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    Chapter Text

    As soon as Shane entered the penthouse, Ilya turned and walked toward the bedroom. He didn’t say a word to him.
 
“The fuck is this?” Shane asked as he entered, “You’re not speaking to me anymore? What, you just expect me to follow you like a dog in heat?”
“Come here,” Ilya commanded. As he tilted Shane’s head up and kissed him with hunger. Shane surrendered almost immediately, pushing his tongue deeper into the other man’s mouth and slipping his hands into the back of his pants.
 
Shane couldn’t think of a single reason why they needed to talk to each other anyway. Not when Ilya was sucking on his tongue and crawling his hands up Shane’s shirt to touch his chest.
 
The shirt came off, and Shane shoved Ilya at the edge of the bed so he was sitting at the end of it. With no hesitation, Shane fell to his knees and pulled Ilya’s sweatpants down. Ilya wasn’t wearing his underwear, and his cock was already making a leaking mess.
He wrapped his mouth around Rozanov’s cock, starting from the tip until he could feel it at the back of his throat. Salty taste immediately spreads in his taste bud, making Shane moan.
 
“Jesus, Hollander,” Ilya said. He placed a hand on Shane’s scalp. Fisting a bunch of hair harshly, “Couldn’t wait, could you?”
 
Shane closed his eyes. He should have felt embarrassed, yet he loved the feeling of Ilya growing harder against his tongue. He loved being submissive and, God help him, he especially loved doing it here, in Rozanov’s home. In his bedroom.
 
Their relationship was weird to begin with. Obviously. Shane knew that nothing about this was normal at all.
 
The fact that they were both men, two of the biggest hockey stars in the world, and for whatever reason, they both enjoyed sucking each other's dick. The other thing is that this was just a good fuck.
 At least for Rozanov.
 
Ilya brushed a thumb over the stars of freckles spread perfectly on Shane’s cheek, just below his eyes.
 
“Stop,” Ilya said in a low voice. “Enough— Now”
 
Shane pulled off and waited like a deer staring at headlights.
“I’d like to look at you tonight, I think. You good on top?” Ilya asked.
 
“Sure,” Shane said casually, but deep inside the request made him nervous. Usually, Ilya would just take him from behind. Shane quickly pulled off the rest of his clothing. Ilya took a moment to raise his eyebrow at Shane’s rigid, untouched cock.
 
Making Shane blush. “Shut up,” he muttered.
 
Ilya grinned and scooted back on the bed, naked and sprawled out with his hands at the back of his head. Shane couldn’t help but grin back at him. Ilya slapped his own thighs to signal an invitation.
Shane braced himself with a hand flat on Ilya’s hard chest. Rozanov covered that hand with his own, squeezing it, which surprises Shane.
 
Ilya never took his eyes off Shane’s, except to watch when he started stroking himself. Shane saw the sticky gaze in his eyes and the way his mouth was hanging open as Shane rode him harder.
 
“блять,” Ilya grunted, and, without a warning, he grabbed Shane’s ankles and flipped them both over so he was on top, staring deeply at Shane as he held his legs up so high that both feet met the quilt as he thrust into him wildly. His crucifix chain dangled between them, scraping Shane’s chest.
 
Shane cried out with every thrust being sent in to him, begging for more, even though that was probably an impossible thing to ask for. Even though it was embarrassing to be this desperate for Ilya Rozanov.
 
When Shane’s orgasm hit him, it was hard and sudden. His cum streamed endlessly, splashing his chest and even up to his throat.
 
“Baby— you ok?” Rozanov panted, and Shane didn’t even have a chance to be shocked by the pet name before Ilya was coming too. Inside him.
Making Shane let’s out a broken “ah” sound
 
 “Jesus, Hollander,” Ilya panted as he flopped to his back beside him. His hair had fallen out of its little ponytail and was clinging to his forehead in a damp swoop.
 
“Uhm, where is the bathroom? Do you want to shower?”
 
Ilya laughed through his nose after hearing a boring question from Shane. “Is behind that door, and yes. Give me a minute.”
They took turns getting cleaned up in the bathroom. When Shane walked back into the bedroom, he stood stupidly in the middle of the room, near his pile of clothes on the floor.
Drowning from thoughts that would surely haunt him.
 
He knew he’d be at least a little mortified and ashamed later when he thought about this, but at that moment, he was giddy.
 
“Are you hungry?” Rozanov asked behind his back.
 
Shane replied. “You want to order takeout, or—”
“Do you like tuna melts?”
“You want to make me a tuna melt?” Ilya shrugged.
“I’m making one for me. I can make two. Ginger ale is in the fridge.”
 
Ilya put his sweatpants back on, and this time grabbed a T-shirt from his dresser to throw on with them. Shane retrieved his own jeans and T-shirt from the floor and followed him into the kitchen
Shane looked at him oddly. Shane often abstained from alcohol because he didn’t want to do anything that might compromise his performance on the ice. Over the years, he had developed an affinity for ginger ale as a substitute for beer. But it wasn’t like he’d ever talked about that to Rozanov.
 
And yet Ilya knew.
It was a stupid thing to notice.
A stupid thing to care about.
 
But Shane found himself holding onto these small scraps of evidence like they meant something. The brand of ginger ale sitting in the fridge. The way Ilya remembered details Shane barely said out loud. Maybe it was nothing.
 
Maybe Ilya was simply observant. Jesus—Shane hated how badly he wanted it to mean more.
Ilya was setting canned tuna, a baguette, and cheese slices on the counter, as Shane leaned back against the fridge and watched him make the sandwich.
A scene that would forever burn in his memory.
 
Because Shane had shared beds with Ilya before, had felt him everywhere, had known the exact weight of his body against his own—but somehow, this was what stayed with him. This domestic thing that didn’t belong to what they were.
Or what they pretended they were.
 
Shane had learned early on what happened when he started confusing the two.
Ilya’s hands moved steadily, unbothered, like this was nothing. Like Shane wasn’t standing there watching him like he was something worth memorizing.
And that was the problem. Shane was starting to memorize everything.
 
"Ready in ten minutes," Ilya said.
 
Shane followed him into the living room and sat at the opposite end of the couch.
Not because he wanted the distance. Because he needed it.
 
Because every time Ilya did something soft like this, Shane felt something inside him shift dangerously, something he was never supposed to want.
Something more.
 
Whatever they were, it had never been defined and Shane had never dared to define it first.
Because to define it was to ask a question neither of them had dared to speak. Whatever existed between them belonged in the dark. Not in anything that could be named.
Still, Shane found himself watching Ilya like he was standing at the edge of something he could either step back from—or fall into completely.
 
“Yeah, it’s great. Thanks.”
Ilya looked pleased hearing it, and Shane felt that stupid, painful warmth in his chest. Whatever they were to each other, they weren’t boyfriends. He knew that. Every time he left first, following what seems to be logical.
 
Still
Shane’s throat tightened.
 
The words had been sitting inside him for too long, pressed behind his teeth, growing heavier with every game they played against each other, every touch they secretly done behind everybody's back, and every silence they suffered after the deed is done.
I like you......No.
 
I love—
Shane swallowed hard, staring at Ilya’s face, focusing on whatever is currently on his television as he sat on the couch.
 
The words rose in him like something he possibly couldn’t stop. He opened his mouth slightly. Then closed it again like a fish that is drowning from too much air.
 
His fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt like he could physically hold himself back.
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    Chapter Text

    “Jesus,” Ilya said as they watched a Buffalo player get hauled to the penalty box. “You know that guy? Ryan Price yes?”
“I mean, just from playing against him” Price was huge, and tough as hell. “You played with him, right?” Shane asked.
“Yes. For one season only. He was...not what you would think.”
“What do you mean?”
“Like...quiet. Doesn’t make friends, really. But not a bad guy. Just...weird. Sort of.”
“Well, he does seem to get traded every season. It would be hard to make friends that way.”
“He is probably hoping he gets traded again. Buffalo is terrible.”
“They definitely are.”
They watched in silence for another minute.
Shane should’ve been focused on the game. Instead, he was focused on Ilya.
Then Shane asked. “What’s your favorite city to play in? On the road?”
Ilya considered it. “I like New York. Because it’s New York. They fucking hate me there.”
“They hate you everywhere.”
“They like me in Florida. Is all Boston fans down there. You?”
“I like Ottawa, because it’s my hometown. Toronto, because of the history between our teams. And, you know, anywhere warm, I guess.” Shane hummed, but he wasn’t really listening to himself anymore. Because his attention is fixed on the Russian man who is currently sitting on the coach.
“L.A. is good. Beautiful women.” Shane noticed Rozanov stealing a glance at him as he said this.
“Sure,” Shane said automatically. “There are beautiful women everywhere, really.”
The words left his mouth before his brain could stop them. Because his brain was already somewhere else.
They were silent for a moment. The game went to a commercial.
Ilya nodded and got up to go to the kitchen. “Stay,” he said. “I bring it here.”
Shane stared at the television, but the it blurred into noise. Ilya later returned with two plates that he seemed to put some care into arranging tuna melts, potato chips, and dill pickles on.
“Another drink?” he asked.
“No. I’m good.” Shane kind of couldn’t believe that Ilya had made them both dinner. He found it adorable.
“Do you like them?” Ilya asked after a minute of silent eating.
“What? The tuna melts?”
“No. Girls.”
Shane almost laughed, but it caught in his throat. “Oh. Sure. Yeah. I like them.”
This bit of stammering did not match the answer that first popped into Shane’s head, which was—not really.
“Never hear about you with girls,” Ilya said plainly.
“Well. It’s private.”
“Right. Private.”
“I keep a lot of things private!” Shane said. He waved a hand between the two of them frantically. Because if Ilya kept looking at him like that, he might start telling the truth instead.
Ilya Fucking Rozanov didn’t reply for a moment. Then he turned back to the television and said, “I like girls.”
“Yeah, no shit.”
“But I also like you.”
The words landed wrong. Words start to scramble in his mind.
Shane forced a laughed under his breath. “Well, lucky me.”
“Not as a person, of course,” Ilya teased. “Because you have a good mouth.” He took a suggestive bite of his dill pickle while winking at him.
It should’ve just been a joke—Yet it wasn’t for Shane. He hated how much it started to break his heart as this conversation is starting to build up.
At that moment, Ilya’s phone rang across the room, Shane jolted slightly at the sound, like he’d been pulled out of something he didn’t realize he’d fallen into. He looked at the screen and muttered something in Russian that sounded like a curse. “I have to take this. Sorry.”
 
“It’s fine,” Shane said, because of course it was. He answered like it meant nothing, even as something in his chest tightened painfully. Ilya stood and walked out of the room, speaking to whoever was calling in Russian.
Shane was left alone on the couch with his mind reeling.
When Ilya came back, he sat down again as if nothing had shifted. And Shane is pretending as if he isn’t having a panic crisis at all.
“Sorry,” Ilya said again when he sat bck on the couch. “Is my father.”
“Oh.” And Shane knew he should ask whether or not everything was okay at home or something, but he was now consumed by one thought—No one makes me feel like Ilya Rozanov does.
And because the terror Shane was feeling was probably all over his face,
Ilya was the one who asked, “Is everything okay?”
“What? Yeah. Of course. Um...is your dad all right?”
“Yes,” Ilya said, a little too quickly and dismissively. “Fine.”
“Is he—?”
“You’re not eating,” Ilya said, gesturing toward the mostly untouched plate of food on the coffee table in front of Shane.
“Sorry. It’s good. I was just, um...distracted by the game.”
Ilya nodded. They went back to watching the game and this time Shane made sure to eat his food. He kept stealing glances at Ilya while he ate, as if seeing him for the first time.
They ate in silence again, but now Shane was aware of everything. From being overstimulated by what just happened, he can now feel every movement. And every breath Ilya did.
 
And worst of all—He didn’t want it to stop.
 
The game ended, and the feed switched to a Western Conference game that was in progress. Ilya cleared their dishes away and, when he came back, wedged himself between Shane and the arm of the couch. He turned slightly and wrapped an arm around Shane, guiding him back to rest against his own chest. An arm wrapped around his shoulders, pulling him back like it was the most natural thing in the world.
Shane froze for half a second.
Resting against Ilya like this, in his home, watching hockey, full of the food he had ust made him...this was exactly what they weren’t supposed to be doing. This was what couples did.
And yet. Ilya’s chest was so warm and solid, and Shane could hear his heart beating where his ear was pressed against it. Ilya’s fingers were playing with his hair, making Shane sleepy and unreasonably happy.
Eventually, Ilya moved his other hand to slide up Shane’s thigh and cup him through his jeans. He massaged him with one big, skilled hand, and Shane’s cock quickly responded.
Ilya flicked open the button on his fly skillfully and pulled down the zipper. Shane hadn’t bothered putting his briefs on again, so his cock popped out, and Ilya started lazily stroking it at a very frustrating pace.
Shane squirmed against Rozanov, even thrusting his hips a bit to try to get him to pick up the pace. He rubbed his back against the bulge he could feel in Ilya’s sweatpants, hoping it would inspire a little more urgency in the other man.
Ilya didn’t take the bait patiently and had even started to press light kisses to Shane’s hair. Shane wasn’t sure why he was letting Rozanov drive anyway. He flipped himself around and kissed Ilya hard. At this angle, Shane was taller than him, and he could thread his fingers through Ilya’s hair, tug his head back, and attack his mouth with as much force as he wanted.
His sudden aggression drew a satisfying moan out of Ilya, and Shanewanted more. Fuck—he wanted to see how many moans and hisses he could wring from him.
He wedged his knee into the tight space between the back of the couch and Ilya’s hip, and pressed himself down onto the other man’s lap. He squeezed him with his thighs, holding Ilya in place as he ground his cock against the man’s stomach.
“Why do I need this so much?” Shane muttered the words against Ilya’s lips and hoped the other man hadn’t heard them.
“Need what?” Ilya asked, as if he didn’t know. Shane didn’t answer. Instead, he raised his hips so he could haul down
Ilya’s waistband and pulls his cock out.
“Fuck, Hollander.”
Ilya’s head fell back on the arm of the couch, and Shane took theopportunity to kiss and lick and bite his neck. Then he took both of theircocks in his hand and started stroking them.
“Yes. Do that,”Ilya moaned.
It was dry, and a little rough, but it was exactly what Shane wanted. Ilya bucked up into his hand, and Shane knew it was what he wanted too. He brought their mouths back together and kissed Ilya wildly.
“Wait.” Ilya grabbed Shane’s wrist and stopped his furious stroking. He pulled Shane’s hand to his face and spit in his hand. Which was gross. But who cares,  instead of making a face or bitching at him about it, Shane found it absurdly arousing.
The saliva didn’t add a ton of lubrication, but by then Shane’s cock was leaking enough to make up for it. He stroked faster, with his forehead resting on Ilya’s shoulder. Shane was very close, and judging by the way Ilya was thrusting his hips and babbling in Russian, he wasn’t far behind.
 
“You like that?” he growled. “You gonna come for me, Rozanov?”
“Fucking make me, Hollander.”
 
Shane gasped, and his stroking became frantic and sloppy and he was so
close...“Come on,” he gritted out.
 
Then Rozanov went very still and said, “Oh god. Shane...” and he came in hot bursts, coating Shane’s hand and allowing Shane to use the slickness to bring himself off almost immediately, with the sound of his first name being spoken in a breathless Russian accent still ringing in his ears.
They held each other, both breathing heavily as they waited for their hearts to stop racing. But Shane didn’t think his heart would ever stop racing.
Shane. He called me Shane.
He pulled back so he could see Ilya’s face, and was shocked to see him staring at him with the same wide-eyed terror that Shane felt.
“I love you,” he said, barely more than a whisper.
“I’ve been trying not to say it,” Shane continued, voice shaking now despite how hard he tried to control it. “Because I knew what it would do. I did. I know how this works. I know how people leave when you say things too early or too much or—” He stopped, forced himself to breathe. Yet it didn’t help.
Because Ilya was looking at him now.
Silence fell over the room again, but this time a certain silence had followed the confession. It felt heavier than the sexual tension that just happened, as though the entire space around them was collapsing inward under the weight of everything that had been said and everything Shane doesn’t know how to fix.
Shane stared at him, his heart still racing from earlier, from the way Ilya had said his name, from the brief, impossible moment when everything had seemed so obvious and so simple that he had convinced himself there was only one possible outcome.
Now it felt like standing on ice that looked solid until the moment the cracks appeared beneath his skates, spreading farther and faster than Shane could react.
“Ilya,” he said carefully, trying to keep his voice steady.
“No.”
The sharp answer came immediately, as though it had escaped before Ilya had even consciously decided to say it.
Shane swallowed hard.
“I wasn't trying to—”
“No.”
“I know this is bad timing.”
“No.”
“I know I shouldn't have said it.”
“Then why did you?”
The question exploded out of Ilya so suddenly that it echoed through the room, bouncing off the walls and making Shane flinch.
It wasn't because he was afraid. It was because everything felt loud now.
The television was still running in the background, the city hummed beyond the windows, his own heartbeat pounded in his ears, and as Ilya took a step across the floor seemed impossibly sharp and distinct.
There was too much information coming at him all at once, too many things demanding attention, but he forced himself to focus long enough to answer.
“Because I couldn't stop it.”
Ilya froze.
Before Shane could lose the thread entirely, he continued.
“I tried….so hard.” His voice was getting tighter now, faster, the words spilling out before he could organize them into something cleaner.
“I tried not to think about it, and it clealry didn't work. I tried changing routines. I spent more time focused more on hockey, tried categorizing it just as sex because that would have been easier to manage, but it wasn't…and eventually the discrepancy became too large for me to ignore.”
“Пиздец”
“I wasn't planning to tell you tonight.”
“Stop talking.”
“But you should know that.”
“Shane.”
“I wasn't trying to make you responsible for it.”
“Stop.”
“I just thought maybe if I said it out loud—”
“STOP!”
The shout hit the room like a gunshot. Shane immediately fell silent.
Ilya stood there breathing hard, his chest rising and falling rapidly while something dangerously close to panic flashed behind his eyes.
For several long seconds neither of them spoke.
Then Ilya laughed.
It was a horrible sound.
“You really don't understand.”
Shane frowned slightly. “I am trying to.”
“No, you're not.”
Ilya shook his head, his accent growing thicker with every word as his control slipped further away.
“You think this is ok?”
Shane blinked.“Isn't it?”
Another laugh escaped him, somehow even worse than the first.
“You stupid Canadian.” The words weren't affectionate this time.
They landed like a slap. “You think because you feel something, you say it, and then we sit down and talk about it?”
“I thought honesty was better.”
“Better?”
“Better?” He pointed at himself then Ilya barked out another bitter laugh.
 
“I wasn't asking you to say it back.”
 
That made Ilya spin around immediately.
“Then what were you asking?”
“I don't know.”
The honesty slipped out before Shane could stop it.
“I just wanted you to know.”
“Why?”
“I don't know.”
“Why?”
“Because it was true.”
“Truth doesn’t fix everything, Hollander!!”
The shout echoed through the penthouse.
Ilya looked genuinely furious now, but it wasn't the kind of anger that came from hatred. It was the kind that came from fear, from years of pressure with nowhere safe to go.
 Shane didn’t even know if he saw the emotion on Ilyas' face correctly. Or perhaps he is just seeing what he wanted to see.
“You think truth fixes things?” he demanded, gesturing around them. “You think because we have this life here, because we're in Canada and nobody is watching us every second, that everything else just disappears?”
“I didn't say that.”
“You didn't have to.”
Shane felt his chest tighten. Because he understood. About years of fear and conditioning and consequences Shane had never experienced.
“Ilya—”
“No.”
That word again.
“Just…No.”
This time it came out quieter, that it frightened Shane more than the shouting had.
“I can't do this.”
Shane stared at him.
The sentence felt wrong somehow, like Shane is hearing a referee make an idiotic call that didn't match what had happened on the ice.
“I wasn't asking you to do anything.”
“Yes, you were.”
“No.”
“Yes.” Ilya's eyes were so dim that it scared Shane, staring directly into his eyes that it made Him want to disappear.
“You were asking for more.”
Shane opened his mouth to argue.
Then stopped.
Because maybe Ilya was right. Maybe he had been asking for more without realizing it.
Maybe loving someone was asking for more automatically, even when all he wanted was to confess. And maybe that was exactly the problem.
Ilya saw the realization happen. Saw it settle across Shane's freckled face.
“Fuck.”
He turned away and dragged both hands through his hair.
“блять.” The word came out shaking.
“I knew this would happen.”
Shane frowned. “What?”
“I knew it.” Ilya laughed bitterly.
“I knew if we kept doing this, eventually one of us would be stupid enough to want more.”
The words hurt more than Shane expected. Because it sounded like Ilya had been afraid of this exact moment for a very long time.
“I didn't mean to.”
“I know.” That was somehow the worst part—because Ilya didn't even sound angry anymore……He just sound exhausted.
“So what happens now?” The question slipped out before Shane could stop it.
Ilya closed his eyes.
For a moment, he looked older than he actually was, stripped of the confidence and menace look that usually surrounded him.
He just looked tired.
Then he opened his eyes again, and whatever softness had briefly appeared was gone.
“What happens now,” he said quietly, “is that this ends.”
Shane stared at him.
The words didn't process immediately.
Ends.
“No. you just can’t” The answer escaped before he could stop it.
Ilya laughed once, humorless and hollow.
His voice rose again. For one terrible second Shane thought Ilya might cry.
Instead, the anger returned.
“God, Shane.”
He pointed towards him. “You should never have said it.”
The words hit harder than any shout. “You should have left it alone.”
Something twisted painfully inside Shane's chest.
“I couldn't.”
“I know.”
“Then why are you angry?”
“Because you made it real!”
The answer exploded out of him before he could stop it.
Awful silence followed immediately afterward. Ilya looked horrified by his own words, but he didn't take them back.
Neither of them moved.
Finally, Ilya grabbed his jacket from the back of a chair.
Shane frowned. “What are you doing?”
“I need air.”
“Ilya please.”
“No.”
He shoved his arms into the sleeves, his hands visibly shaking now.
“I can't be here right now.”
The panic was back in full force.
“Ilya.”
“Stop saying my name.”
Shane immediately fell silent. The words hurt more than they should have.
Ilya headed toward the door, then stopped for a brief moment without turning around.
“You can stay here tonight.”
His voice sounded distant, as though part of him had already left.
“I'll be somewhere else.”
Shane stared at his back, unable to move, unable to think, unable to figure out how any of this could possibly be fixed.
“Ilya—”
Then Ilya walked out. Just like that.
Slamming the door behind him, making the walls seem to shake, and suddenly the room was silent.
Just Shane standing alone in the middle of Ilya's penthouse, staring at the closed door and waiting for it to open again.
It didn't.
And by the end of the night, after hours spent staring at that same door and listening to the silence, Shane finally understood something he had been refusing to accept.
Ilya wasn't coming back.
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    Chapter Text

    Shane was left staring at the door after Ilya left. He didn't know how many hours had passed with him staying put at exactly in the same position. He felt numb all over. His mind could not keep up with so many things happening at once. Questions keeps probing his thoughts. One stood out the most.
 
Why did he do that? 
 
Was it worth it? Telling Ilya about the feelings he had for him that is meant to be buried?
Shane kept staring at the door because some part of him genuinely believed Ilya would come back. He thought maybe Ilya would walk back through the door after a few minutes. Yet the longer he stared, the more obvious it became that wasn't going to happen. The unfamiliar penthhouse became too quiet in a way Shane didn't like.
 
It felt empty.
 
The television was still running in the background, showing a game neither of them were watching anymore. Their plates were still sitting on the coffee table. The blanket Ilya had pulled over him earlier was still tangled beside him on the couch.
Everything looked normal.
That was what made it so difficult for Shane to process. On how being honest ruins everything. Because if Shane looked around the room, there was no visible sign that anything had gone bad. And yet somehow he had managed to destroy the best thing he had ever had.
 
His guts starts twisted as his brain pushed back against that thought. He hated when his thoughts became inaccurate. Because for him to destroy implied intention.
 
He didn't mean to hurt Ilya. He didn't want anything from him. A lie.
He hadn't confessed because he expected Ilya to say it back. A fucking absolute lie.
 
He had confessed because the feeling had become too impossible for him to ignore. Because every time they were together, pretending became harder.
Seeing Ilya make him a sandwich had somehow made Shane even love Ilya more. Because Shane had spent years collecting those secret moments without realizing what he was building. And eventually, there had been too many of them.
Too much that it starts to choke him.
 
Then he made a very wrong move. 
 
So much for being a guy with a high hockey IQ.
Shane confessed, and Ilya looked terrified.
 
That was the part Shane couldn't stop replaying.
He sat down heavily on the couch and pressed his palms against his eyes.
 
The scene kept running through his head over and over again. Maybe if he made a different call, then maybe... Ilya would still be here beside him in this coach.
 
Every trembling expression Ilya made. Words that cut him like thousands of blades, and the worst of all is the way Ilya's gaze had changed as he stared at Shane's eyes.
 
Shane had seen Ilya angry before.
Everybody had.
The entire hockey world had. But that wasn't the case tonight. Tonight was a disaster that Shane didn't know how to fix it. And the more Shane thought about it, the worse he felt. Because he simply could not accept with Ilya pushing him away, Shane thought he could handle it.
 
But goddamn—he couldn't. It hurt so much that the air seems to be burning his lungs as he tries to breathe. Everything seems to be in pain that it makes him want to die.
 
" Fuck. I shouldn't have said it." Shane cried as he tried to pull his hair, gripping so hard that his scalp screamed for help.
 
"Why couldn't I just be normal and love girls instead. God, why does it have to be fucking Ilya Rozanov?" He asked at no one. Trying to delude himself that he could do it when he knows that he definitely cannot love anyone other than the russian menace. Having enough, Shane grabbed his phone at starts to dial Ilya's contact—
 
Lily's contact. 
 
He knew that it was not the best time to make a call but he couldn't just help himself. Desperate times call for desperate measures. He would try to get out of his comfort zone just so he could hear Ilya's voice right now.
Calling was probably a bad idea. He knew that. Ilya had specifically left because he needed space.
 
Doing this immediately would be doing the exact opposite of giving Ilya the space he deserves.
 
Shane knew all of that, and still he called anyway.
Hoping to hear the voice he longs for.
 
The phone rang and rang.
 
Shane swallowed harshly trying to ignore the pain of—like swallowing a pin.
 
Then called again.
 
This time, it went straight to voicemail.
"Hi, this is Ilya. I will never listen to your voicemail."
 
His stomach dropped.
 
For several minutes, he just sat there staring at the screen. No indication that Ilya had even seen his name pop up. The room felt suffocatingly.
 
Shane lowered the phone onto his lap and stared blankly at the dark television screen across from him. His reflection stared back.
 
God, he looked awful.
His hair was a mess. His eyes were red. There was still a faint mark on his neck from where Ilya had kissed him less than an hour ago.
 
Less than an hour ago. The thought hit him like a punch. An hour ago, Ilya had been holding him. Less than an hour ago, they had been sitting on this exact couch together. Before Shane ruined that peaceful moment.
 
What a fucking idiot.
 
He grabbed a pillow and shoved it against his face, trying to stop himself from thinking. Yet it didn't work. His mind kept dragging him back to the same moment.
"I love you."
Three stupid words.
Years of self-control were destroyed by three words. Shane had spent years keeping his mouth shut. Trying to pretend he wasn't hopelessly in love with a man who was never meant to belong to him.
Someone who cannot be with him.
 
"This was a mistake." Shane muttered while pressing his palms against his chest.
 
It hurts.
 
Like somebody had reached inside him and started twisting every organ he has.
The worst part was that he couldn't even blame Ilya. Why blame him when Ilya didn't even promise him anything. 
Never told him that he loved him.
 
All of that just had come from Shane. His own inability to stop wanting things. The realization made something inside him crack— a broken sound escaped his throat. "Jesus Christ."
His voice sounds so horrible. It sounds so pathetic that Shane doesn't know if it was really his own voice. He hated himself for it. He hated that no matter how much pain he was in, his first instinct was still to call Ilya.
 
To hear his voice—make sure he was okay. 
Because even now, after everything, Shane's biggest concern wasn't himself.
 
It was Ilya.
 
The image of Ilya's face kept flashing through his head.
 
That memory made him feel sick.
Like literally sick that he found himself into the bathroom and gripped the edge of the sink. For a moment he thought he was going to throw up all his guts. The acidic taste left his mouth strange and numb. Throat so sore the it hurts to try swallowing up the excessive saliva he secretes.
 
His reflection looked worse under the bright lights. He looked devastated. Maybe he had spent years loving a version of Ilya that only existed inside his own head.
 
That thought finally did what everything else couldn't. Shane slid down the bathroom wall and buried his face in his hands. For the first time all night, he stopped trying to hold himself together. The tears came hard, so that he could no longer think straight. He didn't think that breathing could be hard to do. Shane couldn't remember the last time he'd cried like this.
 
Maybe he never had.
 
He didn't dare to stray his eyes. Because nook of the bathroom contained pieces of Ilya. The towels hanging near the door, his toothbrush, and soap that smells exactly like him.
Everywhere Shane looked, there was another reminder. Another reason for him to breakdown again—the reason he wanted to hear his voice.
 
Against every ounce of common sense he possessed, he picked up his phone again. His thumb hovered over Ilya's contact.
 
Don't.
 
The rational part of his brain was screaming at him not to do it.
He called again, but no one answered.
Each failed call felt like another door closing that eventually, Shane lowered the phone and stared blankly at the screen.
 
No sign that Ilya had even looked at his phone.
He didn't remember falling asleep. Only that when he opened his eyes again, a cold marbled floor started to freeze his body. A ceiling so white that he found it unfamiliar.
For a few seconds, Shane forgot where he was.
 
Like a fool, he just stared at the phone he was currently clutching like a lifeline.
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Hours passed in a blur.
 
Shane couldn’t bring himself to leave the room he is currently in. Every time he considered it, a stupid part of his brain wondered what would happen if Ilya came back while he was gone. So he stayed.
 
Another day passed, then another.
 
Yet Shane barely even noticed it, not even when his throat was screaming for water, his stomach trying to churn whatever is left to digest. Even though his body became too numb, he refused to move an inch from where he was. His eyes were starting to burn from dried-up tears and sleepless nights.
He spent his entire time sitting on somebody else's bathroom floor.
 
He ignored calls from his friend, Hayden.
Ignored emails from his management.
 
He even had the guts to ignore the texts coming from his mum.
“Shane, please answer your phone.”
“Where are you?”
“Honey, you’re scaring both your father and I.”
 
His chest tightened, and guilt immediately settled in his stomach. He hadn’t meant to worry her—to worry them. He just…
 
He wasn’t interested in talking to anyone. Because the only person he wanted to hear from wasn’t answering his phone calls.
 
 
 
Nearly two thousand kilometers away, Yuna Hollander had not slept properly in three days.
 
She stood in their kitchen in Ottawa with the phone pressed to her ear so tightly it almost hurt, barefoot on cold tile, staring at nothing in particular while David moved behind her in short motion. Rubbing small circles behind her back, offering comfort.
At first, she had tried to remain reasonable. That Shane was an adult. A person with life, a professional athlete. She knows that he sometimes gets busy. Sometimes the boy even forgot to charge his phone.
 
And most of the time, Shane simply didn't want to talk. She knows Shane always called back.
But this time he wasn’t.
 
 
On the other end, Hayden’s voice kept breaking in and out.
“Hold on—Jackie, please help me, no, put that down—hey, I said don’t climb that—”
 
A child’s laughter rang faintly in the background, followed by what sounded like something dropping, then Hayden muttering a low curse under his breath before returning to the call as if nothing had happened at all.
“Sorry,” he exhaled, voice strained but trying to stay controlled. “Sorry, I’m still here. What did you say again?”
 
Yuna closed her eyes briefly, forcing herself to keep the tone of her voice steady even though something in her chest had been tightening for hours without release.
“Hayden, I’m sorry if I am disturbing your time. It’s just that… Have you heard from Shane?”
 
There was a shift in the background noise like Hayden had stepped away from the chaos around him.
“What? I mean—no. Why?” he asked.
Yuna said, more carefully now, “do you know where he is? Has he said anything to you that he didn’t say to us?”
A beat of silence. Then Hayden let out a long breath and muttered something under his breath that sounded like frustration and fear mixed together.
"When was the last time you talked to him?"
Hayden frowned. "Couple days ago."
"About what?"
The hesitation was brief. "Nothing important. He just said he was meeting somebody."
David looked at Yuna as he heard what Hayden said. "Meeting who?"
 
Hayden shifted. "Boston Lily."
 
Yuna exchanged a look with David.
"Boston Lily?" David repeated.
"Yeah. Lily."
 
The name wasn’t familiar to Shane’s parent.
Hayden continued before either of them could respond. "At least that's what I assumed. He didn't say much. Just that he was meeting someone named Lily…..Honestly, I just figured it was a date."
The silence filled both parties. Even through the phone, Hayden could tell something wasn't right.
"Okay," he said slowly. "Something isn’t right here. Did Shane not tell you he was on a date with his girlfriend?"
“I mean—I'm sorry if I offend you, Mrs Hollander, but why does it sound like you don’t know who Lily is?”
 
"Because we don’t know who Lily is."
 
The sounds from Hayden's house seemed to fade. "Shit, did I just spill Shane’s secret?"
 
Now David spoke and broke the ice that was starting to form. “Shane hasn’t answered our calls for three days. We receive no messages or replies from him.”
 
Then Hayden repeated it, slower. “Three days?”
“Yes, Hayden,” Yuna said again. “Three days.”
 
Yuna could hear Hayden rubbed a hand over his face through the phone.
"Fuck. Something happened,” he said." He muttered under an airy breath. Then Hayden suddenly spoke, more irritated now, trying to make sense of it. “If only he had a tracker or something.”
Yuna immediately reacted. “Hayden.”
“What?” he said quickly. “I mean it. Not in a weird way, of course. Just something simple like a phone ping. A watch. Anything.”
“You’re talking about my son like he’s—”
“Missing,” Hayden interrupted, voice sharper now. In the background, a child laughed again, and Hayden lowered his tone slightly. “Mrs. Hollander, I know that Shane might be aloof most of the time. But,  I’m also just worried.”
 
David's eyes narrowed. As if the words hit him immediately. Slowly, he looked toward Yuna.
And Yuna saw the expression change. "What?"
"His phone."
"What about it?"
 
Without any further ado, David was already moving. While explaining, “I saw somewhere on YouTube that if it still has power, we might be able to locate it."
Yuna's heart jumped, hanging up the phone call. Without another word, David fished out his own phone.                   
 
Twenty minutes later, tension filled every corner of the house. David sat in front of multiple screens while Yuna paced behind him. The glow from the monitor reflected across his face. He was focused entirely on the screen. With so many frustrating several failed attempts, a location finally appeared.
 
The small blinking point settled on the screen. Yuna leaned forward, trying to see clearly
 
Boston. Of all places.
 
"Was he really with—you know… Lily?" Yuna whispered.
David's jaw tightened, hearing how hurt his wife sounded. "I don't know."
 
The cursor remained fixed on the location. Boston, Massachusetts
 
"That's where he is?"
"If his phone is there, yes."
"Then we're going."
 
 
The flight felt endless. Neither of them bothered to think about how many hours had passed. All they could think was Shane's safety.
Neither of them could sleep. Yuna sat beside the window with her arms folded tightly across her chest. Dark brown eyes gazing outside, darkness stretched beneath the aircraft.
Inside, her thoughts wouldn't stop, and David knew exactly her turmoil. He sat beside her silently.
Eventually, Yuna spoke. “I’m worried about our son, David.”
He choose to remain silent. Letting Yuna pour out the worries she has.
 
"He wouldn't miss practice."
 
A faint smile appeared briefly on David's face after hearing what Yuna said. That part was true. Shane could be as stubborn as a mule. Which he got from his mother.
After that, silent loomed the entire flight.
 
By the time they landed, exhaustion had settled deep into their bones. They rented a vehicle. And asked the driver to follow the location.
They drove through quiet streets lined with expensive buildings.
Everything looked normal and beautiful.
When they finally arrived. Yuna's pulse hammered. “He’s here.”
Staring at the tall building where the location pointed, where they could find their son.
 
Neither wasted another second.
 
Silence behind the door was enough for Yuna’s instinct to start screaming. David moved ahead to carefully open an unlocked door. Which further made Yuna feel panicked.
 
The apartment beyond the door looked expensively immaculate. For such a huge place it was too quiet and empty.
 
After her husband, Yuna stepped inside in a flash. Calling for her son.
"Shane?" yet he didn’t answer her calls.
Her voice echoed through the enormous space once again.
"Shane!"
Then, A sudden faint noise emerged. From a room where noises echo. Yuna turned immediately following the sound, and ran deeper into the room. David followed close behind her.
 
It led her to a bathroom door that stood partially open. With a trembling hand, Yuna slowly pushed the door away from her, and then there she saw her only son. For a moment, her brain refused to process it.
 
Shane lay sprawled across the marble floor beside the bathtub. His body was twisted awkwardly, as though his legs had given out beneath him. The clothes he had worn days ago were wrinkled and creased, hanging loosely from his frame. His dark hair was damp with sweat and stuck to his forehead.
 
His skin was alarmingly pale.
 
The healthy pink color that usually warmed his freckled face was gone—instead, it was replaced by a sickly gray pallor that made him look almost ghostlike beneath the bathroom light. Dark circles shadowed his red and unfocused eyes that seemed to be dilating, and his cheeks appeared slightly sunken.
 
His lips were cracked and dry, splitting due to dehydration. His chest rose and fell in shallow, weak, and uneven breaths.
The sound that had drawn Yuna there came again—a weak scrape against the floor, followed by a low, broken moan.
 
But to hear it as a mother, it felt like a knife twisting through her chest.
Yuna had heard Shane cry when he was a baby. She had heard him laugh as he celebrated victories and call her whenever he needed her.
But she had never heard a sound like this. He sounds too helpless. The sound of her son breaking.
The weak moan seemed to echo through the bathroom, and with every second it remained in the air, Yuna felt her heart shatter a little more. Nothing could have prepared her for the sight before her—Shane lying helpless on the cold marble floor, too exhausted to stand, too weak to even lift his own weight.
Shane's fingers twitched.
Slowly, painfully, he attempted to push himself upright. His arm shook violently beneath his weight. The effort lasted only a second before his strength gave out and he collapsed back against the cold marble. His eyes opened halfway.
 
For a brief moment, they seemed to drift past Yuna as though he couldn't recognize what he was seeing.
Then his eyelids fluttered. His head rolled weakly to one side.
 
Yuna's scream shattered the silence.
She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands immediately reaching for his face.
His skin felt too cold... Far too cold.
 
"Oh God... Shane..."
 
David was beside them a second later, his expression draining of color as he took in the sight.
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    The first thing that Shane noted about the world was not visual in nature. Neither was it his surroundings – the coldness of the hospital room, nor was it his body's inability to move easily. It was the sounds that he could hear.
 
Beep. Then, after a precisely measured pause of just one second, another beep sounded again.
The sound repeated at exact, unchanging intervals. To any ordinary person waking up in a hospital room, that mechanical precision might have provided a quiet sense of comfort. It meant the heart was still pumping. It meant life was still going on. But to Shane, it offered no peace or whatsoever.
 
It hurt.
 
As though a tiny silver needle had pierced him, driving deep into the center of his head every single time the sound repeated itself. It was a deeply rhythmic sound and so, in spite of himself, Shane's mind began to subconsciously try to find patterns between each beep.
 
His brain, wired for order and deeply sensitive to repetitive auditory input, automatically began to count the spaces between the tones. He calculated the exact fractions of a second that separated each high-frequency chime.
 
This was an almost habitual reaction by Shane, one that he employed when the outside world suddenly became unpredictable to him and he was forced to cope with it in order to regain his sense of control— it did nothing to relieve him of the pain caused by the repetitive sound that echoed through his ear canals.
 
He tried to shift his weight on the mattress, intending to turn away from the sound, but his limbs refused to cooperate. They felt like poured concrete, heavy and entirely unresponsive. His muscles, normally conditioned to respond quickly and powerfully to provide Shane with bursts of speed and strength necessary for his job, were completely exhausted.
 
He was a man used to occupying a body that obeyed every command instantly, a body that could take a hit against the boards and keep moving.
 
Now, he could barely wiggle his toes beneath the heavy fabric of the sheet. His tongue felt thick and useless, stuck firmly to the roof of his dry mouth. It tasted like cold, metallic ash and bitter copper.
 
When Shane opened his eyes, the world immediately punished him for his curiosity.
 
The ceiling above was a blinding, uniform canvas of white acoustic tiles. Thousands of tiny, irregular black dots were punched into the plaster, and his eyes automatically tried to group them into symmetrical rows, but there were far too many of them to categorize.
The long fluorescent tubes on the ceiling hummed with a low, agonizing, invisible electrical vibration that set his teeth on edge.
Shane closed his eyes tightly again, his jaw tightening until the bones in his face ached. A wave of intense, hollow nausea hit him squarely in the stomach, forcing him to lie perfectly still.
 
"Shane? Oh, thank God." The voice belonged to his mother. It was thick with a heavy, wet warmth that he recognized instantly, a tone that had anchored him through childhood fever dreams and game injuries.
 
Yuna was sitting by his bed and her body cast a shadow onto the blindingly bright ceiling.
 
He could smell her familiar perfume—the soft, powdery scent of jasmine she had worn for as long as he could remember. But right now, that comforting, maternal smell was deeply corrupted. It was twisted together with the bitter, sharp scent of rubbing alcohol, industrial bleach, and the flat, dead air of a sterile hospital room.
 
The combination was deeply conflicting to his senses. His mind struggled to separate the safety of his mother from the foreign, hostile threat of the medical environment.
 
Shane forced his eyes open a second time, determined to anchor himself to reality before the floating sensation took over his mind completely.
 
He looked straight down at his left hand, which was resting on a stiff white sheet. A wide, rigid piece of clear plastic tape secured a thick medical needle directly into the prominent vein on the back of his hand. The skin around the plastic hub was already beginning to bruise, a faint yellowish-purple ring blooming against his usual pale complexion.
From the needle, a thin, clear tube snaked upward through the air, looping gently until it connected to a large plastic bag of fluid suspended on a tall metal pole.
 
The liquid inside was crystal clear, dropping slowly, rhythmically, through a small plastic chamber below the bag.
 
"Don't try to move too fast, buddy," David’s voice came from the opposite side of the bed.
 
It was low, deep, but almost like a whisper. He knows that his father was trying to sound strong, trying to project the image of a solid man who had everything under control.
 
 
Shane lay completely still, freezing his body into absolute immobility. It was his ultimate defense mechanism against sensory and emotional overload. If he did not move, he did not have to process the physical sensations of the room.
 
 His body felt entirely hollow, as if everything inside his chest had been violently scooped out, leaving only a brittle, fragile shell that might crack into pieces if he drew a breath too deeply.
 
Behind his closed eyelids, the memory of the penthouse bathroom flashed with terrifying, razor-sharp clarity.
He remembered the exact temperature of the cold marble floor against his cheek.
He remembered the precise pattern of the gray veins running through the white stone where he had collapsed.
Most of all, he remembered the suffocating weight of the silence after the front door clicked shut. Ilya was gone.
 
The man who had held him with such desperate, hungry intensity just hours before was completely gone. The man whose skin had burned against his own, whose breath he had swallowed, had looked at him with sheer terror and walked right out the door. Ilya's fear had won.
 
A single step backward had become a thousand miles between them, leaving Shane entirely alone in the wreckage of a secret life that was never supposed to break.
 
The thought of that abandonment was like a physical blow to his chest—with a crushing pressure that made it hard to draw air into his lungs.
But Shane tried so hard not to draw a tear. He could not afford to cry.
Because of he did, then the entire mask would slip entirely. His parents would see everything he had spent years hiding from them. They would see the hidden, broken pieces of a son who could not navigate the emotional chaos of a standard relationship. They would see the hidden orientation he kept locked away behind brick walls to protect his career, his safety, and his family's peace of mind.
 
So, he acted completely dead to the pain. He forced his facial muscles into a flat, smooth, unreadable line. He faked a perfect, frozen calm. He needed them to think he was perfectly okay. He always needed everyone to think he was completely fine.
 
"Water," Shane whispered. The word cut through his throat like broken glass, his vocal cords rough and useless from hours of shallow breathing.
 
Yuna was moving immediately, her instincts taking over before the word had even fully left his lips.
She didn't hesitate for a fraction of a second. She poured fresh water from a plastic pitcher into a tiny insulated cup, inserting a flexible white straw with quick, practiced movements.
Having spent years managing Shane's grueling athletic schedules and watching over his physical recovery after intensive games, she knew exactly how to handle a physically depleted body.
 
She placed her small, warm hand behind the back of his neck, her fingers sliding into his hair to gently lift his head just enough for his lips to reach the straw without straining his upper body.
 
Her touch was incredibly tender, full of a fierce, desperate motherly instinct that wanted to shield him from the coldness of the hospital itself.
 
"Take small sips, Shane. Don't gulp it down," Yuna instructed softly, her dark eyes scanning his face with intense, hyper-focused concentration. "Just swallow slowly. Let it coat your throat first."
 
Shane took two small, controlled sips. The cold liquid felt shocking against his dry throat, sending a sharp, cold ripple down into his empty stomach.
 
The sensation was too intense, too loud for his nerve endings to handle, so he weakly pulled his head back from the straw. He leaned his skull heavily back into the stiff, scratchy fabric of the hospital pillow, trying to block out the rough texture of the cotton against his skin.
 
"I'm okay, Mum," Shane said, his voice carefully flat, stripped of any inflection that might give away his internal spiral. "I'm fine."
 
"You are not fine, Shane," Yuna whispered, her voice cracking completely as she sat down on the edge of the mattress. She clutched his free right hand, holding it tightly between both of her palms as if she could physically hold him to the earth.
 
Before Shane could offer another rehearsed reassurance, the sound of heavy, rubber-soled footsteps approached from the hallway, and the door swung inward. A man in light blue scrubs and a white laboratory coat walked into the room, holding a small electronic tablet in his hand. It was the attending physician.
 
The moment the doctor crossed the threshold, Yuna stood up from the bed, her body moving on pure, raw adrenaline.
 
 She intercepted him at the foot of the mattress before he could even look down at his charts. Her hands were trembling, and her face was pale with a deep, maternal terror that bypassed all logic. She did not know how to read the complex green lines on the electronic monitor, and she did not care about clinical statistics or administrative details. She just saw her son—her large, powerful, usually invincible son—looking small, hollow, and utterly helpless in a coarse white gown.
 
"Doctor, please," Yuna begged, her voice rising with a frantic, desperate edge that echoed off the sterile walls. "Is he... will he be alright?”
 
The doctor stopped, looking at Yuna with a kind, deeply sympathetic expression. He slowly lowered his tablet to the rolling cart beside him, recognizing the pure panic in her eyes. He purposely kept his explanation incredibly simple, avoiding any complicated medical terms or cold hospital phrases that might worsen her fear.
 
"He is going to be alright, ma'am," the doctor explained gently, his voice calm and steady. He pointed a finger toward the clear plastic bag hanging above Shane's head, letting his hand rest on the metal pole. "Your son's body was just completely out of water. He was entirely dried out. Looking at his numbers, it appears he went a very long time without proper food or liquids. When a person pushes themselves too hard and stops putting fuel back into their system, the body eventually hits a total wall. It triggers a complete shutdown to protect itself from further damage. That is the exact reason he fainted on the floor."
 
Yuna pressed her trembling hand against her chest, her breathing shallow as she absorbed the words. David stepped forward from the corner of the room, his large frame casting a long shadow across the floor. He placed a solid, grounding hand on Yuna's shoulder, drawing her back a few inches to give the doctor space to check the IV line.
 
"He is strong," the doctor continued in a very clear, comforting voice, offering her a reassuring nod. "He is pale because his system went through a massive physical shock when he collapsed. Right now, this tube in his hand is putting all the water and necessary sugars straight back into his bloodstream. He is going to feel very tired and weak for a few days, but the fluids are doing exactly what they are supposed to do. He just needs a lot of quiet time and absolute rest. His body is already fixing itself, bit by bit."
 
"Thank you, Doctor," David said quietly, his face tight with relief.
 
The doctor checked the plastic cannula on Shane's hand, nodded kindly, offered a final reassuring smile to the family, and quietly left the room. He closed the heavy wood door behind him with a soft, muted click.
 
The sudden absence of his voice left the small room incredibly quiet, save for the rhythmic, piercing sound of the heart monitor.
 
The sound beeped continuously inside the room. The room fell into a thick, uncomfortable silence. The air felt heavier than the hospital blankets, suffocating and charged with an unsaid tension that Shane could feel pressing against his skin.
 
Yuna stood frozen for a moment, watching the closed door, before she sat right back down on the edge of the mattress. She reached out and wrapped her hands back around Shane's right hand, squeezing his fingers tightly between her palms. She began to rub the back of his hand with her thumb, a slow, repetitive motion that she had always used to soothe him when he was a child. Her skin was shaking, a fine, continuous tremor that betrayed her attempt to appear calm.
 
"Shane," she began slowly, her voice dropping into a soft, sorrowful register that made his chest tighten.
"You know how to take care of your body. You have been playing hockey since you were a little boy. You know what happens when you don't hydrate. Why didn't you tell us you were feeling this run-down? A mother is supposed to see these things, but you hid it so completely from us, from me."
 
"I was just tired, Mom," Shane lied again.
 
His voice completely devoid of emotion, a flat line that matched his frozen expression. He kept his eyes fixed firmly on a small silver button on the bedside rail, tracing its circular edge over and over again with his eyes to avoid looking at her.
 
Looking at his mother's tear-streaked face required far too much emotional processing.
The overwhelming intensity of the moment made eye contact feel like staring directly into a blinding, burning light. It was a physical assault on his senses. He did not have the energy to parse her micro-expressions or manage his own facial reactions, so he kept his gaze locked on the cold metal of the bed.
 
Yuna shifted uncomfortably on the edge of the mattress. She looked at her son's locked expression, her heart breaking at the complete lack of emotion in his eyes.
 
She exchanged a quick, worried look with David across the bed before turning her dark eyes back to Shane. The air in the room grew noticeably colder. The suspense began to build, thick and heavy, hanging between them like a physical wall that was slowly moving inward.
 
Yuna reached out and smoothed the white blanket over his chest. She did it very slowly, her hands lingering on the fabric, smoothing out every single wrinkle with deliberate care. She was breaking things to him slowly, bit by bit, moving through her thoughts with a cautious precision that made Shane's stomach twist with a fresh wave of dread. She was building up to something, and the slow pace of her movements was terrifying.
 
"Shane," Yuna started again, her voice dropping into a cautious, quiet whisper that signaled she was stepping into dangerous territory.
"When you didn't answer our calls or messages for three days, we were completely frantic. David finally managed to track your phone's location using a ping. It pointed all the way to Boston. We booked a flight and came straight here to find you."
 
Shane’s fingers twitched slightly against the coarse white bedsheet. He didn't answer her.
He didn't break his flat stare. He just watched her lips move, his heart rate ticking up by a single beat on the monitor.
 
"We took a cab straight to the address, and the door was….. unlocked. But Shane... when we walked into that penthouse, it was completely immaculate, enormous, and entirely empty. It wasn't your new apartment. Your team is in Montreal, your life is supposed to be there—so why were you in Boston? Why were you staying there, Shane?
 
Shane kept his gaze locked on the far wall, his teeth grinding together behind his lips until his jaw click echoed slightly in his own ears. He could feel the trap closing around him, but he couldn't move to stop it.
 
"Before we found you, I called Hayden," Yuna continued.
 
"Hayden was confused, but he told us you had gone to meet a girl. He said her name was Boston Lily. He told us you were completely wrapped up in her, that you were on a date, and he assumed you two were sharing that massive penthouse together.”
“But Shane, if she is your girlfriend, why wasn't she there? Why would she leave you alone, entirely dehydrated and unconscious on a cold marble floor? What happened in that place?"
 
The heart rate monitor beside the bed gave a slight, sudden jump. The pitch of the tone changed just enough to notice in the silence.
 
Beep.
 
"She wasn't there," Shane muttered, his voice cold, defensive, and completely hollow.
 
"Then why were you in Boston, Shane? Whose penthouse is that?!" Yuna demanded, her face twisting with an intense mix of worry, hurt, and growing frustration at his evasion.
 
"If she wasn't there, why were you locked away in Boston, neglecting your own body until it completely broke down? Did you two have a horrible fight? Did she just walk away and leave you?
 
The suspense in the room was palpable now, thick, suffocating, and heavy enough to choke on. The steady, rhythmic beeping of the monitor began to accelerate steadily, tracking the hidden, wild panic that was starting to flood Shane's bloodstream as his internal walls began to give way.
 
Beep.
 
Shane felt a cold, oily sweat break out across his collarbone, the air in the room suddenly feeling completely unbreathable.
He vehemently avoided his mother's dark, searching eyes. His mind was racing at a terrifying speed, crashing violently into the walls of his own kept secrets.
He couldn't just tell them the truth. He couldn't tell them there was no girl named Lily.
He couldn't tell them that the massive, luxurious penthouse belonged to Ilya Rozanov—the captain of the rival team, the man the media painted as his bitter enemy, the man who had just broken his heart into a million pieces. He didn’t even have the courage to tell his parents that he is gay,
And all of it was Shane’s fault,
"Shane, honey, please just tell your mother the truth," Yuna begged, her eyes overflowing with a fresh wave of tears that slipped down her cheeks.
 "We just want to help you. Why are you keeping this a complete secret from us?”
 
"Because she doesn't exist!" Shane shouted abruptly.
 
The words ripped from his dry throat, loud, violent, and raw in the quiet, sterile hospital room.
 
The sound echoed off the bare walls, cutting off his mother's words in an instant and leaving a terrible, ringing vacuum in its wake. The heart monitor went completely wild. Its steady, rhythmic tone dissolved into a rapid, high-pitched, panicked alert that filled the space with absolute electronic chaos, screaming its warning into the room.
 
Beep. Beep. Beep
 
David stepped forward immediately from the foot of the bed, his large hands raised in a as his face tightened with alarm as he saw the numbers spike on the screen.
 
"Shane, calm down right now. Take a deep breath. Look at the monitor, buddy. You're going to pull the needle right out of your hand if you start thrashing around like that."
 
But Shane couldn't calm down.
 
He was completely, utterly losing his mind, the boundaries of his controlled world dissolving into nothingness.
 
 The giant, suffocating lie he had lived in for years was finally collapsing, crushing him from the inside out.
Admitting to his parents in a crowded hospital room that Boston Lily did not exist felt like stripping away his very last layer of defense. He felt completely exposed, raw, and bleeding in front of the two people he wanted to protect the most from his reality.
 
He was trapped in a bright, loud, suffocating room, carrying a mountain of forbidden secrets that he could never share with them, and the pressure was tearing him apart.
 
His mind, which thrived entirely on strict routine and absolute predictability, recoiled completely from the total disruption of his life.
He was a closeted professional hockey player whose secret had just completely imploded because of god knows what. He was a broken-hearted boy whose man he longed for had looked at him with sheer terror and walked out the door, leaving him behind in the dark.
 
The internal crisis hit him like a tidal wave, drowning his thoughts completely and pulling him under.
 
He remembered Ilya’s terrified expression in the living room.
Memories suddenly surged back in Shane’s mid. He remembered the exact look of panic in those familiar blue eyes right before Ilya turned away and left.
He had lost Ilya forever because he had been foolish enough to ask for more. He had wanted a real life, a life in the light.
 
A life where they didn't have to hide in the shadows, and now he had absolutely nothing left but an broken mind and heart.
 
The heartbreak tore through his chest, a deep, physical, agonizing ache that no amount of simple hospital fluids could ever hope to fix or soothe.
He had kept his true self hidden for so long to keep everyone safe, to keep his career alive, and the crushing weight of the silence was finally killing him.
 
Suddenly, the hospital room became entirely too much for his overloaded brain to process. The fluorescent lights above were blinding, burning straight through his retinas like hot, white-toothed needles that made his skull throb.
 
 The sharp, chemically clean smell of the antiseptic was choking him, filling his lungs with a poison that made it completely impossible to draw air.
The frantic, high-pitched, continuous wailing of the heart monitor was an absolute, violent assault on his ears, a screaming noise that he could not shut out, no matter how hard he tried to press his eyes closed or block it from his mind.
 
"Shane? Shane, look at me! What is happening to him?! David, help me! He's turning blue!" Yuna cried out, her voice full of a sheer, primal terror that rose above the sound of the machine as she watched her son's eyes roll back slightly, his chest heaving uselessly against the air.
 "Doctor!—get the doctor back in here right now! He can't breathe!”
 
Shane began to panic violently, his entire nervous system going into a state of total, uncontrolled meltdown.
His lungs refused to expand, the air freezing completely in his throat as if his body had forgotten how to function.
 
He pulled his right hand away from Yuna's grasp with wild, erratic, terrifying force, his fingers curling into tight fists until his short fingernails dug deep into his own pale palms, drawing tiny drops of dark blood against his skin.
 
He dragged his long, heavy knees up toward his chest, completely ignoring the sharp tug of the IV line that threatened to rip the plastic cannula from his vein.
 
He curled his large, athletic frame into a tight, defensive, protective ball right there in the center of the hospital bed, trying to make himself as small as possible to escape the lights and the noise.
He began to rock back and forth by a fraction of an inch against the pillows, his whole body shaking uncontrollably from head to toe as the intense sensory overload and the absolute, devastating grief completely destroyed him from the inside out.
 
He was completely, utterly lost in his own shattering world, drowning in the dark of his own mind, and nobody in the room had the power to save him from the wreckage of his own heart.
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    Chapter Text

    Hayden sat in the back of the yellow taxi, watching the water blur the streetlights into smeared streaks of yellow and red.
 
When Yuna Hollander had called him, her voice had been a sound Hayden had never heard before. 
 
It was the sound of a mother who thought she was losing her son.
 
​Standing outside the massive, gray hospital. Hayden took a deep breath before he pushed through the heavy revolving doors. 
 
The air inside smelled sharply of bleaches and aseptic room.
 
His sneakers squeaked against the polished linoleum floor. Every sound felt too loud. Hayden felt his step way too heavy.
 
​He found them on the fourth floor.
 
​David and Yuna Hollander were standing outside a closed heavy door.
 
The hallway was entirely quiet, save for the low hum of a vending machine down the hall. David’s shoulders were hunched forward.
 
He was staring at the floor, his hands shoved so deeply into his pockets that the fabric of his coat stretched tightly.
 
​And Yuna was leaning against the painted cinderblock wall. She was holding a crumpled tissue in her hand. When she heard Hayden’s footsteps, she slowly lifted her head.
 
​Her dark eyes were red, swollen, and completely exhausted.
 
​Hayden’s chest tightened so painfully it was hard to draw in the cold hospital air. He slowed his pace. He did not know what to say. 
 
​"Mrs. Hollander," Hayden breathed out softly.
 
​Yuna did not speak. She pushed herself off the wall and took two unsteady steps toward him. She reached out and wrapped her small arms tightly around Hayden’s chest. She buried her face into the cold, damp fabric of his jacket.
 
​Hayden froze for a second, overwhelmed by the sheer fragility of her small frame, before he wrapped his arms around her.
 
He held her tight. She was shaking so terribly. A fine, continuous tremor ran through her body.
 
​"What happened?"
"Is he okay? Is Shane okay? Hayden asked in the quiet hallway—As he looked over Yuna’s shoulder at David. 
 
​David shook his head. The movement was incredibly slow. "We don't know, Hayden."
 
​"His...he just shutted down," David explained. His voice cracked, the sound rough and ruined.
"When we found him. Shane was already unconscious. The doctor said he hadn't had water or food for days."
 
Yuna let out a broken sob against Hayden’s chest.
 
​David looked away, staring at the closed door. 
"He woke up earlier, and yet he doesn't seem to be the Shane we know. I have never seen him like that before."
 
Yuna cried, stepping back slightly to look up at Hayden. "He curled up and shut us out. It was like he was entirely lost inside his own mind. He was in so much pain, Hayden!"
 
​Hayden felt all the blood drain from his face.
 
The Shane he knew—the golden boy of Canadian hockey, the man with absolute control over his mind, his body, and his emotions—though he does have panic attacks.
 
But Shane does not lose control.
Shane was the anchor. 
 
And Shane is his bestfriend.
 
​"Let me go in," Hayden stated softly, his gaze drifting to the heavy wooden door.
 
"Let me try and talk to him."
 
​"The doctors gave him a sedative, Hayden,"
David said quietly, placing a solid, grounding hand on his wife’s shoulder. 
 
"He’s asleep. Or at least, he’s pretending to be. And try to get some rest, Jackie and the children might get worried about you."
 
"We’re going to bring him home as soon as they discharge him."
 
​Hayden looked through the small, rectangular glass window in the center of the door.
Inside, under the dim, Shane lay perfectly still.
His large, athletic frame looking strangely small beneath the coarse white hospital blanket. His face was a mask of absolute peace, but his skin has the color of old ash.
 
He was simply too pale.
 
​Hayden turned back to Yuna, tightening his grip on her hands. He looked directly into her terrified eyes, offering the only currency he had left—a total promise.
 
Hayden said, his voice dropping into a low, firm register. "I don't know what broke him in this city. I don't know what he's keeping from us. But when he gets back to Montreal, I am not letting him out of my sight."
 
"I will watch him every single day. I will protect him. I swear to you, I will do whatever it takes to help him find his way back."
 
 
​Yuna squeezed his wrists in return, a silent, desperate gratitude before passing through him.
 
 
 
 
 
​Months passed.
 
​The brilliant, warm colors of autumn died away, replaced by the brutal, freezing grip of a Montreal winter. 
 
Snow fell in thick, heavy sheets, burying the city streets in white. The days grew shorter. The nights grew endlessly long.
 
​Time was moving forward for everyone else.
 
The months flipped by on the calendar—November, December, January—but for Shane Hollander was trapped in a single, never-ending moment.
 
When they returned to Montreal, Shane went back to his apartment with his parents, but he did not truly inhabit it. 
 
Hayden would go over after practices and find Shane sitting in a single wooden chair by the living room window.
 
He wouldn't have the lights on. He wouldn't even have the television running. 
 
He would just sit there, his gaze fixed entirely on the empty space by the front door, his eyes wide, unblinking, and just vacant.
 
 
The world outside would spin—cars would pass, snow would accumulate on the ledge, day would turn to a bitter, freezing night—but Shane still remained entirely motionless.
 
He looked like a man who had been abandoned in the absolute center of a dark forest, stripped of his soul, and simply just waiting for the frost to consume whatever was left of him.
 
​A silent, lingering ache followed him wherever he went. It was a heavy numbness, a grey fog where nothing mattered anymor.
He wouldn't eat if his mum or dad would not ask him to, or if Hayden brought him his bird food made by Jackie, Shane would just chew it mechanically, his jaw moving with a slow, robotic rhythm that made Hayden’s stomach churn with anxiety.
 
He noticed that Shane was losing weight rapidl—the sharp, powerful lines of his shoulders had turned angular and gaunt, his jerseys hanging loosely off his frame like fabric draped over a skeleton.
 
 
Shane barely spoke to anyone.
 
 
​"You need to touch the ice today, Shane."
"Theriault is losing his mind. The media is starting to ask questions about why you're missing optional skates." Hayden had told him carefully, standing in the doorway of his dark apartment. 
 
​Shane had slowly turned his head from the window, his eyes clouding over with a dim, glassy film that made him look like a stranger. "Okay," he had muttered. 
 
The word had no weight. It was just air escaping a hollow throat.
 
 
The locker room was typically an aggressive, hyper-masculine sanctuary of noise.
 
The Voyageurs were in the middle of a brutal, three-game stretch against their most hated rivals, and the energy in the room should have been electric. Rock music blasted from the overhead speakers. The heavy scent of sweat, expensive leather, and skate-sharpening sparks filled the air.
 
​JJ Boiziau was sitting three stalls down from Shane, furiously ripping a roll of clear shin-pad tape with his teeth. JJ was loud, brash, and carried the classic, french member of Vkyageurs.
 
​"Hey, Capitaine!" JJ shouted over the music, slamming his stick against the rubber mat on the floor.
 
"You ready to put these bastards in the boards tonight or what? We need that powers of yours working on the power play."
 
​Shane didn't even flinch at the sudden noise. He was sitting on the wooden bench, his skates fully laced, his pads strapped tightly to his legs.
 
But his jersey was only half-on, the fabric bunched up around his collarbone.
 
He was staring directly at a small, irregular crack in the gray cinderblock wall across from him.
 
​
​JJ grin faltered. He exchanged a quick, highly uncomfortable look with Miitka, who was sitting across the room. Miitka, always the more observant of goalie, simply shook his head and whispered something in Sweddish under his breath, his face tight with concern.
 
​"Capitaine" JJ tried again, his tone losing its teasing edge, replaced by a strange, uncharacteristic awkwardness. 
 
"You good, man?"
 
​Shane slowly dragged his gaze away from the wall. His eyes were entirely dead, two dark, bottomless craters that looked right through JJ. 
 
​"I'm fine, JJ," Shane said. His voice was a flat as a horizontal line. 
 
There was no life in it. Not even a competitive fire.
 
​Boiziau cleared his throat, clearly unsettled by the total lack of emotion on his captains face.
 
He stood up, grabbed his gloves, and quickly walked out toward the tunnel, eager to escape the suffocating weight of Shane's presence.
 
​Hayden slid down the bench, letting his shoulder gently brush against Shane’s arm. 
 
"Shane," Hayden murmured, keeping his voice beneath the roar of the music.
 
"Look at me, buddy. Just for a second."
 
​Shane didn't look. He just stared back down at the floorboards.
 
​"You're slipping away," Hayden pleaded, a lump forming in his throat.
 
"The whole team can see it. Coach Theriault is running out of patience. Whatever you're waiting for... whatever is keeping you in this frozen state... you have to fight it. You can't let it destroy your career."
 
​Shane's fingers twitched against the shaft of his hockey stick. For a fraction of a second, a flicker of absolute, agonizing heartbreak crossed his freckled face—a look so raw and bleeding that Hayden felt his own breath hitch.
 
​But the crack closed instantly. The brick wall went back up.
 
​"I'm fine, Hayden," Shane repeated, the words entirely hollow.
 
"Let's just go out."
​
 
​The arena was an absolute pressure cooker. Twenty thousand fans were screaming, their voices blending into a massive, vibrating wall of sound that shook the glass surrounding the rink.
 
The bright arena lights reflected blindingly off the fresh, pure white ice, casting sharp glare into Hayden’s eyes as he stepped over the boards.
 
​It was a real, old-school hockey game—vicious, fast, and completely unforgiving.
 
​Within the first three minutes, the hits were heavy. Blades carved deeply into the freezing surface, spraying white frost against the kick-plates.
 
The puck bounced erratically around the neutral zone, a hard, black piece of rubber that required instant, split-second decisions to control.
 
​The referee blew his whistle, signaling a faceoff in the Voyageurs' defensive zone.
 
​Shane skated to the circle. He moved with a heavy, mechanical gait, his stick resting loosely in his gloved hands. He lined up against Toronto’s top center, a massive guy who immediately started hacking at Shane’s skates to gain an advantage.
 
​Usually, Shane would hack back. Usually, his hockey IQ would kick in, his eyes scanning the opposing wings, calculating the exact trajectory of the draw before the ref even moved his hand.
 
​But tonight, Shane just stood there.
 
​His knees weren't bent into an athletic stance. 
 
His eyes were fixed on the black rubber disc in the referee's hand, but he wasn't truly seeing it. He was entirely somewhere else. He was back in a dark penthouse in Boston, listening to the echoing sound of a front door slamming shut. 
 
​The puck dropped.
 
​The Toronto center swept it back easily. Shane’s stick didn't even move. He didn't even attempt to tie up the man's blades.
 
​"Shane! Watch the point!" Hayden yelled, scrambling to cover the defenseman who was already walking the blue line.
 
​The game moved with terrifying speed around him. The sound of bodies crashing into the fiberglass boards rattled the entire bench.
 
The Toronto defenseman fired a low, hard shot through traffic. 
 
The puck deflected off JJ's skate and slid directly into the slot, coming to a dead stop right in front of Shane’s left skate. 
 
It was a textbook breakout. All Shane had to do was reach down, cradle the puck on his tape, and look up. Hayden was already breaking down the left wing, entirely uncovered, a clear breakaway waiting to happen.
 
​But Shane did not reach down.
​
He stopped moving entirely.
 
​Right there in the center of the defensive zone, with twenty thousand people screaming his name, Shane Hollander completely checked out of reality. He stood perfectly upright on his skates, his stick dangling uselessly from his hands, his eyes glazed over as he stared blankly at the red paint of the goal crease.
 
​He was like a ghost haunting his own uniform.
 
He was entirely numb to the roaring crowd, entirely numb to the cold air hitting his face, completely lost in a perpetual winter of his own making.
 
​"Hollander! Move your fucking feet!" Coach Theriault’s voice roared from the bench, cracking with absolute rage.
 
​But Shane couldn't hear him.
 
​A Toronto forward blew into the slot like a hurricane, completely unbothered by Shane’s stationary body. 
 
He lifted Shane’s stick easily, took the puck, and roofed it over the goalie’s blocker into the top corner of the net.
 
​The red goal light exploded into a violent, aggressive crimson glow. The arena siren wailed, a high-pitched, mocking tone that cut straight through the home crowd's disbelief.
 
​Hayden skated back hard, his blades spraying snow across the crease as he came to a stop next to his best friend. 
 
"Shane," Hayden said, his voice trembling with a mix of anger and profound fear. 
 
"Shane, what are you doing?"
 
​Shane slowly looked up at the flashing red light. He didn't look mad. He just looked completely, utterly defeated.
 
​The linesman blew his whistle, pointing toward center ice.
 
​"Hollander! Get the hell off my ice right now!"
​Coach Theriault was leaning so far over the boards of the Montreal bench that his jacket was dipping into the ice. His face was a dark, dangerous shade of purple, the veins in his temple throbbing violently as he slammed the plastic door open.
 
​Shane didn't say a word. He turned his skates and skated slowly, deliberately, toward the bench, his head hung so low his chin almost touched his collarbone.
​
​The moment Shane’s skates touched the rubber flooring of the bench, Coach Theriault met him like a wall of fire.
 
​Theriault was an old-school coach who demanded total, unyielding grit. He did not care about a player's reputation or their past achievements; he cared about the logo on the front of the sweater.
 
He grabbed the fabric of Shane’s jersey right below the captain’s patch, yanking him forward until they were staring directly into each other's eyes.
 
​"What the hell do you call that?!" Theriault shouted, his spit hitting the plastic visor of Shane’s helmet.
 
"That puck was sitting right on your damn feet, Hollander! You just stood there and watched him take it! Are you completely blind, or do you just not give a shit anymore?!"
 
​The Montreal bench went entirely, terrifyingly quiet.
 
​Hayden stopped halfway through taking a sip from his water bottle, his eyes wide. JJ looked away, staring intently at the opposite end of the rink. Even the goalie slid further down his seat, trying to vanish. Nobody dared to breathe.
 
​Hayden stepped over the boards, his chest heaving from his shift. He moved closer to the coach, his hands raised slightly. "Coach, he’s—"
 
​"Stay out of this, Pike!" Theriault snapped, never taking his furious eyes off Shane.
 
 He shook Shane’s jersey violently. "Look at me when I'm speaking to you!"
"I have given you months to get your head out of your ass! Months! You are playing like a fucking zombie out here!
"You supposedly is the captain of this team, and yet here you are looking like a fucking idiot!"
 
​The words were designed to cause pain. They were meant to provoke a reaction, to make Shane slam his gloves or scream back, to light whatever competitive fire was left inside his chest.
 
​But Shane just stood there.
 
​He let Theriault shake him, his body moving limply under the coach's heavy grip. He looked at the furious man with dead, glassy eyes, his expression completely flat and unreadable.
 
​"I'm sorry, Coach," Shane said.
 
​The voice was a whisper. A ghostly, empty sound that had zero substance. It was the apology of a man who was already dead to the world, a man who believed he deserved every single piece of suffering thrown his way because he had been foolish enough to want a real life. 
 
​Theriault let go of his jersey as if the fabric had suddenly burned his hands. He looked at Shane with a deep, profound sense of disgust.
 
​"Sorry doesn't win hockey games, Hollander,"
 
Theriault said, his voice dropping into a cold, lethal quietness. "You are a liability to this hockey team. You are done. For the rest of this night, and until I see a single spark of life in those dead eyes, you are benched. Go sit at the end of the line."
 
​Shane nodded once. The movement was slow, robotic, and entirely devoid of pride. 
 
"Yes, Coach."
 
​He turned away from the door.
 
​He walked down the long, narrow corridor of the bench. He walked past Pike. He walked past JJ.
 
He didn't look at any of them. He went to the absolute furthest corner of the bench, right where the plexiglass met the boards, and he sat down heavily on the wooden slat.
 
​He placed his elbows on his knees. He rested his chin in his large, gloved hands.
 
He stared straight ahead at the white ice, but his eyes were completely stationary, completely frozen.
 
​Hayden stood in the center of the locker room his heart breaking into a million jagged pieces.
 
​He knew exactly what Shane was doing. He wasn't playing the game. He wasn't listening to the coach.
 
He was sitting in that corner, completely surrounded by twenty thousand screaming people, completely surrounded by a team that was out for blood, and he was entirely alone.
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    Chapter Text

    The final horn signals the end of the game.
​As the harsh, dual-tone blare vibrated through the steel girders of the Bell Centre, the scoreboard froze at a mocking 3-2. The Toronto players spilled off their bench in a loud, unified surge of white and blue jerseys, their gloves slapping against each other's pads, their shouts of victory cutting cleanly through the dense, suffocating air. 
 
The home crowd responded with a heavy, rolling wave of boos that cascaded down from the upper decks, rattling the thick plate glass surrounding the rink.
 
It was an ugly, bitter cries, the sound of a city that demanded blood and had instead been given an embarrassing failure on home ice.
 
​At the far end of the Montreal bench, Shane Hollander did not look up.
 
​He remained exactly as he had been for the last forty minutes of play: a motionless silhouette trapped beneath the harsh, blinding glare of the arena lights. 
 
His gloved hands were still supporting his chin, his elbows dug deeply into his padded knees. The physical violence of the third period—the bone-crushing checks along the boards, the desperate scrambles in the crease, the sharp, metallic tang of sweat and melting ice—had occurred just three feet away from him, yet he had existed entirely outside of it. 
 
He was a spectator at his own execution, his gaze unblinkingly fixed on a single, insignificant scuff mark on the black rubber matting beneath his skates.
 
​"Let’s go. Off the ice and fucking move it," the assistant coach barked, his voice rough and stripped of any remaining patience as he slammed the plastic partition door open.
 
​The Voyageurs began their slow, miserable procession down the narrow, rubber-lined tunnel. The heavy thud of skate blades against the floor was a rhythmic, funeral cadence.
 
Gilbert Comeau walked first, his head hung low, his stick dragged behind him like a broken weapon. Behind him came the rest of the defensive line, their shoulders slouched, their faces streaked with sweat and dark lines of frustration.
 
​Hayden intentionally held back. He allowed the rest of the roster to filter past him, his eyes never leaving the quiet figure in the corner. When the bench had completely emptied, Shane finally shifted.
 
The movement was agonizingly slow, robotic, as if his muscles were fighting against an invisible, crushing gravity.
He stood up, his large, athletic frame looking strangely awkward and rigid without the fluid purpose that usually guided every step he took on the ice.
 
He didn't look at Hayden.
He didn't even looked at the ice. He simply turned and walked into the shadows of the tunnel, his skates making a dull, hollow clack-clack against the rubber floorboards.
​
​Back inside the locker room again, the air was thick enough to choke on.
 
The scent of damp gear, expensive leather, and the bitter, metallic tang of skate-sharpening sparks hung heavily under the fluorescent lights.
 
Usually, a loss against Toronto meant an explosive post-game tirade. Sticks would be shattered against equipment trunks—towels would fly and voices would rise until the walls shook.
 
​Tonight, there was only a vast, terrifying silence.
 
​Coach was already standing in the absolute center of the room.
 
His heavy winter coat was unbuttoned, his face a dark, dangerous shade of crimson that contrasted sharply with his stark white hair. 
 
The veins in his thick neck were bulging, pulsing with a lethal, quiet rage. He didn't look at the team. He didn't look at the stat sheets clutched in his trembling fist.
 
His eyes were locked entirely on Shane’s stall.
 
​Shane walked to his seat, his head still bowed.
 
He sat down and immediately began unlacing his left skate. His fingers moved with a clumsy, detached rhythm, completely unbothered by the fact that twenty-four grown men were holding their breath around him. 
 
He didn't flinch when Coach took a heavy step forward.
 
​For three endless minutes, coach simply stood there, his chest heaving, watching his captain dismantle his gear with the emotional investment of a machine. 
 
The silence stretched until it felt like a physical weight pressing down on every chest in the room. 
 
Then, without uttering a single word, Theriault turned on his heel, walked into his private office, and slammed the heavy oak door shut behind him. 
 
The sound echoed through the locker room like a gunshot.
 
​The moment the lock clicked, the fragile peace shattered.
 
​Gilbert Comeau sat three stalls away from Shane, his chest still pumping hard from his final shift. Brashness had curdled into something ugly and volatile.
 
He ripped a roll of clear shin-pad tape off his socks with a violent, tearing screech, throwing the crumpled plastic onto the floorboards with a heavy thud.
 
​"What the hell are we doing here, man?" Comeau snapped, his voice low but sharp enough to cut through the quiet room like a jagged knife.
 
He didn't look directly at Shane, but his body was angled toward the captain's stall, his jaw clenched so tightly the muscles leaped in his cheek.
 
"We lose to Toronto at home because we are playing short-handed on our own ice. If the captain doesn't want to play, if he doesn't care about the logo on the jersey, he should just get fucking lost. We are out there bleeding for these points."
 
​"Comeau, shut your mouth," Hayden warned instantly.
He didn't look up from his own gear, but his voice had dropped into a dangerous, protective growl that resonated through the row of stalls.
 
​"No, Pike, I will not shut my mouth!" Comeau snarled, his eyes flashing as he stood up, his skates slamming against the rubber matting.
"Look at him! He looks like a fucking nothing out there!"
"He doesn't fight. He doesn't talk. He just gave them a free damn goal because he was staring at the sky! Anyone could fucking see that our fucking captain is entirely somewhere else!"
 
​Across the room, Miitka paused. The Swedish goalie had his massive leg pads half-unbuckled, the heavy leather resting against his shins. He looked at JJ’s beside who is trying to process what is happening, and then he turned his quiet, highly observant gaze toward Shane.
 
Miitka’s eyes were deeply sorrowful, carrying the emphathy, of a man who spent his life watching the game from the loneliest position on the ice.
 
He saw the way Shane’s hands was trembling at Comeaus shouting— he saw the total, terrifying vacancy in his captain's face.
 
​Miitka stood up slowly, the metal buckles of his pads clinking against each other. He walked over to JJ, placed a single, massive hand on the young forward's shoulder, and squeezed. 
 
Then he turned to Comeau. He didn't say a word, but he shook his head slowly, a silent, authoritative command to drop it. 
 
Gilbert glared at the floor, let out a harsh, bitter breath, and sat back down, turning his back completely to the rest of the room.
 
​Shane didn't defend himself. He didn't even look up to see who was shouting. 
 
He pulled his heavy Voyageurs jersey over his head, folding the thick blue and red fabric neatly across his lap, his thumbs tracing the silver embroidery of the captain's 'C' with a slow, mechanical rhythm. 
 
He looked like a man who had already accepted his sentence, a man who believed every single word everyone has just said to him.
 
The drive back to the apartment Shane shared with his parents was entirely silent. The snow was falling in dense, fat flakes now, sticking to the windshield of Hayden’s truck faster than the wipers could clear it.
 
​Shane sat in the passenger seat, staring straight out into the white darkness. He hadn't changed into his usual streetwear—he was still wearing his grey team sweatpants and a heavy winter coat that looked entirely too large for him now.
 
​When Hayden unlocked the apartment door, the warm scent of cinnamon and roasted chicken drifted out into the hallway.
 
​David Hollander opened the door fully. His face was etched with deep lines of exhaustion, but his eyes instantly searched behind Hayden, locking onto his son.
 
​"Shane," David said softly, stepping back to let them in.
 
​Shane didn't answer. He walked past his father mechanically, unbuttoning his coat and hanging it on the hook by the door without a single word.
 
He kicked off his rebook and walked directly down the hallway toward the small living room.
 
​Yuna was standing by the kitchen counter, her hands wrapped around a warm mug.
 
Her face paled the moment she saw her son’s vacant expression.
 
​Sitting on the kitchen table was a neatly packed plastic container.
 
​"Jackie came by earlier," Yuna whispered to Hayden, her voice trembling slightly.
 
"She dropped this off for him. She said she made that high-protein grain mash—the food stuff she always makes when you guys are in heavy training." 
 
"She thought... she thought maybe he would eat it if it came from her."
 
​Hayden grabbed the container and walked into the living room.
 
​Shane was already sitting in the wooden chair by the window. The room was entirely dark. The only illumination came from the pale, cold glow of the streetlights outside, reflecting off the falling snow.
 
​Hayden pulled up a small footstool and sat down directly in front of him, placing the container on Shane's lap.
 
​"Hey buddy, Jackie made this for you," Hayden said gently, his voice breaking the heavy silence of the room. 
 
"You need to eat something, Shane. And I know that you know it too."
 
​Shane looked down at the container. His large hands looked thin and frail against the plastic lid. 
 
He peeled it back slowly. He picked up the spoon Hayden handed him and took a bite.
 
​It was painful to watch for Hayden to see the way Shane didn't taste it.
 
 Won't even look at it. He just chewed it.
 
Jaws moving with a slow, robotic rhythm that made Hayden’s stomach twist into a painful knot.
 
He swallowed, finding his throat moving with a dry, clicking sound, and then he just held the spoon still, staring into the container.
 
​"Shane," Hayden pleaded, leaning forward until his forehead almost touched Shane's own.
 
"Talk to me buddy. Just say anything. Tell me to go to hell. Just....just don't sit here like this."
 
​Shane paused. He slowly turned his head back to the window, his eyes locking onto the empty street below. The brick wall had slammed down, thicker and colder than the ice at the Bell Centre.
 
​Shane stood up silently, leaving the food on the table, and walked out of the room. Hayden assumed he was going to bed.
​
 
 
​In the kitchen, the low murmur of voices began.
 
Shane stood frozen in the shadows of the corridor, the cold air from the floorboards wrapping around his bare ankles as he listened.
 
​"It's got to be Lily," Yuna whispered suddenly, the name hitting the quiet kitchen like a physical blow.
 
​David froze, his hands gripping the edge of the laminate counter. "Sorry?"
 
​"Lily," his mum repeated, her voice gaining a frantic momentum. 
 
"I know that he tried to deny it in the hospital before they sedated him. The name he said didn't exist. David... what if she does exist?
 
"What if she is the entire cause of this.... pain?"
 
​"think about it, David!" Yuna pleaded, her shoulders shifting as she leaned over the counter catching her breath.
 
"Shane has never hidden anything from us. He has always been so structured, so focused on his career."
 
"But he is also a young man... our son that doesn't just completely lose his mind and stop eating because of a bad training block. He was hiding her. He must have been hiding a relationship in Boston."
 
​Hayden, who was listening from the side stood perfectly still, a bitter weight settling into his chest. "It makes sense. If he went to Boston to see her during that week off, and she... she broke up with hi.. Or abandoned him"
 
​"She have wrecked him," Yuna wept, rough voice cracking. 
 
"She must have looked at our beautiful, boy and just torn his soul apart. To leave him in a place like that... to let him starve himself until his body shut down... she must be the most cruel woman on earth. She broke our boy, David."
 
She broke him so completely that he doesn't know how to come back to us."
 
​Yuna’s expression turned into a mask of pure, protective fury. Her small hands clenched into tight fists at her sides. "If I ever find out who this woman is... if I ever find out what she did to my son in that city... I swear to God."
 
​In the darkness of the hallway, Shane’s entire world pulverized into ash.
 
​A silent, devastating gasp caught in his throat, a suffocating knot that threatened to choke him.
 
He pressed his hand firmly over his mouth, his teeth biting down so violently on his inner lip that the sharp, metallic taste of blood flooded his tongue.
 
​They thought it was a woman. 
 
They thought some heartless girl named Lily had ruined him.
​
They didn't know.
They had absolutely no fucking idea that Lily was nothing but a pathetic, desperate shield—a fake name scribbled on his contacts to hide the only truth that could destroy everything.
 
They didn't know about the heavy, consuming agony of a love that was forbidden by every single piece of the world they lived in.
 
​They didn't know about Ilya Rozanov.
 
​And as Shane stood there, listening to his parents discussing his tragedy into a comfortable lie, the realization broke him completely.
 
It’s wasn't Ilya who ruined me. It was never him. 
 
It’s me. I did this to myself.
 
​The waves of self-blame crashed over him, suffocating and absolute. 
 
It wasn't Ilya's fault. Ilya had been terrified, looking at him in that rain-slicked Boston penthouse with tears blurring his beautiful eyes, telling him that the world would never let them be happy.
 
 Atleast Ilya had been strong enough to try and cut the cord to save them both.
 
​But Shane had been weak. Shane was the one who had pushed, who had craved the warmth, who had dragged Ilya into the suffocating dark of his own selfish needs. 
 
He had ruined Ilya’s peace. And now, he was ruining his parents, turning his bestfriend, mother and father into grieving detectives hunting a ghost that didn't exist. 
 
He was a disease in this house. He was a broken anchor dragging everyone who loved him down into the freezing mud.
 
​I did this.
 
Shane thought, the hot, thick tears finally spilling over his lashes, tracing burning paths down his gaunt face. 
 
I ruined everything I ever touched. I broke Ilya. I broke my family. I am the mistake.
​
 
​Moving with a terrifying stillness, Shane detached himself from the wall. 
 
Trying not to make a sound. He slipped down the hallway, past the kitchen where the whispers were still spinning, and opened the door to his bedroom.
 
​He didn't turn on the light. He closed the door quietly, locking it with a soft, final click.
 
​The bedroom was freezing. The window was cracked open an inch, and a fine layer of white frost lined the sill. Shane walked over to his nightstand. 
 
His hands were completely steady now—the frantic panic replaced by a cold, absolute focus.
 
​He reached into the back of his drawer and pulled out a small, amber plastic bottle with a white safety cap. 
 
They were heavy, medical-grade opioids left over from a brutal shoulder separation he had suffered two seasons ago. Where he had refused to take them then, trusting his own willpower to fight the physical pain.
 
​But this pain wasn't physical anymore. And his willpower was entirely gone.
 
​Shane sat down on the edge of his bed, the amber bottle clutched in his thin hand. He turned the safety cap slowly, the plastic gears making a small, sharp crick-crick-crick sound in the silence of the room.
 
He tipped his hand. A dozen small, white round pills spilled into his palm.
 
​He looked at them under the pale moonlight. Then, his mind filled entirely with Ilya. 
 
Not as a rival on the ice, but the boy who had held him in the dark when the rest of the world was sleeping.
 
 The boy he had driven away with his own desperate, breaking hands.
 
​I'm sorry, Ilya, Shane thought, his chest tightening with a final, crushing ache. 
 
I'm sorry I wasn't strong enough to let you go without breaking.
 
​Shane lifted his hand to his mouth.
 
He placed the pills on his tongue swallowing them down in two smooth, gulps, tilting his head back until pills was entirely gone.
 
​He then climbed into the bed, fully dressed in his team gear, and lay flat on his back. He didn't pull the comforter over his shoulders.
 
He just stared up at the dark ceiling, watching the pale shadows of the falling snow drift across the plaster.
 
​The drug moved fast. A heavy, pleasant numbness began to creep upward from his ankles, a soft gray fog gathering at the very edges of his consciousness. 
 
The frantic, agonizing thoughts of Boston began to lose their jagged edges, turning soft and blurry. 
 
He didn't feel the freezing wind from the window anymore. He didn't hear the distant, swapped whispers of his parents in the kitchen
 
​Shane closed his eyes. 
 
 
 
Back in the kitchen, the heavy air finally began to clear as the whispers died down. 
 
Yuna wiped her eyes with the edge of a damp dish towel, her small shoulders still trembling slightly, while David stood by the sink, staring blankly out into the dark Montreal night.
 
 
Hayden was leaning against the counter, with his phone talkinv to Jackie and probably their children
 
David blinked, a sudden, uneasy feeling settling deep in his chest. He looked at the microwave clock, then toward the dark hallway.
 
"I'll check Shane," David muttered, his voice rough. 
 
"And he didn't take any water, Yuna. I'm going to take a glass into his room."
 
"Thank you, love," Yuna whispered weakly.
 
David poured a glass of cold water, the ice cubes clinking loudly against the glass. He walked down the short, dim corridor, his heavy socks making faint, rhythmic brushing sounds against the wood floorboards. 
 
He stopped outside Shane's bedroom door. The line of darkness beneath the door was absolute.
 
"Shane?" David called out softly, knocking twice with the back of his knuckles. 
 
"Shane, buddy, I brought you some water. Open up for a second."
 
There was no answer. Not even the sound of shifting sheets.
 
David frowned, reaching down to turn the old brass doorknob. 
 
It didn't budge. It turned half an inch and slammed into a hard, rigid stop.
 
Shane never locked his door. In all his years growing up, through all the high-stakes tournaments and teenage moods, Shane Hollander had never locked his family out.
 
An icy spike of adrenaline shot straight through David’s veins. 
 
The glass of water slipped from his fingers, shattering violently against the hardwood floor.
 
Water and jagged shards of glass exploded across the hallway.
 
"Shane!" David roared, his voice completely stripping away his previous exhaustion. He grabbed the handle, rattling it violently until the metal screeched.
 
"Shane! Open this damn door right now!"
 
Inside the kitchen, Hayden and Yuna bolted upright at the sound of the shattering glass and David's frantic shouting.
 
"David?!" Yuna cried out, dropping her towel.
 
In the hallway, 
 
David didn't wait. Parental instinct took over, a raw, terrifying surge of protective panic. 
 
He stepped back, squared his broad shoulders—the same shoulders that had carried the weight of a hockey family for decades—and threw his entire weight into the wooden paneling.
 
CRACK.
 
The doorframe splintered, but the lock held.
 
"Hayden!" David screamed, his face turning an aggressive shade of purple as he threw his shoulder into the door a second time.
 
"Hayden, get in here! Now!"
 
Hayden blew out of the kitchen, his skates-trained legs eating up the short distance in a single stride.
 
He took one look at the splintering wood and David’s wild, terrified eyes, and didn't ask a single question. Together, the two men hit the door with a synchronized, brutal force.
 
With a deafening smash of tearing wood and bending metal, the lock gave way. The door flew open, slamming violently against the interior wall.
 
The freezing air from the open window rushed out to meet them, but it was nothing compared to the sight on the bed.
 
"Shane!" David choked out, stumbling into the room.
 
Shane was lying flat on his back, fully dressed. Yet his head was tilted slightly to the side, his lips a terrifying, bruised shade of blue. 
 
His skin wasn't just pale anymore—it was completely translucent, the color of old ash and winter frost.
 
His large hands were limp, resting loosely over his stomach.
 
"Hayden, help me! Help me get him up!" David shouted, his voice cracking into a high, panicked sob as he grabbed Shane’s shoulders, trying to pull his limp, heavy body upright. 
 
"He's not breathing right! Hayden, call for help!"
 
Yuna rushed into the room right behind them.
 
The moment her eyes landed on her son’s lifeless, gray face, a high-pitched, primal scream tore out of her throat—a sound of pure, unadulterated maternal agony that echoed horribly off the walls. 
 
She collapsed to her knees by the side of the mattress, her hands clawing desperately at Shane’s cold wrists. 
 
"No, no, no! Shane! Look at mommy! Open your eyes, please!"
 
Hayden felt his entire world violently tilt on its axis. His lungs seized. But the training kicked in—the split-second emergency responses they practiced on the ice when a player went down.
 
He spotted the small, empty amber plastic bottle lying on the floorboards just beneath the edge of the nightstand.
 
Opioids.
 
"David, lay him flat! Don't shake him!" Hayden yelled, his hands trembling so violently he could barely pull his phone out of his sweatpants pocket. His fingers flew across the screen, dialing 911.
 
"Emergency services, what is your location?" a calm, automated voice asked through the speaker.
 
"Rue Sherbrooke! We need an ambulance right now!" Hayden screamed, his voice fracturing as he watched David desperately tilt Shane's chin back to check for an airway. 
 
"It's an overdose! He took heavy narcotics! He’s barely breathing! Please, God, hurry up!"
 
The transit was a chaotic, blurred nightmare of screaming sirens and flashing red lights that painted the falling Montreal snow in aggressive shades of crimson.
 
The paramedics had swarmed the apartment within six minutes, tearing through the quiet hallway, bagging Shane's face to force oxygen into his fading lungs, and lifting his heavy, unresponsive frame onto a stretcher. 
 
Hayden had refused to leave his side, forcing his way into the back of the ambulance while David and Yuna followed frantically in the truck behind them.
 
Now, the ambulance doors flew open into the ambulance bay of the Royal Victoria Hospital.
 
And Hayden choose to join Shane towards the emergency room. Both Yuna and David are shaken and couldn't think clearly after seeing their son in that state.
 
The transition was violent. Cold winter air slammed into Hayden's face before being instantly replaced by the blinding, industrial glare of the emergency room corridors. A team of ER doctors and nurses swarmed the gurney the second it cleared the bumper.
 
"Male, 24, unresponsive opioid overdose, respiratory depression, given one dose of Narcan en route with minimal response!" the paramedic shouted over the roar of the rushing wheels, his boots slamming against the polished linoleum floor.
 
"Get him to Trauma Room 3! Prepare the intubation tray!" a doctor commanded, her voice cutting through the clinical chaos.
 
They were flying down the long, wide hallway.
 
Hayden was running alongside them, his hand gripping the cold metal rail of the gurney, his eyes locked onto Shane’s chest, which was barely moving beneath the shirt.
 
The nurse pushing the front left corner of the bed—a sharp-eyed, experienced trauma specialist suddenly stopped her stride, her eyes darting down toward the lower half of the gurney.
 
"Wait! Stop the bed!" The nurse shouted, her voice piercing the noise of the hallway. Thank fully it was a private hospital. And Shane being the high priority led them straight to a hallways where it was used for private patients.
 
 
"We don't have time to stop, keep moving!" the doctor yelled back.
 
"No! Look at the sheets!" She insisted, forcefully digging her sneakers into the floorboards to slow the momentum of the heavy bed.
 
​"He seems to be in an active hemorrhage!" The nurse forcefully digging her sneakers into the floorboards to arrest the momentum of the heavy bed.
 
Hayden’s gaze violently ripped away from Shane’s face, following the nurse's pointing finger.
 
The gray fabric of Shane’s Voyageurs team sweatpants was no longer gray. 
 
Between his thighs, a dark, heavy, and terrifyingly thick stain of deep crimson blood was rapidly spreading, soaking through the thick cotton and pooling onto the sterile white sheets of the gurney.
 
Hayden’s breath completely left his body. His mind short-circuited. It didn't make sense. There were no lacerations, no physical trauma from the hockey game, no wounds to his legs.
 
The nurse immediately reached down with her gloved hands cutting through the fabric of the sweatpants with medical shears to assess the source of the hemorrhage.
 
The moment she pulled the material away, her face went entirely pale, her professional composure cracking for a fraction of a second.
 
"Doctor, we need the obstetric!" The nurse named Clara yelled, her voice dropping into a frantic, high-stakes register. 
 
"This isn't just an overdose! There's a hidden gestation here—he's clearly pregnant!"
 
"He’s hemorrhaging heavily, the cervix is completely compromised!"
 
That seemed to freeze everyone.
 
The doctor looked down, the sudden, staggering reality of the male pregnancy—a secret Shane had hidden beneath layers of clothes to protect his career, and the boy he loved—now laid completely bare under the brutal emergency lights.
 
"Get OB-GYN down to Trauma 3 right now!" the doctor screamed, the urgency doubling as the wheels of the gurney slammed through the double doors of the emergency room.
 
Hayden was violently shoved back as the doors swung shut, leaving him standing alone in the bright, sterile corridor, the smell of copper and bleach hanging heavy in the air.
 
While Shane’s darkest, most fragile secret bled out onto the hospital floor.
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    Chapter Text

    After the heavy double doors of the trauma bay sealed shut with a soft, pressurized hiss that sounded like a final gasp of air.
 
Hayden remained rooted to the exact spot where he had been shoved.
 
His hands were suspended in front of his chest, palms slightly upward, trembling with fear and dumbfounded expression.
The bright, high-intensity fluorescent tubes overhead hummed a low, maddening B-flat that sent a vibration straight through his skull.
Staring at his hands, it was wet and tainted with Shane’s blood.
The corridor was intensely white. Which didn’t help, Hayden found himself overstimulated.
 
“—he's clearly pregnant!”
 
The nurse’s frantic shout continued to bounce off the sterile walls of Hayden's mind.
It didn't fit the captain who had sat at the end of the bench like a hollowed-out statue.
"No," Hayden whispered.
The word didn't even leave his lips— yet it died on his tongue.
 
He closed his eyes, but the darkness behind his lids offered no relief. Instead, it instantly conjured the image of Shane’s body being stripped bare under the brutal situation.
All Hayden could see was his best friend, lying in sheets soaked in bright red blood.
 
His brain completely rejected it. It was a clinical impossibility.
Shane is a man.
 Maybe it was just a frantic misdiagnosis born from the sheer panic of an emergency room dealing with a comatose, high-profile athlete whose respiratory system was actively shutting down from an overdose.
 
"He can’t be pregnant," Hayden denied loudly to the empty hallway.
His voice suddenly rose, thick with a defensive edge. He took a violent step toward the frosted glass of the double doors, his fists clenching so hard his knuckles clicked.
 
He just couldn’t believe it.
 
He backed away until his shoulder blades hit the cold, painted drywall of the corridor. His breath was coming in short, ragged gasps that rattled in his chest, his mind spinning into a frantic, hyper-analytical loop as he desperately tried to reconstruct the last ninety days of his life with Shane Hollander.
 
If Shane were pregnant, Hayden would have known.
Heck, his parents would have found out about it.
 
 There was simply no universe in which he wouldn't have known. He was already a father of 3 children for Christ’s sake, well 4— since Jackie is already carrying their 4th.
He practically lived in Shane’s apartment after the incident.
He wouldn’t have missed it, not noticing a growing life inside Shane with his athletic frame.
 
It was impossible.
 
A twenty four year old, male athlete, raised in the hyper-masculine, structurally rigid environment of elite sports, doesn't look at a sudden bout of lethargy or an irregular abdominal cramp and think of pregnancy.
Hayden forced himself to review the timeline, searching for the signs he must have missed, his mind ticking through the months like a broken machine.
Shane hadn't thrown up. Not even once, when Hayden had spent some time with him at his apartment. There were no sudden trips to the bathroom, no dry-heaving in the, and no unexplained bouts of nausea over early breakfast.
Shane was skating twenty-two minutes a night against the heaviest checking lines in the league. His endurance had dropped, yes.
But they all attributed it to the starvation diet and the lack of sleep.
His core was an absolute wall of muscle—There was no shape to his midsection, or any standard physical markers that would ever suggest an altered physiology. With the compression girdles Shane wore under his hockey pants were designed to keep everything completely immobile, locked down against structural displacement from any ninety-mile-per-hour slapshot impacts. If there was any internal change, the sheer density of Shane’s athletic frame had swallowed it whole.
 
After a thorough realization, Hayden’s spine went like a freezing hand. A terrifying mind-bending reality that was currently rewriting itself in Hayden’s head—Hayden hadn't known because Shane didn't know either.
 
Shane didn't know.
 
Hayden’s head dropped into his hands, his fingers dragging hard down his face until his skin was raw.
“Lily.” The name felt like a physical stone in his mouth.
For the past two months, that name had been the center of gravity for the entire Hollander household.
It was the monster in the dark. He remembered the kitchen just an hour ago—Yuna wept, her voice trembling with the protective, territorial rage of a mother who believed her son had been discarded by a cruel woman.
“She must have looked at our beautiful boy and just torn his soul apart... What kind of person leaves someone in that state?”
They had built an entire identity around those four letters.
They had envisioned a girl in Boston—some wealthy, heartless socialite some woman Shane had met during the off-season.
Someone who had the power to reduce the captain of the Montreal Voyageurs to a ghost.
 
But standing in the clinical white glare of the Royal Victoria Hospital, with Shane’s blood drying on his skin, the final piece of the deception gave way.
 
Lily wasn't a girl. Lily wasn't even a woman to begin with Lily.
 
The realization hit Hayden with the force of an unblocked check at the blue line, but the initial shock turned into a sudden, blinding rage.
Shane hadn't been hiding a pregnancy. He didn't even know about it.
 
Shane had been hiding a man.
 
And that man had completely hurt him.
 
In the historically traditional culture of professional hockey, being out wasn't just a personal choice— it was a career-ending decision that the media would circulate around.
For the youngest captain in the history of the franchise, a boy playing under the relentless, suffocating microscope of the Montreal press, in a relationship with another man, was an international flashpoint.
 
Thinking about it made Hayden’s teeth grind until his jaw ached. Whoever this guy was—no, he wanted a face. He wanted to drag whoever had done this out into the light and shatter him the way he had shattered Shane.
Hayden’s fists clenched so hard his knuckles turned white and his fingernails bit into his palms.
 
 
Because of this faceless son of a bitch, Shane was shattered. So broken that he swallowed a whole bottle of oxycodone pills. Thinking that it was their only escape.
 
 
The heavy, steel-reinforced fire doors at the far end of the private wing slammed open with a violent, metallic crash that shattered the quiet of the corridor.
 
David and Yuna Hollander stumbled through the opening.
Their movements were erratic, uncoordinated, completely stripped of the standard, grounded grace that usually defined them. The drive from their apartment in Rue Sherbrooke behind the screaming sirens of the ambulance had completely undone them.
 
Yuna’s face was a pale, smudged mask, her dark hair coming loose from its pins and hanging in damp strands against her cheeks.
Her fingers were clawed desperately into the thick wool sleeve of David’s heavy winter coat, using him as a physical anchor to keep from collapsing onto the floor.
David looked as though he had aged a decade in the span of twenty minutes. His broad, square jaw—the one Shane had inherited—was trembling uncontrollably, his skin a mottled, sickly gray under the harsh fluorescent lights.
His eyes were wide, bloodshot, and frantic as they swept the empty corridor before locking onto Hayden.
 
"Hayden!" David breathed out, his voice cracking into a high, raw register that sounded completely foreign. He stumbled forward, his heavy winter boots skidding slightly on the highly polished linoleum floor, his hands reaching out automatically.
He grabbed Hayden by the shoulders. The grip was massive, painful, the sheer physical strength of a former athlete turned contractor, but Hayden barely felt it. David was staring at him with a wild, pleading desperation, his face only inches away.
 
"Is he ok. Is he there right now? Please……tell us!" David demanded, his voice shaking as he jerked his head toward the frosted glass of Trauma Room 3.
 
Yuna reached them a second later, her small hands instantly sliding down Hayden’s forearms. "Hayden, look at me, please—is he?"
 
Before Hayden could force his throat to open, Yuna’s gaze dropped. Her breath hitched in a sharp, ragged gasp that sounded like tearing silk. Her fingers froze against his sleeves, her eyes locked onto the wide, dark crimson smear that covered the gray cotton of his sweatpants.
 
"Is that... Hayden, oh my God, why is there so much blood?" she whispered, her voice dropping into a small, terrified whimpering sound.
 
She stepped back a single, uncoordinated inch, her chest heaving beneath her coat. "They said he took pills. They told us it was an overdose, Hayden. Why is he bleeding like that? Did he fall? Is he—
 
Hayden looked down at her, then up at David’s terrified face.
 
The sheer, unyielding loyalty that had defined his friendship with Shane for over a decade—the instinct to protect his captain’s privacy, to guard his secrets from the locker room to the grave—screamed at him to stay silent.
To invent a lie.
To lie to them that it wasn’t Shane’s or that he had internal bleeding, which was a rare complication of ototoxicity.
 
But looking into the eyes of the parents who adored their son, and knowing the literal life-and-death battle that was occurring behind the glass doors only three feet away, the final wall of protection is completely shattered.
 
He couldn't lie to them.
 
Not when Shane is fighting for his life.
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    Chapter Text

     
"It’s Shane," Hayden whispered. His voice was so thin that it was barely audible beneath the low, constant hum of the overhead lights.
 
David’s grip tightened on Hayden’s shoulders until the skin is bruised, his brow furrowing in a deep, frustrated confusion.
"Talk to me, Hayden! What are you not telling us?” David demanded.
"The doctors... they're trying to stop a bleeding, David. Shane is pregnant." Hayden choked out, the words tearing from his throat like jagged pieces of glass.
 
A single, heavy tear broke free from his eye, cutting a clean path his cheek.
 
David’s face didn't change immediately.
The words seemed to hit his ears and slide off, his mind completely unable to process the shift in the narrative. "His what? What the hell are you talking about? Hayden, this isn't the time for—"
 
"What... what did you just say?" Yuna asked, her voice dropping into a dangerously quiet flat register.
 
She shook her head slowly, a faint, ghostly smile of pure disbelief touching the corner of her lips before vanishing.
"That’s not... Hayden, you’re not making sense.
“You’re being hysterical. What do you mean his pregnant?”
“He can’t be—You must be mistaken!”
 
"I know that this—this, all of this isn’t making sense!" Hayden carefully choked back, his chest heaving as the tears poured down his face, his frame shaking so violently that David’s hands were jogged loose.
 
"But I saw it right in front of me! It happened while we were pushing him to the trauma room. There was so much blood... it was everywhere."
 
"How... how long?" Yuna whispered. The question was barely a breath, a tiny, fragile scratch of sound that came from the very bottom of her throat.
 She didn't look at David; she didn't look at Hayden. She was staring at the red smear on Hayden's sleeve, her mind performing a rapid, horrifying calculation of every day her son had spent under her roof over the last three months. "How many months, Hayden?"
"I don't know!" Hayden sobbed, covering his face with his raw, scratched hands. "They don't know either! They just found it when they stripped him down!”
 
“Shane might not even know about it.”
 
Yuna’s knees just gave way after hearing the news. She dropped instantly toward the floor, with her heavy winter coat pooling around her. David caught her by the waist just before she hit the ground, his own large frame trembling around her.
 
 
The heavy doors of Trauma Room 3 slammed open against their rubber buffers with a harsh, metallic clang that vibrated through the concrete foundation of the Hospital’s emergency wing.  The temperature inside the room is cold as it is kept at a strict 18°C, a clinical chill designed to preserve tissue and suppress microbial growth.
 
"On my count! One, two, three—slide!"
Six pairs of hands shifted Shane Hollander’s massive, limp frame from the ambulance gurney onto the cold, vinyl-covered trauma mattress.
The stark, overhead surgical lamps and high-intensity LEDs flared to life as they entered. Under this light, his skin was no longer the healthy, flush tone of a healthy man. It was a devastating shade of slate-grey, mottled with deep purple undertones along his jawline, the lobes of his ears, and the beds of his fingernails.
 
The room immediately dissolved into a highly coordinated in a terrifying speed.
 
Dr. Sarah Vance, the attending trauma physician, stepped up to the head of the bed. Her movements were calm, measured, and entirely devoid of rush. She placed her fingers against the carotid artery in Shane's neck, feeling the rapid, thready vibration of a failing circulatory system.
 
"The peripheral shutdown is complete," Dr. Vance said, her low tone carrying perfectly across the quiet room.
"The intranasal Narcan given by the paramedics didn't perfuse because his blood pressure is bottoming out. His pupils are pinpoint, fixed, and non-reactive. Clara, let's establish large-bore central access immediately. I’ll take the right internal jugular."
 
"Central line kit ready," Clara replied, handing over the sterile tray with a soft click of plastic against stainless steel.
 
Across the bed, the respiratory therapist adjusted the transparent silicone mask over Shane’s nose and mouth.
 
With a slow rhythm, he compressed the manual resuscitation bag, delivering pure oxygen into a respiratory tract that had completely surrendered to the narcotics. The only sounds you could hear in the room were the uniform, mechanical click-sigh of the equipment and the rapid chirping of the cardiac monitor.
 
 
One of the medical team moved down the bed, using heavy shears to cleanly split the remaining blood-soaked grey sweatpants along the seams.
As the fabric fell away, a quiet stillness settled over the team.
From Shane’s pelvic floor, a steady, dark, non-clotting stream of blood was pooling onto the white vinyl sheet.
 
His lower abdomen was remarkably rigid, distended upward into a firm, asymmetrical shape that extended toward his navel.
It was exactly the anomaly the nurse had flagged in their field report—a physical impossibility that the medical team now needed to verify.
 
"Your suspicion is correct," Dr. Vance noted, her voice dropping a fraction lower. "The lower abdominal mass is solid and fixed. While looking straight at Clara's eyes, activate the Massive Transfusion Protocol now.”
 
“We need O-negative packed red cells and fresh frozen plasma run through the rapid infuser. Let's get the ultrasound over here to see exactly what we're dealing with."
 
Hearing the order, one of the residents wheeled the ultrasound machine to the bedside. He applied a thick layer of cool gel across Shane’s lower abdomen and pressed the transducer firmly against the suprapubic window.
 
When the plastic probe pressed into the flesh, the machine’s monitor flared to life, casting a cold, gray luminescence over the team. No one spoke.
 
The silence in Trauma 3 became heavy, thick with a collective, unbreathed suspension as the grainy, black-and-white windows of the ultrasound began to map Shane’s internal landscape.
 
The probe glided downward, moving past the bladder.
 
"Visualizing the pelvic cavity," the resident stated, his voice catching slightly in his throat. He adjusted the gain, dialing back the contrast.
The screen resolved into a massive, thick-walled muscular structure that occupied the entire lower pelvis, entirely displacing the loops of Shane's intestines. It was the anomalous uterus, engorged and fluid-filled, its walls distorted by the sheer pressure of the blood pooling behind it.
 
But as the resident tilted the probe deeper, sweeping the beam from the left myometrial wall to the fundus, his hand froze. He stopped moving the transducer entirely. His eyes widened, reflecting the stark, monochromatic display.
 
"There's... wait," the resident murmured, his breathing suddenly shallow. He turned a dial, zooming the matrix into the center of the dark gestational fluid.
 
The suspense in the room sharpened into something that seemed to lower the temperature by another ten degrees. On the screen, separated by a paper-thin, translucent membrane, were two distinct, unmistakable shapes.
 
Shane Hollander is carrying twins.
 
In contrast, between Shane’s massive, heavily framed body that is currently resting on the trauma bed and the fragile, hidden vulnerability on the screen was devastating.
 
"Look at the left sac," Dr. Vance said, her voice dropping into a low, hollow tone that carried the weight of an immediate tragedy.
 
"That’s twin A."
 
The resident adjusted the focus. In the left side of the womb, surrounded by a dark pool of clotted blood, the tiny form of the first fetus was perfectly, horribly still.
 
There was no flickering pixel of movement. It lay cradled in a massive retroplacental hematoma that had completely severed its lifeline. It was still, frozen in the gray dark of the monitor.
 
"There's no cardiac motion," the resident whispered, his gloved thumb tracking the still image.
 
"Twin A is a complete demise. The abruption must have happened the moment his breathing stopped on the floor. The oxygen deprivation was immediate."
 
"Slide the probe to the fundus," Vance directed quietly, her hand reaching out to steady the resident's wrist.
"Check the second sac. Look for twin B."
 
The transducer shifted in the upper part of the womb, away from the immediate tear, the second tiny form came into view.
 
In the center of its chest, a microscopic, fragile point of light was blinking. But it wasn't the rapid, healthy gallop of a thriving gestation. It was moving at an agonizingly slow pace.
 
A faint, erratic flutter that looked like a candle dying in a drafty room.
 
"We have a heartbeat on Twin B," the resident said, his voice tightening with a sharppitch.
"But it's failing—the rate is dropping as we are watching it."
 
He pressed a button to activate the audio Doppler, wanting to quantify the rhythm.
 
Instead of the strong, rapid thump-thump-thump that usually fills an obstetric clinic, the wall speaker emitted a low, dragging, hollow sound.
 
...Thump... ... ...Thump... ... ...Thump...
 
It was the sound of a life running out of time, trapped inside a dying system. Every slow contraction of the tiny heart sounded like a plea, echoing beneath the mechanical ventilator that was keeping Shane alive.
The machine was breathing for him, but it couldn't force the oxygen through the torn, bleeding arteries of the womb to reach the final occupant.
 
"The fetal heart rate is 84," Clara said, as she eyes the digital readout drop to 80, then 78.
"It’s dying from the maternal shock, Dr. Vance. There’s too much blood for the upper uterus."
 
The double doors opened with a soft click, and Dr. Jean-Michel Marcotte stepped into the quiet room. He didn't look at the team but his eyes went straight to the monitor, tracking the slow, agonizing rhythm of the audio Doppler and the dark, widening band of the internal hemorrhage.
 
The room reached its peak as the chief surgeon stood at the bedside, his hand resting on Shane’s cold, rigid hip. The clinical choices were laid bare on the screen, stripped of all comfort.
 
"The tissue is necrotic at the margins," Dr. Marcotte stated, his voice a calm, heavy rasp that cut through the fading rhythm of the Doppler.
 
"The abruption of the first twin blew a five-centimeter tear through the back of the wall. If we pause to attempt an emergent surgical delivery to save the second twin, the maternal exposure will be absolute.
"Shane Hollander will empty his remaining blood volume into his stomach and die on this table if we wont decide now."
 
He looked at Dr. Vance, a grim, final understanding passing between them in the silence.
 
"The other fetus cannot be saved," Marcotte said softly.
 
"To save him, them, we have to sacrifice one.”
 
“We are going to do Selective Termination."
 
The resident hit the mute button on the Doppler.
 
The slow, struggling heartbeat vanished from the air, leaving only the quiet, rhythmic sigh of the ventilator to fill the room as the fellows began to unfold the surgical drapes over Shane’s body.
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    Chapter Text

     
Hours have passed, and Yuna told herself that Hayden was just being hysterical, traumatized by the sight of his bestfriend’s near-lifeless body.  Convincing herself that it was a lie.
Anything but the word Hayden had brought back from the border of the grave.
But now, the red light above the double doors of the operating room went out, its sudden extinction leaving behind a dull, dead plastic housing where a terrifying crimson glow had lived for seven hours and forty-two minutes.
 
The heavy, pressurized seals of the operating room doors finally released with a mechanical hiss. The sound caused Yuna to look to whoever was exiting.
 
The doors swung outward.
 
Dr. Jean-Michel Marcotte, the one who operated Shane, stepped into the hallway.
He had already pulled down his surgical mask, letting it hang loosely around his neck like a discarded noose. His surgical cap was gone, revealing a thick mane of silver-streaked hair that was damp and matted with sweat.
He was a man in his late fifties, possessing the authoritative build. His green scrubs were stained with a wide, irregular shadow of dampness across the chest.
He stopped three paces from the family.
 
He did not speak immediately. Instead he took a slow deliberate breath, his eyes scanning the three faces before him—reading the frantic, desperate terror in Yuna’s upturned eyes, defensive in David’s posture, and the knowing dread on Hayden’s pale face.
 
"The family of Shane Hollander?" Dr. Marcotte’s voice was surprisingly deep, a gravelly baritone.
 
"We’re his parents," David said. His voice was a ruined, completely stripped of its usual calming tone. He reached down, his massive hand wrapping around Yuna’s elbow and lifting her from where she is sitting with a single, gentle pull.
She leaned into him, flattening against him, her body trembling so violently that David had to widen his stance to anchor them both.
 
"This is Hayden. He’s... he’s family too."
 
Dr. Marcotte looked down at Yuna, whose face was wet with a mixture of cold sweat and dried tears, then back at David.
"The surgery is complete," Dr. Marcotte said quietly. He adjusted his stance, his eyes shifting toward the administrative corridor to the left.
"But we cannot discuss the details of his condition here in the public hallway. There are complications, and there are legal and medical realities that we must address immediately. Please, follow me to my office."
"Is he alright?" Yuna’s voice was a high-pitched, frantic screech that cut through the clinical quiet of the wing. She tore her arm from David’s grip, stepping toward the surgeon.
 
Dr. Marcotte paused, his features softened a bit. "He is alive, Mrs. Hollander. He is currently being prepared for transfer to another room. But please. Come with me."
 
"Go on without me, David," Hayden said quietly, his hands shoved deep into his jacket.
 
David stared at him for a long moment, the initial anger from hours ago completely gone, replaced by an exhausted gratitude.
 
The walk to the doctor's office felt like a procession through a subterranean tomb.
Dr. Marcotte led the way with a slow, deliberate pace, his clogs squeaking rhythmically against the highly polished floors. They moved out of the public surgical wing, passing through a security keypad-locked door, and into the administrative heart of the hospital. Here, the walls changed from sterile white tile to a muted, dark wood paneling.
 
Dr. Marcotte stopped at a heavy oak door marked Chief of Surgery. He unlocked it with a plastic keycard, pushed it open, and stepped aside to let them enter.
The office was large, but it felt claustrophobic, crowded by the sheer volume of a lifetime spent in the pursuit of human repair. In the center of the room sat a massive, dark mahogany desk.
Behind the desk stood a high-backed leather chair— in front of it were three low, uncomfortable matching armchairs upholstered in a faded burgundy fabric.
 
"Please, sit down," Dr. Marcotte said, closing the heavy door behind them. The click of the latch sounded final, like the locking of a cell.
David guided Yuna into the center chair. She sat down stiffly, her knees pressed together, her hands clamped in her lap. David did not sit. He took up a position immediately behind her chair, his massive hands resting heavily on the back of the fabric.
"Can I offer anyone water? Coffee?" Dr. Marcotte asked as he moved behind his desk.
He did not wait for an answer, already knowing the refusal that would follow. He sat down slowly in his leather chair, the leather groaning under his weight. He did not immediately look at his monitor. Instead, he took off his examination gloves, dropping them into a small wastebasket beside his feet, and rubbed the bridge of his nose where the surgical mask had left a deep, angry red indentation.
 
"Please," David rejects the offer kindly.
 
Hearing this, Dr. Marcotte let out a slow measured sigh.
"Mr. Hollander, Mrs. Hollander... what I am about to tell you is highly confidential, protected by every standard of medical ethics and provincial law," Dr. Marcotte began.
 
His words falling with deliberate, heavy precision. "But because Shane is currently incapacitated and under an emergency medical hold due to the nature of his admission, you, as his legal next of kin, must understand the entirety of his medical situation to make decisions for his post-operative care."
 
The surgeon leaned forward, intertwining his fingers on top of the green desk blotter.
 
"Your son had near-fatal systemic failure. When he was brought through our doors, his core temperature was 34°C, and he was in active respiratory depression from a massive ingestion of opioids."
 
"The toxicology screen performed upon admission showed an exceptionally high concentration of oxycodone and alprazolam in his system," Dr. Marcotte continued gently.
 
"I wouldn’t lie, the quantities he ingested were lethal. If he had been brought here a minute later, Shane would have died.”
 
David’s hands tightened on the back of Yuna’s chair until the wood beneath the fabric groaned. "But he is fine now—right?”
Dr. Marcotte shifted his gaze from David to a folder on his desk, opening it to reveal a series of high-resolution diagnostic scans—black and white images of a human pelvis, crisscrossed with lines.
He turned the monitor slightly so David could see. "There was an internal hemorrhage. When we opened Shane’s abdominal cavity for an exploratory laparotomy to locate the source of the bleeding, we found a massive, active arterial rupture within the pelvic floor."
Dr. Marcotte paused. He took a deep breath, looking directly into David’s eyes.
"Shane was suffering from a complete structural collapse of the uterine wall, complicated by a severe, deep-tissue placental abruption."
The word did not drop into the room like an explosion. Instead, it felt like a heavy stone settling onto what Hayden had already begun building earlier. Hearing it fall from the mouth of the Chief of Trauma Surgery sounds way even worse.”
 
"So it’s true then," David asked in a whispering tone that is filled with disbelief.
"What we’ve been in the hall.”
 
"It is real, Mr. Hollander," Dr. Marcotte said, validating the horrific weight of the confirmation.
"I know you aren’t prepared to hear this, and I xompletely understand why. But the physiology does not lie. Shane possesses a rare, fully functional internal reproductive anatomy—specifically, a latent uterus and associated vascular structures.”
“This is a condition known clinically as persistent Müllerian duct syndrome with active fertility."
 
"No," Yuna whispered. She didn't shake her head in refusal this time. Instead, her entire body seemed to shrink, folding inward as the fragile shield of her denial completely collapsed.
 
Yuna wiped a fresh tear from her cheek, her brow furrowing in deep, agonizing confusion.
"How far along is he?”
“He was approximately twelve weeks pregnant.”
"But Doctor, if he was three months along... how is it possible that he didn't show any symptoms? How did we not know? How could we have absolutely no idea that he was pregnant?"
Dr. Marcotte turned to the dry-erase board, rubbing his chin as he chose his words with care to bridge the gap between complex biology.
"In a functional male-carrier phenotype, Mrs. Hollander, the clinical presentation of an early pregnancy is entirely hidden by the baseline anatomy," Dr. Marcotte explained.
"Take a look at his core physiology. Shane is an elite athlete with exceptionally high abdominal muscle density. His pelvic wall and core muscles are incredibly tight, meaning any early uterine expansion wouldn't push outward—it would be contained entirely within the deep pelvic cavity. Furthermore, his uterus is retroverted, positioned much deeper and lower against the sacrum than typical internal positioning."
The surgeon stepped closer, fiddling with some paper.
Dr. Marcotte let out a slow breath, his fingers weaving together over the medical file as he moved to the final, most devastating portion of the surgical summary.
"Shane was not carrying a single fetus. He was carrying twins."
Yuna’s eyes widened in a fresh wave of shock, her hand gripping David’s forearm who was sitting beside her with white-knuckled intensity. "Twins..." she lets out a broken exhale.
 
"A dichorionic-diamniotic twin pregnancy. The severe trauma combined with the profound hypovolemic shock, caused a placental abruption in one of the gestational sacs. The hemorrhage was immense, and despite our best efforts, I was unable to save one of the twins." Dr. Marcotte confirmed.
 
David’s chest heaved, his voice cracking as he asked, "And the other? What happened to the other one?"
 
"The second gestational sac remained structurally intact," Dr. Marcotte stated, his voice carrying an immense weight.
"Through meticulous surgical ligation of the damaged uterine vessels and intensive stabilization, we managed to preserve the secondary placental attachment. As of ten minutes ago, there is a stable, strong fetal heartbeat. But the situation is still exceptionally precarious."
Yuna began to weep openly, a sound of mingled grief. "A baby... there is still a baby alive inside him? Do you... do you know what they were?"
 
Dr. Marcotte nodded slowly. "We do. I can tell you the genders of the babies."
David frowned, his protective instincts flaring through his confusion. "At twelve weeks? Three months along? Isn’t it impossible?"
"Under standard circumstances, you are correct, Mr. Hollander," Dr. Marcotte explained thoroughly. "At twelve weeks—or three months—the external genitalia are only just beginning to form, making visual identification via an ultrasound highly variable and notoriously unreliable. However, because Shane was admitted under such critical, life-threatening parameters, our pathology and genetics lab immediately fast-tracked an advanced panel. We ran a Noninvasive Prenatal Test via a simple blood draw.”
The surgeon tapped the digital monitor, bringing up a secure lab report.
"An NIPT analyzes cell-free fetal DNA circulating directly within the carrier's bloodstream. Even at twelve weeks, it can determine the genetic sex of the fetuses with over ninety-nine percent accuracy. And combined with the direct post-operative pathology of the lost tissue, we have an absolute read on the twins."
 
Dr. Marcotte looked at them with a gaze stripped of all professional detachment.
 
"The twin we lost was male—the one currently fighting for life is female."
 
"Can we see him?" David asks, his voice dropping into a registered flat.
Dr. Marcotte stood up slowly, nodding his head. "Of course. Follow me."
But before they crossed the threshold into Room 412, David pulled Yuna back near the nurses' station, out of earshot of the medical staff.
 
"Yuna," David whispered, his voice trembling in a way she had never heard in thirty years of marriage. "The doctor... what he said about the pregnancy.”
Yuna looked up, her eyes red-rimmed and wild. "What are you talking about, David?"
"I think Lily is a guy,” David swallowed hard, his chest heaving as he forced the words out into the sterile air.
"It was a man. Some guy Shane's been seeing in secret. This Lily— might be the father of the baby Shane is carrying right now."
Yuna looked up, her eyes red-rimmed and wild, her mind spinning as the impossible reality collided with her memories of her son's life.
 
"What... David, what are you talking about? Are you saying our son is gay?"
 
"Look at the pieces," David said in a heavy, profound aching sorrow.
"I’ve been sitting on this since he was nineteen. I’ve suspected it for years. I didn't say a damn word. I wanted him to trust us. I wanted him to come to us on his own terms when he was ready."
Yuna stared at him, her mouth opening slightly as the truth reframed every milestone of Shane's career. "But... but Jessica. In his rookie season. They were together for a year, David.
 
"Jessica didn't help," David said, shaking his head bitterly.
 
Yuna buried her face in David’s shirt. “If what you say is true, then he must be terrified, David. We don't have a problem with him being gay. We never would have had a problem with it. It hurts... God, it hurts that he didn't tell us. It breaks my heart that he thought he had to build a whole separate, secret wall just to be who he is.”
Her small frame shaking. It hurts to realize that their son had lived in a parallel universe of fear, hiding his heart from the two people who loved him most.
"Let's go to our boy," she whispered into his chest.
David straightened his shoulders and guided her through the heavy doors.
Inside the room, Shane Hollander lay perfectly still.
Yuna didn't hesitate. She stood beside the right rail of the bed, her small, trembling fingers wrapping around Shane’s large, calloused hand. His fingers were icy cold, the skin translucent enough that the blue network of veins on the back of his hand looked like ink lines drawn on parchment.
 A thick central line was taped into his wrist, the clear fluids pulsing down into his system with a slow, rhythmic click-tick from the pump.
"Shane," she whispered, her lips pressing against his knuckles. "Shane, baby, mommy's here. We're both here. You're safe now. Just wake up for me."
 
 
David stood at the foot of the bed, his massive hands resting on the footboard.
His eyes traveled from the jagged green line of the heart monitor down to the stark white outline of the abdominal binders visible beneath the hospital gown. Inside that broken body, a tiny baby girl was currently clinging to existence, completely dependent on a father who didn't even know she was there.
The anger in David's chest was entirely gone, replaced by a profound, suffocating guilt. There were lots of factors that had endangered the babies, pushing the hidden pregnancy to the absolute edge of stability.
But Shane’s own hand had pulled the trigger. His desperation, his choice to swallow those pills.
The weight of the secret was crushing. They were guarding a truth that would eventually tell their son not only that he was capable of carrying life, but that his own escape from reality had cost him half of it.
 
JANUARY 9, 2016, AT 4:42 AM.
Shane’s chest gave a sharp, sudden heave. The movement was small, but it caused the surgical dressings across his abdomen to tauten against the sheets. A low, ragged rattle tore from his throat—the sound of a body rejecting the final, lingering weight of the anesthetic gas.
 
The green line on the cardiac monitor spiked instantly.
Beep. Beep.
Yuna cried out, her body lunging upward as she tried to reach Shane's face. "Shane, look at me. Look at your mother."
 
Shane's eyelids fluttered, then rolled open. The pupils were massive, black pools that swallowed the blue of his irises entirely, leaving only a jagged rim of pale color at the edges. He stared directly at the ceiling tiles overhead, his gaze fixed and glassy.
 
The fog of the synthetic opioids was still thick in his brain, a heavy, gray wool that slowed his thoughts to a crawl. But the physical reality of his nerves was faster.
 As his consciousness returned, the numbness in his lower torso evaporated, replaced by a massive, white-hot wall of agony that felt like an open flame being pressed against his pelvis.
He let out a sharp, strangled gasp, his jaw locking so tightly that the bone in his temple throbbed violently. His legs jerked instinctively beneath the blanket.
"Don't move!" David's voice boomed through the quiet room, filled with a terrifying panic. He bolted from the foot of the bed, his massive hands coming down on Shane's shoulders, pinning him flat against the pillows with the weight of his entire upper body. "Shane, stay still. You’re going to rip the stitches out. Just breathe through it, buddy. Don't fight the bed."
 
Shane’s head thrashed to the side, his breath coming in short, agonizing pants behind his teeth. The movement brought his gaze directly into contact with his mother’s face.
"Mum," he choked out. The word was a dry, ruined scratch, his vocal cords raw from the hours they had spent clamped around a plastic ventilation tube. "Mum... it hurts. Everything... it hurts."
"I know, baby, I know," Yuna wept, her hands smoothing the damp, dark hair away from his forehead. "The doctors gave you medicine. It's going to work soon. Just stay still for your dad."
 
Shane lay there, his chest heaving, his eyes wide and wild as the room slowly began to take focus through the drug-induced haze. He felt the heavy, suffocating pressure of the multi-layered dressings taped across his lower stomach. He felt the central lines in his neck and wrist.
 
And then, the memories of the Boston apartment came crashing back. The life where he would live without Ilya.
 
He looked at his mother's tear-streaked face. He looked at the deep, broken lines around his father's mouth. There was no anger in their eyes. There was only a vast, terrifying horror.
 
"I’m sorry?" Shane whispered, his voice shaking so violently the words nearly lost their shape. He closed his eyes against the physical pain radiating from his lower abdomen, completely unaware of the womb beneath the bandages, completely unaware of the life still fighting inside him.
 
"Dad... my stomach hurts?"
 
David open his mouth, the horrific truth of the pregnancy. The realization that Shane had inadvertently caused the death of his own child choked David completely. He couldn't say it. He couldn't hand a broken boy a death warrant for a son he didn't even know he had.
For a pregnancy he doesn’t know yet.
 
Before David could break, Yuna lunged forward, pushing her husband gently aside. She reached over the bed rail, her arms wrapping around Shane's shoulders with a desperate, fierce maternal protection. She buried her face in the hollow of his neck, her hot tears soaking into his hospital gown.
 
"It’s alright, baby," Yuna choked out, her voice a cracked, trembling shield against the clinical horrors of the room. She tightened her grip, refusing to let him see the agony in her own eyes, refusing to let the doctors' reports enter this sacred space before he was strong enough to bear it.
"The doctors fixed the injuries. You're safe, Shane. We're just right here."
 
Shane went completely rigid against her touch, his breath catching in his throat as he listened to her weep.
 
"We love you," Yuna whispered fiercely into his skin, her small frame shaking with the weight of everything they were keeping from him. "We love you no matter what, Shane. No matter what."
 
The defense mechanisms he had built over the last three months completely dissolved. The stoic hockey captain disappeared entirely, leaving nothing behind but a broken 24-year-old boy drowning in the guilt of his own survival.
 
Tears finally spilled over his lower lids, tracking hot and fast through the clinical sweat on his cheeks. His large, calloused hand tightened weakly around his mother's fingers, his knuckles turning white as he clung to her like an anchor in a frozen sea.
 
"I'm sorry," Shane whispered.
 
The words were a tiny, shattered scratch against the clinical hum of the room, completely oblivious to the real war currently being waged beneath his surgical stitches.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

  

  

    
      
        Notes:

        
          I decided that our baby Shane wouldn't find out about it yet. Since he just went through a lot of trials, so I'm going to let him rest for awhile.
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    Chapter Text

    On January 14, 2016. AT 7:19 AM
Shane was completely hollow.
He lay perfectly still beneath the stiff in hospital quilt, freezing his body into absolute immobility.
It was the ultimate defense he always put up when the sensory input of the outside world became too loud to manage.
Because for him, if he didn't move then the room couldn't touch him. If he didn't draw air too deeply, the strange, tight ache in his lower abdomen wouldn't flare into the sharp, tearing heat he had felt before the lights went out.
 
As the silence stretched, the clicking sound of the hospital clock faded beneath a sudden, overwhelming wave of memory.
 
The sterile smell of antiseptic dissolved, replaced by the sharp intoxicating warmth of Ilya Rozanov.
 
The memory hit Shane with the force of a physical blow.
He was back in the off-season, in places where the rest of the world couldn't reach them.
He could feel the heavy, comforting weight of Ilya’s chest pressed against his back, the rough slide of Ilya's calloused hands tracing down his ribs, anchoring him so completely that the crushing pressure miles away.
He remembered the low, gravelly sound of Ilya’s voice murmuring Russian words he couldn’t understand against the nape of his neck, his breath warm against Shane's skin.
 
He remembered the fierce, protective grip of Ilya's fingers interlocking with his own.
 
Ilya.
 
Ilya.
 
Ilya.
 
The name was an agonizing ache in his chest.
 A wave of profound longing swept through him, so intense it made his throat tighten.
He could almost feel the phantom touch of Ilya's mouth pressing into the dip between his shoulder blades. Shane desperately wanted to crawl back into that memory, to bury himself in the safety of Ilya's arms and never come back out. The absence of him right now was a hollow. It was the absolute loss of that warmth over the last three months that had driven him here in the first place.
Shane was entirely starving for Ilya.
 
A sharp, stabbing throb from his pelvis violently dragged him out of the past and slammed him back into his conscious.
 
Slowly, with an immense grinding effort that made his teeth click behind his lips, Shane forced his eyelids open.
 
The world was too bright.
 
He tried to focused on a single point directly above his head—a tiny, irregular black dot punched into the white plaster. He stared at it until his vision blurred at the edges, turning the rest of the room into a grey, unrecognizable fog.
"Shane? Oh, honey... your awake." The voice was soft, thick with a heavy, trembling warmth that he had known his entire life.
Yuna Hollander was sitting on the edge of the vinyl chair beside his bed. Her small frame was hunched forward, her shoulders curved inward as if she were trying to occupy as little space as possible in the clinical room.
 
Shane didn't turn his head. He kept his eyes locked on the ceiling tile, his face a completely wore a unreadable mask. The golden boy of Canadian hockey, the youngest captain in the history of the franchise, was gone.
 
There was only a silent statue lying in a coarse white gown.
 
Yuna reached out, her fingers hovering for a fraction of a second before she gently placed her palm against the side of his face. Her skin was incredibly warm, smelling of the soft jasmine perfume she had worn since he was a child.
 
"You're safe, Shane," she whispered, her voice cracking as she smoothed a damp strand of dark hair away from his forehead.
Her thumb lightly traced the scatter of freckles across his cheekbones—the same freckles Ilya had always looked at.
 
"Mommy's here. Your dad is here. We're not going anywhere, buddy. You just need to breathe and just let us take care of you."
 
Shane felt the warmth of her hand, but it felt distant— it was like a sensation transmitted through yards of heavy wool. He was completely wrecked inside.
 
On the opposite side of the bed, David Hollander stood. He hadn't spoken since Shane had regained his consciousness.
 
Instead, David supported his son through a steady presence. Every few minutes, when Shane’s chest would hitch with a shallow uneven breath, David’s hand would shift on the rail, his large thumb pressing firmly against the cold metal. Letting Shane know he was there.
 
Yuna shifted closer, her small hands moving down to slide beneath Shane’s right hand, which lay limp and unresponsive against the sheet. She gathered his long, thin fingers between her palms, squeezing them with a desperate, frantic strength as if she could physically pump her own life back into his veins.
 
"We were so scared, Shane," she murmured, her dark eyes scanning every line of his pale, gaunt face, searching for a single spark of the competitive fire that usually defined him.
"When the door broke... when we found you... I thought my heart was going to stop.”
“But the doctors fixed it. You're going to be okay.”
 
Why am I still here?
 
The question didn't leave Shane's lips. It remained locked inside his mind, a heavy, bitter stone in his inner monologue.
 
“I swallowed the whole bottle. I counted them. Twelve pills. I took them into my tongue and I swallowed them down because I wanted the dark. I wanted the noise to stop. I wanted to stop seeing his face looking at me with that horrible, wide-eyed terror. I wanted to clear myself out of that house so my mom would stop crying about a girl named Lily who didn't exist.”
 
“I wanted to die.”
 
A deep, suffocating wave of angst and regret crashed through his chest, making the numbers on the heart monitor tick upward by two beats.
 
He shifted his gaze, his eyes dragging away from the ceiling tile to focus on the large, clear plastic bag hanging from the metal pole above his head. The fluid inside was dropping slowly through the chamber, dripping down into the thin tube that snaked into the back of his hand.
 
Then, his mind drifted down.
 
Beneath the heavy fabric of the hospital quilt, tucked tightly against his pelvic bone, there was a strange, tight pulling sensation.
 
It was deep, muscle-sore ache he usually felt after an intensive training block or a heavy check into the boards. It was different. It felt like something scraped out some tissue inside his lower abdomen.
 
What did they do to me? Shane wondered, his thoughts spiraling into a cold, dark pit of unease.
 
“I remember the smell of copper in the hallway. I remember the shears cutting through my pants.”
 
He could feel it in the air—the cautious way his mother was moving her hands, the heavy, unblinking intensity of his father’s silence. They were avoiding something. Every time his hand strayed even remotely near his waistline, or whenever the blanket shifted, an invisible, heavy tension flooded the space between the three of them.
 
"Mum," Shane whispered.
 
The word was a ghostly, ruined sound that scraped against his dry throat like broken glass. It was the first time he had spoken since the first time he opened his eyes, and the sudden noise made Yuna flinch slightly, her grip tightening on his fingers.
"I'm here, baby. I'm right here," she said quickly, leaning her head down until her face was only inches from his.
"What do you need? Water? Let me get you some water."
Shane didn't look at the water pitcher. He kept his glassy eyes fixed on her face. "Is there something I must know?"
 
The question hung heavily in the room.
 
Yuna’s lips parted, but no sound came out.
Her eyes darted instantly toward David, a desperate, silent plea passing between them.
David’s jaw clenched so tightly the muscles leaped along his jawline, his heavy hands tightening against the steel guardrail until his knuckles turned a stark, bloodless white.
 
But they tell him. Instead, a heavy, suffocating wall of silence descended upon them. Yuna deliberately looked down, her fingers trembling slightly as she fussed with the edge of the hospital quilt, smoothing a crease that didn't exist, doing everything in her power to redirect the reality of the question.
 
"Shane," David said, his voice carrying a weight that effectively closed the topic.
He didn't offer an answer he simply shut the door.
"We could talk about this another time because right now your job is to rest. That's it."
 
The deliberate evasion slammed into Shane with the force of a physical blow.
The refusal to touch the subject confirmed his worst fears. They were lying to him. It must be something that his own parents could not bring themselves to say the words out loud.
The pain in his lower abdomen felt like a void.
Shane felt like he had lost something. Something very important.
 
He didn't have the energy to press them. The sheer weight of his own depression pulled him back down into the dark.
He didn't have the fire left to fight through their silence.
Shane pulled his head back slightly, just enough to break the eye contact. The rejection was subtle, but he could see his mum’s eyes pooled with fresh tears before she quickly looked down at the floor, wiping her face with the back of her sleeve.
 
"You don't have to look at me like that," Shane said, his eyes drifting back to the ceiling.
 
"We're just glad you're here, Shane," His dad said, with a raspy tone from lack of sleep.
 
“But I’m not,” Shane thought, though he didn't have the energy to say it aloud.
The gray fog was waiting for him at the edges of his vision, and he wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and let it swallow him whole again.
 
David shifted his position he reached the small bedside table and picked up the plastic water pitcher. He lifted it slowly to keep the ice from rattling against the sides, then poured a fresh glass of water.
 
He did not offer the glass to Shane, knowing his son would refuse to acknowledge it. Instead, he placed it silently on the tray within Yuna's reach.
He pressed his heavy thumb against her shoulder blade for a single second—a silent signal that he was standing ground behind her.
 
Yuna did not turn around, but her shoulders relaxed slightly as she accepted the support.
She reached for a green foam oral swab from the medical tray and dipped it into the cold water David had poured.
 
"Your lips are dry, Shane," she murmured, her voice steady, completely imitating the calm demeanor she used to bring when he was an injured teenager during minor hockey tournaments or whenever he had a panic attack.
She leaned over the safety rail, her movements deliberately slowed and careful, gently dabbing the damp foam across his cracked lips. "Just a small amount of water. You don't need to swallow it…… Just let the moisture sit there."
Shane did not pull away from the swab. He allowed her to clear the dryness from his mouth, his breath coming in a slow, rhythmic whistle through his nasal passages.
The silence in the room stretched tighter, a thin wire pulled to its absolute limit.
Yuna set the swab back onto the stainless steel tray.
She took a dry washcloth from the stand, moistened the corner in the fresh water, and began to wipe the film of cold sweat from his forehead. She used small, deliberate strokes, moving from the center of his brow down to his temples, clearing away the salt lines left behind by his hours in the operating theater and tracing the path of the dark freckles scattered across his skin.
 
Shane watched her eyes closely— every time she touched his body, her posture remained rigid, her breathing shallow, completely avoiding any movement that might shift the blankets covering his waist and lower abdomen.
 
“They're terrified of something,” Shane realized, the internal dread spiking.
 
"You always hated being too warm," she said softly, a slight movement of her mouth mimicking a smile, though her eyes remained hyper-focused on keeping her hands perfectly steady.
 
"Even when you were a little boy, you used to sleep with your bedroom window cracked open in the middle of December. I always complained that we were paying to heat the entire house, but you would just bury yourself under three heavy quilts and leave your nose out in the cold air.”
 
“I guess you are exactly like me when it comes to dealing with discomfort. Professional stoicism. That's what your father calls it. I just call it being incredibly stubborn.”
 
Shane’s gaze finally moved, for a brief second, his dark eyes locked onto her face.
 
There was no relief or comfort in his expression—instead, his eyes were cold, guarded, and raw with an unspoken anxiety.
 
It was the face of the captain of the Montreal Voyageurs—a public persona trying frantically hunting for the truth his parents were hiding.
 
His eyes shifted past her shoulder, scanning his dad’s silhouette. He studied his father's face, looking for the inevitable signs of frustration.
David did not move from his position. He met his son’s stare with a calm expression of his own. He did not look away, but Shane caught the subtle, quick glance David shot downward to his stomach before pulling his gaze back up.
 
Shane tried his best not to demand what exactly they were hiding. He chose to divert his attention to something else.
 
Shane found himself sitting up slightly an hour later, the mechanical bed tilted at a thirty-degree angle.
He hadn't touched the broth or the cold tea Yuna had. His eyes were fixed on the small black screen of his phone, which sat on the bedside table, completely dead.
His parents had taken the charger, claiming the hospital had strict regulations about personal electronic devices in the high-dependency unit. It was a lie, of course.
 
He knew why they did it.
 
"Mum," Shane said, his voice stronger now, though still rough around the edges.
Yuna was reviewing a stack of medical release forms near the small sink, her glasses perched on the edge of her nose. As his manager, she spent half her life reading contracts, but the way her eyes scanned these specific papers was different—she was looking for loopholes, for privacy clauses, for anything that could act as a shield.
 
"Yes, sweetie?"
"What's happening outside?"
Yuna didn't look up from the papers. "Nothing for you to worry about. The weather is clearing up a bit. Hayden said the roads near the arena are finally plowed."
"Did everyone know?” Shane said. You could hear from his voice a slight tremble hinting that he was afraid of asking.
 
Yuna’s shoulders stiffened. She slowly lowered the papers, taking off her glasses and folding them with deliberate, agonizing slowness. "The team knows you are on medical leave, Shane. We issued the official statement three days ago. Severe complications requiring emergency surgery……It’s technically true."
 
Shane let out a bitter bark of a laugh that ended in a sharp wince as his lower abdomen flared with localized pain.
He pressed his hand against the dressings through the blanket, feeling the rigid tape beneath.
"Severe complications. That’s what we’re calling it? And the media bought that?"
 
"Shane, look at me," Yuna said, walking over to the side of the bed and looking down at him with an intensity that made him freeze.
"It doesn't matter what they buy. No one speaks to the press except management, and as your representative, I have threatened to sue any outlet that publishes unverified rumors regarding your personal health."
"There’s a report, isn't there?" Shane asked, his fingers tightening against the blanket.
 "Someone must have leaked it. The paramedics... the admission staff... someone talked."
Yuna didn't flinch. "There are always people on social media who think they know everything because they saw an ambulance outside your building.”
 
Shane felt a cold sweat break out across the back of his neck. The world felt suddenly very loud, very close, as if the walls of the hospital were thinning out, exposing his bleeding, ruined life to the thousands of fans who cheered his name every game.
"They know," he whispered, a sudden wave of panic rising in his chest, making his heart monitor spike into a frantic, erratic tempo.
"They know what I did. He knows I’m a coward. He must have know—"
 
"Shane! Stop it!"
Yuna grabbed his shoulders with a fierce, grounding pressure that forced him to look into her eyes.  
 
"Listen to me very carefully," she said, her voice trembling but incredibly fierce.
"Let them talk. Let them write whatever garbage they want to print to sell their papers. I don't care. I don't care about your contract. I don't care about the league, the fans, or the sponsors. We don’t care about what they say. All I care about—all your father and I care about—is that you are safe."
 
"My career is over," Shane muttered, turning his face away. "If they know..... He will never look at me the same way."
 
"Then let it be over!" Yuna sobbed out, the raw emotion breaking through her composed exterior.
A tear spilled over her lashes, tracking down her lined cheek.
"If those people, if that city, if that ice makes you feel uncomfortable for even a single second after you leave this place... I will strip you away from everybody. We will pack up your apartment in twenty-four hours. We will break the lease. We will leave everything behind—the hockey, the press, the money, all of it.”
“I may be your manager, Shane, but I am your mother first. If you want to disappear, I will make you disappear. I will take care of everything. You don't have to face a single one of them if you don't want to."
 
"Your mother means it, Shane," David said softly.
"The world doesn't get to have you anymore if it’s going to cost us your life. We’ll go out west. We’ll buy a place near the mountains where no one knows a damn thing about hockey. But you have to stay with us. You have to want to stay."
 
Shane looked from his mother’s tear-stained face to his father’s heavy, exhausted expression.
The panic in his chest began to subside, replaced once again by that profound, confusing emptiness in his gut. He reached down under the blanket, his hand resting over the surgical site. They were treating him like he was made of glass. They were willing to burn their entire lives to the ground just to keep him warm.
 
Why? Shane thought, the suspicion growing sharper, darker. What aren't they telling me?
 
"The incision," Shane said slowly, his voice dropping into a dangerous, quiet register.
“It wasn’t just a small surgery, was it?”
 
Yuna choked back a sob, quickly turning her head away to look at the sink, her hand flying to her mouth. David didn't move and refused to break an eye contact,
"We'll talk about the medical details later, Shane," David said in a  warmth protective tone.
"When you're stronger."
 
"Tell me now," Shane demanded, trying to sit up further, but the sharp, ripping pain in his lower abdomen forced him back down against the pillows with a ragged gasp.
"Shane, please," David commanded softly, stepping between his son and his weeping wife.
"Just rest."
 
 
 
Four days earlier.
 
The room had been much darker then. The snow outside was at its peak, throwing sheets of white ice against the windowpane with a low, whistling hiss.
Shane was still deeply unconscious.
 
A senior nurse in blue scrubs was quietly adjusting the secondary IV pole, hanging a fresh bag of lipids.
Near the foot of the bed, Dr. Sarah Vance, one of the attending trauma physicians who had overseen Shane’s admission, stood with a heavy tablet in her hands. Brows was furrowed as she reviewed the post-operative lab work.
 
Yuna and David stood on the opposite side of the bed. They had known about the pregnancy since the initial scans upon his admission, but seeing him lay there—empty, stitched up, and fading—made the reality no less devastating.
"His toxicology reports are finally showing a downward trend," Dr. Vance said,
She looked up, eyes softening as she looked at Yuna’s pale, haunted face. "The liver enzymes are stabilizing. We’ve managed to avoid acute renal failure, which was our primary concern when he arrived. The neurological activity is stable. He’s going to wake up. It’s just a matter of when the remaining narcotics clear his system."
 
Yuna let out a long, shuddering breath, her hand tightly gripping David’s fingers. "Thank God. Oh, thank God."
 
"But we need to discuss the surgical outcome," Dr. Vance continued, tone shifting into something more deeply hesitant. She set the tablet down on the rolling over-bed table.
"I assumed you already knew about the pregnancy."
“Physiologically, his vital organs are recovering from the toxicity," Dr. Vance explained, her voice steady but laced with profound caution.
"But Shane’s anatomy presents a highly unique clinical landscape. As we confirmed during his baseline admission scans, Shane has a condition known clinically as Persistent Müllerian Duct Syndrome, or PMDS. In his case, it presents with active, functional fertility. He possesses both male external anatomy and a fully functioning internal Müllerian system—uterus, fallopian tissue, and cervix."
 
Yuna felt the room tilt. Her fingers dug harder into David’s hand, the rough texture of his skin the only thing keeping her upright. "Yes, we already hear this from Dr. Marcotte. But complications? Is the condition is somehow dangerous to him?”
 
Dr. Vance paused, letting the weight of her words settle before continuing.
 
"Most of the structures were dormant, Mrs. Hollander, Dr. Vance said, tilting her tablet to show a cross-sectional rendering of the post-operative imaging.
"Active fertility in a PMDS patient is extraordinarily rare. When he conceived twins, those internal structures were forced to expand and vascularize rapidly. The primary issue during the emergency intervention wasn't just the sheer volume of narcotics in his bloodstream—"The twins were dichorionic-diamniotic, which means both fetuses grow in the womb with completely separate amniotic sacs and their own individual placentas, but their positioning was highly precarious. The toxic shock caused a sudden, violent spasm in the uterine wall, leading to a localized placental abruption. The first fetus suffered immediate, irreversible oxygen deprivation. To prevent Shane to bleed to death on the table—we had to perform an immediate selective termination of the compromised fetus."
 
Yuna’s voice was a ragged whisper, her eyes darting to the slight, bandaged rise of Shane’s lower abdomen beneath the linen. "But you saved the other child."
 
"We did," Dr. Vance confirmed. "The second fetus still has a strong, viable heartbeat. However, because of DCDA, Shane’s internal reproductive support structures are inherently more rigid and less vascularized than a typical maternal uterus.”
“The surgical trauma from the selective termination, combined with the abrupt hormone shift from the loss of the first twin, has caused a secondary complication—a subchorionic hematoma. There is a collection of blood pooling between the remaining gestational sac and the uterine wall."
 
"What does that mean for him?" David asked, his voice dropping into a protective tone. "Is it going to burst? Is it going to cause more internal bleeding?"
 
"It means Shane is at an incredibly high risk for a complete spontaneous miscarriage," Dr. Vance said directly, pulling no punches. "The structural integrity of his Müllerian lining is highly fragile right now. Any sudden physical exertion, any spike in blood pressure, or even the intense psychological shock of waking up to this reality could trigger a total uterine rejection. He cannot afford to be stressed. He cannot afford a single violent movement."
 
Yuna looked up, her face entirely pale, her eyes wide with a desperate, suffocating panic. "How can I break this news to him? Doctor, please... you don't understand. He is already completely broken. He took those pills because he wanted to…. He wanted to disappear because of a heartbreak he couldn't survive. If he wakes up and I have to tell him that he was carrying twins... that one is already dead because of what he did, and the other is barely surviving inside him... it will kill him.”
 
“It will finish him off completely. He will never recover from that guilt. I know his own mind, and he will blame himself for the rest of his life."
 
She stepped forward, her hand trembling as she hovered near Dr. Vance's sleeve, her voice dropping to a frantic pleading. "Can we lie to him? Please. Can we just tell him it was his appendix? Or a stomach ulcer from the stress? A lie could save him. It could buy us time. It could give him enough time to heal his mind before he has to face something this brutal."
Dr. Vance looked down at Yuna's hands, then back at David, who was watching her with an exhausted, hollow stare. The physician sighed, a deep, weary sound that seemed to echo against the cold glass of the frosted window.
 
"Mrs. Hollander," Dr. Vance said softly, her voice filled with a heavy, professional empathy. "I understand your instinct. I see a mother trying to build a wall around her child to keep the world from shattering him any further. But I must tell you... take it slow. I know that it is incredibly difficult. I know this news is brutal given his state."
 
She stepped closer to the bedside, her fingers gently checking the tension on the central line running into Shane's bruised hand.
 
"But Shane has the right to know," the doctor continued, looking back at them with absolute seriousness. "Even if it is very brutal. Because the body remembers what the mind tries to hide. He is already going to feel the physical phantom of that loss. With the DCDA complication and the hematoma, his body is actively fighting a hormonal war. He is going to feel the localized cramping. He is going to notice that the pain isn't in his stomach, but deeper, in his pelvis. The longer the lie would be, the higher the risks on what bad things might happen after he found out."
 
Dr. Vance tapped the tablet, locking the screen. "If he discovers that you lied to him about his own body—if he discovers that he was carrying life and that one half of it is gone while he was left in the dark—the betrayal will destroy whatever fragile trust he has left in you, or in himself. If he miscarries the second fetus while believing he merely had an appendectomy, the subsequent hemorrhaging and medical reality will be impossible to hide. You cannot build his recovery on a foundation of sand, Yuna."
 
Yuna looked up at David, her lips parting as a fresh wave of tears spilled over her lashes. David didn't look away from his son’s pale, shadowed face. He slowly reached out, his large, rough palm settling onto Yuna’s shoulder, anchoring her against the weight of the truth.
 
David whispered, his voice thick and raspy with an ancient sorrow. "We can't lie to him forever. But we don't have to tell him the second his eyes open. We wait. We keep him completely still. We protect him from the press, we protect him from everyone, just until his body stabilizes. We hold the weight of it until he is strong enough to bear it with us."
 
Yuna turned back toward the bed, reaching out to lightly brush a strand of dark hair away from Shane’s damp forehead. She looked down at the rhythm of his chest, perfectly attuned to the steady mechanical beep of the monitor, knowing that beneath the heavy white blankets—a fragile miracle was clinging to life inside a boy who had desperately prayed for darkness.
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    Chapter Text

    "Go on without me, David," Hayden said quietly, his hands shoved deep into his jacket.
David stared at him with gratitude.
 
Hayden was left standing there. Watching the couple as they slowly was gone in his sight. With heavy feelings. He wanted to go home, to see his children, to see Jackie—to see his wife.
 
After weighing his decision, he slowly walked away from where he was standing
And got into a cab.
 
The heavy door clicked shut, cutting off the biting, howling Montreal wind and the distant, muffled sounds of the hospital driveway.
Hayden collapsed into the vinyl backseat, his exhausted body sinking into the worn cushion as the driver threw the vehicle into gear and pulled away from the wet stained pavement of the drop-off zone.
For the first few miles, Hayden didn't say a word.
 
He just stared out the window, his mind completely numb as the streetlights blurred into long, yellow streaks through the driving snow. The smell of the cab—stale air freshener, damp floor mats, and old cigarette smoke—offered a grim, grounding contrast to the clinical bleach and copper that had filled his senses for the last hours.
His thoughts kept dragging him back to Shane, the unyielding captain of the Voyageurs, looking entirely dismantled.
It was 3 AM in the morning when Hayden finally arrived back home, the heavy silence of the dead hours pressing down on the wet-covered neighborhood.
He paid the driver, stepped out into the freezing air and walked up the stone steps to his front door, his heavy boots crunching through the fresh powder.
 
He needed his anchor.
His Jackie.
 
When he pulled the heavy oak door open, the familiar, rich warmth of home hit him like a physical blow. The scent of roasted chicken, and the sweet, milky air of infancy immediately rushed to meet him.
 
"Hayden?"
The voice came from the living room, low, sharp, and instantly soothing.
 
Jackie Pike stepped into the wide hallway. Even in the dim light of the foyer, her presence was everything to Hayden, a perfect blend of grace and the razor-sharp intensity that made her the undisputed backbone of his life.
She was wearing one of his old, oversized beige shirt that hung down to her knees, the thick cotton stretched taut over the distinct, beautiful curve of her five-month pregnancy.
 
Her dark hair was pulled back into a loose, messy bun, a few stray curls framing a face that bore the soft lines of a long day with the kids, but her eyes—those fiercely green eyes were instantly locked onto his.
Hayden didn't say a single word.
He kicked off his shoes, crossed the hallway in two long, desperate strides, and brought his large frame down, burying his face directly into the crook of her neck.
He wrapped his arms around her waist, his hands instinctively settling against the small of her back, pulling her against his chest with a force that made her gasp softly.
 
"Hey," Jackie murmured, her hands immediately coming up to cradle the back of his neck, her fingers threading through his cold, damp hair. She didn't push him away.
She simply stood there, an unyielding, solid pillar, absorbing the sudden, violent weight of his return. "You're freezing, big guy. You're shaking."
 
"Just hold on," Hayden rasped, his voice rough and scraped raw. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the scent of her skin, desperately trying to drown out the lingering memory of the emergency room. "Just give me a second, baby."
 
She shifted her weight, her thumb massaging the tight, knotted muscle at the base of his skull.
 
"I've got you."
 
They stayed like that in the quiet hallway for a long time.
Slowly, the rigid, defensive posture Hayden had maintained since breaking down Shane's door began to fracture. His shoulders dropped, and a long, ragged sigh shuddered out of his chest.
He carefully pulled back, his hands shifting to slide down to her belly, his large palms resting flat against the heavy, firm curve where their fourth child is. Another little girl was safe and growing.
He felt a small, distinct movement beneath the cotton—a gentle, reassuring kick against his palm that made his throat tighten with a fierce emotion.
"How is she?" Hayden whispered, his eyes fixed on his hands against her stomach. "How are you feeling today?"
"She's a menace," Jackie said, a soft, wry smile tugging at the corner of her lips as she placed her hands over his.
"Spent the last three hours practicing her skating drills right against my ribs. But I'm fine, Hayden. We're both fine.”
“More importantly, what happened to you? You look like you've been run over by a freight train."
 
Hayden closed his eyes for a brief moment, then shook his head, trying to clear the images. "Where are the girls? Where's Arthur?"
"The twins are upstairs in their bedroom," Jackie said, her tone softening as she noted the subtle, protective edge in his voice.
"They spent the afternoon building a fort out of every single blanket in the house. Ruby declared herself the queen, and Jade spent an hour trying to smuggle the cat inside as her royal guard. They're fine. Arthur's asleep in the bassinet in his nursery, too. He took a full bottle about an hour ago, slept right through the storm."
Hayden let out a breath he felt like he’d been holding since he broke down Shane’s apartment door. "Good. That’s... that’s good."
 
"Hayden," Jackie said, her voice dropping into that specific, no-nonsense register she used when he was trying to skate around a problem. She reached up, taking his jaw in her hands and forcing him to look directly into her eyes. "Look at me. Are you ok?”
 
Hayden closed his eyes for a brief second, leaning into the warmth of her palms before letting out a long, ragged breath. He knew he couldn't keep her in the dark anymore.
"Can we talk about this later?" Hayden whispered, his voice cracking slightly under the strain of the request. He hated shutting her out, even for an hour, but the trauma resting inside his chest felt like a physical dam.
Jackie didn't blink. Her green eyes searched his face, tracking the hollow dip of his cheeks, the dark, bruised exhaustion beneath his eyes, and the slight, involuntary tremor in his hands.
Every line of her body screamed with an intense worry—she knew him too well to believe he was fine, and the sheer desperation in his posture was enough to make her heart skip a beat.
Yet, she didn't push. She knew when to be the fierce and when to be the soft.
"Okay," Jackie whispered, her voice dropping into a soft, velvety cadence that immediately took some of the sting out of the cold air. She slowly let her hands slide down his jawline, her thumbs giving one last, reassuring squeeze to his cheekbones. "We can talk later, baby."
 
Though her voice was entirely cooperative, the tight pull around her mouth and the subtle crease between her brows betrayed the anxiety humming beneath her surface. She looked at him the way she looked at the twins when they came home with scraped knees—full of an protective urge to fix whatever had dared to hurt him.
 
Hayden offered a grateful nod.
He pulled his hands back, his shoes already forgotten by the doorway, and turned toward the stairs. His body felt incredibly heavy, each step up the carpeted riser requiring a conscious effort of his thighs and lower back, the typical athletic grace completely drained from his frame. He reached the upper landing, where the hallway was quiet and bathed in the soft glow of the moonlight.
 
He moved to the twins' bedroom first. Pushing the door open with agonizing slowness, ensuring the old hinges didn't emit a single click, he stepped into the room.
 
The scent of childhood met him. In the center of the floor, the massive blanket fort Jackie had described stretched across the space, held up by the edges of their activity table and clamped down with heavy storybooks.
 
There they were. Jade was curled on her side, her thumb tucked loosely near her chin, her dark curls splayed across a bright yellow pillow. Right beside her, Ruby was laid out flat on her back, her expression serious even in sleep, her small fingers still clutching the edge of a plastic tiara she had refused to take off before bed.
Curled precisely at Ruby’s feet was Mr. Pickles, the orange tabby owned by his daughters. his eyes cracked open into two thin, cynical slits as he recognized Hayden, letting out a low, warning purr before settling back down.
 
Hayden reached his calloused hand into the fort, his fingers moving with care as he smoothed a stray strand of hair away from Jade’s forehead. Her skin was warm and soft. He shifted his weight, his palm hovering over Ruby’s shoulder for a brief second, just absorbing the rhythmic, peaceful rise and fall of her chest.
 
They are just asleep, his mind repeated, a desperate mantra against the dark.
 
He backed out of the room with equal caution, pulling the door to a precise crack before moving down the short corridor to the nursery. Inside, the star-projector plug-in cast a rotating pattern of deep blue constellations across the ceiling.
Hayden walked over to the heavy wooden bassinet, his hands settling on the smooth white railing as he looked down at five-month-old Arthur. The baby was wrapped tightly in a green swaddle, his tiny fists tucked right beneath his chins looking so adorablee. His breathing was quick and shallow, the innocent sound of infancy filling the small space.
 
Hayden let out a long, slow sigh, his shoulders finally losing the rigid, defensive set they had held since breaking down Shane’s door.
He didn’t dare touch the baby—he was too afraid the lingering chill on his fingertips would wake him—but he stood there for three full minutes, using the sight of his son's to peace his mind.
 
When he finally crept back downstairs, the house was entirely silent save for the distant, muffled hum of the refrigerator.
 
He found Jackie in the living room. She had moved to the long, deep linen sofa, the low-set amber lamps throwing warm shadows across the room. She was sitting back against the cushions, her legs drawn up slightly to accommodate the beautiful, heavy curve of her five-month pregnancy, waiting for him.
 
Hayden didn't say a word as he approached. He walked over to the empty space on the couch and brought his body down, laying length-wise along the sofa and dropping his head directly into Jackie’s lap.
 
He curled his legs up slightly, his large shoulders consuming the cushions, his face burying into Jackie’s pregnant belly.
Jackie didn't speak either. The moment his head settled against her thighs, her hands found him. Her long, slender fingers slid into his thick, damp hair, her nails gently scraping against his scalp.
 
For ten minutes, the only sound in the room was the wind lashing against the double-paned glass and the soft rustle of her cotton shirt as she breathed. Hayden lay completely paralyzed under the weight of his own thoughts, his eyes wide in the darkness of her lap, watching the amber light reflect off the hardwood floor. The motion of her fingers in his hair was the only thing keeping him from floating back to the Hospital.
 
"It’s Shane," Hayden said suddenly, the words cutting through the quiet living room like a clean fracture through fresh ice.
 
Jackie’s fingers paused for a fraction of a second, a small intake of breath catching in her throat, before she resumed the slow, steady combing motion. "Shane?" she murmured, her voice a soft encourager in the dark.
 
"I drove him back after the game against Toronto," Hayden began, his eyes fixed blankly on the base of the coffee table.
He shifted his head slightly, his cheek pressing harder against her thigh. "I also managed to feed him the food you send over."
Hayden closed his eyes, and the imagery instantly became hyper-vivid, the memories printing behind his eyelids with terrifying clarity. "I stayed in the kitchen to help Yuna clean up. We were just starting to clean up when we overheard a violent glass shattering from the hallway. Hearing those made my blood ran cold, Jackie. I didn't even think—I just ran straight toward the sound."
 
He took a sharp, jagged breath, his knuckles turning white where his hands were balled into fists against his chest.
 
“I saw Shane there at his bed, lips saw blue. He wasn’t breathing Jackie.”
 
He shifted, his face turning fully into her lap as if he could hide from the imagery.
"All I could think was the screaming sirens, red flashing lights… The paramedics swarmed the apartment within six minutes, bagging his face to force oxygen into his fading lungs, before lifting his unresponsive frame onto the stretcher.  I jumped into the back of the ambulance to join Shane towards the emergency room."
"When we hit the Hospital," Hayden rasped, his breath hot against her thigh, "Some nurse was shouting something, and when I looked down, Jackie. There was a dark heavy, and terrifyingly thick stain of deep blood was rapidly spreading where Shane was laying at. It was soaking through the thick cotton, pooling onto the sterile white sheets of the gurney.
 
He pulled back slightly, looking up at Jackie through a sheen of tears, his face twisted in a mask of pure horror.
 
“It didn't just make sense."
 
He took a sharp, jagged breath. "They were screaming that Shane was pregnant’"
Jackie let out a loud gasp, her entire body flinching against the cushions, her hands coming up to press against her own stomach over the beige shirt in an involuntary, protective reflex. "Hayden... what..."
 
He reached out, his massive arms wrapping around Jackie’s waist, burying his face back into her neck as his large frame finally began to shake with long, silent sobs. "He was carrying a baby, Jack."
He stayed there, anchored to her body, his tears soaking through her beige shirt.
After a long time, the violent shaking in his shoulders began to subside and replaced by a rigid stillness.
When Hayden spoke again, the sorrow in his voice didn't vanish, but it vibrating current of anger. He didn't shout. He didn't raise his pitch.
But the words came out with the heavy venom.
"And this Lily," Hayden muttered, his teeth clicking together as his jaw clenched tight in the dark. "This guy. This coward left him. He left Shane alone because of what? I don't care what kind of forbidden relationship they had, or how terrified they were of the world finding out. You don't walk away from your person when they’re drowning."
He pulled back slowly, his large frame shifting as he looked up from her lap. He gazed directly into Jackie's green eyes, his face completely wet with tears, but his expression was as hard as stone. He looked entirely lost—a leader who had run out of plays, a man holding a reality that felt completely incompatible with the locker room he was supposed to run on Monday morning.
 
"This man was strong enough to walk away to save his own skin, but he left Shane to suffer. He let him think he had to carry all of this alone."
I want to kill him, Jack," Hayden whispered, his voice dropping into a chilling that vibrated through the fabric of her shirt. The raw, unadulterated protective instinct of being like  brother to Shane had taken over.
"I swear, if I ever find out who he is—I will tear him apart with my own two hands. He took everything from Shane. He left my captain to think he had to carry all of this alone. If he had just stayed... if he had just been a man and stood by him, Shane wouldn't be in this situation."
 
Hayden’s voice cracked, dropping into a desperate, raw vulnerability that he had never shown to anyone else in the world.
 
"What do I do, Jackie? What the hell do I do now?"
 
"First," Jackie said, her voice dropping into that quiet, no-nonsense register that always brought him back to earth when the world went chaotic. "You breathe, Hayden. You take a breath.”
 
She leaned down slightly, her forehead pressing gently against his as her hands tightened on his jaw, absorbing his trembling.
"I understand the anger, baby. I feel it too. I want to break whoever did this to him just as badly as you do. But you cannot let that rage consume you right now, because Shane is going to need you entirely whole, not broken by fury. When he wakes up—and he will wake up—he is going to be looking into a completely shattered world. He is going to feel entirely isolated, drowning in shame."
 
She shifted her weight, her hand moving down to rest over his large knuckles, squeezing hard. Jackie swallowed back a soft sob, a fierce light burning in her green eyes as she pulled him closer against her chest.
"And Hayden... he is not alone. He thinks he has nobody, but he has us.”
 “He has you to guide him through, he has me to hold him when it gets too heavy, and he has our children. He has Ruby, Jade, Arthur, and this little girl right here," she whispered, pressing his palm firmly against the heavy, reassuring curve of her five-month pregnancy.
 
"He has a family that loves him unconditionally, completely separate from the ice. We will wrap our arms around him so tight that the dark won't be able to touch him again. We are going to heal him, Hayden—I've got you, and all of us have him."
 
He lay there with his palm pressed against the firm curve of her stomach, feeling the tiny, rhythmic flutters of their unborn daughter.
 
A long, ragged sigh shuddered out of his chest, carrying with it the heavy, suffocating scent of bleach, copper, and frozen hospital air. He looked up at her, his eyes raw, bloodshot, and completely stripped.
 
Jackie looked down at him, her heart aching for the weight her husband carried.
She tracked the hollow lines of his face, seeing the raw, unadulterated trauma of the splintered door and that blood-stained gurney still flashing behind those thoughts.
 
She knew that mere words, no matter how fierce or loving, couldn't reach him down in the dark pit where his mind was drowning.
 
Gently, she shifted her weight on the deep linen sofa.
Her fingers left his jaw, tracing a slow, deliberate path down the column of his neck to the hem of his shirt. With quiet intention, she began to strip the clothes he wore, loosening the fabric to expose the solid expanse of his chest. Hayden didn't move, allowing her to guide him entirely.
Jackie pulled the hem of her oversized beige cotton shirt upward, letting the soft fabric bunch up around her ribs so that when she leaned down, her bare skin met his.
The moment her warm, bare breasts pressed flat against his chest, a heavy tremor ran through Hayden’s entire frame.
The sensation was numbing to Hayden.
She anchored her hands into his hair once more, leaning down to press her lips to his.
The kiss was fierce, and desperate need to comfort. Her lips were warm, and entirely parting against his, tasting the salt of his tears.
 
Her tongue sliding past his lips with a demand that his mind focus entirely on the present moment.
Hayden let out a rough groan into her mouth, his massive arms finally coming alive.
 
"I need you so much, Jack... please," Hayden muttered the words frantically against her lips.
 He wrapped them tightly around her waist, his large palms flattening against the small of her back, pulling her down against him until there wasn't a single millimeter of space left between them.
The scent of her—sweet, milky, and familiar—flooded his senses, completely drowning out the lingering nightmare.
As the kisses deepened, turning heavier the quiet living room turned rough-edged around them.
Jackie moved fluidly, straddling his lap on the wide sofa, her bare thighs pressed against his hips.
She reached down, her fingers working open the fastening of his pants, her palms sliding down his briefs, freeing his thick, rigid cock into the cool air of the room.
 
Guiding him with a steady hand, she positioned him against her, the wet, tight heat of her pussy against his tip. The sheer contrast of her warmth wrapping around his length made him gasp, a tactile reassurance of life and the unshakeable foundation they had built together.
 
Jackie lifted herself slightly, her hands using his shoulders as she slowly sank down, taking his entire cock deep into her tight pussy with a wet, breathy gasp that cut through the silence of the room.
When Hayden felt his cock back into her slick heat, stroking faster and harder, his forehead resting heavily against her shoulder as he buried himself into her over and over.
Hayden was very close to the edge, and judging by the way Jackie was thrusting her hips to meet him, her breath hitching in broken, desperate gasps, she wasn't far behind.
Hayden buried his face directly into the crook of her neck, his chest heaving as he buried himself deep inside her, his calloused hands gripping her hips with a fierce, protective intensity.
 
"I love you so much," he whispered emotionally against her skin as he poured everything he had into her.
 
The rhythm they found was bruisingly intimate.
 
Every slide of her skin against his, every wet, breathless hitch in her breathing against his ear, was a hammer blow against the darkness in his mind. He rocked up into her, losing himself completely in the tight, safe heat of her body, using the raw physicality of their connection to burn away the images he wanted to forget at the moment.
 
She held him through it all, her fingers digging into the tight muscles of his back, her hips moving in perfect sync with his until the tension in his muscles finally shattered into a quiet, shuddering release deep inside her.
 
Then, Jackie went very still—her entire body clamping down around his length as she hit her peak, crying out into the quiet room, "Hayden... I love you..."
 
In the quiet room, the heavy storm that had been raging in Hayden’s mind finally went still.
 
Hayden carefully pulled the edges of a heavy wool blanket over both of their bare shoulders, nesting her back against his chest as they lay length-wise on the deep sofa.
 
He wrapped one arm securely around her waist, his large palm naturally settling back over the beautiful, rising curve of her belly sealing them together.
 
With her dark hair loose against his chin and the steady, rhythmic rise and fall of her breathing guiding him, Hayden finally let his heavy eyelids close.
 
 
The next day, Hayden felt the warm morning sun hitting his face, the bright golden light cutting through the living room windows and scattering the last lingering shadows of the night before. His body was still entirely bare beneath the heavy wool blanket that was securely draped over his lower half.
 
Still half asleep, his first instinct was to reach out for his wife. He moved hand blindly across the cushions, searching for the familiar warmth of Jackie’s body.
 
Instead of his wife's soft skin, his calloused palm brushed against something small.
 
He blinked his eyes open groggily, only to find Ruby poking his face with a mischievous grin.
She had crawled right up to the edge of the sofa while he was reaching the wrong way. Hayden couldn't help the soft, tired smile that pulled at his lips.
 He reached a hand out from under the wool blanket—which still securely covered his lower half and gently trapped Ruby's wrist.
 
"Morning, trouble," he rumbled, his voice thick with sleep.
 
Ruby immediately twisted around and shouted at the top of her lungs, "Mama! Daddy's awake!"
 
Almost on cue, the thunderous sound of Jade's little feet echoed down the hallway as she ran wildly around the house, full of that boundless morning energy. Hayden shifted slightly, propping himself up against the arm of the couch, the heavy wool shifting over his lap.
 
Then, he saw Jackie walking into the living room.
 
Hayden’s breath caught slightly in his throat, a sudden wave of profound appreciation washing over him.
The morning light caught the rich, dark tones of her loose hair, casting a soft halo around her shoulders. She was cradling 5 month old Arthur against her chest, her movements was effortlessly graceful despite the weight of her five-month pregnancy clearly visible beneath a fresh, soft cotton dress.
She looked absolutely radiant, a living embodiment of light that completed his life.
 
"God, you are so beautiful, Jack," Hayden murmured, his voice low and full of genuine awe as she approached the sofa.
 
Jackie smiled softly, her green eyes warm and tender as she leaned down, pressing a sweet, lingering kiss to his lips. "Morning, big guy."
 
"Ew! Mama and Daddy are being yucky again!" Jade yelled, skidding to a halt right behind Jackie and screwing her face up in disgust.
 
Jackie laughed, a rich, bright sound, as she sat down on the edge of the deep linen sofa right next to Hayden's hip. She adjusted Arthur in her arms, looking down at her husband with a playful but firm expression. "You need to take a bath first. You stink."
 
Hayden chuckled, reaching his calloused hands out to gently take Arthur from her arms. The baby let out a tiny, soft coo as Hayden lifted him up, cradling his son's small, fragile body securely against his broad, bare chest.
Hayden looked down at Arthur's tiny face, his heart swelling as he gently pressed his thumb into the infant's very tiny cute palm, letting the baby's fingers curl tight around it. God he can never get enough of this.
"Breakfast is ready," Jackie said, leaning over to gently smooth down Hayden's messy hair. She checked the wall clock, which read exactly 10:00 AM. "But we're going to wait for you. I want us to have it all together with the children today."
 
Hayden looked around at his chaotic, beautiful family—Ruby trying to climb the arm of the couch, Jade still making faces, and Arthur resting peacefully against his chest.
 
"Give me ten minutes," Hayden said softly, looking up at his wife with deep devotion. "I'll be right there."
 
Ten minutes later, washed and dressed in clean clothes, Hayden walked into the sun-drenched kitchen. The air was thick with the rich, comforting aromas of sizzling bacon, warm maple syrup, and freshly brewed coffee.
 
They all sat down at the heavy wooden dining table for a loud, happy breakfast. Hayden sat at the head, effortlessly cradling Arthur against his shoulder with one massive arm while navigating his fork with the other. The baby was content, occasionally smacking his lips in his sleep against Hayden's chest.
 
Across the table, Ruby was entirely in her own world, completely ignoring her food. She was busily using her fork to build a stack out of her scrambled eggs, humming a little tune as she marched a piece of bacon across the plate like a soldier.
 
"Mama?" Jade asked suddenly, her mouth slightly full of pancake as she looked up at Jackie.
"Can we get another Mr. Pickles? Like a baby brother for him? I think he wants a friend."
 
Right on cue, as if he knew he was the topic of conversation, a low, demanding "Meow" echoed from the kitchen doorway.
Mr. Pickles, the orange tabby, strolled into the room with his tail held high, eyeing the table with his usual judgmental expression before rubbing his flank lazily against Jackie's chair.
 
Jackie laughed, reaching down to toss the cat a small piece of sausage. "I think one Mr. Pickles is more than enough, Jade.”
 
Hayden smiled, the pure joy of the moment washing over him, completely burying the lingering chills of the previous night.
 
Then, a sudden, sharp vibration shattered the warmth.
 
Bzzzzzz. Bzzzzzz.
 
From the living room, resting on the coffee table near the sofa, Hayden's phone began to ring.
The vibrating sound seemed to slice right through the clinking of silverware and the children's laughter, instantly stilling the lighthearted moment.
 
The smile faded from Hayden's face. The atmosphere in the kitchen shifted in a heartbeat, growing dense with a sudden tension. Still cradling Arthur against his chest, he carefully stood up from the table
He picked up the phone from the coffee table and read the recipient on the glowing screen.
 
David.
Just above the incoming caller ID, his eyes caught the digital display January 9, 10:58 AM.
 
Hayden’s throat tightened. He hesitated for a second, then turned his head back toward the kitchen.
 
Through the wide doorway, he saw Jackie. She had stopped eating, her green eyes locked onto him while her hand rested over her own stomach in an involuntary reflex. She didn't say a word, but the unspoken support in her gaze was seen.
Hayden took a deep breath, walked back over to the deep linen sofa, and sat down.
 
He answered the call, pressing the phone to his ear while his heart hammered against his ribs, ensuring his arm remained completely secure around the small, fragile body Arthur, who was busy chewing his fist against his chest.
 
Behind him, he could hear the sound of Jackie standing up from the dining table, the brief rush of water as she quickly washed her hands, and the soft rustle of her dress as she walked into the living room. She sat down close beside him, her warm palm immediately pressing soothing circles on his back.
 
"Hello?" Hayden said in a voice laced with worry.
 
David’s voice came through the line, heavy with exhaustion but carrying an unmistakable note of relief.
He then told Hayden that Shane had woken up briefly a few hours ago. He was doing fine, and the doctors had finally managed to stabilize him completely.
 
Then, Hayden swallowed hard, the memory of the blood-soaked sheets from the night before flashing vividly in his memory. His jaw clenched as he forced the next words out of his tight throat. "And... the baby, David? What about the baby?"
 
A sudden, heavy silence fell over the line. The quiet was long agonizingly and suffocating, causing Hayden's chest to tighten all over again.
Beside him, Jackie’s fingers stilled on his back, her entire body freezing as she waited, instinctively sensing the sudden shift in the air. Hayden held his breath, his arm pressing Arthur a little closer to his chest as the silence rattled his nerves.
 
Finally, David let out a ragged, trembling breath on the other end. "The baby is fine, Hayden. …they managed to save the baby, too."
 
Hearing those words, Hayden released a heavy sigh.
 
He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the cushions of the couch as a long trembling breath escaped his lips.
He turned his head toward Jackie, catching her anxious, questioning gaze, and gave her a slow, reassuring nod.
 
As he watched, the tight terror completely melted from his wife's beautiful face. Her shoulders dropped in a visible wave of relief, and she let out a long, shuddering breath she had been holding all morning, her forehead resting gently against his bare shoulder as they held their son together.
 
"Thank God," Hayden whispered, his thumb gently smoothing over Arthur's soft cheek while the baby continued to chew contentedly on his little fist.
 
"Thank God, David. We’ll be there soon."
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    Chapter Text

    January 14, 2016 AT 9:00 AM
 
Outside the heavy, frosted-glass double doors of the hospital, the world was a frozen landscape of blinding white Montreal snow, but inside, the air remained thick with the suffocating scent of isopropyl alcohol.
 
Hayden Pike stood in the corridor, his frame clad in a heavy dark winter coat that still held the faint, biting chill of the morning air. His hand was wrapped securely around the handle of the door, but he paused, his chest rising and falling in a slow attempt to steady his racing pulse.
 
Beside him stood Jackie. Her dark hair was pulled back into a neat, low ponytail, and her oversized coat hung loosely over the beautiful, unmistakable five-month curve of her pregnancy.
Her green eyes were softened with a deep fatigue, but the grip she maintained on Hayden’s forearm was iron-clad.
 
Before Hayden could turn the handle and step into the room, the weight of the last five days crashed over him—a memory of the grueling circumstances that had kept them away from this place for so long.
 
They hadn't been able to come immediately after David’s phone call on January 9th because of a perfect storm of family emergencies.
 
First, a historic Montreal blizzard had completely paralyzed their suburban neighborhood, rendering the unplowed roads entirely impassable for nearly forty-eight hours.
Worse than the weather, little Arthur had developed a sudden, frightening winter fever, his temperature spiking to a dangerous 103 degrees.
For three agonizing days, Hayden and Jackie had been trapped at home in a state of absolute panic, trading shifts by the baby's bassinet.
Because of Jackie's pregnancy, they couldn't risk leaving the children or exposing her to aggressive viral infections, forcing Hayden to manage the bulk of the hands-on medical care at home while juggling the wild, anxious energies of the twins, Ruby and Jade.
 
They couldn't leave. They had no one to watch the girls, the roads were a death trap, and their infant son was burning up in his crib. Hayden had been forced to call David back, his voice thick with a crushing guilt, explaining that they were entirely grounded. David, the ever kind man he was, had understood completely, telling Hayden that the hospital’s high-dependency unit was strictly limited to immediate family for the first few days anyway while the doctors monitored Shane's delicate recovery.
 
It wasn't until late last night that Arthur’s fever finally broke, his tiny laugh returning as he eagerly took a full bottle from his mother. By early this morning, the city plows had finally cleared their avenue, and Jackie’s mother, Evelyn, had braved the icy conditions to arrive at their house.
 
Hayden could still see the image of Evelyn standing in their warm kitchen just an hour ago, waving them away with a fierce, reassuring nod. “Go,” she had whispered, holding a sleeping Arthur against her shoulder while Ruby and Jade sat at the table eating pancakes again.
 
“I have the kids. Go take care of your friend.”
 
"He's awake, Hayden," she murmured, her green eyes locked onto his. "David said he's been drifting in and out, but he's conscious.
 
"Yeah," Hayden rumbled a sound from his chest.
 
 "We're here."
With a steadying breath, Hayden pushed thedoor open, stepping out of the sterile hallway and into the quiet room.
They caught the absolute tail end of the tense exchange, stepping in just as David told Shane, "Shane, please... Just rest."
 
Every eye in the room instantly snapped toward the doorway.
 
Yuna Hollander was standing near the stainless-steel sink.  David turned his shoulders, showing his exhausted face that instantly softened with a unspoken gratitude the moment he saw Hayden and Jackie slip into the room.
 
But Hayden’s eyes didn't linger on the parents. His gaze traveled past David’s silhouette, straight to the mechanical hospital bed.
There he was.
 
For a second, a sharp arrow of sorrow pierced Hayden’s chest.
Seeing Shane looking so small beneath the hospital quilt was a brutal sight. He didn’t want to see again.
But in a heartbeat, that initial flash of sadness was completely obliterated by a tidal wave of pure happiness.
 
He was awake.
 
The terrifying images that had haunted Hayden’s nightmares since whatever happened in Boston during the month of November. There were no sad or dark thoughts in Hayden's mind now. There was no room for tragedy. His captain, his bestfriend—the man whom he thinks of as his brother, was sitting up. His eyes were open, his chest was rising and falling proving that he was alive.
 
A massive, bright grin split across Hayden’s face, a stark and joyful contrast to the somber atmosphere of the room.
 
"Well," Hayden’s voice instantly filled the quiet space with a warm, booming familiarity that seemed to push the sterile walls outward.
"Look who finally decided to rejoin the living. I was starting to think you were just trying to skip out on mid-season conditioning drills, Hollander."
 
A small, breathless gasp escaped Yuna’s lips, half-laugh and half-sob, as she quickly wiped her face with her sleeve. David let out a genuine smile cracking the hardened lines of his face.
 
Shane froze, his dark eyes widening slightly as he looked past his father’s shoulder.
The defensive mask he had been wearing for his parents cracked a sudden spark of familiarity.
"Hayden..." Shane whispered. His voice was rough as broken glass, but it was the most beautiful sound Hayden had heard in days.
 
"The one and only," Hayden said, already crossing the room in two long, eager strides.
He didn't handle Shane like he was made of glass. Instead, he stepped right up, his presence radiating a solid joy. He reached out, his calloused hand gently but firmly capping over Shane’s uninjured shoulder, giving it a warm, solid squeeze.
 
"God, it is good to see those eyes open, Shane. You have no idea how good it is."
 
Jackie followed closely behind him, her movements was calming.
She walked straight past Hayden toward Yuna, her arms opening automatically.
Yuna virtually collapsed into the younger woman’s embrace, burying her face into Jackie’s shoulder as she let out a quiet, trembling sigh of relief.
Jackie held her tightly, her eyes locked onto Shane over Yuna's shoulder, offering the young captain a soft and beautiful, encouraging smile.
 
"Hi, Shane," Jackie said softly, her voice gives him a comfort.
 
"We've missed you so much."
 
Shane looked from Jackie’s radiant, smiling face back up to Hayden. The sheer, infectious happiness radiating from his bestfriend seemed to act like a physical shield against the dark, suffocating panic that had been spiraling in his chest just moments before.
He couldn't fully comprehend how Hayden could look at him with such bright affection after everything that had happened.
 
The heavy, metallic tang of the hospital room seemed to lose its grip the moment Hayden’s  hand settled on Shane’s shoulder. For days, the room had been a vacuum of whispered terrors and sterile dread, but Hayden brought the living warmth of the outside world with him.
Shane stared up at his friend, his throat moving in a dry, painful swallow.
"You look terrible, Captain," Hayden added, his voice was an affectionate rumble as he pulled the chair closer, the legs scraping loudly against the floor.
 
"Seriously. I've seen rookies after a double-overtime bag skate look more lively than you. What am I going to do with you, huh?"
 
Shane’s cracked lips parted. He wanted to pull away, to hide beneath the stiff white quilt and shield himself from the sheer energy of his friend, but the solid weight of Hayden’s palm on his shoulder was like barrier to his retreat.
 
"Hayden..." Shane rasped again, the sound tearing at his throat.
He looked past Hayden’s broad shoulder, his eyes tracking Jackie as she gently released Yuna from her embrace.
 
Jackie stepped up to the opposite side of the bed, her movements unhurried. The soft cotton of her dress brushed against the steel guardrail as she leaned over. Up close, Shane could see the faint lines of exhaustion around her green eyes, but the smile she gave him was entirely radiant.
"Don't let him bully you, Shane," Jackie whispered, her hand reaching down to slip over his left knuckles, which were cold and stiff against the mattress.
Her palm was incredibly warm, that made the IV lines in his arm feel less stimulating.
"He’s just cranky because the roads were a mess and he had to do dawn shoveling. We’ve been trying to get to you since Friday."
 
Shane’s gaze drifted down to where her hand rested on his, then shifted slightly to the distinct, beautiful curve of her five-month pregnancy.
A sharp, phantom ache flared deep in his lower abdomen—a reminder of the tight pulling sensation he didn't understand, the subjevt his parents refused to speak of.
 
He flinched, a subtle tightening of his jaw that didn't escape either of the Pikes. It sent a jolt of pure unease straight through Hayden's chest.
Hayden had spent years reading Shane’s physical cues on and off the ice, tracking every hidden injury and masked ache the stubborn captain tried to play through, but this flinch was entirely different.
Beside him, Jackie had also noticed the exact direction of his gaze.
She saw the sudden spike of tension vibrating through his knuckles the moment his eyes fell on her stomach.
 
As a mother carrying a life, Jackie understood the intuitive vulnerability of that look.
Does he know? The question screamed in Hayden's mind.
He stood there, completely locked in place, watching his best friend instinctively guard an empty space beneath the hospital quilt.
Hayden wanted to say something—anything to smash the suffocating quiet in the room—but before he could even open his mouth, David shifted.
 
David had been watching the exchange, his eyes traveling from his son’s rigid posture to the protective way Hayden and Jackie had stepped into the space.
 
He could see the heavy wall Shane had built against them all morning, and he recognized the exact moment Shane’s guard dropped slightly just seeing his best friend.
Reaching out, David gently touched Yuna’s arm.
"Yuna," he murmured, his voice cracked with exhaustion.
"Let’s go find the doctor. Let’s give them some space."
 
Yuna looked up, her eyes swimming with tears. She looked at Shane, then at the iron-clad grip Jackie still maintained on her son's hand.
With a weak, heavy nod, she let David guide her toward the entryway. The heavy door shut behind them with a soft thud sound, cutting off the sterile hum of the hallway and leaving the three of them in absolute privacy.
 
The second the door clicked shut, the entire atmosphere changed. The performance was over. Shane let out a ragged, trembling breath, his shoulders collapsing into the pillows as if the energy required to keep up appearances for his parents had completely drained out of him.
 
But his eyes didn't move. They stayed glued to the distinct five-month curve of Jackie’s pregnancy, his knuckles vibrating with tension under her palm.
 
"Hayd..." Shane rasped. The sound was brutal, like broken glass scraping against his throat. He finally dragged his glassy, dark eyes up to meet his best friend's.
 
"They're straight up lying to me. I know they are. Every time I ask about what happen they completely freeze. They look at me like they want to say something, but they can’t."
 
Hayden didn't hesitate. He pulled the heavy bedside chair closer, the frame scraping loudly against the tiles, and sat down.
 
He just leaned in, filling Shane's field of vision with the weight of his presence—the same way he had through every brutal hit on the ice.
 
"Shane. They're just terrified because they almost lost you," Hayden said, his deep voice dropping into that quiet, fiercely loyal register reserved only for the two of them.
 
"No, it's not just that, Hayd," Shane whispered, his voice trembling with a raw, unlocked terror.
"I feel it. Every time I move, there's this pulling deep inside... me. I know they cut something out of me. I think—I'm... if I'm dying."
 
“The death I asked for but managed to escape,” Shane had thought painfully.
 
Shane looked up at his best friend, his dark eyes wide, glossy, and entirely shattered. While pointing at his abdomen. "Am I sick, Hayden? Just tell me straight. Do I have a tumor? That’s why I have this wound?"
 
 
Hayden locked eyes with his wife over the hospital bed, and in that single, silent second, the horrific reality dropped between them like an anvil.
 
Shane knew absolutely nothing.
 
He has no idea that he is pregnant. He had no idea that he was going to be a father in a few more months.
Or a mother in his case.
 
A wave of fierce, protective sorrow surged through Hayden's chest.
He looked down at his teammate—at the brother who was trembling. Hayden opened his mouth to tell him, but the panic vibrating off Shane stopped him cold.
 
Not like this, Hayden thought frantically.
He needed Shane to calm down first.
 
Burying the blinding shock deep down where Shane couldn't trace it, Hayden forced a rough chuckling from his chest.  He deliberately rolled his eyes, letting his hand drop from Shane's shoulder to give his forearm a casual shove.
 
"A tumor? Dying? Jesus, Hollander, cut it out," Hayden laughed, his voice dripping with an intentionally exasperated warmth.
"Do you honestly think I’d be sitting here cracking jokes if you were dying? You’re letting the creepy silence in this place completely mess with your head, buddy.”
 
Shane blinked, completely thrown off balance by the sudden, abrupt shift in tone. The frantic, wild look in his dark eyes stuttered, his focus turning away from the terrifying void in his gut. "Hayd, but the way they're acting—"
 
"They're acting like that because they're terrified parents who watched their only kid get carried off on a stretcher," Hayden interrupted smoothly, refusing to give the panic any room to breathe. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, steering the ship as far away from reality as humanly possible.
 
"They’re stressed to the bone. Honestly, if you want to talk about a real emergency, you should see the absolute chaos happening at my house right now because of you."
 
Shane’s brow furrowed slightly, a faint hint of his usual stubborn captain-persona peeking through the raw exhaustion. "Your house?"
 
"Yeah," Hayden snorted, a genuine smile breaking through his guarded expression as he brought the living, breathing outside world into the sterile room.
 
"Ruby and Jade have completely lost their minds. Evelyn made them pancakes this morning, and they wouldn't even eat them until they demanded to know when 'Uncle Shane' was coming over to watch cartoons. Jade literally tried to pack her little princess backpack to come break you out of the hospital herself. They’ve been asking for you every single hour since Friday."
 
A tiny, microscopic softening appeared at the corner of Shane's cracked lips.
The mention of the kids was like a blast of warm air hitting a frozen windshield, instantly melting the cold dread. "The twins... they're okay?"
 
"They're absolute menaces," Hayden corrected affectionately.
"And Arthur is growing so fast it’s ridiculous. He’s already hitting his six-month mark, man. Just this week he started trying to roll over and practically flipped himself right out of his bassinet. The kid is built like a tank. Between him and the girls, the house is a total circus, and they're all just waiting on their favorite uncle to get back on his feet so he can come cause trouble with them."
 
Jackie caught onto the diversion flawlessly.
Leaning in closer, she let her voice act as a soft, comforting melody that completely muffled the remaining echoes of Shane's panic. "They miss you so much, Shane. Arthur just recovered from a nasty little winter fever, and the first thing he did when his temperature finally broke this morning was look around and babble at that miniature hockey stick you bought him."
 
The phantom pulling sensation Shane felt in his lower abdomen didn't magically vanish, but the terrifying, suffocating spiral in his chest had finally ground to a halt. The cold sweat on his forehead began to dry.
 
Listening to Hayden rumble on about the twins' antics and how big little Arthur was getting, the walls of the hospital seemed to fade away. Hayden and Jackie held the line perfectly—leaving Shane completely unaware of the massive, life-altering secret they were now trying to keep from him…..Just until Shane can finally stand up on his own feet.”
 
Shane let his head sink deeply back into the harsh white pillows.
Drowsiness finally claimed his remaining strength. The high-alert adrenaline was rapidly draining out, leaving his limbs feeling like lead against the crisp hospital sheets.
 
"Sleep, Shane," Hayden’s voice rumbled softly from somewhere above him, a large hand gently patting his shoulder one last time.
 
"We've got you."
Shane didn't have the energy to fight the pull anymore. He let out a faint, defeated sigh, his fingers completely loosening their grip on Jackie’s hand as he slid beneath the heavy surface of consciousness.
 
But as the sharp edges of the hospital room faded into a hazy twilight, his mind didn't stay in the present. The moment his conscious walls dropped, the darkness behind his eyelids flooded with a memory so vivid it made his chest physically throb.
 
He was drifting all the way back to the very beginning.
 
 
 
 
 
Regina, Saskatchewan. December 2008.
In his mind, the sterile hospital air vanished, replaced by the brutal, lung-burning freeze of a Saskatchewan winter. He was eighteen years old, acting as the captain for Team Canada at the International Prospect Cup.
The media pressure had been immense, the expectations suffocating.
But his first real collision with the captain of Team Russia hadn't been on the ice under the glare of the arena lights.
 
It had happened outside, in the quiet chill of the parking lot.
 
Shane remembered stepping out of the arena doors and spotting him. Ilya Rozanov was leaning carelessly against a brick wall, a cigarette held between his fingers, acting completely oblivious to the massive, brightly lit "No Smoking" sign right above his head.
 
Being the earnest, straight-laced, rule-following Canadian boy he was, Shane hadn't just walked past.
 
He had marched right over, intending to politely—if a bit awkwardly—warn the Russian prodigy that he was breaking the rules.
 
"Hey. You know you’re not supposed to be doing that here, right?" Shane said, pointing up at the sign directly above Ilya's head.
 
Ilya just stared at him blankly, entirely unbothered, and took a slow, deliberate drag before exhaling into the frost. "...OK."
Nodding awkwardly, desperately trying to break the ice and be a good host, Shane pressed on. "I’m Shane. Shane Hollander. Team Canada."
 
Ilya didn't offer his hand. Instead, he just ignored the introduction entirely, struggling to click his lighter against the biting prairie wind. "Ilya," he muttered shortly.
Shane, determined to be polite, praised the rival captain's skill. "I know. I watched you tape against Sweden yesterday. You’re really fast. Like, seriously good."
 
Then came the moment that had frozen itself into Shane's subconscious forever. As Ilya continued to struggle with the flint against the howling wind, Shane stepped in close, using his own broad shoulders to shield the flame. In that sudden, shared pocket of warmth, the lighter finally sparked to life, illuminating the sharp, intense lines of Ilya's face.
Ilya looked up through the rising smoke, entirely unfazed by how close they were standing. "I know."
Slightly thrown off by the sheer, blunt arrogance of the response, Shane backed up a step. "Right. Well... good luck out there today. See you on the ice."
He turned to walk away, shaking his head slightly at the bizarre interaction. But before he could take three steps, Ilya's rough, thick Russian accent cut through the freezing air behind him.
 
"Hey. Canadian."
 
Shane stopped, turning back around to look at him. "Yeah?"
Ilya was smirking now, a cocky, dangerous look flashing in his dark eyes. "You will not be so nice when Russia beats you."
Shane let out a short laugh, entirely surprised by the sheer boldness of the rival captain.
 
"We'll see about that."
 
Now, trapped beneath Montreal hospital bed, Shane’s hand twitched subtly against the white sheet.
 
In the fog of his mind, that innocent, eighteen-year-old memory—before the secret hotel rooms, before the years of hidden longing, and long before the devastating crash—felt like an entirely different lifetime.
 
Back then, a spark was just a literal flame shielded from the Saskatchewan wind.
 
But as the dream began to fade, the memory of that simple, cocky spark violently dissolved, leaving Shane to crash back into the reality of his current, broken body.
The youthful rivalry was gone.
 
In its place was only the sharp, tight pulling of his surgical stitches and that terrifying, unexplainable pain in his lower abdomen. In his semi-conscious state, the contrast was agonizing.
 
He was reaching back through the years for the boy who had challenged him in a freezing parking lot.
 
Completely unaware that the man he loved the most was also the man who made him feel an impossible pain he couldn’t ever imagine. The man who abandoned him in Boston, 3 months ago.
 
Ilya had left a piece of himself inside him.
 
 
 
For a long, heavy minute, the husband and wife just stared at each other in absolute silence.
Hayden slowly stood up from the bedside chair making no sound against the tile. He didn't look down at Shane. Instead, his eyes lifted and locked directly onto Jackie across the width of the hospital bed.
Hayden rubbed a large, weary hand over his face. He stepped around the foot of the bed, closing the distance between them until he could slip a grounding arm around Jackie's waist.
"They didn't tell him, Jacks," Hayden whispered, in a voice with an aching sorrow for his best friend.
"He thinks he's dying. Why would they leave him in the dark like that?"
“I don’t understand it.”
Jackie didn't answer right away. She placed her hand over Hayden’s, leaning into his solid warmth while her other hand instinctively rested against her own stomach. Looking down at Shane’s pale, peaceful face with empathy.
 
"Hayden, look at him," Jackie murmured softly.
"Maybe they are just terrified, same as Shane."
Hayden looked at her, listening intently as she continued.
"Think about what they’ve been through,” Jackie said, looking toward the door where David and Yuna had exited earlier.
"They almost lost their only son just a few months ago. And then, this happened. To find out about a pregnancy like this... a situation no one could have ever prepared for? They love Shane so much, Hayden. They aren't doing this to hurt him. I think they're just so paralyzed by the fear of breaking him further that they completely froze up.”
 
“They don't know how to handle this pain either."
 
A heavy breath left Hayden's chest. The fierce, protective tension in his jaw finally softened as Jackie’s words hit home. She was right.
 
"Yeah," Hayden agreed softly, bringing his hand up to gently brush a strand of hair behind her ear.
"Yeah, you're right. Everyone's just trying to survive the day right now."
"We'll help them," Jackie whispered, offering him a faint, reassuring smile. "When the time is right, we’ll help all of them through it.”
 
The sharp, heavy click of the door handle cut through the quiet, and the text broke off as the heavy double doors pushed open.
David and Yuna walked back into the room, their movements slow and heavy with exhaustion. David was carrying a cardboard tray holding four steaming paper cups, while Yuna held a plastic grocery bag filled with wrapped sandwiches and a few bottles of water.
They looked incredibly fragile, gray-faced and utterly spent, like two people carrying the weight of the world.
"The cafeteria was a madhouse," David murmured softly, keeping his voice down as his eyes immediately drifted to Shane’s sleeping form.
He carefully set the coffee tray down on the small rolling bedside table. "But we managed to get some turkey sandwiches and coffee for you two. You need to keep your strength up."
Yuna offered a weak, trembling smile, setting the plastic bag down next to the coffee. She stepped closer to the bed, gently reaching out to smooth a stray lock of dark hair away from Shane’s damp forehead. "Is he sleeping soundly?" she whispered, her voice thick with unshed tears.
"Did he... did he calm down a bit?"
 
Hayden stepped forward, his posture open and supportive as he met David's tired gaze with a warm, understanding nod.
"He's out cold," Hayden said gently, his voice a low, steady rumble. "We got him talking about the kids, and it really helped take his mind off things. He went under completely peaceful, David. He won't be waking up for a while."
 
A visible wave of relief washed over David’s shoulders, his posture loosening just a fraction. He pulled a paper cup from the tray and offered it to Jackie.
"Good. Good.. Here, Jackie, take some tea. It’s got honey in it. It’s good for the baby."
 
Jackie reached out, her fingers brushing David's cold hand as she took the cup with a warm, deeply genuine smile. "Thank you so much, David. This is exactly what I needed right now in this cold weather."
The shared food and the warm coffee sat between them on the small table—a quiet, gentle truce in the eye of the storm. The Hollanders had no idea that the younger couple now understood the full depth of the silence in the room, but as they all sat down together in the quiet sanctuary of the hospital room.
 
 
The room settled into a quiet rhythm as they unwrapped the sandwiches in the soft light. Hayden took a slow sip of his coffee, the warmth a welcome contrast to the sterile chill of the room. He looked from Shane’s peaceful, sleeping face back to David and Yuna, his expression softening with deliberate care. Remembering Jackie’s words, he knew he had to tread lightly—not to corner the older couple, but to gently offer them a bridge out of their isolation.
 
"Uhmm," Hayden started, a deeply respectful pitch that carried no judgment, only a quiet warmth.
"Before Shane drifted off just now, he was... he was really spiraling. He's having a terribly hard time processing what his body is going through right now."
 
Yuna’s fingers froze on the plastic wrapper of her sandwich. David set his paper cup back down on the table, his shoulders instantly tensing as he looked up, a familiar, defensive guard creeping into his tired eyes.
 
Hayden quickly leaned forward, keeping his posture completely open and supportive to disarm the tension before it could take root. "I only bring it up because he's truly terrified, and I want to help you guys help him. He told us he feels this void, like a phantom pulling deep inside him. Because he doesn't understand the physical aftermath of what happened, his mind went straight to the worst possible place. He honestly thinks he’s harboring a terminal sickness, or that he’s dying."
 
Yuna’s fingers froze on the plastic wrapper of her sandwich. David set his paper cup back down, his jaw working violently as a sudden, raw wave of fury and helplessness washed over his face. The rigid guard he had been maintaining completely collapsed.
 
"We didn't know what to say to him, Hayden," David whispered, his voice shaking, thick with a deep, boiling resentment.
 
"How do we tell him the truth when the truth is what put him here? That bastard Lily... he left our son completely alone in Boston. He just walked away and abandoned him. Shane was so utterly broken, so hollowed out by what Lily did to him, that he didn't just crash—He tried to end his life, Hayden. He tried to leave us because the pain Lily gave him was too much to bear."
 
A sharp, broken sob escaped Yuna's lips, and she buried her face in her hands. David swallowed hard, tears finally spilling over his eyelids.
 
"And then the doctors found the pregnancy," David continued, his voice cracking entirely.
"They told us Shane was carrying twins. He was supposed to have twins, Hayden. But because of the trauma of the suicide attempt... because of what he did to his own body out of despair... only one survived. The doctors managed to save one baby. But the other one... the other one didn't make it. That empty space he's feeling? That pulling void? It's the loss of the other twin. How do we tell him that? How do we tell him that because he gave up,it cost him one of his own children?"
 
The words hit the room like a physical shockwave.
 
Beside Hayden, Jackie let out a faint, horrified gasp, her hand flying to her mouth as her face went entirely pale.
 
Twins.
 
The word sliced through Hayden and Jackie with an unbearable agony.
They didn't just feel sympathy— they felt a violent heartbreak that threatened to suffocate them.
They were the parents of twins themselves. They knew the chaotic, beautiful, irreplaceable bond of looking at Ruby and Jade.
They knew what it meant to hold two identical blessings in their arms at the exact same time. To hear that Shane had been carrying twins, to know that one had been permanently stolen away by the despair, made them feel physically sick with grief.
 
Jackie reached out, her fingers trembling violently as she gripped Yuna's hand, her own tears finally spilling over her cheeks in a steady, heavy stream. Hoping to offer the comfort she usually provided was entirely shattered by the gravity of the loss, replaced by a weep.
 
"Oh, God," Jackie wept softly, squeezing Yuna's hand as she looked at David through her tears. "I am so, so sorry. We had no idea... we didn't know."
 
Hayden couldn't speak. He just looked at his sleeping best friend, his throat completely locked tight as images of his own daughters flashed through his mind.
 
David wiped a rough hand across his face, his breathing ragged. "The Doctor confirmed the surviving baby is exactly three months along. Three months."
 
Three months.
 
Hayden’s mind raced, quickly calculating the timeline. Three months ago, perfectly aligned with those days in Boston. It meant that right before Lily vanished, or perhaps just a few days before David and Yuna had traveled down to rescue Shane from the suffocating emptiness of Lily’s home, they had been together. They had sex right before the world shattered, leaving Shane completely blind to the fact that he was carrying Lily’s children.
 
The absolute cruelty of the loss hit Jackie. She felt sorry for her friend, the heavy tears streaming down her face blurring the sight of the hospital room.
 
Yet, even as the tears spilled over her cheeks, Jackie’s inherent warmth and resilient optimism refused to let the darkness completely swallow the room. She swallowed down the lump in her throat, looking toward Shane's sleeping form, her gaze softening with a sudden, fierce tenderness.
 
"But Hayden... David... the baby is still inside him," Jackie whispered, her voice trembling but carrying a note of absolute awe. "One of them didn't give up. One of them fought through the dark, through the crash, through the surgery, and through the despair. It survived everything. That little baby is a fighter, just like Shane is. Lily might have walked away, and the loss of the other sweet baby is going to hurt forever... but there is still a miracle holding on right inside him."
 
Yuna looked up through her swollen eyelids, her breath hitching at Jackie’s words
"He's still carrying him," Yuna wept softly, reaching out to tightly grip Jackie's hand.
"We've just been so paralyzed by the guilt... so terrified of what we’re going to tell him when he wakes up, that we've just been freezing up. We felt like we couldn't even breathe."
 
Hayden stepped forward, his massive frame radiating a quiet, unyielding strength as he placed a heavy, grounding hand on David’s slumped shoulder. The simmering anger he felt toward Lily for abandoning his brother was still simmering but, replaced entirely by the immediate, protective duty he owed to the Hollander family.
 
"David, Yuna... you still have to tell him the truth," Hayden whispered, his eyes blazing with a fierce intensity.
"I know that you are terrified. I know you think you're protecting him by keeping him in the dark, and yes—hearing this is going to shatter him. It is going to rip open every single wound from Boston and make him bleed all over again. But you cannot let fear paralyze you."
 
Hayden gripped David's shoulder tighter, leaning in close, his voice cutting through the quiet of the room like a scissor. "Right now, Shane is drowning because he thinks he has absolutely nothing left. He tried to end his life because he felt completely hollow, and if you let him keep believing that void inside him is a terminal sickness, he might try to give up again. He will let go. This baby holding on inside his womb? It’s not just a secret you're hiding, David. It is his anchor. It is a living, breathing miracle that survived the dark and the despair. Yes, it will hurt—but it is also the exact, only reason he will choose to live. Let the truth be his lifeline."
 
David stared at Hayden, his eyes wide and glistening. The heavy silence stretched between them, but beneath the older man's absolute exhaustion, a fragile, desperate spark of hope finally took root. The realization that the truth wasn't just a weapon that would break their son, but a shield that might actually save his soul, changed everything. The crushing, isolated burden they had been carrying all day had finally been divided.
Jackie stepped into the light, swallowing down her heartbreak, her inherent warmth rushing back to reinforce Hayden's plea. She reached out, wrapping her hands over Yuna's trembling fingers with tenderness.
 
"One of them fought through the dark, Yuna," Jackie whispered, her voice carrying a beautiful, undeniable note of certainty.
"That baby is a fighter, just like Shane. Lily might have walked away, and the loss of the other sweet baby is going to hurt for the rest of our lives... but Shane isn't empty. He still has a piece of his heart right there, fighting to stay alive inside him.”
 
Yuna let out a broken, shuddering breath, burying her face in Jackie’s.
 
The sound of beep... beep... beep of the monitor continued its steady, untroubled rhythm in the background.
 
On the bed, Shane’s face remained peacefully dreaming, his mind was completely oblivious to what is happening in reality.

  

  

    
      
        Notes:

        
          Yo yo Man wassup man, chapter 13 has arrived,

brought to you by Hudson's Peloton commercial.
btw, serious question. Is my pacing too fast in each chapter? Or is it too slow? Can you guys tell me so that I would know what to do for the next chapter? I would definitely appreciate your help.

See yah again in nxt chapter!!!! luv yah

        

      

    








  


  
    
      Chapter 14: Chapter 14
    


    


      
        Notes:

          
          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          

      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    The gray winter light filtered through the double-paned window of the hospital room, casting a glow all over the room on the morning of February 1st.

For Shane, the arrival of February is like a continuation of the static existence he had endured since the middle of January.

More than two weeks had evaporated in a haze of routines, blood draws, and the persistent, quiet humming of medical machinery that kept track of his life signs.

When he looked back at the calendar, the fourteenth of January felt strange, dragging everything down with it, while the intervening days existed only as a blur of shifting shifts among the nursing staff and the gradual reduction of the tubes that had initially tethered him to his bed.

During the weeks that followed his admission, Shane had retreated into a deep silence that left his family and friends are doing there absolute best at his emotional withdrawal.

He spent the majority of his waking hours staring at a small imperfection in the plaster wall opposite his bed, completely ignoring the television, the books piled on his bedside table brought by Hayden as he teased him about it, and the occasional sounds of the city outside.

His responses to direct questions were limited to single syllables or slow simple nods of his head, delivered only when the person speaking refused to move away without an acknowledgment.

This shutdown was not a conscious strategy to push people away, but rather the only mechanism his mind could find to process the massive psychological weight of his survival.


His parents bore the visible scars on their faces lined with a exhaustion that sleep could not fix.

His mum, had practically lived in the high-backed chair next to the window, her posture curved with the weight of an unceasing anxiety that made her jump at every sudden sound in the corridor.

She spent hours folding and unfolding small articles of clothing, adjusting the blankets around Shane’s legs, or sitting quietly with her hands clasped in her lap while her eyes searched her son's blank face for any sign of the person he had been before January fourteenth.

While his dad, looked equally diminished, appearing slouched and heavy as he paced the narrow confines of the private room or stood by the window with his arms crossed over his chest.

The interactions between his parents were quiet and strained, talking in low whispers when they believed Shane was asleep, their words filled with a desperate words about how to help a son who refused to acknowledge his own presence in the world.

Hayden made a point of visiting every single day after his training sessions concluded, bringing with him the sharp, crisp scent of the outside winter air and an unwavering determination to break through Shane’s wall of silence.

He would pull the second chair close to the mattress, resting his forearms on his knees as he launched into detailed, one-sided accounts of the team's recent games, the locker room gossip, and the absurd arguments that broke out during their travel schedules.

Hayden deliberately avoided any mention of the medical issues, choosing instead to focus entirely on the mundane realities of their professional lives in an attempt to offer Shane a bridge.

He would mimic the coach Theriault' angry outbursts, describe the terrible meals they ate on the road, and laugh at his own jokes with a forced brightness that occasionally faltered when Shane failed to shift his gaze from the wall.

Despite the complete lack of encouragement, Hayden never showed frustration, simply adjusting his position and continuing his talks because he refused to let his best friend exist entirely in the dark.

Jackie arrived later in the afternoons, her movements deliberate and slow as she walked across the room with the distinct posture of someone who was now six months pregnant.

Her presence offered a calming feel that Shane found both comforting and deeply unsettling.
Occasionally, she walked over to the side of the bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress, her soft knitted sweater shifting to reveal the pronounced curve of her abdomen.

Without speaking, she reached out and took Shane’s limp hand, lifting it gently and placing his palm directly against the smooth, warm fabric covering her belly.

Shane did not pull away, but his entire arm went weak as his fingers made contact with the firm, rounded surface of her stomach.

A moment later, a distinct, rhythmic movement occurred beneath his hand—a small, unmistakable nudge against his palm as the baby shifted inside her.

The physical sensation triggered a sudden, massive wave of an unexplainable emotion that tightened Shane’s throat and made his chest ache that terrified him. It was a feeling of intense grief, that he could not put into words or rationalize within his mind.

Jackie kept her hand over his for several minutes, allowing the silent communication to exist between them.

The daily routine was regularly interrupted by the entrance of the nursing staff, who maintained a precise schedule of vitals checks and physical assessments.

A nurse named Cassie entered the room shortly after noon, carrying an electronic thermometer and a blood pressure cuff that she unrolled with practiced efficiency.

She offered Shane q pleasant smile before wrapping the gray fabric around his bicep before manually pumping it up until the manometer began its measurement.

"How are we feeling today, Shane?" Cassie asked, after getting the result, her fingers rests lightly on the inside of his wrist to manually count his pulse at the same time.

" Is your stomach still feeling a bit sensitive this afternoon?"

Shane kept his eyes fixed on the ceiling, his jaw tightening slightly as he gave a single, negative shake of his head to indicate his lack of appetite.

"We need to work on getting those fluids down," Cassie continued gently, removing the blood pressure cuff and reaching for the thermometer to place it under his tongue.

"Your physical recovery depends heavily on your nutritional intake right now, and the doctors are looking for a bit more progress before they can finalize your discharge plan."

As the thermometer began to beep, Shane felt a sudden, violent sensation expand deep within the lower cavity of his abdomen—a heavy, shifting pressure that felt entirely disconnected from the standard recovery path the doctors kept describing to him

It was a tightening fullness that seemed to press upward against his ribs and downward into his pelvis, creating a sensation of absolute physical distortion that made him feel as though his own skin was becoming a cage.

The feeling was accompanied by a strange, internal pulse that did not match the rhythm of the heart monitor beside his bed, a secondary vibration that made his anxiety spike until his breath became shallow and uneven.

He wanted to scream at the nurse to stop, to explain what was happening inside his flesh, but the absolute terror of what that explanation might reveal kept his mouth shut, forcing him to endure the internal thoughts in a silence that felt dangerously close to madness.

The nights brought no relief from the psychological pressure, instead delivering him into the vivid, unrelenting territory of his own subconscious memories. Shane fell into a deep, exhausting sleep later that evening, his mind immediately went of Boston and the atmosphere of the high-rise penthouse where everything had fallen apart.

In the nightmare, the details were agonizingly sharp. The smell of fresh tuna sandwich on the living room, the reflection of the city lights in the floor-to-ceiling windows, and the terrified expression on Ilya Rozanov's face as they stood in the center of the living room.

Shane could hear the exact voice of Ilya, rough and heavy with an accent that had once brought him comfort but now sounded like his total nightmare.
"What happens now, is that this ends" the dream version of Ilya said, voice that is devoid of the warmth that had characterized their private life for years.

In the sequence of the dream, Shane tried to reach out, his hand extending through the cold air toward the fabric of Ilya’s jacket, but his fingers encountered only empty space as Ilya stepped backward toward the heavy entrance door.

The sound of the door closing was a loud bang that echoed through Shane’s skull, watching as Ilya walked out of the room without looking back a single time.

The departure was a physical weight, pressing down on Shane’s chest until he could no longer draw air into his lungs, his throat constricting around a plea that he could not release.

He woke with a violent start, his entire body drenched in a cold sweat that made the hospital gown stick to his skin as his lungs expanded in a succession of short, ragged gasps.

The heart monitor beside the bed was chirping at a rapid, irregular pace, its electronic warning filling the dark room with an aggressive sound that shattered the silence of the night.

"Shane, twas just a dream," Yuna’s voice came out of the shadows immediately.

Shane looked at his mother through the dim light, his eyes wide and unfocused as the reality of his environment struggled to replace the terror of the dream.

The realization of his vulnerability, combined with the sensation of abandonment that still echoed in his chest, completely broke through the emotional numbness he had maintained throughout the past days.

He buried his face in his hands, his long shoulders shaking as a succession of deep, painful cries tore from his throat, his tears leaking through his fingers and soaking into the fabric of the hospital sheets.

Yuna gathered him into her arms without hesitation, pulling his heavy frame against her shoulder and rocking him back and forth.
She stayed by his side for hours, speaking in low, indistinct tones that served as a support against the dark until his breathing finally stabilized and his eyes closed in an exhausted, dreamless sleep that lasted until dawn.


The following morning brought an unexpected change in the atmosphere of the room as the physician entered during her primary rounds, accompanied by a resident who remained near the door with a cart of clinical charts.

Dr. Vance walked to the foot of the bed, her expression was noticeably lighter than it had been during her previous evaluations over the past two weeks.

She checked the digital monitor, reviewed his updated laboratory reports, and then looked directly at Shane, who was sitting upright against the pillows with his hands resting quietly on the blankets.

"Well, Shane, I have some very positive news for you and your family this morning," Dr. Vance said, as she stepped closer to the bedside. "Your latest blood panels show that your internal systems have fully recovered from the acute stress they experienced last month, and your vital signs have remained completely stable for four consecutive days now.

"Because of this progress, we are prepared to officially clear you to leave the hospital and return home by the end of this week."

Yuna let out a long, audible breath, her hands coming together in her lap as David moved forward from the corner of the room, his face showing the first genuine relief in weeks.

"However," Dr. Vance continued.

Her tone shifted to caution as she looked at each family member in turn, "this discharge comes with some very strict requirements that you must follow if you want to avoid a setback."

"Your body has been through an incredibly severe physical ordeal, and while the immediate danger has passed, your system is still in a highly vulnerable state that requires a very quiet, controlled environment."

She leaned slightly against the bedrail, ensuring she had Shane’s complete attention before continuing her explanation in plain, straightforward terms.
"What this means for you, Shane, is that you have to keep your daily life as calm and uncomplicated as possible," she tried to explained, avoiding any complex medical terminology or jargon.

"You cannot afford to let your feelings get overwhelmed or elevated right now. High levels of stress, sudden anger, or deep anxiety can cause your heart rate to spike and put an unnecessary physical strain on your internal healing process. You need to think of your body as a machine that has just survived a major accident; even though the parts are back together, the framework cannot handle any sudden shocks or heavy emotional pressure without risking another breakdown."

Shane gave a slow, deliberate nod, his eyes remaining fixed on the doctor's face as she turned her attention toward his parents.

"David, Yuna, if you could step outside into the corridor with me for just a brief moment, I would like to go over the specific arrangements for his return home and discuss some of the support systems we need to put in place prior to his departure," Dr. Vance requested, gesturing toward the door.

David opened the heavy wooden door, allowing his wife to pass through first before following the doctor out into the wide, brightly lit hallway of the private wing.

The door clicked shut behind.

Dr. Vance walked a few paces down the corridor, stopping near a large window that looked out over the snow-covered courtyard of the hospital before turning to face the Hollander parents.

Her expression was serious, yet mixed with a deep concern that she had kept hidden while inside the room with her patient.

"I wanted to speak with you out here because we need to be completely honest about what Shane’s life is going to look like over the next few months," Dr. Vance began, her voice echoed down the hallway.

"While his physical wounds are healing well enough to allow him to leave this building, his psychological state remains incredibly fragile. For the past two weeks, I have been watching his progress very closely, and his level of emotional withdrawal is much deeper than what we typically see during a standard recovery from this type of trauma."

She looked directly into Yuna’s eyes, her tone emphasizing the gravity of her next words.
"Under no circumstances can Shane be left alone when he returns home," Dr. Vance stated.

"Someone needs to be with him or monitoring him at all times during the initial weeks of his discharge. He is not in a position to manage his own environment, and if he is left to sit in silence with his own thoughts for extended periods, the risk of a psychological relapse is very high. He needs constant, quiet supervision from people who can spot the early signs of distress before they escalate into something more serious."

David nodded slowly as he absorbed the instruction.

"Good," Dr. Vance said, reaching into the pocket of her laboratory coat and withdrawing a small, heavy paper card.

"The name printed there is Dr. Galina Molchalina," Dr. Vance explained gently, as she gestured toward the piece of paper.
"This is entirely just a suggestion for your family to consider once you are all settled back at home, but I truly believe having an outside perspective could be beneficial for him right now.”
“If you eventually feel comfortable with the idea, I would be more than happy to reach out to her office and provide a quiet introduction, but please take all the time you need to think about it."
Yuna looked down at the paper, her thumb lightly tracing the ink as she absorbed the doctor's quiet advice.
"Thank you, Dr. Vance," Yuna replied softly, showing gratitude as she tucked the card carefully into the pocket of her knitted sweater.
Dr. Vance offered a supportive nod before turning to walk back down the wide corridor, her footsteps fading quietly, leaving the Hollanders alone in the quiet hallway.
Yuna stood still for a long moment, her fingers tightly laced together over the pocket of her sweater where the card was resting securely. She turned to face her husband—"David, please come with me down to the hospital chapel for a few minutes," she whispered, her hand reaching out to grasp his forearm.
 
"I need to clear my head and find a moment of quiet. Before we go back inside to sit with him."
 
David looked down at her and nodded without a word, guiding her gently past the nursing station toward the heavy glass doors at the far end of the private wing.
They entered the small, dim sanctuary together, and instantly a faint aroma of melted wax and old wood wafted around. The room was entirely empty, illuminated only by a few flickering candles that cast long, steady shadows across the rows of empty wooden pews.
At the front of the altar stood a large stone statue of Christ, the hands extended forward in a silent gesture of comfort.
 
Yuna walked slowly down the short center aisle and sat down on the edge of the front bench, her hands resting tightly on her knees as she stared directly up at the weathered face of the statue. David took his place right beside her, resting his elbows on his knees and bowing his head as he allowed the heavy stillness of the chapel to settle around them.
 
For several minutes, neither of them spoke and the only sound was the distant, muffled howling of the winter wind outside.
 
"We have to tell him, David," Yuna said suddenly, her voice remarkably steady despite the tears that had begun to pool along her lower lashes.
She did not break her fixed gaze from the stone figure of Christ, "We cannot keep him in the dark any longer, and I want to be the one who breaks the truth to him."
David shifted his position, turning his head to look at her with an immediate expression of deep concern etched into his features. "Are—are you sure about this, Yuna? You heard what Dr. Vance just said about keeping his environment completely calm and protecting his system from any sudden emotional spikes."
 
"I am entirely certain, because keeping this a secret feels like we are actively lying to his face every single time he looks at us," Yuna replied, finally turning her head to meet her husband's anxious stare.
 
"His physical recovery is progressing every day, which means his body is going to continue changing whether he understands what is happening or not. I keep wondering how he is supposed to react when his womb inevitably gets bigger and his belly starts to swell beneath his clothes.”
Are we really supposed to wait until he notices his own abdomen growing before we finally decide to tell him the truth?”
 
David looked at his wife for a long moment, the flickering light from the chapel candles illuminating the room.
He knew she was right about the impossibility of hiding the truth much longer, especially with Shane’s physical recovery forcing his body to change in ways that would eventually demand an explanation.
 
"If you truly believe this is the only way to save him, then I will not stand in your way," David said softly, as he reached out to squeeze her hand one final time.
"Go back to the room and speak with him alone. I will stay right here in the chapel and continue to pray that his mind can handle the weight of everything.”
 
Yuna offered her husband a small, grateful nod before standing up from the wooden pew, smoothing the fabric of her shirt as she prepared herself for the conversation that would permanently alter her son's existence.
 
She walked slowly out of the dim sanctuary, leaving David alone in the presence of God.
 
Every step back toward Shane’s room felt so terrifying, her heart hammering against her ribs as she mentally prepared the words she would use to tell her son.
When she reached the heavy door, she paused for a second to steady her breathing, then turned the handle and stepped inside, closing the door quietly behind her to ensure their absolute privacy.
 
The room was filled with the gray, dying light of the afternoon.
Shane did not look up when she entered, his long body pinned rigidly against the white pillows as he kept his face turned completely toward the frost-covered window.
 
As soon as he realized his mother was approaching the side of the mattress, his entire posture shifted, his arms pulling tightly against his chest as he tucked his hands beneath the heavy blankets to avoid any physical contact.
"Please don't start, Mum," Shane muttered as he continued to stare blankly at the falling snow outside.
"I really don't have the energy to talk right now, and I just want to try to get some sleep."
 
Yuna did not let his cold rejection stop her, moving gently as she sat down in the chair right beside him. She did not immediately speak, choosing instead to reach under the edge of the heavy white quilt where his wrists were locked together in a tight, protective knot.
 
Shane’s muscles turned to absolute stone beneath her touch, his jaw locking as he tried to subtly pull his frame further away from her, but she persisted with a soft, unyielding pressure until she managed to cradle his cold knuckles between her warm palms.
 
"Shane, look at me for just a moment, please," Yuna whispered, her voice overflowing with a love that made him finally turn his head away from the window, his honeyed-brown eyes meeting hers with a hollow expression.
 
"Before I say anything else to you, I need you to understand that you are my son, and absolutely nothing in this world could ever change how deeply your father and I love you.”
 
“We don't judge you for what happened, and we are not angry with you for the choices you made when the pain became too heavy."
 
Shane stared at her, his brow furrowing slightly as the absolute softness in her face began to grate against the numb armor he had spent weeks maintaining.
The mention of his choices instantly brought back the memory of Ilya’s cutting through his consciousness like a razor cutting through thin paper.
"I understand how much you were hurting when Lily left you," Yuna continued gently, her tears finally breaking free and rolling down her cheeks as she squeezed his trembling fingers.
"I know that it felt like your entire life had been destroyed, and I understand why you made this choice…. because you just wanted the agonizing silence to stop.”
“You don't have to feel shame for that day— Shane, because we understand."
A breath hitched in Shane’s throat. He looked down at their joined hands, the internal tightness in his lower abdomen suddenly flaring up.
"But there is something else that happened after that, Shane… the doctors discovered while they were rushing you into the emergency room to save your life," Yuna tearfully shared.
 
"When the ambulance brought you in, you were experiencing a massive, active hemorrhage."
 
Shane’s eyes widened in a sudden, panicked confusion, his mind struggling to process her words as he gave a frantic, negative shake of his head against the pillows. "What are you talking about, Mum? Why would I be bleeding like that? It was just the pills— "
Yuna closed her eyes for a brief second, a single tear falling onto the white sheet before she forced herself to look back into his terrified face. "They explained that your body is very special, that none of us ever could have known about, Shane. Inside you— you have a womb."
 
The air completely leaves Shane’s lungs, his brain instantly rejecting the information as something impossible. He let out a short, breathless laugh that sounded entirely hollow, his fingers twisting frantically within her grip as he tried to pull away from the sheer absurdity of the statement.
 
"A womb?" Shane whispered hoarsely, his face contorting with a sudden, defensive anger as he stared at her.
 
"Why are you lying, Mum? You're making things up because you're stressed out or the doctors are lying to you….I'm a man, I've lived my entire life as a guy, and what you're saying is literally impossible."
 
Yuna did not answer him right away, choosing instead to wait until his ragged breathing began to hitch before her thumbs gently brushed the hot, heavy tears from his cheekbones so he was forced to look directly into her eyes. She needed him to see the truth in her face before she spoke another word.
 
"I would never lie to you about something like this, Shane," Yuna said, into an incredibly low whisper that forced him to focus entirely on her words as she kept her hands steady on his face, refusing to let him turn back toward the window or slide away from her.
"I need you to listen to me very carefully…. because I know exactly how impossible this sounds to you right now. You have lived every single day of your life as a man, you have built your entire identity around that truth, and I want you to know that absolutely nothing about what the doctors discovered is ever going to alter who you are to us or change the person you have always been."
 
Shane's jaw tightened under her palms, then a small sound escaped his throat as his eyes searched her face for any indication that this was some kind of cruel misunderstanding, but her expression remained entirely open and honest.
 
She paused for a long moment, allowing him to absorb the medical reality of his own flesh before she took his trembling right hand, lifting it slowly from the quilt and holding it between her own palms with an aching, protective tightness.
 
"You were not completely alone in that darkness, Shane," Yuna whispered, her tears overflowing and tracing the lines of her face as she delivered it.
"During those quiet, private months, you were carrying a completely new existence out of that love.”
 
“Shane, you were pregnant."
 
The words struck him stun, his mind violently rushing back to the private moments of warmth he had shared with Ilya in the dark, the sudden realization of what his body had been doing while he was drowning in depression making his entire world tilt on its axis.
 
"If..." Shane choked out, the word breaking into.. He looked down at his lap, his long fingers twisting violently into the white sheets before his eyes flew back to his mother, wide and swimming with a raw anguish.
"If that’s true... Mom, I was bleeding. I was bleeding so much. Does that mean... does that mean something went wrong? Did I... did I do something to it?"
The sudden, paralyzing guilt threatened to tear through his remaining defenses, his chest heaving in short, panicked gasps as he began to hyperventilate. Refusing to let him drown in the darkness of that instant panic, Yuna immediately leaned closer, her small, warm hands coming up to firmly but tenderly cup both sides of his face. She pressed her palms against his trembling cheeks, using a solid, grounding pressure to force his wild, tear-blinded gaze to lock directly into her own.
"Shane, stop. Look at me, look at your mother right now," Yuna whispered urgently, her own voice breaking as she held his face steady, acting as a physical shield against the rising tide of his grief. "Breathe, my sweet boy. Just look at me and breathe. I have you. You are right here with me."
Shane stared at her, his jaw trembling violently under her palms, his voice cracking into a raw, hollow whisper. "Mum, please... just tell me. What happened to them?"
 
Yuna closed her eyes for a brief.
"The physical shock of the overdose was too severe for your system to handle during the emergency procedures," Yuna explained, as she held his gaze. "The stress caused a catastrophic rupture, and one of the babies could not make it through the surgery, "Shane... that sweet, tiny soul just couldn't find a way through the dark. They slipped away so quietly before the doctors could save them, honey. But they are completely safe now... resting so peacefully in heaven with Jesus, never knowing a single second of pain or fear."
 
The reality of the loss did not just break through Shane's defenses, it completely destroyed them, a violent storm of instant denial and overwhelming guilt exploding within his chest.
 
"No! No, that's not true! Stop saying that!" Shane screamed, a raw, agonizing wail tearing out of his throat as he began to thrash violently against the stiff hospital sheets.
 
The weight of the self-blame was instantaneous and crushing, his long legs kicking out against the heavy blankets as he violently wrenched his hands free from her grip, pressing his palms flat against his bandaged stomach as if he could physically push the reality away from his flesh.
 
He began to hyperventilate, his lungs drawing in sharp gasps of air that rattled in his throat while his mind convinced him that he was a monster who had actively murdered his own child through his desperation to die.
 
"I did this!" he sobbed hysterically, his face turning an angry, flushed red as the tears poured down his cheeks in blinding sheets. "I killed my own baby! Oh god, I killed them... it's all my fault..”
 
The vital signs monitor went entirely feral, the slow chime instantly dissolving into a continuous, high-pitched electronic alarm that filled the narrow room with an aggressive, panicked warning.
Shane thrashed harder, completely ignoring the sharp, pulling pain of his surgical stitches as he tried to curl his large frame inward, desperate to disappear into the mattress to escape the agonizing weight of his own grief.
 
"Shane, stop it! You're going to tear your internal stitches!" Yuna cried out, but her voice was completely swallowed by the sound of his hysterical sobbing and the screaming of the machine.
Refusing to let him drown in the darkness of his own panic, Yuna lunged forward over the plastic safety rail of the bed, her small hands reaching up to firmly grasp both sides of his face once more.
 
Her palms caught his cheeks with a pressure forcing his wild, tear-blinded eyes to lock directly into her own.
 
"But you cannot give up, Shane! Listen to my voice!" Yuna commanded, with a fierce,  strength that cut straight through the chaos of his hyperventilation.
 
"You cannot give up on yourself!"
Shane’s chest heaved in a succession of uneven gasps, his entire body freezing beneath the warm, absolute pressure of her hands on his face as he stared at her with a bleeding heartbreak that left him entirely speechless.
 
Yuna didn't waste another second, her right hand sliding down from his cheek to catch his trembling fingers.
 
She took his hand and forcibly, but with an immense, aching tenderness, moved his palm down toward the lower half of his body, pressing his long fingers firmly against the center of his abdomen beneath the fabric of his hospital gown.
 
Beneath the direct pressure of his own palm, the flesh was no longer the flat, iron-hard muscle he had trained for years.
It was distinctly firm, rounded, and noticeably swollen—a small, undeniable curve of expanding life rising up to meet his fingertips.
 
"Because you have another life living right here, Shane," Yuna whispered, a beautiful, breaking smile tearing through her own tears as she kept his hand pinned to the warm curve of his stomach.
 
Shane lay completely dumbfounded, the rapid, high-pitched alarm on the monitor slowly dropping back.
He could feel a distinct, independent vibration pulsing directly against his palm. Shane felt a gentle flutter, moving with a persistent strength that filled the empty space in his soul.
 
"I..." Shane choked out, his voice a tiny, breathless whisper that carried no strenght as he stared down at his own abdomen. "Mum, what do you mean? …What is that?"
 
Yuna leaned closer, her eyes reflecting an absolute, life-saving devotion as she smoothed a strand of damp hair away from his forehead.
 
"Shane... you were carrying twins," she answered softly into the quiet room, her hand resting over his as the afternoon light finally faded into twilight.
 
"The hemorrhage took one of them away from us, but the other one never stopped fighting. One of your babies is still alive right here inside you, and they are waiting for you to choose to live."
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    Chapter Text

    “One of your babies is still alive right here inside you, and they are waiting for you to choose to live."
 
Shane flinched as if he had been burned, a look of absolute panic returning to his bloodshot eyes.
 
"No, no—Mum, take my hand away," he choked out, his voice cracking into a desperate, terrified whisper as he violently shook his head against the pillows.
 
"Get it off. Please. I can't... I can't touch it."
 
Yuna didn't release her grip. She kept her fingers laced through his, her weight leaning against the mattress to keep his palm  to the warm swell of his stomach. "Why— Why are you pulling away from them?"
 
"I always do something wrong, Mum!" The confession tore out of him, raw and bleeding with an agonizing self-hatred.
"Look at what I did. I took those pills. I wanted to disappear. I didn't want to be here anymore, and because of that... because of me, one of them is gone. If I stay near this one, if I look at it, if I touch it... what if I hurt this one too? Mum. I don't know how to protect anything."
 
Yuna let out a soft breath. Slowly, she leaned forward until her forehead rested gently against his damp temple. She let go of his hand, but instead of letting him pull away, she slid both of her arms around his upper body, pulling his heavy, trembling frame against her chest.
"Listen to me, Shane Hollander," she whispered fiercely into his hair. "You did not kill that baby. Drowning in the dark is not a crime, and you were drowning so deeply that you couldn't see the surface. But look at what happened. Even when the water was closing over your head, even when your system was failing... this little one stayed. They fought through. They fought through the surgery.”
 
“They held onto you with everything they had."
 
She pulled back just enough to look into his shattered face, her hands coming up to cup his jaw once more.
 
"This baby didn't survive despite you, Shane," she said softly.
"They survived with you. Their heart is beating right now because your body kept them safe through the worst night of your life. They aren't afraid of you. They are waiting for you."
 
Shane’s lips parted, his breath hitching. Slowly, hesitatingly, he lifted his right hand back up on his own. His fingers hovered just an inch above the blanket covering his abdomen. He looked up at his mother. A silent, childlike plea for permission in his honeyed eyes.
 
Yuna offered him a beautiful, tearful nod. "Go on, Tell them you're here."
 
With slow caution, Shane lowered his palm back onto the firm, rounded swell. He closed his eyes, and after a few agonizing seconds, a soft, unmistakable flutter brushed against his palm. A single, quiet sob escaped him, his large hand gently wrapping around the curve of his stomach as if trying to shield the tiny existence from the rest of the harsh world.
The heavy door of the room clicked open of an inch, a sliver of bright yellow light from the corridor cutting through the twilight.
David stood in the entryway, as he saw his son holding his own stomach, his long frame curved protectively inward while he wept quietly into Yuna's shoulder, the words caught in his throat. It wasn't the empty silence of the past two weeks. It was the sound of a man beginning to feel again. David let out a long, trembling breath and quietly pulled the door shut, leaving them in the sacred quiet.
 
The darkness of the room deepened as the hallway light vanished, leaving only the soft, ambient green glow of the medical monitors. Shane stayed curled tightly inward, his long, large frame looking surprisingly small and fragile.
 
The room had settled into a breathing peace when Yuna broke the silence, her voice dropping into a soft, careful register.
 
 
"Shane... is Lily the father?"
Shane froze. The question hit him like a physical jolt, his long fingers locking tight against the fabric of his hospital gown. His mind raced, caught completely off guard. He looked up at her, eyes wide with a panicked, instinctive urge to retreat.
 
"Mum, I'm a man," he stammered, trying to deny it, impossible reality of his situation first, using his lifelong identity as a final barrier against the truth.
 
But Yuna didn't let him hide. A soft, small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.
 "Shane, I know how babies are made," she countered softly, her eyes shining with an immense warmth. "How do you think you got into this world?"
 
The practical bluntness of her words left Shane completely speechless.
 
He stared at her, his jaw slightly slack, the absurdity of trying to argue biology with the woman who had carried and given birth to him rendering him utterly silent.
 
Yuna’s expression softened completely, the humor fading into an absolute. She reached up, her palm cradling his cheek with a tender pressure. Her fingers resting against the quiet pattern of freckles dusting his skin.
 
"It doesn't matter to me if you like boys, girls, or whatever, Shane," she continued, her voice thick with an undeniable certainty. "Because I will always love you. Nothing could ever change that."
 
Shane swallowed hard against the thick lump in his throat. He lifted a trembling hand, roughly wiping a fresh track of tears from his cheek as he finally let the heavy, exhausting shield drop to the floor.
 
"Boys," he retorted in a raw, quiet whisper, looking away toward his lap. "Just boys, Mom."
 
Just one boy.
 
The admission hung in the quiet twilight, a truth he had spent years suffocating finally out in the open. Then, a sudden, anxious thought flickered across his features. His eyes flew back to her face, wide and tentative. "Does... does Dad know?"
 
Yuna just looked at him, her lips twitching as she fought back a sudden, near-scrambled urge to laugh.
 
Shane caught the look, and an instant, hot flush of embarrassment rushed up his neck, staining his pale skin and causing the light constellation of freckles across his nose to darken.
 
He felt completely foolish the moment the question left his mouth.
Of course, his father knew. David had been pacing the hospital corridors for days, speaking with the physicians and carrying the news of the medical reality alongside Yuna. There was absolutely no way he didn't know everything.
 
But seeing that flush of genuine embarrassment on Shane's face brought a sudden wave of happiness crashing through Yuna's heart.
 
For over two weeks, her son had been entirely empty—either screaming in a violent of grief or locked in a terrifying silence. Seeing him react like a normal human being, seeing a flash of his actual personality break through the pain, was a beautiful sign of life.
 
Wiping away the last of his tears with her thumbs, Yuna leaned in close, her eyes reflecting an unbreakable motherly strength. "You need to be happy again, Shane," she whispered fiercely, her hand resting over his where it still guarded his abdomen.
 
"Not because of your father, and not because of me. Don't do it for us. Do it for yourself... and do it for your child."
 
 
 
 
The discharge papers from the medical foundation were signed in the gray, sterile light of dawn. Physically, Shane was stable enough to leave since the internal stitches from the emergency surgery were fully secure, and the the pain in his lower abdomen had finally subsided.
 
He was not ready to cross the border yet. He could not just drive away from the exact place where his world had split in two.
 
He needed to say goodbye.
 
He refused to let David drive straight to Ottawa. Before they left this city forever, he needed to say goodbye to the half of himself he was leaving behind.
 
The hospital maintained a private, heavily restricted memorial garden known as the St. Jude Sanctuary. It was a few blocks away from the hospital. It was reserved exclusively for families who had lost infants during sudden medical crises, late-stage traumas, or emergency interventions.
 
No public records were kept here. It was a place designed entirely for secrets and sorrow. This was where they had buried his other child.
 
The black SUV rolled through the heavy, rusted iron gates just as the morning sun failed to break through the dense fog. The air was biting, freezing, and thick with moisture that turned every breath into a heavy plume of white vapor. The dying winter grass was buried beneath a thick, crisp layer of white frost that crunched sharply under the tires.
 
Inside the vehicle. No one spoke. Yuna helped Shane dress in the front seat, her fingers smoothing over the heavy fabric of his clothes with tenderness. He was exactly four months pregnant now.
 
Though the pregnancy was still in its earlier stages, carrying the baby had already altered his heavy, masculine frame. A distinct small mound had risen high above his pelvis, shifting his center of gravity and permanently changing his lower silhouette. His usual pants was useless now, the waistbands dug too painfully into the swelling life beneath his skin.
 
Instead, he wore loose, dark sweatpants that sat low on his hips and a massive team parka that had to be left completely unzipped to accommodate his shape. Yuna wrapped a thick wool scarf twice around his neck, pulling the heavy knit up high over his chin and mouth.
 
They needed to mask any sign of his changing body from the outside world. They needed to hide the ghost of what he was.
 
David and Yuna each took one of his massive arms, anchoring his five-foot-ten frame as his boots hit the frozen gravel.
 
Shane’s long legs were trembling, his thigh muscles tight and uncooperative from days of bed rest and the deep, pulling ache of his healing surgical incisions. They guided him slowly down the narrow, twisting path.
 
The gravel crunched softly beneath their synchronized steps, a rhythmic, funeral march through the fog. The path wound deep into the forgotten northern corner of the sanctuary, far away from the main chapel, until the trees cleared to reveal a plot.
 
The tiny grave sat nestled perfectly at the base of an old, peeling white birch tree. It was marked by a small, flush granite stone that was barely larger than a brick, its surface already glittering with a layer of fine frost.
 
Once they reached the tree, his parents stopped.
 
Yuna reached up. Then, without a word, they turned around. Their heavy coats rustled in the biting wind as they walked all the way back down the gravel path toward the black SUV.
 
They climbed inside and closed the heavy doors, shutting out the freezing world and leaving Shane entirely alone in the quiet garden.
 
Shane stood frozen by the white birch tree, the absolute silence of the cemetery pressing hard against his chest until his lungs burned from the cold. He looked down at the tiny stone in the frost, then down at his own altered body.
 
He wanted to be closer to the earth. He wanted to be near the dirt where his child had been laid.
 
Because he was only four months along, he didn't have the massive, heavy weight of a third-trimester pregnancy completely blocking his movement, but the deep, agonizing pull from his recent surgical wounds made every single inch of movement a violent battle.
 
Grabbing the rough, peeling bark of the birch tree to steady his shaking knees, Shane clumsily began to lower his massive frame. He shifted his weight with a low groan, his teeth grinding against the pain as his muscles protested.
 
He sat right down on the freezing, damp grass beside the grave, tucking his long legs out to the side to avoid putting any pressure on his lower abdomen.
 
The cold moisture of the frozen mud soaked straight through his sweatpants within seconds, chilling his skin to the bone, but he didn't care about the wetness. He didn't care about the cold.
 
He reached out with a trembling hand and rested his large, freckled palm flat against the cold granite stone. His hand was so massive it completely covered the entire marker, hiding the small, unadorned surface from view.
 
Using his blunt, calloused fingertips, Shane began to scrape frantically at the thick crust of white frost clinging to the granite. The icy crystals bit into his skin, turning his knuckles a raw, burning red, but he kept brushing it away until the carved inscription was fully revealed.
 
The words cut straight through his chest.
 
An angel returned to God. 
Rest well, little soul. 
You will forever be loved.
 
A choked, strangled sound left Shane's throat as he read the inscription over and over again.
Staring down at his own lap in the gray fog, a profound, raw physical disbelief hit him like a heavy blow to the throat.
 
He looked at his large, calloused right hand resting on the grave—a hockey player’s hand, with thick knuckles and blunt fingers. It was a hand built for physical dominance, for holding a stick and slamming bodies into the glass.
 
Then he shifted his gaze to his left hand, which was resting protectively over his lower stomach.
 
Underneath the heavy black sweatshirt, his lower abdomen was no longer the flat, iron-hard wall of muscle he had spent his entire life training in professional gyms. It was a distinct, firm, rounded hill. At four months, it was prominent enough to push visibly against the fabric, expanding his flesh.
 
It felt entirely disconnected from his identity, from everything he had ever been taught about his own skin.
 
He was a man. He was an elite NHL athlete. Yet here he sat, in the frozen mud next to a tiny grave, carrying the surviving half of a hidden twin pregnancy inside his own body.
 
The stark, human contrast of it—holding one child beneath his heart while his other hand touched the frozen earth over the dead one—completely unmade something deep inside his soul.
 
He stared at the tight fabric of his clothes, watching the way his belly rounded against his thighs, and his mind felt completely broken by the sight of himself.
 
The physical contact with the freezing stone finally unraveled his remaining strength.
The grief tore through his chest like an open wound, and Shane pressed his forehead directly against the freezing granite. He began to sob. Large, heavy tears spilled over his eyelashes, tracking down through the freckles on his pale, hollow cheeks, freezing slightly as they hit the cold air.
 
"I am so sorry," Shane choked out, his voice a raw, wet whisper that died instantly in the empty garden. "I am so sorry, little guy."
He rubbed his trembling palm over the frozen stone, begging for the dead child's mercy, desperately wanting the tiny soul to forgive his brokenness.
 
"Please forgive me," he sobbed, his large shoulders shaking violently under the open parka.”
“I was so stupid. I was drowning in the dark that night. I took those pills because I wanted the noise to stop. I wanted to disappear. I didn't know you were both in the storm with me. I didn't protect you. I am sorry I didn't see you. Please, please forgive your dad."
 
He wept until his chest ached, his forehead pressed against the earth, pouring ten years of hidden shame and sudden grief into the quiet plot. He apologized to the earth, to the trees, to the tiny life that had slipped through his fingers before he even knew it.
 
Deep beneath his left hand, a sudden, delicate sensation bloomed.
Because he was exactly four months along, the movements were no longer just a faint imagination—they were new, fragile, and distinct. It was the unmistakable, fluttering quickening of early life. His baby gave a tiny, sharp nudge right against his palm, a distinct tap of a microscopic action against the uterine wall.
 
The contrast was a violent shock to his nervous system.
 
The granite stone under his right hand was completely dead, freezing, and still. But the flesh under his left hand was warm, pulsing, and bursting with early, stubborn life. It felt like the surviving twin was answering his tears. It felt like the child was actively pulling him back from the edge of the grave, telling him to stop looking into the dirt.
 
Shane sat there for over an hour, trapped between the cold rock of the dead and the warm, developing life of the living. He cried until his throat was entirely dry and his right hand grew completely numb from the frost. Finally, using the rough birch trunk to brace himself, Shane forced his heavy frame back up, his muscles aching from the prolonged cold. He gave the granite stone one last, gentle touch with his fingers, pulled his parka tightly around his stomach, and walked slowly back to the car.
 
He was finally ready to go home to Ottawa.
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    Chapter Text

    FEBRUARY 15
The drive into Ottawa felt like crossing between two different lifetimes.
As David navigated the heavy SUV through the snow-packed, tree-lined streets of Shane’s hometown, the suffocating, clinical terror that had clung to Shane for the past two weeks finally began to loosen its grip.
 
The gray, icy skies of Ontario were exactly as he remembered them. The familiar sight of neighborhood kids dragging hockey nets out of the street to let cars pass sparked a quiet, profound ache in his chest, but beneath the ache, there was a deep, undeniable relief.
 
He was home.
 
When the SUV pulled into the driveway of the Hollander residence, Shane didn't need to be practically carried inside this time.
 
His body still pulled with the deep, surgical pain of his incisions, and his gait was slow and guarded, but as he stepped through the heavy oak front door, a rush of true familiarity grounded him.
 
The house smelled exactly the same—a comforting blend of Yuna’s vanilla candles, wood polish, and the faint, permanent undertone of leather from years of hockey gear being dragged through the halls.
Taking off his boots and shedding the massive parka, Shane stood in the foyer and just looked around. To his right was the long stretch of hardwood hallway where he used to spend hours firing a tennis ball against the baseboards, the faint scuff marks still visible near the trim.
 
Above the mantle in the living room sat his draft day photo—a younger, bright-eyed Shane pulling the Montreal Voyageurs jersey over his head for the first time, oblivious to the immense, crushing pressure that jersey would eventually bring.
Being here, surrounded by the ghosts of his own childhood, made him feel surprisingly human again. The frantic, broken man from the hospital was slowly being replaced by the Shane Hollander who grew up in this house.
 
"Go on up, sweetheart," Yuna urged softly, hanging his coat on the rack.
"Take your time to get settled."
 
Shane nodded, holding onto the banister as he slowly made his way up the carpeted stairs.
His old bedroom was exactly as he had left it. The walls were painted a deep, traditional blue. His high school MVP trophies sat proudly on the shelf, and the worn, comfortable quilt was perfectly smoothed over his extra-long bed.
 
He closed the door behind him with a soft click, leaving him entirely alone.
 
Moving carefully, Shane lowered his large frame onto the edge of the mattress. He sat in the quiet twilight of the room for a long moment, listening to the muffled sounds of his parents moving around downstairs. Then, slowly, he slipped his hands under his loose sweatshirt.
He rested his broad, freckled palms against the firm, rounded swell of his lower stomach. The life inside him felt warm and steady against his calloused hands.
Shane swallowed hard, his throat tight as he looked down at his lap.
"Hi," he whispered into the empty room, his voice raw but remarkably steady.
Beneath his fingers, there was a faint acknowledgment from the surviving half of his broken world.
Shane’s breath hitched, and he bowed his head, his shoulders curving protectively inward. "I'm sorry," he murmured softly. "I'm so sorry for everything I put you through. But I'm here now…. I've got you."
 
He gently rubbed his thumb over the tight skin, his mind inevitably drifting to the one person he had spent years hiding his heart for.
 
Ilya.
 
Shane closed his eyes, a fresh, sharp wave of grief washing over him as the image of the Russian’s sharp, arrogant, fiercely loving face materialized in his mind.
Would Ilya have been happy? If things had been different, would Ilya have looked at Shane’s altered body with that same possessive, soft adoration he once did? Would he have pressed his ear to Shane’s stomach and spoken to the baby in rapid, murmured Russian?
 
Shane would never know the answer.
Ilya was completely beyond his reach now. Shane had shattered that bridge the night in Boston. The secret was buried, and for Ilya’s sake, for the sake of the Russian's own legendary career, it had to stay that way.
 
A heavy tear slipped down Shane’s cheek, landing softly on his hand.
"I'm sorry," Shane whispered, his voice cracking as he stroked his stomach. "I'm so sorry you aren't going to meet your papa. He... he would have been amazing. He would have loved you so much. But you can't know him. And that is my fault. It's all my fault."
 
He sat there for a long time, allowing himself to mourn the beautiful, impossible future that he and Ilya could never have, pouring all of his love directly into the child he was carrying instead.
 
An hour later, the deep shadows of evening had fully settled over Ottawa.
Shane washed his face in the adjoining bathroom, splashing cold water over his red-rimmed eyes, before making the slow, agonizing trek back downstairs.
He found his mother sitting at the large granite kitchen island. The warm pendant lights overhead cast a soft glow over the room.
 
Yuna was speaking quietly into her cell phone, a legal pad filled with frantic, organized notes spread out in front of her.
Shane walked into the kitchen, his thick socks silent against the hardwood, and pulled out one of the barstools. He eased his heavy frame into the seat, resting his arms on the counter, and just sat in front of her, staring quietly.
 
Yuna looked up, her expression softening instantly at the sight of him. She murmured a few final, authoritative words into the receiver—"Yes, we understand. I will call you back with the final word in ten minutes."—and ended the call.
 
She set the phone down and let out a long sigh, reaching across the cool granite to cover Shane’s large hand with her own.
 
"How are you feeling?" she asked gently.
Shane replied honestly. "Better."
Yuna offered a sad, deeply proud smile. She squeezed his fingers, but the business-like tension didn't entirely leave her shoulders. She hesitated for a fraction of a second, treading carefully.
 
"Shane... that was the PR firm working with the Voyageurs front office," she started, her voice dropping into a soft, careful register. "It has been over two weeks. The media speculation is getting out of hand. Your team is struggling without their captain, and the league is demanding a definitive update on your status."
 
Shane’s heart gave a heavy, resigned thud, but he didn't panic. The panic was gone, replaced by a quiet certainty.
"What do we tell them?" Shane asked.
"We drafted a statement," Yuna said slowly, pulling the legal pad closer. "It states that during your time off, you suffered a severe, unforeseen medical emergency—an internal injury that required immediate, life-saving surgery."
 
It was the perfect lie, built entirely on a foundation of the truth.
 
"The statement explains that the recovery process will be extensive," Yuna continued, watching her son's eyes closely.
 
"Because of this, you are physically unable to play hockey. And... because the timeline for your recovery is indefinite..."
 
She paused, swallowing hard. This was the part that was going to permanently end his life as he knew it.
 
"...you are officially stepping down and resigning as the captain of the Montreal Voyageurs. You are stepping away from the NHL to focus entirely on your health, so that the team can move forward and not be hindered by your absence. You apologize to the fans, to your teammates, and to the city of Montreal."
 
Silence fell over the kitchen.
The words hung heavy in the air. For twenty years, hockey had been Shane’s entire universe. He was the golden boy of Canadian hockey. The 'C' on his chest was his identity, his armor, and his entire purpose. Resigning meant stepping off the ice forever. It meant letting go of winning another Stanley Cup, the roaring arenas, and the life he had bled for.
 
Yuna watched him, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "We don't have to send it today, Shane. We can buy more time—"
 
"No."
The word was quiet, but it carried an immovable weight.
 
Shane didn't hesitate. He looked down at his lap, instinctively pressing his hand against the curve of his stomach underneath the table. He thought of the tiny grave back at the sanctuary, and the warm, fluttering life currently fighting to survive inside him.
 
Hockey didn't matter anymore. Montreal didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was protecting the child he had.
Shane looked back up at his mother, his hazel eyes clear and fiercely resolute.
"Do it," Shane said, his voice unwavering. "I'm sure. Let them go. I don't want to hold the team back anymore."
 
Yuna stared at her son, overwhelmed by the sheer, heartbreaking maturity of his decision. He was no longer the boy in the draft day photo—he was a father, making the ultimate sacrifice without a second thought.
 
With a slow, deeply respectful nod, Yuna picked up her phone. She hit redial, brought the receiver to her ear, and kept her eyes locked on Shane.
 
"Send the statement," she said into the phone. "Shane Hollander is officially retiring."
 
After Yuna hung up the phone with the PR firm, a heavy, motionless quiet settled over the house. The countdown had officially begun. They had less than an hour before the statement shook the hockey world to its core.
 
Seeking comfort from the impending storm, they moved into the living room. Shane lay stretched out across the long, plush leather sofa, his broad build taking up nearly the entire length of it. He was propped up by a mountain of pillows to relieve the pulling pressure on his lower abdomen, a thick wool blanket draped over his legs.
 
Yuna sat on the rug right beside him, her back resting against the base of the couch, her fingers idly tracing soothing circles over Shane's knee.
David sat in his usual overstuffed armchair nearby, staring quietly into the hearth. For a long time, none of them spoke. The only sound was the steady crackle of the fireplace and the soft whistling of the Ottawa wind against the windowpanes. It was a peaceful, healing kind of silence.
 
Suddenly, Yuna broke the quiet, her voice dropping into a soft, careful register.
"Shane..." she murmured, tilting her head back to look up at him. "Have you thought about what you prefer? For the baby? A boy or a girl?"
 
Yuna kept her expression open and gentle, masking the sudden flutter of emotion in her chest.
 
The truth was, she and David already knew. Dr. Marcotte had given them the news while Shane was still unconscious. They had been holding onto that secret ever since, waiting for the exact moment Shane was strong enough to hear it. She just wanted to know where his heart was first.
 
Shane didn't look away. Instead, a slow, genuinely fond look crossed his pale features—the first real expression of pure warmth his face had held in weeks. He slid his large, freckled hand beneath the wool blanket, letting his palm rest flat against the warm, firm curve of his tummy.
 
"It doesn't matter, Mum," Shane replied softly, his eyes fixed entirely on the shape of his stomach beneath his hand. "Honestly. As long as they're healthy... as long as they stay with me, it doesn't matter."
 
He quieted for a moment, his blunt fingertips tracing a slow, protective line over his clothes. He thought about the aggressive, bruising, hyper-masculine world of the NHL he had just walked away from. He thought about his own fractured identity, and the heavy legacy of the Hollander name.
 
He swallowed the lump in his throat and looked down at his lap, a tiny, tentative smile tugging at the corner of his lips.
"But... if I had to choose," Shane whispered, his voice thick with a sudden, beautiful wave of emotion. "I think I'd want a girl."
 
Yuna’s eyes shone with a sudden brightness, her heart aching with a mixture of intense love and the heavy weight of the secret she and David carried. She reached up, wrapping her smaller hand over his large knuckles where they guarded his abdomen.
 
"A little girl," she breathed, her voice carrying a deep, knowing tenderness.
"She would have you wrapped around her little finger from day one, Shane."
 
"Yeah," Shane murmured, his eyes drifting back down to his lap, his large hand gently cupping the curve. A girl, he thought. He would protect her. He would build a completely new world for her, far away from the ice, the elite gyms, and the noise.
They lapsed back into silence, the room felt a little warmer now, illuminated by the fragile, beautiful image of the future Shane was finally allowing himself to dream of.
 
They stayed just like that, bound together in the quiet sanctuary of the living room, until exactly forty-two minutes later—when the television screen suddenly flashed with a glaring red banner.
 
BREAKING NEWS: SHANE HOLLANDER RESIGNS AS VOYAGEURS CAPTAIN, TAKES INDEFINITE MEDICAL LEAVE.
The veteran sportscasters looked genuinely shaken as they read the official statement aloud, detailing the severe medical emergency and Shane's apology to the city of Montreal.
A montage of Shane’s career highlights began to play on screen—looking like a memorial video for a generational talent who was suddenly, inexplicably gone from the ice.
 
David immediately grabbed the remote from the side table, his thumb hovering over the power button. "Shane, you don't need to watch this."
 
"Leave it," Shane said quietly, his eyes locked on the screen.
"Please, Dad. Let me see it."
 
David hesitated, his jaw tight, but he slowly lowered the remote, sitting in agonizing solidarity with his family as the media world dissolved into absolute chaos.
 
Right on cue, the heavy silence of the living room was shattered by a sharp, aggressive vibration.
 
Shane’s phone, resting on the coffee table, began to buzz. And it didn't stop. It chimed, rattled, and shook against the wood in a relentless, mechanical frenzy. Shane slowly reached out from beneath the wool blanket, his large hand trembling slightly, and flipped the device over. The lock screen was a chaotic waterfall of notifications, scrolling too fast to read.
JJ: Capitaine, tell me this is a joke.
Scott Hunter: I’ve seen the news rook. Are you ok?
 
Farah Jalali: Phone is blowing up. Turn yours off. I am handling the press.
 
Shane stared intently at the screen, his chest heaving as his eyes scanned the frantic influx of messages from coaches, teammates, and executives.
There was nothing else. No other names appeared.
Lily did not reach out to him.
 
The absolute absence of the Russian's fake name was a different kind of physical ache—a cold, sharp reminder of the reality Shane had built.
Ilya was truly beyond his reach, entirely cut off on the other side of the wall Shane had erected to protect them both. The silence from the man he loved was heavy and devastating.
 
With a shaking breath, Shane realized the sheer magnitude of what he had just done. He had successfully stepped into the shadows. He was a ghost now.
 
He pressed his heavy thumb against the power button on the side of the device, holding it down until the screen prompted him to shut off. He swiped the power off.
 
The screen went black. The relentless buzzing finally stopped.
 
Shane let his head fall back against the leather couch, a profound, agonizing emptiness settling over him. Yuna walked silently over, seeing the powered-down phone in his hand and the tears silently tracking down her son's hollow cheeks. She gently took the device from his grip.
 
"I'll put this away," she murmured softly.
"Throw it out, Mum," Shane whispered, his voice cracking, sounding impossibly small in his massive frame.
 
"Please. I don't ever want to see it again."
 
Yuna nodded, slipping the phone into her pocket before pressing a warm kiss to his temple.
 
Shane slowly pulled his hands back under the wool blanket. He rested them flat against the firm, rounding swell of his stomach, seeking the only comfort he had left in the quiet sanctuary of his home. He pressed gently, waiting in the warm silence until he felt it—a tiny, delicate flutter brushing back against his palm.
 
It’s just us now, Shane thought, squeezing his eyes closed as the tears continued to fall. I gave it all up. Please, just stay with me. It’s just us now.
 
David set the remote down on the side table slowly. He didn't look at the blank screen. Instead, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and staring down at his thick, calloused hands.
"I built that backyard rink for you when you were three," David said softly, his voice rough and scraping against the quiet room. "The winters were colder back then. I’d be out there at midnight with the garden hose, freezing my fingers off, just so you could have smooth ice in the morning."
 
Shane didn't move. He kept his eyes fixed on the ceiling, his hand still curved protectively over the firm, warm hill of his stomach beneath the wool blanket.
"The first time I put you on skates, you took two steps and went down hard," David continued, a ghost of a smile touching his lips before instantly vanishing.
"You scraped your chin up pretty good. Bleeding. Your mother screamed at me from the back porch. But you didn't even cry."
 
David finally stood up, stepping over to the couch and kneeling down on the rug right where Yuna had been moments before. He reached out, his heavy palm resting over Shane’s forearm.
 
"You've been pulling yourself up by the boards your whole life, Shane," David said, his voice cracking slightly with a sudden, fierce emotion.
"For me. For the Voyageurs. For the fans. You gave that sport your blood, your youth, and every single piece of your soul until there was nothing left of you but a shell. You don't owe hockey another goddamn second."
 
Shane’s breath hitched. He turned his head slowly on the pillow, looking at his father through a fresh veil of hot tears.
 
"I'm not disappointed in you," David whispered fiercely, squeezing Shane's arm.
A rubbery, broken sob tore out of Shane's chest. He let go of his stoic composure, his face twisting with grief as he gripped his father’s sleeve. "Dad..."
 
"I've got you," David murmured, his own eyes shining with unshed tears. "We’ve got you. You just focus on healing. You focus on this little one."
 
David’s eyes drifted intentionally down to Shane’s covered stomach. He looked at the distinct, high mound with a profound, quiet reverence. He knew a little girl was in there, fighting alongside his son. He didn't say it aloud—he let Shane keep his comfort, let him think it was a secret for just a little while longer—but the knowledge made David’s protective instincts double in size.
 
Yuna walked back into the room, carrying a small tray with steaming mugs of chamomile tea. She simply slid onto the couch near Shane’s feet, resting her hand on his ankle, completing the protective barrier around him.
 
The night outside grew darker, and Shane closed his eyes, his large hand gently cupping the curve of his stomach.
 
But down the hall, inside the quiet dark of the kitchen, Shane’s powered-down phone sat resting on the granite counter where Yuna had briefly left it.
 
What Shane didn't know—what he could never have guessed as he finally drifted into a fragile peace—was the tragic, missed connection of a single millisecond.
 
Far away, across the border, a frantic pair of hands had finally managed to escape a room of his dead father.
 
At the exact moment Shane's phone had initiated its shutdown sequence, the network had processed one final, desperate transmission. It bounced off the local tower and hit the device just as the internal circuits cut out, burying the message instantly in the permanent, unreadable dark of a dead battery.
 
 
 
 
Tell me this is a joke Hollander.
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    Chapter Text

     
Shane was finally starting to feel human again. The dark fog that had clouded his mind for months was slowly lifting.
 
He was sleeping better.
He was eating without forcing himself.
And he was beginning to live the life of a normal person, far away from the noise of his old world.
 
He spent his mornings doing normal things. He helped his mother fold the laundry, taking his time with the towels and shirts.
He sat at the dining table and read through the New Yorker. He even started sketching a little bit in an old notebook he found in his childhood bedroom.
 
It was a peaceful existence, a quiet bubble where nobody expected him to be anything.
 
Yet, there was still a hollow space inside him that peace could not quite fill.
Shane sat on the edge of the living room sofa, his eyes locked on the large television screen.
It was a match between two Western Conference teams, which he had played against dozens of times. The sound of the skates cutting into the ice, the sharp slap of the puck against the boards, and the roar of the crowd echoed through the quiet living room.
 
His fingers twitched against his thighs. His muscles remembered the exact weight of a hockey stick.
He missed it. 
He missed the freezing air hitting his face during an opening shift. He missed the pure, unthinking adrenaline of a fast break. For his whole life, the ice had been the only place where his mind went completely quiet. Now, watching the players move across the screen in their uniforms, a dull ache formed in his chest. It was not the painful ache he once felt anymore, it was just a lingering longing for the game he loved.
 
A soft chuckle came from the doorway, breaking his focus.
David Hollander walked into the room carrying a delivery box. "You’re going to burn a hole through that screen if you keep staring at it like that, buddy."
Shane looked up, a faint smile touching his lips.
"Just checking out their power play. It looks a little bit sloppy."
 
"Everything looks sloppy to a guy who handles the puck like you do," David said warmly.
He walked over to the coffee table and set the heavy box down with a dull thud. "This just arrived. It’s from the Pike’s. They sent it over as a delivery package."
 
Shane raised an eyebrow, shifting his position on the couch. His stomach was a distinct, high mound now, heavy enough that he had to be careful how he moved.
He leaned forward and opened the top flaps of the box. Inside, resting on top of some green tissue paper, was a brand-new, latest-model smartphone box, completely sealed in plastic. Beside it was a small plush teddy bear shaped like a hockey player and a handwritten card.
Shane picked up the card and opened it. Hayden’s messy handwriting filled the small paper.
Shane, Consider this a double congratulations. 
First, for finally getting out of that hospital room and back into the real world. Second, a little celebration for the baby on the way. Your dad mentioned to me that you threw your old phone away after everything happened. Good riddance. That old thing was full of junk anyway. You need an upgrade for that thing. Call me when you get this set up.
— Pikes
 
Shane stared at the sleek new phone box. It was true. A few weeks ago, in a moment of pure frustration and desire to cut ties with the pain of his past, he had asked his mum to throw his old phone away. He had wanted to erase the silence from certain someone who played for Boston, and the constant alerts from the hockey world.
He had spent the last fortnight completely disconnected, living without a digital footprint.
"That's really nice of them," Shane murmured, running his thumb over the glossy plastic of the box.
"Hayden’s a good kid," David said, sitting down in the armchair across from him.
"He knows you needed a fresh start."
Shane nodded, setting the box down on the table.
He felt a wave of gratitude for his friend, but as he looked past the box toward the large front windows of the house, a sudden feeling of confinement washed over him. The living room suddenly felt very small.
The ceiling felt low.
For days since he arrived here, he had been content staying inside his parents' house.
But today, seeing the bright sunshine outside, he felt incredibly stuffy. The air inside felt recycled, thick with the scent of wood polish and old carpets. He wanted to breathe fresh air. He wanted to feel the cold Ottawa wind on his skin, not just look at it through a window.
 
He looked across at his father, his felt a sudden burst of nervousness.
 
"Dad?" Shane asked quietly.
"Yeah?"
"Can I go outside? Just... just for a little bit. To walk around the neighborhood. I kinda feel really stuffy in here."
 
David went quiet.
 
He looked at his son, his eyes scanning Shane’s face, taking in the healthier color in his freckled face but also noticing the slight desperation in his expression.
David leaned back in his chair, his massive hands resting on his knees.
"You want to go for a walk," David stated, his voice calm and measured.
 
"An hour," Shane corrected gently, looking his father in the eye.
"I just want to actually walk….to feel normal."
Before David could answer, the soft footsteps of Yuna approaching from the kitchen cut through the room. She had been standing near the hallway, and she had heard the request. She walked into the living room, her brow furrowed with immediate worry, her dark eyes wide with anxiety.
 
"Shane, I don't know if that's a good idea," Yuna said quickly, her voice tight.
"It's still cold out there. The sidewalks might be icy. And... and you're not fully recovered yet. What if you get dizzy? What if someone sees you?"
 
"Mom, I'm okay," Shane said, turning his body toward her. He placed a hand over the curve of his belly, a protective instinct that had become second nature to him.
"I'm feeling much stronger, and you know that my balance is fine. I assure you I won't slip."
 
"It's not just the ice, Shane," Yuna countered, her hands wringing together.
"The media is still looking for you. If a reporter or a fan takes a picture of you walking down the street..." She trailed off, her eyes dropping to his stomach.
The bulge was a bit noticeable now, If someone saw him, if someone realized the truth of why the great Shane Hollander had vanished from the NHL, the story would explode across the world where it might drag Shane baack towards the darkness.
 
Shane looked at his mother, understanding her terror.
She had watched him nearly die in a Montreal hospital room. She had seen him at his absolute lowest.
 
"I'll be careful, Mom," Shane said, reassuring with whispers.
"I'll wear my biggest winter jacket. I'll put on a beanie and a scarf. Nobody will recognize me. I just... I really need to see the sky without glass in front of it.”
“Please."
 
Yuna looked at him, her heart aching at the small plea in his voice.
She wanted to say no, wanted to keep him locked inside where she could watch his every breath, but she also knew he couldn't stay a prisoner forever.
 
She looked over at her husband, silently asking for his guidance.
David sighed softly, as he looked at his son. "Shane, your mother is right to be worried. An hour is a long time to be on your feet right now. Your body isn't used to it. The weather can turn, and if you go out there, you need to understand the possibilities of what might happen."
 
Shane nodded, listening closely.
"First," David said, counting on his fingers, "you might get tired much faster than you think. Your body is doing a lot of work right now, carrying that little girl. If you get exhausted halfway down the street, you can't just push through it like you did during a hockey practice.”
 
“If you feel tired, then you have to stop."
 
"I will," Shane promised. "I have the new phone in my pocket if anything happens."
 
"Second," David continued,
"Ottawa is a hockey city. Even with a hat and a scarf, there is always a chance someone might spot those eyes of yours and recognize you. If someone approaches you, if someone asks you why you aren't playing, or why you're out here... you can't panic. You can't let the anxiety take over. You have to be ready to just walk away and come straight home. Can you handle that?"
 
Shane swallowed hard, the weight of his father's words settling in his chest.
He thought about the flashing lights, the rumors, and the heavy secrets he carried. It was a risk. The real world was full of unpredictable things.
But looking at the bright blue sky outside the window, he knew he couldn't live in hiding forever.
"I can handle it, Dad," Shane said firmly.
"I'll keep my head down. I just want a walk. Just to feel the wind."
 
David stared at him for a long moment, measuring his son's resolve. Finally, the older man nodded his head.
"One hour, Shane. Not a minute longer. If you aren't turning the doorknob by three o'clock, I'm getting in the truck to come find you. Keep your phone on."
 
Yuna let out a soft breath, clearly still uneasy, but she didn't argue further. She walked over to the closet and pulled out Shane's heavy, oversized black winter coat, along with a thick grey wool beanie and a long thick scarf.
 
"Put these on," she ordered gently. "Every button. Don't leave your neck exposed."
 
Shane stood up from the sofa, feeling a sudden, genuine spark of excitement that he hadn't felt in months. He carefully slid his arms into the heavy jacket. It was large enough that when he zipped it up, the thick material completely masked the curve of his stomach, hiding his secret safely beneath layers of down and feathers.
He pulled the beanie low over his forehead and wrapped the scarf twice around his neck, pulling it up until it covered his chin and mouth. Only his honeyed remained visible.
 
"How do I look?" Shane asked, his voice slightly muffled by the wool.
 
"Like a regular guy just trying to survive an Ottawa winter," David smiled, though his eyes remained watchful.
 
Shane walked toward the front door. His hand trembled slightly as he reached out and grasped the cold brass handle. For weeks, this door had been the boundary of his safe zone. Stepping past it felt strange. He turned the lock, clicked the latch, and pushed the door open.
 
The cold winter air hit his face instantly. It was sharp, freezing, and incredibly fresh. Shane took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the crisp atmosphere. It tasted completely different from the air inside the house. He stepped out onto the porch, the heavy wood door clicking shut behind him. He was outside.
 
He was finally in the real world again.
 
He took a slow step down the wooden porch stairs.
The cold planks creaked under his boots, a sound that felt loud in the quiet neighborhood.
He reached the concrete sidewalk and stopped. The frost hung heavy in the air, creating a thin, glittering mist over the grass. Every breath he took turned into a thick cloud of white steam that rose quickly into the bright blue sky. The freezing wind bit at his cheeks, making his skin sting, but the sensation was wonderful.
It made him feel awake. It made him feel like he was part of the world again.
 
He began to walk down the street, keeping his hands tucked deep inside his pockets. At first, his stride was hesitant. His center of gravity was completely different now. The round weight of his stomach shifted slightly with every step, forcing him to walk very carefully.
 
As he cleared the first block, his muscles began to adjust.
 
He looked around, taking in the details of the neighborhood. The trees were bare, their branches coated in a fine layer of morning frost that sparkled like diamonds in the sunlight. A few cars drove by, their tires making a wet crunching sound against the salted asphalt.
 
As he approached the main avenue near the neighborhood square, Shane caught sight of a massive billboard standing tall over the intersection.
 
He stopped dead in his tracks.
 
It was a giant advertisement for a local sports store, but the face filling the canvas belonged to him. It was a picture taken last season. In the photo, Shane was wearing his Voyageurs jersey, his hair damp with sweat, a confident, fierce smile on his face as he held a hockey stick over his shoulder. Across the bottom, bold letters reads.
 
The Pride of the Ottawa.
 
Shane stared up at his own face, his breath catching in his throat. It felt surreal.
Ottawa was so proud of him. The city celebrated him as their greatest hero, a champion at the peak of his career.
But the guy on that billboard felt like a complete stranger. The version of Shane standing on the sidewalk today was completely different. He was a guy wearing oversized clothes, hiding a pregnant belly, just trying to survive a walk down the street without breaking down.
 
A wave of quiet sadness washed over him, mixed with a deep longing for the ice, but he forced himself to look away and keep walking.
By the thirty-minute mark, Shane reached a small community park. The playground equipment was empty and dusted with frost, but the walking path around the perimeter was clear. His lower back was starting to throb with a dull, heavy ache.
His body was tired.
He found a secluded wooden bench near a frozen pond and carefully sat down. He let out a long, foggy breath and looked around to make sure nobody was watching. The park was mostly empty. Feeling completely safe for a brief moment, Shane slid his right hand out of his pocket. He moved it under the thick fabric of his heavy coat, sneakily touching his tummy.
 
He cupped the round curve gently, feeling the solid warmth of it.
 
We're doing okay, he thought to himself, a soft smile touching his lips beneath the scarf.
“We made it this far.”
As his hand rested on his stomach, a shadow suddenly fell across the snow in front of him. Shane froze.
 
"Excuse me," a polite, melodic voice called out. "I'm so sorry to bother you."
 
Shane’s heart leaped into his throat. He immediately pulled his hand away from his stomach, tucking his arms flat against his chest to hide his shape. He braced his shoulders, his mind racing with panic as he remembered his father's warnings. He pulled his scarf up a little higher and looked up slowly.
 
Standing in front of him was a woman. She was strikingly beautiful, with vibrant, rich red hair that fell in perfectly styled waves around her shoulders, completely contrasting with the white winter background.
Her eyes were a piercing, clear blue, and she was dressed in a very expensive-looking camel wool trench coat with a thick fur collar, paired with elegant leather boots. She held a small leather purse in her gloved hands, looking a bit lost but relaxed.
 
"I’m terribly sorry," she said, offering a polite, warm smile that made the corners of her blue eyes crinkle.
 
"I'm a bit turned around. Do you happen to know where I can find a place for a good cup of coffee around here? Everything seems a bit quiet today."
 
Shane stared at her, his voice stuck in his throat. His green eyes widened behind his scarf.
The woman before him was Rose Landry—the famous actress he knew completely by reputation.
 Her face was unmistakable. She belonged to that high-profile, intense universe of media and elite circles that Shane had left behind. Seeing her standing here in his quiet Ottawa park felt completely unreal.
 
Shane's pulse hammered against his ribs. He sat perfectly still on the frozen bench, terrified that if he spoke, she might somehow recognize him. He had his scarf pulled up high, hiding his chin and mouth, and his oversized coat masked his posture completely.
 
"Actually," Shane finally managed to say, but heavily muffled behind the thick wool of his scarf. "I don't really know where to get a decent cup of coffee around here. I'm... I'm also new to the area. Well, not exactly new. I just got back here after several years away."
 
"Oh," Rose said, her clear blue eyes widening slightly with interest.
She looked around the quiet, frost-dusted park, then glanced back down at the bench. A cheery, charming smile touched her lips. "Mind if I have a seat for a moment? I know that my boots are so beautiful, but I assure you. They aren't exactly built for long treks through winter snow."
 
Shane felt a sudden jolt of adrenaline, but he managed a tiny nod. "Sure.—Yeah, sit down."
 
Rose dropped onto the wooden seat beside him, keeping a polite distance. Her smooth wool coat settled around her, and she let out a soft breath that turned into a delicate plume of steam. She adjusted her leather purse in her lap, turning her piercing blue eyes toward him with an easy, disarming friendliness.
 
Shane shifted a bit, pulling his hands deeper into his coat pockets to make sure the fabric stayed securely bunched over his stomach.
 
He felt incredibly awkward.
 
The phrase 'just got back here after several years away' tasted strange in his mouth. He was terrified that any slight slip of his scarf or tone of voice would give away his identity, and he absolutely did not want anyone recognizing him right now.
He subconsciously wanted to touch his tummy again, to ground himself against the sudden spike of anxiety, but he forcefully stopped himself. He kept his  hands clamped tight inside his pockets.
 
"I'm Rose, by the way," she offered, tilting her head slightly.
 
"I know," Shane murmured, his voice tight and muffled behind the wool. "I mean—I'm Shane."
 
"I know," Rose countered with a bright smile, the corners of her eyes crinkling warmly. "My brothers would actually murder me if I didn't know who you were. They're massive hockey fans."
 
Shane blinked behind his wool scarf, a mix of deep awkwardness and sudden vulnerability washing over him.
The sharp contrast between his former superstar status and his current reality felt like a physical weight. He braced himself, waiting for the heavy, awkward questions about the Voyageurs, his missing presence on the ice, or the swirling media questions about his sudden retirement.
 
But Rose didn't push. Her bright blue eyes held a deep, sudden flash of understanding.
As an actress constantly under the harsh glare of Hollywood cameras, she knew exactly what it felt like to be famous, to feel suffocated by the world's heavy expectations, and to desperately need a place to hide.
She knew about his retirement, but she also knew exactly what he was doing sitting alone, bundled up on a frozen bench in an empty park.
 
"Hey," Rose said softly, her cheery demeanor softening into something deeply reassuring and kind.
 
She gave him a small, gentle nod, her eyes conveying an unspoken promise. "Don't worry. I'm not going to press you about any of it, okay? I won't push. You're just a guy enjoying a walk in the park today, and that's entirely fine by me."
 
The tight knot of anxiety in Shane's chest loosened instantly. He let out a quiet breath behind his wool scarf, immensely grateful for her kindness.
 
"Oh, yeah?" Shane cleared his throat, his tone finally easing up as he steered the conversation into a safer territory.
 
"Do they play?"
 
"Yeah, my brother John played in college, and Peter is actually in the AHL right now, trying to get drafted up," Rose explained easily, her tone instantly bouncing back to its lively, bubbly rhythm as she gestured slightly with a gloved hand.
 
"So hockey is basically a religion in our house. They talk about your puck handling like it's a sacred text. Honestly, it's exhausting sometimes. When I go home, I tell them I just want everything to be completely boring."
 
She laughed a bright, melodic sound that rose like cotton into the sky. "But you know, boring is highly underrated. Boring means peaceful. Boring means you can go to the grocery store without someone taking a photo of the back of your head to analyze your hair growth. Trust me, Shane, if people knew how wonderful boring could be, Hollywood would be completely empty by next Tuesday."
 
Shane froze slightly behind his scarf, the word boring striking a chord deep within him.
 
Suddenly, the park vanished.
A sharp, incredibly vivid flashback slammed into his mind, hitting him with the force of an open-ice check.
Ilya was there, his icy blue eyes intense, his jaw locked in that stubborn, infuriatingly arrogant way he always had when he wanted to push Shane's buttons. Ilya had thrown his head back, a smirk dancing on his lips, his heavy Russian accent dripping with playful disdain.
 
“You are so boring, Hollander. A boring, predictable Canadian. You eat your boring food, you follow your boring rules, you play your boring hockey. You do not know how to live.”
 
Boring. Shane’s fingers twitched inside his coat.
He felt a sudden, desperate urge to pull his hand out and press it against the mound of his stomach.
He wanted to hold them through the fabric, to remind himself that his life wasn't boring or empty anymore, that he was carrying a whole new world right here. His hand started to slide up out of his deep pocket, his hand catching on the zipper.
 
No. Stop. He forcefully clamped his arm back down, jamming his hand back into the dark depths of his coat pocket. He couldn't do that. Not in front of Rose Landry. He braced his shoulders, swallowing down the thick lump of grief and memory, and forced his focus back to the present.
 
A tiny, unexpected huff of amusement escaped Shane’s nose, turning into a quick cloud of steam behind his scarf. It was a masking mechanism, but as he looked at Rose, the genuine kindness in her face helped pull him out of the dark spiral.
 
"I guess that's true," Shane said, his shoulders dropping another inch as the tension from the flashback slowly drained away.
He carefully adjusted his position on the bench, mindful of the heavy pressure against his pelvis. "You get used to the noise after a while. You think it's normal. Then it stops, and... it takes a second to figure out what the hell you're supposed to do with the quiet."
 
Rose’s expression softened, her blue eyes deeply intuitive. "It's like coming off a speedboat. Your legs still think the world is rocking, even when you're standing on solid ground. You feel dizzy because nothing is moving fast anymore. But the dizziness goes away, Shane.”
 
“Eventually, you learn how to walk on land again."
 
They sat together for a long time after that, the conversation drifting like the light snow flurries that the wind occasionally kicked up from the banks. They talked about the absolute absurdity of public life—not the glamorous parties or the trophies, but the small, ridiculous details. Rose told him a hilarious story about a press tour in Europe where she had been forced to do forty-five consecutive interviews in a windowless hotel room until she forgot her own middle name, and Shane found himself sharing a memory of a rookie hazing ritual on high school where he had been forced to sing the Canadian national anthem in a crowded diner while wearing a giant foam cowboy hat.
 
As they talked, the invisible wall that Shane had spent weeks building around himself began to chip away.
 
It was a strange thing, building a friendship on a frozen park bench with a woman he had only ever seen on billboards and television screens, but the connection felt entirely real.
There was no pressure here. Rose didn't want a piece of him. She didn't need him to be the brilliant captain of the Voyageurs. She was just a kind, incredibly lively soul who had crossed his path at the exact moment his world felt a little too stuffy.
 
After a particularly loud burst of laughter from Rose regarding a catastrophic wardrobe malfunction on a red carpet, Shane found himself leaning forward slightly, his curiosity finally getting the better of his usual guarded nature.
 
"So," Shane began, his green eyes crinkling at the corners with a faint, genuine warmth,
"if you hate the cold so much, and you’re a creature of tropical climates, what are you actually doing out here in the middle of an Ottawa winter? I don't think the tourist board usually convinces Hollywood royalty to come freeze their boots off in February."
 
Rose froze for a fraction of a second, her clear blue eyes widening in a sudden, comedic realization. Her gloved hand immediately flew up to cover her mouth, her cheeks flushing a vibrant pink that had absolutely nothing to do with the freezing wind.
 
"Oh, shoot," she muttered behind her leather glove, her voice muffled but laced with a frantic, amused panic.
She looked around the empty park as if a dozen paparazzi were about to jump out from behind the frozen bushes. "I wasn't supposed to say that. Or, well, I wasn't supposed to let slip why I'm actually in town. My publicist will literally fly up here from Los Angeles just to strangle me with my own scarf."
Shane raised an eyebrow, a genuine, bright chuckle breaking from his chest. It felt incredibly good to laugh like this—"Don't worry, your secret is safe with me. But now you definitely have to tell me."
 
Rose lowered her hand, letting out a dramatic, stage-worthy sigh, though the cheerful grin never left her face. She leaned in a little closer, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper that sent a delicate cloud of steam toward his shoulder. "If anyone asks, I am here inspecting the local architecture. But the absolute truth is... we're on location filming the new X-Squad sequel. It's supposed to be a massive, tightly guarded secret because the studio is terrified of plot leaks, and here I am, blabbing it to the most famous athlete in the country within ten minutes of sitting down."
 
Shane’s chuckle deepened, the sound rich and warm against the winter chill.
He leaned back against the wooden slats of the bench, his eyes sparkling with a playful, rare light. He pulled his scarf down just a fraction to let his mouth move freely, though he kept his chin safely tucked, feeling a sudden wave of mutual understanding pass between them.
 
"Well, Rose," Shane said, a genuine smile visible on his face for the first time in months, "I guess it's my turn to not push it. Your studio secrets are completely safe with me. I won't tell a soul."
 
"Thank goodness," Rose laughed, placing a hand over her heart with theatrical relief.
"I knew I picked the right bench. A hockey captain knows a thing or two about keeping a strategy under wraps, right?"
 
"Something like that," Shane smiled softly, his hands resting quietly in his pockets, safely guarding his own massive secret under the thick black down of his jacket. He looked at Rose, taking in her bright and unbothered energy. She had given him an hour of normal life—an hour where he could navigate his own ghosts, share a few laughs, and realize that stepping out of the light didn't mean he had to stay in the dark forever.
 
As they continued to talk, the easy rhythm of Rose’s voice and the quiet stillness of the park seemed to warp the passage of time entirely. For the first time in what felt like centuries, Shane wasn’t counting the seconds, wasn't tracking the heavy, rhythmic throb in his lower back, and wasn't suffocating under the weight of his own thoughts. They had managed to carve out a strange, fleeting sanctuary on a weathered wooden bench surrounded by frost and frozen water.
 
A sharp, sudden vibration cut through the quiet, buzzing aggressively against Shane’s thigh.
 
He jumped slightly, the sudden movement causing the thick layers of his parka to shift. His hand went instantly to his pocket, pulling out the brand-new, glossy smartphone Hayden had sent over just an hour prior. He lit up the screen, his honeyed eyes narrowing against the glare.
 
It was a text message from a newly saved number.
 
Shane. It’s 2:53 PM. You have seven minutes before I start up the truck. Where are you? 
— Dad
 
Shane stared at the glowing numbers at the top of the screen. 2:53. A jolt of mild panic shot through him, followed immediately by a wave of disbelief.
An hour. He had been out here for almost an hour. His father's strict, protective timeline was rapidly running out, and if he wasn't turning the front doorknob by exactly one o'clock, David Hollander would quite literally scout the neighborhood like a man on a missing person assignment.
 
"Everything alright?" Rose asked, her keen blue eyes catching the sudden tension in his shoulders. Her tone was instantly laced with a kind, genuine curiosity.
 
"Yeah," Shane murmured, quickly sliding the phone back into the deep dark of his pocket, ensuring his arms clamped tight against his ribs to mask his form as he prepared to move.
"Yeah, it's just... that was my dad. I promised him I’d only be out for an hour. I didn't realize how late it had gotten."
Carefully, deliberately, Shane braced his core and began to stand up from the bench. The mound of his stomach pressed firmly against the waistband of his trousers under the massive down coat.
 
His lower back let out a sharp, protesting ache from the sudden movement, and a deep, instinctive part of him wanted nothing more than to place a supportive  hand right under the curve of his belly to steady himself.
 
He could feel baby daughter shifting inside, a solid, heavy warmth. But with Rose watching, he forcefully stopped his hands, keeping them rigid at his sides, his shoulders hunched slightly forward to keep the oversized coat billowing outward.
 
"I have to get back," Shane said, his voice muffled slightly behind the wool scarf as he looked down at her.
"He's probably already holding the truck keys."
 
"Oh, the famous parental curfew," Rose teased, her cheery smile bright enough to cut through the freezing winter air as she looked up at him from the bench. "Even for a superstar, some things never change, huh?"
 
"You have no idea," Shane offered a faint, genuine crinkle around his brown eyes. "It was... it was really nice meeting you, Rose. Thanks for the conversation. And I apologise for not being able to recommend where to get a good cup of coffee."
 
"Hold on a second," Rose said quickly.
Before Shane could take a step toward the snowy pathway, she rose from the bench with an elegant, swift motion, her camel wool coat swirling around her leather boots. She stepped directly into his path, blocking his exit with a completely unbothered, sunny expression.
 
Shane froze, his heart executing a quick, nervous flutter against his ribs. He instinctively tucked his chin deeper into his scarf, terrified that standing up this close might give something away, or that a sudden gust of wind might press the fabric of his parka flat against his belly.
 
Rose didn't notice his internal panic.
She unclasped her small leather purse, pulling out her own sleek, customized phone. She held it out toward him, her clear blue eyes sparkling with an incredibly bright, welcoming warmth.
 
"You can't just run off into the Ottawa wilderness without giving me your number, Shane," she said, her tone entirely lively and matter-of-fact.
 
Shane blinked, completely caught off guard. "My... my number?"
 
"Yes, your number," Rose laughed, a melodic, cheery sound that turned into a delicate plume of steam between them.
 
"I mean, think about it. We sat on a freezing bench, we survived the elements, we traded industry secrets, and we completely agreed that boring is the absolute best way to live.
According to the official rules of human interaction, we are friends now. And friends exchange numbers."
 
Shane stood perfectly still on the icy concrete, the awkwardness rising up in his throat like a physical wave.
He hadn't given his number to anyone in months.
The thought of connecting himself back to the world, even to someone as genuinely kind and cheery as Rose, brought a sudden spike of hesitation.
 
But as he looked at her—standing there in her expensive coat, entirely unbothered by the cold, offering nothing but pure, uncritical friendship—the defensive walls in his chest cracked just a little further. She didn't want the captain of the Voyageurs. She just wanted the guy from the bench.
"I just got a new phone today, actually," Shane admitted quietly, his voice low behind the wool. "I don't even know if I remember the number yet."
 
"Well, let's find out," Rose cheered, entirely undeterred. She tapped the screen of her device and handed it over to him. "Just type it in, and I’ll text you right now so you have mine. That way, the next time I'm hiding from my publicist or trying to find a decent espresso in this frozen city, I know exactly who to call."
 
Shane hesitated for a split second longer, then slowly pulled his right hand out of his parka pocket. He took her phone, his thumb carefully tapping out the ten digits of the fresh, clean number Hayden had set up for him. He handed the device back to her, quickly burying his hand right back into the safety of his coat pocket before his posture could break.
 
Rose took the phone back with a triumphant grin, her fingers flying across the screen for a second before a sharp, clean chime echoed from Shane’s own pocket.
 
"There," Rose said, tilting her head with a cheery, incredibly bright expression.
"Now you officially have a direct line to Hollywood. Don't you dare go selling it to the tabloids."
 
"Your secret is still safe with me," Shane replied, a genuine, warm chuckle breaking through his tightly wrapped scarf. He could feel the minutes ticking away, his dad's truck probably idling in the driveway by now.
"I really have to go, Rose. Safe filming."
 
"Get moving, Shane! Don't keep your dad waiting," she called out, waving a gloved hand cheerfully as she stepped back toward the bench. "I'll text you later!"
 
"Sure," Shane murmured.
He turned and began to walk down the snowy path, his stride hurried but careful. As he cleared the perimeter of the park, heading back toward the quiet safety of his parents' neighborhood, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.
A single new message lit up the screen.
 
Hey! It's Rose. Glad we crossed paths today, friend. Stay warm out there. 🎬❄️
 
 
Shane stared at the small screen as his boots crunched rhythmically against the salted sidewalk. A soft, small smile spread across his face, entirely hidden beneath the heavy gray wool of his scarf.
For months, his world had felt incredibly small, entirely defined by hospital walls, heavy secrets, and the painful silence of a love that had walked away.
 
But as the cold Ottawa wind bit at his cheeks, Shane took a deep, clear breath of the winter air, feeling a strange, new sensation blooming in his chest.
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    Chapter Text

    He stepped into the warm porch at exactly 2:58 PM.


By the time he reached the familiar wooden porch of his parents' home, his breath was coming in short, white plumes of steam. His hand trembled slightly as he grabbed the cold brass handle, turned the lock, and pushed the heavy door open.


The heavy door clicked shut behind him, and Shane immediately leaned his back against the solid wood, letting out a long breath. The sudden shift from the freezing Ottawa wind to the thick, heated air of the house made his frozen cheeks sting and prickle. 

His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs.

"Shane? Is that you?"

David Hollander’s frame instantly appeared at the end of the hallway, emerging from the kitchen with a heavy pair of truck keys clutched tightly in his hand. 

He stopped dead in his tracks, his sharp, watchful eyes cutting to the grandfather clock in the corner before locking directly onto his son. 

A look of intense relief washed over the older man's weathered face, though he quickly masked it with his usual stern, protective look.

"Two minutes to spare," David grunted, setting the truck keys down on the console table with a dull clatter. "I was just about to put my boots on and come looking for you. Your mother was convinced you’d fainted in a snowbank or slipped on a patch of black ice."


"I told you I’d be back, Dad," Shane murmured, his voice low and heavily muffled behind the
wool scarf.

Before David could reply, a sudden, chaotic burst of high-pitched giggles and thumping footsteps echoed from the living room. 

Shane’s brown eyes widened in absolute surprise as two small, identical figures came barreling around the corner. It was Hayden’s twin daughters, Jade and Ruby, their faces lighting up with pure joy the second they spotted him.

"Uncle Shane!" they beamed in unison, their bright eyes sparkling as they started to charge down the hallway toward him.

"Whoa, whoa, hold your horses! Stop right there, you two!" Hayden’s voice boomed out, sharp and immediate, as he stepped into the hallway right behind his daughters. 

He quickly reached down, grabbing both Jade and Ruby by the hoods of their matching sweaters to halt their movement. He gave them a firm, pointed look, his expression dead serious. 

"What did we talk about in the car? You have to be incredibly careful. Absolutely no tackling Uncle Shane today. Not even a little bit."

"Understand?"

The twins pouted in perfect synchronization but nodded, immediately slowing their pace to walk up and wrap their arms gently around Shane's legs instead.

Shane felt a sudden warmth bloom in his chest, the unexpected surprise of having his best friend's family here melting away the residual chill of the walk. He looked past the girls to see Jackie, Hayden’s wife, walking out of the living room with a warm, knowing smile. She was bouncing their little Arthur on her hip, her other hand resting instinctively over the heavy, prominent curve of her own six-month fetus.


"Hey, man," Hayden grinned, stepping forward to give Shane a careful, one-armed hug that avoided putting any pressure on his torso. "Surprise. We figured we'd drive over and make sure you actually opened that box we sent. Glad to see you're in vertical now."

Carefully, his fingers still a bit stiff, Shane began the slow process of unbuttoning his heavy parka. 

The moment it slid down and the thick down slouched outward, the distinct mound of his stomach was revealed, stretching the fabric of his soft sweater. 

At four months pregnant, the bulge was a firm, high curve—noticeable enough but still small enough to be completely masked when the thick winter jacket was up.

The physical relief of opening the coat was immediate. 

Free from the constriction of the heavy winter gear, Shane instinctively slid his right hand out of his pocket and cupped the underside of his belly, letting out a soft breath as he tried to ease the tension in his lower spine.


Hayden’s eyes softened instantly, tracking the movement with quiet respect, while Jackie offered a gentle, supportive nod, her posture reflecting the familiar, heavy strain of her own late-stage pregnancy.

"Come inside and sit down before you collapse," Jackie said softly, guiding the twins and cradling little Arthur as she led the way back toward the living room so Shane would have a clear path.

Shane walked carefully into the living room, easing his body onto the very edge of the sofa with a soft groan, keeping his hand resting protectively over his four-month tummy. 

Yuna appeared from the kitchen a moment later, setting down a tray of warm drinks for everyone, her dark eyes relieved to see the house suddenly so full of life.

Hayden dropped into the armchair adjacent to the couch, shifting Arthur to his own lap so Jackie could ease herself into a comfortable position. 

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "So, legal curfew aside, how was your big walk? Did the fresh air actually taste better than your dad’s wood polish?"

A faint, genuine smile broke across Shane’s pale face. His brown eyes lit up with a rare, happy spark as he leaned his head back against the cushions.

"It was good. I actually... I met a new friend out there."


Hayden’s eyebrows shot up instantly. A massive, teasing smirk spread across his face, his eyes glinting with immediate mischief. 

"Oh, really? A new friend? Look at you, walking down the block for an hour and already picking up buddies. Come on, Hollander, don't hold out on me. Who was it? Some local neighbor?"

Shane chuckled softly, his thumb tracing the upper curve of his sweater. "No. It was Rose Landry."

The room went completely dead silent for a fraction of a second.

Hayden froze, his smirk vanishing as his jaw practically dropped to the carpet. He stared at Shane in total, unadulterated disbelief, his head tilting as if he were trying to process a foreign language.

"Wait... what?" Hayden stamped, shaking his head. "Rose Landry? As in... the absolute hot chick in the superhero movie? The Rose Landry? The one with the red hair who kicks everyone's ass on the giant IMAX screen? You're telling me she's in a frozen park in Ottawa?"


Smack!


Jackie stepped forward and promptly brought the palm of her hand down against the back of Hayden's head with a sharp, echoing thud.

"Ow! Babe!" Hayden rubbed the back of his neck, looking up at his pregnant wife with a wounded, dramatic expression.

"Watch your mouth in front of the kids, Hayden," Jackie scolded, though the corner of her mouth was twitching with amusement as she settled back down.

"And stop acting like a teenage boy."

Shane broke into a rich, genuine laugh—the loudest, clearest sound he had made in months.

The sharp contrast between Hayden's utter shock and Jackie's immediate reality check was exactly the kind of normal, unburdened chaos he had missed so desperately. 

Across the room, David Hollander let out a rare, low chuckle of his own, leaning back in his chair as the house is filled with warmth, laughter, and the steady, comforting presence of the people who loved Shane the most.

Hayden continued to rub the back of his neck, glaring playfully at his wife before turning his attention back to the couch. "Okay, okay, bad choice of words. But seriously, Shane! You’re telling me Rose Landry is hanging out in a neighborhood park in Ottawa? Like, by herself?"


"She was lost, Hayden," Shane said, his voice entirely relaxed as he shifted his position slightly. He kept his right hand anchored to the underside of his belly, feeling the distinct warmth of his growing baby. 

"She was just looking for a decent cup of coffee. Her boots weren't built for the snow, so she sat down for a minute."

"And she didn't try to grill you?" Hayden asked, his teasing tone dipping.


"I mean, she knew who I was," Shane murmured, his sharp brown eyes softening as he looked at his friend. "Her brothers are massive hockey fans. But she didn't push. She literally looked me in the eye and promised she wouldn't ask about any of it. She just wanted to talk about how great it is to be completely boring."

A sudden, quiet breath escaped Shane's throat as a quick, fluttering sensation moved across the curve of his stomach. At four months, the quickening was still light, but it was an undeniable presence that reminded him exactly why he was hiding. 

Shane's brown eyes widened slightly, his fingers tightening protectively over his gray sweater to absorb the sensation. 

Jackie noticed the subtle shift instantly. She stood up carefully, managing her heavy month belly, and gently took the twins by their hands while nodding toward the kitchen. 

"Alright, Jade, Ruby, let's go help Grandma Yuna set up the snacks. And let's bring baby Arthur with us so Uncle Shane can get some room."

The twins chimed their agreement and trotted down the hall, with Jackie carrying little Arthur and following closely behind after giving Shane a warm, reassuring smile.

Once the hallway cleared, Hayden leaned further forward, his eyes dropping briefly to the prominent mound of Shane’s stomach before rising back to meet his friend's brown eyes. 

The initial, goofy disbelief about the movie star was fading, replaced by the deep friendship that had kept Hayden by Shane's side through the darkest months of his life.

"A friend who knows how to keep her mouth shut is a miracle in our line of work," Hayden said softly, his voice full of genuine relief. 

"Especially right now. You deserve to have someone in your corner, Shane."


"Yeah," Shane whispered, sliding his new phone out of his pocket. "She told me that since we survived the elements and traded secrets, we're officially friends. I think... I think she meant it."

David Hollander shifted in his armchair across the room, his massive hands resting flat on his knees as he watched his son. 

"If she has the decency to respect your boundaries, Shane, then she’s welcome to text you as much as she likes. God knows you’ve had enough people trying to tear down your walls."

"She's filming a sequel for X-Squad," Shane added, a small, genuine chuckle breaking from his chest as he looked between his dad and Hayden. 

"It's supposed to be a massive studio secret because they're terrified of plot leaks. She panicked the second she told me. So I told her my chin was staying behind my scarf, and her secret was safe with me."

Hayden let out a loud, barking laugh, shaking his head. "Look at you huh, trading classified Hollywood intelligence on a frozen park bench. I knew sending you that phone was a good idea. Your old one was just a graveyard for bad energy anyway."

At the mention of the old phone, a tiny, fleeting shadow passed behind Shane's brown eyes.

Down the hall, inside the quiet dark of the kitchen, his previous device still sat powered down on the granite counter where Yuna had briefly left it weeks ago. 

Shane had no way of knowing about the final, desperate message buried in the permanent, unreadable dark of that dead battery.

He didn't know, and in the quiet sanctuary of his parents' living room, surrounded by the steady, protective walls of the people who loved him, he didn't have to.

Shane let out a slow, peaceful breath, his fingers tracing the high, warm curve of his sweater where his baby was finally settling back into a gentle, rhythmic flutter. He looked up at Hayden, his brown eyes clear, grounded, and entirely present.

"Thanks for the phone, Hayden," Shane said softly. "For everything."

"Anytime, captain," Hayden smiled warmly, leaning back in his chair as Yuna and Jackie returned from the kitchen with a tray of warm tea and snacks, filling the room with the easy, comforting noise of a home that was finally learning how to heal.


 
 
 
 
 
Two months passed over the Ottawa horizon like water slipping under a frozen river—quiet, heavy, and completely transformative. By the time the calendar bled into the raw, transitional chill of early April, the bitter sub-zero blizzards of February had softened into a gray, stubborn slush.
 
Inside the Hollander home, Shane’s world had grown deeper, quieter, and entirely centered around the life blooming underneath his ribs. He had officially crossed into his sixth month of pregnancy.
 
The physical reality of his condition was no longer something Shane could easily brush off or hide under a standard sweater. The once-subtle mound of his fourth month had dropped and expanded into a prominent, heavy, and completely undisguised basketball-shaped dome that firmly dominated his frame. The skin across his abdomen was stretched taut, carrying a solid, radiating warmth.
As an elite athlete, Shane's body had been sculpted for explosive speed, but now, nature was aggressively rewriting his body structure.
 
Before his pregnancy, he had already been a powerhouse, commanding a staggering 200 pounds of dense, explosive muscle built for brutal skating strides and open-ice checks. But carrying this child had fundamentally rearranged that heavy athletic bulk.
 
The massive density that once defined him as a dominant NHL captain had now anchored deep into his lower body, leaving him feeling completely unmoored from his old self as nature aggressively rewrote his body.
 
The most striking change alongside his baseline 200-pound weight was the distinct, heavy widening of his hips. The hormone relaxin had softened his pelvic ligaments completely, causing his hips to spread out and alter his entire silhouette. His thighs, which had once been pure, dense muscle built for powerful skating strides, had softened and filled out significantly as his body intentionally stored fat to balance his new weight.
 
The systemic symptoms of a full-blown pregnancy spared him nothing.
 
Bright silver-pink stretch marks began to web fiercely across the lower curve of his belly and the flanks of his hips.
The massive volume of extra blood his body was manufacturing pooled ruthlessly in his lower extremities and his ankles would thicken, obliterating the sharp definition of his tendons, and his feet swelled so severely that his athletic sneakers became impossible to lace. Sleeping became a logistical battle, forcing him to prop himself up on his side with a structural pillows wedged beneath his heavy stomach and between his aching knees to prevent the weight from making him dizzy.
 
To cope with the unyielding physical strain and the constant, locking alignment of his changing spine, Shane had turned his daily routine to a modified prenatal yoga.
 
Every morning, he would unroll a thick blue mat on the hardwood floor of the sunroom. It was a bizarre contrast to the high-intensity weight training he was used to.
 
Moving through the poses required a profound level of concentration.
 
Dropping down into a wide-legged child's pose, he had to separate his knees significantly just to make room for the massive, solid dome of his belly to rest comfortably toward the mat.
When he shifted his weight into a gentle cat stretch, he would feel his dark hair sway against his neck as he carefully arched his back, easing the dull, deep pressure on his lower spine.
Standing positions were a completely different challenge.
Attempting a modified tree pose required him to keep one hand firmly anchored against the nearby wall for balance, while his other hand instinctively reached down to cup the heavy underside of his stomach, stabilizing his off-center core as his widened hips held the stance.
The quiet stretching didn't give him an athletic high, but it was the only thing that offered his aching joints a brief, structural reprieve from the gravity of his 2nd trimester.
 
The use of prenatal vitamins and an intense hormonal surge had also triggered a drastic change in his physical appearance.
 
The signature dark hair that had always been kept in a clean, sharp, standard cut had grown at an astonishing, thick rate over the last several months.
It had completely cleared his collarbone and ears, growing so long and heavy that it constantly fell into his eyes.
 
To keep it out of his face while his body is changing, Shane had resorted to pulling the thick, dark locks back away from his forehead, gathering them at the crown of his head into a neat, secure man bun held together by a simple black elastic band.
 
It was a completely different look, softening the sharp, aggressive angles of his face.
 
When he stood up, the combination of his widened hips, thickened thighs, his hair tied up in a high man bun, and the massive dome of his belly created a shape that was completely unrecognizable.
 
He moved with a slow, careful, wide-stanced waddle like a penguin, his hands almost permanently tucked under the heavy underside of his belly to lift the weight off his straining pelvis. His lower back was locked in a state of constant, dull agony.
 
Furthermore, his lungs were being squeezed by his growing baby, leaving him winded just from ascending the short wooden staircase to his childhood bedroom.
Seeing her son struggling with the tight waistbands of his sweatpants, Yuna had quietly taken matters into her own hands. She had walked into his bedroom carrying a neatly folded stack of high-end maternal dresses—long, flowy, and designed with empire waists that gathered just beneath the chest, allowing the fabric to drape loosely over his large form without placing pressure on his lower abdomen.
 
Slipping one on felt like a final surrender of his old masculine identity, but the physical relief had been immense. The fabric flowed effortlessly over his widened hips and thickened thighs. He had stopped wearing pants entirely inside the house, trading his man's armor for the soft, protective embrace of maternal wear.
 
The identity crisis that had nearly broken him during his initial retirement had settled into a truce. He was no longer Shane Hollander, the brilliant captain of the Voyageurs—he was a father.
 
The notebook he kept was now filled with lists of nursery furniture and quiet, penciled drawings of a baby. He had embraced the quiet routine of breakfast with his mother, afternoon checks with his father, and the comforting weekend visits from Hayden's family.
 
The turning point had come during his last appointment at a highly prestigious, private OB-GYN clinic located just outside the Ottawa city limits. The facility catered exclusively to high-profile diplomats and elite clients, ensuring medical histories were locked behind heavy digital encryption to maintain absolute discretion. Shane was always escorted straight from a private garage to a secure examination suite.
 
During that appointment, the cold ultrasound gel had been spread across his taut skin, and his brown eyes had locked onto the monitor. As the cold gel was smoothed over the taut, stretched skin of his large stomach, a steady, rapid sound filled the room—the rhythmic, thunderous gallop of a tiny heartbeat.
 
"Would you like to know the sex, Mr. Hollander?" the doctor had asked quietly.
 
Shane had nodded.
 
"You're having a girl. She's growing perfectly."
 
Hearing that word—she—had instantly crystallized everything.
 
When he closed his eyes, the tears leaking down his cheeks were the first happy ones he had shed since leaving Boston.
 
Now, her movements had graduated from light flutters into a rhythmic routine of heavy thumps and sharp jabs, active mostly between midnight and two in the morning. He would lie awake in the dark, his large hand anchored firmly to the basketball-shaped dome of his belly, feeling her move against his palm.
 
Yet, his emotional landscape had become a fragile, unpredictable thing due to the intense rush of pregnancy hormones. The surging torrent of estrogen and progesterone completely hijacked his stoic personality. For a man who had been conditioned from childhood to suppress every vulnerability, to play through broken bones without changing his expression, the loss of emotional control was terrifying.
 
He was entirely raw and hyper-sensitive.
 
Just a week ago, he had been sitting by the dining room window on a particularly bleak, gray morning. Through the glass, he had watched his father walk out into the cold. David was getting older. His joints creaked in the winter, and his breath came in heavy white puffs as he lifted a heavy shovel to clear a dirty layer of wet slush off the driveway, ensuring the path was clear and safe in case Shane needed to be driven to the clinic.
 
Seeing the older man’s weathered shoulders hunched against the biting wind—doing heavy physical labor just to maintain the perimeter of his son's safe haven—had triggered something deep and uncontrollable inside Shane.
 
A hot, stinging rush of tears had flooded his brown eyes. Within seconds, he was sobbing openly into his hands, his broad chest heaving as the emotional weight of his father’s unspoken love completely crushed him. Yuna, who had found him there, was rubbing his back while Shane wept over a shovel and some melting ice, entirely at the mercy of his hormones.
 
Throughout these months, the sleek smartphone Hayden had given him remained his primary window to the outside world.
 
And on the other end of that window, with a consistency that surprised him, was Rose Landry. They had developed a strange, beautiful digital shorthand. She frequently sent him pictures of her reading the script for her new Vermont orchard indie film—which she had accepted on his advice—and checked in on her "boring Canadian friend."
 
On a rainy morning of April 13, Shane was propped up on the living room sofa, a thick heating pad wedged firmly behind his lower back. He wore the charcoal-gray jersey knit maternal dress beneath an incredibly soft, vastly oversized dark green knit hoodie that flowed over his lap, the fabric draping heavily over the massive, round dome of his six-month belly.
 
Strands of his dark hair had escaped the elastic band of his man bun, framing his face as his left hand rested flat against the warm curve, feeling his daughter shift.
 
His phone chimed on the coffee table. He picked it up with a faint smile.
 
Rose: The studio just approved the final cut for the X-Squad teaser. If you see a billboard of me throwing a motorcycle at a helicopter next month, please look away. I promise I am currently eating a bagel in sweatpants and am entirely non-threatening.
 
Shane: I think the hometown sports store billboard of me holding a hockey stick is still up near the avenue. We can be ridiculous public property together.
 
Rose: Ugh, don't remind me. Public property is exhausting. Speaking of which, we finally wrapped the Ottawa location shots! The crew is packing up the trucks for Toronto tomorrow.
 
Shane felt a sudden, tiny pang of quiet transition in his chest. She was leaving.
Shane: Safe travels. Glad you survived the slush.
 
Rose: Honestly? I'm going to miss the quiet here. It really grew on me. Hey, before we roll out tomorrow, the director gave me a basket of these insanely fancy, high-end pastries from that bakery downtown as a wrap gift. There are literally twelve of them and I am one human being.
 
Rose: Where exactly do you live in Ottawa? Drop me your address, I can have a production runner swing by and drop them off on your porch. Consider it a thank-you for saving my sanity on that bench.
 
Shane’s thumb froze over the glass screen.
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    Shane’s thumb hovered over the glowing screen, the cursor blinking.
 
The protective barriers he had meticulously constructed over the past six months felt incredibly fragile under the weight of Rose’s casual request.
 
Woodbine Lane was a quiet street, but it wasn't invisible.
If a studio runner—someone embedded in the high-velocity, gossip-fueled ecosystem of a major film production—saw the ex-captain of the Montreal Voyageurs standing in a doorway clad in a maternal lounge dress, the fragile peace would shatter before the pastries could even cool.
 
He looked down at his lap. Beneath the thick fabric of his— his daughter executed a sharp, rolling heel-turn right against the stretched wall of his abdomen.
The basketball-shaped dome shifted visibly under the cloth. Shane instinctively spread his large palm over the peak of the curve, feeling the solid, radiating warmth of his six-month belly. His thick, dark hair had loose strands escaping his man bun and tickling the edge of his jaw.
 
He was entirely anchored by this body now.
 
He couldn't run to the door, grab a delivery package, and vanish back into the shadows with the explosive agility he used to possess.
If he moved too quickly, his widened hips and aching pelvis protested with a deep, grinding ache, forcing him into that slow, heavy waddle.
“Don't look at everyone like they're trying to check you into the boards, Shane,” Hayden’s voice echoed in his head from a conversation weeks ago.
“Sometimes a hand out is just a hand out.”
 
Shane let out a breath that felt heavy in the warm living room.
Rose had spent two months treating him like a normal human being. She had shared her own claustrophobia with fame on that frozen park bench, trading her vulnerabilities for his muffled silence.
 
He was very tired of being afraid.
 
With a slight tremble in his fingers, Shane tapped the glass, his thumb moving deliberately over the keyboard to input the address.
 
Shane: It’s 42 Woodbine Lane. The gray brick house with the dark shutters at the end of the cul-de-sac. If your runner drops them off, just tell them to leave the basket right on the front porch. My dad is usually hovering near the window anyway, so it won’t sit out in the rain.
 
The response was almost instantaneous, the little speech bubbles popping up before he could even set the phone back down on the coffee table.
 
Rose: Perfect! Sending a runner now. They should be there in about twenty minutes. Seriously, Shane, enjoy them (or let your dad enjoy them if your athletic diet is still a thing!). Talk soon, Canadian! 🍩❄️
 
Shane dropped his hand to his side, his pulse executing a quick, nervous flutter against his ribs. Twenty minutes.
He braced his hands against the sofa cushions, shifting his heavy 200-pound frame to ease the dull, persistent throb in his lower back. The heating pad behind him hummed with a low electric warmth.
 
"What did I just do?" he muttered to the quiet room, his fingers tracing the underside of his belly to soothe the sudden, sympathetic rolling of the baby.
 
The minutes ticked away on the grandfather clock in the hall, each heavy tick sounding like a skate blade striking hard ice.
Shane tried to lose himself in the quiet routine of the afternoon, watching the rain strike the windowpane and turn the remaining street slush into a gray, watery film.
 
Exactly twenty-two minutes later, the sharp, distinct knock echoed through the house.
 
From the kitchen, David Hollander’s heavy footsteps instantly thudded down the hallway.
Shane braced his shoulders on the sofa, his chest tightening as he heard the heavy oak front door click open. He listened intently, expecting the brief, professional exchange of a delivery driver or a hurried production assistant.
 
Instead, the hallway remained completely silent for a long. No voices or any rustle of a heavy wicker basket. Just the heavy, still air of the front hall.
 
"David? Who is it?" Yuna’s voice called out from the kitchen, her footsteps approaching the front hall to investigate the unusual quiet.
 
Before his mother could round the corner, a sudden, sharp gasp cut through the house. It wasn't Yuna's voice. It was lighter, softer, and laced with an immediate, breathless shock.
 
Shane’s brown eyes widened in panic as the sound of light, rapid footsteps suddenly bypassed his parents in the hallway and rounded the archway straight into the living room.
 
Standing in the frame, breathing heavily with her cheeks flushed a vibrant, healthy pink from the outdoor chill, was Rose Landry herself.
 
 She hadn't sent a runner. Wanting to say a proper goodbye before the production trucks rolled toward Toronto, she had driven over herself, completely bypassing her publicist's strict protocols.
She wore a simple, oversized beige puffer jacket, a knit beanie catching her rich, vibrant red hair, and she was holding the beautifully wrapped wicker basket filled with artisan pastries like a trophy.
 
But the moment Rose’s piercing blue eyes locked onto the sofa, she froze dead in her tracks. The cheerful, bubbly sentence forming on her lips died instantly, her mouth remaining slightly open as the air left her lungs.
 
Shane sat perfectly still, completely exposed in the gray afternoon light.
 
He hadn't pulled the heavy wool throw blanket over his lap.
His oversized green clothes was draped tightly over the massive, high, and completely undeniable six-month curve of his pregnant stomach, framed by the long, flowing charcoal-gray maternal dress that pooled around his wide hips and softened, heavy thighs. His right hand was still subconsciously cupping the round, solid underside of his belly, his fingers pressed firmly against the knit fabric.
 
His dark hair, pulled back into that high, soft man bun, exposed the stark, vulnerable lines of his face, completely stripped of the fierce armor of an NHL captain he once wore.
 
The shock in the room was a physical weight, thick and suffocating.
Down the hall, David and Yuna appeared in the archway, their faces pale. David’s frame shifted forward slightly, his heavy shoulder blocking the exit, while Yuna let out a quiet, worried breath, her hands wringing the edge of her shirt.
 
The basket of pastries trembled slightly in Rose's gloved hands.
She stared at the superstar forward, her sharp, analytical mind violently trying to reconcile the image of the aggressive, sweat-dampened athlete holding a hockey stick on the city billboards with the heavily pregnant man sitting on the sofa in front of her.
 
Her eyes dropped to the immense, basketball-shaped dome, then traced the soft, wide lines of his hips and the maternal dress.
 
The silence was absolute, broken only by the quiet hiss of the rain against the glass and the sudden, heavy thud of Shane's daughter kicking hard against the front of his sweater, visibly shifting the dark green fabric right before Rose's eyes.
 
Rose let out another sharp, breathy exhale, her gloved hand flying up to cover her mouth.
Her clear blue eyes were wide, blinking rapidly as she took in the sheer reality of the physical transformation before her.
 
"Wow," Rose whispered, her voice a mix of total awe and a sudden, bright burst of genuine wonder. She slowly lowered the heavy pastry basket onto the nearest armchair, her hands gesturing faintly toward the massive, round dome stretching his sweater.
 
"Shane... you look so pregnant."
 
The utter simplicity of her words caught Shane completely off guard.
 
Hearing her say it out loud, so matter-of-factly, cracked the layer of his anxiety.
 
A sudden, helpless wave of pregnancy hormones rushed through Shane’s system, but instead of breaking into tears, he just laughed, which echoed warmly through the living room. The absurdity and relief of the moment washed over him, completely snapping the tension that had held his shoulders hostage for months.
"Yeah," Shane said, his laughter tapering into a warm smile as he let his hand rest openly against the hot, solid peak of his belly. "Yeah, I guess I really do."
 
Right on cue, as if reacting to the sound of his laughter or the presence of a guest, his daughter suddenly went wild. It felt like an absolute party was being thrown inside his stomach.
A violent, rolling wave rippled across his abdomen as she threw her weight around, followed by two sharp, rhythmic thumps right beneath his ribs that actually made Shane gasp and adjust his posture on the sofa. She had a massive attitude, active at the most unpredictable times, and she clearly didn't care about keeping things quiet for the company.
 
Rose’s jaw dropped slightly further, her eyes locking onto the distinct, frantic movement shifting his green hoodie. "Oh shit. Is she... is she practicing a hockey drill in there?"
 
"More like an entire nightclub routine," Shane groaned softly, his smile deepening as he firmly purt his hand over the side of his belly, trying to settle the little firecracker.
"She’s got an attitude. The second I sit down to rest, or the second someone else starts talking, she decides it's time to start kicking the back of my ribs. She’s very stubborn."
 
"She definitely inherits that from her dad, then," Rose teased, her eyes twinkling with fond amusement.
 
Shane's breath caught for a fleeting microsecond, a quiet, sharp ache blooming behind his ribs.
He looked down at the frantic, rolling shape of his stomach, his thumb tracing the fabric of his dress. Yes, he thought silently, the memory of a fierce, arrogant, and beautifully stubborn Russian flashing behind his eyelids.
 
She definitely got it from her other dad. Ilya’s fiery, demanding spirit was alive and well, throwing a tantrum at six months of gestation inside his core.
 
"Something like that," Shane murmured aloud, pushing the bittersweet ghost back into the quiet depths of his mind.
 
"And honestly? You look completely so beautiful, Shane!" Rose said, the shock fully melting into a incredibly bright smile as she stepped fully into the living room. Her leather boots clicked softly on the hardwood as she looked from the soft, flowing charcoal dress up to the dark locks of his man bun.
She glanced back at David and Yuna, acknowledging their protective stance with a reassuring, soft nod that carried an unspoken promise. "Your secret is entirely safe with me. I won't say a single word to anyone."
 
 
Shane let out a shaky, emotional breath, his thumb tracing the upper curve of his abdomen where his daughter was currently rolling heavily against his compressed lungs, determined to have the last word. "Thank you, Rose."
 
"Don't mention it," Rose beamed, her voice full of quiet delight as she gestured back to the wicker basket. "Now, please tell me you're going to eat at least half of these pastries. You're building a whole human being in there, and clearly, she’s already demanding a lot of energy for that little party she's throwing."
 
“Hope I was invited.”
 
 
The heavy tension that had gripped the room only moments before dissipated into the soft, rhythmic hum of the rain outside.
David Hollander slowly unclasped his large hands, as he gave Rose a short, respectful nod before quietly retreating back toward the kitchen, leaving the space to the women and his son.
 
Yuna returned a moment later bearing a tray with three steaming mugs of Earl Grey tea and a small plate, her eyes shimmering with a quiet gratitude of her own. She set the tray on the coffee table right beside the mountain of pastries, offering Rose a warm smile before following David in the kitchen.
 
"Thank you, Mrs. Hollander," Rose said softly, pulling off her knit beanie and letting her vibrant red curls spill over her shoulders.
She shed her heavy beige puffer coat, draping it over the arm of the chair before taking a mug between her hands, soaking in the heat. She looked over at Shane, her gaze shifting back down to the massive, restless dome beneath his dark green hoodie. "So... six months. How have you been holding up, really? Because I complain when I have to wear a corset for a period piece, but you're carrying around an entire human while your whole body rewrite themselves."
 
“Dammnit, look at those hips!”
 
Shane let out a soft, self-deprecating chuckle, the loose strands of his hair swaying against his cheek. He adjusted his weight on the cushions, his widened hips shifting heavily. "It’s a different kind of training camp. No amount of conditioning on the ice prepares you for your lungs being used as a footrest."
 
"I can only imagine," Rose murmured, her face softening with genuine empathy. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. "Is it... is it weird? Watching your body change like this? I mean, I know how much athletes rely on their physical control."
 
Shane’s gaze drifted down to his large hand, which was still resting protectively over the low, heavy underside of his belly. He felt the rhythmic, persistent thump of his daughter’s little heels—a constant, demanding reminder of her vibrant presence.
 
"At first, it nearly broke me," Shane admitted, his voice dropping into a quiet, raw register that he hadn't shared with anyone outside his immediate family. "Losing the strength, the speed... watching my hips widen and my thighs soften just to anchor the weight. Slipping into these dresses because a standard pair of pants felt like a vice grip. It felt like I was erasing the person I spent my whole life building."
 
He paused, a sudden, emotional lump forming in his throat as the pregnancy hormones threatened to turn his voice reedy. He took a slow, deep breath, his chest expanding with effort against his compressed diaphragm.
 
"But thenI heard her heartbeat," Shane continued, his brown eyes locking onto Rose’s attentive face. "And the doctor told us she was a girl. Suddenly, the shape of my body didn't feel like a loss anymore. It felt like a wall built to keep her safe until she’s ready for the world. Every ache in my lower back, every time I have to waddle down the hall... it’s just the price of admission to be her father."
Rose’s blue eyes glistened in the soft lamplight, deeply touched by the absolute devotion in his voice. She set her tea down and reached across the table, her small hand hovering tentatively in the air between them. "May I? Only if it's okay. I've never actually felt a baby kick before."
 
Shane blinked, a momentary surge of his old, guarded instinct flaring up before it was completely swamped by the warm, hormonal openness that had defined his trimester. He smiled faintly and nodded, lifting his own hand from the peak of the curve to make room. "Go ahead. She’s currently throwing a tantrum because I haven't eaten one of those donuts yet."
 
Rose slid off her chair and knelt down on the soft rug beside the sofa. Slowly, with immense care, she pressed her flat palm against the center of his dark green dress, right over the hard protruding of his six-month belly.
 
For a second, the room was perfectly still. Then, as if sensing the new presence, Shane’s daughter executed a massive, stubborn thud directly against Rose’s palm, a sharp, visible ripple rolling across the surface of the fabric.
 
Rose gasped, her eyes flying wide as a bright, ecstatic laugh spilled from her lips. "Oh my god! She really does have an attitude! That was like a definitive 'get away from me kick!"
 
Shane laughed loudly, the deep sound vibrating through his chest and causing the baby to shift again in response. "Told you.”
 
"She’s spectacular, Shane," Rose whispered, slowly pulling her hand back and sitting back on her heels, her face radiant with joy. She looked up at him, her expression turning deeply resolute. "You're doing an incredible thing here. Never let the noise outside make you think otherwise."
 
Rose adjusted her position on the rug, leaning back against the coffee table and looking up at Shane with an expression that had turned highly ambitious.
"Which brings me to my next point," she said, popping a stray crumb of pastry into her mouth. "I'm not letting you hide out in this house forever.”
 
“When this little nightclub star finally makes her grand entrance and you're officially a dad, you are absolutely letting me back inside this house."
 
Shane arched an eyebrow, his large hand settling over the peak of his stomach as his daughter continued to tumble inside. "Is that non-negotiable?"
 
"You bet your widened hips it is," Rose beamed, crossing her arms.
"I want full house privileges. No porch deliveries next time. You are letting me straight through that front door so I can be the godmother of your daughter. I am officially pitching myself for the job."
 
Shane couldn’t help the soft, amused snort that escaped his nose. "A godmother?"
 
 
"The bestest godmother," Rose corrected sharply, waving a finger in the air.
"Think about it, Shane. She is going to inherit a horrifying amount of competitive hockey DNA from you, which means she's going to need a strong, balancing influence. Someone with impeccable taste, an incredible wardrobe, and a very good fashion sense to counteract all the sweatpants and jerseys she's going to be exposed to. I am uniquely qualified."
 
Shane laughed, the pure, lighthearted sound shaking his heavy frame. The mental image of Rose trying to talk fashion to a child who was currently practicing body-checks against his liver was wonderfully absurd.
 
Rose’s smile softened then, her eyes crinkling with a quiet, slightly wistful warmth as she looked at him. She dropped her arms, resting them on her knees. "Honestly, Shane... I really like you. I've liked you since we sat on that freezing bench. You're a really good man."
She let out a dramatic, theatrical sigh, rolling her eyes at herself. "But it looks like I am way too late. Though, honestly, no worries at all. Because instead of the man, I get the daughter.”
 
“That's a massive upgrade anyway."
 
A sharp, hysterical bark of laughter exploded from Shane's chest.
He laughed so hard his broad shoulders shook, his eyes crinkling shut as a fresh wave of happy, hormonal tears spilled over his lashes.
 
"I like you too, Rose," Shane choked out through his laughter, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand while trying to soothe his stomach, which was violently rippling from his heaving chest.
 
"But... yeah. Definitely not in that way."
 
Rose let out a sharp, knowing chuckle, her blue eyes flashing with wicked, unfiltered amusement as she took in the sight of the elite athlete heavily pregnant, clad in a loose empire-waist dress, and completely domestic.
 
She leaned in slightly, lowering her voice to a theatrical, gossipy whisper. "Yeah, I can see that clear as day now, Shane.”
 
“Judging by the current state of affairs... you must really like being the hole rather than the peg."
 
 
Shane’s laughter abruptly choked off into a stunned, wheezing gasp. His face instantly flushed a deep, roaring crimson that clashed spectacularly with the dark green of his dress.
He stared at her, completely flabbergasted, his mouth opening and closing as his brain violently short-circuited.
 
From the kitchen, the distinct, sudden sound of a metal pot clattering loudly against the floor echoed into the living room—closely followed by a muffled, highly embarrassed cough from David Hollander.
 
Shane buried his burning face in his hands, his shoulders shaking all over again as his daughter delivered a heavy, celebratory thud right against his tummy. "Rose, oh my god. Please never say that within earshot of my parents again."
 
"No promises!" Rose cheered, entirely unbothered as she reached for her tea, thoroughly proud of her work.
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    Chapter Text

    The rain didn’t stop when Rose left. It simply settled into the bones of the house, a low, persistent drumming against the gutters that kept the world outside blurred and gray.
After the roar of Rose’s rental car had faded down the cul-de-sac, the living room felt quiet. The wicker basket of sugar-dusted pastries sat on the armchair. Shane remained on the sofa for a long time, waiting for his pulse to drop back down to its baseline.
His face still felt hot from her parting shot. Inside him, his daughter seemed similarly stimulated by the sudden drop in volume; she was executing a slow, heavy roll that felt like an entire shoulder-check against his bladder.
"Yeah, I know," Shane muttered into the empty room, his voice rumbling. He pushed his thumbs under the thick, tight underside of his belly, lifting the heavy dome slightly to ease the sudden, sharp pressure on his pelvis. 
"You liked her.”
The heavythud of his father’s socks signaled David’s return from the kitchen. The older man didn’t say anything about pegs or holes. He simply walked over to the armchair, picked up the heavy wicker basket with one hand, and looked down at his son. 
His eyes lingered for a fraction of a second on the long green fabric of the maternal dress pooling around Shane’s widened hips, then drifted to the high man bun held tight at the crown of his head.
"Your mother wants to know if you can handle salmon for dinner," David said.
"Or if the smell is going to set her off again."
Her.
Shane swallowed against the sudden, familiar tightness in his throat—that persistent, hyper-sensitive hormonal edge that turned every interaction into an emotional hurdle. 
"Salmon is fine, Dad. The lemon juice helps."
David nodded once, a brief, functional acknowledgment. "Good. I’m going to clean the grease trap on the stove before the oil gets hot." 
He turned to leave, but paused at the archway. "She’s got a big mouth, that girl. But, I liked her."
Before Shane could form a reply, David vanished back down the hall, his footsteps heavy and predictable.
Shane leaned his head back against the sofa cushions. The heat from the pad behind his lower back was the only thing keeping the deep, grinding ache in his sacrum from locking up entirely. He closed his eyes, listening to the distant hiss of fish hitting a hot pan, and the rain against the glassof the house.
By nine o'clock, the domestic rhythm had wound down to its final, quiet beats.
Shane waddled—there was no other word for it now, the wide-stanced, heavy-footed gait of a man whose pelvic bones had entirely yielded to the hormone relaxin—down the short hallway toward the sunroom.
The blue yoga mat was still unrolled from his morning routine. In the dim, blue-gray light of the rainy night, the room looked like a sanctuary. He didn't turn on the overhead light instead, he clicked on a small salt lamp in the corner, casting a low, amber glow across the hardwood.
Shane carefully lowered himself down, his knees cracking in the quiet as he separated them wide enough to allow his large, taut stomach to drop between his thighs. Resting his forehead against his stacked fists.
The relief was immediate, though partial. The heavy, downward drag on his lower spine eased as his belly rested against the floor, the dark green dress bunching around the curve. He breathed deeply, his ribs expanding laterally because his lungs no longer had the vertical real estate to drop.
Godmother.The word came back to him in the quiet amber light. Rose wanted to be the godmother. She wanted to buy dresses and talk about fashion sense. It was a beautiful.
A sudden, sharp movement beneath his ribs cut through his thoughts. His daughter wasn't interested in the quiet reflection of child’s pose. She delivered an aggressive triple-tap straight into his flank, her stubborn little attitude flaring up right on schedule as the clock neared ten.
Shane shifted out of the pose with a soft groan, rolling onto his side and propping his head up with his hand. He let his other palm rest flat against the bare, stretched skin of his stomach where the dress had ridden up, feeling the fierce, radiating warmth of his core. The silver-pink stretch marks on his hips caught the low amber light of the lamp.
"You're a menace," he whispered, his thumb tracing the hard, rounded edge where her foot had just planted. 
"Just like him. You don't know how to take a shift off, do you?"
The thought of Ilya didn't come with the sharppanic it used to. It was a duller ache now, a heavy, permanent shadow that lived in the room with him, as real as the widened shape of his hips or the thick, dark locks of hair currently gathered in the elastic band on his head. 
He wondered if Ilya was on a flight to some away game right now. He wondered if Ilya’s knuckles were still raw from some stupid third-period fight, or if he was sitting in a hotel room somewhere.
Shane’s fingers dug slightly into the underside of his belly, holding the weight steady as another large, rolling wave rippled across his midline.
"We're doing okay," Shane murmured into the quiet room, his voice thick with a sudden rush of hyper-sensitive emotion. 
A single, hot tear escaped his eye, tracking down his cheek and dampening the loose strands of hair near his jaw. He didn't wipe it away. He just lay there on the blue mat.
It was during the final, quiet days of April that the shifting tide in Shane's mind finally found its voice. 
He had spent months mourning a life, but as his belly grew heavier and his daughter's movements became a permanent fixture in his day, his focus violently shifted toward what came next. He couldn't hide in his parents' house forever. His daughter deserved a home—
The idea had been quietly taking root in the back of his notebook, tucked between pages of nursery measurements. He wanted to build a cottage. Not just any house, but a sanctuary born from the deepest, rawest corners of his heart—a place where the noise of his past couldn't reach them, and where he could raise his daughter in complete peace.
Opening up to his parents about it had felt like another terrifying feeling, brought on by the raw, hyper-sensitive flow of his thirdtrimester hormones.
They had been sitting at the kitchen table after a breakfast. Shane was uncomfortably propped up on a padded chair, his large hand resting flat over the high, prominent shelf of his charcoal-gray dress, feeling the baby execute a slow, heavy roll against his ribs.
"I've been looking at land," Shane had murmured, his voice cracking slightly as a sudden wave of emotion tightened his throat. 
He cleared his throat, staring down at his large fingers tracing the pattern on the table. "Up toward the valley. Somewhere completely private. I want to build a cottage. A real home, away from everything."
Yuna had immediately stopped wiping the counter, her eyes filling with a warmth as she looked at her son, seeing the transition from a depressed athlete into a father desperately designing a home made of love for his child. 
David had sat perfectly still for a long moment, his heavy, weathered hand resting on the table. He hadn't asked about the logistics or the cost. He had simply looked at the massive, dome of Shane’s belly, then up at his son’s face.
"I know a good timber framer up in the valley," David had said, 
"A man who knows how to lay a foundation that won't shift when the winter frost hits. If you find the lot, Shane... I'll help you clear the trees."
Once the initial confession to his parents had cracked, the design of the lakeside house becamehis priority. 
He couldn't train his body for explosive speed on the ice anymore, so he poured that intense, precise energy into the layouts of his daughter’s future home.
Because Shane’s physical condition made long car rides an agonizing ordeal for his aching lower back, David did the physical legwork. Every Tuesday, armed with a list of coordinates Shane had researched online, David would drive up into the Madawaska Valley, a quiet, densely forested region about two hours west of Ottawa. He would tramp through the melting spring slush, taking photos and videos on his phone to bring back to the living room sofa.
The lot they finally selected was exactly what Shane had envisioned on those long, restless nights when his daughter was kicking beneath his ribs. 
It was a land that jutted out into a deep, spring-fed glacial lake, entirely surrounded by a thick perimeter of old-growth white pines and towering cedars. The water was crystalline and completely private; only three other seasonal properties shared the shoreline, and they were miles away, hidden behind jagged granite ridges.
"The access road is solid rock," David had reported on the night they finalized the purchase, laying a printed property map across Shane’s lap. "It’ll take a four-wheel drive in the winter, but it means no one is going to wander down there by accident. It’s a true dead end."
Shane had looked at the map, his large hand tracing the boundary lines that would separate his daughter from the toxic chatter of the world. A deeprelief had settled behind his ribs, so intense it made his eyes prickle with those familiar, uncontrollable thirdtrimester hormones.
The blueprints Shane drew were meticulously detailed. Because he was a wealthy superstar who lived and breathed hockey, he initially envisioned an estate packed with top-tier amenities. 
Ultimately, he scaled the layout down slightly to feel a bit more grounded, intimate, and realistic—though it remained an incredibly beautiful, massive, and luxurious 5,000-square-foot lakefront property surrounded by dense woods with sweeping views of the blue water.
He spent hours propped up on the sofa with a drafting pencil, his massive tummy resting heavily against the edge of the coffee table as he drew.
The cottage was designed as a highly specific three-bedroom home that would comfortably sleep up to six people. While mapping out the guest quarters, Shane specified that all three bedrooms feature queen beds. As he sketched the exact dimensions of the frames, a sudden, sharp memory had cut through his focus, bringing a hot flush to his neck. 
He remembered the fierce conversation he had with Ilya in the Las Vegas penthouse that ended up on the bed—the memory flashing hot against his skin. 
The primary suite was positioned as a private crown jewel on the lakeside wing. 
It showed an unobstructed view of the crystal-blue lake, with massive floor-to-ceiling panoramic windows designed to catch the fading gold of the evening light over the water. It retained a serene, isolated forest atmosphere, acting as the ultimate quiet backdrop for their lives.
But the true heart of the cottage was the baby nursery room, which Shane intentionally placed on the ground floor of this main lakeside wing. He rejected standard architectural layouts to ensure his daughter’s space held the physical and emotional core of the entire house, situating it directly adjacent to the master suite so he wouldn't have to climb any stairs when his body was fatigued. 
The nursery's massive eastern window was positioned perfectly to catch the soft dawn light, looking out toward a serene grove of wild birches and the quiet water. Shane had already penciled in the exact placement for a heavy, hand-carved oak crib that David had promised to build from a fallen timber on the property. 
On the margins of the page, he sketched small, quiet doodles—a pair of tiny knitted winter boots, a pinecone, and a simple drawing of a loon floating on the water. 
Next to the crib, he drafted a wide, plush glider chair with an oversized footstool, specifically noting that it needed extra lumbar support. He knew his lower back would carry the structural toll of this pregnancy long after his daughter was born, and he wanted her room to be a sanctuary where he could sit in the dark, rocking her to sleep while the wind hissed through the pines outside.
The surrounding layout wrapped seamlessly around this nursery wing, featuring five-foot-wide hallways and a low-profile kitchen island to smoothly accommodate Shane's slow, wide-stanced waddle. 
Outside, a deep cedar-planked porch wrapped entirely around the property, featuring a screened-in eastern nook that connected right back toward the nursery wing. It was specifically drafted for that plush glider chair, creating a quiet, shaded space where he could step right outside and rock his daughter in the early morning mist.
By the second week of May, the timber framers David knew had cleared the site's center. The heavy machinery had broken through the rocky soil, digging down until they hit solid Canadian shield granite to pour the concrete footings.
Every evening, David would show Shane photos of the progress—the deep, gray trenches of the foundation, the stacks of raw, sweet-smelling cedar timbers curing under blue tarps, and the cleared path leading down to the water's edge where a small cedar dock would eventually sit. 
Shane would study the photos in the dim light of the sunroom, his fingers tracing the digital image of the raw earth. His body was expanding, his silver-pink stretch marks were deepening, and his old life was completely dissolving—but out there in the valley, a new 5,000-square-foot foundation was being poured into the rock.
The smartphone Hayden had given him remained his lifeline to a world that was moving on without him. 
Rose kept her promise. 
Every few days, a text would pop up—usually a picture of a ridiculous wardrobe piece from her new set for Vermont, or a snapshot of a bakery she had discovered, always scrambling to pitch her impeccable fashion sense for her future goddaughter. 
But there were other notifications he couldn't avoid. The NHL playoffs had begun.
The sports apps on his phone vibrated constantly with trade rumors and post-game analyses. 
Shane never clicked on the highlights. He never watched the Montreal Voyageurs scramble to fill the massive, gaping void left by their captain's sudden, unexplained retirement. 
The media coverage was a toxic stew of speculation, but Shane would read the headlines with a detached, floating sensation, his thumb tracing the hard, hot curve of his belly while the sports world mourned a ghost. He wasn't that man anymore. That man didn't wear flowingdresses, and he didn't spend his afternoons weeping over a blueprint of a lakeside porch because he could already picture his daughter taking her first steps on the cedar planks.
As April bled into May, the seasonal shift brought a sticky, humid heat that made Shane’s physical condition even more grueling. The air in the house grew heavy. Yuna turned on the central air conditioning weeks earlier than usual, solely to keep her son from overheating as he sat on the living room sofa, with a cold compress pressed against the back of his neck.
By mid-May, Shane had reached his seventh month. The sheer volume of his belly had dropped slightly, settling lower into his pelvis and altering his waddle into a slower, heavier, more deliberate pace. His lower back was in a state of permanent, burning fatigue. He spent most of his afternoons propped up on the living room sofa, his feet elevated on three stacked pillows to combat the severe swelling, his large hand permanently anchored to the massive dome of his child.
The evening of May 13 arrived with a steady, warm spring rain that washed away the last remnants of the winter’s dirt from the Woodbine Lane cul-de-sac. Inside the living room, the atmosphere was thick, quiet, and intensely focused as the flat-screen television illuminated the dark room, casting a sharp, flickering blue light across the space.
Shane sat heavily on the cushions, a thick structural pillow wedged beneath his right hip to keep the agonizing pressure off his sciatic nerve. The loose charcoal-gray maternal dress stretched taut over his belly, while his favorite dark green knit hoodie rode up over his lap.
Mentally and emotionally, Shane felt entirely ruined. 
The physical exhaustion of carrying this immense, heavy weight combined with the lingering, ghostly trauma of his own season—which had ended in a brutal, bone-crushing playoff exit where he had suffered a severe concussion and a fractured collarbone—had left him completely dead inside. He wasn't just watching a game; he was actively grieving his career, his shattered body, and the agonizing, gaping void left by Ilya's total absence, and the loss of his child.
To his left, David Hollander sat in his heavy leather armchair, while Yuna was seated on the opposite end of the sofa, her eyes shifting anxiously between the television screen and the tight, pain-lined profile of her son. On the screen, the final ten seconds of the third period were ticking away. The horn wailed, a long, piercing shriek that signaled the end of the game, the series, and the season.
The New York Admirals had won the MLH Championship.
The ice instantly became a chaotic mess of flying gear, screaming players, and falling confetti. David leaned back slightly, his weathered face completely unreadable. "Well, look at that. Hunter did it."
"He really is a phenomenal captain," Yuna murmured, a half-knit baby blanket resting forgotten in her lap. "The way he rallied that team after the mid-season slump... it’s incredibly impressive."
Shane just nodded silently, his brown honeyed eyes wide and glassy as the blue light of the victory celebration reflected across his face. 
On the screen, the families, wives, and girlfriends of the other players began flooding onto the ice to embrace their partners. The broadcast camera focused tightly on Scott. 
Despite being at the absolute peak of his career—surrounded by thousands of roaring fans—the visual framing emphasized his sudden isolation. Scott looked around at his teammates hugging their loved ones, and Shane watched a quiet, heavy realization click clearly across his face.
Winning means nothing if he has to celebrate it alone.
Suddenly, Scott skated hard over to the boards where Kip was standing in the front row of the crowd next to his friend Elena. Scott's chest was heaving, and his eyes were wide, full of terrifying adrenaline.
Even through the television speakers, Shane could hear Scott yelling over the roar of the arena. "Kip! Come here!"
On screen, Kip looked completely stunned, frozen in place. He pointed to himself, bewildered. "Me?"
"Yes, you! Come down here. Get on the ice."
Elena violently nudged Kip forward. A Madison Square Garden security guard stepped in, confused, trying to block Kip from crossing the barrier since he didn't have an official family pass. 
Scott immediately skated right up to the glass, barking an authoritative, commanding order to the guard.
"Let him through! He's with me. Let him on the ice!"
In the Hollander living room, the reaction to the broadcast was immediate shock.
David leaned forward abruptly, his large hands gripping his knees as he squinted at the screen. "Wait... who is he calling down? Is that...?"
Yuna gasped, her eyes flying wide. "Oh my goodness. Is that a man?"
"That’s a man," David muttered, his voice full of stunned disbelief as his brain scrambled to process the protocol breach. 
"He’s calling a guy down to the ice."
Shane’s heart stopped entirely, the blood rushing into his ears so loudly it drowned out the television audio. The room spun around him. His breath caught sharply in his throat, a suffocating, violent knot forming behind his ribs as he stared at the screen, his fingers digging so hard into the fabric of his dress that his knuckles turned white.
"That's Kip," Shane whispered, his voice cracking, barely audible.
Yuna turned her head quickly, her gaze sweeping over her son's pale, trembling face and the high, tight man bun on his head. "You know him?"
"He... he makes smoothies near the Admirals' facility," Shane murmured, a sudden, heavy rush of pregnancy hormones threatening to completely choke him. 
"Hunter introduces him to people."
On the screen, the security guard relented and opened the gate. Kip stepped onto the slick surface in his regular shoes, sliding slightly, looking incredibly vulnerable and exposed under the blinding arena lights. As he walked toward Scott, the camera angles circled them dramatically, building the anticipation of the crowd and the millions of people watching at home.
When Kip finally reached Scott, he looked up at the captain's determined face. He clearly realized exactly what Scott was about to do. Knowing the catastrophic risk to Scott's career, Kip tried to give him an out, his lips moving softly in a pleading motion. 
"Scott... you don't have to do this."
Scott stared down at him with absolutecertainty. "Yes. Yes, I do."
Without a single moment of hesitation left in him, Scott reached out, gathered Kip in his arms, and pulled him in.
He kissed Kip deeply and fiercely right there at center ice, completely shattering the closet door on national television. 
The arena's audio swelled with the roaring crowd and the sudden needle-drop of Wolf Parade’s "I'll Believe in Anything.
"He's kissing him," David whispered, his voice stunned as he watched the historic moment unfold in real-time. "The captain of the Admirals. He just... did that. He’s going to get crucified by the media tomorrow."
"Or maybe he won't, David," Yuna countered softly, her face shifting from shock into awe. 
She looked at the screen, then gently reached across the sofa to rest her hand on Shane’s forearm, feeling the intense tremor radiating through his muscle. "Times are changing. Look at the crowd—they're still cheering."
Shane couldn't reply. He couldn't even breathe. A hot, heavy flood of tears finally spilled over his lashes, tracking continuously down his flushed cheeks. 
The sight of Scott Hunter completely shattering the culture, utterly refusing to hide in the dark or sacrifice his happiness for a toxic world, completely broke Shane's remaining emotional armor.
Shane looked down at his own altered, heavy body—at the maternal dress pooling around his widened hips, the swollen ankles, and the massive dome holding his child. 
For months, he had felt like an exile, a broken ex-captain hiding from a world that would destroy him if it knew the truth. 
Right then, beneath the charcoal fabric, his daughter performed a massive, rolling turn, her heels planting sharply right beneath his ribs as if she were fiercely reacting to the explosive breakthrough in her father's heart.
Shane let out a shaky, watery breath, a soft, choked laugh breaking through his tears. He pressed his large palm firmly into the hot, solid peak of his seven-month belly, his fingers curling around the shape of his daughter, anchoring himself entirely to the reality of the life he was creating. 
He closed his eyes, his mind drifting completely away from the roaring stadium on the screen and settling deep into the quiet, wooded valley where his 5,000-square-foot cottage would stand.
The MLH championship on the television didn't look like a devastating loss anymore, and the image of a captain loving a man openly on the ice didn't look like an impossibility. It looked like a blueprint for his own future. 
He let his thumb trace the hard curve of his stomach, feeling the stubborn little rhythm of his daughter, and for the first time since leaving Boston, Shane wasn't afraid. The heavy, freezing river inside his chest had finally begun to thaw, and he knew exactly what he was building towards.
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    Chapter Text

    The music from the television continued to swell, the chords of Wolf Parade drifting through the quiet room while the screen cut to a slow-motion replay of the kiss. 
 
The broadcast anchors had gone entirely silent for a few seconds, letting the raw audio of the arena do the talking. The crowd at Madison Square Garden wasn't booing. They were erupting instead.
 
Inside the house, the sudden, intense spike of adrenaline had made Shane’s chest tighten, his breath coming in shallow, quick hitches against his compressed lungs.
 
The emotional overload of watching Scott completely rewrite the playbook—paired with the chaotic rush of his third trimester hormones—suddenly caused a strange thing inside him. 
 
His throat went completely dry, and his heart hammered against his ribs as a fierce, sudden, and desperately specific craving struck him out of nowhere. It hit him with the force of a physical blow, a sudden ache in his mouth that made his eyes sting.
 
"Shane," Yuna said softly, her hand sliding down his forearm to squeeze his large, trembling wrist. Her eyes were bright, tracking the tears that were still silently spilling down his cheeks and dripping onto the dark green of his hoodie. 
 
 
 
"Are you alright, sweetheart?"
 
 
Shane swallowed hard, his voice cracking as he forced his throat to work. The heavy, emotional weight in the room was suffocating, and his body was screaming for a very specific kind of comfort. He looked over at his mother, his brown eyes wide and glassy beneath his tight bun, his hands trembling where they rested over the massive size of his stomach.
 
"Mom?" Shane asked, his voice dropping into a low, gravelly rumble that sounded desperate, almost pleading. 
 
 
"Can you... would you mind making me a tuna melt? Please. Right now."
 
 
 
Yuna blinked, momentarily caught off guard by the suddenrequest after such a historic broadcast. "Of course, Shane. I'll make it right now."
 
She rose from the sofa and quickly vanished into the kitchen. For the next ten minutes, the only sounds in the house were the distant, comforting clink of silverware, the sizzling of butter on a hot a pan, and the low murmur of the post-game analysis on the TV. 
 
When Yuna returned, she handed him a plate with a perfectly golden, toasted tuna melt, the cheddar cheese oozing slightly over the crust. Shane took the meal silently, offering his mother a brief, tight nod of appreciation.
 
But the moment he took his first bite, a quiet, devastating realization settled deep into his chest. He chewed in total, muffled silence.
 
It tasted completely wrong.
 
It wasn't his mother's fault—the bread was perfectly crisp, the tuna was seasoned exactly right, and the cheese was rich and melted. But as he swallowed, his chest ached with a hollow, crushing emptiness. 
 
It tasted so different. It lacked the rustic, unpolished texture of a sliced baguette thrown together on a penthouse counter. It didn't carry the faint scent of expensive cologne, or the heavy, comforting weight of a silent Russian presence hovering just a few feet away in the kitchen. 
 
Eating it here, in the quiet safety of Ottawa, only emphasized the agonizing void that no craving could ever truly fill. It was the food that was the problem. 
 
It wasn't just him who made it.
 
 
The moment he finished the last bite, he carefully set the empty plate down on the coffee table. 
 
"I'm going to head up to my bedroom," Shane muttered quietly, his eyes fixed on the floor, the taste of the heavy meal leaving a bitter, lingering sorrow in his mouth.
"Okay, sweetheart. Get some rest," Yuna murmured gently.
Every single step up the short wooden staircase was an entireoperation. 
Bracing his left hand firmly against the banister and using his right hand to lift and support the massive shape pf his stomach, Shane took the stairs one by one. 
His widened hips and thickened thighs protested with a deepfatigue, and by the time his feet cleared the top landing, his lungs were being squeezed so hard by his growing daughter that he had to pause, leaning heavily against the drywall just to catch his breath.
 
When he finally pushed open the door to his room, the familiar space greeted him in the quiet, dim light.
 
It was a room frozen in a past life—high school hockey trophies sat dusty on the shelves, old team banners hung on the walls, and a younger, unburdened version of Shane Hollander stared out from framed photographs.
 
Shane waddled over to the side of the bed, a soft grunt escaping his lips as he sat down on the edge of the mattress. 
 
He reached up, pulling the simple black elastic band from the crown of his head and letting the thick, dark locks of his hair tumble down past his ears and clear his collarbone, instantly softening the fierce angles of his face. Slipping out of the oversized green hoodie, he was left in just the black maternal dress.
He carefully swung his swollen, heavy legs onto the mattress and lay down flat on his side, immediately bringing his knees up to ease the blinding, dull pressure on his sacrum. 
 
Working efficiently in the dark, he wedged a thick, body pillow firmly beneath the heavy, low shelf of his stomach to keep the weight from tipping him over, and slid another plush pillow between his aching knees to keep his hips widened.
 
Finally settled, the house completely silent around him, Shane let his large hand rest flat against the warm, taut fabric stretching over his belly.
 
The silver-pink stretch marks along his flanks throbbed with a dull heat.
 
In the absolute stillness of his dark room, the lingering, flat taste of the sandwich on his tongue caused his mind to drift backward, violently retracing the chaotic, dizzying trajectory of his history with Ilya—remembering how a fierce, blinding rivalry had slowly, irreversibly transformed into a terrifying love.
 
His mind went all the way back to the very beginning, to that first summer commercial shoot right after they were drafted. 
 
They had been forced to film a cheesy sponsor video together, the competitive friction between them practically buzzing in the air.
 
He remembered the exact moment that tension spilled over afterward, showering side-by-side in the locker room. 
The steam, the sound of rushing water, and the forced physical proximity had completely shattered their public "rival" facades.
 
It had led straight to their first clandestine hookup in Shane's hotel room—a raw, frantic encounter that was supposed to be a one-time release of aggression, but had instead planted the very first seed of an obsession Shane couldn't shake.
 
Then came the international stage, where the lines between hatred and desperate need blurred even further during the Sochi Winter Olympics. 
 
The Russian team had performed terribly under intense geopolitical and media pressure, and a completely stressed-out Ilya had begun ruthlessly ghosting Shane's texts.
 
Shane remembered the agonizing, suffocating reality of the closet that winter. 
 
He had been forced to sit with his teammates, watching Ilya crumble on global television while acting like a casual, indifferent rival, all the while privately panicking in his own hotel room.
 
It was during those sleepless Russian nights, terrified for Ilya’s safety and sanity, that Shane first realized this was no longer just about a physical itch. He was falling, deeply and dangerously, for the man who was supposed to be his greatest rival.
 
And finally, it had all led to that fateful, desperate night in the penthouse.
 
Shane remembered entering the room, the thick, heavy silence hanging between them until Ilya commanded him to come closer, kissing him with a desperate hunger that Shane surrendered to almost immediately. 
 
He remembered pushing Ilya to the edge of the mattress, falling to his knees, and loving the feeling of being completely submissive in Ilya's bedroom.
 
He remembered how Ilya had flipped them over wildly, his crucifix chain scraping Shane’s chest as he thrust into him, bringing them both to a crashing, breathless climax.
 
But it was what happened after the shower that had truly done his undoing. Ilya had asked him if he wanted a tuna melt, casually setting out the canned tuna, baguette, and cheese slices on the counter.
 
Watching Ilya stand in the kitchen, remembering that Shane loved ginger ale without Shane ever having to say it out loud—that domestic, gentle moment was what stayed with him. 
 
Sitting on opposite ends of the couch, eating the meal Ilya had put so much care into arranging.
Shane had felt that stupid, painful warmth blooming in his chest.
 
The conversation had shifted, turning heavy and raw, until Ilya had wrapped an arm around his shoulders, pulling Shane back against his warm chest and lazily stroking his hair. They had dissolved into another round of frantic, messy friction right there on the sofa, and when Ilya spoke his first name in a breathless accent, Shane couldn't hold it back anymore.
 
"I love you," Shane had whispered, his voice shaking with the absolute truth of it.
 
And that was when the cracks appeared. Ilya had panicked. Hollowed out by fear.
 
He had grabbed his jacket, refused to let Shane even say his name, and walked out, slamming the penthouse door behind him. Shane had stayed frozen in the empty apartment for hours, crying as he gripped his hair, completely devastated that his honesty had destroyed the only thing he cared about.
 
The trauma of that abandonment had triggered the darkest period of his life.
 
The overwhelming panic had caused an abrupt, immediate spiral. He had hidden behind the gray shutters of Woodbine Lane while his own body aggressively rewrote its structure—his athletic bulk anchoring deep into his lower body, his hips widening under the influence of relaxin, his thighs softening, and his stomach expanding into this massive dome that held his daughter.
 
He had traded his standard sweaters for flowing maternal dresses, his explosive speed for a slow, heavy waddle, and his fierce, stoic silence for the hyper-sensitive, tearful vulnerability of his third trimester. 
 
He had sat on a frozen bench with Rose Landry, hiding his identity, and he had poured his hyper-focused, athletic energy into drafting the blueprints for a 5,000-square-foot cottage in the Madawaska Valley—a fortress built entirely out of a desperate need to keep theirdaughter safe from the toxic chatter of the sports world.
 
He had gone through an entire lifetime of undoing, all leading up to a quiet Tuesday night in May, sitting on his parents' couch, eating a tuna melt that tasted like an imitation of a memory while his old life played out on a television screen.
 
 
 
“Yes. Yes, I do.” Scott’s voice echoed in his mind again, fierce and unyielding under the blinding lights of Madison Square Garden.
 
 
Shane opened his eyes in the dark, a sudden, fierce clarity washing over him. The freezing river inside his chest was completely, utterly gone. Scott hadn't just broken a rule tonight; he had cracked open the cage.
 
He had proven that a captain didn't have to sacrifice the man he loved just to survive the culture.
 
With a slight, nervous tremble in his fingers, Shane reached across the dark mattress toward his bedside table. His hand found the smartphone.
 
He brought the glowing screen face-up, the harsh white light reflecting across his soft, dark hair and the wet tracking of tears on his cheeks.
 
He unlocked the device and opened the keypad. He didn't have the contact saved. He didn't need to.
 
Deliberately, his large thumb moved over the glowing glass, tapping out the numbers one by one. He remembered it very clearly—every single digit burned permanently into his memory from the countless nights he had stared at his old phone, desperate to call, hoping to bridge the distance between them.
 
He typed the final digit of Ilya's number, the cursor blinking format-perfect against the white screen.
 
Beneath his other hand, his daughter has done another rolling kick that visibly shifted the black fabric of his dress, her stubborn, arrogant little attitude flaring up right against his ribs, as if she were fiercely demanding her other father's voice in the dark. Shane let out a shaky, emotional breath, his heart executing a quick, thunderous gallop against his ribs. 
 
He hovered his thumb directly over the green call button, entirely done with hiding, and finally prepared to bring Ilya home.
But before his thumb could make contact with the glass, the screen violently popped thousands of icons.
The phone began to buzz in his hand, a sudden, relentless vibration that startled him so badly his grip nearly slipped. One after another, notifications began to cascade down the top of the interface in a rapid, blinding blur.
 
 
Frowning in the dark, Shane adjusted his position against the body pillow, the heavy weight of his seven-month belly shifting as he pulled the glowing device closer to his face. He tapped the first alert, his chest tightening as the screen loaded.
 
The first wave of notifications was exactly what he expected—the immediate, explosive fallout of what he had just witnessed on the living room television. Headlines from every major sports outlet were already screaming in boldtext.
 
 
SCOTT HUNTER SHATTERS MLH TRADITION WITH HISTORIC ON-ICE CELEBRATION. BREAKING: Admirals Captain Kisses Partner Live After Championship Victory.
 
 Shane stared at the accompanying image of Scott and Kip locked in that fierce, defiant embrace at center ice. A faint, bittersweet smile touched his lips. It was real. The world was already reacting, and just as his mother had predicted, the crowd's cheers were drowning out the initial shock. 
 
The door was open.
 
But as his thumb swiped downward, scrolling past the chaotic sports commentary to clear the remaining alerts, the breath evaporated completely from Shane’s lungs.
 
 
A single, deeply buried article from an international media aggregate popped up at the bottom of the feed. The headline was written in red capslock and bold and the image attached to it froze the blood in Shane's veins.
 
Shane sat up abruptly in the dark room, a sharp, agonizing pull in his round ligaments completely ignored as he stared at the screen, his brown eyes widening in absolute, paralyzed horror.
 
 
It was a leaked, high-resolution photograph. 
And it didn’t feature Scott Hunter.
 
 
It featured Ilya Rozanov.
Ilya was dressed in a pristine, tailored dark suit, his expression stark and unreadable, standing in the opulent, heavily secured interior of what looked like a high-end Moscow establishment. Standing right beside him, her hand tucked possessively and elegantly through the crook of his arm, was Svetlana Sergeevna Vetrova wearing a diamond ring.
 
Shane’s heart didn't just gallop—it stopped entirely. He knew exactly who she was.
 
Every hockey player who had ever crossed into the international circuit knew the name Vetrov. Svetlana was the daughter of Sergei Vetrov, the legendary former Soviet goaltender who had transitioned his sports legacy into massive political capital, rising to become an incredibly powerful, deeply conservative minister within the Russian government.
 
With trembling fingers, Shane tapped the article, his vision blurring as his eyes frantically raced across the translated text. The report was meticulous, detailing a private, heavily vetted gala in Russia. But it wasn't the political alliance that tore Shane apart from the inside out.
 
 
It was the timeline.
 
According to the official article, the leaked post and the event itself had occurred on February 18.
February 18. The date hit Shane like a cross-check to the throat, leaving him completely breathless as a suffocating, blinding wave of agony rushed back to consume him. 
February 18. That was exactly three days after February 15—the day Shane had finally been discharged from the hospital. 
That was just three days after he had stood trembling on the frozen, frosted gravel of the St. Jude Sanctuary memorial garden, clutching his heavy, unzipped parka around his early pregnancy while his parents left him alone to weep over a tiny granite stone.
While Shane had been standing beneath that peeling white birch tree, completely hollowed out and burying the son he had lost to his own desperate spiral—mourning the twin who hadn't made it through the dark—Ilya had already been thousands of miles away, stepping perfectly into a new life.
Shane stared at the photograph, his eyes burning as he locked onto Ilya's face. 
There was no trace of the frantic, wide-eyed terror Ilya had shown on the penthouse sofa right before he screamed “STOP!” and walked out. 
In this image, Ilya’s face was completely, brutally devoid of any emotion. It was a mask of cold, unyielding compliance. His features were perfectly frozen, stark and empty beneath the flashing lights of the Moscow gala, standing as anpartner beside the minister's daughter.
The phone felt heavy, hot, and toxic in Shane's hand, casting a harsh, ghostly white light over the tears that had instantly refrozen on his pale face. He looked from the pristine, emotionally dead silhouette of the man he loved on the screen down to the massive curve.
Suddenly, right as the crushing betrayal settled into his bones, a violent, agonizing spasm ripped through his lower abdomen.
It wasn't the familiar, rolling turn of his daughter. 
It was a blinding pain—a white-hot contraction that clamped down so fiercely across his entire stomach it completely stole the air from his throat. 
Shane gasped, his phone clattering out of his numb fingers and bouncing onto the mattress as he folded forward, his large hands frantically clawing at the peak of his seven-month belly. The pain was absolute, radiating down into his widened pelvic bones and locking his lower back in a tight-grip.
He lay perfectly frozen on his side, his vision swimming with dark spots as he tried to push past the suffocating pressure in his chest. He forced his lungs to take a shaky, shallow breath, waiting for the agony to recede, waiting for it to just be a severe cramp.
But then, he felt it.
A sudden, warm rush of moisture spilled out between his thighs, pooling rapidly against the mattress. The soft, heavy black fabric of his maternal dress grew instantly, heavily wet beneath him.
A cold, paralyzing dread struck him, instantly deadening the burning ache in his abdomen. Trembling violently, Shane slid his right hand down his thigh, his fingers brushing past the soaked, heavy fabric of his dress. He pulled his hand back into the dim, ghostly glow of the discarded smartphone screen.
His palm was slick with a thick, dark liquid.Shane stared at his stained fingers in the dark, the white light of the phone illuminating the deep, terrifying color of the fluid against his skin. The room went completely, terrifyingly silent around him, save for the frantic, thundering hammer of his own pulse. The memory of bad things flashed violently behind his eyes.
"No," Shane whispered, his voice a choked, breathless sob of pure terror as he pressed both hands hard against his low-slung, seven-month belly, feeling the terrifyingly rigid, locked shape of his surviving child. 
"No, no, no... please, not again."Another contraction slammed into his body, far worse than anything he had felt before the force of the spasm forced his knees to snap upward toward his chest, his large hands frantically clawing at the rigid, unnaturally tight peak of his seven-month belly. 
His daughter wasn't rolling anymore— the space inside him felt entirely frozen, compressed by the sudden, terrifying rebellion of his own body.
He tried to scream for his mother, but the air was entirely trapped in his lungs. 
His vision swamped with dark, swimming spots as he rocked his heavy frame against the mattress. Underneath his grip, the soft black dress grew steadily warmer, thoroughly soaked with the dark, heavy moisture pooling rapidly beneath his hips and staining the light-colored sheets.
Desperation overrode the blinding, crushing pressure in his sciatic nerve. Bracing his hands against the headboard, Shane forced his 200-pound frame to shift, dragging his heavy, swollen legs over the edge of the mattress. The moment his bare feet hit the cold hardwood, his knees nearly buckled under the weight and the radiating agony in his lower back.
He couldn't waddle. 
He could even barely stand. 
Clutching his stomach with both hands to lift the agonizing pressure off his pelvis, Shane stumbled blindly toward the bedroom door. 
Every inch forward felt like dragging himself across broken ice. He threw his weight against the wood, the door swinging open with a loud, heavy thud against the drywall.
 
 
"Mum!" Shane gasped out, his voice cracking into a desperate, terrified sob that echoed down the quiet hallway, thick with tears. 
 
 
"Dad! Please—something's wrong! Help me!"
 
 
Downstairs, the immediate clatter of a chair scraping violently against the floor broke the quiet safety of the house. Heavy, frantic footsteps bounded up the wooden staircase three at a time. 
David Hollander cleared the top landing first, his weathered face instantly draining of all color as the dim hallway light caught the dark, wet stains tracking down the length of Shane's black dress.
"Shane," David breathed, his instincts violently locking into a state of absolutepanic. He lunged forward, catching his son’s trembling shoulders just as Shane’s legs completely gave out beneath him.
"David, what is—" Yuna’s voice cut off in a sharp, horrified gasp as she reached the top of the stairs, her eyes flying wide as she took in the dark fluid on the floor and the sheer, blind terror twisting her son's features. 
"The car," David barked, his voice dropping into a low, authoritative command as he took the full, heavy weight of Shane’s collapsing frame against his chest. "Yuna, get the keys. Now! We’re going to Civic Hospital."
"It's too early," Shane wept, his large fingers digging desperately into the fabric of his father's flannel shirt as another wave of pain ripped through his abdomen, forcing a choked scream from his lips. 
He pressed his face into David's shoulder, his bun coming completely undone, dark locks of hair falling wildly across his wet, flushed face. 
"Dad, it's too early... She's only seven months. Don't let her go. Please don't let them take her.”
“I can't lose both of them.""I've got you, son. I've got you," David muttered fiercely, his own voice cracking with an uncharacteristic, heartbreaking sorrow as he lifted Shanedown the stairs.
As they moved down into the lower level of the house, the flat-screen television in the living room was still quietly flickering with the blue-and-white confetti of Madison Square Garden. On the screen, Scott Hunter was still holding the silver trophy high above his head, free, validated, and wrapped in arms of the man he loved.
But as the heavy front door of Woodbine Lane slammed shut behind them and the cold spring rain beat against the glass, the house was plunged into asilence. 
 
The tires of David’s truck shrieked against the wet asphalt as they tore out of Woodbine Lane, throwing up a violent spray of rainwater into the dark Ottawa night. Inside the cab, the atmosphere was suffocatingly tense, thick with the sharp tang of copper and the ragged, shallow gasps of a man losing his grip on reality.
Shane lay completely ruined across the wide bench seat, his broad head resting heavily against his mother’s lap while his father storm with white-knuckled desperation. 
They weren't just going to any emergency room— David was driving directly to General Civic Hospital—the exact facility where Shane’s full medical charts had been securely sent over during his terrifying, quiet hospitalization in Montreal
"MIm," Shane whimpered, his voice barely a wet rattle. His large, calloused fingers were locked like a vice around Yuna’s hand, his knuckles turning a stark, bloodless white. 
"She's not moving. Mom, please tell me she's just asleep. She was kicking just a minute ago. She was right there."
Yuna couldn't answer. She could only stroke his sweat-dampened dark hair, her own tears dripping steadily onto his forehead as she tried to pull the hem of his soaked black dress away from his trembling knees. The softfabric was saturated and completely ruined by the deep, dark fluid that continued to seep relentlessly out of him, staining the truck’s upholstery.
Every single bump in the road sent a savage, white-hot spike of agony directly into Shane. Another massive contraction clamped down across his lower abdomen, and Shane let out a guttural, animalistic scream that tore at his throat, his 200-pound frame convulsing as he instinctively tried to curl his body around the rigidbelly.
"We’re almost there, son! Hold on to me, Shane!" David shouted over the roar of the engine and the drumming rain, his eyes catching his son's glazed, pain-wrecked stare in the rearview mirror.
 "Don't you dare to give up!"
When the truck violently slammed to a halt under the bright, sterile canopy of the Civic Hospital ambulance bay, the door was thrown open instantly. David didn't wait for orderlies. He reached into the cab, with strength flaring as he scooped Shane’s heavy, weakened body entirely into his arms.
The transition into the hospital was a blur of blinding fluorescent lights, shouting voices, and the terrifyingly familiar smell of antiseptic.
David bellows as he stumbled through the sliding glass doors, his own shirt heavily stained with his son's blood. "He’s seven months! Please help us!”
Within seconds, a specialized trauma team appeared, swarming Shane's massive frame. Dr. Alarie, the lead obstetrician who had taken over his case the moment his Montreal files had arrived, took one look at the saturated black dress and the pale, shocky gray tint of Shane’s face and immediately signaled for a gurney.
"Get him to OR Three right now!" Dr. Alarie ordered, her voice cutting through the panic with clinical urgency. "Get an ultrasound on that abdomen immediately!"
Shane was wheeled down the corridor at a frantic sprint, the ceiling lights strobing over his glassy, tear-streaked eyes. He felt utterly disconnected from the elite athlete he used to be; he was completely exposed, his heavy body yielding entirely to the tragedy unfolding inside him. They stripped the soaked black dress away, replacing it with a sterile gown, but the dark liquid wouldn't stop flowing.
Because of the high-risk nature of the pregnancy, the hospital policy allowed one companion into the operating theater. Yuna’s hands were shaking too badly to don the scrubs, her voice lost to a state of absolute, paralyzed shock. 
It was David who stepped forward. The stoic, old-school man didn't hesitate. He threw the sterile blue gown over his stained shirt, snapped on the mask, and strode into the operating room, placing himself right at the head of Shane's table.
The moment the ultrasound transducer touched the high, tight peak of Shane’s seven-month belly, a heavy, devastating silence fell over the medical staff.
The monitor didn't echo with the healthy, rapid gallop of a normal fetal heartbeat. Instead, it was a slow, agonizingly shallow thudding.
Fine beats per minute. Forty-five."She’s in severe distress," Dr. Alarie snapped, her hands moving with blinding speed as she prepped the lower curve of Shane's stomach. "Her oxygen saturation is plummeting. We don't have time for an epidural or spinal block. Prep for an emergency crash Cesarean section under local and heavy sedation—now!"
"No, no, please," Shane sobbed, his head thrashing violently against the hard pillow as a nurse strapped an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth. The sedation was already being pushed through his IV, making his limbs feel like lead, but the sheer, primitive terror for his child kept him conscious. 
"God, please... don't let her die. God... God, don't let them take her away from me."
"I'm right here, Shane. I'm right here," David rumbles, as reached down, wrapping his large, weathered hand around Shane’s trembling palm, squeezing tight. For the first time in his life, David Hollander had tears streaming openly down his face, his chest heaving under his scrubs as he watched his son suffer. 
"Focus on my voice, son. Just look at your old man."
The scalpel cut deep and fast. Shane didn't feel the sharp bite of the blade through the local numbing, but he felt the terrifying, heavy pressure—the violent, agonizing pulling and tugging at his lower abdomen as the surgical team fought against the clock. 
The heavy smell of copper filled the air, the monitors screaming as Shane's blood pressure began to dangerously tank from the massive, uncontrolled hemorrhage beneath the sterile drapes.
"Suction! More lap sponges! The bleeding is too heavy, we're losing visualization!" Dr. Alarie’s voice sounded miles away, muffled by the roaring in Shane’s ears. 
"We need to get the infant out now or we lose them both!"
Shane’s eyes grew incredibly heavy, his vision tunneling into nothing but the sight of his father's weeping face hovering above him. He thought of the empty, quiet sunroom. He thought of the 5,000-square-foot cottage in the valley that would now stay entirely empty. 
He thought of Ilya, thousands of miles away in Moscow, standing in a tailored suit next to a minister's daughter, completely oblivious to the fact that their entire universe was bleeding out on a stainless-steel table in Ontario.
Then, through the haze of sedation and the terrifying clatter of surgical instruments, there was a sudden, distinct release of pressure in Shane's torso.
The room went dead silent for two agonizing, suffocating seconds.
And then, a tiny, fragile sound broke the quiet. It wasn't a robust, angry cry—it was a small, wet, desperate gasp, followed by a thready, high-pitched wail that sounded like a wounded bird.
"We have a heartbeat," a nurse breathed, her voice laced with an immense, relieved exhaustion. 
"Respiratory is stepping in. She's small, but she's breathing."
Before they could even sever the cord entirely, knowing the critical importance of maternal bonding for a premature infant's transition, the nurse rushed over. She carefully lowered the tiny, slick, and incredibly fragile bundle directly onto the broad, exposed skin of Shane’s chest, wrapping a warm, sterile blanket over her tiny, shivering back.
Shane’s breath hitched completely. The moment that impossibly small, warm weight settled right over his frantic heart, the violent, shaking tremors in his limbs suddenly stopped.
David leaned over the table, his face entirely soaked with tears as he looked down at his son and his new granddaughter. His large, calloused hand gently touched the baby's tiny, perfect foot, his voice cracking completely under the weight of the immense, tragic beauty of the moment.
"You did it, Shane," David wept openly, his old-school stoicism entirely shattered as he pressed his forehead against Shane's temple. "She’s here, son. She’s safe. What... what is her name?"
"Administer the high-dose Oxytocin bolus directly into the IV line immediately! We need to stop this bleeding.”
"Oxytocin going in," the nurse responded, slamming the synthetic hormone directly into Shane’s port.
Within seconds, the medication flooded Shane's system, forcing his uterine walls to contract violently to finally halt the heavy flow of dark fluid that had nearly claimed his life. 
Shane barely felt it. He looked down through a thick veil of tears, his large, pale hand moving automatically to cup the tiny, fragile curve of her back. She was so beautifully small, her skin flushed pink, a tiny tuft of golden locks clinging to her forehead—carrying the exact same stubborn, arrogant little structure as the father who had left them in Boston.
A soft, watery smile broke through his tears, completely unburdened for the first time in months as he held her close.
 
 
"Lilya," Shane whispered. 
 
 
 
"Her name is Liliana."
 
 
 
 
Liliana Miracle Hollander born on 12:51 A.M., May 14, 2017

  

  

    
      
        Notes:

        
          Everyone meet Liliana Miracle Hollander. Woohooo🎊

Also if anyone got confused, Lilya is the nickname of baby Liliana

 

And I srill felt bad for Shane. Damn you Ilya!!!!

        

      

    








  


  
    
      Chapter 22: Chapter 22
    


    


      
        Notes:

          
          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          

      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    The scratch of a cheap plastic pen against a heavy, gloss-laminated contract was the loudest sound in the sterile boardroom.
Ilya Rozanov stared at his own signature, the ink drying black under the fluorescent lights. After ten years of self-imposed exile from the game, the contract in front of him felt like both a death warrant and a resurrection.
 
Ilya Rozanov. #81.
 
The boardroom in Ottawa was not like the one in Boston.
It lacked the polished, intimidating mahogany and the suffocating, gilded history that had once felt like a noose around Ilya’s neck. This room was utilitarian—brushed steel, walls painted in a soft, calming slate, and large windows looking out over the Rideau Canal, which was just beginning to thaw.
 
Ilya Rozanov sat perfectly still. He was thirty four, and his body—once a finely tuned instrument of violence and grace felt like an ancient mummy. Every joint carried a reminder of a decade of hockey-less existence, an existence filled with the quiet, gnawing rot of regret.
 
Across from him sat Coach Wiebe. He was an anomaly in the league.
He didn't sit with the slumped posture of a man worn down by ego— he sat upright, his eyes bright with a sharp, intellectual intensity. Wiebe was known for building teams from the inside out, fostering an environment of psychological safety that was considered revolutionary in the hyper-masculine, often toxic culture of the NHL.
 
"The physicals are a formality, Ilya," Wiebe said, his voice calm and melodic, a stark contrast to the guttural shouts Ilya was used to from the Boston front office. "But we both know the real question isn't whether your knees can hold up to an eighty-two-game season. It’s whether you can allow yourself to be a person again. Ten years is a long time to hide."
 
"I don't expect you to carry this team alone," Wiebe continued, his tone patient and supportive.
 
"I’ve studied your tape from a decade ago. You were playing under a system that treated you like a piece of equipment to be used and discarded. Here, we prioritize the mental health of our players as much as their conditioning. I want you to talk to the team, yes, but more importantly, I want you to talk to yourself. You’re coming back to the game, Ilya. Let’s make sure you enjoy it this time."
 
Ilya didn't smile—his stoic mask was still firmly in place—but he felt a strange, unfamiliar loosening in his chest. "I am not used to coaches who speak like therapists," he muttered, his thick Russian accent flat.
 
Wiebe leaned back, a small, knowing smile touching his lips. "It’s about sustainability, Ilya. If you’re miserable, you’re not a good teammate. And if you’re not a good teammate, I don't want you on my bench. We’re going to build a culture here that doesn't rely on 'toughing it out.”
 
“We’re going to rely on trust."
 
Ilya stood, his movements methodical. He tucked the contract into his coat. "I will do what is necessary for the Centaurs."
 
"Do it for the team, but don't forget to do it for yourself," Wiebe countered gently.
 
He was barely out of the facility when his phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket, his thumb hovering over the screen. It was a Boston number.
 
"Marleau," Ilya answered, his voice rumbled.
"You miserable Russian bastard!" Cliff Marleau’s voice boomed through the speaker, brimming with a mix of genuine shock and teasing laughter. "I just saw the press release. You’re actually coming back? You’re trading your retirement for a cold Ottawa winter?"
 
Ilya leaned against the brick exterior of the building, closing his eyes. "I am going to Ottawa, Cliff."
 
"Man, you are full of surprises," Cliff chuckled, though his tone grew slightly more baffled.
"I’ve been trying to figure out why you really quit on us a decade ago—everyone had a theory, from 'Russian mob' to 'secret injury'—but coming back to play for the Centaurs? And under Wiebe? That guy is a total saint compared to the dictators we’ve dealt with. Are you going soft on me, Captain?"
Ilya felt the familiar, suffocating weight in his chest, but he forced a faint, dry smirk. "If you try to mock Wiebe's methods to my face, I will make sure you spend the entire game face-down on the ice."
 
"That’s my Captain!" Cliff laughed, the sound fading as he clearly started walking through the arena.
 
"Seriously though, Ilya. I’m glad you’re back. It’s gonna be a hell of a reunion when we play each other. Just don't let those Ottawa softies convince you that talking about your 'feelings' is better than winning a Stanley Cup."
 
"Goodbye, Cliff," Ilya said, ending the call before the other man could pry further.
 
The moment Cliff’s call ended, the small smile vanished from Ilya's face like it had never existed. His shoulders slouched. The crushing weight of his depression returned with a terrifying, agonizingforce. He felt so completely hollowed out that it physically ached.
 
He leaned his forehead against the cold, tinted window of the Porsche.
His trembling fingers reached inside his shirt, gripping the heavy, gold crucifix necklace resting against his skin. It felt freezing cold against his knuckles, a heavy anchor to a faith that felt as exhausted as he was.
 
A choked, broken whisper slipped past his lips into the empty car.
 
"Мама, я так устал...(Mama, I am so tired...)" he whispered, squeezing the crucifix tight as the raw Russian words cut into the silence.  
 
He pulled his phone from his pocket and stared blankly at the dark screen. "Зачем я это делаю?" (Why am I doing this?) he muttered to himself. He didn't have Shane's number anymore. He didn't know where Shane was, or if he had finally moved on and built a normal life far away from the noise of their old world.
 
It’s been 10 years, for God’s sake.
 
He knew nothing. Only that his time in Russia has ended, and a thousand miles of silence were finally drawing to a close.
 
 
A day before, Ilya went to Ottawa—he went back to the familiar streets of Boston one last time. The wide tires gripped the asphalt as he sped through traffic toward the high-rise tower he still owned. He had never once set foot back here after leaving Shane.
 
For ten long years, he had abandoned the property entirely, letting it freeze in time. But he needed to face it before he left for Ottawa.
 
The elevator ride up to the penthouse felt like a slow descent into a tomb. Every floor felt like a countdown dragging him back to the center of his life's greatest ruin. When the doors slid open, the air inside the apartment was stagnant, heavy, and freezing cold. It smelled of ancient dust, abandoned time, and a suffocating loneliness that immediately gripped his throat. It didn't feel like a home anymore. Like it ever was.
 
The furniture was covered in faded white sheets. They looked like a collection of shapeless monuments to a life he had discarded. Like what he did to Shane.
 
Ilya walked slowly through the dark hallway. His shoes clicked with a hollow, echoing gravity against the bare hardwood floors. The silence here wasn't quiet. It was deafening, screaming with words left unsaid.
 
His chest tightened so sharply it physically hurt.
 
This was the exact room. The exact space where ten years ago, his fear had won.
The freezing coldness of the room seemed to seep right through his wool coat and settle deep into his bones. He closed his eyes, he could still hear the agonizing echo of Shane’s breathless, desperate voice. Shane had begged for a fight. He had pleaded for Ilya to just say something, to not do this. But Ilya had simply turned his back and walked out the door.
 
He walked over to the edge of the sofa. His large, calloused hand reached out to touch the dusty frame.
The hidden emotions he had masked so perfectly in front of everyone broke through his defenses completely.
 
His iron composure fractured. A heavy, suffocating pressure slammed into his ribs, making it impossible to draw a full breath. A single tear cut a clean, hot path through the dust on his cheek, though his face remained a tragic, frozen stone.
 
He had thought leaving would fix everything.
 
He had thought distance would cure the terrifying intensity of what they shared. He thought it would protect Shane from the toxic world that threatened to tear them both apart. Instead, it had just left him rotting from the inside out for a decade.
 
He had condemned himself to ten years of an emotional wasteland, living as a ghost haunting his own skin.
 
 
 
 
He took one last, deep breath, letting the painful memories steel his resolve.
 
He locked the door behind him, leaving the ghosts to the dark. He went down to the garage and climbed back into the Porsche. But he didn't head to his new home in Ottawa just yet.
 
Instead, he steered the sports car toward the International Airport.
 
For the past week, Ilya had been completely consumed with paperwork, lawyers, and finalizing every detail of his move. He had been entirely isolated. And a week was far too long.
 
The airport terminal was a chaotic blur of moving bodies, announcements, and rolling luggage. Ilya stood near the international arrivals gate. His large frame was concealed beneath a heavy dark coat, and a baseball cap was pulled low over his eyes. Even surrounded by a sea of strangers, he kept his guard up. His face was set in that rigid, unreadable mask. The hollow ache still thrummed in his chest, making the noise of the terminal sound muffled and distant.
 
He checked his watch. The flight had landed twenty minutes ago.
 
Ilya adjusted his posture, his sharp eyes scanning the emerging crowd of passengers. For a long moment, there was nothing but a sea of unfamiliar faces. Then, the crowd parted.
 
 
"Папа!"
The bright, piercing cry cut through the ambient noise of the airport like a lightning bolt. It shattered Ilya's carefully constructed armor in an instant.
 
Running out from the security double-doors, abandoning a small rolling suitcase, was an eleven year old child. Having desperately missed him after a week of being apart while he handled his move, the child sprinted forward.
 
The bright terminal lights caught a head of hair that was perfectly straight and vibrantly golden. But it was when the child neared, looking up with wide, breathless excitement, that the world seemed to stop entirely. Shining out of that small, eager face were a pair of brilliant, piercing blue eyes—the exact same shade, the exact same fierce intensity as Ilya’s own.
 
All the heavy, suffocating darkness that had plagued Ilya all day—the numbness of the buyout, the grief of the empty penthouse, the decades of buried regret—evaporated the moment those blue eyes locked onto his.
 
"Папа!" the child shouted again, throwing themselves forward.
 
Ilya dropped to his knees right there on the hard airport tile, his massive arms opening wide. He caught the child in a crushing, desperate embrace, burying his face into those straight golden locks. For the first time in ten long years, the ice around Ilya's heart didn't just crack—it melted completely by the one beautiful thing he had managed to keep alive in the dark.
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    Chapter Text

    "Tanechka!" Ilya choked out, using her pet name as he dropped to his knees right there on the hard airport tile, his massive arms opening wide.
 
He caught Tatiana in a crushing, desperate embrace, burying his face into those straight golden locks. For the first time in ten long years, the ice around Ilya's heart didn't just crack—it melted completely by his daughter.
 
"Tatiana, don't run! You will trip on your shoelaces," a smooth voice called out in Russian from just behind them.
Ilya looked up, his arms still tightly wound around his daughter. Walking through the security doors with effortless elegance was a tall, gorgeous woman. She wore a perfectly tailored cream trench coat, her dark hair pulled back neatly, her posture matching Ilya's in its confident presence.
 
Svetlana.
 
She stopped right in front of them, a soft, knowing smile gracing her beautiful features as she looked down at her husband and child.
Svetlana was Ilya's childhood best friend, the daughter of an old family ally in Moscow, and the woman who wore his ring.
 
Their marriage wasn't born out of a sweeping romance—they both knew where Ilya's heart truly belonged—but it was built on an ironclad foundation of fierce loyalty, survival, and a deep, unshakeable love for the little girl now clinging to Ilya’s neck.
 
When Ilya’s world had fractured ten years ago, Svetlana had been the one to stand by him, shielding him from his father’s relentless demands, his brother’s constant abuse of him out of deep-seated jealousy, financial entitlement, and resentment over Ilya leaving Russia to become a famous and wealthy hockey star.
 
She gives him a semblance of a peaceful life in Russia. She was his rock, his confidante, and the only person who truly understood the weight he carried.
 
"You look awful, Ilyusha," Svetlana said softly in Russian, though her eyes were warm and full of deep affection. She reached down, gently touching his shoulder.
"Did you even sleep this week?"
 
"I am fine, Света," Ilya murmured, his voice thick with emotion as he stood up, lifting Tatiana effortlessly into his arms. The little girl rested her chin on his broad shoulder, completely content now that she was back with her father.
Ilya looked at Svetlana, the unspoken gratitude passing between them in a single glance.
She knew exactly what this move to Ottawa meant. She knew that by bringing his family here, Ilya was finally turning to face the ghost of Shane Hollander. She hadn't tried to stop him— instead, she had packed their lives and crossed the ocean with him.
 
"Come," Ilya said, his tone softening as he looked between his wife and his daughter. "Let's go home."
 
The ride back from the airport was quiet, but for the first time in a decade, the silence didn't feel like a suffocating cage.
 
Ilya kept his left hand firmly on the steering wheel of the Porsche, while his right hand rested on the gear shift. Every few seconds, his eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. In the back seat, Tatiana was already fast asleep, her head leaning heavily against the window, her golden hair catching the passing streetlights.
 
Beside him in the passenger seat, Svetlana was quietly staring out at the dark Canadian highway. She reached out, her long, elegant fingers gently resting on Ilya’s forearm, just above his wrist.
 
"It feels different here," Svetlana said quietly, breaking the silence. Her voice was low so she wouldn't wake Tatiana. "The air is colder than in Boston. It’s much cleaner."
 
"It is just Canada," Ilya replied, his thick accent flat, though his grip on the wheel tightened slightly.
 
"No," Svetlana countered gently, turning her head to look at his sharp profile.
 
"It is his home, Ilyusha. Do not pretend to be bulletproof with me. I know why we are here."
 
Ilya didn't answer immediately. He looked down at his own chest, where the heavy crucifix rested beneath his shirt. For ten years, he had lived a double life. He was the ruthless, untouchable monster on the ice for the Boston Bears, and a fiercely private, protective father and husband whenever he could escape back to Russia. He had kept Tatiana hidden from the relentless sports media.
 
After years. He had fiercely orchestrated his own buyout. He had demanded the trade to the Ottawa Centaurs. He was thirty-four, his body was tired, and he was finally bringing his family to the one city he had spent a decade running from.
 
"I am not pretending," Ilya muttered softly.
 
"Good," Svetlana murmured, squeezing his arm before pulling her hand back. "Because Tatiana deserves a father who is finally awake. And you deserve to stop rotting from the inside out."
 
The Porsche smoothly navigated the winding roads, eventually pulling up to a massive, private estate on the outskirts of Ottawa. The house was brand new, purchased through shell companies months ago.
 
It wasn't like the old penthouse in Boston. Sheets were covering the furniture, no ancient dust, and no haunting ghosts.
 
It was a fresh slate.
 
Ilya unbuckled his seatbelt and stepped out into the freezing Canadian night.
He opened the back door, carefully gathering the sleeping Tatiana into his massive arms.
She groaned softly, burying her face into his heavy dark coat. Svetlana stepped out beside him, taking her small rolling suitcase and walking up the steps to unlock the front door.
Ilya carried his daughter straight up to the master wing, where a beautiful bedroom had been prepared for her. He laid Tatiana down on the crisp sheets, gently pulling the heavy duvet over her shoulders.
For a long moment, Ilya just stood over the bed, his large frame towering in the dim light. He reached into his collar, his fingers finding his necklace. He didn't squeeze it in despair this time. He just held it, watching the peaceful rise and fall of his daughter's chest.
"You are safe here, Танюша," Ilya whispered into the quiet room.
 
He leaned down, pressing a firm kiss to her forehead before quietly backing out and closing the door.
 
Downstairs, Svetlana was standing in the dark kitchen, pouring two glasses of neat vodka. She handed one to Ilya as he walked in. They stood side by side, looking out the expansive floor-to-ceiling windows at the snow-dusted pine trees of Ottawa.
 
They raised their glasses in a silent, familiar toast, drinking the burning alcohol down in one swallow.
 
"He is out there somewhere, you know," Svetlana said softly, her eyes reflecting the dark night outside.
 
"In this city."
 
Ilya set his empty glass on the counter. His face turned back into that unreadable, stoic stone, but his chest felt tighter than it had in years. He was in Ottawa. Shane’s hometown. A thousand miles of silence were finally over, and the distance had narrowed to zero.
 
"I know," Ilya whispered into the dark.
He didn't know what the morning would bring, or if Shane would ever forgive him for walking away ten years ago. He didn't know how Shane would react to the life Ilya had built with Svetlana and Tatiana. But as he looked out into the Canadian night, Ilya knew his running was done.
 
 
 
 
The next morning, the Canadian sun broke through the new house. It cast a sharp, blinding glare across the pristine white landscape.
 
Ilya stood in front of the mirror in the master bathroom, buttoning a clean black dress shirt.
He skipped the formal suit today. He just pulled on a heavy charcoal overcoat, adjusted his watch, and tucked his necklace securely beneath his fabric.
 
He hadn’t slept much. Not like he could sleep at all for 10 years.
 
The ghost of Shane Hollander had spent the night pacing the edges of his mind all these years. But his eyes, though tired, carried a steady focus.
 
He quietly walked down the hallway to Tatiana’s room.
Pushing the door open a crack, he saw his daughter still deeply asleep. Her vibrant golden hair was splayed across the white pillow. A soft breath escaped his lips. He closed the door gently and walked down to the kitchen.
 
Svetlana was already awake. She leaned against the counter with a steaming mug of black coffee in her hands. She wore a cardigan, her dark hair falling loosely over her shoulders. She looked at him, taking in the rigid set of his shoulders.
 
"Свет," Ilya said quietly in Russian, his gravelly voice filled with serious tenderness.
"Please take good care of Tanechka today. It is her first day at the new school. Make sure she has everything. I do not want her to be scared in a new country."
 
Svetlana set her mug down and walked over to him. She didn't offer a dramatic goodbye. Instead, she reached up, her cool hand resting briefly against his cheek to soothe the tension locked in his jaw.
 
"Do not worry, Ilyusha," Svetlana said softly, her eyes searching his stoic face.
 
"I have already arranged everything for her. She will be fine. But you? The ice here is different. Do not let yourself freeze before you even lace your skates."
 
"I am ready, Светка," Ilya replied quietly. He pressed a brief, respectful kiss to her temple, turned, and walked out into the biting morning air.
 
Instead of the black Porsche he had driven yesterday, Ilya decided to use another vehicle from his private collection.
He approached a sleek, vibrant blue sports car sitting in the garage. The metallic paint shimmered under the overhead garage lights.
 
As Ilya stared at the car, a sudden, sharp ache hit his chest.
 
The deep, piercing shade of blue immediately reminded him of Shane.
It was the exact color of the Montreal uniform Shane wore on the ice—the jersey he wore when he flew past defenders, leaving everyone in the dust. The car itself was famously built for blinding speed, light and lethal, just like Shane’s style of play.
For a long moment, Ilya just stood there with the keys in his hand, his eyes tracking the smooth curves of the vehicle, his mind entirely flooded with the memory of Shane skating at a terrifying pace.
 
He swallowed the lump in his throat, unlocked the door, and got inside. The high-performance engine roared to life with a fierce, aggressive sound. Its wide tires gripped the icy asphalt as Ilya navigated the clean, quiet streets of Ottawa.
 
Ten minutes later, Ilya pulled into the underground parking garage of the Ottawa Centaurs' arena.
For years, Ottawa had been a struggling, cellar-dwelling franchise. They were a perpetual underdog used to losing.
 
But Ilya’s shocking decision to leave the Boston Bears and sign with them in free agency had completely stunned the hockey world. The media called it a bizarre career move. They had no idea he had orchestrated his own buyout entirely to force his own hand and narrow the thousand miles of silence between himself and Shane.
He knew Shane didn't play for Ottawa. He knew Shane was still across the border. Ilya had to be here. He had to be closer. Even though so much time had passed.
 
He parked in the designated spot marked with his new placard.
ROZANOV #81.
 
He climbed out of the car, slamming the heavy door behind him. Carrying a simple black leather duffel bag over his shoulder, he walked toward the heavy glass security doors. The guards immediately straightened up, their eyes wide with total awe. Having one of the absolute greatest, most elite players in the world willingly sign with their franchise gave them instant legitimacy.
 
"Morning, Mr. Rozanov," a guard said quickly, swiping a card. "Welcome to Ottawa."
Ilya gave a curt, tight nod. "Spasibo."
 
 
His heels clicked heavily against the polished floors of the facility. Suddenly, a cheerful voice cut through the quiet corridor.
"Ilya! Welcome to the capital! We are so, so incredibly hyped to have you here!"
 
 
Ilya paused, turning his head. Walking toward him with a massive, energetic grin was a young man holding a smartphone. It was Harris Drover, the team’s enthusiastic and openly queer social media manager.
Harris was already vibrating with excitement, practically bursting at the seams to document the arrival of the league's most famous superstar.
 
"Drover," Ilya muttered, his blunt Russian tone automatically kicking in. He gave a small, unreadable twitch of his jaw. "No cameras yet. I have to see doctors."
"Oh, totally fair! No pressure at all," Harris chuckled, dropping the phone slightly but keeping his bubbly energy high. "Coach Wiebe and the medical staff are right through those double doors. Go get cleared, Captain!"
 
Ilya didn't comment on the title, but his eyes narrowed slightly as he pressed through the doors to the medical wing.
 
Coach Wiebe was already standing there, waiting for him alongside the team doctors. Wiebe was a practical, steady, and entirely anti-toxic leader. He didn't care about old-school, rigid hockey traditionalism. He was thrilled to have a generational superstar, but as he stepped forward to shake Ilya’s hand, his eyes were calm and assessing.
 
"Ilya. Glad you made it in safely," Coach Wiebe said, his voice grounding.
"We’ve got a long list of physicals to clear today. Joint scans, bloodwork, cardiovascular stress tests. Let’s get you changed into some training gear and see how the machine is running."
 
"Хорошо," Ilya said in a flat tone.
 
Across the NHL, Ilya had a well-earned reputation for being an arrogant, frustrating, and incredibly annoying agitator on the ice. Coach Wiebe knew exactly what kind of blunt, chaotic personality he was bringing into his locker room. But instead of trying to micromanage his new superstar, Wiebe was prepared to give Ilya the space to lead the team in his own unconventional way.
 
For the next three hours, Ilya subjected his body to the clinical scrutiny of the medical staff. He stripped down to training shorts, exposing the thick ink of his tattoo of a bear in his chest. And a white scar can be noticed in the upper part of his forehead.
 
He ran on the treadmill with a plastic oxygen mask strapped tightly to his face, his lungs burning. He lay perfectly still inside the roaring, metallic tube of the MRI machine while they scanned his throbbing left knee. Through it all, he clamped down on the physical aches, his fingers occasionally tracking up to feel the shape of the crucifix in his chest.
"Well, Ilya," Coach Wiebe said, walking back into the examination room with the head trainer as Ilya pulled his black dress shirt back over his broad chest. "Your knee has some significant wear, but your cardiovascular numbers are incredible. You've got the lung capacity of a twenty-four-year-old. You're completely cleared."
 
"I know," Ilya said, buttoning his cuffs.
 
"Go ahead and head down to the main locker room to meet the equipment manager."
Wiebe added, offering a warm nod. "Get you settled into your stall. The rest of the guys won't be reporting until training camp next week, but a few of the younger core players are already around the facility doing informal skates."
 
Ilya took his duffel bag and walked out of the medical wing. The heavy scent of rubber, sweat, and freshly sharpened steel began to fill the air as he neared the heart of the arena. He pushed open the heavy double doors leading into the Centaurs' locker room.
 
The room was vast and circular.
The carpet was a deep crimson, and the stalls were carved from expensive, dark wood. Ilya walked slowly around the perimeter, his sharp eyes scanning the space. This was the room he would have to lead.
 
He knew the roster was full of young, scrappy talent like Wyatt Hayes, Zane Boodram, Nick Chouinard, and Evan Dykstra. They were a tight-knit hockey family waiting for a spark. He knew that Troy Barrett—a gritty, defensive veteran—would eventually find his way to this safe haven later on.
 
But right now, the room belonged to the youth.
 
As Ilya reached the far side of the room, he caught the sound of quick footsteps coming from the adjacent player lounge. A young core player stepped out into the locker room, holding a freshly taped hockey stick.
 
It was Luca Haas. The young forward froze in his tracks, his eyes widening to the size of saucers as he saw Ilya standing there in his charcoal overcoat.
 
"Oh—wow. Mr. Rozanov," Luca stammered, his voice full of deep reverence. He looked up to Ilya immensely, viewing him as an absolute hockey god.
 
Ilya turned his full, imposing frame toward the kid. He took in the young player's nervous posture. Ilya was demanding, prickly, and harsh, but he was also fiercely protective of his teammates. He could already tell this kid was going to be someone he would have to shield from the rest of the brutal league.
 
"Haas," Ilya said, his thick accent blunt but lacking any real bite. "I know who you are. You have good vision on the ice. Good passing. Need to protect puck better along boards."
 
Luca practically beamed, nodding quickly. "Yes, sir. Absolutely. Whatever you need me to do. We're just... we're all really honored you're here, Captain."
 
Ilya gave a curt nod, turning back toward the stalls to find his jersey. He scanned the nameplates one by one.
 
He kept looking, his heart hammering against his ribs. Even though he knew Shane didn't play here, a desperate, irrational part of his soul still looked for the nameplate anyway, searching for a ghost in the dark wood.
 
 
Nothing. Of course there was nothing.
 
 
Ilya’s hand moved automatically to his chest, his large, trembling fingers gripping the crucifix through the fabric of his shirt. He turned his face back into an unreadable mask of pure Russian stone.
"Everything is fine, Haas," Ilya lied smoothly, his voice dropping into a low, gravelly murmur. "Just looking at the room."
 
"The guys are really excited to have you leading us," Luca added, his voice dropping to a more respectful, quiet tone as he walked closer to his new captain.
"We've been at the bottom for a long time. When the news broke that you signed with us... honestly, nobody believed it. We thought it was a prank. But having a guy like you out there with us? It changes everything. We're ready to work."
 
Ilya looked down at the young forward, seeing the raw hunger and devotion in his eyes. This team was desperate for a shield, and Ilya was fully prepared to become it.
 
"You work hard, you listen to Wiebe, and nobody touches you on the ice," Ilya said, his tone dropping into a fierce, commanding rumble that made Luca straighten up instantly.
 
"I do not lose, Haas. Remember this."
 
 
"Yes, Captain," Luca said breathlessly.
 
Ilya gave a final, tight nod and walked toward the exit of the locker room, his heavy coat swirling behind him. He needed to get back to the estate. He needed to see Tanechka, to hear her laugh, and to bring himself back to the reality he had fought so hard to protect.
 
The miles of silence between himself and Shane were shrinking, and though Shane was maybe in Ottawa, Ilya could feel the storm gathering.
 
He was finally ready to face it.
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    Chapter Text

    The notification had popped up on Luca Haas’s phone at exactly 12:14 P.M. on a Tuesday, and for a solid three minutes, he was entirely convinced the Ottawa Centaurs' group chat was pulling the most elaborate, cruel off-season prank in franchise history.
 
“Check Twitter right now,” Zane Boodram had texted, followed by a string of consecutive skull emojis. “Tell me I’m hallucinating.”
Luca had been sitting at his kitchen table, halfway through a bowl of plain oatmeal and egg whites, when he swiped over to the league’s official news page. The headline banner was a blinding, breaking-news crimson.
 
BREAKING: Ilya Rozanov, Returning to the NHL After 10-Year Hiatus, Signs Multi-Year Deal with Ottawa Centaurs.
 
Luca had dropped his spoon directly into the bowl, splashing milk onto his sweatpants. He didn't even wipe it. He just stared at the screen, his brain short-circuiting.
 
Ilya Rozanov. The Russian monster. The generational, two-time Stanley Cup-winning, elite powerhouse who had spent his prime treating the rest of the National Hockey League like a personal playground before walking away from it all a decade ago.
He was the most feared, arrogant, and brilliant power forward in the sport’s history—a hockey god who scored goals with a terrifying, effortless savagery.
 
And he had just returned from a ten-year exile to willingly sign with Ottawa.
 
Growing up, Luca hadn't just watched hockey—he had studied it like a religion, and his twin gods had always been Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander.
He had spent countless late nights in his childhood bedroom rewatching tape of Rozanov’s brutal, unstoppable physical play along the boards, alternating it with clips of Hollander’s blinding, lethal speed. To Luca, they were the absolute peak of what a hockey player could be. He had modeled his own game after them, dreaming of one day just standing on the same ice.
 
For as long as Luca had been in the league, the Centaurs had been struggling—a cellar-dwelling franchise used to losing, the team that other organizations viewed as an easy two points on a road trip. They were young, scrappy, and chronically overlooked.
 
To have a legend emerge from a decade of silence to choose Ottawa—in free agency, by his own hand—shattered every piece of reality the room had ever known.
By 1:00 P.M., the team chat had descended into absolute, unadulterated chaos.
 
“There’s no way,” Nick Chouinard had chimed in. “Why come back? Why here? I thought he was retired forever. Did management bribe his agent? I’m looking at the cap space, it doesn't make sense.”
 
“Who cares why?!” Evan Dykstra had caps-locked back, practically vibrating through the text thread. “We have Rozanov. He’s back. Do you realize what this means? The greatest power forward of our generation is wearing our sweater.”
 
Wyatt Hayes, their sweet, soft-spoken young star winger, had simply texted: “I’m going to have to pass to him. Oh my god. I’m going to mess up a pass to Ilya Rozanov and he’s going to kill me on live television.”
 
Even Coach Wiebe, usually the most stoic, practical, and anti-toxic leader in the league, had sent a short, grounding message to the team that evening: “Big day for the organization, boys. Rest up. We’ve got a lot of work to do when camp opens. Welcome your new captain.”
 
Captain. The word alone had sent a shiver down Luca's spine. Across the league, Rozanov’s reputation was legendary. He was a blunt, chaotic, and unfiltered agitator.
He didn't play nice, he didn't do standard media safe-talk, and he ran locker rooms with an iron fist. He was a master psychological terrorist on the ice, internationally well-known for his elite, devastating chirping skills. Rozanov could pick an opponent apart with a single, gravelly, mocking sentence, completely breaking an opposing player's composure before the puck even dropped for a faceoff.
 
He was loud, irritating, and utterly brilliant at it. But he was also famous for being an impenetrable shield for his rookies. If you wore the same jersey as Ilya Rozanov, nobody could touch you.
For the next week, Luca hadn't been able to sleep. He had been dragging himself to the arena early for informal, optional summer skates, his mind completely consumed by the sheer awe of what was coming.
Which brought him to exactly one hour ago.
 
Luca had been out on the ice with a small group of the younger guys, the echo of pucks slamming against the boards ringing through the empty, massive arena. Coach Wiebe had walked out to the bench, leaning over the plexiglass with a calm, patient look on his face.
"Alright, wrap it up, boys," Wiebe had called out, waving his hand toward the tunnel. "Management’s got Rozanov in the medical wing finishing up his physicals. He’s going to be heading down to the room to check out his stall and meet the equipment staff. Give him some space, let him get settled, but look sharp."
 
The ice had gone completely quiet. Luca, Wyatt, and Zane had looked at each other, the reality of the situation slamming into them all over again. They had quickly skated off, unlacing their skates in the player lounge just off the main locker room, talking in hushed, nervous whispers.
 
Harris Drover, the team’s bubbly and endlessly enthusiastic social media manager, had jogged past the lounge ten minutes later, clutching his smartphone like a lifeline.
 
"He's out of medical!" Harris had hissed excitedly to the room. "He told me no cameras yet, guys. His voice is so deep. He literally just looked at me and I forgot how to speak English. Good luck!"
 
Luca had swallowed hard, clutching his freshly taped hockey stick tightly in his lap.
 
As he sat there waiting, his mind drifted back to his childhood bedroom, to the split posters on his walls. He had always harbored a secret, impossible daydream. It was a fantasy he used to talk about with his hockey buddies when they were teenagers—the dream of centering a line between the league's ultimate duo. He had imagined feeding a perfect tape-to-tape pass to Rozanov on the left wing, then turning to watch Shane Hollander burn a defenseman on the right.
 
But it was a broken, impossible dream. In this world, the rivalries and partnerships had ended tragically. Shane Hollander hadn't stayed in the game. He had vanished into a quiet, early retirement a decade ago—walking away from the sport entirely after a collapse that the public never truly understood.
 
Luca felt a sudden, sharp pang of wistful disappointment. If only Shane hadn't retired, Luca wondered quietly, staring down at the tape on his stick. If only he was still playing, still out there... maybe management could have pulled off a miracle. Maybe he could have joined us too.
 
To have both of his idols in the same room, to play beside them both—that would have been heaven. But hockey wasn't a fairy tale. You only got one god at a time.
 
He shook the thoughts away as he heard the distant, distinct sound of heavy leather boots clicking against the polished facility floors outside.
 
The heavy double doors to the Centaurs' locker room creaked open.
 
Luca stood up, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He walked slowly toward the threshold of the player lounge, his breath catching in his throat as he peeked out into the vast, circular, crimson-carpeted room.
 
Standing in the center of the room was a giant.
 
Ilya Rozanov was even more imposing in person than he was on a television screen. He wore a heavy, charcoal overcoat that made his broad shoulders look like solid stone, a clean black dress shirt buttoned tight against his throat. He wasn't wearing a suit, but he carried an aura of absolute, terrifying authority that immediately commanded the entire room. His face was a completely unreadable mask of pure Russian marble—eyes sharp, calculating, and cold as he slowly scanned the crimson carpet and the dark wood stalls.
 
Luca took a hesitant step forward, his boots quiet against the carpet. "Oh—wow. Mr. Rozanov," he stammered, his voice sounding entirely too small in the quiet room.
The giant paused. Ilya turned his full, imposing frame toward Luca, his dark eyes locking onto the young forward with an intensity that made Luca freeze in his tracks. To stand this close to the man whose jersey he used to wear as a kid felt entirely surreal.
 
"Sorry, we didn't know you were down here yet," Luca managed to say, trying desperately to sound professional while standing in front of his childhood idol. "I'm Luca Haas."
 
For a second, Ilya didn't say anything. He just looked at him, assessing the kid's posture, reading the nervous reverence written all over Luca's face. When Ilya finally spoke, his thick, gravelly Russian accent cut through the quiet of the room like a blunt blade.
 
"Haas," Ilya said, lacking any real bite but carrying an immense, heavy weight. "I know who you are. You have good vision on the ice. Good passing. Need to protect puck better along boards."
 
Luca’s jaw nearly dropped. He knows who I am. He’s watched my tape.
 
A sudden, fierce wave of pride and total awe crashed through him, and he nodded quickly, his shoulders squaring up automatically. "Yes, sir. Absolutely. Whatever you need me to do. We're just... we're all really honored you're here, Captain."
 
Ilya gave a curt, tight nod. He turned away, his sharp eyes tracking the circular perimeter of the room, scanning the silver nameplates stitched above each dark wood stall.
 
HAYES. BOODRAM. CHOUINARD. HAAS.
 
Luca watched his new captain closely, noticing the subtle, tense rhythm of Rozanov's movements. Ilya was looking for something. He checked every single stall in the circular room, his eyes scanning the empty spaces twice, his posture turning rigid and dangerously still.
 
Suddenly, Ilya’s hand moved automatically to his chest. Luca frowned slightly, a flash of confusion crossing his mind. For a split second, the terrifying, untouchable superstar looked entirely human—his broad shoulders tightening, his jaw locking as if he had just been hit by a physical blow.
 
He was staring at the empty stall beside his own nameplate, his dark eyes clouded with a deep, hidden sorrow that Luca couldn't begin to understand.
 
"Everything alright, Mr. Rozanov?" Luca asked quietly, stepping a bit closer, his protective instincts for his team already kicking in, even if the guy in front of him was supposed to be bulletproof.
Ilya instantly clamped down on whatever had cracked his armor. In a fraction of a second, the emotion vanished, buried deep behind those dark, stony eyes as he turned his face back into pure Russian stone.
 
"Everything is fine, Haas," Ilya lied smoothly, his gravelly voice dropping into a low murmur. "Just looking at the room."
 
"The guys are really excited to have you leading us," Luca added, wanting to fill the heavy silence, his voice full of genuine awe. "We've been at the bottom for a long time. When the news broke that you were coming out of retirement to sign with us... honestly, nobody believed it. We thought it was a prank. But having a guy like you out there with us? It changes everything. We're ready to work."
 
Ilya looked down at the young forward, seeing the raw hunger and absolute devotion in Luca's eyes. The Centaurs had been a broken, struggling team for years, but looking at Haas, Ilya could see the foundation of a real family waiting for a leader.
 
A shield.
 
"You work hard, you listen to Wiebe, and nobody touches you on the ice," Ilya said, his tone dropping into a fierce, commanding rumble that made Luca straighten up instantly, a protective wall snapping into place around them. "I do not lose, Haas. Remember this."
"Yes, Captain," Luca said breathlessly.
 
Ilya gave a final, tight nod. He grabbed his black leather duffel bag, adjusted his charcoal overcoat, and walked toward the heavy glass exit doors, his presence lingering in the locker room long after the doors clicked shut behind him.
 
Luca stood alone in the quiet room, staring at the lone ROZANOV #81 jersey hanging in the dark wood. His heart was still racing, but the fear was completely gone, replaced by a thrilling, dangerous spark of certainty. The rest of the NHL had spent years laughing at Ottawa.
 
But as Luca looked at his lifelong idol's stall, he knew the league wasn't going to be laughing anymore.
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    Chapter Text

     
Later that exact same day, Coach Wiebe decided there was no use wasting time.
The media hype was reaching a fever pitch outside the arena doors, and the team needed to find its footing immediately. He called the small group of guys who were already at the facility out to the rink for their first official practice.
 
The atmosphere inside the rink was electric but heavily strained.
For years, the Centaurs' first day of skating was a quiet, modest affair. Today, the media bleachers were packed with reporters, lenses flashing against the glass, all of them eager to see if the thirty four year old Russian machine had truly declined, or if Ottawa had bought itself a massive, expensive member.
 
Luca Haas stood by the boards, adjusting his gloves, his chest tight with anticipation. Beside him, Wyatt Hayes and Zane Boodram were watching the ice with wide eyes.
 
When Coach Wiebe blew his whistle, Ilya Rozanov stepped onto the ice.
 
He didn't glide out with the flashy, effortless swagger of a twenty-two-year-old rookie. His movements were deliberate, heavy, and carried the immense, quiet gravity of a veteran who knew exactly how much force was required for every stride.
 
He wore the crimson practice jersey, the ROZANOV #81 stitched boldly across his massive shoulders. His face was a frozen mask of pure concentration behind his visor.
 
The practice was a brutal, relentless gauntlet. Coach Wiebe had designed a conditioning and puck-protection drill that was notoriously unforgiving—a heavy, three-man cycling drill in the corners meant to exhaust the forwards and test their puck control under extreme physical pressure.
 
Luca watched from the line as Evan Dykstra, one of the team's strongest young power forwards, tried to strip the puck from Ilya along the boards.
Dykstra slammed his weight into Ilya's hips, trying to separate him from the play.
 
Ilya didn't even flinch. His lower body was like an iron pillar anchored into the ice. With a brutal, textbook reverse-hit, Ilya absorbed Dykstra’s momentum, sending the younger, heavier forward crashing onto his backside.
Without missing a beat, Ilya protected the puck with his massive frame, feathered a blind, perfect backhand pass right onto Wyatt’s tape, and exploded toward the net, burying a fierce wrist shot into the top shelf before the goalie could even react.
 
The sound of the puck echoing off the water bottle was deafening.
 
For the next hour, Ilya put on an absolute machine. He wasn't the fastest man on the ice anymore, but he was undeniably the smartest and the most lethal.
 
His positioning was flawless. His stick-handling was tight and suffocating.
During the scrimmage, he picked apart the defense not just with his physical dominance, but with his devastating, psychological edge.
 
When Nick Chouinard tried to gap up on him, Ilya let out a low, gravelly, mocking chirp in his thick Russian accent that echoed through the rink: "You skip leg day in summer, Chouinard? My grandmother moves faster backwards."
 
Chouinard got so frustrated he overcommitted, and Ilya effortlessly blew right past him.
 
By the time Wiebe blew the final whistle, the entire team was gasping for air, their lungs burning, their jerseys soaked through with sweat.
The players collapsed onto the player bench, leaning heavily against the boards. Luca threw his head back, his chest heaving, his legs trembling from the sheer intensity of the hour. He looked over at Ilya, who was calmly sipping from a water bottle, his breathing steady, his face barely flushed.
 
The man was a machine.
 
"Holy shit," Luca breathed out, unable to contain his awe. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and looked around at his teammates. "Did you guys see that entry? I mean... Mr. Rozanov, that was insane. You completely read the trap before it even formed. It's like you're playing chess and we're all playing checkers."
 
A collective chuckle ran down the bench. The veteran defensive player, Troy Barrett, let out a loud laugh, shaking his head. "Look at Haas. Kid's practically writing a fan letter over here."
 
"I'm just saying!" Luca protested, his cheeks flushing a bright, embarrassed pink as the whole team began to laugh and playfully rib him.
 
"It’s incredible! But honestly..." Luca's voice softened, a wistful, genuine look coming over his face as he looked at the empty ice. "Can you imagine how much better it would be if Shane Hollander would also come back? If he also joined us here?"
 
The laughter on the bench died down, replaced by a wave of nostalgic agreement.
 
"Oh man, could you imagine?" Zane Boodram muttered, leaning forward. "The speed on that line would be illegal."
 
 
"Hollander was something else," Nick Chouinard agreed, nodding his head.
 
"The way he could burn a defenseman on the outside edge while keeping the puck on a string. If we had both of them in this room? We wouldn't just be a playoff team.”
 
 
“We’d be a dynasty before the season even started."
 
 
"It would have been historic," Wyatt Hayes whispered softly. "The two greatest legends of our generation, on the same side."
 
The names, the praise, the casual admiration of a retired legend—it all swirled through the humid air of the rink. But the moment the name Shane left Luca's mouth, the world stopped turning for the man sitting at the end of the bench.
 
 
Ilya’s hand frozen on his water bottle.
The casual chatter and the heavy breathing of his new teammates, the bright fluorescent lights of the Ottawa arena—all of it instantly dissolved into a suffocating, blinding gray fog.
 
Ilya’s mind went completely numb, his consciousness fracturing under the agonizing weight of a relapse he couldn't control.
The name Shane was a key that unlocked a door he had spent ten years trying to barricade, and before he could clamp down on it, his memory violently dragged him backward through time, traveling across the border, across the ocean, straight to a frozen sheet of ice in Malmö, Sweden.
 
It was the World Junior Championship. The gold medal game.
To the rest of the world, it was the definitive birth of the sport's greatest, most bitter rivalry. Team Canada against Team Russia. The media had spent weeks hyping up the two best prospects in the world—the golden boy from Montreal and the arrogant powerhouse from Moscow.
Ilya remembered every single frame of that day with a terrifying power. He remembered it because, beneath the mask of his fierce Russian patriotism and his practiced arrogance, he was already completely, desperately in love with the boy wearing the Maple Leaf jersey.
It was a secret he kept buried in the darkest corner of his soul, a dangerous truth he had carried ever since they had hooked up secretly the previous summer at a prospect camp. They hadn't spoken a single word since that night, but Ilya knew every single detail about Shane Hollander.
 
He knew that Shane always tied his left skate exactly three times before taking the ice because he was meticulously superstitious.
He knew the precise, sharp fragrance of the soap Shane used.
He knew that when Shane was under immense pressure, the skin right beneath his lower lip would twitch. Ilya had memorized the exact cadence of Shane's breathing when they were wrapped in the dark of a hotel room, and now, on the world stage, he used that intimate knowledge to destroy him.
 
During the game, Ilya had been doing what he did best—being a massive piece of shit.
 
He had scored a brutal, beautiful goal to put Russia ahead, and instead of celebrating with his teammates, he had skated directly past the Canadian bench.
His eyes hadn't scanned the crowd, they had locked instantly onto Shane, his dark gaze piercing right through Shane's visor, taunting him, demanding that Shane look at him.
 
Later in the third period, things had completely boiled over.
Shane had come flying down the wing, his blinding speed cutting through the Russian defense, but Ilya had anticipated the lane. He stepped into it, their massive frames colliding with a sickening, explosive crunch that shattered their sticks and sent them both crashing into the boards.
 
In an instant, the ice erupted into a classic, chaotic hockey scrum. Gloves were flying, jerseys were being tugged, and bodies were piling on.
 
But amidst the roaring madness of the Swedish crowd, Ilya and Shane found themselves locked together. They were face-to-face, their gloved hands shoved aggressively into each other's visors, their bodies straining against one another in what looked like pure, unfiltered hatred. To the referees, the fans, the scouts, and the television cameras zooming in, it looked like two bitter enemies who wanted to tear each other limb from limb.
 
But their helmets were practically touching. The space between them was a sanctuary of violence and hidden heat. Ilya could feel the rapid, furious heat of Shane's breath against his own face. He saw the beautiful, flushing red of Shane's cheeks, the desperate, angry tremble of his jaw.
 
Using the deafening roar of the crowd to drown out his voice, ensuring no linesman or teammate could ever hear, Ilya leaned in until his visor scraped Shane’s. He let out a low, smug, infuriating murmur.
 
"You look like you are going to cry, Hollander."
 
The word Hollander had tasted like a sin on his tongue. Shane’s blue eyes had flared with a sudden, violent mix of fury and intense, hidden longing. Shane shoved him back with a desperate, terrifying force, his fingers clawing at Ilya's jersey as he yelled at him to get the fuck away.
 
Shane stared at him with red-faced, sweating profusely, glaring a hole straight through the glass, his fingers gripping his knees so hard his knuckles were white. Probably thinking about how much he hated Ilya, how much he wanted to destroy him, while simultaneously realizing he was completely, helplessly obsessed with him.
 
And Ilya? Ilya was completely relaxed, his long legs stretched out, looking over at Shane with a smug, infuriating smirk. The commentators on TV had gone absolutely wild over the footage, their voices echoing through history: "Look at the hatred between these two! This is going to be the next great hockey rivalry."
 
They had no idea. Nobody knew. They thought it was a war, but it was the only way Ilya knew how to touch him. It was a beautiful, tragic formula that defined their entire on-ice relationship for years—intense physical hockey, standard chirps, and an overwhelming, hidden layer of attraction that the rest of the world mistook for pure hatred.
 
 
 
"Earth to Captain. You still with us, Ilya?"
 
The steady, grounding voice of Coach Wiebe suddenly broke through the fog, snapping the thread of the memory.
 
Ilya blinked, the icy arena in Sweden vanishing as the Ottawa bench rushed back into focus. He was thirty-four again. He was sitting in Ottawa, and Shane was gone, hidden away in a quiet retirement, a thousand miles of silence still echoing between them.
 
Ilya looked down at his gloved hands, his fingers trembling slightly. He expertly clamped down on the devastating wave of sorrow, hiding the relapse behind his eyes as his face turned back into unreadable, pure Russian stone. He didn't say a word about Shane. He couldn't.
 
He just stood up from the bench, his massive frame towering over the younger players, his gravelly voice dropping into a flat, commanding rumble that brooked no argument.
 
"Break is over," Ilya muttered, stepping back onto the ice without looking at any of them.
"Back to work, boys. We have a season to win."
 
 
 
 
 
The silence that settled over the private Ottawa estate after the blue sports car roared down the driveway was entirely different from the heavy, stagnant quiet of Boston.
 
Here, the air felt crisp, sharp, and laden with a tense anticipation.
 
Inside the vast, sunlit kitchen, Svetlana stood by the window.
She had already changed into an impeccably tailored, deeply fashionable cream trousers suit and a silk blouse that radiated effortless European sophistication. Her knuckles were white around her coffee mug as she watched the distant exhaust fumes fade into the frozen pine trees.
 
"Аунти Светка (Auntie Svetka)?"
 
The small, hesitant voice cut through the quiet in Russian-accented English. Svetlana turned, her elegant features softening instantly as she looked down at the doorway.
 
Tatiana stood there, rubbing her wide, brilliant blue eyes with the back of her fist. She was swallowed whole by one of Ilya’s old, oversized Boston Bears training shirts, the hem dragging against her bare toes. In her other hand, she clutched a plush bear tightly against her chest.
 
"Papa... go?" Tatiana asked, her English coming out in small, broken pieces, a habit she fell into whenever she was waking up or feeling overwhelmed. "Rink? He go... ice?"
 
"Yes, Танюша (Tanyusha)," Svetlana replied softly in Russian, stepping forward and kneeling so she was eye-level with the little girl.
 
She gently brushed a rogue, straight golden lock behind Tatiana's ear. "Papa had to go to his new rink to meet his new team. He will be back before you know it. Come, let’s get you some breakfast before we look at your new school."
 
Tatiana nodded solemnly, her small fingers tightening on her bear as she scrambled up onto one of the tall kitchen barstools.
 
As Svetlana turned to prepare a plate of fruit and blinis, her mind drifted, the quiet rhythm of the kitchen allowing her thoughts to wander into dangerous, heavy territory. She looked at the empty space where Ilya had stood just moments ago—the rigid set of his shoulders, the desperate, gravelly tenderness in his voice when he begged her to take care of their little girl.
 
Do not let yourself freeze before you even lace your skates, she had told him.
 
It was a warning, but more than that, it was a reminder. Svetlana loved Ilya with an unshakeable, fierce loyalty, but she was not blind.
 
She knew exactly what this move to Ottawa was. It was a self-inflicted reckoning. She knew Ilya was walking around with a hollowed-out chest, pretending to be the invincible, bulletproof Russian monster the media loved to fear.
He had spent long years building an arrogance so thick it bordered on terrifying, acting as though he were perfectly fine.
 
But Svetlana knew the truth. She knew the devastating, rotting mental ache he carried in his bones, and she believed, with a bitter clarity, that it was entirely his own fault
 
He was a coward. 
 
Exactly ten years ago, his fear had won. The night everything should have changed, but Ilya had panicked.
 
He had let his terror dictate his next step, building an impenetrable wall of silence and walking away from the person he loved before they could truly call him their own.
A single, cowardly step backward had become a thousand miles between them, leaving Ilya condemned himself to hell.
Svetlana had borne witness to the horrific, agonizing toll of that cowardice. She had seen what those ten years of silence had done to him beneath the expensive suits and the championship rings.
 
 
 
Her memory violently pulled her back to that exact, freezing night in Boston, ten years ago.
 
 
Svetlana had been staying at her own downtown Boston apartment, keeping a protective distance from Ilya’s private penthouse, when the sudden, loud, and constant blaring of a car horn outside her building shattered the middle of the night.
 
It didn't stop—just a frantic, continuous, and desperate lay on the horn that echoed down the rain-slicked city street. Irritated and alarmed, she had thrown open her window, looking down through the darkness into the driveway below.
 
The moment she saw the sleek, unmistakable contours of the high-end sports car idling unevenly in the rain, her breath caught. She recognized that car immediately. It belonged to Ilya.
 
Panic seizing her chest, Svetlana had raced down the stairs and out into the freezing downpour. It was barely a few hours after Ilya had walked out, leaving a shattered, bleeding mess behind him.
 
When she yanked open the driver-side door, the interior lights flicked on, and the cold terror in her stomach solidified.
 
 
Sitting behind the wheel was Ilya. He wasn't the invincible captain of the Boston Bears. He was a shattered, bleeding ghost. He was soaked through from the freezing rain he had been driving blindly through, his massive frame trembling so violently that he could barely keep his foot pressed against the brake.
 
"Илюша (Ilyusha)..." she had whispered, reaching into the car, her hands coming away wet and warm.
 
When the light caught his face, she had choked back a sob.
 
Ilya was weeping openly—a silent, suffocating, devastating torrent of tears that cut through the fresh blood dripping down his temple.
In a fit of pure, manic despair down in the garage immediately after walking out on Shane, his mind entirely short-circuiting from the terror of his own regrets, he had repeatedly smashed his head directly against the heavy, solid metal handle of his car door.
 
He had been desperate to feel a physical pain sharp enough to drown out the agonizing, mental screaming of what he had just done. The brutal impact had split his skin, slicing a deep, jagged gash across his hairline.
 
He lunged forward, throwing himself out of the driver's seat, desperately clawing at her clothes before completely collapsing into the arms of Svetlana.
 
Right there on the cold ground, he buried his bloody face into her neck, his large hands shaking violently as he choked on his own lungs. She managed to half-drag, half-guide his massive, heavy frame up the stairs to her apartment, where he fell to his knees on her floor. He wept until his voice went entirely hoarse, screaming a name into the dark over and over again.
 
Up until that exact second, Svetlana had been entirely in the dark. For months, whenever Ilya had dropped subtle, agonizing hints about a secret romance, he had always used the name 'Jane.'
 
 
She had truly believed he was tearing himself apart over some mysterious Canadian girl.
 
But as he clung to her on the floor, his thick Russian accent slurred by deep, choking sobs, the name that tore out of his throat wasn't Jane.
 
"Шейн. Шейн. Господи, Шейн... это все моя вина, мне жаль, мне так жаль... (Shane. Shane. Oh God, Shane... It's all my fault, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry...)"
 
Hearing the name spoken with such desperate, agonizing guilt, Svetlana's entire world had reeled.
 
In a single, shocking instant, the dots connected with a terrifying clarity. Jane had never been a woman.
Jane was a man.
 
And it wasn't just any man—it was Shane Hollander. The Montreal Canadiens' golden boy. Ilya's ultimate, bitter, public arch-rival.
 
Before she could even process of the revelation, Ilya's eyes rolled back into his head, his massive frame completely surrendering to the physical trauma and neurological shock.
 
He went entirely limp, losing consciousness right in her arms.
 
Terrified, Svetlana knew she couldn't call a standard ambulance.
The media coverage would destroy his career before sunrise.
Acting on pure instinct, she used her extensive family connections to secretly smuggle Ilya into an exclusive, highly restrictive private hospital under a strict alias. The severity of the brain trauma from the impact with the car door, compounded by the catastrophic shock to his nervous system, had thrown him into a deep, unresponsive state.
 
Ilya remained comatose and completely unconscious for two agonizing months.
 
During those endless weeks, Svetlana had practically lived in that high-security hospital room. She had sat with him for hours in the dark, tightly holding his shaking shoulders whenever his body violently convulsed from post-traumatic stress, carefully wiping the sweat and dried blood from his eyes, and manually tending to his care so no team doctors, teammates, or paparazzi would ever find out.
 
That was the night she realized Ilya wasn't just sad. He was rotting from the inside out, haunted by a ghost of his own making, forever trapped in the exact moment he chose to leave Shane behind.
 
 
 
A sharp, sudden clatter broke the memory abruptly.
 
Svetlana blinked, her heart hammering against her ribs as the rainy Boston night vanished, replaced by the bright, warm Ottawa kitchen.
 
Tatiana had accidentally knocked her plastic fork off the counter, the utensil bouncing against the hardwood floor. The little girl was leaning over the edge of the barstool, her brilliant, piercing blue eyes wide as she looked up at Svetlana, sensing the sudden, heavy shift in the air.
 
"Аунти Светка (Auntie Svetka)?" Tatiana called out, her voice small, using the broken pieces of her English as she pointed toward the grand front hallway. "Where... where Papa blue car? We go? We look... look for Papa?"
 
Svetlana took a deep, trembling breath, forcing the ancient darkness back into the corners of her mind. She picked up the fork, offering her a soft, reassuring smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.
 
"Not yet, my sweet girl," Svetlana murmured gently in Russian, walking over to cup Tatiana's cheek.
 
"Papa is working. But soon. We will see him soon."
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    Chapter Text

    The sleek, millions-of-dollars silver supercar glided effortlessly through the streets of Ottawa in the late summer was a sharp contrast to the suffocating brick and concrete layout of Boston— here, everything felt sprawling, heavily manicured, and laced with a quiet, political discretion.
In the driver’s seat, Svetlana steered the high-end vehicle with one practiced hand, her immaculate cream trousers suit stark against the dark, custom leather interior.
 
She glanced in the rearview mirror of the expensive car. In the back sat Tatiana.
 
At eleven years old, she was right on the cusp of growing out of childhood, her long legs stretching further down the seat, yet she still possessed a heartbreaking vulnerability that made her look far too young for the heavy uniform she wore.
 
The dark navy pleated skirt and structured blazer of the elite academy sat crisply on her shoulders, and her little white socks were pulled up tightly to her knees.
 
Despite her age, her fingers were still tucked tightly around the worn fabric of a plush bear—a childhood comfort she refused to leave behind on this daunting first day.
 
They were heading toward a highly exclusive, private academy nestled behind a perimeter of dense iron gates and security checkpoints—a hidden haven designed specifically for the children of diplomats, international dignitaries, and high-profile figures who required absolute privacy.
For an eleven-year-old international student entering a completely new system, the school was a necessary shield. In a place where children from Switzerland, Japan, and France were the norm, a girl with a heavy Russian accent and a famous father wouldn't stand out.
 
She would just be another name on a middle-school roster.
 
"Аунти Светка (Auntie Svetka)?" Tatiana’s voice rose from the backseat, breaking the quiet hum of the expensive engine. Her English was small, tentative, and tight with an anxiety that seemed to shrink her eleven-year-old frame.
 
"The... the children. Will everybody... will they like me?"
 
Svetlana’s heart melted a little. At eleven, children could be incredibly perceptive, yet brutally exclusionary, and Tatiana felt every bit of her status as an outsider.
Svetlana offered a warm, fiercely protective smile through the rearview mirror, her eyes softening completely.
 
"Конечно, моя радость (Of course, my joy)," Svetlana replied, keeping her voice light and comforting. "Who wouldn't love such a wonderful, beautiful girl like you? You are smart, you are kind, and you have the biggest heart. They will all want to be your friend, Танюша (Tanyusha). You don't have to worry about anything."
 
Tatiana nodded solemnly, chewing on her lower lip as she considered this, before turning her gaze back out the window to watch the pine trees blur past the expensive glass.
 
As the car fell back into a quiet, steady rhythm, the artificial cheer drained from Svetlana’s face. The heavy silence of the luxury vehicle became quiet, and before she could fight it, her mind slipped backward again, plunging deep into the dark, sterile, and agonizing memories of that private Boston medical wing ten years ago.
 
She remembered the exact day the coma finally broke.
 
It had been sixty-one days of terrifying stillness. When Ilya’s eyelids finally fluttered open, there was no cinematic moment of relief. It was a horror show of severe neurological trauma.
 
Because his forehead had repeatedly collided with the solid, uncompromising metal of his car door handle, the deceleration injury had caused a significant coup-contrecoup contusion in his frontal lobe.
 
Svetlana remembered the cold, clinical look on the chief neurosurgeon's face as Ilya stared blankly at the ceiling, his pupils unequal and sluggish to light.
 
He was suffering from a post-traumatic confusional state and retrograde amnesia. His cognitive processing was entirely fractured, his brain unable to synthesize the present timeline or lay down new short-term memories.
 
The only thing his damaged, bleeding brain could do was hyper-fixate on the traumatic emotional catalyst that had broken his mind in the first place.
 
"Шейн," Ilya had rasped that first morning, his voice a dry, ruined scratch against his throat. His cracked lips bled as he forced the word out.
 
"Шейн... где... где Шейн? (Shane... where... where is Shane?)"
 
 
Svetlana had pulled the doctor out into the dimly lit corridor, her hands shaking. "Why is he only saying that name?" she had demanded, her voice a desperate whisper.
 
"Why does he keep repeating it like a mantra?"
 
The neurosurgeon had sighed heavily, adjusting his clipboard. "Miss Vetrov, your friend has sustained a severe traumatic brain injury. In patients emerging from a prolonged comatose state, particularly those with localized frontal lobe contusions, the brain often enters a state of severe perseveration. The neural pathways associated with his highest point of emotional stress, panic, or trauma immediately prior to the impact are firing aberrantly. He cannot think clearly because his cognitive architecture is entirely disorganized. Right now, that name is the only thing his subconscious has retained from the wreck of his memory."
 
 
 
What Svetlana hadn't known then—Ilya hadn't been the only one fighting for his life in that hospital.
 
During those exact same weeks, Shane Hollander was occupying a high-security room just a few floors away. Following Ilya's sudden departure from the penthouse, Shane had completely broken down, paralyzed by the sheer weight of abandonment.
For days, he had isolated himself, entirely unable to eat, drink, or function, leaving his body in a state of severe, near-fatal physical depletion. When his parents finally broke through the door and found his unconscious, ghostlike frame, he was rushed into emergency care with a sickly gray pallor and cracked, bleeding lips from advanced dehydration.
 
 
While Ilya lay trapped in a comatose prison of his own making, Shane was hooked up to IV fluid lines, drowning in a parallel universe of silent, agonizing physical shutdown and a frantic panic that made his heart monitor scream against the walls.
 
 
They were under the very same roof.
 
Separated by only a few layers of concrete and a handful of secure keycard doors, the two halves of a fractured soul bled out in absolute isolation.
 
Destiny, wrapped in an impenetrable wall of medical privacy and high-profile aliases, chose not to cross their paths. They never caught a glimpse of each other in the hallways.
 
They survived their private hells merely yards apart, completely blind to the other's suffering.
 
 
 
Instead, the isolation only deepened Ilya's descent.
 
It had been an absolute nightmare of anguish and slow, agonizing decline. For months, Ilya couldn't hold down food. He lost massive amounts of weight, his elite, muscular frame wasting away under the white hospital sheets until his collarbones and ribs jutted out sharply.
 
But the nights were the worst.
 
The absolute worst.
 
Every single night, when the hospital room grew dark and the heavy sedative drips—the Dexmedetomidine and the low-dose antipsychotics meant to curb his post-traumatic delirium—began to wear off, the screaming would begin.
 
Ilya would thrash violently against the padded bed rails, his heart monitor spiking to a dangerous, erratic tachycardia, the alarms blaring in the dark. His face would contort into a mask of pure, unadulterated torment, tears streaming into the gauze wrapped around his hairline.
 
"Шейн! Шейн, пожалуйста! (Shane! Shane, please!)" he would shriek into the empty room, his large hands clawing frantically at the air, trying to catch a ghost that wasn't there. He would fight the nurses, his chest heaving, trapped in the precise, agonizing loop of the moment he walked out of that penthouse.
 
Then, as the manic panic exhausted his depleted body, the anger would collapse into a devastating, hollow despair. He would curl into a tight, fetal position on the mattress, his massive shoulders shaking with violent, silent sobs.
 
"Это все моя вина... мне жаль... мне так жаль... (It's all my fault... I'm sorry... I'm so sorry...)" he would whisper over and over again, his forehead pressed against his knees, begging the darkness for a forgiveness that would never come.
 
And finally, when the anguish completely broke him, when the proud, arrogant hockey player was reduced to nothing but a terrified, broken child drowning in his own mind, his voice would drop into a soft, whimpering moan, regression taking total hold of his fractured consciousness.
 
"Мама... мне больно," he would cry out into the sterile quiet, weeping for the mother he had lost years ago, his mind entirely unable to process the cruelty of his reality.
 
 
"Мама, где ты... забери меня... мне так больно... (Mama... it hurts. Mama, where are you... take me away... it hurts so much...)"
 
 
Svetlana had sat in the corner chair during those nights, her knees pulled to her chest, pressing her hands over her ears to drown out the raw, unyielding agony of his voice. She had watched him rot from the inside out, knowing that even though his skull was healing, his soul had been permanently left behind on the floor of that garage.
 
A sharp, rhythmic clicking sound broke the memory instantly.
 
Svetlana blinked, her throat tight and dry as the sterile white walls of the Boston hospital vanished. The expensive supercar had come to a gentle stop. The turn signal was clicking evenly, and ahead of them, the massive black iron gates of the Rockcliffe Academy were slowly swinging open.
 
"Аунти Светка?"
 
Tatiana’s voice pulled her completely back to the present. The eleven-year-old girl was leaning forward against her seat harness, her brilliant blue eyes wide as she pointed toward the grand, ivy-covered brick buildings of the school, trying to find her courage.
 
"Were here?" Tatiana asked softly, her fingers tightening reassuringly around her plush bear.
"Is this my school now?"
Svetlana took a long, steadying breath, forcing the horrific ghosts of the past ten years back into the dark corner where they belonged. She smoothed down the lapel of her tailored cream suit, turning around to face the little girl whom she treats as her own daughter with a genuine, brilliant smile.
 
"Yes, my love," Svetlana whispered gently in Russian, reaching back to squeeze Tatiana's hand.
"We are here. Let's go see your new school."
 
She parked the car in the designated drop-off lane, where an elegant, older woman dressed in a structured school blazer stood waiting to greet the new international arrivals.
The admissions administrator stepped forward, offering a polite, well-rehearsed smile as Svetlana pushed open the heavy car doors.
 
"Ah, welcome to Rockcliffe, you must be Mrs. Rozanov," the woman said warmly, extending her hand toward Svetlana, naturally assuming the name of the legendary hockey star attached to the elite enrollment file.
 
Svetlana’s smile tightened slightly, a sharp, cold glint of her own deeply rooted pride flashing in her eyes. She gracefully extended her gloved hand, her voice dropping into a smooth, definitive cadence that brooked absolutely no argument.
"It is Vetrova," Svetlana insisted calmly, her tone polite but unyielding. "Ms. Vetrova. Please ensure it is recorded correctly on the registration files."
 
The administrator blinked, caught off guard for a fraction of a second before quickly recovering her professional composure. "Of course, Ms. Vetrova. Forgive me. Right this way, please."
 
Svetlana glanced down at Tatiana, who had unbuckled her harness and stepped out onto the gravel path, holding her plush bear like a shield. Meeting the anxious eyes, Svetlana gave her shoulder a firm, reassuring squeeze, guiding the eleven-year-old girl forward into her new life.
 
The administrator nodded politely, gesturing with a well-manicured hand toward a grand set of carved oak doors at the end of the stone courtyard. "Right this way, Ms. Vetrova. We can finalize the paperwork in my private office while your daughter settles her nerves."
 
Svetlana walked with an effortless, runway-esque grace, the heels of her designer stilettos clicking sharply against the polished herringbone floors of the historic main building. She kept a protective hand resting lightly on the small of Tatiana’s back.
 
The eleven-year-old girl walked slowly, her eyes darting nervously toward the high ceilings and oil portraits of long-dead diplomats lining the walls, her fingers still buried deep in the matted fur of her plush bear.
 
Once inside the quiet, sun-drenched office, the administrator offered them plush leather armchairs. Tatiana sat down, immediately pulling her knees slightly toward her chest, trying to make herself as invisible as possible within her crisp navy blazer.
 
Svetlana declined to sit, preferring to stand near the corner of the massive mahogany desk, radiating an aura of fierce, aristocratic protectiveness. She adjusted the lapel of her tailored cream suit before fixing the woman with a direct, intensely serious look.
 
"Before we finalize the roster, there are several precise matters regarding Tatiana that your staff must understand explicitly," Svetlana began, her voice low, smooth, and laced with an icy seriousness that made the administrator sit up a bit straighter.
 
"Tatiana is an exceptionally sensitive child. She cannot handle excessive sensory stimulation. Large crowds, chaotic shouting, or high-stress, high-pressure environments will cause her to completely withdraw."
 
Svetlana’s mind flashed briefly to the quiet estate in Ottawa, to the way Tatiana would hide under the bed covers whenever Ilya’s severe night terrors or heavy footsteps became too loud through the walls—a terror that had been ingrained in her long before Ilya had officially adopted her at the age of one.
 
It was a phantom pain, a residual vibration of the life she had been born into before Ilya had pulled her from the wreckage.
She remembered Alexei, Tatiana’s biological father, and the way his presence alone had been enough to make a room go cold. He had moved through their lives like a predator, a man who viewed the world only in terms of what he could possess or destroy.
Even now, the memory of his heavy footsteps in the corridor made Svetlana’s own blood run cold. Ilya had saved Tatiana from that life, but the invisible scars remained, etched deep into the girl’s nervous system, making her  wary of the slightest shift in the air.
 
"If she is exposed to too much noise or emotional tension," Svetlana continued, her tone unyielding,
 
"she will shut down entirely. Her processing slows, and she falls back into absolute silence. Your instructors must be gentle. They must monitor her environment carefully and allow her space to decompress if the classroom becomes too overstimulating. I will not tolerate her being pushed past her psychological limits."
 
The administrator listened intently, noting the fierce, parental gravity in Svetlana's posture. She nodded reassuringly, offering a soft smile. "I understand completely, Ms. Vetrova. Please rest assured, our curriculum is designed precisely for children of unique, high-profile backgrounds who carry their own complex adjustments. Our class sizes are strictly capped at fifteen students, the lighting is soft, and our educators are highly trained in emotional regulation care. We will do our absolute best to ensure Tatiana here feels entirely safe and protected here. She is in expert hands."
 
Svetlana watched the woman’s eyes for a long moment, searching for any sign of superficial platitudes. Finding only genuine assurance, the tension in her shoulders loosened by a fraction of a millimeter. She looked down at Tatiana, who was watching her with wide, trusting blue eyes.
 
"Хорошо (Good)," Svetlana murmured.
 
"Now, if you are both comfortable, let us walk down to her homeroom," the administrator said, rising from her chair and gesturing toward a side exit that led into a long, quiet arched corridor.
 
As they walked down the historic hall, the quiet clicking of their shoes echoed softly. The older woman began to speak in a low, pleasant tone, trying to ease the heavy atmosphere. "Rockcliffe Academy was originally founded in the late nineteenth century as a private sanctuary for the children of the Governor General's staff and visiting European dignitaries. We have preserved the original architecture to maintain a sense of timeless, grounding permanence. Over the decades, it has evolved into a global haven, but our core philosophy remains unchanged—Absolute privacy and rigorous, gentle academic cultivation."
 
She adjusted a set of papers in her folder, glancing down at the schedule. "For Tatiana’s first term, her schedule has been specifically structured to ease her transition. She will begin her mornings with intensive, quiet linguistics and creative writing to help bridge her Russian and English processing, followed by fine arts and classical music history—low-stimulation, expressive environments designed to keep her calm before the morning dismissal. After a quiet, private lunch in the courtyard garden, her afternoons are reserved for advanced mathematics when her focus is sharpest."
 
Tatiana listened silently, her eleven-year-old mind trying to piece together the unfamiliar English terms, her grip on the plush bear tightening with every step they took. The corridor seemed to stretch on forever, the sunlight filtering through stained-glass windows, casting long, fractured shadows of deep amber and blue across the floor.
Finally, the administrator came to a gentle halt in front of a pair of heavy, frosted-glass double doors at the very end of the wing. The brass nameplate on the wall read Grade 6 – Humanities.
 
The woman turned back to face them, her expression warm and incredibly patient. She looked down at the anxious young girl, then up at Svetlana. "Are we ready, Tatiana? Are you ready, Ms. Vetrova?"
 
Svetlana took a slow, steadying breath, suppressing the final, lingering ghosts of the Boston hospital ward that always seemed to claw at her whenever she was outside a closed door. She looked down at her niece and gave her a small, elegant nod of encouragement. "We are ready."
 
The administrator reached out and knocked firmly, three times against the heavy wood.
 
A moment later, the lock clicked, and the door swung inward. Standing in the entryway was a kind, middle-aged professor with silvering hair, soft laugh lines around his eyes, and a warm, comforting aura that instantly made the sterile academic air feel a bit more like home. He wore a soft tweed waistcoat and held a fountain pen loosely in one hand.
 
"Ah, hello there," the professor greeted them, his voice a deep, gentle baritone that carried an immediate sense of safety. He stepped aside, opening the door wider to reveal a beautifully sunlit, quiet classroom where a handful of children were reading quietly at scattered wooden desks. "You must be the Rozanov. Welcome to our classroom. We are so very glad to have you join us."
 
The professor smiled even wider, his gaze shifting from the two adults to the small, navy-uniformed girl hiding behind the cream-colored suit. He sensed the sudden spike in her heart rate—that familiar, frantic energy of a child who had learned the hard way that the world was not always a safe place.
 
"It is quite alright," the professor said softly, deliberately lowering his voice to a gentle, steady hum. He didn't move toward them, instead turning slightly to organize some books on his desk, giving Tatiana the space to breathe without the pressure of a direct introduction. "We like quiet in here. We have plenty of room for everyone to find their own corner."
 
Svetlana felt the tremors radiating through Tatiana’s small frame. Her own heart twisted with a sharp, familiar ache. She placed a firm, grounding hand on Tatiana’s shoulder, a silent promise that she was right there, and that the monsters of the past would never come near her again.
 
"She is just adjusting," Svetlana said, her voice softening, losing its icy edge as she spoke to the professor. She leaned down, whispering in Russian, "Танюша, смотри (Tanyusha, look). He is kind. You are safe here."
 
Tatiana peeked out, one eye visible past the sleeve of Svetlana’s blazer. The professor was now writing something on the chalkboard, his back to them, purposefully de-escalating the situation.
 
"I am going to wait right outside in the hallway," Svetlana promised, her tone firm but gentle. "The administrator and I have a few final documents to sign, and then I will be right here for you when the bell rings."
 
Tatiana blinked, the frantic pace of her breathing beginning to slow. She let go of the plush bear for a brief second to reach out and hook her small fingers into the fabric of Svetlana’s jacket, anchoring herself.
 
"I will be right here," Svetlana repeated, kneeling to Tatiana's level. She brushed the hair away from her face, her eyes fierce and unwavering. "No one is allowed to hurt you here. Not ever."
 
Svetlana stood up, giving the professor a respectful, slightly weary nod. She turned and walked toward the door, her heels making not a single sound as she exited the room. She knew the professor would be patient. She knew the school would do its duty.
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    Chapter Text

    The professor, a man with kind, crinkling eyes who had introduced himself as Professor Halloway, gestured gently toward the center of the room. "We have a new friend joining us today," he said, his voice warm. "Would you like to introduce yourself to the class, Tatiana?"
 
Tatiana stood frozen for a heartbeat, her knuckles white as she gripped the plush bear.
 
She looked toward the door, hoping to catch one last glimpse of Svetlana for strength, but the door was already firmly shut. She felt the eyes of the fourteen other children in the small, intimate class on her—all of them waiting, all of them watching.
 
The room was quiet, save for the soft scratching of a pen somewhere in the back and the distant, muffled sound of a gardener’s shears in the courtyard.
 
She took a jagged breath, her voice barely a whisper that didn't quite reach the back of the room. "I... I am Tatiana Rozanov. I am from... from Russia."
 
A beat of silence hung in the air, and for a terrifying second, Tatiana felt her heart stop.
Then, unexpectedly, a soft ripple of polite applause broke out among the students.
It wasn't the mocking sound she had dreaded— it was a welcoming, gentle sound. A few of the children smiled, and the tension in her chest eased just enough to let her breathe.
"Thank you, Tatiana," Professor Halloway said, his tone making it clear that no more was expected of her.
 
"There is a desk right here, in the front row. It’s a wonderful spot to see the board."
 
Tatiana moved like a sleepwalker, her feet quiet on the hardwood. She slid into the seat, placing her bear on her lap, and stared down at the desk.
"Today," Professor Halloway began, tapping a piece of chalk against the board, "we are exploring the concept of etymological roots—how words travel across borders, evolve, and become entirely new things while still holding the DNA of their ancestors.
 
Take the Latin root 'spectare,' to look or to see. We have 'spectator,' 'inspect,' 'perspective.' How does the meaning shift when we change the prefix, even though the core remains?"
 
He walked down the aisle, his hands clasped behind his back. "Language is not a fixed monument, class. It is a river. It flows, it bends, and it picks up sediment from everywhere it touches. Why is it that the French word 'regarder' feels more intimate than the English 'to look'? Is it the culture, or is it the syntax?"
 
For Tatiana, it was a blur of information.
 
The English words felt sharp and cold, jagged pieces of a puzzle she hadn't yet learned how to fit together. She felt the familiar, hot prickle of tears behind her eyes as the lesson pushed past her, leaving her floating in a sea of confusion.
 
When they were given a break, Tatiana remained seated, her head bowed. She was mentally exhausted, the sensory effort of just existing in the room leaving her drained.
 
Suddenly, a voice broke into her bubble. It was a boy in the seat next to her, his face bright and inquisitive.
 
He leaned over, speaking quickly in a mix of rapid, rhythmic sounds that were clearly not English.
"Salut ! Tu veux faire le projet de linguistique avec moi ? J'ai un livre super intéressant sur l'origine des mots." (Hi! Do you want to do the linguistics project with me? I have a super interesting book on the origin of words.)
 
 
Tatiana blinked, staring at him. She recognized the rhythm of his speech—it was French—but his English was just as broken as her own, and the mixture of the two left her completely paralyzed.
 
Her mind began to race, the panic rising like a dark tide. She couldn't understand him, she couldn't answer him, and the room seemed to be closing in.
 
Just as the walls began to feel like they were pressing against her skin, a shadow fell over her desk.
 
A girl stepped forward, sliding into the space between Tatiana and the boy.
 
She spoke with a startling, fluid grace, her voice cutting through the classroom noise with absolute clarity. She answered the boy in perfect, effortless French, but with a sharp, corrective edge.
"Ne sois pas stupide, Marc. Elle est russe, pas française. Tu lui parles dans une langue qu'elle ne comprend pas, et tu t'attends à ce qu'elle te réponde ?" (Don't be stupid, Marc. She is Russian, not French. You’re talking to her in a language she doesn’t understand, and you expect her to answer you?)
 
 
Tatiana looked up, and her breath hitched.
 
The girl was breathtaking. She had a halo of curly, gold-blond hair clipped back at the nape of her head, revealing skin as pale as winter moonlight.
She had a high, elegant nose and a dusting of freckles scattered across her cheeks—a combination that felt strangely, hauntingly familiar.
But it was her eyes that held Tatiana captive—they were a piercing, crystalline icy blue, sharp and observant, yet holding a depth that made Tatiana feel suddenly, inexplicably understood.
"I am sorry," the girl said, turning her attention to Tatiana.
Her voice was soft, melodic, and possessed an innate, regal warmth. "He was only asking if you wanted to work on the linguistics project together. I’m Lilya."
 
Tatiana stared at her, mesmerized by the strange familiarity of the girl’s features. She tilted her head, her brow furrowing in confusion. She looked at the gold curls, the icy blue eyes, and then back at the girl.
 
"Ilya?" Tatiana whispered tentatively, her voice barely audible.
 
Liliana paused for a split second, then threw her head back and let out a bright, bell-like laugh that didn't sound even remotely offended. It was a sound of pure, childhood amusement.
 
"No, silly!" she laughed, reaching out to gently pat Tatiana’s hand. "It's Lilya. Like... like the flower. People call me Lilya or Lili, but my name is Liliana."
 
For the first time all morning, Tatiana’s tight grip on her bear loosened. She looked at Lilya, and for reasons she couldn't name, the suffocating pressure in the room vanished. She felt, for the first time, that she might actually be able to stay.
 
Marc’s face drained of its natural, boyish tan and was replaced instantly by a deep, frantic shade of crimson. He sputtered, his hands fluttering nervously toward his textbook as he realized he had been caught in a social blunder in front of the most intimidating—and beautiful—girl in the class.
 
He looked at Lilya, his eyes wide, and he couldn't seem to find a single word in either French or English. He just stared, momentarily stunned by her presence, his blush deepening until even his ears were glowing.
 
"I... I..." Marc stammered, looking down at his feet, completely mortified.
 
A moment later, the tension was broken by a breezy, amused voice. Another girl, who had been listening from the adjacent desk, spun her chair around to face them. She had a mischievous glint in her dark eyes and a relaxed, confident posture that suggested she was perfectly comfortable in the center of any social dynamic.
 
"Oh, come on, Lili," the girl said, waving a hand dismissively as she flashed a grin at Marc’s burning face. "Don't be too hard on poor Marc. We all know he likes the attention. He was just looking for an excuse to talk to you, weren't you, Marc?" while pointing at Tatiana.
 
She winked at him, which only served to make Marc sink further into his chair, his head ducking lower as he tried to hide behind his open textbook.
 
Lilya didn't back down, though she did soften her expression. She tilted her head, a strand of her curly gold-blond hair falling over her shoulder.
 
She gave a little shrug, her crystalline icy blue eyes still sharp, though a small, teasing smirk played on her lips.
 
"If he wants attention, he should try being helpful instead of confusing people," Lilya replied, her tone light but firm. She shifted her attention back to Tatiana, her gaze instantly turning warm and protective again.
 
Tatiana watched the exchange with wide eyes, feeling like she was witnessing a complex, fast-moving play.
 
She still felt shy, but the way Lilya navigated the classroom—with such clear, unshakable confidence—made her feel a little bit taller. It was as if Lilya was the anchor in this small, fifteen-person world, and for the first time, Tatiana felt like she might have found a safe harbor.
 
"Are you okay, Tatiana?" Lilya asked, her voice dropping into that melodic, gentle register she reserved just for her. "Don't mind them. They’re a bit loud, but they’re harmless."
Tatiana nodded slowly, giving her plush bear a small squeeze. She looked at Lilya, then at the blushing, embarrassed boy, and finally at the girl who had teased him. For the first time, a tiny, tentative smile touched Tatiana’s lips. She realized that maybe, just maybe, she didn't have to be afraid of the noise.
 
The air in the classroom remained charged with that strange, magnetic tension. Tatiana, still clinging to the worn fur of her bear, looked between the boy, Marc, whose ears were now a shade of scarlet that bordered on painful, and the girl, Lilya, who stood with the effortless, cool composure of someone who didn't just walk into a room—
 
She owned it.
 
Tatiana’s mind, usually trapped in the gray, suffocating fog of her own anxieties, felt a flicker of something new: curiosity. She looked at Lilya’s features again.
The gold curls, the high, regal bridge of the nose, and those piercing, crystalline icy blue eyes. It was a face that felt like a memory she hadn't yet lived, a ghost of a blueprint that made her own heart stutter. She didn't know why, but being near Lilya felt like warmth—like safety.
 
"Don't mind them," Lilya said. Her voice was remarkably steady, which sounded decades older than her ten years. She didn't have the high-pitched, erratic energy of the other children; she spoke with the clinical, unhurried precision of someone who had spent far more time in the company of adults than peers.
 
She leaned against the front of Tatiana’s desk, one hip cocked, completely unbothered by the fact that the rest of the class was beginning to whisper. She tucked a stray gold curl behind her ear, her movements sharp and refined.
 
"This place is full of boys who think they’re clever and girls who like to stir the pot just to see how much trouble they can cause. You’ll learn that very quickly."
 
 
Tatiana blinked, struck by the gravity in the girl's tone. "They... they are not mean?"
Lilya offered a small, knowing smirk—the kind that held a surprising amount of sass for someone so young. "Mean is a word for people who don't understand the mechanisms behind why others act out. They’re just... loud. There’s a difference. Most of them are here because their parents are diplomats or high-ranking executives. They’re too busy trying to keep up appearances to be truly mean. It’s a very curated kind of cruelty here, if it exists at all. It’s a performance, really."
 
Lilya stopped, her blue eyes darkening for a fraction of a second, a flicker of something profound and shadowed crossing her expression. It was the same look Tatiana had seen on Svetlana—a look of someone who knew that the world held sharp edges.
 
"Anyway," Lilya continued, the transition back to her casual, slightly biting tone smooth and deliberate. "You’re Russian right? I’ve been reading a lot about the Siege of Leningrad lately—specifically The Unwomanly Face of War. It’s an oral history, quite harrowing, but it truly illustrates how they had to endure more than most people can even imagine. She says you have to be tough, just to survive.”
 
Tatiana nodded, her grip on the bear relaxing just a fraction more. "My... my Auntie Svetka. She is tough."
 
"She brought you today, didn't she?" Lilya asked, her eyes lighting up with a hint of admiration. "The woman in the cream suit? I like her."
 
"She is... she is very good," Tatiana whispered.
 
"That’s cool," Lilya said firmly. She turned her head toward the door, where Chloé was leaning against a locker, watching them.
 
Chloé, sensing she was being talked about, sauntered over with a playful, feline grace.
 
She leaned on the other side of Tatiana’s desk, her dark, almond-shaped eyes scanning Tatiana with an intensity that made the Russian girl want to shrink back. She tilted her head, looking from Tatiana’s face to Lilya’s.
"You know," Chloé said, her voice dripping with artificial sweetness, "it’s actually quite funny. If you look at them both side-by-side... you kinda look like each other.  Just, different vibe—but there’s definitely something in the way you two. It’s weird."
 
Tatiana felt a prickle of heat in her cheeks, her heart doing a strange, fluttering dance in her chest. She glanced at Lilya, who remained perfectly still.
 
"Don't be absurd, Chloé," Lilya interjected, her voice sharp and authoritative. "We are two different people. Your habit of looking for patterns where they don't exist is becoming quite tedious."
 
Chloé rolled her eyes, throwing her head back with a laugh. "Oh, relax, Lilya! Don't be so formal—you’re ten, not eighty! You sound like a Victorian child every time you open your mouth. Just loosen up a little."
 
“You sound like a Mildred.”
 
Lilya didn't flinch. She just leveled Chloé with a look so cold it could have frozen the air in the room. "I prefer precision to carelessness, Chloé. Perhaps if you adopted the same approach, your grades wouldn't be slipping."
 
Chloé’s smirk faltered just a fraction, the jab clearly hitting home. She let out a huff, throwing her hands up. "Whatever. You two are just weird."
 
Lilya didn't even bother watching her walk away. She turned her full attention back to Tatiana, her gaze instantly softening into that melodic, gentle warmth. "Ignore her, Tatiana. She’s just trying to make sense of things she doesn't understand. She’s trying to be a detective when she’s really just bored."
 
"You... you are very strong," Tatiana murmured.
 
Lilya paused. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. "I had to be," she said simply, her voice carrying a weight that belied her age. "My grandpa... he always taught me that if you don't stand up for yourself, the world will walk right over you. He’s old-school—very tough, very firm. He says the world is just a series of tests, and you have to make sure your resolve is unbreakable. I think he’s right."
 
Tatiana sat in silence for a long time. She looked at Lilya—this girl who was so bright, so fierce, and so strangely familiar—and she realized that for the first time, she wasn't just hiding. She was standing in the light.
 
"I am... I am happy I am here," Tatiana finally said, her voice steadying.
 
Lilya grinned, and this time, the freckles on her cheeks seemed to dance. "I’m glad you are, too. Now, let’s look at this linguistics packet before Professor Halloway comes back. I think I know a shortcut to the syntax analysis, but it involves a bit of Russian structure, which I’m guessing you’re better at than I am."
 
Tatiana felt a genuine, blooming spark of excitement. She opened her book, the pages no longer looking like a maze of impossible symbols, but like a map. And for the first time in her life, she had a partner to help her.
 
The final bell of the morning rang, a sharp, clear chime that cut through the lingering chatter of the linguistics lesson.
 
It signaled the end of the first block, and the classroom instantly transformed into a flurry of motion—books being snapped shut, zippers sliding closed, and the shuffle of fifteen students eager to reach the corridors.
 
Tatiana rose from her desk with the same hesitant, deliberate care she had shown all morning. She kept her plush bear tucked firmly under one arm, her eyes scanning the room as she looked for the flash of curly, gold-blond hair. She felt a sudden, frantic spike of anxiety—the fear that this brief moment of connection was already over, that she was about to be abandoned in this maze of hallways again.
Before her panic could fully set in, a hand appeared on her shoulder.
 
"Don't look so worried," Lilya said, her voice in a mature tone. She was already shouldering her leather satchel, looking poised and ready. "You’ll give yourself a headache if you keep worrying about everything."
 
"You... you are leaving?" Tatiana asked, her voice small.
 
Lilya nodded, checking her schedule with a practiced, efficient glance. "History. And I despise being late. Professor Sterling tracks tardiness with the intensity of a dog." She looked down at Tatiana, and her expression softened, a playful glimmer replacing the sharp edges of her earlier sass.
 
"What’s your next block?"
 
"Fine arts," Tatiana whispered, her shoulders slumping. "Classical music history."
 
Lilya let out a short, airy laugh. "Oh, that’s on the other side of the courtyard. You’re definitely not in my class."
 
Tatiana’s eyes dropped to the floor, her heart sinking. The hope she had felt just minutes ago flickered and threatened to go out. She felt suddenly small again.
 
"Don't be so dramatic, Tatiana," Lilya teased, reaching out to gently nudge her arm. She caught the look of genuine sadness on the younger girl's face and sighed, her expression turning indulgent.
 
"Look, we’ll see each other every first period. That’s enough time to solve the world's problems—or at least finish our linguistics homework. I'm not going anywhere, and I promise you, I’m quite hard to lose."
Lilya flashed her a confident, dazzling smile, her freckles bright against her pale skin. "Besides, I’ll find you at lunch if you’re brave enough to venture into the courtyard. Try not to get lost, yeah?"
 
With a sharp, elegant wave, Lilya turned and marched toward the exit. She moved with such purpose, her posture perfect, her head held high. Tatiana watched her go, feeling a strange, quiet comfort in the fact that the girl who walked like she owned the world had actually taken the time to notice her.
 
Tatiana followed behind at a slower pace, letting the other students surge past her. By the time she reached the heavy oak doors, the room was nearly empty. She stepped out into the sun-drenched hallway, her eyes searching the crowd.
 
 
 
 
Svetlana stood near a large, ornate marble pillar in the hallway of the Rockcliffe Academy, a sharp contrast to the soft, academic atmosphere around her.
 
She looked entirely out of place, an apex predator waiting in a library, her presence demanding immediate, instinctive respect from the students who walked past her.
 
Her eyes, cold and scanning, remained fixed on the frosted-glass double doors of the grade-6 Humanities wing. She hadn’t blinked in minutes, her heart hammering a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs. She was waiting for the girl who was the only piece of light she had left.
 
The door finally swung open.
 
As the small, navy-uniformed students began to spill out, Svetlana’s gaze sharpened, slicing through the crowd until she found the golden hair she had spent years protecting.
But then, just before Tatiana fully emerged into the hallway, a girl stepped into the frame, turning to say something to Tatiana.
 
Svetlana felt the breath leave her body in a violent, jagged rush.
 
She gripped the cold marble of the pillar so tightly her knuckles turned white.
It was as if time itself had shattered. The girl—the one with the halo of curly, gold-blond hair, the high, regal nose, and the dusting of freckles—looked up, her crystalline, icy blue eyes catching the hallway light.
 
Svetlana’s mind reeled. She looks so much like Ilya.
 
Is it possible? 
 
Then, the girl turned away, disappearing into the sea of students, and Tatiana walked toward her, unaware of the devastation she had just left behind.
 
The moment Tatiana’s gaze landed on her, the cold, aristocratic lines of Svetlana’s face melted into a look of raw, though her hands were still trembling where they hung at her sides.
"Танюша (Tanyusha)," Svetlana murmured, the word catching on her constricted throat. She moved quickly, her grace slightly marred by the phantom shock still vibrating through her nerves.
She knelt, her hands finding Tatiana’s shoulders, her eyes scanning her niece’s face, searching for safety, for normalcy, for a way to anchor herself back into reality. "How was it? Did they treat you well? Did you manage, my sweet girl?"
 
Tatiana looked up at her aunt, seemingly oblivious to the seismic shift that had just occurred. She thought of the loud boy, the boredom of the lesson, and the sharp, brilliant girl who had defended her and spoken of resolve.
 
A tiny, genuine smile broke across Tatiana’s face.
 
"It was... it was okay, Auntie," Tatiana said, her voice stronger than it had been when she arrived. She hugged her bear a little tighter, unaware of the trembling in Svetlana’s hands. "I... I made a friend."
 
Svetlana’s eyes widened, a look of profound, beautiful, and slightly hysterical surprise washing over her.
She pulled Tatiana into a firm, grounding hug, pressing her cheek against the girl's golden hair, closing her eyes as she tried to force the image of the other girl—the girl who looked so impossibly like a union of two shattered souls—out of her mind.
 
"Did you now?" she whispered, her voice thick with emotion, sounding like she was holding back a storm. "I am so glad, моя маленькая (my little one). I am so very glad."
 
Svetlana pulled back, cupping Tatiana’s face in her hands, her thumbs tracing the soft skin of her cheeks. She searched her eyes, looking for any trace of the fear that had been there only an hour ago.
 
Tatiana blinked, the lingering shadow of the morning’s anxiety finally receding. The hum of the students, and the strange, unexpected kindness of Lilya had settled something inside her. She felt lighter, the suffocating pressure of being an outsider replaced by the quiet confidence of knowing she had a place here, even if only for the length of a linguistics period.
 
"I feel... I feel fine now," Tatiana said, her voice steady and clear. She adjusted her grip on her bear and turned to look down the long, sun-drenched corridor toward the Fine Arts wing. "I think... I think I am ready for the next class, Auntie."
 
Svetlana exhaled a long, shaky breath, releasing the tension in her shoulders. She stood up, smoothing her coat, and nodded once, firmly. "Good," she said, her voice returning to its usual, cool authority. "Go on, then."
 
Tatiana offered one last smile, turned, and walked toward her future, leaving Svetlana alone with her thoughts.
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    Chapter Text

    Svetlana looked entirely out of place, an apex predator waiting in a library, her presence demanding immediate, instinctive respect from the students who walked past her. Her eyes, cold and scanning, remained fixed on the frosted-glass double doors of the Humanities wing. She hadn’t blinked in minutes, her heart hammering a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs. She was waiting for the girl who was the only piece of light she had left.
 
The door finally swung open. As the small, navy-uniformed students began to spill out, Svetlana’s gaze sharpened, slicing through the crowd until she found the golden hair she had spent years protecting.
 
But then, just before Tatiana fully emerged into the hallway, a second girl stepped into the frame, turning to say something to Tatiana.
 
Svetlana felt the breath leave her body in a violent, jagged rush. She gripped the cold marble of the pillar so tightly her knuckles turned white. It was as if time itself had shattered.
 
The girl—the one with the halo of curly, gold-blond hair, the high, regal nose, and the dusting of freckles—looked up, her crystalline, icy blue eyes catching the hallway light.
 
Svetlana’s mind reeled.
It was impossible.
She didn't know—how could she?—
But a primal, sick dread twisted in her gut. The girl possessed the fierce, arrogant bone structure of Ilya, unmistakably so.
But as Svetlana stared, a deeper, colder recognition settled into her marrow. It was the way the light caught that specific, high bridge of the nose, and the way the faint, constellations of freckles peppered her skin.
 
It felt hauntingly familiar.
She wasn't just a resemblance to Ilya.
 
There was a softness in the curve of the jaw, a specific in her expression that mirrored a face the face of the man Ilya had left behind.
 
The realization struck her with the force of a physical blow. She felt a suffocating pressure in her throat, a physical choke of terror and disbelief that made her vision swim. She was paralyzed, her world tilting on its axis.
 
It’s impossible
Unless, her mind whispered, a terrifying hypothesis forming in the dark.
 
Then, the girl turned away, disappearing into the sea of students, and Tatiana walked toward her, unaware of the devastation she had just left behind. The moment Tatiana’s gaze landed on her, the cold, aristocratic lines of Svetlana’s face melted into a look of raw, unmitigated relief.
 
"Танюша (Tanyusha)," Svetlana murmured. She knelt, her hands finding Tatiana’s shoulders, searching her niece’s face for safety. "How was it? Did they treat you well?"
"It was... it was okay, Auntie," Tatiana said, hugging her bear tighter. "I... I made a friend."
 
Svetlana pulled Tatiana into a firm, grounding hug, closing her eyes as she tried to force the image of the other girl.
 
"I am so glad, моя маленькая (my little one)."
 
 
 
 
 
After the practice ended, the arena air tasted of stale ice and rubber.
 
The locker room was a cacophony of laughter and gear hitting concrete. Ilya sat on the bench.
 
He stared at his skates, seeing that the laces were frayed. He pulled at them until his knuckles turned white. His teammates were leaving. They joked about dinner. They talked about drinks.
 
Yet Ilya did not listen.
He stood up. He walked toward the exit.
 
The hallway was cold. He pushed open the heavy steel doors. The Ottawa air bit at his face.
It was a sharp, biting cold. He walked to his car in the dim light of the parking lot. Dykstra caught up to him. He slammed a heavy palm onto Ilya’s shoulder. It felt like a blow.
 
"Good work today, Captain," Dykstra said. His voice was too loud. It grated on Ilya’s nerves.
 
Ilya did not look at him. His jaw was a hard line. "Yes," he muttered. "See you."
 
Ilya finally reached his car, the solitude of the parking lot offering a cold, biting embrace as he approached the vehicle.
 
He slumped into the driver’s seat with a heavy, bone-deep exhaustion that seemed to drag his very spirit down.
 
With a deliberate motion, he closed the door, cutting off the ambient noise of the departing team and sealing himself into his own private world.
 
Suddenly, the world outside simply vanished, replaced by the suffocating silence where the only sound was the shallow rhythm of his own breathing. He started the engine, listening as the heater began to hum, a low, mechanical drone that offered little warmth against the chill settling in his marrow.
 
He shifted the car into gear, his movements mechanical, and drove slowly through the empty lot, his eyes fixed on the pavement until he finally reached the main road.
 
Traffic stretched out before him like a restless river of pulsing red lights, a sea of taillights that seemed to mock his desire for stillness.
 
He came to a halt at a red signal, the engine idling beneath him as the city breathed around him. His hands gripped the leather of the steering wheel with a desperate intensity, his knuckles standing out as pale.
 
He stared straight ahead into the darkness, his mind clouded by a heavy fog that felt as thick and suffocating as wet wool pressed tightly against his brain, muffling his thoughts until he couldn't distinguish reality from memory.
 
As he watched the glowing red bulb of the traffic signal, the world around him began to shift and warp, the vibrant crimson light bleeding outward until it stained his entire windshield in a haunting hue.
 
He blinked once, and the familiar interior of his car dissolved into nothingness, stripping away the comfort of the present moment. He was no longer in Ottawa, but back in the damp, claustrophobic dark of a room, where the air was thick with the suffocating, metallic tang of drying iron. He looked down at his own hands, and they were drenched—slick, warm, and dark with fresh blood. He watched in a state of paralyzed horror as his fingers curled, observing how the crimson fluid pooled deep in the life lines of his palms, tracing the brutal, inescapable history of a sin he had committed.
 
Underneath him, he heard a wet, rattling gasp that seemed to echo from the grave—a sound that still lived in the darkest recesses of his dreams—and he squeezed his eyes shut, his chest heaving with every ragged breath until the horrific vision finally shattered.
 
 
He opened his eyes, gasping, and found himself once again in his car, the red light still glaring mockingly at him through the windshield.
 
His hands were clean, resting innocuously on the leather steering wheel, yet they were shaking violently, betraying the turmoil that threatened to consume him. He felt an ice-cold chill creep up his spine, an unnatural, paralyzing cold that had absolutely nothing to do with the freezing winter air outside his door.
 
 
He waited in the silence, his eyes becoming glassy as he stared into the void, completely forgetting where he was or why he had been heading home.
 
He forgot the mission that drove his daily existence, feeling only the crushing weight of the silence as it pressed down on his shoulders. He stared at the intersection, his vision blurring until the world became an unrecognizable smear of color and shadow. He stopped breathing, lost in the depths of his own mind, as he began to drown in the suffocating stillness of a life built on ghosts.
 
 
BEEP!
 
 
A horn suddenly shattered the air behind him, a violent screeching sound that tore through his chest.
 
Ilya jerked upright, his heart slamming against his sternum like a trapped bird desperately trying to break free of its cage.
 
He gasped, his hands flying off the wheel as if the leather had suddenly burst into flames, and he looked up, dazed, to realize the light had long since turned green. He had been sitting there for minutes, lost in a waking nightmare, having been absolutely nowhere and everywhere all at once.
 
He lunged for the gas pedal, the car lurching forward with a sudden, jerky momentum that mirrored his own frayed nerves.
 
His breath came in ragged and he could still feel the phantom vibration of the horn rattling his very teeth.
 
He drove fast, far faster than was safe, driven by an animal instinct to put as much distance as possible between himself and the light, between himself and the intrusive noise of the world.
 
He turned onto his street, where the houses stood as dark, silent, and sleeping sentinels, unaware of the chaos tearing him apart. Finally, he pulled into his drive, the tires crunching softly on the gravel, and he killed the engine, letting the silence swallow him whole once more.
 
He sat for a moment in the darkness, his heart slowly descending from its frantic, impossible pace. When he finally forced himself out of the car, his legs felt heavy, as if the very air were made of lead. He unlocked the front door and stepped into the house.
 
The living room was bathed in the warm, golden glow of the evening lamps.
 
Tatiana was curled up on the sofa, her focus entirely on her lap, where a sketchbook lay spread wide. She was meticulously shading a charcoal drawing.
 
Ilya hung his coat on the rack, his movements stiff and practiced. He watched her for a moment, the tension in his shoulders beginning to ebb. He crossed the room and sat on the edge of the armchair opposite her, his eyes tracing the line of her cheek, the way her hair fell over her brow.
 
"Как прошел твой день, малышка? (How was your day, little one?)" he asked, his voice low and grounding. "Was it good?"
 
 
Tatiana shifted, catching sight of him, and immediately ducked her head, in a shy way that felt like a punch to his gut.
 
"It was... it was okay, Papa," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "We did art. Я рисовала дерево (I was drawing a tree). I think... I think I am getting better."
 
She hesitated, a tiny, genuine smile touching her lips. "And I made a friend today, Papa. She is... She is very strong... like a bear, just like you papa."
 
Ilya’s breath hitched. In that image he didn't just see his daughter.
He saw the ghost of Shane. It was a haunting, beautiful overlap—the way she tilted her head to avoid eye contact, the way she seemed to shrink to make herself smaller.
 
His heart ached with a sudden, violent intensity.
Every time he looked at her, he was searching for Shane. He was hunting for the spark of the man he had left in Boston, the man who had held his world together before the walls fell in.
 
If Shane were here, he thought, his chest tightening until it was hard to breathe, he would know exactly what to say to make her stand tall. The craving to see Shane—to hear his voice, to watch him move, to simply exist in the same light—was a hunger that never dulled.
 
But hearing that this mysterious girl shared his own daughter's quiet strength, settled something deep inside him.
It was as if the air in the room suddenly thinned and became breathable. A strange, inexplicable sense of ease washed over him, a feeling he hadn't known since he left the life he once claimed to hate. He didn't know who this friend was, but the mere mention of her, tied to Tatiana’s newfound bravery, made his soul feel a fraction lighter.
 
A small, genuine smile touched Ilya's lips as he reached out, his calloused hand brushing over the top of her head in a gesture of love. She was part of his world, one of the reasons that kept him alive till this day.
 
"You have a gift, Tatiana. Ты очень талантлива (You are very talented). I am so happy you made a friend. A strong friend is a good thing to have."
 
She looked up then, her eyes meeting his for a fleeting second—a spark of genuine connection that made Ilya's soul feel lighter. She pushed the book toward him, her fingers trembling slightly. Ilya leaned in, his focus narrowing to her work. The drawing was raw, dark, and beautiful.
 
He looked at her, then back at the page.
 
Before he could ask another question, the soft patter of bare feet against the hardwood signaled someone is approaching.
 
 Svetlana appeared in the doorway, her feet completely bare against the cool wood, her presence grounded yet ethereal. She was draped in a simple, elegant silk nightgown that seemed to catch the lamplight like flowing water. She drifted into the room, her movements silent, completely devoid of the sharp edge she often turned toward the world.
 
She knelt gently beside the sofa to touch Tatiana’s shoulder. Her voice, when she spoke, was a low, melodic murmur. "It is late, Tanyusha. I know you are enjoying your art, but your body needs rest. If you stay up too late, it will only make the morning harder. You will wake up feeling heavy and tired tomorrow."
 
Tatiana blinked, looking up at Svetlana with trust, her shoulders relaxing under the gentle touch.
 
Ilya stood up, his movements fluid. He looked at his daughter, his expression softened by a genuine, unforced warmth. "Do you want me to tuck you in, малышка?" he asked, his voice low and inviting.
 
Tatiana paused, looking from Svetlana to her father. She clutched her bear to her chest, shaking her head. "No," she said, her voice firm. "I want to be... I want to be even braver."
 
 
Ilya felt a swell of pride in his chest—a clean, sharp feeling that momentarily drowned out the longing for the past. "That is good," he murmured. "That is very good."
 
He watched her walk toward her room, her stride purposeful. When the door clicked shut, a profound silence fell over the living room. Svetlana glided across the floor, the silk of her dress whispering against the wood, her bare feet silent. She sat on the edge of the armchair beside him, her posture composed and her attention centered entirely on him.
 
Svetlana waited a beat, her gaze lingering on the way his jaw finally relaxed, noticing the absence of the tremor that usually plagued his hands.
 
"You look..." she started, her voice dropping to a low, intimate register, "different tonight, Ilyusha."
 
Ilya leaned back, resting his head against the cushion.
"Tatiana had a good day," Svetlana continued, "У Тани был хороший день, (Tanya had a good day)," though her mind flickered briefly to the girl in the hallway—the one with the high, regal bridge of the nose and those haunting, familiar eyes.
 
She wanted to ask, to tear the secret open, but looking at Ilya, she couldn't risk it yet. She would look for the truth on her own. "The school is excellent, and the professors are handling her situation with true professionalism. She is coming out of her shell, Ilyusha."
 
Ilya’s expression brightened, a genuine warmth reaching his eyes. "Я рад это слышать. (I am happy to hear that.)." He paused, a small smile playing on his lips. "She told me she made a friend today."
 
Svetlana felt a prickle of unease, but she smoothed her features. "I haven't met the girl yet," she lied smoothly, her tone measured. "But if Tatiana is happy, then that is all that matters. The school is prestigious—the children there are from good families. Ты не должен беспокоиться. (You should not worry.)"
 
 
Ilya’s brow furrowed slightly. "Did you remind the teachers about her... about her being shy? That she needs a little more patience?"
 
"I did," Svetlana answered truthfully. "Да, я поговорила с ними.(Yes, I spoke with them.) They understand."
 
Ilya nodded, seemingly satisfied. Svetlana shifted, her attention turning back to him. "And you? Как прошла тренировка? (How did the practice go?)" Her voice was gentle, yet laced with a quiet, lingering concern. She could see the faint, rhythmic tension in his shoulders—he held himself like a man expecting a blow.
 
Ilya immediately waved a hand, his response sharp and practiced. "It was fine. The coach is good. My teammates are young and lively—actually moving their feet for once. It’s a relief, honestly. Not like Scott Hunter who is old and slow as a dinosaur. The man needed a a cane just to get onto the ice. Он там уже просто как экспонат в музее. (He’s just like a museum exhibit over there.)"
 
Svetlana arched a perfectly groomed eyebrow, offering a rare, knowing smirk. "And what does that make you, Ilya? You are not exactly a boy anymore. You are getting just as dusty as Scott."
 
“And Scott already retired, Ilyusha.”
 
Ilya shot her a look, his eyes flashing with the old, sharp-tongued competitiveness that had once made him a terror on the ice. "I’m not 'dusty,' I’m vintage. And for the record, I’m still better than any of those kids. I could play half the season on one leg and still out-skate their entire defensive line.
 
Я всё ещё лучший,  (I am still the best,)"
 
Even as he cracked the joke, Svetlana saw the shadow flicker across his face. She watched his hand drift upward, his index finger brushing against the bridge of his nose in that familiar, unconscious tic—the tell she knew better than her own heartbeat.
 
"You are rubbing your nose, Ilyusha," she said quietly, her voice devoid of accusation but sharp with insight. "Ты снова трёшь нос, Илюша. (You are rubbing your nose again, Ilyusha.) You only do that when you are hiding something."
 
Ilya went dead silent. The snarky, biting facade cracked, and his hands fell still on his lap, heavy and lifeless. He stared into the darkness of the room, his eyes suddenly void of any light.
 
Svetlana leaned in, her voice dropping to a cautious, weighted whisper in their native tongue. "Что ты планируешь делать сейчас? (What are you planning to do now?) What is your plan now? You are in the city of the man you love. How long do you think you can keep pretending you are only here for the game?"
Ilya stiffened, his fingers curling into the fabric of his trousers. The silence in the living room grew heavy, suffocating. He kept his gaze fixed on the empty coffee table.
 
His voice was no longer the clipped, defensive tone of a player. It was raw, stripped of its sarcasm. "He deserves an explanation. He deserves to know... why I left and took 10 years just to get back to him."
 
Suddenly, his breathing hitched—sharp gasps that echoed too loudly in the quiet room.
His chest heaved, his eyes wide and unfocused, darting around as if the walls were closing in. The ghost of his decision, the decade of silence, and the sheer impossibility of what he was planning slammed into him all at once. A sob, sharp and choked, tore from his throat, followed by another. Tears spilled over, tracking hot paths down his pale, rigid face.
 
Svetlana’s composure shattered. Panic surged through her, cold and fast. She lunged forward, grabbing his face with both hands, forcing him to look at her, her thumbs digging into his cheeks. "Илюша! Илюша, посмотри на меня!(Ilyusha! Ilyusha, look at me!) You are spiraling. Did you take your pill? Ilya, answer me—did you take your medication?"
 
 
Ilya only shook his head, his breath coming in broken, strangled wheezes. He couldn't speak— the panic was a rising tide, drowning him. His hands clawed at his chest, his fingernails digging into his skin.
 
Svetlana shook him, her own voice beginning to tremble with mounting terror. "Где они? Где ты их спрятал? (Where are they? Where did you hide them?) Tell me!"
 
 
Ilya managed a weak, trembling gesture toward the hallway, his face twisted in genuine anguish. "В ящике... в моей комнате. (In the drawer... in my room.)"
 
Svetlana didn't wait. She bolted from the chair, her bare feet slamming against the floorboards as she sprinted. The sound of her frantic rummaging through his nightstand echoed through the house like gunshots. Seconds later, she was back, a bottle in one hand and a glass of water in the other. She practically forced him to lean forward, pressing the pill into his mouth and holding the glass to his lips, her hands shaking so violently that water spilled down his chin. "Swallow, Ilya. Please, just swallow."
 
 
He choked, then finally swallowing the medication.
 
She held him then, rocking him gently, her hands tracing calming circles on his back while his weeping slowly subsided into ragged, hitching sighs. The raw, terrifying edge of the panic attack began to recede, leaving him drained and hollow, a shell of the man who had been cracking jokes moments before.
 
"Прости меня, Света. (Forgive me, Sveta.)" he whispered, his voice a ghost of its usual self, thick with shame.
 
 
Svetlana pulled back just enough to look him in the eye, her frustration masked by profound, suffocating fear. She brushed a stray, damp lock of hair from his forehead, her touch trembling.
 
"Почему ты не выпил их? Ты же знаешь, что доктор Мольчалина говорила тебе не прекращать прием. Ты не можешь так играть со своей жизнью, Илюша! Она ясно сказала, что отмена вызовет срыв. (Why didn't you take them? You know Dr. Molchalina told you not to stop taking them. You cannot play with your life like this, Ilyusha! She clearly said stopping them would cause a breakdown.)"
 
 
Ilya hung his head, his hands finally lying still in his lap, his gaze fixed on the floor. He didn't defend himself. He knew she was right, but the exhaustion of carrying his secret for ten years felt heavier than any medical warning.
 
He whispered. "I stopped taking them because they cloud my mind again. I want to meet him with my mind very clear."
 
Svetlana’s face burned with fury and agonizing concern. "Ты идиот! Это значит, что ты намеренно причиняешь себе вред! (You are an idiot! That means you are choosing to hurt yourself!)"
 
 
He retorted. "I don't care. I deserve it. If the day finally comes that I meet Shane and he kills me, then I deserve it. I deserve all of this for the sins I committed.”
 
“Sins that God himself would personally throw me into hell for."
 
Svetlana’s hands tightened on his shoulders, her grip bruising. "А как же твоя дочь, Илья? Что насчет Татьяны? Ты хочешь заставить ее снова потерять отца? Ты хочешь приговорить ее к аду? (And what about your daughter, Ilya? What about Tatiana? Do you want to make her lose her father again? Do you want to condemn her to hell?)"
 
 
Ilya went dead silent. The room seemed to tilt on its axis.
 
His mind detached, traveling back ten years. January 22nd. The day he had woken up after being in a coma.
 
He remembered the blinding, hateful glare of the fluorescent lights, the terrifying, hollow sensation in his chest.
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    Chapter Text

    The rhythmic, high-pitched beep-beep-beep of the heart monitor was the only thing anchoring Ilya to reality, a digital metronome marking seconds that felt like hours.
 
He sat rigidly in the sterile room, his body—once a finely tuned instrument—now feeling like a stranger’s borrowed skin. Ten days had passed since he had woken up, his head throbbing with a persistent, pulsating intensity that made the simple, involuntary act of blinking feel like an assault against his senses.
 
Across the room, Svetlana sat by the window. She had been a constant, unwavering presence.
 
“Eat something, Ilya," she said, her voice a fragile balance of softness and firmness.
 
She placed a tray of tepid, bland hospital food on his bedside table. “Доктор Молчалина придет к тебе позже. Ты должен набраться сил, чтобы поговорить с ней о депрессии. Ты прогрессируешь, но диагноз... мы должны с ним справиться.” (Dr. Molchalina is coming to see you later. You have to be strong enough to talk to her. You’re making progress, but the diagnosis… we have to manage it.)”
 
Ilya ignored the tray, his gaze fixed upward.
 
The name Shane was a constant, dull ache in his chest—an itch deep under his skin, a ghost lingering in the periphery of his vision.
 
The physical rehabilitation was the cruelest part. His body felt alien and brittle—the food was tasteless, a grey substance that sat like a stone in his stomach.
 
Later that afternoon, the television mounted in the corner flickered to life. A sports channel broadcasted a replay.
 
The Boston Bears against the Montreal Voyageurs. Ilya watched, feeling detached, until a player slid onto the ice with a fluid, unmistakable motion. It was him.
 
Shane.
 
The recognition hit Ilya like a physical blow, shattering the void in his mind into a thousand piercing pieces.
 
He remembered the ten years of silence, the cowardice, and the wall he had built. "Нет," он выдохнул, его дыхание сбилось, а рыдание прорвалось через горло. "Нет, нет, нет." ("No," he gasped, his breath hitching, a jagged sob tearing its way up his throat. "No, no, no.") He needed to get to Shane.
 
He had to tell him he didn't mean any of it.
 
I love you.
 
Ilya surged forward, ripping the IV line from his arm, blood blooming on the tape like a dark, ugly flower. He crashed onto the floor, the impact jarring his head with a flash of white-hot agony.
 
He began to crawl, leaving faint, erratic trails of antiseptic-scented sweat and blood.
 
Svetlana burst through the door, her face pale. "Илья! Что ты делаешь? (Ilya! What are you doing?)” She rushed to him, but Ilya fought her with a surprising, frantic strength.
 
"Мне нужно идти!" он кричал, его голос срывался, хриплый и отчаянный. "Я должен найти его! Я должен сказать Шейну, что мне жаль! Я люблю его, и я не имел в виду то, что сказал... Мне нужно увидеть его! (I need to go!" he screamed, his voice cracking, raw and desperate. "I have to find him! I have to tell Shane I'm sorry! I love him, and I didn't mean to—I need to see him!) “
 
 
Svetlana stopped, her expression hardening. "Илья, прекрати! Посмотри на себя!" Она указала на мониторы и его бледное, изможденное лицо. "Ты думаешь, Шейн обрадуется, увидев тебя таким? Ты думаешь, он простит тебя за то, что ты приполз к нему, выглядя как живой труп? Возьми себя в руки! Тебе нужно сначала выздороветь!" (Ilya, stop it! Look at you!" She gestured toward the monitors and his bruised, pale, gaunt face. "Do you think Shane would be happy to see you like this? Do you think he’d forgive you for crawling to him, looking like death warmed over?)
 
“Get a grip! You need to heal first”
 
Ilya collapsed, the fight leaving him. "Пожалуйста," он всхлипнул. "Светлана, пожалуйста." ("Please," he sobbed. "Svetlana, please.")
 
 
He surrendered to unconsciousness, leaving Svetlana to retreat to the hallway, the cool air doing little to stop her trembling.
 
She remembered the night she found him, his phone discarded in the footwell of his car. Back in the room, she plugged it into the wall outlet. As the phone began to hum with the quiet life of an incoming charge, she stood as a sentinel, waiting for the device to wake up.
 
Hours later, Ilya stirred. "Мой телефон," он прохрипел, его голос был сухим и надломленным. "Светлана, мой телефон. Где он?" ("My phone," he rasped, his voice a dry, broken sound. "Svetlana, my phone. Where is it?")
 
Svetlana hesitated, but seeing his need, she handed it to him. Ilya’s fingers trembled as he pressed the power button. The screen illuminated, showing dozens of missed calls from Shane. Before he could call back, an Unknown Number flashed on the screen. He answered it.
 
"Алло?" ("Hello?")
 
"Ты, блядь, вообще охуел?!" Алексей закричал, его голос был полон ярости. "Ты думал, ты можешь просто швырнуть мне эту грязь в лицо? Ты кто такой, чтобы учить меня, как заботиться об отце?!" (Are you, fucking kidding me?!" Alexei screamed, his voice thick with a guttural, terrifying fury. "You thought you could just throw this filth in my face? Who the fuck are you to teach me how to care for Father?!)”
 
In the background, you could hear a child crying while Alexei starts to shout.
 
Ilya went cold as memories of the penthouse, his father’s Alzheimer’s, and the conversation with his brother flooded back. "Алексей, послушай..." ("Alexei, listen...")
 
The exact reason why he suddenly made the decision to be coward.
Ilya made a choice not to drag Shane into his mess.
 
But he didn’t know that the decision he made was the worst thing that hurt Shane
 
"Слушай?! Я тебя сейчас слушать буду?! Ты думаешь, раз ты при деньгах, то можешь смотреть на меня как на говно? (Listen?! You want me to listen to you now?! You think because you have money, you can look at me like I'm shit?)”
 
Svetlana reached for him. "Илья, положи телефон. Это не принесет ничего хорошего." ("Ilya, put the phone down. This will not bring anything good.")
 
"Ты ничего не хотел, кроме как выглядеть лучше всех! (You didn't want anything except to look better than everyone!)” 
 
“Сдохни, Илья. Сдохни вместе со своими деньгами! (Die, Ilya. Die with your money!")
 
The line clicked dead. Ilya’s mind fractured, the silence absolute.
 
"Что он сказал?" ("What did he say?")
 
Ilya didn't look at her, touching the cold metal of his necklace. "Ничего, чего я бы не заслужил."
 
("Nothing that I didn't deserve.") 
 
 
 
 
The rhythmic, high-pitched beep-beep-beep of the heart monitor was the only thing anchoring Ilya to reality—a digital metronome marking seconds that stretched into agonizing hours.
 
Ten days had passed since he had emerged from the void of his coma, but he remained a man haunted by the architecture of his own destruction.
 
His body—once a finely tuned, powerful instrument of the ice—now felt like a brittle, borrowed skin, a stranger’s vessel that he occupied with profound, hollow detachment.
 
The descent into this catatonic state had been precipitated by a singular, jagged crack in his psyche.
 
 A phone call from his brother, Alexei.
 
When the line clicked dead, the silence that followed was absolute. Ilya had not looked at Svetlana.
He had not sought comfort. He simply dropped the phone and fixated on his own hand. He watched the tremor that refused to cease, the way his knuckles stood out like white stones against his pallid skin, and the faint, jagged scar where the IV had been ripped out in his previous, frenzied attempt to escape.
 
From that moment on, he folded inward.
He stopped eating, his body rejecting the bland, sterile hospital food as if it were ash. He sat in the center of the bed, knees drawn to his chest, his gaze perpetually locked on the topography of his own palms. He studied the lines and the fading bruises with the clinical intensity of a man trying to memorize the biology of a ghost who no longer deserved to exist.
 
But if the days were a stagnant, suffocating pool, the nights were a descent into a jagged, inescapable hell.
 
Sleep provided no sanctuary—it was an execution chamber where his mind was condemned to loop through the gallery of his greatest failures. His dreams were not merely memories, they were hauntings that demanded his participation.
 
Some nights, he was trapped in an infinite, frozen expanse—a vast, silent arena where the air was too thin to breathe.
 
Shane was always there, a distant, fragile silhouette against the blinding white.
 
As Ilya turned to walk away, the temperature would plummet, sucking the warmth from the atmosphere. He would watch, paralyzed by an invisible, suffocating weight, as Shane’s form turned to frost, then to brittle, translucent glass. The heartbreak of the image was eclipsed only by the horror of the conclusion.
 
Shane shattering into a million frozen diamonds, an irreparable mosaic of the love Ilya had discarded away.
 
Other nights, the imagery turned violently, gut-wrenchingly physical.
The dream would manifest as a collision on the ice, but it was stripped of the sport, reduced to a act of malice. He would feel the sickening crunch of bone against bone, the taste of metallic iron flooding his mouth, and the ghost of his own hands—the same trembling hands he stared at all day—wrapped tightly around Shane’s throat.
 
He would wake up clawing at his own neck, gasping for air, his skin crawling with the phantom sensation of the life he was extinguishing in his own subconscious.
 
But the most devastating, recurring nightmare was the night where it all happened.
 
It was a perfect, torturous recreation of the night he had severed everything. The air was heavy, smelling of expensive leather and stifling. Shane was there, bathed in the amber, artificial glow of the Boston skyline, his eyes wide with a terrifying, beautiful honesty.
 
“I love you,” Shane had whispered, the sound vibrating through the silence like a confession that doomed them both.
 
In the dream, Ilya was a prisoner in his own actions. He watched himself recoil with a reflexive, jagged cruelty. “No,” he snapped, the word erupting from his lips before he could stop it, a desperate, pre-programmed defense against his own happiness.
 
He watched himself lash out, calling Shane a "stupid Canadian," mocking the vulnerability that he viewed as a fatal weakness.
 
The dream captured the exquisite agony of his betrayal— the way his laughter sounded hollow and bitter, the way he shoved his hands through his hair in a mimicry of madness, and the way he looked at Shane not with hatred, but with a fear so profound it had mutated into a weapon.
 
“You think truth fixes things?” the dream-Ilya demanded, gesturing at the luxury that had become his gilded cage. “Because you made it real!”
Then came the final, crushing sequence—the walk to the door. He felt the cold, heavy brass of the handle against his palm, a sensation so vivid it made him recoil in his hospital bed.
 
He watched his dream-self walk out, slamming the door with a finality that echoed like a gunshot, sealing Shane into the silence of the penthouse.
 
 
Ilya would wake up then, his back arched off the mattress, his lungs burning as if he had been starved of oxygen for an eternity. He would scramble to sit up, his eyes darting frantically around the sterile, white-walled room, searching for a ghost he knew was not there.
 
But there was only the mocking, steady sound of the monitor.
 
When Dr. Molchalina arrived, she found him exactly as he had been for days.
A hollowed-out shell, curled into himself. He was a man who had murdered his own capacity for joy in the name of a misguided "safety."
 
He remained trapped in the wreckage of that single, catastrophic "no," forever walking toward a door he could never reopen, condemned to live in the aftermath of a love he had destroyed, waiting for the ghosts to finish their collection of his soul.
 
 
The calendar on the wall of his recovery suite was a testament to the slow, agonizing passage of time. By the time February 10, arrived, the winter outside was brutal, painting the hospital windows in shades of slate and frost. But inside, the air felt less like a vacuum and more like a space he could finally inhabit.
 
 
The sessions with Dr. Galina Molchalina had become the heartbeat of his existence. She was no longer just a doctor. She was the architect of his reconstruction.
On that cold Tuesday morning, the office was quiet, save for the soft, rhythmic clicking of the radiator. Ilya sat in the leather armchair, his posture less rigid than it had been months ago.
 
He was no longer curled into himself— he had learned to occupy the space he was given.
 
Dr. Molchalina sat across from him, her brow furrowed slightly as she studied his face. She had seen him at his worst—broken, catatonic, and terrified. Today, she saw something else a dangerous, fragile alertness.
 
"You haven't mentioned the penthouse in three days, Ilya," she observed, her voice low and steady. She wasn't merely asking, she was presenting a fact.
 
Ilya looked at his hands, then up at her silently.
 
Dr. Molchalina is leaning forward slightly. "Don't mistake detachment for resolution, Ilya. You spent time burying your capacity for attachment under layers of 'control.' You didn't leave Shane because you didn't love him.”
 
“You left him because you were terrified that your love for him was the only thing you couldn't control. You turned him into a threat to your stability."
 
Ilya felt a familiar, sharp pang in his chest—a ghost of the old panic—but he breathed through it. "I destroyed him, Galina. I didn't just 'leave' him. I annihilated the possibility of us existing in the same world."
 
"You did," she agreed, her voice devoid of judgment but heavy with the weight of that truth.
"And you have to live with that. But the man who left that penthouse is not the man sitting here today because of what you did.”
 
 
The walk back to his room felt different, yet the transition from the office to the sterile hallway was jarring. He was still processing Galina’s words—the weight of atonement versus fixing—when his phone, still tucked in the bedside drawer where it had remained since his admission, began to vibrate.
 
It was an erratic, insistent sound, muffled by the wood. Ilya paused, his hand hovering over the drawer. He hadn’t touched the device since the day the call from Alexei.
 
But this ringtone was different. It was a specific, archaic melody—a relic of his childhood—that made his blood run cold.
 
He pulled the phone out.
 
He answered. He didn't say anything, his breath hitching in his throat as the familiar, static-heavy silence of an international line filled the gap between them.
 
"Илья." (Ilya.)
 
It was a lawyer from Russia, his voice as dry and brittle as parchment. There was no preamble, no soft cushioning for the blow.
 
"Твой отец скончался сегодня утром. Мы пытались связаться с тобой по делам наследства, но это... это срочно." (Your father passed away this morning. We were trying to reach you regarding inheritance matters, but this... this is urgent.)
 
The world tilted. The hallway, which had moments ago felt like a path to a new beginning, suddenly contracted. The sterile white walls seemed to pulse.
 
He didn't feel the tidal wave of grief he had expected— instead, he felt a strange, cold clarity. The man who had been the architect of his anxiety, the man whose shadow had loomed over his life and fueled the fear that cost him everything, was gone.
"Илья? Ты слышишь меня?" (Ilya? Can you hear me?)
"Да," Ilya rasped, his voice barely audible. (Yes.)
"У нас есть документы Мы знаем о твоем состоянии, но время не ждет." (We have documents requiring your presence and time will not wait.)
 
He hung up.
 
He stood there in the center of the room, the phone still pressed to his ear long after the line had gone dead. The silence returned.
 
The fear that had dictated his choices—the fear of his father, the fear of the legacy, the fear of losing his standing—had just evaporated. The "authority" that had made him feel like a coward in his own life was now nothing more than a cold body.
 
He looked toward the window. The February sky was iron-grey, unyielding.
 
"Svetlana," he said, his voice firm as she entered the room, sensing the seismic shift in the air.
 
"I heard," she replied, her eyes searching his face for signs of a collapse. She saw none. "What will you do?"
 
"I have to go to Russia," Ilya said, already moving toward the small closet where his civilian clothes had been stored, protected in plastic. "I have to bury him. I have to settle the estate. I have to make sure that once I leave, there is absolutely nothing left of that life—no threats, no shadow, no ties."
 
Svetlana hesitated, her hand hovering near his arm. "And then? You are not staying there."
 
"No," he agreed, reaching for a coat he hadn't worn since the night of the penthouse. It felt heavy, a relic of a different man. "That is where I finish the cleanup. My father’s death has severed what was holding me to that version of myself. I have to go home to end it properly."
 
He looked at his phone, the screen dark and reflective. He knew that by the time he returned, he would be unburdened. The inheritance, the family name, the looming expectations of his father—they were now just paperwork. Once he signed those documents, once he walked away from that gravesite, he would have nothing left to lose.
 
"I need to be clean before I do anything else," Ilya continued, his eyes meeting Svetlana’s. "I cannot carry the weight of my father’s legacy into any other part of my life.
 
"You are going back to Russia to finish it," she asked softly.
 
"I am going back to Russia to bury it," he corrected.
He didn't need to elaborate. The fear that had dictated his choices for years had finally been replaced by an iron-clad resolve. He would go to Russia, he would stand in the biting cold, he would bury the past, and then, with his hands finally empty of his family's expectations, he would be free.
 
He packed a single bag, his movements efficient. Every item he placed inside felt like a shedding of layers. When he finished, he stood in the center of the room, looking at the bed where he had suffered through his darkest nights.
 
“After this… “Ilya stared at the dark room, his breath hitching in a jagged, painful sob. “After all of this, after I bury the man who made me a monster, I will find you. I will crawl across every mile of this earth if I have to, Shane.”
 
“I’ll beg for your forgiveness, he promised, though the wind carried the words away before they could even reach his own ears. I will spend the rest of my life on my knees if that’s what it takes to earn one second of your eyes on mine again.”
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    Chapter Text

    FERBRUARY 15
The journey from the airport to the city center felt less like a transit and more like a descent into the underworld. The Russian winter did not welcome them.
 
It swallowed them. Outside the tinted glass of the black sedan, Moscow was a blurred tapestry of slate-grey skies, skeletal birch trees, and buildings that loomed like gravestones against the horizon.
 
Ilya sat in the backseat, his posture unnaturally still.
Beside him, Svetlana was a quiet, constant presence, her hands folded neatly in her lap. She didn't press him for conversation. She knew that the man sitting next to her was barely there at all—his body was in a car traveling toward the center of a city he had spent a decade trying to erase, but his mind was trapped in a penthouse thousands of miles away, anchored to the sound of a door slamming shut.
 
Ilya’s silence was heavy, a suffocating atmosphere that seemed to displace the air in the vehicle. He stared at his reflection in the glass—a face that looked older, lined with the remnants of his physical and mental collapse, his eyes hollowed out by months of forced introspection.
 
The name was not a thought— it was a pulse at the base of his skull.
 
Shane
 
Shane
 
Shane
 
 
He closed his eyes, and the interior of the car dissolved. He was back in the penthouse. He felt the phantom pressure of the handle in his palm.
He saw the specific, devastating way Shane’s freckles had stood out against his pale skin when the realization had finally landed—the moment Shane understood that he was being abandoned not because he wasn't enough, but because Ilya was too broken to be anything else.
 
I am a coward, Ilya thought, the words hitting him with the force of a physical blow. I am a hollow man traveling to bury a hollow father, leaving behind the only warmth I ever felt.
 
His mind wandered into the dark corridors of "what if."
What if he hadn't walked away? What if he had stood his ground, taken Shane’s hand, and told him the truth—that his father was a parasite, that the family name was a curse, that he loved him so much it terrified him?
 
The images flooded his mind with agonizing detail.
He imagined Shane’s reaction. He imagined them together in that penthouse, away from the eyes of the hockey world, away from the pressure, just... existing. But the vision always withered. In his mind, he saw Shane waiting for him—waiting for a call that never came, waiting for a letter that was never written, waiting for a man who had become a ghost.
 
Does he still play?
 
Ilya’s fingers twitched against his thigh. He wondered if Shane still felt the ice under his skates with the same fluidity, or if the coldness of that night had seeped into his bones, too.
Every mile they drove deeper into the city was a mile further from the possibility of reconciliation.
He was returning to the source, to the ice-cold lineage of the men who had raised him, and he felt the familiar, crushing weight of the family name—a name he was going to bury.
 
"Ilya?"
 
Svetlana’s voice was a soft intrusion, like a ripple in a stagnant pond.
 
He didn't turn his head. He couldn't. His throat was tight, choked by a grief that had no outlet. He felt like he was drowning in the sheer, overwhelming history of his own mistakes.
"Ilya, we are almost there," she said, her voice laced with a gentle, cautious concern.
He finally looked at her, his eyes glassy and distant. "I can still see him, Svetlana. Every time I close my eyes, I see the moment I killed us. I killed us both."
 
"You are going to settle this," she reminded him, her hand touching his arm.
 
"How can I?” he whispered, his voice cracking.
 
His mind drifted back to the night they had confessed their love. He remembered the smell of the air, the way the city lights of Boston had reflected in Shane’s eyes—eyes that held a future he had been too terrified to accept.
He had looked at that future and had chosen his father’s past instead. He had traded a living, breathing soul for the cold, unyielding approval of a man who was now just a rotting memory.
 
The irony was like a blade in his stomach. He was coming home to attend the funeral of his father, the man whose shadow had been the primary weapon in the destruction of his own happiness. He was coming home to inherit a burden he didn't want, to stand among the people who had raised him to be as ruthless and empty as they were.
 
Shane, please wait for me.
 
The prayer repeated in his head, a desperate, irrational mantra. He knew it was selfish.
He knew he didn't deserve it. How could he ask someone to wait when he had given Shane nothing but an utter rejection.
But the thought of Shane moving on—of Shane finding someone who wouldn't walk out the door, someone who wouldn't call him a "lapse in judgment"—felt like a second, deeper death.
 
 
The car slowed, the tires crunching over the frozen slush of the city streets. They were entering the district of his youth, the place where he had learned to build the walls that eventually imprisoned him.
 
He looked out the window again. The buildings were grey, the people were grey, and the light was fading into an early, brutal dusk. He felt a sense of dissociation, as if he were observing a stranger’s life. This city held the ghosts of his childhood, the expectations of his father, the failures of his bloodline.
 
The car pulled to a stop in front of a sprawling, iron-gated estate. It was made of marble and grief, the place where the man who had shaped his entire life had finally ceased to exist.
 
Ilya sat for a long moment, the engine idling, the cold seeping through the frame of the car. He felt the weight of his father’s legacy pressing down on him, trying to push him back into the old mold.
 
But he remembered the way the hospital room had felt when he finally realized the door wasn't locked.
 
He breathed in, the air smelling of ice and ozone.
 
"Ilya?" Svetlana asked, waiting.
 
He looked at the gates, then back at his phone, which sat dark and silent in his pocket. He was here to end the ghost of his father, but as he stepped out of the car and into the freezing Moscow air, he knew he wasn't just here to bury a man.
He was here to purge the last of the poison. He was here to prepare his soul for the one man who had ever made it worth saving.
 
He didn't look back as he walked toward the mansion. He walked forward, stepping into the cold, carrying the weight of ten years of silence, and the desperate, burning hope that when he was finally empty of his father, there would finally be room for Shane.
 
 
 
 
 
The estate was a monolith of state-sanctioned power, and today, it served as a monument to the man who had exerted that power with a cold unrelenting hand.
 
As Ilya stepped out of the black sedan, the wind whipped his coat, but it was the freezing, predatory intensity of the atmosphere that truly chilled him.
 
The driveway was choked with armored vehicles. Men in sharp, charcoal-grey overcoats stood in clusters—high-ranking intelligence officers, bureaucrats, and men whose names were whispered in backrooms.
 
These were the architects of the regime his father had served, men who measured worth in influence.
 
Ilya felt the familiar, sickening squeeze in his chest—the autonomic response to a lifetime of being observed, judged, and found wanting. Beside him, Svetlana moved closer, her grip on his arm a silent warning.
 
They walked toward the grand entrance, and the crowd parted with the fluid, rehearsed precision of a military parade.
 
And then, Ilya saw him.
 
Standing slightly apart from the others, radiating a gravitational pull that commanded the entire terrace, was Sergei Vetrov.
 
Svetlana’s father.
 
The man was a legend. To the world, he was the Iron Wall of the old Soviet hockey machine, the goaltender whose reflexes had been compared to lightning.
 
But in the years since he had hung up his skates, Vetrov had traded his pads for a suit and his crease for the office of the Minister of Sport—and eventually, something far more sinister and political. He stood with his arms crossed, his massive frame looming, his face a landscape of scars and frost.
 
His eyes were cold, calculating, and fixed directly on Ilya. There was no warmth in that gaze—only the appraisal of a predator inspecting a wounded animal that had wandered back into the den.
 
"Илья Розанов," Vitrov said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that could still command an arena of twenty thousand people.
 
"Ты выглядишь... иначе. Потерял хватку? (Ilya Rozanov. You look... different. Lost your grip?)"
 
The implication hung in the air.
 
You are failing.
 
 
Ilya stopped. His heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs, not from the fear of Vetrov, but from the crushing weight of his own internal wreckage.
 
His mind was miles away, trapped in the amber light of the Boston penthouse. He could see Shane’s face—could see the way his freckles stood out against his pale skin when he realized Ilya was abandoning him.
 
The silence stretched, agonizing and thick. Ilya’s jaw tightened. He wanted to scream, to tell the Minister exactly what he thought of the "discipline" that had produced nothing but empty, broken men.
But he said nothing. He remained entirely, painfully silent, his eyes fixed on a point just past Vetrov’s shoulder.
 
Vetrov’s eyes narrowed, sensing the tremor of unspent rage beneath Ilya’s stillness. He took a step closer, his voice dropping to a dangerous, intimate register. "Твой отец не узнал бы в тебе своего сына. Ты выглядишь сломленным. (Your father wouldn't recognize you as his son. You look broken.)"
 
Ilya’s hands balled into fists inside his coat pockets. The urge to lash out was a physical pressure in his throat, a desire to shatter the facade of this funeral and scream his own truth—that he was a man who had murdered his own happiness to keep it "safe."
 
But before he could utter a word—before the dam could break—Svetlana stepped forward, her body acting as a fragile shield between the two men. Her voice was sharp, cutting through the icy tension like a blade.
 
"Папа, хватит! (Papa, stop it!)" she said, her tone icy and uncompromising.
 
"Это похороны. Что бы у тебя ни было на уме, это не время и не место для твоих игр. Прояви хоть каплю уважения к мертвым, если не можешь к живым. (Papa, stop it! This is a funeral. Whatever you have in mind, this is not the time or place for your games. Show at least a drop of respect for the dead, if you can’t for the living.)"
Vetrov looked at his daughter, his massive frame looming over her, but Svetlana did not flinch. She held his gaze with a defiant, iron resolve that had been forged in the same cold fire that had created the Minister himself.
 
He let out a harsh, humorless laugh, though his eyes remained as cold as a frozen lake. He looked at Ilya one last time, a look of profound, chilling pity. "Хорошо, Светлана. Пусть будет по-твоему. (Fine, Svetlana. Have it your way.)"
 
He turned on his heel, his heavy coat swirling around him as he walked toward the chapel, the other officials falling into his wake like obedient shadows.
 
Svetlana let out a breath she had been holding, her hand trembling slightly as she turned back to Ilya. She didn't say anything, but her eyes were full of a quiet, mournful understanding.
 
She knew what he was carrying. She knew that in the silence he had maintained, he was actually screaming for Shane.
 
Ilya didn't look at her. He couldn't.
 
The chapel air was thick enough to choke on. The suffocating scent of lilies and the sharp, medicinal sting of incense clawed at Ilya’s throat, but it was the silence—the heavy, judgmental silence of the room—that pinned him to the spot.
 
He stood before the open casket, and for a moment, the world dissolved.
He was no longer a star, a disgraced lover, or a grieving son.
He was twelve again. He was that boy walking into the kitchen, his heart hammering against his ribs, to find his mother, Irina, cold and still on the floor.
 
He remembered the way his father—Grigori  Rozanov—had walked into the room afterward.
Not with a hug for his terrified son, not with tears, but with a face like iron, already deciding how this tragedy would be smoothed over to preserve the family’s image.
 
Ilya stared down at the body. The uniform was immaculate, a mockery of the man inside it. Those medals—the Order of Merit, the Hero of Russia—they were just shiny, polished trinkets. They couldn't bring back the woman who had been the only source of light in Ilya’s early life. They couldn't scrub away the harsh words his father had hurled at her, words that Ilya still heard in the dead of night, like echoes in an empty arena.
 
"Смотри на него, Илья. (Look at him, Ilya.)"
He heard his own thoughts, a cruel whisper. He looked at his father’s hands—the hands that had never once reached out to hold him in comfort after a loss, the hands that had only ever pointed toward the next goal, the next medal, the next standard Ilya had to meet to be 'worthy' of the name Rozanov.
 
Ilya’s breath came in ragged, painful hitches. He felt a sudden, violent surge of resentment so potent it made his vision swim. He wanted to reach out, to shake the rigid shoulders, to demand, “Why? Why couldn't you have just loved her? Why couldn't you have just loved me?”
 
He saw the lines around his father’s mouth—the permanent, stony set of a man who believed that love was a weakness. Then, his eyes drifted to his father’s forehead, where the ravages of dementia had finally erased the last of the man's terrifying, sharp-witted authority. Ilya remembered the last time they had spoken, before the silence became permanent.
 He remembered his father calling out for Irina, confused, lost in the fog of a dying mind.
 
Ilya had stood there, his own heart shattering into dust, whispering the truth to a man who couldn't hold onto it: «Папа, мамы нет. Она ушла. (Papa, Mom is gone. She’s gone.)»
And now, Grigori Rozanov was gone too.
 
The realization hit Ilya with the force of a full-speed collision on the ice. The apology he had spent his entire life secretly praying for—the moment his father would finally look at him, drop the armor, and say, 'I am proud of you,' or even, 'I am sorry,'—that moment had died. It was buried beneath this casket.
 
"Ты так ничего и не понял," (You never understood a thing,) Ilya whispered, his voice trembling, breaking the funeral’s oppressive quiet.
 
He leaned closer, the smell of formaldehyde rising to meet him. "Я ведь просто хотел, чтобы ты был моим отцом. (I just wanted you to be my father.)"
 
The grief that washed over him was not just for the man lying there— it was for the version of himself that had spent decades starving for crumbs of affection from a man who had none to give.
He felt the phantom pain of every criticism, every cold glare after a bad game, every moment he had hidden his sexuality in the dark because he knew his father’s 'traditional' heart would have been the final judge to banish him from the Rozanov legacy.
 
He looked at the medals again. He saw his mother’s face in his mind—her laugh, the way she had looked at him before the world turned black—and he realized he was protecting her memory, even now, by standing here. He was the one who had kept her name clean, the one who had survived, the one who had endured the cruelty and the distance.
 
Shane.
The thought was a lifeline. He wasn't like his father. He was capable of love. He was capable of being the man who held on, even when it hurt. He was capable of being the man who found beauty in another person rather than destroying it.
 
"Я тебя прощаю," (I forgive you,) Ilya murmured, the words feeling like shards of glass in his throat. "Но я тебя никогда не пойму. (But I will never understand you.)"
 
He stood there for a long time, the tears finally flowing freely, soaking into his black coat. He wasn't crying for the rigid man in the uniform—he was crying for the twelve year-old boy who had found his mother on the kitchen floor, and for the man who had walked away from the love of his life in a Boston penthouse, terrified that he would become exactly like the man currently encased in silk and gold.
 
He reached out, his hand hovering over the cold, waxy skin of his father’s hand, but he didn't touch him. He couldn't.
 
After this...
He stood up straight, wiping his face with the back of his hand, his eyes burning with a new, terrifying clarity. He was done with the expectations of the Rozanov name. He was done with the hunger for approval. He was done being a ghost in his own life.
 
He looked at Svetlana, who was waiting by the door, her face a mask of sorrow. She had seen everything. She had known the boy behind the superstar, the son behind the soldier.
 
"Я готов, (I’m ready,)" he breathed.
He turned away from the casket, away from the medals, away from the uniform, and away from the man who had been his god and his nightmare. As he walked toward the heavy mahogany doors, he felt the heavy mantle of his past—the name Rozanov—beginning to slip from his shoulders. He was going to leave it all here, in this cold, marble tomb.
 
He was going to find Shane. And this time, he wouldn't let go.
 
 
The heavy, carved doors groaned as Ilya pushed them open, the sound echoing like a final gavel strike against the stillness of the chapel. He stepped out into the biting, slate-grey evening, the freezing air rushing into his lungs like a cleansing fire.
 
He was done. He had buried the expectations, the shame, and the phantom ghost of a father who had never truly seen him.
 
Svetlana was there, waiting near the base of the stone steps, her silhouette dark against the encroaching Moscow night. She didn't speak—she simply offered a small, knowing nod, her eyes reflecting the quiet relief he hadn't yet dared to feel himself.
 
"Илья." (Ilya.)
 
The voice was not hers. It was deeper, wet around the edges, and carried a jagged, scraping authority that made the hair on the back of Ilya’s neck stand up.
 
Ilya froze. He knew the way the vowels dragged, a hallmark of the erratic instability that had defined his brother’s life for the last several years. He turned slowly, his face hardening into a mask of neutral stone.
 
Standing in the shadows of the chapel portico, his coat hanging loosely off his frame, was Alexei. He looked haggard, his skin a sickly, jaundiced shade under the pale light, his eyes darting with the unmistakable, dilated twitch of someone currently deep in the throes of a chemical haze.
 
Alexei was the older brother, far more pathetic extension of the Rozanov name—the one who had stayed, the one who had burned through their father’s legacy not with ambition, but with a needle and a spoon.
 
"Алексей," (Alexei,) Ilya said, his voice flat.
 
"Брат," (Brother,) Alexei replied, his lips curling into a smile that failed to reach his glassy, unfocused eyes. He took a swaying step forward, his movements uncoordinated.
 
"Ты выглядишь отвратительно. Очень по-американски. (You look repulsive. Very American.)"
 
Ilya didn't flinch. He didn't feel the old, reflexive need to defend himself. The distance he had traveled had rendered Alexei’s barbs toothless.
"Что ты здесь делаешь? (What are you doing here?)" Ilya asked, his tone icy. "Разве ты не должен был следить за наследством? (Shouldn't you be busy tending to the inheritance?)"
 
Alexei let out a short, jagged laugh that turned into a wet, hacking cough. He leaned against a stone pillar for support, his hands trembling violently. "Наследство... это всего лишь бумаги, которые ты подписал, чтобы сбежать. Но ты забыл кое-что, Илья. Ты Розанов. Ты богаче, чем можешь себе представить, даже после того, как все раздал. (The inheritance... it’s just papers you signed to run away. But you forgot something, Ilya. You are a Rozanov. You are richer than you can imagine, even after you gave it all away.)"
 
He stumbled closer, invading Ilya’s personal space. He smelled of cold air, stale sweat, and the sharp, chemical tang that always followed him.
"Мне нужны деньги, Илья. Сейчас же. Ты думаешь, я не знаю, сколько у тебя там, на счетах? Не прикидывайся святошей. Это мой долг. (I need money, Ilya. Right now. You think I don’t know how much you have in those accounts? Don’t play the saint. This is my due.)"
 
Ilya felt a surge of cold, hard revulsion. For years, he had been the silent bank account for Alexei’s destruction. Every time he sent money, he had been trying to pay for a version of his brother that no longer existed, a desperate attempt to keep the Rozanov family from completely dissolving.
 
"Я больше не даю тебе денег, Алексей. (I am not giving you money anymore, Alexei.)"
 
Alexei’s eyes widened, turning frantic, his face twisting into a mask of entitled rage. "Ты обязан мне! Ты бросил меня с этим психопатом в этом доме! Ты сбежал к своей славе, пока я гнил здесь, выслушивая его крики! Ты обязан мне своим состоянием, своими успехами, и ты будешь платить, пока я не скажу хватит! (You owe me! You left me with that psychopath in this house! You ran off to your fame while I rotted here listening to his screams! You owe me for your fortune, your success, and you will pay until I say enough!)"
 
"Я ушел, чтобы выжить, (I left to survive,)" Ilya said, his voice steady. "Я больше не буду финансировать твой финал. И я больше не твой источник дохода. (I am not financing your end anymore. And I am no longer your source of income.)"
 
Alexei’s hand shot out, grabbing the lapel of Ilya’s coat, his grip weak but frantic. "Ты не можешь! Ты Розанов, черт возьми! Ты обязан поддерживать семью! Илья, мне нужно... (You can’t! You are a Rozanov, damn it! You are obligated to support the family! Ilya, I need...)"
 
 
With a firm, decisive motion, Ilya pried his brother’s fingers off his coat. He didn't push him, but he didn't offer a hand to steady him either.
 
"Семья закончилась в том гробу, Алексей, (The family ended in that casket, Alexei,)" Ilya said, his voice quiet and final. "Я не твой брат-спонсор. Я больше никто в этом доме. Ищи свои деньги где угодно, но не у меня. (I am not your brother sponsor. I am nobody in this house anymore. Find your money anywhere else, but not from me.)"
 
Alexei slumped against the pillar, his eyes losing focus as he stared into the dark, his voice turning into a pathetic, incoherent mumble of curses.
 
Ilya turned his back on him. He brushed past the broken man who had once been his brother, ignoring the frantic, disjointed demands that followed him. He felt a profound sense of liberation.
 
The Rozanov name, the blackmail, the dark legacy—it was all just noise now. He had a destination, and for the first time in his life, the path ahead wasn't dictated by the men standing behind him.
 
Ilya had one hand on the car door, the cold metal biting into his palm, when Alexei’s voice stopped him. It wasn't the frantic, drug-addled demand for cash; it was a low, jagged sneer, thick with venomous insight.
"Иди, Илья. Иди и будь богат. Будь знаменит. (Go, Ilya. Go and be rich. Be famous.)" Alexei spat the words out, his eyes glinting with a cruel, unstable triumph.
 
"В конце концов, твой соперник больше не играет в хоккей. Ты получил то, что хотел. (After all, your rival doesn't play hockey anymore. You got what you wanted.)"
 
The world, which had finally begun to settle into a sense of clarity, tilted violently on its axis. Ilya froze, his heart slamming against his ribs like a trapped bird.
 
"Что ты сказал? (What did you say?)" Ilya whispered, his voice dangerously thin.
 
"Какой соперник? О чем ты говоришь? (What did you say? What rival? What are you talking about?)"
 
Alexei let out a wet, rattling laugh, leaning his head back against the stone pillar. He looked at Ilya with a gaze that seemed to see right through the mask of composure. "Ты правда думаешь, что мир вращается только вокруг твоих маленьких травм? Твой драгоценный Холландер. (You really think the world revolves only around your little precious Hollander.)"
 
A cold dread, sharper and deeper than the Moscow winter, began to bleed through Ilya’s veins. "Что с ним? (What about him?)"
 
Alexei smirked, his teeth stained and uneven. "Посмотрим, останешься ли ты таким богатым и нужным, когда франшиза 'Розанов против Холландера' окончательно исчезнет. (Let’s see if you’ll stay so rich and relevant when the 'Rozanov vs. Hollander' franchise is gone forever.)"
 
Ilya didn't wait for another word. He didn't care about the cold, the funeral, or the eyes of the guards watching from the shadows. His hand trembled violently as he fished his phone from his pocket, the screen blindingly bright against the dark, frozen night. His thumb moved with a frantic, uncoordinated energy, punching in the search bar.
 
Shane Hollander.
 
The results loaded, and for a split second, the world fell into a terrifying, vacuum-sealed silence.
BREAKING NEWS: SHANE HOLLANDER RESIGNS AS VOYAGEURS CAPTAIN, TAKES INDEFINITE MEDICAL LEAVE.
 
 
Ilya felt the blood drain from his face, leaving him shivering. He clicked the article, his vision blurring as he scanned the cold, clinical text..... indefinite leave.
The phone slipped, nearly falling from his numbing fingers.
 
Medical leave.
 
He thought of the night in the penthouse—the silence, the hurt in Shane’s eyes, the way he had looked at Ilya as if he were trying to memorize the face of someone already gone. Had Shane been breaking then? Had he been carrying the weight of everything they couldn't be, while Ilya was busy running away to "find himself"?
 
He had convinced himself that Shane was strong.
 
He was a fool. A delusional, coward of a fool.
 
"Илья? (Ilya?)" Svetlana called out softly from the car, her voice barely registering over the roaring in his ears.
 
He didn't answer. He was staring at the screen, at the picture of Shane—Shane in his jersey, looking tired, looking distant, looking like the man who had once been his entire world.
The weight of his father’s death, the resentment toward his brother, the pursuit of atonement—everything that had defined his trip to Moscow—instantly evaporated.
 
It was all replaced by a singular, suffocating realization.
 
While he had been playing the martyr in his own tragedy, the only person who had ever truly loved him had been drowning.
 
He had been so focused on his own ghost that he hadn't noticed Shane’s light going out.
"I have to go," Ilya rasped, his voice sounding like gravel being crushed.
"Ilya, the documents—" Svetlana began, stepping out of the car.
"Forget the documents!" he snapped, the fury finally boiling over. He slammed the car door shut, his eyes fixed on the distant, unreachable horizon of the West. "He’s gone, Svetlana. He’s gone, and it’s my fault."
 
Without any hesitation, he punched out a message to Shane.
Tell me this is a joke Hollander.
 
He didn't look at Alexei, who was still leaning against the pillar, savoring his brother's destruction. He didn't look at the manor, or the chapel, or the frozen graves of his ancestors.
 
Wait for me, he pleaded silently, his heart racing with a terror he had never felt on any ice rink. Shane, please… just hang on. Don't go anywhere. I'm coming.
 
Ilya’s hand was already on the door handle of the sedan when the air around them seemed to curdle.
 
"Куда ты так спешишь, братец?" (Where are you rushing off to, brother?) Alexei’s voice was a wet, jagged rasp, fueled by the manic energy of his addiction and a cruel, deep-seated malice. He let out a harsh, mocking sound that started as a laugh and ended as a spasm of coughing. "Почему такая реакция? Ты выглядишь так, будто у тебя случился сердечный приступ." (Why the reaction? You look like you're having a heart attack.)
 
Ilya didn't stop. His muscles were coiled, his entire being vibrating with the singular, frantic need to get to an airport, to get to a phone, to get to him.
 
Alexei stumbled forward, his shadow stretching long and distorted across the frozen gravel as he caught up, grabbing the rear door of the car to prevent Ilya from leaving. His eyes were wide, the pupils blown out, and a sick, triumphant grin spread across his gaunt face.
 
"Это должно быть тот 'пидор' внутри тебя говорит, да?" (It must be the 'faggot' talking inside you, right?) Alexei spat the slur with venomous precision, the word hanging in the frigid air like an infection.
 
"Я всегда знал. Ты не сбежал ради карьеры. Ты сбежал ради него." (I always knew. You didn't run for your career. You ran for him.)
 
Ilya spun around, his restraint snapping like a dry twig. He slammed Alexei back against the frame of the car, his hand locking onto the front of his brother’s coat. The force of the impact shook them both, but Ilya’s face was a mask of cold, terrifying fury—the fury of a man who had finally realized that his brother was the mirror image of the sickness that had haunted his father’s house.
 
Alexei didn't look afraid. He looked ecstatic. He leaned into Ilya’s space, his breath reeking of chemicals and decay.
 
"Ты трахнул Холландера, да?" (You fucked Hollander, didn't you?) Alexei whispered, his voice dripping with a perverse, voyeuristic satisfaction.
 
"Это было хорошо? Он был таким же податливым, как и на льду? Ты хоть раз чувствовал себя мужчиной, или тебе всегда нравилось, когда тебя имеют?" (Was it good? Was he as pliable as he was on the ice? Did you ever feel like a man, or did you always like being the one who's taken?)
The words were a physical violation.
 
For a heartbeat, the world stopped. Ilya’s hand tightened on Alexei’s collar, his knuckles white, his lungs burning. He could end him. Right here, in the dark, against the cold steel of the car, he could silence the filth coming out of his brother’s mouth. The rage was so total, so blinding, that it felt like an out-of-body experience.
 
"Иди к черту!" (Go to hell!) Alexei screamed from the gravel, his voice cracking. "Ты всегда был предателем! Ты никогда не был Розановым!" (You were always a traitor! You were never a Rozanov!)
 
 
The world didn't just turn red.
 
 It ignited into a blinding rage. The moment the slur left Alexei’s mouth—the moment he dared to drag Shane’s name into the gutter of their shared rot—the last frayed wire of Ilya’s restraint snapped. The cold, analytical detachment he had cultivated for a decade shattered.
 
He didn't just hit Alexei. He launched himself like a weapon.
 
Ilya slammed his brother against the armored door of the car with such force that the metal groaned in protest. Before Alexei could even choke out a breath, Ilya’s fist connected with his jaw. The sound was sickening—a dull, wet thud of bone on bone.
 
Again.
 
"Не смей," (Don't you dare,) Ilya snarled, his voice a guttural, subhuman sound that didn't sound like his own.
 
He didn't see his brother.
Ge saw every criticism, every bitter, drug-addled lie, every second of the toxic, suffocating pride of the Rozanov name. He was punching the ghost of his father. He was punching the agony of Shane’s resignation.
 
Again.
 
Alexei’s head whipped back against the reinforced steel, and Ilya followed through, his left hand connecting with Alexei’s temple. He felt the skin of his own knuckles split, the warmth of blood coating his fingers, but he didn't care. The pain was grounding. It was the only thing that felt real.
 
"Илья, остановись! Пожалуйста! Ты убьешь его!" (Ilya, stop! Please! You’ll kill him!)
Svetlana’s voice was a distant, frantic shriek, her hands clawing at his shoulders, but Ilya was beyond reach. He was in a trance of violence.
 
Alexei slid to the frozen ground, a broken, trembling heap, but Ilya was already over him. He gripped Alexei’s collar, his own breath coming in ragged, jagged gasps, and he drove his fist down into Alexei’s face.
 
Crack.
 
The sound was absolute. It was the sound of the bridge of Alexei’s nose collapsing, followed immediately by the sickening crunch of the orbital bone. Alexei’s head struck the gravel with a hollow, final thud.
 
Ilya didn't stop. He was a machine fueled by a decade of repressed hatred. He brought his fist down again—a hammer blow directed at the mouth that had spoken Shane’s name with such venom. Blood geysered out, splashing onto Ilya’s own cheeks, hot and metallic.
 
Again.
 
He felt the bones in his knuckles grinding against each other, a white-hot, searing intensity that felt like a white rod being driven through his wrist, but he didn't falter. He couldn't. Every punch was a release. Every punch was a step away from the ghost of the man who had raised them to be monsters.
 
Again.
 
Alexei had stopped fighting back. His body, once rigid with spite, was now limp. A final, rattling gasp escaped his throat—a wet, bubbling sound—before it smoothed out into a terrifying, unnatural silence.
 
Ilya didn't stop. He didn't check for a pulse. He didn't look at the ruin he had made of his brother’s face, now a pulpy, unrecognizable mask of crimson and shattered bone.
 
He was fixated on the movement of his own hands, rising and falling with mechanical, lethal precision. He was drowning in the heat of his own rage, lost in a crimson fog where the only thing that mattered was the impact.
 
Again.
He was mid-swing, his arm cocked back to deliver a final, skull-crushing blow, his knuckles shredded and raw, bone visible through the torn skin.
 
Waaaaah.
The sound was sharp, thin, and impossibly fragile.
It was the cry of a child—
 
Ilya froze. His fist hovered in the air, trembling violently, dripping blood onto the snow.
Ilya’s head snapped up.
A few yards away, near the edge of the manicured driveway, a woman stood trembling.
 In her arms, clutched to her chest, was a little girl. Alexei’s daughter—
 
Tatiana. 
 
Her small face was buried in her mother’s coat, but her cries were piercing, a sound that cut through the frozen air and went straight to the marrow of Ilya’s bones.
 
The child’s mother was staring at him, her eyes wide, glassy with shock. She wasn't looking at him with anger. She was looking at him with the horrified realization that the monster of the Rozanov stories was not a myth.
 
Ilya’s breath hitched. He felt the cold air hit the blood on his face, cooling it into a mask.
 
Slowly, his gaze drifted downward, back to the heap at his feet. The frantic, drug-addled energy that had defined Alexei was gone. There was no movement, no rattling, no gasping—only the terrifying, absolute stillness of the dead. The face he had beaten into a pulpy ruin was slack, the eyes staring sightlessly into the indifferent Russian night.
 
The realization hit him like a physical blow to the stomach, harder than any hit he had ever taken on the ice. He hadn't just fought his brother. He hadn't just lashed out.
 
 He had killed Alexei. 
 
He had snuffed out the life of his own blood, the one person left in this world who shared blood with him.
 
"Ilya..."
The sound of his name made him pivot.
The estate grounds had transformed. The darkness was no longer just the night; it was filled with eyes. The high-ranking officers, the bureaucrats, the men who had spent their lives manipulating the fates of nations—they were all there. They stood in a semi-circle, paralyzed by the spectacle.
The Police Commissioner was there, his hand hovering instinctively near his service weapon. His father’s colleagues stood like statues in the dim light, their faces drained of color.
 
And then, his gaze locked onto Sergei Vetrov.
 
The former goaltender, the man who had been a titan in the eyes of the world, stood at the front of the line. His expression was impossible to read—it was a mixture of cold, professional appraisal and a flicker of something that looked dangerously like fear. He was looking at the body of Alexei, then at the blood on Ilya’s hands, and finally, into Ilya’s eyes.
 
Ilya didn't move. He simply stared at his hands.
 
They were a grotesque sight—swollen, mangled, the skin split open to reveal the raw, white structure of the bone beneath. His knuckles were ruined, the flesh torn in a way that would never fully heal. He stared at them with a terrifying, hollow intensity. He watched a single, thick droplet of blood drip from his index finger, hit the gravel, and vanish into the snow.
 
He felt the weight of the audience. He felt the guns that were likely drawn in the shadows. He felt the gravity of a life that had finally, irrevocably reached its end.
 
He didn't look at the police. He didn't look at Vetrov.
 
He couldn’t look at the child. Her cries echoed in his mind like a funeral dirge.
 Every piercing sob was a jagged reminder of what he had done. He hadn't just destroyed his brother. He had reached into the life of an innocent—his own niece—and snuffed out her father, leaving her with the same hollow, echoing trauma that had defined his own childhood.
 
He just kept staring at his bloodied hand, his world narrowed down to a singular, agonizing realization— he had finally become everything he hated.
 
He was his father. 
 
He had inherited the same capacity for cold, unthinking violence, the same willingness to shatter a life to satisfy a moment of rage. He had taken happiness away from a child, just as his father had taken it from him and Irina so many years ago.
 
A sickening ache blossomed in his chest—a crushing empathy for Tatiana.
He had made her an orphan. He had guaranteed that she would grow up in the same shadow of a Rozanov funeral, surrounded by the same cold, opportunistic men, forever haunted by the memory of a father whose life ended in the dirt. He had not broken the cycle; he had cemented it.
 
He wasn't waiting for the police to move. He wasn't waiting for Vetrov to speak. He was simply waiting for the silence to swallow him whole.
 
"Ilya, please," Svetlana’s voice broke the stillness, coming from somewhere behind him, thick with tears. "Look at me."
 
He didn't move. He didn't blink. He just stared at the wreckage of his own hands, the blood-stained tools of a brother's murder, wondering how many layers of skin he would have to peel away before he was clean enough to stand before Shane.
 
But he knew the answer. There wasn’t enough water in the world to wash away the stain of this night. He was, and would always be, a Rozanov.
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    Chapter Text

     
The annex room was a cold, suffocating tomb, detached from the main cathedral where the funeral rites were currently being performed. The air here was stagnant, heavy with the cloying, sickly-sweet scent of funeral flowers—a fragrance that clashed violently against the iron-rich, acidic tang of congealed blood that clung to Ilya.
 
 It was a space designed for silence and transition, yet it had become a chamber of static, agonizing judgment.
 
Ilya sat shackled to the heavy oak table, his wrists bound by iron rings bolted deep into the wood. His hands, splayed out before him, were a map of absolute carnage.
There were no bandages. In the dissociation that had claimed him, he had simply forgotten they existed.
Every knuckle was a crater of raw weeping crimson. The skin had been abraded away, leaving the underlying tissue exposed to the biting draft of the room. Tendons hung like shredded, graying twine from deep gashes where he had repeatedly slammed his fist into his brother.
The skin around his fingers was pulped and bloated into a purplish ruin. It became swollen to twice its natural size, pulsing with a sickening heat.
 
Colonel Volkov, a man who had served as a loyal, brutal colleague to Ilya’s father for decades, entered.
His footsteps were muffled by the carpet on the floor, a soft, predatory sound that lacked any mercy.
He pulled out the heavy wooden chair and sat directly across from Ilya. The legs of the chair scraped against the concrete with a sound like grinding teeth, an abrasive, high-pitched screech that set the nerves on edge.
He leaned forward, his face a landscape of hardened, unforgiving lines, his eyes tracking the younger man with the detached focus of a scientist examining a failed experiment. He searched for a tremor, a tear, or even a flicker of panic.
 
He found none.
 
The absence of humanity in Ilya’s expression was, in its own way, more disturbing than a scream.
 
"Илья, ты хоть понимаешь, что ты сделал? (Ilya, do you even understand what you have done?)" Volkov spat, his voice vibrating with disgust, a low, guttural rasp that seemed to vibrate in the stale air.
 
 "Как ты посмел? Как ты посмел опозорить своего отца? На его собственных похоронах! (How dare you? How dare you embarrass your own father? At his own funeral!)"
 
Ilya didn't look up. He stared at his own hands, his focus intensely locked on a fresh, viscous drop of blood that had beaded on his raw, exposed knuckle.
He watched it grow, heavy and dark, until it succumbed to gravity, dripping—plop—onto the dark oak of the table.
 
His mind wasn't in the room. He had retreated into the catacombs of his own consciousness, back to the frozen, uneven gravel of the cemetery. He was trapped in an unending loop of stomach-churning horror, a memory that functioned like a clockwork of a nightmare.
 
I didn't mean to, his inner voice screamed, a frantic, dissonant sound tearing at the lining of his psyche.
 
It wasn't supposed to be like this. I was supposed to burry everything here.
I was supposed to leave here forever and never come back.
 
But the memory refused to die. It was like a parasite that keeps on burrowing deep into his gray matter, forcing him to relive every micro-second of the violence.
 
The first strike was a clean, mechanical fracture—the sickening, high-pitched crunch of his jaw snapping, the sound of teeth shearing through the soft, muscular floor of his tongue. I remember the surprise in his eyes. 
 
Then the name 'Shane' drifted out of his mouth like a black vapor, like a venomous blade forged in the deepest. And I became an animal. My conscious mind simply vanished, replaced by a red-eyed, primal urge to erase the existence of whoever dared to badmouth Shane.
 
My fist hit his cheekbone, and the skin over his eye didn't just bruise.
It split instantly a weeping fissure that erupted in a thick, pulsating geyser of dark blood.
 
 I kept going.
 
 I wanted the filth of that name out of the air. I wanted to smash the air that had carried it. I felt the structural resistance of his face give way. With every blow, his features dissolved into a wet, unrecognizable pulp. His nose flattened, the delicate cartilage liquefying under my knuckles until his face was a concave, shivering mass of red that appeared before my eyes, devoid of any human symmetry.
 
I could still hear the orbital bones shatter—a wet, splintering, rhythmic sound like dry, rotten kindling being crushed under a combat boot. His eye was pushed backward into his head, the soft tissue rupturing as it collided with his own smashed-in orbital socket, and a jelly-like fluid mixed with the gore, oozing out in thick, viscous streaks down his cheeks.
 
But it was the end that haunts the darkness behind my eyes. I brought my fist down one final, absolute time—a focused, skull-shattering impact. 
I felt his cranium yield. The frontal bone caved in with a sickening, wet, hollow thud that seemed to echo through the entire cemetery. I felt his head wasn't a solid thing anymore. It was a ruin. A mass of bone shards, torn scalp, and pale, gelatinous grey matter bled out onto the gravel, steaming in the freezing air, mixing with the dark, heavy pools of his own life-blood. 
 
Alexei’s face went soft, a pulpy wreck leaking ruin into the dirt and his skull caved like a rotted pumpkin.
What now? The question pulsed in Ilya’s mind, cold and terrifying. What happens when the police leave? What happens when I am left alone in the dark with my own reflection? Can I ever stand in the light again?
 
And Shane… The thought was a physical blow, sharper than any iron shackle.
 
How do I face him? How do I look at the man who represents everything pure and good, knowing that my hands—
these same hands—have pulped my own blood into the dirt? Does he deserve to see this? Does he deserve to touch a man whose pores still weep the sweat of a murderer? I am tainted. I am permanently, fundamentally ruined. If he saw me now…if he saw the truth behind the mask.
 
Would he run, or would he pity me? And I don't know which is worse.
 
Will he accept me? Can love survive this, or is this the final boundary that defines who I am? 
I am no longer just Ilya. 
I am a blood-soaked ghost haunting the life I used to lead. 
 
"Ты — пятно на его памяти. Отвечай мне! (You are a stain on his memory. Answer me!)" Volkov roared, slamming his fist onto the table, inches from Ilya’s mutilated, trembling hand. The vibration sent a jolt of agony through Ilya’s exposed nerves, a shock so intense it forced the physical world back into focus.
 
Ilya blinked, the graphic horror of the memory receding behind a wall of frozen, glacial apathy. He looked up, his eyes glassy, unfocused, and dead, like the eyes of a taxidermied animal.
 
"Я не хотел… (I did not mean to…)" Ilya rasped, his voice a dry, rattling shudder, as if he were trying to speak through a throat filled with glass.
 
"Тогда объясни! Как это случилось? (Then explain! How did it happen?)"
 
Ilya’s gaze remained stagnant, fixed on a spot of his own blood hardening on the table. "Это было… как будто я не контролировал свое тело. (It was… as if I was not in control of my body.)"
 
 
 
In a smaller, more private corridor of the estate, the atmosphere was suffocating. Svetlana stood before her father, Sergei Vetrov. She had spent the last minute crafting a narrative so it had to be accepted as the only truth.
The air was thick with the scent of expensive cigars and the rotting rot of ambition. "Папа, ты должен сделать так, чтобы это исчезло, (Papa, you must make this disappear,)" Svetlana said in a calculated manner.
 
"Никаких новостей, никаких утечек. Никто не должен знать, что Алексей мертв, или что Илья приложил к этому руку. Алексей просто исчез. Это должен быть единственный факт, который существует. (No news, no leaks. No one must know Alexei is dead, or that Ilya had a hand in it. Alexei simply disappeared. That must be the only fact that exists.)"
 
Svetlana felt her mind getting numb. I am sorry, Ilya, she thought, her inner monologue a desperate, shivering cage of contradictions.
 
Just so you can keep breathing. I know this will break you more than the guilt already has. You were the only thing in this world that felt real, and now I am forcing you into a cage of my father’s making. I am destroying the very thing I am trying to save because I have no other choice. 
If I don't do this, you die. If I don't do this, we all fall. My hands are already as red as yours, Ilya, even if I didn't throw a single punch. 
Every word I say, every favor I call in, is just another layer of skin I am peeling off my own soul. 
 
Please forgive me for doing this.
Vetrov whirled around, his face a mask of purple-veined fury. He was a man who measured the world in influence and casualties and currently, his daughter’s association with a killer was a casualty he could not afford.
 
"Помочь? Этому убийце? Этому ходячему позору? Зачем мне мараться о такой кусок русской грязи, который рушит всё, к чему прикасается? (Help? That murderer? That walking disgrace? Why would I stain myself with such a piece of Russian filth, who ruins everything he touches?)"
 
Svetlana didn't flinch. She stepped into his space, her eyes cold as arctic ice, her voice dropping into a calm look.
 
"Потому что мы помолвлены, (Because we are engaged,)" she stated, her voice flat.
 
"И если ты не поможешь, я клянусь, что этот скандал потащит твой образ в грязь вместе с нами. Ты не допустишь, чтобы это случилось. Ты построил свою репутацию на стабильности и силе. Что случится, когда люди узнают, что ты не смог удержать даже собственную семью от разрушения? Что случится, когда они увидят, что твой будущий зять — зверь, которого ты не смог приручить? (And if you do not help, I swear this scandal will drag your image into the dirt with us. You will not let that happen I know. You built your reputation on stability and power. What happens when people find out you couldn't even keep your own family from collapsing? What happens when they see your future son-in-law is a beast you couldn't tame?)"
 
Vetrov erupted. He slammed his hand on the mahogany desk, the sound like a gunshot in the silent room.
 
"Помолвлены? Да вы оба сошли с ума! Как ты посмела?! (Engaged? You both have lost your minds! How dare you?!)" He paced the room, his eyes getting wild.
 
"Ты хоть понимаешь, что ты просишь? Это видели десятки людей! Высокопоставленные чиновники, люди из правительства — они все видели, как он превратил собственного брата в месиво! (Do you understand what you are asking? Dozens of people saw it! High-ranking officials, government figures—they all saw him turn his own brother into mash!)"
 
Svetlana persisted, her voice a relentless, rhythmic tolling. "Ты говоришь о власти. Ты говоришь о контроле. А теперь ты стоишь здесь и дрожишь перед тем, что могут сказать люди? Если ты не можешь похоронить одну трагедию, то какая цена твоей власти? Какая цена твоего влияния, если ты не можешь заставить молчать зал, полный купленных душ? Ты либо спасешь его, либо ты признаешь, что больше не хозяин этого города. (You talk about power. You talk about control. And now you stand here trembling at what people might say? If you cannot bury one tragedy, then what is the price of your power? What is the price of your influence if you cannot make a room full of bought souls stay silent? You either save him, or you admit you are no longer the master of this city.)"
 
Her father’s face turned a dangerous shade of crimson. The insult—that he was a coward—cut deeper than any threat. He was a man who lived to prove his dominance, to demonstrate that the world bowed to his command.
 
"Трус? (A coward?)" he hissed, his voice dropping to a terrifying, serpentine whisper.
 
"Я покажу тебе, что значит власть. (I will show you what power means.)"
 
He didn't wait for her to respond. He stormed out of the study, his heavy footsteps echoing through the mansion like the tolling of a funeral bell.
 
He marched toward the annex, his face set in a look of absolute, vengeful determination. He would prove his worth by silencing the world, and he would keep his daughter’s 'murderer' in his pocket, a living, breathing testament to his own cold, untouchable supremacy. He would erase the memory of Alexei not because he cared for the dead, but because the living—specifically Ilya—had become a commodity far too valuable to incinerate in a prison cell.
 
Back in the annex room, Volkov retreated as the heavy door groaned open. Vetrov entered, his presence sucking the air from the room. He looked at Ilya—not with pity, not with anger, but with the cold predatory gaze of a man evaluating a new asset. He tossed a heavy, thick folder onto the table, spattering the document with fresh drops of blood from Ilya’s mangled hands.
 
Volkov stepped forward, his face flushed with indignation, his voice a sharp, braying demand. "Господин Витров, что вы здесь делаете? Это зона строгого допроса! Никто не имеет права... (Minister, what are you doing here? This is a restricted interrogation zone! No one has the right...)"
 
His voice died in his throat the moment he registered the cold, murderous focus in Vetrov’s eyes. He didn't even acknowledge the Colonel—he simply held up a hand, and Volkov snapped his mouth shut, retreating into the shadows of the corner, his authority instantly evaporated.
 
"Отпустите его, (Release him,)" Vetrov commanded, his voice devoid of emotion.
 
Volkov hesitated, his eyes darting between the shackles and the older man. "Но, сэр... преступление... это было убийство... (But, sir... the crime... it was a murder...)"
 
Sergei stepped closer, his shadow engulfing the table. "Я не позволю моему будущему зятю тащить мое имя через грязь. (I will not allow my son-in-law to drag my name through the mud.)"
 
The statement hung in the air like a guillotine blade. Ilya, who had been staring at the table, finally looked up. His eyes, usually a calm, steady blue, were now blown wide with shock with disbelief. Son-in-law? The word felt like a physical weight, a parasite attaching itself to his spine. What? What is he talking about?
 
Vetrov gestured toward the door, his tone final. "Иди за мной, Розанов. (Follow me, Rozanov.)"
Ilya’s legs felt like lead, his brain refusing to process the seismic shift in his reality. He stood, his shackles clattering, and stumbled out into the cold, sterile hallway. Just outside the heavy wooden door, Svetlana was waiting, her face turned away as if she couldn't bear to look at him.
 
As Vetrov strode ahead, his footsteps echoing into the distance, Ilya stopped, his eyes locking onto hers. The sight of her—the realization that she was the architect of this reprieve—filled him with a blinding, white-hot fury. He caught up to her, his voice a jagged, broken whisper.
 
"Что ты сделала? (What did you do?)"
 
Svetlana didn't look at him. Her shoulders were hunched, her posture that of a woman carrying a mountain. "Прости меня, Илья. У нас не было другого выхода. (Forgive me, Ilya. I had no other choice.)"
 
"Что. Ты. Сделала?! (What. Did. You. Do?!)" Ilya screamed, his voice cracking, the anguish of a thousand shattered dreams erupting in his chest. He reached for her, but his mangled, blood-smeared hands hovered in the air, trembling with rage.
Svetlana turned, her face a masked the calculated, crushing heartbreak. "Мы поженимся через три дня. Это цена твоего выживания, Илья.  (We are getting married in three days. That is the price of your survival, Ilya.)"
 
Ilya staggered back, the stung hitting him harder than his own fists had hit Alexei. "Зачем? Зачем?! (Why? Why?!)"
 
Svetlana stepped closer, she voiced hard truth that shattered the last of his illusions. "Потому что если я этого не сделаю, они выбросят тебя в камеру, где ты сгниешь, пока не умрешь! А если это случится, как ты думаешь, сможешь ли ты когда-нибудь вернуться к Шейну? Как ты к нему вернешься из тюрьмы, Илья? Хух? (Because if I do not do this, they will throw you in a cell where you will rot until you die! And if that happens, how do you think you will ever return to Shane? How will you go back to him from prison, Ilya? Huh?)"
The question hit him like a physical blow. The name Shane acted as a mirror, showing him the distorted, bleeding creature he had become. He looked at his hands, then at her, his eyes full of the kind of anguish that only comes from knowing you have already lost everything. He had been given his life back, but it was a life he no longer wanted, a life that was nothing more than a cage built by the very people he had tried to escape.
 
Svetlana’s father led them into his private sanctum, a heavy, wood-paneled office that smelled of aged leather and the cold, sharp scent of power.
 
He didn't offer them a seat, because he never has to.
 
Vetrov stopped pacing and leaned forward, his knuckles white against the dark mahogany. His eyes, devoid of any warmth, bored into Ilya.
 
"Let us be clear, Rozanov," Vetrov began, his voice a low, raspy growl. "I do not care that you are going to be my son-in-law. I do not care for your pedigree, your talent, or the way you seem to be hiding beneath my daughter’s skirts to escape your own mess. You are a liability that I am choosing to manage, not a son I have chosen to welcome."
 
Ilya’s jaw tightened. A surge of white-hot, indignant rage flared in his gut, but it was doused instantly by the cold, bitter reality of his situation. The truth tasted like ash—like rot. He knew with absolute certainty that if he walked out of this room alone, the next thing he would see was the gray, suffocating wall of a prison cell.
 
He was trapped.
 
"The condition is simple," Vetrov continued.
 
"You will remain here in Russia. You are done with professional hockey. You will not play another game, not for the Bears, not for anyone. You are a brand—a Russian one, and you will remain under my roof, in my city, where I can see you. My home, my rules, my oversight."
Ilya’s head snapped up, his disbelief overriding his survival instinct. "No hockey? Desyat let (Ten years)? You’re joking. That’s a lifetime. You cannot bury me here. I have a career, I have—"
 
"You have nothing," Vetrov cut him off, his voice like the snapping of bone.
 
"Ten years is too long! You can't expect me to—"
"Father, please—" Svetlana began, her voice a fragile, desperate plea.
 
"Quiet!" Vetrov roared, slamming a glass paperweight onto the desk. The sound echoed like a gunshot, silencing them both instantly.
 
"Ten years is significantly shorter than the fifteen years you would be facing in a federal penitentiary had I not intervened this evening," Vetrov said, his tone chillingly casual. "You are not negotiating, Rozanov. You are accepting terms. This is the price of me extending my arm to pull you out of the gutter. You want to keep your reputation? Your freedom?"
 
Vetrov stepped around the desk, stopping mere inches from Ilya. He leaned in, his voice a lethal, suffocating whisper.
 
"Then start acting like the son I deserve. You are a tool, a symbol of my influence. You will live here, you will stay in my domain, and you will remain the property you have proven yourself to be. Do you understand the gravity of your situation, or shall I open the door and let the authorities come back inside to finish their report?"
 
Ilya looked at Svetlana. Her face was pale, her eyes pleading with him to submit. He looked back at his own hands—the hands that had destroyed his own blood. He was a monster, a ghost, and now, he was a slave.
 
"I understand," Ilya rasped, his voice sounding foreign in his own ears.
 
"Good," Vetrov said, turning back to his desk. "Then you are dismissed. Svetlana will show you to your quarters. We have a wedding to plan, and I expect you to be ready for the public announcement tomorrow morning. Do not look like a man who has lost his purpose. Look like a champion who has simply retired to his homeland."
 
As they stepped out of the office and into the silent, dim corridor, the weight of the next decade settled over Ilya’s shoulders like a funeral shroud.
 
Svetlana walked beside him, her footsteps muffled by the thick carpet. She reached out, her fingers hovering near his arm, but she didn't touch him. "It will be okay, Ilya," she whispered, her voice trembling.
 
Ilya didn't look at her. He kept his eyes fixed on the shadows ahead. "Okay?" he echoed, his voice a dead, flat sound. "I am a slave, Svetlana. And in ten years, what will be left of me? What about Shane?"
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    Chapter Text

    The days following the funeral were defined by a systematic, brutal erasure. Under Sergei Vetrov’s iron command. The media, and the Russian system began to pulverize the memory of what had actually occurred in that funeral.

It was not merely a cover-up— it was a total reconstruction of history.

Witnesses were summoned, coerced, and silenced. The high-ranking officials who had seen the carnage were reminded of the fragility of their own positions.

The official narrative solidified with terrifying efficiency.

Alexei Rozanov, a man plagued by the shadows of addiction and family volatility, had suffered a tragic, isolated incident—a fall, a collapse—that resulted in his untimely death.

The details were muffled, buried under layers of bureaucracy and legal obfuscation. Vetrov’s reach was so powerful that he could reach from every nook and corners. He did not just hide the truth— he deleted it from the world’s collective consciousness, turning a murder into a quiet forgotten footnote.

Inside the Vetrov estate, the atmosphere was suffocating.

Ilya existed in a state of psychic dissociation. He moved through the hallways like a ghost, his hands—now swathed in thick, pristine white bandages—throbbing with a dull, constant ache that served as a cruel, physical reminder of the night he had become a killer.

He did not sleep. When he closed his eyes, the sensory details of that night returned with agonizing clarity: the wet, rhythmic sound of bone shattering, the smell of fresh, damp earth, and the name "Shane" screaming in his mind like a dying star.


Svetlana managed the preparations for their forced union with the cold, detached precision of a general overseeing a campaign. She was the architect of his survival, and yet, she was also his warden.

One afternoon, they sat in a private jeweler’s suite in the center of Moscow.

The room was draped in heavy velvet, the air thick with the smell of old money and antiseptic. A jeweler, sweating profusely despite the perfect climate control, laid out a tray of rings.
The diamonds caught the overhead light, refracting it into sharp, painful needles of brilliance that seemed to pierce Ilya’s eyes.

"Выбирай, Илья. (Choose, Ilya,)" Svetlana said, her voice hollow, devoid of its usual melodic sharp edge.

Ilya stared at the display.

He felt a sudden, violent urge to sweep the tray onto the floor, to grind the stones into dust, but his body remained frozen, held in a paralysis of total defeat. He reached out with his bandaged hand—each movement sending a jolt of raw, sensitive pain up his arms—

and pointed at a simple, cold, platinum band.

"Этот. (That one,)" he rasped, his voice sounding like dry leaves skittering over pavement.

Svetlana watched him, her eyes clouded with an unbearable, heavy weight of regret. "Илья… пожалуйста. Посмотри на меня. (Ilya… please. Look at me.)"

He looked, his expression a flat, dead mask.

"Мне так жаль. (I am so sorry,)" she whispered, her voice fracturing. "Я знаю, что это могила. Я знаю, что я заточила тебя в жизни, которую ты не выбирал, и я знаю, что я отняла у тебя всё. (I know that this is a grave for you. I know that I have caged you in a life you did not choose, and I know that I have taken everything from you.)"

Ilya blinked, the numbness momentarily pierced by a flicker of crushing shame.

He looked down at his bandages, then back at her, his voice a broken, trembling thread. "Нет. Светлана, остановись. Это я виноват. Я кричал на тебя, я относился к тебе как к врагу. Но ничего из этого… ничего из этого не твоя вина. Это всё я. Моя глупость, моя неспособность контролировать тьму в моей крови — это всё я. Я всё разрушил. Я причина, по которой тебе приходится это делать. Я монстр, а ты просто та, кто платит цену. Ты спасаешь меня от тюрьмы, но ты также спасаешь меня от того человека, которым я должен был быть. (No. Svetlana, stop. I am the one at fault. I screamed at you, I treated you as an enemy. But none of this… none of this is your fault. It is all me. My stupidity, my inability to control the darkness in my blood—it is all me. I destroyed everything.I am the reason you have to do this. I am the monster, and you are just the one paying the price.")


"(You are saving me from prison, but you are also saving me from the man I was supposed to be.)"


Svetlana reached out, capturing his trembling hands in hers, careful not to press against the wounds. Her eyes were wet.

"Илья, ты не монстр. Ты человек, который сломался под тяжестью, которую никто не должен был нести. Но ты должен знать… я люблю тебя. (Ilya, you are not a monster. You are a man who broke under a weight that no one was meant to bear. But you must know… I love you.)" She paused, and the weight of her words felt like a closing coffin lid.

"Я люблю тебя, но это не та любовь, о которой ты думаешь. Это любовь друга, союзника в этой войне. Мне так жаль, что из-за моего решения — потому что я думала, что это единственный способ спасти твою жизнь — ты никогда больше не увидишь Шейна. Я выбрала твою жизнь, а не твое сердце. Я не жду, что ты меня простишь, но я надеюсь, что ты переживешь меня. (I love you, but it is not the love you are thinking of. It is the love of a friend, an ally in this. I am so sorry that because of my decision—because I thought this was the only way to save your life—it will take a long time just to see Shane again.)"

"(Forgive me if I chose your life and not your heart. I do not expect you to forgive me, but I hope for you to survive.)"


Ilya turned his face away, the name Shane tearing through him like a blade.

He couldn't speak. The silence in the room became absolute. Every diamond on the table felt like an eye, watching his descent into this gilded, inescapable void.


By February 18, the world had been remade.

The wedding in Moscow was a grotesque display of power. Svetlana wore a gown that looked like liquid ice, her face a serene, porcelain mask that hid the frantic, dying pulse of her spirit.

Ilya stood at the altar, a perfect, hollow shell in a bespoke suit. When he placed the platinum ring on her finger, he felt nothing but the crushing realization that he had finally crossed the threshold.

He was no longer Ilya— he was property. He was a symbol. He was dead to everything that had ever been real.

The marriage was a silence that functioned as a weapon. Every interaction between Ilya and Svetlana was conducted in the sterile, clipped Russian.

"Ты должен есть, Илья. (You must eat, Ilya.)" Svetlana would say, her eyes weary. She would sit at the opposite end of the long mahogany table, her movements precise, robotic.

"Я не голоден. (I am not hungry.)" Ilya’s response was always the same.

He spent his days in the subterranean study of the Vetrov estate. He drank heavily, needing the world to lose its edges. He needed the sharp, agonizing clarity of the memory of Shane’s face to dull until it was nothing but a smear of painful light.

Я убил его. (I killed him.) The thought was a constant pulse. Я убил того Илью, которого любил Шейн. (I killed the Ilya that Shane loved.)
The phone on the desk rang, a sharp, jarring intrusion. Ilya stared at it for a long moment before answering


"Алло? (Hello?)"

"Здравствуйте, это Илья Розанов? Мы звоним из Первой городской больницы в Москве. Это касается Насти Розановой. (Hello, is this Ilya Rozanov? We are calling from the First City Hospital in Moscow. This is regarding Nastya Rozanova.)"

Ilya’s blood ran cold. "Да, это я. (Yes, it is I.)"

"Нам жаль звонить вам, но произошел несчастный случай. Мы пытались связаться с её мужем, но он не отвечает. (We are sorry to call you, but there has been an accident. We have tried to reach her husband, but he is not responding.)"

He is not responding. The words hit Ilya with the force of a physical blow.


"Я буду. (I will come.)"

The drive to the hospital through the icy streets of Moscow was a blur of neon and darkness. When he arrived, the air inside smelled of bleach, antiseptic, and the distinct, unmistakable odor of hospital.
 
He was directed to a sterile room.
He found her there. Nastya. She was cold, her skin a waxy, unnatural white. The doctor stood over her, his expression a practiced, hollow mask of professional empathy.

"Она скончалась от остановки сердца, вызванной передозировкой... кокаин, опиаты. Мы сделали всё, что могли, но её организм был слишком истощен. (She passed away from heart failure, caused by an overdose... cocaine, opiates. We did everything we could, but her system was too exhausted.)"


Ilya dropped to his knees. The hospital floor was cold, biting into his skin.

The guilt was a physical force, a tidal wave of blood and regret.

Another one. Another life snuffed out because I touched it.

"Есть ещё кое-что, (There is something else,)"
The doctor said, his voice hesitant.

"С ней был годовалый ребенок. Таня. Она сйчас в приемном покое с медсестрой. (There was a one-year-old child with her. She is in the waiting room with a nurse.)"

Ilya’s breath hitched. Tatiana.

"Где она? (Where is she?)"


He ran toward the waiting area. The nurse was sitting on a plastic chair, holding a small, bundled shape. Ilya slowed his pace, his heart hammering against his ribs. The child stirred.

It was her.

The child he had seen at the funeral. The child who he had stolen her future, destroyed her sanctuary.


And now, he orphaned her in a single brutal way.


He reached for her, his bandaged hands shaking uncontrollably. The nurse hesitated, her eyes scanning his face.

"Вы кто? (Who are you?)"

Ilya’s throat closed up, the tears streaming down his face. "Я... я семья. (I... I am family.)"

He took the child into his arms. Suddenly, Tatiana stirred.

Her eyes fluttered open—hauntingly like his own. She looked at him, her lips trembling, and then, in a soft, cooing voice that shattered the last of his defenses, she whispered,


"Papa."


Ilya held her tighter. In that hospital hallway, amid the stench of death and the echoes of his own crimes, he made a silent, unbreakable oath.


I am the one who destroyed your world, Tatiana, he thought, his chest heaving with silent sobs.

But I will try to restore it. I will be your shield, your home, and your shadow. You will never know the name of the man who took your father.


Я буду твоим отцом, (I will be your father,) he whispered in the dark.

I'm sorry
While Ilya existed in the suffocating luxury of the Vetrov estate in Moscow, becoming the father to the daughter of the man he had slaughtered.



A different kind of silence settled over a small, sun-drenched house in Ottawa.


It was a cosmic cruelty.

While, Ilya was playing the father to a child whose real father he had killed, pouring all his remaining capacity for love into Tatiana, trying to atone for a blood-debt he could never settle.


Meanwhile, thousands of miles away, Shane was preparing to be a father to a child who would never know her own.

The parallel was insase. Ilya was a father by blood-stained choice, raising a child in the house of the enemy to hide the truth of his violence.


Shane was a father by grief-stricken necessity, raising a child in the house of memories to hide the truth of a love that had destroyed them both.



Both men were trapped in the wreckage, one surrounded by a cage, the other by the emptiness of a home that was never meant to be a grave.

And in the distance, between Moscow and Ottawa the ocean churned—a vast, uncaring divide that kept two fathers apart, each bound to a child who represented the living, breathing, and legacy of a ghost they were both trying to carry.
 
 
 
The ten years that followed were not merely a sentence.
For Ilya they were a slow, methodical dissolution of the self. He lived in a state of a prisoner in a palace of gold. Sergei Vetrov’s grip was absolute, a suffocating tether that forced Ilya to perform the role of the "perfect son-in-law" while his inner world was a landscape of irreparable.
 
Every morning, Ilya would wake in the cold in the master suite of the Vetrov estate. He would look in the mirror and see a stranger—a man whose face was a mask of indifference, a man who had polished his performance to the best.
But beneath that exterior, the suffering was relentless. Every night, the moment he closed his eyes, the darkness would rush in to claim him. The nightmare of the cemetery—the wet, rhythmic crunch of bone, the smell of churned earth, and the sound of Alexei’s final, gurgling breath—played on an eternal loop, a psychic torture device that he could never escape.
 
Yet, the true cruelty of his nights was not the violence— it was the dream of Shane. In these fleeting, agonizing visions, he would be back in the warmth of their life together.
He would feel the steady rhythm of Shane’s heartbeat against his own chest, the soft, grounding weight of Shane’s hand in his, and the quiet, uncomplicated peace of a future they had dreamt of before everything fractured. When he would wake in the dark, cold silence of Moscow, realizing that Shane was a gone, he left him. The grief would hit him with the force of a physical blow, leaving him gasping for air in the suffocating mansion.
He endured the biting cold of the Russian winters and the even colder indifference of Vetrov. He was sent to boardrooms to seal deals, to galas to smile for the lenses of cameras, and to high-stakes social events where he had to defend the honor of a family he loathed. He was a pawn in Vetrov’s geopolitical chess game, a brand used to legitimize the old man’s power.
 
Every day, he was forced to bury deeper the man he had been, feeling his identity erode with every forced conversation, every manipulated press release, and every hollow, performative gesture. He was a ghost haunting his own life, feeding on vodka and the empty silence of the study to keep the screaming in his mind at bay.
 
Through all of this, Tatiana and Svetlana was his  safety net.
 
He raised Tatiana with a desperate and fierce devotion.
She was the one thing he had not destroyed, the one light in the suffocating dark. He would teach her in the quiet corners of the estate, whispering stories of the world beyond the iron gates of Moscow, ensuring that she grew up with a grace and a kindness that he knew he would never possess.
 
And Svetlana acts as his guardian, his shadow, and his secret against the predatory coldness of the man who is now his father in law.
 
She had never once forced the child to see her as anything other than who she was.
From the moment Tatiana could speak, she had called her Auntie. Svetlana had held that line with a grace that surprised him, respecting a boundary he hadn't even realized he needed until it was set. She had chosen the role of the protector, the constant, and the family, never once demanding the title of mother from a girl whose heart was already being carefully shielded by a man who didn't know if he deserved to be called a father.
 
He watched Tatiana grow through the lens of his own guilt, protecting her from the rot of the Vetrov legacy, always waiting, counting down the days with a singular, obsidian focus. Ten years. Three thousand, six hundred and fifty days of performance, of nightmares, of longing for a life he had forfeited and a man he had lost.
 
When the decade finally expired, the liberation did not come with joy. It came with the weight of a man who had survived a war only to expect that there might be nothing left to return to.
 
Vetrov allowed him to leave—not out of mercy, but because he had served his purpose as a controllable asset.
 
The end of the ten-year term was marked not by a celebration, but by a signature.
 
In the quiet, sterile office of a Moscow solicitor, Ilya and Svetlana finalized their divorce. It was a dissolution performed with the same tactical precision they had used to there marriage itself.
 
 There was no drama, no public declarations, and no press releases. To the world, the Vetrov-Rozanov alliance remained a wall of influence, but in truth, the cage had been dismantled.
 
Choosing to sever their ties with Russia permanently, Ilya, Svetlana, and Tatiana left the gilded cage of Moscow behind. They traveled to Ottawa together to find the man Ilya had once let go.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Ilya!"
 
Svetlana didn't just speak his name— she practically clawed him back from the brink.
She surged forward, grabbing his head in both hands, her fingernails biting into his scalp as she wrenched his face toward her with brutal intensity.
 
"Ilya, look at me! Do not go back there!"
 
The violence of her touch acted like a lightning strike.
 
He gasped a wounded sound, as if he had been pulled from beneath a frozen lake. He sucked in a massive, ragged lungful of air, the smell of dust and floor wax replaced by the scent of Svetlana’s perfume.
 
He blinked, his vision reeling, the room swaying dizzily before settling back. He wasn't in Russia anymore. He was in his chair, his skin clammy and freezing, his hands still trembling from the memory.
 
Svetlana was leaning over him, her hair disheveled, her eyes wild with a terrifying mixture of sadness and panic. She shook him again, hard, until his teeth rattled, refusing to let his focus drift back to the dark.
 
"You are here! Do you hear me? You are in Ottawa!"
 
She pressed her forehead against his, her voice dropping to a desperate, shaking whisper that pierced through the remaining fog of his breakdown. "Stop this, Ilya. You are tearing yourself apart again. You do not have to hurt yourself, I promise you. I will not let you."
 
She pulled back just enough to look him in the soul, her gaze burning with a promise that felt heavy with the weight of their shared history.
 
"Don't worry," she choked out, a single, hot tear tracking through her face.
 
"I am going to help you find Shane. We will find him. But you have to be here to meet him. If you die in your own mind, Ilya, you will never see him again. Do you understand? Look at me. I am helping you. We are going to find him."
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    Chapter Text

    Hi guys so your probably wondering wtf is this. It is just I want to share to ya'll that I did some editing on the chap 22,24,25,26 and 31.
So if you want to go back and read it again, then you may do so.
But, for someone who just want to go on but doesn't want to go back, I'll just summaries it here.
 
Basically, instead of Ilya going back and forth each game at Boston to Russia during those 10 years. I decided that it would be much better and more consistent is he just retired during that time.
and after the 10 years. He went to Ottawa to play again and also look for Shane!
 
Also, don't worry, I didn't really fully edit the whole chapter. It's just on that part since I realized that it wouldn't make any sense if I would go to how I wrote it first.
I hope you guys understand. Also thank you for the support!!!!!! luv yahhh xoxox
 
Don't be afraid because I will still continue the story hhahah I just want to make everything clear before I update to the next chapter. mwamwa

  

  








  


  
    
      Chapter 34: Chapter 33
    


    


      
        Notes:

          
          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          

      

  


  
  
    Chapter Text

    The silence in the house was so heavy that the air itself seems to have a pressure. 

Svetlana stood by the heavy oak door of Ilya’s bedroom, her hand trembling slightly as she pulled it shut. She had spent the last three hours acting as an anchor for a man who is unraveling at the seams. 

She had listened to his fragmented sentences, his erratic pacing, and the way his breath hitched whenever he spoke of the past. Finally, the medication and the exhaustion of his own grief had claimed him. 

He was asleep now, draped across his bed in a tangle of limbs, his face finally devoid of that haunted expression.

Svetlana retreated to the study, the polished floorboards cool beneath her feet. 

She didn't turn on the main lights, opting instead for the amber glow of a single desk lamp. The house felt like a tomb of unspoken truths. She needed to breathe, to separate her own mounting anxiety from the whirlpool of Ilya’s memories. 

Her mind, however, refused to settle. It kept pulling her back to the image that had been etched into her memory since that afternoon at Tatiana’s school—

The girl.

She sat at the mahogany desk, the leather chair creaking as she settled in. With a flick of her wrist, she opened her laptop. 

The glow of the screen illuminated her face, highlighting the lines of concern around her eyes. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She didn’t know the girl’s name, but she knew the name that had haunted the edges of Ilya’s life for years.

Shane Hollander.

She typed the name into the search bar, the cursor blinking rhythmically, mocking her hesitation. Thousands of results flooded the screen. 

She ignored the professional archives, the trade rumors, and the highlight reels. Instead, she clicked on an image gallery from years ago. 

The NHL Awards, Las Vegas.

The photograph was crisp, frozen in time. There was Ilya, young and vibrant, his smile reaching his eyes with a genuine warmth she hadn't seen in a long time. 

Standing beside him was Shane. They were dressed in sharp suits, their posture relaxed, their heads tilted toward each other as if sharing a joke that excluded the rest of the world.

Svetlana leaned in, her eyes darting between them. She looked at the sharp angle of Shane’s jaw, the specific way his eyes crinkled, and then she thought of the girl at the school.

The realization hit her like a physical blow. The girl had Shane’s facial structure—especially his nose—but with blond curly hair and the distinct set of Ilya’s eyes.

Her heart began to hammer against her ribs, a frantic, uneven rhythm that made it difficult to draw a full breath.

She looked back at the photo. They were so young, so oblivious to the trajectory their lives would take. Theories began to bloom in her mind. Was it possible? Had the rumors she’d once dismissed as tabloid fodder actually been a distorted reflection of a reality she hadn't dared to believe?

She shifted her search, her movements becoming more frantic. Shane Hollander medical retirement.

The results were frustratingly vague. She navigated through official press releases, but they all echoed the same sterile, rehearsed language.
“Due to unforeseen personal medical circumstances,” and “The organization requests privacy regarding Shane Hollander’s health transition.” There was no concrete diagnosis, it was just a wall of professional silence that now felt like a shroud.

Her pulse roared in her ears. She moved to a broader, more terrifying search.

Male pregnancy. Medical possibility.

The articles that appeared were dense with medical jargon and ethical debates. She read them with a growing sense of nausea. It wasn't disgust—how could she feel disgust when she see both features of man in a child’s face?—it was the weight of the implication. 

The nausea stemmed from the realization that she might be uncovering the truth of why Shane had vanished, why he had been scrubbed from the public eye for years.
 
If the girl at the school was who she thought she was, then Shane hadn't just retired. He had been carrying that secret—that life—while the world scrutinized his every move, the isolation he must have felt was incomprehensible.


Svetlana pushed the laptop away, her hands shaking so violently she had to clasp them together. 

A wave of crushing guilt washed over her. She thought back to the years she had spent beside Ilya, watching him spiral, watching him slowly lose his mind. She had been there, and yet, she had stayed silent. She had let the status quo persist. She had allowed both Ilya and Shane to suffer in the chasm because pf her decision.

She didn't have a photograph of the girl.

The image existed only as a composite in her mind, a haunting sketch drawn by her own intuition. But it was enough. She stood up, her legs feeling unsteady. She knew what she had to do. 

She had to find the girl and ask her.

She walked to the window, looking out at the city lights. Somewhere out there, the truth was living a quiet life.
 
 


The morning sun struggled to penetrate the heavy velvet curtains of their home, casting the living room in a dim, muted color. 

Ilya sat at the breakfast island, the marble surface cool beneath his forearms. 

Ilya sat at the breakfast island, the marble surface cool beneath his forearms, watching Tanyushka as she carefully buttered her toast. She hummed a small, tuneless melody, her focus entirely on getting the butter to the very edges of the bread.

"Tanyushka, кушай быстрее (eat faster.)" Ilya murmured that seemed to dissipate into the quiet. He watched her, his gaze lingering on the curve of her cheek—a shape he had seen mirrored in the faces of a thousand strangers, yet never quite in the one face he was desperate to find. 


"Папа, посмотри (Papa, look.) " she giggled, holding up a piece of toast with a piece of fruit placed in the center to resemble a smiling face.

She looked at him with an innocence that felt like a healing balm, her eyes bright and filled with the simple uncomplicated joy of the morning.

He reached out, his large hand gently cupping the back of her head, his thumb brushing against her hair.

"Очень красиво, Tanyushka, (Very beautiful)" he said, his tone softening, the by a genuine warmth. 

"Ты настоящая художница. (You are a real artist.)"

She beamed at him, a wide toothed grin that made his heart ache and soar all at once.

The sunlight hitting the floor, the smell of fresh coffee, and the sight of her enjoying her breakfast created a bubble of peace that felt almost fragile, as if one wrong word could shatter it.

"Ты любишь меня, Папа?(Do you love me, Papa?)" she asked suddenly, her voice sounds earnest. 

Ilya’s breath hitched, the question hitting him with an intensity that caught him off guard. He pulled her closer, pressing a lingering kiss to the top of her head, feeling the soft weight of her against him. "Больше всего на свете, (More than anything in the world.) " he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. 


Ya tebya lyublyu


She leaned into his touch, content, and for a fleeting moment.


​The bedroom door creaked open, the sound sharp in the quiet room. Svetlana emerged, her movements sluggish and weighted. 

The skin beneath her eyes was bruised with dark, heavy shadows, and her hair was pulled back in a frantic, unkempt knot. She looked as though she hadn't slept all night, as if she hadn't spent the entire night waging a silent, invisible war with her laptop.

​She stopped in the hallway, her eyes meeting Ilya’s. There was a flicker of something in her expression—pity perhaps, or a terrifying, dawning realization that she struggled to contain.

​"Я ухожу,(I am leaving.) " Ilya said, standing up and grabbing his duffel bag, his eyes searching hers for a clue, a hint of what she had discovered. 

​Svetlana didn't walk toward him. She leaned against the doorframe, her posture slumped. "Удачи на тренировке, Илья, Good luck at practice, Ilya.)" she replied.
 
 
She didn't say more. She didn't mention the girl at the school, or the photos she had scrutinized, or the articles on male pregnancy that had clearly kept her awake until dawn yet. 

First, she wanted to be sure of it. She wants a solid evidence.


​Ilya gave a short, stiff nod.

"Tanyushka, я пошёл. Слушайся Светлану, (I am off. Listen to Svetlana.)" He said, pressing a quick, firm kiss to the top of her head before turning toward the door. 


Svetlana had been uncharacteristically quiet during breakfas.
 
 
 
The drive to the arena was a haze of sensory input that Ilya filtered out with practiced ease.
The streets of Ottawa were waking up, the morning commuters flowing like a sluggish river, but he didn't see the city as a landscape—he saw it as a grid of probability. Every intersection, every quiet suburban turn, could be the place where Shane was hiding.
When he reached the arena, the locker room was already humming with the kinetic energy of his teammates. The Ottawa Centaurs were a unit of high-functioning professionals, their laughter and banter echoing off the lockers, but Ilya moved through the space like a specter.
He stripped off his street clothes and began the armor-like process of dressing for practice.
Snap. Click. Tug.
His movements were precise, devoid of wasted motion. As he sat on the bench, tightening the laces of his skates, his mind returned to the team’s upcoming schedule. The first home game against the New York Admirals—a team he had once fought.
 
"Captain, you look like you’re ready to kill someone," Zane Boodram joked, bumping shoulders with him as he passed by.
 
"Just focus," Ilya muttered, not meeting his eyes.
 
Just focus.
 
He pushed his way out to the ice, the heavy doors of the tunnel swinging open to reveal the blinding expanse of white. The temperature dropped instantly, the biting, frigid air sharp against his skin. He began his laps, his blades carving long, clean lines into the fresh ice.
If he is here, he is in the shadows, Ilya thought, his breathing rhythmic and controlled despite the turmoil behind his eyes. If he is not in the shops, not in the arenas, then he must be in the places where people don't look.
 
He increased his speed, the world around him blurring into a smear of color and shadow.
 
His teammates began to swarm onto the ice for the start of the practice drills. The sound of sticks clashing, pucks slamming against boards, and the sharp, encouraging shouts of Coach Wiebe filled the air. Ilya forced himself to engage. He practiced the drills, his body acting as an extension of the game, while his mind continued to map the city.
 
He didn't know if Shane was alive. He didn't know if he was within miles of the rink. But as he looked across the vast stretch of the ice, he felt a strange.
 
 He was no longer waiting for the world to tell him what happened. He was no longer waiting for a sign. He was going to scour the streets of Ottawa until he found the person who had stolen his history, and in the process, he was going to find the man who had been missing from his life for far too long.
 
He skated toward the goal, his grip on his stick tightening until his knuckles ached. He wasn't playing hockey anymore; he was playing the long, desperate game of a man who had nothing left to lose.
 
The heavy, rhythmic thud of skates against the ice was the only thing grounding Ilya as he stepped onto the rink this morning.
 
The final whistle of practice echoed through the arena, a sharp, piercing sound that signaled the end of the morning's grueling intensity.
 
As the players gathered their gear, the air in the locker room shifted from the focused, professional atmosphere dictated by Coach Wiebe’s systems to a more casual and social hum.
 
Luca Haas, still buzzing from the adrenaline of sharing the ice with a legend, shared a look with Zane Boodram and Wyatt "Hazy" Hayes. They had been debating it since the opening drill.
 
"Captain," Luca called out, his voice steadying as he approached Ilya’s stall. Ilya was methodically unlacing his skates, his face a mask of neutral stone.
 
Ilya looked up, his dark eyes scanning the three younger players. "Haas."
"We were, uh... we were going to head over to that bistro, The Iron Kettle, just a few blocks from the arena," Luca said, gesturing toward the door. "I usually grab a bite there after Wednesday practices. We’d love it if you wanted to join us. No pressure, obviously, but it’s a good spot."
 
Ilya paused, his fingers resting on the lace of his left skate. He had spent the last decade in solitary confinement of his own making, moving from one anonymous hotel room to another, eating in silence. The prospect of sitting in a crowded, noisy restaurant with a group of young, wide-eyed teammates felt like stepping onto thin ice.
 
But then he remembered Wiebe’s words about fostering a team environment. He remembered the look in Luca's eyes—the genuine reverence, the absence of the toxic, ego-driven posturing he had faced in Russia.
 
Ilya stood up, his massive frame towering over them. He didn't offer a smile, but the harsh, rigid line of his jaw softened.
 
"I have not eaten in a real restaurant in this city," Ilya said, his gravelly voice dropping into a low, thoughtful murmur. "I will go."
 
The surprise on their faces was palpable. Zane and Wyatt exchanged a glance of pure shock, while Luca quickly masked his own stunned expression with a bright, eager grin.
 
Twenty minutes later, the group was seated in a leather-backed booth at The Iron Kettle. The restaurant was warm, dimly lit, and filled with the low clatter of silverware. Hazy, true to his role as the team’s social architect, kept the conversation flowing, while Harris Drover and Zane acted as sounding boards. Troy Barrett and Kevin Young chimed in with stories about their time in the AHL, and Will LaPointe sat next to Luca, their easy rapport evident as they traded quick, low-voiced jabs.
 
"So, Haas," Zane suddenly piped up, a mischievous glint in his eye as he leaned across the table. "How’s the shrine coming along? Did you manage to clear some space for the new signed jersey, or is the wall already full?"
 
Luca blinked, then turned a deep, burning shade of crimson. "Shut up, Zane. That is not a shrine."
 
"It’s definitely a shrine," Hazy laughed, pointing a fry at him. "I walked past his locker yesterday, Captain. He’s got this vintage poster—must be fifteen years old—of you from the Boston days. I’m pretty sure he stares at it for ten minutes every morning before he tapes his stick."
 
The table erupted in laughter. Even Troy and Kevin joined in, poking fun at Luca’s long-standing fandom. Ilya, who had been sitting back with a guarded expression, felt the corners of his mouth twitch. He looked at Luca, who looked like he wanted the floor to swallow him whole, and for the first time in over a decade, Ilya let out a genuine, low chuckle.
 
"It is... a good picture," Ilya said, devoid of its usual frost. "I look much younger. And more angry."
 
The table went quiet for a beat, surprised by the captain’s humor. Luca, still blushing, gave a shy, relieved smile. "It’s a classic, Captain. Hard not to admire the standard."
 
Just as the laughter began to taper off, Zane Boodram leaned back, clapping his hands together. "Speaking of life changes, you guys haven't heard the best news yet. My wife is officially four months pregnant! We’re having a daughter."
 
A chorus of cheers broke out around the booth. Hazy and LaPointe immediately started hitting Zane on the shoulder, their faces lit up with genuine joy.
 
Ilya watched them, the hardness in his features yielding to a strange, soft warmth. He looked at Zane, whose eyes were bright with the prospect of fatherhood.
 
"Congratulations," Ilya said, his tone dropping into a rare, sincere cadence. He leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on the table. "That is a great gift. You have a massive responsibility now, Zane. You better take care of them both. With everything you have."
 
Zane beamed, nodding vigorously. "I plan to, Captain. I’m already terrified, honestly."
 
"Good," Ilya replied quietly. "Being terrified means you know what is at stake."
 
In the wake of the news, the mood became even more relaxed. Will LaPointe nudged Ilya, grinning. "So, the secret is out, Zane’s going to be a girl-dad. What about you, Captain? You got kids back home? A daughter of your own?"
 
The air at the table turned sharp, almost instantly. Luca, realizing the potential landmine, immediately drove an elbow into LaPointe’s ribs, his eyes widening.
"Will! Shut up, man. Not cool."
But Ilya didn't recoil. He let out a slow, steady breath, and for a fleeting second, the image of a small, bright-eyed girl—Tatiana—flickered in his mind, vivid and painful and perfect.
 
He didn't look at his teammates. He looked into his glass, his thumb tracing the rim.
 
"I have a daughter," Ilya said, his voice barely a whisper, yet it carried clearly through the hushed table.
 
He didn't say her name. He just offered a small, ghost of a smile—not one of cruelty or power, but of a man who was holding onto the only bound that had kept him tethered to humanity.
 
"She is... the best thing I have ever known," he added, his voice steadying.
 
The table went silent again, but it was a different kind of quiet—one born of sudden, profound respect. Luca lowered his hand from his teammate’s arm, his expression softening, and for a moment, the legend of the "Russian Monster" vanished, leaving behind only a man who loved someone far away.
 
 
As the meal progressed, the ease between them grew, but the inevitable question hung in the air like static. Finally, it was Kevin Young who ventured to ask what everyone had been wondering since the news broke.
 
"Captain," Kevin started, his tone respectful.
 
"If you don't mind me asking... after ten years away from the game, what finally made you come back? Why now? Why Ottawa?"
 
The table fell into a sudden, heavy silence. The clatter of cutlery seemed to stop. Ilya’s hand, which had been resting on his glass, went perfectly still. The warmth of the bistro felt a million miles away, and for a moment, the ghost of the man he had been in Boston—and the man he was hunting for in the shadows of this city—floated between them.
 
Ilya looked around the table. He saw their faces— young, hopeful, and entirely unaware of the feelings he carried.
 
"I missed it," Ilya said softly, his voice barely audible over the ambient noise of the restaurant.
 
He paused, his eyes turning toward the window, watching the pedestrians pass by on the street outside. "I missed the game, yes. But I think... I think I missed the people. I spent a long time being nothing, living in a place that didn't know me. I came back because I am looking for someone. Someone who was part of my history, someone who made the game worth playing in the first place."
He didn't elaborate. He didn't say the name Shane. But the vulnerability in his eyes—a raw, searching look—was enough to quiet the entire group.
 
Troy Barrett, who had been listening with a thoughtful expression, gave a small, understanding nod. He knew what it was like to search for a place to belong, to carry a secret that felt heavier than a hockey season.
 
"Well," Hazy said, his voice breaking the tension with characteristic warmth. "If he’s in Ottawa, we’ll help you find him, Captain. We’re a team, right? That’s what we do."
 
Ilya looked at Hazy, then at the others. The knot of isolation that had been tightening around his heart for a decade felt just a little bit looser. "Thank you," Ilya said, his voice steady.
 
“That would mean more than you know.”
 
The Iron Kettle was a cozy, wood-paneled establishment that smelled of roasted garlic, aged cheddar, and the faint, comforting scent of hearth fire. It was the kind of place that felt disconnected from the high-octane pressure of the NHL, with checkered curtains and low-hanging lamps casting a warm, amber glow over the worn leather booths.
 
The table was crowded with plates of hearty bistro fare—steaming bowls of poutine, thick burgers, and crisp salads—but Ilya found himself barely touching his food. He was peripherally aware of the laughter and the low hum of his teammates’ voices, but his focus had drifted to the oversized bay window beside him.
 
Outside, the late afternoon sun was beginning to dip, casting long, sharp shadows across the frozen, cordoned-off patch of pavement in the park. The city was quiet, save for the lone figure on the ice.
 
A young girl, no older than twelve, was practicing. Ilya watched her, his fork hovering mid-air. Her skates caught the dying sunlight—they were high-end, custom-molded black hockey skates, the steel polished to a mirror finish. They were built for power, yet she moved in them as if they were extensions of her own nervous system.
 
She wasn't just skating on a rink; she was carving lines into the frozen pavement of the public park. It was fluid, predatory grace. The way she loaded her stride, the deep knee bend that maximized her edge control, and the explosive, surgical precision of her turns—it was a technique that shouldn't have belonged to a child.
 
It was a bridge to a life Ilya had thought burned to ash a decade ago. He squinted, his breath fogging the glass, his entire world narrowing down to the way her heels clicked into place during a stop.
 
"Oh, she’s here again," a voice piped up, snapping Ilya out of his trance.
 
Ilya turned, blinking as he realized Luca Haas was looking toward the window, his expression casual and slightly amused.
 
"What?" Ilya asked, his voice rougher than he intended.
"That kid," Luca said, gesturing with his burger. "Every time I come here after practice, I see her out there on the park pavement. Doesn't matter if it's freezing or snowing, she’s always skating."
 
Luca turned his attention back to the window, his eyes narrowing in genuine appreciation. "Honestly, if she played hockey, I’m pretty sure she’d dominate everyone in this city. Look at the way she cuts. That’s pure potential right there."
 
Zane Boodram leaned back, smirking. "Well, she might be into figure skating, Luca. Look at her—she moves so elegant. I bet she’s training for something specific."
 
The table went quiet for a heartbeat before Troy Barrett burst into a sharp, incredulous laugh. "I didn't know you knew the word 'elegant,' Bood. Did you swallow a dictionary this morning, or are you just trying to impress Captain?"
 
"Hey, I have layers!" Zane defended, tossing a napkin at Troy.
 
The teammates erupted in lighthearted squabbling, but Ilya didn't join in. His gaze had snapped back to the girl on the pavement. She had just finished a high-speed transition, her hair whipping behind her—a wild, rebellious halo of golden-blond curls—as she stopped in a sharp, controlled spray of ice.
 
She looked up, pausing for a split second, and the afternoon light hit her face. Ilya felt the air vanish from his lungs.
 
Her eyes were a shock of piercing, icy blue, vibrant and crystalline, but it was the dusting of freckles that froze him to the spot.
 
They were scattered like a constellation across the bridge of her nose and fanned out over her cheeks, dark and distinct against her fair skin.
 
Even with her coloring—the bright curls and the light complexion—the bone structure was a physical blow. The sharp, unmistakable angle of the jaw, the specific bridge of the nose, and the way her face set into a look of quiet, intense focus—it was all him.
 
It was a living, breathing echo of Shane. The way she leaned into her edges, that specific, predatory fluidity he had watched from the bench for years... it was unmistakably Shane’s movement.
 
Before he could push himself away from the booth, movement caught his eye near the edge of the park path. Two other girls who were older than her, who appeared to be identical twins, skated into view, their laughter carrying faintly through the glass. They skated up to the girl, grabbing her hands and playfully pulling away.
 
The girl looked back at the makeshift frozen patch one last time—a lingering, longing look—before she shared a quick, animated piece of small talk with her companions.
 
She laughed, a sound Ilya couldn't hear but could feel in his marrow, and then the three of them turned and skated away, disappearing into the shadows of the park trees.
 
Ilya gripped the edge of the table until the wood creaked under the pressure of his calloused fingers. The world was spinning, the reality of his past colliding with the cold, frozen present outside.
 
"Captain?" Hazy asked, his voice suddenly cautious, sensing the sudden shift in the room. "You alright? You look like you've seen a ghost."
 
Ilya didn't look away from the path where the girls had vanished. The roar in his ears slowly subsided, leaving behind a silence that was even more terrifying. He felt physically ill, his hand trembling as he finally pulled back from the window.
 
"I am fine," Ilya rasped, his voice a strained, hollow sound. He sat back down, his body feeling as heavy as lead. "I am... just tired."

  

  

    
      
        Notes:

        
          Here is the Chapter that some of ya'll are waiting for fufufuffuck

        

      

    








  Notes:

  hiiiiii so everyone who is reading this fanfiction I just made like literally  right now, wish me luck. I hope ya'll like it!!!
I just want to cry so that must involved whoever will read this now. xoxo





