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Hard to Breathe

    by Rachel Matteo (Rachel_Matteo)

      Summary

      Sequel to Breathing Room

Ilya Rozanov has spent five years holding Shane Hollander at arm’s length - not because he didn’t love him, but because he loved him too much to ask him to risk everything for something that could fall apart. He was good at that: the careful distance, the walls that looked like indifference, the way he’d learned to be close without being close. He’d had a lot of practice.

What he didn’t have practice for was what came after he was done lying to himself. He didn’t have practice for this - for something warm and bright and absolutely terrifying. Something that fits in the spaces between games and cities and the distance between Boston and Raleigh. Something that makes Ilya think, for the first time in a long time, that maybe the risk is worth it.

He just needs to figure out what to do with it all before their careers swallow them whole

He doesn’t get the chance to think about it for very long.
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      Chapter 1: You F***ing Tripped Me
  








  The phone rang twice before Shane picked up, which meant he’d been expecting the call. Ilya knew this because Shane only let it ring twice when he already had his phone in his hand - any longer meant he’d had to go looking for it and any shorter meant he’d been staring at the screen waiting, which he would never admit to. Two rings was the sweet spot. Two rings was Shane being careful about what he gave away even when there was nobody watching him do it. 
 
Except - and this was new, this was the thing that was still new enough that Ilya noticed it every time - Shane didn’t have to be careful anymore. Not with him. They had said things. They were living inside those things now, at whatever pace the distance and the schedules allowed, and the two rings were habit rather than defense, the echo of a man who had spent a long time protecting himself and was still learning that he didn’t have to. 
 
Ilya found this one of the more endearing things about Shane Hollander, which was already a long list. 
 
“Hi,” Shane answered. 
 
Not Rozanov. Not the last name, the deflection, the old distance they used to keep between them like a hand pressed against a door. Just hi, easy and warm, the voice he used when there was nobody to perform anything for. 
 
“Hi,” Ilya smiled as he dropped onto his couch with enough force that the cushions registered their opinion. Boston was playing Carolina tomorrow afternoon, which meant tonight was Shane in a hotel twelve minutes from Ilya’s Penthouse, which meant Ilya had been aware of the specific geography of his situation from approximately the moment the Breakers’ travel schedule had crossed his phone screen approximately two weeks ago and he had looked at Boston, February 27 and had been doing the mental math on it ever since. 
 
It had been three weeks since he and Shane had last seen each other since the All-Stars Game in San Diego, and Ilya missed him. 
 
“It’s late,” Shane said. It wasn’t an accusation. Just an observation, delivered in the tone Shane used when he was noting something he already had an opinion about. 
 
“It is nine-fifteen,” Ilya said. 
 
“Game night.” 
 
“For both of us,” Ilya pointed out. 
 
Shane made the sound that meant he was conceding the point without saying so, which Ilya had catalogued extensively and which he found unreasonably satisfying to produce. “Fair,” Shane said. “How’s the Penthouse?” 
 
“Good,” Ilya said. “Quiet. I made food.” 
 
“You made food,” Shane said, and there was something in the way he said it - fond and slightly surprised in the way he still sometimes got when he discovered Ilya doing domestic things, like the information kept landing newly even though it shouldn’t by now. “What did you make?” 
 
“Pasta,” Ilya said. “Victor sent me recipe. He said it was simple.” He paused. “It was not simple.” 
 
“Was it edible?” Shane asked. 
 
“It was fine,” Ilya smiled. “Mostly.” 
 
“Mostly,” Shane repeated. 
 
“The pasta was fine,” Ilya said. “The sauce was - learning experience.” 
 
Shane laughed. The real one, short and genuine and gone almost as quickly as it came, and Ilya felt it in his chest the way he always felt it, which was immediately and completely. “Victor’s going to be devastated,” Shane said. 
 
“Victor does not need to know,” Ilya said. 
 
“Victor will find out - he always finds out.” 
 
“Then I will tell him pasta was excellent and the sauce had character,” Ilya snorted. 
 
“That’s a word for it.” 
 
They settled into a quiet that had the quality their silences had developed lately - not empty, not the careful managed quiet of two people deciding what to give away, but full, the easy warmth of two people who had run out of things to hide and were finding the absence of the hiding considerably more comfortable than either of them had expected. Ilya put his feet up on the coffee table and looked at the ceiling and thought about twelve minutes, which was not very far… if he decided to be stupid about it. 
 
He had decided not to be stupid about it. 
 
He had thought about being stupid about it for the better part of two hours instead, which was arguably worse and had produced nothing useful, other than lead to this phone call, which he was now conducting while Shane was in a hotel only twelve minutes away at nine-fifteen in the evening like a man with a plan rather than a man who had been staring at his phone since dinner.  
 
“Carmichael texted me,” Shane said, eventually. 
 
Ilya sat up. “Carmichael texted you?”
 
“Three times,” Shane said, and Ilya could hear the quality in his voice that meant he was trying not to smile. “The first one was just - and I’m quoting directly here - Hey Hollander it’s Carmichael from the Bears you probably don’t have my number - which, I did not.” 
 
“Of course you did not,” Ilya said. “How did he get your number?” 
 
“He didn’t say,” Shane chuckled. “The second text was a gif of a bear waving. I think it was meant to be friendly.” 
 
Ilya pressed a hand over his eyes. “I am going to kill him.” 
 
“The third one was an invitation to dinner,” Shane continued, with the same even tone he used when he was reporting information that he found genuinely amusing and was choosing not to let himself be openly amused by it, which was a Shane quality that Ilya had spent the past three weeks since the All-Stars weekend finding both maddening and deeply endearing in equal measure. “He said, and I’m quoting again here: the group is going out to Russo’s and Roz wants you there but he’s been staring at his phone for two hours instead of asking so I’m asking, say yes, I have a floor plan of the restaurant.” 
 
There was a silence. 
 
“I am going to kill him slowly,” Ilya amended. 
 
Shane laughed. 
 
Ilya closed his eyes. “I was not staring at the phone for two hours.” 
 
“How long were you staring at it?” 
 
A pause. “The pasta took long time,” Ilya said. 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“It was complicated sauce,” Ilya argued. 
 
Shane made a sound, fond and exasperated, the combination that Ilya had spent an embarrassing amount of time learning to produce and that still felt like a small victory every time he managed it. “You want me to come to dinner?” Shane asked. 
 
“I want you to come after the game,” Ilya said. “Not tonight - tonight is–” He paused, reaching for the word. “Tonight is already late and dinner is over. Is too much for tonight.” 
 
“Yeah,” Shane said, and the ease of it, the way he moved into the gap and filled it without needing Ilya to explain further, was something Ilya would never get used to. “After the game works.” 
 
“You will come?” Ilya asked, trying to keep the hope out of his voice. 
 
A pause. Just long enough for Shane to be Shane about it - taking the moment to actually decide rather than just answering, which was one of the things Ilya had always respected about him even if it drove him to distraction. “Yeah,” Shane said. “I’ll come.” 
 
Something in Ilya’s chest settled at that, the way it had been settling with increasing ease since San Diego, since the thing between them had stopped being something to be managed and started to be something that simple was. It wasn’t new - the feeling had been living in him since Regina, since a fateful encounter beneath a non-smoking sign in the snow when he’d been eighteen years old and had looked at Shane Hollander standing there holding out his hand and seen those freckles and - he really loved those freckles - it had changed in quality since then. It was warmer now. Less like pressure and more like a presence. Like something that had made a decision about where it belonged and was no longer interested in being argued with. 
 
“They will like you,” Ilya said. 
 
“You can’t know that,” Shane sighed. 
 
“I know them,” Ilya said. “Carmichael is three texts in already. Hayes has been asking about you since Boston. Even Victor–” he paused, because admitting that St-Simon had voluntarily expressed interest in another human being felt like giving away a state secret, “-even Victor said your transition game this season was worth watching.” 
 
Silence. 
 
“That’s–that’s high praise from him,” Shane said carefully, so Ilya could tell he meant it, could hear the way the information had landed somewhere that mattered. 
 
“Da,” Ilya agreed. “He watches tape.” 
 
“I know he watches tapes,” Shane said. “Everyone in the league knows he watches tapes. There’s a whole thing about it on–” He stopped. “It doesn’t matter. The point is–” 
 
“The point is he is not easily impressed,” Ilya said. “And he is impressed.” he let that sit for a moment. “So. Come after the game. Let me - let me introduce you. Properly.” 
 
Another pause. This one felt different from the others - softer, maybe, or just more - it was harder to read without being able to see his face, and Ilya found himself wishing, not for the first time, that phones were better at carrying the things that didn’t translate into words. 
 
“I already said I would come,” Shane said. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “After the game.” 
 
“After the game,” Shane agreed. 
 
There was a beat of quiet that neither of them filled, the kind of quiet that had become its own language between them - not empty but full, carrying everything they were both still figuring out how to say in the pace they could both manage. They were doing that now, Ilya thought. Figuring it out. It was not always graceful. It was not always easy. But they were doing it, and that was - that was more than he’d had in years of not doing it, and he was not going to take it for granted. 
 
“You should sleep,” Shane said, eventually. “You have a game tomorrow.” 
 
“So do you,” Ilya smiled. 
 
“I’m aware,” Shane said dryly. “I’m also not the one calling people at nine-thirty on a game night.” 
 
“I called at nine-fifteen,” Ilya argued. 
 
“Fifteen minutes doesn't save you,” Shane said. 
 
“It is significant margin–” 
 
“Good night, Ilya,” Shane chuckled. “I love you.” 
 
Ilya smiled at the ceiling of his apartment. “Da, I love you,” he said, softly. “Good night, Solnyshko .” 
 
The call ended. Ilya kept the phone in his hand for a moment, looking at Shane’s name on the screen - not saved under Jane anymore, and hadn’t been since he arrived in Boston last July. He let the evening settle around him in his Boston penthouse that smelled faintly of a learning experience involving pasta sauce. 
 
He was, he thought, looking at the ceiling with a quiet certainty - because he was a man who had been in love for six years and was now finally being allowed to just be in it - extremely lucky. 
 
He set the phone down and went to do something about the mess in the kitchen. 
 

 
The crowd at TD Garden was already at full volume by the time warmups ended, which was how Ilya knew the building had decided that tonight mattered. Boston crowds had a particular relationship with Carolina that was different from the relationship they had with, say, Montréal or Toronto- those games carried the weight of history, of decades of bad blood calcified into tradition. Carolina was newer than that, a rivalry still in the process of being made, built game by game and hit by hit into something that didn’t have a name yet but that the fans could feel accumulating. Ilya could feel it too. He had been feeling it since he stepped onto the ice for warmups and found Shane already there, moving through drills at the far end with a focus, that was simply how Shane Hollander existed on a sheet of ice - no wasted motion, no performance anymore, every edge exactly where it needed to be as if the ice beneath him had agreed in advance to cooperate. 
 
Ilya watched Shane on his side of the ice for longer than was necessary. This was not new behavior. 
 
Carmichael appeared at his shoulder - Carmichael always appeared at his shoulder - suddenly and without warning. He had energy that screamed that he had something to say and he’d been waiting for the correct moment to say it, which for Carmichael meant he would be bombarded by it any moment now… 
 
“He texted me back!” Carmichael bounced with barely contained glee. 
 
There it was. 
 
“I know,” Ilya smirked.
 
“He said he’d come after the game.” 
 
“I know,” Ilya said again. 
 
“Did he tell you I texted him?” 
 
“He quoted all three of your texts to me,” Ilya nodded. 
 
Carmichael processed this. “Huh,” he said. “Good memory.” 
 
“Shane has a very good memory,” he agreed. “For everything. Keep that in mind.” 
 
“Is that a warning?” Carmichael asked. 
 
“It is information,” Ilya clarified. “What you do with it is your concern.” 
 
Carmichael nodded slowly, his expression saying that he was going to file that bit of information away for future use. Then he brightened again. “Hayes is excited. He’s been talking about it since breakfast.” 
 
“Hayes is excited about most things, da?” 
 
“True,” Carmichael agreed. “But this is a higher register of excited. Like, he went back and watched the Breakers’ last three games last night to have things to talk to Hollander about.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. 
 
“He said he wanted to be prepared,” Carmichael added, somewhat defensively, which suggested he had also done some amount of preparation and was not quite ready to admit it. 
 
“And Marlow?” Ilya asked. 
 
“Marlow said, and I quote: It’s about time,” Carmichael smiled. “And then he went back to reading some book and didn’t say anything else.” 
 
“Hmm,” Ilya nodded. “Very Marlow.” 


“It really is,” Carmichael agreed. 
 
Across the ice, Shane had shifted into a different drill, the puck moving off his blade with the clean snap of someone who had done this ten thousand times and would do it ten thousand more without finding it less satisfying, and Ilya tracked the movement with the part of his brain that was always tracking Shane on the ice - automatic, involuntary, a habit formed so long ago he couldn't remember when it hadn’t been there. 
 
“You know,” Carmichael smirked, following his line of sight, “you stare at him a lot.” 
 
“He is opposing team’s best forward,” Ilya said. “I am doing tactical assessment.” 
 
“Right,” Carmichael nodded. “Is that what we’re calling it now?” 
 
Ilya did not dignify that with a response. He pushed off and went back toward the Boston end and left Carmichael behind, and if he was aware of exactly where Shane was on the ice for the remainder of warmups then that was simply the natural consequence of playing against someone as good as Shane and needing to know what they were doing at all times. 
 
But, he was very beautiful to look at. 
 
The game itself shaped up to be what the games between Boston and Carolina had been becoming all season - fast, physical, and conducted at a pace that left no room for anything except the next play and the one after. Carolina had come in with a game plan that Ilya had seen enough of by the second period to respect without being remotely happy about it - structured, disciplined, built around Shane’s ability to read the ice two moves ahead and position himself where the puck was going to be rather than where it currently was. It wasn’t flashy. It was extraordinarily effective. 
 
Ilya’s first real look at him was in the opening minutes of the first period, a neutral zone battle that lasted approximately four seconds and ended with Shane coming away with the puck in a way that was so clean and so quick that Ilya spent the next twenty seconds replaying it mentally while he chased him back up the ice. It was not, he would note privately and to no one, the first time Shane Hollander made him feel like he needed to recalibrate. 
 
“You’re admiring him again,” Marlow chuckled, falling into stride with him again. 
 
“I am recalibrating,” Ilya corrected. 
 
“You’re been recalibrating since warmups,” Marlow said and then he dropped back before Ilya could respond. 
 
The first period went to Carolina 1-0 on a goal that came from the kind of play that made opponents feel stupid - not because it was impossible to defend, but because it was so obvious in retrospect that the failure to prevent it felt like a personal failing. Shane had read a pinch from Eric Sebbin, who was not a bad defenseman but was a slightly predictable one, and had been in the exact position to intercept the pass and turn it the other way before half the Bears had registered the play had changed direction. Zelenko finished it from a dish that Shane had made without looking, a pass delivered to where Zelenko was going to be rather than where he was, and the lamp lit and the Carolina end of the building went sideways with noise. 
 
Ilya stood at the dot and watched Shane celebrate - a fist bump with Blake, a hug and smile shared with Zelenko - and he found himself, not for the first time, thinking that the rest of the league had no idea what it was actually watching when it watched Shane Hollander play hockey. 
 
He was going to do something about the deficit in the second period. He was going to do something about it in the first actually, but he was going to be intelligent about it. 
 
“Do not let him get that angle again,” He said to the line as they reset. 
 
“Which angle?” Hayes called from the crease.
 
“The one where he reads entire play before it happens and scores,” Ilya said. 
 
There was a brief silence on the Boston side.
 
“Helpful,” Hayes muttered. “Very specific. Love the tactical detail.” 
 
“Just stop him,” Ilya said. 
 
“Right,” Hayes nodded. “Stop Shane Hollander. Simple. No notes.” 
 
The second period was better, which was to say Ilya scored twice in nine minutes and felt considerably less frustrated with the general state of things, though the frustration did not disappear entirely because the source of it was still on the ice and still doing things that required Ilya’s full attention and then some. 
 
The first goal came off a power play, Carmichael threading a pass through traffic with the kind of precision that tended to surprise people who hadn’t been paying attention to Ryan Carmichael, which was their mistake, and Ilya buried it in the top corner. The second came off a rush that started when Ilya read a turnover before the Carolina defenseman did, was on the puck before the play had fully developed, and had enough ice in front of him to make the decision cleanly. 
 
That one he felt. The clean ones always felt different - not better, necessarily, just cleaner, like a proof that worked out exactly as it should. 
 
He found Shane’s eyes after the second goal, because he always found Shane’s eyes, it was involuntary and unavoidable and he had stopped pretending otherwise some time around July. Shane was already looking at him. Of course he was. The expression on his face was the one Ilya catalogued under competitive and not happy about it - jaw set, eyes sharp, a stillness that meant Shane was already three steps into a response he hadn’t executed yet. 
 
Ilya held the eye contact for one beat, two, and then he turned back to his bench because the game wasn’t over and he had work to do and also because he was trying to be professional about this, which was substantially harder in practice than it sounded when the other man kept giving him a fucking boner. 
 
Carolina scored again midway through the second period off a play that Ilya would concede, privately, was genuinely beautiful - Zelenko drawing two Bears defenders with a drive toward the net and Blake finding Shane at the back post in the space they’d vacated, Shane one-timing it with an efficiency that suggested he had been waiting for exactly that window and had simply been patient enough to let it arrive. 2-2. The building swung the other way, the Carolina contingent finding its voice again, and Ilya took a breath through his nose and decided that the third period was going to go differently. 
 
The third period did not immediately go differently. 
 
What it did instead was produce a sequence in the neutral zone in the game’s seventh minute that Ilya was going to think about for a long time afterward, not because of how it resolved but because of what happened in the middle of it. He had Shane along the boards, the puck contested between their sticks, the kind of close-quarters battle that the game generated a hundred times a night and that usually resolved itself in two seconds and was forgotten immediately. 
 
This one didn’t resolve in two seconds. 
 
 Ilya was aware of Shane the way he always was aware of Shane in close proximity. The familiar shape of him and his game, the weight of his presence and the quality of competing against someone who knew your tendencies as well as you knew theirs. They had been reading each other for six years across faceoff dots and neutral zones and in hotel rooms and over the phone at nine-fifteen at night, and the result of all that accumulated knowledge was that playing against Shane Hollander was both easier and harder than playing against anyone else. 
 
Easier because Ilya understood him. 
 
Harder because Shane understood him back. 
 
“You’re slow today,” Shane said, under the noise, quiet enough that it was only for Ilya. There was nothing mean in it - it was just an observation, delivered with a directness that was just how Shane communicated on the ice. 
 
“Your left edge is lazy,” Ilya returned. 
 
A pause. The puck jumped between their sticks. Shane’s weight shifted, testing something. “It’s not,” he grunted. 
 
“It is on the backhand,” Ilya smirked. “Has been since first period. You are compensating on the turn.” 
 
Another pause, longer this time. “Don’t tell me things like that in the middle of a game,” Shane hissed, and there was something in his voice that was caught between irritation and something warmer, which Ilya found extremely difficult to ignore. 
 
“You would tell me,” Ilya smiled. 
 
“I wouldn’t,” Shane argued. 
 
“You absolutely would,” Ilya said, and felt the small shift in Shane’s body that meant he was trying not to agree out loud. 
 
The puck broke free. The moment broke with it, and both of them were back into the flow of the game. Ilya pushed off hard and did not think about the backhand edge or the weight shift or any of the hundred things he had just filed away in the part of his brain that was entirely dedicated, for better or worse, to the study of Shane Hollander. 
 
Boston scored with four minutes left. Ilya set it up, reading a lane that opened for exactly one second and getting the puck to Carmichael in time for him to make something of it, and the goal stood after a brief review and put Boston up 3-2 going into the final minutes. Carolina pulled their goalie with ninety seconds left. It didn’t change the outcome. The final horn went with Boston holding it, and the building erupted. 
 
Ilya shook hands at center ice and when he reached Shane, he held on for a half second longer than the handshake required - not dramatically, not in a way that the cameras would make anything of, just enough to feel Shane’s grip tighten in return, just long enough for Shane to look at him with that look. 
 
“Good game,” Shane said. 
 
“You too,” Ilya smiled. 
 
“Your second goal was lucky,” Shane rolled his eyes. 
 
“My second goal was beautiful.” 
 
“Lucky.” Shane repeated and the corner of his mouth moved, barely, and then he was moving down the line and Ilya let him go and skated back toward the Boston bench feeling unreasonably good about a 3-2 win that he should have been feeling straightforwardly good about. 
 

 
Equipment clattered. Voices overlapped. Ilya stripped off his gear and let the noise of the locker room settle around him, familiar and uncomplicated in the way this room had always been familiar to him - more than most, if he was being honest, though he kept that to himself. He had spent his adult life in locker rooms across cities that were not Moscow, had built something resembling a life in the margins between road trips and practice schedules, and most locker rooms blurred together after enough years. This one hadn’t. It showed in the way the guys moved around each other without having to think about it. In the banners in the rafters. In the ease that accumulated when a team had been through enough to know what it was. 
 
Carmichael was already changed and vibrating with barely contained energy when Ilya came out of the shower. 
 
“He’s coming?” Carmichael asked. 
 
“He said he would come,” Ilya said. 
 
“Okay,” Carmichael said, his tone indicated that he clearly decided this was excellent news and intended to do something with it. “Okay. So here’s what I’m thinking–” 
 
“Don’t think,” Ilya said. 
 
“I have thoughts–” 
 
“Must hurt,” St-Simon snorted. 
 
Carmichael turned to him, mouth hanging open. 
 
“Ryan,” Ilya said, and Carmichael stopped. Ilya looked at him. “He is coming to meet the team. Not for event. Just - be yourself.” 
 
“Being myself is exactly what I was planning,” Carmichael said with an expression so sincere that it was almost alarming. 
 
“That is what concerns me,” Ilya said. 
 
Marlow, who had been lacing his shoes and had been listening - clearly trying to not to get involved directly - looked up. “Leave it alone, Carm,” he said. 
 
Carmichael turned on him. “I'm not doing anything!” 
 
Marlow sighed. “Not yet.” He went back to his shoes. 
 
Carmichael opened his mouth, closed it, and then turned to St-Simon instead, who had his phone out and was reading something with an expression that suggested he was making a purposeful decision to stay out of the conversation and was going to enforce that. “Vic,” Carmichael said. “Back me up!” 
 
“Non,” Victor said without looking up. 
 
“You don’t even know what I was going to say!” 
 
“I know enough.” 
 
Hayes appeared from around the corner from the shower, his hair damp and with an expression of frank excitement that he appeared to have no intention of moderating. “Is he coming?” He asked Ilya. 
 
“Yes,” Ilya said, hanging his head down and resting his chin on his chest. 
 
“Okay,” Hayes said, and ran a hand through his curls and seemed to be doing some kind of internal recalibration. “Okay. So I rewatched their last few games–” 
 
“I know,” Ilya groaned. “Carmichael told me.” 
 
Hayes looked at Carmichael. “I told you not to tell him!” 
 
“I didn’t know that was privileged information,” Carmichael said. 
 
“Oh wow, big word,” St-Simon deadpanned. 
 
“Vic!” 
 
“It was clearly privileged information,” Hayes continued, before turning back to Ilya. “The point is - his transition game this season is really something. Kessler’s system suits him in a way that Montréal clearly never–” 
 
“Victor already said this,” Ilya sighed. 
 
Hayes blinked. “Victor said something complimentary about another player?” 
 
“He said his transition game was worth watching.” 
 
Hayes turned to St-Simon. St-Simon continued reading his phone. “Vic,” Hayes said. 
 
“Do not make it weird,” Victor grumbled. 
 
“I’m not going to make it weird, I’m just–” 
 
“You always make it weird,” Victor said. “You made lighthouse episode weird. You do not get to make this weird too.” 
 
“The lighthouse episode is objectively–” 
 
“We have had this conversation, oui?” Victor said. 
 
Hayes looked at Ilya and Ilya shrugged. This was, more or less, a typical Tuesday evening with the Boston Bears, and he was not going to apologize for it. 
 

 
Shane arrived approximately twenty minutes after the final horn, which meant he had taken his time and had done it on purpose, which meant he had been thinking about arriving and had decided that twenty minutes was the right amount of time to let pass before he did it. Ilya had learned to read the math of Shane’s decisions over the years - not all of it, Shane kept enough private to make him genuinely unknowable in some ways, but it was enough to understand the general calculus. 
 
He knocked on the locker room door, which was both politely Canadian and completely unnecessary given that Carmichael had texted him the exact location three times and the door was already propped open. 
 
Shane was in civilian clothes - dark jeans, the kind of plain dark jacket he defaulted to when he wasn’t thinking about what he was wearing - which was most of the time - which meant he had been thinking about it a bit because he wasn’t wearing his usual athletic clothes he typically wore. He looked like himself, which was to say that he looked like the version of himself that existed off camera and of ice, the version that was quieter than the public one and more real and that Ilya was aware was not something many people got to see usually. 
 
Shane smiled. “Hi.” 
 
“You found it,” Ilya said. 
 
“Carmichael sent me the location three times,” Shane shrugged. “It would have been difficult not to find it.” 
 
He looked around the locker room as Ilya held the door for him to walk through. Ilya noticed the almost imperceptible shift in him as he entered the new space - the small adjustment - taking stock. “Your locker room is nice,” he smirked. “I always knew you made the guest locker rooms uncomfortable on purpose.” 
 
Shane smiled at him again, a little shyly. It wasn’t nervousness, not exactly - it was a habit, the habit of a man who had learned to know his environment before he committed to it. 
 
“Cannot have you being too comfortable, da?” Ilya smiled back. 
 
Carmichael was across the room in seconds. He had, at some point in the past twenty minutes, made a decision about how to approach this and arrived at: Enthusiastic and Controlled; which for Carmichael was a significant exercise in restraint. “Hollander!” He grinned and held out his hand. “Ryan Carmichael. We texted!” 
 
“We did,” Shane confirmed, shaking his hand with the composure of a man who had shaken ten thousand hands in ten thousand locker rooms. “The gif was a nice touch.” 
 
“I thought so!” Carmichael beamed, with complete sincerity. “Bears are very friendly animals when they’re not - know you - trying to kill you?” 
 
“That’s a metaphor for this team, isn’t it?” Shane chuckled. 
 
Carmichael stared at him for a moment and then laughed - the real kind, surprised out of him - and Ilya watched something settle in the room. The first ten seconds of someone meeting Shane off the ice and discovering that the public version and the private version were not the same thing, that there was a dry and unexpected humor under the composure, that he was funny and warm and worth knowing - it made Ilya more happy than words could describe that other people got to see this side of Shane too. It happened from time to time, when people would get close enough to see it, and every time Ilya watched it happen he felt the same complicated proprietary surge of - something. Pride, maybe. Affection. Satisfaction at being one of the people who already knew. 
 
Hayes materialized on Carmichael’s left, which meant he’d been waiting at an appropriate distance and decided this was the correct moment to close it. “Wyatt Hayes,” he said. “I rewatched your last three games.” 
 
Shane smiled. “Ilya told me.” 
 
Hayes shot a look at Ilya that was briefly betrayed and quickly recovered. “The thing about your transition game this season–” he started. 
 
“St-Simon said something about it too,” Shane said. 
 
Hayes turned to Victor, who was leaning against the wall with his phone and an expression that said he had no particular intention to move from his spot. “You talked about his transition game?” Hayes asked. 
 
“I made an observation,” Victor nodded.
 
“To Ilya?” 
 
“Who else would I make it to?” Victor said, as if he found the question slightly baffling. 
 
Shane looked at St-Simon and St-Simon looked at Shane. Something passed between them that was quieter than words - a mutual recognition, maybe, of two people who processed things internally and came out with more information than they’d started with. “St-Simon,” Shane nodded. 
 
“Hollander.” 
 
It was, in the language of men like the two of them, something close to a formal greeting and it seemed to satisfy both of them equally. 
 
Marlow waited until everything had settled down before he crossed the room at a pace that suggested he only moved when he was ready to move, and shook Shane’s hand. “Cliff Marlow,” he said. 
 
“I know who you are,” Shane said, and there was genuine respect in it. Marlow had been in the league for a long time and played in a way that earned the kind of regard that statistics alone couldn’t fully account for. 
 
“Good game tonight,” Marlow said. 
 
“You won.” 
 
“Yes, but you played well,” Marlow smiled. 
 
Shane smiled back. “Thanks.” 
 
They ended up going to Russo’s like Carmichael had originally proposed, because Carmichael always had a plan and the plan was usually fine even when the path to it was paved with chaos; and the table they got in the back of the restaurant was wide enough for six people and private enough - for a group of five Boston Bears and one Carolina Breaker - without generating the kind of attention that would make the evening something other than what it was. 
 
And what it was… was good. Ilya noted this from across the table, where he had positioned himself not quite opposite of Shane but angled enough to see him clearly, which was a choice he had made without examining it too closely. 
 
Carmichael ordered for the table - he had very strong opinions about Italian food and he wasn’t embarrassed by them - which produced a brief but genuine negotiation with Shane about whether the bruschetta was a starter or a side, a negotiation that resolved when Shane noted, with a dry precision that Carmichael was clearly unaccustomed to, that bruschetta was neither a starter nor a side but a category error dressed up as a menu item. Carmichael stared at him for a full three seconds and said, “I don’t know whether to be offended or impressed.” 
 
Shane smirked. “Both are fine.” 
 
Carmichael laughed again with the same surprised quality from earlier, like Shane kept managing to be different from whatever he had prepared for. 
 
“The thing is,” Carmichael said - settling into the subject with an ease that suggested he’d been waiting to have this conversation with someone that might understand it, “synonyms are so strange. Like - I’ve been thinking about this for a while.” 
 
“How long is a while?” Marlow questioned. 
 
“Since Calgary,” Carmichael said. “There was a sign outside a hotel that said forest retreat and I thought, that sounds lovely, and then I thought - but if it said cabin in the woods I would absolutely not fucking go there.” 
 
Shane, who had been in the process of picking up his water glass, paused. “That’s - actually, yeah,” he said, with a slight frown that he wore when he was trying to process why something landed the way it had. “That’s exactly the same thing.” 
 
“It’s not though,” Carmichael said - with a passion that suggested he was clearly waiting for a sympathetic ear. “That’s my point. Cottage in the forest - cozy, lovely, charming. Cabin in the woods - you’re so going to get murdered.” 
 
“Same structure,” Shane frowned. “Woodland dwelling. Temporary.” 
 
“Completely different energy,” Carmichael insisted. 
 
Hayes sat back and glanced between the two of them, amusement dancing on his face. 
 
“He has been workshopping this since Calgary,” Victor said, not looking up. “It has bothered him a lot.” 
 
Carmichael pointed at him. “Oh shut up!” 
 
Victor shrugged. 
 
“I think I get what you’re saying,” Shane said as he took a sip of his water, a devilish smirk playing at his lips. 
 
“Yeah?” Carmichael leaned forward, clearly curious. 
 
This should be good, Ilya thought. 
 
“So, how about like - Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.” Shane said with the appropriate gravity. “It’s lovely. Spiritual. Very sincere.” 
 
“Yeah,” Carmichael agreed. 
 
“Versus,” Shane smirked again. “Sorry Daddy, I’ve been naughty.” 
 
Ilya choked. Not subtly. The drink went somewhere in the general vicinity of the wrong direction and he spent the next several seconds doing something undignified while Marlow pounded him on the back with more enthusiasm than was strictly medically necessary. 
 
“Are you okay?” Hayes asked, with genuine concern. 
 
“I am fine,” Ilya said, when he had recovered enough to speak. “Shane is–” he gestured broadly at Shane, who was watching him with an expression of such pristine innocence that it was obviously constructed, which meant he had timed it, which meant he had seen the opening and taken it deliberately, which was exactly what he did on the ice and apparently also did at Italian restaurants in Boston on a Tuesday night. “He is–” 
 
“Just an innocent bystander who was roped into a debate,” Shane suggested. 
 
“You are not bystander,” Ilya said, still slightly hoarse. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
“I was participating in the conversation,” Shane argued. 
 
“You were waiting,” Ilya accused. “You are menace.” 
 
Shane’s expression didn’t change but something in his eyes did, a restrained amusement that Ilya knew better than almost anything. Ilya just shook his head and groaned. 
 
Marlow was pressing his mouth together in a way that meant he was exercising genuine effort. Victor had looked up from his phone, which was like a standing ovation. Hayes was grinning at Shane with an open warmth that suggested he had decided, quickly and completely, that this was a person worth knowing. And Carmichael… had an expression that said he’d found someone to have this particular conversation with and he intended to have all of it. 
 
“Okay,” Carmichael said, turning back to Shane with a renewed energy. “So you’re thought about this too, clearly.” 
 
“I’ve thought about language a little bit, yeah,” Shane nodded, in a tone that Ilya had learned meant the understatement was intentional. 
 
“What else?” Carmichael demanded. 
 
Shane considered. “Vintage versus old,” he said. “One of them makes you want to own it. The other makes you want to throw it out.” 
 
Carmichael sat back in his chair with an expression that suggested he’d been handed something valuable. “That’s exactly - yes. That’s it. It’s the framing. Everything is framing.” 
 
“Context is everything in language,” Shane said. “The word doesn’t change. The frame around it does.”




“This is the most interesting conversation I’ve had in weeks,” Carmichael announced to the table. 
 
“That is genuinely sad,” Victor said. 
 
“We talked about the lighthouse episode for four hours last week,” Hayes frowned. 
 
“I stand by my statement,” Carmichael said. 
 
The food arrived sometime in the middle of Carmichael and Shane cataloguing further examples of the phenomenon - Carmichael’s were enthusiastic and wide-ranging and Shane’s were precise and occasionally startling, and the two of them together sparked a momentum that built on itself - Carmichael’s energy feeding something in Shane that loosened him and made him funnier and more present in a way he never got unless he was genuinely comfortable. 
 
Ilya watched him and thought, not for the first time, that loving Shane Hollander was the simplest thing he had ever done and the one he had the fewest words for. 
 
“Your team is going to be insufferable tomorrow,” Shane said to Ilya during a lull. 
 
“They are always insufferable,” Ilya said. “You get used to it.” 
 
“I heard that,” Carmichael said. 
 
Ilya rolled his eyes. “Da, I said it at normal volume.” 
 
“You know,” Hayes said, his expression suggested that he had been working himself up to say something and now was the right time, “I’ve been thinking about getting you and Niklas on a call together. Goaltender theory, but also just - the broader conversation about what it actually looks like to be out in this league. I think there’s something there.” 
 
Shane looked at him. It was a careful look - not closed, but assessing. “You talked to Nik about this?” He asked. 
 
“A little,” Hayes admitted. “He brought it up, actually. Said you two had been talking.” 
 
“We have,” Shane admitted, and something in his voice shifted a register that was quieter and more real. “He’s - yeah. Nik’s good people.” 
 
“He’s great,” Hayes said, and meant it. “I just think - you and Nik talking to each other is valuable, obviously. But there’s something in what you two represent together, if you ever wanted to do anything with that. Two out guys at this level, in this league.” He shrugged. I’m not pushing. I just wanted to put it on the table. No pressure.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. The table gave him the moment, which was the thing Ilya had noticed about these people - they knew how to let silence be silence without filling it. 
 
“Thanks,” Shane said finally, and meant it. 
 
“We’ve got you,” Hayes smiled with complete sincerity and warmth that was entirely genuine. Ilya knew that Hayes’ sister was a lesbian and he had been a vocal and consistent ally for long enough that there was nothing performative about what he’d said. It was just true. 
 
Ilya watched Shane’s face when Hayes said it and he watched something settle in it - not dramatically - but like the way a breath releases when you finally let it. 
 
He thought about what it had cost Shane over the years to hold things in. The things he knew about and the things he could only guess at and the things that lived in the spaces between what Shane said and what he didn’t. He thought about the version of Shane that existed in spaces like this one - the real one, the funny and precise and genuinely present one - and about all the years it had spent behind the composure because there had been nowhere safe enough to put it. 
 
He was going to be very good about not saying any of that. He was going to let it exist privately in his chest where it belonged, and pass the bread, and watch Carmichael attempt to convince Victor that he had opinions about bruschetta that he was simply choosing not to share. 
 
“Victor,” Carmichael said. “I know you have thoughts.” 
 
“Non, I do not eat bruschetta,” Victor said. 
 
“That’s not a position,” Carmichael argued. “That’s the absence of a position.” 
 
“Which is itself a position,” Shane pushed.
 
Carmichael pointed at Shane. “Yes! Thank you!” 
 
Victor looked at Shane with an expression that suggested he was revising an earlier assessment. “You are going to be trouble,” he said. 
 
Shane smiled, innocently. “I’ve been told that.” 
 
“By who?” Ilya asked. 
 
Shane looked at him, and the corner of his mouth moved. “You,” he said. “Mostly.” 
 
“You lied to us Roz!” Carmichael said in a loud whisper that carried easily across the table. “You said he was boring.” 
 
Shane just looked at him. 
 
Ilya smiled at him. “Da, but Hollander still fell for me.” 
 
Shane just shook his head and groaned. “I didn’t fall for you - you fucking tripped me!” 
 
“Same thing, da?” Ilya couldn’t help but the chuckle that bubbled up. “Like your cinnamons.” 
 
“Synonyms?” 
 
“Is what I said.” 
 
Shane just stared and Ilya couldn’t quite read the expression on his face, but it was adorable. 
 
Marlow smirked. “Sorry Hollander - you fell in love with an idiot.”
 

 
The evening ran longer than it was supposed to, because good evenings had a way of doing that when no one was ready for them to end. The restaurant thinned out around them and the noise level dropped to something more intimate and the conversation moved in a way that was normal when people stopped managing themselves and just started talking - through hockey and language and the lighthouse episode - which Wyatt finally convinced Shane to agree to watch on the strength of a three-minute argument that Carmichael refereed with great enthusiasm - though things that were smaller and and less significant and that Ilya would not remember individually but would remember collectively as the feeling of a night that had gone exactly as it should. 
 
Shane and Carmichael were in the middle of something about road trip playlists - Carmichael had strong opinions and Shane was questioning that with a surgical precision - when Ilya looked across the table and thought, for the second time that night: I love this man. 
 
Not the way he’d been telling himself he felt about Shane for the past six years - not the convenient lie of it, the thing he’d dressed up as rivalry and then a casualness and then as something complicated that didn’t need a name. The real thing. Love. The love for a man that had been accumulating since Regina and survived every year and every city and every careful almost and who was sitting here now across an Italian restaurant table in Boston arguing about road trip playlists with Ryan Carmichael. 
 
Shane said something about Carmichael’s taste in country music that made even Victor, of all people, exhale a short involuntary laugh. 
 
Ilya picked up his glass and said nothing and felt, somewhere in the center of his chest, completely and entirely sure. 
 

 
Boston in February bit. The cold came off the water and found you immediately, sharp and uninterested in negotiation, and Ilya turned his collar up against it as they walked and felt it anyway, but he didn’t particularly mind. 
 
He looked at Shane under the streetlight. 
 
There was something graceful in the arch of Shane’s cheekbones and the flushed pink of his nose from the cold. Ilya found home in the warmth of his eyes and lost himself again in the sinful curve of his lips. His hair was dark and messy from the wind, but Ilya couldn’t for the life of him remember one person that he had found more beautiful. 
 
“What?” Shane asked, catching him looking. 
 
Ilya smiled. “Nothing.” 
 
Shane held his gaze for a moment with an expression that suggested he knew it wasn’t nothing, but he thankfully decided to let it go, and turned back toward the street ahead of them. Ilya watched him for another second before looking away, and they walked the rest of the way to his penthouse in the cold Boston night, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, which was enough. 
 
His apartment was on the fourteenth floor, which meant the elevator, which meant standing next to Shane in a small enclosed space for approximately thirty seconds. Ilya pressed the button and they waited and the doors closed as the city disappeared. 
 
Shane was looking at the numbers above the door. 
 
Ilya was looking at Shane. 
 
He’d been doing that all night - looking at him, getting caught doing it, declining to be embarrassed about it - and Shane had been catching him and saying nothing. The flush from the cold outside was still faintly present along his cheeks, making his freckles stand out like dazzling little constellations that Ilya longed to kiss and collect on his tongue, and his hair was doing several things from the wind that were not planned and that Ilya found unreasonably appealing - and the elevator was a small space with Shane standing close enough that Ilya could feel the heat of his body. 
 
The doors opened. 
 
Ilya had his key out and Shane followed him down the corridor and Ilya unlocked the door and held it. Shane came through into the warmth of the apartment and the city was behind them and the night was theirs, and Ilya felt the weight of that - the uncomplicated fact of it - settle into him as the door closed. 
 
Ilya had spent a long time wanting Shane in his space, and now that he was here, the wanting hadn’t gone anywhere - it had just changed into something warmer and considerably harder to manage. He loved him, simply and completely, in a way that had stopped surprising him after he returned from Moscow the past July. 
 
Shane Hollander had a gift for making simple things feel enormous - the way he laughed when something caught him off guard, nose scrunching and bringing attention to the freckles that Ilya had been cataloguing since Saskatchewan; the way he looked at Ilya when he thought that Ilya wasn’t paying attention, the weight of his attention when it fully landed on him; the way he leaned into Ilya’s touch without seeming to notice that he was doing it, just a small unconscious movement, like being close to Ilya was simply where he belonged and his body knew it before he did; the way that he loved Ilya back that made him feel like he had something he hadn’t even known he was missing until it was suddenly and simply there. 
 
Shane went to the window first, the way he always went to the window first, standing with his hands in his jacket pockets and the Boston skyline behind him like he needed to establish where he was before he could commit to being there. Ilya had noticed this both times Shane had been at his home - the brief orientation, the quiet taking stock - and had stopped finding it strange somewhere around the second time and just came to understand it was part of Shane being Shane and the habit was what it was. It wasn’t distance and it wasn’t defense. It was just Shane making sure he knew the geometry of a thing before he settled into it. 
 
Ilya let him have it. He dropped onto the couch and watched him and didn’t bother pretending he wasn’t watching, because pretending not to watch Shane Hollander was an exercise with a low success rate that he had largely abandoned. 
 
It had been a good evening. Better than good, actually. Carmichael had been exactly himself - enthusiastic and genuine and entirely incapable of not asking three follow-up questions about whatever interested him, which tonight had been the synonyms thing, which Shane had participated in with a dry precision that kept catching Carmichael off guard in a way that Ilya found privately delightful. Hayes had been Hayes, warm and curious and entirely sincere - albeit a little quirky. Victor had looked up from his phone twice, which Ilya had mentioned on the walk back, and Shane had made a sound that suggested he was more pleased about it than he would say out loud. 
 
And Marlow - Marlow had looked at Shane across the dinner table with an expression of assessment and a nod that suggested he had found exactly what he’d been hoping to find. Which for Marlow was an endorsement that a lot of people never received. 
 
Ilya had watched all of it and felt something in his chest that was warm and large and that he was done trying to make it smaller than it was. 
 
Shane turned from the window. 
 
Ilya was already moving, because he was already moving when Shane turned toward him - not a decision so much as a fact, the pull of him something Ilya accepted and stopped arguing with a long time ago. He crossed the room and raised his hand to Shane’s hair, just wanting to touch him, just that, and felt Shane go still beneath the gesture. 
 
“Hi,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya smiled. “We said hello already.” 
 
The corner of Shane’s mouth quirked up. “I’m saying it again.” 
 
Ilya kissed him. Not urgently - he had a plan about urgency, and had been holding the plan since San Diego when they had agreed that they were going to do this right. He kissed him with the full weight of the evening and the six years before it and the feeling in his chest that had no adequate Russian let alone English to describe it, his hand in Shane’s hair and the other finding his jaw, and Shane kissed him back with an immediacy that had absolutely nothing managed about it, nothing held back. 
 
It was, Ilya thought, one of the better developments in his life. 
 
Shane pressed forward. His hands found the front of Ilya’s shirt, gripping it, pulling, and the warmth shifted registers into something that was considerably more immediate and which Ilya was very aware of and was choosing - with an effort that was more significant than he would admit to - to do something responsible about. 
 
Shane pulled back just enough to breathe. 
 
“Bedroom,” He panted against Ilya’s mouth. Not tentative. Not a question. Just Shane stating the direction of things with the same straightforwardness he brought to most things, dark eyes certain, and Ilya looked at him and felt the pull of yes - immediate and enormous and entirely sincere - and underneath it the other thing. The thing that lived below the level of reason and had a shape and a specific origin and that arrived, as it always did, without asking. 
 
“Shane,” Ilya whispered. 
 
Shane held his gaze. He didn’t close down - he didn’t reach for the composure the way the old Shane would have, didn’t put the careful distance between them. He just looked at Ilya with his full attention and waited. 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“I–” Ilya’s thumb moved along Shane’s jaw, slowly, and he watched something flicker in Shane’s eyes at the touch - warmth first and then beneath it the beginning of recognition - the shape of what was coming becoming visible to him the way plays became visible on the ice. “I want to– I think we should–” 
 
“Take it slow,” Shane finished. 
 
Ilya looked at him. “Yes.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. He stayed where he was, in Ilya’s hands, and Ilya watched him work through something - not retreating, not managing, just processing. Then he stepped back. Not far. Just enough. “Okay,” He said, and went to the kitchen. 
 
Ilya stood in his own living room and listened to him moving around in there - the tap, the glasses, Shane just existing in a space that was Ilya’s - and sat back down on the couch and tried to locate the English for what he was doing and why, and found it insufficient - as he often did when it mattered the most. 
 
He wanted to do this right. He meant that - meant it completely. He wanted Shane to know, not just intellectually but in the way that lived before thought, that what Ilya felt for him was not reducible to six years of hotel rooms, and never had been, and that what they were building now was worth being careful with because it was everything. The carefulness came from that. It also came from last April. From finding out about what happened last Spring in the specific way he found out and which landed in him in a way that was permanent, reshaping, and the fear it had produced taking up residence in a place that was not accessible to reason. 
 
The problem, which Ilya was beginning to understand, was that being careful was landing wrong. 
 
He knew that Shane was not his mother. He knew it clearly and without ambiguity. He knew that last Spring was not the same story and the fear was his burden to carry and not Shane’s, and he’d been making it Shane’s regardless, without deciding to and without fully seeing what he was doing until tonight. He knew all of this in the part of himself that was rational and could be argued with. 
 
The fear did not live in the part that could be argued with. 
 
And so it had been sitting between them, the fear, in the shape of carefulness, and Shane had been feeling it too, even if he was trying not to say so. 
 
Shane came back with two glasses of water. He handed one to Ilya and then sat down - not far, but not pressed up against him. 
 
“I’m not made of glass,” Shane said. 
 
The words were quiet and without drama and entirely accurate. 
 
He went still. “I know.” 
 
“Do you?” Shane asked. Not sharp. Genuinely asking - the real version of the question - and Ilya felt the full weight of it - how long Shane had been holding it and how carefully he was handing it over now. 
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. “You are good. You are in a good place. I can see this.” He stopped. “I know you are not–” The word he was looking for was wrong before he found it, and he let it go. “I want to do this right,” he said instead. “That is all. I want you to know it is not only–” he gestured, the short motion that covered six years and the evening and everything before and after both. “That it is not the only thing. That I mean all of it.” 
 
“I know you mean all of it,” Shane said. 
 
“I know you know,” A pause. “But I want you to feel it. There is difference.” His jaw moved. “I want to take time. To show you.” 
 
Shane looked at him for a long moment. Ilya watched something shift in his expression - not resolving, not landing on the other side of something, but moving. The beginning of a thing rearranging itself. 
 
“I know it’s real,” Shane said quietly. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane looked at the ceiling and then back at Ilya. Then, because the distance was stupid and they both knew it, he closed the space between them on the couch and settled into Ilya’s side, and Ilya’s arm came around him without having to think about it. 
 
Shane was warm against him. Real and present and alive and here, in Ilya’s apartment, after having spent the evening making Ryan Carmichael discover that language was even stranger than he had previously understood. 
 
“This is the most restrained you’ve ever been,” Shane smiled. 
 
“I contain many surprises,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane laughed and Ilya pulled him in closer and felt the warmth of it move through him and thought that this, at least, was right. This was exactly right. Not everything. Not yet. But this. 
 
He just wanted this. 
 

 
He was still awake at two in the morning when Shane’s breathing changed. 
 
Not because something was wrong. Just the small shift from sleep into wakefulness, it was a stillness that was different than sleep’s stillness - Shane awake and thinking in the dark, lying very still like he was processing something he hadn’t decided whether to say. 
 
Ilya lay beside him on the bed and didn’t move. 
 
They had gravitated toward the bedroom at some point after midnight. Shane had been flagging since the couch, the tiredness catching up with him the way it did after game nights and he’d looked at Ilya with an expression that was warm and slightly embarrassed about it and said, quietly, that he just wanted to be held. Ilya had said yes immediately, without making a big deal about it and pulled him in, feeling the weight of Shane settling against him in the dark - real and present and trusting him - and he had lain awake holding him and feeling love and fear in equal measure, both of them enormous, and neither of them going anywhere. 
 
He knew what Shane was thinking about. Not the specifics - he didn’t have access to the specifics, people didn’t work that way - but the shape of it. The frustration. The careful handling and the way it had been landing wrong, in the place where Shane had spent years being told, in ways that were never direct enough to argue with, that he was something other than exactly what he was. 
 
Ilya stared at the ceiling and thought about the fear and about what it was doing between them and about the difference between protecting someone and making them feel like they needed protecting, which was not a small difference and which he had been collapsing without meaning to. 
 
He had meant everything he said on the couch. He meant it. He wanted Shane to feel it, wanted to give him something real and patient and worth six years of not having it. The carefulness had come from that. It had also come from last Spring and from his mother and from the shape of loving someone and being afraid of what loving them meant in terms of what you could lose. 
 
But Shane was not fragile. He was one of the least fragile people Ilya had ever known - had been built by a life that had asked a great deal of him and had arrived, through all of it, on the other side. Open in a way he hadn’t been six months ago. Present in a way that was new and that Ilya found remarkable every time he encountered it. The man who had gone to the window tonight out of habit rather than defense, who had sat beside him on the couch and said I’m not made of glass. 
 
Shane’s breathing shifted again, whatever he’d been turning over in his mind apparently resolved, and sleep was pulling him back under. 
 
That was who Shane was. That was who Ilya was in love with. And the fear could exist - it was always going to exist, that was simply a fact of being the person he was - but it was going to exist in him, where it belonged, rather than between them. 
 
Ilya lay in the dark and let the city be quiet around them and thought about what he was going to do differently, which was simply this: stop putting the fear between them. Keep loving him. Be with Shane, actually with him. Let Shane be exactly what he was, which was someone who was good and whole and entirely capable of telling Ilya when something was wrong, which he had just done, with a directness and lack of drama that was one of the more remarkable things about him. 
 
He fell asleep eventually, later than he would admit to, with the city indifferent outside the glass and Shane’s breathing even and present in the dark, and thought that tomorrow he would do better, and believed it. 






      

  












      Chapter 2: Haunted
  



    Chapter Notes

      Shane's POV







  The Breakers’ charter left at nine, which meant that Shane had been awake since five-thirty doing the mental math on whether two hours of sleep counted as sleep or just an extended period of lying down with his eyes closed, and had concluded - somewhere around six-fifteen - that the answer was probably neither and that he was going to feel it somewhere over Pennsylvania. 
 
He felt it somewhere over Pennsylvania. 
 
The charter had an atmosphere of a team conserving itself for something that mattered - Kessler was asleep three rows up like he treated rest as if it were a tactical decision, and most of the rest of the roster had followed his lead within the first hour. The overhead lights were dim. The engine noise had settled into the background. Outside the window, the cloud cover was the flat, non-committal gray of early March doing what early March did, which was decline to commit to anything. 
 
Zelenko wasn’t asleep - which was surprising - he was involved with something on his phone and was producing a periodic low sound that Shane couldn’t figure out if it was outrage or excitement - sometimes the two were largely indistinguishable when coming from Zelenko - and Blake, in the seat across the aisle, had an expression that suggested that he had been deciding for the past forty minutes whether or not to engage or continue pretending he hadn’t heard. Shane watched this develop from across the aisle across from Blake - he found it genuinely funny, but he was too tired to want to get pulled into it today. 
 
He sat in the window seat - head tipped back and eyes mostly closed - and his brain was doing this thing… it had been since Boston - turning the same set of thoughts over from the same angles without arriving at any conclusions that were more helpful than the ones he’d started with. 
 
Ilya had texted him that morning - before the charter, before five-thirty actually - which meant that he’d either been awake at an unreasonable hour or had sent it the night before and just scheduled it, which was something that Ilya sometimes did, even if he would never admit to doing it. The text was simple: Safe Flight, Hollander! Score nice goal for me. It had settled in the center of Shane’s chest and stayed there, warm and quietly unhelpful, and Shane had been looking at it on and off since he’d read it the first time without arriving at anything more useful than the awareness that he was, objectively, in trouble. 
 
Honestly, if he thought about it, he’d been in trouble for six years. The trouble had just recently acquired a name and a direction and he was - he was glad about it. He was genuinely, clearly, glad about it. He just wished that gladness didn’t coexist so constantly with the other thing, the frustration that had been living in him since that night in Ilya’s apartment in Boston - a low persistent heat that he hadn’t been able to find an outlet for yet. 
 
He gave up on trying to keep his eyes closed and was staring at the messages on his phone when Niklas dropped into the seat beside him. 
 
Edvardsen had a tendency to arrive in spaces without disrupting them - which Shane had noticed early on, shortly after he met the man - and had come to rely on it without quite naming why. He didn’t announce himself, didn’t demand acknowledgement, he just existed alongside you in a way that left both options - talking and not talking - equally available without either one carrying weight. It was, Shane had come to understand, one of the reasons it was easier to talk about things with Niklas than with most other people. The absence of pressure. The sense that whatever came out of his mouth, or didn’t, would be received without being made into something larger than it was. 
 
Niklas settled into the seat, stretching his considerably long legs into what space was available, and looked at the cloud cover outside the window with a mild interest - as if he found most things, even mundane things like that, worth a moment of attention. 
 
Then he looked at Shane. “You look like you haven’t slept.” 
 
“I slept,” Shane answered. 
 
Niklas just looked at him, his expression was processing - like he had just received some information that he had an opinion about its accuracy that he was choosing not to voice directly - which was its own form of communication and one Shane had come to learn to read. 
 
“Some,” Shane amended. 
 
“Hm.” 
 
Shane looked back at his phone. Ilya’s text was still on the screen. He locked it and set it face-down on his knee and looked out at the cloud cover instead. 
 
“I don’t know what to do with him,” which wasn’t what he’d planned to say and was also, he recognized the moment it came out, exactly what his thoughts had been building toward since somewhere around six-fifteen that morning. 
 
Niklas didn’t react with surprise, which meant he’d already been paying attention to something Shane hadn’t been showing, or thought he hadn’t been showing. “Tell me,” Niklas said, simply. 
 
Shane exhaled slowly. Outside the window Pennsylvania was gray and flat and entirely indifferent. “He’s… he’s being careful with me,” Shane said. “Has been - since after All-Stars. The whole visit this last time in Boston was–” He stopped, because the whole visit had been several things simultaneously and he needed to be precise about which thing he was talking about. “He just keeps pulling back. Every time something starts to - he just. Pulls back.” 
 
“You think he doesn’t want you?” Niklas asked. 
 
“No,” Shane answered immediately. “I know he wants me. That’s not–” He pressed his thumb into the edge of his phone case, a small pressure, something to do with his hands. “He said he wants to do it right. Take it slow. Make sure I know it’s not just–” He gestured vaguely, and Niklas absorbed the gesture without needing it explained. “And I understand that. I really do. I  just–” 
 
“But?” 
 
“But it doesn’t feel like taking it slow,” Shane exhaled. “It feels like he’s handling me. Like there’s a version of me he’s adjusted his behavior around that I didn’t agree to become.” He was quiet for a moment. “Like I’m something that he could break.” 
 
Niklas was quiet too. It was a different kind of quiet from the kind that meant he hadn’t heard or wasn’t engaged - it was the thoughtful kind, the kind that meant he was giving things proper consideration before he responded. Shane had learned to wait it out. 
 
“You know why he’s doing it,” he noted, finally. 
 
“Yes,” Shane said. 
 
“Have you told him it’s not working?” 
 
“Not directly,” Shane admitted. “I told him I wasn’t made of glass. He said he knew that.” He picked up his phone and set it back down. “And I believe him. I think he knows it, up here.” He tapped his temple. “I just think there’s somewhere else where he doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
Niklas nodded slowly. “Because of his mother.” 
 
It wasn’t quite a question. Shane had told Niklas in pieces, over the course of the month after All-Stars - the way he told him most things, slowly and only when he was ready and only because Niklas could be trusted with the information without reacting to it, in a way that made it feel safe to hand it over - Ilya had told him it wasn’t a secret… it was just something he didn’t talk about. Niklas knew about what happened with Shane the previous spring. He knew about Irina Rozanova. He knew the shape of what Shane was describing without needing the full diagram. 
 
“Yeah,” Shane sighed.
 
Niklas was quiet again. Then: “He’s not treating you like someone that’s fragile,” he pushed back. “He’s treating you like something he’s afraid of losing.” 
 
Shane looked at him. 
 
“Those might feel the same,” He continued. “But they’re not.”
 
Shane sat with that for a moment. It landed somewhere complicated - not resolving anything exactly, but at least shifting his view slightly, making him look at it from a different angle and discovering that the way he’d been looking at it wasn’t quite the shape of the thing itself, but of its shadow. 
 
“It still feels like–” Shane started. 
 
“I know,” Niklas said. “It’s still frustrating. But, both things can be true.” 
 
Shane nodded and looked at his phone, but he didn’t pick it up. 
 
“The other thing,” he said, after a moment, and then stopped because he wasn’t sure how to phrase the other thing in a way that was honest without being more than he was ready to say out loud at nine-fifteen in the morning on a charter flight to Montréal. 
 
“Say it.” 
 
Shane looked at the seat back in front of him. “I want him,” he admitted, flatly and without decoration, because there was no useful way to dress it up and Niklas was not someone who needed it dressed up. “And every time we’re together and it doesn’t–” He stopped. “It’s been so long, Nik. And now we’re actually–we’re doing this, we’re trying to do this properly, and every time I think we’re going to finally just–” 
 
“Hollander.” 
 
Shane turned. Zelenko was hanging over the back of the seat in front of him with a bright-eyed expression that suggested he’d been listening for an indeterminate amount of time and had decided to finally announce his presence. Across the aisle Blake had turned his head with an expression that said he had tried not to get involved and had failed. 
 
“How long have you been–” Shane started. 
 
“Long enough,” Zelenko cut in, which was not an answer and clearly wasn’t intended to be. “Who are we talking about?” 
 
“No one,” Shane flushed, embarrassed. 
 
“Oh, it’s someone,” Zelenko said. “Someone you want. Someone who’s being careful with you. Someone who’s making you insane.” He ticked these off with his fingers with great enthusiasm, like Shane had given him a puzzle that he had found immediately interesting. “Who is it?” 
 
“Zelenko,” Niklas warned. 
 
“I’m just asking,” Zelenko said. “We’re teammates. We’re bros. We share things. It’s good for team chemistry.” 
 
“It is not good for team chemistry,” Blake said, from across the aisle. “It is not good for team chemistry to make one member of that team uncomfortable.” 
 
“It absolutely is!” Zelenko doubled down. “Name one great team that didn’t have good communication.” 
 
“Name one great team that had their personal conversations announced over a seat back,” Blake deadpanned. 
 
“I didn’t announce anything,” Zelenko said. “I just joined an existing conversation. Completely different things.” He turned back to Shane with a focused attention that suggested that he found the conversation more interesting than Blake’s objection. “Is it someone on the team?” 
 
“God, no,” Shane said, quickly.
 
Zelenko’s eyes narrowed with calculation, as if he were about to start eliminating possibilities out loud and would not be deterred. “Is it someone in the league?” 
 
“Zee,” Shane whined, hiding his face in his hands. 
 
“I’m just - look, this is clearly something that’s been sitting on you for a while,” Zelenko said, and his sincerity was genuine under his enthusiasm, which was something Shane had come to understand about him over time - the volume was real, the pushiness was real, but underneath both of those things was a person who genuinely cared, and expressed it the only way he knew how. “We’re your team. You can tell us things.” 
 
From the seat in front of Blake, Felix Beausoleil’s voice arrived without his face, directed at the ceiling of the plane. “He does not have to tell us anything, Zee.” 
 
“I know he doesn’t have to,” Zelenko explained. “I’m just saying that he can.” 
 
There was a brief silence in which Shane looked at Niklas and Niklas looked back at him with an expression that communicated something along the lines of this is the situation, it is what it is, I’m here regardless.
 
Shane looked at the seat back in front of him. He thought about six years of hiding things and of secrets and of hotel rooms and careful almosts and about Ilya’s text on his phone - about laying awake at two in the morning in a bed that smelled like someone he was in love with and wanting nothing more than for that person to stop being so careful about him. 
 
“It’s Rozanov,” Shane whispered, cheeks flushed a brilliant red. Ilya’s voice in his head teased him: Moy malen’kiy pomidorchik. 
 
There was a silence that fell over the group that had only moments ago been so enthusiastically talkative - a silence of several people calibrating something simultaneously. Shane watched it happening across Zelenko’s face, which was the most expressive face on the roster and therefore the most readable: surprise, rapid processing, the moment processing resolved into something that looked - Shane noted with faint interest - more like of fucking course it is than like anything else. 
 
“Rozanov?” Zelenko asked. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Ilya Rozanov?” He asked again. “Captain of the Boston Bears? Your rival?” 
 
“We’re known each other since we were eighteen… ok, well he was eighteen and I was seventeen - but–” Shane was babbling nervously now. “This rival thing was mostly the media?” 
 
“Since you were seventeen?” Zelenko repeated. He appeared to be doing some kind of internal accounting. “And he’s being - careful with you?”
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And it’s making you insane?” 
 
“Yes,” Shane said. 
 
“Because you–” 
 
“Yes!”
 
Zelenko sat back slightly, the expression on his face settling into something that was caught between genuine warmth of someone who was happy for his friend and the irrepressible energy of someone who had just been handed very interesting information that he didn’t know what to do with. “Okay,” he said at last. “Okay. I have - I have a lot of thoughts–” 
 
“Don’t,” Blake said, not looking up from his phone. 
 
“I’m not going to say them!” Zelenko said. “I’m just noting that I have them!” 
 
Blake rolled his eyes, and grumbled, “Note them quietly then.” 
 
Felix’s voice arrived from the seat in front again, dry and precise: “Zelenko noting things quietly is a theoretical concept that has never been observed in nature, Blake.” 
 
“Beau,” Zelenko groaned. 
 
“What?” 
 
“You’re supposed to be on my side.” 
 
“I am on the side of Shane being allowed to have a private conversation,” Felix said. “Which is coincidentally also on the side of everyone in this section being allowed to sleep.” 
 
“Nobody was sleeping,” Zelenko argued. 
 
“I was,” said a voice further up in the plane, muffled and irritable, that sounded like Sokolov. 
 
“You were not,” Zelenko threw at him. 
 
There was no further response from Sokolov’s direction, which appeared to constitute a concession. 
 
“I mean,” Zelenko continued. “Am I the only one that thinks Shane can do better than that man-whore?” 
 
Shane looked at Niklas, who was watching all of this with a mild interest as his long frame settled into the seat, looking very much like someone that had long made peace with the fact that privacy on a team charter - especially one that held Zelenko - was a theoretical concept rather than a practical one. “You were saying,” Niklas prompted, returning to the thread of the conversation with ease, as if he were picking up a dropped stitch. 
 
“I think,” Shane said, more quietly now, “that I know what he’s doing and why he’s doing it. And I think–” he stopped. “I think he’s going to have to let me tell him that I’m okay. That I’m actually okay. And I don’t know how to make him hear it.” 
 
Niklas nodded slowly. “You’ll find a way,” he pointed out. “You always find the play eventually.” 
 
Shane looked at him. 
 
“You read the ice well,” Niklas explained. “This isn’t different. You know what the situation is. You know what you need. You’ll find the right moment.” He paused, and the corner of his mouth moved up slightly. “And if you don’t, I suspect he’ll get tired of being careful before long. He doesn’t strike me as a man with unlimited patience and self control.” 
 
Shane smiled. “He’s not.” It was definitely an understatement, but something in his chest loosened slightly at the thought of it. 
 
“Hey,” Zelenko said from the seat in front again. He had apparently been conducting his own dialogue about everything during the exchange and arrived at a conclusion. “For what it’s worth - Rozanov watched you the whole game in Boston - and not the way you watch an opponent.” He paused. “I don’t know him. But that look had nothing to do with hockey.” 
 
Shane looked at the seat back. 
 
“It looked like someone who kept forgetting what game he was supposed to be playing whenever you were within ten feet of him,” Zelenko clarified. “Which I get it, he’s frustrating you, but that was objectively hilarious for the rest of us - and not the worst problem to have.” 
 
Blake looked up from his phone and looked at Zelenko, then at Shane, and said, “What he said - condensed.” 
 
Felix’s head appeared briefly over the top of his seat, assessed the situation, and disappeared again. “Same,” he said. 
 
“Thanks,” Shane said, to the general vicinity of the seats in front of him. 
 
Zelenko gave a thumbs up from over the seat back without turning around. Niklas said nothing, which was sufficient and exactly enough. 
 
Shane put his phone back in the pocket of his backpack and looked out the window at the gray March sky and thought about Montréal and what it meant to be going back there after he’d punched Comeau in the face, and let the charter carry him toward it at thirty-seven thousand feet.
 

 
Montréal in March was exactly as Shane remembered it - a cold that came from the city deciding it wasn’t finished with winter yet regardless of what the calendar said and had made its peace with that - and it was dramatically different from the weather he’d grown accustomed to in Raleigh. Shane had lived in Montréal for five  years before he moved to North Carolina, and he’d learned the city’s relationship with weather the hard way, which was to say he’d arrived from Ottawa thinking that he’d understood Canadian winters and discovered that he really hadn’t.
 
He understood it now. 
 
He was glad he was just visiting it. 
 
That was the difference. He looked at it through the window of the Lyft he was taking to Hayden’s house and felt it register with him in a way that things registered when you lived with them long enough to know them. It wasn’t neutral, it wasn’t just a place, but it had a weight to it that accumulated over time with everything that had happened here - every version of himself that had walked these streets and managed this cold that seemed to seep into everything and not let go. The ghost was present the way it was always present in Montréal, lower and more manageable than it used to be, but still there - the Bell Centre was like a shadow in the corner of his eye… a monster under the bed. 
 
And not for the first time, and definitely not the last, he thought about Ilya and how his touch always managed to chase the monsters away - especially when he was too tired to run. 
 
He shook his head to clear his thoughts. 
 
He was here to play hockey. He was here to see Hayden and Jackie and the kids. He was here to do his job and go home to Raleigh afterward. 
 
He was not here to be haunted, and the ghost would just have to live with that.  
 
When he got to Hayden’s, Ruby answered the door before he had a chance to knock - which meant she’d been watching for Shane’s car from somewhere near the front window and had beaten everyone else to it with the competitive urgency of a four-year-old who had decided that being first at things was very, very important. She was in socks and a sweater with something that might have been pasta sauce on the sleeve, and she looked up at Shane with such an uncomplicated joy - like a child who had no mechanism for greeting people she loved at anything below full intensity - that warmed his heart and shielded him from the cold he’d felt earlier. 
 
“Uncle Shane!” She exclaimed. 
 
“Hi Rubes,” he smiled. 
 
She grabbed his hand and pulled, which was her standard greeting and which assumed, correctly, that Shane would simply follow her wherever she led. He followed her into the hallway and the warmth of the house closed around him and the smell of Jackie’s cooking came from the kitchen and somewhere deeper in the house Jade’s voice was involved in something that sounded like a negotiation. 
 
Hayden appeared from the direction of the kitchen with a dish towel over his shoulder and an expression that said he’d been managing several things simultaneously and had just been relieved of one of them by a four-year-old. “You made it!” 
 
“The traffic wasn’t that bad,” Shane smiled. 
 
“It’s always bad,” Hayden said. “You got lucky.” 
 
“I got lucky,” Shane agreed. 
 
Ruby had not released his hand and was now leading him to the living room - her attention focused with a destination in mind. Shane let himself be led. He’d learned a long time ago that arguing with Ruby Pike about destinations was a battle with a low success rate and no clear upside. 
 
“We have a fishie now,” Ruby announced, leading him to the corner of the living room where a small tank was sitting on a low shelf, containing one, singular, orange fish of middling size and clearly strong opinions about its own importance judging by the way it was moving through the water. 
 
“What happened to getting a dog?” Shane asked. 
 
“Dad said no,” Ruby answered. 
 
“I said maybe,” Hayden called from the hallway. 
 
“He says maybe a lot,” Ruby explained, as if she was sharing very important, top secret intelligence. “Mom says that maybe means yes - if you’re patient.” 
 
“Does it?” Shane chuckled. 
 
“The fishie is called Rocket,” Ruby said, which appeared to be the end of the dog conversation. “Jade wanted to name him Puck but I said that’s a stupid name for a fish.” 
 
“It’s not a stupid name,” Jade pouted, appearing in the doorway. 
 
“Puck is a hockey word,” Ruby pointed out. “Rocket is a hockey word too,” She told Shane. “But a rocket is faster.” 
 
“Fish don’t go fast,” Jade huffed. 
 
“Rocket goes pretty fast,” Shane said, looking at the fish, which was making a circumnavigation of the tank with some commitment. 
 
Jade just looked at him and then at the fish - and then back at him, expression suggesting that she was revising her position, but that she wasn’t willing to announce it. “Fine,” she conceded and then disappeared back into the hallway. 
 
Ruby looked up at Shane with satisfaction. “Thank you,” she proclaimed. 
 
Shane picked her up and held her in his arms. “I didn’t do anything,” he noted.
 
“You agreed with me,” Ruby giggled. “That’s enough!” 
 
Shane looked at the fish again, which had completed its circumnavigation and was starting another one. He thought, briefly and without meaning to, that Ruby Pike was going to be a force of nature in approximately fifteen years, and he wasn’t sure the world was ready for it. 
 
Jackie had made the soup, which Shane noticed when he came into the kitchen and it produced a warmth in his chest that was immediate in a way that very few things were. It was the ease of being known, of having someone pay attention to what you needed before you’d even asked for it, and Jackie Pike had been doing it for Shane since his first season in Montréal when she’d noticed that he ate a very particular soup at a particular restaurant with what she would later describe to Hayden as dedication. Shane had been mildly embarrassed when he’d found out. But he’d also eaten the soup every time he’d come to the Pikes since. 
 
He sat at the kitchen table with Ruby, who climbed into the chair beside him, and Jade, who’d reappeared and took the chair across from him. Jackie moved around the kitchen with ease - she cooked like Shane played hockey, without wasted motion and with a clear sense of where everything was going before it got there. 
 
“How was the flight?” She asked. 
 
“Fine,” Shane said “Zelenko found out about Ilya.” 
 
Jackie set a bowl in front of him and looked at him, her expression communicating several things at once, primarily among them the fact that she had already figured out about Ilya long before Shane had been willing to tell people - which was a Jackie quality that Shane had come to accept over the years. “How?” she pressed. 
 
“I was talking to Niklas and Zelenko was in the seat in front of us,” Shane said. “He kind of let himself join the conversation from there.” 
 
“Of course he did,” Jackie shook her head. 
 
“He was fine about it,” Shane said. “They all were.” 
 
Jackie nodded, looking at the soup. “Good.” 
 
Jade was watching Shane with a focus that she had when she found things interesting, which was a quality that she had an abundance of and which manifested as a willingness to make sustained eye contact that most adults found slightly disconcerting - and that Shane found, privately, one of her more impressive traits. “Is Ilya your boyfriend?” She asked. 
 
Shane just looked at her. 
 
“Ruby said when you talk about him you smile different,” she pointed out. 
 
“I don’t–” Shane tried to argue. 
 
“You do,” Jackie said, from the direction of the stove. 
 
Shane picked up his spoon. “He’s–” He stopped, because whatever Ilya was, the word boyfriend had a lightness to it that didn’t fully sit right with the way he felt about him and the six years he’d known him and the shape that those years had taken. “Yeah,” he finally conceded. “Something like that.” 
 
“Ooooo,” Ruby said, making Shane flush. 
 
Jade absorbed it with composure. “Does he play hockey?” she asked. 
 
“He does.” 
 
“Is he good?” She asked. 
 
“He’s very good.” 
 
Jade nodded, as though that had been the relevant criterion. “Okay,” She reached for her cup. 
 
Ruby, who had been constructing something from the materials on the table in front of her with a dedication that suggested it was a very important project, said without looking up: “I looked him up. He has nice eyes.” 
 
Shane choked on his soup. 
 
Jackie made a sound from the direction of the stove that was absolutely a laugh poorly disguised as something else. Shane set down his spoon and pressed his fist against his mouth and waited until he was reasonably confident he was not going to embarrass himself further before he looked at Ruby, who was still focused on her project and appeared entirely unaware of the chaos she had just produced. 
 
“Where did you look him up?” Shane asked. 
 
“Dad’s phone,” Ruby said. “He was looking at game stuff and I saw the picture. He has nice eyes,” she repeated, as if she was stating an observable fact. 
 
“Ruby,” Hayden said from the doorway, his expression saying that he’d arrived at a conversation he had not been present for and was attempting to rapidly reconstruct it from context. 
 
“What?” Ruby said.
 
Hayden looked at Shane. Shane looked back at him. A conversation passed between them that had no words in it and did not need any. 
 
“Nothing,” Hayden said, and came into the kitchen and sat down and reached for the bread like he’d suddenly decided that the bread was the most important thing in the room. He turned to Shane. “I’m glad to see you’ve stopped eating that bird food that you called a performance diet.” 
 
Shane laughed. “It was a performance diet.” 
 
“It was depressing to watch,” Hayden said. “You used to look at other people’s food like it personally offended you.” 
 
“I did not.” 


“Shane,” Hayden said. “I once watched you stare at a plate of nachos for four minutes.” 
 
“I was thinking,” Shane said. 
 
“About the nachos.” 
 
“About the game.”
 
“About the nachos,” Hayden repeated, and Shane shook his head but didn’t actually deny it because there was a reasonable chance that Hayden was right. “Anyway. You look better. You’re eating actual food now?” 
 
“I’m eating actual food,” Shane confirmed. “There’s a restaurant in Raleigh that we go to - Hayd, it has the best meatball I’ve ever had.” 
 
“I don’t want to think about you and meatballs,” Hayden said. 
 
“Shut up,” Shane shoved at him. “It’s really good.”
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“What kind of meatballs?” Ruby asked, with genuine interest. 
 
“Italian,” Shane said. 
 
Ruby considered this with the seriousness it apparently deserved. “We had meatballs on Tuesday,” she supplied. “Mom’s are better.” 
 
“Ruby,” Jackie said.
 
“What? They are,” Ruby looked at her innocently. 
 
“Thank you, sweetheart,” Jackie said, and her tone suggested that she agreed with her and was choosing not to encourage it. 
 
Dinner was loud - it was always loud in the Pike household - with four voices generating enough noise for twice that number and Jackie managing it all with the serenity of someone who had decided years ago that chaos simply was the ambient condition of her life and made her peace with it. 
 
Ruby had claimed the seat next to Shane again with Jade across from them, and had spent the first ten minutes of dinner delivering a detailed assessment of her skating lesson that week, which had apparently involved a dispute about the correct way to execute a crossover that Jade had strong opinions about and was not finished having. 
 
“My coach says to push with the outside edge,” Jade said, with frustration - because she felt like her coach was wrong. “But if you push with the outside edge you lose momentum on the turn.” 
 
“That depends on your speed going into it,” Shane said. 
 
Jade pointed at him. “That’s what I said.” 
 
“You said push with the inside edge,” Ruby corrected. 
 
“I said it depends on the speed.” 
 
“You said inside edge,” Ruby insisted. 
 
“I said it depends–” 
 
“Girls,” Jackie said, without looking up. 
 
Both of them stopped. Shane noted this with the private appreciation that he had whenever he watched Jackie Pike deploy that tone -  he’d seen her do it over several years of increasingly complex situations and had yet to see it fail to work. 
 
“Shane,” Jackie said, setting a bowl in front of him. “Eat.” 
 
“Thanks,” he smiled. 
 
“You’re welcome.” She sat down. “How’s Raleigh been treating you?” 
 
“Really well,” Shane said, and he meant it. “Really well.” 
 
Jackie nodded, the nod of someone who had been paying attention and was glad to have it confirmed. 
 
“Ruby said you have a boyfriend,” Jade said, as if she was waiting for a conversational opening and identified one. 
 
The table went briefly quiet. 
 
Hayden groaned, “Jade…” 
 
“What?” Jade said. “Ruby told me.” 
 
“I didn’t say boyfriend,” Ruby said, with great dignity. “I said someone he smiles about when he talks about him.” 
 
“That’s a boyfriend,” Jade pointed out. 
 
“It’s not always a boyfriend,” Shane said. 
 
“It is when you smile different,” Jade said, as if she had reached the conclusion through rigorous observation and was confident in her methodology. 
 
Shane looked at his soup. The soup was excellent. The soup was a very good place to look. 
 
“He plays hockey,” Ruby offered helpfully, to the table at large. 
 
“I know,” Jade said. “I looked him up. He’s tall.” 
 
“He’s very tall,” Ruby agreed. 
 
“Girls,” Jackie said again, with the same tone, and both of them returned to their dinner. They knew exactly how much runway they had and they knew that they’d used it completely. 
 
Hayden grinned at Shane across the table. Shane grinned back, and the kitchen was warm around them. The soup was excellent and the bread was significant and the Pike household was loud and made room for Shane and fed him as if he were one of them. He sat back with a grin on his face and let the noise be as loud as it needed to be. 
 
Arthur was in the bouncy seat in the corner of the kitchen making the concentrated face of a two month old who had opinions about the ambient noise level and had not yet decided whether to express them loudly. He had Hayden’s coloring and Jackie’s expression, which meant he looked like someone who was going to be very patient about things until suddenly he wasn’t, and Shane had been watching him from across the kitchen with the peripheral attention of someone who had been listening to Ruby’s skating monologue while also tracking something else entirely. 
 
“Do you want to hold him?” Jackie asked, during a lull between Ruby and Jade’s competing accounts of the crossover dispute. 
 
“Yeah,” Shane said, which came out more immediately than he’d intended. 
 
Jackie smiled and lifted Arthur out of the bouncy seat with a practiced ease and settled him into the crook of Shane’s arm with a brief adjustment of his head position and a calm authority that suggested that she had done this many times and trusted other people to do it correctly once shown. 
 
Arthur looked up at Shane. 
 
“Hi,” Shane whispered, quietly. 
 
Arthur assessed him as if he were encountering a new face and deciding what he was going to make of it. 
 
The last time Shane had held him, he’d been asleep and only a month old. He figured that his face was probably still new enough to Arthur because he’d only ever seen him once before. 
 
Arthur continued his assessment. 
 
“He likes you,” Ruby said, from beside Shane, leaning over to look at her brother with the proprietary interest of an older sibling inspecting something that belonged to her. 
 
“He’s not doing anything,” Shane said. 
 
“He’s not crying,” Ruby pointed out. “That means he likes you.” 
 
“That’s a low bar,” Hayden chuckled. 
 
“He cried when Uncle Michael held him,” Ruby said, with great satisfaction. “For twenty minutes.” 
 
“Uncle Michael smells like pipe tobacco,” Jackie said, mildly. 
 
“And cheese,” Jade added. 
 
Hayden laughed. “He does smell like cheese.” 
 
Arthur had apparently reached a conclusion about Shane, because he stopped the unfocused assessment and simply existed in his arms with complete, uncomplicated, trust. Shane looked down at him - at the small weight of him - at the two month old baby that hadn’t yet learned to be anything other than entirely himself - and felt something warm spread through his chest that was quiet and not quite namable. 
 
He thought about it sometimes. Not often, not with any urgency, but sometimes - the shape of a life that had room in it for this, for small concentrated faces and the chaos of a kitchen like this one and someone across the table who reached for the bread and made jokes about meatballs. He had spent so long not letting himself want things that were too far outside the careful perimeter of what was possible that he had not fully let himself want this one, had not fully examined it. 
 
He looked at Arthur and thought about Ilya. About Ilya in this kitchen, at this table, with this noise around him. It wasn’t a difficult image to construct. Ilya filled spaces without trying, he would have opinions about the crossover dispute and would have taken Ruby’s side just to watch Jade’s face, he would have eaten two bowls of soup and called it a snack. Ilya who looked at him across a restaurant table in Boston with an expression that had no adequate name that Shane could think of to describe it. 
 
He wondered if Ilya would want this. He’d never asked. It wasn’t a conversation for right now, it wasn’t a conversation for this stage of things, but it lived in him quietly alongside everything else - the wanting, the careful and cautious wanting of someone who had learned not to reach for things too fast. 
 
Arthur made a small sound of contentment and Shane looked down at him and felt the warmth of it settle over him like a weighted blanket. 
 
“He really does like you,” Jackie said with a smile on her face, watching him from across the table. 
 
“Yeah,” Shane said, returning her smile. “I think I like him too.” 
 
Hayden was looking at the bread again, which was Hayden’s way of giving Shane the moment without making it into one, and Shane was grateful for it. He was grateful for most things about Hayden, even if he didn’t always say so. 
 
The kids went to bed after dinner, which involved a negotiation between Ruby and Hayden about the fairness of bedtimes that Shane observed with the appreciation of a spectator watching a well-matched game. Ruby’s position was that eight-thirty was an arbitrary number with no logical foundation. Hayden’s position was that he was the dad and eight-thirty was eight-thirty. Ruby’s counterposition was that Shane was still there. Hayden’s rebuttal was that Shane would still be there in the morning. Ruby’s final position was to appeal to Shane directly, at which point Shane, who had spent his entire hockey career learning when to stay out of the play, said he agreed with Hayden on this one, at which point Ruby looked at him with an expression of profound betrayal and allowed herself to be taken upstairs. 
 
Shane heard Hayden’s voice from the floor above, low and patient, and heard Ruby’s in response, the negotiation was continuing at a lower volume and eventually resolving into quiet. Hayden came back downstairs and dropped onto the couch across from Shane as if he’d just crossed a finish line. 
 
“She’s going to be something,” Shane smirked. 
 
“She’s already something,” Hayden grumbled. “I’m just trying to channel it.” He reached for his beer. “Jade wants to be a goalie, by the way. She told me last week.” 
 
“Good instincts,” Shane nodded. 
 
“Terrifying instincts,” Hayden corrected. “I’m not ready for a goalie in the family.” He drank, set the bottle down, looked at Shane with the expression that meant the easy part of the conversation was finished, and said, “So.” 
 
“So,” Shane repeated. 
 
“Zelenko knows?” Hayden asked. 
 
“And Blake and Felix,” Shane said. “Niklas already knew.” 
 
Hayden nodded slowly. He picked at the label on his bottle with his thumbnail, a small repetitive motion that Shane recognized Hayden doing when he was working out how to say something he’d already decided he was going to say. “I don’t like it,” He muttered at last. 
 
Shane looked at him. 
 
“I’m not going to pretend that I do,” Hayden added. “He’s - look. I know you’ve known him forever and better than I do. I know it’s not new. I know it’s not–” He stopped. “I just think you deserve someone who isn’t–” He stopped again, the words clearly not coming. 
 
“Who isn’t what?” Shane said evenly. 
 
“Who isn’t Ilya Rozanov,” Hayden said, which was not an answer - but when it came to Hayden it was. “He’s a dick. Shane. He’s been a dick for years. On the ice, in the press, at every awards thing I’ve ever watched–” 
 
“That’s the press,” Shane argued. “The rivalry.” 
 
Hayden gave him a look. 
 
“It’s not him,” Shane insisted. 
 
“I know that’s what you think,” Hayden said. 
 
Shane looked at the coffee table between them and was quiet for a moment, because he had known this conversation was coming and he’d been deciding for weeks how to have it, and he still wasn’t entirely sure. “We’ve known each other since we were teenagers,” he shot back. “You’ve only watched him play hockey against me.” 
 
“I’ve watched him play hockey against you in ways that would have gotten him fined if the refs were paying any attention,” Hayden pointed out. 
 
“That’s the game, Hayd,” Shane said. 
 
“Some of it was the game,” Hayden said. “Some of it wasn’t.” 
 
Shane was quiet again. He understood what Hayden was doing - Hayden, who had been his closest friend since he was drafted onto the team in Montréal, who had pulled him back from things that could have gone worse, who carried a protectiveness toward Shane that expressed itself in weird metaphors and a willingness to argue with coaches on his behalf - he was saying a careful and honest statement of disapproval, and he had definitely earned the right to state it. 
 
Shane understood it. He also understood that Hayden was working with incomplete information, that the version of Ilya Rozanov that Hayden had access to was the version that was seen from the Montréal bench and the press box and the awards ceremonies, which was not the same version seen from a hotel corridor at midnight or a restaurant table in Boston at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night. 
 
“He’s careful with me,” Shane said, which was not the full explanation, but it was the truest single sentence he had available. “He’s - he tries. He’s not perfect… but neither am I.” He looked at Hayden. “I’m not asking you to like him. I’m just asking you to trust me and to respect that I love him.” 
 
Hayden looked at his beer for a long moment. Then he looked at Shane with an expression that he wore when he was making a decision he’d already made and was just confirming it to himself. “I trust you,” he confirmed. “I just don’t trust him.” 
 
“That’s fair,” Shane said 
 
“Don’t tell him I said that,” Hayden grumbled. 
 
“I won’t.” 
 
“And for the record, I do respect that you love him.” 
 
Shane nodded. 
 
Hayden picked up his beer. Drank. Set it back down. “The kids like him,” he offered, which was not an endorsement and also, coming from Hayden it wasn’t nothing.
 
“Ruby looked him up on your phone,” Shane said. 
 
Hayden’s expression did something complicated. “I know,” he said. “I was there.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “She said he had nice eyes and I didn’t know what to do with that so I just–walked away.” 
 
Shane smiled at the coffee table. 
 
“Don’t tell him that either.” 
 
“I won’t,” Shane promised. 
 
They sat in the quiet of the Pike living room, the house settled around them and the city did its gray March thing outside the windows, and Shane felt the warmth of it - the soup still present somewhere in his chest, a settled safety of a place where there was a key under the mat and soup made without being asked for and things he didn’t want to hear would be said because that’s what people who loved you did. 
 
“Thank you,” Shane said, after a while. 
 
“For what?” Hayden asked. 
 
“Just - for just being you about it,” Shane said. “You could have been worse.” 
 
“I could have been much worse,” Hayden agreed, and it was honest, because he knew it was true. “I’m choosing to be reasonable. Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
“I’ll try,” Shane said. 
 
Hayden pointed at him. “You better!” And then, because he was Hayden: “If he hurts you I’m going to need you to look the other way for about forty-five minutes.” 
 
“Hayden…” 
 
“I’m just saying!” Hayden held his hands up, beer sloshing in its bottle. “Forty-five minutes. That’s all I’m asking for.” A beat. “And a chair - like a really hard, sturdy, painful chair.” 
 
Shane shook his head, and the warmth in his chest expanded slightly, and outside the window Montréal carried on with its persistent gray and Shane sat in his best friend’s living room and thought about tomorrow and about the game and about Ilya’s text on his phone. He sat back and picked up the beer Hayden had put on the coffee table for him and let the evening be what it was. 
 

 
The Bell Centre was loud. The Bell Centre was always loud, without apology. The sound of it filled the building from the ice up to the rafters with a specific combination of Montréal passion and expectation that Shane had spent three years inside of and now from the outside - wearing black and red instead of blue and red - was hearing his name in the crowd very differently than he used to hear it. 
 
They boo’d him during warmups. He’d expected it - they did it last time - he was prepared for it, but it was still unpleasant. The booing was not malicious, it was just loss expressed loudly, which was a Montréal tradition - and which he had, in other contexts, always found one of the more honest things about the crowd. He received it and he moved on. 
 
The mixed applause from the section behind the visitors’ bench was harder to take. It always was. 
 
He was in the middle of his edge work when he became aware of Comeau on the ice. This wasn’t unusual - Comeau was always on the ice - had been on the ice in various configurations for the three years Shane had played in this building - but there was something about his presence today that registered differently, there was a watchfulness that had nothing to do with the warmup drills and everything to do with Comeau watching Shane since he’d stepped onto the ice - and he had not, in the several minutes since - stopped. 
 
Shane noted it. Filed it. Went back to his edge work. 
 
When the game started it was clear that it was going to be fast and very physical - with the crowd behind Montréal amplifying every play and every hit and every close call into something larger than it was. Carolina’s game play was clean and Shane knew it well. He’d helped build the parts of it that involved him, and he settled into it with the ease of someone working in a system that trusted him, which was still, months into the season, something he registered with a faint grateful awareness every time he felt it. 
 
The first shift put him against Comeau at the dot. This was not an accident - Thériault had put Comeau there, and Shane had looked across the dot and found Comeau looking back at him with an expression that suggested he had prepared something. 
 
“Bonne chance, tabarnak,” Comeau said, with a pleasant tone, as if he were saying something entirely reasonable. “Bet you miss playing for a real team.” 
 
Shane won the faceoff cleanly and moved up the ice and said nothing, because saying nothing was almost always the correct response and because he had more important things to do with his attention than Comeau’s warm-up material. Shane knew that Comeau’s chirps would get worse and more pointed as the game went on, and he couldn’t drop his gloves at every one of them and keep his integrity. If he was going to the Sin Bin this game, it was going to be for a damn good reason. 
 
The first period was scoreless and physical in the way that Carolina vs. Montréal games had started to become physical, which was different from how they’d been when Shane was on the Montréal side - it was more targeted now, the hits coming with a frequency and an angle that he recognized, in the analytical part of his brain, as not quite a coincidence. Couillard was out with an injury, which had been in the game notes, and his absence had produced a defensive pairing adjustment that had left certain lanes slightly different. Shane noted the difference and adjusted accordingly and did not think about what the absence of Couillard meant in the larger context because it wasn’t relevant to this game on this night. 
 
What was relevant was the way that Gagnon had been in his space since the middle of the first period. Gagnon was not a subtle player - he’d never been a subtle player - and the lack of subtlety in the way he was running at Shane told him that it was directed rather than instinctive. Shane took a hit along the boards in the first that he felt in his ribs and absorbed and skated away from, and another one in the neutral zone that was late enough that the ref gave it a long look before he declined to call it, and the crowd loved the hit and the non-call with the approval of a crowd that had decided that tonight it didn’t need to play fair. 
 
“Staying warm, Hollywood?” Gagnon said, when Shane came up next to him after the second hit. The nickname landed differently than it usually did, which Shane registered immediately - it wasn’t the casual chirping of a player getting under an opponent’s skin, but it was something that was intended to be pointed, something that was trying to find a specific nerve. 
 
Shane wasn’t the only one that noticed. 
 
Halvorsen had been tracking Gagnon since the second hit - Shane hadn’t said anything, hadn’t needed to, because Halvorsen was the kind of defenseman who noticed patterns and responded to them in a way that suggested that he already knew what he was going to do and was waiting for the right moment to do it. The third time Gagnon came at Shane along the boards, Halvorsen was already there, six-foot-six and two hundred and thirty-five pounds of Norwegian immovability skating directly into Gagnon’s line before he could complete the run. The collision was clean - unimpeachably clean, the kind of hit that referees appreciated - but the message in it was not subtle. 
 
Gagnon bounced off him and found his feet and looked up at Halvorsen, who looked back at him with an expression of complete neutrality, as though he’d simply been skating in that direction for reasons entirely unrelated to Gagnon. 
 
“Nice night,” Halvorsen said, pleasantly - his tone was anything but pleasant. 
 
Gagnon skated away. 
 
From the boards, Beausoleil had watched the whole thing with an open appreciation, as if he found it deeply satisfying himself. “Erik,” he called, skating over. “Beautiful. Like poetry, mon ami.” 
 
“Thank you,” Halvorsen nodded. 
 
“You are very welcome,” Beausoleil said and fell into position with ease - he’d been paired with Halvorsen for long enough that they communicated most things without needing words, the two of them settling back into the defensive pairing the way a loon settled onto a lake - naturally and without any visible effort. 
 
Shane had seen it happen from fifteen feet away and didn’t acknowledge it, because acknowledging it would have made it something other than what it was, which was his team doing their job. But he’d felt it, the way you could feel the presence of people who were on your side, and it registered somewhere in the part of him that had spent three years in Montréal, on a rink, where that kind of thing could not have been counted on. 
 
He won the next faceoff. He was very good at his job. 
 
The second period was where it started to become something else. 
 
He scored at fourteen-twelve, which was the first goal of the game, a play that Zelenko had started and that Shane had finished off a feed from Blake that arrived exactly where Shane needed it, a pass that didn’t require any adjustment, just execution, and the lamp lit and the visiting section found its voice and the rest of the building expressed its displeasure with a level of commitment that was commendable. 
 
He was still in a celebratory moment with Zelenko and Blake when Comeau skated past him, close enough that the words were only for Shane. “Word is you’ve been spending quality time in Boston,” Comeau whispered, pleasantly. “Is Rozanov being good to you?” 
 
Shane went very still inside. 
 
Outside he was the same as he always was - composed, present, nothing showing that he hadn’t decided to show. He had been doing that his entire career. He’d been doing it his entire life, in locker rooms and on ice surfaces and in corridors, receiving information that was designed to land somewhere tender and declining to let it show. 
 
He’d said he was done staying silent the last time they played Montréal - but this was different. Comeau wasn’t just being a bigot, that gave him a platform to stand on when he lashed out, a reason that was justified - the difference was that this time the information was real. This time someone had something. He just wasn’t sure how. 
 
He skated away from Comeau and took his position for the next faceoff and thought, with the clear analytical part of his brain, about how Comeau would have gotten that information and what it meant that he had it - and he arrived at a conclusion that sat in his chest with a cold weight that he was going to have to deal with later, not now, not in the middle of a game in the Bell Centre with twenty-thousand people watching. 
 
He won the next faceoff too. 
 
After the shift Zelenko materialized at his shoulder on the bench, which meant he’d watched the exchange and made a decision about it. “You good?” 
 
“I’m good,” Shane confirmed. 
 
“Cool,” Zelenko said. “Just making sure, Hollz.” He said it like it was nothing, like he was confirming a line change rather than communicating something that had no name in hockey vocabulary, but that Shane understood clearly - that he was being looked after. 
 
Blake sat on his other side, and said nothing. But Shane had seen him on the ice when he had angled himself between Shane and Comeau, and the adjustment was so minor and so deliberate that most people watching wouldn’t have clocked it. Shane had clocked it. He clocked everything. 
 
He didn’t say anything about it. Neither did Blake. 
 
The second goal came at eleven-forty of the second period, a play that started with a steal in the neutral zone that Shane converted into a two-on-one with a patience that drove Drapeau to commit early, and then he put it in the top shelf with a clean inevitability and a natural hat trick building - he’d tried, over the course of three years with Montréal and two years as the team’s captain to get Drapeau to fix his blind spots - but he’d never listened to him. 
 
Gagnon hit him from behind on the next shift, a hit that the referee caught and called, and the penalty gave Carolina a power play that Shane set up and did not convert but that put enough pressure on the Montréal zone to shift the momentum of the period. The Montréal bench was audible from the ice and Thériault was red-faced behind the glass. Shane skated past it with the composure he’d spent years building and hiding behind and didn’t think about Comeau’s words or what they meant or how Comeau had gotten the information because that was for later. 
 
Gagnon found him again on the next even-strength shift, a hit along the boards that was clean enough to not draw a call and hard enough to make a point, and when Shane came up from it Gagnon was close enough for words. “Must be nice,” he hissed. “Having someone in Boston to keep you warm.” 
 
Shane looked at him. He thought about all of the years he’d spent absorbing things. He thought about junior hockey and scouts in corridors and a billet family in Saskatchewan and all the locker rooms that had always made him feel like there was something wrong with him for being him. He thought about sitting in a penalty box in an arena in Raleigh and listening to a referee call a penalty that should have gone the other way, or at the very least led to a four-on-four. 
 
“How’s your wife?” Shane said, pleasantly. “She looking for someone to keep her satisfied now that I’m gone?” 
 
Gagnon’s expression shifted. 
 
“I’m asking,” Shane said, “because the internet is a funny place, and I read somewhere that she makes you wear my jersey when you fuck her.” He tilted his head slightly. “Tell her I said hi.” 
 
He skated away. 
 
Behind him he heard Beausoleil’s voice, carrying clearly across the ice in French, directed at Gagnon with a cheerful precision. “Interesting conversation to have with a man who just scored on your team,” he pointed out brightly. “Very productive use of time, Gagnon. Very strategic.” 
 
Halvorsen, beside him, said nothing. He didn’t need to. He simply repositioned himself between Gagnon and where Shane was skating, occupying the space with the patient immovability that was his primary contribution to most situations, and Gagnon, who was not an idiot even if he was behaving like one, did the math and skated the other way. 
 
“Beau,” Shane said, skating past.
 
“Oui?” Beausoleil said, with complete innocence. 
 
“Thanks.” 
 
“I do not know what you are talking about,” Felix said. “I was just skating in that direction.” 
 
“Sure,” Shane smirked. 
 
Felix grinned, wide and unrepentant, and fell back into position. 
 
The third period was when things got loud. 
 
He scored the natural hat trick at seven-fifty-seven, a goal that came from a sequence that the visiting section was going to remember for a while - Zelenko drawing two defenders and Shane reading the lane that opened, taking the pass in stride, and burying it, with the certainty of someone who had seen the play unfold three seconds before it happened. The visiting section lost its mind with a joy that was so uncomplicated and so exuberant that Shane couldn’t help the smile that lit up his face. The visiting crowd loved it - they always loved it when they watched one of their players do something excellent in a building full of people who did not want it to happen. 
 
The Bell Centre crowd… was not happy. The Bell Centre crowd expressed its unhappiness at a volume that rattled the glass. 
 
Comeau was on the ice when it happened and he made his way to Shane during the scramble after the goal, not obviously, the way you weren’t obvious when you wanted to say something that wasn’t for the cameras. “You proud of yourself, Hollander?” He bit out, and the quality of it had shifted from the earlier chirping into something with less performance in it, something flatter and even more direct. “Think Rozanov saw that one? Or does he only watch you when you’re off the ice?” 
 
“Comeau,” Shane said, with an even tone - the one he used when he was purposefully not reacting to things. “You’ve got thirty-two points this season. I have eighty-seven.” He paused. “How many of those are on my old line?” He tilted his head slightly. “Funny how that worked out.” 
 
Comeau’s jaw moved. 
 
“You want to talk about what Rozanov thinks of me,” Shane said, “or do you want to talk about why you’re seventh on this team’s scoring list when you used to be third?” He held eye contact for exactly long enough. “Take your time.” 
 
He skated away. Behind him he heard Comeau say something that the crowd noise swallowed, which was probably for the best for Comeau because Shane was in the mood to respond to whatever it was and responding was not going to go well for either of them. 
 
Then he heard Zelenko - who had apparently been close enough to catch it - say, very clearly: “Bad idea, my friend. Very bad idea.” And then Blake’s voice, quieter and more final: “Walk away.” 
 
There was a pause. And then, Comeau apparently skated off, because the play resumed and nobody went to the sin bin and Zelenko reappeared at Shane’s shoulder looking deeply satisfied with himself. 
 
“What did he say?” Shane asked. 
 
“Nothing worth repeating,” Zelenko said. “Blake handled it.” 
 
Shane looked over at Blake, who was already back in position and paying attention to the ice ahead of him - his expression focused - clearly confident that he had said what needed to be said and he considered the matter closed. 
 
“Thank you,” Shane said, to both of them. 
 
“Don’t mention it,” Zelenko smiled. 
 
Blake said nothing, but the corner of his lip quirked up. 
 
Zelenko was quiet for a moment, which was not his default state and represented effort. “But for the record - eighty-seven points in a new city in your first season after a trade is genuinely insane and I think about it a lot.”
 
“Thank you, Zee,” Shane said. 
 
“Just saying,” Zelenko said as he fell back into position. “Some of us notice.” 
 
Shane got back to his own zone and let the crowd be what it was going to be - loud and displeased and being a home crowd that wasn’t getting what it wanted from the game. He thought about Comeau’s words and the information behind them and what it meant that someone had either seen something or–he shook his head - Hayden was the only one on the Montréal team that knew about him and Ilya, and while he knew that Hayden didn’t like that he was with Ilya, Hayden was his best friend and he trusted him. He wouldn’t have said anything, especially not to Comeau. That meant that someone had seen something and he let that information settle in him like a cold weight for a moment and then he put it away because there was still a third period to finish and this was his job and he was very good at his job. 
 
Carolina won it 4-1. Shane had the hat trick and an assist. The visiting section was still singing when he walked down the tunnel. 



The corridor outside the visiting locker room was like most post-game spaces - the noise of the arena was muffled now and the immediate intensity of the game was beginning to settle down into a duller awareness of a body that had worked hard and the evidence of that work was running through it. Shane stood there for a moment with his helmet in his hands and let the night settle around him. 
 
The ghost was present. It was always present here, in this corridor in this building, in the way it was present in all the spaces that held part of a previous version of himself. The shadow in the corner. The echo of the person who had walked this corridor in the other direction, toward the other locker rooms, for three years. 
 
He looked at it and he let it be what it was. It was smaller than it used to be and the smallness was its own information – the evidence that time and distance and the work of building a life that was actually his and in a city that was actually his and on a team that actually wanted him there - things hadn’t been as large in Montréal as he’d previously thought that they were. 
 
The ghost was in the corner. 
 
He was in the corridor.
 
Those were different places and the distance between them was a thing he had earned. 
 
His phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. He took it out. Ilya’s name lit up on the screen. 
 
Hat trick, the text said. I said score me a nice goal. You show off. 
 
Shane looked at it for a long moment, the warmth of it moving through him the way it always did, entirely welcome. He thought about Comeau’s words and the information behind them and about whether or not he should have a conversation about what it meant that someone in that locker room knew something with Ilya. He thought about Hayden on the couch in his warm and comfortable living room and I trust you and I don’t trust him and the particular quality of honesty from someone who loved you being enough to say things that were hard.  
 
He knew he should have a conversation with Ilya about it - but he also knew that if anyone from Montréal was going to leak that information to the media that it would be the end of their careers, because they all had ironclad terms in their contracts that protected the image and integrity of the Voyageurs franchise, no one - not even Gilbert Comeau - was going to risk that. 
 
He shook his head and decided that he’d have that conversation when and if it was warranted. Ilya was already treating him with kid gloves, and Shane was already frustrated enough by that. He didn’t need Ilya to convince himself that he needed to throw himself on the proverbial sword to protect Shane. Shane was a big boy - he could handle his own issues. And besides, their relationship was still new. 
 
He thought about six years and all the corridors and all the careful almosts, and about the fact that he was standing in a corridor in a building that used to be his with a hat trick in his legs and a text from Ilya Rozanov on his phone, and that was what mattered the most. 
 
He texted back: You said a nice goal. I scored a nice goal. Three times.
 
Ilya’s response came in eleven seconds: Show off. And then: Call me later? 
 
Shane put his phone back in his pocket and picked up his helmet and walked out to the parking area where his team was waiting by their bus, and the ghost stayed in the corridor where it belonged. 






      

  












      Chapter 3: Really F***ing Adorable
  



    Chapter Notes

      Ilya's POV

** Things Get Spicy **







  Ilya Rozanov had been staring at the hotel room ceiling for forty minutes when Marlow knocked. 
 
He knew it was Marlow because Carmichael knocked like a man reporting an emergency; Hayes knocked like he was apologizing for existing - which might have been because he was Canadian, Shane tended to knock the same way; and Victor didn’t knock at all, he simply appeared, which was somehow worse than all the other options combined. Marlow knocked twice, evenly spaced, and Ilya knew that it wasn’t a request, it was just a courtesy warning. 
 
Ilya opened the door. 
 
Marlow looked at him. Looked at the room behind him - untouched room service tray, the phone face-up on the bed, a general atmosphere that suggested Ilya had been conducting a very quiet argument with the ceiling for the better part of an hour - and then he looked at Ilya. 
 
“Are you going to let me in?” Marlow asked. 
 
Ilya stood aside and motioned into his room dramatically. 
 
Marlow came in, moved the room service tray to the desk without being asked to, and sat down in the chair by the window. He looked at Ilya with an expression that Ilya knew meant he’d already decided what the conversation was going to be about and he was just waiting for him to get comfortable. 
 
Ilya sat on the edge of the bed. Picked up his phone. Then put it down. 
 
“Say it,” Marlow said. 
 
“I did not say anything,” Ilya said. 
 
“You’ve been in this room for two hours,” Marlow said. “Carmichael wanted to check on you, but I told him to wait until eight. It’s eight-fifteen.” 
 
“I am fine,” Ilya said, which wasn’t exactly true and they both knew it. 
 
“You look like you’ve been having a very quiet crisis,” Marlow pushed back. “Which for you is actually more concerning than a loud one.” 
 
Ilya exhaled through his nose and looked at the ceiling again. Outside the Raleigh hotel window, April was doing its warm and flowering thing, entirely indifferent to the fact that Ilya was sitting on a bed fourteen minutes from Shane Hollander’s condo and had been sitting there for two hours making no decisions regarding that information. 
 
“I have been thinking,” Ilya admitted. 
 
“About Shane,” Marlow said. Not a question. 
 
“Da,” Ilya admitted as he picked up his phone and then set it back down again. “I spoke to Farah before we left Boston. Our agent. She told me that he’s happy in Carolina - that the team is good for him and that he’s playing well.” He paused. “She did not say this as a message from him, she said it because it is true. 
 
“She’s right,” Marlow said. 
 
“I know,” Ilya said. “That is not - that is not the problem.” 
 
Marlow waited, which was one of the things Ilya valued most about him. Most people filled silences. Marlow let them sit until you were ready to put something in them. 
 
“I have been careful with him,” Ilya said finally. “Since San Diego. Since we - since everything changed. I wanted him to know that it was not only about — that I meant it. That I love him and he is not just a thing.” He looked at his hands. “I wanted to show him.” 
 
“I know,” Marlow said. 
 
“And I think–” Ilya stopped. “I think it is landing wrong.” 
 
Marlow said nothing. His expression did not change exactly, but something in it settled, the way things settled in Marlow when he was about to say something he had been building toward. 
 
“Let me tell you what I’ve been watching for the past two months,” Marlow said. “From the outside.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. 


“I’ve been watching you do everything right,” Marlow said. “The patience, the restraint, the giving him space - all of it right, all of it for the right reasons, Roz. And I’ve also been watching Hollander, who is not a man who says things he doesn’t mean, tell you in every way available to him that he’s okay. That he’s good. That you don’t need to protect him from yourself.” He paused. “And I’ve been watching you not hear him.” 
 
Ilya opened his mouth. He wanted to argue, but he couldn’t. Marlow was right. 
 
“He’s not fragile,” Marlow said. “He was not fragile before San Diego and he’s not fragile now. I can’t even begin to fathom what he told you that made you think he was, but he’s one of the toughest people either of us knows, and he’s been trying to tell you that for months. You’ve just been so careful that you’ve missed it.” 
 
The room was quiet for a moment. Outside, Raleigh bloomed and buzzed and remained entirely uninterested in Ilya’s hotel ceiling crisis. 
 
“He is frustrated,” Ilya admitted. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And I–” Ilya stopped. There was no useful way to finish that sentence that preserved any dignity, so he didn’t finish it. 
 
“And you’re also frustrated, Roz,” Marlow filled in for him. Ilya was thankful that he had enough mercy to not make it any more embarrassing for him than it needed to be. “Which I know because I have fucking eyes. I’ve been watching the two of you existing in proximity to each other for the past three months.” 

Ilya said nothing. 
 
“You spent six months doing everything right to get here,” Marlow said. “You were patient, consistent, you showed up, you gave him time. All of that was good. All of it was necessary.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the posture he used when he was saying something he had thought about properly and meant completely. “But you are past that part now. He told you what he needed and then he stopped needing it, and you didn’t get that memo. So i’m here to deliver it in person.” He met Ilya’s eyes directly. “Stop being fucking careful with him and go be with him. Actually, be with him.” 
 
Ilya stared at the carpet between his feet. 
 
“He’s going to be within reach tomorrow night,” Marlow said. “After the game. And from everything I’ve watched accumulate over the past several months - if you keep pulling back when he’s telling you to stop, you are going to have a very frustrated man on your hands and a very frustrated version of yourself and neither of those things will help anyone.” 
 
A silence settled. Ilya turned his phone over in his hands. 
 
“Carmichael is not subtle about any of this,” Ilya said, after a moment. 
 
The corner of Marlow’s mouth quirked up. “He has a spreadsheet,” he said. “I’ve chosen not to ask about it.” 
 
Ilya closed his eyes briefly. “Of course he does.” 
 
“Hayes has been conducting what I believe he’s calling ambient emotional support,” Marlow continued, he had long since made peace with his teammates unusual quirks. “Victor has been pretending he doesn’t know what’s happening - but we both know he’s been quietly keeping track of everything - and you know that he’s so impressed with Hollander that if you screw this up he’s going to side with him.” Marlow shook his head. “And I’ve been waiting for you to figure this all out on your own, which you were getting really close to doing, but the ceiling wasn’t helping so here I am.” 
 
Despite everything, Ilya laughed. It was a short one, but real, and something in his chest loosened fractionally with it. 
 
“Even Barrett has been talking, quietly, with Hayes,” Marlow sighed as he stood up. “Tomorrow - after the game - stop being careful.” He picked up his jacket. Looked at Ilya one more time. “He’s been telling you for weeks what you need to do. Just listen to him.” 
 
He walked to the door and paused with his hand on the frame. 
 
“By the way,” he said without turning around. “The walls in this hotel are thin, so please go back to his condo tonight when you fuck this out later, okay?”  
 
The door clicked shut behind him. 
 
Ilya sat in the room and thought about what Marlow had said, about all the ways Shaen had been saying the same thing in different ways for months, and about the fact that tomorrow was a game day and after game days things had a way of resolving themself with them, one way or another. 
 
He picked up his phone. Looked at Shane’s name on the screen and pulled up his text thread. 
 
He typed: Good luck tomorrow ;).
 
He put his phone down and decided to get some sleep. 
 

 
Ilya had played against Shane Hollander forty-seven times. 
 
He knew this because he had counted - it was how he tracked most things that mattered. Understanding your opponent was the difference between winning and losing. He knew Shane’s left edge on the backhand. He knew the slight forward lean that preceded a pass rather than a shot. He knew the three-second delay between reading a play and executing it that looked like hesitation and was actually precision, the pause that said he’d already decided what he was going to do and was simply waiting for the ice to catch up to him. 
 
He knew all of this. He had spent six years learning all of this. 
 
Six years. And in all that time, across all of those faceoff dots and board battles and neutral zone skirmishes, Shane Hollander had never once deliberately tried to make Ilya lose his mind on the ice. 
 
That changed in warmups. 

It was subtle at first, which in retrospect Ilya should have recognized as a warning. Shane skating his edge work at the far end, nothing unusual about that, except that he kept ending his lines at the near blue line rather than the far one, which brought him closer to the Boston end more frequently than the drill required, and every time he passed through Ilya’s peripheral vision he was moving in a way that Ilya’s brain catalogued as a tactical threat and another part of his brain was almost animalistic and gnashing at its bars. 
 
Carmichael appeared at his shoulder like he always did. “You’re fucking staring again, Roz,” he grinned. 
 
“I am doing tactical assessment,” Ilya corrected him. 
 
“You’ve done that tactical assessment four times in the last two minutes instead of warming up,” Carmichael chuckled. “I counted.” 
 
“He has changed his edge pattern,” Ilya pointed out. “Is worth watching.” 
 
“His edge pattern,” Carmichael repeated skeptically. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. 
 
Carmichael looked at him for a moment, and he clearly had a great deal more that he wanted to say, but Ilya was thankful he made a generous choice not to say it. “Okay,” he said and skated away. 
 
Ilya watched Shane complete another line and did not think about what Marlow said the night before. He could handle this. He wasn’t easily rattled, and definitely not by Shane - who was about as vicious on the ice with his excuse for chirping as a wet kitten. He was prepared for anything that Shane had to throw his way. 
 
He was decidedly not prepared for Shane deciding to deploy the fact that they were what they were to each other now, in the middle of a professional hockey match in front of nineteen thousand people. 
 
It started in the first period, at the dot. Shane won the faceoff - he usually did, not that Ilya would admit it out loud, his faceoff percentage was one of the more quietly devastating statistics in the league and Ilya had learned to stop being surprised by it and simply be annoyed. But Ilya couldn’t dwell on that tonight because the game was shaping up to be very physical and fast and it required every available piece of his attention and that left very little remaining for anything else. 
 
He was good with that. He’d managed it plenty of times before. 
 
The first issue he encountered was when he found himself with Shane in the neutral zone, a contested puck against the boards that lasted longer than it should have because neither of them was willing to give in first. It was the third shift of the first period and the game was scoreless and Ilya was determined to be focused on his game. 
 
“Your gap coverage is generous tonight,” Shane said into the boards, not looking at him. The word generous landed like a grenade and had absolutely nothing to do with fucking hockey. 
 
“I am playing my position,” Ilya growled in his ear. 
 
“Very generously,” Shane said, and the way he said it was so deliberate and Shane - aimed directly at the part of Ilya’s brain that was not thinking about hockey - that Ilya’s stick went momentarily still. 
 
The puck broke free. Shane came away with it. Ilya spent the next twenty seconds of the shift replaying the word generous in a register that made his brain do things that were not fucking useful in the middle of a hockey game - especially so close to the playoffs. 
 
When he got to the bench, Marlow glanced at him.
 
“Recov–” Ilya started.
 
“Don’t.” 
 
“I was going to say I am focused,” Ilya argued. 
 
“You were going to say you were analyzing,” Marlow said, “which is what you say when you’re not focused.” 
 
Ilya said nothing. On the ice, Shane was setting up a play with Zelenko that was going to produce a scoring chance in approximately four seconds. Ilya watched him read the ice, anticipate the pass, and be exactly where the puck was going to be before it arrived. 
 
Shane was extraordinary. He was always extraordinary. And tonight he was also, for reasons that Ilya was beginning to understand were entirely intentional, doing extraordinary things while simultaneously making it very difficult for Ilya to think about anything except for the feeling of Shane’s body against his while he had him pressed up against the boards. Shane was very generous with the way he was pressing against him tonight. 
 
The scoring chance materialized. Hayes stopped it. Ilya exhaled. 
 
“You have a look on your face,” Carmichael said from his other side. 
 
“I have a normal face,” Ilya argued. 
 
“Your normal face doesn’t look like that,” Carmichael pushed. 
 
“What does it look like?” Ilya asked against his better judgement. 
 
Carmichael paused, considering his answer. “Like a very frustrated man that’s about three seconds away from doing something about it.” Which was accurate enough that Ilya chose not to respond to it. 
 
The second period was where it started to become something else. 
 
Carolina scored first - a play that Ilya had read about two seconds too late, and the lamp lit, and Shane celebrated with Zelenko and Blake with a look of pure joy and complete satisfaction on his face. 
 
They lined up at the dot in the neutral zone with eleven minutes left in the second period, and Shane looked across at Ilya with an expression that gave away nothing. Ilya had spent six years learning to read him, and he knew the difference between the composure Shane wore for the cameras and the composure he wore when he was thinking about something he wasn’t going to say out loud yet, and he knew which one this was. 
 
The linesman skated in. Neither of them moved. 
 
“You look tired,” Shane said, quiet enough that Ilya was the only one that heard him. 
 
“I am not tired.” 
 
Shane looked at him, his stick blade settled just inside the circle, weight distributed the way it was when he was about to win a faceoff. “No,” he admitted. “You don’t.” His eyes moved over Ilya’s face and then without any subtlety wandered down Ilya’s body and back up. “That’s the problem.” 
 
Ilya analyzed his words, briefly. The linesman’s hand was moving. “What is the problem?” Ilya asked. 
 
“That you don’t look tired,” Shane said again, as if it were a purely observational comment. “You look very well rested.” 
 
“I slept last night,” Ilya said. “I had a game next day and I am a professional hockey player.” 
 
“Hm,” Shane’s eyes hadn’t left Ilya. “What are you thinking about right now?” 
 
“The faceoff.” 
 
“Are you?” Shane said, and his mouth moved, just barely, the almost-smile that drove Ilya particularly mad and was genuinely unhelpful to Ilya’s capacity for professional focus. 
 
The puck dropped. 
 
Shane won it cleanly, going left, the direction Ilya had been certain he wasn’t going to go, because Ilya had been thinking about the damn almost-smile instead of the faceoff and Shane had known he would be and had gone left anyway, and Ilya watched him push the puck up the ice with a playful look on his face, and Ilya realized that Shane knew exactly what he was doing to him and he was enjoying it immensely. 
 
Ilya pushed off after him. 
 
This was going to be a problem. 
 
The problem was that Shane Hollander - in the six years that Ilya had known him - had never been a fucking chirper. This was not because he lacked the wit for it - Ilya had learned early that Shane’s sense of humor was dry and sharp and arrived without warning in ways that consistently caught people off guard - but because chirping required a willingness to be seen reacting and Shane had spent the better part of his time on the ice declining to be seen reacting to anything. He was the man who scored two goals in response to a racial slur and called it preparation. He did not chirp. He answered on the scoreboard. 
 
Which meant that what he was doing tonight was not chirping in the conventional sense. It was something more targeted than that. It was Shane having identified a vulnerability in Ilya and deciding to use it, the way he would identify open lanes on the ice and use those. The vulnerability, Ilya understood now, was that he was very much in love with Shane Hollander and Shane Hollander was saying things that Ilya had never once had to contend with as a possibility - all with the purpose of actively trying to fucking fluster him. 
 
And it was goddamn working. 
 
That was the part that Ilya was not prepared to accept. 
 
Carmichael appeared as he skated back to the bench during a stoppage. “You lost that one.” 
 
“I am aware,” Ilya grumbled. 
 
“What the fuck happened? You usually handle faceoffs against him better than anyone else in the league, you’re like fifty-one percent on the dot against him this season.” 
 
“I know my statistics,” Ilya said. 
 
“Then what happened, Roz?” Carmichael asked. 
 
“I was thinking about something,” Ilya said, and pushed off as play resumed. 
 
On the bench, three minutes later, Marlow looked at him. 


“Don’t,” Ilya said. 
 
“I didn’t say anything.” 
 
“You were about to.” 
 
I was going to say,” Marlow drawled, slowly, “that I fucking told you so. But I’ll wait until after the game.” He looked back at the ice. “He’s very good at that.” 
 
“He is the most dangerous player in the league,” Ilya agreed. 
 
“That’s not what I meant,” Marlow said. 
 
“It is what I meant,” Ilya said as he watched Shane set up the next play from the circle and thought about the word rested and the almost smile and the way Shane had looked across the dot at him, and he shivered a bit. 
 
Fuck. This was going to be a huge problem. 
 
They lined up again at the dot about five minutes later, this time in the offensive zone, and Ilya was ready for it. He was a professional. He’d been doing this for four years and he was not going to be caught by the same move twice in one period. 
 
Shane set his stick. Looked at the circle and said nothing. 
 
Ilya waited. 
 
Shane kept saying nothing, which was somehow worse than him saying something. 
 
“You are not going to say anything?” Ilya asked. 
 
“I’m focused on the faceoff,” Shane said. 
 
“You are never just focused on the faceoff when you are lined up against me,” Ilya pressed. 
 
“That’s not true,” Shane smiled. “I’m very professional.” 
 
“You told me I looked well rested and that it was problem,” Ilya said. “Earlier.” 
 
“Just an observation,” Shane said. “Completely professional.” 
 
“Hollander.” 
 
“Mm,” Shane said, which wasn’t an answer and was simultaneously everything. 
 
The linesman moved in. Shane’s eyes came up to meet his across the circle and held there, dark and direct and the almost-smile was back - and Ilya was very aware that nineteen thousand people were watching them line up for a faceoff and had absolutely no idea what they were actually watching. 
 
“What are you thinking about right now?” Ilya asked. 
 
“The faceoff,” Shane said, perfectly composed. 
 
The puck dropped. 
 
Ilya lost it again. 
 
He went right. Shane had gone left again, it was the same move, executed in the same way, and Ilya had been watching for it and had still managed to go the wrong direction because Shane had held his eyes across the dot for the half-second it took to commit to a direction and Ilya had spent that half-second thinking about Shane’s almost-smile and not the puck. 
 
Fuck. 
 
Carmichael said nothing this time, which was worse than if he’d said anything because it meant that Carmichael had arrived at a conclusion that he was choosing to sit with rather than announce immediately, which meant he was saving it. 
 
Ilya skated to the bench and dropped down next to Marlow as Carmichael came down next to him. 
 
“He is doing this deliberately,” Ilya said. 
 
“Doing what?” Carmichael asked. 
 
“You know what,” Ilya grumbled. 
 
Carmichael’s expression went through several things very quickly, landing on something that was trying very hard to be innocent and was not succeeding. “I genuinely have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, which was one of the least convincing sentences he had ever produced. 
 
“Did you tell him to do this?” Ilya glared at him. 
 
“I would never,” Carmichael said, wounded. 
 
Ilya looked at him. 
 
“I might have suggested the concept in very general terms,” Carmichael admitted. “But the execution is entirely his own creative choice.” 
 
Marlow, on Ilya’s other side, said nothing. He was watching the ice, professionally, and very focused on the game.
 
“Marley,” Ilya said. 
 
“Hm?” 
 
“You knew,” Ilya said. 
 
“I knew you needed to hear something last night,” Marlow said. “What Hollander chooses to do to help his own situation is entirely his own business.” 
 
Ilya sat back on the bench and watched Shane set up the next play from the circle and thought about the word generous and the word tired and the word rested and about eight weeks of very careful restraint that was being dismantled with what he was increasingly certain was surgical precision. 
 
“He is very good at this,” Carmichael said, admiringly. “Definitely didn’t see that coming.” 
 
“Da,” Ilya agreed and he stood up for his shift. 
 
Boston managed to tie it in the second power play that Carmichael set up and Ilya finished with an execution that felt right in the bones, and Ilya let himself feel the satisfaction from it for approximately four seconds before Shane was back on the ice and it was replaced by something that was also satisfying but in an entirely different and significantly more complicated way. 
 
The exchange in the neutral zone at seventeen minutes of the third period was the one that Ilya was going to think about for a long time afterward, though not for the reasons that usually made him remember on ice exchanges. 
 
They ended up against the boards again in another close-quarters puck battle that was producing a significant amount of physical contact, both of them working for possession with sticks and shoulders, Shane was pressed against the boards and Ilya was pressed against Shane and the puck was somewhere between their skates and not going anywhere. 
 
“You smell good,” Shane panted into the boards, breathing fogging against the plexiglass against his cheek. 
 
Ilya’s stick went completely still. 
 
“It’s not the arena soap,” Shane added and pressed back against him slightly, and Ilya growled. 
 
Shane,” Ilya warned. 
 
“What?” Shane asked, with an expression of complete and practiced innocence that Ilya wanted to do several things about it, none of which were appropriate for a professional hockey game. Shane took advantage of Ilya’s momentary distraction and drove his shoulder back into Ilya’s chest hard enough to separate them, came away with the puck, and was up the ice before Ilya had fully processed what happened. 
 
Carmichael came up beside him. “You good, Roz?” he asked, even though he already knew the fucking answer. 
 
“Fine,” Ilya lied. 
 
“You had that look again,” Carmichael smirked. 
 
“I am going to retire,” Ilya grumbled. 
 
He scored another goal in the third and found Shane’s eyes after it because he always sought out Shane after goals, it was completely involuntary, and it was just what he always did. Shane was already looking at him. The expression on his face was a competitive one, jaw-set and eyes-sharp, that Ilya catalogued as not happy and planning a response. But underneath was something else, something warmer and considerably less professional, and Ilya held that eye contact for two beats before he turned back to his bench because at least he was trying to act professional tonight. 
 
Carolina scored three minutes later, a play that Zelenko started and Blake finished and that Shane had not scored on but had been entirely responsible for. He caught Ilya’s eyes as he skated past the bench and he fucking winked. 
 
Shane was not helping him stay professional tonight. 
 
The game went back and forth from there and it was a good game, until the final horn went and Boston held a 5-4 result and Ilya let out a sign of relief. It had been very close. 
 
Ilya shook hands at center ice and when he reached Shane, he held on for half a second longer than the handshake required. Shane’s grip tightened back. 
 
“Good game,” Shane said. 
 
“You also,” Ilya smirked. 
 
“Your goal was lucky,” Shane said, the corner of his mouth doing the thing. 
 
“My goal was beautiful,” Ilya corrected. 
 
“Lucky,” Shane said, and moved down the line, and Ilya watched him go and stood at center ice feeling unreasonably good about a 5-4 win that he should have been feeling just straightforwardly good about, and goddamn exhausted.
 

 
In the locker room Ilya let the noise of the equipment and the celebration wind around him. The team had worked hard and came away with something to show for it. Ilya showered and he changed and was aware of Marlow finishing his own routine across from him and saying nothing, which was Marlow's communication for: The next move is yours. 
 
Carmichael was changed and vibrating by the time Ilya came out of the shower. “He said he’d wait,” Carmichael announced. 
 
“I know,” Ilya said. 
 
“I texted him,” Carmichael said. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“He texted back immediately,” Carmichael said as if he were reporting significant operational intelligence. “Which means–” 
 
“Ryan,” Marlow said from across the room. 
 
“I’m just saying.” 
 
Hayes appeared from around the corner from the showers, his hair damp and his expression clearly showing he’d been waiting to enter the conversation. “He looked great. Not that you needed me to tell you that. You clearly already–” 
 
“Stop,” Ilya groaned. 
 
“Stopping.” 
 
St-Simon appeared from wherever he’d been with his phone in his hand and too amused looking for someone that had only been observing from an appropriate distance. “You should go.” He nudged Ilya as he sat down next to him on the bench, without looking up from his phone. 
 
“I was going,” Ilya said as he shoved Victor back. 
 
“You have been sitting by your stall for four minutes,” he argued. 
 
“I was getting ready.” 
 
“You have been ready for three of those four minutes.” 
 
Ilya picked up his bag, Carmichael opened his mouth and Ilya pointed at him. He immediately closed his mouth and held his hands up in surrender - but he only managed to sustain that silence for three seconds before saying: “Good luck, Cap!” 
 
Marlow looked at Carmichael. Carmichael looked at the floor. 
 
Ilya shook his head and walked out. 
 
Shane was waiting for him in the corridor. 
 
He was leaning against the wall with his bag at his feet and his jacket on and his arms not quite folded - his posture clearly communicating that he’d been waiting and was trying to look like he hadn’t, which Ilya learned to read as the Shane Hollander version of I was watching the door. He looked up when Ilya came through and the expression on his face was warm and direct and heated. 
 
“Hi,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya smiled. “Hi.” 
 
There was a beat between them in the compressed atmosphere, almost four weeks of distance since they’d last been in the same space together, and Shane said: “Your gap coverage actually was generous tonight.” 
 
Ilya stared at him. “It was not.” 
 
“It was,” Shane pushed. “In the second period especially. You were giving me too much room on the left side.” 
 
“I was allowing you to think you had room,” Ilya rolled his eyes. “Is strategy.” 
 
“It’s not a strategy,” Shane snorted. “You were distracted.” 
 
“I was not distracted,” Ilya said, which was not true and they both fucking knew it. “You were being–” 
 
“Perfectly professional.” 
 
“You were not professional,” Ilya ground out, and there was an edge to his voice now, because he had been managing something for weeks and had just spent the last two hours watching it be systematically - and cheerfully - dismantled on the ice. 
 
“I was playing hockey,” Shane said. “I am always professional on the ice.” 
 
“You told me I smelled good.” 
 
“It was an observation,” Shane smirked. “Not unprofessional.” 
 
“Shane,” Ilya said. 
 
“Ilya,” Shane returned, his tone suggesting that he’d been waiting for exactly this moment and had done so patiently and with considerable preparation. 
 
They looked at each other and the corridor was quiet around them, the arena settling into its post-game stillness - the noise pulled back to a distant hum, and Ilya felt the weight of everything pressing against whatever had been holding it in place. 
 
“You have been driving me completely insane,” he said, and it came out heated the way that things tended to do when they had been held at a careful distance for too long and had finally found their way to the surface. 
 
“Good.” 
 
“Good?” Ilya repeated. 
 
“Yes,” Shane said, and the even directness of it lit something in Ilya that was not entirely pleasant, because being told good when you were frustrated was not something Ilya Rozanov was accustomed to and he was not sure he appreciated it. “Because you have been driving me insane for the past two months,” Shane continued, “and I have been very patient about it.” 
 
“I have been patient,” Ilya said. “I have been–” 
 
“Careful,” Shane finished for him.
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “Careful. Which is–” 
 
“Which is not the same thing as what I wanted,” Shane said, and the evenness in his voice had an edge under it now too, something that had been sitting there for a long time and was coming out measured and honest and carrying real weight. “I know why you did it. I’m not - I’m not angry about the why. But Ilya.” He held his gaze directly. “Every time you pull back, every time we’re in the same space and you pull back like I might break, it doesn’t feel like patience. It  feels like you’re looking at a version of me that I didn’t agree to become.” 
 
“I am not–” Ilya started. 
 
“You are,” Shane said, and he was not unkind about it but he was also not backing down. Ilya's jaw tightened because he did not enjoy being told he was wrong, and he especially didn’t enjoy being told he was wrong when there was a part of him that understood he was wrong and he was not yet ready to say so. 
 
“I was trying to show you,” Ilya said. “That this is real. That I meant it. That you were not just–” He made a gesture that covered six years and two languages and approximately everything he had been trying to communicate since San Diego. “I did not want you to think it was only about–” 
 
“I know what it’s about,” Shane said. “I’ve known since San Diego, Ilya. I know it’s real. I know you mean it.” And then, quieter, the evenness dropping into something more honest: “What I don’t know is why you keep treating me like I’m something that could shatter if you look at me wrong. And I need you to stop.” 
 
“I am being careful because–” 
 
“I know why,” Shane said. “I know exactly why. And I’m not asking you to stop caring about it. I’m asking you to stop putting it between us.” He exhaled. “I told you I’m okay. I have been telling you I’m okay. And every time you pull back when I’m telling you that, it makes me feel like you don’t believe me. Like the version of me you’re protecting me from is the version you actually see.” 
 
Ilya opened his mouth. 
 
“And it’s,” Shane said, and there was real frustration in it now, not sharp, not angry, but there - the genuine accumulated frustration of a man who had been saying something for weeks in every way available to him and had not felt fully heard, “it is really, really frustrating. I have been so frustrated, Ilya, and I’m exhausted.” 
 
“I have also been frustrated,” Ilya said, which came out more defensive than he intended. 
 
“They why–” Shane started. 
 
“Because,” Ilya said, and stopped. “Because I–” He stopped again. “Because I did not want to be someone who pushed you into–” 
 
“You’re not pushing me into anything,” Shane said. “I have been trying to pull you in. There’s a difference.” 
 
The corridor held that for a moment. 
 
Ilya looked at him - at the straightforwardedness of him, the frustration that was real and earned, the man who had said I’m not made of glass in his living room two months ago and had been saying varying versions of it ever since in every way available and was now in this corridor saying it one more time, directly and without carefully wrapping it around anything else. 
 
Ilya’s jaw was tight. He did not want to admit that he was wrong. He was Russian, he had been a professional hockey player since he was eighteen, and the combination had produced a man who conceded very few things and always on his own timeline.
 
But he looked at Shane, and Shane looked back at him, and the frustration in his face was the real kind, the honest kind, the kind that only existed because something mattered enough to be frustrated about, and Ilya felt the tightness in his jaw ease - because maintaining it would have caused more damage and it was already doing damage. 
 
“You are very cute when you are angry,” Ilya smirked. 
 
Shane stared at him. 
 
“I mean–” Ilya started. 
 
“Yeah?” Shane said, and his voice had shifted into something that was not exactly loud but was twice as pointed as anything else he’d said in the last five minutes. “Then I’m about to get really fucking adorable.” 
 
Ilya’s mouth opened. 
 
“Because I am not fucking done,” Shane bit out, and there was real heat in it now, real and present, and the frustration that had been sitting under the measured directness had finally fully come to the surface, and Ilya stood in the corridor and received it because he knew that he’d royally fucked up. “I have been trying to tell you for two months - I have been trying to tell you with words and with every other way that I know how to tell you - and you have been being so fucking careful with me that you’ve missed all of it. And I understand why. I do. But I need you to actually fucking hear me. I’m okay. I’m actually okay. And you need to goddamn believe me and stop trying to make me prove it because that might eventually make me a different version of not okay.” 
 
The corridor was quiet. 
 
Ilya looked at him for a long moment. Then he exhaled, and the last of the defensiveness went with it, and he said: “I have been wrong.” 
 
Shane’s eyebrows disappeared into his hairline. “He admits it!” 
 
“I have been wrong,” Ilya continued, ignoring the editorial. “About what you needed. I was–” He exhaled again. “I was being careful for myself. For the fear that I have that is mine and not yours to carry.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. Something in his face eased, the frustration converting into something warmer, and he nodded. 
 
“I know where the fear comes from,” Shane said, quietly. “I’m not trying to minimize it and I’m not asking you not to have it. I’m just asking that you let me be who I actually am - but, Ilya, I’m sorry that I made you scared, and you don’t have to carry it alone.” 
 
Ilya just nodded and put his hands in his pockets. 
 
A pause settled between them that had a different quality to it than the ones before - lighter, the pressure released, the things that needed to be said were said and had been received, and they were beginning to find their proper place. 
 
“So,” Shane said. 
 
“So,” Ilya smiled as he rocked back on his heels awkwardly. 
 
A pause. Then Shane said, with that dry precision that was one of the Ilya’s favorite things about him: “Your snoring woke me up in Boston.” 
 
Ilya stared at him. “What?” 
 
Shane smirked. “You snore.” 
 
“I do not snore–” 
 
“Oh you absolutely do snore,” Shane said. 
 
“I do not snore loudly.” 
 
“You sound like a wounded warthog - like from the Lion King.” Shane said and he made an exaggerated snorting sound, that Ilya was not going to admit was actually rather adorable. 
 
“Your mother does not complain!” Ilya snapped back. Which was, albeit, not the wittiest of comebacks, but it’s what he could reach for in that moment. 
 
Shane’s mouth fell open. “My mother–” 
 
Ilya just smirked at him. 
 
Shane shook his head. “She’s probably used to it.” 
 
Ilya’s mouth fell open this time. “You are changing the subject!” 
 
“I’m just extending the subject,” Shane said. “The subject being all the ways you are imperfect and I am choosing to be with you anyway.” 
 
Ilya stared at him for a moment. Then he laughed, and he watched Shane’s face relax in a completely unguarded way that Ilya was growing more and more appreciative of every time he saw it. 
 
But, before either of them could say anything else, the door to the locker room opened. 
 
Marlow came through it with Carmichael behind him and Hayes behind Carmichael and Victor behind Hayes, and Marlow took one look at the two of them standing in the corridor and his expression went through several things very quickly, landing on something that Ilya could read as that of a man who had given very specific and carefully considered advice the previous evening and had expected it to have been acted upon by now. 
 
“I thought we resolved this,” Marlow said to Ilya specifically. 
 
“We were resolving it,” Ilya protested. 
 
“It sounded like an argument from where we were sitting,” Carmichael said from behind Marlow’s shoulder. 
 
“It was a conversation,” Ilya argued. 
 
“It was a very heated conversation,” Hayes added helpfully. 
 
“It is fine,” Ilya said. “We were–” 
 
“I gave you a very clear hotel room speech,” Marlow interrupted because he apparently was now running low on patience. “Last night. I said very clear fucking things, Roz. You agreed to very clear things.” 
 
“I did not specifically agree,” Ilya interjected. “I listened and then I went to sleep.” 
 
“That’s not–” Marlow started. 
 
“Marley,” Carmichael interrupted, suddenly, and something in his voice said that he’d just made a decision, and Ilya wasn’t sure it was going to be a helpful one. He stepped out from behind Marlow. He looked at Shane. He looked at Ilya. He looked at the corridor around them and at the general situation. “Whatever is going on here - just–” He looked at Shane and Ilya again.
 
Marlow threw his hands up in the air, clearly giving up on diplomacy and patience and blurted out: “Just go fuck it out already!” 
 
A silence fell over the corridor. 
 
“Marlow,” Carmichael said. 
 
Marlow looked at Carmichael for a moment, embarrassed, and then looked at Ilya and said - voice calmer than just moments before: “Please… before I lose what remains of my dignity?” 
 
Hayes raised his hand slightly. “I support this message,” he said. “For the record.” 
 
Carmichael looked at them all and then smiled. “I mean,” he rocked back on his heels with his hands behind his head, “I’ve been wanting to say that since February.” 
 
“We know,” Victor said from the back of the group. 
 
“You all,” Ilya pointed at them, “are very involved with my personal life.” 
 
“You made us involved,” Victor added, not looking up from his phone, “by not doing anything about it since February. This is a natural consequence.” 
 
Carmichael pointed at Victor. “What he said.” Then he smirked and said quietly - but not quietly enough: “Operation Hollanov.” 
 
“It was never an operation,” Victor said. 
 
“It absolutely was,” Carmichael hissed back.
 
Ilya just stared at them. 
 
“Anyway,” Hayes said - stepping in to relieve the awkwardness that was starting to seep into the situation, “You kids have fun and don’t stay up too late.” Then he turned to the others. “Let’s go and leave them to it.” 
 
The other three nodded and they quickly vacated the hallway, leaving Shane and Ilya behind in a stunned silence. 
 
“Operation Hollanov?” Shane said and turned toward Ilya with an expression that he couldn’t quite read in that moment.
 
“Carmichael thinks he is funny.” 
 
“Well,” Shane smirked. “Do you want to go back to your hotel tonight or my condo?” 
 
“Hotel,” Ilya said immediately. 
 
Something flickered in Shane’s expression, surprised. “Hotel? But it’s fourteen minutes further–” 
 
“I know,” Ilya interrupted, his lips curling upward. 
 
Shane looked at him and then something shifted in his face, a gleam in his eye that meant he was catching up to the information that Ilya was trying to silently communicate to him. “Marlow’s in the room next to yours.” 
 
“On one side, da,” Ilya said. “With Hayes.” 
 
“Carmichael and Victor on the other?” Shane asked, slowly. 
 
“Da,” Ilya smirked. 
 
The silence between them lasted approximately three seconds before the corner of Shane’s mouth curved into something that was considerably more dangerous than a smile. “Both sides?” Shane said. 
 
“Both sides,” Ilya confirmed. He watched the expression on Shane’s face move from there into something that was actually, gloriously evil, and he wasn’t going to complain about it. 
 
“Well,” Shane said. 
 
“Well,” Ilya agreed. 
 
Shane picked up his bag and Ilya picked up his. They walked out of the arena into the April night together and it was warm and flowering and their shoulders bumped against each other as they made their way to Shane’s SUV. “You know,” Shane said when they reached it. “I’m not exactly an exhibitionist or anything–” 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “I know this - and the walls are very thin.” 
 
“But I’m willing to make an exception?” 
 
They smiled at each other, got in the car, and drove towards Ilya’s hotel, which was fourteen minutes further from the arena than Shane’s condo - and both sides were occupied. 
 

 
It was a miracle they hadn't run into anyone on their way through the hotel. Granted, they'd taken the back way and steered clear of the busier spaces, but Ilya wasn't sure he could have explained the sheer debauchery radiating off them in that moment.
 
When they reached his floor, they walked the corridor shoulder to shoulder. Ilya could feel the warmth of Shane's body against his — an awareness that had been building since warmups, sharpening with every step. He had his keycard out before they reached the door, and it swung open with enthusiasm as he pushed Shane inside.
 
Shane pulled him into a kiss. Within seconds they were clinging to each other, panting into each other's mouths, bodies pressed as close as cloth and bone allowed while the door clicked shut behind them.
 
Ilya grabbed Shane around the waist and walked him backward until his shoulders hit the wall.
 
"Oh God… Shane." Ilya caught his face in both hands and leaned into him, slow and wet. "You drive me to madness."
 
Shane clung to him desperately — hard wall at his back, Ilya's body warm at his front. Ilya nuzzled into his neck and breathed him in, trying to slow himself down. Shane just panted against him, trembling.
 
Ilya pulled back. He took Shane's face in both hands, eyes steady. "Do you want this?"
 
Shane blinked. "What?"
 
Ilya's thumbs moved along his jaw, slow and deliberate. His voice dropped low and rough. "Do you want this?"
 
"Ilya—"
 
Ilya ran his thumb over the line of freckles dusting the skin under Shane's eyes. Shane's throat worked as he swallowed, his gaze growing hotter as Ilya crowded further into his space. Ilya could feel his breath warm on his lips, his skin hot beneath his grip, his hair soft between his fingers. "Do you want this?"
 
"Ilya." Shane's voice cracked, heat tilting back against the wall. "Please."
 
"Yes?" Ilya leaned in so his lips brushed Shane's as he spoke. "Or no?"
 
Shane whimpered. A tremor ran through him. "Yes," he ground out, desperate, and threw his arms around Ilya's shoulders, dragging him into a kiss that was all teeth and hunger. Ilya drew in a sharp breath, desire flaring hot through every inch of him as he wrapped his arms around Shane and held on — all hard muscle and perfect heat pressed against him.
 
Shane melted into his body like he belonged there. New and familiar. Strange and known. Absolutely perfect. "I love you," he panted against Ilya's mouth.
 
Something cracked open in Ilya's chest. "Say it again," he begged. "Please."
 
"I love you." Shane's hands roved over Ilya's back, lips ghosting over his. "Oh my God, I love you so much."
 
Ilya closed his eyes as Shane pressed his mouth to his again, insistent. He felt the flick of Shane's tongue and parted his lips, sliding his own between them, tasting the heat of his mouth.
 
"Ya tebya lyublyu," he gasped as they broke apart. "I love you." His accent thickened the way it did when English wasn't enough. "I love you so much… for so long. I am sorry it took me — I am sorry I made you wait. I am sorry for all of it."
 
"Ilya—"
 
"No." His hands tightened against Shane's face. "Let me say it. I need to say it." He took a breath. "You are everything to me. Ty vsyo dlya menya — you are everything. And I was scared." His forehead dropped against Shane's. "But I am not scared of you."
 
Shane let out a choked whimper and pulled Ilya's mouth back to his with a ferocity Ilya had never felt from him before. Shane moaned — loud and open-mouthed, an anguished sound from deep in his chest. Ilya pressed his hands to the sides of his face and kissed the sound from him, first deeply, then tenderly, gentle brushes of lips that drew small, broken noises from the other man. He paused, pressing his forehead against Shane's, heaving in breath after breath.
 
"I love you," he choked out again and shoved his nose into the tempting curve of Shane's neck. He pressed his lips to his skin, tasting him after so long without it — like he'd been lost in a desert and was finally being offered water.
 
Shane threw his head back and moaned, body trembling violently in Ilya's arms.
 
"So sensitive," Ilya breathed against him. He filled his lungs with the scent of Shane, shoved his nose into the hair behind his ear, then dragged his tongue over the taut muscle below the curve of it. Shane's breath shuddered out of him. Ilya lifted his head, panting, dizzy from the need surging through his body.
 
"Oh God." Shane clung to him. "I need you."
 
Ilya caught his chin, tilted his head, and kissed him again. He pressed closer, wrapping his arms around him, tongue sliding deep into his mouth.
 
Shane clung to his shoulders, moaning deep in his chest, legs shaking.
 
Ilya hummed against his mouth — smug, pleased. Shane might have been tempting him all night, making him lose his composure on the ice, but Ilya was still the one who could reduce him to this.
 
Shane leaned back and drew in a sharp breath when Ilya pressed the evidence of his arousal against his hip. He dropped his head to Ilya's shoulder and looked between their bodies, sliding his hips forward again and again. Ilya choked back a sound as he watched him — but he couldn't help it. He swallowed a whimper, shuddering with the pleasure that shot down his spine despite the layers between them.
 
Ilya felt Shane's fingers twist into his hair and he growled. He grabbed a fistful of that same hair and pulled Shane's head back, pressing open-mouthed kisses to his neck. Shane gasped — the unexpected manhandling pulling a sound from his throat that Ilya knew he'd be embarrassed about later. Ilya lifted his head, a delighted grin on his face. "Oh?" He tightened his fingers. "That is interesting."
 
"It's not," Shane choked out. "Shut up. Fuck you. Do it again."
 
Ilya chuckled and nuzzled into the space beneath Shane's ear, then bit — lightly — and licked, holding him in place.
 
Shane's body arched against him, a strangled noise escaping. "That's — you aren't — it doesn't — You—"
 
"Stop talking." Ilya guided Shane's mouth back to his.
 
Shane melted against him as Ilya held him where he wanted and ground his hips into him, sucking bruises into his collarbone that Shane was too blissed out to worry about. Waves of pleasure surged through Ilya, sending him careening toward a very embarrassing finish if he didn't slow down.
 
He stopped. Abruptly. Panting against Shane's mouth.
 
Shane dug his fingers into Ilya's arms, frustration bleeding through his grip. Ilya could tell he was close.
 
"Oh my God… you're such an asshole." Shane's chest heaved. "That's fucking — you're — and I — oh!" He gasped and tilted his head back against the wall, giving Ilya better access. "Oh — juste là, oui, ça - ça –"
 
Ilya pulled back slightly. He loved it when he was able to reduce Shane to speaking French during these moments. 
 
"Pourquoi," Shane whined, apparently past caring how pitiful he sounded.
 
Ilya returned his attention to his neck, hands running over his body, possessing him. Shane's head thumped back against the wall. When Ilya slid his palm over his erection and rubbed, Shane broke into whimpers and squirms, shoving his hips into the touch, head hitting the wall again, losing control.
 
"So eager, Solnyshko." Ilya smirked, but the tremor in his own voice betrayed him.
 
"It's been… a while." Shane's fingers tightened into Ilya's shirt, hips straining against his hand.
 
"Same." Ilya dragged his lips over Shane's neck. "Bed."
 
Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya's neck, pulling them together, crushing Ilya's hand between them as he writhed and moaned. "Can't — oh God — Ilya, I can't—" He exhaled sharply, grinding against him like a teenager. "I'm — you need to arrête — arrête si tu — Ilya — don't stop — ne t’arrête pas là — Merde!"
 
"I want to fuck you." Ilya crushed their lips together again. He pulled Shane around, walking him backward toward the bed. When the edge hit Shane's thighs, he grabbed his ass with both hands, lifted him, and tossed him onto the mattress before scrambling on top.
 
Ilya lowered himself over Shane, completely covering him, grinding his hips down as he pressed his nose to his neck and breathed in deep.
 
Shane stilled. "Did you just—?"
 
Ilya nodded.
 
"Did you just fucking smell me?"
 
Ilya smiled and kissed him again until he was breathless and moaning.
 
"You're so fucking," Shane gasped, "weird!"
 
Shane parted his legs, letting Ilya slide between them, then wrapped them around his waist and ground up. "Fuck," Ilya panted out, voice cracking, as he dropped his head to Shane's shoulder and propped himself on his elbows so Shane could shove their pants out of the way.
 
Ilya's moan echoed through the room as Shane wrapped his fingers around him and stroked — slow, deliberate. Punched-out sounds shuddered through the air.
 
"Shane… da, just like that." Ilya panted into his ear as Shane adjusted his grip and pressed them together, flesh against flesh. A shudder ran through Ilya's body as he watched where Shane's hand worked over them both. Shane tipped his head back, arching off the mattress.
 
Ilya was whimpering now, staring down at the place where they were joined by Shane's grip.
 
Shane heaved a breath, a moan escaping with it. His hips rolled, his eyes closed as he thrust through the tight circle of his fingers. The friction of their skin pressed together was almost too much. Ilya dragged his attention back to Shane's face — mouth fallen open, head tipped back. "Oh God." Shane panted. "I'm so close — Ilya, please—"
 
"So beautiful." Ilya slid his mouth against Shane's again, breath catching. With great effort, he pulled away, taking his hands with him.
 
Shane whined at the loss.
 
Ilya eased off him and lay on his side, facing him. He cupped Shane's face and kissed him gently — each corner of his mouth, across his freckles, his chin, a feather-light touch to his lips. Tender. Loving. Gentle. A deliberate counter to the weight of moments before. He wanted to cherish Shane, to love him properly. He didn't want this over so soon. He willed himself to calm down. "I love you."
 
Shane panted, face flushed, eyes sparkling. "I love you, too." He finally caught on. He turned onto his side, pressing his back into Ilya's chest. Ilya wound his arm around Shane's waist, sliding his hand up to press over his heartbeat. He curled around him, hips fitting against the curve of his ass, hand moving over his chest as he nuzzled into the back of his neck.
 
Shane drew in a sharp breath as Ilya's lips dragged over his skin, followed by the slide of his tongue. Ilya's hand kept exploring — down and up — as Shane arched into him. "So beautiful," Ilya said again. "Ya teya lyublyu."
 
Shane whimpered as Ilya's fingers slid down along his erection again. "Oh God," he breathed, shoving his hips forward.
 
"So desperate." Ilya kept his touches light.
 
"Fuck you." Shane shoved his hips forward again, but Ilya moved his hand away. Visibly frustrated, Shane grabbed Ilya's hand and wrapped it back around his dick, trying to thrust into his closed fist. "Oh! Fuck me!"
 
Ilya pulled away again, grabbing Shane's hand and planting it on the mattress by his chest. "It is not a race, Solnyshko."
 
"No," Shane whined. "You're tormenting me."
 
Ilya smirked into the back of his neck. "It is only okay if you torment me, da?"
 
Shane's breath hitched as Ilya's fingers stroked him again, a high-pitched noise escaping as he strained forward, body starting to tremble.
 
Ilya chuckled and pressed his mouth to his neck. "Who would have thought," he whispered, "you boring Canadian boy…"
 
"I was totally… innocent," Shane gasped out, "before you — that, yes, do that again—"
 
"So demanding." Ilya slid his mouth along Shane's jaw, seeking his lips.
 
Shane turned his head to kiss him. Ilya was rutting against him now — slow thrusts that slid his cock along Shane's ass and between his thighs.
 
"Want you." Shane's voice was wrecked.
 
"Yes." Ilya pressed forward and nearly fell into the space Shane had just vacated. "Where are you going?"
 
Shane grappled in the bedside drawer, letting out a breath of triumph when he pulled out the lube and condoms Ilya had stashed there. Ilya laughed softly behind him as Shane pushed back against him.
 
Ilya took the bottle and doused his fingers liberally. He slid his hand between their bodies, down the base of Shane's spine, and brushed his fingertips over his hole. Each touch brought Shane's hips back, arching for more. Ilya kept teasing — circling, pressing, withdrawing — until he rewarded him with the light pressure of a single finger, slowly sliding in, drawing out, sliding in again.
 
Shane dropped his head onto the pillow and moaned.
 
"Yes." Shane hissed as Ilya curved his fingers, repeating the motion with deeper thrusts until he barely brushed his prostate. Shane cried out.
 
"So tight. God. So fucking gorgeous, Solnyshko." Ilya's breath was hot against his neck. A second finger pressed against his hole, then joined the first. Ilya thrust in and out, slick with lube, loosening him, working him open. A third — and Shane nearly lost it right there.
 
He clawed at the sheets as Ilya kept his teasing pace.
 
When Shane was moaning with nearly every breath, Ilya withdrew his fingers, rolled on a condom, shifted his hips, and pressed his cock against where Shane's body was slick and open and wanting.
 
He tightened his arm around Shane's chest, breathing hard into his ear. "Can I—?"
 
"Yes," Shane choked out. "Please—"
 
Ilya thrust deeply inside him in one powerful movement. Shane jerked and cried out in surprise.
 
"Is okay?" Ilya breathed, chest pressed to Shane's back, muscles shaking.
 
"Yes." Shane gasped. "Just — need a moment. Si bon."
 
Ilya pressed his forehead to Shane's neck, tightening his arm around his ribs. "God, you feel — Je ne peux pas —" Shane nodded over and over as Ilya feathered kisses against his neck, his shoulders, his hair. They lay there joined in the most intimate way possible.
 
Shane reached back and grabbed Ilya's hip, stilling him.
 
"Beautiful," Ilya breathed. He cupped Shane's chin, turning his face so he could kiss him — a stark contrast to what had just happened and what was about to happen. “Krasivyy.” 
 
"Yours," Shane choked out.
 
"Yes." Ilya growled. "Mine. You are mine and I am yours."
 
Shane opened his eyes and met Ilya's, face flushed with passion. Ilya could have stared into those limitless brown depths forever. He tried to speak, but couldn't. Instead, he pulled their mouths together.
 
"S’il te plaît," Shane whispered into the kiss, pressing his hips back.
 
Ilya nodded and dropped his head to Shane's neck. He drew his hips slowly backward, held there for a long moment, then thrust deeply back inside. Shane choked out a cry, body shuddering. Ilya tightened his arm and repeated the movement. Purposeful. Careful. His breaths punched out with each thrust. Slow. Possessing.
 
"S’il te plaît," Shane's face was pressed into the pillow as Ilya claimed him over and over. "Please—"
 
Ilya moaned and moved faster, his breaths quickening, his rhythm losing coordination. The room filled with wet sounds and the creaking bed as Shane arched into the pleasure. Ilya could feel himself getting closer with each thrust, each clench of Shane around him. Then Shane gasped out, choking on a strangled moan, and came — trembling and jerking as he spilled onto the sheets beneath him.
 
Ilya whimpered at the sight, pleasure swelling inside him.
 
"Ilya." Shane moaned, reaching back and grabbing at his hip, pulling him frantically. "Come on — fuck me—"
 
Ilya choked out a desperate sound and pressed his face into Shane's neck, pulling his hips back and sinking deeply into him with another gut-wrenching moan.
 
"Je t’aime," Shane moaned. “Oh God, I love you!” 
 
Ilya cried out — loud in the room, his body tensing and shuddering violently. His hips gave small, involuntary thrusts as the breaths punched out of him and he twitched inside Shane, his release washing through him. With the last of his strength he rolled Shane onto his stomach and collapsed on top of him, crushing him into the bed. He dropped his forehead to the pillow beside Shane's cheek.
 
For a moment he lay there, heaving, chest pressed to Shane's back, hot and slick with sweat. Beneath him, Shane melted into the mattress. Ilya turned his head and watched him nuzzle into the pillow, smiling in perfect bliss before pressing his forehead to Ilya's temple, nose to cheek.
 
This is what it feels like to be happy, he thought as he breathed in the scent of Shane's sweat-soaked hair. And he was — absolutely, deliriously happy. He rubbed his nose against Shane and sighed.
 
The room was dark except for the sound of the city through the window. Quiet except for them. Ilya could feel Shane's heartbeat against him. 
 
When he opened his eyes again, Shane was looking at him. 
 
“Hi,” Shane smiled. 
 
“Hi,” Ilya said back in English, which somehow felt significant, before a grin spread across his face. 
 
The walls were thin. 
 
The fact of that was not lost on Ilya and he could tell that it wasn’t lost on Shane either as he watched a twin grin mimicking his own appear on the other man’s face as well. It was something that Shane clearly understood as well, and with great enthusiasm when he’d agreed to coming to the hotel earlier. 
 
The wall on the left was Marlow and Hayes. The wall on the right was Carmichael and Victor. Both sets of them were present, because they could hear the muffled sounds coming from both sides, presumably they’d been attempting to sleep and it didn’t sound like they were having much luck at the moment. All of them had been entirely responsible for the collective months of unsolicited advice and knowing looks and Marlow’s hotel intervention and Hayes’ ambient emotional support that had been driving him absolutely crazy - and of course they had Carmichael to thank for Shane’s particularly dirty displays at the game that night that tipped the scales in the favor of their evening of collective misery. 
 
Ilya felt no particular guilt about any of this. And neither, apparently did Shane. 
 
Shane, who was pressed against the bed beneath him, with a shit eating grin on his face, making punched out little breaths as he came down from his orgasm. He looked relaxed in a way that he hadn’t been for months, loose and settled, the version of himself that Ilya had been trying to reach for and had finally managed. 
 
“That was,” Shane said after a moment. 
 
“Da,” Ilya agreed. 
 
“We should have done that in San Diego.” 
 
“I have been saying this,” Ilya said. 
 
“You have not been saying this,” Shane said as he pushed back against Ilya, dislodging him from his spot on top of him. “You’ve been being careful.” 
 
“Which was wrong,” he conceded as he rolled over onto his side and pulled Shane back against him, nuzzling into his neck again, inhaling the scent of him. “I have admitted this.” 
 
“You admitted it once,” Shane argued. “In a corridor.” 
 
“It was very significant admission,” Ilya scoffed, as he tried to look offended. “Given that I am rarely wrong.” 
 
“You’re often wrong.” 
 
“Name a time,” Ilya pushed. 
 
“The snoring,” Shane said immediately. 
 
Ilya leaned over Shane, staring at him. Shane looked back, expression entirely composed. 
 
“I do not snore.” 
 
“You snore.” 
 
“I make,” Ilya said, searching for the word, “breathing sounds. In sleep. This is normal.” 
 
“You sound like a wounded warthog,” Shane said again, smiling. 
 
“A wounded–” Ilya stared at him. “Shane–” 
 
“Warthog,” Shane confirmed. 
 
Ilya poked him. “You are mean!” 
 
“I’m just honest!” Shane protested. 
 
“You are mean! What happened to nice Canadian boy? You are mean and you are very comfortable in my bed,” Ilya said, “which I think gives you too much confidence.” 
 
“Probably,” Shane agreed, shifting slightly and settling back against Ilya more. “We should go back to my condo tonight.” 
 
“We should sleep first,” Ilya argued. 
 
“We should go back to my condo and sleep there,” Shane pressed. “My bed is better and the sheets are clean.” 
 
“Your bed is probably excellent,” Ilya agreed. “But your condo is fourteen minutes away and is very late and I am not ready to move.” 
 
Which was not entirely true. Fourteen minutes was nothing - he’d drive further than that for considerably less than the opportunity to finally be inside of Shane Hollander’s actual home, in Shane’s actual bed, in a space that was genuinely and completely Shane’s in a way that the ‘Sex Condo’ in Montreal had never been. The fact that Shane was offering it - so simply - and saying come home with me and meaning his real home and not some carefully managed investment property that was kept empty of anything that gave too much away… that was not lost on Ilya at all. He knew exactly what it meant. He’d been wanting this for longer than he was willing to admit out loud. He was going to say yes, of course he was going to say yes. He just found that being contrary was considerably more entertaining at the moment. 
 
Shane made a sound that was not quite agreement and not quite argument - a hybrid noise that meant he was not comfortable enough to disagree but not bothered enough to push it. He stayed where he was. 
 
From the other side of the wall on the left, there was a brief, muffled sound. 
 
Shane looked at the wall. Looked at Ilya. Then his expression converted slowly into something that appeared deeply satisfied. 
 
“Should we feel bad about that?” He asked. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Good,” Shane said as he settled further back into Ilya and nuzzled his face into the pillow. They stayed like that for a while, neither of them moving, the hotel room quiet around them. Shane’s breathing had slowed and Ilya could feel his weight shift and ease the way it did when Shane stopped thinking about being comfortable and just was. It was one of Ilya’s favorite things - when Shane let the last few degrees of tension release and he just simply existed. 
 
From the wall on the left came another sound, brief and muffled, followed by silence. 
 
Shane lifted his head slightly and looked at the wall. Satisfied expression deepened by another degree before he settled back down again and a comfortable silence fell over them. Ilya lay in it and listened to the city hum in the distance and Shane breathing steadily against him. 
 
After a while Shane said, into the quiet: “My sheets are cleaner.” 
 
“I know,” 
 
“And my bed is better.” 
 
“I also know this,” Ilya agreed. 
 
“And it’s only fourteen minutes.” 
 
“But we are warm,” Ilya whined, “and I do not want to move.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment, doing the calculation that Ilya could feel him doing, the practical part of him weighing the comfort of not moving against the comfort of being in his own space. “If we go now we can actually sleep properly,” Shane tried again. “In a real bed with good pillows.” 
 
“Hotel pillows are acceptable,” Ilya pouted. 
 
“Hotel pillows are flat.” 
 
Ilya considered this. The hotel pillows were, if he was being honest with himself, somewhat flat. “Your pillows are probably very good,” he conceded. He’d never been in Shane’s actual bed before and he was operating entirely on reasonable assumption. “I assume.” 
 
“You assume correctly,” Shane smiled. 
 
Ilya rolled onto his back and looked at the ceiling for a moment. Then he looked at Shane, who was already on his chest and looking back at him with a patient and fond - and slightly stubborn expression - that said he’d made a decision and he was just waiting for Ilya to arrive at the same one. 
 
“Fine,” he groaned. 
 
Shane smiled. “Yeah?” 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “But I am driving.” 
 
“You drive like a maniac,” Shane argued. 
 
“I do not.” 
 
“I’m driving,” Shane said. “It’s my car.” 
 
“Fine,” Ilya smirked. “You drive your boring car.” 
 
“It’s practical–” 
 
“In the snow.” Ilya finished for him. “Da, I know this.” Ilya groaned as he sat up. “Does not snow often in Raleigh though - so no need for practical snow car.” 
 
Shane stared at him. “You are the most frustrating person I have ever met,” He said, which was fond and annoyed in equal measure and landed in his chest and immediately made itself comfortable. 
 
“I am very easy to be with,” Ilya argued. 
 
“You are the opposite of easy to be with,” Shane pushed back. “You are exhausting. You make things complicated. You once started an argument with me about whether ginger ale was a personality trait and I don’t know how we got there.”
 
“Da,” Ilya grinned. “But you love me anyway.” 
 
Shane just rolled his eyes as he got up and playfully shoved Ilya as he got up to get dressed. “Yes, I do.” And Shane’s mouth moved into a smile as he started putting on his clothes and Ilya watched him and felt the warmth that lived permanently in his chest do the thing it had been doing a lot lately without asking for his permission and he smiled back. 
 
He got up and they moved slowly as they gathered the things that needed gathering and Ilya watched as Shane pulled his jacket on in the low light coming from the hotel room window and decided that he was the luckiest man in the world because he got to call Shane Hollander his. 
 
They grabbed their things and headed to the door as muffled sounds came from the wall to the right side of the room this time and Shane looked at the wall and then back at him again, before his hands flew up to his mouth to try to cover - and failing - the giggle that bubbled up. 
 
Ilya chuckled as he pulled Shane in and hugged him tightly, smiling into his hair. “Come on, Solnyshoko,” he said. “Before you started enjoying this too much, da?” 
 
“I think I might already be enjoying it too much,” Shane admitted as he opened the door. 
 
The streets at this hour were empty with the exception of the occasional car as Shane drove, and Ilya sat in the passenger seat and watched the city go past - not saying much because the silence was comfortable and he was thinking. 
 
“You’re thinking about something,” Shane said at a red light. 
 
“I am always thinking.” 
 
“You have a look.”
 
“Is my normal face,” Ilya said. 
 
“Your normal face doesn’t look like that,” Shane argued, which was the second time someone had said that to him today and Ilya chose not to engage with it. 
 
“I am thinking about the faceoff,” Ilya admitted. “The second one.” 
 
Shane looked back to the road when the light turned green. “What about it?” he said with mild interest. 
 
“You went left again,” Ilya said. 
 
“I did.” 
 
“I was watching for it.” 
 
“Were you?” Shane asked. 
 
“And I still went right.” 
 
The corner of Shane’s mouth moved up in the dark of the car and he didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. Ilya watched the almost-smile happen and felt it land the same way it had landed across the faceoff dot four hours ago - precisely and without warning and in a location that had nothing to do with hockey. 
 
“You are very good at that,” Ilya admitted. 
 
“At faceoffs?” 
 
“At that,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane shook his head lightly, still not quite smiling, and made the last turn toward his building. 
 
Inside, the condo was warm and dark except for the kitchen light - one lit square across the hallway floor, the only thing Shane had left on in a home he came back to alone at night. Ilya looked at it for a second longer than he needed to. He had been in spaces of Shane’s before, or what had passed for them. The Montreal condo had been an investment property, kept deliberately empty of anything that would say too much - good furniture, clean counters, nothing on the shelves that said anything about the man who slept there. Ilya had been in that condo before, but he’d never once been somewhere that belonged to Shane. Shane had kept that line clearly without ever acknowledging that it existed. This was different. The shoes by the door, the pictures on the bookshelf in the hallway, the coffee machine given a position that actually mattered - all of it the accumulated evidence of a person who actually lived here, who had been living here alone, and who left one light on before he left for the game that night. 
 
He stood in the hallway for a moment after Shane locked the door, just taking it in, and Shane moved past him toward where Ilya assumed the bedroom was with the ease of someone that knew every inch of the space, not noticing - or choosing not to notice - that Ilya had gone briefly still. 
 
This was Shane’s home. His real home. The space that had Shane in it properly - not the condo that had been kept deliberately empty of anything, but his actual space, with shoes and pictures and books and things that were Shane. He’d wanted this access for so long and now he finally had it. Not to the place specifically - but to this, to being in a space that was simply Shane’s, and now he was here and it was overwhelming in all the best ways. 
 
Ilya picked up his bag and followed him down the hall, stepping over the second stair from the top without thinking about it as he felt the warmth of the condo settling around him. 
 
The bedroom was at the end of the hall and Shane moved through the dark toward it without hesitation and Ilya followed him. He had never seen this room before. That was a simple fact and also not a simple fact at all - he had been in hotel rooms with Shane and in a Montreal condo that Shane never lived in, but he’d never been here in his actual bedroom before until right now. 
 
He didn’t say anything about it. He just looked at it for a moment in the dark - the shape of it, the good pillows on the bed that Shane had mentioned and that were, visibly as good as advertised judging by the plushness that Ilya could see. The space was neat, but it looked lived in and Ilya was overcome with emotion in that moment that he was determined not to show. 
 
They got undressed down to their briefs in silence and then Shane was pulling back the comforter and sheets and motioned for Ilya to get in before he got in and settled down. Ilya followed after him and settled in behind him and brought his arm around Shane’s waist and pulled him closer to him, nuzzling his face into the back of Shane’s neck, and Shane’s breathing started to slow almost immediately. 
 
The pillow was excellent. He’d assumed it would be and he’d been right. 
 
“Better,” Shane said into the dark. 
 
“Da,” Ilya smiled. “Better.” 
 
He knew that Shane meant the pillow and the bedroom, but Ilya meant the condo and what it represented that the investment property in Montreal never had - but he wasn’t going to say any of this to Shane, who was already most of the way to sleep, because some things didn’t need to be said out loud. 
 
Outside the window Raleigh did its thing, and inside the condo it was dark and still as Shane’s breathing evened out against Ilya’s chest. 
 
Ilya lay in the dark and let the evening move in the background. The game and the faceoff dot and the corridor and Marlow’s face when he’d come through the door and the hotel and the drive and all of it - all of it settling into the distance the way things did when something more immediate took the foreground. He thought about the word awake and the word tired and the word generous and the almost-smiles and he thought about Shane inviting him into his home and meaning his real home and how Ilya had stood in the doorway and looked at the kitchen light and understood exactly what was being given to him. 
 
“Ilya,” Shane said, very quietly, right at the edge of sleep. 
 
“Da?” 
 
A pause long enough that Ilya thought he’d gone under after all. Then: “I love you.” 
 
Ilya smiled at the back of Shane’s head in Shane Hollander’s bedroom. “Ya tebya lyublyu,” he said. 
 
Another pause. “Your second goal was still lucky,” Shane said, words already blurring at the edges, sleeping pulling them sideways. 
 
Ilya chuckled. “Go to sleep, Hollander.” 
 
Shane made a sound that meant he was conceding to the point without saying so and his breathing slowed the rest of the way. The condo went quiet around them. Ilya lay in the dark with the excellent pillow under his head, in the excellent bed that belonged to Shane, and with the man in question warm and present against his chest and relaxed in his arms. 
 
He didn’t reach for a word to describe what he was feeling in this moment, he just let it be what it was, and before long he was asleep as well. 
 
He slept better than he had in years. 
 

 
Ilya had been awake for twenty minutes when the Raleigh morning started coming through the east-facing windows. 
 
He lay in Shane’s actual bed, in Shane’s actual bedroom, and looked at the light moving across Shane’s sleeping features and listened to him breathe and he looked at the room. He’d never been in it before. That was still landing in him in small increments. 
 
He got up carefully. Shane didn’t stir. Ilya made his way to the kitchen. To the coffee machine. 
 
Shane had told him about the coffee machine. The grinder, the beans, the ratio, the milk temperature, and approximately twelve other variables, delivered with the same seriousness and focus that he had when he was explaining defensive zone coverage, when he’d bought it. He was very obsessed with the coffee machine. 
 
He stood in Shane’s kitchen for a moment before he did anything else. He hadn’t been in this kitchen before either. The counter was clear except for the machine. The cups were in the cabinet where he’d correctly guessed they would be. The beans were in the canister beside the grinder. Everything in its place, arranged once and meant to stay. The kitchen had Shane’s personality to it, the same way the rest of the condo that he was observing did - orderly, considered, lived in quietly and alone - and Ilya stood there at six in the morning and felt the full weight of being here for the first time settle over him without trying to name it. 
 
He went through the process of making coffee carefully and precisely the way Shane had talked about liking it done - because he’d been paying attention to even the most mundane and minute details that Shane shared about himself - as if he’d been given instructions and he intended to follow them. The grinder was loud. He winced and checked the bedroom doorway and was thankful that he didn’t hear anything to indicate that it had woken Shane up. 
 
He made two lattes. He added the foam with a care that he’d never admit to out loud. He set one on the spot on the island that he knew Shane gravitated toward in his apartments, and took his own, leaning against the counter and looked at the April morning outside the window. 
 
Shane appeared in the kitchen doorway shortly after that - lured by the smell of fresh coffee. 
 
He was in the t-shirt that Ilya had worn to the condo the previous night - which made a fresh wave of desire flare up in Ilya’s chest that he squashed down, because now was not the right moment for that - and his hair was doing several things at once and his eyes were at the stage of open that meant awake but not yet arrived, blinking at Ilya with an unguarded expression. Shane was more adorable than a muscular, two-hundred pound hockey player had any right to be. 
 
He looked at Ilya. He looked at the counter. He looked at the latte. 
 
“You made coffee,” Shane said with a morning voice. 
 
“Lattes,” Ilya smiled proudly. “With your machine. The way you told me.” 
 
Something moved across Shane’s face at that - warm and briefly surprised - like he hadn’t expected that Ilya would have listened and remembered the details about the coffee machine that he’d shared with him in considerable detail, let alone follow them at six in the morning in April. He came into the kitchen and picked up the latte with both hands and took a sip, and whatever had moved across his face settled into something warmer and more certain. 
 
Shane took another sip. He was already saying something - something about the morning or the flight schedule, hands moving slightly as he spoke, the easy animation of someone not performing anything for anyone, and Ilya was listening - mostly - but he was also very aware of the foam. 
 
There was foam on Shane’s nose. A small amount, sitting precisely on the tip, acquired somewhere between the first sip and the current moment, and entirely unnoticed by Shane, who was still talking. 
 
Ilya just looked at the foam on Shane’s nose. 
 
He did not say anything. 
 
Shane continued - something about Zelenko having texted him at eleven the previous night with a question about the bruschetta conversation that he’d had with Carmichael in Boston, which tracked because Zelenko was the type of person who would have opinions about a conversation on bruschetta from weeks ago - and his hands moved and his eyes were bright with the morning and Ilya stood leaned against the counter and watched him and let the foam stay exactly where it was, because it was one of the better things he had seen in recent memory and he was not ready to end it. 
 
“Are you distracted by anything in particular, Rozanov?” Shane asked, catching him. 
 
Ilya smirked and decided to take pity on him as he reached across the island. He drew his finger across Shane’s nose, pulling the foam with him, and looked at it on his fingertip before he flicked his tongue to it, watching Shane’s eyes fix on the movement and the world narrow slightly at the edges the way it did when Shane’s attention had found a focal point. “That,” Ilya said, simply. “You are such a mess, Hollander.” 
 
“Ilya,” Shane said, a warning in his voice that was doing something in Ilya that made him smile. 
 
“Shane,” Ilya returned, tilting his head, the picture of perfect innocence. 
 
Shane looked at him for a moment. Picked up his mug. Took a sip. “Asshole,” he muttered. 
 
“What were you saying?” Ilya asked. 
 
“I forgot,” Shane grumbled as he set the mug back on the counter. 
 
“Tragic,” Ilya said, and could not have sounded less sorry if he tried - because he wasn’t - and he was looking at Shane in his kitchen, in the morning light coming through the windows he had never seen before today, foam still faintly at the corner of his lip now and his hair doing its several things, and whatever was in Ilya’s chest had no name in Russian or in English and he was not going to go looking for one - he was simply going to feel it - because the word could wait. This didn’t need a word. 
 
Shane looked at him with a fond expression, clearly having made his peace with something and had arrived at not being unhappy about it. Then the corner of his mouth moved. 
 
“Come here,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya came around the island and Shane reached up to pull him down by the front of his shirt and kissed him, tasting of coffee and foam and morning, and Ilya settled his hands at Shane’s waist and felt the morning settle around them at whatever pace it needed to. 
 
Shane pulled back just far enough. His eyes open and direct, without the layers. And they stood like that in the kitchen in April for a while as the lattes cooled on the counter and neither of them moved for a while. 
 
Then Shane tilted his head and his eyes sparkled in a way that told Ilya that whatever he was about to say was not going to be conversational. “You have to be back at your hotel by nine.” 
 
“I have to be back by nine,” Ilya confirmed, slowly. 
 
“It’s six-twenty.” Shane said. 
 
“It is six-twenty,” Ilya agreed. 
 
“That is,” Shane smirked, “a reasonable amount of time.” 
 
Ilya smiled slowly. “Da,” he said. “It is.” 
 
He pulled Shane back in, and they didn’t talk after that for a while, and the morning light moved across the kitchen floor, and the lattes were cold by the time either of them thought about them again. 
 

 
Ilya made it back to the hotel at eight-fifty-seven, which was cutting it closer than he had intended but was also entirely worth it, and found Carmichael, Hayes, Victor, and Marlow in the lobby with their bags, waiting for the bus - along with the rest of the team. 
 
Carmichael looked at him. Looked at his expression. Looked at his hair - which hadn’t been properly addressed since waking up at Shane’s condo. Then looked back at his expression. 
 
“Good morning,” He said, his tone suggesting that he had a great deal of things he wanted to say and was temporarily containing them. 
 
“Good morning,” Ilya smirked. 
 
There was a pause. 
 
Hayes cleared his throat. He had an expression that suggested that he’d been awake since a very unreasonable hour for reasons that were not his fault. “So,” he said, with tremendous diplomatic effort, “the walls in this hotel are quite thin.” 
 
“Are they?” Ilya said as he quirked his head to the side, face a picture of innocence for the second time that morning. 
 
“They are,” Hayes confirmed. “Very thin. Notably thin.” He paused. “I would say unusually thin.” 
 
“Is shame,” Ilya said. 
 
“Is it?” Marlow questioned with complete neutrality. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “Hotel should invest in better construction.” 
 
Carmichael made a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh but also couldn’t have been anything else, pressing his fist against his mouth. 
 
“I did suggest noise cancelling headphones before we left Boston,” Victor said from behind his phone. “I was very clear about it.” He looked up briefly and shrugged. “Nobody listened.” 
 
“We didn’t know why you were suggesting it,” Hayes said. 
 
“I had a sense,” Victor said as he returned to his phone. 
 
“I want you to know,” Carmichael said to Ilya, sincerely, like he was delivering important information. “That what I heard through the wall last night was genuinely not something I was prepared for and I have a lot of feelings about it and I’m choosing not to say any of them out loud because Marlow is staring at me right now.” 
 
“I am looking at you,” Marlow confirmed. 
 
“But,” Carmichael continued, “I also wanted you to know that I’m very happy for you. Extremely happy. In a way that I will be discussing in detail at a later time when Marlow is not in the immediate vicinity.” 
 
“I am always in the immediate vicinity,” Marlow said. 
 
“Figuratively,” Carmichael said. “In spirit. You know what I mean.” 
 
The bus appeared at the end of the hotel drive. They picked up their bags. 
 
Ilya walked to the bus in the April morning sunshine feeling, with a complete and uncomplicated certainty, that everything was exactly right. 
 
Behind him he heard Victor say - to no one in particular: “Noise cancelling headphones. Maybe this time you will listen.” 






      

  












      Chapter 4: Seven Hundred Miles
  



    Chapter Notes

      Shane's POV







  The horn blared across the arena as the Breakers cleared the zone, and Shane leaned into the boards, breathing hard. The scoreboard flashed brightly above center ice - 4-2 Breakers with just under six minutes left in the third. Around him, the crowd was electric, smelling blood in the water and a series sweep in the horizon. One more solid period of hockey stands between them and the second round, with a nice break waiting on the other side. 
 
“Let’s finish this clean,” Coach Hendricks called from the bench, making a sharp cutting motion across his neck. “No stupid penalties.” 
 
Shane nodded, rolling his shoulders back. His muscles ached pleasantly - not from exhaustion but from the good, satisfying work of three hard-rough playoff games. He’d been playing better each night of the series, and tonight was no exception: a goal and an assist already on his stat line, plus eighteen solid minutes of ice time. 
 
As he skated back for the faceoff, his mind drifted momentarily. Four straight wins meant that they were through to round two while the Eastern Conference bracket sorted itself out. Pittsburgh and New York were locked in a war of attrition that looked destined for six, maybe seven games. Which meant–
 
“Focus Hollander!’ Beausoleil called from center ice, already set for the faceoff. 
 
Shane shook himself back to attention, lining up at the center position. Five days. That’s what a sweep would buy them. Five days of rest and recovery while their next opponent was decided. Five days that, if the schedule broke right, meant he could catch a flight to Detroit to watch Ilya’s next game. 
 
The puck dropped and Washington’s center won it cleanly, passing it back to their defense. Shane was already moving, anticipating the pass before it happened. He intercepted the cross-ice attempt, chipped the puck past the defender’s stick, and raced down the ice while Blake and Zelenko streaked up the wings. 
 
“Hard on the net!” he shouted, feathering the pass that landed perfectly on Zelenko’s tape. 
 
The shot rang off the crossbar, the rebound ricocheted into the corner. But the pressure continued, shift after shift, the Breakers maintained their relentless forecheck. Time ticked down: five minutes, four, three. Washington pulled their goalie with two minutes left - a desperate move that paid off when their captain sniped one top shelf to bring them within one point. 
 
Suddenly it was 4-3 with a minute and forty-two seconds left, and the Dominion had all the momentum. Shane found himself back on the ice, Coach Hendricks leaned over the boards. 
 
“They’re going to try the high flip and chase,” he said. “Be ready.” 
 
Shane nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. Washington would dump the puck and try to overwhelm with a line change, sending in fresh legs to outwork Carolina’s tired ones. He positioned himself at the red line, skating backward with his head on a swivel. 
 
It happened just as predicted: Washington’s winger flipped the puck high into the neutral zone, and Shane timed his jump perfectly. He caught the puck on his backhand - weak my ass - and spun away from the forechecker, and launched it the length of the ice into the empty net. 
 
The lamp lit and the crowd erupted. Shane allowed himself a small fist pump as his teammates mobbed him. 5-3 Breakers with a minute and fourteen left - still time on the clock - but Shane allowed himself a moment of pure satisfaction. The game was all but over. They’d dominated the series from the first puck drop, and now they were less than two minutes away from advancing. 
 
He skated back to the bench for the line change, his mind drifting to Ilya again. Boston’s series against Detroit was knotted at two games apiece. Game five was in two days. He wondered if it was crazy of him to think about the possibility of flying out to Detroit to watch it, to surprise Ilya and spend some time with him, to have him be something other than a voice on the phone or text messages on the screen. 
 
“Nice read,” Kessler said as they tapped gloves on the bench. “Saw that one coming from a mile away.” 
 
“Just doing my job,” Shane said, but he couldn’t keep the smile from his face. 
 
The final buzzer sounded less than two minutes later, and the celebration began in earnest. The team gathered at center ice, sticks raised to salute the roaring crowd. Hands were shaken, backs were slapped, and Shane found himself in the middle of a happy chaos of black and red jerseys. But part of him was already gone - already in Detroit, already imagining Ilya’s face when he saw him. 
 
The handshake line was quick and perfunctory. The Dominion players looked relieved that it was over, if anything. A sweep was a brutal way to end a season. 
 
In the tunnel, Coach Hendricks' voice rang out. “Rest day tomorrow. Practice on Tuesday. We’ll have a schedule for the rest of the week once we know who we’re playing.” 
 
“Sounds good,” Kesser said, and Shane was already doing the mental math. If he flew out on Tuesday morning, he could be in Detroit by the afternoon, giving him at least one full day with Ilya before he needed to be back. 
 
The locker room was bedlam - champagne sprayed from bottles, music blared from portable speakers, and the celebrations hit full swing. Shane found his stall and started unlacing his skates, wincing as he peeled his soaked socks away from his feet. 
 
His phone sat in the top compartment of his bag, screen lit with notifications. He swiped it open to check - three texts from his mom, one from his agent, and–
 
A missed call from Ilya. 
 
Shane’s stomach did a little flip. He glanced at the time stamp: 8:42 PM, right around the intermission between the second and third periods. Ilya would have been at the arena better ready for Boston’s game tomorrow. 
 
“Hollz!” Beausoleil called, dumping an ice bucket on Zelenko's head. “Stop sexting and get in here!” 
 
“Not sexting,” Shane blushed, but he set his phone down and accepted the plastic cup of ginger ale - the only concession to his  no-alcohol-during-the-season rule that the team respected - and let himself be pulled into the center of the room. 
 
“We fucking swept it bitches!” Zelenko shouted, dancing with no rhythm whatsoever. 
 
Shane laughed, but his eyes drifted back to his phone sitting in his cubby. It was on silent since the pre-game, but the screen lit up with a notification. His stomach flipped as he thought about the missed call again from Ilya. Ilya never called during games - his or Shane’s. Something must have been up. 
 
The next twenty-minutes passed in a blur of interviews, congratulations, and team photos. Shane participated fully, laughing at the right moments and giving thoughtful answers about the series to the press, but part of his mind was still back on that missed call. What had Ilya wanted? Had something happened with the Bears? Or was it just a simple check-in that Shane had missed because of the noise in the locker room? 
 
While Zelenko was  busy reenacting his goal with increasingly embellished details, Shane grabbed his phone and slipped into the trainers’ room, where it was relatively quiet. He hit Ilya’s name on his recent calls and pressed his phone to his ear. 
 
It rang three times before going to voicemail. 
 
Ilya’s recorded voice rang through the line, his accent giving the simple words a slight curl at the edges and bringing a smile to Shane’s face. Shane missed him. It had been almost a month since the last time they’d seen each other in person, and they weren’t able to talk as much as they had been since San Diego, their busy schedules worse because they were both in the middle of playoff runs with their respective teams. 
 
The beep sounded and Shane suddenly found himself at a loss for words. He should keep it simple - say congratulations are in order, mention he’ll call back later. But something about hearing Ilya’s voice, even recorded, made his chest tighten. 
 
“It’s me,” he started, then paused. “I saw you called. We just finished the game – We swept Washington.” Another pause. “I… uh, I wish you were here. Or I was there. Or–” He stopped himself. “Sorry, I’m rambling. It’s just, God, I wish I was celebrating with you. And I know that’s stupid because we’re on different teams - hell we’re in different divisions now - but— I can’t help it. Everything’s different now.” 
 
He stopped and took a breath. This wasn’t what he meant to say. Not over voicemail, not without planning it out.
 
He leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. “I miss you. I know I say that all the time, but it doesn’t stop being true. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay? Or text. Whenever you have a minute. I love you.” 
 
There was a burst of noise from the locker room - Beausoleil apparently was demonstrating his goal celebration - and Shane lowered his voice. 
 
“Good luck against Detroit. I know you guys have this.” 
 
He ended the call and stared at his phone, feeling both lighter and heavier than before. The message was too long, too honest, too needy. But it was the truth. 
 
Back in the locker room, the party was in full swing. A reporter was interviewing Edvardsen in the corner. Coach Hendricks was talking strategy with the assistant coaches. Zelenko had moved on to recounting the entire series, shot by shot to anyone who would listen. 
 
Shane grabbed his phone character and a clean shirt, and then slipped into the shower before anyone could pull him back into the celebration. Under the hot water, he let himself think about the five days of rest that started effectively now. If he went to Detroit to watch Ilya’s game in a couple days then it would only be two more days before he saw him. Two more days of distance. Two more days of phone calls and texts and the empty space beside him in bed. 
 
But then there would be at least one night together after Ilya’s game before he needed to return. A night that would be filled with Ilya’s laugh, his touch, his voice not filtered through a speaker. A night to remind themselves why they were doing this, why the distance was worth it. 
 
As he turned off the water, he heard someone shouting his name. Zelenko probably, ready with another embellished story about the series-winning goal. Shane smiled and reached for his towel. He could wait two more days. He’d waited this long, and if he played correctly, then he wouldn’t have to spend the entirety of the break completely alone. 
 

 
Shane’s apartment felt too quiet after the noise of the arena. He dropped his gear bag by the door and collapsed onto the couch, checking his phone for the dozenth time since leaving the rink. No new messages, no missed calls. Just the same lock screen photo — Ilya with his arm around Shane’s shoulders at his condo at their last game against each other, both of them laughing at something now lost in memory. 
 
He tossed the phone onto the coffee table and closed his eyes, suddenly exhausted. The high of the win was fading, replaced by the hollow feeling that had been his constant companion since Ilya had left for Boston after their last game. Three weeks of distance, three weeks of sporadic texts and rushed calls. Three weeks of wondering if this was what it was going to always be like. 
 
His phone buzzed and Shane grabbed it so quickly he nearly dropped it. But it was just a group text from the team — Blake suggesting a victory breakfast tomorrow. 
 
Shane sat the phone down more carefully this time and went to take a shower. The hot water helped ease the soreness from the game, but did nothing for the restlessness under his skin. Afterward, he made himself a protein shake and settled in to review game tape — a habit so ingrained he does it even after wins. 
 
The digital clock on Shane’s nightstand flashed 12:17 as he finished his review of the game tape. His eyes burned with fatigue, but he couldn’t sleep - not without hearing Ilya’s voice. He reached for his phone, the contact already pulled up. Ilya. Not Lily. Not anymore, those days were in the past, he didn’t want to diminish what the other man was to him anymore. His thumb hovered over the call button for a moment before he pressed it, holding his breath through the first ring.
 
One. Two. Three. 
 
“Shane?” Ilya’s voice came through, thick with sleep. “What time is it?” 
 
“Just after midnight. Did I wake you?” 
 
A pause. “Da, maybe? A little.” 
 
“Sorry,” Shane sank back against his pillows. “I was just finishing up with tape review and wanted to hear your voice before bed.” 
 
Ilya yawned. “How was the game?” 
 
“Good.” Shane replied. “We swept and we’ve got a rest day tomorrow.” 
 
“Mmm.” Another yawn. “That’s great - congratulations. We had morning skate, then video, then I went home to nap. Game tomorrow.” 
 
Shane checked the time again. “You should get back to sleep. You have that early practice.” 
 
“I can talk for a few minutes.” 
 
But Shane could hear the exhaustion in his voice. “It’s okay. We can talk tomorrow.” 
 
“You sure?” 
 
“Yeah. Get some sleep. I love you.” 
 
“Love you too,” The call ended with a soft click. 
 
Shane stared at his ceiling, phone still clutched in his hand. The room was dark except for the blue glow of Shane’s laptop, open on his stomach like a shield. Two minutes and seventeen seconds. Not even enough time to properly say hello. 
 
He was propped against the headboard, covers pulled up to his waist, heart already tap-dancing as the airline site loaded. Tuesday, Raleigh-DT, 6:10 PM departure, 10:05 PM arrival - perfect. He clicked Select, pulse quickening the way it did before a breakaway. 
 
Next tab: hotels. He typed Boston Bears Detroit and there it was, the Marriott at the RenCen, the same hotel as the team. A king room, twenty-second floor, city view. He hesitated — too risky, maybe — but he booked it anyway, fingers shook over the trackpad like he was stealing something. Confirmation Number popped up and he took a picture of it with his phone and saved it with a grin he couldn’t swallow. 
 
He closed the laptop and slid it onto the nightstand, and sunk back into his pillow. Tomorrow he would pack, Tuesday he would go to practice and then he would fly, Wednesday he would be in the stands wearing a plain hoodie, watching the warm-ups and the game, and then he would wait for Ilya at the hotel and text him to meet him on the twenty-second floor, surprise him and watch as his whole face changed from confusion to disbelief to joy. Maybe Ilya would pick him up. May he would kiss him right there. Or maybe he would play it cool. Seven hundred miles folding to six inches. Shane pulled the blanket higher, smiling into the dark like a kid with a secret Valentine. 
 
It wouldn’t be enough time — never enough time – but more than they’d had in weeks. 
 
His phone rang, interrupting the fantasy. For a second, he thought it might be Ilya, somehow psychically sensing his plans. But it was just Edvardsen, calling to confirm their lunch plans for tomorrow. 
 
“Noon at that Thai place?” Edvardsen asks. 
 
“Yeah,” Shane replied. “I won’t make it to the team dinner on Tuesday night, though.” 
 
“Hot date?” He chuckled. 
 
“In Detroit.” 
 
Edvardsen huffed out a laugh. “Have fun. Try not to make Rozanov miss any shots.” 
 
After they hung up he realized that he hadn’t let anyone else know he planned on leaving. Not the team, not the coaching staff. He shot off a quick text to Kessler, letting him know that he was going to be out of town for a couple days during their time off and that he would be back on time for practice on Thursday. 
 
The response was immediate: Enjoy yourself, Hollander. See you Thursday.
 
Simple. Easy. No questions asked. 
 
Tomorrow came and went with no call. 
 
Shane texted at lunch — How was practice? — and again after his optional skate — Good luck in the game tonight — but his phone remained stubbornly silent. And that pattern continued: a flurry of texts that went unanswered for hours.
 
Later that night Shane’s phone rang as he was getting into bed. Ilya’s name flashed on the screen, and Shane grabbed in, nearly knocking over his water glass in the process. 
 
“Hey,” he says, trying not to sound too eager. What’s up?” 
 
“Nothing,” Ilya said, and he sounded exhausted. “Everything. I do not know. Is late. Sorry if I woke you.” 
 
“You didn’t,” Shane said, settling back against the pillows. “Just getting into bed. How was the game?” 
 
A heavy sigh. “We lost. In overtime. Stupid bounce off boards.” 
 
“That sucks,” Shane said, meaning it. “You played well, though. I caught the highlights.” 
 
“Da? You watched?” Ilya sounded pleased despite his tiredness. “I had good chance in the second but Peterson made a good save.”
 
“You’ll get him at the next game,” Shane said. “The series is 2-2 now, right? But they have home ice for the next one?” 
 
“Da, but is not so bad.” There was a rustling sound, like Ilya was getting comfortable. “Tell me about your day. Something not hockey.” 
 
So Shane did — about the optional skate, about Beausoleil’s disastrous attempt at making smoothies for everyone, about the call from his mother asking if he was going to come home during the break. Ilya listened, making small noises of interest, asking questions that showed he was actually paying attention despite how tired he must have been. 
 
In turn, Ilya tells him about Boston’s new practice facility, about his neighbor’s cat that has taken to sitting outside his door and yowling at five o’clock in the morning, about the terrible movie the team watched on their flight back from the first two games in Detroit. 
 
None of it was important, just the small debris of their separate lives. But there was something in the easy back-and-forth, in the way that Ilya laughed at exactly the right moments, that made Shane’s chest ache with how much he’d missed this. Missed him. 
 
“I should let you go,” Shane said eventually, glancing at the clock. It’s past one, and Ilya had an early flight back to Detroit in the morning. “You need sleep.” 
 
“Yes,” Ilya agreed, but he didn’t make any moves to end the call. “This is nice, though. Talking. Without…” He trailed off. 
 
“Without feeling like we’re racing a clock?” Shane finished for him. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
A moment of comfortable silence stretched between them. 
 
“I should go,” Ilya said finally. “Early flight.” 
 
“I know. Good luck with game five.” 
 
“Thank you.” Another pause. “Shane?” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“I listened to your message. Many times.” Ilya’s voice was softer now. “I miss you also. Very much.” 
 
Something warm unfurled in Shane’s chest. “Yeah?” 
 
“Yes. Is hard, this distance. But worth it.” 
 
“Definitely worth it,” Shane agreed. 
 
They say their goodbyes — multiple times, neither quite ready to hand up — and when the call finally ended, Shane lay there awake, staring at the ceiling with a small, private smile on his face. 
 

 
The next morning at practice, Shane was checking his phone between drills when he felt a presence at his shoulder. 
 
“Hollander,” Felix waved a hand in front of Shane’s face. “You have checked your phone three times in the last two minutes. Are you expecting a call from the Queen?” Felix leaned against the boards beside him. 
 
Shane locked the screen, setting it back down on the bench. “Just keeping an eye on the time.” 
 
“Okay, sure,” Felix didn’t look convinced. “You have checked it twelve times in the last hour. Either you are waiting on some very important news, or…” He raised an eyebrow meaningfully. 
 
“Or nothing,” Shane said, but he could feel his ears heating up. 
 
Felix studied him for a moment. “It is Rozanov, isn’t it?” 
 
There was no point in denying it. “We’ve been trying to connect,” he admitted. “Playoff schedules aren’t exactly compatible.” 
 
Edvardsen arrived partway through Shane’s sentence. “Have you ever thought about… I don’t know, asking for a trade? To Boston?” 
 
The question caught Shane off guard. “What? No. I mean, yes. I’ve thought about it, but…” He shook his head. “I can’t just leave. Not after one season. You guys have been…” He struggled to find the right words. “This team has helped me become who I am and love this game again. I can’t just walk away from that.” 
 
“That’s fair,” Niklas nodded. “But you deserve to be happy, Shane. Both of you do.” 
 
Their conversation was interrupted by Lavoie skating over, his face alight with mischief. “Are we planning Shane’s move to Boston? Because I call dibs on his parking spot.” 
 
“Nobody’s moving anywhere,” Shane groaned, but he was smiling. 
 
“Sure, sure.” Beausolieil wrapped an arm around Shane’s shoulders. “I’ve seen the way you look at your phone. It’s very domestic. Very my boyfriend plays for another team and I’m pining tragically.” 
 
“It’s not tragic,” Shane protested. “And I’m not pining.” 
 
“You absolutely are,” Felix insisted. “You have that look. The one from those period dramas my mom watches. All longing glances and restrained passion.” 
 
“The word you’re looking for is stoic,” Edvardsen offered. 
 
“No, it’s definitely tragic,” Felix said. “Our Shane, laid low by love.” He clutched his chest dramatically. “How will we go on without you when you abandon us for your Russian?” 

“I’m not abandoning anyone,” Shane said, but he was laughing now. “I’m just going to go to Detroit for a couple of days and see him.” 
 
“So you admit it!” Felix crows. “You are going to see him!” 
 
“Yeah,” Shane shook his head. “It’s not that big of a deal.” 
 
Felix’s face breaks into a smile. “Not a big deal? It’s a huge deal! It’s only the romance of the century in my eyes. Captain Canada and the Russian Menace, together at last.” 
 
“Leave him alone,” Edvardsen said, but he was smiling too. “And Shane? For what it’s worth, I am happy for you. Both of you.” 
 
It was a simple statement, delivered with Niklas’s signature characteristic sincerity, and it meant more than any dramatic declaration. “Thanks,” Shane said quietly. “That means a lot.” 
 
Felix, never one to let a moment stay serious for long, threw his arm around each of their shoulders. “Group hug for our lovesick hero! Don’t worry, Hollz, we’ll keep your stall warm while you’re gone. And by warm, I mean Skoglund will probably steal your extra sticks.” 
 
Shane didn’t have a chance to say anything before Zelenko skated over to the group. 
 
“Did I miss anything?” he asked, dropping into an empty chair. “Hollz looks like he is about to commit murder.” 
 
“Shane’s going to Detroit, to see Rozanov,” Felix informs him. 
 
Zelenko’s eyes go wide. “No shit? Our boy’s getting all domestic!” He clutched his chest dramatically. “I can’t believe it. First he comes out to us, then he gets a boyfriend, and now he’s flying across the country for a booty call. My little Shane is all grown up!” 
 
“It’s not a booty call,” Shane protested, but he was laughing. “It’s just a visit.” 
 
“Sure, sure,” Zelenko waggled his eyebrows. “A visit with benefits. I get it. You don’t have to pretend. We know what you Canadian boys get up to in hotel rooms. Pretending to be all innocent.” 
 
“I hate all of you,” Shane said, but there was no heat in it. 
 
“You love us,” Felix corrected him. “Almost as much as you love your Russian.” 
 
“Different kind of love,” Zelenko sighs. “The kind that makes you check your phone every thirty seconds. The kind that—” 
 
“If you say completes me, I’m going to throw this water bottle at your head,” Shane warns. 
 
Zelenko mimes zipping his lips, then immediately he unzips them. “But seriously, it’s cool. We support you even if your boyfriend has the personality of a concussed badger.” 
 
“I never said that I loved you in the first place,” Shane pointed out. 
 
Zelenko clutched his chest. “The betrayal, Hollz! After everything we’ve been through!” 
 
Despite himself, Shane laughed. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
“And you,” Zelenko said, pointing a finger at him, “are finally acting like a human being instead of a hockey-playing cyborg.” 
 
Shane smiled to himself as Hendricks blew the whistle and told them to stop lollygagging and get back to practice. 
 
For a moment, the distance didn’t seem so impossible. Not when he had this — his team, his friends, his second family. And soon he would Ilya too. Just for a few days. But a few days was better than nothing. 
 
Later, as practice wrapped up, Shane found himself checking his phone one more time. No new messages, but that was okay. He had a plan and for the first time in weeks, the distance felt like something temporary, something that could be bridged with nothing more complicated than a two-hour flight and a willingness to try. 
 
Shane called Ilya in the car on his way to the airport at 4:15 PM. The Bears had an optional skate that morning, then video review in the afternoon. Game five was tomorrow night. Ilya should have been back at the hotel, maybe even getting ready for bed. 
 
The call rang once, twice, three times. Then voicemail. 
 
“Hey, it’s me,” Shane said after the beep. “Just wanted to say hi. Call me back when you get this?” 
 
He ended the call and glanced at his phone, he hoped that maybe he’d just missed him and that he’d call him back almost immediately. Nothing happened. 
 
Maybe Ilya was in the shower. Maybe he was taking a nap. It had been a long day, and tomorrow would be a big game. 
 
Shane wanted to send a text, but he was driving. 
 
It’s fine, he told himself. Ilya was probably just busy with team stuff. Or his phone died. Or he fell asleep while watching film. 
 
When Shane parked the car in the airport garage, he looked at his phone again. Still no response. 
 
He sent a text: Everything okay? 
 
This time he forced himself to put the phone in his bag as he walked into the airport. 
 
When he got through security he looked at it again. No text responses. No voicemail. Nothing in return. That wasn’t like Ilya. Even at his busiest, he would always find time to respond. 
 
Shane checked Ilya’s Instagram. The last post was from a couple of days ago - a generic team photo with the caption: Big Game Coming Up #TimeToHunt #BostonBears. Nothing since. 
 
He checked twitter next. Ilya hadn’t tweeted anything, but the Bears official account posted practice photos yesterday. Ilya was in three of them, looking focused but not unhappy. Nothing seemed wrong. 
 
So why wasn’t he answering? 
 
Shane sent one more text: Hey, just checking in. I’m starting to get worried. Can you please let me know if you’re all right? 
 
Then he forced himself to put his phone down again. He had a flight to catch, with or without confirmation from Ilya. 
 
As he made his way to his terminal he ran through the possible explanations in his head. Ilya’s phone could have been stolen. Or lost. Or broken. He could have been dealing with a family emergency - though Shane couldn’t imagine what that would be because his father had died over the summer when they weren’t talking and Shane knew that he didn’t talk to his brother. He could be avoiding his phone on Coach LeClaire’s orders, a teaming bonding thing or a focus technique. 
 
Or — and this was the thought that Shane had been avoiding — he could have been ignoring Shane on purpose. 
 
But why would he do that? They’d talked the previous night. Everything had been fine - it was good. Really good. 
 
By the time he reached his terminal he’d talked himself back from the edge of panic. It was just the playoffs. It was just bad timing. It was just one of those things. Shane had almost dialed Carmichael but he’d stopped himself. If Ilya was hurt, the last thing he needed was his — whatever Shane was — calling his teammates for information. That would be crossing a line, showing a lack of trust that their fledgling relationship might not survive. 
 
He put his phone back in his pocket and forced himself to take a deep breath. Ilya was fine. He was busy. He was focused on hockey, the way Shane would have been in his position. The lack of communication didn’t mean anything except that they were both professional with competing priorities. 
 
Except. 
 
Except Ilya had never gone this long without at least a text. Except there was a voice in the back of Shane’s head, small but persistent, that wondered if this was how it starts — with missed calls and unread messages, with the slow, inexorable drift apart that seemed inevitable given the circumstances of their lives. 
 
“No,” Shane said aloud to himself. “That’s not us.” 
 
He was determined to ignore the hollow feeling in his chest as he waited for his plane to board. But his phone remained stubbornly silent. 
 
He checked it again while boarding and before switching it to airplane mode, and he hoped that he would see those three little dots. 
 
Nothing. 
 
As the plane taxied the runway, Shane stared out the window at the Carolina evening, clear and somehow already feeling far away. Detroit awaited - and with it, Ilya.
 
It was going to be fine. Better than fine. It was going to be perfect. 
 

 
The Little Caesars Arena buzzed with playoff energy, a current running through the crowd that Shane could feel in his bones. He adjusted his baseball cap, pulling it lower over his eyes as he approached the security checkpoint. Not that it mattered — he’d barely taken two steps onto the concourse when a staff member in a red polo shirt did a double-take, eyes widening with recognition. 
 
“Shane Hollander?” The man looked around, as if expecting to see cameras or an entourage. “What are you doing here?” 
 
It was a fair question. Other players in playoff runs of their own didn’t often show up to watch their rival’s playoff games. Especially not when said rival was not currently answering any of Shane’s texts. 
 
“Just here to watch the game,” Shane said, offering his most disarming smile. “Is that a problem?” 
 
The staff member hesitated, then shook his head. “No, but you can’t sit in the regular seats, too many fans would recognize you - and we don’t need that kind of distraction. Come with me.” He tapped his radio. “I’ll have someone escort you to one of the boxes. More private that way.”  
 
What followed was a whirlwind of security badges, whispered conversations, and increasingly senior staff members appearing to assess the situation. He was being led through a maze of back hallways to a private elevator that would take him to the suite level, to Box 12, which he was told had a perfect view of center ice. By the time they reached the elevator, Shane was being escorted by the arean’s head of security herself, a stern-faced woman named Diane who spoke into her radio in clipped sentences. 
 
“We have a situation with Shane Hollander… Yes, that Shane Hollander… He’s here to watch the game… I’m taking him to box twelve.” 
 
The elevator rose smoothing, stopping at a floor Shane had never accessed before in an arena. Diane led him down a carpeted hallway to a door marked simply with the number 12. 
 
“Wait here,” she instructed, then knocked and entered without waiting for a response. 
 
Shane stood awkwardly in the hallway, wondering if he should just leave. This was not how he imagined the surprise going. He’d pictured slipping into the arena unnoticed, finding his seat in the upper bowl, and watching Ilya play without Ilya knowing that he was there. Then, after the game, the big reveal. 
 
Instead, he was about to be formally introduced to whoever was in Box 12, which would undoubtedly lead to questions, then photos, then social media posts, then—
 
The door opened, and Diane gestured for him to enter. “Mr. Hollander, this is Rose Landry. Ms. Landry, Shane Hollander.”
 
And there she was — Rose Landry, in the flesh. Not on a movie screen or a magazine cover, but three-dimensional and real, wearing a Detroit Motors Jersey over what appeared to be a designer dress, her light hair pulled into a messy ponytail. 
 
She looked up from her phone, did a classic double-take, then broke into a grin. “No way! Shane Hollander? As in, the Shane Hollander?”  
 
“That’s me,” Shane confirmed, suddenly unsure if he should offer his hand or what. “Sorry to intrude. Security thought—” 
 
“That you couldn’t sit with the common people?” Rose finished, standing up. She was taller than he expected, almost his height in her boots. “Don’t worry about it. I was getting bored talking to myself. Diane, we’re good here, thanks.” 
 
Diane nodded and disappeared, closing the door behind her. 
 
“So,” Rose said, dropping back into her seat and gesturing for Shane to take the one beside her. “What’s a Carolina Breaker doing at a Boston-Detroit game? Shouldn’t you be resting for the next round or something?” 
 
Shane settled into the seat, which was considerably more comfortable than the arena seats below. “I had some time off. Thought I’d catch a game.” 
 
“And you picked this one?” Rose raised her eyebrow. “Not that I’m complaining about the company, but isn’t Rozanov public enemy number one for you?” 
 
The question was casual, but Shane caught the sharpness behind it. Rose Landry didn’t get to be Hollywood’s highest-paid actress by missing social cues. 
 
“Something like that,” he said carefully. 
 
“Mmm.” Rose’s eyes crinkle at the corners. “And it has nothing to do with a certain Russian captain currently doing laps on the ice down there?” 
 
“I don’t know what you mean,” Shane said, but he could feel his face heating up. 
 
“Sure you don’t,” Rose grinned, then reached for her drink. “Your secret’s safe with me, Shane Hollander. Though the fact that you’re blushing right now is pretty much confirmation.” 
 
“I’m not blushing.” 
 
“Oh, babe - you’re absolutely blushing and it’s adorable. Those freckles really pop when you’re embarrassed.” 
 
Before Shane could respond, the door opened and Diane returned with a bottle of water, which she handed to Shane. “The game starts in ten minutes,” she informed them. “There’s a catering menu on the table if you’re hungry.” 
 
“Thanks,” Shane said, then, when the door closed again, he turned to Rose. “How’d you know?”
 
Rose nearly spits out her drink. “You two were practically eye-fucking each other at the All-Star game, babe.” 
 
“I—” Shane starts, then stops, unsure of how to respond to such a blunt statement. 
 
Rose dissolved into laughter. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tease. My gaydar is impeccable - it has been since my best friend came out in the seventh grade and I was the only one that wasn’t surprised.” She takes a drink of her own water bottle. “But really, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be preparing to face whoever wins the next bloodbath between New York and Pittsburgh?” 
 
“We swept our series early. I had some time off, so I thought I’d…” He trailed off, unsure of how much to share with her. 
 
“Surprise the Russian Menace?” Rose supplied, eyes twinkling. “Very romantic. Very my boyfriend plays for another team but I’m making it work. I approve.” 
 
“Oh, God…” Shane groaned, sinking further into his seat. “Maybe this was a mistake.” 
 
Rose’s expression softens. “No, I get it. Don’t worry!” She raises her glass. “To Shane Hollander, who is very, very gay.” 
 
Shane clinks his water bottle against hers. “To Rose Landry, who is very, very perceptive.” 
 
“Not really. My gaydar is practically supernatural.” She sets her water down as the lights in the arena dim. “Oh, they’re starting! This is the best part!” 
 
What followed was thirty minutes of Shane learning more about Rose Landry than he’d ever expected to know. She was a Detroit native and a lifelong Motors fan. She knew every player’s stats, their strengths and weaknesses, their contract situations. She shouted at the referees, groaned at the missed opportunities, and jumped to her feet when Detroit scored the first goal of the game. 
 
“They’re doing it!’ She crowed, spinning to face Shane with her arms raised. “We’re winning! Take that, Boston!” 
 
Shane couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s just the first period. There’s a long way to go.” 
 
“Don’t you dare bring your rational hockey brain into this,” Rose warned. “I’m living in the moment. We’re winning,and it’s beautiful.” 
 
But beauty, as it turned out, was fleeting. By the end of the first period. Boston had tied the game, and Rose was slumped in her chair, glaring at the ice. 
 
“Those cheating, diving, ref-bribing Massholes,” She muttered. “I can’t believe they called that penalty. It wasn’t even a trip!” 
 
“It was definitely a trip,” Shane said, then ducked when Rose threw a napkin at him. 
 
“Whose side are you on?” 
 
“Detroit’s,” Shane assured her. “One hundred percent.” 
 
“Liar!” But she was smiling again. “You’re just here to watch your boyfriend!” 
 
“He’s not my—” But Shane stopped, reconsidering. “How’d you even figure out about us?” 
 
Rose gave him a look. “Please, babe. The tension between you two is legendary. Half the fans out there ship you.” 
 
“Half the fans, what?” 
 
“Ships you. You know, wants you to get together. Thinks you’re secretly dating?” She studied his expression. “Wait, are you telling me that you’re not secretly dating? Because that would absolutely crush a lot of people’s fantasies.” 
 
Shane hesitated, unsure of how much to reveal. But there was something about Rose — her directness, maybe, or the way she wore her heart on her sleeve — that made him want to be honest. 
 
“We’re together,” Shane confirmed. “But it’s complicated. The whole rivals thing, different teams, different cities, different divisions…” 
 
Rose’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit! You’re actually dating Rozanov! The Russian Menace! Captain of the enemy team?” 
 
“That’s the one.” 
 
“That is amazing!” She shook her head. “The fanfiction writers are going to lose their fucking minds when this comes out!” 
 
“It’s not coming out,” Shane said quickly. “We’re keeping it private.” 
 
Rose mimes zipping her lips. “Your secret’s safe with me, remember? But you have to promise to tell me everything. How did it happen? Who made the first move? Does he call you a pretty-boy in bed?” 
 
“Jesus Christ,” Shane muttered, but he was laughing. “Can we just watch the game?” 
 
The second period passed in a blur of goals — two for Boston, one for Detroit — and increasingly creative cursing from Rose. By the time the second intermission rolled around, Boston was up 3-2 and Rose was on her feet, pacing the box. 
 
“This is bullshit,” she declared. “Absolute bullshit! We’re getting robbed out there!” 
 
“We’re still in it,” Shane points out. “One goal and we’re tied.” 
 
“We?” Rose raised an eyebrow. “Look who’s a Detroit fan now.” 
 
“I’m just being supportive.” 
 
“Sure you are.” She dropped back into her seat. “So, boyfriend issues aside, why are you really here? And don’t give me that time off line again. You flew to Detroit to watch a game you could have watched on TV?” 
 
Shane considered deflecting, but something about Rose just made honesty easy. “I wanted to surprise him. We haven’t seen each other in weeks, and with the playoffs…” 
 
“He doesn’t even know you’re here?” Rose’s eyes lit up. “That’s so romantic! He’s going to lose his mind!” 
 
“I hope so,” Shane checked his phone again. Still no messages from Ilya. “Assuming I can actually find him after the game.” 
 
“Oh, you’ll find him,” Rose grinned. “And when you do, tell him his first goal was bullshit and the refs are on Boston’s payroll.” 
 
The third period was a masterclass in playoff hockey - fast, physical, and fiercely contested. Detroit tied the game with seven minutes left, sending Rose into paroxysms of joy. But with less than two minutes on the clock, Boston took the lead again with a beautiful goal from Carmichael, and despite a furious push from Detroit in the final minute, the game ended 4-3 for the Bears. 
 
Rose was inconsolable. “I can’t believe it,” she moaned, head in her hands. “We had them. We totally had them.” 
 
“It was a good game,” Shane offered. “Detroit played well.” 
 
“Don’t you dare try to make me feel better with your reasonable Canadian nonsense,” Rose said, but there was no heat in it. “I need to go drown my sorrows in expensive tequila. You’re welcome to join, unless you have boyfriend-surprising plans?” 
 
“I should probably try to find him,” Shane admitted. 
 
“Of course you should.” Rose stood, smoothing her dress. “But, give me your phone number at least? I like you — let’s be friends — like best friends!” 
 
Shane laughed, but he handed her his phone and she put her number into it and then texted herself. 
 
“Now,” Rose said as she gave him his phone back. “Walk me out? I need the moral support.” 
 
They left the box together, Rose still lamenting Detroit's loss and Shane was listening, pulling his cap back down over his eyes again. They were halfway to the exit when a flash went off — then another, and another.  Photographers, materialized from nowhere, cameras aimed directly at them. 
 
“Rose! Over here!” There was a murmur that spread through the group of photographers and cameras — a lot of: Is that Shane Hollander? What? No Way! — “Rose! Shane! Over here!” 
 
“Are you two together?” 
 
“How long have you been dating?” 
 
Rose laughed, the sound bright against the arena’s emptying noise. “We’re not dating, you idiots. He’s taken. He’s just my emotional support system for tonight.” 
 
This caused a fresh round of flashes and shouted questions, but Rose simply linked her arm through Shane’s and continued walking, chatting easily about the game as if they were not being followed by half a dozen photographers. 
 
At the exit, she turned to him, suddenly serious. “You should go find your guy. But call me tomorrow? I want all the details of the reunion. All of them.” 
 
“I will,” Shane promised. “Thanks for the company.” 
 
“Any time, Hollander.” She squeezed his arm, then disappeared into the night, trailed by her security team. 
 
Shane watched her go, then checked his phone one more time. Still nothing from Ilya. 
 

 
The hotel loomed against the night sky, all sleek lines and darkened windows. Shane checked the room number he’d typed onto his phone that Ilya had shared with him during one of their late night phone calls — 712 — and took the elevator up, heart pounding in his chest. He hadn’t texted or called. Hadn’t given any warning. Just showed up at the arena, watched the game from a luxury box with a movie star, and now here he was, about to surprise the man who hadn’t responded to any of his messages for the past two days. 
 
The hallway was quiet, most players either still at the arena or out celebrating the win. Shane stopped in front of the room, 712, took a deep breath, and knocked. 
 
Thirty seconds passed. Then a minute. Shane was about to leave — figuring that maybe Ilya was out with the rest of his team celebrating — when he heard the deadbolt slide back. The door opened, and there he was — Ilya Rozanov, hair damp from the shower, wearing nothing but a pair of sweatpants slung low on his hips. 
 
For a moment, they just stared at each other. Ilya’s eyes were wide, his mouth open slightly in shock. 
 
“Shane?” he said, as if he wasn’t sure that he was really there. “What are you — how did you— You are supposed to be in Raleigh—” 
 
“Surprise,” Shane said weakly. 
 
And then Ilya was moving, one hand reaching out to grab Shane’s wrist, pulling him into the room and into his arms. The door slamming shut behind them as Ilya’s mouth found his, desperate and hungry and exactly what Shane had been missing for weeks. 
 
“You are here,” Ilya murmured against his lips. “You are actually here. This is best surprise. Best thing.” 
 
“I’m here,” Shane confirmed, hands sliding up Ilya’s bare back, feeling the heat of his skin. 
 
Ilya laughed, the sound vibrating between them. “Consider me surprised, Hollander.” He pulled back just enough to look at Shane’s face, his eyes searching. “How long? When did you get here? Why did you not tell me?” 
 
“I got in late last night. And I didn’t tell you because it wouldn’t have been a surprise then.” Shane couldn’t stop smiling, couldn’t stop touching — Ilya’s face, his shoulders, his chest. “You played amazing tonight. That goal in the second period was ridiculous.” 
 
“It was okay,” Ilya said, but he was smiling too. “You were there? At the game?” 
 
“Yeah, I got a last-minute ticket.” 
 
Something flickered across Ilya’s face — surprise, maybe, or confusion — but it was gone before Shane could be sure. “You should have told me. I would have gotten you better seats.” 
 
“They were pretty good actually. Box seats.” 
 
“Box seats?” Ilya’s eyebrows went up. “How did you manage that?”
 
Shane hesitated. He should tell Ilya about Rose now. Should explain how he ended up in a luxury box with Hollywood’s biggest star. But Ilya was looking at him with such naked happiness, such clear relief, that the words died in his throat. What does it matter how he got the box seats? He was here now. That’s what counted. 
 
“Lucky break,” he said instead. “One of the arena staff recognized me.” And it was the truth. 
 
Ilya nodded, apparently satisfied. “I still cannot believe you are here,” he said, pulling Shane in closer. “I have missed you so much.” 
 
They stood like that for a long moment, Ilya’s arms around him, Shane’s face pressed into the curve of his neck, breathing in the familiar scent of soap. It had only been three weeks, but it felt like longer — Like Shane’s body had been missing something essential and it was only just remembering what it was. 
 
“I missed you,” Shane said, the words muffled against Ilya’s shoulder. 
 
“I missed you too,” Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him, his eyes bright. “So much.” His hand was on Shane’s waist, like if he let go he was afraid that he might disappear completely. 
 
The kiss that followed was slower, deeper, and Ilya’s hands cradled Shane’s face like he was something precious. Shane melted into it, into him, all the distance and silence of the past two days forgotten in the reality of Ilya’s mouth on his, Ilya’s body against him. 
 
They made it to the bed somehow, a tangle of limbs and half-removed clothing. Ilya was everywhere - his hands, his mouth, his voice in Shane’s ear, telling him how much he missed him, how good he felt, how perfect. Shane lost himself in it, in him, the world narrowing to points of contact: Ilya’s palm against his stomach, his teeth on Shane’s neck, the heat of him everywhere. 
 
After, they lay there side by side, breath slowly returning to normal. Ilya’s hand found Shane’s under the sheets, their fingers intertwining. 
 
“How long can you stay?” Ilya asked, his voice soft in the darkened room. 
 
“Just until tomorrow. I have practice on Friday.” 
 
Ilya nodded, though Shane couldn’t see it. “Just tonight,” he said, and his voice carried that particular weight of someone already calculating schedules, flights, practices. “We play again Friday in Detroit. Game Six.” 
 
“Yeah,” Shane sighed. “I wish it was for longer.” 
 
“Is okay,” Ilya smiled at him. “We have tonight. Is better than the past three weeks of nights, da?” 
 
“Yeah,” Shane smiled back. “It is.” 
 
They lay there together in the darkness, holding each other as they talked about anything and everything and nothing — the series, Shane’s sweep, the upcoming matchups, Ilya explained the situation with his phone and how it had died and he finally had been able to get his hands on a charger to charge it back up during the game that night — he’d told Carmichael to text Shane and tell him he was sorry, but of course Carmichael had dropped that ball — and he apologized for not just taking Ryan’s phone and doing it himself They talked about Rose in the box at the game, her movie that she was going to be filming in Toronto over the summer. 
 
“You should have seen her,” Shane said, laughing. “She was ready to fight the referee when they called back that Detroit goal. And the look on her face when you scored your second—” 
 
He stopped, realizing that Ilya had gone very still. 
 
“What?” Shane asked. 
 
“Nothing,” Ilya said as he turned towards him and gathered him back into his arms. “It is late. I should sleep. Practice is at seven tomorrow.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane checked the time — 11:17. “Yeah, of course. I didn’t realize it was so late.” 
 
They got ready for bed in the careful dance of two people that were sharing a space that wasn’t quite theirs, brushing teeth at separate sinks, changing with their backs turned. When they finally slid under the covers, there was a moment of awkwardness — a hesitation, a question — before Ilya reached for him, pulling him close with a desperation that made Shane’s chest ache. 
 
“I missed you,” Ilya said again, his voice barely above a whisper. “So much.” 
 
“I’m here,” Shane promised, tangling their legs together under the sheets. “I’m right here.” 
 
Later, as Ilya’s breathing evened out into sleep, Shane lay there, awake, one hand resting on Ilya’s chest, feeling the steady rise and fall. It wasn’t enough — these next couple of nights – but it was something. It had to be enough. 
 
Shane woke the next morning to an empty bed and sunlight streaming through the half-drawn curtains. He reached for his phone on the nightstand, squinting at the time — 7:42. Ilya must have left for practice while he was still asleep. 
 
There were seventeen notifications on his lock screen. 
 
He sat up, scrolling through them with growing confusion. Texts from Zelenko: Dude WTF??? and Call me ASAP. From Beausoleil: HOLY SHIT YOU’RE TRENDING and ROSE LANDRY??????? From Hayden: WTF Shane?! and Are you done with Rozanov already???? From his agent: We need to talk about damage control. 
 
And then, with a sinking feeling, he opened Twitter. 
 
The top trending topic in Detroit: #HollanderLandry. 
 
The photos were everywhere. Shane and Rose, heads together, laughing. Shane and Rose, her hand on his arm. Shane and Rose, leaning toward each other, the arena lights creating an illusion of intimacy. 
 
The headlines were worse: 
 
SHANE HOLLANDER AND ROSE LANDRY: HOCKEY’S GOLDEN BOY AND HOLLYWOOD’S SWEETHEART?
 
IS CAROLINA’S SHANE HOLLANDER DATING HOLLYWOOD ROYALTY?
 
EXCLUSIVE: SHANE HOLLANDER AND ROSE LANDRY SPOTTED TOGETHER AT DETROIT MOTORS GAME. 
 
“Holy shit,” Shane muttered, scrolling through article after article, each one more speculative than the last. Apparently, he and Rose are canoodling (a word no one under sixty should be allowed to use), getting cozy and making goo-goo eyes at each other. There was even a grainy photo of them leaving the arena together, Rose’s hand on his back as they navigated through the crowd. 
 
He tried to call Ilya immediately. The phone rang four times and then went to voicemail. 
 
He tried again. Same result. 
 
A text: Please call me when you get this. It’s not what it looks like.
 
No response. 
 
Another: Ilya, seriously. Rose is just a friend. She knows I’m gay — she’s not interested in me. 
 
Nothing. 
 
Shane got out of bed, pacing the hotel room as he tried Ilya’s number a third time. Voicemail again. He left a message this time, trying to keep his voice steady. 
 
“Hey, it’s me. Please call me back when you get this. The stuff with Rose — it’s nothing. We just met at the game like I told you, we were watching it together, that’s all. I came to Detroit to see you, not… Please call me.” 
 
He hung up, suddenly aware of how small and inadequate the explanation sounded. How, to someone looking at those photos without context, it might look exactly like what the headlines were claiming. 
 
His phone buzzed with a text — not from Ilya, but from Rose: So apparently we’re dating now? My publicist is having a field day. Sorry if this is causing problems with the boyfriend.
 
Shane typed back quickly: Not your fault. Media being media. Thanks for the heads up. 
 
He sat his phone down, running a hand through his hair. His flight back to Raleigh left at 2:15 PM and it was already 8:30 AM. Ilya’s practice would go until at least ten, maybe eleven? They might not even have a chance to see each other or talk before he had to leave for the airport. 
 
The thought made his chest tight with a familiar, helpless frustration. This was exactly why he hated the distance — why these surprise visits, these stolen hours, were never enough. There was never time to really talk, to really be together. Just glimpses, fragments, never the whole picture. 
 
His phone rang. Ilya. 
 
“Hey,” Shane said, maybe too eagerly. “I’ve been trying to call—” 
 
“I know,” Ilya’s voice was even, pleasant in a way that set off warning bells in Shane’s head. “Practice just started. I have few minutes.” 
 
“Look, about those photos—” 
 
“It is fine,” Ilya interrupted him. “You do not need to explain.” 
 
“But I want to. Rose is just a friend. We met at the game, we were watching it together, that’s all. The media is making it into something it’s not.” 
 
“I see.” A pause. “She is very beautiful.” 
 
“Sure, but—” 
 
“Perfect for you, I think. American, famous, not…” Ilya trailed off. 
 
“Not what?” Shane asked, though he already knew the answer. 
 
“Not complicated,” Ilya said quietly. “Not Russian headache who cannot even be in same city as you.” 
 
“That’s not—” Shane started, then stopped, unsure of how to navigate the minefield that was Ilya’s tone. “It’s not about complication, Ilya…” 
 
Another pause, longer this time. “I have to go back to practice,” Ilya said finally. “Coach is looking.” 
 
Fuck. Smooth one Hollander! You just fucking made it worse. 
 
“Will I see you before I leave? My flight’s at two-fifteen.” 
 
“I…” Ilya hesitated. “I do not know if we will finish in time. Maybe text me when you are at airport?” 
 
Which was Ilya-speak for no. Shane closed his eyes. “Yeah, okay. I’ll text you.” 
 
“Goodbye, Shane.” 
 
The call ended before Shane could respond. He sat the phone down carefully, like it might break, and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the wall. 
 
This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He was supposed to surprise Ilya, they were supposed to have a perfect night and morning together, and then he was supposed to go back to Raleigh with his heart full and the distance feeling just a little more bearable. Instead… 
 
Instead, he was packing his bag in a hotel room that already felt empty, checking out while trying to avoid the stares of the front desk staff - who had definitely seen the photos - and hailing a cab to the airport with three hours to kill before his flight. 
 
The Detroit airport was mercifully quiet on a Thursday afternoon, most of the morning rush long gone and the weekend travelers not yet arrived. Shane found a seat at his gate, far from the few other waiting passengers, and sat his carry-on beside him. His flight didn’t board for another hour, which left him with nothing to do but check his phone for the hundredth time and wonder how, exactly, his surprise visit had gone so completely off the rails. 
 
The night had gone well, but the morning was filled with misunderstandings and a terse phone call that ended with Ilya essentially telling him not to bother waiting around. 
 
He unlocked his phone again, scrolling to his messages. Nothing from Ilya. The last text was still the one that Shane sent when he got to the airport earlier: At the airport. I love you.
 
No response. Not even a read receipt. 
 
Shane closed the app and opened Twitter, against his better judgment. #HollanderLandry was still trending, though it did drop to number seven at least. The photos had been picked up by every sports and entertainment blog, each one offering increasingly elaborate theories about his relationship with Rose. One particularly creative writer had even mapped out a timeline of their courtship complete with grainy photos of Shane at a movie premiere from two years ago — it wasn’t even him — and Rose at a Carolina game from last season — she was there to watch Detroit while filming in the area — and he had been playing for Montreal at the time. 
 
He was about to close the app when a notification popped up — a direct message from Rose herself: Hey. Just checking in. Things okay with you and the Russian Beekcake?
 
Shane smiled despite himself. Not really. He’s jealous, I think. We didn’t get a chance to talk about it before I had to leave. 
 
Three dots appeared almost immediately: Want me to call him and explain? I can be very persuasive.
 
Thanks, but I think that might make it worse. 
 
Probably. Men are ridiculous. Present company included.
 
Fair.
 
For what it’s worth, I had fun. Even if you do root for the wrong team.
 
You too. Next time you’re in Raleigh, dinner’s on me.
 
It’s a date. (Kidding! Don’t tell the Russian Beefcake!)
 
Shane laughed, feeling some of the tension in his chest ease. At least someone was on his side. 
 
The gate agent announced boarding, starting with first class. Shane gathered his things, and sent one last glance at his phone. Still nothing from Ilya. He powered it down and joined the line, flashing his boarding pass at the scanner. 
 
The flight was only half full, which meant that Shane had an entire row to himself. He stowed his bag in the overhead compartment and took the window seat. He leaned his head against the cool glass. Outside, the ground crew was loading baggage, refueling trucks moved between planes, everything proceeded with the orderly efficiency of a well-run machine. If only relationships were so straightforward. 
 
Seven hundred miles. That was the distance between Raleigh and Boston. Seven hundred miles of highway, of different states, of missed calls and delayed texts and visits that never felt long enough. Seven hundred miles that sometimes felt like seven thousand. 
 
He’s thought about asking for a trade. Of course he has. It would definitely be the simplest solution — one of them moves, they find a place together, no more surprise visits, no more goodbyes, no more falling asleep alone. But it wasn’t that easy. He’d only been with Carolina for a year. They took a chance on him when his previous team let him go, when his career was at a crossroads. They’d supported him, they’d helped him come out of his shell and be comfortable with just being him, through everything. He couldn’t just walk away because he fell in love with someone who played for another team. 
 
Ilya was Boston’s captain. Their franchise player. He’d built his life there, had roots in the community, and friends on the team. Asking him to leave would be selfish. They would make this work, this awkward, imperfect arrangement of visits and calls and texts. They would make it work because they had to. Because the alternative — not being together at all — was unthinkable. 
 
The plane began its taxi toward the runway, and Shane watched as Detroit slid past the window — first the terminal, then the control tower, then the sprawling complex of hangars and maintenance buildings. Soon they would be in the air, and the city would shrink to toy size, and then disappear entirely, taking Ilya with it. 
 
His phone stayed off for the entire flight. There was no point in checking it — he already knew what he would find. Nothing. 
 
The captain announced their initial descent into Raleigh-Durham, and Shane reached for his phone, powering it on as the plane began its gentle downward arc. The screen lit up, notifications appeared one by one — texts from the team group chat, emails from his agent, a missed call from his mom. And then, as the plane leveled out for its final approach: 
 
A text from Ilya. Sent twenty minutes ago. 
 
I am sorry. Call me when you land. 
 
Two simple sentences. A lifeline. A way back. 
 
The wheels touch down with a gentle bump, and Shane felt something in his chest unclench. It wasn’t fixed — not even close. They still had seven hundred miles between them, still had the playoffs, still had the complications that came with loving someone you rarely got to see. But it was a start. A chance to try again. 
 
As the plane taxied to the gate, Shane typed out a response: Just landed. Call you in 10. 
 
He sent it before he could overthink it. 
 
For now, it would have to be enough. 






      

  












      Chapter 5: What In The—
  



    Chapter Notes

      Ilya's POV

This is going to be a long one.







  At 2:45, Ilya tossed his towel into the bin with more force than necessary, the wet fabric making a dull thud against the plastic. Around him, the locker room was emptying, players heading to the showers or the trainers’ room or straight to the hotel after a morning skate that had felt endless. His muscles ached pleasantly from the workout, but the heaviness in his chest had nothing to do with the physical exertion. All morning, every time he’d closed his eyes, he’d seen them — Shane and Rose Landry, heads bent together, smiling at each other. 
 
He was not stewing.
 
He was not thinking about Rose Landry and Shane. He had not been thinking about Rose Landry since approximately six-fifteen that morning when he had woken up to the headlines on his phone. 
 
He was fine. 
 
“Roz,” a voice called from behind him. “You coming to lunch?” 
 
Ilya didn’t turn around. “Not hungry,” he said, the words coming out sharper than he’d intended. 
 
“Tough shit,” Marlow replied, dropping onto the bench beside him. “I’m hungry, and I’m not eating alone in this city.” 
 
Ilya sighed, running a hand through his damp hair. “Fine.” 
 
Marlow settled in to wait. He didn’t ask what was wrong, but his presence was steady and reassuring in its constancy; he was well versed at this point in how to wait out Ilya’s moods, which was what he was doing now - scrolling through his phone with apparent casualness, giving Ilya the space to collect himself. 
 
They left the arena together twenty minutes later, Ilya showered and changed into jeans and a Bears hoodie. The Detroit spring air was warmer than Boston’s, but there was still a chill that cut through the dampness of Ilya’s hair. They walked in silence, the city around them foreign and temporary - a place they were stuck in until the series ended, one way or another. 
 
“There’s a place around the corner,” Marlow said, nodding toward a sandwich shop two blocks down. “Carmichael found it - said it had good sandwiches.” 
 
Ilya grunted in acknowledgment, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. They walked without speaking, the sounds of mid-day Detroit filling the space between them — traffic and construction and the distant hum of a city that didn’t care about hockey or playoffs or the weight that Ilya carried in his chest. 
 
The place around the corner was a sandwich shop that had been in the same building since approximately 1987 and you could tell. It was the kind of place that had accumulated decades of lunch hour regulars and it had an air of confidence to it that it knew what it was and what it offered. It wasn’t crowded - it was well past the typical person’s lunch hour, but there were a few other people scattered throughout the space. 
 
It wasn’t until they were seated in a booth by the window, menus ignored, that Marlow finally broke the silence. 
 
“So,” he said, leaning back against the vinyl. “Rose Landry.” 
 
Ilya stared out the window at the passing pedestrians. “I am not thinking about Rose Landry.” 
 
“No, you’re not. You’re stewing,” Marlow said as he leaned forward, elbows on the table. “You’re sitting in your own shit and wondering how it got there.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I am fine.” 
 
“You’re not fine. You’re jealous.” 
 
“I am not—” 
 
“You’re jealous of a woman,” Marlow continued, steamrolling over him with the calm authority of someone who had been doing this long enough to know exactly when the push. “And now you’re giving Hollander the damn silent treatment.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “She is very beautiful.” 
 
Marlow just looked at him. 
 
They sat in silence for another moment before Ilya sighed, slumping back against the booth. “I am just noting. This is a fact. She is beautiful and she is talented and she was photographed leaving the arena with Shane with her hand on his back and they were both laughing and—” he stopped. “I am not talking about this.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
“I am not jealous,” Ilya said. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“I am just—” Ilya paused. “I am not jealous.” He looked out the window. 
 
Marlow just sat there for another moment, processing. 
 
“She would be perfect for him,” Ilya said. “That is the problem. She is not complicated like I am complicated. She is beautiful. She is famous. She is not Russian headache. She is not—” He stopped again. “We cannot be seen in public together. We cannot acknowledge each other. We are on different teams, different divisions. He is in Carolina. I am in Boston. We cannot…” 
 
“Have a normal relationship?” Marlow finished. 
 
Ilya nodded. “The photos were very… intimate looking?” 
 
“They were two people walking out of a building, Roz,” Marlow said. 
 
“Her hand was on his back,” Ilya added. 
 
“People touch each other’s backs — it’s a common human behavior.” 
 
“He was laughing,” Ilya argued. “In the photo. The way he laughs when…” Ilya stopped and looked out the window again. 
 
Marlow looked at him with the expression he used when he was about to say something that was going to land harder than it sounded, which was the Marlow equivalent of a warning shot. “Ilya,” he said. 
 
“Da,” Ilya answered. 
 
“You spent six fucking months chasing that man,” Marlow said “You were patient and consistent and you showed up and you did everything right.” He paused. “And now you’re goddamn sitting here and pouting because a woman touched his fucking back?” 
 
Ilya opened his mouth. 
 
“Because of a photo,” Marlow continued. “Of two people walking out of a building.” 
 
“The photo was very—” 
 
“If you tell me that the photo was very intimate-looking again,” Marlow said, jaw clenched. “I”m going to hit you.” 
 
“It was,” Ilya grumbled to himself. 
 
Marlow just stared at him, dumbfounded. “Do you trust him at all?” he asked. 
 
“Yes,” Ilya said without hesitation. 
 
“Does he love you?” Marlow asked. 
 
“Yes,” he said quietly. “He came to surprise me — flew to Detroit and did not tell me he was coming.” 
 
Marlow’s eyebrows went up. “That’s… actually pretty romantic, Roz.” 
 
“It was,” Ilya agreed. 
 
“Ilya, he flew seven hundred miles to surprise you.” Marlow said. 
 
Ilya said nothing.
 
“He watched our game in that arena because he wanted to see you play.” Marlow said. “Did he come to the hotel afterward? Did he spend the night? Did he call you when he saw the photos and try to explain? Did he apologize for not telling you about Rose Landry even though there was nothing to explain?” 
 
Ilya nodded. “Yes.” 
 
“Did you even give him a chance to explain?” 
 
“No,” he admitted. 
 
“God, I swear sometimes you’re a fucking idiot.” Marlow groaned. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Then fucking talk to him.” 
 
“What is there to say?” Ilya asked. “That I miss him? That I worry about us? That sometimes I think maybe it would be better if we…” He couldn’t finish the thought. 
 
“If you what?” Marlow pressed. 
 
“If we were not together,” Ilya admitted, the words feeling like ash in his mouth. “If I have never pushed him to forgive me. If I had not been so selfish.” 
 
“Selfish? Marlow repeated. “How is loving someone selfish, Roz?” 
 
“Because it is not fair to him,” Ilya said. “To ask him to live like this. To only see each other few times each season. To have to hide. To always be saying goodbye.” He shook his head. “It is too much.” 
 
“Did he say that?” Marlow asked. “That it was too much?”
 
“No,” Ilya admitted. “He has never complained.” 
 
“Then maybe,” Marlow said gently, “you should stop making decisions for him. If he’s still here, still trying, still flying to Detroit to surprise you despite everything — maybe he thinks you’re worth it.” 
 
The words hung between them, simple and devastating in their truth. Ilya thought about Shane in his hotel room, the surprise and joy on his face when he’d opened the door. Of Shane’s hands on his skin, his voice in Ilya’s ear, the way he’d looked at Ilya like he was something precious. Of the text messages, the late-night calls, the careful planning of visits around their impossible schedules. Of the way Shane’s face lit up when he talked about their future, the one they were building on fragments and stolen moments. 
 
“She’s an actress,” Marlow tried to reason with him. “Shane is gay. She knows he’s gay. He told you she knows he’s gay. The only person in this situation who is not gay between the two of you is you, and I say that loosely.” 
 
“I am bisexual.” 
 
“Which means,” Marlow said, “that if anyone in your relationship was going to find Rose Landry attractive in a way that was relevant, it would be you.”
 
Ilya stared at him. “That is—” he stopped. “That is good point, I had not considered that.” 
 
“I know,” Marlow sighed. 
 
“Shane would not find her—” 
 
“Shane’s gay,” Marlow said. “Fully. Entirely. He has been his whole life, Roz. This is not new damn information to you.” He started to fiddle with his menu. “And beyond all of that — he flew seven hundred miles. He was in this city, watching you play, before you even knew he was here. That’s not something a person does because they don’t think that someone’s worth it. That’s something a person does because there’s only one person that they want.” He looked at Ilya directly. “You are that person. You have been that person since at least San Diego and probably considerably before that, and Rose Landry has nothing to do with any of it.” 
 
Ilya was quiet for a moment. The sandwich shop was calm around them. Somewhere behind the counter something was being made that smelled like toasted bread and it smelled so good. 
 
“He is flying back to Raleigh today,” Ilya said. 
 
“Then call him when he lands,” Marlow said. “Apologize for being a fucking idiot. Tell him you love him. And then get your head out of your ass before the next game.” 
 
“What if what I want is impossible?” Ilya asked. 
 
Marlow smiled and nudged him with his foot under the table. “Then you figure out a way to make it possible.” He glanced at his phone. “Now, can we please order? I’m starving, and the game tape review is in an hour.” 
 
They got up to order at the counter, the bell above the door chimed as another customer entered. Ilya followed Marlow, his mind already turning over what he would say when he called Shane later. How to explain the mess of fear and longing and uncertainty that lived in his chest. How to ask for what he wanted without asking for too much. How to tell Shane that he was worth every complicated, difficult mile between them. 
 
He pulled out his phone as they finished their sandwiches and he sent a text to Shane: I am sorry. Call me when you land. 
 
His phone buzzed in his pocket when they walked into their hotel twenty minutes later. A text from Shane: Just landed. Call you in 10.
 
Ilya smiled, feeling something in his chest unclench. Ten minutes. He could wait ten minutes. 
 

 
Ilya was back at his hotel, sitting on the edge of his bed when his phone rang exactly nine minutes and forty-three seconds after Shane’s text. 
 
Shane. 
 
Ilya picked up on the first ring.
 
“Hey,” Shane’s voice came through the line, familiar and warm and so achingly close. The noise in the background suggested that he was still at the airport and had just landed. 
 
“Hey,” Ilya echoed. “Good flight?” 
 
“Fine.” Shane said. “Uneventful.” A pause, brief and loaded with something that was not ready to be addressed immediately. “How was free skate?” 
 
“Good. Good prep for tomorrow night.” 
 
“That’s good,” Shane said. Another pause, this one a little more loaded. “Ilya.”
 
“Da?” 
 
“This morning,” Shane said. “The call–” 
 
“Da,” Ilya said, laying back on his bed. “I am sorry about this morning. I should not have— it was not the right choice.” 
 
“It’s okay,” Shane interrupted. “I get it. The photos looked bad.” 
 
“They did,” Ilya admitted. “But that is no excuse. I should have let you explain. Marlow had to point out that if anyone in this relationship were to find Rose Landry attractive it would be me. He was very direct about it.” 
 
“It’s true,” Shane said. 
 
“He is very irritating,” Ilya paused trying to find the right words. “He is usually right. I was not thinking clearly. I saw the photo and I got jealous. I thought about all the ways she is easier and I am not.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. “Ilya.” 
 
“She would be perfect for you,” he said, because apparently he was going to say that outloud after all.
 
“Yeah,” Shane agreed, and it made Ilya’s heart clench. “She is perfect.” A pause. “But I’m gay, and she’s not you. So.” 
 
The words landed somewhere in Ilya’s chest harder than Marlow’s had. He knew that Shane was gay. He knew that Shane loved him. But it felt different to hear it from Shane. 
 
“I know where the jealousy comes from and I’m not — I’m not upset about it. I understand. I just need you to tell me next time so that I don’t have to spend a two-hour flight trying to figure out what I did wrong.” There was a pause, the kind that happened whenever Shane was choosing his words carefully. “Can I explain now?” he asked finally. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “You did nothing wrong. But I would like to understand.” 
 
So Shane told him everything — how he’d arrived at the arena with a regular ticket, how security had recognized him and insisted on moving him to a private box for his own safety, how he’d been introduced to Rose Landry, who happened to be in that box as well. How they’d watched the game together, talked about hockey and movies and their mutual friends in the league. How the photographers had caught them leaving together and spun it into something it wasn’t. 
 
“She knows about us,” Shane added. “Figured it out right away, actually. She said we were eye-fucking at the All-Stars game.” 
 
That pulled a surprised laugh from Ilya. “She said that?”
 
“Her exact words,” Shane confirmed. “She’s… something else. But she’s also just a friend. A new friend, but a friend. Nothing more.” 
 
“I know,” Ilya said. “I know that now. I should have known it then, but when I saw the photos…” he sighed. “I was jealous. And scared. And I took it out on you, which was not fair.” 
 
“What were you scared of?” Shane asked quietly. 
 
The question hung between them, simple and devastating in its directness. Ilya closed his eyes, suddenly unable to look at the ceiling anymore.
 
“That you would realize it is too hard,” he said finally. “This thing. The distance. The secrets. The goodbyes. That you would find someone easier. Someone who is not…” He gestured vaguely, though Shane couldn’t see it. “Me.” 
 
“Hey,” Shane’s voice was gentle. “Look at me.” 
 
Ilya opened his eyes, then realized the absurdity of the request. “I cannot. You are in Raleigh.” 
 
He heard Shane’s soft laugh. “Figure of speech. But Ilya, listen to me. There is no one easier that I want to find. There’s just you. Has been since Regina.” 
 
The words settled in Ilya’s chest, warm and solid and true. “But it is hard,” he said. “Is not getting easier.” 
 
“No,” Shane agreed. “It’s not. But that doesn’t mean it’s not worth it.” A pause. “Do you… do you still think it’s worth it?” 

The question hit Ilya like a physical blow. “Da,” he said, the word coming out more forcefully than he intended. “Of course, yes. That is not—” He stopped, struggling to find the right words. “I am not having second thoughts, Shane. I am having…” he trailed off, frustrated at times by his limited English. 
 
“Cold feet?” Shane supplied. “Doubts?” 
 
“No,” Ilya said firmly. “Not doubts. Just…” He sighed. “Sometimes I wonder if I am being selfish. Asking you to live like this. To only see each other few times each season. To always be saying goodbye. It is not fair to you.” 

“Did I ever say it wasn’t fair?” Shane asked. 
 
“No, but—” 
 
“Then stop making decisions for me,” Shane said, a hint of sheet entering his voice. “We’ve had this conversation before, Ilya. Remember? If I thought this was too hard, if I wanted out, I’d tell you. I’m not going to hide my feelings anymore.” A pause. “So trust me when I say this: I’m in this. All the way. The distance sucks, and the secrecy sucks, and saying goodbye fucking sucks, but you?” Shane’s voice softened. “You’re worth all of it. Every complicated, difficult mile.” 
 
Something warm unfurled in Ilya’s chest, spreading through his limbs, chasing away the cold that had settled there since he’d first seen those photos. “You are worth it too,” he said quietly. “So worth it, Solnyshko.” 
 
They were quiet for a moment, the sounds of their breathing mingling through the connection. Ilya thought about a couple that he’d seen out the window earlier, hand in hand, heads bent together in conversation. So ordinary. So simple. So far from what he and Shane could ever have. 
 
“What are you thinking?” Shane asked, as if he could sense Ilya’s thoughts turning. 
 
“That I wish we could be normal,” Ilya admitted. “That I wish I could hold your hand in public. That I wish we did not have to hide.” 
 
“I know,” Shane said. “Me too. But we’re getting there, right? One step at a time.” 
 
“I suppose,” Ilya said. “But it is slow.”
 
“It is,” Shane agreed. “But we’ve got time.” Another pause. “I was thinking… maybe after the playoffs, we could take a trip somewhere. Just the two of us. Somewhere no one knows us, where we don’t have to worry about who’s watching.” 
 
The idea took root in Ilya’s mind immediately — A cabin by a lake, maybe, or a beach house somewhere remote. Somewhere they could just be Ilya and Shane, not Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander, not rivals, not secrets. “I would like that,” he said. “Very much.” 
 
“Good,” Shane said, and Ilya could hear the smile in his voice. “It’s a date, then.” 
 
“It is,” Ilya agreed. “Though maybe not with Rose Landry this time?” 
 
That earned him a laugh, bright and genuine. “No more Rose Landry,” Shane promised. “Unless you want to meet her sometime. We’re a lot alike and she thinks we’re adorable apparently.” 
 
“Maybe one day,” Ilya said dryly. “But for now, one Shane Hollander is enough trouble.” 
 
“Hey!” But Shane was laughing. “I’ll have you know that I’m a fucking delight.” 
 
“You are,” Ilya agreed, his voice softening. “You really are.” 
 
They talked for another twenty minutes, about nothing and everything — the series, practice, the weather in their respective cities. Normal things. Couple things. By the time they said goodbye, Ilya’s cheeks were numb from how hard he was smiling and his heart was full in a way it hadn’t been in days. 
 
“I should go,” Shane said. “I have a lot to get done before practice tomorrow morning.” 
 
“Me too,” Ilya said. “Game tape review.” 
 
“Good luck with game six,” Shane said. “I’ll be watching.” 
 
“You too,” Ilya replied. “When do you start round two?” 
 
“We don’t even know who we’re playing yet,” Shane reminded him. “New York and Pittsburgh are still going at it.” 
 
Ilya smiled. “Well, good luck with the fossil when New York wins and see you in the next round, then — no luck for you.” 
 
Shane laughed. “Noted. I love you, you know.” 
 
“I know,” Ilya said. “I love you too.”
 
The call ended with a soft click and the connection broke. But the warmth of Shane’s voice lingered, wrapping around Ilya like a blanket. He lay there for a little while longer, phone still pressed against his ear, before finally lowering it and setting it beside him on the bed. Something had shifted, some fundamental realignment that left Ilya feeling both lighter and more grounded than before. They had talked. They had listened. They had found their way back to each other across the impossible distance. 
 
It wasn’t a solution — not to the seven hundred miles between them, not to the complications of their lives, not to the public and private selves they had to balance. But it was a start. A promise. A reminder of why they were doing this in the first place. 
 
Ilya took a deep breath and got up so he could go meet Marlow in the lobby. They had game tape to review, a series to win, and a future to build — one conversation, one visit, one day at a time. 
 

 
The Detroit series ended with a whimper rather than a bang — a 3-1 victory in Game six that felt almost anticlimactic after the back-and-forth of the first five games. The Bears celebrated their advancement with the appropriate amount of champagne and backslapping, but threw as little time to savor the moment. The division finals started in three days, and their opponent had been decided while they were still fighting it out with the Motors: The Montréal Voyageurs, winners of their own-hard-fought series against the Tampa Bay Thunder. 
 
Montréal. The second round for the Bears would begin on Thursday — and it was against Montréal. Ilya felt that the league might have had a sense of humor. 
 
He had known, when the brackets had resolved, that this was the series they were going to get. Boston had come through Detroit in six games and Montréal had dispatched Ottawa without much drama, and the math of the Eastern Conference playoff bracket had produced this outcome with an impersonal efficiency. He had known it was coming. He had watched Montréal’s games from Marlow’s couch with Carmichael and St-Simon, drinking beer and saying very little about what he was watching. Montréal wasn’t bad, but they weren’t the same team they’d been when Shane had been their captain. 
 
He knew that Shane’s position on the first line had been given to Gilbert Comeau — he’d tracked what happened when Shane left Montréal, not obsessively, just out of curiosity, like he would have tracked a bug that he thought had the potential to cause a problem. Comeau was a player with a reputation that outpaced his production, the kind of player that made his presence known through methods that didn’t show up on the scoreboard. Ilya had played against him before, he’d never found him particularly interesting. 
 
He knew what players like Comeau were, he’d known ever since his first game against Montréal back in his rookie year. He’d been in plenty of arenas against players like that his entire career — men who had decided that the rules of the game were a formality that they tolerated only when it was convenient for them, who calibrated their viciousness to exactly the level the referees would let them get away with — he had dealt with versions of them in every city he had ever played in, with very few exceptions. 
 
He had his own methods for dealing with them, and LeClarie sometimes had opinions about that. He was ready for Montréal. 
 
He could deal with Comeau. 
 
Game one was in Montréal, and the Bell Centre was exactly what it always was - loud, hostile, and hungry. The arena had been waiting for this series since the bracket was announced, and the crowd made damn sure that Boston knew it from the moment they stepped onto the ice for warmups. 
 
Ilya felt the weight of it settling over him as he took his first shift. The noise. The pressure. The awareness that every mistake would be amplified and every success would be temporary. He’d played in Montréal enough times to know what to expect, but playoff hockey in Montréal was a different animal entirely. The crowd fed on desperation here. They could smell blood from the first puck drop. 
 
The game itself was fast and physical — exactly what a playoff game between Boston and Montréal should have been. Both teams came out with something to prove, and the first period passed without a goal but with enough hits to fill a regular season game. Ilya was on his game, reading the ice well, making smart plays. He was focused in a way he hadn’t been since before Detroit. 
 
And then, in the second period, he found himself along the boards with Comeau. 
 
It was a nothing play. A puck battle in the neutral zone, the kind that happened fifty times a game. Ilya had his stick on the puck, body positioned to protect it, and Comeau was on him, shoulder to shoulder, grinding for position. It should have been unremarkable. 
 
“Hope your boy’s ready for us,” Comeau said, quiet enough so that only Ilya could hear it. “We’ve got plans for him.” 
 
Ilya’s stick went still for half a second. Then the puck broke free and he pushed up the ice, the words settling into him like a splinter. Small. Sharp. Easy to ignore if you didn’t know what you were looking for. 
 
He filed it away for later and kept playing. 
 
Boston won Game One — a tight 3-2 victory that came down to a goal from Carmichael in the final minutes of the third period. The locker room after was loud and satisfied, the kind of win that felt like a statement. Ilya let himself enjoy it, let himself be pulled into the celebration, let himself text Shane after the game. 
 
Won. 3.2. Miss you.
 
Shane’s response came a few minutes later: Saw the highlights. Carmichael’s goal was disgusting. Miss you too. 
 
Ilya smiled at his phone and didn’t mention Comeau’s comment. It was nothing. Just playoff chirping. Not worth passing along. 
 
Game Two was a different story. 
 
Montréal came out with adjustments, and the adjustments worked. They shut down Boston’s transition game, clogged the neutral zone, and made Ilya’s life completely miserable every time he touched the puck. Comeau was on him every shift, and Coulillard and Gagnon took turns making sure he felt their presence along the boards. 
 
The comments got sharper. 
 
Comeau’s chirps moved from veiled to almost-open, the kind of thing that existed in a gray area where you could claim you were just playing the game but everyone involved knew exactly what you were doing. Couillard made a comment about Ilya’s English that landed somewhere between a chirp and an insult. Gagnon skated past him after a whistle and said something about Boston being a strange place for a Russian who liked certain kinds of company. 
 
Ilya focused on the game and let it all sit in the part of his brain that was keeping track. He had a game to play. 
 
Montréal won 4-1 and the series was tied.
 
He called Shane that night from the hotel room, sprawled across the bed with his phone pressed to his ear, trying to shake the weight of it off his shoulders. 
 
“You sounded good tonight,” Shane said. “From what I saw.” 
 
“I was fine.” 
 
“You were frustrated,” Shane’s voice was careful, probing. “I could see it in the second period. You went for a hit that wasn’t there.” 
 
Ilya closed his eyes. Shane knew his tells better than anyone. Of course he’d seen it. “Montréal is—” He stopped. Searched for something that wasn’t a lie. “They are playing more physical than usual. It is taking adjustment.” 
 
“They always play physical,” Shane said. “That’s not new.” 
 
“I know.” A pause. “Tell me about your game. How is Scott Hunter? Is he still old?” 
 
Shane laughed — the sound of it loosened something in Ilya’s chest. 
 
“He is dinosaur.” 
 
“He’s not literally a dinosaur.” 
 
“He is old enough to be dinosaur,” Ilya insisted. “I have been saying this to media for years. Every time he scores a goal somewhere, a fossil is created.” 
 
“You’re ridiculous.” 
 
“I am correct.” 
 
“You’re ridiculous,” Shane pushed back again. “And you’ll be happy to know that your dinosaur comments about Scott have officially reached critical mass and Carmichael has an ally in Zelenko. The DJ in Carolina played Ke$ha’s Dinosaur whenever Scott scored against us.” 
 
Ilya sat up. “What?” 
 
“It’s true. I was on the bench and I heard it and almost fell over.” 
 
“That is–” Ilya was laughing too, the weight of the game falling away. “That is beautiful. I am going to send that DJ a gift.” 
 
“Please don’t.” 
 
“I am sending him flowers.” 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“With a note. Thank you for your service.” 
 
Shane was laughing so hard he was struggling to breathe, and Ilya lay back against the pillows and let the sound wash over him. This was what he needed. Not the hockey. Not the wins. Just this — Shane’s laugh in his ear, the warmth of it, the reminder that there was something waiting for him on the other side of all of this. 
 
He didn’t mention the comments. He didn’t mention Comeau or Couillard or Gagnon. He let the call be easy and warm and exactly what they both needed, and when they hung up, he stared at the ceiling and let himself have the small happiness of it before the weight of the series settled back over him. 
 
Game three was in Boston, which should have given them an advantage. The Garden was loud, the crowd was behind them, and Ilya felt the familiar surge of energy that came with playing on home ice. 
 
It didn’t matter. 
 
Montréal won 3-2 in overtime on a goal that Ilya had a clear view of and could do nothing about. The arena went quiet, the way it did when a home team lost in extras, and Ilya stood at center ice watching Montréal celebrate and felt the frustration building. 
 
The comments had escalated. 
 
Comeau, on the faceoff in the second period, had said something about Shane’s mother. About what she must have done to produce a son who played the way he did. The words were careful — deniable, if anyone asked — but the meaning was unmistakable. 
 
Ilya had lost a fight with himself and he’d retaliated. A cross-check that the ref caught, a trip to the sin bin, two minutes of sitting and staring at the ice while the crowd voiced their displeasure. Marlow had looked at him when he came out of the box, a question in his eyes, and Ilya had shaken his head. 
 
When he got back to the bench, he sat next to Marlow. 
 
“I know,” Ilya said before Marlow could even open his mouth. 
 
“I know you do.” 
 
“They are doing it on purpose.” Ilya clenched his jaw and ground his mouthguard between his teeth. “They want me angry. Stupid. Taking penalties and putting Boston on wrong side of the power play.” 
 
“Yes,” Marlow agreed. 
 
“I gave them what they wanted. I will not do it again.” 
 
“You’ll want to,” Marlow said. “That’s the thing, Roz.” 
 
He texted Shane after the game: Lost in OT. Frustrating game. 
 
Shane’s response came quickly: I saw the penalty. You okay?
 
Fine. Montréal being Montréal. 
 
Comeau?
 
Ilya stared at the message. One question that carried more weight than it should have. Shane knew. Of course he knew. He’d played with Comeau for years. He knew exactly what kind of player he was, what kind of person. 
 
Something like that, Ilya typed back. Dinosaur Scott Hunter distracted me.
 
Liar.
 
Maybe. Good luck against New York tomorrow. 
 
Thanks. I love you.
 
Love you too.
 
He put his phone down and stared at the ceiling of his Boston penthouse, the words he hadn’t said sitting heavy in his chest. He knew he should tell Shane what was happening. Knew that keeping it to himself was a kind of dishonesty, even if the intent was protection. 
 
But how did you tell the person you loved that people were saying hateful things about him? How did you pass that weight along when you knew — you knew — what it cost him to carry it? 
 
So Ilya carried it himself. 
 
Game four was the worst one yet. 
 
The comments hit early. Comeau on the first shift, something about Shane’s play style that twisted into something uglier by the end of the sentence. Couillard, a few minutes later, making a joke about Asian drivers that wasn’t quite a joke. Gagnon, after a whistle, asking if Shane’s mother was proud of what her son had become. 
 
Ilya felt something inside him snap. 
 
He went after Gagnon on the next shift — a hit that was hard and clean and exactly within the rules, but the intent behind it was unmistakable. Gagnon got up slowly, a grin spreading across his face like he’d gotten exactly what he wanted. Marlow was there a second later, hand on Ilya’s arm, pulling him back. 
 
“Don’t,” Marlow said, low enough that only Ilya could hear. 
 
“I am trying.” 
 
Ilya pulled away and skated back to his position, jaw tight, the words burning in his chest. He knew what they were doing. Knew that every comment was designed to get under his skin, to make him lose focus, to draw penalties and throw him off his game. Knowing it didn’t make it easier to hear. 
 
Montréal won 4-2. The series was 3-1. 
 
Ilya called Shane that night. Not to talk about the game — just to hear his voice. To remind himself what he was doing all of this for. Shane picked up on the second ring, which meant he’d been waiting, and the warmth of his voice when he said “Hey,” did more to loosen the knot in Ilya’s chest than any win could have. 
 
“Long day,” Ilya said, which was the closest he could get to honesty. 
 
“Same,” Shane said. “New York played dirty. Hunter might be old but he’s still fast.” 
 
“He is ancient.” 
 
“He is thirty.” 
 
“Ancient,” Ilya repeated. “Practically fossilized.” 
 
They talked for an hour. About the series, about the plays that had worked and the ones that hadn’t, about nothing and everything. Ilya still didn’t tell him about the comments. He wanted to. The words were there, sitting on his tongue, ready to be spoken. But every time he opened his mouth to say them, he heard Shane’s voice — the warmth in it, the ease — and he couldn't bring himself to be the one who took that away. 
 
So he said nothing. 
 
They hung up with promises to talk soon, and Ilya lay in his bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about what it meant to love someone so much that you would rather carry the weight yourself than let them know it existed. 
 
Game five was Boston’s last stand. 
 
The series was 3-1. Lose this one and they were done. Win and it and they bought themselves another game, another chance, another night of hoping they could turn it around. 
 
The crowd in the Garden knew what was at stake and it was louder than it had been all series, a wall of sound that met every Montréal touch of the puck with a cascade of boos and every Boston play with a roar. Ilya fed off it, the energy of it pushing him through the exhaustion, through the frustration, through the growing weight of everything he was carrying. 
 
The comments from Montréal were vicious. Not veiled anymore — not careful. Comeau on the ice during a stoppage said something about Shane that made Ilya’s vision go white at the edges. Something about what he was, about what people like him deserved. The words were quiet enough that no one else heard them, delivered with a smile that was all teeth, and Ilya was moving before he’d made the conscious decision to do so. 
 
A shove. A glove in Comeau’s face. A whistle, a penalty, Marlow and Carmichael pulling him back. 
 
“Roz,” Malow said, his voice sharp. “Roz, look at me.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. 
 
“He’s winning,” Marlow said. “You’re letting him win.” 
 
The words landed. Ilya took a breath. Another. Let Marlow guide him to the box, sat down, stared at the ice in front of him. 
 
He knew he was being baited. He knew they wanted him off his game. He knew everything Marlow was saying was true. 
 
But knowing didn’t make it easier to hear people say those things about Shane. Knowing didn’t make it hurt any less. 
 
Boston won Game five. Barely. A goal from Ilya in the third period that broke a 2-2 tie and held through the final horn. The crowd erupted, and Ilya stood at center ice with his eyes closed, letting the noise wash over him, letting himself feel the win even as the weight of everything else pressed down on his shoulders. 
 
He called Shane after the game, and Shane answered on the first ring. 
 
“Big goal,” Shane said. 
 
“It was okay.” 
 
“It was beautiful. I saw the replay.” 
 
Ilya closed his eyes. “I want to see you.” 
 
The words came out before he could stop them. Honest and raw and carrying more weight than he’d intended to put on them. There was a pause on Shane’s end — a beat of surprise. 
 
“I want to see you too,” Shane said. “After my series. After this is over.” 
 
“Da,” Ilya’s voice was rough. “After.” 
 
They talked for a few more minutes, but Ilya wasn’t fully present. His mind was still on the ice, on the things Comeau had said, on the way they kept finding new ways to aim at Shane through him. 
 
He didn’t tell Shane about any of it. 
 
But he wondered, as he hung up, how long he could keep carrying this alone.
 

 
Game six was in Montréal, and it already felt different from the moment the bus pulled up to the loading dock. 
 
There was a weight to the air here that Ilya had felt before — big games, in elimination games, in the moments when you knew everything was about to be decided. The Bell Centre loomed above them, its grey concrete facade giving nothing away, and Ilya sat in his seat on the team bus and watched the building grow larger through the window and felt something settle into his chest that he couldn’t quite name. 
 
He was the last one off the bus. Marlow waited for him at the bottom of the steps, not saying anything, just standing there with the quiet patience of someone who had learned when to push and when to simply be present. Ilya nodded at him, and they walked into the building together. 
 
The corridors were quiet, the way they always were before a game — the muffled sounds of equipment being laid out, of skate sharpeners humming in the back rooms, of a team preparing itself for battle. Ilya moved through the pre-game routine on autopilot: tape his stick, stretch, listen to the music playing through the speakers, let the familiar rituals settle his nerves. 
 
He didn’t think about what was waiting for him on the ice. He couldn’t afford to. 
 
Warmups were when it started. 
 
Ilya was skating through a drill, a simple pass-and-receive along the half-wall, when Comeau materialized beside him. Not close enough to be obvious — just close enough to speak without being overheard by anyone except the man he was aiming at. 
 
“Your boyfriend’s playing well this postseason,” Comeau said, his voice carrying a particular tone that Ilya had come to recognize over the course of the series. “Be a shame if something happened to him.” Ilya’s stick-handling didn’t falter. He completed the drill, passed the puck, and skated back to the line. But the words settled into him like a splinter - small, sharp, impossible to ignore once you knew they were there.  
 
A few minutes later, Couillard skated past him during a line change. “Hope Hollander’s ready for us,” he said, not quite looking at Ilya. “Looking forward to reconnecting.” 
 
Ilya kept skating. Kept moving. Kept his face neutral. 
 
But he could already feel the fury building. 
 
The game itself was a war. 
 
From the first puck drop, Montréal came out with the kind of desperate energy that only a team facing elimination on their home ice could muster. They were faster than they’d been in game five, sharper, more deliberate in their positioning. They had the crowd behind them — nineteen thousand voices rising and falling with every chance, every hit, every near-miss — and they fed off that energy like it was oxygen. 
 
Ilya took his first shift and felt the weight of the series settle over him. The first period was a grinding, physical battle, both teams testing each other, looking for weaknesses. Boston had chances. Montréal had chances. The goalies stood tall on both ends, and when the horn sounded for the first intermission, the score was 0-0 and Ilya felt like he’d already played three periods. 
 
In the locker room between periods, Marlow sat beside him, their shoulders almost touching.
 
“You’re playing tight,” he said, his voice low. 
 
“I am fine.” 
 
“You’re letting them get to you.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. He didn’t respond, because Marlow was right and he didn’t want to admit it.
 
“They want you distracted,” he continued. “They’re been trying to get in your head since game one, Roz. And it’s working.” 
 
“I know what they are doing.” 
 
“Knowing it and stopping it are two completely different things.” Marlow’s voice was quiet but firm. “You’re the best player on this team, Roz. But you can’t be that if you’re in your own head. Let me carry some of it.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. At the steady presence of the man who had been his teammate for years, who had seen him at his best and his worst, who was asking now — not telling, asking — to share the weight. 
 
“They say things about Shane,” Ilya said, the words coming out rough. “Ugly things. Things he should not have to hear.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“They say them because they know I will hear it.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Ilya took a breath. Let it out. Nodded once. 
 
“They know things,” he continued. “Things I do not know — how—” 
 
Marlow put his hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “We’ll figure out what they know and how later, but for now — let’s get back out there fuck Montréal, yeah?” 
 
“Da,” Ilya sighed. “Fuck Montréal.” 
 
The second period was where the game started to slip. 
 
Montréal scored first — a deflection off a point shot that changed direction twice before slipping past Hayes. The building erupted, the sound of it pressing against Ilya’s eardrums, and he felt the frustration rising as he watched the puck settle into the back of the net. 
 
He didn’t let it show. He took the next faceoff, won it cleanly, and pushed up the ice. But the comments were coming more frequently now, every whistle bringing another veiled insult, another reminder that these men had been doing this to Shane for years and were perfectly happy to try to do it now through Ilya. 
 
What he couldn’t shake was how they knew that they could do it through him. 
 
“Hollander’s been doing good in the playoffs,” Gagnon said, skating past him after a stoppage. “You must be keeping him motivated.”  
 
Ilya said nothing. Won the next playoff. Made a clean pass to Carmichael that led to a scoring chance that their goalie turned aside. 
 
“Funny how worked up you get about Hollander,” Couillard said, finding him along the boards in the final minutes of the period, “Almost like it is personal.” He let that sit for a moment. “Is it personal, Rozanov?”  
 
Ilya shoved him. Not hard — just enough to create space, just enough to let Couillard know he’d heard. The ref’s arm stayed down, and Couillard grinned like he’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted. 
 
The second period ended with Montréal up 2-0, and Ilya sat in the locker room between periods with his head down, breathing through the rage. 
 
Carmichael sat across from him. Didn’t say anything. Just looked at him with an expression that said he knew exactly what was happening and he was choosing, strategically, not to add to it. 
 
St-Simon, on Ilya’s other side, spoke up. “You are better than them.” 
 
Ilya looked up. 
 
“They know they cannot beat you cleanly,” he continued, his voice flat and precise. “That is why they are doing this. Because they are afraid of what happens when you are focused.” 
 
It was the most words St-Simon had strung together in a week, and the weight of them landed somewhere in Ilya’s chest that the chirps couldn’t reach. 
 
The third period was Boston’s last stand. 
 
They came out with a different energy, desperate and focused, and Ilya felt the shift almost immediately. The first shift set the tone — a hard forecheck, a cycle that pinned Montréal in their own zone for forty-five seconds, a chance that rang off the crossbar. The building went quiet, the crowd holding its breath, and Ilya fed off that silence the way that Montréal had been feeding off the noise. 
 
Boston scored at fourteen minutes and twenty-three seconds of the third period. Carmichael, from a feed that Ilya had threaded through three sticks, buried it top-shelf and the arena went from silent to hostile in half a second. The visiting section erupted, a pocket of black and gold in a sea of red and blue, and Ilya felt something loosen in his chest. 
 
2-1. Still down two, but the door was open. 
 
He found himself on the ice for the next shift, pushing hard, looking for the play that would bring them within one. The crowd was louder now, nervous and aggressive in equal measure, and every touch of the puck was met with a cascade of sound. 
 
Comeau found him along the boards with five minutes left. 
 
“Doing well,” Comeau said, his voice almost pleasant. “Almost makes me feel bad about what’s going to happen to Hollander next round.” 
 
Ilya’s stick came up.
 
He didn’t swing it. He stopped it at shoulder height, the shaft of it pressing against Comeau’s chest, holding him against the boards. The ref’s arms went up — two minutes, high stick — and Ilya let his stick drop and skated to the box without looking back. 
 
But he heard Marlow’s voice as he passed the bench. “Roz. Breathe.” 
 
He sat in the box and watched Boston kill the penalty, but he felt the game slipping away with every second that ticked off the clock. 
 
The empty-net goal came with a minute left. Montréal cleared the zone, chipped it the length of the ice, and Ilya watched it slide into the empty net from his position at the blue line. The building exploded. The horn sounded. The series was over. 
 
3-1, final. 
 
Ilya stood at center ice and watched Montréal celebrate, the sound of the crowd washing over him, the reality of the loss settling into his chest with a weight he couldn’t shake. He’d felt it coming — he’d felt it slipping away since game two — but it didn’t make it easier. It didn’t make the hollow feeling in his chest any less real. 
 
He found Marlow at the handshake line. They didn’t say anything. They didn’t need to. 
 
Comeau’s grip was brief and cold, a perfunctory clasp that communicated exactly nothing except the barest minimum required by the sport. His eyes carried a message that didn’t need words: We’re not done. 
 
Couillard’s handshake was barely a touch, his hand sliding off Ilya’s before the grip could fully form. He didn’t meet Ilya’s eyes. Marlow had gotten a good hit on him, at least, and Ilya knew that his ribs had to be pretty badly bruised after that. Small victories. 
 
Gagnon didn’t look at him at all. He skated past with his glove extended, the contact so brief it was almost dismissive, and Ilya let him go. 
 
Then there was Pike. They gripped each other's hands for a moment, and looked at each other. Something in Pike’s gaze communicated that he understood something was going on, he just didn’t know exactly what it was. Ilya understood — whatever it was, it wasn’t a team decision, at least not one the entirety of Montréal was privy to and involved in. 
 
Ilya nodded at him and Pike nodded back, and then they moved on. 
 
The locker room was the worst part. 
 
Not the noise of it — there was almost none. The silence was heavy, the kind of silence that settled over a room when a season ended earlier than it was supposed to. Equipment clattered as players stripped off their gear. Water bottles were opened and set down without being drunk from. Someone’s phone buzzed somewhere in the back, a mundane sound that seemed almost offensive in the weight of the moment. 
 
Carmichael was sitting at his stall with his head in his hands, his shoulder pads still on, his posture radiating the exhaustion of someone who had left everything on the ice and come up short. Ilya could feel it too. His breathing was slow and deliberate, the kind of breathing you did when you were trying not to feel the full weight of what had just happened. 
 
St-Simon was staring at the floor, his expression unreadable, his movements deliberate as he unstrapped his shin guards. He was processing in his own way — the quiet way, the way that didn’t invite questions or comfort. 
 
Hayes was somewhere in the back, still in his goalie gear, his mask on the bench beside him. His face was blank, the particular blankness that came after a loss where you’d played well enough to win and it hadn’t mattered. 
 
Ilya sat at his stall and stared at the floor. 
 
He didn’t know how long he sat there. Long enough for most of the team to make their way to the showers. Long enough for the equipment staff to start gathering sticks and gloves and the debris of a lost season. Long enough for the silence to start to feel less like shock and more like acceptance. 
 
Marlow sat down next to him. Didn’t say anything at first. Just sat there, his presence a steadying weight. 
 
The second hand on the clock above the door ticked through a full minute before he finally spoke. 
 
“I heard what he said,” Marlow’s voice was quiet. “Comeau. On the ice.” 
 
Ilya didn’t respond. 
 
“That’s why you’ve been losing it all series,” Marlow continued. “They’re not just saying ugly things… they’re threatening him.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“Shane.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. The word came out rough, scraped from somewhere deep. “Da.” 
 
Marlow was quiet for a moment. The clock ticked. Someone’s phone buzzed again somewhere in the back of the room. 
 
“You need to tell him,” Marlow said. 
 
And Marlow was right. He did need to tell Shane. It wasn’t just the ugly things they were saying, it wasn’t even about them knowing something that they shouldn’t have possibly known about… but this was something more. They were actively threatening Shane and that scared him. 
 
“He knows what they are. He played with them for three years. He knows exactly what they are capable of.”
 
“He still needs to know,” Marlow pushed. “That they’re coming for him.” 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “He does.” He paused. “It scares me.” 
 
“I know.” Marlow put a hand on his shoulder. “Scares me too, Roz.” 
 
They sat like that for a while, at Ilya’s stall, and he let the silence settle around him, the weight of the series and the season and everything he’d been holding pressing down on his shoulders. The sounds of the locker room — the low voices, the clatter of equipment, the distant echo of the arena crew beginning their post-game work — all of it faded into the background. 
 
His phone buzzed. 
 
He pulled it out of his bag, the screen bright in the dim light of the locker room. A text from Shane. 
 
Heard the series ended. You okay?
 
Ilya stared at the message. Those words carried more weight than anything that had been said on the ice. He thought about everything he wanted to say — the comments, the frustration, the fear that had been building since game one, the way he’d been carrying it all alone because he didn’t know how to hand it over. 
 
He typed and deleted three different responses before settling on: 
 
No. Call you later? 
 
The response came immediately, the three dots appearing and vanishing in less than a second: 
 
I’ll be here. 
 
Ilya put his phone down and closed his eyes. He let himself feel the loss — the season ending too soon, the things that had been said, the ugliness he’d been carrying for weeks. He let himself feel all of it, the full weight of it pressing against his chest, and then, slowly, he started to let some of it. 
 
Because Shane was waiting. Because Shane had said I’ll be here without hesitation, without condition, without asking for anything in return. Because there was something on the other side of this loss that was worth more than any win.
 
He sat in the quiet of the locker room for a moment longer, then stood up and started to pack his gear. 
 
The season was over. 
 
But he had Shane. 
 
And that was enough to keep moving forward. 
 

 
The team meeting when they got back to Boston was brief. 
 
Coach LeClaire stood at the front of the room in his usual spot, hands braced on the back of a folding chair like he was steadying himself for the speech he’d been hoping not to have to give. He thanked them for the season — the words came out with the weight of someone who had meant them even when the season had ended short of where everyone wanted it to. He acknowledged the disappointment without dwelling on it, a brief nod to the elephant in the room before he moved on. He told them to take time to rest, to let their bodies heal, to start thinking about next year when they were ready for it. Standard end-of-season stuff, delivered with the right amount of gravity and the right amount of forward-looking encouragement. 
 
Ilya sat in the back and listened and didn’t say much. 
 
Around him, chairs scraped against the floor. Equipment bags were hoisted over shoulders. Handshakes and hugs were exchanged — the particular kinds that meant see you in September without needing to say the words out loud. Low voices. The shuffle of bodies moving toward the door. 
 
He stayed at his seat for a little while longer, letting the room empty around him. He watched as his teammates filtered out into the hallway and thought about the long summer stretching ahead of him and about Shane’s suggestion before the series against Montréal started about them going somewhere together, somewhere they could just be Ilya and Shane. He wanted that. 
 
He was the last one in the room. He sat there until the silence stopped feeling like an absence and started feeling like a space that he was occupying, and then he stood up and walked into the hallway. 
 
Carmichael found him there. 
 
He appeared around the corner with a cup of coffee in one hand and an expression that suggested he was about to pitch something he’d already decided that Ilya was going to agree to — whether Ilya knew it yet or not — with the kind of energy he got when an idea had been fully formed and he was done sitting on it.
 
“It’s Carolina playing Montréal in the next round,” Carmichael said. 
 
“I know.” That was part of the reason he’d been scared. 
 
“They’re at home for games three and four.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“We should go.” 
 
Ilya stopped walking, and turned to look at him. “What?” 
 
“To Raleigh. To watch the games.” Carmichael shrugged, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Our season’s done, Roz. We’ve got nothing but time. And I don’t know about you, but I want to see Montréal get their asses kicked.” 
 
Ilya stared at him. The idea was absurd. It was also — it was also exactly the kind of thing that Carmichael would think of and say out loud without filtering it through the part of his brain that was supposed to evaluate whether it was a good idea first. 
 
It was also what Shane had done when Ilya was playing against Detroit. 
 
Ilya felt a pang of guilt at the fact that he hadn’t thought of it before Carmichael did. 
 
“We can make a trip of it,” Carmichael continued, warming to the idea more now that he was saying it out loud. “Me, you, Marlow, Vic — Hayes if he wants to come. We’ll get a hotel, watch the games, cheer for Carolina—” 
 
“Cheer for Carolina?” 
 
“Cheer for Shane,” Carmichael corrected, pointing at him with his coffee cup. “Same thing. Same energy. I’ve already got a spreadsheet put together.” 
 
“A spreadsheet?” 
 
“For the accommodations. Room assignments. Restaurants. Driving routes. I’m very organized when I want to be.” 
 
“When do you ever want to be?” 
 
“Now.” 
 
Ilya didn’t say anything for a long moment. The idea was — it was unexpected. Generous. Simple. The kind of thing Carmichael did without thinking about it, because that was who he was. The kind of gesture that landed not because it was calculated but because it came from somewhere genuine. 
 
“You would do that?” Ilya asked. 
 
“It’s not exactly a hardship, Roz.” Carmichael grinned, wide and unrepentant. “Raleigh’s nice in May. I’ve been wanting to try that Italian place Shane mentioned. And frankly, watching Montréal lose in person sounds like therapy.” 
 
“It does sound like therapy,” Marlow said, appearing from somewhere behind Carmichael’s shoulder. He had his bag slung over one shoulder and his phone in his hand, and he was looking at the screen with an expression that suggested he’d been listening for longer than he was letting on. 
 
“See?” Carmichael said, gesturing at Marlow with his coffee cup, sloshing a little onto the floor in the process. “Even Marlow thinks it’s a good idea.” 
 
“I didn’t say that.” 
 
“You didn’t say it wasn’t.” 
 
“I also didn’t say I wasn’t going.” Marlow pocketed his phone. “I’m saying it’s not the worst idea you’ve had this month.” 
 
“What was the worst idea I had this month?” 
 
“The smoothie cleanse.” 
 
“That was a very well-researched decision.” 
 
“You lasted six hours.” 
 
“Because the research was incomplete. That’s not the same as a bad idea.” 
 
From somewhere behind them, a flat voice cut through the hallway: “This is the conversation you are having right now?” 
 
St-Simon was leaning against the wall near the exit, his phone in his hand, his expression unreadable. He looked like someone who had been standing there for long enough to have heard the entire exchange and had been deciding, moment by moment, whether to step in. 
 
“Vic!” Carmichael said, brightening. “Good. You can back me up on this.”
 
“On what?” 
 
“The road trip to Raleigh. To watch Shane’s series.” 
 
St-Simon looked at Carmichael. Then at Ilya. Then back at Carmichael. “You want to drive to North Carolina?” 
 
“Well, we’d take your SUV — It’s huge.” 
 
“You want to take my vehicle?” 
 
“It’s practical for long distances. And you keep it clean. I respect that about you.” 
 
St-Simon’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted — it suggested he had decided he was going to do something despite his better judgement. “I will drive,” he said, “because I do not trust any of you behind the wheel for twelve hours. But I am not sharing the aux cord.” 
 
“You don’t even listen to music when you drive!” Carmichael protested. 
 
“I listen to podcasts.” 
 
“Exactly! Educational, low-energy podcasts that put everyone else to sleep!” 
 
“That sounds like a you problem.” 
 
“I call shotgun first,” Carmichael announced. 
 
“I have not agreed to this yet,” St-Simon said flatly. 
 
“You just said you’d fucking drive.” 
 
“I said I would drive. I did not say I was happy about it.” 
 
“You’re never happy about anything. That’s your baseline.” 
 
“There is a difference between not being happy and actively being inconvenienced. This is the second one.” 
 
“You’re still coming.” 
 
St-Simon didn’t answer. But he also didn’t say he wasn’t coming, which, in the language of Victor St-Simon, was as close to a confirmation as anyone was going to get. 
 
Hayes appeared from the other end of the hallway, still in his team-issued warm-up jacket, his hair damp from the shower. He had the look of someone who had heard there was a conversation happening and had decided to join in before it ended without him. “Are we doing this?” he asked. “The Raleigh thing?” 
 
“We’re doing it,” Carmichael said, with the confidence of someone who had decided on behalf of everyone whether they liked it or not. 
 
“I have not agreed yet,” Ilya argued. 
 
“You will,” Carmichael said. “You’re just being obstinate–” 
 
“Big word.” 
 
“Shut up, Vic!” Carmichael turned back to Ilya. “That’s fine. But we’re leaving on Friday — that way we can watch Carolina kick Montréal’s asses in the first two games at Marley’s and then we can be in Raleigh by their first home game on Monday.” 
 
“Why the fuck are you volunteering my living room for this?” Marlow asked. 
 
Ilya opened his mouth to argue. Closed it. Looked at Carmichael — at the easy confidence of him, at the way he had simply decided that this was happening and had already started planning around it. Looked at Marlow, steady and quiet, already committed despite his neutral expression. Looked at St-Simon, who was already pulling up the directions on his phone because of course he was. Looked at Hayes, who was grinning like he’d just been invited to something he’d been hoping to be a part of. 
 
They were doing this. For him. For Shane. 
 
His throat felt tight. “Okay.” 
 
“I’ve already got a playlist started.” Carmichael grinned. “It’s called Road to Raleigh. Seventeen songs so far. Very carefully curated.” 
 
“By what criteria?” Marlow asked. 
 
“Vibes.” 
 
“That’s not a criteria.” 
 
Hayes stepped in to back up Carmichael. “It’s the only one that matters!” 
 
“Thank you!” Carmichael pointed at him. “He gets it!” 
 
Marlow looked at Ilya. Ilya looked back at him. There was a moment of silence between them — the kind that didn’t need words, the kind that said this is fucking happening apparently. 
 
Carmichael clapped Ilya on the shoulder, solid and warm, the kind of gesture that was entirely without pretense. “We’ll take Vic’s SUV. I already called shotgun. Marlow can sit in the back with Hayes and they can bond over books or whatever it is you two do when you’re not playing hockey.” He was already walking away, phone in hand, probably adding more songs to his playlist. “I’ll send the details by tonight. Be ready!” 
 
He disappeared around the corner, leaving a trail of noise and chaos in his wake. 
 
Ilya stood in the hallway of the empty arena and felt something warm settle into the space that had been cold for weeks. Not forgiveness — he hadn’t done anything that needed forgiving. Not relief — the weight of the series was still there, still pressing against his ribs. Just warmth. The quiet kind. The kind that came from knowing that the people around him saw what he was carrying and had decided, without being asked, to help him carry it. 
 

 
Watching the first two games from Marlow’s living room was its own kind of torture. 
 
The first two games were in Montréal. Ilya didn’t need to be in that arena — didn’t have to hear the crowd or feel the weight of the ice or stand on the same surface where Comeau and Couillard and Gagnon were doing what they did. But watching it on TV was almost worse. The camera caught everything. The extra shove after the whistle. The way Shane got up every time and reset, even when the hits were designed to keep him down. Shane’s teammates were there, protecting him, but even they couldn’t block them all. 
 
He wasn’t watching alone. 
 
Carmichael had arrived first, because of course he had — he’d texted the group chat at 6:42 AM to say he was bringing snacks and had strong opinions about playoff hockey viewing arrangements. He’d shown up with three bags of chips, two six-packs, and an energy that suggested he was treating this as a spectator sport in more ways than one. 
 
“Why are we doing this at my house again?” Marlow grumbled. 
 
“My couch isn’t as comfortable,” he’d explained, dropping the chips on the coffee table. “Plus your TV is bigger. I was making a strategic choice.” 
 
“You invited yourself to my home,” Marlow said, not looking up from the door. 
 
“I prefer to think of it as optimizing the viewing experience for everyone involved.” 
 
St-Simon arrived ten minutes later without texting first, let himself in through the back door like he lived there, and sat down in the armchair furthest from the TV with his phone in his hand. He didn’t say hello. He didn’t need to. 
 
Hayes showed up midway through the first period with a container or something that smelled like it had been cooked with care and a sheepish expression that said he knew he was late but had decided to come anyway. “Lisa made too much,” he said, setting it on the counter. “She said to tell you guys to eat something that isn’t gas station food.” 
 
“I don’t eat gas station food,” Carmichael argued. 
 
“You ate a hot dog from a gas station in New Jersey last month.” 
 
“That was an emergency.” 
 
“Define emergency.” 
 
“We were in New Jersey.” 
 
Marlow’s living room was not built for five grown men, but they made it work. Carmichael took the armchair and spent the first period narrating every shift with the enthusiasm of a play-by-play announcer who had strong personal feelings about the outcome. Marlow sat at the far end of the couch with his phone in one hand, his attention split between the game and whatever he was reading — but Ilya noticed he never looked away during Shane’s shifts. St-Simon was in the other armchair, mostly silent, but occasionally making a sharp observation in French that Carmichael would demand to be translated and St-Simon would refuse. Hayes sat on the floor with his back against the couch, periodically offering commentary that was surprisingly perceptive for someone who appeared to only be half-watching. 
 
And Ilya sat on the couch with his jaw tight and his hands clenched and watched the man he loved take hit after hit after hit, and he couldn't do a goddamn thing about it. 
 
“He’s playing well,” Carmichael said during the first intermission, crumbs from his chips scattered across his shirt. 
 
“He is.” 
 
“Like, really well. That breakaway in the first period was sick.” 
 
Ilya nodded. He’d seen it. Shane had read the play two seconds before it developed, slipped between two defenders like they weren’t there, and put the puck exactly where the goalie wasn’t. It had been beautiful. It had also been followed by a slash from behind that the refs had missed. 
 
‘He’s going to get hit,” Marlow said, his voice low.
 
“I know.” 
 
“He knows how to take hits. He’s been taking them since he started playing hockey, Roz.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Marlow didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. 
 
The second period of game one was where the tension started to build. Carolina took a penalty early and Montréal capitalized, the puck slipping past their goalie on a deflection that changed direction twice. The arena erupted. Ilya watched Shane line up for the next faceoff, watching him shake off the goal like it hadn’t happened, watched him win the draw and set up the next play. 
 
“You have to admire it,” Hayes said from the floor. “The way he just — resets. Like nothing happened.” 
 
“It’s a skill,” Carmichael agreed. “Most guys take a shift or two to shake off a goal. He’s back in it before the puck drops.” 
 
“It is because he is already thinking about the next play,” Ilya said. The words came out before he could stop them. “He does not dwell on what has happened. There is no point. The next one is what matters.” 
 
There was a brief silence. Ilya could feel his teammates looking at him — Carmichael with a knowing grin, Hayes with quiet recognition, St-Simon with an unreadable expression, and Marlow with the steady, grounding presence he always had. 
 
“You’re in deep, Roz,” Carmichael smirked. 
 
“I am aware.” 
 
“Like, really deep.” 
 
“I said I am aware.” 
 
“Just checking.” 
 
What he hadn’t shared was that Shane could do that because he’d had to do that his entire life. He’d had to learn to not let things bother him. He’d had to be able to just reset. He’d had to just focus on the play. He’d had to develop that skill as a coping mechanism against all the bullshit that people like Comeau and Couillard and Gagnon threw at him. He’d been doing better in Carolina at letting that all go, at learning to allow himself to feel and react. It hurt Ilya to watch him have to revert back to old habits again. He knew that if Shane was reverting then it meant things were bad. 
 
Game one ended with Carolina winning 3-1, and Ilya let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He watched the handshake line on the screen — watched Shane move through it with practised ease, shaking hands with players who had been trying to hurt him for three periods — and felt something complicated settle in his chest. 
 
“He’s okay,” Hayes said. Not a question. 
 
“Da,” Ilya agreed. “He is okay.” This game. 
 
Game two was two days later, and the group reassembled at Marlow’s with the same configuration and the same energy. Carmichael had refined his snack selection — fewer chips, more vegetables, a dip he claimed was revolutionary — and had spent the first ten minutes of pregame trying to get St-Simon to try it. 
 
“It has avocado,” Carmichael said, holding the bowl out. 
 
“I know what guacamole is.” 
 
“This is not just guacamole. This is artisanal. I added lime.”
 
“You added lime to guacamole and you want me to congratulate you?” 
 
“I want you to try it, Vic.” 
 
“Non.” 
 
“Vic.” 
 
“Non.” 
 
“Fine. More for me.” 
 
Game two was tighter. Montréal came out with more desperation, more physicality, more of the particular edge that came from a team that didn’t want to go down 2-0 on home ice. The hits were harder. The scrums after the whistle were longer. Ilya watched Shane take a cross-check in the neutral zone that bent him nearly in double, watched him straighten up and skate to the bench without looking at the player who’d thrown it, and felt his hands tighten into fists. 
 
“Easy,” Marlow warned.
 
“He is being targeted.” 
 
“He’s been targeted his whole career. He knows how to handle it.”
 
“That does not make it easier to watch.” 
 
“No,” Marlow agreed. “It doesn’t.” 
 
Carmichael, for once, was quiet. He was watching the screen with an intensity that Ilya hadn’t seen from him before — not the performative energy of someone who was treating this as entertainment, but the focused attention of someone who understood exactly what was at stake. “They’re going to escalate,” he said, his voice flat. “If they go to Raleigh down 2-0, they’re going to get desperate. And desperate teams do stupid things.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. Carmichael met his eyes and held them. 
 
“We’ll be there,” Carmichael said. “Whatever happens. We’ll be there, Roz.” 
 
Carolina won game 2 by a single goal — 3-2, a late third-period score that sent the series back to Raleigh with Carolina up 2-0. Ilya watched Shane’s face on the screen as the final horn sounded: exhaustion, relief, and something underneath that looked almost like satisfaction. 
 
He watched Shane skate off the ice and disappear down the tunnel and felt the pull of him like a physical force. 
 
He needed to be there. He needed to see him. He needed to be in the same building, breathing the same air. He needed him. 
 
“I am driving,” St-Simon said, breaking the silence. He hadn’t moved from his armchair, but his phone was already in his hand, presumably mapping the route. “I will not have Carmichael navigating. He took us through a construction zone in Hartford last year and I still have not recovered.” 
 
“That was the fastest route,” Carmichael protested. 
 
“It was not.” 
 
“The GPS said—”
 
“The GPS was wrong.” 
 
“The GPS is never wrong.” 
 
“The GPS took us through a one-way street in the wrong direction.” 
 
“We figured it out.” 
 
“We almost hit a delivery truck,” Marlow added. 
 
“Almost is the key word there.” 
 
St-Simon looked at Ilya. “I am driving,” he repeated. “You can sit in the front if you want. It is better than the alternative.” 
 
“Hey!” Carmichael protested. 
 
“I am being generous.”
 
“That’s not generous. That’s—” 
 
“That is me not letting you touch the aux cord.” 
 
Carmichael opened his mouth, closed it, and then pointed at St-Simon. “Fine. But I’m bringing the snacks.” 
 
“You brought gas station popcorn last time.” 
 
“That was a long time ago.” 
 
“It was three weeks ago.” 
 
“My palate evolved.” 
 
Hayes laughed — a short, surprised sound — and the tension in the room broke, just slightly. Ilya sat back on the couch and let the noise of his teammates — his friends — wash over him: Carmichael arguing about the merits of his snack selection, St-Simon refusing to engage, Hayes offering commentary that somehow made it funnier, Marlow watching it all unfold like someone who had long ago made his peace with the chaos. 
 
He needed to see Shane. But in the meantime, this was something too. 
 

 
The drive to Raleigh took just over twelve hours, most of which Carmichael spent arguing with St-Simon about the aux-cord and losing decisively. 
 
They’d left Boston at six in the morning, the sky still gray and uncertain, St-Simon’s black SUV loaded with five full grown men and an amount of luggage that Carmichael had insisted was strategic and that Marlow called an indictment of Carmichael’s ability to pack light. Carmichael had called shotgun before anyone could argue, which meant Marlow was in the back seat with Hayes on one side and Ilya on the other, the three of them arranged across the back bench like passengers on a flight none of them had chosen. 
 
The first hour passed in relative quiet. The radio was set to a low hum — a podcast about something architectural that Carmichael had immediately protested and St-Simon had resolutely ignored. 
 
“We are not listening to this for twelve hours,” Carmichael whined, reaching for the stereo. 
 
“Touch my radio and you walk.” 
 
“You wouldn’t leave me on the side of the highway.” 
 
“I would leave you in Connecticut. There is a difference.” 
 
Hayes laughed from the back seat and Carmichael twisted around to glare at him. “Whose side are you on?” 
 
“The side that gets us to Raleigh without a murder charge.” 
 
“That’s not a side. That’s a legal preference.” 
 
Marlow had a book open in the dim light of the back seat, the pages illuminated by the occasional passing streetlamp. Ilya sat by the window, watching the landscape shift from the dense urban sprawl of the Northeast into something greener and more open the further south they got, and let the noise of his teammates wash over him without fully engaging. 
 
He was thinking about Shane. 
 
About the last time he’d seen him. When he’d surprised Ilya in Detroit. About the way Shane had felt in his arms, solid and warm and exactly where he was supposed to be. About the fact that he was about ten hours away from seeing him again, and every mile St-Simon put between them and Boston was a mile closer to the moment when he would finally be able to breathe. 
 
“You’re quiet,” Marlow said, not looking up from his book. 
 
“I am always quiet.” 
 
“You’re always quiet in a specific way. This is a different kind of quiet.” 
 
Ilya didn’t answer. He watched a truck pass them on the left, its taillights fading into the distance, and thought about the weight he’d been carrying since game one. About the things Comeau had said and the things he still hadn’t shared with Shane and the way it all sat in his chest like a stone he couldn't swallow. 
 
“You’re doing it again,” Marlow said. 
 
“Doing what?” 
 
“Thinking about something you’re not going to say out loud.” 
 
Ilya turned from the window. Marlow was looking at him now, his book closed, his attention fully on Ilya in a way that felt like being seen. “I am thinking about what I will say to him,” Ilya admitted. “When I see him. What Montréal said when we played them. I should have told him a week ago.” 
 
“Then tell him.” 
 
“It is not that simple.” 
 
“It’s exactly that simple.” Marlow’s voice was quiet. “You show up. You tell him what they said. You let him decide what to do with it.” 
 
Ilya looked back out the window. The word was sliding past in shades of green and grey, the highway stretching ahead of them like a promise he wasn’t sure he was ready to keep. 
 
“He’s going to be happy to see you,” Hayes said from Marlow’s other side. “That’s the part you should be focusing on.” 
 
“When did you become a therapist?” Carmichael said from the front. 
 
“I’m not a therapist. I’m a goalie. We see things.” 
 
“That’s deeply unsettling.” 
 
“You get used to it.” 
 
The miles unfurled. They stopped for gas and questionable coffee, once for a bathroom break that stretched into fifteen minutes because Carmichael had found a store that sold local hot sauce and insisted on buying six bottles. St-Simon had watched with an expression of profound resignation and said nothing. Marlow had bought a bag of chips and eaten them in the parking lot. Hayes had called his wife to tell her they were making good time. 
 
And Ilya stood at the edge of the parking lot, phone in hand, staring at Shane’s contact and resisting the urge to text him: I am coming. I will be there soon. I need to see you. 
 
He put the phone away without sending anything. He wanted it to be a surprise. To show Shane that being romantic wasn’t something he had the monopoly on. The mirror to Detroit without the turmoil at the end. 
 
By early afternoon, the landscape had shifted. The trees were fuller here, the air warmer. The sky had cleared somewhere south of Washington, and by the time they crossed into North Carolina, Ilya could feel the change in his bones. Raleigh was close. 
 
St-Simon pulled off the highway and navigated through streets that were becoming more familiar, more green. “Hotel first,” he said. “Then you can go do whatever you need to do.” 
 
“Drop me at Shane’s,” Ilya said. The words came out before he’d fully decided to say them. 
 
There was a brief silence in the car. 
 
“You’re not staying at the hotel?” 
 
“I am staying with Shane.” 
 
“Oh.” A pause. “Oh. That’s— okay, yeah, that makes sense. I’ll cancel your room. Or keep it. In case you need a place to escape to. Marlow could take it and have the room to himself.” 
 
“I don’t need a room to myself,” Marlow said. 
 
“Well, you’re getting one anyway. Consider it a gift.” 
 
“Why can I not have my own room?” St-Simon grumbled. 
 
“Because we’re roommates.” 
 
St-Simon’s phone buzzed. He looked at it. “That’s the address.” 
 
St-Simon nodded, as Carmichael adjusted the directions,  and made the next turn without comment. 
 
The next thing Ilya knew, the building was there, set back from the street with a row of crape myrtles along the walkway. It was quiet and unassuming. It was where Shane lived. Ilya stood there on the sidewalk with his bag in his hand and felt his heart rate climb. 
 
“You want us to wait?” Hayes asked, rolling down the window. 
 
“No. I am fine.” 
 
“You sure?” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Carmichael leaned across St-Simon to look out the driver’s window. “Good luck, Roz. Text us when you’re — actually, don’t text us. WE’ll assume you’re fine. We’ll be at the hotel if you need us. Maybe we can get breakfast tomorrow?” 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “We can go get breakfast — and thank you.” He meant it. “For all of this.” 
 
“That’s what friends do,” Carmichael said, and then St-Simon pulled away from the curb. 
 
Ilya was alone. 
 

 
Ilya stood on the sidewalk for a long moment, bag at his feet, looking up at the building, in the evening sun that was still warm on his face and somewhere inside, in one of those windows, Shane was probably doing something ordinary — making tea, reviewing tape, lying on his couch with his phone in his hand. 
 
He picked up his bag and walked toward the entrance. 
 
The elevator ride was short. The hallway was quiet. He found the door. He stood in front of it, heart pounding, the silence pressing in around him. 
 
He didn’t text. Didn’t call. Just raised his hand and knocked. 
 
Thirty seconds passed. Then the sound of footsteps. The deadbolt sliding back. 
 
The door opened, and Shane was there. 
 
He was wearing a hoodie that Ilya recognized as his own — the thief — the gray one with the worn cuffs, the one that had gone missing from his penthouse the last time the Breakers played in Boston and he’d assumed he’d lost. He had his phone in one hand, his hair messy, his expression caught between curiosity and the wariness of someone who wasn’t expecting company. 
 
And then his face changed. 
 
The phone dropped. Not dramatically — it just slipped from his hand and hit the floor with a soft thud, and Shane didn’t move to pick it up. He stood in the doorway, staring at Ilya like he was seeing a ghost, like he couldn’t quite trust what his eyes were telling him. 
 
“Ilya?” 
 
Ilya’s throat was tight. “I am here.” 
 
“You’re—” Shane blinked. “You’re in Raleigh. You’re at my door.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“You drove?” 
 
“We drove. Carmichael, Marlow, St-Simon, Hayes. All of us.” 
 
“All of you,” Shane repeated. His voice was strange — caught between disbelief and something more fragile. “You all came to Raleigh?” 
 
“To see you,” Ilya said. “I needed to see you.” 
 
Shane’s face did something complicated. His eyes went bright, his jaw worked, and for a moment Ilya thought he was going to cry. Then he was moving — crossing the threshold, closing the distance between them, his body colliding with Ilya’s in a way that was less like an embrace and more like a homecoming. His arms came up around Ilya’s neck, and his face pressed into the curve of his shoulder, and he held on like he was afraid that letting go would make this unreal. 
 
“You’re here,” Shane said, his voice muffled against Ilya’s jacket. “You’re actually here.” 
 
“I am here,” Ilya said again. He wrapped his arms around Shane and held him, feeling the warmth of him, the familiar shape of him, the way he fit against Ilya like he’d been made for exactly this. “I have you.” 
 
They stood in the doorway for a long time. Long enough for the evening light to shift. Long enough for Ilya to feel some of the weight he’d been carrying start to ease. 
 
When Shane finally pulled back, his eyes were red and he was blinking hard. “I’m not crying,” he said, voice rough. 
 
“Oh, you are crying.” 
 
“It’s allergies.” 
 
“You—” 
 
“Raleigh has—” 
 
“Trees,” Ilya finished. “Da. I remember. You told me about them.” 
 
Shane laughed, a sound that was half-sob and half-relief, and then he was pulling Ilya inside, closing the door behind them, pressing him up against it with a kiss that was all the things they hadn’t been able to say since the last time they were together. 
 
And the kiss. 
 
The kiss was desperate from the first moment their mouths met. Shane’s hands fisted in the front of Ilya’s jacket, pulling him closer, and Ilya’s hands found their way into Shane’s hair, holding him in place, deepening the kiss until they were both breathless. Shane’s back hit the door when Ilya flipped them around and pressed against him, the weight of the weeks apart collapsing into the space between their bodies. 
 
“I missed you,” Shane breathed against his mouth. “I missed you so much.” 
 
“I am here now.” 
 
Shane pulled back just enough to look at him — really look at him, his eyes moving over Ilya’s face like he was memorizing it. His thumb came up and traced the line of Ilya’s jaw, slow and deliberate, and Ilya felt his breath catch at the tenderness of it. 
 
“Ilya.” His voice was quiet, almost reverent. “I need you.” 
 
Three words. Simple and direct and carrying everything they’d been holding in the weeks since Detroit. Ilya responded by pulling him into another kiss, deeper this time, his tongue sliding against Shane’s tasting him, relearning the shape of him. 
 
Shane moaned into his mouth, his hips pressing forward, and Ilya felt the answering heat surge through him. His hands slid down Shane’s back, gripping his waist, pulling him closer. The hoodie was soft under his fingers, worn and familiar, and Ilya wanted it off. He wanted it all off. He wanted Shane bare and open beneath him, wanted to feel his skin against his, wanted to remind himself that this was real and that Shane was here and that they had time now — not hours stolen between games, but actual time. 
 
“Bedroom?” Ilya asked, against his mouth. 
 
Shane nodded, breathless. “Yeah. Yes. Come on.” 
 
They moved through the condo in a tangle of limbs and half-removed clothing. The hoodie came off somewhere between the living room and the hallway — Ilya tugged it over Shane’s head and tossed it aside without looking where it landed. Shane’s hands were busy with the button on Ilya’s shirt, clumsy and impatient, and Ilya laughed against his mouth and batted his hands away to do it himself. 
 
“You are impatient, Solnyshko,” Ilya said. 
 
“I’ve been waiting for weeks.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Then stop talking and fuck me.” 
 
Ilya’s breath caught. He looked at Shane — at the flush spreading across his cheeks, at the way his chest was rising and falling, at the hunger in his eyes that matched the hunger in Ilya’s own. He pressed Shane back against the bedroom doorframe and kissed him, hard and deep and felt the shudder that ran through Shane’s body in response. 
 
“Bed,” Ilya groaned. 
 
Ilya guided Shane backwards until his knees hit the edge of the mattress, and then he followed him down, covering Shane’s body with his own, his weight pressing him into the mattress. The sensation of it — Shane beneath him, warm and willing and wanting — sent a surge of heat through him that made his head spin. 
 
“God,” Shane breathed. “I missed this. I missed you.” 
 
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Ilya said, and the words came out rough, scraped from somewhere deep. “I love you. I have you.” 
 
Shane’s hands found his face, cupping his jaw, pulling him down into a kiss that was softer than the ones before. Slower. More deliberate. Ilya felt the tenderness in it, felt the weight of everything they’d been through settling into the spaces between them. 
 
“I love you too,” Shane said against his lips. “Now stop being fucking romantic and take off my goddamn pants.” 
 
Ilya laughed — startled, genuine — and Shane grinned up at him, the flush spreading down his neck, his eyes bright and hungry. Ilya sat back on his heels and pulled at the waistband of Shane’s sweatpants, and Shane lifted his hips to help, the fabric sliding down his thighs and pooling somewhere around his knees before Ilya pulled them free and tossed them to join the pile growing on the floor. 
 
Shane lay underneath him in nothing but his briefs, his skin flushed, his chest rising and falling with quick, shallow breaths. Ilya took a moment to look at him — really look at him — at the spread of freckles across his cheeks and nose and even across his shoulders, at the hard lines of his body, at the way his hands were gripping the sheets like he was holding on for dear life. 
 
“You are beautiful,” Ilya whispered. 
 
“Ilya—” 
 
“You are,” Ilya emphasized. “You are so beautiful — and you are mine.” 
 
Shane’s throat worked. His eyes were bright again, and he blinked hard. “I’m yours — and you— you are— mine—” he panted out. 
 
Ilya leaned down and pressed a kiss to his collarbone, soft and lingering. “And I am yours, Solnyshko.” 
 
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him. His hands came up to tangle in Ilya’s hair, pulling him closer, and Ilya let himself be guided, let his mouth trace a path down Shane’s chest, across his stomach, pausing to press a kiss to the jut of his hip. Shane arched beneath him, a low sound escaping his throat. 
 
“Please,” he whispered. “Please, I need—” 
 
“I know what you need.” 
 
Ilya hooked his fingers into the waistband of Shane’s briefs and pulled them down, slowly, deliberately, watching Shane’s face as the air hit his skin. Shane’s cock was hard, flushed and leaking, the head slick and glossy in the dim light. Ilya wrapped his hand around it, and Shane’s hips bucked into his grip, a strangled moan escaping his lips. 
 
“Fuck— Ilya—” 
 
Ilya shushed him. “I have you.” 
 
He lowered his head and took Shane into his mouth. 
 
Shane cried out, a sound that was part pleasure and part relief, his hands tightening in Ilya’s hair. Ilya worked him slowly, deliberately, teasingly, savoring the taste of him, the weight of him on his tongue, the way Shane’s breath came in ragged gasps above him. He hollowed his cheeks and took him deeper, and Shane’s hips bucked again, a litany of broken sounds calling from his lips. 
 
“Oui — oh mon Dieu — exactement comme ça — Ilya—” 
 
Ilya smiled and hummed around him, the vibration drawing a desperate moan from Shane’s throat. His hand moved in tandem with his mouth, stroking what he couldn’t reach, feeling Shane’s thighs start to tremble beneath his palms. Shane was close — Ilya could feel it in the way his breathing had gone shallow, in the way his hips were starting to rock in small, involuntary movements, in the way his hands were fisting in Ilya’s hair like he was holding on to keep himself from falling apart. 
 
“I’m going to—” Shane gasped. “Ilya, I’m—” 
 
Ilya pulled off. 
 
Shane made a sound of pure frustration, his hips chasing Ilya’s mouth, his fingers tightening in his hair. “Why — why did you stop—” 
 
“Not yet,” Ilya said, his voice rough. “I want to be inside you when you come.” 
 
Shane’s eyes went dark. “Fuck. Okay. Yes. That.” 
 
Ilya reached for the bedside table, found the lube where he’d seen Shane reach for it on FaceTime, and coated his fingers liberally. Shane watched him with heavy-lidded eyes, his chest heaving, his hands reaching for Ilya like he couldn’t bear the distance between them. 
 
“Come here,” Shane gasped. “Kiss me.” 
 
Ilya leaned down and kissed him, slow and deep, his tongue sliding against Shane’s as his hand found its way between them. He brushed his fingers against Shane’s hole, circling pressing, and Shane moaned into his mouth and spread his legs wider in invitation. 
 
“Yes,” Shane breathed against his lips. “S’il te plaît.” 
 
Ilya pressed a finger inside him, slow and careful, and Shane’s body accepted him like it had been waiting for exactly this. The heat of him was overwhelming, the way he opened for Ilya as if his body remembered every time before. ILya worked him open with deliberate patience, adding a second finger when Shane pushed back against his hand, curling them to find the spot that made Shane cry out and grip his arm. 
 
“There — juste là—” 
 
Ilya pressed against it again, watching Shane’s face contort with pleasure, his mouth falling open, his eyes fluttering closed. A third finger stretched him further, and Shane was moaning now, a steady stream of sounds that Ilya wanted to bottle and keep. 
 
“Ilya,” Shane gasped. “I need you. Fuck. Please. I need you inside me.” 
 
Ilya withdrew his fingers and reached for a condom, tearing the wrapper open with his teeth. Shane watched him roll it on, his eyes fixed on Ilya’s hands, his breathing coming in quick, shallow gasps. When Ilya positioned himself at his entrance, Shane’s hands found his hips, pulling him closer. 
 
“Look at me,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane’s eyes met his. 
 
“I love you,” Ilya said. “I love you, Shane. I have loved you for so long I do not remember what it was like before.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught. His eyes went bright, and he blinked hard, his hands tightening on Ilya’s hips. “I love you too,” he said, his voice cracking. “Now, please—” 
 
Ilya pressed forward. 
 
The feeling of entering him was overwhelming — the heat of him, the tightness, the way his body yielded and welcomed and held. Shane’s head fell back against the pillow, a long, low moan escaped his throat. Ilya stilled once he was fully inside, letting them both adjust, his forehead pressed against Shane’s, his breath coming in ragged gasps. 
 
“Okay?” Ilya panted out. 
 
“Parfait,” Shane breathed. “You’re perfect. Now fucking move!” 
 
Ilya moved. 
 
Slow at first, deep and deliberate, each thrust drawing a sound from Shane that was half-moan and half-sob. The rhythm built between them, finding its pace, Ilya’s hips driving into him with increasing urgency. Shane’s legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him in deeper, and his hands moved over Ilya’s back, his shoulders, his chest, touching everywhere he could reach like he was trying to memorize the geography of him. 
 
“Harder,” Shane gasped. “Ilya—please—J’ai besoin de toi—” 
 
Ilya drove into him harder, the angle shifting, and Shane cried out, his body arching off the bed. The sound of them filled the room — the wet slide of their bodies, the creak of the bedframe, the litany of broken praise and pleas falling from both of their lips. 
 
“You feel—” Ilya couldn’t finish the sentence. The feeling of Shane around him, the heat of him, the way he was gripping Ilya’s shoulders and meeting every thrust — it was too much. 
 
“I know.” Shane sounded wrecked. “I know. Don’t stop.” 
 
Ilya didn’t stop. He drove into him with a rhythm that was starting to lose its coordination, the pleasure building like a wave that was about to break. And then Shane cried out, his body tensing.
 
“Come for me,” ILya said, his voice rough and desperate. “Otpustit’.” 
 
Shane came with a sound that was almost a sob, his body shuddering, his release spilling between them and over his own stomach. The feeling of him clenching around Ilya was the final push — Ilya buried himself deep and followed, his orgasm crashing through him in waves, his face pressed into Shane’s neck, his breath hot and uneven against his skin. 
 
For a long moment, neither of them moved. 
 
The room was quiet except for their breathing, the rasp of it filling the space between them. Ilya could feel Shane’s heart pounding against his chest, could feel the aftershocks still rippling through his body. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s shoulder, then his neck, then his jaw, each one tender and unhurried. 
 
“I love you,” he whispered against Shane’s skin. “Ya tebya lyublyu. I love you.” 
 
“Je t’aime.” Shane’s arms tightened around him. “I love you too.” 
 
Ilya eased out of him carefully, disposed of the condom, grabbed Shane’s discarded briefs and used them to clean up the mess on Shane’s stomach — which elicited a little chuckle out of him — and tossed them aside for later before laying back down beside him. Shane turned into his arms immediately, pressing his face into the curve of Ilya’s neck, his body fitting against Ilya’s like it had been designed for this specific purpose. Ilya pulled the sheet up over them and held him, one hand tracing slow patterns along his spine. 
 
“We should do that all the time,” Shane said, his voice drowsy and warm. 
 
“We are responsible adults.” 
 
“Responsible adults are overrated.” 
 
“Da. I am learning this.”
 
Shane laughed, a quiet, contented sound that vibrated against Ilya’s chest. “How long are you staying?” 
 
“As long as you want me.” 
 
“That’s not an answer.” 
 
“It is the only answer I have.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. His fingers traced idle patterns across Ilya’s chest, and Ilya could feel him thinking, could feel the weight of whatever he was about to say settling into the space between them. 
 
“I don’t want you to leave,” Shane said finally. “After the series. I don’t want you to go back to Boston.” 
 
Ilya’s hand stilled on his back. “What are you saying?” 
 
“I’m saying—” Shane stopped. Started again. “I’m saying that I want you in the stands tomorrow in the friends and family section. I don’t— I don’t care who sees.” 
 
Ilya looked down at him. Shane’s face was half-shadowed in the dim light, but his eyes were steady, certain in a way that made Ilya’s chest ache. 
 
“You are sure?” Ilya asked. 
 
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” Shane shifted, propping himself up on one elbow to look at Ilya directly. “I’m done pretending that we hate each other for the cameras. I’m done with the fucking media narrative. I— I want to be able to be seen with you and not have it be weird.” 
 
Shane reached over to the bedside table and pulled an envelope from the drawer — five tickets, crisp and pristine. “We all get seven passes for the season to give to whoever we want— for the friends and family section — I… I want you to have these, my parents have the other two.” Ilya stared at them. “They aren’t going to be there, though… they were in Montréal and I told them they didn’t need to come all the way here.” He added hastily. 
 
Ilya kept staring at the tickets. At the logo on them, the section number, the seat assignments. At the tangible proof that Shane had been thinking about this and wanting it. 
 
“You,” Ilya swallowed. “You want me to—” 
 
Shane nodded. “I don’t care who sees you there. I don’t care what they say. You’re not my rival anymore. You’re not my enemy. You’re mine. Please.” 
 
Ilya couldn’t find the words. He looked at Shane, at the man who had spent so long protecting himself and was now choosing — deliberately — to let those walls down. 
 
He reached out and pulled Shane into a kiss, deep and tender, trying to pour everything he couldn’t find the words for into the press of his lips against Shane’s. When they broke apart, his eyes were wet, and he didn’t bother to hide it. 
 
“Da,” he said, his voice rough. “Yes. I will be there.” And he held Shane to him tighter. 
 
They lay there together, the evening settling around them, the tickets sat on the bedside table like a promise. Outside, the Raleigh night was warm and quiet, and inside, Ilya held Shane in his arms and felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time. 
 
Hope. 
 
They were broken from the moment by the incessant buzzing coming from Ilya’s phone on the nightstand and he groaned. “Not now — we were having moment.” 
 
Shane chuckled. “What if it’s important?” 
 
Ilya reached over and grabbed it, thumbing open the text thread and holding it so that Shane could see it too. The text chain was a masterpiece of chaos. 
 
Carmichael: I almost forgot! ROZ YOU NEED TO GET YOUR FUCKING JERSEY!
 
St-Simon: What jersey?
 
Carmichael: The jerseys I ordered us two weeks ago, Vic.
 
St-Simon: Of course you fucking did.
 
Marlow: Do I want to know? -_- 
 
Hayes: Wait, you got us jerseys? :O 
 
Carmichael: HOLLANDER jerseys. With the number and everything. We’re going to look like the world’s most confused fan club!
 
St-Simon: We will look like Carolina Breakers.
 
Carmichael: You will look like a supportive fucking friend, Vic. 
 
St-Simon: I will look like I made a terrible decision.
 
Carmichael: You love it. 
 
St-Simon: I tolerate it. There is a difference. 
 
Ilya and Shane shared a look, smiling at each other. And then Ilya typed: Friends and family passes. Shane’s gift.
 
Carmichael: FUCK YEAH!
 
Marlow: I found a diner, Roz — tell your boy we’re doing breakfast tomorrow. 
 
Carmichael: I’ll bring the jersey! I’m so getting a Squall the Pelican hat when we get there! 
 
Shane smiled — bright and unguarded and exactly the smile that had made Ilya fall in love with him in the first place. “Of course he got you guys jerseys.” 
 
Ilya laughed. “Do not forget he is getting the hat.” 
 
Shane laughed brightly beside him and pressed his face further into Ilya’s neck. 
 
The series wasn’t over. Montréal was still waiting. But tomorrow, for the first time, he wouldn’t be watching from the shadows. He’d be in the light, with Shane’s name on his back and the man he loved on the ice below him. 
 
And that was enough. 






      

  












      Chapter 6: F*** Montréal
  



    Chapter Notes

      Shane's POV







  The restaurant that Marlow had found was called The Butter Bin and it was the kind of place that looked like it had been there for forty years and planned to be there for forty more. Shane had been plenty of times before — One was a very memorable time with Zelenko and Felix after a morning skate. He knew the menu by heart. Knew that the pancakes came in stacks of three unless you asked for the tower which was five and required a waiver of some kind. Knew that the coffee was good enough to drink black and the orange juice was fresh-squeezed and cost extra. 
 
He also knew that bringing ten hockey players here at eight in the morning was either going to be a great decision or a disaster, and he wasn’t sure which side of the line they were going to land on yet. 
 
He walked in with Ilya beside him, their shoulders close enough to brush but not quite touching. It was a deliberate choice — close enough to feel connected, far enough apart that it didn’t invite questions. They’d done this dance long enough to know the geometry of it, the careful distance that said we’re together to anyone paying attention and we’re friends to everyone else. 
 
Not that it mattered today. Today they were about to sit in a pancake house with eight other people who already knew. 
 
The hostess led them to a table near the back — a long one, the kind that required two tables pushed together and a negotiation about who got the ends. Shane slid into a seat that gave him a view of the door and the kitchen and most of the room in between. Old habit. He’d been doing it long enough that it didn’t feel like a choice sometimes. 
 
Ilya sat beside him. Not across — beside. Close enough that their knees could press together under the table without anyone noticing. 
 
“We are early,” Ilya said. 
 
“I’m always early.” 
 
“You are. I have noticed.” 
 
Shane glanced at him. Ilya was watching him with that expression he wore when he was cataloguing something — filing it away for later, adding it to the mental file he kept on Shane that seemed to have no bottom. “What?”
 
“Nothing,” Ilya’s mouth curved, just slightly. “I am just — appreciating.” 
 
“Appreciating?” 
 
“Da. It is a thing I do.” 
 
Shane shook his head, but there was no real heat in it. The waitress appeared with a coffee pot and two mugs. The ritual of it was familiar in a way that settled something in his chest. 
 
The door chimed, and the next body through it was Carmichael. 
 
He was already talking before he was fully inside, his voice cutting through the ambient noise of the restaurant with the energy of someone who had never learned how to enter a room quietly. “ —and I’m telling you, the key to a good breakfast is the hash browns. Not the eggs. Eggs are a delivery mechanism. Hash browns are the foundation.” 
 
“Hash browns are potatoes,” Marlow said, following him through the door. “Potatoes are not a foundation. They’re a damn side.” 
 
“You’re wrong, but I totally respect your confidence.” 
 
“Your confidence in hash browns is not something I would describe as respectable. It’s concerning.” 
 
“You say concerning, I say committed — besides I conducted research.” 
 
“What kind of research?” 
 
‘Taste-based. Very rigorous.” 
 
Behind them came St-Simon, already scanning the room with the quiet precision of someone who was cataloguing exits and sightlines out of necessity. His eyes found Shane, then Ilya, then the table, and he moved toward it efficiently, the kind of movement that characterized everything he did. 
 
Hayes was the last of the Bears’ group, his hair still damp, his expression the particular alertness of someone who was awake but hadn’t quite hit full speed yet. He spotted the coffee pot on the table and made a beeline for it. 
 
“Is this all of us?” he asked, pouring himself a cup. 
 
“For now,” Shane answered. “The others are on their way.” 
 
“Others?” 
 
The door chimed again, and Zelenko came through it like he owned the place. 
 
He spotted the table immediately, his face breaking into a grin that was wide and unrepentant. “Hollz! You didn’t tell me we were having a summit meeting!” 
 
“Didn’t want you to overprepare.” 
 
“Overprepare for breakfast? Impossible.” He slid into the seat across from Carmichael, the look on his face saying that he’d already decided this was going to be a good morning. “I’m Zelenko. You’re Carmichael. We’ve texted.” 
 
“We have.” 
 
“I have thoughts about the gif selection.” 
 
“Good thoughts or critical thoughts?” 
 
“Both. We’ll discuss after coffee.” 
 
Blake came in behind him, quieter, his hands in his jacket pockets. He scanned the table as if he was taking stock of every person in the room and cataloguing them. His eyes landed on Marlow, he gave a small nod before sliding into the seat beside him. 
 
Beausoleil was next, and the moment he spotted St-Simon, his face lit up with glee —- he’d found a fellow Quebecois in enemy territory. He crossed the restaurant quickly. “Enfin!” he announced, dropping into the seat across from St-Simon with theatrical satisfaction. “Un visage familier dans une mer d’anglais!” 
 
St-Simon looked at him. His expression didn’t change. But the corner of his mouth twitched — an almost smile that was more telling than a full one would have been. "Tu exagères." 
 
“Pas du tout.” Beausoleil leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “I have been trapped in an English-only facility for seven months. Do you know what that does to a person?” 
 
“You learn English.” 
 
"Je le parle déjà, tabarnak. That is not the point. The point is — the soul needs French. The music of it.” 
 
St-Simon picked up his coffee. “Your soul will survive.” 
 
“Barely.” 
 
Shane laughed. “I speak French, asshole.” 
 
“Oui, you are the only one.”  
 
Edvardsen arrived last, sliding into the seat beside Hayes with the particular grace of someone who was very tall and had long since learned how to fold himself into small spaces. He was carrying a paper cup from somewhere else, and Hayes looked at it with an expression of mild betrayal.
 
“You brought outside coffee?” Hayes asked. 
 
“I have preferences.” 
 
“To a pancake house.” 
 
“The coffee here is acceptable. This is better.” 
 
“You’re a snob.” 
 
“I prefer discriminating.”
 
“Same thing, different word.” 
 
“Words matter.” 
 
“You’re impossible.”
 
“Also true.” 
 
Shane watched the table fill, the chaos of ten people finding their places, their voices overlapping, the energy of it building like a wave. He didn’t contribute much. He didn’t need to. He sat back, coffee in hand, and watched. 
 
Ilya’s knee pressed against his under the table.
 
The contact was grounding — a reminder that he wasn’t alone in this room, wasn’t alone in this city, wasn’t alone in any of it. But the warmth of it coexisted with something else that had been sitting in his chest since the charter landed in Raleigh. Montréal was still in the city. Comeau was still breathing the same air. The first two games had been a masterclass in ugliness — hits after the whistle, comments in scrums, the kind of cruelty that was designed to land somewhere tender and stay here. 
 
Shane had been on the receiving end of that cruelty for years. He knew its shape, its rhythm, the way it accelerated when it sensed weakness. Coming back to Raleigh hadn’t erased the memory of it. Hadn’t silenced the echo of Comeau’s voice in his ear during a faceoff, or the way Couillard’s stick had found his ribs when the refs weren’t looking. 
 
He didn’t mention any of this. There was no point. The game was hours away, and the breakfast table was warm and loud and full of people who had shown up for him in a way he was still learning to trust. He let the noise wash over him and kept his eyes on the door. 
 
Zelenko and Carmichael had moved on from gif selection to a full-blown debate about the correct way to eat pancakes.
 
“The issue,” Zelenko said, gesturing with his fork, “is that you’re approaching the syrup-to-pancake ratio as a static equation. It’s not. It’s dynamic. Each bite changes the remaining variables.” 
 
“That’s the most pretentious thing I’ve ever heard about breakfast food,” Carmichael said. 
 
“I’m a deeply thoughtful person.”
 
“You’re deeply something.” 
 
“I’ll take that.” 
 
Blake and Marlow had found common ground on something — Shane caught fragments of a conversation about defensive zone coverage that was being conducted in the low, measured tones of two people who enjoyed arguing about systems. Marlow was saying something about gap control, and Blake was nodding along, occasionally interjecting with a counterpoint that made Marlow pause and reconsider. 
 
On the other side of the table, Felix had apparently decided that the best way to bridge the gap between the Bears and the Breakers was to make St-Simon laugh. He was telling a story in rapid Quebecois French, his hands moving, his voice rising and falling with the rhythm of someone who had been raised on storytelling. St-Simon was listening with his usual impassive expression, but Shane caught the small shift in his posture — the almost imperceptible relaxation of someone who was being reminded of home. 
 
Edvardsen and Hayes had their phones out, comparing something that looked like a spreadsheet. “The save percentage on cross-crease passes is actually higher than most people assume,” Edvardsen was saying, his voice carrying a particular precision — he had thought about this at length. 
 
“Because the shooter has to adjust their angle,” Hayes replied. “The pass changes the puck’s position relative to the net.” 
 
“Exactly. The goalie’s lateral movement is often a reaction to the pass, not the shot. If you read the pass correctly, you’ve already won half the battle.” 
 
“This is the most interesting conversation I’ve had all week.” 
 
“I am glad to be of service.” 
 
Ilya’s knee pressed against his again, and Shane looked over. Ilya was watching him with that expression — the one that meant he was cataloguing something, reading something, seeing something that Shane hadn’t said out loud. 
 
“You are thinking,” Ilya said, quiet enough that only Shane could hear. 

“I’m always thinking.” 
 
“You are thinking about them.” Not a question. 
 
Shane didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. 
 
Ilya’s hand found his under the table, a brief squeeze that said everything words couldn’t. “They are not here. Not at this table. Not in this moment.” 
 
Shane let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “I know.” 
 
“You can let it go. Just for Breakfast.” 
 
“I’m trying.” 
 
Ilya’s hand stayed where it was for a moment longer before releasing. Shane picked up his coffee and took a drink, letting the warmth of it ground him. 
 
The conversation had shifted. Zelenko had apparently decided that the best way to break the ice between the two teams was to interrogate Carmichael about the Bears’ pre-game rituals. 
 
“So, you’re telling me,” Zelenko said, “that Rozanov doesn’t have any weird pre-game stuff? No rituals? No superstitions?” 
 
“He’s weird in general,” Carmichael said. “But pre-game? He’s pretty normal. Sticks left to right. Skates laced bottom-up. Nothing crazy.” 
 
“That’s disappointingly normal.” 
 
“I know. I’ve tried to get him to develop something interesting, but he refuses.” 
 
“It is because I am professional,” Ilya said, not looking up from his coffee. 
 
“It’s because you’re boring.” 
 
“I am not boring.” 
 
“You agreed with Vic’s podcast choices on the way here.”
 
“They were educational.” 
 
“They were boring.” 
 
“Educational,” St-Simon, deadpanned. “You could use some culture.” 
 
“They can be both.” 
 
Zelenko laughed, and the sound of it was warm and unguarded. “I like him,” he said to Shane. “He’s weird in the right way.” 
 
“He grows on you,” Shane smiled. 
 
“Like a fungus?” 
 
“Exactly.” 
 
Ilya made a sound that was somewhere between a protest and a laugh, and the table settled into the comfortable rhythm of people who were still getting to know each other but had decided it was worth the effort. 
 
Blake’s voice cut through the noise. “Hollander. You never did tell us how this started.” 
 
He nodded toward Ilya, and the question landed with a directness that Blake specialized in. No preamble. No qualification. Just a question. 
 
Shane considered his answer. Settled on the version that was true without giving away everything. 
 
“We’ve known each other since we were teenagers. International Prospect Cup, two-thousand-nine, in Regina.”
 
“Regina,” Felix repeated, like he was testing the word. “That is — that is a long time.” 
 
“It’s a long time,” Shane agreed. 
 
“And you have been—” Felix made a gesture that could have meant anything. “— this for all of it?” 
 
“No,” Shane admitted. “Not for all of it.” 
 
“Only recently,” Ilya added. “The rest of it was — complicated.” 
 
“Complicated how?” Zelenko asked. 
 
Shane looked at Ilya and Ilya looked back at him. Something passed between them — a recognition that they were being asked to explain something that didn’t have a simple explanation. 
 
“We were casual,” Shane said. “Different teams. Different cities. Different everything. Rivals.” 
 
“And we are idiots,” Ilya added.
 
“That too.” 
 
Zelenko laughed. “At least you’re self-aware.” 
 
“It took us long enough.” 
 
Marlow, who had been quiet for most of the exchange, spoke up. “I think what Zelenko’s trying to ask is whether we should expect any more — complications.” 
 
“He’s asking if you’re solid,” Carmichael translated. 
 
Shane’s jaw tightened. Not at the question — at the way it made him think about Montréal , about Comeau, about the things that had been said in the first two games that he still hadn’t fully processed. He pushed it down. 
 
“We’re solid,” he said. 
 
Ilya’s hand found his knee under the table. “We are solid.” 
 
The table seemed to accept this. The conversation moved on. But Shane felt the weight of the question lingering, and he filed it away. 
 
It was a few minutes later that Felix, who had been watching the interaction between Shane and Ilya with increasing interest, leaned forward as if he’d just made a connection. 
 
“You know,” Felix said, his tone carrying the warmth of someone who was about to say something that might not land well but was going to say it anyway. “I have known Hollander for a full season now. And in all that time, I have never — not once — seen him do anything that could be described as reckless. He is controlled. Measured. The most boringly responsible man I have ever met.” 
 
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Thank you?” 
 
“It is not a compliment,” Felix said. “It is an observation.” He turned to Ilya. “So I have to ask — what did you do to corrupt him?” 
 
Ilya's expression shifted into something that was trying very hard to be innocent. “I do not know what you mean.” 
 
“He has been different since the All-Star break,” Felix pressed. “Happier. Lighter. Like something has been—” He searched for the word. “— unlocked.”
 
“We are happy,” Ilya said carefully. 
 
“Yes, but how happy? What kind of happy?” Felix grinned. “Because I am trying to understand how someone as — how do I say this — buttoned up as Hollander ended up with someone like you.” 
 
Ilya’s eyes narrowed, but there was humor in them. “Someone like me?” 
 
“Chaotic,” Felix said. “Unpredictable. The kind of person who probably did something absolutely unhinged the very first time Hollander let his guard down.” 
 
“He’s trying to ask,” Marlow added, taking a sip of his coffee “how Hollander ended up with such a man-whore?” 
 
“Marley!” 
 
Shane felt the corner of his mouth twitch despite himself. “He’s not wrong.” 
 
“See?” Felix spread his hands. 
 
“What I want to know,” Zelenko said, recovering, “is how someone who is so — and I say this with affection — innocent-looking ended up being the kind of person who fucks around with the Russian Menace.” 
 
Shane’s eyes narrowed, but there was no heat in it. “I’m not innocent-looking.”
 
“You have freckles, Hollz. You look like you apologize when you accidentally make eye contact with someone.” 
 
“I do not apologize for eye contact.” 
 
“You look like you’ve never done anything wrong in your life.” 
 
“I’ve done plenty wrong.” 
 
“Name one thing.” 
 
Shane considered this. “I once told Coach Hendricks I was going to the bathroom before a meeting and instead I went to get coffee.” 
 
“That’s not wrong, that’s just—” 
 
“Disobedient.” 
 
“That’s so minor I can’t even—” Zelenko shook his head. “The point stands. You have the face of someone who has never been in trouble a day in his life.” 
 
“Rozanov’s a bad influence,” Felix said solemnly.” He’s corrupting our innocent Hollander.” 
 
Ilya smirked. “Corrupting?” 
 
“Absolutely. Hollander used to be pure. Now he’s—” he gestured vaguely, “—this.” 
 
Shane snorted. “I’m not pure.” 
 
“You’re pure adjacent.” 
 
“That’s not a thing.” 
 
“It is now.” 
 
Carmichael wiped coffee off his hand, shaking his head. “You all have no fucking idea. None. This man—” he said, pointing at Shane, “—is a fucking menace.” 
 
Hayes snorted into his coffee. 
 
Felix’s eyes lit up. “Oh?” 
 
“How would you know?” Zelenko asked, turning on Carmichael. 
 
“There were some very thin walls back in the beginning of April.” 
 
“The walls—” Zelenko’s face went through several expressions very quickly. “Wait. What?” 
 
“Yes,” Marlow added. “Walls that were thin enough that you could hear everything.” 
 
The table went quiet for a moment. And then Hayes, who had been trying very hard to stay out of this particular line of conversation, made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a groan. 
 
“Oh, you mean those walls,” he said. 
 
“Yeah,” Marlow said, looking over at Ilya. “We all heard it.” 
 
“Not all of us,” St-Simon said. “I had noise-cancelling headphones. You did not listen to me.” 
 
“From both sides,” Carmichael said, ignoring Victor, his voice abnormally neutral. 
 
“Oh God,” Zelenko said, his grin widening. “This is better than I hoped.” 
 
Hayes turned on St-Simon. “You didn’t tell us why we needed to buy noise-canceling headphones.” 
 
“Because I had a feeling,” St-Simon said. “And I was right.” 
 
“You had a feeling?” Felix repeated. “You predicted they would—” 
 
“I did not predict anything. I simply — suspected.” 
 
“Suspected what?” 
 
“That there would be — noise.” 
 
The table erupted. Carmichael was laughing so hard that his coffee sloshed over the rim of his cup. Zelenko had his head in his hands, his shoulders shaking. Hayes was doing a valiant effort of trying to keep a straight face and failing. Even Marlow’s mouth was twitching. 
 
Shane sat back in his seat, letting the laughter wash over him. The warmth of it settled into his chest, a counterweight to the tension that had been sitting there since the charter landed. 
 
The table settled into a comfortable rhythm after that. And Shane sat in the middle of it, letting the warmth of the moment settle into his chest. The caution was still there, humming beneath the surface — a reminder that Montréal was still in the city, that the game was still hours away, that there were things waiting for him that he couldn’t avoid by sitting in a pancake house with people he loved. 
 
But for now, he let himself have this. 
 
Ilya’s knee pressed against his under the table again, and he smiled at him. 
 
The door chimed as a new group of guests walked in. Shane’s eyes flicked to them automatically, old habit, before he caught himself and looked back at the table. 
 
Just for breakfast, he told himself. 
 
Just for breakfast. 
 

 
The condo was warm and quiet when they got back from breakfast. 
 
Shane dropped his keys in the bowl by the door and toed off his shoes, the familiar motion of it grounding him. The hardwood was cool under his socks, worn smooth in the path from the door to the kitchen from the months of the same route being taken every day. 
 
The late morning light was coming through the windows, soft and golden, casting long shapes across the floor. It fell across the couch, across the coffee table where a half-finished book was lying face-down, across the plants on the windowsill that Shane remembered to water maybe sixty percent of the time. Dust motes floated in the beams like they had nowhere to be. It was the kind of light that made everything feel slower, softer — the kind of light that begged you to sit down and stay awhile. 
 
Ilya had already made his way to the kitchen, pulling mugs from the cabinet without having to ask where they were. He moved through the space like he’d been doing it for years — opening the right drawer for the scoop, finding the filters in the pantry, knowing exactly which cabinet the filters were stored in. The coffee grinder whirred to life, a low roar filled the kitchen, and the smell of fresh grounds rose up and settled into the air. 
 
Shane leaned against the doorframe and watched him. There was something domestic about it, about the way Ilya’s hands moved through the familiar routine, and it caught him off guard sometimes. Ilya Rozanov, the Russian Menace, the man who had been a slow and persistent torture and thorn in his side for all these years — standing in his kitchen in the late morning light, making coffee like he belonged here. 
 
The thought sat warm in Shane’s chest and didn’t move.
 
“You are staring,” Ilya said without turning around. 
 
“Can’t I enjoy a good view?” 
 
“Good view? Is that what you call it?” 
 
Shane smiled and didn’t say anything. He crossed the kitchen and leaned against the counter beside Ilya, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. He could feel the warmth of Ilya’s arm through the thin fabric of his shirt. The coffee machine hissed and sputtered through its cycle, the sound filling the small space between them, and for a moment neither of them spoke. 
 
“Breakfast was good,” Shane said. 
 
“It was good.” Ilya’s voice carried the warmth of someone who was still sitting in the afterglow of a good meal. “Carmichael and Zelenko are going to be a danger together.” 
 
“They’re going to be insufferable together.” 
 
“That is also true.” 
 
Before long Ilya had two mugs of coffee — black for Shane and a splash of milk for himself — and he handed one over to Shane. Their fingers brushed in the exchange, a contact that was brief and warm and perfectly ordinary. The ceramic was warm against Shane’s palms, and he brought the mug up to breathe in the steam before taking a sip. Good coffee. Not great — neither of them had the patience for that ritual — but it was good. 
 
Shane’s phone buzzed on the counter. 
 
The sound cut through the quiet, sharp and insistent. He glanced at the screen — Hayden — and picked it up, putting it on speaker, his thumb finding the button without conscious thought. 
 
“Hey.” 
 
“Hey.” Hayden’s voice was familiar in the way that only years of friendship could make it. “You busy?” 
 
“Just got back from breakfast — killing time before the game. What’s up?” 
 
“Breakfast where?” 
 
“The Butter Bin — near the arena.” 
 
“Nice. Alone or?” 
 
“No, there was a group: Zelenko, Blake, Beausoleil, Edvardsen — and the Bears.” 
 
A beat. Shane could almost hear Hayden processing on the other end of the line. “The Bears. As in Rozanov and company? They’re here?” 
 
“Yeah, only some of them.” 
 
“Which ones?” 
 
“Marlow, Carmichael, St-Simon, Hayes, and Ilya.” 
 
Hayden let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Jesus, Shane. You’re really all in on this, huh?” 
 
Shane looked over at Ilya with a smile on his face. “I’m all in, Hayd.” 
 
“Fair enough.” A pause. Shane heard the shift in Hayden’s voice — the slight change that meant he was moving from casual to whatever came next. “Look, I actually called for a reason. I’ve been watching Comeau and his little gang and they’ve been acting weird. Huddling up after practice, going quiet when anyone walks near —- something’s off and I don’t like it.” 
 
Shane turned the words over. He could feel Ilya’s attention shift beside him. He was listening. “They’ve always been weird.” 
 
“Different weird. More — focused?” Hayden exhaled, a sound that carried a weight that suggested that he was trying to articulate something that he didn’t fully have the words for yet. “Might be nothing. But I wanted to say it anyway.” 
 
“I hear you.” 
 
“Keep your head up tonight, just in case?” 
 
“Always do.” 
 
“I know. Just — you know. Looking out man.” 
 
Shane felt something warm settle in his chest. The kind that came from knowing someone had your back even if they couldn't do anything to help. “I know. Thanks.” 
 
“Don’t thank me. Just be smart out there.” 
 
“Always am.” 
 
“Bullshit. But I like the confidence.” 
 
Shane smiled despite himself. He could picture Hayden on the other end of the line — probably sitting in his hotel room, still in his pre-game clothes, running his hand through his hair the way he did when he was thinking too hard about something. “Anything else?” 
 
“Yeah… tell Rozanov I still think he’s an asshole.” 
 
Next to Shane, Ilya let out a low chuckle, the sound of it carrying across the kitchen. “I heard that.” 
 
“He’s there?” Hayden said sharply. “Jesus. Good. I meant it!” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
“It wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
“Was it not?” 
 
“Take it however you want, man.” 
 
“Generous,” Ilya said dryly, “from Montréal’s fourteenth best player.” 
 
“At least I’m on the ice and not in the stands — enjoy the fucking view.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Shane shook his head, caught between a laugh and an eye roll. The back-and-forth between them was exhausting and familiar in equal measure, like watching two cats circling each other in a yard where neither wanted to admit they shared territory. “Are you two done?” 
 
“No,” they said in unison. 
 
“Great.” Shane shook his head. “I’ll see you on the ice tonight, Hayd.” 
 
“Later, man.” 
 
Shane hung up the phone and set it back down on the counter. The screen went dark. The kitchen settled back into its quiet rhythm. He picked up his coffee and took another sip, the warmth of it grounding him. 
 
Ilya was watching him, one eyebrow raised, his mug cradled in both hands. “He still does not like me.” 
 
“He doesn’t.” 
 
“He is insufferable.”
 
“He’s also my best friend.” Shane took another sip of his coffee, the bitterness sitting on his tongue. “He did think to give me a heads up about Comeau and his cronies — so many give him a little credit?” 
 
Ilya considered it. The pause stretched long enough that Shane could see him turning the idea over in his head, testing it from different angles, finding it distasteful but not entirely unreasonable. “Fine. He can have one credit.”
 
“One?” 
 
“Do not push it, Hollander.” 
 
Shane snorted and Ilya’s expression flickered for a moment. He set his mug down on the counter with a soft click and was quiet, his hands resting on the edge of the counter, his eyes fixed somewhere on the smooth surface. “Pike is right — you need to be careful, Shane.” 
 
Shane’s eyebrows went up. The shift in tone was subtle, but he caught it — the slight drop in Ilya’s voice, the way his shoulders tightened almost imperceptibly. “What—” 
 
Ilya’s jaw worked. He was quiet for another beat, and then he looked up, meeting Shane’s eyes. “They were — during our series — saying things. About you. About us?” He paused. The words sat in the air between them. “They know, Shane. They know about us— Comeau and Couillard and Gagnon — I do not know how, but they know. They made threats.” He put his mug down and looked at the floor, his hands finding the edge of the counter again, gripping it like he needed something solid to hold onto. “I should have told you sooner — I am sorry.” 
 
Shane turned the words over in his own head, examined them from a few different angles — the implications, the timing, the fact that Ilya had been carrying them alone for weeks — and he found that they didn’t shock him as much as they probably should have. He had been on the receiving end of Montréal’s particular brand of cruelty for too long to be surprised by it anymore. 
 
“Did they threaten you?” 
 
“They threatened you.” Ilya’s voice was quieter now, rougher at the edges. “They said they would finish what was started.” His voice dropped further, like the words were heavy in his mouth. “I did not want to—” 
 
“Worry me?” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Shane shook his head. He set his own mug down and closed the distance between them until he was close enough to see the tension in Ilya’s jaw, the way his hands were still gripping the counter. “Ilya. I’ve been dealing with assholes since I was in peewees — and those three specifically for years — making threats is just part of their playbook.” 
 
Ilya held his gaze. His eyes were dark, carrying something that looked like a lifetime of worry about the people he loved. “That does not mean they do not worry me.” 
 
“I know.” Shane reached out and took Ilya’s face in his hands, his thumbs tracing the line of his jaw, feeling the tension there. “But I’ve handled them before. I’ve handled them just fine. And I’ll handle them tonight.” 
 
Ilya held his gaze for a long moment. Then something in his shoulders relaxed — not completely, but enough. The tension that had been sitting in his frame since he’d started speaking eased, fractionally. 
 
“Okay,” Ilya said. “I trust you.” 
 
“Good,” Shane smiled, a small thing, warm at the edges. “Because you can’t get rid of me that easily.” 
 
Ilya laughed — a short, warm sound that broke through the weight of the conversation and settled into something lighter. “You are the most difficult man I have ever met.” 
 
“And yet you love me.” 
 
“I do.” Ilya agreed. 
 
Ilya leaned in and kissed him — slow and warm and tasting faintly of coffee. His hand came up to rest on Shane’s hip, steadying him, grounding him further. The kiss said everything the words hadn’t — that he had him, that he was there, that he would be watching from the stands and waiting for him after. All of it meant more than any threat that Montréal could make. 
 
When they broke apart, the light was still warm through the windows, and the game was still hours away. 
 
It was enough. 
 

 
Shane got to the arena two hours before puck drop. It was early, even by his standards, but he needed the time — needed to sit with his gear, to let the familiar ritual of preparation settle his nerves, to think about what he was going to say and how he was going to say it. 
 
The locker room was quiet when he walked in. A few of the guys were already there — equipment staff moving through their pre-game routines, trainers setting up tape and water bottles. The lights were up, the music was low, and the room had that pre-game energy that was fluctuating between focus and anticipation. 
 
He found his stall and started laying out his gear. Shins. Pants. Shoulder pads. Jersey. The motions were automatic, the kind of muscle memory that didn’t require thought. It gave his brain space to circle the thing he needed to do. 
 
He was halfway through taping his stick when Felix walked in. 
 
“Tabarnak,” he said, spotting him. “You are early. I thought I was early.” 
 
Shane just shrugged. 
 
“Game day nerves?” 
 
“Something like that.” 
 
Felix studied him for a moment, his head tilted, his expression unreadable. Then he dropped into the stall next to Shane and started pulling off his jacket. “You have that look,” he said. “The one you get when you are thinking about something.” 
 
Shane’s hands paused on the tape. “I have a look?” 
 
“Oui,” Felix grinned. I am observant. It is one of my many talents.” 
 
“Your many talents?” 
 
“I have several. If anyone says otherwise. They are liars.” 
 
Shane shook his head, but the tension in his shoulders eased, just slightly. He finished taping his stick and set it aside, then sat back in his stall and looked at Felix — at the easy confidence of him, the warmth that he carried like a second skin. 
 
The room filled in over the next twenty minutes. Zelenko arrived next, loud and full of energy, demanding to know why no one had turned on the coffee machine. Blake followed, quiet and deliberate, settling into his stall with the focused calm that he usually had before a game. Halvorsen came in after him, massive and silent, his presence filling the space near the door. 
 
Edvardsen was the last one in, his bag over his shoulder, his expression betraying nothing. He looked at the room — at Felix’s angle toward Shane, at the wary look on Shane’s face — and said, “What’s going on?” 
 
Shane met his eyes. Niklas had a way of cutting through the noise — getting right to the point. “I got a call from Hayden earlier.” 
 
“Pike?” Zelenko asked, pausing mid-stride toward the coffee machine. “What’d he want?” 
 
“He said some of the Voyageurs are acting strange. Like they’re cooking something up.” Shane paused. “It’s probably nothing — that team has been off all series. But I—” 
 
“You think they are planning something?” Felix asked, his voice carrying an edge that wasn’t there earlier. 
 
“I think that they’re desperate and they’ve been getting away with a lot. Desperate teams do stupid things.” 
 
“Did Rozanov say anything about it?” Niklas asked. His voice even, but he was paying attention in a way that meant he was reading between the lines. 
 
Shane hesitated. Niklas caught it. 
 
“He did.” 
 
“They said some things when they were playing the Bears,” Shane admitted. “About me. About Ilya and me.” He shook his head. “It’s nothing I haven’t heard before.”  
 
The group was quiet. 
 
“What kinds of things?” Halvorsen asked. His voice low, real weight behind it. 
 
Shane looked at him. At the faces of the team that had slowly become his family over the past season. “The usual? The kind of stuff they were saying for years. Just — louder now?” 
 
Zelenko’s jaw was tight. “Threats?” 
 
“Threats are part of the game, Zee.” 
 
“They’re not supposed to be,” Niklas’s voice was hard. “Just because it’s part of their playbook doesn’t mean it’s okay.”
 
Felix nodded. “We have been watching them all series. Those hits after the whistle? The way they have been going after you every shift? They are not accidents.” He rolled his shoulders. “We have been trying to redirect — but it is excessive.” 
 
“They’re not accidents,” Niklas agreed. He was looking at Shane, as Kessler walked in. His eyes were hard, he’d obviously heard some of the conversation from in the hallway. 
 
“We talking about Montreal?” Kessler paused and put his bag on the bench by his stall, as the rest of the group nodded. “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said. “We’re going to keep our heads up, we’re going to watch each other’s backs, and we’re going to play our game. If they want to make it dirty, we’re going to make them pay for it on the scoreboard.” 
 
“And if they cross a line, Cap?” Zelenko asked. 
 
“Then we handle it together.” Then he looked at Shane. “And we’re going to make damn sure that when this series is over, they’re the ones going the fuck home.” 
 
“Yeah!” Felix exclaimed, standing up too. “Fuck Montréal!” 
 
“Fuck Montréal,” Blake and Zelenko echoed. 
 
Shane looked around the room and the energy had shifted. There was something sharper in the air now, something more focused. The equipment staff had finished their work. The music had come back up. The lights adjusted to game mode. 
 
Shane sat back in his stall and thought about Ilya in the stands, about Hayden’s warning, about the threats that were waiting on the other side of the tunnel. 
 
He thought about the men around him — his team, his family — who he knew would have his back no matter what happened out there. 
 
“Fuck Montréal.” He said. 
 
He was ready. 
 

 
Shane let the noise of the arena settle into his bones as he stepped onto the ice for warmups. 
 
The PNC Arena was full — every seat taken, every throat ready to roar. The sound of it pressed again him from all sides, a physical weight that he had learned to carry the way he learned to carry his gear. He moved through the pre-game skate, his edges biting into the fresh ice, each stride finding its mark without requiring conscious thought. The puck responded to his blade the way it always did - obedient, predictable, a tool rather than a mystery. 
 
He understood the ice. The patterns of it, the way it changed over sixty minutes, the way it rewarded precision and punished hesitation. He understood the geometry of the game — the angles, the lanes, the half-seconds that separated a clean pass from a turnover. These things made sense to him in a way that most of what happened off the ice never quite did. 
 
He scanned the stands during a lull. Found the section he’d been tracking since he stepped out onto the ice. Found the row. And there they were — all five of them, sitting in the friends and family section like they belonged there. Marlow in a black and red Carolina jersey with HOLLANDER and 24 on the back, his arms crossed, his expression unreadable. Carmichael next to him, already waving like a man who had no shame about being seen in the colors of an opposing team, his energy visible even from this distance. St-Simon on the other side, the same jersey, his face carrying its usual neutrality. Hayes next to him, grinning, his hands in his pockets. 
 
And Ilya. 
 
Shane caught his eye from across the ice. Ilya was wearing the jersey too — the same one as the others that Carmichael had bought, the same name and number. He was looking at Shane with an expression that carried everything they couldn’t say in front of other people. The weight of it landed somewhere in Shane’s chest and stayed there. 
 
He lifted his stick, just slightly. A small acknowledgement meant only for Ilya. 
 
Ilya nodded. 
 
The game was on. 
 
He filed the image away — Ilya in the stands, in his jersey, in the light of an arena where anyone could see him — and turned his attention to the ice. The warmups were ending. The game was about to start. 
 
*** FIRST PERIOD ***
 
Montréal came out hungry.
 
Shane had expected it. Had known, from the moment the series schedule had been released, that game three would be one where Montréal’s desperation peaked. They had lost two games at home, on their own ice, in front of their own fans. They were facing the very real possibility of going to 3-0 in the series — a deficit that teams just did not overcome. The desperation was not theoretical. It was written in the way they moved during warmups, in the way their eyes tracked Carolina’s players, in the way they lined up for the first shift with something coiled and ready in their posture. 
 
Comeau found Shane on his first shift. 
 
It was a clean play, technically — shoulder to shoulder, puck along the boards, the kind of battle that happened a dozen times a game. But Comeau’s stick came up at the end of it, catching Shane in the ribs with a sharp jab that was designed to leave a mark. The impact was precise, targeted, delivered in a way that suggested practice. Shane felt the tip of the blade dig into the space between his ribs, a bright flare of pain that would deepen into something more persistent over the course of the game. 
 
Comeau leaned in as they separated. “Glad you could make it, Hollander. Heard you had company in town. The whole crew came down to watch. Very touching.” 
 
Shane skated away. The words landed and he shook them off. The puck was already moving up the ice, and he had a play to make. There would be time to think about what Comeau knew and how after the game. For now, there was only the next shift. 
 
The first five minutes were a war of attrition. Both teams had chances — Carolina tested Drapeau with a shot from the slot that he turned aside with a flash of leather, and Edvardsen made a sprawling save on a Montréal breakaway that drew a roar from the crowd. The score stayed 0-0, the tension building with every shift. Shane tracked the game in layers: the puck, the positioning, the lines changing, the clock, the subtle adjustments Montréal was making shift after shift. Building a picture of how they were playing and how they could exploit it. 
 
The first contact of substance came ten minutes into the period. 
 
Shane was skating through the neutral zone without the puck, trying to find open ice and create a lane for his defenseman. Couillard found him this time — a shoulder that was not quite a hit and not quite not, delivered with a timing that made it impossible to call but easy to feel. The impact caught him in the chest, just below the collarbone, and he felt something in his shoulder twinge as he absorbed it. 
 
“Rozanov’s watching you pretty close tonight,” Couillard said as he passed. “Worried about you? Or just enjoying the view?” 
 
Shane reset. Found his position. He didn’t respond, but he noted the comment the same way he noted the hit — filed it away, added it to the picture he was building of how Montréal was going to play him tonight. 
 
The first major escalation came with six minutes left in the period. 
 
Shane was cutting across the slot, looking for a pass from Zelenko, when Gagnon came up from his blind side. The cross-check landed square in the middle of his back, both hands on the stick, delivered with enough force to drive the air from his lungs. The impact sent him stumbling forward, his chin catching on the boards, and he felt the shock of it travel up through his jaw and into his skull. The ref’s whistle blew somewhere in the distance, a sound that reached him a beat late. 
 
“Two minutes. Cross-Checking.” 
 
Gagnon skated to the box with a smirk on his face. Shane watched him go, tracking the smug set of his shoulders, the way he glanced back at the ice like he’d accomplished something. The arena booed him the whole way. 
 
Shane got up. The spot on his back where the cross-check landed was already starting to throb, a deep ache that radiated outward from his spine. He rolled his shoulders, testing the range of motion. Rolled his neck. Nothing was broken, but the area was going to stiffen up if he didn’t keep it warm. He skated to the bench. 
 
“You good?” Zelenko asked, falling into place beside him. 
 
“I’m fine. Cross-check landed clean. Nothing’s broken.” 
 
“That was—” 
 
“I know what it was. We’re on the power play. Let’s use it.” 
 
Carolina scored on the power play. Blake, from the point, a shot that found its way through traffic and beat Drapeau cleanly. The sound of the arena washed over Shane as he watched the puck settle into the back of the net — eighteen thousand voices hitting the rafters in a wave of noise that he could feel in his chest. He was on the ice for the goal, had made the pass that started the play, and he let himself register the satisfaction for exactly two seconds before he was already skating back into position, already tracking the next shift. 
 
Montréal answered with three minutes left in the period. 
 
Comeau, of all people. A deflection off a point shot that changed direction twice — off a defenseman’s stick, off Edvardsen’s pad, and then barely across the line. The kind of goal that wasn’t earned so much as manufactured by desperation and luck. The visiting section erupted, a pocket of red and blue in a sea of black and red, and Shane watched the puck settle in the back of his team’s net and felt the game shift into something more dangerous. 
 
The period ended 1-1. 
 
Shane skated off the ice, his body already beginning to register the hits he’d taken. His ribs ached where Comeau’s stick had found them. His back was stiffening from Gagnon’s cross-check. The twinge in his shoulder from Couillard’s hit was still there, faint but present. Nothing that was going to stop him, but the accumulation was beginning. 
 
As he passed Couillard near the tunnel, their shoulders brushed — just barely, a contact that was almost incidental. His voice drifted after Shane, quiet enough that only he could hear: “Good period, Hollander. You won’t last three.” 
 
Shane kept walking. The words settled into the same space where the pain from the hits was accumulating, and he filed them away for later. 
 
In the locker room, he sat at his stall and let the trainers work on him. The spot on his back was starting to purple. The bruise from Comeau’s stick was blooming across his ribcage, a dark stain spreading under his skin. The trainers moved with efficiency, applying ice, checking for damage that would require him to sit out. 
 
“He’s not letting up,” Blake said from across the room. 
 
“Comeau? No. He’s just getting started.”
 
“We need to match their physicality in the second period.” Kessler said. “They’re banking on wearing us down.” 
 
“Then we do not let them,” Ander’s voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “We let them chase us. Make them work for each hit. They are playing desperate — they will start to make mistakes.” 
 
Coach Hendricks’s voice cut across the room: “First period was a feeling-out period. Second period is where we take control. They’re desperate and we need to make them play our game.” 
 
Shane nodded. Drank water. Let his breath steady. The ache in his back was settling into something manageable. He knew how to play through pain. He’d been doing it long enough that it was almost automatic — the mental calculus of what he could push through and what he couldn't, the adjustments he could make to protect an injured area without compromising his effectiveness. He was no stranger to pain. 
 
His phone buzzed in his bag. He didn’t check it until the trainers had moved on. When he did, he saw a text from Ilya: I see what they are doing. Be careful.
 
He typed back: Always. 
 
He meant it. But he also knew that careful had limits when you were playing against a team that had decided to test every one of them. 
 
*** SECOND PERIOD ***
 
The second period was where it started to escalate. 
 
The first shift of the period set a tone. Shane took a pass from Zelenko in the neutral zone and was immediately met by Couillard, who hit him with another shoulder that was late enough to be a penalty and close enough to the line that the refs let it slide. The impact caught him in roughly the same spot as Gagnon’s cross-check from the first period, and the flare of pain that shot through his back made him clench his teeth. He absorbed it, kept his feet, and moved the puck up the ice 
 
Breathe through it. Move on.
 
Comeau found him again a few minutes later, this time along the boards in the offensive zone. The puck was loose, both of them fighting for it, their sticks tangled together. Comeau’s stick worked its way between Shane’s legs, hooking at his skate, trying to pull him off balance. The pressure was persistent, grinding, designed to wear him down over the course of the shift rather than end the battle in one move. 
 
“You know we’ve been watching you,” Comeau sneered. “You and your Russian. You’ve been very careful. Very private.” A pause. “Not careful enough.” 
 
Shane won the puck battle with a burst of strength — a hard push that freed his stick, a quick kick that sent the puck to the open ice. He moved it up to Zelenko and followed the play into the zone. He didn’t look back at Comeau. He didn’t respond. He knew that he’d said he was done keeping quiet. But this was different. Those had been targeted attacks based on how he looked, snide comments and jeers because he was different. This was because of who he loved. This was personal. 
 
The words still settled in his chest. Small. Sharp. Impossible to ignore. 
 
A few minutes later, Couillard found him again on a line change, drifting close enough to speak without anyone else hearing him. “You think you’re safe here? In Carolina? Playing your little games with your little friends?” He shook his head slowly, his expression carrying something that almost looked like pity. “We know what you are, Hollander. We’ve always known. The question is how long it takes everyone else to find out.”
 
Shane kept his face neutral. Skated to his position. Set his stick. Won the next faceoff. Made the pass. The mechanics of the game carried him forward even as the words stuck in the back of his mind. 
 
He scored seven minutes and fourteen seconds into the second period. 
 
The play developed quickly — a feed from Zelenko, a seam that opened for half a second, a one-timer that beat Drapeau cleanly to the top corner. The puck was in the net before he could even react, the red light flashing, the crowd erupting around him. Zelenko grabbed him around the waist and shouted something he didn’t catch over the noise of the crowd. Blake was there too, his glove finding Shane’s shoulder, celebration pressing in from all sides. 
 
Shane let himself feel it. A goal was a goal, and he’d earned this one — the read, the positioning, the execution. He was satisfied. He skated back to the bench. 
 
As he passed the faceoff circle, he saw Comeau watching him. The expression on his face was cold and knowing. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. 
 
The threats escalated as the period wore on. 
 
At nine minutes and forty-eight seconds, during a stoppage in play, Comeau drifted close to Shane near the faceoff dot. The puck was iced, the linesman was skating in, and Comeau had positioned himself in the gap where the cameras couldn’t catch his mouth moving. 
 
“You know what they say about guys like you?” he asked. “About how they can’t make it in this league. Too soft. Too distracted.” 
 
Shane looked at him. “Doesn’t seem to affect my game at all — are you sure you aren’t the one distracted.” 
 
Comeau glared at him. 
 
At twelve minutes and sixteen-seconds into the period Gagnon found him in front of the net during a power play. The puck was on the other side of the zone, cycling along the half-wall, but Gagnon had positioned himself close. “Your boyfriend’s watching from the stands. Must be hard for him — watching you out here, knowing what we know. Knowing we could end this whenever we want.” 
 
Shane didn’t respond. The puck came his way, and he moved to meet it. The play required his attention. Charles Gagnon did not. 
 
Then after a whistle that sent Felix to the box on a questionable roughing call, Comeau found Shane along the boards during the TV timeout. The arena was loud, the crowd was restless, and Comeau had the kind of voice that carried exactly as far as he wanted it to. 
 
“You think you can hide behind your teammates?” He shook his head slowly. “We know the truth, Hollander. And by the time we’re done everyone else is going to know it too.” 
 
Shane looked at him and held his gaze. The pause stretched long enough that Comeau’s expression flickered — a crack in the mask, there and gone. 
 
“You remember what happened the last time you pushed me?” Shane’s voice was quiet, flat, the same tone he used when he was explaining a system adjustment to a teammate. “How’s your fucking nose?” 
 
Comeau’s jaw tightened. “You got a lucky hit.” 
 
He spit on the ice by Shane’s skates and skated away. 
 
Shane stood at the faceoff dot and took a breath. The words were landing, and he could feel them accumulating, but he wasn’t going to let them get to him. The puck was dropping. 
 
He won the draw. 
 
As the period entered into its final minutes, Halvorsen stepped in. 
 
Gagnon had been shadowing Shane through the neutral zone, delivering small, borderline hits every time he came near. A cross-check here. A slash there. A shoulder that found him a beat after the puck was gone. Accumulated contact designed to wear him down — death by a thousand cuts. 
 
Halvorsen had been watching. Tracking. Waiting.
 
The fourth time that Gagnon came near Shane, Halvorsen was there. He didn’t hit Gagnon — he didn’t need to. He simply inserted himself between them, his massive frame blocking Gagnon’s path, and stood there, immovable. 
 
“Enough,” He said. 
 
“Or what?” 
 
“Or you and I are going to have a conversation that you will not enjoy.” 
 
Gagnon looked up at him — there were five inches and twenty pounds between them, and the calculation was visible in his face. He measured the odds and reached a conclusion. 
 
“You’re not fucking worth it,” he spit out at Shane and skated away. 
 
Halvorsen glanced at Shane. “You good?”
 
“Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
"Bare så godt."
 
Shane looked at Halvorsen. He noted the way that Halvorsen positioned himself. Noted the respect that came from a teammate who saw what was happening and stepped in. These were the details he tracked. The small acts of solidarity that made a team function. 
 
He turned his attention back to the game. 
 
Carolina scored again with three-minutes left in the period. Zelenko from the slot, a pass from Shane that found him in the perfect spot — a feed through three sticks that required the kind of precision that came from knowing exactly where your teammate would be before he got there. The arena was getting louder now, the momentum swinging hard in Carolina’s direction. 3-1. The crowd could taste it. 
 
But Montreal answered less than a minute later. 
 
A goal off a scramble in front. A puck that Edvardsen almost had and almost didn’t, trickling across the line off a defenseman’s skate. 3-2. The game was still close, still dangerous, still capable of going either way. 
 
Shane lined up for the faceoff with less than a minute left in the period. Comeau was across from him. 
 
He just stared at him, licking his lips. Looking him up and down and smirking. “You’re definitely pretty,” he sneered. “Maybe a real man would help you loosen up, Hollywood.” 
 
Shane won the draw. Skated off the ice. Didn’t answer. 
 
The locker room between the second and third periods was the quietest it had been all night. 
 
Shane sat in his stall and let the trainers work on him again. The cut on his lip from a high stick that hadn’t been called was swelling, the skin split and tender. The bruise on his hip from one of Couillard’s hits had darkened to a deep purple, the kind that would take weeks to fully fade. His ribs were aching with a steady, grinding pain that he could feel every time he took a deep breath. His shoulders were starting to ache from the contact accumulation — each hit layering on top of the last, the fatigue building in his muscles. 
 
He breathed through it. Tracked each injury, assessed the severity, said nothing. He wasn’t going to let it stop him. He wasn’t going to be kept off the ice for the third period. 
 
Beside him, Zelenko was getting stitches. The cut above his eye from a high stick had to be sealed off with six of them, the line of the wound a dark red against his skin. He caught Shane looking and offered a half-grin that pulled at them and made the trainer grumble at his to stay still. 
 
“Handsome, right?” 
 
“Like a Picasso.” 
 
“Didn’t know you were an art critic, Hollz.” 
 
“I have layers.” 
 
Zelenko snorted. The sound was quiet, but it cut through some of the tension in the room. Across the way, Blake was working on his stick tape, his movements deliberate, his face carrying something that meant he was already thinking about the next period. 
 
Shane’s phone buzzed in his bag, but he didn’t check it. He knew what it would say — something from Ilya, something careful, something that meant I’m watching. He couldn’t afford to read it now. Couldn’t let the weight of Ilya’s concern settle into his chest when he needed to keep his focus cold and sharp. 
 
Niklas appeared beside him, settling into the stall. He didn’t speak at first. Just sat there, his presence quiet and steady. 
 
“Comeau’s targeted you all night,” he said finally. “I’ve been watching. Every shift. He’s not even trying to hide it.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“What are they saying?” 
 
Shane hesitated. The question hung between them. He could feel the other man’s eyes on him — patient, waiting — he wasn’t the kind of man who asked questions he wasn’t prepared to hear the answers to. 
 
“They know about Ilya,” Shane said. “They’re just using it to get under my skin. And other shit—” 
 
“About you?” 
 
Shane’s jaw tightened. “Yeah.” 
 
Niklas was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was low, and measured. “I’ve been hearing what they say in the crease. The comments they think I can’t hear. They think that the distance protects them, that I am focused on the play and nothing else.” He paused. “I hear everything.” 
 
“They’re cowards,” Shane said. “Men who use words as weapons because they can’t compete any other way.” 
 
“They are exactly that.” Niklas looked at him, steady and certain. “You’re better than them. On the ice and off it. Remember that.” 
 
Shane nodded. The words were a warm counterweight to the accumulation of ugliness that had been building all game. 
 
“I’ll remember.” 
 
Niklas inclined his head and returned to his own stall. 
 
The third period was waiting. 
 
*** THIRD PERIOD ***
 
The third period was the longest twenty minutes of Shane’s life.
 
Montréal came out with nothing to lose this time. The cold desperation that had been building for two periods had crystallized into something frigid. They had two games at home in Montréal and lost both of them. They were about to lose the third in Carolina if Shane had any say in it. They knew that if that happened then they would be one more loss away from watching their season end — on enemy ice. They played like men who had stopped calculating consequences and started to measure impact. 
 
Comeau found him thirty seconds into the period.
 
The hit came along the boards — a shoulder that drove into Shane’s chest a full second after the puck had left his blade. The impact slammed him into the glass, the breath leaving his body in a sharp exhale, and he felt something in his ribs shift and it made him clench his jaw. The pain was bright and immediate, radiating outward from the point of contact. 
 
As he straightened up, Comeau’s voice found him: “Last period, Hollander. It’s going to be a fun one.” 
 
Shane pushed off the boards. Found the puck. Moved it up the ice. His ribs were screaming with every stride, but he filed the pain away and kept moving. 
 
Carolina scored less than a minute in. 
 
Zelenko, burying a rebound from a Blake point shot with the kind of quick release that made goalies look foolish. 4-2. The arena shook, the sound of it a physical force that pressed against his chest. 
 
Coach Theraiult called a timeout. Montréal was scared. 
 
Shane stood at the bench, breathing hard, and let the trainers check him over. The cut on his lip had opened again. His ribs were a symphony of pain — each breath a reminder of the hit he’d taken. He ignored the trainers’ concerned looks and shook them off. He needed to focus on the game. 
 
“One more,’ Zelenko said, dropping onto the bench beside him. “One more game after this and they’re fucking done.” 
 
“They’re not done with this one yet.” 
 
“I know.” His voice was hard. “But they will be.” 
 
The puck dropped. Kessler won it, passed it back, and they were off. 
 
Carolina scored twice more before Shane’s next shift. One from Kessler and the other from Stonehouse. 
 
6-2.
 
The next shift was the worst yet. 
 
Shane was cutting across the neutral zone, heading for a loose puck, when Gagnon came out of nowhere. The hit was a shoulder square to the chest, delivered with full force, driving him backward off his feet. The impact sent him airborne for half a second before he hit the ice hard. The breath driven from his lungs as his back hit the ice. 
 
Two minutes. Roughing. Carolina had the power play. 
 
Shane lay on the ice for a moment, letting the world settle back into focus. His ribs were screaming, a sharp, grinding pain that made him clench his teeth. His head was ringing a little from the whiplash. He pulled himself up slowly, testing each part of his body as he rose. 
 
“Still standing,” Gagnon hissed as he was pulled away by the ref. “For now.” 
 
Halvorsen was there, his massive frame looming over Gagnon as he was pulled away. “Back off,” He said, his voice flat and dangerous.
 
“Or what?” 
 
“Or I will put you through the boards and make sure it hurts.” 
 
Gagnon laughed, but there was something forced in it. He let himself be hauled away. 
 
Shane made it to the bench, where the trainers converged on him. One of them pressed fingers to his ribs, testing for breaks. Pain flared bright, and Shane sucked in a breath. 
 
“Your ribs—” 
 
“Are fine.” 
 
“They’re not fine. That hit was—” 
 
“I need to finish this game.” 
 
“Your ribs are going to be a fucking problem if you keep taking hits like that.” 
 
“Then tape them and I’ll deal with it after the game.” 
 
The trainers exchanged a look but did as they were told. The tape went around his ribs, tight and restrictive, pulling the injured area into place. The pressure helped, marginally. Shane breathed through the discomfort and turned his attention back to the ice. 
 
The period continued. 
 
Couillard found him during a stoppage in play. The puck was iced again, the linesman skating back in.  
 
“You know the best part, Hollander?” His voice was casual, almost conversational. “No one will believe you even if you told them everything we said tonight. They’ll think you’re making it up. Paranoia. Attention. The pressure of the playoffs. Soft. Weak. Can’t handle a physical game.” He smiled, thin and cold. “You were always the weird one. The one that never quite fit in. At least now we know why.” 
 
Shane looked at him and held his gaze. The slurs and the insinuations and casual cruelty that had been building for three periods, for three years, settled into him and he was seething. 
 
“Va te faire fourtre,” he hissed. “I just need to beat you. We’re going to take you the fuck down.” 
 
He skated to the faceoff circle and won the draw. 
 
Carolina scored again with less than a minute on the clock. 
 
Zelenko scored again, an empty netter that had sealed the game in a devastating way. It was beautiful. The arena was positively deafening now, Montréal’s bench silent — their body language screaming defeat and rage. 
 
Comeau found Shane one more time, in the dying seconds of the game. The two of them skating towards the same corner, the puck already gone. There was no play left to make, no reason for any type of contact. 
 
“One more game,” Comeau hissed in his ear as he held him up against the boards. “One more game and then you’re fucking done. We’re going to make sure you remember this series for the rest of your fucking life.” 
 
Shane glared at him and let the silence stretch long enough that Comeau’s smirk started to falter. 
 
He shoved Comeau off of him, putting distance between them. 
 
“See you in Game Four, Trou du cul,” Shane said and he spit on the ice between Comeau’s skates. 
 
He skated away. 
 
The final horn sounded at 7-2. 
 
The building erupted. The noise was overwhelming — the crowd was on their feet, the celebration pouring out of every section, the scoreboard glowing with the final result. Shane stood at the blue line and let himself feel it. Revel in it. Let it wash over him. The enthusiasm. The joy. The satisfaction. The relief. The knowledge that they were only one will away from sending Montréal home. 
 
He looked over towards where Ilya and the Bears were in the stands and he found him, standing with the rest of them, his face almost neutral, but Shane could see the relief there — he looked as if he’d been holding his breath for three periods. Their eyes met across the distance. 
 
Ilya raised his hand, palm open, and pressed it against the glass. 
 
Shane put his fist over his heart and thumped it against his chest. 
 
One more win. 
 
He turned and skated toward the tunnel, his body a map of bruises and pain and accumulated abuse. His ribs were aching. His back was stiff. The cut on his lip was swollen. 
 
But they had won. 
 
And in game four they would win again. 
 
Fuck Montréal. 
 

 
The medical room was quiet when Shane walked in, the door swinging shut behind him with a soft click that sealed off the noise of the hallway. 
 
Dr. Kincaid was already waiting, her tablet in her hand, her expression carrying the neutrality you’d expect from someone who had seen too many hockey players walking through her door to show concern before she had actual information. She gestured toward the examination table, and Shane sat without being asked. 
 
“Take off the jersey.” 
 
He pulled it over his head, wincing as the fabric dragged across his ribs. The bruising had darkened — a spread of purple and black across his left side, the edges of it bleeding into yellow where the hits from the first two games were starting to heal. There was a line of red along his collarbone where the edge of Couillard’s shoulder had caught him, and a knot on his hip that was going to be tender for days. The tape the trainers had wrapped around his ribs during the third period was still in place, a white band crossing over the darkest part of the bruise. 
 
Dr. Kincaid’s eyes moved over him with clinical efficiency. She reached for the edge of the tape. “This was put on during the game?” 
 
“Third period.” 
 
She peeled it back carefully, revealing the skin underneath. The bruise was darker there, the pressure of the tape having held the swelling in place. Her fingers found the edge of it, pressing gently, watching his face for a reaction.
 
“Breathe.” 
 
Shane breathed. The pain was there — a dull, grinding ache that flared when she pressed — but it was manageable. 
 
“Any sharp pain when you inhale?” 
 
“No.” 
 
“Any difficulty breathing at any point during the game?” 
 
“No.” 
 
She moved onto his neck, her fingers tracing the line of his spine, checking for swelling. “Head?” 
 
“Fine.” 
 
“Any dizziness? Blurred vision? Ringing in your ears?” 
 
“No.” 
 
She looked at him — really looked, the way she did when she was trying to determine whether he was telling the truth or just saying what he needed to say to get out of the room. She’d been doing this long enough to know the difference. 
 
“You took a lot of hits tonight.”
 
“That’s playoff hockey.” 
 
She set her tablet down and picked up an ice pack, wrapping it in a towel before handing it to him. “Your ribs are going to be sore, they don’t feel broken — just bruised. Keep ice on them tonight and tomorrow. If the pain gets worse, if you have trouble breathing, if anything changes — you go to the hospital immediately.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
“You say that now. You’ll probably ignore it. But I’m putting it in your file so Coach can yell at you if you don’t.” 
 
Shane almost smiled. “Fair.” 
 
He pulled his jersey back on, the fabric settling over the icepack. The cold was sharp against his skin, numbing the ache in his ribs. He stood up, rolled his shoulders, tested the range of motion. 
 
Nothing was broken. Everything hurt, but nothing was broken. 
 
He walked out of the medical room and went to the locker room to get showered and changed. 
 
When he found Ilya, he was leaning against the wall by the door in the players’ parking lot. 
 
He wasn’t pacing. Wasn’t checking his phone. Wasn’t doing any of the things people typically did when they were waiting anxiously for something. He was just standing there, his arms crossed, his eyes fixed on the door. Waiting. 
 
Behind him, Carmichael was talking to someone on his phone in low, rapid bursts. Marlow was leaning against the wall, his expression unreadable. St-Simon was standing nearby on his phone. Hayes was next to him, holding a cup of coffee that he seemed to keep forgetting to drink. 
 
They all looked up when the door opened. 
 
Ilya didn’t move at first. His eyes found Shane’s and held there, scanning his face, his posture, the way he was holding the ice pack against his ribs still. Shane watched the calculation happening behind his eyes. 
 
“Well?” Ilya asked. 
 
“I’m fine. Nothing’s broken — just bruised up.” 
 
“You have an ice pack.” 
 
“Precautionary.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. He didn’t say anything else, but something in his shoulders eased — a fraction of tension releasing that Shane hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. 
 
“Told you,” Carmichael said, hanging up his phone. “He’s too stubborn to get hurt.” 
 
“Bruised ribs are hurt,” Marlow told him. 
 
“They’re not seriously hurt.” 
 
“That’s a flexible definition.” 
 
St-Simon pushed off from the wall. “You took a lot of hits.” 
 
Shane nodded. “It’s hockey.” 
 
Hayes finally drained his coffee and tossed the cup in the nearby bin. “You need anything before we head out? Food? Ice? Someone to yell at?” 
 
“I’m good, thanks.” 
 
“You sure?” 
 
“Yeah. I—” Shane paused. “I really appreciate you checking.” 
 
“Of course,” Marlow said. “You’re with Roz — that makes you family.” 
 
Shane smiled at that. 
 
Hayes studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. We’ll catch up tomorrow. Try to sleep tonight.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Hayes nodded and put a gentle hand on his shoulder. 
 
Marlow pushed off the wall and looked at Ilya. He didn’t say anything — just clapped him on the shoulder, once, and nodded at the others. Carmichael followed him, already pulling back out his phone. St-Simon fell into step behind them, his hands in his pockets. 
 
“Good game tonight, Hollander,” Victor said as they walked away. 
 
“Thanks.” 
 
Hayes paused before following the rest of them. “Roz.” 
 
Ilya looked up. 
 
“Get him home and make sure he actually ices those ribs.” 
 
“Da. I will.” 
 
“Good,” Hayes nodded as he followed after the rest of the group. 
 
The parking lot was quiet. Shane shifted the ice pack against his ribs and looked at Ilya, who was still standing against the wall, his arms crossed, his eyes tracking his teammates movement. 
 
“Ready?” Shane asked. 
 
Ilya pushed off the wall. “Da. Let’s go home.” 
 
The sound of Ilya’s voice saying home did something in his chest that made the ugliness of the game melt and fade into the background as he fell into step next to him. 
 
The condo was dark and Shane let the silence settle around him when they walked through the door. His body was still humming with the adrenaline of the game, the roar of the crowd still echoing somewhere in the back of his skull. The ice pack had warmed to room temperature during the drive, and he could feel the ache in his ribs settling back in now that he was still. 
 
He felt Ilya move past him, heard the soft sound of his jacket being draped over the back of a chair. When he turned the corner, he saw Ilya standing there in the middle of the living room, arms at his side, eyes fixed on Shane with an expression that was hard to read. 
 
“Take off your shirt,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you take it off for me.” 
 
“I need to see.” 
 
The humor faded. Shane pulled his shirt over his head, the fabric sliding over the bruise on his ribs, and let it fall to the floor. He stood in the dim light of the living room and let Ilya look at him — at the map that had bloomed across his torso over the course of the night, at the purple spread of the cross-check on his back, at the line of red along his collarbone. 
 
“Bozhe moi,” he breathed.
 
“It looks worse than it is.” 
 
“Net,” Ilya’s voice was rough. “It looks exactly like what it is.”
 
Ilya crossed the room slowly. His hand came up, hovering over Shane’s ribs, not quite touching.
 
“You were hit many times and you kept going.” 
 
“That’s my job.” Shane said. “I stopped counting after the second period.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I did not.” His hand settled on Shane’s skin, light and careful, his palm warm against the bruise. “It is not just your job. It is you. You are the strongest person I know, and they were targeting you all night.” 
 
“They’ve been targeting me all series. Tonight was just — more.” 
 
“More.” 
 
“More.” Shane caught Ilya’s hand and held it against his chest. “But I’m here. I’m fine. It wasn’t anything I couldn't handle. We sent them a message. And after the next game, they’re done.” 
 
“I watched them hit you for three periods. I watched them say things I could not hear. I watched you get up every time and keep playing, and I—” Ilya’s voice was raw. “I had to sit in the stands and do nothing. I could not stop it.” 
 
“I’m here,” Shane reassured him. “You have me.” 
 
Ilya looked at him for a long moment, he didn’t say anything. Then he stepped closer, his hand sliding up from Shane’s chest to his neck, his thumb tracing the line of his jaw. 
 
“You do not have to pretend you are fine with me,” Ilya said quietly. “Not tonight.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught. The words were soft and they landed somewhere he hadn’t realized he’d been keeping guarded. 
 
“I know,” he said. 
 
Ilya leaned in and pressed his lips to the bruise on Shane’s collarbone. 
 
The kiss was light — barely there, a whisper of contact. But it was followed by another, lower, on the edge of the bruise on his ribs. And another, on the curve of his shoulder where Couillard’s hit had landed. Ilya moved slowly, deliberately, his mouth tracing each mark, each impact site, each place where Montréal had hurt him. 
 
Shane’s breath caught in his throat. The tenderness of it was overwhelming — the way Ilya was touching him like he was something precious, something worth protecting, something that deserved to be handled with care. 
 
There was nothing urgent about it. No hunger. No desperation. Just Ilya’s mouth against his skin, warm and unhurried, learning the geography of the damage. His hands rested on Shane’s hips, steadying him, grounding him. His lips found the line of Shane’s jaw, the corner of his mouth, the swelling on his lower lip. 
 
“Ilya,” Shane breathed.
 
“Let me.” He whispered. 
 
Ilya lowered himself to his knees. 
 
Shane’s breath caught at the sight of him — Ilya Rozanov — on his knees in Shane’s living room, looking up at him with an expression of reverence. His hands found the waistband of Shane’s track pants, and worked them down with the kind of patience that came from knowing there was nowhere else he needed to be. 
 
Shane’s head fell back as Ilya’s mouth found him. 
 
It was slow. Deliberate. Ilya worked him with a focus that was almost meditative, his tongue tracing the length of him before taking him in. The heat of his mouth, the weight of his attention — it built in slow, rolling waves rather than sharp peaks. Shane let himself feel it, be present in it. He let his hands find their way into Ilya’s hair and rest there without pulling, just running through his curls. 
 
Ilya guided him to the couch and pressed him down onto the cushions with a tenderness that Shane wasn’t used to. The cushions were cool against the heat of the bruise on his back, and Ilya was warm above him. For a moment neither of them moved. They just looked at each other — at the space between them that had closed, at the reality of being here, together. 
 
“You are beautiful,” Ilya said, his voice barely a whisper. His hand traced the line of Shane’s jaw, his thumb brushing over his lower lip. “Every time I see you I think I have memorized you. Then I look again and find something new.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught. “Ilya—” 
 
Ilya hushed him, voice quiet and warm. “Let me take care of you.” 
 
Ilya lowered his mouth. 
 
The sound Shane made was broken. 
 
Ilya took him deep, his tongue working along the length of him, slow and overwhelming. He knew the pressure that was needed to make his breath catch, knew exactly how to take him apart piece by piece. It didn’t take long before Shane could feel himself getting close, but Ilya didn’t push for it. He kept the same steady pace, the same unhurried attention. 
 
“Ilya—” Shane gasped. “You — that feels — I’m not gonna last.” 
 
Ilya pulled off long enough to say, “Then let go.” 
 
He took Shane back in his mouth again, and Shane came with a choked sob that was half-relief and half-surrender, his body shuddering through the release. Ilya stayed with him through it, swallowing, letting him ride it out, and when Shane finally stilled, he pressed a kiss to his hip before Ilya pulled himself up and held himself back back over him. 
 
Shane reached for him, pulling him against his body, pressing his face into the curve of Ilya’s neck. He could feel his own heartbeat slowing, the throbbing of the bruises still present but the weight of Ilya’s body against his was grounding. 
 
“I love you,” he whispered into Ilya’s skin. 
 
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Ilya’s arms tightened around him. “I love you so much it terrifies me.” 
 
They stayed like that for a long moment, the silence settling around them. Then Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him. 
 
“Come,” Ilya said as his hand found Shane’s and intertwined their fingers.
 
Shane let himself be led to the bedroom. His ribs ached, his back was stiff, and the hits were starting to settle into his bones. But Ilya’s hand was warm in his, and the night was quiet, and for the first time in hours he felt like he could breathe. 
 
But Ilya wasn’t done. 
 
After Ilya had stripped down to his underwear, he gently guided Shane onto the bed and laid down beside him, hand tracing a slow path down his chest, over his stomach, coming to rest on his hip. His eyes found Shane’s. “I want to taste you.” 
 
“You already—” 
 
“All of you.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught. “Ilya—” 
 
“Da?” He pressed a kiss to Shane’s shoulder. “I want to taste you. I want to learn you.” 
 
He kissed his way down Shane’s body slowly again and when he reached the hollow of Shane’s hip, he looked up, his eyes dark and steady. 
 
“Turn over,” he said. 
 
Shane’s heart was pounding. He turned onto his stomach, his face pressing into the pillow, his body humming with anticipation. 
 
Ilya’s hands settled on his hips, warm and grounding. He pressed a kiss to the base of Shane’s spine, then lower, his mouth tracing a path that made Shane’s breath catch. And then his tongue found him — at first, exploratory, hot and careful — and Shane’s hands fisted into the sheets. 
 
The sound that came from him caught him off guard as Ilya’s tongue circled him, pressed into him, rolled with the rhythm of his responses. He found what made Shane gasp and did it again, found what made Shane moan and lingered there. 
 
“Tak krasivo,” Ilya murmured against him. “Ty takoy krasivyy, kogda ty raskryvayesh’sya dlya menya.” 
 
“I don’t— I don’t know what—” 
 
“You are beautiful when you open for me.” 
 
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him. 
 
Ilya worked him open with his mouth, slow and deliberate, learning the way his body responded to each touch and the sounds he made. The sensation was overwhelming — the intimacy of it, the vulnerability, the way that Ilya was handling him like he was sacred. He let himself be undone by it, let the pleasure wash over him as Ilya took him apart piece by piece. 
 
Shane’s hands were twisted in the sheets, his breath coming in short, uneven gasps. The pressure was building somewhere deep, a slow coil that Ilya was tending with with every roll of his tongue, every press of his mouth. They drew sounds from Shane that he couldn’t  have held back if he tried. 
 
“Ilya—” Shane’s voice was strained, caught somewhere between a plea and a warning. 
 
Ilya hummed against him in response, the vibration sending a jolt through Shane’s entire body. His hips pressed back, chasing the contact, and Ilya’s hands tightened on them to hold him steady. He worked him through it, pushing him higher, holding him at the edge until Shane’s breath was coming in ragged bursts, his body trembling with the effort of holding on. 
 
“Oh God,” Shane gasped. “I can’t— I need—” 
 
Shane came with his face pressed into the pillow, his body shuddering through it in long, rolling waves. His hands spasming in the sheets, his breath catching on every pulse of it, and Ilya stayed on him through every second of it, his mouth gentle, guiding him down the peak. 
 
Behind him, felt the weight shift on the mattress and heard the low, quiet sound that came from Ilya’s throat — followed by stillness. 
 
Shane turned his head just enough to look over his shoulder. Ilya was propped on one elbow, his chest heaving, his eyes already finding Shane’s. There was something raw in his expression, something open and unguarded that made Shane’s chest ache. 
 
“Come here,” Shane said, his voice rough. 
 
Ilya kissed his way back up Shane’s spine before meeting his lips and kissing him — slow, unhurried, tasting of salt and skin. Shane’s hand found the back of his neck, holding him there, letting the kiss say everything words couldn’t. 
 
The shower was warm when Ilya guided him into it. 
 
The water was set to a steady heat - not too hot, but comfortably warm — careful, the way Ilya was doing everything that night. He stood Shane under the spray and let the water run over his shoulders, over the bruises on his ribs and his back, over the tension that had been living under his muscles since the first period. 
 
Ilya’s hands moved over him with the same deliberate attention they’d had all night. The way Ilya worked the soap into his skin made it feel like something more — his palms moving across Shane’s shoulders, down his arms, across his back, avoiding the worst of the bruising with a special kind of care. 
 
He washed Shane’s hair, his fingers working through the strands, his thumbs pressing slow circles into his scalp. Shane’s eyes closed, and he let his head fall forward, let himself be held up by the warmth of the water and the steadiness of Ilya’s hands. 
 
“You do not have to do everything,” Ilya said, his voice low against Shane’s ear. “Just let me take care of you.” 
 
Shane wanted to argue. The words were there, sitting on his tongue — I’m fine, you don’t have to, I can do it myself. But he was tired, and his ribs ached, and Ilya’s hands felt better than any argument that he could come up with. 
 
“Okay,” he sighed. 
 
Ilya pressed a kiss to his wet shoulder and kept working. 
 
When Shane finally climbed into bed the sheets were cool against his skin. 
 
Ilya had changed them while Shane got out of the shower — had stripped the old ones off and replaced them with fresh, the corners tucked in with precision in just the way Shane liked it. Shane didn’t ask when he’d picked that up he just sank into the mattress and let the clean fabric settle around him as he felt the last of the tension leave his body. 
 
The bed dipped as Ilya climbed in beside him. His arm finding its way around Shane’s waist, chest pressing against Shane’s back, his breath warm against the back of Shane’s neck. 
 
Shane’s hand found Ilya’s where it rested against his stomach. Their fingers intertwined, a simple fit that felt as natural as breathing. 
 
“Your ribs,” Ilya said quietly. “I should have brought another ice pack.” 
 
“I’m fine.” 
 
“You are not fine. You were taped. I watched them tape you.” 
 
“I’ll ice them tomorrow.” 
 
Ilya was quiet for a moment. Then his arm tightened, just slightly, pulling Shane closer. “Okay. Tomorrow.” 
 
They lay there in the dark, the city humming quietly outside the window, the warmth of each other’s bodies the only thing that mattered. Shane could feel Ilya’s heartbeat against his back, steady and sure, a rhythm that anchored him in a way he hadn’t known he needed. 
 
“I love you,” Shane whispered, the words coming out soft and half-formed as sleep pulled at the edges of his mind. 
 
Ilya pressed a kiss to the back of his neck. “Ya tebya lyublyu. Sleep. I have you.” 
 
Shane’s eyes drifted closed. The game was over. The hits had landed. But here, in the quiet dark, with Ilya’s arm around him none of it seemed to reach. 
 
He let himself fall asleep. 
 
"Spokoynoy nochi, Solnyshko," Ilya whispered into the dark.
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  The first thing Ilya became aware of was the light. 
 
It was different from the light in his penthouse in Boston — softer here, filtered through curtains he hadn’t chosen, falling across walls he hadn’t painted. The fabric was pale gray, the same color as the one in Shane’s guest room, and it caught the morning sun in a way that diffused it into something gentle, almost hazy. He had been waking up in this bed for three mornings now, and each time it caught him off guard — the unfamiliarity of it settling into something that felt less foreign with every passing day. 
 
The second thing he was aware of was Shane. 
 
He was still asleep, his back pressed against Ilya’s chest, their legs tangled under the sheet. The curve of his spine fit against Ilya’s front like it had been measured for exactly this — the dip of his waist, the slope of his shoulder, the way his head rested in the hollow of Ilya’s throat. His hair smelled like the shampoo from his shower, mint and citrus, and his breathing was slow and even, the rhythm of someone who had finally let himself rest after two days of recovery. 
 
Ilya didn’t move. He didn’t want to. 
 
He lay there in the quiet morning light and let himself feel the weight of the moment. The warmth of Shane’s body against his. The steady rhythm of his breathing. It was as if the world wasn’t turning for them in that moment, narrowed down to just the two of them, together. 
 
Outside the walls of Shane’s condo, the city was waking up to a day that would decide whether Montréal’s season ended tonight. Outside these walls, there were threats and pressure and tension from a series that had been ugly from the first puck drop. But inside the walls of Shane’s condo, in Shane’s bed, there was nothing but the slow rise and fall of Shane’s chest and the soft sound of his breathing and the warmth of his skin where Ilya’s hand rested against his stomach. 
 
The past two days had been exactly what they’d both needed. 
 
After the chaos of the third game of the Carolina and Montréal series — the hits, the medical check, the slow return to the condo — they had settled into something quiet. They had slept late, both of them, the exhaustion catching up in a way that neither of them had been willing to admit to until they had the space to feel it. They had eaten breakfast at the kitchen counter, Ilya reading something on his phone while Shane flipped through a scouting report. They had watched a movie in the afternoon, sprawled across the couch, Shane’s head in Ilya’s lap — with Ilya making sure that there was ice on Shane’s ribs — and neither of them fully paying attention to the screen. 
 
They had not talked about Montréal. They hadn’t talked about the threats. They hadn’t talked about what came next. 
 
They had just — been. 
 
Ilya’s hand moved, almost without permission, tracing a slow line across Shane’s stomach. The skin was warm, the muscles soft beneath it in a way they never were when Shane was awake and braced for impact. He let his fingers map the terrain of him — the jut of his hip, the dip of his navel, the faint line of a scar near his ribs that Ilya had asked about once and never asked about again. 
 
Shane stirred. 
 
It was small at first — a shift of his hips, a soft sound escaping his throat. His hand found Ilya’s where it rested against his stomach, not moving it away, just acknowledging it. 
 
“You awake?” Shane’s voice was rough with sleep, barely above a murmur. It had a texture to it that spoke of morning, lower and slower than this waking voice, words still half-formed. 
 
“I am now.” 
 
“Liar.” A pause. Shane’s thumb traced a slow circle on the back of Ilya’s hand. “You’ve been awake for a while.” 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
“Your breathing changes.” Shane turned his head just enough to look over his shoulder, one eye cracked open, the pupil still large with sleep. “I can tell. When you’re awake, your breathing gets — deeper. More deliberate.” 
 
Ilya pressed a kiss to the back of his neck, right at the spot where his hair met his skin. “You pay too much attention to me.” 
 
“Someone has to.” 
 
Shane shifted, turning fully in Ilya’s arms, settling on his back so he could look at him properly. The movement displaced the sheet, letting the morning air touch his skin. His face was soft with sleep, the lines of the day smoothed out in a way they never were once he was upright and moving. His freckles stood out against his skin in the pale light, scattered across his nose and cheeks like something accidental and perfect. 
 
Ilya had been staring at those freckles for six years now, and they still caught him off guard. 
 
“Game day,” Shane said. 
 
“Game day.” 
 
“Last one against Montréal, if we do it right.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s hand traced a slow line down Shane’s chest, over his stomach, the pads of his fingers counting each ridge of muscle. “And then Montréal is done.” 
 
Shane held his gaze. Something passed between them — the weight of what was at stake, the knowledge of what Montréal had been saying, the threats Ilya had been carrying since the Bears’ series. It was there, in the space between them, hovering at the edges of the moment. 
 
But neither of them reached for it. 
 
“Not yet,” Shane said quietly. “Not until tonight.” 
 
“Not until tonight,” Ilya agreed. 
 
They lay there in the quiet. The light shifted, growing brighter, the shadows in the room beginning to shorten as the sun climbed higher. The sounds of the city waking up filtered through the windows — the distant hum of a car starting in a parking lot. 
 
“I love waking up like this,” Ilya said, the words coming out quieter than he intended. “With you. In the quiet. Before the world starts demanding things.” 
 
Shane’s hand tightened against his. “Yeah?” 
 
“Da. Is my favorite part of the day.” 
 
Shane lifted his head, looking at Ilya with those dark eyes that had been the death of him from the very first moment in Regina. Something moved across his face — a softening, a warmth — and then he leaned in and kissed him. 
 
It started soft. A gentle press of lips, a slow exploration. But it deepened quickly, the way their kisses always did, the connection between them sparking into something hungrier. Ilya’s hand slid up from Shane’s back to his neck, tangling in his hair, pulling him closer. 
 
Shane made a sound against his mouth — a small, desperate noise that went straight to Ilya’s cock. 
 
“Come here,” Ilya murmured, shifting, pulling Shane on top of him. Shane came willingly, straddling his hips, settling into place with ease. He looked down at Ilya, his lips parted, his chest rising and falling. 
 
“Hi,” Shane said, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. 
 
“Hi.” 
 
Shane kissed him again, slower this time, his hips rolling forward in a movement that was very deliberate and Ilya’s hands found his hips, guiding him — feeling the heat of him through the thin fabric of his underwear. 
 
“God, I love waking up next to you,” Shane said against his lips.
 
“Then wake up next to me always.” The words came out before Ilya could stop them, raw and honest, carrying more weight than he’d intended. “I mean it. I do not want to spend another morning waking up alone.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught in his throat. He pulled back just enough to look at Ilya, his eyes searching, his expression open in a way that made Ilya’s heart ache. “Do you want that? Us? Together — not just stolen nights and phone calls?” 
 
“I want everything with you. I have wanted everything with you for so long.” 
 
Shane’s eyes were bright. He blinked hard, once, twice, and then he was leaning down, pressing his forehead against Ilya’s, his breath warm and uneven against his lips. 
 
“I want that too,” he said. “God, I want it. I want all of it.” 
 
Ilya kissed him, deep and possessive, pouring everything he couldn’t say into the press of his mouth against Shane’s. His hand slid down Shane’s back, gripping his ass, pulling his closer, and Shane moaned into his mouth and rolled his hips forward. 
 
The friction was electric. Ilya’s cock was already hard, pressing against the fabric of his briefs, and Shane was grinding against him in a rhythm that was slow and deliberate and driving him insane. 
 
“I need you,” Ilya said, his voice rough. “Bozhe moi, I need you.” 
 
“Then have me.” 
 
Shane sat up, reaching down to pull his briefs down, and Ilya watched him — the way the morning light caught the lines of his body, the way his muscles moved beneath his skin, the way he looked at Ilya with hunger and love and trust all tangled together. He was so beautiful it hurt. 
 
Ilya reached for him, pulling him back down, rolling them over so that Shane was beneath him. He pressed his weight into him, feeling the length of their bodies aligned, and kissed him again, slower, deeper. 
 
“Ya tebya lyublyu,” Ilya said against his mouth. “Ty vsyo dlya menya.” 
 
“I love you too,” Shane breathed back. “Now stop being romantic and fuck me.”  
 
Ilya laughed, the sound muffled against Shane’s neck. He reached for the bedside table, found the lube where they’d left it from before, and coated his fingers. Shane spread his legs in invitation, his eyes dark, his breath coming faster. 
 
Ilya’s fingers found him, circled him, pressed inside. Shane arched into the touch, a low moan escaping his throat. 
 
“Yes,” he breathed. “Just like that.” 
 
Ilya worked him open slowly, carefully, watching Shane’s face, reading every reaction, watching when he made him gasp and made him moan and made him grab at Ilya’s shoulders and hold on. He added a second finger, then a third, stretching him, preparing him. 
 
“Now,” Shane gasped. “Please — I need you inside me — no condom—” 
 
Ilya’s eyes went dark. “Are you sure?” 
 
“Yes,” he whispered, eyes locking with Ilya’s. “I’m sure.”
 
Ilya reached for the lube, his hands steady despite the tremor in his breath. He coated himself slowly, and then positioned himself at his entrance and paused. He looked down at Shane — at the flush spreading across his chest, at the way his hands were gripping Ilya’s arms, at the way he was looking between their bodies. 
 
“Look at me,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane’s eyes met his own, and the trust in them floored him.  
 
“I love you,” Ilya said. “I love you so much — I will spend my life trying to show you.” 
 
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him. “Show me now.” 
 
Ilya pressed forward. 

The feeling of entering him was overwhelming — the heat of him, the tightness, the way his body opened and welcomed and held. The feeling of him — skin against skin, no barrier between them. The intimacy of it. Ilya buried himself deep and stilled, letting them both adjust, his forehead pressed against Shane’s, his breath coming in ragged gasps. 
 
“Move,” Shane whispered. “Please, Ilya—” 
 
Ilya moved. 
 
His hips rolled slow at first, deep, deliberate, each thrust drawing a sound from Shane that was part moan and part sob. Ilya watched his face — watched the way his eyes fluttered closed, the way his lips parted, the way his hands moved over Ilya’s back like he was trying to memorize him. 
 
“Harder,” Shane gasped out. “I need—” 
 
Ilya drove into him  harder, the angle shifting, and Shane cried out, his body arching off the bed. The sound of them filled the room. 
 
“I—” Ilya’s voice was wrecked. “I am close.” 
 
“Me too,” Shane’s hand found Ilya’s, their fingers intertwining on the pillow. “Come with me — please.” 
 
Ilya reached between them and wrapped his hand around Shane’s cock, stroking him in time with his thrusts. Shane came with a cry, his body shuddering, his release spilling over Ilya’s hand, the feeling of his body clenching around him giving Ilya the final push. He buried himself deep and followed, his face pressed against Shane’s neck, broken whimpers falling from his lips. 
 
For a long moment, neither of them moved. 
 
The room was quiet except for their breathing, the rasp of it filling the space between them. Ilya could feel Shane’s heart pounding against his chest, could feel the aftershocks still rippling through his body. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s shoulder, then his neck, then his jaw. 
 
“I love you,” he whispered against his skin. 
 
Shane’s hand came up to rest on the back of Ilya’s head, his fingers threading through his hair. “I love you too.” 
 
Ilya eased out of him slowly and lay down beside him. Shane turned into his arms immediately, pressing his face into the curve of Ilya’s neck. 
 
I’m hungry,” Shane said, his voice drowsy. 
 
“There is pancake mix from breakfast yesterday. I can make some?” 
 
“You cook now?” 
 
“I can follow directions on a box. It counts.” 
 
“I’ll hold you to that,” Shane smiled, as he found Ilya’s hand and intertwined their fingers on his chest. “— not yet.” 
 
“Not yet?” 
 
Shane shook his head, a small movement against the pillow. “I’m not ready to get up yet.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. At the way the morning light caught the edges of his face. At the openness in his expression, the way he was looking at Ilya without any of the walls he’d carried for so long. At the simple, unguarded truth of him in this moment. 
 
“Then we stay,” Ilya said. 
 
They lay there for a while longer as the light continued to shift. The sounds of the city kept filtering through the windows, but in the bed — in the quiet — they stayed. 
 
Some time later, Ilya was kissing him again. It wasn’t urgent. It wasn’t the kind of kiss that demanded a response or led anywhere specific. Just the kind of kiss that belonged in mornings and stretched time with nowhere else to be. His lips found Shane’s and just lingered there, learning the shape of them again as if he was afraid of forgetting. 
 
Shane’s hand came up to rest on the back of Ilya’s neck, his fingers threading through the small strands of hair at the base of his skull. The touch was light, almost absent-minded, but it pulled Ilya closer, deepened the kiss at its own pace. 
 
“You’re very warm,” Shane murmured against his lips.
 
“I am trying to keep you warm.” 
 
“You’re doing a good job.” 
 
Ilya kissed him again, this time there was a little more intent behind it - a slight shift in angle, a hand sliding from Shane’s hip to his thigh. The kiss built slowly, the way a wave built before it broke, tension coiling without rushing.
 
Shane chuckled, “You’re insatiable,” as he parted his legs to make room for Ilya to settle between them once more. The movement was unmistakable — an invitation, and opening. Ilya accepted it, shifting his weight, pressing his hips into the cradle of Shane’s thighs. 
 
They were both hard again, the evidence of it pressing between them and Ilya rolled his hips, the motion drawing a soft sound from Shane’s throat as his eyes slid closed and his back arched. 
 
“I want to take my time with you,” Ilya said against his mouth. 
 
“You have time.” Shane’s eyelashes fluttered, and then Ilya was rewarded with a thin line of brown, but the way the sun bathed them, it enhanced their color spectacularly. Shane had the most incredible, expressive eyes he’d ever seen… dazzling, a direct window to his soul, they took Ilya’s breath away. When his gaze locked with Ilya’s, his lips curved upwards. “Take it — please.”  
 
If there is something comparable to the beauty of his eyes, it is his smile. 
 
Ilya kissed his way down Shane’s body the way he might read a book he wanted to remember — lingering on passages that deserved attention. He started at his mouth, tracing the line of his jaw with his lips, feeling the slight stubble that had grown overnight. He moved to his throat, pressing a kiss to the hollow where his pulse beat steady and warm. 
 
Shane’s hands found their way back into Ilya’s hair, not pulling or holding him in place, just resting. 
 
Ilya continued lower, his mouth tracing the dip between Shane’s collarbones, the curve of his chest, the planes of his stomach. He paused at the bruise on his ribs. The purple had faded to a greenish-yellow at the edges, the body doing its slow work of healing. Ilya pressed a kiss to the edge and he felt Shane’s breath hitch. 
 
“It looks better,” Ilya said. 
 
“Feels better.” 
 
“Good.” 
 
He continued lower, his tongue tracing a line down the center of Shane’s stomach. The muscles there jumped beneath his touch, sensitive in a way that made Ilya want to linger. He mouthed at the jut of Shane’s hip, then the crease where his thigh met his body, feeling the heat of him. 
 
Shane’s breath was coming faster now, his chest rising and falling in a rhythm that was starting to lose its steadiness. His hands were still in Ilya’s hair, his fingers curling and releasing in a pattern that matched his breathing. He settled himself between Shane’s legs, the warmth of him close, the smell of him filling Ilya’s senses. 
 
He took his time. 
 
His mouth found Shane’s inner thigh first, pressing a kiss there, then another, then a slow drag of his tongue that made Shane’s hips twitch. He worked his way inward, alternating sides, building anticipation with each kiss, each lick, each brush of his lips against skin that was growing warmer and more sensitive with every passing second. 
 
He took him into his mouth and reveled in it. He would never get enough of Shane. The way his hips pressed up into the heat of his mouth. The way his hands tightened in Ilya’s hair when he found a particular, delicious angle. The way his breath would catch whenever Ilya hummed around him, the vibration drawing sound from deep inside his chest. He catalogued each response and built a map of Shane’s pleasure that he could return to whenever he wanted. 
 
The morning light moved across the bed as he worked, the shadows shifting with the slow crawl of time. The sounds from outside faded into background noise. There was nothing in the world but this — the weight of Shane’s thighs against his shoulders, the taste of him on his tongue, the sound of his breathing growing faster and more uneven as Ilya pushed him toward the edge. 
 
He kept his pace slow. Drew it out. Let the pleasure build. He found a rhythm that made Shane’s hips press up harder, the pressure that made his breath catch, the exact point where he could hold him at the edge and keep him there. 
 
When Shane finally came, it was with a breath that caught and held — a sharp inhale that seemed to hold in the air before his body arched off the mattress, his hands tightening in Ilya’s hair, a low sound escaping his throat. Ilya stayed on him, letting him ride it out, and when Shane went still, he pressed a kiss to the inside of his thigh before crawling back up the bed to settle beside him. 
 
Shane’s arm came around him immediately, pulling him close. His breathing was still uneven, his skin warm where it pressed against Ilya’s. His face was soft, the tension of the past few days momentarily absent. 
 
“That was—” Shane started. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“That is a good way to start a day.” 
 
“The best way.” 
 
Shane laughed, the sound warm and unguarded, his hand finding Ilya’s and holding it. They lay there in the aftermath, the light growing brighter, the day pressing in at the edges. Neither of them moved to meet it. 
 
“I could stay here all day,” Shane said. 
 
“You cannot. You have a game.” 
 
“I know.” Shane sighed, the sound carrying the weight of someone who was trying to hold onto a moment that was already slipping away. “But I could.” 
 
Ilya pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “Win tonight. Then we can stay in bed all day tomorrow.” 
 
“You’ll hold me to that?” 
 
“I will hold you to everything.” 
 
Shane turned his head, meeting Ilya’s eyes. Something soft passed between them, unnameable and unspoken, settling into the space between their bodies like a third presence in the bed. 
 
“Okay,” Shane said. “Then let’s take a shower.” 
 
He sat up, the sheet pooling around his waist, the morning light falling across his shoulders and the fading bruise on his back. Ilya couldn’t help but think, God, he is so breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
Shane looked back at Ilya with a question in his eyes. 
 
“You coming?” 
 
Ilya smiled. “Always.” 
 
The light was getting brighter. The day was starting. The hours were counting down toward the game. 
 
But for this moment — for this perfect, quiet moment — they had nothing but each other.
 

 
The parking lot behind the PNC Arena was already three-quarters full when St-Simon pulled the SUV into the spot near the back. 
 
Ilya sat in the passenger seat and watched the stream of fans making their way toward the entrance. They were dressed in Carolina black and red, their faces painted, their voices carrying across the asphalt in waves of sound that built and faded and built again. The banners and signs and jerseys were out in full force — Kessler #67, Holmqvist #55, Mackinnon #27, Zelenko #18, Blake #17, Beausoleil #44, Halvorsen #52, Edvardsen #31 — and one name that made Ilya’s chest tighten every time he saw it printed across a stranger’s back: HOLLANDER #24. 
 
The arena loomed ahead of them, all glass and steel and concrete, the sound of the crowd already spelling out from inside. The doors wouldn’t open for another forty-five minutes, but the energy was already there, pressing against the walls like it was trying to escape. 
 
Ilya had been in enough playoff arenas to know that the energy before a close-out game was different from everything that came before it. There was an edge to it, a sharpness that made the air feel thinner. He could feel it in his chest, sitting there beneath his ribs like something waiting to be released. 
 
“You ready, Roz?” Carmichael asked from the back seat. 
 
“No. But I am going anyway.” 
 
“That’s the spirit!” 
 
They got out of the car together — five men in neutral clothes, no team logos, no obvious affiliation. Ilya had made a deliberate choice not to wear anything that identified him as part of the league today. He didn’t want to provoke anything unnecessary. Just a dark jacket and jeans, the same thing he wore when he wanted to go unnoticed — it never worked — and a black t-shirt underneath, hidden, that said HOLLANDER #24. 
 
They were barely ten feet away from the car when a fan in a Zelenko jersey did a double-take so sharp he nearly walked into a light pole. 
 
Here we go again. 
 
“Holy shit,” he said, loud enough to turn heads. “Is that — are those the Boston Bears?” 
 
Ilya kept walking. He could hear Carmichael speed up to fall into step beside him, his face carrying an expression like someone who had been caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing — and was enjoying it. Carmichael loved the chaos that their appearance had caused last time — it had been explosive given that they were wearing HOLLANDER #24 jerseys at the time. 
 
“What are you guys doing here?” the fan called after them. 
 
Carmichael turned, walking backward for a few steps. “Watching good hockey. Same as  you.” 
 
“But— you guys just lost to—” 
 
“Good hockey,” Carmichael interrupted, his voice bright and unapologetic. “We appreciate good hockey.” 
 
He turned back around before the fan could formulate a response, and they kept walking. 
 
“The man has a point,” Hayes said from somewhere behind him. “We do appreciate good hockey.” 
 
“Not the point,” Marlow said. 
 
“It’s a bit the point.”
 
“Really not.” 
 
Ilya felt the weight of the stares as they crossed the parking lot, the murmurs spreading through the crowd like ripples in the water. They were recognizable — all of them. The core of a team that had just been eliminated by the team Carolina was about to face. Their presence was unexpected at these games, unusual, the kind of thing that was likely to generate questions. 
 
Let them wonder, Ilya thought. Let them talk.
 
The players’ entrance was around the side of the building, away from the main flow of fans. It was quieter there, the noise of the crowd muffled by concrete and distance. A security guard stood at the door, his arms crossed, his expression carrying a neutrality that suggested he’d seen too much to be surprised by anything. 
 
Ilya reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the pass that Shane had given him. He felt the weight of it in his hand, the proof he was supposed to be here. The lanyard was red and black, printed with the Carolina Breakers logo and a section number that he had memorized. He handed it to the guard, who glanced at it, glanced at Ilya’s face, glanced at the group behind him, and waved them through without comment. 
 
The corridor inside was fluorescent and echoing. Concrete floors, white walls, the distant hum of a building that was full of life. A staff member met them at the entrance to the main concourse, a woman with a headset and a clipboard. She was expecting them. 
 
“Hollander’s group?” she asked. 
 
“That’s us!” Carmichael smiled with his usual enthusiasm. 
 
“Follow me,” she said. “I’ll get you to your section.” 
 
They followed her through a maze of corridors, past storage rooms and equipment closets and doors marked with signs that said things like AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY and DO NOT ENTER. The noise of the building grew louder as they approached the main concourse, the sound of thousands of voices filtering through the walls. 
 
At the entrance to the seating area, the staff member paused. “Here you are, Section 112. You already know about the lounge area behind with food and drinks if you need anything during the game.” 
 
“Drinks,” Carmichael repeated. “Wait, there were drinks back there? What kinds?”
 
“They were there two days ago,” St-Simon looked at him. 
 
“I wasn’t paying attention!” 
 
“Beer, wine, soda — the usual.” 
 
“Does the beer come in one of those hockey skate glasses? I’ve seen those online. They’re fucking iconic.” 
 
The staff member blinked. “I — They should have those, yes.” 
 
“Perfect.” Carmichael clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Hayes! We’re getting skates!” 
 
“Are we getting skates?” 
 
“We’re getting fucking skates.” 
 
“I support this.” 
 
Marlow rubbed a hand over his face. “We haven’t even sat the fuck down yet and you’re already like this?” 
 
“Priorities, Marley. Priorities.” 
 
The section was already half full when they arrived. 
 
Ilya stepped through the entrance and stopped, taking it in. The seats were lower bowl, center ice, close enough to see the faces of the players during warmups. The kind of seats that were reserved for the people closest to the men on the ice — parents and siblings, spouses and children, significant others and friends. The kind of seats that Ilya had never expected he would occupy. 
 
He recognized a few faces from the last game. Claire Kessler was sitting in the front row, her hands folded in her lap, her expression carrying the type of calm you usually expected from the captain’s wife, who had been doing this long enough to know when to be nervous and when to trust. She rose from her seat when they made their way towards their seats, her movements unhurried, her expression warm. Her hands rested on the back of the empty seat in front of her. 
 
“You made it,” she smiled. Her voice was arm, carrying the kind of ease that came from being the person who welcomed people into the space. 
 
“Sure did!” Carmichael confirmed. 
 
Claire’s eyes moved over the group, landing on Ilya. “How are you holding up?” 
 
The question was simple, but there was weight behind it — the acknowledgement that this wasn’t just another game. That he was there for reasons that went beyond hockey. 
 
“I am fine,” Ilya said. 
 
“It’s okay if you’re nervous,” Claire’s smile was knowing. “I’ve been doing this for twelve years and I still get nervous before games.” 
 
“You do not show it.” 
 
“Eventually,” her smile widened,  “you get better at hiding it.” 
 
She put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it before turning around and sitting back down. 
 
Carmichael was already scanning the crowd. “I’m going to find that skate glass before the lines get long. Hayes — you with me?” 
 
“Hell yeah!” 
 
“Good. Marlow, hold our seats.” 
 
“I’m not your assistant.” 
 
“Your seats are assigned,” St-Simon pointed out. 
 
“You’re my emotional support defenseman.” 
 
“That’s not a fucking thing.” 
 
“It is now.” 
 
Carmichael and Hayes disappeared toward the concourse, leaving Ilya to stand by their seats with Marlow and St-Simon and Claire Kessler. They just stood there for a moment, a small island of neutral colors in a sea of Carolina black and red. 
 
They eased themselves into the seats. Marlow took the aisle, St-Simon settled next to him, and Ilya sat on the end, closest to the ice. The glass was right there, close enough that he could see the scratches and scuffs from warmups. The ice was fresh, the lines sharp, the nets waiting at either end. 
 
He put his hands on his knees and let himself breathe. 
 
The game was still a couple hours away. But the anticipation was already building, coiling in his chest like something alive. 
 
Carmichael and Hayes returned fifteen minutes later, each carrying a plastic hockey skate filled with beer. 
 
“Look at these beauties!” Carmichael exclaimed as he held his up. The skates were molded plastic, designed to look like a vintage hockey boot, the blade forming the base. It was ridiculous and wonderful and exactly the kind of thing that Carmichael would fall in love with. “I’m keeping this thing for-fucking-ever!” 
 
“You’re keeping a plastic cup forever?” Marlow asked. 
 
“It’s a memorabilia piece.” 
 
“It’s a cup.”
 
“It’s art.” 
 
Hayes took a long drink from his skate and signed. “Worth every penny.” 
 
“You paid for those?” St-Simon asked.
 
“Nineteen for the cup and twelve for the beer.”
 
“Thirty-one dollars for a cup of beer?” 
 
“A collectible cup of beer.” 
 
St-Simon looked at Ilya. “I am sitting with children.” 
 
“They are your children too.” 
 
“Unfortunately.” 
 
Carmichael dropped into his seat, carefully balancing his skate so it didn’t spill. “Smell that, Roz? That’s the smell of a series-clinching game!” 
 
“That is the smell of overpriced beer and bad decisions.” 
 
“Same thing.” 
 
Claire turned around as Petra Holmqvist approached, her heels clicking against the concrete, her presence filling the space with her particular brand of warmth. 
 
“Rozanov,” Petra said, her accent softening the edges of the word. “Good to see you again.” 
 
“And you.” 
 
Petra’s eyes found Carmichael’s skate glass. “Is that—” 
 
“Art,” Carmichael said. “It’s art.” 
 
“It is beer.” 
 
“It’s a vessel.” 
 
Petra exchanged a look with Claire that said everything words couldn’t. “The Bears are a strange group.” 
 
“We prefer eccentric,” Hayes said. 
 
“I am sure you do.” 
 
A beautiful woman with dark hair appeared next to Petra, sliding into the seat next to her. She was holding a coffee cup in both hands, and there was a small bandage on her index finger that Ilya hadn’t noticed at the last game. 
 
“Hi,” she extended her hand toward Ilya. “I’m Rosalie Lavoie.” 
 
Ilya took it and smiled, “Ilya.” He glanced at the bandage. “What happened?” 
 
Rosalie looked down at her finger, then back up, a wry expression crossing her face. “Felix — Beausoleil, he’s my boyfriend — he got excited when we were watching the Western Conference games last night and knocked a glass off the counter. I tried to catch it.” 
 
“Did you?” 
 
“No.” She held up her bandaged finger. “The glass won.” 
 
“At least you’re  not the one who needed stitches,” Carmichael said. 
 
“Stitches?” Rosalie’s eyes went up. 
 
“Zelenko,” Hayes supplied. “Took a high stick in game three. Caught him right above the eye. Six stitches.” 
 
“Six?” Rosalie winced. “That’s a lot for a high stick.” 
 
“It was a meaningful high stick.” 
 
“Meaningful how?” 
 
“Meaningful in that it drew blood and the refs still almost missed it,” Claire said. 
 
Petra shook her head. “Montréal has always been a dirty team. It is worse in the playoffs.” 
 
“It’s always worse in the playoffs,” Claire agreed. “The stakes are higher, so the boundaries get pushed further.” 
 
“They’d been pushing boundaries all game,” Carmichael said, his voice carrying an edge that hadn’t been there moments ago. “The hits after the whistle. The way they targeted—” He stopped, glancing at Ilya. 
 
“The way they targeted Shane,” Ilya finished. His voice was flat. 
 
The group was quiet for a moment. 
 
Then Rosalie said, her voice softer now. “I know. Felix told me some of what they were saying out there.” 
 
“They say a lot of things,” Ilya said. “Is not worth repeating.” 
 
“That’s what Felix said.” Her jaw tightened. “He also said that if any of them tried anything tonight, Halvorsen was going to put them through the boards.” 
 
“Halvorsen said that?” 
 
“Felix said that Halvorsen said it.” 
 
Carmichael let out a low whistle. “I would pay to see that.” 
 
“I think we all would,” Petra smiled. 
 
The conversation shifted as more familiar faces arrived. Ingrid Halvorsen appeared, tall and quiet, her presence cutting through the noise like a calm center in a storm. She nodded at Ilya, a small acknowledgement that carried more warmth than a handshake would have. 
 
“Erik is ready,” she said, answering a question no one had asked. “He has been since the last game ended.” 
 
“That’s good to hear,” Marlow said. 
 
“He does not like Montréal.” Ingrid’s accent was softer than her husband’s, carrying a little lilt to it. “He says they play without honor.” 
 
“Honor is a strong word in hockey.” 
 
“Erik uses strong words when he is angry.” 
 
“I can imagine.” 
 
Ingrid settled into her seat, and Ilya looked back out at the ice. He’d never been on this side of the glass watching someone he cared about on the ice before. He was surrounded by the families of the men on the ice, feeling the collective weight of hope and fear that came from watching someone you loved play a game that could hurt them. It was a different kind of intimacy — the kind that came from shared vulnerability rather than shared celebration. It was another reminder that the men on the ice were not the only ones who felt the weight of the series. 
 
New faces began to appear as well as the section filled. 
 
A woman with light brown hair and a quiet presence settled into the seat behind Petra. She was young — mid twenties, maybe — and looked like she was still learning how to exist in the orbit of professional hockey. She caught Ilya’s eye and offered a small, tentative smile. 
 
“Hi," she said. “I’m Anna. Carter’s girlfriend.” 
 
Carter Mackinnon. Ilya remembered the name — the quiet center, the one who always seemed to be reading something when the cameras found him. 
 
“Ilya,” he said. “It is nice to meet you.” 
 
“You too.” Anna’s smile widened, just slightly. 
 
Anna turned to Petra, and the two of them fell into a conversation about something Ilya couldn’t follow. He sat back in his seat. 
 
The next new face arrived in a burst of energy.
 
“Well fuck!” Ilya turned to find a young blonde woman — carrying the same restless energy as a certain left winger he knew — striding toward him with a confidence that suggested she never met a stranger. “Ilya fucking Rozanov and the Bears!” 
 
She stopped in front of them and extended her hand. “Sarah Zelenko — Adrian’s sister — he’s told me everything about you!” 
 
“I am afraid to ask what that means,” St-Simon deadpanned. 
 
“Mostly good things,” she grinned. “Mostly.” 
 
“That is reassuring.” 
 
“It should be. I’m the one that gets to decide whether you,” she pointed at Ilya, “are good enough for Hollander.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
Sarah’s grin just widened as she dropped into the seat beside him. “Adrian said you have a resting murder face. I was expecting someone scarier.” 
 
Ilya blinked. “I am very scary.” 
 
“Are you?” Sarah smiled, clearly not believing him. 
 
Ilya looked at her. At the challenge in her eyes, the humor lurking underneath. “I can be,” he muttered. 
 
“I’m sure you can.” She grinned and for a moment she looked exactly like her brother. “Don’t worry.” She leaned in closer to whisper, but it wasn’t very quiet. “I won’t tell anyone you’re secretly a softie.” 
 
“Ya ne myagkiy,” Ilya said, before he could stop himself. 
 
“I don’t know what that meant but it sure sounded defensive.” 
 
Carmichael nudged Ilya. “Smooth, Roz. Very smooth — way to make a good impression.” 
 
“Zatknis,” Ilya muttered. 
 
“That sounded like you told me to shut up.” 
 
“Because I did.” 
 
Carmichael turned to Sarah. “He said he’s not soft. Which — for the record — is not true.” 
 
“I will end you.” 
 
“You won’t.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Sarah was laughing now, and the sound of it cut through some of the tension in Ilya’s chest. 
 
Sarah’s energy was a sharp contrast to the quiet presence of the woman who appeared next — Clara Morrison, Daniel Blake’s girlfriend, who introduced herself with a handshake and a warm smile and very few words. She seemed comfortable in her own silence, the kind of person who observed more than she spoke. 
 
“Daniel said the Bears were good company at breakfast,” Clara said. “He doesn't say that about many people.” 
 
“Daniel doesn’t say much about anything,” Sarah pointed out. 
 
“True.” 
 
Clara introduced the man next to her — he was in his early sixties from the look of him and wearing a Blake jersey  — who was eyeing them cautiously. He was Daniel Blake’s father, Micahel.  
 
His eyes moved across the group. “So, you’re the Bears group?” he asked. 
 
“That’s us," Carmichael said, raising his skat in acknowledgment. 
 
“Danny says you’re here to support Hollander.” He turned his gaze on Ilya. “Media says you hate each other.” 
 
Ilya felt the weight of his gaze landing on him. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “We are here for Hollander — we are close.” 
 
The man looked at him for a long moment. Then he nodded, once, and said, “Good. Kid could use some support after the last game.” He took his seat and looked out at the ice. 
 
The last new face was the one that caught Ilya off guard. 
 
Liam Wang arrived quietly, sliding into a seat near the end of the row. Their eyes met, and something passed between them — a recognition that didn’t need words. 
 
“Liam,” he said as he held out his hand. “Niklas’s boyfriend.” 
 
“Ilya,” he nodded as he took his hand. “It is good to meet you.” 
 
“You too.” Liam paused, his eyes holding Ilya’s. “Niklas told me about you. About you and Shane.” 
 
“He talks too much.” 
 
“He talks about the right things.” Liam’s voice was quiet, but there was weight behind it. “He said you’re good for each other.” 
 
Ilya didn’t know what to say to that. The warmth was back in his chest, spreading, settling into places he hadn’t realized were cold. 
 
“Thank you,” he said. 
 
“You’re welcome.” 
 
Liam turned to look at the ice, his hands resting on his knees, his presence settling into the space around him like he’d always been there. Casual. Accepted. Ilya watched him for a moment, then turned back to the ice himself. 
 
The section was full now. The friends and family of the Carolina Breakers, assembled in their seats, waiting for the game that could probably decide their season’s next direction. 
 
And five Boston Bears, sitting among them, wearing borrowed loyalty like a second skin. 
 
The arena continued to fill. The hum of the crowd grew louder, the energy building toward the moment when the doors would open and the players would take the ice for warmups. Ilya sat in his seat and watched it happen, tracking the shifts, the patterns, the way the noise changed as the arena approached capacity. 
 
Carmichael finished his beer and held the skate up to the light. “I’m taking this thing home. It’s going on my mantle.” 
 
“You do not have a mantle,” Victor said while he looked at his phone. 
 
“You don’t have a mantle?” Hayes asked. 
 
“I’ll get one then!” 
 
St-Simon was scrolling through something with a determined focus and Marlow was watching the ice, his expression unreadable, hands resting on his knees. 
 
Ilya checked his phone. A text from Shane, sent an hour ago: See you in the stands. 
 
He typed back: I am here.
 
Three dots appeared immediately. Then: I know.
 
Ilya smiled and typed: Win tonight. End it.
 
Shane’s response came a few seconds later: That’s the plan.
 
Ilya put his phone away and looked at the ice. The Zamboni was gone now, the surface fresh and waiting. The clock above the scoreboard was counting down toward warmups. 
 
“You good?” Marlow asked. 
 
“Da.” 
 
“He’ll be fine.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Marlow didn’t say anything else.
 
The lights dimmed, just slightly, and the first players stepped onto the ice for warmups. 
 
Ilya leaned forward, his eyes finding number 24 as he glided out of the tunnel, his edges biting into the fresh ice, his movements graceful and easy. Shane was in his element. He was exactly where he was supposed to be. 
 
They were close enough to the ice that Ilya could hear the scrape of the blades during warmups, the thud of pucks against the boards, the low murmur of voices across the surface. The glass was right there, close enough that he could see the scratches and scuffs on it from previous games layered on top of each other like a history of impact. 
 
“He’s looking better,” Sarah said, nodding toward the ice. 
 
Ilya followed her gaze. Shane was skating through a drill at the far end, his edges clean, his movements carrying him in the way that Ilya had spent six years watching. 
 
“What?” 
 
“I said, he’s looking better.” Sarah glanced at him. “He took a beating in the last game. I saw the replay of that hit in the neutral zone.” 
 
“It was bad.” 
 
“It looked bad.” She paused. “Adrian said he was taped up after. Ribs.” 
 
“He was.” 
 
“And he’s still playing tonight?” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Sarah let out a low breath. “That’s dedication. Or stupidity. I haven’t decided which.” 
 
“Probably both.” 
 
“Probably.” She looked at him, her head tilted. “You’re worried.” 
 
It wasn’t a question.
 
“Da,” Ilya admitted. 
 
“Good.” Sarah’s voice was matter-of-fact. “If you weren’t, I’d have to question your character.” 
 
She turned back to the ice, and Ilya sat beside her, watching as number 24 moved through his warmup with the grace that had been catching his attention since he was eighteen years old. 
 
He settled into his seat and let himself breathe.
 

 
The puck dropped at 7:08 PM, and the building came alive. 
 
The sound of it hit Ilya like a physical force — almost nineteen-thousand voices rising in a ring roar as the pick hit the ice and Shane’s stick found it first, winning the draw cleanly and chipping it back to Beausoleil. The vibration of it traveled through the floor, up through the soles of his shoes, settling somewhere in his chest alongside the steady thrum of his own heartbeat. 
 
He was on his feet before he realized he’d stood up. 
 
The first shift was a feeling-out period, both teams testing each other, looking for weaknesses. Shane moved through the neutral zone with his head up, his edges biting into the fresh ice. He looked good. He looked focused. He looked like a man who had spent two days lettering his body recover and was ready to put an end to Montréal. 
 
But Ilya knew what was waiting for him. 
 
Montréal came out hard — harder than they had in game three, harder than they had in any game of the series so far. There was no hesitation in their movements, no second-guessing. Every forechecker was a step faster. Every pass into the seam was a half-beat sharper. They played like men who knew that one more loss meant their season was over, and they’d decided — collectively — that they were not going to let that happen without taking as much with them as they could. 
 
The first real hit came a minute and forty-eight seconds into the period. 
 
Shane was along the boards in the offensive zone, cycling the puck back to Blake, when Comeau arrived a full second after the puck was gone. The hit was shoulder to numbers, delivered just at the edge of what the refs would consider legal, and it drove Shane into the glass with enough force that the pane rattled in its frame. The sound of it — the dull thud of body against barrier — carried up through the stands. Ilya heard it clearly, even over the crowd noise. 
 
He watched as Shane absorbed it, pushed off, and reset. His shoulder rolled as he skated back into position, a small, almost imperceptible movement that Ilya caught because he’d spent years doing the same thing. A test. A check. Confirming that everything was still working as intended. 
 
“Already at it,” Carmichael said from beside him. His voice low and sharp, he was watching the ice intently and didn’t look happy that he wasn’t able to be out there and do something about what he was seeing. 
 
“They started early in game three,” Hayes reminded him. “This isn’t new.” 
 
“It being not new doesn’t make it fucking better.” 
 
Ilya didn’t respond. His eyes were fixed on the ice. 
 
The first five minutes were a contest of endurance. Both teams had chances — Carolina tested Drapeau with a shot from the slot that he turned aside with his blocker, and Edvardsen made a sprawling save on a Montréal rush that drew a collective exhale from the crowd. The score stayed 0-0, but the tension was already building, coiling tighter with every shift. 
 
Shane took another hit on his next shift. Couillard this time, in the neutral zone, a shoulder that caught him as he was releasing a pass. The contact arrived just on the edge of what would have been considered late. Shane’s stick came up as he absorbed it, his weight shifting to compensate, and Ilya saw the flicker of something crossing his face — not pain, not quite, but awareness. 
 
That was going to be the story of the night. The hits were not going to stop coming. Every shift, every whistle, every time Shane touched the puck, there would be a Montréal player in his space, testing the boundaries of what the refs would allow. 
 
“He’s compensating already,” Marlow said. 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I see it.” 
 
“He’s favoring his left side on the turns.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“He knows how to play through it.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s voice was flat. “That is what worries me.” 
 
Around them, the section was reacting to the game in waves — gasps at close calls, cheers at good plays, a murmur that ran through the crowd when something almost happened. Claire’s eyes were tracking the play and Petra was beside her, her accent cutting through the noise as she said something to Anna that Ilya couldn’t quite catch. 
 
Sarah Zelenko, to Ilya’s left, was on her feet, slamming her hands into the glass. “That was a fucking penalty!” She yelled, indignation in her voice. “That was textbook interference you jackass!” 
 
“It was borderline,” Marlow said.


“It was after the fucking pass!” 
 
“Borderline.” 
 
“It was fucking bullshit.” 
 
Ilya appreciated her energy, even if it didn’t change anything. 
 
The first period continued, the minutes ticking by in a slow grind of whistles and zone time and battles along the boards. Carolina generated a shift that pinned Montréal in their own zone for almost three minutes — cycle, rotation, shot, rebound, cycle again. Shane was in the middle of it, his stick in passing lanes, his feet always moving. Ilya watched the way he positioned himself, the way he read the play, the way he found soft spots in Montréal’s coverage. 
 
He was beautiful to watch. He was doing exactly what Ilya would have expected from him. But he was playing through pain, and Ilya could tell. 
 
Every time Shane took a hit, Ilya felt it in his own ribs. 
 
A shift along the boards near the Carolina net produced a scrum that had both benches leaning forward. The whistle blew, bodies untangled, and when the players separated, Ilya could see blood on the ice near the crease. 
 
It wasn’t Shane’s. 
 
Edvardsen was at the top of his crease, his mask off, his hands pressed to his jaw where a stray stick had caught him. The trainers were already on the ice, checking him over, and Ilya watched him shake them off after a few seconds, his jaw set, his eyes already tracking the play as it reset. 
 
“Edvardsen took a stick,” Hayes said, an edge to his voice that Ilya recognized — it wasn’t a good thing when even the goaltenders were taking hits. 
 
“Is he okay?” 
 
“He’s still in the net so he’ll be fine.” 
 
The game resumed. Liam had his hands clasped together, his knuckles white. 
 
Then, on his next shift, Shane took a hit from Gagnon that made Ilya’s breath catch. 
 
It was another cross-check, both hands on the stick, delivered square in the middle of his back — exactly where he’d hit him the last time. The impact drove Shane into the boards, his chest hitting the glass and Ilya saw the way his body went rigid for a fraction of a second before he pushed off and turned back to the play. 
 
He was favoring his left side again. Just slightly. 
 
“That was a cross-check! That should get him two fucking minutes ref! What the fuck?!” Carmichael shouted. 
 
It wasn’t called. 
 
The game was wearing on Ilya’s nerves in a way he hadn’t expected. He’d watched Shane play hundreds of games over six years. He’d watched from hotel rooms and Marlow’s living room and the other end of the rink while wearing a different jersey. But sitting here, in the arena, surrounded by the family and friends of the men on the ice, was a different experience entirely. There was no distance between him and the action, no barrier. He could see the way Shane’s jaw tightened after every hit. He could see the way his teammates stepped up to intercept forecheckers, the way Halvorsen put a body on a Montréal forward that drew a roar from the crowd, the way that Beausoleil got in Comeau’s face after a whistle. 
 
They were protecting him. But they couldn’t protect him from everything. 
 
The period continued its grinding pace. A power play for Carolina — the first man-advantage of the night — and Ilya watched Shane set up the zone with the precision that made him one of the best damn playmakers in the league. The puck moved through the seam, Shane found it, and he fed it to Blake at the point in a pass that was clean and quick and exactly where it needed to be. 
 
The one-timer beat the goaltender but hit the post. 
 
The sound of it — the sharp ping of metal on puck — cut through the noise like a knife. The crowd groaned. 
 
“Post,” Carmichael said. 
 
“No shit,” Victor grumbled. “We all saw.” 
 
“So close.” 
 
“Close does not count.” 
 
Montréal had a chance on the kill — a shorthanded rush that carried the puck all the way to Edvardsen’s crease before Halvorsen caught up and broke it up with a stick check that was perfectly timed. The crowd exhaled and the play reset. 
 
The period was winding down now, the clock ticking under two minutes, and Ilya could feel the tension in his shoulders building with every passing second. One more shift. One more shift and they would make it to intermission without having given up a goal. 
 
Shane took a faceoff in the defensive zone with forty seconds left. 
 
Comeau was across from him. 
 
Ilya watched as Shane set his stick, watched his weight shift, watched his eyes track the linesman’s hand. The puck dropped, and Shane won, chipping it back to Halvorsen, who cleared the zone. 
 
The horn sounded.
 
End of the first period. 0-0.
 
Ilya sat back in his seat and let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. His hands were gripping the edge of the boards in front of him, his knuckles white, his palms slick with sweat. 
 
“Twenty minutes down,” Carmichael said. 
 
“Da.” 
 
“He’s taking a lot of hits.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I know.” 
 
Carmichael didn’t say anything else. There was nothing else to say. 
 
The players filed off the ice. The intermission was beginning. Ilya watched the tunnel until number 24 disappeared into it, and then he tried to slow his heartbeat. 
 
The first period was over, and it had been twenty minutes of torture. 
 
There were still twenty minutes to go in the second and another twenty in the third. 
 
If he survived that long, he might actually be able to breathe again. 
 

 
The intermission had been the longest eighteen minutes of Ilya’s life. 
 
He sat in his seat while the Zamboni made its rounds, watched the fresh ice spread across the surface, listened to the low murmur of conversations happening around him. Carmichael had gone to get another round of beers — include a second skate for Hayes, who’d apparently decided that one was not enough for posterity purposes. Marlow sat in silence, his eyes fixed on the empty ice, his expression giving nothing away. St-Simon was scrolling through his phone, shoulders stiff, actively trying not to engage with the anxiety of the moment. 
 
Sarah Zelenko had turned to him at one point and said, “He’s fine. He’s always fine.” But there was a question in her voice, an uncertainty that she was trying to cover with confidence, that Ilya couldn’t ignore. 
 
Ilya nodded and said nothing. 
 
Now the teams were back on the ice. The arena was filling with sound again, the energy ratcheting up as the players settled into their positions. Ilya leaned forward again, his elbows on his knees, his eyes finding number 24 at the faceoff dot. 
 
The puck dropped, and the second period began. 
 
Montréal came out with a different energy than they had in the first. There was a sharpness to their movements and a deliberate edge that hadn’t been there in the opening frame. The first period had been for feeling-out, testing boundaries, measuring responses, finding limits. The second period was where they would start to push. 
 
Carolina controlled the first shift, cycling the puck deep and working it along the half-wall. Shane was low in the zone, his stick in the passing lanes, his body positioned between the defender and the net. He took a pass from Zelenko at the side of the crease, turned, and fired — but Drapeau got a piece of it, deflecting it wide. 
 
The puck went around the boards. The play reset. 
 
Four minutes and twenty-three seconds in, Shane was cutting across the neutral zone, heading for a loose puck along the boards, when Comeau came in from his blind side. The hit was shoulder to chest, delivered with a full extension of Comeau’s body, and it caught Shane just as he was reaching for the puck. The impact drove him sideways, his skates leaving the ice for a fraction of a second before he hit the boards hard, his shoulder taking the brunt of it. The glass in front of their section rattled in its frame, the sound of it carrying up through the stands. 
 
Ilya was on his feet. 
 
Shane got up. Slow, but he got up. He rolled his shoulder, tested his range of motion, and winced. He pushed off toward the bench as the play moved up the ice without him. 
 
"Ils visent ses côtes," Victor said from beside him. His voice low, stating an observation rather than offering an opinion. Ilya looked at him and Victor looked back. “They are targeting his ribs.” 
 
Ilya nodded. He knew. He’d known since the first shift of the first period. 
 
The trainers met Shane at the bench, but he waved them off after a few seconds, angrily chewing on his mouth guard with a look of barely contained rage on his face. He was still moving. Still functional. But Ilya had noticed the way his jaw tightened and the wince of pain when he’d rolled his shoulder. He was tracking every small detail of Shane’s body language. 
 
One minute and fourteen seconds later, the retaliation came. 
 
Halvorsen met Comeau along the boards in Carolina’s zone with a hit that was clean, hard, and perfectly timed. The impact drove Comeau into the glass, and Ilya could hear the air leaving his lungs in a sharp exhale even from the stands. Halvorsen didn’t follow up. He simply pushed off and skated back to his position, leaving Comeau to untangle himself. 
 
“He is sending a message,” Ilya heard Petra say. 
 
“He has been sending messages all series,” Ingrid said. “He is just getting louder.” Ilya noted the look of pride on her face. 
 
The game continued. The physicality was ramping up with every shift, the hits coming harder and more frequently. He watched as Zelenko took a slash across the wrists, the kind that was designed to hurt rather than disrupt the play. Zelenko shook it off, but Ilya saw him flexing his hands on his stick during the next whistle, testing the feeling in his fingers. 
 
“Zelenko’s taking a lot of abuse too,” Marlow said. 
 
“They are targeting him because he is dangerous with the puck,” Victor replied, his eyes still fixed on the ice. “If they can take his hands out of the play, they take his shot away.” 
 
“That’s a strategy?” 
 
“That is desperation.” 
 
The first goal of the game came seven minutes and fifty-two seconds into the period after a turnover in the neutral zone — Blake intercepted a pass and sent it to Zelenko up the ice with a head of steam. Shane was trailing the play, reading the options, positioning himself where the puck was going to be rather than where it was. Zelenko carried the puck into the zone, drew the defenseman toward him, and slipped a pass back to Shane in the slot. 
 
The release was quick — a one-timer that caught Drapeau moving laterally, the puck finding the top corner before he could reset. The red light flashed, the horn sounded, and nineteen-thousand voices rose in a wave of sound that pressed against Ilya’s chest and stayed there. 
 
1-0. 
 
Shane’s stick went up in celebration, and Zelenko was there a second later, his arms around him, his mouth moving in words that Ilya couldn’t hear. Blake joined them, and the three of them converged at the boards, a brief moment of cohesion before the game reset. 
 
Ilya could feel Shane’s satisfaction — the goal, the lead — Shane had just put his team ahead in a game that could end the series. His eyes found the clock. 
 
Twelve minutes and eight seconds left. 
 
An eternity. 
 
The celebration was brief and the game resumed. Montréal came back with fury, sensing their season slipping away. They threw their bodies at the net, crashed the crease, tested every boundary of what the officials were going to allow. 
 
Then at nine minutes and forty-one seconds in, Gagnon caught Beausoleil with a high stick that drew blood.
 
The whistle blew. The ref’s arm went up.
 
Two Minutes — High Stick. 
 
Beausoleil skated to the bench with blood streaming from a cut above his eye, the same eye that Zelenko had needed stitches for in game three. The trainers met him at the boards, pressing a towel to the wound, and Ilya watched as Rosalie leaned forward in her seat, her hands gripping the boards, her face tense. 
 
“He’s going to be fine,” Clara said from a few seats away. 
 
“I know,” Rosalie answered, but she didn’t look away from the bench. 
 
The power play was clinical. Carolina moved the puck with precision, cycling through their options, waiting for the seam to open. Shane set up low in the zone, his stick on the ice, his body positioned to receive a pass that would give him a shooting lane. The puck came to him, and he faked the shot, drawing the penalty killers out of position before sliding the puck back to Blake at the point. 
 
The one-timer beat Drapeau clean. 
 
2-0. 
 
The arena shook. The sound was overwhelming — nineteen-thousand voices hitting the rafters, the vibration traveling through the concrete and up through Ilya’s body. He was on his feet with the rest of them, his chest tight with something that was caught between relief and anticipation. 
 
Carmichael whistled. “Damn, he’s seeing the ice well tonight,” he said, his voice raised to carry over the noise. 
 
“He always sees the ice well.” 
 
“Well, he’s still— damn.”  
 
Ilya didn’t argue. He was watching Shane on the bench, watching him talk to Blake, watching the way his body was still loose despite the hits he’d taken. He was holding up. He was holding it together. 
 
The period wasn’t over. 
 
Montréal pushed back with the desperation of a team that had nothing left to lose. They generated a shift at twelve minutes and fourteen seconds in that pinned Carolina in their own zone for almost a minute — cycle after cycle, shot after shot, bodies converging on the net from every angle. Edvardsen made save after save, his positioning sharp, his movements precise. 
 
The puck stayed out. 
 
Then a scrum broke out behind the net. 
 
Ilya couldn’t see exactly how it started — one of those chaotic moments where bodies converged and sticks got tangled and the lines had to wade into the middle of it just to separate everyone — but he saw Shane emerge from the pile with blood on his lip, saw him wipe it away with the back of his glove and skate to the bench without looking back at whoever had delivered it. He watched as he got to the bench and spit blood into a towel. 
 
He spat blood.  
 
Ilya’s hands were gripping the boards again. He could feel the tension in his shoulders, the tightness in his jaw, the coil of anxiety that had been building since the first period and showed no sign of releasing. 
 
“He’s fine,” Carmichael reassured him. 
 
“He is spitting blood.” 
 
“That means he bit his cheek or his lip. It doesn’t mean he’s seriously hurt.” 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
“Because it fucking happens, Roz. He’s fine.” 
 
Ilya wanted to believe him. He didn’t. 
 
With four minutes and forty-eight seconds left in the period, a whistle for icing gave the teams a moment to breathe. The clock was ticking down — Ilya watched Shane from the bench, watched him drinking water, watched him chewing angrily on his mouthguard, watched him talking to Zelenko, watched the way his body was already starting to show the wear of the game. 
 
But he was still there. Still on the bench. Still ready for his next shift. 
 
Shane went out again with less than two minutes on the clock after Kessler and Holmqvist had brought the score up to 4-0 with two beautiful goals in quick succession. He had the puck and he was moving through the neutral zone when Comeau found him again. It was a hit along the boards, delivered with the same precision that had marked every hit in the series so far. But this one was different. This one was later, harder, and directly targeted at the same spot where Shane’s ribs had been taped in the last game. Shane went down — not hard, not the kind of fall that would draw a whistle, but down — and he stayed there. 
 
“Get up,” Ilya muttered under his breath. “Get up, Shane. Please.” 
 
Shane got up, but it was slow. 
 
Ilya watched him as he got up. Watched the way his hand went to his ribs for just a fraction of a second before he caught himself and dropped it. Watched the way he skated to the bench with a gait that Ilya recognized as testing whether something was broken. 
 
He got up… but Ilya had seen the hesitation. 
 
The period entered its final seconds with the score still 4-0. Montréal pulled their goalie with forty-seconds left, throwing six skaters at the net in a last-ditch attempt to cut the lead before intermission. 
 
It didn’t work. 
 
The horn sounded. End of the second period. 
 
Ilya sat back in his seat and let his head fall back, his eyes closing for just a moment. His heart was pounding. His hands were shaking. 
 
“One more period,” Marlow said. 
 
“Da.” 
 
“He’s okay.” 
 
Ilya opened his eyes and looked at the tunnel where Shane had disappeared. “One more period,” he said.
 

 
Ilya was familiar with the quiet of the locker room between periods, but the arena itself was anything but. 
 
He sat in his seat while the Zamboni made its final pass, his hands resting on his knees, his eyes fixed on the empty ice. The building hummed around him — the low thrum of conversations, the distant sound of music playing over the speakers — the buzz of it was palpable, pressing against the walls, filling every corner of the arena with the weight of anticipation. 
 
He should have felt it too. He should have been riding the high of a four-goal lead, watching Shane play the kind of game that made everyone in the arena remember why he was one of the best players in the league. Instead, he felt the tension coiling tighter in his chest, a slow accumulation of dread that he couldn't shake. 
 
“He’s got two goals so far,” Carmichael said beside him. “He’s playing out of his damn mind.” 
 
“I know,” he smiled. 
 
“Four goals in two games. That’s — that’s a statement.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya nodded. “He is making a statement.” 
 
He didn’t add the rest of it — the part where every goal Shane scored was drawing more attention from Montréal, more hits, more targeting. The part where a player who was dominating a series was also a player who had a target painted on his back. Carmichael knew it too. They all did. 
 
The teams stepped onto the ice. The crowd rose to its feet. 
 
The third period began. 
 
Montréal came out with the puck, winning the opening draw against Mackinnon and pushing hard into Carolina’s zone. The first shift was a statement of intent — cycle, shot, rebound, cycle again — and it took almost forty seconds before Carolina managed to clear the zone and reset. Ilya watched as Edvardsen made a save through traffic, watched him track the rebound and cover it before Montréal could even get a stick on it. 
 
The whistle blew. A brief pause. A chance to breathe. 
 
Shane was in the corner on his first shift, two minutes and eleven seconds into the period, battling for a loose puck with Couillard when Gagnon arrived from the side and delivered a cross-check that caught him in the lower back. The impact drove him forward, his knees buckling for just a moment before he caught himself on his stick. The ref’s arm stayed down. 
 
Ilya was on his feet. 
 
“They’re not fucking calling anything!” Sarah Zelenko growled, her voice sharp. 
 
“They’ve been not calling things all series,” Claire said. “It’s ridiculous.” 
 
“They let too much shit slide in the playoffs.” 
 
Carolina pushed back. At three minutes and forty-two seconds in Beausoleil leveled a Montréal forward along the boards with a hit that made the glass rattle and the crowd roared its approval. The shift changed. 
 
Shane scored his third goal of the game at four minutes and thirty seconds in. 
 
The play developed quickly — a turnover in the neutral zone, Zelenko carrying the puck into the zone with speed, and Shane reading the play and finding the soft spot in Montréal’s coverage. Zelenko’s pass found him in stride, and Shane didn’t hesitate. The release was quick, clean, and perfectly placed — beating Drapeau high on the glove side before he could react. 
 
The lamp lit. The horn sounded. 
 
5-0. 
 
The crowd was in full roar now. The hat trick had the crowd on their feet, hats raining down onto the ice in a cascade of fabric that the officials had to pause to clear. Ilya watched Shane accept the congratulations of his teammates, watching him tap his chest where the crest of his jersey sat, watched him look up at the stands and find his section. 
 
Their eyes met across the distance. 
 
Shane raised his stick slightly. 
 
Ilya nodded. 
 
Ilya watched Shane celebrate with his teammates converging around him, his face joyful but locked in. But as he skated back to the bench, Ilya saw him roll his left shoulder again. The same movement he had been making since the first period. 
 
He was still favoring it. Still compensating. 
 
“He is hurt,” Ilya said. The words came out before he could stop them. 
 
“He’s playing hurt,” Marlow corrected. “There’s a difference.” 
 
“He is taking too many hits.” 
 
“He’s playing in a playoff series. That’s the deal.” 
 
Ilya knew Marlow was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to watch. 
 
The game continued. Montréal pushed back with desperation, they were down 5 goals and their season was all but over. The hits got harder. The scrums after the whistle got longer. The refs were letting more and more go, the standard was creeping wider with every shift. 
 
Then Ilya noticed something. 
 
St-Simon leaned forward in his seat, his phone forgotten in his hand, his eyes fixed on the Montréal bench. His expression had shifted — he was reading something that didn’t quite fit into the pattern of the game. 
 
“What is it?” Ilya asked. 
 
St-Simon didn’t answer immediately. His eyes were tracking the Montréal bench. “Theriault is talking to Comeau and Couillard and Gagnon.” 
 
“He is their coach, he talks to them all game.” 
 
“He is talking to them now,” St-Simon’s voice was flat. “During play. Gathering them together. Very animated.” 
 
Ilya followed his gaze. From where they were seated he could see the Montréal coach leaning over the boards, hands moving in sharp deliberate gestures, his face carrying an intensity that went beyond normal coaching. Comeau was listening. Couillard was nodding. Gagnon’s eyes were fixed on the ice. 
 
“What is he saying?”
 
“I cannot hear from here.” St-Simon’s voice was quiet. “But it is not a normal conversation.” 
 
“Vic,” Carmichael looked at him. “What do you mean by that?”
 
“I mean he is not giving instructions for a power play or a defensive adjustment. He looks like he is—” St-Simon paused, searching for the word. “— giving an order.” 
 
The words landed in Ilya’s chest like a stone. 
 
The game resumed. Carolina killed a penalty — a tripping call on Zelenko that had the crowd holding its breath for two whole minutes. Edvardsen made two saves, the second one drawing a roar from the crowd as he stacked his pads to deny a tap-in at the far post.
 
But Ilya’s attention kept drifting back to the Montréal bench. To Theriault. To the way he kept glancing at the ice whenever Carolina had possession, tracking something that wasn’t the puck. 
 
Shane scored his fourth goal of the game at nine minutes and forty-four seconds into the period. 
 
It was a power play goal — Carolina with the man advantage after Couillard had been sent to the box for interference. Shane set up in his usual spot, the left circle, his stick on the ice, his eyes tracking the movement of the puck as it cycled through the zone. Blake fed him the pass, and Shane one-timed it through traffic, the puck finding its way through the maze of bodies and into the back of the net. 
 
6-0. 
 
It was over for Montréal. There was no coming back. 
 
On the Montréal bench, Theriault was talking to Comeau again. His hands were moving. His face was tight. Comeau was listening and so were Couillard and Gagnon. 
 
Ilya watched it happening, but he didn’t understand what he was seeing until it was too late. 
 
The play happened at two minutes and twenty-two seconds until the final buzzer. 
 
Carolina was in Montréal’s zone, cycling the puck along the half-wall. Shane was low in the zone, positioned near the side of the net, his stick on the ice. The puck came to him, and he turned with it, skating out from behind the goal line and into the slot with speed. 
 
The next few seconds unfolded in a sequence that Ilya knew his brain would replay for years afterward, each piece slotting into place in a chain of violence that he couldn’t stop. 
 
Gagnon’s stick came out first. The trip was deliberate — Ilya saw the way he extended his stick, the way the blade hooked around Shane’s ankle and pulled. Ilya saw Shane’s body lurch forward, his center of gravity vanishing as his feet were swept away. His arms reached for balance that wasn’t there. His stick clattered to the ice. 
 
Then Comeau’s stick came up. It was too high, catching Shane in the back of his head. Ilya saw Shane’s head snap forward, saw his body go slack.
 
And then Couillard. 
 
He had been tracking the play from the side, waiting. His shoulder dropped, and he drove it into Shane’s chest with his full weight behind it — two hundred and twenty pounds of force lifting Shane off his feet, propelling him forward, headfirst, toward the boards. 
 
The trip made him fall. 
 
The high stick already made him helpless. 
 
The hit sent him into the glass. 
 
The sound of it was unlike anything Ilya had ever heard before in an arena. It was not the sharp crack of a body hitting the boards, not the dull thud of a shoulder driving into the glass. It was deeper than that — a sound like something breaking that wasn’t supposed to break. The plexiglass flexed inward from the impact, a spiderweb of fractures blooming across its surface in a starburst pattern that spread outward from the point of contact. The cracks splintered in every direction, branching lines that caught the arena lights and scattered them into fragments. 
 
Shane’s helmet came off somewhere in the collision. Ilya didn’t see when and didn’t see where it went. He only registered its absence when he saw Shane’s head after it had made contact with the surface of the ice as he fell. 
 
The sound of that impact was quieter. A dull, wet thud that carried through the building despite the crowd noise. It was the sound of something heavy hitting something hard, and Ilya felt it in his bones. 
 
Shane’s body went still. 
 
He was lying face down on the ice, his limbs splayed at angles that looked wrong, his head turned slightly to the side. The blood started almost immediately — a thin line of it, dark against the white of the ice, spreading from where his head had made contact. It began as a small stain, no bigger than a coin, and Ilya watched it grow, watched it seep outward, watched it creep across the surface in a slow, inexorable spread. 
 
Ilya wasn’t sure where the blood was coming from exactly, but it looked like somewhere near his ear. He could see it — a trickle of red that traced a path down the side of his face and pool beneath his head, mixing with blood from his nose and from his mouth. The three streams converged on the ice, creating a stain that grew larger with every passing second. 
 
Shane didn’t move. 
 
The building had gone strange around Ilya — the noise still there, but distant, muffled, like hearing it from underwater. The lights were too bright. The air was too cold. The only thing that felt real was the figure on the ice, lying motionless, the blood spreading beneath him in a slow, steady creep. 
 
“He’s not getting up,” someone said beside him. 
 
Ilya didn’t register who it was. He didn’t care. 
 
His hands were pressed against the glass, his body pressed against the barrier, his eyes fixed on the ice. He couldn’t look away. Couldn’t blink. Couldn’t do anything but stand there and beg for Shane to move in his head. 
 
Shane didn’t move. 
 
The medics were on the ice within seconds. 
 
Ilya watched them converge from both sides of the rink, their movements carrying an urgency that suggested they’d drilled for this exact scenario countless times. They moved like a coordinated unit — one at Shane’s head, one at his torso, one managing the equipment bag that was already open, supplies ready. 
 
The first medic dropped to his knees beside Shane’s head, his hands finding his neck with practiced efficiency. Ily could see his mouth moving, but the words didn’t carry the distance. He was speaking to Shane — checking for consciousness, for response, for any sign that the man lying motionless on the ice was still there. 
 
Shane didn’t move. 
 
The second medic was there a heartbeat later, finding Shane’s wrist, checking for a pulse. His expression shifted — controlled, professional, but it said that it had found what he was looking for. He said something to the first medic, quick and clipped, and the first medic nodded. 
 
They began to work. 
 
Ilya watched them stabilize Shane’s neck, a cervical collar sliding into place around his throat with a smooth efficiency. They worked around his body, assessing, checking, their hands moving quickly. 
 
Around Ilya, the section had gone still. 
 
He was aware of movement — people shifting in their seats, voices raised in alarm, the chaos of a crowd trying to process what it had just seen. But the sounds were muffled, distant, like hearing them through water. 
 
The first medic’s hand came away from Shane’s head, and Ilya saw the blood on his glove. 
 
It was dark against the white of the ice, smeared across the medic’s fingers in a way that made Ilya’s stomach turn. The medic didn’t pause — he reached for a bandage and pressed it to the source of the bleeding, held it there with steady pressure. 
 
Then they were turning Shane onto his back. 
 
The movement was careful — controlled — every adjustment made with the kind of precision that came from knowing that the wrong angle could make everything worse. The medic at Shane’s head guided the rotation, his hands framing Shane’s face, keeping his spine aligned. 
 
As they turned him, Ilya saw his face. 
 
Shane’s eyes were closed. His skin was pale, too pale, carrying a gray undertone that Ilya had only ever seen on television screens. His lips were slack, his jaw loose, his features carrying none of the sharp awareness that defined him when he was conscious. 
 
And there was blood. 
 
It was coming from his nose — a thin line of it, dark and slow, tracing a path down the side of his face and pooling in the hollow of his throat. It was coming from his mouth, seeping between his parted lips and staining his chin. And it was coming from his ear — a trickle of red against the pale skin, threading down his jawline and onto the collar of his jersey. 
 
Ilya stared at it.
 
The second medic had a stretcher now. It appeared from somewhere — wheeled out by a fourth member of the medical team, its surface already prepared. They positioned it beside Shane’s body, and Ilya watched them prepare to move him. 
 
Easy, the first medic said. Ilya couldn’t hear the word, but he could read it on his lips. Easy now. On three.
 
One of them took the lead at Shane’s head. Another at his torso. A third managed the IV they had already started, the bag held high, the line trailing down to where the needle disappeared into Shane’s arm. 
 
They lifted him onto the stretcher in a coordinated motion that seemed almost choreographed. His body was limp, unresponsive, his head immobilized in the collar, his face pale in the bright arena lights. 
 
Beside him, he heard Sarah Zelenko say something in a voice that cracked. He heard Carmichael respond, low and urgent. He saw St-Simon pull out his phones with hands that were not quite steady. He felt Marlow’s hand on his shoulder, a firm pressure that he barely registered. 
 
The medic at Shane’s head said something — quick, urgent, calling out numbers that Ilya couldn’t hear. The other medics responded immediately, their movements shifting into a faster rhythm. 
 
They lifted the stretcher. 
 
The wheels found the ice, and they began to move — a coordinated motion, three medics working in tandem, their pace quick and rushed. The stretcher glided across the surface, carrying Shane toward the gap in the boards where the tunnel waited. 
 
Ilya watched it go. 
 
He watched the back of Shane’s head, visible above the collar, his dark hair matted with blood. He watched the hand hanging off the edge of the stretcher, limp and pale, fingers loose, swinging slightly with the motion of the wheels. He watched the IV bag swaying above him, the line trailing down to where it disappeared under the blanket they had draped over his body. 
 
The stretcher reached the boards. The medics maneuvered it through the gap, their focus absolute. The tunnel swallowed them — first the lead medic, then the stretcher, then the trailing medic with the IV bag held high. 
 
The last thing Ilya saw was Shane’s head, disappearing around the corner. 
 
And then he was gone. 
 
The arena was still making noise — a low, confused murmur that rippled through the crowd like a wave. The scoreboard still shows 6-0. The game clock was paused at eleven minutes and twenty-two seconds. 
 
None of it mattered. 
 
Ilya stood at the boards, hands pressed against the glass, his eyes still fixed on the empty tunnel where Shane had disappeared. 
 
“He’s gone,” someone said beside him. Carmichael. His voice was low, carefully. 
 
“Goddamn it, Ryan! What the fuck!"  
 
“I mean— not gone — just—” Carmichael’s hands were in his hair pulling at the strands. “Fuck! I didn’t mean it like that — I meant—- they’re taking him to a hospital, they gotta be— right?” 
 
Hayes looked at him. 
 
“We need to go,” Carmichael said again. “We need to get there.” 
 
Ilya didn’t move. 
 
“Ilya.” Marlow’s hand was on his shoulder, steady, even if his voice was not. “We need to go.” 
 
He turned away from the ice. 
 
His legs were working, barely. He could feel Carmichael’s hand on his arm, guiding him. Could feel Hayes on his other side. Could hear St-Simon saying something in French, low and urgent, to someone on the phone. 
 
They moved through the concourse. Through the crows that parted around them when they noticed the looks on their faces. Through the doors that led to the parking lot. 
 
Shane was in an ambulance, somewhere in the Raleigh streets, on his way to a hospital that Ilya didn’t know the name of. 
 
The parking lot was chaotic. 
 
Ilya didn’t remember leaving the arena. Didn’t remember the walk through the concourse, the doors swinging open into the night air. The first thing he fully registered was the abnormal cold of a Raleigh night in May hitting his face, sharp and grounding, pulling him back into his body for just a moment before the weight of everything crashed down on him again. 
 
St-Simon was already at the driver’s door, keys in his hand, his face carrying a focus to it as he took control of the situation because it appeared that no one else was going to. He unlocked the SUV with a beep and was in the driver’s seat before anyone else had fully caught up. 
 
“Get in,” He said. It wasn’t a suggestion. 
 
Carmichael was at the passenger door, yanking it open, his usual energy stripped away into something leaner and more urgent. Hayes climbed into the back seat on the driver’s side and Marlow guided Ilya toward the remaining door with a hand on his shoulder that was steady and insistent. 
 
“Come on, Roz. In the car.” 
 
Ilya got in. He didn't remember deciding to. He just found himself in the back seat, the door closing beside him, the engine already turning over as St-Simon pulled out of the parking space. 
 
The SUV accelerated through the parking lot, weaving between cars that were still trying to find their own exits. The city lights blurred past the window — streetlamps and storefronts and the occasional red light that St-Simon ran without hesitation when there was no one else coming. 
 
No one told him to slow down. 
 
The first words came from Carmichael, his voice tight and clipped in a way that Ilya had never heard before. “WakeMed. It’s the closest trauma center — nine miles east.” 
 
“I know where it is,” St-Simon said, his hands at ten and two on the wheel, his jaw set. 
 
“He was conscious when they put him on the stretcher.” 
 
“He was not conscious.” 
 
“He was — I saw his hand move.” 
 
“That was not consciousness. That was a reflex.” 
 
“Don’t.” 
 
“I am not trying to—” 
 
“Then don’t.” 
 
The back of the SUV fell silent. Ilya sat in the middle seat, his hands resting on his knees, his eyes fixed on nothing. The city moved past the window in streaks of light and shadow, but he wasn’t seeing any of it. He was seeing Shane’s face. The blood. The way his hand had hung off the stretcher, limp and pale. 
 
He was seeing the stain on the ice growing larger. 
 
Marlow shifted beside him. Ilya felt the movement more than he saw it — the subtle adjustment of weight on the seat, the way Marlow turned slightly to face him. 
 
“Roz.” 
 
Ilya didn’t respond. 
 
“Roz. Look at me.” 
 
Ilya’s eyes stayed fixed on the window. 
 
“Hey.” Marlow’s voice was low, steady — Ilya recognized it as the one he used in the locker room when things were falling apart and someone needed to hold the center. “I need you to hear me right now.” 
 
“Da.” The word came out flat, hollow. 
 
“Shane is alive. He was breathing when they took him off the ice. His heart was beating. He was alive.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“He’s getting the best medical care in the state. WakeMed is a Level One trauma center. If anyone can handle this, they can.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“He’s going to make it.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. His hands were still resting on his knees, his fingers curling slightly, gripping the fabric of his jeans. “You do not know that.” 
 
“No,” Marlow said. “I don’t. But I know him. And I know you. And I know that right now, the only thing we can do is get to that hospital and be there when he wakes up.” 
 
“If he wakes up.” 
 
Marlow didn’t answer right away. The SUV took a corner, the tires gripping the asphalt, St-Simon’s hands steady on the wheel. 
 
“When he wakes up,” Marlow said, “he’s going to need you to be there. So I need you to hold it together for the next ten minutes until we get to the hospital. Can you do that.” 
 
Ilya didn’t answer. But he didn’t look away from the window. 
 
Marlow took that as enough. 
 

 
The hospital appeared through the windshield a few minutes later — a sprawling complex of buildings and lights, the emergency entrance glowing red and white against the night. St-Simon pulled up to the doors and threw the car into park before the engine had fully stopped. 
 
Ilya was out of the vehicle before anyone else had unbuckled. 
 
The automatic doors slid open, and he stepped into the bright fluorescent glare of the emergency room. The air was different inside — sterile, clinical, carrying the smell of antiseptic and paper and fear. There was a desk ahead of him, a nurse behind it, a waiting room to his left filled with people who looked up when he walked in. 
 
He crossed to the desk. 
 
“Shane Hollander,” he said. His voice sounded strange to his own ears — flat, hollow, wrong. “He was brought in. From the arena. He was—” He stopped. The words weren’t working. 
 
The nurse behind the desk looked at him. Her expression shifted — recognition, maybe, or the softening of someone who had seen this kind of thing before. “Are you family?” 
 
Ilya’s throat closed. “Net. I’m—” 
 
“His next of kin are his parents,” Carmichael said, appearing beside him. His voice was steady now, carrying the efficiency of someone who had taken over the part of Ilya’s brain that had stopped working. “But we need to know his condition.” 
 
The nurse looked at Carmichael, then at Ilya, then back at Carmichael. “I can’t share patient information with anyone who isn’t listed as next of kin.” 
 
“But you can tell us if he is alive.” 
 
A pause. The nurse’s expression flickered — a crack in the professional mask. It made Ilya’s breath catch. “He’s in surgery.” 
 
The words  hit Ilya somewhere in the center of his chest. “Surgery?” 
 
“The doctor will be out when there’s an update. In the meantime, we have a private waiting room we can take you to.” 
 
“A private waiting area?” 
 
“Given the — circumstances — and the profiles involved, we would want to make sure you have a space where you won’t be disturbed, Mr. Rozanov.” 
 
Ilya stared at her. The words were reaching him, but they were landing somewhere distant, like they were meant for someone else. 
 
“This way,” the nurse said. 
 
She led them through a set of double doors, down a corridor that was quieter than the main waiting room, and into a small room with a couch and a few chairs and a television mounted on the wall that was playing something on mute. There was a phone on the side table, and a stack of outdated magazines, and the peculiar stillness of a space that had been designed for moments exactly like this one. 
 
Ilya sat down on the edge of the couch. His hands were shaking. He stared at them. 
 
The others arranged themselves around the room — Carmichael taking a chair near the door, his phone already out, his thumbs moving in rapid bursts across the screen. Hayes standing near the window, his arms crossed. St-Simon was leaning against the wall, his phone in his hand, his attention divided between the screen and the door. 
 
Marlow sat down beside Ilya. 
 
“I am not good at waiting,” Ilya said. The words came out before he could stop them. 
 
“Neither am I,” Marlow said. 
 
“I hate it.” 
 
“Everyone hates it.” 
 
Ilya stared at his hands. They were still shaking. He couldn’t make them stop. 
 
In the hallway, footsteps passed. A voice called something distant and unintelligible. The clock on the wall ticked forward in slow deliberate increments. 
 
They waited. 
 
The door to the waiting room opened again at nine forty-seven. 
 
Ilya looked up. He’d been staring at the same spot on the wall for the past hour, his hands clasped between his knees, his mind cycling through the same loop of images over and over again. The crack in the glass. The blood on the ice. The way Shane’s hand hung off the stretcher, swinging slightly with the motion of the wheels. 
 
He’d lost track of how many times he’d replayed it. 
 
Adrian Zelenko walked in. 
 
He’d clearly showered and changed before coming to the hospital — his hair was still wet, slicked back from his face, and he was wearing a Breakers hoodie and track pants, the kind of clothes you threw on when you needed to get somewhere fast and didn’t care what you looked like getting there. The cut above his eye from the high stick in game three had reopened at some point, a thin line of red that he hadn’t bothered to clean properly, the edge of it still pink against his skin. He crossed the room without hesitation and dropped into the chair beside the couch, his hands finding his knees, his eyes fixed on the floor. 
 
He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. 
 
Blake was right behind him, his movements carrying the quiet he always had and he leaned against the wall near the door, his arms crossed, his face unreadable. His eyes found Ilya’s for just a moment, and he gave a small nod — an acknowledgement that carried more weight than words could have. 
 
Next was Beausoleil, his energy significantly subdued in a way Ilya had never seen from him. The cut above his eye had been stitched — fresh sutures, clean and precise — but his face was pale, his jaw tight. He took a seat near St-Simon, and the two of them exchanged a look. 
 
Niklas Edvardsen was the last of them to enter. He’d changed out of his gear — a dark sweater, jeans, hair still damp like Zelenko’s — but the focus he carried during games hadn’t left him, that quiet readiness that came from preparing for something that required everything he had. He didn’t sit. He stood near the door, his eyes finding Ilya’s, holding them. 
 
“He is in surgery,” Ilya said. His voice hoarse. 
 
“I know,” Edvardsen said. “They told us.” 
 
“They will not tell us anything else,” Beausoleil added. 
 
“They won’t tell us cause we’re not family.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Edvardsen’s jaw tightened. “He’s going to be okay.” 
 
“You do not know that.” Ilya was getting tired of people saying it. He wanted it to be true. He wanted it to be true more than anything he’d ever wanted in his entire life. But saying it wouldn’t magically make it happen. 
 
“No.” Edvardsen agreed. “But I know him.” 
 
Ilya didn’t answer. They were the same words Marlow had said in the car. The same words everyone kept saying. He wanted to believe them so much. But he couldn’t. 
 
The door opened again and Derek Kessler walked in. 
 
The captain of the Carolina Breakers was still in his suit from the game, his tie loosened, his face carrying the weight of a man who’d spent the last hour dealing with the fallout out of what had happened. He crossed the room and stood near the center of it, his hands on his hips, his eyes moving over the group assembled before him. 
 
He turned toward the Bears group. “The game finished,” he said. “We held on. The series is over. Montréal’s done.” He paused, his jaw tightening. “There’s going to be an investigation.” 
 
“Investigation?” Carmichael questioned. 
 
“Gross misconduct. All three of them: Comeau, Couillard, and Gagnon.” Kessler’s voice was flat, matter-of-fact. Gross misconduct. The penalties carried a mandatory suspension pending a league review.  “They’re done for a while.” 
 
The information landed like a weight. 
 
“They should be done forever,” Zelenko said, his voice carrying an edge to it. “What they did — that wasn’t hockey. That was attempted fucking murder.” 
 
“Zee,” Blake warned. 
 
“I’m not fucking exaggerating Blake. You saw what they did. They worked together. That was fucking coordinated. That was planned.” 

“We know, we all saw it.” 
 
“They why are they still allowed to—” 
 
“Because the league moves slowly,” Kessler said. His voice was calm, steady, but there was steel underneath it. “But they’ll move. I’ve already called the league office. So has Coach Hendricks. So has—” He glanced at the door as it opened again.  
 
Hayden Pike walked in. 
 
He looked like Hell. 
 
His shirt was rumpled, the sleeves pushed up to the elbows. There was a bruise forming on his jaw — a souvenir from the scrum that followed the hit — and his eyes were red-rimmed in a way that suggested he’d been doing something he wouldn’t admit out loud on the drive over. He stopped just inside the doorway, his eyes finding Ilya’s. 
 
They looked at each other for a long moment. 
 
“I still don’t know what Shane sees in you,” Pike said. His voice was rough, scraped raw. “But I’m— I’m fucking glad you’re here.” 
 
Ilya nodded. It was all he could manage. 
 
Pike crossed the room and dropped down next to Ilya on the couch, his elbows on his knees, his head dropping forward. The room was quiet for a moment. It was the kind of quiet of people who had too much to say and no idea where to start. 
 
Zelenko broke it first. 
 
“What the fuck was that?” His voice was sharp, carrying the accumulation of everything he’d been holding in since the hit. “What the actual fuck was that, Pike? You’re on that fucking team. You know them. What the fuck was going on with Montréal that made them think that was fucking acceptable?” 
 
Pike didn’t lift his head right away. He sat there, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped together, his shoulders tight with tension that seemed to radiate from somewhere deep in his spine. When he finally spoke, he sounded like he was holding himself together by a thread. 
 
“I heard him.” 
 
The room went still. 
 
“What?” Carmichael asked, turning to him. “Heard who?” 
 
“I heard him.” Pike said again as he lifted his head. His eyes were red, but his voice was steady — flat in a way that suggested he’d used up his capacity for shock and was running on something else now. “Theriault. During the timeout, after the power play goal… I was nearby on the bench — close enough to hear. He had Comeau and Couillard and Gagnon, and he was talking to them. Low and intense.” 
 
“What the fuck, Pike?” Zelenko said. “Coaches talk to their players all the time, what could he have said that—” 
 
Pike’s jaw was tight. “He said he wanted Shane off the fucking ice. He said—” He stopped. His hands were shaking now, a fine tremor that he couldn’t seem to control. “He said he wanted him fucking finished.” He paused. “He told them to make him go away.” 
 
The words landed in the room like a stone dropped into still water. 
 
Ilya felt them hit somewhere in his chest, cold and heavy, settling into a place he hadn’t known existed. “He said that?” 
 
“Word for word.” 
 
“And you did not—” Ilya stopped. His voice was raw. “You did not tell anyone?” 
 
“I tried.” Pike’s voice cracked. “I—” He stopped. His hands were gripping each other now, white-knuckled. “I tried—” He couldn’t find the words. 
 
The room was quiet. 
 
Zelenko was the first to speak. “You heard your fucking Coach order your teammates to attack Shane and you—” 
 
“I couldn’t do anything!” Pike shouted, then he took a deep breath and steadied himself. “I went to the ref when I got back on the ice — I told him what Theriault said — but by the time— It was too fucking late.” 
 
“You expect us to just—” 
 
“You can’t blame Pike for not being able to stop something like that,” Blake said. His voice cut through the room. 
 
“He heard the order.” 
 
“I called my agent on my way here,” Pike said. 
 
Everyone went silent again. 
 
“I called my agent while I was in the Uber. I told her everything — what Theriault said, what I heard, what happened on the ice. She’s drafting a formal report to the league. By the time this is over, Theriault’s done just like the rest of them.” 
 
“And that’s supposed to help Shane?” 
 
“No.” Pike’s voice was steady now. Hard. “But it’s going to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.” 
 
The words settled into the room. Ilya sat on the couch, his hands clasped between his knees, his eyes fixed on the floor. His chest was tight, his breathing shallow. 
 
“He’s right,” Marlow said. His voice was low. “We can’t undo what happened. But we can make sure that it doesn’t happen to anyone else.” 
 
Kessler nodded. “The league will launch a full investigation. With Pike’s testimony and the video evidence, Theriault won’t Coach another game again.” 
 
“Good,” Zelenko said. The word was sharp, final. 
 
The room fell into silence. The clock on the wall ticked forward. 
 
Ilya sat in the middle of it, surrounded by people who had shown up for Shane — teammates, friends, rivals, all of them united by the same thread of fear and hope and anger. He stared at his hands and waited for news. 
 
He would wait as long as it took. 
 

 
The clock on the wall read 2:14 AM when the door opened again. 
 
Ilya had stopped tracking the time somewhere around midnight. The numbers had blurred together, the minutes stretching into hours that all felt the same — the same four walls, the same muted television, the same recycled air that tasted like nothing. He had cycled through every stage of waiting in the past five hours: the initial adrenaline, the restless pacing, the hollow stillness that came after everything else had burned away. 
 
He was in the hollow stillness stage now. 
 
The door opened, and a man and woman stepped through. 
 
Ilya recognized them immediately, even though he’d never met them in person. He’d seen photos — on Shane’s phone, at league events, pictures in Shane’s condo. 
 
David Hollander was tall, his hair gray at the temples, his face carrying a wariness to it — he’d spent the last five hours trying to get to his son, the process probably felt like it would never end. He was wearing a jacket that had been thrown on in a hurry, and his hands were at his sides, clenched into fists he seemed unable to relax. 
 
Yuna Hollander was smaller, her dark hair had touches of gray throughout, her eyes red-rimmed but dry. Gaze steely and determined. She was standing close to her husband, his hand on his arm, her gaze moving across the room, taking in every face, every detail. 
 
Her eyes found him first. 
 
Ilya stood up. He didn’t remember deciding to. His legs carried him forward a step, then stopped. He didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know what he was allowed to do. He’d never met these people before, and the only thing connecting them was lying somewhere in this hospital, out of reach. 
 
“I—” He started. His voice was hoarse, scraped from hours of disuse. “I— I’m—” 
 
“Rozanov,” Yuna said. 
 
The word stopped him. 
 
“We know who you are.” Her voice was soft, but steady. Shane had told him that his mother was obsessed with hockey, it wasn’t surprising that she knew who he was.
 
Ilya didn’t know what to say. 
 
David stepped forward. His eyes moved over the room — over the faces of the men who’d been waiting, over the empty coffee cups and the discarded jackets, over the exhaustion that was palpable. 
 
“Shane’s still in surgery,” Marlow said. His voice was low, steady. “They haven’t given us any updates since he went in.” 
 
David nodded. 
 
David nodded. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
Yuna’s eyes were still on Ilya. She was still studying him, the way Shane studied the ice — reading him, seeing something that everyone else was missing. 
 
“You’re the one,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “Of course you are.” 
 
Ilya’s throat closed. “I—” 
 
“He told us he was in love with someone. He said he was in love, that he was happy. He wouldn't tell us who it was.” She paused. “He was very stubborn about it.” 
 
“He gets that from his mother,” David said. His voice was dry, but there was no humor in it. 
 
“He gets it from both of us,” Yuna corrected. She was still looking at Ilya. “We thought—” She stopped. Shook her head. “The rivalry… the way they always talked about you two like you were enemies — but it makes so much sense now—” 
 
“The narrative was very convincing,” David added. 
 
“It was,” Ilya admitted. His voice was barely above a whisper. “It was helpful.” 
 
Yuna nodded. 
 
“You love him.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s eyes were burning. He blinked hard, trying to push it back, trying to hold himself together. “I love him so—” His breath choked out of him. 
 
Yuna crossed the room. 
 
She stopped in front of him, close enough that he could see the fine lines around her eyes, the warmth that she carried in her expression despite everything. She just looked at him for a moment, and then she pulled him into a hug. 
 
Ilya went rigid. 

He didn’t know what to do. He’d never met this woman before. He’d never spoken to her. He’d never prepared himself for a moment when Shane’s mother would wrap her arms around him and hold him like he was one of her own. 
 
And then the control he’d been holding onto for five hours shattered. And he didn’t care who saw it. 
 
The tears came without warning, without permission, without any of the walls he’d built to keep them at bay. He buried his face in Yuna’s shoulder and shook, his body wracked with sobs that he couldn't control, his hands gripping the back of her jacket like she was the only thing keeping him upright.
 
“I am sorry,” he choked out. “Ya proshu proshcheniya — I am sorry—” 
 
Yuna shushed him softly, her hand in his hair, rubbing, gentle and steady. “You have nothing to apologize for, do you hear me?” 
 
“I could not— I was there— I could not stop it—” 
 
“You were there.” Her voice was soft, but firm. “You were there, Ilya. That’s what matters.” 
 
Ilya shook his head. He couldn’t stop crying. 
 
David’s hand came down on his shoulder, warm and grounding. “Son,” he said, and the word landed in Ilya’s chest with a weight he couldn’t find a word for. “You’re here. That’s enough.” 
 
Ilya pulled back, his eyes wet, his breath ragged. He looked at them — at this man, this woman, Shane’s parents. The people who had raised the person he loved more than anything in the world. They were standing there comforting him, instead of the other way around. 
 
“I love him,” Ilya said. The words came out raw, scraped from someone deep. “I love him so much. I don’t know what to do—” 
 
Yuna’s eyes filled with tears. She reached up and cupped his face in her hands, the same way Shane did, the same gesture, the same tenderness. 
 
“You wait for him,” she said. “And when he wakes up, you tell him again.” 
 
Ilya nodded. His throat was too tight for words. 
 
They sat down together — Yuna on one side of him, David on the other — and waited. 
 
The door opened again about an hour later. 
 
Ilya was on his feet before the doctor had fully entered the room, his body moving on instinct, his heart hammering against his ribs. The others rose behind him — a collective movement, the room shifting from exhausted stillness to watchful attention in the space of a heartbeat. 
 
The doctor was a woman in her forties, still in her surgical scrubs, surgical cap covering her hair. There were shadows under her eyes that spoke to the length of the surgery, but her face was composed, professional, neutral — she’d clearly delivered difficult news enough times to know how to control her expression. 
 
The doctor looked over at Yuna and David. “Mr. and Mrs. Hollander?” 
 
Yuna, seated on the couch with David’s hand clasped in hers, nodded. “Yes.” She gestured to everyone in the room. “You can tell them everything— just — please.” 
 
The doctor took a breath. She had a tablet in her hand, but she didn’t look at it. 
 
“Shane sustained a significant head injury during the game. The impact caused a fracture to his temporal bone. The fracture lacerated an artery in his skull, which caused bleeding between his skull and the protective layer surrounding his brain. That’s called an epidural hematoma.” 
 
The words landed in the room one by one. Ilya felt each of them settle somewhere in his chest, cold and heavy. 
 
“The hematoma put pressure on his brain. That pressure caused him to lose consciousness and continued to build while he was being transported to the hospital. He had a brief lucid interval in the ambulance on the way—” 
 
“A what?” Carmichael blurted out. “Sorry.” 
 
“It’s alright.” The doctor said, “it’s a lot, I know. A lucid interval is a phenomenon that can occur with an epidural hematoma. The initial injury causes the loss of consciousness, but the patient wakes up and appears to function normally for — sometimes it’s minutes, sometimes longer — and during that window, the bleeding is still occurring.” 
 
“But he was talking? He was—” 

“The lucid interval is also called talk and die syndrome,” the doctor said. Her voice quiet, but steady. Ilya felt her words like a punch to his gut. “The appearance of normal function can be deceiving. Shane was conscious and speaking in the ambulance, but he deteriorated rapidly once he arrived in the ER. By the time we got him into the CT scanner, he’d lost consciousness again and he crashed.” 
 
The room was silent. 
 
“Crashed?” Ilya said. His voice was shaking. “What does—” 
 
“His blood pressure dropped. His heart rate became irregular. At one point, on the way to the OR—” She paused. “We lost him for approximately forty seconds.” 
 
Ilya felt the words hit him like a physical blow. 
 
“We were able to resuscitate him. The surgical team was already assembled, and we moved immediately to the craniotomy once he was stabilized.” 
 
“Craniotomy…” Pike repeated. His voice was rough. 
 
“We had to remove a section of the skull to access the brain. In Shane’s case, we needed to drain the hematoma and relieve the pressure on his brain. He made an incision in his scalp, removed a bone flap, evacuated the blood, and then replaced the bone flap once the pressure was relieved.” 
 
The doctor paused, letting the information sink in. 
 
“The surgery was successful. We were able to drain the hematoma completely, and there was no soft tissue damage to his brain itself. That’s significant — it means that despite the severity of the injury, his brain tissue remained intact.” 
 
“So he’s going to be okay?” Zelenko asked. His voice carried a hope that he was trying very hard not to let it show. 
 
The doctor hesitated. It was a small hesitation, barely a beat, but Ilya caught it. 
 
“He’s stable,” she said carefully. “He’s in the ICU now, and he’s still unconscious. We’re keeping him sedated to let his brain rest. The next twenty-four hours are critical. We’ll be monitoring him closely for any signs of complications — swelling, seizures, infection. If he makes it through that window without major issues, his prognosis is good.” 
 
If— 
 
The word hung in the air. 
 
“After a head injury of this magnitude, there are risks. Swelling can occur. Seizures are common. There’s always a risk of infection. We need to monitor for all of it.” 
 
“When do you expect he might wake up?” David asked. His voice was steady, but there was a crack in it that hadn’t been there before. 
 
“We’re going to start bringing him out of sedation in a few hours,” the doctor said. “Assuming his vitals stay stable, we’ll begin the process of waking him up and assess his neurological function from there.” 
 
“What are you expecting?” 
 
The doctor paused again. “The CT scans showed no damage to the brain tissue itself. That’s the best possible outcome for an injury of this type. If he wakes up without complications, we are cautiously optimistic for a full recovery.” 
 
“But you can’t promise that.” 
 
“No.” The doctor’s voice was quiet. “I can’t promise anything. But I can tell you that everything that could be done, was done. And he’s young, he’s strong, and he’s a fighter. Those are all factors in his favor.” 
 
The room absorbed the information. 
 
Ilya stood in the center of it, the words settling into him one by one. Fracture skull. Epidural hematoma. Craniotomy. Twenty-four hours. Full recovery. Can’t promise anything. Crashed. Lost him—- 
 
His stomach turned. 
 
It happened without warning — a sudden, violent lurch that doubled him over, his hand flying to his mouth. He was going to be sick. He could feel it rising, unstoppable, the coffee he had drunk hours ago and the nothing else he had consumed since burning its way back up his throat. 
 
“Shit!” Someone said. Carmichael? “Roz—” 
 
And then Pike was there.
 
He moved faster than Ilya would have expected, crossing the room in three strides and grabbing the small wastebasket from beside the table. He shoved it under Ilya’s face just as Ilya’s knees buckled and his stomach emptied itself in a violent, heaving rush. 
 
Ilya vomited into the trash can, his hands braced on his knees, his whole body trembling with the force of it. His ears were ringing. His vision was swimming. He was vaguely aware of the trash can and of Pike, of the hand on his back, rubbing slow, steady circles between his shoulder blades. 
 
“Easy,” Pike said. His voice was low, rough, but there was no edge in it. “Easy. Just breathe.” 
 
Ilya gagged again. His stomach empty now, but his body kept heaving, kept trying to expel something that wasn’t there. He coughed, spat, and finally straightened up, his eyes wet. 
 
He looked at Pike. 
 
Hayden looked back at him. 
 
“Thank you,” Ilya said. His voice was hoarse.
 
“Don’t mention it.” Hayden’s voice was flat, but there was something underneath it — something that might have been the beginning of a begrudging respect. “My wife’s been pregnant three times. I’ve got a good eye for when someone’s about to lose it.” 
 
“I am not pregnant.” 
 
"Good. That would be weird.” 
 
A short, broken sound caught in his throat — it wasn’t quite a laugh. He straightened up fully, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
Hayden set the trash can down and stepped back. He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. But when he turned to go back to his seat, his hand landed on Ilya’s shoulder for just a moment. A brief pressure. A single beat of contact. 
 
Then it was gone. 
 
The room was quiet after the doctor left. 
 
Ilya sat on the edge of the couch, his hands clasped between his knees, the taste of bile still sharp at the back of his throat. The wastebasket Hayden had shoved under his was changed out for a clean one and sitting by his feet, a reminder of how completely he had come apart in front of everyone. 
 
Nobody mentioned it. 
 
Zelenko was the first to move. Embracing Ilya and Shane’s parents. Offering words of comfort. Telling them that Shane was stubborn and strong. And soon he was followed by the rest of the Breakers’ group. Now that Shane’s teammates — his friends — had the news they needed to hear, they’d decided it was time for them to give Ilya, Yuna, and David some space. When Edvardsen left he promised to be back in the morning with food.
 
He was thankful for their presence. He was happy that Shane had friends that cared for him. 
 
Hayden was the next to approach. 
 
He crossed the room slowly, his hands at his sides, his face carrying an expression that Ilya had never seen on him before. He stopped a few feet away and looked at Ilya for a long moment. 
 
“I’m gonna go back to the hotel too now,” he said. “The team’s leaving in the morning — but I’m coming back.” 
 
Ilya nodded. 
 
“Jackie and I talked.” Hayden’s voice was rough. “We’re going to come to Raleigh for a while. Now that the series is over, now that everything’s—” he stopped. “We’re going to be here. For Shane. For you.” 
 
Ilya’s throat tightened. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
“I’m going to anyway.” Hayden’s voice was steady. 
 
Silence settled between them. And then Hayden stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Ilya in a brief, awkward hug. 
 
Ilya stiffened. He didn’t know what to do with his hands. But after a moment, he brought them up, returning the embrace. 
 
“He’s strong,” Hayden said into Ilya’s shoulder. “He’s the strongest person I know. He’s going to get through this.”
 
“Da.” 
 
“And so are you.” Hayden pulled back. His eyes were bright, but his voice was steady. “If you need anything — anything — Jackie and I are only going to be a phone call away.” 
 
Ilya didn’t know how to respond to that. He nodded, once, and felt Hayden’s hand squeeze his shoulder before releasing. 
 
Hayden crossed to the Hollanders. He stopped in front of Yuna and took her hand in both of his.
 
“I’m—” His voice cracked. “Shane’s my best friend… I should have—” He stopped. “I wish I could have stopped it— I couldn’t—” 
 
Yuna reached up and cupped his face with her hands, gentle and grounding. “You tried,” she said. “That matters, Hayden.” 
 
“I tried,” Hayden repeated. His voice was barely above a whisper. “I tried. But it wasn’t enough.” 
 
“It was enough that you tried.” Yuna’s voice was soft but firm. “That’s more than most people would have done.” 
 
Hayden nodded. He pulled himself together — visibly, with effort — and stepped back. He hugged Yuna, then David. The embraces were brief but heavy. 
 
He left without looking back. 
 
Out of Ilya’s group, Carmichael was the first to move. He pushed off from the wall where he’d been leaning and crossed to where Ilya was sitting. His face was tired, the usual energy stripped down to something quieter, more serious. 
 
“We’re going to head out too, Roz,” he said. His voice was low, careful. “We’re gonna get some sleep and then come back.” 
 
Ilya nodded. His eyes stayed fixed on the floor. 
 
Carmichael’s hand landed on his shoulder — a warm, solid pressure. “We’ll be back. You’re not alone in this.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Call us if anything changes. Doesn’t matter what time.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Carmichael squeezed his shoulder once and stepped back. He crossed to Yuna and David, stopping in front of them with an awkwardness, unsure of what the protocol was for this kind of moment. 
 
“Mr. and Mrs. Hollander,” he said. “I’m Ryan. I’ve been Ilya’s teammate for years. And—” He paused. “I just want you to know that Shane’s a good man. We’re going to do everything we can to support both of them.” 
 
Yuna’s eyes were bright. She reached out and took Carmichael’s hand in both of hers. “Thank you.” 
 
Carmichael nodded, his jaw tight, and stepped back. 
 
Marlow was next. He crossed to Ilya first and stood in front of him, his expression carrying the same steadiness he always wore. He didn’t say anything for a long moment. He just looked at Ilya, reading him the way he’d been reading him for years. 
 
“Try to get some sleep, Roz — if you can.” Marlow’s voice was calm. “You’re not going to be any good to him if you collapse.”
 
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “Da.” 
 
“And eat something. Even if you don’t want to.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Marlow nodded once. He put his hand on Ilya’s shoulder, and then he crossed to the Hollanders. 
 
“Mr. and Mrs. Hollander. I’m Cliff. If there’s anything you need — anything at all — Ilya has my number. So do the rest of my teammates. You aren’t alone in this.” 
 
“Thank you,” David said. His was steady, but his hand was gripping Yuna’s like a lifeline. 
 
Marlow nodded and stepped back. 
 
St-Simon approached next. He paused in front of Ilya, his hands in his pockets, his expression unreadable. For a moment, he didn’t speak. Then: 
 
“Beausoleil — he gave me his number and said to call if you needed anything.” 
 
Ilya looked up. “He did?” 
 
“He is very persistent.” A pause. “I do not hate it.” 
 
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “That is high praise from you.” 
 
St-Simon’s mouth curved, just slightly. “Take care of him. We are here if you need anything. I mean it — anything.” 
 
“I will — thank you, Victor.” 
 
St-Simon nodded once and crossed to the Hollanders. He didn’t say much — a few words, a handshake — but there was a warmth to the gesture. 
 
Hayes approached last. He stopped in front of Ilya, his hands in his jacket pockets, his face open. 
 
“I know you don’t want to hear this right now,” he said quietly, “but I’ve seen a lot of injuries. I’ve seen players come back from things that looked impossible. And Shane — he’s got something. I don’t know how to describe it. But he’s got it.” 
 
Ilya met his eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
“Don’t thank me. Just be here when he wakes up.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Hayes squeezed his shoulder and crossed to the Hollanders. His exchange with them was warmer, longer — a few words that made Yuna smile despite everything. 
 
The door opened and they left. 
 
Then it clicked shut. 
 
The room was quiet. Just Ilya, Yuna, and David. 
 
Shane was in the ICU, unconscious, fighting. 
 
Ilya would wait as long as it took. 
 

 
The nurse that came was young, moving through the space without disturbing the air around her. She stopped at the door of the waiting room and looked at the group — at the arrangement of bodies. 
 
“Mr. and Mrs. Hollander?” she asked softly, spotting David and Yuna. They looked up. “You can see him now — but only two at a time.”  
 
Yuna was on her feet before the words had fully left her mouth. David rose beside her, his hand finding hers, their fingers intertwining in a gesture that spoke of decades of practice. They crossed the room together, pausing at the door. 
 
“Give us a few minutes,” David said, his eyes finding Ilya’s across the room. “And then — you can go in too.” 
 
Ilya nodded. He couldn’t speak. They were his parents. It was only right they went first. 
 
The door closed behind them. 
 
The waiting room settled back into its vigil. The lock on the wall ticked forward. Ilya sat on the edge of the couch, his hands clasped between his knees, his eyes fixed on the door. 
 
Twenty minutes passed. It felt like twenty hours. 
 
The door opened again, and David stepped through. His face was pale, his eyes red-rimmed, but his voice was steady when he spoke. 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
Ilya stood.
 
David crossed the room and stopped in front of him, close enough that Ilya could see the fine lines around his eyes, the grey in his stubble. “He looks bad,” David said quietly. “I wanted to warn you before you— it’s going to be hard to see.” 
 
Ilya’s throat tightened. “Da.” 
 
“But he’s alive.” David’s voice cracked, just slightly, on the last word. “He’s alive and that’s what matters.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“He’s going to need you to be strong for him.” 
 
“I will be.” 
 
David looked at him for a long moment. Then he reached out and put his hand on Ilya’s shoulder — a firm, grounding pressure. 
 
“Go,” he said. “Yuna and I are going to go to the hotel and get checked in, shower, get some sleep… give you some time with him.” 
 
David and Yuna wanted to be there when Shane was woken up, but the doctor had told them that it was going to be hard, rough — that none of them should have to watch it. But Ilya was determined. He wasn’t going to leave Shane to go through it alone. He promised he was going to be with him, always. He was keeping that promise. 
 
He followed David out to the hallway and gave both him and Yuna a hug. They would be back. 
 
“Be with him,” Yuna said. “That’s all you need to do.” 
 
He watched them go before he turned to the nurse and followed her to Shane’s room. 
 
The room was alive with sound when Ilya walked through the door. 
 
Ilya registered that before he registered anything else — a layered, mechanical chorus that pressed against his ears from every direction. The steady whoosh-click of the ventilator, cycling air into Shane’s lungs and pulling it back out again in a rhythm that was both reassuring and terrible. The rhythmic thump-puff of compression sleeves on Shane’s legs, inflating and deflating in sequence to keep his blood moving. And underneath it all, the monitors — an unpredictable chorus of high-pitched chirps and steady tones, tracking heart rate and blood pressure and oxygen saturation, each one a different voice in a conversation that Ilya didn’t know how to read. 
 
He stood in the doorway and tried to parse what he was seeing. 
 
Shane was in a bed that looked more like a piece of machinery than something designed for rest — raised at the head, angled slightly, surrounded on all sides by screens and pumps and IV poles. His head was wrapped in a thick white bandage that sat on him like a turban, layers of gauze wound carefully around his skull. Near his temple, a small circle of dark, dried blood had seeped through the fabric, a dark stain against the white. 
 
A thin tube emerged from beneath the bandage, snaking down the side of his head to a clear plastic bulb that was pinned to the front of his gown. The tube partially filled with pink-tinged fluid — evidence of the body doing its slow work of healing, of the pressure that had been inside his skull being drawn out. 
 
His wrists were strapped to the bed rails. 
 
Ilya’s breath caught when he saw them — thick, padded foam restraints, fastened securely around each wrist, tethering Shane’s hands to the metal bars on either side of him. The nurse told him they were necessary, to keep him from pulling at the tubes, the lines, the drain. But they looked wrong, heavy, like something out of a nightmare. 
 
Shane’s face was swollen on the right side, the skin around his eye a mottled purple and blue, the lid pressed nearly closed. The left side of his face was untouched, peaceful almost, in a way that made the contrast jarring. A breathing tube was taped to the corner of his mouth, the ventilator line disappearing into it, the machine doing the work that his body couldn’t do on its own yet. Another tube was taped to the inside of his arm and disappeared into the crook of his elbow, a thin line carrying fluids and medication. 
 
Ilya’s hand found the edge of the bed. He gripped it, hard. 
 
“Shane,” he said. His voice was barely a whisper. 
 
Shane didn’t respond. The ventilator cycled. The monitors chirped. The compression sleeves thumped their steady rhythm. 
 
Ilya stood at the bedside, alone with the mechanical rhythm of Shane’s breathing. 
 
He pulled a chair closer — close enough that he could reach out and touch Shane’s hand where it was strapped to the rails, close enough that he could see the rise and fall of his chest with each breath the ventilator delivered. He sat down heavily, his body settling into the chair as if it belonged there. 
 
He reached out and took Shane’s hand. 
 
It was cold, swollen slightly from the IV fluids that had been pumped into his system. The fingers were slack, unresponsive, but he could feel the faint pulse beneath the skin, a counterpoint to the rhythm of the machines. He was alive. That fact grounded him in a way that nothing else had since he’d seen Shane on the ice. 
 
“I am here,” he said quietly. “I am not going anywhere.” 
 
The ventilator whoosh-clicked. The monitors chirped. The compression sleeves thumped their steady rhythm. 
 
Ilya said in the chair, holding Shane’s hand, and watched him breathe. 
 
He didn’t know how much time had passed. The clock on the wall had blurred into irrelevance a long time ago. He had talked to Shane in fragments — quiet words, things he’d been meaning to say for months and had never found the right moment for. He told him about the morning after they met in Regina, about the way the winter light had caught his face and how Ilya had known — even then — that something had shifted. He told him about the coffee he was going to make him when he got home, about the pancakes he was going to try to cook, about all of the ordinary mornings he wanted to have. 
 
Shane didn’t respond. But Ilya kept talking. 
 
Ilya looked up as the door clicked open and an ICU nurse entered — a woman in her forties with short hair. She crossed to the bank of IV pumps and began adjusting settings, her fingers moving with practiced precision over the screens. 
 
“We’re going to start waking him up now,” she told him. Her voice was calm, matter-of-fact. “I’m turning off the sedatives. It’ll take a few minutes for them to clear his system.” 
 
Ilya straightened in his chair. “What do I need to do?” 
 
“You need to stay calm and stay out of the way unless I tell you otherwise. He’s going to be confused. He’s going to fight the tube. It’s all normal. But you need to let us work.” 
 
Ilya nodded. His hand tightened around Shane’s. 
 
The nurse finished her adjustments and stepped back. “It’ll start soon, so please step back.” 
 
Ilya stepped back against the wall, staying out of the way like the nurse had told him to, pulling the chair out of the way. His hands gripped the back of it so hard his knuckles turned white. 
 
For a little while, nothing changed. The ventilator cycled. The monitors beeped. Shane’s chest rose and fell in the same mechanical rhythm. 
 
And then it started. 
 
Shane’s body jerked. 
 
It was a small movement at first — a twitch in his fingers, a flutter of muscles beneath his skin. But it built quickly, the sedation clearing from his system and his body beginning to remember that it was supposed to be doing something. 
 
His chest heaved. 
 
The ventilator cycled, pushed air into his lungs, but Shane’s body was fighting against it now — his back arching, his throat contracting as he gagged against the tube that was shoved down his throat. His face flushed bright red, the color spreading across his cheeks and down his neck, his breath catching in a strangled, choking sound. 
 
“Shane—” 
 
Shane’s hands came up. 
 
The restraints snapped taut, the padded foam cutting into his wrists as he tried to reach for his face, for the tube, for anything that would stop the suffocating presence of plastic in his throat. He gagged again, his body convulsing against the machine, his eyes still closed, his face a mask of primal distress. 
 
Ilya reached toward him. 
 
“Don’t touch him.” The nurse’s voice was sharp, commanding. She was at the bedside now, her hands moving to adjust Shane’s position, to keep him from hurting himself. “Talk to him. Use your voice. Let him hear you.” 
 
Ilya’s hands dropped. “Shane.” His voice cracked. “Shane, I am here. You are in the hospital. You are safe. The tube is helping you breathe.” 
 
Shane’s body kept fighting. His chest heaved. His hands pulled at the restraints, the foam biting into his wrists, the skin beneath reddening from the pressure. A low, animal sound escaped from his throat — a gag, a cough, a desperate attempt to force the tube out. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice was steadier now, forcing calm into it. “I am here. I am not leaving. Just breathe. Let the machine work.” 
 
The nurse worked quickly, checked monitors, and adjusted settings. Her movements were efficient, a testament to the hundreds of times she’d probably had to do this before. She leaned over Shane, her face close to his. “Shane. I need you to open your eyes for me.” Her voice was loud, commanding. 
 
Shane didn’t respond. His body was still bucking against the restraints, his chest heaving, his face flushed and wet with sweat. 
 
The nurse didn’t hesitate. She brought her knuckles to the center of Shane’s chest and ground them in, hard. 
 
Shane’s body arched off the bed. A broken sound escaped his throat — a gag, a cry, something caught between pain and awareness. 
 
Ilya flinched. He knew — rationally — that this was part of the process. That the nurse was checking for a response, for consciousness, for basic neurological function that would tell her that Shane was coming back. But watching someone intentionally inflict pain on the man he loved, watching his body reacting to it, sent a cold spike through his chest. 
 
“Open your eyes,” the nurse commanded. 
 
Shane’s eyelids fluttered.
 
“Open your eyes, Shane. Right now.” 
 
His eyes opened. 
 
For a moment, they were unfocused — glassy, unseeing, tracking nothing. Ilya watched them move across the ceiling, searching for something to anchor to. 
 
And then they found him. 
 
The look in them was raw. Primal. A confusion so deep it bordered on terror, a fear that came from not knowing where he was or what was going on or why his body felt like it was drowning. His pupils were blown wide, his breath catching in sharp, panicked gasps around the tube. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice was soft. Steady — the calmest thing in the room. “You are okay. You are in the hospital. You are safe.” 
 
The nurse was at his side now, a small penlight in her hand. She leaned over and shone it directly into Shane’s right eye, then his left. The light was blinding — Ilya could see it from where he stood, could see the way Shane’s face contorted in pain, the way he tried to turn his head away from the brightness. 
 
“Pupils are responding,” the nurse said. She tucked the penlight into her pocket. “Shane, I need you to squeeze my hands.” 
 
She placed her hands in his, her palms against his palms, her fingers curling around his. 
 
“Squeeze.” 
 
Shane’s right hand tightened around hers. The movement was weak, uncoordinated, but it was there. 
 
“Good. Now the other side.” 
 
His left hand tightened.
 
“Good. Strong on both sides.” 
 
Ilya let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. 
 
The door opened again. A respiratory therapist entered, a young man with a calm demeanor and a portable suction machine in his hands. He nodded at the nurse and moved to the head of the bed without exchanging words. 
 
“We’re going to pull the tube now,” the nurse said. She looked at Ilya. “You need to step back more. All the way to the corner, please.” 
 
Ilya backed up into the corner until his shoulders hit the wall. 
 
The therapist leaned over Shane. “Shane, I’m going to take the tube out now. I need you to cough for me on three. Do you understand?” 
 
Shane’s eyes were wide, panicked, but he gave a small, jerky nod. 
 
The therapist turned on the suction machine. A loud, wet vacuum sound filled the room as he guided a thin tube into Shane’s mouth, suctioning the thick saliva and mucus that had accumulated around the breathing tube. Shane gagged, his body lurching, but the therapist held him steady. 
 
“On three,” the therapist said. “One — two — three — cough.” 
 
He pulled. 
 
The tube came out in a sliding motion — a foot-long length of slimy plastic dragging out of Shane’s throat in a motion that looked almost surgical. Shane’s body reacted immediately, violently — a deep, wracking cough that bent his body forward, a desperate gasp for air that came out as a strangled retch. Clear fluid spilled from his mouth into the plastic basin the therapist held beneath his chin. He coughed again, spat, choked on air that felt foreign after hours of mechanical breathing. 
 
“It’s okay,” the therapist said. “You’re doing great. Just breathe.” 
 
The oxygen mask came down over Shane’s nose and mouth, strapped into place with a single elastic band. The violent thrashing that had been racking his body began to subside, replaced by heavy, exhausted breathing interspersed with shivering tremors. His chest rose and fell in deep, shuddering waves, his eyes closed, his face pale and slick with sweat. 
 
The nurse checked her monitors. “Sats are climbing. He’s doing well.” 
 
She looked at Ilya. “You can come back now.” 
 
Ilya crossed the room on legs that felt unsteady. He stopped at the side of the bed, close enough to see the way Shane’s chest rose and fell beneath the hospital gown, close enough to see the dark circles under his eyes, the bruising on his face, the small circle of dried blood on the bandage. 
 
Shane’s eyes opened. 
 
They found Ilya’s immediately — slower this time, more focused. The raw terror was still there, fading at the edges, but there was recognition underneath it. A flicker of something that suggested that he knew who he was looking at. 
 
Shane’s lips moved beneath the oxygen mask. A sound escaped — barely audible, rough, scraped from a throat that had been bruised and abraded by the tube. 
 
“I-ya.” 
 
His voice was a whisper, barely a croak — a dry, rasping sound that barely carried across the small space between them. His vocal cords scraped raw by the tube, and every word cost him something visible. He swallowed, winced, tried again. 
 
“Il-ya… wha’... h’ppn’d?” 
 
Ilya’s hand found his. Shane’s fingers were cold against his, his skin clammy. He wrapped his hands around them carefully, mindful of the restraints, mindful of the IV line taped to the inside of his arm. 
 
“There was accident — during the game,” Ilya said. His voice was steady, but there was a crack in it, a fault line that he was trying desperately to hold together. “You hit your head. But you are okay now. You are going to be okay.” 
 
Shane blinked slowly. His eyes moved across Ilya’s face, searching, cataloguing. 
 
“You’re—crying,” he rasped, the words coming out a little stronger now. 
 
Ilya reached up and touched his own cheek. It was wet. He hadn’t noticed. 
 
“Da,” he said. His voice broke. “I am.” 
 
Shane’s fingers tightened around his — a weak pressure, barely there, but intentional. 
 
“‘S okay,” he breathed. “‘M here.” 
 
The nurse checked his basic neurological status as Ilya watched — asking him questions to see if he knew who he was, where he was, what day it was, what happened. Shane answered them all, quickly, accurately, tiredly. Ilya released a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding by the end. 
 
“Basic neurological function looks good,” the nurse said as she typed something onto her keyboard. “There don’t appear to be any deficits.” 
 
Ilya nodded and looked at Shane. Shane’s eyes drifted closed again, exhaustion pulling him back under. But his fingers stayed wrapped around Ilya’s, holding on.
 
The nurse and the therapist left, telling him it was normal — it was okay — for Shane to fall asleep after that. 
 
Ilya nodded and pulled the chair back to the bed. 
 
The room smelled of rubbing alcohol and antiseptic wipes and the faint, coppery tang of blood. The monitors beeped their steady rhythm. The ventilator stood silent now, its job done. 
 
Ilya sat down in the chair beside the bed, still holding Shane’s hand, and let himself cry. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Minor Explanation on a couple of things I did:
1.) I thought about breaking this up into 2 chapters, but I felt that the emotional wave of the chapter was better served as one whole chapter instead of breaking it up.
2.) I get graphic in what Ilya is witnessing and what is going on because it will lead into the long-term emotional arc of this story - hopefully bringing in some understanding of why I go the directions I go later. [Not anything bad, I promise]
3.) There was a shift - if people picked it up - between Ilya and Hayden when Ilya's internal dialogue switches from calling him "Pike" to calling him "Hayden" and that was intentional.


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: Not Going Anywhere
  



    Chapter Notes

      Shane's POV







  Shane.
 
The first thing he became aware of was sound. 
 
Not the sound itself — he couldn’t have named what he was hearing if his life depended on it — but the fact of sound. Something mechanical, steady, rhythmic. A rhythm that didn’t belong to him. He tried to find the edges of it and couldn’t. Everything was soft and indistinct, like trying to see through fogged glass, except it wasn’t just sight he was failing at. It was everything. 
 
He tried to open his eyes. 
 
Nothing happened. 
 
That was when the panic began. 
 
Not the slow kind. Not the creeping dread that he’d learned to manage in hotel rooms and arenas and the quiet hours between three and four in the morning when his brain turned against him. This was instant and total — a chemical flood that hit his system before his conscious mind had fully surfaced, like his body knew before he did that something was deeply, fundamentally wrong. 
 
He tried to open his eyes. The command traveled from his brain to wherever commands traveled and got lost somewhere along the way. His eyelids wouldn’t cooperate. His arms wouldn’t cooperate. He couldn’t feel his hands. He couldn’t feel anything except the rhythm of the machines and the growing certainty that something was in him, down his throat—
 
The panic spiked. His heart rate jumped. He heard the machine respond, changing its cadence, and somewhere in the fog he registered that the machine was helping him breathe and that meant he couldn’t breathe on his own and that meant—
 
There’s a machine. A machine that’s breathing for you. The machine is breathing for you. You’re alive. You need to breathe. 
 
He didn’t know if the thought was his or if someone had said it aloud. The borders between internal and external had dissolved. Everything was the same texture: the machine, the dark, the panic, the thing in his throat that he wanted out… out now— 
 
And then something changed.
 
The rhythm of the machine shifted. The pressure in his throat altered — less insistent, like the machine was pulling back, giving him room. He felt his chest rise on its own, felt his diaphragm contract without the machine’s prompting, and the air that moved into his lungs was different. His. Not borrowed. 
 
His body jerked. 
 
The movement was small at first — a twitch in his fingers, a flutter of muscles beneath his skin that he hadn’t consciously commanded. But it built quickly, his body remembering that it needed to be moving, that it had been kept still for too long and needed to move. 
 
His chest heaved. 
 
The ventilator — that’s what the breathing machines were called — cycled, pushed air into his lungs, but he was fighting against it now — his back arching, his throat contracting as he gagged against the thing shoved down his throat. His face burned, hot and tight, his breath catching in strangled, choking gasps that he couldn’t control. 
 
He wanted it out. The thing in his throat. The invasion. He needed it out now—
 
His hands came up. 
 
Something stopped them. Something soft but unyielding wrapped around his wrists, holding him back. He pulled against it, felt it cut into his skin, felt the pressure build as he tried to reach for his face, for the tube, for anything that would stop the suffocating presence in his throat. He gagged again, his body convulsing, his eyes still closed, and he couldn’t breathe—
 
The panic surged again. His heart rate climbed. The machine responded, the pressure in his throat shifted, and he felt it — the thing — and the part of his brain that wasn’t drowning in fog understood that he was intubated, that he was in an ICU, that something had happened to him that was bad enough to warrant this, and he needed to know what but he couldn’t ask because there was a thing down his throat and he couldn’t move— 
 
“Shane.” 
 
A voice. Familiar. Somewhere to his left. 
 
“Shane. I am here. You are in the hospital. You are safe. The tube is helping you breathe.” 
 
He knew that voice. He knew that accent, the way it shaped English around Russian corners. He tried to reach for it, to orient himself toward it, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. His chest heaved. His hands pulled against the restraints —  restraints, that’s what they were, — holding him down and a low, animalistic sound escaped his throat. He needed the tube out— 
 
“Shane.” The voice again, steadier now. “I am here. I am not leaving. Just breathe. Let the machine work.” 
 
Let the machine work. The words cut through the fog, a thread he could follow. He tried. He tried to stop fighting, to let the machine do what it was supposed to do. But his body wasn’t listening. His throat was closing around the tube, his lungs were screaming, and he couldn’t think— 
 
“Shane. I need you to open your eyes for me.” 
 
A new voice. Female. Loud. Commanding. Cutting through the fog with an authority that demanded attention. 
 
He tried. He tried to open his eyes, but his body was still bucking against the restraints, his chest heaving, his face wet with sweat he didn’t remember producing. 
 
And then—
 
Pain. 
 
Sharp. Sudden. Centered in the middle of his chest, where something hard had ground into his sternum. His body arched off the bed. A broken sound escaped around the invasion in his throat. 
 
What the fuck—
 
“Open your eyes!” 
 
The command again. He blinked. Tried again. Felt his eyelids flutter. 
 
“Open your eyes, Shane! Right now!” 
 
He opened them. 
 
The light was blinding. Fluorescent. Harsh. It hit his pupils like a physical blow, and for a moment he couldn’t process anything except the brightness. His eyes tracked across the ceiling — white panels, a light fixture, the blurred shape of something hanging from above — and found nothing to focus on. 
 
And then he found him. 
 
Ilya. 
 
He looked terrible. 
 
He was standing against the wall, his hands gripping the back of a chair, his knuckles white. His hair was a disaster. His eyes were red. He was wearing a hospital scrub top over a t-shirt that Shane didn’t think he’d ever seen him in before. 
 
The look in Ilya’s eyes was raw. Primal. A fear so deep it bordered on terror. And Shane understood, somewhere beneath the fog, that the fear was for him. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice was soft. Steady. Calm. “You are okay. You are in the hospital. You are safe.” 
 
Shane tried to process that. Tried to make the words mean something. But his throat was full of something, and his chest was burning, and his body was shuddering. 
 
A face appeared above him. Nurse. She leaned over and a light hit his right eye — blinding, white-hot, making him flinch. Then his left eye. The same brightness. The same involuntary recoil. 
 
“Pupils are responding,” she said. 
 
She placed her hands in his — palms against palms, fingers curling around his. 
 
“Shane, I need you to squeeze my hands. Squeeze!” 
 
He tried. He focused everything he had on the command — Squeeze — and felt his right hand tighten around hers. The movement was weak, uncoordinated, but it was there. 
 
“Good. Now the other side.” 
 
He squeezed with his left hand. The same weak pressure. 
 
“Good. Strong on both sides.” 
 
The nurse stepped back. Someone else entered — a young man, calm, carrying something that hummed and clicked. The sharp tang of antiseptic filled Shane’s nostrils as the man’s hands worked around his face, tugging at the tape that held the tube in place. 
 
“Shane, I’m going to take the tube out now. I need you to cough for me on three. Do you understand?” 
 
Take the tube out. The words broke through the fog with crystalline clarity. Yes. Yes, please. Get it out.
 
He nodded. The motion was small, jerky, but he did it. 
 
The man turned on his machine. A loud, wet vacuum sound filled the room, and then something was sliding into his mouth, past his lips suctioning whatever moisture had accumulated around the tube in his throat. He gagged, his body lurching, but the man held him steady. 
 
“On three,” he said. “One — two — three — cough.” 
 
He pulled. 
 
Shane coughed. 
 
The tube came out in a sliding motion — a never-ending length of slimy plastic dragging out of his throat in a motion that felt like it was taking part of him with it. His body reacted immediately, violently — a deep, wracking cough that bent his body forward, a desperate gasp for air that came out as a strangled retch. Something wet was coming from his mouth and into a plastic bin the man was holding beneath his chin. He coughed again and choked on the air. It was foreign to his lungs. 
 
“It’s okay,” the man said. “You’re doing great. Just breathe.” 
 
A mask came down over his nose and mouth — clear plastic, an elastic band holding it in place. Oxygen hissed against his face, cool and clean, and he breathed it in like he’d been drowning. His chest rose and fell in deep, shuddering waves. His eyes closed. His body shook with tremors that he couldn’t control. 
 
But he could breathe. 
 
He could breathe on his own. 
 
The realization settled into him slowly, a warmth spreading through his chest. The air moving in and out of his lungs without mechanical assistance was the most beautiful thing he had ever experienced. 
 
“Sats are climbing. He’s doing well.” The nurse’s voice, somewhere above him. “You can come back now.” 
 
Footsteps. A presence beside the bed. Close enough that Shane could feel the warmth of another body, could smell the familiar scent of someone who had been here long enough to carry the hospital on his skin. 
 
He opened his eyes. 
 
Ilya was standing over him. His face was drawn, his eyes red-rimmed, his expression a careful mask of calm that Shane could see right through. Five years of pretending. Five years of learning to read the spaces between Ilya’s words. He knew that mask. Knew what it cost to wear. 
 
He tried to speak. His throat was raw, scraped, bruised by the tube. The sound that came out was barely a whisper — he didn’t even recognize his own voice — a dry, rasping croak that barely carried across the divide between them. 
 
“I-ya.” 
 
Ilya’s face crumpled. 
 
“Il-ya,” he tried again, his vocal cords scraping against each other. “Wha’... h’ppn’d?” 
 
Ilya’s hand found his. His hand was overwhelmingly warm against his, his own hand clammy and weak. He tried to curl his fingers around Ilya’s, tried to hold on, and he managed something close. 
 
“There was an accident—” His voice caught slightly on the word accident, “—during the game.” His voice was steady, but there was a crack in it that Shane could hear. “You hit your head. But you are okay now. You are going to be okay.” 
 
An accident. Hit his head. During the game. 
 
Shane blinked slowly as his mind tried to recall what Ilya was talking about, but he couldn’t. 
 
His eyes moved across Ilya’s face, cataloguing each detail. The red eyes. The dark circles. The tension in his jaw. 
 
Ilya was crying. 
 
He hadn’t noticed at first, but now he could see it — the wetness on his cheeks, the way his breath was catching, the way his carefully constructed mask was crumbling. 
 
“You’re—crying,” he rasped. 
 
Ilya reached up and touched his cheek. His fingers came away wet. He looked surprised, like he hadn’t realized. 
 
“Da.” Ilya said. His voice broke. “I am.” 
 
Shane tightened his fingers around his. A weak pressure, barely there, but intentional. He wanted to reassure Ilya. 
 
“‘S okay,” he breathed. “‘M here.” 
 
The nurse reappeared. She checked his vitals, adjusted the flow of oxygen, and then asked him questions. 
 
“Do you know your name?”
 
“Shane Hollander.” 
 
“Do you know where you are?” 
 
“Hospital.” He paused. The name was there, somewhere in the fog. “Raleigh.” 
 
“Do you know what day it is?” 
 
He had to think about that. The days were a blur, disconnected and overlapping. “Friday,” he said, hoping it was right. 
 
“It’s Saturday today, but you came in on Friday, yes.” She made a note. “Do you know what happened to you?” 
 
The answer sat at the edge of his consciousness, slippery and indistinct. He tried to catch it, but it was like smoke slipping through his fingers. “I got hit? He said slowly, more like a question. “During the game?” 
 
“Do you remember the hit?” 
 
“No.” The word came out flat. “I remember—the game. The play—and then—” He searched for the memory and found nothing. “Nothing. Until I woke up.” 
 
“Post-traumatic amnesia is common with this type of injury,” she said. “It may come back in fragments. Or it may not come back at all. Both are normal.” 
 
She asked more questions. Simple things. His birthdate. His mother’s name. The name of the current president. The questions blurred together, each one a small hurdle he had to clear, and he answered them all. His voice was weak, barely above a whisper, but the words came. They were all there. 
 
When she was finished, she typed something into the computer. “Basic neurological function looks good,” she said. “There don’t appear to be any deficits.” 
 
Shane could feel the exhaustion pulling at him, his eyes were already closing. He was so tired. It was heavy. Insistent. The kind of tired that lived in his bones and refused to be ignored. He felt Ilya’s hand tighten around his, a warm pressure that anchored him even as he slipped away. 
 
He let himself sink into the dark, Ilya’s hand still wrapped around his, holding on. 
 

 
When he woke up, the room was dark. 
 
Not the kind of dark that meant night — the kind of dark that meant someone had dimmed the lights on purpose, pulled the blinds, created an environment designed to let a damaged brain rest. The machines were still there, humming their quiet rhythms, but the harsh fluorescence was gone, replaced by the soft glow of monitors and the faint blue light of the Raleigh skyline through the window. 
 
Shane blinked. The movement took effort, like his eyelids were weighted. His head throbbed with a dull, persistent ache that radiated from somewhere behind his right temple and spread outward across his skull. His mouth was dry. His throat felt scraped raw. 
 
He tried to turn his head and couldn’t — not because something was stopping him, but because the command got lost somewhere between his brain and his neck. He closed his eyes again, trying to remember where he was and why. 
 
A machine beeped. Something on his leg inflated with a soft puff of air, squeezing his calf, then released. 
 
Compression sleeves… for blood clots. 
 
The knowledge surfaced from somewhere — information he didn’t remember why he had, but he’d filed away without his consent at one point. He was in the hospital. He got injured during the game. He hit his head. 
 
The door opened. A figure appeared in the dim light — a nurse, he thought, though he couldn’t make out the face. Footsteps crossed the room. The figure stopped beside his bed and did something to the IV pole, pressing buttons, checking settings. 
 
“Shane? Can you open your eyes for me?” 
 
He tried. His eyelids lifted halfway, then fell. He tried again, this time they stayed open long enough to see the nurse — a woman with dark hair, kind eyes, and a stethoscope around her neck. 
 
“I’m going to check your pupils. Just look straight ahead.” 
 
A light hit his right eye, bright and invasive. He flinched. Then his left. The same brightness. 
 
“Good. Pupils are equal and reactive.” She made a note on her tablet. “Can you tell me your name?” 
 
“Shane.” The word came out as a croak. He swallowed, tried again. “Shane Hollander.” 
 
“Do you know where you are?” 
 
“Hospital.” a pause. “WakeMed?” 
 
“Do you know what day it is?” 
 
He had to think about that. He wasn’t quite sure. “Saturday,” he said, guessing. 
 
“That’s right.” She made another note. “Can you squeeze my hands?” 
 
She placed her palms against his, and he squeezed. His grip was weak, uncoordinated, but it was there.
 
“Good. Now the other side.” 
 
He squeezed again. 
 
“How’s your pain on a scale of one to ten?” 
 
He considered the question. The throb in his head. The ache in his throat. “Five,” he said. “Maybe six.” 
 
She adjusted something in his IV line, and within minutes, the edge of the pain began to dull. The tension in his shoulders eased. His eyelids grew heavy. 
 
“You need rest,” she said. “I’ll be back in a couple hours to check on you.” 
 
He wanted to say something. Wanted to ask about Ilya, about his parents, about what had happened in the game. But the drugs were pulling at him, soft and insistent, and the dark was already closing in. 
 
He let himself sink. 
 
The next time he woke, there was someone in the chair beside his bed. 
 
He knew before he opened his eyes. Could feel the weight of the presence, the quiet attention of being watched by someone who cared. He turned his head — slower this time, with more success — and found Ilya in the chair, his elbows on his knees, his eyes fixed on Shane’s face. 
 
“Hi,” Ilya said. 
 
“Hi.” Shane’s voice was still rough, but stronger than before. “How long was I out?” 
 
“A couple hours.” Ilya leaned forward. “They are checking you every two hours. You will get used to it.” 
 
“Great.” 
 
“Da. It is great.” The corner of Ilya’s mouth twitched. “How are you feeling?” 
 
Like I got hit by a truck. Like someone took a drill to my skull. Like I’ve been underwater. “Like shit,” he said. “What happened?” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. He looked away for a moment, then back. “What do you remember?” 
 
“I remember—” Shane stopped. Chased the thread of memory through the fog in his brain. “I remember the game. Montréal. I remember… there was a play. Someone—” He stopped again. The memory was there, but it was slippery, refusing to be caught. “I don’t know.” 
 
“You took a bad hit, Solnyshko.” 
 
Shane closed his eyes for a moment. Opened them. “Ilya.” 
 
“Da?” 
 
“I don’t remember the hit.” 
 
Ilya’s expression flickered — something passing across his face that Shane couldn’t quite read. “That is normal. The doctor said you may not remember.” 
 
“I remember the game. I remember—” He stopped, chasing the thread of memory through the fog. “I remember scoring. The hat trick. I remember—” The image surfaced, fragmented and unclear. “I remember something happening on the ice. Bodies. The whistle. And then—” Nothing. A blank space where the memory should have been. “Nothing.” 
 
“It is probably better that way.” 
 
Shane looked at Ilya. At the shadows under his eyes, the lines around his mouth, the way his hands were clasped together in his lap like he was holding himself still. “What happened?” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. He was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “You were targeted. Comeau, Couillard, Gagnon. They worked together. Theriault—” His voice caught. “Theriault told them to finish you.” 
 
Finish you. The words landed in Shane’s chest and sat there, cold and heavy. He thought about Comeau, about the things he’d said during the game, about the threats that had been building all series. He thought about the way they’d been targeting him, shift after shift, hit after hit. 
 
He thought about the fact that he’d known — on some level — that something was coming. 
 
“Theriault told them to?” he asked. 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s voice was flat. “Hayden heard him. In the timeout. He told them he wanted you off the ice. He told them—” He stopped. “It does not matter. He is done. They are all done.” 
 
“Okay,” he said. 
 
“Okay?” 
 
“Okay. I know there’s more to it than that,” He closed his eyes. “But we can deal with it later.” 
 
Ilya made a sound that might have been a laugh, or might have been a sigh. “You are impossible.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Impossible and stubborn.” 
 
“I know.” Shane paused. “Ilya — I’m not dying. I’m right here.” 
 
“For now.” 
 
“That’s morbid.” 
 
Ilya’s eyes met his. “You could have died. You— You almost died. And I would have—” He stopped. Swallowed. “I do not know what I would have done. I cannot lose you.” 
 
Shane thought about that. About what it meant to be the person Ilya couldn’t lose. About the weight of that kind of significance. 
 
“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. 
 
“You cannot promise that.” 
 
“I’m promising it anyway.” 
 
Ilya’s laugh was soft. Broken. “You are idiot.” 
 
“Probably.” 
 
“Beautiful idiot.” 
 
Shane smiled, the expression pulling at the swelling on his face. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” 
 
Ilya shook his head, but there was something warm in his eyes now. Something that hadn’t been there before. “Go to sleep. You need rest.” 
 
“Stay?” 
 
“I am not going anywhere, Solnyshko.” 
 
Shane closed his eyes. The fog was pulling at him again, soft and insistent, but underneath it was something steadier. Something that felt like safety. 
 
Ilya was here. He was going to be okay.
 
He let the darkness take him. 
 

 
The hours that followed were fragmented. 
 
Shane drifted in and out of consciousness, surfacing for brief periods of clarity before sinking back under. Each time he woke, Ilya was there. Sometimes he was reading something on his phone. Mostly he was watching the machines. Once, Shane woke to find Ilya’s head on the bed, his hand still wrapped around Shane’s, his breathing slow and even. 
 
He watched Ilya sleep for a long moment that time. Watched the way his face relaxed when he wasn’t trying to hold everything together. Watched the shadows under his eyes, the growth of stubble along his jaw. He looked younger asleep. Softer. Like the version of himself that existed when no one was watching. 
 
The checks came every two hours like Ilya said. Like clockwork. 
 
Shane learned to recognize the pattern: the soft click of the door opening, the footsteps approaching the bed, the voice asking him to open his eyes. Penlight. Pupils. Name. Location. Day of the week. Squeeze my hands. How’s your pain?
 
Sometimes the questions were harder. Follow my finger with your eyes. Do you know what month it is? Can you tell me what happened to you? He answered them all, some faster than others, the words coming slower when the fog was thick and faster when it wasn’t. The nurses made notes on their tablets, adjusted his medications, checked the drain output, listened to his lungs, felt his pulse. 
 
Each time, they told him he was doing well. Each time, he nodded and let them work, too tired to do anything else. 
 
Ilya was there for most of them. 
 
He’d established himself in the chair beside the bed, a position he seemed determined to occupy until forcibly removed. He’d found the couch converted into a cot at some point — Shane noticed the rumpled blanket, the pillow with the indentation of a head — but he seemed to spend most of his time in the chair, close enough to reach out and touch if he wanted to. 
 
The first time Shane woke fully enough to take stock of the room, he noticed the details he’d missed before. The thick white bandage wrapped around his head, the drain tube snaking out from beneath it, the clear plastic bulb pinned to his gown that was slowly filling with pink-tinged fluid. The IV pole with its multiple bags — fluids, medications, something that was keeping the pain at bay. The compression sleeves on his legs, inflating and deflating in a steady rhythm that he was already starting to tune out. 
 
He looked down at his hands. They were free — no restraints anymore. He flexed his fingers, watching them move, feeling the distant sensation of control returning. 
 
“Small victories,” he said. 
 
“What?” Ilya looked up from his phone. 
 
“No more handcuffs.” 
 
Ilya’s mouth quirked. “That is what you are calling them?” 
 
“That’s what they were.” 
 
“Da. They were.” Ilya set his phone down. “But now your hands are free. This is progress.” 
 
“Baby steps.” 
 
“Da. Baby steps.” 
 
Then the nausea hit him. 
 
It came without warning, a sudden wave that rolled through his stomach and up into his throat, leaving him gasping and clutching at the bed rails. The nurse appeared within seconds, pressing a basin into his hands, and he vomited — a thin, bitter stream of bile that burned on the way up and left him shaking. 
 
“It’s normal,” the nurse said, her voice calm. “A lot of patients experience nausea after a craniotomy. The anesthesia, the medications, the brain adjusting — it’s all part of the process.” 
 
Shane nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He lay back against the pillows, his eyes closed, his breath coming in shallow gasps. The room was spinning, just slightly, the edges of his vision going gray. 
 
“We can give you something for it,” the nurse said. “Anti-nausea medications. It’ll help.” 
 
“Please,” he managed. 
 
She added something to his IV line, and within minutes, the nausea began to recede. The spinning slowed. The gray at the edges of his vision faded. He opened his eyes and found Ilya watching him, his face pale, his hand gripping the armrest of his chair. 
 
“You look worse than I do,” Shane said. 
 
“I am fine.” 
 
“You look like you’re going to be sick.” 
 
“I am not.” Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I do not like seeing you — like that.” 
 
“It’s not fun for me either.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya’s voice was quiet. “I know.” 
 
The headaches came and went. 
 
Some were manageable — a dull throb that he could push through, that faded with medication and rest. Others were sharper, more insistent, the kind that made him want to press his palms against his skull and hold on until they passed. The nurses adjusted his medications, found combinations that worked, and the pain settled into something that felt more like background noise than the main event. 
 
But the fatigue was constant. 
 
It lived in his bones, in his muscles, in the space behind his eyes. Every moment of wakefulness cost him something, and every time he closed his eyes, he fell into a sleep so deep and dreamless that it felt like being swallowed. He woke from these naps disoriented, not knowing what time it was or how long he’d been out, the fog taking a long time to clear. 
 
“You are healing,” Ilya said, when Shane expressed frustration at yet another nap that he hadn’t meant to take. “Healing takes energy, Solnyshko.” 
 
“I feel useless.” 
 
“You are not useless. You are recovering.” 
 
“It feels the same.” 
 
Ilya reached out and took his hand. His fingers were warm, steady, grounding. “It is not the same. Useless is sitting on a couch watching television. Recovering is —” He paused, searching for the words. “Recovering is the hardest work. Because you cannot see it. But it is happening. Every day.” 
 
Shane looked at him. At the man who had spent the last few days in a hospital room, sleeping on a pullout cot, eating cafeteria food. Refusing to leave. At the man who was holding his hand like it was the most important thing in the world. 
 
“When did you get so wise?” 
 
Ilya’s mouth quirked. “I have always been wise. You were not listening.”
 
“Fair.” 
 
His memories came back in fragments. 
 
Shane was lying in the dark, somewhere between sleep and waking, when the first images surfaced: the glass. The sound of it cracking. The feeling of his body moving in a direction he hadn’t chosen, his feet leaving the ice, his hands reaching for something that wasn’t there. 
 
He saw the boards coming toward him. He felt the impact. 
 
His eyes flew open. His heart was pounding. His breath was coming in short, sharp gasps. The room was dark, the machines humming their steady rhythm, and Ilya was there, his hand finding Shane’s, his voice low and steady. 
 
“Hey. Hey. You are okay. You are in the hospital. You are safe.” 
 
Shane’s chest heaved. He could feel the phantom impact still reverberating through his body, the echo of the hit that had nearly killed him. 
 
“I remember,” he said. His voice was rough. “I remember — the hit.” 
 
Ilya’s hand tightened around his. 
 
“The glass. The boards. I remember—” He stopped. Swallowed. “I remember falling.” 
 
“Do you remember anything after?” 
 
“No.” Shane shook his head, the motion making his vision swim. “Just— falling. And then nothing.” 
 
Ilya was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “You were unconscious… for a long time. But you do not need to remember the rest.” 
 
But Shane wanted to. The blank space in his memory felt like a missing piece, a hole that needed to be filled. He lay in the dark, holding Ilya’s hand, and tried to reach for the fragments that were still out of reach. 
 
They didn’t come. 
 
But the next morning, he woke with a clear memory of something else: the sound of a voice, telling him to hold on. 
 
He didn’t know if it was real or if his brain had manufactured it to fill the void. But he held onto it anyway. 
 

 
While he was in the ICU, Ilya was constantly by his side. Keeping vigil. It was the kind of thing Shane didn’t have the words for yet. Every time he opened his eyes and found Ilya there — in that chair, on the cot, by the window, always there — something in his chest unhooked itself. He thought about what it meant that Ilya had seen him like this. Broken open. Helpless. Shaking and scared and barely able to lift his own hand. Ilya had seen a version of him that Shane never would have wanted anyone to see, and he hadn’t flinched. He hadn’t pulled back. He hadn’t found an excuse to leave. 
 
And he hadn’t hesitated. That was the part that got to Shane the most when he let himself think about it. 
 
Ilya was Russian — had grown up in a world that didn’t make space for men to love each other, had built his career in a league that he wasn’t quite sure was ready to crack open that door. If anyone had a reason to be careful, to keep his distance, to protect himself from the fallout of being seen here — it was Ilya.
 
But he hadn’t been careful. He’d been here the whole time, in plain sight, in front of Shane’s parents and every nurse and doctor who walked through that door. Holding his hand, wiping his face, calming him down. He hadn’t hidden. He hadn’t hesitated. He’d just simply stayed. He stayed like there had never been any other option. And that — that fact that he’d chosen to stay, knowing what it could cost him — was something Shane didn’t know how to hold yet. 
 
But he was going to figure it out. 
 
The only other people allowed to visit him while he was in the ICU were his parents. 
 
Watching his parents and Ilya in the same room was strange — not in a bad way, but in a way that made Shane want to hold very still and not disturb whatever was happening. His mother, who had spent his entire life reading people like scouting reports, had apparently closed the file on Ilya somewhere in the time they’d shared their vigil in the ICU waiting room, because she wasn’t assessing him like she usually assessed people. She was treating him like he’d always been a part of the family, like there wasn’t a before and after — just now, just this, just all of them together. His father, quiet and watchful, offered the occasional dry comment and Ilya met them easily, laughing at his jokes and trading barbs with his Mother like he’d been doing it for years. 
 
Ilya wasn’t nervous around them. Shane noticed that with a small jolt of surprise — or maybe not surprise, but recognition. Ilya wasn’t trying to earn their approval, he was simply existing alongside them. There was a comfort there that Shane hadn’t expected to see so soon. His mother handing Ilya coffee. His father showing him something on his phone. They were weaving Ilya into the fabric of their family with the quiet ease that suggested they already decided that he belonged. 
 
And Ilya was letting them. 
 
Shane let it all settle in his chest, warm and steady. His parents had seen Ilya at his worst — exhausted, unshaven, running on coffee and adrenaline and fear — and they hadn’t looked away. It meant more than Shane could find the words for, lying there with his skull held together by stitches and his brain still trying to remember how to be a brain.
 
His parents came and went in shifts. 
 
His mother had taken over the role of primary liaison with the medical staff. She asked questions Shane wouldn’t have thought to ask — about the specifics of the surgery, the timeline for the drain removal, the criteria for discharge. She took notes on her phone, tracked his medications, made sure the nurses knew she was paying attention. 
 
His father was quieter. He sat in the chair on the other side of the bed, reading a book he never seemed to make progress on, occasionally reaching out to touch Shane's arm or shoulder. He didn't ask questions. He didn't need to. He was simply present — a steady, grounding presence that didn't demand anything in return.
 
"Your mother called the hospital administrator," his Dad said, during one of his visits. "She had some — questions — about the visitor policy."
 
Shane looked at him. "What kind of questions?"
 
"I don't know. She was very polite about it. But I think the administrator was intimidated."
 
"Sounds like Yuna," Ilya chuckled, and Shane looked at him.
 
"Yuna can be very intimidating when she wants to be," his Dad agreed, his voice dry, but there was warmth underneath it. "She comes by it honestly."
 
"She gets it from grandpa."
 
"No. She gets it from her mother. Your grandmother could make a general nervous."
 
Shane smiled, the expression pulling at the healing split in his lip. "I remember."
 
His father's hand found his shoulder, a brief squeeze. "You're going to be okay, Shane."
 
"I know."
 
"Good."
 
On Sunday, he was ready to move out of the ICU and into the Neurological Step-Down Unit, or NSDU as the nurses called it. 
 
The transfer itself was uneventful — a team of orderlies, a rolling bed, a short elevator ride to a different floor. The new room was quieter than the ICU, the walls painted a soft beige instead of sterile white, the window looking out over the Raleigh skyline instead of a parking lot. The bed was the same, but the machines were fewer — less monitoring, fewer wires, fewer alarms waiting to go off. 
 
“Less exciting floor,” the nurse who settled him in said. “That’s a good thing.” 
 
The first thing they did was take him for a CT scan. 
 
The transport was a blur — a long hallway, a cold room with a machine that hummed and clicked as it took images of his brain. He lay still on the narrow table, staring at the inside of the machine, listening to the instructions that came through an intercom: Hold your breath. Don’t move. Breathe. 
 
The machine clicked and whirred around him, and the quiet between scans, a memory surfaced. 
 
He was in a different room. Bright lights. Cold. There was a machine above him — another CT machine, not this one, a different one — and someone was talking to him. A voice, calm and professional. 
 
“Shane, I need you to hold still for me. We’re going to take some pictures of your head.” 
 
He remembered nodding. Remembered the machine starting to hum. And then— pain. A sudden, blinding pressure behind his eyes that made his vision go white. He heard himself make a sound, something between a groan and a gasp. He remembered thinking that something was wrong. And then the voice changed, sharp and urgent. 
 
“He’s crashing!” 
 
He remembered hands on him, pressing, pushing. A mask over his face. Someone counting. Someone saying: “Stay with us, Shane! Stay with us!” 
 
And then — nothing. 
 
Just beeping and shouting for more hands, more help, more time. 
 
The memory snapped shut like a door closing. Shane blinked, finding himself back in the CT machine, the technician’s voice telling him to hold his breath again. He complied automatically, his heart pounding, his breath catching on the way out. 
 
That was real, he thought. That happened. 
 
He held still for the rest of the scan, but his mind was somewhere else — in that cold room, with that machine, with those hands on his chest and the voice telling him to stay. 
 
When it was over, the technician took him back to his room. “The results will be sent to your doctor,” she said. “Shouldn’t take long.”
 
It took an hour. The doctor arrived with a tablet, the scan images visible on the screen — his brain, cross-sectioned and gray, with a dark space where the hematoma had been. 
 
“Good news,” the doctor said. “The hematoma is fully evacuated. No new bleeds. Everything looks clean.” 
 
Shane let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “So I’m okay?” 
 
“You’re on the right track. The swelling is going down. You’re healing.” The doctor set the tablet down. “We’ll keep monitoring, but the scan is exactly what we wanted to see.” 
 
Ilya’s hand found his, a brief squeeze. 
 
“Good news,” Ilya said. 
 
“Yeah.” Shane felt something loosen in his chest. “Good news.” 
 
Later that afternoon, another memory surfaced while he was sleeping. 
 
He was somewhere darker. He couldn’t see — couldn’t open his eyes — but he could hear. Running. Orders being shouted out. Someone shouting: “We’re losing him!” The squeak of sneakers on tile. A pressure on his stomach. And a voice, close to his ear, shouting: “We got him back. We’ve got him! Keep going!” 
 
Got him? Got who? And then he realized, with a distant kind of horror, that they had been talking about him. That he’d almost slipped away. 
 
Shane’s eyes flew open. His heart was pounding, the monitor beside him picking up the sudden spike. Ilya was on his feet, his hand finding Shane’s, his voice low and steady. 
 
“Hey. Hey. You are okay. You are in the hospital. You are safe.” 
 
Shane’s breath came in short, sharp gasps. “I heard—” He stopped. Swallowed. “I heard someone say: We’re losing him.” 
 
Ilya went still. 
 
“Was that—” Shane’s voice cracked. “Was that real?” 
 
Ilya's jaw worked. For a long moment, he didn’t speak. Then he said, “Da. It was real.” 
 
Shane closed his eyes. We’re losing him. Those were words that had been said about him. 
 
“How long?” 
 
“What?” 
 
“How long was I—” He couldn’t finish the question. Dead?
 
Ilya’s hand tightened around his. “The doctor told us it was forty-seconds.” His voice was rough, scraping against itself. 
 
Shane closed his eyes and tried to calm his racing heartbeat. He’d died. Or at least, he’d come very close. 
 
We’re losing him. 
 
“I’m okay now,” he said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s voice was steady. “You are okay now.” 
 
Sunday evening, the nurses started encouraging him to sit up. 
 
“Thirty to forty-five degrees,” the nurse said, adjusting the head of the bed. “Enough to reduce the swelling without putting too much pressure on your head.” 
 
Shane felt the change immediately — the shift in gravity, the way his vision swam for a moment before settling. His head throbbed in protest, and he closed his eyes, waiting for the wave to pass. 
 
“How’s that?” 
 
“Dizzy.” 
 
“Normal. Give it a minute.” 
 
He gave it a minute. The dizziness faded, replaced by a dull ache that he was starting to recognize as his baseline. He opened his eyes and looked around the room from a new angle — higher, more horizontal, the world slightly less tilted. 
 
“Better,” he said. 
 
“Good. We’ll keep increasing the angle and then we’ll have you sitting fully upright by tomorrow morning.” 
 
“Can’t wait.” 
 
The nurse smiled, a small, tired thing. “You’re doing well, Shane. Really.” 
 
Monday morning brought the first visitor who wasn’t family. 
 
Niklas Edvarsen appeared in the doorway, a potted plant in one hand and a card in the other. He looked nervous — which was strange, because Shane had never seen him nervous about anything. He was a goaltender. He faced down hundred-mile-an-hour slap shots without flinching. But standing in the doorway of Shane’s hospital room, he looked like he wasn’t sure he was allowed to be there. 
 
“Hey,” Shane said. 
 
“Hey.” Niklas stepped into the room. “I brought you a plant. It’s—” He looked at the pot in his hands. “It’s a succulent. They’re hard to kill.” 
 
“Thanks.” Shane smiled. 
 
He set the plant on the windowsill and then stood there, his hands in his pockets, looking at Shane with an expression that was trying very hard to be neutral and failing completely. 
 
“You look—” 
 
“Like shit?” 
 
“I was going to say better than I expected.” Niklas’s mouth quirked. “But yes. Like shit.” 
 
“Appreciate the honesty.” 
 
He pulled up the visitor chair on the side of the bed that Ilya wasn’t occupying and sat down. “The team sent me. Kessler said everyone wanted to come, but we didn’t want to overwhelm you. So I drew the short straw.” 
 
“You drew the short straw to visit me?” 
 
“I volunteered.” His voice was quiet. “I wanted to see you.” 
 
Shane looked at him. At the shadows under his eyes, the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands were clasped together in his lap. Niklas had been his first real friend in Carolina. Had been the one to reach out when Shane was drowning, to offer a hand without anything expected in return. 
 
“I’m okay,” Shane said. “I’m going to be okay.” 
 
“I know.” Niklas’s jaw worked. “But I needed to hear it from you.” 
 
They sat in silence for a moment. Then Niklas pulled out his phone and showed Shane something in the team group chat — a torrent of messages, memes, and well-wishes that made Shane’s chest ache with something that felt dangerously close to belonging. 
 
“Zelenko keeps sending cat pictures,” Niklas said. “I don’t know why.” 
 
“Zelenko does everything for reasons only he understands.” 
 
“True.” 
 
Niklas stayed for another hour, talking with Shane and Ilya. He talked about the team — about how they were getting ready for the finals, just waiting on the Western Conference to finish up their games. Apparently Chicago and Anaheim were going to go into seven games. He talked about the energy in the locker room and how everyone was using Shane’s hit as motivation. He didn’t talk much about the hit itself and Shane could tell that there was something he was holding back, but he didn’t push. He just talked — filling the space with normalcy, with the kind of conversation that didn’t require anything from Shane except to listen. 
 
When he left, he paused at the door. “The team wants to come. All of them. I told them I’d ask — whenever you’re ready.” 
 
Shane thought about it. About the weight of it. 
 
“Maybe tomorrow?” He said. “I don’t want to be hooked up to so many wires?” 
 
Niklas nodded. “I’ll let them know.”
 
“Oh, and Shane?” He paused at the door. “You scared us.” 
 
“I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault.” Niklas’s Swedish accent was thicker than usual, which happened when he was emotional. “But if you ever do something like that again. I will kill you myself.” 
 
“That’s very supportive.” 
 
“I’m a very supportive person.” 
 
Shane smiled. “Thanks for coming, Nik.” 
 
“Of course I came. You’re—” Niklas paused, searching for the right word. “You’re family.” 
 
Family. Shane let the word settle as Niklas left.  
 
That afternoon, they removed the urinary catheter. 
 
The removal was quick and clinical. A nurse, a few moments of discomfort, and then it was gone, one less tube connecting him to the machinery of the hospital. 
 
“You’ll need to use the commode for now,” the nurse said, gesturing to the portable toilet beside the bed. “Call us when you need to go. Don’t try to get up on your own.” 
 
“Got it.” 
 
“And we’ll start weaning you off some of the heavier IV lines. You’re doing well enough that you don’t need as much support.” 
 
The heavy IV lines came out one by one over the course of the day. The central line in his neck — gone, replaced by a smaller peripheral IV in his arm. The arterial line in his wrist — gone, the site bandaged and healing. He was left with a single IV line dripping fluids and medications, and the freedom of movement that came with fewer attachments. 
 
“Progress,” Ilya said, watching the nurse dispose of the last removed line.
 
“Progress,” he agreed. 
 
By Monday evening the nurses had him standing. 
 
It was a small thing — a few steps from the bed to the chair, his arm wrapped around the nurse’s shoulders, Ilya hovering on his other side like a bodyguard waiting for something to go wrong. His legs felt weak, his head swam, and the world tilted in a way that made him grip the nurse’s arm tighter than he probably needed to. 
 
“You’re doing great,” the nurse said. “Just a few steps.” 
 
He took them. One. Two. Three. His legs held. His head throbbed. He made it to the chair and sat down heavily, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. 
 
“How do you feel?” Ilya asked. 
 
“Like I ran a damn marathon.” 
 
“You did great.” 
 
“I took three steps.” 
 
“An impressive three steps.” 
 
Shane’s mouth twitched. 
 
Tuesday morning the drain came out. 
 
The doctor arrived with a nurse, a tray of supplies, and a set of instructions that Shane listened to with a foggy attention. He’d heard a lot of instructions the past few days and it was all starting to glaze over. 
 
“I’m going to remove the drain,” the doctor said. “The anchoring stitch needs to come out first. You’ll feel a pinch. Then I need you to take a deep breath and exhale slowly. On the exhale, I’ll pull the tube out. You’ll feel some pressure. That’s normal.” 
 
Shane nodded. “Okay.” 
 
“Ready?” 
 
He took a breath. Nodded again. 
 
The doctor’s fingers found the stitch and he felt a sharp pinch that made his breath catch. “There. Stitch is out. Now — deep breath.” 
 
Shane breathed in. Held it. 
 
“Exhale slowly.” 
 
He let the breath out and as he did, the doctor pulled — it was a single, continuous motion that felt strange. Crawling. Like something moving under his scalp that shouldn’t have been there. 
 
And then it was out. The doctor pressed a gauze pad against the site, holding pressure, and the strange sensation faded to a dull ache. 
 
“All done,” the doctor said. “You did great.” 
 
Shane let out another breath. “That was weird.” 
 
“Weird is good. Weird means it worked.” The doctor applied a fresh bandage, smaller than the last one. “Keep this dry for twenty-four hours. We’ll check the site tomorrow.” 
 
When the doctor left, Ilya was watching him with an expression that was trying very hard to be amused and falling somewhere closer to relieved. 
 
“Weird?” 
 
“Yeah.”
 
“What did it feel like?” 
 
“Crawling.” 
 
“Crawling?” Ilya asked. 
 
“Kind of. Like—” Shane searched for the words. “Like a worm under my skin.” 
 
Ilya made a face. “That is gross.” 
 
“Very gross. Zero out of ten. Do not recommend.” 
 
Ilya laughed, and the sound was warm, and Shane felt something loosen in his chest. 
 
Later that morning brought the Boston Bears. 
 
Shane was sitting up in bed — fully upright now, the head of the bed at a sixty-degree angle — when the door opened and Carmichael walked in like he owned the place. 
 
“About time,” he said, crossing to the bed in three long strides. “I’ve been waiting for days to see you. Ilya kept telling me to wait. He needs to rest. He needs to heal. He does not need your nonsense.” He pitched his voice into a rough approximation of Ilya’s accent. “But I’m here now and no nonsense is happening.” 
 
Shane smiled. “Hey, Ryan.” 
 
“Hey, yourself.” Carmichael pulled up the chair Niklas had and sat down, his knees nearly touching the bed frame. “You look like shit.” 
 
“So I’ve heard.” 
 
“No, like, really bad. Like you got hit by a truck bad.” 
 
“I feel like I got hit by a truck. A truck named Montréal.” 
 
“Right, right.” Carmichael’s eyes darkened, just briefly. “Don’t worry. We’ll handle it.” 
 
“Ryan.” 
 
“I’m not saying we’re going to do anything. I’m just saying we’ll handle it.” 
 
Before Shane could respond, the door opened again and Marlow stepped through, followed by St-Simon, and Hayes. They filled the room with Marlow’s steady presence, St-Simon’s quiet observation, and Hayes’s was—
 
Wyatt Hayes was crying.
 
“Oh God,” Shane said “Wyatt, no—” 
 
“I’m not— I’m fine—” Hayes wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “I’m just— It’s just allergies.” 
 
“To hospitals?”
 
“To seeing my friends in hospital beds.” 
 
“You’re the goaltender. You’re supposed to be the stable one.” 
 
“Goaltenders are allowed to have feelings.” St-Simon’s voice was dry, dead-panned as usual. “The rest of us are not.” 
 
“Vic’s just jealous because he doesn’t have emotions,” Carmichael said. 
 
“I have emotions. I just do not display them in public.” 
 
“Displaying emotions in public is the only way to prove you have them.” 
 
“That is not true.” 
 
“Prove it.” 
 
St-Simon looked at him. “I will not.” 
 
“I rest my case.” 
 
Shane watched the exchange with something approaching wonder. Definitely amusement. They’d been in his room for less than two minutes and they were already arguing. It was the most normal thing he’d experienced since waking up. 
 
Marlow crossed to the bed and put a hand on Shane’s shoulder. It was firm, grounding. “You doing okay?” 
 
“Getting there.” 

“Good.” Marlow’s voice was quiet. “We’re here if you need anything.” 
 
“Thanks, Cliff.” 
 
St-Simon was standing by the window, his phone in his hand, his eyes scanning the room. “This room is progress. No more ICU.” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
St-Simon nodded, satisfied. 
 
But Carmichael wasn’t done. He looked at Ilya — really looked — and something in his expression shifted. The bravado faded, replaced by something quieter.
 
“You doing okay, Roz?” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I am fine.” 
 
“You look like hell.” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
“I mean it.” Carmichael’s voice was uncharacteristically serious. “You’ve here for — what, four days now?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“Have you slept?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
He gave him a look. 
 
“I am not the one who was injured.” 
 
Carmichael shook his head. “We came here to check on Shane. But—” He paused. “What kind of friends would we be if we didn’t check on you too?” 
 
Ilya blinked. “I am—” 
 
“You’re really not.” Carmichael crossed to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “But that’s fine. You don’t have to be. We just needed to see it for ourselves.” 
 
Hayes nodded, his eyes still red. “Marlow’s been monitoring the group chat. Ilya’s been sending updates every few hours. We knew — we knew he was holding it together. But we needed to see.” 
 
“We’re gonna head back to Boston tomorrow.” Marlow spoke up, his voice quiet and steady. “We just couldn’t go… not until we saw that you were okay.” He looked at Shane. “And you too, Roz.” 
 
“Thank you,” Shane said. “Thank you for worrying about him.” 
 
Marlow gave him a rare smile. “We worried about both of you.” 
 
“Take care of yourself too, Roz,” Hayes said, his voice rough around the edges. “Shane’s going to need you to be okay.” 
 
Ilya looked at Hayes, and something in his expression cracked. Just slightly. He nodded. “Da. I know.” 
 
St-Simon looked up from his phone. “Keep us updated. If anything changes — if you need us — we are only a flight away.” 
 
Ilya nodded again, not trusting his voice. 
 
They stayed for another hour. Carmichael told stories from the team’s recent off-season activities that Ilya hadn’t been monitoring. St-Simon occasionally interjected with corrections. Hayes alternated between laughing and looking like he wanted to cry. Marlow sat beside Shane’s bed, quiet and steady, his presence a grounding weight in the welcome chaos. 
 
When they left, Carmichael paused at the door. “Hey, Shane.” 
 
Shane looked up. 
 
“He really does love you, you know,” he said, jerking his head toward Ilya with a smile. 
 
“I know.” Shane looked at Ilya and he felt his vision get a little watery. “I love him too. So goddamn much.” 
 
Ilya smiled back, lopsided and warm. God, he loved Ilya’s smile so much. He would give anything just for Ilya to smile at him like that forever. 
 
“Good.” Carmichael nodded. “Take care of each other. We’re here if you need us — for anything.”  
 
Shane nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
And then they were gone. 
 
The room felt emptier. But the warmth stayed. 
 
That afternoon, the dressing came off. 
 
The nurse arrived with a tray of supplies, her movements efficient and practiced. “This might tug a little,” she said, as she began to peel away the layers of gauze and tape.” 
 
Shane braced himself. The tape pulled at his skin, the adhesive tugging at the stray hairs that had started to grow back along the edge of the shaved area. Layer by layer, the dressing came off, until only a small bandage remained, covering the incision site. 
 
“There,” the nurse said. “The incision looks clean. No signs of infection.” 
 
Shane reached up and touched the bandage, feeling the edges of it. Beneath it, he could feel the line of the incision — a thin, straight line held together by stitches. “It’s smaller than I expected.” 
 
“We keep it minimal when possible. Less scarring, faster healing.” 
 
She removed the IV line from his arm, replaced it with a small bandage, and left a cup of pills on his bedside table. “Your pain medication has been switched to oral in preparation for discharge. You’ll take these every six hours. If the pain increases, let us know.” 
 
Shane looked at the pills. Small. White. Unassuming. They represented progress — one more step away from the machinery of the hospital and toward something resembling a normal life.
 
“Progress,” he said, picking up the cup. 
 
Ilya looked at him. “Progress.” 
 
Tuesday evening brought Kessler. 
 
The Carolina captain arrived without fanfare — just a knock on the door and a quiet entry, a coffee cup in one hand and a folder in the other. He looked at Shane with the same steady assessment he brought to everything, his eyes cataloguing, his expression unreadable.
 
“Hey,” Shane said. 
 
“Hi.” Kessler pulled the chair up to the bed and sat down. “You look better than the last time I saw you.” 
 
“The last time you saw me I was unconscious.” 
 
“I know. That’s why I’m saying you look better.” 
 
Shane almost laughed. “Fair.” 
 
Kessler set the folder on the bedside table. “The team wanted me to bring you this. Cards, messages, that kind of thing. Figured you might want something to remind you that you’ve got people who are thinking about you. I think that Zee, Blake, and Beau are planning to stop by in the morning if you’re up for it?” 
 
“Yeah,” Shane said, a small smile on his face. “I’d like that.” 
 
Kessler stood. “Focus on healing, Shane. That’s your job now. We’ll handle the rest on our end for as long as we can.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
Kessler paused at the door. “One more thing.” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“When you’re ready—” He paused for a moment. “Whatever you decide to do next, we have your back. No matter what. Whatever you decide to do, you’re a Breaker — you’ll always be a Breaker. Don’t forget that.” 
 
Shane nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak. 
 
“One more thing.” 
 
Shane looked up. 
 
“You took a really nasty hit, kid. It’s going to change things.” He shook his head. “But watching you get back up — that’s going to change things too.” 
 
He left before Shane could respond. 
 
The next morning brought Zelenko, Blake, and Beausoleil. 
 
They came together, the three of them filling the room with a presence that was different from the Bears — quieter, more deliberate. 
 
Blake was surprisingly the first to speak up. 
 
“It’s good to see you sitting up,” he said. “Last time, you were—” He gestured vaguely at his own head. 
 
“Unconscious,” Shane finished for him. 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
Felix pulled a chair over and sat down heavily. “Tabarnak, Hollz. You know how to scare people.” 
 
“I didn’t plan on it.” 
 
“Nobody plans brain surgery. But still.” He leaned back. “The team has been a mess. Kessler’s been walking around like someone kicked his dog. Zee’s been crying.” 
 
“I have not,” Zelenko said. 
 
“You cried during the last practice.” 
 
“That was — allergies.” 
 
“Allergies in an ice rink?” 
 
“Indoor allergies are a real thing.” 
 
Felix just rolled his eyes. 
 
“The league is moving forward with their investigation,” Blake said. “I thought you’d want to know that. Theriault, Comeau, Couillard, and Gagnon — they’ve all been suspended. The league is taking it very seriously.” 
 
Shane looked at him quickly. “Investigation?” 
 
The word came out sharper than he intended. Blake’s expression flickered — a glance toward Ilya, quick and telling. 
 
“You didn’t tell him?” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “He has been healing. He did not need—” 
 
“He didn’t need to know that the entire league is talking about what happened to him?” Zelenko’s voice was incredulous. “Roz, come on.” 
 
“He needed to rest.” Ilya’s voice was steady, but there was something underneath it — defensive, maybe, or protective. “He needed to focus on getting better. Not on—” 
 
“Not on what?” Shane cut in. He looked at Ilya, then at Blake. “What’s going on?” 
 
Blake held his gaze for a moment. Then he said, “The NHL’s Department of Player Safety launched a full investigation. Theriault, Comeau, Couillard, and Gagnon — they’ve all been issued indefinite suspensions. The league cited the integrity of the game clauses in their contracts.” 
 
Shane processed that. Indefinite suspensions. Integrity of the Game. Those were heavy words — the kind the league didn’t throw around lightly. 
 
“There’s more,” Zelenko said. His voice quieter, his usual energy dialed back. “The sports news won’t stop talking about it. Podcasts. Analysts. Everyone’s got an opinion. They’re saying the league is going to fine Montréal — millions probably. Strip them of draft picks.” 
 
“Theriault is looking at a lifetime ban,” Felix added. “Never going to coach again. And the other three — lifetime suspensions. They are done.” 
 
Shane stared at him. Lifetime. The word hung in the air, heavy and final. 
 
“Lifetime,” he repeated. 
 
“Lifetime,” Blake confirmed. “The league will probably make an example of them. They have to— what happened to you, it’s the kind of thing that could tear the sport apart if they don’t handle it right.” 
 
Shane sat with that. Theriault. Comeau. Couillard. Gagnon. All of them, facing consequences that would end their careers. He should have felt something — satisfaction, maybe, or closure. Instead, he wasn’t quite sure what he felt. 
 
“That’s—” He stopped. He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. 
 
“That is a lot,” Felix said, filling the silence. “I agree.” 
 
“And there’s more,” Blake said. “The Raleigh Police Department has opened their own investigation. Detectives have been interviewing everyone from the Carolina side — players, coaches, staff. They were at the rink after the game.” 
 
Shane blinked. “Police?” 
 
“They almost killed you, Hollz.” Zelenko’s voice was matter-of-fact, but there was something careful underneath it. 
 
“The District Attorney is going to take it very seriously,” Blake continued. “When something like this happens — it stopped being just a hockey matter.” 
 
Shane let that sink in. Police Investigations. Detectives. District Attorney. This wasn’t just a league issue anymore — it was a possible criminal one. The thought sat in his chest, cold and unfamiliar. 
 
“They will want to talk to you,” Felix said. “When you are— when you are less—” He searched for the word.
 
“Foggy?” Shane supplied. 
 
“Oui,” Felix nodded. “Foggy.”
 
“They have been asking—” Ilya said, voice careful. “They want your statement.” 
 
“When did they ask?” Shane looked at him. 
 
“While you were still unconscious.” Ilya’s jaw tightened, there was something hard in his eyes. 
 
“Yuna— your mother told them they could wait,” Ilya said. “That you were in the ICU. That you had bigger things to focus on.” 
 
“Why didn’t you at least tell me?” Shane looked at Ilya. 
 
Ilya met his gaze. “You were healing.” Ilya’s voice was quiet, but steady. “You were waking up every two hours for checks. You were dizzy. You were nauseous. You were in pain. You were still confused about things — did not remember things. You did not need to carry this on top of all that.” 
 
Shane wanted to argue. Wanted to say that he had a right to know, that it was his life, his career, his nearly-fatal injury. But the words died before they reached his lips, because Ilya was right. He could feel it — the fog that still settled over his thoughts when he pushed too hard, the fatigue that hit him in waves, the way his brain still slipped on simple words and lost the thread of conversations at times. He hadn’t been ready. He still wasn’t sure he was even ready now. 
 
“I was going to tell you,” Ilya said. “When you were stronger. When the information would not—” He paused. “When it would not hurt more than it helped.” 
 
Shane looked at him. At the shadows under his eyes that hadn’t faded, the tension in his shoulders that hadn’t relaxed. Ilya had been carrying this alone — had been carrying the weight of the investigation, of the suspensions, of the police involvement — while also carrying the weight of watching Shane recover. 
 
“How long have you known?”
 
“Since the second day.” Ilya’s voice was quiet. “The league called your agent. Your agent called your mother. Your mother told me.” 
 
Of course. Of course his mother had known too. That explained a lot of things. Shane had sensed there was something else… something that he wasn’t being told. He’d just been too foggy to chase the thread. 
 
“I am sorry.” 
 
“I’m not angry,” Shane said. The words surprised him, but as soon as they left his mouth, he knew they were true. “I should be. But I’m not.” 
 
“You have a right to be.” Ilya looked at the floor. 
 
“Probably.” Shane reached out and took Ilya’s hand — a small movement, but deliberate. “But you were right. I wasn’t ready. I’m not sure if I’m even ready yet, to be honest.” He paused. “But I need to know. From now on. No more waiting until I’m stronger. Okay?” 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s hand tightened around his. “No more waiting.” 
 
Felix cleared his throat. “We should — probably give you two a bit.” 
 
“Yeah,” Zelenko agreed, already standing. “We’ll, uh— we’re here if you need us, Hollz. Just call.” 
 
Blake nodded, his hand pausing on the doorframe. “Take your time with all of it, Hollander. The investigation isn’t going anywhere. And neither are we.” 
 
They filed out, Felix throwing a wave over his shoulder, Zelenko already pulling out his phone. The door clicked shut behind them, and the room settled into silence. 
 
Shane lay back against the pillows, his hand still in Ilya’s. The information was heavy, sitting in his chest like a stone — lifetime suspensions, police investigations, everything he hadn’t known was happening while he’d been unconscious and healing. It was a lot. It was too much, maybe. But it was real, and it was his, and he was going to have to figure out how to carry it. 
 
But right now. Right now, he had Ilya’s hand in his, and the afternoon light streaming through the window, and the quiet hum of the machines that were helping him heal. Right now, that was enough. 
 
“I’m glad you’re here,” Shane said. “Thank you for being here.” 
 
“I am not going anywhere.” Ilya’s thumb traced a slow circle on the back of his hand. “There is nowhere else I would be.” 






      

  












      Chapter 9: Never Letting Go
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  The discharge paperwork took forever. 
 
Ilya knew this because he watched every page of it move across the counter, watched the nurse’s hands sort through the stack, watched the clock on the wall behind her tick forward in increments that felt glacial. The waiting had been a study in stillness — Shane in the bed, his parents near the window, the low murmur of voices that none of them were really listening to. Ilya had stood at the foot of the bed and tried to memorize the details of the moment so he wouldn’t have to think about what came next. 
 
The prescriptions for Shane’s medications were in his pocket now. He’d taken them from the nurse before anyone else could, folding them into his jacket with the kind of care he usually reserved for game plans. He would fill them before they got to the condo. He would set reminders on his phone. He would make sure Shane never missed a dose. 
 
He had become a person who thought about medication schedules and brain healing and the exact number of hours someone needed to rest before they could safely attempt to read a book. 
 
This is who I am now, he thought. This is what love looks like.
 
Dr. Patel arrived, and the room shifted. Ilya felt the change in the air — the way Yuna straightened, the way David’s hand found hers, the way Shane’s shoulders tightened almost imperceptibly on the bed. He moved closer to the bed, close enough that his arm brushed Shane’s shoulder, and felt some of the tension ease. 
 
“Mr. Hollander,” Dr. Patel said. “You’re being released, but I want to be very clear about what that means.” 
 
She went through it with precision — having told patients this exact protocol many times before. The bone flap. The fusing. The twelve week minimum. The risk of Second Impact Syndrome.
 
The mortality rate is extremely high. For practical purposes, a second impact to your head before the bone is fully fused could kill you. 
 
The words landed in the room like a physical weight. Ilya felt them settle in his chest, cold and permanent, taking up residence somewhere near his heart. He went still — the kind of stillness that came from actively preventing himself from reacting, from letting the information pass through him without breaking anything on the way. 
 
Second Impact Syndrome. The mortality rate is extremely high. Could kill you.
 
He had almost lost Shane once. He had watched him being hauled away on a stretcher, hand hanging limply off the side, face ghostly pale and bloody. He had held his hand while machines breathed for him. 
 
The idea that a second impact — something that could happen in a split second on the ice, in practice, in a drill — could take him away permanently settled into Ilya’s bones like a prophecy. 
 
“You need to protect your head from any contact whatsoever for the next three months,” Dr. Patel said. “No hockey. No physical activity that could result in a fall. No situations where a collision is possible.” 
 
No hockey. The words echoed in Ilya’s mind. He thought about the way Shane moved on the ice. The way his edges bit into the fresh ice. The way he read the game and found the soft spots in coverage and made everything around him better. He thought about what it would mean to take that away from him for three months. What it would mean for him to be sitting still while his team played on without him. 
 
He looked at Shane’s face. Saw the way his jaw was set, the way his eyes tracked Dr. Patel’s movements. He was absorbing it. Processing it. Filing it away in the part of his brain that turned information into strategy. 
 
He is already planning how to get through this, Ilya realized. He is already building the roadmap. 
 
Ilya listened to each phase and built a mental calendar. He would be here for all of it. He would track the weeks, the appointments, the small milestones. He would be the one to drive him to the CT scans and the cognitive tests and the first day back on the ice. 
 
There is nowhere else I would be. 
 
He said it to himself like a promise. Like a prayer. 
 
The car ride to the condo was quiet. 

Ilya drove because Shane wasn’t allowed to, because the discharge instructions explicitly said no driving for at least four weeks, because he needed something to do with his hands. The roads of Raleigh passed by in a blur of bright May light — trees full of leaves and green against the sky, cars moving through intersections, the ordinary process of a city going about its day. 
 
Shane’s parents followed in their own car behind them. Ilya checked the rearview mirror more than he needed to. 
 
“You’re checking the mirror a lot,” Shane said from the passenger seat.
 
“I am making sure they are still there.” 
 
“They’re still there.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. Then: “You’re nervous.” 
 
“I am terrified,” Ilya corrected, in the same tone he might have used to comment on the weather. “I have been terrified since I saw you go into the boards. I will continue to be terrified until the doctor tells us your skull is finished healing. Possibly after that as well.” 
 
He said it without inflection. Without drama. Just the flat truth of it, laid out between them in the close air of the car. 
 
He felt Shane’s eyes on him. Felt the weight of his gaze. 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“Da?” 
 
“Thank you.” 
 
“For what?”
 
“For being here.” 
 
Ilya’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. The leather creaked under his grip. “There is nowhere else I would be.” 
 
When they walked through the door of the condo, Ilya took a deep breath. It smelled like Shane. The familiar scent of him. Clean laundry and the faint citrus and mint of his shampoo and something underneath it all that was just Shane. The smell of the person that he had been loving for longer than he had been willing to admit. 
 
He stood in the entryway and let the awareness of it wash over him. He looked around the space that had quickly started to develop so many fond memories before the horror of that fourth game. 
 
They were home. He was home. 
 
Ilya brought in the bags — his duffel and Shane’s overnight bag and the plastic bag of medications from the hospital — and moved through the condo with deliberate purpose. He needed to be useful. He needed to have something to do with his hands. He put the medications on the kitchen counter and found the good water glass in the cabinet and filled it and brought it to the coffee table where Shane had settled on the couch. 
 
“You don’t have to do all of this,” Shane said. 
 
“Do what?” 
 
“Take over.” 
 
Ilya stopped in the middle of the living room. He looked at Shane — at the bandage still wrapped around his head, at the bruise that was starting to fade from purple to green at the edges, at the exhaustion sitting in his posture. 
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. “I do.” 
 
He disappeared into the bedroom to put the bags down, and when he came back, Shane was still on the couch. He was still wearing the clothes he’d had on at the hospital. His hands were resting on his knees, and he was staring at the wall with an expression that Ilya recognized — the thousand-yard stare of someone who had been through something significant and was still processing it. 
 
Ilya sat down beside him. Not too close. Close enough. 
 
“Talk to me,” he said. 
 
Shane’s eyes didn’t move from the wall. “She said it could kill me.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“If I hit my head again.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“Before it heals.”
 
“Da.” 

Shane blinked slowly. His hands were gripping his knees now, his knuckles white. “I almost died, Ilya.” 
 
Ilya felt the words hit him in the center of his chest. “Da.” 
 
“I didn’t— I mean I knew— she’d said that I was dead for forty seconds on the way to the OR—” His voice cracked. He stopped. Took a breath. Started again. “I guess it didn’t really hit me at the time.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Shane’s eyes were wet. He blinked hard, trying to push it back, but the tears spilled over anyway, tracking down his cheeks in silent lines. “Ilya — they tried to fucking kill me.” 
 
Ilya reached out and took his hand. Shane’s fingers curled around his automatically, the way they had in the hospital, the way they had in the dark across five years. 
 
“You are here,” Ilya said quietly. “You are alive. You are home. They did not succeed.” 
 
Shane squeezed his hand. His breath shuddered out of him. And for a long moment, they sat together in the quiet of the Raleigh afternoon, two men who had come closer to losing each other than either of them wanted to acknowledge. 
 

 
The first few days after the hospital were the hardest thing Ilya had ever witnessed. 
 
He had seen Shane take hits. He had seen him get up from collisions that would have kept most players on the ice. He had watched him play through broken ribs and separated shoulders and the accumulated wear of a long season. 
 
He had seen him motionless on the ice. He had seen him bleeding and that blood darkening the pristine white surface. He had seen him small in a bed that was more of a machine. He had seen him terrified. He had seen him broken and feeling like a shell of himself. 
 
He had never seen him like this. 

The fatigue was the most visible. Shane would wake up, eat something Ilya put in front of him, sit on the couch for an hour, and fall asleep again. His body was doing something that didn’t care about schedules or plans or the ordinary rhythms of waking life. His brain was using every available resource to heal, and there was nothing left for anything else. 
 
Ilya watched him sleep. He watched the rise and fall of his chest. He watched the way his eyelids moved behind their lids — REM sleep, he had read somewhere, a sign of active brain function. He watched the clock and tracked the hours and made sure Shane took his medications at the right times. 
 
He learned the kitchen. 
 
It was not something he’d ever really needed to do before. He could cook, technically. But the kitchen in Shane’s condo had a particular methodology and he had learned it. He figured out the coffee machine earlier when he first arrived in Raleigh, but now he was learning the way to arrange fruit on a plate so that it looked like a thing that someone would actually want to eat. 
 
“You really don’t have to do all of this,” Shane said. He was watching Ilya from the couch with the glassy-eyed look of someone still half-asleep. “I can make my own toast.” 
 
“Your toast is adequate,” Ilya said, setting the plate down. “I am providing superior toast.” 
 
“My toast is fine.” 
 
“Your toast is fine,” Ilya agreed. “And my toast is superior. This is not an insult to your toast. It is simply an accurate assessment.” 
 
Shane looked at the plate. The toast was cut diagonally. The butter was evenly distributed. There was a small dish of fruit on the side — cut into pieces, because Ilya had learned that Shane was more likely to eat it that way.
 
“Where did you learn to do this?” Shane asked. 
 
Ilya sat down across from him. “My father. I learned to be useful.” Ilya paused. “He had dementia.” 
 
“Oh.” 
 
“Da.” A pause. “I did a lot of things when I went back to Russia in the summers between seasons. I learned to cook. To clean. To manage medications. To be present without being in the way.” 
 
It was more than he’d meant to say. The words came out anyway, carried on a wave of exhaustion and honesty that he hadn’t planned for. 
 
“I am just applying the same skill set here,” he finished. 
 
Shane looked at him for a long moment. His eyes were too bright, his expression soft in a way that made Ilya’s chest ache. 
 
“Thank you,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya nodded. He didn’t say anything else. It was enough. 
 
The fog was the part that scared Ilya the most. 
 
He’d prepared himself for the physical recovery — the slow return of strength, the careful reintroduction of activity, the patience required to let a body heal. He had not prepared himself for the way the brain fog would make Shane seem like a stranger in his own skin. 
 
Shane was the most precise person Ilya had ever met. He could read a play three seconds before it developed. He could track five conversations at once and remember the details of each one. His mind was a machine of efficiency and accuracy, and Ilya had spent years watching that mind work with something close to awe. 
 
Now it struggled to hold a thought for more than a few minutes. 
 
He watched Shane lose the thread of a sentence midway through, his eyes going glassy, his mouth pausing while he searched for a word that wouldn’t come. He watched him set down a book after ten minutes because his brain couldn’t sustain the focus required to follow the story. He watched him forget what he had eaten for breakfast, what day it was, whether he had taken his medication that morning.
 
“What day is it?” Shane asked him again the second morning. 
 
“Thursday.” 
 
“Are you sure?” 
 
“Da.” 
 
His brow furrowed. “I thought it was Wednesday.” 
 
“It was Wednesday yesterday,” Ilya said. “Today is Thursday, Solnyshko.” 
 
“Right.” A pause. “Okay.” 
 
Ilya watched the confusion flicker across his face — the way he was trying to orient himself in time and space and coming up short. It was the kind of thing that would have been funny in another context. It was not funny now. 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Mm.” 
 
“You are still healing. Your brain is using a lot of energy to heal. It is normal to be confused sometimes.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Then do not look at me like you are failing at something.” 
 
Shane’s eyes met his. There was something raw in them — vulnerability that he usually kept locked away. 
 
“Everything is hard right now,” Shane said quietly. “Thinking. Talking. Remembering. It’s all hard.” 
 
Ilya reached across the space between them and took his hand. “Then let it be hard. You do not have to make it easy. You just have to let it happen.” 
 
Shane’s hand tightened around his. His eyes closed. And for a long moment, they sat together in the quiet while the morning light shifted across the floor and the world outside continued its ordinary turning. 
 

 
 
On the fourth day, Yuna emailed Ilya a recipe for soup. 
 
He opened the email on his phone while Shane was napping, expecting a short message with a few instructions. What he got was something else entirely. 
 
The email was three paragraphs long. It began with a brief greeting — Ilya — and then moved into a detailed explanation of the soup’s origins, its traditional role in post-illness recovery, and the specific properties of certain ingredients that were believed to support brain healing. There was a list of required ingredients, organized by category. And there was a diagram — a hand-drawn illustration of the proper way to slice ginger, with arrows indicating the correct angle and thickness. 
 
Ilya stared at the screen. 
 
This is a test. 
 
He read the email again. He read the paragraph about the ginger. He studied the diagram with the attention of someone who was being evaluated and knew it. 
 
He looked at Shane, who had woken up at some point and was watching him from the couch with a curious expression. 
 
“What are you reading?” he asked. 
 
“Your mother has sent me a soup recipe.” 
 
“She does that.” 
 
“She has included—” Ilya scrolled. “A note. She says the soup is traditional. She says I should not skip the ginger. She says—” He stopped.
 
“She says what?” 
 
Ilya looked up. “She says that if I make this soup correctly, I am welcome in the family.” 
 
Shane’s eyebrows went up. “That’s a lot of pressure for soup.” 
 
“It is not pressure,” Ilya said. “It is a marriage proposal by soup.” 
 
“It’s a recipe.” 
 
“It absolutely is not. Your mother has written entire paragraph about the proper ratio of ginger to garlic. She has included a diagram. This is not a recipe. This is initiation ritual.” 
 
Shane laughed — a real laugh, sudden and surprised, the kind that had been rare these past few days. “She really drew a diagram?” 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “A very good one. Your mother is a woman of many talents.” 
 
He put the phone down and looked at Shane. The laugh had brought color to his face, a brief return of the vitality that had been missing since before the hospital. His eyes were brighter. His smile was real. 
 
I would make a thousand soups, Ilya thought, if it kept that smile on his face. 
 
“I am going to make the soup,” he said.
 
“You’re going to make the soup?” 
 
“I am going to make it correctly.” 
 
“Oh?” 
 
“And then I am going to call your mother and tell her that I made it correctly, and she is going to be forced to accept me into the family.” 
 
“You’re already accepted, Ilya.” 
 
“Not officially,” Ilya argued. “Not until I have passed soup test.” 
 
Shane shook his head, still smiling, and leaned back into the couch. The fatigue was pulling at him again — Ilya could see it in the way his eyelids drooped, the way his body settled deeper into the cushions. But the smile stayed. 
 
“I love you,” Shane whispered. 
 
Ilya’s chest tightened. The words caught him off guard, the way they always did — the simple, unguarded truth of them, spoken in the quiet of a Raleigh afternoon without ceremony or pretense. 
 
“I know,” he said. “I love you too.” 
 
He went into the kitchen to make the soup. 
 
That night, after the soup — which he’d made correctly on the first try, documenting every step photographically for Yuna’s approval — they sat on the couch together. 
 
Shane was leaning into his side, his weight warm against Ilya’s body. The city was darkening beyond the windows, the lights of Raleigh beginning to flicker on in the distance. The sky was going from gray to indigo, the first stars visible above the tree line. 
 
Ilya’s arm was around Shane’s shoulders. His hand rested against his arm, his thumb tracing slow circles on the skin above his wrist. He could feel the steady rhythm of Shane’s breathing, the faint pulse of his heartbeat beneath his skin. 
 
“I’m scared,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya’s arm tightened around him. “Tell me.” 
 
“Of not coming back from this. Of being different after. Of having to rebuild everything from scratch and not recognizing myself on the other side.” 
 
The words hung in the air between them. Ilya felt them settle into the quiet of the room, heavy and honest. 
 
“You will be different,” he said. “This will change you. That is what surviving does.” 
 
Shane was quiet. Ilya could feel him listening. 
 
“But you will still be you,” Ilya continued. “I have watched you for a long time, Shane. I know who you are. And who you are is not something that can be taken away.” 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
Ilya pressed his lips to the top of Shane’s head. He could smell the shampoo they had bought at the pharmacy — neutral, unscented, recommended by Dr. Patel. He could feel the texture of Shane’s hair against his lips, the warmth of his scalp through the strands. 
 
“Because that is who I fell in love with,” he said. “And I know him when I see him.” 
 
Shane’s hand found his. Their fingers intertwined on the cushion between them, the fit of them familiar after weeks of practice. 
 
They sat together in the quiet of the Raleigh night. The sky continued to darken. The stars continued to appear, one by one, scattered across the expanse above them. 
 
The recovery was not over. The weeks ahead would bring more appointments, more tests, more milestones to reach and moments to endure. But for now — in this moment, in this quiet — they had each other. 
 
Ilya held on. 
 
He would never let go. 
 

 
 
The second week of recovery was a different kind of hard. 
 
The first week had been about survival — getting through each hour, managing the pain, learning the new rhythms of a body that no longer did what it was told. The second week was about the dawning realization that survival was not the same thing as living, and that the gap between them was wider than Ilya had expected. 
 
Shane was moving through the days with more awareness now. His eyes were clearer. His speech was smoother. He could follow a conversation for longer stretches without losing the thread. But the improvements came with a cost — the sharper his awareness became, the more acutely he felt the limitations of his own body. 
 
“I can’t,” he said on the morning of day eight. He was standing in the kitchen doorway, one hand braced against the frame, watching Ilya make coffee. His voice was flat. “I can’t find the words. They’re there, I know they’re there, but I can’t—” He stopped. His jaw tightened. 
 
Ilya turned from the counter. He watched the frustration move across Shane’s face — the way his brow furrowed, the way his lips pressed together, the way his hand gripped the doorframe like he was holding onto something solid in a world that kept shifting under his feet. 
 
“You do not have to find them right now,” Ilya reassured him. 
 
“That’s not—” Shane shook his head. The motion was too fast. He winced, hand going to his temple. “That’s not the point. The point is that they used to be there. They used to be right there and I could reach them and now they’re not and I don’t know when they’re coming back.” 
 
He was breathing harder now, his chest rising and falling in uneven rhythms. Ilya crossed the kitchen and stood in front of him, close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off his body, the tension vibrating through his frame. 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“I hate this.” His voice cracked on the last word. “I hate feeling like I’m losing my mind. I hate not being able to trust my own brain. I hate—” he stopped. His eyes were wet. “I hate that you have to see me like this.” 
 
Ilya reached out and took his face in his hands. The skin of his jaw was warm beneath his palms, the stubble rough against his fingers. He held him gently, cradling his head the way you might hold something fragile, because that was what this was — something fragile, something precious, something that needed to be handled with care. 
 
“I do not have to see you like this,” Ilya said. “I get to see you like this. There is a difference.” 
 
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him. His hands came up to grip Ilya’s wrists, holding on like Ilya was the only solid thing in a world that had gone liquid. 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“I’m scared.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“Of everything. Of not getting better. Of getting better and not being the same. Of—” He stopped. His eyes searched Ilya’s face. “Of losing you.” 
 
Ilya’s chest tightened. “You are not going to lose me.” 
 
“You don’t know that.” 
 
“I do.” 
 
“How?” 
 
Ilya leaned forward and pressed his forehead against Shane’s. The contact was warm, intimate, the kind of closeness that had once felt impossible between them. 
 
“Because I tried to lose you for five years. I tried to not love you. Desperately,” he said quietly. “And I could not do it.  You are stuck with me, Shane. Even when you cannot find the words. Even when your brain is not working the way you want it to. Even when you hate yourself for needing help. I am here. I am not leaving.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught. His fingers tightened on Ilya’s wrists. And for a long moment, they stood together in the kitchen doorway while the coffee grew cold on the counter and the morning light shifted across the floor. 
 

 
The Stanley Cup Finals started the Monday after Shane was discharged. 
 
Ilya had been tracking the date in his head for days, watching it approach like something he couldn’t stop. The Carolina Breakers had made it through the Eastern Conference Finals in the game that had almost cost Shane his life. They were now set to play the Chicago Firebirds for the Cup. 
 
And Shane was going to watch it from his couch. 
 
The dim room had become their shared space since they got to the condo — the blinds drawn down against the afternoon light, the television dark most of the time while Shane slept or stared at the ceiling. Ilya had learned the light in this room, the way it shifted from gray to gold to indigo as the day progressed. He had memorized the texture of the blanket draped over the back of the couch — a deep navy blue, soft from years of use, smelling faintly of Shane’s laundry detergent. He knew the exact number of steps it took to cross from the kitchen to the arm of the sofa — fourteen, if he was carrying something, twelve if he wasn’t.
 
He knew the shape of Shane’s body beside him in the darkness. The weight of his shoulder against Ilya’s chest. The sound of his breathing when he was trying to keep his feelings contained — shallow, controlled, the rhythm of a man who had spent years learning not to let anyone see him break. 
 
The pregame show was on now. Analysts at a desk. Highlights from the Conference Finals. The kind of coverage that filled time before the actual hockey started. Ilya watched as Shane watched the screen, watched the way his eyes tracked the familiar faces of his teammates as they skated through pregame warmups on the broadcast. 
 
Kessler, taking a lap around the net. Blake and Zelenko on the far side of the ice, running a passing drill. Edvardsen in the crease, his movements fluid and economical, the same precision he brought to everything. 
 
The light from the television flickered across Shane’s face, illuminating the line of the incision at his hairline. It was healing — the redness fading, the swelling gone — but it was still visible, a thin raised line that ran from his temple to the crown of his head. Ilya had traced it with his fingers in the dark, when Shane was sleeping, trying to memorize the shape of the damage that had almost taken him away. 
 
“That’s their line,” Shane said quietly. “Blake, Zelenko, and—” He stopped. Ilya heard his throat move, the small click of him swallowing. “Lavoie is centering with them tonight. They moved him from the fourth line wing when—” 
 
He stopped again. 
 
When I went down. 
 
The words didn’t need to be spoken. They hung in the air between them anyway, heavy and present, filling the space like smoke. 
 
Ilya didn’t say anything. He let his hand rest on Shane’s thigh instead — a point of contact, warm and solid. The muscle beneath his palm was tight, trembling slightly with the effort of holding everything in. 
 
Then the announcers started talking about something else. 
 
“—controversial decision to find the Montreal Voyageurs organization responsible for creating a culture that tolerated violence and failing to intervene in the Hollander injury,” one analyst was saying. “The league fined Montreal one million dollars and stripped them of draft picks for the next three years.” 
 
On the screen the ESPN analysts were talking about Shane’s injury and the NHL’s disciplinary actions. Two of them were nodding along with the argument that the first one made. The third was shaking his head, his expression skeptical. 
 
“I understand the impulse to send a message, but I worry about the criminalization of hockey violence. We’ve always had a certain tolerance for physicality in this sport. Where do we draw the line?” 
 
The host turned to the other panelist. “What about the league’s finding that it was a targeted and coordinated attack that violated the NHL’s player safety protocols and standards of conduct? Does that change the calculus?” 
 
“It certainly complicates it,” the skeptical commentator said. “But I think we need to be careful about reading intent into what might have been just — well, hockey being hockey.” 
 
Ilya felt something cold settle in his chest. 
 
Just hockey being hockey. 
 
He thought about the casual cruelty of the men that had done this to Shane. The men who had decided that Shane’s existence on the ice was something that needed to be taken care of. 
 
Just hockey being hockey. 
 
He looked at Shane. Who was staring at the Television with a determined and cold look in his eyes. 
 
Ilya grabbed Shane’s hand and squeezed. A point of contact that said: I am here. I am with you. We are in this together. 
 
Shane squeezed back. 
 
The game started. The low sound of it filled the room — the announcers’ voices, the scrape of skates on the ice, the dull thud of the puck against the boards. Ilya kept his eyes on Shane more than the screen, watching the way his jaw tightened during close plays, the way his fingers gripped the edge of the couch cushion when Chicago entered the zone. 
 
“They’re too deep in their own end,” Shane said, during a stoppage. His voice was flat, the voice of someone reciting facts because reciting facts was easier than feeling anything. “They’re not getting the breakout clean. Kessler is having to carry the puck out himself because no one is giving him an outlet.” 
 
Ilya watched the screen. He could see what Shane meant — the Carolina forwards were struggling to find open space, the Chicago forecheck smothering them before they could build any speed through the neutral zone. 
 
“You see that from here,” Ilya said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
“I see everything from here.” Shane’s voice was quiet. “That’s the problem.” 
 
The first period ended scoreless. The broadcast cut to commercial, and the room fell into silence except for the low hum of the television and the distant sound of traffic outside. Ilya could hear Shane breathing beside him — trying to keep himself together. 
 
“Do you want me to turn it off?” Ilya asked. 
 
“No.” 
 
“You are—” 
 
“I’m fine.” The words came too fast. “I want to watch. I need to—” He stopped. His hands were gripping his knees, his knuckles white. “I need to watch them.” 
 
Shane lay his head down on Ilya’s lap, closing his eyes and letting himself rest between periods. It was the agreement that they’d made when Ilya had agreed to turn the game on in the first place. The doctor had said he could only watch screens for thirty minute intervals at a time before needing to take brief breaks. He was making sure Shane followed the doctor's orders. 
 
Ilya didn’t argue with him. He reached up to the back of the couch and grabbed the blanket, draping it over Shane, and smoothing it out. Ilya looked at him, watched him, and traced his fingertips over the freckles on his cheeks, drawing an adorable little scrunch of Shane’s nose. 
 
The second period brought the first goal. 
 
Chicago scored — a deflection in the front, the puck changing direction and sliding past Edvardsen before he could adjust. The arena erupted. The broadcast showed the replay, the puck’s trajectory shifting off a defenseman’s skate. 
 
Beside him, Ilya heard Shane exhale — a long, slow breath that carried the weight of everything he wasn’t saying. 
 
“Bad bounce,” Ilya said.
 
“But it wasn’t a bad bounce.” Shane’s voice was tight, controlled, the edges fraying. “Blake was in the wrong position. He drifted too far to the left on the entry and left the backdoor open. If he was in his lane, the deflection wouldn't have happened because the angle wouldn’t have been there—” 
 
“Shane—” 
 
“I know.” The words came faster now, the control slipping. Ilya could hear it in his voice — the crack at the edges, the way his breath was uneven. “I know they’re tired. I know they’re banged up. I know things have been hard since— I know all that.” 
 
His hands were gripping Ilya’s. Ilya could see the tendons in his wrists standing out, the effort it was taking him to stay still. 
 
“But I’m supposed to be there.” Shane’s voice cracked on the last word. “I’m supposed to be on that ice. I’m supposed to be—” 
 
He stopped. His chest was rising and falling in uneven rhythms, his breath coming harder now. The light from the television was flickering across his face, catching the wetness in his eyes. 
 
Ilya squeezed his hands back, gently. He could feel that Shane’s whole body was wound tight as a spring and he tried to do his best to ease some of that tension. 
 
“You are supposed to be healing,” Ilya said. “That is where you are supposed to be.” 

“It’s not fair.” 
 
“No. It is not fair.” 
 
Shane’s hand gripped Ilya’s hard enough to hurt. His fingers were cold, his grip desperate. “I worked for this, Ilya. My entire life. Every year. Every summer. Every early morning. Every extra rep. I worked for this.” His voice cracked. “And now I’m on my couch watching my team play for the Cup without me.” 
 
Ilya didn’t have words for that. There were no words that could make it better, no reassurance that would undo the unfairness of it. So he did the only thing he could do — he stayed. He kept his hand in Shane’s and let the grip tighten and let the silence hold the space that words couldn’t fill. 
 
The television played on. Chicago scored again in the third — another deflection, another goal that found its way through the chaos. Ilya watched the red light flash behind the net, heard the arena roar, felt Shane’s grip on his hand tighten until it was almost painful again. 
 
Carolina pulled Edvardsen with two minutes left. They threw everything at Chicago’s net. It wasn’t enough. 
 
The final score was 3-1. Chicago. 
 
Ilya watched the broadcast show the handshake line — the Chicago players skating past the Carolina bench, the handshakes that were professional and brief. He watched Kessler standing at center ice, his head down, his gloves on his hips. He watched the Carolina bench empty slowly, the weight of the loss settling over them like something physical. 
 
Beside him, Shane was very still. His hand was still gripping Ilya’s, but the tension had drained out of it, leaving something limp and exhausted in its place. 
 
“They played hard,” Ilya said. 
 
“It’s not enough.” Shane’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I should have been there.” 
 
Ilya turned to look at him. The television cast shadows across his face, the blue light catching the hollows under his eyes, the set of his jaw. He looked tired in a way that went beyond physical exhaustion — the kind of tired that settled into your bones and made everything heavier. 

“There will be more games,” Ilya said. “There will be more chances.” 
 
“Will there?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
Ilya touched his face, his palm resting against Shane’s cheek. His skin was warm, his stubble rough against his fingers. He traced his thumb along the line of his jaw, feeling the small muscles twitch under his touch. 

“Because I have seen you play,” he said. “And I know what you are capable of. This is not the end of your story, Shane. It is just the chapter that hurts.” 
 
Shane’s eyes were wet. He blinked, and a tear slipped down his cheek, catching the light from the television. Ilya caught it with his thumb, wiping it away before it could fall. 
 
“I hate this,” Shane said. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“I hate feeling useless. I hate watching them struggle and knowing I could help and not being able to.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“I hate that you have to see me like this.” 
 
Ilya leaned forward and pressed his lips to Shane’s forehead. 
 
“I have seen you at your worst,” he said quietly. “I have seen you.” He pulled back just enough to meet Shane’s eyes. “And I am still here. I am not going anywhere. I love you, Solnyshko.” 
 
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him. He leaned into Ilya’s touch, let his eyes close, let the weight of the night settle over both of them. 
 
“Game two is on Wednesday,” he said. 
 
“I know.” 
 
“I’m going to watch it.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“I’m going to be angry the whole time.” 
 
“Probably.” 
 
“I’m going to get upset.” 
 
“I expect nothing less.” 
 
Shane opened his eyes. There was something in them now — not the flat devastation of the first period, not the raw frustration of the second, but something smaller. Something that might have been the beginning of acceptance. 
 
“I love you,” he said. His voice was muffled, his face pressed into Ilya’s stomach. 
 
“I love you too.” 
 
“This is the worst week of my life.” 
 
“This is the worst week of your life so far.” 
 
Shane laughed — a short, surprised sound that was almost a sob. “You’re a fucking asshole.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya smiled at him, brushing his fingers across his cheek. “You said you love me. I made your mother’s initiation soup. I am part of the family. You are stuck with me.” 
 
They sat together in the dim room, the television flickering, the postgame show droning on. Ilya held him through it — through the highlights and the analysis and the final buzzer of a game that had ended the wrong way. He held him until Shane’s breathing evened out, until his weight went heavy against him, until the steady rhythm of sleep replaced the jagged edges of wakefulness. 
 
He held him, and he didn’t let go. 
 

 
Game two happened on Wednesday night in Chicago. 
 
The same dim room. The same couch. The same pregame show, the same familiar faces, the same absence that sat between them like a third person in the room. 
 
But something was different this time. Ilya could feel it in the way Shane settled against him — not the rigid tension from game one, but something more deliberate. More resigned. He’d accepted that he was going to watch this game from his couch, and he had decided to let himself feel it instead of fighting it. 
 
Ilya had made tea. He didn’t drink tea himself, but he’d learned that Shane liked it — something warm to hold, something to do with his hands. A soothing flavor that calmed him down. The mug was between Shane’s palms now, steam rising from the surface, the scent of chamomile drifting through the dim air. 
 
“Thank you,” Shane said, when Ilya handed it to him. 
 
“For what?” 
 
“For making tea. For being here. For—” He gestured vaguely at the room. “All of it.” 
 
Ilya sat down beside him as Shane settled against him. “You do not have to thank me for taking care of you.” 
 
“Yes, I do.” Shane’s voice was quiet, but steady. “Because I know it’s not easy. And I know you’re doing it anyway.” 
 
Ilya didn’t have a response to that. So he just leaned into the contact and watched the pregame show with him. 
 
The game started. Carolina came out with more structure this time, more discipline. Ilya could see the adjustments — the line changes, the shift in strategy. He didn’t need to ask Shane to explain them; he could see them for himself now, the way the game opened up when a team was playing the way it was supposed to play. 
 
Carolina was winning key faceoffs, controlling the neutral zone, keeping Chicago to the outside. Edvardsen was back to focusing like he usually did and reading the plays before they developed. 
 
Ilya watched Shane watch. He watched the way his hands moved around the mug, the way his eyes tracked the puck without conscious effort. He watched the small reactions — the breath catch when Chicago got close, the slight lean forward when Carolina entered the zone, the way his whole body tensed and released with the rhythm of the game. 
 
In the end, Carolina won game 2. The final score was 4-2, and when the buzzer sounded, Ilya watched the bench empty onto the ice, watched the players embrace, watched Kessler pat Edvardsen on the mask and Zelenko find Blake in the pile of bodies and the whole team celebrating a win that kept them alive. 
 
“I think,” Shane said slowly, “I needed that.” 
 
“What?” 

“To see them win. To see them do what I know they can do.” He looked at Ilya, and there was something open in his expression — something vulnerable, but not broken. “It’s hard, watching. But it’s harder when they lose. Because then I just think about what I could have done differently.” 
 
“And when they win?” 
 
“Then I think about how proud I am of them.” He paused. “And I let myself imagine what it would feel like to be there.” 
 
Ilya took his hand. The mug was between them, still warm, the last of the tea cooling at the bottom. 
 
“You will be there,” Ilya said. “Next season. When it matters.” 
 
Shane looked at him. The light from the television caught his eyes, reflecting back in small points of brightness. 
 
“You really believe that.” 
 
“I do.” 
 
“Even though I don’t know if I’ll be the same player when I come back.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya squeezed his hand. “You will be different. But you will still be you. And that is enough.” 
 
Shane was quiet. But his hand was still in Ilya’s, and his breathing was steady, and the small smile was still playing at the corner of his mouth. 
 
“Series is tied,” Ilya said. 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“That is good.” 
 
“It is.” 
 
Shane looked at the screen, at the celebration, at the familiar faces of the teammates he should have been celebrating with. 
 
“I should be there,” he said. His voice was quiet, but there was no bitterness in it. Just acknowledgement. Just the simple fact of it. “But I’m glad they won.” 
 
Ilya lifted their joined hands and pressed his lips to Shane’s knuckles. The skin was warm, the bones familiar under his mouth. 

“Me too,” he said. 
 
They sat together as the broadcast showed the highlights, the goals, the saves, the moments that had made the difference. The series was far from over. There would be more games — more nights like this, watching from the couch while his team fought for something he couldn’t help them achieve. 
 
But for now, there was this. 
 
A win. 
 
A night where the hockey had been good and his team had come out on top. 
 
And a hand in his, warm and steady, that he was never going to let go. 
 

 
The suture removal happened at the beginning of the third week. 
 
Ilya drove him to Dr. Patel’s office. He sat in the waiting room while the nurse clipped the thin threads that had held Shane’s scalp together. He watched him emerge from the exam room with his hand touching the incision — a raised red line, still tender, still healing. 
 
“How does it look?” he asked. 
 
“Gross,” Shane said. But there was something lighter in his voice. “It’s healing though. She said it looks good.” 
 
Ilya nodded. The relief was quiet, settling into his chest like something that had been waiting for permission to arrive. 
 
The fog was starting to lift too. Not all at once, but in increments that Ilya learned to notice — a morning where Shane woke up and could hold a conversation without losing the thread. An afternoon where he read an entire chapter of a book without needing to set it down. An evening where he looked at Ilya and the confusion that had been clouding his eyes for weeks was gone. 
 
“I feel better,” Shane said, the afternoon of the suture removal. 
 
“You look better.” 
 
“I feel like I can—” He searched for the word. “Think. Like my brain is working again.” 
 
“Your brain has always been working,” Ilya said. “It was just doing something else for a while.” 
 
“Healing.” 

“Yes.” 
 
“It’s exhausting.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Shane looked at him. “You’ve been watching me sleep for almost three weeks.” 
 
“I have been watching over you,” Ilya corrected. “There is a difference.” 
 
“Is there?” 
 
“Yes. One is creepy. The other is romantic.” 
 
“And which one have you been doing?” 
 
Ilya considered. “I have been doing both. Strategically.” 
 
Shane laughed. The sound of it was different from the laugh in the first week — fuller, more present, carrying less of the hollow edge that had haunted those early days. 
 
Ilya felt it settle into him like warmth. 
 
Ilya decided to make Shane St-Simon’s pasta that evening, on what was the kind of ordinary night that had become more frequent as Shane’s recovery progressed. The blinds were half-open, letting in the last of the Raleigh light. The television was on low, some highlights show playing in the background. The condo smelled like garlic and tomatoes and the smell of a dish that was being conquered through sheer stubbornness. 
 
Ilya stood at the stove, a wooden spoon in his hand, the dish towel draped over his shoulder. The pasta was boiling in the pot beside him, and the sauce — the sauce was the main event. He had been working on it for months now, refining it iteration by iteration, learning the precise balance of acidity to sweetness, the exact moment to add the garlic, the careful restraint required when dealing with tomato paste. 
 
He had learned, among other things, that a whole can of tomato paste was not, in fact, the correct amount. 
 
The memory of that first attempt still sat somewhere in the back of his mind, tucked away with the other moments he had collected from the early days of this — the phone calls, the hesitation, the slow, careful work of learning how to be someone who could cook for another person without setting anything on fire. He had called Shane that night from his penthouse in Boston, the kitchen a disaster behind him, the sauce aggressively red and tasting vaguely of metal. He had told Shane the pasta was fine and the sauce had character, and Shane had laughed, and Ilya had felt something shift in his chest that he hadn’t known how to name at the time. 
 
He knew how to name it now. 
 
The sound of footsteps behind him pulled him from the memory. Soft. Deliberate. Shane’s bare feet on the hardwood, still careful, still trying to learn to fully trust his own balance again. 
 
Ilya did not turn around. He kept his attention on the sauce, on the slow stir that was more about the ritual than necessity. He could feel Shane in the doorway — could feel the weight of his presence, the warmth of his attention. He had become attuned to Shane’s presence the way he had become attuned to the timing of the garlic, the moment when the tomatoes released their sweetness. It was instinct now, built through weeks of proximity and months of wanting. 
 
“That smells—” Shane paused. Ilya heard him searching for the word, the small silence that meant he was being careful with his assessment. “Actually good.” 
 
Ilya glanced over his shoulder. Shane was leaning against the doorframe, his arms crossed loosely over his chest. His hair was still damp from the shower, curling slightly at the ends. He was wearing an old t-shirt and sweatpants, the comfort of someone who had spent the afternoon resting, and there was a softness to his posture that Ilya had learned to read as contentment. 
 
“You sound surprised,” Ilya said. 
 
“I’m not surprised. I’m cautiously optimistic.” 
 
Ilya turned back to the stove, a smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “Your cautious optimism is noted.” 
 
He heard Shane push off from the doorframe and cross the kitchen. Felt him stop beside the stove, close enough that the warmth of his body registered in the space between them. Ilya kept stirring, letting him look. 
 
Shane was quiet for a long moment. Ilya could feel him studying the sauce, the pot, the organized chaos of the stovetop. He could feel the exact moment when something clicked — the small shift in Shane’s posture, the subtle change in the quality of his attention. 
 
“Wait,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya’s hand paused over the pot. “Wait?” 
 
“This sauce.” Shane gestured at the bubbling pot. “This is—” A pause. “Is this the Victor recipe? The one from that phone call?” 
 
Ilya felt the recognition land in his chest. Of course Shane remembered. Of course he had catalogued that conversation the same way Ilya had, filing it away in the part of his mind reserved for moments that mattered. 
 
“Da,” Ilya admitted. “It is the recipe.” 
 
“The one where the pasta was fine and the sauce was a learning curve?” 
 
Ilya turned to face him. The words came easily, carrying the same inflection he had used that night in Boston, when he had been standing in a different kitchen with a mess of tomato paste and the unfamiliar shape of something new forming between them. “The pasta was fine. The sauce had character.” 
 
Shane’s mouth twitched. “That’s what you said. Those exact words.” 
 
“I remember.” 
 
“You remember the exact words you used to describe a pasta sauce you made in Boston months ago?” 
 
Ilya set the spoon down. He turned to face Shane fully, the heat of the stove warm against his back. “I remember everything about that conversation.” 
 
He watched Shane’s face, noting the way his expressions shifted — a flicker of surprise, quickly suppressed, followed by something softer. Something that looked like wonder. 
 
“You were in a hotel room,” Ilya continued. “You were tired. I called you because I had been staring at my phone for two hours trying to work up the courage to text you, and Carmichael—” He paused, the exasperation still fresh even months later. “Carmichael had already texted you anyway.” 
 
Shane stared at him. Ilya could see the memory surfacing in his eyes, the recognition of a night that had been ordinary in every way except for what it had represented. 
 
“You remember all of that,” Shane said. 
 
“I remember all of it.” 
 
Including Carmichael. The recipe. The way you laughed when I told you the sauce was a learning experience.
 
Ilya did not say the last part aloud. He did not need to. He could see it in the way Shane’s chest rose and fell, the small expansion of breath that meant he was feeling something he didn’t have words for. 
 
“Do you want to try it?” Ilya asked. 
 
Ilya picked up a clean spoon from the counter. He dipped it into the sauce, letting it coat the metal, and held it out to Shane with a gravity that was perhaps excessive for the moment but that he was committed to nonetheless. 
 
Shane took the spoon. He blew on it gently — a small, careful gesture that Ilya found unreasonably endearing. He paused. 
 
Ilya watched his face. Watched the way his eyebrows lifted slightly, the way he looked at the spoon for a second. Considering. 
 
“This is the same recipe?” Shane asked. 
 
“Da. Refined.” 
 
“You’ve been perfecting it.” 


“Da.” 
 
“For months.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“Because you made it once and it was mid and you decided that was unacceptable.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “The sauce was not mid. It was — developing.” 
 
“The sauce was a learning experience.” 
 
“It had potential.” 
 
Shane laughed. The sound of it filled the kitchen — warm and genuine and surprised out of him, the kind of laugh that Ilya had learned to catalogue alongside the other sounds Shane made that he wanted to keep. He stored it away in the same place he kept the memory of that first phone call, the night he had been brave enough to reach out. 
 
“I don’t know if I should eat this,” Shane said, still holding the spoon. 
 
Ilya looked at the pot. Then at Shane. Then back at the pot. He reached for the spoon, took it gently from Shane’s hand, and set it in the sink with the careful deliberation of someone making a point. 
 
“If you stare at the sauce any longer like that,” Ilya said, “it is going to get anxiety.” 
 
Shane blinked. “What?” 
 
“The pasta. It knows you are questioning its existence. It can feel your judgement.” 
 
Shane’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. “The pasta can feel my judgement?” 
 
“Da. It is very emotional pasta.” 
 
“Because Victor St-Simon’s recipe is sensitive?” 
 
“The recipe has been through a lot,” Ilya picked up the wooden spoon again, giving the sauce a slow, deliberate stir. “It has been refined. It has grown. It does not need your skepticism.” 
 
“I haven’t said anything.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. “Your face is saying plenty.” 
 
Shane pressed his hand over his mouth. Ilya watched the laugh build, watched it escape despite Shane’s attempt to contain it — a snort that turned into a full laugh, bending him forward, his eyes starting to water. 
 
“Your face is saying plenty,” Shane repeated, wheezing. “Ilya. Ilya, that’s not — that’s not how faces work.” 
 
Ilya felt his own mouth curving despite himself. “My face works fine.” 
 
“Your face is very expressive.” 
 
“Da.” He turned back to the stove, the warmth of the moment settling into his chest. “It is expressing that you should eat the pasta.” 
 
Shane straightened, still smiling, his eyes bright in the warm light of the kitchen. He looked at the pot, at the sauce, at Ilya — and Ilya felt the weight of that look settle into him like something precious. 
 
“Okay,” Shane said. “Okay. I’ll eat your anxiety pasta.” 
 
Ilya did not turn around, but he smiled into the steam rising from the pot. 
 
“It is not anxiety pasta. It is pasta that has feelings.”  He threw a look over his shoulder at Shane. “That you are giving anxiety.” 
 
“I’m just nurturing its emotional growth.” 
 
The pasta was, in fact, excellent. 
 
Ilya knew this because he’d made it enough times to trust the result, but also because he watched Shane take the first bite and saw the way his eyebrows raised, the way he chewed slowly, the way he set his fork down and looked at Ilya across the kitchen island with an expression that made the months of practice worth it. 
 
“Okay,” Shane said. “That’s — okay. That’s legitimately good.” 
 
Ilya, seated across from him with his own bowl, tried to look modest. He did not succeed, and he was aware of this failure. “I told you. The recipe has been refined.” 
 
“You told me the pasta was fine and the sauce had character.” 
 
“Both statements were true at the time.” 
 
“And now?” 
 
Ilya looked down at his bowl. The steam rose in gentle curls, carrying the scent of tomatoes and garlic, smiling in satisfaction at having done something difficult and done it well. 
 
“Now it is not just character,” he said. “It is actually good.” 
 
Shane smiled. He reached across the island and took Ilya’s hand — the movement was easy, natural, the kind of casual touch that had once felt impossible between them. Their fingers interlaced over the space between their bowls. 
 
“It is,” Shane said. “It’s really good.” 
 
Ilya looked at their hands. At the way they fit together, the familiarity of it now. He thought about that phone call. The sauce that had been a learning experience. The long road from that night to this one, from a penthouse kitchen in Boston to a condo in Raleigh, from two people who had been circling each other to two people who had learned how to land. 
 
He squeezed Shane’s hand once, then released it to pick up his fork. 
 
They ate in comfortable silence. 
 
When Shane finished his bowl, he set his fork down and leaned back in his chair. The kitchen was warm around them, the last of the light fading through the blinds. The highlights show was still playing on the television, low and distant. 
 
“Victor’s going to be so proud of you,” Shane said. 
 
Ilya’s mouth curved. “Victor does not need to know I struggled at first.” 
 
“He’ll find out.” 
 
“Then I will tell him the pasta was excellent and the sauce had a journey.” 
 

 
Shane was cleared to do light physical activity. Stationary cycling. But not in long increments. 
 
Shane had changed into shorts and a t-shirt — the first time Ilya had seen him in anything other than sweatpants since coming home from the hospital. His legs were paler than usual, the muscle definition softened a bit because of the weeks of inactivity. He moved carefully, testing his balance as he swung his leg over the bike and settled onto the seat. 
 
He adjusted the height. He adjusted the handlebars. His hands moved with the kind of automatic precision that came from years of doing exactly this — adjusting equipment, preparing for a workout, getting his body ready to move. 
 
“Okay,” he said. “Okay.” 
 
He started to pedal. 
 
The movement was slow at first. Tentative. The kind of motion that was more about proving to his body that it could still do this than about any actual exertion. The bike made a soft whirring sound, the only noise in the quiet of the room. 
 
Ilya leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest. He was trying to look casual. He was not succeeding. 
 
“How does it feel?” he asked. 
 
“Strange. Good. Strange.” A pause. “My heart rate is going up.” 
 
“That is the point of cardio.” 
 
“I know. I just—” He stopped. His legs kept moving. “It’s the first time I’ve felt my heart beat fast since the hospital. I forgot what it felt like.” 
 
Ilya watched him. The light from the window caught the side of his face, illuminating the thin red line of the incision at his hairline. There was color in his cheeks now — the first real color Ilya had seen there since before the injury. 
 
“You are doing well,” Ilya said. 
 
“I’m doing five minutes on a stationary bike.” 
 
“That is doing well. Three weeks ago, you could not walk to the bathroom without help.” 
 
Shane’s jaw tightened. His legs kept moving, the rhythm steady, the whir of the bike filling the space between them. 
 
“Three weeks ago, I was dead for forty seconds,” he said quietly. 
 
Ilya felt the words hit him in the center of his chest. 
 
“Da,” he said. “And now you are on a bike. That is doing well.” 
 
Shane nodded. His eyes moved to the window, fixed on the Raleigh sky beyond it. 
 
“Five minutes,” he said, like he was reminding himself. 
 
“Five minutes.” 
 
The pedals turned. The bike whirred. The morning light shifted across the floor. 
 
And Shane kept moving. 
 
When the five minutes were up, Shane stopped pedaling and sat still, his hands resting on the handlebars, his breath coming slightly faster than it had been before. His face was flushed, a light sheen of sweat on his forehead.
 
“Okay,” he said. “That was—” He paused, searching for the word. “Exhausting. In a way that five minutes of cardio shouldn’t be exhausting.” 
 
“It will get easier.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
He swung his leg off the bike and stood, testing his balance. His hand found the handlebars for support, his body adjusting to the shift from movement to stillness. 
 
“I feel—” He stopped again. His eyes were distant, tracking something Ilya couldn’t see. “I feel like myself. A little bit. For the first time in weeks.” 
 
Ilya crossed the room and stood in front of him. He reached out and rested his hand on Shane’s chest, feeling the rapid beat of his heart under his palm. The rhythm was strong, steady, the pulse of a body that was doing what it was supposed to — healing, adapting, finding its way back to normal function. 
 
“You are yourself,” Ilya said. “You have always been yourself. You were just—” He paused. “Under repair.” 
 
Shane laughed. “Under repair?” 
 
“Da. Like a car. Or a very expensive piece of equipment.” 
 
“A very expensive piece of equipment that you’re helping reassemble.” 
 
“The most expensive piece of equipment I have ever assembled. Priceless really.” 
 
Shane’s hand came up to cover Ilya’s on his chest. His fingers were warm, his grip steady. 
 
“Thank you,” he said. “For being here. For—” He gestured vaguely. “All of it.” 
 
Ilya leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his lips. Soft, gentle. “You do not have to thank me.” 
 
“I know. But I’m going to anyway.” 
 

 
Yuna called the next morning. 
 
Ilya answered the phone — Shane was still sleeping, his head on Ilya’s chest, the rise and fall of his chest slow and even. Ilya had been careful not to move, to let him sleep for as long as his body needed. 
 
“Hello?” 
 
“Hi, Ilya.” Yuna’s voice was calm, efficient, the voice of someone who had been handling difficult things for a long time and had developed the muscle for it. “Is Shane available?” 
 
“He is still sleeping.” 
 
“Good. He needs rest.” A pause. “I have—the investigation. The District Attorney would like to meet with Shane.” She paused again. “And you.” 
 
Ilya’s hand tightened on the phone. “What does that mean?” 
 
“I don’t know all the details.” Yuna admitted. “They said they had evidence and information about the investigation that they needed to share with both of you.” 
 
“What evidence?” He asked, his voice strained. 
 
“Messages. From Drapeau to Comeau. From Comeau to Couillard and Gagnon.” Her voice was sharp now, the control cracking at the edges. “They discussed it. They planned it. They talked about what they were going to do to him, and they executed it.” 
 
Ilya closed his eyes. He could feel Shane’s weight against him, the warmth of his body, the slow rhythm of his breathing. He thought about how close he’d come to losing this — this warmth, this presence, this person who had somehow become the center of his life. 
 
“But they need to talk to Shane.” Yuna’s voice was firm. “I said no for as long as I could. But— they plan on filing charges.” Her voice was steady but Ilya could hear the edge underneath it, the sharpness of a mother who had watched her son almost die. “They— they need his testimony before they move forward.” 
 
“Okay.” He said. 
 
“They’re probably going to reach out, today.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya ran his fingers lightly over Shane’s shoulder. “I will let him know.”
 
“Thank you.” Yuna was silent for a moment. Then: “And Ilya.” 
 
“Da?” 
 
“Thank you for being here.” She said, her voice soft. “Thank you for taking care of him.” 
 
Ilya looked down at Shane’s sleeping face. The line of the incision at his hairline, red and raised, a permanent reminder of what had been done to him. 
 
“Do not thank me,” Ilya said. “I would not want to be anywhere else.” 
 

 
The third game was later that night, and the air in the condo had changed. 
 
Ilya felt it the moment Yuna had hung up the phone — something different in the quality of the light, the stillness of the morning, the way Shane moved through the kitchen with a focus that hadn’t been there in weeks. He sat on the couch and stared at the blank television screen for twenty minutes before the pregame show even started. 
 
Ilya watched him from the kitchen doorway. He watched the way Shane’s thumb traced the rim of his water glass in slow, absent circles. He watched the way his eyes kept drifting to the dark screen, like he was already seeing the game play out on it. 
 
“You are thinking about it,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane didn’t look up. “I’ve been thinking about it all day.” 
 
“That is normal.” 
 
“I just want to watch the game and not think about it until tomorrow.” A pause. His thumb kept tracing the rim of his glass. “I feel like I’m standing outside a window watching something happening and I can’t get in.” 
 
Ilya crossed the room and sat down beside him. The couch cushion dipped under his weight, tilting them toward each other. He reached and rested his hand on Shane’s knee — the bone warm through the fabric of his sweatpants, the muscle still soft from the weeks of disuse. 
 
“Then we will watch through the window together,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane’s hand came down to cover Ilya’s. His fingers were cold from holding his glass. 
 
“Promise?” 
 
The word was small, vulnerable, the kind of word that Shane would never let himself say in front of anyone else. But they were past that now. Past the walls and the careful distance and the years of pretending that what they had didn’t matter. 
 
“Promise,” Ilya said. 
 
When the pregame show started Shane was on the couch, the navy blanket pulled up to his waist, his legs stretched out in front of him. The television showed the arena in Carolina — the crowd already filling the seats, the banners hanging from the rafters, the ice gleaming under the lights. The broadcast team was running through the series so far, analyzing game two’s adjustments, breaking down what Carolina needed to do to take control. 
 
“They’re nervous,” Shane said, his eyes fixed on the screen.
 
“Who?” 
 
“Everyone. The players. The coaches. The crowd.” A pause. “You can see it in the way they’re moving during warmups. Too tight. Too controlled. They’re thinking instead of playing.” 
 
Ilya looked at the screen. He could see what Shane meant — the way the players’ movements were slightly less fluid than usual, the way the passes were arriving a fraction of a second late. 
 
“They will settle,” Ilya said. “The first shift will tell.” 
 
Shane nodded. His body was already leaning forward, his hands resting on his knees, his weight shifting with the rhythm of the game he was watching unfold. 
 
Ilya watched Shane more than he watched the game. He watched the way his shoulders tensed during the first Chicago rush, the way his jaw tightened when a Carolina clearing attempt was intercepted in the neutral zone. He watched the small movements — the tap of his fingers on his knee when a play developed, the way his breath caught when a scoring chance materialized and faded. 
 
Chicago scored first. A deflection in front, the puck changing direction and sliding past Edvardsen before he could adjust. The arena went quiet. The Chicago bench erupted. 

Beside him, Shane’s hand gripped the blanket. 
 
“They’re to press now,” he said. His voice was flat, analytical — the voice of someone who was narrating to keep himself from feeling. “Chicago is going to try to build on that lead. Carolina needs to survive the next five minutes without giving up another one.”
 
He was right. Carolina weathered the storm — shift after shift of Chicago pressure, Edvardsen making save after save, the defense blocking shots and winning battles along the boards. The clock ticked down. The period ended. 
 
“No goals against,” Shane said, as the broadcast cut to commercial. “That’s a win.” 
 
Ilya looked at him. His eyes were fixed on the screen, his hands still gripping the blanket. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “That is a win.” 
 
The second period changed everything. 
 
Ilya saw it happen in real time — the shift in momentum so subtle that the broadcast team didn’t catch it until later. A won faceoff. A clean breakout. A scoring chance that didn’t go in but shifted the pressure nonetheless.
 
And then Mackinnon scored. 
 
The shot came from the top of the circle, through a screen, finding the top corner. The red light flashed. The arena erupted. And beside him, Shane let out a breath that sounded like he’d been holding it for days. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. The word came out like a release. “Da, da, da!” 
 
Ilya felt his own chest loosen. He hadn’t realized he’d been holding tension until it started to release.
 
“Good game now,” he said. 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s hand found his, squeezing once, hard. “Good game now.” 
 
The third period was a battle. 
 
Ilya could feel it through the screen — the way both teams were leaving everything on the ice, the way every shift mattered, the way the stakes had settled into every player’s body like something physical. He had played in games like this. He knew what it cost. 
 
Zelenko scored the winner four minutes and forty-seven left of the third period. 
 
Ilya watched the play develop — the forecheck, the turnover, the pass that found Zelenko in the slot. He watched the shot beat the goalie clean. He watched the red light flash. 
 
Beside him, Shane’s body went electric. His hands came up, his fists clenched, a sound escaping him that was half yell and half sob. 
 
“YES!” 
 
Ilya grabbed him — not thinking, just moving, pulling him into a rough embrace, feeling Shane’s body shake against his. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said into his shoulder. “Da.” 
 
Carolina won 3-1. Series lead, 2-1. 
 
And Ilya held Shane through the celebration, through the postgame coverage, through the highlights that played on a loop. He held him until his breathing steadied, until the tension began to drain out of his shoulders, until the reality of it started to settle. 
 
“Two more wins and they’re Cup champions.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Shane looked at him. The smile on his face was the most alive Ilya had seen him since before the hit. 
 
“They can do this.” 
 
Ilya reached out and touched his face, his palm resting against his cheek. The skin was warm, the stubble rough under his fingers. 
 
“Yes,” Ilya said. “They can.” 
 

 
The station the next day was gray and institutional, the kind of building that seemed designed to drain the color out of everything inside it. 
 
Ilya sat in a small interview room at a table that had been scuffed by years of use. The walls were beige. The lighting was fluorescent. The air smelled like coffee and paper and the staleness of a place where people came to talk about bad things. 
 
Beside him, Shane’s shoulder pressed against his own. 
 
They had come together. That had been the decision — made in the quiet of the condo, Shane’s hand in his, the weight of the conversation still settling around them. We go together, Shane had said. I can’t do this without you.
 
Ilya had wanted to argue that Shane was strong and he could have handled it without him. But there wasn’t a chance that he wasn’t going to be there with Shane. He wished he could have gone and protected him from this, to take this burden from him and let him stay warm and safe on the couch with the navy blanket and a mug of tea. But that wasn’t a reasonable desire. Shane needed to be here. 
 
So they had come together. 
 
Shane’s hands were resting on the table in front of him, flat and still. He had given his statement just a little while ago — had sat in a different room with a recording device and answered every question they asked him. Ilya hadn’t been in there with him. He’d waited in this room, pacing the entire time, checking his phone every thirty seconds, until Shane walked through the door pale and exhausted and had collapsed onto the small couch without speaking. 
 
That was done. This was something else. 
 
The incision at Shane’s hairline was stark in the harsh fluorescent light — a reminder of everything that had led them to this room. He looked tired, but he was present. The fog that had clouded his eyes in the early weeks of recovery had lifted, leaving something clearer in its place. 
 
Ilya kept his own hands flat on the table. He could feel the grain of the wood under his fingertips, the small imperfections in the surface. He could hear the hum of the light above him, the distant sound of a phone ringing somewhere down the hall. He could feel the warmth of Shane’s shoulder against his, a grounding point in the sterile room. 
 
The door opened. 
 
A woman entered — mid-forties, dark hair pulled back, the kind of efficient professionalism that came from years of handling cases that required discretion. She carried a folder thick enough to suggest that the evidence was extensive, like Yuna had alluded to. 
 
“Mr. Hollander,” she said first, her eyes finding Shane. “Mr. Rozanov.” A nod to Ilya. “I’m Assistant District Attorney Reynolds. Thank you both for coming in.” 
 
Ilya stood to shake her hand. Shane stood beside him — slower than he would have months ago, but steady. No hesitation. No hand reaching for the table to brace himself. 
 
Reynolds sat across from them. She opened the folder. 
 
“Mr. Hollander,” she said. “I listened to your witness statement. I wanted to start by saying that it was thorough and clear. It will be extremely valuable to this case.” 
 
Shane nodded. His hands were flat on the table. His jaw was set. 
 
“Thank you,” he said. 
 
Reynolds turned to Ilya briefly, then back to Shane. “I’m going to walk you both through the evidence we’ve gathered and the charges we’re preparing to file. Mr. Hollander, you’re the victim here, and I want to make sure you understand exactly what we have and what comes next.” 
 
The fluorescent light hummed. The folder sat open between them, pages dense with text that Ilya could not read from his angle. 
 
“We have text messages between Patrice Drapeau and Gilbert Comeau dating back several months,” Reynolds said. “They discuss you specifically - your racial background, your sexuality, their desire to send a message that would remove you from the ice.” 
 
She paused. 
 
“The language is explicit. Violent. There are multiple instances where they talk about causing an injury that would end your career.” 
 
Ilya watched Shane absorb the words. His expression did not change, but Ilya saw the small shifts — the tightening of his jaw, the slight compression of his lips. He had already given his statement. He had already spoken these words aloud in a room like this one, had already laid out the years of comments and threats and escalating hostility. But hearing them reflected back, confirmed by evidence, was a different weight. 
 
“We also have evidence from a group chat involving Comeau, Couillard, Gagnon, and Theriault,” Reynolds continued. “That chat contained direct conversation about the hit itself — the planning, the coordination, the decision to target you specifically. The messages show that the hit was not an impulsive act. It was planned.” 
 
She slid a piece of paper across the table. Shane’s eyes moved across it, tracking the words. Ilya watched his face — watched the way he read each line, the way he processed the casual cruelty of men he had shared a locker room with. 
 
“We have sufficient evidence to charge all four individuals with Aggravated Assault, Assault with a deadly weapon, and conspiracy crimes,” Reynolds said. “We’re also adding a hate crime enhancement. The evidence supports the argument that you were targeted because of your race and your sexuality. The comments in these messages make that clear.” 
 
Shane set the transcript down. His hands stayed flat on the table. 
 
“That’s what I thought,” he said. His voice was steady. “That’s what I told them in my statement.” 
 
“Your statement corroborates the evidence,” Reynolds said. “It’s one of the strongest pieces of the case.” 
 
She paused. She looked at the folder, then at Shane, then — finally — at Ilya. 
 
“There’s something else you need to know.” 

The shift in her tone was subtle, but Ilya caught it. A slight change in the quality of her voice, a slight hesitation before the words. 
 
“Mr. Rozanov,” she said, “your name appears in these messages.” 
 
Ilya blinked. Beside him, he felt Shane’s body go still. 
 
“I’m sorry?” Ilya said. 
 
“Your name. In the group chat. In the messages between Comeau and Drapeau.” Reynolds slid another transcript across the table — one she had not shown them before. 
 
Ilya looked at the paper. His name was there, printed in black and white, surrounded by words he had not expected to see. 
 
The first one was from right around the All-Stars weekend, Drapeau to Comeau: 
 
Hollander and Rozanov? Always knew there was something fucking off about them. 
 
Ilya read it twice. His face was still, but something cold was settling into his chest. 
 
He kept reading. 
 
The second exchange was between Comeau and Couillard right before game three in Carolina: 
 
Coach told me about Hollander last season. Tried to take the easy way out. We make sure next time it sticks. 
 
Figures Hollander couldn’t get the job done himself. We put Hollander down, Rozanov falls apart. We’ll make sure this time it sticks. 
 
Hollander couldn’t finish the job himself when he had the chance. We’re going to do it for him. And Rozanov gets to watch.” 
 
The third was from Theriault to all three of them: 
Send a message. Finish what didn’t get finished last year. Fucking fags. 
 
The words blurred at the edges. He read them again. Then again. 
 
The room tilted. 
 
Finish what didn’t get finished last year.
 
He knew what that meant. He knew it with the same certainty that he knew the shape of Shane’s hand in his, the sound of his breathing in the dark, the weight of the silence that had existed between them in the months since Sochi — a silence filled with things that neither of them had known how to say. 
 
Shane’s suicide attempt. The one that he had survived. The one that had nearly taken him away from this world before any of them had ever had the chance to touch him. 
 
And these men — these animals — had known about it. Had talked about it. Had planned to use it as a weapon. 
 
“Mr. Rozanov.” 
 
Reynolds’s voice came from somewhere far away. Ilya heard it, but he could not respond. His eyes were still fixed on the words, on the casual cruelty of men who had dug through the most vulnerable part of Shane’s history and pulled it out like a tool. 
 
“Mr. Rozanov, are you alright?” 
 
Ilya looked up. His face was stone. 
 
“They knew?” Shane said. His voice was quiet, controlled in a way that Ilya recognized — the voice he used when he was processing something that was going to make him angry once he let himself feel it. “They knew about—” He stopped. 
 
Ilya watched his hands on the table. Watched the way they stayed flat, stayed still. Watched the way he was holding himself together by force of will. 
 
“Yes,” Reynolds said, her voice carefully neutral. “The messages indicate that Comeau was made aware of it through The Voyageurs head coach and we believe someone in the front office, though that’s still under investigation — and he shared that information with the others as part of the campaign of harassment leading up to the hit. There are more messages as well, that talk about the things that they said on the ice to both of you — things that strengthen our case significantly.” 
 
The room was very quiet. 
 
Ilya looked at the transcript again. Finish what didn’t get finished last year. The words blurred at the edges. 
 
“That leads us to you, Mr. Rozanov.” She continued. “These messages help us move the charges from assault up to Attempted Murder in the first degree.” Ilya looked up at those words. Attempted Murder. Because that was what had happened in the end wasn’t it? They’d really tried to kill Shane. That had been their goal. “However, these messages reference your relationship with Mr. Hollander explicitly.” A pause. “They use language that would make your sexual orientation a matter of public record if it were read into evidence.” 
 
She gave him a moment to process. 
 
“Given that you’re a Russian national, and given the current political climate, I want to be clear about what this would mean. If this information becomes part of the public record. If you agree to testify and give a statement — if you appear as a witness in this case — then your relationship, your sexuality, it all becomes exposed.” 
 
The room was very quiet, Ilya could hear his own heartbeat, steady and slow. He could feel Shane’s hand finding his knee under the table — a brief pressure, a grounding point. 
 
“I need you to understand that before we move forward,” Reynolds said. “Your testimony would strengthen the case significantly. But it comes with a cost.” 
 
Ilya looked at the transcript again. His name. Shane’s name. The words that had been written about them, about what they were to each other, shaped into threats by men who had seen something beautiful and decided to treat it as a weapon. They had known. They had been coming for him as well, in their own way. The thing between him and Shane had been visible enough to target, precious enough to threaten. 
 
He thought about the years of hiding. The careful distance. The way he had kept Shane at arm’s length because he had been afraid of exactly this — being seen, being known, being vulnerable to people who would use it against him. 
 
And he thought about the fact that they had seen it anyway. They had known anyway. The hiding had not protected them. 
 
“Mr. Rozanov,” Reynolds said. “You don’t have to make a decision today—” 
 
Ilya looked up. “Yes, I do.” 
 
He felt Shane’s hand tighten on his knee.
 
“I have already made the decision,” Ilya said. “I will do it.” 
 
Reynolds studied him for a moment. Then she reached into her folder and pulled out a business card, sliding it across the table. 
 
“Given the complexity of your situation, I’m recommending that you consult with an immigration attorney before you do. I’ve worked with this firm before. They specialize in helping athletes and high-profile individuals navigate cases like this.” 
 
Ilya picked up the card. Chen & Associates, Immigration Law. Clean black letters on cream stock. It weighed nothing in his hand. 
 
“If you choose to testify,” Reynolds said, “the exposure is likely going to create a situation where returning to Russia is unsafe for you, but there are options. Asylum is one of them.” 
 
Ilya looked at the card. He thought about Russia — the country he had left, the laws that criminalized people like him, the version of himself he had buried when he came to North America. He thought about the years of looking over his shoulder, the constant low hum of fear that he had learned to live with. 
 
He thought about Shane. The hospital room. The forty seconds when his heart had stopped. The world narrowed into a simple, undeniable fact. 
 
There is not a world in which I would not do this. 
 
The thought came to his mind fully formed, like something that had been waiting for him to find it. He had already made his choice. He made it months ago. 
 
He opened his mouth to speak. 
 
Shane’s hand tightened on his knee. A small movement. 
 
Ilya closed his mouth. 
 
Shane leaned forward. His attention fixed on Reynolds. “What does the process look like?” he asked. His voice steady — the voice he used when he was gathering information, building a plan. “If he testified. If this all became public. What does that look like for him?” 
 
Reynolds eyes moved between them. “The process isn’t quick. It can take months, even years. But the evidence of persecution is clear. The exposure of Mr. Rozanov’s sexuality through a criminal proceeding creates a credible fear of harm if he returns to Russia. That’s a strong basis for an asylum claim.” 
 
Shane nodded. His jaw was tight, but his voice remained even. “And if he stays? If he did this and he stays in the US?”
 
“Then he builds a life here. The asylum process allows him to work legally, to establish residency. After a certain period, he can apply for permanent status. It’s a long road, but it’s a viable one.” 
 
Shane was quiet for a moment. His breathing was heavy. Then he turned to Ilya. 
 
Their eyes met across the small space between them. 
 
Shane did not say anything. He didn’t need to. Ilya could see the question in his face — the same question that had been there since the beginning, since the first time they’d talked about what it would mean to choose each other. 
 
Are you sure?
 
Ilya held his gaze. 
 
“Da,” he said. “I will testify.” 
 

 
The condo was quiet when they got home. Shane sat on the couch, his legs pulled up under him, the navy blanket draped across his lap. He’d been very quiet ever since they’d left the station. It wasn’t the heavy silence of grief, but something more contemplative. Processing. 
 
Ilya moved around the kitchen, going through the familiar motions of cleaning up — rinsing mugs, putting away the dishes, wiping down the counter. He’d learned, over the past few weeks, that keeping his hands busy helped keep his mind from spinning out into places he didn’t want it to go. The rhythm of small tasks was comforting. Predictable. The world made sense when you could break it down into discrete actions. 
 
He dried his hands on the dish towel and turned to find Shane watching him from the couch. The light from the kitchen fell across his face, illuminating the line of the incision, the shadows under his eyes, the weight of something unspoken in his expression. 
 
“Can we talk?” Shane asked. 
 
Ilya hung the towel on the rack. He crossed the room slowly, the hardwood cool under his bare feet, and sat down on the coffee table in front of Shane — close enough that their knees were touching, close enough that he could see the small details of Shane’s face in the dim light. The freckles across his nose. The slight unevenness of his pupils, a lingering effect of the trauma. The way his mouth was set in a line that meant he’d been thinking about something for a while. 
 
“At the station,” he said. “You— you were going to just agree to do it, weren’t you? Before even knowing what it looked like?” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Shane’s jaw tightened. His hands were resting on his knees, the fingers curling slightly, gripping the fabric of his sweatpants. “Why?” 
 
“Because,” Ilya said. “It was never a choice, Solnyshko. I would do anything—” 
 
“That’s not—” Shane stopped. He took a breath. His chest rose and fell with the effort of finding the right words. “It’s a decision that doesn’t just affect you, Ilya. This affects both of us. What happens to you affects me. What happens to your future affects my future. We need to be able to at least talk about these kinds of things first.” 
 
Ilya let the words land. He could hear the frustration in Shane’s voice, the fear underneath it. He could see it in the way his hands were gripping his knees, the way his shoulders were tight, the way his whole body was braced for a conversation he had been dreading. 
 
“You are right,” Ilya said. 
 
Shane blinked. “What?” 
 
“You are right.” He paused. “I am sorry.” 
 
Shane stared at him. The frustration was still there, but it was mixing with something else now — surprise, maybe, or the beginning of forgiveness. 
 
“I would have said yes no matter what,” Ilya said quietly, looking down at his hands. He studied them for a moment — the calluses from years of gripping a stick, the small scar on his knuckle from a fight in his rookie season, the way they looked so ordinary in the dim light of the living room. “I did not want to give you a chance to try to talk me out of it. For you to tell me not to risk my safety for you. For you to say we could find another way.” He looked up. “And I knew I would not change my mind.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught. The sound of it was small, barely audible, but Ilya heard it. He heard everything about Shane now — the way his breathing changed when he was holding something back, the way his heartbeat picked up when he was scared, the way his silence could be louder than any words. 
 
“Ilya—” 
 
“I know what testifying means.” Ilya’s voice was steady, but he could feel the weight of the words pressing against his chest.
 
“Your name is in those messages,” Shane said. His voice was rough. “If you testify, if those messages are read into evidence—” 
 
“The media will cover it. The league will have to address it. Russia will know.” 
 
The words hung in the air between them, heavy and final. 
 
Shane’s hands were shaking. Ilya could see it — the small tremor in his fingers, the way he was gripping his own knees to steady himself. His face was pale in the dim light, his eyes too bright. 
 
“Ilya—” His voice broke. He stopped. Swallowed. Started again. “You— you wouldn’t be able to go back to Russia. Your family. Your home.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“If you do this,you’re choosing to never see your country again.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Shane’s face crumpled. “I can’t ask you to do that,” he said. “I can’t ask you to give that all up for me.” 
 
“You are not asking.” Ilya reached out and took Shane’s hands. They were cold, trembling, the fingers wrapping around his like they were looking for something solid to hold onto. “I am choosing. There is a difference.” 
 
Shane’s breath hitched. His fingers tightened around Ilya’s. Ilya could see the effort it was taking to hold himself together. The careful control he’d had at the station, crumbling as the weight of the implications hit him. The control he’d spent years perfecting finally cracking at the edges. 
 
“This isn’t fair,” Shane said. His voice was barely a whisper. “You shouldn't have to choose between me and your home. You shouldn't have to give up everything because of what they did to me.” 
 
Ilya lifted Shane’s hands and pressed them to his mouth. He kissed his knuckles — each one, slowly, deliberately — feeling the warmth of his skin against his lips. 
 
“I am not giving up anything,” he said. “I made the decision long before this. I made the decision when I texted you at the airport in Moscow almost a year ago.” He looked Shane in the eyes. “I am choosing you. And you are worth more than any country I have ever known.” 
 
Shane’s breath came out in a shudder. He pulled his hands free and reached for Ilya, his palms cupping his face, his thumbs tracing the lines of his cheekbones. The touch was gentle, careful, the way you might touch something precious. 
 
“I love you,” Shane said. “I love you so much it scares me.” 
 
“I love you too, Solnyshko.” 
 
“I don’t want you to do this. I want to find another way. I want to protect you from this.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“But I also know that I can’t ask you not to. Because if the situation were reversed—” He stopped. His eyes searched Ilya’s face. “I would do the same thing.” 
 
“Da.” Ilya smiled, small and sad. “I know.” 
 
Shane leaned forward and pressed his forehead against Ilya's. The contact was warm, intimate, the familiar gesture they had fallen into over the past weeks. Ilya could feel the steadiness of his breathing, the warmth of his skin, the small points of contact where their bodies met. 
 
“Okay. I hate it. I hate that you have to do this. I hate that this is the choice in front of us. But I understand why you’re making it. And I’m not going to try to stop you.” 
 
His hands slid from Ilya’s face to his shoulders, gripping them with a firmness that spoke of conviction rather than desperation. 
 
“But I need you to promise me something.” 
 
“Anything.” 
 
“If it gets too hard — if the process is too much, if the weight of it becomes something you can’t carry alone — you tell me. You don’t shut me out. You don’t try to protect me by carrying it all yourself. You let me be there for you the way you’ve been there for me.” 
 
Ilya felt the words settle into his chest, warm and heavy. He thought about his mother. About the silence she had carried, the weight she had tried to bear alone, the way she had slipped away from them because she hadn’t known how to ask for help. 
 
“I promise,” he said. 
 
Shane’s eyes searched his face, looking for the truth of it. Whatever he found must have satisfied him, because he nodded once, small and final, and let his hands drop to grip Ilya’s again. 
 
“I’m scared,” Shane admitted. “I’m scared of what could happen to you. I’m scared of what could happen to us. But I’m also—” He paused. “I’m proud of you. For choosing to do this. For being willing to stand up and say what happened, even when it costs you something.” 
 
Ilya gripped Shane’s hands back tightly. “I am not brave. I am just—” He searched for the word. “I am done being afraid.” 
 
Shane smiled. It was small, tired, but real. 
 
“That’s what brave is,” he said. 
 
They sat together in the dim room, hands intertwined, forehead touching, breathing the same air. The silence was not empty — it was full of everything they had said and everything they hadn’t, the weight of the choice and the future and the long road ahead. 
 
But they were in it together. 
 
That was what mattered. 






      

  












      Chapter 10: Not All Bad
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane's POV








  When the fourth game of the Stanley Cup finals rolled around Shane had noticed that the way he and Ilya watched it had become a bit of a ritual — the lights were dimmed so they wouldn’t hurt his head and his tea was poured during the pre-game as the navy blanket was arranged across his lap in the same position Ilya always arranged it. They found their positions on the couch without discussion and settled into each other’s warmth, and it was comfortable, domestic even. 
 
Ilya settled in next to Shane, the cushion shifting under his weight, and his hand found Shane’s knee. The contact was automatic now — the type of touch that didn’t require thought and happened because Ilya’s body knew where Shane’s would be. 
 
Shane was recovering well and he found that he could watch the screen with more focus and concentration without having to look away and close his eyes, but with that clearer focus came more tension. The three to one series lead was within reach, but so was the two to two tie. Everything about whether or not the Breakers had a comfortable win margin depended on the next three hours. 
 
“If they win tonight,” he said, before the puck dropped, “then they’re up three to one.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“That makes it a different series.” 
 
“It does.” 
 
“If they win tonight, then they can finish it at home in the next game.” 
 
“They can.” 
 
Shane’s jaw tightened and his hand found Ilya’s, fingers lacing automatically. The warmth of Ilya’s palm against his was grounding. 
 
“I want to believe it,” he said. “I want to believe they can do this.” 
 
Ilya squeezed his hand, the pressure steady and certain. “Then believe it.” 
 
The first period went scoreless. 
 
Shane tracked every shift, every play, every small detail that the cameras caught. He leaned forward when the Breakers entered the zone, his body moving with the play even though he wasn’t on the ice. His shoulders tightened during the penalty kill, his grip on Ilya’s hand tightening and releasing with the rhythm of the game. 
 
They were doing really well, playing the right way. 
 
But Chicago was defending well too. The neutral zone was clogged and the chances limited, the game tilting toward the kind of tight, defensive battle that could be decided by a single — accidental — bounce. 
 
During the first intermission, Shane was wound tight. “Edvardsen is seeing everything, he’s completely in the zone — the one where nothing gets past him.” 
 
He heard his own voice — the quiet reverence of it. He’d been in that zone before, where the game slowed down and every read was the right one, where the puck felt like it was moving to your stick instead of away from it. Evardsen was there tonight — Shane could see it in the way he moved, in his absence of panic. 
 
Ilya’s hand was still wrapped around his. “Da, he will not let them past.” 
 
The second period was where Carolina scored. 
 
Kessler scored the first — a shot from behind the point that deflected off a Chicago defenseman and found the back of the net. Shane watched the replay, watched the puck change direction and the red light flash. He watched the bench erupting and the players piling onto each other in a chaotic tangle of joy that he’d been a part of dozens of times and felt his chest ache. 
 
His body went tight and he gripped Ilya’s hand tight enough to hurt. 
 
Yes, he thought. Yes. 
 
Blake scored the second goal of the game on a three-one-two rush, a pass from Zelenko that threaded through traffic like it had been guided there, a shot that beat the goalie clean. Shane was on his feet this time as the bench emptied and the team piled onto Blake at the boards. 
 
He didn’t remember deciding to stand — one moment he was sitting and then the next, he was upright — his hands were raised and a sound was coming out of him that was raw and unrestrained. 
 
He surprised himself with the shout and stopped, eyes wide and chest heaving. 
 
He looked down at Ilya, who was looking up at him with an expression that was caught between concern and warmth, and Shane felt suddenly acutely aware of where he was. The condo. The couch. The navy blanket had fallen to the floor, and he wasn’t on the bench or on the ice. He was in Raleigh, watching his team playing for the Stanley Cup from a living room that smelled like tea and laundry detergent. 
 
“Sit down,” Ilya said, voice rough with emotion. “Before you fall down?” 
 
Shane sat. 
 
His hand found Ilya’s again and his breath was coming fast, his heart hammering against his ribs. 
 
“I forgot,” he said, the words coming out before he could stop them, “for a second I forgot I couldn’t—” He stopped. The weight of his emotions pressing against his chest. “I forgot I was watching from here and not there.” 
 
Ilya pulled him close, his arm wrapping around Shane’s shoulders and pulling Shane against his side. The warmth of his body was real and present. 
 
“You are there,” Ilya said into his hair. “In the only way that matters, Solnyshko.” 
 
Shane closed his eyes and let himself be held, he let himself believe it. 
 
The third period was the longest twenty minutes of Shane’s life. 
 
He knew what pressure felt like — the weight of a season compressed into a single moment, the knowledge that the game could shift with a single mistake — but watching was different from playing. He felt helpless. He was sitting in the dark while his team was carrying the weight, and all he could do was hold on and hope. 
 
Chicago pushed. They had to — trailing in the score and facing a three to one series deficit if they lost. They threw everything they could at Carolina’s net. They won puck battles and cycled and they shot from every available angle. 
 
But Edvarsen stopped everything. 
 
And when the buzzer sounded. 
 
Carolina had won two to zero. 
 
Shane was frozen on the couch, his hand still gripping Ilya’s and his eyes fixed on the screen where his team was celebrating. The joy on their faces was pure, unfiltered. 
 
He was part of the team, part of what they had been building towards for the entire season — the systems, the habits, the culture that had gotten them to this point — he’d helped create it all. 
 
But he wasn’t on the ice. 
 
And that fact sat in his chest, heavy and complicated. It was both joy and grief, tangled together in a knot he didn’t know how to untie. 
 
“Series lead,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
“Three to one.” 
 
“They can finish this at home.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Shane turned to look at Ilya. His face was soft in the dim light, his eyes warm, and his hand warm where it was wrapped around Shane’s. Something in Shane’s chest cracked open. 
 
“One more win,” he said. “One more win and they’re Stanley Cup champions.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“One more win and I—” His voice cracked and the tears came before he could stop them — and they weren’t the quiet ones he’d been holding back for weeks — spilling over without permission. “They’ll win it, but I won’t be there—” 
 
Ilya reached out, his thumb wiping the tears from Shane’s cheek, his touch gentle. 
 
“You are part of it,” he said. “You have been part of it. The cup will have your name on it.” 
 
Shane’s hand came up to cover Ilya’s as he pressed the palm of his hand over the back of Ilya’s  and held him there against his cheek. 
 
“I’m too scared to believe it,” he said. “What if — what if they come all this way and—” 
 
“Then they lose.” Ilya’s voice was steady, certain. “And then they come back next year and you come with them — and you try again.” 
 
Shane opened his eyes. The room was blurry, but Ilya’s face was clear — the only thing he needed to see. 
 
“When did you get so good at this?” 
 
“At what?” 
 
“At saying the right thing — cause let’s face it, you used to be a disaster.” 
 
Ilya laughed. “I learned from watching you.” 



Shane and Ilya found themselves sitting in a conference room that smelled like coffee and paper the next day, a room that had the distinct feeling of a space that had been designed for conversations that no one wanted to have. 
 
Shane sat on one side of the table, with his hands gripped tightly together in front of him. Ilya was next to him, his posture straight and his hands flat in front of him. Shane watched the way his fingers rested against the wood — still and controlled — and the line of his jaw was set, the tension visible only to someone who knew how to read him. 
 
ADA Reynolds sat across the table from them with four stacks of evidence binders — arranged in front of her like a city skyline — one for each defendant and each stuffed with transcripts and phone records and photographs that represented the depth of the investigation. She had a notebook open beside her, the pages covered in the same tidy handwriting she’d used during the first time he’d met with her, when Ilya had decided to testify. 
 
To her right sat a detective Shane hadn’t met before — a man in his fifties with grey at his temples and a quiet presence. His name was Detective Morrison and he’d introduced himself with a firm handshake and not much else. 
 
Next to Ilya sat Sarah Chen, her tablet resting beside her notes and her presence a quiet anchor. She’d arrived early and shaken Shane’s hand with a firm grip as she told him that she would be there to support Ilya through whatever came next in the asylum process. 
 
The room was full of people who were there to help and Shane felt grateful for every single one of them. But the only person he needed in the room was sitting beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. 
 
Reynolds opened the first binder. 
 
“We went over everything previously in a more quick and simple fashion,” she said. “Right now we’re going to go through all of the details and the charges more extensively before we prepare to bring the charges.” She paused. “We’re going to file four counts of Attempted Murder in the first degree against Gilbert Comeau, Antoine Couillard, Charles Gagnon, and Henri Theriault. Each count carries a hate crime enhancement regarding race under North Carolina law, which was a factor that we uncovered during the investigation — however, for the hate crime enhancement we discussed regarding sexual orientation we will be working with the Federal government as they bring changes for Federal hate crimes because North Carolina law, as it currently stands, does not allow the enhancement based on sexual orientation.” 
 
The words landed in the room and Shane felt them settle into his chest — heavy, solid, and real in a way that they hadn’t been before. He’d known this was coming — he’d prepared himself for it — but knowing that after today it was coming and that it was all going to be out there soon, was a different weight entirely. 
 
His breath moved through him in a slow, controlled rhythm. “Federal charges?” 
 
“The evidence we’ve gathered supports the enhancement in North Carolina,” Reynolds said. “We have documented patterns of racial harassment that date back years and we have testimony from former teammates about the culture of the Montreal locker room — we also have the text messages that we discussed previously that include your relationship with Mr. Rozanov as well as the derogatory terms regarding your race. There’s definitely a significant pattern of racial animus that supports the state hate crime enhancement.” 
 
Shane absorbed her words. They settled into his chest alongside the weight of everything else — they were a familiar weight that he’d been carrying for years, long before any of this mess. He’d heard the words before, in locker rooms and on the ice and in the stands — in the comments sections of articles he’d learned long ago not to read. He’d heard them in subtle forms — the raised eyebrows and the pauses before a handshake. He’d also heard them in the explicit forms — the chopsticks in his equipment bag and the pulled-eye gestures he got from teammates and opponents alike — from the scout that had said you know how kids like you are, very analytical, very disciplined like it was a compliment when it wasn’t. 
 
Now it was going to be out there, in the public, where he couldn’t hide it away and pretend like it didn’t bother him. It would be preserved into evidence in a way that was permanent and part of a record that could not be erased. 
 
“I wanted to be clear about what is going to happen, even though we’ve discussed some of this already,” she continued. “The hate crime enhancement regarding racial bias significantly increases the potential sentence if the defendants are convicted.” 
 
The words landed heavily, like they’d been dropped on a hard floor, and Shane’s hands tightened slightly — just a fraction of a movement that he hoped no one noticed. 
 
“But now we’re also working with federal prosecutors,” Reynolds said, “and based on the evidence we have so far, they’re prepared to bring federal hate crime charges based on the nature of your sexual orientation and the role it played in the crime. We already discussed the nature of the messages we had at the time and how they related to the crime and their mention of Mr. Rozanov before when we asked him to testify, it goes beyond that.” 
 
The room went very still as Reynolds opened one of the binders in the pile. 
 
“When we first discussed this,” Reynolds continued, “the plan was straightforward — the state enhancement for race, with Mr. Rozanov’s involvement framed as part of the targeting of you. We encouraged the asylum process to get ahead of the problem regarding Russia when Mr. Rozanov decided to testify, because of the nature of your relationship being interwoven into the messages that were relevant to the case we had at the time. But the investigation has since moved beyond that.” She set her hands flat on the pages of the binder. “As more people came forward from Montreal — more than just Mr. Pike — it became clear that the hatred was not only directed at you, Mr. Hollander. It was also directed at Mr. Rozanov and what you two represented together.” 
 
Shane gripped his hands together so tight that his knuckles had gone white, and his breathing was uneven. 
 
“Comeau, Couillard, and Gagnon were aware of what would happen to Mr. Rozanov if the Russian government learned about his relationship with you,” Reynolds said, her voice careful and measured. “They knew what it would mean for his safety.” She paused. “They were making plans to leak that information and ruin him, and not just professionally—” 
 
Shane felt the air leave his chest. He’d known that they speculated about his relationship with Ilya, but he hadn’t known that it had gone as far as it had — that Ilya’s safety was in danger from his former teammates absent their attack on him and his decision to testify for him. It had gone beyond hockey and anything that could be explained away as locker room hostility — and Shane couldn't help but feel like it was his fault. That Ilya wouldn’t have been in this position if it hadn’t been for him being a part of Ilya’s life. 
 
Ilya’s hand found his under the table and squeezed, a brief pressure and a grounding point, and Shane held on. 
 
Ilya was quiet for a long moment and when he spoke, his voice was steady — but there was something underneath it, something that matched the cold that was settling into Shane’s own chest. “They were going to hurt me regardless of whether they hurt Shane.” 
 
Reynolds nodded. “Yes, and that’s why the federal charges matter.” She leaned forward slightly. “North Carolina statute doesn’t allow for enhancement based on sexual orientation, but the federal hate crime statute does. The messages don’t separate the two — they weave your race and your relationship together — so in order to go after one, both are going to come out. If we don’t get ahead of that narrative through federal charges, then the defense will try to muddy the waters around the enhancement because we can’t charge based on sexual orientation at the state level, and say that the bias was related to that and not racial at all.” 
 
“They’ll try to make it about one thing or the other,” Shane said, his voice flat and distant. “Instead of both.” 
 
“Yes,” Reynolds agreed. “So the federal case runs concurrent with ours. The state charges carry the racial enhancement. The federal charges carry the sexual orientation bias — and name Mr. Rozanov as a direct victim of the case as well.” She looked between them. “Like I said, some things have changed since the last time we talked and I wanted to make sure you were fully brought up to speed before the charges were filed and the media got a hold of it — because after that, this stops being something you can prepare for in private.” 
 
Shane looked at Ilya and held his gaze. He saw the same thing in his eyes that he felt in his own chest, the weight of it and something that had already been decided. 
 
Shane nodded and Ilya nodded back. 
 
“We understand,” Shane said. 
 
Reynolds nodded and Sarah Chen leaned forward now. “We’re prepared to file your asylum application tomorrow, before the charges are announced.” She opened her briefcase. “The federal hate crime charges, once they’re filed and name you as a victim, will strengthen your asylum claim considerably.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t look away. “And the application itself?” 
 
“The asylum process will run concurrently with the federal case as well,” Chen said. “They won’t interfere with each other. The federal charges will establish the pattern of persecution you were facing because of their intent to expose your relationship, and the asylum application itself will focus on the fact that you cannot safely return to Russia given the nature of the Russian government having grounds for action against you.” She paused. “We have substantial evidence of what would happen to you in Russia once the information becomes public, and it’s not speculation — it’s documented. It’s a very strong claim.” 
 
Shane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s under the table and he could feel the tension in the Russian’s grip — he could tell that Ilya was holding himself together while the people around them discussed his life as if it were a legal strategy. 
 
They sat there and went through the remainder of the evidence that was uncovered, the messages, the testimony, the videos that were pulled from the cameras along the boards, Shane watching himself get targeted and get back up shift after shift, refusing to stay down; and Ilya being harassed game after game, while Shane had been playing in his own series, not realizing what was happening. 
 
“What happens now?” Shane asked. 
 
“The charges are filed in the coming days,” Reynolds said. “The media will get the story and it’s going to be loud and invasive, and a lot of things are going to be said that aren’t anyone’s business.” She looked at them, a flash of sympathy in her gaze. “But it will be the truth — the full truth — and we can get ahead of any slander they might try to send your way.” 
 
“What’s that going to look like?” he said. “The trial and the media coverage. What’ll happen after—” 
 
Reynolds held his gaze, steady and quiet. “The trial is going to be very high-profile. National and international media both. The combination of professional athletics and attempted murder charges with the hate crime enhancement and the Federal charges will draw significant attention. Your names are going to be in headlines and your relationship will likely be discussed on television. There’s going to be a level of scrutiny that neither of you has ever experienced before.” 
 
“And after all that?” 
 
“If there’s a conviction, there will be appeals, and the process can take years. But the evidence is strong — the strongest I’ve seen in a case of this nature. We’re confident we can secure a conviction that will hold.” 
 
“When will the trial start?” 
 
“That’s something we aren’t sure yet at this point.” Reynolds sat back and sighed. “Unfortunately, the players in question have already returned to Canada, and we’re going to have to seek extradition — which we’re going to get — but they’re going to fight it, and that process could take a year or longer. So, there’s going to be a lot of scrutiny for a while, and it’ll likely settle down as time wears on.” 
 
Shane turned to look at Ilya, he was still there — still sitting beside Shane and holding his hand under the table — and he felt his resolve harden in his chest. 
 
“I can do this,” Shane said, his voice steadier than he anticipated. “I can do this if you can—” 
 
Ilya’s hand tightened around his in answer, his gaze steady. “Da,” he said. “I can do this too.” 
 
Once the meeting was over their ride back to the condo was quiet. 
 
The Raleigh streets passed in a blur of grey afternoon light — the same buildings, the same trees, the same sky that had been there when they’d driven to the DA’s office hours earlier. Everything looked the same, and yet nothing was the same at all. 
 
Shane stared out the passenger window, his hands resting on his knees and his breath steady and controlled. 

Ilya drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the console between them, close enough to reach — close enough to touch. Shane watched his profile in the shifting light — the set of his jaw, the concentration in his eyes, the way his thumb moved in small circles on the steering wheel when he was thinking. 
 
“I’m sorry.” 
 
Ilya glanced at him briefly. “Why are you sorry?” 
 
“Because you got dragged into this because they wanted to use you to get to me. Because—” He stopped and pressed his lips together. “You wouldn’t have to face all of this if it wasn’t for me. It’s all my fault.” 
 
Ilya’s hand reached over and grabbed Shane’s. 


“Shane.” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“They already hated me and they would have found a way to come after me regardless of you. The messages make that very clear. You are not the reason I am facing this — but you are the reason I am not facing this alone.” 
 
Shane felt his throat tighten. “You’re not alone, Ilya. I’d never let you be alone—” 
 
“We are in this together, Solnyshko, and we will be beside each other through all of it.” 
 
Shane’s hand tightened around Ilya’s as he threaded their fingers together. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
“For what?” 
 
“For staying.” 
 
Ilya smiled, it was small but it was genuine. 
 
“Da,” he said. “I will always stay.” 
 
Shane nodded and the silence stretched again for a long moment, and Shane didn’t let go of Ilya’s hand as the Raleigh scenery passed by them. The weight of the meeting was still settling around him, and the knowledge of what was coming — the media, the scrutiny, the extradition process and asylum process and the trial. 
 
But they were together — and that, Shane was learning, made more difference than he had ever expected it to. 



The next evening brought the fifth game of the series to Raleigh. If Carolina won tonight, then they won the Stanley Cup. 
 
The pregame show started at six and Shane could feel the stakes of the game in the air. The weight of a potential Cup-clinching game was something that changed the quality of everything around him — the light, the sound, the way his adrenaline settled into his bones. 
 
He’d barely spoken since breakfast that morning, letting the focused silence settle around him like he always did before an important game, and Ilya had let it sit. The only difference was that this time he wasn’t putting on his equipment and stepping on the ice for the game, he would be sitting on his couch and watching his team play the most important game of the season without him — and his adrenaline had no outlet. 
 
“Chicago is going to come out hard,” he said, his attention focused on the pregame coverage, missing nothing. “They know this is their last chance to make it a series.” 
 
Ilya settled beside him with his feet extended toward Shane, and Shane stared at him for a moment. Then Ilya grabbed him and pulled him into the cradle of his thighs and Shane let himself be guided so that he was fully relaxed against Ilya’s chest, with the Russian man’s fingers carding through his hair, soothing the restlessness down in a way that only he seemed to manage to do. 
 
“They can do this, Shane.” 

Shane nodded and let out a small sound. “They can do this,” he echoed. 
 
Chicago came out with a desperation that was almost overwhelming — shift after shift of pressure and the knowledge that their season could end tonight driving every move they made. But Carolina weathered the storm — barely. 
 
Shane watched through his fingers as Edvardsen made save after save and the rest of the team blocked shots with their bodies. Kessler took a hit to make a play and got up slowly. Every Chicago scoring chance made him flinch and every Carolina clearance made him exhale. 
 
The first goal Carolina scored was ugly — a scramble in front of the net, the puck bouncing off a skate and finding its way through the tangle of bodies — but it counted. The red light flashed and the arena erupted. 
 
Shane made a sound that was broken — a yes torn out of his throat, his hand gripping Ilya’s, hard. 
 
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, yes yes!” 
 
Ilya’s arms were around him, pulling him closer and holding him tightly against his chest. Shane could feel Ilya’s heart beating against his back, steady and strong. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said into his hair. “Da.” 
 
Chicago tied the game in the second period with a goal that rebounded and Edvardsen couldn’t control, the puck finding its way across the line before anyone could clear it. Shane felt the goal like a physical blow, his body went tight and his breath caught in his chest. 
 
He watched the screen and the faces of his teammates — his friends — as they regrouped. 
 
“They’re going to answer that,” he said. His voice was steady, but there was an edge to it, a certainty that came from knowing these men. 
 
And they did. 
 
Blake scored with a shot from the slot that beat the goalie clean, the kind of snipe that Shane had seen him practice a thousand times in empty rinks after practice was over. The arena went wild and Shane’s body sagged with relief. 
 
“That’s it,” he said. The words came out before he could stop them. “That’s — that’s the one.” 
 
Ilya didn’t ask what he meant, he just held on. 
 
Every shift of the third period felt like an eternity. Every Chicago rush carried the potential to change everything. Every save that Edvardsen made was a small miracle, strung together into something that felt like destiny. 
 
With five minutes left, Carolina led three to one. 
 
Shane watched the clock as the seconds ticked down. He was gripping Ilya’s hand so hard that his fingers were starting to go numb, but he couldn’t bring himself to let go. Letting go felt like it might change something, like the universe needed the pressure of his grip to hold the lead in place. 
 
“Four minutes,” he said, his voice barely audible. “If they hold on for four more minutes—” 
 
“Da.” Ilya’s hand gripped his back. “They will hold.” 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
“Because they have you.” Ilya pressed a kiss to the top of Shane’s head. “They have been carrying you with them all series. They are not going to stop now.” 
 
Shane’s breath caught and he molded himself back into Ilya’s chest and let himself be held. 
 
They have been carrying with you all series. 
 
He thought about the text messages and calls he’d been getting from his teammates since the attack, the way they refused to let him disappear from their lives even when they were in the middle of a series and he was sitting in his dark condo in Raleigh. 
 
Carrying him with them. 
 
Ilya was right. 
 
Three minutes left. 
 
Shane held on. 
 
Two minutes. 
 
He let himself believe. 
 
One minute. 
 
The buzzer sounded. 
 
The Carolina Breakers had won the Stanley Cup. 
 
Shane watched the screen as the bench emptied. 
 
His team was pouring onto the ice — gloves and sticks flying, the chaos of victory unfolding in a blur of movement and sound, and he felt his chest swell with pride. He watched as Kessler fell to his knees and buried his face in his gloves. He watched Mackinnon find him and put him up, wrapping him into an embrace. 
 
He watched Edvardsen skate toward the bench, his mask off and face streaked with tears, as he pulled his jersey over his head to reveal another one underneath. The nameplate across the back catching the light. 
 
HOLLANDER. 24. 
 
Shane’s breath stopped. 
 
The camera widened, and he saw them — the whole team. Kessler and Mackinnon and Holmqvist and Beausoleil and Halvorsen and Zelenko and Blake — every single one of them, pulling off their jerseys to reveal a different one underneath. 
 
Every single jersey. 
 
HOLLANDER. 24. 
 
They had brought him with them. 
 
They had carried his name onto the ice and worn it across their backs, taken it with them through every shift and every goal and every save. They had made him part of their victory, even though he hadn’t been there to share it in person. 
 
The tears came before he could stop them. 
 
A sob tore out of his chest — raw, broken, the sound of something cracking open. His body curled forward, his face burying into his hands, his shoulders heaving with the force of everything he had been holding back for weeks. 
 
Ilya pulled him close, his arms coming around Shane, warm and solid, holding him together as the sobs shook through him. 
 
“They — they wore my—” His words were broken, barely intelligible, muffled against Ilya’s chest. “They all — they all wore my—” 
 
Ilya’s hand cradled the back of his head, fingers threading into his hair as he held him as close as possible. 
 
“Da,” he said, his voice rough and thick with his own tears. “They did.” 
 
The celebration continued on the screen and Shane watched through his tears as Kessler was handed the Cup and he lifted it above his head, his face a mask of exhausted joy. 
 
But he didn’t lift it alone. 
 
He turned to the team and someone held up another jersey — HOLLANDER 24 in black and red — and Kessler took it, and he draped it over the Cup. He lifted it again, the jersey hanging from it like a banner. 
 
This is for you. 
 
The message was clear and the gesture was unmistakable. 
 
And Shane Hollander fell apart again in the arms of the man who loved him, his body shaking with the force of everything he had been holding back for weeks. 
 
Ilya held him through it. He held him through the weight of the victory of a team that had carried him across the finish line. He held him through the grief and the joy and the complicated tangle of both that he didn’t have a name for. 
 
Shane pressed his face into Ilya’s shoulder. His tears soaked into the fabric of Ilya’s shirt, his hands gripping at his back like he was afraid of floating away. 
 
They brought me with them. 
 
When his tears finally started to slow and the shaking began to ease, the sobs softened into quiet breathing against Ilya’s chest and Shane pulled back. His face was blotchy and tear-streaked, his nose was running and his eyes were red, but he didn’t care. 
 
He’d never been happier in his entire life. 
 
“Thank you,” he said, voice hoarse and rough. 
 
Ilya’s brows drew together. “For what?” 
 
“For being here.” Shane gestured vaguely at the room, the television, the space between them. The words coming out in a rush, tumbling over each other. “For all of it. For — for holding me and telling me the right things. For not letting me disappear into my own head. I don’t know how I would have gotten through this without you.” 
 
Ilya cupped his face — his palms warm against Shane’s cheeks, his thumbs wiping away the last of the tears. 
 
“You do not have to know,” he said. “Because you will never have to find out.” 
 
When the broadcast finally ended, Shane was leaning against Ilya, his body warm and heavy, his breathing slow and steady. The tears had stopped and he was left with a bone-deep exhaustion that came from feeling everything all at once and holding nothing back, from letting himself process everything he hadn’t allowed himself to process in so long. 
 
“I don’t know what to do now,” he admitted. 
 
Ilya pressed another kiss to the top of his head, the contact soft and lingering. 
 
“Now,” Ilya said, “we rest — and tomorrow, we start thinking about what comes next, next season.” 
 
Shane laughed — a small, tired sound that was closer to a breath than a laugh. 
 
“Next season.” 
 
“Da.” 
 
“It feels like a lifetime away.” 
 
“It is. But it will come.” Ilya’s arms tightened around him, pulling him closer. “And when it does, you will be ready.” 
 
They sat through the quiet of the night, the weight of the victory settling around them and the long road ahead waiting for them to travel it. 
 
But for now, there was this. 
 
The quiet. 
 
Each other. 
 
The knowledge that they were making it through, and they would continue to make it through. 
 
Together. 



A couple of days after the final and the whirlwind that came with the visits from his teammates and holding the Stanley Cup in his hands, which still felt surreal, Ilya’s phone buzzed as Shane was curled into his side, his legs tucked under him and his head resting in the hollow of Ilya’s shoulder. He was tracing absent patterns into the fabric of Ilya’s shirt, as Ilya ran his hands through the hair that had been growing back in from where it had been shaved following the surgery. 
 
Shane didn’t think anything of it. It was probably just Carmichael, who’d been sending them increasingly unhinged updates from his offseason training regimen. Shane was starting to realize that the man treated the offseason like a personal challenge, and he’d been documenting every rep. 
 
But then the phone buzzed again. 
 
Then again. 
 
Then Shane’s phone started buzzing. 
 
Shane’s hand stopped moving on Ilya’s chest and his body tensed, the shift from relaxed to alert happening in a fraction of a second. A cascade of notifications, arriving all at once, meaning only one thing. Something had happened — something big. 
 
He reached for his phone on the end table. The screen was lit up with notifications that had arrived in the space of seconds. He saw the first one — a news alert from a national outlet — and the words caught in his throat. 
 
He’d been so caught up in the Stanley Cup victory that he’d forgotten the DA was filing the charges. 
 
BREAKING: CHARGES FILED IN HOLLANDER ASSAULT CASE — ATTEMPTED MURDER, HATE CRIME ENHANCEMENTS. 
 
He didn’t need to read the rest. He already knew what it said. He’d known this was coming. But knowing it was coming and seeing it arrive were completely different things. 
 
Ilya was scrolling through his own phone beside him, his face still and his jaw tight. Shane watched his profile in the light — the way his eyes moved across the screen and his breathing stayed steady. He was doing what he always did: absorbing the impact so he could be steady for Shane when the impact landed on him. 
 
“What does it say?” Shane’s voice came out steadier than he’d expected. 
 
Ilya’s eyes moved across the screen, taking in the details that were highlighted. 
 
“The charges have been filed,” Ilya said. His voice was distant. “They are quoting the DA’s office and the press release.” 
 
Shane sat up slowly, his hand sliding off Ilya’s chest. He braced himself as he picked back up his own phone. The room was silent except for the distant sound of the television. 
 
“Oh,” Shane said. The word was quiet, almost lost in the space between them. “Oh, it’s—” He stopped. His thumb kept scrolling, his eyes tracking across the screen. “They’re — they’re quoting—” He stopped again and his breath caught. 
 
Gilbert Comeau, Antoine Couillard, Charles Ganon, and Henri Theriault of the Montreal Voyageurs have been charged with attempted murder in the first degree… 
 
… in a joint statement released by the District Attorney’s office and the Department of Justice, the prosecutors bringing the charges said that the evidence shows a coordinated effort that led to the attack on Shane Hollander, of the Carolina Breakers, being based on his race and his sexual orientation…
 
It hit him like a physical blow. He’d known it was coming, that the filing had been close, he’d known it was today — he’d just forgotten. But seeing it quoted in a news article, being reported on by journalists who’d obtained the filings — being read by strangers — he realized now that part of the story was no longer in his control. This was permanent. This was the worst moment of his life being read by millions of people and it was going to be discussed on the television and the radio and social media. 
 
He put the phone down on the cushion beside him, face-up, the screen still glowing. His hands were shaking as he stared at the television, watching some commercial that carried on like the world hadn’t just changed. 
 
“We knew this was coming, Solnyshko.” 
 
“I know.” Shane said, his voice hollow. “I know — but seeing it—-” He gestured at the phone, at the notifications that were still arriving, at the world that was now carrying his name and his story and the details of his life in headlines. “Seeing it like this is different.” 
 
He took a deep breath and picked his phone back up and scrolled further through the article. He knew he should stop, but his thumb kept moving, pulling the article down and revealing the next section. He waved Ilya off as Ilya tried to prevent him from reading any further. 
 
The investigation revealed a pattern of harassment that included explicit references to Hollander’s relationship with Boston Bears’ captain Ilya Rozanov. Text messages obtained show the defendants discussing the relationship in derogatory terms and suggesting that targeting Hollander would also serve as a message to Rozanov. 
 
And there it was. Ilya’s name. Their relationship, described in the cold language of a legal filing, being quoted in a national news article. The thing they’d tried so hard to protect — the closed doors and years of hiding — was now part of the public record. 
 
He kept scrolling and the words started to blur together. Shane blinked, trying to focus. He couldn’t help it. What once was just theirs — something that felt like it belonged only to them — was now preserved in news articles and offered up for public consumption. 
 
His breath was coming shorter and his hands shaking harder the further he scrolled. The screen on his phone was blurring at the edges and the words were swimming in and out of focus. 
 
“Shane.” 
 
Ilya’s voice came from somewhere beside him and his hand felt warm and steady on Shane’s arm. 
 
“Shane, you need to breathe.” 
 
He tried but his chest wasn’t cooperating. The air was stuck somewhere between his throat and his lungs, caught behind the weight of everything that had just been released into the world. 
 
“Shane,” Ilya tried again. “Look at me.” 
 
He turned. Ilya’s face was close to his, close enough that he could see the concern in his eyes, the steadiness that he was offering like a hand to hold onto in the dark. 
 
“There is nothing they are saying that we did not already know,” Ilya said, his voice low and measured, the one he used when he was trying to ground Shane through something. “There is nothing in the articles that changes anything between us. Do you understand?” 
 
Shane’s throat moved and he nodded, but the motion felt disconnected from his body. 
 
“I understand,” he said.
 
“Then tell me what you need.” 
 
Shane looked at him. At the face he’d been looking at for years now, in hotel rooms and arenas. At the man who had read his own name in those messages and hadn’t flinched. 
 
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t know what I need.” 
 
Ilya interlaced their fingers together, a point of stability in a world that was spinning. 
 
“Then we stay here,” Ilya said. “And we wait until you know.” 
 
The night deepened around them and Shane refused to look at his phone again as it kept buzzing, the notifications arriving in waves. Each one a new article, a new alert, a new headline carrying their names into the world. 
 
Ilya’s arms were around him, a constant reminder that he wasn’t alone in this. 
 
“Sarah Chen filed the asylum application,” Ilya said, his voice quiet and tone almost conversational, like he was commenting on the weather. “I am protected while it is being processed.” 
 
Shane leaned his head back and looked up at him. “I know, you told me when she filed it.” 
 
“I am telling you again because you need to know that I am safe.” Ilya’s gaze met his. “I made the choice and I am not going to change my mind.” 
 
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him. 
 
“They’re making it public,” he said, interlacing their fingers together over his stomach. “Everything we tried to protect — all of it.” 
 
Ilya lifted their joined hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to Shane’s knuckles. 
 
“Let them.” 
 
Shane held his gaze, the tears starting to fall, tracking slowly down his cheeks. 
 
“Let them?” 
 
“Da. Let them talk. Let them write their little articles and read their scripts and say whatever they are going to say.” Ilya’s voice was steady, the words arriving without effort. “We have spent years hiding and being careful. Years giving pieces of ourselves away to keep the rest safe. I am tired of hiding. Are you?” 
 
The television flickered in the background as Shane just let himself look at Ilya. 
 
He thought about the years of careful distance and the closed doors. The way he’d learned to watch what he said and where he looked and how close he stood next to Ilya in public. The way he’d learned to be visible without being seen. The way he’d learned to carry the weight of a secret that felt like it was made of stone. 
 
“Yeah,” he said. His voice was quiet, but it carried a weight he couldn’t describe properly. “I’m tired of hiding too.” 
 
Ilya pulled him closer and Shane pressed his face into the crook of Ilya’s arm, his breath coming in uneven waves and his body shaking with the release of something he’d been holding in for years. Shane’s breath hitched and he gripped at Ilya’s hands like they were a lifeline. 
 
Eventually Shane fell asleep against Ilya’s chest and when he woke, the room was dark and the television had gone to standby, a blue screen glowing quietly in the distance. 
 
He shifted and realized he was still on the couch and still settled against the warmth of Ilya’s chest and in his arms. 
 
Ilya was awake, Shane could tell from the way he was breathing — the alertness underneath the stillness — and the way his body was positioned to protect, to guard. 
 
“How long was I out?” Shane asked, his voice rough with sleep. 
 
“A couple hours.” 
 
Shane shifted and sat up slowly. His neck was stiff from the angle and his body heavy and exhausted from the emotional overload. He blinked in the dark, orienting himself. 
 
“Did you sleep?” 
 
“No.” 
 
“You should—” 
 
“I will.” Ilya paused. “But first — there is something I want to show you.” 
 
He reached for his phone and the screen lit up as he navigated to something, scrolling past the notifications that were still stacked in his alerts. He turned the phone toward Shane when he found what he was looking for. 
 
It was a headline — from a different outlet than the one that had carried the breaking news — shorter and more direct. 
 
HOLLANDER AND ROZANOV: A LOVE STORY IN THE SHADOWS OF HATE. 
 
Shane stared at the words. 
 
“It is not all bad,” Ilya said, his voice quiet. “There are people out there who see us. Who see what we have built and are writing about it the way it deserves to be written about.” 
 
Shane scrolled. The article was long — a feature piece, not a breaking news alert. It talked about their history, their careers, the years of rumors and speculation that had floated around the internet that Shane hadn’t paid any attention to before. It talked about the hit and the investigation and the charges, naturally — but it also talked about them. About the way they’d found each other and the things they’d built together. 
 
“In a sport that has often been slow to change, Rozanov and Hollander represent something new — not just two of the best players in the world, but two people who refused to let the fear of exposure keep them from choosing each other.” 
 
Shane’s eyes burned and the tears came again, but they were different this time — not the tears that had been pulled from him by the weight of the exposure, but something lighter. 
 
“There are people who see us,” he repeated. 
 
“Da.” 
 
He put the phone down and turned to Ilya in the dark. 
 
“Thank you,” he said. “For showing me that.” 
 
“I will always show you the light,” Ilya said, resting his forehead against Shane’s. “Even when it feels like there is none.” 
 
Shane leaned in and kissed him — soft, slow, a promise pressed into the space between their breaths. 
 
The circus had begun and the articles would keep coming and as things unfolded in the months ahead, there would be days when the weight of it felt unbearable. 
 
But he wasn’t alone in this — they weren’t alone in this. There were people who saw them. And they’d made it through another day. 



The weeks after the Final and the charges being filed passed in a strange blur. 
 
Shane moved through them the same way he’d moved through the early weeks of his recovery — one day at a time, one milestone at a time, one small victory at a time that nobody else would notice, with the exception of Ilya. The stationary bike became twenty minutes, then thirty. The walks around the block became jogs. The jogs became light skating, the blade of his skates cutting into fresh ice for the first time in months while Ilya stood at the boards and watched him in a way that said he was afraid to look away. 
 
But it was only the beginning. The rink was where he felt most like himself, but the rest of his body needed to catch up. He’d lost a lot of muscle in the stillness of his recovery period and his core had softened. His shot — the thing he’d spent thousands of hours perfecting — felt foreign in his hands, the weight of the stick wrong, the release sluggish. 
 
He started in the gym. 
 
The first day back on the weight floor, he stood in front of the rack and realized he didn’t know where to start. He’d been cleared for light resistance work a long time ago, but this was different. This was the beginning of the climb back to where he’d been. 
 
He started with the bar alone. Squats. His body remembered the movement before his brain finished telling it to move. Five reps, then ten. His legs shaking by the end, and his muscles screaming in a way that was almost pleasurable. 
 
He added weight the next day and every day after that in small increments — a five-pound plate on each side, then ten — and he worked his way up slowly, testing himself, listening to the signals that his body was sending him. 
 
The stationary bike cardio moved up to the rowing machine and then the rowing machine moved to sprints on the treadmill, his legs pumping and his lungs burning, the familiar agony of pushing himself to the limits flooding through him. He did intervals until he couldn't see straight and then he did them again the next day. 
 
Ilya watched him through all of it. 
 
He was there at the gym, finding his own corner to work out in, pretending he was just using the facility while keeping an eye on Shane at all times. He was there at the rink, standing at the boards, not saying anything about the way Shane’s shot missed the net by three feet ot he way his edges slipped on turns he’d made a thousand times. He was there at night, when Shane collapsed onto the couch with his legs burning and his shoulders aching, and feeling like getting back to where he was prior to the injury was an impossible journey. He didn’t do anything other than be the steady, grounding presence that Shane needed more than he ever realized he’d needed. 
 
He wasn’t going to give up. 
 
Shane continued to throw himself into training with a focus that bordered on obsession. The gym became his second home, the rink his third. He woke before sunrise and pushed his body through the workouts that left him shaking and breathless and satisfied in a way that nothing else could replicate. He tracked his progress in a notebook, recording every rep, every set, every small improvement. 
 
Week 1: Squat 185 lbs, 3x8. Felt heavy. Legs shook on the last two reps. 
 
Week 2: Squat 205 lbs, 3x8. Better. More stable. Knee tracking improved. 
 
Week 3: Squat 225 lbs, 3x6. Almost back to where I was. 
 
The cardio routines made him double over at times, gasping, but the burn in his lungs was a reminder that he was alive and working and coming back. He ran until his legs almost gave out, then walked until he could run again. 
 
On the ice, his shot started coming back too. 
 
Gradually, rep by rep, hour by hour, the muscle memory reasserted itself and the puck started finding the net once more and the release started to feel natural. The snap of his wrists at the top of the motion started producing the same velocity it had before. 
 
He practiced slapshots from the blue line, the sound of the puck hitting the boards echoing through the empty rink. He worked on his release in the slot, pulling the puck into his body and firing it in a single motion. He worked on his edges, his footwork, the small details that separated a good player from a great one. 
 
And again, Ilya was there for all of it. 
 
Spotting him on the bench press, hands hovering under the bar even though Shane could handle the weight. Collecting pucks and tossing them back to Shane so he didn’t have to stop and chase them at the rink. In the bed at night, running his hands over Shane’s shoulders, working out the knots that had built up from the hours spent training. 
 
“Your shot is getting better,” Ilya said one evening, after a session that had lasted longer than either of them had planned. They were sitting on the bench by the boards, the ice empty in front of them, and the lights dimming as the facility prepared to close. 
 
“It’s still not quite where it was.” 
 
“No — but it is closer than last week.” 
 
Shane looked at his hands. The calluses were starting to come back. The familiar ridges on his fingers, the rough patches on his palms — the marks of a life spent holding a stick. 
 
“Closer,” he replied. “I’ll take that.” 
 
The hardest part was the ImPACT test. 
 
Shane knew it was coming — standard protocol before he could return back to full contact and play, a cognitive measurement that would determine whether he could return to the sport he had been playing since he was old enough to hold a stick. 
 
He sat at the computer in the training facility, the cursor blinking on the screen in front of him. The test waiting. 
 
“Take your time,” the doctor said. “The results are more accurate when you’re relaxed and focused.” 
 
Shane took a breath and placed his hands on the keyboard. 
 
He began. 
 
By the end of the test, his head was pounding — not the sharp pain from the injury, but the dull ache of concentration pushed to its limits. He sat back in the chair and rubbed his eyes while the doctor reviewed the results on her monitor. 
 
He watched her face, looking for the small tells — a furrow in her brow, a slight pursing of her lips — that would indicate something was wrong. 
 
Her expression didn’t change. 
 
“Your scores are within the normal range,” she said, finally, “and they’re consistent with your baseline measurements from before the injury. Reaction time, memory recall, pattern recognition — all where they need to be.” 
 
Shane let out a breath. “Does that mean I’m cleared?” 
 
“Almost.” She turned to face him fully. “We need one more CT scan to confirm that the healing is complete. If that comes back clean — then we can sign off on full-contact clearance.” 
 
“When?” 
 
“Tomorrow morning if you’re available.” 
 
Shane nodded. “I’m available.” 
 
The next morning as Shane lay on the table and the CT machine hummed around him, he stayed as still as he could while the images were captured. He counted the ceiling tiles and tracked the pattern of the lights. He thought about what he would do when the results came back clean — the first practice back, the first scrimmage, the first time he’d step onto the ice knowing he was fully cleared to play again. 
 
He didn’t let himself think about what would happen if they didn’t. 
 
Thankfully he didn’t need to. 
 
He got the call later that evening as he was stirring a pot of rice while Ilya chopped vegetables at the counter. The phone rang and his hand froze on the spoon when he saw the name on the screen. 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“Da?” 
 
“I need to take this, can you stir for me?” 
 
He stepped into the living room, the phone pressed to his ear, his heart hammering against his ribs. 
 
“Mr. Hollander.” The doctor’s voice was crisp and professional. “I have the results of your CT scan.” 
 
Shane waited. 
 
“They’re clean.” 
 
The words landed in his chest like something solid and he felt them settle — the relief, the joy, the weight of fear that had been living in him for months finally beginning to lift. 
 
“The post-operative healing is complete,” she continued. “Your skull is structurally sound and your brain shows no signs of swelling or damage. You are cleared for full-contact sport participation.” 
 
Shane’s knees gave out. 
 
He sat on the edge of the couch, the phone still pressed to his ear, his hand trembling against his thigh. 
 
“I’m cleared?” he said. The words came out as a whisper, he almost didn’t believe them. 
 
“You’re cleared,” she confirmed. “I’ll get the official documentation processed with the front office. Congratulations, Mr. Hollander.” 
 
He hung up and Ilya appeared in the doorway, a dish towel in his hands, his face caught between fear and hope. 
 
“Well?” 
 
Shane looked up at him and the tears came before he could stop them. 
 
“I’m cleared,” he choked on the words. “I’m cleared for contact.” 
 
Ilya crossed the room in three strides and pulled Shane to his feet, wrapping his arms around him so tightly that Shane could barely breathe. But he didn’t need to breathe, he just needed to be held. 
 
“I love you,” Ilya said into his hair. “I love you.” 
 
“I love you too.” 



Despite the good news and the time that passed, the media circus was showing no signs of dying down anytime soon. 
 
If anything, it evolved, spreading across platforms and outlets like water finding its way through cracks. The relationship coverage was everywhere — the speculation, the analysis, the hot takes from people who’d never even been in a locker room in their lives. Shane’s phone buzzed constantly, a low hum of notifications from people he hadn’t talked to in years and reporters who had found his number, that he’d quickly learned to tune out as background noise. 
 
Ilya was a calm and steady presence beside him throughout all of it, but Shane was beginning to realize that some of the calm he’d been relying on was a mask, a surface-level composure that covered something deeper underneath. 
 
“You don’t have to keep yourself held together all the time,” Shane said one night. 
 
They were in bed and the lights were off, the ceiling above them a field of shadows. Ilya was lying on his back, staring at the same spot that Shane had been staring at for the past hours. 
 
“Da,” Ilya said. “I know.” 
 
“Let me help you? Like you’ve been helping me?” 
 
Ilya turned his head on the pillow, his eyes meeting Shane’s in the dim light. “I do not know how to let people help me.” 
 
“Then let’s figure it out — together.” 
 
Ilya was quiet for a long moment, then his hand found Shane’s under the covers, their fingers interlocking in the dark. 
 
“I do not want to be separated from you anymore.” 
 
The words came out of nowhere and landed in the dark room between them. Shane felt them settle into his chest, heavy and warm and terrifying in their honesty. 
 
He’d been thinking the same thing. 
 
For weeks now, the thought had been living in the back of his mind, surfacing at odd moments — when he watched Ilya move through the kitchen, when he felt his warmth beside him in bed, when he caught himself reaching for him without thinking. He’d almost died. He’d almost never seen Ilya again. And the thought of going back to the way things had been before — the distance, and the stolen nights — felt impossible now. Like trying to fit himself into a version of his life that no longer existed. 
 
The injury had changed him. Not just his body, but his understanding of what mattered. He’d spent so many years being careful and protecting himself, keeping the future at a distance because it felt safer, but nearly dying had a way of stripping away careful calculations. He could have died without ever having this — without ever knowing what it felt like to exist with him in such a domestic manner. 
 
Life was short and he knew that now in a way that he hadn’t let himself before, not really — not in his bones. And he was done being separated from the person who’d somehow become the center of his entire world. 
 
“Yeah,” he said, his voice quiet. “I’ve been thinking about that too.” 
 
The silence stretched between them, comfortable and charged. Shane could feel Ilya’s hand in his, the warmth of his palm, the familiar weight of his fingers interlaced with his own. He could feel the shape of the conversation coming before either of them spoke it out loud. 
 
“I have been thinking about what comes next,” Ilya said, his voice careful and measured. “The trial and the season and the… rest of our lives.” 
 
Shane waited. 
 
“I could retire.” 
 
The words hit Shane like cold water. His hand tightened around Ilya’s before he could stop it.
 
“What?” 
 
“I could retire.” Ilya’s voice was steady, but there was something underneath it — a vulnerability he was trying to hide. “I have played enough and won a Cup. I have money. I could—” 
 
“No.” Shane’s voice came out sharper than he intended. He turned on his side, facing Ilya in the dark. “You love hockey. You love your team. You love — you love being out there.” 
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. “I love you more.” 
 
The words landed in Shane’s chest and he felt them, the truth of them, the way that Ilya could say something like that with such a simple certainty. 
 
“Ilya—” 
 
“I can find joy in the simple things.” Ilya’s voice was quieter now, less certain. “I could—” 
 
“Stop.” Shane’s voice cracked as he sat up. The sheets pooled around his waist and his hand still gripped Ilya’s tightly. “You can’t just give up everything for me. You can’t.” 
 
“Why not?” 
 
“Because—” His throat was tight and the words were fighting to get out. “Because you already gave up Russia for me, your country, your home. You gave up your safety, your—” He stopped, his breath coming faster now. “You gave up everything and I watched you do it. I watched you make that choice and I—” 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“I can’t let you give up more.” His voice broke on the last word. “I can’t. If you also give up your team, the city you’ve built your life in — what is left, Ilya? What do you get to keep?” 
 
The room was quiet and the shadows from the window stretched across the ceiling, long and still. Shane could hear his own heartbeat in his ears, the rush of blood, the sound of everything he was trying not to say. 
 
Ilya reached up, his hand finding Shane’s face in the dark, his palm warm against Shane’s cheek. His thumb tracing the line of his jaw. 
 
“You,” he said. “I get to keep you.” 
 
Shane’s eyes burned and the tears slid down his cheeks, catching on Ilya’s thumb. 
 
“That’s not—” he swallowed. “That’s not enough. I’m not enough to replace everything you’d be giving up—” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice was firm now, the voice he used when he was done letting Shane argue with him. “You are not replacing anything. You are what I am choosing. There is a difference.” 
 
Shane shook his head. He couldn't find the words. He didn’t know how to explain that he would rather spend the rest of his career flying between Raleigh and Boston than watch Ilya give up another piece of himself. 
 
“Just—” He stopped, his voice raw. “Don’t decide anything just yet, okay? We can figure it out later, soon — I promise, just not yet.” 
 
Ilya studied him in the dark, his hand still against Shane’s cheek. 
 
“Okay,” he said. “Not yet.” 
 
Shane had difficulty sleeping that night. 
 
He lay in the dark with Ilya’s arm draped over his waist, his breathing slow and even, his body warm against Shane’s side. He listened to the rhythm of it and thought about everything that had been said. I could retire. I get to keep you. 
 
The words circled in his mind, chasing each other in an endless loop. He thought about Boston and Ilya’s teammates — Marlow and Carmichael and St-Simon and Hayes, the men who’d become his family in a way that went beyond hockey, a family that Ilya didn’t really have before. He thought about the Bears organization, the captaincy, the years Ilya had poured into building something there. He thought about what it meant to ask him to walk away from all of it. 
 
He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t let Ilya sacrifice anything else for him. 
 
But he also couldn’t keep living like this — different cities, different divisions, stolen nights in hotel rooms and empty condos. He couldn't keep being separated from Ilya. Not anymore, not after everything they’d been through and everything yet to come. 
 
There had to be another way. 
 
The thought came to him slowly, forming in the dark like something that had been waiting for him to find it. It wasn’t a solution, it wasn’t a plan — just an idea, fragile and terrifying, the shape of something he hadn’t really let himself consider. 
 
What if I’m the one that moves? 
 
The thought sat in his chest, unfamiliar and strange. He had never considered it before. Carolina had become his home — in ways that it had never been in Montreal. But Boston was where Ilya was, and Boston was where Ilya should stay, with the life he’d built there. 
 
What if I ask for a trade? 
 
He turned the thought over in his mind, testing its weight. It wasn’t impossible. Other players had done it — requested moves to be closer to family and partners, to the people who mattered most. It would be complicated and require conversations he didn’t know how to have. It would mean leaving behind the team that had carried him through the worst year of his life. 
 
But it would mean being able to be with Ilya every day and not having to be separated anymore. 
 
He lay in the dark and let the idea take root as he listened to Ilya breathe. 
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