches the scene unfold with no small amount of amusement.
“You do not watch hockey?” Svetlana asks her.
“Why does everyone keep saying that? Is it that obvious?” Rachel looks a little desperate as she questions them.
Svetlana laughs, but it doesn’t sound mocking. “Kind of, but it would be…strange story to explain why.”
“Uhm, okay,” Rachel says, clearly wanting to ask more, but not feeling like she can.
“How long have you known Marley?” Shane queries, hoping to help move the conversation on to other topics.
“Not long, about a month. He’s been talking about me coming to a game for like two weeks and this one finally lined up.”
“Well, hopefully it doesn’t disappoint you,” Sophia replies.
“I’m sure it won’t.”
An older couple arrives in their little section of player’s people, sliding in two seats away from Rachel.
“Rita! Michael! You made it!” Abigail cries.
“We got a last minute flight,” Rita smiles, her eyes dancing over the group before, unsurprisingly, settling on Shane. “Oh wow, you’re Shane Hollander.”
“So people keep telling me,” Shane jokes and then cringes, worried he’s coming across as rude. He looks up to see Rachel looking at him curiously now. She catches his eye and Shane hopes his face communicates…something. He doesn’t really feel like explaining everything to her but he also doesn’t really want her googling him, and if people keep being this weird about his presence she certainly will.
“I’m Rita, this is Michael. We’re Tyler’s parents,” she explains.
“It’s so nice to meet you,” Shane smiles even though he has no idea who Tyler is. He just hopes that thought doesn’t show in his face. When the two parents are busy fussing with their stuff getting settled Courtney leans across to him.
“Baby A,” she whispers.
Shane chuckles quietly. “Thank you,” he whispers back.
“These poor kids deserve names, or at least real nicknames,” Abigail sighs.
“I fear Baby A and B might stick,” Svetlana tuts.
“Scott Hunter still calls me Rook sometimes,” Shane recalls, garnering laughter from the women.
Sophia barks out a laugh. “Imagine calling someone with two Stanley Cups Rook! That’s out of pocket.”
“I agree!” Shane proclaims. “But I forgive him, I assume he still thinks of me as a rookie because he was there when they invented hockey.”
This time the women really laugh.
“Oh my god, okay, you and Rozanov make more sense by the second,” Abigail observes, wiping at the tears escaping.
“It’s his fault I’m like this,” Shane protests but none of the women look like they believe him.
*
“Alright, guys, very important announcement. It is absolutely crucial that I get a hat trick tonight,” Ilya calls over the locker room.
“You only saying that because Hollander’s here?” Carmichael asks, mockingly.
“Shane is here!” Baby A shouts.
“We’re on a first name basis now. He’s gonna walk The Freedom Trail with us,” Baby B explains, looking very self important.
“I think you’re on a first name basis with him. I don’t think he could tell us your names with a gun to his head,” Ilya goads.
“Shut up,” Baby B yells, sounding younger than his nineteen years, but he doesn’t argue.
“How do you know Shane is here?” Ilya demands, turning his eyes back to Carmichael.
“Sophia texted me, he’s sitting with the WAGs. Apparently Marley’s new girl just arrived,” Carmichael reports, reading off his phone.
“Doesn’t matter, Shane being here has nothing to do with it,” Ilya lies. “I just like scoring on Carolina.”
“Alright, you heard the man,” Marley declares, clapping Ilya on the shoulder. “We must ensure Baby A gets a hat trick!”
“Really!? My parents are here! They flew out for this game.”
“Oh…r-really?” Marley looks surprised.
“Marley, what the fuck did I ever do to you?” Ilya demands.
“Do you want that list alphabetically or chronologically?"
“Fuck off.”
*
The players skate out onto the ice and they start going through the routine of announcing everyone. The players' seats are now nearly full, with Shane and Svetlana meeting a handful of other WAGs and parents and a few friends, most of whom do a double take at Shane like they’ve seen a ghost.
Everyone screams loudly for the players as they are announced; even Rachel, who seems to barely be following why they do it, whoops loudly when they call Marlow. Ilya’s name is called last and the entire arena screams for him, including Shane. It feels weird, but also exciting, to cheer for Ilya.
“Oh, shit,” Svetlana whispers next to him.
On the jumbotron, the image of Ilya in the line up has disappeared to show Shane in the stands. If he’d wanted to hide his identity, he won’t be able to now. He’d taken off his hat when they first sat down and although Rachel is oblivious no one else in the arena is confused based on the way the stands explode around him. The din doesn’t sound angry, though, so he just smiles in a way he hopes looks genuine and gives a little wave. They pan along the rest of the players’ seats but stop again when Courtney and Sophia knock their cans together in cheers and each take a knee before chugging whatever is left of their beers.
“They always do this the first time they’re on camera for a game,” Abigail explains. “I used to join in, but, you know–” she gestures to her swollen stomach “–maybe one day I’ll join them again.”
“I’m sure you will,” Shane smiles. “Can’t let them hog all the attention.”
“Something tells me they’re worried you’ll get more attention than you want,” Abigail reveals.
“Oh, that’s…really nice,” Shane admits.
“Next game you come after I’ve had the baby, let me know. I’ll bring the little one to distract them. They love to show the babies,” Abigail laughs.
Shane laughs with her, thinking of the times when Jackie has shown up with the kids and the camera men kept swinging back to them as if drawn by magnet. “You’re right about that.”
*
It makes Ilya’s chest twist up in knots looking up at the jumbotron and seeing Shane wave awkwardly to the crowd. His Shane. Who came to Ilya’s game and sat in his seats to support him. Ilya’s going to score ten today and then take Shane home and fuck him through the mattress.
“Did you see her?” Marley asks, smacking at Ilya’s arm as he skates after him.
“Brown hair? Just behind Shane?” Ilya queries.
Marley nods excitedly. “That’s her.”
“She seems nice,” Ilya says, as if he could possibly know that. “Very pretty.” he adds, another lie, he'd barely perceived her while staring at Shane.
“She’s got a real adult job too, she’s a surgeon.”
“Marley, you are a professional hockey player at the highest level on one of the best teams in the league,” Ilya reminds him.
“Yeah, but, like…a surgeon, dude. She had to go to school for, like, a long time. She’s on the last year of her residency.”
“She has to leave America?” Ilya questions, head snapping up.
“No, it’s a doctor term. I…I don’t really understand it. She’s done medical school and she’s a doctor but like…is still training or something…maybe? Fuck, I have no idea,” Marley groans. “I should have asked more questions, but the way she said it it was clear she assumed I knew what that meant and she sounded so proud and happy. I didn’t wanna ruin the moment by admitting I’m stupid. I've heard people say that term but you never really think about it.”
“You’re not stupid, Marley, don’t talk about yourself that way,” Ilya orders. “Besides, that is what the internet was invented for. We will Google this residency thing before you leave to see her after game.”
*
“We gotta get bets in before game starts, ladies,” Courtney declares as the players get in position for the puck drop. “And Shane, sorry.”
“Bets on what?” Shane asks.
“The game obviously,” Sophia laughs.
“You bet on the game?” Shane repeats, sounding mildly horrified.
“Bold amount of judgement coming from you,” Svetlana chuckles quietly.
Shane gives her a scathing look but it’s probably undermined by the flush he can feel climbing up his neck. “Alright…fair enough,” he acknowledges, sinking lower into his seat.
“Not with money or anything. It’s more like…competitive predictions,” Abigail explains with a wave of her hand.
“But if Sophia’s prediction wins she’ll never shut the fuck about it,” Courtney snorts.
“Just because you’re a sore loser,” Sophia snorts.
The conversation dies for a moment, while they all watch the puck drop. Ilya wins the faceoff, snapping the puck to Connors and they’re off. Shane can’t take his eyes off Ilya; he’s always something to see through the TV screen, but here, live and in person, it’s even better.
Shane wonders what it would be like to be down there with him. He could keep up with Ilya on the ice, be open for passes others can’t because they’re just that little bit too slow for him.
“Alright, if we’re doing this, we need to do it now, before they start scoring,” Abigail interrupts his thoughts. “With Hollander in attendance, I’m assuming Rozanov is going to try to get a double hat trick and a Gordie Howie so we should start the over-under at five.”
“A double hat trick,” Shane barks out a laugh. “Absolutely not.”
“Wow, so unkind to your literal boyfriend,” Sophia gasps in mock judgement, hand flat to her chest like she fears a heart attack is coming.
“He’ll get over it. He's not getting a double hat trick. If he ever did I’ll hear about it till my dying day,” Shane laughs.
“Oh, are you planning to talk to Ilya till your dying day?” Svetlana questions in a low voice beside him.
Shane flushes again. Svetlana notices things too readily in a way that reminds Shane of Ilya.
“Yeah, because I’ll be dead in a week from hearing about it, if he does,” Shane deflects with a laugh.
“I’m now even more convinced it’s going to happen. I’ll put my money on a 7-3 win, with a Rozanov double hat trick,” Courtney reports.
“That beer went straight to your head. I’ll say 4-2,” Sophia offers.
“I’m going 2-1, I think Roz gets too in his own head and ends up scoring less,” Abigail says, punching everyone’s bets into a note on her phone.
“No way,” Shane argues, looking genuinely offended. She looks at Shane waiting for his bet. “4-1 with Ilya getting a hat trick,” he says finally.
“You were just doubting him,” Svetlana points out with a laugh.
“I was doubting him getting a double hat trick,” Shane argues, incredulously. “He’s still Ilya Rozanov. Let's put some respect on his name.”
Svetlana laughs. “Getting protective, are we?”
“I just want us all to be giving an accurate assessment of his abilities,” Shane mumbles, feeling embarrassed.
“I’m going 6-3,” Svetlana supplies. “Carolina over spent on their offense and their defense is shit now. I think Marley scores though, he’s got a girl here too, you’ll remember.”
Everyone turns to Rachel.
“Oh, I don’t really know anything to make a prediction,” Rachel demurs, trying to wave them off.
“Say 5-2,” Shane offers. “Marley scores at least once, and Ilya gets a hat trick.”
“Okay, yeah sure, all of that,” Rachel accepts, gesturing to Shane and eliciting a round of laughter from the group.
*
Ilya is miserable when Carolina scores first; their overpriced and over-paid first two lines are good.
“Sorry to disappoint you,” Carolina’s young left winger sneers. “Maybe your boyfriend will still choke on your–”
“Yo!” Carolina’s center barks. “Don’t say homophobic shit, dude. You know I have two moms! What the fuck?”
“What? No, I mean, I wasn’t trying to be…” he stammers. “I didn’t realize it sounded homophobic.”
“Obviously it is.”
Ilya watches the interaction unfold, not even participating, which is new for him when it comes to chirping on the ice.
“I’m sorry, let me know if anyone else is shitty. Like I said, I was raised by two moms. We don’t do that shit in Carolina…or at least not on my hockey team.”
Ilya smiles and lets a laugh escape. “Stop trying to make me like you when I plan to mop the floor with your team today.”
“Oh, we’ll see, old man,” Carolina’s center chuckles and skates back for another puck drop.
“Old man!” Ilya almost yells, skating after him. “What the fuck? I’m like three years older than you!”
“Yeah older,” he snorts. "Ew."
Ilya feels his grip on his stick tighten. Oh, he is definitely winning this game. Two game minutes later, Ilya gets his first goal and the arena erupts with noise.
Unsurprisingly, the jumbotron finds Shane again and for a few seconds he doesn’t realize he’s on camera. He’s captured being his genuine self, a real smile on his face as he screams in celebration with the rest of the WAGs. When Shane sees himself on camera his smile shifts into the media smile and he waves politely again. As if sensing they’ve lost the genuine Shane, they move on. Ilya knows later when the game is over he’s going to find that clip of Shane celebrating his goal and save it to his phone forever.
*
Ilya’s second goal comes before the first period ends and there’s another round of celebration from their section. This time, the jumbotron camera stays wide to see everyone instead of focusing on Shane, which he’s grateful for, even if it feels like they’re hoping to capture him celebrating more by not making him the center of attention.
“He’s gonna get a hat trick,” Shane tells Svetlana with what he knows must be a huge smile.
She smiles back. “Well, he’s lucky to have you here cheering for him,” she says and there’s a gentleness to her voice that makes Shane swallow hard.
“I’m lucky to be able to encourage him.”
The score is tied 2-2 when the first period ends, much to the dismay of the sea of groaning fans. “I’m going to get another,” Svetlana says. “You want another ginger ale?”
“Oh, uhm, yeah here I have some cash.” Shane waves for her to stay while digging for his wallet. He pulls out a bright red fifty dollar bill and it takes him a second to realize why that’s wrong. “Or wait…this is Canadian. Fuck, I’m sorry.”
“I will not starve if I buy you some ginger ales, Shane,” Svetlana promises.
“I’ll go with you, we need another round,” Sophia calls after her, stepping over everyone.
*
“Supervised training period,” Marley reads on his phone next to Ilya in the locker room.
“So, basically she can only do surgery if another doctor is also making sure she doesn’t puncture a lung,” Ilya elaborates, more for himself than Marley.
“She’s a bone surgeon,” Marley corrects. “Like the kind where you’d snap someone’s leg to repair it better. She’s super strong, it’s really hot.”
“I don’t think bone surgeon is the right term,” St-Simon interrupts with a mocking laugh.
“Whatever, I don’t remember the big word she used. Ophthalmologist or something.”
“Basically she’s finishing up her rookie seasons at doctoring,” Ilya quips, ignoring St-Simon because he likes his joke too much.
“Except she’s twenty-nine, not nineteen,” Marley notes.
“Oh, an older woman Clifford?”
“Only by a year,” Marley argues. “I’m older than you remember.”
“It’s easy to forget when you still get drunk like teenager,” Ilya chides.
“Fuck off.”
*
“Maybe Ilya will watch one of your games in Montreal,” Svetlana speculates aloud.
“I mean…tough to say when he’ll be able to fly to Canada,” Shane shrugs, dodging the thing she’s really saying.
“When he can, would you want him to attend?” Svetlana prods, refusing to let Shane hide.
Shane stays quiet for a long time. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea,” he admits.
Svetlana nods, seeming happy with the honesty, even if it’s a half measure.
“My best friend, Hayden, uh, Pike?” It comes out like a question, as if Svetlana might not know who he means. She nods for him to continue. “His wife, Jackie, really wants to meet Ilya. She has talked about flying out for games to meet him. But she’s pregnant and they have three kids, so—anyway, whenever Ilya can come to Montreal, she wants us to go there for dinner.”
Shane isn’t sure why he rambles all that to Svetlana. There’s an embarrassing need in his chest to show her that he does have people who want to be in his life and want to have Ilya there too. Just as Ilya’s whole team seems determined to take him in.
“Hopefully a dinner that Pike cooks,” Svetlana jokes. “Since his pregnant wife spends her days caring for three children.”
“Not unless you want us both to sit out the rest of the season with some sort of salmonella cross bred with E. coli,” Shane laughs. “Hayden is, for better and worse, the quintessential hockey player that can’t take care of himself.”
Svetlana looks offended. “Ilyusha is an amazing cook.”
“Oh, I am aware,” Shane grins, feeling more smug than he should about Ilya cooking him a meal.
“He likes cooking for others,” Svetlana recalls with a soft smile.
“Well, he can—they’re coming back out,” Shane blurts, interrupting himself because nothing matters more than watching Ilya skate out onto the ice for the start of the second period.
*
“I hate to tell you this, but your attempts to endear me to you by having two moms will not change the fact that I’m going to score five goals today,” Ilya tells Carolina’s center when they meet for the faceoff.
The center laughs loudly. “Funny, I was going to tell you that dragging out your boyfriend to watch you play won’t stop me from humiliating you.”
“My boyfriend will love watching you try.”
*
Against all odds, Ilya manages to make his third goal look easy. A beautiful chipped in, backhand-style shot, to the top right corner of the net after faking for the left.
Shane is aware he’s being loud, but the rest of the arena erupts with him, swallowing up Shane’s scream with their own.
The hat trick animation plays on the jumbotron and people start throwing their hats onto the ice. Shane clutches his own ballcap in his hand and squeezes the brim in thought. The jumbotron switches rapidly from the hat trick animation to an angle of the hats littering the ice while Ilya skates around in celebration and then to a shot of Shane, clutching his own hat.
The arena starts screaming for Shane to throw his hat and Shane can see Ilya looking up at him on the jumbotron. Before he can talk himself out of it, his feet start moving. “Sorry, sorry,” he apologies as he starts moving down the row of seats, the camera stays with him. He walks down the stairs closer to the huge wall of glass, shifting his hat in his hand ready to throw it frisbee style.
Ilya, having watched his trek on the jumbotron, skates to where he is and when Shane tosses his hat over the glass Ilya catches it. Unsurprisingly, the fans eat it up, and when Ilya takes off his helmet to put Shane’s hat on his head, the noise gets louder. Shane thinks it’s nothing short of a miracle the ice doesn’t crack from the volume.
The grin Ilya gives him across the glass makes whatever shit he’s about to catch for this worth it. He’s never looked more like the cat that got the canary that he does then, grinning ear to ear, in Shane’s black ballcap. He skates off, still wearing the hat and holding his own helmet up like it’s the goddamn Stanley Cup.
Shane starts back up the stairs, saying polite hellos and giving awkward smiles and waves to the Boston fans that are thrilled to see him. Shane isn’t surprised by their excitement considering they just watched him throw his hat to their captain.
Svetlana is as close to beaming as Shane thinks he’s ever seen her when he returns.
“That was bold,” she comments, as he takes his seat beside her.
“Was it?” Shane laughs, playing at obliviousness. “It just felt like the right thing to do.”
They watch Ilya skate one more lap around the ice in Shane’s hat before being chased off so they can clear the hats to return to the game.
“He certainly thinks so,” Svetlana snorts.
Shane just smiles and tries to permanently capture in his memory the way Ilya smiled at him when Shane tossed his hat over.
*
“You can’t wear that on the ice, Roz,” LeClaire reprimands. “Get your helmet back on.”
Ilya laughs but does as he’s told. He keeps the hat close though. He plans to keep it close forever.
“Alright, Roz,” Marley starts, taking a seat next to Ilya on the bench while they both catch their breath. “You got your hat trick, now I need a goal. At least one.”
“For your bone-breaking surgeon?” Ilya asks, with a grin.
“Yes, maybe,” Marley defends, needlessly. “I want her to think I’m good at hockey but she doesn’t really understand the sport so I feel like if I score a goal that’s at least, like…clear, you know?”
“She doesn’t watch hockey?” Ilya questions.
“Not at all, she said she went to games when she was younger a few times, but she works a ton. She said the night Boston won the cup was a fourteen-hour night of broken hands and orbital bones and a shattered femur from some guy who thought he should jump two stories from a roof onto a trampoline. She has the craziest stories.”
“Orbital bones?” Ilya repeats, raising his eyebrow.
“She taught me that. It’s the bone that’s, like, around your eye, here–” Marley presses at his own face to demonstrate. “Basically, she worked like crazy and didn’t actually see any of the games.”
“That’s a shame,” Ilya guesses.
“I don’t think she really cared,” Marley shrugs. “Honestly, she seemed more annoyed that we made her job harder.”
“Well, I need you to tell her we are going to make it harder for her again this year,” Ilya advises with a grin. “We are getting the Cup. I can feel it.”
“You’re feeling something,” Marlow mutters under his breath.
Ilya gives Marlow a dirty look but it breaks into a grin again. “We will get you a goal,” he promises.
The Hurricanes comes back with a vengeance, though, and ties the game again within minutes. Ilya wants to slam his stick against the ice, but he doesn’t want to give them the satisfaction.
“I hope you’re not too let down,” chirps the same wing that had been told off for being homophobic earlier. Apparently, he found the confidence to try his hand with Ilya again.
“We will not be the ones leaving here let down,” Ilya snaps back.
“Wouldn’t be the first time this week,” he chuckles, referring to the Montreal game.
“Ah, but you’re no Shane Hollander,” Ilya reminds him. “Or perhaps we need to compare stats.”
He receives a nasty glare as he skates back to center ice for another puck drop.
“What did he say?” Carolina’s center questions when they meet at the dot.
“Nothing homophobic, relax a bit,” Ilya laughs, and it’s genuine this time.
“You’d tell me if it was?”
“Maybe,” Ilya shrugs, noncommittally. “Or maybe I’d just punch him myself.”
“You guys have been doing less of that lately, though.”
“Only because people have started learning.”
He manages to keep his promise to Marlow, when, at the start of the third period, the perfect passing opportunity opens up. The puck flicks from Connors to Ilya to Marlow, who no one is bothering to defend against, too concerned about Ilya. Marlow makes the shot easily, with the goalie, like the rest of the Hurricanes, having been laser-focused on Ilya when it comes. Even if they hadn’t been trying to get Marley a goal, it was the right play to make.
4-3, and the arena is on their feet again.
Marley embraces Ilya. “That was fantastic, do you think she saw it?”
Ilya gestures up at the jumbotron hanging over their heads.
*
“Was that Cliff?” Rachel shouts, delighted.
“It was,” Abigail affirms, turning her body to see Rachel, who is absolutely beaming as she watches Cliff celebrate on the ice.
They’re all on their feet cheering when the camera man finds Rachel, who’s jumping up and down and clapping. Shane suspects her third vodka seltzer is starting to get to her. “That was amazing! I’m on the big TV! Do they know I’m with Cliff? Did he tell them?”
“They just know you’re in his seats,” Shane explains. “They have access to that information.”
She nods, seemingly not really listening, still clapping for Marley. Her eyes never leave the spot where Marley and Ilya have their arms around each other after pulling apart from a hug. Even from a distance, Shane can see Marley is staring at the jumbotron.
“Are you a hockey fan now?” Svetlana asks Rachel.
“I’m willing to consider it,” Rachel laughs. “This has been very exciting.”
*
The rest of the game after the hat trick flies by for Ilya. He keeps Shane’s hat close throughout, holding it on the bench between shifts. He manages to convince LeClaire to let Baby A come up the first line for a shift. He can’t help but remember his face when he’d said his parents were at the game.
“You really want me on your line?” Baby A questions.
“You’ve been on the line with me for practice and we had good chemistry,” Ilya reminds him.
“I know, but…we’re only one point ahead,” Baby A mutters, fiddling with his gloves.
Ilya gives him a hard look. “Do you think you can’t do this? Because if you feel that way, I need you to tell me now.”
“No!” Baby A bleats, sounding like a panicked sheep. “I can. I can. I guess I’m just surprised you think I can, I guess.”
“I want to give you a chance, we’ve had good chemistry on the line together, but if Carolina ties it up I’m afraid we’ll switch back.”
“I understand,” Baby A nods seriously and they stand up for their shift together.
*
“I have to say, I’m very happy to see you came to support Rozanov,” Baby A’s mom tells him. They’d slid over in the few empty seats to get closer to Shane. “You know, we’re Canadian.”
“Oh, uh, yeah, Ba-Uhm, Tyler mentioned that,” Shane stammers. “I’m glad I could make it to a game.”
“We are very big supporters of you both,” Rita explains and Shane nods along politely. “The people who say those things online about you boys letting each other win have clearly never been in a serious relationship. I’d eat my face cream before I let Michael win at crib.”
Shane laughs despite himself. “You get it. I’d die before I let Ilya win and I think he'd kill me if he ever thought I went easy on him, and vice versa.”
“But consider maybe attending more games, because Roz is on fire with you here,” one of Connors’s friends calls over to them.
“You can put out one of those cardboard cut outs of me,” Shane calls back. “From a distance he’ll think it’s real.” There’s a chorus of laughter.
*
“I’m sorry we didn’t get you a goal,” Ilya tells Baby A as the final minutes of the game tick away over their heads.
“It’s okay, it’s really nice of you to try,” Baby A says. “Besides, I got the assist on your fourth goal and that was amazing. I got an assist for Ilya Rozanov. I was, like, just watching you win the cup and now we share the ice.”
“You should try beating him and Hollander in Nerf guns,” Baby B cuts in from Marley's left. “There’s nothing like it.”
“Shut up,” Baby A grumbles, his excitement slipping away.
Ilya nudges him with his elbow. “Hey, was good assist. Couldn’t have scored without you.”
“You score without me all the time,” Baby A objects, sounding close to pouting.
“Not that time, I wouldn’t have,” Ilya doubles down, and Baby A gets his smile back. “Your parents will be proud.”
*
“Oh my god!” Rita crows. “Did you all see that?”
“We all saw it, Rita,” everyone repeats. This is not the first time they’ve been asked this question. It’s not the fifth time.
“My son has an assist with Rozanov! God, I’m so proud,” she declares, wiping at mock tears.
“Soon Rozanov will be assisting him,” Michael states with all the confidence every NHL parent has that their child is the best to ever do it.
“We should take him for ice cream,” Rita suggests and Shane has to slap his hand over his mouth to stifle down how loud his laugh was going to be.
“He’s playing in the NHL, Rita, he’s not eight years old anymore,” Michael groans, exasperated.
“Oh, so you don’t want to go for ice cream?” Rita questions.
“I didn’t say that.”
*
The arena erupts into cheers one last time when the final horn sounds and the game ends in a 5-3 victory for the Raiders. Shane watches the team embrace on the ice and feels a pang in his chest. He has to look away, but when he does he makes eye contact with Svetlana and realizes she’s been watching him.
“You good?” She asks, quietly.
“I’m good,” Shane lies. “I’m just happy for them.”
She doesn’t say anything but she doesn’t look like she believes him and Shane gets the feeling she has a lot she’d like to be saying.
“Was I the closest? What did I say?” Rachel asks, leaning in to talk to Abigail and Courtney. Over the course of the game Shane had watched her go from politely interested to fully invested, although the three vodka seltzers probably helped.
“It’s between you and Svetlana,” Abigail says, looking at the notes she’d taken earlier.
“Love that for us,” Rachel whoops and holds out her hand for a high five from Svetlana. She ends up receiving one from the whole group, even leaning over Sophia’s head to get one from each of Connors’s friends.
“We should get moving if we’re going to meet Ilya outside the locker room,” Svetlana says.
“They let you back there?” Rachel asks, looking interested.
“They let WAGs they recognize back there but they’ll definitely let him in, no questions asked,” Svetlana explains, gesturing to Shane.
Shane watches Rachel open and close her mouth, clearly struggling to know what to say. “Why do people keep talking about you like…”
Shane lets out a soft laugh. “So…I’m Ilya’s boyfriend…but I’m also the Captain of the Metros, Montreal's hockey team.”
“Oh!” Rachel does at least know enough to find that surprising.
“Montreal being Boston’s direct divisional rival with a long history of the teams hating each other,” Abigail offers, expanding on the lore.
“Oh, wow, how…Shakespearean,” Rachel emphasizes.
“Yeah, we’ve been together for…a while, but it only recently, uhm, became public knowledge,” Shane says, carefully picking each word. “It was kind of a weird accidental situation–”
“Oh, fuh-ck!” Rachel exclaims, before moving as if to put her hand over her mouth, stopping at the last moment. Shane can see a flush climbing up her neck as she tries to recover herself. “Yeah, uh, okay, cool.”
“You just realize you know who we are?” Shane asks.
“I just realized I know who you are,” Rachel confirms, nodding with closed eyes. “God, I’m so sorry, I-”
“It’s okay, really, most people do know,” Shane acknowledges.
“I never, like…saw anything,” Rachel reveals, getting redder by the second. “It was just…discussed at work and I didn’t really remember any details after the fact because what do I care, right?” Rachel laughs and it sounds a bit manic. “Oh my god, I’m so stupid. When Cliff and I first went out he told me he’s best friends with Ilya Rozanov and he gave me this, like, really intense look when he said it. Like he was waiting for me to have a problem with it. At the time, I was like this guy must think I'm one of those Americans that’s still mad about the Cold War.”
This revelation is followed by raucous laughter that only serves to make Rachel get even redder. She lets her head fall into her hands. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry.”
“It’s really not a big deal,” Shane says, referring to her lack of knowledge. “You don’t need to beat yourself up about it like this.”
Rachel laughs again, but it sounds calmer this time.
“Also, didn’t you say you’re a surgeon?” Courtney cuts in. “You’re not stupid just because you don’t remember illicit celebrity gossip about hockey players that shouldn’t have been news in the first place.”
“I mean…fair,” Rachel acknowledges. “But, I probably should remember if I’m going to date one of the guy’s closest friends.”
“Ooooh, dating now, are we?” Sophia is grinning like a shark. “That’s very exciting.”
“I mean, we aren’t like official or exclusive or anything, not that I’m seeing anyone else, but I mean, he’s a semi-famoushockey player,” Rachel stresses. “I’m not sure what to expect.”
“Marley is a big softie, whose hobbies include being the big spoon,” Courtney says with a laugh.
Rachel smiles down at the empty can she’s clutching, before properly registering Courtney’s words. “Wait, how do you know that?”
There’s more laughter. “Not because any of us have ever been the little spoon, don’t worry,” Courtney assures her.
“Do you want to come with us to the back to see Marley?” Shane asks, offering the olive branch he knows he should to his boyfriend’s best friend’s probably soon-to-be girlfriend. He’d want Ilya to do it for Jackie, or maybe Jackie to do it for Ilya.
“Really? I can go with you?” She questions and Shane nods. “Do you think they’d let me back there?”
“Again,” Svetlana laughs. “We’ll be with this guy.”
To no one’s surprise, security doesn’t blink twice when they see Shane approach a door that allows access into the back areas of the arena. One of the security officers just wordlessly scans their ID card to unlock the door and holds it open for the group.
“Does Cliff know I’m coming?” Rachel asks, nervously.
“I texted Ilya,” Shane informs her. “I have no idea if he told Marley.”
“It would be like him not to say anything because it’s more fun to see the surprise on Marlow’s face,” Svetlana laughs.
“Oh…” Rachel looks unsure now.
“He’ll be excited to see you,” Shane promises. “He scored a goal for you.”
“That wasn’t for me,” Rachel protests.
“Oh, I think it probably was,” Shane tells her, because he knows Ilya’s hat trick was for him.
*
Ilya checks himself in the mirror one last time for the third time, making sure the curls are peeking out exactly right under Shane’s baseball hat. Naturally, he's put it on backwards. After confirming that he does in fact look very hot, he picks up his hockey bag and slings it over his shoulder.
“Marley!” Ilya barks, demanding his assistant captain’s attention. “Walk out with me.”
Marley looks confused, but doesn’t argue. He just grabs his own hockey bag and follows Ilya out of the locker room. “Is everything okay?”
“Everything is amazing! We won game, I got four goals, I have Shane’s hat.” Ilya counts the list off on his fingers as they turn the corner out of the locker room. “Oh, and Rachel’s here,” he says, like he simply forgot to mention it sooner.
“R-Rachel,” Marley blurts, eyes going big with surprise and then excitement. “You got back here!”
“Shane helped me,” Rachel admits, looking worried. “I hope that’s okay.”
Marley closes the gap between them standing close in Rachel’s space, but she looks happier for it. Shane and Svetlana take the opportunity to squeeze around them and meet Ilya.
“That’s more than okay, that’s fantastic,” Marley affirms. “This is Roz.” Marley gestures back at Ilya, turning towards the group that formed behind them.
“It’s nice to meet you, I’ve heard so much about you,” Rachel reveals, shaking Ilya’s hand.
“Only nice things, I hope.” Ilya grins.
“Yes, between your boyfriend and your best friend you’d swear I was being sold a political candidate,” she laughs and Ilya laughs too, even though he doesn’t get it.
“You’re saying nice things about me?” Ilya asks. He can feel his smile getting so big it threatens to split his face.
Shane, for his part, refuses to be amused. “You’re wearing my hat,” he deadpans, glaring at the offending article.
“You mean my crown?” Ilya drawls, putting way too much stress on the word while dragging his gaze up Shane’s body.
Marley barks out a laugh that he tries to stifle and ends up turning it into a choking cough. “Sorry, I just need some water,” he gasps to Rachel’s concerned questions.
“That is absolutely not what I mean,” Shane states, firmly. Ignoring how Marley is almost dying behind him.
Ilya’s smile stays where it is, completely unbothered by Shane’s angry kitten expression. “We’ll see,” he chuckles. “I’ve heard only good things about you as well, Rachel,” Ilya affirms, turning his attention back to them. “Marley is learning so many new big words.”
Marley looks angry but Rachel laughs. “He’ll know the names for all the bones before long.”
“Usually he only knows the name for the one he-”
“Okay, BYE!” Marley shouts, loudly cutting off Ilya’s words. “We should get dinner,” he says more softly, turning his gaze back to Rachel as they head down the hallway towards the exit.
“It was really nice to meet you,” Shane calls after Rachel, and the genuine way he says it makes Ilya smile.
“Hope to see you at another game,” Svetlana offers.
“Nice to meet you too!” Rachel calls back. “I hope so!”
“Are we getting dinner too?” Svetlana asks once Marley and Rachel are gone. “I am starving.”
“I need a nap, can we call you in a few hours to meet somewhere?” Ilya asks, although napping is not actually the bed activity he has planned.
“Of course, I will let you drive home our passenger princess here,” Svetlana chuckles and kisses Ilya on the cheek, before turning to leave.
“What? No! I am not a passenger princess,” Shane spits out the term like it’s poison, angry kitten face back on and entering attack mode. “I love driving. It’s not my fault I’m always in Boston without a car!”
“Goodbye, Shanya, text me after your nap,” Svetlana laughs, popping the ‘p’ with a wink.
Shane flushes but doesn’t lose the angry face when he turns back to Ilya after calling goodbye to Svetlana.
“You could drive any of my cars,” Ilya supplies, trying to be helpful.
“I’m not driving around in a fucking bright blue Lamborghini,” Shane protests. “Besides, I’m not on the registration for any of the cars. What if I got in an accident?”
Ilya groans theatrically. “Fine, I hear what you’re saying. We will go car shopping on your next visit to get you nice, safe, boring minivan to drive around Boston when you visit me.”
“I’m not saying I want to drive a fucking minivan, you asshole,” Shane snaps, punching at Ilya’s arm.
“No, it will be good,” Ilya insists. “You will be able to fit both rookies' carseats very comfortably.”
Shane’s laugh is loud, bouncing off the walls of the long hallway. “Alright, I’m learning the real reason you drive all these fancy sports cars is to avoid putting in the carseats.”
Ilya holds up his hands in mock surrender. “You got me.”
“Please, take the hat off,” Shane begs as they prepare to exit the arena.
Ilya chuckles and kicks open the door with his foot, leading the charge to confront the horde of press that awaits them. “Not a chance.”
*
“Did you have okay time?” Ilya asks as they pull out onto Nashua Street. He looks unsure of himself as he asks, clearly worried about the answer.
“I did,” Shane assures him with a smile. He reaches over to put his hand on Ilya’s leg. “The WAGs were very welcoming and Rachel seems nice also.”
“Marley seems to be obsessed with her,” Ilya admits with a laugh before his face softens. “I am glad you had fun.”
“I did,” Shane affirms. “There was talk of adding me to a group chat, though, which makes me a little nervous.”
“Oh my god, you’re going to be in the WAG chat. Shane, I am so jealous,” Ilya gushes.
“I don’t know if I want to be in there,” Shane argues warily.
“It will be fun, they’re all hilarious,” Ilya promises.
“They were fun…and you got a hat trick.” Shane smiles.
“Hat trick plus one,” Ilya corrects.
Ilya is still wearing Shane’s hat when they make it back to Ilya’s and get inside the front door. The sight of Ilya in that stupid backwards hat turns Shane on more than a hat has any right to.
The thought must show on Shane’s face because Ilya starts walking him towards the bedroom, both hands planted on his hips, pushing and guiding him. Not kissing yet, but Shane can see the heat in Ilya’s eyes.
“Take that off,” Shane orders, trying for a glare but he can feel it isn’t working.
“Aaah, no,” Ilya grins, squeezing Shane’s hips. “Is the crown you gave me. But, I think I am wearing some other things you want me to take off more.”
“It’s not—that…that,” Shane tries to protest, but the words get weaker as Ilya trails open mouth kisses up his neck. “That wasn’t my intention.”
“And yet here we are,” Ilya grins, skating his hand up inside Shane’s shirt. “I can’t wait to wear it as I fuck you.”
Shane lets Ilya keep the hat on but he insists on being on top, rolling his hips and rocking down onto Ilya with more force than necessary. He knows he’s going to be sore for days—he’s sore now, but they get so little time together and Ilya looks so hot in the hat. So, he doesn’t slow his pace and he steals the hat off Ilya’s head. He puts it on himself, wearing it backwards the way Ilya had, as he starts to ride him faster. He’s aware he’s wearing it the same way he wore Ilya's jersey, but he grins down at Ilya, who's looking absolutely lost in it, and Shane finds he doesn’t care.
After, they lie in each other’s arms, not rushing to move after Ilya mops up the bulk of the mess with baby wipes he’s apparently taken to keeping beside the bed. They hold each other like that for a long time, Shane enjoying the feel of Ilya rubbing his scalp and kissing wherever his lips can reach.
“I did have a thought,” Ilya says, breaking the silence.
“What kind of thought?”
Ilya drops his hand from Shane’s hair so he can find his phone. He opens the Google Calendar they have that keeps track of their games. “First week of December, I play the Admirals on the 4th and then the team leaves to go to Winnipeg, Calgary, and Edmonton. I will be meeting them in Denver the following week for the last three road games.”
“Okay,” Shane nods, clearly waiting for where Ilya is going with this.
“You play the Admirals, like, one day later,” Ilya points out gesturing to the calendar. “If I stay in New York we can see each other.”
“Oh shit,” Shane gasps, pulling Ilya’s phone closer to him. “I can’t believe I missed that. I guess I hadn’t really looked ahead yet.”
“Would you want to do that?” Ilya questions. “Meet up in New York, I mean.”
“Yes, of course, I’d love that,” Shane gasps, feeling almost breathless at the idea of being able to see each other again in only a few weeks..
“Good,” Ilya nods once. “Maybe we can go on double date with Hunter and Kip.”
“I’ve never been in a gay bar before,” Shane blurts.
“Whu-uh…okay,” Ilya stammers at the complete non-sequitur Shane just threw at him. “Did you want to?”
“I mean, not necessarily…I just remembered you went to that gay bar with Hunter and the teams.”
Shane wonders if his recall of that trip makes him sound as jealous and stupid to Ilya as he does to himself. He had been jealous, but that wasn’t Ilya’s fault.
Ilya seems to sense something vulnerable under the surface, though, because his thumb returns to stroke Shane’s cheek.
“I will make nice plans for us,” Ilya promises. “You have never been to gay bar and we have never been on date.”
Shane doesn’t suppress the laugh that bubbles out of him. He’s not laughing because he thinks it’s funny, more that it’s just so ridiculous he has to laugh. “No, I guess we haven’t.”
“We will go on date,” Ilya whispers and suddenly things feel more serious.
“I’d like that,” he whispers back and his eyes feel hot for a moment but he blinks repeatedly until the feeling passes.
Shane’s own phone starts chiming. He sits up to dig in his jeans pocket and looks at the caller ID. “It’s Hayden,” he reads. “I’m sorry, he’s been texting me and I’ve been kind of ignoring him because we have so little time left, now I’m worried it’s serious one sec–” Shane gets to his feet and presses the phone to his ear. “–Hey Hayd.”
“Have you seen it?” Hayden blurts, frantically.
“Seen…what?” Shane asks, turning to look at Ilya. He feels cold, whatever residual warmth had been living in him from the sex and the cuddles slipping away.
“Oh god,” Hayden sighs and it sounds like he’s scrambling with his phone. “I’m sending a video to Rozanov. You guys need to watch it.”
“Uhm, fuck, okay,” Shane heaves, becaues whatever the video is must not be good. “Ilya, Hayden is sending you something.”
Ilya picks up his phone and stands up to go to Shane. A link to a tweet comes through.
NHL Commissioner Crowell Speaks on Regulations Regarding Cross-Team Relationships.
“Oh fuhck,” Shane rasps, reading the tweet.
The clip is short, clearly cut from a longer interview.
“Of course, it’s not for me as Commissioner or for the NHL overall to regulate who players choose to be involved with,” Crowell starts. He looks so pleased with himself it makes Shane want to punch him. “But if individual teams wanted to write…stricter expectations within their organizations, they’d be well within their rights.”
“Do you think that’s something teams should be doing?” A faceless interviewer asks off camera.
“That’s not for me to say,” he replies. The perfectly media safe reply makes Shane even angrier, so clearly rehearsed in its fakeness. “Teams are free to act as they see fit.”
The video ends and they stand in silence for ten seconds.
“Are you guys still there?” Hayden’s voice is quiet on the phone where Shane had allowed it to drift down, his arm hanging limply at his side.
He lifts it higher and presses the speaker phone button. “Still here,” he croaks.
“It’s from an hour ago,” Hayden informs them.
Shane can’t form a reply. It’s a cowardly move, or maybe a smart one. Crowell is hiding behind the hope that the teams will do his job for him to make his and Ilya’s relationship impossible, if they want to remain in hockey.
“Have you heard from anyone? On the Metros,” Hayden asks awkwardly.
“Not yet,” Shane says, voice hoarser than it should be. “Making a change like that would take time, though, and you said it’s only been an hour.”
“Do you think they’d do it?” Ilya questions.
Shane shrugs because the answer is yes and he doesn’t want to say it.
“You need to talk to Farah,” Ilya instructs, taking Shane’s silence for the admission it is.
“I’ll call her,” he whispers.
“I’m sorry that…I’m sorry I had to show you that,” Hayden stammers.
“You don’t need to be sorry, Hayd,” Shane assures him. “Thank you for making sure we knew.”
“Shane, I–I…fuck.” Hayden sounds lost for words.
“I know, me too…I’ll text you if I hear anything but I’ll see you at the hotel tomorrow,” Shane promises, voice flat, and hangs up without saying goodbye.
Both Shane and Ilya stay silent together for a minute, each digesting the news. “Fuck, that was rude,” Shane grimaces. “I’ll have to text Hayden an apology.”
“I think Pike will understand,” Ilya assures him.
“Fuck,” Shane shouts, voice cracking.
“We will figure it out, solynshko,” Ilya promises, wrapping his arms around Shane. “If Montreal tries to do something we will have plan, and they will have no plan, because Theriault and company were only recently unfrozen from the cave they were found in.”
Shane can’t tell if his laugh sounds like a sob, or his sob sounds like a laugh. Either way, he’s sure he’s making Ilya’s chest wet. Ilya doesn’t comment though, just stands there holding Shane while he gets his composure back.
“Maybe if they learn rock wall painting they’ll be able to make a plan,” Ilya jokes. “But until then I am not worried.”
“I’m going to call Sveta and say we can’t make dinner,” Ilya says, thumb moving across the screen of his phone.
“You don’t have to do that,” Shane protests.
“Do you want to go to dinner?” Ilya questions, looking at him seriously.
“I mean…not really,” Shane mumbles.
“I’ll call her,” Ilya affirms.
“You could go,” Shane offers. “If you wanted. I mean, I’ll probably just be here calling Farah and my mom, so, you know…shitty for you.”
“Nothing I get to do with you could ever be shitty,” Ilya assures him in a voice so gentle it makes Shane want to cry.
He can’t find any words so he just nods weakly. Ilya cups the side of his neck and pulls him in, kissing his forehead. His lips linger there for a beat, just holding Shane.
“I’m going to call Sveta,” he repeats and leaves the bedroom, phone in hand.
Shane stands in the silent bedroom, listening to the sound of Ilya speaking distant Russian in the living room. He forces himself to start moving, opening his phone to text Farah.
Shane Hollander: Have you seen the Crowell video?

Farah: I’m watching the whole video now, but I’ve already seen the clip everyone is talking about. How are you?

Shane Hollander: I’m okay, I think we need a plan though.

Farah: I’d be a bad agent if I didn’t already have several. Can I call you?
The phone call with Farah turns into a three-way call with Farah and his mother on speakerphone so Ilya can hear. They gravitate to the living room and end up sitting beside each other on the couch, the phone held between them. Shane’s mom sounds ready to fly to Crowell’s office and end his tenure as commissioner herself.
“I’ve already spoken to lawyers about finding out if any of what Crowell said is interference or discrimination. I’m still waiting for them to get back to me.”
“I’m sure Crowell knew exactly what to say to avoid getting in any legal trouble,” Shane warns her. “What he said was just…an open invitation. It’s up to the teams to actually act on it.”
“Well, if they do, it’s a discrimination lawsuit waiting to happen,” Yuna fumes.
He appreciates her rage, her indignation on his behalf, but he also hates having her on this call as they discuss the likelihood of the Metros passing a rule essentially just against Shane. Like little boys building a club house and hanging a sign that reads NO GIRLS ALLOWED. No gays allowed, Shane thinks.
“Do you think the Metros would try to pass new team rules like that, Shane?” Farah questions.
He’s quiet for a moment, trying to decide how he wants to answer, still wishing his mother wasn’t on this call, or maybe wishing he was better at being honest with her.
“I…I know they don’t like that I’m with Ilya,” Shane divulges. “I think it’s possible they’d do something like this to try to…I dunno, break us up? Force me to leave? I can’t pretend to be certain of anything either way.”
“I think we should make a short list of teams you’d want to go to if you need to waive your No Trade Clause,” Farah says, cautiously. "I don't want to start sending out feelers too soon because it'll be hard to reach out to teams looking to trade for a star center without it becoming pretty obvious pretty quickly who I'm talking about."
His mom is quiet long enough it makes Shane’s stomach twist up.
“Yeah, I’ll, uh, give it some thought,” Shane offers, as if he hasn’t been looking through the list of which teams he thinks would take him for weeks. It's something he and Farah had discussed privately. This conversation now feels more like a performance for his mother. Shane feels Ilya’s hand run over his knee and is reminded of the team that has been making a not-so-subtle play for him since this whole thing started.
“If the Metros can’t appreciate you, Shane,” Yuna starts, finally finding her voice again, wobbly with anger but carefully measured. “We’ll find somewhere that does.”
Shane’s chest feels looser. “Okay, mom,” he says, quietly.
When they finally hang up, Shane is exhausted and he hates Crowell even more for taking his final evening with Ilya from him. He lays his phone face down on the coffee table and turns to lean his whole body into Ilya.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbles, words half lost in Ilya’s neck where he’s pressing his face hard.
“What have you done to be sorry for?” Ilya questions, rubbing his hands over the broad expanse of Shane’s back.
Shane is quiet for a moment. “Well…”
“You told Crowell to do stupid interview and try to get our teams to ruin our careers for him?”
“No.”
Ilya wraps his arms tightly around Shane, pulling him in closer. “No, he should be sorry. He fucking will be sorry–”
“Don’t threaten the commissioner,” Shane reprimands.
“I’ll threaten everyone on this entire planet if they do things that make you unhappy,” Ilya vows, and it makes Shane smile.
They hold each other on the couch for a while longer before Shane peels himself off Ilya’s bare chest.
“What do you want to do, solynshko,” Ilya asks.
“Shower,” Shane laughs, and it’s a sad broken noise. “Maybe eat something and just…enjoy our time.”
“We will start with shower,” Ilya commands, and climbs up off the couch. He offers his hand to Shane to help him up and Shane accepts it, letting Ilya pull him to his feet.
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  It takes three tries before Shane swipes the stupid keycard properly through the reader and the hotel room door unlocks. He pushes inside in a huff, nearly walking straight into Hayden.
“Sorry,” Hayden says, backing up to give Shane more room. “I heard you struggling and was coming over to help. Our door sucks.”
Shane nods but doesn’t reply right away. He still feels embarrassed and shitty for the way he hung up on Hayden. “Thanks for getting my key left at reception,” he says awkwardly, fidgeting with his hands. He wants to apologize to Hayden for how the conversation ended yesterday, but he doesn’t want to talk about the Crowell interview. And he knows one will lead to the other.
“Of course, not a big deal…how are you?”
Shane avoids Hayden’s gaze as he moves farther into the room. He knows what Hayden is referring to but he answers the question how he wants to regardless. “The trip was good,” Shane recalls with a soft smile. “The, uh, team bonding was fun–”
“I saw the pictures. I follow Marlow on Instagram now,” Hayden says with a laugh.
“Yeah, they’re good pictures,” Shane acknowledges. “I followed him too, even though I don’t exactly check Instagram much. It’s nice if we can all be…friends. I went to the Raiders-Hurricanes game. That was exciting.”
Hayden nods along, looking unsurprised. Photos and videos of Shane and Ilya at the game were still everywhere on Twitter this morning. Shane only knows that because Rose was texting him. She’d sent him a few screenshots of tweets including one that read Hang it in the Louvre with a photo of Shane and Ilya smiling at each other across the glass, Ilya wearing Shane’s hat. Shane had been glad she sent that one. He really, really liked the photo and had looked for it to save to his phone.
“Yeah, so, uh…it was fun,” Shane finishes awkwardly.
There’s a beat of silence. “Have you heard from anyone on the Metros?” Hayden queries specifically. “About the…Crowell stuff.”
“No,” Shane sighs, raking his hands through his hair. “But, it would take time to do something like this and we aren’t even sure if they will. My mom called it a discrimination lawsuit waiting to happen.”
“Okay,” he heaves and collapses onto the hotel bed. “J.J. wanted me to text him when you got here. Figured he’d come by since the game isn’t till late.”
“I can text him,” Shane offers, pulling out his phone.
“Sweet, thanks.”
Shane isn’t sure if he wants to get into some big conversation with Hayden and J.J. but trying to avoid it would probably end up in a fight. Ten minutes after his text is sent there’s a knock at the door. Shane answers it.
“Capitaine,” J.J. greets when he sees him. “How was your trip?”
“It was good,” Shane says without further elaboration, leading J.J. farther into the room so they can all settle on different beds and couches.
“I saw the photos of you and Rozanov at the game,” J.J. adds. “Very romantic.”
“Romantic?” Shane blurts, flushing red.
“Oui, évidemment,” J.J. says. “Did you think throwing him your hat to wear while smiling at each other like that across the glass would seem any other way?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it,” Shane admits. “It was pretty impulsive when I did it and I avoid checking Twitter so I haven’t seen people’s reactions.” He doesn’t reveal that he gets Rose to send him nice things, that’s too humiliating.
“Well, I’ll tell you that people’s reactions have generally been that they can’t believe Mr. Serious, Golden Boy of Hockey and the Russian Terror have been big softies for each other this entire time.”
Shane laughs but he can feel a flush climbing up his neck.
“It’s truly disgusting, but also…sweet,” Hayden acknowledges.
“You’re supposed to throw your hat when a player gets a hat trick,” Shane defends mildly.
“Yeah, for sure,” Hayden agrees. “And you’re supposed to go right up the glass and make fuck-me eyes at each other while you do it.”
“We were not making fuck-me eyes,” Shane argues.
“You weren’t making let’s just be friends eyes,” J.J. banters.
“I’m honestly amazed you both got through the rest of the game without needing to leave to…cool off,” Hayden chuckles. Shane grabs the hotel pen off his nightstand and throws it at Hayden who catches it easily. Sporting a triumphant grin when he does.
“As if I’d ever let that happen,” Shane snorts in derision.
The laughter settles for a beat and Shane can sense that they want to ask about the more serious problems that are pressing in around them.
“I’m sorry about what Crowell said,” J.J. offers first.
Shane shrugs and looks down at the bedspread. “He’s hoping the teams will do his dirty work for him.”
“Coward,” Hayden spits.
“At least I know Boston will disappoint him,” Shane remarks, keeping his eyes down “That is nice.”
There’s an awkward beat of silence.
“Have you heard from anyone?” J.J. asks.
Shane shakes his head. “It’ll probably take time though. If they do, I think my mom will want to slap them with a discrimination lawsuit, but…”
“You wouldn’t want to?” Hayden prods. “They’d deserve it.”
“No, or maybe, I don’t know,” Shane sighs. “I think it would depend on if another team will take me. I just want to play hockey and I don’t want to do anything else to jeopardize that.”
“Every team would take you,” J.J. affirms.
“Absolutely not every team, but I think some would,” Shane acknowledges. Hayden and J.J. exchange a look that Shane doesn’t understand, he chooses to ignore it. “Farah told me to make a list of teams I’d want to go to.”
“Are you waiving your No Trade Clause?” Hayden asks.
“Not yet, just…being prepared,” Shane explains. “I want to be ready when it comes.”
“You…” J.J. starts and then hesitates, looking torn. “You could waive it now. You don’t need to wait for them to make that decision for you.”
Shane is shocked J.J. would suggest such a thing. “I could, yeah,” he agrees. “I’m just…it’s hard to explain.”
“You don’t have to explain yourself to us,” Hayden assures him. “We just want you to be happy and…safe.” The last word comes out quiet, barely above a whisper but the weight of it threatens to pull Shane and the whole hotel down in a pit of despair.
“Yeah…I want that too.”
No one else speaks for a long time but the silence isn’t uncomfortable. It’s just the quiet sad acceptance of three men trying to accept that the lightening in the bottle time they had together might be coming to an end.
J.J. and Hayden act as helicopter bodyguards when they head down to the team bus and drive to Detroit's rink. Shane isn’t sure if they’re trying to be subtle about it but they aren’t either way. He receives a couple nasty looks from his teammates but no one says anything, not yet anyway. Shane feels like they almost save it for the locker room. Empowered by the semi-familiar space that reminds them of where they’d been the first time they all found out the truth about Shane.
Shane can feel the tension in the air though, as thick and choking as smoke in a closed room. He wonders, in a detached way, what topic they’re going to jump at first. Between the game, the team bonding post and Crowell’s interview they’ve truly got a delicious smorgasbord of things to choose from for throwing at him tonight.
When they all enter the locker room Shane mentally starts a timer. He can see it ticking away in his head as he unpacks his gear.
“So Hollywood,” Drapeau calls. The nickname showed up shortly after Shane started spending time with Rose. 
Eighteen seconds, Shane thinks. He can’t decide if that feels fast or slow.
Drapeau continues. “You going to give a hat to everyone who scores a hat trick now?”
“And what’s a hat trick for you exactly?” Shane jeers. “Letting in three goals?”
Unsurprisingly, Drapeau looks furious.
“Did you get a hat trick later that night?” Wilson cuts in. “Suck Rozanov’s dick three times?”
“Shut the fuck up, Wilson,” Hayden snaps.
"We saw the photos of you with the Raiders," Drapeau continues, circling around for a second pass. "I'm surprised you made it to the game. You sure you're not to sore to sit down?"
“Why are you asking?” Shane snaps back. “You hoping for another video? The last one not working as jack off material anymore?”
“That’s disgusting, you fucking–”
“Don’t waste your breath,” Comeau cuts in. Shane glances over at him, equal parts confused and wary. “You heard Crowell, he won’t be here much longer anyway. Not now that he's Rozanov's boyfriend.”
Shane laughs, holding on tight to the familiar burn of anger in his chest. “If the Metros want to get rid of me they can go ahead and do that,” he snarls, like it isn’t breaking him, like it isn’t killing him. “I’ll make sure to take some screenshots of the team's cup chances before and after I’m gone.”
“You self-important little bitch,” Comeau spits. “We should have–”
“As always,” Theriault declares, in a loud voice when he enters. “A lovely atmosphere of camaraderie and brotherhood you’ve fostered here, Hollander.”
Shane doesn’t respond. Nothing he can say will make this better or change Theriault’s opinion of him. He isn’t sure how his silence is taken but Theriault moves on either way, going over plays on the whiteboard. Shane watches the red marker glide across the diagram of ice, demonstrating how he should move to get into scoring position. It does nothing to quell the rage inside him. The knowledge that no matter what bullshit he puts up with in this room the team will still send him out there and expect him to score only makes him angrier.
***

Ilya hasn’t gotten off the couch in longer than could be considered healthy. His team took off on their own flight an hour after Shane and the mass exodus has left Ilya feeling drained. He opened the bottle of vodka in the freezer earlier than he told himself he could. But each sip that sends a familiar burn down his chest is never followed by a buzz signaling a decrease in sobriety. Like his body is refusing to let him get drunk.
He’s watching Detroit beat up on the Metros. Specifically he’s watching Detroit beat up on Shane, and since he’s their lead scorer the Metros are losing because of it. Montreal seems to have reverted back to the same level of broken cohesion that was visible on the ice in the weeks immediately after the video came out.
Ilya isn’t sure if it’s Crowell’s interview that’s brought about the breakdown in chemistry or just Shane’s stay in Boston. He knows he’ll be digging at Shane for specifics when they talk later but he also knows Shane won’t give him any. Ilya unlocks his phone and stares at 15 in his contacts.
He contemplates texting Pike even though he can see him on the ice right now, trying to pass the puck to Shane. Only for Shane to get summarily rocked into the boards because his team doesn’t bother to run interference on either Detroit's two defence men that come for him. He feels angry with Pike for it. If you know Shane is going to end up laid out the second it can be a fair hit, then don’t pass to him. But he also knows that his anger is unfair, that Shane would hate it if Pike stopped playing with him and instead started playing around him.
Ilya leans forward and picks up the bottle of vodka but hesitates when it gets close to his mouth. He watches Shane pull himself off the ice. His hand moving like he wants to hold his elbow as he skates to the bench for a line change. Ilya puts the bottle down and screws the cap back into place. He wants to drink the whole bottle but he wants to call Shane more and he can’t risk his body deciding he actually can get drunk before he has the chance.
He forces himself to remain painfully, horribly sober as he watches the game clock tick down, counting the seconds until Shane can finally get off the ice. When it finally comes to an end with a 2-0 loss, Ilya is relieved. But he feels a sick knot squeeze his throat as he watches Shane skate off the ice with his head hanging like he’s going to the gallows.
*
Shane suspects he is at risk of becoming one big bruise as he lets the burning hot water soothe his muscles. Hayden is showering close by but neither of them says anything. J.J. is somewhere loitering in the locker room, just as he was when Shane got off the ice. He knows J.J. wants to meet up with someone, saw the conversation on his phone but he is still waiting for Shane before he leaves.
“You really can go,” Shane sighs when he returns to the locker room to see J.J. sitting on the bench typing away on his phone.
“I’m not in a rush,” J.J. lies smoothly, but his cool tone is completely undercut by the way he can’t stop checking his phone.
Shane can’t admit he wants J.J. to leave because he doesn’t want to have whatever conversation he and Hayden keep sharing looks about. They’ve already talked about Crowell, and Shane can only stomach so many tough conversations in one twenty-four hour period. He can already sense the phone call he’ll have with Ilya will be a difficult one.
“Are you okay?” Hayden asks, opening up the floor to discuss Shane’s most hated topic: Himself.
“I’m fine,” Shane grits out, even though his elbow is aching from a particularly bad hit against the boards that, even through his pads, had sent a shock of pain and numbness down his arm. The bruise will ache for days.
“You don’t have to be,” J.J. offers.
Yes, I do, Shane thinks. I can only be fine or angry, because anything else will send me over the edge into a spiral that I may never climb out of.
“It was just a bad game,” Shane states flatly, pulling on his pants.
“When was the last time you had a good game?” Hayden asks cautiously and Shane has to take a shaky breath to stay calm.
“We literally just beat the Raiders,” Shane reminds them.
“And you’d say that game felt good?” Hayden prods.
Shane doesn’t answer—he doesn’t need to. Hayden had been present for Comeau making it clear just how much he hates Shane.
“Ilya’s friends invited me to do a Nerf gun shooting thing with them,” he tells them, trying  different tactic. “That was a good game.”
It’s an honest answer, told like a joke to hide the hurt that Shane can’t remember the last time he played a hockey game that didn’t feel like he was dragging the weight of his own failures behind him. He realizes with a horrible jolt that he actually can remember his last good game. It was playing the Raiders, those final hours before his life blew up and changed completely. Shane hears Hayden make a broken noise behind him and Shane doesn’t turn to look at him.
“Are you hurt?” J.J. asks, ignoring Hayden who’s now digging around in his hockey bag.
“Just sore,” Shane shrugs, trying to wave off their concerns. That, at least, is the truth. Shane pulls his undershirt over his head and starts buttoning up the stupid dress shirt he doesn’t feel like forcing himself into today. God forbid he doesn’t look camera ready for the media.
“J.J., you should get going for your date. You shouldn’t keep a lady waiting,” Shane advises with a smile as if he has any idea what he’s talking about. “Hayden and I will be out of here in a few minutes.”
J.J. looks like he wants to argue but Hayden gives him a nod that he’s evidently more willing to accept than Shane’s own words. He says rushed goodbyes before almost sprinting out of the room, clearly excited or maybe just running horribly late.
“You sure you’re okay?” Hayden prods again once they’re alone.
Shane has to fight the urge to collapse on the bench in exhaustion. From the game, and the fact that question is still being asked too much. He wants to collapse into himself from the weight of his team and the loss and his life. Like the final stage of the supernova, he wants to collapse down into himself and start sucking up everything that weighs him down, consuming it into the nothing inside himself until all the weight is gone. He doesn't do any of that though, he stays standing and just nods once, pulling on his suit jacket.
“I just want to get back to the hotel. Ilya’s blowing up my phone. He wants me to call him,” Shane explains. “If that’s okay.”
“Of course, man,” Hayden says. Shane avoids his eyes because he doesn’t like the look in them. “You know the rules though,” Hayden continues, voice lighter, clearly sensing Shane’s discomfort. “No phone sex.”
Shane laughs softly. “Don’t worry, I’m not feeling very phone sexy.”
“Hate the implication that there’s been times when you were feeling phone sexy,” Hayden grimaces, picking up his hockey bag and making for the door.
“Awful lot of judgement coming from a man who once told me to hurry up and leave so he could jack off,” Shane reminds him, grabbing his own bag and following behind.
“Yeah, I waited till you left,” Hayden points out.
“Whatever, the room was still infected with the essence of you having jacked off in it,” Shane counters.
“That’s not true,” Hayden argues, holding the door open behind him for Shane. “I put all my essence in a kleenex in the garbage like an adult.”
“Ew, man,” Shane groans and lets the locker room door swing shut behind him.
*
The time between Shane’s post game interviews—which Ilya shouldn’t have watched—and Shane finally texting that he was back at his hotel room feels like an eternity. The longer the wait went on, the more Ilya stewed on his memory of Pike’s words. ‘Shane doesn’t shower with the team,’ he’d said.
Shane has to delay his life, losing huge chunks of time waiting around because he doesn’t feel safe or comfortable around his own team. The thought makes Ilya’s blood run hotter with each passing second.
He doesn’t even finish reading Shane’s text confirming he’s in his room before Ilya hits the call button and presses the phone to his ear.
“Hi.” Shane’s voice is gentle and quiet, almost like he’s speaking far away from the phone.
“Moy lyubymyy,” Ilya breathes. “How are you?”
“Fine,” Shane says, and Ilya doesn’t believe him.
He isn’t sure if Shane even expects him to at this point. This whole conversation is starting to feel like a formality, a performance, and Ilya hates that they’re performing for each other. Even after everything, they still can’t be fucking honest. Ilya can’t even be mad at Shane either. He’s hiding love confessions behind a language barrier, allowing Shane to repeat them back unwittingly.
“Mad about the loss,” Shane offers after Ilya is quiet for too long.
Ilya hums, not sure what to say, what Shane would be receptive to hearing. “How were things with your team?” He asks with faux-neutrality.
“The standard,” Shane says. It’s an admission and a deflection, but Ilya decides against pushing for details tonight. Shane stops him from trying either way by continuing. “How are you?”
“Good. The team left today, so I’ve just been resting.” It’s not exactly a lie but it feels like one; Ilya can’t say he feels rested. “I watched your game.”
“Bad game to watch,” Shane deadpans.
“They always are,” Ilya replies and then regrets it. He’s already being too mean about the Metros. Shane doesn’t seem to have a response so Ilya continues. “Is your arm hurt? You were holding it weird by the end of the game.”
“Just bruised,” Shane says.
Ilya nods and there’s a beat of silence before he remembers Shane can’t see him. Maybe the vodka is having an effect. “Okee,” he whispers.
“You didn’t have any plans?” Shane asks, moving the conversation on.
“Not with team gone, no. I should reach out to Sveta. She has been texting. But I am feeling…” Worn out and run down and miserable. Like I don’t deserve the life I get to have or the things I’ve taken from you to get it. “...tired. I will text her tomorrow.”
“Oh, should I let you get some rest…I-I’m sharing a hotel room with Hayden,” Shane reminds him, speaking quietly into the phone.
“You told me you weren’t going to get phone sexy!” Hayden’s voice shouts from the other end of the line.
“We aren’t,” Shane argues, defensive. “I’m just sharing information.”
Ilya laughs, despite everything. “I will let you get some rest, I think. I am not the one who just played a terrible game.”
“It wasn’t–” Shane starts but Ilya cuts him off with a derisive snort. They’re both quiet for a moment. “I’ll text you in the morning.”
“We will talk in the morning,” Ilya agrees. “Ya tebya lyublyu.”
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Shane murmurs down the line, voice filled with a lot and even though Ilya doesn’t know what Shane thinks they’re saying it still makes his heart flip to hear it.
“Goodnight, Shane.”
“Goodnight, Ilya.”
Ilya hangs up the phone and stares at the TV where the highlights from all the day’s games are playing. He can’t keep confessing his love to Shane in Russian and letting Shane say it back.
You’re a fucking coward, he tells himself but the voice sounds like someone else’s. Someone he’ll never talk to again.
He decides he isn’t allowed to hide behind Russian again. The next time he says it to Shane, he has to say it in English. He can’t keep letting Shane say it in Russian like this. It’s starting to feel like he’s taking advantage, taking something Shane hasn’t properly agreed to give.
His gaze drifts down from the clip of Scott Hunter getting a goal (that even Ilya will admit is clean as hell) to the bottle of vodka that’s been growing steadily warmer on the coffee table. He doesn’t have to worry about his phone call with Shane any longer so he reaches forward and twists off the cap. Maybe this time the vodka will work.
*
Shane hangs up and stares down at the pillowy white duvet on his hotel bed, feeling lost in thought about Ilya, and their secret Russian words of devotion. So much has happened in the last few days with Ilya and their relationship, Crowell and the Metros. And Shane hasn’t really had a chance to unpack any of it mentally yet. He is broken from his thought spiral by the sound of Hayden speaking.
“What?” Shane asks dumbly, having not caught a thing he said.
“What’s that mean?” Hayden repeats. “It sounds like-”
“What’s it sound like?” Shane interrupts frantically.
“R-Russian…it sounds like Russian,” Hayden finishes, eyes huge from Shane’s aggressive reaction. “It is, right?”
“Yeah, i-it’s Russian,” Shane stammers, embarrassed.
“Cool, makes sense, what’s it mean?” Hayden asks again.
“What do you think it means?”
“Uhm…what?” Hayden blinks, clearly taken aback by how strange Shane is acting. “I, uh, what does it matter what I think it means? Look, I’m sorry for being nosey or whatever. You obviously don’t have to tell me.”
“No, sorry, it’s not that,” Shane admits, scratching the back of his head. “I just…don’t know what it means.”
“You don’t know what it means? You didn’t ask? You say it and you don’t know what it means?” Hayden’s questions come rapid fire.
“I did ask!” Shane shouts, defensively. “Or…once anyway, but, okay, ya tebya lyublyu.” Shane repeats it slowly, the way Ilya did when he was teaching it to Shane. “What do you think that sounds like?”
“Uhm…I don’t knooow,” Hayden falters, forehead wrinkling in annoyed confusion. “Sorry, I only speak the one language.”
“Ugh, fuck,” Shane grunts, more annoyed with his best friend than he has the right to be. “It’s because I’m not saying it right. If you’d heard it in the moment, the first time he said it to me, you’d get it.”
“If I’d heard it in the moment the first time he said it,” Hayden repeats, processing that for a beat. “Jesus Cuh-RIST, Shane, does it mean what I think it means?”
“You think it sounds like that too, maybe?” Shane asks, voice growing small. He knows he sounds pathetic.
“Okay, just so we’re all on the same page,” Hayden says, in what Shane knows is his ‘dad voice’ and Shane suspects this is about to turn into a lecture. “You say that little Russian phrase to each other the same way a normal couple would say I love you, like just now at the end of a phone call.”
“Yes,” Shane confirms. Or when he’s inside me.
Hayden takes a beat to look stunned.
“How did he say it to you the first time?” Hayden asks, digging for details, trying to put the picture together properly.
“Well…it’s hard to explain,” Shane starts, he can feel his cheeks getting hot. “I mean, we were, uhm…in bed.”
Hayden flushes too and clears his throat before continuing. “Okay, but the…the, uh, tone sounded like I love you. When he said it th-that time.”
“I thought it did, but when I asked him what it meant he just shook his head. He didn’t want to tell me,” Shane explains, avoiding Hayden’s gaze. “So I–I told him to teach it to me and then I said it back.”
“Holy fuck,” Hayden sighs, rubbing at his face. “But you don’t actually know if it means I love you. You’re just pretty sure that’s what it means and now you’re both saying it like it is.”
Shane doesn’t respond because talking about it is making him feel increasingly ridiculous. Hayden does not accept his silence. “Am I right that you don’t actually know?”
“That’s…yeah, that’s right,” Shane stumbles, picking at the bed spread. “I mean, I’m pretty sure. It…it sounded like it, felt like it, when it happened. The way he was looking at me, it…”
“But you don’t know that for sure,” Hayden reiterates after Shane trails off. “You never tried to look it up.”
“I did not.”
“Does he know what you think it is?” Hayden asks, refusing to let Shane hide any part of this.
“No,” Shane admits.
Hayden’s face is getting increasingly exasperated the longer their back and forth goes on. Shane is starting to regret not just coming up with a lie.
I miss you, how hard is that? You fucking moron. This is why Ilya needs to be present for all the lying, he reprimands himself.
“So you don’t know if he’s saying it and he doesn’t know what you think it is,” he pauses for Shane to nod before continuing. “You’re both just saying this maybe Russian I love you back and forth, not fucking clarifying anything to each other!”
“All correct,” Shane concedes.
“Holy FUCK,” Hayden stresses again, looking around the room like he wants to find someone to help him. Finding no one, he plants both hands on his forehead and throws himself back onto the hotel bed. He screams at the ceiling while clutching his head then flings both arms out to the side. The screaming ends, replaced by a manic laugh. “You’re both so fucking stupid it’s insane!”
“Hey!” Shane protests.
“Don’t you hey me, Shane Hollander,” Hayden retorts, sternly. “What are you doing? Do you love him?”
Shane feels his face get hot. “I mean…yeah,” he admits. It occurs to Shane that it’s the first time he’s really said it to anyone. “I do, and I think I have for…maybe longer than I realized or let myself realize. Even before the video, there was, maybe,  a time in the beginning where I cared really deeply for him and then I tried to just force myself not to so we could just have sex.”
Hayden lets out the same exasperated laugh. “Oh my god, Shane. I know you guys spent, like, your whole relationship hiding and pretending to be ‘casual,’–” he puts casual in air quotes, receiving a glare from Shane “–but why are you still hiding your feelings? Also, I’m not even going to touch you thinking you could just magically stop having feelings for someone you’re actively sleeping with. We don’t have time for that tonight.”
“Shut up, you’re making me feel stupid,” Shane grumbles, and it comes out petulant as a child. No wonder Hayden uses his ‘dad voice’ on you.
“Well, you’re being stupid, apparently!” Hayden barks and Shane doesn’t reply. After a beat of silence Hayden seems to recover some semblance of calm and his next question is more gentle. “Why haven’t you just said it? Explain it to me.”
“What do you want from me?” Shane demands, more defensive than he wants to be, angrier than his best friend deserves.
“I want you to explain why you and your boyfriend, who you’ve been with since you were both literal children, are playing fucking Russian I Love You Chicken instead of just saying it!”
“I don’t know!” Shane admits, almost yelling. “This has all been so fucked up. I took his family away from him, Hayden, his country. He can never go home again because of me. He can’t put flowers on his fucking mothers grave again because of me.”
“What happened wasn’t your fault, Shane! You can’t blame yourself forever!”
Shane isn’t listening, can’t listen, he’s already opened the vault and it can’t be closed again. “He could have had a normal life! He’s bisexual, he’s not…he could have married a woman. Instead, in that meeting with Crowell, I basically spoke for both of us, and I just can’t stop thinking like…I’ve fucking trapped him in the hardest version of what his life had to be. He wouldn’t be with me if the video didn’t get leaked, not now. Maybe never!”
The last words come out small and broken. Shane feels his eyes getting hot and he scrubs furiously at his face. He can’t face this conversation any longer, he’s already said too many things he can't bear to be saying to anyone because they feel like they could be true.
“You don’t know that, Shane. You clearly care about each other. You could have ended up together even without the video,” Hayden says gently. “What do you mean trapped him? Why do you think that? Shane, he clearly wants to be with you; anyone with eyes can see that.”
Shane can’t handle any of this. Hayden calling him out for the Russian non-confessions, the admission he shouldn’t have made, and now Hayden’s gentle voice as he tries to talk Shane down.
“I d-don’t want t–to talk about this anymore,” Shane stammers, the words getting stuck in his throat. “I should get some sleep.”
He pulls back the blankets and shoves himself underneath, pulling them over his head to hide his face.
“Are you serious?” Hayden barks.
“Completely, b–big day tomorrow.”
“Fuck sakes, Shane,” Hayden sighs, angrily. “We aren’t done talking about this. I won’t let you avoid it forever, and for the record, I don’t think Rozanov feels trapped.”
Shane doesn’t reply, he just stays there, hiding from Hayden and his fears about Ilya, until he falls asleep.
***

Ilya’s mother is sitting at the dining room table. It’s Ilya’s dining table from his home in Boston but it’s in his childhood home's kitchen. He doesn’t question that. She is seated with her back to him so he can’t see her face.
“Mama,” Ilya says in Russian, approaching her. The walk seems to take way longer than it should; his legs aren’t moving properly, and the closer he gets, the smaller he becomes, until he’s the height of a child. He shakes her shoulder trying to get her attention. “Mama, I made a new friend and I want you to meet him.”
When she finally turns to him she’s looking over his head up where his face would be if he were his adult height. Her skin is pale—sickly pale, deathly pale.
“I won’t be able to do that, Ilyusha,” she says, but her voice doesn't sound right, not how he remembers it. He doesn’t remember it. “I’m just so tired.”
“No, I’ll make tea, please mama, please don’t lie down,” Ilya begs. He knows he can’t let her go lie down for a nap. Something awful is going to happen if she goes to lie down. He can feel it, he can feel it, but he can’t seem to remember exactly what it is. His gut remembers, though, and it’s all twisted up knots.
“I’m sorry, Ilyusha,” she sighs, turning away again. “Ilyusha, Ilya.” As she speaks, his mother’s voice changes more, shifts in tone and gets louder.
“Ilya!” Svetlana calls from a thousand miles away. There’s a shaking in his shoulder and Ilya jerks awake. He’d fallen asleep on the couch; passed out is actually a more apt description. His mouth tastes like something died in it.
“Ilya, how much did you drink last night?” Svetlana asks. She crouches down to get closer to his face.
“Normal amount,” Ilya groans in Russian, the words coming out garbled. He gestures to the bottle of vodka that’s closer to empty than it should be for only one man.
Svetlana swears in Russian, followed by a string of muttered words Ilya doesn’t care to listen to closely. His head feels like it’s going to explode and the last fragmented memories of his dream are not helping his frazzled state.
“That is not a normal amount,” she reprimands.
“It is to me,” Ilya argues and Svetlana gives him a scathing look that shifts to worry, which is even worse.
“I needed to get out of my head,” Ilya confesses, like that’s a worthy shield to try to hold up against her scrutiny.
“You should have called me, called me back,” Svetlana scolds.
Ilya doesn’t reply to that. Ever the caregiver he’s never deserved, Svetlana starts tidying up the  mess he created on the coffee table.
“Go shower,” she orders.
“Okee,” Ilya concedes and forces himself to sit up. Then when his guts stop churning, he forces himself to stand up, and when the room stops spinning, he finally heads for the shower.
When he returns, cleaner and closer to sober, Svetlana has made tea.
“Why were you drinking?” Svetlana asks, sliding him a mug.
Ilya shrugs. He wants to gesture around at his life and tell her to take her pick but he suspects sarcasm would not be welcome this morning. “Things have been difficult,” he says instead.
“You seemed happy when Shane was here,” Svetlana notes.
“I am always happy when Shane is around,” Ilya agrees. Svetlana is quiet, waiting for Ilya to elaborate.
“Shane’s team is being worse to him again. Bad like right after the video, they’re back to not defending him on the ice,” Ilya sighs.
“What did he tell you?”
“He tells me nothing, but I have eyes and I watched his game,” Ilya retorts. “It’s Crowell’s interview…his teammates think they will be rid of him soon, I’m sure of it.”
“They’re all dumb as rocks if they think it’s smart to let Shane Hollander leave,” Svetlana snaps.
“They are that dumb,” Ilya agrees, sipping his tea, head still spinning a little. “But their loss will be our gain.”
“You’re trying to get Shane to come to Boston?” Svetlana coaxes, probably realizing Ilya hadn’t meant to say all that. His hangover is getting the better of him.
“I think he would be happy here,” Ilya predicts. “We would be good to him.”
“And he could stay in your house every night like you want him to,” Svetlana tuts.
Ilya gives her a dirty look. “This isn’t about me.”
“Don’t pretend that thought isn’t in your head, Ilyusha,” Svetlana scoffs, before continuing more gently. “He seemed happy at the game.”
Ilya smiles softly, worrying his thumbs at the warm ceramic of his mug. “Did he really?”
“He seemed to enjoy chatting with the WAGs; they were all very nice to him. Marlow’s new girl not knowing who Shane was helped too, I think .”
“She didn’t know who Shane was?” Ilya repeats, a laugh bubbling up before he can stop it.
“Nope,” Svetlana says with a grin. “Not a clue but everyone else kept being…” Svetlana trails off and lets the descriptive word hang. “About Shane’s presence so she asked eventually, but no light of recognition for Shane. Just ‘oh you’re Ilya’s boyfriend…that’s nice.’”
Ilya’s laugh echoes around the house and it makes him feel lighter with it. “I wish I had been there for that.”
“I’m sure Marlow will try to plan a double date,” Svetlana speculates. “He seemed pretty into her.”
Ilya nods and sips his tea. “I think he is. He knew big words for her and talked like she was the most interesting woman on Earth.”
“The way a man should be about the woman he likes,” Svetlana affirms seriously, making Ilya laugh again. He realizing, too late, that he was stupid to not let Svetlana come over last night, but he’d needed to hide.
They’re both quiet for a moment after that, sipping their tea in comfortable silence.
“Do you have plans today?” Svetlana asks.
He shrugs one shoulder. “Not really, I will probably watch Raiders game tonight.” Ilya says it casually like ‘watch Raiders game and be miserable’ isn’t his number one plan any time they’re in Canada without him.
“I’ll watch it with you,” Svetlana states, leaving no room for argument. “We can order food in. There is a new Puerto Rican place I want to try.”
“You’re not busy?” Ilya asks instead of putting up the fight she expects.
“I made sure to be open for you,” she says. “I also would like to know what that favour you wanted was.”
Ilya looks confused for a moment before his brain catches up. “Right, da, sorry. I feel like I talked to you about that months ago.”
“Soo…” Svetlana prods, waiting for more information.
“I want to set up trust or something for my niece. I had planned to, but I was supposed to have more time. Now, obviously, I can’t…not really. I was hoping you could help me, be the Russian bank account on the other end and the money can go through you.”
“Oh,” Svetlana breathes, looking surprised.
“You won’t have to talk to Alexei, I promise,” Ilya tells her quickly. “They can be sent a letter, by the bank or something.”
“Of course I’ll help,” Svetlana assures him. “We will figure something out.”
“I’ve got my lawyer checking to see if anything could go wrong,” Ilya reports.
“I’ll call some of my people too,” Svetlana offers. “Now, let’s make some breakfast. Do you have eggs?”
***

“Hey man, your phone is vibrating like crazy,” Hayden tells Shane when he gets out of the shower the next morning.
Shane picks it up off the long TV stand that doubles as a dresser and turns it over. He has more than twenty messages in one group chat and for a terrible second Shane thinks he’s somehow been added to another Metros chat after the team got sick of him ignoring them. It’s not Metros related, though. Boston SAPs, the chat name reads.
“Oh,” Shane exhales, not sure what he’s feeling. He can feel Hayden watching him, no doubt waiting to hear what new bomb has exploded in his life. “The, uh, the Boston WAGs added me to their group chat. Only it’s called the SAPs now. I’m not sure–”
“Somethings and Partners,” Hayden supplies. “That’s my guess.”
“That’s a half a guess,” Shane corrects.
“And half right.”
Shane ignores his smugness, turning his attention back to his phone. They renamed the chat for him. They renamed it before even adding him to it. His thumb hovers over the chat for another moment before clicking into it.
It’s a mess of unsaved numbers that Shane can’t hope to parse out into identities. He scrolls up to the first message that came through after the notification that he’d been added.
Everyone, say hi to Shane and be very welcoming. He’s our latest SAP.
Shane suspects that it’s probably from Abigail but he isn’t sure. He scrolls down, reading through a wall of hellos and welcomes and a few oh my god you’re really here-type messages.
He contemplates for a minute before typing out his own message.
Shane: Thanks for inviting me. I really appreciate you guys renaming the group for me. Can everyone just message their name so I can save everyone’s numbers?
There’s another wall of apologies for not thinking of that before everyone’s names start coming through. Shane had been right in his guess about Abigail. He moves to sit down on his hotel bed, still wrapped in a towel and starts saving everyone’s numbers as they come up. Next to each woman’s name he puts in brackets the Raider they’re partnered with to try and keep it straight for himself.
There’s a few numbers sending in names he doesn’t know, partners that weren’t at the game. He’ll have to assign them a player when he learns who they’re with.
Nicole: I can’t believe I missed the game you came to. I’m never helping my sister move again.

Shane: I’ll let everyone know when I’m planning to make it to another.

Sophia(Carmichael): WHEN! I’m living my best life. Playoffs gonna be elite this year.

Courtney(St-Simon): Shane will be busy with his own playoffs babe.

Abigail(Hammersmith): Marlow also brought a new girl but she’s still in her preliminary period. They aren’t official yet.

Jill: Are we getting close with Marlow’s new girl? I’m still stinging over Natasha.

Courtney(St-Simon): We all are but Rachel was funny as hell.

Shane: She didn’t know who I was until after the game was over, which was funny.

Jill: WHAT!

Nicole: Okay, I missed way too much. My sister owes me damages. 
Shane huffs out a quiet laugh.
“Having fun?” Hayden asks from the other hotel bed.
Shane glances up, meeting Hayden’s eye and realizes he’d been watching him. He feels his face flushing. “The WAGs–or uh, the SAPs are all very nice. They’re funny.”
“When Jackie finds out you’re in the Boston SAP chat she’s going to want to cry with jealousy.”
“She wants to be in Boston’s chat?” Shane asks, furrowing his brow in confusion.
“No, you idiot. She’s jealous you can’t be in the Metros’ WAG chat obviously,” Hayden explains with a laugh.
“Oh,” Shane mumbles. “I don’t think they’d want me there.”
Hayden’s face changes into something sadder and Shane immediately drops his gaze to avoid it.
“They aren’t all–” Hayden starts.
“You should shower,” Shane interrupts. “J.J. wants us to meet him for breakfast.”
“Yeah, of course,” Hayden nods. On the way by, Hayden squeezes Shane’s shoulder and gets a small smile out of Shane for it. He hears the shower kick on and Shane returns to reading through the group chat, scrolling up to see the messages that came before he was added. He knows it’s nosey but he can’t help it.
Abigail(Hammersmith): You guys ROSE LANDRY has liked Marley’s post.

Courtney(St-Simon): Like THE Rose Landry.

Abigail(Hammersmith): No, my best friend from high school who happens to have that name.

Abigail(Hammersmith): Yes, THE Rose Landry.

Nicole: Is she dating Marley?

Sophia(Carmicheal): You guys need to be better at celebrity gossip. She’s friends with Shane Hollander. For like a hot minute there the press was trying to run with the idea that they were together.

Jill: Oh my gosh, do you think she’d ever come to a game?

Nicole: That would require Shane Hollander to come to a game so I wouldn’t count on it.

Abigail(Hammersmith): I suppose she could come to a game they’re playing against each other in and then she could sit in Roz’s seats.

Courtney(St-Simon): Catch me never missing a game again. I’m showering, can’t miss today now what if she’s there.
Shane laughs again and scrolls a little ways down to read more.
Nicole: You’re lying.

Courtney(St-Simon): Why would we lie!!?? He’s here, RN!

Nicole: Pics or it didn’t happen.

Sophia(Carmichael): Girl, turn the damn game on. You think they won’t show Shane Hollander on the TV.

Nicole: I can’t! I’m moving boxes and the TV is already unplugged. I’m in the final circle of Dante’s hell.
Shane scrolls a bit more, letting his eyes dance over the words without fully reading.
Jill: I’m screaming at my TV right now. I’m never being too lazy to go to a game again.

Sophia(Carmichael): Absolutely disgusting that Shane showed up just to rub in our faces that he and Roz are the cutest couple.

Courtney(St-Simon): I didn’t even know Rozanov could smile like that.

Nicole: WHAT AM I MISSING!

Jill: Shane threw his hat to Ilya for getting a hat trick and he’s wearing it on the ice now.

Nicole: No one speak to me. I’m going to disown my sister for making me miss this. The fact that I’m not even watching it on TV.

Sophia(Carmichael): I’m here with him.

Nicole: Your greed sickens me.

Courtney(St-Simon): You’re actually so not allowed to be mad because last year during the last game of the cup you told us all you hated Shane Hollander.

Nicole: Yeah I hated him PERFORMATIVELY as the Captain of the fuckass Metros before I knew he and Roz were in love. Now that he’s Roz’s boyfriend, I love him too so fuck you guys.
Shane closes out the chat and then his phone. They’re all really nice, or they seem to be anyway. None of them are saying anything shitty about him exactly. He can accept a performative hatred. God knows he and Ilya did it for years. But Shane is starting to feel weird. There’s a gross feeling beginning to form in his stomach that he doesn’t fully comprehend yet but he can’t stop his brain from fixating on something.
Used to be Captain of the Metros, now you’re Ilya’s boyfriend.
Hayden exits the bathroom and Shane shakes the thought away. He stands up and acts like he feels normal, forcing himself to get dressed for breakfast.
***

Ilya’s flight lands in Denver just after four in the afternoon. He dumps off his gear and suitcase at the hotel before leaving to meet Marley at a bar. Marley has been blowing up Ilya’s phone since last night that he wants to meet him. He’s glad his assistant captain misses him this much but he’s worn out from being miserable for the last five days and would rather just go to bed.
He arrives at the bar and is surprised to see Marlow sitting alone at a table in the back.
“Where are the others?” Ilya asks, taking the seat across from him.
“They’re not here. Sit in this spot,” Marley instructs, patting the seat closer to him.
“We are going to hold hands?” Ilya jokes with a quirked eyebrow.
Marley flushes. “Shut up, let’s just get a beer, and a shot.” Marley gives the waitress a little wave to get her to come by faster.
“What is this about?” Ilya asks once their drinks have been delivered. Marlow has the frantic energy of someone who’s about to tell him he got a girl pregnant. Oh shit.
“Your surgeon is pregnant,” Ilya guesses.
“What? No!” Marlow snaps.
“Okay, so why are you being weird?”
Marley leans close to Ilya and drops his voice low. “I…uhm, well, okay, so…here’s the thing. I just…I was-”
“Holy fuck, Marley, before I reach Hunter’s age, please,” Ilya barks.
“I kissed Connors,” Marley blurts.
Ilya is quiet for a second and then starts laughing. He's laughing so hard he can feel tears coming to his eyes.
“Shut the fuck up,” Marley hisses. “Stop laughing right now.”
“I’m sorry…I just…one moment…” Ilya gasps between fits of laughter. He’s wiping at the tears before they can escape. “Getting outed has involved a lot more people coming out to me than I was expecting.”
“I’m not fucking coming out to you,” Marley says, furiously.
“Oh sorry,” Ilya corrects with a huge smile. “Was friendship kiss, then? You gonna friendship suck each other's dicks next?”
“Oh my god,” Marley lets his head fall into his hands. “I fucking regret telling you this but I needed to tell someone.”
Ilya stops laughing and forces himself to regain composure. “I am sorry. I am being bad…queer mentor. I will be serious now. You’re torn between Rachel and Connors?” Ilya is fighting for his life to keep the smile off his face as he asks, but, against all odds, he manages to stay serious.
“No! I’m not torn,” Marley argues. “Can I just tell the fucking story?”
“Please do.”
“Well…things with me and Rachel are getting, like, maybe serious, I think, I hope,” Marley starts.
“So you start kissing your teammates about it,” Ilya nods sagely. Marley gives him a nasty look.
“Connors and I were sharing a room during the road trip and I just kept thinking about you and St-Simon giving us such a hard time about the spoon thing–”
“And you thought you wanted to give Connors an even harder time about it?”
“Shut the fuck up,” Marley orders. His fist clenching in barely contained rage but Ilya can barely keep the smile off his face. “But like…maybe? I don’t know, okay? I thought maybe you guys were right and it was weird we liked to cuddle and maybe I am…into him.”
Ilya pursues his lips as hard as he can and takes a steadying breath, trying to fight down every instinct that has him wanting to make a joke right now.
“So, uh,” Ilya starts and clears his throat. “How was the kiss?”
“Uhm…bad Or, like, not bad, Connors isn’t a bad kisser, I just wasn’t into it.”
Ilya laughs before realizing something and pausing. “And Connors, was he…into it?”
“I don’t think so, we both felt kinda…awkward after,” Marley explains. “We slept in separate beds.”
“Like normal teammates sharing a room,” Ilya acknowledges with a nod, trying and failing to fight the smile off his face.
Marley gives him another nasty look but doesn't acknowledge it.
“Question,” Ilya starts and Marley maintains his steady glare, waiting for the joke. “When you’re being spoons, is your dick ever…interested?”
“Uhm…no,” Marley admits, looking down at his beer.
“Okay, well probably that is enough information by itself, then. I don’t think you needed to slip him the tongue.”
“I didn’t slip him the tongue,” Marley almost shouts before lowering his head. “It was a very chaste kiss.”
“Hmmm, now I am thinking maybe you need to try again,” Ilya suggests, doing nothing to keep the grin off his face. “How can you be sure there is no spark if kiss is chaste and boring.”
“There won’t be any more kisses. I really like Rachel. I want to ask her to be exclusive.”
“Now that you’re done with your experimental phase, you’re ready to settle down,” Ilya muses, sipping his beer while giving Marley a pointed look.
“Fuck off,” Marley snaps and takes his shot without ceremony. “I regret telling you, I should have just kept it to myself forever.”
“Please don’t,” Ilya begs. “As captain, I need to know if you kiss anyone else on our team.”
“Can we get another round of shots?” Marley leans out to ask the server as she walks by.
“You cannot ply me with alcohol to get any kisses, Marley. I am a happily taken man.”
“I regret every choice I’ve ever made across my entire life that brought me to this moment,” Marlow groans, rubbing his face.
***

The rest of the road trip slips by, more or less, how Shane expected. A shitty comment here, a nasty joke there and before long he’s unlocking his front door and collapsing onto the couch. He needs to call Ilya but he’s too exhausted to even lift his arms.
This string of road games has left him bruised and aching and with more losses than wins to show for it. He can’t go on like this or he’ll get injured before Christmas and he knows Ilya will hound him about that same fact if they talk. Ilya’s on the road again and back to staying in hotels anyway. Shane texts him saying he’s exhausted and is going to get some rest before moving his protesting body to his bed and falling asleep there.
The next morning Rose is banging down Shane’s door with a coffee in each hand at what feels like the crack of dawn. When Shane told her there was no practice today so the team could recover from the road games she nearly deafened him with her excitement over the phone. By some perfect happenstance, she had the day off filming.
“I want to know everything,” Rose declares, pushing past Shane into his home without waiting for an invitation.
“Everything about what exactly?” Shane asks, following her to the couch. He wants to be annoyed but he can feel a smile already forming on his face.
“All of it!”
“You want to know everything about all of it?” Shane repeats with a laugh. “We’re going to be here for a while.”
“We can order in for lunch,” Rose informs him. She places both their drinks down, sits on the couch and turns to Shane. There is an awkward beat of silence as Shane joins her on the couch and they both just stare at each other.
“Well?” She prompts.
“It was fun,” Shane shrugs. He doesn’t know where to start or what else to say.
“Good lord, you’re bad at this,” Rose groans in exasperation. “How was the thing with his team? I saw the photos. I went to his teammate's Instagram and looked through all of them, actually.”
“Creep,” Shane jokes, but Rose just gives him a hard look in return. Shane decides against mentioning  that the Boston SAP chat exploded when they saw she liked the post. “It was fun. They invited me to their team bonding. Everyone was really nice but I, sort of, knew they would be. We did, like, a toy gun shooting contest–”
“That you guys lost,” Rose interrupts to remind him.
“Alright, let’s not focus on that,” Shane grumbles. “Everyone was nice. It was good.”
Rose nods and smiles. “Some people are saying online that Rozanov was making good on his promise that you’d have so much fun in Boston,” she reports, opening her phone to read off tweets.
“Oh god,” Shane groans, dropping his head back onto the couch. “I’ll never escape our sex tape.”
“Uhm, no, probably not,” Rose acknowledges. “At least not the PG-13 parts that people can still share without getting taken down by censors.”
Shane doesn’t reply. He’s still staring at the ceiling, struggling at the rapid feeling of unhappiness that’s rising at the reminder of his sex tape.
“You went to his game,” Rose prompts, refusing to let him stew.
“I did,” Shane agrees, pulling his head up again.
Rose just stares at him, making Shane laugh.
“That was good too,” he continues. “The WAGs were all very welcoming. They added me to the group chat, which was really nice of them.”
“You’re a WAG now?” Rose asks with a laugh.
“Technically they renamed it to the SAPs, which was nice of them,” Shane smiles.
“Ah, spouses and partners,” Rose muses. “That’s cute.”
“Fucking spouses!” Shane declares. “I need to text Hayden.”
“You’re morons,” Rose laughs.
“I have one of the highest hockey IQs or something like that,” Shane defends.
“Yeah, and hockey is about all that’s in there. It’s just hockey and Ilya Rozanov, and you met Rozanov via hockey.”
“Alright…that may be somewhat true,” Shane acquiesces with a laugh.
“I saw the clips of you giving Ilya your hat,” Rose reveals. “You really broke the internet with that one.”
Shane flushes. “What were people saying?”
Rose knows him well enough already to know what he wants: The highlights of all the nice stuff and none of the blatant bigotry.
“Well,” Rose grins, opening her phone. “As always, your title as First Boyfriends of Hockey is doing the rounds, only now with the new photos from you at the game and the one of you and Ilya grinning like idiots at each other from Cliff Marlow’s post.”
Shane smiles.
Rose turns her phone towards him to show a post she had taken a screenshot of. “There’s, like, ten you can swipe,” she tells him.
The first is the same photo everyone’s been sharing of them grinning across the glass at each other, the caption reads I don’t know who I’m more jealous of. And underneath is another comment Shane can read. The bed. I need to be under both of them!!
Shane laughs and feels his face get hot. “Jesus Christ,” he says.
He flicks through to keep reading. It’s stupid to get joy from reading these little microcosms of nice things on the internet but they do help.
The next couple are just tweets with no photos.
Oh. I’m Shane Hollander. I’m the captain of the Metros. I just won two Stanley Cups and I’m an Olympic gold medalist and I’m dating Ilya Rozanov. The hottest man in hockey and I’m the other hottest man in hockey. Sure, whatever!
The next post is the same format but the opposite.
Oh. I’m Ilya Rozanov. I’m the captain of the Boston Raiders. I was the first pick of my draft and immediately got my team to the playoffs. I’m a Stanley cup winner and my boyfriend is a literal underwear model. whatever, Bro, fuck.
Shane laughs but feels annoyed also. “I’m not a model.”
“Sweetie, you’ve literally done modeling for ads I’ve seen on billboards. I don’t know what else to tell you.”
“That was just sponsorship stuff,” Shane counters.
“Yeah, to be an underwear model,” Rose corrects.
Shane wants to keep arguing, but he fears he’s lost this one.
The next post is pictures taken of Ilya and Shane leaving the game together with Ilya wearing Shane’s hat. He wants to save that picture too, Ilya looks insanely hot.
I’m gnawing at the bars of my cage. The post reads and Shane can read a comment written underneath.
You know they went at it crazy style after this. He’s wearing the fucking hat!
Shane feels his face getting red. Partly because he doesn’t like knowing people talk about them having sex and partly because they’re absolutely right.
“Hang on…” Shane mumbles and moves his fingers on the screen to zoom in. “Is that Ilya’s official fucking Twitter liking this tweet? I might actually murder him.”
“Which one?” Rose demands.
Shane turns the phone for her to see.
Rose reads it and bursts out laughing. “Oh my god,” Rose gasps. “I need to meet this man who went on Twitter to like posts confirming you did in fact go at it crazy style.”
“That confirms nothing,” Shane protests.
“I’m confident the internet disagrees,” Rose declares. "And based on how red you're getting, I disagree too."
“Fuck,” Shane groans.
“Just look at the posts,” Rose orders. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
“I am reacting appropriately to the situation,” Shane argues.
“Incorrect,” Rose states flatly. “Now keep looking, I want my phone back.”
“Maybe I changed my mind,” Shane sighs, placing the phone face down.
“Please, you love reading other people be rabid with jealousy over how hot your boyfriend is,” Rose reminds him.
Shane laughs. “Maybe it’s like…a little fun.”
Rose leaves a few hours later and Shane forces himself to go through his normal routine of working out. He’s just starting his post-workout smoothie, sweat still sticky on his skin when his phone starts to buzz across the counter. He looks down to see Farah’s name on the Caller ID. Shane lets out a long slow breath.
This is it, he thinks. Why else would she call? It’s really happening. We have a game tomorrow. No, we don’t, they do. My god, will I ever set foot in the locker room again? 
He inhales again and presses to answer before the call goes to voicemail but he pauses to let it out before pressing the phone to his ear.
“Shane?” Farah is saying when he gets it close enough.
“Hi, I’m here,” he says, voice cracking when he hadn’t expected it to.
“You saw it?” Farah asks, guessing from his tone no doubt.
“N-no, or wait, what’s going on?”
“Toronto made an announcement that they’ve made a rule against players engaging in intimate relationships with players from other teams.”
“That was Toronto,” Shane says sluggishly, head is still swimming with whiplash.
“Yes, Toronto,” Farah confirms.
“Okay…but nothing from Montreal?”
“Not right now,” Farah answers.
Shane feels his legs sag and he has to lean against the counter behind him. “Wh–why?” Shane falters and he isn’t even sure what he’s asking. Why are they keeping me? Why can’t they just get it over with? Why am I not strong enough to get away myself?
“Tough to say why Montreal hasn’t moved yet. Could be that Yuna is right about the discrimination lawsuit angle,” Farah muses. “I think it’s likely they know your contract is too protective and if they try to force you to trade you’d end up at a better team than they want to give you to since you have approval.”
“Assuming any team wants me,” Shane says with a laugh but it’s sad and broken.
“They want you,” Farah says firmly. Shane isn’t sure if she’s just assuming or if she’s spoken to teams but he chooses not to ask.
“If I pretend for a minute that I’m the Metros,” Farah starts. “And I’m a horrible corporation that’s actively mistreating their star player–” Shane's laugh is genuine this time. “–I’d want to milk said star player for everything I could, get as close to the playoffs as possible, and then send them off right before the trade deadline.”
Shane is quiet. It’s cold and it feels awful to hear and it’s almost certainly right.
“Can I ask you a question, Shane?” Farah’s voice is soft.
“Of course,” he says, trying to sound formal.
“Do you want to help take this team to the playoffs? Is Montreal where you want to be?”
Shane scrubs furiously through his hair and over his face. Why do people keep asking him what he wants? What he wants doesn’t matter, what he wants can’t be reached for. It will only slip through his fingers like water. The Metros will never magically become what they were a year ago again no matter how much he wants. It’s a useless fucking feeling. And opening himself up to being traded scares him more than it should. What he wants means nothing, so why can’t the Metros just get it over with for him? Pull the trigger, swing the blade, sign the papers and let it be done with.
“Let me know if you hear anything from the Metros,” Shane says, slamming his media persona into place. “I’ll get you that list of potential trade options, for if we need it.”
Farah doesn’t speak for a moment and Shane worries he’s been too rude. “Okay, Shane,” she finally concedes. “We’ll talk soon.”
Shane hangs up and lets his head thunk down hard onto the counter. Harder than he should for someone who’s already in a concussion risk field but the blinding jolt of it feels good. He resists the urge to do it again and just stays there for a long time, face pressed to the cold marble, begging for something in his life to give.
Nothing does, and Shane has to straighten up, finish making his smoothie, and shower the sticky feeling off his skin before it becomes overstimulating. He has a game tomorrow. He still has a game tomorrow.
Shane isn’t surprised when the entire team has heard the news coming out of Toronto. When he walks into the locker room for their game the next day, the conversational buzz dies in a way that makes it clear what and who was being discussed.
Shane tries not to think about that and focuses on getting out onto the ice for warm ups. By some miracle, no one says anything as they get ready. Comeau can’t seem to wait any longer though—he finds time during stretches.
“Clock’s ticking, Hollywood,” Comeau taunts him, skating closer. “It’s a good thing he’s already got you sitting with the WAGs since it won’t be long till that’s the only way you’ll be at a hockey game.”
Shane can’t find the energy to form a reply. His head has felt dazed since getting off the call with Farah. He just lets Comeau skate away and tries not to think about how much time is left.
Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend, sitting with the WAGs. Shane thinks. No, the SAPs. The renamed it for me. Because I'm one of them now.
***

The day after the Toronto announcement, the Admirals don't have a game and half the team ends up The Kingfisher watching the Metros on a far bigger and newer TV than had been behind the bar an hour before.
Bennett had dragged in a sizable television, inviting himself behind the bar to hook it up.
“I like being able to actually see what’s happening on the ice,” Bennett chides while hanging the mount.
“Just admit your vision is going,” Vaughn laughs. “That TV wasn’t even that small.”
“We should get him special glasses to wear on the ice,” Huff advised.
“These kids are bullying me,” Bennett mutters loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Don’t let them bother you,” Kyle assures him with a grin from where he’s been hovering closer than was strictly necessary under the guise of ‘minding’ a ladder that’s actually a two-step stool. “You’re welcome to come here and play handyman anytime you want, gorgeous. Maybe you could wear one of those little gun holsters that’s for a hammer.”
“A tool belt?” Bennett laughs. “I’ll get one.”
“You’ll get one just for me? That’s sure sweet,” Kyle chuckles and he’s pulled away to pour a drink.
“You’re such a sweet guy, Bennett,” Scott laughs.
“Shut up,” Bennett snaps, but Scott can see a flush creeping up his neck. “The kid’s right, it's a good thing to own.”
In the end, they all enjoy Bennett’s handyman work. The larger TV makes it easier to see the game from farther away.
“Have you spoken to Hollander lately, Scott?” Vaughn asks as they watch the first period.
“Not really,” Scott admits. “He’s a real shut trap most of the time. I mean, you heard Rozanov when he was here. The guy doesn’t tell his own boyfriend how things are going.”
“Yeah, but also you heard Rozanov when he was here and I think it sounds like Hollander spends his time getting called some pretty heinous shit,” Vaughn recalls.
“And now his team is back to not protecting him on the ice,” Huff points out as they all watch Hollander get rocked into the boards after once again being left undefended.
“They want him gone,” Scott sighs, as if they didn’t all already know that.
“Where would he go?” Bennett asks them, clearly looking for guesses.
Scott shrugs. “They’ll want to send him somewhere like Ottawa or Buffalo.”
“They’ll literally kill him in Buffalo,” Huff points out. “No one’s forgotten about him and Rozanov laughing at the whole team in their video.”
“Trust me, I saw the comments on our own Instagram last week after we played them,” Scott snorts.
“‘A goal against fucking Buffalo is meaningless,’” they all say in broken unison with very bad Russian accents.
“Ottawa would take him though,” Scott continues. “In a fucking heartbeat.”
“Most teams would!” Vaughn shouts, throwing his arms around in anger. “Any with a fucking brain in their head. We should!”
He seems to say it thoughtlessly, but after the idea leaves Vaughn’s mouth they all sit with it for a moment.
“We should,” he repeats, tone changing.
“You think he’s going to be second line center?” Scott grunts. “Absolutely not.”
“You could be,” Bennett suggests with a taunting smirk.
“How dare you,” Scott scowls, anger both playful and a bit real. The threat of Shane Hollander coming to take his spot on the Admirals before he’s ready to retire hitting too close to home for a joke. “My points per game has gone through the roof this season. You guys don’t deserve me, maybe.”
“Yeah, being gay has really made you a machine,” Breezy agrees.
“I've been gay the whole time,” Scott argues.
“Hmmm, must be something else then,” Breezy jokes with a smile. “Becoming Rozanov’s best friend perhaps.”
“I don’t want to hang out with you guys any more,” Scott grumbles.
They pause for a moment to watch Hollander eat a hit that borders on dirty and the refs don’t call it.
“He could probably be convinced to play the second line,” Vaughn ventures to the group.
“Are you talking about Hollander or Hunter?” Bennett asks.
“Whoever caves first,” Vaughn chuckles.
Scott glances at his phone when the screen lights up. A text from the Russian Migraine sits in his notifications. Scott must be staring at too much because the team starts to notice.
“Who’s texting you?” Vaughn asks, nodding towards Scott’s screen that has now gone dark.
“Rozanov,” Scott reveals.
“He can sense we’re talking about his boy,” Bennett laughs.
Scott knows he’s joking but part of him thinks it feels true. He unlocks his phone and clicks on the text. “He, uh…he wants to go on a double date,” Scott reads, trying to process it as he reads it.
“He wants to do what!” Kip yelps from where he is lounging against the bar chatting to Kyle. He closes the space between them in the rush, leaning into Scott’s shoulder to see the screen.
“Type yes, type yes,” Kip orders, waving in the direction of the screen.
“A double date with Rozanov and Hollander,” Huff muses. “That’ll be interesting.”
“What would they even want to do?” Scott asks the room.
He can’t pretend the thought hadn’t crossed his mind though. Not because he’s desperate for more time with Ilya Rozanov of all people. But going out with another gay couple, going on a double date in the world without fear, or at least without the fear of getting caught—that sounds amazing. Kip isn’t leaving any room for discussion. He’s already reached over Scott’s arm to start typing an acceptance to the idea. Rozanov’s reply is almost instantaneous.
Russian Migraine: Kip! We will make a plan! I will try to make sure it’s early enough that Hunter doesn’t have to stay up past his bedtime.

Grandpa: Fuck off Rozanov.

Russian Migraine: I was speaking to Kip.

Grandpa: You’re texting my phone!!
The text is read but not replied to and a moment later Kip’s phone lights up with a ping where he left it on the bar.
“Is he fucking serious?” Scott groans.
“We’ll plan something nice,” Kip promises, kissing Scott on the cheek before walking away to grab his phone.
“First double date?” Breezy prods.
“And it’s with Hollander and Rozanov,” Scott adds. “Sounds more like a fucked up dream I’d have back when I was still in the closet than an actual thing we’re going to do.”
“Can we pretend to be a couple so we can go because I really want to be there too?” Vaughn asks, looking at Bennett.
“I’ll fake date you for access to the Rozanov-Hollander story,” Bennett agrees.
“No,” Scott commands. “I’m not going from the closet to you guys trying to benefit from pretending to be gay in, like, two months. It'll give me a heart attack.”
“You can’t have a heart attack,” Kip orders. “Ilya would never let you hear the end of it.”
Scott groans again in a performatively loud way. “And yet we’re still going on a double date with him.”
“I’ll put it on the calendar!”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Well I hope you enjoyed it! As always thank you for all comments and kudos. I know I'm bad at replying but that's because I'm horribly awkward not because they aren't appreciated.

- We all know Ilya loves to dream sad shit about his mom so I hope I did a good job that as a concept and you were all properly devasted.

- So it's actually Instagram that after added to a group will let you scroll back through messages that existed before you were added but whatever I'm stealing that feature for myself.

- I think that's everything! New chapter next Monday I love you all.


  


      

  












      Chapter 23: New York I Love You...
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane and Ilya's schedules line up to meet in New York and Ilya has planned something special for it.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello again and welcome back! Thank you for returning!
I've said it before I'll say it 100x more this chapter became LONG! I have yapper disease and originally what was meant to be one long chapter is now two parts because it had gotten out of control. So please enjoy part one. I hope it doesn't feel like a cop out or half a chapter, I really considered not dividing but also for posting schedule reasons it was best for me also to be able to have this in two parts. I hope it's still a good chapter for everyone. It does have some of my favourite comedy in it.
I’d also like to do a special shout out and thank you to my beta reader, H20CB, who puts up with all these long chapters. I hope you can forgive me.
One thing before we start. I truly have no idea if the passage of time has been clear. So I just felt the need to clarify that chapters 2-9 are all the one night and then 11-17 are over roughly the week following that first night and then there's a time jump to roughly mid November for chapters 18-22 and now we are in the first week of December! If that has been unclear please LMK in the comments and I'll get better at marking dates or months.
I'll save everything else for the end. Thank you for reading.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “Rose, I just don’t really care about clothes,” Shane protests as Rose drags him towards some shop she said would be perfect.
The first week of December brought a fresh dump of snow crunching under their feet and -10°C temperatures. Rose called it ‘perfect walking weather’ when she made the car stop a block up to get ‘Christmas coffees.’
“Oh wow! You don’t care about clothes,” Rose repeats, voice dripping with played up sarcasm. “No one who’s ever spent more than thirty seconds in a room with you had any idea.”
“Okay, little mean maybe,” Shane grumbles, taking a sip from his green tea. “I don’t dress bad.”
Shane and Rose have spent a surprising amount of time together in the last three weeks. It's been  Shane’s first time, other than Jackie, becoming close with a woman where he didn’t have to worry about there being expectations of more than friendship and it’s been shockingly freeing. She’s proven to be extremely understanding about Shane not wanting to be out in the world very often and more than willing to spend time at Shane’s house.
Today, however, Rose was not content with staying in. She used her power as a superhero movie celebrity to book out a boutique clothing store to take Shane shopping. He hated the idea of shopping, but he did love that Rose booked out the space for him to do it without other people seeing. Shane can’t remember the last time he bothered to buy clothes that weren’t directly connected to hockey in some way.
“You need something to wear when you’re out on your hot date in New York City,” Rose grins, giving him a playful wink as she sips from a coffee that is more akin to a hot Christmas milkshake.
“What does being in New York City matter?” Shane asks petulantly. He receives a look from Rose that makes it clear she thinks it matters very much.
“I wish we could do our shopping there, but alas, schedules being what they are, we must make sacrifices,” Rose sighs, Her security opens the storefront door and Rose pushes Shane firmly on the center of his back to force him inside.
“Well, thank you for your sacrifice,” Shane jokes, turning his head to talk over his shoulder at her as he’s guided through the threshold.
The boutique is…nice. Shane has never been in a fancy clothing store like this before. The closest he’d come to buying anything nice was suits for hockey and he’d done that as infrequently as he could.
Shane doesn’t immediately hate the place like he’d expected to. The music isn’t way too loud like it is in some stores and he isn’t immediately assaulted by the overwhelming smell of perfume or candles.
There are huge windows but they’re all covered by curtains that let the light in while making seeing inside impossible. It’s a remarkably private feeling space, even before the added luxury of no one else being there.
“Oh,” Shane says, quietly looking around the open layout of clean, neutral walls and sparsely distributed clothes.
“I’d like to think I’ve got a fairly decent grasp on what you do and don’t like at this point,” Rose reveals with a self-satisfied smile.
“Ms. Landry, Mr. Hollander!” A voice calls across the store. A tall, thin man who looks to be in his forties is crossing the room to greet them. “We are delighted to have you both with us today. Please come in.”
“Uh, hi, thank you,” Shane replies, feeling stupid already. It hadn’t occurred to him there would be people here helping him shop, which is insane he realizes now. They wouldn’t have just left them alone in the store.
Shane thinks for a moment that he is going to reach out for a handshake but he stops short and gestures for them to come deeper into the store instead. He and Rose both politely follow the boisterous man towards the heart of the boutique. Rose’s security remains beside the door.
The shop worker stops next to a woman with a black bob cut so sharp it looks like it was done five minutes ago. “I am Ronaldo. This is Cynthia. We will be at your service today to help you find what you need.”
“He is in need of some clothes,” Rose tells the man, laying a hand on Shane’s upper arm. “Specifically something nice to wear on a date night out in New York with his boyfriend and their friends.”
“Okay,” Shane protests, blushing furiously. “I don’t think he cares about all the details.”
“Au contraire, mon chèr,” Ronaldo practically purrs. “Details are very helpful in knowing exactly what you’re looking for.”
“I don’t know what I’m looking for,” Shane admits, feeling somehow even stupider.
“Well, that’s why we’re here,” Cynthia contributes with a polite smile. “Finding what you’re looking for, even if you don’t know, is what we specialize in.”
“They do this professionally,” Rose reminds him quietly as they’re led to sit on a plush couch.
“I see you’ve stopped for coffee but can I get either of you anything else to drink while we get started?”
Rose asks for a cucumber water and then turns to Shane expectantly. “Oh, uh,” Shane stammers. There’s no way this place has ginger ale and he’s scared of being inconvenient by asking for it. “The same.”
“I’ll be right back with both of those,” Cynthia says and then disappears farther into the store, her heels clicking loudly on the polished-marble floor as she speed walks away.
“So,” Ronaldo starts with a clap of his hands. “While we wait for her return, we will begin. What sort of clothes do you like to wear? Let’s start there.”
“Uhm, I mostly wear, like, athletic stuff. This is my, sort of, main leaving the house outfit,” Shane explains, gesturing to his black jeans, white t-shirt and the camel-coloured leather jacket he always wears. “I was probably just going to wear this when we go out in New York but Rose disagrees.”
“I just think it would be nice to dress up more,” Rose prods. “Or at least different.”
Shane shrugs, but he also knows she’s right. He’s not twenty-one anymore, he should stop dressing like he’s always heading to the gym. A fact that’s compounded by the way he’s receiving even more attention than he used to. He’s already wearing this exact outfit in the pictures from Ilya’s game, people will start making cartoon character jokes if he’s photographed wearing it in New York.
Cynthia returns then with two tall, thin glasses of water stuffed with a few slices of cucumber, passing one to Rose and Shane in turn. Shane politely sips at it before setting it down on the table, knowing he probably won’t drink from it again.
“Do you like wearing suits?” The shop worker asks, now joined by Cynthia. Having them both look at him is starting to make Shane feel weird.
“No, no not really,” Shane answers. “I have to wear suits all the time for games and, like, any league events, so you know…”
“Ah, of course, we wouldn’t want you showing up dressed in a way that makes Mr. Rozanov feel like his boyfriend is working,” Ronaldo laughs.
Mr. Rozanov’s boyfriend, Shane thinks and he can feel himself tense up.
“Yes, that wouldn’t be romantic,” Rose replies for him, clearly sensing Shane’s sudden change.
“Alright, well Cynthia and I will find some things for you to take a look at and you can decide if you like any of the options and want to try things on,” Ronaldo explains.
“Okay,” Shane nods.
He rattles off his sizes for the duo, and he and Rose are left more or less alone while the attendants circle the store putting items on an empty rack that travels with them.
“You’re fine,” Rose assures him. “This will be good.”
Shane drinks the last of his tea and places down the empty paper cup. “I’m sure it will be. I just hate trying on clothes.”
“Me too,” Rose agrees. “It makes my hair super static-y. But if you don’t try things on, we won’t know which jeans make your butt look best for Ilya.”
Shane feels his face flush. Although, looking hot for Ilya does sound nice.
“What are you guys doing?” Rose asks, moving the subject along.
“I’m still not really sure,” Shane reveals, feeling extremely annoyed. “He just keeps saying we’re going out and that we’ll see Kip and Hunter at some point. He’s being cagey about it.”
“He’s planning a date! It’s sweet that it’s a surprise,” Rose opines.
“I don’t like not knowing what we’re doing,” Shane grumbles.
“It’s romantic,” she emphasizes.
Shane’s quiet for a beat, he picks up the glass of weird water to fiddle with as he ponders that. “It’s just weird…we’ve never, like, been on a date before.”
“What?”
“Yeah, I mean, we didn’t go on dates when we were like-” Shane waves his hands trying to avoid saying the thing.
“Still a secret,” Rose supplies diplomatically.
“Yeah, that,” he agrees. “And then we haven’t really gone out anywhere as a couple. We went for drinks with friends, but that was mostly just hockey shit. I wouldn’t say it was a date the way this is. Even if Hunter and Kip are there, it’s sort of like that’s still a date because they’re also a couple if that makes sense.”
“Of course that makes sense, double dates are a thing!” Rose looks giddy. “Oh my god, your first date with your situationship turned boyfriend of six years! This is fantastic! I’m so glad I dragged you out shopping.”
Shane laughs; it’s amazing how much lighter Rose can make things feel. “When you put it that way it makes us sound ridiculous.”
“Not ridiculous,” Rose states. “Just a little messy.”
“A little,” Shane snorts. “There is another, like, weird element to this. I’m nervous about just us being out in public together. Alone. We haven’t spent much time out in public together.”
“Like just the two of you?”
“Like, at all. We’ve spent time together since…everything. But we don’t really go out in public. Outside of going out for drinks with the teams but the added layer of friends, kind of, takes the stress off. Makes us less…noticeable.”
“You also went to his game,” Rose points out.
“I did,” Shane acknowledges. “But we weren’t together for that. He was playing and I was sitting with the SAPs.”
“You are a SAP,” Rose corrects.
“It’s just weird,” Shane pushes on. “I also…I mean, you know how I am these days. I don’t like going out in public on a normal day and now I’m going to spend the whole day out with Ilya. We’ll probably eat at a restaurant. I don’t know, it’s stupid, I’m just still weird about being in public. I still haven’t gotten a fucking haircut.”
“Oh, is that what’s happening here?” Rose muses, running her thin fingers through the ends of his overgrown strands. “I thought you were changing up your look now that you’re out.”
“I mean, if I am, it's not on purpose.”
“It’s not stupid,” Rose reiterates, letting her hand fall down to his and giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I’d probably feel the same way, honestly. If everyone watched a video like that of me. You’re allowed to feel how you feel.”
“Thanks,” Shane smiles softly.
Their conversation is interrupted by the return of Cynthia and Ronaldo pushing and pulling a rack filled with clothes.
“So,” Ronaldo starts, demanding their attention as politely as possible. “How do you feel about linen?”
“Uhm, I feel good about it,” Shane says cautiously, and they’re off to the races.
***

“We could really use you on this one, Roz,” Marlow sighs, shoving the contents of his suitcase back in with reckless abandon.
“No one wants to be there more than me, Marley,” Ilya groans. “Hopefully soon. That last meeting was good. They’re hopeful things will progress quickly after the new year.”
“I hope that’s true man,” Marley sighs. “But, you know what? This time, I don’t fully believe that you want to come.”
“Why? Because I have big plans with my very pretty boyfriend?”
“Yes, because of that,” Marley deadpans with a smirk on his face.
“Well, that certainly makes missing out on this road trip easier,” Ilya admits. “But I would still go, if I could. Especially after what happened last night with the fucking Admirals.”
“I know you would, Roz,” Marley tells him seriously. “I’m just giving you a hard time. I don’t like that Hunter’s trying to become your new best friend.”
“He is not,” Ilya protests. “He puts up with me because of Shane and because Kip likes me.”
“Nah,” Marley chuckles. “He’s just pretending to find you annoying, I can tell. You two will be having sleepovers and braiding each other’s hair before long.”
“Don’t worry Marley, only you are allowed to give me friendship kisses,” Ilya banters.
Marley huffs in anger. “Nevermind, he can have you,” he grumbles. "Every time I think it's passed you bring it up again."
“He doesn’t like me, Marley, don’t worry,” Ilya promises. Although he thinks Marley might be right. An embarrassing little part of him wants Marley to be right. Hunter is more fun when he’s being himself and isn’t guarding against the fear of being outed or hate-crimed. Kip makes him more fun too. The youth have that effect on senior citizens.
“When’s Hollzy get here?” Marley asks, reaching for a new topic.
“Their flight is supposed to land in a little less than an hour,” Ilya says, checking the time on his phone. “We have the whole day and night free, they play the Admirals tomorrow.”
“You gonna go to the game?” Marlow asks him.
“I’m considering it,” Ilya shrugs, playing for non-chalance when the text exchange he’d had with Kip is still burning a hole in his pocket.
“Well, I hope you kids have fun,” Marley declares, slightly sarcastically, putting all his bulk down on his suitcase to zip it shut. “I’m jealous, I’d rather be here then in fucking Manitoba.”
“The people that live in Manitoba feel the same,” Ilya quips, watching Marley struggle against his suitcase. “If you folded even one single item it wouldn’t be that hard to close.”
“Alright, Hollander, whatever you say,” Marley chides.
“Sometimes he’s right about things,” Ilya mutters to himself and he can see Cliff smirking at him.
Ilya’s phone starts vibrating a path across the nightstand and Ilya lunges for it like it might disappear.
“It’s Shane,” Ilya says, clicking the answer button.
“It usually is,” Marley laughs, finally getting his suitcase zipped shut.
“Hello, moy lyubymyy,” Ilya almost sings into the phone.
“Hi Ilya,” Shane laughs. “We got in early, something about tail wind, I only caught half of it.”
“This is incredible news,” Ilya grins, standing up off the bed. “I will shower.”
“I need to get going,” Marley says, grabbing his bulging suitcase and trailing behind Ilya towards the door.
“Bye Marley,” Ilya calls.
“Bye Marley,” Shane parrots from his end of the phone.
“Shane says bye,” Ilya relays.
“Bye Shane!” Marley shouts over his shoulder and the hotel door slams shut.
“I need to get ready, Marley distracted me with his bad packing technique and jealously. Text me the name of your hotel and I will come pick you up,” Ilya explains, kicking on the shower and putting his hand under the spray to test the temperature.
“You don’t need to pick me up,” Shane argues hurriedly. “I can meet you wherever we’re going.”
“And ruin the surprise?” Ilya snorts while struggling to take his shirt off without moving the phone too far away. “This is a date, Shane,” Ilya reminds him, putting stress on the word in case he’s confused. “It is customary for me to pick you up.”
“There’s gonna be a fucking horse and carriage or something like that, isn’t there?” Shane groans.
“I don’t have time to arrange that now but good idea for next time,” Ilya grins into the phone and even he can’t tell if he’s joking.
“You’re a menace,” Shane laughs.
“Yeah but that’s what you lo-like about me,” Ilya stammers, cutting off the word just in time. His heart is hammering in his chest now. “I should go, I need to shower. Text me hotel details and I’ll be there to get you.”
Ilya hangs up without waiting for a goodbye. He takes a minute to get his breathing back to a normal pace. “Get it together,” he tells his reflection and steps into the shower.
*
The Metros' flight landed in New York at ten in the morning and the whole team seems to be buzzing with excitement. Even if he doesn’t talk with anyone other than Hayden and J.J., Shane can still feel it on the bus trip to the hotel. New York is one of the better cities to have a free day in and most of the guys will have plans for how to spend it.
“Capitaine, what are we doing today?” J.J. asks him, leaning his whole upper body over the seats to look down at him and Hayden. “There’s probably a basketball game going on at The Garden.”
“I’ve got plans,” Shane informs him with a smile. “Me and Ilya are going out, meeting Scott and Kip somewhere at some point. Maybe I’ll text you after.” It’s an empty offer since Shane is hoping after will involve no small amount of orgasms.
“Going out with Rozanov,” J.J. whines. “But this is New York!”
“I mean he’s not being kept prisoner in Boston,” Shane laughs. “The asylum application isn’t that strict.”
“He has a break?” Hayden asks.
“The Raiders are traveling to Canada,” Shane explains.
“We still get you after the game tomorrow,” J.J. says firmly.
“We’ll see,” Shane replies. He’ll be promising nothing of the sort.
“I still can’t believe the Raiders lost their game to Admirals,” Hayden exclaims, changing the subject.
“I was surprised too,” Shane admits. “So was Ilya, he was not happy when he talked after. But Hunter’s really been on fire.”
“Are we going to avenge your boyfriend’s honour?” Hayden asks with a laugh.
“I think the Metros winning would not make him any happier,” Shane predicts.
“And yet we’re going to do it anyway,” J.J. declares, grinning down at them.
“Hell yeah, we are,” Shane affirms.
J.J. sits back in his seat and Hayden leans close to Shane. “Maybe, when you see Rozanov, you guys could talk about your ongoing game of Russian 'I Love You' Chicken.”
Shane flushes and glances around to see if anyone appears to be listening. “We aren’t discussing that here,” he orders. “And it’s not an ongoing game.”
“Okay, sure it isn’t,” Hayden tuts in disbelief.
Shane wishes he was lying but Ilya hasn’t said it in weeks and Shane has started to forget the pronunciation. He can’t Google it now either because if he confirms what it means for himself he’ll only spiral even more about why Ilya has stopped saying it. He doesn’t know what shifted in this stretch apart but it’s made him feel tense for days leading up to this trip. He tells himself repeatedly that this time he’s going to say it for real and if Ilya doesn’t say it back, if Shane’s been wrong about the Russian words this whole time, maybe it’s easier to know that now.
“Hollander!” Theriault barks across the lobby of the hotel. Shane had just accepted his key card and was about to head to his shared room with Hayden. He wants to shower and prep before meeting Ilya and he doesn’t really feel like dealing with whatever lecture this was going to be but he forces his feet to move in Theriault's direction.
“Yes, coach?” Shane asks, moving to where Theriault is standing, separate from the rest of the team.
“I thought you’d want to know we’ve got a new team policy,” Theriault announces, his smile is mean.
Shane feels his blood run cold, he isn’t sure what his face is doing but he knows he isn’t controlling it. Holy shit it’s finally happening, Shane thinks and he wonders why they waited till they got to New York to do this. At least I can still make my date with Ilya.
“Players must stay in the hotel with the team when we travel for away games going forward,” Theriault continues.
Shane is so taken aback by not hearing what he’d been expecting that it takes him a beat longer than it should to properly process what Theriault actually said.
“Wh-what?” Shane stammers.
“We don’t want players leaving the hotel, if we find out anyone did they’ll be benched for the next game. We’ve always been pretty lenient with what players do when we travel but we think it’s time for a change. No more…distractions.”
There’s a lot Shane wants to say. He wants to ask if this will actually be enforced for anyone other than him. He wants to ask if it’s his relationship with Ilya that’s distracting or if it’s the ongoing harassment by his teammates. But he knows that’s what Theriault wants, what he’s hoping for. Shane can see it in the wicked gleam of his eyes.
“Understood,” Shane responds curtly and turns to leave. Theriault doesn’t stop him.
“What did he say to you?” Hayden questions the second they’re alone in the elevator. Shane knows Hayden has been waiting for the same announcement as himself.
“He basically told me I can’t go stay somewhere else, that I’ll get benched if I don’t sleep in the hotel.”
“How did he even know to say that?” Hayden spits the question. “We aren’t even in Boston.”
“Someone probably heard us talking on the bus,” Shane hypothesizes. They step off the elevator and head towards their room. “It’s my fault, I should have known better than to discuss Ilya anywhere near the team.”
“What are you going to do?”
Shane shrugs, feeling helpless. “I’m going to go on my date with Ilya, and be back in time for curfew. Sorry you don’t get the room to yourself anymore.”
“Fuck,” Hayden sighs, scanning his key to let them both into the room. Hayden seems upset but Shane can see relief there too. He’d been expecting the worst. Shane had also, but he isn’t sure this alternative feels like relief.
The weeks since Crowell’s interview have slipped by without anything happening on the Metros. After the second string of bad losses, stemming from the team’s disinterest in defending or playing with Shane, things once again evened out. Yet another team meeting about strategy that Shane wasn’t invited to attend. It should have been good but it just left Shane frustrated with the Metros for keeping him and with himself for staying. He knows their standing won’t survive many more rollercoaster rides of the team trying to decide if they can stand playing with Shane. Soon the playoffs will slip beyond their grasp.
Every practice, every game, every team-mandated tape review has had Shane waiting to be pulled into Theriault’s office and told they’ve passed some rule against ‘conflicts of interest.’ But it never comes. None of the other teams beyond Toronto moved forward with their own rules either. There was an atmosphere in the league as a whole, that everyone was holding their breath. Waiting to see what Montreal and Boston do before choosing for themselves.
The day after Toronto made their announcement, Yuna had called Shane fuming about the sheer number of teams that have families or siblings playing on separate teams. Shane let her vent but he knew it wasn’t the same thing, that a lot of people in the league didn’t think of it that way. Because at the end of the day, what they’re all really thinking is ‘how can we trust you when you play against a man you let fuck you?’
Boston, for their part, made their own allegiances clear; they never addressed Crowell’s suggestion directly, of course. But their official Instagram shared Marlow’s post that featured Shane with the Raiders. Montreal remained eerily quiet, leaving Shane and Ilya and the league as a whole to wait for something to happen. Shane felt like he was waiting for an executioner's axe to fall or the jail warden to finally set him free.
*
Ilya fidgets with his necklace the whole walk over to Shane’s hotel. He has already confirmed and reconfirmed the details with Scott and Kip for the parts they’d be present for and he thinks he’ll be blocked if he texts Scott to confirm again. He probably only put up with the last two confirmations because it’s for Shane.
It occurs to Ilya that not only is this his and Shane’s first real date, but it’ll also be Ilya’s first date with anyone. He’s hooked up with a lot of people but he’s never taken anyone on a proper date, unless he counts dinner and hang outs with Svetlana, but he isn’t sure he can. They never made him feel nervous, not the way he is now. Ilya suspects this might be Shane’s first date ever as well. He’s never been pictured out on a date with anyone and Ilya would know—he used to spend more than enough time Googling Shane’s name in incognito mode. All of these little details have caused the pressure to mount to unbearable levels.
He just needs to see Shane, touch his freckles and kiss his perfect mouth, and all the stress will go away. The walk is blessedly short since every hockey team stays as close as possible to Madison Square Garden. When he approaches the doors leading into the lobby, he hesitates. Shane’s team could be loitering inside. Ilya knows Shane won’t want whatever interaction his presence would invite. Instead, he texts Shane to tell him he’s waiting out front.
Less than five minutes later, Shane materializes out the front door in a thick-looking black leather jacket Ilya doesn’t think he’s ever seen before. Not that he and Shane used to spend the majority of their time together in any clothes. Shane turns, looking first in the wrong direction for Ilya, and Ilya’s gaze drops down to his ass. Shane is wearing jeans Ilya definitely hasn’t seen before because he’d remember Shane’s ass looking like that.
Ilya wants to forget the date plans and go back to his hotel room now. The weeks without touching Shane suddenly feel like an eternity. Watching Shane get himself off on a video call is amazing but it’s not the same. He’s really considering making a call until Shane turns and finally sees Ilya, his smile so big and happy that Ilya can’t wait to drag him to every stupid thing he’s planned, just to keep seeing that goofy smile.
When they get close enough to touch Shane hesitates and they stare into each other’s eyes for a beat. Ilya knows they’re both thinking the same thing. They want to kiss but they’ve never kissed in public. Not real public, not on the street where anyone can see. That stolen kiss in the hallway the night of the video was only visible to their friends. The entire world has seen Ilya suck Shane’s dick but kissing in public suddenly feels like a huge choice.
Ilya decides he isn’t going to let the day be wasted on awkwardness regarding physical affection. He grabs the side of Shane’s neck and pulls him in for a kiss. It’s only a short kiss but when they separate Shane’s ruddy cheeks are making his freckles stand out even more.
“I missed you, moy pomidor,” Ilya smiles. His hand slips down to Shane’s jacket where he fingers the material to feel the warm lining inside. “Did someone take you shopping?”
“Maybe,” Shane teases, the blush staying firmly in place. “Do you like it?”
“Is very sexy,” Ilya acknowledges. “Is there more sexy things waiting for me underneath? Maybe something with lace?”
Shane pulls away, getting impossibly even redder. “Shut up, no, I don’t wear lace.”
“You could. Would be very sexy, I think.”
“Can we stop talking about that please?” Shane pleads, looking around at the people that are moving past them in and out of the hotel.
“You’re right, we must make the most of our time,” Ilya agrees. “I already called our first stop and asked about being early so we can’t spend all day standing here admiring your new clothes. We need to get you somewhere warm so I can see what’s underneath this jacket.”
“Where are we going?” Shane asks, ignoring Ilya’s comment.
“We are going to go for a little walk to our first activity,” Ilya explains, starting to lead Shane in the direction of date: part one.
“And what’s our first activity?” Shane questions, trying to get more details.
“Mmmm, is a surprise,” Ilya smiles.
“You still won’t tell me?”
“I will give you…little hint. I was thinking you’d need to get your body moving after such boring flight.”
“The first activity you planned is sex,” Shane predicts, sounding exasperated but not unhappy about it either.
“No…but if that is what you’d prefer my hotel room is this way too,” Ilya grins.
“Shut up, I want to do your plan,” Shane assures him with a soft smile. “What’s that again?”
“A surprise,” Ilya repeats firmly.
Shane huffs, but doesn’t protest anymore and Ilya continues to lead him towards their first destination.
“Are you hungry?” Ilya asks as they start walking; it occurs to him they won’t have any fun if Shane still needs breakfast.
“I’m good, I had breakfast before we left. Are you?”
“I’ll be good till lunch,” Ilya assures him.
“What’s for lunch?” Shane asks, refusing to wrap his head around how surprises work.
“That’s for later,” Ilya says, and when Shane opens his mouth to protest Ilya cuts him off. “You will like it. Just trust me on this.”
Shane closes his mouth and nods, although Ilya suspects he isn’t done arguing. They walk in silence for a bit through the throng of NYC foot traffic, and Ilya contemplates taking Shane’s hand. But when he looks at his boyfriend, Shane isn’t looking anywhere near him, instead glaring into the middle distance looking distinctly unhappy.
“Shane?” Ilya asks, worried this whole surprise concept was a mistake.
“I need to tell you something. But after I do, I don’t want to discuss it anymore. I won’t have it ruining our day,” Shane says it quickly. Like he’s rushing the words out before he loses his nerve.
Ilya’s smile drops away. “Okee,” he responds, voice low. He wonders if this is about to be the type of telling that they shouldn’t be in public for.
“I can’t stay with you tonight,” Shane reveals with a whoosh of breath escaping him.
Ilya stops walking without meaning to, leaving Shane to stray ahead of him for a few seconds before realizing. “Why not?” Ilya asks when Shane has doubled back to join him again.
“Fucking…Theriault,” Shane fumes, rubbing at his forehead. “He pulled me aside, told me they’re going to start making sure players stay in the hotel for away games and that anyone who doesn’t will be benched. Said he didn’t want people to be distracted. It’s all such fucking bullshit and so clearly directed at me, at us.”
Ilya has a lot he wants to say about this but before he can open his mouth to start speaking Shane is cutting him off. “But I don’t want to talk about it anymore because this our first date and I won’t have it ruined by the fucking Metros.”
*
After Shane drops the news about sleeping arrangements on Ilya he’s quiet for way too long for Shane’s comfort, his face contorted in thought. Shane waits in silence for him to ignore the request to not discuss it.
“Okee,” Ilya says with a nod after a minute.
“That’s it?” Shane questions, looking doubtful.
“That’s it,” Ilya confirms. “You do not want to discuss, we will not discuss. We need to make it to our first activity. Would be rude to call and say we will be early and then not be early.”
Ilya starts forward again, leaving Shane to follow. “Thanks,” Shane offers quietly and Ilya turns to smile at him.
“Like you said, it is our first date. We will not spend it discussing Metros.”
He knows it's shitty to never discuss anything with Ilya but it feels so hard. Their time together is still so short lived and precious, even if it is more frequent than it's ever been. Then once they're apart again it doesn't feel right to be discussing things over the phone, compounded with the fact that Shane doesn't want to talk about it in the first place has left little room for any real talking. 
Shane looks down at Ilya’s hand swinging by his side and decides to do one of the craziest things he’s ever done in his entire life (including making the sex tape that got them outed). He reaches out to weave their fingers together. He feels Ilya tense for half a second before squeezing his hand. The daytime streets of NYC are brighter and more open than that Boston nightclub had been. There are swarms of people going in every direction around them, meaning there’s a hundred percent chance there will be photos of this posted later but Shane refuses to care.
He just lets himself enjoy holding his boyfriend’s hand, while walking down the street, on the way to a date. Just like any other couple can.
They don’t say much on the walk over. Shane is worried at first that he’s already ruined the mood, but the air between them is charged with anticipation not stress. They just enjoy the walk in the perfectly acceptable -1°C weather. They're both just happy to be in each other’s company again after too many weeks apart. Despite the stale city air Shane thinks this is the easiest he’s been able to breathe in a while.
“You like baseball?” Ilya asks, breaking the silence with a topic that seems to come from nowhere.
“Uhm, yeah, I mean,” Shane stammers for a second while his brain catches up with the question to form an answer. “I’ve watched a handful of games. Montreal doesn’t have a team. They used to, but it got moved in the early 2000s. Toronto is a good team though. It’s nice that baseball takes place over the summer so my dad and I have gone to a few games together. It’s kind of a long drive but we take turns or sometimes we fly, if the times line up. We could go to one…together…this summer.” Shane feels himself getting red when he realizes he’s answered that question with way too much information and mentioned inviting Ilya to stay with him this summer. But, when he forces his gaze back to Ilya he’s looking at Shane with so much raw devotion in his eyes that it’s almost hard for Shane to look at.
“That sounds nice,” Ilya says, softly. “Did you ever play?”
“A little,” Shane shrugs. “You know how it is, by the time you’re, like, nine, hockey gets so intense you can’t really do anything else. I enjoyed it though. I think I would have kept playing, at least for fun, if hockey hadn’t become my main priority.”
“Did you ever want to play baseball more than hockey?” Ilya asks curiously.
“No, not really,” Shane says with a shake of his head. “I’ve always preferred to play hockey and my mom preferred hockey, too. I think she also liked that it was more…Canadian.”
He looks at Ilya when he says it and wonders if Ilya can hear all the context of what he’s not saying.
“I do like baseball though,” Shane finishes, feeling like he’s said too much that isn’t fun for a date.
“Good,” Ilya nods, looking pleased.
“Why? Why are you asking me about baseball right now? We can’t be going to a game, it’s the middle of winter.”
“Maybe I just wanted to know more about you,” Ilya deflects and Shane isn’t buying it for a second.
Shane narrows his eyes at him. “Do you like baseball?”
Ilya shrugs. “I’ve gone to some games. The Red Sox are very popular and St-Simon loves the sport. He’s always telling me about players’ ETBs and FAQs and LMNOPs.”
Shane laughs loudly at that and Ilya is grinning with pleasure. “He is very boring, loves stats that mean nothing. You’d have fun at a game together I’m sure. Also Fenway is very famous because they have the Jolly Green Giant.”
“The Green Monster,” Shane corrects. When he glances at Ilya and sees the way he’s grinning at Shane, he knows Ilya did it on purpose and Shane fell for it. “Shut up. But I don’t follow the sport super closely. My lack of stats knowledge would probably disappoint Vicky.”
“Quite the opposite, he loves telling people stats no one needs to know.”
Shane laughs. “I can’t judge, my mom always jokes I memorize hockey stats no other player would ever bother with.”
“Ah, but that is why you are second best hockey player,” Ilya grins.
“I’m first best,” Shane grumbles with a glare that Ilya ignores. He’s releasing Shane’s hand to pull open the door of a business they were about to walk by.
“Should we see if you are second best baseball player too?” He asks with a smirk.
Shane steps back to look at the building's sign. “Batting cages,” he reads, turning back to Ilya.
“Yes, big machine shoots ball at you and you swing bat to hit it.”
“I know what the batting cages are,” Shane says with mock annoyance as he walks inside.
“Well, you said it like it was a question,” Ilya chuckles, following behind him up a flight of stairs into an expansive room. “I bet I can hit the ball faster than you.”
“Oh, so this is a competition, is it?” Shane asks, raising his eyebrow.
“Obviously,” Ilya smirks. There’s so much heat in his gaze it’s already making focusing difficult.
Shane hasn’t forgotten the team building and how hot things felt between them by the final round. When Ilya had him pressed against the wall by the bathrooms, panting threats of orgasms directly into his mouth. And based on the way Ilya’s looking at him now, he suspects Ilya was thinking about that moment when he planned this activity.
“Hi there!” A voice calls, making them both jump. “Welcome! You must be Ilya.”
A woman in her thirties or forties calls to them from the counter top. She must have been standing there when they walked in but Shane hadn’t noticed. He wonders if the Yankees hat is a part of the uniform or just her being a fan.
“Yes, that is me,” Ilya nods, approaching the counter.
“Fantastic!” She says with a smile. “I’ll get you boys all set up and show you how to use the machine and then I’ll leave you to it.”
The next ten minutes are spent going over safety rules, how to use the machine and being told firmly no fewer than four times to always wear a helmet when batting. Shane gets the impression she’s used to young guys not wanting to follow said rule. Because, what’s a little brain damage when the helmet makes you look stupid?
“If you need anything you can push this little blue button and I’ll come check on you otherwise I’ll be chilling in the staff room catching up on my show. I am going to lock the front door so you won’t be disturbed but if you need to leave the back exit is right there. You’ve got the space for two hours.” She explains all this while gesturing around the room at the bright blue button, the staff room door and then the door underneath a glowing-red EXIT sign.
“Thank you so much,” Ilya nods with a polite smile as she heads off to lock the door.
“You bought the place out?” Shane asks, peeling off his jacket and hanging it on one of the nearby hooks. When he turns back to Ilya his eyes are wandering up Shane’s body and across his chest. Shane decides he’s extremely glad Rose insisted on taking him shopping and he’ll have to thank her.
“Yes, I spent lots of money on my special date. I don’t want you to be intimidated but I am very successful, very well-paid professional hockey player,” Ilya proclaims, approaching Shane slowly with a dangerous smile on his face. The staff room door clicks behind the woman and they are alone. “I can treat you to all the best things.”
“Oh…wow, that’s so…impressive,” Shane smiles as he picks up on the game Ilya wants to play. “I’ve never been on a date with a rich man before. I bet you drive fancy cars and go to such nice places.” It’s not even a stretch for Shane to act unfamiliar with those things since Shane purchased his own vehicle with no small amount of consideration put towards road safety and reliability.
“Oh, yes, malysh, I will drive you in very fancy sports cars to the nicest places,” Ilya promises with a grin.
“I don’t know what you’re doing out with such a simple sm-smoothie boy like me.” Shane stammers on the descriptive word as he tries and fails to suppress a laugh.
Ilya quirks an eyebrow at Shane and purses his lips hard, clearly trying not to laugh at the turn this has taken. “Oh, you’re…smoothie boy, are you? Where do you do that?”
“Oh, you know…” Shane stumbles, choking on his laughter but refusing to let go of the roleplay now that they’ve started it. “Here in New York City.”
Ilya exhales hard through his nose but doesn’t stop the grin from spreading across his face. “Well…” he says carefully, clearly trying to regain his composure. Shane hadn’t meant for this little roleplay scene to slip into something stupid but he’s having fun with it.
“I probably should be at work right now for my shift…making smoothies. I can’t let anyone else come in and see I’m not available to make the most delicious tasting smoothies around.” Shane grins, trying to get back on track. He throws his arms around dramatically like it’s all life and death. “What if there’s other handsome hockey players who need me?”
Ilya’s eyes darken in something possessive at the mention of other men flirting with Shane. “You won’t have to make smoothies anymore, kotenok,” Ilya promises. “Certainly don’t need to be talking to other hockey players. I will buy you pretty things, maybe a necklace.” Ilya grazes the back of his knuckles along Shane’s neck as he says it.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re trying to make me dependent on you,” Shane tuts. “My mother told me to stay away from men like that. She said I need to be independent, make my own money.”
Ilya drops his hand down to rub across Shane’s hip. “Don’t worry, malysh,” he purrs in Shane’s ear. “Just means I will take care of you.”
“Is that what we’re doing on this date?” Shane teases, but his breath is coming out faster. “You’re showing me you can take care of me?”
“Are you not feeling…taken care of?” The question comes out like a taunt. Shane feels Ilya’s hand just barely ghost across the front of his jeans before pulling back. He takes a step away from Shane, putting some much needed distance between them. There’s almost certainly security cameras here and the last thing they need is another scandal.
There’s a long charged moment where they’re both just breathing fast and looking at each other until Ilya composes himself first and turns away to pick up the bat. “So,” he grins, offering Shane the bat. “Do you want to bat first?”
Shane accepts the bat and smiles when Ilya doesn’t let it go right away. “Let me show you how to do this good,” Shane smirks and he wonders if Ilya even remembers saying that anymore. If it’s burned into his brain the way it is for Shane.
He saunters into the net-enclosed space to bat first but when he turns back to say something to Ilya, he sees him typing away on his phone, hunched over it like he’s trying to hide it. Shane smirks a little, wondering if Ilya is planning the next phase of this elaborate date.
*
They take turns batting for just over a half hour. Shane managed to get the ball up to 94km/h coming off the bat and Ilya can’t get higher than 87km/h. He only got angrier about it when Shane started telling him repeatedly that that’s considered fast by most MLB hitters.
“This is bullshit!” Ilya shouts when he once again can’t best Shane on speed. “I am swinging so hard.”
“It’s not just about strength,” Shane explains, looking smug as hell. “It’s important to control where the ball connects on the bat.”
“Yeah, yeah, Mr. Hockey is also Mr. Baseball,” Ilya snarks, exiting the batting area to join Shane.
“You know they say hitting a baseball is the hardest thing to do across all sports,” Shane informs him. “So, maybe, you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”
“Who says this?” Ilya demands. “Baseball players? Probably, they’re big babies. Stupid sport doesn’t even allow punching.”
Shane laughs. “I mean, I’m sure they say it. But also people in general say it. It’s a complex combination of timing and strength and agility and-”
“Doesn’t seem so hard,” Ilya sniffs, interrupting his monologue. “I could play professionally, probably.”
“Okay,” Shane laughs. “If you’re so sure about that, maybe we should ask her to come back and show us how to use this one.” He gestures towards the net enclosed space next to where they’ve been hitting with a different style of machine.
“What’s so special about that one?” Ilya asks. It’s smaller than the one they’re currently using; that one has a huge bin to dump forty balls into at a time, whereas this one is lithe, standing on three legs with no such tub. It looks to have some sort of complicated computer system attached to the back.
“I was Googling it while you were hitting,” Shane explains. “It’s quite fancy, actually, it can throw different types of pitches like a real pitcher would. It’s harder to hit from.”
Ilya considers that for a moment. He’s mainly distracted by the fact that they haven’t spent enough time treating this like the foreplay it is meant to be for his liking and he wants to change that.
“And if I beat you when we play with…fancy machine,” Ilya grins. “What do I get?”
Shane steps into Ilya’s space so he can lean into his ear when he speaks. “If you win I guess we’d…go back to your hotel room, you lie down on the bed and I’ll ride you until you don’t know your own name.”
Ilya momentarily regrets starting this because now he wants to leave immediately.
“And if you win,” he rasps. “What do you get?”
“If I win,” Shane’s smile quirks like he wants to laugh. “I guess we’d go back to your hotel and you lie down on the bed…and I’ll ride you until I don’t know my own name.”
Ilya swallows, letting his gaze drop down to Shane’s mouth before going back up to his eyes.
“Well…” he says, clearing his throat and stepping back. “We’d better press the button.”
Shane does, and after only a few seconds, the woman appears out the same door she went through forty minutes earlier. “What can I do for you boys?” She inquires, dusting her hands off on her jeans leaving behind crumb residue of something pastry-looking.
“Can we try this one?” Shane asks, pointing to the machine.
“Oooh, I’m not surprised you’re interested in that one. That baby is the Spinball pitching machine and it’s kind of what makes our little shop so popular. Otherwise we wouldn’t be able to afford to be this close to The Garden,” she explains, probably oversharing the shop’s financial situation with two strangers. “It’s the same one a lot of MLB teams use for practice.”
“I Googled it a bit,” Shane admits. “It seems…complicated.”
“It is,” she agrees. “I’d say if you want to use it you should let me handle the controls. You’ll waste twenty minutes just learning how to use the thing if I don’t. You also have to feed in one ball at a time. You’ll probably find it nicer to let me do that rather than keep switching off.”
“You don’t mind?” Shane asks, ever the polite Canadian feeling guilty about asking someone if they mind doing their job.
“Not at all, I love a chance to use this thing.” she claps her hands. “Let me get some things together.”
She starts off towards the gear and begins pulling on pads and filling a bucket with balls.
“So,” Ilya declares, trying to demand Shane’s attention back. “How do we pick who wins this?”
Shane considers that in silence for a moment. “Maybe we could do a point system,” he offers. “We say the most hits is worth a point, whoever can hit it faster is worth another point.”
“We need third thing, otherwise there could be a tie,” Ilya reasons. They’re both quiet for a beat clearly trying to think of another thing.
“You boys ready?” The woman returns, interrupting their thoughts.
“Yes, let’s do this. What did you say your name was again?” Ilya asks.
“Marissa,” she offers. “Sorry, I probably should have said that, and you are?”
Ilya can tell she’s just being polite but he doesn’t challenge her. “Ilya,” he says with a smile.
“Shane,” Shane volunteers before being asked.
“Well, Shane and Ilya,” Marissa smiles, glancing between them. “Who’s batting first?”
Ilya ends up batting first. Marissa sets herself up on a chair behind the machine with leg pads, a chest cover and a helmet on. “I’m not taking any chances,” she explains. “I’m assuming you boys can hit with quite a bit of power.”
“Some of us can,” Shane chuckles from the other side of the net.
Ilya sends Shane a glare and behind the machine Marissa is laughing. “I think you’ll both find this machine a worthy challenge.” She punches something onto the screen Ilya can’t see and loads up the ball. “Ready?”
Ilya nods and the shot comes flying out at him. He’s getting ready to swing only for it to curve towards him in a new trajectory that's heading right towards Ilya. Jesus Christ, it's going to hit me! Ilya jumps backwards away from the ball and it slams pathetically into the net behind him, passing inches in front of where he’d been standing.
Shane is laughing behind him. “Fuck off,” Ilya snaps. “I didn’t know it would do that. It looked like it was going to hit me!”
“It’s a curve ball,” Marissa explains. “Don’t let him bully you, lots of big league players move outta the way of pitches like that too.”
“Yes, Shane, you hear that,” Ilya calls. “Lots of big league hitters move out of the way of pitches that they think are going to hit them.”
“Well, I heard they’re big babies, sooo…”
Ilya laughs despite himself, making his grip on the bat falter. “Maybe, I am…changing my mind,” he admits.
*
They play that way for a while, swinging at ten pitches from the machine before trading off. Shane thinks of Marlow’s Instagram post halfway through and takes a handful of pictures of Ilya swinging at the ball. He smiles down at the evidence of their first date. To have something to hold onto as tangible proof of time spent together.
After four rounds, Ilya has more hits but Shane still holds the record for fastest ball coming off the bat, making it up to 95km/h thanks to a particularly vicious fastball doled out by the Spinball machine.
“What was the third thing?” Shane asks, looking at Ilya.
“Wh-we forgot to pick one. We got distracted,” Ilya recalls.
“We can’t tie,” Shane says, disgusted with the idea of it. One of Shane’s most hated things about a lot of sports is the ability to end on a tie. He’s glad hockey doesn’t ascribe to any such nonsense. A game needs a winner. Otherwise what are we even doing here?
“Well you both suck at hitting knuckle balls,” Marissa calls over. “I could feed you each ten of those and whoever hits the most wins.”
“Hmmm,” Shane considers. He dislikes that needing a higher hitting percentage favours Ilya’s talents but it feels cowardly to reject it on that grounds.
“Or there’s the pitcher's mound, you guys haven’t done that yet. It judges accuracy and speed,” she explains gesturing towards a different set up with a square target on the wall below another speed clock.
Ilya and Shane hold each other's eyes for a beat. “That one,” they say in unison.
“Alright, well, I’ll take this apart and you guys can do that, just wear helmets still, please,” Marissa orders and begins gathering up the gear.
They wrangle a handful of baseballs and decide they each get ten pitches with five warm up throws and whoever can throw the fastest wins but only pitches that hit the strike zone target count.
Ilya’s first attempts to throw the baseball look like a baby giraffe trying to throw a pitch. Shane can’t stop laughing. “Have you ever thrown a baseball before?” Shane asks through fits of laughter.
“Obviously, no!” Ilya barks, flailing his arms, yet more, in frustration.
“Then why did you agree to the pitching challenge?” Shane inquires.
“I am best hockey player in the world,” Ilya announces with an aggressive shrug, clearly trying to get ready to throw again. “This is just…a different type of sport, surely the skills translate.”
“Alright, we are switching and I am pitching first. I'm not beating you because you don’t know how to throw and keep waving your arms like a toddler.”
“I think you’ll find I’m keeping my form loose and open,” Ilya snarks.
“Sure,” Shane grins as Ilya exits the pitcher’s mound and holds the net aside for Shane.
Even with Shane pitching first to try to help, Ilya still loses. Ilya doesn’t look particularly unhappy about it though. He’s giving Shane a heated look. “And what was it you won again…” he murmurs close to Shane’s ear. “Something about not knowing your own name.”
Shane feels the words swirl low in his stomach. “Something like that,” he breaths.
“You still have a bit more time, fellas,” Marissa calls over, snapping them both out of the moment.
“Thank you, but we should get going, we have next plans to make it to,” Ilya tells her, not taking his eyes off Shane.
*
Ilya is lying on his side on the hotel bed, trailing kisses and soft touches along Shane’s glistening chest. They finished having sex fifteen minutes ago but neither of them has yet to make the move to shower or detach from every connection point between their bodies, even as the sweat continues to gather and dry. He’s shocked Shane has put up with the feeling for this long and he’s not about to be the one to end this peace.
“So,” Shane asks, smiling down at Ilya. “What’s the next stop on this date?”
“You don’t want to just stay here all night?” Ilya asks, trailing his hand along the soft swell of Shane’s pec. It amazes Ilya the way his chest is somehow the perfect combination of soft skin and toned muscle. Ilya could touch it all day.
“I could stay here, at least until I have to get back to my own room but I believe there was some mention of seeing Hunter and Kip.”
“Ah yes,” Ilya chuckles, taking Shane’s nipple into his mouth and biting gently. Shane inhales sharply and Ilya releases him to keep talking. “Are we going to tell them about our new roleplay characters?”
“Absolutely fucking not! Do not mention that to them,” Shane orders. His serious tone is undercut by the way his hand is lost in Ilya’s curls caressing his scalp in slow luxurious movements. “I shouldn’t have started that, I just…couldn’t help it, it was right there.”
“I will do my best,” Ilya promises with a mischievous grin.
“Your best better be perfect,” Shane says, giving Ilya a firm look.
“Isn’t it always?” Ilya teases, pushing himself up to kiss Shane’s lips. He will never get enough of this, touching Shane’s body as freely as he wants, caressing him, kissing him without worrying. God, he could do it forever. I could do it for the rest of my life.
“Tell me what we’re doing,” Shane requests when they break apart.
“We are going to go get early dinner and then we will meet Kip and Hunter after,” Ilya explains, shifting his hands down in their journey till they’re running over Shane’s relaxed abs.
“Where are we going for dinner?” Shane questions, needing every detail.
“Ah,” Ilya grins. “That is a surprise.”
“I don’t like surprises.”
“So I’ve heard,” Ilya deadpans. “You will like this surprise.”
“You know, I have, like…I’m particular with what I like to eat,” Shane reminds him, flushing.
“Oh, are you?” Ilya snorts, leaning forward to plant a kiss on Shane’s chest. “I had no idea.”
“Shut up,” Shane groans, shoving gently at Ilya’s chest.
“I promise you will like it,” Ilya assures him. “Do you trust me?”
Shane looks serious now, like Ilya’s asking Shane to trust him with more than just picking out a restaurant and maybe he is. “Of course,” Shane assures him, voice gone soft.
“Good,” Ilya smiles and leans down again to plant more kisses on Shane’s perfect pectoral muscles. “We have a bit of time still,” he murmurs as he trails more kisses along Shane’s chest.
“Mmmm, maybe we should get a nap in, then,” Shane muses with a grin. His laugh turns into a yelp when Ilya flips them so Shane is on top of him. Ilya is starving and they really need to shower but he isn’t done with Shane yet.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Ilya isn't done with Shane but unfortunately I am done with this chapter!
Thank you all again for continuing to return to this fic that's increasingly becoming FAR too long!! I hope that's okay with everyone who's been here since the start and new readers because honestly without destroying the quality I can't get to the end any faster.
Comments are Kudos are appreciated as always I'm sorry I'm bad at replying I'm  just horribly awkward. I AM working on this new thing where I'm better at replying!
I finished Tough Guy! I would die for Ryan Price he is so sweet and sad and lovely. I NEED him in season 2 of the show or I'll get grumpy.
I am a firm believer in the: Shane is good at all sports in a way that is infuriating line of thinking.
And I do think Yuna's internalized racism would have had her pushing him away from baseball towards hockey regardless of whether he'd preferred it because baseball is huge in Japan for anyone who doesn't follow sports.
One of my fave fics actually involves Shane playing baseball for a exhibition team called the Savannah Bananas. It's a great fic that I'm plugging and linking here because it deserves all the love.
https://archiveofourown.org/works/83299681


  


      

  












      Chapter 24: ...But You're Bringing Me Down...
  


    Chapter Summary

    The Long-Awaited Second Half to Shane and Ilya's date.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello again and Welcome Back to another chapter of yapping!!
I hope you're all excited for date second half because I am excited to give it to you and it's once again full of more fluff and comedy nonsense. I'm sorry the notes this week are long as hell. Even in my notes I have yapper disease.
This is when I feel the need to share that I'm stealing the title of these chapters from New York, I Love You but You're Bringing Me Down by LCD Soundsystem. An absolute banger of a song if I do say so myself. It's also come to attention literally as I decided to listen to this while posting that it's recently gotten popular again because of the new Spiderman movie and honestly thrilled for it but I'm such an elder millennial loser I know it from Gossip Girl circa 2007 (anyone?)
More Notes including important posting schedule update at the END! It'll be in bold so you can't miss it.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  “What kind of place is it?” Shane asks as they walk towards the restaurant Ilya booked a table at weeks ago.
“I haven’t been. But is kind of nice, I think,” Ilya explains. They’re holding hands again and the sensation of Shane’s fingers intertwined with his while out walking is making Ilya feel giddy.
“You haven’t been there?” Shane repeats. “How do you know about it?”
“Internet,” Ilya shrugs. “And Kip was helpful.”
He tugs Shane’s hand gently to signal him to turn and he leads Shane to an expansive restaurant front with a door that sits angular onto the sidewalk. He drops Shane’s hand so he can pull open the door for him, continuing to play the part of a gentleman on a date.
“Good afternoon,” the woman at the hostess stand greets them.
“Hello, we have reservation for two for Rozanov and boyfriend,” Ilya says, getting more than a little thrill off of saying it.
“Of course,” she nods, not even glancing at the iPad in front of her. “Right this way Mr. Rozanov and Mr. Rozanov’s boyfriend.” She says the second part with a smile, clearly following Ilya’s lead.
She gestures for them to follow her and Ilya looks back at Shane to give him a smile only to see Shane’s brow furrowed like he’s unhappy.
“I promise you will like it,” Ilya murmurs.
Shane catches his eye and nods. “Of course, sorry, I do trust you,” Shane reaffirms and Ilya rejoins their hands to give Shane’s a squeeze.
The restaurant is divided into parts, a bar with lounge seating and couches separated from ornate dark wooden tables. It was classified online as semi-fine dining, but being in it now, it all looks more on the fine side, though maybe that’s just New York. They’re taken down a set of five stairs towards the back of the dining area where she seats them at a table for two.
“Your server will be right with you,” she says before disappearing.
“This place is fancy,” Shane notes.
“A little,” Ilya shrugs because he doesn’t want it to make Shane nervous. “Are you uncomfortable?”
“No, I’m good,” Shane assures him hastily.
The server materializes and gives them each an ice water. After the perfunctory greetings and ordering of a ginger ale and a sparkling water they’re alone again.
“You drink sparkling water?” Shane asks, wrinkling his brow.
“I do if there is no other option,” Ilya shrugs. “This place only has weird drinks. I do not think a carrot even contains juice to drink.”
“Sparkling water has a bad mouth feel,” Shane shudders. “Something that tastes like water shouldn’t do that. It feels like it’s attacking me.”
“Da, yes, and I love this about it. I want to fight with my drinks and win. Assert dominance over my food.”
Shane laughs and the waiter returns with Shane’s ginger ale in a can along with a glass of ice and Ilya’s sparkling water.
“Are we ready to order?”
“Haven’t even looked so sorry, just five minutes,” Ilya requests and the waiter promises to return shortly.
Shane picks up the can of ginger ale, inspecting it with a surprised expression.
“What’s wrong? Is it the wrong kind?” Ilya asks.
“No, no, it’s the right kind, most places just don’t give you an actual can of pop. It’s always from the big syrup tubs and it doesn’t taste the same. I'm just surprised this place offers canned ginger ale when you said they only have weird drinks,” Shane explains, walking Ilya through his reasoning in a way that endears Ilya to him even more completely.
“Ah, well,” Ilya smiles. “They do, lot of fermented plant drinks and juiced vegetables. But I asked them to make sure they had ginger ale for you.” He did it because he wanted Shane to be comfortable, to get everything he wants on their date, but Ilya wouldn’t mind getting credit for it.
“You asked them what?”
“I asked them to have your proper ginger ale. I called ahead and asked if they could get it for you. This is…weird place.” Ilya gestures to the room around them. “You’ll understand when you look at the menu. They don’t have soda so I fixed that for you.”
“You called and asked them to have my ginger ale in a can and they just did it for you?” Shane asks, shocked.
Ilya grins before he can stop himself. He can feel it’s flirtatious. “Well, Shane, as I said I am very popular, very successful hockey player. They do these nice things for me and my special boyfriend and I don’t even think they minded.”
Shane smiles softly at Ilya and even the tiny table is too much distance from him. “Thank you for doing that for me, for thinking of me.”
“I always think of you,” Ilya says and it once again feels like the thing they aren’t saying. Shane finally cracks open the menu.
“We could get an appetizer,” Ilya muses over the menu without really looking because he’s already spent a stupid amount of time going over it online. “That is something couples do on dates.”
“I can’t eat most appetizers,” Shane reminds him. “It’s always, like, simple carbs.”
“Some of these look good…”
It’s only then that Shane seems to really look at the menu. “Oh…” he breathes. “I can eat most of these things-oh my god,” Shane blurts, interrupting himself. “They make a caprese salad with the Dee’s Finest vegan mozzarella. That's like some of the best vegan cheese, it's super low calorie and high in protein because it's cashew based but it's so expensive that restaurants never use it! Did you see that?”
Ilya simply hums in response. He’s never heard of whatever company Shane is talking about and he doesn’t plan to interrupt Shane overlooking the menu. “I can eat…all these things. M-most of this menu, actually. How did you find this place? Did you know about this?” Shane questions, his voice getting faster and more excited as he talks.
“Did I know about the menu of the restaurant I picked?” Ilya jokes. He can’t get the smile off his face now. Not after seeing how happy Shane is getting looking at the menu. “I was aware.”
“I-you…” Shane stammers, looking suddenly overwhelmed and blinking a lot.
“You do not like it?” Ilya asks, heart sinking into the floor. “We can leave. We can-”
“No,” Shane interrupts, reaching out to catch Ilya’s hand across the table. “No, it’s good. I-I love it. This is…so nice. That you found this place for me and that you…thank you.”
Ilya smiles and rubs his thumb over Shane’s hand. He wants to say it. It’s clawing up the back of his throat like a wild animal trying to escape captivity. But they're in public and this doesn’t feel like the setting now. He wants to say it in Russian but he promised himself he’d stop doing that. He did stop  and the loss of it has been killing him in the intervening weeks. But maybe spending hours finding a restaurant where your boyfriend can eat the whole menu is a form of I love you. He isn’t sure, but he thinks from the way Shane is looking at him that he thinks so too.
*
Shane feels drunk despite only having had ginger ale. He’s drunk on the pure joy of being able to eat whatever he wants off the restaurant menu of this place Ilya found. Shane ordered an appetizer for the first time in maybe years and everything tasted amazing in his opinion. Ilya was doing his best to act excited about the food but Shane got the impression he’d like a chance to go get a burger later.
Throughout the meal, Shane forgets himself. He doesn’t even remember to care or feel nervous about being out having a meal like this. The waiter doesn’t balk at any of the questions Shane asks about oils or fats used in food preparation, instead answering them with the confidence of a man who’s clearly asked these things often. He completely forgets to keep checking how their waiter is reacting to them being there together after they momentarily bond over a hatred of seed oils. Shane even forgets to check if the other diners around them are looking over. He finds himself focusing on eating some unbelievably good food and talking to his boyfriend.
Shane accepted a year or so ago that he could either eat food he enjoys or maintain his diet. Consequently, he’s forced himself to think of food as fuel and nothing more to get through. This meal feels groundbreaking though, he wanted to eat here every night. He wanted to move this place to Montreal. How much money would have to change hands for Shane to get access to the recipes?
“You’re enjoying yourself?” Ilya asks, watching Shane dig into their third appetizer.
Somewhere between ordering the first appetizer and being asked if they were ready to order mains, Shane had decided to ignore the mains completely and just started ordering a series of appetizers because he was enjoying having a variety of flavours for once. Ilya politely agreed to share in this unending stream of dishes with him although Shane didn’t really give him a lot of choice.
Shane can feel himself blushing. Ilya probably didn’t sign up to share appetizers as dinner for two straight hours because Shane doesn’t know how to control himself. “Sorry, I-sorry, this is all just-”
“I wasn’t asking to make you feel bad,” Ilya assures him with a smile. “I am glad this was…right choice, and you’re enjoying yourself.”
“Well,” Shane smiles, picking up a chickpea french fry, an item with no visible resemblance to either chickpeas or french fries. “I am.”
“Good,” Ilya nods seriously. “We have an hour and a half still until I told Kip and Hunter we’d be meeting them. But I can tell them we will be late. Fuck ‘em.”
Shane laughs. “We won’t be late. If I eat for any longer than that I won’t make it to the next stop.”
Ilya's eyes are sparkling now. “We will come back here next time we are both in New York.”
“Next time,” Shane nods in agreement and digs into the newest plate of food.
***

“Are you okay?” Ilya asks. He’s been watching Shane pick at his nails the whole cab ride over.
“Yeah,” Shane says quickly. Ilya quirks an eyebrow at him, refusing to accept the canned response.
“I’m a little nervous,” Shane admits. “This is my first time at a gay bar.”
“It is…very chill gay bar,” Ilya explains. “Gay sports bar.”
“So no glitter and topless dancers,” Shane jokes, his understanding of gay bars clearly stemming from movies and tv shows.
Ilya gives Shane a wicked grin. “Ah, I was hoping after a couple of vodkas that you would provide the topless dancing.”
Shane smacks Ilya’s arm and Ilya can see a flush climbing up his neck. Shane glances at the driver in front of them like he’s worried about being overheard. “That’s not happening.”
“Okay, we will wait till we get back to hotel,” Ilya acquiesces with a wicked grin.
“I can’t, remember?” Shane says, looking sad.
Ilya hums in response. “Right, yes.”
“I really can’t, Ilya,” Shane affirms. “I’m expecting Theriault to be banging down our door one minute after curfew.”
“I didn’t even say anything,” Ilya bickers, throwing his arms up in frustration. God knows there's plenty he wants to say. None of it would set the right mood for date night with Kip and Hunter, though.
“I can sense an argument building,” Shane retorts.
“Your senses are wrong,” Ilya tells him. “We are here.”
They hop out of the cab and Ilya leads Shane to the front of The Kingfisher, opening the door for him one last time on their elaborate date day. Shane hesitates for a second but does step inside ahead of Ilya, eyes darting around like he thinks someone is going to jump out at him.
“Hey there, boys!” The bartender calls over. Ilya is sure it’s the same man that served them when he was here with Scott but he can’t remember the guy’s name. It’s fine, the bartender probably doesn’t remember him either.
“Ilya, right? So good to see you again,” he greets, waving them towards the bar. Well, there goes that hope. “Kip and Scott are sitting in a back booth.”
“Thank you, uhm, this is my boyfriend,” Ilya gestures at Shane, waiting for the natural course of social niceties to do his job for him and hoping the bartender doesn’t see it for what it is.
“Shane,” he says, offering out his hand to the bartender.
“I’m Kyle,” the bartender greets. “It’s so nice to meet you.”
“You too,” Shane smiles politely.
“You boys want some drinks before you head over?”
“Thank you, I’ll have a beer, whatever lager is on tap,” Ilya answers with a wave towards the unlabeled tap heads.
“Uh, same,” Shane says. They accept their beers and Kyle waves off Ilya’s attempt to pay right away.
“I trust you guys, you can run a tab,” he offers.
“Put it all on Hunter’s tab,” Ilya corrects him with a grin. “We should go say hi, but it was very nice to see you again, Kyle.”
“You’re on a first name basis with the bartender here?” Shane asks as they walk through the bar. He, at least, didn’t notice anything off about the exchange.
“He is friends with Kip,” Ilya tells him by way of explanation and Shane nods in acceptance.
They locate Hunter and Kip towards the back of the bar and Ilya can’t help but smile warmly at Hunter for choosing it. They slide into the same side of the booth with a round of greetings and just like that Ilya is on his first ever double date with Shane—even if they are all trying to hide it under the casual atmosphere.
“Thank you for getting a table,” Ilya tells Hunter and hopes he catches his meaning.
Hunter nods in a way that makes Ilya think he does. “We don’t mind.”
“It’s so nice to see you, Shane,” Kip beams because he’s the friendliest man in the world. “It’s been too long.”
“It’s good to see you again,” Shane acknowledges and then seems to realize he’s being too formal. “Ilya mentioned the bartender is your friend.”
“Kyle, yeah, he’s great. I work here sometimes too, or I used to, but now…” Kip trails off and looks at Scott like they’re trying to decide what to say next.
“We’re kind of celebrating something,” Hunter tells them with a smile. “But, we thought it might be rude to take up date night with our own celebrations.”
“Oh my god!” Ilya squeals, clapping his hands. “Hunter is pregnant.”
“What? No!” Hunter pales and then flushes red, as embarrassed as Shane is by the very implication of sex.
“Oh my god! Kip is pregnant!” Shane gasps, piling on in a way that makes Ilya love him even more.
“No! What the fuck? We’re both men!” Hunter barks, as if anyone is confused.
“Ah, we are so stupid! You’re both pregnant!” Ilya declares. “This calls for a round of shots.”
“You can’t drink when you’re pregnant, Ilya” Shane counsels him, laying his hand over Ilya’s arm and trying to look serious. But his eyes are shining with laughter when he says it.
“No one is pregnant!” Kip declares with a laugh. “But you two can be the first to know if we ever need a surrogate since you’re both clearly so interested. No, okay…” Kip is quiet for a moment and no one moves to interrupt him. “I got a job as an assistant curator at The Met.”
“Holy shit,” Shane gasps. “That’s huge, right? That’s, like, the big one.”
Kip laughs. “It is. There are, like, a million assistant curators though it’s not like a super exclusive title.”
“Need to start somewhere, though,” Hunter says, in a way that makes Ilya think he’s said it to Kip a couple times already.
“We are most definitely doing shots in celebration now,” Ilya affirms with a clap of his hands.
“We have a game tomorrow,” Shane protests.
“Hmmm, sounds like a personal problem,” Ilya yawns in disinterest. “Kip and I ascribe to no such responsibilities, do we Kip?”
Kip laughs. “I can sleep in, I’m basically between jobs.”
“You’re an asshole,” Shane says, but he’s smiling when he says it. He turns his attention back to Kip. “Congratulations, that’s really exciting.”
“It is,” Kip nods. “My dad used to take me to The Met when I was a kid. It’s so crazy to think I’ll be working there. That they’d want me of all people.”
“Why wouldn’t they want you? You’re perfect,” Hunter smiles.
“Thanks, babe,” Kip smiles back. But when he turns away from Hunter; he has a far away look in his eye that Ilya doesn’t quite understand.
“I didn’t realize that’s what you wanted to do,” Shane says, pushing the conversation forward.
“It’s what my degree is in,” Kip explains. “Head curator is kind of the dream job but there aren't a lot of those, so we’ll see.”
“What kind of things will you be doing as an assistant curator?” Shane asks. Ilya gets the impression Shane is enjoying keeping the conversation away from themselves, hockey, or the Metros.
“A lot of, like, inventory management type stuff. Most people don’t know this, but at any given time, what is out on display in a museum only represents about a third of the museum's overall inventory,” Kip explains, clearly enjoying the chance to discuss his career. Ilya would imagine he spends an inordinate amount of time discussing hockey when he doesn’t even play it. “The Met also will have, uhm, like, temporary exhibits, so the set up and take down and organization of those is a ton of labour. I’ll probably end up working on that a lot. It’s grunt work but it’s in my field.”
“That’s really cool,” Shane nods, sipping his beer. “It’s always amazing to finally be doing what you love.”
“Yeah, of course, I certainly didn’t want to be a smoothie boy for the rest of my life.”
Shane chokes on his beer and ends up coughing into the pint glass. “Sorry, uhm,” Shane starts, clearing his throat and pointedly refusing to look at Ilya. “I don’t drink very much. When do you start?”
“Next week,” Kip answers. “Just before Christmas feels like a really weird time of year to be starting a new job, but it’s nice to be out of bartending for New Years.”
“So you’re celebrating, then?” Ilya asks.
“Kip doesn’t want to, but we should be,” Scott explains, running his hand over Kip’s thigh under the table. “You worked hard for this.”
“Yeah, uh, yeah, I did. It’s amazing, it’s really happening.” Kip’s face is doing something strange. He looks oddly unhappy about achieving something in his life. Ilya decides he will be prying.
“Let’s start the celebrations,” Ilya declares. “Kip and I will go get shots.”
“I can’t do a shot,” Shane protests. “We have an afternoon game.”
“You don’t have to drink it,” Ilya tells him, waving off the concerns.
He stands up from the table and gives Hunter a pointed look until he stands to let Kip out. Ilya leads Kip to the bar and they lean there waiting while Kyle is distracted by a customer who seems to be interested in more than just ordering a drink.
“Congrats on big museum job,” Ilya prods. “Very exciting.”
“No, yeah, it’s amazing,” Kip agrees with a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.
“Or, maybe, you’ve realized you hate museums?” Ilya hypothesizes after a beat of silence. “All those old fossils remind you of your boyfriend and you never get break from being surrounded by old things.”
Kip laughs and it sounds genuine. “Scott is not a fossil and The Met isn’t a dinosaur-type museum. It’s, like, paintings and art.”
“Then why do you look so unhappy to be getting what should be first steps to your dream job?” Ilya questions directly.
“I’m not unhappy,” Kip sighs, rubbing his forehead. “I just…I can’t shake the feeling that the reason they were suddenly interested in a resume I sent them months ago is because I’m Scott Hunter’s boyfriend and not because of anything I did.”
Ilya nods, not because he agrees but because he understands why Kip is saying it. “This is big museum, yes? Very important, very…serious.”
“Yes,” Kip nods.
“Do you think this serious and important museum would have hired Kip Grady who happens to be Scott Hunter’s boyfriend if he had no degree? If he had no qualifications and if he did not earn the spot? You did an interview, I’m assuming.”
Kip sighs and laughs softly like he knows a lecture is coming. “I did, there were like…multiple rounds of interviews.”
“Okay, and you beat out a lot of other people who also did multiple rounds of interviews to get that spot,” Ilya states. “Because you’re better.”
“There were multiple spots to get, like I said, there’s about a million assistant curators. I just…I stop thinking they only called me at all because they recognized my name from headlines. Then I can’t stop thinking I only got through the interviews after because I’m the guy they saw do a magazine interview with the captain of the Admirals.”
“I thought interview was very cute. You were very polite about how Hunter stalked you,” Ilya grins and Kip gives him a glare that doesn’t suit his face. “But that is not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is like, fucking English, what I mean is, do you really think this museum that you seem to think so highly of would hire you just for the name recognition or whatever? Do you think they’re so unserious and stupid they don’t hire for worth and achievement?”
“No, I mean, I guess I don’t think that. They are still The Met. I don't think they’d have hired me if they didn’t think I could do the job.”
“Good, so we agree,” Ilya nods seriously. “They hired you because you’re qualified and they trust you can do the job.”
Kip makes a face like he wants to keep arguing for a second before smiling a little. “I guess we can agree.”
“Maybe they did give your resume a second look because they recognized your name,” Ilya concedes because he knows Kip will keep thinking about it either way. “But they didn’t hire you for that reason alone and many people get jobs because of the people they know. People who are less deserving and less qualified than you.”
“Are we doing some celebratory shots!?” Kyle shouts, slapping his hands down on the bar in front of them.
Ilya looks at Kip and waits for him to decide.
“Uhm, yes,” Kip smiles and looks a little more genuine, if not completely without worry. “We are celebrating. Oh actually, Kyle, can you come back to the table with us and take some photos?”
“You want a celebration photo,” Ilya observes with a smile, feeling like it’s proof he’s done well.
“I seem to remember not that long ago when two very sad gay boys sat at a table with us both devastated by the fact that we never take photos,” Kip recalls with a far away sadness. “Maybe now would be a good time to keep working on correcting that.”
The revelation hits Ilya like a punch even if Kip didn't mean it to. He'd planned this entire first date for them it never occurred to him to take pictures, he should have asked the woman at the batting cages, he should have asked the waiter at the restaurant. It's too late for both now, but they can still take photos here. Ilya gives Kip a soft smile. “Hunter is very lucky to have you,” he tells him.
“Oh, I know,” Kip declares. “And don’t worry, he does too.” He turns to head back towards the table before pausing and rounding on Ilya again. "Hey," he says softly. "Shane's lucky to have you too. I know how much work you put into planning today and finding that restaurant."
Ilya shrugs like it was nothing because compliments make his heart and brain feel weird. Like he can't process them, like they're somehow a trap. "Was for Shane," he says simply.
"I know it was," Kip clarifies. "And that's why he's lucky to have you."
Ilya has to look down to avoid Kip's eye. He'd brought Kip over here to make him feel better and now he is going to get emotional. "We should get back there before Hunter bores Shane to death with stories about his time in the war of 1812."
Kip laughs and lets that joke slide.
“Kyle’s gonna take our photo!” Kip announces when they return to the table with a shot glass in each hand and Kyle trailing behind, already holding Kip’s phone.
Ilya can see from the look on Shane’s face that he feels awkward about it. He slides in next to Shane and gives him the shot.
“What’s wrong?” Ilya murmurs. “You do not have to take shot. I will do both.”
“Don’t do both,” Shane orders sternly before his voice gets softer. “But it’s not that. I just—I look stupid when I smile. It’s always my media face. It’s easier when people take candid photos like Marley did.”
Ilya considers that for a moment. He reaches down to rub Shane’s leg under the table. “Do you remember our first face off against each other? In our rookie season?”
“Yes,” Shane recalls, an easy grin spreading across his face and already Ilya knows this plan is working. “I won the face-off and scored the game winning goal.”
“I know,” Ilya grunts, more annoyed than he should be considering he brought it up.
“When we take picture, don’t think about the camera. I just want you to remember that feeling, okay?” Ilya instructs, running his finger down Shane’s nose with a quick flicking motion.
“Okay,” Shane agrees with a smile.
“You guys are cute as fuck, I’ve already taken, like, a hundred pictures,” Kyle breaks in. He is clearly clicking away at the camera.
“Okay,” Shane blushes and picks up his shot glass. “That’s probably too many. I don’t think they make photo albums that big.”
Ilya’s heart picks up speed at the thought that Shane wants to print off photos of them to be put in an album. But it’s too stupid and domestic to bring up without feeling ridiculous. Especially in front of Hunter. They pose for what feels like a hundred more photos, Ilya certain Shane’s media face slipped back into place after the first five seconds, and then take the shot. Shane takes his without ceremony and Ilya doesn’t mention it.
“A lot of these are very good,” Kyle assures them, handing Kip back his phone.
“I hope so, it’s gonna take until next year to go through them all,” Kip laughs.
“Please send some to us,” Ilya says quickly.
“I will,” Kip promises.
*
There’s a beat of silence after Kyle leaves while they all settle again. Kip lays his phone face down on the table and Scott can tell he’s fighting every instinct to not start flicking through the photos.
“How’s your guy’s day been?” Kip asks. “Ilya has been so excited. He basically hasn’t stopped texting me about it.”
“Really?” Hollander asks, turning to look at Rozanov, who pointedly refuses eye contact, face suspiciously ruddy.
“That is…American exaggerating,” Rozanov says. “Was only a few times.”
Kip raises an eyebrow like he wants to argue but seems to decide against it.
“It was fun,” Hollander finally offers. “We went to the batting cages and I kicked Ilya’s ass.”
“You barely won,” Rozanov argues.
“You pitch like all your bones have been removed,” Hollander counters and Scott wonders if there’s video of that.
“My form was loose and open, Shane,” Rozanov protests, putting heavy emphasis on each word. “Was good though, I think it will make good team bonding activity for the spring.”
Hollander blinks a few times like he’s trying to process that. “I’m sorry,” he starts, clearly readying for a fight but somehow being Canadian about it. “Am I to understand that we went to the batting cages because you were testing it out for team bonding.”
“No, we went to the batting cages because you love competition. Is just…bonus that it will make good bonding for later.”
“You’re unbelievable,” Hollander scoffs, looking genuinely annoyed.
Rozanov doesn’t seem worried, though. He doesn’t even lose the smirk on his face. “You’re saying that already—I thought you’d wait till we get back to hotel.”
“Okay, no more speaking,” Hollander orders Rozanov. “My mom was telling me you guys did a magazine thing.” Hollander’s words are directed at Scott and Kip now, trying to move the conversation to safer territory.
Scott wants the same so he’s happy to play along. “I was nervous about it, at first,” he admits. “But once we were…out and the world didn’t end, like I had always assumed it would, it felt easier to consider stuff like that.”
“You were both very cute in your matching sweaters,” Rozanov chuckles, giving them both a wink.
“That was the magazine people’s idea,” Scott groans. He’d already heard enough about the matching sweaters from his teammates. “Because of the holiday season.”
“And I said it was cute!” Rozanov defends, as if Scott is stupid enough to not know a chirp when he hears one. Whether they’re on the ice or not. “I was surprised you were willing to admit to stalking Kip in national publication but that is your choice. I know things used to be different with dating when you were young.”
“He didn’t stalk me. Stop saying that,” Kip orders, and although Scott appreciates Kip coming to his defense, he isn’t loving the implication that this isn’t the first time Rozanov has said that.
“It’s just…stalking lite to keep showing up somewhere you know someone will probably be,” Hollander volunteers. “It’s not like he ever followed Kip home. You never followed him home, right?”
“NO! Christ, what is wrong with you two?” Scott demands, gesturing between them.
Scott is realizing that Hollander is a lot more like Rozanov that he used to let on and he just hid that fact in the past. He can’t decide if it’s nice Hollander seems comfortable being himself or horrific that ‘himself’ is so much like the Russian menace.
“I lived too far away to follow,” Kip jokes. “Scott would get tired trying to follow me home on the subway.”
“Okay, this topic is becoming annoying now,” Scott grumbles into his beer.
“I’m surprised you guys don’t get asked to do stuff like that,” Kip says, gaze flicking between Rozanov and Hollander.
Hollander looks extremely uncomfortable all of the sudden.
“No, uh,” he starts, clearing his throat. “We definitely do. I just told my manager to say no to everything. It’s just easier. I don’t really want to draw anymore attention to myself given…everything. We also aren't quite as cute and likeable as you guys, hard to be matching sweater material when everyone's watched Ilya suck my dick.”
Hollander is not looking at anyone, instead keeping his eyes trained somewhere over Scott’s shoulder. Scott catches Rozanov’s eyes across the table and there’s a charged look shared where Scott knows they’re both thinking the same thing. It's not just about the video, he can’t do it because of the Metros.
"I'm sure that's not true," Kip says in a gentle voice. "There's lots of support for you guys online and people don't really bring up the video anymore. Or at least only assholes do."
Hollander doesn't reply, just shrugs one shoulder and continues to avoid eye contact.
“So, uhm,” Scott says, leaning his forearms on the table and playing with his beer. “How are things in Montreal?”
He doesn’t take his eyes off Hollander when he asks and he sees the momentary shift in his face—a half-second of misery in his eyes before he schools his face back to neutral.
“Fine,” Hollander says with a shrug. “Not doing as well as I’d like in the standings, but…we’re working on it.”
Scott can’t tell if Hollander actually thinks he was asking about the team’s standings or if he’s dodging the question. Either way, he’s not letting it go. “And how’s things with, uh, with your teammates?”
Hollander is quiet for a beat too long and Scott can see him trying to decide what he wants to say.
“Oh, same old,” Hollander says, tone carefully neutral. He’s still refusing to make eye contact with anyone. His gaze has dropped to the table in front of him where he’s picking at a flaw in the wood grain with his thumb.
“And what’s same old like?” Kip prods.
Hollander looks like he wants to disappear, and Scott is starting to regret bringing this up. He pushes on, though, because sometimes necessary things cause pain. “I’ve just…I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about what you said about your team." And watching you get brutalized on the ice from lack of protection. "And I just…not every team is like that. The Admirals aren’t…wouldn’t be to you either. If you were…here.”
It’s starting to feel like he’s said too much. It’s certainly the kind of thing he wouldn’t want anyone to hear him say if Hollander actually were planning a trade. They’d be on them for collusion in an instant and Crowell would love to have that to throw in the face of the two gay players.
Rozanov’s gaze, so gentle and concerned as he watched Hollander, travels to Scott and now he’s staring daggers like he hopes to kill him with a look alone.
“I just mean,” Scott hurries on, trying to ignore what exactly is making Rozanov start planning his murder. “If you wanted to leave the Metros. There are a lot of other options.”
Hollander laughs down at his beer but there’s no humour in it. “So everyone keeps telling me,” he sighs. He sounds angry, over enunciating each word in a way that comes across as almost sarcastic but he looks exhausted. He looks a decade older than he did five minutes ago.
Scott opens his mouth to speak again but Hollander cuts him off. “I feel like this isn’t very fun double date conversation. This is our first date ever. We should be discussing like…favourite colours or something.”
“Favourite colours?” Rozanov repeats. “Do you have a favourite colour?”
“Not really…blue? Maybe?”
“Then why would we discuss our favourite colours?”
“I don’t know! It just feels like the kind of thing people do on first dates,” Hollander argues.
“We’ve been together since we were like eighteen, Shane,” Rozanov reminds him and Scott has to take a beat to remember that part of the story because it’s still shocking. “I don’t think we need to do first date questions. I already know about your family and what you do for work and that your hobby is reading books about what you do for work.”
“Shut up,” Hollander snaps but the smile has returned to his face. It’s still crazy how easily Rozanov can be the one to put it there. “It was just a suggestion.”
“Shane,” Kip cuts in. “Will you come with me to get another round?”
“Wha-uh,” Hollander pauses, looking confused, but seems to recognize he’s being offered an out. “Okay?”
Scott and Rozanov stand to let out the other two, and a moment later Scott is alone at the table with the version of Ilya Rozanov he recognizes from the ice.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Hunter?” Rozanov snarls once their boyfriends are out of ear shot.
“What do you mean? I’m trying to help Hollander realize he has other options,” Scott imparts, feeling confused. “Don’t you want him out of Montreal more than anyone? And New York is close to Boston. I thought you’d be happy.”
“You know what’s even closer to Boston? Boston!” Rozanov snaps, slapping the table. Scott feels all the pieces click into place and watching Rozanov’s face as he realizes he’s said too much only confirms it.
“You’re trying to get Hollander to go to Boston,” he says slowly.
Rozanov sniffs and looks away from Scott. He tries to shrug like nothing serious is happening. When he’s actually been secretly plotting what would be the most important trade in hockey since Gretzky. “Like you said, is about making sure Shane knows he has options.”
“And if one of those options happens to also involve him living in your house, well then, that’s just being fiscally responsible,” Scott taunts.
“You’re one to talk,” Rozanov snaps. “You moved him into your penthouse like the next fucking day as Kip tells it.”
Scott can feel his face get hot, out of embarrassment and anger. “So what?” He demands. “It’s clearly worked out, hasn’t it?”
“So it has,” Rozanov acquiesces, still refusing to look at Scott. “Kip has been very lovely live-in nurse for you.”
Scott ignores the jab because they don’t have time for it. Kip and Hollander will be back at the table any second. “Look, I’m not trying to say Shane should be on the Admirals?” God knows, a mean part of me would prefer he wasn’t, Scott thinks but doesn’t say. “But he needs to go somewhere. Has Hollander said where he wants to go?”
“He doesn’t want to go anywhere,” Rozanov fumes, but Scott knows the anger isn’t directed at him anymore. “He seems determined to not leave Montreal unless they chase him out at fucking gun point.”
“Well those are harder to come by in Canada, I hear,” Scott jokes, hoping to lighten the mood, but Rozanov seems uninterested in laughter or joy, instead giving Scott a look that suggests he’d like to have a gun right now.
“Look, man,” Scott says and has to pause for a moment because he’s having a weird out of body experience where he can’t believe this is actually his life now. So what are you, like, their gay saviour, Scott hears Kip’s voice in his head. Apparently Scott wants the answer to that to be ‘yes’.
“All you can do sometimes is be there for someone and let them find their own way,” Scott counsels gently.
“He isn’t finding his way,” Rozanov snaps, glaring at everyone and everything around them.
“He is,” Scott disagrees. “It’s just not at a speed that you like. Just be there, push where you can, but let him find it for himself.”
“He isn’t fucking safe there, Scott,” Rozanov snaps and the use of his first name takes Scott by surprise. “If they don’t let him break a rib on the ice, they’re going to jump him in the locker room.”
“He has Pike and Boiziau, right?” Scott asks.
“They never leave Shane alone there,” Rozanov admits. The subtext of that fact lands with a thud between them. Good lord, Hollander really isn’t safe in his own locker room, Scott thinks. Or, at least, his best friends don’t think he is.
“They’ll keep him safe, as best they can, until Shane chooses to leave,” Scott assures the grave-faced Russian and he can only hope that’s enough. “If you try to push him into something that he isn’t ready for yet, or that isn’t right for him…you’ll just push him away,” Scott concludes and he can feel that his voice has become too sad. He’s let this conversation lead him to thinking about things that have nothing to do with Hollander and Rozanov. He can see by the look on his face that Rozanov has noticed too.
“How much time will he need?” He asks, voice small, like perhaps Scott has access to that knowledge.
“As much as he needs,” Scott states. “You just have to give it to him.”
Rozanov nods; he doesn’t look happy, exactly, but there is a sort of resigned acceptance in his eyes and he doesn’t look like he’s going to check Scott into the dartboard anymore.
“We brought shoooots,” Kip sings, dragging at the word. “Watermelon vodka dropped in grapefruit juice.”
“Horrible,” Rozanov groans. “Why would you put fruit in vodka?”
“It’s delicious, and we all did your terrible shot, so stop complaining,” Kip orders. They drop off another round of beers for everyone too. They settle back into the booth this time, making Rozanov and Scott slide down to take the inside. “So, Shane was just telling me about his stay in Boston.”
“Oh?” Rozanov smiles. “What about it?”
“About the team stuff,” Hollander says with a shrug, looking embarrassed. “The rookies actually invited me to go walk the Freedom Trail with them. They pretty much haven’t stopped texting me about it since.”
“Oh wow, I’m surprised they’re interested in that,” Kip says.
“You know it? They learned it from some video game,” Hollander explains.
“Any reason young people find to be interested in history is a victory to me,” Kip chuckles.
“Young people?” Rozanov emphasizes looking incredulous. “Kip, you are young people. Don’t let dating Scott Hunter trick you into feeling old. Just because he was at the fucking tea party.”
“Rozanov, are you serious?” Scott demands, already regretting ever trying to help him.
“Tea party? The Boston Tea Party?” Hollander asks, glancing at Rozanov. “Is that what it is?”
Rozanov shrugs with one shoulder. “Freedom Trail, it is in Boston. Boston is where they had the tea party. I just assumed it was related. There are ten million museums in Boston for old men fighting war against England.”
“It does have to do with the Boston Tea Party and the War for Independence. It brings you through a bunch of different museums and landmarks and stuff that are important to American history,” Kip informs them. Scott can’t help but smile listening to him talk.
Shane nods. “Well, maybe they’ll learn some stuff, then. We can throw some tea in the harbour or something.”
“Really interesting fact,” Kip starts, leaning forward and Scott feels his smile grow. He knows this fact will almost certainly not be interesting to two hockey dudes but he loves watching Kip get excited about history. “The tea they threw in the harbour was actually like these big bricks of tea because that’s how it was shipped back then and one brick of tea would be meant to last a family like…months or whatever. So the value of the tea they threw in was actually millions and millions of dollars.”
“Wow, that is interesting. You always picture, like, tea bags, you know?” Hollander nods, and Scott isn’t sure if he’s just being polite or actually interested.
“Can we do this shot please? Then Hunter can finish telling us about his part in the tea party,” Rozanov chirps, and then has the audacity to wink at him across the table.
“Alright, fuck off,” Scott snaps but picks up the rocks glass filled part way with juice and vodka. It is, in fact, not any better than the straight vodka, but it is slightly sweeter. Across the table he watches Hollander slide his shot glass over to Rozanov who immediately takes it too, without question.
“Now that we all have a good buzz going, I want to play a game,” Kip announces.
“Oh, Christ,” Scott groans, already sensing trouble from the gleam in Kip’s eye. “What’s the game?”
“I want to know who your hockey player hall pass is,” Kip asks, looking between Rozanov and Hollander.
“Hall pass to go where?” Hollander asks, blinking guilelessly. Scott can’t suppress the laugh that bursts out of him. It’s insane to think the same guy who made a sextape, with Ilya Rozanov, doesn’t know what a hall pass is.
“No, like…the person you’d sleep with if you could,” Kip explains.
“Uhm…” Hollander starts, furrowing his brow in confusion, he gestures at Rozanov. “This guy.”
“That’s extremely sweet and also boring,” Kip declares and Rozanov laughs this time. “You can’t pick your boyfriend. I want to know what hockey player, other than Ilya, you’re interested in.”
“I’m not answering that,” Hollander waves him off.
“There’s got to be someone,” Kip presses. “I have been thinking about it since we all learned about Ilya’s crush on Scott.”
“I do not have a fucking crush on Hunter,” Rozanov snaps.
“No, you just think he’s hot,” Hollander chuckles.
“Bold of you to say, considering you had his poster in your bedroom,” Rozanov snaps, and Scott has to sit back a little in his chair. Can he make it through one interaction with these guys without some kind of insane revelation?
“How do you know that? Did I tell you that when I was drunk? Did my mom tell you that?” Hollander demands. Scott can feel Kip smirking at him but he refuses to make eye contact with anyone.
Rozanov is grinning like a shark at Hollander. “Was lucky guess that you confirmed for me,” he reveals.
Hollander gets even redder; whether it’s from anger or embarrassment, Scott can’t tell. “That was just because I looked up to him as a player,” Hollander fumes. “Fuck you.”
Scott has to stare very hard down at his hands and out of the corner of his eye he can see Kip barely suppressing a laugh, hand over his mouth like he hopes to physically hold it in.
“You’re not allowed to come up with any more topics,” Scott murmurs to him.
“Yeah, you wanted to be looking up at him from your-”
“OKAY!” Scott blurts because he actually can’t take any more of this or he’ll never be able to hang out with them again. “New topic.”
“No,” Hollander commands, giving Scott a scathing look. “Same topic.” He rounds on Rozanov again. “Hunter wouldn’t even be my fucking guest pass anyway.”
“He wouldn’t?” Rozanov questions.
“I wouldn’t?” Scott repeats and then immediately wants to slap himself in the face. Why is he acting butthurt that a player who’s far too young for him wouldn’t hypothetically sleep with him?
“No!” Hollander shouts.
“Who is then?” Kip pushes, same mischievous grin on his face. Scott tries to kick him under the table but Kip moves his feet away and Scott ends up smacking his ankle hard against the table leg.
“I’m not answering that,” Hollander states, waving them off.
“There are other players in the league you’re interested in? Who? Tell me who,” Rozanov orders. Hollander just shakes his head, clearly refusing to answer. “If you don’t tell me I’ll assume it’s Hunter.”
“I just told you it wasn’t,” Hollander argues. Scott is realizing the pendulum has swung back and this is starting to hurt his feelings. Get it together, he tells himself.
“Don’t care, need you to tell me who it is,” Rozanov grins.
“No!” Hollander barks. “This whole conversation is useless, we aren't going to like…hook up.”
“Now you have to tell me,” Kip gushes with a wicked grin, and Scott’s starting to think the two drinks they had before Rozanov and Hollander got here were a mistake.
“Who’s yours?” Hollander asks, looking at Rozanov.
“Why do you think I have one?” Rozanov deflects.
“Because I’ve met you,” Hollander counters.
“I won’t say if you won’t say,” Rozanov says, like a child.
“Well, I won’t say if you won’t say,” Hollander agrees, doubling down on the childlike behaviour.
“You could both say it together,” Kip suggests, voice innocent, like he’s just trying to help. Scott turns his head to give him a warning look but Kip pointedly refuses to look his way. Or, maybe, he just can't tear his eyes away from Rozanov and Hollander.
The two are holding each other’s gaze, sharing a charged look that is starting to make Scott feel like he wants to sit somewhere else. It certainly feels like they’ve both forgotten anyone else is here.
“On the count of three,” Rozanov says finally. “And you’re not allowed to say Hunter.”
“I was never going to say Hunter,” Hollander reaffirms.
“Is this starting to hurt your feelings?” Kip asks him in a low voice.
“To a degree that’s honestly making me lose respect for myself,” Scott admits, making Kip laugh loudly.
Hollander and Rozanov are completely ignoring them though. They’re still holding the same heated eye contact when they begin counting in perfect unison.
“1…2…3…Carter Vaughn!” They shout together. Both their mouths drop into the same shocked face. Scott meanwhile has inhaled his beer and is simultaneously choking and laughing so hard he has to hide his face in Kip’s shoulder.
“We could like…invite him.” Scott hears Rozanov’s teasing lilt and now he just wants Kip to let him stand up.
“Absolutely not,” Hollander states, shaking his head decisively. He whips his gaze to look at Scott and Kip. “Hunter, never tell him about this.”
“I wouldn’t tell Vaughny this with a gun to my head. The guy's ego would grow so big no one else would fit in the locker room,” Scott promises with a laugh. “Scout’s honour.”
“Scott’s honour,” Kip corrects.
“Stop looking at me like that,” Rozanov snaps at Hollander, who’s been looking at Rozanov like he’s planning a murder-suicide since the name reveal.
“I can’t believe you’d sleep with another player,” Hollander scoffs, turning away from Rozanov and looking genuinely pissed.
“You’re not allowed to act jealous when you said the same name, Shane!”
“I’m not fucking jealous,” Hollander spits jealously.
“Are you seriously taking pictures of this?” Scott asks, leaning into Kip’s shoulder.
“These are a different type of precious memories,” Kip grins.
“Precious to us or them?”
“It can be two things.”
“Just explain to me what you like about him,” Hollander is demanding, arms crossed over his chest like he’s pouting, his whole body moved as far away from Rozanov as possible without falling from the booth seat.
“Maybe we should explain at same time, since we so clearly have the same taste in men,” Rozanov scowls.
“Maybe we should have this conversation in private,” Hollander hisses through clenched teeth.
“Would you like to go to the bathroom,” Rozanov insinuates.
“Absolutely not,” Scott commands. “You have the energy of two people that are gonna tear each other’s clothes off and you’re not doing that here.”
When neither of them argues, Scott is forced to contend with the fact that he was absolutely right, and he hates having that knowledge. They need more gay friends. Rozanov mentioned finding out Ryan Price is gay. The guy's mean as a snake on the ice, but surely he won't try to have sex in the bathroom during a double date.
 
***

 
“Thank you for tonight and today and…all of it,” Shane smiles when they leave The Kingfisher just after nine at night.
“You had fun?” Ilya asks, looking genuinely worried about the answer.
“I had the best time,” Shane affirms, leaning his whole body into Ilya’s, unafraid of the fact that they’re standing out on the street, because he’s had a few drinks and it feels so good to be this close to Ilya and he can’t believe has to go back to his hotel room with Hayden.
“Let’s get you back to hotel for curfew,” Ilya says, reading his mind.
“I wish we could spend the night together,” Shane whines, rubbing his face against Ilya’s neck like a cat.
Ilya doesn’t say anything, just pets over Shane’s overgrown hair. “I like this, I don’t think I’ve told you that yet. You’re growing it?” Ilya asks him.
“Uh, no, I…I just feel weird going to the hair dresser. It always takes so long and they talk so much. I hated it even before and now I can’t imagine going and them asking about…everything and I just sort of kept skipping it and now here we are,” Shane finishes with a shrug.
Ilya looks unhappy with Shane’s story but he clearly enjoys touching Shane’s hair. “I like it long. You should keep it.”
“I will,” Shane offers. “Until it annoys me too much. We should wave for a cab, even if I don’t want to be separated yet.”
“I know, solynshko, neither do I.”
Shane isn’t sure when they’ll get a chance to kiss again. Will Ilya want to walk him to his room? He doesn’t want to kiss anywhere his team will see. Impulsively, Shane moves his head up so they can kiss right here on the street. Ilya cups his face and deepens the kiss, making Shane’s knees weak. He has to pull away because they can’t be kissing like this when he has to go back alone.
 
Back in his hotel room for the night, Shane’s laid out on his bed, clad in only his underwear, when he nearly jumps out of his skin from the sudden banging on his hotel room door starts. “Fuck sakes,” he gasps. "I knew it." He takes a second to get it together, pulling on some sweatpants, before going to answer it. In the interim, the banging gets louder.
“Pike! Hollander! Open up!” Theriault barks through the door.
Shane swings the door open to glare at his coach, he doesn’t even pretend he isn’t glaring. “Coach, it’s late,” Shane reprimands. “Is something wrong?”
“Hollander,” Theriault blurts, his breath leaving him with a whoosh. “You’re here.”
“This is my hotel room,” Shane points out.
“Right…yes,” Theriault nods. He looks shocked to see Shane but manages to collect himself.
“Where’s Pike?”
“He’s sleeping,” Shane says, pointing to the lump under the blankets on the farther bed that's just visible from the door. “He doesn’t get a lot of rest at home with the kids and Jackie being pregnant so he tries to maximize his sleep on the road. I don’t want to disturb him, we have an early game tomorrow.”
He gives Theriault a pointed look when he says the second part, making it clear who he thinks is disturbing Hayden.
Theriault glances into the room at the hotel bed for a moment and then back to Shane. “Right,” he nods, clearly on the backfoot from how he thought this would play out here. “Well, I’m assuming I’ll see you both at breakfast tomorrow.”
“We do both like to eat,” Shane acknowledges sarcastically. “Goodnight.”
Shane lets the door slam shut with all the momentum a heavy hotel door can muster. He turns back into the room. “What a fucking asshole,” he snarls.
In the other bed, the shape sits up and tosses off the blankets. “You should have just let me punch him,” Ilya replies.
“No, no one is punching Theriault,” Shane orders.
“Why nooot?” Ilya whines, collapsing back onto Shane’s bed.
“Because I wouldn’t do that to Hayden,” Shane asserts. “He’s doing enough for us already without me endangering his spot on the team by revealing he isn’t even here.”
“Oh, yes, Pike is doing us so many big favours,” Ilya says sarcastically. “Sleeping in big hotel room with king sized bed all by himself while we share a queen.”
“I was right when I said I needed to be here though,” Shane points out.
They’re almost back to having the same argument they had a half hour ago when Ilya wanted them to stay in the hotel room he’d booked for them in the same hotel. But Shane had insisted Theriault would come looking for him and Hayden should take it.
“All he said was stay in hotel and you’ll be in the hotel,” Ilya had argued.
“You know that isn’t what he meant,” Shane had argued back. It had gone on for far longer than it should have with Hayden hiding in the bathroom under the guise of ‘brushing his teeth’ for ten minutes straight until they’d come to a decision and the arguing stopped.
Back in the present the urge to continue the fight remains.
“Forgive me, I didn’t realize your coach thinks he runs summer camp for teenage boys,” Ilya says it like a joke but his tone is distinctly angry. “I won’t make that mistake again.”
“I’d say the vibe is less summer camp of many and more prison for one,” Shane admits, finally collapsing on the bed next to Ilya so they're sitting side by side. He cringes when he realizes he probably shouldn’t have said that.
“If you-”
“Please, let’s not,” Shane interrupts. “I don’t want to talk about fucking Theriault.”
“I just don’t understand-” Ilya starts.
“Correct! You don’t,” Shane interrupts, ruder than he should be considering what he’s hoping to get from this evening. He takes a steadying breath. “Can we please not do this tonight? I want to enjoy the time I have with you, not argue about my team.”
Ilya’s quiet for a beat, looking like he’s biting his tongue. Finally, with a sharp inhale through his nose, he seems to think better of whatever he was considering saying. “Okee, Shane, would you like to talk about fucking me instead?” He asks, nosing at Shane’s hair as his hands take a journey. Shane feels like he should apologize for being an asshole but he’d rather just move on.
“We have to be quiet,” Shane instructs.
“Of course,” Ilya agrees. “I can’t have your teammates thinking you’re cheating on me with Pike. I’d be humiliated."
“Maybe they’d be nicer if they thought that,” Shane jokes wryly before he can stop himself.
He sees Ilya’s expression shift and he knows he’s said the wrong thing again. “I don’t want to talk about the Metros either,” he blurts hurriedly, cutting off whatever Ilya was going to say. “There’s something else I’d rather talk about actually.” The energy in the room shifts and he feels suddenly shy, like they’re eighteen again and he’s going to suck Ilya’s dick for the first time.
“Okee,” Ilya nods, looking as serious as Shane feels.
“Well, uhm,” Shane starts, scratching at his head. “I was thinking about how our schedules don’t really line up at all for the rest of December.” Ilya nods but stays silent, clearly waiting for Shane to continue. “But we do have, like, the same days off around Christmas. I was thinking I could…come to Boston and we could…spend it together. Christmas, I mean.”
Somewhere along the way while speaking Shane realizes he’d dropped Ilya’s gaze, too nervous to keep making eye contact.
“You want to spend Christmas with me,” Ilya says carefully.
“I mean, if you want me to. I was thinking it would be…nice, or whatever,” Shane mumbles, worrying this all too much. They haven’t even been together for three months and now Shane is trying to spend a major holiday at Ilya’s house.
He feels Ilya cover take his hand and Shane finally looks up to meet his eyes. They’re so filled with devotion it’s overwhelming. “I’d like that…very much. Christmas is…less big in Russia. I haven’t really celebrated it much, so you’ll have to help me. But I’d like that.”
Shane feels a smile finally break across his face as all his nervous energy dissipates. “I’ll bring decorations and stuff,” he promises. “Or we can go shopping.”
“Ah, you’re shopping addict now,” Ilya chuckles. "First new clothes, now Christmas decorations, next new car."
“Shut up,” Shane sighs and Ilya smiles softly in return.
“There is, uhm, maybe one more thing,” Shane admits, circling back. “Well…my parents. I’ve never not been home for Christmas so I was thinking maybe-”
“You should invite them,” Ilya interrupts, saving Shane from stumbling through asking.
“Are you sure? I know that’s…maybe a lot,” Shane acknowledges.
“It’s just the right amount,” Ilya assures him and Shane smiles. His heart is so full of so much and he leans his forehead into Ilya’s and closes his eyes.
“Can you…say it again, please? We haven’t…said it in a while and I don’t remember how to pronounce it right anymore.” Shane doesn’t elaborate on what it is and he hopes he doesn’t have to. He just needs to hear Ilya say it, to know he still feels it, and then he’ll be strong enough to say it in English. Shane feels the press of Ilya’s forehead hard against his own, like he wants them to merge together, and when he reopens his eyes he sees Ilya has closed his.
There’s a long beat of silence where Shane thinks Ilya won’t say it at all. That he misread the situation, the Russian words, the sweet Christmas offers and the romantic date. Until, finally, Ilya opens his eyes again and the looks he gives Shane steals his breathe.
“I love you,” he says, voice watery, but the English is clear, leaving no room for confusion.
“Holy shit,” Shane gasps and there’s a moment where he wonders if that’s actually what Ilya said or just what he wanted to hear.
“I mean-” Ilya starts after a pause and Shane realizes his shock has left him quiet for too long.
“I love you too,” Shane professes, cutting off whatever explanation Ilya was going to try to give. For a few seconds they just stare at each other like neither can believe the other is really saying it. Then, slowly, Ilya collapses forward into Shane’s shoulder, pushing with gentle but insistent force until they’re both lying down with Ilya mostly on top of Shane.
“Fuck, Shane,” he rasps once his head is settled against Shane’s chest.
“I love you so fucking much,” Shane repeats, stroking through Ilya’s hair. “In English and in Russian.”
Ilya lets out a hiccuping-wet laugh. “Did you know what it meant?”
“I didn’t know for certain,” Shane reveals. “I just had a feeling.”
“I had that feeling too,” Ilya mumbles into Shane’s neck. Close enough that Shane can feel his lips moving as they graze the pulse point there.
“Ya…tubyu…lububu,” Shane stumbles and Ilya starts laughing hard enough to shake them both with the force of it. The kind of laugh a person has when they’re overwhelmed with emotions.
“Shut up,” Shane groans.
Ilya pulls him face up so they can look at each other and there are tear tracks down his cheeks and towards his temple. Shane uses his thumb to clear them away. “Ya tebya lyublyu,” Ilya says slowly as Shane wipes his face.
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Shane says back. It’s not the first time they’ve said it, or the fifth, but this time, it settles differently between them: A warm blanket of comfort and happiness because they both finally know what they’re saying.
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As always  Thank you for being here!!!! I actually can't understate how exciting the last few months with this fic has been for me. Being a mom to a young child can sometimes be extremely repetitive and unfulfilling and isolating and posting this fic and seeing comments and having positive interactions with you all has filled my cup in so many ways. So truly, I can't thank you all enough for reading and appreciating and being interested.
Alright Fic based notes FIRST and then update info at the end.
- First off, I do not understand Shane's diet in any way, shape or form so I really "blah blah blah"'d by way through describing the food, please forgive me. Sometimes my fic writing involves 2 hours of research about what type of pitching machine the MLB used in 2016 and sometimes my fic writing involves making up fake cheese companies. I contain multitudes. Also is the name of my fake cheese company an Always Sunny reference? It is and thank you for noticing. Also obviously his diet is a gym bro eating disorder but in the books Ilya still helps Shane eat how he wants to while saying it's a stupid diet. Don't think I'm down playing that by having Ilya be cute.
- My BETA and I disagreed on the "does Shane drink sparkling water" discourse. Personally IDGAF about whatever is canon My Shane hates sparkling water so sorry if you disagree, I won't be accepting notes.
- I hope we all enjoyed the Scott and Kip fluff because I love those two stupid morons and in his feelings old man Hunter is my fave. And I am firmly in the camp that Hollanov have a shared crush on Carter Vaughn. Not in the way that they'd ever have a threesome because in my opinion those two are both so possessive and jealous neither would share but they would enjoy looking at and being around that positive golden retriever of a man.
 
POSTING UPDATE There might a bit of a delay between this posted chapter and the next. For mental health reasons I need to get a few chapters written so I can have some physical distance between chapters and I'm not always literally fighting for my life to get a chapter written the week before it needs to be posted. I wanted to do that with my last break and then I didn't actually get ahead of myself. This is partially because I have a disease that means I simply MUST yap for 9000 words every chapter. I promise I am NOT abandoning this fic or forgetting it, I am avidly writing as much as I can it's just lately that's been harder. I've also got alot more written in the next two chapters than I had originally expected to at time of posting this chapter so that's a GOOD SIGN!
If you ever comment asking for updates I promise to reply and tell you how long to expect but my HOPE is to not be gone for more than next Monday. It could end up being two weeks without but I'm going to do my best. I love you all and your continued support means the world to me. I promise to be back to torment these boys another day. Until then I hope you can enjoy that we ended on some happiness for once.


  


      

  












      Chapter 25: Like A Death In The Hall, That You Hear Through The Wall....
  


    Chapter Summary

    The Metros face the Admirals.



    Chapter Notes
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I won't yap anymore, enjoy the long awaited chapter.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The following morning Ilya finds himself being chased out of Shane’s hotel room before the crack of dawn.
“Shane, it’s the middle of the night! It’s fucking dark out,” Ilya groans, tossing and turning in the bed while Shane throws his clothes at him from where they landed scattered around the hotel room the night before.
“That’s because it’s winter, Ilya,” Shane sighs. “It’s after six in the morning and you can’t stay any later. I can’t risk Theriault seeing you.”
“Maybe I came over early so we could get breakfast, he doesn’t know,” Ilya protests, burying his face deeper in the pillow that Shane had been sleeping on. “Besides, he said stay in hotel. We stay in hotel.”
“I told Hayden and J.J. I’d get breakfast with them. I need to do my game day routine anyways. I promise I’ll see you later, please,” Shane begs, and finally Ilya lets himself be pulled up.
“I will see you after your game,” Ilya states.
“You’re staying in New York tonight?” Shane asks, his voice so hopeful it makes Ilya forget all his annoyance about getting up early. They’d never discussed how Shane’s game day or the night after it would look, as if neither wanted anything to ruin the good day they were lucky to have together by dwelling on time they might not have.
Ilya nods, pulling his shirt over his head. 
“We are too,” Shane continues. “The flight to Buffalo isn’t till one tomorrow.”
Ilya runs his fingers through Shane’s long bangs. “I will see you after your game,” he repeats and Shane nods in agreement, looking pleased.
“What are you going to do during my game?” He inquires, seeming to forget his previous rush to make Ilya leave.
“Mmm,” Ilya hums. “I’ll find ways to keep myself entertained, I’m sure. New York is big city, there is always something to do.”
He knows if Shane finds out he’s coming to his game later that it’ll only make him stressed. He’d told Kip days ago to keep it a secret. He can’t go see Shane play in Montreal; visas and asylum claims aside, he doesn’t think Metros fans would take kindly to his presence. But he wants to be there the way Shane was for him and a little part of him is hoping he won’t have many more chances before Shane is always playing with him.
“I’ll text you when my game is over,” Shane murmurs against Ilya’s mouth.
“I’ll be watching,” Ilya smiles into the kiss.
And with that, Shane all but shoves him out the door and into the hallway. Ilya moves quickly to the elevators, selecting the button labeled L with a star next to it. He exhales a sigh of relief when the doors close without anyone joining him. He’s crossing the expansive lobby when the front doors slide open to let in a defender Ilya recognizes from the Metros. Ilya regrets not bringing a baseball cap to hide under as they make eye contact across the lobby. The man’s eyes widen slightly in clear recognition as they walk within ten feet of each other.
Fuck, Ilya thinks.
***

“Your breakfast is depressing me,” J.J. ribs, looking at Shane’s egg white omelette.
“Yeah, same to you,” Shane snarks, pointing his fork at the pancakes on top of sausage and eggs that J.J. has.
“It’s called balance,” J.J. informs him.
“Nothing balanced about maple syrup,” Shane reprimands.
“As a Canadian, you should love maple syrup,” J.J. scolds back with a smile.
“I’m half Japanese, guess that half wins out in thinking maple syrup isn’t a good diet staple for a professional athlete,” Shane shrugs.
There’s a beat of silence and they both turn to Hayden like they’re waiting to see if he has anything to contribute to the conversation. Hayden for his part remains silent, he’s picking at his own eggs and toast while avoiding both their eyes.
The three are sitting in the hotel’s dining room with the rest of the team and hotel guests scattered around them at various tables. At least, in public like this, Shane knows his team will leave him alone. He wonders if the other hotel guests can feel it though, how charged the room feels. It’s the same energy that builds anytime Shane is in a room with his teammates.
“What’s wrong?” Shane asks him. “Did you have a bad sleep?”
“Have you seen the group chat yet this morning?” Hayden is looking at J.J. when he asks it, not expecting Shane to have looked. Shane archived the chat so he wouldn’t have to keep seeing the notifications build.
“No…what’s going on?” J.J.’s eyes get huge as he digs in the pockets of his Metros hoodie for his phone.
“Wilson saw Rozanov leaving the lobby this morning when he was getting back from some chick’s place,” Hayden explains.
“Fuck,” Shane groans, dropping his fork so he can rub his face with both hands.
When he looks up again J.J. is scrolling on his own phone, eyes darting over the conversation chain as he reads quickly through the group chats conversation.
“They can’t do anything to you about it,” J.J. states confidently, giving Shane’s arm a reassuring pat. “Not on a team level anyway.”
“Why can’t they?” Shane questions, genuinely confused. He thinks the Metros would come up with anything to make his life harder and they won’t question him gifting them this chance.
“Wilson admits in these texts that he was getting back from staying at someone’s place. If they try to punish you, we have proof they need to punish Wilson too.”
“Oh,” Shane murmurs. “Well…could be worse. I’m sure I’ll hear shit from the team in the locker room but I was going to hear that shit anyway.”
Next to him J.J. is pressing on the side buttons of his phone, scrolling a little and repeating the action. Across the table Hayden’s phone vibrates and Shane can see the texts are from J.J..
“What are you doing?” Shane inquires.
“Taking screen shots in case they realize they shouldn’t have said that shit and delete the messages,” J.J. reveals with a smile that’s a little bit mean. “I sent them to Hayden for posterity’s sake.”
“Good idea,” Shane says. “Thanks.”
“We got your back, buddy,” J.J. assures him with a smile and a nod.
Shane is quiet because he isn’t sure what to say.
“You seeing Rozanov today?” Hayden prompts, trying to change the subject and maybe sensing that Shane feels awkward.
“Yeah, probably, after the game,” Shane reveals. “We don’t have any exact plans but he doesn’t fly back until tomorrow morning for another asylum meeting so we have tonight.”
“You said you’d come out with us tonight, Capitaine,” J.J. protests.
“At no point did I say that,” Shane counters with a wryly amused shake of his head.
“How’s all that going, by the way?” Hayden asks. “The asylum stuff.”
“It’s going,” Shane deflects with a shrug of his shoulder because he’s embarrassed to admit how little Ilya discusses it.
He says it’s boring and they just ask the same questions over and over and go over the same details of why he can’t go back to Russia and if there’s any reason he shouldn’t be an American citizen. As if they think this is all some long game by the Kremlin to plant a Russian on American soil. The meetings usually leave Ilya exhausted and quiet, asking Shane to tell him about his day while he listens without saying much.
“I hope it’ll get approved soon. I think the Raiders are really pulling every string they can.”
“Makes sense, they need him on those road games,” J.J. acknowledges.
“Or not, they lost to the Admirals and he was there for that,” Hayden jokes, making J.J. laugh, but Shane can’t find the energy for jokes.
“It’ll be better for him too,” Shane continues, like Hayden hadn’t spoken. “I think having to stay back in Boston while the team travels has been…shitty.” He remembers how worn out Ilya had sounded the last time they talked while the team was traveling. When Shane tries to pry, Ilya says he’s fine but Shane can always tell he’s not. He doesn’t know how to ask for more, though. Not over the phone, when they’re so far apart. Not when this all still feels so new and delicate. Not when it’s Shane’s fault he can’t travel with them in the first place.
They both nod sadly. “That sucks.”
Shane shrugs, picking at his egg white omelette that has suddenly become unappealing. Why are the breakfast conversations all proving to be so serious? “It’ll be fixed soon…hopefully.”
None of them say anything else and the conversation tapers off. A few minutes later, Shane excuses himself, dumping half the omelette in the garbage as he goes.
***

“I thought it would be cuuuute!” Kip argues, voice high with a played up whine.
“I know exactly what you thought,” Ilya snaps. “Put that down before I light it on fire and accidentally burn down this stupid condo.”
Kip refuses though, still holding out the firetruck red jersey, a hideous colour, in offering to Ilya until he snatches it from his grasp and tosses it away, like it’s already on fire. Annoyingly, it blankets itself across the couch with HUNTER still visible across the back and the 21 wrinkled up around it.
“Would you rather we stop by the shop in The Garden and get a Carter Vaughn jersey?” Kip teases with a wicked grin.
“I’d rather go back in time and have Shane tell Scott Hunter and his nosey boyfriend, that thinks he’s so funny, that they aren’t invited to Boston,” Ilya states.
“We were never invited. I’d argue we just sort of showed up,” Kip reminds him, laughing at whatever memory that digs up for him. “Also, wouldn’t you go back in time and just…not make a sex tape in the first place?”
Ilya waves his hands above his head in irritation. “Whatever, I am not wearing Hunter’s jersey. For my dead body.”
“Over your dead body,” Kip corrects.
“Either way I’m dead.”
Kip laughs and gives Ilya a warm smile. “Well, Scott will be heartbroken but I suppose I understand you can’t be wearing another man’s name. Shane wouldn’t appreciate that.”
“I’m sure Hunter would change his number if he saw me wearing it,” Ilya jokes.
“Nah, he likes you more than he lets on. Just like you do with him.”
“We put up with each other,” Ilya corrects.
“Sure,” Kip says, not sounding convinced.
“Are we taking a cab to game?” Ilya asks, trying to move the subject along. “We should order one soon.”
“I usually take the subway, the traffic around The Garden is horrible,” Kip explains. “It’s only a few stops from here on the subway also. Unless you’d rather not do that.”
Ilya shrugs. “I can take subway. I am not worried about New Yorkers or their filthy pet rats.”
“You’ll address Jimothy by his full government name, thank you,” Kip jokes, grabbing the keys off the counter. “And he bathes in the canal every month.”
“I’m so sorry, Kip, obviously Jimothy is not filthy,” Ilya chuckles as he sees himself out Hunter’s door and into the hallway. “Your pet rat is good boy. Catches frisbee like dog, I’m sure.”
“Good, you better be sorry,” Kip calls after him, shutting the door to his and Hunter’s condo behind him. “He knows shake a creepy little hand too.”
***

Shane isn’t surprised when Theriault is waiting for him outside the locker room before the game. He waves Hayden and J.J. in ahead of him and refuses to balk at Theriault’s angry stare. He just holds his gaze, unwavering and ready for the inevitable conversation.
“I heard Rozanov was at the hotel last night?”
“Did you? Well, I stayed in my hotel room which was what you said sooo…”
“The point was to avoid distractions, Hollander. If I need to be knocking on doors-”
“How’d you hear that by the way?” Shane asks, cutting Theriault off.
“Uhm, someone on the team saw him leaving,” Theriault admits.
“Ah, well that must have been pretty early. What were they doing in the lobby so early?” Shane asks, the accusation clear in his voice. “Getting in a morning run, I’m sure?”
Theriault gives Shane a hard look. “Yes, I’d imagine that was the case,” he guesses, voice careful.
“I’d just hate to think someone on the team was say…getting back from staying out all night and that was going unpunished. They would have to be benched, like you said, remember?”
“I don’t think we have any evidence of that,” Theriault hypothesizes and Shane can feel himself grinning like a shark.
“Really? You know, I have it on good authority there actually is some evidence in the team group chat,” Shane reveals. “Should we look together now?” Shane hasn't opened the team group chat since that day he stood in Ilya's living room, still wearing his come stained jersey, watching his teammate share pictures and gifs of things that were for only Shane to see. But he'd be willing to open it again, for this.
Theriault’s eyes flash with anger but he keeps his face neutral. “We should focus on the game. I’ll look into it,” he imparts with some finality to his tone. It’s an obvious lie that he probably doesn't expect Shane to believe.
“Yeah, me too, I’ll look into it too,” Shane offers in a tone that he hopes properly conveys that he already has the evidence and if Theriault wants to cause a problem for him, he’ll happily cause a problem for everyone.
Theriault is still grinding his teeth as he gives a jerky nod. “Always the diligent captain.”
“Just like you want, right? Anyways, I should get changed.” Shane doesn’t wait for Theriault to reply. He simply turns to enter the locker room. It’s not a victory, but it’s as close to one as he ever hopes to get with the Metros.
*
“I really don’t think we needed three drinks each,” Kip states as they make their way down the aisle to Hunter’s seats.
“I am not standing in that line again,” Ilya replies.
“It was the VIP bar; the line wasn’t even that bad compared to the others,” Kip argues.
“And yet it was still ridiculous,” Ilya grouses. “I don’t want to have to wait again.”
Kip just laughs and lets the subject drop. He motions to indicate which seats are theirs and they take a minute to get settled. The arranging of six drinks with only two cup holders requires some amount of focus as they arrange the extra cans carefully at their feet.
“Should be a good game,” Kip remarks conversationally once they’re seated and the drinks are placed in positions that minimize the risk of spilling.
“Were you a hockey fan? Before you started dating Hunter?” Ilya asks. He thinks he already knows the answer based on everything else he knows about the man but he asks anyway.
Kip shakes his head. “I saw games sometimes, but I mostly knew who Scott was from these Hugo Boss ads he’s done...” Kip stops himself, flushing slightly upon realizing what he said.
It makes Ilya grin. He hadn’t realized Kip had any interest in Hunter before he started knocking down the door of the smoothie shop. This little detail certainly hadn’t made it into their magazine interview. Ilya wonders if Scott even knows that.
“I mean…that’s what I recognized him from more so,” Kip continues, still looking slightly red. “I’d only attended one game with my dad before we met. Scott invited me to come sit in his seats when we first sort of were…flirting. But since coming out I’ve been to a bunch. My dad is a fan so he’s come to some games with me. He tells everyone who gets close that his son is the captain’s boyfriend. This has all been pretty exciting for him.”
Kip laughs happily at the thought of his father being excited to attend his boyfriend’s game and it makes Ilya’s chest constrict. He wonders what his father says each time Alexei reminds him about what Ilya was filmed doing.
“Your dad is supportive,” Ilya inquires even though he doesn’t need to.
“Oh, for sure, I’ve been out for a long time even before Scott,” Kip explains. “He’s really excited to have Scott come for Christmas.”
Ilya grins. “You’re having Hunter for Christmas? Is exciting, da? Not that long ago would have been-” Ilya waves his hand trying to find the word. “-could not have thought it. But now we are spending Christmas together too.”
“Shane and you are?” Kip asks, sounding excited and interested.
“We are,” Ilya confirms. He can feel like the smile on his face must be huge, but he doesn’t fight it. “He asked me last night about coming to Boston for Christmas. He wants his parents to come too, though he hasn’t asked them yet.”
“How is it? With his parents, I mean,” Kip prods, always eager for more details, but not in a way that feels intrusive.
“Is mostly good,” Ilya admits. “They’re kind, certainly kinder than I expected considering…everything. And Yuna is the type of Metros fan that would be happy with them burning a fake version of me-”
“An effigy?” Kip offers and Ilya can only shrug; he doesn’t know that word.
“I haven’t seen them since those few times right after everything. With not being able to go to Canada it is harder, but they text me often. Especially David, he is always asking me about what shows I am watching or what I am doing outside of hockey and how things are in Boston. Yuna does reach out too. She is very concerned about my citizenship and whether I am taking good sponsorships. You’re going to be stuck seeing my face on every street corner if she has her way,” he laughs slightly at the thought. “Does your dad like Hunter?” Ilya asks after realizing he’s talking about himself too much.
Kip nods silently while swallowing a mouthful of vodka seltzer. “They’ve met a couple times. I think Scott was kind of…I dunno, taken aback, maybe? He lost his parents when he was so young and me and my dad are really close.” Kip laughs like he’s remembering something funny. “I don’t think Scott was ready to be hugged immediately.”
Ilya laughs at the thought of Hunter being awkwardly embraced by an older looking Kip. “Hunter doesn’t seem like the type who expects hugs,” he guesses.
“No usually,” Kip agrees. “He settled into it though, the hugging and the family, and they get along well. Which is good, that’s really important to me. Christmas will be good. Scott told me before that he’d sometimes spend Christmas with his teammates' families but that’s not the same as…you know…”
“Da,” says Ilya quietly. “I know.”
It occurs to Ilya he might have a little more in common with Hunter than he ever cared to notice. He wonders if Hunter also never expected to end up adopted into a family. He’s envious that Hunter’s had more time with Kip’s dad than Ilya has had with Yuna and David. He desperately wants them to like him and he’s aware they got off on the wrong foot by finding out about him and Shane the way they did. He knows he can’t rely on making a good impression by offering nice gifts when their own son makes almost as much as he does. But he hasn’t had a chance to know either of them well enough to get good personal gifts either.
“Well,” Ilya starts after realizing he let himself get lost in thought and Kip, sensing the energy, had let him. “Do you have any good gift ideas for in-laws? I haven’t bought an adult that wasn’t Sveta, and sometimes Marley, a gift in…long time.”
“You don’t wanna just Google good gifts for your mother-in-law?” Kip teases.
Ilya shrugs, grinning sheepishly. “I may have already, it was all candles and scented soaps. Lots of gift baskets and huge blankets. I do not think Yuna Hollander, force of nature, likes vanilla pumpkin scented hand soaps and huge heavy blankets you pull over your head and wear like dress.”
“A snuggie!” Kip laughs. “No, I’d say the woman I met for that little bit in your kitchen wouldn’t be caught dead in a snuggie.”
“David might though,” Ilya ponders, swirling his beer like it’s a scotch and he’s some great thinker. “He seems like a man who enjoys being cozy.”
“My father would love a snuggie,” Kip chuckles and then pauses. “Actually I’m stealing that idea.” He digs in his pockets for his phone. “I’m writing that down.”
“Maybe we should get them matching set,” Ilya suggests even though it would only ever be a personal joke for himself and Kip. It’s not like the two men would ever be in the same room together to notice.
“Oh my gosh, do you think they make ones with, like, Admirals logos on it? If they do, they’d do Raiders design ones too, for sure. That would be so cute! Although I guess Shane’s dad would want the Metros, right?”
“Mmmm,” Ilya intones, looking annoyed. “I would not purchase Metros anything no matter how much I want them to like me. David will learn to like Raiders colours. Black looks good on everyone.”
“I don’t think anyone has ever put on a snuggie and worried the colours might not look good on them,” Kip considers with a loud laugh.
*
“Your boy’s here,” Hayden says, skating up alongside Shane during warm ups.
“What? Where?” Shane demands, looking around like he might find Ilya on the ice with them.
Hayden gestures up to what Shane has to assume are Hunter’s seats where Ilya is sitting next to Kip. Ilya waves down at Shane from his seat in the stands, looking far too pleased with himself. Shane feels suddenly a little lightheaded even as he manages to wave back. He hadn’t been expecting to see Ilya; he’d known it was a possibility even after their conversation but seeing him feels somehow overwhelming. He wonders if Ilya felt this way when Shane went to his game, though Ilya had known to expect him.
“I think he and Kip have been planning this for awhile,” Hunter explains, skating up to meet them at the blue line.
“Ilya didn’t mention it,” Shane admits, forcing himself to look away from his boyfriend and to Hunter instead.
“I think he wanted it to be a surprise,” Hunter says with a knowing smile.
“Holly!” Carter Vaughn shouts, joining Hunter. “You have fun on your double date last night? I heard it was a good time.”
“What, no, yeah, it was great,” Shane stammers, remembering what they shouldn’t have revealed. He gives Hunter a hard, assessing look. “Why? What did you hear?”
Carter looks taken aback, his near-constant, warm and inviting smile almost slipping off his face for a second. Shane can feel Hayden looking sideways at him too. Scott is clearly fighting to keep his face neutral but Shane can see the amusement wrinkling up his eyes even from where he’s standing.
“Scott said you had a…good time,” Carter reiterates, the words coming out almost like a question.
“Right, yeah,” Shane confirms, trying to get back on even footing. “We did have a great time. Really exciting to hear about Kip’s new job.”
“Kip’s new what?” Carter demands, looking at Hunter.
Hunter groans. “We hadn’t told them yet. I’m not saying anything more. It’s Kip’s news, but he did get a new job he’s very excited about. I wanted him to get a chance to tell the guys at some point.”
“We need to celebrate!” Carter shouts, even though he has no context for what the job even is. “Tonight!”
“I heard celebrations tonight and I am in,” J.J. declares, joining them. Shane is becoming aware that too many of them are lingering at center ice instead of warming up now but when he glances back at Theriault he sees they’re being pointedly ignored. Yelling publicly at the two gay players may not be as appealing as constantly scolding Shane where no one can see. Not in The Garden anyway.
“I want no part of this,” Shane tuts, skating backwards. He doesn’t want to risk anyone else on the team saying anything either and the longer they stay there the more likely it becomes.
“It’s not that easy anymore, Hollzy!” Hunter shouts after him. “My boy’s got yours on speed dial and I know he can get you to come out.”
“Speed dial?” Shane mocks, incredulous. “It’s not the nineties anymore, Hunter.”
Everyone laughs, even Hunter. “We’ll be seeing you tonight,” he affirms, full of confidence that Shane will have to begrudgingly admit he’s right to have. If Ilya really wants him to go, if Ilya asks him to go, Shane knows he will.
“You’ll be seeing me at center ice in five minutes when I’m beating your ass,” Shane shoots back.
“I already beat your boy,” Hunter reminds him, shouting across the distance now. “As far as I’m concerned you’re just waiting in line to be next.”
*
“This is frustrating, why isn’t at least one of them fucking mic'd up?” Ilya whines, watching Shane on the ice. He’d been standing talking to Carter, Pike and Hunter for a long time and now that he’s started to skate away he and Hunter are clearly shouting at each other across the ice. But their words are still lost in the buzz of the arena around them. Ilya’s grateful that he at least knows it’s nothing shitty coming from Hunter, who is grinning from ear to ear, and Shane is smirking despite his slight glare.
“Probably because the NHL would sooner end the season right now than have everyone hear what two of hockey’s gay players have to say to each other,” Kip suggests. He says it jokingly but Ilya can see the grim crease in his brow of someone who’s dealt with a lot. “Besides we’re at the game, we couldn’t know what they’re saying even if they were wearing mics.”
“I’d play the audio on my phone,” Ilya explains before deciding to circle back on the way Kip looked when he spoke about the league. “Has the league been bad to you and Hunter? Did Crowell say something?”
“Kind of, but not really. He’s clearly a man who knows how to toe the line,” Kip says, dropping his voice low and leaning close to Ilya. “He just…it all felt like implied threats. Especially after the article he called Scott and it was all ‘hope you’re focused on the game’ and ‘this is shaping up to be a big season for the Admirals’. It all had the cadence of: if you could just be a gay a bit more quietly I’d appreciate it.”
Ilya grinds his teeth. “That doesn’t surprise me. People say he’s old-fashioned, but that is just polite speak for fucking homophobic.”
“I think it actually annoys him that Scott is playing well,” Kip says.
“Ah, so I should be happy for Hunter that he beat me, then?” Ilya laughs.
“You can be slightly less mad,” Kip counsels.
“I’ll try, but probably, I cannot,” Ilya remarks. “Has he caused problems? For you and Hunter?”
Kip shrugs, playing with the can in his hands. “I think he’d prefer it if Scott retired sooner rather than later.”
Ilya scowls at nothing in particular and doesn’t form a reply right away.
“Does that really surprise you? Isn’t Shane being pushed out?”
“Surprise isn’t…right word. Just angry, I guess,” Ilya says, trying to ignore the other part of what Kip said because he feels guilty for how much he divulges about the Metros when Shane isn’t around. As if sensing the feeling, Kip lets it go and changes the subject instead.
“Would it make you feel better about your loss if Shane beats Scott today?” Kip asks.
“No,” Ilya states flatly, and it’s the truth, but he also doesn’t want to see Shane lose.
*
“I saw your boyfriend's here,” Drapeau sneers when Shane skates past him on the ice.
“I don’t have the energy for this today,” Shane sighs because he doesn’t want anyone on the Admirals to overhear the shit the Metros say to him. He doesn’t need pity from another supportive team. Boston is bad enough.
“Yeah, I heard you were up late, working on your knees,” Drapeau laughs meanly. “Or maybe your back.”
“Go fuck yourself,” Shane spits and moves to skate off. “Try not to give the game away.”
Shane joins Hunter at the dot and something about the way Hunter’s eyes track his path over makes Shane’s skin start to feel clammy. He knows how the body language between himself and his teammates reads to an outsider. He’s watched more than enough game tape of the way they move stiffly around each other or the way Shane looks braced for something anytime one of them gets close. He isn’t stupid enough to think Hunter can’t see it too. Why else would he have started talking about it last night? Hunter confirms his suspicions the second he opens his mouth.
“What were you and your goalie talking about?” Hunter asks in a knowing voice.
Shane wants to scream. He can’t take another person breathing down his neck about his team. His parents, Ilya, Hayden and J.J., even Rose sometimes if the games are bad enough, and now Scott Hunter wants to know why there is no joy in Mudville.
“I was just telling him that he can probably sit this one out,” Shane chirps.
“Rozanov is a bad influence on you,” Hunter huffs. But the concerned look has left his face replaced with something closer to annoyance and that’s all Shane cares about.
“I’ll let him know you feel that way,” Shane laughs.
“He already knows.”
Shane can feel Ilya looking at him as he bends for the face off. He tries not to feel any kind of way about it, tries not to let it affect him. He just wants to win the face off. Then the puck drops and he fails at both.
*
“So you’re feeling better about your new job, I hope,” Ilya leans over to say to Kip. He doesn’t take his eyes off the play on the ice as he asks it.
“I am,” Kip agrees with a nod. “Thank you for…helping me with it.”
“You deserve it,” Ilya reminds him, even if he doesn’t seem to need it.
“So, the date? Was all the planning worth it in the end?” Kip probes.
“Shane is worth it,” Ilya acknowledges and then regrets being so obviously sappy. The admission of love after all this time has made Ilya all soft and vulnerable, in a way he shouldn’t be. “He had fun. He liked the batting cages and he was very excited about that restaurant you helped me find.”
“That was mostly Scott, I was just the go between,” Kip admits. “He knows a lot more people who do that sort of healthy diet stuff.”
“Well, thank Scott for me.”
“You could thank him yourself,” Kip points out.
“I could,” Ilya agrees. When he glances over Kip is giving him as close to a dirty look as Kip can ever give anyone and Ilya laughs. “I’ll text him.”
“Will you?”
“I might forget.”
Kip huffs out an angry laugh and opens his mouth to say something but stops himself. The conversation abruptly stops as they both turn their full attention to the ice. Down on the ice, Hunter is cutting through Montreal’s defence like they’re not even there and he chips the puck into the net in a move that almost looks lazy, scoring the first goal of the game.
Hunter skates around behind the net and is swarmed and embraced by his team. Ilya watches Drapeau smash his huge goalie stick on the ice and it does make him a little happy to see that asshole miserable. Kip leaps to his feet, clapping and cheering with the rest of The Garden. Ilya, for his part, refuses to do the same, staying firmly seated and drinking his beer. He can feel that the look on his face must be one of annoyance.
On the jumbotron, the camera switches from the Admirals hugging on the ice to shots of people celebrating. Ilya shouldn’t be surprised when it finds Kip, zoomed out enough to incorporate Ilya looking annoyed in his seat. A deliberate choice, no doubt. As if the goal on the Metros somehow now feels like a shot at both the Metros and Ilya, who must be sad about his boyfriend losing. Ilya knows he’s giving them exactly what they want, too, by looking pissed off about it. But he won’t have Shane seeing him celebrate a goal against him.
“We’re on the screen!” Kip shouts, slapping Ilya once on the arm before turning to wave.
The camera lingers on them as Kip waves and Ilya joins him, using the hand holding his beer to give a half hearted wave. The crowd at The Garden isn’t quite as excited to see Ilya as Boston was for Shane, the noise they make when he’s on screen is somewhere between a boo and the goading roar of people looking at someone they just beat in a fight. But Ilya doesn’t care about anyone else in the room. Once he’s acknowledged them with a wave, the camera finally finds new people to show, specifically choosing Shane, who keeps his head down as he returns to center ice for another face off. The whole sequence feels like a taunt and Ilya can’t tell if it’s  mean-spirited or if it’s just standard sporting rivalry stuff.
Kip sits back down. “You could have clapped a little,” he teases.
Ilya snorts and takes a long drink of his beer. “No,” he states flatly. “I could not have. He is captain of conference rival to my own team and he just scored with puck he just stole off my boyfriend.”
“Well, I would cheer for Shane if he scores,” Kip protests.
“Would you?” Ilya asks, genuinely surprised.
“I mean, I feel like I should,” Kip explains. “He’s my friend…or at least, I would like him to be. We don’t really text the way I do with you, but he’s your boyfriend.”
Ilya shakes his head. “I will cheer for Shane,” he tells Kip. “You cheer for Hunter.”
“But-”
“Shane will understand,” Ilya interrupts. “You can’t cheer for the enemy in your boyfriend’s barn.”
“He isn’t the enemy,” Kip protests.
“He is right now,” Ilya maintains.
Kip doesn’t look happy, but he seems to accept it.
*
At first, Shane’s teammates play things pretty quietly. They’re surprisingly competent at keeping the homophobia in check anywhere that people or press could pick it up. But the game isn’t going well. Hunter getting the first goal of the game is rough, and when a second unanswered goal hits their net, Shane can feel the air start to shift.
Shane can see Drapeau mouth off to Scott as he celebrates his goal but he isn’t close enough to know what it is. He wants to skate over but he isn’t sure if his presence would make things worse or better.
He watches Hunter spit something back and Carter is pulling his arm to get him away while saying something to Drapeau himself. Even through their masks Shane can see the anger.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
When they meet for the face off again Shane can’t bring himself to raise his eyes to look at Hunter. There is no way whatever Drapeau said to him didn’t have to do with who Hunter chooses to spend his time with.
“Is your team always like this?” Hunter asks as Shane continues to stare hard into the ice.
“Not usually,” Shane says. “You caught us on a good day.”
Hunter jerks his head up to look at him, but Shane refuses to meet his eye, and this time it’s Hunter who loses the face off.
Shane manages to get a goal, but they’re still losing when the period ends, so it doesn’t feel like much of an achievement. He doesn’t want to leave the ice and go to the locker room where he’ll be alone with his team, without the shield of the crowd. But they want to run the zamboni so he can’t linger. On his way off the ice, he passes Wilson and he can feel the dig coming before he even opens his mouth.
“Maybe you should trade places,” Wilson sneers.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Shane snaps, whirling around to look at him.
“You and Rozanov,” he states. “Maybe, you should trade. When you watched him play, he scored a hat trick, didn’t he?”
“How do you even know that?” Shane snaps.
“Please,” Wilson snorts derisively. “As if that fucking photo of him wearing your hat on the ice wasn’t everywhere after. Seems like we’d be better off with him and you can sit in the stands.”
Shane presses his lips into a thin line. It’s another stupid dig but it lands better than most. He hates himself for letting Wilson get in his head. He can’t seem to find a retort and he’s lingered too long to simply skate off without it feeling like admitting defeat.
Hayden skates up as if sensing Shane’s struggle. “The Raiders just fucking lost to the Admirals, you moron,” he reminds Wilson, voice filled with barely checked hatred.
Wilson just shrugs, because being a homophobic asshole doesn’t have to make sense, it just has to hurt. He skates away and Hayden turns to Shane.
“You good, man?” He asks.
“Fine, just been a bad game,” Shane says mechanically. He skates away to leave the ice and he can feel Hayden following behind him. He doesn't acknowledge him though, his brain is so loud he can barely hear the noise of the stadium.
*
Ilya watches Shane exchange angry words with Wilson before Hayden Pike skates up to say something himself. He once again wishes they were mic’d up but the idea feels less fun now. They leave the ice and Ilya feels sick knowing Shane is going to the locker room with these men. He’s itching to grab his phone, to remind Shane that Hunter has been on a hot streak and the Raiders lost to them two days ago but he doesn’t think Shane will find that helpful or reassuring. He contemplates texting him something sexy, to lighten the mood, but he’s worried Shane would receive it the wrong way and god forbid a teammate should see it.
In the end, he leaves his phone in his pocket, playing with his crucifix to distract himself instead.
Beside him, Kip’s phone is lighting up where it sits in the drink holder.
“Scott’s texting me,” Kip supplies.
“Tell him to focus on the game,” Ilya advises sarcastically.
“They’re already winning,” Kip points out.
“Hmmm, da, send him sext actually,” Ilya recommends. “Distract him from the game.”
“They want to go out again tonight for more celebrating, apparently,” Kip announces, reading off the text on his screen. “They invited Shane and his friends before the game.”
“Well, I assume that means I’m invited too,” Ilya grins.
“I'm afraid Scott’s actually asking me specifically not to invite you,” Kip jokes with a grin. “He’s upset you wouldn’t wear his jersey.”
“You’re lying,” Ilya challenges, leaning over to see Kip’s phone screen even as he tries to angle it away from Ilya’s line of sight. “Hunter wouldn’t want me in an Admirals jersey if it would put the cup in his hands.”
“You guys pretending to dislike each other is getting exhausting,” Kip groans. “Just admit you’re friends, it'll make my life easier.”
“I’m afraid not even for you, Kip, would I make a claim like that,” Ilya chuckles wryly.
“I’m going to put you both in one of those big get along shirts tonight and I won’t let you separate till you admit it,” Kip threatens.
“Mmmm, sounds kinky,” Ilya snorts because he doesn’t understand what Kip is referencing.
“Stop flirting with my boyfriend,” Kip orders.
“He flirts with me back,” Ilya deadpans because he’s sick of fighting this fight.
“It’s fine, I know you’d rather share the shirt with Carter but then Shane would be jealous,” Kip chuckles.
Ilya slaps a hand over Kip’s mouth. “You promised on Scott’s honour that dies with us.”
Kip is shaking with laughter. “I don’t think I promised anything, you were both focused on Scott. But I won’t mention it.”
“Good.”
*
The second period brings no improvements from the first. Shane can’t get a scoring opportunity to save his life, not helped by the fact that the team has apparently decided they’re angry with him again. He gets the sense that he’s being punished for the fact that Ilya’s at the game. His only saving grace is that the Admirals have laid off him since it became clear he isn’t being defended and the checks to take the puck from him start coming in softer. In a way, it hurts worse than if they just laid him out on the ice.
“I hope you weren’t counting on impressing your fucking boyfriend today, Hollander,” Comeau sneers when Shane skates past to return to the bench.
Shane doesn’t bother to form a reply, but he can’t shake the distinct impression that Comeau is enjoying that the Metros are losing. That hurting Shane might be more important than winning.
Carter gets the only goal of the period and this time Shane is grateful to finally leave the ice because at least in the locker room he can’t feel Ilya’s eyes on him. He can’t even bring himself to look at Ilya in the stands anymore. He can’t see whatever pity, or judgement, or sadness will be in his face when he does. He wonders if he can still back out of the drinks tonight. He wants to go back to the hotel, curl up in the bed, and never leave.
He goes to the locker room bracing himself for whatever the team is planning to throw at him. The energy on the ice between them had been toxic and angry, so he can’t imagine what it’s like in the locker room now. He’s delayed from experiencing it when he sees Theriault standing in the hallway, waiting for him.
“Like I said, Hollander,” Theriault starts when he sees Shane, his voice professionally flat. “There’s too many distractions.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Shane says, rounding on him. “At curfew tonight, we should go together to knock on doors. I’d hate to think anyone wasn’t respecting the curfew, so I think it’s best we check together.”
He watches Theriault’s jaw work overtime as he glares at Shane. He doesn’t seem to have an answer to that.
“Should we?” Shane prompts. “Do room checks together?”
“No game tomorrow,” Theriault grits out. “We won’t worry about it tonight.”
“...Right, right,” Shane nods, eyes flashing with something mean. “Next time then.”
Theriault doesn’t say anything in response, and Shane turns to head back into the locker room to face whatever the rest of the Metros have to say to him.
“We can’t lose to the team with the gay captain,” Shane hears Drapeau snarl as he walks in.
“You’d rather win as the team with the gay captain,” Shane cuts into the conversation. He shouldn’t have. If they’re going to be assholes to someone other than him he shouldn’t offer himself as a different target. But he can’t stand the idea that they’re going to talk shit about Hunter. Not after everything Hunter’s done for him.
“Maybe you’d like to do some captaining and score some goals,” Drapeau snaps.
“Maybe you’d like to do some goaltending,” Shane retorts. “Three goals already."
"We agreed that’s your version of a hat trick, didn’t we?” Hayden adds and Shane can't help with smile slightly at his best friend.
“Fuck you!” Drapeau snaps, getting to his feet. “I guess I’m just tired from being kept up all night listening to you suck Rozanov’s dick.”
Shane feels his fists clench at his sides. “Maybe if you’d let your own dick go for one fucking second you could get some sleep,” Shane spits back at him.
“Go fuck yourself,” Drapeau growls.
“I thought we just clarified that, unlike you, I don’t have to,” Shane snorts. Hayden chuckles behind him and Drapeau moves his gaze to him.
"And where were you during all this?" He demands. "The fucking cuck chair?"
"Why you jealous?" Shane sneers, pulling Drapeau's attention back. "Would a closer seat help you finish faster?"
Drapeau’s face is filled with rage and he takes a half step on his skates towards him. Shane is once again faced with the moment where the locker room might become a space of violence. There’s a long beat of tension while the room decides what happens next but before the decision to come to blows can be made, Comeau of all people speaks.
“This isn’t how this goes,” he tells Drapeau in a low voice, words only meant for him but the room is deadly silent so they all hear it.
“How is it supposed to go?” J.J. questions in a loud voice.
Comeau just shakes his head. “Not like this,” he says with some finality to it.
Shane knows there’s things happening in the locker room he doesn’t know about. Plans unfolding that he isn’t aware of and he’s tried to make his peace with that. But to hear it spoken about in front of him, knowing Comeau isn’t afraid to mention it, that hits different. He refuses to let it show though. He was weak in front of these men once, shivering in a towel while they watched his sex tape. He won’t make that mistake again.
“Well then,” he says, clearing his throat to keep his voice from betraying him. “I’d suggest you sit the fuck down and stick to the plan.”
Something crosses both their faces that Shane doesn’t fully understand but Drapeau does slowly lower himself onto the bench and once he’s seated Shane does the same. He doesn’t want to sit because it feels too much like acceptance, but he needs to while he can or he won’t survive the next period.
Sitting in the locker room that has returned to a low hum of quiet conversation that doesn't involve him, Shane doesn’t know where to look. He can’t bear to look at anyone on the team, even J.J. or Hayden. But his phone will provide no sanctuary either. He certainly has a text from Ilya and he dreads even looking at it. He just waits in silence for Theriault to come in and outline whatever bullshit plan he has for the final period.
While he waits, he thinks about Ilya, sitting in the stands with Kip, watching Shane lose this game in spectacular fashion. Watching Ilya play in Boston had been electric and throwing his hat in for the hat trick had been a form of foreplay Shane didn’t even know was possible. It made Shane want to collapse into himself knowing how different Ilya must feel watching him now.
He needs another goal, he needs two more goals. He wants to win, he wants to be Shane Hollander and know that it’s exciting to cheer for him. Shane is grateful this game isn’t happening at home. He can’t imagine what the arena would sound like if it was. Or maybe that would be better, because at least in Montreal, Ilya wouldn’t be there to see him fail.
*
“This is not going well,” Ilya sighs, looking at the scoreboard.
“What are you talking about? It’s going great!” Kip cheers, gesturing frantically towards the same scoreboard.
The Admirals have three goals under their name and with each one Shane has visibly collapsed more into himself. He’s stopped looking up towards Ilya at all and it makes Ilya’s chest hurt. It was a mistake to come here, Ilya thinks.
“Shane looks unhappy,” Kip notes, settling down from his high of watching his own boyfriend score several goals. “And so do you.”
“He doesn’t like to lose,” Ilya says stupidly. “And I don’t like to see him unhappy.”
“Things are pretty bad with his team,” Kip infers. It’s not a question but Ilya answers it like it is one anyway.
“Yes, things have been…difficult for Shane. I am lucky, Hunter is too. Our teams are not…”
“Full of complete fucking assholes?” Kip finishes for him.
Ilya laughs. “Da, that.”
Kip sips his drink conspiratorially. “You looked pretty angry when Scott mentioned the Admirals last night.”
Ilya gives him a skeptical look. “Are you trying to pretend Hunter didn’t tell you everything that was said the second we left so you can get the story fresh from me?”
“Maaaaybe,” Kip concedes with an unapologetic smile.
Ilya huffs out a laugh and shakes his head. He knows whatever he says will get back to Hunter and that it’s very likely Hunter, the captain of the New York Admirals, would prefer Shane and Ilya didn’t play on the same team. But he also knows that Scott, his unlikely friend and a gay man himself, wants Shane to be safe and happy.
“We have spent our entire relationship five hours apart, only seeing each other a few times a year. Would be nice to be…closer, to have more time.”
“To live together,” Kip adds with a knowing grin.
“Perhaps that would be nice also,” Ilya admits, avoiding Kip’s eye.
“Perhaps,” Kip snorts.
“I’m not accepting judgement from you or Hunter. You both immediately started living together.”
Kip laughs. “I’m not judging you,” he stresses. “I get it. I wouldn’t want to be that far away from Scott either.”
“It is…hard,” Ilya acquiesces. “Not being able to see each often. Not knowing how he’s doing if he’s okay if he’s s-” Ilya pauses, realizing he shouldn’t keep talking. “I want to be closer.”
“Could Boston even take him?” Kip asks, clearly understanding there are logistical problems but not knowing enough about hockey to be more specific.
“Outside of Crowell wanting to block it if he can?” Ilya tries to joke but the thought kills him. “We don’t have the cap space right now. I could take a pay cut, but we’d probably need to trade people. Is not impossible, but the Metros would have to agree to it also. That, I think, will never happen.”
“Does New York have the same issues?” Kip prods.
Ilya rolls his eyes. “Jesus, you gay boys and this fucking city,” he snarks, half joking, half genuinely annoyed that they’re trying to take Shane from him.
“It’s a good city,” Kip defends, ignoring Ilya’s taunt.
“Dirtiest city in America,” Ilya points out with a frown.
Kip pauses for a beat, mouth hanging slightly open. “Did you…look that up?” He demands, sounding incredulous.
“Shane doesn’t like messes,” Ilya informs him. “The piles of garbage on every street corner, the highest rat population and the cockroaches would certainly put him off.”
“Shane wouldn’t live in a neighbourhood that has any of those things and you know it,” Kip argues. “You think Scott’s place has cockroaches?”
“Hmmm, he can decide that for himself after he reads article about it that I will send him,” Ilya says with a glimmer in his eye.
Kip shakes his head, laughing even as he looks annoyed. “You’re unbelievable.”
“So they keep telling me,” Ilya chuckles.
*
The third period starts out brutal. The Metros fall into doing what so many hockey teams do when a game starts to feel like a lost cause: picking fights, delivering dirty hits and talking shit. Shane can tell that every hit that Scott receives is followed by a mouthful of words that are probably all nasty. It makes Shane feel ashamed knowing it’s the team he’s the captain of that says them. He’s supposed to stop stuff like that, but he can’t even stop them from saying that shit to him, so who is he kidding?
A particularly nasty hit on Hunter is followed by Carter skating up to give Wilson a hard shove away from his best friend and captain. He can see Carter is saying something, something angry, but Shane can’t hear it. There’s a horrible second where Shane is worried one of them is going to drop the gloves but it never comes to that.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
By some miracle, the chaos that the angry team brings actually gives the Metros another chance to score, even if that isn’t what they’d been trying to do. Hayden passes to Shane in a moment that should set him up for a goal. If it was any given night a year ago Shane would go for it but he knows he isn’t being defended so the second the puck is on his stick he looks to J.J. and shifts it back to him instead.
It had been the right call. A half second after the puck leaves his stick, Breezy collides with him but grabs Shane’s arms to keep him up right.
“Je m’excuse,” he rushes out.
“It’s fine,” Shane grits out because the pity and the apology is worse than if he’d just called him a slur. Anger goes down more easily than whatever sinking feeling all this open pity is giving him. Everyone must be gentle with poor pathetic Shane Hollander whose team hates him and won’t defend him and he’s losing the game in front of his boyfriend.
He escapes Breezy’s grasp after J.J.’s already landed the puck in the net. J.J. is skating around to be hugged by Hayden when Shane sees them. The arena isn’t happy but Shane feels a whoosh of air as he gasps a sharp breath. The game feels at least slightly less humiliating now. Shane watches Hayden and J.J. hug and doesn’t skate over to join them until he realizes he’s being an asshole by not. Goals should be celebrated even if Shane is butt hurt that he wanted it to be his.
“Great goal!” Shane tells him, clapping J.J. on the shoulder and hoping his smile looks genuine.
“Couldn’t have done it without the assist,” J.J. supplies.
“Ah, I was just the guy between you and Hayden,” Shane insists. For one awful second, Shane can see a flash of what the Metros would be like if he wasn’t there and he has to fight to school his face back to normal. “I should…” he says, trailing off and skating away. He suddenly can’t look at either of them.
There’s five minutes left in this gauntlet that has been masquerading as a hockey game when another hit on Shane sends the puck flying. Hunter intercepts it easily, taking off down the ice. Shane takes off after him but he can feel a churning in his gut as he moves to catch up. Some deeper part of his soul knows what’s about to happen even as his mind and body try to stop it.
Unlike the Metros, the Admirals defencemen are doing their job and Shane can’t get to Hunter in time. Instead he watches, with the rest of the arena, as Hunter backhands the puck into the top left corner of the net, scoring for the third time.
The explosion of noise is loud but it sounds like it’s coming from underwater. Shane slows down as he watches the Admirals embrace Hunter. They now have a 4 - 2 lead. Shane doesn’t properly process what Hunter’s third goal means until the first hat lands a few feet away from him onto the ice. He stares at it confused for a moment before his brain can make the connections and he looks around.
The other Metros have had the wherewithal to leave the ice but Shane can’t seem to move. The hats keep coming and for the first time since the second period Shane drags his gaze up to Hunter’s seats.
Kip is jumping up and down, screaming and shoving Ilya in excitement. He’s even embraced momentarily by the woman celebrating on his right who is also jumping up and down. But to Kip’s left, Ilya is not reciprocating his energy. He’s still in his seat, staring at Shane, looking like he’s in pain. It’s the exact type of expression Shane hadn’t wanted to see, but now he can’t seem to look away. Shane isn’t even sure how long he stands there for, holding Ilya’s gaze across the expanse between them. The hats rain down around him in a cruel parody of a happier memory that brings the taste of bile to Shane’s mouth.
I’m sorry, Shane thinks and he wonders if Ilya understands. That sad expression hasn’t left his face and Shane finally has to let himself look away before he turns and skates off the ice as the hats keep landing around him.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Well...I'm so sorry but what can I say they were just having too much FUN weren't they? And I do so love to keep them firmly in the torment nexus. I'm afraid the torment nexus ride doesn't stop unless there's an emergency and crying isn't an emergency.

It's come to my attention Kip also does have a mom and a sister?? Why does it seem like it's just him and his dad in the show? I can't explain but this have such strong single dad only child energy that I'm keeping it that way. Sorry mother and sister, I'm sure you're both lovely but George has single father energy. My library hold on the FIRST Game Changers has finally come through and in a few weeks time I'll actually finally have read all these books. Maybe I'll regret cutting out those people but for now, sorry not sorry. 

PS. Is the No Joy in Mudville reference for me and me alone??


  


      

  












      Chapter 26: In The Neighborhood Bars, I Once Dreamt I Would Drink
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane has been strong-armed into attending celebrations for Kip's new job whether he is feeling up to it, or not.



    Chapter Notes

      WELCOME BACK! Honestly, no yapping today! Thank you all for returning as always, your continued support means the world to me. I hope you like this latest update!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  They approach the intersection just as the white outlined walking figure switches to a flashing orange hand but the group wordlessly decides to pick up the pace and rush across before the light changes.
Between the cold and Shane’s palpable desire to not stand out in a street swarming with celebrating hockey fans any longer than necessary, no one seems interested in waiting. They move through a crowd of smokers talking loudly outside a bar. Shane makes the mistake of catching the eye of someone standing in a group of people wearing Admirals jerseys and sees the man do a double take. Shane immediately glances away.
“Admirals for the cup!” He hears someone shout behind his back and he isn’t sure if it’s the person who saw him shouting it at him or just a generally raucous fan excited about the win. Regardless, he doesn’t look back and he tries to avoid catching anyone’s eye again.
“I can’t believe I let you guys talk me into this,” Shane huffs as they weave through the bustling sidewalks.
“Please,” Hayden snorts in disbelief. “You were pretending to want to stay at the hotel while doing your hair in the bathroom.”
“I was brushing my teeth,” Shane claims. He’d been doing both.
Hayden gives him a look. “Which you also always do before you go anywhere. You can’t fool me, Shane.”
Ilya laughs loudly. “Thank you for calling Shane out on his pretending.”
“He needs it,” Hayden agrees.
“I do not need it,” Shane grumbles.
The truth is he hadn’t been entirely committed to going out, but everyone else around him was so excited that he felt like he had to. Even in the handshake line at the end of the game a handful of Admirals squeezed his hand and said they’d see him later, each one reaffirming that Shane was expected and he would be missed if he didn’t show. He didn’t think he could get away with staying in without looking like an asshole.
There is also part of him that does want to go. The part of him that’s pathetically excited to have been invited out. Like a child getting their first ever birthday invitation. He spends so much time, too much time, around people who make no effort to hide the fact that they find his presence undesirable, revolting even. He fights against it, tries to focus on the people in his life who do care. But the weight of his team so openly wanting him gone has begun to feel like it’s draining him.
Carter and Hunter inviting Shane out, insisting he should come, since they don’t fly out till tomorrow afternoon—it felt like a breath of fresh air. He knows it’s pathetic. Mom, the other kids are mean to me and I feel left out, he thinks mockingly of himself. It was nice to be invited out by a team again though, even if the team isn’t his. He’d tried to focus on that while fussing with his overgrown hair that he’s secretly started to like.
Shane didn’t notice Ilya closing the gap between them until his voice is close in Shane’s ear. “Where did you go, moy lyubimyy?” Ilya has been dancing around Shane since the game ended, clearly with a lot on his mind but unable to find a good moment to broach the subject. It makes Shane a little grateful for the plans; he doesn’t want to talk about the game yet. Or possibly ever.
“Oh, nowhere, I’m here,” Shane lies. If Ilya catches the dishonesty, he doesn’t challenge Shane about it. Instead, a teasing smile plays at his perfect lips.
“Good, need you here,” he says, dropping his voice low. “Otherwise we can’t invite Vaughney to come back to hotel room with us.”
Shane shoves him away, flushing red up to his ears and shooting Ilya an angry look. “We will be doing no such thing. If you mention that to him I’ll never let you touch me again.”
“What are you two whispering about?” J.J. demands loudly. Whether he’s trying to make them embarrassed or genuinely feels excluded, Shane isn’t sure.
“How much we love sucking cock,” Ilya lies breezily. “Do you want to join us?”
“I’ve never sucked a dick before, so I’m not sure. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t like it. The idea kinda grosses me out,” J.J. says with a sort of laid back thoughtfulness that would imply he’s talking about pizza preferences and not oral sex. Shane appreciates his cool response to the question, even as it takes him by surprise, but maybe spending months around aggressive displays of blatant homophobia has made him swing like a pendulum against it.
“If you decide you do, please tell someone else,” Ilya groans. “No one else is allowed to come out to me. Not for at least two months.”
“Who came out to you now?” Shane demands. “Someone other than Ryan Price? I mean, not that he was coming out, per se, but still.”
Ilya waves it off. “I will tell you later. It doesn’t matter. Wasn’t real coming out.”
“Someone pretended to come out to you?” Hayden guesses, sounding incredulous and angry.
“No! Blayt, he was…confused, kind of. I’m not saying anything else.”
“You’re saying more to me later, right?” Shane asks with a sideways glance.
“Later,” Ilya promises.
“I’ll be holding you to that,” Shane smiles.
“Can we change the topic to discuss why the fuck we’re out walking?” J.J. whines. “I didn’t pack gloves.”
“There isn’t even snow,” Shane chastises. “And traffic around here is a nightmare, it would have taken us longer to drive at this time of night.”
“I think sitting in a cab sounds preferable to this,” J.J. grumbles, stuffing his hands deeper into the pockets of his jacket.
“I thought Canadians were meant to be strong against winter,” Ilya ribs. “You’d all be dead in Russia.”
“Well, these days so would you,” Hayden mocks and then blanches when he realizes what he’s said. Shane shoots him a scathing look but Ilya is laughing.
“Well, you’ve got me there, I suppose,” Ilya says and Hayden seems to relax the tension that had overtaken his entire body. “It wouldn’t be from a slight chill in the air though.”
“Can we talk about something else?” Shane asks, he doesn't feel quite as laid-back about the threat of Ilya’s disappearance by the KGB.
“What’s Kip’s new job that everyone’s excited to celebrate?” Hayden asks.
“I won’t get into it too much. I think Kip enjoys a chance to talk about his own work instead of hockey, but he’s an assistant curator for a museum,” Shane explains.
“Nice,” Hayden nods, clearly having no idea what that means. “Which museum?”
“I’ll let him tell you,” Shane says, waving off the question. “I don’t want to steal his story.”
“Something tells me by the end of the night he’ll be sick of telling it himself,” J.J. laughs.
Ilya snorts. “I do not think that’s true. It’s just around the corner here.”
The energy of The Kingfisher feels different tonight. It could be the swarm additional rowdy hockey boys crowding the bar forcing the respective volume of the whole place to rise with them. But it feels more like a bar than it did the night before.
Shane had gone to the bathroom immediately after arriving, and upon returning found his friends and boyfriend had drifted apart and were talking with different groups of Admirals players.
Shane drifts to the bar, settling on ordering a drink before deciding who to greet first.
“What are you drinking, sweetie?” The bartender asks with an easy grin. Shane is taken aback by the pet name but hopes it doesn’t show. He knows it’s the same man he was introduced to yesterday but he can’t remember his name now. Maybe the bartender can’t recall Shane’s either and that’s why he likes the pet names.
“I’ll just get a ginger ale, please,” Shane orders. Thankfully he isn’t made to feel weird about that and Kip’s friend, the bartender, pours it without batting an eye.
“We’ve got a lot of fun virgin drinks too,” Kyle offers as he places Shane’s ginger ale in front of him. “If you wanted to get a little wild.” He says the second part with a wink that makes Shane feel embarrassed.
“Oh, uh…I’m not really-” Shane stammers, looking at the chalkboard of drinks Kyle has gestured his attention toward.
“Don’t let him heckle you into getting something fancy,” a voice behind Shane cuts in and Eric Bennett leans on the bar next to Shane.
“Oh hey, how’s it going?” Shane asks.
“It’s good. It’s always fun to be out at The Kingfisher and it’s nice you guys could come,” Bennett muses conversationally.
“Thank you for inviting us,” Shane replies. “Hopefully they don’t cause too much trouble.”
“I wanted to ask if you liked that restaurant I recommended.”
“Resturant? The place Ilya took me to? That was your recommendation?” Shane inquires, putting the pieces together.
“I’m pretty…I like to eat well too.” Bennett seems to struggle with the right words. “That restaurant is a favourite of mine when I want to go out.”
“It was fantastic,” Shane beams. “I loved it. So many great options. I’m so rarely somewhere where I can order most of the menu. They actually have the good vegan cheese. It was amazing!”
“I’m the same way, though the vegetarian options have started improving in recent years,” Bennett reveals. “I love all their food. Well, everything I can eat. I’m glad you liked it.”
“Loved it,” Shane corrects. “I will definitely be going back next time I’m here.”
“I see Bennett’s already beat me to it as the welcome wagon,” Hunter says, joining them by the bar.
“It's nice having someone to talk about food with,” Bennett smiles.
“You just want compliments for your restaurant choices," Scott chides, but there’s no bite in it.
“Well, that is true,” Bennett admits, knocking his knuckles on the bar. “I should circulate.”
“Playing it safe tonight?” Hunter asks, looking at Shane’s pop.
“Someone needs to,” Shane laughs, nodding his head towards where Ilya is being goaded into taking a shot by J.J. and Breezy. “I’ll probably be walking the whole lot of them back to the hotel.”
“You’re a good friend and captain,” Hunter chuckles.
Shane isn’t sure if either of those things are true, but he doesn’t correct him. “Thanks for inviting me out,” he says instead.
“Thanks for coming,” Hunter replies. “This has kind of turned into quite a large impromptu celebration for Kip’s new job.”
“Where is Kip?” Shane asks, looking around the bar. He would be easy to miss among the mass of hockey players.
“He’s over there with his friends.” Hunter gestures towards a group of people Shane hadn’t realized was with the rest of the group. “Kip’s friends came out too. Like I said, impromptu celebration.”
“Oh nice,” Shane mumbles, voice getting weak. He didn’t plan on meeting new people tonight. Shane used to be great at this kind stuff, or at least passably charming. But he can barely stand small talk with strangers since the video and tonight Shane is feeling particularly vulnerable and unprepared.
As if sensing their eyes, Kip looks up and smiles at Hunter. Shane glances toward where Ilya is listening to Breezy talk animatedly about something and considers making up some lie about needing to talk to him.
Unable to read the room with a map, Hunter grabs Shane by the shoulder. “I’ll introduce you,” he offers and he starts moving himself and, by extension, Shane towards Kip and his friends.
“Shane! Thanks for coming!” Kip calls when they’re halfway over. “These are my friends.”
As they approach, Shane does his best not to look scrutiniously at them for the tell tale signs that they’ve watched the video. Have you seen my dick? His brain wants him to ask, and for one wild second Shane is worried he really said it.
“So you’re Ilya’s boyfriend, right?” A man Shane doesn’t know the name of yet says by way of a greeting.
The question makes Shane’s whole body lurch like he’s taken a hit. The man isn’t saying it in a mean way, of course he isn’t. But it lands wrong on Shane after a brutal and humiliating loss. Now, he’s approaching a group of veritable strangers and they don’t even recognize him as himself. He exists as an extension of Ilya.
“Yeah, that’s me,” Shane intones, the words escaping before he can stop them. “Rozanov’s boyfriend.”
Kip and Scott both look taken aback by the sour note of Shane’s voice. Shane feels his own shocked look. He’d meant for that to stay inside but he’s so tired from the game, from his life, that they burst out without his consent.
Kip’s friends seem unsure how to react to the blatant show of irritation. They have no context for him and now upon first meeting he’s decided to make it clear he’s an asshole.
Fuck.
“Sorry,” Shane mumbles, rubbing at his forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m just really tired, it was a long game.”
“I understand,” Kip says with a smile that’s kinder than Shane deserves. “I appreciate you coming even though you’re tired.”
“It can be tiring losing to the best,” Hunter jokes, more cocky than Shane usually sees him but maybe he’s just trying to draw attention elsewhere.
“Two wins and suddenly you’re the best,” Shane snorts. “It won’t happen again.” He moves his gaze from Hunter to Kip. “Of course we came, you should be celebrated. It’s not every day you get a job at the fourth largest museum in the world,” Shane points out.
Kip blinks in surprise and Shane realizes he’s said something odd. He can feel the heat climbing up his neck. “I was reading up about it this morning after Ilya left…I couldn’t get back to sleep.”
Scott laughs loudly at that; it doesn’t sound mean, but Shane feels the flush rise higher up his face.
“Once I’m settled in, you guys will have to come for a tour,” Kip offers.
Shane nods along. “That would be great. I don’t visit many museums. I’m sure Ilya doesn’t either.”
“You’re sure Ilya doesn’t what either?” Ilya asks, while slipping his arm around Shane’s waist.
Shane flushes at the easy intimate contact in front of people he still hasn’t been properly introduced to.
“Visit museums,” Kip supplies happily.
“Ah, not so much,” Ilya admits. “We will come see yours.”
“It’s not my museum,” Kip laughs.
“Not yet…but soon,” Ilya predicts with a big smile.
Shane looks at Ilya and can’t help smiling with him. But he also feels kind of…cold. No wonder Boston supports Ilya while the Metros hate Shane. Ilya is so natural with people, so easily aimable and friendly. Shane has none of that, not anymore if he ever did at all. He still hasn’t been told these people’s names because he fucked up the introduction in the first five seconds. Meanwhile they’re all smiling and laughing at whatever Ilya just said that Shane missed because he can’t get out of his own head for one damn second.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
“I’ll be right back,” Shane mumbles quietly, mainly to Ilya. He fights the overwhelming urge to leave the bar completely, ducking into the bathroom instead. He spends a minute trying to breath and come back to himself.
He stares at his reflection in the badly cleaned mirror. You’re at a gay bar with your boyfriend, Ilya Rozanov, and a group of supportive hockey players. It’s more than you could have dreamed of five months ago. Stop being an asshole, he thinks to himself while glaring at his own face.
Whene returns to the group, Ilya is still with Kip’s friends and Shane settles in beside him.
“Sorry, I don’t think I got your names,” he says politely when the conversation lulls. He wants to get back into the swing of things but he can hear it and he knows Ilya can as well by the look he gives Shane. His media voice.
*
Marley: I can’t believe you’re out drinking with the Admirals AGAIN and I’m in fucking Ottawa. I think dancing is illegal in this city, like that movie Connors loves.
Ilya grins at the text, already knowing what he wants to reply before he has a chance to start typing. He can barely get his fingers moving around the screen fast enough.
Roz: Looking for new hockey boys to try kissing? Connors will be hurt.

Marley: Oh good news. We’re staying in Canada FOREVER. The team is moving to Banff. Canadian government decided they should have a hockey team.
“What is Banff?” Ilya demands, looking up at Shane.
“Banff,” Shane repeats, looking confused; the word means nothing to him without context.
“Is Canadian place, yes?” Ilya prods.
“Oh, uh, yeah, it’s out in Alberta,” Shane explains. “There’s like a lot of national parks around there. People go there to ski usually.”
“Mmm, this is good information, thank you,” Ilya nods before returning to his text from Marley.
Roz: You don’t know how to fucking SKI! You will die falling off of waterfalls in national park.

Marley: I can learn, just point them straight and aim down.

Marley: Sorry, can’t talk anymore. These Canadian places have bad service. Sorry again! Look at me! Already so Canadian.
Ilya scoffs and closes his phone. He looks up to see Shane looking at him, probably hasn’t stopped watching him since his questions about Banff.
“Planning a vacation?” He says, hiding the question for more information behind a joke.
“Nothing like that,” Ilya assures him. “Just Marley being jealous asshole.”
“Is he in Banff?” Shane asks, brow furrowed cutely, trying to connect the dots of a conversation he wasn’t in.
“He wishes,” Ilya snarks. Shane opens his mouth to ask more questions but they’re interrupted.
“Yo, Capitaine,” Boiziau greets, clapping Shane on the shoulder. “Kip’s friends are very nice.” He drops his voice lower before continuing. “Do you happen to know if Elena has a boyfriend or girlfriend or partner of some kind?”
“Uh, yeah, she’s taken,” Carter cuts in, giving Boiziau a heated look.
“No, she isn’t.” Hunter leans over from his own conversation with Eric Bennett to correct him. “Vaughney here just wishes she was.”
“Man, she’s already so aloof! Even after our date. I still barely know if she’s interested and now you want the French man to act as competition?” Carter demands, looking genuinely hurt.
“I’m Quebecois. That's not the same," J.J. corrects but Carter is barely listening, he’s still giving Hunter a look somewhere between despair and anger.
Hunter doesn’t seem bothered though, he just laughs. “I think it’s good for you, you’re too used to getting what you want and I think Elena can tell.”
“That’s not true at all! This is-”
Carter cuts himself off when Kip walks up and presses his lips into a thin line for a half second before plastering his smile back into place.
“Whaaat are you guys talking about?” Kip asks, sensing the energy shifts.
“Your Christmas gift,” Hunter lies smoothly. “Don’t want to spoil the surprise.”
“Awe,” Kip grins, immediately smitten and leaning up to kiss Hunter on the mouth.
“Me too,” Ilya demands, looking over at Shane and puckering his mouth. “Gimme kiss.”
Shane huffs out a laugh, but indulges Ilya with a chaste kiss that Ilya tries to turn filthy with the slip of his tongue but Shane pulls away.
“Ew,” Boiziau scoffs. Unfortunately for him he’d been looking the wrong direction and hadn’t seen Elena join the half circle when Kip had.
“If you’re grossed out by two men kissing you’re at the wrong bar,” Elena reprimands, looking judgmentally at Boiziau whose darker complexion slips into something ashen.
“No no no no no no,” he repeats frantically, eyes huge. “It’s not like that at all. I just give them a hard time because it’s my best friend and he’s with Rozanov.”
Elena just raises her eyebrow at him. “Ah, so you just have a problem with this specific gay man.”
“I’m bisexual,” Ilya corrects.
“Ah, people do love to hate bisexuals,” Elena nods thoughtfully, but her voice is more teasing than it was a moment ago. She’s smart enough to know it isn’t serious from the vibe of the group.
“If we are with opposite gender we are straight or liars! If we're with same gender we are gay!” Ilya shouts, throwing up his arms and almost spilling his pint. Elena nods along seriously, looking sympathetic to his plight even if he is playing it up to humiliate Boiziau. He didn’t miss the unhappy look that had crossed Shane’s face when Number Eleven had acted disgusted by their kiss.
“It’s not that!” Boiziau states firmly, but he’s clearly floundering.
“It really comes as no surprise, El,” Carter tuts. His smile is as close to mean as Ilya has ever seen it. “You know what Montreal is like.”
“What Montreal is-” Elena starts, looking confused.
“Okay,” Shane blurts. Ilya can see he looks paler and distinctly more unhappy than he had before this conversation started. “That’s my cue to get another drink.” He pulls away from the arm Ilya had slung over his shoulder.
“Are you two fucking serious?” Ilya hisses when Shane is out of earshot. “Take your dick measuring contest outside if you don't know how to act.”
They both have the wherewithal to look thoroughly chastened.
“Sorry, sorry,” they mumble in unison as Ilya turns away to go check on Shane, who is leaning against the bar with no bartender behind it.
“He’s changing the keg,” Shane explains, answering Ilya’s question before he can ask it.
“How are you?” Ilya asks, brushing at the hair falling in front of Shane’s face.
“Good, how are you?” Shane replies like Ilya is a grocery store clerk and not his boyfriend.
Ilya gives him a look that he hopes communicates as much but Shane chooses to ignore it.
“I’m fine,” he reaffirms, though he doesn’t look it. Ilya doesn’t want to ask more about the Metros here so he has no choice but to let the conversation go and accept Shane’s answer for the time being.
Kyle finally returns, and, after pouring out some of the new keg foam, he fills and passes Shane a beer, a change Ilya clocks immediately.
“Kyle!” Huff shouts from behind them, tossing an arm around Shane and Ilya’s shoulders and forcing his way in between them. “We should do shots.”
“Of course, we should,” Kyle agrees with a smile.
“You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to,” Ilya offers quietly.
“No, I’ll do it,” Shane says easily and that’s how Ilya knows he’s having a bad time.
*
Shane is two shots and two beers deep and he’s definitely feeling it. He feels like an idiot hanging out by himself but he also doesn’t particularly want to talk to anyone. Too many of the conversations, especially speaking to anyone on the Admirals, have had the same cadence and come with the same looks.
Oh, poor Shane Hollander, the unwanted gay boy that Montreal can’t seem to get rid of, he mocks angrily to himself in his own head.
He’s taken to leaning on the bar, giving the illusion he is trying to order another beer because it gives him an excuse to stand alone without looking like the kid who’s only invited to the birthday because mom said to invite the whole class. It helps that the bar has gotten fuller over the last hour, making it easier for Shane to hide.
“Hollzy!” A shout comes from behind Shane, followed by an arm thrown across his shoulder. “I wanted to talk to you.”
It’s Carter Vaughn and he doesn’t look particularly sober, but there’s still the light of awareness in his eyes.
“Good to see you, Vaughn,” Shane says and then winces. They’ve been together at the same bar for two hours and Shane’s talking like they’ve just run into each other.
“Is it?” Carter asks, looking unsure and then laughing nervously to himself. He removes the arm that had been holding Shane to toy with his beer. “Look, I’m really sorry about earlier.”
“Wha-” Shane starts but Carter keeps talking.
“I shouldn’t have said that about Montreal. That was shitty of me, and being jealous about Elena is no excuse. I’m really sorry.”
“Oh, I…it’s fine,” Shane stammers. He really doesn’t want to talk about this. He doesn't even want to think about it. Not the casual dig at Montreal or the way that J.J. had hurt his feelings with his reaction to Shane kissing Ilya. Even if he hadn’t meant it, not that way anyway.
“It’s not,” Carter reiterates. “I was angry because Montreal had a lot of shit to say to Scott tonight but I know that’s not your fault and it’s not fair to you. I mean, god, you of all-”
Carter turns to look Shane in the eye and whatever he sees in Shane’s face causes him to abruptly stop talking. Shane looks down at the bar, embarrassed by both his team and himself.
“I’m sorry about them,” Shane offers weakly. “Hunter doesn’t deserve that. He’s a good guy. He’s done a lot for me and Ilya. I’d like to tell you I’ll talk to the team and it won’t happen again, but…” Shane trails off. He doesn’t think he needs to elaborate on why that won’t happen.
“No one’s asking you to do that,” Carter tells him. His voice is gentle and kind and Shane wants to curl into himself and disappear.
No one’s asking you to do any captaining for the team you’re the captain of. We wouldn’t expect that of the once great Shane Hollander. You’re much too pathetic these days to be effective in your own room, the mean voice in Shane’s head taunts him. 
“I…I appreciate you still, uh, inviting me out,” Shane stumbles.
“Of course we did,” Carter declares. “You can’t miss a chance for a night out in New York.”
Shane nods, letting his eyes drift away from Carter like maybe that can be the end of this conversation when he feels the arm return over his shoulder.
“You know…New York is a really great city,” Carter says conspiratorially.
“So they say,” Shane laughs, feeling like he’s missing a joke.
“And playing in The Garden is amazing,” he continues. “We really have a shot for the cup this year too, I think.”
“You’ve all been playing great,” Shane agrees. Carter’s big genuine smile is back and Shane finds himself smiling too to match it.
“I bet you’d love to have three cups in a row,” Carter muses, still smiling at Shane.
“I mean, of course,” Shane sighs. “But things aren’t looking so good for Montreal this year. We aren’t really…clicking.”
“I know,” Carter concedes. “But I didn’t say anything about Montreal. I’m talking about you.”
Shane opens his mouth, trying to form a reply. He hesitates, unsure of what to say and Carter saves him from trying to figure it out.
“You know what else is great about New York?” He asks, rhetorically and Shane waits for the answer.
*
“I just think it would be cute if the whole team did it,” Huff suggests with a wicked grin.
“I want to be invited also,” Rozanov declares with his own mean smile.
“You weren’t even invited tonight,” Scott argues.
“You invited me when you invited Shane,” Rozanov tells him with a dismissive wave. “Do you think there is any way Shane comes here without me?”
“I can’t believe you two made it as a secret for so long when you operate like you’re attached at the hip,” Bennett chides.
“We are making up for lost time,” Rozanov laughs like it’s a joke but Scott suspects there’s a painful amount of truth hiding behind the joke. Scott is all too familiar with the feeling of lost time.
“We’re getting distracted,” Breezy breaks in. “I still say we do ugly sweaters.”
Everyone groans and Breezy looks offended.
“Ugly sweaters goes against the whole purpose of it,” Bennett argues, pointing at the ground in anger. “The point is to wear the same type of sweaters Scott and Kip are wearing in the photos.”
“You just got here and all you’ve done is shoot down my idea,” Breezy scoffs.
“Your idea is bad!”
“Some of us need to pose in that sitting on the couch style that they’re doing in this photo,” Rozanov tells them, showing everyone a photo on his phone.
“I’ll do it,” Bennett volunteers. “Get Vaughny over here. He’ll do it too.”
“But ugly Christmas sweaters are funny!” Breezy shouts, not realizing the conversation has moved on without him.
“The photos are funny because they are serious,” Huff explains for the third time.
“Maybe since we can’t agree we just shouldn’t take them at all,” Scott suggests, knowing it’s a lost cause even as he says it.
“No!” Everyone shouts down at him in unison before returning to arguing about sweater styles.
“I’m never doing another magazine shoot again,” Scott sighs, looking at Kip.
“Awe,” Kip tries to fake sadness but he can’t get the smile off his face long enough for it to be convincing. “And here I thought we were going to do a summer shoot with matching swimsuits.”
“Does the team sell a calendar? Because if we’re opening up the door to seasonal themes I can really see us getting something going here,” Breezy suggests.
“Absolutely not,” Scott states flatly. He won’t have that opened up as a potential option.
“The money could go to charity,” Bennett suggests, knowing too well, after all these years, which weak points to push on to get Scott to bend.
“We’ll see,” Scott acquiesces because he can’t argue more when they’re all drinking and Rozanov is here.
“The obvious only right answer is that we wear the exact one they’re wearing in the photos,” Rozanov tells everyone, arguing the same side he’d taken since this whole thing started.
“Where are we even going to find them?” Huff questions.
“We don’t need to do anything. Internet people already found the exact sweater.” Rozanov turns his phone to the group and shows the tweet with a link to what is indeed the sweater Scott and Kip wore in the magazine.
Breezy visibly balks at the price. “For a fucking sweater? Merde! Maybe we can buy a knock off.”
Rozanov laughs. “I forgot New York pays their players pennies on the dollar. I will buy your sweater for you. But only if I’m invited.”
“No one is invited,” Scott corrects.
“And shouldn’t you be saving your money for when you’re deported to the Gulag?” Breezy scoffs, still stinging from the joke and from everyone hating his idea.
The group lets out a shocked laugh at that, even Rozanov.
“Okay, I don’t know when we all decided it was okay to start joking about that but I actually didn’t say it was,” Rozanov scolds them. “Maybe wait for me to start it.”
Rozanov doesn’t seem genuinely mad despite the off colour joke. He thinks it’s for the best Hollander wasn’t here to hear it though. Scott can still see the way Hollander had looked when Rozanov’s friend had said he’d never live to see the inside of a prison. The kid went white as a sheet of paper while breaking out in a sweat. His hands had been visibly shaking. Scott doesn’t think Hollander would find the threat of the Gulag particularly funny.
“As your captain, I think the only jokes we should be making at Rozanov’s expense should be related to the way his team lost to us three days ago,” Scott commands with a grin.
Rozanov turns to glare at him and his face shifts from played up annoyance to ice-cold anger as he looks at something over Scott’s shoulder. Scott turns to see where he’s looking and spots Vaughney standing at the bar with his arm slung over Hollander’s shoulder. Hollander is smiling at Vaughn in that big genuine way that Scott thinks he’s only ever seemed aimed at Rozanov and the two times he won the cup. In retrospect, Scott can’t believe he was only suspicious about Hollander being gay because looking at him now it couldn’t be more obvious that he has a crush on Vaughn.
“You’re seriously jealous?” Scott asks, raising his eyebrow at Rozanov.
“I’m not jealous,” Rozanov snaps. “I just don’t understand why he needs to be touching Shane.”
“He’s just like that,” Scott argues. He knows Vaughn is still hoping to poach Shane to the Admirals. Unlike Scott, they don’t play the same position and Vaughney being younger is no doubt thinking about the years they could spend on the same line if he plays his cards right.
“He shouldn’t be,” Rozanov scoffs.
“You don’t act upset when he’s like that with you,” Scott taunts. “Carter is always just as happy to see you.”
“Well, he can be happy to see me now,” Rozanov grumbles and he leaves to go to where they’re standing at the bar.
“I like hanging out with them,” Kip grins once Rozanov has skulked off to punish Vaughn for the crime of smiling at his boyfriend.
“Seriously?” Scott scoffs, even though he does too, more than he cares to admit.
“Oh, yes,” Kip chuckles. “They’re fun and they make me feel like we’re so well adjusted.”
Scott’s laugh is loud enough to make people turn and look.
*
“And we have the best pizza,” Carter concludes.
“I thought Chicago was the one famous for its pizza,” Shane laughs.
Carter huffs, giving Shane a look like he personally offended him. “Deep dish pizza is disgusting. It’s only a good idea in abstract because the reality is gross.”
“I’ll have to take your word for it. I’m not really a big pizza guy,” Shane admits with a shrug that makes Carter’s arm move. Carter shifts from having his arm slung across Shane’s shoulders to grabbing his upper arm and shaking it.
“Who the fuck doesn’t like pizza,” he demands. “I’ll take you to my favourite place here. It’ll change your life.”
“Ilya did take me to this place here yesterday that had really amazing food,” Shane reveals. “I guess it’s somewhere Bennett knows, uhm, it was awesome.”
“Oh! See!” Carter exclaims, slapping Shane on the chest with a look of triumph like he’s won something. “New York has the best food.”
Shane senses Ilya’s presence before he makes himself known. He feels his arrival the way a person can feel a storm’s arrival as the wind picks up. Only this storm is fueled by vodka and probably, Shane suspects, a simmering jealousy at the way Carter has been touching him. Shane knows it because if the roles had been reversed he’d be the same way. Not that he’d ever admit that to Ilya.
“The only thing Shane likes about New York is that I’m here at the moment,” Ilya goads, planting himself on Shane’s other side and running a hand down his back. It’s a touch that can only be described as possessive. It should make Shane feel embarrassed but he’s floating on a nice buzz so instead it’s just thrilling.
“I did like that restaurant,” Shane remarks.
“Da, the restaurant that I found for you because I am best boyfriend,” Ilya smirks, leaning close to kiss Shane. “You’re welcome.”
“Bennett told me he helped find the restaurant. Turns out we keep a similar diet. So I’m not sure you should be taking credit.”
“I found it by knowing who to ask,” Ilya shrugs. “You’re welcome.”
“I didn’t say thank you,” Shane points out, shaking his head.
“Oh, but you said thank you last night when you were-”
“Alright! I’ll leave you two to hash this out alone,” Carter declares, slapping the bar top with an open palm. “Always good talking to you, Hollzy. Remember what I said about New York’s best features.”
“What was that about?” Ilya demands once Carter’s out of ear shot.
“Literally nothing, don’t be so jealous,” Shane responds, waving him off. But Ilya gives him a look that indicates he won’t be letting this go. “He’s drunk, he was telling me all his favourite things about New York City.”
“All his favourite things about New York City,” Ilya repeats, sounding disgusted. “These self-important New York boys all think they live in greatest city in the world.”
“I mean, isn’t that what they say?” Shane asks with a laugh before taking a sip of his beer.
Ilya snorts, sounding angry. “It does not even make top ten.”
“That is categorically untrue,” Shane argues but Ilya is barely listening now. He’s glaring over Shane’s shoulder to where Shane suspects Carter now is. “Hey.” Shane moves his face to force Ilya to look at him. “Stop that, Carter’s a nice guy. He’s just trying to be nice to me. I’m sure all these guys can see my own team...they’re just…being nice. Please don’t be a jealous asshole and scare off the people that like having me around.”
Ilya’s expression softens as he looks at Shane now. He seems lost in thought for a moment while holding Shane’s gaze.
“Of course, solynshko, I wasn’t trying to scare off your friends,” he whispers as quietly as the loud bar will allow, bringing up his hand to entwine their fingers.
“Thank you,” Shane whispers back.
There’s a beat of silence between them before Ilya speaks up again. “Did you know upwards of one in five New York households report seeing cockroaches?”
*
“Uhm, why is Rozanov looking at me like he wants me to be his most dangerous game?” Vaughny asks Scott with a laugh that sounds nervous.
“What were you saying to Hollander?” Scott asks in return, ignoring Carter’s question.
“I was just telling him all the great things about our beautiful city here,” Carter explains with his usual cheeky grin. “I didn’t mention the team, thought that might be too bold. But I thought it might be good to wax poetic about some of the virtues of the greatest city in the world.”
“I’m pretty sure London holds that title,” Breezy objects.
“Well, I refuse to acknowledge that the British exist,” Carter states flatly. It’s a tone that leaves no room for argument but that’s never stopped anyone on the Admirals.
“You made me watch that British baking show like every night of preseason this year,” Scott snorts.
“That show doesn’t count, that show is a treasure,” Carter barks, pointing seriously at the ground like he’s making an actual stand about something that matters and not just reality TV. “Fuck, I should have told Hollander about our Great British Bake Off watch parties, he’d probably love that.”
“Don’t do that,” Scott commands, grabbing Vaughny by the arm to prevent any attempts to leave.
“Why not?” Carter demands. “We are focusing on the long game here, man. I want to go back to back too.”
“Well, don’t do it in front of his boyfriend unless you want to get us both punched,” Scott explains. “You’re not the only one trying to play the long game when it comes to Hollander’s next home.”
Carter looks over his shoulder at where Hollander is talking about something while Rozanov looks at him like he hung the moon. When he turns back Scott can see that Carter has put the pieces together.
“Fuck, seriously?” Carter gasps.
Scott nods in response and Carter has yet to close his mouth.
“What? What’s happening?” Breezy asks, looking around the group.
“Rozanov wants Hollander in Boston,” Carter explains and Scott shoots him a warning look that he hopes communicates to not share that information idly.
“Fuck.”
“I’m not sure why we’re all acting so surprised by this,” Bennett laughs. “Local man wants long time boyfriend to live closer than five hours away,” he says in the played up cliche of a news anchor’s voice. “Up next, water wet.”
“There is way more at stake here than just a guy wanting his boyfriend to move in with him,” Scott argues. “And you know it.”
“That would be a shit show,” Carter sighs, taking a long pull of his beer.
“They’d be a nightmare to play,” Huff adds.
“Exactly,” Carter nods. “Shit show. We need to convince him New York is the better option. Scott, offer him your house.”
“It’s a condo, and no,” Scott snaps. “I’ll remind you all we won tonight against the Metros and the Raiders before that.”
“And I wouldn’t want to play the Raiders again if they got to roll out Rozanov on the first line and Hollander on the second,” Huff points out.
“Can they share the ice all the time? Did either of them ever play wing?” Bennett asks everyone.
“God, at least for the power play, they’d be together on the ice, for sure,” Vaughney predicts, looking a little pale.
A collective shiver runs through the entire group and Scott thinks Bennett in particular looks a little green.
“I’ll be retiring when that trade goes through,” he warns them and Scott can’t tell if he’s joking.
“Makes sense, you’re nearly forty which is basically dead,” Vaughn goads with a smirk.
“I am not nearly forty,” Bennett growls, glaring at Vaughn. “I’m still young. In my prime, even!”
“That sounds like the kind of thing someone who’s nearly forty would say,” Scott jokes with a smile.
“Don’t you fucking dare try to join in or I’ll drag you down with me, Hunter,” Bennett warns.
“Weren’t you supposed to be leaving?” Scott chides. “It’s well past your bedtime.”
“You’re getting far too cocky. You think you’re some spring chicken?”
“Oh, he’s the springiest!” Kip spills, face flushed from drinking.
Everyone roars with laughter and Scott hopes they can’t see him blushing.
*
Somehow Ilya talks Shane into the bathroom and is pressing him against the sink while sliding his hands around Shane’s body.
“We’re gonna get caught,” Shane slurs out the words, more from the heady arousal he feels than the alcohol. The alcohol is the reason he’s letting Ilya get away with this, though.
“This is gay bar,” Ilya answers, not slowing his hands in their exploration. “It has seen worse than some kissing and light groping.”
“We should leave,” Shane suggests with a sharp inhale when Ilya squeezes the bare flesh of his pec. 
“And do this out where everyone can see? Oh you’re dirty boy, Shane,” Ilya teases, skating his hands down Shane’s chest and over his abs.
“No, we should go back to the hotel,” Shane gasps and he doesn’t wait for an answer before he captures Ilya’s mouth so they can kiss some more. They shouldn’t be doing this where anyone could walk in, the bar is filled with more than just their friends. But Shane’s had a horrible night and he needs this. He deserves this.
Ilya’s laugh turns into a groan as they spend a heated minute making out. Ilya keeping his hands under Shane's shirt where he can stroke and pinch at the expanse of skin there in equal measure.
“Da, yes, let’s leave right now,” Ilya agrees, adjusting Shane’s clothing to its proper place.
“We should say bye to Kip and Hunter.”
Ilya laughs and skates his fingers through Shane’s hair.
“What?” Shane demands.
“Nothing, you just look like someone who’s already been half-ravished and can’t wait to leave to be fucked,” Ilya explains, adjusting Shane’s shirt again in a gesture that’s starting to feel like an excuse to keep touching Shane.
“That’s ridiculous,” Shane scoffs, turning to the mirror. His flushed cheeks, messy hair and slightly swollen lips do tell a certain story. One he isn't sure he wants the half the Admirals to know. Shane scrubs his hands over his face and eyes, moving into his hair. It helps slightly but he wouldn’t want to make eye contact with too many people.
“Let’s slip out the side door,” Ilya offers, moving close to ghost his lips along Shane’s neck. “I will text Kip. He will understand.”
“Okay,” Shane nods weakly.
“Okee.”
*
Back at the hotel Ilya doesn’t waste any time. He’s been patient for long enough. While fighting the feeling that’s been clawing at his chest like it contains a wild animal since seeing Carter Vaughn put his hands all over Shane.
“Did you enjoy flirting with Vaughn tonight?” Ilya demands, pushing Shane firmly on the chest to walk him back to the bed.
“I already told you, I wasn’t flirting,” Shane sputters, collapsing onto the bed. “We’re friends, are you seriously going to be this jealous every time he’s around.”
“Mmmm, I think you like it,” Ilya taunts because he doesn’t want to admit the answer might very well be yes. The thought of another man touching Shane, the thought of Shane wanting any other man to touch him makes Ilya feel feral.
He moves his body over Shane’s, giving Shane no choice but to retreat partway up the bed and lie back for him. “I think you were flirting with Vaughn on purpose. Wanted to make me jealous so I can remind you who you belong to.”
“I do not belong to anyone,” Shane spits. Ilya suppresses his jealous rage and starts kissing up his neck instead, traveling up his jaw towards his mouth.
“Really? I seem to remember once being able to read my name on your back as you told me you were mine,” he purrs, letting his hand move over Shane’s bicep and down his chest before settling at the button of his jeans. He makes no move to undo them, just presses firmly to tease.
Shane, for his part, doesn’t even bother to form a reply. He just moans against Ilya’s mouth as he chases the friction of Ilya’s hand. On other nights, Shane would demand more, groping Ilya to get him aroused faster or undo his own jeans. But that’s not the game they’re playing tonight and Shane seems to know it.
“All these other men are trying to take you from me,” Ilya growls, running his hand along the sensitive skin where Shane’s pants start. “They want you on their teams, on their lines, in their beds.”
“None of that is true,” Shane pants.
“All of it is true,” Ilya grinds out between clenched teeth. He slips momentarily into Russia, despite everything, he chooses once again to use the language barrier to his advantage. “They think you should be with them when you’re meant for me. They think you should be wearing their colours when they don’t know you’ve already worn mine. They think you’re not with me. That you’re available.”
“I am with you,” Shane reminds him, between heaving breaths. “You’re just a jealous asshole.”
Ilya isn’t about to correct Shane about the scope of his jealousy. He can’t admit it stems not only from Carter talking to Shane but also from the subject matter being discussed.
“I think you wanted to make me jealous, so I would fuck you like you know you deserve,” Ilya growls in Shane’s ear.
“I didn’t make you anything, you got jealous all on your own,” Shane protests. Ilya doesn’t bother to reply, he just settles into undoing Shane’s jeans and coaxing them off his legs.
“Take off your shirt,” he orders before pulling back to remove his own shirt and pants. Shane does so without hesitation, making Ilya smile with delight at how willing Shane is to follow his commands.
Ilya leans forward to peel Shane’s underwear off, ghosting his lips over the newly exposed skin and exhaling hot breath that creates goosebumps. With his boyfriend finally naked, Ilya spends a moment just admiring him, letting his gaze travel up his muscular legs to his perfect, useless cock and over the hard planes of his abs and chest.
“Are you just going to stare all night, Rozanov?” Shane asks with a teasing lilt, a smirk on his face.
“Maybe,” Ilya drawls, running his hand down Shane’s leg until he reaches his knee, cupping underneath it to pull his leg up and open. “Would be my right, after all. You’re my boyfriend.” He lets his other hand travel down to repeat the same gesture with Shane’s other knee, spreading them for him to settle between. “No one gets to look at you but me.” He buries his face against Shane’s neck and growls out the declaration. He feels desperately possessive because of Carter. Because of Scott and Carter trying to poach Shane to the fucking Admirals. Because Shane loves him.
“I don’t want to alarm you, but people look at me everyday,” Shane reminds him, apparently having decided to be a brat tonight. “Sometimes even in the showers.”
“Not like this,” Ilya says, pulling back again so he can look over Shane once more. He runs his hand down Shane’s chest in a bee line path that ends with Ilya forcing his leg up farther so he can press a dry finger against his hole. “Only I get to have you like this.”
“Yes,” Shane whispers, the brat facade slipping off as quickly as he’d tried it on. “Only you.”
Whatever tight hold Ilya had on his self control snaps and he finds himself fumbling in the direction of the nightstand for the lube. He wants to take his time opening Shane up tonight, until he’s begging for it, no matter how much Ilya needs to be inside him. The part of him that’s still pissed at seeing Carter put his hand on Shane wants Shane to be pleading for him through tears. He wants to remind Shane who it is he begs to fuck him.
And because Shane has never disappointed Ilya in any way for a single second, it’s only a matter of minutes before the pleading starts. Ilya’s been taking it slow by his own standards, so it’s certainly too slow for Shane. Ilya is just starting to introduce a second finger when Shane gets impatient.
“Fuck, Ilya, more,” he groans, opening his legs wider as if to accommodate him.
“More what, malysh?” Ilya purrs, leaning forward to flick his tongue over Shane’s nipple.
“Just more,” Shane demands. He starts moving his hips to meet Ilya’s fingers.
“Mmmm…no,” Ilya states and he pulls back slightly to allow Shane less stimulation.
“What the fuck,” Shane gasps. His eyes fly open so he can give Ilya a betrayed expression.
“I will decide when you deserve more,” Ilya informs him. He refuses to move his fingers more than a slow teasing pace. He could drag this out for hours if he has to. He wants to see tears tonight.
Shane huffs and thunks his head against the pillows. “You’re an asshole,” he states, an insult that brings Ilya back to the bygone days of hotel rooms and stolen moments.
“But you like it,” Ilya replies. “Same way you like making me jealous by acting like slut at the bar.”
“I’m not a slut,” Shane argues, making like he’s going to pull away.
Ilya turns his grip on Shane’s thigh to iron, tight enough to bruise, and holds him open. “You want to act like slut though, don’t you?” He taunts, more genuine anger in his voice than there should be. “Want to let Carter Vaughn fuck you?”
“We were just talking,” Shane protests, panting again as Ilya’s fingers resume their slow work.
“Talking about how much you’d like him to fuck you?” Ilya accuses. “He couldn’t make you feel like this, malysh.” Ilya finally starts introducing a third finger, eliciting a desperate whine from Shane. “He couldn’t make you feel like I can.”
“Fuck, Ilya,” Shane groans as Ilya lets his fingers graze over Shane’s prostate. The sort of barely there touch that’s enough to stimulate but not enough to get off. He leans forward to lick at Shane’s desperately leaking cock, not ever swallowing him fully down. Just taunting him with the promise of more pleasure.
They’re quiet for a time after that, Ilya continuing to, so slowly, finger Shane open well past the point where he’s ready while occasionally lathing teasing licks on his red flushed cock. Or, at least, Ilya’s quiet. Shane continues to beg and plead and moan, desperate for more and Ilya wouldn’t have it any other way. Ilya will never get sick of watching Shane writhe beneath him, begging for his cock or his mouth or another finger.
“Please, fuck, I’m ready,” Shane begs, arching his back off the bed. “Please, baby, I don’t want anyone, but you. ‘M yours.” The last words come out slurred and the declaration ruins whatever self control Ilya had left.
Ilya pulls his fingers out and drops himself forward, covering Shane with his own body. He grabs a fistful of the hair Shane’s let grow long and forces his head back, biting and sucking on his neck and Shane’s moans start to sound like pleading sobs.
“You’re mine,” Ilya groans possessively, using the remaining lube on his hand to slick himself up before bullying his way inside his favourite place. Even after all these years, every time he’s inside Shane still feels as unbelievably earth shattering as the first time, like he can never quite believe he gets to have this.
He’s so far past slow gentle thrusts tonight, he needs to be fucking Shane. Shane doesn’t seem to mind—he’s gone mostly non-verbal now, reduced to sobbing moans as his hands scramble over Ilya’s back to pull him even closer. Ilya bites down on the spot where Shane’s neck meets his shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark. He’s desperate to mark Shane again, even as a more cognizant part of him would know that's something that wouldn't help Shane in his already hostile locker room. But all he can think about is the need to leave behind evidence that Shane is his. Only his.
“Only mine,” he groans out loud without meaning to as he sets an immediately punishing pace, each hard thrust eliciting punched-out moans from the man below him. “Mine to fuck, mine to mark, mine to love.”
“I love you too,” Shane moans, digging his hands hard into Ilya’s shoulders and wrapping his legs high around Ilya’s waist.
Ilya’s next moan comes out like a sob now, too; maybe he is crying. He can’t be sure. It’s too much, it’s everything, it’s the only thing that matters. Getting to have Shane, being told he loves him while fucking him, Ilya doesn’t deserve this life. He’s so lucky, he can’t even believe it somedays. No one else gets to experience the duality of Shane Hollander as he goes from best player on the ice, a terror for anyone who has to play him, to being so shamelessly submissive, begging for Ilya’s cock like he’ll die without it.
“No one else ever gets to touch you,” Ilya commands. Once again letting the thoughts in his head escape out his mouth without meaning to. “You don’t wear any other uniform but for me. You’re my puck bunny whore. No one else’s.”
“‘M not,” Shane argues weakly, the words punched out between hard thrusts. “Not a puck bunny.”
Ilya props himself farther up and forces Shane onto his stomach. Shane rolls over without protest, having gone pretty much boneless. Ilya drags Shane up by his hips and Shane makes no effort to lift his torso off the bed.
“If you’re not a whore than what is this,” Ilya laughs, skating his hands down the sinful arch of Shane’s back to stop at his puffy hole that’s displayed so invitingly and giving it a firm tap. Shane doesn’t seem to be trying to form a reply to that, instead he tries to rock himself back onto Ilya's hand. He removes his hand and lets it glide back up to Shane’s shoulders. He can almost picture his uniform, remembering the way his name looked etched across Shane’s back.
“I seem to remember you were in this same position when you wore my jersey for me,” Ilya taunts. “My name looks good on you, I think I need to see it again.”
If Shane was on the Raiders he could be in my colours everyday. He'd be with me and he'd be safe and he'd be happy. The thought floats through Ilya’s head and before he can let that drive him insane he adjusts his position and slips easily back inside. They both moan together as Shane’s tight heat welcomes him again. His grip on Shane’s hip is iron but it doesn’t need to be. Once Ilya starts fucking him again Shane makes no effort to do anything but take it while making desperate little noises.
“My-puck-bunny-whore. All-for-me. No-one-else.” Each word is forced out through gritted teeth between another thrust. Ilya didn’t know he could be this jealous, the feeling is overwhelming. His gaze darts repeatedly from Shane’s face, slack-jawed and glass-eyed, moaning against the pillow, to his ass where he can watch himself disappear into his boyfriend over and over.
It wasn’t just jealousy, it was the way their presence had started to feel like a threat. A threat to a version of the future Ilya hadn't even realized how much he'd wanted to come true. Hunter working at Shane with the promise of a team that has a shot at the cup this year, and probably the promise of the captaincy again after Hunter retires. Something he could never get if he came to the Raiders. All while Carter flirts with Shane and touches him and takes him to all his favourite places. And doing all of it while aiming his huge charming smile right at Shane.
Carter’s straight. Carter’s straight. Carter’s straight. Ilya tells himself in a chant that does nothing to quell the feeling so instead he bends forward and forces Shane’s head up, to capture his mouth in another desperate, sloppy, and uncoordinated kiss. The position and angle both make it awkward but he doesn’t care. He continues to drive into him with that same relentless pace.
The slap of skin is lewd in the otherwise quiet hotel room and Shane is doing nothing to control the volume of his moans. They’re loud enough to be heard, but neither of them seems to care. Shane is too far away to know to care, and it should be Ilya’s job to care for him, but he doesn’t. He wants people to hear, wants everyone to know he’s the one making Shane feel this way.
An insane thought occurs to Ilya in that he really wants to spank Shane, but they’ve never done that before or even talked about it. He lets his hand drift to the side of Shane’s ass where a strike could land and he squeezes it once before rubbing over the expanse of skin there.
“Doit,” Shane moans the words as one.
“What?” Ilya gasps.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Shane says, words a little clearer. “Do it.”
Ilya’s vision blacks out for a second as he almost comes just from Shane inviting Ilya to spank him. He must have been some sort of hero or great martyr in his last life to deserve this. He knows he isn’t going to last much longer and he can only hope to get Shane there first. He pulls his body back up and away from Shane’s to get a better angle and slows his pace to make sure his hand lands where he wants it. After a moment to breathe, Ilya lifts his hand and it brings it down on the side of Shane’s ass.
“Harder!” Shane demands immediately. Oh god, Ilya’s definitely going to come, but he obliges, landing his hand on Shane’s ass two more times with increasing force.
“You’re my puck bunny,” Ilya rasps, rubbing his hand over the slight red of Shane’s cheek. “Need to put you in my jersey again and remind you. Make sure you remember that you’re mine.”
“Oh, fuck,” Shane sobs and Ilya can feel him clenching around his cock as he watches Shane’s hands scramble over the sheets. Ilya lets his own sob, half pleasure, half relief as he empties himself inside Shane.
They lie together trying to catch their breath and recover, both just panting in the silence. They stay like that for a long time until their breathing is normal, Ilya stroking over Shane’s body, whispering sweet endearments, until awareness returns to him completely.
“You’re with me, malysh?” Ilya asks and Shane gives a weak nod in response. They spend a bit longer just enjoying being together, neither moving to get cleaned up or switch beds right away. The two beds suddenly felt useful once they realized they could use one for sex and the other for sleeping.
“So who pretended to come out to you?” Shane asks, breaking the comfortable silence between them. Ilya starts laughing.
***

The goodbyes the next morning feel painful. Ilya clearly doesn’t want to leave and Shane doesn’t want him to either. They spend a long time letting their kisses linger, hands refusing to let go.
“I’ll see you on the twenty-third,” Shane promises for what must be the sixth time.
Ilya nods, forehead pressed against Shane’s, while squeezing his hand. They really can’t drag this out any longer. Ilya still has to return to his own hotel and pack before his flight.
“I will miss you,” he says again.
“I love you,” Shane replies. Because they can say that to each other now.
“I love you too.”
“Call me when you land?” Shane requests.
Ilya nods again and they kiss one last time before Ilya has to go.
The snapping shut of the hotel room door and the silence that follows feel stifling. Shane rubs  his eyes. He feels stupid being upset when they’ll see each other in only a few weeks, but he’s once again wishing for more time.
Forcing himself not to dwell, Shane pulls out his phone and starts formatting a text to his parents. He isn’t sure how he wants to go about telling them he is spending Christmas in Boston and that they can come too, if they want. He types up ten different versions of it before deciding this is probably more of a phone call conversation and he opens his phone to text his mom.
Shane: I need to talk to you about something whenever you and Dad are free?

Mom: Is it urgent? I can step out and call immediately.

Shane: No, don’t do that. It’s not urgent. Just want to talk to you guys sometime soon-ish.
She doesn’t reply right away after that and Shane is worried she’s somehow sensed what he was going to say and she’s mad at him already. Twenty minutes later a reply finally comes through though. It’s information about a dinner reservation she made around his schedule when he gets back to Montreal in five days.
Mom: Is this too long to wait?

Shane: We can just call.

Mom: We haven’t seen you in such a long time, we should have dinner.
He’s been his mother’s son long enough to know when a decision has been made and he texts her back that he’ll be there. He’s spent too much time since the video avoiding his parents and he knows he was being a coward by wanting to tell them over the phone. Maybe it’ll be better if it’s face to face, then he can better tell exactly how his parents take the news. Or maybe that’s worse, if their reaction is bad.
That’s how Shane ends up trekking through the snowy streets of Montreal, making his way to meet his parents for an early dinner. He is regretting his choice to be brave now. He is sore from practice and tired in that new deep way that has started to grip him lately. Tired in his bones, in his soul. The kind of tiredness that doesn’t improve no matter how much sleep he gets. The kind of tired that feels like a boot pressing on his throat.
His parents are at their usual table when Shane arrives to meet them. They both rise to embrace him when Shane reaches the table. It feels embarrassing, but more than that, it makes Shane feel guilty. He knows they’re both doing it because it’s been so much longer than usual since seeing him last.
“This is new,” Yuna observes, rubbing her hand on the material of his jacket. “It’s very nice.”
“Yeah, uh,” Shane stammers, pausing to embrace his dad. “Rose took me shopping a while ago.”
“Shopping?” Yuna repeats, voice a little too high. “That’s fun.”
“You guys have been spending a lot of time together,” David comments, voice neutral.
If Shane hadn’t already outed himself he’d think they were going to try to imply something about his and Rose’s relationship. Instead, more humiliatingly, they both seem like two parents that are excited to see their child making friends. Only the child in question is twenty-six years old.
“She’s a lot of fun,” Shane shrugs. “It’s nice to hang out with someone that’s a bit more…removed from hockey.”
They both nod understandingly and the waiter appears to take food and drink orders. Shane begrudgingly orders the salmon with brown rice he always has here while thinking wistfully about that massive rotation of appetizers he could order from in New York.
“So…what’s going on?” Yuna asks after the waiter leaves.
“Well…uhm, okay.” Shane has no idea how to start this but just blurting it out feels wrong.
“You can tell us anything,” David offers.
“I know that like…we usually spend the holidays together and obviously it’s just the three of us,” Shane begins, trying to find the words. “But, uh, things are, sort of, different for me now. So I was thinking-or I mean I’m planning to go spend Christmas in Boston…with Ilya.” He feels stupid after tagging on the last part, as if his parents might be confused about why he wants to go to Boston.
“Oh,” Yuna exhales, sitting back in her chair. “You won’t be home for Christmas?”
“Uhm, no,” Shane answers. “I mean, Ilya can’t leave the States yet, so it’s not like he could come to Ottawa, and it’s his first Christmas since everything with his family and I just…I mean, probably he didn’t even go to Russia for Christmas. I don’t even know if they really celebrate that holiday. I didn’t even ask, and, I mean, the break is so short and the jetlag would be terrible.” Shane can feel he’s starting to ramble, starting to spiral. “But the point is, I don’t want him to spend it alone and I’d rather spend it with him too.”
“Of course you should spend Christmas together,” David assures him, finding his voice before his mother does.
“And you guys are invited also,” Shane tacks on. “If you want to come. Obviously, you don’t have to, but if you want.”
“We’re invited?” Yuna repeats. In a characteristically un-Yuna way, she seems to be having a hard time keeping up with a conversation. Each new element introduced only seems to confuse her further.
“Yeah, we talked about it and we’d like you both to be there. If you want to be,” Shane explains.
“Of course we want to,” Yuna says, hurriedly. “We wouldn’t miss it! Just text us the dates and we’ll book flights, or maybe we should drive. I hate flying around Christmas.”
“Whichever you’d prefer,” Shane smiles. He has to look down at the table to avoid their eyes. “Thank you, for coming and for wanting to come. I know the last few months have been…weird, but I’m glad you’ll be there.”
“We’ll always be there,” Yuna affirms, reaching across the table to grab Shane’s hand. “Always.”
“Does Ilya like puzzles?” David asks, and Shane bursts out laughing before he can stop himself.
“Sorry, uhm,” Shane stammers, the idea of Ilya Rozanov doing a puzzle is actually. “I have no idea. We can bring some. We’ll probably need to buy Christmas decorations. I get the impression he doesn’t have any.”
“We can make a day of it, we’ll go down early to get everything,” Yuna says seriously, the conversation veering into planning territory where she feels most comfortable.
“I’m sure he won’t know what to do with it all by the time we’re done,” Shane laughs.
“That’s the goal,” David smiles.
“Was that all you wanted to talk about sweetie?” Yuna asks.
“Yeah, that was all,” Shane confirms.
“Alright…well,” Yuna starts and for a second Shane can see relief in her face. “Can we talk about what a run Scott Hunter has been on? I mean, beating you and Ilya back to back!”
Shane laughs again, but this time he can feel the fakeness creeping in. “Yeah, we can talk about that.”
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    Chapter Summary

    Shane arrives at Ilya's for the Christmas Break.
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Once I've gotten through this gauntlet I'm actually in a better place for being ahead of myself.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Have a holly jolly Christmas!! The classic tone of Burl Ives echoes across the field around them, as they wander between rows of Christmas trees.
“These all look the same to me. I like this one,” Ilya declares, stopping in front of a six-foot tree with a few odd branches, but that’s mostly uniform in the way one expects a Christmas tree to be.
“We could always get one of the smaller ones too,” Shane suggests, gesturing at the area planted with trees that stand only three to four feet tall.
“You want us to kill one of the tree children?” Ilya demands, looking horrified. “No, I am taking an adult.”
“So killing an adult is fine?”
“Obviously,” Ilya snorts, like Shane is the one being insane. “They have had their time in the sun, sewn their wild roots.”
Shane laughs. “The smaller ones are nice because there’s less area to decorate,” he explains. “Trees this big require a lot of baubles to look full.”
“Didn’t your mom say she was driving down with some of their decorations?” Ilya reminds him. “It will end up full, I’m sure. Besides, I know you prefer big wood.”
"Okay," Shane relents, shaking his head and giving Ilya a look that he wants to be angry but he knows must look more amused. "I've heard enough."
He doesn’t protest further and risk inviting more wood jokes. His mother had insisted they should drive down and bring a few special ornaments off the tree. As if celebrating without Shane’s ‘1991 Baby’s First Christmas’ ornament would ruin everything.
Ilya lines up the axe, doing a few slow practice motions before swinging full force at the base of the tree, sending the whole thing toppling sideways. Once it’s on the ground Ilya turns to Shane, trying to look casual, but Shane can tell he’s thrilled to have chopped the tree in one attempt.
“Shall we get this attached to the car?” He asks with a lot of faux-nonchalance and a huge smile.
“Is it going to be okay up there?” Ilya asks as they watch two Christmas tree farm hands wrap their chosen fir in canvas and use tie down straps to secure it to the roof of Ilya’s Bentley.
“It’ll be fine,” Shane promises. “These types of trees are hardy. There will probably be needles everywhere by the time you’re done with it, though.”
“I'll warn my cleaning people,” Ilya says. “They aren’t usually cleaning up after Christmas like this. Will it live till after the New Year?"
"Oh yeah, of course," Shane nods.
Once the tree is secure, they climb back into the car and hit the highway.
They're quiet for a bit, before Ilya breaks the silence.
“Do you know what time your parents’ flight is tomorrow?” Ilya asks, conversationally as they make their way back into Boston from the outskirts of the city. 
“They’re driving,” Shane reminds him. “I’m assuming they’ll leave pretty early in the morning though. My mom wanted to come today but-” Shane cuts himself off but he can feel heat climbing up his cheeks.
Ilya grins knowingly and drops Shane's hand so he can focus his attention on stroking his thigh, a little higher up than can be perceived as innocent. 
Shane arrived late the night before, driving in immediately after his game finished and getting in just after two in the morning. Ilya hadn’t liked Shane driving alone that late but he refused to wait for any of the afternoon flights today. He wasn’t going to lose huge chunks of time waiting around in airports when he could just get in his own car and drive. Not when flying this close to Christmas is a nightmare anyway.
He’d arrived exhausted but happy, still wearing his game suit that Ilya carefully helped him out of before they both collapsed into bed.
Shane wishes he didn't have to, but Ilya pulls his hand back  and refocuses on the road after they run into a particularly icy stretch of highway.
"Your next game is the twenty-seventh," Ilya confirms.
"That's right," Shane nods. "I'll leave late boxing day. There isn't a practice until the morning before the game."
"Good," Ilya nods, looking pleased with the offered time frame as if Shane didn't type every detail into their shared calender.
"Game is home against Toronto," Ilya muses.

 

Shane can already feel what he's getting at and he isn't in the mood for it. He gives Ilya a look that he hopes communicates as much but Ilya isn't looking at him to see it. They both know Toronto is insufferable to play now when they weren't the most likeable team to begin with. Kent comes up with a new homophobic catchphrase every week and Barrett seems to be the master of somehow both, piling on and looking like a kicked dog while he's doing it. It's a combination Shane finds as confusing as it is infuriating.
"Can we…can we not talk about hockey at all over Christmas? I know that…there's a lot with hockey right now that we need to…but I just want to enjoy Christmas and we can…deal with the rest after."
"Okee," Ilya nods and reaches across the car to give Shane's hand a squeeze.
They spend a minute driving in silence after that before Ilya steers the conversation back to safer waters. 
“Should we wait for your parents to decorate the tree and stuff?” Ilya questions. Shane can tell he’s more nervous than he’s letting on.
“We won't wait,” Shane says after a moment of consideration. "We'll already have a lot to do on Christmas Eve with food and everything. We'll just get it set up tonight."
“What else would we get besides the tree?” Ilya inquires, looking genuinely unsure. 
“Whatever makes you happy when you see it,” Shane smiles. “Lights for the tree and maybe around the house, or a wreath for the door. It’s too late to do outside lights now but maybe we could do that next year.”
Ilya’s quiet for a moment, smiling softly out the windshield at the road ahead. “Next year,” he repeats barely above a whisper.
Shane flushes when he realizes what he said but he forces himself to look at Ilya. “Yes,” he reaffirms. This time it’s his turn to reach across and touch Ilya’s leg. “Next year.”
Ilya doesn’t reply but Shane can see even in side profile that his face is going through a mix of emotions. He decides to move on to save them both from dwelling in the feelings of the moment. When Ilya is operating a motor vehicle in winter conditions.
“If we do get lights, we need to get the incandescent kind,” Shane counsels. “LED lights have none of the warmth you want from Christmas.”
“I am lucky to have your wisdom,” Ilya acknowledges with a laugh.
“I’m glad you realize that,” Shane states, giving Ilya a self-important grin.
Ilya reaches down to where Shane’s hand is still resting on his thigh and threads their fingers together. He squeezes Shane’s hand once and continues to hold it while they drive. Shane catches the teasing look slip off his face, replaced with something warmer, even as he keeps his eyes on the road.
“Thank you for coming,” Ilya whispers like he can’t make his voice any louder without it breaking.
“Thank you for having me…and my parents.”
They don’t say anything else for the rest of the drive instead choosing to enjoy the quiet winter drive towards the heart of Boston.
They find a parking spot in the huge, and concerning full, parking lot. Ilya insists on checking on the tree, confirming it is in fact still tied down and covered in its canvas wrapping, before they can head inside. They pass dozens of people coming and going as they enter through the automatic doors and grab a shopping cart. Although a few people look at them, no one stops or says anything. It’s one of the things Shane really enjoys about being in Boston compared to Montreal. People are so much less fanatical about hockey and hockey celebrities that it's easier to leave the house.
In Montreal, people have approached to ask information about choices made during a power play when he’s trying to get groceries. Now, they’re on their second stop of the Christmas shop tour and no one has even asked them for a photo. It releases a tension in Shane’s shoulders he didn’t even realize he’d been holding.
The aisles devoted to Christmas are, helpfully, impossible to miss, with huge inflatable Santas, Grinches and, for some reason, Mickey Mouse lining the upper shelves alongside gauche wire reindeer and candy canes.
They walk until they find the section devoted to ornaments and baubles. Ilya immediately finds a packet of ten golden baubles covered in various degrees of design and glitter and a matching packet of black baubles.
“Perfect,” he declares with a cheeky grin, holding them out to Shane. 
Shane huffs out a laugh and shakes his head. “It’s your tree.”
Ilya’s smile gets wider and he places them in the cart. Shane grabs a packet of ruby red baubles to add alongside them. Ilya seems to grow bored with the selection of packed ornaments and wanders towards the section where more elaborate ornaments hang individually. 
“Oh my god, Shane,” Ilya shouts excitedly, moving to grab an ornament off the rack. “It is you!”
He holds it up by the string to reveal a small black cat, wearing a red Christmas sweater and holding a mug of cocoa. The cat is wearing small-round glasses just above its pink nose.
“Fuck off,” Shane scoffs, trying to bat the ornament away. "And that doesn't make any sense, what are the glasses resting on? Its ears are up here."
Ilya doesn't seem interested in Shane's criticisms about the logic of an ornament. “We are getting this,” he states, going over to the cart to deposit it within.
“Alright, well, two can play at this game,” Shane warns and begins to look over the ornament wall. He isn’t sure what he’s even hoping to find until he sees it. Next to where the Cat Shanes hang, there is a matching orange cat wearing a green Christmas sweater. “Are you kidding me?” Shane sighs, grabbing the orange cat. There are no glasses on this cat but it does have Ilya’s hazel eyes.
“You’re the kotenok here, not me,” Ilya comments. His chin rests on Shane’s shoulder as he looks at the cat.
“But they match,” Shane explains, holding up the orange cat next to the black cat variant that's still on the display rack. “They even both have mugs of cocoa.”
Ilya’s quiet for a moment. “I like that they match,” he murmurs eventually, pressing his lips against the pulse point on Shane's neck. Shane turns to see his face is doing a lot again. Shane checks that they’re alone in the aisle before giving Ilya a kiss. He pulls away when Ilya tries to deepen it. 
“Let’s get them both,” Shane says with a smile. He wonders if Ilya can feel how fast his heart is beating. They’re buying matching ornaments together. They just finished picking out a tree. Last Christmas it was just Shane and his parents. He'd spent some time with Hayden's family, but he'd spent a significant amount of time dodging his attempts to set Shane up with another one of Jackie’s friends. It was awful, and looking back it was even more lonely than Shane had realized at the time. He feels his smile get bigger.
“I love you,” he blurts just because he’s allowed to say it now.
Ilya smiles back and takes the small orange cat from Shane, holding it delicately in his big hands. “I love you too.”
They’re both quiet for a minute. Shane wants to kiss again but he can feel the energy between them and knows it’ll end up somewhere R-rated. Ilya clears his throat to shatter the tension.
“We should pick out a few more of these funky ones. Something for hockey.”
There are multiple ornaments with the actual Raiders logo and one of a child playing hockey in Raiders colours, but with the careful legal distinction of no visible logo.
Ilya picks the child playing hockey along with one that is a mouse baking cookies and an extremely ugly looking gnome. “He is hideous, we need him,” Ilya gushes, putting the angry, red-faced gnome in the cart.
“If he’s hideous, why do we want him in our home?” Shane demands.
“Hideous things deserve love too, Shane,” Ilya chides, but the smile he gives Shane is huge. “Don’t be such a monster. Even Fifteen found someone to love him.”
"Shut up about Hayden," Shane laughs. “I’m picking out another." Shane goes back to the wall to find an ornament that rivals the hideous gnome for stupidity.
“Holy fuck!” Shane shouts and then drops his voice lower when he remembers they’re in public. “We need this.”
He reaches up to pluck down an ornament of Santa Clause, dressed in silver instead of his classic red, riding some sort of futuristic ski-doo and holding what appears to be a laser gun. Ilya laughs when Shane shows it to him.
“What does this have to do with Christmas or Santa Claus?” He asks no one. “He looks like he’s fighting in future space war.”
“Santa only works one night a year as Santa. We don’t know what Kristopher Kringle, gets up to on his off time. I mean, the technology to go to every house on earth in one night must be used for other things.”
“You think Santa uses space travel technology to both deliver presents and fight aliens?” Ilya enunciates with a quirk of his eyebrow at Shane.
“That’s certainly what this ornament seems to suggest,” Shane laughs. “We’re getting it. I want it on the tree.” Shane adds it to the cart and Ilya follows.
“I want to look at the other aisles. See if we can find Santa in the Death Star to go with alien fighter.”
“You watch Star Wars?” Shane asks, looking incredulous.
Ilya shrugs. “Smithy and Connors are both big dorks.”
 
*
 
Ilya is aware he’s spending way too much money on Christmas decorations. More than he’s ever spent in his entire life on Christmas, probably. But he wants his home to look festive for the Hollanders. What if they take Christmas very seriously and he doesn’t have enough decorations? He does feel bad for the surprised looking cashier who’s trying to act like she isn’t staring between Ilya and Shane while ringing up enough decorations that it looks like they’re shifting careers to open a rival store.
“I think this is maybe a bit much,” Shane concludes, gesturing towards the family of yetis in various heights and widths all wearing either a hat, a scarf, or gloves of appropriately festive design.
“We could not separate them, they are family,” Ilya clarifies. 
Shane shakes his head and laughs. “We’ve spent so long on this and we still need groceries.”
“We can order groceries to be delivered,” Ilya offers. “We don’t need to waste time in the store.”
“It’s two days before Christmas,” Shane protests.
“Then I will expect to pay a bit more and tip a bit better,” Ilya shrugs, shifting another box of white incandescent bulbs from the cart to the tiny space made on the moving conveyor belt.
“Fine,” Shane huffs, accepting defeat.
“Besides, we need to set up my house for your parents,” Ilya reminds him. He’s already spent a truly ridiculous amount of time setting up the guest room but he wants Shane’s approval on it. What if the towels actually are too scratchy? What if the bedding is the wrong thread count?
Ilya opens his phone and presses a few buttons before turning it to face Shane and holding it out. “Here, start adding stuff to the cart, I will do this.”
“What should I get?” Shane asks, looking up from the phone to Ilya. 
The question causes Ilya to blanch slightly. He’d been counting on Shane to know everything to get. Ilya wasn’t exactly familiar with the Hollander family Christmas dinner and everything one eats at it. What else did Shane’s parents like to have around? Did Yuna have a favourite late night snack? Did David have a preferred type of coffee creamer? He didn’t know these people at all beyond their polite text messages and their general kindness toward Ilya since the video. He was in no way prepared to host them comfortably in his home.
As if sensing Ilya’s rising panic, Shane accepted the phone. “I’ll add some stuff and you can look it over after,” he assures him with a smile.
“Order things your parents will want to have around while they’re here. Tea or coffee or whatever,” Ilya instructs, returning to putting things on the conveyor belt.
Shane doesn’t reply at first and when Ilya looks to him again, Shane's smile is so full of love Ilya can barely take it.
“I want them to be comfortable,” Ilya explains in a quiet voice that only serves to make Shane's smile grow.
“I’ll make sure to get everything.”
Ilya nods, feeling suddenly too much about all this Christmas hosting and goes back to taking things out the cart to place on the belt, handling their matching cat selves with the utmost delicacy. 
“I’ll wrap these for you,” the check out woman tells him with a smile.
“Thank you,” Ilya replies. “That would be good.”
She finishes ringing up the small fortune in Christmas decor and Ilya swipes his black card to pay for it all. It feels like an insane expense but then he remembers all the money he no longer sends back to his family in Russia and it suddenly feels like pennies.
“We should hurry,” Ilya says seriously. He begins to quickly grab items and put them back into the cart to return to the car. “We need to set up tree and decorations, and guest room and put away groceries."
“I’m sure we’ll get it all done,” Shane laughs because he doesn’t have to shoulder the same nerves as Ilya.
Ilya’s house is more or less ready for the arrival of the Hollanders. It’s clean, and he set up the guest bedroom for them with fresh sheets and a probably ridiculous number of towels in the attached bathroom.
But it doesn’t feel ready; there’s no decorations out, and Ilya is worried his house looks sterile and uninviting compared to the over-the-top Christmas vibes everywhere they had been today. He wants them to think his home is cozy, that it would be a good home for their son. Maybe for more than just Christmas. Maybe it's cozy enough for their son to live there forever.
“Should we hang the lights?” He asks Shane after they get everything inside.
“Here, you go over the grocery list, and I’ll look around and see where the best place to put the lights would be. My dad is better at this kind of stuff.”
Shane passes Ilya his phone back and heads deeper into the house, still carrying the two bags of decorations he had when he walked in. Ilya isn’t surprised to hear that David handles the decorating. He seems like the type of man who would love placing out a Yeti family for maximum comfort but he doesn’t want them to be faced with the task of helping decorate when they arrive.
It’ll be Christmas Eve, after all. Surely, the house should already be festive.
Ilya looks over the grocery list and is surprised to see there isn’t a turkey. Any American Christmas he’s attended has always featured that huge dead bird that is, in Ilya’s opinion, usually just okay. Almost always a bit too dry and they seem to want to cook it in a way that threatens to burn the whole neighbourhood down. Especially stupid when the best part is usually the stuffing and Marley’s mom's sweet potato, apple, and bacon side dish.
“You do not want a turkey?” Ilya asks, following Shane to the living room where he’s opening a box on incandescent bulbs and holding them up against different walls as if trying to get a visual.
“Oh, uh, no?” It comes out like a question. “We don’t really eat turkey, it’s a huge bird for just the three of us…usually, I mean, and it takes forever to cook. We just stopped doing it after my dad’s parents died. We usually do a chicken and a little roast ham, the variety is nice. Is that…okay with you? Did you want a turkey?”
Ilya shakes his head. “Is okay, is good. I do not have any particularly strong feelings for American traditions. I was hoping to maybe make some Russian dishes for everyone…if that would be okay.”
Shane has his huge ten thousand megawatt smile pointed at Ilya again and helps ease the stress, even if just for a moment. “I’m sure mom and dad would love that.”
Ilya doesn’t reply, just nods quickly and sends for the food delivery. Express delivery promises to have the items at their door within two hours. He sets his phone down and starts unloading decorations from the bags.
“I guess we should start with the tree,” Shane says, reminding them both that it’s still strapped to the roof of Ilya’s car.
Getting the tree off the car and into the living room is more of a struggle than either of them expected considering they’re both professional athletes. The skill set doesn’t exactly translate to moving a huge awkward tree that dumps needles everywhere and is more than a bit awkward to carry.
It could have been made easier by leaving it in its canvas wrap but Ilya hypothesized it must be 'hurting' the tree and had insisted they remove it while still outside.
By the time the tree is settled in its stand, the trail of evidence leading from the front door to the tree's new home looks nothing short of comedic. 
“Does the tree look more bare now?” Ilya asks, looking at the scattered needles.
“You can’t even tell anything's changed,” Shane assures him. “These trees have so many needles.”
“I’ll get a broom,” Ilya says, heading for the laundry room.
When he finally returns from getting all the needles swept away, Shane is wrapping lights from a box of incandescent bulbs around the tree. “You gotta do the lights first,” Shane explains when he sees Ilya watching him.
Ilya wants to tell Shane that he knows how to decorate a tree, but the whole thing is so endearing that he doesn’t. It would only ruin the mood. Instead, he walks over to where the remaining boxes of lights sit and starts opening another.
“We will need more than one,” Ilya remarks.
“Yeah, for sure,” Shane nods as he takes another lap around the tree.
Ilya knows he should move to help but he can’t look away from the painfully domestic scene. He watches Shane move around the tree, slowly unfurling the lights and draping along the branches, tucking and hooking them where need be. It's hard not to just admire the view, letting his eyes rake up and down Shane's body as he works.
When he’s nearly at the end of his string, he glances up and sees Ilya just standing there watching him. He looks confused for a second but whatever he sees in Ilya’s face makes him break into a soft smile.
“You look very handsome decorating our Christmas tree,” Ilya murmurs.
“I need more lights,” Shane points out, gesturing to the box in Ilya’s hand that he never even finished opening.
Ilya slowly closes the space between them, holding out the box in offering. Shane takes hold of the box when Ilya gets close enough. But instead of handing it off to him, Ilya crowds into his space to capture Shane's mouth with a kiss. Shane kisses him back with a passion that would suggest it’s been years instead of an hour since their last kiss. Ilya releases the box of lights so he can wrap both his arms around Shane’s waist and crush their bodies close together. He hears the lights land softly on the couch behind him as Shane's hands find their way into Ilya's hair.
“Oh, fuck,” Shane gasps into Ilya’s mouth. “We should finish first.”
“Oh, we are going to,” Ilya groans with a low chuckle.
Shane laughs against his mouth. “You were worried about time in the store,” he reminds Ilya between kisses. Despite his protests, Shane lets Ilya move him towards the couch.
“We have time for this,” Ilya states, and starts undoing Shane’s pants. Shane tries to go for his but Ilya pushes him down onto the couch to sit among the half unpacked decorations. He sinks down to his knees in front of Shane and starts working his pants low enough down for access to what he wants.
“Oh fuck,” Shane moans as Ilya licks along the underside of his cock before swallowing him down. “Oh my god, Ilya.”
Ilya hums in appreciation of Shane's moans and it draws out another. It doesn’t take long for Shane to be on the precipice of coming. Mainly because Ilya’s been working him over with a speed that some might call relentless. Determined to get him off while not consuming too much of their should be decorating time. He just needed to have Shane's cock in his mouth right then, tree be damned.
“Oh Jesus Christ, Ilya, I’m close,” Shane warns even as he wraps a tight grip around Ilya’s curls and doesn’t let him pull off.
When Ilya has finished swallowing the last of Shane’s come, Shane pulls him up into a messy kiss and starts forcing Ilya onto his back on the floor. Ilya goes willingly as Shane climbs on top of him. He grinds his ass down on Ilya’s erection, making Ilya regret not just taking the time to fuck him instead. But it's not too late really.
“Oh fuck, Shane,” Ilya groans, squeezing Shane’s huge, muscular thighs when he repeats the motion.
Shane slips down his body, works down Ilya’s jeans and takes Ilya down in one.
Nevermind, blow jobs are amazing, Ilya thinks as he lets his brain turn off to just focus on the perfect feeling of Shane’s hot mouth. It doesn’t take Ilya long to fall over the edge either and Shane sucks him through his orgasm, not stopping until the sensation starts to border on painful overstimulation.
Shane collapses next to Ilya on the rug. They lay together breathing heavily and after a moment Shane starts laughing.
“What is funny?” Ilya demands, tucking his flaccid penis back into his pants like maybe that was the issue.
“We’re supposed to be decorating the tree,” Shane explains. “How did we end up here? Is this normal? Are we going to be like this forever?”
Forever.
Ilya rolls on top of Shane who parts his legs for Ilya to settle between without Ilya even asking. God, it's like everything about Shane was made for him.
“I hope so,” Ilya rasps. “I can’t imagine ever not wanting to fuck you this bad.”
Shane laughs again but kisses Ilya. “We need to finish the tree.”
*
They get the lights up and Ilya starts opening the packets of gold and black ornaments. Shane picks through the bags and carefully unwraps and lays out the special ornaments they bought along with the matching cats. 
“I think it makes the most sense to do these ones first,” Shane explains, tearing open a package of ornament hooks for the ones that don’t come with a string attached.
Ilya immediately lets go of the half-opened box he’d been ripping into like a raccoon seeking edible garbage and goes over to where Shane has laid out their cat counterparts on the coffee table.
“These ones first,” he states, picking up Cat Shane. He spends a minute looking over the tree before he selects an eye-level spot and carefully hangs Cat Shane by his black ornament string. “There is good branch right next to it for mine,” Ilya instructs, gesturing to where Cat Ilya should go while looking at Shane.
It takes Shane a moment to realize Ilya expects him to hang it. He picks up the cat and slides it onto the branch Ilya had dictated. They hang only an inch apart from each other and very nearly level, close without crowding and knocking against each other.
“They’re perfect,” Ilya murmurs, looking pleased and maybe a bit emotional.
“Ah, but where will space warrior Santa go?” Shane jokes, trying to ease the heavy vibe of the room. 
“Up near the top, obviously,” Ilya chides, like it’s obvious and Shane is an idiot. “Because he is flying through space.”
Ilya is busying himself arranging the black and gold baubles when Shane opens up the red packet and starts finding a few spots on the tree to add them.
Ilya sees them and smiles. "I saw those. Very nice idea, now it looks like my jersey after a fight and I know how much you like that."
"Shut up," Shane grumbles, elbowing Ilya away from him. "It's just more festive."
"More festive…more sexy."
Before long, there are no ornaments left and Ilya is giving the tree an annoyed stare.
“There are too many gaps,” he states flatly.
“Here, this will help,” Shane hypothesizes, turning on the lights. The warm glow of the incandescent bulbs does help to soften Ilya's grumpy face. “Remember my parents are bringing a few things too.”
Ilya nods and looks around. “Where else should we put those lights?”
“Maybe we could eat first,” Shane suggests. “I’m getting hungry.”
Ilya’s smile is huge. “I have dinner planned for us,” he reveals and turns on his heels to head for the kitchen. “Come.”
“What is this recipe?” Shane inquires, trailing behind him. He watches Ilya pull out flour, oil, and eggs and grows suspicious immediately. “I’m not sure it’ll match my diet.”
“It is Christmas, Shane,” Ilya protests like that’s not also the middle of the season. 
“Ilya,” Shane sighs, feeling exhausted at the prospect of an argument about his diet.
“Shane, I promise will be good,” Ilya assures him. “I bought fresh veggies to eat with them for balance.”
“What are you making?” Shane asks again. He won’t agree to anything until he has a list of ingredients.
“Pelmeni,” Ilya says. “It like…dumplings.”
“I definitely can’t-”
“I bought the leanest beef I could find and I’m using multi-grain flour,” Ilya counters, refusing to let Shane win.
Shane falters at that, not just because of the healthier changes so much as that Ilya thought to make changes so Shane would be comfortable. Because Ilya loves him.
“I could have a little, a controlled amount,” Shane acquiesces gently.
Ilya smiles and claps his hands, rubbing them together excitedly. “I need to make the dough first. It has to rest for thirty minutes,” Ilya explains like he’s on a cooking show. “We can put up a few more decorations while it rests.”
Shane can feel his eyebrows go up in surprise; he hadn’t realized this recipe would entail kneading dough. His brain conjures up images of Ilya making the dough, arm muscles straining as he works the dough against the counter top, flour dusting his face as it contorts in concentration, and…Jesus, I need to focus. They'd sucked each other off barely an hour ago and already Shane was getting hard in his pants imagining Ilya making dough.
Shane clears his throat and gives his head a little shake but he can see in Ilya’s eyes that whatever little journey his face went on did not go unnoticed.
“What were you thinking about?” He asks, a grin slowly teasing at the corners of his lips.
“How hungry I am,” Shane grumbles, refusing to look Ilya in the eye.
“Why don’t you chop the fresh veggies while I work on this, they can be like a snack,” Ilya offers, gesturing to the fridge where Shane would find them. 
Shane nods and moves to the fridge to grab the array of carrots, cucumbers, broccoli, and bell peppers that Ilya had set aside for their dinner.
He sets himself up next to Ilya at the counter with a cutting board and knife. He does his best to focus on the task in front of him and gives the veggies a wash before setting them beside him to cut. They work like that for a time in the comfortable silence of two people who can be alone in the quiet when Shane chances a glance at Ilya, who is working the dough in a steady push-and-roll movement over and over that has his forearms flexing. Shane’s gaze travels from where his fingers are digging and pressing into the soft dough up his arms to where his biceps and shoulders are flexing.
Shane forgets whatever he was doing to watch the muscles work. Is it going to be like this forever? He asks himself again. He feels like the blowjob did the opposite of cooling his libido and instead only made him want more.
When he looks up at Ilya’s face he realizes he was being watched back and he immediately blushes and returns to chopping the cucumbers with more force than is necessary. 
“See something you like?” Ilya teases, leaning close enough that Shane can feel his breath stirring the hairs at his neck.
“No,” Shane spits. “I mean…whatever. I’m chopping vegetables.”
Ilya just hums and keeps kneading the dough. But it’s not lost on Shane that a few times the way he grabs the dough seems more sexual than practical and it has the desired effect on Shane. He drops the knife, letting it clatter against the cutting board. “I should shower,” he blurts, stepping back from the counter.
“Oh, should you?” Ilya questions with a quirk of his eyebrow.
“Uh, yeah I feel sweaty from the shopping and the tree,” Shane deflects. “I’ll be back in a bit.”
Ilya won’t stop smirking at Shane as he hurries up the stairs to Ilya’s bedroom and from there to the connected bathroom. His bathroom bag already waiting for him on the counter from when they showered that morning.
He showers as fast as getting ready for sex will allow, wraps himself in a towel and opens the door to get dressed again. Only to be greeted by Ilya lounging on his bed, hands behind his head with his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankle like he doesn’t have a care in the world. 
“I thought you’d be putting out more decorations,” Shane deadpans when they look at each other.
“And leave you waiting…how rude,” Ilya chuckles, moving on the bed so he’s seated on the edge of the bed closest to Shane with his feet planted on the floor.
“I wasn’t waiting,” Shane argues.
Ilya just laughs and doesn’t even bother to dignify Shane’s weak protests with a comment. He just holds out his hand, palm up, like he wants Shane to take it. And because Shane had been hoping Ilya would be here, he moves easily to go take the offered hand.
“I don’t think you need this anymore,” Ilya informs him as he grips the hem of Shane’s towel, mouthing along his stomach as he pulls it off. Shane doesn’t argue anymore, just threads his fingers in Ilya’s curls as Ilya skates his hands around Shane’s thighs and ass.
The contrast of Shane being totally naked while Ilya is still dressed makes Shane shiver but Ilya seems to be in no hurry to remove anything. Shane tries to pull at his shirt but Ilya swats his hands away. 
“We are focusing on you right now,” he murmurs against the sensitive skin at the bottom of Shane’s stomach.
"Well, I like when I can see you," Shane argues, sounding petulant even to his own ears.
"You can be patient," Ilya chastises, pulling apart Shane's ass cheeks so he can slip a finger down to press at his hole and Shane realizes he got lube somewhere along the way.
Shane inhales sharply as Ilya slowly works the tip of his finger inside him while laving kisses and licks along his cock. Shane lets his head fall forward so he can watch Ilya work at his cock as he continues to finger Shane, slipping in a second easily.
He takes a tight hold on Ilya's hair as he feels his boyfriend's fingers start to scissor him open.
"Oh my god," he moans.
Ilya removes both his mouth and his fingers at the same time and Shane makes a wounded noise from the loss.
"Lie on your back and spread your legs," Ilya orders and Shane scrambles to do just that, making Ilya chuckle at how easily he obeys, but Shane is too horny to be embarrassed.
He lies back against the pillows but fights the urge to spread his legs for him. He wants to make Ilya work for it a little bit. Ilya doesn't seem to notice though. He just climbs on top of Shane so he can press his weight down on him and the feel of Ilya's jeans and T-shirt against his naked body is making Shane feel vulnerable.
"Why are you still dressed?" He demands between kisses.
Ilya sits up to pull his shirt off and the hot press of their chests together makes Shane groan into Ilya's mouth when they kiss again. Ilya slips his hand back down to continue working Shane open and before long Shane is sick of this slow pace.
He uses the strength he so rarely flexes in the bedroom to force Ilya onto his back and start removing his pants.
"Impatient," Ilya grunts as Shane pulls down his underwear just far enough to free his cock. Ilya removes his own shirt so it won't be splattered with the impending mess.
"Yes," Shane agrees,. "I've been patient for long enough."
He finds the lube lost in the sheets and layers a liberal amount of over Ilya's cock before guiding him inside. They groan together as Shane pushes down until he's seated in Ilya's lap and after a moments pause he starts to move.
Ilya squeezes Shane's thighs, already measuring his breaths like he's going to come. Shane takes that as an invitation to go fast and hard, slamming back into Ilya's lap with enough force to fill the bedroom with the lewd sounds of skin slapping together. Ilya's grip on his thighs tightens to the point of being painful. He's going to have marks again.
Fuck, hopefully the team won't see them this time.
Shane tries not to let that thought flag his own arousal. He just keeps moving, getting a hand on himself as he keeps that same pace.
After only a few minutes of hard riding, Ilya starts raising his pelvis up to meet Shane with every thrust and somehow he feels impossibly deeper when he does. They come only seconds apart and Shane lets himself collapse forward onto Ilya, ignoring the sticky, rapidly-cooling come that smears between their chests when he does.
They catch their breath together like that for a moment before Ilya shifts Shane off his chest so he can get a wash cloth to clean them both up. He drops it on the floor and entwines Shane in his arms again. Shane wants to stay there all day. He wants to dose off for a few hours and wake up here later, but his stomach wants other things.
“Do you think the dough is done resting?” Shane asks, disturbing the quiet and making Ilya laugh.
Ilya kisses the top of his head. “Da, I am hungry,” he agrees and he starts getting up. “You can stay here if you want, lounge in bed and I will call when it’s ready.”
“No, I’ll help,” Shane rebuffs the offer. “Besides, it’ll be done faster if  I help.”
“Good point, and if we wait any longer I will abandon cooking for ordering pizza.”
“I can’t eat that,” Shane reminds him quickly, rising to follow Ilya.
“Yes, I know, you’re sponge, you must filter feed,” Ilya huffs, sounding genuinely exasperated in a way that makes Shane regret speaking up. “I was joking. We will finish pelmeni and watch your favourite Christmas movie.”
“I don’t have a favourite Christmas movie,” Shane argues.
“Oh, I bet you’re lying,” Ilya chides with a click of his tongue. He pulls on sweatpants that hang whore-ishly low on his hips and Shane grabs his own pair. Ilya tosses a black T-shirt at him to wear from his closet and they make the trek back downstairs.
There are half-unpacked grocery bags spread across the dining room table that Ilya ignores in favour of pulling the dough from the bowl it has been resting in.
"Should we finish unpacking them first?" Shane asks, gesturing at the bags.
Ilya shrugs and starts digging out ingredients. "Nothing in there that can't wait until we aren't hungry anymore. They came while you were showering," he explains. "I put away the fridge and freezer items but left everything else." He gives Shane a lecherous grin. "Had more important things to do."
Shane hates the idea of leaving it all there but he'd rather be eating so he accepts Ilya's logic and joins him at the kitchen island to help cook. Ilya sets Shane up with the meat, and an onion, and some spices. “Chop the onion and mix it with the meat and the spices,” he instructs.
Shane nods and accepts the task given to him, noting as he gets set up that Ilya finished chopping the vegetables before coming upstairs earlier. He'd been busy while Shane was in the shower. Next to him, Ilya sprinkles flour on the counter and starts to roll out the dough, first in his hands before getting a rolling pin to start making it flat. 
Shane forces himself not to watch Ilya’s muscles flex as he works. They need to eat. They work like that for a while, Shane chopping and mixing while Ilya uses a cookie cutter to make perfect circles out of the dough. There are at least twenty five when Ilya finally removes the scraps of dough that are too little to make another wrap with and tosses them in the trash. He fills a pot with water and sets it to high on the stove before turning back to the counter. He does the same with a second pot next to it.
“You can sit, solynshko,” Ilya instructs, gesturing to a chair at the island. “I will wrap them.”
“I know how to wrap dumplings,” Shane argues, not liking being dismissed.
Ilya gives him a look that suggests he does not believe Shane can, which only makes him want to do it more. “I can,” he doubles down, giving Ilya the look he knows earned him the cat ornament dangling from their tree. Their tree.
“Okee,” Ilya agrees and shuffles a few things around so Shane can help make some dumplings. He doesn’t say anything about it, but Ilya folds his first pelmeni slowly as if walking Shane through the process without talking or making a big show of being a teacher.
Shane repeats his gestures with his own piece of dough and glob of meat and gets an almost okay result. The shape isn’t quite as defined, but it’s recognizably a dumpling and it won’t fall apart in boiling water. 
Ilya nods his acceptance of the somewhat wonky dumpling and motions for Shane to do another. Shane only manages one dumpling for everything three Ilya rolls, but by the time they finish Shane thinks his are looking passably more like dumplings which he's pretty proud of.
Both pots start boiling at almost the same time and Ilya starts tossing the prepared dumplings into one, keeping the heat high. He lowers the heat on the other, adding six eggs.
"What's that for?" Shane asks.
"For tomorrow, just getting it ready," Ilya explains.
Shane doesn't ask further questions but does finally take a seat and lets Ilya cook the dumplings without trying to help.
"What's your favourite Christmas movie?" Ilya asks, as he stirs the dumplings in the boiling water.
"Uhm, I don't know if I have one," Shane stammers, racking his brain. "Do you? We could watch yours."
Ilya grins and leans over to kiss Shane. "Well, yippee-kay-yay."
 
***
 
On Christmas Eve, Ilya wakes slowly, feeling groggier than he would like to be. Shane is wrapped around him, head on Ilya's chest and his arm looped around his waist. He doesn't want to ever leave his bed but his bladder is demanding attention and there is no small amount of panic rising in his throat as he remembers that they never did finish setting up.
After the pelmeni and Die Hard, they were both lazy and easily distracted by the idea of sex, which lead to lying down in bed. The yeti family and the remaining Christmas lights were still waiting downstairs to be placed out.
The Hollanders, Shane's parents, would be here, probably soon, if they get up as early as Shane says they do. Ilya slowly extricates himself from underneath Shane and goes to the bathroom, brushing his teeth while he's there so Shane can't fight him on a good morning kiss.
When he opens the bathroom door to return to bed, he sees Shane stretching his entire body with an audible groan, his back arches, arms extended over his head, his toes point, tugging the sheets down his stomach. Ilya's mouth goes a little dry as he ogles the increased amount of exposed skin.
"Come back to bed," Shane groans through his stretch before finally letting his taut muscles relax back into the blankets. The entire thing is so close to the way Shane goes lax after an orgasm that Ilya can't think about anything else.
"We didn't finish decorating," Ilya rasps, still eyeing Shane's chest and stomach like he hasn't seen it a hundred times before.
"You okay?" Shane asks, feigning innocence. He starts to glide his hand over his chest and down his stomach before venturing back up again in a slow lazy swirl. "You seem a bit…distracted."
"We didn't finish decorating," Ilya repeats, following the hand's journey as his dick stirs in his pants.
"Mmmm, you mentioned that," Shane hums. "It'll get done before they arrive. We don't need to worry. Just come lie down for a little longer."
"We need to focus," Ilya argues, voice weak as he moves closer to the bed.
"Oh, I'm feeling very focused," Shane assures him in a husky voice.
Ilya considers, as he lets himself be drawn back to bed, that maybe it's not the best idea in the world to have Shane in his locker room every day if this is how it will always be.
Maybe we'd calm down if we had more time together, he considers, as he lets Shane pull him down onto the bed.
"We really need to finish getting the house ready," Ilya protests between kisses, as if he doesn't have an iron grip on Shane's hip, holding their bodies close together.
Shane nods but keeps kissing back. "It'll be ready," he promises, wrapping a hand around Ilya's quickly hardening cock. "You can't set up lights like this."
Eventually, against their best attempts to the contrary, they make it into the shower and downstairs. Shane starts making them each one of his health smoothies for breakfast while Ilya locates the box that contains the yeti family.
"I want them by the front door like they're greeting people," Ilya explains as he walks through the kitchen.
"This is their house, we're just living in it," Shane jokes, tossing greens into Ilya's blender.
Ilya listens to the gentle whirring sounds as he carefully arranges the Yet-sons far enough from the front door to be out of the way while close enough to still be considered in the entry way.
"They look great there," Shane tells him, joining Ilya in the entry way and holding out an uninvitingly-coloured smoothie to him. Ilya accepts it anyway.
"I knew you'd come around," Ilya grins. "I've named them the Yet-sons."
"A lovely family name," Shane jokes. "We should get some more lights up."
"Where do we put them?" Ilya sips the smoothie, and, although it's not quite as gross as the colour implies, it's not delicious either.
“Do you have a hammer and nails?” Shane asks.
“In the storage room,” Ilya answers.
“I want to hang lights around the front door, so it looks festive when you first walk in. Where’s the nearest plug in?” Shane’s voice fades with the question as he’s already heading to the living room where the opened boxes of lights were left.
Ilya follows and he physically recoils when he sees how messy they left the living room and he quickly hurries back to the kitchen to grab two garbage bags. He frantically starts shoving the garbage and recycling into their separate bags and dragging both to their separate bins outside. When he finally returns, rubbing at his cold arms because he hadn't bothered with a jacket, he finds Shane carefully hammering up nails to thread the lights into around Ilya's front door.
"I like how Christmas lights look around stair banisters, but winding them around is a real task and a half, so maybe next year," Shane muses when he spots Ilya. It makes Ilya's heart hammer with the same heavy thuds as Shane's hammering. All these casual mentions of next year.
"Have you heard from your parents?" Ilya inquires, as he hands Shane the string of Christmas lights he's motioning for.
"They told me they'd be here around noon," Shane shares.
Ilya counts backwards on his fingers. "They left at seven in the morning?" He knows his voice sounds incredulous.
Shane just laughs.  "My mom is very excited. I'm honestly surprised they didn't leave sooner. Dad probably wanted to sleep in, but my mom is very persuasive."
"We need to go make sure the guest room is ready," Ilya says quickly. "Then we finish decorations."
"I am sure it's fine," Shane smiles but lets himself be pulled along to inspect Ilya's set up for the arrival of the Hollanders.
*
A few hours later they're both hovering around the kitchen island, not sure of what to do with themselves now other than wait for Shane's parents' arrival. They confirmed that the guest room looks 'just perfect' for guests, a term Shane had to use after it became clear that 'fine' was not acceptable. And the decorations were all out. Basically, they had nothing to do but wait.
Shane feels weirdly anxious about it now. He didn't earlier; it felt easy, and like everything would be fine, but now that the time of their arrival is bearing down on him, he's starting to freak out.
“When will they be here?” Ilya asks, and Shane can see from the way he’s fiddling with his necklace that he’s nervous. He wants to come up with something nice to offer in assurance, but his mind feels blank. He has no template for spending the holidays with the family of your significant other.
“Probably in ten, maybe less,” Shane reveals in what he hopes is a soothing voice.
Ilya looks pale and continues fidgeting. When he makes eye contact with Shane again, he looks embarrassed. “I do not know why I am nervous,” he admits with an attempt at a casual shrug. “They’ve been here before, but that was different. Everything was so…”
“I understand,” Shane assures. “I’m kind of…nervous too. I mean, I’ve never done this with them before…obviously.”
“Asked them to come to Boston?” Ilya jokes with a wry smile.
“No, you asshole,” Shane scoffs, shoving at Ilya’s shoulders. “Had them spend Christmas with someone that I’m with. Someone I love.” Shane says the last part quietly, almost embarrassed, and Ilya is immediately on him, rubbing at his hips and pulling him close.
“Is big deal for both of us then,” Ilya says in a reassuring voice. “Probably it is big deal for them too. They’ve been invited to spend Christmas with their son's boyfriend that they didn’t even know existed.”
“I mean…you weren’t really my boyfriend until after they already knew about you,” Shane argues pointlessly.
Ilya gives him a look that clearly communicates he thinks as much.
“Is weird for all of us,” Ilya continues. “So we should all be able to relax then.”
Shane laughs at the way Ilya says it, like it’s the easiest thing in the world. Whatever further assurances and advice Ilya was going to bestow are cut off by the sound of Shane's phone pinging on the counter.
"Is it your parents? Are they here?" Ilya demands, craning his neck to try to see the text before the screen goes dark again. Shane tilts it and taps the screen with his pointer finger to make it light up again.
"It's from Rose," Shane reads. He can see in the preview that whatever she's sent contains a photo. It’s immediately followed by another. Shane unlocks his phone to look.
It’s a screenshot of a tweet containing a picture someone must have taken of Shane and Ilya while they were picking out a Christmas tree. Shane is smiling at Ilya while he looks at different trees, their hands intertwined.

I still can’t believe I live in the timeline where Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov are Christmas tree shopping together.
Shane smiles slightly and flicks over to the next photo. Another screen shot, this time the photo of Shane and Ilya was taken at the check out counter when they’d been ornament shopping.

Update to the tree picture I saw posted: They’re buying DECORATIONS together!! What I wouldn’t give for a live feed into the Hollander-Rozanov household for Christmas. I just know it's so sweet.
Shane can make out the first comment underneath.
Yeah girl, me too but for completely different reasons. 
Before Shane can get too flustered by that thought, the image is interrupted by a text dropping down from Rose.
Rose: Are you having fun in Boston?
Shane smiles and climbs off his chair on the kitchen island. “I’ll be right back,” he tells Ilya. He goes to the living room and takes a photo of the two cat ornaments where they’re suspended side by side. He sends it to Rose before typing out a reply.
Shane: Ilya says these look like us. What do you think?
Rose: The tiny glasses!!! Those are so cute I wanna die! I need my own Shane cat ornament.
Shane: You're not getting a Shane cat.
Rose: Ilya will get me a Shane cat.
Shane:You and Ilya are forbidden from ever meeting.
Rose: You’re not the boss of us.
Shane huffs out a laugh as he returns to the kitchen and takes his place on the island. He sees Ilya giving him a questioning look as he settles in again. 
“I was just sending Rose a picture of the tree,” Shane explains. “It would seem there are photos of us out together from yesterday. She was texting me about it.”
"Can I see photos?" Ilya inquires. Shane hesitates for a beat before sliding his phone over. It's not as if he'll know the full story of why Rose sent him those photos just by looking at them. He'd still never admit to anyone how much he likes seeing the positive posts about them. Sometimes after a particularly bad game or practice, he'll just scroll through all the posts Rose has sent him. Just to try to remind himself that everyone on earth doesn't hate him.
"We look very handsome," Ilya declares with a grin and a nod as if that were his greatest concern.
"I mean, we are the hottest couple in hockey. So they say," Shane laughs.
"Is there competition?" Ilya asks. "Another couple we need to fight."
Shane shrugs and smiles. "I guess we'll have to wait and find out."
"I hope they fare better than us in the coming out portion of their relationship. Especially since they can't possibly be as hot. And one couple can only face so many tragedies."
Shane laughs, but before he can form a reply there's a knock at Ilya's front door. Shane's nervous energy washes back over him in a tidal wave of anxiety and Ilya must be able to sense it on him. He moves to him and squeezes Shane's shoulder, rubbing a reassuring thumb over his shirt.
“Remember they came here because they want to be here and because they love you,” he reminds Shane in a gentle voice. 
Shane nods and heads for the door. In a strange mirror of a different meeting that happened in this same house, Ilya follows Shane to his front door but lets Shane open it, while he stands just behind him.
Only this time, waiting on the other side of the door, there aren’t two anxious parents who look scared for their son and like they’re being asked to enter a lion’s den to see him. Instead, both of his parents are smiling before the door was even opened it seems, arms full of items brought from home for Christmas.
They step inside without waiting to be invited and offload their items on the floor, immediately dragging both Shane and then Ilya into hugs. Ilya looks taken aback but he also melts into the hug from Yuna after only a moment's hesitation.
“Thanks for coming,” Shane says, picking up some of the items he can tell are meant for the kitchen. 
“Thanks for hosting us,” Yuna replies in a tone that's too bright, almost fake, and Shane realizes Ilya was right. They are nervous too. Or at least, his mother is. 
“I like these guys.” David points to the family of Yetis as the walk by and Ilya looks smug as hell.
“Thank you, they’re the Yet-sons.”
David laughs louder than Shane thinks the name deserves, but Ilya looks extremely pleased now. 
“I need to get more stuff from the car!” David calls to their backs. 
“I’ll help,” Ilya offers quickly, almost tripping on a forgotten bag of decorations in his haste.
The door shuts behind them and then Shane is alone with his mother in the kitchen as they make space for the bags she'd been holding. Shane's skin is getting that itchy feeling it has anytime he's alone with his mom since the video. Granted, that has been rare, but it does still happen sometimes.
He can't shake the anxious stress of not knowing what topic is going to come up. Everything feels like impossible territory now. Even hockey, once an easy point of bonding, is now a subject filled with landmines as Shane dances around questions about his team and their chemistry on the ice, outright lying about how things are on the Metros more than he should.
The worst part is often how easy it is to convince his mom that it's just a speed bump and that things will surely improve with time. She wants to believe it, so she does. Just as Shane wanted to believe it too, when the video first came out. The difference being he doesn't anymore, but in many ways that thought isn't any easier to face.
"How was the drive down?" Shane asks, because he can't think of anything else to say and he wants to be in control of the conversation.
"It was good. Roads weren't too bad and we left early enough that we missed most the highway traffic," Yuna chatters while digging in a bag to pull out a bottle of her favourite white wine.
Shane nods. He pulls out the apron his dad has been wearing to cook in for about eight years now, bearing a joke his dad used to love when Shane was young that he continues to make. He sets it aside without unfolding it.
"So how's-" Yuna starts. But her question is cut off by the sound of the front door banging open and the joyful voices of his dad and Ilya carry into the kitchen.
“You will love it,” Ilya is saying as they move into the house.
“I’m sure I will,” David replies. “I didn’t know you cooked.”
Ilya is shrugging as they round the corner into the kitchen. “Mainly Russian dishes that I knew I’d have to learn if I ever wanted to enjoy them.”
“What are you planning to make?” Yuna asks, clearly eager not to miss out on anything.
“Olivier Salad,” Ilya answers, putting down Shane’s parents' biggest laundry hamper filled with wrapped Christmas gifts on the floor near the dining table. "Nothing big, I just wanted to have a dish to add to dinner."
“What's in it?” Shane asks once he trusts his voice not to betray him.
"Is like potato salad," Ilya explains. "Lots of ingredients that make it not a salad at all really."
"What time should we eat?" Yuna asks.
"The chicken probably needs about two hours," David says, working backwards from there. "We should start that around four to five and we can go from there."
Shane nods and picks up the suitcase his dad had carried inside. “Should we show you guys your room first?”
“Absolutely, I want to wash up a little before  and settle in,” Yuna smiles warmly at everyone.
“Let me know if there is anything you need that I have forgotten,” Ilya mumbles like an embarrassed concierge.
“I’m sure everything is lovely,” Yuna assures him with another warm smile, and Ilya is able to return it in a way that looks genuine. Shane hopes desperately that Ilya is happy to have his parents here and that he's not regretting it. He waits for Ilya to lead the way upstairs before following behind, carrying the suitcase and what he knows is his parents bathroom bag for them.
Ilya shows his parents the spacious guest bedroom and attached bathroom while fiddling with his necklace the entire time. Yuna has to assure him no fewer than four times that, yes, six towels should in fact be plenty for the two nights they’re staying, and that they're in fact even okay with reusing towels.
Shane suspects Ilya is a moment away from offering a turn down service and chocolates on their pillows before they’re ushered out so his mom can freshen up. Ilya is still fussing about whether everything was okay the entire way back down the stairs. 
“I forgot to show them how to use the shower,” Ilya blurts and makes to turn around on the stairs, but Shane blocks his path.
“They’ve seen showers before,” he informs Ilya sternly.
“What if they get confused?” Ilya demands, like it’s rocket science and not a hot and cold tap. He tries to shove past but Shane doesn't budge.
“Then they can take cold showers,” Shane replies with a shrug that summons a glare from Ilya. But Shane just grins down at him in return, thoroughly enjoying the height advantage of being up a stair. “They’ll be fine. They already like you. I promise,” he assures him. Shane cups his hand along the side of Ilya’s neck and strokes his thumb over the soft skin there.
“That is impossible,” Ilya argues in a quiet voice that breaks Shane’s heart.
“It’s not,” Shane commands sternly. “They love you because I love you.” They press their foreheads together, still standing on the stairs and Shane run his fingers through Ilya's curls as they talk. 
“I love you,” Shane reiterates, because he thinks Ilya needs to hear it again.
“I love you too,” Ilya whispers, wrapping his arms around Shane’s lower body and pressing them closer.
They stand together for a moment, just holding each other, before Shane pulls away slightly. “We should go to the kitchen. I don’t want my parents to find us on the stairs still. That would be weird.”
Ilya laughs softly but turns to head back down the stairs, abandoning his attempts to teach Shane’s parents that red means hot and blue means cold. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thank you all for READING!!

I'm sorry it came out late, like I said this whole Christmas sequence has been brutalizing me BUT it's nearly behind me from a writing standpoint. New chapter is on track to be out next Wednesday!!!

Anyways notes about the chapter:
I really struggling with what the Hollander X-Mas dinner would entail. I can’t picture Yuna Hollander doing the KFC thing. (If you don’t know what I’m talking about please google Japanese KFC Christmas it’s super interesting. If any Japanese readers have wisdom about that to share in the comments too, I'd love that). But I also can’t picture them doing a full turkey either. That’s an insane amount of food for 3 people when Shane keeps a strict diet. Forgive me if any of this doesn’t feel right.
My beautiful Beta reader informed me American households don't really do turkey from Christmas because you guys do it for Thanksgiving but also the internet tells me like upwards of 80% of American households eat turkey at Christmas so I'm not sure. Turkey is def common in Canada but our thanksgiving is different and in October. Also YES I am using my Fic to continue to push my anti turkey agenda alright?

Ilya cutting down the tree in one swing is a little bit of a 'Knight Before Christmas' reference for anyone who's as Netflix Christmas-pilled as I am.

Also space warrior laser gun Santa is a real decoration that I really own. As are the Yet-sons.


  


      

  












      Chapter 28: It Was The Best of Times...Part Two.
  


    Chapter Summary

    The Hollanders are settling in.



    Chapter Notes

      Hello and welcome back! Thank you for returning as always! No real notes this week! Enjoy!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  They return to the kitchen and Ilya puts the kettle on the stove. Shane had a particular tea delivered and Ilya never got around to confirming who drank it. Should he make coffee for the other? In a panic, he gets out the coffee and his French press too. Better to have both than someone doesn't get what they like.
Ilya does his best not to let the stupid worry about hot drinks spiral into something more. He's shocked himself at how level-headed he's managed to stay for the  Hollanders' arrival to be reassuring for Shane. He's been beyond stressed about their coming for Christmas since the minute he sat down alone with his thoughts for the duration of his quiet flight back to Boston.
He'd really invited Yuna and David Hollander to spend Christmas at his house. They seem to be lovely people, who've been nothing but kind to him. But that doesn't change the strangeness of their coming or how Ilya's home might make them feel, when one considers that the only other time they've been here they were dealing with the immediate fallout of his ill-fated sex tape.
He has stewed and fussed over every detail since, from the gifts to the texture of the towels in their bathroom. He thinks he would have purchased an entire Christmas outlet store if Shane hadn't mentioned going shopping together. The stress has nearly sent Ilya into a early grave and had Marlow threatening to cancel Christmas like a parent dealing with a particularly unruly child.
However, in the war between his own instinct to freak out and his desire to make sure Shane is okay, Shane will always take precedence. So he stuffs his own personal freaking out into a box and puts that box in another box and shoves it as far back in his mind as it will go. Ilya can't say he's surprised by the way Shane isn't perfectly comfortable  around his parents. Ilya has not forgotten the heavy silence that followed the moment Shane snapped at his mother about sponsors in this very house, or how uncomfortable Shane looked when being forced to confront his sexuality to his parents, even if they were supportive.
Shane clearly wasn't ready to be a hundred percent open with his parents then and he doubts much has changed. At least he's with his parents though, who he knows love him unconditionally. Who’ve proven that tenfold already. And Ilya, by contrast, is with a household full of Hollanders all of whom is trying to impress in different ways simultaneously. But it’s fine, Ilya thinks. I can do this. He’s more than gotten his reps in when it comes to being three different things to three different people. 
When Shane's parents return to the kitchen, the tea and grounds are both steeping in their respective decanters.
"I made tea…and coffee. I wasn't sure what you'd prefer," Ilya explains, already feeling stupid. "Was the room okay? Let me know if you need anything, I can…get it." Ilya fumbles his words when he sees the way Shane is looking at him. Clearly trying to communicate to relax and stop trying so hard.
"Oh, tea would be lovely, thank you," Yuna smiles, settling in at the bar next to where Shane is sitting. "What kind is it? I really only drink-"
"Is this kind," Ilya interrupts hastily, showing her the box Shane had ordered.
"Oh," Yuna cocks her head in surprise. "That's perfect, thank you."
"I'd have coffee," David adds.
Ilya is thrilled with his choice to make both, immediately getting mugs for everyone and pouring out cups.
"Do you have milk?" David asks the question while already moving toward the fridge.
"Is almond milk okay? I can order some regular milk too, if that’s what everyone prefers, let me just-" Ilya is already opening his phone to the food delivery service he uses when David covers Ilya's phone with his hand.
"Almond is just fine, son," David says in a reassuring way and Ilya can feel his face do something weird at the way David calls him son. He nods quickly and pockets his phone again.
*
"We should get some of this stuff unpacked," Yuna notes, gesturing to the bags and hamper still littering Ilya's kitchen and dining area.
Shane bends down and picks up the laundry hamper of presents he’d previously carried into the kitchen. "I’ll take these to the living room," he offers and starts heading in that direction.
"I’ll follow you," Yuna calls after him and starts sorting through the remaining bags before grabbing a blue reusable grocery bag. "This one has the ornaments."
"Don't hang them without us," his dad orders in a light tone.
"We wouldn't dare," his mom smiles back and follows Shane into the living room.
She puts down the bag on Ilya's coffee table and turns to smile at Shane. Shane smiles back but his skin gets that itchy feeling again.
"Thanks again…for coming," Shane offers quietly.
"Of course we came," Yuna whispers, losing any of the previous formality that coloured their interactions. "We wouldn’t miss it. I’m glad you wanted us here. I’m glad you both wanted us here." 
Shane doesn’t realize he’d started to wring his hands until sees his mom looking at them. He immediately snaps them both to his sides to stop the anxious movement.
"I want it to be special…for Ilya," Shane admits, feeling stupid as he says it. "I don’t think he’s had a family thing like this in a long time, that wasn’t…and now he won’t, with his family, again, so I just…wanted to be here."
Shane feels ridiculous, but also he can’t stop blinking furiously as he feels his eyes get hot.
"We want to be here too," Yuna offers. "For him, for both of you." Shane knows it’s an enormous thing for her to say about a man she’d wished light bodily harm on not that long ago.
Shane can’t form a reply because he’s scared his voice will betray him, so instead, he just nods quickly a few times. His mother seems to sense his need for space because she turns to look at the Christmas tree instead.
"We did it last night," Shane explains once he trusts his voice, feeling a bit like a child showing off a craft he made. His mom walks closer to get a better look. Shane had turned on the tree lights before his parents arrived and even with the pale winter sun coming in the huge bay windows, they still offer a nice warm glow. They went with white incandescent for the tree. Shane thinks the neutral colour works better with usually colourful decorations.
She laughs loudly and gently touches the gold and black baubles.
"They didn't have any green," she asks with a quirked eyebrow.
"This is better…is classy, even," Ilya explains as he joins them in the living room with David, carrying an armful of wrapped presents.
"It does look nice," David agrees, admiring the tree. Ilya positively beams at him, thrilled with the compliment.
"Oh, these are so cute," Yuna exclaims, gently touching her nail to the two dangling cats. "They look like you two."
Ilya beams his shit eating grin directly at Shane. "Exactly," he agrees. "I knew I needed Shane cat as soon as I saw him."
"He even has glasses," Yuna coos. David goes over to stand beside his wife and see their cat counterparts too.
"What are those?" Shane asks, nodding to the gifts Ilya is still holding. He knows full well they weren't with what his parents brought in.
"They're mine to you guys, obviously. I could not put them out when there was no tree to put them under, but now there is, so…" Ilya trails off as if the rest of the sentence is superfluous.
"Well, in that case," Shane mutters and he leaves the room to find his own gifts. He'd left him in his car, because it felt like the safest place to leave gifts labeled 'Ilya' if he didn't want them snooped on or shaken.
And when he arrives back in the living room Ilya immediately proves Shane's suspicions right by moving into his space and trying to take the box with his name on it. Shane elbows him away.
"It's breakable, and it's for tomorrow," he chides him.
Ilya actually pouts but moves aside to let Shane stow the gift under the tree with the others.
"It looks amazing," David smiles when all the presents are arranged.
"We need Shane's ornament up there," Yuna argues, digging in the blue bag to pull out a ball of flier paper that she unwraps to reveal the box which holds Shane's baby ornament.
"Wow, mom," Shane laughs. "Worried it was going to break?"
"Terrified, yes," Yuna admits with no shred of embarrassment. "I would be heartbroken."
"I still can’t believe you brought so many decorations from home," Shane sighs, moving out of the way so his mother can hang the ornament.
"Your mother can’t go through a Christmas without your baby ornament on the tree," his dad chuckles.
Shane’s throat feels thick with guilt, all of a sudden, while watching his mother find a place for the ornament, this twenty-six year old family relic that his mom treasures enough to bring across the border. Now here they are hanging it on Ilya's Christmas tree while all Ilya's relics are unreachable now.  He hadn't even considered what that would be like. Shane is suddenly very glad they bought the matching cats.
When he glances over at him, Ilya doesn't look upset. There's a soft smile playing at his lips as he gazes at the tree. "It looks great," Ilya murmurs, tearing his eyes away from the tree to look at Shane. They hold each other's gaze and even though no words are said Shane is certain he understands the emotions in Ilya's face. Ilya is not sad to have Shane's baby ornament here.
"I have a few more things to hang," Yuna reveals as she goes back to digging things from the bag. "If that's okay."
Ilya nods. "Of course, it is your Christmas tree too."
Ilya leaves the room and Shane hesitates about whether he should follow, worried he misunderstood Ilya's gaze and they did overstep. But he returns only a few moments later carrying everyone's drinks in his two hands. He places them down the small bit of free space available amid bags and ornaments on the coffee table.

"Oh thank you, sweetie," Yuna smiles at Ilya and takes a sip of her tea before going to the tree to hang the ornament Shane recognizes as the one his dad bought her on the first Christmas they spent together as a couple.
*
Ilya watches the Hollanders make themselves at home in his house, hanging their ornaments and unpacking bags, and it starts to feel a bit surreal. Like a really weird vivid dream he might have once had. Yuna is enjoying the tea Ilya made and hanging decorations, while David digs through the bags unpacking more stuff. He pulls out a large rectangular box.
"I hope you don't mind, I thought we could do a puzzle," David inquires, setting out the box. "I always like doing a festive one over Christmas and I think there's enough space at your dining table for it and dinner."
Ilya smiles and picks up the box to look at the front. The photo on the front is of a bustling city street covered in snow. The art design is like someone drew it all with crayon. Ilya can see the crayon-style people are carrying gift boxes and bags along city streets, the storefronts they walk past covered in Christmas lights and decorations. He can't remember the last time he built a puzzle that wasn't a twelve piece one with a child when he's visiting people with children. But building a puzzle with the David for Christmas seems like the best idea in the world.
"There will be room on the table," Ilya assures him.
"Wow! A thousand pieces dad," Shane exclaims, looking at the puzzle over Ilya's shoulder. "You have a lot of confidence in us this year when we only have two days."
"There's four of us, though!" David counters. "I think we can do it."
"Why don't we go tidy some space at the table for it?" Yuna suggests, stuffing the empty bags into each other until she gets to the largest one like an unexciting Matryoshka doll.
In the kitchen, Ilya indicates which end of the table he thinks would be the nicest for puzzle building and David promptly upends the puzzle box onto the table.
"Are we starting now?" Yuna asks with a laugh.
"I don't see why not?" David shrugs. "We can get the pieces organized."
They settle around the table with their various teas and coffees and begin facing and organizing the pieces.
They manage to get all the pieces facing the right way up with the edge pieces pushed to one side very quickly with four of them working at it. His dad directs the conversation as they work, maintaining topics like: how did the tree shopping go? And gee, those decorations sure look nice, are the lights incandescent? All very easy and safe conversations to start off with.
They've been working for a while when Yuna checks her watch. "Oh gosh, is that the time? I should really get these bags unpacked."
Ilya isn't sure what one has to do with the other but he stands up to help her anyway. In the bags from the Hollanders that remain in Ilya's kitchen is an array of food stuffs and cooking implements that they apparently didn't trust Ilya to have.
He helps Yuna unpack and organize everything while Shane and David sort puzzle pieces.
"Oh no, David," Yuna gasps as she starts digging through the empty bags as if hoping to find something in their expanse. "You forgot the champagne vinegar!"
"What? No," David cries in distress, but having all the believability of a child acting in a commercial.
"You'll have to go get some," Yuna says decisively, with slightly more acting prowess but the rehearsed nature of the line is clear regardless.
"I could order it to be delivered," Ilya offers, reaching for his phone.
"No! No," Yuna says, first panicked then more calmly. "That will take longer and the stores will be closed soon. Shane and David can go grab it. We'll stay here and get the rest of this stuff put away."
Ilya and Shane make eye contact, both of them communicating the same thing with their eyes. Forgot, my ass.
"Of course, we'll be back quick as anything," David assure his wife, in a calm tone. It's a performance for no one considering neither Shane nor Ilya is buying it, but it plays out anyway.
Ilya looks at Shane and tries to give him what he hopes is a reassuring 'you go, everything will be fine here,' look, but he can feel that his eyes are slightly too wide and it's ruining the charade of calm.
He can see Shane's brain working but an obvious out of this clearly planned separation does not present itself. His face shifts into wary acceptance and he nods once. "Guess we better get going. Like mom said, stores close early on Christmas Eve."
Shane gathers his phone and wallet, clearly lingering and hoping to find an excuse not to go. Ilya approaches him under the guise of handing Shane his jacket. "We'll be fine," he assures his boyfriend in a low voice and he hopes that it sounds believable.
"I know," Shane lies. "We'll be fast."
"Don't worry about us," Ilya affirms. "Have fun with your dad."
Shane and David call one last goodbye on their way out the door and Ilya is left alone with Yuna Hollander.
Ilya carefully organizes the items Yuna and David brought on the counter.
"This is a nice oven," Yuna muses conversationally, breaking the silence before it can grow awkward.
"Oh…thank you," Ilya replies, feeling awkward. "I do not use it as much as I should but I am trying to get better. I'm sure it's very excited to be making its first Christmas dinner."
"I'm sure it is," Yuna laughs. There's a beat of silence between them that Ilya isn't sure how to fill.
"Is the chicken thawed?" She asks, as if realizing that he might not know what he's doing when it comes to hosting Christmas.
"Da," Ilya answers. "It's marinating in the fridge."
"Oh, fantastic," Yuna smiles and Ilya preens slightly. Glad she approves of his cooking choices. She starts towards the fridge.
"I can get it," he says. "It's a little heavy and awkward."
"I just wanna see it," Yuna assures him. She examines the chicken for a few stressful seconds. "It looks amazing."
Ilya nods. "Hopefully it is."
"Not that I'd know for sure, really," Yuna acknowledges.  "David's the main cook in our family. I never had the patience for it."
"So Shane takes after you then, I think," Ilya chuckles softly, wiping the already clean counter top for want of something to do with his hands. "He always make his smoothie for breakfast."
"Yeah, he's never been one for cooking either, except in the summer he likes to barbecue," Yuna says it wistfully and the tone makes Ilya wonder if she's been missing that time with her son.
"Shane seems like the type to run strict control over a barbecue," Ilya considers, thoughtfully.
"He is," Yuna rushes to confirm his suspicions with a smile at something she's remembering. "He doesn't like when other people start moving the steaks around when he's cooking."
"By other people, do you mean David?" Ilya inquires with a cheeky grin that makes Yuna laugh and the sound feels like a victory.
"You're correct about that."
Yuna is opening and closing Ilya's cupboards seemingly at random and Ilya can't tell if she's looking for something or just familiarizing herself with the lay of the land. She eventually pulls out a set of large mixing and serving bowls, answering the question before he can ask it.
"You'll see for yourself this summer, at Shane's cottage, he—" Yuna cuts herself off as if realizing her mistake. "I mean, if you can go. If you want to go."
"Of course I want to go," Ilya replies in a gentle voice. He quickly decides to steer the conversation in a new direction. "What are you making? How can I help?"
"Oh, not really anything," Yuna admits. "I just thought I'd get things set out for later, for David."
"We could prep some stuff. We have everything for stuffing and Shane ordered a bunch of things I've never used that must be for something." Ilya starts digging out in his fridge and cupboards pulling out ingredients as he sees them.
Yuna laughs and picks up a small jar with a golden lid and tall bottle with a dark liquid inside. "Did you guys buy Brussels sprouts by any chance?" She inquires.
"Uhm, yes, they're still in the fridge," Ilya explains, gesturing towards the fridge and making to open the door.
"It's fine, we don't need them now," Yuna waves him off. "I'm just surprised Shane knows this recipe. He must have asked David."
"What is it?" Ilya asks, looking at the two containers labeled 'WHITE MISO PASTE' and 'YUZU PONZU'.
"It's a glaze for Brussels sprouts," Yuna explains. "This is a fun way of learning what dishes Shane loves enough to ensure they're made." She places the jars back down on the counter. "Well, we could cut the bread for stuffing if we want to be helpful."
Ilya grabs a serrated knife and a cutting board, refusing to hand them over to Yuna and insisting he'll do the cutting. "Do you need more tea?" He asks instead, trying to be a good host.
"I'd have more," Yuna admits. "I'll get the kettle going."
"It'll need refilled." He doesn't like letting her do it herself, but it's better than letting her prep for dinner, so he allows it.
There's a moment of silence between them while Yuna gets the kettle set up and Ilya starts cutting up the stale sourdough Shane picked out.
"Have you received any news lately?" Yuna questions. "About your asylum claim."
He shakes his head. He isn't surprised she'd want more information, but he hates it just the same. "Not since last meeting at the start of the month. Everyone is very hopeful for it to come through in the new year, though. There are whispers the president will push a bunch of people’s asylum and citizenship through before the new president takes over."
"Oh," Yuna says with a nod. "That’s good."
"New president not so much, but my claim, yes," Ilya chuckles.
Yuna laughs politely too. "Once it’s approved, you’ll have to come for dinner at our house when you're in town for your next game in Ottawa."
Ilya jerks his head up to look at her, taken aback by the offer. Shane almost certainly wouldn’t be there, the odds are their schedules lining up that way were slim to none. So Yuna is offering to host Ilya by himself, totally alone with the Hollanders. He knows he can’t say no but the idea makes his hands clammy.
"That is very nice, thank you," Ilya replies politely.
"David is a great cook," Yuna shares, as if to tempt him to coming. As if saying no is an option.
"I look forward to finding out," Ilya says diplomatically. "It will be nice to travel with the team again."
"How have things been in Boston this season?" Yuna prods, asking the obvious next question in the conversation. "It must be difficult missing so many road games."
"Has been okay. Good with team," he clarifies. "But it has been tougher than I would like to keep our place in the standings. Some of the other guys have had more ice time. It's given them more time to develop their skills and they’re getting better, but—" Ilya cuts himself off when he realizes where that sentence was going. He can’t say something that self-aggrandizing to Shane’s mom. Unfortunately, she is Shane’s mom and she knows exactly where that sentence was going.
"But they’re not you," she finishes for him.
Ilya shrugs, like he wasn’t going to say that exact thing. But when he finally dares to look up and meet Yuna’s eye, he sees no judgment there. There is only kindness and a bit of amusement in her soft smile. He lets himself smile back.
"Most people aren’t," he adds, feeling a bit better about the comment.
"Yes, you and Shane are both a cut above most people," Yuna laughs and Ilya preens at the encouragement.
"Couple of cuts," he quips even as he doesn't understand the metaphor she's using. It makes her laugh anyway. This is going great.
"And you and Shane…also good?" She asks carefully and Ilya feels all the hairs on the back of his neck stand straight up. They've clearly arrived at the line of questioning Yuna Hollander had been planning for when she sent off her son and husband so she could be alone with Ilya.
This is it, an insane part of Ilya thinks. She's going to tell me to stay away from her son and never contact him again.
He thinks it even as he knows it doesn't make any sense because of how kind and supportive she and David have been. He thinks she's going to say it because he can't help but say it to himself.
"Yes," Ilya says carefully because he isn't sure how much admit. "Has been very nice to have so much more time together."
Yuna nods. "You've certainly been doing a lot together," she acknowledges and Ilya can't tell if it's an accusation.
"We've both been enjoying being able to go out together, I think. Is still new for us," Ilya considers.
Yuna doesn't reply right away and it takes Ilya a beat to force himself to look at her. He expects annoyance, or maybe even anger, but instead she looks horribly sad.
Oh fuck, that's worse, Ilya thinks and he quickly glances away before realizing how rude that seems.
"I mean—"
"I'm glad," Yuna breaths, interrupting whatever attempt at walking his statement back he was going to make. "That you're both able to be out…together. I know there's been some growing pains—" Understatement of the fucking century. "—But I'm glad you have each other."
Ilya nods weakly. "Me too," he murmurs.
*
"So what is this vinegar for, exactly?" Shane asks as he throws on his blinker, getting ready to merge into the left lane.
"Oh…I'm not sure," his dad ponders. "Something your mother is making."
"Okay," Shane nods, letting himself accept the obvious lie because it's too late to fight it now. He's already left Ilya alone with his mother.
"She's very happy you invited us. We both are," David reiterates for at least the tenth time since Shane first told them about two weeks ago.
"I’m just glad she wanted to come," Shane jokes but realizes it’s more an admission than he should be making.  
He can see it in his dad's face too. "Of course we wanted to come," his dad says, looking saddened that Shane could ever suspect otherwise. 
Shane nods, grateful that the task of driving gives him an excuse to avoid looking at his dad. "Right, of course. I know, I just…" He isn’t sure where that sentence is going, so he lets it die.
"Why wouldn’t we?" It's the question of a man genuinely trying to understand why his son believes his parents wouldn't want to be around him. Filled with real sadness, the deep kind that comes from a hundred little moments creating a cavern of unhappiness, and it makes bile rise up in the back of Shane's throat.
You just can't help but make them unhappy.
"The roads are terrible this time of year. I know you hate winter driving." It’s both a joke and a deflection.
"We don’t mind it…not for this," David answers, voice careful.
Shane just shrugs and focuses all his attention on making sure he takes the right corner to navigate to the grocery store he found that carries this stupid vinegar that no one even needs. He doesn't know what to say. He doesn't know how to talk to his parents anymore. The magnitude of his years of lying and the way he's upended their lives with his leaked video makes everything feel impossible. He can't bear to share some of things he'd like to. But it feels like a great betrayal to hide again, so he avoids talking to them at all.
"I know it’s been…perhaps different than you would have liked," David begins. "How we came to know Ilya as your boyfriend and not just as Rozanov. But that doesn’t change anything for us. We still want to get to know him…both of you, as a couple."
It has the cadence of a rehearsed speech, or maybe it’s just something his dad has been wanting to tell him for a while. 
Shane opens his mouth, ‘I know’ floating just beyond his reach. He hesitates, because he doesn’t know. Not exactly. He knows his parents love him, and that they’ve already done more for him and for Ilya than he could ever have imagined. He knows his mom has been making plans for how to get Ilya into Canada and then to have Canadian citizenship if his American asylum falls through. 
But he also knows how much harder he’s made their lives lately, especially his mother’s. This isn’t what they wanted for him, or what they expected of him. He’s not being the role model they envisioned half a lifetime ago when his mom was so excitedly getting him deals with Rolex and Reebok.
He’s spent less time with his parents these last few months than he ever has before, dodging calls, delaying his replies to texts and feigning plans at their every attempt to see him. Because he feels strange when he’s with them. Like his sex tape is somehow playing a 70" flat screen aimed directly at them. The weight of their disappointment, of the mistake, is overwhelming.
The way that his mother avoids talking about sponsors entirely except to tell him if something is expected of him felt like relief at first but now it feels like a gut punch. He knows she'd be happy if he'd bring it up, if he'd tell her that he's ready to start looking into accepting offers. And he wants to be that for her again, but he can't. He can't imagine what would be waiting for him in the locker room if he agreed to be photographed in some ad campaign wrapped in a pride flag. But he also can't tell his mother that's the reason he can't do it.
It's all made Shane not want to be around his parents these days. The guilt of it eats at him, but he can’t bring himself to do anything about it because he isn’t sure how he could even begin to mend things. It feels like he owed them an apology, an explanation, the truth, but he can only give them dodged calls and stilted conversations.
"I’m glad you guys could come…for Christmas then," Shane reiterates, feeling more sure of the statement this time.
"We are too."
"How do you think they’re fairing back at the house?" Shane asks, hoping to move on. He takes one last turn and starts looking around for a spot in the packed parking lot; it seems everyone in Boston is trying to get some last minute shopping in.
"Knowing your mother? I’m sure she’s trying to figure out Ilya’s retirement plan," David hypothesizes with a laugh, but when he sees the worry creasing Shane's brow, he tries again. "I'm sure they're fine. Yuna likes Ilya."
"I've heard her curse his name, his bloodline, and the day he was born about a thousand times," Shane tries to joke but it comes out accusatory.
"Well, that's just hockey," David smiles. "She didn't know him then. You gotta give her a chance to know him."
Shane smiles softly as he picks a spot far from the door, but he'd rather make the long walk than try to get out of the overflowing lot around pedestrians. They nod in agreement to each other and climb out of the car.
"Let's hurry," Shane instructs.
"Shane, I'm telling you, Ilya is fine," David reaffirms and they head to the store entrance into the belly of the beast.
*
"I just think, if you’re going to own all these fancy cars anyway, you should be the face of a brand," Yuna explains, continuing to needle Ilya about doing a sponsorship with Bugatti. She'd brought it up weeks ago but he didn't think it was a good idea. He was worried what it would bring Shane in the privacy of his locker room.
"Uhm, I…maybe is not good time right now," Ilya says, his accent getting thicker as he gets more stressed by this conversation. 
"You gotta strike while the iron is hot," Yuna counsels.
"Ah, but maybe iron is actually too hot and it would be better to put it down so we don't get a burn," Ilya cautions. "I just think it would be good to keep a low profile until things are more…stable, for myself and for Shane."
Yuna nods understandingly and Ilya exhales a big breath, hoping this conversation is over.
"But maybe once your citizenship goes through," she prods one last time.
"Maybe…maybe," Ilya replies but it means ‘no’. Not as long as Pike and Boiziau still have to follow Shane everywhere within his own arena.
"Shane seems happy to be here," Yuna prompts, not giving Ilya any space to breathe between heavy conversations. "He was very excited about Christmas. More so than last year."
"I am happy to have him here," Ilya allows in a careful voice. He doesn't feel like circling back to their previous conversation about their relationship."I was…very happy when he asked about coming."
"It was Shane’s idea?" Yuna blurts, voice coming out a bit louder in surprise.
"Oh, uhm," Ilya falters. Should I not have said that? "I mean…"
Yuna places her hand over Ilya’s forearm, slender fingers wrapping gently around the muscle there and giving it a soft squeeze. "I’m glad it was," she assures him. "I think I'm right in assuming you wouldn’t have asked him to come. So, I’m happy to hear he suggested it."
Ilya nods, forcing his gaze up from where Yuna is touching him to her eyes. She’s completely right. He would never have asked Shane to spend Christmas in Boston for him, but he’s overwhelmed with happiness to have him and the Hollanders here now.
"I am happy you and David wanted to come as well," Ilya admits, because he feels like he has to give her something.
And he is happy, mostly for Shane to have his parents here, to have their support. He likes them both and they’re kind to him, but he doesn’t know them that well and being with them still feels strange. Although, it is more comfortable being alone with Yuna than Ilya had originally worried it would be. She never has that same angry face she wore for a split second when she first came to Ilya's house. He still remembers it though. The unchecked rage he'd momentarily seen when Yuna Hollander saw Ilya with her son. It's hard to believe anger like that just goes away.
"Thank you for hosting all of us," Yuna smiles.
"I’ve never hosted Christmas before," Ilya confesses. "Is nice."
"This big house, and you never host?" Yuna laughs, picking up her fresh mug of tea. "How long have you lived here?"
"Since rookie season but…well…" Ilya can feel his face getting hot. "Russian Christmas is not until January and I didn’t really have anyone I would host other than teammates and they usually prefer to go home for Christmas so, uh," Ilya stammers, clearing his throat before continuing in a lighter voice. "I always host New Years though. When the schedule allows. They all love that."
"That’s nice of you to host New Years," Yuna says, politely avoiding Ilya’s pathetic admission.
"Marley would invite me to Christmas with his family," Ilya blurts before he can stop himself. "So sometimes I would go there."
Yuna’s expression is so kind and so sad that Ilya immediately looks away, back down at the bread he's been chopping, and starts working it over like it just gave his teammate a dirty hit on the ice.
"You get along well with his family," Yuna prompts, carefully after a moment of awkward silence with only the crack of the knife off the cutting board between them.
"They’re very nice," Ilya nods. "He has a sister and a niece. She is still young but she likes hockey already. Not that she finds any of her uncle’s achievements particularly impressive."
Yuna laughs at that. "I’d be surprised if she did."
"She wants to be a goalie," Ilya explains, shuffling away the build up of bread into a bowl.
"Do they make it to many games?"
"As many as they can," Ilya deflects because he isn’t certain of the answer to that.
"We'll have to make it to one of your games," Yuna muses and Ilya almost loses three of his fingers to the knife when his hand jerks.
"Oh my god, be careful," Yuna chastises.
Ilya doesn't care at all though. He lets the cutting cease completely. "You want to come to my game?" He repeats, seeking confirmation that this isn't a language issue.
"I mean…I think that would be fun, if you wanted us there. David travels for work sometimes, maybe we could add it to one of his trips. I'll check our schedules." Yuna opens her phone and Ilya gets the impression that plans were already being made for their attendance even if he never said anything.
He swallows around the lump in his throat. "That sounds nice," he acknowledges, voice almost hoarse with the effort to keep it from wavering. He hasn't had anyone at his games other than Svetlana until Shane went with her in October. Now he'd have parents there. Not his parents, but still parents. Maybe future in-laws.
Yuna seems to realize then the effect her offer has had and she looks up from her phone. Ilya immediately looks down at his cutting board, but he's scared to pick up the knife again until his vision clears, so he's just mutely staring at half-cut bread like an idiot.
"I'll find a day that works," Yuna promises in a quiet voice and Ilya just nods because he doesn't trust his voice. "Shane told us he had a great time at your game."
Ilya remains quiet because his brain is getting loud. He's trying to remember the last time his parents would have even seen him play. His father, to the best of Ilya's knowledge, never even bothered to put an NHL game on the TV and he was never one to attend games when Ilya was younger. His mother would go, when she could, but that was a long time ago.
Ilya crushes his lips into a thin line and forces his breath through his nose to keep it steady. Yuna politely continues clicking on her phone; whether she's actually doing anything, he isn't sure, but she gives him time to collect himself.
"I'll get you both jerseys to wear," Ilya offers once he trusts his voice.
Yuna laughs. "I'll wear my gold jewelry, that's the best I can do."
Ilya can feel his eyes threatening to betray him again. "That's perfect."
"And I'll expect you to get a hat trick for us too," she chides.
Ilya chokes on his next breath and has to turn away so Yuna can't see the heat climbing up his neck into his face. He doesn't need to be reminded about that hat trick in front of Shane's mother. He still pictures how Shane looked on top of him when he's alone in bed at night.
He recovers with a cough and tries to act normal. "I'll do my best," he smiles.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I hope you enjoyed it! As always thank you for reading! Full disclosure I did NOT do a final read through of this one like I usually do after drafting it in Ao3 because I'm just kinda sick of these Christmas chapters because it's ballooned into 4 chapters I've literally been in Christmas for like 3 weeks and I'm over it. But after tonight (fingers crossed) I'm done my third read through of the last 2 Christmas chapters and then they just need to be Beta'd. I can't wait to wash my hands of the holiday season. I hope you've all enjoyed it. It truly kicked my ass but that's my own fault because I continue to suffer from terminal yapper disease.
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      Chapter 29: ...It Was The Worst of Times. Part One.
  


    Chapter Summary

    Christmas festivities continue.



    Chapter Notes

      Welcome back! As always Thank you for returning!!

I'm sorry this chapter is late. Honestly I was just really enjoying focusing on some not Christmas centered stuff and I delayed going back to post this coupled with a stat holiday that screwed up our daycare routine and I really ended up with less free time this week than I usually like. I'm very sorry.
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  When Shane finally returns with the bottle of champagne vinegar for no one, he finds his mom and Ilya in the kitchen. His mom is sitting at the island sipping tea while Ilya rinses dishes before loading them into the open dishwasher beside him.
"How did it go?" Yuna asks, like the outcome of their trip means anything.
"We got it!" David declares.
"Fantastic," Yuna smiles.
"How have you guys been?" Shane asks, looking at Ilya.
"Good,"  Yuna shares. "Ilya prepped the bread for the stuffing."
"Thank you for doing that." David smiles at Ilya while rubbing a hand over Yuna's back.
Ilya shrugs. "Was not big deal. I wanted to help."
"You'll have to show me how to make that salad," David reminds him.
"I think maybe Ilya deserves a break from cooking," Shane interrupts before they can try to separate them again. "We have some time before we need to start anyway."
"We should watch a Christmas movie," Yuna suggests. "Ilya, do you have a favourite?"
Behind her back, Shane and Ilya share a glance and Ilya decides not to share his. "I have not seen many American Christmas movies. Maybe we could watch your favourite," he suggests instead because it feels like the right thing to do. But David and Shane both groan right after he says it and Ilya can't shake the feeling he walked into a trap.
"That is a lovely suggestion, thank you so much, Ilya," Yuna coos and makes her way to the living room.
"What did I do wrong?" Ilya whispers to Shane as he moves to follow her.
"You'll understand soon," Shane sighs and claps Ilya on the shoulder.
"It's not your fault, son, don't worry about it," David affirms in a kind voice.
"Are we going to our deaths?" Ilya calls after them but they both refuse to answer.
***

"He never deserved her anyway," Ilya snarls. His face contorts in a glare as he watches Emma Thompson muffle her sobs and wipe her eyes upon discovering that her husband gifted the necklace she saw to someone else.
"You're right about that," his mom agrees, glaring at the TV over her wine glass. "Going after his assistant when he's got a wife."
"His assistant who must be twenty years younger than him," Ilya piles on, gesturing with his own wine glass toward the offending characters on screen. Only Ilya and his mother are having wine, the movie having unlocked a version of Ilya that Shane hasn't seen often.
"Men like that just love to feel powerful," Yuna scoffs. It's one piece of a monologue Shane and David have heard about fifteen times before. Yuna loves to hate watch this movie while getting angry at the shitty choices characters make. It's as much a holiday tradition as decorating a tree or opening gifts in the Hollander household.
"Don't get me started on Colin falling in love with a woman who doesn't speak the same language as him. They never even had a conversation and he says he's in love," Yuna exclaims, continuing her annual diatribe.
"Well…I don't know about that," Ilya demurs, glancing over to smile at Shane. "I think sometimes you see someone's pretty freckles outside a hockey arena and realize you're in love with them even if you don't understand what they're lecturing you about."
Shane flushes when both his parents glance over to them and Yuna presses her lips thin to hide her smile.
"Well, I suppose there are…exceptions," Yuna acquiesces, her voice terribly soft and gentle.
"Mr. Walking Dead is way out of line though," Ilya comments, taking the topic back to the safer ground of the movie and Shane is grateful for it. He can feel that his cheeks must be hot.
"Right!" Yuna shouts, slapping the back of her hand onto the couch. "These people have lost their minds."
"Why are we watching this if you hate them all?" Ilya asks, vocalizing the question Shane and his dad have long since stopped asking.
And like she does every time, Yuna just shrugs. "I don't hate all of them, and it's festive."
*
As the movie comes to a close, David stands up. "I should start dinner or we'll be eating late."
"I will help," Ilya offers, quickly standing up to follow him.
"We can all help," Yuna corrects, turning off the TV and picking up her wine to follow them.
"I don't think it's a four-person job," David counsels with a smile.
"You two can sit at the island," Ilya suggests, giving Shane a look that he hopes clearly communicates he wants Shane there. Being separated once was enough for him.
"That way we'll be available if anything does need more hands," Shane agrees, giving everyone an easy smile. They move as a unit to the kitchen. Shane and his mother settle into chairs at the island while Ilya and David start organizing to cook in the kitchen.
"We should get the chicken in," David instructs, picking up the apron off the counter and unfurling it. The apron is blue and written across the front in huge letters it reads: Hi Hungry, I'm Dad.
"This is a nice marinade," David comments when Ilya removes the chicken from the fridge. Ilya preens at the compliment.
"Thank you," he demurs. "I hope you all like it."
"I'm sure it'll be lovely," Yuna smiles.
They get the chicken in the oven and start prepping the ham to do the same. It goes quickly, without any hiccups, and Ilya would like to believe this means he's making David like him.
They cut the ingredients for the stuffing, and Ilya thinks belatedly that he didn't want to know how that sausage was made, because, man, handling the wet ingredients into the baking pan is disgusting.
David closes the oven after adding the stuffing in alongside the chicken and ham, turning to Ilya. "How about I show you the yuzu miso sauce?" David suggests with a smile.
"I'd like that," Ilya nods.
David walks Ilya through the measurements and Ilya listens carefully to each one because he knows Shane likes this dish and he feels like he should know how to make it. He whisks the sauce and David puts on the kettle to make another pot of tea. While they work, Shane and Yuna stay seated across from them at the bar and they all engage in comfortably idle chatter about cooking and food and a few surface level hockey things.
"What was the salad you said you're making?" David prompts.
"Olivier Salad, though salad is maybe…not quite accurate," Ilya admits with an embarrassed smile. He feels a little silly now for insisting on making a traditional dish, but it had felt almost wrong not have anything Russian.
"It's potato-based," he elaborates, when everyone looks confused by his lack of description.
"Well, this is the right time of year for a potato-based salad," Yuna laughs. "I'm sure it's going to be lovely."
"Is traditional," Ilya says with a shrug. Which is true, but also Ilya couldn't think of anything else that would be right to make.
"What's all in it?" David asks, opening the fridge with the intent to help.
"Is…simple recipe and I did some of the prep yesterday. Russian food is not particularly complicated," Ilya explains, feeling a little like he’s on one of those cooking TV shows he watches sometimes when he comes home drunk but too wired to pass out. "Can’t have fancy pastries when everyone is too busy trying not to freeze to death and killing the royal family."
Ilya cringes. What the fuck am I saying? 
Both Hollander parents laugh at it, though—whether politely or genuinely, he doesn’t know them well enough to tell.
"Well, nothing wrong with simple," David notes, clapping his hands once and rubbing them together. "What's step one?"

 
*
 
Fifteen minutes later, his dad is managing the boiling pot of potatoes and carrots while Ilya chops the remaining ingredients, tossing them into the mixing bowl as he needs space on his cutting board. Shane can't help but watch his arms move as he cuts through a particularly stiff onion and when he rejoins reality he realizes both of his parents have been watching him watch Ilya. 
Why is cooking hot? He demands to himself. Shane can feel his face getting hot as he turns his focus to the tea he's been slowly sipping, fiddling with the mug. As if sensing his needs, Ilya wipes his hands on a towel before turning to dig in the fridge and slide a cold can of ginger ale to Shane. 
Shane knows without needing to glance around that both his parents are looking at him again, taking in the painfully domestic scene of Ilya giving him a ginger ale without even being asked. 
"What, you're not going to open it for me?" Shane jokes, because he can't deal with this. Neither the kindness nor the audience for it. 
"If I touch the top of the can with my hands it will make it smell like onion," Ilya explains, revealing a level of thought Shane otherwise wouldn't have been cognizant of.
Shane flushes again and has to clear his throat. "Thank you, for the can and for the…concern." 
Ilya glances up from where he's chopping the onion, his eyes clearly burning from the irritants the onion has permeated into the air. "You're welcome," he replies sincerely.
"Have you always been into cooking?" Yuna inquires, saving Shane from anymore embarrassment.
"I have been trying to get better these last few years," Ilya admits. "I realized, if I want to enjoy Russian cooking, I needed to learn to cook it myself." 
No one speaks for a beat as the implication that he will never return to Russia to eat it there hangs heavy over the kitchen. Ilya clears his throat like he realizes how it sounds too.
"I started a few years ago," he adds, as if to lighten any sense of tragedy by making it clear he cooked before he became a country-less man. 
"Do you make a lot of things?" His father asks, always great at knowing how to stay on safer topics. 
Ilya shrugs, looking as shy and self-conscious as Shane has ever seen him. "Some things, not a lot." 
"He made me a really nice soup," Shane shares, because he can’t stand watching Ilya look so small and unsure when he knows how good he is. "And those dumplings." 
"Solyanka," Ilya pronounces the word like he’s trying to teach it to them. "And pelmeni, but neither of those felt right for this. They're both too much like full meals. Borscht is also very popular but is maybe a bit…клише-" A flush climbs up Ilya's neck. "I do not know English word, is like too common in a way that makes everyone think of Russia, is over used."
"Cliché," Shane offers.
Ilya nods. "That sounds right."
"You know, that's actually a French word," Shane grins, making Ilya roll his eyes in response.
"I’d say that’s a fair number of dishes already," David compliments with a smile, ignoring their banter. "Shane here mainly makes smoothies."
Shane groans at the jab about his diet. "That’s literally only for breakfast."
"Is not enough breakfast," Ilya chides.
"Oh, and a McGriddle is," Shane snaps with more annoyance in his voice than he wishes were there. 
"Is balanced, has all the food groups. Meat, carbs, syrup, cheese," Ilya lists, holding up a finger for each item.  
"That’s wrong on so many levels," Shane huffs in exasperation, shaking his head. Ilya ignores him to dig around one of his drawers until he comes out with a large wooden spatula to mix the salad with. 
"I'd say you seem like a very good cook, regardless," Yuna cuts in, trying to end the bickering. 
"I do wish I was better at baking though," Ilya admits. "We used to have these cookies at Christmas, priyaniki, delicious honey cookies that taste like winter time. I cannot seem to get them right though. I get too impatient with letting the dough rest for long enough or maybe some of my measurements are off. No recipe I use turns out like my—" Ilya cuts himself off and Shane can feel his own heartbeat in his chest at the knowledge of where Ilya's sentence was going. There's a beat of silence and Ilya coughs to cover it. "Like my mama would make."
Shane knows that he's staring too hard at Ilya but it's impossible not to. He wants to offer some form of kind words but he feels embarrassed with his parents present. Especially when this is the first really happy memory Ilya has shared about his mother.
"We could try making them together," he offers without thinking it through. Because Ilya's talking about his mom, about a childhood memory. A nice one that he misses. And because Shane wants to be able to give something back to him after everything he's taken away.
Ilya turns to him, momentary surprise settling into that same warm look he gave Shane the first time they said I love you in English. "We can try," he agrees, voice soft.
After that, David shows Ilya how to make gravy 'the David way' and Ilya seems to do his best to take in everything he's saying, even though Shane is certain some words don't make it through the language barrier because they're barely English.
The conversation his parents maintain is polite and safe, sticking to questions about hockey and how the season is going. His mom has just started her newest take about Scott Hunter finally having ‘his season’ when the timer for the chicken goes off.
***

Settling down at his dining table to eat Christmas dinner with the Hollanders is surreal in a way that makes Ilya feel a bit like maybe it is a dream. He feels almost disconnected from it as he watches Yuna top up her wine while saying something to Shane.
"Ilya?" Yuna prompts, and Ilya realizes he has missed something.
"Sorry, uhm, could you repeat that?" Ilya stammers, hoping it looks like a language issue and not like he wasn't listening.
"Your friend from Russia, Miss Vetrova," Yuna starts.
Shane laughs. "Of course you remember her last name because of her dad."
"Svetlana," Ilya supplies with a small smile.
"Svetlana, of course," Yuna nods, not looking at all embarrassed by the callout for her obvious hockey fandom. "Is she here for Christmas?" 
Ilya shakes his head. "Sveta is visiting her father, she splits her time between here and Moscow."  
"Sounds tiring," Yuna observes. "All that jet lag." 
"It can be," Ilya acknowledges. "She has been doing it less this year." 
The reason why goes unsaid but they all know what it is. Ilya feels embarrassed about having said it now but he can't take the words back. He can see in Shane's face that he wants to say something, ask something, maybe. But they're not alone so whatever it is goes unsaid.
"She'll be back for New Years," he adds, hoping to make everything feel less awkward.
"Oh, that's nice," Yuna smiles politely and Ilya feels embarrassed. "Ilya's hosting a New Years party," she turns to explain to David.
"You are?" Shane blurts, eyebrows shooting up in surprise.
Ilya had meant to mention it to Shane but since his arrival they've been so busy either getting ready or having sex that it hadn't left much room for chatting about pipe dreams.
"I try to do it every year," Ilya clarifies. "When game schedule allows."
"Oh," Shane nods. "Well, that sounds nice. I'm sure the team loves it."
Ilya laughs. "They always do."
They eat in silence for a beat. "The food is amazing, thank you for cooking, David," Ilya remarks politely.
"You cooked it too," David points out with a wry smile that has heat climbing up Ilya's neck.
He shrugs, trying to look less embarrassed than he is. "I helped. It is all your recipes."
"This isn't," Yuna counters using her fork to point at the Olivier salad on her plate. "And it's delicious."
"Thank you," Ilya simpers, looking down at his own plate. "I'm glad you like it."
They eat in a quiet that isn't uncomfortable, occasionally broken up by polite conversation and comments about the food. They've been quiet for a while when Yuna breaks the silence again.
"When is Boston’s pride night?" She asks.
Ilya feels the hairs on the back of his neck all stand on end. The question feels like it comes from nowhere but when he chances a glance at Shane he can tell by the look on his face that this isn’t the first time it’s come up for him.  
"I’m not sure off hand," he says carefully, because it feels like the safest answer. "It’s usually in March, I think."
Ilya never takes his eyes off Shane as he answers, watching each micro-movement that twitches across his face, clear signs of discomfort that he's trying to hide. 
"But you're planning to play in it, of course?" Yuna queries.  
Ilya can feel this new line of questioning wrapping around his ankle like a trap. But, unlike the talk of Christmas movies, Ilya suspects this trap would end with less joking. He can't seem to form an answer because he knows whatever he says will have him ensnared and leave him hanging upside down in the air like a fool for having not looked where he was stepping. 
When he takes too long to reply, Yuna continues. "Montreal’s is just after the All Star game and Shane doesn’t want to go," Yuna explains, the surprise and annoyance clear in her voice even as she tries to act neutral about it. 
Ilya is zero percent surprised by that information, personally. But Yuna is likely less aware of just how frequently Shane is called a slur by his own team. She probably doesn’t know that Pike and Boiziau follow him through that arena like guard dogs. She watches the games, sees the distance and awkward energy and the way they don't protect him, but that always comes and goes. And Ilya doesn't doubt Shane can silence his mother's worries with a few placating lies and reassurances. 
"Management will be fine with it, they wouldn’t want me there anyway," Shane argues  with a sarcastic laugh. "I'll just say I'm sick. That I caught the flu at All Stars." 
"They never did pass that rule Crowell suggested, Shane," Yuna points out. "And you said that could be a good sign. I think management would want you there." 
"They were probably just worried about a lawsuit," Shane scoffs, waving away the idea that it’s proof of anything. "Wanting me to score goals for them and wanting to parade me around on the ice during pride night are different things anyway." 
"What would it say if you skipped pride night, Shane?" Yuna questions. "You’re going to your pride night, right, Ilya?" 
Ilya wishes he could be anywhere else right now. He wants to excuse himself and hide in the bathroom, but he also doesn’t want to leave Shane alone with this conversation.
"Boston is…different," he murmurs, trying to avoid answering. 
"I wouldn’t say Montreal takes any particular pride in having a gay captain," Shane snorts, poking at his food. 
"You said it was just a speed bump and that things would get better," Yuna argues and. Ilya snaps his eyes to Shane. Lie, he thinks.
Ilya doesn't say it out loud but he knows Shane can see it in his eyes when they look at each other. Shane immediately snaps his gaze back to his plate. Ilya still caught that fleeting look on Shane's face, though. The guilt. Ilya can't tell if he feels guilty for lying to his mom or for not wanting to go to the pride game. 
"Maybe this isn't—" David starts, moving his hand over the table as if to physically stop the conversation. 
Yuna ignores him though. "Don’t you think you owe it to the kids watching? Wouldn't it have meant something to you when you were young? A lot of kids look up to you—" 
"Jesus, Mom, okay, sure. Probably I do owe it to them. But I can’t. I can't owe it them because I already have to owe everything I do to every little Asian kid who wants to play hockey. I can’t owe it to every gay kid too. I can only owe everyone so much all the time," Shane rants.
He seems to have faltered in his angry tirade, but no one moves to speak or fill the silence that follows it. Ilya feels like he's back at the dining table listening to Shane snap at his mom about sponsors.
After a beat, Shane continues. "I asked everyone not to talk about hockey until after Christmas. I just want to enjoy Christmas without it," Shane whispers, sounding more exhausted than Ilya's ever known him to be. "Please."
Ilya's throat feels thick at the implication that Shane doesn't enjoy hockey anymore. He tries to reach across for Shane's hand but before he can make contact Shane abruptly stands. "I need to get something for the..." He doesn't bother to find a proper excuse he just starts leaving the room. 
"Shane, please don't go," Yuna calls to his back, voice desperate. "What are you getting?"  
"Champagne vinegar," he calls over his shoulder and he leaves out the front door, closing it carefully behind him. Even at his angriest, he's still Canadian.
Then Ilya is alone with David and Yuna. David is giving Yuna a look that makes it clear he didn’t think they should have had that conversation at all, let alone over dinner.
"I told you to let it go," David states. "It’s Christmas, Yuna." 
"I just wanted to know if Ilya was attending Boston’s Pride Night," Yuna argues like the topic was innocent and it’s not her fault Shane got upset. "He should be able to go to his team’s pride night." 
"I agree he should," Ilya sighs. Both Hollanders look equally surprised by what he’s said as he keeps speaking. "He should be able to go, but he can’t. Not in any way that would make him the center of attention, and he would be no matter what because of who he is. He can’t put himself out there like that for a team that is a missed playoff spot away from a hate crime." 
Yuna physically  jerks at the implication. "They wouldn’t—" she starts to say, looking horrified.
"I think they might," Ilya cuts her off, aware he's dangerously close to making a bad impression, but he doesn't care. He wants to keep Shane safe more than he wants Yuna and David to like him and he will not be safe in that locker room for the Metros Pride Night game. "I don’t think I’d put anything past them or anyone on that team that isn't Pike and Boiziau."
"Shane said he thinks things will get better. That they just need time to settle, and after they didn't jump at Crowell's offer, I thought…" Yuna trails off, her voice growing surprisingly small the longer she talks.
Ilya realizes as he sits there, watching Yuna try to justify the idea that the Metros would be good to Shane again, that Shane hasn't told his parents anything that been going on. It's clear Yuna and David cannot know even a hint of the things Ilya learned from Pike. Shane had apparently called it a 'speed bump' and Yuna seems to believe him.
He doesn't even blame Yuna entirely for her misunderstanding, for her belief. He can't tell if he feels bad for this poor mother trying to do right by her son, or if he thinks she's insane. He knows how much Shane avoids discussing things about his team, about himself, at the best of times. He hadn't doubted he avoids it with his parents too. He knows Shane gives these placating explanations to everyone, but he thinks his own mother should know better. Or maybe she feels like she can't push for more that isn't willingly given. She and David are, in someways, stuck between a rock and a sheer drop into a void. Far too aware now of just how much their own son is capable of hiding from them, if he feels like he must.
But he hadn't realized just how bad the lying was if Yuna really believes her son about it. Believes it enough to think he should attend the fucking Pride Night game. Maybe she's afraid to push for the truth because she prefers it this way. She's swallowed every lie Shane has spun for over the last three months because she's still holding onto the version of her son that is the captain of the Montreal Metros.
Regardless, Ilya sees it now, with horrible stark clarity, that Yuna is one reason that Shane hasn't waived his No Trade Clause yet. Whether she's aware of it or not.
"They probably haven't because, like Shane said, they don’t want a lawsuit. Not because they’re happy to have gay captain who is boyfriend to captain of their divisional rivals."
A beat of silence hangs between them. "I’m going to find Shane," Ilya tells them, pushing back from the table. "Maybe…when we return we can pretend this conversation didn't happen." The suggestion feels like a potentially huge overreach but he knows it's what Shane would prefer.
"Of course," David nods, speaking for both of them. "I still need you to tell me about that show you've been watching."
Ilya gives them a nod. "I will do that," he promises in a gentler voice because he's worried he overstepped by about ten miles. Then he walks in the direction Shane went. He hesitates for a moment before grabbing them both coats.
The coats are confirmed to be the right decision when he finds Shane seated half in shadow a few feet from the door, hugging himself against the cold. Ilya doesn't say anything at first, just wraps Shane in his jacket and then throws on his own.
They sit in silence for a minute, Ilya waiting for Shane to be the one to break it and Shane seemingly waiting for sunrise.
"So, I don't tell her everything," Shane reveals eventually in a quiet voice.
"Everything or…" Ilya prompts.
"Or anything," Shane admits. "It's too hard."
"Ah, so even less than you tell me then," Ilya jokes and Shane gives him a look that clearly communicates what he thinks of that line of comedy. "You need to tell them the truth," he offers instead, in a softer voice.
Shane just shakes his head and scoffs a little. "Easy for you to say."
Yeah, super easy for me to think you should just speak to your family when I will never speak to mine again. The thought runs through Ilya's brain, but he bites his tongue hard to prevent it from escaping out his mouth. Shane doesn't deserve that sort of vindictive anger and Ilya doesn't want to say it. Family is just too open of a wound still.
"Maybe," he says instead. "But I think same people who have spent a significant amount of time trying to figure out Canadian asylum claim process and how to get me across the border probably would be understanding for you not wanting to stay with a terrible team."
"I didn't say that I didn't want to stay," Shane snaps, getting to his feet.
"Shane," Ilya sighs, sounding exhausted even to his own ears.
"No hockey till after Christmas," is all the reply he gets from Shane, who turns and starts walking back toward the door. "We should go in. Dinner's getting cold and I'm being rude."
Ilya pauses to hang their jackets but Shane makes no move to head farther inside without him, waiting silently for Ilya to go face his own parents. When they return to the table, David speaks first.
"Ilya!" He exclaims as they settle back into their seats. Tone bright as if he's just seeing him for the first time today instead of him coming back from needing to talk down their son. "I was just telling Yuna about that show you've been watching. What did you say it was called again?"
Ilya chuckles softly and forces a smile onto his face, trying not stare at Shane. Who he can tell is picking at his dinner now rather than eating it. "The Good Place," he reminds David who smiles back, even if it isn't perfectly reaching his eyes either.
"Yes! That was it," David says with a clap of his hands, turning back to look at his wife. "We should watch it."
Yuna nods and forces a smile of her own, clearly still struggling from the previous conversation even as David tries to move on.
"What it on?" She asks, fighting to keep a bright tone.
Ilya contemplates the vodka in the freezer as he replies. "Netflix, I think."
*
Somehow they make it through the rest of dinner and cleaning up without further incident. His dad suggests they work on the puzzle and everyone agrees because an activity sounds like a good distraction from the awkward energy that still looms over them. Shane regrets snapping at his mom in front of Ilya but that isn't the first time they have argued about the Pride Night game. And like all the previous times, it makes him feel like he's trapped under a sheet of ice.
Ilya leans back in his seat for a second like he's stretching but Shane feels his hand rub down Shane's thigh and back up again before giving it a squeeze. Shane captures his fingers in a momentary hold and squeezes back. He'd been worried this puzzle activity would bore him but Ilya looks content as he gathers all the pieces he can see that make up the taxi driving in the puzzle's foreground.
Before long, it's late enough Shane is pretty sure he won't be rude if he suggests they should turn in. He'd love to get some time alone with Ilya before bed. He watches Ilya slot another piece into place to finish his taxi and decides now is as good a time as any. Before he can open his mouth, though, his mother is speaking.
"Before it gets too late, I've got something, a present, for you, Ilya, to open tonight," Yuna reveals. "If that's okay."
"Of course," Ilya breathes after a moment of stunned silence.
They move to the living room and Shane gives Ilya's hand a squeeze on the way. They settle onto the couch and Yuna goes to the tree to retrieve whatever gift for Ilya is so special that it can't wait until tomorrow.
She hands him a small gift box, carefully wrapped with simple red paper. "It's not like…anything crazy don't get too excited," she warns, apologizing for a gift that hasn't even been opened yet. Holding the wrapped present like it's a bomb, Ilya hesitates, looking unsure of what he should do.
"You can open it now," Yuna assures him, settling in next to David on the couch.
*
Ilya glances at Shane. He feels several warring emotions, but mainly he just feels overwhelmed. Shane nods for him to open it, and slowly Ilya pulls back the tape and wrapping paper, opening a present. Given to him by a parent, on Christmas Eve. He fights the urge to clear his throat against whatever is rising up to make it feel thick.
 
There’s a small nondescript box inside and Ilya has to pry open that too. Before finally pulling out an ornament. It’s flat and circular, covered in a soft golden paint. It reads: Adult’s First Christmas! in a wavy cursive font and underneath there’s a set of crossed hockey sticks and at the bottom 2016.
Ilya can’t help but laugh when he sees it.
"I mean, I know it’s not your first Christmas, but it is your first with us," Yuna explains, sounding as flustered as Ilya has ever known her to be. She continues rambling when Ilya is too stunned to speak and she reads his silence the wrong way. "We always have Shane’s baby’s first Christmas ornament on the tree and we wanted something for you. I hope you don’t think it’s too silly and you like the design. I thought about getting 81 put on it for your jersey number but then I thought that might be confusing with the 2016. You can really get anything made online these days, some people are so talented."
"Is perfect," Ilya offers, cutting off any further rambling. "I love it."
And he means it. He thinks his eyes might be burning as he stands up to hang it near Shane’s baby ornament on the tree. He has to avoid anyone’s eye as he returns to his seat on the couch next to Shane. Shane's hand is immediately on his back rubbing up and down the length of it.
"Well, it looks amazing there," David compliments.
Ilya nods, and hopes he doesn’t look like he’s about to cry. "It looks perfect. Thank you for getting it for me."
"I wanted you to have it on the tree already when we all get up tomorrow," Yuna explains.
"That's very thoughtful, thank you." Ilya's voice comes out barely above a whisper because he can't make it any louder without cracking.
"I'm glad you like it," Yuna utters, keeping her voice gentle.
A moment of silence passes over them. Ilya is too overwhelmed to break it, still staring at the ornament.
"We should call it a night," Shane suggests from beside him, sensing Ilya needs some time away.
"Absolutely," David agrees. "Santa Claus can't come as long as we're all still awake."
Shane laughs politely, and, after making sure all the lights are off and the last goodnights are said, he leads Ilya upstairs to the bedroom. He shuts the door and Ilya immediately leans himself into Shane's body, forehead pressing against the top of Shane's shoulder. Shane tucks his face into the crook of Ilya's neck and they just stand together for a moment, holding each other and breathing.
"Thank you for coming," Ilya finally says, words muffled slightly against Shane's shoulder.
"You don't regret having us here?" Shane asks, voice small.
Ilya jerks his head up to look at Shane properly. "Not for a second," he states firmly.
Shane shakes his head, dropping his gaze back down towards Ilya's chest. He traces his fingers along the gold chain of Ilya's necklace, letting his eyes trail behind. The half-touch over his jewelry makes Ilya's skin tingle.
"I'm sorry," Shane whispers hoarsely. "…about dinner."
"That wasn't your fault," Ilya disputes, trying to avoid mentioning whose fault he thinks it was.
"I'm not surprised she brought it up. She mentioned it a few weeks ago and I made this stupid joke about how I'd pretend to have the flu and—"
"Hey," Ilya interrupts, grabbing Shane gently but firmly by the chin so he can force his eyes back up. "No hockey till after Christmas."
Shane looks like he wants to argue for half a second before giving Ilya a soft smile. "No hockey till after Christmas," he repeats the mantra while nodding in agreement.
"Do you want to shower before we go to bed?" Ilya prompts.
Shane nods. "I'd like that."
Ilya skates his hand from Shane's down his shoulder and arm to thread their fingers together and he pulls him toward the en suite.
A full hour after Shane's breathing had leveled out, Ilya is still wide awake. He isn't sure if it's nerves about tomorrow or trying to settle after a rollercoaster of a day, but he doesn't even feel tired.
After another ten minutes of lying in the dark, he scoffs to himself and carefully climbs off the bed, moving slow so as not to disturb Shane. He heads downstairs, hoping tea and maybe a change of scenery will help, only to find David sitting at the kitchen table, building the puzzle in the dim light.
"Ah, you like to wait up for Santa too?" David jokes when he sees Ilya.
"It felt like the right course of action," Ilya chuckles, settling in next to David and helping find the piece David needs without being asked. "He is threatening to break in."
"In that case, I'm glad you've joined me," David smiles.
"I still worry about our odds," Ilya confesses with faux-concern and a smile you couldn't get off his face with a crowbar. "He has that laser gun."
David stifles a surprised laugh so as not to disturb Yuna or Shane. "What?" He asks, giving Ilya a confused look.
"Is long story," Ilya snorts, waving his hand, but he can feel that he's smiling. He expects David to push for a better explanation but the man lets it go.
"Well, we can get some sticks ready and I'll see if some of my old skills from McGill can help us against this intruder."
"McGill? Is that…a person?" Ilya questions. This time David can't keep it in and he laughs a bit too loudly in the otherwise quiet house.
"It's a school," he imparts.
"A school for hockey? You played hockey?" Ilya  queries, asking maybe too many rapid fire questions but David doesn't look put off.
"It's a university. I played hockey while attending it," he explains.
"I didn't know that," Ilya admits, feeling stupid. Yuna is always the one who seems more invested in Shane's career, in the rivalry, and in hockey generally. It hadn't occurred to him that David might have played too.
"It was a long time ago," David shrugs, clearly unbothered by the gap in Ilya's knowledge. "I wasn't like Shane. I never went anywhere with it after college."
"Well," Ilya chuckles. "That doesn't seem like a fair way to measure yourself. Most people aren't Shane. Just Shane, I think, actually."
David's hands stop moving from where they'd been hovering across the scattered pieces trying to find the right one. When they don't resume their search, Ilya forces himself to meet David's eyes. The smile he's giving Ilya is so gentle and fond it's almost hard to look at. Almost.
"Yeah…just Shane," David agrees quietly.
Ilya clears his throat and looks away, pretending to be looking for a connection point for the piece he's clutching. He'd come downstairs to clear his head, not add to the clutter. There's a beat of silence that's not entirely uncomfortable, but Ilya still feels the urge to fill it with a joke.
"I should hope he is good. If he's going to drink all those horrible smoothies it better be worth it."
David huffs out a laugh. They build for a while in the kind of comfortable silence that Ilya still doesn't know what to do with. He's used to any silence shared with a father to offer nothing but a slow-building resentment and probably rage.
Eventually, it's David who breaks the silence. "How have things been in Boston? Since…" He lets the rest of the sentence hang, but Ilya knows what he is trying to say.
"Is good, mostly. Sometimes fan are shitty but has gotten easier as the season has gone on."
"And your teammates? They're all good, too?"
Ilya should feel defensive and nervous at the line of questioning but David is so soft-spoken and easy to talk to that he doesn't feel the need to be on his guard. The questions don't feel like they're going anywhere other than David wanting to know that Ilya is happy on his team and that they're treating him well.
"They've been good. More accepting than I would have expected really," Ilya admits.
"Everyone?" David prompts.
Ilya shrugs. "Was some who didn't like it, but they're either quiet about it or one player was traded. I am lucky to have management that has my back with them."
"I'm glad they're smart enough to know how lucky they are to have you," David responds and the phrasing makes Ilya wonder about David's thoughts on some teams in the league that aren't so smart. But he doesn't want to bring up the Metros.
"They've enjoyed having Shane around also," he says instead. "When he visited."
"I'm really glad," David nods. "He seemed to enjoy the time he spent here. The pictures were great and he was certainly happy to be coming back for Christmas."
Ilya smiles down at the puzzle. "I am happy to have him," he murmurs and then remembers himself. "All of you, I mean."
David laughs softly and gives Ilya a knowing smile. "I understand."
The build in silence for another minute.
"Have you spent much time with the Metros?" David inquires. He still has that same easy tone he's used through the entire conversation, but his question makes Ilya's skin feel cold. So much for avoiding that, Ilya thinks.
He opens his mouth to answer but can't find what he wants to say. He wants to pick them as carefully as his second language will allow, but he's quiet for a beat too long as a result.
Shane clearly hasn't told his parents really anything about the scope of what's been happening since the video. He doesn't want to share anything himself. Oversharing with Hunter is one thing. Ilya can't be blabbing to Shane's parents about things he only knows because of Pike.
"We all went for drinks. Some of my team and Pike and Boiziau," Ilya recalls once he remembers how to talk. "They were more fun than I expected for Metros players."
His joke has the desired effect of making David chuckle and shifting the mood. "I'm sure Shane enjoyed that."
"We had fun," Ilya reports. "Was maybe a bit strange, doing something that seemed impossible a few months ago. But it was good."
"Your lives are very different now," David agrees. "I'm sure going out together now must still be…strange after so many years."
It's the first time since they told Shane's parents about how long it had been that they'd mentioned it again. Sometimes Ilya got the impression that Yuna liked to pretend their relationship had only just started because it felt easier to deal with that way, rather than grapple with the fact that they were spending time with their son's secret lover of half a decade.
"It is strange," Ilya acknowledges. "But it is also good. Better than when we were hiding, for a lot of reasons. Is nice to get more time together because we don't have to hide behind games and league events to see each other."
Ilya doesn't catch until he's already spoken that maybe he's saying a bit too much and when he chances a glance at David again he sees the man looking horribly sad. Ilya supposes that it probably isn't the happiest story to share—all the time they spent apart while wanting more. He needs to get better at knowing how to say things so they sound happy. Especially to Shane's parents.
"Is good now though," Ilya hurries to add.
"I'm glad to hear that…" David pauses and seems to take a moment to collect himself. "That you're both happy."
"We are," Ilya affirms quietly. They don't say much more after that; instead, they just build in the quiet low-light of Ilya's dining room until they're finally tired enough to call it a night.
***

Ilya opens his eyes to see Shane's face hovering above him as lies propped up on one elbow, gently gliding his fingers over Ilya's neck and chest. Ilya isn't sure how long Shane's been watching him sleep for but it's as endearing as it is creepy.
"Hi," Shane whispers  when he notices Ilya watching him too.
"Hi," Ilya whispers back. He knows Shane hates morning breath but he pushes up and captures Shane’s mouth in a chaste good morning kiss. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas," Shane exhales. He leans his body weight into Ilya until he's lying half on top of him and they hold each other for a moment, just enjoying the peace and quiet of Ilya's dark bedroom.
"Thank you for spending Christmas with me…and my family."
"Thank you for coming here."
"I wish I didn’t have to leave tomorrow," Shane confesses. Still whispering like they’ve stayed up past bedtime at a sleepover.
Don’t leave. Stay forever. Make it our bed. Make it our home.
"I wish that too," Ilya admits, biting his tongue against the desire to ask for more time. "That New Years party your mother mentioned. I always have one, if we aren't on away games."
Shane nods along as Ilya talks. "That sounds nice."
"I would love to have you here for it," Ilya admits. "You don't play that night but maybe it doesn't work with flights." He's already trying to make it easier for Shane to say no. He knows Shane doesn't love parties but god he'd love to have Shane at this one.
"You want me to come to the party?" Shane repeats, his head lifting in surprise. As if that is even something that's up for debate. As if Ilya doesn't want Shane everywhere all the time.
"Da, of course I do," Ilya asserts. "Team would be happy to see you too."
"I, uhm…wait, we have—maybe," Shane stumbles, leaving his thoughts unfinished as he turns to fumble for his phone on the nightstand. His nightstand on his side of the bed. "I have a string of home games through the end of the month. But our last one is an afternoon game on the 31st and we don't fly out for the road games until the 2nd. So I, uhm, could make it work if I can get the right flight."
Ilya almost jumps with excitement at the idea of seeing Shane again after less than a week apart. "You'd really want to come? For New Years?"
"For New Years," Shane confirms with a nod and a smile. "That would be fun. We fly out to Detroit after, maybe I could even fly separate. Get as much time as possible."
Ilya knows he's absolutely beaming as he shifts himself and Shane until he's pinning the man down with the weight of his own body.
"Da, yes, do that," he orders, stealing another morning breath kiss. "Stay as long as you can. I want you here."
Shane laughs now and kisses Ilya, despite the sour taste, though he keeps his mouth firmly closed. "Okay, I'll check flight times," he promises. "I love you."
"I love you too," Ilya murmurs against Shane’s mouth before letting his head fall into Shane's neck, letting his own weight collapse down onto his boyfriend.
Shane lets out a small oomph, but doesn't protest. He just wraps his arms tightly around Ilya and holds him.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thank you for reading! I hope there wasn't too much unhappiness undercutting the Christmas joy! Final Christmas chapter coming next week!! Comments and Kudos are appreciated! Even if I'm bad at replying I'm trying to get better.

I just wanted to say I know we all talk about/read about Shane's eating disorder but honestly beyond sometimes mentioning parts of it I probably won't be getting into it much in this fic. Maybe in a future story. (No promises but liiiiike I have ideas for a sequel to this). So forgive me if it seems like I'm not respecting that issue enough it's literally just because I can't take the time. Or this story won't end.
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    Chapter Summary

    It's Christmas morning! That's it!



    Chapter Notes

      Hello and welcome back! I'm so excited for you to finally come to the end of the Christmas chapters that have honestly been exhausting my ass for over a month now. I will be relieved to hit post and be free of it. I also haven't been this excited to post a new chapter in a hot minute so I hope you all enjoy it.
Thank you all for returning as always!
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  They eventually make it downstairs after a shower that has Shane swatting Ilya's hands away to stave off his attempts to make it a sexy shower. Shane’s parents still aren't up, or if they are they’ve stayed in their room for the time being. Ilya heads to the kitchen to start coffee and tea for everyone, hoping they'll be down soon. He feels like there's a lot riding on the gift giving portion of this and he is eager to finally get it over with, for better or worse.
Just as the kettle starts to get loud, they're joined in the kitchen by a fresh-faced Yuna and a slightly less fresh David. Ilya once again makes coffee and tea, using Yuna's tea bags.
"Good morning," Yuna greets them, smiling at them both.
"Good morning," Ilya replies. "Did you sleep okay? Guest bed is okay? Pillows and blankets are not too…anything?" You're a fucking moron, a voice that isn't his own echoes in his head.
"The guest room is perfect, Ilya," David assures him. "You don't have to worry. I could have stayed in bed for another hour."
The way he says it, followed by the look Yuna gives him, makes Ilya think they had this same conversation upstairs.
"Well, I made coffee. If that helps," Ilya offers.
"It does," David exhales, nodding. "I'd love some coffee with that almond milk of yours."
Ilya flushes, heading to the fridge to get the milk for David. Inside he sees the carton of eggs and realizes he should be making them a breakfast. He'd made sure to have eggs and bacon, just in case, but then he'd lingered in bed with Shane instead of coming down to be a good host.
"Should I…" Ilya starts, trying to ask about making breakfast but he falters. He feels a bit like he's trying to drive a car but he doesn't know the route or the destination. "Do you usually eat breakfast first or…wait until after?"
Yuna laughs. "We didn't used to eat breakfast. Little Shanebug would not entertain waiting for people to eat when he was excited to open gifts."
"Especially if one of those gifts was supposed to be a new hockey stick," David adds with a smile.
Ilya laughs at the image of a tiny Shane, refusing to let his parents fry an egg, stomping his feet because there are presents with his name on them and he intends to see their contents.
"Well, as long as Shane doesn't object, maybe I can make toast for everyone…is quick and easy," Ilya offers.
Shane huffs out a laugh. "I don't object."
Ilya gives him a smile and drops two slices of bread into the toaster, pushing down the lever to start it.
*
They eat their toast for breakfast and slowly make their way to the living room, settling on the couch and chairs to open gifts. His parents insist that he and Ilya have to open their gifts first and Shane is happy if unsurprised with his Ninja brand portable blender and the handful of hockey books his mom remembered him mentioning. Ilya, meanwhile, appears to be beyond delighted by his vodka and a stack of books that Shane can't make out the titles of because they're all written in Cyrillic.
"I thought with everything going on…you might have a harder time getting it shipped to you, but I figured out how to order it," his dad explains.
"Thank you, I—this is very thoughtful." Ilya's smile looks devastated and happy in equal measure. The gift serving as both a thoughtful way to give him something back and reminder of what he's lost.
"And I thought you'd like those books based on the others you said you'd been reading," his mom motions to the stack in Ilya's lap. "I thought you'd probably prefer to read in Cyrillic."
"Thank you," he repeats with so much sincerity it's almost too much to watch. Like looking in something that should be private. "Thank you both for thinking of me and…remembering. I do prefer to read in Cyrillic, reading in English is…tiring, it's harder to read for a long time."
Yuna looks pleased that she made the right choice. "Well, I'll have to show you the site I found that does a lot of books in other languages. They can ship anywhere too."
"I'd like that," Ilya confirms with a nod.
"As you can see, my parents like to give books as gifts," Shane jokes as they line their respective piles up next to each other on Ilya's coffee table.
"They make great gifts," Yuna asserts, sounding defensive.
"I never said they didn't!" Shane concedes, both hands up in submission. "I just wanted to acknowledge that you had a theme going."
He stands up, getting the one box under the tree that's made out to both his parents. It's not physically big, but he hopes the contents won't disappoint them. "This is for you guys, sorry if it's not…" he trails off, not sure what he's even sorry for, and reclaims his seat next to Ilya.
They open it to find a Lonely Planet travel guide with Scandinavia written across the cover huge white letters. There's also a smaller blue travel guide with yellow letters by someone named Rick Steves who, from what Shane saw during his online shopping, seemed to have a book for every country.
Yuna pulls out the file folder that Shane spent hours meticulously filling with all the information for their different flights, hotel bookings, and places to rent cars when they'd need it, along with some potential excursions and museums he thought they would enjoy.
"What…is this?" Yuna asks, flipping through the pages Shane had printed. "An itinerary for a trip to Sweden?"
"It is a trip, to Sweden and Denmark and Switzerland. Which isn't technically Scandinavia, but I thought you'd maybe wanna see the Alps. Sorry to Norway, " Shane explains. He can feel himself starting to ramble. "It's all booked, planned…organized. You just have to…take it."
"Wow, Shane, oh my god," Yuna breathes.
They both seem speechless as they flip through the pages Shane made up and then travel guides in turn, neither of them quite closing their mouths as they look. Shane opens and closes his fists slowly, trying to focus on the movement and not to panic as his parents remain quiet for too long. Ilya, sensing his discomfort as it rolls off of him in waves, runs a reassuring hand up Shane's back.
"You planned so much for us," David notes. "Thank you. This must have been a lot of work."
"I just thought…" Shane starts, trying to find the words. "I know it's been a really…messed up year and I thought maybe you'd enjoy a little break. One you didn't have to plan. I c-can cancel everything if-if—" Shane's speech grows increasing fractured as his mom stays quiet for too long, until she finally saves him from any more over explanation.
"Thank you," Yuna says, looking up to meet Shane's eyes and smiling softly. "This is really lovely. I've always wanted to go to Stockholm."
"I know," Shane replies with a nod. "I scheduled you guys three days there."
"This is amazing, Shane, thank you," David smiles.
"Thank you for planning all of this and arranging it, that's…so thoughtful," Yuna praises. "I can't wait to go."
"I didn't want to, um, bring it because of the border and all that, but I've already arranged all the different currencies you'll need. Each place uses a different one. So you won't have to worry about that."
"Well, you don't have to do that, Shane," Yuna objects, just as Shane thought she would.  Accepting outright money from him has always been hard for his parents.
"Well, it's already done, so," Shane shrugs, forcing their hand.
"We have our own money," Yuna reminds him, looking almost offended by her son's attempts to do things for her. As if she doesn't know damn well how much money Shane has. As if she didn't have her hand in the most recent contract negotiation and all his sponsorships. He feels embarrassed to be having this fight in front of Ilya.
"That's not the point of the trip, mom," Shane argues. "It shouldn't cost you money to go when I bought it for you, and worrying about having the right currency when you're traveling is always such a headache."
Yuna opens her mouth like she wants to keep arguing but his dad gets their faster. "That's really thoughtful, son. Thank you," he accepts. "This is all really thoughtful. We can't wait."
"Thank you," Yuna relents, smiling at Shane and she looks so genuinely happy that it makes Shane's chest feel weird. "Really, really, thank you. This is going to be amazing."
"Well, I hope you enjoy the trip, you'll have to take lots of pictures."
"We will," his dad promises. His mom is too caught up again in flicking through his itinerary.
"It's over the All Star break!" She exclaims, looking up at Shane wide-eyed. He huffs out a laugh at her inability to escape the hockey mindset. "We'll miss the game," she points out, like that thought hadn't occurred to Shane.
There's an awkward beat of silence where the implication that they won't be the only ones missing it hangs in the air.
"You can watch it on your iPad. I'll be busy anyway," Shane counters, not expanding on why he'd be busy or what he'd be doing. Shane has been secretly hoping that a benefit of not being invited to the All Star game would be getting extend time with Ilya in the middle of the season. "It'll be a little cold everywhere, but there's less tourists that time of year than summer."
There is another beat of silence and Shane can tell his mom doesn't love feeling sent away during the break. He wonders if she has also realized this will keep her out of the country for the Pride Night game. It wasn't the only thing on his mind when picking the dates, but it wasn't an accident either. If she does notice, she tactfully doesn't mention it, instead opting to smile and nod. "Thank you. This is so kind. We love it."
*
Ilya lets them all recover for a beat before he moves to the tree and starts grabbing his boxes from underneath.
"I have gifts for all of you," he says uneasily, too aware of the way his nerves are making his movements stilted.
He delivers David and Yuna each their gift bags containing several carefully wrapped gifts, passing them off hurriedly like they're burning him,  before returning to his seat next to Shane. He doesn't look up at Shane's face when he passes him his gift. This all feels too tall stakes, like if any of them don't like their gifts than he's failed some kind of test.
"Thank you," Shane murmurs, glancing up his parents. "You guys go first."
Ilya's palms feel sweaty and he scrubs them over his black sweats to try to get some relief. As if sensing his nerves, Shane takes Ilya's hand in his own, and if he notices the sweaty palm, he doesn't flinch at it.
They both pause for a beat before beginning to open their gifts at the same time. Yuna gets the wrapping paper off the larger box from within her bag and starts working at opening a orange box with Hermes written in tiny lettering at its middle. Ilya feels sure his heart must be visibly beating in his chest.
Next to her David starts laughing. Discarding the last of the wrapping paper off a puzzle box, he turns it to show Yuna.
"Oh my god, Ilya!" She exclaims with a loud laugh. "That is so cute! "
"What is it?" Shane asks. David turns the box to show his son a five-hundred piece puzzle that is a photo of Shane holding the cup over his head with a huge smile on his face.
"What the f—" Shane gasps, cutting off the expletive. He's blushing furiously. "Where did you even get that?"
"I had it made," Ilya grins at Shane. "Like your mother said, you can get anything made online these days."
"I can't wait to build it," David imparts. "Thank you so much."
"There is more," Ilya nods toward the box still at David's feet.
Their attention is diverted from David's gift, by an audible gasp from Yuna as she flips away silk cover within the orange box to finally get to its contents.
"This is a Birkin bag. Is this a Birkin bag?" She asks, the shock clear in her voice. She looks up to see Ilya nodding at her.
"I got it in taupe," he explains, having spent a truly stupid amount of time making sure he'd get that word right. "I hope that is colour you like."
"It's beautiful, Ilya, the colour is perfect. Thank you! I…this…these bags have  waiting list, don't they? Most people wait forever to get these. How did you get this?" Yuna demands, running her hands over the smooth leather of the designer bag and fiddling with the seams as if inspecting them. She holds it out away from her by the handles, admiring it from slightly more distance.
"I am not most people," Ilya shrugs like it's not big deal. Like he didn't move heaven and earth and send Svetlana to get it from a shop in Paris. Because he'll be damned if he wasn't getting a good enough Christmas gift for Shane's mom. "There is something else in yours too." Ilya gestures to the box Yuna had laid aside.
Yuna pulls out another gift box and opens it to reveal a rectangle that looks like another purse, matching the colour of her Birkin bag.
"It's a purse organizer," Ilya explains. "When I saw inside was just big pit, I thought, maybe, you wouldn't like that and would want proper places for things."
"You got me a purse organizer that matches my Birkin bag," Yuna repeats with a laugh.
"Can someone explain the bag to me, please?" David asks, who has now abandoned his own gift to watch his wife fuss over her new purse.
"It's a Birkin bag," Yuna repeats, offering David no more information than he had four seconds ago.
"It's just very nice purse, very…not many people have purse," Ilya explains.
"Exclusive," Shane supplies.
"A very expensive purse, oh my god, Ilya, this is too much, I can't take this," Yuna disputes even as she starts arranging the purse organizer inside the body of the bag, carefully situating it to her liking. "Both of you! Both of you have spent way too much on us!"
Ilya wants to tell her he's spent more far money on people who deserved it less and she isn't even telling him to go fuck himself at the same time but he doesn't want to spoil the mood.
"I can afford it," Ilya chuckles instead, because he's trying to say things that make the Hollanders less sad.
"Where's my purse?" Yuna murmurs quietly to herself and Ilya can't keep the smile off his face.
"Do you like it? Colour is good?" He asks, needing further confirmation.
"Do I like it?" Yuna scoffs and laughs. "Oh honey, I love it. I'd never buy something like this for myself because I'd say I don't need it, which is true, I don't need it, but I love it. The colour you picked is perfect."
Ilya preens under the compliment, while choosing not to mention Svetlana's hand in this whole process. He glances at Shane who he realizes is already looking at him. They give each other soft smiles and Ilya feels sure he did a good job at this.
"Oh my god!" David shouts, demanding all their attention as he stands up to unfurl the soft fabric. "A Snuggie!"
Yuna starts laughing and Ilya can't help but laugh too. "For when you're cold but you need your hands free to build a puzzle."
"It's perfect," David exclaims, just as happy as when Yuna opened her bag for one five-hundredth the price.
Yuna rises. "I want to get my purse," she says quickly and then she's out of the room like she was shot from a cannon, returning a minute later with her bag in tow. "I just want to see how my things look in here," she explains as she begins moving items from old bag into the Birkin.
Ilya can't suppress his grin but he's scared of looking smug so he smiles down at the couch.
"Should I open this?" Shane asks, interrupting his self-congratulating thoughts.
"Please," Ilya nods, swallowing around something in his throat, no longer feeling pompous, just worried about what Shane will think.
Ilya knows the package is heavy on Shane's legs. He can see the awkwardness of its bulk as Shane pulls away the paper. Inside, heavy, hardcover books, the kind with thicker than normal paper, lay one on top of the other.
"One is from chef…that had that restaurant in New York and the other two both seem. very, uhm, good for you."
"Oh wow," Shane exhales, flicking through the pages of the topmost book and looking at the array of pictures and recipes within. "The chickpea fries are in here!"
"I just thought it might be nice to have some good food at home," Ilya explains.
Or in Boston. Or Boston is your home. 
"Thank you, this is awesome. We can make something together."
Ilya can feel that his smile is big because that's exactly what he'd selfishly hoped for when he'd found the cookbooks. "I'd like that," he expresses.
"I still have something I want you to open," Shane says like he just remembered, getting up to bring Ilya a large gift bag. “There’s a bunch of things individually wrapped inside…maybe just be careful.” 
Ilya nods silently. He feels embarrassed opening Shane’s present in front of his parents but to their credit Yuna and David are carefully pretending to be somewhat distracted with their own gifts. David is modeling the Snuggie for a laughing Yuna as she arranges a leather bound day planner and tablet into her Birkin.
"I can carry it in Stockholm!" She exclaims in delight and Ilya can't keep his own smile in check.
He focuses on opening the gift in front of him, pulling out a rectangular shape loosely wrapped in red tissue paper. It’s a photo frame, empty of a photo, but the frame itself is nice. A burnished gold colour with two sunflower designs in opposite corners. It’s made to hang or sit propped up on a surface. Ilya looks up from the frame to Shane with a confused look.
“For the photos…of your mom,” Shane whispers as if to keep the reason for the gift private. “I—you mentioned a sun hat picture, and I thought…There's up removable borders in all the frames incase they're not the right size.”
Ilya holds Shane’s gaze even as his throat feels thick and he's sure there must be tears in his eyes. He can’t get any words out, so he just nods silently and Shane reaches across to squeeze his hand. Ilya takes a minute to imagine the photo of his mother in this frame and he's already certain it will look good.
“There’s others,” Shane reminds him after Ilya doesn't move to get out more.
He blinks quickly to chase the threatening tears away. He has no interest in crying in front of Shane's parents. Once he can't feel like them hanging at his waterline he continues.
The next frame is plainer, dark brown with a simple design but this time there is a photo contained within it. One that's fairly famous, taken of them staring at each other through the glass, with Ilya wearing Shane’s hat. Ilya smiles down at the photo. It might be one of Ilya's favourite pictures ever. “Is a great photo,” he murmurs, when he feels like he can trust his voice again. He places it next to the empty frame on the coffee table.
There are still more; Ilya quickly realizes this box is filled entirely with frames. Ilya pulls out the next and finds another simpler frame. This time, the photo inside is an old one of himself and Svetlana from when they were much younger. He doesn't even remember taking it, but based on Svetlana's hairstyle at the time, they must be only sixteen or seventeen.
“How did you…” Ilya starts, voice coming out weak from how overwhelmed he feels.
“I asked Svetlana,” Shane reveals. “We’ve been texting sometimes, since the game in Boston. She mailed me that copy because I guess it's from a digital camera.”
“A terrifying thought,” Ilya admits with a soft chuckle. "You and Sveta being best friends."
Across from them, Yuna and David have dropped all pretense of pretending not to be paying attention.
"Can I see the photos?" Yuna asks, leaning in.
Ilya nods because saying no isn't an option an option and there is one of her son. Ilya forces himself to keep going, even as he feels  emotions swelling like a balloon inside him. He reaches in to find the next frame is empty again, it’s the same simple style that matches the previous one. More frames are pulled from the bag and unwrapped, some empty, one in particular has a delicate black frame with a hockey stick protruding from the bottom.
"You mentioned one where you were celebrating a win for a game," Shane murmurs when Ilya pauses to touch the delicate metal handle.
Ilya nods. "Is…so nice."
Other frames contained photos. One of Shane and himself giving each other a heated glare while Shane clutches a Nerf gun. Another of  his team celebrating the cup win, photo taken from inside the locker room after the game and showing Marley and Ilya embracing, half their gear removed, as the team celebrates around them. They both look like they must be yelling something at each other but the words are lost to time. Their faces are both visible though, beaming with pure elation.
This time when Ilya looks at Shane he doesn’t even bother to form the question.
“I asked Marley, who asked some of the guys. I think St-Simon had that one.”
“Is…amazing,” Ilya croaks. "I don't know if I've ever seen this photo before."
The last one is a photo taken their night with Hunter and Kip at The Kingfisher, all of them posed around the table, grinning at the camera, Shane is sporting his genuine smile.
“I thought…maybe if the photos of your mom weren’t the only ones out that it would make it easier for them to blend in and people wouldn’t ask,” Shane explains, gesturing to the frames. As if his gift required explanation, as if it weren’t overwhelmingly thoughtful already without revealing all the layers of thought.
Ilya nods because his throat feels thick. “Thank you,” he rasps. “Is a good idea.”
“We can do that before I go…if you want,” Shane offers. 
“I’d like that,” Ilya whispers and he reaches over to thread their fingers together, squeezing Shane’s hand hard. Shane doesn’t flinch though, just meets the pressure with his own hard squeeze.
"Thank you for…is so nice. I—my Mama…" Ilya doesn't want to get upset but he can't find the words and his voice is breaking on every word.
"I understand," Shane offers. "I'm really glad you like them, hopefully they look good." 
Ilya takes a minute to get control of his emotions, before turning to Yuna and David. "Thank you both also, again."
"Thank you boys," Yuna smiles. "I can't wait to carry my new bag through all the Scandinavian countries."
"Sorry Norway," Shane mumbles under his breathe, only loud enough for Ilya to hear. He smiles at his parents and then Ilya in turn. "Yeah, we couldn't have planned that better if we tried."
They spend some time in the living room. Ilya tops up everyone's hot drink of choice while Shane flicks through his new books. David and Yuna flick through their travel guides together and eventually David takes one of Shane's cookbooks to look through. After a while, Ilya finds himself growing antsy. He stands, gathering the empty frames in his arms.
"Where are you going?" Shane asks, looking up from his memoir about some old goalie.
"I just want to…I need to…" Ilya feels ridiculous. He can't, in front of Shane's parents, explain that he feels the need to finally get his mother's photos into frames, so he just lifts his arms, motioning with the stack of empty frames, and Shane seems to get it.
"I'll come with you," he offers, closing his book and standing up too.
"It's okay," Ilya assures him. "You don't have to."
"I didn't offer because I felt like I had to," Shane replies. Ilya smiles softly at him.
"Okee."
They excuse themselves and head up to Ilya's bedroom. Ilya carefully places the empty frames side by side on his bed before going to his closet. He feels disconnected from his body as he goes to the bottom of his closet and digs out the shoebox. He returns with the entire thing to his bed and finally pulls out his mother's photos that'd he'd left, too long, in the dark. He pulls out the photos one by one, laying them next to their respective frames.
"She looks so much like you," Shane breathes, staring at the sun hat photo.
Ilya smiles softly but he can feel his throat and eyes reacting already. "Thank you," he whispers, the words catching in his throat. "For everything…for gift, and for coming here, and for—"
The words cut off because Ilya can't make his voice work anymore. His brain keeps going though. For loving me. For loving me even when you shouldn't. For loving me even when it's cost you so much.
Shane wraps his arms around Ilya, who lets himself sink into the hug, his face nestled against Shane's neck. They embrace for a moment before Shane pulls away, rubbing his hands up and down Ilya's arms like he's trying to warm him. "Should we get them framed?" He asks, gesturing to the photos and taking a seat on Ilya's bed.
Ilya nods and sits down next to him. They slowly frame the photos, starting with the sun hat, until all of them are finally safe and appreciated, safely behind glass, in frames picked out by Shane. He can't believe how lucky he is as he watches Shane push the metal latch back into place to secure the backing.
"Do you want to find a place for them today?" Shane inquires in a quiet voice when the last photo is in a frame.
"Maybe later," Ilya replies. "When is…just us, maybe?"
Shane nods in understanding, not questioning why Ilya might not want his parents to be there for it. "How about we put them here for now?" He suggests, standing the frames up along Ilya's dresser. "Better than having them on the bed."
Shane carefully arranges them across Ilya's dresser, until they're all sitting nicely in a line, waiting for Ilya to find them a more permanent home. For one sickening second, it reminds Ilya of the row of framed photos that had been on display at his mother's funeral. Then he feels Shane's arms wrap around him from behind and the warm body against his back banishes the memory.
"Thank you," Ilya mumbles, grateful Shane can't see his face.
Shane gives Ilya a squeeze that makes Ilya think of the Heimlich maneuver. It makes him want to laugh, despite the emotions welling in his chest. "I'm glad you like them," Shane croaks and Ilya realizes he's not the only one feeling emotional.
"I love them," Ilya corrects, voice strained. "She would have loved them too." They stand together both clutching at each other like the other might try to escape. "She would have loved you, like I love you."
Shane turns Ilya around so they can see each other again and doesn't seem surprised by the tear tracks streaking down his face. He doesn't hesitate to pull him into a kiss. It's passionate and messy and Ilya's tears are ruining it and it's perfect. God, he's so lucky.
"We should go see mom and dad," Shane suggests after they spend some time just holding each other, Ilya peppering kisses along Shane's neck.
He nods and they finally release each other and go downstairs. They find his parents working on the puzzle with fresh mugs of something steamy next to them. They wordlessly join them and starting tackling the puzzle together.
"I hope you don't mind we helped ourselves to more tea and coffee," Yuna reveals, motioning to the mugs.
Ilya shakes his head. "You can help yourself to anything you like."
"Ooh, well I like that yellow Corvette I saw in your garage when we were getting the gifts," David comments.
"David," Yuna scolds but Ilya is laughing.
"Weather is maybe not so good for it now. But we will have to take out when you're here in the summer."
"I'll hold you to that," David smiles.
"He really will too," Yuna warns but Ilya just smiles back and he knows he looks goofy.
They do finish the puzzle in what feels like record time to Ilya but he has no reference for how fast a person can usually put together a thousand pieces. Shane fights tooth and claw against Ilya's suggestion that they build the Shane puzzle, much to Ilya's disappointment.
They've still got a lot of day left but Ilya isn't sure what they should be doing. None of the Hollanders make a move to address any sort of traditions they should be adhering to outside, Ilya assumes, of the puzzle, and there are no small children to play with. He feels the need to have an activity though, if for no other reason then to help avoid any more loaded conversations.
"We should go for a walk," Ilya suggests suddenly after staring out at the sun reflecting off the unblemished snow of his back garden.
"A walk? It's winter," Shane points out as if Ilya didn't know that.
"It's three degrees outside," Ilya argues, waving him off. "You can wear a coat. I probably have enough gloves or hats for everyone if you need. I just thought…sky is blue."
Ilya feels like an idiot but Yuna is smiling at him. "That sounds like a lovely idea," she agrees. "Is there a nice place to walk around here?"
"There is park nearby I like to run in, has pond. It is a nice place for a walk."
"I'll get our things," Yuna smiles and Ilya knows he must be positively beaming. This is perfect, a chance to show off some of his beautiful city to the Hollanders. Specifically his neighborhood. He can't believe he didn't think of it sooner.
A few minutes later, they're all gathered at the door, getting their coats and gloves on.
"I really don't think you need to bring that, Yuna," David says, pointing to the Birkin in the crook of her elbow. "We're just going for a walk."
Yuna gives her husband a look that suggests she doesn't care if they're going to get the mail, she'd be carrying the bag.
"I mean…it looks great with your coat," David corrects placatingly with a nod and a smile.
"Thank you, honey." Yuna smiles and gives her husband a peck on the cheek.
*
Shane had been unsure about going for a walk when Ilya first suggested it but once they're outside in the crisp winter air he realizes it was brilliant. The walk gives them something to focus on and offers topics of conversation that have nothing to do with Shane, his and Ilya's relationship, or hockey.
As they walk, Ilya points out his favourite local coffee shop and mentions pointedly to Shane that they serve almond flour muffins.
"Oh, that's always nice," Shane comments, and Ilya grins at him.
They enter the huge park. No doubt in the summer it's a grand expanse of green, but right now there's snow everywhere with foot tracks, human and animal, through most of it. The trees hang low from the weight of the snow on their branches.
"In the summer there is ducks in the pond," Ilya tells them, gesturing to the body of water that sits at the center of the park that's frozen over. A NO SKATING THIN ICE sign is sitting at the edge of the pond.
"There are ducks at Shane's cottage, aren't there?" Yuna prompts.
"Loons," Shane corrects. "Or…maybe that's the same? They kinda look similar."
"Loon," Ilya pronounces. "I am not familiar with this animal."
"I'll point one out to you when we're there," Shane considers before remembering Ilya has never be officially invited nor can he come to Canada yet. He flushes, glancing away from everyone under the guise of looking at the pond. He feels Ilya's gloved fingers slide down his arm to grasp his hand. Shane gives them a squeeze and receives one back in answer to a question he hasn't asked.
I'd love to come to your cottage.
"I look forward to seeing the loons," Ilya whispers just for Shane to hear.
"Do you run here often?" Shane inquires in a louder voice so as to include his parents, wanting to change the topic.
"As much as I can," Ilya shrugs. "Is nicer than the treadmills at the team gym. Less Connors and Marley complaining that they have to work out. As if they're surprised their careers as athletes require them to be athletic."
Shane laughs. "You'd think they'd drink less these days since they're so busy kissing," he murmurs for only Ilya to hear.
Ilya's laugh is startlingly loud, echoing across the otherwise quiet park.
"What's funny?" Yuna asks.
"Nothing," they say in unison, glancing at each other with wry smiles.
"I'm glad you suggested we take a walk," Shane concedes.
Ilya shrugs before giving Shane a smirk. "I figured it would be good training for your walk with the rookies," he jests.
"I don't need to train for a walk," Shane grumbles. "I'm a professional athlete."
"Ah, this isn't about your body," Ilya tuts. "You must train your mind. Learn to look around at things. Enjoy the sounds of nature."
"My eyes work fine too," Shane scoffs. "And something tells me where the babies are concerned I won't hear the sounds of nature."
Ilya laughs at that.
"What's this about a walk?" Yuna cuts in, no longer happy to listen in their conversation and be left out of jokes.
"Uhm, well," Shane sighs, giving Ilya a dirty look that he pointedly ignores. "The two new rookies on the Raiders asked me to go on like a...special walk with them around Boston." Shane tries to give few details because he feels weirdly embarrassed.
"Well, that's fun," David smiles. "What's the walk?"
"It's, uh, it's called The Freedom Trail. I guess it's about the American Revolution."
"Oh wow, how historical," Yuna exclaims, surprise clear in her voice. "That sounds really nice."
"Is the whole team going?" David asks.
Ilya barks out a laugh. "Ah, no, the rookies only cornered Shane."
Yuna gives Shane a look to communicate that she's seeking confirmation of this alleged cornering.
"Yeah, it did, sort of, happen that way," Shane admits with a soft chuckle. "I accidentally agreed and they basically haven't stopped texting me about it since."
"I can make them stop," Ilya frets, looking seriously at Shane. "I don't want them bothering you."
"It's really fine," Shane asserts. "They only send one text at a time now and wait for me to reply so I can kind of…control the output. I think they realized the more they sent the longer I took to reply. It was like I needed to find time to read an essay some days."
This makes everyone laugh.
"And did you?" David prompts. "Read their essays?"
Shane laughs. "God, no. But never tell them that. I, sort of, glanced over them."
"Well, if that changes you tell me, and I can—DOG!" Ilya abruptly turns away from the group, heading in the direction of an older couple with an insanely fluffy golden retriever.
"Can I pet your dog?" Ilya asks loudly from a polite distance away. The dog, having clocked Ilya's approach, is wagging with enough excitement that it moves his entire body like one big tail.
"Oh, he would love that," the man says, giving the leash more slack.
The golden retriever is off like a shot to meet Ilya, who kneels on the ground to greet him. He pets the dog, appearing completely unperturbed by the snow soaking in his pants or the wet kisses being slathered all over his face.
"You're a very beautiful boy, aren't you?" He's cooing to the happy dog when Shane and his parents join him. "Such beautiful soft fur, such handsome puppy face."
"Oh, and he knows it too," the woman chuckles. "Always trying to get attention when we're out on walks.
"Oh but you should know it, shouldn't you?" Ilya tells the dog in a baby voice. "Don't let anyone tell you it's wrong to know how handsome you are."
Shane can't help but snort out a laugh and Ilya whips around to look at him.
"Something to say, malysh?" Ilya demands.
"Not at all," Shane shakes his head, pressing his lips into a line to keep his smile in check.
Eventually, Ilya lets the couple go after saying about a dozen goodbyes to the dog, who is already looking for his next target. There aren't many people in this park on Christmas Day, but Shane suspects he'll find anyone who is.
"Do you want a dog, Ilya?" David asks when they resume their walk.
"I would love to have a dog," Ilya admits. "I am gone too much though, would not be able to take care of it."
Everyone nods in understanding. The NHL schedule doesn't leave much time free to care for a pet of any kind. Shane isn't surprised to learn Ilya wants a dog, after that display. They've just never discussed having pets of any kind yet. Shane considers it's probably important to agree on pets, on kids, on each other's thoughts on marriage. But all those decisions and conversations feel so far away, even ridiculous to consider discussing now.
"I suggested to Svetlana once that she could stay over as dog sitter when I am away but she didn't like that idea," Ilya explains, making everyone laugh.
"That's a shame," Yuna sighs.
"In future, though, maybe," Ilya muses. "Would be nice to have a dog."
"I bet a dog would love swimming at the cottage," Shane considers in a quiet voice, letting himself get lost in the idea of something that they haven't even discussed. He can picture it too: A dog leaping off his dock into the lake water, chasing a ball Ilya just threw. Ilya, shirtless and a bit tanned from the summer sun, turning back from the water to smile at Shane.
"Swimming at cottage sounds nice," Ilya murmurs back to him and Shane doesn't try to fight the soft smile he can feel spreading across his face. He just makes sure Ilya sees it.
"It will be," he says firmly, because, goddammit, it's going to happen.
***

The rest of Christmas Day slips by without excitement. Time seems to fly by, and before long they're all settled quietly around the living room, no one really talking while they wait for it to be late enough to go to bed. Ilya feels like he can't be the one to suggest it even if he wants to. But he's content to lie on the couch with his head in Shane's lap,  Shane's fingers twisting idly through his curls while he reads one of the new books his parents got him until someone else does.
Ilya lets his eyes slip closed and considers falling asleep just like this. Warm, and held after the best Christmas he's had since he was a child, or maybe ever. He lets his body relax and it occurs to him that he hadn't expected to ever feel this safe and happy again.
"We should call it a night," David declares and it startles Ilya slightly. He feels confused for a moment and maybe like he did end up falling asleep.
"Yeah, I think we should too," Shane agrees, giving Ilya's scalp a deep scratch before removing his hand completely.
They say their goodnights and climb the stairs. Ilya pulls off his shirt and pants, before starting to climb into bed. His eyes feel scratchy in a way that confirms he was definitely asleep in Shane's lap and he'd like to return to that state. But as he pulls back the covers, Shane stops him.
"I want to shower first," he explains. "Join me?" He asks it as if Ilya would ever say no that question. No matter how tired he is.
They take their time in the shower, lingering to rub soap of each other's body and enjoy a lot of slow, languid kisses under the steamy water. Neither moves to push it any further, both happy to just enjoy having this. When they finally collapse into bed Ilya doesn't fight to keep his eyes open, even if the shower had his dick stirring for more.
We can have sex tomorrow, he thinks sleepily as Shane presses himself close against his side and they both drift off. Once we are alone.
When Ilya wakes up the next morning, he's sad before he even fully understands why. It takes him a second before he remembers that Shane is leaving today, not until four, but still Ilya is aching at the upcoming loss. He crosses the expanse of the king-sized bed to where Shane had shifted away from him in his sleep to gather his boyfriend back into his arms.
Shane softly groans in protest to Ilya disturbing his sleep. Ilya ignores him, nosing into Shane's neck so he can suck on the tender skin there. "Marks," Shane protests groggily, fighting against the insistent press of Ilya's lips.
"It'll fade quickly," Ilya promises, moving to a new spot higher on Shane's neck to suck a light red mark there.
"Not fast enough," Shane grumbles and rolls over to look at Ilya's face. Ilya tries for a kiss but Shane pulls away slightly. "You have morning breathe."
"This is our last morning breathe together, Shane," Ilya reminds him, the words coming out in a petulant whine. "Let me kiss you."
Shane softens at the reminder of their limited remaining time and lets Ilya kiss him.
"Only until New Years," Shane points out.
Ilya preens at the reminder that Shane is coming to his party. He redoubles his efforts at marking Shane's neck. "After that will be a bit though. Might not see you until All Star break," Ilya predicts, keeping his face in Shane's neck so Shane isn't forced to look at the sadness in his eyes.
"Well…" Shane sighs, forcing Ilya's face out of his neck so he can look at him. It's clear he's trying to look happy for Ilya's sake. "We'll just have to buy that tripod you were talking about, won't we?
"Mmm," Ilya hums, rubbing his hand over Shane's chest. "I will accept this."
"Oh, actually." Shane pulls back and starts sitting up, causing Ilya to make a distressed grab for him stomach.
"Where are you going?" He demands. He isn't ready for their time in bed to end.
"I have something for you," Shane reveals. He goes to his suitcase and pulls out a small package, returning to the bed with it cradled in both hands.
"You have another present for me?" Ilya asks, voice small. Shane nods in response, a blush climbing up his neck.
"You Hollanders and your double gifts," Ilya groans. "I was not prepared."
"This is for both of us," Shane offers in a placating way.
Ilya raises an eyebrow and Shane's blush reaches his cheeks, confirming Ilya's suspicions as to why this package was concealed upstairs away from where Shane's parents would see it. Ilya opens it carefully to reveal a Polaroid camera and a stack of film.
"I just thought—you know, we talked about taking more photos and I thought it might be nice if we knew some of our photos could always be private…safe from hacking," Shane explains.
Ilya's grin grows slowly across his face but he can tell it must look feral. "This is for sexy photos," he clarifies.
Shane blushes furiously. "Just any photos we might want to be sure no one else will ever see," Shane corrects but Ilya doesn't believe him.
"Let's start now," Ilya declares. He pulls at the waistband of Shane's underwear. "Take these  off and lie on your back."
"No!" Shane barks, getting somehow even redder. "My parents are here. We aren't doing that."
"Okay," Ilya acquiesces. He has more time later to talk Shane out of his clothes and maybe back into Ilya's jersey. "Just lie on your back. Please."
Shane looks like he wants to argue for a second. But after some internal struggle that's written on his face, he shifts around until he's lying across Ilya's bed with his head on the pillows. Ilya follows him, straddling Shane's knees so he can get a photo with all his favourite parts of Shane in it. Well almost all of them, since Shane insisted on keeping the underwear.
"This is embarrassing," Shane protests weakly as Ilya lines up his shot. "I don't know how to look."
"Aren't you an underwear model?" Ilya smirks.
"I'm not going to give you like…model face," Shane mumbles, the red flush creeping down onto his chest. "You're my boyfriend."
"You always look perfect, moy lyubimyy," Ilya consoles gently. "You don't need to do anything."
Shane settles after that and lets Ilya snap a photo of Shane and plucks the printed photo from the front of the camera. He attempts to start shaking it when Shane stops him.
"You're not supposed to do that," he explains, taking the photo from him. "Just give it a few minutes."
"But—"
"It'll only be a few minutes," Shane interrupts. "We should shower."
Ilya isn't about to argue with that offer. He sets the camera down on his bed and follows Shane into the shower. He's immediately crowding him against the wall, excited by the thought of Shane letting him take shower pictures.
Shane bats his hands away though. "My parents are probably up, they'll want to leave early. We should shower quick and go downstairs."
Ilya sighs, dropping his head against Shane's neck and letting the water just run over both of them. He doesn't want to shower quickly but he can wait a little longer to be in his favourite place. "Let's hurry so I can make them coffee."
*
Downstairs, Shane's parents are up and have already started coffee for themselves. They aren't rushing out the door, but they aren't lingering either. His mom is carefully wrapping the Shane ornament up again when they find her.
"Good morning boys, did you sleep well?" She asks in a bright tone.
"Very, did you guys? Guest bed is still okay?" Ilya asks for at least the third time that Shane is aware of.
"It was very nice, we slept like rocks," Yuna insists.
"I'll make sure it's still the same when you come back," Ilya promises.
Shane can't imagine when that will be, at what point his parents would need to be back in Boston. Maybe this summer, if Ilya's asylum isn't figured out by then.
"That's very kind, we're looking forward to it," Yuna thanks him with a gentle smile.
"We will need to go for that drive!" His dad cuts in with a clap of his hands. "I am looking forward to that too."
Shane is embarrassed but Ilya looks happy and he's laughing. "You're going to love it."
The goodbyes at the door take a long time. Shane knows he can't be mad, though, because it's his fault his mother is so frantic about when she'll get to see him again.
New Years resolution: Tell mom and dad everything, he thinks, before reconsidering. Tell mom and dad some things.
"Text when you're leaving and when you get safely home, okay? Please," His mom pleads, and Shane feels guilt twist his gut.
"I will," he promises. "Both. I'll do both."
After a second round of goodbyes and hugs, they head out the door. Shane and Ilya watch them go from his front step, waving as they pull away. It's a little surreal.
After the door shuts behind Shane's parents, they're both quiet for a beat. They slowly return to the kitchen. Shane glances idly around his eyes falling to the puzzle still sitting built at the dining table.
"Oh god," he exclaims. "My dad left that puzzle here."
Ilya chuckles. "It can be the first one in a collection I think David is planning for me."
Shane seats himself at the table and looks expectantly at Ilya. "Want me to help you take it apart?" He asks when Ilya doesn't move.
After a beat, Ilya nods and joins him at the table.
"Thanks again for hosting them," Shane murmurs. "I know they're…maybe a lot."
Ilya looks serious but his eyes are gentle. "They're not a lot. They were kind to come here. You are too."
Shane nods mutely, thinking about the Christmas Eve dinner. Ilya must see it on his face too.
"Do you want to talk about it?" He asks.
Shane can't think of much he'd like to do less. "No," he answers. "I want to enjoy our time." That we have left, goes unsaid but they both hear it.
They tidy away the puzzle and Shane gets to his feet. He's immediately met with Ilya crowding him against the table and kissing his neck.
"Mmmm, so it was a good Christmas?" Shane hums, threading his fingers through Ilya's hair.
"It was…best Christmas I've had in a long time," Ilya reveals, sucking a mark into Shane's neck and, despite his earlier protests, Shane lets him. "Thank you for coming here and for bringing Yuna and David."
Shane cringes at the mention of his parents when he's getting hard against his boyfriend. "I'm so glad we got to spend it together," he sighs, moving to catch Ilya's mouth in a kiss. "I'm so glad to be here with you."
They don't say anything else before Ilya is dropping to his knees and starting to work Shane out of his pants. "Fuck, this was completely worth it."
"Worth it?" Ilya repeats, pulling back to sit on his heels, so he can look at Shane's face. "What does this mean? Worth it."
Shane is lost for words for a moment, still focused on all the blood rushing to his dick. He hadn't meant to say that out loud.
"I just mean…I'm going to hear about this in the locker room," Shane explains carefully.
Ilya scoffs, scrubbing his hands furiously over his face. "I don't understand this."
"Well, some people are homophobic and—"
"No, not them," Ilya interrupts, looking genuinely angry now. "You. I don't understand you. Why you stay?"
"I don't want to talk about my team, Ilya," Shane argues, feeling desperate to get back on track before the mood is completely ruined.
"Well, I do," Ilya counters, getting to his feet.
"Look, I just…this doesn't matter," Shane groans. His erection flagging to nothing in his jeans. "I shouldn't have said anything. I just know I'm gonna cop some shit for this in the locker room, okay?"
"If you're going to be punished for seeing me, then why did you come?" Ilya demands.
Shane can't even get his head around what an insane question that is. Of course he still came. He'd endure a thousand homophobic comments in the locker room before he'd miss spending Christmas with Ilya.
"How can you even ask me that?" Shane objects, pushing away from where he's pinned against the table to get more space. "I'm not going to let my team stop us from spending time together. And you think I'd leave you alone on Christmas! I couldn't do that to you, that would be terrible."
Something in Ilya's face changes. "It would be terrible," he repeats. "You'd feel terrible."
"Wha…I mean, I guess, yeah, of course I would," Shane acknowledges but he can feel that he's saying something wrong. He's not nearly as in control of this conversation as I'd like to be.
"You'd feel guilty," Ilya accuses, eyebrows creased in unhappiness. "Knowing I was alone if you weren't here."
Shane hesitates. There's a right and wrong answer here but he doesn't know what the right answer is. "I mean…I know you can't go spend it with your family because of everything that happened, and—"
*
“So that is the only reason you came here for Christmas? Because you’d feel guilty if you didn't,” Ilya demands. He can feel an ache in his chest, akin to actual pain. A horrible burning hollow that steals his breath. When Shane doesn't form a reply he carries on. "You're worried I'd be alone without you? So that is only reason you're with me at all, right? The guilt of thinking I'd be alone otherwise."
What am I doing? What am I saying? A panicked voice in Ilya's head demands. When they've just had an amazing Christmas together and Ilya couldn't be happier. He doesn't want to start this fight, but he can’t stop himself. Something about Shane saying he'd feel terrible has sent Ilya over the edge he's been teetering beside since reading the texts from his Alexei. A hard shove in the form of Shane saying he didn't come because it made him happy, but only because not coming would make him feel bad.
“What!” Shane blurts, taking a step away from Ilya.
“You’re with me because you feel guilty,” Ilya spits, taking a step closer and causing Shane to retreat back another two steps, putting even more distance between them.
“You blame yourself for the video and I was big pathetic baby—" he spits each word with vitriol "—crying about Russia and my family. I made you feel guilty about the video, and now you’re stuck with me. Even though your team punishes you for it.”
“No! That’s not true! None of that is true,” Shane denies, voice rising in volume. “How can you even say that to me?”
“So you don’t blame yourself for the video getting leaked?” Ilya asks the question like it's an accusation. Maybe it is.
“Of course I fucking blame myself!” Shane shouts, throwing his arms out and spinning around in frustration. “It was my fault! I should have deleted it! I fucking told you that I would delete it and I lied and I kept it because I wanted to.”
“So that is why you’re with me then, da?” Ilya exclaims, gesturing wildly at him with an open angry hand. “You feel guilty! Even though it was my fault. Video was my idea.”
“So you blame yourself, then?" Shane blurts, throwing the same words back at Ilya. "Does that mean you’re only with me because you feel guilty!”
“Of course not!”
“Than why the fuck are you saying that to me!” Shane is almost shouting now.
“Why wouldn’t I say it?" Ilya spits. "When I am the worst thing to ever happen to you."
He's repeating something he should have let go of months ago. Shane hadn't meant it that way when he said it, Ilya's almost sure of that. But instead, he has let it fester, an open wound he never cared for, and now he's spitting the resulting infection back at Shane, wanting to hurt him with it.
“What? Why are you saying that?” Shane looks like Ilya just punched him, taking yet another step back from him, growing the distance between them further.
“You fucking said that!” Ilya yells, pointing at Shane. “After meeting with Crowell. You say getting outed with me was worst thing to ever happen to you.”
“Wh-wh…no, I…I didn’t mean it that way,” Shane says, he looks far away as he tries to recall saying something Ilya hasn’t been able to forget.
“There is different meaning to ‘I am worst thing to ever happen to you’?” Ilya demands.
“What the fuck do you WANT FROM ME?!” Shane shouts, his own anger rising to match Ilya’s, to surpass it.
The volume of Shane's shouting makes all Ilya's muscles lock into place. A survival instinct still kicking in from a different version of Ilya’s life when flinching from his father yelling only earned more yelling or sometimes violence for being a coward.
“Yeah, obviously everyone knowing about us has ruined my FUCKING LIFE, Ilya! I'm not sure if you've noticed but everyone on my team fucking hates me now because of it."
“THEN LEAVE!” Ilya shouts back, ruined my fucking life ringing in his ears like a cacophony of bells. “I don’t understand why you fucking stay on this horrible team who treats you like shit and you won’t explain it to me. You hide from my questions. You lie to your parents!”
"I told you I don't want to talk my team," Shane grumbles petulantly. "No hockey until after Christmas."
"It is after Christmas," Ilya retorts. He knows he's being an asshole, but he refuses to let Shane retreat from this conversation. Not when they've already spent enough time dancing around it. Not when Ilya ruined Shane's fucking life.
“They haven’t cut me yet,” Shane says, casting his eyes away from Ilya. He says it as if that matters, as if that means anything. 
“You could make the first move,” Ilya tells him. “You do not need to wait for them to try to force you out.”
“I know that,” Shane claims, putting way too much stress on each word as he spits them through gritted teeth.
“Then do it!” Ilya's shouts, losing control of his volume. “You do not need to be there Shane! You can play fucking hockey anywhere!”
*
“They're my team, Ilya,” Shane emphasizes, begging him to understand, to have patience. "And I can't just go anywhere."
“Any team would be your team if you played for them,” Ilya dismisses. “Plenty of teams want you. Teams that would not treat you like the Metros do. Boston is not like this.”
Shane scoffs and turns away from his boyfriend, throwing his head back with an angry groan. “Yeah, yeah, I know, Boston is just sooo fucking lovely, aren't they? A team just made up entirely of fucking allies. How nice for you that being the first pick of the draft continues to pay dividends all these years later.”
"I…wha…" Ilya looks dumbstruck for a minute, starring at Shane with an open mouth until his face contorts into something angrier. “Are you fucking serious right now, Shane? Now this is about me being the first pick? You're still angry about that?”
“No!” Shane shouts, feeling exasperated. Nothing is coming out right. This is why he doesn't want to talk about hockey. “That’s not what’s happening!”
“Then what are you saying?” Ilya demands.
“I DON'T KNOW! Okay? I don’t fucking know what I’m saying! I’m just angry, and jealous. It’s such bullshit that Boston accepts you but the Metros can’t accept me. After everything I’ve done for them.”
“Boston would accept you too,” Ilya offers in a small voice. Now he's the one begging, Shane can see it in his eyes. How desperately he wants Shane there.
“I can’t do that,” Shane replies immediately and reflexively, turning away and moving across the house towards the living room. He wants to escape this conversation.
“Why not?” Ilya demands, giving chase, refusing to let him.
“Because I…because it wouldn’t work,” Shane argues. “They don’t really want me.”
“Of course, they do, Shane.” Ilya refutes. “Why do you think they wouldn’t want you?”
“Because I…because it’s…” Shane stammers, fumbling for the right thing to say and, before his brain can talk him out of it, saying the truth. “Because all I am now is your boyfriend.”
“What?" Ilya exclaims, genuine confusion in his voice. "What does that even mean?"
“That’s how the Metros see me! Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend—" Shane spits the phrase like it's a slur because he keeps hearing it like it is one. "—and everything else about me only pales in comparison to that.”
“But that’s not—”
“And the Raiders would see me that way too,” Shane asserts, interrupting Ilya because he isn’t even really listening. “I’ll just be an extension of you.”
“An extension of me? No one would think of you that way,” Ilya scoffs, like the very idea is ridiculous.
“EVERYONE THINKS OF ME THAT WAY!” Shane shouts. The words bounce off the walls of Ilya's home, the echo making them last longer. He sees Ilya tense when he gets loud and he doesn’t mean to. But he’s so angry and he can't control it. That supernova of anger is back, burning white hot inside him.
“I used to be someone. Shane Hollander, captain of the Metros! Two time Stanley Cup champion! and I was great!" Shane shouts each accolade like maybe Ilya forgot them, because it feels like everyone forgot them. He pauses for a second to take a few deep breathes. "I know, I was fucking great.”
“You're still great. You can still be great. We can be great together,” Ilya offers again. That same pleading tone is back in his voice but Shane can't hear it. He doesn't want to hear it. “Boston would—”
“I can’t go to Boston,” Shane dismisses, waving the idea away and refusing to look at Ilya again.
“Why? Because of your mother?” Ilya demands. "She can learn to understand. You can tell her the truth! I know she'll be okay. She even told me—"
“Don't fucking speak to me about what you think my mom would understand," Shane snarls, voice cold with rage. "Like you know her better than me because you've spent one Christmas with her."
A look of genuine hurt crosses Ilya's face but he doesn't let Shane's cruel words put him off. "But if it's just because of her we can—" Ilya starts, still in that same desperate, pleading way that is only making Shane angrier for some reason.
"IT'S BECAUSE OF EVERYTHING!” Shane screams it at him and he sees Ilya tense again.
He shouldn't be shouting, he shouldn't be someone who shouts at the person they love. But he can’t fucking stop, because the supernova of anger is so fucking bright inside him and he hates that it’s directed at Ilya but it's too late to change that now. Ilya wouldn't let the conversation go when he asked him to.
 Now, they've already started this and Shane isn't strong enough to stop it. The version of Shane Hollander who knew how to swallow his anger. The Shane Hollander that gave the correct responses, that didn't incite problems, died in that Boston locker room, clutching a towel against his otherwise naked body.
“If I go to Boston, everyone will know that I only ended up there because I’m your boyfriend. That Boston only took me in because I’m Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend.”
“No one—”
“And then what!” Shane barks. “I go from Captain of the Metros to Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend who doesn’t even play on the first fucking line!”
“STOP saying it like that!” Ilya is shouting now too, not as loud as Shane was but it’s the loudest he’s been since this fight began to spiral out of control. The volume of it takes reminds Shane of a different version of them. The version that wasn't anything and Ilya got angry at Shane any time he tried to change that. The version of them that still got to be a secret.
“Stop saying what like what?”
“Stop saying Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend like it’s the worst thing you could possibly be,” Ilya snarls. 
“I-I didn’t…I didn’t mean it to sound that way.”
“Then how the fuck did you mean it to sound?”
“You don’t understand,” Shane pleads and he realizes his voice is breaking. “It’s not the worst thing. I-I love being your boyfriend. I love you! But it’s all anyone sees now! It’s all the Metros see! Everything else about me has been completely washed away by being gay and being with you. Everything else about me, everything I’ve accomplished is meaningless compared to that.”
“It’s not,” Ilya tries to assure him but Shane isn’t interested. He's well past reassuring words gently spoken to try to make him feel better about the mess that has become of his life, of his team.
“I just won two cups with that team, Ilya. That just happened. Not five years ago, not a decade ago. I’m not past my prime. That just fucking happened and it’s still worthless to them when compared to everything else about me. It’s all I’ve ever been able to offer anyone. It's the only value I possess, it’s all I FUCKING AM, and it’s worthless.”
Shane’s chest is heaving with exertion like he just ran ten miles. His eyes are burning, but he refuses to let the tears fall. Ilya doesn't seem to be able to form a reply, moving his mouth as if to find words but they're escaping him.
“Everyone just sees me as Ilya Rozanov’s boyfriend, and other than that I'm fucking worthless.” The last words are choked out around a sob, the early warning of a breakdown that’s been biting at his heels for months but Shane has refused to let catch up to him.
“None of that is true, Shane, no one—” Ilya starts.
Shane cuts him off to say the worst thing he can think of. Every part of his brain is telling him not to speak, but he’s doing it anyway. His mouth and his brain and his fucking pride are all at war with each other, and his pride has taken too many hits lately, so it wins out. His pride feeds off that white-hot rage, having spent too much time hurting he wants to hurt people back. And unfortunately, Ilya is the one standing here.
“I’m just Ilya Rozanov’s fucking puck bunny whore,” he snarls and the way he spits it makes Ilya jerk like Shane punched him.
“Shane, no, th-that was…that was sexy talk,” Ilya stammers. His hand is shaking slightly as he reaches up to his necklace, clutching it as if to ground himself with it's presence.
Shane doesn't really listen though, feeling suddenly oddly detached from this entire fight. From his entire life. He isn't even looking at Ilya anymore. He's just staring at a huge piece of art on the walls that he's never really paid any mind to before. A weird little part of him, the part that wants to get away from this fight, wants to ask Ilya where he got it.
"It's all anyone sees now," he sighs in a cool voice, not taking his eyes off  the art. "And it's fucking worthless."
Ilya is quiet for long enough that Shane forces his eyes back to him, catching the carousel of emotions traveling across Ilya’s face. Too many at once for him to parse them all out. Shock, grief, anger, sadness, but it all settles into something colder.
It’s a look Shane’s seen before, one he remembers well. For a moment, he could swear he’s back in Sochi. He can almost smell the arena as he locks eyes with the icy, impassive glare Ilya is giving him now. He can almost feel the cold in his veins. Whether from the imagined arena or the actual look, he isn't sure.
“Well,” Ilya finally speaks, clearing his throat. “I am so fucking sorry that worst thing to ever happen to you, Ilya Rozanov, makes you feel worthless." Ilya uses the third person speak as if to remove himself from this entire fight emotionally. As if to say 'that's not me, that's Ilya Rozanov who did that and I don't even know that guy'.
When Shane doesn't speak he continues. "I’m sorry you feel like you’re just my…” He seems to choke around the roleplay nickname Shane has made dirty in a completely different way. “I’m sorry that my boyfriend is the worst thing you could possibly imagine being and yet you're trapped in it because you feel guilty." Ilya clears his throat. Shane can see he's blinking rapidly, still clutching the necklace at his chest. "I'm sorry I ruined your fucking life.”
“Ilya, I…no that’s not…I-I-I shouldn’t have—” Shane stumbles through an explanation because his brain is getting loud. "We sh-we shouldn't talk about hockey."
Ilya clears his throat again and it turns into a choked cough. It looks like he’s fighting to keep his face neutral and impassive. “I am going to go for a drive," he informs Shane. "I can't be here anymore, and I think you should go while I am out."
“No, no, we need to talk about this,” Shane argues. Regret is settling heavy in his stomach as he watches Ilya retreat emotionally, mentally, and now physically from him.
Ilya just shakes his head, refusing to look at him. He's already turning away, moving to leave the living room. “I think I have heard you say enough things about how being with me makes you feel for one day, Hollander.”
It’s that same tone of voice now too. The one Shane recognizes from a lifetime ago. He can smell it again, the Sochi arena, he can almost hear the background thrum of skates on the ice. A cold dismissal to hide a broken man and this time Shane has no right to push because he’s the one breaking him. Even the use of his last name is a part of the mask. He knows exactly what Ilya’s doing when he uses it, but it works anyway, creating yet more distance between them.
Shane wants to refuse to leave. He considers insisting they talk but Ilya must sense the argument coming.
“Please, just go,” Ilya says quietly over his shoulder. He makes to leave but hesitates, and Shane thinks maybe they can fix this. But his next words come out soft and small and broken and it would be easier if they could go back to yelling. “Shane…if you think about it and realize you only did this because of guilt. Th-that you’d rather not be with me…I will not hold it against you. Boston will still be good to you on the ice, I promise.”
“Ilya, I’m not going to—” Shane tries to refute the very idea of it.
As if he could ever regret them. He feels nauseous that Ilya could even think that. This isn't what he wanted. This is why he didn't want to talk about hockey. He shouldn't have told Ilya all that; he wants to beg Ilya to understand, to forgive him. Ilya doesn't let him speak though.
“Just take some time to think about it,” he orders, voice flat. Then he rounds the corner out of the living room and disappears from sight. A minute later, the front door opens and shuts and Shane is alone.
The white hot supernova of rage inside Shane has gone cold, replaced with a vacuous, icy feeling that spreads over his entire body. All that rage, all that fire, replaced by a nothingness that had been meant to contain the Metros. But he’s sucked up his and Ilya’s relationship into that void instead. The look on Ilya's face when he asked Shane to leave was so detached. A mask he knows Ilya used to wear when things got hard and now he's chosen to don it again. Shane made him feel the need to.
We are not anything, Hollander.
Confident that Ilya wouldn’t return for hours, until he was sure Shane would be gone, Shane lets his knees give out until he's sitting on Ilya's huge couch. He finds himself staring at the Christmas tree where Shane Cat and Ilya Cat still hang side by side. He stares at them until they both get blurry and then Shane finally, finally lets himself start to cry. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Well...what can I say? They were just having too much fun, weren't they? And this is about the Torment Nexus!! That's where I want them to liiiive full time!!! Did I make you all think we were out of the woods after the Yuna fight? I'm afraid that was simply the appetizer and they was the MAIN COURSE of MISERY. Alas the Boxing Day fight is a canon event.
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      Chapter 31: Happy New Year, Ilya Rozanov
  


    Chapter Summary

    It's the week between Christmas and New Years. What will this liminal time bring?



    Chapter Notes

      Hello! Thank you for returning and welcome back!! Thank you for all returning to the torment nexus!
I'm so sorry this is late! Instead, of working on writing my husband and I have been level 1000 ADDICTED to Widow's Bay and we finished the entire show in a week. But we did finish it so hopefully I can be better next week.
I am also going to shift to a Friday posting schedule going forward because it turns out that works better for my beta reader. I'm so sorry. My schedule is no schedule. But when in doubt, once a week!
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  Ilyusha: Do you still hide your spare key in same spot?
Sveta: Why are you breaking into my home?
Ilyusha: I'm not breaking in. I just asked for spare key.
Sveta: What's going on? You're supposed to be spending Christmas with Hollander's family. Why are you going into my house?
Ilyusha: Found the key. Thank you for nothing.
Sveta: Why are you in my house?
Sveta: What happened with Shane?
Sveta: Ilya!!
Sveta: Answer your phone for fuck sakes! 
Ilya pushes open Svetlana's front door and makes his way inside, dropping his phone to the floor on his way in. He has no interest in it now. Collapsing onto the couch, he lets out a long groan.
He sits there for an unknown amount of time, listening to his phone vibrate on the floor without moving to check it. Ilya feels some guilt about worrying Svetlana but that guilt is outweighed by not wanting to see anything Shane may send. Eventually he forces himself up, continuing to ignore his phone as he heads to the kitchen. Ilya opens the fridge, stares inside for a beat, shuts it, and moves on to the freezer where he finds what he's hunting for.
"Ah, Sveta," Ilya exhales, pulling out a bottle of vodka with ice cubes stuck to it. "I knew you'd never let me down."
It's too early to be drinking but Ilya twists the screw cap off and brings the bottle with him back to the couch anyway. It's also too early to be torpedoing his relationship with the love of his life but that hasn't stopped him either. The first pull off the bottle feels like relief, so he has a second and a third.
He doesn't move to turn the TV on, or to answer his accumulating messages from Svetlana. He just sits on the couch, sipping from that bottle of vodka and letting his brain play a highlight reel of the fight for him.
I'll just be an extension of you. Drink.
Ilya Rozanov's puck bunny whore. Drink.
Obviously, it's ruined my fucking life. Drink.
It's ruined my fucking life. Drink.
Ruined my fucking life. Drink.
***

Ilya jerks awake and, for the first several seconds of groggy half-consciousness, he isn't sure where he is. Then it all comes rushing back, the fight, asking Shane to leave, the vodka. Ilya lets out a long, pained groan. It's still bright out but he can't tell how much time has passed. He forces himself up and collects his phone from where he dropped it at the front door.
3:13pm the clock on his phone informs him.
"Okee," he nods, trying to get his bearings. He looks over the texts and missed calls, and sees that none of them are from Shane.
Of course they're not.
At a quick glance, he can tell Svetlana is angry with him, but she will still be angry later. He can't find the words for whatever form of explanation would make her happy right now.
Ilya goes to Svetlana's bathroom to find a spare toothbrush and splash some water on his face. He feels hungover and the fact that it's the middle of the day only makes that feeling worse.
Once he feels slightly less disgusting and he's confident that he's okay to drive, Ilya puts the rest of the vodka back in Svetlana's freezer. He locks the door behind him, stows the spare key back in it's hiding place, and heads home.
The door to his own house is locked and inside the house is quiet. Ilya wanders through, searching for Shane in the silence. He doesn't expect to find him, but he looks regardless. Ilya isn't even sure whether he wants to find him or confirm he is gone.
He can see the faint glow of the Christmas tree, left on from earlier, but he can't bring himself to go in the living room. He heads upstairs instead, seeking his bedroom. Inside, it's how he expects it; Shane's suitcase is gone, packed up and sent away with Shane. Ilya's bed is made and, for some reason, that has Ilya's lip quivering. The image of Shane making Ilya's bed, tidying his home for him, before leaving him completely.
Ilya walks around the bed and something catches his eye on the nightstand. It's the Polaroid picture, forgotten in the midst of so much else. Ilya lets his knees slowly collapse under the weight of more than just his body as he sits down onto the bed. Carefully, like he's scared it might crumble to ashes in his hand, Ilya picks up the photo.
Shane sprawled on his back, in nothing except his briefs, giving the camera a bashful smile. Ilya can only look at it for a moment before he has to put it down again.
How did it go so wrong? He asks himself, like he doesn't know the exact second, like he can't still hear himself.
You'd feel guilty?
Ilya pulls off his clothes, tossing them without consideration around his bedroom and tugs back the covers of his perfectly made bed. He covers himself completely, blocking out the waning sunlight with the blankets over his head like a child.
Ilya isn't sure how long he stays like that; time seems to move weirdly around him. He only knows that he does eventually fall asleep.
***

Ilya knows this is a bad idea. He's already suffered through his own practice this morning and he could see his teammates exchanging looks about him when they thought he wasn't paying attention. No one said anything to him while they were on the ice though. After practice, Marley tried to come over, but Ilya pretended to have plans with Svetlana. An excuse Marley seems to accept, since it means Ilya is still with someone, and Marley is either too stupid or too trusting to see that claim for what it is.
Svetlana is still in Russia and livid with him after he ignored all of her calls, opting to send a text assuring her everything is fine. When she calls again after reading it, he refuses to answer his phone. She sends a series of text messages that made it clear he will be paying for his cowardice when she is back in Boston.
As a result of his lies to both Marley and Svetlana, Ilya is alone when he collapses onto his couch and turns on the TV. His hand is itching to get the vodka out of the freezer but they have a game tomorrow and he can't be hungover for it. He owes the team the best version of himself.
A team just made up entirely of fucking allies.
He knows he shouldn't watch this game, but he's doing it anyway, as some twisted form of self harm. He can't help but inflict the game upon himself, watching the man he never deserved slog through a game against a team that, in particular, loves to call him slurs. All while knowing Shane is trapped on a team that does the same in the safety of their locker room.
The game is brutal to watch, not because it's particularly violent or that they're losing. But he can see from the way Shane moves on the ice that he's not himself. Everything looks mechanical, detached, like he's just going through motions. And while he's still better than anyone else there, he lacks any of the passion that made Ilya obsessed with him even when they were still young.
And that's your fault, a voice tells him as he watches Shane leave the ice without celebrating his goal. This time, the voice is his own. You took hockey from him.
Ilya knows the mean voice in his head is right. Ilya took Shane's greatest passion from him and then picked a fight with him about it. He's selfish, selfish, selfish, and he should have left that poor boy alone, with his freckles and his embarrassed attempt to hide his erection, in the showers.
By the midpoint in the game Ilya, can't watch anymore. He turns the TV off and lets himself stare at the black screen. He picks up his phone to text Shane, as he's done a hundred times already and he puts it back down like he does every time. He has no right to reach out. If Shane wants to talk, he can message first; otherwise Ilya will assume no message is the clearest message of all.
Ilya is lying sideways on the couch staring at his mockery of a Christmas tree when his phone starts buzzing. He ignores it at first, expecting texts from Svetlana but the buzzing starts and stops, coming sporadically. He forces himself to reach for his phone and check the incoming notifications. He's greeted by a wave of texts flooding in from the Raiders group chat.
Ilya doesn't bother to sit up as he glances over the texts, reading some and skipping over others. The continue to come in as he reads.
Saint Vicky: Please tell me I'm not the only one seeing this.
Hammersmith: Is this the only fight he's ever been in?
Connors: Who's fighting? What am I missing?
Marley: Rozy, you have to tell us everything you know about this.
Ilya sighs and scrolls down to the latest texts that are coming in. He can see multiple people are typing.
Hammersmith: I think he broke his nose.
Saint Vicky: Good. I hope it heals wrong and he looks fucked up forever.
Marley: Roz, I can see you're reading these messages now. What do you know?
Saint Vicky: Obviously he doesn't know anything man. Holly is barely off the ice.
Connors: Shane Hollander in the bad boy box with a bloody face. As I live and breathe.
That makes Ilya shoot up. Shane is the one in a fight, that explains why Marley was demanding Ilya have more information.
Rozy: When was this fight?
Connors: He lives!
Marley: Have you not seen it? Third period. I don't know the time.
Ilya drops his phone to turn back on the TV and find the game. He rewinds to the point where Shane is on the ice skating normally. He watches Shane arrive for a face off and clearly exchange some words with Kent. The ref is just skating up when Shane just throws his gloves down and lunges at Kent like a wild animal that's been baited too many times and finally snaps.
Kent is slow to react, clearly not expecting Shane Hollander to come at him. Shane gets ahold of the front of his jersey and lands a punch before Kent is present enough to swing back. Ilya clenches his jaw when he sees Kent's fist connect with the soft skin of Shane's cheek. He wants his own chance to fight the man for damaging those freckles, for hurting Shane.
The fight is over fast—they always are. It's tiring to fight, so no one wants to drag it out. This one is brought to a stop by Pike skating in to intervene, or maybe join, and Barrett follows shortly behind. Then the refs enter to get involved before it can become a full out bench clearing situation, finally ending the fight and leaving Pike and Barrett to drag their respective friend's away. Shane and Kent can still be seen shouting at each other even as they're each taken off the ice.
Shane's cheek is bleeding from where it was split by the impact of Kent's fist, and Kent's nose pours blood onto the front of his blue and white jersey. Ilya is even more desperate to text Shane. But when he reaches for his phone, his hand stills, hovering there, his screen still lighting up with texts from his teammates.
He wants to ask Shane what made him decide to fight Kent, but his brain is twisting his thoughts in a sickening direction. Did he say something? Did he make you angry? Are you angry with him or are you angry with me? Did you take your anger out on him because you can't hit me? 
Ilya lets his hand drop. His phone is still buzzing from the group chat, and he knows he'll have to say something eventually. They're already suspicious of him after today's practice, so if he doesn't say anything, then Marley will come knocking at his door, invited or not.
Ilya picks up his phone again, groaning as he tries to come up with something benign to say.
Rozy: Kent is asshole who had it coming. And I know Shane will say the same when I talk to him.
It's not technically a lie. Ilya just tries to ignore the gross feeling twisting in his gut at the vague state of 'when'. This is the longest he and Shane have gone without speaking since the video. Okay, maybe they'd become a little co-dependent, texting every day, but it was nice. It felt nice to leave every practice and have a text waiting from Shane.
Today, the only text waiting is from Svetlana, informing him, in no uncertain terms, that she is still angry.
Marley: Not good enough. I need to know what was said.
Rozy: The only thing you need is more time spent working on your conditioning. Turkey and stuffing have made you slow.
Connors: Oof. Rough.
Marley: Shut up, Connie!
Connors: What did I do!?!
If any more texts come through, Ilya doesn't see them. He keep his phone close, just in case Shane reaches out, but he mutes the group chat until tomorrow. The team will probably think he's busy talking to Shane.
Ilya leans back into the couch cushions and rewinds the game to watch the fight again. He doesn't take his eyes off Shane as he skates off the ice with blood on his face. Instead, Ilya gropes blindly around for his phone. He opens Twitter and starts looking for more clips.
He's watching a fan video, taken from low in the stands, close to the ice, when a text from Svetlana drops down.
Sveta: Are you going to explain to me what's going on with you two now?
Ilyusha: I don't know what you're talking about.
Sveta: First you break into my house, then Shane is fighting people on the ice. I am not as stupid as the other people you hang out with. I don't get hit over the head for a living.
Ilyusha: I think Connors was like before we started hitting him.
Ilyusha: And I told you it's not breaking in. I used the key.
Sveta: Ilya, stop ignoring me. I don't fly home for two days and I don't like worrying about you.
Sveta: And now I find out I need to be worrying about Hollander too.
Ilyusha: You don't need to worry about either of us.
Sveta: Sure, Jan.
He can tell Svetlana is pissed. She was pissed yesterday and she'll be even angrier by the time she's back in America and harder to avoid. The first thing she's going to do when her plane lands in Boston is come here to get angry directly at him.
She'll probably be even angrier if Ilya tells her truth, tells her he chased off the best thing to ever happen to him. And maybe it's for the best, because he's the worst thing to ever happen to Shane. Because he's selfish, selfish, selfish, and he wanted his room number and his mouth and to be his first and then later he wanted more.
Ilya watches Shane's postgame interview where he spins a perfect media answer about the heat of the game and how tensions can get hot when two players want to win. His  phone never goes off with a message from Shane and he never messages Shane. He knows all the reasons he shouldn't, and that is enough to stay his hand for now.
He thinks about the Shane he used to know, who'd only ever gotten into half a fight with Scott Hunter of all people. Compared to the Shane of today, physically throwing himself at Kent like a wild animal.
Obviously, this has ruined my fucking life.
Eventually, he falls asleep on the couch, letting the vodka still sitting in the freezer feel like some kind of victory in an ocean of defeat.
***

The next few days all run together in a blur of hockey, dodging his teammates' attempts at information and Svetlana's calls, and dissociating in bed—all of it punctuated by the silence growing between himself and Shane. Ilya feels like he's moving through a fog. He can't even find peace when he's at home. His own house feels like enemy territory now too, every square inch a place that he and Hollander have fucked, or laughed, or just existed.
Shane slept in this bed. Shane washed his clothes in this room. Shane ate food at this counter. Shane sucked his dick on this floor.
On the evening of the 29th, the Guardians are in their barn, and he and Shane still haven't spoken. At least Kent won't be playing. Shane's punching turned out to be vicious enough that he's 'day to day' until the new year to 'avoid further damage'.
Ilya is suspicious that this decision could have something to do with the next team they play being the Raiders. But it's for the best, Ilya doesn't want to deal with seeing Kent and making a decision about how to act when he doesn't know where he stands with Shane or what he'd want. He's afraid punching Kent himself would only make everything worse.
There would be people in the league expecting him to want to fight Kent too. Crowell is probably sad it won't happen since he could have spun it into something negative about them. Even if they weren't in this weird place, Shane wouldn't want Ilya to do anything to Kent. He supposes he should be glad the man's cowardice has saved Ilya from making any decisions, or stupid choices.
Without Kent on the ice, the game itself is uneventful. Barrett is a lot quieter without Kent around, and Ilya catches the man staring at him more than once during the game. It occurs to Ilya that he may not be the only one thinking about there being a reckoning.
"You have something you'd like to say to me, Barrett?" Ilya snaps when he catches the man staring again. The score is 2-1 for Boston, and if they're going to drop the gloves he'd rather do it when they have the lead.
"N-no…I mean," Barrett looks unsure of himself. "Is Hollander okay?"
Ilya snorts, already turning away. "My boyfriend won that fight, remember."
"Yeah." Barrett's voice is quiet as Ilya skates back to center ice. "Yeah, I know he did."
They win the game against Toronto, but it doesn't feel like anything. Ilya waves off his teammates attempts to get him to go out.
"Hey, man," Marley says, cornering him in the hallway outside the locker room. "You should come out, or maybe I could just come over. You've been…off these last couple days. Is everything okay with Hollzy? Was he hurt from the fight?"
The question hits harder than Marley can
"He's fine," Ilya assures his assistant captain. He tries to smile but he can feel how tight it is. "Nothing is wrong. I'm just tired."
Marley doesn't look convinced by that answer.
"I am fine. I am just…stressed about visa stuff," Ilya offers. "Please, go out, have fun. I need to rest up for New Years anyway. Shane is making me old."
The joke tastes like ashes in his mouth, but it has the desired effect, placating Marley enough to leave him alone. The claims about visa stress aren't a lie either. Ilya is scared of what will happen to him if he is rejected—maybe, selfishly, more scared now because of the idea that he might not have the Hollanders to help him.
Ilya is relieved to make it home without any member of the Raiders biting at his heels. Unfortunately, they are not the only ones who want answers for his behaviour of late, and, unlike the boys, Svetlana has been entrusted with Ilya's door code.
When Ilya walks in the front door and rounds the corner to see her sitting at his kitchen island, he doesn't even blink. He knew she'd show up demanding more information the first chance she got. He knew her flight was scheduled to land the night before, and he appreciates that she exhibited the self control to wait until after his game to come over.
He drops his bags at the island in silence and starts setting up the kettle and pot for tea.
"Are you ignoring me?" Svetlana demands in Russian.
"I am letting you talk first," Ilya replies in a quiet voice.
He's been expecting anger. He is prepared for it. But he doesn't have the energy to do anything but accept it. He deserves it, and there is no amount of vitriol Svetlana can throw it him that he doesn't already feel towards himself sevenfold.
"What happened?" She asks.
Ilya shrugs and starts wiping the counter that's already clean while the kettle heats up. "We had fight," he states slipping back into English.
"Obviously," Svetlana snorts, earning a glare from Ilya. "What was the fight about?"
"Nothing and everything," Ilya sighs. Svetlana waits in silence for him to elaborate, unsatisfied with his dodgy answers. He avoids speaking by continuing to pretend the counter is actually the filthiest it's ever been when he knows the cleaning people were in while he was at his game.
"I asked him to come to Boston," Ilya admits after a long time.
"I thought Christmas was his idea," Svetlana corrects, looking confused.
"Nyet, I mean, I told him I wanted him to play in Boston." 
Svetlana inhales sharply, swearing in Russian. "And what did he say?"
Ilya shakes his head. "He said no, said he couldn't play anywhere he would only be known as Ilya Rozanov's boyfriend." Ilya spits the words the same way Shane did in this same kitchen. 
"That's ridiculous," Svetlana scoffs. Ilya just shrugs, inspecting the counter like maybe it's become dirty again in the last two seconds since he stopped wiping it. "What else was said?"
Ilya shakes his head and just keeps shaking it. He opens his mouth to try to tell her but the words catch in throat. They feel like broken glass as he tries to force them out. "I…he," Ilya rasps. Svetlana doesn't move to help him or interrupt she just waits patiently for him to find the words. "I am scared he is only with me out of guilt, because video was on his phone. And I—I told him that."
Svetlana gets off her chair and comes around the island, stopping just short of embracing Ilya. She puts a hand on his face, Ilya can feel that he must have tears in his eyes but he fights against them.
"And he said that us being together, people knowing, that it has ruined his life," Ilya's voice breaks on the last words, betraying him completely. "I ruined his life, Sveta."
Ilya is crying despite his best attempts to stop it. He wipes frantically at the hot tears escaping down his face before leaning down to bury his face in Svetlana's shoulder. He doesn't want to let Svetlana see him cry. The last time he let someone watch him break down, he maybe trapped them in a relationship.
Svetlana wraps him in a hug, rubbing circles over his back that are meant to comfort, but the feeling only makes more tears come. Ilya wants it to be Shane's arm around him.
The kettle starts to get loud and Svetlana leans both there bodies with an angry huff to remove it from the hot burner and turn the stove off. Ilya doesn't move to start the tea.
You're being a bad host, he tells himself. Like Svetlana came here to be served tea.
"Listen to me," Svetlana orders. Ilya shakes his head without removing himself from her shoulder. His tears catch in her hair. He doesn't want to hear whatever she's going to say. He doesn't want to know about everything he's done wrong.
"Listen," she repeats, grabbing his face to drag him up. "You did not ruin his life."
"The video—" He starts, the words coming out choked.
"Shut up," she snaps. "That video didn't ruin his life, people finding out about you didn't ruin his life. His team being shitty assholes is doing that. You're not responsible for how other people react to you being yourselves. You did not owe hockey silence or isolation or the fucking closet."
"But—"
"Nyet," Svetlana firmly interrupts. "That's not your responsibility, or Shane's. If Metros turn into homophobic assholes the second they find out the truth then they were always homophobic assholes and it was not your job to spend your entire lives hiding who you are to make their lives easier. Being a secret did not protect you from anything, it was just a different kind of punishment."
"But they're making Shane's life harder," Ilya almost sobs out the words.
Svetlana rubs soothing circles up and down Ilya's arms. "I know they are, but that means he needs to leave them." Ilya doesn't have anything to say to that. It's the same argument he'd posed to Shane only to be met with nothing but anger in return.
"And I'd like to ask Shane—" Svetlana continues.
"Don't mention this to him," Ilya blurts frantically. "Please don't do that. I know he has your number and you've been texting. Do not text him."
"I won't," Svetlana promises. "But I think, when you two talk you should ask him if he would really want to play with these men again, as the version of them that didn't know. If this is how they choose to treat him when they know the truth."
Ilya shakes his head because he knows he can't ask Shane that but Svetlana doesn't push. They're quiet for a beat and Ilya thinks it's might be over when she continues.
"Ilyusha," she murmurs, voice painfully gentle. "Shane is not the only person who has lost things because of that video. How is your asylum claim going?" It's not a genuine inquiry, more of a jab, a reminder of what Ilya has lost since they were outed.
Ilya just shakes his head, because he doesn't think it's the same. He always knew that one day he'd probably stop returning to Russia, that he'd become an American citizen, or maybe Canadian, and not go back home again. Shane had never considered a world where he'd leave the Metros.
"Is not—" he starts.
"Don't you dare try to downplay what is happening to you," Svetlana scolds, sounding genuinely angry again. "We both know your father is dying and I know you want to be there for him. Don't act like you have lost nothing just because you love Shane more than you love yourself."
Ilya is quiet for a long time before nodding in agreement. He knows when he has lost and the reminder of his father's death looming in some not-so-distant future has made his eyes burn again.
He removes himself from Svetlana's arms and starts busying himself getting leaves in teapot, desperately trying to use this menial task as a way to avoid any more talking. Svetlana allows it, returning to her seat around the bar to give Ilya some space. He gets the tea steeping and finds two small cups for them.
"When is the last time you talked?" She asks, breaking the silence Ilya had hoped would become permanent.
"Day after Christmas," Ilya reveals. "During the fight I—I told him to leave and we haven't talked since."
"At all?"
Ilya nods, feeling a fresh tear betray him to slip down his cheek. He can see the surprise on Svetlana's face, and that only makes it worse. "I invited him to the New Years party. He was going to come, but I don't expect him to now."
Svetlana gives him a hard look. "Why haven't you called him?"
"I'm giving him space," Ilya says, which is half true.
"Space for what?"
Ilya exhales slowly. He pours the tea too soon just to give himself something to do as he tries to gather himself for the next part. "I told him if he realized he was only with me because of the guilt that I would understand. So I am waiting for him to decide if that's the case."
Svetlana gives him a long look; the exasperation plain on her face. "You think he told Crowell off, came out as a couple with you, came to your game and sat with your teammates' wives… you think he offered to marry you, all because he feels guilty?"
"Yes!" Ilya shouts and regrets it immediately. He can hear his father again, and it's a horrible reminder of the last time people were shouting in this house. "Especially the marriage. He was scared about my fucking citizenship, scared of Russia. I should have known then! Known that was why he was with me at all."
"Ilyusha," Svetlana pleads. "You can't actually believe any of that is true. Please, don't believe that. Shane loves you. He did all those things because he loves you."
Ilya refuses to look at her face anymore. "He can tell me that once he's given it some thought."
Svetlana isn't happy; in fact, she looks miserable, which is worse than when he walked in and she was visibly seething. But she stops pressing for more, letting Ilya pour them both vodka along with their weak tea.
Svetlana sits with him in the quiet for a long time, not asking for any more, just being present in case she is needed.
"I will sleep in guest room," She declares eventually. Ilya nods his acceptance of that fact.  He's grateful the cleaning people happened to arrive today because Ilya hadn't touched his guest room since Boxing Day. He couldn't bear to even look at it, let alone clean away those traces of his Christmas with the Hollanders.
"Please text Shane. Just apologize, say anything," Svetlana implores before leaving him alone. "Please."
Ilya doesn't reply one way or the other to her request, but she doesn't seem to expect him to. He stays in the kitchen after she leaves, tidying away the tea and vodka glasses into the dishwasher. Once he's out of things to distract himself with, he takes out his phone and opens their conversation.
The last texts between them are the ones they exchanged the night Shane arrived, Shane texting Ilya to let him know he'd just hit Boston's city limits and would be there soon.
Ilya hovers his thumbs over the keyboard trying to figure out what to say. Any sort of conversation they have know should really be a phone call. But Ilya doesn't think he can take it if he has to listen to the line ring out. There's too much to say and he doesn't know where to start until he remembers Svetlana's encouragement.
An apology, that Ilya can do, that is an easy start. He can apologize and Shane can tell him forgives him and loves him, or ignore him, and then they can…go from there.
Ilya: I'm sorry.
Ilya stares at the screen after hitting send, regret stirring in his chest. But it only takes a little over a minute before a reply appears.
Shane: Yeah, I'm sorry too.
Ilya stares at the text for a long time. I'm sorry too. It's not an 'let's talk more' or a 'I miss you' or a 'I forgive you'. All they've done now is acknowledge guilt and regret on both sides. Ilya isn't sure what he expected and he doesn't know how to respond. He feels like Shane sent the ball back to him and he doesn't know how to return it.
Ilya: What happened with Kent?
Ilya: Can I call you?
Ilya: Are you still coming to my party?
He spends a long time trying and failing to find a reply before eventually laying down his phone.
Obviously, you ruined my fucking life.
***

Svetlana lingers, staying the next two nights at Ilya's house and leaving when he has practice and games to go to her own home for things. She doesn't pry any more about Shane. She's smart enough to know she needs to let Ilya come to her now. But the silence between them feels charged. Ilya never tells her about the texts exchanged with Shane.
After an eternity and in no time at all, Ilya is leaving their afternoon name against Florida on New Year's Eve. He needs to go home and get his house ready for the party tonight. He has no idea how he's going to survive. Ilya can't believe he still has the throw this fucking party. He can't believe there was a different version of him, not that long ago, that was excited for this. Now he feels like he's trapped in it.
He expects Svetlana to be waiting for him again, and again he will not have any new information for her. The silence from his phone has been overwhelming. The apology has only made it worse. The 'I'm sorries' carry a weight of finality that Ilya can't stomach.
He wonders if Yuna and David know that he failed their son. He wonders if they had already booked their flight to see him play in Boston before they found out. Maybe he should offer to reimburse them. It's the least he can do, right?
He wonders if Yuna will still carry her Birkin bag around Stockholm, if David will still use his Snuggie when he's building puzzles. Ilya has to swallow hard against the rising bile in his throat as he unlocks his front door.
Ilya walks in carrying grocery bags of snacks. He dumps them on the counter and looks around for any sign of Svetlana. Seeing none, he returns to his car for the alcohol, carrying in beer and several bottles of hard liquor. When he arrives in the kitchen the second time, Svetlana has materialized. She is unpacking his groceries and looking over the selection. When she sees him carrying in the booze, she gives him a hard look.
"You cannot seriously be planning to throw that party still," She scoffs. "As if you haven't been moving like a ghost through this house since I got here."
"Team is expecting it, Sveta," Ilya sighs, feeling defeated and not even knowing by what.
He deposits the booze on the counter and starts digging out serving bowls and Solo cups.
"They can be disappointed, Ilyusha you cannot—"
"Sveta," Ilya interrupts. His voice isn't loud. In fact, he speaks so quietly he's amazed she catches it and stops. "Team does not know about fight. They're expecting their captain to throw them a party. He is throwing them a party. I don't want them knowing what is happening when I don't even know what is happening. I need it to be normal, for now, I need to do this."
They're quiet for a beat.
"Are you still hoping Shane will come?" She asks in a quiet voice.
"I am not in the business of hoping for things," Ilya replies.
***

The one bright spot about it being a New Years party is their tendency to start late.
Ilya is able to squeeze in a "nap," as he tells Svetlana, though he actually just lies in his bed staring blankly at that same Polaroid photo he's kept propped up on his nightstand since the first night after the fight. When he knows he can't delay it any longer Ilya forces himself up and into the shower.
He's just finishing adjusting his hair after pulling on a shirt when he hears a knock at the door.
 
Ilya isn't surprised when the rookies once again arrive first, although this time they're not trailed up the step by Marley. Instead, it's Carmichael and Sophia who arrive next, then Freeman with his girlfriend Nicole, followed by Hammersmith by himself.
"Couldn't get a babysitter?" Ilya asks by way of a greeting.
"He's a month old," Hammersmith scoffs but when Ilya doesn't react to that he continues. "Abigail isn't leaving him any time soon."
"Ah, please tell her we all missed her," Ilya insists.
"I'll let her know," Hammersmith calls over his shoulder.
Ilya is cramming their coats in his hall closet when Marley arrives with Rachel in tow, looking absolutely elated to have brought her.
"Thank you for inviting me," she smiles. "I almost never get a New Years off like this. Technically I'm on call, but fingers crossed no one does anything stupid, or at least they wait until after midnight to do it."
"We can only hope. Marley is here, so that at least is one less person to do stupid things," Ilya jokes.
Rachel laughs but Marley looks annoyed. "I don't do stupid things."
"I'm going to get a drink," Rachel declares, moving past them into the kitchen.
"Right, you don't do anything stupid," Ilya challenges with a smile. "When does Connors get here?"
"Okay, go fuck yourself," Marley snaps. "And don't you dare mention anything about that to Rachel or I will kiss your boyfriend."
Ilya tuts; the reminder of Shane hurts, but he can't help but smirk at Marley. "You're branching out in your boy kissing and your first order of business is to try to steal my boyfriend? Bad form."
Marley doesn't take the bait, he just laughs and heads further into Ilya's house after his girlfriend.
Ilya follows behind and finds Rachel in the kitchen talking to Sophia.
"It's such a shame Abigail couldn't make it," Rachel sighs, stirring her drink with her straw.
"A one month old is gonna do that," Sophia nods.
Rachel rounds on Ilya when he joins them. “No Shane?" She asks, looking around like she expects the Metros' captain to materialize.
"Ah, he couldn't get away," Ilya lies. "Team obligations and all that."
"Well, that's such a shame," Rachel sighs, looking genuinely sad. "I was excited to see him again. We had so much fun at the game and I haven't had a chance to be at once since."
"Well, neither has he, so you're not missing anything," Sophia chuckles.
"I missed you too," Rachel rushes to assure her. "I'd have fun even if he weren't there."
"Yeah, yeah, Rozy locked down the belle of the ball. I get it," Sophia scoffs in mock annoyance.
Ilya wonders if the smile on his face looks as tight and painful to them as it feels to him. “He is the best,” Ilya agrees, grateful when his voice doesn't crack. The resolve he'd built up in the shower to help him get through the night is already slipping away. "The belle of every ball."
"Except this one, apparently," Rachel reminds him, oblivious to how painful that reminder is.
"Ahhh, I'm so glad you made it!" St-Simon's girlfriend's shout can be heard over the music. She is half running to embrace Rachel. St-Simon trails behind her, case of beer in hand, after having let themselves in.
"Oh my gosh! Yay!" Rachel shouts back, accepting the hug without hesitation. "I'm so glad I could make it. Only being able to keep up with you guys in the WAGs chat was not enough."
"What? You do not have that energy for me?" Ilya asks St-Simon with a cheeky grin. He takes the beer from his hands to add to the already bursting fridge.
"I see you too much," St-Simon snorts. "Like less than six hours ago."
Ilya sniffs in mock resentment. "I see how it is."
"Good," St-Simon chuckles, pulling two beers from the case that Ilya still holds. "They'll have that energy for Hollzy too, I'm sure. Is he here?"
"Couldn't make it," Ilya explains with a tight smile. He knows he's going to keep explaining it all night and it successive one will feel a little worse.
"Ah, that's a shame. Courtney was hoping he'd be here."
"I am sorry to disappoint her," Ilya apologizes with a laugh that's forced out.
"I'll let her know." St-Simon taps his arm. "Thanks Rozy."
Ilya stows the beer in the fridge and grabs another for himself while he's there. He going to need to maintain a decent buzz if he's going to keep playing this different version of himself, this version that doesn't want to climb into bed and never get out of it.
Is the music always this fucking loud? He wonders as he makes his way into the living room. The volume only serves to make his teammates and their dates even louder. The sheer mass of people is making his house stiflingly hot despite the cold winter just outside.
Connors arrives late, holding two bottles of alcohol like they're the Stanley Cup.
"They're infused," he explains, pronouncing the word like it's from a different language. He's managed to corral a handful of players and partners into the kitchen while he pours out drinks for everyone.
"Where did you learn how to do this?" Courtney asks, sniffing the three ounce drink he's poured.
"Technically this girl I'm seeing did it. She made it for me to bring tonight," Connors explains, sliding everyone glasses.
"She made you infused shots to bring to New Years and you didn't even fucking invite her," Sophia shouts.
"Oh…well…" Connors stammers. A flush climbing up his neck and into his face. "It's all really new still and none of the guys have even met her. I thought with Hollzy probably being here I didn't want you guys to feel…" He trails off without finding an end to that sentence, but he doesn't have to. Shane isn't here, but that's Ilya's fault and he knows if Shane had been that he would have felt better without a full stranger around.
Ilya gives Connors a nod. "Shane couldn't make it. But the thought is appreciated just the same."
Connors smiles, looking relieved. "Let's do shots!"
Ilya knocks back the drink and to the credit of Connors's new girl, it is delicious.
Ilya tries to lose himself in the noise and the heat and the taste of vodka. It doesn't work like it used to though, when he needed it in the past. He can't lose himself in a stranger either, though he probably wouldn't even if he weren't still with Shane. What good is a stranger when he needs Shane? He lets himself be pulled into dancing with the WAGs just for something to do that doesn't involve talking. He drinks heavily while doing so in hopes to avoid thinking.
"We doing more shots, or what!" Marley shouts, interrupting Ilya's dancing to wrap his arm around Ilya's neck hard enough to almost throttle him. Ilya can tell he's had more than a few drinks. "It's gonna be midnight soon."
Ilya smiles, the familiar buzz of alcohol making it easier to keep the happy captain charade going.
"We need to pour some for everyone!" He shouts over the music.
"Fuck yea, brother," Marley agrees.
It's clear Marley has swallowed Ilya's lie about his visa without question and seemingly told all the other guys to back off because no one else has pried for details about his strange mood since the party started.
 
"10…9…8…7…" Someone has turned the TV on to the ball dropping in Times Square. "6…5…" Ilya lets his gaze drift lazily over his friends and teammates as they chant in excitement. "4…3…" His stomach feels hollow with dread. "2…1…HAPPY NEW YEAR!" The party explodes in cheers and everyone is kissing their respective dates and partners. Ilya brings his drink to his mouth to take another pull. The vodka tastes like nothing. He wants to let that nothing him carry him off into the void he's felt growing in his chest since the fight.
He's exploring that option when he feels a hand on his arm dragging him from his own mind back into the party. It's Svetlana. She gives his upper arm a squeeze and goes up on her toes to kiss his cheek.
"Happy New Year, Ilyusha," She says as quietly as the party will allow.
"Happy New Year, Sveta," Ilya croaks, the words catching on the lump forming in his throat.
"I know I am not who you wanted New Years kiss from, but…"
Ilya shakes his head, trying to fight off the urge to cry. He knows Svetlana is kind to come over and try to comfort him but it had been easier being quietly miserable alone. "I really thought h-he…I thought he might still come."
Svetlana rubs his arm and Ilya is actually grateful for the volume of noise now that allows their conversation a modicum of privacy. "You should call him," she suggests.
Ilya knows he isn't going to do that but he pretends to consider it anyway. "I just need some air," he says, pulling away to go outside.
In the frigid winter night, he takes rapid, gasping breathes, trying to calm down. It feels like it's not working, though. The alcohol is having the opposite effect he'd hoped for. His brain is back to playing him the highlight reel of the fight.
Obviously, you ruined my fucking life.
***

Ilya closes the door behind Carmy, Saint Vicky, and their partners, exhaling a sigh of relief. Svetlana is still here somewhere, but at least everyone else is gone. Rachel got the call at 12:30 about someone who'd exploded their hands playing with fireworks, and Ilya lost track of Marley after that.
He heads to the living room, looking for Svetlana to say good night and to tidy at least some of the mess, before going to bed. Instead, he finds something else on his couch.
"Marley," Ilya blurts, taken aback. He hadn't expected to see his friend still sitting on his couch, looking like he's waiting for him. "I thought you left."
"Well, I didn't," Marley smiles, but it doesn't look entirely friendly.
"Okay." Ilya nods. He isn't sure where this conversation is going yet, but he knows he doesn't like it. "Can I get you something? Water? You want me to call you a ride?"
"You know, I had the most interesting conversation with Svetlana tonight," Marley reveals. It's delivered like a man baiting a trap that Ilya has no choice but to fall into. He's landing himself in a lot of conversational traps these days.
"Oh, did you?" Ilya utters, trying to feign ignorance. But a growing feeling of dread tells him that his lies are catching up with him.
"I asked about how her trip to Russia was and she mentioned that she only just got back a two days ago," Marley explains.  "Which is weird, because I know you told me you were hanging out with her before that."
"Did I?" Ilya questions, failing to come up with something wittier.
"You did," Marley states firmly, clearly unamused by Ilya's antics. "Why are you avoiding me? What's going on? Is this really about the visa?" Marley's questions come rapid fire and Ilya has to fight the urge to retreat away from them. He can't help but glance towards the kitchen, like maybe he wants to retreat that way. "Because we can figure that out. I want to help you. What did Hollzy's parents say?"
Ilya cringes at the mention of the Hollanders.
"Was it that bad?" Marley asks, misunderstanding Ilya's discomfort. "I won't let them deport you back to Russia. I'll marry you, we can say we were having a secret affair."
Marley's firm voice hiding obvious concern makes Ilya feel sick with guilt. He made his best friend worry he's about to be deported because he didn't want to talk about Shane.
"Marley, you have to stop throwing yourself at every man you see, it is getting embarrassing," Ilya chirps, because no matter how miserable he might be, he can't let the chance pass him by.
Marley huffs out a laugh but gives Ilya a serious look, making it clear he won't be distracted.
"Is…not about visa," Ilya finally admits. "Shane and I…got into fight. That is real reason he didn't come tonight."
"Okay," Marley nods, looking somewhat relieved by the news since it means Ilya isn't being deported. "So he was going to come before the fight? Did you guys…break up?" Marlow says the words like he's afraid of them.
"I don't know," Ilya admits. "I told him he could break up with me if he wanted to."
"Uhm," Marley blinks in surprise. "And what did he say to that?"
"Nothing, I had asked him to leave so…"
Marlow inhales sharply, followed by a slow breathe out. "Okay, so that's…not great. And also kind of sounds like you broke up with him."
"I would never do that," Ilya argues, voice sharp with indignation.
"You just said he's free to break up with you and then told him to get out of your house," Marley corrects, reframing the events for Ilya. Like maybe he didn't understand them even though he was there.
"I needed space. I-I couldn't…" Ilya stammers around the explanation. He can't tell Marlow the things that were said. "It had been too much."
"Maybe you should sit," Marley offers, gesturing to the space on the couch beside him.
Like a child making whatever small protest they can, Ilya sits as far away from Marley as he can. They spend a moment on the couch together in silence before Marley seems to decide that Ilya isn't going to continue on his own.
"What was the fight about?" He asks.
Ilya groans. Why is everyone in his life so nosy? 
"Everything," Ilya deflects.
"Everything," Marley exasperates. "You guys fought about every single thing? You picked different sides in the War of the Roses?"
"The fucking what, Marley?"
Marley shrugs. "Rachel loves this show based around the War of the Roses. I've learned some stuff about it. She likes explaining it."
Ilya laughs despite himself and shakes his head. When he looks back at his best friend he sees Marley is back to giving him as stern a look as the man can muster, waiting for a real answer.
"Just everything, hockey and our relationship and if Shane is happy and the fucking Metros," Ilya admits, throwing his hands up. "We both said awful things to each other."
"When was this?"
"Boxing Day."
"Have you talked since?" Marley asks.
Ilya shakes his head. "No, not really, we both said we were sorry, but…that is it. I had hoped he might still come tonight. That he might still…want to be here but…" Ilya doesn't finish the sentence. He doesn't need to—obviously, Shane didn't show.
"I'm sorry, man," Marley sighs.
Ilya just shakes his head. They sit in silence for a while before Ilya tells Marley he's tired and wants to go to sleep, which is half true. At the door Marley does something they've previously only done while celebrating a big moment in hockey. He pulls Ilya into a hug. Ilya lets himself be hugged without moving his arms to participate in it, but that doesn't seem to put Marley off at all. He just squeezes Ilya harder.
"Call me anytime, okay," he offers. "Day or night."
Ilya nods mutely. Whatever reply he might make dies before he can even begin saying it. He doesn't have the energy for any of this. Marley seems to accept the silence, though, and embraces Ilya once more before leaving.
Finally, Ilya is alone. Svetlana seems to have made herself scarce after outing Ilya's lies to Marley, so he's free to retire to his bedroom without any more conversations.
He closes his door behind him, a clear message in case Svetlana does want to talk. He pulls off his shirt and dumps it on the floor. His eyes land on top of the dresser, where the framed photos are still waiting to be given more permanent homes. Said permanent homes haven't come to exist, because Ilya had thought he'd do it with Shane. Now, the photos, just like their relationship, just like Ilya, are stuck in limbo.
Ilya picks up the frame that contains the photo of him and Shane. The one where they're smiling at each other across the glass. Ilya's smile is just leaning towards smug as he wears Shane's hat. They both look so genuinely happy in the photo but it feels so far away now.
Ilya had been so focused on how fun that day was, how amazing it felt. The huge, radiant smiles they're giving each other attest to how great it was. Now, he can't stop thinking about what that trip would have brought Shane. All the things Shane probably heard when he returned for the next game. What was waiting for him in the locker room. A locker room he refuses to leave because leaving feels like failure and because coming to Boston would mean only being 'Ilya Rozanov's boyfriend'.
Ilya takes the photo to bed with him, placing it on his nightstand where he can see it. He spends a long time staring at Shane's huge, happy smile and trying to convince himself it wasn't all guilt.
Obviously, you're the worst thing to ever happen to me, Ilya, you ruined my fucking life.
You ruined my fucking life.
Ruined my fucking life.
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      Chapter 32: Shane Hollander's No Good Very Bad Life.
  


    Chapter Summary

    A look at Shane's week from Boxing Day to NYE.
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  Shane doesn't remember packing his things. He just seems to find himself in his car already driving through the streets of Boston.
This isn't safe, he thinks distantly, but he keeps driving. He can't risk stopping anywhere that people he knows could see him. He's worried about seeing Ilya, or Ilya seeing him, but there's also the entire Raiders team to consider, not mentioning just the general public. So he drives until he gets out of the city and then he keeps driving because it starts to feel easier by then.
He wonders if Ilya has gone home yet. If he's returned to his big house to find it empty and if he regrets telling Shane to leave. If he came back home to see Shane already gone and wished he'd made it home sooner to stop him. Shane considers calling Ilya, but as he reaches for his phone, Shane remembers that faraway look he had as he asked Shane to leave and decides against it. He doesn't know what he'd say anyway.
Sorry, I said a bunch of horrible things. No, I did mean them, it's just that they came out wrong.
He follows the GPS route to Montreal in total silence, only stopping for gas. Later, he'll probably realize he wasn't present enough to be driving like this but for now he needs to get home. He just needs to get home.
***

Shane jolts awake in his own bed to the sound of an alarm he doesn't remember setting. He gives momentary thanks to the power of his own muscle memory ensuring he will make it to practice on time. The last thing he needs with Theriault right now is to be late. He flicks open his phone; none of his texts are from Ilya, no missed calls either. Ilya hasn't tried to contact him. Shane feels a cold dread settling in his chest and has to fight everything in himself to not collapse back into the pillows.
He forces himself out of bed and through the motions of his morning routine. The return to normality feels both impossible and like the only thing keeping him standing. He barely registers anything, beyond the mechanical way he drags himself through his stretches and smoothie. He goes through the entire routine on autopilot.
That is, until he makes it to practice. There, he is confronted with people for the first time since yelling horrible things at his boyfriend. Shane isn't sure what he's dreading more: Hayden and J.J.'s well-meaning questions or the snide comments  from the rest of his team.
Hayden and J.J. are already in the locker room when Shane arrives because they always are. Shane can't help but wonder how early they must be getting here to ensure they always beat him. He's never asked because that would require him to acknowledge that he knows what they're doing.
"Capitaine, how was your Christmas?" J.J. asks, as Shane drops his gear at his cubby.
"It was good," Shane answers without looking at either of them. He can hear the artifice and hopes they can't. "How was yours?"
Shane can sense a look being exchanged behind his back in the beat of silence that follows. His friends have not swallowed his canned response and are now silently discussing that fact. He refuses to acknowledge it, choosing to continue digging in his bag. He's not looking for anything, except a way to avoid conversation.
"Mine was good too," J.J. finally answers.
"Did the kids like their presents?" Shane asks Hayden.
He knows exactly how to get Hayden carried away on a tangent.  He loves talking about the kids, especially when they've opened Christmas gifts and been excited in a way that makes him feel like father of the year.
Hayden seems to hesitate for a beat, glancing at J.J. over Shane's shoulder.
"You got them that doll house, didn't you?" Shane prods.
"I did," Hayden answers, a smile starting at his face as he seems to remember it. "They were so excited. I didn't know Ruby could get any louder but she proved me wrong. I was up until after midnight on Christmas Eve assembling the damn thing."
Hayden is off to the races, telling Shane about everything the girls and Arthur got for Christmas until the moment they step onto the ice. It's a welcome distraction and the unending nature of Hayden's chatter prevents anyone on the team from saying anything to Shane.
Morning practice slips by in a string of barely remembered moments. If his teammates have anything shitty to say, Shane doesn't register them. It all feels empty now anyway. There is nothing they can say that's any worse than what Shane has done to himself. And isn't this just what Shane deserves? What's he's always deserved, because everything is his fault. All the way back to the first time he and Ilya hooked up. Maybe the team's right to not want to shower with him, to be near him, considering what he did to Ilya that day during the CCM shoot. He's just lucky Ilya was interested too.
In what seems like only a few minutes or maybe it's a hundred years, Shane is back in the locker room, alone but for J.J. and Hayden who hover in his space like timid mosquitoes as he pulls on his socks.
Shane is jarred by the feeling that practice never happened, it too having slipped by without Shane bothering to take notice of it, like everything since the fight. Shane has never felt this disconnected from hockey. Hockey is the thing that's supposed to ground him when everything else is hard.
"So, uuh," Hayden frets once they're alone. "Everything go okay with Rozanov and your parents?"
"Yeah, my parents like Ilya a lot," Shane replies in an empty voice, keeping his eyes pointed firmly down.
It's easy to say because it's the truth. He hasn't told his parents about what happened after they left. He can't without telling them more truth about the Metros and he certainly doesn't want to do that. Not now, not after he's let it maybe cost him Ilya. The inevitable outcome is, even if he doesn't waive his NTC, they'll never re-sign him. He's holding on to a sinking ship and letting it drag his relationship under. Shane can't tell his parents any of that, and a desperate little part of him is hoping it won't matter. That they'll make up and everything will be good again before his parents even get a chance to notice.
J.J. and Hayden look at each other and he knows they don't buy it. Because contrary to Ilya's many jokes, they aren't stupid, especially when it comes to Shane. And Shane, for his part, isn't nearly as good at waving away their questions as he used to be, before everyone got to know him so completely.
Shane doesn't feel like being known today, though, so he does his best to ignore them. He's had quite enough of these leading questions and silent conversations for one day.
"So what happened?" J.J. finally asks directly.
"Nothing, everything is cool," Shane deflects, pulling his foot onto the bench to tie his laces.
"Capitaine," J.J. prods gently. "We agreed you'd let us know you."
Shane exhales, a sharp frustrated sound. He's annoyed that they've tied their desire to know about him to the guilt he feels about lying to them for years.
"There's nothing to tell," he lies.
"Okay…than why are you…like this?" Hayden asks, gesturing to indicate Shane's whole deal.
Shane scoffs and lets his foot fall to the ground with a dull thunk. He doesn't know what to say. The more he replays the conversation, the more he hates himself ,and he can't imagine admitting some of the things he said to J.J. and Hayden. How would they look at him if he did? Or worse, what if they agreed? What if they confirmed his worst thoughts?
Shane stands to look at this cubby, and for one insane moment he expects it to say Ilya Rozanov's Boyfriend. It doesn't, of course, if only because Comeau hasn't thought of that yet. S. Hollander 24 C it still reads next to the Metros logo. The C reads like a mockery. Captain to a team in the middle of a mutiny that he just keeps ignoring.
"Shane," J.J. prods, making Shane realize he's been quiet for too long staring at his nameplate.
"I can't do this here," Shane says. It's an admission of sorts, but one that hopefully gets him away from this conversation.
"I'll call Jackie and say I'm not coming home between practice and the game," Hayden declares, pulling out his phone. "We can go to your place. She'll probably understand."
"No! No," Shane exclaims. "Don't do that. I c—I can't do this, not now, when we have to play fucking Toronto tonight. I just want to go home and Jackie needs you."
J.J. and Hayden both look unsatisfied with that response.
"Did you guys break up?" Hayden asks, seemingly desperate for a better understanding even as he tries to respect Shane's wishes, and probably hopeful for a reassurance that everything isn't as bad as that. But Shane doesn't have any comforting reassurances for him, not today, maybe not ever again.
He turns away from them, towards the entrance to the locker room in hopes of hiding whatever his face is doing because he doesn't trust himself to control it. He exhales slowly and picks up his bag. "I don't know," he admits and it's the truth. "I've never been broken up with before."
He doesn't give either of them a chance to find a reply, and simply heads for the door, desperate to escape the way the locker room seems to be closing in on him.
***



"How's your boyfriend?" Barrett taunts as Shane skates by.
"He's great, how's yours?" Shane snaps and for a moment Barrett's eyes look panicked, but the look is gone so quickly that Shane isn't sure it was really there.
"She's great," he replies and Shane keeps moving. He doesn't have the energy for this little back and forth.
This entire game has been like skating through sludge. He's never felt less in his body while on the ice. The taunts about his sexuality, about his relationship, hit harder than usual when he knows he may have ruined that relationship anyway. Everyone knows he's gay, everyone knows about him, about them, and now he doesn't even have a bright spot to focus on from it.
He can never hide again. It's his own fault for keeping the video, for making it at all, for letting Ilya kiss him and kissing back. It's his own fault for never being able to feel that same rush any time he tried with a woman. He endured the slurs before; it was all made easier by having a text from Ilya waiting for him. But now he doesn't even have that. What is any of this even for if he doesn't get Ilya?
"You good?" Hayden asks, for at least the tenth time since Shane saw him in the locker room before the game started. Each successive check-in has only served to make Shane angrier, but the desire to snap is easily quelled by the memory of the last time he got angry at someone he cared about.
"Fine," Shane grits out. "Everything's fine."
He knows Hayden doesn't buy it, though; even without Shane's ominous locker room declaration, he still wouldn't have.
The third period seems to take hours upon hours to arrive. He's even more frustrated than usual by the inability to find reprieve from the bullshit anywhere. On the ice it's Kent and Barrett, but his own bench and locker room aren't any better. In a weird way, though, tonight, the harassment feels deserved. Their outing was his fault and now he's hurt Ilya. He deserves it.
Shane lets that thought follow him onto the ice for another face off against Kent.
"Hey there, Hollander," Kent greets, faux-kindness before whatever bullshit he's going to spew next.
"Kent," Shane acknowledges.
"So, how was your little trip to Boston?" He inquires. "I'm amazed you can even sit down, let alone skate."
"Is that what your problem is?" Shane asks, gesturing to the scoreboard. "Because you can't seem to skate at all."
"Fuck you," Kent spits.
"You wish," Shane snorts.
"Are you looking for someone new? Rozanov done with you already?" Kent chuckles meanly. "I'm not surprised given his reputation even before he was a fag."
Shane tightens his grip around his stick. He doesn't want to get angry, not again. He wants to rein it in because the last time he got angry , he hurt the person he cares about the most in the world. But he doesn't care about Dallas Kent, does he? No, Shane doesn't care about Dallas Kent at all.
He's only distantly aware of his body, the way he has been since the door shut behind Ilya. He loosens the hold on his stick as he sees, out of the corner of his eye, the ref skating towards them to do the puck drop. Shane doesn't even glance his way as he shakes his gloves off onto the ice and lunges.
 
***

Shane sits in the penalty box pressing an ice-pack wrapped in a bloody towel to his cheek and replaying the fight with Kent in his head. He never fights; it's bad for the game. It goes against the focus of winning for Shane to be in the penalty box for any amount of time. But just because he doesn't fight isn't an indication that he can't. He suspects the element of surprise is half the reason he was able to get as many hits in as he did. Each one felt better than the last.
Now, trapped in the box, watching the jumbo-tron above him, waiting out his five minute major with pain blooming across his cheek, Shane regrets it. He can feel Hayden and J.J.'s eyes on him, and he knows they're both worried. He already worried them with what he shouldn't have said in the locker room and now he's only made it worse by punching Kent. Shane will be amazed if he can make it out of the stadium without them biting at his heels.
It felt good, though—not just the way Kent's nose crunched under his fist, but also the pain that bloomed up his knuckles when he hit him, and the shock of pain in his cheek when Kent hit him back.
When Shane's time is up, he's not allowed back onto the ice. Theriault sends him away, telling him to go see the team doctor to check for a concussion. Shane can tell he's pissed about the fight. He nods, without argument, and heads down the tunnel. He is sure he doesn't have a concussion but he's happy to avoid the rest of the game. They're winning 3-1 and Kent is out, so he's not that worried.
"I don't see any signs of concussion," the team doctor tells him, turning off the pen light he's been using to check Shane's pupils. "I'm not surprised, I watched the fight and he only got one really good hit in." The team doctor sounds impressed and happy with that observation, even though Shane was the one that instigated the fight.
"So, I'm good?" Shane confirms. He doesn't want to play any more of the game, but he wants to at least act like he does. God forbid Theriault should hear he wanted to stay off the ice.
"You're good, but I want to give that cut a cleaning and tape it shut. It's not bad, but we want to keep it that way, and in my experience hockey players have dirty hands."
"Oh…ew," Shane cringes.
The doctor laughs loudly. "I meant because the inside of your gloves get so sweaty during games, but maybe that too."
Shane smiles softly. It feels weird to be having such a normal interaction with anyone inside the Metros organization but it's nice, especially after the day he's had.
"Even without the obvious concussion symptoms I don't want you back on the ice tonight. Go shower," the team doctor orders.
Shane, once again, does as he's told, happy to take advantage of the chance to shower ahead of the rest of the team.
He's dressed in his white undershirt and underwear by the time the team returns.
"Who knew Hollywood had it in him?" Drapeau laughs when they see him sitting at his cubby. Shane makes no effort to reply.
"I mean, we all knew what you had in you, but we weren't expecting it to lead to that," Comeau snorts.
"Fuck off, Comeau," Hayden sighs, sounding as tired as Shane feels.
"Kent is an asshole, always has been," Shane deadpans. "He had it coming."
"And you're punching assholes now," Drapeau snorts. Shane's pretty sure it's meant to be a gay joke but he ignores the dig.
"Yeah," he replies, doing up his dress pants. "I am."
It feels like the truth too. Like, maybe, if Shane has nothing to lose he should just start throwing a few more punches. And for better or worse that could be who he is now.
"Hollander!" Theriault barks. "What the fuck were you thinking, attacking Kent like that?"
Shane isn't surprised to see Theriault showing up to enjoy a chance to publicly dress Shane down for something valid for once.
"We won the game, didn't we?" Shane questions.
Theriault narrows his eyes. "That's not the point."
"That's the only point," Shane sighs, feeling defeated despite the victory.
There's a beat of silence where Shane waits for whatever retort Theriault has. Shane can see his face working through a dozen different levels of angry reply. "You're on media," he snaps, and Shane groans as he stands up to go talk to reporters.
"How's my cheek look?" He asks Hayden, trying for light. He wants everything to be normal. he wants his life to be normal, he wants to have a text from Ilya waiting for him.
"Like Dallas Kent punched you in the face," Hayden says with an assessing look that makes Shane think he's looking for more than just a bruise.
"Ah," Shane huffs, with a forced smile. "I was hoping it looked like Ryan Price punched me. Makes me look tougher, you know?"
This does get a genuine laugh from Hayden. "You look plenty tough, besides Price would never punch you."
"What happened?" J.J. asks, having removed his skates and moved closer to be apart of the conversation.
Shane shrugs one shoulder, avoiding both of their eyes. "He just got under my skin. I shouldn't have reacted like that."
"What did he say?"
"Doesn't matter," Shane dismisses with a wave. "I should go do media before Theriault starts yelling." They let him go, but Shane can see in both their faces that this conversation isn't over.
When Shane returns from giving the reporters some bullshit about the heat of the game, both Hayden and J.J. are in the shower. Shane doesn't waste the opportunity, grabbing his things in a hurry and rushing out the door while they're distracted. Shane has no interest in talking about the game, or the fight, or Ilya, or the fight with Ilya.
He struggles into the rest of his suit while speed walking down the hallway and out of the building.
Later, Shane lies in bed, holding a bag of frozen kale to his cheek and staring at his phone, trying to will a text from Ilya to come through. He thinks about texting him first, but never does. He has so much he wants to say, and it all the words he can conjure up feel inadequate.

Shane: Did you watch my fight?
Shane: I hope you're not angry at me for fighting.
Shane: I did it for you.
Shane: I did it because he said you were done with me and it just made me feel crazy.
Shane: I miss you so much. I'm so sorry about everything.
He doesn't send any of them, opting instead to lock his phone and close this eyes so that the tears can't escape.
***

Shane had been waiting for Hayden and J.J. to find him since the moment he came back to Earth after throwing himself bodily at Kent. They'd both texted him after realizing he'd left while they were showering, but he'd feigned a headache and it had worked to get them both to leave him alone for the night. He knew it wouldn't keep them away forever, though.
The fight, his refusal to explain what Kent had said—and the maybe break-up he'd left hanging—no doubt sent them both into a spiral of concern. Shane hates that they feel the need to babysit him, and he hates more that they're right to feel that way.
So, Shane doesn't bat an eye when he opens the door just before nine in the morning to find them both, having arrived as a unit to confront him. He can picture them meeting outside his building and discussing how they'll approach it, like trying to get a stray cat come inside with the promise of tuna. Shane just sighs in acceptance, or maybe defeat, and waves them inside.
"We brought coffee." Hayden holds up the paper cups as a peace offering. Even though they could have brought eggs to throw at him and he still would have invited them inside.
"Thanks," Shane says, stepping aside to let them in and taking the cardboard tray of coffees from Hayden so he can take off his shoes.
He leads them into the living room and they settle around the couch and chairs. Shane glances between his friends, waiting to see who starts talking first.  It reminds Shane of another conversation they all shared in this same living room, but this one feels worse.
"What happened?" Hayden asks without preamble. Shane isn't sure if he's asking about Christmas or Kent, but he answers them both at once.
Shane shrugs. "We had a fight."
Hayden laughs but sounds angry. "Yeah, no shit, I meant what happened with Rozanov."
"We had a fight," Shane repeats.
There's a beat of silence. Hayden exhales and seems to relax a bit. "Well, that's not a big deal," he says breezily, like maybe he's already decided Shane is just overreacting. "Couples fight, it happens."
"We don't fight," Shane corrects him.
"Respectfully, you guys have been an official couple for, like, two months," Hayden argues.
Shane gives him a nasty look because it doesn't feel respectful. "We've been involved since we were like basically still kids, but no, I—it's…" Shane falters. "It was a bad fight. I said some things that were…awful. He asked me to leave, told me to leave."
"Oh." Hayden's voice is quieter this time, less confident than before.
J.J. swears in French. "What was the fight about?"
Shane draws his legs up onto the couch with him, wanting to curl into himself to avoid this conversation. Maybe he should tell them, though. That's what normal people do, right? Tell their friends about things that happen with their partners and then the friends offer…advice or something.
They're all quiet for a long time while Shane tries to figure out how much to divulge.
"You don't have to tell us everything," Hayden counsels. "We're on your side no matter what. You can just give us the cliff notes, if you want, so we know how angry to be with Rozanov."
Shane shakes his head. Hate Rozanov all you want, your best friend is the villain of this story, he thinks. He can feel himself wanting to get upset, but he forces it down. "You shouldn't be on my side," he rasps. "I was…I was an asshole." There is another long drag of silence.
"We're on your side even when you are an asshole, Capitaine," J.J. offers when the silence starts to get stifling.
They all chuckle softly and Shane feels some of the tension ease in his shoulders.
He clears his throat before trying to continue. "I, uh, we were arguing about hockey…about the Metros, and it just got really out of hand. I said that us being together or that people knowing had…had ruined my life which I-I didn't even really mean that. I shouldn't have said it. I don't know why I did." I can't stop replaying it. I'm worried it actually ruined my life, he thinks but can't bring himself to say. He doesn't look at them while he talks because if he sees them react he'll want to stop. "I said some other stuff too that was…maybe worse-"
"Worse than ruined your life," Hayden blurts before he can stop himself.
Shane doesn't look at him to see whatever his face is doing. He just shrugs one shoulder.
"Maybe," he admits. He can still see the way Ilya's face changed when he'd thrown that puck bunny nickname back at him. Ilya hadn't deserved that and it's not his fault Shane had internalized that title over the intervening months to be more than just a sexy joke. But Shane can't take it back and he regrets it so much it makes him feel sick.
"What did he say?" J.J. inquires, trying to get a better understanding when Shane is giving them little to no information.
Shane looks down at his hands, rubbing his fingers across the busted knuckles of his right hand, cut open on Dallas's teeth when he'd punched him in the mouth. "He asked me if I was only with him because I feel guilty about the video."
They're all quiet for a beat.
"A-are you?" Hayden stammers.
Shane finally looks up at his friend to fix him a nasty glare. "Of course not! How the fuck can you even ask me that?"
"I'm sorry," Hayden shouts, holding his hands up in surrender. "But he asked so, like, how can I not?"
Shane looks down again at his busted knuckles. "I get it."
"So…what did you say?" J.J. asks.
"I told him that wasn't true, then I…I accused him of doing the same."
Hayden lets out a low whistle.
"We said a few more things and he asked me to leave. I tried to refuse but he told me he'd spent enough of one day hearing about how awful it is being his boyfriend and I just…didn't really know what to say to that."
"Merde," J.J. breathes.
"Yeah," Shane agrees. "So, uh, it was pretty bad and it was all my fault because I was an asshole."
"What did he say about the Metros?" Hayden asks, circling back.
"Uhm…" Shane hesitates. "He…he just kept asking me why I was still here. Why I hadn't waived my No Trade Clause yet."
There's another beat of silence. "Shane, can I ask you something?" Hayden inquires gently.
"Am I going to like it?" Shane jokes.
"As your assistant captain, it's my job to bring things to your attention, regardless of whether you'll like them," Hayden answers with a smirk.
Shane laughs sardonically. "Well, I guess I don't have a choice then, do I?"
"Why haven't you made a move to leave? What are you still doing here?" Hayden asks.
"Wow, okay," Shane scoffs. "Trying to get rid of me?"
"You know that's not the case," Hayden corrects. "Just answer the question. Can you answer it?"
"That's actually two questions," Shane points out and receives an unimpressed look from Hayden in return. He is clearly not interested in any more avoidance.
Shane sighs, rubbing his forehead. "I…I don't want to have this fight again. I literally just argued about this with Ilya and it ended with him telling me to get out of his house."
"Well, you can tell us to get out all you want, but we aren't leaving and it's two against one," J.J. points out with a smile that's mostly sad.
Shane huffs out a laugh, dropping his head to look down at his hands again. "It's just hard."
"Which parts?" Hayden inquires.
"All of them," Shane states. "I haven't even told my parents like…anything."
"About the fight?" J.J. asks.
"About the Metros," Shane clarifies.
"Ah," they say in unison.
"My mom asks, after bad games or whatever, but I've been lying…downplaying things. I told her the guys just needed time to get used to it and that the weirdness was just a bump in the road." He waves his hands in exasperation before running them through his hair. "I mean, it's bullshit, obviously, you guys know that. I know that."
"So why are you lying?" Hayden questions, digging for more details that Shane doesn't want to give.
Shane shrugs. There's too much to say and he feels wrung out already. "What am I supposed to say? How am I supposed to tell my mom that her son has to leave her favourite team? The team that drafted him, that he's the captain of, because he can't control his fucking dick. I should have have more self control. I should have been—" Shane cuts the sentence off before he can say the most incriminating thought out loud, but he thinks it just the same, and it still torments him. Should have been straight.
"I think can't control your dick is maybe an uncharitable way to describe your, like, six-year long relationship with someone you love," Hayden points out.
Shane sips the coffee they brought for him just to have something to do. "Maybe it is now, but it definitely started that way." Shane snorts at the memory. "Like literally."
"What does that mean?" J.J. asks.
Shane flushes. He's certainly not going to divulge the details of getting hard in the showers to two men who regularly shower with him. "Nothing, doesn't matter."
"The point is," Hayden interjects. "This isn't your fault or the result of your dick."
"I mean, it literally—"
"No," Hayden cuts him off harshly. "This is because Comeau and Drapeau and Wilson are all fucking assholes and everyone else on the team is as well or they're too cowardly to say anything different. Your mom will see that too."
"Yeah…maybe," Shane mumbles. "Whatever, that's for another day. I can't deal with Metros shit when Ilya and I are…"
"Have you guys talked about it since?" Hayden queries.
Shane shakes his head. "No, we haven't talked at all y-yet." Shane stumbles on the yet because he hates that it feels hopeful. Yet implies it will happen. Yet is a future.
"Are you waiting for him to call first?" Hayden presses.
"I don't know what I'm waiting for," Shane admits, and it's the truth.
***

Shane watches the game on playback after it's already over. He knows Kent wasn't there, still on the IL with his broken nose, but Shane's still worried about Barrett. He avoids headlines about the game and just watches it for himself. He tells himself if anything really bad had happened someone would have called him.
When Shane had realized the next team Toronto was set to play after them was the Raiders, he'd been horrified. He'd spent an inordinate amount of time worrying about what it would mean for Ilya if Toronto wanted to finish the fight Shane started while they were in Boston. 
Despite Shane's endless font of worries, the game is…uneventful. The Raiders win but nothing Shane had feared comes to fruition. He watches the entire thing, tracking Ilya with his eyes any time he's on the ice. He starts to feel sick with the idea that this could be the only way he sees Ilya with any regularity now, tiny, on the ice, hidden under gear.
He climbs into bed after it's over, clutching his phone to his chest like a lifeline he refuses to use, and, by some miracle, when it chimes there's actually a text from Ilya. Shane nearly drops it in surprise when he sees the name on his phone for the first time since before the fight. He sits up to open it, like he needs to give the text special focus and attention.
Ilya: I'm sorry.
Shane sits curled over his phone, cradling it both hands, reading the text three times, as if to make more words appear, but only the two remain and there's no indication of typing. The text is short but it's something. An apology when Ilya isn't even the one who should be apologizing. The fight had been Shane's fault. But maybe he's not apologizing for the fight, maybe he's sorry for kicking Shane out.
Or maybe he's sorry it has to end, a mean little voice in Shane's head tells him.
Shane blinks furiously to keep the screen clear as that thought makes his mouth feel dry. Suddenly this olive branch is starting to look like something else, a thorn bush too painful to grasp.
Shane: Yeah, I'm sorry too.
It feels like a safe reply, and it's true—he is sorry. He's sick with how sorry he is. The problem is, Shane doesn't know what else to say. The fight had been mean. Shane knows it. He'd said things he regretted, angry things, vindictive things that were meant to hurt. But those things hadn't been lies exactly. They'd been shouted in a fit of rage but that rage had been honest. And what had that honesty brought him? How could he even begin to fix it?
I'm sorry for everything I said. I meant every word but I'm sorry I said it. It all came out wrong. Can we go back to a version of us where you didn't know those parts of me?
The memory of how unhappy, how closed-off Ilya had looked as he left that day comes unbidden. Shane hasn't been able to escape thinking about the fight, hearing Ilya's voice in his head, remember the cold look on his face when he's left.
I think I have heard you say enough things about how being with me makes you feel for one day, Hollander.
Shane watches the three dots to indicate typing flicker up before disappearing several times over the next few minutes, before they disappear completely and never return. He stares at their conversation for a long time, willing the bubble to return but it never does. Shane considers that maybe he should type his own reply.
Don't let that be it, he thinks, staring at his screen.
Shane wants to be surprised but he isn't. Why would Ilya want to talk to him now? After every awful thing he said. The apology was probably only meant to be polite. Ilya deserves better than Shane's anger, and Shane can't fix it. He can't swallow the words back into his mouth and make like he never said them. He can't erase the way Ilya has looked after hearing them.
Please, just go.
Shane closes his phone, choosing to power it off completely before laying it on the nightstand. If his phone isn't on, then he can't perceive whether Ilya is texting him, like Schrödinger's Boyfriend. As long as the phone isn't on, the messages both exist and don't exist, and he can cling to that uncertainty like a life raft in a storm.
He turns off his bedside light and tries to make it as dark as possible, trying to imagine what it felt like to sleep in Ilya's bed for the last time. Please, not the last time. Shane squeezes his eyes shut hard to try to stop the tears from coming, but this time they slip through.
***

The days between Christmas and New Years slip by in a haze. Shane usually isn't aware of this time. Not in the way people joke about online. New Years has never held a lot of interest to Shane. Bars are only louder and extra crowded than usual, rendering them even more off-putting, and the pressure to kiss someone, a woman, always made Shane's anxiety kick onto overdrive.
The combined effect of Shane's distaste for New Years parties with fact that hockey returns to normal after Christmas means the generally considered liminal time of the 26th-31st has always felt like just any other week of the season to Shane.
This year is different, though. There had been the promise of plans, a kiss at midnight, maybe sex once everyone was gone. It's an idea that had only existed for twenty-four hours, but it still haunts Shane's thoughts as each day brings him closer to the 31st of December. Ilya never told him he wasn't invited anymore. But he did tell him to leave his house, and hasn't actually invited him back again since, which feels like the same thing.
Shane isn't sure if he's felt this low in his entire life. At his weakest, he contemplates calling his mom. But he doesn't even know what he'd say to her. 'Ilya and I got into a huge fight. You wouldn't understand it because I've been lying to you.' And then what? Then his mom is mad at him too? Maybe that's what Shane would deserve, but he can't face it now.
So, Shane doesn't call his mom or return her calls. He knows she'd hear something off in his voice ,so he sends perfunctory, polite text messages about his game. When his mom refuses to let him avoid the calls any longer, almost panicked and demanding  answers about the fight with Kent, he puts on his media voice and regurgitates the same shit he told them. Without seeing her face, he can tell his mom doesn't believe him. But she doesn't push for more, having come to expect this from Shane, and that thought only makes him feel worse.
The Metros continue to hurl more of the same shit they've been slinging since they first watched his sex tape. During their afternoon game on the last day of December, Shane cops more homophobic jokes from his own team than Nashville.
The whole time, Shane feels increasingly angry with how things have turned out and with himself. Is this really the team he plays hockey with? Is this what Shane got into a fight with Ilya over? It all feels so stupid.
If you leave, no other team will ever take you. You'll be a failure, that same mean voice reminds Shane. Shane skates off the ice after losing 2-1, in part due to a missed scoring opportunity that resulted in a loss of possession after Shane once again had no blockers.
What a fucking joke, Shane thinks, and for the first time, staying starts to feel like the greater failure.
When the game ends, Shane does something he almost never does anymore, and heads to the locker room immediately to shower. He stripping off his gear like it's on fire, unable to stomach spending another second in Bell Center.
The rest of the team can decide if they're okay with showering near a fag or if they'd rather hang out in the locker room until he's gone. Maybe they can watch his sex tape again, for old times' sake.
Shane isn't surprised when Hayden shows up halfway through his shower. He probably left J.J. in the locker room so they could guard both locations at once. In the days since their conversation in Shane's living room, they've both tiptoed around him. They don't ask about Ilya, but Shane can tell that they want to. Instead, they just hover around him asking how he's doing and what's new, clearly fishing for updates if any exist.
"Hey, man," Hayden greets gently. "You seem like you're in a hurry. You got plans tonight?"
"No," Shane says, though it's half a lie. "I just don't want to be in this locker room anymore."
"Oh, okay." Hayden nods, because that sentence needs no further explanation. "Well, me and Jackie will just be home with the kids. The girls think they're going to stay up till midnight but we'll probably change the clocks and play an old video of the ball dropping around like ten. I figure that works for your bedtime too."
"Smart," Shane deadpans, not even registering the joke.
Hayden is quiet for a beat, waiting to see if Shane continues. "So, if you wanted to come hang out with us. They'd love it I'm sure."
"Yeah…maybe," Shane murmurs, turning off the water and grabbing his towel.
Half the team goes to shower when he gets back to the locker room and Shane knows they were waiting for him to finish before going in. Of course they were because you're a fucking creep, right? He doesn't linger. He's dressed and out of there before most of them are even back, uncaring of whether Theriault wanted him to do media. He can afford to deal with whatever fine the team wants to throw his way for shirking that duty. He never removes his phone from his hockey bag, continuing his new system of Schrödinger's boyfriend.
When Shane gets home he dumps all his gear on the floor and goes right to the fridge. He eats his post game meal prep mechanically, without noticing the flavor while staring dead-faced at the cookbooks arranged on his kitchen counter. He drops his dishes in the sink and goes to shower again, taking his time with this one the way he can't at the arena. Once clean and smelling like his own soap, Shane gets dressed in the nice jeans Rose made him buy, the ones he remembers Ilya liked, and a white t-shirt.
Shane spends a long time standing in his bedroom, just taking deep breathes and contemplating before he grabs his keys.
"He invited you. He wants you there. He invited you. He wants you there," Shane chants to himself as he unlocks his car door, tossing his coat on the passenger seat.
He hasn't packed anything; all he has is his wallet, passport and phone, which it's possible border control will find suspicious, but he's usually recognized. Shane grips the steering wheel like he is ready to start driving. He's started the car only to leave it in park and sit there, staring out the windshield, thinking hard about everything.
Ilya's New Years party is tonight and Shane wants to be there. He wants to put the car in drive and go to Boston. Shane wants to see Ilya, to tell him he's sorry and that he never wants to break up and he wants Ilya to kiss Ilya at midnight the way couples can and the way they're finally allowed to.
But there's a thought creeping in like oil spilling into a body of fresh water, spreading to contaminate everything it touches. The thought that Shane knows he has no right to go. If Ilya wanted him there he would have texted. If Ilya wanted him there he would have replied to the last text, not left those three mocking dots to appear over and over.
What if Ilya doesn't want him there? What if Shane shows up and, in front of the entire Raiders roster and their partners, people who sat with Shane at a game, Ilya asks Shane to leave? Or worse, what if he politely acts happy to see Shane only to turn him down gently after everyone has gone? Would that be worse? Both options make Shane's eyes burn. His brain won't let him consider a version where Ilya is genuinely happy to see him.
Shane sits in the car for a long time, just holding the steering wheel like he's moving while the vehicle stays firmly in park. Shane sits there long enough that he has to turn it off and it's while he's sitting there, waiting for something, that his phone starts to vibrate on the console.
He leaps at it only to see Hayden's name on the Caller ID. Shane sighs out his disappointment and answers the phone.
"Hey," he greets and cringes when he realizes how unhappy he still sounds.
"Hey buddy," Hayden greets with the cadence of a rescuer coaxing a scared dog to come closer. "Are you coming tonight? Jackie picked up stuff for you to eat just in case."
Shane exhales slowly, guilt twisting in his gut now at the thought that Jackie went out of her way for him when she's in the middle of her third pregnancy with three young children already. "I, uhm, I'm probably not going to make it. I'm sorry."
"That's okay, man, we just didn't want…the girls to miss you," Hayden stammers, clearly changing his sentence in the middle upon realizing what he was going to say. "They'll be fine. I never told them you were coming, so don't worry about that."
"Thanks," Shane sniffles, suddenly aware his eyes have started to get hot. "Let's, uhm, let's maybe do dinner next week or—"
"We're on the road next week," Hayden reminds, not unkindly.
"Right, I—right, sorry," Shane scrubs furiously at both eyes with the back of his hand. He isn't even sure why he's crying now but he hopes his voice doesn't betray him.
"What are you doing? Why do you sound weird?" Hayden asks. Shane can tell by the way the noise changes around him that he's moving to a different part of his house. Somewhere more private. Fuck.
"I, uh, I'm in my car," Shane admits, feeling stupid.
"Are you going to your parents?"
"Uhm….no. Ilya invited me to his New Years party so I just…" Shane trails off. He just what, exactly? He's just sitting in his car waiting to get the courage to start driving? How much more pathetic does he want Hayden to know he is?
"Oh, you're heading to Boston?" Hayden inquires, sounding close to hopeful. It almost makes Shane laugh to think that Hayden is hoping he and Ilya will make up. They've come a long way in only a few months.
"Maybe…I…I'm still in Montreal," Shane reveals, feeling like an idiot. "I don't know what I'm doing."
This time Shane knows his voice does betray him.
"Maybe you should pull over, bud," Hayden suggests in a the same gentle voice Shane hears him use on his children. "Just to be safe."
"The car isn't moving," Shane admits, grateful he can't see Hayden. "I haven't made it out of my parking garage."
"Okay," Hayden replies, taking a beat to process that. "Have you guys still not talked?"
"We did…kind of," Shane confesses.
"Well, that's good," Hayden exclaims. "What did he say?"
"He told me was sorry and then—then I said I was sorry too," Shane explains, more tears starting to gather in his eyes. "And then he never said anything else. I could see he was typing, but he never sent anything and we just left it at that. He didn't…he didn't want to talk to me again."
Hayden's quiet for a beat on the other line. Shane can tell he's trying to figure out what the right thing to say is.
"Why didn't you send anything else?" He prods gently.
"I-I just…all he said was that he was sorry and then he didn't speak to me again. I thought maybe he didn't want to speak to me more," Shane explains.
"Well," Hayden says, in a brighter voice. "Did it occur to you that maybe Rozanov was thinking the same thing? That maybe he has the same worries?"
"He doesn't," Shane dismisses.
"And you're basing that claim on what, exactly?"
Shane doesn't have to response to that. He can't explain to Hayden the expansive history of their relationship and Sochi and the way Ilya had looked at him and called him Hollander again. He knows Hayden wouldn't understand. Not when Hayden got to meet his wife at the bar, make out on the dancefloor and then live happily ever after.
"Just…everything," Shane answers instead.
"So now you're waiting for him to text you first…again," Hayden confirms.
"Yeah, basically."
Hayden sighs down the line at Shane. "You know, I think I liked it better when you guys were playing Russian-I-love-you chicken."
"Yeah," Shane croaks, eyes burning again. "I liked that better too." He knows his voice betrays him, cracking completely on the last word.
"Shane," Hayden murmurs gently, clearly starting something Shane doesn't feel like hearing.
"Look, I, uh—" Shane clears his throat. "—I should go, but tell Jackie I'm sorry and we'll do dinner when we get back from the road games," Shane says hastily. "I'll talk to you later, okay?"
Shane hangs up before Hayden can get another word out. He feels like an asshole. He'll have to apologize later, or maybe he won't have to, because Hayden will understand. A text comes through from Hayden but Shane doesn't look at it. He lays his phone face down on the console again and grabs the gear shift.
He doesn't start the car.
The next time Shane's phone rings it's from J.J., and Shane knows with absolute certainty that he and Hayden have been texting about him in the interim.
"Hey," Shane answers, trying to keep his voice neutral. "What's up?"
"Capitaine," J.J. greets in a loud voice, filled with played up nonchalance. "What are you doing tonight?"
"Just…uh, no plans," Shane replies and he can tell in the beat of silence that follows that J.J. knows that's something of a lie.
"Well," he starts. "If you're not doing anything maybe we could hang out. I could come over."
"Don't you have plans?" Shane counters, more accusatory than he should be, but he's a bit tired of this two-pronged attack they're running.
"I can cancel them," J.J. offers.
"You don't need to cancel your plans for me," Shane dismisses.
"What will you be doing?" J.J. asks again, more softly this time. Shane suspects he already knows the answer to that question and is asking to be polite or to get Shane to talk.
"Just…thinking about stuff," Shane sighs, rubbing his thumb over the steering wheel.
"Well, you are in luck. I am great at thinking about stuff, perhaps I can help," J.J. laughs.
Shane huffs in exasperation. "J.J., I…you don't have to do this. I'm fine, really."
Shane doesn't believe that. J.J. doesn't believe it either, and Shane knows J.J. doesn't, and J.J. probably knows that too. But they sit with it for a beat anyway, and after a long time J.J. seems to accept it.
"Call me if you need anything okay?" He requests.
"I will," Shane promises. Lie.
Shane hangs up his phone for the second time and places it back on the console. He sits in the car for a long time that night. At one point, he turns it on again, only to idle there for ten minutes before eventually turning it back off. He never makes it out of his parking garage. He doesn't go to Ilya's New Years party. Shane kicks on the car one last time and watches the clock tick from 11:59pm in 2016 to 12:00am in 2017.
"Happy New Year," he whispers to himself. The glowing blue numbers cast a mocking light on his faux-celebration, the words serving as a ghost of something he should be shouting with joy before kissing Ilya. A real New Years kiss with someone he'd actually enjoy kissing. Just another experience that's out of Shane's reach because he's gay.
Just after midnight, he receives several 'Happy New Years' texts from other people—Hayden, J.J., his parents, Rose. Each time his phone goes off, he jumps at it, and each time he is disappointed. He doesn't text Ilya first or call him either, the silence expanding out in both directions between them.
Shane rings in the start of 2017 without his boyfriend and his gut twists up at the sickening feeling that he could keep spending his nights without him and he has no one to blame but himself.
Maybe it's better this way. All he's brought Ilya is misery. He could have married a woman, could have had a normal life, could have kept going back to Russia. Ilya doesn't see it now, or didn't, anyway, but Shane is the worst thing to ever happen to him. Maybe it's better if Shane gets out of his way now and Ilya can try to have a normal life after him. Shane can't—sometimes Shane think it will always either be Ilya Rozanov or not one at all. But maybe Ilya could, and he'd be happier, and that would be enough.
Shane's wobbling lip betrays him and he's grateful there's no one in the car to see it. Finally, rubbing at his tired and burning eyes, Shane pulls the keys out of his car, picks up his coat, and goes back inside.
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